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Extinguished Flame

I looked over the smoldering ruins of what was left of the Enlightened Base. Now the only thing that’s “enlightened” was the sparkling embers drifting into the night sky. My dark skin blended in with that same night, but it gave me no comfort. I felt old and frail, especially since I know what’s coming. Like Cassandra in the middle of Troy, I knew the end was near.
The Enlightened were so named because they were Supers who chose to stand with humanity, against the tide of darkness. In a surprising twist, though, it turned out that being enlightened didn’t stop death from coming.
Just hours earlier, the Enlightened Headquarters was a paragon of the city’s finest architecture, with firm steel framing providing a strong yet comforting presence amid the darkened streets. The steel was warped and twisted beneath the flames of the battle that transpired here. Now the HQ was a twisted wreckage of the promise it once was.
I live in a world of the unimaginable. It’s a world of gods, monsters, demons, aliens – the works. And even in this world, what happened here tonight amid the rubble and debris was absolutely insane. I was last Watcher in the world, and even I didn’t believe it, even as I saw it with my own eyes.
Blaze, the leader of the Enlightened, was dead. His still burning corpse was a bright flare in the middle of the twisted husk that used to be his base. He’d been dead like that for several hours, but probably because of his powers, his body was still a raging fire. The firefighters told me the water evaporated before it even reached the hero’s corpse. He was impaled on a steel rod along the outskirts of the base’s perimeter, in what looked to be the outdoor training ground for rookies. Now he was a warning to everyone – human or otherwise – of what came next.
Blaze deserved better.
I tapped the nearest firefighter on the shoulder while I produced a small light blue capsule the size of a rock from my coat pocket. It emitted a light glow from the shadows. The firefighters looked on with a mix of wonder and anticipation.
“Get back!” I yelled. The emergency personnel obeyed my command without a second of hesitation.
Sometimes, being a Watcher had its perks.
With a grunt, I tossed the cryo-capsule towards the remains of Blaze. There was the sound of popping and cracking as everything within a ten-foot radius instantly froze. The twisted wreckage now resembled a placid lake after an icy freeze, but it didn’t change the fact that Blaze’s corpse, now coated in frost, was still at the center of the newly formed frozen lake.
The crackling sound of ice breaking beneath my feet pierced my cold ears with every step. It reminded me of the past crumbling beneath my feet. When my uncle William trained me for this job, he said, “You gotta be ready for anything.” But how could I be ready for this?
How can you prepare for finding Mankind’s greatest hope, the most powerful of the fire Supers, burned to death?
I was Frank Plummer. I was the last Watcher. For as long as there have been people like Blaze, both humans and otherwise, there had been people like me. Watchers who observed the gods, demons and things that go bump in the night, no matter how benevolent or “Super” they claimed to be. For what it’s worth, Blaze’s claims of benevolence were truly genuine – and it got him charred to a crisp and impaled on a long pointy spear.
Blaze was part of a long line of Supers who drew the line in the sand, with himself and the rest of humanity on one side, and the rest of the Supers on the other. He was part of a dying breed.
Just like me and the Watchers.
And now he was actually dead.
“Shit!” I exclaimed as I pulled the long iron shaft from Blaze’s stomach. It was still scalding hot, despite the cyro-capsule’s freezing effects.
Without a word, I left the scene of the crime to the first responders. I began the long trek back to my office with the sharp pointed spear in my grasp. In a world of Supers and monsters, no one thought a middle-aged black man in an overcoat carrying a bloody spear was the least bit odd.
That’s the world we live in now.
I drove back to my uptown apartment. I lived on the fifth floor of the old complex. I headed up the stairs with my spear in hand. I figured I needed the exercise. Besides, maybe it would clear my head.
Ten minutes, I arrived in apartment. The exercise did little to help my mood. If anything, it just made it worse. My heart was racing more than it was when I received the news of Blaze’s death. And my mind was flooded with far worse possibilities.
I laid the spear down on a table as I began to examine the spear with a magnifying glass. I was always more of an analog guy anyway. The spear was odd. Instead of seeing the blue glow of the cyro-capsule, I instead recognized a sheet of black ice on the spear, running over the surface in layers of broad, overlapping circles, like the rings of a tree once it has been cut down.
A loud clanging sound distracted from the spear as a small throwing blade landed inches from my hand. I looked up to see three ninjas cloaked in black garb standing in the midst of my office. One wore ancient armor, while two the two smaller ones were clad in less distinctive black outfits.
“You know, most people just say hello,” I said. It had been a long night, and I wasn’t in the mood.
“You’re too open!” The tall one said. “Do you know how many times I could have killed you over the years.”
“I recall you trying . . .” I smirked as I outstretched my hand. “Remind me again . . . how did that turn out for you?”
Their leader reaches forth and clasped my hand. He removed his mask, displaying a shaved head with haggard features. Izuki was a Japanese man close to my age. His two other ninjas rushed forward to embrace me.
Ninja hugs. This was my life now.
“It’s good to see you guys, but me and your dad have to speak in private,” I said. “Why don’t you guys run along and play Pac-Man?”
In an instant, I had two ninjas playing video games on my couch. Izuki looked pensive. This could be a bad sign, but in my experience, Izuki always looks pensive.
“It’s happening again,” he said. “Like back in fifty-five, but worse. They’re killing everything that moves now.”
“I know,” I nodded. “They’ve killed all the other Watchers . . . and Blaze.”
Like I said, it had been a long night.
“Have they tried to get you yet?” Izuki asked, concerned.
I smiled and remove the handgun from my trenchcoat. “Someone is always trying to get me. But I can protect myself.
“What about Patricia?” Izuki asked.
“Patricia?” I almost grinned. “Trust me, they ain’t ready for her.”
Izuki gave me a dark look. “I can no longer give the same assurances. We barely made it out with our lives.”
He gestured to the ninjas playing on my couch.
“Do you remember why I named my son after you,” Izuki said, pointing to the youngest ninja, Frank Chan, my godson. “No matter what we came at you with, you survived. I canceled the contact rather than wasting time and energy on such a resourceful foe.
This led to us becoming friends,” he continued. “Frank and Kerry cannot meet the same fate as the Watchers. There have been too many casualties already in this war.”
“Is it the Supers?” I asked. Honestly, I didn’t think anything else that could make Izuki this concerned.
“No,” Izuki said. “It was another group. At first, I thought it was simply an inner-city gang,” Izuki said stolidly. “After a few encounters, I killed their leader, thinking that was the end of it.”
“The leader’s pupil was relentless. He was joined by eight others, then located our base and wiped out our entire order, save for us,” he told me. “We were lucky to escape.”
“Maybe it’s time to hang up the swords,” I told my old friend. “None of us are getting any younger. I don’t know about you, but retirement is sounding pretty good right about now.”
“No,” Izuki said, donning his mask once more to hide the fierceness of his features. “I must face him alone.”
I wanted to roll my eyes. Izuki was big on honor. That’s one of the reasons we went from being respectful enemies to close friends. These were dangerous times. Honor had a way of getting people killed.
Blaze learned that the hard way.

“I have secured a place for Kerry at Orion’s,” Izuki said, indicating the one of the ninjas still engrossed in a game of Pac-Man. “Since he enjoys learning about tech, it makes sense. Can Frank stay with you?”
“Yes,” I said, looking to my godson. “He’ll be safe until Patricia gets back.”
With the conversation reaching its end, I resumed my investigation of the spear. As I examined the rune-like structures carved in ice, I knew where my investigation would lead. Some part of me had known from the start.
“I need to speak to Orra,” I said. Izuki laid his hand on my shoulder.
“We all have our parts to play,” he said. He was a ninja, so he was good at being vague and cryptic. But this time, I knew his meaning – even if I didn’t want to.
“Izuki,” I said. The warrior’s hardened face turned to me. “If this is the last time we speak, I just want you to know . . . whatever’s in the past . . . is in the past. I forgive you.”
I clasped him on the shoulder, and the old warrior returned the gesture with a hardy grip on my own shoulder. I wanted him to know I forgave him for trying to kill me all those years ago, but even more to the point, I wanted to plant a tracking bug on him in case he needed help, or more likely, I needed to find him.
I hoped he forgave me for that . . . if he ever found out. Which he probably would . . . eventually. Izuki was a pretty sharp guy, but I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. Right now, I needed all the information I could get.
“Good hunting, old friend,” I said as the ninja descended through the darkened city on a zip line. “I’m going to have to rely on my conventional means of transportation.”
Not long after he left, the rain started to pour. It was just perfect. I could fend off any Super, but do you think I bothered to bring an umbrella? I moved down the street, the cold city rain pelting my skin. My car, a rusted beat-up sedan at the end of the street, waited for me. I opened the door, but just as I found sanctuary from the rain, I saw a shadowy figure waiting for me in the backseat. I clinched the steering wheel with one hand while reaching for the gun in my pocket, but the figure was too fast. That or I was too slow.
Either way, whatever was in my backseat had me dead to rights.




Driving Towards Destiny

The figure hesitated for a second, before his figures were illuminated by the dash lights. George wasn’t a Watcher. At least, he wasn’t anymore. That left a chip on his shoulder. He was a mixed race man about ten years younger than me, with hard features and a powerful build.
“What the hell is it with you people today,” I sighed. “Most people call. Or knock.”
“I know, I know,” he said. “This isn’t my usual M.O.,” he said. “But you had company and there are too many eyes on you anyway.”
“Tell me about it,” I sighed.
“Probably best if you start driving,” George said. He was right. If I lingered any longer, I’d draw suspicion to myself. With a sigh of resignation, I twisted the key as the old clunker rumbled to life. I pulled into the bare midnight traffic and started driving to my destination.
“So…George,” I said. “I’m going to ask you the same thing I asked Izuki. Whose after you?”
“I don’t know exactly,” George said.  “I was thinking it was Impenetrable or the Twin Powers, but this is a parasite of some sort.”
“See, if you took your Watcher training seriously, you wouldn’t have to ask me,” I said. “You’d know who it was from a mile away.”
I didn’t need my rear-view mirror to know George was rolling his eyes.
“Uh huh,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “And how did all that training work out for the Watchers?”
He settled back into his seat. “You’re the last one, Frank. You know what’s coming, right? I came as soon as I heard about Blaze.”
“I’m touched. I didn’t know you cared,” I said, keeping my eyes on traffic. “But I can take care of myself.
“It’s not about you. Or me. Or the Watchers,” George said. “It’s about humanity – which is about to become an endangered species!”
“That’s why I left,” George continued. “I needed to be more effective. I’ve been working with my government contacts to go on the offensive. These small burst of us actually using our skills to fight back wasn’t enough for me. With their help, we’ll never get caught off-guard again. No one has to die from the goddamn Supers!”
“I’ll stick to playing solo,” I replied. “Working with the government tends to murky the lines between good and evil.”
“That’s what the Watchers never understood. The lines between good and evil never existed,” George said. “It’s just us versus them. And finally, there’s a lot more of us against them.”
“I used to think that way,” I said, looking over my shoulder at George. “But that just creates more violence . . . and those Superpowered motherfuckers thrive in chaos. You hear me? They thrive in this shit.”
There was silence before I continued.
“In the end, everyone loses,” I said. George just shrugged.
“I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree on the methods,” George said.
Yeah, I thought. Agree to disagree on what way to end the world. But I held my tongue.
He opened the door and exited into the pouring rain.
“Take care of yourself, old man,” he said as he ducked into an alleyway.
“I plan to,” I said, but before I could continue to my destination, I saw the shadow George had ducked into had a shape of his own.
It turned out George wasn’t being paranoid. Something really was following him. I threw the car into park and exited the vehicle with my gun drawn. I’d already lost one friend tonight. I wasn’t going to lose two.
I sprinted into the alleyway with my gun at the ready. Luckily, George hadn’t gone far. He was walking at the end of the alley way, in an open space that lead to another alleyway several yards further. My voice raised to warn him of the lingering shadow behind him, but it never got out of my throat. Instead, a shriek of tires deafened any sound I could have made as a large SUV came squealing down the alleyway. The shadowy creature was caught like deer in the headlights and could only watch as the speeding SUV plowed the Super right into the side of the building. It was still alive as I cautiously approached, pinned to the side of the building by the SUV’s smoldering hood.
A string of people burst from the alley way, all wearing suits and all packing a lot of firepower. I knew a government sting when I saw one. I just didn’t know George Elder was the bait all along. The Super writhed as the G-Men approached him cautiously, their hefty handguns all pointed at the Super’s misshapen noggin. It looked to be the parasitic Super George had mentioned earlier. Drainer was his name. You would not want this thing getting close to you. Fortunately, that wouldn’t be an issue in his current state, pinned to a wall.
George saw me crouched behind the wall. He gave me a self-satisfied grin as he nodded at Drainer.
“Like I said, offensive,” he said. “It’s still not too late to sign up.”
I headed back to my car my car without saying a and drove off. George Elder was safe, for now at least. I still wasn’t quite sold on the government’s involvement in this mess. George wanted to bring down the Supers. The government wanted to control the Supers. Their interest aligned.
For now.
Of course, I couldn’t tell George to think about a contingency, because no one could tell George to do anything. But George could take care of himself, especially since I had a far bigger fish to fry now.




