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- Prologue -
 
Picture this. You’re a scientist, right? And you’ve got yourself a pretty nice lab setup; you’ve got big gleaming sterile tables, crisp white labcoat, state-of-the-art microscope trained down on a petri dish full of bacteria. And you’ve got some stuff you want to test out, some chemical that should interact with the bacteria in interesting ways.
So you get your dropper, peer through your microscope, fix one bacterium in your sights and juice it. Then you sit back and take notes. Maybe the chemical does what you thought, and the bacterium thrives. Maybe it doesn’t, and it dies. Maybe it reacts in really bizarre ways that you never saw coming, but hey, so much the better right? All data is good data, and you’re learning all sort of interesting things. Science marches on!
Now picture being the bacterium.
 



- Chapter One -
 
Have you ever been outside in a hailstorm? One of those serious kinds, the ones that smash windows and dent cars. You take a chunk of ice to the temple, and abruptly it feels personal, like the whole weather system is out to get you, specifically.
Know what sucks more than that feeling? Being right about it.
I’m way ahead of myself, though, so let me back up. I want to start this thing at the beginning, tell you about who I was before I found out I was a bacterium. Quick version: I was an idiot.
Here’s me, Dan Everton: standard white American male, 30 years old, standing 6’0”, carrying about 40 extra pounds, which I tell myself is at least half muscle. My belt tells me differently, but what does a stupid piece of leather know? Cows are dumb enough when they’re alive. I didn’t fight my way to the top of the food chain to take opinions from meat. I could handle myself just fine in a fight if I had to, and that’s what matters.
I know a lot of the opinions I’m putting out here right now sound dumb, all right? Like I said, I was an idiot. I’m just telling you how things were then. You filter it through whatever translation matrix you need. If you can’t follow this part, you’ll never stick with me through what’s coming up.
I’ve got a job that’s beneath me, night watchman at a fossil museum. The pay’s lousy, the hours are night shift, and a lobotomized monkey could do the rounds, but I’m just killing time here while I make a little money, maybe get an associate’s degree from a community college, figure out what I want to do. No rush; this isn’t my life, but it’ll do for right now. I mean, it’s been doing for the last eight years, so it’s obviously going to keep on fine.
It’s a funny thing. If someone’s settled down, that’s a good thing, right? They’re supposed to be in a good place, comfortable, where they want to be. But if you’re “settling,” that means you’re giving up, going for what you’ve got instead of what you dreamed about. So how do you get to be settled without settling?
Don’t answer it; it’s a stupid question. That’s the kind of thing I’d kick around at night in between museum rounds. It’s the sound of a brain spinning its wheels, the wide-awake equivalent of dreaming. It’s a brain so bored that it starts generating nonsense just to have something to do.
The whole thing’s a pretty great cosmic joke, really. There’s me, going nowhere, doing nothing, ready to comfortably hate it for the next forty years or until I kill myself from arteries clogged with half-muscle. And then, bam! I’m the target bacterium.
I’d love to say it was destiny, fate, God, karma, anything like that. But does the scientist care where in the petri dish he injects his solution? It’s just whatever happened to be under the microscope. He doesn’t go through the bacteria to find which one is most deserving, which one will learn the most from this. He just looks into the microscope, lines up with whichever one is closest, and kicks things off. Asking “Why me?” is missing the point.
So, there’s me. Feet tucked under the desk, bank of monitors in front of me that might as well be photographs for all the motion they’re showing, playing Candy Crush on my phone. Just finished my rounds, got another twenty minutes until it’s time to go walk my useless circuit again, so I’m tuned out. Doing nothing, thinking about nothing. I suddenly get this weird feeling, like an all-over ice cream headache, and then it’s gone before I can really process it.
And then this guy tears the front door off of its hinges.
At first, I don’t even realize that there’s a guy there. I just hear this noise like a car wreck at close quarters, and I jerk my head up to see the glass-and-brass door from the front of the museum flying straight at me. My first thought is that someone’s just driven their car into the front of the museum, and I’m about to get killed by dumb bad luck. And while my brain is sitting there trying to figure out what’s happening and why, I’m about to get creamed by a door.
Fortunately, my body decides it wants to live, and cuts the power to my knees. I go down in a heap, the door levels the far side of the security desk, and I struggle back up to gawk at the mess.
“Man,” I think. “Close call!” And then all of a sudden, I’m flying through the air, tumbling as I go. I smack into the wall back-first hard enough to crack the tiles, about eight feet up, and slam down to the floor. That’s when I first realize that this isn’t a car wreck, because there’s this missing link pounding across the floor toward me, roaring.
He’s probably 5’6”, 5’7” tops, which is still plenty tall to a guy on the floor with maybe a crushed spinal column. Definitely human, but he’s got hair all over like matted fur, his pants and shirt are torn open along the seams, and his footsteps sound like he weighs maybe twice what you’d expect. And he’s coming at me like I insulted his mother and his favorite sports team all in one breath.
I know you’re not supposed to move if you’ve got a back injury, but I figure that in this case I’d better take the chance, so I try to scramble away. And weirdly, my back doesn’t hurt at all. Could be I’m in shock, I think, but I decide to count my blessings and deal with the damage later. First priority now is staying out of his way.
And he’s not making it easy. He comes in with a double hammer-blow right where I was laying, roaring as he goes. I can smell his breath, and it smells like blood: not like he’s been eating meat, but like he’s got something badly torn inside, something vital. It’s not slowing him down any, though, as he scoops up a chunk of shattered tile and lobs it at me underhand like a fast-pitch softball. I flinch and throw my arms up in front of my face, and it smashes into them. The impact knocks my forearms into my face and pitches me over on my back again, but although it stings a little bit, it still doesn’t hurt like I’d expect it to.
Finally, I start to get mad. This guy comes in after me, trashes my desk, chucks me around like a rag doll, and what did I ever do to him? And it’s not like my bosses are going to thank me for stopping him; I’ll probably get yelled at for letting the place get torn up. They might even fire me over it. Stupid useless job that I didn’t even want to be at, and they’re going to fire me? All because this idiot went mental and I happened to be nearby?
He’s running at me again, but I’m on my feet now, and furious. I grab up a piece of wreckage and take a swing at him, and it connects hard. It’s a rising blow from the ground that meets him squarely under his chin. His head snaps backward and his entire body is lifted off the ground; he does almost a complete backflip in the air and smashes chest-first onto the ground with a grunt.
He’s not moving, which is good, because I’m in shock. I’m haven’t got a clue how I hit him that hard. I look down at my weapon, and suddenly realize that it’s not a splintered piece of wood like I’d expected. I’m holding a chunk of the marble slab from the security desk. It’s solid stone, about two feet wide and maybe four feet long, which has to put it in the neighborhood of 150 pounds. And right now, it’s just casually resting in my left hand. I’m supporting it like it’s Styrofoam.
The guy makes a noise, which snaps me back to reality. I see him moving a little bit, like he’s thinking about getting up, and I know what I need to do: I need to walk over to him with this slab I’ve got, and pulp his head while he’s down. I don’t need to try to take this guy in a stand-up fight again. I got a lucky shot once, but I might not again. Besides, it’s not like he wouldn’t do the same to me. He already tried once, after he bounced me off the wall with that first sucker shot. It’s just good sense. Self-preservation.
And even with all of these perfectly great reasons, I can’t talk myself into it. So I square my shoulders, take a couple of steps back, and get my club ready for another hit. There’s seriously something wrong here; I lift the marble to my shoulder like I’m holding a baseball bat, and I’d swear to you it’s not more than a couple of pounds. I’m not even feeling any real pressure where it’s resting on my shoulder.
The guy levers himself up to his forearms, head still hanging low. I think maybe he’s planning to come in low, take out my knees, but instead he just opens up his mouth and vomits out a cascade of blood. It’s bright red and it’s got horrible torn chunks in it. The river comes out of him for maybe four or five seconds before he collapses face down into it and lays there, totally still. And I know right then that I’ve killed him.
I drop the slab and run over, but he’s already got no pulse and I have no idea what to do. I’ve seen CPR in movies, but given the amount of blood he just poured out, I don’t think hitting him in the chest is going to do him any favors. Even rolling him over on his back to start the process seems like maybe more trauma than he can take. And then I remember that I’m a security guard, and the right thing to do in this situation is to call the police.
I scramble over what’s left of the desk and find the phone, which is fortunately still working. I call the cops to report a break-in and an injured man. I tell them that he’s not breathing, and they need to bring an ambulance. I sort of expect them to ask me a lot of questions, but the dispatcher just asks if I’m safe, tells me to be calm and that they’re on their way. So I hang up, only now I’m alone with a dead body and time to think.
Everything makes basic sense to me, right up to the point where the guy chucked me into the wall and I didn’t get hurt. How come I just bounced off? Why could I lift so much and swing it like it was nothing? I know adrenaline boosts people’s strength, but this seems extreme. Besides which, the fight’s over, so I should be coming down from it, but I still don’t hurt at all. I’ve got some small cuts on my forearms from blocking that tile, but that’s it. And I’ve never heard of adrenaline making your skin proof again sharp edges or bruising.
I experimentally heft the slab I was using as a club again, and it still comes up off the ground like a Hollywood prop. I set it aside and find a larger piece in the rubble, maybe two by seven, so we’re talking three hundred pounds. This outweighs me, but I can still pick it up without even trying. I cradle it in my right arm and start stacking stuff on top of it, looking for a limit.
I’ve got a stack of wood and stone maybe a foot high, and it’s starting to get a little heavy, when I suddenly feel that all-over instant ice cream headache again, the pile plummets out of my arms like it’s just gained all its weight back, and a half-ton of wreckage slams down on my right foot.
So that’s how the cops find the scene: a smashed entrance, a dead guy in a pool of his own blood, and me pinned to the floor with both hands wrapped around my ankle and begging them to please come get the desk off of me. Pretty heroic, right?
 



- Chapter Two -
 
The cops get my foot free while the paramedics check over the dead guy to see if there’s anything they can do for him. It takes four cops to shift the load on my foot enough so that I can pull it free, and by then my body’s given up on telling me about the pain, more or less. I can feel the foot like an extra heartbeat, but it doesn’t hurt, exactly, as long as I’m not putting any weight on it.
The dead guy’s dead, sure enough, so after the cops talk to me and review the scene, they give the medics the go-ahead to get him out of there. They roll him onto a stretcher, but can’t heft him high enough to get the wheels to lock into place. After one of the cops pitches in, they finally get him up and rolling, but even then I can see that it takes a fair amount of elbow grease just to steer the thing.
I hear the stretcher clang into the back of the ambulance outside, and then one of the paramedics comes back in, motioning to me. “Come on, man,” he says, “we’ve got to get your foot fixed up.”
I shake my head. “No, I’ll get it looked at in the morning. I can’t leave the museum unguarded.”
Behind me, one of the cops snorts. “I think we can manage to cover you. You want to tell me where the security tapes are before you get out of here? We’re gonna need to look those over, see if there’s anything you forgot to tell us.”
I completely forgot about the security tapes. Suddenly, I am extremely glad that I couldn’t get up the nerve to crush that guy’s head while he was down. I can see the moment playing out in my head: all the cops gathered around the monitor, watching the replay as I calmly walk up to an unconscious man and methodically crush his head into jelly. The cops look at each other, and one says something into his radio. Then it’s my mugshot, then me in an orange jumpsuit in prison, trying not to look threatening to or scared of a bunch of guys who really belong there.
“You okay?” says the paramedic, and I realize that I’m in a cold sweat just thinking about what could have happened. “Come on, take these crutches and let’s get to the ambulance.”
I’m suddenly very eager to be away from the cops. “Yeah, thanks, um –”
“Brian.”
“Brian. Good to meetcha.” I try to offer my hand to shake, and almost spill myself off of the crutches. Brian grins as he steadies me.
“Careful there, Dan. Crutches on a marble floor is not the time to try fancy maneuvers, you know?”
“Hey, how’d you know my name?”
Brian points. “It’s on your badge.”
Like I said, I was an idiot.
 
- - -
 
The hospital turns out to be fine. I’ve barely been waiting at all when they call me in, x-ray my foot, prod me a few times just so I feel I’m getting my money’s worth, and fix me up with a cast. They give me a once-over for other injuries while I’m there, too, but it turns out that I really am totally fine.
Nothing but a few shallow cuts from that whole fight! If I hadn’t been screwing around with the desk afterward, I would’ve walked away from it unscathed. I ask the doc about my super-strength, and he starts to explain about adrenaline, but I cut him off with a hand wave.
“Yeah, I know all that, but how come it kept working for me after the fight? How come I don’t have torn muscles and bruises and stuff? Why’d it shut off all at once like that?”
“The body and mind can respond to stress in unpredictable ways,” says the doc, which I think we can all recognize as medical-speak for “your guess is as good as mine.”
After the cast sets, they let me go. I head back out to the lobby only to find that there’s a cop waiting for me, one of the same ones from the museum. I freeze up, the vision of the cops all watching me murder a guy on video running through my head again, and it takes an effort to remember that it didn’t go down like that.
The cop’s walking over toward me, so I make myself keep moving toward him. When we’re close, I say, “Something I can do for you, officer?” It sounds stupid once I say it out loud, like I’m playing at being nonchalant, and I wince, then hope the cop didn’t see that, then realize I’m panicking again, and try to take a deep breath and end up swallowing some spit and having a coughing fit.
The cop either doesn’t notice any of this or writes it off as me having had a pretty rough night, and says, “Nah, I’m just here to give you a ride back home. Save you the trouble of waking someone up at this time of the morning.”
“Oh, heh,” I say, “I don’t really know who I’d call, anyway. Probably would’ve gotten a taxi. But I mean, thanks for not making me do that.”
I follow the cop – Officer Peterson – to his car, and he gives me a lift back home. Along the way, we chat about the job, and my home life, and about living in my parents’ house – it’s not like that, I rent it from them and keep the property up, it’s a good deal for everyone – and when he drops me off, I’ve almost forgotten he’s a cop. So it’s a bit of a shock when I’m getting out of the car and he says, “Don’t leave town for a few days. Everything looks pretty clear cut, but we’d like to have you accessible in case we have any more questions.”
And then I realize that this whole ride back, he’s been profiling me. I’ve been telling him about my friends, my family, my job, the whole nine yards. I’ve even taken him straight to my home address. But I look in the open car door at him, and he looks genuine, just like he has for the entire drive. So either he really is a good guy, or he’s really good at faking it.
I can’t tell, and standing here isn’t going to help, so I say, “Sure, no problem. Thanks for the ride.” Then I limp inside, flop down on my bed, and fall asleep in my clothes before the bed’s even finished settling.
 



- Chapter Three -
 
I wake up early in the afternoon to a voicemail from Edgar, my direct boss at the museum, asking me to come in an hour early to discuss the events of last night. I’d filed a report before I got hustled off to the hospital, which is a good thing, since by the time I got home it was the furthest thing from my mind. I bet I would’ve had a much more frantic voicemail if the morning shift showed up to find a crime scene with no warning or explanation.
I dawdle my way through breakfast, watch Netflix for a while, noodle around on my guitar and generally waste the afternoon. This is a pretty standard day for me, except that I enjoy it less than usual today with this sword of Damocles poised to drop when I get to work. I mean, it’s technically possible that they want to give me a commendation for my heroic actions and quick thinking which saved all of the exhibits, but I know full well that a reprimand is more likely than a raise.
So I screw around until it’s a little past when I should be leaving, then get my act together and head out. I hobble my way out the front door and suddenly realize two things: my car’s still at the museum, and there’s no way I could work the pedals with a cast on my right foot anyway. No legal way, anyway. I could probably manage it. Stick my foot off to the side, use my left foot on the pedals, and I bet I could swing it. Of course, if I get into an accident like that, I’m likely to have a really ugly encounter with the shifter, and that’ll be a fun one to explain to whoever shows up at the crash.
This line of thinking is not helping me, because even if I were stupid enough to try driving with my left foot, my car’s still not here. So I crutch my way down the sidewalk for three blocks until I find a bus stop, then try to manage my phone without losing my crutches to figure out if any of the buses that come here will go anywhere near where I’m going. In the end, I get to work about a half an hour before my shift starts.
The place is pretty nicely cleaned up; there’s a “Please Use Other Door” sign up over a piece of plywood where the main door was last night, and the back half of the desk in the main lobby has been replaced with a sign reading “WE’RE RENAVATING! PARDON OUR DUST.” It’s a lot less concerning for the patrons than the “Police Line: Do Not Cross” tape that was up last night, and is probably a good call. The misspelling bothers me, though. We’re a museum; we’re supposed to be educating people. Physician, heal thyself!
Edgar greets me by looking pointedly at his watch. Edgar does a lot of things pointedly. He’s a very angular sort of guy. He’s thin, bony and dour. He’s in his fifties, probably been balding since his twenties, and is definitely unhappy about it. Both the balding and being in his fifties, I mean. Edgar likes things organized, and what I left him last night was anything but.
“I asked you to be here half an hour ago,” he says.
“Yeah, but I’m not supposed to be here for another half an hour, so let’s just call it even,” I say. This attempt at humor goes over about as well as you’d expect, which is to say, not at all. Edgar just gives me a lizard stare before motioning me to follow him to his office.
Once there, I get read the riot act. Edgar has reviewed the tapes, and I have apparently done everything wrong. I should have been more alert and noticed the man outside. I should have called the police immediately, instead of attempting to resolve the problem on my own. I should have used verbal commands to tell him to stop, and used the company-approved pacification techniques – seriously, he said “company-approved pacification techniques”; the guy’s a walking training video – instead of brawling.
Although it’s probably not the best idea, I interrupt at this point. I can’t help myself; I’m being unfairly maligned, and that really gets my hackles up. “I wasn’t ‘brawling,’ Ed. I was fighting for my life.”
“Please don’t call me Ed. If you cannot remember my entire first name, please call me Mr. Dobson.”
Another lizard stare, while I consider needling him with a “Sure, Ed.” I decide that discretion is the better part of valor and simply nod.
Satisfied, Edgar continues listing my misdeeds, ending with, “And please don’t consider filing for worker’s compensation for your foot injury. It’s clear on the tape that that was sustained outside of your standard duties. Had you not been clowning around with the marble, your foot would be fine.”
He’s got me there, dead to rights, so I don’t even protest. I can see a tiny muscle twitch in the corner of his left eye, going in sync with his heartbeat, which relaxes when he realizes I’m not going to argue the point. He swivels his chair away from me and says, “That’s all. You can go.”
“You got it, Ed gar,” I say, with just the briefest pause between the syllables of his name. He’s in profile to me as I stand up, but I can see that twitch start up again, and all of a sudden I feel lousy. A quick glance around this guy’s office tells you that he’s not in control of his life, and he makes up for it by compulsively straightening the small things that he can control. And here’s me, making things just a little bit worse for him, day after day. I’m a symbol of the uncaring life that’s crushing him. No wonder he’s such a jerk to me.
I walk out of Edgar’s office, wondering when exactly I got so insightful, and see that stupid “RENAVATING” sign again. In the last ten minutes before I go on-shift, I track down a marker and scrawl a thick O over the offending A. If Edgar notices when he leaves, he doesn’t say anything about it.
 



