
        
            
                
            
        

     
Making Friends
Book 2 of The Experiment
 
 
 
 
 
 
Micah Edwards 
 
 



 
- Copyright -
 
Cover art by Bruce Rolff via http://www.shutterstock.com.
 
Copyright © Micah Edwards 2016.
 
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
 
Basically what this boils down to is that if you steal my stuff that I worked hard on, I’ll be sad. And I’d rather not be sad. So help me out on this one, would you?
 
First printing, 2016.
 
ISBN-13: 978-1539368144 
ISBN-10: 1539368149
 
Want to talk to the author? I want to talk to you! Send me your thoughts at baronmind@gmail.com. If they’re not mean, I will respond. If they are mean, I will delete them; please see the above note about not wanting to be sad.
 
The production of this book was made possible by CreateSpace (http://www.createspace.com), an Amazon company.



-      Table of Contents –
 
- Prologue 
- Chapter One 
- Chapter Two 
- Chapter Three 
- Chapter Four 
- Chapter Five 
- Chapter Six 
- Chapter Seven 
- Chapter Eight 
- Chapter Nine 
- Chapter Ten 
- Chapter Eleven 
- Chapter Twelve 
- Chapter Thirteen 
- Chapter Fourteen 
- Chapter Fifteen 
- Chapter Sixteen 
- Chapter Seventeen 
- Chapter Eighteen 
- Chapter Nineteen 
- Afterword 
- About the Author 







- Prologue -
 
I kind of want to start this story with, “So here I am, surrounded by fire.”  It sounds tough, right?  You don’t get to be surrounded by fire if you’re just some office drone.  You’ve got to be doing exciting stuff — if you want to be telling the story afterwards, anyway.  And here I am, so obviously exciting stuff was the order of the day.  But there’s a lot that happens before that that’s important, and a fair bit afterward, too.  So I think I’ve just got to get to it in order.
I’m Dan Everton.  Three months before this story starts, I would have called myself a lone wolf type: alone, aloof, uncaring.  Other people might have chosen words like “dull,” “unmotivated” and “uninteresting,” but that’s just sour grapes.  Everyone’s always jealous of Fonzie, right?
That’s what I would have said three months ago, anyway.  These days, I’m a little more introspective, and a little more willing to admit that a guy who works the security night shift in a fossil museum doesn’t actually have all that much going for him.  I mean, I could have.  I could have been writing plays in my down time, or making art, or coding up the next killer app.  But I wasn’t.  I, personally, was just sitting around, letting life pass me by.
Also, I had a chance to catch up on Happy Days recently, and you know what?  Turns out no one was jealous of Fonzie.  Everyone always loved him, and no one ever seemed to mind how much cooler he was than them.  I don’t know where I got that idea.  Just one more thing I was wrong about, I suppose.
Anyway, out of the blue I suddenly got hit with powers, honest-to-goodness superpowers.  They showed up one at a time, without warning, and went away just as abruptly.  And as with any good superhero, every power came with a ready-made nemesis.  When I had super-strength and invulnerability, I went toe-to-toe with a mutated ape-man who was out for my blood.  When I had super-smarts, I fought…well, another ape-man, actually, but that one was brain-to-brawn, and I made it work out in my favor.
That specific pattern broke when I got the ability to influence my own magnetic field.  With that one, instead of getting matched against a big hairy guy, I got a lady who could call down lightning and direct storms, which is frankly kind of skewed in her favor.  I won in the end, but it cost me a couple of pints of blood and maybe a square foot or so of skin.  And also my job, since the whole thing went down at the museum and my boss was less than happy about that.
That all ended a couple of months ago, though.  I got two months’ severance pay and I used that time wisely: sitting on the couch, sleeping late and luxuriating in my freedom.  Honestly, it was a pretty good time to be me.  I was rid of my obnoxious boss, I’d gotten the cast off of my foot, and although the superpowers had faded, each one of them had left me just a touch of their abilities.  I’m not impossibly strong anymore, but I can bench just shy of 400 pounds, and do reps of almost 300.  My cognition is significantly improved from what it had been.  And I can still make metal stick to me, if I concentrate hard and it doesn’t weigh much.  Not all that useful a skill, but a pretty great party trick.
Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end, so let’s skip ahead to about two weeks back.  Here’s my situation: I’m suddenly noticing that the numbers in my bank account are dwindling to uncomfortably low levels.  I may be living in my parents’ spare house, but that doesn’t mean that there won’t be unpleasant questions if the rent checks are late, and so the job hunt begins.
You know what doesn’t look good on a resume?  Superheroism.  I legitimately saved the city — basically saved it, anyway; it was taking a lot of water damage, so I saved a bunch of taxpayer dollars for infrastructure repair bills, if nothing else — but there’s no box to check for that on an application form.  I have an idea of taking this opportunity to actually start a career path, instead of just getting into another dead-end job, but evidently people want actual related skills, background and experience, not long-forgotten schooling and a job that won’t provide a reference.
Also, it turns out that I don’t know what I want to do, which I hadn’t even realized.  I’m in the middle of an interview for an administrative assistant job at a law firm when I spot this, which is not a great time for deep personal revelations.  I’ve come in for the interview with this vague idea that I can start there, learn how things work and get a feel for the flow, and then work my up to paralegal or something.  Eventually I’ll be a partner and have shelves of leatherbound books in my office, which I’ll sit in front of and look seriously over my glasses at clients while I bill them a thousand dollars an hour.
The dream has a couple of holes in it, I admit, but I figure I have time to work them out in the intervening years.  But when the interviewer asks me, “So why do you want to work here?”, I’m caught totally flat-footed.  I’d prepped an answer, of course, about the prestigious nature of this firm and the excellent opportunities it would provide me while I’m answering phones and arranging schedules, but when I open my mouth to respond, I abruptly realize that I really have no clue.  I’m here because it seems like a good idea right now, and I have no idea where it’s going or even where I want to end up.
I manage to get through my canned answer, but I can tell by the interviewer’s face that too much of my confusion has come through.  The whole bus ride home, I’m spinning my gears trying to come up with a five-year plan, or even a one-year plan, but I’m getting nothing.
When I get home, I spread out all of the jobs I’ve applied for and all of the night school classes I’ve been looking at on the table and look for a pattern — and there isn’t one.  Every one of them, I’ve just marked down on a whim.  And maybe they’ll turn out well, but maybe they won’t.  And once I start down any one of these paths, I’m locking myself into it.  I’m already 30.  Whatever I pick now is what I’m doing, and if I pick wrong, it’s what I’m going to hate doing.  For the next three and a half decades.
So I panic and retreat into what’s comfortable: low-level, low-commitment grunt jobs.  I go out the next day and I apply at every sandwich shop, bowling alley and burger joint that’s within walking distance of my house.  And after a few days, I’ve got a call back from one of the fast food places.
I may not know where I’m going in life, but now I know where I’m going in the mornings, at least.  And although I’m not looking forward to this job at all, that’s actually a weird source of comfort.  I’m used to having a job I hate.  I know how to deal with that.  My panic subsides with this entry into a familiar pattern.
So here it is, orientation day at Børger.  And here I am, surrounded by fryers.
I should’ve gone with the fire thing after all.  It just sounds so much cooler.



- Chapter One -
 
I bet it would have sucked to be a medieval man-at-arms.  You’re off there attacking a castle, climbing some rickety ladder to scale the battlements, and then just when you’re almost at the top, all of a sudden the big iron rim of a cauldron full of boiling oil appears above you.  You’ve got plenty of time to see it coming, but you’ve got absolutely nowhere to go.  Up won’t work; that’s straight into the oil.  Down will take too long, and moving to the sides — well, gravity’s going to have some words to say about that.  Plus the cauldron is pretty huge, so it’s basically oil no matter where you go.  Frying’s not a pleasant way to go.
“Dan, are you paying attention?”
“What?  Yes, absolutely.  The, um, fryer timer goes off automatically at, uh, five minutes.”
Matthew sighs, exasperated.  “No, five minutes would be way too long!  It cooks for 150 seconds.  You’d burn all of the fries to a crisp long before five minutes.”
“But a timer goes off, right?  So when it buzzes, I get the fries out.”
“Well, right, but if you don’t know when the timer’s going to go off, how can you plan what else to do in that time?  There’s a rhythm to the restaurant,” Matthew tells me seriously.
I suppress the urge to roll my eyes.  Matthew’s a good kid, but it’s already clear that he and I aren’t going to see eye-to-eye on this job.  I see this as a way to exchange my manual labor and minimal attention for cash, whereas he’s fully invested in the Børger brand.  On the other hand, he’s a manager at age 24, while I’m 30 and don’t know what I’m doing, so maybe there’s something to be said for his viewpoint.
“Give me time, Matt.  I’m more of a ‘pick it up organically’ kind of guy.  I’m getting the broad strokes right now, and it’ll all fall into place once I start to put it into practice.”
Matt puffs his cheeks out and blows air distractedly through his lips, running one hand through his curly black hair.  “Okay,” he tells me.  “We all learn different ways, and I don’t want to shove this down your throat.  But you understand that this is important, right?”
I don’t, of course, but he looks so enthusiastic that I can’t help but agree with him.  It’s infectious.  I’ve never met anyone who was this invested in burgers before.  Cows aren’t even this invested in burgers.  Matt really, truly wants every Børger customer to have an excellent experience.  Unfortunately, he’s got to make that happen through people like me.
It’s not that I don’t care.  It’s just that, at the end of the day, this is just a place to work, and it doesn’t matter to me if I do a spectacular job, or a job that’s just barely good enough to keep from getting fired.  The pay’s the same, the people are the same, and by dinnertime, no one’s going to remember whether their lunchtime burger was excellent or only adequate.
So actually, it is that I don’t care, I guess.  But I’m right not to.  No one cares.
Except Matt, who is earnestly telling me about the art of the upsell.  “When someone orders anything that’s not one of the combo meals, you ask them if they want to make that a Børger Bøx.  No matter what it is!  Even if it’s just a drink, you can still ask them if they want to make it a combo.  Sometimes they do!”
“Matt,” I interrupt, “I’ve got a question.”
“Shoot.”
“I’ve just about got a handle on how to pronounce Børger.  You basically say a U while thinking about an O.  But how do I pronounce Bøx the way you just did?”
“The way I did?  How did I say it?  You can just say it as normal!  The funny O is only important when it’s written, for branding–”
Matt catches me grinning at him, and slides his speech to a stop.  “Dan, come on.  This is your first day, and we’ve got a lot to get through.  This stuff is important.”  But he’s smiling, too, so although I know he means it, it doesn’t come off as a reprimand.
This kid’s actually a human being!  It’s a heck of a departure from Edgar.  I’m never going to be the kind of guy who knuckles under to authority, but it turns out that if they’re willing to meet me halfway, I get a lot more reasonable.
 
- - -
 
I’ll spare you the rest of the hours of training.  You’re probably not going to start working at a Børger chain any time soon, and if you do, you’ll get your own orientation day.  Suffice it to say that at the end of the day I have been taught the corporate-approved way to flip burgers, cook fries and box up meals.  I have also seen videos on whether it’s appropriate to sexually harass coworkers (it’s not), whether it’s okay to show up late (it’s not), and whether it’s a good idea to tell your friends to visit you at work (it is, unless you socialize with them, and then it’s not).
I won’t say that all of this information went in one ear and out the other, because that’s not exactly true.  It went in one ear and into deep storage, to be retrieved if and when it became relevant.  That may sound a lot like forgetting, but it’s different in certain important and hard-to-define ways.
There is one line worth repeating from the training videos: “So where does the name Børger come from?  It’s a burger with the flavor of foreign innovation!”  In other words: much like Häagen-Dazs, our name is total nonsense, and we’re banking on the American public’s willingness to pay a premium for things that sound like they’re exotic.
Matt, of course, has a much more positive spin on this.  “Most people like to keep their life in the same comfortable pattern it’s been in.  But they also like to add excitement, as long as it doesn’t challenge their routine.  We’re able to give them that, all by putting a slash through an O.  Pretty great, huh?”
I’m not sure I agree with him, but it could just be because I’m bitter.  I had a life in a nice comfortable pattern, and when it got slashed through, it affected way more than a single vowel.  So why should everyone else get to pretend that they’re disrupting things with just a burger?  Let them go through what I did!
That sort of phrase probably isn’t going to win me employee of the month, so I keep it to myself.  Not that it matters much; according to the wall, in five of the last twelve months, the employee of the month has been Matt.  It’s pretty clear that I’d have to do a lot more than just not yell at people to measure up around here.
If I hadn’t met the guy, I’d expect to hate him.  He’s just so nice, though, that it doesn’t even cross my mind.  He’s not winning me over to the customer-service side with his speeches or anything, but he is at least making me feel a bit bad that I’m never going to live up to his expectations.
Leaving work, I check my phone and find a few texts from my friend Brian, an EMT and pretty much the only person who knows about my powers.  I’d tried to surreptitiously look at my phone during the videos, but Matt caught me and gave me a half-annoyed, half-disappointed look.
“Dan, come on.  You’re watching training videos with your new manager.  Can you put the phone down for today?  I’m not going to tell you not to check it at work, because you’ll do it anyway when you think I’m not looking and it’ll just hurt our working relationship.  But can you give me today?”
It was a weird sort of motivational speech, but it got me to put my phone away until I was leaving the building, so it clearly worked.  As it turns out, Brian’s texts are only asking me how the first day of the new job went, so they weren’t time-sensitive.
Looking back over the day, I’m surprised to realize that it went well.  Matt and I have a deep and irreconcilable difference over how much a Børger employee is supposed to care about the job, but I like him and I’m not dreading working with him, which is already leaps and bounds more than I expected.  I would have figured that having someone younger than me as a boss would bug me, but he’s just so enthusiastic and nice that there’s no way to resent him.
“Pretty great,” I text Brian.  “Could be fun job.”
I get back, “Want to get burgers to celebrate haha”
“Want me to put you in the hospital haha,” I write in response, which is not all that witty, but it’s a reference to where he works and it’s the best matching answer I’ve got.  Look, I’m working at a burger joint.  You can’t expect Shakespeare.



- Chapter Two -
 
Brian and I end up meeting at a hole-in-the-wall coffee shop called By the Beans.  Their coffee is burnt, their clientele is questionable, and their decor is best described as “dumpster chic,” but they have two major advantages: they’re cheap, and they’re nearby.  It took the insurance over a month to pay up after my car got totaled by the brawler who attacked me at the museum, and by then I’d already been fired and was living la vida lazy.  At some point, I’m going to have to go get myself some new personal transportation, but applying for a car loan while jobless hadn’t seemed like the best way to go about things.
I make a face as Brian adds sugar to his coffee from the table silo.  He pours it with a practiced hand motion, starting with the container just over the top of his cup and moving it swiftly upwards, then reversing and bringing it back down to nearly touch the cup again, ending the whole thing with a quick upward flick of his wrist.  The end result of this cascade of sugar raises the coffee level neatly to the brim of the cup.
“There’s this new disease you’ve got to look out for,” I tell Brian.  “It’s called sucrotizing fasciitis.  Basically, your flesh starts turning into sugar crystals.  It affects people whose diet is more than 50% sugar.”
Brian scoffs.  “Oh, a diet lecture from Dr. Dominos himself!  Which of these is more recently true for you: you drank eight glasses of water in one day, or you drank eight glasses of soda?”
He’s got me there and he knows it, so he presses on.  “Pot calling the kettle, you know?”
“Yeah, but listen to that cup when you stir it!  You can hear the sugar grains gritting around at the bottom.  There’s sludge left at the bottom when you’re done!”
“Which only means that I didn’t drink it all, making me better off than you.  You know how much sugar is in a can of Coke?  Over two tablespoons, man.  Eight teaspoons.  Next time we get coffee, I’ll pour my sugar into an empty cup and we’ll measure it out.  Then we’ll see who gets to call who names.”
I sip my coffee, which really is pretty horrible.  There’s no way I’m adding sugar to it right now, though.  Even a tiny amount would be ceding the argument, and just because I’ve already lost doesn’t mean that I need to go around admitting it.
“So — any fun ambulance stories?”
Brian, good guy that he is, accepts this topic change as tacit admission of my defeat and doesn’t rub my nose in it.  Besides, he likes talking about the ridiculous stuff that happens to him while he’s out on the job, and I think that most of his friends work at the hospital and are all inured to the stories.  They’re new to me, though, and I’m still vastly entertained by the sort of nonsense that drugs, alcohol and bad decisions can lead to.
Brian’s halfway through a story about the latest SOCMOB — hospital slang for “standing on the corner, minding my own business,” which is apparently what everyone was doing just before they got shot, stabbed or beaten — when all of a sudden, I feel new powers setting in.
I’ve described it before as an all-over ice cream headache, and I’m sticking by that.  You know how it feels like a sudden, swift pain, but somehow it keeps going?  And there’s nothing you can do, nowhere you can go to move away from it, nothing you can press on to relieve the pain.  It’s inside your head, all of your head, pressing from all angles.
Now imagine that in your knee, and your ribs, and the soles of your feet.  Your whole body, all at once.  That’s what this feels like.
Not surprisingly, Brian notices my discomfort and breaks off his story.  “You all right, man?”
The discomfort fades, and I shake my head to clear it.  “Yeah, no, I’m good.  I just — I think I just got new powers.”
I don’t know why I’m being coy about this.  I’m absolutely certain I just got new powers.  It just sounds kind of stupid to say it so matter-of-factly out loud, I guess.  Putting an “I think” in there gives me wiggle room in case of skepticism or ridicule.
Brian’s not skeptical in the least, though.  He grins, slightly wide-eyed.  “Cool!  So what can you do?”
“I have no idea yet!  These things don’t come with an instruction manual.  I’m just lucky I was awake when I got them this time.  Half the time, they show up in my sleep, and I don’t find out about them until later.”
I’ve got a ritual that I go through every day, a checklist of tests for all of the powers I can think of.  I’m not going to do a lot of them inside of a shop, of course.  Some would be dangerous to other people if I was right, and nearly all would make me look stupid for trying them.  But I can check some of the small ones right now.
I pull out my multitool and unfold a small blade, then prick my finger with it.  Brian raises an eyebrow at me.
“When’s the last time you washed that blade, man?”
“Relax, Mom.  It’s just a pinprick to see if I’ve got invulnerability or regeneration or anything again.”  A drop of blood wells up, so invulnerability is clearly off the table.  After a second, I lick it away, but the tiny cut underneath is still visible, so it’s not regeneration either.
I look up to see Brian watching me, now with both eyebrows raised.
“What?”
“Dude, you just poked yourself with a dirty knife and then licked the cut, and you’re asking me ‘what?’  You know how many infections you just exposed yourself to?”
I gesture at the dingy shop surrounding us.  “Name one thing in here that’s cleaner that I could have used.”
“There’s soap and water in the bathroom, man.  You could have acted like you’re not living in the 14th century and washed your hands.”
“Look, you wanted to know what powers I had!  I was checking a couple of them for you.  I thought I was talking to my friend Brian, not Panic Spasm, EMT.”
Brian snorts at that one and relents.  “You want to get the superpower of gangrene, fine, that’s your business.  I’m just used to working with sterilized medical tools, is all.”
He pauses, then says, “Hey, we could actually test your blood, you know?  Find out if there’s anything in there that’s causing this.  I can get a sample and take it down to the hospital.”
“You just carry blood sample stuff on you?”
“No, I’m saying in general, man.  We can set it up.  I’m not taking your blood in a coffeehouse.”
I grin at that image.  “I don’t know, I bet you guys would do a lot better at the blood drives if you just showed up at coffee shops and asked people to donate in exchange for buying them their morning coffee.  Back on topic, though: what are the odds that it’s something in my blood?  I’ve had the same blood for 30 years, and this only started happening a few months ago.”
“The same blood, sure, but who knows what got introduced into it?  Especially with your hygiene habits, man.”
“Hey, my hygiene is fine!”
“I’ve been to your house, Dan!  Don’t lie to me.”
“Don’t give me that. I keep that place spotless just in case my parents stage a surprise visit.”
“Yeah, there’s not a spot of dust on the collection of pizza boxes and soda bottles piled on the counter.”
“You were there the day before trash day!”
“Sounds to me like your new superpower is ‘making up excuses.’  You can be The Apologist.”
“Pipe down, Snidely Sidekick.”
I can see Brian preparing a retort, but just then his phone buzzes and he pulls it out of his pocket.  “Listen, Chief Passing Buck, I’d love to continue this chat, but it’s time for me to get to work and dispense medical assistance to people who do dumb things like stab themselves with rusty knives, you know?  Give me a call when the infection sets in, and I’ll bring the ambulance by.”
Brian and I walk out to his car, still bickering amiably.  As he’s getting in, he says, “You need a lift home?”
“Nah, it’s only like a mile, and it’s the wrong way for you.  Besides, for all I know, I can fly there now.”
Brian cracks a smile and drives off, and I make it about a dozen steps before I realize that hey, maybe I really can fly home!  I take a quick look around and see no one in the evening gloom, so I take a few running steps and jump as high as I can.
This turns out to be probably about two feet up, at which point gravity intrudes on my dreams of flight and pulls me back to the sidewalk.  I stumble slightly on the landing, and as I recover, I see that an older woman and her dog have rounded the corner just a few dozen feet in front of me.  She and the dog are both looking at me with identical expressions of curiosity and disdain.
Rather than try to make up an explanation, I just mutter “Evening” and hurry on by.  This is why I test for superpowers in secret.



 
- Chapter Three -
 
So after an hour or so, here’s what I know.  The new power isn’t strength, speed or intelligence.  It’s not flight, levitation or balance.  It’s not telekinesis or gravity manipulation.  If it’s breathing underwater, I don’t know how to activate it, and I’m not willing to take in a couple of lungsful of water to find out if it’ll kick in on its own.  I can’t grow, I can’t shrink, I can’t morph my body at all.
In short, I’m starting to wonder if I really got any power at all.  I mean, I’m sure I did; that sensation is incredibly distinctive.  But I can’t figure out anything that’s reacting at all.
What if it’s something stupid?  What if I’ve gotten the power to be super-allergic to clover, or to flash orange in the presence of radon?  If so, I’m never going to figure it out.  I’ve been basing this on the theory that these are classic superhero powers, things that I can save the day with, but maybe I’ve just been deluding myself.  It could be totally random.
But if that’s the case, then it suggests that there’s no controlling intelligence behind this, no reason for it to be happening.  And that doesn’t square with what I’ve seen so far regarding the abilities that have kicked in.  It’s got to be something reasonable, something I can use to defeat my nemesis when he shows up.
That thought sends a pain shooting through my leg, healed though it is.  I’m not ready for another nemesis.  The last one, Regina, literally dragged me through broken glass on our final encounter, and all things considered, I came out of that pretty well.  I’ve been kind of enjoying being in one piece.  I’m not looking forward to someone else trying to carve a chunk out of me.  Especially if I can’t even figure out what it is that I can do to fight him.
Maybe I’m going about this all wrong.  Last time, my power showed up on its own, manifesting where it was relevant.  I didn’t have to do anything to find it except be near magnetic objects.  And if somehow I hadn’t managed that before running into Regina, her electricity-based power was a complement to my magnetism-based one, so I could have figured it out from that.  It kicked in pretty automatically to save me from her lightning bolts, after all.  So if I just wait for the new guy or gal to find me, maybe my power will be evident in the right context.
It’s not an ideal solution, not by any stretch of the imagination.  But it’s getting late, and watching training videos all day is surprisingly exhausting.  Anyway, for all I know, I’ve gained the power of dream projection, and once I fall asleep I’ll be able to go spy on the world and find my new nemesis.
It’s a pretty flimsy excuse for going to bed early, but I’m pretty wiped out, so flimsy is all I need.  Besides which, I remember the many nights I collapsed into bed the last time these powers kicked in.  Being a superhero is bad for the sleep schedule; I should get sleep now, while I can.
Thus rationalized, I strip down and flop into bed, where I’m out in mere minutes.  Unsurprisingly, I totally fail to dream-project anywhere. 
 
- - -
 
Morning brings with it the muzzy-headed realization that this is my first real day of work in months, and that as such, I should probably heave myself out of bed and prepare to get there in a timely fashion.  I reluctantly pair thought with action and mumble my way to the shower, where I let the water wash the sleep from me.
The shower, breakfast, and a walk to work on what turns out to be a surprisingly balmy day have me arriving at Børger with a smile on my face.  Matt matches me with a smile of his own as I punch in.
“Morning, Dan!  Are you excited for your first shift?”
No one has ever been excited to work in fast food, I think automatically, but then I realize two things: Matt obviously is, and honestly, I kind of am, too.  This might be the first time in my life that I haven’t started a job with a sense of dread.  And yeah, it’s a stupid, monkey-push-the-button kind of job, but my boss is awesome, my other coworkers seem friendly enough from what I’ve seen, and the customers — well, the customers will probably be terrible.  But if that doesn’t get anyone else here down, I can weather it, too.
These days, if you want to look up facts about something, you just pull up a search engine and scan the internet.  But you used to have to go to a library, and despite the internet, libraries are still around and people still use them for research.  Similarly, if you want to go be a horrible human being to someone, you can just stop by the comments section of any YouTube video or about half of Reddit.  But before the internet, if you wanted to go be terrible to a stranger, you went to a fast food restaurant and shouted at the employees.  And even though the internet has taken over, you’ll still find these sort of customers waiting angrily in line for their food.
As I work the register, the Børger corporate-approved greeting already coming to my lips automatically for each customer, I find myself scanning the line, trying to guess who’s going to be the first problem.  The guy with his headphones in is predictably distracted, but gives me his order clearly enough and even smiles and says thank you at the end of the transaction.  The lady who’s only keeping an eye on two of her four kids is polite, too, and the worst that the kids do is use a couple of the ketchup cups as horns in a matador/bull fight with each other.
After an hour, everyone’s still been nice, and I’m starting to get worried.  It’s practically a law of nature that the longer you have to wait for these things, the worse the bad one’ll be.  Finally, I think I spot the one.  A guy comes in and starts to walk to the shorter line, then sees Matt at the register.  He grimaces and switches over to my line, even though it’s several people longer.  I immediately peg him as a racist, and steel myself for the unpleasant remarks he’s doubtless going to slip in about Matt when he orders his food.
“Welcome to Børger, sir,” I say, staring him down.  He doesn’t seem to notice my gimlet eyes, and places his order, which I dutifully punch into the register.  As he’s swiping his credit card to pay for it, he says, “Are you a new hire?”
“Yes, I just started here.”
“Let me give you a piece of advice.”
Here it comes.  He’s going to say something offensive, I’m going to refuse to serve him, he’ll end up ranting in the parking lot until we have to call the cops.  “Lay it on me.”
“Relax.  You look way too tense.  Just breathe, and don’t let the job overwhelm you.”
Have you ever been walking up a flight of stairs, and at the top, tried to step up one more time onto a stair that wasn’t there?  That jarring sensation of stepping through a solid object is how I feel right now.  Oblivious, the man wanders off to the side to wait for his meal, and I shake myself and move on to the next customer in line.
Later in the break room, I tell Matt about the incident, and he laughs.  “That guy?  He comes in here once or twice a month, and he never stands in my line.  It’s not racism, though.  He’s got no problem with the other black employees.  It’s just me.  I have no idea what I did to him, but he’s clearly not going to let it happen again.  He’s been coming here for at least a couple of years now, since before I was manager.”
He pauses, then says solemnly, “You shouldn’t assume the worst out of people, Dan.  They deserve better than that.”
I don’t believe that at all, but I wish I did.  It’s a nice way to look at the world.



