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THE FUNERAL
“I didn't want all this,” Charlotte Green said.
“I know,” Force said. She put a hand on the older woman's shoulder.
Protectors Tower usually stood alone in a sea of grass, a glass and steel anomaly on the plains of middle America. Over a hundred miles from the nearest town, no roads led to the tower. No phone or power lines marched, pole to pole, over the prairie to connect the tower to the world. Power generation was internal and communications were conducted by a satellite in geosynchronous orbit dedicated to the needs of America's premiere superhero team.
Designed and built by an earlier generation of heroes, the tower was placed in the middle of nowhere so that any attack on it would not endanger civilians. The idea had proved sound on several occasions. Transportation to and from the tower was by personal flight, for those who had that ability, or in flying Protectocars.
Force had always winced at the name “Protectocars,” but it was an established holdover from the early days of the team and she had to live with it.
Today the tower seemed less lonely on the plains. Sections of folding bleachers had been set up nearby, and in addition to Protectocars flying in and out of the site, helicopters brought the many congressmen, senators, and other Washington sycophants and hangers-on who wanted to be seen at this important event. Soon a helicopter would disgorge the President of the United States, who had decided to make a speech.
The past and current members of the Protectors roster gathered together in one area, along with other members of the hero community. They talked in low, respectful tones. Later, when the civilians were gone, they would gather in the tower, tell war stories, drink, and take advantage of this rare chance to talk to their peers without having to uphold their heroic public images.
The politicians, lobbyists, congress members and their staffs, along with a few foreign dignitaries, stood stiffly on the other side of the bleachers. Looking at both groups, Force was amused that the heroes looked like a gathering of circus performers next to a business convention.
Charlotte Green stood apart from everyone. Force had decided to stay with her as much as possible during the day. All the activity; the heroes, the politicians, the impending arrival of the President, was for the funeral of Charlotte's father.
Charlotte knew Horace Green only as a severe and largely absent father. She believed that he worked for an insurance company, one that sent him away for months at a time. Only when he was over ninety years old, and he grew unable to control his powers, did Charlotte learn the truth.
Force knew Blue Bolt, legendary superhero and founding member of The Protectors, as a teacher, a mentor, and a friend. He was old fashioned, a product of the World War Two generation for whom right and wrong were absolute. He was very hard on the young heroes at the Academy. When he did give out a sliver of praise, it felt the same as a gushing waterfall of approval from anyone else.
Charlotte and Force had talked for hours, when Force could get away from her duties, and had been unable to figure out how Horace Green and Blue Bolt could be the same man.
“Beth, where are you?” The voice of Force's husband came through her implanted communicator.
“I'm with Charlotte,” she replied.
“You have to talk to Sanders before I send him falling into outer space. We're at the podium.”
“All right, don't do anything rash until I get there,” Force said. She turned to Charlotte. “Bill needs me. Are you all right?”
Charlotte nodded. “I just want it to be over so I can go back to normal life.”
“Soon,” Force said. “I'll be back.” She made her way towards the podium. A day that should be dedicated to remembering one of the greatest superheroes was turning sour, and all because of Greyson Sanders. What had him in a huff now?
Force remembered her earliest days as a Protector when the super team was independent, supported by its richest members and by income from licensing their names and images for movies, TV shows, and toys. After an attack by Eviltronn in 1997 almost destroyed the tower, they had started accepting direct government funding. They were still left largely able to do their work as they saw fit, until the Department of Homeland Security came into existence. The Protectors were placed under DHS control and Greyson Sanders was sent to oversee them directly. From then on every detail had to be cleared by Sanders.
As she walked she checked the sky to see Condor circling high above the crowd. He was keeping an eye out for any villains that wanted to take advantage of the occasion. Of course, there were also going to be about a dozen Blackhawk helicopters in the vicinity while the President spoke, but the Protectors didn't leave the security of their tower up to outsiders.
Inside the tower, Mercury Man monitored all electronic traffic for anything suspicious, and Myragga Eastwitch scanned the minds of all present for evil thoughts.
The Secret Service had insisted on following all its usual procedures at a public appearance of the POTUS, though the head agent had been heard to mutter, “How can we make sure that no one is carrying a weapon when these people ARE weapons?”
The podium had been set up on a small stage in front of the bleachers where the Washington crowd was meant to sit. It faced away from the bleachers, so the attendees would be looking at the back of the President and other speakers. The more important audience was the crowd of TV cameras that had been set up to carry the ceremony to the world.
Blue Bolt's coffin sat, draped in an American flag, over the grave where the superhero would rest. The flag stirred in a breeze, then lay still. Force sent a brief thought to the old hero, wherever he had gone. He wouldn't have liked all this fuss any more than his daughter did.
“Mrs. Hollison,” Greyson Sanders said as Force neared the podium. He marched up to her, twitching his thin lips and looking as officious as he knew how. He insisted on calling Force and Graviton by their legal names. Secret identities were another casualty of DHS control. Even if their names were not released to the world, all Protectors had to have complete files with names and biometrics on file with the government.
“Maybe you can talk some sense into your husband,” Sanders went on. “I make a simple request, and he goes ballistic.”
“You want ballistic, Sanders,” Graviton said, coming up behind the Homeland Security liaison, “I can arrange it. I can shoot you like a cannonball into the next state.”
“I log all your threats in my reports to the Secretary,” Sanders sniffed.
“What's the problem, Mr. Sanders?” Force asked.
“The podium must be moved,” Sanders said. “I specifically requested that it be placed in front of the first set of bleachers.”
Force looked around. The podium had been placed on a stage exactly the height, width and depth that Sanders had requested. The Presidential Seal had been placed on the front of the podium with Sanders supervising.
The television networks placed their microphones on the podium and wired them to their cameras and other equipment. Since they couldn't bring their usual satellite trucks to a place without roads, they had been allowed to tie into the tower's satellite dishes. This gave Mercury Man a migraine as he complained bitterly about the possible hacking of all the tower's systems.
“We don't have much time before the ceremony, Mr. Sanders. Why didn't you notice this before?”
Sanders tried to make himself taller than he was. “It is not my job to notice when my instructions are not followed,” he said. “This ceremony will not take place until the podium is correctly placed.”
Force couldn't figure out why Sanders was being even more annoying than usual. She looked at the bleachers behind the podium. The congress members and other suit-and-tie crowd had mostly taken up the seats in that set of bleachers. The colorfully clad heroes were filling up the other set. What did it matter where the podium was?
Force's communicator beeped. She put a hand to her ear and waved at Sanders to wait. “Yes?”
It was Graviton. “Condor has spotted the president's helicopter.”
“Ok.” Force then told Sanders, “Your boss is almost here. We don't have time to move the podium.”
“YOU HAVE TO!” Sanders screamed. “I am in charge here, and I say it has to be moved!”
“Since when are you in charge?” Graviton asked. He arrived and floated with his feet inches above Sanders' head. “If I give myself three or four Gs you'll be in charge of Flatland.”
“Mr. Sanders,” Force said. She took him by the arm and moved him away from under Graviton, giving her husband a disapproving look. Graviton shrugged and settled to the ground. “Why is this so important? Maybe there is some other way to fix the problem.”
“He can be in front of Congress any time,” Sanders said. He gestured at the Washington people in the bleachers. “Today he must be in front of the heroes.”
Force glanced at the bleachers. “Then I have an idea,” she said. She walked to the bleacher section where all the heroes sat.
“Jennifer,” Force said to one of the Academy cadets who was acting as an usher. “We need to make a switch. The heroes need to be in the other bleachers, and the congress members here.”
Jennifer was a blond eighteen year old who could shoot lasers from her eyes. She wore the silver and blue cadet uniform. “You want me to tell the whole Congress to move?”
“Pretend they're the henchmen of Galaxos,” Force said with a smile. “Just don't singe them too badly.”
Jennifer did an excellent job, along with other cadets. Despite blustering and objections from the Washington big wigs, the two groups switched bleachers. Some of the retired heroes had to be helped. The Amphibian, who was eighty six years old, used a walker, and some others used canes. Even the oldest had come in their costumes, even if they had to have new costumes made for bodies that were more stout and less straight than in their primes.
The gossip rags would probably make fun of these old heroes, but Force thought they all looked great. She knew their histories and how many times they had each saved the world.
“Is that acceptable, Mr. Sanders?” Force asked when everyone was settled in their new seats.
“It will do,” Sanders said. He still didn't look happy, but he never did.
Graviton had done an investigation once, to find out what had made Sanders qualified for his job. The only thing he could find that made Sanders the best man to be a liaison to a group of superheroes was that he was the son of one of the President's classmates at Yale.
“He's here,” Graviton said over the communicator. Sanders got the same message from the Secret Service. They both turned and saw the Presidential helicopter landing on the roof of the tower.
The ceremony finally got under way about fifteen minutes later. Graviton and Force sat on either side of the podium. Force checked with Charlotte before going to her seat. Blue Bolt's daughter looked a bit lost among the Washington group. She told Force she would be fine, though it was clear she was trying not to cry. Everyone around her was there just to be seen at an important television event, and didn't care at all about the man who was being buried.
Charlotte had prepared a speech about her father but when Sanders turned the funeral into a media event, she had decided not to read it. If the press knew who she was, her life would never be normal again.
Just before the President was to be announced, Force's communicator bleeped and Condor's voice shouted “Incoming bogey!”
Quickly she formed a force disk and stood on it. Graviton swooped by and picked up the disk, with her on it. They flew, or actually fell, into the sky.
Every hero that could fly took to the air. Active Protectors who didn't fly scrambled for Protectocars. The Secret Service passed the word of the alert to the Blackhawk helicopters hovering in the area. They all turned to face the incoming, unknown flying object.
It was incredibly fast. It flew over the tower leaving a sonic boom that Force could feel in her bones.
“Wait! Wait!” Mercury Man said over the com. “It has a Protectors ID! In fact, it's...oh my God.”
“What is it?”
“It's code number four.”
Force exchanged a look with her husband as they hurtled through the air. “I thought he was dead,” she said. There were six founding members of the team, and with Blue Bolt gone, they should all be dead.