- Chapter Four -
 
I’m sitting at my desk, counting the hours like normal, but they’re passing even more slowly than usual. At first, I figure that maybe I’m just keyed up over last night, but it’s got to be more than that. The seconds are actually going by at a decreased rate of speed. I mean, obviously they’re still moving at the rate of one second per second, but I’ve got more time to think during each one, and how else do you measure time? Time is what you’ve got to live in. If you can live faster, it’s the same as time going slower.
Those little details that I’d been noticing all day – the misspelled sign, the twitch in Edgar’s eye – I’m seeing those sorts of minor things all around me now, in the quiet of the museum. I can tell where the drafts are coming from by watching the dust patterns in the low glow of the nighttime lighting in the lobby. On my rounds, I see every handprint smear that the janitors missed, every uneven bit of wear on the floorboards.
I run some calculations in my head as I finish the rounds, figuring out the difference in height of the wood at the edges of the room, where few people walk, and the center, which gets the most traffic. I crunch that number against the thickness of the planks, make an estimate as to how thin the wood could get before it would crack, and come up with the approximate number of years until the museum will need to replace the flooring. All of this takes me about eighteen seconds, and as I mentioned, I’m not a college guy.
This is obviously unnatural, so I devote some of my new hyperprocessing power to figuring out what’s causing it. Result: insufficient data. I come up with a number of entertaining screwball theories, ranging from last night’s impact trauma having caused rewiring of some mental pathways, to some sort of gas leak in the museum interacting with the preservatives in the microwaved food I’d had for breakfast, to a sinister hospital plot involving a secret cabal of doctors injecting unwitting patients with strange drugs. None have the slightest evidence to support them, but they’re still a lot of fun to construct.
This is good, because they’re about the only thing that is fun in my evening. Back at my half-a-desk, I realize I’ve never been bored before in my life. I’ve often thought I was, but those moments were sheer joy compared to the utter soul-sucking endless seconds I’m suffering through now. When I was walking around, at least there were new stimuli. Now, sitting still, there’s nothing but what’s in front of me, and I can only amuse myself counting the number of identical tiles in the marble floor for so long.
I make it through my first half-dozen rounds before I can’t take it anymore. I’ve come up with plans to improve the efficiency of the floor plan of the museum, some of which use existing doorways, and some which call for restructuring walls to allow new doors to be placed in superior positions. I’ve analyzed the issues in my own life, addressing the fears of failure that have allowed me to settle into a dead-end job like this for the better part of a decade, and I have admitted that the main reason I dislike Edgar is that I’m certain I’m going to be him in twenty years – and also that, if I continue to change nothing, this is an entirely rational belief.
I’ve balanced my budget in my head, come up with excellent suggestions to help the country balance its budget as well, and have made pretty good strides towards peace in the Middle East. And as I sit down at my desk and contemplate the same still life with monitors in front of me, I absolutely have to do something else right then. It’s more than just a desire. It’s a physical need, like oxygen.
I’ve got twenty minutes until my next rounds. Even on the crutches, it won’t take me more than five minutes to get to the parking lot. Allowing for five minutes back as well gives me ten minutes to try out the idea I had earlier: driving the car with my left foot.
If you think that sounds like an idea that’s too dumb for someone of my suddenly elevated intellectual caliber, then you’ve clearly never met a really smart guy. The smartest people I know have done some of the dumbest stuff I can think of, just because they were creative enough to think up really stupid ways to get themselves into trouble.
It totally makes sense, though. I figure I’m seeing everything around me, completely aware of my surroundings, making sense of it all, and it’s a mostly empty parking lot. What can go wrong? So I maneuver myself out to the car, throw the crutches in the backseat, and climb in through the passenger’s door in the front. I manage not to clock my head on the rearview mirror as I shuffle my left leg over the shifter, which is already an accomplishment. I get as comfortable as I can on the armrest between the seats, make sure I can reach both pedals, and start the car up. At six feet tall, I’m a little hunched up under the ceiling, but it’s not too bad. I wouldn’t want to take a long car ride like this, but I could manage to and from work if I had to.
I start out slowly, getting adjusted to the unusual angle and to the tendency to support my weight with my left foot, which of course makes it hard to shift quickly between the pedals. Even in an empty parking lot, that seems like a bad habit to fall into. I’ve only got ten minutes for this, though, and even with my perception working overtime, the seconds aren’t creeping by anymore. As the saying goes, time flies when you’re having fun.
Pretty soon I’m doing doughnuts in the parking lot, whooping like a maniac and enjoying myself immensely. My speed’s inching up as I get more confident, and I’m coming up on thirty miles an hour when there’s a godawful bang from behind me. The car lurches and makes a metal-tearing sound, and my head ricochets off of the rearview mirror.
My first thought is that I’ve hit something invisible, because I was looking straight through the windshield when it happened, and there was nothing there. Microseconds later, the details drop into place. My head went forward; that means something stopped the car briefly. The tearing noise came from behind me, so the back of the car hit something the front didn’t. Therefore, either something burrowed up, or something jumped down.
These thoughts flash through as pure concepts. They haven’t even made it to words yet before I’m looking in the now-askew rearview mirror, where I see the crazy guy from last night rolling to his feet and waving a polearm at me. That’s my immediate impression, which quickly corrects itself in two particulars. First, this isn’t the guy from last night; he’s got the same sort of matted hair sticking out all over, but it’s a different color, and the guy is taller, probably close to my height. Second, it’s not a polearm. It’s the back bumper of my car, which he’s just torn off.
It looks like the guy jumped down from the brick wall marking this edge of the parking lot and tried to land on my car, but missed and just got the bumper. Despite having been sent tumbling by the car when he ripped it off with his bare hands, he’s already running at me and swinging it like an enormous bat. He’s got a decent shot at catching me, too; I instinctively stood on the brakes when all this started to happen, and he’s making the most of my reduced speed.
I jam on the gas immediately and start to leave him behind, but I can see I’ve got a problem. I’m going to run out of parking lot pretty quickly, and he can cut diagonally and narrow the distance between us. One good hit with the bumper could take out both headlights of the car, and the lighting isn’t good enough for me to be comfortable driving fast enough to avoid him using only the parking lot lights for illumination.
And that’s if I’m lucky, too. A low swing could shred one or more tires. Worse, a high shot could put the bumper straight into the windshield. If he’s got the strength to tear the bumper off bare-handed, I’m betting that he’s strong enough to bash it straight through the windshield and flatten my face. These are all scenarios I’d like to avoid.
So just like last night, I’ve been ambushed at work by some sort of testosterone-boosted mutant. Unlike last night, I’ve got a busted foot, and no super-strength, as far as I know. I spare a second to try to tear the glove compartment door off – it’ll cause the least structural damage to the car in case I have gotten strong again and haven’t noticed – but it stays firmly in place.
Okay, so those are my disadvantages: surprised, hobbled, outmuscled. What do I have going for me? Speed, as long as I stay in the car, and brains. The speed’s taking care of itself for the time being, so it’s time to engage the brains.
I examine my options. Option one: take the car out of the parking lot and to the open road. I can definitely leave the guy behind there, as long as I don’t screw up driving from the wrong side of the car. It gets me clear, but it potentially puts other people at risk. As a lesser consideration, it also leaves the museum unguarded. The fact that the current attack is coming at me in the parking lot suggests that I’m the target, not the museum, but it’s still a possibility. Not that I intend to give my life for this job, but if I can avoid getting fired, that’d be preferable. Option one tabled for now, then.
Option two: circle the parking lot until the guy’s body gives out like the last one’s did. Taking a guess, he might be managing twenty miles an hour right now, and surely he can’t sustain that for long. If he gives up the chase, great! If he collapses entirely, that’s fine, too. The problem here is that I don’t know how long he can hold out, and the longer this goes on, the bigger a chance there is of me making a mistake. Keep going, brains!
Option three: ram him. Callous but effective. It would end the situation in a timely fashion, on my terms, and without endangering others. Drawback: I’d have to explain to the police how I came to run a man down with my car. “He attacked me while I was driving in circles” doesn’t sound like the sort of line that they’re going to regard as a satisfactory explanation. Given my current precarious driving posture, they might even believe that it was an accident, and I made up the attack entirely to cover my own lethal mistake.
Option three is clearly not the way to go, but the idea of an accident leads me to option four: trick him into the car and crash it with him inside. It involves a certain level of risk, since I’ll have to let him get close enough to me to get into the car, and the whole procedure will require precision timing – but I think I can see how to pull it off.
The first thing I do, still accelerating away, is open the glove compartment and again try to break the door off. This time, I raise my plaster-encased foot above the open door and kick down as hard as I can. It’s an awkward angle, and it takes me three extremely painful hits to break the hinges, but I manage to snap it off just as I reach the far side of the parking lot. I swing into a U-turn and hit the brakes, tapering off my speed as I head back toward my assailant.
Next, I grab the driver’s side seatbelt, pull it to its full extension, and loop it through the steering wheel, letting the buckle catch on the belt to hold it in place. It’s a bit awkward to keep steering at this point, but my position on the center armrest actually helps right now. My attacker is about forty yards away and closing fast now, so I pop open the passenger door and shove both feet out of it. With my feet off of the pedals, I’m only doing about ten miles an hour right now, but the pavement is still going by way too fast for comfort.
As the car coasts forward, the hairy guy roars, swings the bumper in a massive arc, and smashes out the driver’s side window. Glass shatters around me as I use the broken glovebox door to wedge the accelerator to the floor. The car surges forward. The guy roars again, drops the bumper, tears the entire door off of its hinges and leaps inside.
Time is supposed to slow down in situations like this as your processing power increases, but it obstinately refuses to do so for me. I suppose mine is already as high as it’s going to go. So I’m stuck moving at normal speed, scrabbling for purchase on the broken glove compartment, and just as the guy’s entering the car, I find my grip and slide my body out the far side.
Put like that, it sounds pretty graceful. Lemme tell you, it’s anything but. As my feet kick free of the door, the door starts to swing shut, and it whacks me in the left knee, then again in the hip, the ribs, the chin and finally the elbow before I make it out to the parking lot. The asphalt, meanwhile, isn’t exactly receiving me with a tender hug. As soon as my feet touch the ground, it’s dragging me out of the car, and I hit the ground hard enough to see stars. I’ve been expecting this, so I still manage to roll with it, but even so the back wheel comes perilously close to my head.
Even before I stop rolling, I hear an enormous bang, which I'd expected. It's immediately followed by a noise that sounds like Godzilla attacking Tokyo, which I had not expected at all. I slide to a stop just as there's a second bang, and I figure I'd better look up to see where I miscalculated. If I'm extremely unlucky, that was the noise of my attacker tearing the roof off of my car, and if so, I'm going to want to know about it sooner rather than later.
I take a quick inventory. I've got an all-over ache, which I figure is a thousand different tiny cuts and bruises all clamoring for attention at once. My whole left side is banged up from that stupid door, but nothing feels broken, so I sit up to assess the situation.
The first bang I heard was my car hitting the cement base of a light pole. I'd timed that part perfectly. As soon as I let go of the steering wheel, the seatbelt I'd wrapped around it had started pulling the car to the left. When my assailant jumped in and grabbed for me, he'd gotten himself tangled up in the belt and finished the turn, just as I'd been counting on. What I hadn't counted on, and what explained the metallic screech and second bang, was the light pole shearing off at the base and coming down on the roof of the car like Paul Bunyan’s axe.
Even from where I am, I can see that the car's totaled, and the chances of anyone having survived in it are nil. Still, I limp over to make sure anyway. The same rank stench of blood that I'd smelled yesterday rises up to meet me again, and I take a deep breath before I continue my approach.
The man's feet are hanging limply out of the driver's side of the car. Both arms are tangled in the seatbelt, the airbag's laying over him like a shroud, and the pole's driven the roof in far enough to have pinned him in place. I walk around to the passenger's side, planning to check his pulse, but the amount of gore I can see showered across the floorboards tells me that it'll be a wasted gesture. Like last night, it appears that most of it was due to internal damage, not external. The light pole might have dealt the blow that caused him to cough up ragged chunks of his stomach, but the damage had been done to his system well before.
I circle the car, take another quick breath, and slide my arm under the steering wheel, past the body, so I can snag my keys from the ignition. His leg is still warm to the touch, and I have a hideous feeling that he's going to reach out and grab my hand at any minute.
I free the keys and start to pull my arm back, telling myself that this is ridiculous and he’s clearly dead, when suddenly something catches my wrist. I let out a strangled grunt of fear before I realize I've only caught my hand in the seatbelt.
With keys retrieved, I then reach in through the shattered back window and fish out my crutches, so I can begin the walk back to the museum. Despite my earlier analysis, it takes me longer than five minutes to get there.
 



- Chapter Five -
 
Here's what I tell the police: I was sitting at my desk when I heard a ruckus in the parking lot. I got my crutches and limped out there to find someone violently breaking into my car. I yelled at him, and he must have panicked and floored it directly into the parking lot light, which crumpled onto the car. I rushed down there as quickly as I could on crutches, but the man was unresponsive. I then crutched my way back to the museum and called the police.
It's a simple story, and fits the picture well enough that they don't question it much. Besides which, they're much more interested in why I've had two hairy super-steroid visitors in two nights than in why one of them was stealing my car, or why he would have torn off the bumper to do it. I get a lot of pointed questions about where I know these guys from, what I did to annoy them, what it is they're looking for from me, and things like that.
I mainly respond with baffled shrugs and professions of total cluelessness, which are more or less true. However, I've been asking myself these same questions, and I'm starting to put together a picture. It's total speculation, true, but it hangs together well.
Item one: last night, I get attacked by a guy with super-strength, only to find that I have super-strength, too, and limited invulnerability. We have a brute force contest, and I come out on top – but when he goes, so do my newfound powers.
Item two: tonight, another guy with super-strength, looking like he's from the same species as the first one. This time, I'm Joe Average for strength, but I can out-think Einstein. So I set the rules of the contest this time, and I come out on top again.
Now, though, I'm still thinking at doubletime, which maybe means this contest isn't over. So what else do I have to finish? Could be I'm supposed to figure out what's going on. It's a bit of a weak hypothesis, but it's easy to test: sort out what's going on and see if the powers fade away like before.
So that's the picture I get: I'm under attack, only I'm being given the tools to repel the attack each time. Not attack, then. I'm under a test.
And as if that thought is the key, I feel my brain dropping back down to regular speed, and I get hit with that momentary all-over ice cream headache again. My focus narrows to the policeman in front of me, and I feel a moment's regret for all of the things I never knew I was missing before, the subtle body language cues and the meaning in the background noise and the time to think about all of it. And then the policeman asks me again what I think those guys want from me, and I say honestly, "I wish I knew."
I really do. What's the point of the test? And how do I pass?
These are the wrong questions, of course; how's a bacterium supposed to understand polio, or why it's a bad thing? But I won't see that for a while yet.
Eventually, the policemen leave me alone, the body is taken away in another ambulance, and my car is towed away on a truck. They say the insurance adjuster will give me a dollar amount for the damage, but it's obvious that the car's absolutely totaled.
Time enough to shop for another car once my foot is healed. For now, I call a cab to take me home, and when I get there, I collapse onto the bed in total exhaustion again. This is a fairly ugly pattern, I think, and I make it almost all the way through saying that sentence in my head before I'm asleep.
 
- - -
 
Next time I open my eyes, it’s tomorrow afternoon, and my phone is blinking with another voicemail that I know is from Edgar again. I groan my way out of bed and stumble straight to the shower, stripping off my clothes as I go. The hot water stings as it hits the tiny abrasions all over my body, and I get a cramp in my leg halfway through from trying to keep my cast outside of the tub and elevated, but even with those problems the shower is still the best thing I’ve ever felt.
The water sluicing off of me runs grey for a while, which surprises me a bit. I mean, I know parking lots are dirty, but I was rolling in that one for like five seconds, tops. It takes easily a minute before the water starts looking clear again. I figure that probably means I’m clean, but I still stay in the shower until the temperature’s dropped far enough that the water isn’t steaming anymore. Long showers aren’t usually my thing, but it feels like a pretty good decision today.
While I’m rinsing away the physical and mental grime, I think a bit about the idea I had last night, of being used as an experiment. It still makes more sense than anything else I can think of, so I decide to assume it’s true until I find something to disprove it. So, I’m a lab rat: check. Right now, I’m dancing to someone else’s tune, but I might be able to get out in front of this thing. What do I have going for me that a lab rat doesn’t?
Intelligence, first of all. I may not be overclocked like I was last night, but I’m still smarter than any rat in a maze. So far, I’ve been waiting for the problems to come to me. This isn’t exactly my fault, of course. I had no way of knowing that either attack was going to occur before they did. At this point, though, I’d be an idiot to assume that there wouldn’t be any more. All right; so how can I predict the next one?
Well, so far, there’s been one per night. If they continue at that pace, they’ll be pretty easy to predict, but two isn’t enough to constitute a pattern. Besides which, knowing that someone’s going to come try to kill me each night doesn’t help me handle the incipient attack, so even if this does continue, learning to expect it doesn’t count as taking control of the situation.
I’ve got some warning in the form of onset of superpowers. I laugh at that thought, but there’s nothing else to call them. The ability to easily lift a thousand pounds, to painlessly absorb a hit that cracked a rock wall, to think rings around rocket scientists – these things are definitely superpowers. And I’m evidently being given them in order to deal with super-strong grunts, so when the powers show, I know it’s time to start looking out.
That gives me a little warning, but not much. I had a few hours with the smarts, and no time at all with the strength. I might’ve been super-strong for a while, of course, but I didn’t feel any different, and so I never checked. I felt that stabbing pain right before I realized I was strong, too, and since that’s also accompanied the loss of my powers both times, it seems like a safe bet that it’s related. I can’t count on that, though, since I didn’t feel it before I started thinking faster. Maybe it hit while I was asleep?
Either way, the first order of business is to start testing for powers on a regular basis. What are the classic ones? Strength, brains, speed, invulnerability, flight, telekinesis; those are all easy to check for. I’ll look a bit weird suddenly dashing off to see how far I can get, but I work alone at night, and live alone during the day. I can look a bit weird if I want to.
What if I can turn invisible? Will I still be able to see myself? I can use my phone’s camera to check for that one, I think. What else. Animal control? There are always squirrels or birds around; I can try to call to one of them while I’m waiting for the bus. I start losing track of what I’ve already listed, and table this thought until I’m out of the shower and can write it all down.
Let’s see, other angles. These super-strong guys are coming from somewhere. They were both wearing normal clothes, so they’re not like some weird tribe of neanderthals that have made their way into the city. Maybe the police or the hospital know who they are. I should check it out, see what these guys did before they went feral and tried to kill me. If they’ve got something in common, if they worked together or were fishing buddies or something, maybe I can get a hint as to who’s doing this, or at least how.
This is a pretty slim hope, as I still don’t even have an idea how the powers are happening to me, and I’ve been with myself the entire time. It’s the best idea I’ve got right now, though, so I run with it. It can’t hurt anything, certainly, so it’s worth a shot.
The water’s starting to get cold, so I get out, towel off, and listen to my voicemail while I write down a list of all of the superpowers I can remember from comics and movies. Sure enough, the voicemail’s from Edgar, and he could be reading the exact same script as yesterday: we have some things to discuss, he needs to see me in his office, please be there an hour before my shift starts.
I listen with half an ear while I contemplate exactly how many superpowers boil down to “really strong” or “great dexterity.” I’d never really noticed before; I suppose that’s a testament to the good writing in the scripts. Or to my willingness to ignore lazy character design in favor of seeing things get hit, I guess. That one’s probably more likely.
I waste the afternoon trying to move objects with my mind, walking around my house blindfolded, attempting to balance on the edges of chairs, and doing other similar activities. At first, it’s to see if I have any powers related to those, but pretty soon I realize that I haven’t played The Floor is Lava in a lot of years, and so I segue from “checking for powers” to “acting like a kid” pretty smoothly. The game’s a lot harder when you’ve got a cast on your foot, but having the extra reach to step easily between couch and coffee table just about compensates for it.
It’s a pretty great afternoon, actually, and when the time comes to catch the bus to get to work, I whistle as I swing myself along on the crutches to the bus stop.
 



