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 Dedicated to all the heroes, both imagined and real.

You inspire and challenge us to do better, to be more, and to fight on.

 
 
 
This is a work of fiction.

The stories, including ideas, powers (both natural and supernatural), dialogue, and villains are all from the imagination of the authors.
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FOREWORD by Ernie Lindsey
 
 
The power of flight. Super strength. Technologically advanced gadgets. Incredible suits made by some reclusive, billionaire genius that incorporate all of those factors.
Being a superhero is pretty fun stuff, huh?
Recently, I participated in a panel at StoryCon in Vancouver, WA, and we discussed the role of superheroes in society and why so many people are absolutely fascinated by them. A member of the audience made a great point when he suggested that mythical people with superhuman abilities didn’t begin with fancy drawings of bulging men and women in brightly colored tights; they’ve been around since Greek and Roman gods ruled on high. Maybe even further back, but who’s counting?
The point is, whether you’re a few thousand years old and telling stories on the steps of the Colosseum or riding on the subway in 2014, reading the latest Superman comic, the idea remains the same: who hasn’t dreamed of becoming something bigger than what we already are?
Who hasn’t fantasized about leaping into the air and flying away at supersonic speed? (As an adult, I would use this ability to avoid traffic. As a child, I remember wishing we could hurry up and just get to the beach already, Dad.) Who hasn’t wanted super strength to teach that bully a lesson? Who hasn’t thought about tossing on a pair of red, white, and blue tights and fighting evil in some form?
Dreaming of superheroes or wishing we could be one gives us something to look forward to, and that’s hope. Hope that we can change what we are for the better, or hope that there’s someone looking out for us when we feel like life is getting out of control. If we feel like we’re not capable of taking on something that seems impossible, then the role of Great Protector goes to the people who are, and they’re the ones we expect to save us.
But, the role of ‘hero’ in society doesn’t just apply to superhumans we create with our imaginations—certainly DC Comics, or Marvel, or Hollywood does an excellent job of that—they can be anyone, anywhere, at any time. Doctors, nurses, officers, police, the man who jumps in an icy river to rescue a drowning stranger, the mother who chases and tackles a thief…they take on the role of Great Protector or they become someone bigger than the average norm by their actions.
Being a super human, or a super hero doesn’t have to involve tights, capes, or gadgetry or even watching them for two hours at your local theater. Those things are for fun. Those things are for dreaming about possibilities when we want to escape from reality.
Super humans, super heroes…they exist all around us in everyday life, quietly making the world a better place, risking their lies to protect us, and they’re out there doing it selflessly for the greater good.
You don’t have to wear a suit with a symbol emblazoned on your chest to be someone’s hero. Maybe all you have to do is be bigger than the norm, a little at a time, each and every day.



Cassie Dreams of Flying
By Carol Davis 
 
 
“It looks stupid, doesn’t it?” I said.
And no one answered me. I turned away from the mirror to find Lily checking her email and Cam picking at a smudge on the toe of his left sneaker. Neither one of them looked up, and you know… that pretty much answered my question.
“It does look stupid!” I wailed. “I can’t go out like this.”
“It’s a Halloween party,” Cam offered helpfully. “We all look kind of stupid.”
The thing was, they didn’t. Lily had put on a white lab coat with L.M. DOUGLAS, M.D. embroidered on the breast. The stethoscope she’d bought on eBay (a real one, to replace the plastic one she’d decided looked too childish) dangled out of the pocket. Cameron was wearing army fatigues and boots, courtesy of his stepdad, who’d served in Desert Storm back in the Nineties.
If I’d followed their lead, I’d be dressed as a ballerina.
We’d worn the same costumes – more or less – every Halloween since we were three years old.
“You can’t control how other people think,” Lily announced, still scrolling through her email. “We could hire some professional wardrobe person or whatever, and spend a ton of money, and what would it accomplish? We’re us. We’re not gonna blow anybody’s socks off no matter what we do.”
“Then I do look stupid.”
“You look fine,” Cam said firmly.
“You need to tell me the truth!” I insisted. “If I look awful, you have to say so, while there’s still time to find something different.”
Like my old ballerina outfit.
True, it was just a Halloween party – but in our tiny town, the Halloween party had been a big deal for something like sixty or seventy years. Before that, it’d been some kind of harvest celebration. These days, it was a chance for everybody to dress up and be a little crazy. The people with good imaginations got pretty artistic about it, or metaphorical. They’d turn some famous phrase or quote into a costume.
Some of them spent all year working on a new concept. Then they’d spend days fixing their hair and makeup.
“You’re gonna start hyperventilating again,” Lily warned. “You know what the paramedics said the last time.”
“Oh, God,” I moaned.
We all made good use of eBay, and not just for Halloween costumes. We pretty much had to, because the closest mall was a forty-minute drive away, and even there, the shopping opportunities were pretty limited: a Sears, some shoe stores, the typical stuff. Closer to home, we had a big Walmart, a Hallmark shop and a dollar store, which you’d think would be enough, but we (my family, and Cam’s, and Lily’s) had kind of outside-the-box needs. Online, we could find the indy books Cam liked to read, shoes for Lily’s unusually narrow feet, the tiny antique bobbleheads my mom collected, car parts for my dad’s old Mustang, and… well.
This.
White short-shorts with a high enough spandex content to cling to my butt like a second skin. Clingy silver lamé knee-high boots. A tight, bright blue long-sleeved t-shirt, on the front of which Cam had created a big, stylized “M” (for “Miracle Woman”, he said) with fabric paint and glitter. That part of it looked pretty good, I thought: artistic, bold without being in-your-face. Like a big logo. His original plan had been to paint an “A” (“Astounding Woman”) – until I reminded him about The Scarlet Letter.
He was crap with a sewing machine, though, and Lily and I were no better, so we’d turned to my aunt Nora for the cape.
A huge, billowing white cape, also decorated with Cam’s “M”.
When I fastened it to my shoulders, it flowed all the way to the floor. “I’m gonna step on it,” I said. “Every step I take. I’m gonna step on this thing and faceplant in the middle of the street.”
“Stop it,” Lily said. “You look fine.”
“I look like a hooker.”
“You do not look like a hooker.”
Cam put in, “Not in those boots. They don’t have high heels. I believe the Manual of Professional Hookerdom calls for at least six-inch heels.”
“So do the comic books,” Lily said dryly.
“This again?” Cam groaned. “Okay, for the forty thousandth time: I don’t draw those things. I’m not even personally acquainted with anyone who draws them. It’s entirely not my fault that a significant percentage of female comic book characters – heroes and villains – wear skimpy outfits, spike heels, and have cantaloupe-sized breasts.”
Lily pointed out, “You read them.”
“And… what? That makes me complicit in the downfall of American womanhood? They’re comic books. I’m a sixteen-year-old guy. I’ll admit to a fondness for cantaloupe-sized breasts. What do you want from me?”
A glance at the clock told me it was almost four o’clock. The party was only an hour away.
Ballerina, I thought.
The safe choice.
Quivering, I grabbed the hem of the t-shirt, intending to pull it up over my head, forgetting Cam’s presence in my sudden need to get rid of the thing. Luckily, Lily popped up off my bed and yanked my hands away from the shirt. “You look great, Cass,” she insisted. “Now stop fussing. You’re gonna get it all messed up, after you spent a whole hour ironing the creases out of that thing.”
I garbled out a groan that made me sound like I had a bad case of stomach flu.
“She’s right,” Cam said. “You look awesome.”
“I’m wearing shorts that are hiking up my butt crack and a pair of lamé boots!” I howled. “They’re gonna start laughing the second I walk out the door!”
How was it, I wondered, that Clark Kent’s mom could sit down with the blankets she’d pulled out of his spaceship and with a couple of hours’ work on her sewing machine could turn her kid into Superman, and not a geek wearing an old blanket? His cape was a blanket, for crying out loud.
At least mine was satin.
Lily wrapped her arms around me and pressed her forehead to my temple. “Let’s calm down,” she said quietly into my ear, like someone trying to control a toddler, or an agitated dog. “And think this through. WWDJD?”
What would D.J. do?
Lily and I had bonded over reruns of Full House, beginning back in first grade and running all the way up through middle school. Even now, on the occasional rainy Saturday afternoon, we’d grab some chips and sodas and watch a couple of episodes on DVD.
As little girls we’d dreamed of being Tanners, of having D.J. as a big sister. (I suppose that made us side-by-side versions of the hapless Stephanie.) Whenever something went cataclysmically wrong, we’d ask ourselves, what would D.J. do? Would she work things out on her own, or would Dad, Uncle Jesse and Joey need to come to the rescue?
How much of the house would get trashed in the process?
“D.J. would never wear this outfit,” I said. “This is a Kimmy Gibbler outfit, and you know it.”
Cam and Lily both gaped at me, eyes comically wide.
“Gibbler would be wearing five-inch heels,” Lily said. “She would have stuffed her bra past the point of all reason and slapped on about six pounds of neon-colored makeup. And yeah, she’d be stepping all over that cape. She’d be making a fool of herself in front of the cutest guy in school. You are not gonna do that.”
I took a step backward.
To my surprise, the cape billowed out behind me, and I didn’t step on it. Frowning, I did a half-twirl.
“Wow,” Cam said.
My aunt Nora made her own clothes – some of them, at least. She also made outfits for her kids, and had a little Etsy shop for toddler clothing that had done pretty well. Now and then, she’d make a wedding gown. She did beautiful work: things that fit properly, moved properly, and didn’t come apart in the wash.
To my knowledge, this was her first crack at a cape.
“Do it again,” Cam said.
Half a dozen steps took me all the way across my bedroom. I marched back and forth a couple of times, with the cape obediently floating behind me. Then I strode out into the hall and down the stairs, moving as quickly as I dared in the unfamiliar boots. The whole time, the cape rode the air behind me. I stopped when I got to the living room; as much as the little voice in my head had started urging me to go on outside and march up and down the length of the patio, that would have put me in full view of the neighbors. Neighbors who had cell phones with cameras, and who were fully familiar with how to post video on YouTube.
“You’re gonna chicken out now?” Lily asked from the stairs.
Now that I was standing still, the cape had again drifted down to lie against my back and my butt.
My white-spandex-covered butt.
I could run across the yard, the voice in my head told me. It was a good sixty feet long, which was what, thirty or forty really good strides? I could really book it out there, and get that cape flapping behind me.
About ten strides into it, I’d want to do the bounce thing.
You know the bounce thing.
Run-run-run-BOUNCE. Hit the ground hard with one foot. And you take off into the air, arms outstretched ahead of you to cut the wind resistance like the nose of a plane. It’s an easy thing to do, and every kid knows it. Run-run-run-bounce. After that, you’re soaring. You’re a superhero.
I’ve done it in my dreams.
That didn’t come from watching reruns of Full House. Those dreams – the ones where I was soaring through the clouds – didn’t start until after Jon was born. I thought for a long time that they meant I thought I was better than him. That I was (in a word) super, while he very much wasn’t.
But that’s not it at all.
I heard a soft sound from the other end of the living room and turned to see Jonathan sitting there on the couch, his O2 tank snugged up close on one side of his legs and his beloved Barker – the stuffed dog my parents had given him when he was three, because we couldn’t have an animal with fur in the house – on the other. He had a book lying open on his lap; one of his favorites, I supposed, Harry Potter, or maybe one of the Narnia books.
At first, he was his normal shade of pale. Then his face flushed and he broke into a huge grin. “Hey, bud,” I said. “What’s the tale, nightingale?”
For a minute he didn’t say anything. Then he whispered, “You look awesome.”
“Nah,” I said. “I look kind of goofy.”
“No you don’t.”
He was seven years old that Halloween, and small for his age, as he’d been all his life. Our dad could still pick him up pretty easily; so could Lily and Cam and I, if we didn’t have to carry him very far. His expression shifted a little as I stood there, and I could tell he was making comparisons, sizing me up against the superhero action figures he kept lined up on his bookshelves. He had dozens of the darn things, and every time I tried to dust them for him, they’d go tumbling down to the floor.
“It’s all in the attitude,” Lily said from behind me. “Right? Tell her, J-man.”
“It is,” Jon said sagely.
“Maybe it’s the boobs,” Cam put in. “Maybe if they were bigger, you’d have more confidence.”
I swung around, pivoting on the heel of one of my $15 silver boots, eyebrow arched, brow furrowed. “You being my cousin does not mean I’m prohibited from kicking your A-S-S,” I growled.
“Just a thought,” he said.
“I like it,” Lily said. “The power’s in the boobs. Like Samson’s hair. But yeah. Being stricken with self-doubt… ack. Don’t go that whole Peter Parker angsty route. You’re…” She turned to Cam. “Who is she, again?”
“Miracle Woman.”
Lily scrunched up her face. “Nah. Mega Woman?”
“How about Mortified Woman?” I said.
Some part of me wanted to go to the party, wanted it to be happening right now, so I could get the whole thing over with. It wasn’t the skimpy costume that bothered me, not really; the ballerina’s tutu I’d worn the past couple of Halloweens was just as skimpy and skin-tight as the shorts and the blue t-shirt. And the swimsuits I wore during the summer were skimpier yet. If you ditch this outfit, you’ll have spent all that money for nothing, I told myself. More than forty dollars (including the shipping) down the tubes.
I’d made the commitment. I was going to be Miracle-Mega-Marvelous-Magical-Mighty-Magnificent-Mortified Woman for the evening.
Unless I dug into the back of my closet and resurrected that old tutu.
When I glanced toward the couch again, Jon was watching me. He seemed to be deep in thought, and the small noises his O2 tank made seemed annoyingly loud. He’d wrapped his arm around Barker and had him clutched close to his chest. Usually, that meant something was wrong; Barker was the guy he told his most intimate secrets to, the stuff he felt he couldn’t tell Mom or Dad, or me. Barker went to all his doctor’s appointments with him, and to the hospital. Barker slept with him at night. Now, Barker was getting kind of squashed.
Frowning, I crossed the room and knelt down in front of the couch. “You okay, little big man?”
“Sure,” Jon said.
“You tired? Head hurt?”
For a moment he didn’t respond. Then he leaned toward me, arm still wrapped around Barker. “You look beautiful,” he whispered. The admiration in his eyes made my heart ache, and I pulled back a little, grimacing at the way those silly boots pinched my toes. Then his gaze shifted, and he seemed to be looking through me rather than at me. “I believe you can fly,” he murmured.
That caught me off-guard.
He could barely walk; he certainly couldn’t run. And flying?
Only in our dreams.
“We better get you ready,” I told him. “You know how Dad is about getting there early so we can get a good parking spot.”
Dad was one of the creative ones. One year, he was “dandruff”; another year, a bowl of pasta e fagioli. Last year he’d dressed in a black turtleneck and black jeans, ran a double strip of yellow tape from his head to his belt, glued Matchbox cars to himself and said he was Interstate 80. For him, Halloween preparations began just after the Fourth of July, and I couldn’t remember a single year in which he’d repeated himself.
Yet it didn’t bother him that Cam and Lily and I repeated ourselves year after year after year.
For a moment I wondered what he’d think of Miracle Woman.
Then I was pretty sure I knew.
Grinning, I got to my feet and shifted my cape so it would flow smoothly from my shoulders to the floor. Jonathan watched me the whole time, still sorting through the mysteries in his head.
“Up, up, and away, little bro,” I said. “Let’s get you ready, then I’ll show you how fast I can run.”
True to form, Dad got us there fifteen minutes before the party’s official start time. He scored a parking spot half a block from town hall, and crowed for a good half a minute as he maneuvered the car into place. This year, with the help of a million small white balloons fastened to a white bicycling outfit, he was a “bubble bath” – a costume he had to change into in my uncle Don’s office across the street from our parking spot, because he hadn’t been able to drive in it – though Mom had informed him that people were more likely to think he was a stripper, and that his balloons would probably all be popped before the food stands opened.
Mom went the safe route: like half the other people at the party, she was a zombie. I think I got my non-creative gene from her; the years she wasn’t a zombie, she was Glinda the Good. Every year, Dad told her that with a little more “juice” she’d at least get honorable mention in the costume contest, but juice wasn’t her thing.
Really? I think just watching Dad have fun was her thing.
This year, Jonathan was a basket of laundry. Dad had cut apart a couple of big white plastic laundry baskets and reassembled them around Jon’s wheelchair, then heaped old clothes and towels around him. Of course, Barker was tucked in there too, on Jon’s lap, ready to listen to anything Jon cared to confide.
We’d lucked out, weather-wise. When we arrived at the party, the temperature was still in the upper 50s, and the air was still. You could smell autumn in the air – old leaves, and bonfires – and there was no chance of rain. That meant the party would go on until well after midnight for a lot of people.
Dad, back from Uncle Don’s office and fully decked out in his white balloons, commandeered Jon’s chair and tipped it onto its back wheels like he intended to burn rubber. “Team Matson has arrived!” he crowed. “And we are gonna take this town!”
“Watch your backside, honey,” Mom warned him.
That, too, was covered in balloons. It meant he wouldn’t be able to sit down, but he claimed that didn’t bother him. On Halloween, generally speaking, nothing bothered him. As soon as they opened the food stands, he’d be scarfing down hot dogs and corn on the cob, high-fiving everyone he thought had scored big with their costume choice, and sizing up the prize options at the various game booths. Attitude, he told us: the success of the party was all about attitude.
As he propelled Jon toward Hanson Park, I pulled Aunt Nora’s cape around me, using it to conceal those tiny shorts.
“Attitude,” Cam reminded me, sounding impressively like my father.
Like every other October 31st I could remember, the center of town had been transformed into a creepy, autumn-flavored wonderland. The storefronts were decorated with cutouts of pumpkins and autumn leaves, real pumpkins, fake spiderwebs, posters of zombies and witches and skeletons. Real leaves, dropped by the trees in the park, had been allowed to gather along the sidewalks and in the gutters. Spooky music was playing through the speakers above the door of what had been a music store when I was in grade school; now it was a thrift shop, but the owners still made good use of the sound system.
The air was rich with the scents of fresh-baked pumpkin and apple pie, cider donuts, and frying burgers. That guaranteed that the food stands were everyone’s first stop – you’d have to have willpower of steel to resist those good smells. Even Lily, who normally ate less than her mom’s canaries, didn’t protest as Cam and I led her in that direction. I knew she was good for at least a burger and a cup of cider.
We were passing the hardware store when I heard a whistle.
Two notes. A wolf whistle.
Cam reached out and stopped me from pulling the cape around myself again. “Would you stop?” he groaned. “You look fine.” I started to protest, but he gestured around us with his head. “Take a look,” he told me in a whisper. “You think most of these people look good? I mean… what’s that guy supposed to be?”
“Mustard,” Lily said.
The guy in question was no one we knew. Somebody had brought him as a guest, I supposed, and he’d grabbed whatever was handy: in this case, a matching set of ugly yellowy-orange sweats.
“Mustard?” Cam and I echoed.
“I don’t know,” Lily said. “That’s my best guess.”
We saw Disney princesses of all ages (including, to Cam’s delight, some very naughty princesses), a lot of Batmen and Supermen, Sherlock Holmes, pirates, ghosts and skeletons, a whole troupe of zombies, a family dressed as crayons, a Smurf, a guy dressed as a sandwich, three guys from the senior class with lampshades on their heads, a girl covered in Christmas ornaments, vampires, clowns, Edward Scissorhands, Charlie Chaplin and Marilyn Monroe, a trio of angels with big fluffy wings, the Joker… and of course, a bunch of guys in their everyday clothes, roaming through the crowd drinking beer out of soda cans.
As usual, some of the little kids were crying. A lot of people had dogs with them, some of them in costume. The crying made the dogs bark, which made some of the kids cry harder. Over it all, the speakers at the thrift store were playing “Monster Mash.”
New year, same old stuff.
A few times, I spotted my parents in the crowd, Dad at the helm of Jonathan’s wheelchair. After they got something to eat, they moved around, checking out the carnival booths (Dad was a master at the ring toss and always managed to win something that would fall apart long before Thanksgiving), looking for friends, dancing to the music, picking out the people who were likely to score big in the costume contest. Cam, Lily and I also saw some of our teachers, the football coach, and the vice principal.
Lily spent a lot of time avoiding (yet spying on) her crush, Avery Johns.
I was munching on a donut when I heard a small voice say, “Are you gonna try this time? I think you could win.”
I looked down to see Jon parked a couple of feet away.
“Try what, peanut?” I asked him.
“The contest. You look really good. You should enter this time. I really think you could win.”
He had a Christmas-morning look on his face. Like, if I won, it would be the coolest thing that had ever happened to him. But I’d been thinking all day about the women in Cam’s comics, and the gorgeous actresses who had played superheroes in the movies and on TV. There was a Wonder Woman here in the crowd, somebody I didn’t recognize, wearing a bustier and high-heeled boots. Her curves were eye-popping, and her hair was a glorious, flowing curtain of gold. I was supposed to compete with her?
Or, heck, even with my dad and his balloons?
Cam and Lily were focused on something else, so I crouched down alongside Jon’s chair, smiling at Barker, who was clamped to Jon’s chest, providing my brother with a nice soft chin rest. “There are a lot of people here with great costumes,” I said softly.
“You have a great costume too.”
“Jonny…”
“Won’t you try?”
The disappointment in his voice broke my heart. I wanted to argue with him; I wanted to point to the people who’d spent all year (and a lot of money) putting their costumes together, and assure him that those were the people who’d get the most votes. I was wearing a blue t-shirt and $15 lamé boots. Paired with my scrawny chicken legs and non-existent bust, it didn’t make for a prize-winning look, no matter what Cam and Lily kept telling me – and no matter what I could see in Jonathan’s eyes.
Sure, I could sign up for the contest. But I’d lose.
“Hey, there she is!”
That was my dad, working his way through what was probably his third or fourth hot dog. To my surprise, none of his balloons were popped. Grinning, he leaned in carefully and kissed me on the temple. Then he looked down at Jon and frowned at what he saw.
“What’s the trouble, buddy?” he asked. “Too noisy for you?”
It might well have been. The crowd had been growing steadily, to the point where you had to duck-and-weave to get anywhere. Something like that felt suffocating to Jon, as it did for a lot of the little kids, who couldn’t see anything but a forest of knees and backsides. Jon couldn’t summon enough of a deep breath to yell, so he was never able to command people to get out of his way; at the same time, few people – particularly the ones who didn’t know my family, and didn’t know how sick Jon was – were observant enough to understand that they needed to let him get past.
I knew part of him would have preferred to stay home, where he’d feel safe and reasonably in control. But the part of him that wanted to be included, and wanted very much to make Dad happy, would always say “no” to being left behind.
“Maybe we should go down by the gazebo for a while,” I said.
It was quieter down there. Some years, they set up a band there (the raised floor of the gazebo giving the musicians some extra height), but this year the performers were scattered around, and that part of the park was comparatively deserted. A few older people were milling around, obviously glad for a little peace and quiet, and a handful of families with already-tired little kids had spread out picnic blankets so the little ones could take a short nap. I found a good spot near what in the springtime would be a tulip bed, parked Jon’s chair, and sat on the ground alongside him. Immediately, my feet felt better, and I started to wish superheroes were allowed to wear flip-flops. Or slippers.
I could see Mom and Dad nearby, both of them keeping an eye on Jon – and Mom was keeping an eye on Dad, who was holding a hula hoop, of all things. Where he’d gotten it from, I had no idea, but I was sure it would play a role in next year’s costume.
Jon made a small, wheezy noise that pulled my attention back to him. He was squirming around in his bed of laundry; when he stopped, Barker was lying on top of some towels, gazing out at the crowd.
“We can go home if you want,” I said. “We can find somebody to give us a ride.”
He looked around for a minute, then shook his head. “I’m okay. Dad gets really sad if we bail.”
“He’d understand.”
Over in the open part of the park, a couple of kids and a big brown dog were tossing and chasing a Frisbee. It was apparently the dog’s favorite game; in between catches he ran around frantically, yipping and flailing his tail. Jon watched them for a while with a hand resting on Barker’s head, and when the Frisbee landed a few yards from his chair, he sat up a little straighter. I could tell what he was thinking: he wanted the dog to come close, so he could get a better look. If he had the chance to pet him, that would make his whole night. Forget costumes and games and cider donuts; he might have a chance to pet a real dog.
“Is he friendly?” I asked the kid who came running over to fetch the Frisbee. The dog was bouncing around close by, and the kid turned to look at him with a frown, as if he wasn’t sure how to answer the question. So I changed it to, “He doesn’t bite, does he?”
“Nah,” the kid said. “He just drools a lot.”
“Can my brother pet him?”
“I guess.”
Jon all but stood up in the chair. His eyes were as wide as saucers as the kid called the dog over – and the dog seemed no less thrilled. He grinned an enormous doggy grin at Jon and moved readily in toward the chair. True to the kid’s word, he showed no sign of wanting to nip or bite, and he stood nearly still as Jon stroked his head and ruffled his fur.
Then his nose started to twitch. He smelled whatever Jon had been eating, I realized. A burger, or a hot dog. Any second now, he’d start licking Jon’s fingers, something that always made Jon burst into giggles.
Instead, the dog thrust his head into the rumpled towels and t-shirts surrounding my little brother, rooted around for a moment… then seized Barker in his jaws and took off running toward the far end of the park.
For a moment, I felt like time had stopped.
No one moved. I couldn’t hear anything. My brain refused to make sense of what had just happened.
I saw Jon’s face drain of color.
Another second or two went by. Then Jon gathered up more air than I thought he could possibly inhale and let out a piercing, blood-curdling screech. It wasn’t a word; it was pure sound, pain and anger and frustration. Terror. He couldn’t have emitted a more horrible noise if someone had stabbed him, and it grabbed the attention of everyone around us – though none of them seemed to know what to do.
Alongside me, the kid with the Frisbee snorted a laugh.
He thought it was funny.
Dimly, I was aware of my mother and father and Cam and Lily all coming toward us. They didn’t understand what had happened, I realized, though they knew Jon was upset. No one knew exactly what had happened except for me and Jon and that kid, and the kid thought it was funny. Meanwhile, that dog was getting farther and farther away. Running home, maybe, to bury my brother’s best friend in his yard, or hide it under the porch. I’d never seen that particular dog before, had no idea who owned him or where he might live. It could be a few blocks away, or a mile.
Jon started to cry, in big, gulping sobs. He struggled to get out of the chair, but the laundry and the pieces of laundry basket had him pinned in, and all he could do was push against it with his small hands – hands that were good at lining up tiny action figures, but no good at all in a fight.
“Honey?” I heard my mother yelp. “Jonathan?”
Nobody was going to fix this, I realized. What would D.J. do? didn’t matter – there was no Uncle Jesse, no Joey here to take over and make things right before Dad found out what had happened. I was on my own.
I took off running.
For the first few steps, those stupid cheap boots bit into my toes and my heels, and I wanted to wish them gone.
Then, somehow, they stopped hurting. They might as well have been gone, or been turned into something soft and supple and glovelike, because I couldn’t feel them at all. My strides got longer and longer, and I could feel Aunt Nora’s cape lifting behind me – not pulling, not fighting me, but somehow a part of me. Of what I was doing. I was aware of people gaping at me – some of them pointing – as I tore across the park, but I paid no real attention to them; they were simply there, an obstacle to be avoided. I focused on the dog, who was ducking and weaving through the cluster of small trees at the far end of the park, disappearing from sight for an instant, then back again.
I had never done any competitive running. I played volleyball. During the charity 5K’s Lily and my mom and Aunt Nora and I took part in, we walked, and gossiped, and giggled. No one ran.
I cleared the trees maybe a hundred feet behind the dog.
Gaining on him.
I knew he’d seen me; every few seconds he’d glance back toward me. He didn’t slow down, or stop, or make any sudden turns – he had a destination in mind, but rather than eluding me, I was sure he thought this was another game, something that combined guarding his prize and challenging me to seize it from him. Like it was the Frisbee, or a ball. That was the saving grace of all this, I decided. I had a chance of catching him because he wanted me to.
When we reached the road on the other side of the park, I couldn’t feel the ground any more. Really, I should have been gasping for breath. Those boots should have crippled me completely.
But I was still running.
The dog took off into the neighborhood everybody in town called Elmwood (though the elms were long gone), a collection of maybe fifty houses, a mess of fences and shrubbery and detached garages, one obstacle after another. Clearly, the dog knew his way around, and I didn’t – but somehow I had no trouble keeping up with him and locating him almost immediately when he ducked around a bush or behind a garage. It was almost full dark, but I had no trouble seeing him. Zeroing in on him.
Finally, we reached what was obviously his house. His yard.
“HEY! Come HERE,” I commanded him. I stopped at the edge of the yard, and I could feel the cape fluttering down around me.
The dog stood in the middle of the yard, tail wagging frantically. Come get me.
If I moved toward him, I knew he’d run. Maybe crawl under the porch, or into some hiding place he’d created under the shrubs. I wasn’t in a mood to crawl, not someplace where I’d find spiderwebs and dead mice and heaven knew what all else. More than that, I didn’t want Barker dragged through a bunch of filth. Mom could wash him, but he wouldn’t be the same after that. Wouldn’t smell right. Wouldn’t be right.
Unsure what to do, I stood with my hands on my hips, trying to catch my breath. The wind picked up a little, and I could feel the cape lifting behind me again, floating on air.
The dog took a step backward, and the security lights kicked on.
One of them shone right on me, like a spotlight.
Luckily, it was kind of a cheap light, or I would have been blinded. As it was, I stood there blinking for a minute, growing more and more angry, outraged at that stupid dog and his stupid owners – furious that they’d let him run around loose, so he could do this. So he could break my little brother’s heart.
He kept wagging his tail. Because he thought we were playing.
And he decided I’d won. Or he had. Or something. Either way, tail whipping from side to side, he came trotting over to me and dropped Barker at my feet, then sat down proudly and grinned that doggy grin at me. He was ready to go another round, I supposed, like he’d been doing with the Frisbee.
I was afraid that if I reached for the toy, he’d lunge in and grab it back, but he didn’t. I was supposed to throw it, I understood, and then we’d be off and running again. Instead, I tucked Barker in close to my chest, protected by my arm and Aunt Nora’s marvelous cape, and as I took a step back I told the dog, “Don’t even think about it.” Then I took another step, and another, and walked out of his yard.
I didn’t dare look back. That would have been an invitation for him to follow me. He might well follow me anyway, I figured, but I kept walking, hoping that his doggy mind would start thinking about food, or his own toys, or being let into the house to lie down in his favorite spot and take a nap. I didn’t hear him behind me, and he didn’t move up alongside me, and the farther I got the more I let myself believe that yes, I’d won.
By the time I got back to the park, I was limping.
Cam and Lily were there on the road behind the trees, scanning the neighborhood, and they came running when they saw me. Lily let out a shriek of relief when she saw Barker, and I let her take him from me because he’d started to feel too heavy to carry. She cooed at him as we walked, and resurrected a wad of tissues from the pocket of her lab coat so she could bathe the real dog’s sticky drool off Barker’s fake brown fur.
“Did you see yourself?” Cam asked, hovering alongside me, plucking at the cape. I swatted him away, and he settled for keeping pace arm’s length from my left side. “I mean, holy crap. You were like, absolutely freaking incredible.”
“I ran after a dog,” I said.
“Dude,” Cam said. “There’s video. I’m pretty sure there’s video.”
I stopped walking, even though something in my head told me that I might not be able to convince my body to start moving again. “Swell,” I told my cousin. “Another slow news day in the big city.”
“He’s right,” Lily said.
“About what?”
Lily and Cam exchanged a long look.
“What?” I said.
“Okay,” Lily said. “So maybe it’s kind of dark? And there’s things like optical illusions or whatever.”
Groaning, I started walking again. I would have sat down on the ground – heck, I would have curled up in the fetal position on the ground, and waited for somebody to come get me, preferably with a stretcher – but the thought of returning Barker to Jon as quickly as possible kept me going. Lily and Cam kept up, hovering on either side of me, very dog-like. Faithful. I wanted to be glad they were there, but my feet felt like they were on fire. When I was finally able to take those boots off, I knew I’d find at least half a dozen nasty blisters.
“You were flying,” Lily said.
“Uh-huh.”
“Your feet. They totally left the ground. I mean it. You were flying.”
That was seriously kind of crazy – even though I remembered not being able to feel the ground. I’d been tearing up turf, that was all. Running as fast as I could, so I could catch that stupid dog.
“You were flying,” Cam said softly.
The two of them moved in closer, and they each looped an arm around my waist. Lily handed Barker (now somewhat cleaner) back to me, and I held him against my chest as we walked, with that cape floating in the air behind us, held up by the breeze. As we moved back into the park, past the trees, people started to applaud. I heard cries of “Good job!” and “Good for you, honey!” as we crossed the park. And yes, people were filming us with their phones. Somebody with a camera took a bunch of still pictures.
Small town, you know. For us, pretty much every day was a slow news day.
“You know what?” Lily said close to my ear. “D.J. Tanner would be impressed. Heck. They’d all be impressed. They’d probably bake you a cake.”
Run-run-run-BOUNCE, I thought. Run-run-run-BOUNCE… and you take off and fly.
I got back to my brother to find him weeping in my mother’s arms. She was doing her best to comfort him, to calm him down so he could breathe, stroking his back and his hair and crooning to him. Around him was a pile of offerings from neighbors and friends: blankets, stuffed animals (one of them a huge turquoise pig, the best prize the game booths had to offer), a couple of little cartons of milk, some jackets. My dad was there too, distraught, and he’d popped all of his balloons – or someone had. He wouldn’t have been able to get close to Jon with all of them still inflated.
Cam and Lily let go of me, and I stepped up to Jon’s chair and knelt down.
“Hey, J-man,” I murmured. “Hey, buddy. Look who came back.”
At first, he didn’t respond. Then he turned his head a little and looked me in the eyes. He didn’t seem to understand that Barker had come back, so I lifted him into Jon’s line of sight.
“Thank God,” my mother said. “Oh, honey, thank God.”
She took Barker out of my hands, sniffed him quickly and wrinkled her nose, then pressed him into Jon’s grasp.
For what seemed like a long time I watched my brother drip tears into Barker’s matted brown fur. Then I sat down on the ground and pulled Aunt Nora’s cape around me. It was getting cold out, and I felt chilled right down to my bones. I shivered a couple of times, then Cam wrapped one of the donated blankets around me and gave me a hug. Lily followed suit, and after a minute it turned into a game: seeing how completely they could bury me in blankets and jackets and the laundry from Jon’s chair.
Half an hour later I was shoved up onto the party’s little makeshift stage so I could accept an award.
Mr. Sims from the hardware store had run over to grab a trophy out of the little stock he kept “for occasions like this,” he said. The Halloween party always offered prizes for Best Costume, Most Creative Use of Household Items, Funniest Costume, things like that – but they’d never had a need for a prize for something like this.
Like me.
He hadn’t had time to engrave the tiny plate on the base of the trophy, so he’d carefully penned something on a piece of masking tape: SUPERHERO. When he pressed the trophy into my hands, all I could think was Good grief, overkill, much? – then I caught sight of my brother, sitting in his chair in front of the stage, clutching his toy dog to his heart. He was seven years old that Halloween, well past the age when most little boys give up on stuffed animals… but Barker was the only pet he was able to have, the only one his fragile health would allow. Barker was his best friend, his confidant, his comfort in the middle of the night.
Fly?
I would have swum through molten lava to get that dog back for him.
I still felt like getting a trophy for what I’d done was… unnecessary. Kind of silly, really. I hadn’t flown, not really. And I hadn’t run all that far. I hadn’t done anything my mom and dad wouldn’t have done, if they’d identified the problem before I did. Cam and Lily would probably have made that same run, along with any number of other people. What I’d done didn’t make me anything special.
But I saw my brother looking at me, smiling through his tears.
And I felt like a hero.
Like I could fly.
* * *