Number four was The Living Jet.
“Do not fire!” Graviton communicated to the team and the helicopters. He signaled to Force that he was taking them down.
The flying figure circled around and throttled down his speed. Force couldn't believe it. She hadn't seen The Living Jet for over ten years. It was thought he went down in the battle with Eviltronn. His body was never recovered, but when Eviltronn kills, there is nothing left but a cloud of atoms.
All the heroes landed and crowded around the Jet, who had come to Earth next to the podium. Force leapt off her disk and made it vanish, then ran to him.
She got into the center of the circle and he was there. He looked exactly the same. He was the image of the iconic superhero, with the chin and the rugged good looks and the muscles. His dark blue and grey costume clung to him as tightly as ever. He still had dark, slightly curly hair. He was, in fact, the hottest man Force had ever known. She had a crush on him long before she had married Graviton.
“Jet!” she shouted, and he swept her up in a huge hug.
“What is the meaning of this?” Greyson Sanders said, struggling to get through the crowding heroes.
“This is the Living Jet,” Force said. “One of the founding members.”
“Does he have clearance?” Sanders asked. “He will have to leave unless he has been cleared by the Secret Service.”
“He's had clearance since 1956,” Graviton said as he arrived. He put out a hand. “I can't believe this,” he said.
The Jet shook Graviton's hand firmly. “I leave for a few years and they put a snot-nosed kid in charge.”
“Mr. Jet,” Sanders said. “This is highly irregular. You should have arrived for security clearance two hours before the ceremony.”
The Living Jet turned his blue eyes on the DHS liaison. Then without a word he walked past Sanders towards the bleachers.
* * *
“I don't know,” The Living Jet said when Jennifer asked why he looked exactly the same as he had fifty years before. “I can't tell you,” he said when asked where he had been for over ten years. Then he looked at Graviton and said, “Later, you and I have some things to discuss.”
Graviton sipped his whiskey and nodded. He was among the core membership of the Protectors, past and present. Jennifer and a couple of the other top cadets had been allowed to join the group.
This was the real memorial ceremony for Blue Bolt. Deep in a sub basement of the tower, in a room that was secure from electronic bugging and strengthened to withstand almost any kind of attack. A room with a well stocked bar.
The Amphibian drank beer but most of the others had something harder. Graviton thought about the above-ground ceremony. About half way through he had realized why Sanders was so intent on placing the President in front of the heroes. It was the President's silver and blue tie. Those were the Protector colors. The man was trying to look like a superhero himself. He did the same thing with the military, trying to make himself a hero just by being seen with real ones on TV.
They didn't talk about Blue Bolt at first. The Jet started telling stories of the old days. Some of the other old timers chimed in with details.
“That little cemetery out back, where we put Bolt today,” the Jet said, “was necessary back then. We took secret identities seriously. If we lost a member we often didn't know who he was. We announced his death in the papers, and if no one claimed him in a few days, we put him out there.”
“Are you coming back?” Crimson Cowl asked.
The Jet shook his head. “I have learned a lot in the last few years,” he said. “I will tell Bill what I know in private, and he can decide whether to pass it to the rest of you. I have learned that good and evil are not as clear cut as I used to think. The worst villains wear suits and ties, not skin tight costumes.”
That gave Graviton a start. He had been thinking along the same lines recently. In his darkest moments, he wondered if The Protectors were fighting the right people. Though he and Force never talked about it, he knew that they both had questions about a bright, beautiful Tuesday morning in 2001 when they had been ordered to take s to northern Alaska to look for a possible new hideout of Galaxos. They had lost communication with the tower and by the time they returned, the events in New York and Washington D.C. were over.
The Protectors looked somber and the cadets looked uncertain. No one replied to what the Jet said. They sipped their drinks.
The door opened and light spilled in from the hallway. Force entered. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” she said, “I know this is unusual, but I would like to bring someone in who was very close to Blue Bolt. This is Charlotte Green, Horace's daughter.”
Charlotte entered, looking unsure of herself. The gathered heroes didn't know how to react. Civilians were never allowed in this sanctum of sanctums.
The Living Jet sprang to his feet. He went to Charlotte's side. “I held you when you were a tiny baby,” he said.
“I don't remember that,” Charlotte said.
“Of course not,” The Jet said. “Horace decided to remove you and your mother from our world to protect you. I last saw you before you could walk.”
“I used to see you on TV,” Charlotte said. “I read some of the superhero comics too, though I liked romance comics more.”
Force said, “I talked Charlotte into coming down here. She has something to read.”
“I don't really think I should bother these important people...” Charlotte said.
“There is no one more important than Blue Bolt's daughter at his funeral,” the Jet said. “Everyone listen.” He sat down again.
Charlotte opened her hand and unfolded a piece of paper. It had been folded and re-folded many times.
“I have learned a lot about Blue Bolt since coming to Protectors Tower a month ago,” Charlotte said. She glanced at the paper but clearly knew what it said by heart. “I was told of the time he dug a well in an African village with one energy bolt.”
“I saw that,” Crimson Cowl said.
“I heard about the time that the villain The Trapper had all of the Protectors in devices that canceled their powers. Blue Bolt talked his way out the trap and rescued all the others.”
“That was Bolt,” The Amphibian said. “Smart as a whip.”
“Maybe I can tell you a few things about my father, Horace Green,” Charlotte said. He could be very severe and unyielding. However he was very generous at Christmas and on my birthdays. He usually wasn't there, but he always gave me wonderful gifts.”
“Christmas 1968,” The Living Jet said. “We were in the lost city of Ir. Horace was very upset that he couldn't get back.”
“Thank you,” Charlotte said. “That helps. I think the greatest gift he gave me was a love of reading, and of learning. Our house was full of books. I learned a lot more reading at home that I ever did in school.”
“He would take books on missions,” The Amphibian said. “I never understood it, but hey, I live under water, books don't last long down there.”
“So thank you all,” Charlotte said, tears starting to roll down her cheeks. “I'm glad he had such good friends.”
“To Blue Bolt!” The Living Jet said, raising his glass.
The heroes all raised their glasses and said, “To Blue...”
Graviton stood up. “To Horace Green!” he shouted over everyone.
There was a moment of silence. Then a thunderous chorus came from the assembled Protectors, former Protectors, and cadets.
“TO HORACE GREEN!”
Dream Tunnel
Part One
He slept in a bunker, a place he found that offered protection from RPGs and snipers. He was closer to a road than he liked, any of the passing vehicles could hit an IED.
At the same time, he rode in a humvee, on another useless patrol. They rode the same section of highway every day, but the bombs were never cleared, the danger never gone.
He lost contact with his unit. His brothers, for whom he would give everything. He didn't know where they were. He betrayed them by not being there to take whatever the hajjis dished out.
He rode with his brothers. It was another boring, terrifying patrol. The heat was ever present. He didn't even sweat, the heat just sucked water and life directly from his body.
He crackled with thought. He could fight if he knew where the enemy was. They were never there, though. The bombs were planted in the darkest hours of the night. Those who planted them were far away by the time the humvees or tanks set them off. The snipers shot from unseen perches. Women and children were bombs, persuaded by others to strap on vests and find a crowd.
He could fight in a way that no one understood. He could make them die. If he knew who the enemy was. If he found his unit he could protect his brothers and turn his weapon on the enemy.
Everyone would die. It would be over.
He slept in the tunnel, with Los Angeles commuters rushing by in their cars. Only a few of them noticed a human form under a filthy blanket. They had other things to think about, jobs to get to, and lives to live. There were thousands like him. The commuters saw them so often that they were invisible.
* * *
“Goodness?” Randall Moss asked. “That's all he said?”
“Yeah,” Marcus Slater said. “Then he just ran away. I seen some weird crap in L.A., but that kid was up there.”
“I'm heading into the third street tunnel,” Randall said. “I'll lose the signal.”
“OK,” Marcus said. “Catch you later.”
Randall drove one of the Knighthawk vans. He spent the night working on the recordings he made at the dry cleaners in Glendale. He was sure that finding the owner of the hideous voice would lead him to something big. He still couldn't trace the location, though.
Randall hung up the call by touching a button on his Bluetooth earpiece. He felt a little like Locutus of Borg with that thing attached to his ear, flashing a little red light. He supposed it wouldn't be long before the same function would be performed by an implant under the skin. Then humanity would be even closer to assimilation.
The third street tunnel was a good quarter of a mile long, with bare cement walls and a sidewalk on each side. It was one way only, towards the west. Randall drove through it so often that he was usually through it before he even noticed. It was a plunge into darkness, and then a flash into light, with thoughts of his latest software or his new son, or of Sharra, the lady lawyer he had been seeing quite often recently, filling the boring length of the tunnel.
So when the light of the sun came back Randall just thought that he had exited the normal way, where third street would go up the hill and he could turn towards the office building where many of his programmers worked on the latest Mossoft game. They had something exciting planned for the new type of motion sensing game controllers.
But the sun was brighter than he expected, more intense. He was also hit with a wave of heat through the open window of the van.
And a car was stopped right in front of him.
Randall hit the brakes. The van slid, tires screaming on the pavement. It slowed down enough to almost avoid hitting the car. Not quite, though. It hit with a solid thunk.
Whiteness obscured Randall's vision and something hit him in the nose. An explosive whoosh filled his ears.
Air bag. No one ever told Randall that it would hurt. He sat back as the bag deflated and rubbed his nose.
Another car screeched to a halt behind him. He waited for the hit, but it didn't come. The car stopped in time.
“What the godamned hell!” a woman's voice shouted. Randall undid his seat belt and opened the van door. He stepped out. Something wasn't right. it was too hot, and the sun was brighter than he had ever experienced.
“What are you doing!?” the woman screamed at him from her car. She honked loudly.
“Get this piece of crap out of my way!”
Randall walked back towards her. He should have seen the west end of the tunnel as he looked back. He should have seen buildings built on top of the hill that the tunnel cut through. He should not have gritty sand under his feet. There was something very wrong.
All he saw was a flat sandy landscape that stretched from horizon to horizon. The road wound its way through, a ribbon of cement in a world of sand. This was not downtown Los Angeles.