- Chapter Six -
 
I show up to work with time to spare, about an hour and ten minutes before my shift. I consider killing the extra time by getting a hot dog from a street vendor outside, but eventually decide to just head in and get Edgar’s latest lecture over with. Besides, there’s no possible way he’s expecting me to be there early. Maybe it’ll put him off his game.
Sure enough, Edgar’s eyebrows rise when I knock on the open door to his office, but all he says is, “It’s nice to see you be punctual.” The “for once” hangs invisibly but unmistakably at the end of the sentence, but I refuse to rise to the bait. After a second, Edgar gestures to a chair, and I sit down.
Edgar steeples his hands, pinches his top lip between his index fingers, and regards me for a moment. I spend the time trying to decide if I’m about to be fired, and come to the conclusion that I probably am. It’s unfair, since all I did was get attacked. On the other hand, maybe getting kicked out of this job is what I need to move on and get my act together. It’s not going to look great on a resume, but I bet most people don’t call to check on references anyway.
“So, you were attacked again last night,” says Edgar, startling me out of my train of thought. “What are you mixed up in?”
His tone is hostile, but I decide to overlook that. “What do you mean, attacked? Someone just tried to steal my car this time. I didn’t get there until it was all over.”
Edgar looks unconvinced. “The police were here asking questions. They wanted to review the tapes, and you left your desk much earlier than you’d need to for your rounds. The cameras show you going out the front door almost twenty minutes before you called the police.”
I gesture to my crutches. “I’m not moving so fast these days, Edgar. It took me a while to get to the parking lot. Then, when I got there and saw the accident happen, I found out that I’d left my phone at the desk here, and had to make it all the way back. Buy me a Segway and I’ll be able to get places faster.”
Edgar smiles a humorless grin. “I can’t fire you on suspicion alone. But I can and will give you a written reprimand for failing to do your rounds on time last night. A second reprimand this quarter is cause for dismissal. And I can also tell you to take a drug test, which I’m doing right now. If it comes up positive for anything, I won’t even have to wait for the second reprimand to happen.”
I take the cup he’s produced from a desk drawer. “There won’t be anything in it that they didn’t give me at the hospital, Edgar,” I say. Of course, I don’t know exactly what they gave me at the hospital, and I think back to my theory about the secret cabal of doctors testing drugs on patients. If the test checks for superpowers, I’m in trouble. Can they fire me for having powers? You’d think that Edgar would like it if I were a super employee.
The thought makes me smile, which is not lost on Edgar. “Something funny about this, Dan?” he asks frostily.
“Just the situation,” I say. “I get my car stolen and crashed, and my job’s response is to claim that I caused it by being on drugs? What else am I supposed to do about that but laugh?”
Edgar clearly doesn’t see the humor. Shows what he knows.
 
- - -
 
While I’m washing my hands in the bathroom, I take some water from the faucet and rub the outside of the cup with it. It’s childish humor and a bit petty, but I can’t be expected to change all at once. Anyway, just because I understand Edgar better now doesn’t mean that I have to like him, especially after he’s just accused me of being a drug addict, and possibly a dealer to boot.
I bring the cup back to his office and place it nonchalantly on some paperwork on his desk. “I’ll see you in an hour, Edgar,” I say. “If you find anything in the tests, please let me know before I come in for a shift. It’s a real pain catching the bus with crutches.”
I see Edgar noticing the damp ring that the cup is making on his papers, and trying to decide if he can pick it up without polluting his hands. I’m just about to turn and leave him to his dilemma when something on the paperwork catches my eye.
“Sorry, where do you want this?” I ask solicitously, gesturing to the cup. He motions with distaste to a corner of his bookshelf, and as I pick the cup back up to move it over there, I take the opportunity to confirm what I thought I’d seen. Attached to the paperwork is a business card from the police department bearing the name of Sam Peterson, the helpful fellow who gave me a ride home two nights ago.
It wasn’t just the police, third person impersonal, who were back here asking questions. It was the same cop. I have no idea what police shifts are like, so maybe it’s a coincidence. I have the feeling it isn’t, though.
So, the police are taking an interest in my affairs. I feel a mild paranoia about this, but as I think about why, I genuinely can’t find anything to be concerned about. I legitimately haven’t done anything wrong. In this specific case, anyway. Shoot, maybe they can even be helpful.
I pause to picture that conversation. “Hello, Officer Peterson? This is Dan Everton. Yes, we met the other night at the museum. I was the one who’d just killed a man in self-defense. Good, you remember. Well, the reason I’m calling is that I think I have superpowers, and I don’t know why. Can you help?”
That would definitely go over well. In a best-case scenario, Officer Peterson just thinks I’m playing a stupid joke on him. In a worst-case, I get involuntarily committed as a lunatic. There’s no version I can imagine where he believes me.
Check me out: noticing small details, engaging in subterfuge, and considering plans before rushing into them. Seems like maybe that extra brainpower didn’t completely wear off! I’m like a whole new man, one who can use 11% of his brain now. And yeah, I know that ten percent thing is a myth, but “I’m thinking one percent harder” doesn’t have the same ring to it. I wonder if I’m one percent stronger now, too?
Instead of getting myself in trouble with the police, I allow these thoughts to distract me while I head outside and get that hot dog from the street vendor like I’d considered doing earlier. It may not get me any closer to figuring out what’s going on, but I’m pretty sure that it’s still a significantly better use of my time.
 



- Chapter Seven -
 
I spend the first several hours of work that night trying to look up obituaries on my phone. I’m faced with two major problems, though. The first of these is that I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m pretty sure that the local paper prints the obituaries, so they must be on their website, but when I pull the site up, I run squarely into the second problem: my phone is terrible. It takes at least a minute to load even a simple, well-designed site, and “simple” and “well-designed” are not words which anyone would use to describe the paper’s mobile presence.
When the site does load, navigation is a nightmare. Scrolling happens at the phone’s whim, and only sometimes goes in the direction I’d indicated. Trying to get the keyboard to pop up so I can enter a term in a search box is an exercise in futility, and of course my efforts are interrupted by the need to go on rounds with some frequency. There’s no chance that Edgar’s not going to review these tapes, looking for a reason to fire me, so I can’t afford to give him one. When I leave this job, it’ll be because I quit, not because they trumped up a reason to kick me to the curb.
Given these obstacles, it’s all I can do not to throw my phone across the room in frustration a few times, but I persevere. Finally, I’m rewarded with a completely loaded version of the obituaries page showing me yesterday’s notices, but this only sheds light on two more problems.
The first one is that no one in these pictures is covered in hair, so presumably that was a side effect of whatever made them go crazy. It means I have no way of figuring out who on this page they might be, since the hair hid any distinguishing features. Fortunately, it’s sort of irrelevant given the second problem, which is that I’m an idiot.
See, the notices printed in the paper yesterday are for people who died a week or so ago. The paper’s not some magical device that knows when people have passed away and writes up a little blurb for them. I realize that after accounting for the breaks to do my rounds, I’ve just spent the better part of an hour trying to get my phone to load a page which half a second’s reflection would have told me was useless.
I glare at my phone again, because there’s no convenient mirror around for me to glare at myself. I am no longer convinced that I have any residual increase in brain activity from last night.
I carefully refrain from throwing my phone down, and take a break to calm myself and think of a new plan. I manage one almost immediately, which is “go to the hospital and ask them.” I figure that the hospital probably isn’t keen on giving out information about corpses to people who wander in off the street, though, so I discard this plan and work on another one.
Unfortunately, by the time the end of my shift rolls around, I still haven’t come up with one. I don’t know either of the guys’ names. I don’t know their jobs, their families, or where they’re from. I don’t even know what they look like, aside from their height, since the hair obscured their faces – and given how they were splitting out of their clothes, even the height might not be right. Not that it matters, particularly, as no one bothers to write someone’s height in their obituary. Unless I’m going to funeral homes with a measuring tape and a shocking lack of respect, that’s not going to be a useful guideline anyway.
And so I find myself stepping off of the bus outside of the hospital in the early hours of the morning with absolutely no plan in mind. I walk into the lobby, figuring I'll wing it when I get to the desk. As I pass through the doors, I rehearse a few possible openers: hello, I'm looking for my uncle who passed away. Hello, I'm here to ID a body. Hello, I'm here to steal a corpse for medical experiments. Which way to your morgue?
The desk, it turns out, is unstaffed when I arrive, meaning all of my seconds of preparation have been for naught. Luckily, the hospital has convenient signs on the walls indicating the way to various areas. The way to the morgue is not quite as prominently marked as some of the others, but I take a guess that it's in the basement, and when the elevator deposits me there, I find arrows pointing me in the right direction.
I also find, on my way down the hall, a familiar face.
"Hey, Dan!" says Brian, the EMT from the night of the first attack at the museum. He gives me a puzzled grin. "What brings you down to this level?"
I open my mouth to lie to him, and accidentally blurt out the truth.
"I'm really weirded out about the guy who attacked me. The guy I killed. I wanted to see if he was down here. To find out who he is. Was." I realize I'm babbling, and stutter my way to a stop. "Sorry. I'm sorry. That's weird."
But Brian's nodding like he understands. "Yeah, no. I get it. Look, I can't let you in there, but I can tell you who he is. C'mon back upstairs."
He leads the way down the hall, and as he waits for me to catch up to him at the elevators, he says, "I've been there when people have died. Most of them I haven't known, you know? I just met them a couple of minutes before. But there's a connection. In the voice, the eyes, the physical contact. You're the last person they ever see, and that makes you responsible. And you've got to learn who you're responsible for. It eats at you, otherwise, you know? You've got a responsibility to remember them. It's built in."
Upstairs, Brian motions me into an empty patient room and tells me to hang out for a minute. I take the opportunity to sit down and take my weight off of the crutches; I never knew that breaking my foot could give me bruises under my arms. I do my best to look like I belong here, without looking so much like I belong here that someone will check on me.
Apparently it works, as Brian gets back before anyone else looks in. He's got a Post-it note in his hand, and as he hands it to me, he says, "His name was Aaron Lovell."
I look at the note, and that's all it says, too, in all-caps handwriting: "AARON LOVELL." I realize that this conversation is about to get awkward, and I take a deep breath.
"There's another name I need you to look up."
 
- - -
 
Five minutes later, I've caught Brian up with the same version of the story that I told the police. He takes it pretty well.
“Jesus Christ, man. Who are these guys?”
“I don’t know,” I tell him. “And to be honest, that’s part of why I’m here, too. I’m hoping that maybe if I find out who they are, I’ll find out what they want. Breaking into my work, stealing my car – if I don’t figure out what’s going on, I’m gonna find one of them in my house next, maybe. And I can’t keep doing this.”
All of a sudden, I realize I’m about to cry. And there is no way in the world that I’m going to do that in front of some random dude. So I stop talking and look away, and Brian, to his credit, doesn’t say anything about it. He gives me a second, waits for me to look back, and pretends that nothing happened.
“I’ll go dig around later, check the records, see if I can find who got carted in last night,” he says, and produces a phone. “Gimme your number, and I’ll call you when I know who he is.”
“Thanks, man. I appreciate you helping me out.”
“Hey, I’m not telling you anything you couldn’t learn from the paper in a few days, right? Names are public knowledge. And a guy’s got a right to understand what’s happening to him, you know?”
I can tell from Brian’s slightly nervous rambling that he’s going a little bit out on a limb for me, but just like when he saw me near tears, the right thing to do is ignore it. So I just thank him again, shake his hand, and make my way back out to catch the bus home.
When I get back to my bedroom, something feels wrong. I look around warily, trying to spot anything out of place, anything that might have tipped me off to someone being in here, but everything seems normal. I run through some of my quick power tests, too, but get nothing.
After a few minutes, I finally realize what’s different – for the first time this week, I’m not freshly injured and bone-tired from fighting for my life. I’m tired, sure, because it’s bedtime, but I’ve got the energy to take off my clothes and watch some TV before falling asleep. Right now, I can’t imagine a greater luxury.
 



- Chapter Eight -
 
The next morning, I discover that there’s a disadvantage to not simply collapsing into unconsciousness: my brain has all the time it wants to sift through everything that’s happened and cudgel me with it. All night long, an endless parade of ape-men cowered before me and begged for their lives as I killed them in a hideously inventive number of ways. With many of them, the hair fell away from their faces just before I landed the final blow, and I looked into their human eyes and human expressions and saw fear there. It made me feel sick, and it made me feel good, too – which made me feel sick as well.
So my sleep wasn’t exactly what you’d call restful. On the other hand, waking up to no voicemail from Edgar is extremely refreshing, and another long shower does a lot to clear out the nightmares. I try wrapping my cast in a trash bag for this shower, and rubber-banding it shut at the top. It basically works, but if I try to put any weight on it, the trash bag slips on the wet tub floor, and my leg starts to go pins-and-needley by the end of the shower. It’s differently obnoxious than taking a shower with my leg sticking out, but not necessarily better. I conclude that the whole situation stinks and resolve to simply heal as quickly as possible.
That reminds me to start my power-checking regimen. I prick my finger with a sewing needle in case the super-healing has kicked in, but no dice; it bleeds like normal. I cross “invulnerable” off the list with that one, too. The whole list takes about half an hour to come up completely negative, during which time anyone watching would have had me committed to an asylum. I’m pretty sweaty by the end, too, and I realize that superpowers or not, I should really get out of the house more often and get some exercise.
The cast gives me a decent excuse to put that off for a bit, at least, and instead I boot up my computer and start looking for Aaron Lovell. I find a bunch of stuff that’s clearly not him, based on location. One of them is a mixed martial arts fighter from England, and I consider how much worse off I would have been if I’d had to deal with that Aaron Lovell. These guys haven’t seemed that smart, but muscle memory alone probably would have let him lay me out.
A few entries down, I come across a LinkedIn profile for an Aaron Lovell in my city, and learn that he was an advertising executive. He looks like your standard late-forties suit: glasses, bald head with a fringe of short hair at the sides, pressed shirt and tie, slightly weird smile. Absolutely nothing like the monster that came at me, in other words.
I dig around some more and find his Facebook page, though, and people are posting “I’ll miss you, man” messages, so it’s definitely him. His profile picture is him with a woman of his age and a young teenage boy standing in front of them, smiling at the camera with familial obligation.
I’d really been hoping that he didn’t have a family, that he was some renegade weirdo living off in the woods alone. I knew it wasn’t likely, but still, seeing that photo hurts like someone’s just slapped me. My face goes cold and my whole head rings, and I can hear my blood in my ears as my heartbeat spikes for a few seconds. Weirdly, the sensation isn’t that far off from the all-over ice cream headache I got right before the attack. It’s definitely not the same, though. That was just physical discomfort. This is guilt. Guilt mixed with fear.
I’m not usually an emotional guy, so maybe I don’t deal with this as well as I should. I guess a good technique would be to take some time to analyze what I was feeling, consider the root causes, examine where they have rational bases versus irrational ones. But given that it took a dose of genius juice for me to realize that the reason I didn’t like my boss was that I was afraid I was going to become him, you can probably figure that that is not how I handle the situation.
No, I get angry. Angry at myself for feeling scared and guilty, angry at whomever is doing this to me, angry at the universe for allowing it. I slam my laptop shut and stomp around my house for a while without the assistance of the crutches, enjoying the ache in my foot in a perverse sort of way. The pain is satisfying. It’s got a tangible, addressable source, unlike everything else I’m dealing with right now.
I’m just about to progress from banging around to yelling rhetorical questions at the furniture when my phone buzzes. I check it to see a text from an unknown number that says only, “Jonathan Caraway.”
This is the thought process that follows: What on earth? Oh, this must be Brian. That’s the name of the second guy. He’s got a stupid name. Geez, man, you killed the guy, you could show some respect. Not my fault he’s got a stupid name. Shut up and go look him up.
That all flashes through my head in about the span of a second, and it serves to dump metaphorical cold water on my rage. I’m abruptly calm, I’m a little bit ashamed of how I was acting, and also my foot hurts a lot more than it did while I was worked up. I limp back to my bed and open up my laptop again to do some more googling.
This one is, if anything, worse. Jonathan was a local high school student, just turned 18 this year. His Facebook pictures show him with friends and parents, looking young and vital. He looks like a great kid, someone his parents would have been proud of. I don’t see anything at all to connect him to Lovell, nothing to indicate that he’d ever even heard of the ad man. That’s not to say that there is no connection, of course. I’ve still got to hope that there is one, as otherwise I’m back to the plan of just waiting for these things to happen. But it’s nothing obvious.
At the top of his wall is a post from Sharon Caraway, presumably his mother. It says that a funeral service will be held for Jonathan in a week’s time. I make a note of the time and location, although I’m not entirely sure why. It seems deeply unlikely that I’ll learn anything useful at a funeral service. Maybe it’s like Brian said: I just need to know more about the kid. I was the last person to see him alive. I owe it to him to know who he was.
I poke around on the internet for a while longer, though I’m not really certain what I’m looking for now. I check out the ad agency that Lovell worked for. I scope out Caraway’s school website. Nothing jumps out at me, and eventually I realize that I’ve given up clicking on links, and am just staring at a paragraph of text, not even reading it. I take that as a hint that I’ve absorbed about as much information as I’m going to today, and close the laptop again.
A Netflix movie and a pizza later, I’m back at work. Edgar is gone by the time I get there, so I assume that the drug test didn’t show any evidence of whatever’s going on with me. I could probably have guessed that by the fact that he didn’t call to tell me that I was canned, but I wouldn’t put it past Edgar to wait for me to show up just so he could fire me to my face.
Work is back to being the quiet, boring job that I had grown to quietly loathe, a fact for which I am profoundly grateful today. I’m able to shut my mind off while I’m doing my rounds and let my thoughts settle for a while. I spend my down time staring at the dimly lit street outside, watching the occasional car go past. Several times, I notice a police car cruising by, and I can’t blame them. There were two weird deaths here in as many days, and even if they don’t know that the second one was sort of a homicide as well, they’ve got to believe that it’s something worth keeping an eye on.
I think again about Officer Peterson, who had come by to ask Edgar about me. Obviously he’s working the case, or however that actually goes. All I know about police departments, I’ve learned from procedural dramas. Maybe I can talk to him, see if he knows of any connection between Lovell and Caraway. There’s got to be a way to ask that doesn’t sound suspicious, like I’m fishing to see if he knows anything about me. After some consideration, I decide that the “trying to understand” angle is probably the best, especially since I really don’t have any idea why this is happening. My definition of “this” just has another facet that the police don’t know about, is all.
I briefly consider going to see if Edgar’s office is unlocked to get the number off of the card, but think better of it. “I wanted to call the police officer who was asking about me” is not likely to be viewed as an acceptable excuse for going through my boss’s stuff. I can probably just call the police department and ask for him, anyway.
There is no way I would have thought an idea and its consequences through that well last week. There’s definitely been a residual positive effect. I’m not saying that the attacks are worth it, but at least there’s a silver lining.
 



- Chapter Nine -
 
I suffer through another night of murdering devolved humans in my dreams, and wake up feeling terrible again the next morning. Let me tell you, all that stuff about videogames desensitizing kids to violence and turning them into killers? I must’ve played the wrong videogames, because this is eating away at me. I’m feeling pretty motivated to talk to Officer Peterson and maybe get some idea of what’s going on, so I look up the police department’s desk officer number and call in. The man who answers asks me which Officer Peterson I want, and I realize that if he told me his first name, I’ve completely forgotten it.
“Um. Maybe it was…Eric?” I guess. The awkward silence tells me that it is not, in fact, Eric, so I hurry on. “This is in relation to the, um, incident at the museum two nights ago – I’m sorry, three nights ago. He should, um. That is, whichever Officer Peterson is working on it should know who I am. If he’s working on it. He, um, told my boss to call if he had any information or questions or anything. So. Um. Can I leave my number?”
Smooth. I sound like a high school dweeb trying to give his secret crush a valentine. I scrap my plan to try to hide things from Peterson while simultaneously trying to get information out of him, since clearly I can’t even manage to leave a message without sounding like I’m confessing to a crime. Honesty is probably going to be the best policy here. He’ll think I’m crazy, of course, but that’s not illegal.
Wait, is it? I spend an involved hour reading up on involuntary commitment, and eventually conclude that in this case, it probably isn’t. I’ve got to be considered an “imminent danger,” either to myself or others, and I don’t think that believing that I sometimes get superpowers qualifies for that.
On the other hand, I do have a body count. They were both mutated, though, which I think supports my claim that something very weird is going on around here. Being an imminent danger to rampaging mutants is probably allowable under the law. It’s got to be a grey area, at the very least.
Abruptly, the thought occurs to me: what if I am crazy? What if I’m hallucinating this? I mean, not the whole thing. If I’ve hallucinated several days’ worth of events, then I’m clearly in a coma or something and I’m not going to be able to logic my way out of it. But thinking back, I can’t remember anyone else commenting on the bizarre hairiness of the guys who attacked me.
When the cops first showed up, one of them said “Holy mother! Would you look at this guy?” in relation to Lovell, but that could have just been because of the amount of blood. They’d struggled with the stretcher, but maybe it was just a faulty piece of equipment. And Caraway, they’d just loaded up while I was giving the cops my statement back at the museum.
Okay, so maybe I’m crazy, and visualizing bestial features on the guys who’ve attacked me. So what? They both still attacked me for no reason. Even if I’m feeling a subconscious need to dehumanize them or something, and it’s caused a slight disconnect from reality, it doesn’t change the fact that these two guys, without apparent reason, decided they wanted to see me dead. So even if I’m crazy, I’m still in the right here.
I really don’t want to be crazy, though.
 
