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CHAPTER ONE


 

A small man sat manacled to a metal chair in a dark room. He was wearing the tattered remnants of a child's superhero costume. The skintight suit was not flattering. The cape was torn and there were burn marks in several places. Clearly, the recent past had not been kind to Topper Haggleblat. 

The present wasn't holding much promise either. Topper didn't know where he was, he didn't know how he had gotten there, but he knew what was coming next. As a criminal defense attorney, he knew all the tricks the law dogs used when they had a man in an interrogation room. All two of them. 

The point of an interrogation isn't to learn something new. Topper knew that they didn't even start asking questions until they had their story figured out. That makes the point of an interrogation to break a suspect. 

There was a time in his life when Topper would have cursed and spit in their eye. Told them in colorful, high-pitched shrieks where they could put their questions and which way they could twist them after they had been properly inserted. There was a time when Topper would have fought them so hard that at the end of the day the guy asking the questions would have gone home feeling like he had been beaten with clubs, while Topper would have gone back to his cell and masturbated just to make his jailers uncomfortable. 

Throughout his interrogation, he would have told them, again and again, that they better let him go. Because his employer was Edwin Windsor. And nobody who crossed Edwin Windsor ever got away with it. 

But that wasn't true anymore. Those days had passed. Edwin had been crossed, and Edwin had been killed. And Topper, well, this was all that was left of him. 

The little man hung his head, and wiped away tears. If you had asked him why he was crying, he would have snarled, "Take your pick." It was the lowest moment of his life. Well, so far. 

On the other side of the room, Topper heard a door open. This sound was followed closely by the scrape of a wooden chair on the cold concrete floor. That would be the interrogator, thought Topper. But he wasn't the person to worry about. Somewhere in this dark room there was a mirror. And behind that mirror was a guy. The guy behind the guy. If Topper cared, that would be the guy he would worry about. But Topper didn't care. 

When the bright spotlight flooded his face, Topper thought, ah, screw this. They're all a bunch of douchebags anyway. Why should I let them have any fun?

"I confess," said Topper. "I confess to it all."

"Confess to what?" asked the interrogator.

"Whatever you got," sneered Topper. 

"We want you to tell us what happened."

"You know what happened. And if you don't, then go screw, I'm not here to entertain you." 

"I have lots of time," said the interrogator.

"You think I got someplace to be?" asked Topper. "You think I got a girlfriend or a cocktail party or a bowling league or a bar mitzvah I'm missing? You think my Mary Kay sales are really gonna slump this quarter? Pfaahhh! Just lock me away. Quit wasting my time." 

"Do you know what we can do to you?" asked the interrogator.

"I don't know and I don't care. Just lock me in a hole in the earth. There's nothing you can do to me that's worse than what I've done to myself."

"Then tell us what happened to Edwin Windsor."

And that's what tore it. With the mention of Edwin's name, Topper convulsed with sobs. The interrogator waited patiently. After a time Topper said, "What happened to Edwin? His heart died with Agnes. All the rest was inevitable." 





CHAPTER TWO


 



There are hangovers and then there are Hangovers. Topper was suffering from the second kind. Adrift in his oversized bed, he had created a womb of soft sheets, pillows and comforters that had been warmed to the temperature of an incubator by the boozy and possibly combustible fumes of his own liquory breath. So Topper was as content as he could possibly be. 

Oh, sure, there would be pain and suffering to face when he woke up. But a hot shower and a few curative libations would make that go away. And then Topper would continue on his path of creative hedonism. At least, that was his plan. 

To look at his bed from the outside you would have thought no one was in it. That's because Topper was very small. He claimed he was 4'5", but his driver's license read 4'4''. When confronted with this discrepancy, he had shrieked, "Four-four and a half!" But mighty is the bureaucracy of the DMV; they round for no man. 

Topper's custom-built bed was bigger than a California king. In fact, the model name for the bed was the Sultan. The only thing bigger was the Caliphate and the only reason Topper didn't have one was that it hadn't been available when he was shopping for a bed. 

BZZZZZAAAAAAH!

The cruel sound of the intercom buzzer sliced into Topper's inner ear. The inner ear passed it up the chain of command, washing its hands of the whole mess. Neurons fired across the corpus callosum, signals were sent and received, and by the time the buzzer went off again...

BZZZZZZZAAAAAH!

Topper was able to answer, "aaaaaaaaahhhhhh" which was meant to convey a wish to dissolve into the memory-foam mattress. 

BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZAHHHHHHHH!

In the middle of the bed, Topper's head emerged from the womb. His hair was proudly displayed in a configuration as yet unknown to modern geometers. One eye was still closed. The marks of his 1000 thread-count sheets were tastefully pressed into his face. 

To no one in particular he said, "Ya spend $11 million for a penthouse apartment and ya still get the same crappy buzzer as everybody else." Squinting into the honest and unfamiliar light of morning, Topper waited for the buzzer to sound again. If he could locate it, he could kill it and go back to sleep. But now that he was ready for it, the buzzer did not sound.

To break the suspense, Topper said, "Maybe they left." Believing that the coast was clear, he lowered his head back down into his cocoon. Then, just as he closed his eyes, someone kicked his door in. 

Topper's eyes snapped open, and he froze in place like an alcoholic rabbit. He heard footsteps echoing off the expensive pink marble of his penthouse. Perhaps he could stay hidden. Perhaps they wouldn't find him. Perhaps he should have slept in a comfortable ditch last night. 

The footsteps came closer and closer. At the edge of his bed, they stopped. 

"Mr. Haggleblat," said a perfectly polite and professional voice, "Mr. Windsor has sent us to help you keep your appointment." 

Topper's fear turned to rage. He knew exactly who these pricks were and, in Topper's mind at least, he didn't have to take this kind of crap from the hired help. 

"WHAT'S THE MATTER WITH YOU? CAN'T YA SEE I'M SLEEPING HERE!?!" Topper yelled, immediately regretting it as his yell reverberated through his head. 

As Topper collapsed back into his bed racked by terrible pain, the two men picked him up and deposited him in the shower. These men were dressed in identical black suits and moved with brutal efficiency. Their voices were polite, but their hands were not. 

As the cold water from the nine-headed shower ran over Topper and ruined his custom-tailored silk pajamas, he started to scream a universe of obscenities. But when the pain returned to his head, he lowered his voice to a foul whisper. The variations were endless, but the theme was the same: Topper hated these guys.

These guys were Adjustors. They worked for Edwin. Technically, they worked for the insurance company that Edwin and Topper had created. But as the shower washed over him and the horror of a new day sank in, Topper had to admit they really worked for Edwin. And so did he. 







When Topper emerged from the shower, one of the Adjustors had a suit laid out for him. The other one jabbed him in the shoulder with a needle. "AHHHHH!" Topper shouted, hurting himself again. 

"B-12 shot, sir. Better than a pot of coffee," said the Adjustor with no enthusiasm whatsoever. 

Topper glared at the man. He didn't know his name. Hell, except for a very few, he could barely tell the Adjustors apart. They were all tall. They were all impeccably dressed. They rarely displayed emotions. And they all had a broken look in their eyes. The Adjustors were either the best of the best or the best of the worst, depending on how you wanted to look at it. But they certainly prided themselves on being superlative in everything they did.

As they dragged Topper back through his bedroom, Topper said, "Hang on. I need a coat." They let him go long enough for him to grab the oversized comforter from his bed and wrap it around himself. 

"What?" snapped Topper, "For a day this shitty, I'm gonna need my blankey."

The adjustors said nothing and dragged Topper and his comforter into the elevator. 







As Topper crossed the lobby, he dragged the bulk of his comforter behind him. Outside, he saw his driver Stevie holding the door open. Thank God, thought Topper. Stevie was okay. Best of all, there was a minibar in Stevie's car. The hopeful thought of liquor propelled him across the lobby. 

The concierge noticed Topper's unusual procession, but betrayed no reaction. It was not the first time the small tenant on the top of the building had displayed strange behavior. As Topper passed, he held up a corner of the comforter, "Order me another one of these, wouldja? This one is going to be ruined."

"Yes, sir."

How was it, Topper wondered, that now that he was on top of the world, everyone called him “Sir” and he had absolutely no control over his life. Back when he was struggling, nobody called him “Sir” and he got to do whatever he damn well pleased. Now all he had were obligations.

Even with the comforter wrapped tightly around him, Topper shivered against the winter wind. The sidewalk had been scraped and sanded, but still a thin film of grey slush covered the sidewalk. It soaked into the comforter. It turned the rushing sound of cars passing by into an irritating slushy roar. Topper didn't like winter. 







When he struggled to climb up into the car wrapped in his now-ruined comforter, the Adjustors picked him up and tossed him into the plush back seat. 

"Assholes!" Topper cried as he bounced off the upholstery. 

"You know where you're taking him?" one of them asked Stevie with an aggressive chin-jutting motion. 

“Yeah,” Stevie said.

"Well, don't make any mistakes. The tall man is sick of this little prick being late." 

Stevie's round face opened into a lopsided smile. "That little prick is your boss." But the Adjustors were already walking away. 

"Don't fuck it up," one of them called out over his shoulder. Stevie shook his head and got in the car. 

From the back seat, Topper said, "Ahhhhhhhhhhh."

"Yeah," said Stevie. He was running to fat and, although he was professional enough, he was the kind of guy who had never worked a day he didn’t have to. Topper thought he was a right enough fella. At least he had blood in his veins. Way better than those soulless Adjustors. 

Topper worked his arms free of his cocoon and reached towards the minibar. But it wasn't there. 

"Stevie, stop the car, we've got an emergency. Somebody stole the bar."

"Sorry, Mr. Topper, the bar was removed per orders of the Chairman and CEO himself."

"Enh?"

"Mr. Windsor said to take it out." 

"How am I supposed to survive without sustenance?"

"I got bacon and egg on a roll," said Stevie, as he held up a brown paper bag. 

"Jesus, Stevie! You know food just makes me sick." 

Stevie shrugged and eased the car out into traffic. 





CHAPTER THREE


 

The car ride was long enough that Topper had time to remember the meeting he was being shanghaied for. To be honest, the play shouldn't be that hard, it was the same one that they had been making all along. Except that recently, it seemed like Edwin was sucking all the fun out of it. It seemed like Edwin was sucking all the fun out of Topper’s whole life. Sure, they were making money hand over fist, but Topper knew that there was more to life than money. Like the things that money could buy. And the leisure time to enjoy them. 

But Edwin never seemed to buy anything. Or take any time off. 

For Topper, the action was the juice. But he hadn't seen any real action since he had bounced a few rockets off the Cromoglodon's head. That had been fun. That was the way evil was supposed to be. But an insurance company? Sure, insurance companies were evil, but it was evil with a lowercase “e.” Topper wanted to be Evil with the big “E.” He wanted to be able do whatever the hell he wanted and laugh maniacally while doing it. In short, to indulge all the perverse whims and appetites contained in his libidinous little heart. 

But that hadn't happened. Something far, far worse had happened. Something far more sinister. It had all turned into a job—a corporate job. Topper hated jobs. Corporate jobs, most of all. 

So he hid in the comforter and alternated between sleeping and feeling sorry for himself. Two hours later, Stevie wheeled the car up to a large manufacturing facility. He parked behind an identical Town Car that belonged to Edwin. The tall man was obsessed with standardization and the economies of scale that came with fleet management. 

Topper fought his way free from the comforter cocoon exactly the way a butterfly doesn't. 

"How do I look?" he asked.

"Like hell," said Stevie.

"Thanks, asshole."

"Sorry, sorry, you look like a million bucks. Please marry my daughter," the chauffeur responded, not changing tone or inflection. Topper grabbed his tiny, custom-made leather briefcase and got out of the car. The little man wasn't rested. He wasn't ready. But he had a full head of steam that was looking for a place to blow. Today, that would be enough. 







Edwin was waiting for him in the lobby. He was a tall man, of course, but in addition to his great height, there was something else. It was as if he had been constructed on a different scale than other men. Fashioned by an artist who worked in the finest materials and liked to work big. Topper stopped when there was still a substantial distance between him and his friend. He was in no mood to crane his neck back to talk to anybody. His head hurt enough already. 

"What gives? Why do you disturb my beauty rest, Beanpole?"

"Good morning, Topper," said Edwin. 

"Not from where I'm standing."

"Please, Topper, your protests grow tiring, we have work to do. Do you have the contract?"

"Yeah, I have the contract. You had Stevie print it out and bring it to me."

"Very good."

"No, it's not very good. If you can have Stevie print out the contract, then why do you need to send two guys to haul my small but shapely ass out of bed when I'm clearly busy with more important things?"

"A hangover is of small importance."

"Yeah? How would you know?"

Edwin had no answer. He said, "I need you here in case anything unexpected pops up. In case they make a counter-offer."

"Counter-offer? We're running an extortion racket! There is no counter-offer. Ya pay, or we breaka you face. Or building, or whatever."

"We are not in any racket. We are selling insurance. And there is a way that these things should be done."

"Eh-henh, well, your way isn't very efficient." The words hung in the air like a curse. Neither man said anything. Neither man looked away. 

The stare-down was interrupted when a receptionist entered the lobby and said, "Mr. Windsor? Mr. DeTsavo will see you now." 

"Are you with me?" Edwin asked.

"Yeah, yeah," said Topper, as he walked across the expanse of lobby. "But you gotta learn to respect the hours of a gentleman of leisure."

"Gentleman?" asked Edwin.

"Yeah, I'm a gentleman 'cause I'm rich enough to sue the pants off anybody who says otherwise."







From the moment they were shown into the office, Topper had an urge to smash the beautiful model that occupied the left side of the room. It was a scale replica of a brand new, state-of-the-art manufacturing facility. Its prominence showed that Leo DeTsavo, the CEO of General Business Machines, loved it very much. 

As Edwin made the introductions and the nice-nice with the fat man who didn't get up from behind his desk, Topper could barely take his eyes off of the model. It was a thing that could be beautiful only to model makers and corporate drones. All function, no style. Not even the style of elegant functionality. It was a box. A really big box, painted General Business Machines Blue with a band of General Business Machines Off-White #3 running around the top. 

"And this is my attorney, Topper Haggleblat," said Edwin.

"How ya doing?" Topper asked, absent-mindedly. He was so preoccupied with the model he missed the unhappy look Edwin shot him. 

"Would you gentleman care for anything to drink?" asked DeTsavo, his finger hovering over a button that would summon a person to take care of anything he wanted. 

Before Edwin could cut him off, Topper blurted, "Scotch."

"Scotch?"

"Yeah, whiskey, brown stuff. Comes in a glass. Before that it's usually in a bottle." 

"It's 8:15 in the morning."

"Okay, Bloody Mary? Mimosa? Anything!” Topper said with glee. 

DeTsavo looked to Edwin for some kind of context. Wasn't this a business meeting?

Edwin shook his head slightly, as if to say, just ignore the little man. 

Bored already, Topper walked to the horrid model. 

Trying to salvage the small-talk portion of the meeting, DeTsavo asked, "You are an admirer of models, Mr. Haggleblat?" 

"Nah, I just like blue things," answered Topper. Screw this guy, thought Topper, anybody who thinks this thing is beautiful deserves what he gets. Why is Edwin wasting time like this? Just extort the bastard and get on with it. 

What had happened to the tall guy? When had he turned respectable? Or soft, or, or—Topper didn't even know. Topper stared at the model and hoped that the meeting would be over soon. 

In the background, Edwin and DeTsavo carried on while some drone brought coffee and/or tea. Topper and Edwin had done at least a hundred of these meetings. The set up was always the same. And the best part was, most of it was legal. 







It worked like this: about 50 years ago, a few people developed superpowers. Call it mutation, government experimentation, the next stage of evolution, whatever—everybody had a theory. Topper didn't care about the how, what he cared about was the law. 

Superpowered people had introduced a giant loophole in insurance law. While a villain would be held liable for the damage he or she caused, a hero wouldn’t. And between the two of them, heroes and villains managed to bust up a lot of real estate. They were like human natural disasters. After one insurance company had gone bankrupt from a battle between a superhero and a supervillain, no other company would offer that kind of coverage again. The risk was just too high. All policies were amended so such battles were deemed uninsurable risks as “Force Majeure”—acts of God and superpowered persons. 

That had given Edwin the loophole. 







When Topper felt the floor shake he realized that DeTsavo had struggled out from behind his desk and was waddling towards his model as gracefully as he could manage. 

"It's a marvel," Leo DeTsavo said, “85% automation. In fact we run two of our shifts with nothing more than a team of engineers and a few security guards. Far cry from when I started with the company."

"Ah, you started in manufacturing then?" Edwin said, feigning interest to smooth the deal.

"Oh, no, no, no. Finance. But we've had terrible trouble with our pension liabilities. Unions and such. Actual people are difficult to deal with. Machines for me. Machines and robots. When you're done you just switch them off. And you get to amortize the cost of them. You can't amortize a person, you know."

Amortize, a legal term from Latin, meaning literally, to kill off over time. When Edwin said, "Oh, I don't know. Not in the traditional sense, surely..." Topper had to give a wry smile, even as unhappy as he was. Amortization was exactly the kind of thing Edwin did with people. And had done it more often and with greater enthusiasm since Agnes had passed.

"Machines don't file workers compensation," DeTsavo continued, "Machines don't sue for age discrimination or sexual harassment. Yes, machines for me."

Edwin nodded at the logic. "Total capitalization of the facility?"

"Still putting the finishing touches on it. Something on the order of $3.2 billion."

"That's quite a lot of money."

"It's nothing compared to the ROI."

"It is a marvelous facility. It would be a shame if anything were to happen to it," Edwin said, as he threw the hook in the water. "But, I'm sure you have plenty of coverage."

DeTsavo heaved his bulk to face Edwin. "Are you trying to sell me insurance? Is that what you and your little monkey came here for?"

Topper felt his jaw quiver as the old anger flooded into him. That fat bastard was calling him short. Oh, now he really didn't like him. Before, it had just been business. Now, it was something else. What was that word he was looking for?

"That is precisely what I am selling," continued Edwin, "My company, Omdemnity Insurance, is prepared to indemnify you against all acts of persons of a superpowered nature."

This was Topper's big moment. He was supposed to take the contract out from the briefcase and lay it on the table. It was a tiny little part. And Topper was sick to death of his tiny parts. The way he saw it, it you don't give a little part to a guy with a big soul. And if you do, you deserve what you get. 

Topper heaved his briefcase up onto the model table. It wiped out some lovely landscape miniatures near a depressingly functional looking parking lot. 

"CareFUL!" rumbled DeTsavo. 

Topper plunged his hand into his case and came out with the contract. 

"Standard package, indemnifying you against all acts of superpowered people or animals of all known and yet to be discovered powers," said Topper in bored monotone. "Sign, here, here and here." Topper indicated the little sticky tabs that highlighted the important parts of the contract. All business, no pleasure. 

PLEASURE! That was it. That was the word he had been searching for. The joy had gone out of Topper's life. How long had he just been going through the motions? As he watched DeTsavo smear his fat hand across the pages of the contract, Topper remembered—knew down the pit of his black little soul—that this wasn't the kind of fun that he had signed on for. 

In fact, none of this was what he'd had in mind when convinced Edwin to stop advising villains and become one. Topper had been hoping for car chases, shootouts, maniacal schemes, pretty girls who liked bad boys and most of all, getting to do whatever the hell he wanted. What the hell happened? He didn't get to do ANYthing. Now it was all this briefcase, that form contract, and meetings like this. 

DeTsavo was red in the face. Even before he spoke, Topper knew he wasn't going to go for it. The fat CEO bellowed at Edwin "No, insurance company in the world will provide this kind of coverage. Windsor, what's your racket?"

"It is no racket. As you will see from the policy we are more than adequately capitalized to carry this kind of risk. Per our calculations..."

And here it started again, the droning business talk. Topper was so bored with it. How many times had he sat through the same meeting with Edwin? How many times had he listened to him use his cold, geometric intellect to bludgeon someone into submission, hammering them and hammering them with logic until they had no choice but to sign. 

As the two bigger men went back and forth and back and forth, Topper's attention strayed to the model once again. 

Maybe it was because Topper was smaller than actual size that he imagined he could see inside the square blue and off-white building. Inside that featureless utilitarian box, he could imagine, were other featureless, utilitarian boxes. Row upon row of cubes, which would house row upon row of featureless, utilitarian workers, performing featureless utilitarian tasks before they returned to their featureless, utilitarian little lives at the end of each day.

"Hey, Bob, I put in a pool!"

"That's great, Steve; I'm doing that next month."

"Gee, Bob, then we'll be completely the same."

Topper realized that his sad, silly imagining was far too close to what his life had become. Where had the passion gone? Where was the fun? He could restrain himself no longer and raised his voice in song—

"Hey, asshole. Ya need insurance!"

DeTsavo, the Chief Executive Officer of one of the largest computer companies in the world, was not accustomed to being spoken to in this way. His brain could find no adequate response for an angry little dwarf, so it dispensed with a number of non-crucial functions. Like keeping his jaw shut. 

Edwin also stared at Topper, not so much in shock as in knowing exasperation. 

Since Topper had the floor, he continued, "Okay, since you're a busy man, and my tall friend seems to be through dicking around, I’m gonna tell you how this works," he warbled in his high, New York-accented falsetto. "This is your building." 

Topper climbed up on the table. As he held his foot over the northeast corner of the model, he said, "I am a fucking giant!" Then Topper slammed his foot down on the corner of the building sending splinters and shards of it everywhere.

A tiny cry of distress issued forth from between DeTsavo's wide open teeth. Let's call it an “eep!” Edwin just buried his face in his hand.

"If that happens and you're not covered, ya screwed. You know, screwed like an ordinary person who has to pay taxes and obey the law and stuff like that?"

"Topper, that's quite enough," Edwin said, trying to salvage the situation while some dignity remained. But Topper was having none of it. 

Screw it, thought Topper, if this is a shakedown operation, then let's shake 'em down. "So here's the deal, Fat Money, you buy an," and here Topper made large air quotes with his fingers, "'Insurance Policy’ from us or," Topper stomped his foot and destroyed more painstakingly arranged balsa wood and poster-board, "we're actually going to send a giant," CRUNCH, "like me, but to scale, and crush your entire magic robot factory." CRUNCH, CRUNCH. "And then you're gonna see what it's like to get screwed by the little guy for a change." CRUNCH CRUNCH CRUNCH. "Ahhhh? Ahhhh?" 

"He doesn't mean to suggest any threat or..." Edwin's voice trailed off as he read the expression on DeTsavo's face.

"Threaten him?" countered Topper. "Oh, I'm done threatening, Sunshine. I've moved all the way up to wrecking his office," Topper shrieked, as he kicked the last piece of the model into oblivion. 

At the end of his rampage, Topper stood triumphant in the wreckage of the once-beautiful model of an industrial building. DeTsavo's mouth hung open. He seemed incapable of speech or movement. This was exactly what Topper had been going for. Total shell shock. All according the plan Topper liked to call "wingin' it."

Sure, Edwin was a meticulous genius. But it took Edwin a long time to get to the point. He always took the roundabout, intellectual way. Topper was smart, sure. But he thought he was wise because he realized that smarts could only get you so far. 

You needed smarts to be a good trial lawyer. But what made Topper a great lawyer was his killer instinct. He could smell weakness. After a thorough course in the School of Hard Knocks, Topper also knew that when you had a chance to kick (or, from his 4' 4.5" perspective, punch someone in the balls) you didn't waste time engaging him in a battle of wits. You bounced his testicles off your knuckles, kicked him a couple of times when he was down, and then headed off to the bar for the victory celebration.

So the only question in Topper's mind at this moment was this: Is this corporate fat cat smart enough to know when to stay down? As DeTsavo stumbled back towards his desk like a zombie, Topper whispered to Edwin, "See, that's how ya do it." 

DeTsavo pressed the intercom button on his desk. Topper just knew that this was the moment. Edwin was finally going to see that they could take care of business and have fun at the same time. That he didn't have to be such a stuffed shirt all the time. Besides, this was crime wasn't it? It was supposed to have—well, not class—but a certain style, right? 

When a voice on the other end answered, DeTsavo managed to utter one fragile word. "Security."

Edwin said, "No need, we'll show ourselves out."







As Edwin walked briskly through the lobby, Topper struggled to keep up. Edwin always seemed to run away like this when he was upset. It was almost enough to make Topper think the tall guy was passive-aggressive about the whole thing. But that was silly; Edwin's brain didn't work that way. Not that he wasn't sinister or cunning or sideways, he just wasn't petty. Everything was final, terminal and serious with Edwin. Which made him worry. Sure they had been friends a long time, but what if he had gone too far this time?

"C'mon, E! It's not like that guy was going to see reason. I just saved you an hour of your life that you were never going to get back again." 

"That's not the point," Edwin said, not slowing his pace, "You need to learn some restraint."

"Restraint, that's your department. I'm a more of a get-it-done guy."

"And what did you just get done?"

"Okay, okay, so that didn't go so well. But, but… time management! I helped you free up your schedule for... Okay, okay," he said, panting while he jogged alongside Edwin, "style, panache, comic relief. That's what I am!"

"I don't need comic relief," Edwin said, not breaking his stride.

Topper scampered in front of him and blocked his path. "Whattaya nuts? Just hang on a minute. You are in more need of comic relief than any man I have ever known." 

"Topper, what game are you playing now?" Edwin asked, in the tone of a tired father who was especially tired of dealing with an unruly child.

"I'm not playing any games. And more to the point, you're not playing any games. That's what's wrong with this whole thing, see. This is supposed to be fun."

"Fun? I'm not sure I can define that," Edwin said, taking a step to the right. But Topper bounced right as well, blocking the tall man's path. With his great height, Edwin could have easily stepped over the smaller man, but he did not. 

"You know Edwin, fun? That tingly feeling when you don't really know what's going to happen next? When there are surprises around every corner that make you feel alive?"

"I hate surprises."

"To hate surprises is to hate life."

"However you want to define it, I do not care for surprises."

"Are you upset at me? I mean, with your lack of emotions and all, it's kinda hard to tell. But, are you really upset at me?"

"I am not upset. I am displeased."

"Okay, close enough, now why are you upset?"

"You've just destroyed a potential sale."

"Sale, is that what you are calling it? C'mon Edwin, we're using the Cromoglodon to run a protection racket, and you're worried about etiquette."

The tall man drew himself up to his full height and with great dignity said, "I am not running a protection racket. I am in Insurance." The effect was impressive. Edwin's immaculate bespoke-tailored suit, his air of propriety, even Topper almost fell for it. And he knew better. 

"Oh, ho, ho, ho. And the tooth fairy pays extra for dentures. Look, if the shopkeeper doesn't pay you and you bust up his shop, it's a protection racket. Now, I have a lot of respect for the fact that WE, you and I, are running the world's largest and most audacious protection racket, but let's not lie to each other, Edwin, it's still a protection racket."

"I am attempting to provide a valuable service to profitable businesses. You are simply in the way." Edwin stepped around Topper and kept walking. 

Topper chased after him. "Oh, come off it. You know the guy is going to pay. Of course he's gonna pay, what choice does he have? What's the harm in letting me have my fun?"

"Now I have to destroy a factory."

"You were gonna have to do that anyway." 

When Edwin got to his Town Car, his assistant, Daniel, was holding the rear door open. Daniel was the only good thing to have come from Edwin's horrible misadventure in Lower Alabama. At the end, it had resulted in Edwin gaining control of a substantial fortune, but to do so he had been forced to humor a trust-fund child who longed to play dilettante in the world of Evil. And, worse fend off the affections of his controlling mother who longed to see the South rise again in a Jihad of Gracious Living. The whole affair had nearly cost Edwin his dignity, and that too high a price. 

 Of course, no one could ever replace Edwin’s beloved secretary Agnes, but Daniel was smart, efficient, hardworking and utterly ruthless. Edwin had also been able to use Daniel’s instruction as the prototype for the Omdemnity Adjustor training program. 

"Daniel," Edwin began, but he was interrupted by Topper. 

"RELEASE THE KRAKEN!!!"

"Hello, Topper," Daniel said, with the practiced calm of one accustomed to dealing with the insane. 

"What, that's I all I get? Doesn't anybody have a sense of humor anymore?"

"That is not the agreed upon protocol for deploying asset 7-A against a properly approved and vetted target pursuant with Omdemnity Insurance policy and procedure manual appendix 7-A rider," said Daniel. 

"7-A? 7-A?! Just because you keep the poor bastard locked in the basement doesn't mean you can steal his name. His name is the Cromoglodon." Even as Topper said it, he realized the irony of the statement. The monster's real name was Barry. Edwin had stolen his name when he had dubbed him the Cromoglodon. By whatever name he was called, the creature was a brutish hulk with unimaginable power and the mind of a child. 

If Topper wasn't perennially occupied with feeling sorry for himself, he might have had more compassion for Barry. As it was, the closest Topper could manage was a vague recognition that his life was also controlled by Edwin Windsor. 

Edwin said, "Sadly, Daniel, reason has failed us once again. Deploy asset 7-A against GBM target number one."

"Very good, sir." said Daniel.

Edwin bent and lowered himself into the back seat of the waiting car. When Topper started to climb up after Edwin, Daniel stopped him. 

"Hey, what gives? We're not riding together? We gotta talk business."

Edwin shook his head, "You have your own car, Topper."

"C'mon, why can't I ride with you?" Topper protested as Daniel directed him back from the door. 

"You reek of liquor," said Edwin, just as the door closed. It was exactly the kind of thing Agnes would have said to him. 







"Come on, let's run some red lights!" Topper said to Stevie as he climbed into the back seat of the Town Car. He looked into the rearview mirror for Stevie's smile, but the chauffeur’s expression was blank. 

"How can you not smile at that? C'mon, you gotta hate red lights, right? Bane of your existence? Stevie, I only got two settings. I'm a stubby little toggle switch with two settings. On one side it says "Funny" and on the other it says "Violent." I'm not smashing your face in with a briefcase, ergo, I'm being funny."

In spite of his attempt at self-control, Stevie had to smile a little bit at that. 

"Aaah, aaah, there we go."

Stevie quickly snapped his expression back to neutral. "Please sir, don't make me laugh."

"’Sir’? What's with this ‘Sir’ nonsense? Stevie, it's ME. You know me. I'm not tall enough to be a ‘Sir.’ You know what they call somebody who walks around all day at the perfect height to smell everybody else's ass? Maybe ‘unlucky.’ Maybe ‘stunted.’ But definitely not ‘Sir.’”

Now Stevie really couldn't help himself. He let out a guilty little snicker and covered his face with this hand.

"What?" asked Topper, "What is it with the no laughing?" 

"He fines us, sir. He fines us for smiling and laughing on the job," said the chauffeur. 

Topper stared at the chauffeur in mute amazement. Then he broke into a smile, "Oooooh, that's a good one. You really had me going there. Fines you for smiling. Why that's the most ridiculous thing I've ever..." Topper trailed off when he realized that Stevie still wasn't smiling. When you spring a joke on somebody, you're supposed to smile, right? But Stevie was as serious as Topper had ever known him to be. 

When Stevie spoke, Topper heard Edwin's words coming out of his mouth, "Omdemnity Insurance Policy Manual and Code of Conduct: 'All employees will refrain from unnecessary, energy-stealing displays of emotion in the performance of their duties. Wasted energy is not productive and displays of emotion can cause distress or contagion in other Omdemnity employees. In the case of repeat violations, fines will be instituted based on the rate schedule found in Appendix 37-C.’"

"Repeat violations?" Topper said, not believing what he had heard. "And they think I'm crazy." 

"I used to be a happy man," the chauffeur said with a heavy sigh. 

"This is outta hand," said Topper. "I gotta do something about this. I'm gonna talk to him."

"Oh, please don't, sir. He might think it was me."

"Hey! HEY!" Topper shrieked. "Remember the switch?!"

"Please, I don't care about your switch, I really need this job."

"It's either funny or violent. And you're outta your goddamned mind. You and Edwin. So snap out of it!" Topper flopped back in his seat and reached for the non-existent minibar. "GAHHH!" he cried in frustration. 

After a while, Topper said, "Look, I'm sorry I got upset. But this is bullshit."

"Sir…"

"Stevie, we shouldn't have to live like this. None of us."

"Sir, I agree with you, but…" Stevie nodded towards the rearview mirror. Topper looked behind them and saw a security team pouring out of the lobby. 

"Yeah, Stevie, we better vamoose."

"Did you make some new friends, sir?"

"Everywhere I go," answered Topper. "Wait a minute, was that a joke?"

"No, sir, of course not," said Stevie as he drove away. "That would be against company policy." 

"Ennn-henh," said Topper. 

As they wound their way out of General Business Machines' corporate campus, Topper could see an ornate security gate closing in front of them. "Aw YEAH! This is just what I need. RAMMING SPEED!" 

Stevie let off the gas and began to slow down.

"What? What are you doing? They're coming with the guards and the guys and the—go faster! Faster!"

"That's not the procedure."

"What, the procedure is surrender? Gimmie your nine, Stevie, I'll hold them off."

Very slowly, Stevie rolled the front bumper of the car up to the now-closed gate. On the hill behind them, in front of the building, Topper could see a security team getting into three jeeps. 

"What are you doing?"

"Saving the radiator, sir." Stevie pressed on the accelerator gently. The pressure built up in the gate until it gave way with a surprisingly gentle-sounding screech. Then gate fell over and out of their way. 

"See?" asked Stevie.

"See what? That was boring."

"It's the approved procedure for transiting an intervening gate."

"Oh, Stevie, what have they done to us?" asked Topper. "When did they steal the BOOM! and the whaWHAAAAA, screeeeeeeeeeeeech!" said Topper imitating the sound of a car bashing though a security gate in a 1970's movie chase scene.

Stevie merged into traffic at a sane and reasonable pace. 

"And then you go around the corner really fast and one of the hubcaps comes off and makes that sad whuh, whuh, whuh, whuh noise for a minute. And it's calm for a second. Then you're back to Steve McQueen slamming through the streets of San Francisco. Oh, Stevie, they stole our dreams, man. They stole our dreams."

Stevie focused on the road. Topper was quiet for a while, but when he noticed the route Stevie was taking, Topper said, "No, Stevie, not the office. That's not going to cheer me up."

"Then where are we going?" asked Stevie.







He had been known as the Cromoglodon, a name which had become synonymous with total, irresistible and irrevocable destruction. But as he stood next to General Business Machines' automated manufacturing facility, he did not look fearsome or powerful. He looked like a man who had forgotten his own name. 

He blinked and raised a hand against the bright light of the sun. His home, or rather his pen, was now a cage in the basement of Omdemnity Insurance. They didn't let him out much. 

He had been tamed (if that was a word one should apply to humans) when Edwin Windsor had placed an electrode deep within his cerebral cortex. Now, whenever he failed to comply with his handler's wishes, the electrode would be activated and his body would be wracked with fear and pain. 

Barry stared at the gigantic building. He knew what was expected of him. It was the same thing that was expected of him every time he was let out of his cage. They wanted him to let loose his colossal fury and bash everything into tiny little bits. But the tools of pain and the fear that they had used to control him had burned him clean. There was no more rage left. He was just happy to be outside. 

He took a breath. He let it out. 

From behind him he heard yelling. He turned to look at several men standing next to the armored truck that they transported him in. They were all yelling at him to get on with it. Two of them were in overalls, another was in a suit. And there was the little one. He remembered the little one. Sometimes the little one came to see Barry in the basement. He was the only visitor Barry ever had. 

As the little one walked towards him, one of the technicians said, "Eh, it's your funeral."

“Just hold off on shocking his brain,” Topper said. "Hey pal," Topper said, holding his hands out to the side so that the Cromoglodon could see the apple. "You glad to be out of that hole?" Topper produced an apple from his pocket. "Here you go." 

Barry crunched the apple once between his molars and swallowed it. 

"There you go," said Topper, soft like he was talking to a horse. "I'm not gonna lie to you big fella. I'm having a rough time of it. All these rules. All these procedures. About the only thing that cheers me up is watching you work your magic." Topper scratched the huge brute behind his knee. 

A smile broke across Barry's face. 

"Ah, go on you big lug," Topper said, "bust some shit up." 

Barry lumbered down the hill towards the soon-to-be ex-facility. 

The technician said "I thought for sure I was gonna have to use the button."

"Nah," said Topper, "I told you, I have a way with animals." 

"Heh, heh," chortled the average-height technician. 

Topper didn't say what he was thinking: "Hey pal, us freaks have to stick together."





CHAPTER FOUR


 

For Milton Smiles, director of the Bureau of MetaHuman Affairs, life was pretty good. One might have thought that the loss of Excelsior, the Bureau’s most powerful asset, would have put a dent in his career. That would only mean that one did not understand how bureaucracy worked. 

When Excelsior had disappeared nearly two years before, it had caused a crisis. Just as yeast feeds on sugar, Bureaus and their Crats feed on crisis. There had been calls for increased funding, new mandates and new powers. And all of these calls seemed to come from outside his agency. The crisis had been the best kind of political capital an ambitious and self-serving bureaucrat can ever hope for.

It had long been taken as a cornerstone of national security that Excelsior was unwaveringly loyal, completely controllable and absolutely indestructible. Smiles had learned for himself that the most powerful man in the world had been, at best, marginally stable. He was aware, vaguely, that Edwin Windsor had had something to do with Excelsior's disappearance. But he tried not to think about it too much. You see, he was much better off without Excelsior. 

True, the talent his agency had to work with was less powerful, but there were now more of them. And they were easier to work with. Best of all, he now knew that if one of them went rogue, he knew their weaknesses. He had recourse. He could stop them. 

As the number of people working for him had grown, his prestige and power kept pace. He traded his town home for a real home and a far better class of mistress. Everyone took his call. The pit of his stomach unclenched. For even as the power of his agency grew, the number of problems it had to deal with shrank. 

The hubris of the bureaucrat Smiles had grown. Had he become so powerful that he could avoid the inevitable reversal of fortune? Had he become, in his happiness, the untouchable man, no longer the plaything of the Gods? Perhaps, but centuries of drama would suggest otherwise. 




Smiles had been enjoying one of privileges of his position, sitting in his corner office playing solitaire on an NSA-encrypted, $5,000 laptop. He had been planning to take a late lunch and forget to come back to the office. Life had been good for Director Smiles. 

Red 9 on Black 10," had come a voice from over his shoulder. Smiles had spun in righteous anger. Who would dare to sneak up on him? To enter his office without knocking? Not only to catch him playing solitaire, but to kibitz on his play? 

He had found himself facing Senator James Buchanan. He was sleek and fat like a cat who shouldn’t be able to hunt, but was somehow cunning enough that he always had blood on his claws. Senator Buchanan controlled at least 70% of Smiles’ funding. Using the bureaucratic superpower known as oversight, The Senator could make Smiles’ life very uncomfortable if he was unhappy. And he had looked very unhappy just then. 

Before Smiles had been able to sputter an excuse, the Senator had cut him off. "Get up." An aide of the Senator's had quickly moved to the computer and inserted an encrypted USB drive. He had turned the laptop monitor so that Smiles could see. 