Note from the Author
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Lucky Chance
By Wes Davies 
 
 
A phone rings.
Luke stumbles out of bed, bedraggled, and wades through a catastrophe of dirty clothes and rotten pizza boxes.
Fumbles for his phone.
The call display says Art Redford.
Dammit. Today can’t be the day. Can it?
He answers the angry phone, sliding his thumb across a cracked screen.
“Wrong number, pal,” Luke says, rubbing his eyes.
“Not a chance, Luke,” Art says on the other end. “Today’s your big day. Peel your ass outta bed and make sure you’re at the courthouse by noon, or your ex-wife’ll have your hide.”
Luke shakes his head. “No. Not today. Today’s no good for me. Honestly, Art. Things are pretty rough right now.”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Art says. “Neither will Julia’s attorney. If you want to see your kid before next Thanksgiving, you’re gonna be on time and prepared. You understand me, buddy? You haven’t left the house in three days. What’s wrong with you?”
“I don’t pay you to be a hard-ass,” Luke says.
“You don’t pay me at all. But we’ll talk about that later. Now, you gonna be ready?”
Luke looks around the piles of clothes on the floor. Wonders if he has anything clean.
“Luke, I asked you if—”
“No, I’m not going to be ready,” Luke says. “That’s what I’m telling you. Ever since I had that weird dream last week, things have been going off the edge for me—”
“Do you hear yourself, man? I’m starting to get worried about you. It’s time to pull yourself together and see if you can turn things around. I’m your friend, and your lawyer, and both sides of me are insisting that you move it, pal. Get your ass in gear. This is your last chance. I’m not bailing you out again.”
A click.
Luke slams the phone down onto his lumpy mattress.
Mutters under his breath, and wonders what friends are for, anyway.
He stumbles into the kitchen and grabs a sack of coffee beans—100% Arabica—and loads a handful into his grinder.
Flips the switch.
A roar, a sputter, and BOOM!
His face, and the kitchen, are covered in fine brown mist.
A tendril of smoke escapes the defective grinder.
He picks it up, about to throw it against the wall.
Thinks better of it.
He tosses the unit into the recycling bin, grabs his jacket and heads for the door.
Wipes powder off his face with his sleeve and steps outside.
Let’s get ready for another one, folks. Come on, baby. Let’s ride this all day long.
++++++++
Luke smears a piece of toast around his plate, absorbing pools of egg yolk, liberating the sticky goo from cheap porcelain.
“With the coffee, that’s $8.75, Luke,” Betty says.
Luke looks up at Betty, marvels at her jumpy orange hair, and smiles at her extravagant application of makeup—two levels deep. But behind the eyeshadow are kind, sympathetic and trusting eyes.
Luke reaches into his pocket. Pulls out a fiver and shrugs.
“You know, Betty. I’d sure love to, but can we put it on my tab today? I need the five for cab fare. Heading over to Newtown.”
Her lipsticked facsimile of a smile turns upside down. She leans in close.
“You haven’t paid your bill in over three months,” she whispers. “My manager is wondering about you. I wanna help you out, but a line has to be drawn somewhere, sweetie. We’re gonna need you to settle your debt before the end of the day.”
Luke closes his eyes. Decides that maybe Art is right.
He needs to turn his life around. The tide has to start turning his way.
He decides to try his luck. Test his dream theory.
“Alright. I’ll do you one better. I’ll pay you double before noon.”
Her eyes brighten, but her hands shoot to stocky hips.
“Now, I don’t need you telling me no lies, Luke. God’s honest truth is the only way to a happy life.”
Luke notices a well-dressed woman, red coat and black boots, distraught, in a booth against the wall. She’s crying, and alone.
“Hey, Betty, who’s that?”
Betty looks over. Lowers her eyes.
“Poor soul’s been in here all morning,” Betty tells him. “Hasn’t even touched her breakfast. Bad breakup if you ask me. The way she keeps checking that fancy phone o’ hers.”
As if in reaction to unwanted attention, the woman places a twenty on the table and walks to the door, pulling a hood over auburn hair. The door bangs shut as she exits.
“Betty, I’m gonna be right back with that money, alright?”
Luke heads for the door.
“Don’t go bothering that woman, Luke. This isn’t a slag bar.”
Luke steps out into the brisk autumn morning, leaves blustering across the sidewalk. He spots the woman, holding her jacket tightly and walking away in a hurry.
Luke matches her steps.
She turns a corner and leans against the wall of a convenience store, taking shelter from the wind as she makes a call. Puts the phone to her ear and waits.
“Listen, I’m sorry to keep calling,” she says, “but we need to talk. I—things didn’t turn out the way I wanted them to and—excuse me, can I help you?”
Luke jumps. The girl is frowning at him.
“Hey, mister, how ’bout you mind your own business?”
“Sorry,” Luke mumbles.
She turns her back to Luke and laughs into the phone, mirthlessly. “See, now there’s strangers wondering what I’m doing. I probably look like a nervous wre—”
Luke opens the door of the convenience store. Steps up to the counter.
“I’d like to buy a scratch-and-win, please.”
The clerk turns around, disinterested. “Which game?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Luke says. “You pick one.”
The clerk shrugs. “Here. This one’s got decent odds. Relatively speaking.” He hands Luke a card. “That’ll be five bucks.”
Luke reluctantly parts with his cab fare and turns to go.
“Hey, buddy,” the clerk says.
Luke turns around. “What is it?”
He grins. “You’ve got ketchup all over your shirt.”
Luke looks down. Red stains, at least a couple days old, dot his collared shirt. Guess it wasn’t as clean as he thought.
“Thanks, man.”
By the time Luke leaves the store, the girl is gone.
He takes her spot against the wall and pulls a dime from his pocket. Starts scratching the ticket.
A sound like a strangled animal meets his ears. He looks up to see the girl with the red coat. She’s sobbing into her phone, about to cross the street.
A bus rounds the corner.
She doesn’t see, and takes a step.
“Hey! Lady, wait!”
She turns at his voice and loses her balance, stumbling into the road.
The bus careens toward her.
“No!”
Luke leaps forward and yanks her back from the street. The bus screams past, sending a splash of slushy water up onto the curb. It honks a melodramatic horn and continues its route.
The woman’s phone has tumbled to the ground. She picks it up and glares angrily at Luke.
“You idiot! What did you think you were doing?”
“The bus… it was going to—”
“Get away from me!” she yells. “Or I’m calling the police.”
Luke backs away, politely, still clutching the lottery ticket.
“I’m sorry, okay. I thought… Never mind.”
He turns, feeling embarrassed, and someone yells out from across the street.
“Luke! Hey, boy, is that you?”
Luke knows that voice. Luke doesn’t want to know that voice. That voice sends chills deep into his bones, colder than a winter spell.
Ronaldo Voracek. The meanest hood-rat this side of the Mississippi.
“Hey, Paul,” Ronaldo says to his associate. “Lookie who we have here. It’s our lucky day.”
Not this, Luke thinks.
Anything but these guys.
Two thugs, built like jacked-up bulls and garbed in black leather jackets, cross the street.
Luke puts up his hand. “Honestly, guys, today’s no good for me, I’ve gotta get—”
The two men grind Luke up against the brick wall of the convenience store. Ronaldo holds him tight.
“The boss has been looking for ya, Lucky Luke. But you knew that already, didn’t you? In fact, Paul and I just paid a visit to your apartment. Pretty wrecked, even before we got through with it. But you know something?” He leans a little closer. Onions on his breath. “We didn’t find so much as a dime in that place. That’s a problem for me. And it’s a problem for old Paulie here. And most certainly, it’s a problem for the big boss. You know what that means?”
Another shove. The back of Luke’s head bounces painfully against the wall.
“What?” Luke grunts.
“That means it’s a hell of a problem for you,” Ronaldo says. “So unless you wanna give up one of your digits—my choice—we’d better start seein’ some cheddar, you understanding me? With interest, your total comes to five grand. You’d better be good for it.”
Luke’s eyes narrow. “Five grand? That’s more than twice—”
A hand to his throat. “It’s five G’s or someone’s pinky gets flushed unceremoniously down a gas station toilet.” Ronaldo squeezes Luke’s esophagus.
Gasping, choking. “Don’t worry. I’ve got your money.”
Ronaldo grins like a pirate, gold teeth glinting yellow. The hoodlum backs off.
“You’d better,” he says. “Let’s see the color of your green.”
Luke hands him the ticket, partially scratched.
Ronaldo’s grin grows shallow, unfriendly. “You think this is some kinda joke?” He turns to Paul. “Hey Paul, I think our boy Luke here thinks this is some kinda joke.”
Paul shrugs. “Doesn’t he know what we do with jokers?”
Ronaldo turns back to Luke. “I don’t think he does know what we do with jokers. Cuz if he did know, I don’t think he’d be joking around quite so much.”
Rough hands reach out to grab him.
“Scratch the ticket,” Luke says, fending them off.
The grin and the gold teeth disappear. A fist with brass knuckles replaces them.
“I’ve had it with you, little man,” Ronaldo snarls. “By the time we’re done with you, your momma’s gonna wish she never—”
“Here.”
Luke holds up a dime. “You’ll need it to scratch the ticket.”
Paul eyes the dime for a moment and then snatches it from Luke’s hand. He grabs the ticket from Ronaldo and starts scratching.
“We’re gonna take your whole hand for this,” Ronaldo says, pulling his coat back to reveal a glinting steel blade.
Paul lets out a chuckle.
“Wouldn’t you know it, Ron, the first row’s a match. Says on the back that’s worth fifty bucks.”
Ronaldo’s frown becomes a grimace. “Gimme that,” he says, and takes the ticket. Examines it.
He scratches the next row.
Over his shoulder, Luke can see it’s also a match.
“Lookit that,” Paul says. “Thousand bucks in your hand right there, Ronny. Scratch the multiplier next.” He points at a box near the bottom.
Ronaldo spits.
Scratches the multiplier.
The box reads 5X.
This ticket is a five thousand dollar winner.
Ronaldo holds his fury in his eyes, conjuring up fiery heat.
He slaps Luke across the face, brass knuckles drawing blood.
“What the hell is this? Some kinda punk-ass game? Are you gaming the system, Luke? Is this a fake?”
Luke shakes his head. “It’s not a fake. And I’m done talking. Just take your money and leave me be.”
He looks at his watch.
Running late.
“Listen, guys, I’ve gotta run. It’s been great catching up. Seriously. So see you… never, preferably. No offence.”
A left hook, straight to the temple. Pain shoots through his skull and down his neck. Proverbial stars flash before his eyes. Luke’s arm goes up to shield him from the next attack.
But it doesn’t come.
Ronaldo steps away from him with a scowl. Sour and sharp like rotted apples.
“If I find out this ticket is a sham, and I can’t cash it in, may the lord provide you shelter, cuz we’ll be comin’ for you. And we’ll happily make due on our earlier promises.”
The two men turn to go, staring at the ticket in Paul’s hands.
They step out onto the road.
A bus jams on its brakes, squealing, but it’s too late.
SLAM!
Both men are reduced to rhubarb pie on the concrete.
‘Tis the season.
The bus screeches to a halt. A woman screams.
The scratch ticket flutters out of nowhere, somersaulting in the wind just beyond Luke’s outstretched hand.
He jumps and snatches the ticket from the air. Tucks it into his jacket pocket.
Sirens rise in the distance as Luke jogs back to the coffee shop. More sirens. Police, ambulance, fire trucks.
A crowd starts to gather around the ghastly scene of the accident—curiosity draws them, and carnage keeps them.
Luke is shivering when he steps into the restaurant, but the interior is warm and inviting.
He walks up to the counter.
“Hi, Betty.”
“Luke.” She’s looking outside. “What happened out there?” Her expression is full of worry.
“It’s okay, Betty. Just a little traffic accident.”
Her eyes fall on him. “Do you think anyone died?”
Her attention drifts to the window once more.
“I’m not sure,” Luke says. “But, hey, look what I brought.” He slaps the ticket down onto the counter. “This will be good for a few meals on the house, don’t you think? Oh, and can I borrow a twenty? I really need to catch a cab to Newtown. Let’s put a rush on things, darling, I’m in a hurry.”
Betty peels her eyes away from the crowd outside.
She stares at the ticket. Flips it over and over in her hands, speechless.
“This some kind of joke, Luke?”
Luke smiles. “Hardly. I’ll be needing that twenty, please.”
Her eyes are glassy as she stares at the ticket—beach balls and dollar signs. She’s transfixed.
Luke reaches over the counter, opens the register, and grabs a crisp twenty-dollar bill. Slips it into his pocket.
“I’ll be seeing you later, Betty.”
She waves a facsimile of a goodbye, still staring at the paper ticket in her hands.
Luke leaves the shop.
Hails a cab.
“Just hold it together now, Luke,” he says aloud. The cab comes splashing up through puddles. Wheels dripping and yellow paint tinged with mud.
Luke opens the backseat door and slides in. The inside of the vehicle smells of cigarette smoke and Febreze.
It’s already quarter past eleven.
“Newtown courthouse, please. Next town over.”
“I know where it is,” the cabbie grumbles. He puts the car in gear and pulls into the street.
Luke settles back into the cushions. Muscles relaxing.
He wonders what he’ll say to his ex-wife. Julia can be so heartless sometimes. Especially when it comes to Abigail. She’s every bit Luke’s child, but it hasn’t felt that way in months.
“Ride’s gonna be thirty bucks,” the driver says. “I only take cash.”
Luke groans. Digs into his coat pocket for the twenty.
“Come on, man. I make this trip a couple times a year. It’s never more than twenty. It’s only a fifteen-minute drive.”
The cabbie catches Luke’s eye in the review mirror.
“It’s not the time, it’s the mileage. You seen the price of gas, lately? Pretty soon a ride like this’ll be forty.”
Luke curses himself. Why didn’t he grab more from the register? Less than ten minutes ago he had five grand to his name, now he’s arguing with a cabbie over a ten spot. Betty’s gonna owe him, big time.
He glances out the window. Watches the streets and houses of Covington fall away and give rise to farmland and forest. In another eight miles or so, they’ll reach the outskirts of Newtown. Barring any unforeseen disasters, he’ll arrive nice and early for his meeting at the courthouse.
“Listen, buddy,” Luke says. “If you take me to an ATM when we get to town, I’ll sort you right out.”
“That won’t be necessary.” The cabbie grins, flashing yellow teeth in the mirror’s reflection. A shiny black pistol is visible in his free hand.
A jolt of adrenaline shoots through Luke’s bloodstream.
“Seriously? You’re gonna rob me? I’m a deadbeat, man, I’ve got nothing to offer you. Not worth the crime.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
Luke’s phone rings, and for the first time in months, the ring tone is welcome. He takes it out of his pocket.
“Don’t even think about it,” the cabbie warns.
“What are you gonna do, shoot me? I’m answering it.”
“Don’t—”
The cabbie reaches backward, knocking the phone out of Luke’s hands. But his fingers slip on the wheel and the vehicle starts sliding wildly.
“Shit!”
Luke ducks as the cab smashes into a telephone pole. As if in slow motion, he’s thrown across the back seat. He watches the cabbie’s head bang sickeningly against a window. The car jerks to a stop, bringing a harsh silence, alarming and unfamiliar. Bright streaks of blood drip down the glass and Luke’s world fades to black.
++++++++
A ring tone penetrates the darkness, calling out to Luke, trying to liberate him from swirling storm clouds.
The end of each unanswered ring is like crushing defeat. How many times? Ten? Twenty?
Luke comes to. Scrambles for his phone, but it stops ringing before he can pick it up. Like a cricket, which goes silent when its location is discovered. He tries to make a call, but the signal is virtually non-existent on these back roads.
Luke scrambles from the wreck and finds the cabbie unconscious in the front seat. Good riddance.
He checks his watch.
Ten of twelve.
Very late.
He spots something lying beside the cab. A black leather bag, disgorged from the trunk.
Luke picks up the bag, unzips it.
It’s full of crisp, clean bills. All hundreds. Maybe ten thousand dollars’ worth.
He slumps it over his shoulder and staggers away from the wrecked car. Disoriented, he searches the horizon for the nearest farmhouse. He sees one around a bend, and limps toward it.
He walks up to the front porch, bangs on the door.
It opens an inch. An old, grisly man peers through the slit.
“There’s been an accident,” Luke says. “Please, I need to use your phone.”
The farmer glares at Luke, then at the leather bag.
“Sure you can,” he says. “Give me a minute, will you?”
He disappears.
Thirty seconds later, the farmer opens the door wide. He’s got a shotgun pointed at Luke’s head. He motions toward the bag.
“You’d better hand me that bag, and get off my land. I recognize the stitching. You really think it’s a good idea stealing from those people?”
Luke steps back. “That gun looks pretty ancient, farmer.”
“It’ll do the job.”
“Will it?”
Luke bolts.
The farmer fires the shotgun.
It explodes in his hands.
Luke dashes down the driveway, turns off onto the road, past the smoking cab.
Checks his phone again. Still no signal.
Checks his watch.
It’s noon.
He is officially late. And still miles out from where he needs to be.
Dismayed, Luke starts walking along the road, in the general direction of Newtown. Pick ’em up and put ’em down. He’ll get there, one way or another.
He hears a truck barreling around the bend behind him and is hit with a flash of inspiration.
Steps into the middle of road.
More of a chance the truck will stop for him that way.
The shiny black pickup stops. Nice tires. Newest model.
Luke yanks the passenger door open. A well-dressed man with a black moustache stares at him suspiciously. Then spots the cab over Luke’s shoulder.
“Jesus, everything okay? Hey, don’t I know you?”
It’s Donald Tildes, Julia’s attorney.
Of course it is.
Luke nods. “Yeah, Luke Chalmers. We met just the once.”
Donald shakes his head. “You and I are both late for the same meeting. What are the odds of that? What the hell happened here, anyway? I was driving by and—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Luke says. “Cabbie was trying to scam me. Can you give me a ride to the courthouse?”
“Sure. But shouldn’t we call the cops or something? Or get you to a hospital?” He eyes the side of Luke’s face. There’s a wound there; Luke can feel it.
Luke hops into the cab. “That’s not from the car wreck. Just drive, okay? We’ll call the cops once we’re on the road.”
Donald spots the bag, a few renegade bills sticking out the top.
“What the hell is that?” He looks back at the cab. “Luke, you didn’t.”
Luke zips the top and stashes it under the seat.
Donald gives him a sour look. “You robbed the driver,” he says.
Luke shrugs. “He was about to do the same to me. He got what was coming to him.”
“So you ran his car off the road?” Donald frowns.
“The whole thing was an accident. Come on, just drive.”
Donald shakes his head and puts the truck in gear, pulling away from the crash site. The crazed farmer all but forgotten.
A few miles down the road, they re-enter the land of cell signal. Donald calls 9-1-1. To Luke’s immense relief, he tells the operator about the accident, but doesn’t mention the black bag or the fact that there was another passenger involved.
“So why are you so late, anyway?” Luke asks when Donald hangs up the call.
“Not my fault,” Donald says. “Some kinda bus accident in downtown Covington. Traffic was held up for three blocks. Took me a while to find a way around it. I’ve been having weird luck today.”
Luke laughs. “Tell me about it.”
++++++++
It’s ten past twelve, and they haven’t hit Newtown yet. But with Julia’s attorney late too, Luke doesn’t feel so bad. Maybe things are turning in his favor, after all.
“So,” Luke says, breaking the silence. “Anything specific I should be prepared for at the meeting?”
“Sorry, pal, not supposed to discuss that with you. Technically we shouldn’t even be in contact now, but these are extraordinary circumstances.”
They finally reach the outskirts of Newtown. Once a thriving industrial center, the place is now derelict and defeated.
The truck’s engine sputters.
Donald taps the foot pedal, but gets no response from the motor. Donald pulls over, and tries the ignition. Engine won’t turn over.
The needle on the gas gauge is far below the empty marker.
Donald slaps the steering wheel with both hands. “I meant to fill up in Covington but that damn bus accident got me all screwed up. This is just bad luck.”
Luke hops out of the car.
Freezes in his tracks.
Donald steps out beside him. Follows his gaze to an old mechanic’s garage. Place looks deserted.
“What’s up?” Donald asks. “Besides the fact that we’re both going to get capital punishment from your ex.”
“I know this place,” Luke says.
Donald looks around. “Doesn’t look like much to me.”
A man cries out: “Luke!”
Luke whispers to Donald. “Just keep it cool. These guys can be pretty rough.”
“What guys?”
The owner of the voice steps out of the garage. Tony Saliari. A man hardened beyond his forty years, black pepper beard and piercing eyes that haunt.
“Luke Chalmers.” Tony grins gold. “Wrapped and delivered to my front door. Come to deliver the five grand you owe me?”
“I gave the money to your goons,” Luke says. “It’s not my fault they can’t cross a street properly.”
“What’s going on here, Luke?” Donald says.
More men emerge from the interior of the building, many of them armed.
“You’re not seeing the full picture here,” Tony says. “The point I’m trying to make is: I don’t have my money.”
Luke shrugs. “Your men lost it. Not my problem.”
A gun blast.
Donald’s front windshield explodes in a shower of glass.
Tony turns the gun toward Luke.
“You’re next.”
Donald jabs Luke in the ribs. “The bag. Give him the bag.”
Tony smiles. “You should listen to your friend, Luke.”
“Alright, alright,” Luke says. “I’ll get your damn money.”
He walks around the truck and reaches inside for the bag of cash. Counts out five grand and holds it forward.
Tony stares at the cash. Doesn’t move.
“And the loss of my two best employees? That’s gonna cost me. Therefore, it’s gonna cost you.”
“That’s not how this works,” Luke says.
Another blast; this time Donald’s rear passenger window disintegrates.
Tony points the gun toward Donald. “If you think your friend values his kneecaps, you’ll want to reconsider.”
Luke takes a deep breath.
Digs into the bag.
He begrudgingly takes out another two grand, one for each fallen marauder.
Tony takes the stack of bills, motions his gun toward the car.
“Get out of here, Luke. We’re done. Next time you need a favor, you’ll want to look somewhere else.”
“One more thing,” Luke says, hopping up into the cab.
Tony glares at him, hand going back to the pistol in his belt.
“Take it easy,” Luke says. “We just need some gas. You don’t think we pulled in here on purpose, did you?”
Tony frowns at Donald’s truck, now battered and beaten, then motions to one of his hack-eyed lackeys.
The kid returns from the shop with a jug of gasoline, sloshing it all over the place.
He fills the truck.
“That’ll be three hundred bucks,” Tony says, stone-faced.
“You kidding me?”
“It’s either that, or we blow the tires and call it a day.”
Luke pulls out the money. Hands it over.
Donald revs the engine, puts the truck into gear.
“Hey, kid,” Luke says. “Gimme one of those cigarettes, will ya?”
The kid grins and holds up a lighter and a cigarette. Tony and his boys watch with interest.
“Fifty bucks,” the kid says.
“Fat chance.”
Luke snaps them out of his hands in a flash.
Lights up the dart as Donald pulls away.
At the last moment, he sticks his head out the window and flicks the cigarette back. It twirls through the air and lands at the kid’s feet.
The spilled gasoline ignites, and a ring of angry flames erupts around his ankles. He screams and runs in circles like a wild animal.
Luke leans back in his seat, chuckling.
Donald glares at him as they hit the highway. Wind whistles through the shattered windshield.
“Why would you do that? They’re gonna come after you again.”
“Nah, they won’t.”
“Either way,” Donald says. “You owe me a thousand bucks. For the damage to my truck.”
Luke grits his teeth.
“I suppose I do, at that.”
He reaches into the bag and counts out the cash.
Ten minutes later they pull up to the courthouse.
Very late.
++++++++
Julia storms up to them on the steps of the courthouse. She sees Donald first, narrows her eyes at him.
“I was wondering when you’d show up.”
A faux fur scarf hangs around her neck, and her fingers twitch, like they want to be holding a cigarette.
Donald holds out his hands. “Freak bus accident downtown,” he says. “Traffic was backed up for blocks.”
She ignores him and goes for Luke.
“And you. That’s three in a row, buster. I can’t believe you’re so irresponsible. What a mess.”
“Where’s Abby?” Luke asks.
Julia sticks her nose in the air. “I didn’t want her to see the disaster you’ve become.”
Luke rolls his eyes. “You’re exaggerating. You just need to try a little harder to see the good in people.”
“No,” she says, rounding on him. “You need to try harder to be good to people. You seem to think the world revolves around you. It was your selfishness that pushed me away from you.”
“Julia, how can you say that? Abby is the most important thing in the world to me. I would do anything for her.”
She sighs. “Then you need to prove it, Luke. You’re half an hour late and you’re—you’re bleeding, for heaven’s sake. Looks like I made the right choice not bringing her.”
Donald clears his throat and gestures toward the bag.
Hhm-hm.
Luke picks it up. “Here, this is for you and Abby.”
Julia laughs. “Incredible. Are you a gangster now? What’s with the bag?” She digs out the remaining cash. Just over two grand. Thumbs through the money and tosses it back into the bag, shaking her head.
“Luke, we’ve been separated for six months. So this is what, three hundred bucks a month? Sorry, tango, you’re going to have to do better than that.”
Donald holds up a hand. “Shouldn’t we do this in the courthouse?”
“Fine,” Julia says. “We’ll do it in the courthouse.”
++++++++
“I’m sorry, Art Redford had to take his next appointment,” Melanie, the secretary, informs them. “Please follow me to your counsel room.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” Luke says as they enter the room.
Julia crosses her arms. “Which is?”
“Where’s my daughter?”
She groans. “She’s with her aunt Emily. They’re out for lunch, okay? Now, we need to talk about setting up regular child support payments.”
“Yes, we can talk about that as soon as you let me know when I can see my daughter.”
“Without any money, it’s going to be difficult for that to happen.”
“What are you talking about?”
Julia glances at Donald. “Listen, Luke. There’s something we need to tell you.”
Luke’s eyes narrow as he looks between them.
“What do you mean, we?”
A phone rings. Julia jumps as her purse begins vibrating. She digs it out.
“Excuse me.” She turns away from Donald and Luke. Holds the phone to her ear and smiles. “Hello, honey.”
A child’s voice on the other end.
“Let me speak to her,” Luke pleads.
Julia shakes her head at him. Then her eyes go wide with shock. “Does auntie Emily know about this, Abby?”
Luke stands, hands balled into fists. “What’s wrong? For God’s sake, what’s happening, Julia?”
Julia puts a hand to her mouth. “Are you sure?” she asks into the phone.
She pauses.
“Just wait at home, sweetie. I’ll be right there.”
She hangs up the phone.
Luke is shaking, on the verge of explosion.
“Tell me what’s going on with my daughter,” he says. “Or I won’t play nice anymore.”
“Well, Luke. Emily asked her where she wanted to go for lunch, and she chose a place over in Covington. Apparently you’ve taken her there on occasion.”
“Betty’s,” Luke says. “What of it?”
“Well, she said she found something on the floor of the diner. It wasn’t until they got home that Emily saw it and realized what it was.”
Luke sighs, trying to contain his frustration. “And?”
“You know those scratch-and-win tickets?”
The tension leaves his body, and Luke gives a hearty laugh. “Let me guess, five grand?”
Julia frowns. “How did you know that?”
“It’s a long story,” Luke says. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell Betty you found it, okay?”
“Who’s Betty?”
“She’s the lady who works at the—never mind. I’ll do something nice for her. Don’t worry about it. Can we forgive some of my child support, then?”
Julia looks over at Donald. He nods.
“Yes, I suppose. But, Luke, this means that we finally have enough money to move to Boulder. It’s the reason I needed more financial support from you.”
Luke looks from Donald to Julia and finally gets it.
“The three of you,” he says.
Julia sighs. “Yes.” She takes Donald’s hand.
“How long has this been going on?” His voice is surprisingly calm. Inside he is screaming. Suddenly, he can’t stand the sight of either of them.
“Luke, we don’t need to do this. You and I have been divorced for a while now.”
“Get out.” Luke says, rising to his feet. “We’re done here. I will see my daughter before you leave. That’s final.”
He practically runs from the room, which now feels cramped and dirty. Waits at the top of the marble stairs, tears pooling in his eyes.
Colorado? So far away…
Julia steps up behind him, puts a hand on his shoulder. Luke shakes her off.
“Don’t. I need time to process this.”
Donald walks past, heading for the stairs.
“Hey, Donny,” Luke says.
Donald looks up.
“Your shoe is untied.”
Donald glances down but trips over the renegade lace. He tumbles down the stairs with a series of loud thuds.
“Donny!” Julia yells.
Donald catches the railing, but when he gets up he’s limping.
“I’ll meet you outside, Jules,” he says, embarrassed.
He casts an apologetic look at Luke, then hobbles away.
Julia glares at Luke.
“You did that on purpose.”
Luke holds up a hand. “How could I? I told you, weird stuff has been happening to me lately. I can’t help it.”
She cocks her head, shaking it slightly.
“You don’t learn, do you? You bumble through life like there are no consequences. And when someone calls you out about it, you turn it around on them, pretending like it’s all their fault. I’m trying to help you, Luke. Once you can accept that, then we can talk about Abby.” She takes the cash and transfers it into her own purse. Thrusts the empty bag into Luke’s arms. “Until then, there’s no deal.”
++++++++
When disaster hits, it hits hard.
Broke and daughterless. And to make matters worse, Betty’s gone and lost his free meal ticket.
Better that Abby has the money anyways.
Luke walks through town, about to toss the black bag when he spots a hundred at the bottom. Looks up and sees a convenience store. He walks in and buys a scratch-and-win ticket.
He scratches it.
Nothing matches—a Big Loser.
“It doesn’t work like that, huh?!” He screams at nobody. The clerk shakes his head and turns away.
A phone rings.
Luke steps outside and answers it, watching leaves flutter along the sidewalk. It’s Art.
“Luke, what happened to you today? I waited as long as I could. You blew it, man.”
“Art, listen. Come and meet me for lunch. I’ll explain everything.”
Art laughs on the other end of the phone.
“Sorry, I’ve got meetings all afternoon. I can’t say I’m thrilled with you, Luke. I warned you about being on time today.”
“I warned you, too,” Luke shoots back. “Anyway, suit yourself.”
Cars drive past. A bus stops. People get out.
“So what are you gonna do now?” Art asks.
Luke shrugs. “I dunno, drive out to Colorado, maybe? Look for work out there. If Julia takes Abby away, there’s nothing holding me to this place.”
“Julia’s heading west, huh? Tough break,” Art says understandingly. “There’s a small chance I’ll miss you. If you decide to go.”
“Thanks. I’ll send you a postcard.”
Luke watches a woman cross the street. Black boots and a red coat.
She walks into a travel agency on the other side of the road.
“Although…” Luke says. Signs advertising seat sales to Bora Bora are plastered all over the front window. “There’s likely a few weeks before Julia leaves town. I think I deserve a vacation.”
“But, Luke,” Art says. “You don’t have any money.”
Luke smiles. “We’ll have to see about that. You take care, Art. I think I’ve got a little soul-searching to do.”
He hangs up the phone.
Buys a new ticket from the convenience store and crosses the street.
With a smile on his face, he tucks in his shirt, smooths back his hair, and enters the shop.
Reaches for the dime in his pocket.
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Repose
By Thomas Robins 
 
 
Lost Statue
Boston Harbor. Forty-nine minutes. For forty-nine minutes Herman’s head tilted down toward a glossy pamphlet that cost him three dollars and ninety-nine cents. He would have returned it if only he knew how to find the tourist trap where he bought the worthless scrap.
He was lost. Lost among a sea of other tourists with their own heads buried in guides. They were having more success figuring out where the next stop on the self-guided tour would take them. Herman felt like they were all so engrossed in the booklets directing them from destination to destination, they were missing the Boston culture all around them.
He should talk. Fifty-two minutes, now, had passed and he still had not found the statue of Christopher Columbus, the starting place for the walking tour he was trying to take. Next time, he thought, I’ll pay for a real tour.
His dilemma had a simple solution—he could ask one of the scores of other tourists if he or she had found the statue already—but he couldn’t chance someone would recognize him.
A little height, perhaps—some perspective on the whole of Boston Harbor and then, maybe, he could get a better feel for how the obtuse map matched to his surroundings. Herman, with disregard for the rules of gravity, started floating straight up into the air.
“Hey! None of that here. Feet stay on the ground.” It was a demand made with the tone of authority.
Herman landed softly and turned to see the source of the complaint. It came from atop a horse.
“Yes, Officer,” he told the mounted deputy. Then, he added, “Could you tell me how to find the Christopher Columbus statue?”
Herman pointed helpfully at his map as if it explained his taking to the air.
The officer looked at Herman like he was insane for daring to ask for directions after being reprimanded. So much for being recognized, Herman thought, if even law enforcement can’t see through the street clothes.
The tension in the situation was rising, he could sense it. Herman’s hand went instinctively to his top button. He touched it. Felt the solid metal painted to look plastic. He resisted the urge to give it a strong tug.
He reminded himself that, to the officer, he was just another guy who could fly. One of too many these days. Flying was one of the legal genetic modifications, and fairly popular among the rich and young. But if he pulled the button, the servos running through his outer garment would pull his clothes into a small pack on his back, revealing his uniform. Not a uniform, a costume. A costume he had learned to loathe. Just one pull and Herman would be revealed for the hero he was. The lawman who was now sitting, literally, on his high horse, would not only let him fly wherever he wanted, but he would ask for an autograph and take him to the statue, personally.
Herman did not pull the button. He did not want to be recognized. That was the whole point of his vacation.
“Further north, in the park…no flying,” the officer replied to the question, in the least helpful way possible.
Herman could already see the park was north on the map, but he could not keep his directions straight when all the streets ran counter to any sense of direction.
“Thanks.” Herman had had enough of the interaction, tucked his chin back down to his chest, and decided he should find a place to eat, regroup, and try again.
 