The Enlightened

I returned to the Enlightened Base. I knew I was being watched. It didn’t really surprise me, so I did my best to make sure the sensation didn’t get under my skin.
You’d never know this was the sign of an explosive battle. By all accounts, everything about the base said it was business as usual. There were no signs of a struggle anywhere – even at the lobby desk.
The Supers must have cleaned up this place good. But even with a Superpowered cleaning crew couldn’t clean up everything.  There were still some small details outstanding to a keen eye like mine. All the air freshener in the world couldn’t remove the smell of burning flesh still lingering in the air. Then there was the lobby itself. Usually it was welcoming and abuzz with tours and other activity at all hours of the day and night, all stemming from a grand PR push. Instead the scene was fittingly as dead as they come.
There were two Supers sitting at the front desk. I knew them both. They glared and jostled at me with leering glares. A stocky Super sat the desk nearest me, while a skinny one a slimy substance covering him smiled a Cheshire grin in my direction.
“Look, there’s something you don’t see anymore,” the smaller one said. “A Watcher.”
“Your access has been revoked,” the larger one said. “Orra’s orders.”
It was Strength Supreme and Mucus Man. I knew I had to be careful, so I simply chuckled at their joke at first. It was the second-best way to disarm them. Then I let out a sigh as I fished into my pockets for the first best way to disarm them.
“Yeah, you two assholes are funny,” I said. “Blaze brought both you idiots in and you sit here and snicker while his killer is still in the building.”
It was true. Blaze had personally recruited both Supers to the Enlightened. But mere hours after his death, the team had completely surrendered to the will of his murderer. So much for the Enlightened. Once upon a time though, Strength Supreme and Mucus Man had been promising young recruits who Blaze thought would make gifted heroes.
But as I’d clearly established by the events of the day, Blaze had been wrong about a lot of things.
“We’re appreciative,” Strength Supreme shrugged. “But things change, Frank.”
He stood up, towering over me, as I could see his Neanderthal features bearing down on me.
“Now are you going to leave or are we going to have to hurt you?” He sneered.
It was happening again. Orra was bending Supers to his will. He had done so long before, when he first came to this planet. Now with Blaze out of the picture, there was no one left to stand in his way, or so he thougtht.
I had known Strength Supreme and Mucus Man were just followers. If Blaze was still alive, I could have walked in here without a second glance from either of them. But he was dead and Orra was the new game in town. These two knuckle-heads claimed to be Supers, but in reality, they were no better than sheep.
Large, muscular, break-a-car-in-half sheep, but sheep nonetheless.
“You know what this is?” I said, pulling out a simple bottle from my pocket. Mucus Man hissed at it like a vampire backing away from a crucifix.
“That’s right. Acetaminophen, aka Tylenol, in powered form,” I said. Mucus Man was sweating profusely next to his buddy. “You’re a snail and I’m the salt shaker, bitch. And don’t even get me started on you Strength Supreme. I just have to cut a vein and all those muscles mean nothing.”
“That’s quite enough, Frank,” a new, deeper voice took control of the situation. I know I’ve found Orra.
I also know Blaze’s killer had found me.
Orra was bigger than either Mucus Man and Strength Supreme. He wore an impressive cape along with thick armor that covered most of his alien features, save for his humanoid face.
“No need for violence,” he said cordially. “I didn’t think that is the Watcher way.”
“Yeah a lot of things aren’t normal anymore, but you know why I’m here,” I said, cutting the crap.
“Blaze is dead,” he nodded.
“Murdered,” I replied.
“Yes, but dead nonetheless. Now I lead the Enlightened,” he said. “I have finished crafting deals with every adversary that once opposed us. World peace is upon us. Such a world, I think you’ll agree, no longer needs Watchers.
Or rather, Watcher,” Orra said, referring to my solo nature.
“World peace in just a couple of hours,” I smiled. “You’re clever.”
“I take pride in that,” Orra replied, and I see the ranks of the Enlightened fall in behind him. “The days of mistrust are over, Frank. For the good of mankind, it’s better for the Supers to fall under one umbrella.”
I should have been impressed by all the power Orra had, both behind him and within him.
But I wasn’t. I’d seen despots before, even looked them in the eye. I’d learn long ago – you see one tyrant, you’ve seen them all.
“So what does a room full of monsters, demons, genetic mutations, scientific accidents and aliens know about the good of mankind?” I asked point-blank.
I finish off by saying “It all sounds like a bunch of bullshit to me”.             
Orra beared down as the Enlightened surround me. There’s already blood in the water from Blaze’s death. The Supers who now stand with Orra won’t hesitate to watch Orra tear me from limb to limb. Some of them might even beat him to it if I’m not careful.
“We need to talk, privately,” I said. “Or should I tell them about . . . Zoran?”
Orra’s posture immediately stiffened. “Back away from this man!” His voice boomed. “I said back up!
Sure, Frank,” he said. “We’ll talk. If you’ll just follow me . . . “
Real smooth, Orra. His Supers were immediately repulsed. In an instant, they parted like the Red Sea to clear a path for Orra and me. The massive Super lead me silently through the base itself. After five minutes of wordless strolling and observing, we stood on the outer edges of the perimeter, to the training ground.
He had led me to the very spot where Blaze had died. A cozy little spot out of the way with very little witnesses. That anyone – save the dear departed Blaze – could have done anything to help me.
“No matter how many Watchers I meet,” Orra said as he slung off his cape. “You always end up surprising me.”
“Yeah, you’ve known a lot of them since you arrived on this planet,” I explained. “Fun fact: you’re the reason we even exist in the first place.”
“Arrived on this planet? You really think you’ve got it all figured out,” Orra chuckled.
“Yep, pretty much,” I said.
There’s no sense in denying it.
“Please tell me if this shit sounds familiar,” I said. “There was an alien invasion force that the Zoranians sent to our solar system thousands of years ago that you guys never heard from again. To us, these Zoranians were like Supers – treated like the gods and monsters of myth and legend.”
Fast forward two thousand years or so when your father sends you to finish where the original force left off and get the material your planet desperate needs – through any means necessary,” I continue. “But you got stopped at Mars by Flare. That’s when you really saw your weakness to fire powers.”
Flare was Blaze’s predecessor. The Zoranians couldn’t take the heat, to put it mildly.
“While Mars was pretty much destroyed, Flare did manage to get you off-world, taking out your fleet in the process,” I said. “But her sacrifice was for nothing. Because somehow, against all odds, you survived and crashed to Earth. And all the Zoranians from the original force knew the good old days were over.
Your first victim, intentional or not, was Atlantis,” I continued. “At the time, it was humanity’s collective source of knowledge. It was only fitting it would be destroyed by your arrival.
Once you came to your senses,” I said. “You gave the Zoranians an ultimatum: join or die. And you wasted no time backing that shit up. Destroying Olympus and removing the what we knew as the Greek and Roman gods from power. Burning Bigfoot’s forests. Destroying the pyramids the source of power for the Egyptian gods.
Within just a few years, you had the entire world under your control. Any who challenged your rule was sent through those freaky-ass portals of yours,” I said. “But just when you thought you’d won, you received an unexpected obstacle.”
There are ancient hieroglyphics of the battle between Orra and Pyron Flare. All of them display Pyron Flare as that ancient classic hero, akin to Hercules, Gilgamesh or Perseus, with Orra a terrifying monstrosity worthy of Grendel or Medusa. Orra is still drawn with his cape and magnificent armor polished. It was a magnificently short fight, given the circumstances. According to the historical record, the young man used his fire to shield himself from the power before demonstrating his strength. Orra knew he was out-matched and got the hell out of there before he ended up a charred roasted alien.
“In the end,” I continued. “Pyron won, and you had to escape in your portals – the same you used to send conquered foes – just to survive.
Victorious, Pyron Flare was approached by an old man immediately after the battle,” I explained. “He was the first Watcher. We’d been collaborating ever since, preparing for the day you’d show your ugly mug again.”
I heard the tell-tale sign of Orra clapping. He didn’t look the least bit surprised. Moments ago, he’d been terrified by the truth he knew I possessed, but now, that fear was gone.
This wasn’t good.
“Wow, that was fascinating. How many times did you practice that speech in the mirror?” he said. “But for all you Watchers see, you never see this coming!”
He turned and pivoted with a speed unbecoming his large frame. I couldn’t even duck before a large flash from his hands sent me spiraling through a wall. Orra stood confidentially over my body.
“You Watchers have stood in the way of progress of too long,” he said. “I returned from the abyss and made myself the hero the Dark Ages needed,” Orra explained. “By the time the Watchers figured me out, it was too late . . . for them.
Now I get to kill the last Watcher,” he said, his square shoulders approaching me. “And I’m going to enjoy it.”
I guessed Orra figured it was his turn for a speech. I let him have his moment in the sun. It gave me more time to prepare for what was next.
“It’s ironic. As I stripped humanity of its idol, I felt their despair. Compassion was a foreign concept in the Zoranian culture,” he said. “I really did want to protect humanity . . . but you Watchers couldn’t let go of the past.
When you think about all the good I have accomplished and will do on this planet, you should take comfort,” Orra said. “Your death really is for the greater good. After your death, humanity will prosper.”
That’s when I pulled my gun on him as I stood up.
Orra laughed, a cackling sound devoid of humor. “What do you think-“
I pulled the trigger as a burst of light enveloped the room. The blast deafened my ear drums, sending Orra spiraling through another wall deeper into the base and caused the Enlightened base to rattle and shake from the impact.
“If you haven’t figured out yet,” I told the bruised and battered Orra as I leveled my gun at his prone body. “We don’t watch any more – and you’re going to pay for all the lives you’ve taken.”
I had won this round. But Orra was just one thread in a larger tapestry. There was a bigger picture. Orra was right about one thing – some things needed to die so humanity could live.