Smiles saw that the screen was showing a highlight reel of General Business Machines being torn apart by a man with a thick neck and forehead villainous low. It could only be the Cromoglodon. The same Cromoglodon who, Director Smiles had told the world, was dead. 

"You see why I am upset?" asked Buchanan.

Smiles tried, "No, I, uh, what is this?"

"This is the tax base of the great State of New Jersey being pulverized before your eyes. General Business Machines, the owner of that former facility, has been a great and patriotic supporter of this country."

And your re-election campaigns, thought Smiles.

"I backed you for this appointment, Smiles. You and your agency are supposed to stop this kind of thing, aren't you? We cannot let the American people suffer like this. Especially since your agency has ample funding with which to solve this problem. To say nothing of the fact that you told me this thing was dead."

"We can't be sure it's the Cromoglodon, Senator."

"Yes, we can," said the Senator as the screen showed an image of a small man dancing on the hood of a Town Car, enjoying the destruction as if it were a spectator sport. "That's Edwin Windsor's right hand half-man."

"But he's not wearing a costume," said Smiles weakly. 

"You don't know a puppet by the costume, you know him by the strings," said Buchanan, "It appears Mr. Windsor is still very much in business. I want you to stop him."

"We don't have anyone stronger than the Cromoglodon, sir."

"You lied under oath. Of course, it's the kind of thing I do all the time. But you've got to be very careful about the kind of lies you tell. You told a lie that the American people will care about. You told them they were safe. And, clearly, they are not."

"But the Cromo—“

"No, Smiles, do not use that name. For if you use that name, all is lost." 

"Lost?"

"You can never admit that this creature is alive. They will hate you for it. That's why I have held off on telling the world. That's why I have come to you." Buchanan said nothing and let Smiles shuffle uncomfortably in his own office. 

"At first, I was upset," continued Buchanan. "Yet another problem for me to deal with. And the world is so full of problems. But then I realized, this one isn’t mine."

"No, sir."

"It's your problem."

Buchanan stood. Smiles inadvertently took a step backward as the fat man heaved his bulk out of the chair. 

"I don't care how you run your agency, of course, but a suggestion: The problem is not the puppet. The problem is the puppet master." On-screen, the Cromoglodon swatted a wall away with a piece of steel I-beam. "He is not the problem," Buchanan said. "If he was on our side, he would be a solution. He's just a tool. Do not make the mistake of attacking the tool. Remember that Windsor is the problem. 

"With some men, you win by breaking their spirit. Other men, by breaking their hearts. But with Edwin Windsor, I suggest hitting him in the wallet." 

As his aide placed a thick file on Smiles' desk, Buchanan said, "This is the complete FBI workup on Edwin Windsor and his front company, Omdemnity Insurance. This is the only string I'm going to pull for you, Smiles. You can lock it down or hang for it. But from here on, it's on you." 

And then he was gone. Leaving the Director to stare at the computer screen filled with scenes of destruction. In the background he saw the tiny figure of Topper, cheering his head off. 

The wallet, thought Smiles, that’s one way. But as he stared at Topper, he thought of other ways. Little things are so easy to overlook. But if there was any sure thing Smiles knew it was this—even small men harbor great ambitions.








CHAPTER FIVE


 

The next morning, Topper tried telling himself that he wasn't going to go in to work at all. He thought he might barricade the doors, or hide in some other part of the city, so that the Adjustors would not find him. Of course this was a fantasy. The Adjustors had been created as precisely the kind of men who find what they seek. So Topper, in his strange logic, decided that he would settle for not going in with his chauffeur. But when Stevie hadn't shown up, Topper began to worry. 

Did Edwin not want him there? Was he trying to do an end run around him? Did he think that Topper was so small and inconsequential that he could just ignore him? With that thought came a flash of anger that got him up and out of bed. Fine, thought Topper. If Edwin didn't want him there, he was just going to quit. 

Topper thought a lot of passionate thoughts in any given day. So he didn't pay much attention to them. But as he stood underneath the shower, he was shocked to discover that he was serious about quitting. 

"Ugh," he muttered to the shower, "this day is gonna suck." 







Topper hated a lot of things. He hated rules. He hated responsibility. He hated work and almost everyone who was taller than he was. Most of all, he hated the suburbs. Why Edwin had seen fit to move his office out here, he would never know. Windsor Tower had been beautiful. Right in the heart of the city. A place where they shoveled the sidewalks in the winter. Where they employed men to open doors for you. Where you didn't have to dress like an Eskimo. The only thing Topper hated more than the suburbs was winter. 

He preferred to be chauffeured (while drunk) wherever he went. But when that wasn't possible, or when he needed to blow off some steam, he liked to drive fast. Very fast. Winter ruined that. So it was that he was babying his custom-built, massively supercharged Mini through the icy roads.

He loved his car, complete with special seat and pedal modifications for his size. His only disappointment was that the chassis wasn't big enough to mount machine guns, flamethrowers or oil slick dispensers. 

Topper cursed as wheeled his car off the boulevard and into the entrance to Omdemnity's Corporate Campus. What an awful sight. How well-manicured. How controlled. How depressing. 

Once, businesses built structures as medieval men built cathedrals. Testaments to beauty, progress and civilization. Like the Empire State Building, or the Chrysler Building. Now all they built were cube farms. Factories where the milk of human misery was extracted from animals kept in gray featureless pens designed to calm them during the slow and inexorable slaughter of what little spirit they had left. 

Oh, sure, they did their best to disguise the corporate campii. They threw in a little landscaping and some architecture on the front. Maybe they touched up the lobby a little bit as well, but inside they were all the same. At the heart of every corporate campus were miles and miles of cubes. Stacked high and packed tight. The more cubes a company commanded, the more power it seemed to have. And maybe that was the way it worked. 

As far as Topper was concerned, it had all changed when Omdemnity Insurance had moved into its own corporate campus. Sure, Edwin had been always been troubled by the loss of his long-time secretary Agnes. Even Topper hated to admit that he missed the proper old broad. But Edwin hadn't really gone off the deep end until the campus. Topper wasn't sure why it should be so, but the scale of the place, the lack of great arches and expanses of sky, seemed to diminish his tall friend. 

Even in temporary space, he had been fierce and unbowed. But now he seemed reduced to something merely corporate. 







Before the campus it had still been fun. They'd pitch "insurance" to a large corporation. The company would predictably say no, and then they would go outside, set up lawn chairs and watch as the Cromoglodon tore the place apart. They had him start slow so that everybody had time to get out of the building. This also gave Topper time to assemble a nice wine and cheese so he could properly enjoy the destruction. (Though, in truth, Topper's wine and cheese was really bourbon and sausage.)

But as they had grown, people had stopped saying "no" and started saying "yes." No was fun. Yes was boring. In fact, companies stopped waiting for them to strong arm them and started to seek them out for coverage. So, they acquired an actual insurance company to provide the back-end support. Even that was fun. Nothing like a corporate takeover to get the blood flowing. 

Topper especially enjoyed how they had informed the legacy management team of the acquisition. They called everyone together and the President stood up and gave a nice speech about how excited they were to be working with a visionary of Edwin's caliber—to learn and grow and change and hold hands and proactively yadda yadda yadda, bullshit bullshit bullshit— whatever it took to help make the business a success. 

Then it was Edwin's turn. He thanked the president for his kind remarks and then asked the assembled team of Senior and Middle management if they were truly sincere in their desire to help. When they finished making serious and enthusiastic noises, Edwin said, "Very well. Gather your things and make an orderly exit from the building, you are all fired. Thank you very much for making this company—now to be known as Omdemnity Insurance—stronger, more efficient and more profitable with your timely departure." 

Topper still cackled when he thought of it. And he loved the name Omdemnity. We insure everything, like it or not. 

That had been the last good moment Topper could remember. The last bit of pure, king-hell, high-life fun. After that, the needs of a growing company created so much work that Topper's Adventure in Evil devolved into a job. 

Topper had never wanted to own any part of a business. What he had wanted was an escape from misery. Call it the freedom to be miserable in his own completely unique way. He damn sure wasn't after a daily commute to an office park. 







It was nearly lunchtime when Topper pulled into his parking space. Large, fluffy flakes of snow floated down into the persistent muck of the holiday season. In the wee, small hours of winter nights, after the liquor had run dry and the hookers had run out, Topper hated the holidays because of his lack of family. The terrible alone feeling that time of year always gave him. The rest of the time, he hated the slush and the muck.

It does not pay to be short in winter. It's terrible to have to fight your way up an unplowed sidewalk. When it's up to a normal person's knees, it's up to Topper's neck. The clothes that average adults wore didn't protect Topper for crawling through snow. Not unless he wanted to look like he was a member of an all-midget stunt snowmobile team. So, in the winter, in the suburbs, even in a corporate campus business park, Topper was cold and wet a lot. 

Topper wrestled with coats and overcoats and wool socks and thermal underwear and shoes and galoshes and gloves and hats and scarves, but no matter how many times or how tightly he wrapped his scarf, somehow, someway, it always seemed to drag in the slush behind him. 

He opened the car door and leapt down into the muck of the parking lot. A cold wind staggered him, threatening to knock him over, and he struggled to remain on his feet. He slammed the car door violently behind him. As he did so, the edge of his scarf was caught by the car door. When he made a move towards the warm, dry building, his neck remained in the same place. His feet slipped out from under him and down he went. 

As he rolled and cursed in the slush, Topper's scream of frustration echoed off the cars coated with sand and road salt, and the uncaring, tinted glass of the Omdemnity Insurance Corporate Campus. Topper struggled to his feet and — coat covered in slush, shoes full of icy water — leaned into the cold wind and headed in to work. 







Edwin crossed the vast expanse of his empty office, unbuttoned his coat and sat at his desk. Through high windows, he commanded a view of the snowy and orderly office park outside. 

If Edwin had allowed himself to reflect on the loss of his beautiful skyscraper, he would have admitted that this new complex offered significant advantages. Not the least of which was that no one building was over five stories tall. Decentralized structures, less vulnerable to attack. But Edwin did not think about the past. Partially because it was a sunk cost, but mostly because he missed Agnes. 

Edwin sat a pile of paper on the thick, finished wood. He produced a pen from an inside jacket pocket and sat down to work. 

For all the puffery of modern management theory, the problem is always the same: How does one man impose his will on others? Seen this way, all of history is one long experiment in management. And even though the phrase "the motivational techniques of Genghis Khan" contains significant comedy, you can be sure that the great Khan used techniques, and that they were motivational. 

But beyond proper motivation, there are command and control questions. Throughout history, more has been lost to over-eager zealots than to mediocre slackers. A slacker leaves well enough alone. A zealot, a true patriot or company man, will keep pushing and pushing and pushing until the situation is screwed up beyond all recognition. If not properly motivated and constrained, a zealot is the most destructive force of all. 

The zealot cries, "To the death!" and means it. The ordinary man cries, "Hey, good enough! Let's call it a day!" and does just that. Religious movements and holy wars need zealots. Business benefits from a more reasonable, bribable kind of person. 

Edwin needed both for what he wanted to do. The problem that faced him now was how to co-ordinate them. How does the consultant manage people? 

Edwin did it by making marks on paper. 

Edwin sat at his desk and placed the first paper from the stack directly before him. He read it carefully. If it was part of a multi-page document, he would continue until he had absorbed the entire document, but he would only focus on a single page at a time. 

Edwin had never been comfortable with meetings and conference calls, spirited debate or the back-and-forth that Topper enjoyed so much. By nature, he was a quiet, contemplative man. But success brought the restrained intellectual new challenges. 

Omdemnity was not successful just as a front company. It was successful in its own right. A living, working, breathing insurance company. Under Edwin's direction it had doubled in size. Yet, at the beginning, Edwin had worried that purchasing it might have been the biggest mistake of his career. 

His life had been lost in endless meetings that went nowhere and accomplished nothing. Pointless conversations, social events, team-building exercises—all the swarming villainies of modern corporate culture overwhelmed him. In the first three months the slightly unprofitable company he had purchased had become wildly unprofitable. And Edwin was suffering from debilitating headaches. It was as if all of the inanity flooding in through his senses had started to accrete and calcify on the delicate mechanisms of his brain. 

It was Topper who had broken him free. 

On that day, Edwin had retreated to his office and lowered the shades. He closed his eyes, lay down on the floor and draped his jacket across his face. As he wished for the pain to stop, he drifted in and out of consciousness. 

When he heard someone open the door to his office, the barest squeak of the hinge and the bottom of the door rubbing on the carpet caused Edwin to convulse in pain. He did not look up to see who it was. Instead, he said, "I am not to be disturbed."

When the door slammed, Edwin sat bolt upright and gasped in pain. He saw Topper, arms and legs crossed, leaning against the door. 

"What the hell are ya doin’?" asked Topper in his high, scratchy voice. Topper's voice was naturally set at the most painful octave for Edwin's headache. With each word, Edwin's skull rang like a bell. 

"Please Topper, I have a headache."

"Ahhhhhhhhh," Topper said as he swaggered across the office towards Edwin. "I'm not here to have sex with you, so that excuse isn't going to cut it." 

"What do you want?"

"No," said Topper, "What do you want?"

When Edwin opened his eyes again he saw the little man standing next to him holding his appointment book. For the first time ever, they saw eye to eye. 

Topper softened his voice and spoke gently, "Edwin, do you want to do any of the things written in this book?"

"But, I am—" 

"AHHHHH!" Topper shrieked, sending Edwin into another paroxysm of pain. "That was a simple yes or no question and now you are just screwing with me."

"No," said Edwin, his faced clenched tightly as the pain from Topper's yell bounced around inside his tender skull. 

"Then why are you doing these things?" Topper asked.

"Because—"

"Ya got no good reason, do ya?"

Edwin was ashamed that this once, Topper seemed to have thought things out farther than he had. How could this be possible?

"You got so busy doing the things that were put in front of you that you forgot about all the stuff you wanted to do. And it's bullshit. Ya didn't hang out your shingle to turn into some corporate drone. You don't play the game the way everybody else does—you're Edwin Windsor—you can make your own rules."

Topper was right. It was the kind of thing that should have made Edwin's headache exponentially worse, but it didn't. In fact, as soon as he realized what was truly bothering him, the pressure in his head disappeared. 

"Now, I'm gonna take this book and I'm going to go throw it in that big lake that runs down the left side of the number three fairway. And after I'm done with that, I'm going to play golf. If you quit feeling sorry for yourself you could come with me. I figure we got time for 16 or so before we run out of daylight."

Edwin got up slowly, not fully trusting that his headache was gone. That afternoon they only managed to get in 14 holes of golf because Topper played so slowly. For once, Edwin didn't mind. And when he came back he changed everything. 

It is all very well to say that the trick of management is to fire all the idiots. But what if you buy a company that is filled with idiots, what then? If you fire all of them, you don't have a company anymore. If you try to cover for everyone else's lack of competence, you can't get anything done. Edwin decided that he would start with the meetings. 

The next day, he dictated a very brief memo that read, "Time is our most valuable resource. My time most of all. Anyone found to be wasting time will be subject to summary dismissal."

Because it was a memo in the age of electronic communications, many employees had seen fit to ignore it. Really, who sent memos on paper anymore? But in the first wandering, pointless meeting Edwin attended—when the first twinge of headache intruded upon his otherwise serene brain—Edwin stood and said, "You are all fired." Then he walked out. 

Everyone had laughed, thinking that it was some kind of joke. What a card our new owner and CEO is. What a pip. What a pistol. 

The next day, he had another meeting. It was also agenda-less, wandering and seemingly unconnected with any action that could cost or save the company money. Edwin once again stood, buttoned his coat and said, "You are all fired." This time someone had the temerity to laugh while he was still in the room. 

Edwin did not attend a third meeting. He let a week and a half pass. When the next paychecks went out, everyone he had fired received an envelope in the mail. Instead of a check, there was an invoice for office rentals and administrative support services pro-rated from the date of termination. 

Several employees came to plead with Edwin. They needed their jobs. They couldn't understand why they had been fired. Some of them had been with the company a very long time, and after all these years of service…? 

Edwin listened patiently to each of them. And then he said, "You are welcome to keep coming in each day, but we must charge you rent. We are a business, not a charity. We have responsibilities to our shareholders."

One man, fat, outraged and red in the face had said, "But you are the majority stockholder!"

"Yes, and you have not lived up to your responsibilities. Good luck in your future endeavors." 

In the end, Omdemnity Insurance still had wasteful meetings. But Edwin neither saw nor heard of them, so his problem was solved. And he was freed up to really get to work. 

He began his search for a specific kind of employee. Something more than just replacements for the useless men he had fired. Edwin created for them a very special and rigorous training course. One out of every 10 candidates graduated. Nothing was graded on a curve. And after a year, Edwin had produced a cadre of the most ruthless and efficient businessmen the insurance industry (and perhaps the world) had ever seen. 

He called them The Adjustors. In a normal insurance company, an adjustor was a person who adjusted the numbers to fit reality. Not so with Omdemnity Adjustors. These men adjusted reality to fit the numbers. After all, reality is messy. Reality is whimsically cruel and imprecise. Numbers could be pure in a way the real world could never be. 

As magnificent as the Adjustors were, they were not enough. One could not win a war with Special Forces alone. So Edwin had written page after page of policy and procedure. After a year of work he had described the roles and responsibility of every last employee in Omdemnity Insurance. He had created an elegant, interlocking system of rewards and punishments, rights and responsibilities. His genius had created a system designed to be staffed by idiots. By the time he was done, he had poured his heart into this work—and his grief as well. 

Though it was a poor replacement for her, when he thought of this system, he called it Agnes. 







As Topper stomped up the front steps, he thought, Yeah, I'm definitely quitting now. Soaked to the skin, even his considerable fury wasn't enough to keep him warm. He was never putting up with this shit again. Unh-unh, no way. He was going to make an angry beeline to Edwin's office, sting him a few times with insults and fly away as free as a metaphor gone bad. Yeah, he thought, as his waddle lengthened into a damp swagger—that's how I roll—weird and loose baby. Weird and loose. Nothing’s gonna slow me down. 

Except that. 

On the steps of Omdemnity Building One, a small boy sat hugging his knees and crying. Topper had seen a lot of strange things in his time with Edwin Windsor. After dealing with men who could fly or thought themselves the reincarnation of Charlemagne—and one guy with terrible psoriasis who claimed the absolutely useless power to be able to talk to fish—he didn't think there was anything left that could surprise him. He was wrong. 

"Hey, little fella, are you okay?"

With eyes filled with tears, the boy peered over the top of his knees at Topper. "Did your Daddy bring you here too?" he asked. 

"What? No, no. I'm not a kid. I'm just short, powerfully built and irresistible to women of a certain persua… anyway, that's not important. Why ya crying? Why ya sittin’ out here? It's colder than a witch’s tit."

"They were mean to me."

"Okay, okay. That makes sense. 'They' were pretty crappy to me too, when I was your size. It's okay: you're gonna grow up big and tall and strong and then you can beat them up, see?"

"I don't want to beat anybody up," the boy said without looking up. 

"But it will be EASY!" Topper said, "They'll be all old and wrinkly by then and you can push them and their walkers over and say, 'Hah. That's what ya get for picking on the little guy.'" 

"Did they push you down in the snow?"

"Yeah kid, lotsa times. But I always get back up again."

Just then a scared man in the garb of an Adjustor came stumbling out of the building. It was Jerry. For every rule, there is an exception. For every set, there is an outlier. Such was Jerry. He was the one Adjustor who didn't fit. A good egg trying as hard as he could to fit in a bad basket. In the past, Jerry had been a source of great amusement to Topper; just now, Topper couldn't remember what the joke was. 

"Oh, thank God, is he okay?" said Jerry.

Topper was pretty sure Adjustors were forbidden, by policy, to believe in God, but he gave that a pass and said, "Aside from some hurt feelin's, yeah, I think he is. What happened?"

Jerry hugged his boy as if he was afraid someone would take him away. Which, given the kinds of things Omdemnity Insurance did, was a reasonable worry. "Oh, God, how am I going to get him home? I'm late for work as it is." He stroked Timmy's head frantically and Topper noticed that Jerry was shaking. Then Jerry's eyes snapped up to Topper. "Did you hurt him?"

"No. NO! I just found him sitting here. Come on, I'm a bad guy, but I'm not a fucking asshole." Topper quickly covered his mouth. "Sorry, I don't spend much time around kids. What are you doing bringing a kid here anyway?"

"It's National Bring Your Kid to Work Day."

"Jerry, we don't have a Bring Your Kid to Work Day." 

"But I thought… Oh, jeeze, I'm so stupid."

Topper looked at father and son for a moment and then said, "Take him home, Jerry, Omdemnity's President of Vice commands it. This is no place for a kid. Ya gonna be okay, kid. Ya gotta good Dad—a little stupid about where he works, but he's gonna take care of you. Ya gonna grow up big and strong and nobody's gonna bother you again."

Little Timmy nodded and made a snuffling noise as he wiped away tears with the back of his wrist. 

Topper looked up at Jerry and said, "He's gonna be okay, y'know. Take it from me, little guys are tougher than you think."

As Jerry carried his son off into the parking lot, Topper called after him, "Ya know, you're a real jerk for bringing your kid to a place like this!" But inside, he wished his Dad had cared enough to take him into work. Hell, he wished his Dad had cared even enough to stick around after he was born. 




Topper pushed his way into the lobby, grateful for the warmth. In the middle of the grey, utilitarian room stood a flat-faced security guard. He seemed to be cloned from the same shaven-headed, gut-bulging model they all seem to be cloned from. As the guard looked at Topper his expression didn't change. Topper didn't like that. He believed it was important to get a reaction out of people. Good, bad, didn't matter. But indifferent was unacceptable. 

Topper walked up and invaded the guard’s personal, bad-touch space. It was an old trick. He learned early on that no matter how big or strong a man might be, he was always protective of his crotch. There was no arguing with such a primal fear. And, at Topper's height, every twitch of the head or hand gesture could be interpreted by the brain stem as a potential attack. In spite of his tough-guy attitude, the security guard took a half-step back. 

Topper said, "Okay, now that I've got your undivided attention, what happened with the little kid?"

The security guard's eyes crossed a little bit as he tried to figure out the correct response. Topper could almost see his mind turning the carefully memorized pages of a procedure manual. Topper decided to help him out. And mess with him at the same time. 

"So, yer, uh, rulebook there, it makes an exception for me, right?" Topper asked as he took another step forward towards the man's balls. Instinctively, the security guard flinched and took a half step back. 

"Well, it's not in the rules, but my supervisor—"

Topper advanced again, "So I'm probably pretty important, right?"

"I, well, uh"

"Duh, duh, duh," Topper mimicked him. Then he presented his business card. It was an innocuous motion at most times, but the speed and intensity with which he did it, at a very dangerous height, caused the security guard to jump slightly. He took the card and read, "President of Vice."

"That's right. I'm the Vice-President of this whole shebang. Not exactly a figure anybody looks up to," Topper made another fast motion, just because he liked to see the guy flinch, "but I do outrank you by several thousand percent. So, if you will, Officer Krupke, make your report."

"My name's not Krupke," said the security guard.

"Whatever. What happened to Jerry?"

"He brought a juvenile into the facility. When I informed him that juveniles were not allowed in the facility, he mocked my authority. I warned the perpetrator to stop…"

Topper's criminal defense lawyer instincts kicked in. "Wait, wait, perp? PERP? The guy didn't commit a crime. He just didn't listen to a rent-a-cop." 

The security guard gave him a blank look.

"Okay, Magilla, then what happened."

"My name's not Magilla."

"I know, ya slow bastard, I'm calling you a gorilla. Which currently seems to be insulting to the intelligence of gorillas! Now, what did you do to Jerry?" 

"When he didn't comply with my instructions, I subdued him using an electro, elect, electromagnetic device to disrupt his control of muscular—"

"You TAZED the guy? In front of his KID?"

"Omdemnity Corporate Manual, Section 8: Security. ‘All disturbances will be dealt with quickly, quietly and efficiently.’"

"Jerry wasn't a disturbance. He's a little bit of an idiot, but he's not a disturbance. He's an employee."

"I don't make the rules."

"Yeah, but you don't have to be a dick about the rules, do ya?"

The security guard noticed looks of alarm on the faces of Omdemnity Employees passing through the lobby. He realized that this unusual situation was covered by the book. It made him feel so much better to have a rule to follow. With joy in his heart, he abdicated responsibility and said, "Sir, I must inform you that you are creating a disturbance."

"Oh? OH! I'm making a disturbance? Disturbance, HAH! This is nothing. When I make a disturbance, believe me, you'll know it."

"Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to control yourself." Now sure of himself and his purpose and his position in the great rulebook of life, the security guard felt big and mean. He had nearly three feet and 200 pounds on Topper. It did not look good for the little man. But did Topper care?

The security guard put a hand on Topper's shoulder and gave him a light pressure backwards. Topper smacked right off. "Get ya hands off me." 

The security guard put a hand on his Taser. 

"Oh, you don't need that to take care of a ickle-lickle man like me," Topper taunted.

"No," said the bigger man, "I just like it."

"You pull that out and you're gonna regret it. You're gonna regret it for a long time," Topper said quietly. The security guard gave a little chuckle, knowing that the rule book would now protect him from Topper. 

"I've informed you that you are making a disturbance. Section 8 C, sub-paragraph 4 of the—"

"Then what are you waiting for?" Topper taunted. "Hunh? Skin that SmokeWagon and get to work."

The guard slid the weapon free from its standard police-issue holster. Topper waited until it was pointed directly at him and then he lunged like a rabid Cocker Spaniel. The speed and ferocity of the angry little man headed straight towards his crotch made the security guard jump. He fired the Taser. But this was a mistake, because Topper had locked on. 

Topper grabbed one ball in each of his tiny little hands and squeezed for all he was worth. As 10,000 volts coursed through Topper's body, it was conducted directly into the security guard’s nuts. He cried out in pain, "NUHNUHNUHNUHNHUNHAAHHAHAHAHAHAAH!" The guard’s struggle to take his finger off the trigger was in vain. The electrical current clenched his hand around the trigger tightly. Of course, a similar effect was operating in Topper's hands. 

Topper was also in agony, but it only served to make his high cackling laugh ring louder and louder through the marble of the lobby. Finally the security guard jolted and jittered the Taser out of his grip. Both men lay panting on the floor.

Topper was the first to recover. He put his foot on the larger man and said, “Ya know, being a bully is fine. Until a bigger bully comes along." Topper kicked him in the teeth. "Or just a mean little sonofabitch like me."

Topper ripped the tiny metal darts out of his chest and threw them on top of the defeated man. "You're fired. The President of Vice commands it."







After a brief working lunch, Edwin's office was invaded by a video production crew. As rule, Edwin avoided the spotlight, but as CEO and primary owner of Omdemnity Insurance, there were certain roles he needed to fill. So he sat in his chair and endured having his face dabbed with makeup. Next time, he promised himself, he would use a figurehead. It was venerable strategy, long honored among the Japanese. Why change the Emperor when it is the Shogun who matters? 

"There you go, you're just beautiful."

Edwin cocked his head like a bird and looked directly at the thin, sickly-looking man who had applied the make-up. It only took a moment of Edwin's uncomfortable gaze, and the man went away. 

Beautiful? Edwin was concerned with far more important things than beauty. Beauty was fading. Beauty was fleeting. But capital—ah, capital lasted. Built fortunes, companies, countries. 

It was not Edwin's stare that had driven the man away, but rather the utter calm behind it. When a normal person stares, there are little flickers of transitory thoughts and fears and doubts—but when Edwin had stared at the makeup assistant, the assistant had seen nothing. An endless, clear calm had stared back at him from the depths of Edwin's eyes. For one whose mind was absorbed with the endless trivia of the tabloids and talk shows and fashion magazines, this experience was horrifying—like encountering an alien. "Oh, my God, what is that in your head?" his eyes seemed to ask before he ran away. 

A thought, Edwin's gaze answered. There is a thought in my head. 

Edwin buttoned his coat, tugged his collar into place and moved into position. 

"Are you ready, Mister Windsor?" asked the Director. Edwin nodded.

The newest employee of Omdemnity Insurance, a fresh-faced lad of twenty-three dressed in a cheap, ill-fitting suit, took his place next to Edwin. The Director called action. 

Edwin looked into the camera and said, "Welcome to Omdemnity Insurance. As a new employee, there are many policies and procedures you will need to master. This video will help. But all of them really boil down to two things. Trust—“

Hearing his cue, the young man turned his back to Edwin, crossed his hands over his chest, closed his eyes and fell backwards, exactly as he had been instructed. He believed, with the faith of a small child, that Edwin was going to catch him. 

He was wrong. 

When he hit the floor, he learned an important lesson about trust. Edwin continued, "—and common sense." The camera followed Edwin as he walked behind his desk and resumed his post. The sound of a young man attaining wisdom—which sounded exactly like a mildly concussed person trying to catch his breath after having the wind knocked out of him—did not distract Edwin from his performance. 

"At Omdemnity Insurance, our clients trust us to insure and otherwise indemnify them from a range of risks that only yesterday were thought to be uninsurable. So you can take pride in the fact that you are part of an organization on the cutting edge of risk management. 

"We do not do our work recklessly or because we are rash. It is our prudence, more than anything else, our common sense, that allows us to grow and thrive. 

“In closing, I ask you to pay careful attention to the policies and procedures that have made this company great. Follow the rules, and together we will all succeed." He sat at his desk and picked up a stack of papers, "Now, if you'll excuse me, there's plenty of work to be done." 

The director said, "CUT!" Two production assistants quickly ran in and scooped up the injured young employee. As they helped him from the room, he managed to turn and ask Edwin, "Why?"

Edwin gestured to Daniel, who was standing on the edge of the room. He quickly interposed himself between Edwin and the recently concussed young man and escorted him from the room. 

Edwin turned his un-amused expression on the director, "You have what you need."

Even though it was not a question, the director answered, "Yes." 

Edwin ignored the crew as they packed up and left. His mind was now preoccupied with the question of Topper. He was the only remaining problem with the delicate organization schema he had devised. But then, Topper and Agnes had always been at odds. 

Topper was not the kind of person who fit willingly into any kind of schema. The thing with DeTsavo was annoying, of course, but it was a symptom of a larger problem. But what to do about it? Topper knew everything. Had he outlived his usefulness? 

No, thought Edwin. There must be another way. He could reach his tiny friend. Teach him more patient ways. Even as he thought of it, Edwin recognized that changing Topper would be like harnessing the wind to do accounting. Such a thing was ludicrous to even imagine. 

Perhaps there was a way to protect his friend? To put Topper's natural impulses to use. To allow the violent, passionate little man to reach Edwin’s goals by doing what came naturally to him. Edwin always strived for machinations so subtle and inscrutable that they would seem as inexorable as the workings of Nature herself. 

Edwin did not have the solution. But he had defined the problem, and that was enough. Deep within the furnace of his mind, connections were beginning to take shape. He sat motionless behind his desk as the crew carried the last of the lights from his office. He did not have the answer, but he felt that if he could get just a few more uninterrupted moments to himself, the answer would come to him. 

That's when the door to his office flung open and Topper, head bent low and serious, walked to Edwin’s desk, dragging a chair behind him. 

Ah, thought Edwin. There goes the afternoon.

As Topper trudged across the long, empty office, the chair left unsightly drag marks in the carpet behind him. If Topper had thought of it, it would have given him some pleasure that this was the kind of thing that drove Edwin nuts. As it was, it was all he could do to steady his nerves and make forward progress. 

"Topper, I was just thinking about you," said Edwin. 

Shit, thought Topper, he's always a step ahead. "Yeah, and I was just thinking you should get some chairs in this office. Maybe a couple of couches and an area rug." Edwin had removed all furniture from his office but his own desk and chair, in an effort to have people get to the point and get out. 

Topper climbed up in the chair he had brought and faced off against Edwin. The tall man's calm was magnified by the serenity of his office. This effect terrified Topper. But he pressed on. "Edwin, you and I need to have a long talk."

"I agree," said Edwin. Which scared Topper all the more. What had he gotten himself into?







"Topper, we need to have a conversation about Human Resources," Edwin began. 

"Human Resources? I thought you didn't believe in all that HR bullshit."

"As a rule, I don't," he said. In fact, Edwin deplored almost all of what could be called modern Human Resources practice, but he did enjoy the perfection of the term. Resources, after all, are to be exploited. "But there are certain realities we must live with when it comes to dealing with the herd," Edwin continued. 

"Oh, yeah, I get it. The little people," said Topper, with no sense of his own irony. 

"Exactly. We must have policies and procedures to keep the rabble in line. We give them sets of rules. We let them choose which set of rules they apply. They preserve the illusion of free will while being deprived of the burden of true choice, so they are happy. And they do what we want, so we are happy."

"Makes sense to me."

"Good, good. But the rules themselves are not enough. We must reward those who follow the rules, and punish those who do not. And the herd must see these rewards and punishments. In this way, it is so much easier to deal with ordinary people, en masse—rather than a few exceptional individuals one at time. It is a much better way to build a system as well. The mass is a source of interchangeable parts. If one breaks under the strain, you just pick another."

"Okay, okay. It sounds kinda boring, but I see what you're getting at," said Topper, rubbing his temple. 

"But the most important thing is that no one is seen to break the rules. No one can get away with it. Justice must be swift. Rewards and punishments unavoidable. This artificial system must be made to seem natural, inexorable, like gravity or the rise and fall of the tides. To oppose it would be as foolish as opposing gravity."

"Yeah," said Topper, "Anybody who opposes you and me is foolish. I mean look at this place. We're top of the world. We're kicking ass and taking names. And you don't like it, we show up with our pal the Cromoglodon and KABLOOOOOOM! We wreck your house. Or factory or whatever. Edwin, you and me is unstoppable." 

Edwin smiled at his diminutive friend. It was very hard for Edwin to enjoy things on his own, but, for some reason, he could take pleasure in the lust for life which Topper had in such abundance. Would it qualify as a superpower, he wondered, the ability to transfer joy to others? That's what made this hard. 

"Yes, Topper, we have done very well for ourselves. And we will continue to do so, only..."

"What? What is it, E? What's bothering you? Is somebody bothering you? Is somebody getting in the way? You just give me the word, I'll take a couple of the boys and we'll take him out."

"No, Topper, the days of those strong-armed tactics are past. This is a new era. We have great potential, but we must build a system of people to take advantage of it."

"What are you talking about? A system? That doesn't sound like fun. I thought we got into this for fun!"

"Making money isn't fun for you?" Edwin asked, truly perplexed. He kept score with money. And in his mind, there was nothing better than putting up a big number. It was his enjoyment and his justification all in one. 

"Nah. Spending money is fun. And if you can figure out how we can spend money without making it, then you'll really be a genius."

"I'll give it some thought," Edwin said quietly. "No, the reason I've called you here is that I need you to start obeying the rules."

"Obeying the rules?" Topper said, his strange high-pitched voice rocketing up to the top of his range. "Who do you think I am?"

"I think you are Topper Haggleblat, my attorney and partner."

"Have I ever, I mean EVER, obeyed the rules?'

"No, but what I mean to—“

"I'm not an obey-the-rules kind of guy. On a good day, I'm a bend-the-rules kind of guy. On great day, I stomp up and down on the rules until they fit my client's needs. Right? I mean, that's why you hired me. I mean, that's why we are partners."

"You are very talented, Topper. No one is denying that, it's just—"

"I get it. You're just pissed about the other day. You think he's not going to pay." 

Edwin held up a check from General Business Machines. "No, it's not that at all."

"Oh, hot damn, payday! See, I still got it."

"You still have it," Edwin nodded his head as he closed his eyes. It gave the phrase an air of solemn pronouncement. "But unfortunately, I don't need it anymore."

"Wh-wh-whattaya mean? Are you firing me? You can't fire me. I came in here to quit. Damn it!" Topper shouted, so violently he almost fell out of his chair, "How are you always a step ahead of me?!"

"Topper, calm down. Take a breath. Before you do this, look around you. Consider that we have accomplished great things together." 

Topper looked around Edwin's office, "We haven't accomplished a couch and a couple of throw pillows for your aircraft hangar here."

Edwin kept right on, tired of Topper's endless and pointless digressions. 

"Your skills have been instrumental in the creation of our enterprise. From your early work with the Cromoglodon to the way you drove a bulldozer through the house of the New Jersey Insurance Commissioner's house."

"Oh, yeah," Topper said, a genuine smile breaking though. "And don't forget, that bulldozer was on fire at the time." 

Edwin looked at the ceiling, straining to keep a complimentary tone in the face of the phrase that was about to escape his lips. "The way you placed fake train tracks leading to a photorealistic picture of a tunnel mounted on the side of a granite cliff in the Catskills to trick the world's fastest man into..." Edwin stopped speaking, for there were no words. It shouldn't have worked. A thing like that simply couldn't have worked. It was too obvious. It was too stupid. But for Topper, somehow, it came off without a hitch.

"Hey, he was in a hurry. Hey, and don't forget the best part, after he knocked himself unconscious, after I got the microchip back, I broke his legs! Teach him to call me stubby legged and slow. Just 'cause a guy can't break the sound barrier when he's running out for smokes doesn't mean he's less of a man, you know what I'm saying?"

Edwin, in fact, had no idea what Topper was saying, or why. "Your methods are too crude, my friend. They are the tools of war, and we are no longer at war. We have won."

"Won? Is this what victory looks like? An office park? Edwin, you gotta be kidding me here."

"In the last 24 hours I have been asked to join the boards of directors for no fewer than five of the Fortune Fifty. Do you know what that means?" 

"That means that the other forty-five companies are about to catch a beating from the Almighty Bottom-Line Wrecker, The ONE, The ONLY, THEEEEEEEEEE… CROMOGLODON!!"

"No, Topper, it means we don't need the Cromoglodon anymore. They are surrendering. They are seeking to co-opt me. Paying, and having me on the board, gives them immunity." Edwin dropped an immense binder onto the far side of his desk. It made a substantial thud. "It is time for a different way."

"That's the policy and procedures manual?"

Edwin dropped another immense binder on top of the first one. "This one is policy, that one is procedures." 

"And you want me to read all of that nonsense?"

"Yes."

"All of those rules, Edwin? I'm supposed to read the rules?"

"Yes."

"Beanpole, I just don't think I can do this."

"You don't have to follow the rules," said Edwin. 

"Unless somebody is watching."

"Correct.” 

After a long pause, Topper looked at Edwin and opened his mouth, "Edwin, are you feeling okay? Seriously, do you want me to call you a doctor or something. Like a brain doctor?"

"I am feeling fine."

"Look, pal, uh, God, where do I start? Take Jerry, for example. Your Adjustor guy."

"Ah, yes, Jerry. I'm afraid he's not going to work out." Hearing Edwin's cold, hollow words, Topper shuddered at an image of Jerry's son, orphaned and crying by a grave. Then he shook it off, remembering who he was dealing with. Edwin didn't kill people unless he had a very good reason to. And if he was going to kill Jerry, well, he wouldn't leave loose ends. He'd take the whole family. 