“Do you hear me?” the woman shouted. “Move it! I have to get to a meeting!” Then she saw Randall walking towards her. She immediately rolled up her window. The car was a gray Lexus, just a year or two old. The woman had the well groomed looked of the female corporate executive.
As Randall got closer she frantically dialed her cell phone. She looked at him with wide eyes. She had clearly not seen all the things wrong with the landscape. All she saw was a black man from a van moving towards her.
“I'm calling the police!” she shouted.
Randall just turned and went back to the van. Let her figure this out for herself, he thought. Besides, he wanted to make a call of his own. He opened the van door and picked up his own cell phone.
It had no bars. The screen said, “No service.” If he was out of the tunnel, he should have bars.
The Lexus pulled around the van and sprayed sand over Randall as the wheels spun in the soft earth just off the road. It had trouble moving forward, but it got past the van and then the car that Randall ran into.
Randall looked back at his phone. He shook it a little, knowing that wouldn't help at all, but hoping for some magic to make it work.
His brain didn't know how to process the sound that came from the road. It was too loud. He didn't experience it as an explosion at first because the explosions he knew from movies and TV were only as loud as the volume being played. This was a sound louder than he ever heard before.
He didn't expect the hot wind that washed over him, filled with sand, either. Sand got into his eyes. He dropped to his knees. Sand was in his mouth also. He spit but it was still there. His eyes burned. He fought the urge to rub his eyes with his hands. He knew that could make things worse.
The road that his knees touched was very hot.
What was this? Where was he?
No answer came. After blinking rapidly, feeling tears on his cheeks as his eyes tried to wash themselves clean, Randall could see a little better. He got to his feet. He turned to see what had happened.
Something was on fire just ahead of the car in front of his van. Randall slowly moved in that direction.
The car his van had run into was a Toyota Prius. Randall couldn't see anyone inside.
The front half of the Lexus was burning. Randall looked for the woman. She was still sitting in the driver's seat. Or rather, a human shaped thing, blackened and cracked, was there. Flames crawled over it.
Randall just barely managed to keep his breakfast down. He leaned over and a rope of drool fell to the sand, but with an effort he didn't throw up.
What was going on? How did he get here?
Whatever was going on, the woman in the Lexus proved that this was a dangerous situation. He needed to get out of here.
Which way was out? He could walk back the way he came, but all he saw there was open road. If there were bombs in the road, would walking be any safer than driving? Also, he would die of thirst out there, in this heat. The same for going forward.
Whatever was going on, this place could kill. He would be safer if he wore, say, a suit of armor.
The Knighthawk suit was under an equipment console in the black van. Someone could enter the van and never know it was there. Randall had been driving one of the vans almost every day, instead of one of his many other cars. It was unlikely that he would run into a situation that required him to wear it, but he had designed it with his childhood love of comic books in mind. The hero was always ready to spring into action.
Marcus was using the other suit fairly often these days, but Randall had never completely retired from the hero game. He tried to be really careful, he had a son and a woman in his life and he had to be responsible to them.
He had also discovered that a billionaire could do a lot more heroing with his money than he could as an individual crime fighter. Kids who had a community center to go to, a neighborhood jobs program, and could get small loans for legitimate businesses were less likely to become criminals.
What was going on here required the suit, Randall thought. Not that it would have protected him in the kind of explosion that killed the Lexus woman, but it might help with any other dangers.
Normally it took a while to get the suit on and check all the systems. He figured he could do some of the checking as he went along. He got the basic systems running in about fifteen minutes.
Knighthawk stepped out of the van into the heat and searing sun. Hmm, Randall thought. The suit is normally hot, I may be in trouble in this kind of heat. If it's too bad I will take the helmet off for a while.
A whining sound came at him from his left. Something clanged on his helmet.
“Get down! Get down!” someone shouted. Two men crouched as they ran past him. The sound of gunfire was all around him. Randall tried to crouch and run like they did, but the Knighthawk suit wasn't really meant for that. He followed the men, soldiers, around a corner in a wall.
Wall? He was in a different place than before. Instead of the open landscape and ribbon of road he was in a city, with buildings made of light colored brick.
“Where is he?” another soldier shouted. Gunfire, now so rapid it must be a machine gun, filled the air.
“Take him out! Take him out!” somebody shouted.
“I don't know where he is!” another shouted.
The soldier closest to Randall threw a grenade in the general direction of the machine gun fire. The stuttering clatter of the machine gun disappeared into the explosion.
Then it started again.
The soldier who threw the grenade swore. He turned to Randall, “Jerry,” he said. “You OK?”
Randall didn't know how to respond. He didn't know if he should respond. Wasn't accepting the reality of a hallucination a further step into madness?
The soldier looked so earnest, Randall had to nod. The soldier was in desert camo, and loaded down with equipment of all kinds. He had goggles strapped around his helmet, ready to pull down when needed. Under all that, his face was so young.
Randall had carefully designed all his weaponry to be non-lethal. There wasn't much he could do to help these soldiers. Besides, he was in downtown L.A. He was in the third street tunnel. There was no war going on in the third street tunnel.
Bullets from the machine gun pummeled the wall around the corner, inches from Randall's head. The Knighthawk suit was designed for street fighting, not war. He wouldn't survive machine gun fire for long.
Why was this hallucination happening to him? Marcus was the one who had actually been in wars.
* * *
The entrance to the tunnel was sealed off by the cops by the time Marcus got there. Two patrol cars blocked it and wooden barriers had been put across it.
Traffic was backed up back to Alameda. He left his BMW in the stalled traffic and walked towards the tunnel.
There was some seriously wrong crap going on here. Randall told Marcus he was going into the tunnel and in just a few minutes a news report on the radio said that there was a big accident blocking the tunnel. Frantic calls to Randall's cell phone were diverted to voice mail.
“Move back, sir,” a beefy cop said. He eyed Marcus suspiciously. Cops always eyed Marcus suspiciously, even the African American ones. Something about him read “perp” to them.
“I think my friend is in there,” Marcus said.
“We're handling it,” the cop said.
“He's my boss, I should help if he's hurt.”
“Move back, sir. No one allowed in the tunnel.”
Marcus moved away. There was no arguing with the cop. Maybe he would get a chance to sneak into the tunnel.
As he stood there, angry and impatient, a large, swarthy man got out of a small bus and started swearing at the cop for not letting his bus through. It wasn't enough of a diversion, though. There were five other cops manning the barriers.
Marcus tried the cell phone again. Voice mail.
* * *
“You're mom's going to freak,” the blond kid said. “You didn't even graduate yet.”
Randall spun through realities. He had been on a patrol in a humvee, in a tent eating one of those military meals in a bag, and now he wasn't in the war at all. He was back in Southern California, some suburb in the desert, sitting at an outdoor table at a hot dog franchise.
In each place, he watched, but he was also part of the scene. The soldiers called him Jerry. He was still in the Knighthawk suit, but no one reacted to that, they treated him like another soldier. He couldn't speak as himself, tell them he wasn't who they thought he was.
“I thought they didn't take supers.” Two teenagers sat at the table with him in this suburban scene. This one was shorter than the blond and a little pudgy.
Jerry was angry. Randall could feel that. “I ain't no super,” Jerry said.
“The second teenager leaned closer and said, “OK, but when you told me about making out with Linda? Man, I was there. I could feel it, see it. That's some kind of power.”
Jerry wanted to strike out. He knew he could do it. He never asked to be different. He had to be careful or people would see and feel what he talked about. He knew he could reach into them and hurt them. He held it in. He was no super. He didn't want to hurt his friends.
He made damn sure not to tell the recruiter anything about his powers, if they were powers.
“When do you have to go?”
Two days, Jerry thought. Two days and I am so out of here. How am I going to tell mom?
* * *
Jerry slept in the only home he had left, the only shelter he could find. His mind cascaded through his tours, his visits home, and his months in the hospital. It was all mixed up, but the one thing he held onto was that he had to find his brothers. He had to protect them, as they protected him. When he found them, he would strike out at the hajjis. He would kill them all.
* * *
Randall was back near his van and the burning Lexus. He didn't feel or hear Jerry in his mind any more.
There had to be some explanation for all this. If Randall could learn who Jerry was, he might be able to figure out what was going on. He needed to get out of this illusion or at least communicate with the real world.
A streak of light entered this strange reality. It came over his van and the Prius, then circled around and came back towards him.
Landing next to him, the light turned into a man, in a stark white costume with a sunburst on the chest. Sun Man, Randall thought, that young hero who has been on TV recently.
“Whatever you are doing in here, villain,” Sun Man said in a melodramatic voice, “it stops now.”
“Whoa, kid, I'm not...” Randall said, then stopped as the white-clad hero fell to the ground. Randall kneeled next to him. “You all right?” he asked. He touched the hero's arm and felt that the young man was shivering.
“So cold...” Sun Man said.
Dream Tunnel
Part Two
“I should get back to the Society,” Mike said after a reasonably comfortable night on the couch and a delicious breakfast of leftover rice and beans.
Mireya sat on the other side of the table in the kitchen while her mother did dishes. “Are you really sure about those people, Mike?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
Mireya wiped her hands on a napkin and looked uncomfortable. “You said yourself, it was strange that people in New York were talking about Sun Man on TV before you even woke up that morning.”
“I was in the news,” Mike said.
“But why?” Mireya asked. She looked directly into Mike's eyes. “You helped us with the bread container at three o'clock in the morning. Who knew to be in downtown L.A. to film you?”
Mike shrugged. “Cameras are everywhere these days.”
“And the name Sun Man? You said last night they picked it for you.”
“I was Starman until some old lady on the bus told me that was the name of a movie.”
“Why don't you stay here?” Mireya asked. “We'll help you find a job and a place to live, and you could really help the neighborhood heroes.”
It was hard to deny her anything. He couldn't even look away when she talked to him. She was also pretty hot. She was no Missy, but still hot. He felt his face warm up as he thought about being with her.
He hadn't thought of Missy since he left the Society building on Friday. But Mireya had been in his thoughts ever since he first saw her walking up the side of a building.