Wrath of the Watcher



I watched Orra slightly rise to his feet. There was blood trickling down Orra’s forehead. I had never actually seen him bleed.
It was satisfying as hell.
“Not laughing now, huh?” I said, my power pistol still leveled at him.
Orra said nothing. I scanned his face, looking for fear, but I didn’t see any. All I saw was calculations. He was wondering – could he rush me in time before I took off another shot at him? How many rounds did I have left? Could I actually kill him? I opted to explain the situation to him in math I knew he’d understand.
“All these people dead and you ain’t got shit to show for it!” I said. “My brother, my uncle, my grandfather. This experiment of yours ends today!”
“It’s not an experiment,” Orra said. “It’s a truce. From now on, if you fight one of us, you fight all of us.”
Shit. Shit. Shit.
I saw a series of tall shapes out of the corner of my eye. At first, I thought it was just the rest of the Enlightened, so I didn’t fret. If it came down to it, I could take sycophants like Strength Supreme and Mucus Man. Their conviction, such as it was, would start to wan the moment Orra showed weakness.
But I was wrong.
The shadows fell over me and I realize I was surrounded. The place was crowded with Supers – the good, the bad, the in-between. There were dozens and dozens of Supers now lining the perimeter, like the entire student body turning out for a schoolyard fight. There were even some I didn’t recognize. But I did know they would tear me apart if I wasn’t careful. I could see their heat vision permeating from their eyes. I could see orbs of light charging within their hands.
All pointed at me.
I was the enemy – not Orra.
It all started to make sense. George Elder leading the government crackdown on the Supers. But contrary to what Elder thought, it was only making the situation that much worse. Orra was using the crackdown to cover up the stench of his own crimes and rally the Supers together.
Against Blaze.
Against the last Watcher . . . . me.
Against the rest of humanity.
The Supers had been mistrusted by humans. They’d been pushed aside, ostracized and even spat on. Orra had taken all that fear and resentment and turned it into a sick sense of loyalty. He’d manipulated the very beings charged with protecting Earth into doing his bidding.
I had to stop it.
“Let’s all calm down and take a deep breath,” I said as I let out a soothing hiss. I felt better, but I kept the gun leveled at Orra and no one else moved. Every eye was trained on me.
“We came from different places, but we’re all here because we have a stake in protecting this planet. Whether you’re a human or a Super, a Watcher or wizard, it doesn’t matter. We’re on the same side.”
I gave a pointed look at Orra.
“Well, most of us,” I said.
“The press may vilify you. The people may distrust you. But I’m a Watcher. I know what you’ve done for this planet. Those people will never know how many times you’ve saved this planet. Those people will never know how close those battles came,” I swallowed. “And they’ll never understand the sacrifices you’ve made to keep this planet where it is.
But this Alien is the very thing you’ve been fighting against all this time. He didn’t come here to save this planet,” I said. “He came here to conquer it. Don’t let him.”
“Wise words from a Watcher. Always watching, never interfering,” Orra said. “And even now, you want other people to do your dirty work. Well, no more!”
He stood up, and unexpectedly, the crowd cheered. Orra stood tall, and the crowd’s cheers only got louder. I saw what was happening. To these Supers, Orra’s wasn’t just a hero. He was their hero. The Super’s hero. And I was the man trying to bring him down.
“I’m a Watcher, and I know a monster when I see one,” I said. “I’m not talking a villain trying to rob a bank. I’m not even talking about trying to take over the world. I’m talking about a monster. I’m talking about something so unfathomably evil that it cannot really understand good. The only good it can understand is its own self-interest. Just ask Blaze if you need any more proof.”
Before I knew it, I had yielded the floor to Orra. He unfolded his hands in a wide gesture as he addressed the multitude of Supers gathered around him.
“He’s right. I killed Blaze. His blood is on my hands, along with dozens of Watchers,” he said. “I didn’t relish taking these lives. But it had to be done. They had become fanatics, driven by myth and prophecy.
Unlike them, I believe in facts,” Orra announced. “I believe the world peace just cemented by the agreements with every major Super power on this planet. I believe in the truce we just signed. As the traditional saying goes, in with the new, out with the old.”
He was sure to look at me when he said old. I gritted my teeth. I came here to avenge Blaze’s death along with all of my Watcher comrades. I came here to kill Orra. However, I did not come here to have a social studies debate with a tyrant-in-training. Unfortunately, I didn’t have much in the way of options. Orra held all the cards. He was the victim, assailed by a renegade Watcher, even as he stood in the very spot he had murdered Blaze, even as he admitted to killing Blaze and nearly every other Watcher.
Except me.
Whatever happened today, whatever it cost, it was down to me. The Supers around me weren’t going to step in. Even if I had allies in the crowd, they were content to stand on the sidelines. I suspected many of them were like Strength Supreme and Mucus Man. But I just needed one or two to agree. If there was even one doubt in their mind, one dissenting voice, others would follow. But Orra was working the room, and so far, I had fallen into all of his oratory devices. I had underestimated Orra. He was a murderous brute, but he was also a conqueror. And every conqueror knew the best way to invade was to undermine the values of your target and disrupt the status quo. Orra was practically following the how-to guide of establishing a dictatorship, and the assembled Supers were eating it up, hook, line and sinker. I had to do something or it would be too late – and Orra would win.
“Please,” I said.  My voice trembled and I was on the edge of tears. “If you don’t let me stop him . . . everything you love about Earth will be history.”
My emotional plea, however, fell onto deaf ears. From the beginning, my words were lost in a cacophony of boos and jeers.  I doubt many of those assembled actually heard my words over the raging that followed.
“We don’t like Earth now. You humans take us for granted!” a Super called.
“Your government tracks us and collars us. We’re done fighting for you!” another railed.
And finally, it came down to it.
“Kill the watcher!” I heard Strength Surpreme’s unmistakable baritone. “Kill. The. Watcher!”
That fucking coward. Of course, he wanted to kill me. He was scared of me. I’ll bet Orra was proud of his stooge. He was taking a page right out of his playbook. Get others to do your dirty work for you.
“You know what? Fuck it. You people don’t get it,” I burst out, flustered. “This thing is evil. This thing is going to destroy our world. I’m going to stop him, and none of you are going to stop me!”
“Kill the Watcher! Kill the Watcher!” the chant sounded throughout the Enlightened Base. But there were no Enlightened here – just a mob of Super-powered savages.
Orra raised his hand and the chanting subsided. “Who are you going to believe? A man who saved the world countless times . . . or one of them, the same people who collect your secrets and use them against you.”
“KILL THE WATCHER!” A reply came so loud I was afraid it would burst my ear drum. For his part, Orra held his hand to his ear as if he was struggling to hear. I had to give it to him. He might have been an insidious, murderous double-faced sack of shit, but he would have made an outstanding community theater actor.
“I think the champions . . . the true champions . . . of this planet have spoken, Frank,” he said. “You have no friends here, Watcher. Your time is over. It is our time now. You attack one of us, you attack all of us. So what will—”
Orra didn’t get to finish his sentence as a blast of alien blood burst from his chest. I wasn’t going to give him the chance to talk. I pulled the trigger, and in doing so fired the first shot of the war between Supers and humans. But as Orra fell to my feet, I had much bigger concerns on my mind.
I turned to the assembled Supers. They looked on in shock. The inhuman mob thought Orra was in control of the situation. They were wrong, and now their champion lay bleeding at my feet. But I knew the silence was just the calm before the storm. I looked them in the eye. I searched through the square jaws and bulging biceps until I found that asshole Supreme Strength. I looked him in the eye. He squirmed and started to back away, but Mucus Man was blocking his exit, so he was trapped.
“Come on then,” I said as the multitude of Supers fell upon me.