For the first time in his relationship with Edwin, Topper realized that he needed to be very, very careful. 

"Yeah, so Jerry follows the rules, right? He tries real hard."

"He is enthusiastic, but he is under-qualified. He lacks talent."

By the look in Edwin's eye, Topper realized it was time to back off. "Enh, yeah. I see what you're saying. And all of that is in these big fat books?"

"That would be part of the job description. Under 'A' for Adjustor."

"Uh, E, is it okay if I just fired a security guard?"

Edwin raised an eyebrow, "Why did you fire him?" 

"He was a bully. I don't like people who pick on the little guy."

"Well, that was the precise profile that HR was instructed to hire. Bullying tendencies, mildly sociopathic, easily influenced by rules and procedures."

"He was a dick."

"He was doing his job as instructed."

"Why would you hire a man like that?"

"We are talking about security, Topper," Edwin answered. 

"Well, he tased me." 

"Oh, my. We can't have that. What did you do to terrify him so?" asked Edwin. 

"He said I was causing a disturbance."

"Were you?"

"Yeah, probably."

"Well," said Edwin, "It doesn't matter. They are rented anyway."

"Ah, okay, that makes me feel better. I tell ya what. I'll have a look at these books and we'll, uh, go from there." 

"Thank you Topper. I knew you would be reasonable."

"Of course," said Topper, "After all, we're not just partners, you and I, we’re friends."

Edwin uncapped a pen and bent back to the sheet of paper in front of him. Evidently, Topper was dismissed. 

"Okay. I see you're busy here," Topper said as he wrestled the gigantic binders from Edwin's desk. Heavily burdened, Topper waddled his way to the door with the policy and procedures manuals.

"And Topper?" 

"Yeah?"

"Send someone back for the chair."





CHAPTER SIX


 

"Whattaya want?" Topper asked the darkness that lay on the other side of the bright light they had shown into his face. "He turned into a monster. It's not that complicated a story, really," Topper said to the voice on the other side of the light. 

"Are you sure you weren't making that up? Using that to justify what you really wanted to do, deep down?"

"Well, ain't you just the shrink?"

"Who I am isn't important," said the voice in the darkness.

"It's certainly not important to me. But everybody likes to talk about themselves. That's why this interrogation bullshit works on strong-minded individuals like myself. But how about you, my no-see-um friend? What's important to you?"

"I'll ask the questions."

"Well then ask better questions. I mean you're doing a pretty shitty job of asking questions. You're asking all the wrong ones. You just want to know what happened next. You're not really interested in why, are you? Lemme guess, you watched a lotta TV growing up, right?"

"Which questions should I be asking?"

"How could this happen? How could you two be such good friends and then… How could things be so great and then go to shit?"

"Were you friends?"

"Nah, I guess not. I mean, I was friends with him. Turns out Edwin wasn't friends with anybody."

"He just sounds like a businessman to me. Maybe a businessman who broke the law, used strong-arm tactics, but just a businessman. Not a bad man. Not Evil."

"Oh, you silly bastard," said Topper with a soft chuckle. 

"What?"

"Oh, you got no idea do you? I'm a bad man. I'm weak. I'm half of what I should be. Yeah, I'm bad, there's no other way to say it. Spoiled. The runt of the litter."

"Well, you're not much of a criminal."

"Ah, screw you. You didn't catch me. You didn't CATCH me. You just picked up the pieces of what was left. I'm the only guy coulda caught me."

"And you did."

"Oh, yeah. I sure did. But I'm not evil. Nah, not really. Not capital E evil." He made a dismissive gesture with his hand and rattled the chains that held him to the cold metal chair. "You got no idea. No idea."

"No idea of what?"

"No idea what happens next."








CHAPTER SEVEN


 

Topper poured himself a stiff drink and then propped himself in bed with the Policy and Procedures Manuals. Ugh, the stuff was thick. It was so interlinked and self-referencing as to be impenetrable to a normal mind. But Topper had a mind like an angry little terrier. It was always seeking, searching, tirelessly looking for a loophole. He burned through page after page of Edwin's Magnum Opus Regula. What a Big Frigging Rulebook it was.

There were policies and procedures for everything. For how to load a stapler. How to close your office door without bothering a coworker. A policy that stated that everyone had to keep their coffee cups covered in order to minimize spills on company carpet. A policy on appropriate knots for ties worn in the office. Half-Windsor was preferred because of its "time-saving properties vis-a-vis A.M. pre-work grooming rituals." Ugh. 

The books included a system of demerits and pay docking that was so complicated and arcane it would require an ordinary person a lifetime of study and adjudication to figure out. But Topper got it quickly enough. It was supposed to be indecipherable, unknowable and unknown. It was that way by design. 

It was a trap of rules that no one could avoid violating. It guaranteed that, in the performance of his or her job, an employee would be in violation of at least one part of these rules and policies at all times. And so the herd, as Edwin called them, would live in fear. An ideal system of control. 

The elegance of it was that most people would feel guilty for breaking the rules. Unprompted, they might even report other employees in the interest of holding up what they saw as their end of an employment contract. They would think that they were doing a good job, doing right by the company, by ratting out their friends and coworkers for doing things that weren't even remotely wrong, but were against the rules. And they would live in fear that the same thing would happen to them. 

Topper remembered Edwin once saying to him, "Love is powerful, of course, but it is fickle, unstable, of unknown and non-fungible quality. You simply can't build a sure foundation from the spongy and crumbling brick of love. But fear—fear and greed are the finest materials from which to build a world-class organization."

Most of what Topper knew about human nature involved the vile bits that no one wanted to talk about but everybody knew were there. And when he applied this thinking to Edwin's construct, he realized it was not designed to keep or preserve a workforce. It was built to squeeze people for every drop of productivity they had in them. Then, when there was no more gain to be had from them, it would destroy their spirit utterly. If policies and procedures were the recipe for an organization, what Topper held in his hands were the instructions for making a stew of human misery. 

Topper was one of the few people who could truly appreciate the magnitude of Edwin's aim and accomplishment. Dull and ponderous as they were, these manuals were a truly a work of art. Sure, it was the black art of organizational command and control, but it was still art. 

Topper knew that this work of art would make him very rich. That should have made him happy. At first, he pretended it did. He was proud of his friend. Edwin was so very brilliant. How many other men in the world were capable of such work? Ten? One hundred? 

But as the evening wore on Topper had time to think, and worse, to feel. As he lay awake in his large bed, listening to the winter wind claw at the window panes, he remembered being a young boy, all alone, crying in the snow. He couldn't remember where he was, or why he was crying, but did it matter? His childhood had come with such an inheritance of sorrow there was no point to an inventory. There was more than enough to go around. 

It was this cold, lonely feeling that lay beneath all of his debauchery. It was this feeling that drove his madness. Is the Fool happier than other men? Or he does he believe that all life is sorrow and it's best to get your yuks in when you can? For Topper, the yuks weren't enough anymore. 

He'd spent his whole life fighting with the world. Fighting with anyone around him just because they were there. But a funny thing had happened. For the first time in his life, Topper had status. He had friends. Some of the people at Omdemnity actually liked him. He had a taste of something he had never had before in his entire life—a family. 

Edwin's scheme was fine. Sure, stick it to the man. Stick it to your clients. Stick it to the other guy. These sure and savage principles were the bedrock of Topper's life. But to do it to your own people? Your—his brain hiccupped at the word—family? That was wrong. Had to be wrong. Evil, in fact, and not the cool, fun, sexy kind. 

On the far side of his bedroom, the bathroom door opened. The expensive prostitute Topper had ordered in when he felt like celebrating stepped out onto the luxurious rug. Fresh from the shower, her hair still damp, she let the robe fall to the floor and asked, "Are you ready for me?"

Topper was shocked to hear himself say, "No."

The young, beautiful girl from Eastern Europe blinked rapidly. She couldn't quite understand. At 22, experienced and in the prime of her briefly flowering beauty, she was not accustomed to being refused. "You do not want for me to love you?" she asked, her accent growing thicker with her confusion. 

"Nobody loves me. Go home."

And for the first time in many years, Topper cried like a child, all alone in the snow. 







When Topper opened his eyes, Stevie was shaking him awake. 

"Okay, okay, knock it off," said Topper. 

"You've gotta get up."

"Wherzza fire?"

"You're needed at the office."

"What? What the hell time is it?"

"4:30 in the morning."

"Oh, no. Somebody's conning you, Stevie. There's no such thing as 4:30 in the morning. There's only a 4:30 in the afternoon," Topper said, rolling over and covering his head with a pillow. 

"If I don't get you to work, they're gonna fire me."

"What? That's ridiculous!"

"They'll just send those guys in suits and get you anyway. Look, Mr. Windsor asked for you. You've gotta come."

 "Okay, okay. I'm getting up. But somebody's getting a piece of my mind. Oh, and Stevie?"

"Yes, sir?" 

"You are ugly in the morning," said Topper. 

Despite the risk of getting fined, Stevie smiled. 




Topper slept for most of the car ride in. Riding the elevator up to the top floor of Omdemnity Building One, he could hear the commotion even before the doors opened. It was the buzz of an office full of excited people in full swing. At 5 AM. What the hell was going on?

When the doors opened, he saw two Adjustors in full sprint, running past the elevators and pushing a flat-screen display on a wheeled cart. More people followed. No one took notice of Topper.

All the commotion was headed towards Edwin's office. As Topper rounded the corner, he could see that one end of Edwin's office was packed with Omdemnity employees. Here and there, Adjustors moved with a quiet, official grace. 

Edwin stood behind his desk at the far end of the office, arms behind his back, and stared out into the savage winter night as if it were a vicious pet he kept on the other side of the glass. The mass of people were keeping a respectful distance from Edwin's desk as if held back by some kind of force field. Topper shoved knees out of the way until he was able to make his way to the front of the room. "Make a hole, President of Vice coming through."

"Sir, the satellite feed is coming up now," said one of the Adjustors, as the monitor came to life. 

Edwin turned from his contemplation of the darkness. He nodded at Topper, "Nice of you to join us."

"What the hell is going on, E?"

"I'm not sure," Edwin said, and indicated the screen. "Daniel is on his way there with an assessment team. They think they have a security feed." The images on screen were broken and choppy, clearly from an outdated security system. The screen was black, then white. Then black again. 

"Where is this?" Topper asked.

"United Motors Factory in Detroit," said Daniel.

"We insure them, right?" Topper asked. The grim look on everyone's face answered the question for him. Liability hung thick in the air. Topper checked the room. So many people torn from their beds on a cold winter night. What the hell was wrong with these people? He knew them: they had families and lives and kids. They were civilians, not professionals like Topper. Then he remembered. It was in the manual. They had to come when called. 

"Is this is only feed we have on site?" Edwin asked quietly. 

"Working," answered one of the Adjustors. 

Suddenly the feed went dead. "God damn it Jerry!" someone snapped. Jerry, the World's Worst Adjustor was sprawled on the floor, having just tripped over the power cord. He got up, ducked his head and moved quickly to the back of the crowd. 

For a moment, all eyes were on Jerry. The glances were a reprimand, of course, but beneath the reprimand was the collective relief that somebody else screwed up and it wasn't them. As the video feed flickered back on, Jerry was forgotten. 

On screen, bolts of lightning struck the wall of the factory and huge chunks of concrete were vaporized. A flash revealed a figure with his hands raised. It was still impossible to see any detail. More lightning, more destruction. 

Behind him Topper heard someone say, "Isn't that their brand-new, zero-waste-to-landfill plant?" The person continued babbling on about United Motors green initiatives, the geothermal cooling system they installed in the ground, state-of-the-art this and the bullshit that, but all Topper heard was, "Expensive, expensive, expensive." 







They all watched as a force of nature, somehow wielded by a man, systematically demolished the plant. From time to time they looked to Edwin. The tall man sat motionless with his elbows on his desk, thumbs underneath his chin, and index fingers forming a triangle in front of his cold, motionless lips. 

Topper can see the sadness upon him. The pointlessness of it all. So many times has he heard his friend hold forth on the same subject that now Edwin doesn't even need to speak. On screen is a man capable of generating a tremendous amount of power—something on the order of a million volts per meter. This power could be harnessed in so many more profitable ways. And it is being used for simple destruction. Even though the tall man's lips aren't moving, Topper can hear him sing the refrain, "Is no one else even thinking? Am I the only sane man in the world?" At the end of the argument, in the very pit of Edwin's soul, this is why he must take over the world. It is simply too badly managed. 

What Topper does not know is that this time it is different. It is not mere analysis. Right now a new idea is crystalizing within Edwin's mind. His anger is cold, but his realization is clear—now he has the resources to indulge his wrath. And what's more, now he has a business case for doing so. A new strategy for keeping the madness of the world at bay appeared in his mind. Now that he understood it, he saw it as a logical and inevitable evolution. 




On the screen, most of the plant was burning. The light from the flames made it easier to see the figure that was the source of the destruction. He strode into the foreground without fear. His skintight costume had no cape. His arms and legs were accented with lightning bolts; a larger lightning bolt on his chest contained the letters “PB.” The man running the laptop froze the feed and left that picture on screen. There was silence as the entire room considered their new opponent. 

"Lead?" asked Topper, immediately thinking of the symbol for lead on the periodic table. "This guy's name is Lead Man?" Topper realized that this was a joke too far. "Okay, okay people. We gotta think. Does anybody know this guy?"

"Well, he's not a hero, or he wouldn't be destroying the factory," said someone. 

"Un-hunh," said Topper, "What else? Research, we have to find out who this LeadMan is and how we ground him out but good."

"Uh, sir?" said an intern in the back. "Lead doesn't even conduct electricity all that well." 

"Yeah, yeah, clearly the guy's idiom needs some work. Now I want everybody on this guy until—"

"Klibanov," said Edwin. Nobody really heard it, but the entire room fell silent at the sound of Edwin's voice. "We need Klibanov."

"Oh, boy," said Topper heavily, "okay, everybody back to work. Your President of Vice can handle this." 

No one moved, they just stood around staring at the image on the screen. 

"C'mon!" Topper screamed, "What are you all standing around for? We got work to do!"

A woman from the reinsurance division gave voice to the question on everybody's mind. "Does this mean we're actually going to pay a claim? Pay out money, I mean?" This was a first. Since Edwin had acquired the company, Omdemnity had not paid a single insurance claim. It was contrary to the business model. An insurance company was an organization designed for the accumulation of cash. To think that they would actually pay a claim was heresy.

Edwin stood up, buttoned his jacket and said, "I assure you all, we will not be the only ones paying for this incident. You know your jobs. Do them."

As the room emptied, Topper stayed close to Edwin. "E, what can I do?"

"Review our contract with United Motors. See if we can limit the damage."

"I tried to put those loopholes in there big fella, but you made me take them out, remember?"

"Topper, please."

Topper nodded and shuffled from the room. In the hallway he stopped and made a yawn and stretch that was twice his size. He wasn't used to being up this early in the morning. Not sober anyway. As he lowered his arms and the world came back into focus, he saw Jerry sitting on a chair all alone at the end of the hallway. He had cupped his head in his hands and looked like he was crying. 

"Ah, shit," said Topper. This wasn't good. He hoped that none of the other adjustors had seen Jerry like this. The way they were trained to pounce on weakness, Jerry wouldn't stand a chance. 

"Hey," Topper started, smacking Jerry in the shin, "what gives?"

Jerry looked down. There were no tears in his eyes, but he looked just awful. "Oh, it's you. Uh, you know. Nothing, it's all fine. I, uh—"

"Jerry, what is it?" Topper said with uncharacteristic tenderness.

"Ah, it's my kid. Jerry Junior. He's home sick. I got him this week and now he's all alone."

"Sick?"

"Yeah, he caught a cold sitting on the front steps when—"

"Jerry, I took care of that."

"I know, I heard. Thank you."

"Yeah, that guy pissed me off. So what are you doing here?"

"Well, the manual says…"

"Ahh," Topper cut him off with a wave of his hand, "I've heard just about enough of that manual. Has everybody lost their minds? Go home Jerry. Go take care of your kid."

"Well, I don't think I should."

"Jerry, your President of Vice commands it."

"But it will catch up with me. You know, prospects for advancement."

Topper looked around the hallway and then he leaned in close to Jerry. "I want you to listen to me very carefully Jerry. One, you gotta take care of your kid. It's the most important thing. Believe me, if you don't, bad things will happen. He could wind up like me. Two, you got no prospects for advancement. This is not the place for you." 

"Oh, but I like it here, Mr. Topper. It's important work. We're an elite cadre."

"You're an idiot, Jerry. But worse than that, you're a nice guy. We're not in a nice guy business. Now get while the getting is good."

"If I go—"

"I'll cover you Jerry. I promise. I got this."

"Oh, thank you. Thank you, Mr. Topper. I won't forget this."

As Jerry scrambled off to take care of his kid, Topper turned and walked away. Before him he had hours of scouring the United Motors contract for a loophole he knew wasn't there. It was going to be a shitty start to what would probably be a shitty day, but Topper had a spring in his step anyway. He was feeling something he hadn't felt in a very long time. Maybe not ever. He was feeling good about himself. 











CHAPTER EIGHT


 



In the concrete room, the light shone directly into Toppers eyes. On the other side of the light, the interrogator leaned back and loosened his tie. The team talked this strategy over before they began. The little man likes to talk. Be sure to give him room to run. Through his earpiece he heard his boss telling him, "Wait for it." He nodded in response, knowing that he too was being watched from the other side of the one-way glass window. 

When Topper could stand the silence no longer, he said, "Look, when he started off, it was different. Sure he was ruthless—efficient. But it was always for a reason. A bigger reason. He didn't kill people. He didn't hurt people—if he didn't have to. I was the guy who hurt people. And some people, well excuse me, it's the one thing they got right in Texas, asking, "Did he need killin’?" 

"Sure, he was pissed. I mean deep down, pissed off in a calm way I could never understand. I'm a simple creature. I get angry, I get hot, and blagGOW! I break something and I feel better. But Edwin, he was trying to fix a hole in the world. At least, until Agnes died. Then, well, I don't know what he wanted to do then. I guess I wanted revenge. I mean, doesn't everybody?"

"I don't," said the interrogator. 

"Ah, ya just lyin' to yaself, then. Everybody wants revenge for something."

"How did Windsor penetrate security? How did he find out who it was?" asked the interrogator. 

"Penetrate?" said Topper with a chuckle. "You make it sound so dirty. Penetrate? He used a lot of lube. At least I hope he did."

"You think this is a joke?"

"If I'm not laughin' I'm cryin'. Which one do you want?"

"How did he find out?"

"Klibanov."

"Who's that?"

"Like you guys don't know. He works for you, right?"

"I'll ask the questions," said the interrogator. 

"You'll ask the questions! Jeeze, don't you guys ever come up with new material? It's just a shame I didn't have an accomplice. Then you could tell me that he was ratting me out in the room next door."

"You ratted yourself out."

"Don't I know it. Okay, whatever. I told you, I’ll tell you everything. 

"About Dr. Yosef Klibanov?

"Ah, so you've never heard of him? Yeah, that's the guy. Can you revoke his license? 'Cause let me tell you, this is one Doctor who—“

"We know all about him," said the voice in the darkness, "We need to hear about you, not him."

"What, you got an important appointment to get to? Do you know why Klibanov is like he is?"

Silence.

"Aha, Mr. Smart Guy! Still want me to shut up? I'll tell you why he is like he is. Edwin Windsor. He's the guy did a number on Klibanov. Hoo boy, did he ever!

“It goes like this. One day, this guy comes to Edwin. Dr. Stephen Grapewigget. Yeah, that one. Billionaire inventor and technologist. He has this crazy idea about transplanting his brain into this pod thing, you know, like a bubble, with tentacles and shit like that. Crazy."

"Brainitar?"

"Exactly. Brainitar," said Topper. "Only then he wasn't Brainitar, he was just a rich guy with a crazy idea. Edwin tried to talk him out of it. I tried to talk him out of it. I said, 'Buddy, seriously, you're like the richest guy. You can afford to have degenerate sex with the most beautiful women in the world.' He told me that the physical didn't interest him anymore. I said, Bullshit! Have you tried a John Cassavetes? How about Philadelphia Flyer? A Smoked Blumpkin with a twist? He said no to all of them. 

"And then I was like, HA! So you don't know. Please, before you do this, go to Thailand for a month and make sure you’ve checked off the list. The WHOLE list. Please, for all the rest of us. For the little guys. Before you go do anything stupid! But he didn't listen to me."

"I can't imagine why not," the voice in the darkness said. 

"Okay, so you're not FBI. FBI guys have no sense of humor. Who are you with?" 

The interrogator continued, "So what does Grapewigget have to do with Klibanov."

"Well, he had the plans all ready to go. He just needed somebody to perform the surgery. And there was only one guy who could."

"Klibanov."

"Exactly. I'm glad you’re paying attention. 'Cause in the dark like this, I can't tell. It's cool though. Just keep your hand off my knee. I don't go that way. Besides, I'm gonna get raped enough in prison."

"Klibanov," prompted the interrogator. 

"Yeah, so he's this brilliant Russian surgeon. Did all kindsa crazy shit behind the Iron Curtain. The story is—well the stories are insane. Everybody is pretty sure he's given people superpowers and he's like only guy who really knows how they work. Some even say he invented them in a crazy cold war experiment. He knows more about human and human performance than anybody. He would have won a Nobel Prize by now, except that he's on the wrong side of too many things. So the reason Edwin wanted him is, if anybody would know who destroyed the factory, it would be Klibanov.

"So Klibanov has a daughter. When his wife dies in childbirth he repents his former ways. He's going to be a good man—a simple man—raise his daughter. He wants to leave all the madness and the evil behind him. Very sweet, but you and I both know, that's not how it works. 

"But Klibanov doesn't. He says he doesn't care about the money. So when Grapewigget asks him to do this surgery, Klibanov turns him down. This makes Grapewigget a man with an unusual problem. So he turns to Edwin Windsor. 'Cause Edwin has a reputation for solving unusual problems, one way or the other. 

"Poor bastard didn't know that Edwin was already halfway to becoming the Devil. Sure, it seems like he can make your dreams come true, but it always goes wrong in the end. Kinda like that story about the Monkey's Paw. You ever have to read that one?"

"No."

"They made me read that one in school. Anyway, so, Grapewigget tells us he wants to become a brain in a jar, and we can't talk him out of it. Edwin gets him to sign a deal. Scribble scribble, initial here, initial there, the deal is done. Grapewigget asks him, what are you going to do? Edwin looks at him and says, 'I'm going to shift his demand for money to the right.'”

"What does that mean?"

Topper looked down at the table for a long time. When he looked back into the darkness, there were tears in his eyes. "I think he gave the daughter an incurable disease. Look, it doesn't excuse what I did. But it shows you. Edwin was already a monster."

"So Klibanov did the surgery."

"Edwin didn't even have to ask. Klibanov came back on his own and begged to do the surgery. He wanted the money to try and cure his daughter. He needed equipment, he needed facilities, he needed expensive medicines. Resources. And I sat there and watched while Edwin made with the long face and nodded understandingly. He said, 'Of course,' he told Klibanov, 'I'm just so glad we can be of assistance in your time of trouble.'

"But as we watched the surgery—well, Edwin watched, I ran out halfway through to pick up a ham-on-rye and a two-day drunk—but before I left, I heard Edwin say. 'He that hath wife and children hath given hostages to fortune.' 

"I'm tellin' ya, before this story is done, you're gonna give me a medal," said Topper. "I won't take it. But I did the world a favor, I tell you. A favor."





CHAPTER NINE


 

For the meeting with Dr. Klibanov, Topper once again brought a chair into Edwin's office. He sat at one side of Edwin's desk for the meeting.

Klibanov stood awkwardly on the other side of the desk, looking for a chair. 

"It's healthier to stand," said Topper, enjoying it. 

Edwin said, "Ah, Dr. Klibanov. So good of you to come. How goes it with your daughter?"

The Doctor's weathered face softened and he said, "Not well I am afraid. She remains in stasis, and for all our hard work, we are no closer to a cure. With more money, with more research teams we could—"

"Ah, money. If that is all you need," said Edwin with a cold smile, "we have that in some abundance around here." 

"What would you have me do for your blood money, Windsor?" Klibanov said warily. 

Edwin slid a photograph across the desk, a picture of the man with lightning leaping from his fingers and “PB” emblazoned on his chest. "Can you identify this man?"

Klibanov considered the picture. "Hmm, it is the Faraday effect," he said quietly.

"His name is Faraday?" asked Topper

"No, no, no, you strange little man. That is not his name. That is my name for how he became like this. If you take a strong, very, very strong electromagnetic field, place a man in it and rotate him very fast, sometimes he develops these abilities. Becoming, in effect, a battery able to channel negative electrons. But this is on a scale and power that I have never seen before."

"So you do not know this man?"

"I did not say that. But what is first notable to me is the magnitude of discharge that this person is producing."

"You mean LeadMan?" asked Topper. 

"What? Why do you interrupt me, troll?"

"It's just, we figure, that his name is LeadMan or something like that, on account of the, uh, chemical, yeah, chemical symbol for lead on his chest." Topper said, trying to sound smart and scientific but not quite sticking the landing. 

"PB? Would it not be more sensible to assume that his name is PowerBoy?" said Klibanov. 

"Oh," said Topper. 

“The only ones I know of who can control the Faraday effect are PowerBoy and WeatherGirl."

"Those names are so cutesy, they are kind of disgusting," countered Topper. 

"The names are not important," Klibanov snapped, "You see, it is so much electricity. Too much. It cannot come from himself alone; he must have another source of power."

"You mean like batteries?" asked Topper. 

"No, NO! Batteries? There is no battery in the world powerful enough to—ah, but why do I waste my time. Windsor? You understand."

Edwin stepped in, "It's an industrial facility. One that uses a great deal of power. Dr. Klibanov is suggesting that he draws his power from a dynamo, or transmission lines. Perhaps buried underground?"

"Yes, exactly."

"And who is he?"

"I cannot say for certain, but there was a young man in Chicago. The son of an electrician."

Topper tried one last time. "Ah, c'mon. Why can't he be a plumber? ‘Cause pipes and lead and PB, y'know?" Klibanov and Edwin both ignored him. 

"As a child he survived a tremendous shock. One that should have killed him. A kind of punctuated evolution, I would guess. Under strain his body had to learn to deal with the extreme current. He would be the only one I know of. But things are changing so fast. Your government does a poor job of regulating such things." 

"Our government does a poor job of many things. How do we neutralize him?"

Klibanov studied the picture carefully for a time. Then he said, "He is channeling powers that do not truly belong to him. The solution in such cases is uniform. Ground him. That is how you neutralize his power. Once his ability to affect the electromagnetic spectrum is removed, you may use any of your usual methods to neutralize him." 

"Thank you, Doctor."




The strategy and planning session lasted throughout the day and long into the following night. Edwin never seemed to get tired. The Adjustors gathered in his office. They would be dispatched for a piece of information and return. Slowly but surely a plan began to take shape. 

It had always seemed strange to Topper, downright inefficient, that Edwin never had a computer in his office. With most of Edwin's requests, one or more of the severe men in black suits would leave Edwin's office, walk to a computer, find the answer, and return with it or a printout or a drawing of some kind. 

In distant, happier times, Topper had asked Edwin about this and Edwin had replied, "Computers are useless, all they can give you are answers.”

Topper wasn't too sure it made sense to him. He was the kind of person who always knew the question. "Where's the bar?" What's a good place to eat around here?" "Where's the strip club?" Life just wasn't that complicated for Topper. He knew what he wanted, and he went about getting it the easiest way possible. Topper was pretty sure Edwin would be a lot happier if he adopted a similar view of things. 

As Edwin asked his questions, the empty parts of the room were filled with papers and implements. Revisions were made to equipment lists. Maps were drawn and re-drawn. By about five in the afternoon of the following day, the plan had come together. It was physically manifest in Edwin's office. As the tall man talked it through and refined it and asked questions, he literally paced through his conception. He arranged and rearranged it, adjusted and caressed it, until finally each item was in proper relation to every other. The physical organization mirrored and extended his mighty mind.

The broad strokes of the plan were simple enough. They didn't have to find the man with the PB on his chest. They knew what he was going to do. He would come to them. Some unknown party was trying to bankrupt Omdemnity Insurance by creating the exact event that the company was supposed to insure against. No amount of financial engineering could change the nature of losses in the real world, or the fact that Omdemnity, as a legal entity, was obligated to pay. 

When Topper had finally seen the shape of the plot against them, he said, "Wow, E, these guys are organized, well-capitalized and smart." 

As Edwin shook his head, several of the Adjustors laughed at Topper. "No, Topper," Edwin said, with that voice that indicated the smaller man had said something particularly tiresome, "Not smart. If they were smart, they wouldn't have left the obvious weakness."

"Enh-henh. Okay, well, I don't want to say that this hasn't been a barrel of laughs, so I'll sing it. THIS HASN'T BEEN A BARREL OF LAUGHS!" Topper's singing voice approximated the sound that Ethel Merman might have made while being crushed to death in a cement mixer. "Good luck fellas, your President of Vice is taking a break." With the mocking laughter of the Adjustors ringing in his ears, Topper left the room, the floor, the building and the suburbs. He had had quite enough of this work bullshit, thank you very much. 




Edwin and the Adjustors continued to work long into the night. This was the meticulous work of planning and execution that Topper hated. For Topper, the 80% solution was good enough. Pull the pin and throw the damn thing already. The rest was balls and improvisation. That was the spirit that made this country great. The way Edwin could work and rework a plan just drove him nuts. 

To Edwin's way of thinking, it was never wise to undertake a course of action until you were sure you could squeeze every bit of advantage out of it possible. That included making sure you had the maximum chance of success. As Edwin worked, the Adjustors, those hollow men with empty eyes and calculating brains, attended Edwin in an almost religious rite. They knew what Edwin had tried to explain to Topper—the hallmark of superior technique was efficiency in multiple dimensions. When Edwin finally allowed himself to sleep, that's exactly what he had achieved. 

As he drifted off to sleep, he recognized the flaw in their unknown opposition's plan. To bankrupt Edwin, there were only a limited number of sites they could attack. And while Omdemnity could not defend them all, it was only a matter of time before the man who fired lightning from his hands attempted to destroy the wrong one. 

If the roles had been reversed, Edwin would have adopted a random pattern of attack. So random that he himself would not have known the location of the next strike and therefore would not be able to give it away. Even something as crude as putting locations on slips of paper and choosing one out of a hat would have sufficed. 

Edwin's counter for this strategy was simple. He staged two-man teams with specialized equipment at a third of the locations he insured. He thought he might have to pay out on another claim (a painful thought) but he was mathematically likely to capture the offending hero/villain by his third attempt. 

Edwin felt some disappointment when the man with the PB on his chest attacked the next closest factory. It was all too obvious.




When the first bolts of electricity hit the building, the blanket of snow surrounding the facility turned brilliant white, like the filament of some planet-sized light bulb. Every non-hardened electrical circuit in the facility went dead. The wall of glass that had protected the executive suites from the real world shattered spectacularly on the lawn. It was so impressive that the man in spandex with the PB on his chest did not hear the net gun fire. He also did not see the fine mesh net descending though the night towards him. 

The net was large, about 300 square feet, but made of a very light, highly conductive material. When its gossamer strands settled upon him as lightly as a spider web, he was confused. What was this? This was no attack. This was some kind of a joke. 

He grabbed the mesh and, with a bulging of encased sinews, tried to tear it apart. But the strands did not break. Even when he pulled so hard that the wire cut into his hands.

Two men in black suits, wearing heavy black rubber gloves and boots, came walking towards him through the snow.

Yeah right, thought PowerBoy, like those insulators will save them. Just the electrical field I can generate is enough to stop their hearts and scramble their brains. 

He stretched out his hand in a dramatic gesture and smiled underneath his mask when he felt the tingle begin in his fingertips. The charge stored in his body built and built and built until it could no longer be contained. It released with an industrial-sized snapping noise. His pupils dilated in response to the bright blue flash he had come to know and love. 

When his pupils re-adjusted to the night, he realized that men were still walking towards him. What had happened? Why had his powers failed him? Why hadn't they been reduced to greasy, burnt spots on the lawn? He tried again. And again. Each time, he created less of a spark. The third bolt was so weak, he could see that his charge was being grounded out by the net. 

Then PowerBoy panicked. He struggled against the fine mesh that enclosed him. But it was no use. The net did not break, and he only tangled himself tighter and tighter. He twisted and fell to the ground.

The men in black suits advanced, their lack of expression and large rubber gloves making them seem something monstrous, something not even remotely human. 

Well, thought PowerBoy, I might not be able to throw lighting, but the net will protect me when I electrify it. He reached out to the mighty electrical transmission line he could feel pulsing through the factory. Oh, yes, he would melt those silly boots and gloves right into their flesh. But just as he began to suck the coulombs of energy into his body, the power line went dead. Then he knew fear.

"You can't do this to me! Do you know who I AM?"

The cold-faced men said nothing. They simply rolled up the net, trapping PowerBoy even more securely in its fine wire mesh. 

As they picked him up, PowerBoy tried one more time. When his finger brushed one of their wrists, he discharged everything he had left. 

The man grunted and said, "Quit it, that tickles." He raised a rubberized fist and brought it down across PowerBoy's jaw. The world faded and came back.

"You can't do this to me," he protested again, "I'm PowerBoy. I'm a hero."

The man who had hit him said, "Heroes don't blow up factories." Then he heaved his neatly trussed human package into the back of a white nondescript panel van. Mummified in wire, PowerBoy was unable to protect himself. His head bounced off the unfinished metal of the van's cargo space and he saw stars. 

As the rear doors of the white panel van were slammed shut, he had just enough time to cry, "But you can't do th—" 

The van disappeared into the night. 




If someone had made a nature documentary about Topper, it would start off with a wide shot of the Peppermint Hippo. It wasn't the nicest, or best-named, strip club in world, but for Topper, it was a comfortable place. He knew the dancers. He knew the bartenders. He knew the bouncers. And everybody there thought he was just a hell of a guy. Primarily because he tipped well. They even put in a special chair for him, so his legs wouldn't hurt. It might have been the only midget-fitted reclining leather chair in a strip club in the entire world. That would be the way to bet, anyway. 

And in this perverse nature documentary, or, more accurately, this documentary of a perverse nature, the camera would follow a scantily clad cocktail waitress as she made her way through the darkened room (darkened as a kindness to dancers and patrons alike) and delivered a full glass of scotch to the table next to Topper's chair. The camera would frame the table and the edge of the chair, allowing the flashing lights to reveal Topper's small hand to reaching out to pick up the glass. Then the narrator would say, "A Topper in his natural habitat."

Topper sipped his overpriced scotch and waved to a dancer. She waved back. She was excited by the prospect of a large tip, but, in keeping with the inalterable feeding habits of her species, she disappeared into the back to do a bump of cocaine first. On other nights, Topper would have enjoyed this warm, comforting womb of sleaze and flesh that made him forget how truly alone in the world he was. But tonight, something was wrong. 

Topper took another belt and watched a different girl with long dark hair writhing and twisting on the stage. She was new. He didn't know her name. But he was going to. Bah, it was no good. Even that didn't make him excited. 




If he hadn't been interrupted, he might have seen right through the facade of the Peppermint Hippo. Seen that it wasn't fun, that it was just the illusion of fun wrapped in money. But before his brain could ruin things for him, a man wearing a suit as black as the night tapped him on the shoulder.

"Jeeze, Daniel, I thought you guys never stopped working!" Topper said to the Chief Adjustor. Daniel's expressionless face did not change. "I wasn't even sure you guys were human anymore. C'mon lemme buy you a drink and a whore," Topper said, happy to have someone to perform for. 

"He needs you."

He could only mean Edwin. Topper was glad to be wanted, but had a sinking feeling in his stomach. "Is Edwin okay?" he said, struggling to climb out of his special chair.

"We captured PB."

"The plumber? You got the plumber! Hey, EVERYBODY, we got the PLUMBER!" The darkened ecosystem gave a weak cheer. Not because they cared, but Topper was always shouting crazy shit at the top of his lungs, after which he usually bought a round of drinks. 

Daniel said, "Edwin has requested your presence as he deals with the... plumber."

Topper inhaled the rest of his drink and slapped Daniel on the ass. "C'mon, Colorado, let's make some noise." The man in the black suit followed the dwarf out of the bar and watched him make his sad, fake farewells to pouting dancers who really didn't care.




As Daniel drove, Topper stood in the front seat. He was eager, and more than a little afraid, to see what would come next. The ride was just long enough for the little man to sober up. Topper had been operating on such a well-established cycle of hangover and binge that his tiny system became cranky when it didn't get its medicine. He knew better than to ask the silent man driving the car if there was a minibar. When he asked him to stop at a liquor store, Daniel did not respond. 

Eventually, Topper lay down in the back and took a nap. But when he felt the car leave the pavement and wallow along a snow-covered gravel road, he jumped back into the front seat. 

"You're not taking me out here to whack me, are ya?" Topper asked the Adjustor, putting as much of a laugh into his voice as he could. Daniel kept his eyes on the road and did not answer. 

They rounded a bend in the road and Topper was relieved to see a number of cars parked around a concrete facade built into the side of a hill. The structure was massive, without windows, and had only one small door in the bottom. The door was open and light poured out into the night. Daniel exited the car without saying a word and walked to the door. Topper scrambled on his little legs to keep up. 

"What is this place?" Topper asked.

"Part of an abandoned nuclear power plant. They started construction and never finished. The idiot in spandex attacked the coal plant we insure on the other side of the hill."

"So what are we doing here?" Topper asked. 

"You'll see."

Inside, many Adjustors and a team of men in jumpsuits formed a semi-circle around something Topper couldn't see. There were a lot of men in black suits. This had to be every Adjustor that Omdemnity had. Topper has no idea there were so many. Above them all he spied Edwin's head. 

"Edwin! Ed-WIN!" Topper cried, his words making a cloud of white steam in the cold air. He shoved his way through the crowd. "Make way, PRESIDENT of VICE coming through!" When he broke through to the center he saw PowerBoy still wrapped the wire mesh. Topper walked over to him and said, "Looks like you picked the wrong day to be a plumber, hunh?" Then he turned to Edwin. "Hiya, E. I'd ask you how's tricks, but I can see from this that they are effective."

"Who are you?" PowerBoy demanded of Edwin. "What is this? What are you going to do to me?"

Topper kicked PowerBoy across the mouth. "Do you MIND? I'm trying to talk to my friend here. Gag 'im boys!" No one moved to comply with Topper's command. A vague air of embarrassment seemed to hang over the crowd. "So E, what's the play?"

"We're going to send a message, Topper."

"A message? What do you mean?"

"Yeah," asked PowerBoy, "what do you mean?"

“We're going to kill you," Edwin said to PowerBoy.

"Jeeze, E, don't you think that's a little harsh? I mean, and you know how I hate to be the guy on the side of reason, but that's a little much. Why don't we just take some compromising pictures of him with farm animals or something."