“I'm Sun Man,” Mike said. “I'm going to be a bigger hero than your little gang here. I might even be in The Protectors someday.”
“I see,” Mireya said. “Well can the big hero spare one more day? We meet every Sunday, discuss business, and have a party. I'm sure your Society can wait a little longer.”
“If it means more of your mom's cooking,” Mike said, “I'm in.”
It was a pot luck superhero meeting. They came to the door wearing brightly colored costumes and carrying casserole dishes, chips, and soda. Some of the costumes were very professional looking, like the man in a red and white outfit with a cowl. Some of them looked home made, or even thrown together from thrift shop purchases.
The man in red and white was very fit, the image of a superhero down to the firm chin. Others would never make a comic book cover. There was a lady with a mass of gray hair sticking out from under her mask, and a pink costume that fit too tightly over her large rear end.
Mike wore his costume. Mireya told him that this was the formal meeting and everyone was in full gear. Only when he started smelling the delicious aromas coming from those casserole dishes did Mike realize that he wouldn't be able to eat. Even if he could show his face to all these people, he didn't have a simple mask to take off. He would have to get naked from the waist up to be able to eat anything.
Mireya's brother Hector came in. He wore only jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt. Mireya gave him a brief hug.
“Were you on TV?” a voice asked. The pink-clad lady looked Mike up and down. She held a paper plate piled with something gooey looking.
“Uh, Yes,” Mike said. “I'm M-, er, Sun Man.”
“Pink Poppy,” she said.
“Ah,” Mike said.
“Nice costume. Is that a Walters?”
“Who?”
Pink Poppy looked surprised. “Walters Costume Company.”
“Uh, no,” Mike said. He had seen a costume catalog at the Society. Was it Walters?
“Did Mrs. Morales make it?”
Mike had learned that Mireya's mother made many of the costumes for the neighborhood heroes.
“No,” Mike said. “Did she make yours?”
Pink Poppy snorted. “Why pay someone when you can find what you need at the Salvation Army? Except the mask, I cut that out of an old jacket.”
Mike was going to politely say that her costume looked nice, but he was spared from lying when Anthony, or Lodestone, came into the crowded living room of the little house, trailed by Dennis. Dennis picked up a cat that was occupying an armchair and sat down. The cat looked startled at first, but then settled down in Dennis' lap.
“Everybody!” Mireya called out. “Quiet down, everybody!”
There were six neighborhood heroes, plus Dennis and Hector. This wasn't a huge number, but they took up all the chairs, with four squished together on the couch. Mike stood, feeling uncomfortable, near the door.
“I'd like to start,” Mireya said, “by introducing a visitor...”
“Hi, Sun Man,” everyone said, almost in unison. Everyone except the red and white character, who folded his arms and frowned.
Mike smiled a little, though he knew they couldn't see his face. He waved. “Hi,” he said.
“Anthony?” Mireya said. “Will you give us your report?” She sat down on one of the arms of the couch.
Anthony stood. His Lodestone costume was light blue, with white around the wrists, ankles, and neck. It hung on his skinny figure loosely, bagging around his rear end. He had a mask in the same blue and white that tied behind his head.
“We're still getting attacked by villains everywhere we go,” he said. “If we stop a drug deal, or respond to a robbery, anything. They come out of nowhere.”
“That bastard Faster gave me a real lump on the head the other day when he knocked me down,” Pink Poppy spoke up.
“I fought Hard Target AND The Cleaner yesterday,” Anthony said. “Or more accurately, I ran away. All I did was wrap a chain link fence around this guy who has a warrant out for him. Before I could call the cops the villains showed up.”
“Is that why HE'S here?” asked the white and red hero. He glared at Mike.
“Are you requesting the floor, Petaurista?” Mireya asked.
Petaurista reluctantly stood and said, “I request the floor.” He had an accent that Mike couldn't place.
“Keep it short,” Mireya said, “and we discussed your volume issues before.”
The red and white clad hero grimaced and then focused again on Mike. “Do we really need some fancy downtown hero to help us? All he'll do is make the big league villains notice us.” When he gestured, Mike could see the costume included membranes attached between his wrists and ankles.
“Seems they noticed us already,” Pink Poppy spoke up. “Or what do you call Faster and his friends?”
“Look, I'm just here because Mireya asked me to stay...” Mike said, anger rising to meet Petaurista's hostility. What kind of name was that? Mike thought.
“Poppy, Sun Man,” Mireya said. “Petaurista has the floor. Are you done, Petaurista?”
“I'm just saying, what if Void comes after us?”
The name sent a shock through the room. Everyone looked nervously at each other.
“Who's Void?” Mike asked.
This caused another shock, this time of surprise. Petaurista burst out laughing. “You're supposed to the big hotshot,” he gasped between laughs. He sat down among his surprised colleagues.
“Sun Man hasn't been in town long,” Mireya defended Mike. “I haven't had a chance to tell him the whole situation here.” She looked a challenge at the group. “Now is there any other business?”
Dennis blurted out, “Dennis Man!”
“Yes, that's right,” Mireya said. “Dennis is formally changing his superhero name to Dennis Man.”
The heroes all nodded, as if this wasn't the stupidest thing they had ever heard. Mike couldn't believe these people could call themselves heroes and still string along a retarded kid like he was normal.
“Do you people ever DO anything?” Mike blurted out. “Or do you just talk?”
“Are you requesting the floor, Sun Man?” Mireya asked.
Was she really going to make him follow their stupid rules? He looked at her and she just let her question stand. Everyone else was silent.
“I request the floor,” he finally said.
“Go ahead,” Mireya said.
“Does this group actually do anything?” Mike asked. He kept to himself questions like, “How the hell can you call yourselves superheroes with home made costumes, stupid names, and no real powers?”
Petorista or whatever his name was began to stand up, anger twisting the lips beneath his cowl.
Mireya gestured to him, and he reluctantly sat down.
“Perhaps we can answer your question best by actually showing you,” she said, turning to Mike.
Then she said to the group, “I move we adjourn to the front yard.”
There were no objections. Everyone stood up and started moving towards the front door of the house.
“If this is over, I'm going back to my hotel suite,” Mike said as Mireya passed him.
She put a hand on his arm. “Not yet,” she said. She went outside. Then Hector passed and gave Mike one of his patented glares.
Mike was the last one through the door. When he saw what was going on, he stopped dead in surprise.
The tiny front yard, a patch of sandy soil with a little bit of brown grass here and there, was covered with people. There were mothers carrying babies. There were very old people. There were kids, and even dogs.
Mireya and the rest of the neighborhood heroes moved out among these people and started talking to them.
Pink Poppy talked to a glassy eyed mother, who looked to be about seventeen years old. Her baby howled.
Mireya said a few words to an elderly lady who leaned on a walker.
Lodestone started talking to a young man who wore a sleeveless t-shirt.
Mike walked up to Mireya. “What's going on?” he said.
“They know we meet every Sunday , so they come for help.”
“And what are you doing for abuelita here?” Mike asked.
“She lives alone, she just comes out every Sunday to have someone to talk to.”
“She needs a superhero for that?” Mike asked. He waved at the old woman. She smiled without teeth and said, “Muy Guapo.”
“She thinks you're handsome,” Mireya said. “Or at least your costume is.” She pulled Mike away from the crowd, then turned on him.
“It isn't always about the powers, Sun Man,” Mireya said. She was clearly angry. “We help them in any way we can.”
“What if someone needs your wall walking while you're talking to granny?”
“Then I will get a phone call and I will go.” She produced a tiny cell phone from an unseen pocket in her costume. “That doesn't mean I don't talk to granny.”
“Just seems a waste, is all.”
“Helping people is never a waste.” Mireya pushed past Mike and disappeared into the crowd.
As he watched her, he felt a tug on the legs of his costume. He looked down to see a girl of seven or eight. “Can you get my kitty?”
“Uh, sure, little girl,” he said in his best superhero voice. “Is he up in a tree?”
“No, stupid, he's on the roof of my house.”
Mireya's voice called out, “Sun Man!” Mike turned to look. He felt the tug again.
“You coming?” the girl asked.
“Um, I...” Mike said.
“I got this one,” a woman's voice said. “Mireya needs you.” It was one of the neighborhood heroes, a short woman in a violet costume who he barely noticed during the meeting.
“Do you fly?” Mike asked her.
She shook her head. “I'm a house painter.” She took the little girl's hand and walked towards an old truck that was parked on the street. Two extension ladders were mounted on the back.
“Oh,” Mike said.
Mireya called again, “Sun Man!” Mike turned and walked in the direction of her voice. When he found Mireya she was talking to a skinny teenaged boy.
“There you are,” Mireya said. “This is Miguel, he is the reason that I really hoped you would stay today.”
Miguel looked Mike over. “He can help?” he asked.
“He brought his bike last week,” Mireya said. But we didn't have anyone with super strength at that meeting.”
What bike? Mike thought, then he saw it. It was a beat up old street bike, nothing special. Mike would have called it trash, actually. The bar that goes between the rider's legs was bent in the middle. The bike was clearly not functional.
“Can you fix it?” the kid asked.
Mike almost told Miguel to just go get a new bike. He stopped when he saw Mireya's look. “How did this happen?” he asked.
“My brother hit it with a tire iron. A lot.”
That explained that. “It's worth a try, kid,” Mike said. He turned on his light. Mireya and Miguel stepped back and shaded their eyes.
Mike picked up the bike with both hands. He put a hand on each side of the bend. With his powers working, the bike felt light, like a toy. He pulled back and felt the metal bend back into place.
He placed the bike back on the ground. It looked more or less normal, but not quite right.
“Gracias!” Miguel said.
Mike held up a hand. “Not done.” He didn't even know how he knew that he could straighten the bar further, realign the metal, make it as good as new. He did it anyway.
He gripped the metal bar of the bike, and ran his hand along it. The metal was putty in his hands. He smoothed it into position, until it looked like it had never been bent.
Mike stood back and looked at his work. “You'll need to repaint it,” he said. “And tighten the brake cables.”
Miguel smiled broadly, and with about a dozen more graciases, grabbed the bike and pedaled away.
“You were great!” Mireya said.