Fish Tacos
For Herman, what was once a calling had morphed into a job and, then, a chore. He wanted no part of his blessed life anymore. Death was a release he doubted the universe would ever afford him, so his next best idea was a vacation. The vacation was not going well, but at least he was finally getting to eat. A luxury he enjoyed, even if he did not need food to survive.
The undercover hero sat at a metal table free to use by the patrons of multiple street vendors on the harbor. He pulled a long draw of cola and looked at his wrapped meal.
Fish tacos. He liked fish. He liked tacos. He was on vacation. Why not give the dish a try, he had told himself. He relaxed and took in the laid-back Boston atmosphere. The foil containing his meal tore easily and he pulled out one of three fish tacos. One of three ice-cold fish tacos.
“Oh, come on.” He got up and took the offending meal back to the vendor.
“Hey! Hey! These are cold,” he called over the line of customers at the stand.
A small, fiery redhead with a thick Boston accent yelled back to him, “They were hot when ya’ got ’em.”
“No, no. Don’t pull that one, these just came out of the freezer. I want fish tacos, not sushi tacos.” Herman had muscled in front of the other patrons.
Now that the other people were starting to take notice of his complaints, the tattooed redhead decided she needed to get rid of him.
“Look, they were fine. If you waited to eat ’em, it’s not my fault. Now get outta’ here before I get the police.”
Herman took a beat to decide if he really wanted to risk seeing the mounted deputy again. The redhead took the opportunity to threaten him further.
“And don’t even think about getting weird, ’cause I got that strength gene and I’ve taken down people bigger than you.”
“Whatever,” Herman responded. “I hope the health department closes you down.”
He went back to his soda. He doubted she had the money for gene therapy, but the procedures were as prolific as plastic surgery and the strength gene had started going around before the government started regulating the industry so anything was possible.
Herman’s powers were different. They were all-encompassing. All-natural. No amount of medical procedures could make a match to him. At best someone could acquire one or two powers, but he had them all for as long as he could remember. It was a humanitarian decision that made research on his own DNA available to the world. A world that had monetized it. A world full of people who could feel superior for the right price.
Herman wrapped his hands around the tacos and concentrated on pulling ambient heat from the background radiation of the universe into his palms. He couldn’t help the other patrons, but at least his tacos would be hot.
 
Foiled Again
The vacationing hero pulled the second steaming taco from the foil pack and his mouth watered in anticipation, now that it knew what to expect.
“You have met your end!”
The words were meant to ring out, but they barely carried over the crowd. Herman’s subconscious rated the declaration as being so unremarkable it did not register as directed at him.
Moments later, the words came again but the man saying them stood directly in front of Herman and his half-eaten taco.
“You have met your end, Gamma Man.”
Being so close to the alpha hero had taken some of the steam out of the young man’s declaration. Still, he stood there as if he wanted to prove he was the fastest gunslinger by challenging the most skilled shot in the west.
“How do you people find me?” Herman said, exasperated. “I’m on vacation. Go back to your basement and find a gene that will get you a life.” As an afterthought, he added, “And that’s not my name.”
The villain was incensed by Herman’s refusal to take him seriously. Although—could someone who was willing to undergo illegal gene augmentation be called a villain, or just an idiot? Herman had been in this scenario too many times to really believe the twenty-something guy would go away.
Herman stood up and wiped his mouth with a napkin imprinted with a smiling fish taco. He pulled his top button and his clothing transformed into his well-known, spandex-laden persona. His vacation was over.
“Let’s have it, son,” Herman said, wearily.
“Call me ‘The Crusher!’” the other man exclaimed.
Herman used to assess personal risk when confronted with an unknown villain. Now, he just let them attack. He actually felt bad for The Crusher and all the others who had come to challenge him. Herman knew he would not die. He knew it better than he had ever told anyone.
Herman told himself his gift to the myriad villains who challenged him was to give them at least one moment to think they could truly beat him. Secretly, he wished one of them could.
“Alright, The Crusher, do whatever it is you do.” He waved his hands around, dismissively.
“You will die!” The Crusher regained his confidence with Herman’s lack of taking the offensive.
The chairs and tables in the outdoor space started flying away from them. Telekinesis. People who had been gawking at the two of them ran to find cover.
A whistle shrieked across the square and the officer on his horse started galloping toward them. The horse suddenly stopped, causing the officer to sail off his mount. He came down hard on the cobblestone quad. He recovered quickly, and stood to continue toward the center of the fray, when a well-aimed chair knocked him in the head.
Herman shook his head in disappointment at himself. He should have just stopped The Crusher at the outset, then the officer would not have been hurt.
“Now listen here, son—” Herman found himself interrupted by a tremendous shaking. The people who had been running away were being picked up along with cobblestone bricks, added to the mix of swirling bric-a-brac. What began as a chorus of shrieks slowly lost its voice as people and solid objects found each other in the fray. Herman had a brief moment of shock at the human toll. It was enough time for The Crusher to encase him on all sides by cobblestone bricks, chunks of concrete, and bodies.
The heavy materials pushed in on all sides. Any movement on his part gave the mound room to work its way closer to him, making him less and less mobile.
Herman’s temperature began to drop. He could feel his extremities turning solid. Freezing. He would be a block of ice within a minute. That was The Crusher’s ploy, keep him immobile long enough to freeze him. After that, who knows, take him somewhere? Try to crack him into frozen chunks? Perhaps The Crusher had no plans of surviving at all and this was the last chance at notoriety for a depressed man. Herman could appreciate that.
The hero pulled ambient energy from the world around him and warmed himself.
It was time to end this charade. Herman pushed out with his own telekinetic power, much more potent than The Crusher’s. He was free of the bricks for only a moment before the villain started throwing them back at Herman.
The Crusher did not relent, did not stop sending detritus at Herman. Herman’s response seemed to be just to deflect the objects sent toward him, spending all his energy to keep up with the onslaught. But there was more, Herman would send all the flying material behind The Crusher, slowly building a cell with the inanimate objects, putting the people down away from the fight in hopes some would survive.
The pile of debris grew to the size of a house and Herman quickly pulled the entire pile forward and around The Crusher, giving him a taste of his own assault. Herman then held the material tight around the villain until he could feel the telekinetic struggle stop. Herman pulled the boy out of the pile. He was alive, but passed out.
They’re becoming more violent.
If I just killed one, Herman thought, maybe they would quit trying.
 
Hero’s Remorse
“What happened to Benny? He decided I was beyond hope, didn’t he?” Herman asked the female therapist, Sara, sitting next to him in a small office with one too many bowls of potpourri.
The crow’s feet Sara could not conceal with makeup exposed her as someone with experience, but not elderly. The government used to throw interning counselors at him, until he had caused a dozen or so to get out of the helping field altogether. One of them even took a vow of silence and meditated at a monastery the rest of his life. Herman felt envious of that one.
The CIA stepped in at that point and used professional psychologists. Psychologists, he was sure, that would bend the rules of confidentiality for the CIA.
“He didn’t decide you were beyond hope, Herman. He retired. You’ve been working with him a good fifteen years. He could have retired five years ago, but he really cared for you,” she said softly, but firmly. He had all the superpowers, but she was the all-powerful one in her bailiwick.
“Still, I liked him. He should have told me he was leaving.”
Herman really did like Benny, who seemed to understand why he hated being a hero. It had been a while since he’d had someone he was willing to lie to in therapy. With Sara, he seemed to fall back into it easily enough.
“His notes say you talked about his retirement in session for the last several months—even says you threatened to burn down his house if he left.” She countered him, without asking him why he lied.
“Do I have to worry about you burning his house down, Herman?” she asked.
“It wasn’t a threat, more like hyperbole,” he replied.
“So you plan to do something to him?” she pressed.
“You don’t let up, do you?”
“Do you?” she asked back.
“What is his new therapy technique? I liked the way Benny did it,” he said, agitated.
“How did Benny do it?”
“He’d let me tell him what I was thinking and he wouldn’t judge me. Also, he would know I’m not going to do anything harmful, even if I say the words. This is therapy, lady, it’s the only place I can process through my feelings.”
“Ok, then. Tell me what you are feeling and I will listen,” she said.
Drat, he thought, she’s good. In under two minutes she had been able to get him to talk directly about the very thing he had tried to avoid.
“Did you hear about my trip to Boston?”
“Your vacation,” she stated.
“It wasn’t a vacation, much more the opposite. There was a parade, a stage, speeches, politicians. Even a blasted brass quintet. I spent a whole day as the main attraction of festivities, when all I wanted was a break.”
Sara replied, “They appreciated you saving them from The Crusher.”
“That’s not it. Three deaths and a dozen more hurt,” Herman said. “The politicians wanted photo ops for their re-election campaigns, the rest just wanted to see the oddity that is me. Anyone who thinks about it for five seconds would realize The Crusher would not have been in Boston if I had not been there first. I brought the danger and the death by existing.”
“That’s a fair point, why celebrate someone who cleans up a mess he made himself,” she reflected.
“Exactly.” He decided he would like her after all.
“All I could think during the whole affair was if I had just squeezed a little harder when I trapped him, he would have died and then…no parade, no politicians would want to be near me, I could have quietly left town. The death would have been labeled an accident the guy brought on himself by attacking me. Still, my being the direct cause of any death would have left a sour feeling.”
“But that’s not what you did,” Sara observed.
“No, I didn’t, but as the decades roll by I find it harder to remember why I don’t hurt people who hurt others. It’s an axiom of an ethical principle based on a moral law that I decided on long ago. I’ve forgotten the proof, I’ve lost the dots I need to connect the lines allowing me to remember why I keep fighting the good fight.”
“So, why don’t you quit?” Sara probed into a wound deeper than she knew.
“I have. I’ve tried. These gene hacks find me anyway. The government always has some catastrophe they need me for. The world always finds ways to destroy itself and I’m just the one needed to keep the world from dying.
“I’m not allowed to retire and since I don’t show signs of aging, I don’t see an end in sight. I’m a living legend but my fear is that my story is an epic. I’ll be saving the world long after you and your children’s children are dead.” Herman was staring blankly at the floor. What depressed him most was how true his words were. Sara was probably in diapers when he started acting the hero and now here she was counseling him in her forties.
“You know what the worst part is? Do you know what they called me at the celebration?” he asked.
Sara replied, “Gamma Man.”
“GAMMA MAN!” he spat.
“If you don’t like the name, give them a better one. I think they will demand a hero’s name for you, though.”
Still angry, Herman continued, “I don’t even know how it happened. I am not a lab experiment, I did not get bit by a radiated platypus, I was just born this way. I am nothing special. I am Herman. Herman.”
“Again, if you don’t like the attention, why don’t you retire?” she asked.
“I told you. I can’t retire. Everyone, good or bad, wants to be around me.”
Sara, during this, her first session with Herman, challenged him in a way Benny had never dared.
“Herman, it seems to me you know what you have to do to make people not want to be around you. You told me yourself.”
Her assertion took Herman aback. He had to think about what they discussed.
“You mean kill someone who deserves it anyway,” he stated.
“It would be a change in policy for you. People, governments, villains, none of them like change. Especially violent change.”
“Aren’t you supposed to keep me in line?” Herman said.
“I’m your psychologist, not your mother,” she replied.
Herman definitely liked her.
 
Crushing Confession
The Crusher stared at the missing outer wall of his cell, beckoning him to freedom. Of course, it wasn’t he who had removed the wall. His powers were being subdued by drugs.
Fear, however, kept him on his cot. Fear, and pieces of the wall now pressing down on him, held there telekinetically by Gamma Man.
Herman’s green and yellow tights were a beacon of peace and safety for all the world. The Crusher would know this was not Gamma Man’s usual modus operandi. Herman did not use unprovoked violence or torture. Yet, here Herman was, making The Crusher plead with his eyes, not for freedom from a cell, but for his next breath. The breath that would keep him alive that much longer, but the cost of his next breath could kill him anyway.
Herman gave his demand. “You get one breath. Use it to tell me who hacked your genes or you will not ever breathe again.”
The Crusher was a dead man either way, but dying later was always preferable to dying sooner. The pinned man sucked in a breath as slow as he could in an obvious effort to think of another way out.
He found none.
He could name one of a thousand licensed gene doctors, but his lie would be quickly discovered. He was only left with the truth.
“Doctor Jupiter,” The Crusher said.
Herman flew off, leaving The Crusher to figure out how to get out from under the rubble with his powers subdued.
 
Final Words
Doctor Alan Jupiter’s laboratory was state-of-the-art. It was protected by armed guards, blast doors, security panels, and, finally, a retinal scanner.
Herman hunched forward and looked into the scanner, the last bit of security between him and the doctor. He watched as a red laser passed over his own eyeball. He was vaguely aware of a small beep. The beep was followed by the door beside him being released.
Herman walked into the lab unchallenged, just as he knew he would.
“Herman!” Alan said like an old friend. “What can I do for you? Did you find a new power? Do I need to find what gene it came from for you?”
Herman also thought of Alan Jupiter as an old friend, or he had. Alan had been with him from the beginning. He was the first genetic specialist who had worked with him to try to figure out why Herman was the way he was.
The hero walked toward Alan along the far right of the room, where the doctor had suddenly decided he should file away the papers he had been intently working on when Herman walked in.
“Just wondering what you’re up to, Alan,” Herman asked, trying to not let it slip that he knew Alan had been producing the gene-hacked villains.
“Oh, you know— this and that. What I always do, try to figure out what makes you tick,” Alan replied while turning a key to lock the file cabinet as if someone who could get past all the security outside this room would be foiled by a thin metal drawer.
“But I haven’t seen you in, what, five years now? Surely, there’s nothing new to keep you busy. Plus, I told you my theory. You won’t find the answer in my DNA.”
Herman was now standing on the opposite side of a large table from the man whom he had once thought of as an ally.
“Right, right. Your ice theory.” Alan said.
“Glass theory.” Herman knew Alan was stalling, but he was drawn into giving his thoughts on his powers again. “If you take a glass and pour water into it, its shape is predetermined. You can freeze the water and take it out and understand the shape, even make an approximate replica, but it was never the water that created the shape. I’m the glass. My DNA looks the way it does because that is the way it has to look to fit my mold.”
“Yes, I know your theory, but you’ve never given me any reason to believe it. The fact we can transfer your flight and strength genes into other people shows it’s all in your genome. Herman, the genome is a complicated thing. I’ll be working on the puzzle of your powers until I die. Who knows when we’ll have another plague, right?” he replied.
“The plague…that was you.” A sudden crash of Herman’s reality made him pause, feeling a loss of control over the confrontation he had worked out in his head.
The plague had happened about thirty-five years ago. Thousands of people were dying. Alan had convinced him to allow a full study into his superior genetic code to look for a cure. Herman allowed it and the plague was under control within a week.
Herman had thought the turnaround time was too quick. Now that he suspected Alan had ulterior motives for wanting access to his genes, it seemed the plague might have been a ruse, planned by Alan himself to get Herman to capitulate. After “finding” a cure, Alan’s research could continue, with a full genetic code and full government funding.
It was only a year after the plague that the gene augmentation industry was developed. Leaked research, no doubt, but he’d never blamed Alan for the leak.
“You’re losing your memory. We cured the plague together.” The doctor’s act was flawless, but Herman could smell fear on other people. Alan feared him. The scientist started edging around the wall toward his desk.
“I know what you have been doing. I want to know why. Why hack kids? What are they, grad students? Why have them attack me?” Herman was breathing heavily, becoming angrier with each realization of the years’ of trust this man had duped him into.
“Now, Herman, anything I did, I did for the good of you and mankind. You haven’t exactly been needed recently. These ‘kids’ have kept you on your toes and every time you use your powers, it helps further my research. Someday, I’ll be able to move beyond giving people two or three modifications just to see if they got any of your powers. Then we can have an army of superheroes to protect us. It’s not just me, the government wants the army, too. Think about it, you could retire knowing we are safe. Isn’t that what the file says you want? To retire?” The scientist had moved to his desk and sat down casually. Alan’s fear was dissipating.
Herman, however, was yelling.
“Don’t patronize me, Alan! I will not let you continue this charade. You will rot in a cell for the rest of your life next to all the souls you condemned when you sent them to attack me.”
“Herman, friend. I am truly sorry, but I know more about you than you do. Do you think I wouldn’t be prepared if you came for me? I am truly sorry.”
Alan reached under his desk and Herman heard an insignificant click.
Herman was suddenly immobile. A force beyond his understanding was acting on him. It felt as if his muscles were being dissolved while being simultaneously reconstituted by his own healing ability. It wouldn’t kill him, but he couldn’t move away as long as his body was focused on healing itself. Stalemate.
“Don’t worry, Herman. Besting you is not easy, but I think you’ll find I have been very thorough in my research. I have studied each of your known powers ad nauseam. What you’ve never told me is if you feel pain. Could you clear that up for me before I say goodbye, old friend?”
Herman eyed Alan closely as he answered through gritted teeth. “Not for you, I don’t.”
“So be it, then.” Alan reached back under his desk, and before the next click reached Herman’s ears, he disappeared.
 
Unknown Variable
Herman took only one secret with him when Alan activated the second switch. It was ten years earlier that a terrorist group had fired a nuclear missile over land rights. Herman was able to intercept it. He took it into space and rounded the moon so if it blew, the sight would not blind anyone who was watching.
On the far side of the moon, Herman sat next to the missile and waited. He wanted it to blow up. He wanted it to tear him apart atom by atom. He wanted it to kill him. End his life.
The missile did not blow up—being an idiotic plan formed by an insane organization and poorly implemented.
So Herman grabbed the metal husk and tore into the bomb. He pulled out the explosive guts and squeezed until he stopped existing. An aura of moon dust and rock permanently changed the view of the sky. A sign to Earth they had been saved by Gamma Man’s intervention.
Herman died.
Herman knew he had died.
Herman realized he could not know he died if he was dead.
He opened his eyes and saw clouds. He was naked. Falling. He slowed his descent and looked at himself. No suit. Fingernails clean. If he had lived through the blast, he would have signs of it on himself.
There were no signs.
It was as if he had disintegrated and the universe put him back together again. He was not allowed to die, ever. It was the final nail in his empty coffin. It was the genesis of the glass theory. His DNA was superior because, by definition, it had to be for him to exist as the person the universe had decided he would be.
He never told anyone about the episode because he did not want to admit he had tried to kill himself, or that the damage to the moon was entirely his fault.
When Alan had immobilized him in the laboratory, Herman had started pulling in ambient radiation as he had so many times before, only this time he held it just beyond himself. When Alan reached for the second switch, Herman pushed all the potential energy he was storing onto himself, making himself deconstruct.
Alan, then, was unprepared when a naked Herman walked back into the lab and grabbed him by the throat.
“Herman, I can explain.” Alan gasped his words and grabbed at Herman’s arms, but they were like steel to the small scientist.
“That shouldn’t have killed you, just shut down your mind. I don’t know what went wrong.”
“You went wrong, Alan. The insanity of your existence ends here.” Herman felt a freeing smile creep across his face. He would no longer have to kill the crops if the farmer was behind bars. Maybe he could retire after all.
“Put me down. With what I know, I’ll bargain my way out of prison in a day,” Alan pleaded.
Alan Jupiter was right. Herman’s thoughts of retirement came crashing down around him. The villains would keep coming, and he would keep fighting, for the amusement of Alan and the world, without end.
There was one answer, though. One act could make it all go away. No more villains with powers coming after him, no more throngs of people rushing to meet him. He only needed to move his fingers a few inches closer together and he would be free from all of it.
Herman’s heart fell only a little.
Crack.
 
Insane World
“Why the fire, Herman?”
Apparently, when you kill a government scientist working in a top-secret laboratory, you get interrogated by the president, Jerry Linden, in the Oval Office.
The world was truly insane.
“Jerry, I killed a man whose life work was to exploit me, probably at the command of his superiors. It wasn’t just him who needed to be destroyed, it was his work, too. And for the record, I cleared the building of personnel before I torched it.”
The president looked at him suspiciously. “You didn’t torch it, you incinerated it. There was nothing left but a fiery pit that took days to put out. The responders said it was so hot the water would evaporate before it even hit the flames.”
“I’m a perfectionist,” Herman said, sarcastically. He had met many presidents over the years and it did not matter if he ticked one off—a new one would be around a few years later.
“You were a perfectionist. The military tells me you can’t be trusted. The UN is formally concerned we cannot control you anymore. You are a liability, Herman. One I don’t know what to do with.” The president spoke with a polished concern Herman could not be sure was sincere, but he appreciated the effort.
“In that case, I resign,” Herman said. “There is an old abandoned lake in Virginia I must’ve flown over a hundred times. Farmhouse, wooden dock, beautiful scenery. I’ll just quietly retire there.”
“That’s not going to happen, Herman. Your therapist said you’d ask, but leaving you a free agent is also not good for us. You might fall on hard times and become a mercenary. I need something more than just a promise you’ll behave. I need to know you are out of commission. So, what else can you offer me?”
Herman smiled. He had used Sara’s own trick on President Linden. He did have an idea for his retirement, but he had needed the President to decide something drastic was needed first.
“Mr. President, I have a confession. I didn’t destroy all of Doctor Jupiter’s work. In fact, I saved the one thing that could make the threat of my existence disappear for you,” Herman offered.
The president leaned over his desk. “I’m listening.”
“Alan had developed a device that could keep my brain in flux, essentially keeping my mind shut down, constantly trying to repair itself. In a coma, if you will. It would solve your problem, and mine. I get to step away from my life in the peaceful, complete silence of semi-death, and you can show the world they are safe from me.”
That was his pitch. Herman was not accustomed to being anxious about anything, but his stomach was in knots as the president considered his request.
Finally, an answer came.
“We’ll have to fake your death to pull it off. There will be a big ceremony and large burial plot for people to visit in D.C.”
“I can live—die with that, Mr. President,” Herman said.
“One more thing, Herman. The gravestone will have to say Gamma Man.”
“Agreed.”
 
The End
Herman lay in his open coffin with trepidation. He had given himself two weeks to get his life in order before his final rest. He donated many of his personal items to the Smithsonian, cleared out his townhouse, hired a guide to help him tour Boston Harbor, and spent a full day sitting on the edge of his favorite forgotten dock.
He was ready in every sense, knowing an end to consciousness was imminent. The device to keep his brain offline, the size of a quarter, was placed just inside the coffin’s cushioning to the left of his head. He was glad his mind would be checked out during the ceremonies his body would be involved in over the next several days. After that, he would be buried under twenty feet of cement, to discourage poachers. The hidden device would stay powered by absorbing a focused Wi-Fi signal kept alive by the government.
Sara was standing over him, and Benny had come out of retirement, too, for the occasion.
“Are you ready?” the woman asked.
“Do it,” Herman said.
“May your rest be peaceful,” Benny said to him.
Herman’s superhuman hearing picked up a countdown happening in the next room.
Five.
Four.
Three.
Two.
“Herman, are you there? We need your help!”
Panic.
The words sounded like they were coming from a tin can. The world was suddenly dark and the air was beyond stale.
“What? Who’s talking? Where’s Sara?” Herman managed to get out. His mind was clouded, not working as quickly as he was used to.
“What? No. Listen, I’m talking to you though a receiver left in your coffin. The world needs you. Get up here.”
It sounded like someone used to commanding people. Someone with power. President Linden, perhaps?
Herman’s mind was working better now. He connected the pieces. His mind had been shut off as planned. He’d been out of commission, but for how long he did not know. It felt like no time at all, like waking from a deep but dreamless sleep.
Someone was trying to rouse him, though. Apparently this was a planned event if there was a hidden communication device in the coffin. He had not been told it would be there, but it did not surprise him. He had thought something like this would happen when he heard his device would be powered remotely.
Herman calmed his mind and expanded his awareness of the world.
Cars.
Buses.
Trains.
Footfalls.
He could feel the background noise of life in Washington, D.C., no need to search further into the world. Things could not be so bad they needed him.
“Can you hear me?” Herman said as he slid his hand into his suit pocket.
“It worked! You’re alive! You can’t know how glad I am you’re still with us. Listen…”
“No, you listen,” Herman interrupted. “I don’t want to be woken up. I don’t want to help.”
Herman slid a box the size of a deck of cards out of his jacket and pushed it to the side of his head. He continued talking to the mystery voice.
“If you guys mucked something up, you fix it this time. I want the best for the world, but it has nothing to do with me anymore.”
Herman’s fingers found a small plastic tab on the box, which kept the batteries from his own copy of the coma-inducing device from activating.
He held the device with one hand, ready to pull the tab with the other to allow himself to return to his semi-death until the batteries ran out. That would hopefully be long enough for the world to realize they did not need him and to reestablish the signal powering the device behind his ear.
Herman tugged at the tab. Before it had completely slipped out to activate the device, the man on the speaker began pleading with him again.
“You don’t understand, Doctor Jupiter is back…”
Herman crushed the device just after the plastic tab had been fully removed. He could not afford to lie unconscious if Alan had somehow returned.
“Alan?” Herman said, but there was no answer. His head had decided to cloud over again.
“What do you mean Jupiter is back?” He tried to rouse the man who had been desperate just heartbeats earlier.
Still, no answer.
Herman, again, calmed his mind and shifted his awareness further and further into the world.
Silence.



Note from the Author
 
 
Repose is one of my favorite short stories in my catalog. For me, it is the story of a man so close to his own deeds, he does not appreciate how much he is needed until it is too late. This story is actually the backstory for the main character of a novel I outlined some time ago. The novel may never be written, but the character stands as one whom I find deeply interesting.
I took my son to the Emergency Room at the local children’s hospital this past Saturday night. As I carried him through the hallways, and passed the doctor and nurse stations, he kept pointing at the hospital staff and calling them “superheroes.” I’m not sure why he decided they were superheroes, but he is right that these medical professionals do their best to care for our most precious possessions: our children. I am happy to know money from the sale of this collection is going to a children’s hospital full of true heroes.
I’m always happy to hear from readers. You can contact me at thomasrobinsauthor@gmail.com. In addition, you can follow my work, and sign up for my newsletter, at my website:www.thomasrobins.com.



Who Will Save Supergirl?
By David Adams 
 
 
I flew over the desert sands of northern Iraq at Mach one. Must have been five thousand feet or higher. I’d never gone this fast this high before.
Desperate times, I suppose.
Flying was as natural as walking to me. I wasn’t like other people. I was strong—stronger than I should have been. Faster than any human alive. Tougher, too. My comic book hero growing up was Supergirl. The Kryptonian hero who wore a cheerleader’s miniskirt and saved the world. When I discovered I could fly—when I realized there was a reason I didn’t get hurt when I fell off the swings—I wanted to be just like her.
Tough. Brave. Heroic.
It turns out that reality isn’t like the comic books, especially when you’re a poor black girl from Detroit who had to leave school and join the military because her family needed another income. I struggled with keeping my secret. I struggled with my weight; not too bad, but enough to matter. I struggled to reconcile the mental image of who I was with who I wanted to be.
And right now, I was struggling to push past the sound barrier, to catch the artillery rounds my gun had fired.
We’d made a mistake. Fire mission, danger close means shoot the bad guys but don’t hit the friendlies who are right nearby. It’s hard. You can’t make any mistakes. If you do, you blow your own people to bits.
We’d made a very bad mistake.
I tried to kept my hands in front of me like Supergirl. It was impossible. The air was like a brick wall; it tore my arms away, and they flapped behind me like limp noodles as I pushed past the sound barrier, a conical white shockwave forming in front of me.
I kept pushing. My camo slapped against my skin, heating up from the friction. The cone narrowed.
From above northern Iraq looked like it did on the satellite maps. Surprisingly green, mountainous, and rocky. I knew where I was going.
“Splash in fifteen,” said a voice in my ear. I’d left the radio around my ears, although it threatened to tear away from me at any second. I’d been off duty when the guns were fired. I was able to sneak away, get airborne.
Up ahead I saw one of our shells, floating weirdly in the sky, slowly spinning. It seemed so peaceful. I edged up next to the thing and, fighting the tornado of air all around me, reached out and slapped the tip.
It was enough. The round wobbled, and at those speeds, the change of flight dynamics was enough to tear it to pieces; it exploded in a shower of shrapnel that bit all along my left side like a dozen red-hot needles being forced into my skin.
They had bounced off, of course, but I felt them all the same.
Invulnerability wasn’t immunity to pain.
“Miss?” My gun commander, Lieutenant Sanders, sounded incredulous. If I was in his position, I would have used a lot stronger wording. “In-flight detonation.”
We might as well have tossed a coin and had it land on its side. On top of another coin also on its side. Underwater. There wasn’t even a technical term for it.
I slowed down, looking for more targets. Black dots like falling birds dropped down towards me; three at once, in rapid succession. I flew straight into one, ungainly turning at the last minute, driving my forehead into the detonator.
All around me was fire and darkness; smoke and flame blocked out the light.
Pain. Searing heat. Tiny bees biting my face, arms, shoulders. My uniform—now just ruined scraps clinging to my body—fell away as I started to fly again. Naked, scalded, gritting my teeth against the pain, I leapt across the sky towards the other incoming rounds.
*****
“You were totally naked?” Sarah snuggled up to me, interrupting my story. Back in Detroit. With my girlfriend. She smiled and rubbed her nose against mine. “Hot.”
I swatted her forehead. She was one of the few people who knew my secret. Strangely, it wasn’t a big deal to her. “Yeah. Hot. Hot from the three kilos of explosive detonated an inch from my face.”
She kissed my neck. She knew it was my weakness. I squealed and flailed uselessly at her.
“Hah. You can eat a 105mm to the face when you’re doing Mach one-five, and yet your neck is ticklish. How does that even work?”
“It’s sensitive,” I said. “I can feel everything, just like everyone can. It just doesn’t damage me. And my powers only work when I concentrate.”
“I know.” Sarah flipped back her fringe. “Thank God for that. If you only reacted from pain when you were seriously hurt, people would have found you out ages ago.”
I hadn’t even considered this point. “True enough.”
She touched my nose. “Boop.”
“What?”
“Keep telling the story.”
*****
I face-punched another Howitzer round, creating a blossom in the sky, and another wave of agony all over my body. I wished there was some other way, but the rounds were falling now, so I had no choice. I couldn’t control myself; I was a supersonic bullet, hitting another bullet at impossible speeds high above the desert floor. Below me I could see the city of Raqqa.
Our shells were way off course. We were supposed to shell the ISIL militants on the city outskirts. Instead, we were hitting the city itself. A lot of good people were going to die.
Dazed, in pain, my vision blurry, I picked out another one. Another steel ball of explosives and death falling towards the densely-packed urban center.
I couldn’t reach it in time. I dove, losing altitude, getting closer and closer to the ground. Three thousand feet. Two. I misjudged; I went too far, then doubled back. I was too low now; five hundred feet. I couldn’t just deflect it—the shrapnel would be lethal to those below. It could take out a building. Small street, maybe.
It was going to land on a yard. A surprisingly green, verdant yard, probably owned by some rich guy. Didn’t matter. They deserved to live too. I faced the falling shell, puffed out my chest, and let it hit me.
This was worse. Much worse. The round slammed into my gut as it exploded, sending shrapnel everywhere. Below me, a huge shrapnel-angel blossomed, outlining the colossal shadow of a body in the streets, in the city.
Nobody was hit. Just buildings, and at that range, it wouldn’t go through walls. It kicked up a cloud of dust.
Pain. I lost focus and fell, falling into the dust cloud, swallowed whole. I lay on the sun-scorched soil, coughing and gasping, trying to stand.
There was a kid. Some boy, no more than six or seven, sitting under the mud-brick porch of his house. All around him were shrapnel wounds in the buildings, but the overhang had protected him. If the round had fallen it would have blown straight through.
He looked at me. I looked at him. He jabbered to me in Arabic, frantically pointing.
I stood up, woozy, my hair burned away. He threw himself down on his face, bowing. More Arabic came in a panicked stream, but I recognized a few of the words. One in particular, over and over.
“Aisha! Aisha! Aisha!”
It couldn’t be more ludicrous, but I knew there was one more round left. I focused, drawing my mind away from the pain and back towards my duty, and I jumped into the air, my power carrying me back toward the sky, and I searched for the last remaining arty round.
I saw it. The glint of the sun reflecting off metal, high above. I clenched my fists, pushing myself forward once more, leaping towards the last little mis-aimed package of death that my team had inadvertently fired towards a civilian settlement. I got closer and closer, ready to blow this one up too.
People below me looked up. They squinted, holding their hands up as though trying to make me out. Was I a bird? A drone?
No. Just some pudgy naked black chick, the tattered streams of a US Army uniform hanging off her, trying to save them. Trying to get to the round. Down and down it plunged. I pushed myself to my limits, determined to reach it before it landed.
I failed.
The flower of flame bloomed in the city, a concussive wave knocking over housing, trees, people. A densely populated area. Lots of casualties.
“Splash,” said Sanders. “One impact.”
Where once was a city street bustling full of people, there was now only flame, debris, and blood.
*****
“I wasn’t fast enough.”
The skepticism on Sarah’s face was clear. “You got from Fire Base Echo to the grid location faster than the shells your guns fired. How much faster could you be?”
She didn’t understand. “Speed’s not my problem. I’m fast, faster than you and all the rest of us combined, but I can’t… I couldn’t maneuver properly. The rounds were coming too fast. From too many guns. The detonations hurt. They blew off my clothes, and it hurt like nothing I’d ever felt before. And all that cost me time. It was a matter of seconds. I could have done better, just ignored the pain, but I just couldn’t—”
“You saved countless civilians, Mel. Nobody knows how many. I read it in the paper… the locals say Aisha, wife of Mohammad, flew down from heaven and saved them. They think you’re a hero.”
The idea made me gag. “In a field hospital, I saw some of the victims. Burnt. Torn to bits. Some woman in a burka is going home minus a pair of legs. Thirty others are in boxes.” I squeezed her a bit harder than I should have. “My guys gave the order to shoot. They confirmed the fire mission. We killed them. That’s not what heroes do. That’s the other guys.”
She slowly, gently wiggled her way out of my crushing death-grip. “You’re not a killer, Mel. You’re not and, well, that’s it. The past is the past. We can’t do anything about it, just learn from it.”
I rolled over and faced the wall. “What lesson can I possibly get out of this?”
Her hands touched my side. She snuggled up to my back. “Don’t be so afraid to suffer. We have gifts. You have to not be so… human.”
“I’m human, Sarah. We’re both human.”
“Not exactly. Maybe on a biological level, but not like everyone else is. We’re not the same. Everyone else… sure. They can settle for an average life, a college degree, maybe one or two big achievements in their lives. More is expected of us in a month than from most humans in a lifetime. We have to live up to that responsibility, or else we…” Her voice trailed off.
I didn’t even want to think about it. “I know, I know. Ever since that one guy went psycho, we can’t let anyone know what we can do. We have to blend in.”
“Maybe the military wasn’t the best idea. You could have been something else, you know.”
I had no idea. “Like what?”
“Pack shelves?”
I’d joined up because I figured the military was the best way for me to covertly use my skills. It had to be something. My parents needed the money. I knew I could have done what so many people like me had done—retreated away, taken empty jobs just to survive.
Not me. I couldn’t. I was the fastest. I had to use that power for something other than slowly getting old, watching the years fade away and eventually dying.
Or so I’d thought.
“I guess,” I said. I didn’t really believe it.
“So you’re not going to re-enlist? Go back out there?”
I couldn’t answer that. “I don’t know. Let’s talk about it in the morning, okay?”
“Okay.”
We tried to sleep. The hours ticked away. I tossed and turned. Sarah did her best, and so did I, but eventually we both realized we were both awake.
“You okay?”
I was pretty far from okay. “Remind me again how many people I have to kill to keep everyone safe?”
“That’s not how it works. You know that.”
“People think I did something great back there. Really, they should hate me.”
“They won’t.”
Not the answer I was expecting. I opened my eyes.
“It’s rational,” she said. “We judge ourselves by our intentions and others by their behaviors. They can’t read your mind. Even if you think you’re a villain, you did the right thing and for the right reasons. Even if you screwed it up… you still tried.”
“Trying doesn’t count for much.”
She smiled that knowing smile. “I know. That’s a problem we’re going to have, going forward into the future. Supergirl can save Metropolis, but who can save Supergirl?”
I didn’t know. I don’t think I’d ever know. Instead, I just turned back over and tried to go to go back to sleep.
My dreams were full of bursting artillery shells, the smell of cordite and blasted sand, and the screaming.
Next time I would be faster.