 
- Chapter Four -
 
As the day goes on, I have to admit that Matt’s attitude seems justified.  Six hours into my shift and everyone’s been, if not always pleasant, at least never rude.  I’m still tensed up for a punch, but I’m starting to admit to myself that it might not be coming.
I’m in the middle of serving a guy who looks like a cross between an undertaker and a scarecrow, trying to figure out the key code for a Børger Bønanza, when he says to me pleasantly, “I think you’ve got a problem with your fryer.”
He points past me with an arm like two broom handles loosely jointed together, and I turn to see that flames are leaping up from the boiling oil in one of the fryers.  Sammy, the guy who’s supposed to be watching them, is nowhere to be seen, so I race over there to deal with the fire.
In the few steps that it takes me to get there, though, fire springs up from the next fryer, too, and the whole thing is burning briskly by the time I arrive.  I grab for the fry baskets, but the burning oil dripping from the sides convinces me that this is a bad idea, and I leave them in the fryers as I look desperately around for a solution.
“Grab the fire extinguisher!” shouts Matt, but I wasn’t paying attention during that part of training, and I don’t know where it is.  Looking around, I don’t see it, but I do spot a cookie sheet sitting unattended in the sink.  I grab it and slam it down over the top of the fryers, and fortunately, it’s big enough to cover them both and smother the flames.
I’m feeling very proud of myself for my quick thinking until it registers that I’m holding a metal sheet to a fire with my bare hands.  I whip my hands away, shaking them briskly, but the fingertips are already reddened and it’s a good bet that they’ll blister.
Suddenly, I realize that I’ve found my problem customer and my nemesis all at the same time.  I turn around, knowing that the broomstick man is already long gone, and I’ll have to go hunt him down before he burns again — only to see him still standing patiently at the counter, gangly arms hanging at his side.
“I’m going to have to wait a little while for the fries with my Bønanza, aren’t I?” he says with a smile.  “That’s all right, I’m not in a rush.  I hope you’re okay!”
“Nice work!” says someone farther back in line, and everyone in the restaurant starts to applaud.
Maybe Matt’s right after all.  Expecting the worst out of people has usually served me well, but so far today, it’s just making me feel like a jerk. 
 
- - -
 
The workday ends much like it began — with a walk home in unseasonably warm weather, and me in an unexpectedly good mood.  Despite the fact that I smell strongly of fry grease and I have blister band-aids on the ends of seven of my fingers, I’m feeling pretty great about the Børger job.  As I was clocking out, Matt said, “Hey, Dan!  Great first day,” and it legitimately lifted my spirits.  In the fourteen years that I’ve been working stupid throwaway jobs, that’s the first time that’s ever happened.
I mean, I’ve gotten praise from my bosses before, obviously.  I’m not that bad of an employee, no matter what Edgar thought.  It just never mattered to me before.  I accepted it as my due, maybe also viewed it as a veiled attempt to get me to work harder, and moved on with my life.
This, though, feels like someone returning friendship.  It’s unexpected, it’s nice, and goofy as it sounds, it’s put a spring in my step.
This positive attitude is, I’m sorry to admit, very unlike me.  I’m much more of a fatalist, or as I usually call myself, a realistic optimist.  I believe that people will behave exactly as poorly as they think they can get away with; it’s a lot like being a pessimist, except that I also believe that people could really get away with behaving a lot more poorly than they do.  Thus, realistic optimism.  Realistic: things are usually pretty bad.  Optimism: they could be a lot worse.  Weird, maybe, but it works for me.
I’m about halfway home when it occurs to me that this could be my new power.  I’ve got infectious positive thinking!  Matt, my coworkers, the customers — not everyone was cheery and whistling while they worked, exactly, but everyone was at least a bit nicer and happier than I expected them to be.  If this is the case, then beating my nemesis is going to be a snap.  I’ll figure out who it is, invite him out to a bar, and we’ll bond over the game or something.  No irrational hatred of me means no knock-down drag-out fight, no collateral damage, no problems.  I can get behind that sort of resolution.
Of course, this power could be a double-edged sword.  It’s possible that I’m just broadcasting emotions in general, and it could just be a coincidence that I’ve been in a good mood lately.  If that’s the case, any day that I’m in a bad mood, the whole world could be against me.  I mean, probably not literally the whole world, but any part of it that I interact with, which is the whole world as far as I’m concerned.  So I’m egocentric.  Sue me.
It’s not until I get home that another, less pleasant thought hits me.  What if this isn’t my power, but someone else’s?  I didn’t come into Børger expecting to like the job.  Every step of the way, I was surprised to find how pleasant everything was.  My attitude was reluctantly dragged from negative to positive, and the main motive force there was Matt.  Matt, with a smile for everyone.  Matt, who was employee of the month for half of the last year.
This sends a cold shiver up my spine.  If his friendliness really is a power, then he may have had it for a long time, maybe even since before I started getting powers.  I remember how my magnetism advanced and strengthened as I worked at it, and that was over only a few weeks.  He might have been working at this for months.
And yeah, it’s hard to see how there’s anything dark or sinister about a guy who makes other people feel better about their day.  So maybe it’s nothing.  Or if it is something, maybe all it means is that I’m not alone, not the only focus of whatever bizarre experiment I’m caught in.  Maybe I really should try not to expect the worst of everyone all the time.
Then I remember that Matt’s the one who told me that, and I shiver again. 
 
- - -
 
I wake up the next morning sweating and tangled up in my sheets.  Padding over to the thermostat, I turn off the heat; it tells me that this house is at 70, but wherever it’s measuring from, it’s not where I’m standing.  I’ll have to get someone in to look at it, but since it’s winter and the problem I have is that my furnace is heating too well, I figure it’s not really an emergency call.
The really annoying thing is that I meant to sleep in.  I’ve got nothing on the schedule for today, since Matt says he doesn’t like to “throw new employees straight into the meat grinder,” and therefore has scheduled me for only three days this week.  This behavior is deeply hard to reconcile with supervillainy, but the paranoid part of my brain is determined to try, and keeps worrying at the idea in the back of my head.
I flip on the local news briefly so I can pretend to be informed about the world I live in, but it’s the usual morning nonsense.  Happy birthday to old people, look at these pets, someone thinks the city should fix some potholes, police would like anyone with information on a recent robbery to contact them.  After a few minutes, I switch over to my standard distraction of Netflix.
This proves much better at keeping the negative thought process damped down, and so I lose a few hours to creature feature movies and an extended, couchbound breakfast session.  My phone buzzes at a text from Brian reading, “Blood draw now?”, so I send back, “Sure,” and keep watching attractive people make poor choices in the woods.
When Brian arrives, he raises a quizzical eyebrow and says, “This is the sterile environment you want me to draw your blood in?  You’re gonna have to lower the temperature a lot more than this to kill off all the germs you’re collecting.”
I look at the carton of milk, box of Cheerios and bowl with spoon sitting in front of the couch and offer the witty rejoinder, “Shut up, I was having breakfast.”
“It’s 2 in the afternoon!”
“What, like you work such normal hours, Graveyard Ghoul?”
“Yeah, but you’re not even working today, man.”
“Whatever.  I worked night shift so long, I don’t even have circadian rhythms anymore.  I sold them on eBay for extra cash.”
“Who’d buy that?”
“I don’t know, maybe some vampire wanted to be a daywalker.  Speaking of which, if you’re here to take my blood, shouldn’t I have had to invite you in?  Late shifts, pale skin, taking the blood of others — what is the difference between you and a vampire?”
“It takes a lot more certifications to be an EMT than it does to be a vampire, man.”
I can’t top that one, so I shut up and let Brian swab my arm.  As he’s tying off the rubber strap around my upper arm, he says, “Hey, you feeling all right, man?  Feels like you’re running a fever.”
I touch my forehead, which feels fine to me.  “Nah, I think I’m fine.”
“All right, cool.  I guess you were probably just under a blanket or something.  Just keep an eye on yourself.”
I watch with morbid fascination as my blood wells up into the vial Brian’s affixed to my arm.  “What?  No, no blanket.  I was just sitting on the couch.”
Brian clamps off the tube and switches to a second vial.  “Yeah?  I figured you were just layered up against the cold or something, you know?”
“Dude, it’s nice out.”
Brian looks at me strangely.  “It’s freezing in here, man.”
I look at him strangely, too.  “One of us is very wrong about how temperature works.”
He closes off the second vial, withdraws the needle and puts a bandage over the pinprick.  I stand up — nearly stepping into my cereal bowl, which elicits a snort from Brian — and walk over to check the thermostat.
According to that, it’s 59 degrees in the house right now.  And in jeans and a t-shirt, I’m still a bit too warm.
“Hey, come outside with me for a second,” I say to Brian, and he follows me out the front door.  It’s like a pleasant spring afternoon out here, breezy, temperature maybe in the high 60s.  “What’s it feel like out here to you?”
“I don’t know, like 40?” says Brian.
I check the weather app on my phone.  Temperature: 41° F.  Feels like: 38° F.
Thinking back, no one else seemed to be remarking on the unusually nice weather yesterday, either.  And I woke up sweating.  And if I’m very, very lucky, then that fire at work was just a coincidence.
I don’t feel all that lucky.
“Hey, when you check the blood,” I say to Brian, “is there any test you can do to see if it’s…fiery?”
Brian laughs, then quickly sobers up when he sees my face.
“Fiery, huh?  So — not a fever, then?”
“Yeah, I’m thinking not,” I say, and catch him up to speed.
Brian nods.  “Any idea how to control it?  Is it like before, like emotion-based, you know?”
I shrug.  “I just figured this out about eight seconds before I told you.  I don’t know thing one about it.”
I give it a shot, though, focusing on a nearby clump of grass and getting furious.  In my pocket, I can feel my keyring pressing gently against my leg as the remnants of my magnetism kick in, but the grass remains totally untouched.  After a half-minute or so, I relax and shrug again.
“Nothing.  I don’t know.  Doesn’t look like it’s the same trigger.”
“Maybe you just need something more flammable, man,” Brian tells me.  “Only thing you’ve burned up so far was hot oil, which goes up a little bit easier than grass.”
“Yeah?  Should you really be telling me what you know about burning grass?  That seems like the sort of thing that’d get you kicked out of being an EMT.”
“Oh man, did Børger Boy just call ME a deadbeat?” asks Brian.  I pull a face at him, and he grins.  “See, man?  THAT’S how you deliver a burn.”
I give him a mock shove in the direction of his car.  “Don’t you have some blood to test before the hospital revokes your certifications?”
“I’m going, man, I’m going!  Let me get my stuff from inside.  Don’t get all hot under the collar.”
“Dude,” I say.
“Sorry, man.  You got me all fired up.”
“Okay, seriously.  Get out of my house.”



 
- Chapter Five -
 
I spend the rest of the day trying to set things on fire, with little success.  You’d think that this would be a binary sort of equation: either things catch fire, or they do not.  But I’m trying to help myself out, so among my possibly-successful experiments are a ball of newspaper that I lit and then blew out, and a pan of oil heating on the stove.  Both of these catch fire, but it’s entirely possible that the fires are entirely unrelated to pyrokinetic intervention.
Turns out “on the edge of fire” is not an easy place to keep a flammable object.  Who knew?
By about dinnertime, I still haven’t made any progress in getting this under control, so I call into Børger to report that I’m sick.  The assistant manager who answers, a guy who goes by the name of B-Rock, sounds unimpressed.
“Testing the goodwill limits already, eh?” he says with mild rancor.
“Hey, come on!” I protest.  “You can’t possibly be telling me that I should come in to work in food services with a cold.”
“No, you’re right.  I can’t possibly be telling you that,” he says in a flat tone that makes his meaning perfectly clear.
I’m not going to be swayed, though.  I actually like working at Børger, and I don’t want to see the place burn down because I haven’t got a hold of this power yet, and accidentally start a fire in the grease trap or the cleaning supplies or something else harder to put out.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I’ll probably be better by the weekend.  This feels like a passing thing.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet.  I’ll get someone in to cover your shift.  Enjoy your concert or game or whatever you’re going to tomorrow.”
“It’s not like that!” I say, but he’s already hung up.  I put my phone down on the counter and glare at it.
That buys me two days to figure this out, at least.  I can work with that. 
 
- - -
 
Two days later, I’m sitting on the couch again, frustrated and angry.  48 hours of experimentation has left me with almost exactly nothing to show.  I can’t get anything to light from a cold start, not even things designed for the purpose like matches or candles.  I can’t put fires out once they’re going.  Basically, the fryer fire at Børger is the only real evidence I have that I can produce fire at all.
Honestly, I’d doubt that this was my power, if it weren’t for the fact that the house is currently at a balmy 41 degrees, and I’m still pleasantly warm.  I’ve taken my temperature a few times, and I’m hanging out at right around 102° F.  At the very least, this probably means I can get a doctor’s note in case work wants to see proof that I was sick.
As fiscally responsible as the ability to save money on my heating bills is, though, I’ve really got to get a handle on the rest of this before I go back to work.  No one was hurt last time, not counting the blisters on my fingers, but I can’t count on luck to stay with me.  I haven’t called out of work for tomorrow yet, but if I can’t solve this in the next couple of hours, I’m going to have to.
Right now, though, I’m on break.  I’m sprawled out on the couch, glass of cola on the floor and a slightly-too-hot plate holding a slightly-too-cold microwave burrito balanced on my leg.  While I’m waiting for the temperature between the plate and the burrito to equalize, I turn on the TV to have something to do.
It’s on the local station I left it on previously, and it’s in the middle of some security camera footage.  It’s black-and-white, doing that two-frames-per-second thing, and I idly wonder why that’s still standard — digital recorders and storage space are dirt cheap these days, and it seems like it’d be in a store owner’s best interests to have a camera that actually recorded someone’s face and actions clearly, instead of making a weird, blurry flipbook.
In this case, though, the clarity of the device wouldn’t help, because the man in the picture is wearing a ski mask.  His gun shows up perfectly well, though, as he motions for the man behind the convenience store counter to empty the register.  At the door, a second ski-masked man watches outside for any incoming customers.  He holds a length of pipe in his right hand, tapping it against his left palm like he’s an impatient British cop.
The cashier hands over the money, and the gunman clubs him over the back of the head.  The cashier’s head bounces off of the counter and he disappears behind it between one frame and the next.  The two robbers take off through the front door, and the screen cuts back to the local news anchors looking serious.
“That was the scene last night at the Con Plus mart,” says the female anchor.  “Police believe that one of these men was also involved with the Apple Liquor robbery earlier this week.  Both perpetrators are described as being white males in their mid-20s,  5’8″, roughly 130-150 pounds, with brown eyes.  Due to the masks, no other distinguishing marks could be seen.  If anyone has any information related to either of these robberies, please contact the police tip line immediately.  Remember, you can do so anonymously.”
The male anchor adds, “And thankfully, the cashier, Emmond Dyerly, was treated for a mild concussion and released last night.”
“Yes, we’re very grateful that he’s all right,” agrees the female anchor.  “This could have been much more tragic.  We’re lucky that it didn’t escalate.”
I sneer at the TV, redirecting my pent-up frustration.  “Oh, admit it.  If that guy were still in the hospital, you’d be salivating right now over the ratings you could get.  You’d love it if it escalated.”
After all, I’d stayed tuned in to watch the robbery happen, right?  So if a robbery brings viewers, an assault is even better.  One person hurt is good, many is great.  A convenience store is fine, a bank heist is super!  Ratings through escalation!
Just then, my burrito catches fire. 
 
- - -
 
It takes a little while longer to figure out precisely what I’ve done, but now that I’ve got something that works, it’s a lot easier to replicate.  After a few false attempts at focusing on bringing disaster or frustration to my targets — and really, I should have known it wasn’t frustration, or my whole house would have been on fire by now — I discover the key.
It’s escalation, intensity.  If I ramp things up mentally, things around me get warmer.  Without a target, it hits everything broadly, and whatever’s hottest and most flammable goes up in flames first.  If the burrito hadn’t been there, I might well have set my couch on fire. My terrible eating habits have paid off!
Now that I know what I’m doing, though, it’s pretty easy to pick a target and just intensify it specifically.  I can’t say for sure that I’m not heating anything else up, of course, but I do some tests with arrangements of matches, and I can reliably set just one of them on fire, leaving the others alone.  So that’s a pretty solid indicator.
I also discover that it’s much easier for me to focus on raising the intensity if I physically raise my hand.  I have no idea why this helps, but it absolutely does.  Maybe it’s just that it gives me something to visually focus on.  Whatever the reason, it significantly cuts the time it takes for things to catch fire.
You know how superheroes have catchphrases?  They’re usually these cool things that they shout in battle, to intimidate the bad guys.  I need to find a comic book writer, because in addition to raising my hand like I’m conducting half of an orchestra, I find myself repeating a word each time: “Uuuuupppppppp!”
I tell myself that I’m not planning on doing it in front of anyone, but I still feel pretty stupid.  It works, though.
Out of curiosity, I also take a shot at gesturing downward to reduce the temperature, but no dice.  It seems that I can set things on fire, but not put them out.  Not with my mind, anyway.
And yes, I try saying “Dowwwwwn!”  Shut up.



 
- Chapter Six -
 
 “Morning, Dan!” Matt greets me.  “Glad to see you’re feeling better.”
“Hi, Matt.  Yeah, sorry about the other day.  I was running a fever, and I really didn’t think it was a good idea for me to come in and spread around whatever I had.”  Both true statements.  My temperature is well above normal, and spreading fire around at the restaurant was unlikely to be appreciated.
“It’s okay!  You might want to wear a jacket on days like today, though, to help stave off those winter colds.”
I eye Matt suspiciously, scanning his face and body language for any sign that he’s being sarcastic or questioning my alleged illness, but he looks open and relaxed.
He notices my stare and laughs.  “Sorry, was that too much of a mother comment?”
“Heh.  No, it’s fair.  It’s just — B-Rock gave me a hard time about calling out, and I sort of expected you to, too.”
Matt shrugs.  “If you can’t make it in, you can’t make it in.  I don’t love having to juggle the schedule at the last minute, but it’s part of the job.  At least you called the day before; morning of, hours or minutes before shift, is the more standard technique.  Which I’m not advocating,” he adds hastily.
“No, I got that.  Thanks for being understanding, is all.”
“Yeah, no problem.  And don’t mind B-Rock.  Someone’s got to be the bad cop to my good cop.  This way, I get to keep being the good guy all of the time,” says Matt.  He pauses to see if I have anything to add, then continues, “So, those burgers!  Ready to go make ’em?”
“Børn ready,” I say, and Matt hears my ø and grins.
This guy is hands down the best boss I’ve ever had.  I really hope I’m not supposed to stop him with fire. 
 
- - -
 
Most of the day ticks by without incident.  People come in to buy food, I sell them food, everyone’s happy.  For certain values of happy, anyway.  Some of them probably have non-Børger-related issues going on, and I’m kind of bored, but they don’t tell me about their problems and I don’t tell them about mine.
I do try to cook fries faster at one point by pyro-heating the oil — intentionally, this time — but although I manage not to set the oil on fire this time, when I take the fries out, they’re too crispy on the outside and still a bit raw in the center.  Next I try heating the fries themselves before they go into the oil, but then they come out too floppy.
Eventually it occurs to me that Børger has a process for a reason, and that I wouldn’t be screwing around trying to improve it if I didn’t have pyrokinesis.  When you get right down to it, pyrokinesis is just the ability to produce fire on demand, so I suppose that the fryers are basically pyrokinetic, too.  They have less versatility than I do, but they were designed to make fries.  So I quit trying to beat the fryers at their own game and just wait for the stupid timer to tell me to pull the fries out.
Over my break, I find a message from Brian on my phone:  “Hey Fry Cook.  Got results.  Meet at hospital?”
After a minute of trying to think of a good comeback for “Fry Cook,” I give up and let him have the point.  This would be easier if he had shifting superpowers, too; I’ve run through most of my clever names for his profession and demeanor already.  “Working.  Late tonight?”
“No go.  Tomorrow, maybe?”
“Can do the morning.  8?”
“Seeya at 8, hot stuff.”
I scowl at my phone, but I still don’t have a good rejoinder.  I’m going to have to work on these. 
 
- - -
 
The day winds down, and Matt and I are prepping to close up shop.  I’m mopping the floor while he swabs down the counters.  We’re not technically closed for another five minutes, but the place is empty, and I’m happy to get a jump on things and get out of here sooner.
“Cleaning the store before closing is a time-saver in more ways than one,” says Matt.  “Not only does it help us get out of here sooner, it also lets those last-minute customers know that the restaurant’s about to close.  We can’t say anything about that out loud, but a mop bucket on the floor and a Windex bottle on the counter have helped many a zero-hour customer spot the time.”
As if on cue, headlights flare in the front window as a car pulls into the parking lot.  Matt sets the Windex bottle next to the register, and I put on my customer smile and duck back behind the counter to help him.
My back is still to the door when it swings open, so the first I know that anything is wrong is when I see Matt’s eyes widen and the smile curdle on his face.  As I’m turning to face the front, I say, “What’s –”
“Hands up!” barks a voice from the front of the restaurant.  My head whips around and I freeze in place as I see three men in ski masks standing in the lobby.  Two of them are carrying metal pipes, but the foremost has a gun.  It’s pointed at Matt, but as I stand stock-still, it swivels to point at me.
“Hands UP, I said.  Are you deaf or just stupid?”
My hands go up.  They’re shaking; adrenaline is singing through my veins, insisting that I do something, anything, but there’s nothing I can do here.  They’re on the far side of the counter, they outnumber me, and they’re armed — one with a ranged weapon.
The gun goes back to Matt.  “You, open the register.  Empty it into this bag.”  One of the pipe-holders tosses a canvas bag onto the counter.  “Do not let your hands go out of my sight.  Do not reach behind the counter for anything.  Do not try anything stupid.”
The brain’s a funny place.  All sorts of weird connections get made.  Songs remind you of flavors, smells remind you of emotions — it’s all tangled up like a headphone cable.  And when the robber says “do not try anything stupid,” it somehow is the push I need to remind me that I have superpowers, and I can probably stop this without ever lowering my hands.
I could just set the guys on fire, probably, but that seems pretty sadistic.  They’re all holding metal objects, though, and I don’t mind giving them a few blisters.  Thing is, the guy with the gun has his finger on the trigger, and the gun’s pointed at Matt, so I’m not keen on startling him right now.  I need a distraction.
I cast my eyes around the restaurant, which is pretty barren at the moment.  The tables are cleared, and the trays are put away.  The only thing sitting out is the mop bucket — but I can work with that.
I focus on one spot at the lower corner of the bucket, and think intensity at it.  Bombs!  Explosions!  Nuclear war!  And as I do, I very slowly raise my hands even higher in the air, straining at the shoulders, and draw in a breath, whispering quietly, “Uuuuuuuppppp!”
It takes a few seconds, and Matt’s got the drawer open and has half of the money into the bag before suddenly the base of the mop bucket melts apart, and a deluge of soapy water surges out onto the floor.
The closest robber exclaims in surprise and jumps away, and the other two turn to see what the new threat is.  As they do, the gun swings away from Matt, and I send a wave of escalation at it as hard as I can.
The gun pings like an aluminum can in a fire, and then there’s a shockingly loud bang as the side of it blossoms open in a vicious metal flower.  The gunman cries out and drops the gun from his bleeding hand, staring at it in surprise, but I’m already heating up one of the metal pipes.
That guy drops it an instant later, startling back from it.  His foot comes down in the soapy water and skids out from under him, dumping him to the floor.  I turn my attention to the other pipe, but that guy’s already dropping it to reach for his friend.
My hands are still in the air, but Matt somehow has his phone out already and is yelling, “I called 911!  I called 911!  You’d better run!”
The man with the bleeding hand snarls something incoherent, but runs for the door, leaving his bag and his broken gun behind.  His friends scramble out after him, and seconds later we hear tires squealing from the parking lot.
I let out a long, shaky breath as I slowly lower my hands.  “So, Matt.  What’s corporate policy on something like this.”
Matt looks about as steady as I am, but he manages a smile as he ends the call to the police.  “Well, I’m not entirely sure, but I can at least keep you on the clock while the police come to check this out.”
I’m serious.  This is the best boss ever.



