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Lesson Eleven: Proper Preparation And Planning Prevents Pathetic Performance
 

“Preparation is survival. Once you are in the fight there is little you can do except keep calm and remember your training.”
-The Superhero Trainee Guide (Third edition), Chapter Two.
 

“Death is just one mistake away. I’ve been to a lot of funerals for people who forgot that.”
-Dark Fire, email to an unidentified friend.
 

 

 

I wake up in the hospital with no idea of how I got there.
My body is covered in bandages and casts, and I have a killer headache. A nurse sitting by my bed looks up when I try to move.
“Can you hear me, Red Five?” he asks.
I try to nod but can’t, so I settle for a groan. He injects me with something and my arm start burning.
“I can hear you,” I say.
He gets up, leaves the room and comes back with a second nurse. She’s much older than he is, and seems surprised to see me.
“He’s awake,” says the younger nurse, “you owe me ten dollars.”
“Do you know why you are here?” the older nurse asks me, handing the other nurse a ten dollar bill.
“I… don’t. What happened? And can I have something for my headache?”
The nurse shrugs.
“Sorry kid, you’re already on a lot of pain meds. What’s the last thing you can remember?”
“I was out with Never Lies and her team in the storm… and then we were on a saucer, right? Everything is a bit hazy.”
It was a lot more than hazy; I could only remember snatches of disparate memories that seemed to slip over each other. Was I in Korea? Did I see Tenchi?
The senior nurse makes a worried humming noise and takes a few notes on her tablet.
“Okay then. I’ve called the doctor. Stay where you are.”
Both my legs are in casts, so I’m not going anywhere,
I lie back and close my eyes. What happened to me? I remember fire, and pain.
The door opens and a middle aged man with the name Got Greedy written on his blue shirt walks in. He looks sad, and says nothing as he checks me over. He must be the doctor, because the older nurse walks in and starts assisting him as he scans me with strange machines set next to my bed.
Got Greedy mutters something under his breath, and the nurse wheels me out of the room and into a full body MRI.
“This might hurt,” the nurse says.
It doesn’t, although my arm feels oddly warm. They wheel me back into my room and start cutting the bandages off my arm. The skin looks red. The doctor pokes it with a metal stick and a long line opens up in my skin to show the muscle underneath. He slides a metal probe right into the muscle.
“Hey! What the heck?” I shout.
The doctor ignores me and continues working, but the nurse looks surprised.
“What? Oh right, you’ve never been conscious when we’ve done that before. We did a lot of pre-emptive surgery when you first arrived. Just the normal stuff, like the internal tourniquets and extra spleen. And a pacemaker, too, and a valve in your skull to limit swelling…”
I look away as the doctor pulls the probe out of my arm. My skin closes up as good as new, but the whole experience is pretty disturbing.
“…we also tightened some muscles while we were in there, just tuning you up,” continues the nurse, “and added sensors and access points, of course. We knew you’d be coming back to us.”
“What the hell?” I demanded, “What gives you the right?”
The doctor prods my neck and sighs unhappily.
“You did,” the nurse says, “when you volunteered.”
They keep me in bed for another whole day. It’s boring, and my memories are still fragmented. My tat-a-gotchi is sulking on my arm and refuses to even look at me; perhaps it doesn’t like the MRI.
“Visitor,” says the nurse.
It’s Bad Day. He sits down, props his feet on my bed and smiles at me.
“What happened?” I ask.
I expected him to still be in a wheelchair, but he’s not even limping. I wonder how much times has passed since our mission in the ice.
“You really don’t remember?”
“Nup.”
“Pity. We were part of a team investigating a small saucer downed in the middle of nowhere, Russia. Should have been a piece of cake. Big Teeth saw something on the ground and went down to have a look. You joined him, then everything went white and we hit the ground. The explosion was so large that they saw it from space. Big Teeth didn’t survive, and you barely did. Is any of this ringing any bells?”
It wasn’t.
“Never Lies was furious with herself. She kept saying that she should have seen it coming, but I don’t know how she could have. Things got pretty hairy after that when a pair of jellybergs flanked us, and by the time we got to you there was no sign of any saucer.”
I don’t remember any of that. Bad Day hands me a tablet loaded with games and then leaves. I play the games for a few minutes, but I’m finding it hard to concentrate.
My next visitor is Small Talk. He sits by my bed for an hour without saying anything, then pats me on the shoulder as he leaves. Were we in his hometown, at some point? Does he have kids?
Three days pass; I heal quickly, so whatever drugs they keep injecting into me must be working. One of my legs is still in a cast, but otherwise I’m fine. Everyone seems surprised that I’m still alive, yet I’m feeling pretty good.
“How is this possible?” I ask the nurse.
“We were prepared, and we have a lot of experience when it comes to this stuff. And you’ve been in here a lot, so we had a home team advantage of sorts. Besides, Got Greedy is incredible at using the alien tech for healing. He’s always pushing the limit of what’s possible.”
“I don’t know how I feel about being a lab rat,” I admit.
“You’d be dead otherwise. We had to use every trick in the book to keep you alive last time. You have a couple metal bones now, by the way.”
“Which ones?” I ask, shocked.
“Um… your legs and arms, mostly. A few ribs, that sort of thing. A piece of skull. Your fingers. Don’t worry about it.”
I can’t help but worry about it.
“And there are no long-term effects?”
“No one has lived long enough to find out. Except Past Prime, maybe.”
No one had lived long enough to find out? That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.
I’m out of bed the next day. A trio of physios help get me walking again. I try to strike up a conversation, but they answer in grunts. The nurses are far more talkative, and I learn a lot about the ship from them.
“Visitor,” says the younger nurse.
It’s Past Prime.
“You remind me of myself at your age,” he tells me.
“Ah… thanks?”
“It’s not a compliment. Have you thought about my offer?”
“I have. I want to keep fighting.”
Past Prime shakes his head and leaves me to my fractured body and mind.
I only have one more visitor, a steward. He’s a stern man with short white hair and a professional manner. I wonder if he was a soldier in the past, and if he considers this a step up or a step down.
“Follow me, please,” he asks.
I swing myself out of bed without any difficulty. I was bored with all that inactivity, anyway. There are only so many times I can read a tactics manual before I commit the whole thing to memory.
“Yup… where are we going?”
“Follow.”
He leads me down a series of stairs, deep into the belly of the Cerberus. We walk along corridors of doors that might be crew rooms. The Cerberus only carries a small navy crew and a smaller group of operators, so most of the rooms aren’t being used. We walk down a final set of stairs and turn to a double door. The large sign above it reads ‘Weapons Research Laboratory.’ Underneath that, in smaller letters, is a yellow sign: ‘No Smoking, Running or Electronic Equipment Allowed Past This Point.’
“I’m not allowed any further than this. Good luck,” the steward tells me.
I walk through the doors and find a second pair, much heavier than the last. A handwritten message on a small piece of paper is stuck to the door with tape.
“Come in, shut up, don't touch anything, stand still, do as you are told and we will get on just fine,” I read aloud.
Seems like a friendly place.
I step up to knock on the door and it swings open at my first touch. It leads to a long corridor clad in rough concrete and sheets of metal. I pass through half a dozen red fire doors before arriving at the last, which is blue. A technician steps out. His appearance surprises me for a moment: he looks about forty, and he is the tallest and thinnest person I’ve met on the ship. He has tool belts of odd tools strung around his body and a pair of welding goggles on his head.
I offer my hand but he ignores it and ushers me inside.
“So this is the gun labs,” I say.
“That's a misnomer. We also make swords and maces and-”
He waves to an assortment of weapons laying in dozens of neat racks. Some of the weapons I recognize, many I don't. They all look extremely dangerous.
“-all kinds of things, really,” he continues, “I'm Talented Brat, and this is my workshop.”
“Pleased to finally meet you, I'm-”
“-Red Five. I know. I was at your assessment. Stand over there.”
The workshop is huge, with low ceilings that run on forever. The room contains hundreds of boxes, shelves and tables all overflowing with pieces of equipment. Half-finished suits of armor hang from the ceiling and bits of saucers and alien tech lie in piles. Some are still bright metal but a few have been stripped down to their cores of pulsing wires. The one nearest me is an unbalanced oblong that looks to me like it was an engine, but it could be an alien pizza oven for all I know. A few distant figures welding on a table pay us no attention. I walk over to where Brat is pointing and find a suit of armor waiting for me. It looks better than the ones I've been using, but it still looks battered. There is no helmet. It is also unarmed, but my multiblaster is sitting on a desk nearby.
“I heard you lost your last suit, trainee. Not smart, not smart at all,” Brat grumbles.
“I don’t-” I start, but then I remember bright, bright light.
Was my suit destroyed?
Talented Brat fusses over a computer display but I keep quiet and take a moment to look over the lab. I don't know what any of this stuff is, but I have a sudden and burning desire to find out.
“Step onto that plate,” Brat says.
I step onto the plate. I don’t feel anything, but Brat is staring intently at a computer screen. Something hums loudly, and lights flash.
“Okay. We have a temporary suit set up for you that should fit. That one - put it on already,” Brat says.
It doesn't take long. The suit fits me well, and Brat pulls straps and adjusts the fittings until it sits comfortably over my shoulders. It feels tight, like a second skin, and light. Nothing is loose.
“That feels so much better-”
“Quiet. Hold up your left arm.”
Brat starts working on the power panel on my arm. He locks the dials in place with a screwdriver.
“I’d actually prefer having the setting on manual,” I say before he gets too far.
“What?”
Talented Brat gives me a look that's equal parts impressed and annoyed.
“I don't like people messing with my setups, boy. Manual control is too dangerous for trainees.”
I shrug.
“Fine, I'll set all the controls to manual, but it's your funeral. This new suit should have thirty-four percent more juice than your last one, so we can mount some bigger weapons. Follow me.”
I follow him in my unpowered suit. My steps are heavy and clumsy, but I manage to keep up as we pass piles of extremely cool stuff. We walk into an area surrounded by tables and weapon racks. One table holds a dozen helmets, no two the same. Brat picks up a stepladder leaning against a table and places it next to me. He measures my head with a tape and then hands me a helmet.
“Too tight.”
The next helmet is way too big and sits loosely on my head.
“Too big.”
Brat passes me up a third one.
“Try this, Goldilocks.”
Perfect. I nod and smile.
Talented Brat opens a box on the table and starts pulling out all kinds of equipment.
“Now... the auxiliaries.”
He hands me a small fire extinguisher, a set of flares, a med pack, and a collection of lights. He shows me where to stow them in pockets across my suit. All the equipment is smaller and far more advanced than anything a civilian could hope to use, but it’s not exciting. I make the mistake of saying so to Talented Brat.
“You’ll change your mind when you suit’s on fire,” he says.
I don’t think he’s joking.
I stand still as he welds the multiblaster to the arm of my new suit. He adds a powerful torch to the wrist.
“This suit will have lots of lights. Now for more weapons,” he says, waving his hands towards the hundred or so different options lying on the tables.
My eye is caught by a sword, dark and beautiful, lying alone on a slab of granite. The sword is huge, nearly as tall as I am and about eight inches wide. The black blade looks sharp enough to shave with. A curving line of blue LEDs runs down the center of the blade and around the long handle. The sword looks born to kill saucers, like it could cut through their metal skin without even noticing. It also looks solid and far, far too heavy for anyone to actually pick up, never mind use. I have never seen a more impractical weapon in my life, and I want it immediately.
“Can I have that one?” I ask.
“No.”
“Please?”
“No.”
“Pretty please?”
“No! You think you are the first person to ask? Everyone who walks in here wants that sword, but it's too damn big to be any use. I'm thinking of taking it apart.”
“No way! Beauty can be its own justification.”
My mom used to say that to me. Brat pauses in his work and gives me a long look.
“I had an old teacher who used to say that all the time,” he tells me, “which is probably why that thing's still here. Now, shut up.”
Brat picks up a short power sword, looks at it, looks at me, looks back at it, shakes his head and puts it back down. He runs his hands over an array of axes and spears before moving on to a collection of maces. He settles on a small mace ending in a spiked ball. My heart sinks; it's boring in comparison to the other weapons.
“Can't I have a cooler one?”
“What does the sign on my door say?”
“Operators and staff with C-12 clearance and above only?”
“Not that one!”
“Come in, shut up, don't touch anything, stand still, and do as you are told.”
“That's right. Now, sling the mace over your shoulder.”
I sling the mace into a sheath over my shoulder. Brat ties it in place so that I can just reach it. He shakes his head, takes it off and throws it to the ground. A technician runs over and removes it. Brat picks up a shoulder cannon, a spear, and a force hammer but shakes his head and throws them aside in frustration.
“You can’t use any of this stuff,” he says angrily, slamming a hammer down on the table.
Another technician walks over. She looks older than Talented Brat, and she has a set of complicated goggles on her head.
“I’m Second Best,” she says, and I can tell that she doesn’t like the name.
“Second Best is my assistant,” says Brat.
“No I’m not. I have seniority here.”
“Whatever. This is my case, you can go away.”
They start arguing, so I interrupt them.
“Can I have a bigger gun?” I blurt out.
“No,” says Brat at the same time as Best says “yes.”
Brat rolls his eyes and is about to leave when Second Best whispers something in his ear. He looks back at me in surprise.
“Saucer, really? Well that’s different then.”
They turn back and consider me skeptically. Brat hums to himself and looks mildly annoyed.
“What about the rainbow cannon?” Second Best suggests at last.
“The hypercolor ray gun? I never got that working with any degree of accuracy. Pretty sure I broke it down for scrap.”
“It targets in the same manner as the multiblaster… and I hid it in my stash. Let’s hook it up-”
“-it’s never going to work; the overload is just too quick-”
“-I've been tinkering with it. I added a couple of power loops from wreck 8889 and ran the power feed through one of your high steam inhibitor columns. I think we can get the overload down-”
“What! When did you-”
They start arguing in their high-tech jargon, and I'm quickly lost despite my best efforts to pay attention. Talented Brat calls a few of his assistants over and bosses them around the workshop. The arm of a power suit arrives from storage, closely followed by a mess of wires, a heap of spare parts and what looks a long metal rod mounted in coils of copper piping. I watch as they weld the rod to the arm and start wiring it in place.
“The cannon is water cooled, so don't be too surprised if it starts leaking steam. If the gun gets too hot the fuses will melt and the whole thing will stop working, so you shouldn't be able to overload it,” explains Second Best.
“How hot is too hot?” I ask. It is going to be strapped to my arm, after all.
“The fuses will melt at around ninety degrees Celsius. Now-”
It doesn't take me long to do the calculations in my head: my arm will melt before the fuses do. That’s some great design work, team.
The color cannon is a bulky barrel that starts above my shoulder, runs down my arm and juts out a foot or so past my hand. It ends in three platinum spikes and looks like a dragon claw.
“Reminds me of my tat-a-gotchi.”
“Ah, which one do you have?” asks Brat
“The small silver dragon. You know them?”
“I invented them. The silver is rare, you should be pleased.”
“You didn’t invent them, you just patented them,” puts in Second Best.
“Same thing.”
“No, it’s not. I think-”
“-mirror!” shouts Brat, and a full-length mirror folds out of the ceiling in front of me.
“Happy?” he asks.
I am. I look good, almost like a real superhero, and I can't wait to take this color cannon for a spin. I'm super happy.
“Not that I care. Now get that suit off and get out,” Brat says, “I've got important things to do. I want to get to the cafeteria before all the lasagna is gone.”
He walks off.
“There’s no lasagna today,” Second Best says, “but I’m glad to be rid of him. Follow me.”
She leads me through the workshop and into a large office that’s dominated by a desk. The desk is clear, but every wall contains shelves of weird alien tech. There’s a single picture on the wall of two women standing side by side at a restaurant. They are both smiling.
It takes me a moment to recognize that one of the women is my own mother. I sit down on a crate of welding supplies while Second Best makes us coffee.
“I hear your shields are good,” she says.
“Yes, I guess they are.”
“You can thank your mom for that, you know.”
“Why?”
Second Best taps the side of her head.
“We gave you an unfair advantage, you see. To keep you alive.”
Alien tech in my head? That I didn’t put there myself?
“Plus the stuff you put there yourself. Oh yes, I noticed even if Brat didn’t. That was very risky, but they seem to be working. Come on, I’ll tune them up for you.”
She spends half an hour checking over my implants. Everything seems fine.
“One of a kind, your mother. She invented the test they gave you at the Superhero Corps recruitment center. You were the first civilian she tried it on, but you were probably too young to remember. You had enough superpowers to get into the Corps, but not enough power to survive for long. Her implants allow you to control your shields better than anyone else can.”
“Why didn’t she give me an implant to help me control my weapons?” I ask.
Second Best gives me a long, knowing look.
“She was your mother,” she says, “not some mad scientist. Now, let’s take that new suit out for a spin.”
 