- - -
 
Officer Peterson – whose name turns out to be Sam; I was sort of close, it was a one-syllable name – calls me back in the early afternoon, and asks me if I’d like to talk over the phone, or come into the station. I figure I’d better have body language and facial expressions on my side if I’m going to tell Peterson anything resembling the truth and hope to have him believe me, or at least believe that I believe me. We make an appointment for 6 PM, and I spend the next several hours trying to pretend that I’m not stressing out over whether I’m insane and whether I’m about to get arrested.
Here’s a handy tip: repeatedly thinking to yourself “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy!” is less than helpful, and also difficult to stop once you’ve started. So basically, my afternoon sucks.
And so when Officer Peterson asks me, “So what did you want to tell me?”, there are probably better openers than “What was wrong with those guys? Were they poisoned, or what?” But I have to know my sanity status up front. Now that I’ve thought that this might all be in my head, I can’t get past that idea until I know for sure that it isn’t. Or that it is, I suppose, but I don’t want to consider that option right now.
Peterson, to his credit, just blinks and says mildly, “We’re waiting on the autopsies to tell us that. Why’dya suggest poison?”
I press on. “It would have to be some kind of a chemical that could do that to someone, right? To make them…all ‘roided out and hairy?”
There. I’ve said it; I’ve committed myself. And if he doesn’t know what I’m talking about, I might be about to get committed in a different sense, too.
So it’s a great relief when Peterson says, “That’s the theory we’re working with, yeah. Could be a virus, too, but there’s no clear link between the two that’d suggest that right now. ‘Course, there’s no link for a chemical injection, either, but that one implies human motivation, and humans are a lot more capricious than viruses.”
I’m so busy congratulating myself on not being nuts that it takes me a minute to realize I have no idea what Peterson’s talking about. “Sorry, what?” I say cleverly.
“If it were a virus, we’d see a pattern of transmission. If it’s someone sticking these guys with something, it won’t be obvious who he’s going to choose until we figure out why he’s doing it.”
“Okay, gotcha. I thought for a minute you might be saying that I might be infected.”
“Well, we are curious why they both came after you. Did you know either of the deceased?”
Man, am I glad I’m not hooked up to a lie detector right now, because my pulse skyrockets when Peterson asks me that. I suddenly remember what I’ve managed to push aside – that Edgar isn’t the only one who thinks I might be responsible for whatever’s going on here, or at least know why it’s happening. Peterson’s asking me in a very casual tone, but I remember the way he managed to grill me during a friendly conversation the first night, and I know he has to be watching my reactions right now. Which obviously look less than innocent, despite the fact that I don’t know these guys, I don’t know what’s going on, and I came here to find out.
I’m panicking for no good reason, so I stuff it down and answer. “No, I’d never met them before.” Then, in an effort to provide an explanation for any weirdness Peterson may have noticed in my manner, I add, “I looked them up online yesterday, but it didn’t give me any clue why they’d come after me or what happened to them.”
Still casually, Peterson asks, “How’d you know their names to look them up?”
Shoot, I screwed up. I’m not selling Brian out. He was doing me a favor, and I don’t know if this could get him in trouble. “I, uh, went to the hospital and asked.” Technically true. “Were they not supposed to tell me?”
“You can calm down, Mr. Everton. This isn’t an interrogation.”
This is definitely an interrogation. I smile; it feels fake. “Ha ha, of course not. Hey, I was really hoping you could tell me something, if you’ve come up with any ideas in your investigation. I mean, I’m assuming you have one. An investigation. Two dead people, weird gorilla crossbreed chemical, right? I mean, I don’t know that there’s anything to look into, but I assume there has to be, so I figure you’re probably looking into it.” Shut up, Dan, shut up, shut up!
Peterson just lets me babble and waits for me to get to the point. I take a deep breath, let it halfway out and say, somewhat more plaintively than I mean to, “Why is this happening to me?” Then I finally, mercifully, shut up.
Before answering, Peterson studies me steadily for a moment. I don’t know what he sees. Maybe he sees a victim searching for answers. Maybe he sees a con man trying to construct an imaginary world to hide in. Either way, when he speaks, his voice is gentle, and I no longer feel like he’s trying to siphon information out of me.
“We don’t know, Mr. Everton. But we’re working to find out. I understand that this is very concerning for you, and I appreciate you coming in to talk to me today. I’m sorry that I don’t have a better answer for you right now. I’ll have one, in time.
“We’d like to keep you under light surveillance. We don’t think you’re in any immediate danger, but it’s possible that your habits will shed some light on a connection between the two victims thus far. Strictly speaking, we don’t need your permission for this. However, I want to let you know, so as not to concern you.”
I think about the police cars I saw patrolling past the museum the other night, and say, “Yeah, I appreciate that. It could be a little paranoia-making otherwise.”
Peterson smiles. “It’s not just for your peace of mind; if you saw you were being followed and didn’t know why, you might change your habits, and then we wouldn’t get any leads.”
“Oh.”
His smile fades. “I’ll be honest, Mr. Everton. This is not a big priority within the department. Everyone’s extremely curious, but with absolutely no leads, there’s not a lot of willingness to commit resources. I’ve only been able to arrange what I have because you’re the primary suspect, and they think it’s worth keeping an eye on you for a while.”
My pulse spikes again. Talking to Peterson is a great cardio workout. “I didn’t – I never met those guys! I don’t know what they want –”
Peterson waves me down. “I believe you. I wouldn’t have told you that you were a suspect otherwise.”
I make an effort to calm down, but my heart is still hammering. “Yeah, you believe me, but who else does? My boss had me do a drug test and all but told me that he’d fire me as soon as he could prove anything, and that’s at least partly because you came in to talk to him about me. He wouldn’t be thinking of me as a suspect otherwise.”
“Actually, Mr. Everton, Mr. Dobson called us and requested that an officer come out to review the case with him. He stated that it was for the insurance paperwork, which I’m certain is technically true, but his line of questioning indicated a desire to find that this could be laid in your lap.”
That’s a bit of a blow. I knew that Edgar didn’t like me much, but I didn’t think he thought that badly of me. Maybe he was just hoping it was my fault, so that he’d have a reason to be rid of me. That’s a pretty cowardly way out of a problem. The man could try taking a more direct approach. I’m not that hard to talk to. Even with my recently acquired understanding of Edgar’s motivations, this sort of behavior makes it hard to think kindly of him. I mean, I’m not blameless in this – irritating Edgar, that is; in this particular instance, where mutants are attacking me for no reason, I really am blameless – but still.
Peterson takes a deep breath, and that plus his careful, stilted language makes me realize that I’ve offended him pretty badly. I suppose that I did just call his professional competence into question, and that probably this is not the best way to way to make friends. As I could really use Peterson as a friend right now, I do something out of character: I apologize.
“Hey, that was unfair. I’m sorry. It’s been a stressful week.”
I realize my apology is tapering off into justification and cut it short. Peterson just waves his hand at me again, dismissing it.
“I’m familiar with the feeling. It’s okay.”
“Okay, so…what’s the plan from here?”
“You go on about your daily life, Mr. Everton, and hope for the best. We watch you occasionally, and hope for the best, too.”
Of course, “the best” for me is for all of this to be done and never affect me again, while for him it’s if I get attacked again while his guys are watching me. So our goals aren’t quite as closely aligned as he’s just made them sound. Still, it’s reassuring to know that I might not be totally alone if this happens again.
Peterson doesn’t look like he has anything to add, and it seems like this is a pretty reasonable time to make my exit. I haven’t gotten a whole lot out of Peterson, but I’ve learned what he doesn’t know, and managed to keep my secret to boot. It’s a better result than I might have expected, and I know I should leave while I’m still ahead. Somehow, though, I feel like there’s something else to say here, but I don’t know what it is.
Seeing that I haven’t gotten up to go, Peterson says, “Anything else, Mr. Everton?”
I still have no idea what I need to say, so I just open my mouth and talk. “These guys – I think they were dying anyway. The one I fought in the museum, his breath smelled like a slaughterhouse. He was torn up inside from whatever changed him.”
Peterson nods. “That’s what the preliminary information from the autopsies said, too. Neither one of them could have lived much longer. Whatever the drug they took was supposed to do for them, it wasn’t working.”
I think he’s probably wrong on that point. Assuming I’m right about this whole thing being a test, then it’s being run by someone. And I can’t imagine that an experimenter who would turn people into homicidal monsters would worry much about their long-term survival. They were created to die.
I repeat this to myself a few times, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about killing them. Aaron Lovell. Jonathan Caraway. Real people, with real lives.
At this moment, I resolve to find whoever is doing this, and to make them see the error of their ways. I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to do this, but that can come later. Having the goal is enough for now.
 



- Chapter Ten -
 
The next week passes comparatively uneventfully. Of course, this would be true of pretty much anything as compared to my previous week, but it’s hard to call it completely uneventful when I spend the entire time trying to be the perfect employee for Edgar, the perfect bait for the police, and the perfect detective for myself as I try to figure out what’s going on. I don’t make any headway on that, but I do start to get pretty good at walking around my apartment without touching the floor. If they ever have The Floor is Lava olympics, I’m set, even without balance-related superpowers.
I’m also getting decent at the crutches. The step-swing technique is starting to feel fairly natural, and my underarms have toughened up and stopped bruising. I’ve been timing myself on my rounds, and I’m nearly back to the pace I had when both of my legs were working. And with my car down for the count, I’m getting a decent handle on the schedule of the buses near my house, too. Neither of these things qualify as superpowers, but they are adult powers, which is also a category I’ve been somewhat deficient in. So all told, it’s not a bad week.
That said, when Saturday rolls around, I find myself making excuses about how I’ve had a hard week and I should stay home, avoid stress, and generally not go to the funeral for Jonathan Caraway. It’s far away; it’s starting to rain; my suit is wrinkled; I don’t have a good excuse to be there.
That last complaint is actually fairly valid, but I think that despite my attempts to talk myself out of it, I’m going to feel better if I go to the service. Funerals are about closure, and I definitely need some of that. Besides, there’s always a chance that I’ll find something to link Caraway and Lovell together, and that could be invaluable. So I decide that if I’m asked, I’ll just introduce myself as Mr. Everton the guidance counselor, and count on the fact that absolutely no parents know who their kid’s school counselors are.
I get my suit on and swing my way down to the bus stop in the light rain, which naturally picks up the pace as soon as I leave my house. It’s still not too bad, but it’s definitely raining hard enough to make me wish that I could handle an umbrella along with the crutches. It’s theoretically possible, of course, but I know exactly how that goes when I’m involved: at some point, I fumble my grip on the umbrella, drop it, grab for it, drop my crutch while I’m trying to get it, hit the handle so that the umbrella spins back and whacks me in the face, drop my other crutch as I flail the umbrella out of my face, then fall over and land on my umbrella, breaking it. Everyone rushes over while I lie there looking like an idiot. Since my plan is to keep a low profile at the back of the service, I decide that slightly damp is the way to go.
It’s a relief to get on the bus and get out of the rain, though, even if the bus does give me a solid static shock when I touch the doorframe to step up into it. The bus driver chuckles as I shake my hand to clear the tingling in my fingers.
“Yeah, the metal there’ll give people a decent shock if they haven’t been grounded. In winter, sometimes you’ll get a nice blue spark jumping an inch or so just to say hi to someone in a wool hat. You managed a pretty impressive one for such a wet day, though!”
I half-smile at his patter as I pay my fare and settle into a seat, brushing the rain off of myself before it can soak in too far. I spend the rest of the trip practicing my lines in my head. Hi, I’m Mr. Everton, Jonathan’s counselor. Yes, very promising, such a bright future. A terrible shame.
Soon enough, the bus drops me off at the stop nearest the church where the service is being held, and I make my way down the sidewalk. The rain, which had eased up while I was on the bus, starts to strengthen again, as if to hurry me along. The rain clearly has an excellent sense of timing, because I get to the church at the perfect moment: everyone’s in the process of taking their seats, so I don’t have to introduce myself, but nothing’s actually started yet, so I don’t look conspicuous coming in late. I slide into a pew in the back, brushing ineffectually at the water on my shoulders, and listen to people express love for the kid I killed.
It hurts to hear. It hurts a lot. But it’s a hurt like pulling out a diseased tooth; somehow, even in the pain, you can feel that this is how the healing starts. As I learn about Jonathan, he becomes a real person in my head, not just some anonymous mutated attacker. I hear about his hobbies, his dreams, his loves and aspirations, and even though it’s terrible that he’s never going to do any of them again, it’s nevertheless great that he once did.
I join Jonathan’s family and friends in celebrating who he was, even as we mourn him. I create an idea of Jonathan inside myself and cherish him, and it helps me let go of resentment I hadn’t even realized I was holding. Yes, something is happening to me, but it’s not only to me. I’m not alone, I’m not the only victim, and I can work to fix this.
I cry a number of times during the service, for Jonathan and Aaron Lovell and myself. This is different than the other day in front of Brian. You’re allowed to cry at funerals, maybe even supposed to. It’s cathartic, and no one judges me for it; no one even notices.
When it’s over and people are filing out, I suddenly really want to introduce myself to the Caraways, to let them know that I knew their son and he was important to me. They’re standing near the doors, shaking people’s hands and murmuring thanks as they leave. There’s an informal sort of line sweeping people past, and I’m about four people from the Caraways when I hear the man at the front say, “Mr. Caraway, Mrs. Caraway. I’m Sean, Jonathan’s guidance counselor. He was a wonderful young man. He’ll be missed.”
They thank him with bowed heads, while I quietly slip out of line and slide through the doors as quickly as my crutches can manage. My ears burn hot and cold as I go, and on the way out of the church, the metal of the door delivers a strong shock to my elbow, as if to let me know that my intended lie has not gone unnoticed.
In the dubious shelter of the bus stop, I ask myself how I really thought that was going to turn out, and I have no answer. The rain intensifies, finding its way through cracks and edges of the overhang. It flicks into my eyes and runs down my neck, and I simply wait for the bus and let the universe call me an idiot.
 
- - -
 
Now, maybe you’re noticing that I’ve gotten two sizeable static shocks in about as many hours – once getting onto the bus, and once leaving the church. And maybe you’re thinking, “Dan’s a smart guy, and he’s on the lookout for manifestations of weird powers. Surely he is also thinking about this?” Seems reasonable, right?
I don’t have a clue. It totally escapes my attention, and I bumble on home just glad that I didn’t cause a scene at a funeral. Once there, I sink into my usual oblivion of Netflix and delivered pizza, neither of which involve unusual amounts of electricity. The steady patter of the rain on the roof calms and relaxes me, and I fall asleep in my boxers on the couch watching a brainless comedy.
When I wake up, the movie’s over and the Netflix menu is staring at me accusingly. My tongue feels like the greasy cardboard that the pizza was delivered in, and the world’s in that grey twilight that could just as easily be dawn or dusk. I fish my pants off of the floor and fumble through the pockets for my phone to find out what time it is, but when I finally get the phone free, it’s dead.
That probably means it’s morning, though, since it had plenty of charge last night, so I figure I might as well get up and find out what the day looks like. I sit up, stretch, and click the remote at the TV to turn it off – but nothing happens. So I hit the button a few more times, just in case it didn’t get the message at first, but the TV stubbornly stays on. I open up the case to mess with the batteries, and one of them has burst, leaking a white crust all around one end. Clearly, this is not my day for electronics.
I lever my cast off of the couch, tuck my phone into the waistband of my boxers and limp-hop to the kitchen to get some new batteries. And that’s where I finally catch on to the fact that something’s up, because when I reach for the fridge door, every magnet I have on the front of it falls off at once.
My first thought is, “Power outage!” Which is dumb on so many levels that my brain basically shorts out for a second trying to process it. I remind myself that I’ve just woken up, shake off my stupidity, and get down to trying to figure out what is going on.
Whatever it is, it’s weird. I can’t get the magnets to reattach to the fridge at all. They slide off just like the fridge is made of plastic. I try tossing them at the fridge, and that works fine as long as I’m a couple of feet away. As soon as I approach, though, they demagnetize again. When I hold two of them together, they don’t repel each other, either. I’m shutting down the magnetic fields somehow.
In the back of my head, an idea starts clamoring for attention. It’s something about magnets, but I haven’t quite got the shape of it. I poke at it for a moment, hoping to get it to take form, but it stays vague. I know it’s something easy, something I should know, and probably something important, but I cannot put my finger on it. I pull out my phone to open up Wikipedia and see if it rings any bells, but of course my phone doesn’t turn on because the battery’s dead. Then it hits me – magnets! Magnets are bad for computers! My phone is a tiny computer! I’ve probably just fried my phone!
A wave of frustration washes over me as I look at the black screen. As it does, all of my fridge magnets leap off of the floor and slam into me like tiny kamikazes.
Suddenly, the absurdity of the situation strikes me. I’m standing in my kitchen in nothing but boxers and a cast. I’m furiously angry at a piece of plastic. And ladybugs and dinosaurs are stuck all over my legs.
I can’t help it; I start to laugh. And when I do, the magnets fall off, clattering on the linoleum at my feet.
That’s about all I need in terms of a hint. After a bit of experimentation, I demonstrate what I just discovered by accident: when I’m tense, the magnets stick to me. When I relax, they leave me alone. By blanking out my mind as best as I can, and thinking only of ocean waves crashing on the shore, I can even put a magnet back on the fridge and have it stay there, just like a regular person could. It’s amazing what passes for progress for me these days.
Okay, so I can attract magnets. I was never a huge science geek, but I’m pretty sure that means that I have to be a magnet. And if that’s the case, I should be able to attract metal, right? It makes sense in my head, so I put my hand palm up in front of the fridge door and tense up as hard as I can.
The first thing that happens is that all of the magnets fly off and pelt me in the face and torso, which anyone with half a brain could have predicted. As I throw my hands up and stumble backwards, though – which does nothing, since they’re all sticking to me already – the fridge door comes open and smacks into my hand, sticking solidly. I can feel a thrumming in my palm, like a cell phone on vibrate.
With difficulty, I peel my palm away from the door, then think about the ocean until the magnets drop away from me again. As I’m putting them all back on the fridge, I abruptly realize how stupid my test was. Aside from hitting myself with a dozen tiny missiles, if I’d been wrong about how strong the attraction was, I could have tipped the entire refrigerator over onto myself. It would have been the pile of rubble on my foot all over again, except this time, I would have dropped it onto my entire body.
Suitably chastened, I take a handful of the magnets and retreat off to the living room where there aren’t any large metal appliances, and sit down to continue my practice. After a few hours, I feel like I’m really starting to get the hang of it. Not only can I pull the magnets toward me, I can also push them away, or even keep them hovering above my hand. I’ve still only got an operative range of a couple of feet, but in that space, I can maintain very precise control. All in all, I’m feeling pretty good about my progress.
So basically, everything’s great until I stand up. I lower my hand to push myself off of the floor and immediately hear a loud zap as a blue bolt leaps to my hand from the carpet. I get the most painful electric shock I’ve ever had, my pinky finger goes numb and a small wisp of smoke drifts up from the carpet. I yelp and shake my hand wildly in the air, then stick my pinky into my mouth. Neither of these things help at all.
Obviously, there’s more than magnetism at work here. Unfortunately, I’m totally out of my depth. I’d like to do some research on it, but I’ve already fried my phone and I’m afraid that if I go near my computer, it’ll suffer the same fate. I could go to a library and ask someone there for help, if I knew where a library was, which I don’t. I could call my friends to help, if I knew any of their numbers or had a landline phone. And since my car’s trashed, I can’t even drive around and hope to spot something.
As it is, I only know how to get to three places by bus: the church where the funeral was, my job, and the hospital. And of those three, I can only think of one that might have someone who can help me. I sigh to myself as I put on clothes and run a comb through my hair, which needless to say is standing straight up. Brian’s going to be sorry he ever met me at the museum that night.
 