 
- Chapter Seven -
 
Objectively, it probably only takes about ten minutes for the police to arrive, but it feels like an hour.  I spend the time pacing behind the counter excitedly, my nerves jittery.  I’ve been in life-or-death situations before, but this is the first time I’ve had a gun pulled on me, so that may be what’s got me so hyped up.
Also, I’ve always been able to do something about it before.  Admittedly, sometimes that thing was “futilely fend off attacks,” but at least it was active.  Matt doesn’t want to disturb the scene before the police get here, so there’s absolutely nothing for me to do except wait.  And so I pace.
“Come on, at least let me clean up the mop water.  That can’t possibly be important to their investigation.”
“Dan, I don’t know what the police need!  Leave it alone.”
“It’s water!  It’s not like it has footprints in it or anything.”
“Leave it be, Dan.”
There’s a warning note in Matt’s voice that I haven’t heard before, and I realize that I’m perilously close to ticking him off.  So I subside and apologize, sit down at one of the tables, and spend the next few minutes picturing all of the ways I could have heroically stopped the robbers from escaping.  These run the gamut from melting the tires on their car to blocking the exit with a sheet of flame.  Something that showy would probably have caused more problems than it fixed, but it would absolutely have looked awesome.
Finally, I hear sirens, followed rapidly by the appearance of blue and red lights outside.  Matt emerges from behind the counter, steps carefully through the puddle and opens the door for the two cops, motioning them inside.  They enter the restaurant, looking around with interest.
“What’s with the puddle?” the younger of the two asks.
“The mop bucket broke,” Matt answers.
“Ah.  Thought maybe you’d scared one of your robbers really, really badly.”  The cop grins, and after a second, Matt offers a smile in return.
“What happened here?”  The second policeman is crouched down, looking at the ruptured gun on the floor curiously.
Matt shrugs.  “Defective gun, I guess?  He tried to fire it and it went off in his hand, like that.”
The cop straightens up, stretching his back.  “Tell you what.  Let’s just get you to tell us what happened in order, instead of asking you about things as they catch our eye.  Then we’ll go over the place and see what we can clarify.”
He gestures to the younger policeman.  “Orlov, you want to talk to Mr. Jefferson here, while I talk to this guy?”
“You’re splitting us up to talk?” Matt says, surprised.  I’m with him.  I thought that was something they did to criminals to see if their stories matched.
“Yeah, thing is, if one of you thinks you noticed something, a lot of times, the other one will suddenly remember having seen that, too.  It’s not intentional, it’s just the way people are wired.  So it makes it a bit easier for us to figure out what’s an actual identifying feature if we get two separate accounts first.”
Matt nods and shrugs, and Orlov leads him off to the side while the older cop joins me at the table.  “Hey, I’m Officer Lands.”  Reading my nametag, he continues, “Do you want me to call you Dan, or Mr. — ?”
“Everton, but Dan’s fine.”
“Okay, great.  Call me Andy, then.  I just need you to tell me what happened.  Be as detailed as you can.  I’ll ask clarifying questions afterward.”
So I tell him about the three robbers, the gun, the demand for money, and the bag.  I tell him that the mop bucket broke and startled them, and that the lead robber flinched and pulled the trigger when that happened.  This is all close enough to true for their purposes, I figure.
Midway through the interview, the door chimes, and I look up to see a man in the doorway.  “Hey, are you guys open?” he calls.
I look around the restaurant.  There are two policemen talking to the only two employees.  There’s a giant puddle of water on the floor, a couple of lengths of pipe lying in it, and a broken gun situated squarely in the middle of everything.  And the whole scene is lit by the strobing lights from the police car parked outside.
“I’m sorry, we’re not,” Matt responds pleasantly, while I’m still agog at the question.
“Oh.  I just wanted to get a quick burger,” says the man.
“I’m sorry, we’re not open,” Matt repeats.  The man opens the door wider and starts to step into the restaurant.
“Can I just — whoa!” His foot slides out from underneath him as he steps into the puddle of water, nearly going down on his backside.  He grabs onto the doorframe for balance.
“Sir, we are closed,” Matt insists, walking towards him.  “I’m going to have to ask you to come back tomorrow.”
“Yeah, well, okay,” he says.  “Hey, you guys should really put up a sign warning people about the wet floor.  Someone could sue you over that.”
He leaves, and I look at Officer Lands incredulously.  He sighs.
“I’ve seen people barge into worse.  Had a teacher once, he had a story about a time he was at a hostage situation.  Big office building, buncha cars called, maybe a dozen officers, a gunman with four or five people inside.  And this guy pulls up in the middle of it, parks some of the police in, and starts walking for the building like nothing’s going on.  They ask him what he’s thinking, he says his briefcase is in there, and he needs it.  Won’t be a minute, he says.  Like he’s gonna walk in and right back out.”
He shakes his head.  “Anyway, go on.”
I try to describe the robbers, but apparently ski masks are a pretty good disguise, as they all looked pretty much the same to me.  Average height white males, nondescript clothes, no noticeable accents or visible tattoos.  In my head, they’re just Gun Guy and Pipe Guys, and since the gun and the pipes are all still on the floor here, that’s not likely to be terribly helpful for identification.
I’m still racking my brain for useful details when the door chimes again and I look up, amazed at the stupidity of people.  Instead of another would-be customer, though, it’s two more cops, a woman and a man.  I don’t know the woman, but the man is Officer Peterson, who is potentially still annoyed with me.  When last we spoke, I was in a hospital room, refusing to tell him what happened at the museum.  Since what happened was “The place was torn apart by repeated lightning strikes before I used my powers of magnetism to disable a storm-sower,” I stand by my decision.
That doesn’t mean that he’s going to be happy to see me again, though.  He takes in the whole scene from the doorway, raising his eyebrows when he notices me, but says nothing at first.  He and his partner collect the pipes, gun and bag, putting them in evidence bags and storing them in their car while Matt and I finish telling the officers what we remember.
Peterson and his partner come back inside at about the same time Lands and I finish talking.  Lands gives him a rundown of the situation, and he nods along through it.
“Find out if there are any security tapes,” he tells Lands at the end of it, and while Lands goes to ask Matt about that, Peterson heads toward me.
There’s nothing ominous about his presence.  He’s not a big guy, not scarred or battle-hardened.  If anything, he looks weary and slightly rumpled.  But somehow, he gives off an impression of steel despite that, and I do not like being in his crosshairs.
“Officer Peterson,” I greet him.
“Mr. Everton.  Are you doing all right?”
“I’m a little shaken up, but I’m not hurt.  We got lucky.”
“Did you.”  It’s not a question.
After waiting a moment to see if I’ll respond, he continues, “Was there any…strange electrical activity here tonight?”
“There was not.  I told you, I don’t think the storms are a problem any more.”
“You did tell me, yes.”
There’s another loaded pause, but I won’t rise to the bait.  Finally, he says, “I’m glad you’re not hurt.  If you think of anything you haven’t told the officers tonight, feel free to give me a call and let me know.  No matter how it sounds.”
It’s the same offer he made me at the hospital, and I’m tempted to take him up on it.  To tell him what’s going on, explain everything, demonstrate it so he believes me, and get someone else on my side for this.  He can’t think I’m crazy, not if I show him that I can make things catch fire.  But he might think that I’m a threat, especially after I tell him that someone superpowered is probably coming after me.  Because either I’m wrong, meaning I’m a paranoid pyrokinetic freak in his eyes — or I’m right, which might be worse.  The last person to come after me just about sank the entire city with her unending weeks of rain.  There’s no telling what the next one could do.
All of this flashes through my mind in a second, and so I hesitate and say, “Thank you.  I will let you know, if I think of anything.”
He gives me a look suggesting that he understands my thought process better than I’d like, but turns away.  Lands is walking back over, shaking his head.
“No cameras.  He says the bigwigs only pay for ’em in ‘at-risk’ locations, which means that they’ll probably get ’em in here after this.  Locking the barn door after the horse is gone, right?”
The police thank us and make their way out, and I lock the door behind them so we can clean up.  When I turn back around, Matt’s examining the mop bucket.
“Weird,” he says.  “This whole seam along the bottom looks like it melted apart.”
“Shoddy workmanship?” I say, trying to sound casual.
“Yeah, I guess.  Well, go get a towel to plug it up for now and we’ll seal it up tomorrow.”
All told, it’s nearly midnight before we finally lock up the store and leave.
“You want a ride home?” Matt asks.
“Nah, thanks.  It’s like a mile, and it’s a nice night out.”  I see Matt’s expression, realize I can see my breath, and kick myself.  “It’ll be nice to burn off some of this energy, I mean.  I’m still all keyed up.”
“Suit yourself!  I’ll see you tomorrow, Dan.”
I’m about halfway home, whistling to myself, when I hear an engine roar.  Before I can even turn to look, the car hits me from behind.



 
- Chapter Eight -
 
You know what you think about when a car hits you?  Your first thought, I mean.  I would’ve guessed that it would be about the pain, probably, or maybe the panic.  One of those “life flashing in front of your eyes” scenarios, or a time-slowing-down thing.
And I guess maybe that is what other people think about.  Me, though?  I think, “Why am I in the air?”
It’s not quite as coherent as that, really.  It’s more of a jumble of images and sounds, confusion at why the world is spinning and why a car is so close, mixed with the idea that things are different in an unidentifiable but important way.  It’s all pre-verbal, but if I had been able to vocalize anything based on my thought process, it would have been that question, or maybe just “What’s happening?”
Instead, what I say is “Ooaaufgh!” or something similar, as my legs are violently swept out from under me.  My shoulders hit the hood of the car at just about the same time as my head crashes down into the windshield, viciously starring it.  The car screeches to a halt and I am hurled off of the hood and onto the sidewalk in front of it, a lesson in ragdoll physics.
Car accident.  I’ve been in a car accident, go my thoughts, catching up to the situation.  The pain hits on the heels of that, my whole body clamoring for attention at once.  My legs, neck and head are all making strong arguments for immediate attention, but I can also sense a long line of cuts and abrasions waiting patiently to state their own claims.
Behind me, I hear the window of the car roll down.  “Hey, Part-Time!  You dead?”
I groan and roll my head toward the speaker, only to be blinded by a car headlight.  I jerk my head backwards, knocking it against the ground.  Stars explode in my vision and my stomach lurches; I swallow painfully and groan again.
“Guess not,” the speaker continues.  He sounds unconcerned, even a bit jovial.  “Honestly, I’d be surprised if you were.  I didn’t hit you that hard.”
“You hit me…with your car,” I say thickly.  A bit obvious, perhaps, but I’m still playing catch-up.
“I wanted to talk!” says the man, and now he definitely sounds like he has a grin on his face.
There’s blood running into my left eye.  I move my hand to wipe it away, but it’s flowing pretty heavily, and all I do is smear it around.  I have the idea that if I were standing up, the blood would be running down past my eye instead of into it, so I roll over onto my stomach and start to painfully push myself off of the ground.
The car engine revs threateningly.  “Stay down, Part-Time. I’ll tell you when it’s time to get up.”  The car rolls forward several inches, and I hastily put my head back down on the ground.
“What — what do you talk,” I say, more or less coherently.
“You ticked me off pretty badly tonight, Part-Time,” he says.  There’s no smile in his voice now.  “I had a plan, a simple plan.  And you went and screwed it up for me.”
“I, um,” I say into the cement.  “I worked all night.”
“Yeah, Part-Time.  I remember you.  That’s kinda the whole point.”
Finally it dawns on me that this is one of the would-be robbers, and not some random crime.  For once, I’ll forgive myself for being slow on the uptake; being hit by a car is a definite extenuating circumstance.  Only — why does he blame me?  It’s my fault, true, but he’s got no way of knowing that.  I stopped them with my mind, with my power, and I never moved a muscle that they could see.
“Don’t blame me for your bad luck,” I tell him.  “You could’ve had the money for all I care.  Wasn’t mine.”
“I saw you, we all saw you!” he hisses, furious.  “I don’t know what you did, but you did something!  Rigged the mop bucket to blow somehow, targeted us, tricked us maybe, maybe hypnosis.  One said he heard you whispering something; for all I know, you’re a wizard.  All I know is that everything was going just like before and no one was going to get hurt, and then you did something and screwed it all up!”
I puzzle over “just like before” for a minute until I realize that these guys must have been the same ones that the news was talking about, who’d robbed a couple of other small stores.  The ones who’d put the cashier into the hospital.
“No one hurt, like the gas station guy?” I say.
He sneers.  “He was gonna be a hero, just like you.  Soon as we’d turned our backs, he’da gone for a gun or an alarm or something, messed things up.  One hit ‘im over the head as a favor, before he could do anything stupid and get shot.”
I’m not sure what it is about this speech — the self-righteous tone, possibly, or just the simmering hatred in it — but something about it makes me absolutely certain that when this guy is done talking, he intends to run me over.  This is no warning message, no threat just to show me that he could kill me if he wanted to.  If I don’t get myself out of this, I’m not leaving this street alive tonight.
I look at my options, which are not great.  I can try to keep him talking and hope that another car comes by, but it’s past midnight and this is not a busy road.  I can slowly turn myself so my feet are facing the car, then hope its undercarriage isn’t low enough to hit me when it passes over.  Or I can try to subtly ready myself to spring out of the way when I see the car start to move.
All of these plans are terrible, but only the third one doesn’t rely on copious amounts of good luck.  It still counts on me being able to use two damaged legs to leap out of the way of a car, but I figure I can probably count on adrenaline to give me a boost in there.  I’ll pay for it later, but it’s still a sight better than letting the car bumper bounce my head off of the sidewalk.
I slowly maneuver my legs into more of a tucked position while I talk.  “So, you knew what the guy at the gas-mart was going to do, you know that somehow I screwed up your plans.  You know a lot.  Are you a mind-reader?  A fortune-teller?” I jibe at him.
“Yeah, I’ve got a fortune for you.  It says that you’re about to tell me how you did all that at the restaurant tonight.”
“Yeah?  And why am I going to do that?”
“Because I’m interested to know, Part-Time.  And me being interested in this conversation is the only thing keeping you alive right now.”
“Fine,” I tell him.  “I can set fires with my mind.”
“Wrong answer, moron.”
The car surges forward, its engine snarling, but I’m already scrabbling at the pavement and leaping for freedom.  My adrenaline spikes and my legs howl in pain as I give it everything I’ve got, throwing myself headlong into the street to escape the car.
All of that focus and all of that intensity has a result that I really should have expected: the area around me explodes into a fireball as everything that can combust, does.  The sidewalk gives off a flash of steam that singes my ankles, the asphalt slides and melts under me, and the air is suddenly filled with noxious fumes choking me.
Body throbbing, lungs burning, I roll quickly to the side to escape the burning asphalt beneath me.  From behind me, there’s a shriek, and I look back in horror to see the car engulfed in flames.  Every piece of it is burning at once, and through the window a human figure is visible, screaming violently as the fire consumes his flesh.  Beneath the bitter tang of metals and tar, I smell the sweet odor of seared meat, and my stomach lurches again.
I heave a couple of times, throwing up onto the road, but the gasping breaths I take in between just cause me to suck in more toxic smoke and burnt flesh, worsening the problem.  On all fours, I scramble blindly for the far side of the road.  Once there, out of range of the poisonous smoke and deadly fire, I collapse and suck in as much fresh air as I can.
The screaming from the car has already stopped, and I can’t even make out a shape in the driver’s seat through the flames.  Slowly, using the wall for balance, I drag myself to my feet.  I start to take out my phone to call the police, then stop.  What on earth would I tell them?
I can’t save the robber; he’s clearly already dead.  I can’t tell the police anything that will actually be helpful.  All I can do is draw attention to myself for no real purpose.
Reluctantly, I slide my phone back into my pocket and, feeling guilty, limp away from the crackling inferno, wincing with every step.  There’s nothing I could do, I tell myself.  Nothing about this situation is good.  Getting out is the right thing to do.
My lungs still ache, my body’s in pain and I’m bleeding and burned in two dozen places, but I know that even when those fade, the sick feeling in my conscience is going to stick with me.
Needless to say, the rest of the walk home sucks.  My body throbs with every step, and because it hurts to lift my legs, I’m taking about twice as many steps as normal.  I’m afraid to stop to rest because I’m pretty sure that wherever I sit down, I’m staying for the night.  I have had a rollercoaster of a day, and the car is just about to pull back into the station.
Even knowing this, I nearly sit down for a breather anyway.  I’m slumped against a wall, about to slide down to the sidewalk, when I hear sirens getting closer, and I suddenly remember exactly how much I do not want to explain my involvement in this.  I lurch back to my feet, my motivation to make it home renewed.
It’s a painful twenty minutes before I finally stumble through the front door to my house.  My body is screaming “Bed bed bed!” at me, but I force myself to steer for the shower first.  I’m burned, bruised, cut-up and filthy.  I’ve got sweat, tears and blood all over me, tarry bits of asphalt clinging to my clothes and exposed skin, and I reek like an industrial explosion.  Also, I’ve got a hacking cough that sounds like I’m two weeks into bronchitis, and I have a vague idea that steam from a hot shower might help that.
I shed my clothes in an untidy, torn puddle in the bathroom and all but fall into the shower.  I don’t have the energy to soap up or even rub the grime off with my hands; I just stand there under the spray and let the water sluice over me.  If I hold very still, keeping my eyes closed and breathing slowly and deeply, I can almost tell myself that everything’s fine.
Abruptly, my head knocks into the shower wall, and with a yelp of pain I realize that I’ve almost fallen asleep on my feet with the water running.  I don’t feel a lot better, but I smell less like a car accident, and my cough does seem to have subsided.
I step out of the shower and stagger toward my bedroom, dripping water behind me as I go.  Toweling off just seems like it would require too much energy right now, and it’s not like I’m likely to get cold. 



 
- Chapter Nine -
 
I wake up shouting, with a pounding headache and a pair of charley horses in my legs.  Frantically, I try to reach my calves to massage the muscles, but the act of reaching out my arms causes the spasms to worsen, straightening my legs painfully and tangling them in the blankets.  As I try to thrash free, I spill myself out of the bed and crash to the floor, hitting my head hard enough to see stars.
A few minutes later, I’ve gotten everything more or less under control.  My legs are still horribly sore, but no longer actively rebelling against me.  My head is aching, which I can handle with aspirin.  And my whole body feels — well, like I’ve been hit by a car.  It’s not great, but I’ll live.
I’m limping blearily through the kitchen to get the aspirin when I spy the microwave clock, which tells me it is 8:18.  Almost twenty minutes after I was supposed to meet Brian at the hospital.
I don’t even have the energy to curse myself; I just groan, grab the aspirin and some water, and go retrieve my phone from the bathroom floor, where it’s spent the night in my pants pocket.  It’s cracked but not broken and fortunately has some charge left, so after a quick explanatory text to Brian and an Uber call, I gear up to face the day.
Thirty minutes later, I’m walking into the lobby of the hospital.  Brian’s waiting impatiently at the front desk, and comes striding over when he sees me.
“Nice and punctu — geez, man, you all right?”
“Rough night, but yeah.”
“Yeah, but you’ve got this big yellow bruise, you know?” he says, putting his hand to the right side of his face.  I reach up to touch the left side of mine, and wince.  The area above my eyebrow is swollen and hot to the touch, and it feels like it radiates back under my hair.  It suddenly occurs to me that I haven’t looked in a mirror since the accident, and I have no idea how bad I look.
Brian’s clearly hoping for an explanation, but I’m not interested in talking about it where there’s any chance of being overheard.  “You’ve seen me worse,” I say, aiming for nonchalance.  He just stares at me for a second, then shakes his head.
“Yeah, all right.  Come on, I told Doc Simmons that you’d be here an hour ago, and she’s pissed.”
He starts to walk away, but I don’t move.  “Wait, what?”
“You said you’d be here at 8, dude.”
“No, not that.  Who’s Doc Simmons?”
“She did the blood tests.  On the samples.”
“I thought you were going to do those.”
“No, man, I wouldn’t know what I’m looking for.  I just told you that I’d get it tested.”
Seeing my expression, Brian continues, “Look, can we talk about this in the elevator?  We’ve seriously gotta move.”
Reluctantly, I follow him.  “So you’re just telling random people about me now?”
“Hey, not cool!” Brian protests as we get onto the elevator.  “A: I didn’t tell her anything.  I said I needed tests on this blood.  No names, no explanations, nothing about you.  I wasn’t like, ‘Hey, I know this mutant Dan, see what makes him weird,’ you know?  I have some discretion.
“And B: she’s not some random person.  I trust her.  Anyway, you’ve met her.  She was here when you got tagged by lightning, remember?  She’s the one who worked on you afterward.”
My brain kicks up a vague image of someone in a lab coat, tall and imposing, big dirty-blonde hair.  I remember her looming a lot, but I was lying on various tables for most of the time I saw her, so that makes sense.  I don’t know that I could pick her out of a lineup, but I nod anyway and say, “Sure, fine.  I just didn’t know you were bringing someone else in.  I mean, I trust you, but I could’ve used a heads up on this.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry.  Didn’t occur to me that you thought I’d do the testing myself, or I woulda told you, you know?”
“It’s cool,” I tell him.  We exit the elevator and Brian leads me through a short maze of hallways to a door that looks identical to the others we’ve passed.  He knocks and immediately sticks his head inside.  “Doc?  Got ‘im.”
“It’s about time,” an annoyed voice calls back, presumably belonging to Dr. Simmons.  I hear the sound of a chair being pushed back as she continues, “Well?  Bring him in, Brian.”
Brian grins sheepishly at me and motions me to follow him inside.  I enter the room and discover that I was wrong about my recollection: I could absolutely have picked Doc Simmons out of a lineup.  She has a presence about her, an air of easy command that makes her instantly identifiable.  And despite being an inch or so shorter than me, she does indeed loom.  I’m not sure how she manages it from below me, but it’s the only way to describe her posture.
“Dr. Simmons,” she says, shaking my hand.
“Hi.  Uh, Dan,” I say.
She looks me over critically.  “Brian hasn’t told me anything about the blood samples.  Is your bruising a result of what’s in your blood?”
“Ah, no.  That was, um, an accident.  The blood is — um, he hasn’t told you anything?”
Brian shoots me an ‘I told you so’ expression over the doctor’s shoulder.
“I believe what he told me was that there was ‘something, like, weird’ about it,” she says, making air quotes with her fingers.  A gleam comes into her eye.  “He’s certainly right about that!”
“Well, what is it?”
“Better if I show you, I think.  What do you know about blood?”
“Nothing.  Well, red blood cells, white blood cells, keeps the body going.”
“Okay,” Doc Simmons says, putting a slide under a microscope and gesturing for me to look.  I peer through the eyepiece to see what appears to be a mass of squishy bricks.
“That’s a normal blood sample at a thousand times magnification,” Simmons says.  “Red blood cells, some white blood cells.  I’m showing you for comparison.”
Suddenly, the image disappears in a blur, leaving me staring into a bright white light.  I pull my head back to find that Doc Simmons has whisked the slide away from the microscope and is fitting another one in its place.
“This is yours.  Tell me what you see,” she directs.
It’s the same squishy bricks again, but this time, small black dots are interspersed throughout.  They’re not arranged regularly, exactly, but something in their placement makes me feel like there’s a pattern I’m not seeing.
“Is this an infection?” I ask, looking up from the microscope.  The doctor shakes her head.
“Not exactly.  Yes, it’s foreign material, but it’s not bacteria or a virus.  Look again.  Watch the black dots carefully for a minute.”
I study the slide, not certain what I’m meant to be looking for.  I let my eyes drift aimlessly from one dot to another for a while, when suddenly, I see one of them move.  It’s a subtle motion, but as I stare at that dot, I see it repeat.  It’s a slight shift in shape, a sign of life in an otherwise frozen tableau.
“It moved!” I exclaim, and Doc Simmons says, “Exactly!  And these samples are days old. It’s got staying power.”
“But what is it?” I ask her, and the doctor hesitates.
“Are you a fan of science fiction, Don?” she asks.
“Dan, but sure.  Why?”
“There’s a pattern to the movements.  The foreign objects move in sync with each other.  I think –”  She hesitates again, longer this time, then sighs, sounding both uncertain and excited.  “I think it’s a machine.  Nanomachines.”
I give Doc Simmons a skeptical look.  “You think my blood is full of tiny robots.”
Her return look accuses me of being willfully stupid.  “Not like you’d understand them, no.  I think it’s more of a distributed network, piggybacking on your body’s existing systems to set up an interfaced communication structure.”
My skeptical look continues, and she adds, “Admittedly, I’m making this up as I go along, but it fits what I can observe and assume.  From the structured placement and the responsive reactions, it’s clear that these…”  She clearly wants to say ‘nanomachines’ again, but refrains. “…foreign bodies are in communication, probably directly with each other but possibly with an external source.”
I may not get cold anymore, but that idea still gives me a shudder.  I know that my abilities aren’t normal, obviously, and I’ve even concluded that they were a test of sorts.  But somehow I’ve never solidified those ideas into the logical conclusion that she’s just stated: that someone else is controlling things inside my body.
Oblivious to my discomfort, the doctor continues, “As for what I assume — you wouldn’t have gotten your blood tested if there weren’t visible effects.  So if it’s not the facial bruising, what are they doing?”
I hesitate, and Brian says, “C’mon, man, she can’t help you if you don’t tell her what’s up.”
After a long moment, I say reluctantly, “I think they’re giving me superpowers.”
It’s now Doc Simmons’s turn to give me a skeptical look, so I hurry on.  “Look, give me a paperclip or something, something small and magnetic.  Magnetisable.  Whatever it’s called, something that would stick to a magnet.”
She slides one off of a stack of papers and passes it to me, and I place it in my palm and demonstrate how it sticks no matter which way I turn my hand.  The doctor grabs my hand and pulls it close to her face, demanding, “Do that again!  Show me, slowly.  This isn’t a trick?”
“No trick.  Not my trick, anyway.”
“Can you repel it?” she asks, and I obediently levitate the clip an inch off of my cupped palm.  She slides her finger underneath as if checking for wires, and breathes, “This is amazing.”
Releasing my hand, she asks, “How far does your control reach?”
“That’s about it now.”
“Now?  How far was it before?  What happened?”  She doesn’t have a notepad in her hands, but manages to give the impression of having a pen poised and ready to take notes all the same.
“I don’t know; a couple of dozen feet, maybe?  It sort of wore off.”
Simmons gives me a disgusted look for my imprecision and asks, “What else can you — or could you — manipulate?  Could you alter the flow of electricity?”
Brian chimes in, “Remember during the big storm, the guy you couldn’t hit with the defib?”
The doctor’s eyes widen, even as I narrow mine to glare at Brian.  “That was you!” she exclaims in recognition.
Brian shrugs apologetically behind her.  “Trust her, man.  Or trust me if you don’t.  Besides, she was going to figure it out eventually anyway, and this’ll save you from an hour of questions and a bunch of homework.”
Simmons shoots him a look over her shoulder, and he shrugs again.  “Don’t blame me, Doc.  You interrogate people.”
Turning back to me, Doc Simmons asks, “Have they done anything since then?”
“Um, well, sort of.  I mean, yes.  Do you have…I don’t know, some trash, and like a nonflammable surface?”
Moments later, I’m raising my hand at a balled-up piece of paper in a glass beaker on the desk, and we all watch as it bursts into flames.
“Man, that’s cool,” says Brian wistfully.
Doc Simmons, meanwhile, is already hurrying around her office.  “We need to test this.” 
 