Mike turned off his light. It did feel kind of good to help someone like that. It wasn't a big dramatic rescue, but it felt good.
“You do this every week?” he asked Mireya. “You should get some reporters down here to write a story about it.”
Mireya's sunny smile turned cloudy. “You have a lot to learn,” she said as she walked away.
Women. Mike never could figure them out.
* * *
Hector stayed real late that night, as a few of the neighborhood heroes, in regular clothes, chatted and watched movies. One was a Spanish language spy movie that Mike couldn't understand at all. Hector kept looking at Mike, as if making sure there was a lot of distance between him and Mireya.
I have a hotel suite, Mike kept thinking. And people who are helping me become a world class hero. Why am I still here?
Another night on the lumpy couch was interrupted when Mireya shook him awake. It was early morning, with soft light coming through the windows.
“What?” Mike asked. Mireya just dragged him into the kitchen. A small TV on the counter showed the news.
“...tunnel is blocked off, causing major traffic backups downtown. The police have not issued any statement about the cause, but they...oh my God.”
The camera swiveled from the young female reporter to the mouth of the tunnel. Trees flanked the entrance, and the mirrored glass of apartment buildings was directly above. The tunnel entrance was...
Mike glanced at Mireya. “What is that?” he asked. She shrugged.
The tunnel entrance was filled with a...bubble...a membrane...something. Something that pulsed, and moved. It came further out.
“No one knows what is happening inside,” the reporter said, “but a number of cars went into the tunnel and have not come out the other side. The bubble is also visible on the west side of the tunnel.”
Mike hadn't noticed Mireya leaving until she came back. She laid the Sun Man costume on the kitchen table.
He looked at her, and nodded.
She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Buena suerte, my downtown hero,” she said.
He followed her directions: Take the ten freeway east, near where it meets the five is a warehouse district with many little stores. The tunnel is built through a hill that is buried under tall apartment buildings. He poured on the speed as he flew, and got to the area in just a few minutes.
The traffic backups were his clue that he was getting close. Then the lights of police cars and fire trucks. Also, many news vans with their tall microwave antennas.
People started to see him and wave as he got closer. He heard a few people shouting, “Sun Man!”
He flew directly over the head of a police official who tried to make him stop. The man shouted curses as Mike ignored him and headed directly into the tunnel.
The funny thing was, he couldn't see the bubble that was shown on TV. Past the police barriers was just the tunnel entrance. It was tall; even a semi trailer could get through this tunnel. Several cars were stopped. He spotted a black van that had run into the back of a Prius.
Then he saw a car burning. He couldn't tell what kind of car. He turned to look at it more closely.
A tall, ominous figure in some kind of medieval knight outfit stood near the car. Here we go, Mike thought. I'll just defeat this guy and the legend of Sun Man will have it's first major success.
“Whatever you are doing in here, villain,” Sun Man said in a melodramatic voice, “it stops now.” Mike landed and, without really thinking about it, turned off his light.
The villain held up a hand and said, “Whoa, kid, I'm not...” The voice sounded mechanical.
Mike was cold. The truck bounced on the badly maintained road. It was dark. Cold. The helmeted heads of soldiers around him were kept down. They all hugged themselves and shivered.
Mike was still in his Sun Man costume, but he was no longer in a tunnel in downtown L.A. He was in a military truck. A truck which hit a hole in the road and sent a shock through his spine.
A voice that sounded like it came from a mile away, a voice like a robot, said “You all right?”
“So cold...” Mike said.
Dream Tunnel
Part Three
The bubble was bigger than the tunnel now. It had consumed a police car that wasn't moved in time, along with a number of police barriers. It was taller than the tunnel also. Marcus looked up at the balconies of expensive apartments where satellite dishes sprouted like mushrooms. Only a few people were on their balconies, looking down at all the activity. Many of the residents were probably watching the news on TV to see what was happening right below them.
Was the bubble entering the lower apartments? Had it enveloped any people, or had the authorities evacuated those apartments? Marcus didn't know, and he didn't think the police would answer any questions. That wasn't his problem, anyway. He needed to find his boss and friend, Randall Moss.
Randall's last words on his cell phone were that he was entering the Third Street tunnel. No calls, text messages, or email had gone through since then. Randall didn't turn up at the company offices where he was scheduled to meet with programmers.
A few minutes earlier, the superhero Sun Man flew right through the bubble as if it wasn't there. The police shouted at him to stop, but the shining hero ignored them. Marcus was tempted to try walking through it. If he got through the bubble, he might find anything in there, from a fire to an alien, airless landscape. He learned long ago that entering a location with no idea what was there was the surest way to die.
Marcus had one hope. He was pretty sure that Randall was driving one of the black vans, with the special equipment. If his boss was in trouble in there, Marcus hoped, he was facing it not as Randall Moss but as Knighthawk.
* * *
He was freezing cold, and he had to pee really bad. The truck rolled through the night. None of the other soldiers said anything, they just kept their heads down, pulled their uniforms tight and shivered.
When they got on the truck in Kuwait it was hot, hotter than he had ever experienced. Shortly after they crossed the border the sun went down and the heat went away. Everyone on the truck was new, straight from basic. They were being shipped to war.
No, that wasn't right. He had never been in the army. He was Mike, the superhero Sun Man. He had enormous powers. If he could turn his light on he could fly right out of here, wherever here was. He reached for his light, but it skittered away.
Jerry put his head down, like all the others. The truck hit a hole in the road and sent a shock through him. He was freezing, and he had to pee really bad.
* * *
The kid, Sun Man, was out. Randall tried shaking him and even slapped him lightly on the face. He flew into the tunnel, full of superheroic arrogance, then collapsed shortly after his feet touched the ground.
Strangely, Sun Man kept muttering that he was cold, while Randall stood under the desert sun, baking in his Knighthawk suit.
“Look at them bastards,” someone said.
Randall turned to see who was talking. The scene had shifted. He leaned against a big armored vehicle. Soldiers in desert camo walked by, and others drove by in Humvees.
“You know they make over a hundred grand a year?” the same someone asked. It was a soldier with dark brown hair who crouched next to Randall.
“I know,” Randall heard himself say, though he didn't say it.
The soldier looked at a group of men who had just pulled up in a humvee. Some of them opened doors and jumped out. It was easy to call them soldiers, but there were subtle differences between them and the others.
The men wore billed caps with a company logo on it. They didn't have official US military patches on their desert camo outfits. They still carried rifles and side arms, though.
Randall crouched down next to the other soldier, as best he could in the Knighthawk suit.
He wanted to ask the soldier where they were, though the word “Iraq” kept impossibly entering his head. He knew he was in the third street tunnel in Los Angeles.
He couldn't do anything on his own. He seemed to be replaying the memories of someone else, someone named Jerry.
The soldier scraped the butt of his rifle in the sand. He blocked the escape of a nightmare creature, some kind of spider as big as a man's palm. The thing was almost the same color as the sand. It turned away from the rifle butt, and the soldier let it go for a while, then blocked its new path.
“Those things will eat your whole leg off at night,” Jerry said through Randall. “They inject something in you so you won't feel a thing.”
The soldier shook his head. “You believe that you're stupid,” he said. “You know what I want to do when I get out of the army?”
“Get laid about a hundred times?”
“After that.”
Jerry shrugged.
“I want to be one of them.” The soldier looked again at the contractors. “Look at their humvee. Up-armored. Do we get that?”
He forced the spider thing to turn around completely and head back the way it came. “They kill hajjis all day long and no one tells 'em to stop. They roll down the highway firing out the back just for fun. AND they make five times more than we do.”
Randall felt Jerry saying, “I get out you couldn't pay me a million to come back.”
“You'll always be here,” the other soldier said, standing up. He pointed at his head, “when you close your eyes, when you try to sleep. You'll never get out.”
The soldier walked away. Jerry wanted to squash the spider thing with his boot, but its camo was better than his. It had been obvious a moment ago, now it was gone.
* * *
A cockroach made it's way along the cast on Jerry's right arm. It wasn't in a hurry, it was just checking out the scene.
I'm not Jerry! Mike thought. He lay flat on his back, his head held still. He could barely see the cockroach or anything else except ceiling tile. At least the urge to pee had faded away.
“Your brain was knocked around inside your skull like a clapper in a bell,” some doctor told him. Where was that? He had flown on a plane for a long time, been in a place for a while, then been on another plane for even longer.
The ceiling had a big hole in it, with ragged drooping edges.
Mike tried to turn on his light. All he did was grunt in frustration.
Whatever the doc meant, his brain did feel scrambled. He kept jumping around inside his memories. No, Jerry did. Who was Jerry? What was happening? Mike had never been in the army. Mike was a superhero. Why couldn't he even stand up?
The cockroach disappeared out of sight. Mike tried to see where it went. No, Jerry did.
“Help!” Mike shouted.
No help came.
* * *
Why isn't this happening to Marcus? Randall thought. He would know what to do in a war zone. I'm a computer geek. This is not a first person shooter, it's a real war. Or the memory of a real war. Judging by the woman in the Lexus, it was real enough that people who died didn't put down their controller and go get a drink and some snacks before trying again. They really died.
The key was Jerry. Who was he? Where was he? Had he transported Randall and the others to another place or were they still in the tunnel?
“I thought you were out,” a woman said.
Randall found himself sitting on a couch. “I got a letter,” he said as Jerry. The couch was in a small, simple living room.
The woman was in her forties and looked worn and tired. She had faded blond hair. Randall remembered her green eyes sparkling when Jerry was a kid. Then with the years and the bills and the dead end jobs, the sparkle died. “They said two years, you've already done more than that.”
Jerry was both scared to go back and happy. He had left buddies behind, his brothers. He needed to go back, to help them get out. The soldier he talked to once was right. The war was always there, behind his eyes. California was an illusion projected over the real world of fighting and blood.
They called it stop-loss. Jerry knew a lot of guys who been yanked back when they thought they were out, even for years.
“I'll be all right, Mom,” Randall said.
Jerry's mother cried, but Jerry was thinking of finding his brothers.