Wait… did I really see Tenchi?
 




Lesson Twelve: No Risk, No Reward
 

“I was born rich, handsome and well connected. Yes, I was born lucky. I could have had an easy life, but life without risk is a dull thing. I will earn my greatness.”
-Extract from Born Lucky's email to Dark Fire, the only occasion of someone volunteering for the Cerberus Brawlers.
 

“Cold Comet was like a daughter to me, and I will never forget her. I also lost an arm and most of my leg that day, and I may never fly again. Yet what we found will save the Earth, and isn’t that our purpose?”
-Master Bansuri, statement at Dark Fire’s trial.
 

 

 

I’m climbing the infinity wall when Small Talk arrives at the bottom. I ignore him; I’m so close to that stupid bell that this could be the run.
My collar explodes in pain and I hit the mat.
“The boss wants to see you,” Small Talk says, leaning over me.
He grabs my arm and escorts me out of the training hall up corridors I’ve never used before. We pass stewards, technicians and medics who do their best to stay out of our way. Small Talk leads me up a set of stairs and into a small, dark office with a single window looking over the Cerberus’ three cannons. We must be in the boat’s island, the tower sitting to one side of the deck. The room is dominated by a wooden desk piled high with computers and hologram projectors. A bookshelf runs along one wall of the room, and Never Lies is browsing the books. She doesn’t look up when we enter. Past Prime is also here, standing beside a weapons rack that holds long metal swords. Small Talk points me to the center of the room and then stands beside Never Lies.
Dark Fire is sitting behind the desk; he does not look happy to see me. He’s in full combat armor. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen him out of his armor. He’s about four feet tall, but exudes power.
“Red Five,” he says, “this panel has convened to assess your potential as a superhero. We have come to the conclusion that you have some talent, but not enough to be accepted into our team. You are too prone to risk, and to injury.”
“What? Come on!” I object.
“You need to work harder if you want to make it.”
Work harder?
“I'm working as hard as I can,” I say.
“Then this is as good as you will ever get,” says Dark Fire.
“Then this is as good as I’ll ever get,” I argue back, “but I think I’ve shown it's good enough for cannon fodder. The Cerberus Brawlers have had a lot of casualties recently, so you need me.”
My three instructors glare at me.
“Why are you here?” asks Dark Fire.
“Past Prime brought me,” I answer.
Never Lies chuckles, so I guess that was the wrong answer.
“I want to be a superhero,” I try.
Small Talk just shakes his head at that.
A silence descends on the room. They are still waiting on my answer.
“I want to avenge my mother. I want to kill saucers.”
Another awkward pause.
“You are charged with assaulting The General with full knowledge as to his identity. Assaulting a superhero is considered treason,” says Dark Fire.
“I never-”
“-we don’t care. All three of your instructors have taken a swing at The General at one point or another, and so have I. The point is that you were sent here, but you are too young. I know that Past Prime has talked to you about joining Mercy…have you considered it?”
“No. No disrespect to Mercy, they do good work, but I want to fight. You need me.”
“We knew your mother,” says Dark Fire, “and she wouldn’t want you to die so young. We owe her.”
That shuts me up, but not for long.
“I’m staying.”
“You should-”
“I’m staying!” I yell.
No one responds to my tantrum. A deep and awkward silence falls over the room.
“We have been testing you. You are too slow in sparring, in climbing,” says Dark Fire at last. “You have some talent in assessment and information gathering, but you lack precision. You are too young, too rash. We don’t want your death on our hands.”
“-No!” I interrupted forcefully, “I want to fight. Cape or coffin, nothing in between. You would be stupid to send me to Mercy.”
“Dangerous, boy,” mutters Past Prime.
I don’t apologize.
“This is a good offer. You will be safe. Think about it,” urges Never Lies, “really.”
“I have.”
Every day of my life since Mom died.
“Everybody dies eventually,” I say, “I just want to die trying to do something good.”
“And you will,” mutters Past Prime.
“And you will,” says Dark Fire, “but only if you can prove yourself. Now get out of my office.”
They cancel my team assignments. I start training harder than I ever have, but my three instructors have abandoned me. I stay in the training hall from morning to night, skipping meals to get more time in the simulator, setting the difficulties higher and higher. I spar with the multi-armed training robot until I can best it two times out of five at a medium setting. It’s not a great record, but it’s better than nothing. My sparring draws a crowd of superheroes who enjoy watching me take a beating. I know there’s a betting pool going on, and that means that some people are going to get egg on their heads. Literally.
The superheroes have no need for money, so they bet the right to throw eggs at each other. They bet on everything, from who can get the most kills on a mission to when Chef will make lasagna again. My duels with the sparring robot are the flavor of the week, and so far over a hundred eggs have been bet on me.
“What are the odds on me hitting that damn bell on the climbing wall?” I ask Bad Day at dinner time.
He gives me a long, slow look, taking in my many bruises.
“Three hundred to one, the largest odds we’ve ever seen. No one’s taken it up yet.”
I head back to the hall after dinner and start climbing the wall.
“Hey kid,” someone calls out.
It’s Pet Shark, and he seems happy to see me.
“What?” I say cautiously.
“I heard what happened. Both Never Lies and Small Talk voted to promote you but Past Prime and Dark Fire said no. What’s with that?”
“I dunno,” I lie.
“Liar. You just need to prove yourself.”
“How?”
“Climb the wall and hit that bell. The rest of us have, it’s a piece of cake. It’s embarrassing that you can’t, really. The wall is out for maintenance until midnight, but you can try then. Hit the bell and you’re in.”
I don’t know whether to trust him, but what else can I do?
I train in the simulator until midnight and then head down to the wall. It's dark and quiet in the training hall, and I am alone.
“Lights on,” I say.
I walk to the bottom of the infinity wall and look up. The bell isn’t that far up, really. It should be easy, right? All I need is someone to help me start the wall moving. Pet Shark steps out of the shadows.
“Need a hand?” he asks.
He’s smiling again, and that worries me.
“Why are you being so helpful?” I ask suspiciously.
“Just being friendly,” he says innocently.
I doubt it, but Pet Shark has a perfect poker face. I consider my options, but it’s not like I have anything to lose.
“Let’s do this.”
I climb, fall, repeat. Pet Shark laughs at me, but I ignore him.
“I do enjoy watching you fall,” he says, “you will never make it.”
He’s right. I won’t make it by climbing, so there is only one other way for me to hit that bell. I can see it in my head, and it ends badly. I take a break at the bottom of the cliff as I think about my options.
Past Prime is standing by the wall watching me. I didn’t see him arrive, and I don’t care about what he thinks of me. He doesn’t say anything, but he glares at Pet Shark.
I start climbing, pushing myself harder than I ever have. The wall slides past me, the handholds getting smaller and more spaced out as the levels go past. I’m almost at the top of the wall as ‘Level Seven’ passes me. I know I have ten seconds of relatively easy climbing before the next level drops me. I lose a little ground as the wall speeds up, but then I find a good foothold and leap right into the air and towards the bell. I slap it and the tips of my finger just miss it.
I fall, hitting the ground hard.
Past Prime makes no move to help me. Small Talk is standing next to him, as silent as ever. Never Lies has joined them, and I feel like I’m being judged.
“Where’s Dark Fire?” I ask, “I want to show him I can do this.”
My instructors ignore me, but Dark Fire steps out of the shadows to join them. He doesn’t look pleased.
I start my climb again, but this time I feel a surge of adrenaline that pushes me up the cliff. I’m not climbing, I’m flying, and no wall will keep me down. I make the eighth level, the first time I’ve ever got so far, then launch myself up and at the bell. This time I touch it.
Bing.
I fall, sliding through the air, past the mats below the infinity wall and towards the ground headfirst. I stick my arms out to protect myself and hit the ground hard. My arm snaps and my forehead bangs into the floor. The pain is terrible, worse than anything I’ve ever felt. I look at my arm and a bone poking through the skin. I roll over and see Pet Shark smiling at me.
“Help?” I ask.
“Look at you, bleeding everywhere. How untidy,” says Pet Shark reproachfully.
I didn’t think he was a compassionate man, but he fetches the medical kit from beside the infinity wall and pulls it out of its plastic package.
Thank goodness.
Pet Shark hands me the plastic cover and puts the medical kit back in place.
“Try and bleed into that, you'll make less mess.”
I stick my arm in the bag and blood starts pooling in the bottom. I’m losing a lot of blood, but my instructors don’t make a move to help me.
“I told you this would happen if we pushed him,” says Never Lies, because she enjoys being right.
She turns her back and walks away.
“He did better than you ever have,” yells Pet Shark, but she just gives him the middle finger without even turning around.
Small Talk gives Dark Fire an intense look and then follows Never Lies, leaving my two doubters to watch over me.
“Guess she was right… I’ve changed my vote,” announces Dark Fire, “coffee, sensei?”
Pet Shark grabs my shirt and helps me to my feet.
“You did great, kid,” he says loudly, but then pulls me close and whispers in my ear, “I never thought you’d make it. No one ever has, I just wanted to see how far I could push you. Dark Fire doesn’t mind me playing with the trainees, but if you tell anyone else I put you up to this, I’ll kill you. Now get!”
I get.
I find a steward in the corridor and she helps me to the medical bay. The nurses don't even bat an eye at my injuries, but just sit me down and pump replacement blood into my arm. They work with such practiced efficiency that they don’t even take their eyes off the late night TV show on the monitors. The doctor arrives, scowls at me, and points me towards a big black auto-surgery box. I stick my arm in the box. It whirls quietly as it sets my arm. The nurses give me a glass of orange juice and a pack of pills while they check my head. I'm feeling pretty good by the time I finish the juice and pull my arm out of the black box. It's wrapped in bandages.
“That wasn’t so bad,” I say.
“We haven’t even started yet,” says the nurse, and pushes a needle into my neck.
I wake up in the sick bay. This has become such a frequent occurrence that they’ve set up a bed just for me.
“You should apply for a frequent fliers card,” says the younger nurse.
The doctor, Got Greedy arrives. He checks me over and leaves without a word.
“He doesn’t seem to like me much,” I tell the nurse.
“No,” she says with a smile, “but don’t take it personally. He’s been grumpy ever since he was conscripted for this role as an alternative to going to jail for selling med tech on the black market.”
“He’s a criminal?” I say, only somewhat surprised.
“A talented criminal,” she corrects me, “which is why your arm is now more metal than bone. Now get some rest.”
I wait for her to leave, and then I stand up. My arm is in a cast, but I feel fine. More metal than bone? I can live with that. I’m doing one-armed push-ups when Never Lies walks into the room. She gives me a bemused look and shakes her head.
“You’re an idiot,” she says.
That’s a fair assessment.
“No one has ever hit the bell, you know. It’s meant to be an impossible challenge to teach trainees to push themselves in a situation they can’t win.”
I didn’t know that.
“I don’t know what possessed you to throw yourself around like that. What were you thinking?”
I shrug.
“I wanted to impress you. I guess I was too stupid to know when I was beat,” I say.
“Past Prime tried to argue that you mother wouldn’t want you fighting and that this incident proved you take too many risks.”
“I guess my mom wouldn’t want me fighting,” I admit.
“No one’s mother wants their kids to fight, but Past Prime is too old to remember that. Anyway, Small Talk said you have the kind of stupid we need, and even Dark Fire was impressed.”
“So you voted to let me join?” I ask.
“I did. I don’t think you are the worst superhero I’ve ever seen. Now get some sleep.”
They keep me in the sick bay for another three days, although I don’t really see the point. I’m ready to get out of here. I play with my tat-a-gotchi, making it do tricks. It’s grown bigger now, a long serpent with crystalline wings and a sharp beak.
“I remember when you were a lame little worm,” I tell it.
Someone coughs politely to get my attention. It’s the grey-haired steward.
“They want you in the armory,” he tells me, and I’m finally free.
Second Best and Talented Brat are standing in the middle of the armory waiting for me. A crowd of technicians are gathered around them, and everyone seems excited.
“Come here, lad,” Brat says.
He points me towards a suit of armor in a dark corner. I can’t see any details.
“Turn on a light or something,” I say.
A single spotlight turns on and illuminates the suit. It’s a squat and bulky thing, all sharp corners and flat surfaces with no concession to aerodynamics. The helmet is a thick cube of black glass, and the chest and legs are covered in bulky flat metal.
“Woah,” I say.
The left arm is a thick rectangle ending in a barrel, the right arm is a set of rods encased in a set of clear glass cubes and a heavy prism sits on each shoulder. The prisms look like short-range cutting lasers. It’s a heavier suit than any I’ve ever seen, with overlapping metal squares all over.
It looks like the kind of suit that’s designed to mess things up. I look for a name on the chest, but the suit looks polished and new, unpainted and without a label.
“Like it?” asks Second Best.
“It’s… brutal,” I say, “but I like it! Whose is it?”
They share a confused look, and Brat slaps his face in exasperation.
“Idiot.”
I’m being dense; this suit was made for me.
“Really?” I ask, and for the first time since my mom died I break into a genuine smile.
“Really,” says Second Best, “just for you.”
I put it on; it fits perfectly. This suit is the first piece of clothing made just for me.
“Ready?” Brat asks.
I am; I fly right out the armory hangar and into the sky. The suit feels solid, like I’m a flying rhino made of steel. I feel good.
No… I feel invulnerable.
“Fly east,” whispers Second Best in my helmet.
I check my compass and fly east. The suit turns well, for all its bulk, and flying slowly barely uses any power. I loop and dive, yelling in pleasure.
“I kept this power source just for you,” says Second Best, “it was your mother’s favorite, some of her best work. It’s got a lot of juice.”
I fly until I reach a rocky island.
“We have mounted two multiblasters in the right arm and the color cannon in the left. The shoulders are cutting lasers for short range work. You control them with your eyes, but they will take up a ton of your power, so don’t fire them for long.”
I use the lasers to cut some rocks into thin slices, and then I blast the slices with my multiblaster until the stones are nothing but dust.
“Nice,” I say.
My helmet ticks loudly.
“I have a weapons lock on me,” I say.
“Seventy-three missiles heading your way,” agrees Second Best, “I’d prefer if you didn’t shoot them down. Fly into them and we’ll see about your shields.”
“Fly into them?” I ask. That seems like a pretty stupid thing to do, so naturally I start immediately.
The first missile hits me right in the chest but green shields shimmer around me and the rest of the missiles either swerve past me or explode harmlessly against my shields.
“Shield check,” says Second Best.
“98%,” I say.
Second Best whistles, impressed.
“That’s some good work,” she says.
“Thanks.”
“I wasn’t talking to you, Red Five, I was talking to myself. I’ve built a flying tank.”
I hover in the air, taking in the ocean and earth below me, the sky above. I can see the Cerberus in the distance, and a few other warships on the horizon. Clouds stream out above me, leading out into the distance, and part of me wants to follow them.
“What’s stopping me from just flying away now?” I ask.
“Would you?” asks Second Best. She sounds a little anxious.
“Of course not, but surely people consider it.”
“We still control your collar,” Second Best reminds me, “and I can shut your suit down from here. Plus Never Lies has been following, just in case.”
“I thought you said I’m a flying tank!”
“I can still take you,” says Never Lies over my radio.
I can’t see her, but I have no doubt that she’s around. My helmet goes tick-tick-tick.
“You have all your weapons locked on me, don’t you?” I ask.
“I do.”
She sounds smug.
“One of those weapons is a special shield-piercing cannon designed to bring people like me down, isn’t it?”
“It is.”
“Good thing you won’t need it, then.”
“Yeah… about that…”
A beam of light hits me right in the head and I fall out of the sky, tumbling. I catch myself just above the ground.
“Shields at 80%. And also, ouch.”
“80%? That’s impressive. Nice recovery, too.”
“Thanks, but my head is buzzing like there’s a swarm of bees in this suit with me. Please don’t do that again. Can we go get some lunch now?”
“You wish. We still have work to do, so stop whining and power up that rainbow-cannon.”
 