"No, Topper, that would be silly."

"What's wrong with silly?" Topper asked, "That's the problem with all you guys. You're never silly!" 

"It is a serious business we have undertaken, Topper." Edwin said. "And once begun, we must see it through to the end."

"But killing, I mean, E, it lacks style," Topper pressed, not at all comfortable with the look in Edwin's eye.

PowerBoy took this dissent in the ranks as his cue to chime in, "You can't kill me. That would make you just a murderer."

Edwin frowned at PowerBoy. "Actually, no. That would make me a competent and thorough executive."

"What?"

"That would make me the man who hired the best person for the job and then supervised the job for quality control," explained Edwin. The crowd of men in black suits opened and Jerry was pushed to the front. His suit was torn and Topper could see that Jerry had been crying. 

"Jer? Are you okay?" Topper asked. He whirled on PowerBoy. "Did you hurt my friend Jerry? You shouldn't have done that plumbah! Jerry is a nice MAN!" Topper punctuated his sentence with a kick. 

Daniel walked over to Jerry and unshipped a large semi-automatic pistol from underneath his left armpit. He cocked it and handed it to Jerry. "Shoot him," was all he said.

Jerry looked at Edwin, then back at Topper. 

"Edwin, what's going on here?" Topper asked.

"Penance, Topper. This man abandoned his duties when the company needed him most."

"What do you mean? You mean Christmas Eve? Edwin, I let him go. Me. It's my fault."

Edwin looked at Jerry. "Shoot him."

PowerBoy pleaded with Jerry, "Please don't. You don't have to do this." 

Very quietly, Daniel said, "Yes, you do. You have children."

Jerry looked back with wide-eyed horror and comprehension. Then he looked to Edwin. "Mr. Windsor, please, I had no idea I would offend you so—"

Edwin smiled a cold smile, "It's all right Jerry. Do this and all is forgiven."

Jerry raised his hand. The gun shook wildly as he struggled to point it in the general direction of PowerBoy. Topper waddled away from the immobilized hero with surprising speed. 

PowerBoy pleaded, "Please, no. Think about what you are doing." Jerry couldn't bring himself to look directly the man he was going to shoot. He turned his head away. 

A thrill of anticipation, an echo of sacrificial rites from darker times, coursed through the crowd of men in black suits.

BANG. 

The first shot went wide and ricocheted in the confined space. There was a wet thock as the bullet came to rest in one of the men wearing jumpsuits. "Aw, crap," he said as he collapsed to the floor.

Daniel walked forward and guided Jerry's hand to the correct aim. Jerry said, "No. Please."

PowerBoy said, "Don't!"

Daniel said, "Squeeze."

BANG. 

The gun jumped and PowerBoy flopped dead on the floor. 

There was a collective sigh… of relief? Of satisfaction? Of vengeance? Whatever it was, it rippled through the hollow men assembled in that cold concrete building. Topper didn't like it. 

In a daze, Jerry stumbled over to where PowerBoy lay dead in the net. In shock, he stared down at the body. "I... I killed him?" 

Edwin said, "You did, and well done." Edwin nodded to Daniel. The man removed the gun from Jerry's shaking hand and gave it to Topper. Topper was surprised at its warmth. 

"Henh? What do you want me to do with this?"

Shoot him," said Edwin.

"Okay," said Topper. BANG. The gun barked fire and jumped in Topper's hand. A bullet tore into the already lifeless corpse of PowerBoy. "That was pointless, but kinda fun."

"Wrong ‘him.’"

At the same time, Topper and Jerry realized what Edwin meant. Topper could see the horror flood Jerry's face as the same horror filled his heart. Edwin had to be kidding. But he had never known Edwin to joke around about anything. 

"BUT YOU SAID!" shrieked Jerry. 

"Calm down, Jerry," said Topper, "I'm not gonna shoot you. Seriously, Edwin, you gotta be kidding, right?"

"I am not," said Edwin. The men in black suits pressed in closer around him. The smell of old concrete filled his nostrils as the room seemed to fold inward. Topper could feel the hunger of the crowd. The savage anticipation of blood. A demand that the rite be completed.

"So, what, I shoot him and the next guy shoots me? And the guy after him and the guy after him?" Topper joked with a bravado he didn't feel. "You brought a lotta guys, E, but sooner or later somebody's gonna catch on."

"No, Topper, you shoot him and that's the end of it."

"Look, he was just doing what he was told. What I told him to do. Your problem is with me, Edwin."

"No, Topper, it's not your fault. He was the one who made the mistake of listening to you."

"What's this mistake bullshit? I'm the President of Vice, I outrank him."

"I expect more from my Adjustors than I would from a normal employee." Topper looked around the room and was stunned to find that all of the remaining Adjustors were okay with this. Some were nodding even. There was no pity for Jerry. In their savage world he had been tested and found wanting. "And your title is more honorary than anything else."

"Honorary? Honorary? Sounds like you are forgetting a couple of things, Mr. Paralysis of Analysis. You wouldn't even be in a position to give out titles if it wasn't for me. Who risked his ass to bag the Cromoglodon? Hunh? Who's the guy who put the fear of God and crushed testicles in the first twenty guys you shook down?

"And you bastards!" Topper said, whirling on the Adjustors. "Sure, you think you're bad men, but you gotta check the policy manual before you get to do any of those bad things. Observing protocols. Playing by the rules. Well, I don't have any rules. You want to see a bad man, do ya? You're all a bunch of sheep."

One of the Adjustors in the front row snickered at Topper's rant. He walked to him and asked. "I'm sorry, did you say something?" Before the man could answer, Topper slammed the heavy weight of the pistol into his crotch. The Adjustor collapsed into a fetal position on the floor, moaning in pain.

"That's what I thought you said. Okay, any of you other assholes got a question?" 

None of them moved. 

"Okay, then. Jerry, c'mon, we're getting out of here." 

BANG. 

Jerry fell to the floor. Topper froze, wide-eyed. He turned slowly and saw Daniel pointing a handgun directly at him. The black hole of the barrel seemed like it was big enough to swallow the whole world. Topper let his arm drop so his pistol rested on the floor. No one was more surprised at this than Topper. He always thought he was the go-out-in-a-blaze-of-glory kind. He heard himself, as meek as a lamb, asking, "E? Is this really how I go out?" 

"Daniel, put the gun away," Edwin said in a tone of voice that suggested he found all of this tiresome. Edwin walked over to his friend. "No, Topper. This is not how you go out. But there are rules. And they apply to everyone. And now they apply to you most of all. Do you understand?"

Topper swallowed and chose his next words very carefully. "Yeah, Edwin. I understand.” 

"Good. Supervise the men as they clean up the mess." Edwin turned and walked out into the night. 





CHAPTER TEN


 

The interrogator pushed a plastic cup filled with water across the table. Hard as he tried to see the man behind the questions, Topper could only make out his hand and a little bit of his sleeve. Topper drank greedily, slurping and spilling a little bit. The water rolled off the skintight, unflattering material of his costume. When he was done he wiped at the corner of his mouth with a bit of his torn cape. 

Topper coughed and continued, "I mean what the hell? Who was this guy? This wasn't Edwin. Edwin would never kill anybody. Enslave them and work them to death, maybe, but kill? No, it just wasn't efficient. So the next day I ask him about it. I figure he's calmed down, y'know? Hard to tell with that guy, he's always so friggin calm. But I thought he might feel different. 

"Nah. He tells me that the rules are different now. He has to keep the rabble in line. He has to let them know. He tells me this story about Genghis Khan and the uh, uh, uh"

"Mongols?"

"Oh, so you've heard of them. Yeah, anyway, Genghis Khan sends a buncha guys into the Middle East. They trot up to the gates of Baghdad on their ponies and say, 'Open up, please.' The, uh, Baghdaddies or whatever, take a look at this army and say 'screw off!' Then the Mongols knock the gate in and wipe out the whole city. They kill absolutely everybody. 

"I'm like, gee, that sounds a little harsh. Edwin says, but wait there's more. After killing everybody, they saddle up and ride their ponies to another city. Knock knock. Who's there? Mongol. Mongol who? We're gonna Mongol your whole friggin' family if you don't let us in!

"Well, once again they say, screw off. So, same trick, Mongols kill everybody. And I mean everybody, men, women, children, houseplants, everything dead. I'm like E? That sounds like a lotta work. They gotta be tired right?

"No, says Edwin, they ride on to the third city. And the third city is like, 'Hey guys, c'mon in. Whatever you need.' And nobody ever attempts to resist them again. That was his point, it was efficiency on a bigger scale. Uh, uh, Economies of Scale is what he said."

"And what did you think?" asked the voice in the dark. 

"Oh, c'mon! Killing Jerry? It was the wrong thing to do. And I'll tell you. All those Adjustors. I could see it on their faces. Sure, they loved Edwin, but they knew, right? The whole time they're thinking, maybe next time it's me. It's one thing to have a fanatical drive—but he can't expect everybody (and by ‘everybody’ I mean ‘anybody else’) to have that kinda drive. 

"And that's when I get it. Right then and there. I mean, I knew: somebody has got to stop this guy. Somebody has got to free these poor people. And that somebody is me. I gotta be the hero. Jeeze..." Topper shook his head from side to side. 

"Jeeze what?" 

"Well naturally, imagine my surprise, right? I mean, I turn out to be the good guy! I mean, after all this time, it's me? Little old me? 'Cause clearly, the tall guy is right off his frighteningly large-scale rocker. And I can see it. More importantly, I can see them. All these people. The closest thing to a family I've ever had. I mean sure, they're a shitty family right? But that's everybody's family. And these people they're hurting. I can feel their pain."

"What did you do then?"

"I was afraid. Look, I'm a lotta things. But Edwin? You gotta understand. He was the smartest, most thorough guy I've ever met. Genius doesn't even come close to describing what this guy is capable of." Topper hung his head and looked at his pudgy little stomach for a moment, "Was capable of. He was Edwin Windsor. And I'm just me. How was I supposed to outwit a mastermind? Overcome him? It's ridiculous. And worst of all, how was I supposed to do it without him knowing? Without getting myself killed? 'Cause believe me, sunshine, subtle ain't my strong suit.

"So I asked myself, what would Edwin Windsor do? What genius move would he come up with? Untraceable, sinister, elegant. What could I do that he would never in a million years think came from me? How do I get somebody else to do what I need done, without them knowing about it." 

"That sounds like Windsor."

"He called it the Richelieu Gambit, after some French guy. Seems that this one time when France didn't have much of an army, this Richelieu got somebody else to start a fight with his enemy. I dunno, must have been the Germans right? Aren't they always the bad guys? But the point is, why fight a battle when you can get somebody else to fight it?"

"So what did you do?"

"It's not what I did, sunshine. It's what I undid. You know how you keep somebody in a coma? And before you answer, it's not 'bash them in the head with a hammer every once in a while to make sure they stay down.' That's what I thought, but I was wrong. You give them a drug, a steady drip of it, every day. The beauty part is, you can just slip it into their saline and nobody ever knows, or checks. If you've got 'em in your private hospital, well, forget about it. You can keep somebody on mothballs for as long as you want. 

"As long as they get their drip, they're under. And when you stop giving it to them, then they wake up."

"Undid?"

"Yeah. I changed somebody's prescription."

"I don't get it."

"I pulled on one tiny little thread and the whole thing unraveled."





CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

The duty nurse's station. Terminal ward. Where the people with money came to die. And nothing attracts friends and family to a hospital like a sick relative with money. Most of the time this disgusted Nurse Kim. All that fighting and scrabbling. But that was the odd thing about the man in room number three. He had the finest treatment that money could buy, but no family ever came to visit him. He was listed as John Doe. How had John Doe gotten such good insurance coverage?

Nurse Kim didn’t know why visitors came here. It wasn’t like it mattered. There’s a saying that floats around hospital wards: don't screw up so bad that you kill a dead person. And that described everybody in this ward, dead, but kept alive through the miracle of medical science.

It wasn’t like the gentleman in room three was breathing for himself or pumping his blood on his own. Even his assisted vitals were crappy. So when Kim finished her round, she didn’t give him another thought.

Then the alarm went off. The gentleman in room number three was crashing. She called a code and went to save him. She hurried, but she didn’t run. There was no point. The monitor had told her that the man's heart had stopped, so they would have to defib him anyway. Most of the patients were vegetables, so there was no harm in a little extra brain death. It wasn’t like he was really alive anyway. Unplug the machines and he would be gone. In fact, the most likely explanation for all this was that one of the machines had failed.

But when Kim reached the doorway, she stopped dead in her tracks. The dead man in room number three was sitting up in his bed. He was pulling the last of his ventilation tube free. He looked at Kim and spat a wad of blood and phlegm on the floor.

"Where is he?" the man asked.

"Who?" said Kim, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say to a man risen from the dead.

"Excelsior."

"You mean the hero? He's dead. They had a funeral and everything. The president was there."

"Bullshit. Was there a body?"

"W-w-what?"

"Did they find a body?"

"N-n-no."

The man swung his legs out of the bed and tried to stand. His legs had atrophied and wouldn’t hold him. He slid onto the floor. "Well, yippie ki-yay," he said, disgusted at his weakness.

"Take it easy," said Nurse Kim, "You've been in bed for a long time." She checked his chart rather than going to help him. This man had a crazy light in his eye that she wasn’t comfortable with. "Three months."

The man cursed and struggled to get to his feet. After a minute he clawed his way back onto the bed. As Nurse Kim watched this, she asked, "Where do you have to be in such a hurry, Mister Doe?"

"Heh, John Doe, huh? My name's Augustus, but all my lady friends call me 'Gus.'"

"Well, why are you in such a hurry, Gus?"

"I'm going to go find him. I'm going to find Excelsior."

"But he's dead."

"If they didn't find a body, he's still alive. Being a hero is not the kind of thing you get to quit." Gus said this with an air of disgust. He scanned the room. "Where are my boots?"

"You don't have any personal effects, Mr. Doe. Besides, you couldn't possibly leave in your condition."

"Can't do anything else," he said. He fell back onto his pillow in exhaustion. "There's rules you know."

Nurse Kim had no idea what he was talking about, but his voice was so raspy it caused her pain. "Can I get you a glass of water?"

"The bad guys don't get to win. No matter what. It's not over. It's never over." Gus was wracked by another coughing fit. 

"Please, Mr. Doe, calm down. A man in your condition, you'll kill yourself."

"No," croaked Gus, growing weaker by the second. "Not yet. I've got a funeral to go to. A tall man. A man so tall, they'll have to build a custom casket."

"You're delirious. Let me get you some water." 

"Water? Yeah. And find me some cigarettes. I could just about kill for a cigarette," said Gus as he passed out. 





CHAPTER TWELVE


 

Topper had a long-standing policy with his brain. During work hours, he expected it to be sharp and functional. Spitting out ideas, crossing all the t's, dotting all the i's, and most of all, noticing the dangerous and precise things he didn't want to deal with. That's how a good brain was supposed to work. While your eyes were busy looking at the pretty's girl’s legs, your brain was supposed to be saying things like, "Look out for that oncoming bus!" Or husband, or whatever. 

But after hours, when its work was done, it was time for the brain to punch out. After all, the mind was a terrible thing. Sure, you had to use it, like a lawnmower or a flamethrower or a chainsaw, but if you overused it—if you got excited and played around with it too much—you were gonna hurt yourself. That's just the way it was. 

That was how Topper understood Edwin. Something, many things in Edwin’s life had caused him pain, and he tried to run away from it by thinking. Topper was okay with running away from painful and unpleasant things, but running by thinking? That was the worst trap of all. 

Tonight, though, Topper's brain just didn't know when to quit. He was smack in the middle of a full-tilt evening of hedonistic mind-annihilation—celebrities to the left, hookers to the right—when he realized it wasn't working. It wasn't working at all. No matter how much he drank, his brain wasn't turning off. He just couldn't enjoy himself.

Why did this keep happening? This was wrong. In fact, doubly wrong for Topper. He was a professional. He was better at enjoying himself than anyone else he knew. People genuinely liked and admired him for it. Topper was so good that, when he was in full swing, it was hard not to have a good time around him. Only Edwin seemed to be able to resist his powers. 

So it was that fateful night that Topper said something he never thought would come out of his mouth, "I gotta go. I can't hear myself think." 




Outside, he had to pound on his car window to wake up Stevie. "What's wrong?" he asked. 

"Nothing?" said Topper.

"You just want to go home?" asked the chauffeur.

"No."

"You just wanted to talk?"

"Nah, just drive."

"Where to?"

"The office."

"Burning the midnight oil there, boss?"

"Just shut up and drive," slurred Topper. This worried Stevie. He had never before seen Topper when he wasn't in a mood to joke around.




By the time they got to Omdemnity Building One, the cumulative effect of all the substances Topper had put in his body was peaking. He was a little man who was wrecked in a big way. As he staggered through the lobby clutching a bottle of bourbon, the security guard said, "Sir, you're not allowed to have alcohol on the corporate campus."

"Well, why the hell not?"

"Sorry, sir, I don't make the rules," the security guard said, invoking the procedurally strong, yet morally weak, I-was-only-following-orders defense.

"Do you know who I am?" Topper asked. 

"Yes, sir, you're Mr. Haggleblat, Vice President."

"Vice President of what?"

"Uh..." The security guard furrowed his brow and his law-enforcement-issue bushy mustache in concentration. Topper held up his plastic access card. Even worse than he hated the card, he hated the little retractable cords everyone in this monstrous insurance company/extortion racket seemed to use to carry them around. Maybe if you could garrote someone with them, but other than that, they were just the wrong end of the leash. 

The guard read from the card, "V.P., Extraordinary Operations."

"That's right, Extraordinary Operations," Topper said waving his arms wide and stumbling a little bit. "And you know what this is?" he said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. In spite of himself, the guard was drawn in by this ploy.

"EXTRAORDINARY!" yelled Topper with an expulsion of boozy fumes. Not only was it loud enough to make the security guard jump, it was loud enough that Topper hurt his own head. He held up a finger and repeated the salient point, "Extraordinary. It means the rules don't apply to me, you get it?"

"I'm sorry, sir. Rules are rules." 

Topper rubbed his eyes. Rules! Security Guards! He was in no mood for this. For the first time since he could remember, he didn't want a fight. But what to do? When you'd fought every step of the way, how to do something else? Topper sought inspiration in a slug of bourbon. "Come on, it's not serious, it's only like 80 proof. I got shoe polish that's stronger than this."

"I can't let you upstairs in this state, sir."

And there was the loophole. Topper dove for it. "That's okay, I'm not going upstairs."

"What?" 

"Above your pay grade, sunshine. Is it okay if I use the bathroom before I go?"

The guard gave him a stern, slightly-above-minimum wage look.

"Hey, I promise, I won't do anything extraordinary in there. Just take care of business and be on my way. No more hassle."

The guard gave a stern nod that made Topper want to break the bottle of liquor over his head. But, instead, he walked around the corner towards the bathroom. Where a normal person would have taken a left turn into the restroom, Topper made a right turn into a solid stone wall. He pressed three or four indentations in the correct sequence (having to jump to reach one of them) and a section of the wall slid open to reveal a waiting elevator. He stepped into the compartment and disappeared into the earth. 

There were a precious few people who knew about the secret complex below Omdemnity Building One. Pretty much all the rule-following schleps were left out of the secret. Most of the Adjustors didn't even know. 




When the elevator doors opened, Topper stepped out into a concrete hallway bathed in a gentle red light. It was always like this down here. Cool and easy on the eyes. No loud noises. A nice quiet place to come and think. This was where they kept all their secrets. 

Lately, Edwin had done a pretty thorough job of tidying up the secrets between people's ears. Omdemnity didn’t have a non-compete agreement so much as they had a non-quit-your-job-and-walk-away-alive policy. It would probably prevent them from ever making the list of Best Companies in America to Work For—but Edwin didn't like publicity, so he wouldn't care. 

They kept the Cromoglodon down here, in a pit deep in the earth. It was in this pit that Topper now stood, with a pain in his heart and a quickly evaporating bottle of booze. When the rest of the world looked at this creature, they saw only a relentless engine of destruction. But as Topper watched him sleep, all he saw was Barry. A strange, sad creature who didn't fit in the world.

Barry slept on the large foam mattress that was thrown on the floor of his pit. It would have seemed more ordinary to keep him in a cell, but there was a good reason to keep him here. Giant electrical cables ran into the pit and attached to the Cromoglodon. If ever Edwin decided that Barry had outlived his usefulness, he would have the monster quietly electrocuted in the darkness beneath the earth. 

Topper loved to see the Cromoglodon tear things apart. He loved that strength and savagery that he possessed in his own heart but would never possess in his body. And he felt a strange, sad kinship with Barry. 

Topper took a pull from the bottle and felt the angry butterfly of liquor open its wings in his chest. 

"How did we come to this, eh, Barry? You and me? Hunh?" Topper's voice rang harshly against the concrete walls, but Barry did not stir. When he wasn't needed, policy was to keep the creature under heavy sedation. 

As Topper looked down on Barry, he felt guilty. This was a new emotion for Topper, so he didn't quite recognize it. He just knew that it wasn't the way things were supposed to be. 

"S'not the way things are supposed to be, y'know," he said with the earnest obviousness that an adult can only manage while too drunk to enter into a legally binding agreement.

"Ya loved him once, didn't ya, ya poor sap?" Topper could only be talking about Edwin, but this idea was ridiculous. Edwin had destroyed this man-child's life. Topper continued to project himself onto the world. "So did I. So did I. But ya can't love somebody who doesn't love himself."

He took another pull on the bottle. 

"You know what's good about me? I love me. No, I really do. See?" Topper asked as he gave himself a hug. "I'm awesome." 

Barry started to snore.

"Yes, I am. Awesome. And screw him if he can't have a good time. 'Cause that's not what I'm like. I can enjoy myself anywhere. I can have a good time just being me, y'know? 'Cause being me is the best time there is."

Tears streamed down the small man's face. 

"'Cause I bring my own party, wherever I go. I mean, you wanna step out with me? That's fine, c'mon. Bring your friend, or mattress, or whatever down there. You don't? That's fine. I'm gonna have a good time anyway.

"See, that's the difference between me and Edwin Windsor. I have a good time. He has a JOB. But I'm working on him." He sighed deeply. He had been trying with Edwin, but it never seemed to do any good. It's all lies, he thought. 

"Lies! It's all lies. But you know that. He was gonna make you rich and powerful and now you are down here in a hole in the earth. And if you get out of line, he's going to drown you."

The tears slowed and Topper wiped them away. He wondered if he had wound up like the Cromoglodon. He had told people that Edwin was the devil, but it had been a joke, or maybe a compliment. Edwin had promised that he and Topper could be bad guys. Villains. Evil. Get to do whatever they want. But the only person who got to do what he wanted was Edwin. 

Topper realized, for the first time, how truly unhappy he was. How had he gotten himself into this? It was supposed to have been fun. But it wasn’t any fun. Topper couldn't remember the last time he had fun. 

Even stomping the architectural model and strong-arming the guy, that wasn't fun. That was just a release of anger. Something Topper had done to keep his sanity. But fun. The pure, maniac fun that had sustained him through all of his revels and excesses—it was gone. He didn't know where it went. "Fucking suburbs," he said, taking another swig from the bottle. 

"He's the devil Barry. He's the devil. He's always working! None of his promises come true!" Topper wondered if Edwin had implanted something inside his brain to keep him under control. He didn’t think so, but he knew the way Edwin worked. And by the time he found out about it, it would be too late.

"He's the devil, Barry. But he's the only friend I've got. I just don't know how to talk to him. How to make him hear me, Barry. How do I make him hear me?

"Okay, okay. I'm gonna try this out on you, because I trust you." The Cromoglodon’s snore grew a little louder. "We're gonna play make-believe. We're gonna pretend that you are Edwin and that I am, well, me. Ah, while we are at it, let's pretend I'm taller. I've always wanted to be taller. OK?"

Topper shuffled around the concrete floor of the pit, shaking his arms and legs, trying to loosen them up. Even the thought of speaking his heart—what he really felt, deep down inside—to Edwin Windsor terrified him. He told himself, this was make-believe. That no harm could come of it. If it didn't come out right, he wouldn't say it to Edwin. But all these things that were wearing on him, he had to do something with them. Or else he would burst. 

The way Topper looked at it, other guys could hold things in but he just wasn't big enough to swallow his emotions. 

"Okay, okay. See, Edwin, the thing is... look, there's more to life than business."

As he stared into the darkness, listening to the Cromoglodon's short, troubled breathing, he imagined how Edwin would turn his head just so, raising an eyebrow in a gesture of confusion that demanded clarification. How could he say that there was more to life than business? What evidence could Topper provide?

" ...uh, yeah, more to life. Because, what you're doing is..."

Making money? That is what Edwin would say. 

"Yes, but..." 

The “but” echoed through the empty hollow space. His objection swallowed by the darkness and lost underground. Topper stared into the blackness. The utter void from which he now tried to forge an argument against Edwin's cold rationality. 

"Okay," he said, his tiny larynx producing a note of confidence at last, "here's the deal. Ya got things, right? And every thing has a purpose. A sports car is supposed to go fast and get you laid, right?" This would be the point where Edwin's eyes would start to glaze over, "RIGHT? Right! And the faster the car goes, and the faster it gets you laid, the better the car is, right? Un-hunh, you can measure it, you can put a price on it.

"But there's another kind of thing in the world, Beanpole. There are things that don't have a use. That you're not supposed to use. Like a sunset. It just is. It's not supposed to do anything. It is complete in and of itself. 

"And there are other things like that. Like me. Like you. Like friggin' EVERYBODY! You don't have to be judged on what you do. You can just be! Right? You can just be. Even if there's no policy or procedure—just sitting your lanky ass in the sand and watching the sunset—that's enough. 

"You don't need somebody to tell you if you are doing it right or not! You don't have to find something productive to do... You can just… just..." He trailed off. Even the invisible, imaginary Edwin in his head wasn't buying it. 

Tears streamed down Topper's face. This was hopeless. He couldn't even think of anything to try to say to Edwin that might make him understand. He had lost his only friend (or the closest thing to a friend that he had ever had) and he couldn't even figure out something to do to try and get him back. 

In frustration, Topper stamped up to the control room above the pit. He slammed his fist down on the electroshock button. The Cromoglodon awoke in fear. He cried out and convulsed against the rough floor of the pit as fear penetrated every fiber of his being. He whimpered clawed at the cement floor of the pit as if he was trying to dig a hole in which to hide. 

His weeping having replaced by anger, Topper took his finger off the button. Jesus, thought Topper, there's just no talking to this guy. Even an imaginary version of him. 

 As he made his way back to the secret elevator, his heart was a little lighter. Sure, Edwin was hopeless. But now he didn't feel so guilty. It wasn't like Topper had betrayed him. There was just nothing else he could do. 




As Topper swaggered towards the lobby exit, he took the final pull off the bottle of liquor. The security guard gave him an angry and confused look. He had gone to look for Topper in the bathroom and there was nobody in there. Now he was back? It just didn't add up. 

Seeing the confusion on the guard's face, Topper couldn't resist. He raised the empty bottle high above his head. He turned from side to side, as if to acknowledge an imaginary crowd of spectators that packed imaginary stadium seating. Then he looked back at the security guard and said, "When you write this up in your report be sure to use the word, 'Extraordinary!'" He spiked the empty bottle of booze on the hard marble floor and it shattered. 

The guard's face moved from shock to anger. 

"MUAHahahahah!" Topper laughed and ran for the door, the security guard lumbering in hot pursuit. 

As he cleared the door, Topper was screaming, "Let's go, let's go, let's go!" and laughing hysterically. Just another day on the job for Stevie. 





CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 

Gus thought he had known what cold was. The cold in the middle of the North Atlantic. The man-killing wet cold of Korea. The high arctic cold that snatched the breath from your lungs. But Gus had never known what it meant to be cold when he couldn't stamp his feet. 

The wheels of his chair crunched the flecks of salt spread across the stone of Excelsior Plaza. As his arms shoved the wheels downward, he could see his breath in the air. It was well before dawn, and the only noises were the humming of the lights and the roar of the gas jet that fed the eternal flame. He rolled to a halt in front of the stature. It was supposed to be Excelsior overcoming the Cromoglodon. Didn't look a thing like either of them. 

The official story was that this is where the world's mightiest superhero had died while defeating the world's most powerful villain. That God so loved the world... Jesus, thought Gus, you’d think after thousands of years, they'd get a new story. He guessed the old one was still working. 

But Gus didn't believe the story. He knew the truth. Excelsior was a strong horse, but not the kind that came from behind. He had seen him the few times he’d gotten his ass beat down. More than once he had given the 'World's Mightiest Hero' a pep talk to get him up off his melancholy ass. That was what his job had become. Well, most of it anyway. He didn't like to think about the other part of his job.

Gus turned his head and spit over the arm of his wheelchair. His shoulders ached. It was like they had kept him in that hospital just to suck all the strength out of him. He could still get angry, though. It wasn't much, but it was enough. Gus could run on anger. And boy didn't this statue get him hot. 

Sure Excelsior had been here. So had a large building. Windsor Tower. Excelsior had knocked down the damn building fighting with an idiot in a purple leotard. At least that was the story they'd fed the press. But Gus knew different. Excelsior had wrapped up Lifto the Magnificent easy; he took the building down to screw with Windsor. Ah, maybe it had been an accident. Excelsior had been there to bust up Windsor's office. It got out of hand and the whole tower came down. 

And that had been a mistake. As it turned out, Windsor was one evil bastard. Gus wasn't quite sure how, but he knew that somehow all of this was Edwin's fault. That Windsor was one of those rare Teflon bastards who managed to turn every twist to his advantage. Would have made a hell of an officer, thought Gus, with a sergeant's grudge beating in his frail, papery heart. 

It wasn't long before they started showing up. Everybody who owed Gus a favor. Some that Excelsior had saved. Some who had been a part of the team, but had retired. And all of them knew that the official story didn't make any sense. It sure hadn't taken Gus long to poke holes in it. Why hadn’t anybody else seen through it? Half the world wasn't trying, the other half didn't care. Gus was just an anomaly. Like a two-headed cow or a three-eyed fish, Gus was a mutant, the guy who still gave a damn. 

It hadn't been hard. A guy who used to work telemetry had given him Excelsior's last known position. It had been right on this very spot. And the transponder had cried out for nearly three weeks after he had disappeared. They could have looked for him, Smiles and all the other bastards who pulled his strings. The ones behind the flags and the badges and the seals. Why didn't they? There was only one answer. They didn't want Excelsior back. 

There were, in Gus's experience, two ways to deal with everything. You do it out in the open, high noon, full daylight, man-to-man and settle it once and for all. Or you sneak around and jump a man from behind, or worse, overcome him with rules and paperwork. The death of fine print and a thousand paper-cuts. The “Them.” The “They.” The invisible few who ruled the world, they preferred to play the game in the shadows. No matter what side they were on, they didn't like to play fair. They weren't heroes. These were the men who had pulled Gus' strings too.

But no more. Now Gus didn't work for anybody. What was the worst they could he do to them? He knew he was going to hell. Valhalla was reserved for those who died in battle. Now Gus was in a wheelchair. There are no glorious last charges from wheelchairs.

"Couldn't you just find somebody with superpowers to dig him up?"

"No," says Gus. "No, Goddamn it, we have to do this. This is on us! Start digging." 

The compressor started up and a jackhammer roared to life. 

"I'm not sure about this," said the foreman. "This is a national monument. I mean, we could get into a lot of trouble. Why don't we go tell the authorities and have them dig him up."

"Hell, son, you think they want him back? You think they want heroes? They don't want heroes. They want people they can use, people they can control. They don't want people who will do the right thing. Who will see it through, no matter what the cost. They want people who will turn a blind eye to all the nasty things they do. Strong men with weak consciences.

"Oh, sure, they call those shadow men heroes. They give 'em medals and parades and cheer for them, but we all know the score. Deep down, those men are puppets. They're just giving medals to themselves. 

"That's Excelsior down there, I'd bet my boot leather on it. And They're gonna leave him rot down there for all time. Heroes just aren't convenient anymore. So you—hell all of you—this is your chance. Your chance to prove where you stand."





CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

When the concrete closed in over Excelsior, he knew relief. Not at first, of course. At first, he held his breath. He fought it for as long as he could. The primitive egg-sucking creature in his brainstem fought for life. It spasmed his limbs, raced his heart and dumped what little adrenaline he had left. It was no use. The cold, wet concrete poured over him and crushed him into the embrace of the earth. Eventually, he breathed concrete into his lungs and slept. 

It was not as the sleep of ordinary men; its dreams were memory.

He remembered being young. His name, innocently enough, was Billy. And more than anything in the world, he had wanted a Schwinn Excelsior. The Excelsior was not an angular, computer-designed bicycle, but an object birthed by the caress of a draftsman's hand. Wrapped in chrome, the Schwinn Excelsior seemed to defy you to find a straight line on it. To Billy, it looked like it was flying even when it was standing still. A few years later, when he hit puberty, he would discover the real reason those curves appealed to him. The thing was sexy. 

But there wasn't a lot of extra money floating around Rice County, Kansas in 1940. There was just farm work, and plenty of it. The locals counted it a boon when any boy was born, provided he grew up straight and true. 

When Billy wasn't exhausted, he would sneak away from the farm and pick up what jobs he could. $89.95 seemed a long way away when he started, but little by little, he had filled up the Webb's coffee tin that he used as a bank. 

If he'd been a little bit lazier, he would have given up on the bike. He would have lost his innocence and blown it on girls or demon rum or any of the other vices that were so ably advertised from pulpits across Kansas. But he was raised from good strong stock, and hard work was bred in his bones. 

Every night he would count his treasure like some fabled miser of yore. And by his last nightly count he was five dollars and thirty-eight cents short. And it was the harvest. While that meant extra, groaning hours at home, it also meant that everybody was looking for help. If he could break away, it should be easy for a strong boy to earn that money in no time at all.

He thought he was keeping all of this as a great secret from his parents. But they knew. And when a lull came in the threshing, they let the boy go, turning a blind eye as he rushed to "visit a friend." He ran as fast as his feet would carry him. All the while, thinking, "This would be easier with a bike.” Everything would be better when he had that bike. 




As fate would have it, the next farm over belonged to Ol' Man Wilkins. 

Hard workin' people respected those that were frugal. Even those who drove a hard bargain were fine, but Wilkins, he went too far. And what's worse, he wore it as a badge of pride. So when he saw young Billy running all over town taking every job he could find—a boy possessed by the lust for a bicycle that looked like a dream and went like the wind—Ol' Man Wilkins' smelled sweat that his cunning could turn into money. 

When he asked Billy if he wanted to make a dollar an hour, Billy didn't even ask what the job was before he said yes. 

The job was hay. One hundred bales moved to the top of the barn. Technically it was a job for two people, but why would Wilkins pay for two, when he could get it done by one, and for half the price? When he showed Billy the full hayrick in his yard, Wilkins sucked his teeth and said, "This here hay needs to be up there, and before it rains. Gets wet, it'll rot."

Billy nodded. Why was the old man telling him this? He knew all about hay. Hadn't he grown up in the most boring, hay-infested place on Earth. If the old man would be quiet, he'd just get it done and get his bike. 

"And I won't have you putting wet hay into my barn. You check each one. If Johnson cheated me, well that's on him. But you put hay in my barn that sets itself afire, I'll take it out of your hide!" he said as he brandished his cane. 

Billy was sure the mean old man was as good as his word. He just wondered how the old cripple would catch him with his withered old leg. He also wondered why the old man thought that his old barn was worth saving. Wouldn't even need a tornado to knock it down, looked like the merest breath o' wind would take the weathered planks right off it. It was old and twisted, seeming to lean a little to one side, just like the mean old man himself. 

"Now get to it, youngster. And you best get these in before it rains, I ain't payin' you for no wet bales."

If Billy hadn't been so pure of heart, he might have used Wilkins' position of weakness against him and negotiated for more money. It was a hot day. It would storm in the afternoon. And if not today, then tomorrow for sure. And who else could Wilkins' have found to help him? A mean old man, living all alone and doing nobody no kindness. 

But all Billy could think of was sweet, windswept chrome. He nodded to Wilkins and set his hand to the hay. 

"You can use that pulley if'n you can work it without hanging ye'self."

"I'll be jest fine, Mr. Wilkins."

But halfway through the rick, Billy began to have his doubts. The hay wasn't much good. It wasn't too wet. It was too dry. Which accounted for the stringy animals penned up in the barn. Poor creatures, half-starved by a man who was too much of a skinflint to buy good food. 

It hurt Billy's heart when the cow looked at him with her infinitely soft eyes. Those eyes could absorb the suffering of the world, thought Billy. Billy didn't have a kind thought for Wilkins’ goat. That old goat looked too much like its owner. It was probably his son before the mean ol' man locked him in the barn.

Maybe it was all a kind of sad circle, thought Billy. Bad hay for the cow. Sour milk for the farmer. Sour disposition for the rest of the world. Rings of sour spreading out from that mean, mean old man. Out and out and out. All the evils in the world coming right from the evil hay he was loading into the barn.

To be sure, those 70 lbs. bales were too heavy for a 12-year-old boy. Even though Billy was strong for his age, and used to hard labor, the work was crushing. When he stopped for water, old man Willis yelled at him from the top window of the farmhouse,

"Ain't payin for no breaks! You think I'm made of money, boy?"

Made of bitter straw and sour milk. Billy dunked his head in the trough and considered his problem. 

There was still a lot of hay left on the rick. And the day wasn't getting any longer. He tested his right hand. Even through the glove it felt like the wire had cut through his palm. And every time he clenched it he could feel the bones grind together. Otherwise, he wasn't so awfully tired. 

Billy knew his system wasn't very good. It was a really a two man job, but to make the best of it, he had taken the hayloft ladder and propped it up against the front of the barn. It was just tall enough so he could manhandle a bale of hay up to the loft with one hand and slide it in. Then back for another bale. When the bales crowded the entrance, he would stack them proper. It worked, but it was slow. 

A cool breeze picked up from the south as if trying to seduce him into inaction. Why not, just set a while in the cool? Maybe have a glass of lemonade. But that same breeze meant that the storm was coming. He'd hate to wait another week for the bike. And if he didn't get it soon, he might be shut out by the snows. The almanac calling for a hard winter and an early one at that. 

Then Billy had an idea. For a strong man, it would have only been a half-bad idea. But for a boy of 120 pounds, faced with 70 pound bales of hay it was ridiculous—Billy decided he would throw the bales into the loft. 

But Billy didn't know he couldn't do it. After all, nothing great is accomplished by those who acknowledge limits. So he picked up a bale and gave it a heave. It went up like a shot, displacing the ladder and almost knocking a hole in the side of the barn. 

Billy looked around to see if anyone else had seen what had just happened. But only the goat commented, with an anticlimactic “Baaaa."