Note from the Author
 
 
This is a short story that’s been kicking around in my head for a while. Lots of superhero stories exist in worlds without superheroes: there is no Superman in Marvel’s Avengers movies. The Flash doesn’t read X-Men comics. Wolverine doesn’t cosplay as Batman.
What if there WAS a superhero who existed in the real world? Who had all the powers of Supergirl but, you know, actually knew who that character was?
The original concept for this story was a superhero going to ComicCon and cosplaying as themselves (and, of course, coming 3rd in the Best Supergirl Cosplay…), but I decided something a bit more serious and a bit more action-y was better. I still want to write that original story, one day, maybe as a sequel to this…
Anyway. I hope you enjoyed it!



Yankari
 A Talking Earth Tale
By Ann Christy 
 
One
Olisa remained perfectly still behind a concealing screen of brush, watching. Gentle undulations in the land and the abundant scrub helped to blur her outline, but what helped her most wasn’t a physical thing at all. What kept her hidden was the ignorance of those in the camp she watched. They were busy settling in, exclaiming at the countryside around them or simply unable to imagine they might be being watched.
It was that lack of imagination—more than their western clothing, complicated gear, or loud braying speech—that gave them away as not belonging here in Yankari. Here, everything watched everything else. Every species had its role. Sometimes that role was to eat and for many, eventually to be eaten. Blithe lack of awareness was not an attitude conducive to longevity here in the real world of the African wilds.
Olisa counted heads and gave a nod. Typical. Nothing out of the ordinary. Three porters per hunter, a couple of guides and a game tracker. Most of the workers went about their business, their moves practiced and unexciting, as if this were just another day of earning pay. To be fair, it would seem to be just that for them. Only one porter seemed aware that something wasn’t quite right.
Even now, his eyes darted about at every rustle of leaves or sway of tree branches in the light breeze. The whites of his eyes displayed his nervousness as much as his too-rapid stirring of the pot he tended over a camp stove. Olisa smiled as the guide’s uncoordinated movements splattered hot stew onto his hand and he jerked it away in pain.
The smile slid from her face when the guide suddenly stood, his head swiveling on his long neck as he looked around, seeking the source of his discomfort. Could he feel that? Olisa looked at the ground and saw no ripples, no spreading circle of scintillating air just above the ground. No, he’s just nervous. But he knows I’m somewhere close.
After another moment of nervous searching, the stirring man sat back down on his little stool, but he did it hesitantly, as if ready to spring back up and run if the need arose. Olisa counted ten long, good breaths before he returned his attention to his pots. His eyes never ceased their roaming, but after a few more minutes, they lingered for longer on his task than on his surroundings. Some of the tension bled out of the air. Olisa remained still and watched, but averted her eyes from the stirring man in case he felt her gaze on him again.
The air was dry and she sniffed as it itched across her skin and sent dust to tickle her nose. Each breath of wind left another layer of fine, dry soil on her heated skin, soaking up the sweat that just kept seeping out of her. She grew thirsty just thinking about how much water she was losing.
The rainy season was over but the land was still lush, not yet ready to settle down and rest, not yet ready to conserve what it had for the dry months ahead. The plants were a riot of green in every shade. Flowers thrust greedy faces upward from within the bushes and trees, perhaps sensing their window of opportunity rapidly closing. Olisa could feel water that had fallen weeks ago under the ground, far beneath her feet. She could sense the water drawing up into the bush in front of her by touching her fingertip to its rough stem.
Touching the plant felt the same way as it did when she touched an arm—just inside the elbow where the skin is thinnest—and felt the blood rushing through a healthy body. Only this was cool and refreshing instead of warm and animal. She quieted her thoughts and touched a finger to the ground—but carefully, holding back all but the barest bit of herself—and sent out the question.
Where are you?
The ripples were tiny ones, just bouncing the loosest grains of dry earth along the topmost layer of soil. The ripples diminished, their heights ever-decreasing as the circle expanded around her, spreading until they were invisible even to her. But still they traveled, so she waited. Soon enough, the answers started coming back.
From the herd of elephants near one of the shallow post-rainy-season lakes came, We are here.
From the pride of lions lounging at the top of a rise, under the shade of a tree with spreading, thin-leaved branches, came, We are here.
From a hundred groups and individuals—though not all of them—within a dozen miles came answers. One of those groups or individuals would be in danger soon. She needed to keep their whereabouts fresh in her mind.
Olisa had no knowledge of sonar or radar, but if she had been able to take knowledge out of human minds in the same way she gleaned it from animals, she would have recognized their functions immediately. What she did wasn’t much different, though it required nothing more than a thought instead of complex electronic gear.
At a minimum, Olisa could receive a range and bearing from any animal she sensed, but usually much more came back. Mood, motion, intent and simple feelings all came through for larger and more complex animals. And sometimes even more.
From one of the lions in the group she’d just contacted had come a hint of maternal satisfaction. Under that lay a thin thread of irritation at the rough play of the cubs and an ache in her teats from their growing teeth.
From the cubs, she felt surprise at her contact and a desire to play with whatever it was tickling at their minds. It felt exactly the same way a wide smile on the face of a loved one looked.
Olisa often tried to describe in words what these bits of information felt like, but became tongue-tied and unable to translate the all-consuming—yet instinctively understood—sensations into clumsy verbal constructs. From where she sat now, the catalog of responses that returned to her was generally peaceful. They were what she might expect on any beautiful day in the Yankari National Park and Wildlife Preserve—her home.
A can sailed over the back of a camp chair. It clattered along the rocky, unpaved road that led to this part of the preserve. It slid to a stop, left to be picked up—or not—by one of the guides serving this group during their “adventure.” The noise broke Olisa’s concentration just as the last few answers trickled in.
Those final answers included one from a nearby colony of fire ants so large it was almost another whole manner of beast. Their dispersed nest ran like a river under the ground through this whole area. She peered into the scrubby trees and brush, but saw no mound that might mark their exit point. Her feet twitched of their own accord, not being particularly fond of red-ant bites.
Olisa surveyed her surroundings further, her head moving slowly so as to draw no attention. No one was around aside from this guided group, not out here. This part of the park wasn’t often visited, being far from the comforts of the preserve compound. That was where most of the rich stayed between their boisterous trips through the land. The warm pools that drew the animals so that they could be photographed were what lured visitors and those weren’t anywhere near this remote corner. This was a place for a private camp, out of the way and shielded from prying eyes.
The ones who came here were those with a special permit, the kind not paid for at any government office, but rather traded for with handfuls of fresh, foreign money. Her eyes were drawn to the cases stacked in the supply tent, its side flaps tied back while the guides and porters moved in and out, packing or unpacking or doing whatever else needed to be done. Some of those cases held guns and ammunition, protected and sealed for now. She couldn’t see what types they were, but wished she could.
Guns weren’t something she had any real dealings with, but she had learned enough to tell what some of them were for during her training. She might even be able to tell which of her friends was in danger if she could just get a look at them. There was no way she could get into the tent in the daylight and no animal small enough to sneak in for her would be big enough to open the cases.
Her toes clenched against the dry ground in frustration and a ripple of movement spread out from around her. The inadvertent release of the pulse—the name given to her gift—startled her and made her shuffle backward in a rustle of leaves. Her reaction just made the ripples bigger, so she stilled herself and breathed out a long slow breath, pulling the frustration back into her.
The ripples died out, but the soft sound of the dirt falling was there underneath all the noise the people in the camp were making. Olisa chewed at her lip and hoped all her noise had gone unnoticed.
The stirring man jerked again, splattering himself anew and earning a reprimand from the lead guide, who had come to check on the meal. He felt that. He’s attuned to it now. She was going to have to be more careful or she would be caught and run off. Or worse. And then she wouldn’t be able to protect the animals from the hunters. She wouldn’t be able to prove herself to her Dibia.
The stirring man accepted his admonishment from the lead guide—an old, wiry man known for his ability to track animals—and settled back down onto his stool again. He was nervous and unhappy. Olisa could see that from where she was. Maybe he would sneak off during the night, unwilling to go against whatever magic he might imagine was nearby. If so, all the better, since he seemed to be the only one who could feel it.
He had been the one driving the big truck when this group showed up earlier. He was also the only one that noticed the bump that shook the vehicle and looked back to see a small animal lumber on its way, unhurt by the tires that should have crushed it flat. He must have known then that she was there and that was why he was feeling her now. He expected her, or someone like her.
Olisa had known of their coming days before they actually came. She had felt the shiver in the ground as they packed their gear and enjoyed the sights while waiting for their real holiday to begin.
Olisa’s Dibia had eyed her protégé, some pride evident in her seamed face, when Olisa lifted up an arm and showed her the goose prickles there. Her small nod at Olisa over the rim of her cup was all that was needed between them. It was the first time Olisa had sensed bad hunters by herself, with no cueing or hints. The Dibia might have sensed them before her this time, but hadn’t prodded her in the slightest. Olisa was making progress in her training.
She had packed her satchel with enough food for a day or two—if she ate and drank lightly—and left the village. There was no need to tell anyone or ask for permission. The Dibia would say she was doing some task at her command and that would be that. Eight years old or not, a girl in the service of a Dibia must do as she’s instructed.
A slight shift in the wind brought the smell of stew in Olisa’s direction and her lip curled in disgust, even while her stomach growled in hunger. The stomach was a disobedient organ, growling for food her mind would never let her eat. Even behind the rich smells of vegetables and broth, there was the rancid smell of bad meat and chemicals.
Still, her stomach grumbled, so she pulled out a wrapper of yam paste. The dark paste was rich with spices and she used her finger to take small, delicate mouthfuls. She ate slowly so that her stomach would feel full with less food, and so that she wouldn’t make any smacking noises that would give her away.
Another can sailed over the chairs and a raucous laugh broke the quiet in two. It was a drunken laugh, so Olisa knew they would not be hunting today. Today was, apparently, for drinking and eating and sitting around talking about hunting. Olisa gave a mental shrug and noted that this was the same for people everywhere, though not all people hunted the wrong way like these men would.
The hours passed in dreary boredom, the heat of the day rising and the sultry air sucking the last drop of moisture from Olisa’s mouth. The guides had quieted, the camp set-up now complete. There was little movement around the tents. Canvas flapped dully in the equally dull breeze and the men had finished their drinking for the moment.
All three of the hunters had settled back into reclined camp chairs under an awning. Olisa couldn’t see their faces from her vantage point, but they had the loose postures of sleeping men, hands dangling off the arms of their chairs, heads tilted to the sides. No sounds of laughter came from them and no more cans came flying from their little cluster of chairs.
The guides and porters, eleven of them in total, lounged at the other end of the camp in their own sort of social gathering. That’s the way it was with all the groups, the pampered foreigners with their cameras if they’re the good sort—or with their guns if they’re not—on one side of the camp, and the guides lounging amongst the boxes and crates on the other.
The only exception to the generally relaxed atmosphere was the porter left on watch. That one stood a little distance from the camp and surveyed the area around them for any intrusion, whether animal or human. Baboons weren’t shy about coming up and taking anything that struck their fancy and warthogs often wandered into camps, rooting about and making a mess. The noises they made would give them away so they weren’t a huge concern, but sometimes they could simply show up and, once inside, accidents could easily happen. And if the baboons and warthogs started up with their incessant arguing, well, that would just be mayhem.
The guard didn’t know it, but Olisa was well aware there were no baboons or warthogs or any animal of any size nearby. Even the smaller animals, once Olisa had touched the ground and painted the picture for them, were making their way into hiding places or out of the area if they could.
The porter who had sensed her, the one she thought of as the “stirring man,” sat with the others and appeared to have settled down. At least he was eating and the stiff lines of his shoulders had rounded a little, no hint of his previous wariness remaining.
Olisa had no such sense of relaxation, though she wished she could. Only vigilance could stop her from inadvertently letting the ripples flow out from her. She often did it in her sleep, some part of her mind seeking the reassurance of others within range. So for now, she sat uncomfortable and still in her hot patch of scant shade, keeping a careful watch not just on the camp, but also on herself.
Her Dibia called it “leaking” and said she would learn to control it with time, but if anything, it had grown worse. Only weeks ago she had been woken by the Dibia, her old hands rough on her shoulders and her fingers digging into the flesh on her upper arms.
Though others couldn’t see it most of the time—the eyes of most people simply passed over things that didn’t conform to what they believed they should see—some people grew sensitive to it. Like that porter, some people started to sense the pulse once exposed to it a few times. And once sensitive to its presence, they could sometimes even see it.
That night, the night of the Dibia’s rough waking, there was such a commotion that not even the blind could have missed it. Trickles of dust rained down from the woven roof, wooden cups bounced on their low shelves and the ripples on the dirt floor made it look more like one of the hot pools by the springs during a heavy rain. Exclamations had come from nearby huts as people woke in alarm. Added to that was the sound of running feet as those watching over the animals in the pens came to find out what was wrong.
Later, after she had settled the people back down, the Dibia told Olisa that it felt like an elephant had run through the village, the ground shook so. But then she had smiled, stroked her rough finger along Olisa’s cheek and said, “But only a small elephant.”
Olisa knew that whatever was happening to her was different from the Dibia’s skills. The old woman could help the hunters by telling them where they should seek game, tell them if there was an injured animal in a herd somewhere that should be taken. The Dibia could intercede between the animal world and the human one.
The Dibia also had the “balance” sense, an ability that Olisa was still struggling to comprehend. All life was in balance and knowing how to keep the balance between the hunted and the hunters, to know when to take and when not to and yet never interfere with the natural order of things, took more than just the ability to send the pulse out. It took common sense and an accepting of loss. Olisa still felt the pangs of loss in the animal world too strongly.
What she lacked in mature discernment, Olisa made up for in raw power. What the Dibia felt was always restricted to a distance close enough that a group of hunters could journey there, hunt and then return while there was still a little light in the sky. Not so far away, really.
Olisa was able to get details on animals for two or even three times that distance, though it was sometimes hard to tell. After all, unless whatever animal or group she contacted was near a landmark she recognized, she had no real way of knowing with any precision how far away they were. Once it got too far from the familiar lands around her, the distances just stopped making sense.
And the other things she could do were new and different, the ability to feel what came back from the animals with such detail, in particular. The Dibia tried to make light of it, make it seem like this was normal and expected, but Olisa could see the uneasy truth in her eyes.
Yet, there was no doubt that this expanded ability of hers was also very useful. She could—and had—kept the animals safe from the hunters. Many groups had walked away without their prized photos posed over a dead lion or the carefully smuggled head of some other animal they had no business killing.
The sun began its long slow descent in the sky and the light its shift to the mellow golden glow Olisa liked best. During the dry season the sky changed, no longer the blue or gray of the rainy season, but an almost yellow color. She liked the way the sun shone through it at the end of a day, like it was surrounded by a fuzzy mantle.
At long last, the guides began to stir, their afternoon rest over. Pots clanked and a pile of vegetables grew on a board, waiting their turn to be chopped. Olisa gave a little nod, satisfied there would be no hunting until tomorrow at the earliest. The tracker was busy working around the camp, so he wouldn’t be going out to find the best spots to hunt whatever animal this group sought. Certainly, he wouldn’t do his searching in the dark and it would probably be a whole day of watching whatever prey was chosen. And it would be one more day beyond that, more than likely, until the hunters went.
If she hurried, she could make it back to the village and speak with the Dibia, maybe even get some good hot food in her belly and a long drink of cool water. Even just to be able to enjoy a little time in front of the fire with the Dibia—her warm and sure presence an equal to the flame in providing comfort—would be worth the long run.
Scrambling backward—but quietly, so quietly—Olisa moved out of hearing range and then, still keeping low and close to the brush, she shuffled out of sight. Over the small rise, when she finally felt it was safe to stand, she reached for the sky and stretched until it felt like her toes might leave the earth and her back might be actually growing longer.
It felt incredibly good to be standing upright, her legs straight and able to take full steps again after all that time crouched and quiet. Olisa gave a few experimental bounces. Her knees were a little stiff, but the discomfort was already fading. The Dibia always told her that she should enjoy her youth, that it would fade someday and she would wish again for the joys of a young body.
As Olisa rubbed the last lingering remnants of stiffness from her leg muscles, she wondered how she could be expected to enjoy this ache. And if she was meant to, then how much worse would it be when she was as old as the Dibia?
She surveyed the area, damping back the temptation to send a little pulse through the soles of her feet to assess her surroundings. But there was no need and she knew it. It was only the reassurance she wanted, so she refrained. All around her, she saw nothing other than the beautiful green of the post-rainy-season Yankari and the dark spots of birds wheeling against the yellow-blue sky. She began her long run home.
Two
The long mellow sunset had faded into purple twilight by the time she spotted the dim glow of firelight from her village. A few harsher, whiter lights blazed out of cracks in some of the larger huts and more leaked from the central meeting house where people congregated.
Olisa wasn’t fond of those lights. They burned her eyes and made it hard to sleep. But the little windmill-powered lights had made inroads even to her village, home to one of the most conservative of the tribes that had returned to the old ways after the wars and diseases had emptied so much of the land.
Keeping to tradition was something her people valued, and it had been in her Dibia’s youth—which must have been when the world was young considering she was so old she didn’t even know her age—that their group left the encroaching modern world behind to go back to the wildlife preserve.
The Dibia spoke of what that modern world was like and Olisa had seen for herself the way the visitors in the park lived. Their clothes, their strange chemical-like smells, the way their food smelled dead most of the time were all things that made her glad of her hut, the quiet warmth and laughter of her family and the safety of knowing all the people around her.
But Olisa also knew there was more to their move and the reasons behind it. The Dibia’s gift was seen as a sign, one that wasn’t understood in the outside world. And now, Olisa’s gift was manifesting in ways she knew the Dibia’s never had. The people in her village didn’t mention it and merely called her the Dibia’s Helper, which was also customary. Even her parents didn’t discuss it, though she had seen the pride in their faces well enough.
A shadow blotted out a bit of firelight and Olisa knew, even from a hundred feet away, that it was the Dibia waiting for her. She smiled and hurried along the final stretch, even though her legs were so tired they felt wobbly and her mouth was as dry as the dust on the ground.
The Dibia’s arm lifted as Olisa approached and she folded herself into her side. Olisa let her head press against the old woman’s bony ribs and felt the calm inside the Dibia roll out like waves, easing her aches and washing away her fatigue. They stood there in silence for a moment, the low humming whistle of ancient lungs pushing air out and then pulling air in almost like a purr against Olisa’s cheek.
She loved the Dibia, probably more than she loved her parents, maybe more than she loved anything. To be next to her like this made Olisa feel both more and less than she was. It made her feel like the little girl she was in her body and so wanted to remain in her mind. Yet it also validated the strange power that was growing in her by sharing space with the only other person she knew also gifted with it.
They stood there long enough for Olisa’s breathing to calm again, the Dibia’s hand stroking her dusty hair and neck with patient, loving strokes. Then the old woman gave her a pat and stepped away. Olisa sighed, grateful for having had the comfort and regretful that it was over. The Dibia handed Olisa a bowl filled with cool water and then all she wanted was to drink it down, forgetting everything else at the first touch of liquid to her parched lips.
As they settled into the Dibia’s hut, the smell of recently cooked food set Olisa’s stomach to rumbling again. This hut sat a little distant from the others, yet near enough that it could be easily watched over by those protecting the village livestock from hungry animals that might come in search of an easy meal.
It gave her a bit of privacy, because what was said in the Dibia’s hut wasn’t for everyone’s ears. Some things weren’t meant to be heard by anyone. That included the details of the pulse that the Dibia—and now Olisa—used to locate the animals.
Olisa ate her fill, the food still warm as if the cooking had been timed for her return, and drank more water than it felt like her skinny body should be able to hold. The Dibia watched her, a little smile on her face, and nibbled on a polite portion of her own so that Olisa wouldn’t eat alone. Eventually even Olisa’s perpetually hungry stomach was full and sloshing with water. She wiped a hand across her mouth and looked at the Dibia, waiting.
“So, they are hunting?” the old woman asked, though it wasn’t really a question.
Olisa nodded and said, “I don’t know what though. And one of the guides sensed me there.”
The Dibia dipped her head in a brief nod, her short hair thin enough at the crown that the dark brown of her scalp showed through the tight white curls. She sucked her lips in and out over her teeth in the manner she did when she thought deeply. Before she could answer, a polite inquiry from outside of the hut broke the silence and her concentration.
At the Dibia’s answer, a tall man in the prime of his life stepped into the hut, ducking his head under the low doorway as he did. He called the Dibia Grandmother but the Dibia said he was really the son of her grand-daughter. His children called her grandmother as well. At some point, Olisa reckoned that it didn’t matter anymore. She was grandmother to all of them in her way.
“Elephants,” he said and then looked from the Dibia to Olisa and back again. That was all he needed to say.
The Dibia nodded and said, “Thank you. They will be taken care of.”
He smiled a grateful smile and stepped out again without another word, leaving the aroma of sweat and the animals in their pens to linger behind him. After the sound of his footsteps on the dirt faded, the Dibia gave her a little gap-toothed smile and asked, “Would you like to?”
Olisa nodded eagerly and set her hands on the ground to either side of her crossed legs, so that her palms rested flat against the dirt. She only needed a finger or a toe or any other part of her body to make contact with the ground, but this was better, easier. The more of her that touched the ground, the smoother what she sent went out. And what she sent came out friendlier somehow when she had more hand surface against the ground. This was also something the Dibia assured her she would learn to control given time and practice.
The ripples spread around her in an easy circle, as if she had tossed a pebble into a calm body of water. When the glowing coals of the fire began to bounce and the ripples started tossing the dirt on the ground like tiny landslides, the Dibia murmured, “Easy. Just let it flow out. Don’t push it out. They’ll hear you.”
Olisa lifted her palms a little, leaving just her fingertips in the dirt, took in a long, slow breath and then let it out slowly, trying to match the trickle of whatever it was that came out of her fingers to the trickle of air. The dirt calmed, the ripples evened out, and the fire steadied once more. She let her palms touch the ground again. This time, the smooth pulse and calm remained.
Inside, it felt like a peculiar form of connectedness, deep in the belly, that made her content. This feeling was balanced against a sense of spreading herself thin, of losing something of the substance that made her body real. That part was unnerving, but overall the experience was a happy one. Not happy in the giggling and laughing sort of way, but content, like when she was wrapped up in her Dibia’s arms to sleep on a night just cool enough to make the cuddling comfortable.
“Good girl,” the Dibia said, pleased with how quickly she had corrected herself. “Now, don’t just find them, talk to them.”
Olisa closed her eyes and nodded that she understood. She sent the wave out and it went too far, feeding her back the locations of animals all around her, even the birds and insect colonies. She pulled back, using her breaths as the gauge by which she measured, and focused in on the elephants nearby.
It was a family group of healthy elephants, happy with two growing babies and the surfeit of food available after a generous rainy season. They had been at the warm pools and were still feeling playful, their joints eased after relaxing in the water. They were feeling good as they ambled toward a good spot to rest for the night. Olisa smiled as the sensations washed over her.
The people place is here. Coming close will frighten our animals and people. Will you move away?
It wasn’t words so much as it was the meaning of words that she sent, and that was the part of the pulse that didn’t come naturally. Complex concepts like near and far, toward and away or anything that couldn’t be tied to a feeling were difficult to transmit. Often, they were the source of misunderstandings that took repeated—and frustrating—attempts to communicate. In this matter, the Dibia was entirely correct. It would take time to learn to do this detailed “distance speaking” that the old woman did almost without thought after so many decades of practice.
“That’s good, but picture them moving away, toward the flat area near where the picture people are,” the Dibia said, obviously listening in on the exchange. She meant for Olisa to guide them toward the safer area where the visitors to the park and the game wardens were. Hunters wouldn’t go after them there, not with so many potential eyes to see them.
Again, Olisa nodded, keeping her eyes closed and trying to form the picture of the area around the compound where legitimate visitors to the preserve stayed. She wanted them to go there, but not to stand next to the buildings where they would surely cause fright and trouble, so it was a delicate balance she needed to strike.
Half of the training she did with the Dibia consisted of going places and looking at them—really looking at them in the way an animal would, as well as the way a human would. Her catalog was still woefully inadequate, but there was only so much traveling an eight-year-old girl and an aged woman could do in a day.
The lead female seemed to catch on to her meaning the quickest. Images and memories that combined tastes, sounds, and sights all in one big, but unique, signature rolled back toward Olisa with surprising strength. It was like the elephant was standing right next to her and shouting in her ear. When the female began moving, speaking in her elephant speech to her family, Olisa relaxed and let out one final long sigh.
“They’re going,” she whispered, a sheen of new sweat dampening her upper lip. Conveying details like that was hard work.
The Dibia already knew that, of course, having listened in on the exchange. She stroked her arm in approval. “You did that very well, Olisa. No confusion and very little disruption in their lives. Very good!”
Wiping the sweat from her face, Olisa felt herself flush, happy to have done the Dibia proud. She lifted her cup and sipped her warm tea, letting her fingers rub the carvings of animals so delicately incised on the cup by another person in her village.
The Dibia sipped her own tea, then placed her cup on the ground next to her with such delicate precision that it made no sound and disturbed the hard soil not even the slightest bit. She added another small chunk of wood to the fire and the light in the hut dipped wildly as the fire resettled itself. Then she said, “Now, let’s discuss what you’ll do about the hunters.”
Three
Olisa opened her eyes to her Dibia’s smiling face. It was one so seamed and lined that it appeared almost a map of time, and the smiling made it even more so. Yet somehow, it was also the most beautiful face Olisa knew.
“Up, little one, it’s time to go,” she said in her soft, gravelly voice.
No light seeped through the gaps in the hut, so if it was morning, it was still very early indeed. At most, Olisa had gotten a few hours of sleep—not nearly enough for a normal night—but she felt good, like she’d slept a full night and awoken to a bright, perfect day. Wrapped in the Dibia’s arm on her pile of soft skins and woven mats, she felt safe and secure. It was an oddity, that being near the Dibia was, in itself, a sort of restorative for Olisa.
The Dibia handed her a cup of tea, the liquid inside fragrant and so hot that steam rose from it in languorous wisps. She sniffed and blew on the surface before taking a small, cautious sip. “That’s good. Thank you, Dibia.”
A quick breakfast of pounded yams and spicy chicken disappeared too quickly. The chicken was a particular favorite and this time—like every time Olisa ate it—she promised herself she wouldn’t gobble, that she would eat slowly so that she could enjoy it for longer. And this time, like every other time, she gobbled it down.
As the Dibia handed her the items for her pack she seemed, for the first time, unsure. The questions she asked to confirm how Olisa would handle unexpected contingencies soon became repetitive and insistent.
This was the first time that Olisa would handle the thwarting of a hunt by herself, alone against so many and her village—and any help—a hard three-hour run away. Still, the Dibia’s nervousness was making her nervous. Was she too little to do this? Too young? Or worse yet, was she too unskilled?
The Dibia must have sensed her uncertainty spreading to Olisa, because she made an effort to contain it. She gripped a wrap of yam paste and drew in a long, whistley breath, her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, the warm stillness was back and she said, “You’ll do well, little one. My mind knows it, but my heart loves you so much it makes me frightened not to go with you.” She laid a hand over her heart to emphasize her words and gazed with deep affection at Olisa.
Warmth spread through Olisa’s limbs, pushing back the chill brought on by her anxiety, and she rose up on her knees to kiss the Dibia on her papery-skinned cheek. She smelled of last night’s fire and sleep. The little wrapper of yam paste passed to Olisa’s hands, the imprint of the old woman’s tight grip now pressed into the leather surface. Then she was done. It was time to go.
Four
Olisa equated the sounds of the Yankari waking each morning to the first cry of a newborn baby coming from a hut in the village. It was different, but it felt the same. The way all the pent-up breaths were released from worried friends and family at the sound of the cry; the way wide smiles of relief and joy replaced furrowed brows; the way the sound of hands slapping the skin of the new father’s back in congratulations replaced concerned stillness—all blended together to remind her of a morning in Yankari.
The distant hoot of baboons waking to begin a new day of bickering—the earth-shaking pounding of a herd of Hartebeest startled by some change in their nighttime surroundings—the faint and far-away trumpeting of an elephant calling to a distant group—each was familiar yet delightful, every day bringing some new variation to enjoy. It was like music.
The day had only just settled from its post-dawn exuberance to its morning quiet when Olisa slowed to begin her approach to the camp. The low, brush-covered rise stood between her and the group of hunters, but there was never any guarantee that everyone would stay in camp. She knew where the latrine was set up—and had selected her look-out position well away from it—but anyone might be walking around to appreciate the morning, or just want some time alone. The last bit of distance was the most hazardous.
Olisa paused behind a thick screen of low trees and brush at the bottom of the rise, wiped her face and took a long drink of water. Tempted as she was to send out a pulse and reassure herself that all was well, the last thing she needed to do was bring attention to her presence if the stirring man was attuned to her power.
Already, she was covered in dust from her run, but she patted more into her hair and tossed a bit onto her shoulders so that she would blend in better with her surroundings. The itch was immediate, but so was the relief as the sun’s bright morning rays met the barrier of dust instead of her skin.
Scrambling up the incline of the rise quietly was a challenge, but once at the top, Olisa examined the area carefully. All her old footprints and the dip her butt had made over the hours she spent sitting the day before appeared undisturbed.
The story those prints told was so clear that Olisa was disappointed with herself. She should have brushed them away before she left. If anyone found them, they could even now be lying in wait somewhere and watching to see if she returned.
At the thought of that, Olisa flattened herself to the ground, her heart hammering in sudden anxiety. The screen of uneven brush, the low trees whispering in the morning breeze and the rise and fall of the land would hide anyone watching for her as well as it hid her from the camp. She waited, her breath coming in tight, thin, and inadequate streams and her body tensed to run.
Once again, she wished that her pulse could divine the presence of humans. Then she could reassure herself that she was alone or be sure she should leave the area. But it didn’t work like that, no matter how much she wished that it did.
The only way to know of a human was through the animals that sensed their presence by scent, sight, or hearing. Second-hand information. Did she dare send out a pulse? Could she control the ripples in her fearful state and keep them small enough to miss?
She clenched her fingers around fallen leaves and twigs on the ground, fighting against the impulse to send ripples. Knowing when not to send the pulse was just as important as knowing when to send it. Controlling her reaction to fear was as important as learning not to let her dreams take over and send out the pulse in an undisciplined wave while she slept.
The Dibia’s teaching came back to her like a tiny voice inside her head and she closed her eyes, whispering the mantra in her head. Breathe in calm, breathe out fear.
Fear clouds the perceptions, creates sounds where none exist or assigns natural sounds a malevolent aspect. Fear interferes with thoughtful responses. All of this Olisa knew, but knowing it and being able to control it were two different things. But, at least, knowing was a start.
A few minutes passed and the fear retreated, the anxiety lessened. The various chirps and songs of nearby birds finally broke through and helped her understand that no other human could be close if their songs remained unhurried and absent alarm calls. The whispers of wind over the dry soil were not footsteps. The rustling of leaves was not caused by the passing of a man.
Olisa rose on her elbows to look around. Nothing. All was as it should be. The breeze shifted and the faint sound of metal clanking—pots and pans if she had to guess—reached her ears. All was well and she remained undetected. Caution was called for, but fear wasn’t.
Poachers—because she couldn’t really give these men the title of hunters—were unpredictable if discovered. Some might run or simply move on as if they had nothing illegal in mind. Others might only see a small girl in a vast space—empty of humans to see, report or intervene—and make another decision. No matter what their course of action might be if they found her, it would be best not to be found at all.
Behind the screen of brush once more, Olisa saw the normal activity of a morning camp instead of a trap. Almost as if her arrival were some sort of signal, breakfast was being made and the scent of coffee—a strong smell she associated with the visitor’s compound of the preserve—stung her nostrils even from this distance. She wrinkled her nose and wondered who would willingly drink something that smelled like burned dung?
The three men who would be doing the hunting were nowhere in evidence. The flaps of the tent Olisa thought most likely the one they used for their own were still tied tightly closed. The little ties were tucked toward the interior, indicating the one who tied them was still inside. The trailing ends of the flaps made little shushing sounds in the wind when the noise momentarily abated.
One of the porters stepped away from the outdoor kitchen, a tray of cups balanced carefully in his hands. At the closed tent, he murmured something Olisa couldn’t understand in a harsh language unfamiliar to her. A sort of grunting assent followed from inside and a moment later, the flaps of the tent jerked as the knots were released.
A skinny man wearing nothing but striped underwear appeared at the open flap. He flinched a bit from the light and scratched at his little round belly. His reddish hair stood up in tufts around his head and his skin was so painfully white Olisa wanted to look away from it. For some reason, it looked like his skin should feel cold, perhaps a bit like raw dough. It was very ugly, that was for sure.
The man took one of the cups and tipped it back to drink, then let out a long groan of pleasure that almost made Olisa giggle it was so overdone. Another man, this one wearing pants but no shirt, took the other two cups and disappeared back into the tent. After an exchange of words, the porter went back to the kitchen area and the flap dropped closed again. A brief burst of laughter greeted the porter after some words she couldn’t hear.
Olisa leaned back and let the warming day lull her. The animal tracker was still in the camp and seemed in no hurry to go anywhere. The hunters—though they were awfully slow to go hunting—seemed equally slow this morning.
She knew what to do. When the tracker left, she would communicate his picture to the animals and then listen for ones that saw him. From there, it was all a matter of keeping animals away from the tracker and the hunters. If it came down to it, she would do what she did for the little animal on the road and throw up a shelf of dirt so stiff it would stop a bullet.
It worked to keep the truck from squashing the animal, so it would work for bullets as well. That, she’d never done on her own before, but she knew she could do it. It was only a matter of concentration.
Her ears half-tuned for changes in the camp, she lay down in the shadow of a bush and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to fall asleep, but the short rest of the night before and the two long runs on either side of that sleep were all conspiring against her. Even as she assured herself that she would only close her eyes for a moment, she drifted off into sleep.
Five
In her dream it was raining, the kind of hard rain that came only at the height of the rainy season. It created a roar that drowned out the sound of speech unless you put your mouth directly to the ear of the person you were speaking to. She could feel the pounding rain reverberating through the ground where she lay, and smell the scents of sweat and wet leather trapped in the huts by the steamy heat.
And then she was lifted from both her dream and the ground by rough arms and harsh voices. Olisa opened her eyes to unintelligible yelling from the hunters and the guides who translated for them. Arms as strong as iron held her, her own arms trapped at her sides and her feet high off the ground. All around her, the rattle of stones and dirt died away as her feet left the ground.
She understood what had happened. She had let loose the pulse in her sleep again, and by all appearances, it must have been a strong one. Camp chairs had toppled and dishes lay scattered in disarray in the kitchen area. And the men in the camp had simply followed the ripples to their center—to her.
The other guides and porters—the ones who spoke her language or a dialect she understood—seemed undecided as to whether to scream she was a witch or call for her release as a Dibia. So, they were screaming both things by turns, an unfamiliar mix of reverence and fear on their faces.
Olisa kicked backward as hard as she could, but what could a girl as small as she do against the one holding her? All she managed to do with her kick was make the arms around her tighten even more, trapping the breath inside her chest and increasing her panic. Her toes reached for the ground, but she might as well be flying. A foot or a mile, it made no difference if she couldn’t touch the ground.
One of the porters—the stirring man—noticed her stretching legs and shouted, “Keep her off the ground!”
Olisa glared at him as the one holding her jerked her up farther with a deep grunt of effort. He had the look of her people stamped on his features. He must know the Dibia, or at least know enough to understand that they talked through the ground. Was he some hunter who had left their village when he was young seeking the modern life, seeking modern things? Under her glare, he at least had enough shame inside him to look away.
The three hunters kept up their indecipherable speech, punctuated by finger jabs as the guide translated, or at least made an attempt at it. They seemed to find the idea of the porters fearing her amusing, because after the guide finished speaking, pointing in her direction, all three of the hunters looked at each other and then at her, then laughed.
Olisa thought she understood them. They saw a half-naked little girl, ignorant of their ways and watching them from the bushes. To them she was nothing to be frightened of, but what she might tell others could be a cause for alarm. She could see that dangerous undercurrent in the way their eyes roamed the empty land around them before settling on her again, a weighing of options. A weighing of loss and gain.
She did the only thing that she thought might sway the balance; she started to cry. Not the simple crying of a grown-up, but the wailing of a little child who doesn’t yet know better. It wasn’t hard to do. She was frightened and wanted to cry. It took very little to let it get the better of her.
All of the yelling around her stopped, every face turning her direction, the expressions on them ranging from shock to chagrin. Birds in the nearby trees took flight as she wailed and she found she was no longer trying when the tears began rolling down her face. Olisa was more frightened than she had ever been in her life.
One of the hunters said something in his harsh language to the guide, and then the guide spoke to the man holding her. “Put her in the truck.” He paused, then looked almost embarrassed when he added, “Don’t let her touch the ground.”
She felt the man behind her nod and then she was turned and bounced along toward the big truck that had brought the group here. If they weren’t letting her go right now, that meant they were thinking about what to do with her. That might mean they would let her go, but it also might mean they wouldn’t. Olisa couldn’t stop herself when the urge to struggle came over her again.
This was what panic felt like. She had heard the hunters of her village speak of it, of how to avoid it and how to overcome it when it couldn’t be warded off, but she had never felt it herself until this moment. It was terrible and it was consuming her. She kicked and fought, tried to reach her fingers back far enough to dig into the skin of the man holding her. She jabbed her heels into his shins over and over again. The man only grunted, jerked her upright and squeezed his arms together until her she couldn’t take a breath.
Stars began to dance in her eyes and she felt her kicks losing power and slowing, as if she were trying to kick at him through muddy water. No matter how hard she pulled, her chest wouldn’t expand and she could get no air inside her. She didn’t want to pass out, to lose awareness now when she needed it most, so she fought the urge to kick and went limp.
The man shuffled a few steps, stopped and then jiggled her up and down as if to wake her. His arms loosened just enough for her to suck in a breath and the stars retreated, the world stopped spinning. His voice was deep and carried the accent of her people when he said, “Hush now.”
Olisa didn’t know what to think. He said it gently but firmly, like her father might if she were chattering too much while he was trying to concentrate on something else. But his grip was still tight and she felt the danger he represented well enough. She tried to crane her neck and look at him, but it was no use.
She said, “Please let me go.” The hiccupping catch in her voice wasn’t planned, but came unbidden. It made her feel weak.
The back of the truck was mere steps away, the flat, raised platform of its bed looking ominous even under the bright late-morning sun. A metal box gleamed dully at the far end of it and suddenly Olisa knew how they were going to keep her from escaping.
“Please,” she cried, her tears coming unbidden again. “Please don’t do this! Just let me go. I’ll go.”
Ominously, the man didn’t say anything at all to this, only shifted his grip around her to heft her higher, a position more comfortable for him to lift her into the bed of the truck. But he would have to let her go when he did, even if only for a moment. All she needed was that moment.
One touch of the ground and she could send the pulse. The Dibia would hear her cry for help and the hunters would come for her. It would be ugly and she would be in trouble with the Dibia—the first real test of her training a miserable failure—but she would be saved. She couldn’t train again, try again, unless she lived through this failure.
The man shifted her quickly one more time and then tossed her up onto the bed of the truck. Olisa thought she was ready, prepared to leap, but the toss was stronger than she was. She had no more control than a stone she might toss across the ground would.
Olisa rolled across the rough bed of the truck, the diamond shapes of the grating scraping the skin from her knees, her elbows and palms as she slid across the surface. Scrambling up, she tried to make the few steps to the edge and throw herself off, hoping the force of her body in flight might be enough to get her past the man and to the ground.
Her attempt at flight was worth as much as her pleading had been, which was exactly nothing. The man used his height and long legs to step up onto the single step on the back of the truck and catch her across the chest with his outstretched arm, flinging her backward. Her back struck the bed less than a second before her head did. The stars behind her eyes returned but this time, no amount of straining on her part made them retreat.
She felt rather than saw the man drag her across the rough surface of the truck. She heard the creak of metal hinges and then she was lifted, shifted and dropped like a fresh-caught animal into the box.
When the lid slammed shut, the darkness was complete and her grogginess lifted as panic set in. The air became immediately close, warm, and thick. Olisa slammed her palms against the lid, but all it did was rattle against the latches. She screamed and the sounds bounced around inside the metal before returning to her ears in sharp, painful jabs.
She pounded until the slamming of her heartbeat sped up into a flutter so fast she thought her spirit might fly out of her chest and leave her body to die. The heat inside the box built rapidly, the air going from warm and thick to hot and unsatisfying inside her heaving lungs. She quieted only when her voice took on rough edges like the Dibia’s, as if she might have aged a hundred years while inside the box.
A tiny spot of light caught her eye, coming from the corner of the box where the seams had rusted. Olisa twisted around in the box and found her face pressed into a bundle of rags that reeked of old oil. She pawed the pile of rags away from the spot and it grew. The size of her smallest fingernail and no bigger, the air she pulled in when she pursed her lips around it felt like a fountain of cool air.
As meager as the stream of air was, it revived her a little, cooling her overheated lungs. It calmed her some, being able to see light and knowing there was air for the taking. She focused on that tiny hole so she could concentrate on pulling in more.
The inside of the box was sweltering, sweat already beginning to slick her palms and bead on her face. She couldn’t stay in here long or she would die from the heat. The men wouldn’t have to make a decision to kill her, she would already be dead by the time they finished talking if they talked too long. Olisa sucked in another long stream of air through the hole and thought of her Dibia’s face.
Six
At first, the bounce of weight on the truck bed meant nothing to Olisa. She was lost in a haze of overwhelming heat that had passed beyond sweaty discomfort some time ago. No longer able to sweat at all, Olisa’s mind kept conjuring an image of meat packed in clay and left to slowly roast over the course of a day under coals. Her thoughts had grown muggy and slow, until they circled only around the tiny hole and the light and air it provided.
The bounces increased in frequency as more weight was added and that finally drew Olisa’s attention. A feeling of vague alarm finally overcame her flagging ability to organize her thoughts. Voices—male voices—spoke in unintelligible spurts somewhere beyond the box that made up her world. Those voices finally broke through her stupor and she had the time to form a single thought before the lid banged open. Touch the ground. Call them all.
Light didn’t just flood the box, light invaded it. It burned Olisa’s eyes after the extended dark and sent a stabbing pain directly into her brain. Even as she slammed her blood-crusted palms against her eyes, the air—blessedly cool when compared to her box and oh, so delicious—filled her lungs and pushed away some of the steaming fog there.
Before she could do more than suck down a few greedy gulps, rough hands grabbed her by the legs and arms, forcing her hands away from her eyes. Olisa didn’t recognize the croak that came out of her throat at the pain. For a fleeting moment, she thought there must be another girl trapped in the box with her. Then they lifted her and dropped her onto the hot metal of the truck bed.
The pain of her elbow connecting with the metal shot up her arm and shoulder, eliciting another cry from her parched throat. As if from some vast distance, some part of her realized that the weak and scratchy sound had come from her. It sounded more like a small animal in the last throes of life, the sound of one final attempt to make its existence known to the world before it ended.
“She must have water or she will die,” someone said.
Olisa tried to find the source of the voice, to discern which of the faces looming above her on the bed of the truck said the words. They were said in a way that made her think there was at least one person in this group that didn’t want to see her dead. Did she have an ally, even a semblance of one?
“If she dies, there will be trouble. Her village will not allow this,” the same voice said.
As the faces swam into focus, Olisa realized it was the stirring man who spoke. He had been the only one to feel her presence and probably understood better than the others what she was. She couldn’t control the pants that came from her, her body’s desperate attempt to cool her overheated core, but she kept her eyes on the stirring man.
“Go,” the lead guide said after a brief exchange with one of the hunters in their hard, sharp language.
The stirring man tapped another of the porters on the arm and they both scrambled down from the bed of the truck, disappearing from her sight. No one spoke while they were gone. The men around her just stared, some with hard eyes and others with nervous glances, a few with shame hooding their eyes.
The two men returned and slid four buckets onto the bed before clambering up themselves. Bright drops of water sloshed out into the air as one of the buckets slid and Olisa found her eyes riveted to the sight, following their shining path through the air until they landed on the dark, rusty surface of the truck and disappeared on the hot metal as if they had never existed.
The stirring man said, “Sit up.”
She did and the instant she drew her knees up toward her chest, he began to pour a thin stream of water over her head from one of the buckets. It felt frigid where it touched her head and trailed down her skin and stung like fire on the abrasions all over her. The other man dipped a cup of water from another bucket and held it to her lips as the water trickled down her face. She had never felt anything so wonderful in her life as that water in her mouth, even as she trembled in fear about what might happen next.
The two men tended to her under the watchful eyes of the others, their four buckets emptied after a few short minutes. After the last bit was poured out, leaving Olisa to sit in a rapidly warming and disappearing pool of shallow water, the stirring man stood.
Something in the way he stood, with his back so carefully positioned toward the others in the truck bed, made her look up. She tried to do it subtly, as if she were simply looking at all the men. As soon as her eyes met his, his brows drew together and he squinted. It was over so quickly she might have thought she imagined it, but no, it was a message. And the only message he could have for her was that he would help her.
The stirring man turned toward the guide who had been doing all the translating and said, “She has to get out of the sun. She is too hot. She will die.”
The guide translated and the red-haired man gave her a sharp, evaluating glance, as if he were deciding whether or not letting her die from too much heat—which he could not be blamed for—weren’t perhaps a good thing. Then his eyes traveled over all the porters and guides, witnesses he could not rely on, and he sighed. His hand made a motion as if to say, “Take her”.
As soon as the man’s hand finished its casually dismissive arc through the air, the stirring man scooped her up, one hand under her knees and the other encircling her back. Despite them both being outside, his arms felt cool against her skin. It was that sensation more than any other that told Olisa that she was in real danger of heat stroke.
People did die from the heat, but rarely. In Yankari, everyone knew that a bit of shade and a shallow hand-dug trench in the dirt would cool the body if no water was available. Olisa looked up at the stirring man, at the trickle of nervous sweat traveling down his temple, and realized she was truly going to die unless something happened to cool her down, and it needed to happen soon.
He jumped to the ground, hugging her tightly to his chest to stop her from being jostled too hard, and then set off at a run toward the tents clustered at their camp. Olisa peered around his arm toward the truck and saw all the men still standing there, following their progress with their eyes. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw resignation on the faces of some of the porters, many of whom must know where she came from by her painted skirt and banded necklace.
The stirring man ducked under the tent flap and came to a halt, his breath coming quickly from running with her weight balanced so carefully. He looked down at her, in his eyes some fear, but also pity, and said, “Do what you must.”
It wasn’t a command, or even a statement. Those few words combined a request for mercy, fear of what might happen and some knowledge. He must have come from her village in his youth, though she didn’t know him. She could see gray in his hair now that she was closer, the dry lines around his mouth and eyes. Still, he knew what she was and was going to help her.
At his words, something began building inside Olisa. It boiled like a cauldron set over a too-hot fire, the feelings born of terror, of knowing she was near death in her overheated state, of a desperate desire to escape. She wriggled without intending to in his arms. He took a deep breath and set her down.
Seven
Olisa felt the ground before her feet even touched it. It was like a pull, a tickle of charge the same as a lightning strike nearby on a stormy night. The hair on her head tried to stand on end and the cords of her neck strained as her spine straightened under the urge to stretch toward the earth. Both feet hit the ground at the same time and what happened then was nothing she could have imagined.
A circular wall of dirt rose around her in a sharp line, rising to her hips. A bang of pulse so large it made her ears pop slammed out of her and into the ground. The reverberations were so immediate, so intense, that the conscious part of her could not perceive it properly. All she was aware of was the hot flow of pulse coming out of her and the cool relief that came back up from the ground.
A second ripple even taller than the first spread out from her, a microsecond passing between each succeeding ripple as the circles around her expanded farther and farther. The stirring man screamed, but the sounds were distant from her, as if miles separated them instead of a mere foot. A hundred ripples had been born and moved away before the first sound traveled from his lungs to his mouth. It was as if he were moving through deep water, so very slowly. Inside her was a deep well of something, and all Olisa knew was that it needed to get out.
Dirt fell like a veil around her, even as more filled the air. Olisa had never seen the ocean, but if she had, she would have recognized storm-tossed waves. What came out of her were the same, except instead of water, it was waves of earth spreading around her. And then, almost without volition, the call came out of her, through her feet and was thrust into the heaving earth below her.
I am here!
Anger began to course through her and a shiver joined the ripples, a true shaking of the ground beneath her feet. The fire ants, the ones whose nests crossed this area and whose corridors under the earth formed a busy maze, answered.
We are here!
Screams from outside joined the sounds of sliding earth and the crash of bouncing rocks and pebbles. A fierce creaking, the sound of metal straining against metal, soon followed. Olisa stepped out of the shaking tent, leaving the screaming stirring man with his hands rising slowly toward his ears. The ripples—no waves—now rose as far as her chin before flowing away. The epicenter of this quake of earth followed the path of her feet.
The truck lurched to the side as she stepped out, a few of the men on its bed flying over the side and onto the ground with heavy, boneless smacks of sound. A crack was opening beneath the right wheels, a cavern opening as the crack widened.
Out of the crack flowed a raging river of shining red carapaces. The snapping of so many jaws and the tiny patters of so many feet made a new din of noise so loud it could be heard even over the collapsing earth. The men who fell had almost no chance to flail their arms, their screams soon muffled by the blanket of shiny red insects that swarmed over them. Olisa watched as the translating guide opened his mouth to scream, only to see the widening mouth fill with a surge of gleaming red carapaces.
Inside the truck, the red-haired man gripped the wooden slats that made up the sides of the truck, his wide eyes on her and his mouth a round black hole. The truck jerked again, the right side of it disappearing into the cavern. The never-ending stream of insects surged up and over the exposed portion of the truck. The red-haired man became a screaming red shape. Within seconds, the dull yellowish-white of bone showed through and wisps of red hair floated on the wind away from the truck.
Only minutes after her feet touched the ground, Olisa stood in the center of her ripples alone. No human noise aside from her gasping breaths competed with the sound of sliding earth and the chittering, almost mechanical sound of the river of ants.
While she stood there and watched the bones, then the truck, then the tents disappear into the earth, she let herself listen for the return calls. From the elephants, the lions, the baboons, the hippos—from a thousand species—the soothing answers came. They felt like an expectation met, a long-awaited answer finally arriving, and a warm welcome all at the same time.
You are here. You are here. You are here.
The ripples eased, rising only to her hips, then to her knees, and then only brushing her ankles. The earth around her smoothed, the dust floating in the breeze no longer made chaotic by her flying walls of dirt. Where the truck once stood, she saw only a darker stain of freshly turned earth. It was the same with the camp kitchen, the scattered gear and the tents. Aside from Olisa, only the crouching form of the stirring man remained.
She was about to speak, to ask the stirring man to take her home to her Dibia and her village, perhaps even about to cry, when the tremors in the earth returned. This time, they weren’t from her, but were reaching out to her from elsewhere.
From the Dibia, I am here.
From animals she didn’t recognize in locations that seemed too fantastic to exist—a blanket of icy white, a dense forest of the deepest green, a land of concrete and metal and glass, a vast desert so hot the air shimmered like gold—I am here. I am here. I am here.
And then from others, their names unimportant, the differences in their appearances superficial because under the skin they were all just like her, she received—I am here. I am here. I am here.
Olisa let the answers wash over her like a cool night after a long, hot day. She tilted her head back and smiled into the sunlight, the heat inside her dissipating even as the ripples around her retreated once more. She might be young, but the voices from all over the world made her certain of one thing. Olisa’s world had just changed.
Eight
Somewhere in India — Pooja dropped the spoon she was using to stir her family’s dinner. Two steps brought her to the open doorway of her family’s small house. The stench of the open sewers that ran unhindered toward the Ganges River felt heavy in the early evening air.
She listened, but heard no repeat of what had disturbed her. She was sure she had just heard someone call out to her. It had been like a shout that only existed right inside her ear. Then her ears had popped, just like they did when she dove beneath the surface of the river to catch a stone before it hit the muddy bottom when she played with her brother.
She stuck her pinky into her ear and jiggled it back and forth, but the pressure was still there. Glancing back at the pot bubbling on their small, smoky stove, Pooja worried at her lip in indecision. If she left it to burn, she would be in trouble. Even worse than that, her family would go hungry. At eight years old, she was old enough to know better than to wander off when she had duties to perform.
Before she had a chance to think twice about it, she grabbed a couple of rags and wrestled the big pot off the grate and onto the concrete blocks next to the fire. At least it wouldn’t burn there.
Outside, Pooja was immediately immersed in the crowded buildings of the slums where she made her home. Haphazardly built, some houses leaned crazily against their neighbors, while others stood squat and sturdy, painted in bright colors from the remains of paint left in cans after jobs were completed. She dashed through the narrow alleyways toward the river, raising a hand and calling out a greeting to those she knew but never slowing. The feeling that she needed to get to the river was urgent and growing.
The pressure in her ears began to ease as she neared the river, so she knew she was on the right track. At the banks of the river—a muddy spot where those of her caste were allowed to congregate—Pooja waited for whatever was coming next and watched the river. Swaths of foam marred the surface from a laundry somewhere upriver. The pale form of a body, the dark hair thankfully covering the face, floated past. Pooja mouthed a silent wish for peace for the unfortunate person.
Nothing came, but the pressure in her ears remained, if not as painfully strong as before. It had diminished as she neared the river, so perhaps the river wanted her to go in. Her eyes darted toward the passing body and a stab of fear went through her. Was this how the river called to people so that they drowned themselves? She hoped not, but it wasn’t for her to argue if it was.
Her toes and fingertips started to itch, and a low thrum like a slow heartbeat started pounding inside her head. It wasn’t painful, but it was urgent. Pooja glanced down at the muddy bank of the river, trash already littering it again even after it had all been cleared away just this morning. She took those last few steps and then, at the insistent pounding inside her head, dipped her toe into the water. Time slowed and her eyes grew wide as she met the world and heard its welcome. I am here.
 