- - -
 
Two hours of experimenting later, Brian’s long gone and I’m explaining to the doc that really, I have a job I need to get to, and science is going to have to wait.  She is deeply dissatisfied with this claim.
“You can be late,” she tells me.
“I can’t!  It’s a new job.”
“This is important!”
“Being employed is important, too!  Look, I appreciate everything you’re doing for me here, but I have to go.”
“Fine,” she says with badly-concealed temper.  “Give me your phone number.”
“Whoa, hey, was this a date?” I joke, but the words die in my mouth at the look she gives me.  Doc Simmons could fry ants with her glare.  Chastened, I mumble out my digits, and she nods.
“Okay, go.  I’ll send you further questions and we’ll come work them out.”
It occurs to me to ask what happens if I don’t want to be her lab rat, but one look at her tells me the answer to that: too bad, Dan, you’re not in the driver’s seat here.  I mentally shrug, make my way downstairs and cab it out to work.   I have to go home to get my uniform, so I end up being about ten minutes late to work.
I figure this is still basically okay, and that I can explain away my tardiness with my obvious physical injuries if necessary.  And in fact, when I arrive, the first thing Matt says to me is, “Dan, wow!  What happened?”
Part of being a good liar is figuring out your story ahead of time.  I, unfortunately, am not a good liar, and have not thought to do this.  Ideas spin through my head: I was mugged.  I had this terrible nightmare.  My friend invited me to a fight club.
None of them sound any better than the truth, so I just go with that.  “I was in a car accident last night.”
“Were you driving?”
“No, walking.  It was on the way home from here, after the cops let us go.”  I decide to take a small step away from the truth.  “The guy hit me and drove off.  I don’t know if he never saw me, or what, but I never got a look at him; it was just wham, in the air, on the ground.”
“Do the police have any idea who it was?”
“The police?”  Oh, yeah, obviously I would have called them.  “Yeah, um, no, they said there wasn’t really anything to find.”  Except a burnt-out car and a dead guy.  I feel momentarily sick again, remembering.
Matt looks concerned.  “Are you okay?”
“I’m a little beat up, but yeah, basically.  I’m good to be here, if that’s what you’re asking.  I just got back from the hospital,” I add, which is technically true but actually unrelated.
“All right, good,” says Matt.  He pauses, then says, “This may sound harsh right now, Dan, and I understand that there are extenuating circumstances, but I really do need you to call in if you’re going to be late.  I get that this situation is different from usual, and I’m not going to hold it against you.  But it’s just a phone call, and it would make my life a lot easier.”
So, ten minutes late is not basically okay, and “I was hit by a car” is not a good enough excuse.  It’s rough being on the bottom rung of the ladder. 
 
- - -
 
The workday goes fairly well, aside from the fact that I have to answer the question “What happened to your face?” approximately fourteen times an hour.  I try giving a fake answer at one point, but when I tell a middle-aged couple that I was in a fight club, they both just glare at me disapprovingly.  The woman says, “You should wear protective gear,” and the man with her nods.  I sigh and take their order.
The man behind them approaches the counter, looks both ways, then leans forward and whispers, “You’re not supposed to talk about that!”  So at least the joke wasn’t a total loss.
On the whole, though, it turns out to be much easier to just incorporate it into my routine.  “Welcome to Børger, what can I get for you?  A car hit me last night.  Yes, it hurts, no, I don’t know who did it, yes, it’s terrible that people behave like that to each other.”  I’m pretty tired of having the same conversation over and over, but everyone who asks means well, so I keep a smile on my face and the sarcasm out of my voice.
About seven hours into my shift, a man diverges from the script.  Instead of asking, “Did it hurt?”, he says, “Really!  A buddy of mine got into a car accident last night, too.  Bad night for it.”
“That’s terrible,” I say.
“Yeah,” he says.  “It was my car he was driving, too, so it’s a double whammy.  The thing’s totaled now.”
“How’s your friend?”
“Totaled, too.  Can I get a Big Børger, no pickles?”
I don’t know exactly what he means by this.  Is his friend totaled like smashed-up-but-going-to-be-okay?  Or totaled like dead?  Either way, I have no idea how to respond to this cavalier announcement, so I just ring up the order.
“It’ll be a couple of minutes,” I say.
“Thanks, pal,” says the man, and gives me a searching look before walking off to wait by the pickup line.  I feel like the look was supposed to mean something, but I have no idea what.  Do I know this guy?  I don’t think I’ve seen him before.  He’s a pretty average clean-cut white guy, nothing particularly memorable about him.
The next customer is up, though, so I shrug it off and tell them that I was in a car accident, and yes, it hurt, but no, I don’t know who did it.  Yes, it is terrible that people behave like this to each other.  I check the clock; with three more hours in my shift, I’m probably going to be saying that at least another forty times.  I wish Matt would let me just put up a sign.



 
- Chapter Ten -
 
Over the next couple of weeks, I discover that Brian has not told me a vital piece of information: Doc Simmons knowing my secret means I have a second, non-optional part-time job.  She is absolutely relentless, and it’s not so much that she won’t take no for an answer, as it is that she just doesn’t hear “no” in the first place.  No matter what I say, she brushes it aside and assumes that my objections are situational and temporary.  It doesn’t seem to occur to her that I might not be as interested in getting to the root of this as she is.
In fairness, I do want to know what’s happening to me.  But if I let the doc have her way, I’d be doing twelve hours of testing every day, with no time off for good behavior.
The worst part is, I can’t even complain.  It’s not like she’s asking me to do things that she could do herself.  I’m the only one who can give her the data and samples she needs.  And while I’m fitting the testing in around my thirty-five hours a week at a burger joint, she’s doing the same thing around her who-knows-how-long at the hospital.  So it’s hard to be like, “Can we do this later?  I had a long day putting meat on a bun,” when I know that she was up before me literally saving people’s lives.
On the plus side, under Doc Simmons’s guidance, I’m expanding my power much more rapidly than before.  And while she’s thrilled to see that I’ve moved from 500 degree Celsius fires to 3000 degree ones, I’m just excited to see that I can ignite metal now.
Side note: never tell a scientist that you can’t convert Celsius to Fahrenheit in your head.  Doc Simmons almost threw me out of her lab that day, nanomachines or no.  All I said was, “So Fahrenheit is basically double Celsius, right?”
She gave me a look that could practically melt steel itself, and spouted off some formula that, I’ll be honest, sounded made up.  So I said, “Well, what’s 500 degrees Celsius in Fahrenheit, then?”
“932,” she said without hesitating.
“Great, so basically double,” I said.
When I tell you that I’ve never seen a look of such disdainful fury, please remember that this includes the time someone hated me so much she literally summoned lightning from the sky to kill me.  The doc stalked out of the lab, and I genuinely didn’t know if I should be there when she got back.  It seemed pretty possible that she was going off to find something sharp to stab me with.  Fortunately, when she came back, she was calmer, although she still didn’t talk to me much for the rest of that day.
In my defense, I wasn’t baiting her.  With rounding, that’s basically double.  Doc’s not a “basically” kind of person, though.  She likes precision.
Meanwhile, work goes along surprisingly well.  I’m trained up, which is a mixed blessing.  On the one hand, I know how to do basically everything around the restaurant now, so I don’t feel like an idiot when a customer asks for a Freëzie and I have to stare dumbly at the register to figure out where the button is.  On the other hand, it means that I’m not paired with Matt for all of my shifts now, and the assistant manager B-Rock is kind of a jerk.
Don’t get me wrong; he’s nowhere near as bad as Edgar, my boss at the museum.  B-Rock and I just rub each other the wrong way.  He’s just this big, slightly disheveled, slightly slovenly guy who’s always ready to call out someone else’s imperfections.  Everything he says is just a little bit sarcastic and a little bit cutting.  Spending a day working with him is draining.  I’m just constantly on edge, aware that any mistake I make may be called out.
And on the days that I don’t make mistakes, even his compliments are laced with sharp edges.  “You did good work, Dan,” he says, dropping his tone on my name like it’s some kind of slur.  “Just learn to relax and you’ll do great around here.”
He’s got a half-smile when he says it, too, like he understands perfectly well why I can’t relax.  I can’t decide if this is some sort of hazing period or whether he actually dislikes me, but either way, it’s an obnoxious way to spend the day.
After one ten-hour shift with B-Rock, I’m walking home and slowly calming down, just letting the breeze wash over me and enjoying the pleasant afternoon air.  A mile’s walk is just about enough time to let go of the stress of the day, so I’m approaching peacefulness as I head up the sidewalk to my house.  There’s an unfamiliar car parked out front, but I don’t think anything of it until the door opens and Officer Peterson gets out.
“Afternoon, Dan,” he greets me, and all of my tension slams back in like it was attached to me by rubber bands.
“Officer Peterson!  Hi.  Do I call you officer when you’re not in uniform?”
“That’s fine.  No jacket in this weather?”  He raises his eyebrows at me.
“I, uh, forgot it at work.  Didn’t feel like going back in for it.  I just walked briskly.”
He dismisses this with a half-shrug.  “Mind if I come in and talk to you for a minute?”
“What?  Um, sure.  I mean, no, I don’t mind.”
We walk into my house, where the absolute first thing I see is my jacket hanging on a hook by the door.  I resolve to tell as few lies as possible in this conversation, since I am clearly terrible at it.
Peterson doesn’t seem to notice; he walks on past, into the kitchen, and takes a seat at the table.  He motions for me to join him.
“Can I get you anything?” I ask, but he shakes his head.  I pour myself a glass of water and take the seat across from him.
“Mr. Everton,” he begins, “I want to talk to you informally — and I stress that part — about a car accident that occurred near here recently.”
I laugh nervously, and hope it sounds like genuine humor.  “I don’t even have a car!”
“This was a one-car accident,” Peterson says.  “There were several curious things about it.  For example, the car appeared to have hit something which was no longer on the scene, something perhaps the size of a person.”  His eyes never leave my face.
I swallow some water, suddenly acutely aware that my bruises have not totally faded yet.  “Oh?”
“Yes.  And also, the car caught fire afterward.”
“That happens in accidents, right?”
“Less so than the movies would have you believe.  And rarely does it start from the engine block, as this one did.”
I swallow another drink of water and ask, “Why are you telling me this?”
“I thought you might have seen or heard something, Mr. Everton.  This happened on the night of the robbery at Børger, only a few hours afterward.  And it occurred to me today that the place it happened is on the way home for you.  Perhaps you heard something and disregarded its importance.”
“I wish I could help you.”  I sincerely, fervently do.  I hate lying to Peterson, mainly because I’m so bad at it, but the alternative is worse.  I killed a man — accidentally and in self-defense, but still.  It’s not going to help my argument that I can be trusted.
“The vehicle belonged to one of the robbers,” he says casually.  “Fingerprint evidence suggests that he was the one driving at the time.  A man named Vince Amano.  So maybe it’s lucky for you that you didn’t see anything.  With that timing and location, it seems like a pretty good bet that he was looking for you.  Can’t speak to what his intentions were, of course, but I can’t imagine that they’d’ve been good.  You might have had quite a fight on your hands if he’d found you.”
Peterson knows.  He clearly knows.  He knows I was there, he knows I was hit, he knows I burned the car.  And he’s still saying that it wasn’t my fault.  I’ve got to tell the guy what’s going on.  Unless it’s a trap!  He could be setting me up, luring me in.  He’s smart, he’s good at reading people, he knows what I want to hear.  I want to trust him.  I need to trust him.  I can’t trust him.
I try to take another drink of water, and find that my glass is empty.  “Wow, lucky for me that he didn’t find me,” I say weakly.
Peterson looks disappointed.  “Yes, lucky.  Well, I was just playing a hunch.”
He pushes his chair back, stands up from the table, and heads for the door.  “Ah, I see you have another jacket at home for when you forget one at work.  Lucky indeed.  Enjoy your evening, Mr. Everton.”
He closes the door behind him, and I slump down in the chair.  Banging the side of my glass gently into my head, I say quietly, “Stupid.  Stupid, stupid, stupid.”
After a few more minutes of self-recrimination, I heave a sigh, order a pizza, and shuffle downstairs for an evening of Netflix.  Clearly, today is determined to suck, and the best I can do is turtle up and let it wash over me.  Earlier, I’d thought about maybe going out later tonight, but if I did that, I’m sure that one of the other robbers would find me, or I’d run into Edgar, or a plane would fall on me or something.  Better to just turn on the movies and turn off my brain.
Three cheesy movies and more of a pizza than I meant to eat later, though, and I’m still not settled.  I’ve still got thick black bruises across the backs of my thighs from the car impact, and although they’ve faded a fair bit, no matter how I sit tonight, the couch seems to press directly into them.  Also, it’s too hot in the house, which is a problem I can’t really fix because the thermostat says it’s 49 in here.
I add some ice to my soda and try watching a movie about some Arctic explorers finding monsters in the glaciers, but if anything, all that snow just makes me warm up more.  So I switch to The Mummy to try the opposite.  It still doesn’t help much, but at least the movie’s better.
Somewhere in the middle of the movie, I fall asleep to weird dreams of robbers running me down with their cars and attempting to eat my organs.  I try to tell them that they’ll burn their tongues, but they open their mouths and I can see they’re already charred inside.
“How hot is it in Celsius, Part-Time?” one snarls at me as he swipes a clawed hand across my stomach, and I jerk awake to find that the credits are rolling.
I sit up to find the remote, but as I’m turning the TV off, a name in the scroll catches my eye: Vincent.  Not the Vince that Peterson was referring to earlier, obviously, but it still reminds me that now I’ve got a name for the guy I immolated.  It may not have been intentional, and he may have had it coming, but I still feel like I owe it to the guy to at least find out who he was.  It’s a weird version of giving him a legacy, I guess.
I take my soda up to the computer and sit down to look up Vince, but I run into a problem — I’ve completely forgotten his last name.  All I can think of is “D’Onofrio,” which is obviously not right.  My brain, helpfully, refuses to move on from this.  If my attempts to remember were a conversation, it would look like this:
What was his name?  Vince D’Onofrio.  No, not D’Onofrio.  Something else, something kind of like that.  Oh yeah.  D’Onofrio.  No!  Something ELSE.  Yeah, you’re right, sorry.  Vince…D’Onofrio.  Okay, just shut up.
Maybe you never get caught in loops like this; maybe it’s just me.  If so, you’re lucky, because it’s super annoying when your thinking organ refuses to think.
Eventually, I give up on trying to remember the name and just start Googling things more or less randomly.  I try pairing “Vince” with “robbery” “arrest,” “suspected robber” and so on.  These all get plenty of results, but nothing local, and after a while I find myself just staring blankly at the screen, my hands resting on the keyboard.
On a whim, I type “49 Fahrenheit to Celsius.”  Google tells me that it’s less than 10 degrees Celsius, so Doc Simmons was right in saying that you can’t just basically double it.  I mean, obviously she was right, but here’s evidence.  Even if it does seem to work out pretty well for the sort of temperatures associated with fires.
“Fires” gives me an idea, and I try searching for “car fire Sunset Vincent.”  This brings up a local news article from a couple of weeks ago about an early-morning single-car fire on Sunset Avenue.  The article identifies the driver of the car as “Vincent Amano,” to which my brain says, “Yeah, D’Onofrio.”  Helpful, brain.
Now that I have a first and last name, it’s much easier to look up information on this guy. It all shares a theme — petty theft, larceny, auto theft, breaking and entering, assault with a deadly weapon, and so on.  I click through, putting together a picture of a small-time hood who’s been at it for a couple of decades, spending as much time in jail as much as he does out of it.
Most of the articles are text-only news bulletins, though, and so it’s not until I find one with a picture that I get the real shock: I know this guy.  I’ve seen his face.
It takes me a second to place him, but then I remember: he’s the guy I saw at Børger the day after the accident, the one who told me his friend had been in a car accident the same night I had.  Recalling that conversation, suddenly everything he said takes on a much more sinister tone.  He knew I was there!  He knows where I work.  He knows I killed his friend, who was probably one of the other guys who tried to rob Børger that night.
So the cops are wrong about the victim of the car fire.  It wasn’t Vince.  Vince was in the store the next day, checking to see if I recognized him without a mask on.  And he’s had a couple of weeks to plan whatever his revenge is.  He might have followed me home by now; he might know where I live.  I need to let someone know now.
I fumble back through my phone’s call log looking for unsaved numbers from a few months ago.  I find one and dial it, and am trying to figure out what I want to say when a clipped voice answers, “Who is this?”
I hang up the phone so fast that it’s like I’ve gained a new superpower.  I’d recognize that voice anywhere; that was apparently my ex-boss Edgar’s number, and while I’m sure he would be delighted to learn that someone is trying to kill me again, he’s extremely unlikely to help.  To help me, anyway.  He might help them.
Checking the call log again, I find a second unsaved number, which I call and get the much more reassuring, “Peterson.”
“Officer Peterson!  Hi, I have some — this is Dan.  Dan Everton.  I have some information for you about Vince D’Onofrio.”
“The actor?”
“Amano!  Sorry.  He’s not dead.  I saw him in Børger.”
“Okay, when?”  I hear a pen click.
“The night after the robbery.  He came into the restaurant and talked to me.  He mentioned that his friend had been driving his car the night before and had totaled it in an accident.”
“You didn’t think this was a strange thing for him to volunteer?”
“Well, he was just making conversa…tion…”  Right, conversation about the fact that I’d been in a car accident the night before.  A thing which Peterson had been obliquely trying to get me to admit earlier, and which I basically just did.
I press on.  “I don’t know, it made sense in context, I guess.  But now that I know it was him, I think maybe he was planning something?  Or maybe threatening me?”
“Why would he be threatening you, Mr. Everton?”
Because I torched his car and his friend.  “I — don’t know.  The robbery, maybe?  He knew what I looked like, obviously.  If he was the robber, I mean.”
“Do you think Mr. Jefferson might also be in danger?”
Matt!  I hadn’t even thought about him.  I mean, he probably isn’t, not if Vince is looking for revenge for the car accident, but maybe.  “He might be.  I don’t know.  I mean, the guy talked to me that night, and Matt was there too, but I don’t think he said anything to him.  It was like he was sizing me up in particular.”
“Why do you suppose that is?  Wasn’t it Mr. Jefferson who dialed 911 during the robbery?”
Yes, but when Vince’s associate hit me with his car, he told me that he thought I’d screwed things up for them somehow.  That was before I set him on fire, you see.  “Yeah, I don’t know.  I don’t know what he’s thinking.  Look, I’m just worried because he knows who I am, he knows where I work, and he’s had two weeks to figure out what he wants to do with that information.  And if you guys think he’s already dead, then you’re not going to be looking for him if something does happen.”
“All right, Mr. Everton.  I’m just asking questions.  Do you have any reason to think he’s going to do something tonight?”
“What?  No.  I just found out who he is, is all.  I don’t know anything besides what I told you.”  Not on the precise topic of what Vince is planning and when, anyway.
“All right.  Then, as it’s nearly midnight, I’m going to table this until tomorrow and deal with it in the morning.”
My eyes snap to the clock on my computer, which confirms that it is 11:52 PM.  “Shoot!  I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize.  Thank you for answering.”
“It’s fine, Mr. Everton.  We’ll talk tomorrow.”
Peterson hangs up, and I’m left wondering if he meant that to sound ominous, or if it’s just my guilty conscience putting that spin on it.  Either way, I’m not going to sleep any time soon, so I text Brian.
“You up?”
My phone buzzes a minute later.  “Yeah, at Beans.”
“Be there in 15.”
As I’m putting my shoes on, I send a followup text: “If I’m not there in 20, call the cops.  I’m serious.”
I hustle out the door, hurrying into the night.  It’s not even a mile to By the Beans, but there are a lot of shadows between here and there, and every one seems to be watching me tonight.



 
- Chapter Eleven -
 
Fear lends a spring to my step, and I make it to By the Beans in less than 12 minutes.  Despite the post-midnight hour, there are still four occupied tables, mostly with people clicking away on their laptops.  A television in the corner has the captions on, so that if people happen to look up from their laptops, they’ll still have a screen that they can focus their attention on.  Brian sits alone at a tall table by the window away from the other patrons, hands wrapped around a cup of coffee for its warmth.
“You seriously stand out in short sleeves at this time of year, dude,” he greets me as I pull out the stool across from him.
“Sorry, it’s hard to think about blending in when someone’s trying to kill me.  Hang on, I’m gonna go grab a coffee.”
“Dramatic cliffhanger!” says Brian flippantly, but he looks concerned despite his tone.  “I’d think that if someone was trying to kill me, that would be exactly when I would try to blend in, you know?”
“Then the first step would be getting a coffee while I’m in a coffeehouse.  I’ll be back in a sec.”
The ordering process at Beans is pretty simple: you say “coffee” to the person at the counter, and they fill a cup for you while you’re swiping your card.  There’s a whole menu posted on the wall behind them of different syrups and types of drinks, scones and cookies, but I appreciate that you can skip all that and just order with one word.  Free refills, too.
I bring my coffee back to Brian and set it down on the table.
“Okay, Homefries,” he says.  “You ready to do the big reveal now?”
I stare at my coffee for a second.  “Yeah, um.  So you know the hit-and-run I was in a couple of weeks ago?”
“Yeah?  Is he coming back for you?  Think he’s your nemesis?”
“Not, um, not exactly.  I, ah, that guy, it wasn’t exactly a hit-and-run.  I mean, he hit me, but he didn’t run.  He stuck around and tried to hit me again, to kill me, and I, um, burned him.  Dead.”  That’s some pretty lousy sentence construction, but you try admitting that you murdered someone.  It’s not an easy thing to say out loud.
“On purpose?” Brian asks, sounding shocked.
“No!  No, it was an accident.  I was trying to get away and I panicked.  I swear I didn’t mean to.”
“Geez, man.  So what, you think someone who knows him is coming after you?”
“Yeah, I’m sure of it.  He’s one of the guys who tried to rob Børger.  One of the other robbers showed up, a guy named Vince, and sort of threatened me.  Only I didn’t know it at the time.  And now I think he might just be waiting for the right chance to come after me.  And pyrokinesis isn’t really designed for stopping people without killing them.”
“Yup,” says Brian after a minute.  “Sucks to be you.”
“Thanks, very helpful.”
“So why aren’t you telling the police about this?  Seems like the sort of thing they’re for, you know?”
“I sort of did!  I talked to that one guy, Officer Peterson.  But I…I killed a guy, man.  That’s hard to explain.”
“They didn’t haul you in over those sasquatch mutants a few months back.  It was self-defense.  They’re not gonna lock you up for defending yourself.”
“Okay, A: thank you very much for bringing that back up.  B: the fact that I’ve killed people before is probably not actually going to be a point in my favor here.”
Brian snorts.  “Yeah, all right.”
“I mean, the guy was no saint.  He was in on that string of robberies that was going on.  So maybe they’d buy that I was afraid for my life.  But it’s pretty hard to set a car on fire in self-defense.”
“Not for you, man!”
“Yeah, but I’m not exactly going to admit that, am I?  ‘Yes, officer, when the hoodlum revved his engine at me, I was so startled that I lit his car on fire with my mind!  Oh, no thank you, I’m quite warm and don’t need a jacket, and why do the sleeves on this one tie in the back, anyway?'”
Brian laughs, then says, “But still, you should be able to report the other one, the one who threatened you, to the police.  Especially if they know he was in on those robberies, they should be pretty willing to believe you.  You don’t even have to tell them why.”
“Yeah, I tried that with Peterson, but he connected the dots pretty quickly.  Anyway, they don’t know that this guy was involved in all of the robberies; they’ve only got prints for the one at Børger, since they dropped their weapons there.  I only know because the dude who was trying to run me over told me about it.  So I can’t explain my source without telling them the whole thing.”
Brian’s looking past me, over my right shoulder.  “You might wanna consider just coming clean, dude.  If you’re right about this guy being involved in the robberies, looks like he’s escalating.”
For a moment, I think that maybe Vince has followed me here and is making his move, but Brian seems way too calm for that, so I turn to see what he’s talking about.  The TV in the corner is showing the local news heads, and the closed captions scrolling past read, “fifth in the area.  As you saw, these five men are well-coordinated and determined.”
The screen cuts to a shot from a security camera showing five men, wearing ski masks and wielding pipes, bursting into an office or small bank of some sort.  They fan out immediately, three of them advancing on the people behind the counter while the other two begin clubbing the security guard next to the door before he can even get out of his chair.
Cowed, the workers behind the counter begin putting money into bags that the robbers tossed them.  The whole thing looks very familiar; it’s what easily could have happened to me and Matt at Børger.  This is clearly Vince and his team.
The TV switches to a still picture of a man in his 60s smiling broadly, while the captions read, “Charles Rodriguez remains in critical condition after this assault.  Police are seeking any information on the identities of the attackers.”
The captions are partially covering up the banner at the bottom of the screen, but it’s a familiar one: it’s the Crime Stoppers name and number, assuring people that they can remain anonymous but still help the police bring criminals to justice.
“Man, if you know he’s involved, you’ve got to tell the police,” says Brian.  “They just about beat that guy at the Cash4All to death earlier tonight.  You can’t let this go on.”
He’s right, and I know it.  “All right.  I’ll do the Crime Stoppers thing.  Then I can say everything without having to try to lie to Peterson anymore.”
“Ooh, plus you could be eligible for up to a thousand dollar cash reward!” says Brian, widening his eyes and mocking the Crime Stoppers commercial.  “Coffee’s on you if you get that.”
“Coffee’s gonna be on you if you don’t keep your voice down,” I say, pretending to shove his coffee cup.  “I’m not sure if you know how anonymity works, but generally speaking, shouting in a public place about how someone plans to be anonymous is not it.”
“Maybe they’ll put you in the witness protection program!” Brian goes on, ignoring me.
“Maybe they’ll put you in the WITLESS protection program,” I retort, grinning.
Crime Stoppers, it turns out, has a website.  This shouldn’t surprise me, but somehow it does.  I fill out their form on my phone, reporting all of the details I can remember about Vince, then write down the conversation where his partner admitted to robbing the gas station and beating the cashier.  At the bottom, a dropdown menu asks me where I heard about their site, and one of the options is “playing cards,” so I pick that.
“Playing cards?” asks Brian, reading over my shoulder.
“Yeah, I figure I’m gonna make some guy’s day with that one.  This comes in, and he goes, ‘I TOLD you!  I told you making Crime Stoppers playing cards was gonna work out!’  And the rest of the department probably ignores him, but he feels vindicated.”
“You live a weird internal fantasy life, man,” says Brian.
“Dude, I’m pyrokinetic and robbers are plotting to kill me.  I live a weird external fantasy life,” I say, hitting “submit.”  Brian just laughs.
I feel a thousand times better than I did before coming out to Beans.  Vince may be expanding his team and planning to come after me, but I’m making moves of my own now, not just waiting for things to happen.  It feels good to be ahead of the curve for a little while.
I’m still paranoid on the walk home, though.  Last time I was relaxing on a walk after a night of high tension, Vince’s friend hit me with his car.  I try not to fall for the exact same trick twice.
As it turns out, though, the only cars I see are ones driven normally by non-psychopaths, and so it is a pleasant walk home.  I text Brian with “Home and not dead,” just in case he was wondering, but then head to bed without waiting for a response.