So he tried again. When he threw this bale, his feet slipped a little in the dirt of the barnyard. The bale soared high, impossibly high in the air and then came down with crash of rattling boards. Billy let out a shriek of joy and spun around in triumph. He couldn't understand how or why, but mostly, he couldn't wait to do it again. He grabbed another bale.

Crash. Crash. Crash. Three more bales were up. And the strangest thing was that with each bale it became easier. That wasn't supposed to happen. What was going on anyway? The wind came up from the west. The sweat on Billy's brow felt good as the cool wind of a coming storm wicked it away. Still he worked, throwing bale after bale into the loft. Each one was somehow lighter than the last. 

Then he started throwing them in one-handed! He laughed, feeling something every adolescent wants, but rarely gets—a sense of power. He raced through the last of the bales. And then he heard Ol' Man Wilkins shriek, "What in God's name is going on! Whut'd you do with all my hay? You cain't have put it all away."

"Your hay is in the barn, ya old coot." Billy just couldn't restrain himself. Couldn't contain himself. He had POWER and he was going to use it. 

Wilkins looked up in disbelief. All the hay, everywhichaway in the loft. 

"Wuh, wuh, wuh, well, you gotta stack that." 

"I know. If you weren't yelling at me, I'd be done already." This was for effect. The old man wasn't yelling anymore. At best, he was whispering in anger. He couldn't understand what had happened. And like most folks, he was just simply afraid of what he couldn't understand. 

"Oh, wait. There's one more bale." Billy grabbed with his right hand, and, with his gaze never leaving Ol' Man Wilkins watery and confused eyes, he tossed it over his shoulder and into the barn. The crash of the bale tumbling into the hay loft could have been Wilkins’ jaw hitting the ground. But then what would that make the creaking noise that followed?

In slow motion, with an awful sound shredding timbers and shearing nails, the barn toppled over. It held there, like a parallelogram barn on a parallelogram farm, for just a moment. The cow lowed fear. Then, with a horrendous crash and roll of dust, the barn collapsed. 







The jail was cold. Since they brought him in, the only time that Billy had actually seen another person was when the deputy had nervously thrown a blanket into the cell. The man hadn't even opened the cell door. He had just crammed it through the slot and all but run away. 

Billy could hear people talking about him outside. They sounded scared. Why were they scared? And where were his parents? Billy wasn't exactly the best student in school, but he was pretty sure they weren't allowed to throw you in jail without calling your parents. Something about it in the Constitution, he'd thought.

He'd pay for the barn. He had money. Maybe not enough for a whole barn, but for part of it at least. Was it all his fault? Other people had seen that barn. That barn weren't no damn good. Wasn't his fault Wilkins was too cheap to fix it. The way Billy looked at it, nothing about Wilkins weren't his fault at all. And being locked up in that cell just wasn't right at all. 

Then why did he feel so scared? 




"I tell ya, the devil's in that boy!" Out in the lobby, Wilkins was red in the face and rarin’ for justice. Or, at least, his idea of justice. 

"Ed, I know you're upset about your barn," Said Tinsley Willis, town sheriff, "but would you mind keeping your voice down? I'm pretty sure that boy can hear you."

"He don't need no jail cell, he needs a priest, or a noose around his neck."

"That's enough," the sheriff said in that quiet way that indicated to most folks with sense that he was done kidding around. He saw Wilkins draw in breath to speak and realized that Wilkins just didn't have no sense. "You say another word about hurting that boy, or possession by demons, and I'll lock you up in the cell next to him."

"You wouldn't dare. Why, I knew you when you were just a..."

The sheriff tuned him out. Some days the star on his chest hung heavier than others, that was for sure. Still, it was a quiet town, smack in the middle of nowhere, and that suited Tinsley right down to the ground. It was just that, out here, surrounded by the open sky and rows and rows and rows and rows of corn, people tended to go a little simple. Small things got blown all out of proportion. And Ed Wilkins was Exhibit A. No family, no real business of his own in the world. It was like he had decided his hobby was going to be holding a grudge. 

The sheriff looked to his deputy, "Have you called his parents?"

"Yes, sir," answered the Deputy with a quiver in his voice. The sheriff shook his head a little. His deputy was simple, too. No doubt he was 'fraid of dee-monic possession. Was it something in the corn? Was it going to get to him next?

"You're not going in there, are you?" Wilkins asked. The Sheriff stood with the door knob in his hand. He looked at Wilkins like that was the dumbest question he had ever heard. It wasn't, but it was close enough. 

"Ed, I'm going to talk to that boy. And unless he sprouts horns, I'm going to let him go when his parents get here. I can't charge him with anything. So—"

"Can't charge him with anything? Trespassing! Vandalism! Uh, uh, assault! He killed my cow!"

"Trespassing? He was workin' on your farm! You're just lucky he wasn't hurt when that barn fell over. And I'm sure Bill Sr. will have a few words with you about that point."

"Sheriff, that boy's got the devil in him. And I'm gonna tell everybody. We're gonna purge this community! We're gonna make it right with the Lord! Hallelujah, we're gonna make it right!"

There was a crash from inside the cells. When they got through the door, Billy’s cell was empty. And half a wall was missing. The Sheriff saw Billy in the distance, running down Main Street. 

Wilkins started right in. The Sheriff just turned his head and spit on his own floor. "Aw, hell." 




In the kitchen of their weather beaten, clapboard farmhouse, Nancy watched her husband, Earl, hang up the phone. It was rare thing to get calls way out on the farm. Folks usually just came by for a visit. It was even rarer for the phone to ring during supper. Who called during supper? Wasn't everybody eating?

When her husband sat back down at the table, he looked at the meatloaf as if he didn't recognize it. 

"Is it Billy?" 

"Yes'm. Get dressed, Momma, we're going in to town."

"What happened?"

"Deputy said the boy was in some kind of trouble. Didn't think it was Billy's fault, but was sortin' it out all the same."

"Is he hurt?"

"Didn't sound so."

"You didn't ask?"




As they headed into town, Earl held his foot close to the floor. The old pickup wasn't worth much, but he didn't often get to test it when Momma was riding shotgun. She didn't much care for drivin' and certainly didn't like drivin' fast. Which was why it came as some surprise when she asked, 

"Earl, does this vehicle go any faster?"

"Yes'm," Earl said softly. 

"Then proceed."

The pickup rattled and wheezed and jolted something fierce on the dirt road. But Nancy didn't complain. Earl choked back a smile. But damn if she didn't look uncomfortable enough. Wedging herself one hand on the dash and another behind the bench seat—bracing with both legs. It was enough to make him want to find a few bumps. Not big ones, but bumps all the same. 

"You okay, Momma? You want I should ease up a little?"

"You just drive, Earl," she managed to chatter out. 

Earl'd have to give the boy a whuppin' for the mess he'd gotten himself into, but he was findin' a little enjoyment in it. He just hoped the boy hadn't done anything too stupid. 




At first, Billy had run blindly, not caring where he went, only wishing he could run faster. But that wasn't the way his powers worked, at least not yet anyway. How had he knocked a hole through a brick wall? It was hard for him to feel anything other than fear as his legs and lungs pumped for all they were worth, but he did remember being angry. 

He was so angry, he had done about the dumbest, most useless thing a person can do. He punched the wall. Then the wall wasn't there anymore. When he saw the street beyond, he started thinking about what they would say when they saw the wall. Then he panicked and made a run for it. He heard Wilkins screaming about him being a demon as he fled. 

He was a good boy, generally, and being on the run from the law was very disconcerting to him. Normally, when he got himself in trouble, he'd take a switching and be done with it. He knew that wasn't going to happen this time. 

When he stopped to drink from a spicket, it was the best water he had ever tasted. The first taste of true freedom was strong and intoxicating. How would they keep him, if they caught him? The jail didn't work. And that had to be the strongest wall this town had. Even though he didn't know how his strength worked, he bet shackles wouldn't be any good either. Oh, they'd have to listen to him. Oh, they'd listen to his side of it now. 

Not knowing where else to go, he headed home. He imagined that his father, Earl, would be mad at him. His fault or not, he was going to get a switching, for sure. But that was just the problem. It wasn't his fault. But he was going to get blamed for it anyway. The thought of such injustice, about the worst injustice a sheltered boy from a good family could imagine, made him angry. And as his anger grew, so too, did his speed. 

He was going so fast on the state highway that he almost missed the turnoff onto the dirt road that lead out to their lonely farm. As he got closer to home and the inevitable switching, he ran faster and faster. The corn on either side of the road became a uniform blur in the moonlight. 

By the time saw the lights of the oncoming pickup, it was too late. The anger turned to fear and his powers went away. The laws of physics took over. An object in motion, he stayed in motion until he hit the truck. 

The rushing sound stopped. Billy had the sensation of a giant hand pushing him backwards down the road for a distance. Furrows of dirt pushed up around his feet. He felt the hot fluid from the radiator on his leg and jumped backwards. When he looked into the compartment of the truck, he realized that it was empty. How could that be? There had to have been someone driving the truck.

Miraculously, one of the truck's headlamps was unbroken and still lit. When he looked behind him, its uncertain, dying light revealed a figure lying in the darkness. He went to it as if in a dream. 

Her face had been badly damaged by the trip through the windshield and the unkind embrace of the country road, but he knew her by her hair and her blue dress. Then he realized what had happened. He hugged his mother to his chest. "Mom? Mom. Mom?" He started crying for help. At first for his mother—and then, when he realized that she was dead—he called for help for himself. Screaming for help as only a man who fears he has damned himself can. 

The lone headlight dimmed and went out. 




The next day, they found him in the road, clutching the corpses of his parents. He would say nothing but otherwise was a docile as a lamb. Even though there was nothing outwardly wrong with him, they had taken him to the hospital. He was placed in a clean white room. Doctors tried to understand what they were faced with, but they had little or nothing to go on. They could take no blood: needles broke on his skin. They could hear his heart beating, feel the pressure of the blood in his veins, but in every other way he was impervious to their art. 

Billy could only remember fragments of those long, blank, white days in the hospital. The muttering of doctors, the murmuring of nurses, white curtains blowing in the wind. And then there was Gus. A man who was strong and confident in all the ways that Billy was not. Gus had been bred in honor and forged in war. So he could see what all the doctors had missed. That thousand-yard stare. 

Billy had look of a man who had done horrible things and thought there was no way back. But Gus knew the way back.

With no introduction or preamble, Gus said, "You think that's the end of it?" 

"Yeah," said Billy. It was the first time he had spoken in three months. 

"If you want it to be. But there's another way."

"What?" said Billy, still lost within himself. 

"You can't bring them back. But you can save others."

And that had started the job. It had become Billy's job to save everyone, everywhere, all the time. Years and years of going where they told him, when they told him. No life left over for himself. While he was doing it, he had always thought that it was penance. That it was just the way things had to be if he was ever to atone for what he had done. 

But now that he had stopped, now that being trapped below the ground had forced him to take time to think about it, he realized that if he wasn't forgiven by now, he never would be. And maybe there was no forgiveness. Maybe things just were. Maybe all he had ever been was a fancy kind of slave. 




In the present day, deep under the earth, Excelsior-who-had-been-Billy felt movement against his skin. How strange to feel again and to hear. There was a sound, and it was growing louder. It was a sound that he should have had a word for, but it had been so long since he had used words and heard sounds. 

He was so tired. He could remember the word “tired.” The bare flicker of what remained of his consciousness was steeped in tired. But the sound grew louder and louder. It was rhythmic and urgent and undeniable. Sound sound sound sound sound sound sound sound sound.

No, faster than that. Suh-suh-suh-suh-suh-suh-sound. Why couldn't he remember what it was called? It was a, uh… Again he felt the earth shift around his skin. It distracted him. Then the tired came over him again in a wave. He wished the sound would go away, but it was coming closer and closer. Relentlessly on. Sharper and louder and drilling right into his brain. 

When the bit of the jackhammer hit his skull and shattered, he remembered what it was called. 

"I've got something!" cried a voice. 

"Lower me down!" commanded another voice, ragged and hoarse. There was coughing, and the sound of debris falling into a pit. Excelsior felt the rock lift away from his face. He felt fingers brushing dust and concrete from his hair and skin. He opened his eyes for the first time in three years. He could see nothing. He blinked and struggled to clear his vision. 

"Billy," he heard Gus yell, from far, far away. "Billy! Come back to me!”

Gus leaned back and yelled up to the top of the hole, "I need water!" Gus flopped out of his wheelchair to lie in the pit next to Excelsior. He cleared off more of Excelsior's face, revealing the husk of the once mighty hero. If Gus hadn't seen him move, he would have sworn that the hero was dead. 

A lone beam of light fought its way through the dust and the sweat and the pneumatic hoses to rest on Excelsior's gaunt face like a gift of grace. With the sunlight, power flooded back into his limbs. His eyes cleared and he knew his strength to be his own again. He coughed pulverized concrete free from his lungs and sucked in fresh air. As his lungs expanded, the excavation shifted wildly and Gus struggled not to lose his footing. 

"You back? You back, boy?" Gus said, with the excitement that can only come to an old man at the end of a long, seemingly hopeless struggle. 

Excelsior tried to speak, but all that came out was a wheezing rasp. 

"Easy, easy, you've been down here for a while." He leaned back again and more sunlight flooded into Excelsior. "Goddamn it, I said give me some water. Throw it. THROW IT!" 

Water was poured onto Excelsior's dry lips and he drank of it greedily. He swallowed. He cleared his throat and then said one word. 

"Windsor."

The ground exploded and Excelsior vaulted into the air. There was a rush of wind and he was gone on his mission of revenge. Revenge for being imprisoned. Revenge for the confusion of his life. Revenge, ultimately, for being born. 








CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 

By the seventh hole, the knots in Edwin's shoulders had let go. He was striking drives with high, soaring confidence. The elegance of his game was pouring through every shot. 

Winter and the demands of a growing company had kept Edwin from the game he loved, but when he was invited to come south to play golf on one of the finest courses in the country, he had not been able to resist. It also hadn’t hurt that he would be playing with Paul Facto. 

Facto was one of the unknown, powerful men of the world. He sat on the boards of 23 of the Fortune 100 companies. He was also a perfectly mediocre golfer. But he knew his mark, and wanted Edwin to be in a good mood when he made his offer. 

Over the last six holes, Facto had been evaluating Edwin's character. As inconvenient as Omdemnity Insurance was, Facto couldn’t help but admire Edwin Windsor. He had talent. He showed restraint. He understood business. But the question was, could he be co-opted? Facto believed so. This was good, because Facto wasn't sure that there was another option. 

Of course, they could have had him killed. But in addition to being in bad taste, there were other, unknown dangers. Edwin controlled a force of incredible destruction. They did not know how he controlled it, but you do not have to understand how an atomic bomb works to know that assassinating the leader of a country that has one is a very risky move. 

What intimidated Facto most of all was that Edwin hadn't brought a security team. In the world in which Facto lived, security teams were a necessary and everyday accessory. In fact, Facto had brought four bodyguards with him for this round of golf. They kept a respectful and polite distance, of course, but still, they were there. Did Edwin have a superpowered person watching over him? Was he suicidal? Did he have no fear? The fact that he had to ask these questions was disconcerting. But Facto believed that Edwin was a man who left nothing to chance. And so he proceeded. 




"So Windsor," Facto said as Edwin walked onto the tee, "I'd like you to be on the board of Amalgamated Chemical."

This was a substantial offer. But Edwin was nonplussed. In fact, he did not even stop his pre-swing routine. He said, "I accept."

Again, Facto was rattled. He was not accustomed to the sensation.

"And the board of United Petroleum." By market capitalization, UP was one of the biggest companies in the world. That should surely get his attention, thought Facto. 

Edwin did not check the motion of his swing. The compression of the ball against the face of the club sounded like an explosion. Edwin finished his turn and said, "I accept." Facto watched Edwin's shot bounce once and roll to a stop in the middle of the fairway. 

"You've won," said Facto. His statement had little or nothing to do with the golf match, even though Edwin was well on his way to winning that as well. What he meant was that Edwin had broken the collective will of the corporate oligarchy. He had made it into the club. It was simply better business to give him an interest in companies that he might otherwise damage with his scheme of extortion and destruction. 

Edwin did not snort derisively. He was not the kind of man who snorted. But it had been obvious to Edwin for many months that he had won. He had found it tiresome to bother with the actual destruction of factories at all. But then, Edwin was accustomed to being several steps ahead of those around him. He had grown used to the burden. And also the burden of winning gracefully. "I'll give you a stroke a hole from here on in, just to keep it interesting," Edwin offered magnanimously, politely pretending that Facto had been talking about golf. 

As they got into the golf cart, Facto opened his mouth to accept the offer. But before he could agree, the tee box erupted in a superheated inferno of molten grass. 

"JESUS CHRIST!" screamed Facto as he gave the cart all it was worth, which, of course, wasn't very much. 

As they cut across the golf course, Facto shrieked at his security team, "Shoot it! SHOOT IT!"

A sheet of fire erupted to block their path. Facto swerved to avoid it and skidded to a stop underneath a small stand of trees.

As Edwin looked back, he saw a blur attach itself to one cart full of security personnel and throw it high into the sky. Edwin yelled, "Stand down," at a remaining member of Facto's security team who was firing an automatic weapon into the air indiscriminately. 

"No, no!" cried Facto, "Shoot him! Shoot him!" 

Edwin shook his head. Even in the face of certain and utter destruction, mankind was an animal that clung to false hopes and delusions. This was not a problem that bullets could solve.

"WINDSOR!" The cry boomed across the golf course. Even before hearing the voice, Edwin had known who it was. Every plan, no matter how carefully executed, has its downside risks. In Edwin's great scheme, this had always been his. 

Edwin heard the inclement weather horn sound back at the clubhouse. How fitting, he thought, how Ancient and Honorable. Edwin would regret leaving great works unfinished, but most of all he would miss this game. Its uncompromising standard, its plain sensibility in a world gone mad. As Facto fled, Edwin stepped out on the surface of a nearby green and composed himself. He would face his fate. 

Excelsior came down at an impossible speed. His booted feet slammed knee deep into the surface of the carefully manicured green. 

This gave Edwin hope. Scant hope, of course, but if Excelsior had wanted him dead, he would have killed him already. This theatricality was something else entirely. Besides, as Excelsior stood knee-deep in the earth, he didn't look as powerful as he might. His skin was an unhealthy shade of whitish green, bits of concrete clung to his costume and hair, and, unless Edwin was mistaken, there appeared to be mold growing on the sweatier parts of his costume. Edwin smoothed his shirt and stood to his full height.

"Windsor!" Excelsior began, but then he realized the absurdity of his position, and he broke his feet free from the earth.

Edwin took this opening, "You have just killed several innocent men and destroyed the life's work of a truly masterful greenskeeper. Am I next?"

"Innocent? INNOCENT? They worked for you. They can't be innocent."

"No, in fact, they worked for Mr. Facto. I have no security team." 

"Who the hell is Facto?"

"The man who undoubtedly soiled himself and his golf cart as he fled back to the clubhouse."

At a loss for the moment, Excelsior tried an old standard, "Windsor, FACE ME!" 

It was too stupid for Edwin to dignify with a response. He just stared. 

Excelsior tried to appear strong, but on the inside he felt unimaginably weak and confused. He had been so long underground. And now he had all these thoughts and feelings that he didn't know what to do with. He realized that there was no way—that there were no words—to give his inarticulate rage expression. A great wave of emotion overcame him again. For some reason, he thought of that long-lost bicycle, the Schwinn Excelsior. The bike he could never have because he no longer had a childhood left with which to ride it. 

He couldn't help himself. Tears poured down his face. 

"What is it that you want?" asked Edwin.

"I want revenge."

"I'm not in that business," said Edwin. 

"Yes, you are. I want to be Evil."

"Ah," said Edwin, considering the possibility, "that is something else entirely." 




Imagine you are not from around here. And by not from around here, I mean not from this quadrant of the galaxy. You've had no experience with the flora or fauna of Earth. And you are magically (or scientifically) transported to the middle of the desert in Arizona. You are immediately struck with the beauty of the place. The colors of the sunset, the sand, the strangely beautiful creatures that survive in this difficult ecosystem. Maybe you are a Martian and it reminds you of your now-dead home world. For whatever reason, the landscape touches you deeply.

Most of all you are moved by the delicate flowers that are put forth by the many cacti that surround you. Even though you don't really know about cacti, or flowers or deserts. 

As you are drawn to one particularly beautiful white flower, you hear a noise. It's a strange sort of rattling noise that increases in intensity as you continue to move towards the flower "Ah,” you think, “this must be that ‘music’ stuff the Voyager satellite kept blasting at us." And because you are most certainly not from around here, the sound fails to create a sense of alarm. 

In fact, your slender green body begins jerking in a non-rhythmic and strangely awkward fashion you believe to be ‘dancing. (Because if there is one thing that fringe research, government experiments and Hollywood have shown us, alien life forms have no funk whatsoever.)

That's when the rattlesnake bites you. 

Now, if this were a story about an awkward alien come down to earth, this would be the moment where some capable, stoic and completely human son of the desert would happen along, apply a tourniquet, and save your ignorant alien ass. Then would begin a series of hilarious complications that would bring the two of you closer and closer together in an unlikely series of buddy-movie twists that would leave you both forever changed. 

This is not that story. So if you are still identifying with the awkward, fish-out-of-water alien then I am sorry because you are now dead. But you have not died in vain. Your death is about to be used to make a point. 

The point is this: if you don't know any better, you don't feel the appropriate level of fear when a rattlesnake rattles. Or when Edwin Windsor offers you a contract. But you and I, we do know. We know what it means when Edwin presents you with a contract making him your “agent for all matters personal and business, plenipotentiary, and without limit.” Just like we know that snakes are deadly. 




Excelsior signed the contract, and totally missed the rattling noise. As he slid the contract back across the desk to Edwin, he said, "But what am I going to do?"

"Why, whatever our clients ask," Edwin said.

"But..."

"But what?"

"What if they want to pay me to kill someone?"

"Then I would say that is a very unlucky person. But fear not, I find that assassination is the crudest of methods. And you, despite how you have been used before, are not a blunt instrument." 

"What?"

"To put it more simply," (and, as he said it, Edwin realized that putting it as simply as possible was going to be a good operating principle with this man) "You are going to be far too expensive to waste on mere assassination."

"Good, 'cause I don't think I want to kill anybody." 

Edwin said, "That sounds like a hero talking. That sounds like the kind of a man whose strings are being pulled by someone else." Excelsior looked away uncomfortably. "Don't worry, that feeling will pass." 

"What if I don't want it to pass?"

"You told me that you wanted to be your own man. You told me that you wanted to be in the driver's seat. That you didn't want to be at someone else's beck and call."

"Yeah, that's true."

"Well, make up your own mind, then," Edwin said with impatience. "I have no will in this matter. I am merely your agent. You asked me to help you be Evil. My kind of Evil. Ruthless, efficient, profitable. If you do not want to be these things, there is no need for you to take my advice. Tell me now and we will call the whole thing off."

"No, no," said Excelsior, "I do want to be Evil. But don't I get a nemesis or something? Like an arch-enemy?"

"That sounds rather pointless to me," said Edwin. 

"But that's the way it's done. That's what Supervillains always did to me."

"Yes, I know. And how did that work out for them?"

"Well, it worked out great for me."

"Yes, I understand that, but how did it work out for them, Excelsior? How did it work for them?"

"Well, I'd generally beat them up and then hand them over to Gus. And he'd put them in a prison somewhere."

"And does that sound like a very profitable turn of events to you?"

"Well, no, but I like I told you, I don't know anything about money."

"And this prison? Have you ever seen it?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Well, if it took someone with your powers to subdue these people, what prison do you think could contain them?"

"Uh… I… y'know?" Excelsior said with genuine Midwestern Innocence "I don't know."

"Ah, bliss," said Edwin as a shrug rippled through his well-tailored suit. 

"Bliss?"

"Ignorance is... never mind. There is a place far from here. North of Las Vegas. In and around the Nevada Test Site, there are a number of secure facilities where above-ground tests of atomic weapons were performed in the 50's. Since the advent of people with, let us diplomatically say, much-greater-than-average abilities—like yourself—these facilities have gained in importance. To understand why, you must understand radiation. Do you understand radiation?"

"Uh, yeah, I..." Excelsior's eyes glazed over. He remembered getting a lecture sometime in 1960 or so from some scared-looking guys in lab coats about radiation. They had talked and talked and talked. In the end Gus had helped him understand. This was a young Gus, still strong and with a full head of hair, a chin like a piece of granite and a walk like he'd never been scared of anything in his life. 

Gus had told him, "Son, ya ain't invulnerable. Ya gotta stay away from the radiation. These eggheads aren't sure what it might do to you and all them… unstable elements ya got running through your bloodstream or whatever." Then Gus had lit a cigarette and leaned in and said, "They also keep telling me cigarettes can kill ya." He had blown smoke right towards the delicate-looking men in the lab coats. "But then, they don't know their raggedy asses from a raggedy hole in the ground, do they?"

 Back in the present day, Excelsior said, "Uh, radiation is bad?"

"Radiation is bad. And hidden deep in these pockets of radiation is a hole in the Earth. This where the people you defeated were taken. They were placed in a lead-lined room in a cavern deep below the earth. They were questioned. Then the questioners left. Then the lead shields were raised and, superpowers or not, they were left to be torn apart by the radiation."

Edwin shifted in his chair and waved a professorial hand. "You see, against large enemies, those that can be bashed and broken and thrown into the sky—opponents with whom you can exchange banter and develop a perverse and unproductive relationship—you are nigh undefeatable. But against the small and the secret enemies, say a virus, or gamma rays—the inexorable march of time, the heartbreak of choice—against these things even the most powerful man can be defenseless." 

"But, isn't that what bad guys are supposed to do? Fight the good guys?" Excelsior asked, suffering from real confusion. 

"Bad guys, yes. Villains with pencil-thin mustaches, men in black hats, any cliché you like, yes, that is what they do. But that is not Evil. Evil does not exist to oppose the hero. Evil exists, like everything else, for its own ends."

"But then..." said Excelsior, not connecting the dots. 

"Let me put it this way. We will not struggle with adversaries. We will buy them. We will corrupt them. We will make it easy for them to get what they want if they will give us what we want. But we will not struggle." He shook his head as if the very idea left a bad taste in his mouth, "Accept or avoid. Struggle is a waste." 

"Okay," said Excelsior, even though he still didn't get it. "So what are we going to do?"

"We're going to make money."

"How much money?" asked Excelsior, simple greed being something he was more comfortable with. 

"All of it."





CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 

Topper gestured violently and was brought up short by his restraints. "So the whole damn thing backfired! The first time I come up with a clever plan in my entire life and it backfires. I mean imagine my surprise! I figured Excelsior would go right out and try to kill Edwin."

"You wanted your friend dead?" asked the interrogator.

"No. Hell no. Not then. Not when I could see another way. Besides, you think that overgrown, supersonic boy scout could outwit Edwin Windsor? Never happen. I don't know what his plan was, but, rest assured, Edwin had a plan.

"I just wanted the scales balanced a little bit. You know. It was all too easy for Edwin. He didn't have any opposition. I thought if he could be slowed down, y'know, humbled a little, he might go back to being his old self. That I might get my friend back. That's all I wanted, really, I just wanted my friend back. But I made a mistake."

"What was that?"

"I underestimated him. It's one of those cardinal rules. Don't spit into the wind, don't get involved in a land war in Asia, and never, ever underestimate Edwin Windsor. Or at least, it was one of those rules. Now..." Topper hung his head and was quiet for a long, long time. 

The interrogator prompted him by asking, "You didn't worry that Edwin would find out that you had brought Gus back from the dead."

"Nah, there was enough static in the signal. See, it's not what you suspect, it's what you can prove. Gus could have come back on his own. Somebody at the hospital could have just made a mistake. I figured there was enough to get me out of trouble if I needed to start weaseling. I'm very good at weaseling."

"How could you be sure that Gus would bring Excelsior back? or that Excelsior wouldn't be dead?"

"C'mon, you know how these things go. What else is Gus going to do? And it's like an unwritten law: you can't kill a hero off. You can make it look like he's dead. You can put him into suspended animation, but you can't kill him off. Didn't you learn anything from comic books?"

"Sounds sloppy to me."

"Hey, it worked," said Topper.

"It backfired."

"It worked and then it backfired," said Topper, "but first it worked. So I get credit for that. Besides, the story ain't over. You'll never believe what Edwin did next.

"He called them in. All of them. The bad men. By taking down Excelsior, Edwin had gotten this ultimate rep as a fixer."

"By all of them, you mean organized crime?"

"Nah, they're too small. No, these are guys with money. Guys who steal diamond mines by starting revolutions. Guys who run all the opium processing in Central Asia. Guys who use terrorist organizations to blow up oil fields and tankers so they can profit by speculating in the futures market. Not bad guys with a little b. Evil guys with a capital E.

"So he calls them all in to have an auction. And when they say, 'Whattaya sellin'?' Edwin says, 'Force Majeure.'" 

"What is Force Majeure?"

"Exactly, who the hell knows what that is? It's an obscure insurance industry term. So you can see how far his mind was gone with this work thing. It basically means 'Act of God.' As in, there's nothing you can do to stop it. As in, all bets are off. The baseball season is canceled, Godzilla wrecks Tokyo, what can anybody do about it? He tells them that he's selling the most powerful, most unstoppable force on Earth. Which of course he is."

"Excelsior."

"Yuh-hunh. He starts pimping Excelsior. Of course, he changes the costume. All black, no cape, no style." Topper gestures at the remnants of his own costume. "Style is important. Even in defeat, style is important." 

"So Excelsior wanted to be a villain and Edwin gave him a job?" asked the interrogator. 

"Exactly. So what to do you think my next play was?" 

The interrogator was silent. 

"Eh, heh, heh, you're gonna love this one."








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 

It was Friday, the high holy day of working stiffs. The day that can't come soon enough. The great sigh of relief in the seemingly endless workweek of life. 

This week, Billy had been busy. He had circled the globe more times than he could remember. He had been to the depths of the ocean retrieving discarded submarines. He had been to the fringes of space, replacing parts on spy satellites. He had literally moved a mountain in Afghanistan at the behest of an incredibly rich opium dealer. He had not killed anyone, yet, but he was exhausted. Deeply exhausted.

He told himself he was weak was because he had spent so much time trapped underground and hadn't fully recovered. But Edwin Windsor was working him at a pace that would kill anyone else. 

When he protested, Edwin had said that they were making money. He showed Billy numbers on a piece of paper. But Billy couldn't see how that changed anything. If anything, it made him feel that he had traded a bad master for a worse one. He had no time to spend the money. And no friends to spend it with. He couldn't have been more lonely if he had constructed a secret fortress at the North Pole. 

He wanted to sleep. But more than that, he wanted to have... what was the word... fun? Yes, fun. Billy remembered it from long, long ago. From before he had powers. From before he had the guilt and the shame. The carefree existence of a young boy, whose only desire was to have a bike to ride. 

Like a falcon returning to his master, Billy returned to Edwin with some pieces of an undersea listening station he had just destroyed. Edwin barely looked up from his desk. He checked the clipboard and said, "Very good, that's all for today." 

"Ah-hem," Billy said, standing there. 

"Yes? You are still here?" asked Edwin.

"I'd like to take tomorrow off," Billy asked in a way that didn't sound like a request. 

"Oh," said Edwin as if the idea of a day off for anyone was a strange new thought that had escaped into the world to wreak havoc. He checked the clipboard once again, flipping through Excelsior's schedule. "Hm. Un-hunh. Un-hunh. Move that here..." He looked up and said, "I'm sorry, it's just not possible. Maybe next month."

"But, I'm exhausted." 

"Ah yes, a good night's sleep. Early to rise, you'll feel like a whole new man."

"I don't want to work tomorrow!" said Billy, feeling inexplicably nervous for saying such a thing to Edwin Windsor.

Edwin stared at him for a moment. "I see." He stood up and buttoned his coat. Then he walked around to the other side of the desk and put his arm around Billy in a grotesque approximation of a fatherly hug. He ushered him towards the door on the far side of his empty office while he talked, "I appreciate that you are working hard. I appreciate that you need a break. But we have made commitments. You, have made commitments. Upon which serious men—"

"Bad men, you mean," said Billy.

"Yes, exactly, seriously bad men. You have made commitments upon which seriously bad men have laid their plans. We must come through or our entire enterprise is ruined." 

Billy tried to think of something he could say to Edwin that would counteract this perfectly reasonable line of thought. He wasn't a guy who had ever been good with his words. Not like Edwin. Not like Gus. Even though Gus was crude, he was always good at giving those cowboy speeches whenever Billy had felt like giving up. But Edwin Windsor? His words were like oil on water. They smoothed out the waves, they calmed things and most of all, they encountered no resistance. 

Billy opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Edwin directed him to the door with a gentle pressure, saying, "I'm very sorry, but the team is just going to have to work the weekend. And we just can't do it without you."

Excelsior turned in the doorway. A half-formed protest died on Billy's lips. 

"Get some rest," Edwin said, mimicking the tones of true concern. "You've had a long week, and there is much left to do."

Billy walked to the elevator and pushed the button just like a normal, non-flying man would. The doors opened and he stepped in, thinking that it was empty. 

From beneath him came a strange, screeching warble, "Hiya Flyboy, how's it hanging?" Billy looked down and saw Topper dressed in a double-breasted suit with a loud tie that was already undone. 

"Do I know you?" Billy asked, not in the mood to deal with Topper. 

"Oh, you remember me! I'm the guy who dragged your ass into court. Don’tcha remember? The girl on the bridge with that adorable little child. Excelsior! SAVE ME! SAVE ME!" 

"I'm just Billy now," he said, as he stared at the elevator numbers.

"Oh, I gotcha," Topper said with a wink. "Billy." An awkward silence 

When the elevator doors opened, Billy was off like a shot. His long legs left Topper far behind him on the expanse of marble. 

"It's not gonna do any good. You can run from me, but you're not gonna be able to run from him." Topper called after him. Billy stopped and turned around. 

Topper walked over to him and said, "I know."

"What do you know?" Billy asked with a laugh. This imp, this jester, this dwarf, what could he possibly know?

"I know," said Topper in a way that sent a shiver down Billy's spine. He hated this little guy. Why was he letting this guy get to him?

"What do you know?" 

"I know," Topper said with an understanding that seemed to come from far, far beyond himself. "He's got me too."

"What?"

"C'mon, I'll buy you a drink."

"I don't drink."

"Jesus Christ, you don't drink? How do you expect to be preserved for posterity?"

Billy gave him an impatient look. "Superpowers, remember? I'm not even sure I can die," he said despondently. 

"Not feeling the weight of the years, youthful good looks staying with you, remaining strong and fit while you age gracefully?" Topper said, each phrase growing in frantic intensity.

"Yeah, something like that."

"See, you haven't tried drinking."

In spite of himself, Billy cracked and gave just the tiniest bit of a smile. 

"C'mon, I'll introduce you to a bad habit," promised Topper, "You'll like it. It will turn down the volume knob on your life."

"Where are we going, someplace around here?"

"Oh, hell no, we're getting out of the suburbs as fast as possible." As they set out into the evening, Topper thought to himself: Flyboy, you're held together with baling wire. I made ya pop once, I can do it again. 




Topper had once heard a saying, "If you set out on the path to revenge, first dig two graves." But things worked a little differently in the savage dwarf's head. So, he had remembered it like this, "If you set out on the path to revenge, first pour two glasses." And that's exactly what he did. 

They started out in a rooftop bar where the drinks were as expensive as the crowd was pretentious. It was the kind of a place where even the ferns had an excuse to look down on you. But Topper walked in like he owned the joint. For all Billy knew, he did. 

Billy didn't have any experience with this floating world, so he didn't know that, for all the displays of status and class, this was a place where everyone would be your friend if you had money. Especially if you were willing to spread it around. And Topper was. He walked right up to the biggest bouncer in the place and slapped him on the ass. When the bouncer turned around looking for a fight, Topper handed him $20. Laughter, Smiles, Money! Add alcohol and shake. 

They settled in at the bar and watched the women drift by like brightly colored tropical fish. They passed in schools so endless that it made Billy's head go light. Some stopping at this reef, others passing onward to other, unknown bars and nightclubs in the depths of the city. Billy couldn't imagine any danger in this floating world. There was no meteor crashing towards Earth. No horde of flesh-eating mutants or creatures from another world. Here, perhaps, he could finally lay down the cape and relax. 

As he sipped his drink the vodka in it ate into his liver, releasing sedatives into his bloodstream. For the first time that he could remember, things seemed ok. This was a warm ocean, and he decided it was okay to lay back and float a while. 

"What kind of car do you drive?" One of the painted, tropical fish asked Billy.

"Car? I don't need a car. I can fly." She sneered at him and started to walk away. But Billy grabbed her shoulder insistently. "No, really, watch." And without a second thought, he ran across the bar, and out onto the balcony. A few frozen smokers huddled under the heaters eyed him dubiously. Without a second thought, Billy jumped up on the icy railing and shouted, "I can FLY!" He wandered back and forth on the railing, flapping his arms in a ridiculous imitation of a bird. "C'mon, we'll fly back to my place."

The girl had stopped sneering and was now pleading with Billy to come down. "Please, we'll go anyplace you want, just come down from there."

"C'mon Buddy, listen to the girl," said the Bouncer, worried about his job. 

"Not until she says she loves me."

"I love you. I love you. Please come down."

Billy threw his hands wide and announced to the horrified bar, "She LOVES ME!" And then he fell backwards. For an impossibly long instant he waved his arms frantically, teetering on the edge. The woman screamed. The bouncer made a lunge for Billy. But he was gone. Sucked away by gravity. 

The woman screamed and fainted. 

Topper had managed to hold his laughter in throughout Billy's masterful performance, but when the woman's head bounced off the floor, he lost it. He was still laughing when he rejoined Billy on the sidewalk. 

"Did you see her face as I went over the edge?" 

"See her face? I saw her face slam into the floor when she fainted!" Topper jumped up to slap him on the back. "There's hope for you yet."

"I haven't laughed like this since, since, I can't remember."

"I haven't laughed like this since last night," said Topper. And the fell into hysterics again. Topper looked around for the Town Car. "Where the hell is he? This isn't like Stevie," Topper said as he held the phone to his ear. "Stevie! Where are you?" Topper listened to the response and then told Billy, "We got a problem."

A block and a half away, they found Stevie standing in front of his limo with a cup of coffee. The right front wheel was covered by an orange wheel lock. Stevie shrugged his shoulders in a long-suffering way and said, "I just went for a cup of coffee. And there she is. Must have been those tickets. I thought you were going to take care of them…?"

"I did!" said Topper. It was a blatant lie. "Those bastards have made a mistake, I'll tell you that."

"Well, I'm out a ride, for the whole weekend maybe. Looks like you fellas are gonna have to cab it."

"Nonsense, Stevie. I wouldn't let that happen to you. Would I?"

Stevie smiled behind his cup of coffee. "Only if you thought it was funny."

"Hey, you're a good fella. And more importantly, you know how to keep your mouth shut."