Tasmania — Amanda’s eyes popped open, her dreams interrupted. She listened, but heard no repeat of the call. Outside her window, the clear blackness of the night sky was broken by a blanket of stars. She rolled up on her elbow and looked over the side of her bed at the floor. For some reason, she knew she needed to touch it. No, that wasn’t right. Not the floor, the ground. It was important—vital even—that she do it, and that she do it right then. She tossed back her covers with their pattern of princesses and climbed out of bed.
 
Bulgaria — The drone of Jordanka’s teacher’s voice became a background hum and she raised her head, no longer sleepy after a long day of boring classes. She looked out the classroom window and felt very certain she needed to go outside.
 
Iraq — Baghdad was burning again, but it was always burning. Huddled in the basement with her mother and brothers, Anah knew it would be another long evening of waiting. Suddenly, the pressure in her ears grew, the same way it did when a bomb or rocket went off nearby. But there was no sound to go with it. She edged her way toward the stairs that led up to the street, her mother’s sharp call to return dim in her ears. Anah only knew that she needed to get outside.
 
In China, Tonga, Greenland, Norway, Peru, Hawaii, North Korea, Wales, and a thousand other places, all over the world, the girls stirred. In their hundreds, they left their meals, their chores, their beds. They touched the water, the land, the ice, the trees.
 
And the world changed. For everyone.



Note from the Author
 
 
The world has billions of people in it and most of them didn’t grow up in a middle class house in America, so why are so many of our superheroes from circumstances like that? The world is brimming with special people. We just don’t always see it from far away. I was inspired by the heroic journey of Will Swardstrom and his beautiful—and very brave—son.


 At my website, http://www.annchristy.com, you can contact me and find all my social network links as well as see what I’m up to next.



