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Redinger wept. Resting his hand on the glass enclosure that protected the body of his friend, he shuddered and held back any signs of anguish. With his free hand, he wiped the silent tears away. “My nightmare is coming true,” he whispered inaudibly.

Nothing terrified sidekicks more than the death of the hero he or she followed.

Janet rested a hand on Redinger’s shoulder and he pulled away from her, pretending to check the medical read-outs. His mind inaccurately labeled sympathy as weak. He had to be strong for the rest of his team.

“It’s been a long time since we put him in there,” Redinger noted, casting a sidelong glance at Franklin.

Normally, Franklin’s eyes shone brilliant white in contrast with his ebony skin. They looked dark now, tinted jaundice and bloodshot with grief. Franklin nodded sorrowfully and nudged his wheelchair nearer the device as it monitored their friend. The life support machines hadn’t recorded any activity in a long while, emitting neither beep nor blat in hours.

“He’s in some kind of stasis, like torpor,” Franklin offered hopefully, eyes skimming a printout. The biochemistry of superheroes could confuse scanners at times.

The three sat in silence a moment longer, vainly hoping for the machine to register even a single heartbeat. Each wished the others would say something; offer a positive suggestion for their future.

“I should have been better,” Redinger finally said flatly. “I should have gotten there sooner.”

Janet bit her lip. Her running mascara finally reached the collar of her shirt and left a growing ink mark.

“It’s not your fault, Red,” Franklin said. His eyes fell to his own damaged legs. He knew firsthand the dangers and risks sidekicks took. His own impulsive actions had cost him the ability to walk. But that was years ago, when he was The Light’s protégé.

Franklin gazed over at the motionless man under the glass, noting that familiar, chiseled chin and the mask that covered his face. None of them had ever seen below the mask and they possessed too much respect to peel back the veil now. Franklin choked up when he realized how seldom he’d ever seen those eyelids shut. The Light was always active. He never stopped, never rested. And now…

Redinger paced the floor, meandering back and forth between their surveillance equipment and the medical apparatus where their fallen mentor lay. “If only it had been me, instead,” he muttered and left the thought hanging in the air. The Light possessed healing powers as part of his skillset—Red would have been fine—but his mentor couldn’t heal himself while unconscious.

Franklin wheeled over to Redinger and shook his head. He knew better than anybody that some injuries were irreversible. “He’s still with us, Red. It ain’t over yet.” He shoved away in the direction of his workbench, clearly done talking.

With a heavy sigh, Redinger ambled over to where Janet stood hugging her arms as she watched over The Light. He wanted to put a hand on her shoulder, to encourage her somehow.

“What can we do?” Her voice verged on breaking.

Silence followed. “We can only wait… pray for a miracle… hope that Franklin invents some crazy, new hyper-tech that helps.”

Janet didn’t look at him; she merely nodded. Bowing, Janet tenderly kissed the glass, leaving a lipstick print, and then she turned and departed.

For a few more minutes Redinger kept vigil, asking himself what The Light would do in his situation. Get some rest, he finally heard in his mind, spoken in his mentor’s voice.

The sidekick walked to his room and fell onto his pillow. He suddenly realized how much more energy battling grief took than stopping insane villains or gang violence. Redinger’s body seemed to shut down while his mind reeled in the void, replaying the recent, horrific events.
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Acrid smoke curled in wisps around Franklin’s face as he soldered lines on green chipboard that emerged from the acid-bath. A blinking light flashed at him. His cybernetic gauntlet sleeved his forearm and linked him to all of Fortress’s systems.

Setting down the iron, he turned the alert off and put aside the new, experimental device. Redinger had finally gone to bed.

Franklin wiped his face and opened his laptop. Machines dumped their data feeds onto the screen’s GUI: video, stills, satellite imagery, audio, even laser-sampled data. All had been collected by the golf-balled sized, hovering drones he’d specially built. Several broken units lay on his workbench even now. He could repair the Android Monitoring System later. For now, he had a greater concern that had eaten away at him all day: a bit of data he’d noticed just before The Light fell in battle against this new madman they only knew as Black. Franklin scrolled through the AMS data until he came to the time stamped information he sought.

All of the AMS units nearest The Light’s position had been damaged, but a few of them still offered broken samples of data. Franklin stroked his scratchy chin; stubble roughed his face. The information had to be wrong.

The satellite picture marked Redinger’s position where he fought against a horde of Black’s crazed minions, nearly a block away. Some dark mass blocked the satellite’s photo, as if all luminescence had been sucked from the location.

A video feed from Redinger proved his location, but the AMS units also logged him as present at The Light’s side—and that’s what bothered him. The unit was broken, Franklin told himself. But if it was that broken, it shouldn’t have collected genetic signatures. The techie shook his head. If the unit somehow operated well enough to collect and transmit data, it had to be accurate. Franklin poured over his files, sweat beaded on his back and worry lodged firmly in the recess of his mind.

The AMS collected only two sets of genetic fingerprints inside the cloud of darkness: The Light and Redinger. Was Black somehow cloaked? Perhaps he somehow defied standard genetics? Uneasiness rotted Franklin’s gut. Maybe Black used a genetic masker, like a fake transponder? But why? Perhaps he fears tipping his hand because of his genetic makeup—maybe he’s someone we already know?