Three hours later I’m lying in the sun in the operators’ area, exhausted. Never Lies kicks me in the leg.
“Get up, trainee, we have things to talk about.”
I wonder if she’s going to shoot me again; she really seemed to enjoy it. She leads me to the cafeteria and sits me down at a table. Chef brings over three pieces of cake.
“We’ve been thinking,” she says, “and we’ve come to the conclusion that you need a partner. It’s pretty common practice for trainee to get paired up; it makes you easier to handle and gives you a better chance on the battlefield. Anyway, his name is Grey Three.”
The door opens and Tenchi walks in. We stare at each other in dumbstruck surprise.
“You two have complementary skills,” continues Never Lies, “and we thought you would work well together. You two look like you’ve seen a ghost, is there a problem?”
She almost cracks a smile, but then turns away.
Tenchi grabs me in a bear hug and squeezes the life out of me. We high five, we bump fists, we laugh. This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.
“Powers?” asks Tenchi.
“Shields and lasers, mostly. I can pretty much hit everything I want,” I say, “so I really clean up at range. What about you?”
“Blades, and the bigger the better. They call it tino-kinetics or something, I don’t know.”
“Oh, that’s cool!” I say.
That’s way better than being a flying tank.
“I can’t fly very well,” Tenchi says to make me feel better, “I have to close my eyes. Is this cake for me?
Chef brings us more coffee and cake; he’s in an excellent mood, and doesn’t mind us intruding on his space.
“That… is… delicious,” says Tenchi around a mouthful of cake.
I don’t answer; I’m too busy eating.
“What are you doing here?” he asks me.
“Back home… The General arrived-”
“-just in time to save you, what a champ!” Tenchi interrupts enthusiastically.
“Turns out he is Stace’s Dad. He was not pleased to see me and his daughter in the middle of a saucer attack, so he tried to kill-”
“-tried to kill you? What a saucerhat!”
Tenchi’s admiration of The General disappears even more quickly than mine did. Tenchi doesn’t seem at all surprised that a superhero could be so dangerous to the people he is supposed to protect. I guess he has also seen behind the façade.
“What about you?” I ask.
“I was in training for a while. They seemed to be in a rush to get us finished. I was top of my class, so they promoted me early. I had a few missions, and everything was going well enough-”
“-what? How? I nearly died on my first missions!”
“I just did what the voices on my radio told me,” he says, giving me a very odd look.
“I didn’t get voices, I just got shot. I would have killed for voices!” I say.
“Well… it turned out that no one else was hearing anything on their radios, so people thought I was pretty weird.”
“Okay…”
“Anyway, the little voices kept me alive. On my last mission they kept telling me to come towards where I found you. I did what they said, so that was good, but my commanders did not like me doing my own thing.”
“So they sent you here?”
“Well... I also punched my boss, which might have something to do with my reassignment.”
I wince; punching a superhero is never a good idea, not even if you are a superhero. Technically it’s an act of treason and punishable by death.
“Why did you hit him?”
“We were at a club… he was getting handsy with a girl who wasn’t enjoying it. One thing led to another, and now I’m here. It’s better this way, anyway. Partners, just like we planned!”
“I’m glad you’re here, man,” I say.
“Me, too. They told me that you’ve been breaking the record for time spent in the sick bay. What’s up with that?”
“Go hard or go home… you know how I am. I just want to be good at this.”
Tenchi nods.
“And now I’m here, and we are going to be the greatest team who ever lived. Right?”
Right. The legend of Grey and Red starts today.
“Look at my tat-a-gotchi!” I say.
Tenchi is impressed; his own tat-a-gotchi is big red shrew that moves so quickly across his arm that I can’t keep track of it.
“Cool,” we say in unison.
Never Lies walks back in.
“If you are done with the cake, perhaps you would like to join me in saving the world?” she says sarcastically.
Tenchi rolls his eyes and whispers “WTF” to me, but I shrug.
“She’s right, as always,” I say, “it’s time to save the world. Again.”
 




Lesson Thirteen: These Are Not Fair Fights…
 

“Stand against the saucers and the world stands with you.”
-Superhero Corps official propaganda.
 

“It’s just the four of us versus the hostile universe, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
-Cold Comet, journal entry read out at Dark Fire’s trial.
 