Hotbox Runner
By Paul K. Swardstrom & Will Swardstrom 
 
 
Breathing a long sigh of relief, I sank into my seat and was asleep before I knew it. It had been a tedious and exhausting day at work and the ride home on the train never failed to lull me into a short, but much-needed nap. I must have slept nearly the entire ride back to the metropolis of Galeburgh.
Behind my eyelids, I noticed the ambient glow of the train car change as the train went underground, nearing our ultimate destination. I dared to open my eyes and face the world again, but all I saw was my reflection as the darkness of the tunnel in advance of Westinghouse Station contrasted with the light inside the car. I saw myself—Janie Walter, an ordinary working mom—at least, that’s what I tried to tell myself. My mousy hair needed a brush, but it would have to wait until I made it home. I checked the time on my phone and realized the train was a little later than normal. I’d have to hurry to make it home in time to make dinner. If I was lucky Robert had already started on it. The streets of Galeburgh weren’t going to be kind at this time of day.
Another deep breath. Hold it together, Janie, I told myself, you can do it.
I know the stereotype was for most people to live in the suburbs and take the train into the city for work. I was the opposite. The city life suited my husband, Robert, and I didn’t mind the commute. Each day while the city worked to empty itself of its temporary residents, I was the salmon pushing against the stream. That might make it sound like I was the only one who followed that process, which I was assuredly not.
The train slowed to its eventual stop and I waited a few seconds before I stood up with the rest of the passengers. It was almost an Olympic event to reach the street outside the station. I was on a car near the middle of the train, which meant there was nearly a quarter-mile of walking before I would reach the door into the station itself. The train stopped, the doors opened, and a flood of people burst out from every car on the train onto the platform outside. It didn’t help that on the opposite side of the platform, another train sat empty, waiting for passengers who flooded the left-hand side of the concrete slab. I approached the threshold of the train door, saying to myself, Here we go, Janie.
Hiking my case a bit higher on my shoulder, I picked up the pace to walk down the long platform. There was still quite a ways to go and other connections to be made before I reached home. There were many more potential pitfalls to look forward to on the day’s journey.
Westinghouse Station during the rush hours can be packed with people and today was no exception. As a result, it was going to be nearly impossible to get anywhere quickly. All tracks appeared to be busy with trains coming or going at ten or fifteen minute intervals; getting past all the people packed in the terminal was like a sardine trying to squeeze past a few thousand other sardines in a tiny can.
Stepping into the station itself, I glanced to my right and was immediately blindsided by a large man in a suit. I was nearly knocked down, but caught myself before I hit the ground. Looking back at the man already five steps past me, I realized he hadn’t even muttered an apology. I clenched my jaw, but took a deep breath.
He isn’t worth it. Hold it together.
Instead of yelling at the rude man, I joined all of the other fish in the can and started weaving through the tightly-packed bodies around me, making my way towards the old station. I rounded the corner and stopped when I saw that people down the passage ahead of me were crowded by the entrance—the exit in my case. I was pretty sure I saw a few dark blue police hats over the top of everyone’s heads, but I didn’t think much of it at the time. Maybe they would arrest the man who almost knocked me down. I shook my head, clearing the ridiculous thought out of my head.
I had to get home, police or not. I hadn’t done anything wrong.
I didn’t have the time to be curious so I quickly turned and headed for a different route to get outside. I headed for the escalator which comes out on the east side of the building closest to the South Branch of the Galeburgh River. That would put me out close to Iris Boulevard, a block from the bus I typically took this time of the day.
I sure wasn’t the only one who had that idea.
An older lady, probably somewhere in her early eighties, was walking in front of me. Check that, not really walking so much as shuffling her feet to an almost imperceptible rhythm. She had grey hair, recently permed, and wore a bright pink coat. I remembered the pink coat distinctly. Who could forget it? She must’ve stuck it in a closet in the 70’s and had just brought it back out. Besides the color, the odor of stale mothballs lingered in my nostrils.
Anyway, with the thick crowds around me I could not get around her as I walked to my target escalator. I reached the escalator just behind Pink Coat Lady and stepped on right behind her. I was trying hard to hold my irritation in check; I really needed to get home and the speed bump in pink wasn’t helping any.
Keep it together, I repeated to myself. Doing this commute as long as I had, I realized long ago that letting annoyances slide off your back was the key to survival.
I had just leaned into the handrail to get a little weight off my feet for a moment when a loud rumble spread across the large walkway. The sounds were clearly coming from outside. I saw a few uncomfortable looks on people’s faces nearby, but I kept my face impassive. I immediately suspected what it might be and I did not have time for it.
After a few seconds of silence, the volume of the voices around me increased. There was worry, fear, excitement, curiosity—whatever they all felt, I didn’t have time for it. I was just concerned about getting past Pink Coat Lady and making it home to make dinner.
“Screw this, I’m going back,” a man’s voice rang out above the din.
I saw the same man who barreled into me a few minutes earlier hop the railing and head back down the stairs between the two sets of escalators. A few other people seemed to weigh the decision briefly, then followed the jerk. I didn’t even bother to consider it. Maybe it was because he had been a jerk, but there was no way I was going back. I needed to get home.
From the corner of my eye, I saw the man on the stairs get knocked on his back by a bright green blur. The blur wove its way up the stairs and out the exit sooner than we could register what had just happened. The blur was just barely visible to the naked eye and it wasn’t surprising the large man in the suit didn’t see it. He hadn’t seen me a few moments earlier, after all.
Maybe that blur wasn’t seen by all of us, but the air displacement was sure noticeable as a gust of air kicked up just after the blur passed by.
The Pink Coat Lady ahead of me cried out and lost her balance. I smelled the scent of perm solution mixing with the aroma of mothballs as she fell backwards into my chest. I had the presence of mind to brace my back leg behind me and I caught her as she fell back into me. I grabbed the railing and pushed her upright again.
All in all, she was very nice about it and was in the process of thanking me when the tall geeky kid behind me interrupted us and tapped me on the shoulder. “Was that who I think it was?”
“I guess,” I said, shrugging my shoulders back at the kid, who looked a tad slack-jawed at the moment. I didn’t have time for this. “It probably is.”
The comment broke the kid out of a reverie with a frown of his uni-eyebrow and a confused look on his face. “You mean you don’t know?”
Not to be rude, but those kinds of things have never interested me. Really, people in silly costumes, spandex and leather, dastardly plans or saving the day. I mean, grow up. Get a job—or raise some kids.
“Kid, it isn’t that I don’t know. I just don’t care.”
I got the same slack-jawed look I’d gotten before, but I wasn’t concerned with a teenager’s mood in Westinghouse Station. I guided Pink Coat Lady to the nearest bench. I waited a beat to make sure she was okay, but the door was in sight. I headed for the exit, but before I got there, another boom came from just outside the doors and shook the chandeliers hanging above us.
But the chandeliers weren’t just shaking. They were cracking, along with all the glass nearby, including the panes in the doors leading outside. As I continued trying to reach those doors, a surge started to push against me as people from the outside began streaming inside the station.
A single police officer, along with two of the Westinghouse Station security officers, was attempting to divert the traffic back down the opposite escalator—the very direction I did not want to go. The officer looked like he spent most of his time sitting behind a desk. He was wider than he was tall and sported a bristly salt and pepper mustache.
“Hey! Whadda think you’re doing?” Officer Mustache asked when I squeezed past the two security guards. I pretended like I didn’t hear him and he called out again. “Lady, I’m talking to you. It ain’t safe out there! We’re keeping everyone inside!”
I motioned to my ears as I reached the door handle. “No habla Ingles,” I said hastily, knowing he wasn’t going to chance a heart attack by chasing me. Not when the food court was just a few dozen feet away.
At this point, you might ask why I would do such a thing. Why would anyone go outside when things out there were so obviously questionable the authorities were trying to contain people? Why would simple little Janie, all five foot three inches of me, venture out into this particular frying pan?
The simple answer—someone was counting on me. I had to get home. There were no two ways about it. If I had to, I’d jog home, but I would rather try to find another bus or take a taxi if I had to.
As I slipped out the door onto the sidewalk, I tried to find cover from the eyes behind me as soon as possible. Quickly I jumped over a low wrought-iron fence and crept through a cafe’s outside seating area and towards the street.
Once I had a chance to really take in my surroundings, I noticed things were deserted, especially for this time of day.
It was odd for Galeburgh at rush hour, but remembering the bright green blur in addition to the booming and the shaking, I could only assume that this kind of thing was happening throughout the city. For a brief instant, I was relieved. I wouldn’t have to deal with the hordes of people leaving the Stock Market when I walked past today. But my relief was short-lived when the eastbound lanes of the bridge in front of me collapsed and fell into the river.
Sigh. Just a different type of commute.
The exit from the station comes out right next to a riverwalk that was usually filled with people. Right now there was nobody to be seen anywhere on it, especially since half the bridge had just disappeared before my eyes. Across the street, a couple of people ducked into the bank. I didn’t blame them after watching the bridge disintegrate. Jackson Street in front of me was lined with cabs, but there were no drivers to be seen. It looked like I had just stumbled into the shootout at the OK Corral, but at the time I had the poor sense not to recognize it.
The remaining half-bridge was still stable enough to cross, but I doubt I would have found a structural engineer who would have advised it. Good thing I didn’t have any of those handy.
I decided to hoof it—and fast.
I ran. There was a lot of noise behind me as I hurried across that bridge. I heard loud booming and the sound of crunching metal morphing into crashing metal and glass. I glanced back a few times, but whatever was happening must have been around some streetcorner out of sight. I managed to make it across the swaying bridge, and then I hurried to get through the gap between the two tall buildings on each side of the road on the other side of the river.
I reached Yellowtail Drive and plastered myself to the side of the building next to one of the many copies of a Hank’s Pharmacy before I carefully looked each way. To the left and up was a blocky building called the Richards Tower, the tallest building in the world. Okay, okay, you probably don’t call it the Richards Tower. Up until a few years ago, everyone called it Eagle Point Tower, but then that billionaire Jorge Richards swooped in and plastered his name all over it. Now there were huge letters up and down on all four sides spelling his name, as if anyone could forget it. He made the building an eyesore. I don’t know anyone who actually calls it Richards Tower, purely out of spite. There was another tower next to Eagle Point with a more modern design, but no one knew its name. I sure didn’t.
Anyway, I looked around the corner next to Hank’s and saw a lot of open space in front of me. Yellowtail was huge when the cars were off the roads—three lanes, a turning lane, a divider, and three more lanes. Both Eagle Point and the other building across the street were pretty far back from the curb.
I tried to plan my next course of action. After crossing the street, there would be a large wall to my left on the Eagle Point Tower side. The property across the street had a large courtyard in front, so there was no real protection from the events around me on that side.
Out of the corner of my eye on the right, I saw a car rise up in the air near the bus lane on River Road by the old station building. A man in purple was halfway visible around the corner facing the other direction. That would be Magne-something-or-other-Guy. Bad news. I remembered hearing about him on the news when Robert was watching Channel 8 some weeks back. This guy had what you might call “a strong magnetic personality” and wasn’t shy at all about displaying it.
I turned and looked the other way down Jackson, and it looked clear as far as I could see, which admittedly was only about two or three blocks. I decided that was good enough for me. I knew I could find a route home in that direction. Forget the bus with all this going on. Galeburgh Transit Company would shut it all down as soon as they could when the superpowers came out. Too much liability.
If some big baddies came out at this point I’d be pretty exposed. I didn’t like the idea of venturing out into that.
There wasn’t much evidence of recent human activity here, either. I looked south on Yellowtail, confirming my suspicions by noting a police barricade a few blocks away. This must’ve been going on for a little while now, and I just walked right into it. Smart.
Around here, I guess everyone was hiding away or perhaps were protected by security or police like back in the train station. I glanced in the window to my left and saw people huddled in the back of Hank’s Pharmacy.
A big commotion took my attention away from the people in the back of the store. I looked left and peeked around the pharmacy north up Yellowtail. There were bubbles everywhere, some as small as Easter Eggs, and some large enough I could fit easily inside one of them—going everywhere the next street over. A green blur was speeding through the maze of bubbles. Apparently, he must’ve found his way out of the train station.
I didn’t like the idea of leaving the safety of the corner, but the closest El train stop was one more block after this one and a couple of blocks over. Hopefully I could make it. I really wanted to. I made my mind up. I was going.
I darted across the street and made it to the wall. I glanced behind me and saw nothing. I hugged the wall and started walking east toward Benjamin Avenue when I saw a large shadow float over my head and to the right. I was only mildly surprised when I noticed a city bus gliding overhead. The flutter of a purple cape dangled over the back end of the bus, meaning the bus wasn’t flying on fossil fuels.
I started running. There was an entrance for tours of the upper floors of Eagle Point Tower—also known as Skyvision—just ahead and I bolted for it. The sound of what could only be a bus ramming into the glass and metal side of the tower came from above. The door was in reach and I quickly ran inside. Outside, glass and other debris rained to the ground.
Someone called out from behind a counter, “We’re closed!”
I called back, “It’s okay, I’m just trying to get out of the rain.”
A face peeked around the desk. The young lady wore a blue Richards Tower Skyvision polo with khakis. She squinted my way for a second, but seemed to recognize I wasn’t a threat. “Right,” she said. “You could wait it out over here with me, if you like.”
I took a tentative step forward, then stopped. I’m not sure why I hesitated, but I’m glad I did because a moment later, the ceiling collapsed right on the girl’s desk. I must’ve heard the noise subconsciously and started moving before it registered. The bus I’d seen outside was suddenly peeking through the ceiling panels, screeching and grinding as it plunged through the steel-braced roof. I dove to the right as debris scattered everywhere.
I waited a few seconds as the dust cleared and my hearing came back. When my senses returned, I looked back to where I’d been standing and was shocked to find the front fender of a city bus suspended a few feet from the floor. The steel beams kept the bus from slamming into the floor, but not before it trapped the Skyvision Girl behind her desk. A scream startled me and I jumped to my feet.
“Help!” I heard the young woman cry from behind her desk.
I ran back to where the desk was. “Was” being the key term, as it was now in splinters. The girl was stuck between the tires of the bus, a rolling office chair, and the remains of the desk. The bus continued to creak. There was no guarantee this situation was going to remain stable. If you could even call this “stable.”
I gave a quick look in the windows of the bus, relieved it was unoccupied. Thankfully, I only had to worry about Skyvision Girl.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I…I think so. My ankle hurts, but I can’t tell if it’s just pinned, or broken,” she said.
“Okay. Let me see what I can do.”
I walked around the desk a few times before I lay down on the floor and kicked at the office chair until it gave way from whatever it was stuck on. I grabbed the girl’s hands and pulled. At first, the girl was in no position to help, but as soon as I pulled her forward a bit she was able to help wiggle the rest of the way out.
We shared a quick hug as dust continued to fall from the rafters. Thankfully the bus didn’t shift forward anymore along with that dust. I pulled away from Skyvision Girl and she said breathlessly, “Thank you. That was amazing.”
“Umm, you’re welcome,” I managed to say while looking around the building to check on the situation. The building was a glass atrium so I could see everything going on outside on three sides.
“What’s your name?” she asked. “I want to remember the name of the person who saved me. I’m Candie, by the way.”
The bus began creaking louder on the rafters. It didn’t seem very stable. I started pulling her away from the potential drop zone. “My name is Janie,” I said distractedly. “I’m very glad you didn’t get crushed today.”
Candie giggled a bit and returned a somewhat awkward knowing smile. “Me too,” she said, looking toward the bus. “I think I’m going to wait this out in the sub-basement. Do you want to come?”
I looked up through the hole in the roof. Magne-something was swinging a light pole toward a large man in red and blue. I couldn’t remember his moniker either. Megasomething? Supra…? It soon didn’t matter. The man in red grabbed the swinging light pole and hurled it along with the purple man attached to it over his shoulder. I couldn’t see where he would end up from this angle, but it would surely be several blocks away. The man in red turned and seemed to blast off after him.
Perhaps this was a break in the action. I thanked Candie for her offer and ran for the exit. I crunched over some glass as I reached the curb and looked all around. It seemed as if the action was happening several blocks west, back on the other side of the train station.
Turning away from Eagle Point Tower, I ran the other way towards the El, just a block away. The El, which someone at some point in time had shortened from Elevated Train, was a different train system than the one that brought me into the city. The El train served only the downtown of Galeburgh while the commuter train I came back to the city on ran to the suburbs each day. My hope was to catch one of the north-south El routes.
That’s where I was headed now. While the El itself was just a block away from Eagle Point, the problem was that the closest station was two blocks to the north by Murphy Street. By the time I reached the El, I could see some action taking place near the entrance. Again with the green blur and the bubbles. I want to say Green Flashy Pants Man and Bubble Wonder Magic? Whatever. I really didn’t care what they called themselves.
I was at Fargo Avenue and I was forced to choose left or right. Right in front of me sat a jackknifed city bus, blocking any forward progress on Jackson. What is it with city buses today?
I turned towards Murphy and started jogging, all the while checking every alley, window, and car for anything amiss. I pulled up when I realized the danger wasn’t beside me, but in front of me. Cars, trucks, and yes…more buses were littering the street. It was typical rush hour, bumper to bumper, but every vehicle was vacant. They all must’ve left their vehicles quickly.
If they left them willingly. None of the doors to the vehicles were open.
Crap. I remember somebody at work talking about some new “super-villain” who could vaporize people inside their cars. Vapo-man or something like that.
What had I just walked into?
There had been no confirmed sightings of this supposed “Vapo-man” or whatever he was called. After all, if someone had seen him, they would probably be vaporized the next instant. He’d only been around a few months and each time he struck it was only one highly localized event. Still, I was in no mood to test that theory.
I stumbled back, now afraid to continue on my current path. I remembered another El stop a few blocks in the other direction, so I slowly turned around, watching the sky every step of the way.
It was time to re-evaluate my journey home.
At this point I figured my best bet was to follow Fargo south to Martin Avenue. From there the station was about two blocks over to the left, east on Martin. Things were deserted here too, but it was not nearly so messy. My mind began to wander and I found myself freaking out just a little bit. Before I knew it, I was huddled in a random doorway, clutching my knees and hyperventilating.
Keep it together, Janie, I told myself. You just need to keep your eyes on the prize. Just get home.
It took a few minutes, but I regulated my breathing and stepped back onto the sidewalk. The lack of cars—and those ubiquitous city buses—on Fargo meant I could move a little quicker and I began to jog down the street.
Being on the street under the El train felt a bit like being in a tunnel. There were buildings on each side, the street and sidewalks below and the elevated track above. The track itself wasn’t a solid platform, so daylight seeped through the girders and track sections and on each side, but darkness took over under the El. It was tough to see more than half a block ahead from the street level when other vehicles were on the road.
After crossing back over Jackson on Fargo, one massive building took up the entire block on the left. On the right, I passed a deserted Jamba Juice, a Panda Express and then a parking garage that took up most of the remaining block. I’m not sure what’s after that because I didn’t make it that far.
Two things happened when I was jogging towards Martin Avenue. The first thing was that I congratulated myself on remembering my athletic shoes this morning and switching them for my pumps on the commuter train that had pulled into Westinghouse Station just minutes earlier. The second thing was that I thought I was going to die as I passed the parking garage on my right.
Suddenly, as if a tornado had struck the parking structure, there was a deafening noise. I ducked behind an abandoned beer truck as massive plumes of dust and smoke erupted from the side of the garage. I’m not sure what exactly happened, but when I looked to the other side of the concrete structure, it appeared to have collapsed.
All I know is that it got a lot darker and dirtier all of a sudden. I stayed crouched where I was for a bit to let things settle around me. I was about to get up and keep going when I heard a very loud crunching sound ahead of me. This noise was more immediate and terrifying. I was afraid another bus was heading for my cranium and I dove for cover behind the beer truck again.
After a few moments I peeked around the side of the truck and squinted to look. The dust in the air was still quite thick but the only thing I could think that it could be was one of the two massive antennas from the top of Eagle Point Tower. I crept forward a bit to look closer when the other large antenna dropped with a crash beside the first.
I yelped. Or screamed, or something. It wasn’t very ladylike. I scrambled back to the beer truck for the limited cover it provided. I don’t think anyone noticed. There was no one around. About that time the second antenna rose up, and then dropped. And rose up again and…slammed into the sides of the buildings on Martin. The gigantic white antenna started jerking in every direction in a quick, unpredictable motion. I had to admit to myself I couldn’t go any further; I’d get blended into a Janie shake. All I would need was some whipped cream and a cherry on top.
The dust eventually cleared enough for me to spy a figure in red and blue tights. He appeared to be holding on to the antenna for dear life as it thrashed him around like a bucking horse. The other antenna was levitated off the ground by an unknown force and it tried to pin Red and Blue Tights Man against the other antenna like a bug between chopsticks. As far as I could tell through the dust and debris, the man in red was able to evade or bat off those attempts.
It was obvious I had to make another decision. As long as this struggle was happening, that way was blocked for someone like me. I had to go back. Shaking my head, I turned away from the action and went back the way I’d come.
About halfway back towards Jackson Street a large bubble with a man inside rounded the corner. Bubbles appeared to spew out from his central bubble in every direction. I stopped and watched his bubble bounce up to the deck where the El trains would pass. Sure. He can get up there, but I can’t.
A bright green blur appeared from around the corner and zipped up a staircase. I looked up through the cracks and watched the green blur zip over my head and then hesitate. Abruptly bubbles came cascading off the deck above and behind me. The sound of popping bubbles was accompanied by occasional glimpses of the green blur zipping left and right above my head and behind me.
The two superpowered guys must have really been going after each other. I couldn’t see much of the action, but I was seeing the bubbles bounce down from the track above. I turned towards Jackson and Murphy and began to make my way through the maze of vehicles in front of me.
The sounds of whooshing air and popping bubbles seemed to be increasing in volume behind me. I don’t know what those guys were doing, but it was making quite a racket. I attempted to run faster. At this point my plans of escaping this mess by train were gone; I simply hoped to survive. I pulled the strap of my briefcase over my head and cursed myself inwardly for being so foolish as to try to continue to get home through this…this…fiasco.
I made it back to the corner of Fargo and Jackson. I felt like I hadn’t made any progress at all. I could just turn and go back to the train station and wait it out. Would I turn back that direction? As I peeked around the corner I saw what looked like a war zone. A cement truck which hadn’t been there just minutes before blocked the way back to the train station. At least it wasn’t a bus this time.
I decided that there was no action for me to take on Jackson. I crossed the street in a hurry and made a break for Murphy.
Bubbles began to drop off each side of the El track and through the gaps in the track platform above and around me, and soon I faced another obstacle. The bubbles stuck to anything they touched, weighing them down and restricting their movement. Trying to stay as close to the middle as I could since most of the bubbles were to the side, I found myself navigating the wreckage much more slowly, picking my way over vehicles and trying to evade stray bubbles whenever they came my way.
It wasn’t very far to the next street over: Princeton, I think. If I could get there perhaps I could find a way out of this trap. The vehicles here were clearly abandoned. The car doors were open and some of them were even idling as the car sat in park. I breathed a sigh of relief about that. Maybe there was no Vapo-man threat after all. I climbed up onto the car in front of me and discovered the reason all the cars were left in the middle of the street. Right in front of me was a large crater half the width of the road.
My heart sank. What was I going to do? Bubbles were now descending everywhere around me from both sides of the track above. I chanced a glance backwards in time to see the cement truck minus the mixer skidding into the road behind me. The way back was now entirely blocked.
There was nothing else to do but go forward. I began to climb down into the crater to get to the other side. Again, I said a quick thank you to whatever deity helped remind me to put on the athletic shoes earlier. I couldn’t imagine trying to do this in my dress shoes. As it was, this outfit was probably a loss.
I reached the bottom of the crater just in time. Everything around me began to shake. What now? I wondered.
All of the glass in nearby panes began to crack. The scaffolding on one of the nearby buildings caused an awful racket and bricks on another one of the buildings were falling off.
I didn’t want to know what was going to happen next. I scrambled up the other slope as fast as I could. The dirt and crumbled asphalt made the task difficult, but I reached the top just as the side of the building burst in a localized explosion about fifteen feet behind me.
I was flung to the ground by the force of the blast. I was dazed for a second but shook the cobwebs out quickly. I did a quick mental inventory of my limbs… Everything seemed to still be attached. I might feel that one in the morning, however.
Lying there, I saw a man step out from the hole in the building. It was Earthquake—dang! How could I remember this guy and none of the others? It didn’t matter. This psychopath wasn’t to be trifled with. It was widely publicized that this guy left a path of death and destruction everywhere he went.
I didn’t think he’d seen me yet so I lay absolutely still, camouflaged by the debris all around me and the coating of dust I had received from not just one, but two explosions.
Earthquake was looking around as if he expected to find someone specific. He stepped down off the ledge and walked out into the street, behind the crater and the taxi I had climbed over. I thought about making a break for it, but waited to see if he would look away. My best chance would be if he wasn’t paying attention to me.
All of a sudden the taxi lifted off the ground and slammed into him. Out of the ground where the taxi had been burst a giant furry man, perhaps eight or nine feet tall, with scoop-shaped claw hands. His back was to me and it looked like Earthquake was otherwise occupied with a taxi on top of him.
I didn’t waste a minute and pulled myself up before maneuvering down the street. The earth everywhere began to shake. Earthquake must have been making a last-ditch effort to escape.
The bubbles were getting nearly impossible to evade as well. Several stuck to my legs and it was getting so hard to move that I needed to stop behind a paneled delivery van to forcefully remove a few of them.
Bam! The train deck made a very loud noise above. Bam! Boom! Bam! There it was again, followed by three very large dents in the girder right above me. I could see something moving up there, but I couldn’t tell what it was until the mixer from the cement truck rolled over the side and fell on the sidewalk beside me.
Oh no.
I had a sinking feeling. All three fights were converging on the same location. I felt like a little mouse caught in a very large, very dangerous trap.
I took mental stock of the situation. Above me or behind me were six very powerful individuals who had already destroyed a good chunk of the city. I momentarily wondered how much money it would cost to repair the damage already incurred. Probably in the hundreds of millions, if not more.
It wouldn’t be my money, of course, but I was almost willing to pay it to get out of there. Those six super-powered vigilantes and villains had very nearly taken me out at least four times already. True, it was mostly through the side effects of the actions they were taking against their opponents, but it was dangerous nonetheless.
I mentally ran through the three battles going on around me. One individual—the bright green flashy person—appeared to be able to move extremely fast and he (or she—they were really quick) opposed someone who exuded massive quantities of very sticky, unpoppable bubbles. Another fight included a hero who appeared to have incredible strength, opposing a menace who controlled magnetic forces. The third duo was Earthquake and an eight foot tall gopher.
Janie, I said to myself, I sure hope you’re lucky today. You’re going to need it.
I snapped back to reality as I felt the ground pulsate around me. The shaking intensified and I noticed cracks beginning to form in the pavement next to me. Bubbles dropped to the ground from the El tracks above, which I noticed was not the most stable structure, either. The El was beginning to sway back and forth. I heard a noise behind me and saw two cars back by the intersection with Jackson rise up off the ground and begin to advance towards my position near the city bus.
If all that wasn’t bad enough, small metal objects began flying from everywhere, attracted to something above my head. I wasn’t just running into danger at every turn, it was seeking me out.
I decided to get moving. I ran down the side of the delivery van and peeked around it. I could see a side street there, Princeton. It was filled with bubbles. I wouldn’t be able to get through there unless I somehow figured out how to climb over them. Too sticky. There would be no way through there. Princeton did not continue past Fargo as it was fenced off and inaccessible. I had to keep moving.
A crack opened up in the street to my left and continued separating in that direction. I ran away from the crack, back the way I came. There had been another parking garage there…but not any more. Not after those reckless fools had made mincemeat of the city. The crack continued going towards the garage and left several key structural supports lacking support any longer. Almost like a house of cards, the parking garage suffered a partial collapse on the Fargo Street side.
Meanwhile, the delivery van I’d been using for cover was being lifted up off the ground. I grimaced as I felt a pain in my side, but I didn’t have time to focus on it because I noticed several other objects nearby had begun to levitate as well. The rebar and street signs strewn around the downtown area were swirling around in erratic patterns, almost as if I was in the eye of a hurricane. Hurricane Janie, I thought briefly. I could see through the girders that objects above the track were swirling with a frenzied intensity. It appeared as though what was happening at ground level was simply another side effect of whatever was going on above me.
Time to move, I decided. I closed my eyes for an instant to focus on what I needed to do.
Without any other options that I could see, I decided to make a break for it down Fargo Street towards Murphy. The downtown streets were still chock full of cars, taxis, trucks, and buses, but they weren’t on the ground anymore—they were all floating, heading towards the spot I was racing to leave.
Lacking any other way since all the vehicles were converging on my location, I ducked under a Toyota Venza and started running. I saw a large SUV floating towards me on the right, so I juked left and tripped on a large pile of debris, sprawling in some of the mess strewn about from the former parking garage.
I don’t have time for this, I thought. I need to get home.
I picked myself up and kept moving. My eyes darted around and I began to panic. The footings for the El structural supports were starting to give way and rivets were popping out everywhere. This thing was not going to hold long and I was right underneath it.
The debris pile was too large on this side of the street to keep moving ahead. A path was possible, but first I had to go under the El track on the right side of the street. I kept moving, evading piles of bubbles coming from the left then dropping in front of me. Abruptly, I came to a place where the debris met bubbles in a pile so large that I could not get through.
I scanned the area, and noticed a van which had been wedged against the wall by the debris. If the roof of the vehicle was intact, it could act like a tunnel. I tried the back door, and found it unlocked. Opening it, I crawled over the seats to the front of the van. Wedged in the way it was, there was no way to exit through the driver or passenger doors—both were pinned against large debris or the building itself. I was about to back out the way I came in when I noticed the windshield was cracked in several places. Maneuvering my body, I got my feet turned around and managed some solid kicks at the front window. After a couple well-placed stomps, the windshield just popped right out.
Once I was past the van, I heard an absolutely thunderous noise behind me; it shook the van and everything around me. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help looking back at the devastation I’d left. The El track was falling in pieces, as if it was made of plastic Hot Wheels track. Bubble Guy was on one of those collapsing girders. As it fell, the track turned and trapped his bubble between it and another gigantic piece of steel. The pieces kept moving and I decided I didn’t want to see what happened when the structural integrity of his bubble failed. I couldn’t see anyone else back there and I didn’t want to. I kept moving, quickly, but in a calculated fashion.
The cacophony of noises continued behind me and I eventually was able to tune them out, but then I heard a noise that sounded uncomfortably familiar. I shot a look toward the closest support and saw a couple rivets pop out within just a matter of seconds.
Uh-oh.
There was no choice but to move. I bolted towards Murphy as fast as I could. I heard a slow creaking on my left and shifted my run towards the right as a girder came crashing down where I had just been. Another creak from my left, and I got to the wall and hugged it. The whole thing leaned away from me and came down on top of the debris from the parking garage.
Now I could see the gopher man, the green blur, and the man in red all trying to deal with the last remaining visible villain. Red-tights Dude was carrying the mixer from the cement truck over his head while a green blur whizzed around the purple character, keeping him pinned in place. The large gopher was in the process of making his way over from his recent interaction with Earthquake. I don’t know what happened to Earthquake. Perhaps he was still under the taxi. Not my problem.
Most of them didn’t see me, but Gopher Guy did. He ran over, picked me up in those massive mitts of his and launched me over the last pile of debris in my way. I heard him growl, “Now, get out of here!” as I rolled down the other side. I got to my feet and decided his advice was the best I was going to hear all day.
I turned the corner and took off running. This street was clear with no obstructions. I ran for three blocks before I started to notice people in windows, tentatively peeking out to see if they could see any action. More than one person pointed in my direction as they were talking to someone else next to them. I turned back to my path. I didn’t care about them; I needed to get home.
At Ticonderoga Street, four blocks away from the action, I ran up to a police barricade. The sergeant there was flabbergasted to see me, probably due more to my bedraggled appearance than anything. This blouse was going in the trash as soon as I walked in my front door.
“Ma’am? You okay?” he asked.
“I am now, Officer,” I answered. “I think maybe I should have stayed inside.”
He looked past me toward the bubbles and the mess behind me. “I’ll say,” he said. “It looks like a bad day back dere.”
“Right,” I said. “Bad luck for anyone back there. You seen any cabs?”
“Keep going dis way,” the officer motioned without even glancing behind him. His eyes were trained on the chaos I’d just emerged from. “You go left at Ohio and you’ll see ’em out dere.”
I thanked him and started on my way. The police officer called after me to stay safe. I suppressed a giggle and a groan and kept walking. I heard him yelling something else, but I never turned around. I reached Ohio and I found the cabs just as described.
I took the first cab I found and gave the driver—he said his name was Mikey—my address. He was happy to take me home, but talked non-stop about sports. He was a fan of the Zephyrs and the Sox but had a strong dislike for “those northsiders.” Fine. As long as he didn’t want to talk about men in tights pretending to be heroes.
Mikey, the driver, went on and on about a play that happened at the Sox game that day where a runner was caught between third base and home plate and had to run back and forth between them. Normally I wouldn’t have even listened, but my mind was still racing at 200 miles an hour. He told me that in a rundown play like that the runner is almost always caught, but, “that’s why dey practice them hotbox drills, so dose runners can get home sometimes if someone makes a mistake or da runner is fast enough.”
I sat back and closed my eyes while the driver rattled on about his Sox and their 2-1 win—all because the runner was able to escape the hotbox. Pretty soon his talk was just background noise. I had already put the events of the day behind me and was looking forward to setting foot inside my home. It didn’t take too long before we pulled up to my building.
The driver asked way too much for the drive. He said it was hazard pay, so I just pulled out my card and let it go. I was too tired to worry about driveway robbery.
I turned and started up the steps and Mikey called out to me, “Hey, you okay?”
I paused on the step and turned back. “Yes, I’m okay. Why?”
He pointed. “It looks like you’ve got something sticking out of your side.”
I looked down where he pointed and saw a piece of rebar sticking out of my right side. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before. I grabbed it and pulled it out. No blood of course. There never was. I showed it to Mikey and said, “See? Nothing wrong. It must have just been tucked inside my pants.”
He squinted for a second, then shook his head, muttering about the things he’d seen that day and gunned the car down the street, looking for the next fare. I watched the taxi speed away for a second and turned to head back up the stairs. The rebar I tossed behind me, clanging on the sidewalk.
When I opened the door, the thunder of small feet from two little ones came quickly. “Mommeee!!!” I heard.
I bent down to hug my girls; Julie, my spitfire of a five-year-old and Jodie, my eight-year-old adult-in-training. Jodie grabbed my hand and started pulling me to the stairs. “Mom, you have to get ready. My concert is in an hour.”
We started trudging up the stairs when I saw Robert, my husband’s, head poke out from the kitchen door. “Hi babe. I’m surprised to see you. I saw the news and I didn’t think you would make it,” he said. “I thought you would get stuck at Westinghouse Station.”
I crouched down on the stairs and hugged my girls. “It wasn’t easy, but I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
I didn’t need to be Galeburgh’s hero. I needed to be here, with my family.
Julie pulled a piece of paper out from behind her back. On it, I was clearly labeled with a squiggly mop of hair and a cape. My precocious five-year-old leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Mommy, you’re my hero.”
And that was all I needed.



Note from the Authors
 
 
This all started with a dream. I woke up one morning having dreamt that I had come out of a London tube station into super-hero chaos all around. I was narrowly escaping harrowing circumstances caused by supers in several instances. At another point in the dream I was on the lower deck of the down-town freeway that goes by Seattle and it was collapsing all around. I had to write down the basic premise of the dream, and it became an idea for a story, which I later began to develop.
After my first story, The Price of Greatness, published in a short anthology with my brother Will and sister Betsy I wanted something completely different for a follow-up. The more I thought about it, my escape from super-hero madness story idea seemed a great direction to go. I decided on a city to set my story in and began to write. It all went fine until, the imagination met reality and they did not mesh so well. Several times I had to scratch, rewrite, scratch, rewrite, etc., and so forth in order to get it all to work in the geography I had chosen.
Finally, I had a story laid out. I showed it to Will and Betsy. The response was generally positive, but I was not satisfied. I kept at it. The beginning that is in the story now has probably been through nine or more revisions by now, some quite drastic. Still, I wasn’t satisfied. What I saw seemed wooden, without character or spark. I knew it needed something, I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Life became busy at home with a four year old and one year old and I let it go.
Then on July 4th I decided to do what became best for the story. I gave it up. I asked Will if he would like to play in my playground and see if he could find the spark that was missing. So, I submit that if you see life and character and spark in this story, it is largely because Will brought heaping bucketfuls of it to the playground and added it in.
What has resulted is a story I am proud of. As personal as the last story was to me, this one is… just an exploration of fun… and therefore strangely more personal. Thanks for rescuing me, Will.
Oh, and we ended up taking out the original city in all but about two direct references. However, if you know the geography of this particular city, it will probably be very obvious to you. If you can figure out what city it is based on, extra credit points to you!
 
Paul Swardstrom
 
 
I wasn’t expecting this story, and that made it all the more fun. I had read the early drafts of Hotbox Runner and encouraged Paul to finish and then I’d look it over again. I forgot about it and a month or so went by. Late one night, I got a message: “Would you be interested in tinkering with my super hero story? I’m backward motivated right now.”
I’ll say, I didn’t leap at the chance. I got away from writing my newest novel for a couple weeks and I knew if I agreed it would take more time away from my schedule. But, I think it was a needed thing. It was refreshing to look at the words on the page, and love them, but not hold an attachment to them since I hadn’t actually written them.
This is still Paul’s story. I would estimate 75 percent of the words on the page are his, and 100 percent of the idea. I just added some flair. Thanks for reading the story. Indie authors like my brother and myself depend on readers taking a chance on our work. We really appreciate you spending your time and money reading ours.
 