Behind him, the echo of footsteps startled Franklin. He quickly slapped his laptop shut, wishing that they’d gathered something in their last few encounters with the madman that would give him a clue.

Janet hovered inside the doorway. “I’m worried about Red,” she confessed. Concern shook her voice.

While gene sequences proved Redinger was a person blessed, or maybe cursed, with abilities, they had yet to manifest. DNA coding only identified persons who had abilities; it could not recognize what they were. The science was still too new a field and only The Light had discerned any clues to Redinger’s actual powers—he’d never divulged that to the rest of the team.

“So am I,” Franklin responded.
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Redinger threw a hard left hook and followed with a roundhouse kick that bowled over his opponent. The frenzied mob surrounded him. Everything inside him wanted to hold back, but he couldn’t if he wanted to live. These weren’t the typical thugs employed by their usual villains. Black obviously commanded this horde, but they were just normal people; he’d somehow reduced them to violent animals, slave to mankinds’ base instincts and the will of the shadowy figure he and The Light had chased all week.

A streetlamp outside the genetics laboratory toppled under the advancing troops, dimming the lot further yet. The horde kept pouring in; even an elderly researcher swung his cane—malevolence burned in the old man’s eyes.

Wincing inside, Redinger ducked and threw a sharp uppercut that cracked loudly on contact. The old man’s jaw broke under the impact and his dentures clattered upon the concrete.

There wasn’t enough time to regret it. Redinger could only react to the mad throng closing in around him.

Dropping like a missile, The Light landed next to his sidekick. His bright flash exploded like a shockwave. Washing everything in pulsing light, it blinded Black’s minions.

“Just in time, TL, as usual,” Redinger thanked him.

“I lost Black a few blocks from here. It looks like he got whatever it was he wanted,” the hero lamented. Hero and sidekick both aimed grapple guns skyward and retreated to the rooftop.

The stunned multitude picked themselves up off the ground. Confused and bewildered, the sudden lightburst had freed them from Black’s thrall.

“Oh, my teeth! Somebody help me,” an old man called as individuals did their best to help each other recover.

“Interesting, Red,” The Light commented as he signaled for emergency medical services with an automatic beacon.

“It was me or them,” Redinger defended.

“No. Not that, their reaction to the light. The mental control wore off. It’s either coincidental, timing or maybe UV light shocks them out of it.”

The two watched the unfolding turmoil below for a few minutes as the previously bloodthirsty crowd reverted back into normal laboratory workers.

“This guy is different,” the hero stated. “He’s not like the others. Black isn’t after wealth. Look at the targets he’s gone after, Red. He’s much more dangerous than any gang or the other villains we’ve fought; Black has a pyromaniac’s heart. It’s like he wants destruction and chaos for the sheer enjoyment of it all. He likes to watch things burn.”

###

Breaking from the haunting dream, Redinger shot straight up in his bed. A cold sweat soaked his bed sheets. He flung the damp blankets to the ground and sat on the edge of his bed. His eyes were drawn to the dark, ruddy leather of his outfit which hung on the wall nearby. The crimson piping caught his notice, torn and frayed at spots.

Compulsion motivated him, demanding that he don the battle-gear and set out in search of Black. Redinger rocked in his seat for a moment. No, he convinced himself. He wasn’t ready just yet. Rest was the highest priority right now; he would be no good at all until he’d gotten some sleep. It’s what TL would have demanded.

He flipped his pillow to the dry side and rolled over onto it. Rest, however, refused to come easily.
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As if having an out-of-body experience, he watched his body lie there in his bed. Redinger remained asleep. He watched his own eyelids fluttering with REM as his chest rose and fell.

Redinger watched himself sleep for a few moments. His eyes widened in horror when, suddenly, a black cloudlike thing oozed from his parting lips. It curled outward like a toxic smoke and enveloped everything in the room with supernatural darkness. His sleeping body choked and convulsed in the greasy film—the air filled with horrible laughter.

Leaping from his bed, Redinger gasped for air as if he’d nearly drowned in sleep apnea. He looked at the clock. It was morning. He’d normally have slept until past noon—the expected sleep cycle for a nighttime crime fighter, but he desperately craved a shower, something to wash his nightmare back down into the sewers.

###

Janet took a slow sip of coffee; her bracelets jingled as they clinked together. Anxiously, she swiveled her lip ring back and forth and bounced her legs like a hyperactive kid. Except for the tiredness clinging to her eyes, she didn’t seem much different than normal.

“Can’t sleep, either?” she asked as Redinger entered the kitchenette.

Decked out in his crime-fighting outfit, he looked ready to pursue Black right now, if possible. He nodded affirmatively and poured a tall cup. Brushing his cape aside, Redinger sat across the table from her.

“Do you remember when TL recruited you, three years ago?” Janet asked, reminiscing. “I couldn’t figure out what he ever saw in you.” She grinned briefly; Janet remembered that his main redeeming quality had been his dimples. “Worthy to join our team? Apprentice to the city’s mighty protector, The Light? I thought Dementor had finally landed one too many blows to TL’s head.”

Redinger chuckled. “I know. Back then, I was a nobody. Zack Redinger: college dropout turned prestigious burger flipper. No family connections, barely any friends, and even less ambition.” He sipped his coffee and laughed before falling serious again. “TL saved me from myself.”