 
- Chapter Twelve -
 
Midnight caffeine infusions always seem like a good idea at the time, but somehow that rarely turns out to be the case.  I’m on time to work the next day, but it’s a near thing, and my morning hygiene consists of slapping myself in the face with a wet washcloth in an attempt to both wake up and clean up at the same time.  Fortunately, Matt’s on duty today and not B-Rock, so at least I don’t have to deal with passive-aggressive comments.  I look fine, anyway — certainly better than I did after being hit by the car.
Although I suppose it’s hard to write someone up for looking unprofessional if the problem is that they were in a hit-and-run.  I bet Edgar would have done it, though.  Or at least given me a verbal warning not to let it happen again.
Matt, on the other hand, smiles with what appears to be genuine friendliness and says, “Looks like you had a late night!”
“Yeah, a little bit,” I say, then remember that this is something that at least potentially concerns him.  “Oh!  Uh, I think maybe one of the robbers from the other night was in here the other day?  Like, scoping the place out or something.  He talked to me, but I didn’t know it was him, and I don’t know what he wanted.”
Matt nods.  “One of the officers called me this morning and said that you’d spoken to him.  He sent me a picture in case I’d seen him hanging around or following me, but I’m glad to say that he didn’t look familiar, so I don’t think he’s out for revenge.”
Easy for you to say, I think.  Some of my disbelief must show on my face, because Matt continues, “Still, he said that they’d be bringing him in today, since they’ve apparently got his prints on the gun, so it’s a good thing you spotted him.  I wonder why they didn’t bring him in earlier?”
“Apparently they thought he was dead in a car wreck?”
“Shouldn’t they have dental records to confirm that sort of thing?” asks Matt.
“Huh.  Yeah, I don’t know.  Are teeth flammable?”
Matt laughs.  “Well, I’ll be thinking about that while I’m working the grill today.” 
 
- - -
 
A couple of hours into the workday, my phone buzzes with a text.  After a couple of minutes, it buzzes again, then several more times in rapid succession.  Curious about what’s going on, I find a minute to sneak away and check my phone, where I see several texts from Brian:
 
Hey Fireburner
you there?
had a rough night last night
Check me out
 
Following that text is a selfie of Brian, his eyes closed and head lolled over the back of a chair for comedic effect.  The sizable black eyes he has are no joking matter, though, nor are the split lip or bleeding ear.  He looks like he’s lost a fight or two since I left him at By the Beans last night.
“Man, what happened?” I text back, then pocket the phone and return to the counter before anyone remarks on my absence.  Brian’s clearly waiting for my reply, though, because my phone buzzes again right after I get back.  It’s killing me not to look, but there’s a family walking in through the door, and there’s no way I can check my phone in front of them without getting a serious reprimand.
They order with painful slowness while my phone continues to vibrate silently in my pocket, demanding attention.  I dutifully take their order and direct them off to the waiting area.  Then, after scanning the parking lot and seeing no arriving cars, I knock a dozen napkins from the counter onto the floor at my feet.  As I crouch down to pick them up, I pull my phone from my pocket and thumb open the texts.  Smooth as can be!
 
got jumped leaving the coffee shop
Think I’m seeing double haha
you there?
this is important
 
“@ work,” I send, trying to minimize my motions, but over my shoulder I see Matt with an eyebrow raised.  I guess my maneuver wasn’t that smooth after all.  I mouth “sorry” to him and put my phone away, only to have it buzz insistently as several more texts come in.
This is starting to frustrate me.  Brian works in a hospital; if it’s something serious, it’s not like he needs me to tell him where to get help.  I want to hear his story, but he knows I’m not supposed to be messing around with my phone on the job.
Frankly, this level of inconsideration isn’t like him.  Maybe they put him on some sort of pain killer with weird side effects.  Depending on the drug, it can cause anything from rage to incontinence to hysterical laughter.  A drug that makes you act socially clueless toward your friends doesn’t feel like it’s outside the realm of possibility.
I’ve got a break in less than an hour, anyway, and whatever Brian’s got going on can wait at least that long.  Brian seems to have come to his senses, since after the most recent flurry there’s only one more text, maybe ten minutes later, which I figure is probably just an apology of some sort.
I entertain myself for the next hour by making up stories about what the texts say.  My assumption is that they’re an explanation of his injuries, but since I can’t think of any reasonable way for him to have gotten beaten up, I make up unreasonable ones.  Brian got in a fight with the server at By the Beans.  Brian was texting while walking and smacked into the back of his own ambulance.  Brian opened a can labeled “Mixed Nuts” and took spring snakes right to both eyes.
When I finally get a chance to read the texts, though, all of the humor drains out of me.  I stand stock-still, staring at my phone while the words sink in:
 
then you’d better leave work
or I’ll kill him
 
This is followed by another picture of Brian, still with his body draped uncomfortably over a wooden chair, but taken from far enough away that it’s clear that the camera is being held by someone else.  Also, his arms are visible in this shot, taped to the chair.
The texts below the picture read:
 
4417 Somersland Rd 
don’t do anything stupid
See you by 1
 
It’s already past 12:30.  I can still make it there in time, but I’m literally going to have to run.  I race back out to find Matt.
“Matt!  I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, but I need to leave right now.  Family emergency!” I say, waving my phone at him as if that explains anything.
Matt frowns.  “Dan, this isn’t really okay.”
“I know, I’m so sorry, do whatever you need to.  It’s not your fault, I’m sorry, I’ve got to go,” I babble, backing toward the break room.  Matt shakes his head but doesn’t stop me, and I turn and sprint for the exit.
I can’t sustain the sprint for long, but the knowledge that my friend is being held by potential killers keeps me running at a faster-than-normal pace, at least.  My plan to get into shape after my broken foot healed has been spottily executed at best, but even the intermittent efforts I put in help me here.  I’m puffing and pouring sweat, but I’m still going.
My thoughts whirl as I run.  Should I call the police?  No, these guys’ll kill Brian if I do.  But if I don’t, they’ll probably kill me, then kill him afterward anyway.  I need them there to back me up.  Maybe I can call as I get there?  But what if Vince has someone watching the outside?
I’m forced to stop to wait for traffic at a busy street corner, so I take the opportunity to screenshot the text conversation and message it to Officer Peterson, along with a single word: “Help.”  This is probably not as good an idea as just calling 911, but I feel like he’ll handle the situation better than some generic cop.  I don’t think I could accurately explain what’s going on while I’m running for my friend’s life, anyway, and I don’t have time to stop.  It’s 12:50, and I’ve still got the better part of a mile to go, with several more major streets to cross.
At 12:58, I hammer on the rusted door of the warehouse at 4417 Somersland.  My shirt is soaked through with sweat and I’m panting for breath, hunched over with my left hand braced on my knee as I hit the door again with my right fist.
“I’m here!” I gasp in between breaths.  “I’m here.”
The door swings open and Vince Amano stands inside, gun in hand, smiling maliciously.  “You look terrible, Dan!  Come inside where we can talk.”
I straighten up and step into the building, immediately scanning the area for any threats.  So it’s sort of embarrassing that I’m promptly clobbered across the back of the neck with something heavy.  I’m driven to my knees, staring stupidly at the blood and sweat streaming off of my face to patter on the concrete floor.  Then the beating starts in earnest, vicious kicks into my sides and bats whacking over my back, and I instinctively curl up with my arms over my face.
The suddenness and brutality of the attack, combined with my exhaustion, put me purely on the defensive at first, but as soon as I think about stopping them instead of just protecting myself, the fire rises up.  I smell charred wood and hear one of them curse as a bat clatters to the ground.
The blows stop almost immediately as my attackers back away, but before I can get to my feet, Vince says, “Dan, I have a gun to your friend’s head right now.  If you make a single motion — anything beyond lifting your head from the ground — I will end his life immediately.  Tell me you understand me.”
I raise my head painfully and look across the poorly-lit warehouse.  Brian’s there, taped to the chair as I’d seen him earlier, but awake now.  Next to him is Vince, gun in hand as promised.  But next to me, a length of pipe in his hand, is also Vince.  And on the other side, near a smoking baseball bat on the ground, is Vince.
“Do you understand, Dan?” the far Vince repeats.
“Yeah,” I croak out.  But I really, really don’t.
“Great,” says Vince.  “Four, if you would?”
I have no idea what he means, but apparently the Vince closest to me does, as he brings his pipe down across the backs of my calves, smashing my shins into the concrete.  I scream and a lick of greenish flame spurts out of the end of the pipe, licking over Vince’s hand.  He drops the pipe and kicks me in the ribs, and I collapse back to the ground.
“Looks like I was right,” two of the Vinces say together, while the one who just kicked me scowls, sucking on the burned edge of his hand.  Gun Vince adds, “Show me how you did that.”
I am hopelessly behind in this conversation.  I’ve just run several miles, been clubbed over the back of the head and beaten with bats.  My best friend has been abducted and tied to a chair by evil triplets, and they want to know how I did it?  I genuinely can’t figure out what he’s asking, so I fall back on an old standby: sarcasm.
“Did what, get kicked in the ribs?” I gasp.  I mean for it to sound tough, but I’m drooling blood and having a hard time focusing, so who knows if I manage it.  “Come over here and I’ll show you.”
“Clever, Dan,” says Gun Vince, and backhands Brian with his weapon.  The chair rocks back on two legs and Brian cries out, his head snapping painfully backward, then lolling forward to his chest as the chair settles.  Blood begins running from a gash along the side of his forehead as he slowly raises his head again.
“I don’t like clever.  I like answers.  Show me how you set things on fire.”
I’ve spent so much time worrying that good people would think I was some kind of monster if they found out what I could do.  I never stopped to wonder what the monsters would think of me.  I think being an object of horror to regular people is better than being an object of interest to monsters.
“It’s not a trick,” I slur.  “It’s just a thing I can do.  I don’t really think it can be taught.”
“You’d be surprised what I can learn,” all three Vinces say simultaneously, then look at each other with amusement.  When they laugh, it’s perfectly in unison — not the sound of a group of people laughing, but the sound of one man’s laugh being played over surround sound speakers.  The same noise at the same time, coming from three different directions at once.
“One hates you.  Violently.  It’s why we’re here,” Gun Vince continues conversationally.  “Me, I don’t much care for you, and I’m happy to watch you suffer, but in the end you don’t really matter at all.  If he were here, you’d be dead already, and we’d never learn anything about your little ability.
“So in short, the reason you’re alive is that there’s something we want to learn from you.  It’s in your best interests, and the best interests of your friend here, that you show us.  Because if you’re useless…”  He points the gun at me and mimes shooting it, complete with making a little “pchoom” noise with his mouth.
I can’t see a way out of this.  Basically, he’s right.  If I want to keep living, I’ve got to stall for time, and the way to do that is to cooperate.  “What do you want me to do?”
“Stand up.  Slowly.”
I do so, not that I have any other way of standing up right now.  My legs, back and sides are screaming at the beating I took, and as I change positions, the blood rushes to my head and makes it throb like it’s about to split open at the seams.  I feel a trickle from my eyes, and I can’t tell if I’m crying or if my head really is bursting, and it’s blood.  I really hope I’m crying.
“Show us on the bat,” he says, gesturing with his gun to the charred bat near my feet.  The two Vinces near me have each taken a wary step backwards, and are watching me closely.  “And if I feel so much as a warm breeze over here, I will put a bullet in your friend’s brain.”
I stare at the bat, and think of escalation.  “Uuuuppp!” I whisper, raising my hand, and the entire bat bursts into white flames.
The nearest Vince laughs, a short, startled bark.  “Did you just say ‘up’?” he asks, snickering.
Gun Vince smiles, too, but it’s humorless.  “Now tell me how you did that.”
I struggle for words.  “I, um…think of the bat, and then…intensify the idea of it, I guess?  And yeah, I said ‘up.’  That and raising my hand helps to…I don’t know, focus it, maybe.  I don’t think it’s really required, but it helps.  It’s…it makes sense in my head.”
“What can you set on fire?”
“Anything.  Everything burns.”
“Even people?  One can’t work in living organics.”
“I wouldn’t set a person on fire!”  My mind immediately flashes back to the robber burning in Vince’s car, screaming as his skin bubbles away, and I feel sick all over again.
“But could you?  Four, Six?”
On either side of me, I catch a glimpse of movement, and I tense up against the expected blow.  Instead of punches, though, I hear fists slapping palms, and look around to see them staring intently at each other and, incongruously, playing rock-paper-scissors.  After several rounds of identical throws, the one on my left throws paper to the other’s scissors, and with a grunt steps forward, rolling up his left sleeve.  Once again, I have no idea what’s going on.
“Set my hand on fire,” he says reluctantly.  “A small one!”
“What?  No!”
His left hand pistons out, rocking my head back and making me see stars.  “Do it!”
I try to get my hands up to defend myself, but Vince clearly knows what he’s doing, and continues to pepper me with shots.  In rapid succession, I catch one in the ear, one in the temple that makes my head swim even more, and two in the nose.  I hear a crack after the second hit to the nose and my face flares with pain, and blindly I lash out with my fire.  There’s an immediate scream and a thud.
“Don’t move a muscle,” says Gun Vince, a tremor in his voice, and I can see that he has the gun pointed at me.  On the ground at my feet, the Vince who was punching me is rolling quickly side-to-side on his stomach, his left hand pinned beneath him.  Wisps of smoke sneak out from underneath him, and he’s swearing almost continuously but already climbing back to his feet.
“You’re going to come with us,” says Gun Vince.  “One might be able to learn what you do, and that’d be a pretty valuable trick to have.  Kneel down.”
I stare at him, and he gestures with the gun.  “Kneel down now, or I will shoot out one of your knees.”
As I start to sink to the ground, a walkie-talkie on his belt crackles.  “Car pulling into the lot.”
All of the Vinces freeze, and the walkie-talkie continues, “Two cars.  Cops getting out.  Back exit is still clear.  Move!”
“Looks like you won’t be coming with us after all,” says Gun Vince, and then a lot of things happen all together.  I lock eyes with Brian, who makes a small tug at the tape holding him to the chair.  Throwing both hands into the air, I fall to the ground as Brian’s tape all explodes into gouts of flame.
Vince fires his gun at me as Brian, screaming, bursts from the chair, fiery ropes of duct tape dripping from his arms and legs.  He slams into Vince’s chin with a rising uppercut, knocking the gun away and sending Vince staggering backwards.  The Vince to my right darts for the gun, but it glows cherry-red as he approaches it and he modifies his run to pass it by.
Brian has grabbed the chair and is running after Gun Vince, who’s yelling, “Out the back, go!”  The Vince whose hand I burned kicks the still-burning bat at me as he runs by, and as I’m rolling away from the fiery baton, the front door slams open and someone yells, “Police, on the ground!”
I’m already there.  For once, I’m finally ahead of the game.
Seconds later, a weight hits my back, pinning me to the cement and knocking the air out of me.  “Don’t move!”
“Get your foot off of him!” says a familiar voice.  Peterson.  “Anyone else in here besides these two?”
“Group just took off from the back lot.  Partial plate is CZ1,” comes a voice over a radio.
“Check it against stolen cars,” says Peterson.  I feel a hand on my shoulder.
“Are you okay to move, Mr. Everton?”
I wheeze and nod, which is probably not the most convincing response, but Peterson helps me roll over and sit up anyway.
“I got your text,” he says, and I half-laugh.
“Yeah, well.  It’s good to see you.”
“Mr. Everton, I can’t help but notice a number of things on fire here again.”
“Brian!  Is he all right?”  I try to stand up, but Peterson puts his hand on my shoulder again, this time pressing me down.
“We’ll get him to the hospital.  I’m not a doctor, but his damage all looks superficial.  You look worse.”
I’m glad to hear that, because I feel terrible, and if Brian looked worse I’d be seriously worried about him.  Things are grating in my side when I shift positions, which I suspect is not good news for my ribs.  Blood is still trickling down my neck from the initial hit, my legs and arms feel raw from the pummeling, and my nose is a star of pain in the middle of my face.  I lick away some fresh blood and say, “Yeah?  You should see the other guy.”
Peterson gives me a serious look.  “We’ll need to get a statement from you as soon as you’re able.”
“I can tell you right now, it was Vince Amano.”
Peterson looks uncomfortable.  “Mr. Everton — Vince Amano has been in police custody all day.  There’s no way he was here.”
I take a deep breath, which is a terrible idea and hurts tremendously.  “I…okay.  Can we get to the hospital?  I’ve got a lot I want to tell you.”



 
- Chapter Thirteen -
 
Officer Peterson doesn’t leave my side for the next four hours, which is how long it takes me to get processed into the hospital, checked out, diagnosed and patched up.  I’d like to believe that it’s because he’s sincerely concerned for my well-being, but it seems a lot more likely that he’s not letting me out of his sight until he can get the story out of me.
To his credit, he waits calmly the entire time, and never once pressures me to start talking before I’m ready.  Not that I would with all of the hospital staff and patients buzzing around, anyway.  I’ve just about come to terms with telling Peterson what’s going on, which is basically just confirming the weirdness he already suspects.  I’m still not ready to shout to the world at large that I’m a total freakshow.
The grand tally of injuries is fairly impressive.  I’ve got a broken nose and three broken ribs, which I knew about.  I’ve got a concussion, ditto.  I’m covered in various bruises, cuts and contusions, and my left pinkie finger got sprained at some point in there.  And there’s a furrow down my back, almost a foot long but only about an eighth of an inch deep at the worst point, where the shot Vince fired at me didn’t quite miss.  In everything that was going on and with the beating I’d already taken, I never even felt it.  It wasn’t until I took off my shirt at the hospital and saw the tear along the back that I knew how close the bullet had come.
Brian pops in at some point in the process, and I’m glad to see that he’s doing better than me.  He’s got a mild concussion and some nice bruising, too, and he shows off the bandages covering the second-degree burns on his forearms from where the flaming duct tape clung to him and burned through his shirt.  But nothing’s broken, and he seems pretty chipper about the whole process.
“I can’t believe I got you tangled up in this,” I apologize, and Brian laughs.
“All you did was meet me for coffee, man!  It’s not like you asked me to go drive you out to find those guys or anything, you know?”
I glare at Brian and cut my eyes at Peterson.  I’m glad that Brian’s able to joke about this, but I’d really prefer it if he not get the police officer thinking about the last time he and Brian met.  That was in the middle of a lightning-damaged city street, where Brian had just driven me out to find the stormraiser in an attempt to stop her.  I’m about to try to convince Peterson that I’m not dangerous and I know what I’m doing, and putting his mind on someone who flooded the city for weeks is not going to do me any favors.
Brian takes the hint and switches to more innocuous chatter, then ducks out when a doctor comes back in with my X-ray results.  Peterson continues to wait stolidly, and eventually I’m all bandaged, stitched and pain-killed, and we’re alone in a hospital room.
Peterson closes the door.  “Mr. Everton.  What did you want to tell me?”
Everything.  Nothing.  This is still a terrible idea, but I haven’t got a better one.  And someone on the police force has to know about Vince’s body double trick, or they’ll never look at him for any of these crimes.  So where do I start?
“You’ve been right about me all along.  I’ve got — I get — weird powers.”
“Powers.”
“Yeah, I — look, do you have a piece of paper?”
I hobble to the bathroom and, at my direction, Peterson crumbles up a wad of toilet paper in the sink.  I gesture, and it bursts into flames.  I hasten to turn on the taps and put it out before it can set off the smoke alarm.
Peterson, to his credit, barely flinches.  He asks, “Can you do that again?”
“As many times as you want.”
“I’d like to set up a camera to–”
“No!  No cameras.  And no other witnesses, either.  I don’t want people knowing I can do this.”
“What are you afraid of, Mr. Everton?”
I laugh, then wince at the pain in my ribs.  “Afraid of?  I’m afraid of being locked up to be someone’s science experiment.  I’m afraid of being used.  I’m afraid of being singled out, avoided, hated, feared.”
The drugs are making me expansive, so I press on, “I get a nemesis with these powers, do you know that?  I could control magnetism before, and Regina tried to kill me for it.  Not even for having the power, really.  She just hated me really personally.  She tried to bring an entire museum down on my head, and I never did anything to her.
“And now I’ve got Vince, and he’s kidnapping my friends and trying to make me teach him pyrokinesis!  And I don’t know how to do that, and I sure don’t want to, and I don’t know how many bodies he’s in or if I’ve even met the real one yet.”
“The real one?” asks Peterson, and I realize I’ve skipped a few steps in the explanation.
“Right.  So, Vince Amano, I think he’s my nemesis.  This time, for this power, I mean.  But the nemesis gets powers, too.  Like Regina, remember?  You locked her up for it, for a little while.  But she was right.  She could control the rain and the lightning.  She wasn’t wrong.”
“And Vince?” prompts Peterson, getting me back on track.
“Yeah, Vince.  Vince has copies.  Of himself, I mean.  There were three there today at the warehouse, and maybe a fourth who was keeping lookout.  And if you had one at the police station that’s five, and the one who hit me with the car is six, because you were right and that was my fault and it was Vince in the car, or at least a Vince.”
“Mr. Everton –”
“Check dental records or something if you don’t believe me!” I suddenly realize I’ve been shouting for the last couple of sentences, and I make an effort to calm down.  My heart is beating rapidly.
“Dan.  I believe you.”
“Oh.  Okay.  Good.”  I sit down on the bed again, my head swimming slightly.  I’m not sure I’m really making my case as a stable and non-dangerous individual, but if Peterson believes me, at least that’s something.
“You believe that Vince Amano has cloned himself for the purpose of committing robberies while maintaining an alibi.  You further believe that those clones kidnapped Mr. King and assaulted you, with the goal of learning your power of starting fires with your mind.  And you believe that he is intent on killing you, because he is your nemesis.”
Maybe it’s his quiet, straightforward delivery, or maybe it’s just having it all laid out together like that, but it sounds totally insane when he says it.  “Yeah, but it’s true!  Look, I’ll show you the fire thing –”
Peterson waves me back down.  “Unfortunately, Mr. Everton, as I said, I believe you.  Absurd and impossible as that sounds, it fits the available facts we have, and explains a few that no other explanation satisfactorily covers.  Most recent among these is that we recovered Mr. King’s phone at the warehouse, and Mr. Amano’s fingerprints are on it.  You and Mr. King — Brian — both claim that he has the ability to be in multiple places at once, and I’m disgusted to say that that seems like it might well be the case.”
Relief hits me like a wave.  “So what are you going to do?”
“Well, I’m not going to write any of this down for the report.  That’s a quick trip to see the psychiatrist.  So you don’t have to worry about gaining any extra attention just yet.”
Another wave of relief.  I should have told Peterson months ago.  This is going incredibly well.  I really couldn’t have asked for it to turn out any better, in fact.
Suddenly, a thought strikes me, and so what Peterson sees is me using my right hand to pinch the web of skin between my left thumb and forefinger.  Then I frown and flick myself in the right side, which causes me to abruptly sit up very straight, hissing and biting my lip in pain.
I describe this from his perspective so that you can get the full impact of the answer to his very reasonable question, “What are you doing?”
“Well,” I tell him, “I, um, thought you were taking this sort of too well, and I thought that with the drugs and head trauma and all, I might be dreaming it.  So I pinched my nerve, but it didn’t really hurt, but I thought that might be because of the pain-killers so to confirm that I was asleep, I flicked myself in a broken rib.  And, um, I wasn’t asleep.”
I’ve never seen Peterson break into a grin before.  I’ve seen him smile, but not in this genuine, unplanned, spontaneous way.  He shakes his head at me.
“You have a novel approach to things, Dan.”
“Yeah, um, well.  I try.”
After a moment, Peterson stands up.  “I’m going to have more questions for you later.  For now, let’s free up this room.”  He opens the door and I follow him into the hallway, where we immediately run into Dr. Simmons.
“Dan!  You look terrible.”
“I don’t feel great either, Doc.”
“And this is another altercation, not a result of your — ah, condition?”
“Yeah, it’s not directly from my ‘condition,’ no.  Officer Peterson and I were just talking about that.  Officer Peterson, Doc Simmons.”
The two shake hands while the doc looks Peterson over critically.  “Are you not still keeping this under wraps, then?”
“It’s still under wraps!  I’m just expanding the wrap a little, I guess.”
Doc Simmons hmphs noncommittally.  “See if you can keep him out of these altercations,” she says to Peterson.
“I intend to,” he replies.
The conversation done, Simmons dismisses us and strides off down the hall.  Peterson and I head on toward the front doors.
“Do you need a ride home?”
“Oh man, yes, please.  I was not looking forward to catching the bus like this.”
When I haul my aching body out of Peterson’s car at my house, I suddenly have a bit of déjà vu, thinking about the last time this happened right after my first superpower hit.  This time, though, instead of telling me not to leave town, Peterson just says, “I’ll give you a call soon.  Try to stay out of trouble until then.”  Which is a fairly similar message, actually, but a lot less ominous.
Inside, I gingerly seat myself on the couch and get my phone out to text Matt.  “Emergency resolved.  Sorry again.  I’ll be in tomorrow.”
I catch a glimpse of my face reflected on the screen of my phone and add, “Can I work grill?  Front counter’s probably not the best idea.”