* * *
Jerry slept, pulling his filthy blanket closer. It was chilly in the bunker, but that was a relief from the Iraqi heat. He went to war, came home, and went back. He didn't have a home. He was in a tunnel, no, a bunker. It was safe there, it was never safe anywhere.
Jerry had always denied to himself, and to the rest of the world, that he had a special ability. It was nothing as dramatic as what superheroes and villains did. It was easy to hide, though he had lost friends who experienced it and freaked out. He could take people into his memory and let them live there for a while. They saw, heard and smelled the things that he did.
He had trouble thinking, since the roadside bomb turned his brain to fragments.. He was sure he had never used the power since he left the war.
If he ever left.
* * *
The Lexus was still burned out, with the blackened skeleton of the woman in the driver's seat. Randall found himself once again next to the endless road, with his van, a Prius, and the Lexus where he last saw them.
Sun Man still lay on the ground. He was breathing, but beyond checking for that Randall didn't know how to help him. He could carry him, but to where?
The sun beat down, making the Knighthawk suit very hot. Should he take it off? In the suit, he might die of heatstroke. Outside of it, he wouldn't survive being shot.
Randall circled around, trying to find more information, or another person. The first thing he found was a bald man in a suit and tie, with a Toyota car key clutched in his hand. He lay on his belly in the sand. Randall checked him, there was no breathing here.
Randall tried to turn the man over. The sand was soaked in blood, a lot of it sticking to the man. The Prius owner, probably shot through the chest.
“That's my dad,” the voice of a young woman said.
Randall looked up sharply. She was standing nearby. She was maybe fourteen, with straight dark hair. She was wearing the L.A. public school uniform of a white shirt and dark pants. She sniffled and rubbed the sleeve of her shirt against her eyes.
“I'm sorry,” he said.
“We tried to walk out of here,” she said. “Dad said we should walk straight back, the way we came in. He said we had to still be in the tunnel.”
Before Randall thought of a reply, she added. “It didn't work. We came back to the car, then Dad fell over on his face and won't get up.”
“I'll try to get you out of here, but I don't know how exactly,” he said. A superhero is supposed to sound more confident, Randall thought.
The girl nodded. “Are you in a comic book?” she asked.
“Not yet. I'm new.”
“OK,” she said, then she fainted.
Randall tried to wake her, then decided to carry her to where Sun Man was. Might as well have everyone together. As he put her down, the white-costumed superhero stirred.
“Welcome back,” Randall said.
“What?” Sun Man put his hand to his head.
“You passed out.”
“Did not,” Sun Man said. He quickly stood up, then looked around. “Where are we?” Then he noticed Randall, in the Knighthawk suit.
“You're the villain who's doing all this!” Sun Man said.
“No, I...”
“I will defeat your nefarious plan!” Sun Man shouted.
“Were you Jerry?” Randall asked.
“Huh?”
“While you were napping. Did you seem to be part of the memory of an army veteran named Jerry?”
Sun Man shook his head. “I was in a hospital. Terrible place. Cockroaches, holes in the walls, mold...then they couldn't find my paperwork so they said they couldn't treat me.”
“He was wounded. That might explain some things,” Randall said. “Oh, and I'm not the villain here. I'm beginning to think there is no villain.”
“There has to be,” Sun Man said. Then he pointed at the teenaged girl lying on the ground. “Who's that?” he asked.
“I didn't get her name.”
The engine of the humvee roared as they bounced over the rough road. Randall bounced on a hard seat in the back.
Soldiers surrounded him. They looked tense.
But they weren't all soldiers. He saw the teenaged girl, looking even more scared than the soldiers. She was in the front seat.
Sun Man was also there, on the far left of the back seat.
“Hey,” Randall said to Sun Man. The hero didn't answer.
He tried the girl. “Can you hear me?”
She looked back and nodded.
“Are you Jerry?” he asked.
She looked confused, then said, “I was before. I was shouting at people and pointing my gun at them, but they didn't speak English. I felt like my name was Jerry. Now I don't.”
“The trouble with that is,” Randall said, “if you're not Jerry, then you're someone Jerry knew. People he saw die.”
“Like my Dad?”
Randall nodded. “He's bringing all of us into this one, so it must be important. But he doesn't have as much control over three minds as he does with just one.”
* * *
It wasn't a truck this time, it was smaller. A humvee. Mike sat in the back seat, surrounded by soldiers. Jerry's emotions spilled over into him. This wasn't just another memory, it was THE memory, the key to everything.
There was something strange, though. It wasn't just soldiers in the humvee. Mike could almost see that medieval knight character, and in the front, was that the girl?
“Your brain was knocked around inside your skull like a clapper in a bell,” the doctor said. No, the doctor WILL say that, later. Now is when it happens. Mike could feel Jerry tensing up, expecting it to happen any second.
I'm Jerry, Mike thought. What happens to me if Jerry gets hurt? In the hospital, Jerry was unable to think in a straight line, to put one thought in front of the other. Will that happen to me?
Mike frantically tried to turn on his light so he could fly out of this situation. Jerry had too strong a grip on his mind.
The humvee rolled towards Jerry's memory of chaos.
* * *
“If Jerry gets hurt,” Randall said, “who knows what happens to the rest of us? I need to get us out of this. Now.”
“How?” the girl asked.
“I'm sorry,” Randall said, “this is the only thing I can think to do.” He raised his armored fist and punched Sun Man square in the face.
“Ow!” Sun Man shouted as the reality of the humvee melted around them. He flared into light and grabbed the front of the Knighthawk costume. He lifted Randall until they were both a good ten feet off the ground.
“You ARE the villain, I knew it...” Sun Man said. “Hey, we're back in the tunnel.”
Randall still saw the bright sun and sandy Iraqi landscape. “Find Jerry,” he told the white-clad hero. “He's the one doing this. He's a homeless guy, probably sleeping.”
Sun Man put Randall back on the ground and said, “I'm coming back for you if there's no Jerry here.” Then he flew off.
Soon Randall heard Sun Man shouting, “Wake up! Wake up!”
The harsh sun went out and the dim interior of the third street tunnel returned. Randall was never so glad to see cement walls and pavement.
Sun Man held a ragged man upright and shouted at him to wake up.
“That's Jerry?” asked the young girl. She was standing behind Randall.
“It must be.” Randall walked to where Sun Man was shaking the homeless veteran.
“He's awake,” Randall said. “We're all back in the tunnel now.”
Jerry was a young man, still in his twenties, but unshaven and with long hair. He was too thin, with an unhealthy skin tone. He blinked but didn't say anything.
“What do I do with him?” Sun Man asked.
“Get him to a hospital,” Randall said. “Let's all get out of this tunnel.”
* * *
Marcus put the newspaper down on Randall's desk. A large photo on the front page showed Sun Man, the girl, and Knighthawk walking out of the third street tunnel. Sun Man carried Jerry in his arms.
“Knighthawk has made his public debut,” Marcus said.
“I didn't even think about press being out there,” Randall said. He sipped a cup of coffee.
“The bubble disappeared, and you three walked out. It was very dramatic.”
“I suppose Knighthawk had to hit the press eventually.”
“They found more bodies, in the apartments above the tunnel. The bubble extended up there too.”
“And Jerry?”
“Jerry's mom has been swamped with reporters. She said she has been trying to help him, but he always wanders away. The VA is making excuses but it looks like Jerry got lost in the system. The Protectors offered to take him, they said they have a way to shield against his power.”
Randall looked out the window of the his office. Los Angeles was spread out before him, already forgetting what happened in the third street tunnel.
“I hope they don't treat him like a villain. Jerry wasn't the villain.”
“Ain't no villain in this one.”
“Yes there is. The villains are the ones who sent Jerry to a photo-op war, then kept him there to protect their own power and greed.”
“Can't argue with that,” Marcus said.
Sun Man®
Mr. Brown was scared.
A large monitor on his desk showed all the major news channels, local and national, each in a small window. They were mostly covering trivia, celebrity news and the latest shootings. The local stations all had helicopters over the third street tunnel, just a few blocks from where Mr. Brown sat.
Anchors and reporters, all teeth and hairdos, talked endlessly about nothing, as they were paid to do.
Mr. Brown's underground office was usually a source of comfort to him. With his art collection, the communications equipment built into his desk, and the knowledge that he could change the lives of millions of people with a phone call, it reflected and amplified his power.
This morning, however, Mr. Brown was afraid. In less than five minutes he had to make his weekly progress report. He had to connect to a secure line, which ran all speech and data through an algorithm that the NSA couldn't break. He had to have a conversation with a man who's voice was as empty as his name, the man called Void.
Usually the progress reports were short and simple, and he sent a burst of data with all the financial information for the past week. Today he had to admit to Void that he had lost track of his most important project.
Bots scoured the internet for any new mention of the words “Sun Man.” Maybe in these last minutes before he had to make the call the young superhero would reappear on the grid. Maybe Mr. Smith would have something to say other than, “I failed.”
He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a cheap nylon backpack. He kept it as a connection to the child. Inside was a notebook featuring simple drawings of a superhero.
The power fantasies of a simple mind. There was a small selection of clothing, and a picture of an even younger Michael Santis with his parents.
The parents had proven to be very cooperative.
Santis was a commoner, a useless eater. He was born to cattle, and would have lived as one if he hadn't found the overseer badge in the desert.
The carefully bred and trained overseer candidates were still waiting for their badges while this impostor paraded around in his ridiculous costume.
Ridiculous or not, Santis had to be found. If Mr. Brown had to admit that he lost Sun Man, there would be consequences. Sun Man was the focus of the entire organization. A true hero with overseer powers would be the end of the everything that had taken so long to build. They had to turn the kid, make him their own.
But first they had to find him.
The bait he placed in the newspaper had not brought Santis in yet. It had only appeared this morning, probably too late.
Less than three minutes to go. Mr. Brown willed himself to stay calm. If Void was displeased with his report, another Mr. Brown would be sitting in this chair within a week. He scanned the images on his monitor, knowing that his software would find any mention of Sun Man long before he would. He couldn't help himself.
When there was less than a minute, Mr. Brown steeled himself. A thought of running, trying to make it to an uninhabited island somewhere, flitted briefly through his mind. He shook his head. It was useless. There was nowhere in the world that would hide him for long. Not from Void, or from the nameless ones above him.