The Last Watcher vs. 
The Enlightened


It was fitting that, as the last Watcher, I had just declared war on the Supers I spent my life studying. Now I would die at their hands. Of course, that wasn’t exactly Plan A.
The Enlightened swarmed over the fallen Orra as I backed away. They must have seen that I was starting to head towards the exit because of barrage of iridescent light hurtled towards me. I dodged the energy blast, which careened into the nearby wall, sending pieces of hard wood splintering into the night sky.
I may have been cornered but I was not helpless. I reached into my pocket and pulled out another Cyro-Capsule, tossing it into the mass of costumed Supers in front of me. Most of the Enlightened had the good sense to scatter when they saw the ice grenade coming.
Most but not all.
I saw two of the Supers – Sonic and Beamer – looking on like deer in the heads lights as the Cyro-Capsule shattered right at their feet. Their spandex-covered bodies now glistened with ice as they were frozen in place. I pulled out my power pistol and fired two rounds into the human ice sculptured, which exploded on impact.
Two Supers dead.
Two heroes dead.
By my hand.
I put the thoughts as far back into my mind as I could. These weren’t heroes any more. Not if they were siding with Orra. Not if they are standing with a tyrant who stood on the brink of world domination. Besides, there are dozens more of Enlightened to deal with. But I shouldn’t have been watching them.
I should have been watching Orra.
The alien conqueror had risen to his feet and loosed an energy blast squarely at me. While I was able to dodge the frantic barrage of angry Supers, I had little chance of getting out of the way of this massive beam. In an instant I was lifted off my feet and sent careening through the air. I collided with the second-floor window of the headquarters. I flew headlong into a conference room, with only a long wooden table to break my fall.
My head spun from the impact, as a warm coat of fresh blood layered down my face. I didn’t know how many ribs I had broken, and I didn’t want to think about the shape of my vertebrae after that impact. I heard a flutter of air as I looked to see Orra hovering just outside the Frank-shaped hole in the conference room windows. He grinned maliciously, ready to go in for the kill. But he didn’t realize I still had a few rounds in the chamber after I unloaded on the Sonic and Beam-sicles below. The moment he moved towards the conference room, I took aim with my power pistol, sending him tumbling out of the second story window.
It wasn’t shaping out to be a good day for Orra, and if I did my job right, it would be his last.
I hopped to the hole in the glass pane and stood before the remaining Enlightened. I could see Orra regaining his feet from the blast. The Enlightened looked on with awestruck wonder. I could hear them speaking among themselves.
“How is he still alive after that blast?”
“I’ve seen Orra melt tanks with those blasts,” another stated. “How’s this guy still walking around?”
“This is your last chance!” I yelled to the assembled Supers. “Walk away. Leave Orra to me and that will be the end of it. But if you come for me, you won’t be coming out of this base.”
I drew back into the shelter of the base. The chances the Enlightened would give up pursuit – especially after I popped two of their pals – was probably a thousand to one, but I had to try. My theatrics would sow doubt and dissension throughout their ranks.
After taking a couple random turns throughout the HQ, I finally stopped to catch my breath. I took inventory of my gear. I unbuttoned my shirt to ensure my body armor was still intact. My trusty trench coat was a special material that absorbed most forms of energy – including the kinetic energy of my fall. But taking a head-on blast from Orra had weakened its usefulness. Aside from the armor, I also had three more magazines for my power pistol and a handful of Cyro-Capsules. I was running low.
But they didn’t know that.
As far as they knew, I was the Devil himself come to collect. That was the one positive of Orra’s Watcher hate-speech. It had conferred me with a larger-than-life threat level that hung heavily in the Supers’ minds, despite the fact that they themselves were the largest lifeforms on the planet.
Heavy footsteps pounded down the hallway. I could hear Orra and the Enlightened coming. And though I couldn’t see them, I was pretty sure they weren’t waving a white flag.
Still, my little act had rattled them. I could hear them chattering among themselves, frightened and weary.
“The bastard knows everything about us and we barely know a thing about him!” One of the Supers said with fear tinging her voice. “Is he even human?”
“Trust me, he’s human,” Orra said. “He’s just a human with a bag of tricks up his sleeve. Take that bag away and he’ll break like the rest of them.”
I descended further into the base. Orra was right about me having a bag of tricks. But I also had their bag of tricks at my disposal as well, since I was in their base now. I scanned the doors of the base searching for supplies. I paid a visit to their medical bay where I stocked up on painkillers. I also grabbed a laser scalpel. Some of the Enlightened had steel-hard skin, which made operating on them a pain, hence the laser scalpel. It wasn’t very powerful, but it would do the job. I also stopped by their training depot and picked up some concussion grenades. They were used in training exercise and designed to do little more than pack a wallop during training. Even if they were just non-lethal, they could be helpful in distracting the Enlightened when I needed a few seconds.
I pressed myself against the door and listened for the Enlightened. They were traveling in a big group. I figured they would split up to cover more ground soon. And while they did split up, it wasn’t for the purpose I had hoped for.
“Find his kid. You know what to do next,” I heard Orra’s deep voice. My breath hung in my mouth as my heart started racing.
“Look, I’m all for ending the Watcher,” I heard a voice speak up. It was Solok, a sun-powered bank robber. “But families? That’s a line even we don’t cross.”
“Ahhh yes, the crook with an honor code, is it?” Orra said.
“You need me and my crew, Orra,” Solok shot back. “That means we do things our way.”
“Are you sure I can’t change your mind?” Orra said.
“Not unless—” Solok started, but I heard the tell-tale sound of Orra’s ray-beams followed by audible gasps from the Enlightened. The all-too-familiar smell of burnt flesh permeated down the hallway.
“I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to them,” Orra said as I heard a body hit the floor. “Find me the kids. All of them. We need leverage. And Frank has plenty he cares about.”
My heart was still racing, but I had to calm down. I couldn’t do anything to help Patricia, Frank or Kerry if I was dead. I had to survive first if I was going to be in any shape to help anyone.
I backtracked a couple corridors. One advantage I had over Orra and most of the Enlightened was I knew this base like the back of my hand. Blaze consulted me when he built it. I knew every nook and cranny, and I received updates on every renovation and change to the original blueprints.
As Orra and his team marched on, I found Solok’s corpse where Orra had left him, with a smoldering crater where his chest should have been. His face was still tight smirk of defiance. How sad was that the only one who stood up to Orra was actually a Supervillain?
I checked Solok’s body for equipment. He didn’t have much I could use, given his innate solar powers, but he did carry two back-up fragmentation grenades. I grinned as the plan started to take shape within my mind.
“Frank!” Orra yelled. “I know you’ve been listening in this whole time. Give up now and I’ll only take an arm and a leg. Otherwise I’ll take two each . . . from your family. And that’s just for starters.”
“And you don’t even want to know what I’ll do to that ninja buddy of yours,” Orra added.
“Trust me, Orra,” I said loudly. “If you think I’m a handful, wait till you see my family.”
My voice was drawing in every one of the Enlightened – all fifteen of them by my guess. I knew they would be on me soon. Fortunately, I had used the opportunity to lay some traps for them. I just had to draw them in.
I made my way back to the conference room. I didn’t relish fighting the entire roster of the Enlightened. If there was one spot I could slip out undetected, it would be here. It was a long shot but I had to take it. Unfortunately, I returned to see the hole in the base was now frozen over. Which meant I was dealing with an Icer.
“He’s here!” a young woman screamed. I turned just in time to see a blue-haired young woman trying to put an ice spear through my chest. I managed to slide out of the way just in time then tossed a Cyro-Capsule at her feet. The Super known as Chilz brushed back her ocean-blue hair and laughed.
“Ice powers don’t work on ice powers, dumbass,” she jaunted.
“You sure about that?” I said as I stepped forward and pounded the icy ground with the heel of my shoe. It crackled and splintered in a jagged, lightning shaped trail that shattered at Chilz’s feet as she fell through the floor. Unfortunately, the conference room hung right over the garage, so there was no floor beneath her. After two stories, she hit the ground with a sickening thud.
“He’s here!” Another Super called. I headed to the floor, with my coat catching the blunt of another energy beam that left the coat tails shredded and scorched. I ran into the men’s bathroom, but not because I had business to take care of. Instead, it was all part of my plan.
I hid in the last stall on the left. I saw three Supers follow me in. Two were the Twins – two eerily identical blonde men with varying energy powers between them. On the other side of the mirrors walked Morpher, a orange-skinned shapeshifter. Twin One was searching the stalls for me.
“Fun fact,” he announced. “Did you know Blaze had these mirrors perfectly smoothed over to reflect energy?”
At the end of the mirrors, Twin One looked at his reflection and then let out a barrage of energy. Unfortunately, he wasn’t shooting at his reflection.
He was shooting at Twin Two.
He realized his error just as his other half careened into the adjacent stall, a smoking crater in his head. The Twins were always creepy, but they were never that bright.
“What have I done?” He agonized.
“Friendly fire,” I said, bursting out from the stalls to grab the back of his head. “Happens to the best of us.”
Without hesitation, I slammed Twin One’s forehead onto the porcelain sink below him. He fell to the ground with the once opal surface of the sink now coated in blood. I turned to face my next opponent, who was . . . me?
“Two can play at this game?” My own twin said with Morpher’s voice. His hands reached for me in a grapple. “Funny. Orra was really hoping you die by your own hand. Looks like I’m going to deliver.”
Shapeshifters. They always had a sick sense of humor. But Morpher’s fault was that he liked to gloat a lot.
“The only thing you’re going to deliver is the next stage of my plan,” I said as I jerked back long enough to deliver a kick to the stomach that sent him spiraling into the hallway . . . as me.
“Contact!” I heard the hero known as Sunbeam spout from down the hall.
“No, you idiots . . . it’s me!” Morpher-as-me yelled, but he was too late. Seconds later he was devoured by energy blasts. After a burst of light, his skeleton hit the ground. I watched with morbid curiosity as his bones continued to shift and contort even after all the flesh had been removed.
I exited the bathroom only to see Vigilantor spewing towards me, his power gloves engaged. I’d known this guy’s old man. He had a power suit complete with gloves that gave him one hell of a right hook. Unfortunately for him, he was still new at this. It didn’t take me too much effort to get him off-balance. A straight jab, a body shot then grabbing him and slamming him hard on the ground behind me, crashing into a Morpher’s remains, causing the sickening sound of bones crunching.
Sunbeam was a former military man with solar powers. He was a marksman with his solar beams, as I’d already seen him take out Morpher from a fair distance away. But even professionals made mistakes under the right circumstances. I lobbed a concussive grenade at him in mid-blast. It exploded. His instinctively tried to shield his face, but not before his solar beam had run its course. As a result, the solar beam landed right in his eyes as he howled in pain. I clobbered the now-blind Super in the head with my power pistol as he collapsed at my feet.
“This ends now!” Orra said as he charged through the wall to grab me. I removed the ice spear from my coat. As Orra approach I thrust it deep into his shoulder, breaking free of it as the alien being cursed in pain. Orra tumbled back with his entire arm now freezing solid. As he fell, I stood over him again, just giving him a menacing look. I kicked his arm with all my might, shattering it and the Ice Spear like fragile glass. Orra howled in pain. I wish I could have inflicted more damage, but I had nothing on my person – including the power pistol or the Ice Spear – that would be strong enough to permanently put Orra down.
There was only one person for the job, and that wasn’t me.
I had to focus on getting out of here. Orra was down for the count. That cleared out the biggest obstacle in me getting out of here, getting to Orion and saving my family.
It wasn’t.
I headed into the assembly hall, knowing there was a back alley exit few knew about. Before I had taken two feet, I was unceremoniously lifted off of the ground and into the hands of a giant. The Great Expanse, a size-changing hero, squeezed me in his grasp. He was easily thirty feet tall, having taken advantage of the HQ’s vast ceiling to grown to an enormous size. I felt my armor buckle and shatter under his grip, along with any remaining ribs.
“You’re just the appetizer, Watcher. The main course is the world,” he said as he lifted me towards his open jaw.
“Bon appetite, bitch,” I said as I lugged my remaining concussion grenades right into his mouth.
I heard Great Expanse swallow. Even from outside his behemoth body, I heard the grenades explode from within his stomach, and no amount of antacids would clear up that damage. The massive man swooned before his feet gave out from under him, and he fell – taking me with him.
I didn’t fall far, however, as I was soon grabbed by Avant. The tech Super flew around the room at breakneck speeds as my insides started to feel as twisted at Great Expanse’s. I saw the hero’s rocket pack blasting a trail of smoke through the assembly room. He just had to keep it up until I lost consciousness.
I had other ideas.
“You know rocket packs never caught on,” I told Avant as I grabbed the laser scalpel. “Because their flammable as fuck.”
I squeezed the scalpel, sending a tight red laser beam burning into the rocket pack. A tiny roll of smoke lifted from the pack, followed by a tiny flame, before it exploded, launching flames and shrapnel directly into Avant’s back. He dropped me as he crashed into the ground, a flaming heap. For my part, I did my best to duck and roll, but my body was too wrecked and old to be anything resembling graceful.
I had rolled my left ankle in the impact. It now strained and burned with every step. But I was still moving. The exit was in my sight, but I only limped a few yards before Vigilantor tackled me.
“You bastard! You made me kill Psionic Flare!” He said, tears streaming down from his black mask. I remembered the sound of bones breaking when I sent Vigilantor tumbling into another hero. It must have been Psionic Flare – and she must not have been so lucky.
It was then that I realized he was young. He wasn’t much older than Patricia. With Blaze out of the way, there was no one to mentor this new generation of heroes.
No one except Orra of course.
“Kid, I didn’t make you do anything,” I said weakly. “You stood with a tyrant.”
I used the distraction to get in closer. As he threw a a jab, I grabbed his arm and was able to get enough momentum to hip toss Vigilantor over my shoulder. But Supers were a young man’s game, and Vigilantor had that in spades. He effortlessly ducked and rolled the moment I slung him over his shoulder, regaining his balance quicker than anyone I’d seen. He returned the favor by flowing into my gut with his power gloves. I staggered back, coughing up blood. By this point, my armor coat was reduced too damaged to absorb damage.
“I’m going to make you pay!” Vigilantor said. “I’m going to make you . . . die!”
“Gotta work on your banter, son,” I said.
“I’m not your son!” He yelled, preparing for another blow. He was angry, too angry to see me reaching into my pocket to remove my final Cyro-Capsule. I sent it crashing at his feet. He slid on the ice, and this time, he didn’t recover gracefully.
“If Chilz is still alive, you definitely should train with her more often,” I said.
What was I doing? Why was I giving the enemy training advise?
Because some part of me still registered these guys as heroes. Some part of me still saw these people as friends, even family . . . even as they were poised to hunt down my family.
“This isn’t over,” he cried.
“Sorry, kid. Them the breaks,” I said. And then I laid my fist squarely into his face. Vigilantor’s head dropped down as he lost consciousness.
I limped towards the exit. I started counting off the roster of the Enlightened in my head, but it was pointless. How many stayed with Orra and how many left to hunt down my family? I had no way of knowing. While I was lost in thought, one last Super – Titan – launched at me. I weakly raised my power pistol, but he grabbed my hand. The super-strong Super began to crush the metal plating of the gun.
This is going to suck.
It was the only option I had. I pulled the trigger. The power pistol exploded from the tip, sending a blast  that sent both of us spiraling back in opposite directions.
When my vision returned, my head was spinning. Titan had landed a few yards away, his neck broken. I started to regain my footing, but a solid weight kept me from getting up. It felt like I had an elephant on my chest. Was I having a heart attack?
The stars disappeared from my eyes, as my vision cleared. I looked up to see Orra standing over me, his one good hand clutching the know nub where his arm used to be. But he didn’t need his arms. All he needed was his strong legs to crush me into oblivion. I was so close, but I knew this must have been the end. I only hoped Patricia, Frank and Kerry were safe.
But hope hadn’t done me much good in the last day or so.
“It’s over, Frank, you fought well, but the time has come.” Orra yelled.
“Yes, it has,” I heard a new voice say.
My vision blurred, but I could see the distinct glow of fiery embers in the distance. Like I said, hope hadn’t done me much good, but that didn’t stop it from shining through, even if that hope was beyond all logic and reason.
“B-Blaze?” I said in disbelief even as I coughed up blood.
“Not quite,” the figure said.
“This doesn’t concern you, Inferno,” Orra growled at the newcomer.
I could see the figure more clearly. It wasn’t Blaze but Inferno, the grandson of Blaze and leader of the Enforcers. They were the young heroes, the ones too unproven to join the ranks of the Enlightened. Apparently, they had come to see what all the noise was about.
“Yes, it does,” Inferno said. I saw a light emit from his hand. It wasn’t fire, the source of his power. It was . . . something else.
Whatever it was, Orra responded just like I did when name-dropped Zorra in the HQ. I wasn’t the only one who had leverage on the Enlightened’s new leader.
“You don’t understand, Inferno!” Orra pleaded. “The Watchers are a cancer . . . a blight! They must be removed for the good of the world! You wouldn’t believe what carnage this one Watcher has just inflicted on my entire team!”
“Oh, I believe it,” Inferno said with a crooked grin. “I’ve seen what a Watcher can do when they are provoked. Every other hero was smart enough to avoid that minefield. Except you, Orra. Except you.”
I felt firm hands wrapped beneath my torso as one of the Enforcers hoisted me up. I could stand . . . albeit just barely. I held my gaze on Orra, but the Enlightened leader was still locked in confrontation with Inferno.
“And you just happened to be innocently passing by, Inferno?” Orra grumbled.
“No one here is innocent. Not anymore,” I said. “But I’ve seen Supers pull ranks before. You just got checked, Orra. I’m leaving.”
“This isn’t over, Frank,” Orra said.
“Finally, we agree,” I said. “This isn’t over. And if you touch any of my family . . . I’ll finish what I started here.”
It was more or less true. What Orra didn’t know was I was completely out of Cyro-Capsules, and my power pistol had been reduced to scrap metal. He could have killed me right there. But he didn’t know what I had up my sleeves and calling my bluff hadn’t gone spectacularly well for him in the past couple of hours. Plus, he didn’t know what Inferno or his Enforcers would do if he made a move.
To be fair, I didn’t know what Inferno would do either. I suspected he wouldn’t allow a Watcher to be killed on his watch. Inferno was old school like his grandfather, but I couldn’t speak for everyone on his crew. Besides, after tonight, I was done counting Supers as allies, now that Blaze was gone. It was truly us or them.
No one helped me, but no one stopped me either, as I limped towards the exit, and with a grunt of exertion, opened the door and walked out of the HQ.
Free at last.