Janet laughed. “I’ll say; I still remember what you were wearing when we met. I kept wondering if your power was time travel because your clothes were at least a decade out of style!”

“Yeah,” he laughed. “I’d forgotten about that! I was so clueless, then. Maybe I still am.” His didn’t snap out of his last morose jab.

“Naw, Red. You’re much improved from that guy.” She watched him, intuitively knowing his thoughts turned toward the elephant that had crowded the room for so long. “Franklin’s genetic scanners don’t lie, Red,” she tried to reaffirm. “You’ve got a power I there… somewhere.”

He was lost in thought. “Can you imagine it, Janet? I was just a stupid kid when some guy tells me his equipment detects that I have super-powered genetics. How crazy is that?”

“It’s not crazy, and yes, I can imagine. Don’t forget that we’re the same age. I had that same awkward chat, only I was younger than you.”

“Yeah, but at least you’ve actually seen your speedster powers manifest! What about me? I’ve trained and studied, endured and even struggled under TL’s old sensei. I improved, advanced, sacrificed, but I’ve still never demonstrated any actual abilities!”

“Don’t forget what Master Yin said. You’re the most promising pupil he’s ever had, and he’s been teaching for, like, three hundred years!”

“But what good is all that,” he fumed. “I’m not even a real superhero!”

Janet put one hand on top of his. “You don’t need to be super to be a hero.”

His face softened.

“How much have we been through?” She demanded. “We’ve both pulled each other out of some tough scrapes… like Dementor’s return, Doctor Malveus’s mutant army, Drillbit’s crime spree. Black is just another whacko in a long line of nut-jobs.”

“I don’t remember it that way. I remember TL saving each of us more than we ever saved each other.”

“You’re probably right.” She sipped her coffee. “But he didn’t teach us to quit. This is our mission as much as it was ever TL’s: to be heroes. To save the world whenever evil rears its head.”

The silence agreed with her.

Redinger sighed and the long pause stretched out until he could turn a corner and share something deeper. “This all started with a nightmare. I had… a terrible dream about the end of everything. Reality died.”

“We all have bad dreams,” Janet raised her mug in mock salute. “Why else would I still be awake, but to keep them at bay?”

“No, you don’t understand. TL had been working with me, trying to bring my gifts out. He thought that one of my abilities might include REM precognition.”

“I was raised on Nascar, not Star Trek,” she chided him.

“I kept experiencing déjà vu from things I’d dreamed. TL thought that I might have some conscious, mental block to my powers; maybe they unlocked in my sleep. TL thought that I’ve been dreaming the future, like a psychic.”

“Well, now you know what your powers are, right?”

He shook his head. “Everyone gets déjà vu. There’s no evidence it’s an ability, and I can’t control it. TL was just following a hunch.”

“When was the last time you knew The Light to be wrong?” She got up and put her mug in the sink. “He never would’ve just rushed into a battle with Black, either, not unless he thought he’d win. TL woulda gone back and worked with Franklin to build something to tip the scales. TL always wins in the end—that’s the reason he’s our city’s patron hero and one of those flash-in-the-pans like Yellow Bolt or Rocket-Chameleon.”

“I know you’re right, but everything is different now. I dreamed last night; plus I remembered what TL said. Black is different than any of the others before him. It was as close to fear as I’ve ever heard in TL’s voice. I just don’t know what to do without him.”

“You know what I think, Red?”

He shrugged a negative.

“I think TL knew exactly who he picked three years ago. TL knew that you’d be someone who could pick up his mantle if needed. The Light might be down. He might even be out. But like all the others before him, Black will fall.”

She kissed the palm of her hand and pressed it to Redinger’s shoulder as she walked past. “I have to go. But don’t go doing anything crazy without me.”
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Franklin scrolled through list after list, scanning for specific data. On the screen nearest, his custom AI ran several concurrent searches, feeding significant finds to Franklin so his human intuition could check out the kernels of information.

A third nearby display panel continuously cycled the saved recordings from their last encounter with Black. Something about it still bothered Franklin. He couldn’t place his finger on any specifics. The loops continued playing, fueling a subconscious that mentally gnawed on the information in between Franklin’s other tasks.

A sticky note hung off the side of the main monitor. Bullet points listed what places Black had already hit and what items he’d stolen. There had to be a common thread between them, something that might indicate the next target.

Accompanying the whir of cooling fans and power supplies, the intermittent noises and grunts from Redinger’s workout in the Quonset next-door distracted Franklin. The madcap swirled his lukewarm cup of tea. He needed something stronger to keep him focused.

For the noise to reach beyond the Fortress training facility and into the Operations center, Redinger’s workout had to be intense. Franklin clicked on a music icon, playing a bass-heavy rap album. He hated rap, but the cadence helped him process his thoughts. Franklin remixed the EQ to drown out most everything except the low, driving notes.

What links the data? Try as he might, Franklin couldn’t logically piece them together. Think outside the box, he told himself. There’s a connection, but it’s not obvious… what else do these targets have in common?

With a few keystrokes all of his data windows tiled across the monitors. “All of the things he targeted have high security and at least a class three confidentiality rating,” Franklin muttered.