He lifted his hand to activate the phone line.
A gentle ding-dong came from his monitor. The bots opened a window on the monitor and started to list all the sources for the new mentions of Sun Man.
One of the local reporters said, “Sun Man has just flown into the third street tunnel, right through the bubble.”
Another one said, “L.A.'s newest hero, Sun Man, has come to save the day once again.”
All the reporters babbled, and the name Sun Man was uttered over and over, like a mantra.
Mr. Brown's hands stopped trembling. He activated the phone.
A voice from a grave said, “Report.”
Mr. Brown let out a deep breath and said, “We found him, sir.”
* * *
“Sun Man!”
“Sun Man, over here!”
As he emerged from the tunnel, Mike was surrounded by reporters. Jerry was taken to a waiting ambulance. Mike faced the throng.
“Sun Man!” a woman he recognized from a local TV channel shouted. “If you get your powers from the sun, do you still have them at night?”
What the hell? Where did she get that?
Several photographers with long lenses snapped dozens of pictures. “Turn off your light so we can see you!” one of them shouted.
“Is the sun goddess a hot chick?” another one yelled.
Mike's feelings churned in his head and it didn't help that the reporters were screaming nonsense. He had been invaded, taken over from the inside out by Jerry's power. All his powers were useless against the attack of a crazy war veteran.
He still felt the humiliation of being hit square in the face by the villain in the suit of armor. He should be able to defeat an army of medieval knights, and this one had just popped him like he was a stupid kid.
He didn't know where the knight guy went, he didn't know what the hell the reporters were shouting about, and he felt disgusted at himself for being so easily captured by Jerry's memories. If it had hadn't happened in a closed tunnel, the photographers would have pictures of the mighty Sun Man lying on the ground and whimpering.
Without saying a word to the news people, without turning his light off and posing for them as he normally would, Mike took off. He willed himself into the clear blue sky until he was too far up for anyone to see more than a point of light.
Los Angeles was spread below him. It was a thin layer of low buildings interlaced with mountains. The freeways were rivers of restless speed.
Mike Santis had no idea where he was going to go. Mireya's house was lost in the vast clutter of buildings. He would have better luck finding the Society for Civic Duty building. That was downtown, near the tunnel, in one of the few clusters of skyscrapers in the whole city.
He needed to get back to them anyway. He liked Mireya, but her neighborhood heroes were too small time for Sun Man. He was a world class hero, or would be when he got more training.
One lesson that he should have learned long before was to never turn his light off. Tom was right about that. He had snapped out of Jerry's control when the knight punched him, and when he turned his light on his mind was not seized again. So the light protected him from more than bullets.
Heading down into the noise and smell of the city, Mike weaved through the downtown buildings. He spotted the building that had been destroyed by the aliens in “Independence Day.” He had watched that video a dozen times at least.
The Society building appeared as he rounded a corner. Mike flew up to the rooftop helicopter pad. Landing lightly, he had to think to himself, “Never turn off the light.”
He walked to the small structure where there was a door to the stairway and an elevator door.
The stairway door was locked.
The elevator button didn't respond when he pushed it.
Mike could have torn either of them open, but he didn't think Tom or Mr. Bromgren would appreciate that.
Mike flew off the building and down. Might as well make an entrance through the lobby. He landed in front of a little plaza with a fountain. The building had no name on it, nothing that said what kind of business occupied its many floors.
Something caught Mike's eye. It was a photo of him, of Sun Man. It was on a low metal box next to the street. A newspaper box. Copies of today's L.A. Times waited inside for people to pop in fifty cents, open the door, and take one out.
Mike hadn't read a newspaper since he stopped reading the comics section as a kid. But he was interested in this one. He was splashed on the front of the box, along with the words, “Excusive Interview! SUN MAN!”
Without a thought, Mike grabbed for a newspaper. Glass shattered and steel twisted as the box gave way to his power. He took one paper and looked at the front page. A large picture took up half the upper part of the page, and the interview started next to the picture.
It was a picture of Sun Man, with the white costume, sun burst on his chest, and mirrored goggles, but it wasn't a picture of Mike. This Sun Man was an Arnold Schwarzenegger wannabe. He was an Olympic weightlifter in the Sun Man costume.
How could this be? Where did this picture come from?
People were watching him. A group had gathered on the sidewalk. A teenaged girl with a pink ball cap on her head took a picture with her cell phone.
He had to read what they said about him. He needed a private place. Back to the roof of the Society building. He flew up and away as newspapers from the box started to blow around the street.
He landed and sat in the middle of the helicopter pad. He started to read.
SUN MAN SAVES OUR CITY!
This headline has not yet topped the front page of this newspaper, but if the white-clad hero who arrived mysteriously just a few weeks ago lives up to his billing, it soon will. Sun Man has rescued workers from a downtown area fire, been instrumental in fighting the recent wildfires that surrounded the city, and trounced a trio of villains in the skies of Los Angeles.
Angelenos have missed the presence of a major superhero since The Golden Oracle disappeared two years ago. Can Sun Man fill the shoes of the Mystic Mage? Sun Man is an old fashioned rock 'em sock 'em street fighter, who leads with his fists and his square jaw. The Oracle was more cerebral, using his psychic powers to predict crimes and head them off before they happened. Perhaps what this city needs in this age of terrorism is a back to basics biff bam pow superhero.
It's not easy to get a man with the power of flight to come to earth and sit for an interview. Nevertheless, there he was, a man of muscle yet it seemed totally at ease within himself.
TIMES: We have to start with the question that everyone asks, I'm sure. How did you get your powers?
SM: It's a weird story. I was actually homeless, right here in L.A.
TIMES: That's amazing! And who were you before? How did you become homeless?
SM: Now you know I can't tell you that. Secret identity and all that.
TIMES: I had to try. I'm a journalist after all.
SM: Ha Ha Ha! So, one day I had this kind of vision. A woman appeared to me and said she was the goddess of the sun. She had chosen me to have the powers of the sun for the benefit of all mankind.
TIMES: Astounding!
Continued on 14A
Who wrote a fake article and put a fake picture in the newspaper? Who could do that? Why would they do it? It filled Mike with fury. He was just about to turn to page 14A when he heard the elevator door open and footsteps come towards him.
He stood just as Missy rushed up and wrapped him in an intense hug. “Oh thank God, Mike, thank God,” she said. “I was so worried about you.” She smelled nice and her breasts pushed against Mike's chest.
Mike realized that he had let his light go out, probably while reading the newspaper. What would happen to someone who touched him when the light was on? If bullets vanish in the light, would it harm people?
Missy pushed away to arm's length. “Are you all right?” She asked. “Where were you?”
“Let the kid breathe,” another voice said. Tom stood next to Missy and smiled broadly. “We thought those villains got you,” he said.
“I...” Mike said. Then he remembered how mad he was. He thrust the newspaper at Tom. “What is this?” he demanded. “Who did this?”
Tom looked embarrassed. “Don't blame me, it was Jeremy's idea.”
“YOU did this?” Mike exploded. “The Society? I thought you were my FRIENDS!”
Mike flew to the elevator and entered it. He pressed the floor button for Jeremy Bromgren's office and left the surprised Tom and Missy standing on the helicopter pad.
The door to Jeremy's office was open. That was good, Mike was so angry he didn't think he could knock on it without breaking it in half. “I want to talk to you about the newspaper!” Mike said.
Jeremy glanced up. “Sit down,” he said.
Mike didn't want to, but he sat in a straight backed wooden chair that faced Mr. Bromgren's desk. This better be good, he thought.
“I guess I should have familiarized you with our process,” Jeremy said.
“What?” Mike said.
“We have a standard procedure when dealing with new heroes. Did Missy show you the contract?”
Mike shook his head.
Jeremy picked up his phone and dialed. “Bring in a standard hero contract,” he said. The he smiled at Mike. “Someone really should have discussed the legal aspect of this with you earlier.”
“No one said anything about a contract,” Mike said.
“My fault,” Jeremy said. “I've just been busy. Now, what was the problem with the interview?”
“Everything! There was fake picture, nothing in it was true, and I DIDN”T DO AN INTERVIEW!”
Mike almost stood up with the force of shouting the last part.
“Of course nothing in it was true. Villains can read the paper too. We can't tell them who you are or what your weaknesses are.”
“I...suppose.” Mike sat down again.
“And, well, powerful as you are, you don't really look the picture of the classic hero. We'd be happy to use your actual picture if you bulk up a little. I can recommend an excellent personal trainer.”
Mike didn't know what to say.
“As for doing the interview, we feel it's best if one of our writers composes the answers. They are trained to put you, the hero, in the best possible light. Have you ever been interviewed by a reporter?”
“No.”
“This is the big time, Mike. We're trying to build your image, and we don't want you to say something that doesn't enhance that image. You have to know how to handle a reporter, they will trick you into saying things that you didn't mean to say.”
Mike shook his head. “I just don't think it's honest, as all.” He was trying to stay mad, but Jeremy Bromgren's soothing tone made it hard.
“I told you when we met that I would be your publicist, Mike. This is what a publicist does. The good news is we have a deal for a comic book almost clinched, and I'm talking to a cable network about a TV show. If you want to help us to pick an actor, feel free.”
“Wouldn't it have to be me? In a TV show? Actors can't fly and stuff.”
“They can with digital effects. Don't worry about it. You'll be way too busy heroing, you know, fighting bad guys and all that.”
“But...”
“Heroing doesn't pay the bills, Mike. You have to establish two or three revenue streams so you'll have time to fight villains. Just ask any of our heroes, they like having us handle the small stuff so they can concentrate on the being a hero.”
“Who are the other...?” Mike asked.
“You'll meet everyone eventually.” Jeremy waved his hand to dismiss any mention of other heroes.
A young woman came in the door behind Mike and laid a thick sheaf of papers on Jeremy's desk. She was dark haired and very thin. She gave Mike a little smile as she left the office.
“Let's see,” Jeremy said. “Here we go.” He put the contract where Mike could see it. “Just sign on the dotted line, and we'll get back to your training.” He laid a ball point pen on top of the contract.