Knockout



I figured my car insurance rates nearly doubled when I careened into oncoming traffic. Driving with one hand was problematic. Driving with a swollen hand, three cracked rips and a swollen eye as damn near impossible.
As badly as I wanted to make it through night traffic without having an accident, I needed to make it to the apartment before Orra’s goons could find Frank Chan.
Goons.
Like forty-eight hours ago, these people had been Superheroes. Now they were blind pawns in a tyrant’s quest for power, like the rest of the Enlightened. Not that there was many Enlightened left after my fight with Orra. Hopefully the goons didn’t know what went down – otherwise they might be even more incentivized to take me down.
I could see the apartment a couple blocks away. I felt a surge of relief run through my broken bones. Seeing the apartment brought me memories of my bed, of home, of rest, and soon, I felt the heaviness return to my frame, as my two backseat drivers – blood loss and fatigue – made their presence known.
I just closed my eyes for a second.
I was awoken by a loud crashing sound as my body was jerked forward, with my seatbelt taking most of the impact. I opened my eyes to see the front of my car reduced to a heap of twisted metal merged with the front of my apartment building.
I had literally crashed into my apartment building.
I’ll worry about my insurance premiums later, I thought, as I stumbled out of my car and into the apartment. I tripped up several flights of stairs, anxiety and worry racking my mind. I turned the corner and immediately faced a cat – which wouldn’t have been a problem if the cat wasn’t seven feet tall and standing on two legs. It was Manx, one of the Enlightened Orra had dispatched after my family. But this particular Super had been helping himself to my stuff, judging by the red capsules in his furry hands.
He locked eyes with me and emitted a low rumbling growl. I was beaten and blooded with what feels like a broken arm and worse. The Manx could tear be limb from limb with a couple of well-placed cat-scratches, to say nothing of what he could accomplish with one of those Napalm Capsules in his hand. His body shifted like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse.
And I was the mouse.
“Just know . . . not all of this is my blood. You’re going to have to bury a lot of your buddies when you get back to the HQ,” I said, trying to intimidate the hero. It had little effect as the Super lunged at me.
A silvery blur shot across the room, connecting with the capsules in Manx’s right paw. The capsules exploded, sending a flash fire into the room. Manx was blasted back down the hallway in a hiss, leaving only smoke and the smell of burnt cat hair in his wake. Frank Chan stood at my side, the young ninja ready for combat.
“Oh, man . . . ” he said.
“It’ll be okay,” I said.
“No,” he said. “I’m still three hundred points behind Kerry on Pac-Man.”
I lunged into my apartment door, opening it just as my hand hit the door knob. I knew Manx would land on his feet, and if that weren’t enough, back-up was coming. I hurriedly grabbed a spare coat, administered the amazing med kits that made me feel ten years younger and grabbed the first weapon I could find – a shock baton. It did me little good as the hero Cybernetic picked me up like a piece of timber and thrust me out in the fire escape. From inside, I could see Manx leaping up and slamming Frank Chan into the wall.
Cybernetic strode confidentially towards me. She once was a beautiful scientist, but now she was little more than a machine with a pretty face. The rest of her – if you could call it a her – was a smooth metallic chassis with a jet pack. What was with jet packs anyway? Were they making a comeback all of the sudden and no one told me?
I was interrupted from my musing to see Cybernectic’s long hands reaching for me, with a gleaming red laser scalpel on each finger inching closer to my face. In the shadows, I saw a slender figure. I could make out long dark hair and a gym bag slung across the figure’s shoulder. I couldn’t help it. I grinned knowing full well what was coming next.
Cybernetic must have noticed this behavior, because she paused. Her monotone voice rang out, “Query: Does your demise bring you joy?”
“Answer: You’ve got it half right,” I said. “But it’s not my demise that’s coming.”
Cybernetic started to turn around, but the figure delivered a powerful haymaker with enough force for someone three times her size. The sheer power of the blow sent Cybernetic crashing through the wall, causing her circuits to spark and her chassis to bend. Her twisted remains slid down the wall in a glistening pile of scrap metal.
My daughter Patricia stood over the broken machine. She had her mother’s looks, my brains and a determination usually reserved for the laws of physics. Her curly dark hair complimented her brown skin as she spun around to grab Manx, who was trying to claw at Frank Chan.
Manx raised his claw, but Patricia delivered a punch straight to the overgrown kitty’s glass jaw, sending the cat-man spiraling onto the metallic remains of his teammate. This time the cat didn’t land on his feet.
“You okay, Daddy?” She asked, barely needing to catch her breath.
“You’re late,” I with a smirk. “And I’m fine—”
I spoke too soon, as I looked down to see one of Manx’s scratches protruding from my chest. My coat hadn’t stopped it all.
This was bad.
Patricia didn’t even wait for Manx to return to his feet. She stepped forward, pivoting her hips and bringing the full might of her muscle into a punch than sent Manx flopping through the wall. The cat man did not return to his feet.
I had never been so proud of my daughter. I would have told her if I could speak.
Or stand for that matter.
I felt Frank Chan’s lithe form steadying me while my daughter examined the wound. Her warm hands soothed the wound, but I winced when she applied pressure.
“This doesn’t look good, but you’ll live,” she said. “As long as we get help.”
“Don’t be so disappointed,” I croaked. “Looks like you’ll have to wait longer to get all my stuff.”             
“Yeah,” Patricia said with a sad grin. “Like I want to make payments on that rusted pile of shit you crashed into the apartment.”
“At least it still runs,” I shrugged. Or at least, I attempted to shrug, but it hurt too much to complete the gesture.
“We have to find Kerry and get to the safe house,” I said. Patricia nodded and grabbed her gym bag.
“Stay behind me,” she said with her usual no-nonsense attitude.
I nodded, with Frank Chan’s help, we headed back to the elevator. I heard the elevator ding as I realized there was someone else coming up in the elevator.
Well, this is going to be awkward. They’re going to see me covered in blood and my ninja godson. Of the three of us, only my daughter looked presentable and beautiful as ever – no one would ever know she knocked out a cat-man and punched a crazy computer lady into oblivion.
Fortunately for the three of us, the door opened to reveal a man in medieval knight armor. There wasn’t anything awkward about survival.
The Super Knightline had found us. Undaunted, Patricia’s fist slammed into Knightline’s grated visor. The Super stumbled back into the elevator, giving Patricia time to reach into her gym bag to pull out her power blaster. It resembled a snub-nosed shotgun covered in LED lights. She pulled the trigger without a second’s hesitation, dropping Knightline into the back of the elevator. I heard a loud creaking sound as Knightline’s impact was apparently more than the apartment elevator could take. I heard the snapping of a cable as the elevator dropped down to the basement, taking Knightline with it. I heard the sickening sound of metal scraping and breaking amid the explosion that rocked the apartment building.
“Well,” I observed,” I guess we are taking the stairs.
Patricia and Frank Chan sighed at my quip and then helped me down the stairs. I was badly wounded, and the night was still young. There was still much to be done.