 

 

We land on a cliff overlooking the ocean.
There are six of us, including Tenchi. He’s armed with the enormous sword that Talented Brat said no one was strong enough to wield. Tenchi needs both hands to keep it off the ground, but he seems to be okay. There isn’t anything suspicious that we can see, so Never Lies calls up Talented Brat.
“No saucer,” she says.
“I’m getting some big readings… real big. There’s something in the ocean.”
He almost sounds nervous.
“Real big,” adds Second Best calmly, “we’ll be on the lookout.”
“Copy. We can see nothing so far,” says Never Lies.
We spread out and start scouting the cliff. Tenchi and I are a team, which makes us both happy. Tenchi doesn’t fly, but runs through the air on discs of light that form below his feet and hang in the air behind him so that his path is illuminated by bright footsteps. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s not fast, but it does look cool.
“Showy,” says Never Lies.
“I have to close my eyes,” Tenchi admits to me when we are a little further away.
I smile; it’s good to know that he has an Achilles’ heel.
“See anything?” I ask.
“No, but can you hear that whispering on the radio? One single voice, getting closer.” I can’t hear anything, and Tenchi’s talk of little voices is frankly a bit weird.
“I’m high above the cliffs,” says Never Lies over the radio, “nothing to see.”
Our radio starts to crackle.
“There!” says Tenchi, point out at the horizon.
I can’t see anything except water, clouds and boats.
“Mmm… this is going to be a difficult one,” murmurs Extremely Dangerous over the radio.
“Gather on me,” says Never Lies curtly.
She drops out of the sky and lands beside me.
I still can’t see anything out there except a small fishing boat.
“I don’t see anything,” says Born Lucky.
My proximity alarm starts ringing slowly, with seconds between each ‘bang’.
“Prox alarm,” I say.
Then I see it: a line of black fins cutting through the water, trailing long spikes like huge antennae. The fins brush past the fishing boat, rolling it in their wake. They are still many miles off shore, but I estimate the fins are several stories high.
“I see it now,” says One Trick unnecessarily, “and it looks mighty big.”
Never Lies pulls a flare out of a pocket, lights it and throws it. Green smoke billows into the air.
“Yes. Okay. Born Lucky and his squad are on their way,” she says.
She looks unsure of herself for the first time since I’ve met her, but I don’t blame her.
“Won’t be long now,” she says.
I know things are looking bad when Never Lies tries to be comforting.
I check my weapons and shields; the black fins get closer. Whatever’s underneath them is moving fast. I start to see a massive oval shape beneath the water as smaller fins burst the out of the waves.
“Turn your proximity alarms off;” says Never Lies evenly, “we don’t want to get deafened. Day and Trick to flank left, Red Five and Grey Three flank right. Dangerous and I will draw its fire here. Set?”
“Call me Simon Smith,” whispers Extremely Dangerous.
“Set,” say the rest of us. I start charging up my color cannon.
An enormous head emerges from the water, a nightmare shape of protruding turrets and eyes set amongst multiple beaks and maws. Behind that rise massive shoulders and a back wider than an aircraft carrier’s deck. This thing looks like someone took Godzilla and the army sent to stop Godzilla and rolled them into one creature, then added the turrets from a world war two battleship for good measure.
“Whoah,” I say, “that’s a monster and a half.”
“Cut the chatter, Red Five,” snaps Never Lies.
The monster beaches itself with powerful strokes of its tail and then stands on twelve massive legs than end in bulbous feet. Each foot could crush a tank. Turrets pop up along its back, huge arrays of long barrels and odd round discs that might be microwave beams. Water gushes from its body, raining down on the sand. The creature opens its many eyes and looks from side to side as if not yet ready to move to land. It sways under the weight of its own body.
“Surely that thing’s too big to walk,” says Bad Day.
It should be, yet it takes a step forward with a thud that we can feel on the cliff. The lines of enormous scales on the thing’s back flip open to reveal rows and rows of missiles.
“Change of plan, we need to get under it, low and fast,” yells Never Lies.
I don’t want to get under this thing, but I’ve learnt better than to question Never Lies. I start moving. Tenchi keeps pace, but he isn’t happy.
“Why are we trying to get under this thing?” he demands.
The creature yawns with massive teeth, then banks of missiles open along its shoulders.
“Faster!” I say, and grab Tenchi, dragging him forward.
Streams of lasers cut up the sand around us, and we dodge as best we can. The creature yawns again, and missiles rise in their thousands like clouds of death. There are so many that they blot out the sun and leave us in darkness.
“At least we’re fighting in the shade!” I joke, but I don’t think anyone hears me.
The missiles start to fall, but we are under the beast before its weapons find us. They hit the ground around the cliff where we had been standing, leveling the rock and soil into nothing. We would have died if we had stayed out there; Never Lies had been right, as usual.
“We’re not safe yet,” she says, pointing upwards.
Huge panels have opened in the creature’s belly and hundreds of creatures drop. I see the familiar shapes of enemies I’ve faced before, but also new creatures like a multi-legged crab-thing that lands next to Tenchi. He cuts it in half with a single blow of his enormous sword.
My cannon starts vibrating: the end is a ball of bright green light. I launch it towards the beast’s nearest leg, but it hits without making much of a mark.
“That’s not good!” I say.
Tenchi rips through a pair of triclops and I cut down a squadron of strange glowing insects that form a triangle in the air. It's chaos down here: Bad Day blurs past leaving burning shells of aliens behind him. One Trick has a huge axe in one hand and a silver blaster in the other. She spins and shoots, dodges and dives as she goes head to head with the nightmare child of a dinosaur and a fighter jet. The creature almost gets her, but she spins past it, knocking it back with her axe. Creatures close around her, but Bad Day appears from nowhere and teleports her out of danger with only a second to spare.
A pyramid flies towards us, spinning wildly. I’ve heard of these: they get close and then explode.
“Get behind me,” I say.
Tenchi moves beside me with his sword in front of him, but I push him back as the pyramid explodes into orbs of plasma. I spread my arms and close my eyes as the orbs burst against my green shields. There’s a second when I think I’m done for, but then the plasma fades away and I’m still alive. My shields say 67%. A pair of winged snakes whips through the air towards us, but I melt them with ease.
We launch ourselves into a frantic dogfight, chasing and being chased through the mess of tentacles and spires on the creature's belly. We are both slow in the air, but anything that gets close is cut clean in two by Tenchi’s giant sword or blasted by my color cannon.
“This is madness!” he yells at me as I take a pair of screamers out with my multiblasters.
A third screamer lands on my helmet and tries to pull my head right off. I hit it with my color cannon, but something strong grabs my leg. I feel heat, and then whatever it was is gone.
One Trick flies past and waves to me. Her head is on fire, and blasts of red shoot out, melting everything they touch. She must have had her powers upgraded. She joins up with Never Lies who is punishing everything that gets too close to her. One Trick keeps the sky around Never Lies clear and Never Lies smashes the larger enemies with accurate blasts from her cannons. The two of them are doing a lot better than Tenchi and I, so we fly over to join them.
Only Extremely Dangerous fights alone. He’s floating in the air with his arms outstretched. Long thin lines of grey lead from his fingers to each of the aliens around him, and he makes them dance like puppets. He gathers the biggest aliens to him, and when he tires of playing with them they simply fall over and are replaced by new creatures. He’s keeping the most dangerous aliens off our back, so I suppose I should be grateful, but at the same time it seems he could be doing so much more.
I don’t know why he doesn’t; that guy is weird.
The rest of my team shelters behind my shields as we try to figure out a plan. Missiles and plasma pop against my body, but I’m safe enough, the magnificent human shield.
Never Lies blows a hole right through a triclops as it approaches, and I drop a mutton-head with a blast of my color cannon. We are killing aliens by the hundreds, but they just keep coming.
“So is every mission like this?” Tenchi asks.
“Pretty much,” answers One Trick, “except normally we have to fight in the dark as well.”
“Ha,” says Tenchi uncertainly. I hope he realizes she’s joking.
“Quiet,” orders Never Lies, “we need to collect the others and head upwards. We aren’t doing much good here.”
She’s right. We might be building up the world’s most impressive body count of aliens ever seen, but we haven’t even managed to slow the titan as it walks up the beach.
A squadron of enormous spheres circle us, giant floating eyes with plasma cannons for irises and long metal tentacles as eyelashes.
One blasts Tenchi out of the air, pushing him out of our little circle. He hits the ground and rolls, and the eyeballs swamp him. He cuts out as fast as he can, dropping a few and cutting through tentacles, but two get behind him and squeeze their long tentacles around his neck. I blast one away; three more take its place. It only takes seconds before Tenchi disappears from sight under a pile of wicked tentacles.
“Dangerous! Help him!” orders Never Lies.
Extremely Dangerous ignores her and continues playing with creatures around him, making them either dance or fight with each other for his amusement.
“Simon Smith!” I scream.
“Yes,” he says, and waves his hand at Tenchi.
The aliens attacking Tenchi slow right down to a halt, their tentacles pausing in mid-air. Their bodies fall limp, and I help pull them off him. He looks a bit shaken, and I don’t blame him. I grab him and fly over to Extremely Dangerous.
“Simon Smith,” I say, “can you stop these things long enough for us to head upwards?”
“Of course,” he says, and floats away.
I grab Tenchi and fly towards our team. Bad Day and One Trick provide us some cover as Tenchi charges his shields.
Never Lies grabs me and points at Simon Smith who is spinning around below us.
“What is Extremely Dangerous doing?” she demands, “we need to get out of here.”
“Call him Simon Smith,” I say.
“Why? That’s not his codename.”
“You are here because you never lie. Simon Smith is here because he wants people to know his name. Call him Simon Smith.”
She stares at me.
“This is really not the… whatever. Simon Smith, we need you!”
Simon Smith starts to glow. A single pulse of grey energy bursts from his body and burns through the waves of aliens approaching us. Every alien except the titan falls out of the sky, and we all breathe a sigh of relief. There’s no immediate risk, and we take a moment to relax and check our shields. Everyone seems okay.
“I can’t believe I never thought of trying that,” Never Lies says.
“I have my moments,” I say.
“Moment,” corrects Tenchi, and I hear a few snickers.
“Moments,” I say, “definitely more than one.”
Simon Smith flies up to join us, and we slap him on the back and congratulate him. From the genuine smile he gives us, I wonder if this is the first time anyone has ever been glad to see him.
“We’ll call you whatever you like if you keep doing stuff like that!” One Trick says.
“Call me Simon Smith.”
The ground below us is scattered with alien carcasses. There must be hundreds of them, thousands even, but the beast doesn’t care. It keeps moving, occasionally stepping on the broken bodies of its own alien allies. More creatures drop out its belly.
“We should try to attack the head; if we get close enough it won’t launch missiles at us for fear of hitting itself,” I say.
“Yes. Everyone spread out. We need to move fast and hit hard. We will go up past the second and third legs on the left. Set?” says Never Lies.
“Set,” we say as one.
We fly in a clump, our eyes open and our weapons pointing outwards. The creature lurches forward on its enormous legs, each step taking it out of the water and onto land. We find a joint and start attacking it, but the leg is protected by dozens of towers and huge armored plates.
“I can’t even make a dent in this thing,” I say at last.
“We need to go upwards,” agrees Never Lies, “follow me!”
An octo-ape flies towards us, but Never Lies takes it out with one shot. We fly up and towards the creature’s massive head.
“Incoming!” I yell.
A pair of winged creatures flies at us, but Never Lies and I bring them down. They’re followed by a series of cube tanks and sphere bombers that blast us hard. We make it to the creature’s head just as a fireball falls out of the sky and hits right near me. The fireball lands on the metal and keeps burning through the scales.
It’s about time Dark Fire showed up.
Small Talk is next to arrive, and gets to work ripping up turrets and binding them to himself until he is a ball of guns that blast everything out of the sky. His efforts buy us safety from above as more parachutes appear in the sky.
“What is that guy even doing?” says Tenchi in amazement.
The whole team is landing on the creature’s back, and for the first time every member of the Cerberus Brawlers focus their energies on one single target.
We work with fire bombs and ice blades, lasers and plasma cannons, axes and spears, pulsing swords and gravmaces. There are waves of energy in every color flying through the air, the hummings and screaming of sonic weapons and the occasionally dull explosion as we tear this creature down. Even Simon Smith gets involved, casually ripping whole scales off the beast’s back and throwing them aside as if they were nothing. The metal next to me explodes, and my shield alarm starts ringing again. I ignore it; this is no time to run.
“Attack the eyes!” orders Past Prime as he runs towards the banks of eyes above the creature’s head.
Tenchi follows him and they rip up turrets and sensor pods with their swords. A huge spike beside an eye explodes, throwing Tenchi right off the creature’s head and down to the beach below it.
“Tenchi!” I yell.
Past Prime doesn’t stop his attacks but simply presses onwards. The team ignores my fallen friend, and he is alone.
No, not alone.
I cast myself into the air, fly past the creature’s head and down to where Tenchi is laying in the sand. He isn’t moving; it was a long way down.
“Hey, are you all right?”
“Argh… what the heck was… uh oh.”
The titan is looking down at us. It opens its huge mouth and roars out a tsunami of flames that break against my shield. I form a dome of overlapping blue plates that hold the worst of the fire out but I can feel still the raw heat on my face. Pain burns across my body, but it’s no worse than what I’ve suffered in training. I stand over Tenchi and focus on staying alive, letting my power flow through me. The implants in my neck and ear get hot, but I ignore them. My shield shimmers and glows, warping under the attack. The air is filled with a roar like ten thousand screaming seagulls my shields flicker.
“Sorry, dude,” I say, but I doubt Tenchi can hear me.
My shields drop to 3%, and I close my eyes. At least we were trying, I think to myself, at least we were doing something. I think of Mom, and realize I’m about to see her again. I close my eyes and try to make peace with my death.
“Uh, dude?”
I open my eyes; Tenchi is looking up at me from the ground.
“You look intense, man, is everything all right?”
The sand around us has fused into a single crystal of blackened glass. It looks like the ruins of Mordor, only without the charm. The sand below us is still yellow, but it’s as hot as hell.
“I did not expect to survive that,” I mutter, but Tenchi doesn’t hear.
Dark Fire lands beside us with a crunch. He looks impressed, unless I’m just imagining that. I help Tenchi to his feet, but he’s so worn out that he doesn’t even notice who is talking to us.
“We managed to plant some bombs inside it, so we need to get out of here,” says Dark Fire.
We hear an almighty explosion above us as one of the creature’s legs gives way. I look up in wonder as the titan begins to fall, but Tenchi has more sense and pulls me away. We make it to the cliffs as chains of explosions break through the giant robot’s back and it falls down to the sand.
The team gives up a ragged cheer when it becomes obvious that the creature won’t be getting back up.
None of us have got through unscathed. Most of the team are lying down; many aren’t moving at all. There are maybe eight of us still in fighting shape and I’m including Tenchi and myself in that count.
Dark Fire lights a flare, and a Comet lands on the cliffs. I’m too tired to help, so I find a rock with a view of the alien carcass and sit overlooking the sea. The waves are peaceful.
“That was… wow,” says Tenchi as he collapses beside me.
I’m too tired to do anything but nod.
We watch in satisfaction as the creature starts to fall apart, big chunks breaking off and falling to the sand. A second round of explosions rips through the creature and plumes of multi-colored smoke rise into the air.
“That head… is it moving by itself?” asks Tenchi.
No. No, surely not.
“Copy that. Everyone on their feet!” yells Dark Fire.
I groan and leap into the air. The creature’s head has grown a set of thin legs. It’s clumsy and slow, but the turrets on its head are still deadly. One catches One Trick on the side of the head and she goes down. Another hits me in the chest, knocking me around. I try to gain height, but I’m bombarded with missiles and plasma bolts. I try to circle and dodge, but I can’t even see where I’m flying. I fly out of a storm of lasers and swoop down to the creature’s moving hand. I roll under its legs and blast its belly with my color cannon. The creature stumbles, and I realize that I don’t want to be under it when it collapses.
“Yikes!” I scream, and scramble from underneath it.
Two supers grab me and pull me into the air. We are just in time; the creature falters and falls, squashing everything below it. My rescuers are Zoo Prank and Home Brew, and both look tired.
“Thanks,” I say, but Home Brew just nods.
The creature is dying, but it isn’t dead. A tentacle-like tongue whips out and grabs Past Prime, pulling him back into the mouth. The monster bites down, and we scramble to attack its mouth. Tenchi cuts away some of its teeth and Dark Fire pushes past them, right into the creature’s throat.
The creature slumps forward and its jaws relax. Small Talk forces the mouth open and Dark Fire drags Past Prime out. Both of them are covered in purple acid, and Past Prime’s leg is gone below the knee.
I try to get between his face and his leg, but he pushes me aside.
“Relax, boy. It was my metal leg, anyway.”
We pull him away from the creature’s head, just in case. Dark Fire kneels beside him. The older man grunts in recognition as Dark Fire bends over him.
“I am so sorry, Rob. You have lost so much by following me,” says Dark Fire.
“Nonsense,” whispers Past Prime, “I’ve been killing saucers since before your time, and I’m not done yet! This old body still has a trick or two!”
They talk quietly together until a medical transport arrives, and then I help the medics load Prime onto a stretcher.
“He’ll survive,” the medic says, “mostly just damage to his cyborg parts.”
“See?” whispers Prime weakly.
More superheroes are loaded onto the transport, and it takes off.
“I hope you learnt something from that,” says Pet Shark from right behind me.
He has an arm in a sling and his helmet is missing. It looks like he put up a heck of a fight.
I did learn something: Past Prime’s real name is Rob. I would not have guessed.
“Everybody gather,” orders Dark Fire.
We form a circle around him. He listens to the radio in his helmet as he waves us closer.
“Orders coming in,” says Dark Fire. He pauses, stunned.
We all look over; it’s a rare thing to see a legendary superhero lost for words. He opens his visor and shakes his head in disbelief.
 