He mulled it over for a few moments, tapping his fingers to the bass line. Very few people have either the clearance or skills to hack the information necessary to know what the items were or where they’d been kept. Most of the stolen tech and information was listed under false logs, even. Each facade appeared as some mundane item like lightbulbs or power converters. Franklin scanned one company’s confidential project files. Amprun Industries registered a lab to develop powerful and experimental Chemical-Energy Transmuters; their front was a microwave oven repair facility.

Black has some good connections, whoever he is. He fed his hunch back into the software to cross reference thousands of terabytes worth of data.

Several potential subjects loaded into his screen, but his eyes zeroed in on one of them. Ferrodawn Trust was owned by The Light. A network of companies funded their heroics. Ferrodawn owned large tracts of land and leased mineral rights to other corporations.

Franklin delved through menus and accessed their private data. The Ferrodawn property in northern Wyoming wasn’t an ore mining facility at all, as the public believed. Ferrodawn’s lessees harvested Zoephage, an extremely dangerous substance with near-infinite energy potential.

Clicking through the Ferrodawn files, the artificial intelligence automatically crosschecked all Ferrodawn data against Black’s known victims. Amprun Industries blinked at the top of the screen. Amprun had purchased supplies from Ferrodawn.

Franklin ignored a particularly loud burst of noise from the workout facility. He turned his music up a notch.

Apparently, Amprun Industries had worked with small samples of stabilized Zoephage to power their technology. Dread filled the researcher. Whatever Black was up to, it was Earth-shatteringly dangerous if it involved raw Zoephage. They still lacked concrete information on the villain’s origins or ultimate designs.

###

Redinger deftly slipped between sparring dummies and launched a salvo of blows with his feet and fists. The sparring bag in the corner already leaked sand, sadly trickling its innards to the floor.

Memories flooded back to him as he assaulted the punching bags. He practiced every move Master Yin ever taught him. Flowing in and out of the moves gave him some sense of control over his situation. At this, at least, he excelled.

Finishing his routine, he doubled over with fatigue, breathing heavy. Sweat dripped off his head and his neck burned flush. He’d pushed himself beyond his normal limits; the workout was the only real release he could find.

When he was finally done, Redinger showered and changed to a clean outfit. Exhausted, he staggered back into the main operations center of their base, Fortress. The smell of recycled air, circulated by many computer fans, tickled his nose.

He veered over to The Light. The hyperbaric chamber encasing him seemed more like a casket now. Redinger said a brief prayer for his friend, and then met with Franklin and Janet.

“What have we got?” Redinger asked.

“Are you okay?” Franklin worried. “You look terrible.”

“Yeah,” agreed Janet. “Let me call Dr. Vang. He was in just a little while ago to check on TL.”

“I’m fine.”

“But you—”

“I said I’m fine.” Redinger’s eyes glinted like steel.

An awkward pause followed. Franklin broke the silence. “I think I know where Black will strike next. Of all the tech that he’s targeted, the most heavily guarded item he took was this.” A few keystrokes brought up the image of a device like a robotic octopus; cables and metal tendrils connected to the device at one end.

“This is ChET. Remember the break-in at Amprun Industries? This is what Black got. That was a few weeks ago, but it’s potentially the most dangerous. They’ve been using this device in fusion experiments with stabilized Zoephage.”

“Isn’t that what our company in Wyoming mines?” Redinger interjected.

“Yes, actually,” Franklin shot him a sidelong glance, unaware anyone else might know that off the top of their head. “Raw Zoephage hasn’t been stabilized, so it’s incredibly deadly. If Black got his hands on a large amount of it in natural form, he might have the capability to create a veritable doomsday weapon.”

“Then we’ve got to get to Wyoming before he does,” Janet motioned.

“That’s not necessary,” Franklin stated. “The mines are undergoing massive restructuring. They’ve been locked down for weeks, now. However, a large shipment of raw Zoephage is leaving a guarded bunker in Ohio and passes near the city tomorrow night. It will be vulnerable during transport. In case I’m wrong, I’ve already sent a cluster of AMS units to the mine to check it out; if he strikes there, at least we’ll retrieve some good intel on him.”

“Then we’ll follow the shipment and nail him once and for all,” Janet vowed.

Redinger nodded a solemn agreement. “Until then, we’ll keep looking for him.”

“No, Red,” Franklin corrected him. “Until then, you need to rest. Look at yourself; you look like a zombie.”

“I’m fine,” he argued.

“You’re not. But I’ll tell you what, go get some sleep and you can argue with me tomorrow. There’s no harm in convincing me you were right after the fact. Get some rest.”

Redinger slumped. “Fine.” He walked to his quarters, mostly because his mind was too fatigued to concoct a logical rebuttal.

###

With his bed still empty, Redinger paced the floor. Though his body had tired, his innermost thoughts warned against sleep. The unknown, secret fear plagued him. What if he dreamed when he slept? What if he saw horrible things and was powerless to stop them?

Meandering back and forth, Redinger felt more like an empty husk with each step. After a long while, he slumped to the floor and crossed his legs. I need more… more power. I need whatever it was The Light saw deep inside me.

Redinger exhaled slowly and concentrated on that spark of energy he could sense deep within, like his mentor had shown him. He grabbed ahold of that hotness inside and tried to pull it out. His spirit groaned and his body trembled, wracking him with pain.