Safe House



I half-limped, half-fell down the stairs, with Frank Chan’s arms wrapped around my waist. The diminutive ninja was surprisingly strong for someone his size and age. It would have been better if Patricia had helped down the stairs since she we were about the same height. Instead, Patricia had taken point, cautiously descending down the stairs with her power blaster drawn as she scanned for signs of danger.
As soon as we exited the apartment, we were greeted by the sound of ambulance sirens wailing in the distance. While a hospital did sound pretty good right about now, I knew any official contact would just create more questions than I was prepared to answer. Plus, it would paint a big bright target on my hospital bed for Orra and the rest of the Enlightened to find.
Patricia stepped forward and cocked her power blaster, charging it up as she held it with both hands. I gave her a questioning look.
“Honey, we’re not going to the hospital,” I said. “We’re going to the safe house.”
“Yeah, but we need a way to get to the safe house fast,” my daughter replied. “The EMT might have something that can patch you up for now.”
So, over the course of the day I’d gone from fighting Superheroes to robbing ambulances. This was just great.
The ambulance screeched to a halt in front of Patricia, who stepped forward with her weapon drawn. I was surprised to see the door open to reveal George Elder, whose hands were raised non-threateningly.
“You know, most people say hello!” He quipped. Patricia rolled her eyes and lowered the gun.
“George?” I said. I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing driving an ambulance, but at this point, I knew not to question it.
“Wow, they sure did a number on you, old man,” George said as he stepped forward to examine my wounds.
“You should have seen the other guy,” I said through gritted teeth as George took notice of my broken ribs.
“I did, actually,” George looked up. “You should know Enlightened reinforcements arrived shortly after the Enforcers showed up, and surprise surprise, Orra slipped away.”
“More like not surprising,” I said. “For a seven foot tall alien, Orra is one slippery son of a bitch.”
George nodded. Patricia burst in.
“We don’t have time for this. We have to get Kerry and get to the safe house,” she said.
“Already ahead of you,” George said, motioning the three of us to follow him.
George opened the doors to reveal Kerry lying on a stretcher. The young warrior was in pretty bad shape. There were second degree burns all over his once smooth skinned, and his left arm had been amputated at the elbow. He had a breathing apparatus on his mouth. Frank Chan looked horrified as he sat with his unconscious brother.
“What the hell happened?” I asked.
“Fucking Orion happened,” George responded. I was stunned.
“Orion turned on us?” I asked. I thought Orion was one of the good ones, I worked with him for years. I thought he was someone we could trust. Apparently, I was wrong. But George shook his head.
“Not Orion,” he said. “His suit.”
“What?” I asked.
“The freaking Artificial Intelligence powering it calculated its odds of survival, and figured Orra was the best bet,” George said.  “Orion stopped it but not before . . .“
He reluctantly nodded his head towards the recovering Kerry. This was bad. This was very bad.
“Where’s Orion?” I asked.
“Dead. Apparently, he thought the machine had killed Kerry. So, he blew his own brains out,” George said.
I gritted my teeth. George’s tact was even worse than his bedside manner. Not that there was any room for tact any more. So far all of my allies were coming up dead or worse. And now, in addition to monsters, aliens, villains and heroes, I had to worry about fucking machines siding with Orra? Who was going to try to kill me next? The vending machine down the street?
“What about your government contacts?” I asked but George turned away from me. He instead walked over the driver’s door like he didn’t even hear me.
“Elder! Don’t you back down on me,” I said. “We need to talk!”
George Elder opened the driver’s door and pulled out a long-barreled power rifle. He wordlessly walked towards me with a grim determination. In one smooth motion, George lifted the rifle’s scope to his eye and fired several shots down the street. I looked at him, perplexed. George didn’t return my gaze. Instead, he kept his gaze pointed down the city street.
I didn’t hear the low humming sound at first. Slowly but surely, my ears became aware of the sound of a thousand bees humming. It only grew louder and louder until I saw a multicolored streak rushing towards us. I started to duck, fearful it was some kind of power barrage, but the streak crashed headlong into a row of cars along the street, sending metal and glass spewing into the concrete. A brightly colored man lay prone amid the wreckage.
“Rain Bow,” I said, recognizing the Super. “He’s a speedster.”
God, I hated speedsters.
“We should go,” George said. “We’ll talk later.”
Frank Chan helped into the back of the ambulance before resuming his place with his brother. I sorted through some first-aid equipment. George started the ambulance, while I saw Patricia take her place in the passenger seat, power blaster in hand as she leaned out the window for any signs of a tail. As the ambulance lunched into motion, I removed some bandages from the first aid kit along with some antiseptic. I treated my wounds as best as I could before popping a few pain killers. They wouldn’t substitute real medical care, but they made me feel like a million bucks.
I heard the roar of a shotgun blast. I looked up at George and Patricia.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Sorry,” George said. “Pothole. These roads are shit.”
I grimaced and sighed. I was jumpy. After what I’d been through, who could blame me? But I needed to stow it. Being jumpy never did anyone any good. Quite the opposite, it usually got people killed.
I looked to Frank Chan leaning over Kerry. He had his arm on his brother’s shoulder as he tried to comfort the unconscious ninja.
“Hey,” I said to my godson. “He’ll be okay. He takes after his dad. Just like you.”
“No,” Frank Chan said sadly.
“No?” I was confused and concerned.
“I take after my godfather,” Frank Chan said with a weak smile.
“Damn right,” I smirked. “Don’t you forget it.”
I put my hand on his shoulder, but five seconds later, the unmistakable sound of a shotgun blast rattled the insides of the ambulance. I rushed to the other side of the ambulance to communicate with George and Patricia.
“That sure as hell wasn’t a pothole,” I said.
“We got company,” George said. “I need you to cover us. You ever use one of these?”
He started feeding me the long-barreled power blaster through the opening connecting the cabin of the ambulance to the back. Patricia was still lobbing shotgun blasts from her power blaster at the unseen assailants as the ambulance pushed through traffic. I took the rifle from George.
“I’m sure I can figure it out,” I said.
The power rifle was a long-barreled sniper rifle. It was clearly government issue, but it had the same basic design as my power pistol – a high-tech energy-based equivalent of a standard firearm. I loaded another round into the chamber and made sure the energy coils were charged. I turned to Frank Chan.
“I’m going to need you open the door when I say pull, okay?” I said. Frank Chan gave a reluctant look to his injured brother, before nodding to the affirmative.
“Just don’t fall out either,” I said. “I don’t want to lug around two broken ninjas.”
Frank Chan smiled. “I’m a silent warrior. I am nothing if not surefooted.”
“Now you’re sounding like your old man,” I said. “You grow up so fast.”
Frank Chan took his place by the door. He nodded at me. I brought the rifle’s scope to my eye line as I did my best to steady myself in the shaking ambulance interior. It was pretty hard to do amid with a twisted ankle, but I managed.
“Pull!” I cried.
In an instant, Frank Chan pushed the ambulance doors open. I was greeted by the sight of the interstate breezing past us. I could see a lightning streak moving towards the car. I aimed the rifle and fired without a second’s hesitation. The round struck the lightning streak in the center, and the angry storm quickly faded, spitting out a falling Super in its place. He bounded along the interstate, down for the count and hopefully down for good.
Unfortunately, there were more than one.
A lot more.
I fired two more shots and managed to catch one more speedster in the legs, tripping him into a dusty spiral that triggered a miniature dust storm on the freeway. From out the dust a second, sparkling green streak emerged bearing down on us. By the time I had loaded another round into the chamber, he was already airborne. He landed on the roof of the ambulance with a dull thud. I started to raise my barrel, but Frank Chan stopped me.
“I got him!” he said. The ninja ran his fingers across the roof searching for vibrations. How he could pin-point anything amid all the shaking and rattling of the speeding ambulance was beyond me. Every bump and turn in the road caused the supplies and equipment to rattle and roll. But the ninja’s concentration remained perfectly fixed.
“There!” Frank Chan said, then drew back, retrieving his short knife. He tossed directly into a spot in the middle of the roof. When he removed the dagger from the spot on the roof, I saw it was covered in a fresh coat of blood. I had to admit, I was more than a little impressed by my godson’s concentration and results, but I had bigger fish to fry at the time.
Three more speedsters surged towards the ambulance. In the distance, I could see the other drivers in the cars honking horns and cursing at the passing speedsters as they sped through their line of traffic. If Orra had his way, those same raging drivers might not be so lucky if the Supers declared their dominance.
I raised the power rifle again and squeezed off three shots. This time, I was able to bring down two speedsters. I almost brought down all three, as the first falling speedster’s feet entangled the other Super’s run, nearly bringing him down. However, this Super managed to phase right through his comrade’s footwork and streaked past my bullets, now running alongside the ambulance on the driver’s side.
“George!” I cried. “On the right!”
“On it!” George said back.
The ambulance started to careen in the opposite direction, but then George suddenly jerked the wheel to the left, sending the ambulance sharply plowing to the right. I heard the crunch of bones as I turned to see the speedster’s face and upper torso imprinted in the chrome interior of the ambulance like a morbid wall decoration.
“We’re almost there,” Patricia announced. “We’re going to make it!”
Oh no, baby girl. Don’t say that. Never say that.
Nothing ever good ever happens when you say that.
The ambulance came to a screeching halt. I peered through the opening of the ambulance cabin, my power rifle still in hand, as my worst fears were realized.
Standing in front of the ambulance was Orra, charging energy is his remaining left hand. His face was a mask of rage, and behind that mask of rage, sat our sanctuary, the safehouse.




The Voice of Reason



I swung the ambulance door open and stepped out of the vehicle to face Orra for the third time today. I hoped to God it was the last time I had to face this monster, but I had my doubts. George and Patricia filed in behind me, each with their power weapons raised at the Zoranian. Frank Chan remained by his brother’s side within the ambulance.
“I’m just here to talk,” Orra said, raising his one good arm in a stopping motion.
“I’d say the time for talking is over,” I replied. “I think it’s the shoot-you-in-the-face-and-leave-you-in-a-ditch time.”
“I second that,” Patricia said.
“You got my vote,” George said.
“See,” I shrugged. “Democracy wins.”
“Democracy. We didn’t have that practice on Zoran,” Orra said, and for an instant, his eyes were distant and far away. “All we knew on my home world was bloodshed.”
He continued, “The invasion force came for conquest, but I came here for freedom. I had to act carefully or risk being labeled a renegade. I knew a firm hand was required for such a delicate balance. But everything you’ve heard about me is true. I survived, but many of my fellow Zoranians, comrades with the same goals and dreams as me, were not so lucky. But I can—”
“What you can do is go fuck yourself!” Patricia spat. “You can’t use all the people you got in the ground as an excuse to be a murdering psychopath, cuz I’ve got plenty!”
“Trish,” I said softly, reaching back to Patricia with my one good arm. I could see her being strong but holding back tears as she thought about her grandfather and uncle, people she too had lost. She sucked it up and wiped away the semblance of tears and continued to aim squarely at Orra’s face.
“I’m here offering you another way,” Orra said, looking at me instead of Patricia. “I’m here offering you peace. Because like it or not, you have to understand you have already lost, Frank.”
“I don’t know. I’m feeling pretty confident about myself,” I said boisterously. “Especially with two guns on you. Not to mention how much trouble I cost you in our last fight. And the two ninjas you don’t see.”
“Ahhh, but one ninja isn’t fairing too well I take it?” Orra said. “Orion’s suit sent me some feedback shortly before our connection was terminated. So, it’s really more like one and 3/4th ninja, correct?”
I gritted my teeth. Orra knew all the cards on the table. And I suspected he had reinforcements on the way. We had to put an end to this now. But he was blocking the door to the safe house. The only thing I could do . . . was hear the son of a bitch out first.
“I admit, all of you were able to survive much longer than I anticipated,” Orra said. “But it’s over.”
“Yeah, I don’t think so. Your Supers are dropping like flies,” I said. “And you have the Enforcers breathing down your neck. I think our odds are about even.”
“Perhaps at the moment, but I have an advantage you don’t,” Orra said. “Time.”
“Even now, the public sees the attack on the Enlightened base as nothing short of a terrorist attack, a tragedy,” Orra said. “The lives of so many heroes lost . . . for what? And at the hands of a fanatic that spies on everyone? Are you ready to go public, Frank? To tell everyone everything you know . . . and everything you’ve done?”
“I did what was necessary, monster!” I said through gritted teeth.
“Of course not, Frank. You are a Watcher. You supposed to observe. That’s what you’re supposed do. But You and I know that is not what you have been doing” Orra smiled. I was really getting tired of seeing that bastard smile. “Think of how many tragedies you could have prevented had you only acted, you always have had info. You only act when you want, be damned any innocent lives lost, right? But I, on the other hand have been selfless and have plenty of heroic deeds on cape.”
“Yeah,” George said. “And the blood of thousands on your hands.”
Orra didn’t even look at George.
“He’s right, Orra,” I said. “Now that the Enlightened are gone, the Enforcers are coming for you. And Inferno is even stronger than Blaze.”
“True, he’s a really intense guy,” Orra said. “But I think you underestimate how forgiving Supers can be. Help save the world a couple times, kiss a few babies, squash a prison riot, maybe save a couple reporters on the way, honestly, going from villain to hero is easier than your repairing your credit score.”
“And Inferno doesn’t know who to believe in this mess. Sooner or later, he’ll let his guard down . . . just like Blaze did” Orra said. “And when he does, I’ll be waiting with another spear with the blood of Zero Temp. I have quite a supply.”
Zero Temp. So that’s how he killed Blaze. Orra just killed one of the frost-powered Super – Zero Temp – and dipped the spear in his blood, the source of his icy powers. Once it had pierced Blaze’s body, his immune system had no defense against it. Orra had everything figured it out.
“Most people – Super or otherwise – don’t even know my history. They don’t know the eons I’ve spent on this rock,” Orra said. “They just think I’m another Super face, like the kind that come and go with the celebrities. You see, Frank, all I have to do is wait you out.”
He grinned. “I’m very good at it. I’ve had a lot of practice.”
“What do you propose?” I asked.
Patricia and George objected in unison.
They didn’t understand. If we shot Orra here, I doubt we’d kill him. But even if we did, he’d become a martyr – and win all over again. And there’s the prospect of being crushed by his reinforcements.
Like a lousy salesman on my doorstep, the only way to really get rid of Orra . . . was to hear his pitch.
“If we don’t like what he has to say,” I said without turning my head. “We can shoot him.”
“We can shoot him now!” George asked.
“No,” I said.
“Dammit,” George replied.
“I’m happy to find you in such an amiable mood, Frank,” Orra said. “And you won’t be disappointed.”
I truly doubted that.
“My people could use a man of your skills. Someone who knows so much about Earth – its people, its history . . . its defenses,” Orra said. “Help make way for when the Zoranians arrive. Come back to the side of the angels.”
“And sell out the planet?” I said. “Hard pass.”
“And help achieve peace between our two people,” Orra said. “Work like you’ve always done – from the shadows. Help the Zoranians arrive to a peaceful planet, to a people with open arms, not drawn people. Stop the cycle of bloodshed, Frank, as only you can. Right now, the rest of the world sees a villain – but I see hope. When they arrive, they will win. It just depends how many humans will die.”
He looked at me imploringly. I raised my hands and began to clap, a slow agonizing clap. My stolid face never moved a muscle even as I clapped slowly to draw out the mix of frustration and confusion on Orra’s alien face.
“Frank, be reasonable. The authorities have already pinned the attack on you. Your accounts are frozen. There are ABPs out for you and yours all over the city. It’s only a matter of time before the police find this place – with you and yours. Come with me. We can turn all of this around, avoid this blood bath. It’s not too late.”
I shook a finger at Orra.
“You’re good, Orra. You’ve always been good. I tell ya, you really missed your calling as a car salesman or a Hollywood executive. You ever consider a career change?” I changed my voice to imitate his as best I could. “Because it’s not too late.”
Orra’s face resumed its icy demeanor, as cold as Zero Temp’s blood.
“Or maybe a politician? You ever consider running for office? You give just enough hope mixed with a spice of danger. But you’re not too big on democracy, are you?” Frank said. “All the time I knew my father, the man only taught me one lesson. I watched him come home from war, in the midst of the jungles of Vietnam, and straight into another war, with shadows and Supers. I watched him sink his marriage and his sobriety along with it. And through it all, he taught me one lesson – never give up. He didn’t.
I continued. “He believed in being a Watcher, even when no one else did. Even when he knew it would cost him his life. And it did.”
“Don’t come back here preaching about angels and demons, good and evil. Those are just lies, pitting one side against the other. I’ve known plenty of heroes who were monsters in their personal lives, and plenty of villains who were saints under the mask,” I said. “You’re a creature, an alien of tribalism, Orra. You always were, and you always will be. That’s where you will live and that’s where you’ll die.”
“It inevitable, this a war between Supers and the rest of humanity, so you better hold on tight,” I smirked. “Because I am just getting started.”
“You’re an idiot, Frank. I’ve already won, you just don’t know it.” Orra said blithely. “You’re dangerous and the world is coming after you,” remarking as he started to slowly levitate.
“Well, the world better get in line,” I said as Orra flew off. Surprisingly, Orra didn’t try to stop us. I don’t think he could of he tried. Patricia and George followed, Frank Chan emerged with Kerry from the back of the ambulance as they limped towards the safe house.
I opened the door to the safe house and everyone walked inside. I slammed the door and then peered outside.
Right on schedule, a dozen Supers arrived where Orra just was. I opened a fuse box on the side of the door and flipped the switch. In an instant, an energy field covered the premises, shutting out the Supers. I could see some of them touching the force field, a look of annoyance crossing their faces.
But that was just for starters.
I flipped the second switch and in an instant, the entire safe house had vanished from their view. Thanks to my two-layer security, they would have a tough time distinguishing between the actual safe house and the force field covering it.
I needed to rest.
I needed to heal.
But I knew I had much more at hand before I could do either of those things.