- Chapter Eleven -
 
The bus comes to a stop only a few hundred feet from the hospital, but the rain is so intense that I can’t even seen the front entrance from there. When the driver opens the doors, the rain whips inside like it’s been waiting for me, chilling me immediately. I take a deep breath as I swing down the steps and out into the monsoon, my crutches kicking up water as I hustle as well as I can. If you’ve never tried moving around using two sticks shoved in your armpits while pails of water viciously seek out every gap in your coat, you can’t fully comprehend how miserable I am right now. And if you have, my condolences. It sucks.
I’m drowned-rat-level soaked by the time I’m halfway there, and I might as well not even be wearing a raincoat for all the protection it’s providing. I’ve got my head hunched into my shoulders and my eyes on the door, though, and I’m focused on my goal. I’m probably about fifty feet out when I see a welcome sight: Brian is hanging out in the covered area just outside the front doors, talking animatedly to a coworker who’s smoking a cigarette. I’d considered the possibility that he wouldn’t be on shift, but since I didn’t have any way of contacting him to find out, I’d decided to just come down and wait. Fortunately, it looks like I won’t have to! Things are finally going my way.
That’s the last thing I remember thinking before I wake up on a hospital gurney surrounded by chaos. There’s a smell of ozone and singed rubber, my shirt’s been cut open and there are doctors and nurses yelling around me.
“Clear! Clear!”
I open my eyes in time to see a pair of paddles being pressed violently into my chest. There’s a soft whump, and I suddenly get a surge of vitality. I sit bolt upright and knock the paddles away. “Whoa! I’m fine! I’m fine!”
Shock is written clearly across the faces of the hospital staff around me, but I have no idea why. I look around in confusion. “I am fine, right? What happened?”
“What’s your name? Can you tell me your name?”
“It’s Dan, Dan Everton. What happened?”
“You were hit by lightning, Mr. Everton. Twice, in fact, in rapid succession. You may be badly hurt.”
“What? No. I’m fine. I feel fine. I need to see Brian.”
“I’m right here, man,” says Brian from behind me. “You need to chill out and get checked out, you know? You’ve got some serious burns, and we don’t know what kinda damage you’ve got internally.”
Burns? I’m starting to sound like a broken record, but I feel fine. That is, until I look down at my chest and see the two large, angry red and black marks on it. Red from the burns, and black from where part of my raincoat has melted right through my shirt and stuck to my chest. And as if I needed a visual cue for it to start hurting, the pain kicks me like a mule and I gasp for breath.
“Mr. Everton!”
“I’m fine!” I really am a broken record. “I just – I think I’m burned.” I sounded less stupid when I was saying I was fine.
“We’ll take a look at that, and see what else needs to be done.”
I lie back down as the doctor wheels me off into an exam room, and try to convince my chest that yes, I know it’s hurt, and it can stop reporting on that now.
 
- - -
 
Several hours and what feels like several hundred tests later, the doctor reluctantly admits that all of my damage appears to be superficial. She’s not thrilled about the diagnosis, partly because half of her machines wouldn’t work properly on me. She ends up deciding that this is due to “residual electromagnetic interference,” because saying I’ve got lightnin’ in mah bones doesn’t look good on a medical chart. Of course, that’s exactly what I do have. It’s just that it was there before I took the strike.
She gives me a tube of burn cream, instructions on how and when to apply it, and directions to the front desk to get my information sorted out before I leave. I hobble my way down the hallway, the muscles in my chest pulling at the burns with every swing of my crutches, and sing a little song of swear words under my breath as I go. It helps the pain a little bit.
As I’m giving my insurance information to the guy at the desk, I suddenly remember why I came here. “Hey, do you know an EMT named Brian?”
“Brian who?”
Man, why don’t I know anyone’s name? “Brian…the…EMT. I’m sorry, I have no idea what his last name is. He was here when I came in.”
“Blond guy, 20s, kinda long wavy hair?” he says, motioning just above his shoulders.
“Yeah! Yeah, that’s him.”
“Brian King, yeah. I can page him, let him know that you’re looking for him. It won’t get him back here any faster, but when he does get back, he’ll know to look for you.”
“So – is there a place I can wait?”
“In the waiting room, yes.”
He manages not to roll his eyes at me, but I’m not sure how; I’m rolling my eyes at myself as I make my way over to a seat. Once there, I collapse gratefully into it, and absent-mindedly reach for my phone. My pocket’s empty, and I have a moment of panic before I remember that my phone’s at home, and probably toast. I sigh, resign myself to reading printed material like some sort of a caveman, and look around for a magazine.
 
- - -
 
I realize I’ve fallen asleep only when Brian shakes me awake. Or when he tries to, technically; what actually wakes me up is an electric snap to my shoulder as he reaches down to touch me.
“Ouch! Hey, man, looks like the lightning’s not quite done with you yet, huh?” he jokes, but there’s something weird in his face, like he means that a bit more than he’d like to. That expression doesn’t bode well for me. It’s the look of a guy who’s just realizing that the water he’s swimming in is deeper than he knew, and there are shapes moving beneath him. I recognize it; I’ve been seeing it a lot in the mirror lately. And I know that if I were in Brian’s shoes, I’d bail.
“Hey, um. I had a, like a medical trivia question for you, I guess. How much electricity does the human body produce?”
Brian looks me squarely in the eye and says, “No. No way. You gotta tell me what’s going on.”
I hesitate, and he adds, “Or I walk away right now. You want my help, you tell me what I’m helping with.”
“All right, um,” I say. “So I’m pretty sure that I can conduct electricity, or something.”
Brian stares at me for a long second, then rummages in his pocket and produces a paper clip. “Show me.”
Without even thinking, I pull it towards me. His eyes get wide as it jumps out of his hands and into mine, but as he watches it float there an inch above my palm, slowly turning, all he says is, “Huh.”
“That’s all you’ve got to say?” I ask Brian, closing my hand over the paperclip. “Just ‘huh’?”
“Well, it’s kind of a lot to absorb, you know?” he says. “And plus, I think maybe I kind of expected it.”
I raise an eyebrow at him, and he continues, “Man, you didn’t see yourself at the crash cart. Doc Simmons shocked you with the paddles, and it – it missed you. Grounded down through the gurney and crackled out into the ground somewhere. I’ve never seen the paddles behave like that. Never seen electricity behave like that. No one had, you know? And then you just sat up, like everything was all right. That’s really just not how it works.”
I force a laugh. “And here I thought I was hiding it well.”
There’s an awkward pause, and then I say, “Where can we talk? I don’t know a lot of what’s going on, but I’ll tell you what I know, and what I think I’ve figured out.”
Even trying to condense it to the bare details, telling the story ends up taking the better part of half an hour. Brian spends most of this time staring with a semi-glazed look in his eyes, but he interrupts to ask questions often enough that I know he’s listening and taking it in. It’s clearly just sort of hard for him to believe, which is fair. Still, he was there at the museum the first night, and he’s seen my magnetism trick and whatever I did with the defibrillator, so that helps my credibility a lot.
“You gotta give me a minute to take all this in,” he says at the end. After a beat, he adds, “So what were you doing back here tonight?”
“Well, I wanted to know how much electricity I was producing, and I figured the hospital would have some kind of machine for that.”
Brian snorts. “Ha! For the amount you’re putting out? You’re on the wrong scale, man. You’ll blitz out any machine we’ve got. They’re for picking up tiny amounts, and you’re pouring it out like a power station.”
I think about the doctor’s diagnosis of residual electromagnetic interference and sigh, but Brian grins.
“Just ’cause the medical machines can’t test you doesn’t mean that there’s nothing here that can. Come down to the ambulance garage.”
As we stand up to leave, he adds, “And for the love of God, stay away from all of the electronics around here. People’s lives are attached to some of those, you know?”
Brian lopes off, and I walk gingerly down the middle of the hall after him, looking anxiously from side to side. After a few dozen feet of this, he looks back, sees me and relents.
“Just come walk with me, man. I’ll steer you around anything you need to be careful of.”
Even so, it’s a nerve-wracking walk down the corridor. I think I’ve got a decent handle on my current power, but I’m not sure enough of that to put people’s lives at risk, and I breathe a sigh of relief when I get to the garage without hearing alarms go off behind me.
Brian motions me to wait against the wall while he digs through a collection of confusing wires on a metal shelf, then emerges with a triumphant grin on his face. “Multimeter!” he says, advancing towards me.
I eye the small plastic box with suspicion. “What’s this supposed to do?”
Brian presses what looks like a red chopstick into my right hand and a black one into my left, wires trailing back to the multimeter. “We’re gonna measure your voltage. Do – whatever you do.”
I grip the two probes and concentrate. Brian turns the dial a couple of times and says, “Cool, almost twenty volts. Can you do more?”
I think about Edgar and his stupid drug tests and ratting me out to the police, and Brian whistles and cranks the dial another notch. “Looking good! Is that it?”
I frown, and picture finding the person doing this to me, and zapping them with their own stupid electricity. Brian grins again and shows me the digital readout, which just says “1.”
“What does that mean?” I say, disappointed. “I’m not generating electricity?”
“No, man,” he tells me. “It means you maxed out the meter. It can’t measure higher than 600 volts, and you’re still going.”
“And what’s normal?”
“I don’t know, like a tenth of a volt? Man, this is so cool!”
Brian puts his hand up for a high-five, and I slap him one without thinking about it. The obvious spark results, leaving both of us sucking our fingers. “Okay, maybe we should just stick to thumbs up, yeah?” he laughs.
Outside, thunder rolls, sobering both of us. “Yeah. So. This isn’t all good, huh?” Brian asks.
I shake my head. “The powers are cool, but they’ve always come with an enemy. And I’m thinking that this one is worse than a souped-up hairy guy.”
Lightning flashes outside of the windows as I say that, which is awesome for a dramatic background, but not really great for my state of mind.
“Yeeeaaaah,” says Brian, drawing it out. “So, how do we get you back to your car without another dose of Zeus juice?”
 
- - -
 
The answer, it turns out, is to practice inside. Brian wheels a defibrillator into a spare room and, ushering me in, closes the door behind us. He hands me the paddles, and I hesitantly move them toward my chest.
“Do I need to take my shirt off or anything for this?”
“Nah, man, we’re not trying to restart your heart. We’re just seeing if you can conduct the energy. Shock yourself in the calf or thigh or something. Take off your pants.”
I look to see if Brian’s serious, but he’s fiddling with the machine like he hasn’t even said anything weird. I guess maybe working on an ambulance crew screws with your sense of what is and isn’t appropriate behavior around other people. If he’s not going to be bothered by it, though, then I’m game for it. I put the paddles down, unbutton my jeans and work them down over my cast, and hold the paddles on either side of my knee, just below my boxers. “Fire when ready, captain!”
“Charging to 200,” Brian says, stepping back. “Whenever you’re ready!”
I clamp the paddles on my knee. Judging by the leg spasm and the intense pain, I wasn’t ready.
Still, though, I think I’ve got the basic idea, and as Brian recharges the paddles, I work on finding my inner calm. I think about letting the electricity pass through me, using me only as a conduit, and this time when I blast myself, I barely feel it. Compared to the last time, anyway. My leg’s still a tingly, semi-numb mess for a solid minute afterward, but there’s no pain, and that’s a big step forward. I look up to find Brian watching me questioningly, and I nod. “Again.”
The paddles whine as they charge up, and there’s a zap as they discharge. The current courses through my other leg. “Again.”
Whine, zap! That one I honestly don’t even feel. “Again. Increase the charge.”
Whine, zap! Nothing! I’m getting the hang of this. I move the paddles up to my chest, pushing the hospital shirt they gave me out of the way. “Again!”
When the paddles trigger this time, I can almost understand the electricity as it flows into me. My catching and redirecting is still intuitive, but I understand what I’m doing now, if not quite how. And it gives me an idea. “Again, but stand clear, in case I’m wrong about this.”
The paddles whine their way up to a full charge, but when I press them to my chest, nothing happens. I tap them lightly, then press hard, but they still act like they’re not in contact with anything.
“How are you doing that?” Brian asks.
It sounds dumb when I say it out loud, but: “I’m thinking of rubber,” I tell him. “I think I can make myself nonconductive.”
Brian whoops. “All right! Lightning’s got nothing on you now! Time to get out there and mock that storm!”
“Almost right,” I say. “Time to get out there and find out who’s behind the storm.”
 



- Chapter Twelve -
 
Bold words like that sound great, but they turn out not to be all that helpful at actually getting things done. Here’s what I do manage to do: I successfully make it out of the hospital and into Brian’s car without getting struck by lightning. Like I said, it’s amazing what passes for progress for me these days. All things considered, though, I’m willing to call that a great success. And not having to wait for the bus is a pretty great bonus, so basically everything’s off to an excellent start.
Unfortunately, that’s as far as it goes. On the way back, Brian asks me, “So what’s the, you know, game plan?”, and I stare at the windshield wipers and try desperately to come up with one. Nothing springs to mind, so I just start thinking out loud.
“All right, what do I know? I’ve got electrical powers, and lightning hates me. Um. Well. That’s – sort of it, really.”
I kind of wish I’d kept the thought process internal. This worked out so much better when I had super-intelligence. I can remember making the charts in my head, one point leading effortlessly to the next, but all I’m getting now is a bunch of question marks. How do I find the guy doing this? What do I do once I find him? Why is he doing this?
I’m veering from introspection into a pity party, so I put the brakes on that train of thought and try again. “Okay, so maybe I can use that to lure him out or something. I could get hit by lightning again, and play dead until he came to investigate, maybe.”
“There’ll probably be a lot of people coming to investigate. Even if he does come, how will you know which one is him?” asks Brian.
“Yeah, okay. Maybe I could just take the lightning strike instead, take like a bunch of them and shrug them off, and then wait for him to come find out what’s wrong with his lightning.”
“How will he know you’re doing this? I doubt he can, like, see through the lightning.”
“Fine, I’ll just keep taking lightning strikes until a camera crew comes to film me, and then I’ll challenge him to a duel,” I say, grinning.
“Come, Wizard of Weather! Face your nemesis, the Electrode!” says Brian.
I make a face. “The Electrode, really?”
“What do you want to be called?”
“Nothing! I’m not keeping this power, anyway. But I mean, like, The Volt would be cool. Or Amperage or Live Wire.”
“Livewire’s a kind of Mountain Dew, man. I think you should be The Conductor.”
“Man, you are banned from names,” I tell Brian.
“Whatever, Code Red.”
We banter all the way back to the house, and when I get out of his car, I’m smiling despite the rain that’s threatening to disintegrate the hospital shirt. Inside, while I peel out of my soaked clothes and go in search of dry ones, I realize that I haven’t had a friend to just goof around with in a while now, maybe even a couple of years. I hadn’t even realized that I’d been missing it, but it feels good.
 
- - -
 
Over the course of the next week, my good mood slowly evaporates, beaten down by the relentless rain. I have to stand out in it every night on my way to work, huddling under the bus shelter while the rain discovers new ways to defeat my bundling and run down under my clothes and inside of my cast. The cast is the worst, since the trails from the rivulets of rain itch for an hour after they’ve dried, an unreachable nuisance. And Edgar has taken to glaring at me on his way out of the museum each night, as if he blames me for the rain. Admittedly, he’s sort of right on that score, but since there’s absolutely no way he could know that, I’m not willing to count that as a reasonable reaction.
And so when next Sunday arrives, I’m sitting gloomily on the floor of my house, charging up bottlecaps and making them stick together. I’ve learned how to leave the charge attached to them, so when the phone rings and I demagnetize my hands to pick it up, the sculpture I’m building still holds together.
That’s the one good thing that’s happened this week: it turns out that you’ve really got to go to town on a phone with a magnet to do permanent damage to it, so once I charged my battery back up, my phone was fine again. I don’t recognize the number on the display, but it’s an in-town area code and I’m not doing anything, so I pick it up.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Everton? This is Sam Peterson.”
My stomach lurches for absolutely no good reason. Apparently I’m just always going to feel guilty talking to this guy. “Officer Peterson! What can I do for you?”
“I wanted to give you a courtesy call to let you know that I’m pulling the patrolmen off of your case.” He doesn’t sound happy about it.
“What’s going on?”
“Nothing, Mr. Everton, which is the issue. With the two similar attacks in rapid succession, I was able to justify sending an officer by in hopes of catching a third attempt, but with nothing happening for weeks, it’s just not feasible. As it is, everyone’s overworked with this storm. We’ve got half of the force out directing traffic, rescuing flooded motorists, and dealing with the problems that come along with all of the blackouts we’ve been having.”
An idea occurs to me. “Hey, where are the blackouts?”
A pause. “Where trees are down on power lines, mainly. That’s a strange question.”
“Yeah, I was just wondering if they were centered in one main area or anything,” I say, artlessly.
“I can’t imagine why they would be.”
“No, I mean, probably not. I was just thinking. It’s probably dumb. I’m sorry.”
I exchange pleasantries with Officer Peterson and hang up, my mind racing. I rush to the computer and load up the power company’s website, where I find exactly what I was hoping to see: a map of the outages in the area. Grinning with excitement, I start scanning the outages, looking for a pattern and a central location that they stem from.
Half an hour later, all I’ve got for my troubles is a screenshot drawn over with a hundred intersecting red lines in Paint, all of which stubbornly refuse to make any sort of coherent picture or point to any area. It looks like Peterson was right; they’re just spread randomly throughout the city. I heave a frustrated sigh and glare at the computer, which sits there impassively.
My phone beeps, and I flip it over to see the message. It’s another weather alert, which is unsurprising. Those have been coming in fairly regularly. This one, like many before it, warns of increased chances of flooding due to the excessive rainfall.
“Yeah,” I tell my phone, “I just about figured that. Until the storm moves, there’s probably going to be –”
The answer hits me, blindingly obvious. I pull the web browser back up and load up the animated weather radar map for the city, and sure enough, there it is. The storm that’s been camped over the city hasn’t just been sitting still. It’s been rotating, turning in a slow spin. And right in the center of it, I’m willing to bet, is the guy I’m looking for.
 