“Another titan has just made landfall… and we’ve been ordered to respond.”
 




 Lesson Fourteen: …So Have A Plan For When Everything Goes Wrong
 

“Stay calm and trust in the Corps. We have everything under control
-Superhero Corps official propaganda
 

“Some days everything goes wrong, despite all the plans and attempts to make things better. Being a superhero doesn’t prevent those days, it amplifies them.”
-Bad Day, email to his brother.
 

 

 

Only seven of us make it to the second titan, and all of us are hurting.
Tenchi and I are the only trainees, but we are in better shape than the others. Never Lies has lost one of her cannons, Home Brew is limping, Free Man and Simon Smith are covered in burn marks and cuts, and even Dark Fire is moving more slowly than usual.
“We’re dead,” says Home Brew as we soar in the Comet, and no one disagrees.
The Comet drops us above the city and we fly in formation, a thin shield to stand against the saucer’s great weapon. The city unrolls below, streets and buildings all laid out like a model. Cars and buses rush under our feet as people flee back the way we came. Some look up and wave, but most do not. They are too busy trying to survive, too busy in the struggle and frenzy of escape. The sounds of sirens and screams drift up to us, but they are muffled and far away, noise from another world. We fly in silence, each of us full of both focus and fear. The people below are relying on us; thousands will die if we fail.
I feel like a superhero for the first time; I feel like this is my moment.
We land on the highest tower and wait. We can’t see any other supers in the air. Dark Fire drops a purple emergency flare, a call to any and all superheroes to gather to him. I doubt they will. The first team sent to stop the titan are missing, and it will be too long to wait for any others to arrive. We are alone, but Dark Fire still drops the flare. It sizzles loudly. We can hear the heavy footsteps of the creature approaching, smell the smoke of distant fires. The ugly sounds of a panicking city drift up to us, the crash of cars colliding and distant, useless sirens.
“Any sign of the East Coast Warriors?” asks Never Lies.
The warriors were meant to be protecting this area, but there is no sign of them. I wonder if they have already tried to stop the creature and failed.
“They are not here,” says Simon Smith with worry confidence.
An enormous red dorsal fin rises over the hills. This titan is different from the last one, with a broad head and two vast cannons on its shoulders. It has long rows of spines taller than the building we are standing on and a pair of long, thin tails that whip from side to side as it approaches. We aren’t the first to try and stop this thing: it's limping, and smoke rises from a long gash on its right side. Whoever did that must have hit it real hard.
Just not hard enough.
“What are we waiting for?” asks Tenchi.
Dark Fire waves him to silence.
“You have a plan, right?” asks Home Brew nervously.
I know his story; he was kicked out of two teams for getting dangerously drunk while on duty. He’s not the kind of superhero you might expect to find at the end of days, yet here he is.
“We have a plan,” says Never Lies, “but it’s a long shot. We won’t blame anyone who leaves now.”
There is an uncomfortable silence as we consider it.
“I’m staying,” I say at last, “there are too many civilians still out here.”
“I’ll stay,” says Tenchi, “but I want a promotion if we survive. And a dog.”
I laugh, but Tenchi shakes his head.
“I’m serious, I want a dog.”
“I choose to stay,” says Free Man, “which is both the first and last real choice I’ve had in years. I wanted to be a philosopher, you know, not a soldier.”
“You can be both,” I suggest.
“Everyone will know my name after today,” says Simon Smith, and smiles as if that’s all that matters. I don’t know if he’s planning to leave business cards when we’re done here, and I’m not about to ask him.
“You’re a weird guy, Simon Smith,” I say, “but I’m glad you’re here.”
“Call me… Simon.”
Home Brew looks like he might fly off, but he doesn’t.
“I’m staying,” he says at last, “I would never forgive myself if I left now. I can’t believe that brewing a few beers landed me here. I’m never drinking again.”
“I’m glad you are all staying,” says Dark Fire.
“We’ll be fine,” says Tenchi.
“No, we probably won’t,” says Never Lies, “there is no use pretending otherwise.”
Two parachutes open in the sky, little flowers of home almost lost in the big blue forever. They circle, see the flare and head to join us.
“It’s Perth Rose and Three Brothers,” I say.
I didn’t see them in the fight earlier. It looks liked they just arrived from the Cerberus. They are each holding a red bag almost as big as I am, but they aren’t carrying any other weapons. The bags are connected directly to their power suits by thick tubes, something I have never seen before. Whatever they are, they’re powered by the suits. They land gently beside us, and Dark Fire checks them over.
“How long?” asks Dark Fire.
“Seven minutes to minimum charge, eleven to maximum charge,” answers Perth Rose. He looks like he’s been crying.
“And you’re both sure about this?”
They nod in unison.
“Okay. Start the first charge now, the second charge in five minutes. We’ll try rip open an entry for you. The best plan is to hit it as it crosses the parkland if we can. Otherwise just hit it as best you can. Set?”
“Set,” we all say and we start to move.
“Wait,” orders Dark Fire, “I know the odds are stacked against us, but they always were. People are relying on us. We can do this. We can!”
“We can do this,” echoes Never Lies.
“We can,” says Free Man.
“Call me Simon.”
“Set?”
“Set!”
Perth Rose pulls a cord on his suit and the bag starts pulsing with light. Dark Fire starts a timer on his arm then waves us into the air. We rise together.
“Thank you,” Dark Fire calls out, and I don’t think he’s talking to us.
“I’ll draw the fire,” I say, and race ahead of the others.
They call me back, but I don’t respond. My shields are back to full, and I know what I have to do. My only real skill as a superhero is taking a beating, so it’s better that the titan focusses on me rather than my friends. I dive and spin as best I can, but the alien titan hits me with everything it’s got. My suit vibrates and rolls under the fire, and all of my alarms start ringing.
I really need a master switch to mute those things.
A missile hits me and pushes me to the ground. I have a few seconds of respite to check on my team as they fly over. A plasma storm engulfs Home Brew and he falls right out the sky and crashes into a rooftop bar in a spray of glass. He’s up again in seconds, but then a pair of missiles find him and he falls again. Free Man lands beside him, but then both are covered in green smoke and I lose sight of them.
Huge missiles fill the air. Simon Smith flies overhead, followed by a cloud of rockets the size of buses. He points at the titan and the missiles arc past him and at the beast. The titan turns its head and blasts two of the missiles out of the air, but the others catch it right between its enormous eyes and stun the beast.
“Go Simon!”
A squid-liked alien drops out of the sky and wraps its tentacles around my legs. I blast it and stamp it into pieces. The squid dissolves into an oily green gas.
“Weird.”
The gas clumps and reforms, so I blast it again.
A triclops armed with axes charges at me, and I blast it with my color cannon. Tenchi lands beside me and slaps me on the back.
“I remember when one of those nearly killed us,” he says.
“Yeah, now all we have to do is worry about that titan.”
“And those things,” he says, pointing his sword at three octo-apes and a cube-tank overhead.
“I’ll take the hit and then the tank,” I say, charging my cannon.
Tenchi ducks behind me and we leap forward together. The cube-tank hits me in the chest, but I drop Tenchi right into the octo-apes and he cuts into them. I take out the tank with one shot and then land just in time to smash an octo-ape on the head, stunning it. Tenchi shoves his sword through the thing’s chest and cuts until it stops moving.
I get back into the air just as one of the titan’s massive shoulder cannons fires. It hits me square on and smashes me into the sky. I fly high above the city, spinning dangerously. My shields flicker and die, but my new suit of armor keeps me alive.
I pull a parachute cord and once again offer a prayer of thanks to whoever is in charge of packing my little lifesavers. I stabilize and start dropping through the air when I see four new superheroes joining us. They are flying in perfect formation, unconcerned about taking fire or conserving energy. I recognize one of them immediately: his poster is probably still hanging above my bed.
The General has arrived, and he’s brought his friends along. They’re called the Elite Guard and I’m not sure whether I should be celebrating or running right now. They are the best of the best, the most power and beautiful superheroes on the planet, and if anyone can save the day it’s them.
But there should be twelve of them, not four.
I swoop towards the titan to where Dark Fire and my team are trying to burn through its neck.
“The General and his people are incoming,” I say, “don’t know what you want to do about it.”
Dark Fire drops a purple flare onto the creature’s back.
“Put your visor down, kid, you don’t want him to see you!”
We’ve almost cut a hole through the creature’s armor when the Elite arrive. They don’t talk to us, they don’t even look at us, they just swoop down and start dishing out incredible amounts of damage.
I watch in awe as Golden Zeus uses a lance to cut a piece of the creature’s armor right off, but then he gets hit by a missile and slammed into a building. A second super drops next to me, rolling hard. I fly next to him and help him up as cube-tanks strafe us.
“Thanks,” he says.
The name on his suit says Silver Shadows, but Silver Shadows is a bit of a legend and this guy only looks a few years older than me.
“I have your poster on my wall,” I say, and then immediately feel stupid.
This is not the time, idiot.
“Charmed. I’ll sign it if we survive. Now, where’s the boss?”
I point out The General, but Silver Shadows shakes his head. He sees Dark Fire and lands next to him, adding his own cutting rays to theirs. I cover them as best I can, using my body to shield theirs.
“…took one down already, but lost most of the team. This one is larger,” says Silver Shadows.
“Copy. We took one down, too. I have a bomb for this one, but we need to cut through the armor!”
The titan shakes itself violently, sending us flying. I land hard in a tree, and struggle to get out.
“On your feet, convict!” yells The General as he flies past.
He may hate my unit, but at least he doesn’t know who I am.
He slams into the titan’s side and the whole creature rocks from side to side. He’s doing a lot of damage, but not enough. Golden Zeus is back, teaming up with a superhero called Lion Heart who has a huge red mane He starts blasting away with a plasma cannon, but he’s nowhere near as accurate as Never Lies and he doesn’t achieve much.
Free Man rushes past me in a blur of energy but is stopped suddenly by a host of tiny seeker missiles. An octo-ape lands on his head but is blown away by Lion Heart is on the ground, surrounded by octo-apes. He punches one into a building, blasts another with lasers and launches a missile that spirals out of control and hits a tree. A cube tank hits him hard, and he doesn’t get up.
This is not looking good.
The titan keeps moving, oblivious to everything we throw at it. It will hit the city soon, and all I can think of is those long queues of cars filled with people.
“This thing isn’t stopping,” I say, “I don’t think we are hurting it.”
“This titan can heal itself!” Never Lies says.
“And the Elite Guard are getting their asses kicked!” I say.
“Is Silver Shadows with the boss?” she asks, and I nod.
She cuts me out of the tree and we fly back to Dark Fire and Silver Shadows. I see what she means: the creature is growing new turrets and horns as it moves, and heavy plates of armor are sliding over whatever holes we have managed to make in its skin.
“Saucerhat!” I yell back, but she doesn’t respond.
“Three minutes still!” she yells at Dark Fire, “and this thing is healing itself.”
“Focus fire here!” says Dark Fire, and together we burn our way through the red armor. Golden Zeus joins us when he sees what we are doing, but not The General. He focusses on the creature’s massive legs, trying to break them. The titan shudders each time The General hits it, but it doesn’t stop.
Tenchi and I guard the others as they work together to pull up strips of armor up. Simon Smith lands beside me and places a hand on the titan; it shudders and its healing slows.
A spider-scorpion climbs over the titan’s back and rushes us, but Tenchi cuts it into two. Its tail wiggles across the titan’s back, and I blast it.
“Does it get worse than this?” Tenchi asks.
“Sometimes it’s raining,” I say with a smile.
Together we seem to be making progress. They have stripped away the titan’s metal hide down to the strange metal tubes that form its arteries and muscle. Dark Fire disappears inside the beast, burning his way deeper. He emerges after a few seconds.
“When I say move, we move!” he says.
“Time!” shouts Never Lies.
“Move!”
We take off together, the faster supers helping the slower ones through the air as we struggle to gain height. The titan fires missiles and lasers up at us but we evade the worst of them. Perth Rose is waiting in the sky, the red bag on his shoulder glowing brightly.
“Land!” orders Dark Fire, and even the Elite Guard do as he says.
Dark Fire lands on the grass.
“Gather!” he yells loud enough that all hear him.
We land beside him. We are all tired, all injured, all without hope. I don’t think I can even take off again.
“Ten seconds,” Dark Fire says.
“We’re too close,” says Never Lies.
Perth Rose glides out of the sky, down towards the monster, and disappears into the gash we managed to cut.
No time for escape, anyway. I guess we die here.
“This would be a good death,” says Dark Fire, “but I’m not ready to die today!”
He adjusts something on his suit and places his hands on my arm. Power surges through my suit and my shield powers up, expanding into a dome of over-locking green plates. I’ve never felt so much energy in my suit. The rest of the team add their power to my shield until the air is buzzing with blue discs that form a dome around us.
“Is this going to work?” asks Golden Zeus doubtfully.
Personally I doubt that it will, but what do I know?
“You can do this, dude,” says Tenchi.
“Focus!” orders Dark Fire.
The titan explodes like a volcano, casting out chunks of burning and liquid metal into the air. The debris rains down on us, hammering my shield. The air fills with smoke and I start coughing inside my helmet. My lungs are burning but I need to keep my shields up to save myself and my friends. I drop down to one knee, but unseen arms grab me and help me to my feet.
A massive metal leg lands on us, rolling off my shield with a bang loud enough to wake the dead. Somebody swears in an Australian accent. A second shockwave hits us and my shield thins, falters and then fades entirely. I gasp in surprise and power rolls through my body and arcs to the ground. There’s nothing more for me to do, and all I know is that the next hit will be my last. I close my eyes.
Nothing more falls from the sky, and after a few seconds I relax enough to open my eyes.
Still alive.
Silver Shadows is leaning on Never Lies, and I don’t think that either Free Man or Home Brew made it. The other supers limp off, a couple leaping into the sky.
“What about Three Brothers?” Tenchi asks.
I had forgotten about her, but that’s okay. She has a few minutes to disarm the bomb, time enough to save herself. We could even help her, if she needed.
“There she goes,” says Dark Fire, pointing at the small figure rising into the sky. She flies away from the city, away from us, away from any chance of survival.
“What is she doing?” I yell.
“The bomb cannot be disarmed,” Dark Fire says quietly, “look away.”
He doesn’t, and neither do we. I follow Three Brothers until she is a speck in the sky before losing her.
“She’s entering the clouds,” says Tenchi.
The explosion tears through the sky in streams of blinding golden light. It’s a minute before the shockwave hits. It's far away, but still strong enough to throw us around. I blink until my eyesight returns. There is no sign of Three Brothers, or of the cloud she flew into. The sky is a perfect blue, and the sun is shining.
 