"So you've got a connection? Somebody who can unlock this thing?" Stevie asked hopefully.

"Yeah, Billy here can do it."

"What?"

"Billy, c'mon, the man's got a problem. Are you going to help him out or what?"

"But that would be illegal," Billy protested.

"Are you a lawyer?"

"No."

"Then why don't you leave the law stuff to the professionals. Hey, I don't argue with you about, uh, whatever it is you do, right?"

"Officially, I don't have a job."

"See, no qualifications whatsoever. So no more argument out of you, just take care of the wheel lock."

"I'm not sure about this."

"This is killing our night. Look, the city made a mistake. I took care of the tickets and they wheel-locked Stevie's ride improperly. So I can file this in court, and we'll get the lock taken off. But by the time that happens, it will be weeks. He's gonna get in all kinds of trouble at work. Maybe get fired. He's got twin daughters in college. Do you want them to starve?"

"Actually, two boys, 10 and 7," said Stevie.

"Whatever, they eat don't they?"

"Oh, yeah." 

"So stop quibbling. My point is," continued Topper, not missing a beat, "do you want his twin boys, 10 and 7, to starve?" 

Billy almost asked how they could be twins of a different age. Instead he reached down and put both hands on the hunk of orange metal. Very slowly, so as not to damage the car, he pulled the jaws of it apart. 

"Woah," Stevie said under his breath. "Your boy is strong."

"Yes, he is. Do you even have kids?"

"Hell, no," said Stevie. "Did you really take care of those tickets you said you were going to fix for me?"

"Hey, I took care of the problem."

Billy held the mangled wheel lock in his hands and asked, "What do you want me to do with it?"

"Get rid of it."

"Well, where?"

"What do I care?" said Topper. "Just lose it."

Billy leaned back and threw the wheel lock deep into orbit. Stevie pretended not to notice. A good chauffeur can ignore just about anything. 

But as soon as they were rolling again, Billy yawned. This was no good. Topper had a sinister plan that hadn't even started yet. Time to get the boy back in the game. "What's with the yawning?"

"It's late."

"What are you talking about, it's only 12, 12:30 tops. We haven't even gotten to the party yet. And then after the party, we have the after party."

"The after party? What's an after party?"

"That's where the real fun happens."

Billy yawned again, "I'm sorry, I'm just tired."

"Okay, I was gonna keep this a surprise, but seeing as you need a little lift… I called these two stewardesses I know. They've got that thing for dwarves. They love me. And I just don't have the heart to tell them that, technically, I'm a half an inch over the line. Legally, not a dwarf, or Little Person, or whatever those little freaks insist on calling themselves these days. Actually, you want to know the truth, Little People scare the piss out of me. 

"Anyway, the stewardesses know about this thing downtown. Real wild. So I said we'll go. I told them about you. They want to meet you. They're so hot. They'll just blow your little boy scout mind."

"I appreciate it, but really, I think I'm going to go home. Stevie, can you—"

"No, he can't,” Topper said, as he jammed his finger on a button and rolled up the divider. "He can't because he loves you and he wants you to have a good time. Look, maybe you just need a bump."

"What?"

"You know, just a little lift.” Topper pulled out a small vial containing a white powder. 

"COCAINE? I, I could never do that!"

"Why not?" Topper asked, as he tapped some out on the fold-down armrest. 

"Do you have any idea how many times I've told kids to stay off drugs?"

"Ah, but you're not a kid."

"But still, drugs are bad for you."

"OK, yes, that's the general rule. But if you check the rule book you'll see that it actually says, 'Drugs are bad for uptight people.'"

"But I'd be going back on my word." 

"Look, big strong superhero like you, it probably won't even have any effect." 

"Then there's no reason for me to do it."

"Okay," shrugged Topper, "I was just trying to help you out." He put the vial back in his coat. "But, no hard feelings. I tell you what, you change your mind later, I'll have it right here. In the meantime, how about another cocktail?"

"So long as it's legal."

"Ah, it's perfectly legal."

"Are you having one?"

"What, mixed drinks? I never touch 'em," Topper said as he did a line of coke. "Bad for the stomach lining. All those juices and sodas. Just terrible. I'll take my booze straight." He made a drink from the recently reinstalled minibar and watched as Billy took the first sip. He gave a strange little giggle. 

"Are you okay?" 

"Yeah, yeah, just fine." Topper said hurriedly. "It's just the rush." And then he giggled again. Billy took at deeper drink. It tasted a little funny, but it wasn't bad. He wasn't at all sure about drugs, but for the first time in a long time he was enjoying himself. Topper was making sure of that. He had been spiking Billy's drinks with a powerful designer drug, similar to, but not exactly like Ketamine. The way Topper saw things, when life doesn't work, you medicate until you get the desired effect. 

Billy, took another belt of the Mickey. "Where we going?" he asked. 

Topper just smiled. As the drug took hold in Billy's liver, Topper's smile twisted and stretched disturbingly. "Third star from the left and straight on 'til morning."

The evening got blurrier and blurrier as Billy swam deeper and deeper into the floating world. Shapes became indistinct, meaning uncertain. But always, there was Topper. He was the only thing that didn't dim or muffle. He was Billy’s aberrant polestar in a darkened, floating world of girls and drugs and liquor. And somewhere in the madness, if only for a little while, Billy forgot who he was. 




The next morning, the Adjustors came for Topper again. This time, he was prepared. With him in the womb of hangover he had created in the middle of his bed, he had a set of custom-made, gold-plated brass knuckles. As they yelled at him to get up, he played possum, pretending to be so far gone as to be completely insensate. But when the Adjustors got him on his feet, he swung as hard as he could for the nearest crotch. 

Topper had expected the feeling of soft flesh flowing around his fist, and then the hard stop of pelvis as the heavy metal shattered chips off the bone. What he got was a badly sprained wrist. His punch was stopped by the hard ABS plastic of a cup. What happens when spontaneous violence meets meticulous preparation? Violence is rendered useless. 

The Adjustor looked down at Topper, who was clutching his hand in pain, and smiled. "He asked for you. And he's upset." Then he chopped his arm into the side of Topper's neck, knocking him unconscious. 

When Topper came to, he was propped up on a chair in Edwin's office. The brilliant light of Saturday streamed in through the tall windows. 

"Jesus, it's bright in here," said Topper. He shielded his eyes with his hands as his pupils struggled to adjust to the light. After a moment, he could make out Edwin sitting at his desk with a single sheet of newspaper before him. Beside the desk was a flat-screen TV on a rolling cart. "What’s that thing for?" Topper asked, knowing how much Edwin hated TV. 

Edwin did not answer. He just sat there and let the brilliant sunlight do his work.

Finally, Topper said, "You ever think about getting some curtains?"

Edwin adjusted a knob beneath his desk. A slight, low-voltage current passed through the walls of glass that surrounded them, and the windows became opaque. 

"Oh, thanks, E. My head is killing me. Late night, you know how it is."

"No," Edwin said, not looking up from the page on his desk, "I do not." He ran his elegant hand across the page, smoothing an imperceptible wrinkle. 

"Oh. Well, it's like this. You see, a normal person, the kind who busts their hump all week, sometimes they feel the need to tear it up a little. Enjoy themselves."

"Topper."

"Have a few drinks, talk to some girls."

"Topper."

"Pour a few drinks down their necks, maybe get them to dance, take off their clothes, pose with farm animals—"

"Topper!" 

Topper was shocked into silence. He could not remember ever hearing Edwin yell, let alone at him. Edwin held up the sheet of newspaper. 

In the picture, Billy leaned over a fountain that had been reduced to rubble by the superhuman force of his own vomit. The headline read "UNKNOWN SUPERVANDAL!" Next to the headline was a smaller, blurry yet still recognizable photograph of Billy. 

"Holy Lightweight!" Topper said as he convulsed with laughter. 

If Edwin had a superpower, an attribute which he possessed to levels above and beyond a normal person, it was patience. He exercised all of it now. When Topper had calmed down, Edwin continued. "Topper. Tell me what happened."

"Looks like he couldn't hold his liquor, Sherlock."

"To repair this, I need to know exactly what you've done."

"You're blaming me? You're blaming me. For this? For this, you're blaming me?" said Topper, his hangover causing him to lapse into Mamet-ian incoherence. 

"Yes."

"How can you possibly blame me?"

"Because I know you."

"Oh, come on…" began Topper. As he babbled in his defense, Edwin made the windows transparent once again. Topper writhed in the agony of the intense sunlight. "Okay, okay. Jesus. There's no reason to be uncivilized."

Edwin granted Topper relief. 

"Okay, maybe I had something to do with it," said Topper But it's not like I was holding his hair back when he uked."

Edwin waited. 

"He asked for it." 

Edwin waited some more. 

"Okay, we're riding down in the elevator, right? Which I think is hilarious. Cause if you could fly would you take an elevator? Well, you would. But me? or anybody else? Out the window, is what I'm saying. So our boy looks glum. I mean deeply, profoundly glum. So I tell him he needs a drink. So out we go."

"So you got him drunk."

"Got him drunk? You mean, like what you do to a high school cheerleader before you run a train over her? No. I didn't ply him with champagne and drinks with hunks of fruit and little fuzzy hats. No, no, no." Topper touched his right temple and gave his head a little jiggle. "Actually, there might have been champagne. I only get this pain when I drink champagne. But that's not important. I didn't get him drunk. He did that all on his own. Edwin, I SWEAR I had the best of intentions."

"Of course you did Topper," Edwin said as reassuringly as a snake conceals itself in the grass, "Just tell me what happened."

"Well, we went to Scala's for a bite. Nice dinner, just a couple fellas. Everything is going well—and then—right as I'm digging into the calamari, he breaks down crying. He starts telling me he's gone wrong. It's all wrong, it's never going to be right again—all girly and blubbery like that. So I say, hey, big fella—that's my nickname for him—the only thing that's wrong with you is that you're taking life too seriously. 

“But in the back of my head, I'm asking myself. Is this guy fag? I mean, he's Excelsior and all, but then I'm thinking about the tights, and the way those colors co-ordinate on his costume. I'm saying, it's questionable, is all. And I'm a little scared. Some people are into dwarves. And even though I'm 4' 5" and a half, and so technically not a dwarf, some people don't keep score. Anyway, he's a big guy and he's taken a liking to me. Let's just say the time-honored phrase, 'running faster than a raped dwarf' came to mind." 

"Time-honored phrase?" Edwin asked, against his better judgment.

"But I'm off-track. Anyway, the hostess, Isabella, comes in, and he eyes her pretty good, so I figure, I'm safe for now. Or maybe he's bi and I've got a 50-50 chance. Ha ha ha ha ha… ha." Topper realized that Edwin wasn't laughing. "What, that was funny!" 

Edwin glanced down at the news story. 

"And that, that vomit fountain is goddammned hilarious—to anybody but you. Hey, if we're going to do this for much longer, can we get some buffered analgesics and a deli menu? Ooh, my head. And, HEY! I'm getting sick of you sending your goons to collect me. You don't own me." 

From behind him, he heard someone cough. He looked back and saw the two Adjustors who had dragged him from his apartment standing quietly on either side of the door. Daniel entered the room and closed the door quietly behind him. He looked at Topper and unbuttoned his suit jacket. 

The sweat that came to Topper's palms was cold and reeked of liquor. Maybe he had misjudged the situation. This could go bad. It could already have gone bad and he had missed it. The last of Topper's pleasant, still drunken feeling was washed away by the kick of adrenaline the fear sent coursing through his body. 

"Okay, seriously, can I get something? I'm really not feeling very good here."

"Perhaps after you tell me what happened."

"What happened? A good time happened. Why are you so uptight?"

"You have managed to get a man who is supposed to be dead plastered all over the newspaper. To say nothing of the cable news networks. This is disastrous."

"This is life. You push somebody, anybody, too hard and they're going to snap." 

"What did you do?"

"Eh, I might have drugged him. A little."

"You drugged him? How did you establish a dosage?”

"Dosage? Do you know who I am? I just kept slugging it into him until he was good and loopy. Besides, he's a big boy, his liver's probably invulnerable too—let's triple it." 

Edwin shook his head. 

"What, you think I should have gone with more?"

"You drugged him and then abandoned him to vandalize the city with the toxic contents of his stomach, do I have that right?" asked Edwin in tones of strained credulity.

"Ah c'mon, we were just having a good time," Topper protested.

"By its very nature, we play a dangerous game. But why do you feel the need to tempt fate so?"

"I made sure they were high-quality drugs." 

"Topper, please."

"No, you please. I'm not stupid, okay? Maybe I'm no genius like you, but I get it. Maybe I don't think so hard I need to go soak my head in ice water at the end of the day, but I know the world is all screwed up. Everybody knows that the world is all screwed up. But, no matter how smart you may be, you can't fix it. And I don't think people taking themselves so damn seriously is the answer. So yeah, I drugged him. And you know what? He had a good time. And what you can't seem to get into your supercharged noggin is that a good time," Topper paused, thinking of good times gone by, "a good time is its own justification. You'd be a lot happier if you got that. The whole world would be."

"I agree with you. But my idea of a good time isn't your idea of a good time."

"Your idea of a good time is a bad time."

"Topper," Edwin tried.

"You couldn't find a good time in a whorehouse with both hands."

"A colorful opinion." Edwin looked down at his desk and said nothing. 

There was silence for as long as Topper could stand it. "Whattaya gonna do? You gonna kill me? Like you killed Jerry?"

"I didn't kill anybody."

"No, you ordered it done. Your goons did it."

"You are the only goon I knowingly employ."

"Ah, cheap shot, Beanpole. Turning on a guy like that. Pick on the little guy. If you can still see me from all the way up there on your pedestal. This is me Edwin. ME! I'm the guy who's always had your back. ALWAYS!" Topper was so excited, foam flew from the corners of his mouth.

"Always?" asked Edwin. Then he pressed “play” on the remote and Topper realized what the flat screen was there for. 

On the screen he saw an image of himself in a room he couldn't quite place. He could clearly see that he was drunk. As he watched himself wobbling on the screen, Topper joked, "It's a good thing I don't have far to fall." 

Edwin did not laugh. As Topper walked out of the frame, the view changed to a different surveillance camera. Sound poured from the speakers, it was flat and tinny, highly compressed audio from a surveillance mic, but there was no mistaking it. It was Topper. It was the sunken pit of the Cromoglodon's holding pen. 

"Oh. My. God." said Topper. He scrambled to remember the exact substance of that drunken conversation he had had with the Cromoglodon. He had been pretty drunk. He couldn't put the pieces together, but he could remember enough of it to know that it wasn't going to look good. 

"I don't know what surprises me more, Topper. The things you said, or the fact that you forgot how meticulous I am." 

Through the speaker Topper heard himself say, "There's more to life than work..." His brain went into a full-on, sunny-side up conniption. How was he going to talk his way out of this one? As the entire damning monologue played, he twisted and turned every possible argument. 

In the ugly light of a sober morning, he realized his rhetorical experiment with the Cromoglodon hadn't had been as eloquent as he had remembered. He had thought his pauses had been much more insightful. Now he realized that he had passed out during some of them. Most surprising of all, he hadn't remembered that he had ended his soliloquy sobbing on the ground. 

For all the rough edges, the gist of the thing came across. And Topper realized that it was more than enough to damn him. For this, there was no defense. There was only the truth. And the truth was rarely a defense lawyer's friend. Topper stared at the screen, trying to find a loophole. 

"Topper?" said Edwin.

"Yeah," said Topper, because what else could he say?

"Why didn't you come to me?"

"Because I didn't think you would listen." 

And right there. In Edwin's pause, in an instant that seemed to stretch into eternity, Topper felt that there might be hope for Edwin's soul after all. 

"I would have listened," said Edwin. "I just wouldn't have agreed."

His hopes dashed against the rock of Edwin's stoicism, Topper hung his head. "Yeah, that's what I meant."

For a long time neither of them said anything. 

"Is that how you really feel?" asked Edwin.

"No, no, I mean, NO! I was drunk. That was the booze, it wasn’t me. Of course you are right. Business, all the way, 110%"

"That is how you really feel." Edwin said. 

"Are you gonna have me killed?"

"No, Topper. I'm not."

"But I know all your secrets. I mean, how…are you going to do it yourself?"

"No, Topper. You can claim attorney-client privilege. So they won't come after you."

"Yeah," said Topper, "I mean, of course. I would never rat you out, Edwin. It's just..."

"Yes?" asked Edwin.

"There's more to life than this. You're working yourself to death, and for nothing."

"It's my life's work," Edwin said, as if that put paid to every argument Topper could ever construct.

"There's more to life than work. Even that sweet old broad Agnes knew that."

By the look on Edwin's face, Topper knew he had made a mistake by mentioning Agnes. Edwin's lips grew thin and he heard his breath escaping between them with a hiss. For a moment, Topper feared that this would be the explosion that had to be inevitable when any person represses that much emotion. But it was not to be. Edwin mastered himself and said, "I'm sorry Topper, I'm going to have to let you go." 

"What! You're firing me? You can't fire me, I'm your partner!" Topper protested, but his heart wasn't in it. It was the reflex of a lifetime spent arguing.

"You were. And I shall always be grateful for the help you have given as I have started this great endeavor. But, I am afraid, it is time for the adults to take over."

"Fine! FINE! If you're gonna make height jokes. Then I hope your ridiculously tall head gets caught up by a low-flying traffic 'copter."

"Topper, you don't mean that," said Edwin magnanimously as he reached to shake Topper’s hand. "Now let's make a clean break of it."

"YES, I DO mean that. You're so tall, the FAA regulations say you should have a flashing light on your head. I should know, I'm your LAWYER."

"You were my lawyer," said Edwin, retracting his hand. 

"GODDAMNED RIGHT!" said Topper as he swaggered towards the door. Daniel stepped aside and let him pass. When he was out of the office, Topper turned around and said, "And don't you get any ideas about having me knocked off. 'Cause if you do—I'LL SUE YOU IN HELL!"

Topper slammed the door and was gone. 








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 

"So, I quit," said Topper. "It was a hard thing to do, but I'm a man of principle, and it just wasn't working out anymore."

"You were fired," corrected the interrogator.

"Who told you that? Who TOLD you that? You are misinformed, my friend. While we did have a difference of opinion, technically I released myself on my own recognizance. I quit. Excelsior was fired."

"Excelsior was fired?"

"Oh, yeah, that guy? He was fired. He came in draggin' ass after our night out, and Edwin read him the riot act. When he sassed back, Edwin shitcanned him. Yup, Edwin fired the most powerful man in the world. Told him that he didn't have what it took to be Evil." 

"Then, why did…"

"Ah, I'm getting to that part. Besides, this story is taking a very disturbing turn away from me. You're just like everybody else. You always overlook the little guy. Sure, it's more interesting to pay attention to the Big Sexy Hero. Or the Really Tall Villain. But what about the Tiny HardWorking Hench-lawyer? The hardworking little guy who always gets the shaft? Do you have a thought for him? Do you?"

The interrogator thought about responding with the time-honored, "I'm the one asking the questions here," but he had spent enough time with the little man to realize it was best just to let him talk. Who knew what else he might confess to?

Topper continued, "No! You don't. So consider how screwed I was. Edwin wasn't fooling anybody. I knew my days were numbered. In his mind, I had betrayed him."

"But you had."

"Ah c'mon, if you keep interrupting me, I'll never get through all of it."

"Hadn't you?"

"Well, that depends on your definition of the word ‘had’. Or the word ‘betrayed’. Or any word at all. See, I was trying to look out for him. Anybody that serious—anybody who works that hard—is going to pop sooner or later. There's a lot of life that goes on, and Edwin was missing all of it. In a way, and I'm just realizing this, I had the same problem that Edwin always had: Ya can't teach somebody who thinks they know it all already."

"So none of what happened was your fault?"

"Exactly. It was like gravity. It was like water flowing on its way to the sea. I was just swept along. Well, at that point, anyway. But then I start thinking, I gotta look out for myself! And Edwin, he's a bad man, maybe the baddest man. And now I'm on his bad side."

"So what did you do?" asked the investigator, getting caught up in the story in spite of himself. 

"I sprang into action. Now, understand, I'm not a planner. Not like Edwin. I move on instinct. I'm lower to the ground see? Harder to spot. I move fast, stay under the radar. I can hear them coming. And all my instincts pointed in the same direction. Never in my life had I been so sure of the right thing to do."





CHAPTER NINETEEN


 

Topper climbed up the barstool like a commando scaling a seawall at the spearhead of an amphibious landing. He spread his arms as far as they would go and dropped them on the dark wood with a thump. "Lloyd, you set 'em up, I'll knock 'em down. Bourbon, in tiny little glasses."

"My name is John," the bartender said.

Topper ignored him, "The glasses don't even have to be clean." 

The bartender shrugged, and set a line of shot glasses on the bar. As he did, he dusted off a reasonable facsimile of concern and asked "What happened?"

"Nothing," Topper snapped defensively, "I just need to think."

"Did you lose your job?" he asked as he filled the shot glasses in their row along the bar. 

"I QUIT!"

"Good for you," muttered the bartender and then he wandered down to the other end of the bar. 




When Topper stumbled out of the bar, he was knocked backwards into a snow bank by a taller person who hadn't seen him. 

"Hey, asshole, I'm walking here!" Topper cried. The man didn't even turn around, he just hurried off through the cold. Topper extracted himself from the snow. 

The pain of soon-to-be-frostbitten feet and the wind clawing its way underneath his collar sobered him up quickly. Jesus, he hated the winter. It brought clarity. Topper's native season was the bloated days of summer that fuzzed the edges of everything. When it was warm and the living was easy and without consequence. "I gotta pull it together," he mumbled into the gusting wind. Even as low to the ground as he was, he found it difficult to walk into the wind. He held up his arm like a shield, and leaned into the air that howled like wolves between the high buildings.

As any nature documentary will show, wolves always go for the smallest, weakest members of the herd. Usually, that meant getting a meal with the least amount of effort. Topper compensated for his lack of size with a cunning viciousness. But, it didn't change the principle. If you were small, the wolves were always coming for you. But if you were big...

Why was it that the tallest guy was always in charge? What was so great about being tall? Why were they qualified? They're farther away from the ground. From the struggle. Where it happens. 

An then he realized Edwin's problem. He was just too distant from everything. Above it all. He couldn't see the strains of an organization he was too distant from. He didn't know what it was liked to get walked on. Sure, he could understand intellectual reasons why people should do something. But Topper knew that wasn't how to motivate someone. Fear worked, of course. People will always respond to fear. But then you've always got to be on them. It was too much effort. 

He turned a corner, and suddenly the wind was at his back. His steps were lighter and he felt the pressure compelling him forward. Why not the little guy, for a change? Couldn't Topper run things? Wouldn't it be better for everybody? 

For the first time, he saw a way that he might inspire others. Inflame their passions. Make them feel loved, and they would love him in return. Fun. Hell yeah. Why couldn't work be fun? Just because you took a large group of people and put them together didn't mean it had to be so, so, so, corporate. 

He knew the people who worked at Omdemnity Insurance. There was no reason their jobs had to suck their lives out of them. It could be different. It could be better. The only problem was that he didn't know how to convince Edwin. But maybe he didn't have to. Maybe he just needed to do it himself. 

The thought scared him, made him feel alive. That spark was back. The swagger. He could still hear the wolves in the wind, but now they were howling for him. He was gonna do it his way. He was gonna stick it to the other guy. Bigger and badder than anybody had ever done it before. With his name in lights a thousand feet in the sky. 

He didn't know how he was going to get there. But screw plans. He wasn't a 'plan' kind of guy. He didn't need the details. All Topper needed was the feeling. And out there, in the cold, cold wind of a hopeless winter, Topper saw a way to enjoy life again. He saw a way the little guy could be on top for a change. 

When his spirits were highest—when he felt that he could do no wrong and that everything was coming his way—that's when the wind picked him up and lifted him into the air. 

 

One minute Topper was walking along the sidewalk. The next he was high in the sky and rising. The wind buffeted him from all sides. It sucked the air out of his lungs and blurred his eyes. It happened so fast he almost had time to be afraid. Almost. When he tried to twist around, he realized that he was held fast in Billy's impossibly strong grip. 

Billy was clearly upset. He was talking quickly and Topper would have guessed that he wasn't making any sense, but since he couldn't hear him, he had no way of knowing for sure. 

"STOP! FRIGGIN' STOP!" he screamed at the top of his lungs. "I can't understand you."

But Excelsior went on and on, flying faster and faster in circles around the city. 

"BILL-EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!" Topper shrieked. 

With a suddenness that caused Topper's stomach to slam against his rib cage, they stopped moving. "There's no need to yell," said Billy.

"What are you THINKING?" asked Topper, kicking his feet and wiggling his arms.

"What? You said anytime I needed to talk."

"Talk. TALK? Moron! If I had a heart, you might have given me a heart attack."

"Sorry," said Billy, "I got excited."

"Now lemme go. LET ME GO!"

Billy shrugged and let Topper go. He dropped exactly like a stone, except that stones don't emit the high-pitched scream of a creature that knows, with an utter certainty, that its mortality has arrived. 

Billy swooped down quickly and plucked him out of the sky. He giggled a little bit. 

"Ah ahhh hahhh aahhh," Topper said, struggling to catch his breath. Unable to form a complete sentence, he settled for, "AH ah ah ah asshole. Ya ahh ahhh ahhsshole!"

"You said to let go."

"Well, I was MAD! Don't listen to what I'm sayin'. Listen to what I'm telling you!"

"What are you telling me?" Billy asked, genuinely confused. 

"Put. Me. Down. Slowly."

Billy drifted towards the roof of an art deco building that was guarded by fearsome-looking gargoyles. When they had set down on the pebbled roof, Topper asked, "Now what the hell happened? Why are you so excited?"

"I quit."

"Hunh?" said Topper, overcome by the height and the cold.

"I told Windsor, I quit." 

"You mean…?"

"I told him no. I told him I wasn't going to do it anymore. That I didn't want to work so hard." Billy flew in a tight circle of joy. "I'm a free man!" he yelled so loudly that the windows of nearby buildings shook. 

"Well, how nice for you. Can you put me back down on the street now?" Topper said in a tone of voice one might use when talking to a small child. "Uncle Topper needs to do some more drinking."

"Yeah, it's great. I'm gonna be Evil. I'm going to do it all on my own. Only..."

Topper was looking for a stairwell or an elevator or a slide or any way off this roof, but when Billy stopped talking Topper looked at the ex-hero.

"I don't know what to do," Billy finished. "I need you to help me figure out what to do."

"How the hell do I know what you should do? Guy, if you haven't noticed, I'm barely holding it together myself."

"But you're a bad guy. And you know about fun."

Topper straightened himself up and stumbled a bit in the process. "Yeah, I do know about fun. I know a lot more about fun than a lot of people."

"See, that's all I want. Just a little help. To be bad. The fun kinda bad. Whattaya think I should do?"

"You got any money?"

"No, not a dime."

"Well, that's your first problem. When the good times roll, the wheels are definitely greased with money."

"Should I rob a bank?"

Topper squinted at him and weaved back and forth on the snow covered roof. He wasn't falling down drunk, but he realized he might just be falling-off-an-icy-roof-in-the-middle-of-winter drunk. The shot of adrenaline that this thought brought to his brain caused it to start working again. "No, not A bank. You should rob THE bank!" Topper realized as he shouted the words. 

"What's THE bank?"

"First we have to talk about my fee."

"Your fee?"

"Yeah, if I'm going to be advising you, I'm going to need... 20% of whatever you bring in."

"10%!"

"Fine," snapped Topper, backing away from the ledge, "15% and that's my final offer. I don't care if you drop me off the roof."

"Okay 15%," said Billy. "Now what bank should I rob?"

"Fort Knox!" Topper shouted, working hard not to add the words "you big dummy!" on the end. "You should rob Fort Knox. All the gold, just fly right in there and grab it up!"

Billy smiled. "See, I knew you were the right guy to come see."

"But before you do, there's something very important you have to do first."

"What's that?"

"Put me back down on the ground. Gently."




When Topper was safely back at ground level, he realized that his delicately calibrated internal mechanisms were demanding more self-medication. His ordeal with Billy had reduced him to a level of sobriety that he could neither countenance nor endure. So he set off in search of a bar. It was, in fact, the best idea he could come up with. Which is saying something. 

Head down, leaning into a cold wind, Topper put one slush-soaked foot in front of the other. For a man with short legs, a journey of even a mile feels like it has a thousand steps in it. And when the man with short legs is feeling sorry for himself, the journey feels even longer. 

As he walked, a nondescript white panel van threw icy slush onto the sidewalk in front of him. He hated winter. He also hated white panel vans. If Topper had been in charge, any nondescript white panel van would be subject to immediate and unavoidable search. And they would never be allowed through security checkpoints. Sure, there might be a legitimate use for a white, windowless van, but Topper's suspicious nature couldn't think of any. 

So when the reflected light of the nondescript white panel van's brake lights turned the flakes of snow red, Topper was not surprised. When he looked over his shoulder to see the van bullying its way through a U-turn on the busy city street, he knew what was up. Even before the van plowed through the drifts and onto the sidewalk, even before the paneled door slid open and the guys in ski masks jumped out, he knew what the deal was. 

His inner rabbit-brain held a quick debate about the merits of freezing or running. Then something occurred to Topper. As ham-handed and obvious as this was, it couldn't be the Adjustors. They would have waited for Topper to drink himself unconscious and then quietly carried him off. No, there could only be one group so incompetent as to attempt a snatch and grab job after making a three-point turn through city traffic. 

With that realization, he went white hot with anger and insanity. As the van bumped up onto the sidewalk, Topper ran directly towards it. His boozy logic went something like this: if they're screwing with me, I'm screwing with them.

"Outta my way! You're in my seat!" he shrieked. 

When the door opened and the "Acquisition Team" jumped out, they didn't know what to do. Nothing like this had never happened to these men before. Inside their ski masks, their mouths hung open. 

"OUTTA MY WAY! COMIN' THROUGH! OUTTA MY WAY!"

As he shoved his way through the door, Topper said, "Okay, seriously? Did I get the only team of deaf kidnappers in the whole world? Come on, make a hole."

Topper plopped himself down on a seat and said, "Were you raised in a barn? Close the damn door!" He looked around at the dumbfounded, would-be kidnappers—who were at that very instant wondering if you could actually kidnap the willing. "Now, which one of you guys got my blindfold? Come on, gimme the bag over the head! Gimme the bag!" demanded Topper.

So they did. 





CHAPTER TWENTY


 

After putting Topper back on the sidewalk, Billy walked for hours through the cold city. He could have easily flown where ever he wanted to go. But that was the problem. There was no place for him to go. And what he wanted was to be around people. To hear voices. To see faces. He had been a long time underground. And then he had been working like a slave for Edwin Windsor. 

Deep down, Billy didn't want to be Evil. He just wanted to be his own man. He wanted to have fun doing it. And deep, deep down, he wanted to prove to Edwin Windsor that he could be a smart, successful man without him. That prick. How insufferably arrogant he had been. 

When he got back to his tiny little hotel room, he changed into the costume of tight-fitting black. He opened the window and let himself fall from the 37th floor. As the street below rushed up to meet him, he felt the wrenching sensation in his belly that he always felt when he flew. He tore along the wide avenue 30 feet off the ground. In the past, he had always been careful about not breaking the sound barrier when he was in the city, or around people of any kind. It made Gus mad. Edwin would have told him that destruction of any kind was senseless. That evil, properly wrought, created value. But Billy had left that all behind. He wasn't a good guy anymore. He wasn't a good bad guy either. He was just a bad guy. Or maybe just a confused guy. But definitely not any kind of good. 

He yelled at the top of his lungs and then accelerated. Sheets of ice came off the buildings as he passed them. They were sucked into his wake and sliced perilously through the air. When he broke the sound barrier, the glass shattered in buildings for a full five blocks. The boom knocked pedestrians from their feet. 

Still accelerating, he arced upward and turned south. If he had just floated in the dense mass of cold polar air that had descended on the city he would have become chilled. But at this speed the friction of the very molecules of air against his suit warmed him. He did not feel the temperature rise as he flew west and south as much as he felt the air become less dense. Flying became less of an effort. 

As short time later, Billy began his descent. If he had judged it correctly, those would be the lights of Cincinnati off to his right. He dipped lower and followed Highway 71 to Louisville, Kentucky. He hugged the earth, not wanting to show up on radar. Then he realized, it didn't matter. It wasn't like they had anything that could stop him. 




At the control tower at Goodman Air Force base, an alarm went off. Specialist 1st class Radley Jones jerked up from the eyes-open nap that characterized his entire career as a military air-traffic controller. A bogey, out of nowhere? But before his hand could reach the button to silence the alarm, the blip disappeared. The green phosphorescent screen in front of him went dark again. Ah well, must have been some kind of error in the system. Airman Jones slipped back into his waking nap. 

Outside, Billy had arced high into the night sky. Beneath him, his target was lit up like a Christmas jewel. Billy pulled over into a graceful loop and slammed, fists first, into the top of the United States Bullion depository at Fort Knox. There was a thunderous crash as he blasted through five levels of reinforced concrete flooring. 




The sentry at the front gate turned just in time to see the bottom windows explode outward in a cloud of concrete dust. The moment after was quiet and still. The sentry couldn't process what had just happened. All he heard was the soft hiss of the lightly falling snow and the hush of a countryside draped in winter. Then the alarms blared. Now his orders made things nice and simple. He shouldered his weapon and ran towards the depository. 

Inside, Billy was faced with a vault door. Normally, he would have melted it or shouldered his way through it, or something equally physical or dramatic. But he took a moment to admire the door. It was magnificent. It was a creation of a more innocent age, when men like Billy had been unknown. All of the heavy bolts and wheels and reinforced plates conveyed an impression of utter impregnability. It was a door that said, "Don't even think of coming in here. There's no way you can get this open."

Billy ripped it off its hinges and threw it out through the roof.




On the lawn, the vault door sailed over the sentry and flattened the guard post where he had been standing just minutes before. The sentry cursed, cocked his rifle and charged into the dust. A few minutes later, rifle at the ready, he arrived at the entrance to the vault. As a figure dressed in black emerged, he held the rifle on him and commanded, "Halt!"

"There's nothing in there," said Billy. 

"What?" asked the sentry, trying to figure out why this figure in black was not upset at having a weapon pointed at him. 

"You're a guard?"

"Yeah," said the sentry, still trying to get a handle on the moment. 

"I'm saying here's nothing in there to guard."

"What?" 

"There's no gold in the vault. It's empty." 

"What?" asked the sentry again, unable to comprehend that he had been guarding nothing. 

Even Billy could recognize that this conversation was going nowhere. So he said, "See for yourself," and flew out through the hole he had come in. As he left, he slowed down long enough to give an approaching helicopter pilot the finger, and then tore off into the night, leaving a smoking hole where the nation's gold reserve was supposed to be. 

As he made his way back to the city, he realized it all made a perfect kind of sense—it certainly wasn't the first time the government had lied to him. But now what was he going to do? 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


 

An hour later, Topper was unhooded in a nondescript white interrogation room. Everything was so nondescript he knew he knew he wasn't in the clutches of some thug or villain. It had to be some a government entity—the no-style thugs and villains. His handcuffs were chained to a stainless steel bar in the center of the nondescript table. On the other side of the table was Director Smiles, a terribly nondescript-looking bureaucrat who regarded the dwarf with what he hoped was studied indifference. Behind him, Topper saw the inevitable and expected one-way mirror. For a moment he wondered who might be on the other side. Then he decided that he just didn't care. 

"Your guys suck." said Topper. "I've been kidnapped by some of the best and I want you to know, your guys suck."

Topper turned to look at the man who had just removed his blindfold. "Yeah, I said it: ya SUCK! Now get out." He looked back to Smiles, "I mean seriously, if you're gonna let me see your face, why blindfold me in the first place?"

"They said you asked for it," explained Smiles.

"Oh, yeah, well, I guess I did. But I didn't ask for these handcuffs," he said, rattling his wrists together. "Whattaya, afraid of little ol' me?"

"Do you know who I am?" Smiles asked. 

"Other than a rude bastard who won't take off my handcuffs so we can talk like civilized people, no, I don't."

"My name is Smiles," he said with an eponymous constriction of his face. 

"Well that ain't my fault. Now whattaya want with me?”

"Just to talk."

"You must really be some kind of asshole if the only way you can have a conversation is to kidnap somebody and chain them to table so they can't run away. Ever try a phone call? An appointment? Jesus, buy a fella lunch, at least."

"We are concerned with the company you keep."

"Yeah, I also have bad manners. But seriously folks, am I under arrest?"

"Not exactly," said Director Smiles.

"Then why am I here?"

"We don't want you, we want Windsor."

"Hmm lemme see, Windsor? Windsor? Hmm, do you mean Edwin Windsor?"

Smiles just stared at him.

"You know, I do know an Edwin Windsor. Having a little bit of trouble with him, are you?"

Smiles pressed his lips together before he spoke. "Mr. Windsor is about to get in quite a lot of trouble. The only question is, how much of that trouble do you want to avoid?"

"You think you can take down Edwin Windsor? Lemme tell you something, pencil neck, you can't touch Windsor. He's got the Cromoglodon. He's on the boards of half the Fortune 50. And what's worse, he's got Billy. You know who Billy is?"

"I'm afraid, I don't know a..." There was a flicker of memory in Smiles' brain. 

"Excelsior? You remember him? He's back. Back from the grave, so to speak. And now, he's working for Windsor." Sure, it was a lie, but what was Topper, some kind of Boy Scout? Besides, Topper needed leverage and disinformation. And he enjoyed watching Smiles deflate right before his eyes. He could actually see the worry and fear ripple across the bureaucrat's fleshy face. 

Of course, Topper thought it was just the prospect of Excelsior being a villain, but for Smiles it was worse than that. All the memories and fear of not being able to control Excelsior flooded back. Gus laughing at him and belittling him. The clawing, desperate, powerless man that he had been. For a moment he felt like the room was falling apart. 

"So ya got me in handcuffs. Big deal. You want Edwin Windsor? I can give him to you. The only question is, what can you give me in return? Do you have the power to make a deal?"

Smiles nodded, "What do you want?"

"All of it," Topper said. 

"You mean…?"

"I mean I want it all. Purple mountains’ majesty, sea-to-shining sea, fat broads, thin broads, trailer parks, mansions, to never have to pay taxes again, to be able to take a crap on the White House lawn—all of it, everything, the brass ring, the key to this city, the whole Magilla, I want the street cars from San Francisco, Maine Lobster, Florida Real Estate—wait, no, you can keep that—but everything else. EVERYTHING ELSE! I got big appetites and I want it ALL!" As he ranted Topper gestured so violently that he dragged the table around by the chains attached to his arms. When he caught his breath he continued, "The only question is, what are you gonna give me?"

"Well..." began Smiles. 

"Oh, no. You get these handcuffs off me and bring me a root-beer float. And THEN we'll talk."

"A root-beer float?"