Will Swardstrom



We’re Coming For You
By Logan Thomas Snyder 
 
 
Isaac was in his garden when the visitors arrived outside his door.
The garden existed entirely within his mind, a beautiful technicolor orgy crowded over with azaleas and tiger lilies and snapdragons and some he had crafted from the whole cloth of his imagination. The warm, sticky air reeked of honeysuckle and cherry blossoms. It should have been offensive but wasn’t. It was his fantasy, after all, and infinitely preferable to the chemical Candy Land of lurid colors and shifting, exaggerated shapes contained within the Whitecoats’ hypodermic sharps. Nearby but unseen a chorus of crickets chirped away tremulously. It was a welcome respite; their conversation was unintelligible to him, a dry, rattling exchange of clicks and clacks he had no investment in whatsoever. It could have been anything—a song of mourning, a battle hymn, some kind of therapy exercise like the one he cultivated so gingerly in his own head. Bottom line, who cared? Their words held no purchase for him at all.
That was the most liberating thing about the visualization exercises. Technically they invoked more senses than the name suggested. He could literally smell and taste and hear, even feel everything he conjured forth in his mind. It was one of precious few places he was in complete and total control.
In reality he was swaddled in an institutional room the same shade of buttercream sunrise as the robe and pajamas that fell neatly from his broad shoulders and long arms. “Too tall for his own skin,” his grandmother used to say of him as a still-growing boy. Personally, he used to think of himself as a freak, at least until he aged up and came into his own. That was before the voices. If he was a freak then, what did that make him now?
“He is our most outstanding example of the care and treatment offered by the Guilfoyle Institute,” Dr. Heinrich Svendsen informed the woman by his side. “Isaac Winters came to us an exceptional but broken young man, crippled by doubt, insecurity, and overwhelming expectations. He’s quite brilliant, but the victim of a culture that places an obscene amount of pressure upon the adolescent mind. By the time he suffered the effects of his breakdown, he had already scored within the upper fifth percentile on the SATs and ACTs and had earned his fair share of fully-funded scholarships. He was popular with his peers and a reliable presence as part of his school’s varsity basketball squad. The world, as the saying goes, was his oyster.”
Yelena Cruz nodded absently, observing Isaac through a small pane of glass set within the heavy door separating them. He was oblivious to their presence, sitting upon his bed in the classic lotus position—legs pretzeled beneath him, the tips of his thumbs and middle fingers pinched together just above the knees. “Fascinating,” she said. Her voice was pitched low, as if she might somehow disturb his concentration through the three-inch pane. She was in her mid-thirties, with curious, inviting eyes and naturally curly coffee brown hair that fell just short of the small of her back. As the host of Extraordinary America, her face was known to tens of millions of true believers, conspiracy theorists, and curiosity seekers alike. That is, if the ratings were to be trusted. There had been accusations in the past. But that was neither here nor there. “He looks quite serene. What exactly is he doing?”
“Practicing his visualization exercises, I expect. It’s an alternative form of therapy we encourage amongst our most promising patients. The idea is to immerse themselves within a mental landscape in which they feel most comfortable. It allows them both a means to cope with their circumstances as well as a sense of control over them. Isaac has become particularly adept at administering his own therapy through this method.”
“And what exactly happens when it doesn’t work?”
Dr. Svendsen cleared his throat. He shuffled a bit uncomfortably in place, fingering the bright periwinkle fabric of his tie. His closely cropped hair, once an icy Nordic blonde, had since softened to a pale frosted silver. “Well, we are of course obliged to calm our patients by any means necessary when they present themselves as overtaken by fits of delusion or fantasy. It can be difficult emotionally—we’re quite fond of all our charges, you see—but I assure you, our staff exercises the utmost caution and professionalism when urgent cases present themselves as such.”
“Of course, Dr. Svendsen. It was never my intent to suggest otherwise.” Yelena flashed a buttery sweet smile at him. He reciprocated kindly. “Do you suppose there’s any chance I could speak with Isaac on camera?” He was just the face they needed for their latest feature: handsome, young, and troubled.
“I think that could be arranged. I’ll have to ask Mr. Winters, of course. He recently celebrated his eighteenth birthday and can now by law authorize such requests of his own volition.”
“Is that so?” Yelena detected an obvious note of pride in Dr. Svendsen’s voice as he disclosed that kernel of information to her. She pounced upon it readily. “So, technically, he can come and go as he pleases?”
“Indeed, though he has chosen to remain with us here at the Institute through the course of his treatment.”
“Interesting. And how many of the Institute’s other patients are here on a voluntary basis?”
“At present, he is the only one.”
“That’s quite a testament to the care he’s receiving, I should think.”
“Very much so, yes. And we’re all too happy to accommodate Mr. Winters so long as he desires, especially as he has no qualms about submitting to frequent neurological examination.”
“And what does that entail?”
“Simple tests and exercises to chart and compare brain activity during various stages of treatment. They are completely harmless—nothing drastic or medically invasive—though some patients have been known to balk at the necessity. In Isaac’s case, it has never been an issue.”
She considered following up but decided it wasn’t immediately relevant. At the moment, her main priority was getting Isaac in front of the camera and talking. “Assuming he agrees, do you suppose there’s any chance I could interview him in the courtyard? I think it would help humanize the work you’re doing here. Viewers see the inside of a facility like this and tend to form instant, generally unfavorable opinions of the residents no matter how cheery the decor or positive the prognosis. We wouldn’t want anyone assuming Isaac is something he’s not just because of the decor, after all.”
“I don’t see why not, assuming, as you said, that he is agreeable. If you’ll give me but a moment,” Dr. Svendsen said. Adjusting his thin wire-framed spectacles, he nodded just a tad too self-consciously toward the camera. “I shall see if our star pupil is in a chatty mood.”
Rapping gingerly upon the door, he turned the knob. “Isaac? Would it be alright if I joined you in your garden?”
Isaac smiled. “Dr. Svendsen. Of course. I was just enjoying the honeysuckle. It’s in bloom. Not usually this time of year, but I tweaked it a little. You did say it’s okay to play with the rules, right?”
“Indeed, I did,” Dr. Svendsen confirmed, “as long as you are confident you can handle the changes.” He took an exaggerated sniff. Contrary to his charge’s elaborately constructed fantasy world, the air inside the Guilfoyle Institute was filtered and recycled beyond counting and utterly flavorless by consequence. “It’s quite lovely, I must say.”
“I really think the therapy is helping. I feel so focused and in control,” Isaac said with a kind of tentative, almost bottled enthusiasm. “I haven’t heard a single voice other than my own all day. Well, and now yours, of course.”
Dr. Svendsen beamed proudly, exuding an almost avuncular air in the presence of his ‘star pupil.’ “That is most excellent news, Isaac, most excellent, indeed.”
“Thanks. So, what’s up, doc?” he asked, absent any hint of irony.
“Well, now that you mention it, would you mind if someone else joined us? I’d like very much to introduce you to a friend of mine. She’s quite interested in the treatment you’ve been receiving under our care.”
Isaac opened his eyes. All at once, the garden vanished. “A friend? Who, Dr. Svendsen?”
“Miss Yelena Cruz,” he announced by way of introduction. Stepping to the side, he ushered her into the increasingly crowded room.
“Hello, Isaac.”
Isaac shuffled to his feet quickly, his hand shooting out between them. There was an oddly stiff, almost creaky quality about the way he moved. It reminded her a bit of the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz. Something to do with the lotus position he’d just been seated in, she reasoned, shaking his hand gamely.
They presented quite a study in contrast, he with his lanky, unoiled handshake and that buttery gold nuthouse finery, she with her camera-ready smile and flattering khaki pencil skirt. A barcoded visitor’s badge hung from an alligator clip secured to the left lapel of her matching jacket. Completing the ensemble in the objectified fashion of the modern newswoman were a white half-sleeve blouse and chocolate brown kitten heel boots. She was desirable, even sexy, but not so much as to be considered unprofessional. Still, her presence proved something of a minor distraction for Isaac. He had to make a consciously gallant effort not to appreciate it too obviously.
“Nice to meet you, Miss Cruz,” he said, nodding cordially.
“Likewise, Isaac. Dr. Svendsen has given me some indication of the remarkable progress you’ve made under his and his staff’s care. I was hoping you might be willing to talk a little about it with me on camera?” She gestured outside the room, toward her cameraman.
An awkward beat shook the room as Isaac leveled a sandbagged look at Dr. Svendsen. Composing himself quickly, he looked straight into the camera, then to Yelena, nodding enthusiastically. “Of course! Of course, of course, I’m sorry… Yes, please. What would you like to know?” He settled back onto the bed, inviting her to take a seat at the small table across from it.
Yelena forced a smile. Apparently Isaac didn’t know the first thing about humanizing a good shot of a teenage nutjob in an ambiguously named asylum. Deciding not to press her luck, though, she accepted the invitation. “Do you suppose you could start at the beginning?” she asked once she had seated herself. “At the very least give my viewers the broad outline of your condition?”
“It’s okay, Miss Cruz, you can say it. The voices. I’m not that bad off.”
“Fair enough,” she said, canting her head earnestly. “Tell us about the voices, Isaac.”
“Well, I was a few weeks into my senior year at Athens High when I started hearing them. Voices, all the time. Sometimes one or two, other times just whole conversations overlapping. It started off slow, like someone constantly whispering behind me. That was weird, but manageable. It kept building, though. Like I said, slowly at first, but eventually it became so constant and overwhelming I couldn’t think or concentrate, eat or sleep. After a while I just shut down. Until I came here, and finally they stopped.”
“And to what have you and the staff here at the Guilfoyle Institute attributed them?”
“Take your pick. AP courses, SATs, ACTs, athletics and extracurriculars, community service, college prep, applications and essays, meeting with advisors, boosters, coaches; somewhere along the way I just lost my grip, I guess. Cracked under the pressure.” He shrugged almost apologetically. “I’m sure Dr. Svendsen can give you a better explanation. You know, medically speaking. I’m just concerned with getting better. And I think I am. I really do.”
Yelena nodded, giving him her most sympathetically honeyed smile. “That’s wonderful news, Isaac. And I understand from Dr. Svendsen that you recently celebrated your eighteenth birthday, as well?”
“I did,” he said brightly.
“Can you give us some insight as to what it’s like celebrating such an important milestone in a facility such as this?”
He smiled, scratching at the light dusting of stubble framing his cheeks. “I know it probably sounds depressing on the surface, but it was actually a really good day. I knew my parents were coming to visit with a cake and some small gifts, y’know, that sort of thing, but Dr. Svendsen surprised me with a gift of his own.”
“Oh?” Yelena looked from Isaac to Dr. Svendsen. Her cameraman adjusted to follow. “I get the feeling he’d like you to tell this part of the story, Doctor. Care to enlighten us?”
Dr. Svendsen chuckled. “You see, as a matter of policy we generally restrict visitations to immediate family and close personal loved ones. Because Isaac had shown such remarkable progress leading up to the event, however, as well as because it represented his formal entrance into legal adulthood, we felt comfortable making an exception for his teammates from the Athens High varsity basketball squad. They put on quite a show for the other residents.”
Isaac beamed in that elusively troubled way. “We won. My side, I mean. Fifty-four to forty-six.”
“When you put it like that, it does sound like quite a special day.”
“Definitely.”
Yelena crossed her legs and shifted forward, her elbows resting atop her knees. The action revealed just the slightest glimpse down her blouse. She’d practiced the rhythm till she had it down pat. It was one of her signature moves. “I’m curious, were there any plans for you to leave the Institute’s care that day? Once you were legally recognized as an adult capable of making your own—”
“Isaac.”
“—decisions?”
Isaac felt strangely weightless for a moment, like a balloon had been inflated inside his head. When he leveled out again he looked vaguely confused, disoriented. “I’m sorry,” he said, lifting his hand to his temple absently. “You were saying?”
“Are you feeling alright, Isaac?”
“I’m fine, Dr. Svendsen, really.” He smiled almost insistently. “It was just a flare-up. I’m still in complete control.”
“I see.” Dr. Svendsen suddenly took on all the resolve of a very concerned medical professional. “I’m sorry, Miss Cruz, but I think at this time it might be best—”
Yelena stiffened with almost salivating interest in response, looking from Heinrich back to Isaac. She knew she might only have minutes, maybe even seconds to get something really juicy on camera before he exercised institutional prerogative and had her ushered out. “Wait, so are you saying you just heard one of the voices? Can you describe what that’s like? The sensation? Whom or what you hear? Anything at all to help bring my viewers into your world.”
“Miss Cruz, I really must insist—”
“No, no, it’s okay, Dr. Svendsen. I think it might help to talk about it.” Isaac looked into his lap for a moment, wetting his lips thoughtfully. “You know how like with a dream, when you first wake up, it seems so crisp and vivid? Every word, every passing glance and blade of grass? But then the seconds tick by and within a minute or so—” He lifted his head, snapping his fingers for the camera. “—it’s gone? It’s sort of like that. I’ll hear something really faint but familiar, my name, something like that. And…”
“Isaac Winters.”
“And I’ll key on that.” His voice shook a little, adopting the slightest quaver. “Sometimes it’s just one voice. Sometimes it’s dozens. Sometimes they sound like people I know, but mostly not. Sometimes they run together until it’s just a bunch of gibberish—”
“Isaac Winters. Do not be frightened. We are coming for you.”
Isaac blinked several times in rapid, uneven succession. He hugged his sides, rocking back and forth in place. “Oh no,” he said quietly, all to himself. A hard, stuttering shiver overtook his body. “Oh, please, please, no.” Without warning he flung his arms up around his head, squeezing his eyes shut and pressing tight his forearms over his ears. The absolute futility of the act was lost on him in that state. He had regressed to a level of emotional infancy that simply could not process the impossibility of shutting out what was coming from within.
“Isaac Winters… Do not be frightened… Isaac Winters… Do not be frightened…”
Too late, Dr. Svendsen sprang into action. “Out! Out of the room right now!” he demanded, shoving the encroaching cameraman back into the hall before turning back. “Orderlies! Orderlies! “
“… not again… oh, god, please no-no-no-no-no-no-NO-NO-NO—”
All at once, Isaac thrashed back with a mighty howl, kicking wildly in all directions. He flailed a hard heel square across Yelena’s jaw that sent her sprawling off her chair. Her cameraman followed the action from the hall like a true cold-hearted bastard all the way, never once stopping to lend a hand as Heinrich guided her from the room. Just as quickly they were replaced by three of the Whitecoats, two to hold down Isaac and another to jab a knockout dose of sedatives into his neck. While he went down quietly, the same couldn’t be said for the honey-spun reporter.
“God damnit, Heinrich, what the hell?! You said he was a model patient!”
“Yelena, I am so terribly sorry. I—” He glanced back through the observational pane at Isaac’s slack form as the Whitecoats filed out of the room. Perhaps he had overestimated the lad’s progress. Perhaps he had been blinded by the national attention Miss Cruz promised to give the facility. Either way, it was obvious he had made a colossal professional error. “Are you alright?”
“Yes, I’ll be alright, damnit.” She clutched at her face, giving her head a little shake as if to put her marbles back in order. With Isaac subdued, the Whitecoats streamed from the room, leaving Dr. Svendsen still doting over Yelena. “What’s going to happen to him now?” she wondered, looking back into the room. “Regarding his treatment, I mean?”
“Well, this lapse obviously represents a significant setback. Isaac hasn’t had an episode of this magnitude since—”
The hall resounded with two sharp pops. The sound was strange and confusing, almost like champagne bottles being uncorked. Heinrich made a weak gurgling noise and collapsed forward against the wall, tumbling face-first to the floor. A pair of fresh bullet wounds blossomed brightly through the backside of his crisp alabaster coat.
Yelena didn’t even have time to think about turning before the next bullet caught her below the right shoulder. She landed on her back, straining for breath and consciousness as the pinched, bearded face of her cameraman appeared above her. The pistol in his hand was small enough to have been hidden in the housing of the discarded camera, which she supposed had never even been rolling in the first place. She froze as he took aim, her life flashing before her eyes.
Her life—and something else. Some sort of near-death hallucination. A trick of her brain, the product of some lonely, basement-dwelling neuron trying to rally the troops from their collective stupor.
The hallucination opened into a coronal flare, its rippling, outermost membrane diffusing around an amniotic, roseate lens large enough to stand within comfortably. Four figures—one of them much larger than the other three—were doing just that, framed in corporeal silhouette. They surveyed the scene bemusedly as the whole thing contracted to the size of a twinkling pinpoint behind them, then disappeared altogether.
The dazzling, sleight-of-body display rendered Yelena’s shooter as temporarily stunned as it did her. By the time he shook himself loose, it was already too late. He raised the pistol and smirked cruelly. “You and your friends crashed the wrong party, Tubby.” Yelena looked on helplessly as he pulled the trigger.
Click.
Nothing happened. He pulled the trigger again and again.
Click. Click. Click.
“Yeah, funny thing,” a leggy woman said. She had a mischievous glint in her eyes and fire-engine red hair roughly even with the point of her jaw on one side and the lobe of her ear on the other. “It works a lot better when my little bro isn’t cock-blocking the firing pin.” Snatching the pistol away from Heinrich’s befuddled assassin, she leveled it perfectly parallel to his ear and popped off a single shot.
The man collapsed to his knees with a shrieking yowl.
Yelena watched from the ground as the bullet sailed through the charged air overhead. Without warning she was treated to a second cinematic rendering of her life’s choices before ‘Tubby’ stepped forward. The admittedly wide-bodied man passed his hand across her field of vision once and she surrendered to the unconscious clutch of blackness enveloping her.
“See what I mean, dick?” the leggy woman asked the hitter. “Oh, and don’t ever call my friend ‘Tubby’ again.” For good measure she gave the man a knockout kick to the face, then smelted his pistol into a molten paperweight between her bare hands. She tossed it to the floor, still glowing orange and hot, where it promptly began melting through the tile. “There. That’s from me to you. Thanks for the assist, Kerm.”
“Anytime, sis o’ mine.”
“Huh. Sucks about these two, though. I kinda get why he had to do the Doc, but who’s this chick? She looks really familiar…”
“That’s because she’s Yelena Cruz, dingus. You know? That tabloid newsmag chick?”
“Oh, yeah! Wow, it is her, isn’t it?”
“I don’t think she’s dead, though. See? Still breathing.”
Another woman’s voice sounded from outside Isaac’s room. It was smoky and smoothly accented of Indian origin, with a distinctly impatient edge. “Edison? Kermit? We’re waiting.”
“Oh, because it’s going to take sooo long.” Rolling his eyes, Kermit had only to touch the electronic lock securing Isaac’s room to disable it. He opened the door with a theatrical, almost mocking bow to Satya. “Ladies’ first.”
Edison groaned as she laid eyes upon Isaac’s prone form and slack, doped-up features. “Great, they knocked him out. He must have spazzed when Satya tuned in. Looks like you’re carrying him the rest of the way, Kerm.”
“What?” Satya stammered. “I—I don’t understand…” She had almond brown skin with raven hair she wore in an elaborate double-helix braid over her right shoulder, features that set her well apart from the rest of her lily white crew.
“Ooph,” Kermit huffed. With Edison’s help, he hoisted Isaac’s limp body in a makeshift fireman’s carry. The siblings were strikingly similar, with roughly the same build, height, even facial construction. The one apparent concession to genetic variation, other than gender, was in their chins. Hers was more pointedly feminine where his was squared off with a dramatic cleft. “Damn stringbean’s heavier than he looks. What did you say to him, anyway, Satya? I’m getting a weird vibe off him.”
Clearly nonplused, it took Satya a moment to register Kermit’s question for what it was. “I… all I said was, ‘Do not be frightened, we are coming for you.’”
Edison snorted. “Oh, well, that was brilliant! You crawl all up in someone’s head who thinks he’s hearing imaginary voices and tell him, ‘Don’t be frightened, we’re coming for you?’ Of course he’s going to freak out! That’s like telling someone don’t look down, or not to forget the condom.”
“Ew,” Kermit said, touching his brow affectedly with his free hand. “TMI.”
Satya glared at Edison, her dark brown eyes bristling with clouds of coppery shrapnel. “Fine, next time you can make first contact,” she snapped. “Oh, that’s right. You can’t. You’re less tuned than a divining rod.”
Edison was just about to snipe back at Satya when Sam interrupted. “Can we debate this back at the Farm, please?” He was nervously checking the hall, waiting for some sign of institutional resistance to their presence. So far they had been remarkably lucky. “We have to go now if we’re going to make the rendezvous.”
“Samuel is right. We’ll continue this later.” Spinning on her heel, Satya joined him in the hall, the two of them taking point back to the courtyard.
“God, she can be such a bitch sometimes,” Edison muttered as they filed out of Isaac’s cell. They rounded a corner to find Satya and Sam in a tense standoff with an orderly blocking access to the courtyard. The man was brandishing a ballistic Taser. No doubt it was among the hardware reserved for the most persistently and violently troubled patients.
Their luck had officially run out.
“Stop where you are! All of you!”
Edison just smirked. “Pal, you don’t even know the kind of fire you’re playing with right now—”
“Edison…”
“—hang on, Satya, I got this—”
“I said, stop where you are!” the orderly repeated.
“True, you did say that. The problem is, I don’t think you really meant it. It’s all in the body language, see. You’re sweating like crazy, you have this sort of panicky look, your hands are shaking something fierce… Have you ever even really used one of those, tough guy? Outside target practice, I mean? What is that, anyway, the X26c? Now that is a quality Taser. Fierce looking, too, right? Like some kind of crazy Star Trek shit.” She took a ginger step toward the man, then another, testing his limits. “Why don’t you let me come over there and show you how to—”
A loud snap perforated the air. Two barbed probes pierced Edison’s top just above the swell of her breasts. Convulsing in place as the charge coursed through her body, she lifted her head, all frizzy-haired and wild-eyed, to reveal an almost orgasmic grin. “Well. I stand corrected. Not bad at all, Deadeye. Looks like now I have to show you mine.”
“EDISON! “
Too late. She’d already sent a surge of concentrated electricity spiking through the wires so intimately connecting her and the orderly. Before he could react, the overcharged device exploded within his hands. The bulky young man crumpled to the floor with a caterwauling wail, beholding his scorched hands and gnarled digits with what little consciousness he had left before slipping into shock. If anything, Edison seemed only to grin wider with the outcome.
“Hey, can’t say I didn’t warn him,” she reminded the others as a macabre silence settled over the hall. The air smelled of cooked flesh and burnt ozone. “Now, are we just going to stand around or are we going to get the hell out of here already? C’mon, chop-chop, people!”
No one followed as she bolted out the doors and into the courtyard. They stood rooted to the spot, trading looks ranging from concern to outright disbelief. Sam went to check on the orderly but there was nothing to be done, at least by him. “Maybe if Amelia was here,” he told the others. Hopefully someone would be along to save the young man’s hands shortly.
Finally, Kermit just shrugged. “I’ll talk to her when we get back,” he declared before joining his sister in the courtyard.
“See that you do,” Satya said through clenched teeth as she and Sam brought up the rear of their motley extraction team. They hustled down the center walkway, past impressively manicured green spaces lined with ornamental grasses, past horseshoe pits and the cement chess table where Isaac had honed his game against Dr. Svendsen, making a beeline all the while for the basketball hoops at the back of the yard where he’d practiced his jump shot with other residents and celebrated the day of his birth in better days. Edison reached the closest hoop first, gesturing for the others to hurry up. As if they weren’t already coming in at full tilt. One by one they came to a skidding stop, making contact with the pole.
“All aboard? Kerm, make sure our boy there has a hand on it, too, just in case.” She’d never tried this trick with anyone who wasn’t fully conscious. Better to overcompensate than rely on Isaac’s close proximity and find out too late they’d only gotten him as far as the Institute’s courtyard because of some weird-ass loophole involving direct physical contact. This was a one-shot deal, and they’d barely made the cut as it was. If they screwed up now, there wouldn’t be a second chance—for them or Isaac Winters.
Kermit slapped Isaac’s limp hand to the pole beneath his own. “Good to go!”
“Then get ready to ride the lightning, bitches.”
Kermit sighed and shook his head. “Every damn ti—”
Before he could finish, Edison clapped her hand to the cold steel. With a blinding blue-white flash, the five of them became beings of the purest energy, vanishing into the cloudless sky above without so much as a hint of scorched earth to mark their improbably swift departure.
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FASTER
By Samuel Peralta 
 
 
IT’S ONLY SEPTEMBER, but the wind is a November wind, crushing against my bare face and arms, whipping my long blonde hair back like a wash of surf. Cold, a permafrost cold.
I could use a jacket right now.
I fold my arms and stumble on, keeping to the darkness of the red oaks lining this back street. A souvenir of the twenty-foot drop from my third-floor window—with every other step, my left ankle flashes pain.
When I take a step, I feel the pressure of my foot on the ground right away because touch signals travel at 250 feet per second across the nervous system, so the brain registers it almost at once. That’s fast.
Pain travels much slower. Like thunder coming after lightning, the pain doesn’t come for another three seconds, because those impulses move at only two feet per second.
Pain, the senses, it’s all electrochemistry—hooked up from the brain to the spinal cord, and through nerves to everything else—and chemistry is slow.
It doesn’t travel at the speed of light. Not like thought.
So I steel myself at every other step, faster than the pain can register. It helps.
I’ve done this all my life, kept that shield up before the pain can hit. There’s almost nothing left of that now, not my life, not my name. What I have left is me. Well, at least the only part of me I left behind is my molar, gouged out along with its embedded tracking chip. That was a different sort of pain.
There was open country to the south, but I’d headed the other way. Best to stay in the labyrinth of the City, stay away from the open. After about the twenty-seventh turn down the cobblestones, I figure I’m about two miles away from the Institute.
Still, in the distance comes the faint keening of a siren, and I know it’s only a matter of time before someone decides to let the drones start searching, so I have to keep moving. I turn into the laneway between the backs of two buildings –
And then I stop.
At the end of the laneway, there’s a group of men—five of them—under a lighted fountain in a small square. They light up, talking, laughing. Dressed in leathers, a couple of them are still on their rotorcycles, cowboys straddling beasts of gleaming chrome and smoke.
On the rim of the fountain sit their helmets—blue, two black, silver, red.
And a girl.
She must be no more than fifteen. Sitting shivering like me in the wind, her thin legs pale in her ruffled skirt. Her arms are crossed against a thin blouse and the wind roughs up a page-boy haircut. Not laughing, not smiling, just whispering to herself.
Telepathy is like radio. With other espers, when you first tune in, you’re flooded with static, ambient noise, the almost-too-strong blare of someone else’s song. They ignore the static, turn the dial to scan for that frequency that will bring them the swell of strings. With me it’s different, it’s why the Weyman Institute was interested in me: I tune in faster.
Telepathy is like radio, and with the girl it’s amped up by fear. I can hear this so loud it hurts, and I just catch her thinking a name Mary as her amplitude hits
Mother of God, blessed art thou amongst women
but before she can continue the prayer, the man in a red jacket leans in and kisses her roughly on the mouth. She pulls away. He slaps her.
The others laugh. Red stoops down and starts unbuttoning her blouse.
“Hey!”
They look up to see where the voice had come from, and I’m standing there, at the edge of the square, facing them.
Red grins at me, and swings onto his rotorcycle, an Otani Suzume RF11, an armored shell of scarlet and silver. He guns the plasma drive and the bike lifts, the twin inline 500-hp gyroscopic stabilizers, fore and aft, whirling like cyclones.
Still grinning, he revs across the cobblestones, and I can see the silver kanji emblazoned over his chest grow larger as he skims toward me.

He passes me, and as he does he reaches out a hand to brush my hair, swings about just behind me and comes around my other side.
S U Z U M E 
is spelled out on his back, a silver curve on red leather. Jacket, bike, he’s a picture of confidence. Arrogance.
He looks back at me, still grinning, then swings to a stop about ten yards in front of me.
Two of the others put on their helmets, all of them get on their rotorbikes. The air is filled with the thrum of the plasma drives.
They pass by Red on one side and come down the square at me. In single file they pass me, one, two, three, four—and then they’re circling me, their colors muted in the night, blurred by the wavering air, as Red laughs.
Telepathy is like radio. You don’t stop to think that these thoughts are coming from someone else; not from here, where you stand. You just listen.
With five of them, the triangulation is complex, but as I said, I’m fast. As they circle around me, I vector them, one after the other, and the radar pings stabilize in my mind of where they are, who they are, what they’re thinking.
And they’re thinking, as they’re looking at me, all of them are thinking—
Mine.
A blue-gloved hand reaches out to brush my hair.
Behind Red and the blur of the circling motorcycles, I see the girl running, taking the chance I’ve given her. She disappears between the apartments on the right.
That’s what I’m waiting for.
I hold my breath, tense, then run between the circling bikes, right at Red. He’s taken by surprise as I hurl my entire weight at the bike’s rear rotor-wheel. Man and bike collapse, the big machine trapping one of his legs, as I roll away and head for the fountain.
The others are coming at me now, Blue and one of the Blacks leading the way.
Get her.
Get her!
But I’ve reached the helmets, grabbing two of them by the straps with either hand.
I sidestep the first bike and swing one helmet with all my might into the rider’s elbow. I hear a crack as the joint snaps, and he flips diagonally forward. The cycle pitches right as he fights to balance it, but Black’s lost control, and he skids thirty feet into a tumbling crash.
Black’s radar ping goes out as I snap one helmet chin-strap into the fastener of the other—CLICK!
I swing the two helmets like a bola, and fling them into the front rotor of the second cycle. It chews through one helmet, but chokes on the other and slows down. The rear rotor, still churning, hurls the cycle into a rotating horizontal swing and throws its rider to my feet, who I promptly kick in the head. Blue is out.
“Get her!”
A shout. That’s Red, he’s struggled free of his cycle. Silver and Black, the second Black, have dismounted, and the three of them are running toward me, fast.
I’m faster—they don’t realize yet how fast. I run towards them.
Some kinds of impulses, like the ones that control muscles, speed on pathways at up to 390 feet per second.
Silver’s a big man, and when his brain tells his left hand
Punch
that’s three feet in between, two-thousandths of a second.
When that thought lights up in his brain, before his hand knows what it has to do, I
know.
I feint left, and he misses, and I uppercut into his midsection, one-two. As he bends over, my palm slams up into his chin, snapping his head back. Silver’s drawing a gun as Black goes down.
Pull trigger
That ping from Silver, he’s raising his gun, but before his finger pulls I’m down, way below the bullet’s trajectory as it whizzes over me.
Re-aim
Fire
Re-aim
Fire
And he’s confused as he misses by a split-second, every time, as I move where he’s not thinking I’ll move.
Red’s drawn a gun as well, and he’s cursing as I keep moving faster than he can register it, faster than his eyes can tell his brain where I am.
I seize Red’s wrist, misdirect his gun toward his partner, and it fires bang bang bang into Silver’s knees. He screams and goes down.
In a panic, Red pulls away and fires blindly. I twist out of the way, the bullets missing as I reverse into a roundhouse kick, knocking the gun away.
Red begins to say something when my jump kick jams his windpipe, slicing off his words as he falls to his knees.
His last conscious thought, as he topples from his knees to the ground, are the words he was going to say, trapped in his mind—
Who are you?
And then he’s gone too.
There’s silence around me, nothing from the five men sprawled around the square, nothing except—
There, over by the apartment buildings, where the same thought comes at me—
Who are you?
There in the shadows stands the girl, breath held, watching. And suddenly she is me, four years ago, before the men of HR came to take me away from my family, before the probes and the electrodes, before the chemicals and the injections—before all this began.
The girl who was me turns, and she is gone. I don’t feel any pain. Just the cold.
I turn Red over, take one arm of his jacket and tug it, pull the whole jacket off and shrug it on. The leather is warm against my skin, armor against the future.
I don his helmet and right the bike. My ankle is throbbing now, but with the RF11 it doesn’t really matter. I swing onto the seat, zip up the jacket, and see, just under the kanji symbol a streak of blood, like an extra inkstroke.

Suzume. I smile and kick on the rotorcycle’s plasma jets, and they hum a welcome.
Sparrow. I like that name.
And I fly.
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To Sacrifice A King
By Will Swardstrom 
 
 
As professional sidekick to The Universal Hero, Jesse was ready to quit most days.
Jesse loved his job, but hated his boss. The man was a douchebag on his best days, and would never have been anyone’s first choice to save them from peril. But, he was a superhero. His abilities were unmatched in the Tri-State, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t the most hated good guy out there.
As sidekick, Jesse was forced to take whatever nickname his wise and powerful hero bestowed upon him.
For the last three months, Jesse had gone by the name Uranus.
The Universal Hero thought he was hilarious. Jesse knew he was a jerk.
At the bottom of the ladder when it came to sidekick gigs, Jesse could hold out hope for one thing—his chance to get superpowers of his own.
That’s what he was hoping for today as he slowly suited up for a mission. He didn’t get to share a locker room with The Universal Hero; he had his own “sidekick dressing room,” otherwise known as the lair’s custodial closet. Not that he wanted to share a locker room with his assigned hero. Jesse even hated the moniker—The Universal Hero. Was he the hero for the entire Universe? No…just the Tri-State.
Usually when they were out of the public eye, Jesse just referred to his boss as Larry. No “Universal Hero” stuff at the lair. His mother didn’t put The Universal Hero on his birth certificate, after all. It wasn’t like he was born with abilities. Maybe born a jerk, but not with abilities.
For superheroes, there were basically two ways to get your abilities or motivation to fight crime. Jesse was already out of the running for the first—a tragic childhood. He was human, so he was unable to draw upon the powers of an alien race before he was sent here by his dying father. And unfortunately for Jesse’s superhero status, his parents were still very much alive. Santa Claus came every Christmas, the Tooth Fairy every time a tooth came loose, and the Easter Bunny arrived with a basket every year, filled to the brim with chocolate. Tragic backstory was a lost cause, unless he could go back in time.
Yeah, Jesse’s parents were great, but at times he almost wished they had been gunned down in a dark alley by a psychopath so he could have a purer motivation to fight crime in the Tri-State.
Jesse made a mental note to call his mother and wish her a happy birthday after the mission. Check that—after he would risk his life for Larry. He knew that’s how the mission would end. It almost always did. There was a good chance he’d lose a finger (or something much worse). The best part about having Larry for a boss, though, was he could at least count on the jerk to get him out of harm’s way when the going got too tough.
That was one good thing Larry had going for him. He could be counted on to save the life of his sidekick. As much as Jesse despised his boss, he knew he would come home at the end of the day. He might be battered and bruised, but a stop at The Healing Touch (aka Phyllis Scotch, a 47-year-old former physician’s assistant) put everything back where it was supposed to go. That was the nice thing about being a sidekick, Jesse supposed—for every downside, there was an upside as well.
Which leads to the second way to become a superhero—a transformative event later in life.
For Larry, that event came as he was sitting on the can in a nasty stall in the back of Guido’s Bar on a Thursday night in New Boston.
++++++++
Jesse was one of the few people who knew how Larry received his powers. The idiot confided in him one night after getting drunk at the lair. It was during times like that when Jesse knew The Universal Hero bit was a front. That Larry was just a con artist masking himself as a superhero. He wasn’t evil by any stretch, but why he was chosen to receive his powers, Jesse would never know.
Larry Malcolm Phillips (his pre-hero moniker) was 20 years old and had just dropped out of college. Not really dropped out so much as kicked out after plagiarizing two separate essays for a political science class. Regardless of the semantics, Larry was a young man without a place in the world.
A night out with a few cold beers was called for, but his budget took him to a dive bar on the outskirts of New Boston. The beer was cheap but plentiful for a down-on-his-luck college dropout. After a few beers, Larry paid a visit to the restroom.
“I was just sitting there on the can, doing my business, you know what I mean?” Larry asked Jesse. The sidekick just nodded, hoping Larry would get on with the tale. “All of a sudden, BAM! The wall behind me shattered into a million pieces. I was knocked off the toilet. At first I thought it was the nachos I’d eaten. But then, I was suddenly aware.”
The hero paused, seemingly for effect. In spite of his telling Jesse there were few others to hear this story, there was a certain flair to the narrative.
“Aware of what? What do you mean?” Just a few weeks into his job of sidekick, Jesse was still naive. He so desperately wanted to have superpowers of his own that he looked for any angle he could to develop them.
“Aware…of
everything. I probably had five beers already that night, but suddenly I felt as if I had just woken up from a 500-year nap. I was clear-headed and strong,” Larry said, just grinning, waiting for Jesse to ask the follow-up.
“What do you mean, ‘strong’?”
Larry just laughed. “I mean when I went to wipe my butt, I ripped the toilet paper holder right off the wall. Holy smokes, Jesse! That was messed up!”
“So what’d you do next?”
“I did what any other normal person would do…I jumped off a building,” Larry said nonchalantly.
“You did what?”
“Oh yeah. I’d read enough stories and seen enough videos on YouTube to know in order to really test your powers, you had to do something bold. Something dramatic. Something crazy,” Larry said, whispering the last line. “So, I went to the roof of the Great Pines Apartment Complex downtown and stepped off.”
“And that’s when you found out you could fly?”
“Nope,” Larry said with a chuckle. “That’s when I found out I could heal myself in a hurry. Luckily the building is only five stories high, so the landing wasn’t too bad. I guess my flying powers hadn’t quite kicked in yet, but I managed to not kill myself, only breaking both of my femurs. Hurt like hell. I woke up the next morning at Good Samaritan Hospital, but felt just fine. I was in a full-body cast from my waist down, but I knew there wasn’t anything wrong with me. It took a couple hours for them to do another x-ray, but when they did, I knew the night before wasn’t a fluke. I knew I was special.”
“So what was it? What caused your abilities?” Jesse asked.
“Heck if I know. One minute I’m taking a dump—the next I’m destroying the back half of Guido’s Bar. I didn’t have any injuries or anything, but that was the moment. For sure,” Larry said, then downed an entire bottle of tequila right before he fell asleep right on his recliner.
(That was another thing—after developing his powers, Larry had to drink about four times as much alcohol to reach the same level of inebriation that the rest of the human race does. At least, that’s what he told Jesse when Larry consumed case after case of beer.)
Larry never brought up his origin story again and Jesse never asked. Frankly, Jesse wasn’t sure if Larry even remembered telling him, and didn’t want to be on the bad side of the ridiculously-powerful, but insanely immature superhero.
It was as if Larry’s maturation had halted the moment he was dumping a load on the toilet that night. He had enough virtue to side with the good guys, but the line between good and moronic was fairly slim sometimes for The Universal Hero.
++++++++
In spite of all the hazing he endured and injuries he’d sustained while in the line of duty for the Tri-State, Jesse knew there was hope for him. If nothing else, Larry’s story gave him a glimmer of hope. If a doofus like him could be granted superpowers, than Jesse had to stand a better chance as well, right?
Not that Jesse wanted just any superpower. Sometimes he just had to laugh when he heard about some of the superheroes patrolling the planet. He made a list one time, just to amuse himself:
	Burly Bear: able to spontaneously stop or grow hair anywhere on his body with a single thought. (Jesse wasn’t so sure what this power was good for, but the Bear lived in the Yukon. Not a lot of villains terrorizing Canadian territories.)
	Slims: able to communicate with earthworms. (Again, Jesse had trouble figuring out how this would be useful taking down a villain like Carcinogen, but apparently the dude had the best yard in all of North America.)
	The Tongue: her sense of taste was so heightened that she could taste the air. (This ability was actually more useful than it sounded. Jesse and The Universal Hero came across The Tongue one time as she was tracking a Fertilizer Thief across the Midwest. Nice girl, but weird.)