- Chapter Thirteen -
 
It’s not quite as simple as that, of course. Nothing ever is. There’s an afternoon of mapmaking, a series of bizarre plans invented and discarded, and a bunch of texts to Brian. I don’t feel great about dragging him into danger, but he seems fine with it, and I’m pretty sure that when we find the storm guy, his focus is going to be entirely on me.
Besides which, my plan to find this guy calls for driving in an expanding spiral starting from roughly where I’ve figured the storm’s center to be, and there’s really no way I can do that without a driver. It would take way too long on foot, and I’m pretty sure there’s no “spiraling outward” bus route in the city. Convenient though it would be in this case, I think it would be a hard sell in general. “Do you need to get one block away in the least efficient manner possible? Is walking just too fast for you? Try the spiral route!”
Anyway, even if the storm guy does go after him, cars are basically big Faraday cages, plus I could probably catch the lightning if I were near enough. And it’s not like there’s likely to be enough water to flood the car, or enough wind to flip it, so it’s basically safe. I recognize that I’m rationalizing a decision that I’ve clearly already made in order to make myself feel better about it, but like I said: I really need a car for this.
When Brian shows up that evening, it’s pretty clear that I couldn’t have kept him away even if I’d wanted to. His eyes practically sparkle when I answer the door, and he’s all but hopping from foot to foot.
“All right, man, you ready to go? Let’s go find this guy!”
I eye him skeptically. Brian is wearing a big yellow raincoat, orange rain boots, a floppy green rain hat and a pair of thick black elbow-length rubber gloves. “You look like a mad scientist who dressed up like his grandmother for Halloween,” I tell him.
Brian scoffs. “Sorry for my fashion sense, but we’re not all proof against lightning, you know? And this is what my roommates and I had in the house that was rubber.”
As I’m putting my crutches into the car, I say, “I’m not sure if I want a sidekick who looks like that.”
“Sidekick?” Brian exclaims. “No way! I’m like your handler, if anything. I get you where you need to go and point you at the target.”
“Sorry, not my sidekick, then. My chauffeur.”
“I’m gonna sidekick you right out of this car if you don’t start showing some respect.”
“Very sorry, oh floppy-hatted one.”
 
- - -
 
Downtown, our jokes fade away, and as we reach the point I’ve marked as the center, Brian asks, “So what are you gonna do when you find him?”
“I don’t know,” I admit, rolling down the window enough to put my hand out. “I’m gonna try to talk him down, I guess. Assuming he’s not hairy and roaring like the other guys.”
“And if he won’t listen?”
“Then I tackle him. I am a security guard, you know.”
“Yeah? When’s the last time you were in a fight?”
“I train! Sometimes. I have a gym membership. Hsst!”
That last noise is because the hairs on my arm have begun to stand up. I wave my hand frantically at Brian as I roll the window back up. “Stop, stop!”
He obligingly slides the car over to the curb, and I open the door into driving rain. “Stay in the car,” I tell him as I’m retrieving my crutches. “No heroics. I can do this. This guy can call lightning, and I don’t want you anywhere near that.”
Brian raises both hands. “I’m staying! Who wants to be out in that rain, anyway?”
I can still feel that electric charge in the air, stronger now that I’m out of the car. I look around, trying to pinpoint the source, but the rain is pelting me in the face, making it hard to see. I lean back into the car.
“Hey, can I borrow your hat?”
Brian grins widely, takes his floppy green hat off of his head and looks at me in mock surprise. “My grandmother’s hat?”
“Shut up. I can’t see out here.”
“I just don’t know if I want a minion who would wear a hat like that,” he says doubtfully.
“Give me the hat!” I growl, and he hands it over, laughing. I jam it onto my head, slam the door harder than is necessary, and make my way through the river that the sidewalk has become. The air around me is charged with potential, and I’m focusing hard on rubber thoughts to keep the lightning from targeting me.
I can feel the energy. It’s almost like a living thing, something unseen watching me. The guy causing this has to be nearby, but it’s hard to pinpoint a direction. I wander maybe half a block away from the car, trying to feel for changes, but it’s surrounding me, and I can’t follow it to its source. I close my eyes to see if removing the distraction of one sense helps, and I immediately hear a “ding!”, as if I am a cartoon character who’s just had a good idea.
Confused, I open my eyes to see a woman emerging from a convenience store across the street, the automatic doors sliding shut behind her. She’s heading across the street towards me, so I step aside to let her get to her car. She moves her path to keep straight at me, though, and as she gets closer, I can see that she’s angry. Not just angry: furious.
“You!” she hisses. Her hands are clenched into fists at her sides, and there’s murder in her eyes. I attempt to back away, a maneuver not well suited to crutches.
“Sorry, do I know you?” I ask.
She ignores my question and continues to approach. My back hits a wall and I raise a crutch to keep her at bay, but she stops right at its tip and levels an accusatory finger at me. “You come here and infect me with your presence? Do you have any idea what you feel like, what it’s like to be near you? You’re a wound, an abscess, a pustulant hole oozing rot and maggots. You are wrong, you are filthy! It’s bad enough from half the city away, but you come here? To rub my face in your filth?”
She’s screaming now, pressing me back into the wall by the crutch, leaning into it like she’s forgotten it’s there and she’s just trying to walk through it to get her hands on me – and I still have no idea who she is or what she’s talking about. I can’t even get a good look at her face through the rain, which is coming down hard enough to hurt now, and the sense of energy is crawling all around me like a physical force.
Finally it hits me, much later than it should have. “You’re the guy!” I say, interrupting her rant. “You’re the storm guy!”
She glares at me, the pure hatred clear even through the cascading rain. “You are FILTH!” she shouts. “And I am going to wash you away!”
Every hair on my body stands up, and abruptly I realize that no amount of rubber thinking is going to stop this bolt from finding me. Instinctively, I try to back up, but the brick wall behind my back is unyielding.
It’s unyielding when I push against it, anyway; when the lightning hits me a split second later, it yields just fine, shards of brick exploding outward in a stinging shrapnel cloud. The concrete under my feet crackles, too, and I’m briefly enveloped in a painful flash of steam, but despite all of this I feel triumphant. I did it! I conducted the lightning without being hurt by it!
Across from me, the storm lady is gaping. The rain mats the brick dust thickly onto her, giving her blonde hair the world’s shoddiest dye job. Rivulets of mud run down her face as she points her finger at me again. “Impossible!” she howls, and I shrug, grinning.
“Well, it’s only –”
My witty retort is drowned in a deafening crack of thunder as another bolt of lightning strikes me, and then another. My ears are starting to ring, and I push myself off the wall, scowling.
“Would you just –”
Another bolt strikes me, and I’m starting to get scalded from the repeated steam clouds. She’s shouting incoherently at me, and I yell over her, “I’m trying to –”
I’m zapped again, and this time, instead of letting it course through me and into the ground, I thrust my hands out towards her and push the lightning forward. “KNOCK IT OFF!” I bellow, and the bolt knocks her off of her feet and sends her skidding on her back across the asphalt.
For a second, I’m horrified, but she’s already sitting up before I can take even a single hobbling step towards her. Relief washes over me, but it carries with it a foul taste of guilt. I just blasted a lethal amount of electricity at another human being. One who was trying to kill me, admittedly, but I didn’t do it out of desperation or because I was backed into a corner. She wasn’t in danger of harming me. I was just sort of annoyed.
I lashed out like a toddler throwing a tantrum because she wouldn’t let me talk to her, except that I did it with deadly force. Not that it killed her, or even hurt her particularly, but I didn’t know that when I swatted her with it. I didn’t think about it at all. I just reacted, and I’m lucky she’s not dead.
I’m feeling repentant, but clearly, the feeling is not mutual. She’s sitting up in the street now, propped up on her elbows in the sluicing water, hurling invective at me as I limp over to see if she’s okay.
“Don’t you come near me, you canker! You pus-bucket!” She’s scrabbling backwards as I approach, keeping the distance steady between us. It’s not that hard for her to do; I’ve lost my crutches somewhere in the crescendo of lightning strikes, so I’m not advancing with any particular speed.
“Would you please listen?” I ask her, exasperated. “Why do you have such a problem with me?”
She sneers up at me. “Don’t even talk to me, you unnatural freak.”
This surprises a laugh out of me. “Says the woman who’s calling down lightning!”
“You deserve to be struck down! Nasty festering sore on the city!”
I’ve never felt hate like this from anyone before. It’s clear that she’s got it in for me just as much as Caraway or Lovell did. The technique is different, but the goal is the same. She’s spitting her words like weapons, and they’re starting to hurt. It’s clear that I’m not going to get through to her by pleading my own case.
“What about everyone else around here? The people who are losing their cars? Their homes? Their lives in your storm?”
That one lands. She stops her tirade mid-word, stops scooting backwards and stares up at me – still with vicious hatred in her eyes, but at least we’ve opened a tenuous channel of discussion. I see a flicker of uncertainty, and I press my advantage as I continue walking towards her.
“If you have a problem with me, then let’s talk about it, but let go of the storm. Stop hurting everyone else.”
“Oh, don’t you dare. Don’t you dare turn this back on me. You don’t get to play the good guy here. You don’t get to make me the villain. I’ll end the storm when I end you. If you’re so worried about everyone else, then just lie down and take it.”
“Your lightning doesn’t work on me,” I point out. “What are you going to do, dampen me to death?”
Her leg shoots out, whip-quick, and kicks me squarely in the shin of my good leg. Pain spikes up it and I instinctively pull my leg away, leaving me briefly balanced on my cast, before I topple heavily over into the street. I land on my right side, and she vaults over me, rams a knee into my back and shoves me onto my stomach. Clenching her fists in my hair, her nails dragging into my scalp, she kneels on my back and starts slamming my face into the asphalt over and over.
She’s probably half a foot shorter than me and might not even weigh half of what I do, but I’m totally helpless in the face of her onslaught. The stars exploding across my vision every time my forehead meets the ground are shattering any thoughts I try to assemble, my nose is a burning torch of pain in the center of my face, and I’m breathing in the running water in the street about as often as I’m breathing in air. I can’t coordinate my arms to lift myself up or roll myself over, and all I can think is: I’m going to die right now.
Suddenly, I’m dazzled with light, and it takes me a moment to realize that it’s external and not just another blow to the head. I twist my head to see the twin beams of a car’s headlights bearing down on us, preparing to run us both over. It’s Brian behind the wheel, playing a game of chicken with the stormraiser to try to force her off of me.
Instead of jumping for safety, though, she just glares and a bolt of lightning slashes down from the sky, blasting the car. The headlights flare brightly and shut off, as does the car’s engine, but the car’s still rolling and I can see that she’s about to send another bolt.
In a wild effort to break her concentration, I summon up all the anger I can and attract every bit of ferrous metal I can reach. This has a dual effect. First of all, it calls a cloud of all the tiny bits of metal that litter a street towards me, all of the bits of disregarded detritus, pelting both me and the stormraiser with a stinging cloud of metal. She yelps and flails her arms, an automatic attempt to shake off whatever’s attacking her.
At the same time, my magnetic summons also attempts to pull Brian’s car to me. Since it outweighs me by an order of magnitude, what I actually do is haul myself harshly across the asphalt towards the car, with the stormraiser on my back coming along for the ride. I hear the brakes squeal as Brian stomps on them, and I end up magnetically pinned to the car’s bumper as it skids to a stop.
The stormraiser rolls free and climbs to her feet, slightly unsteadily. She points a hand at me and opens her mouth, but before she can say anything, another set of headlights spears out of the darkness, traveling towards us, and this one is accompanied by the pulsing blue of police lights.
She narrows her eyes at me. “This isn’t over,” she hisses, and darts off down an alleyway. I know I should probably chase her, but the most I can manage right now is to roll onto my back and watch her go.
The blue lights of the police car wash over me as Brian gets out and hurries over to my side. “Are you all right, man?” he asks, but before I can answer, I’m interrupted by a familiar voice.
“What happened here?” asks Officer Peterson, stepping out of the police car into the pouring rain and surveying the scene.
“It’s not what it looks like,” I say, levering myself painfully to a sitting position. “He didn’t hit me with the car.”
I see Peterson taking in the shattered brick wall and the scorch marks on top of Brian’s car, my discarded crutches on the sidewalk and the stupid floppy green hat lying ten feet away in the road. His gaze returns to me.
“How about you come back to the station with me and tell me what did happen?”
“Am I under arrest?”
“Don’t make me answer that right now, please. Just come back to the station and we’ll talk.”
I quail under Peterson’s steady gaze. “Do I need a lawyer?”
He relents. “No. I’d just like to hear your story, and if at all possible, I’d like to do it somewhere out of the pouring rain.” The rain’s let up a little bit since I was nose-to-nose with the stormraiser, but that just means that it’s coming down in gallons instead of in buckets. I’m soaked to the bone and my cast is looking dangerously soft around the edges, so getting inside somewhere warm sounds like a pretty good idea, even if it is a police station. Besides which, even if I’m not under arrest right now, I’ve got the feeling that that could change if I tried to deny Peterson’s request.
I clamber up off of the ground, using Peterson’s hand and the front of Brian’s car for support, while Brian retrieves my crutches for me. As he helps me settle them under my arms, he shoots me a look that I can’t quite read. It’s somewhere between concern and pleading, so I take my best guess and say, “Do you need Brian, too? He’s had a long day at the hospital.”
Peterson hesitates, clearly thinking it over, then shakes his head. “No. Sir, let me just get your contact information and have a quick look in your car, and you can be on your way.”
I clomp over to the police cruiser while Officer Peterson copies down Brian’s information, then wait awkwardly outside like a girl who’s not sure if her date’s going to open the door for her or not. Peterson looks at me quizzically when he joins me at the car, and I ask, “Ah – am I riding in the front or the back?”
He smiles, coming around to the passenger side of the car, and does in fact open the door for me. “Sit in the front, Mr. Everton. I think you’ll be happier that way.” He stashes my crutches in the trunk as I carefully angle my cast into the car and get settled.
Before we get moving, Brian rolls past. I’m glad to see that the lightning didn’t do any lasting damage to his car. We make brief eye contact and he waves his phone at me. I check mine to see that I’ve got a text from him reading only, “You good?”
I send back a terse “Yeah,” which probably isn’t the most reassuring message, but it’s all I have time for before Peterson gets into the driver’s seat. There’s no reason why I can’t be texting when he’s in the car, I suppose, but it just feels like it’d be inviting trouble somehow.
We drive in silence for the first several minutes, and I watch the defroster fight with the steam rising from my clothes in the car’s heat. At first, the silence doesn’t bother me, but as it stretches on, it starts to feel uncomfortable, and I look for a topic of conversation to fill it.
After casting around for a minute, I ask Peterson, “So how did you end up out here tonight, anyway? Just a random coincidence?”
“No,” he says without turning towards me. “I was following you.”
As is evidently the norm when I’m talking to Officer Peterson, I panic for no apparent reason. “I – what for? I thought you pulled the watch on me, because of, because of everyone being too busy. That’s what you said earlier, right?”
“I told you that I was taking the patrolmen off, because the department could no longer commit resources.”
“So what changed?”
“I’m not a patrolman. And I’m off-duty right now. This was just a private whim, not sponsored or paid for by the department. I was playing a hunch, and if it didn’t work out, I’da wasted no one’s time but my own.”
“What hunch?”
“Your question, Mr. Everton. About whether the blackouts had a central location. What made you ask that?” Peterson’s eyes never leave the road, but I can feel him staring at me all the same, which is an impressive trick. Despite the chilled water drenching me from head to toe, I’m starting to sweat, too. It’s a good thing I’m not a criminal. I’d crack in the first ten seconds of questioning.
“I don’t know! It was just an idea. Something I read once.” I’m thinking as fast as I can, trying to figure out how to spin this into a story that makes sense within the standard bounds of reality. “I’d heard that lightning can, lightning does strike twice in the same spot, kind of a lot, really. That a spot can get charged by a strike and therefore be more likely to get hit again, because of the, the polarity change.”
Peterson listens skeptically, but I press on, warming to the subject. “So Brian and I went out to see if we could find it – well, I wanted to see if I could find it, but I needed Brian to drive because of my foot – anyway, we wanted to go see if there was one of these, these supercharged spots and, you know.”
‘Talk her out of it,’ though that was the actual plan, is not really an answer that fits with the allegory I’ve been constructing, but I don’t have a good parallel. I finish lamely, “Maybe figure out where it was and get someone to, I don’t know, demagnetize it. So it would stop getting hit and this storm could break up.”
Peterson asks, “So did you find this spot?”
“Sort of? Maybe? I mean, we thought we did, but we kind of lost it, I guess.”
“That’s strange,” he says calmly, without so much as a sidelong glance at me. “Losing it, I mean. While I was around the corner, I saw five bolts of lightning strike at what looked like the same basic spot, all within a couple of seconds of each other. That sounds like you found your mystery spot, right?”
“Right,” I say guardedly.
“So how did you lose it again?”
“The um, magnetism of the storm can, can shift and so sometimes the polarized spot will, will, um – look, I’m not a scientist, I’m not explaining this very well. I can link you to the articles I read later, if you want.”
“That would be nice,” says Peterson, increasing my sweat level. He takes his eyes off of the road to catch me with a steady gaze, pinning my eyes on his. “Because it’s really not making a lot of sense to me right now.”
I start to stammer another explanation, but he dismissively turns his attention back his driving, then cuts me off. “Frankly, when I came around the corner, I expected to see you with some sort of a contraption set up to attract lightning. I can’t imagine why you’d do a thing like that, but I thought that maybe it would be more clear when I saw it.
“Instead, I find you in a pedestrian-vehicle accident with the man who drove you there, claiming that everything is fine. I find nothing more complex or metallic in his car than a tire jack, and I find that the lightning which was pulsing down so freely before has suddenly completely dried up.”
“Well, but the magnetism of the storm –”
“Completely dried up, Mr. Everton. Have you heard any thunder at all on this entire ride?” He’s right; there hasn’t been any. “So if the lightning was so prevalent before, what made it stop so abruptly and completely just as I got there?
“You’re asking me to be suspicious of nature, Mr. Everton. But I’ve found that nature isn’t half as suspicious as people are. I don’t know what you’re hiding, and I don’t know why you’re hiding it. I want to help you, and I think you want my help. But I can’t give it to you if you don’t trust me and let me know what’s going on.”
For a long, tense moment, we stare at each other, with my thoughts racing fruitlessly around a loop. Should I tell him? He’d never believe me. But if he did, he could help. Help how? Bring in people to catch the stormraiser, maybe. They could take her out of the city, away from everything. But if I don’t tell him what’s happening, he’ll never know to look for her. So should I tell him?
Peterson sighs and looks away. “You can get out now.” Abruptly, I realize that the car is stopped, and what’s more, that we’re outside of my house, not the police station.
“I thought you wanted me to come downtown to talk?”
“We managed it well enough in the car. I’m ready to listen when you’re prepared to talk more, Mr. Everton.” He gestures wearily at the door handle, and I let myself out. As I get my crutches from the trunk, I can’t help feeling like I’ve disappointed him, but I still can’t think of any way to tell him the truth.
My crutches slip and slide on the sidewalk as I make my way up to my door. When I get inside, I find out why: the rubber on the feet has mostly melted off, leaving bare metal to skid against the rain-slick surfaces. I peel my clothes off and hang them in the shower to dry, then I towel off and limp my way to bed. When I headed out this evening, I expected to be going to bed tonight triumphant and exhausted. As it turns out, I was half right.
 