His unidentifiable power was there, but what was it? He pulled harder, trying to force it out; his vision clouded and grew scarlet at the edges. The energy was right there! Redinger commanded it to reveal itself—how to unlock it; it seemed to mock him in response. I am intensity! I am the power and the pain and the answer that you seek but cannot yet grasp! In time, I will grasp YOU!

Groaning, Redinger collapsed, body convulsing in the release of such an intense struggle. He wiped the sweat from his face and found blood tricking from his nose.

Thoroughly depleted, his eyes rolled back in his head and his mind slipped away. His fears verified themselves and Redinger dreamed.
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Just as before, Redinger watched from a distance as the inky cloud spewed from his mouth and enveloped the room with darkness. The filmy murk churned and took on form like a man. It solidified into a pallid-skinned replica wearing Redinger’s own battle-suit.

With an evil chuckle, the thing bent over Redinger’s sleeping form and kissed the parent’s forehead. “Thanks for letting me out to play,” he whispered. Then, it stalked from the room.

The creature acted unable to see him: the dreamer. Redinger followed and watched the horrible events unfold, unable to interact with them.

First, the black-spawned beast opened The Light’s encasement and drove a dagger through the hero’s chest—for one brief second, TL’s eye’s opened, and then he was gone. The monster ripped out the hero’s heart and unceremoniously dropped it upon the floor with a sickening, wet thud.

Redinger screamed, but no sound came out.

Next, the demon snuck up behind Franklin and choked the life out of him. Janet walked in immediately after Franklin’s last gurgling breath died. The doppelganger threw a fistful of shurikens at her.

Janet easily dodged them; her hypersensitive reaction speed warned her with plenty of time. She tucked and rolled.

Redinger screamed a silent warning; the entity grabbed a flak grenade from his personal arsenal. Janet’s reaction speed was superhuman, but she was still restricted to the limits of her human body!

The munition shell clattered once against the floor. The villain shielded himself beneath his Kevlar cape.

Janet’s eyes widened in horror as the explosive detonated. Flame and shrapnel washed across her body, tearing it apart in what would feel like slow-motion to someone like Janet.

This isn’t real! It’s not real! Redinger screamed to himself as he followed the villain to the rooftop where the shadow-version calmly assembled his doomsday weapon.

With an insane cackle, the monster fed a vial of unrefined, glowing Zoephage into the device and flipped a switch. A flash enveloped the planet for a moment; a strange lightning ruptured the continuum of physics and time, and then all reality ceased.

Redinger jumped awake, terrified to the core. He’d only slept thirty minutes, but he didn’t dare sleep again.

###

Janet swerved in and out of freeway traffic, approaching two hundred miles an hour. One of the two vehicles they chased had to contain their nemesis. Black had struck hard and fast, eluding detection until he and his minions made their getaway with a case of the dangerous Zoephage.

 
 

Fenders crumpled; Janet’s automobile was already battered and damaged. Her co-pilot, Redinger, cringed as the windshield cracked under a barrage of bullets.

“That’s it,” Redinger scowled. “I’m returning fire!”

“No,” Franklin’s voice crackled through the intercom. He monitored from Fortress via the car’s camera feed; the AMS units couldn’t keep up with the speeds they traveled. “Zoephage is extremely unstable in this format. You could kill countless civilians!”

Janet watched him scowl. “What are we supposed to do, Franky?”

“Police are mobilized to assist,” he replied. “We have to pursue until he’s off the freeway. An accident here could mean billions of dollars in infrastructure damages.”

“But if he goes into the city,” Janet interjected, “What then?”

Franklin’s pause disturbed her. “Pray he doesn’t.”

“Split, split, split!” Janet yelled, smashing a button on the console. Ahead, the freeway exited on each shoulder; both cars moved separate directions.

Their vehicle hissed, and with a loud pop split apart into two armored, racing bikes. Both Janet and Redinger pursued opposite vehicles. Janet’s exit lead away from the city, the other drove straight to its heart. Despite what it might mean for her own health, she prayed that it was Black in the one she pursued outside of city limits.
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Redinger glanced left in time to see Janet veer away. His guts knotted inside; he didn’t want her facing Black alone. Still, he recognized the potential destruction if Black targeted the city.

Cape grabbing at the wind wake his cycle carved, he pulled on the throttle and accelerated. Closing distance, they swerved around the curve of an exit ramp. At the base, six police cars barred the intersection.

Gritting his teeth, he watched the vehicle ahead speed up to collide with the roadblock. It flipped end over end, scattering police officers and squad cars in every direction.

Redinger ducked his head and piloted his bike through the flaming gap opened by his adversary. He slammed on the brakes and screeched to a stop next to the smoking car he’d chased.

Yanking his helmet off, he spotted a familiar, shadowy figure flee into the alley beyond. Redinger sprinted after it, giving a cursory glance inside the empty vehicle; the one henchman inside had clearly been killed on impact.

Running through the darkness, he recognized the villain clambering up a dilapidated fire escape, heading for the rooftops. Redinger leapt up to the first landing and grabbed the ladder. Hauling himself upwards hand over hand, adrenaline and rage fueled his momentum.