 
- Chapter Fourteen -
 
Work sucks.  Which is, for once, a specific complaint about my day, and not just a general observation about the world in general.  I’ve actually been quite enjoying my job at Børger overall, despite its wage-slave nature.  I don’t think I’ve found my calling at the grill of a fast food chain or anything, but it’s really been pretty tolerable, even the days with B-Rock.
This, naturally, is one of those days, because that’s just the way the universe is organized.  I know I’m going to have to deal with B-Rock’s comments all day, but I console myself on the walk to work with the knowledge that at least I won’t have to face Matt after I literally ran out on him yesterday.  It’s a small comfort, but I’ll take what I can get.
So when I arrive at work, it’s a bit of an unpleasant shock to hear Matt’s voice call out, “Dan?  Can I see you for a minute before you get ready?”
I sigh.  No little mercies today.
I trudge into Matt’s tiny office, ready to face the music.  His eyes widen when he sees me.  “Good grief, Dan!”
My nose is covered in a bandage to help keep the swelling down, but this does nothing to hide the two black eyes I have or the large bruise emerging from my hairline and running down one cheek.  I gesture at my face and say, “It looks worse than it is,” but since the hand I use to point has the pinkie in a splint, I don’t know that that really helps.
I stand there for an awkward pause while Matt visibly shifts the tone of the speech he was about to deliver.
“Dan,” he starts out, “Are you in trouble?  Do you owe money?”
I laugh, which makes my nose and my ribs hurt.  “Not even student loans.  Don’t worry about this.”
“I can’t not worry about it, Dan, not if it’s something that’s going to cause you to declare a family emergency and split in the middle of your shift.”
Man, that was a good segue.  He’s still sounding concerned, while also managing to give me the “If you keep this up, you’re fired” speech.  It’s like that thing where your parents tell you that they’re not mad, just disappointed.  It’s a pretty impressive trick for a kid a half-dozen years younger than me.
“Matt, I’m super sorry about that.  I really don’t think it’s going to happen again, though.  The problem’s all fixed.”  That’s a pretty gigantic overstatement, but Brian’s obviously going to be on the lookout from now on, so Vince won’t be able to get the drop on him.  My folks live out of town, and I really don’t have anyone else around that I’d be worried about.  I’m building kind of a rapport with Doc Simmons, but I can’t imagine being concerned for her.  If anything, I’d be concerned for Vince.  She’d stick a syringe in him and bleed him dry to find out how he worked.
Honestly, the only other person I can think of who might be hurt to get to me is Matt.  I’m absolutely not bringing him in on the whole story, but I can give him enough to be on guard, I think.
“Hey, though, you know that guy the cops sent you a picture of yesterday morning?”
“Dan, is this relevant?”
“Yeah, no, it’s sort of what happened yesterday.  He — guys working for him came after my, my family.”
Matt’s eyebrows shoot up, and I continue quickly, “Just watch your back, okay?  This guy’s crazy.  Keep an eye out for him.”
Matt shakes his head slowly, trying to decide if he believes me or not.  “I — check, Dan.”  He gives his head a more vigorous shake and gets back on track.
“I’m sorry to do this to you, but I’m putting a written reprimand in your folder.  If you’d like to explain the extenuating circumstances, you’re welcome to type that up and I’ll attach it as a note.”
“No, I mean, this is only a problem if it happens a bunch, right?  I like working here, and I’m not planning on making it a habit of this.  It’s all good.”
“Okay.  Go ahead and clock in, Dan.” 
 
- - -
 
B-Rock, of course, does what he can to needle me all day long.  It starts right after Matt leaves, not too long after I get to the grill.  The first chance he has to come back there, he says, “So, someone had to talk to the manager, eh?  I heard you ditched mid-shift yesterday.”
I’m trying to focus on the grill and ignore him, but he comes around to my side and sees my face.  He lets out a low whistle.  “Wow!  Did your boyfriend beat you up?”
“Har har,” I say, pretending to be engrossed in the burgers in front of me.  B-Rock wanders off, laughing at his own wit.
This is pretty much the pattern for the entire day.  B-Rock will cook up something that he thinks can get under my skin, meander by and deliver the line, then head back to the register to continue the cycle.  I try to ignore it by pretending that he’s Jabba the Hut, which actually does help.  It’s pretty funny to envision him squeezing down the narrow aisles in the Børger kitchen, then leaning over me to say, “Ha nuu so va, coh ra se ma, Dan?  Haaa hah hah hah!”
After a while, B-Rock evidently notices that his barbs have stopped finding their target.  He ups his game by punctuating his next drive-by insult with a faux-friendly clap on the shoulder.  On another day, I might have let it go, but today in addition to being irritating, it also jars my broken ribs, and I spin around in fury.
“Keep your meathooks off of me, B-Rock!” I snarl, waving a greasy spatula at him.  It’s not particularly menacing, but it’s what I was holding at the time.  He backs up a step, hands up in mock surrender.
“Whoa, didn’t know it was your time of the month, Danielle.  Put the tissues away.  I’m minding my own business over here.”  He lumbers off, laughing about “meathooks.”  I’m about to shout something snappy and probably ill-advised at him, when a wisp of smoke from one of B-Rock’s shoes catches my eye.  He hasn’t noticed, but I can see a long strand connecting the sole to the floor where the rubber has melted.
I take several deep breaths and focus hard on calming down.  This is not the way I want to escalate the situation.  I’m not positive exactly what rule it violates, but I’m pretty certain that setting your coworkers on fire is against the Børger attitude, at the very least.  Strangely, the training videos didn’t cover that.  They covered stealing, so it’s not like they made a blanket assumption that I was going to follow laws.  I guess you can’t cover every eventuality.  Which is too bad; you could do a pretty great “Now, that was the wrong way to handle the situation!” video about murdering your coworkers.
Even without knowing how close he came to getting a hotfoot, B-Rock seems to have figured out that he’s pushed me about as far as he can for the day, as that’s our last encounter.  I put in the rest of my hours and clock out.  As I retrieve my phone from the break room, I see that I have texts from an unknown number.  They read:
 
You don’t seem real clear on “don’t do anything stupid”
hope you’re protected
 
So apparently Vince copied my number out of Brian’s phone when he had it.  I assume this is meant to be intimidating, but honestly I’m just sort of exasperated by it.  The guy’s robbed me at gunpoint, run me over with a car, kidnapped my friend and beaten us both badly enough to put us in the hospital — and now he’s harassing me by text?  That seems like a giant step backwards.
I’m not saying that I respected the guy before, but I held a measure of fear for him.  He was monstrous.  This is just petty, and sort of embarrassing.
On the walk home, I picture Vince sitting on a bus somewhere, scowling furiously at his phone as he texts impotent threats at me.  I smile at his imagined rage.  It’s not exactly great vengeance; he’s tried to kill me, and I’ve made him vaguely angry.  But it’s something, at least.  And he’s clearly knocked back on his heels, because if there were anything he could do to me right now, he’d be doing it.
So goes my thought process as I enter my house.  I throw my nametag on the kitchen table, pour myself a Coke and head downstairs to kick back, lounge on my couch and eat my Børger Bøx.  Which is why it’s a fairly unpleasant surprise to come down the short flight of stairs and discover that the couch is already occupied.
“Dan, you disgusting lump,” says Vince.  “I thought it was about time we met.”



 
- Chapter Fifteen -
 
You know the phrase “like a deer in headlights”?  First of all, I’ve never actually seen a deer in headlights that seemed unable to move.  I’ve seen them on the side of the road, but sometimes they stare, and sometimes they run away.  They don’t seem particularly transfixed.  So I think it might be an old wives’ tale.
Whether it is or not, though, I’m definitely the proverbial deer in headlights.  The only reason I don’t drop my glass of soda on the floor is that every one of my muscles completely locks up in surprise.  I freeze in the doorway to my own den, while Vince smiles viciously from my couch, completely in control of the situation.
He’s not exactly alone, which is part of why I’m having trouble processing the situation.  Sitting next to Vince, between him and me, is another Vince, one of his copies.  This one appears to be asleep, though.  The Vince who spoke has his left hand resting gently on the sleeping Vince’s forehead.  Also, the sleeping one is totally naked.
So I think, on the whole, I can be excused for being a bit off of my game.  It’s a pretty weird situation to walk into.
“You’re home a few minutes earlier than I expected, Dan,” Vince continues.  He grits his teeth, and I can hear them grind against each other from across the room.  “I was hoping to have a buffer in play by the time you got here, just in case.”
“In case?” I ask, finally having gotten my mouth functioning.
“In case I can’t stop myself from killing you, you worthless cretin,” he snarls.
The intensity of his hate is almost a palpable force, and I take a step backwards.  “I — what?”
“You’re disgusting, Dan.  Like an infected boil.  You physically revolt me.”  His right hand is gripping the arm of the couch, and I can see his fingers sinking deep into the cushioning.  “I want to know how to do what you do, but even being this close to you is like standing knee-deep in a sewer.  You’re human filth.”
I’m about to say something witty, like “Feel free to leave at any time,” when the sleeping Vince stirs and opens his eyes.  He’s clearly not simply waking up, though.  There’s none of that muzzy-headedness that comes with shaking off sleep.  He doesn’t look around or take in his surroundings at all.  Instead, as soon as his eyes open, they focus directly on me.  It’s unnerving.
“Ah, this is so much better,” says the naked Vince.
“Easy for you to say,” says the clothed one, removing his hand from the other’s forehead.
“Everything’s much clearer, One.  As expected.”
Maybe it’s clearer for them, but I’m totally not up to speed on what’s going on, which is becoming an uncomfortably familiar sensation.  I focus on what I do understand: violent criminals have broken into my house and threatened to kill me.  Phrased that way, I suppose that I do have a decent handle on the situation after all.  I may not be clear on their motivations or why one of them is naked, but those aren’t really the key aspects.  Not getting killed is.
Unfortunately, my weapons at hand are a glass of soda and a box of fast food.  If the media is to be believed, those are actually fairly lethal, but not in the short term and not as offensive weapons.  On the other end of the spectrum, I have pyrokinesis, but that’s rather too lethal.  Also, I’m in my own house, and I don’t particularly want to set my own stuff on fire.
Naked Vince stands up from the couch and smiles at me.  “Any chance you wanna play the good host and lend me some pants?”
“What did you do to my couch?” I exclaim, which sounds like a bit of a non sequitur.  However, where Vince was sitting, my couch appears to have been eaten away.  I hadn’t realized it while he was sitting down, but he wasn’t on the couch — he was in it.  The fabric, stuffing and even the metal have been consumed around him, as if his skin secreted some kind of acid.
Vince smirks at me.  “One needed the raw materials.  I wasn’t just going to come from nowhere, you know.”
I gawk at both Vinces, the naked one smirking at me and the clothed one still holding onto the arm of the couch in a white-knuckled grip.  “He — made you?”
“What, did you think we were identical octuplets?  And one of us is a nudist?”  Both Vinces laugh, and I’m once again struck by the stereo nature of it.  No two people are ever that exactly in sync, not even twins.  And I knew his clones had to be coming from somewhere, certainly.  But he can just make them out of whatever material’s around?  That’s a terrifying idea.
“How long have you been in my house?” I ask.
Vince shrugs.  “Coupla hours.  I’m getting faster.  Well, One is, anyway.  Same thing.”
“Can you make copies of yourself, too?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know, Nose?  Trade ya secret for secret.  Show One how you do your thing, and I’ll tell you more about how this works.”
I glance at the Vince on the couch, who puts on a strained smile.  “Show me please, Dan.”  B-Rock could take lessons from him on how to make a person’s name sound like an insult.  I’ve been cussed out before with less venom behind the words.
There’s a nagging familiarity to this situation, and it finally hits me exactly what it is.  It’s not the demands or the company, and it’s certainly not having a jailbird and his clone accost me in my den.  It’s the hostility.  I got this same unreasoning hatred, the same poisonous vitriol, from Regina, the stormraiser.  Every time we talked, she spit words at me the same way that Vince is doing now.
Interestingly, it’s only the original Vince who seems to carry the vicious distaste for me, a fact which he also seems to have spotted.  His clones may have it in for me, but they carry a normal grudge, not some ingrained, barely containable, sizzling bomb.  Obviously, Vince has realized this, too, which is why he’s spawning henchmen to serve as go-betweens.
“Why not just bring one of your duplicates along instead of ruining my couch?”
“To show off,” says naked Vince, while at the same time the original says, “To piss you off, loser.”
Naked Vince laughs.  “That, too, though I wasn’t going to be quite that honest.  You owe us a car, at the very least.  Least we can do is cost you a couch.”
“So, what?  I just show you how I set things on fire and you’ll go away?  I heard this story at the warehouse.”
“I wasn’t there then,” snarls couch Vince, standing up.  “You showed my copies, but they can’t do everything I can.  Show me.”
“And if I don’t?  What if I just book it outside and call for help?  You’re both all the way over there, and the door’s just right up these stairs.”
Vince smiles nastily.  “You think I only made one copy out of your stuff?”
He and the copy both glance over my shoulder simultaneously.  I spin around to see a third Vince grinning at the top of the stairs, dressed in my clothes and carrying my old aluminum baseball bat in his hands.  The glance was a feint, though.  He’s still six stairs up, but as soon as I turn to look at him, both of the other Vinces are on me, punching me in the sides and gut, each blow making my broken ribs flare with pain.  I fall backwards at the foot of the stairs, my drink flying everywhere, and with a scream I light the droplets of Coke on fire.
The Vinces fall back from the burning droplets, slapping at their clothes or skin.  At the top of the stairs, Vince scowls and charges down, the bat raised and ready to strike, so I scramble past the downstairs Vinces and put the couch in between us.
“How’s a couch gonna save you, cesspit?” taunts Vince.  He and his copies fan out, one moving to each side while he advances directly on the couch.  Just as he’s about to place his foot on it, I gesture and the entire couch explodes into flame and choking black smoke.
Over the crackle of the fire, I can hear the Vinces stumbling back, cursing and choking.  “Good enough, vermin!” one calls, presumably the original.  “I saw what you did.  I’ll practice!”
I crouch on the ground, ribs crying out in protest at my hunched position, breathing through my shirt until I hear the front door slam.  As if this was a signal, the fire alarm immediately begins to sound.  I weigh the possibility that Vince is tricking me and is still in the house against the possibility that I’m about to catch the ceiling of my basement on fire, and I make the call to run to the bathroom for wet towels.
Several valiant fire-fighting minutes later, things are back under control.  I’ve got a pile of singed towels and I’m hacking and coughing over a charred and ill-smelling pile of cushions that was once a couch.  The ceiling is filthy but appears unburnt, so I stagger outside and breathe as deeply as I can manage with my ribs throbbing.  Eventually, the cough subsides and I risk going back in to open windows and let the stench out.
When I re-enter the den, the first thing I see is my Børger Bøx lying on its side on the floor.  The contents haven’t spilled, so after opening the windows, I take it out to the porch with me and glumly sit down to have a bite.  Naturally, while everything else was on fire, it’s gone cold.
Vince is doing an excellent job of keeping me on the defensive, and I hate it.  I can’t let this keep up.  Every time I run into him, I come out worse than before, and meanwhile he can just send an army of clones after me.  So even when I do end up with the upper hand, it’s a meaningless victory; at best, I’ve managed to save myself, while not inconveniencing him at all.
That’s not entirely true.  I did torch his car.  But thinking about that reminds me of the terrible sound of the man trapped inside screaming as he burned, and I skitter away from the thought as my stomach lurches.
After a second, though, I set down the remaining half of my burger and force myself to examine the idea.  If Vince’s confederates are just made-to-order clones, constructed out of whatever raw materials were lying around, are they really people?  I didn’t have any compunction about setting my couch on fire, so why should I care about burning down something that, two hours earlier, was part of that couch?  Looked at that way, this goes from an impossible army arrayed against me to just one guy with no relevant powers.
Obviously, the clones are able to walk, talk and function on their own, but if the argument against killing a person is that you’re ending something unique, then that clearly doesn’t apply.  Really, it’s no different than when I exploded the gun during the robbery at Børger; it’s just the removal of a dangerous weapon.
This argument might be logically sound, but it’s doing nothing for me emotionally.  My disgust at the idea has welled up into full-blown nausea and near-panic.  The image of striding towards Vince through a room of charred corpses, the stench of their flesh filling my nose and their shrieks still echoing from the walls, is horrendous.  It conjures up the nightmares I suffered after killing the mutated ape-men that attacked me when my powers first manifested.
No, if I kill Vince’s clones in anything other than self-defense, it’ll be cold-blooded murder in my mind.  As it is, I’m still slightly horrified at how casually I can consider the idea of killing in self-defense.  I don’t like that that’s moving from “worst-case scenario” to “in all likelihood.”
On the other hand, I’d be an idiot to ignore the fact that that’s what’s happening.  Vince and his clones are after me, and I’ve got to stop them before they manage to maim or kill me, or worse, my friends.
It’s weird that that’s worse.  Logically, nothing’s worse for me than dying.  Everything else I can, by definition, live through.  This information comes to me from the same part of my brain that claimed that the clones were nothing more than couchstuff, though, and therefore okay to kill.  That part of my mind makes interesting arguments, but they’re not ones that impact how I feel in any way at all.
I need a plan to take the fight to Vince.  Right now, all of the ones I can think of end in one of two ways: either me burning everyone alive, or me getting beaten into a bloody pulp.  I’ve had more than enough of that latter option, and I really don’t think I could bring myself to do the former.  I need to mull it over and come up with something that lets me walk away unharmed but assured that Vince won’t come back.
My usual technique to let my brain run is to disengage by watching Netflix, but even as I get up and start to head inside to do that, I remember that my couch has been partially absorbed, set on fire and then covered in wet towels.  It’s not exactly going to be the relaxing environment I’m hoping for.  Is this a first-world problem?  “I can’t comfortably watch Netflix” certainly sounds like one, but “because thugs trashed my house” makes it less so.
And when you add in “So I set my couch on fire with my mind to chase off the burgeoning clone army,” then I really don’t know what that is.  It’s pretty specific to just me at that point.  It’s a Dan world problem, I guess.
I drag a chair in from another room, but when I try to shove the couch out of the way, my ribs protest heavily and I almost fall into the blackened mess when my knees buckle from the pain.  I end up sitting behind the couch, but I can’t get comfortable in the chair, I’m the wrong distance from the TV and occasional drafts blow the stench of smoked couch into my face.  I’m not even an hour into the movie before I give it up as a bad call.  I take a shower and head to bed, hoping that things will look better in the morning. 



 
- Chapter Sixteen -
 
In the morning, things look the same.
I take a second shower, but the stink of the fire is still lingering on my skin and in my hair.  After several cycles of rinsing and repeating with the shampoo, I decide that I’m as smoke-free as I’m going to get right now, and towel off so I can go face the day.
The kitchen smells of smoke now, too, so after my cereal I go around and open all of the windows in the house, not just the ones downstairs.  The thermostat says it’s 27° F outside right now, so it’s a good thing that I’m not feeling the cold anymore.  As I’m going around the house, I find where Vince’s other clone came from.  He made it out of one of the interior walls.
And whereas the couch was relatively densely-packed material, the wall contains a lot of hollow space, so there’s not a nice Vince-shaped cartoon hole in the wall.  Instead, there’s just a big gaping section missing, with severed boards and hanging wires left where the nanomachines stripped away parts for conversion.
The good news is that it doesn’t seem to have been a load-bearing wall.  I wonder if I can convince my parents that I took it down intentionally to make a more open floor plan?  Probably it’s going to be better to just go buy some drywall, hire an electrician for the wires and fix this.
Also, that jerk stole a pair of my work pants on his way out.  My last clean pair, too, so now I have to do laundry again.  And again, “I have to use the washing machine in my house” feels very much like a first-world problem, but “because violent criminals stole my pants” makes it less so.  Actually, that just makes it sound like part of a weird stand-up routine.
It’s not a great thing to realize that that’s a phrase that can describe your life.
I leave my potentially-first-world problems behind and hoof it to the bus stop.  I’ve got an appointment with Doc Simmons at the hospital this morning for more testing.  I’m not even sure what she’s trying to learn at this point.  I’m starting to suspect that she’s just enjoying playing with fire.
Then again, so am I, and the doc provides a safe and controlled environment in which to do it.  So it’s not actually a problem if she’s having fun watching things burn.  It’s just funny to picture the look she’d give me if I accused her of that.  It would come with a whole lecture on the rigors of the scientific process and the importance of testing things we don’t understand, too.  Which would all be true, but I still bet she likes watching the flames.
No one sits near me on the bus, which causes me to suspect that I haven’t gotten all of the burned-foam smell out of my hair and clothes.  This suspicion is confirmed when I get to Doc Simmons’s lab and she greets me with a wrinkled nose and a, “What do you smell like, Dan?”
“And a good morning to you, too, Doc.  I set my couch on fire last night.”
“Why?  Was it intentional?”
“Yes, there was — actually, can we just test whatever you’ve got set up today?  I really want to forget about this for a little while.”
The doc persists, “So this wasn’t a spontaneous fire?  You set your couch on fire on purpose?”
“Yes, it was on purpose.  I’m fully in control of when things do and do not catch fire,” I say heatedly.  I flash briefly on B-Rock’s melted sneaker and glance guiltily around the lab, but everything here seems fine.  And Doc’s well-intentioned questioning doesn’t hold a candle to B-Rock’s focused needling, anyway.  I wouldn’t qualify his hotfoot as a spontaneous fire, just an unwise one.
“Well, if you’d like to tell me why you set your couch on fire, I’d be happy to hear the story, but I won’t push you,” says Doc Simmons, turning away from me to fiddle with today’s experiment.  “Ready to test some limitations?”
She’s set up a number of environments in which it would be difficult for fire to burn, to see where I can and can’t create or sustain a fire.  It’s pretty interesting, actually, and does an excellent job of taking my mind off of my problems for a while.  It might even be better than Netflix.
Over the next hour, we demonstrate that I can sustain a fire underwater as long as I keep concentrating on it and that I can create one hot enough to burn in moist air, but that without oxygen the fire gutters out.  It’s a weird feeling; I can feel the intensity increasing in the target, but it just can’t manage to catch.  Have you ever used a camera flash in a dark room, then reached for the after-image of something that wasn’t there anymore?  It’s the same kind of feeling, a mental version of seeing what you should be touching and having your hand just pass through.
And like watching Netflix, allowing myself to get totally distracted for a bit gives my brain time to kick around a few ideas.  “Hey Doc?”
“Yes, Dan?”
“Would it be possible to borrow an oxygen tank from the hospital?”
She gives me a sharp look and considers her answer.  “You said ‘borrow.’  What are the odds of it actually coming back?”
“Good?  I don’t intend to hurt it.”
The doc casts a skeptical eye over my various cuts and bruises.  “Your track record isn’t excellent on that front, Dan.”
“Can you tell me where I could get one, then?”
“No, I can loan you one.  I’d like to ask what you plan to do with it, but I think I’d do better to have plausible deniability there.  If you can come by tomorrow, I’ll have one for you.”
She pauses, then continues, “I don’t need to tell you how dangerous open flames are around an oxygen tank.  Be careful.”
“I will,” I say.  Which is true, for certain values of “careful.”



 
After taking my leave of the doc, I head across the street to a small cafe called Jose’s.  It’s basically just a sandwich shop, but the food’s cheaper than the hospital cafeteria and about a thousand times better.  Plus it’s a nice, cheery setting, with big open windows instead of the industrial gloom of the hospital.  It’s not like hanging out in a hospital is ever really going to be fun, but the cafeteria at Carnation really seems to go out of its way to be depressing.
With a table secured and a sandwich ordered, I take out my phone and stare at it for a while.  I start a few texts to Brian, delete them each in turn, and eventually send him, “Want to meet at Jose’s for lunch?”
The thing is, I’ve got to ask him for a favor again.  It’s a fairly minor one, and it benefits him, too, but still.  I’m starting to feel like I take more out of this friendship than I give, and that’s not a comfortable feeling.  On the other hand, I’m trying to take down the guy who beat him unconscious a couple of days ago, so I figure this is a favor he’s probably going to be willing to do.
Still, buying him lunch first seems like a nice gesture.
My phone buzzes as my sandwich arrives; it’s Brian, letting me know that he can be here in a little over an hour.  I’ve timed things poorly.
After a brief debate on whether I should eat this sandwich now, then another when he gets here, or whether it’s weird to invite someone out for lunch and just watch them eat, I push the sandwich to the side and order a basket of fries and a Coke to keep me occupied and still looking like a customer.
I pass the time like any normal adult would — by ignoring the world around me and messing around on my phone.  After browsing the internet for a little while, I pull up my texts and look at the last message before the one from Brian.  It’s the unknown number that Vince texted me from, and after a moment, I pull up the conversation and send him a new message: “Do you check this number?”
I follow it a few seconds later with “Loser,” on the theory that goading Vince is more likely to get him to reply.  Also on the theory that insulting him is fun and makes me smile, and I don’t care if it is a pretty sad way to get my own back for the various beatings he’s given me.  My ribs still hurt every time I breathe too deeply or slouch in my chair, so even if all I can do in return is make him grind his teeth, I’ll take it.
Sadly, after a half an hour, there’s been no response, so I figure it’s probably a burner phone that he threw away after using to harass me.  I’m not totally sure how those work, but I hear about them a lot in cop shows, and they sound like a pretty good way to keep the police from tracking you down by cell signal.
Speaking of the police, the fact that I’m getting texts from a wanted criminal is probably information I should share with them.  After all, there’s at least a chance that Vince just isn’t checking his phone right now, or that he’s exercising self-restraint and not writing back.  I text Peterson the number, along with, “Got a text from Vince Amano from this number.  Don’t know if that’s helpful.”
I have no idea if you can track a cell phone by its number.  The internet certainly tells me that you can, but it also tells me that the moon landing was faked and that there are four simultaneous days in every 24-hour day, so I’m taking this with a grain of salt.  It seems reasonable, though.  Cell phones talk to cell towers, which have fixed locations and limited reception, so at the very least you should be able to find out where a text was sent from.
I’m still in the middle of logicking my way into an advanced telecommunications degree when Brian slides into the chair across from me.
“Afternoon, dude!” he says cheerily.  “Man, you look terrible.”
“Says you, Rorschach!” I retort, pointing at the bruises purpling both sides of his face.  “I don’t get any credit for an already-healed nose?”
“Not with those panda eyes,” says Brian, his outstretched finger reaching for my face.  I swat his hand away.
“Don’t poke me!  I said my nose was healed, not that it had joined a petting zoo.  Keep your mitts off.”  My nose is way more healed than it should be after only two days, thanks to a remnant of my super-healing, but it’s still sore.  And as Brian has so politely pointed out, the black eyes I got as part of the package are still pretty intense.  In a week or so, though, I should be able to mock his bruises without receiving in kind.
Assuming I can go a week without getting new ones, anyway.  Given that I’m preparing to go on the hunt for Vince, that doesn’t seem like the safest assumption.
The waitress shows up before Brian’s taken a look at the menu, and I tell him, “Hurry up and figure out what you want before I decide to make you pay for it,” which is my way of telling him that lunch is on me.
“Ooh, this is a date?  If I’d known, I would have dressed up,” says Brian, which is his way of saying thank you.
We chat for a bit until Brian’s sandwich arrives, and I finally get to eat mine.  We’ve both gone through about half of our food before Brian says, “Okay, man, spill.  What’s the deal?”
“I need you to be my backup,” I say.
He nods.  “Yeah, okay.  What’s the play?”
“What, just like that?  You don’t even know what for.”
“Okay, first of all, yeah, I do.  This is obviously about Vince, man.  And second of all, so what?  You need a hand, I’ve got you covered, you know?  It’s how things work.”
“Yeah, all right.  I just — I mean — whatever.  Thank you.”
“It’s all good,” says Brian, chewing on his sandwich.
“Okay, so yeah.  Basically I just need you to be my safety.  I’m going after Vince, and I need someone to know where I was if I don’t turn back up.”
“You ever think about getting the police in on this?”
“Yeah, I thought about it pretty hard, and I think it’s kind of a last resort.  I’d have to convince them that there was a guy making clones of himself, that he was using the clones to rob stores, and that I wasn’t a total crackpot.  And on top of that, Vince’ll hide from them, but he’ll clearly come after me.  I’ve got a much better chance of catching him than the cops do.”
Brian shrugs.  “So what do you need from me?”
“Look, the guy’s beaten me up a bunch of times.  I think I’m going into this one prepared, but if I’m wrong, I’m gonna need help.  That’s when it’s time to get the cops in.  If I don’t check in, you call and tell them — I don’t know, that I’ve been kidnapped.  Talk to Peterson, he’ll believe you.”
Brian grins.  “Haven’t you just spent the last few months trying to keep him from learning anything about you?”
“Yeah, well, things changed.  He’ll believe you.  I’ll give you his number, in case.”
“So you’re saying I’m not the only guy you’re seeing right now?”
“Shut up or you can pay for your own sandwich.”
We finish our lunches and Brian gets out his phone to check the time.  “I probably oughta head over to work.  Thanks for lunch, man!  And I hope you don’t need me, but I’ve definitely got your back if you do.”
“Yeah, absolutely.  Thank you.”  A thought strikes me.  “Hey, Brian?  Do you have my address stored in your phone?”
“Dude, did you forget where you live?” he jokes, and then his face twists.  “Aw, no.  Did he show up at your house?  I am so sorry, man.”
“Hey, not your fault.  I just hadn’t figured out where he’d gotten my address from.  It makes sense now.”
“No, man, I feel terrible.”
“What, for getting kidnapped and having your phone stolen?  This isn’t on you.  Shut up and go save someone’s life.”
I stand up to leave, and Brian follows suit.  Abruptly, he reaches over and pulls me into a hug.  My ribs scream, but I ignore it and return the hug.
“Be careful, man,” he says as he lets go.
“Yeah, I’m hearing that a lot,” I tell him.  “Come on, you’ve got to get to work and I’ve got a bus coming in five minutes.  Anyway, I don’t kiss on the first date.”
“You’re missing out, man.  I’ve got soft lips.”
“With all the CPR you do?  I doubt it.”
“Nah, we’ve got machines for that now.  These are strictly for romance.”
“Go to work, dude.”