- Chapter Fourteen -
 
The next day dawns with no new revelations. Aside from some decent scrapes and a little bit of fraying at the edges, my cast doesn’t appear to be too badly damaged by the previous evening’s activities. Judging by the way my leg itches, though, some kind of rain ants have taken up residence. And as for progress in fixing things: it’s still raining, I still have to think about being rubber when I go outside, and all I’ve really learned is that this is apparently not a problem that we can solve like reasonable adults. I guess the presence of superpowers should maybe have clued me into that to begin with, but I’d been holding out hope.
About an hour into wasting my day with Netflix, I realize that the usual distraction of bad horror movies isn’t cutting it. The itching on my leg has died down, but I’m still feeling restless. I haven’t got any idea what I could be doing, though. My brilliant idea from yesterday was a bust, and I’m all tapped out on fresh thoughts right now. I need some time to unwind and let the problem percolate, and watching brainless movies is usually the best way to do that.
But despite my best arguments, I’m unable to convince myself, and after another half-hour I cut off the TV and reluctantly heave myself off of the couch. I burn another ten minutes or so finding the duct tape and wrapping it around the ends of my crutches to serve as makeshift grips at the bottom, but soon I’m out of reasonable ways to waste time around the house. So I get suited up against the rain, and I make my way to the bus stop again.
Although it has only recently entered my life, waiting in bus shelters has rapidly climbed to the top of my Most Hated Activities list, passing “cleaning out the fridge” and even “getting lectured by Edgar.” Part of it is the constant rain, of course, and the inability to find any spot in the shelter that’s totally safe from it. But it’s more than that, too. The benches are uncomfortable and weirdly placed, making them hard to sit on. The plastic walls are always covered in some sort of thin grime, probably from all of the people leaning against them because they can’t sit on a bench. When I’m all alone at the stop, I feel like a weirdo, and that only gets worse when someone else gets there. Ignoring them seems rude, but talking to them seems ruder. I’ve now spent so much time awkwardly staring at bus maps, pretending to be reading the routes, that I’m actually starting to learn them, even the ones I don’t take. I didn’t even know I had these social anxieties before, but apparently discovering these things about yourself is just one of the hidden joys of public transit.
When the bus pulls up, I get on without any clear idea of where I want to go. I’ve got a half-formed idea about returning to the scene of the crime to look for clues, but then I remember that it was really more my crime than hers, and also that she can evidently sense me a lot better than I can her, so I’m unlikely to catch her unawares. So it’s really more of a quarter-formed idea, honestly.
Still, I can’t seem to come up with anything better, so when the bus reaches downtown I hop off and traipse through the rain to the convenience store I saw last night. It’s one of those random no-name ones, not one of the chains like CVS or Walgreen’s, but the kind that always has one of the light bulbs in the aisles flickering and where you can’t see through the windows because of all of the signs for cigarettes and lottery tickets. This one’s called the V & R Mart, which technically means it’s not a no-name store, but you know what I mean.
The bell dings when I walk in, and the guy behind the counter looks up disinterestedly. He doesn’t even bother to say hi before turning back to the TV, so I wander around the aisles for a bit – where, sure enough, one light bulb is flickering – before concluding that there’s no one else in this tiny store. I don’t know what I expected. To find her stocking cans in the back, maybe? Or just sleeping in the cooler? I downgrade the complexity of my idea to one-eighth-formed.
So as not to look like I’ve just wandered in to case the place, I pick up a can of Pringles and head back to the front counter. As the guy’s ringing me up, I suddenly have an idea.
“Hey, who was working here last night? Blonde girl, maybe mid-twenties, about shoulder-high on me?”
“You mean Regina?” he asks.
“Yeah! Yeah, could be.”
“What about her?”
“We had a, kind of a missed connection. I was just looking to take another shot. Do you know if she’s going to be working tonight?”
He half-laughs. “Doubt it. Boss came in this morning, found the store unlocked, lights still on. She ditched last night without closing anything up. Didn’t lock the door, didn’t even turn off the OPEN sign. Lucky no one cleaned the place out. Hadn’t been raining so hard, probably someone would have. Even if she’s back from whatever trip she was on, boss might not let her back.”
“Huh, geez.” So apparently when she took off when Peterson showed up, she really took off. I feel sort of bad for her, until I remember that she was doing her best to kill me and Brian. That tempers my sympathy a bit.
“Guess your missed connection’s gonna stay missed.”
I doubt that, in the long run. It’d be nice, but nothing so far has indicated that I’m anywhere near that lucky. I take my Pringles back to the bus stop and catch a lift home in time to get ready for work.
 
- - -
 
Edgar’s clearly in a rare mood. The guard desk has sprouted half a dozen new memos, all neatly typed and taped up with military precision, their corners squared so accurately that I’d swear he used a level. Apparently the museum has had “lax standards” and employees have been “abusing the good nature of management,” both of which will now be rectified in the form of additional micromanagement of my job.
I snort as I read over the memos. Check-in timestamps will now be verified to ensure that the guard was at the appropriate area within a minute of the approved time. Videotapes are subject to monitoring. Strict adherence to the dress code is required of all employees, even those not traditionally expected to interact with the public. These might as well all say, “Dan, I will find a reason to fire you. Signed, Edgar.” I mean, Edgar’ll happily fire anyone else who gets caught in his new nitpicky net, but it’s pretty clearly designed with me in mind.
I’ve got no intention of giving him the satisfaction, of course. And I’ve got to say, it’s really quite sportsmanlike of him to give me such a detailed breakdown of how he intends to go about it. Now that he’s said, “Here are the areas in which I intend to catch you out,” I know what I have to do to be the perfect employee.
For certain values of perfect, anyway. I check in at every mark that night exactly on time, and I make sure that my uniform is neat and tucked in and that my badge is prominently displayed at all times. But every time I pass a camera, I wink and shoot it the ol’ finger guns, then hold that pose for six seconds. That’s long enough that I figure it should show up even when Edgar’s fast-forwarding through, looking for things I’ve done wrong.
And because I’m doing it for every camera, it’ll show up over and over again. Watching me wink at him from a dozen different cameras ought to be enough to keep Edgar seething, without actually giving him any basis to claim misconduct.
I could be more mature about this, but he started it.
This keeps me entertained throughout the night, and when the time comes to head home in the morning, I’m actually feeling a lot better than I was when I left for work, which is a deeply unusual state of affairs. I know intellectually that baiting Edgar isn’t anywhere close to on par with solving the storm problem, but emotionally, it just feels good to be winning something. Minor, petty and maybe even childish, sure, but a win is a win, and I’m just enjoying the feeling while it lasts.
 



- Chapter Fifteen -
 
For the next week, the cold war between me and Edgar intensifies. Every night, I come in to more ridiculous rules about what is acceptable and what is expected, and every night, I am technically a perfect employee. On Tuesday, there’s a new memo stating that employees are not allowed to use their personal phones during work hours, so I dig an MP3 player out of the lost-and-found and do my rounds jamming out to a mix by some unknown patron of the museum, who was apparently very into Japanese pop music.
Wednesday, the new note informs me that headphones are not to be used on the job “to ensure maximum alertness and attention to detail.” That one’s easy enough to skirt, and so I have a second night of J-pop rounds, this time with the tinny speakers of the MP3 player blaring into the echoey stillness of the museum. I make sure to keep my crutch-based dance moves going, to make it clear to anyone watching the tapes that I’m still listening to music.
It’s no surprise, therefore, that on Thursday the MP3 player is gone from its long-time home in the lost-and-found, and the crisp new memo states that portable electronic devices of all sorts are now banned “in order to minimize distractions.” Fortunately, I had anticipated this maneuver, and had brought a paperback book with me, carefully sealed into a Ziploc bag to protect it against the rain. I’m not certain if the cameras can pick up the cover, but it’s George Orwell’s 1984. I had to make a special trip to the library to get it, so I hope the title shows up on the tapes.
This plan nearly backfires on me. I’ve never read 1984 before, and it turns out to be really engaging. At about two in the morning, I’m so caught up in it that I almost forget to go on my rounds. Luckily, the vibrating alarm of my officially contraband phone reminds me of my duties, and I make it to the first check-in with 30 seconds to spare.
Finding loopholes in Edgar’s rules is undeniably the best time I’ve ever had at this job. Amusingly, it’s also the most efficient I’ve ever been. With as much as I’m needling my boss, I know I can’t afford to slip up anywhere. He may have been looking for a reason to fire me before, but by now, he’s got to be on an absolute mission to find one. So I am early every night, I’m alert and caffeinated, and I’m on time to my check-ins. I even dug out my ironing board at home so I could press my work clothes. The pants may not have razor creases like Edgar’s do, but they look pretty good for a guy who’s never used an iron before.
I spend Friday trying to anticipate Edgar’s next move, but I can’t come up with anything. I’m certain that he won’t give up, though. At this point, I’m not sure he can. Quitting at this point is admitting that I’ve beaten him within the rules of his own petty game. Even just leaving the existing rules shows a failure of imagination. He has to escalate, but I’m not sure how.
Edgar does not disappoint me, though. Friday night, the new sheet of paper bears a stark heading, centered and bolded: “YOU ARE PAID TO WORK.” Beneath that is a short paragraph outlining a number of additional make-work duties that basically come down to rattling the doors to make sure that they’re still locked and looking out of the windows to see if anyone’s peering in. And beneath that is another, shorter paragraph:
“Time on the clock is not leisure time. No personal activities will be permitted. If you can’t find anything to do, why not tidy up?”
When I read that, the security monitors briefly roll with static and a number of loose paperclips skip their way across the desk towards me before I manage to calm myself down. I’m supposed to fill eight empty hours at this mindless job without the help of a screen or even a book? The rounds take fifteen minutes. The new tasks might take ten, if I drag them out. That leaves thirty-five minutes out of every hour, a total of four hours and forty minutes over the course of the night. That is a lot of time to sit staring blankly at the monitors.
I flash back to the night of my super-intelligence. The memory of that boredom, of the feeling of my brain almost physically atrophying, makes me shudder. I still have 1984 in my coat pocket, and I’m briefly tempted to just ignore the new memo, read my book, and let Edgar fire me in the morning. But then I picture the vindictive little smile he’ll have when he sees the tapes, and I just can’t bring myself to let it happen. I knew he wouldn’t be able to quit this petty game, but I didn’t realize until just now that I wasn’t able to let myself lose to him, either.
The third hour is the worst. For the first hour, there’s the novelty of the new tasks, stupid though they are. They provide variety, at least, and I spend my downtime cataloging a list of names I’d like to call Edgar. The second hour allows me to try the make-work stuff in a different pattern, searching for optimization of the routine. By the third hour, though, I’m bored of rattling doors in case they somehow got unlocked since the first two times I checked, and I’ve run out of innovative rude things to say to my boss. For lack of anything better to do at my desk, I end up reading Edgar’s memos again, hearing them in my head in his snide little voice.
All too soon, I get to the last line of the most recent memo again: “If you can’t find anything to do, why not tidy up?” And suddenly a beautiful idea hits me. I look back at the array of memos, taped across the previously clear desk and backboard of the security station, and I grin widely.
It takes some looking around, and it’s another hour before I’ve found the supplies I need, but eventually I’ve collected the simple elements of my master plan. I painstakingly peel the taped-down corners of each memo off of my desk and carefully cut the extra tape off of the edges. I sort the memos by chronological order, neatly squaring the sheets into one stack. Then, using a hole-punch I found abandoned on a shelf in a janitorial closet, I make three neat holes and secure the whole pile in a three-ring binder. As a final touch, I slide a cover sheet into the plastic front on which I have carefully written, “DOBSON’S DOs AND DON’Ts.”
I make a matching label for the spine of the book and add it, then sit back to admire my handiwork. My desk is clear and neat, all of the oh-so-useful memos are helpfully compiled, and Edgar is going to be absolutely, impotently furious.
 
- - -
 
When I wake up Saturday afternoon, I already have a voicemail from Edgar. He’s practically spitting with anger, demanding that I come in today for a meeting. I consider ignoring the call until Monday, but decide instead to be the bigger man and call him back.
“Hello, Edgar? I got your voicemail.”
“When can I expect to see you? We have very important matters to discuss.” He’s hissing his words now, his sibilants gone soft in his rage.
“Look, I’m sorry, but I can’t make it in before Monday. I’m afraid I’ve already got plans.” To watch Netflix, but whatever.
“This concerns your continued employment, Mr. Everton!”
I pause for a moment before replying, collecting my thoughts. Surprisingly, I’m not angry right now. I’d expected to respond to Edgar’s ire with my own, but I’m just not feeling it.
“Yeah, I appreciate that. But I just can’t come in on such short notice. I’m happy to come talk to you right before my shift on Monday.”
“You may not have a shift on Monday, Mr. Everton!”
I figure that if Edgar had cause to fire me, he would have done it already, so that means that this is all a bluff. For some reason, that realization finally raises my hackles, but I keep my tone steady as I drawl, “Well, I certainly hope that’s not the case, but we can discuss it on Monday. Unless you’d like to come to me? I can find some time in my schedule for you if that works.”
I can actually hear a grinding of plastic as, on the other end of the line, Edgar clenches the handset tightly enough to threaten its structural stability. When he speaks, though, his voice has gone calm. “I will see you on Monday an hour before your shift, Dan. Please do not be late.”
“Monday, then,” I say, and hang up.
Weirdly, I don’t feel apprehensive or jittery about the meeting, even though it’s clear that Edgar’s out for blood. My actions were obnoxious, sure, but they were responses in kind to petty tortures being handed down from above. And if he thought he could just dish it out and I would just take it quietly – well, I suppose he just learned differently.
I settle in to watch Netflix, letting my sense of indignation slowly build. I figure that if I gently cultivate it all weekend, it should serve me well come Monday.
 