And Dark Fire looks as tired as I feel.
 




Lesson Fifteen: Don’t Get Overconfident
 

“Stopping the titans was the Elite Guards’ greatest victory. The only lesson we need to take from those battles is how mighty our saviors truly are.”
-Superheroes Corp official propaganda.
 

“I’m seventy-three years old, I’m the most experience superhero alive, and yet I’m still learning new things every day. So don’t get cocky, youngster.”
-Past Prime, email to Silver Shadows.
 

 

 

I had always thought winning would feel good.
The world will never know how many of the Cerberus Brawlers we lost to the titans, or how many injuries we sustained. We had one mass funeral. The steward Bag Pipes played a moving dirge as we said goodbye to some of our best and bravest. There were a lot of fireworks that night, one for each lost hero.
It was heartbreaking, but the war continues.
“We will be getting new recruits,” Never Lies tells me at lunch, “but until then we need you to be on call at all times. It’s going to be tough.”
The next three days are a blur of non-stop missions. Our territory has been increased to most of the world, yet our team has shrunk. We respond to a lot of saucers, but they are mostly small and easily defeated.
I’ve found my place in the team: I’m the guy who goes in first to distract the enemy and takes a beating while the rest of my team do some damage. It’s not a job that boosts my ego, but I don’t mind. It feels good to have a function, and I can take it. I even took command of a squad for a short time when Born Lucky was knocked out by a missile. I didn’t claim to be as smart as Never Lies, but we did okay. Pet Shark did get covered in some weird green alien goo, which I thought was hilarious until I got covered in it, too.
The constant fighting is exhausting. I’m one of the few superheroes still capable of going on call, mostly because my mom’s little cyborg enhancements are keeping me alive. The new suit helps, too, but I’m still covered in bruises.
I’m lying on my bed when Never Lies opens my door and pokes her head in.
“Not now,” I plead, although I don’t know what she wants.
“Dammit, trainee, get to the operator area,” Never Lies says, and then slams the door.
I get up, pull on my orange shirt and walk out of my room. Tenchi is waiting for me in the corridor. He looks as tired as I feel, and one of his arms is in a cast. I don’t even remember that happening.
“Gatling drake got me when we were in Cape Town,” he reminds me.
His tat-a-gotchi, the manic red shrew, is half-trapped under the cast. It does not look pleased.
“Ready for another mission?” I ask, but I know he isn’t, because he needs two arms to swing the massive sword he carries.
Tenchi cocks his head to one side as if listening for something. I think it might be his little voices again, but I don’t want to ask because I thought he only heard them when he was suited up.
“I can hear music,” he says.
I can’t hear anything, but I know we better get moving. I sigh, and we start walking towards the operators’ area. We pass a few stewards and technicians who do their best to keep out of our way, but otherwise the corridors are quiet. We reach an elevator, and it takes us up to the deck in seconds, and I’m surprised that it’s already night-time. I lost track of time on my missions, because we never know if we will land in the night or day.
It’s a clear night, and the moon is hanging overhead like a great silver eye. The stars are bright out here, so far from civilization. The little kiosks lined up beside the cannons are closed, but I can smell food cooking nearby. Barbeque.
We enter the operator only area and come face to face with a crowd. Every named operator is here, even the ones who shouldn’t be. Three are in wheelchairs, and Zoo Prank appears to be breathing through an artificial lung. Every member of the crowd is sporting some injury or other, from limb casts to large patches of smooth new skin on hands and faces. Past Prime is here, already walking on a new metal leg. Free Man also survived, although he now sports an eye patch.
This is a battered crew if ever there was one, but at least we are still alive.
There are some new faces, including Silver Shadows. I bet The General wouldn’t be pleased to find him here.
“Dark Fire is missing,” hisses Tenchi, and I realize he’s right.
Two operators grab my arms and hold me in place. Two more try the same thing on Tenchi, but he twists in their grip and knocks one out with his elbow. He turns towards the operators holding me and raises an eyebrow. They’ve already seen Tenchi in action, so they get nervous and let me go.
“Let them stand as they like,” Small Talk yells from the crowd.
The operators release us and somebody laughs.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
Blue fireworks burst into the sky and Dark Fire descends from the night in a cape of flames. He lands on the deck with a thud and all the operators fall silent. The flames covering his body splutter and die as he opens his visor. The deck is silent, waiting for him to speak.
“My friends,” he says quietly, “we have gathered together to promote two of our trainees to full operators. Both have proven themselves more than worthy to join us. Step forward, Grey Three and Red Five.”
We step forward. One Trick uses a pair of scissors to cut our shirts off, leaving us bare-chested. We don’t stop her.
“Grey Three, you are one of the most talented superheroes we have had on the team. You are also the only superhero I’ve ever met who is so scared of flying.”
That gets a round of laughter, but Dark Fire cuts it off.
“You came to us because you kept saying that little voices on the radio were telling you what to do. We cannot find any evidence for these voices, yet they still seem to be giving you good advice. We have taken people for stranger reasons, but not often.”
He points a finger at Tenchi’s chest and a spark leaps out and burns him. Tenchi doesn’t flinch, but I bet it hurt like saucers.
“Welcome to the crew, Little Voices!”
The assorted superheroes burst into applause and somebody hands Tenchi a red shirt. He joins their ranks, leaving me alone. Dark Fire looks at me and shakes his head.
“Red Five, Red Five. You have some strange attraction to danger, don’t you? Your mother asked me to make sure you never became a superhero, and I did try. We did everything we could to stop you, but you refused to take no for an answer.”
Saucer, I hope they don’t call me Mother’s Boy.
“You are one of the toughest superheroes in battle and one of the stupidest in training. No other superhero has spent such a large percentage of their time in the infirmary. You seem to attract trouble wherever you go, and yet you survive. You once told me that you wanted a cape or a coffin, and you might still get both. Today you will be the youngest superhero to achieve full operator status.”
He points at my shirt and a flame leaps out, burning my chest. It does hurt, but I don’t mind. Then he hands me a long grey cloak, and I sling it over my shoulders.
“Welcome to the team, Danger Magnet!”
It could have been worse.
People clap and someone hands me a red shirt with my name on it. I’m in shock; I’ve finally been accepted as a full operator, a real superhero. And the youngest, ever; that’s pretty cool. Loud music starts and people move around us.
Our big moment ends far too quickly, but that’s life in the Cerberus Brawlers.
I lift my shirt and try and see what was burnt on my chest. It’s a tat-a-gotchi, a three-headed dog howling at a saucer flying overhead. The words “Everything For Earth” are written beside it. The whole thing moves slightly as I watch, the dogs snapping at the saucer as it swings from side to side.
“Cool,” says Little Voices.
He has the same tat-a-gotchi on his chest. His first tat peers curiously at the newcomer.
“Food!” calls out Small Talk from the barbeque where he is cooking.
One of Small Talk’s legs is in a cast from the waist down, but that isn’t stopping him. We walk up to him and he serves us thick slices of steak.
“You boys have done well,” he says, but I can tell that Little Voices is still a little wary of him. Operators walk over to congratulate us. Even Pet Shark shakes my hand and gives me an insincere smile.
“Welcome to the team. I hope you don’t die suddenly,” he says and then walks off into the shadows.
“Welcome to the family,” says Simon Smith, and at least he seems to mean it.
“I’m in your old room,” I say, “you carved your name everywhere, Simon Smith.”
“Yes,” he agrees, and then goes to stand right on the edge of the deck before I can ask him more. He makes a lonely silhouette in the moonlight. Bad Day and One Trick join him, although it’s hard to know if they are protecting him from the world or the world from him.
“Scary dude,” says Little Voices, but very quietly.
“Call him Simon Smith,” I say, “and don’t get on his bad side.”
We find a couple of seats near the edge of the deck and sit in silence. Things are going to plan for once, and I don’t really know what to do about it. Chef walks up to me, bows and passes Little Voices and me plates holding a single piece of lasagna. He bows again and leaves as people start to notice and turn towards the food.
“Are you boys going to eat that?” ask Dark Fire, and even he sounds jealous.
“Trade?” cries out a voice from the shadows, and a chorus of voices join in.
Little Voices licks his piece of lasagna and I do the same, but even that doesn’t stop people asking us for a taste. I cut the lasagna up and scoff it down far too quickly.
It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten, far better than even the wonderful feasts Chef normally cooks. This is a lasagna that could win all the awards, a lasagna worth more than its weight in gold.
I lick my plate clean and then look for more, but Chef is gone. I immediately start wondering how I can get Chef to make it for me again.
Never Lies and Silver Shadows walk over and sit down next to us. Silver Shadows seems to know all the operators by name, and I wonder where he fits into the team. He’s a member of the Elite Guard, yet here he is. When the chips were down he followed Dark Fire rather than The General, and I wonder what that means.
“Well done,” Never Lies says, “Danger Magnet is a good name, because I still don’t know if you find trouble or if it finds you. I really didn’t think you were going to make it.”
“Come on,” says Silver Shadows in astonishment.
“Don’t worry, she’s said worse,” I say, “our names really mean something here. I’m just glad she was wrong this one time.”
Never Lies shrugs unapologetically.
“So I guess we kick ass, now that we aren’t trainees anymore,” I say.
“We can’t technically accept you as an official part of the team until you turn twenty-two, so you will still be classed as trainees for a few more years. And anyway, there is always more to learn,” she answers.
“Oh,” I mutter, feeling a little surprised and a little annoyed. I thought we had earned better than that.
“Don’t worry about it,” she says, “I’m still classed as a trainee as well. It’s a stupid rule. Enjoy tonight, you’ve earned it. Dark Fire and I are on call tonight, so I’ll say goodnight.”
She gives me a playful push, nods to Silver Shadows, and heads off to the armory. I look around; there aren’t enough uninjured people to make a full squad tonight, so Never Lies and Dark Fire will be serving alone. I may feel like I’ve been hit by a car, but I’m still in far better shape than any of the other crew. Perhaps I should join her?
Little Voices gets up for more food, and Silver Shadows sits down next to me.
“We have a mutual friend,” he says unexpectedly, “and I know she would want to be here tonight if she could. She sent this.”
He hands me a letter: it’s from Stace, and it includes a photo of her at the maths Olympics.
“Thanks,” I say, wondering what kinds of friends she was with Silver Shadows. He only looks a few years older than me, anyway.
“How do you know Dark Fire and Stace?” I ask, perhaps a little abruptly.
“I’m Cold Comet’s younger brother. Dark Fire keeps an eye out for me.”
“Wow,” I’m truly impressed, “I didn’t know siblings could be superheroes.”
“Betty and I are the only examples. She died before I joined.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, but he ignores me.
“Anyway, I talked to Dark Fire, and he’s agreed to let you video call your family and Stace if you promise to stop hacking the network.”
“Ah… so they know about that?”
“They know about everything.”
I notice he didn’t say how he knew Stace, which I find suspicious, but this conversation is getting really awkward, so I look for a way out.
“Who else is on call?” I ask a little too loudly.
“Just Never Lies and Dark Fire,” Small Talk calls back.
“I might… I might go help.”
Small Talk nods in approval, unsurprised that I want to get back in the game. This may be the best night of my life, but the world still needs saving. I try to stand, but a hand grabs my shoulder and shoves me back into the seat.
“Relax,” says Pet Shark, “they can handle it.”
He’s probably right, but so what? I didn’t become a superhero to take a back seat. Little Voices arrives and Pet Shark slinks away.
“I’ll see you later, Voices,” I say.
“Good luck, Danger,” he says with a smile. Now that’s a name I could get used to.
 