He almost reached his pursuit when the faceless villain went over the rooftop. Redinger hurdled after him. A distant, bright light flashed on the horizon, momentarily blinding him.

Redinger shielded his eyes from the mushroom cloud that erupted beyond city limits. The blast momentarily transformed the twilight vista with sunset hues.

Standing before Redinger, the shadow man cackled gleefully.

“Black,” he spat.

“Oh my,” Black gazed into the distance as the nuclear light faded. “I think I might have just killed another one of your friends,” the villain jeered behind his formless, ebony mask. Black wore a simple mask and black shinobi shozoku. His voice sounded oddly familiar.

“Give me the Zoephage before I beat you unconscious,” Redinger commanded, balling his fists so tightly his knuckles cracked.

“What, this trinket?” Black held out a metal, shockproof box. He tossed it to the gravel rooftop. “If you can take it from me, it’s yours!” Black swung his arms around and assumed the shaolin horse stance.

Redinger’s communicator chirped at him. “Where are you?” Franklin sounded frantic. “I’ve lost Janet!”

“I have Black engaged on a rooftop,” he rattled of the coordinates as he assumed his own fighting stance.

“Stall him until the AMS units get there!”

“Stall him? I’m going to kill him.”

“No, we need time! Buy a couple minutes until—”

Redinger took his earpiece out and threw it to the ground. Talking time was over.

Black motioned him forward with a subtle taunt.

Screaming, Redinger surged forward with a flurry of blows.

Deftly, blocking them each with perfect form, the villain reeled back from the momentum of the sidekick’s attack. Black sidestepped the next offensive and set Redinger on the defensive with his own set of nearly identical attacks.

Redinger tucked and rolled below a whirlwind kick that threatened to splinter his skull. He came up in an offensive stance and the two squared off, sizing each other up.

“Good form, but you cannot last against me, Zacky-boy. Oh, yes. I know all about you, Zach Redinger. You’re a nobody, and I can tell that you’re exhausted right now.”

Redinger howled and charged, launching a string of maneuvers. At the last second, he slipped out of the practiced form and threw in a sloppy, brawler’s right hook. His fist cracked through Black’s jaw like the peal of a homerun against Louisville wood.

Black staggered backwards. His posture tensed with anger. “You’re not playing by the book. What would Master Yin say?” Black launched a blur of quick strikes; several struck Redinger’s midsection.

Redinger stumbled away from the opponent who goaded him again and ignored the growing pain in his torso.

“I know what he would say… or wouldn’t say, that is: nothing. I killed him fourteen days ago!”

He resisted the taunt. Redinger resumed a ready stance and pushed the claim from his mind.

“Well, well. Focused, aren’t you?” Black jumped in and the two traded blows, spinning and whirling. Neither gave an inch until Black stepped back, none the worse for wear.

Redinger panted hard. He wiped the sweat from his brow before the beads could slide below the mask, which partially obscured his face, and sting his eyes.

“Tell me how you’re sleeping, Zacky? Aren’t the dreams just delicious?” Black paced a wide arc around Redinger like a ravenous wolf picking his next point of attack. “A wonderful little side effect of my very existence. I have my own little nighttime visions, but they’ll be over soon.”

Black lurched forward; his body gave a subtle tell to the attack. Redinger reacted just as Black changed the maneuver, baiting his opponent. Black strung a combo of blows together, stunning his opponent and delivered a grinding, crippling nerve strike.

Redinger collapsed to his knees, then landed with his face in the gravel. Each ragged breath made him wince in pain.

“I must have had a better teacher.” Black laughed. “Actually, we had the same sensei. I was just the better student.” He retrieved the case of Zoephage and popped it open. Black slipped the double-walled shockproof vial into a pocket and then planted a nasty looking device next to Redinger’s face. An illuminated LCD counter glowed brightly, blinding him; it counted in reverse.

“I’ll give you thirty more seconds to reflect on everything you’ve ever done wrong,” Black laughed. Then he fled.

Seconds ticked off the timer. Redinger writhed on the rooftop, barely regaining control of his limbs.

“Red!” screamed a voice: Janet’s voice. Gravel crunched.

“Twenty seconds!” Redinger groaned a warning, barely able to point to the timer with his flopping limbs, not sparing any of those precious seconds to ask how she’d survived.

Janet hooked Redinger’s grapple gun to his suit and shot towards the neighboring parking ramp. She latched onto him and activated the device which reeled them away at super speed.

Seconds after clearing the ledge, the base of the building erupted in flames. The ground floor ruptured and buckled; the entire structure sank, collapsing inward just as the hovering AMS units arrived to record the events.

“Don’t worry,” Janet reassured him. “You’re safe now.”

“But… how?” he finally spared a moment to ask.

“I always told you I know how to move fast, and I saw the trap a mile away.” She threw his arm over her shoulder and helped Redinger to his feet. “Let’s get you back to Fortress.”
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Franklin finished bandaging Redinger’s wounds and laid him down on the gurney. “Good news, Red. About two hours ago, the machines registered a single heartbeat.”

“The Light?” His eyes darted to his mentor’s chamber.

“Yeah, just one, though. I still don’t know what it means. Just that hope is still very much alive. Now, get some rest.”

“I can’t. Not now. Black is too close! We’ve gotta get him, NOW!” He winced as he tried to sit up.