- Chapter Sixteen -
 
The weekend turns out to be cold and, unsurprisingly, rainy, so my important Netflix plans are the perfect choice after all. I don’t spend all weekend just watching movies, of course. I also work on fine-tuning my powers, so there are several hours on Saturday where I’m magnetizing my pots and pans and not watching movies at all.
In fairness, ordinarily I would have the TV on during this sort of practice session, playing movies in the background, but earlier, I’d had a brilliant idea. Here’s how it went down: so I’m sitting there watching movies, and I think, “Hey! It’s all electronics in there; I bet I could use my powers instead of the remote.”
Okay, so you can probably figure out how this worked out now, but don’t get ahead of me. You can’t go, “Obviously that’s a terrible idea.” Looking back at it, I also agree that it’s obviously a terrible idea. You weren’t there, so I don’t want to hear about what you would have said. I’ve got hindsight, too.
Anyway, so I reach out and try to change the volume, or turn the TV off, or do anything at all, really. And at first, I think it’s worked beautifully. The television shuts off, and I’m patting myself on the back for being the first human to directly communicate with a machine. And then I try to turn the TV back on, and nothing happens.
After a couple of tries, I pick up the remote, and still nothing. It’s not responding at all. And now I’ve caught up to the part where obviously applying magnetic forces randomly to the electronic components inside of your television is a bad idea. And yes, fine, now that I say it like that I suppose probably that was a little bit predictable.
After that, I slink off to the kitchen and spend a few hours magnetically imbuing pans and other hunks of iron, instead of things with delicate electronics. And when I try my TV again a few hours later, it turns on just fine. So I learned something without causing any damage, which is not really such a bad result. Especially when you consider how most of my month has gone.
So, whether by design or not, I do other things than just watch Netflix all weekend. And Brian comes over on Sunday and we play Mario Kart, which is totally different from movies even if it does involve sitting on the couch. I’m still working my way toward getting started on that cardio plan, and as long as I’ve got the cast on my leg, I’ve got a good excuse to keep putting off exercising.
Monday I spend doing something that’s still fairly new for me: preparing. I’ve become a big fan of that since my brief brush with super-intelligence, when carefully formulating that plan in the parking lot saved my life. This is just a meeting with Edgar, so the stakes aren’t nearly as high, but I’d still like to come out on top.
When I walk into Edgar’s office that evening, I’ve still got some butterflies in my stomach, but they’re not the butterflies of apprehension of the unknown. These are the butterflies of expectation. I know I’m walking into a fight, and it’s got me keyed up. But I’m ready to fight back.
“Sit down, please, Dan,” Edgar says icily, and I do. Edgar gets up as I sit down and walks over to close the office door behind me, then comes back to stand behind his desk. He pushes a binder over to me and, leaning forward with both palms on the desk, says, “Could you please explain this to me?”
I take him at his word. “It’s a binder collecting your memorandums of the past week, organized for easy reference.”
“I can see that. Why have you done this?” The tips of Edgar’s fingers are white where they’re pressing hard against the desk, but otherwise, he’s got his anger completely controlled. I’m impressed that he’s holding it in this well, but also a bit confused. I’m honestly not sure why he’s still so furious about this, days later. Sure, I made fun of him, and I knew he’d be mad about it, but this seems over the top.
For the time being, I continue to play clueless. “It seemed like a much more convenient system than having memos taped up all over the desk. Sitting out like they, they were subject to wear and tear, potential spills, even vandalism.”
Edgar slams his hand down on the binder, index finger pointing at the “DOBSON’S DOs AND DON’Ts” cover. “Enough! This. Do you think this is funny?” He’s reaching into his pocket, and for a split-second I am completely certain that he’s going to pepper-spray me, but he pulls out his phone instead. Stabbing in the unlock code, he turns the screen to face me. It’s showing a picture of the same binder that’s in front of me.
“I found this on Instagram!” Edgar hisses, his control slipping. I look again at the picture, and sure enough, it’s an Instagram photo captioned “ha ha Dobby’s at it again #phb” It has an impressively large number of likes, but I don’t have time to read the comments before Edgar whips the phone away.
“I will not be the subject of mockery!” Edgar insists, his voice rising. “I am not your joke!”
Now Edgar’s anger makes sense. I’ve embarrassed him publicly. He’s probably had that Instagram picture up on his phone all weekend, refreshing it and seething over each new comment. But he’s not the only one who’s tired of having his life made miserable, and so I drop the innocent act and respond with some fire of my own.
“You know what is a joke, Edgar? These memos. They were specifically and transparently designed to harass me. Every one of them is a cartoonish attempt to give you cause to fire me, or to make me give up and quit. And yes, I put them into a binder as a joke, and do you know why it’s funny? It’s because I’ve treated them as if they were serious and worth referencing, and the fact that you’re angry proves that you know that they are not.
“If you want to fire me without cause, then do it. I’ll walk out of here right now and file an unemployment claim. Or find an actual reason to fire me, something legitimate I’ve done wrong. If you can. But I am tired of these pathetic attempts to trip me up.
“I do my job. I may not ‘go above and beyond,’ I may not be a ‘go-getter,’ but I do my job. If that’s not good enough for you, fire me. Otherwise,” I stand up, forcing him to look up at me, “I’m going to go get dinner. I’ll be back in time for my shift.”
We lock eyes for a long moment. I can see the hate and rage in Edgar’s eyes, and I wonder if he will fire me after all. But after a couple of seconds, he’s still said nothing, and so I incline my head, say, “Mr. Dobson,” and walk out of his office. The effect’s spoiled a little bit when I catch the tip of one crutch on the doorframe, but I recover without too much of a fumble and keep going.
I go into a coffee shop across the street for dinner, more to hide from the rain than anything else. I order a sandwich and sit down to pick listlessly at it, thinking about the fight with Edgar. I feel like I should feel good, like I’ve won, but I don’t. I’m still a little jittery from the adrenaline, but more than that, I just feel sort of unpleasant. I faced Edgar down, stood up for myself, and what did I get out of it?
Nothing new, that’s for sure. Edgar resents me more than ever, and this won’t fix anything. It’ll just crop up in a new way down the road. I wanted to deliver a knockout punch to win the fight, but it turns out that behind the guy I knocked down was one more waiting to take his place.
These morose thoughts tag along with me from dinner through the start of my shift at the museum. Edgar’s gone before I get back, and so is Dobson’s Dos and Don’ts. I take this to mean that I can go back to reading on-shift, so after my first set of rounds I take 1984 back out and compare my problems to those of Winston Smith. His problems win pretty handily.
I’m about halfway through my shift when I hear what sounds like a faint knocking at the door. Puzzled, I put my book down and wait, and shortly it comes again – several sharp knocks in quick succession. I free my flashlight from my belt and walk over to check it out.
As I shine my light out of the door’s window and press my face up to it to see out, I don’t really have any expectations for what I’ll see outside. But whatever I thought I might see, it absolutely was not a face right up against the other side, staring back at me. I leap back in surprise, having had time to register only two things. The first is an impression of tangled, sodden blonde hair. The second is that the storm outside has really intensified.
I put these two facts together just as the first lightning bolt hurtles into the door, smashing the glass all over me. I fall backwards, reeling from the shock and the noise, as two more bolts hammer home and the door swings open, the metal smoking and charred. The stormraiser – Regina – stands in the doorway looking down at me triumphantly.
The wind howls behind her, and hail begins to beat insistently on the domed skylight far overhead. “Time to end this!” she cries, and the skylight shatters into a deadly rain of ice and glass cascading onto us both.
I try to scuttle away, but with my cast slipping and sliding on the wet floor, I can’t move particularly fast. In desperation, I make a magnetic grab for the door, and just have time to think, “That’s not magnetic, it won’t work,” before I go sliding wildly across the floor towards it.
I’m covering my face to protect it from the daggers of glass showering around me, which is why I don’t realize that I’m magnetically dragging myself directly into Regina until our legs tangle up and she topples onto me. She howls her outrage, and the storm shrieks in sympathy. A pair of lightning bolts crashes outside, adding to the ringing in my ears, as she pummels my already bleeding arms and head with her fists.
“Vermin! Cockroach!” she spits, scrambling free of me. Clearly, the intervening week has done nothing to raise her opinion of me. I roll out of range of her kicks and stagger ungracefully to my feet.
“What did I ever do to you?” I ask, and although I meant for it to be accusatory and maybe indignant, it really comes out sounding plaintive and even kind of whiny.
Fortunately, Regina is indignant enough for the both of us. “You got me fired! When I came back from dealing with you, Darryl had someone else working and a note saying I was no longer an employee! A note!”
This strikes me as more than a slightly unfair edition version of events. “Even if you think the fight was my fault, which I do not, it didn’t get you fired. Maybe if you had gone back that night, instead of running off and leaving the store unlocked, that wouldn’t have happened!”
She gasps and covers her mouth, as shocked as if I’ve just sworn in church. “Have you been stalking me, you cretin? How would you know that? You’re disgusting!”
And with that, she rushes me, shoes squeaking on the rain-slick tile. I tense to block a punch, but at the last second she loses her footing and slips, slamming into my chest shoulder-first in a perfect tackle. My cast betrays me again and I go over backwards, landing painfully among shards of glass and lumps of ice, with more hail still coming down around me.
I feel dozens of tiny needles digging into my skin, burying themselves in my flesh, but before I can even really process that, a piece of hail the size of a kiwi slams directly into my forehead. The spike of pain that produces is instantly joined by its twin as the impact bounces the back of my head off of the floor.
I didn’t know that you could literally see stars outside of a cartoon, but bright lights explode in my vision and for a second, everything else greys out. I don’t lose consciousness, though, which is good, because Regina is pressing her advantage. She clenches her fists and squeezes her eyes shut, and lightning strikes barely five feet behind me, reaching through the ruined skylight. In its aftermath, the hail intensifies. I feel like I’m being beaten with billiard balls.
I magnet-grab for the door again, heedless of the razor cuts I’m receiving by pulling myself across the floor; anything is better than the bludgeoning I’m getting right now. Regina snarls, though, and the door is lanced by another lightning bolt, making me lose my magnetic grip on it.
“At least I’ve made it out of the hail,” I think, right before another chunk of ice wings me in the shoulder. I look up to see Regina advancing on me, scooping up another ice rock the size of a baseball and chucking it at me. This one connects, too, and if it doesn’t hurt as badly as the ones from the storm, that’s probably only because she hasn’t gotten me in the head yet.
I’m at a total loss for what to do, so to buy time, I copy her: I grab the nearest lumps of ice and scramble to my feet to face her. I’m starting to feel the damage now. My head is throbbing from its abuse and my entire back is a symphony of razor pain. The glass shards stab me when I move, so I just stand stock still, glaring at Regina.
She glares back at me, her diatribe stopped for the time being. For a moment, we hold that pose, two combatants locked in the world’s highest-stakes snowball fight. It’s a ridiculous image, and even through the chorus of injuries, it still conjures up a half-smile from me.
This raises a fresh rage in Regina, who shouts wordlessly, hurls her iceball at me and scrabbles for a fresh one. I dodge, offering sarcastic thanks to whoever set this up for at least not giving her precision control over the winds. Her power, like mine, seems to be largely intuitive, and her control is broad-based but difficult to direct precisely.
In fact – I dodge another thrown ice missile and sling one back, scoring a hit and earning a yelp from Regina – in fact, it’s never occurred to me to wonder exactly how she can do what she does. I put it down as superscience or magic and went about dealing with the effects instead of thinking about the cause. And right now, the tiny bit of smarts I have left over from the intelligence boost is shouting at me internally.
It’s got its work cut out for it. In addition to not being all that quick a thinker ordinarily, I’m also currently under attack, in quite a bit of pain, and possibly suffering from a concussion. The funny thing about pain is that it really focuses the mind sometimes, though, especially if it’s clear that an unfocused mind will lead to more pain. Not getting hurt any more is a spectacular motivator. My brain grabs all available processing power to solve this problem, momentarily dampening the pain as it works to show me a solution.
It’s not instantaneous, though, and there’s a lot going on, so here’s how it plays out. As Regina and I are trading off with iceballs, I’m thinking about the weird way her lightning messed with my magnetic grip on the door. When she slams a solid hit into my good knee and I drop onto the floor again, I barely feel my cast cracking, because I’m remembering that every time she cranked up the storm’s fury, it was accompanied by a blast of lightning, even after she knew that that was completely ineffective against me.
And so when she sees me lying prone again and presses her advantage, racing towards me with a chunk of ice in one hand and a knife-sized shard of glass in the other, I don’t even try to get out of the way. I just raise my arms to catch her on the way in, guiding her weapons past my head to smash uselessly into the floor. And as her weight crashes down on me, driving me onto the constellation of glass embedded into my back and awakening a new cacophony of screaming nerves, I focus everything I have into making the strongest magnetic field I can and applying it to her, sticking it to her like a web.
The only visible effect of this is that my name badge strains upwards from my shirt, touching itself to Regina's chest. Since she's already lying on top of me, this is an almost imperceptible motion. Despite this, Regina goes wild the instant I magnetize her.
"What did you do? WHAT DID YOU DO?" she yells, slashing at my face with her remnant of glass. Panicked, I pull my arms in to protect myself, and she lays open the back of my left forearm almost to the elbow. As I push her away, I can feel the glass shattering against the bone.
I risk a shocked look at my arm, and weirdly, there's almost no blood in the gash. The walls of it are corpse-white with fine beads of blood and shiny with slivers of glass, and at the bottom is an even whiter glint of bone. I have enough time to think, "Is this a new power?", and then the blood pours forth, as if it was waiting for me to notice. There's a frightening quantity of it, mixing thirstily with the rain and ice and staining it all pink.
Regina, meanwhile, is writhing on the floor like she's being electrocuted, grinding glass and ice recklessly beneath her. She's screaming, too, and tearing at her clothes as if they're burning her. Clutching my forearm, I just stare, until I realize it's not just her clothes she's ripping. It's the skin of her arms, too, and her stomach and face. She's raking her nails across all of it as if she's trying to flay herself. And judging by the blood that's appearing, she might succeed.
"Stop!" I shout uselessly. She ignores me, of course, continuing to tear at herself in the spreading puddle of blood and water. "Stop it!"
She's beyond hearing me, but I can't watch her tear herself to pieces in front of me. Without a plan, I pry myself off the floor and lurch towards her, blood spurting through my fingers as I grip my torn arm to my chest, part of my cast flapping against my calf. In two steps, I'm next to her, and I reach down with my bloody hand to grab her wrist. "Stop!"
Her eyes snap open and lock onto mine, and she hisses like a cobra. "Pus!"
She scrambles backwards across the floor, leaving a bloody trail as she goes. "Your rot! Infected me! Clean it off! Rain!"
She's heading for the circle of the ruined skylight, but as she approaches, lightning begins striking in a furious onslaught. Bolt after bolt crashes into the tile, turning the hall of the museum into a deafening, blinding inferno. It's reaching for her, the fingers of the storm groping blindly and greedily across the floor. Regina skids to a halt, the fury ebbing from her face and being replaced by fear.
"I can't touch the rain," she says in bewilderment. "I can't feel it! You took it from me!"
Rage suffuses her features again, and she reverses direction, clambering to her feet and launching herself at me. And I, completely out of tricks and dangerously light-headed, wrap my fist around a chunk of ice and clock her in the side of the head.
Regina crumples at my feet, and I sway over her, dropping my ice and willing myself to stay upright. The lightning has stopped, and it sounds like the hail has, too. My back is stinging with a hundred different cuts, my head is crashing in a whirlpool of pain, and I can feel loose flaps of skin swinging back and forth from my forearm, heavy with blood. I have so many problems that I can't figure out where to start to fix them, and so my brain focuses on one that it can solve: I don't have my crutches.
I make it about three shuffling steps towards them before I realize that there's a figure standing in the half-melted doorway of the museum. My eyes are still dazzled from the lightning and all I can be sure of is that it's human, or at least human-shaped. So I say, "Help," sag to my knees, and then pass out.
 



- Chapter Seventeen -
 
I open my eyes again in a hospital bed. I've got wires running to a heart monitor on my finger, tubes taped to a needle inserted into the back of my hand, and I’m wearing enough bandages to wrap a small mummy. I can feel a dull ache in my left arm, and my back feels like I've been very carefully placed on a bed of nails. Neither of these bother me particularly, though, which I figure is probably due to whatever's in the IV bag that's draining into my hand.
It's not until I attempt to sit up that I realize that I'm also handcuffed by my right wrist to the hospital bed. Even after I hear the clank and my arm stops short, it takes me a minute to figure out what's happened: am I stuck on something? Tangled in equipment?
I'm just processing it as handcuffs when someone clears their throat in the corner of the room, and I look over to see Officer Peterson straightening up from where he's been slouched in the visitor's chair. He looks like he's had a rough night – not compared to mine, but rougher than he'd expected when he headed into work, and probably several hours longer, too, since it's light outside now. He regards me tiredly.
"We're going to talk for a minute. Because there's a lot that I don't understand about what's going on here, and I don't like that. At all. And I think that I'm not going to be any happier after we talk, but at least I'll be differently unhappy. And I can work with that."
He pauses, looking like he wishes he could light a cigarette, then says quietly, "I want to know what happened last night."
My brain's not up to telling a good lie, so I just stick to the most basic truth. "The storm smashed in the skylight. That woman and I got cut up pretty badly by the glass." I shrug, but halfway through the shrug I discover that I've apparently got stitches in a lot of random places in my back. So while I mean to convey that the world is a funny place sometimes, I instead convey that I'm an idiot who should learn to lie still and convalesce.
Peterson fixes me with a gimlet stare. "While I'm sure that is technically true, it doesn't actually answer any of my questions. Not even the simplest one, which is: what was she doing in there in the first place? And definitely not the harder ones, like: why does she appear to have self-inflicted claw marks? And why did lightning strike each time we tried to take her outside of the museum?"
I shift uncomfortably, and Peterson presses the point. "An EMT is in the burn ward today because he was hit by lightning trying to put an unconscious woman into an ambulance. They eventually had to wrap her in a rubber sheet to move her, and she's been causing malfunctions in any machines that get within a foot of her."
I jerk involuntarily, rattling my handcuff, as I realize that it's not safe for the hospital to have me here, either. The panic recedes as I further realize that I'm currently hooked up to machines, and they're working fine. Which means that my power must have faded – which means I must have won!
Peterson watches my face intently through all of this, seeing the rapid progression from fear to relief to happiness. He leans forward in his chair, alert.
"This is the second time this week I've found you at the center of unreasonable lightning strikes. People are getting hurt. I need to know if this is going to keep happening."
I take a guess. "The storm cell that's been hanging over the city – it's breaking up, right?"
Peterson nods, and I continue, "Then no, it's not going to keep happening. I – would you believe me if I said I was trying to help? And I think I did, actually. I just – can't exactly explain how."
"And the woman we found. Would she agree with this?"
I snort a laugh. "Not likely! She'd probably tell you it was all my fault." A thought strikes me. "Is she – is she going to be all right?"
Peterson smiles. "She's a lot better off than you are. We've already talked to her, and yes, she believes this is your fault. Her story is... interesting." He turns that eagle stare on me again, searching.
I look down at the bed sheets, and after a moment, Peterson says, "You say this is over." I nod. "In your opinion, is it likely to restart?"
I’ve got options. I could say, "No, I built up her personal magnetic field to the point that it disrupts her ability to influence the ionization of the air around her." I could say, "No, whatever force granted her the power to control the weather has probably taken it away again, now that I've passed the test." I could say, "No, but until I figure out what's going on, something else is going to start up. Maybe something worse. I could use your help."
I could say any of these, but when I look Peterson in the eye again, my nerve fails me, and I simply mutter, "No."
He looks dissatisfied as he stands up. "I'll take that response for now, Mr. Everton." As he unlocks the handcuff from my wrist, he adds, "At some point, I'd like a more complete answer from you. No matter how it sounds."
I say, "And Re– the woman? You say she's doing all right. Is she out of the hospital?"
"She's talking to a psychiatrist before she's released," says Peterson, and pauses. "I take your point."
With that, Peterson leaves me alone. I take stock of my situation, consider my options, and close my eyes to go back to sleep. It's a luxury I've been denied too often lately.
 
- - -
 
When I wake up, it's the afternoon and my parents are there fussing over me. Mom fusses, anyway; Dad just says, "Looks like you took some good knocks," but I know what he means. We talk for a bit, and then Dad takes Mom out to go get a late lunch for me, since she keeps crying when she looks at me and it's making both me and Dad uncomfortable.
Frankly, I think I look pretty good, all things considered. The lumps on my head are barely noticeable, and the nurse tells me that they'll be gone in a few days at most. I've got a dozen assorted staples in my back, but most of the cuts were just closed up with glue after they removed the glass. The nurse shows me a picture of a small metal tub full of glass shards, and tells me that they pulled over three pounds of glass out of my back, arms and legs. That's kind of awesome.
I lucked out on my arm. It turns out that the back of the forearm is mainly meat, without any important tendons or ligaments there. That cut Regina gave me was pretty nasty, but since nothing delicate got damaged, all it needs is 18 staples and some time to heal. I can't tighten my fist completely right now, but that's because it pulls on the staples, not because of any internal problems.
Everything else is just superficial damage. My legs, arms and hands sting from all of the cuts, but none of them needed anything more serious than disinfectant and surgical glue. Also, the nurse tells me that the IV bag is just saline to help rehydrate me, so apparently the lack of pain and muzzy-headedness this morning was just residual effects from the surgery anesthetic. I’m apparently cleared to walk out of here whenever I feel up to it.
By the time Mom and Dad get back with lunch, I'm unhooked from the tube and sitting up in bed. I ask the nurse for my actual clothes, but she just laughs and shows me the torn and bloodied rags I was wearing when I arrived last night, and I agree that those aren't fit to wear anywhere other than a Halloween party. Fortunately, Mom and Dad have brought me some extra clothes to wear. They're Dad's, so they're a little bit too short and a little bit too tight, but I feel better wearing them than I did in the hospital gown.
And speaking of tight-fitting pants, my cast is gone! The doctor x-rayed my foot before applying a new cast, and according to the nurse, found that it had healed "freakishly fast." It feels startlingly good just to be able to wiggle my toes freely again.
I eat my sandwich in the hospital room while filling out the necessary paperwork to process out, and then my parents give me a ride back home. Dad compliments me on the upkeep of the house, while Mom goes into the kitchen and tuts about how much junk food I have in the cupboards. I swear, sometimes they're so stereotypical it's like they're working off of a sitcom script.
There's an awkward moment when Mom starts to make dinner. Dad and I are flipping through the Netflix menu and talking about nothing in particular, when Mom calls from the other room, "Danny? What happened to the pots?"
"Nothing, Ma, they're in the cupboard to the right of the stove, like always!"
"I see them, but why are they all stuck together?"
Evidently I forgot to demagnetize the stack of pots the last time I was practicing with them, and they got put away magnetic. I don't know if I can undo it now, either. I tried using my magnetism on the way home, and I've got just enough residual ability to pick up a paperclip from a few inches away and make it stick to my skin. Making the pots nonmagnetic will probably take days, if I can do it at all.
"It's, uh, a new kitchen gadget I found! It makes the pots magnetic, so they heat up faster on the stove. It helps the electricity conduct better, I think. Also, it makes them harder to spill if you bump into the handle, since they grip the burners."
"Oh, that makes sense!" Mom calls back. It doesn't, but it's nice of her not to call me out for wasting my money on As Seen On TV products. Dad, on the other hand, is giving me a pointed look, but when I say "What?", he just sighs and turns back to the television. So maybe my parents think I'm a bit gullible, but at least they don't think I'm insane.
Mom and Dad stay the night, which is more than fair, since it is their house. In the morning, we hug goodbye – carefully, because of my slashed-up back – and Dad asks if I need anything else from them.
"Nope, everything's going fine!" I say, which basically could not be further from the truth. I had a voicemail from Edgar yesterday, from icy, controlled Edgar, telling me that the museum would be closed for renovations, and that my services would not be necessary during that time, or indeed at any future time. He did say that I could expect a check in the mail for two months' pay in lieu of notice, but then concluded by telling me that the museum's lawyers were ready to vigorously argue that they were not liable for acts of God, should I also attempt to get worker's compensation.
Two months is plenty of time to find another job, though, plus I have savings. So this is not information that my parents need. Anyway, the sun is finally shining, my foot is healed, and in a week I'll be back at the hospital to have the staples taken out, so maybe things aren't that bad after all.
My phone buzzes as I'm waving goodbye to my parents, and I fish it out of my pocket. It's a text from Brian, and it says, "Checked up: R released yesterday. Diag: concussion caused temp psychosis, no danger to self/others, full recovery."
So Regina's back out in the world, too. Despite the early morning sunshine, I feel a chill, which I do my best to brush off. After all, her problem with me was all part of the magnetic ability, right? So we're fine now. As long as she's not mad about having a personal magnetic field that keeps her from getting within a foot of anything electronic, anyway.
My phone buzzes again, displaying a follow-up text: "Wanna hang out?"
Which I do, so I grin and put my worries aside for a while. If I've learned nothing else from this, it's that I don't need to go looking for trouble. Trouble's got no problem finding me.
 



- Afterword -
 
This series is called The Experiment for more reasons than the ones internal to the story. The “superhero noir” genre is not a common one, and I wasn’t totally sure that it was going to work out well. But there’s a lot of overlap in the motivations of a superhero and the motivations of a noir detective; they’re both fighting for the little guy, and they’re usually deeply underappreciated. So I figured it’d be a fun combination to work with.
I’ve always been more of a short story kind of guy, and this was my first foray into a novel-length work. Of course, I only made it to novella-length, but I think that packing more into it was going to harm the story, and I’m very happy with the way it turned out.
Obviously, since The Reluctant Superhero is part of a series, I’m not done with Dan yet. I’ve got a lot left to explain about what’s going on. Like Detective Peterson, I assume you’ve got a lot of questions, and they’ll be answered in upcoming books. I didn’t want to just jam them in here; the overarching storyline needs time to develop. So you’ll have to wait and come up with your own hypotheses in the mean time.
If you’re bad at waiting, the next story in the series, Making Friends, is going up in weekly installments as a serial at http://experimentserial.wordpress.com. This statement is true as of February 2016; depending on when you’re reading this, I might have finished that book already, but my plan is for all future parts of this series to show up there first in serial format before being collected and published.
If you liked the book, write to me at baronmind@gmail.com and let me know! If you didn’t like it but have specific criticisms and suggestions for ways it could have been improved, go ahead and write, too. I won’t pretend that I’ll be equally as happy to receive those letters, but I’ll definitely read them. I appreciate feedback!
I’ve really enjoyed writing this, and I hope you’ve enjoyed reading it! Dan will be back soon with more superpowered problems. Until then!
 
Micah Edwards 
February 2016
 



- About the Author -
 
Micah Edwards is an author, a comedian, or a systems administrator, depending on the day of the week. He also moonlights as the scribe for Richmond, Virginia’s chapter of the Hash House Harriers, an international running and drinking club.
He is also the author of Okay, So Look, an irreverent but completely accurate narrative retelling of the Book of Genesis – yes, the one from the Bible – and runs a weekly podcast with chapters of the book and discussions of religion in modern life. The book is available on Amazon, and the podcast can be found at http://micahedwards.buzzsprout.com.
He collaborated with Tom Brown to produce Ricky’s Spooky House, a kids’ book version of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher. Sounds ridiculous? It’s meant to be! But it’s also great.
He should probably narrow his focus. He’s also probably not going to.
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