Old Friends

I flipped the light switch. There was a loud buzzing sound as the powerful lights started to surge to life. Patricia was catching her breath. Frank Chan was tending to his brother. And, of course, George Elder was regarding me with mild annoyance.
“I hate to tell you this,” he said. “But that light show shit won’t stop the world’s powerful Supers for long.”
“He’s right,” Patricia said as she holstered her power blaster. “Is there somewhere we can go? Maybe the Enforcers or one of Orion’s old bases—”
The lights popped on at that very moment, revealing the vast underground layer. “Safe house” wasn’t the proper terminology, because that assumed it was simply house. Instead, it was a vast bunker, meant to withstand the force of a nuclear attack, or in this case, the wrath of the world’s most powerful Supers. I had many secrets here. As long as I have known George, even he has never seen this.
We walked down the stairs in silence. The only one who wasn’t shocked was Patricia, she had seen this all before. I was thinking of my next move.
George helped me move Kerry to a medical incubator, while Frank Chan watched on. I looked back to see Patricia with her hand on his shoulder, comforting the little guy. We set Kerry’s bruised and broken body into the incubator, which was shaped like a futuristic MRI machine, with an enclosed rounded shell.
“This was meant to keep a Super like Blaze alive, but it will heal someone as small as Kerry without any problems,” I explained. I hooked up the nano scanner to the stump of Kerry’s arm.
“Re-growing limbs is a bit trickier given all the nerve endings,” I said as I finished completing the settings. The incubator enshrouded Kerry with a swishing sound. “It will take a couple weeks.”
“Need anything else?” George asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “This thing is mobile. I need you to take it to the transporter in case this place is compromised.”
“Wouldn’t want you to hurt your back, old man,” George replied with a grin as he pushed the incubator to the transport.
“What’s next?” Patricia asked as she watched Frank Chan follow George to the transport.
“Heal up and fight back. There’s only one person we can trust that can also keep you safe,” I said. “The Emperor.”
Patricia gave her usual business look. “The next step is reaching out to him.”
“Already done,” I replied. “You need to keep training, and this is a contingency that we’ve planned for. This is the fight of our lives. We can’t afford to be anything but our best.”
“And where does that leave you?” Patricia asked.
“Well, I’m going to oversee your training from a different facility while I heal up,” I said. It was the sensible play of course.
Which was exactly why my daughter wasn’t buying it.
“I’m surprised Orra didn’t notice,” she said, straight-faced. “You’re a terrible liar.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, trying to keep my poker face.
While I should spend some time from my injuries, that’s what Orra and his lot expected. After all, humans break and they need time to mend. Every move I made now was one the enemy didn’t see coming.
Of course, I couldn’t tell Patricia that. Not without worrying her any more than she usually did about her old man.
We just burst out laughing. As the deep belly laugh subsided, I took her in my arms and held my daughter for the first time all night. She hugged me back, and for the first time in a long time, the world actually made sense.
“You’re the strongest person in the world,” I told her. “You’ve trained your whole life for this. Keep going. I’ll see you soon.”
“I know, daddy,” she said with a warm smile. I saw George approaching from the corner of my eye.
“You’re going back to the Feds, ain’t you? Maybe collect some PTO or drop some more money in that 401k of yours?” I asked. George shrugged.
“With this line of work,” he said. “It’s not like I’m going to ever need it.”
“You watch your back,” I said. “Supers are one thing, but bureaucrats are something else entirely.”
“True, but they’re my team,” he said. “They need me, especially if we’re going to win this fight.”
And with that, he took me in a deep bear hug. “You be careful, old man!”
I winced in pain. “Yeah, and you be careful with those ribs!”
“Sorry,” he said.
And then, for the second time that day, I burst out laughing. We both did.
I looked back to my godson, Frank Chan, who continued to cast a worried glance at Kerry. I smiled at him as I knelt beside him, with some effort since I only had one good leg and put my hand on his shoulder.
“He’s going to be okay,” I said. “But he’s going to need you to be strong. I’m going to need you to be strong. And so is your father.”
He smiled and hugged me. It was the hardest hug I gave that day, because I knew what came next.
I limped over the controls as Patricia, George, Frank Chan and the unconscious Kerry were all safely tucked within their individual pods. I flipped the switch and watched as dazzling energy flooded the room. I never got tired to seeing this. My daughter, my protégé, my godson and his brother . . . they were all transformed into silhouettes of light which faded almost as soon as the dazzling stars left my eyes.
They were gone, each transported to a new location, away from Orra and his goons, and each with their own separate but crucial mission to perform.
Which left me with one final mission to perform.
One I had waited to undertake for so long.
I limped over to a nearby computer chair with a small black bag on the arm and carefully sat down. It was good to relax in solitude and quiet, but unfortunately, this wasn’t solitude. As a Watcher, I knew the difference between being alone and actually alone.
“You can come out now,” I said.
A shadow every bit as maligned and maimed as myself limped into the light. Izuki, was in pretty bad shape. His right eye socket was crushed, and his face was covered horrible cuts and bruises, while his left arm hung down, broken in several places.
“I’m an assassin,” Izuki said, his voice barely a wince. “I have done evil. I have taken lives. I have betrayed and been betrayed. But I have never been betrayed so deeply.”
I regarded him for a moment, but I didn’t leave my chair. I opened the bag to reveal a red serum and syringe. As I injected this serum, which mainly consisted of adrenaline and a bunch of other things that would make me forget pain, I noticed how comfy this chair was, and besides, I wanted to see where this went.
“I know the truth, Frank,” he said. “I know it was you who sent the warriors that killed my men and dismantled my organization.”
I didn’t deny. How could I . . . when he was absolutely right.
“I tried to tell your stupid ass to hang up your swords, but no, you were too fucking stubborn,” I said. “Honor before reason. But then again, it’s hard to have honor when you’re an assassin, right?”
Izuki did not respond. Instead, he just gazed me through his one working eye.
“I can’t say I’m surprised. Patricia could take most of your men when she was thirteen and could take the great Black Assassin by the time she could get a driver’s permit,” I said. “Once I knew what I was looking for, it was easy to train the others and especially Robert to achieve the same.”
“Where . . . did you find . . . such eager warriors . . . to fight . . . ” Izuki knew the end was near. He was having trouble breathing out the words.
“Why, your victims of course,” I smiled. “You and your color dedicated associates, left a trail of bodies by your own admission, but you also left sons and daughters, nieces and nephews, all equally eager to take up the sword against you.”
“Just like . . . ” Izuki started.
“I know it was you who killed my grandfather. And I know one of your crazy followers killed my father and uncle,” I said. “And I have to confess, I lied to you earlier.”
“You’ve already stabbed me the back,” Izuki growled. “Why not twist the knife a bit more?”
“I could never forgive you,” I said. “Not after what you did tonight. You killed my brother. He led the warriors, trained them since they were kids.”
Izuki looked down the floor. The mighty Black Assassin, reduced to shamefully starring at the dirty ground.
“You had your family, and I kept them safe,” I growled. “In spite of everything that happened, I kept them safe.”
Izuki raised his one good eye to me.
“I’m sorry, Frank. It was business,” he said.
“He was my brother,” I scowled. “He didn’t deserve it God damn it.”
Izuki moved fast, despite his injuries, as a silver gleam extended from his hands towards me. Had I not seen his godson perform that same move, it might have caught me off-guard. But as it stood, I simply grabbed the knife out of the air and threw it to the ground. Now the drugs were kicking in.
“And was that just business?” I asked.
“No,” Izuki said. “It was self-preservation, my friend.”
I could see the reality was sinking in for Izuki. But I had to twist the metaphorical knife a bit more. It was the only way I could take him in a fair fight.
“Friend? Our whole friendship was a fucking con to keep you in line until it was time to strike,” I said. “I wanted to vomit every time I shook your fucking hand, knowing I was looking at the same eyes that saw my own kin dying in their own blood.”
“I’m sorry it had to come to this, Frank,” Izuki said. “But Orra is the new world order. And you and yours are part of old world.”
Izuki drew his long katana with his one good arm. He would need two hands to wield it properly, which meant he’d be at a disadvantage when he faced me. But it also meant he was still a master assassin rushing at me with a big fucking sword. The only silver lining was that we were both a couple of old men beaten and bruised past our expiration date.
I had been organizing weapons into a duffel back. I rushed to it, but Izuki beat me to it, narrowly missing my fingers with his sharpened blade. He hissed like a tiger ready to pounce and I drew back.
“At least you could have the decency to die honorably, Frank,” Izuki said. I grinned.
“Neither one of us have done an honorable thing in years,” I said. “Why start now?”
In a fair fight, it was a fair question which of us would come out on top. I had a sprained ankle, a couple of broken ribs and a broken arm. At glance, Izuki had one good eye and a similarly broken arm, assuming there weren’t any other injuries I couldn’t see beneath the surface. Of course, neither of us was much for a fair fight, and I had drugs in my system that took away the pain, which would make things interesting.
Izuki lunged at me but I slid the computer chair into his path and ran with a limp down the hallway. It was my base, so I figured I had the home court advantage. Of course, I also had a time limit. The shielding outside would only hold off the Supers for so long. Any minute now and they would break down the barrier, tear off the door and flood this place in search of me. I could take Izuki. I could even take Orra’s goons, but I couldn’t do both.
I could hear Izuki’s wet labored panting from the blood in his lungs as he followed my trail. He was definitely hurt more than me. This was good. But Izuki also had two major advantages: two good, working legs. He would catch up to me eventually. I just had to be ready.
“I took no joy in murdering your brother,” Izuki called out. “All these years I never knew who he was and that he was the one training those brats.”