Franklin pushed him back to the Gurney. “Let me deal with that right now. I have a hunch of my own. You recuperate while I explore my lead.” He pressed an ice pack against his friend’s ribs and wheeled his chair down the Fortresses’ hall.

Janet kept vigil over The Light, scanning the readout incredulously. “How is he, Franky?”

He redirected her question. “We need to chat,” Franklin sat her down and turned his screen to face her. “I’m not so sure that Black is real.”

“What do you mean?”

Using his notes, Franklin explained his theory and asked her opinion on his data. The most damning evidence was the genetic samples. The Light was bested in a physical fight but the only genetic signature could be traced to Redinger.

Franklin whispered intensely. “Did you actually see Black in the car that Redinger chased? We don’t have any real evidence Black has ever been real; all hard evidence suggests that it’s been Red all along and we’ve been chasing coincidence and conjecture. I wonder if somehow Red’s power is manifesting suddenly—maybe acting of its own accord, like an alternate personality or something. Maybe he’s projecting an astral body or something; not all abilities are helpful, you know.”

Janet sat back and grimaced. “He told me something the other day,” she confessed. “I understood it to be confidential, but it’s important I tell you. TL thought that Red’s powers were coming out while he slept. He thought they might be precognitive or something, but you know the deal.”

“Yeah, one power often means others, good or not.”

“So what do we do? I can’t believe that Red’s a traitor.”

“I don’t either, not intentionally anyhow. Maybe it’s linked to his dreams…”

“Then don’t believe it,” Redinger groaned, walking through the door, cold pack pushed to his side.

“Red!” Franklin spun. “How much did you…”

“I heard enough. And I get you, too. It sounds logical. But I’m not your enemy—I don’t think even I could have broken my own ribs.”

“You might not be Black, but Black might be you, or maybe in you.”

“I’ve been dreaming that we were the same, but it just doesn’t feel right! Black is manipulating us, buying time so he can do something terribly awful… He’s going to destroy the fabric of reality itself!”

“Red,” Janet broke in. “We already have the genetic data samples. Black, the person that nearly killed TL… he was you.”

“No! I refuse to believe that. Scan the city.”

“We don’t have that kind of capability, Red.” Franklin argued. “Not a scan that precise and exact. The AMS can’t process that many wide-range genetic signatures.”

“Yes, you can. If you had an actual sample of Black’s tissue, your AMS units could easily search and rule out everyone whose genes don’t match by the process of elimination. You don’t need to run everyone’s full genetics, just eliminate those that don’t match. If you had his DNA you could triangulate and locate him.”

“But we don’t have that sample.”

“Yes, you do,” Red declared. “Take a sample from me. There are a number of reasons that another person might have my genetics: freak accident, cloning, evil twin?”

Franklin arched his eyebrows in disbelief.

“Come on. You don’t have anything to lose. You either find Black and prove I’m not guilty, or you prove your own theory right.”

Janet nodded in his direction. It was a win-win scenario.

“Alright,” Franklin agreed. “Let’s hook you up to the scanners.”

Minutes later, the city grid glowed on the large view-screen. Pinpoints of green flickered all across the map and rapidly went out as genetic marks deviated and ruled out individuals in rapid succession.

One red light blinked urgently among the green blips. The AMS pinpointed Redinger’s coordinates in the Fortress operations center. The minutes stretched on; Redinger tapped his toes impatiently as time seemed to crawl. Janet traded a skeptical glance with Franklin as the scan continued running.

Franklin just opened his mouth to speak when another scarlet light blinked insistently. “Genetic signature lock. It’s identical.”

“I was right,” growled Redinger. “Black.”
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Redinger and Janet crept across the rooftop. According to the sensors, Black was close. They peeked around the ventilation machinery and spotted their enemy in ninja garb.

Consumed with the process, Black was making final preparations to the ChET transmuter device. He was ready to attach the Zoephage. There were only seconds to spare!

Closing his eyes for a millisecond, Redinger offered up a silent prayer. It likely drug out into an eternity for his hyper-reflexed partner, but he knew he needed all the help he could get. With a nod of resolve, the two charged around the corner, kicking up gravel as they wheeled about to engage their enemy.

Black reeled in bewilderment, mouth agape.

They’d caught their enemy off guard! Janet kicked Black’s legs out from under him while Redinger connected with a flying tackle, not giving the madman a chance to react. The impact resistant case Black held skittered across the rooftop; the container of Zoephage disconnected from the doomsday device.

Howling, Black rolled to his knees. “Fools! Nothing can stop me!” He ripped his mask off. Underneath it, Black shared Redinger’s face, but his eyes burned wild with evil.

Stunned, Redinger paused momentarily. Then, he collapsed to the ground under a sharp blow to the head. Groaning, Janet spun him over and began pummeling his face.

“Janet! Stop!”

Black paced nearby and monologued as Redinger tried to defend himself against his friend. “She won’t quit, not as long as darkness reigns supreme.”

Janet acted like an animal, consumed with animalistic rage. She pinned his arms to the roof, practically drooling on him.

Redinger dared not fight back. He couldn’t hurt Janet. “Control yourself!” he screamed, “Fight it!”

“She’s become a slave to her base instincts,” Black taunted. “It takes more effort than most can muster to resist my control,” he taunted.