Twenty minutes later I’m floating high above the Earth looking down at a saucer as it approaches a small farming town. I’m carrying a huge bomb on my back for the saucer. It’s the middle of the day on this side of the Earth, and bright. My suit comes with sunglasses, and I pull them down. I can see a line of cars and buses leaving the town; the saucer is about ten minutes away, but its creatures might be close to the town. The evacuation seems to be going well.
“This is Danger Magnet, calling all operators,” I say over my radio, just in case.
“Copy…near…ETA,” says a faint voice, but I don’t recognize it.
I see a blue flare in the town, and I circle down to it. The town is already crawling with blue-eyed medusa heads and rhinotanks, with plenty of more mundane creatures as well. I land by the flare, but there is no sign of Dark Fire or Never Lies. I take off again to get a better look at the town.
“Hey you!” calls out a voice from behind a nearby house.
Five superheroes circle me in perfect formation. I recognize five members of the Hollywood Nine, including their leader ,Platinum Arrow. Their armor is colorful, undamaged and beautiful. I used to be impressed by that, but now I like to see a few dents and scrapes that suggest the armors is being used for something more than show.
Platinum Arrow flies right in front of me and opens his visor. He is handsome enough to make a movie star jealous, but his looks are spoiled by the worry on his face.
“I’m talking to you,” he says, “identify yourself.”
“Danger Magnet,” I say, “can we get moving before the saucer arrives? I’ve got the bomb.”
But the Hollywood Nine are an ‘A’ class team, and apparently they aren’t as keen for the fight as I am.
“I don’t know that name. Rank and unit?” demands Platinum Arrow.
“He’s right, Arrow, we should get moving,” says Phoenix Pink, who is beautiful, blond and impatient.
She’s only armed with a thin sword but seems keen to start using it.
“Rank and unit?” repeats Platinum Arrow.
“Trainee, from the Cerberus Brawlers,” I say, because Never Lies would want me to tell the truth.
“What? What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here.”
Pair of rhinotanks flies past below us. They look like slender freight trains with huge horns and they like to ram things if they get a chance. I could take them out with my color cannon, and no sooner have I thought it than I start charging my cannon. I’m already thinking about my moves just like Past Prime taught me.
“I’ll go in, blast the first tank and take a hit from the second,” I say, “you guys take the second.”
“Wait! We aren’t done here,” says Arrow, but I think we are.
The rhinotanks start spitting out indiscriminate fire at the town buildings and the time for action has come.
I shrug, look back and attack, because I’d prefer fighting alone to waiting on my team. Maybe I learnt that from Small Talk or maybe that’s just who I am.
I drop towards the tanks, blasting the first with my color cannon and taking a hit from the second tank, just like I planned. I spiral down, bounce along a street and then drag myself into the air as a pair of screaming orbs races at me. I hit them with my multiblasters and start charging my cannon.
I’m a lot better at this than I used to be.
The Hollywood Nine are still talking, but Phoenix Pink teleports beside me. She points at the second rhinotank and closes her eyes, muttering to herself. It freezes in place, and I hit it with my cannon.
“Nice,” I say, “now let’s make a move on that saucer.”
“How?” she says, “we’ve never taken a saucer down before. We leave that to the scouts, and then move in for the kill.”
“Scouts?” I ask in surprise.
“You know, the scouts. They do the easy work of dropping a bomb on the saucer and then leave before the saucer creatures get really riled up. Then it’s up to us to do the hard work.”
A pair of medusa heads attacks the Hollywood Nine, pulling one of them to the ground. The others blast out wildly, taking out the second medusa but also losing their formation. Phoenix Pink sees the fight but rolls her eyes. It’s not a hard fight for four superheroes, yet her teammates seem to be panicking. Phoenix Pink blasts the medusa apart with a well-aimed plasma ball.
“Yeah,” I say, “you guys are the real heroes. I guess I’d better go find the other scouts.”
I fly upwards. I have to find Dark Fire and Never Lies, because the Hollywood Nine have no idea what they are doing. The Super Corps must be desperately short of people if they are rolling out their junior ‘A’ list teams for actual fights.
“Hey you, get back here!” orders Platinum Arrow, but I ignore him.
I don’t like being told what to do, particularly by idiots, and I have a job to do. Phoenix Pink follows me, leaving her friends behind. She’s much faster than me, so I can’t leave her alone.
“I’ve never heard of the Cerberus Brawlers,” she says, “and what kind of a name is Danger Magnet?”
“An accurate one, so maybe don’t fly so close. What kind of a name is Phoenix Pink?”
“A stupid one,” she says with surprising anger, “but it moves a lot of action figures with the young kids and uber geeks who like that sort of thing.”
I have the action figures of every member of the Hollywood Nine on the shelf in my bedroom. They are all still in their original packaging, too, but I don’t mention it. Stace had a Phoenix Pink bag.
I see the long spines of a blob-cacti lying in a park, so I know my squad must be around here somewhere. A house is on fire, its neat front gardens disrupted by a severed triclops arm. A squad of octo-apes swoop towards us. I get one, and Phoenix gets the other with her sword.
“I’ve been trying to get out of Hollywood, actually, but the Corps doesn’t want me to transfer.”
I’m not used to so much small talk during a mission. Normally people are either yelling at me or ignoring me, so I guess it makes a nice change.
We find Never Lies, but she isn’t excited to see us.
“This isn’t bring your girlfriend to work day,” she says scathingly.
Phoenix Pink giggles and sticks her hand out.
“I’m-”
“-I know who you are, now shush. What are Hollywood doing in a real battle, I thought you guys were ornamental only?”
Dark Fire flies up to us and nods at Phoenix. She seems in awe, and surprised to see him.
“What’s the play?” he says.
“Danger and me to draw east into that park and make as big a distraction as we can. You wait until everything is headed our way, then loop behind and plant a bomb. It’s going to get messy.”
Dark Fire nods.
“Messy,” he agrees, and takes off.
“I don’t mind messy,” I say, “I think I’m suited to it.”
Never Lies shakes her head and flies towards the park, shooting an alien she sees along the way. I join her, and to my surprise so does Phoenix Pink.
“Don’t you have a team photo shoot you should be at?” asks Never Lies with a whole lot of acid.
“You really don’t like me, do you?” says Phoenix
Pink without concern.
“I do not.”
“And yet you know nothing about me.”
“I have read your file.”
“Really? It doesn’t matter, the file is rubbish. I’m the best fighter in the Hollywood Nine, you know. No one else comes close.”
I can tell that Never Lies is about to make a snarky comment about how that’s like being the toughest baby bunny rabbit, so I pretend to take a hit and drop down through the sky and into the road.
“Incoming!” I call out, and Never Lies and Phoenix Pink both scan the skies.
“Liar!” they say together.
Our antics are attracting attention: three more rhinotanks are heading our way. Never Lies takes them down with a shower of plasma bolts, and we land in the park as medusas fly towards us. I blast them out of the sky, but there are more heading our way. Some get close enough for Phoenix Pink to hit with balls of plasma or cut with her sword. She does well with her teleporting attacks, although she’s not yet in the same league as Bad Day.
I’m just starting to get tired when a shriek rises up from across town and all the creatures around us fly off towards it.
“Siren Blaze has this power where she can call all the nearby aliens towards her,” Phoenix Pink explains. “It’s almost never a good idea, but she does it anyway. All that happens is we fight for a few minutes and then retreat so she can do it again. Pretty lame tactics. I keep saying we should make some kind of lure out of it, but no one listens to me.”
I guess that’s where the dog whistle Small Talk used came from.
“Well… that’s an unexpected bonus. Let’s go help the boss,” says Never Lies.
We fly towards the saucer. I’ve never been trusted with the bomb before, so I’ve never actually been close to a real saucer. The others use me as a shield as we approach the nest of turrets. We land on its gently curving roof where Dark Fire has burnt a hole through the thick hull, exposing a thin tunnel beneath. I drop my bomb into the hull while Never Lies and Phoenix Pink keep the sky clear, and then we take off into the sky to a safe range. The bomb automatically goes off after five minutes, but Dark Fire also carries a remote detonator.
“That was hard,” say Phoenix Pink as soon as we get clear.
Her armor isn’t shiny and smooth anymore, and the tip of her sword has broken off. She doesn’t seem worried by it, if anything she seems excited, and probably keen for more. I recognize that special kind of madness in her eyes that leads us humans to strap on flying armor and face the hostile universe. Dark Fire winks at me.
“Would you like the honor?” he asks, offering me the remote.
I hit the big red button and the saucer below us explodes, sending a plume of flame high into the sky. The saucer splits into pieces that crash down to the ground. Fragments of saucer rain down on the town, and some lucky kid is going to find a triclops head in his backyard.
“That was sweet,” I say, “I could get used to doing that.”
 