 
- Chapter Seventeen -
 
After some errands, I’m back at home trying to psych myself up for the conversation I’ve been putting off until last: Peterson.  I know I’ve got to talk to him; at the very least, he deserves a heads-up before I go vigilante on Vince.  He might even have good information about where to find him, or people to ask to track him down.  And if things end up as much on fire as I think they might, it’d probably be good to have someone in authority expecting it, and maybe prepared to help smooth things over.
I mean, I doubt Peterson is in favor of arson.  But if he understands my reasons for it before it happens, he might at least look the other way if he sees me fleeing the scene.
These are all excellent reasons to give him a call.  And yet, after spending half an hour screwing around online while pretending I’m just about to call, I give up the pretense and go downstairs to watch a movie.  It’s currently just past 2 o’clock, so I give myself a hard limit of 4:30 to get in touch with Peterson.  I figure I can relax for 90 minutes with Netflix, call Peterson up at around 3:30, and spend the rest of my day obligation-free and with the added bonus of knowing that I didn’t delay until the last minute.
So naturally, it’s 4:40 when I reluctantly pause the second movie I’ve started and pick up my phone.  I take a deep breath and pull up Peterson’s number in my contacts.  As my phone dials, I run through what I want to tell him.  No matter how I phrase it, it pretty much all boils down to, “I’m going in search of Vince Amano.  Any tips for tracking down violent criminals?”
First ring.  This is stupid, I should hang up.  I’m telling the police about a premeditated crime.  Second ring.  No, but Peterson seemed reasonable when I told him what was going on.  He’ll appreciate the need to go outside of standard channels for something like this.  Third ring.  And if he doesn’t?  All plausible deniability is gone, and I still have to do it.  Vince isn’t going to stop.
Fourth ring.  Agh, why is this taking so long?  I should hang up.  Fifth ring.  No, I’ve got to trust him.  Peterson’s on my side.  I have to believe that.
“You’ve reached the desk of Sam Peterson.”
Voicemail.  After all that?  I scowl at my phone as the recording continues, simultaneously irritated and relieved.  Then there’s a beep, and I realize that I need to leave a message, but that I’m definitely not going to admit my impending vigilantism to the police message system.  Also, that the machine is already recording, and I should really start talking.
“Uh, hi, Officer Peterson.  This is Dan.  Um, Everton.  I have, uh, information I’d like to discuss with you.  It’s not urgent.  But if you can call me back, that’d be great.”
I hang up and press the smooth surface of the cell phone to my forehead in self-loathing.  I could not sound like a bigger idiot. 
 
- - -
 
After an uneventful night, I’m up relatively early the next morning to catch a ride out to the hospital and get that oxygen tank from Doc Simmons.  I make an effort to make sure that I look more clean-cut than usual, so as to appear more like someone who can be trusted with fire and accelerants.  I take extra time shaving and floss after breakfast to make sure I don’t have any specks of food in my teeth.  I’m wearing brand-new pants and I’ve got on a button-down shirt instead of my work polo, just to sharpen up the image a little bit more.
Despite this, as the doc hands over the backpack with the oxygen cylinder, the look she gives me is best described as “critical.”
“Dan,” she says to me, looking seriously into my eyes, “do not burn yourself to death with this.”
“I won’t,” I promise.
“If you die because of something I’ve given you, I’ll never forgive myself.  The scientific loss would be incalculable.”
“And here I thought you were getting sentimental, Doc!”
She scoffs.  “Sentiment is all well and good, but I don’t understand these machines yet!  I need you for samples!”
I laugh, even though I’m only mostly sure she’s joking.  I mean, obviously not entirely joking, because she does need me for samples, but I think she would miss me even without that.  Probably.
The doc shows me how to attach the tubing and how to regulate the airflow, while I try to figure out a way to ask if we’re actually friends or if I’m just her lab rat without sounding totally pathetic.  I don’t come up with any solutions, so I just promise Doc Simmons again that I’ll be careful and head out to catch the bus to work.
I sort of thought that by the time I was an adult, I’d be over the “Do you like me? Check yes or no” part of my life.  Apparently that’s not ever going to happen, though. 
 
- - -
 
At work, at least, I don’t have these issues.  B-Rock is on shift with me again, and there’s absolutely no question about whether he likes me or not.  I haven’t even clocked in yet before he’s making fun of me, this time for the oxygen backpack.
“Whatcha got in there, Dan?  Schoolbooks?  Finally gonna get your GED?”
“It’s an oxygen tank,” I tell him, refusing to rise to the bait.
“Oh yeah?  Is the strenuous work of button-pushing and burger-flipping you do around here wearing you out already?”
“No, it just helps me deal with the stink around here.”
Abruptly, B-Rock’s expression darkens.  “Who’s in charge here?”
“What?”
“I said, who is in charge here?”
“You are, but -”
“And you think it’s appropriate to make fun of your manager?”
“What?  Dude, we work in a burger joint.  It smells of old grease.”
“Don’t ‘dude’ me.  I want you to apologize right now.”
“For what?  I -”
“If the next thing out of your mouth is not an apology, I’m going to write this incident up.”
Okay, time to placate the crazy person.  “I’m sorry you think I said you smell bad.”
B-Rock glares at me.  “Learn some respect.”
He stalks off to the front of the restaurant, and I stow the backpack in a locker and change into my work polo.  It’s clearly going to be a fun day here at Børger. 
 
- - -
 
As the day wears on, it actually seems like accidentally mocking B-Rock was the best thing I could have done.  He’s clearly still sulking about it, but that means that he’s largely avoiding me.  This is an enormous improvement over his standard jeering conversation.  I’ll take dirty looks over aggravating comments any day.
Still, I know that he’s just waiting for me to screw up so he can get on my case, so I’m scrupulously observing all procedures.  Every customer gets the corporate-approved greeting and upsell, every meal is aligned correctly on the trays, every i is dotted and every ø is slashed.
This means, among other things, that when my phone buzzes with an incoming call, I don’t even consider trying to duck out to answer it.  The only people who might be calling are Peterson or my parents, and neither conversation is one that I can have in two minutes, hunched and whispering in the break room. So I virtuously ignore the call, then forget about it until my break.
It turns out that it was Peterson who was calling, and he’s left a voicemail.  I pull it up and listen.
“Mr. Everton, Sam Peterson.  Thanks to your tip on the cell phone number, we have Mr. Amano and…associates in custody.  Thank you for your assistance.”
I stare straight ahead in horror, then frantically call Peterson back.  He doesn’t know how Vince makes his clones!  I only found out once Vince came to my house, and I haven’t talked to Peterson since then.  If Peterson’s brought him into the police station, Vince could be wreaking havoc in there right now.
My call to Peterson goes to voicemail, and I leave a garbled, panicked message: “Vince clones himself out of the walls!  You can’t leave him unattended.   He can walk through anything!”
I hang up and start desperately searching for the phone number of the local police online, cursing my slow data plan.  As I’m trying to will pages to load faster, B-Rock sticks his head into the room.
“How long are you planning on being on break, then?”
“B-Rock!  Can I borrow your car?  I need to get to the police station!”
“What? No!”
“Shoot, fine, I’ll Uber it.”  I close the browser and pull up the Uber app to call for a car.
“Not in the middle of your shift, you won’t.”
I gawk at him.  “This is life or death!”
“If you leave now, you won’t be coming back here.  I’ll make sure of it.”
“Fine, man.  Whatever floats your boat.”
I storm out of the back door of Børger, letting it slam behind me.  Then I immediately have to come back in to retrieve the oxygen canister, which I’ve left in its backpack in the locker.  B-Rock sneers at me when I come back in, but I stare him down and leave again before he can think of anything to say.
The police station’s only about ten minutes away, but I call Peterson twice more on the way, getting his voicemail each time.  I spend the rest of the time trying to find the police department’s number, but it is remarkably hard to find their non-emergency number.  I debate calling 911, but I don’t know that anything’s wrong, and I’m almost there.
When I get to the station, I leap out and run inside.  There, everything looks normal.  An officer behind glass glances up as I dash in, and says with mild surprise, “Can I help you?”
Yes, I think a man is cloning himself in your building.  Yes, your walls are in danger of being turned into people.  Yes, do you have any space in your cells?   I’d like you to lock me up as a lunatic immediately.
Obviously, I say none of those things.  Instead, I ask, “Is Officer Peterson here?  Sam Peterson.  It’s extremely important.”
After several interminable minutes, the door to the interior of the station opens.  Peterson stands in the doorway, looking confused.
“Mr. Everton?  Is everything all right?”
I cast a sidelong glance at the desk officer, but he’s not paying attention.  I lower my voice anyway.  “It’s Vince.  His clones — he makes them out of inanimate matter.  Whatever’s on hand.  If you’ve left him alone in a room, he can take it apart and make an army.”
“He’s in an observation room.  I’m sure everything is fine.”
As soon as those words leave Peterson’s mouth, someone shouts “Get down on the ground!” behind him, followed by several more people adding things like “Now!”  The sound of chairs being pushed back and people leaping to their feet echoes through the room, but over it all, I hear Vince’s voice, clear as a bell.
“Where are you, Dan?  I can tell you’re close.  I can feel your psychic stink.  You sit on my brain like rancid oil, Dan.”
The shouted orders continue, but Vince keeps speaking to me.  “Come here, Dan.  Or I’m going to start hurting people.”
I eye Peterson desperately, then push past him to enter the station.  “I’m here!”
The scene inside is barely controlled chaos.  All of the officers in the room, maybe twenty or so, are on their feet facing away from me.  Loose papers are drifting to the floor, phones have clattered to desks, and hastily-pushed-back chairs are slowly spinning in circles.
The focal point at the far end of the room is Vince Amano, standing calmly in an open doorway while half a dozen police officers point their guns at him, and twice that many shout various instructions.  A few conflict, but they’re mainly still along the lines of “Get on the floor!” or “Get your hands up!”
Vince acts like none of them are there, though, and instead locks eyes with me from across the room.  He sneers.
“Good of you to join us, Dan.  Thought this might bring you running.  You hypocritical, self-important, conniving waste of space.”
“What do you want, Vince?”  I’m having to shout to be heard over the continuing clamor, but I’m not about to add to the confusion by striding into the middle of it.  As it is, I’m getting a number of looks assessing whether I’m a enemy or ally.  I do my best to project friendly vibes.
Vince laughs, the easy laugh of someone in total control of a situation.  “In general?  I think I’m moving up from the small time.  This is a pretty nice place here.  I think maybe I’ll move in.”
Great; I’m being toyed with again.  I don’t see an option other than to play his game, though, so I ask, “But what do you want from me, Vince?”
He grins.  “From you, Dan?  I’m going to kill you.  And there’s nothing anyone here can do to stop it.”
Vince takes a step forward, and immediately the room rings out with gunshots.  I have no idea how many were fired, but at least two hit Vince, both squarely in the chest.  His shirt shreds in two places and blood spurts free, darkening the surrounding material and spattering the floor, but although Vince staggers back a step, he does not fall.
“Ow,” says Vince, brushing at his chest like a man brushing away crumbs after a meal.  Where he wipes away the blood, I catch a glimpse of unbroken skin beneath it.
“He’s got a vest!” someone shouts, and there’s a second volley of shots, one of which strikes Vince in the head, rocking it sharply to one side.  Again comes the brief spray of blood, and skin flaps freely from the wound for a second before falling free and drifting to the floor.
Vince straightens his head and, while looking directly at the cop who shot him, uses the back of his hand to wipe away the blood.  His head, like his chest, is whole and unblemished.
“Ow, I said,” he says with quiet menace.  “Stop that.”
The officers are all frozen, unsure of what they’re seeing or what to do next.  Vince raises his voice again.  “Like that trick, Dan?  I haven’t figured yours out, pyro, but I stumbled across that while I was trying.  I’m fast, Dan.  I can replicate myself to fix damage, using the material from whatever hit–”
I hear the jittering sound of a Taser being fired, and Vince convulses briefly before continuing, “–me.  A lesson that not everyone here seems to be getting.”
He glares over his shoulder at the officer with the Taser, now trailing two useless wires that end without barbs.  The policeman stares back, transfixed.
While Vince has his eyes off of me, I mutter sharply, “Peterson!”
“Yes?” he says, equally quietly.
“Get them out of here.  As many as you can.”
“What’s that, Dan?” calls Vince.  “I’d hate to miss a single sewage-laced word from your cesspit mouth.”
I take a few steps forward.  “You’re a loser, Vince.”
Vince laughs, but sharply.  “So, it has a spine!”
“Couldn’t get a crew until you made one.  Couldn’t hack it as a robber until you became invincible.  You know regular criminals knock over fast food places all the time, right?  They do fine.  You got beat by, what was it, a mop bucket?”
“That wasn’t me!” spits Vince.
“Not directly, but it was you.  That’s the whole point, isn’t it?  Finally someone who’ll put up with you, and all you had to do was build them yourself.”
With hands clenched, Vince starts toward me again, only to go down in a hail of bullets.  He’s struck over a dozen times, driven to his knees on the floor, but while my ears are still ringing with the echoes of the shots, he rises again, his clothes in tatters.
“Enough of that,” he snarls.  “Come!”
From the door behind him, the clones pour through.  A few are in street clothes, but most are wearing a motley assortment of prison scrubs and police uniforms,  clearly looted from the police station.  Over two dozen clones come through the door, outnumbering the police officers, and Vince’s expression settles back into a cocky grin as the police fall back from the emerging mob.
“If I’m so easily beaten, you whimpering rodent, then come and take me on.”
I start to respond, but before I can, one of the policemen tackles Vince from the side, driving him to the ground.  As one, the mob of clones rushes to his aid, and the officer disappears under a tide of bodies.  Drawing batons, the other officers enter the fray, and everything devolves into a sea of fists and incoherent yelling.
I think about joining in, but considering how easily Vince has taken me out on every occasion we’ve tangled, I can’t see how I would add anything helpful.  The tide is already quickly turning against the police; although a number of the clones appear to be injured or at least bleeding, their teamwork is impeccable and they’re using it to great advantage.
Also, every time one of the cops hits the real Vince with a baton, it dissolves on contact as his nanomachines tear it apart to restore his body.  Vince is making the most of this, putting himself in the way of the blows and methodically disarming the police.
In minutes, over half of the police are unconscious on the ground, and the remaining seven have pulled back into a tight protective knot.  One of these is Peterson, bleeding heavily from his nose but looking otherwise unhurt.
“Get them out of here!” I shout at him.  “It’s only going to get worse.”
Vince laughs mockingly.  “What makes you think I’m going to let them go, toy hero?”
Instead of answering, I gesture, and the ceiling between the two groups erupts into flame, dropping chunks of burning tile even as it roars outward.  The Vinces and the police all recoil, and I shout again, “Get them out!”
At last, Peterson listens, and with a barked command leads a run for the door.  As he passes me, he shoots me a significant glance, but I have no idea how to interpret it.  Is he telling me to take Vince down?  To wait for backup?  To not accidentally set the unconscious cops on fire?  I need to get better at nonverbal communication.
As it stands, though, all I can do is follow through on the plan I came in here with.  It honestly wasn’t all that good a plan to begin with, and it really made a lot more sense when I pictured fighting Vince in some sort of empty building.  Also, I had hoped that there would be a lot fewer of him.  I didn’t know about the invulnerability trick before, either.  They say that no plan survives contact with the enemy, but this thing’s so far past survival that sticking with it at this point feels more like necromancy.
When the only tool you have is a hammer, though, everything starts to look like a nail. All I have is fire — and when you get right down to it, this building’s as flammable as any other.
“Come on, Vince!” I shout over the crackle of the fire.  “I don’t care how many of you there are.  I’ll take you all out!”
The Vinces circle slowly around me like a pack of hyenas, edging closer as they go.  From somewhere outside the circle, one calls out, “Oh, but Dan!  You haven’t seen all of my new tricks yet.  It’s not just how many of me there are.  It’s also how much.”
The ring of Vinces around me laugh at the look of confusion on my face.  Before I can figure out what he meant by that, I hear a quiet popping noise coming from the floor, and look down to see a spreading stain coming from one side of the circle, which has parted to let it through.  At the far end, I see the original Vince crouched down, fingertips pressed against the carpet.
Near me and closing in by the second, I see a nightmare.
Vince has clearly branched out from creating complete copies of himself, and learned how to make partial copies.  Rippling toward me, converting the carpet as it goes, is a horrifying pale mass of fingers, toes, eyes, hands and more, joined in a sickening pool of skin.  I have no idea if this organic carpet has any sort of intelligence, but it is clearly alive, as every limb, every digit, every organ is moving.
I flash the carpet in front of me into flame, halting its advance, but I’ve now cut my space in the circle in half, and the clones are dangerously close behind me.  Fire in front, street-fighting clones behind, and a writhing mass of flesh threatening to literally consume the entire building — at the very least, my plan can’t make things much worse for me.
I turn my back on the fire I’ve created and face the clones, arms at my sides, palms up.
“All right,” I say.  “Who’s first?”
In the movies, there would have been a moment of hesitation while they all looked at each other.  One of them would have stepped forward to begin the fight, and I’d start taking them on one by one.  Unfortunately, Vince has clearly seen the same movies and knows that that doesn’t work out in favor of the mob, as the eight clones in front of me all rush me at once.
I draw two lines of fire in wide arcs behind them, one on the floor and one on the ceiling.  This encircles them in a space about 20 feet across, trapping them in a relatively small area.  Of course, I’m also trapped in this area with them, but that’s all right; I was bait for this part of the plan.
Getting a firm grip on my backpack, I swing wildly at the nearest clone, catching him in the shoulder.  It’s not a particularly damaging hit, but since he had no idea that the backpack contained an oxygen cylinder, the unexpected force of it knocks him sideways into his duplicates, tumbling them into each others’ way for a split second.
He grabs for the backpack, but I’ve already pulled it back and tucked it tightly to my chest.  Then, shutting my eyes, I run backwards as quickly as I can.
For a moment, heat engulfs my entire body, and light flares against my squeezed-closed eyes.  There’s a crackle like brittle plastic being crushed right next to my ears, and the unpleasant smell of burning hair.  Then I’m through, stumbling backwards and colliding painfully with a desk which is thankfully not yet on fire.
Frantically, I check the backpack, but it seems to have survived the trip unharmed.  I think I’m all right, too, though parts of my skin feel a bit crisp and I can see that my arm hair’s been singed away.  The surface burn joins the still-healing nose, ribs, finger, skull and assorted bruises in the catalog of damage.  I’m starting to forget what it’s like to not be in at least mild pain all of the time.
There’s no time for self-pity right now, though, as the architect of most of that pain is bearing down on me now.  He comes in swinging, but I duck and clobber him with the phone from the desk, tangling him briefly in the cord.
He kicks for my knee as he frees himself from the obstruction, but it’s a glancing blow and, as stated, I’m getting used to powering through injuries.  Grabbing the computer monitor off of the desk, I bash it haphazardly against the side of his head, and my lucky shot connects; Vince goes down hard, cracking his face against the side of the desk on the way down.
Of course, three more clones are already on their way, and the desk is clear of large objects now.  I grab a cup full of pens and hold one threateningly in front of me.
A Vince laughs.  “What are you going to do, write a letter of complaint about us?”
I throw the pen at him, and as he reaches to swat it disdainfully aside, I explode it into the hottest flame I can manage.  He lets out a surprisingly high-pitched shriek, clasping his hands to his chest like an offended 1800s schoolmarm.  The other two clones, warier now, fan out slightly, working to surround me.
I sit on the desk and swing my legs over, twisting as I land on the far side to keep facing the clones.  Once there, I heave the desk over at them, setting it on fire as it goes.  They recoil, drawing back closer together, and I draw another ring of fire around them, hemming them in.  Obviously, any of them can break out the same way I did, but I’m hoping that the knowledge that there are others out there to stop me will cause them enough hesitation to stay put, at least for a little while longer.
I need to find the real Vince.  The air is becoming thick with smoke and hazy with heat, and fires are casting strange shadows everywhere.  If he escapes, this was all for nothing.
It’s possible that he already has.  He could have ducked out the back door as soon as I lost sight of him behind that second wall of flame.  If so, I’m wasting time with his doubles here while I should be chasing him.
He set this up, though, so I don’t think he’s gone.  He planned this as a showdown, and as far as he knows, he’s still winning it.  He’s got to still be here somewhere.
I try the quickest way I can think of to draw him out: taunting.  “Hey Vince!  You…loser!”
I need to work on my vocabulary.  Vince has a seemingly bottomless well of names to call me, and Regina did before him, too.  Meanwhile, pretty much all I’ve got is “loser.”  It’s kind of embarrassing.  I’m getting shown up by a two-bit criminal.
Repetitive or not, though, it works.  From somewhere in the smoke, I hear, “I’m going to watch you swallow your own intestines, Dan!”
Shoot, that’s really evocative.  I have seriously got to step up my game.
I start to walk towards where I heard his voice, but something’s wrapped around my ankle.  I look down, preparing to free it, and shout aloud wordlessly.
Vince’s horrifying human stain has been spreading, and has now come up behind me.  My ankle is caught in the grasp of a half-formed hand, a thumb and two fingers melting directly into a puddle of formless, freckled flesh.  An eyeball turns to look at me, and a mouth bursts forth to sink into the side of my shoe.  More fingers extrude as I watch, reaching upward and pulling hands behind them, clambering their way up my leg.
This is not a person.  You can burn it, says the logical corner of my mind, and for once the emotional part fervently agrees with it.  With a shudder of revulsion, I light up the writhing pile of flesh, and tear myself free from the burning mass as it flails, trying to escape the flames.  The smell of roasting meat rises from it, sickening me even as my mouth automatically waters.
I’ve left my right shoe behind, burning along with that section of the fleshpuddle, and my sock and pants leg are also on fire.  I slap at them with both hands, stifling the fire, as Vince laughs somewhere in the dimness of the station.
“Keep laughing, Vince!” I shout, then stop to cough as I inhale smoke.  “Keep laughing.  I’m coming for you!”
“Bring it, parasite!  I can do this all day.”
I kneel down on the ground and peer in all directions, squinting to see through the smoke.  I know Vince must be able to see me, judging by his laughter, so it follows that I should be able to see him, too.
At first, I see nothing but furniture, fires, the grasping limbs of the body pool, and the unconscious forms of the fallen cops.  Then, just as I’m about to give up, I spot Vince, crouched on the floor exactly where I last saw him.  He’s on one knee, his hands pressed against the floor at the origin point of the replicating mass.  His face is tucked into the armpit of his jacket to breathe, which means he isn’t looking at me right now.  This is perfect.
I break into a run — not toward Vince, but toward the cops.  The arms of the puddle grab for me as I leap over it, and the two spot fires I run through add to my burns, but I make it there successfully.
“I see you, Dan!” Vince calls out mockingly, and a clone lunges at me from the haze.  He slams a fist into my temple and I see stars, but there’s no immediate followup.  My vision clears and I see the clone stomping on the hand of one of the cops, who’s awake enough to have grabbed him around the ankle.  With the clone thus distracted, I swing as hard as I can with the backpack, cracking him across the side of the head.  He staggers to the side and, with the policeman’s hand holding his ankle in place, falls over.
The clone screams as teeth sink into his neck and hands clutch at his eyes, seeking purchase.  The flesh mass has closed the distance and is apparently unconcerned with friend or foe.  I start toward the clone to pull him out, but with a dozen cops on the ground and both the fires and the mass closing in fast, there just isn’t time.  I turn my back even as his screams choke off wetly.
I start dragging the nearest desk over to the cops.  The one who’s moving looks up at me.
“Can you get up?” I ask him, and he nods.  “Then help me make as much shelter as you can.  I’m — this place is about to go up.”
He lurches to his feet and grabs the other side of the desk.  As we pull it, he catches sight of the rapidly approaching pool of body parts.
“What — what –” he coughs, pointing.
“No time!  Pull this!”
“You’re surrounded, Dan!” Vince calls out, and I see that he’s right.  He’s brought the mass in on all sides, and we’re in the center of a circle no more than thirty feet across and shrinking quickly.
“No more time!  Uuuuupppppp!”
All around me, the mass bursts into flame.  At the same time, I torch as much of the ceiling as I can reach.  The tiles collapse, crashing to the ground, filling the air with smoke and dust.  I hear coughing all around me as I hold my breath and fumble with my backpack.
I can see the oxygen mask inside, already hooked up to the tank.  As I open the pack, though, the zipper sticks, trapping my fresh air just inches away from my grasp.  I tear at it frantically, but it won’t budge.  Finally, with a whisper, I melt the slider into slag and rip the pack open, jamming the mask to my face.
I inhale deeply, but get nothing.  It’s broken!  It’s empty!  I’ve forgotten to open the valve.  I twist it in desperation, and cool air flows into the mask.  I breathe in greedily.
So here I am, surrounded by fire.  Around me, the fires burn hotter and hotter as I feed them all I can.  Holding my breath, I press the mask to the face of each of the cops in turn, but I have no idea if it’s doing any good.  The one who was conscious has slumped back again, but at least he and several others are partially sheltered by the desk.
Hot debris rains down on my back, and I curl my body around the oxygen tank, protecting it.  With the mask to my face, I stoke the flames higher, stealing all of the oxygen from the room.  Everything is shimmering in a haze now, but I’m pretty sure I can see Vince collapsed face-down where he had been crouched.
I crawl over to check, rolling awkwardly through the burning fleshpool, burning my hands on the carpet.  It’s him, the original; I can tell by the bullet-tattered clothes, charred though they are.  He’s unconscious but not dead, dropped by the lack of oxygen.  My plan worked perfectly.
I look around at the raging inferno consuming the building I’m trapped in the center of, and amend my statement slightly.  Mostly perfectly.
I really could have used a step two to the plan, though.  This was as far as I’d thought.  I kind of figured getting out would be a little bit easier.
Abruptly, my entire body cringes in that momentary, all-over ice-cream headache that signals the removal of my powers.  With the mask held tightly to my face, I laugh hysterically.  Looks like you’ve successfully passed another challenge, Dan!  Everything is on fire.  Great work.  Way to save lives.
Over the demanding roar of the flames, I can hear sirens.  I hope they get here in time.