As Redinger struggled, Janet leaned down and began kissing Redinger’s neck, smothering him. She clawed at his uniform, tried to disrobe him; Janet’s base instinct for her partner was more prone to lust than rage.

Redinger pushed her aside, believing she wouldn’t harm him further. Janet cried, now overwhelmed by emotions of rejection. Her manic feelings reduced her to a blubbering mass.

Black balked incredulously. Janet’s reaction hadn’t been expected. He ran wildly after the Zoephage.

Redinger gave chase, but another body tackled him from behind. Grappling with his assailer, he recognized the familiar, chiseled jaw line. “TL?”

Grinning wordlessly, The Light’s doppelganger dropped a fierce elbow repeatedly to Redinger’s face.

“You can’t have Black without Blue,” Black jeered. “You still don’t get it, do you?”

Redinger tucked his elbows to his sides and tried to keep his face covered as The Light’s twin rained blows upon him. Red couldn’t survive much more.

“Blue is
my
sidekick. Two weeks ago, just for kicks and giggles we destroyed our own dimension! I guessed this universe, this reality, is some kind of negative plane of existence mirroring our own. We somehow got sucked through the dimensional rift and wound up here. And we’d so hoped to share in the bliss of all existence’s total annihilation!”

“Well, don’t hold your breath on my account!” Redinger kicked Blue off of him, knocking him backwards. Jumping to his feet, Redinger delivered a powerful roundhouse kick that staggered Blue to the edge of the rooftop.

Screaming with righteous fury, Redinger delivered a flying kick that flung Black’s sidekick over the edge of the roof. Blue howled as he fell; his voice faded into the depths.

Panting heavily, hunched and bleeding, Redinger turned to face Black. “We’re not finished yet.”

Roaring, Black charged at his counterpart. Incredibly fast, he landed blow after blow. Fists, knees, elbows, and feet cracked against Redinger’s body. Few of the assaults could be avoided or blocked. He absorbed them all

The few, tired, limp moves Redinger could muster were effortlessly defused. Finally, he fell to his hands and knees; blood gurgled up from within, trickling out of his mouth. Sweat burned in his eyes and facial cuts. “I will not let you do this!”

Black taunted him. “You can’t stop me! What are you going to do, bleed on me?”

Redinger sat up to his knees, bravely facing his nemesis: his shadow self. Deep down he felt his ability call to him. Now is the time! Now is the time for your power!

He latched on to that spark of hotness, seized the energy. Torment radiated through his entire body, pain far worse than what his physical body had just endured. Lightning crackled around him and the air quaked with power.

“What?” Black stumbled as the rooftop shook under the tremors emanating from his adversary; he clutched his stomach in pain and revulsion as the lightning seized him. “It’s not possible!” Panicked, Black sprinted forward to deliver a killing blow, but collapsed under the intense mushroom cloud of energy that erupted from the screaming Redinger.

The top of the building shattered with an explosion of astral energy, erupting in splinters of light and ripples of pure energy. It washed away the ambitions of evil with blinding radiance.

As one, the city stopped. Every eye gazed in wonder at the spectacle of brilliance. Then, as quickly as it boiled up, the light dissipated, leaving a quiet void hollowed out by the sudden conflagration.

Lying motionless on the rooftop, a faint sprinkle woke Redinger. Black’s unconscious body sizzled and smoldered as raindrops splashed upon him.

Redinger’s eyes fluttered open and he surveyed the scene. The super weapon lay melted to slag and the glimmering violet Zoephage had been neutralized into grey dust. He crawled and pulled his battered body alongside Janet. He checked her vitals and then shook her awake.

“Janet! Janet? He’s gone. We beat Black! Are you okay?”

Smiling weakly, “Yes. I’m me again. The light saved me. Your light.”
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Franklin, Redinger, and Janet sat in a semicircle with a folding table between them and The Light’s medical chamber. A stack of waffles played centerpiece.

“Well we can still have breakfast together,” Janet quipped.

Franklin passed around the computer printout. “I still don’t get it. When you were fighting Black, TL’s heart began beating steadily. Now he’s fallen back into stasis. I might never understand.”

Redinger placed a hand affectionately on the glass. “We’ll figure it out, yet. We can make do in the meantime, but he will be back. The Light always wins in the end.”

“Yeah, but the fight is far from over.”

###

Deep within the confines of the underground Black Ops detainment facility that housed the world’s most dangerous criminals, an eldritch darkness pooled on the wall. A body stepped out of the spiraling shadow portal.

Blue unstrapped his master from the restraints that fastened him to the metal bed. The sidekick bent over and stared into Black’s vacant, empty eyes. Laying a hand on the captive’s cheek, he funneled his dark regenerative powers into the prisoner who’d been drugged into a docile state.

Black’s eyelids fluttered slightly. A noise clanked in the hall as the guards made their rounds.

Blue shouldered Black’s weight and slipped into the dark gateway with his master’s body in tow. He could revive him elsewhere.

“Don’t worry, Black. This fight is far from over.”

###

Janet took Redinger’s hand into her own and squeezed. Tension built until the moment was perfect. She pressed her body, and her lips against his and he returned her embrace.

Neither noticed the slowly rolling readout as it registered a heartbeat.

###

The end.

###
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