I may only be a trainee superhero, but I’m not going to let that stop me from saving the world.
 




Back Story Three
 

The danger doesn’t end when a saucer goes down.
The danger doesn’t end when the superhero teams track down the last wounded triclops and blast it into dust.
No, the danger only ends when every alien is destroyed, and sometimes that takes weeks. The bigger creatures are easy to find, but the lesser creatures often go to ground in areas surrounded by civilians. They may be smaller, damaged, or dysfunctional, but they are still dangerous. It still takes a superhero to bring them down safely, a superhero like me. I know those of us who specialize in the cleanup work are looked down on by the other superhero teams, but what we do saves lives.
And it isn’t easy.
I do a lot of my killing in public places, so I have to keep a low profile. My work requires stealth and accuracy, not the raw power required for open battle. I’m not a soldier, I’m a hunter: a meticulous, patient, relentless hunter.
You have never heard of me, which just shows how good I am at my job. I’m always active, never seen.
I’ve fought the saucers’ lesser creations on the roofs of malls while you shop below. I’ve made kills in the sewers below your favorite restaurant, fought in the park where you walk your dog, followed my quarry through the place your parents take their car to get serviced. I may have been in your house, tracking down that last metal serpent hiding amongst your family memorabilia. If I do my job well - and I always do - you won’t even notice the burn marks.
I’m the one who gets called for all the hardest hunts.
I once killed a scout bomb at the White House while the president was giving a speech on the lawns. If you check the footage carefully you might see a blur on the roof when the president starts talking about how safe the Super Corps has made the world.
That was me.
And I hunt alone.
 

I’ve been chasing a wounded octo-ape for the last three days. It’s a dangerous beast, and fast, but it’s not yet ready to fight again. Its current priority - as far as we can tell - is to hide and repair itself. Many of the saucers’ creations simply fight and die without regard for their own safety, but a few are more careful.
More intelligent? I can’t say. More difficult to deal with? That I know for sure.
I am trying to chase the octo-ape out of the city, but it is an elusive creature. It spent last night doubling back through the city, attempting to find a place to hide during the day, and I lost its trail for a few hours. We have been playing this game for too long, and I am tired. I’ve only had six hours’ sleep since this hunt started, and I ran out of food yesterday. This kind of work is better suited for two people, but I have yet to meet another person I can trust not to screw up.
Do you think I’m being too harsh? You could ask the opinion of the families of the eighty-three people who died when my last partner got sloppy. His mistake was taking a lunch break when the ghostwalker we were tracking decided to go on a rampage. That’s how fine the line is between success and disaster in this line of work.
My stomach rumbles at the thought of food. I should be eating lunch right now, but there is no time. I have to keep searching for this ape before it’s ready to start fighting again.
“Anything?” says a voice in my helmet.
I don’t reply out loud - too noisy - but I click the No button on my gloves.
Radios don’t work when the saucers are around, but that’s not a problem for me. I have a team of assistants who use satellites and local CCTV to keep an eye out on the area. They do good work, but it’s not the same as having help on the ground.
“You must be hungry,” says another of my assistants, “can we organize food for you? Pizza delivery like last time?”
The pizza guy is paid to drop his delivery on a park bench and I take it from there. He has no idea where I am, and neither does my quarry. It normally works fine, but I have a bad feeling that this ape is about to make a move.
No, I signal.
“Sure? You must be hungry?”
I push the Shush button I had installed for situations like this.
“Your call. We haven’t picked up anything here, so you may as well take a break. Or we can send you the next list of likely hideouts in your area?”
Yes.
“Okay, we are sending them to your GPS now.”
Even superheroes need a GPS when they are in the city. I check the list of targets and my heart sinks: one of the targets is a high school. It would have been quiet last night, and I bet it has lots of places to hide. I get a bad feeling in my stomach that has nothing to do with being hungry. I start flying, jumping from roof to roof while the people below me continue their lives without noticing me.
No one sees me; there are reasons I was chosen for this job.
“The school?” asks one of the voices on my radio.
“The school,” confirms the other, “there should be about a thousand students there. I’ll start the evacuation protocol.”
The rules are that we don’t evacuate buildings until I see my quarry. It's not my rule, but has been put in place by the Super Corps to prevent undue panic.
“This is just a gut feeling, right?” asks my radio.
Yes.
“So you could be wrong?”
No.
“Ah. This is not good.”
No.
The school looks like any other: green fields, older buildings, students everywhere. The only thing that makes this school unusual is the massive hole in its roof.
Likely, I send.
“Um… okay. Get a confirmed sighting and we will start the evac.”
I don't enter the roof through the hole; that is the fastest way, but not the best. I fly into the school through its main doors, drifting along corridors and rising through stairways. I’m just a ghost in the corridors, unnoticed as I find my way to the attic.
The attic is enormous and cluttered. Dusty boxes of old textbooks make cardboard columns that tower precariously over old gym equipment. Old posters and murals line the walls, and the whole place smells of damp paper. The only light I can see is coming in from the hole in the ceiling, and it casts deep shadows in every shape. I am surrounded by hiding places. The light is too bright for my night vision; the shadows too dark for my normal eyes. I have my huge silenced pistol in one hand and a knife in the other. My pistol only holds six bullets, but I also carry a plasma shotgun for if things get messy and loud. I’ve only had to use it three times, and each time it saved my life.
“And?” my radio asks.
Uncertain, I signal.
“Okay but-”
Shush, I send.
Something moves in the shadows and I swing my gun towards it. It’s just a cat. I freeze in place until the little feline walks past. It stops and turns its head to me, smelling the air below my feet and wrinkling its nose in puzzled thought. I wait for it to pass, but it sits and stares up at me.
This is not good; the octo-ape might realize I’m here.
I have to keep moving. The cat keeps track of me. I fly over a wall of boxes to lose it, but find myself in a part of the attic with dozens of wind chimes hanging from the roof. My shoulder catches one of them and it rings out once. I freeze in place and curse my clumsiness; people have died for less.
The cat meows loudly and the octo-ape explodes from its hiding place amongst the boxes. It charges right at me with three of its arms outstretched. I shoot it twice in the leg and bury my knife in its side as I twist away. It lands awkwardly and I shoot it again in the back of its head until it’s dead.
I breathe out slowly and reload my gun. I pull my knife out of the octo-ape’s chest.
The cat walks over to investigate the noise. It doesn’t look alarmed, merely surprised. Our little skirmish has knocked over some of the boxes, but otherwise there is no damage.
Killed, I send to my team.
I know I could talk to them now, but silence is a hard habit to break.
“What? You didn’t even let us evacuate-”
“We aren’t picking up any sign that you were noticed,” interrupts my other assistant, “so it looks like a clean job.”
Yes.
Although that cat almost got me killed.
The cat keeps me company until night falls. We guard the octo-ape’s body until the world outside falls silent. A Comet should be arriving soon for the pickup. It is all standard recovery work, really.
“We have a massive energy surge in your area,” says my radio, and then the transmission begins to crackle and die.
I race to a hole in the roof as a ball of flames bursts from a cloud and flies down to the school. It’s Dark Fire. I knew he wasn’t as dead as the Super Corps claimed, but I’m still surprised to see him here. His flames simmer back and die out, and he hovers in the air over the field. I don’t know why I bother being so careful if other superheroes are going to do as they like, but that’s life. I must admit that I’m curious to meet the legendary Dark Fire, so I fly down to join him, lifting my cloaking field as I go.
He’s shorter than I expected; his suit is as wide as he is tall.
“I thought I might find you here. Good hunting?” he asks.
I shrug.
“Your team does important work, and I heard you are the best of them.”
I nod; I know all this, but I’m surprised someone like Dark Fire was paying any attention to the less glamorous side of superheroing.
“So… I heard you have been working alone for some time now. Do you prefer it?”
I give him another of my trademark shrugs; working alone is not really a choice. My past partners have lacked the patience to stalk for days on end, and lacked the precision to make a kill in silence.
I notice the hint of a silvery shape in the air beside Dark Fire, a faint outline of what might be a human. I’m not in the mood for games, so I draw my gun and point it at the shape. I don’t shoot, but I consider it.
“Ah,” says Dark Fire in surprise, “I should have known you would see through his cloaking. I want you to meet someone. This is Free Man.”
The outline grows strong, thickens, and becomes a man in a suit. He isn’t wearing the heavy armor that some superheroes generally prefer. If anything, his suit looks lighter than mine. He has two long knives at his side and a huge sniper rifle slung over his back. His helmet is off and I can see that one of his eyes is a cybernetic replacement. I can tell he’s seen action. He looks at me and nods in greeting, but he says nothing.
I like that in a person.
“He’s good enough in a fight,” says Dark Fire, “but he’s a far better hunter than a brawler. I thought he would be better suited to your type of work than mine. What do you think?”
I shrug.
Dark Fire waits for me to say something, but I don’t. Silence is a hard habit to break. He sighs and a flame appears in his hand.
“No-one likes working alone,” he says to the flame, “you just have to find people you can trust. Give him a try, and if it doesn’t work out we have a thirty–day returns policy, no questions asked. Okay?”
I nod. I could use the help, and I can always go back to working alone.
“Good. I can tell that you two anti-social heroes have a lot in common, so I’m sure you’ll get on just fine. Also, I think there is a cat who wants a word with you.”
Dark Fire pulls down his visor and leaps into the air. He flies fast, and I quickly lose track of him in the sky. I turn to see the cat from the attic. I pick it up and it purrs. Looks like I’m making all kinds of new friends today. I turn to my new partner.
 

“They call me Quiet Killer,” I say.



 


Next time in ‘Trainee Superhero’…
 

Pet Shark goes missing, saucers appear on the moon, Talented Brat builds himself a superhero suit, the Elite Guard take credit for stopping the titans and Small Talk tells a joke!
 

Saving the world has never come with so little reward!
 

If you are enjoying this series, please tell your friends about it or tell the whole world by leaving a review… it would really make my day! You can also email me at c.h.aalberry (at) gmail.com and let me know what you think of my work. If you send me the name and a short back story for an original superhero serving with the Cerberus Brawlers, I’ll try to include it in the next part I write.
 

 


About the Author
 

C.H. Aalberry drinks too much coffee. By buying this book you are enabling him, and he thanks you for it. He has also written a few books you might like:
 

‘The Origami Dragon And Other Tales’, a collection of thirteen sci-fi and fantasy short stories.
 

‘200 Shorter Stories’ a collection of punchy (very) short stories in every genre.
 

‘Zo And The Impossible Gardens’ for younger readers and lovers of sci-fi mysteries.
 

‘Wish: An Epic Adventure of Magic and Mayhem!’ for younger readers and lovers of Fantasy



Table of Contents
 

Lesson Eleven: Proper Preparation And Planning Prevents Pathetic Performance
Lesson Twelve: No Risk, No Reward
Lesson Thirteen: These Are Not Fair Fights…
Lesson Fourteen: …So Have A Plan For When Everything Goes Wrong
Lesson Fifteen: Don’t Get Over Confident, Because There Is Always More To Learn
Backstory Three
Next Time In ‘Trainee Suphero’…
About The Author
 




Table of Contents
Lesson Eleven: Proper Preparation And Planning Prevents Pathetic Performance
Lesson Twelve: No Risk, No Reward
Lesson Thirteen: These Are Not Fair Fights…
Lesson Fourteen: …So Have A Plan For When Everything Goes Wrong
Lesson Fifteen: Don’t Get Over Confident, Because There Is Always More To Learn
Backstory Three
Next Time In ‘ Trainee Suphero ’…
About The Author


cover.jpeg