 
- Chapter Eighteen -
 
Firefighters have an incredibly tough job.  I mean, I know that’s not really much of a revelation, but I’d never really thought before about how much mental fortitude it takes to head into a burning, collapsing building.  Every cell in your body is screaming for you to leave.  To ignore that primal demand in hopes of saving someone else’s life?  That’s nothing short of amazing.
I have the idea to drag Vince over to where the cops are, so that the firefighters can get all of us at once if they got here in time, but I’m not able to drag him two steps before my ribs flare up and I fall to my knees, coughing.  So when the rescuers come charging in the front door a terrifyingly long few minutes later, I’m still curled up around my oxygen cylinder, unable to stop staring at the advancing fire.
When I hear them come into the building, I shout, “Over here!”  Or try to, anyway.  I stupidly draw in a breath outside of the mask, and get a lungful of soot for my troubles.  Instead of shouting, I collapse into another coughing fit.  It gets their attention, though, so I suppose it’s not the worst result.
The fireman who gets me to my feet tries to pry the backpack loose from my hands, but I’ve got it in a death grip, and after a second he shrugs and gives up.  “I’m going to support you to the door!” he shouts to me, over the hissing roar of the fire.  “Rodriguez will carry your friend!”
“He’s not my friend,” I wheeze, but the fireman just nods at me, so I don’t think I was understandable.  He helps me outside at a fast walk, shielding me from much of the fire with his body.  By the time we’re at the front door, I’ve got my lungs under control again.  The air outside is astoundingly cold, and I shiver as it hits me.
The fireman turns to go back inside, and I call out, “Wait!”
He turns and I say, “There are police officers down, unconscious in the back right of the main room.  Near the offices.”  My voice is still pretty raspy, but at least I’m audible again.
He nods and disappears back into the flames, moving at a quick trot.  An EMT puts an arm around my shoulders and guides me farther away from the building, saying something that I don’t process.
Peterson and the other six cops who made it out are there, pointing to Vince and various clones as they are carried out and arguing with the medical personnel.  Seeing me, Peterson breaks off and hurries over.
“Which one is the original?” he demands.  The EMT with me gives him a dirty look, but I point to where Vince is lying unconscious on a stretcher.
“We’re cuffing the others — if these people will let us do our jobs,” Peterson says, returning the EMT’s dirty look.  “But what do we do with him when he wakes up?”
I shake my head.  “He’s…I don’t think he can do anything anymore.  At least, I hope not.  I can’t.”
Peterson addresses the EMT directly.  “As I’ve been saying to your colleagues, this man is part of a gang that’s wanted for a large number of violent crimes, including attempted murder.  And now arson,” he says, jerking his head sideways to indicate the inferno behind him.  “So if I could please cuff him so that he doesn’t take someone hostage when he wakes up, I would greatly appreciate that.”
The EMT glares at Peterson for a moment longer, but says, “As long as I can treat him, do what you need to do.  At least he’s not as badly burned as some of the guys over there.”
“They’re violent criminals who just burned down the police station!  We can’t let them wander around just because they’re hurt.”
“You can’t handcuff someone with second-degree burns on his wrists, either!”
I sit down on the ground and lean against the ambulance, still cradling my oxygen tank absently.  Fire hoses spray torrents of water over the burning station, slowing the progress of the burn.  I watch as the firefighters carry out dozens of bodies; to my relief, nearly all of them begin showing signs of life within a few minutes of being carried clear of the fire.  All of them have burns, but from the looks of it, everyone might have made it out.
There’s a rattle to my right, and then a voice speaks.  “So, Danny.  Nice work.  You got me.”  This is followed by a second rattle as Vince shakes the wrist that’s handcuffed to the frame of the stretcher.
I ignore him and keep looking ahead at the fire, and after a moment, he continues.
“All it cost you was a police station, huh?  Not bad, not bad.  I wonder what those cost to rebuild?  A lot more than I ever stole, I bet.”
“You tried to kill me, Vince.  You tried to kill a bunch of people.”
Vince laughs, a harsh croak from seared lungs.  “Funny thing is, I can talk to you now.  There isn’t this fist of hate in my head when I think about you.  Guess I got it out of my system.”
I don’t have anything to say to that, so I stay silent and we both watch the fire.  Eventually, one of the police comes and wheels Vince’s stretcher away, and I watch alone again for a while.
Another EMT comes by to put a blanket around my shoulders.  She tries to take the oxygen tank from me, but I still haven’t relaxed my grip on it.
“It’s mine!” I tell her.
“Where did you get it?” she asks.
“I’m holding it for a friend.  I told her I’d return it.”
As she leaves, I realize that my left hand aches from having been curled tightly around the bag for so long.  I try to open my fist, but the fingers are locked in place, and I end up having to use my right hand to uncurl it.  The zipper teeth are branded across my palm in an angry red welt from where I gripped the metal during the fire, and my hand aches in the cold air.
I look at the bag stupidly for a minute, then twist the valve shut on the oxygen tank and hug the bag to my chest again.  I sit there watching as the water slowly defeats the fire, as the roof collapses and buries the interior of the building in rubble, as the policemen organize the wounded into friend and foe and allow the EMTs to take everyone away for treatment.
The fire is still burning slightly when they help me into the back of the ambulance.  I’m crammed in there with three of the cops who made it out before the fire started in earnest; they’re all a little banged up from the brawl, but they’re not burned and are therefore low-priority transport, like me.  We’re basically going to the hospital for a once-over so they can send us home with a clear conscience.
Partway through the ride, one of the cops leans over and says to me, “Do you have any idea what happened in there?”
Well, yeah.  It’s pretty straightforward.  An immortal man cloned himself a couple of dozen times and started a fistfight with the police, so to stop him, I set the entire station on fire with my mind.  Oh, and also there’s a terrifying semi-sentient puddle of body parts that’s taken over much of the floor, but that’s probably dead now.  If it was ever alive.
I’m still trying to think of a way to translate this into something normal when another officer says, “Leave him alone, Sean.  He’s in shock.”
“Sorry,” says Sean.
I don’t feel like I’m in shock.  It seems like the sort of thing I’d know about, certainly.  Doesn’t it?  I stare straight ahead, puzzling over this until we arrive at the hospital.  It’s not until an EMT taps me on the shoulder to guide me out of the ambulance that I realize everyone else has already left.  I might be in shock.
The EMT takes me to the waiting room, and the nurse at the counter gives me a clipboard with paperwork to fill out.  I take it back to a seat and stare at it emptily for several minutes before putting it down in my lap, still totally blank.  Then, with my left arm curled through the straps of the oxygen cylinder backpack, I fall asleep.



 
- Chapter Nineteen -
 
I wake up muzzily, unsure of where I am.  There’s a buzz of conversation around me, the draft of a large room, and an uncomfortable pressure in my side from the plastic arm of a chair — I must still be in the hospital waiting room.
I open my eyes and confirm this unfortunate fact.  Someone’s come and put a blanket over me, but that seems to be all of the attention I’ve received.  Across from me, a woman messes with the zipper on a burned backpack.
My oxygen tank!  I sit up abruptly, reaching out with a, “Hey!”
The woman looks up in surprise, and my still-awakening brain informs me that it is Dr. Simmons.
“Oh.  It’s you,” I say weakly.
“Thought I’d come to steal your backpack, Dan?” she asks with a smile.  “You remember that I’m the one who gave it to you, yes?”
“Trust me,” I tell her.  “I’ve spent a good bit of the last hour making sure that I had it to give back.  Hour?  Couple hours?  How long was I asleep?”
“It’s just after four now,” Simmons says, so yeah, a couple of hours.  She holds up the blackened and burnt backpack.  “Also, this is how you return things?  You’re never borrowing my car.”
“Hey, you told me not to blow myself up with it!  I’m not blown up.  It’s not blown up.  Great success.  Anyway, what kind of shoddy hospital are you running here where patients sit in the waiting room for hours and no one comes to take care of them?”
“One: I don’t run this hospital, Dan.  And two,” she glances at the floor at my feet, “the people who do run it only consider you a patient once you’ve filled out your paperwork and let the nurse know that you’re here, so that they know to call you.”
I look down as well.  At my feet sits the clipboard with the still-blank forms on it, having slid off of my lap sometime during my nap.  “Ah.  That would explain it.”
“Fortunately, for you I will make an exception,” says Doc Simmons, standing up and slinging the backpack over her shoulder.  “If you’ll come with me?”
I unfold myself painfully from the chair.  “Why do I get the feeling that this is more about you drawing blood and less about my health and well-being?”
“Because you are an astute individual, Dan.”
“Fine.  Lead on, Dr. Acula.”
Simmons gives me a quizzical look.  “Ah, it was funny in my head,” I say.  “Write it down later, you’ll get it.”
Half a dozen vials of blood and a couple of skin scrapings later, Simmons has her samples set aside and is bandaging up the worst of my burns.  “These really don’t look so bad, all things considered,” she remarks.  “The backpack’s in worse condition.”
“They were a little bit worse when I got them, I think, but I still heal from surface stuff like this pretty easily.  They’ll probably mostly be gone by tomorrow or the day after.”
“That’s good.  Incidentally, have you been near a mirror yet?”
“No, why?”
“You’re going to want to get a haircut.”
I raise my hands to the sides of my head and feel around.  The hair feels crisped at the ends all over, and I can feel bare patches of skin in several places at the back.  “Right.  Looks like I’m buzzing it.”
“Do you want me to do that for you?  We have an electric razor here, and I can see the burned patches to avoid them better than you’ll be able to.”
“A doctor who gives haircuts?  What is this, bringing back the Middle Ages?”
“Dan, say thank you to the person who’s about to wield knives near your head.”
“Thank you, Dr. Simmons!” 
 
- - -
 
With my nemesis dispatched, my oxygen tank returned and my hair freshly cut, I’m feeling like a new man.  A still fairly beaten-up man, but on the whole things are looking a lot better.  This feeling lasts as far as the hospital lobby.
I’m heading for the doors and freedom when I hear a familiar voice, and look over at the admissions desk to see Peterson talking with the nurse on duty, who’s looking at her monitor and shaking her head.  I start to slink out the doors before I remember that I came clean with  Peterson and I’m not avoiding him anymore.  It’s apparently going to take a while to get that message to my automatic systems.
Instead of making my escape, I call out, “Officer Peterson!”
He turns and regards me.  “Mr. Everton!  I was just looking for you.  I’d like to talk.”
I wince.  “All right, but seriously, could you smile or something when you say that?  You’re coming across as pretty grim and ominous.”
“My station burned down, my friends are injured, and there is an impressive mess to clean up.  You do not want to see my smile right now.”
“Noted.”
“Would coffee make this less ominous?”
“It would, thank you.”
We adjourn to the cafeteria and take a table in the corner.  Despite the addition of coffee, Peterson still looks pretty grim.  He turns his cup around in his hands several times, staring at me, before beginning.
“I’m about to have to tell a lot of lies to a lot of people, Mr. Everton.  Both for the sake of making them sound accurate and for my own peace of mind, I’d like to know the truth.”
“I mean, you know most of it –”
“Tell me what happened after I left the building.  In detail.”
I step him through the fight as best as I can remember it, emphasizing my efforts to subdue but not kill with the fire.  “Except for the body blob,” I say, shuddering again at the image of the wave of grasping hands and teeth.  “That, I set directly on fire and never regretted.”
That gets a smile from Peterson, and he’s right — it looks feral and not at all reassuring.  “Understandable.”
“I am sorry about the extent of the damage.  It would have been easier to burn off all of the oxygen with Vince in a smaller room, but he was right in the middle of things and I had to ramp the fire way up.”  I’m starting to babble, so I take a deep breath.  “The building’s a total loss, huh?”
“It looks like it, yes.”  Peterson takes a long drink from his coffee, then sets it back down.  “But all of the officers are alive and accounted for, so I’m willing to accept it.”
He takes another drink, tilting the cup almost all the way up.  “If Vince turned as much of the building into that flesh mass as you say, I have some phone calls to make, if you’ll excuse me.”
“Sure,” I say, but I must look as puzzled as I feel, because Peterson continues, “Bones don’t burn up in a standard fire.  With all of the arms, hands and teeth you described, do you know what that mess is going to look like to the investigators?  A slaughter, one of unprecedented proportions.  And of course, they won’t match up to full bodies.”
I picture the trail of burned bones literally carpeting the floor and shudder.  “What are you going to do?”
Peterson shrugs.  “Pass it up the chain of command, mainly.  The advantage here is that this is so impossible that people will be willing to cover it up rather than try to make it make sense.  But I need to get started before someone says the wrong thing to the wrong person, and suddenly we’ve got headlines reading “HUNDREDS OF BODIES FOUND IN POLICE STATION MASSACRE.”
As we stand to leave, Peterson says, “Thank you for trusting me, Mr. Everton.  In the event that something like this should come up again, I hope you’ll remember that I am on your side.”
“Yeah, I know.  Thank you, too.”  We shake hands, and Peterson heads for the doors.  I finish my coffee and follow after.
Leaving the hospital, I check my phone for messages.  I have a text from Brian asking how I’m doing, and a missed call with accompanying voicemail from Matt.  I stare at that one for a long moment; it’s not going to be pretty, but I should probably just rip the band-aid off and deal with it.
“Out of the hospital,” I text Brian.  “Got anything going on tonight?”
“It’s my weekend,” he writes back.  “Movies?”
“My couch is fried.  Your place?”
“Rock it.  Now?”
“Need to go home for fresh clothes, but sure.”
“Pick you up from there, then.”
Plans thusly made, I amble to the bus stop to catch a ride home.  After a minute, I take my phone back out and reluctantly check my voicemail.
“Dan, this is Matthew.  It is currently 1:25 on Wednesday afternoon.  Please return this call as soon as you get it.”
I sigh and call Matt back.
“Dan!” I don’t know how he manages to sound both upbeat and regretful at the same time, but he does.  “We need to talk, I’m afraid.  Can you come in to Børger?”
“How about tomorrow, Matt?”
“I’d really like to handle this as soon as possible.”
“Sure, and I get that.  But I’ve just been released from the hospital.”
“The hospital!  Dan, are you all right?”
“I’m gonna be, yeah.  But I could really stand to not deal with this right now.”
There’s a pause before Matt says, “All right, Dan.  We can do this tomorrow.”
Shoot.  I’m fired again, aren’t I? 
 
- - -
 
When Brian arrives to pick me up, he makes a big show of looking me over.
“I like the new haircut, man.  You’re still never gonna be pretty, but at least you’re making an effort.  Ladies appreciate that.  Looks like you’re trying too hard on the scar thing, though, you know?  They like ‘rugged,’ and you’ve gone straight to ‘car crash.'”
I laugh.  “No, what happened was that Doc Simmons discovered that I’m like Samson — my hair contains all of my power.  So she shaved it all off to study it.  The rest of the damage is just from trying to get away from her when she came at me with the clippers.”
“Dude,” Brian says earnestly, “I could 100% believe that.  You don’t ever want to be between her and whatever she’s focused on.”
We drive to his place, bantering about nothing in particular, and settle in for movies which serve much the same purpose: they provide a comfortable background in which to disengage.  My healing may fix my physical damage at a faster rate than normal, but I’ve been getting pretty relentlessly pounded mentally, too, and it feels fantastic to be able to relax, take a deep breath and know that nothing’s coming after me.
For now, anyway.  I’ve still got no idea what triggers the powers, or why.  The doc has shown me what’s causing the powers, but how did I get the nanomachines in the first place?  Why do they come with a nemesis, and why does that person have such unreasoning hatred for me?
I’m still just a bacterium on some scientist’s slide, stuck beneath a microscope.  At least now I recognize that, though.  I’m starting to understand the scope of the experiment, if not the reasoning behind it or its ultimate goal.  That’s progress of a sort.
“You spacing out over there, man?” Brian asks.  “No shame if you’ve gotta bail early.”
“Nah, I’m wide awake,” I tell him.  “Just thinking about the powers.”
“Yeah, so those are totally gone again?”
I focus on the pizza box and gesture upwards.  It remains resolutely unburnt.
“Gone.  Although,” I tear off the advertising flyer from the top of the box, crumple it up and cup it in my left hand.  Staring fiercely at it, I steadily raise my right hand and whisper, “Uuuuuppppp!”
My right hand is past my head before the paper starts to smolder at the edges.  I keep going, and at full arm extension, a tiny bit of fire licks out from the corners, like I’ve just touched a match to it.  I blow out the ball of paper and drop it back onto the pizza box before it gets too hot to hold.
“So that’s basically what I’ve got left of it,” I say, and then notice that Brian has his hand to his face and is laughing silently.  “What?”
“Dude, just get a lighter like everyone else.  You look ridiculous.”
“Haters gonna hate!” I say dismissively.
“Oh yeah, I’m totally jealous of Strike Anywhere, the human matchstick!”
“Hey, I’d watch a movie about Strike Anywhere.  He sounds like an awesome action hero.”
“…yeah, okay, me too.” 
 
- - -
 
Another movie later, the pizza is gone and I’m running out of steam.  It’s barely even 10 o’clock when Brian drops me back off at home, but I am definitely ready for bed.
It’s no warmer in the house than it is outside, which makes sense, since the windows are still open from my effort to clear out the burned-couch smell.  I’m a lot less comfortable in 40 degree weather now than I was a couple of days ago, though, so I pull on my coat and turn on the thermostat for the first time in a few weeks.
As I’m going around closing all of the windows, I pass by the gaping hole Vince made in one of the walls.  It hadn’t occurred to me at the time, but at least he picked an interior wall to make his clone out of.  I’m still going to have to do a bunch of work to fix it, but I don’t have to deal with an opening to the outside in the mean time.  It’s not much of a silver lining, but I’ll take it.
The furnace has grumbled to life and is reluctantly pushing warm air through all of the vents by the time I have the windows closed, but I still keep my jacket on until I’m in my bedroom and ready to strip down and crawl under the covers.  With as warm as I’ve been lately, I’d forgotten how nice it feels to be wrapped up in something cozy.  I trade my jacket for the comforter of my bed, and from there slide swiftly into sleep.
My sleep is troubled by dreams of fighting amidst fire, but partway through the battle it segues from a first-person view into a cinematic look at Strike Anywhere, gun for hire.  Watching his exploits is much less troubling than living them, and I manage to sleep through the night and wake up refreshed.
I drag out the process of making and eating breakfast for as long as I can, but all too soon, it’s time to face the music.  I pick up my phone and dial Matt’s number.
“Morning, Matt.  I’m sufficiently recovered for our talk.”
“Would you like to come in and do this in person, Dan?  I can be at Børger in an hour.”
“Level with me, Matt.  Is there any chance that that’s going to make a difference?  Or is this a one-sided conversation here?”
Matt sounds genuinely hurt when he says, “Dan, no conversation is one-sided.  I’m very willing to listen to what you have to say.”  He pauses, but when I say nothing, he sighs and continues, “You’re right, though, that I can only see one way this ends.  Dan, I’m going to have to let you go.”
“Yeah, I kinda figured.”  It still stings, though.  I actually liked that job.  I was enjoying myself.  I was even willing to put up with B-Rock for it.
“For my own curiosity, can you tell me what happened?  You clearly got caught up in something.”
“I was — sort of assisting the police in something.  An investigation and apprehension.  In a contractor kind of capacity.”
Matt’s skepticism is clear in his voice.  “Then why did you threaten to steal B-Rock’s car?”
“Why did I what?!”
“When B-Rock called me yesterday, he told me that in the middle of your shift, you demanded his car, threatened his life and stormed out.”
That slimy jerk.  “Wow.  No, what I said was this was a life or death situation, and could I borrow his car.  When he said no, I called for a pickup, and he gave me a ‘you’ll never work in this town again’ line.”
“Hm.  Maybe he misunderstood.”
“Yeah, maybe.  Hey, Matt?  I know I’m the employee on the way out, and you’ve probably got to take this sort of thing with a grain of salt — but you should get rid of B-Rock.  He’s a petty tyrant, a bully of the worst sort.  He was lousy to me the entire time I was there, he’s lousy to the other employees, and now he’s lying to make me look worse.  He’s bad for the Børger image.”
“Why didn’t you say anything about this when it was going on?”
“Because I thought I could deal with it?  Because I liked the job, man.  Everything about Børger was awesome except for him.  I had too much to lose.  But if I’m out now anyway, then I’ve got nothing to lose, and maybe I can help someone else.”
Matt sounds doubtful.  “All right.  I think this may have just been a personality conflict between the two of you, and not an endemic problem.  Still, I’ll keep an ear open.  Thank you for expressing your concerns, Dan.”
“It was good working with you, Matt,” I say sincerely, and hang up.  Seriously, how am I feeling so much regret about getting fired from a job flipping burgers?  I really should have gotten a sample of his blood so the doc could test it for nanomachines.  I’m pretty sure it would come back clean, though.  He’s too genuine.
I put the phone down on the table and shake my head at it.  Is what I said about B-Rock really going to make any difference?  Almost certainly not.  Still, even if nothing’s likely to happen, at least I gave it a shot.  Without trying, it’s certain that nothing will ever change.
I’m dangerously close to getting philosophical over a fast food job.  I head to the computer before I can go too far down that path, and start looking up information on drywall repair.  Philosophy is all well and good, but if my folks come back into town before I’ve got that fixed, I’m going to find myself contemplating the metaphorical nature of the universe from a cardboard box on the street.
As I’m looking at online paint-matching tips, I sigh.  This superhero gig is not as glamorous as I had been led to believe.



- Afterword -
 
Well!  Here we are at the end of book two.  Dan’s life is – improving?  He might disagree with that, but at least he’s certainly not stuck in a rut.  That’s improvement in my book, and since this is my book, Dan’s got to deal with it.
When I wrote the first book, The Reluctant Superhero, I didn’t really have a broad plan for the entire series.  I wanted to write a story about a guy with powers that were as much affliction as they were ability, kick him around for a while, then leave him not much wiser than when he started.
So I did that!  And I was told by readers in no uncertain terms that this was no way to treat a perfectly a good character, and that I should pick Dan up from the gutter immediately and further his story.
And so, as I said, here we are.  The whole series will span five books in the end; I’ve got the broad strokes of the plan mapped out, and now it’s just a matter of filling in the details.  Details like characters, setting and dialogue.  You know.  Small things.
As always, the next story in the series, Infectious Thinking, is going up in weekly installments as a serial at http://experimentserial.wordpress.com.  Please pop by, read it, and give me your thoughts!  Or you can email me at baronmind@gmail.com, if you’re not into the whole WordPress thing.  Whatever works!
This is about the point where I should tell you to sign up for my mailing list, but I don’t have one of those set up.  So, sign up for my “being my friend” list.  My friends always know when I have new stuff coming out.  I’m very vocal about it!
 
Micah Edwards 
October 2016
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He should probably narrow his focus. He’s also probably not going to.



Table of Contents
- Prologue
- Chapter One
- Chapter Two
- Chapter Three
- Chapter Four
- Chapter Five
- Chapter Six
- Chapter Seven
- Chapter Eight
- Chapter Nine
- Chapter Ten
- Chapter Eleven
- Chapter Twelve
- Chapter Thirteen
- Chapter Fourteen
- Chapter Fifteen
- Chapter Sixteen
- Chapter Seventeen
- Chapter Eighteen
- Chapter Nineteen
- Afterword
- About the Author


cover.jpeg
MAKING
FRIENDS

'X@@Yiment =

g 2
B
sy A
B4
X b -

b

Micah BeEdwards