Memories of Gary flooded my conscious. I’d lost so much tonight, starting with Blaze, that I hadn’t even stopped to grieve my brother. I pushed it to the back of my mind, but when Izuki told me earlier tonight that he killed the teacher, it took all of my control not to kill him in front of his kids. I remembered Gary and I playing as kids. I remembered his having my back against the bullies. And I remembered him at Dad’s funeral, at my grandfather’s funeral, and at my uncle’s funeral. But now there was one more funeral I had to attend, all because of Izuki.
There was a power pistol in reach. I could grab it and open up on Izuki immediately, but the Black Assassin would see such an attack coming. He would dodge every shot, no matter how well-laid, and then he would kill me.
Izuki was a master assassin, capable of baiting and guiling his prey out into the open. I had to wonder who was stalking who. Had I really tricked the Black Assassin all these years, or was he merely luring me into a false sense of security?
I considered my next option – a Fire capsule. It was a lot of more dangerous than the power pistol, with a wider range. But it was also one Fire capsule, and if I missed, then I was shit out of luck. With the power pistol, I’d at least have several shots.
Then I realized the answer was starring me in the face the whole time. Izuki may have had two good legs, but I had another advantage.
Two good eyes.
“It is over, Frank,” Izuki announced. “Time to settle all accounts.”
I affixed the fire capsule into a small hole in the wall – it wasn’t very hard considering all the moisture built up in the underground lair. Then I stepped out to face my family’s killer.
“At last, we agree on something,” I said.
Izuki drew in for the kill, his sword bared as he cautiously stepped towards me. He saw the power pistol in my grasp, but I didn’t raise it to shoot, not yet.
“What will you tell the boys?” I asked with a hint of resignation in my voice. He knew the power pistol was an inadequate weapon. I let him know that I knew it too.
“I will tell them that you turned the gun on yourself,” Izuki said. “It won’t be the first death I have arranged tonight.”
Izuki could see the light come on in my mind.
“Orion,” I said. “You killed him . . . and made it look like a suicide. But that means . . . you know what happened to Kerry.”
“My son is strong,” Izuki said. “He will recover. After all, he has my blood.”
“You really are a piece of shit,” I said. “All of this is just icing on the cake making it easier to kill you.”
Izuki raised his sword to eye level and started to move towards me.
“I appreciate your confidence, but it really is over, Frank,” he said as he came towards me with the sword.
“That it is,” I said.
I drew my power pistol and fired. As predicted, Izuki dodged the blast effortlessly, but I hadn’t really been aiming at him anyway. The blast soared past his bad eye and struck the Fire capsule loaded in the wall. The entire wall burst into flame, sending chucks of concrete flying in every direction, before the entire structure collapsed. Since Izuki’s depth perception had been reduced, he didn’t see it coming until it was too late and the slab fell upon him, pinning him to the floor. I heard the sickening sound of ribs cracking beneath the weight of the concrete. A thin of layer of blood flooded the space between us.
“You . . . tricked me,” he said.
“We’ve been tricking each other so many times over the years,” I said. “Let’s just say we’re even.”
“This isn’t over for you,” Izuki remained defiant to the end. “My kin will end you.”
“You should find some comfort that your boys will be safe,” I said. “I will raise them as my own. Unlike you, they’ll do good in this world. They already have.”
“I . . . won’t allow it,” Izuki tried to roar, but I suspected he had a punctured lung.
“I don’t think you have much choice in the matter,” I said as I went back to collecting gear and tossing into a duffel bag. Izuki remained at my feet.
“You . . . won’t get away with this,” he groaned.
“See, it’s not so fun to say that when the shoe is on the other foot,” I noticed.
I turned on my security monitor. The Supers were having quite a bit of trouble with my energy field. I saw Strength Supreme and Mucus Man leading a bunch of Supers in pounding the energy shield with all the strength they could muster. Above them, I saw Orra and a couple of fliers launching a barrage of heat vision into the shield. I checked my monitors. My shields were down to twenty five percent. Fortunately, I had everything I needed now.
The trick would be to time this just right. If I was lucky, I could take all of them down. I looked over my shoulder. Izuki was writhing beneath the rubble, but with a punctured lung, cracked ribs and a broken hand, he wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. I turned my attention to Orras and the Supers. I turned on the speakers.
“Hey Strength Supreme, is that your solution to everything?” I said. “Punch it really, really hard. Man, I’m surprised Blaze kept you at the front desk. You couldn’t even spell phone book, much less use one.”
“Fuck you, Frank!” Strength Supreme yelled as he kept punching into the force field, with each blow outlining the sparking shield’s weakening frame.
“Frank, this is over,” Orra said as he addressed my speaker box.
“Actually, it’s not. I’m sitting pretty for once,” I said. “It’s a nice change of pace.”
“I know how these places work,” Orra said. “I’ve registered four energy spikes since we arrived. My guess is your allies have already teleported out. That means it’s just you.”
“I give that to you, Orra, you really don’t miss much,” I said.
“The only reason you haven’t teleported out yourself . . . is that you don’t have enough power,” Orra said into the speaker box. “You can keep this place shielded and hidden or you can teleport away, but you can’t do both. The second you drop the shields, I will find you. Even with electric interference, I know you are approximately one hundred yards away, behind two monitors, on the third door from the right down the stairs . . . “
Orra’s words were meant to intimidate me. And they probably would have. Orra’s senses were extraordinary, but his skills of perception left something to be desired. It didn’t matter since I already had a back-up plan in place.
“I’m impressed, Orra,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to see who’s right.”
“We both know it’s me,” Orra said. “We both know there is no escape for you.”
“I guess we’ll just have to see,” I said.
“He’s right, Frank,” Izuki said weakly from beneath the rubble. “Help me free . . . and I will beside you . . . like old times. Perhaps together . . . we can kill Orra. We’ll at least take down a few of them.”
“It’s tempting,” I said, pointing my power pistol at Izuki’s exposed head. “But that would require honor, and as previously established, neither of us has a taste for that.”
“Then kill me!” Izuki said.
“And give you a warrior’s death?” I shrugged. “I’ll pass.”
“We’re coming in, Frank!” Orra declared.
“Careful,” I said. “You might not like what you find.”
Shields were down to ten percent. I switched off the cloaking device to boast its power. The downside was the entire safe house was now visible. The punches came faster and closer. They knew exactly where I was.
I limped over to the transporter and set it to its highest power setting.  Balls of energy began to float within the transporter, like large snowflakes in the middle of a blizzard. The transporter was trying to teleport a large amount of material, but there was nothing to teleport. The lights grew brighter and brighter, while on the console, yellow lights began to flash. The lack of any discernable material to teleport aside a few dust molecules was creating a feedback loop. The snowflake-shaped particles were now the size of glittering disco balls. The cautionary warning lights were now flashing red. Sparks began to emit from the transporter’s shell. The ground beneath my feet was beginning to rumble.
I headed back to the console. It was now or never. I powered down the shield. Now the Supers outside would have nothing preventing them from gaining entrance aside from concrete and rebar, and they’d chew through that in no time.
I took one final look around the safe house. This had been my base of operations, my sanctuary, for years. But like my brother, like Blaze, and like a lot of other things tonight, it was time to say good-bye.
But there was one last good-bye I had to make.
“You’ll kill us all!” Izuki said. “At least we’ll die together.”
I stood over his broken body and regarded the once mighty Black Assassin with clinical detachment. I could see the desperation in his eyes. He so badly wanted to understand what was happening, and at the same time, he wanted to find some value to our shattered relationship, and by extension, his own life. It made it even easier to twist the knife one last time.
“You got the first part right,” I said as I sat in my chair. I hit two buttons on the keyboard. “But not the second. Good-bye Izuki.”
The floor before me shifted and gave out as a makeshift glass bubble covered me. A command console sprung out of the floor while my computer chair reclined into a pilot’s seat. The transporter just a convenient way of coming or going as well as an excellent means of dispatching my allies far and wide, but it was never my only option of escape. Orion himself had crafted an escape pod into the command console of the safe house.
“You bastard!” Izuki yelled. Or at least, I think that’s what he yelled. It was hard to hear over the transporter as it tore itself apart, or over the roar of the jet engines I had just engaged beneath my escape pod. The back wall encircled into an opening, as did several more before it, as my escape plan came into view.
Right on schedule, Orra tore through the door, with Mucus Man and Strength Supreme tripping over themselves to be the second person through the newfound hole in the way. I had a feeling his two lap dogs weren’t going to be feeling that way in a few seconds.
I waved to Orra as the escape pod engaged, blasting through the back walls out into the sky. The sudden acceleration produced G-Forces that pushed me deep into my seat. I could see Orra and company launching towards me, not noticing the blinding white light behind them as the transporter finally went out, producing a sub-atomic explosion contained within the base. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the explosion rip through the base, engulfing Izuki’s broken body and then Super after Super, ending with Mucus Man and Strength Supreme before it finally claimed Orra.
The Zoranian roared at me in a hateful frustrated snarl before finally being claimed by the light.
As my escape pod lifted into the air, I could see my base now a twisted and ruined wreckage of its former sanctuary. Now it provided safety for no one. It had killed Izuki and almost certainly all but the toughest of the Supers accompanying Orra. I had no illusion it had killed Orra himself though. If I had learned anything tonight, it was that the Zoranian was tough son of a bitch. But it had bought me some time, and time was the most valuable commodity in this coming war.
As my escape pod soared away from the smoldering sanctuary to the blue sky ahead. Orra would survive, that much was clear. He would regroup. It was time I did the same. I had one advantage over Orra, who required only the strongest and most powerful to serve beside him. Perhaps Inferno would stand against Orra, or perhaps not. It didn’t matter. The time for Super heroes was over.
All I required was the common man or woman. Orra had an army. It was time I had one too.
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