He had that list taped to the inside of his locker and added to it each time he met or heard of a new super. He laughed almost every time he opened his locker, just thinking of Slims talking to worms or Burly Bear spontaneously growing hair on the soles of his feet.
But…if those guys could get powers of their own, didn’t Jesse deserve some too?
Jesse gave the list one last look before he slammed the door to the locker and walked out, ready to face the day. Ready to face his job as Sidekick to The Universal Hero.
“Hey, Your-A-Nus,” Larry said, really drawing out the name of the seventh planet from the sun. He laughed to himself as Jesse simply gathered all the various tools and accessories he thought they might need.
“Where we headed today?” Jesse asked Larry, pretending he didn’t even hear Larry’s welcome.
“Over on 76th and Grand. Police reported a ‘funny feeling’ when they crossed the street to go to a warehouse in the Industrial District. They decided rather than investigate, they would call The Universal Hero on the Hero-line,” Larry said, speaking of himself in the third person.
“You don’t have to say that. You can just say they called you on your cellphone,” Jesse said. He was feeling a little snarky and went a step further. “And my name is Jesse.”
Larry swung his arm around and gave Jesse’s hair a tussle. The tussle could have easily snapped Jesse’s neck if Larry hadn’t been careful. “I know, man. Just kidding around with you. You know that, right?”
“Right,” Jesse said in an even tone.
An awkward silence hung over the two of them for a moment until Jesse spoke up again.
“So is there anything in particular you think we might need for this ‘funny feeling?’” Jesse asked pointedly.
For a brief moment, Larry seemed to look and analyze all his crime-fighting tools, but Jesse knew his boss was just putting on a show. The man barely knew what half the stuff did until it was handed to him in the heat of battle and Jesse had to shout out instructions on the fly.
“Why don’t you pack that, that, and that,” he said, pointing wildly to a few tools in front of Jesse. “Oh, and one of those bumpy things.”
Larry was already headed out the door by the time Jesse had gathered the actual tools he believed he might need to save his boss’s—and his own—life.
++++++++
It wasn’t as if Jesse hadn’t tried to gain super-powers. More than a few times Jesse had been in a position to acquire powers of his own. Or at least, he thought he had been.
Do you want to know what happens when a radioactive spider bites you?
You get a radioactive spider bite.
After Jesse had willingly put his arm into a science experiment on one mission, he had to be quarantined in an underground bunker for a week with another super-powered hero from Nevada—a dude who went by the name of Geiger Counter. After spending so much time around radioactive waste, Geiger Counter—otherwise known as former CPA Ross Anderson of Carson City—had the ability to absorb radioactivity from people, other living beings, and objects. It wasn’t the worst week of Jesse’s life, but it certainly wasn’t the best, either.
Another time, Jesse stumbled upon one of those hammers straight out of Norse mythology. He’d heard about these before. Only those “worthy” of wielding the hammer would be able to lift it and would then be transformed into a supernatural being from another world.
The only thing Jesse was worthy of on that particular day was a hernia.
One time a few months back, Jesse stumbled out of bed, only to find a glowing green ring next to his nightstand. He thought, This must be it—this must be the moment I am chosen to be Earth’s protector! Jesse slipped the ring on and tried every combination of “secret phrases” to get the stupid thing to work. Ready to quit, Jesse heard some chortling from the next room. Apparently Larry had coated a regular Cracker Jack ring with liquid radium just to see what Jesse would do with it when he discovered it in the morning.
Yep—another week spent with Geiger Counter. Jesse was starting to warm to the radioactive sponge.
“How do you keep ending up in these situations?” GC asked one day as the two of them sat in quarantine playing chess. The board of black and white squares was permanently set up in GC’s laboratory, inviting each and every guest to try their hand at the strategic game.
Jesse merely shrugged. He didn’t think he should tell Geiger Counter his innermost desires, but he didn’t have to. GC already knew.
“You go looking for it, don’t you?” GC asked, after taking Jesse’s rook with a bishop. “You want this life—the life of a superhero. My life, the life you see every day with your boss. That’s why you can’t stay out of trouble. High risk—high reward. That’s why.”
Jesse looked up from the chessboard and felt every bit of moisture leave his mouth. He couldn’t talk, but nodded at GC. After a couple weeks with the radioactive-powered man, Jesse was convinced GC would keep his secret better than Larry would.
Jesse wanted to get his own superpowers badly, but all the time spent in the infirmary was beginning to wear on his nerves. Worse yet, his motivations were all too clear to Larry. It was like fresh meat for a dog to his boss, who would be unrelenting in his juvenile pranks.
As Jesse and his boss sped towards the scene of today’s crime, he tried to remind himself not to wear his emotions on his sleeve so much. Reaching the intersection of 76th and Grand, Jesse began to have a strange feeling.
“Uh, Larry?” Jesse started.
“Jesse, please. Call me The Universal Hero when we’re out in public. We need to be concerned about public relations, after all,” Larry said, admonishing his sidekick.
“Right, sorry,” Jesse said, not at all apologetic. “Anyway, I just have a bad feeling about this.”
“Nonsense. Whatever is going on, they haven’t met me yet,” Larry said.
Jesse had to hand it to him—the man was extremely confident of his own abilities. Foolhardy, a blowhard, and a royal jerk…but confident.
“Right, sir,” Jesse said, stopping the van just outside the area the police indicated. An object was in the middle of the road, about a quarter-mile ahead. They both got out of the van and stood on the yellow stripe that bisected the avenue. Jesse worked on packing a charcoal-colored backpack packed full of various tools and weapons he typically carried into dangerous situations, but kept an eye on the road ahead of them.
“What is that?” Jesse asked. He knew The Universal Hero had Super Vision and Jesse was well aware he was giving the man an ego boost.
“Hmm…I’m not sure. Let me take a closer look,” Larry said, zooming off closer to the object before Jesse could object.
“That’s not what I…” Jesse started to say, but then wisely shut his mouth, put his head down and jogged after Larry. He made it about 20 feet when he realized two things.
1. He had passed Larry a few seconds earlier.
2. Larry had been absolutely still. Like statue still.
Slowly turning around, Jesse gaped at The Universal Hero, seemingly frozen in the middle of Grand Avenue. His cape, flowing behind his spandex-clad body, was still paused in mid-air as if it had been dipped in a clear lacquer. Jesse had seen a lot in his time as a professional sidekick, but had never seen anything like this.
At the scenes of crimes, Jesse had always been the one to be shot, frozen, bitten, or otherwise incapacitated. Now the tables were turned. Jesse had no idea what to do.
He first waved his hand in front of Larry’s face. His boss’ face didn’t change one bit. In fact, it appeared as though Larry wasn’t even breathing. He placed his hand on Larry’s arm and found the hero’s temperature normal. Not frozen. On a whim, he took Larry’s outstretched right arm and moved it. The appendage moved like the arms and legs of a G.I. Joe figure, with some ease but with a little resistance.
“How do you like that?” Jesse asked Larry after placing the index finger of his boss’ right hand inside the frozen man’s nose.
“JESSE.”
Jesse must’ve jumped backwards five feet, ready to apologize profusely to Larry, but Larry wasn’t moving. He squinted at the unmoving form of his boss, but he hadn’t moved at all since the two men had entered the affected area in the middle of Grand Avenue. So where did that voice come from?
“JESSE,” the voice repeated. “DO YOU HEAR ME?”
“Um…yeah? Who’s talking?” Jesse asked.
“THAT IS NO MATTER. WHAT MATTERS IS THE CHOICE YOU HAVE BEFORE YOU. THE CHOICE THAT WILL DEFINE THE REST OF YOUR LIFE.”
“What do you know about my life? What are you talking about?” Jesse circled around wildly, searching the surrounding buildings for anyone with a bullhorn, although the voice sounded as if it was everywhere and yet nowhere at once. He saw no one in any windows, but continued scanning his surroundings for any movements.
Although…there weren’t any movements. He looked back at the van. When he’d left the driver’s seat, he left the emergency blinkers on, just in case. Now, when his eye caught the sight of the panel van, the lights were just on—continuously.
“I KNOW YOU, JESSE. I KNOW THE DESIRES OF YOUR SOUL. I KNOW WHAT YOU WANT, JESSE.”
The voice was sharp and pierced his heart. It was then Jesse realized there were no other sounds. The birds, the traffic sounds from the rest of the city, the general hum of electricity—all absent as Jesse stood, confused and stunned. He didn’t speak and a few seconds later, the voice spoke again, interrupting his thoughts.
“ANSWER THIS QUESTION, JESSE: WHAT HAVE YOU WANTED YOUR WHOLE LIFE? WHO ARE YOU DESTINED TO BE?”
While he had control of his motor functions, Jesse was frozen. Stuck in his indecision and the conflict within. What was the Voice’s endgame? What was Jesse’s role in all this?
“What do you want from me?” Jesse shouted into the stillness.
A moment. Silence.
“I WANT WHAT YOU WANT.”
“And what do I want?” Jesse asked. He could feel his blood pressure rising; he was being toyed with.
“POWER.”
Jesse felt himself gasp. Larry knew Jesse’s thoughts, but he wouldn’t have told anyone else. That would admit a potential weakness and The Universal Hero wouldn’t do that. He might be a jerk, but he wouldn’t risk his own safety.
“And how do you propose to give me that power? I don’t want any wussy power, either. Nothing like spontaneous mucus production or anything like that,” Jesse said, trying to gauge who he was dealing with.
“TAKE IT,” the disembodied voice said.
“Take what?”
“TAKE THE POWER YOU WERE DESTINED TO HAVE. THE OBJECT IN THE ROAD—PICK IT UP. THE POWER CAN BE YOURS NOW.”
Slowly, deliberately, Jesse walked away from Larry and towards the object they’d seen in the middle of the road. It was about the size of a laptop, with a silvery aluminum shell. There were a few lights on the surface, blinking at an irregular pace. Cautiously, Jesse knelt down on the pavement and looked at the object without picking it up.
“What is it?” Jesse asked, his curiosity taking over.
“PICK IT UP AND YOU WILL KNOW.”
As soon as Jesse touched the object, his entire world changed.
++++++++
Jesse saw it all. The past, the present, the possible futures. He saw what it was that he held. It was an object of immense power and it was meant for him.
Finally.
After all these years, Jesse had his answer. He was meant for greatness and this was his opportunity to take it. He saw his future. With the object in his grasp, he could protect not only his city, but the whole state—the entire world. He could eliminate the need for superheroes. Jesse could use the powers to ensure world peace—no more suffering, no more death, no more villains.
He knew what it was he was holding.
It was a Time Dilation Device—perfectly attuned to his body. Jesse could exist in “normal” time even inside of the time bubble the device created around him. Larry—The Universal Hero—wasn’t frozen, he was merely moving at a speed so slow, Jesse couldn’t tell the difference. Jesse was still moving at his regular speed, but to Larry’s view, it would be at near supersonic speeds.
In his hands, Jesse held power.
He could use the device to travel the earth, eliminating other villains and crushing rebellion wherever it sprang up. He could do it all. He could be the hero the earth needed.
Jesse knew he could increase the size of his time bubble. It was just a portion of a city block right now, but what if he encompassed the entire Tri-State area within its borders? What if he put the entire nation within his grasp? He could rule the world on an invisible throne.
The thoughts of domination raced through his head, encompassing his every thought and ruling every fiber of his being. With this one object, Jesse could not only be A hero, he could be THE hero.
But…
He didn’t know if it was a nagging thought, or maybe his conscience, but Jesse stopped.
Jesse was never looking to rule over the earth; his goal was to protect it. The power he held in the palm of his hand was too great. No one should have that much power.
It wasn’t easy, but Jesse knew what he had to do.
He let go.
++++++++
“No,” he heard himself say.
“JESSE.”
He stood and instinctively took a step back. He wanted a superpower—but not like this. Not in this way. Jesse shook his head to clear it.
“JESSE, TAKE THE DEVICE. IT IS YOURS TO TAKE. IT IS YOUR DESTINY.”
“No,” Jesse heard himself say. “It isn’t. It isn’t anyone’s destiny to rule the world. This device would give me too much power. I don’t want that.”
“IT CAN ONLY BE YOU. IT IS YOUR POWER TO WIELD.”
Jesse stopped in his tracks. “Why is that? Why am I the only one who can operate this device? Why is it my destiny?”
“WHY DO YOU RESIST, JESSE? YOU WANTED THIS. YOUR ENTIRE LIFE HAS LED YOU TO THIS MOMENT. DO NOT TURN YOUR BACK ON IT NOW.”
It was then that Jesse began to listen beyond the words. What the ominous voice was saying to him was important, but there was more to this game. Jesse had learned early on in life that if it sounds too good to be true, it probably was. This was a game. Someone on the other side of that booming, overpowering voice wanted something in return. This was not a gift. It was a manipulation.
“How do you know what I want? What do you know of my life?” Jesse shouted, trying to figure out the endgame in front of him.
“YOUR LIFE AS A PAWN CAN BE OVER IF YOU JUST GRASP THE POWER BEFORE YOU. THINK ABOUT IT—YOUR TIME AS A WORTHLESS CHESS PIECE CAN BE TRADED FOR THE LIFE OF A KING.”
That’s the thing about being a king, especially when it comes to chess—you might be the most important piece, but you’re also the most fragile and weak. It sounds appealing, but given the choice between being the kin or the queen, everyone would choose to be the queen. Able to move virtually anywhere gave the queen unrivaled powers.
Being king was a nice title.
Being queen as the true power.
And suddenly Jesse knew whose voice surrounded him, whose voice was almost compelling him to take up the time dilation device.
++++++++
Again, Jesse swung his body to look all around him. There was no one visible in any of the windows of the surrounding buildings, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone there. While Jesse was unfazed by the Time Dilation Device, he knew if he was having this conversation within the bubble, there was one other who was immune to its powers as well. If that person was able to give him these powers, that person would be able to take them away as well.
That made his enemy perhaps the most dangerous person on the planet right now.
Jesse still had on the backpack he’d packed a few minutes earlier. He took it off and placed it on the ground near the device. Quickly unzipping the bag, Jesse searched for a flathead screwdriver.
He was afraid to touch the device with his hands, so he covered the object with his hoodie and flipped it all over, careful to only touch the fabric of his sweatshirt and not the object itself.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”
Jesse ignored the voice. He wasn’t afraid of a disembodied voice anymore and just wanted answers. He grabbed the flathead screwdriver and pried open the side compartment to the device. There weren’t any screws visible, but there was a slight opening and Jesse jammed the edge of the tool in and pried it open. A series of electronic components filled the guts of the device. There was a small digital screen that flashed every few seconds. He couldn’t identify any of it, but a small vial was attached on the right side, filled with red liquid.
“What is this?” Jesse yelled into the silence.
“IT IS NONE OF YOUR CONCERN.”
“The hell it isn’t,” Jesse said. “You want me to take this and protect Earth, but how do I protect myself from you? You seem immune to the effects of the device as well. Unless I know what this is—what powers this device, I’m walking away.”
“YOU CANNOT WALK AWAY,” the voice called out. “THE MOMENT YOU FIRST HELD THE DEVICE, A TIME BUBBLE WAS FORMED AROUND THE ENTIRE PLANET. EVERYONE YOU HAVE EVER MET IS NOW WITHIN THE TIME BUBBLE. UNLESS YOU AGREE TO ACCEPT ITS POWER, THE DEVICE WILL CONTINUE TO HOLD THE WORLD IN STILLNESS.”
Jesse looked over to Larry. His boss, The Universal Hero, was virtually indestructible. In all the battles he’d been through with his boss, The Universal Hero had always been able to save the day. To come out the victor in the end. He was still in the same position he had been in when he and Jesse had entered the time bubble, as if he had been shot with Dr. Mercury’s Freeze-Ray. (Jesse knew what that was like from previous experience. When he and Larry had battled Dr. Mercury before, he was forced to sit in absolute stillness while Larry destroyed the source of the Freeze-Ray’s properties. Another trip to the infirmary after that one.)
This wasn’t like that, though. Jesse knew this was different. Dr. Mercury was living out the rest of his natural life in the Hudson Penitentiary and this was no Freeze-Ray.
It was time to show his cards.
“I’m going to destroy it,” Jesse yelled. He took a hammer from the backpack and held it aloft above the device.
“GO RIGHT AHEAD. SEE IF YOU CAN.”
He didn’t hesitate. Jesse brought down the hammer and was immediately thrown back a few feet, landing roughly on the asphalt.
Okay. While he was able to get a look at the innards of the device, apparently it was protected by a force field. Larry could have handled it, but Jesse didn’t have the capability to destroy the device.
What if he just walked away? The people of Earth would continue on with their lives. They would all travel at the same speed. Jesse would still be outside the new normal, “slower” time and would have to live a life of solitude, but he could make that sacrifice. The only problem was his enemy would have free will in the world because Jesse was too much of a coward to handle the problem in the first place.
No. He had to figure this out. He had to get the time field shut down.
Jesse picked himself up off the ground and walked back to the device.
“Once again, I’m going to ask—why me? Why am I so important? There are 7 billion people on this planet—why do you need me?”
The voice didn’t reply immediately. When it did, Jesse had all the confirmation he needed as to the identity of the person behind it.
“BECAUSE IT IS YOUR BLOOD THAT POWERS IT.”
++++++++
A few months earlier, after the radioactive ring incident, Jesse was put into radioactive quarantine with Geiger Counter. In the previous week he’d spent with Ross, Jesse had to deal with the pain of a spider bite on top of the drowsiness from the radioactivity. This time, it was just hanging out as Ross absorbed the worst of the atomic energy.
While Jesse was awake, Geiger Counter challenged him to a few rounds on the ever-present chessboard. Jesse never was the best chess player, but liked to dabble with the game a bit. It was just after taking Jesse’s second knight on one of the final days of his quarantine that GC asked Jesse for some of his blood.
“Why?” Jesse asked.
“I took some last time you were here for the spider bite,” Ross said. “Standard procedure. You know how it is.”
Jesse shrugged and pulled up his sleeve. The vial of the syringe was slowly filled and capped. Ross placed it in a refrigerator and then the two of them continued their daily chess game.
Jesse never gave it a second thought until he was staring at that very vial contained in the time dilation device.
++++++++
“It’s the blood you collected from me last time I was in quarantine, isn’t it?” Jesse said quietly, not wanting to believe Ross was the one behind this.
Just about 10 feet away, a figure seemed to materialize out of thin air. A chrome-plated device, similar to the one on the ground, hung from his belt. It was Ross Anderson—Geiger Counter. Although he was now fully visible, a glow seemed to surround Ross. Jesse had seen the effect before; Ross was enveloped in a personal force field.
“Why won’t you just take the power given to you?” GC asked. “You’ve been after a superpower your whole life; suddenly someone offers one to you and you want to walk away?”
Jesse was face to face with his adversary—a man he thought was his friend.
“This isn’t right, Ross.”
“Don’t call me that. I’m no longer a man—I’m Geiger Counter.”
“Of course you are. We all started somewhere, Ross. You are a man, just like me,” Jesse said.
“No, I’m not! My powers are more than a mere mortal can handle. You yourself couldn’t handle the radioactive energy you were given and who was there to save you? Me, that’s who. No one else on the planet can do the things I can do. No one!” Ross said through gritted teeth, spittle flying through the air.
“Fine, but you aren’t going to convince me to pick up the time dilation device again. That isn’t me—I’m not like you,” Jesse said, shaking his head. “I may want superpowers, but not like that. I want to help people, not be in a position to enslave the entire human race.”
“The human race—ha! If there was a race, they lost it a long time ago. What do they do with their time? Watch TV, play stupid apps on their phones, eat and drink until they’re fat and happy. They fight and hurt each other. They kill and maim and then just expect us to come along and fix everything. They don’t appreciate us—they want their perfect little lives and they want us to make it that way. With that,” Ross motioned towards the device on the pavement, “you can make their lives perfect. You could be the greatest hero this world has ever known.”
“But they wouldn’t know me. I would be a hidden hero. I would only be in their shadows and in their nightmares. That’s the greatest gift of humanity—free will. I don’t get to decide how a person should live their life and you shouldn’t either. If they want to waste their evenings donating their time to charity or watching the latest season of Redneck Reindeer Ranglers, that isn’t for me to decide. As heroes and sidekicks, we are there to protect all ways of life, even those lifestyles we don’t always agree with,” Jesse said.
“But how do they have a life where they get to watch their inane television programs? How are they able to life in their sheltered lives, away from the mayhem of reality?” Ross spit out. “They put themselves in a bubble. How ironic that they are now in the very thing they crave! You have given them the very thing they want—a life where they don’t have to worry about good versus evil.”
“But that isn’t my decision to make. Nor is it yours,” Jesse said.
Ross simply smirked.
“Ultimately, it doesn’t matter what you want. The choice is out of your hands, Jesse,” Ross replied darkly.
Jesse narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean? What have you done?”
“Like I said before, the time bubble now covers the planet. You activated it when you touched the device,” Ross said. “That’s one of the great things about radioactive blood. In my position, I’ve been able to do countless experiments on it—not just yours, but blood from people touched by radioactivity from all over the planet. Each has its own unique property.”
Ross flipped up his device’s covering and showed the inside to Jesse. It looked very similar to the time dilation device with a few minor changes to the circuitry. A similar vial of blood sat in the center of the controls.
“I took this blood from a 9-year-old boy who wandered into a nuclear waste facility in Russia a couple years ago. Took a little work, but it powers my personal cloaking device and force field,” Ross said. “A few drops of your blood also keeps me in your time field. Which is now ‘normal’ time. You should stop thinking of the world’s time as ‘normal.’ This is the new normal, Jesse.”
“How?” Jesse was still working it all out. The puzzle was almost complete, but he needed one or two more pieces. “You still haven’t answered all my questions. I know who you are now—the least you could do is answer my questions.”
“Your blood, fused with the radioactivity from both the spider bite and the ring, has the ability to slow time to a crawl. I’ve pre-programmed the device to slow time to move at one-sixtieth of the time it normally does. If you notice, your boss has moved since you came into the bubble,” Ross said, jerking his head towards Larry.
Jesse instinctively looked towards Larry and noticed that the hero’s red shoe had finally made contact with the pavement and a puzzled look was beginning to take shape on his face. Jesse could only imagine what Larry was seeing—or not seeing—as the superpowers he’d come to rely on were worthless under the spell of the device.
“So, this is your power. If you agree to it, I will give you the power to adjust the device over time. As long as you live, this can be your superpower,” Ross said, turning on his charm. As much time as Ross had spent working behind the scenes in Vegas, working for crime families before the acquisition of his abilities, Ross knew when to turn the screws.
As long as he lives? Glancing down at the device, Jesse realized what the tiny screen showed. The flashes that seemed to coordinate with the banging of his heartbeat were exactly that. The device not only lived off his blood, but off his lifeforce. If Jesse was dead, the device would die with him.
It was a risk, but Jesse wasn’t sure he could go on living in a world with just him and Ross, anyway. He didn’t like chess that much. He needed to make a sacrifice. Would Larry make the same sacrifice for him? Jesse wasn’t sure, but this was bigger than the two of them. This was about the fate of humanity. One or two people were not qualified to rule the entire human race.
Jesse reached back into the backpack and grabbed another tool, hiding it in the palm of his hand.
“So what are the limitations on this thing? Does it do anything for me?” Jesse asked. “Like, I can stop time and all, but does it make me invincible or anything?”
“Isn’t it enough? You can be virtually a god among men. No one can hurt you—why would you need invincibility?”
“Just wondering. Thanks—I think I’ll be checking out now,” Jesse said. He opened his hand and clicked open the box cutter. With a swift movement that Ross was unable to stop, Jesse sliced open his wrist and watched as the blood poured from his arteries. Within seconds, Jesse already felt drained.
“What are you doing?!” Ross screamed, advancing towards Jesse.
“I’m putting a stop to this. Let me guess—my blood isn’t all that is required. It’s me—my heartbeat. As long as I live, the time dilation will continue,” Jesse said, slumping to the pavement, already weak from the blood loss.
Defeat flashed across Ross’ face. Just for a moment, though.
“You think you can beat me in death? You’ll be gone and your life will have been just as worthless as the miserable people you hope to protect. Meanwhile, I’ll still be here. I’ll find someone else—someone like me,” Ross said.
“Maybe you will,” Jesse said. “Maybe…”
His thoughts were fragmented. He thought he had planned it all so well. Jesse had just killed himself, saving the world, but no one would ever know. There was nothing to stop Geiger Counter from resuming his “hero” lifestyle when Jesse was gone. The Universal Hero would have no idea what had happened until it was all over.
“You won’t get away…” Jesse started to say, but never finished his sentence. As much as he wanted to be the hero, he couldn’t even get his last words out.
++++++++
Jesse would have thought he was in heaven, except for one thing.
The Universal Hero was standing over him, slapping his cheek. There was no way God would do that to him after he’d just saved the entire world.
He wasn’t lying in the middle of the street anymore; instead, he was in what appeared to be a doctor’s office. At second glance, Jesse was able to glean from his surroundings he was in Phyllis’ office. He should have known Larry would bring him here as soon as the time dilation field was down.
Phyllis had laid a warm, wet cloth on Jesse’s wrist—the very wrist he’d cut a few minutes earlier. Looking down, he could see the wetness wasn’t from water, it was blood. He was still bleeding, but Phyllis had slowed the bleeding considerably.
Jesse had thought he would never again see Larry’s face and he groaned inwardly, both at the pain from his wrist and his boss slapping his face.
“Wha…what happened?”
Larry smiled, flashing that big goofy grin Jesse had learned to detest. In a strange way, though, Jesse was relieved to see it once again. Phyllis took the opportunity to get some supplies from the next room, leaving Jesse and Larry alone.
“I saw it all, Jesse. I couldn’t move, but my brain—my super brain—somehow sped up to match the new, faster, time. Perhaps eventually my body would have matched my brain. Who knows? But, I saw you and what you did to save the world,” Larry said.
“What about Geiger Counter?” Jesse managed through the haze.
“He tried to play it off like he was as mystified as I was. As soon as the time bubble collapsed, I ran over to you and found Geiger Counter crouched over you. He said he found you like that, but he didn’t know I’d seen the whole thing unfold,” Larry reported.
“What’d you do? What happened to him?” Jesse ventured.
“I didn’t do much. I figured he likes radiation so much, he could get his fill in space,” Larry said, stretching and flexing his arms. “That personal force field will keep him alive long enough to suffocate in orbit around this planet, don’t you think?”
Jesse laughed and then immediately regretted it. As much as Larry had been a jerk over the years, he was Jesse’s jerk. Jesse winced and closed his eyes.
“Listen, Jesse,” Larry said. “I know I’m not always the best hero to sidekick for…”
Jesse tried to interject, but Larry held up his hand.
“No, I need to do this,” Larry said, taking a deep breath. “The strange mystical forces which govern who do and do not get powers picked the wrong person. I’m not the best person on Earth. I don’t know that I could have done what you did today. Had Geiger Counter presented me with the same opportunity, I really don’t think I could’ve made the same choice you did. To sacrifice your life, with no guarantee it would actually work? That took guts.”
Jesse didn’t know what to say. He had never seen this side of Larry before. He might not ever again and he wanted to savor every moment.
“I need you, Jesse. I had a lot of time to think about things as I watched you single-handedly save the world. You were more than willing to give up everything. You would have given up your powers…your life, to save everyone. I don’t know if I could have done that. With you as an example, I think I can do better. I can be better,” Larry said, looking out the window. Jesse knew this was difficult for Larry to say and would have been more than happy if his boss had stopped there.
But then Larry shifted his eyes to Jesse and made eye contact as he continued.
“So, I wanted to apologize. I can’t promise I’ll never be a jerk again in the future, but I can tell you right now that I know you are the better man than me. I may have superpowers, but you may have the greatest power of all—your humanity,” Larry said. “I wouldn’t have blamed you at all if you’d taken Ross’ deal. I’m glad to know you’re on our side.”
It was the most sincere thing Larry had said in years, and it appeared to have zapped all the energy out of him. He stood up and turned to go.
“Look, take all the time you need to recuperate,” Larry said on his way out. “By the way, I saved you something. Maybe someday we can figure out a way to get you the powers you deserve. The right way.”
Larry walked to the next room and Jesse heard muffled voices between Larry and Phyllis behind the door. Jesse glanced to his right. Sitting on the nightstand was the time dilation device. The components were all still in place, including the vial of blood. The only difference was that the small digital screen was dark.
The device was dead. Once his heart stopped beating, the device must’ve stopped as well.
Part of Jesse hoped Larry was right—that one day he would get his own powers. But another part of Jesse knew that his life would be just fine if he never had that much power at his fingertips. Perhaps that was what he was there for: to make sure the superheroes could keep grounded and retain just a touch of their humanity.
Jesse allowed himself to smile and then drifted off to sleep.



Note from the Author
 
 
What does it take to be a hero? Is it some unknowable supernatural force, or could it be something else? A willingness to fight against the odds, a resolve to hang in there when the odds are stacked, or perhaps a simple desire to do and be more than you can be?
My wife and I welcomed home a four-year-old boy from a developing country in Africa just a few months ago. In the days and weeks that have followed, we have become quite familiar with hospital rooms. Our son has Sickle Cell Anemia – a very treatable, but ultimately incurable disease. In each of those visits, we’ve seen peeks of heroism out of our little boy as she struggles and fights against his own blood. But, we’ve also witnessed the seemingly superhuman abilities of nurses and doctors in hospitals both in this country as well as overseas. We’ve already made meaningful connections at Riley Hospital for Children in Indianapolis and are grateful for all that they have done for us and our boy.
In “To Sacrifice A King,” I wanted to give a shout-out to the forgotten members of the superhero stories – sidekicks. In the end, Jesse gets to be the hero he always wanted to be, just not how he expected. I hope you enjoyed this story and all the others in this collection.
Reviews can really make a book and I would encourage you at the end of this one to leave us a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or wherever the inspiration strikes. Feel free to get in contact with any of the authors – we all would be more than happy to talk to a faithful reader.
The proceeds from this collection go towards the heroes at Riley Hospital and the difference they make in the lives of children and their families each and every day. You simply buying this book helps, but they would certainly welcome more than that. There are so many real heroes out there and we need to recognize them where they are.
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