Mike hesitated. “I think I should read it,” he said. The voice of his father suddenly filled his head. Mike didn't have any respect for the man, but he couldn't help hearing “Don't sign anything until you read it,” and “They'll screw you as soon as look at you.”
For as long as Mike could remember, Bob Santis had been bitter about a business deal that he said ruined his life. Whenever he had a drink or eight in him, he complained about the partner who he trusted and who had destroyed him.
Mike could see the old man's comb-over coming undone and spittle flying as he recalled the betrayal of a legal clause that had left the Santis family living in a trailer while the partner got a job on Wall Street.
“I see,” Jeremy Bromgren said. “That's fine. If you don't trust us after we rescued you from homelessness, put you up in a hotel suite, after we treated you like family, then that's just fine.”
“I...can you at least tell me what it says?”
Jeremy picked up the contract with an exaggerated flourish. “It says we will make you a worldwide star, a superhero for the ages, and filthy rich to boot,” He said without even looking at the contract. “If that doesn't sound good to you, maybe you're not the right person to be Sun Man.”
Did he hear that right? Mike thought. “I am Sun Man,” he said.
“Sun Man,” Jeremy said, “is a registered trademark of one of our subsidiary corporations. We own the name and likeness. We can hire anyone we want to play the part.”
“WHAT?” Mike stood up and let his light flare. “Play the part! I AM SUN MAN! I have the powers!” He leaned forward over the desk and put his glowing hand on Jeremy's throat.
“I can snap your neck without thinking!” Mike shouted. “I can tear this building down!”
Jeremy just looked annoyed. “Is that what a hero does?” he asked. “Or are you going villain on us? Do you want The Protectors after you? Do you want a life of living in secret and watching over your shoulder?”
Mike's anger seethed within him. It had to go somewhere. He took his hand from Jeremy's neck and brought it down hard on the desk.
Instead of dramatically splitting the desk in two, which was what Mike expected to do, he simply put a big hole in the polished surface. So he turned his anger on himself.
Mike pulled on his Sun Man costume and it came off in shreds. He flung pieces of cloth all over the office. “Screw Sun Man!” he shouted. “I never liked the name anyway!” He pulled the shoes off and threw them. One of them went through the wall leaving a hole.
He realized he was wearing nothing but the tight superhero underwear and the mask. Mike pulled the mask and goggles off.
“I don't need the damn Society for damn Civic damn Duty!” He threw the mask down.
“I have other friends now! They'll help me!”
Mike paused and breathed hard for a moment.
“If you're leaving,” Jeremy said, “you'll have to turn in all items supplied to you by the Society.”
Turn in what? Mike thought. He was nearly naked.
Jeremy pointed at the special underwear. “We own those too,” he said.
Emergency
“What do you mean, it's too long?” Marcus asked.
Mama gestured, spreading her hands apart.
“Wide? You mean it's too wide?”
“TV is square, son. I don't know where you got this thing, but it's wrong.”
“It's a widescreen TV, Mama. All TVs are gonna be like this soon.”
Marcus glanced at the thirty two inch plasma HDTV that he had bought for his mother when her old one was hit by a stray bullet. An orange juice commercial was playing, with luscious juice pouring into a glass. The sound was low so he could talk to Mama.
“Maybe this would be okay for movies,” Mama said. “They wide in the theater. But my shows are square.”
“I came over because I was worried, Mama,” Marcus said. “Mrs. Hornby called me and said you been making excuses, not letting your friends come over.”
“I don't have to let nobody come over if I don't want.”
“Is it the TV?”
“The picture ain't right. I don't want them to see the bad picture.”
The orange juice on the screen looked so real Marcus was sure he could reach in, pick up the frosty glass, and chug the sweet, cold drink.
“Mama, this is the state of the art. All TV is changing to digital, and...”
“Digital?” Mama asked. I told you I don't want no computer in this house.”
Marcus covered his face with his hand and sighed. He tried to steer around this earlier battle. “It ain't a computer. It's just a new kind of TV picture, is all, and...”
Mama was in her stubborn mode, and nothing Marcus said was going to help. He was just so frustrated with her refusal to accept all the things that his high paying job could get for her. She still lived in the old neighborhood, where stray bullets were common, she still had her fifteen year old car, and any mention of a computer so he could teach her to email was met with stony resistance.
“...and, I'll see if I can find a square TV for you.”
“I knew you was a good boy, Marcus.”
There was a knock on the door..
Marcus instantly changed from a frustrated son to a trained special forces operative. In a second he was next to the door, taking down his holstered Glock from the hook where Mama made him hang it. He pulled back the slide to put a round in the chamber, then stood to one side of the door.
“Who is it?” Marcus asked.
“It's me.”
“What?” Marcus opened the door to reveal his friend and boss Randall Moss standing on the porch. “The hell?” he said. “It's my job to keep you alive and you running around alone in this neighborhood?”
Randall entered the house and nodded at Mama. “Evening, Mrs. Slater.”
Marcus made sure no one else was lurking outside and closed the door.
“Randy!” Mama said, and stood up. “You want some lemonade? Made fresh today.”
“Well,” Randall said, “I just wanted to borrow Marcus, if that's alright.”
“Sit and have some lemonade and cookies,” Mama said. She left the room in the direction of the kitchen.
“I don't have much time,” Randall said.
“It can't be all that important,” Mama's voice came from the other room. “I ain't seen you in forever, you can't just rush off.”
Randall said softly to Marcus, “Life and death. Not kidding.”
“We gotta go, Mama,” Marcus called out as he buckled his shoulder holster in place.
Mama reappeared in the living room, with a plate of cookies, glasses, and a pitcher of lemonade on a tray. “I know you boys are not going to rush off without even trying my cookies.”
“It's very important, Mrs. Slater,” Randall said. “There's an, um, emergency at my company.”
“I said I know you are not leaving without trying my cookies.”
“She does make very good cookies,” Randall said as he slid behind the wheel of the black van. He popped the last of his cookie into his mouth.
Marcus put the plastic glasses full of lemonade into the two cup holders on the dashboard. “She said we have to return these glasses, or else.”
“Suit up while I drive,” Randall said. He started the engine of the van and backed out of the driveway. The headlights played over the cars parked along the street and the modest houses.
“What's up?” Marcus turned on a work light in the back of the van.. He braced himself as Randall took the first turn. This wasn't going to be easy while Randall drove like a maniac.
“I've been listening to the phone traffic of that operation I traced earlier.”
“Up in Little Armenia.”
“Glendale, yeah, but they move it. Tonight it's near Culver City, not far from here.”
“And?” Marcus started to lay out all the pieces of the suit, as best he could with the van speeding and stopping.
“Two heroes are in trouble. I think they're trying to protect an old lady.”
“From villains? Powered?” The leg pieces went on first, Marcus sat as he attached them and made sure the power connections were tight. “This suit does not make me a match for real powers.”
“Yeah, but when you hook up with the heroes it'll be three to two.”
“The villains are?”
“One called Faster, and I think you'll like this,” Randall said, steering wildly.
“Like what?”
“You get another shot at your friend Buzz Kill.”
“Oh, I like that. I like it a lot.”
* * *
The insect-like buzz passed over Randall and Marcus. The van was hidden in shadow in an alley.
“He's looking for something,” Randall said. “He's circling around.” Randall wore a pair of headphones that was plugged into a console in the van.
“Thing about buzz boy, I can hear him coming,” Marcus said. “Who's the other one, and what does he do?” He performed the final test of the suit's electronics, the little screen on his left forearm giving all green indicators.
“He calls himself Faster. I think you can guess his power.”
“It's either running fast or coming up with lame villain names.”
“Both,” Randall grinned. “They're talking to each other on cell phones, coordinating the search.”
“Searching for what?”
“The two heroes - all I get about them is that Buzz Kill is really mad at one of them - interrupted a drug buy. They took some of the merchandise. BK wants it back and he wants to hurt them bad.”
“What about the old lady?”
Randall shook his head. “Faster swears he's going to kill her, but I don't know what she has to do with this. I'll patch this into the cell phone in your helmet, you can hear what they're saying.”
Marcus pulled open the sliding door of the van.
As he slid through the shadows a ringing started in his ears. It took him a moment to remember how to use the built in cell phone. The wrist screen showed a dialing pad. When he pressed a green button it changed to show an incoming call.
“I'm here,” Marcus said.
“Here is the patch to the villains,” Randall said. “Oh, and did I mention that I'll be a few miles away?”
Marcus turned just in time to see the black van pulling out of the alley.
“The hell you going?”
“I'm going to see how they send villains all over the city so fast. It's that place in Culver City.”
“Damnit, you don't even have a suit.”
“There's just one villain there. All I'll do is peek in the window.”
“Better not get your ass killed. Wouldn't look good on my bodyguard resume.”
“Here's the link. See ya.”
Another voice replaced Randall's in the Knighthawk helmet. A loud buzz nearly drowned it out.
“See 'em?”
Another voice, deeper than Buzz Kill's, said, “No.”
“Find 'em!”
“Come down and help, flyboy.”
A tall figure passed by the alley, running so fast he was gone in an instant. Must be Faster, Marcus thought. He didn't think the villain had seen him.
Marcus needed to find the people that these two were after, before they did. One of the villains could fly, the other could run very fast. Marcus could do neither. It wasn't going to be easy. The one advantage he had was that he could hear them talk to each other.
“I think they went in this building,” Faster said.
“Which one?” Buzz Kill asked. “What street?”
Poking his head out of the alley very carefully, Marcus could see the speedy villain. He stood in the light that came through the glass doors of a rundown apartment building. He held a cell phone to his ear.
“I don't know,” Faster said. “But I'm sure they're in there.” He bent down and looked closely at the stone steps that led up to the doors. “There's drops of blood going in.”
“I knew I hit that nerd hard,” Buzz Kill laughed. “I could hear something break.”
If they were going into that building, Marcus wanted to be in there waiting for them. Buzz Kill's advantage would be neutralized in the enclosed rooms and hallways. Faster wouldn't be able to maneuver well, no matter how fast he was. Unless he could go right through walls.
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