"Yeah, asshole, a root-beer float. 'Cause I want one. It's probably a pain in your ass to get me one. I figure I don't have much longer to live, so I better enjoy myself while I'm alive."

"We can protect you."

"Protect me? From Edwin Windsor? You can't even protect yourself. You know, it wouldn't surprise me if I was dead already. I mean, if I blew up right now, into a thousand little pieces, killing you and your pack of goons under glass there," Topper said, jerking his head towards the one-way mirror, "I think the last thought in my last particle of brain would be, 'Well, that makes sense.' See, that's how far ahead of everybody else Windsor is. He's the kinda guy who'd plant a bomb in the nearest thing to his best friend on the off-chance that he might need him as an involuntary suicide bomber one day. He covers every angle."

Smiles looked uncomfortable and glanced towards the glass room as if help was to be had there. Topper smelled his fear. "And you, do you cover every angle? Did you scan me to see if I was a human bomb? No, you did not. So the question is, if you didn't think of that? What else didn't you think of?

"I appreciate what you are trying to do here, but it won't work. You can't protect me, I'm a dead man. A thirsty dead man who could really go for a root beer float with a little nutmeg sprinkled on the vanilla ice cream." Topper smacked his lips together, enjoying his imaginary beverage. 

The door opened and Gus rolled in in his wheelchair. Topper's eyes grew wide. "You! I thought you were dead!" he lied. 

Gus snorted, "Hopin' don't make a thing so. You think you gonna be able to hope your way outta the mess you're in?"

Topper was confused by the old man's cowboy proverbs, "No. I don't think there's any way out of this mess. No matter what I do, the end has already been written." 

Smiles jumped in. "What are you doing? Haven't you done enough harm already? You're here as an observer!"

"Yeah, I've done enough harm," Gus rasped. "And now I'm here to undo some. So what about it little man, you gonna go down without a fight? You just gonna roll over and let the bigger and better man get the best of you?"

Topper knew what Gus was doing, but he still couldn't resist the bait. "I'm not rollin' over, you old leather-faced bastard. I've done all I can."

"Not the way I see it."

"It's Edwin WINDSOR! Don't you get it? I tried. I couldn't get through to him. He's not a bad man. He's the guy who does his homework on Saturday night. He's the guy who can't let up on himself. And we're in his way. We don't stand a chance."

"If you say it, it must be so," Gus said, and then spit on the floor. 

"Hey, this is my interrogation room," protested Smiles.

"It's not like you clean it, Softhands," growled Gus, never taking his eyes off Topper. 

"Yeah, take it easy on Grandpa, he's old, he can't help it if he drools," said Topper. "Okay, so what do you think I should do?"

"Keep fightin'. If he's coming after you that means you gotta go after him. He's just a man."

"Are you sure we're talking about the same guy here, Geritol?"

"Yeah. As smart as he is, he's just a man. And without his powerful friends, he's easy to hurt. And that's what he overlooks. His hands are too clean. He doesn't know nothing about the hurtin' business."

"You mean like those early morning aches and pains that are so debilitating at your age?" 

"Say what you want, but there's one thing you can know about somebody my age—he's a survivor." 

"Yeah, so you get three more years at the end. Well, you can keep 'em. Those are the drooling on the floor, shittin' in a bag years."

"You're just chickenshit."

"I ain't chickenshit!"

"That's right," said Gus, "you ain't tall enough to be chickenshit!" With this height-based insult, Topper disintegrated into incoherent fury. He lashed the chains from side to side and flooded the room with spit and profanity. 

"ENOUGH!" yelled Director Smiles, who surprised even himself with the note of command in his voice. "I think your chances are better than you realize. We know that Excelsior isn't helping him anymore."

"So?"

"Well that only leaves the Cromoglodon. If the Cromoglodon were to be neutralized, all of Windsor's enemies could capitalize on his weakness at once. His corporate "friends" would turn on him. We could make a case against the extortion racket. I think we could put him away forever."

Topper was still not convinced. He shook his head, "Ehh, I don't think so. He's thought of something for this."

Gus leaned forward in his chair, "Maybe he has, maybe he hasn't. That ain't the question. The only question is, what are you gonna do?"

Topper took a deep breath and let it out slow. He had thought it through a million different ways. No matter how he sliced it, no matter what cocktail of chemicals he put in his body when he searched for the answer. It was a clear cut case of him or me. And in the case of Him v. Me, Topper knew there was only one way to decide. 

Topper said, "Okay, on two conditions. Number one: I get immunity. Not that bullshit immunity that you pedal to drug dealers and mafia guys, I mean a complete clean slate. You can't touch me for anything I've ever done. With Edwin or even before that."

Smiles leaned back in his chair. "And what's number two? A root beer float?"

"You kill Edwin Windsor."

Silence hung in the air so long that even it became uncomfortable. 

Smiles finally said, "We're from the government, we're not assassins."

Topper laughed. "Then ya got no deal."

"What he means to say," Gus drawled, “is he's from the government, and he's not an assassin." 

"You gotta know what we're talking about here. Goin' the other way on Edwin Windsor? Lemme tell ya. We gotta make him dead. 'Cause if he survives? If he, thinks, even for a minute, that we were in on this, we don't stand a chance."

Smiles waved dismissively, "I don't see how he could possibly—"

"Yeah, yeah. That's just it. You don't see how. But Edwin Windsor? He does. He always sees a way. A way other people don't. If we don't do this right…" Topper shook his head and looked as serious as he ever had. "Time will pass, you'll think that things are wrapped up, that there's no way—no possible way. Then," he slapped his hands together sharply, "BANG! The trap will spring. You'll realize that you were a pawn in Edwin's game all along. I've watched him do this for years." 

Gus looked to the side and spit on the floor again. "I think we can agree to number two." Smiles gave him a look that wanted to be a knife. Gus ignored the threat of a soft-handed man. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


 

Just like every diamond has a flaw, every fortress has a weakness. So it was that Topper found himself clad in black, wrapped in rope, fighting his way along a cableway that led deep underneath Omdemnity Center One. It had been rough going. Nothing like the movies. After the first fifty feet he gave up on trying to curse quietly. After the next twenty-five, he struggled free of the rope and continued on without it. Why the hell did people always bring rope? Why had he asked for it?

Originally, his plan had been to sneak in through the air ducts. That was the way these things were done, right? As time-honored as the rope, right? But that was no good. Edwin had seen to it that the air handling system was too small, even for him. 

The facility's weakness was a result of the same cautious nature that rendered the HVAC system impassible. For protection against the Cromoglodon, Edwin had arranged for a substation to be built on the facility so that electrical mains ran directly into the building. That way, in the event that the Cromoglodon became unstable, half of the city's power could be shunted directly into the creature’s brain. Klibanov and the other experts had been pretty sure that would kill him. But, really, when you are dealing with power like that, how could you be sure?

No matter how much engineering you did, you couldn't shrink power cables and still expect them to carry that kind of current. There was enough room left over for Topper to pass. Not pass gracefully or easily, but, lubricated by curses, he fought his way through. 

Initially, Smiles had insisted on sending in a government team, but when it became obvious that regular-sized humans couldn't get in that way, Gus had growled, "Let Judas earn his silver."

Topper hadn't liked that. Not one bit. He wasn't anything like Judas. Jesus wasn't trying to kill Judas. The Twelve Apostles weren't trained, heartless killers. Although, Topper had to admit, he would have enjoyed Sunday School a lot more if the gospels had taken advantage of a few story notes like that. 

At the end of the cables was a gigantic transformer. Even though it was only drawing enough current to power the building, it made a loud humming noise. Topper thought that the electrical field was making the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stand on end. It was either believe that or recognize the fear.

He reached up and slowly opened the door to the Cromoglodon's vault. 

Dark and empty. But then, it was always dark down there. This was the first time Topper had been down there when he was sober. As he closed the door on the humming transformer, he was forced to admit to himself, he was scared. The noise didn't help. 

Some terrible, intermittent sound was echoing through the downward-sloping tunnel. It sounded like rock grinding on rock. Or maybe bone grinding on rock. For a minute Topper imagined the Cromoglodon grinding his head against the earth, trying to tunnel his way free. No, that couldn't be right. He was strong, not impervious. He was that stupid though. 

No, not stupid. Just simple, confused and, in a very sad way, innocent. Topper could still remember that the Cromoglodon had once been Barry. He had been strong and uncontrollable, but since when was that a sin? Topper could barely control himself most of the time. But Barry had crossed paths with Edwin Windsor. Now he was chained in a pit in the bowels of the earth. There was some kind of object lesson there, but Topper wasn't interested.

When Topper reached the door, he realized that the ominous sound was nothing more than the snores of the mighty man-child resonating through the polished concrete hallways. 

Before he mounted the observation platform, Topper made sure that the security camera's red tell-tale light was off. It meant that the Feds were holding up their end. They had seized control of Edwin's network and were siphoning data off onto hard drives conspicuously hidden in a nondescript white van in the parking lot. 

"I hate those vans," Topper muttered. He promised himself that when he was in charge, he would run things better. Somewhere along the way, he had given up on that dream. He had believed in Edwin, because Edwin was a better man than him. And now he was betraying him. 

What had happened? How had it all gone wrong? Well, it hadn't all gone wrong. Topper was still here. Topper was still loyal to the Good Time. It was Edwin who had changed. Yeah, Edwin had betrayed him first. He had sacrificed the souls of everyone at the company to the long-winded god of policy and procedure. And worst of all, he had wanted Topper to follow the rules. No. Topper shook his head. No matter what else happened, that wasn't going to happen. 

Sure, you had to have a few rules. Like Rule #1—don't screw up. But beyond that, Topper couldn't think of many other good rules. A man, a villain, needed to be free to act. To rely on his own initiative. Otherwise he wasn't a villain anymore. He wasn't a man, he was just workin' for The Man.

It had become too much. There were too many policies. Everyone was too fenced in. And even though Edwin talked about efficiency, that wasn't what he was about. Once upon a time, sure. But now it was about control. Maybe it always had been. And Topper knew about control. He'd been out of it his whole life. 

When you got right down to it, you didn't tell a man what to shoot. Ya gave him a high-caliber handgun and let nature take its course. And just so long as he surprised you with a big fat wad of cash when he came back, what did you care?

Topper didn't want a business. Topper wanted his own pirate ship. Where men were men and women were plentiful. Where everybody got shares. Where you weren't punished for having an original idea, or panache, or your own friggin' soul. And most of all, where nobody would drive nondescript white vans. Everybody would get a pimped ride, even if it was stolen. Even better if they stole them from actual pimps. 

But before any of that could happen, there was one unpleasant thing that had to be done. 

Topper dragged a chair over to the control panel and stood on top of it. As he looked down into the pit, he could just make out the shape of the heavily-sedated Cromoglodon, or what was left of him, his chest rising and falling in time with the pleasant rumbling noise of his gigantic snores. 

Topper felt sorry for him. He was, for all his monstrosity, an innocent. Having second thoughts, Topper cast about him for a line of thinking that would justify what he had to do. 

The Cromoglodon hardly ever got to see the light of day anymore. In a way, Topper was going to do him a favor. And hey, it's not like Topper owed him anything. It's not like anybody had ever given Topper a square deal. 

But, still, there was something about the Cromoglodon's soft, child-like snore that brought a tear to Topper's eye. Topper was sorry for everything that Edwin had done to the beast—and he would genuinely miss the Cromoglodon tearing through some rich company's facility because they wouldn't pay protection money. Shit, that had been the best part of many of Topper's days. 

His hand shook as he lifted the plastic cover over a large red button marked “Shunt.” Topper followed the cable and IV tubes that ran from the control room into the back of the Cromoglodon's head. He watched the beast's chest rise and fall.

This was the price, thought Topper. But still, he didn't want to pay it. He thought about Agnes, cut low by that pointless fight between Excelsior (silly idiot) and the Cromoglodon. Sure, the silly idiot had started it to get back at Edwin, but if the Cromoglodon hadn't been there, Agnes would still be alive. 

Still, this was not enough to let him push the button. The price remained before him like a bill sitting on a table. All he had to do was, pay the check, get up from dinner and go take over the world. 

He thought of riches, he thought of power, he thought of how much better off everyone at Omdemnity would be with him running things. Still, his shaking hand would not drop. "Ah, Jesus," he sighed with a shudder that was dangerously close to a sob. 

Then he thought of Edwin and the betrayal that this was. He banished the thought of his friend from his mind. Later, Topper would tell himself that it was the thought of what would happen to him if he failed in his coup that let him do it. But really, deep down, it was that he didn't want to find out what kind of a person he really was. Before self-knowledge could bubble up to the surface, he slammed his hand down on the button. 

The Cromoglodon let out an unearthly wail as kilojoules of electricity were directed into his brain. The smell of burning hair and flesh filled the room. With a final, irrevocable snapping noise, the power went out and Topper was left in the dark with smell of murder, betrayal and electric chairs. 

"Aw, shit," said Topper. "Now how am I gonna get out of here?" 







For a man whose empire was crumbling down around him, Edwin was remarkably calm. He sat in the Omdemnity corporate jet, on his way back from an exceptionally trying negotiation for an insurance company in the Midwest. To pass the time he did something he had not done in many years. He read for pleasure. 

As Edwin focused on the book in his lap, a volume of Thoreau, his back was to a wall of flat-panel screens. Nearby, one of the Adjustors sat before an open laptop and monitored all the things that might go wrong with Edwin's rapidly growing empire. They all went wrong at once. 

Without disturbing his Master, the Adjustor placed a call and asked for a situation report. "What do they have?" He made a few notes on the pad in front of him. At the end of the conversation he said, "Wait for instructions," and hung up the phone. When he looked up from his writing, his eyes were drawn to a monitor on the far left. It was set to cycle through surveillance feeds inside the Omdemnity Corporate Campus. The fact that they were all dead was more disturbing than any images it might have shown. 

"Sir," said Adjustor, "I hate to disturb you,"

Edwin, as serene as a monk, closed the book on his lap and looked up. 

"We've had a…" the Adjustor blew air out, trying to stave off a flood of emotion.

Edwin turned to face the monitors and saw that the feed was out. Without looking at the Adjustor he said, "Calm yourself and report."

"Sir, what we know—wait, I've got a feed coming in from one of our units." The blank screen came alive again, showing a view of Omdemnity Building One. Police vehicles surrounded it and the scene was bathed in flashing lights. Confused actuaries and accountants were being rounded up and placed into transport vans. 

"Ah," said Edwin. 

The pilot's voice crackled over the cabin intercom. "We've been diverted to the nearest airport. I've got comm chatter on the military frequencies, they are scrambling an intercept."

"Very well," said Edwin as if these developments were all part of the plan, "it is time for me to disappear."

The pilot switched off the plane's transponder. It was an act that could result in his never being allowed to fly over any G-8 country ever again. But he was very, very well compensated. And this was why. This was it. What he had trained for and hoped would never come. His lips mouthed the prayer of all those who consign their lives to the wind, "God, I hope the wings stay on." Then he rolled the plane and pointed it straight at the ground. 







Back in the cabin, Edwin endured the indignity of the five point restraint system that held him in place. This suit would surely need to be pressed, perhaps even replaced. How uncivilized. As they hurtled towards the Earth, he yawned to relieve the pressure building up in his inner ear. So tiresome, thought Edwin, so pointless, a world in which such games must be played. It’s a shame Topper can't be here, he thought, he would enjoy this.

As the plane leveled out perilously close to the ground, Edwin said, "Get me Topper," to the Adjustor, who was beginning to look a little airsick. 

"Are you—urp—sure?"

Edwin's look answered all his questions and, in a few moments, Topper's voice came screeching through the phone. 

"Edwin? Edwin! Are you okay? I just heard. Do you have any idea what happened?"

"Yes, Topper, I know exactly what happened."

"What? How? I mean, you do?" asked Topper. 

"That's not important right now. I realize now that this was unavoidable and, as with all unavoidable things, necessary."

"Beanpole, are you feeling okay? The Feds just shut you down. As your lawyer, I'm tellin' ya, they've got warrants out. You're not safe anywhere. We gotta get a game plan together. Gotta arrange to bring you in safe so we can fight whatever this is without you getting hurt. Edwin, they're playing for keeps."

"Ah," said Edwin, "keeps, is it? My favorite stakes. No, Topper, I won't be turning myself in. I am going to ground, in the style and manner to which our good friend Dr. Loeb was accustomed."

"Good friend? What the...? You're going to Alabama? Edwin, pull yerself together!"

"No, I am not going to Alabama. Salvage what you can, Topper. I know you tried to warn me that this was inevitable. As shocked as I am, it does not change the fact -- you were right."

"What?!"

"Farewell, my friend," Edwin said. 

On the other end of the call, Topper was overwhelmed by confusing and conflicting emotions. This was the first and only time that Edwin had called him "friend." It was all Topper had ever wanted. If there was one thing Topper was sure of at that moment, it was that he hadn't been a very good friend to Edwin Windsor. 

All those years trying to pal up to him and now that he finally betrayed him, Edwin came around? Topper had no words to describe what he was feeling. He felt like his stomach was afraid the floor would run away and join the circus. Whatever this weird sensation was, he had felt it before, but it had been so long ago... ah, it was no good. Hours later he would realize that this rough beast was guilt, its hour come ‘round at last.




As his plane tore along the nape of the earth, eluding radar, Edwin calmly reopened his book and continued reading at this line: "A man is rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone."





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


 

Topper followed a Sheriff down an industrial stairwell into the bowels of the county jail. As he walked, he twisted his short, powerful neck to an impossible angle, releasing a series of snapping noises from his vertebrae.

This is it, he thought. Go time. Show time. How could he have left trial work? This was what he was good at. For the first time in a very long time, he felt alive again. All the way alive. 

They rounded a corner and he saw them. In their black suits, all crammed into the same holding cell, they seemed like a flock of caged, uncertain birds. And why shouldn't they be uncertain? Edwin, their god, had deserted them. What was left to them? How terrified were they really? What rescue could they expect?

"They ain't expectin' me," Topper muttered. 

Their eyes were heavy on him as the Sheriff worked the key. Topper could feel their contempt pressing down on him, but he didn't flinch or turn away. Topper had never been the popular kid. He had spent so much time not being liked that the loathing of others actually made him more comfortable. And that threw a hostile audience more than anything. 

Topper had given up on trying to get people to like him a long time ago. Now he just stood his ground and pretended that he liked himself. Sometimes, if you held up under withering contempt long enough, a hostile crowd would finally get curious and come around to your side. They'd think, maybe he isn’t such a bad guy after all, and that's when you got ‘em. 

The Sheriff held the door open for Topper. He shook his head. "Nah, I'm going from right here." They were in the cell. Topper wasn't ready to set them free yet. The man in uniform shrugged and closed the door with a dramatic clang. That was Topper's cue. He skipped the preamble and went right to the meat. 

"There are some who've said that Edwin was ambitious. Absolutely. He worked harder than anybody should work and expected to you guys to work even harder. To be diligent and patient. To be good company men. To hold in," here Topper gyrated his hips obscenely, "all those beautiful, dangerous, sexy, destructive urges that I know you have in your black little hearts. 

"I'm not here to ask you to do such things. Heavens, no. Restraint is not my strong suit. Neither is looking over people's shoulders. Literally or figuratively. I want you to be your own men. Not drones. Violent men. Bad men. The men I know you were born to be. 

"Look, fellas, I appreciate loyalty as much as the next man, but the thing is, Edwin's time has passed. Sure, he was a brilliant man, and a good, good friend to me, but you have to admit, he wasn't the most passionate guy. And that's what I offer you. PASSION. 

"There are those among you who are thinking right now that life has given Topper short shrift. The poor little dwarf, blah blah blah. But I don't need your pity. 'Cause I have something that you assholes forgot you had. Forgot was your birthright. I LOVE being alive. I squeeze the juice out of life like a defenseless berry crushed between my teeth. 

"Edwin lied to you. We're not put on this earth to suffer. We're not here to follow the friggin' rules. When you die, nobody's gonna ask you to quote from some policy or procedure manual before they let you into Heaven. But I'll tell you one thing for sure boys, they're handin' out policy and procedure manuals at the gates of Hell."

Topper heard a few grunts of assent. 

"Edwin used to say that Omdemnity Insurance was like a family. And maybe you made it your second family. He took you in. He trained you. You feel that he was good to you—I get that. But I'm also looking at a buncha guys who had the passion sucked out of their lives. The life sucked outta their lives. And what's life without life? It's nuttin'. 

"I ask you, Gentlemen, what kinda life is that? Did you make a good trade, tradin' your whole life for a measly job?"

As several Adjustors shouted "No!" Topper felt his confidence swell to the point of bursting. 

"Lemme tell you about family. Family sucks. Show me a family and I'll show you a group of people who are lucky if they can keep their shit together long enough to make it through a Christmas dinner. I don't want to work with my family, or anybody's family. You know who I want to work with? Genghis KHAN. 'Cause, if I'm going to show up every day and work hard then, in exchange, I want to take over the world. 

“When people in other cities hear our name I want them to quake with the fear that we might show up and burn all their shit. I don't want to work with somebody's daffy, judgmental, Jesus-freak Uncle. I want to work with tireless, talented, unmitigated badasses. The kind of people who work together so well that if they ever took a vacation to Europe together they would scare other firms so badly that the Pope himself would proclaim them the scourge of God, soldiers of the Antichrist and a sure sign of the fucking apocalypse!"

Topper paused and mopped his forehead. He didn't need to, it was pure showmanship. Give it all a little time to sink in. 

"It should be pretty obvious to you that I wasn't the popular kid in high school. College? Nope. They even tried to kill me in Law School. Right from birth I was boxed out from living fast, dying young and leaving a good-looking corpse. So, if I'm destined to die short and ugly, then I'm damn sure gonna be a rich badass. I don't care who I have to uppercut in the balls to get that money, you understand? And I want to do it working with people so talented and ruthless and dangerous that if I wheeled them through a parking garage when they were hot they would set off all the goddamned car alarms.

"Do you know anybody who wants to work with that kind of crew?"

The Adjustors, in spite of themselves, cheered as one, "YEAH!"

"Do you know where I could find people like that?"

"HERE! RIGHT HERE!"

"All right, boys, WHO'S WITH ME?!" Hearing his cue, the Sheriff threw open the cell door and scrambled backwards as the Adjustors ran down the hallway and up the stairs.

"GO! GO! GO!" cried Topper. He yelled at the top of his lungs. He whooped hysterically. It had worked, he had them! 

Well, all but one of them. As the Sheriff started to swing the door shut he realized that one man still remained in the cell. In the back, on a bench in the shadows, sat Daniel.

"You want this one too?" asked the Sheriff.

"C'mon, tough guy. All is forgiven. We got some havoc to wreak," Topper said, trying to coax Daniel out of the cell. 

Daniel just looked at the floor. 

"Whattaya doin’? I know you don't like me, but that was an awesome speech. I even yelled, 'NOW WHO'S WITH ME!' and everybody cheered and we all ran out. Like in a movie. I figure, a speech like that, you gotta come. I mean, right?"

"I didn't cheer," said Daniel, with something like weariness in his voice. 

"Yeah, yeah, okay, you made your point. Now let's go."

"I don't think so. Not with you." 

"Well, why the hell not, sunshine? You got something better to do with your time?" asked Topper.

From the darkness of the cell Daniel said, "Are you out of your mind? Did you forget who you are dealing with?"

"Edwin? Eh, he's out. He's in exile. The whole world is against him. I'm in charge now. And if we can work to bring him back... well, maybe things will be different next time around."

"I know what you did."

"You don't know anything," said Topper, "you suspect. And your suspicions, whatever they may be, are incorrect. Besides," he added hurriedly, "even if I was at odds with my good friend, he's a fugitive. He's broke. On the run. Beaten. How could he strike back?" 

"He's Edwin Windsor. Even the Devil owes him money," said Daniel.

"Enh henh? Whatever, yer bail is posted. Consider it your severance. Leave whenever you like, go wherever you want." 

Topper turned on his heel and walked away with a confidence he didn't feel. He had gotten away with it, hadn't he? Then why had Daniel rattled him so easily?





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


 

Topper sat behind Edwin's desk and surveyed the office that was now his. The grey light of winter poured in through the windows and sank into the grey carpet to die a quiet, inoffensive grey death. The place felt cold and empty and...

"BORING!" Topper yelled at the top his lungs. Stevie burst into the office. 

"Do you need something, sir?" With Topper's ascension up the ranks, Stevie had been promoted from chauffeur to personal assistant. 

"Yeah, Stevie. I need action."

"I'm sorry? I don't understand."

Topper stood up from behind the desk. "Action, danger, juice, you know what I'm talking about, Stevie? This place feels like a tomb."

"Well, the company is in mourning for Mr. Windsor."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah, that's the problem. He's gone, but he's still here. Get me an interior decorator, we gotta liven this place up." As soon as he said it, Topper realized that the office wasn't the problem. It was the building. The corporate campus, the suburbs. The whole thing. He had captured the company, but he didn't want it. 

Sure, he had all the power, it seemed like he couldn’t do anything with it. At least nothing that he wanted to do. Every second he sat there he could feel more responsibility settling into place on top him. Topper had never wanted a job, but now he was trapped by one? This was terrible. 

And beneath all of his worries were the questions. What was that call with Edwin all about? Why did he try to tell Topper where he was going? Where was he? What was he up to? Did Topper know already? If he didn't he would certainly find out. Daniel's words from the jail hung over him. If Daniel was right, then as long as Edwin survived, Topper was living on borrowed time. 

Style to which Doctor Loeb was accustomed? It was like a riddle. Didn't Edwin know how little patience Topper had for riddles? Is that what he was counting on? Why couldn't Topper figure it out? Style? Doctor Loeb was a trust-fund kid from Alabama who shaved his head and wore Nehru jackets in an attempt to be an Evil Genius. Nehru? Did that mean Edwin had gone to India? Or Jawaharlal, Nebraska? Topper couldn’t make any sense of it. 

"Ehhh, this is agony," he said to the grey, empty room. "I wish something would happen." 

As if something had been listening, something happened. 

The eastern windows exploded with a rush of cold wet air. Topper was knocked off his feet, bounced off the wall and deposited in a heap behind the desk. "Son of a bitch," Topper muttered as he struggled to regain his feet, "I thought those windows were supposed to be bulletproof." When looked up he saw Billy standing in the middle of the grey office. "Oh, that explains it."

Billy said, "You lied to me."

"And you take it out on my storm windows?"

"There was no gold."

"Whattaya mean, it's Fort Knox! It's full of gold, everybody knows that."

"I tore the door off. The vault was empty."

"Okay, okay, calm down. We can figure this out. Let's just take it one step at a time. Let's say you've got a shit-ton of gold. You want to keep it safe."

"But I don't have any gold. I told you," Billy said.

Topper held up the short, stubby finger of frustration and said "Shhhh, shhhh, shhhh. If you had gold, you'd want to keep your gold safe from people who want to steal it, right?"

"Well, yeah."

"Okay, so here's what you might do. You might build a giant building. And then you might make it really strong. So strong and impregnable that it would make the world believe it's the ONLY place you would keep your gold. So that anybody who wanted to steal it would go there and try to get through your impossible security."

"But there was no gooold," Billy whined. 

Topper sighed deeply and dramatically, putting his hand to his furrowed brow. This Evil consultant crap didn't come easy to him. Topper was beginning to see where Edwin got his attitude. "Right. That's the point. You'd put your gold someplace else. Someplace nobody knows about. Because if nobody knows where it is, it's really hard for anybody to find it." Topper nodded, "Right?"

"So where's the gold?" 

"I don't know. That's the point."

"Oh, man, being evil is hard," said Billy as he slumped in defeat. "Wait a minute, you knew there was no gold in Fort Knox and you let me go there anyway?" Billy asked, anger putting the steel back in his spine. 

"No. I thought there was gold there, honest. I'm just not surprised that there wasn't. I mean, you gotta admit, there's a logic to it. And..."

"And what?"

Logic to it. Logic. Style to which Dr. Loeb was accustomed! Of course, it made perfect sense. Not only did Topper have the answer to the riddle, he had the answer to his problems. 

"And what?" asked Excelsior, growing impatient.

Topper came back from a long way away. He held up his index finger and said, "See this is why you need me."

"What do you know?"

"I know my cut of this is going to have to be 30%."

"30%! But…"

"No buts, flyboy. I am privy to confidential information. I know where the double-secret gold repository is hidden."

"Yeah, how would you know that?"

"'Cause I listened when Edwin Windsor told me."

"Okay. 30%."

"Okay then, one second." Topper removed his cellphone from inside his jacket pocket and said, "Gotta check on something." He punched in a number and, while the phone was ringing, he walked over the edge of the open window and looked down. Billy followed him like a puppy, "Do you mind, ya crowding me here!" said Topper. 

"You know I have super hearing?" asked Billy. 

"Then go stand over there and listen to a Bon Jovi tribute band playing at a nightclub in South Korea or something"

"What?"

"Over there!"

Billy shuffled off to the far side of the office. 

"Hello?" lied the voice on the other end of phone.

"Did you kill him yet?" Topper asked Director Smiles. 

"Unfortunately, he has eluded capture," said Smiles.

"What about that old bastard, Dusty Springfield, Gus, whatever—is he gonna do it or not?"

"Ah, yes, Gus is no longer with the agency, so I am afraid you are on your own." 

"We had a DEAL!" 

"I'm not empowered to make deals that break the laws of this great nation of ours."

"Jesus, have you listened to yourself? I mean, are you running for office, or did you get kicked by a donkey or an elephant or something?"

"I am sure that a criminal of your resourcefulness will find a way to survive."

"Enh-henh, that deal we made says I'm absolved of all wrongdoing. As pure as a Catholic girl after confession."

"Perhaps you can show it to your associate, Mr. Windsor."

"Heh, heh, heh." Topper laughed bitterly as he rolled his eyes, "I tell you what, I’ll cover my ass. You just worry about yourself. 'Cause you're in this too."

"Best of luck."

Topper snapped his phone shut. "Predictable." He turned to Billy. "Okay, Flyboy, you ready to be rich?"

"Yes. Where is the gold?"

Topper pulled his chin into his neck and looked from side to side like it was the dumbest question anybody had ever asked. "It's stashed in a mini-storage unit in East Jersey. Where else would it be?"

As Topper watched Billy disappear into the sky, tears welled up in his eyes. Now that his part was played, now that he was at the end of himself, his facade just fell away. He wept. He wept for himself. He wept for Edwin. He wept because he could see no other way. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


 

When Gus slept it was always the same dream. Gus would see old comrades, drinking deeply in the long halls of Valhalla. In the dream, it wasn't strange that standard-issue, olive-drab grunts were bellied up to the same bar as Vikings in pointy helmets. After all, they had all died in battle with a war-cry on their lips. 

Each time the same thing would happen. As one, the entire mead-hall would turn and look at Gus. They recognized him as one who had grown old, one who whimpered in the night when his legs pained him, one who was still trapped in Midgard, world of suffering. There was no flicker of memory in his comrades’ eyes. All that glowed within them was the soft light of pity. Gus had not died in battle. He would not die in battle. The glory and the revels of eternity were lost to him. 

Gus woke in the early morning light. He cursed the day and fumbled for a cigarette. He wanted a good death. After all the scrapes and the close calls and the crazy things he had done, he had earned it a dozen times over. Now it looked like the best he could hope for was to fall asleep with a cigarette in his lips and die while the hotel burned down around him. 

How cruel this modern world was, that duty got in the way of a man's good death. How cruel it was that they had defeated the bad guy, only to have another bad guy spring up. That was always the way. For nearly seven decades, he had gone from one bad guy to another. An endless supply of bad guys, and only one of Gus. 

Now he here he was. Shacked up in a cheap motel, little more than a pile of cinderblocks. Nearly broke, nearly broken, almost dead. 

As soon as Smiles realized that Gus wasn't going to be able to reel Excelsior back in, he cut him loose. Might have been a time when Gus could have pulled a few strings. But all his old connections were too old. They had all retired or died by now. And here he was, facing the light of another day. 

Why was he out here? What was he doing? There was no job. There was no duty. Maybe it was force of habit. Maybe he was just too damn old to do anything else. 

He stubbed the cigarette out on the cheap nightstand. Nah, that wasn't it. 

Gus shifted himself to his wheelchair. Then he rolled on in search of a good death. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


 

"So the fix was complete. The Cromoglodon was dead. Edwin was powerless. And Billy was off on his errand."

"To steal gold?"

"Oh, you coy one, like you don't know. But right then, everything was okay. In fact, if I had gotten a root beer float, I'm pretty sure that would have been it. End of story, everybody lives happily ever after."

"That's not the end of the story," said the interrogator.

"Of course that's not the end of the story. Seriously, do you know any story, any true story, that ends like that? Happily ever after, my ass. There are no happy endings. There's dead ends. Some people wind up there in a walker, shitting into a bag. Other people, like me, go screaming into the cul de sac of fate in a car spurting flames... and... and..."

The interrogator waited a while before he asked, "And what?"

"Ah, I can't put a pretty face on it anymore."

"What?" 

"Put a face on it. Be excited. Pretend like my black little heart hasn't been broken in two by what happened. Y'know, I woulda been fine. If I had just stopped there, I woulda been fine. But no. The worst thing imaginable happened. I got everything I ever wanted."

"I don't understand."

"Well, of course you wouldn't. I mean look at you. You've never gotten anything you've wanted. Not really. Look at you in your cheap suit and bad shoes with your crappy job and $12 haircut. You don't get paid..." 

From the darkness, the interrogator asked, "How do you know what I'm wearing?"

"Buddy, I can smell the cheap, quiet desperation on you. It's splashed on like Eau de Suck."

"Yet, you're the guy in shackles who killed your only friend. Hard to see how it gets more desperate than that."

"Oh, I didn't kill him. I just betrayed him." 

"If you hadn't betrayed him—"

"There's a difference," Topper said with an angry light in his eye. "A small difference but a difference. Intent, see. Just like the law. There's a difference.

"I just wanted... I wanted to show him there was more to life than work. I swear to God, I was just trying to get through to him. Speak a language he could understand. Take him down a couple of pegs, ya know. I never wanted… I wasn't my plan, you see? I just wanted the company. I didn't want him dead." 

"But you knew he would come for revenge."

"Oh, absolutely," said Topper, "absolutely. That's why I had to eliminate him. See, it wasn't my fault, it was his fault. Nothing I could do."

"Sounds to me like you’re rationalizing." 

"Ah, lemme finish telling it and then you make your judgment. Besides, it's easy for you. Edwin Windsor has never been out to get you. It was him or me. And it wasn't going to be me." He gave a dismissive wave. "You wouldn't last five minutes without the protection of a badge."

From the darkness, the interrogator asked, "How do you know I have a badge?"

"Why else would we be going through this charade? I mean seriously. You expect me to believe you’re some kind of bizarre hobbyist?"

"I don't care what you believe. But I do have a question."

"Oh, I convinced the board to make me CEO." 

"That doesn't sound easy. "

"That's only because you're not a savvy businessman like me. So, the company is in a state of chaos, right? Naturally, the stockholders and the board want to protect their investment. Nobody knows how bad it is, but Edwin is gone, so the ship is in a storm without a rudder, everybody's panicking. Rumors of mutiny, cries of 'abandon ship,' that kind of thing. So what do they do? Bring in new leadership. A guy with a proven track record, a connection to the company, a seasoned hand for this difficult time."

"You?" the interrogator asked.

"No, no. The guy I had shot. So they found another guy. He accidentally got run over by a truck. And then they got the hint. The third guy was me," Topper said with a big smile. 

"They made you CEO?'

"Yeah, I think they figured the damn thing was going down for the third time, might as well have me go with it. That, or they appointed me and then shorted the stock. But they made a terrible mistake. 'Cause I'm just what the company needed. A people person!"

"So then what did you do?"

"Whattaya mean? There was only one play to make. We needed morale." 








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


 

Even the ugliest place looks better in a blanket of fresh snow. And while nothing could make row upon row of mini-storage units with cinderblock walls and corrugated metal garage doors look good, at least the snow helped to imply an architectural rhythm. Or so Edwin thought as he stood among them. 

As the car that had brought him drove away, the sound of wheels in the snow made Edwin sad. Alone at the end, as was fitting. He didn't have much experience with emotion, so he tried to put it from his mind by walking. Under the arc lights, his tall frame cast a long shadow. A man and his briefcase. The weight of the case pulled him off to his right side, but he didn't seem to notice. He just kept walking through the snow. 

He remembered the first time he had come here. While it was now a storage facility, it had begun as a place he had created for the amusement of Dr. Loeb. Heir to a great fortune, and quite insane, Edwin had separated the boy from what he saw as valuable and wasted capital. In return, Edwin had created a fantasy world in which Eustace Eugene Reilly the 3rd could believe that he was a criminal mastermind. 

And part of that had involved building him a lair. Dr. Loeb had referred to it as his secret lair, but the secret was ill-kept. Especially because Dr. Loeb had insisted on putting up a hand-painted sign that read "Secret Lair." But now the absurdity of it all, here at the bitter end, seemed harmless and sweet to Edwin. Emotion again. He quickened his steps through the snow. 

Of course, Dr. Loeb's sign was gone now. It had replaced by a lighted one that proclaimed, "Self Storage—Affordable Rates!" into the grey twilight of a winter's evening. When Edwin had tired of Loeb, he ordered the extensive underground chambers to be converted into secure document storage for large companies with secrets to keep.

Edwin was pleased with the simple business plan and its execution. It was the conversion of something useless and wasteful into something productive and worthwhile. When he tired of bothering with Dr. Loeb—an increasingly expensive distraction for the head of a growing insurance company—he had set him free, as it were, with a few million. The last Edwin had heard, Loeb had disappeared into the wilds of Alabama. Edwin did not wish him well, but he didn't wish him harm either. This was closer to affection than Edwin got with most people. 

The surface units were laid out in concentric circles around the central building that served as office and entrance to the underground complex. Edwin wandered through a labyrinth of other people's precious treasures and meaningless junk. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he did not take the shortest, most efficient route to his goal. He wandered through the clean silence and let the precious seconds of his life fall behind him. 

This is a good business, Edwin thought. Not glamorous, but a steady cash flow. Regular hours. A sound model. Efficient, reasonable, sane. In another life, he might have been content with this site. Or perhaps a few thousand of them spreading across the country. 

Edwin's spiraling, uncertain path brought him to the elevator at the center of the complex. He pushed the call button and waited. How strange it all was. For all that he’d struggled to avoid pointless confrontation, silly costumes and, most of all, underground lairs—now he was going to ground in one.

He had worked all the angles and made all of the possible combinations, and Edwin knew that there was no other way. How little choice was left to him at the end. 

Edwin entered the elevator and set his metal case on the floor. The weight of it contacting the floor caused the metal of the elevator car to boom like a funeral bell. The doors closed and Edwin sank into the cold earth. 

Five stories below the ground, he walked through room after room of files. The sound of his expensive shoes on the polished concrete sounded fateful, ominous, and massive. At the end of a long hallway, he punched a code into a keypad and a heavy metal door slid open. This was the "command center." The hardened concrete walls, the whisper of the 100-year air purifiers, the waiting store of food and water might lead another man to believe he was secure here. Here hope might grow in the dark like some strange mushroom. Perhaps his fate would not find him? Perhaps, if he was quiet and patient, he could wait out the dry months in the desert—live below the earth until the rains of Spring brought new life.

But Edwin knew that such fantasies would not happen. Long ago, he had ceased to trade in hope. 

He powered up the surveillance equipment and sat in the command chair. It creaked ominously as he turned. What a horrible kind of movie set this was, thought Edwin. A concession to every teenage boy's fantasy of power without consequence, responsibility or logic. He longed for a cup of tea, but not enough to get up and get it himself. He sighed and let his weight settle into the cheap swivel chair. 

The surveillance system beeped at him urgently, as if it expected Edwin to be able to do something to avert the inevitable. Edwin hoped that he wouldn’t have to wait long. 








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


 

As Billy flew low over the storage facility, he could see the twin trails of the wheelchair cutting through the snow. Somehow, he knew this meeting with Gus was inevitable. 

He landed so hard the snow was blown outward from around his feet. In front of him was the entrance to Windsor's underground lair. But between himself and the entrance was Gus, sitting in a wheelchair. He was slumped awkwardly across one arm, as if half of his body were sleeping. The force of will seemed drained from his frame, and Billy wouldn't have recognized his old friend, except for the eyes. The old man's eyes were still fierce and undimmed. 

"You're here for Windsor?" Billy asked. 

Gus shook his head. No. 

"You can't have him," Billy said. "He's mine. I'm the hero. I get to get the bad guy. That's how it works."

"You can have him and welcome. But you ain't no hero and we both know it."

"C’mon Gus, aren't we both too old for this. I mean, whattaya want from me?" 

"A reckoning."

"A what?" asked Billy. Of all the crazy shit.

"You and me boy. One punch each."

Enough of this, thought Billy. "If I hit you, you'd die!"

Gus twisted his head to the side and spit. "Yup."

"I'm not gonna hit a guy in a wheelchair. Can you imagine what would happen if somebody saw that?"

"Always about you, ain’t it?" Gus put both hands on the arms of the wheelchair and struggled to rise. 

"Whoa, Gus, did you take your vitamins this morning?"

"Goddamn it, boy," Gus roared, "you're gonna take me seriously! I been fightin' since I was 19. One way or the other, if there was a scrap or a dust-up or a problem this country faced, I found my way into it. I have served, you chicken shit. SERVED!"

"And I haven't? Is that your point?"

"That's not what I'm sayin'. I never expected to live this long. Not by a damn sight. Better men than me have come and gone. And when I look back, I regret a lot of things. But most of all, I regret that I didn't die at their sides. That make any kinda sense to you?"

Billy looked at him for a long time. Finally he said, "Yeah, I think it does."

"If you ever loved me..." Gus choked with emotion. "Goddamn it, you Spandex-wearing sissy." 

Billy looked at the old man struggling to stay standing on mutinous legs. He knew that what Gus was asking was more than Gus would ever have done for him. But he went ahead and did it anyway. 

In the blink of an eye, Billy dashed forward and hit him. Not hard enough to crush his chest. Not hard enough to knock him backwards through a wall. Just hard enough to stop the old man's heart. 

Gus staggered backwards and dropped to one knee.

As Billy watched, he blamed Windsor. Somehow he was behind it all. Billy didn't know how Windsor could have removed the gold from Fort Knox. Or how he could have turned Gus into a husk of man who wanted to die. He just knew that before Windsor, things had been fine. After Windsor, it had all gone to hell. 

Gus looked up at him and said, "Thank you." Then he closed his eyes and slumped over dead in the snow. Somewhere, a mead-hall door opened and another warrior went to his just reward. 

Screaming with rage, frustration and pain, Billy flew high into the sky. So high that he rose above the heavy snow clouds, into the sunlit brilliance of the thin air beyond. This was clean, high air, where he had always felt unencumbered and free to be himself. But now, the upper troposphere granted him no peace. He arced over backwards and accelerated towards the ground.

As he plowed downward through the cloud cover, the moisture streamed off his face. Some of it was snow melting against his skin. Some of it was tears. Billy couldn't tell the difference and he didn't want to find out. 

He slammed into the ground so hard it registered as an earthquake up and down the Eastern seaboard.








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


 

Edwin felt the room shake. "Ah, true to the pattern to the end," he thought. Billy was using his power to tunnel through the Earth when there was a perfectly good elevator. There was an explosion of concrete and earth as a man with more power than sense clawed his way into the "command center." 

"Windsor!" Billy cried, coughing dirt and reinforced concrete dust from his lungs, "Stand and face me."

"No."

"I'm here for the gold."

Edwin sighed. He said, "Then you should brace for disappointment. There is no gold here."

"You can't hide it from me," snarled Billy, as he used the full range of his vision to scan his surroundings. 

"I'm not trying."

"Your briefcase! I can't see through it, it must be filled with gold."

"I told you," said Edwin, "There is no gold here."

"Give me the briefcase."

"You don't really want it," Edwin said, trying to be reasonable.

"Yes, I do. And if you don't give it to me I will kill you and take it anyway. Haven't you heard? I'm a villain now." 

"Excelsior, if you strike me down you will still be an idiot."

"Billy! My name is Billy!"

"A rose by any other name would still be more cunning than you."

Excelsior slammed his foot into the floor so hard, most of the lights broke and chips of concrete rained down from the ceiling of the reinforced room. "I can make this your grave Windsor."

"Oh, very well. If you want my "treasure”—the gold at the bottom of the dungeon, the destructive serum at the heart of the mad scientist's lair, whatever foolishness you imagine this to be," he nudged the briefcase, "then take it."

Billy walked across the room. Their eyes locked, as he bent down very slowly and reached for the case. Edwin held his gaze calmly. Even though Billy's face was mere inches away from Windsor's, Edwin did not blink or flinch.

Case in hand, Billy stood up and took a step backward. Even though he could see no way that Edwin Windsor could have possibly been a physical threat to him, a feeling of relief flooded through him.

"I thought so, you ain’t got nothing!" 

Edwin smiled at the double negative. Or perhaps he winced in pain. It was difficult to tell in the flickering, uncertain light. 

Billy raised himself to his full height and made his pronouncement, "I will let you live, Windsor. Even as a villain, I'm a better man than you."

Edwin covered his eyes and waved Billy away. "Please forgive me if I don't show you out."

Billy left the room carrying his prize and feeling triumphant. But when the door to the command center shut behind him, curiosity got the best of him. What was in the case, anyway? He knew it was incredibly dense. He knew that he couldn't see through it. That made it either lead or gold. There certainly was nothing like it buried in the earth around him. Had he just stolen a briefcase full of lead? Better check, just to be sure Windsor wasn't pulling anything. 

He put the case on a table and looked at it. It looked expensive. It was, in fact, the most expensive briefcase known to man. And that was before one took into account the contents. Underneath the expensive, hand-stitched leather was an expensive magnetic containment unit known as a Penning Trap. The irony of a trap that was actually a trap had not been lost on Edwin. 

Inside the Penning Trap's swirling magnetic field was the most expensive substance known to man, an entire gram of anti-hydrogen. By NASA estimates it was worth $62.5 trillion dollars. Of course, that was absurd. To make a market, you need a buyer. $62.5 trillion was nearly five years of the Gross Domestic Product of the United States. Not the kind of money that one spent on a substance whose very nature ensured that it destroyed anything it came into contact with. Perhaps “destroyed” was the wrong word. “Destroyed” implied that struggle was possible. Antimatter simply negated the matter around it. No argument or struggle involved. It was Edwin's kind of weapon. Of course it was horrendously expensive, but when it was the only way to get the job done... 

Excelsior released the clasps and the case opened on its own. Servos pushed the sides down and lifted a complex electromagnetic apparatus as if it was something to behold. In fact, it was not. It was grey, covered in wires, and looked a bit like a poorly conceived high school shop project that had gone terribly over budget. But it did have a bright red button on it that read "DANGER! OPEN."

Danger, scoffed Billy. What danger could there be to him? He was the most impervious thing he knew of. But as impervious as he was, he was still composed of matter. Very, very tough matter, but matter all the same. 

For all the clever jokes that could be made here involving "mind" and "matter" there is one sure and certain variation you can take with you to the grave: "In the grand scheme of things you don't matter very much, and the laws of physics don't mind at all."

When Billy pushed the button, matter met antimatter and neither party was very happy about it. 

As the first tremor reached Edwin in the command chair, he thought to himself, "And now I am dead, killed ridding the world of an unbalanced monster. A hero at the end?" This absurd pill was all the more bitter for being true. For all his struggles to be true to principle, his final realization came in the words of Shakespeare, "Men were deceivers ever. One foot in sea and one on shore. To one thing constant never." Perhaps he never really knew himself at all. 

As the matter around the case was nullified, 500 Kv gamma rays irradiated the earth. On the surface, storage units buckled and rolled on a bubble of earth and light. Then they were sucked inward with sudden violence. As the roar subsided there was not even smoke. A crater filled with the irradiated detritus of storage unit junk was all that remained to mark what was surely the final resting place for Edwin Windsor and a once-innocent boy from the Midwest named Billy. 








CHAPTER THIRTY


 

After three days, Topper couldn't take it anymore. He announced a corporate retreat, of a sort. "I don't like the word retreat," Topper explained, "it sounds too much like defeat. We're going to have an advance, instead. Like a conquering army or horde of rampaging barbarians. That kind of thing."

Topper called the soon-to-be ex-CFO of Omdemnity Insurance into his office, explained what he wanted to do and told him that he needed a few million dollars in petty cash. 

Flabbergasted, the CFO said, "Sir, that's hardly petty cash."

"Maybe where you come from, sweetheart," said Topper, "But we're going to Vegas, baby, Vegas! Don't look at me that way, it's a corporate retreat. I mean advance. Advance! We're movin' forward!" The phrase, "moving forward" had become Topper's rallying cry for his wide and varied program of reform. He said it so loudly, so often and with such enthusiasm that he felt no one could possibly argue with the logic of so brilliant a slogan.

The CFO was not persuaded. He pushed his eyeglasses up on the bridge of his nose and asked, "And how much is this excursion going to cost?"

Topper beamed with pride and said, "I'm glad you asked. Two part answer. First part is, you're fired. Second part is, why do you care? You don't work here anymore!"

"But, Mr. Haggleblat!" 

"It's not gonna cost a dime. We're going to make money on this deal."

The now ex-CFO of Omdemnity Insurance made a skeptical face. 

Topper snapped his fingers and Stevie placed a stepstool next to the ex-CFO, who took a step back. Topper held up his hands as if to show the strange, number-minded creature that he meant no harm. "It's okay. It's okay. I just want to look you in the eye when I say this." 

Topper climbed the stepstool and motioned the accountant closer. Under the misapprehension that he still had a job, the ex-CFO fell for it. Topper put his hand on the man's cheek and said, "You gotta spend money to make money." Then Topper slapped the man as hard as he could. 

Topper jumped off the stool and snapped his fingers. "And let that be a lesson to ya!" He stormed out of the room with Stevie following close behind, carrying the stool. 




As Topper walked through the building, Adjustor after Adjustor fell in behind him. By the time he got to the front of the building, Topper was being followed by a small army of expressionless men in impeccable suits. Topper marveled at how well Edwin had trained these men. They had so completely become their corporate functions that they seemed to have forgotten they were individuals. And now Topper was going to remind them who they really were. He didn't want a well-oiled machine, he wanted an unruly, unholy, pillaging tribe. 

Like the Pied Piper of middle management, Topper led the Adjustors waiting buses. From there they went to the airport where they boarded a chartered flight.

"Does anybody know where we're going?" Topper asked the plane full of Adjustors. Since none of them knew with an absolute degree of precision, they maintained efficiency by not wasting time on speculation. 

"Enh? Nobody? Okay, I'll tell you. We're going to VEGAS BABY! VEGAAAAAS!"

There was no response from the crowd.

"And you know what we’re going to do there? We're going to have FUN! And that's an order. And after we've completed that very important task, then we're going to work together to make a shit-ton of money."

Still nothing. 

"What's the matter with you guys? Doesn't making a shit-ton of money sound like fun?"

Topper got a smattering of light applause, like one might expect to hear at a golf match. Jesus, thought Topper, this is going to be tougher than I expected. 







It had been a dark and sweltery night. Topper awoke to find his head pillowed on a gigantic breast. His ear was tickled by both the nipple and the heartbeat of the beautiful woman with whom he shared his bed. A breast and a beautiful woman's heartbeat; on the most primitive level, he was completely satisfied. But there was more. Oh, there was more. For, since coming to Vegas, Topper's motto had become: Nothing succeeds like excess. 

As he got out of bed, he had to crawl over two more beautiful, amply endowed women. He knew none of their names, and that made it all the better for Topper. As he placed a knee on a particularly soft bit of woman, she gave an absurdly erotic moan of protest. He considered waking her up for a recap of the night’s debauchery, but then he thought better of it. Let the ladies sleep the sleep of wicked exhaustion. Topper had work to do. After all, he was an important man now. A rich man with a company to run. 

Under the weight of his hangover, he staggered from the bedroom and into the light. The view that greeted Topper was of desert mountains and impossibly blue sky. For a man with a view like that, anything was possible. Far, far beneath him were the little people in their little world—the Las Vegas strip and attendant cities and principalities, casinos, flop-houses, swimming pools, taxicabs and broken dreams. 

He squinted against the bright light of morning and wandered counter-clockwise through his living room. His penthouse had a 360-degree view of the world around it. After 43 degrees of walking, he came upon the coffee table where he had left the pile of cocaine the night before. He chopped off two generous lines with a Joker card and inhaled them like a pig sucking down truffles. 

The drug did its trick and Topper felt new false strength and confidence. As a cocaine lion roared in his heart, he opened his mouth and yelled, "Time to make some money!" 

"Maybe you should take it easy," said a concerned, gravelly voice from behind him. Topper turned and saw Stevie pushing a room-service trolley filled with breakfast. 

"Aw, hell yeah, breakfast!" said Topper as he advanced towards the food. 

"You look like death," said the loyal chauffeur. "You should slow down a little."

"Slow down? What is that?" Topper said through a mouthful of bacon—sweet, sweet bacon, the fatty cocaine of meat products. "I tell you what, when I stop havin' fun, I'll take a break. I'm having the TIME OF MY LIFE! Besides, we're close with them, I can feel it. We're going to turn this company around."

"Uh-huh," said Stevie. "You want to bet on that?"

"Oh, baby, there's nothing in this town I don't want to bet on."

"You haven't seen them for a few days, have you?"

"What, it was the weekend! I wanted them to have some fun and loosen up. They needed it after living under Edwin's thumb."

"Do you know what day it is?"

"Whattaya mean? It's Monday."

"Try Thursday!"

"Wow, not only was last night great, it lasted four days! I love this town."

After breakfast, Topper cleaned up and took the elevator down to the meeting rooms. The Adjustors—or Badass Division, as Topper had renamed them—were in their morning meeting around a u-shaped conference room table. They were paying careful attention to a man in a cheap suit who stood next to an easel with a pad of paper on it. 

The walls of the room were lined with sheets from the pad that contained seemingly incomprehensible diagrams. Since no one had seen him yet, Topper decided to watch quietly and see how it played out. 

"So," said the man in the front of the room, "if you remember from last time, the group had decided that Timothy was going to conduct a survey of best practices of..." he stumbled over the words, "bank robberies and report back to the group. Timothy?"

A young man in a black suit, one of the undifferentiated mass of Adjustors that Edwin had assembled, stood up. Right away, Topper didn't like him. He was one of those kids who always had the answer for the test, but never had any good questions of his own. 

"Well, I couldn't find any secondary research at all on the subject. In fact, what little I could find was anecdotal at best," Timothy said, with no confidence whatsoever.

"Go on," the man in the cheap suit said encouragingly, "Tell us what you found."

"Well," said Timothy, "I found some sites on the internet, and there was this, uh, movie…" He trailed off, looking at his feet. The awkward pause hung low in the corporate miasma. Undeterred, the consultant charged onward. 

"Okay, okay, this isn't a problem. We've learned an important learning here, Timothy. We have a known unknown now. What I'd like to do now is conduct a SWOT analysis of a bank, and the retail banking sector in general." He flipped a sheet of paper over the back of the easel and divided the fresh page into four parts. "For those who aren't familiar with this tool, we're going to write down what we know about the Strengths, Weaknesses, Op—" 

Topper could take no more. He climbed on top of the table and said, "What is THIS BULLSHIT?"

All eyes turned to him. Surprise quickly turned to understanding among all the Adjustors. This was Topper. This was what he did. But the consultant took offense to this dwarf interrupting him when he was in full consultant swing. 

"Excuse me, sir, but are you part of our working group?"

"Part of your working group? Part of your—I'm the Chairman and CEO of this outfit! You are part of MY WORKING GROUP! Understand?"

The consultant was flustered, but bravely soldiered on. "Oh, Mr. Haggleblat, I am terribly sorry I didn't recognize you. It's just when you were so disruptive, I thought—"

"You thought that perhaps some other rabid dwarf had snuck into the building and infiltrated your meeting with a sinister design to—hey, wait a minute, you don't work for me, do you?"

"No, I'm an outside consul—"

"BULLSHIT! What is this bullshit?" Topper paced the length of the table and addressed the Adjustors. "Gentleman, guys, fellas, whattaya doing? What do we need this pencilneck for? Why'd you bring him in?"

"Well, we wanted to make sure we were doing the best job possible," offered Timothy in a voice that suggested that unless he could find some secondary research on his own opinion, he wasn't prepared to trust it. 

"Well, I don't want you to do the best job possible. I want you to do a fast job. A brutal job. I want you to have fun. Y'know guys, FUN. You remember fun? Back before school and intramural soccer leagues and always being the kids who did their homework? Anybody?" Topper was met with a blank stare. "Ah, c'mon, you know, those long afternoons spent hitting things with a stick and lighting stuff on fire cause your buddy stole a pack of matches? Breaking things just to hear the sound that they made?" 

Sensing weakness, the consultant tried to seize control of the meeting again, "I have found that a SWOT analysis can be quite fun when—"

Topper whirled on him again. "What? What did you say?"

"I said a SWOT analysis be quite a lot of fun when —"

"Yeah. Right there. Fun. Tell me some other things that you think are 'fun.' And don't bullshit me. I'm the King of the Bullshitters and, believe me, I'll know if ya bullshitting me."

"Well, uh, getting together once a month to celebrate coworkers birthdays is fffffff—" He trailed off as Topper swaggered up the table and stood mere inches from his face. The consultant thought to himself, he's just like a charging dog. Just hold your ground, Thaddeus, hold your ground. 

"Birthdays?" Topper asked in a soft whisper. 

"W-w-w-well, yes, birthdays," said Thaddeus, "A special time to show your appreciation for—"

"Do you have AAAAAAANY idea what we do here?" Topper asked him. 

"Well, I've found that all businesses have the same basic —"

Topper held one finger to the man's lips "Shhh shhh shhh shhh shhhhhhhhhhhut the fuck up." He turned on his heel and paced back down the length of the table as he explained. "We're not the kind of company that celebrates birthdays. We don't have birthdays here. And if we decided that we were the kind of company that needed birthdays, we wouldn't celebrate our own. We would go out and steal other people's birthdays and drink scotch and laugh while we imagined those poor bastards trying to get a driver's license renewed without a birthday. We would drink scotch neat like it was their salty tears, and laugh when we imagined those poor, cake-starved bastards going through the rest of their lives, getting weaker and weaker, grayer and grayer, but never EVER getting old enough to legally drink. And do you know why?"

"I, uh—" 

Topper spun around and shot the consultant such a look from the other end of the table that the words he was going to say crawled back into his throat. "For you, that was a rhetorical question. I'm gonna try that again, and this time, dipshit, you don't answer. And do you know why?" Topper held his arms up in the air and waited. 

After a minute, Timothy mumbled, "Because we're bad men," with no conviction whatsoever. 

"And do you know WHY!" Topper said, even louder. 

A few more chimed in, "Because we're bad men."

"AND DO YOU KNOW WHY!" Topper screamed, gesticulating like James Brown with Tourette's syndrome. 

'BECAUSE WE'RE BAD MEN!" most of them yelled.

"That's right!" Topper said, as he resumed his swagger. "I should have been a goddamned motivational speaker. That's what I should have been. Now you," he pointed at the consultant. "I'm not gonna ask who, in a moment of ill-advised weakness, saw fit to bring you into the finely tuned machine of my organization. I'm just going to ask you to —"

The consultant made a grave error in judgment and decided to interrupt Topper. "Mr. Haggleblat, I understand you have concerns. I think if we map them out," he revealed a fresh sheet of paper on the pad and waggled a marker hopefully. 

"Exactly what kind of consultant are you?"

"I help organizations with process improvement and process management.” 

Topper reached inside his suit and pulled out a gigantic revolver. He scratched the side of his head with the front sight. "Uh, come again?"

"Process improvement and—"

Topper pointed the gun at the consultant. "Do you mean efficiency? Are you an efficiency consultant."

He nodded fiercely, "Why, yes, I—"

Topper's first shot missed wide right. Into the silence that followed the deafening report of the pistol, Topper said, "You're no Edwin Windsor."

The consultant stood stock still like a frightened rabbit as the marker fell from his hand. "B-b-b-b-b-b-b-but I don't understand!"

The click of the hammer, as Topper pulled it back, got through to the man and he took off running. Topper blasted a hole in the door right behind his head. Topper holstered the weapon and shouted after the man, "I better not get an invoice for this! You hear me?" Then he assumed the consultant's position at the head of the table. "Okay, you, Timmy, tear that shit off the walls. Now, where were we? Whattsa caper?"

"Well, last week we agreed to form an exploratory committee—" said one of the Adjustors, but he stopped dead when he saw the look in Topper's eye. 

"Seriously, Billy, Jimmy, Fred, whatever the hell ya name is? I just holstered this thing. You really want me to bring it out again?" Several of the men smiled at this, and Topper felt like he was finally getting this thing back on track. He kicked through some papers lying on the table. Among them was a picture of the First National Bank of Nevada. "Oh, it's a bank robbery?"

A few weak nods greeted him. Timothy said, "We know it's not much of a scheme, but still."

"Not much of a scheme? C'mon. It's classic! A smash and grab job. Let's have a little enthusiasm, people. It's a bank robbery!"

This time everybody nodded. 

"So where are you at?"

"Well, I've got financial projections for the bank informed by business intelligence data going back two years. Combining that with SEC code data and aggregate demand statistics—“

Topper covered his eyes. "Shut up. Shut UP. SHUT UP! What is the matter with you guys? Seriously, how can you live like this? You suck all the fun out of being a villain." He reached over and grabbed a handful of papers from the man who was still mumbling to himself about data. "You don't need all these NUMBERS!" He threw the papers across the conference room. As they settled to the ground, he said, "It's a bank. It has money. That money is yours, but the bank doesn't just realize that yet. It's less about 'robbery', and more about bringing the bank around to our way of thinking." 

Topper paced up and down the long conference room table like a captain on a pirate ship of yore, and continued, "I'm not even going to ask you confused kids what your plan is. I don't wanna be lectured for the next 30 minutes of my life. So I'm just gonna tell you. 

"It's a smash and grab job. Which means you've got two phases. Phase 1—Smash. Phase 2—Grab. And it's just that simple. You," he said, pointing dramatically, "Steal a dump truck. You, get some ski masks. You, make sure we've got a shitload of Uzi's." The Adjustors scribbled this list down furiously in their leather padfolios. "Then WHABAMM! You drive the friggin' dump truck through the wall of the friggin' bank. BRAAAAAAP! BRAAAAAAP! Blow off some rounds. Yell something like, 'Everybody down on the ground!' Then you grab the cash, jump in the getaway car and SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE WuhHAAAAAA you're outta there before the WoooooooooOOOOOOOOOooooooooOOOOOOO even knows what hit them."

"What about the dump truck?" asked Timothy.

Topper gave him the kind of a look a vicious reptile gives a defenseless kitten. "Well, of course you need to take the dump truck to a car wash, make sure you vacuum out the interior, use some touch-up paint on any scratches, and be sure to fill it up with gas before you drop it off." Topper waited patiently for Timothy to finish writing his notes. Then he grabbed the padfolio and beat him about the head with it. "NO! NO! NO!" he shrieked. "You leave the dump truck. In fact, just to be safe, light the dump truck on FIRE before you go."





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


 

Stacey Storm, KLAV “Action” News. Ha, that was a laugh. The one thing KLAV didn't have for Stacey was action. It was, without a doubt, the most boring weather market in the nation. It was the kind of a market where meteorologists either warmed and rose, or cooled and crashed into the anonymous lower markets. 

The weather never changed here. So it was that successful meteorologists did not linger. 

So why would an ambitious career girl like Stacey set her sights on a market like Las Vegas? Why was a meteorologist like her strangely uninterested in the weather? Why had she clawed her way to the middle when she had had better offers from more upwardly mobile markets like Fresno and Portland and more fascinating weather towns up and down the Eastern Seaboard?

Easy. Meteorology wasn't her real career. For her real career, the real ambitions that drove her to get up early in the morning and sortie out late into the night, Las Vegas was wide open. Virgin territory, a blank canvas just waiting for the masterpiece that Stacey Storm believed she could create. 

If only her day job would quit screwing with her. Doing the weather was a simple matter in Las Vegas. In fact, the desert was so dull, so predictable, it was little more than pulling the national weather service reports and reading the highs and lows in front of a map. It was hot in August. Not so hot in January. Always colder at night. 

It was so dull that the only the only way the News Team could create intrigue or interest was to report temperatures by neighborhood. As if a change of a degree meant anything? 

Her boss knew full well how easy her job was. And that's why he tried to stick her with everything else. Worst of all of it, were the local interest interviews.

In the dressing room, she sat patiently while her hair and make-up were ministered to. This was television and everything had to be perfect. She poured herself into a pencil-skirted suit. Her pale blond hair, coiffed within an inch of its life, framed her delicate features perfectly. Her eyes were a cruel, pale blue that was accentuated by her taunting, pouting lips. As she looked at herself in the mirror she turned on the wattage just to make sure it still worked. Damn, she almost seduced herself. She didn't know who Narcissus was, but, y'know, Narcissa by any other name. 




As she walked to the interview set she could feel the cameraman's eyes on her ass. All well and good. She worked hard to keep it perfect, and it was harder for her than for an ordinary person, so let him take some joy. Let him get good and hooked on the product. 

She sat herself beneath the lights of the interview set, re-clipped her mic and flipped through her notes. She was interviewing some eccentric millionaire corporate-type who had just bought the Atmosphere Casino and Tower. Could this be right? His name was Topper? And he had plastered his name in giant red letters across the side of the building. In her mind's eye, she imagined a tall man, fresh from cosmetic surgery, well-muscled with hair implants, compensating for everything in the world. 

She jumped when she heard a high-pitched squeaking voice address her from close to the floor. 

"Hey, I know you, you're that weather girl." She looked down to see Topper in all his low-altitude glory. 

"Who are you?" Stacey asked, with a dismissive note in her voice.

"Whattaya mean, who am I?" Topper said, spreading his arms in a cocky, expansive gesture that seemed to encompass not only the room, but the entire Southwestern United States. 

"I mean, what are you doing here?" 

"I'm Topper."

"I, uh, well, um. Yes," she said, almost fumbling the recovery. "I'm Stacey Storm, pleased to meet you."

"Ah, toots, the pleasure is all mine." Topper said as he climbed up into a chair. As a man clipped a microphone to his shirt, Topper said, "Now, let's talk about my favorite subject, ME!" With that, the interview commenced. 

"I'm chairman and CEO of Omdemnity Insurance. We're the 7th-largest insurance company in the United States. Whatever it is, we'll take the risk off your hands.”

"So why have you chosen to re-locate your corporate headquarters to Las Vegas?"

"Well, Stacey, Las Vegas is a risky place. Which I'm sure you are aware of. Lots of people like to take chances. If you know what I mean. And I think you do," Topper said with a raise of his eyebrows. 

"I, uh, no. Our viewers would like to know, why did you choose to locate your offices in a very expensive casino? Why not an office park, or an office building in the city?"

"Stacey, Stacey, Stacey," Topper said, rolling her name around in his mouth as if it was a piece of candy, "For an action guy like me, Las Vegas is the only place to be." 




The rest of the interview was equally awkward. Stacey asked serious questions. Topper answered them with more and more absurd clichés. When the interview was done, she got up and walked away without saying anything. Of course, Topper chased after her. 

"Meet me tonight. Let me buy you a drink. Let me buy you a diamond."

"I have to go," she said, opening the door to a long plastic hallway. Topper ran after the clacking of her heels as if it was the song made by the opening and closing of the valves in his heart. 

"I'm not gonna take no for an answer," said Topper. "C'mon, meet me at my joint. The Cirrus club. Tonight, 10 o'clock."

"Okay, okay, whatever."

And with that okay, Topper felt that his feet might leave the ground. "Do you have any idea how hot you are?" Topper asked. 

Up to this point, she was just some hot broad he wanted to bang who worked for the TV station. But when she answered, "Yes," that's when Topper fell in love. 

As she passed the news desk, she heard something about a bank robbery in progress on the north end of town. Stacey did not give the rich, obnoxious dwarf another thought as she dashed from the station. She jumped in her convertible and raced out of the parking lot. But less than a mile away, she pulled her car into a large parking garage and parked on the level below the roof. The inanity of the day was over, now it was time for the excitement of her real job to begin.

Topper would have given anything to see Stacey Storm tear off her suit jacket and throw her hair in a cold wind that came up from nowhere. He would have given even more to see her slide out of her impossibly tight pencil skirt and reveal stockings that somehow morphed into thigh-high boots. 

The pose she struck as she looked to the north strained anatomy and the obscenity laws of over half the states in the union. In something less than underwear, WeatherGirl took to a sky filled with her own lightning. There were evildoers to be thwarted.

Sure, it was just a bank robbery. It wasn't a giant monster or zombies crawling out from the radioactive testing zone north of Las Vegas. It wasn't a costumed criminal robbing casinos on the strip, but that day would come. It was inevitable. As she filled the sky with her impossibly sexual might, she knew that day would come. As surely as she was able to call storm clouds to her on this dry, windless day, she was summoning the moment of her own greatness. 

Her nemesis would come. She would defeat him. And then she would be famous and ready for the big time. She hadn't come to a sleepy news town like this to be on the news. She came here to be the news. 







Timothy stood on the sidewalk wearing a hard hat and glancing nervously at his clipboard. Beside him, the back of a dump truck protruded from the brick wall of the First Memorial Savings Bank of North Las Vegas. Several of the Adjustors had made fun of him for wearing a hard hat to a bank robbery, but Timothy felt like it gave him a proper foreman-like air. After all, he was in charge of this operation.

They could laugh all they wanted; by his checklist, the robbery was going very well. With the insertion of the dump truck into the wall, the "Smash" phase had been completed and now they were well into the "Grab" portion of the operation. Inside, the team of Adjustors was emptying the vault and safe deposit boxes. 

For the umpteenth time, Timothy checked to make sure there was gas in the jerry can next to him on the sidewalk. Timothy was meticulous. He wasn't much of a fan of Topper's methods. He preferred the patient, inexorable ways of Edwin Windsor. But even he had to admit, Topper's plan seemed to be working. 

As he checked his watch, the getaway vehicles arrived precisely on schedule. Topper had insisted that they be custom vans with mag wheels, teardrop windows and extravagant custom paint jobs. He had explained that nondescript white vans were just too suspicious-looking to be used. 

As Timothy checked off "Getaway Vehicles Arrive" on his clipboard, a cloud drifted across the brilliant desert sun. Timothy flipped to the weather forecast, several pages deep on his clipboard. Underneath his hard hat, his brow furrowed. This wasn't supposed to happen. The KLAV Storm Center weather forecast predicted clear weather for the next 14 days. As a sudden cold wind ruffled his papers, Timothy cursed meteorologists for the inaccurate creatures that they were. 

The radio in his ear crackled to life. A voice said, "Ready for extraction."

Timothy raised his hand to his head and talked into his wrist, "You are a go for extraction.” With that he checked off the final box under the "Grab" section of the plan. As he lifted his pen from the paper he heard the ominous rumble of thunder. What the…? 

He looked up and saw that the dome of the sky was now completely filled with black clouds. 

The Adjustors, laden with their ill-gotten gains, did all they could to run across the street to the vans. But it had been such a good haul, the best they could manage was something that looked every bit as dumb as Power Walking. 

Timothy reached for the can of gasoline next to him. He was going to torch the dump truck as he had been instructed, but before he could even pick up the can, the sky fell.

The rain didn't come in drops or sheets but in tanker loads. Within the tremendous quantities of water that poured forth from the heavens were softball-sized hunks of hail. They smashed into the getaway vans and pummeled the Adjustors flat in the middle of the street. 

Most of them were instantly knocked unconscious by brutal impacts to the head. By virtue of his hard-hat, Timothy remained conscious, but his feet, legs and arms took a beating. Screaming in pain and fear, he took shelter under the back of the dump truck. 

From his refuge, Timothy watched the horrifying scene. Water flooded the street. Hail pummeled the defenseless bodies of his colleagues. The phrase “Wrath of God" hardly seemed enough to describe what he saw. 

As quickly as the rain had come, it was gone. The sun broke through the clouds and illuminated a figure descending from the heavens. Was it an angel? No, thought Timothy, she was far too sexy to be an angel. Her boots touched down on the pavement lightly and she surveyed the damage. After a moment she nodded her head and said to herself, "Good enough."

Timothy whimpered in fear. WeatherGirl spun to face him. As she marched across the pavement towards him, he tried to shrink even further under the dump truck. 

"Get out from under there," said Stacey. Timothy did what he was told. He stood shivering on the sidewalk as Stacey stared him down. 

"That's a terrible disguise," she said, pointing to his hard hat.

"It's n-n-not a disguise."

"That's even worse." 

"nnn-nnnad gement," Timothy mumbled, afraid that if he looked at her perfect breasts he would be struck by lightning. It was, given the circumstances, a pretty reasonable fear. 

"What did you say?" asked Stacey.

"Inadequate risk management," Timothy managed, fumbling to make a note on his clipboard.

"No," said Stacey. "Your mistake was robbing a bank in my town. Hope you don’t mind that I didn’t fight all of you, but," she held up her perfectly manicured fingernails, "I just had them done. You understand, right?"

Timothy shook his head because he didn't understand any of what had just happened. 

"Okay," Stacey said with a thousand-watt smile. "You're going to jail now. Do you understand that?" 








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


 

"Ehhhh. Love. If ever anybody or anything needed a kick in the nuts, it's love. Right? You know what I'm sayin'?"

The voice in the darkness was silent. It was the special kind of silence that a man makes when he wishes he was elsewhere, but because he has a job to do, he stays and endures. Of course, Topper mistook this silence for assent.

"I was so nuts for this broad, y'know?"

The interrogator prolonged his silence. 

"Okay, okay, quit riding me! Yeah, yeah, yeah, I'm still nuts for her. And if I had it to do all over again, I wouldn't change a thing. Is that what you want me to say? That's what you're trying to get me to say?"

In fact, the interrogator wanted Topper to talk about anything but this. But, he was a trained professional. Surely he could endure the pain of one maudlin tale of unrequited love. 

"'Cause that's what love IS! I mean I LOVED her, sooooo much that I would do it all again. Risk everything, knowing that I would be brought low again by the rage in my broken heart, just for the CHANCE," Topper covered his mouth and squeezed his eyes tight against the upwelling of tears. 

The interrogator realized that if the roles were reversed, what Topper was doing to him would legally qualify as torture.

"I'm sorry," Topper said, melodramatically choking back his tears. He waved his hand in front of his face, "Love. You see, I LOVE HER, bwhahhhhh! Bwhahhhhh!" He broke down into convulsive sobs. 

When he stopped sobbing, Topper said, "Y'know, there's a little voice inside every human heart that's always saying 'Love me. Please just love me.' And that's all I wanted. That's all anybody wants. I wanted her to love me, so that I could be complete. You think I like being like this? You think I like who I am? A man doesn't do the things I've done because he likes who he is, y'know!"

Trying to minimize his own agony, the interrogator jumped in, "Why does a man like you do the things you’ve done?"

"You don't know? C'mon, you really don't know? Jesus, you got no idea. I mean, don't you even have a theory? How can you be in this job and not have a theory?"

"I thought you were just an asshole."

"Yeah, well, obviously, you purple-throated, moleskin-lined cocksucker. But there are lots of assholes in the world. In fact, I bet you're one of them."

"We confiscated all your funds. You don't have anything to bet with." 

"See? Asshole. I rest my case. Besides, it's a figure of speech. You want to know why I did the things I did? The smart and the stupid, the good and the bad, everything?"

"Because nobody loves you," said the voice in the darkness, dripping with sarcasm and fed up with this little monster feeling sorry for himself. 

"No. You don't get it. I did it, everything, because I don't love myself." Neither of them said anything for a long time. Finally Topper asked, "Are you still there?"

"I am overcome with emotion," said the interrogator in the flattest tones imaginable. "So, what, you started stalking her?"

"No, no, no, no, no, well… kind of. That's not how it's done. When you are a creepy, broke guy—like you—yeah, you stalk the girl. But when you're rich and important like me, you hire a private eye to do it. Well, if you're really like me, first you try to pay her to have sex with you. I offered her a million bucks to have sex with me and she screamed, ‘Whattaya think I am, a whore?’ I said, ‘In my defense, we are having this conversation in Las Vegas...’

"Yeah, let's just say love is not my area of expertise. But revenge! HA! Revenge is something I'm good at. So I threw myself into my work. After all, that superhero lady had thwarted my beautifully planned bank robbery. And everybody knows you gotta make her pay for that. It's not personal, just business, right? And I was doing a great job, keeping my business and personal lives separate. Just great. And then..."





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


 

"Whattaya trying to tell me here?"

The grey-faced, humorless private investigator went through it one more time, pointing to pictures on the table as he went along. For the past week he had surveilled Stacey Storm, Meteorologist for KLAV Channel 6. Here she was driving to an empty parking deck. Here she was, changing in her car. Here she was flying through the air. Here she was foiling a jewelry heist. 

He was pretty sure she had stopped a bank robbery earlier in the week. 

"Yeah, yeah," said Topper, "We know about that, thanks. But you're telling me that WeatherGirl is actually the weather girl? Wow! That's so obvious... I mean, jeeze, who would have seen that comin'?"

The private investigator couldn't tell if Topper was joking or not. The small man looked back and forth between a picture of WeatherGirl in costume and a picture of Stacey Storm on the news. After some consideration he said, "Yeah, yeah I can see it. In fact, how did I miss it? This is crazy. Am I living in a comic book?"

Topper instructed Stevie to pay the man and show him out. Then he sat with the pictures for a long time. WeatherGirl's costume was skimpy to the point of obscenity, and most of the surveillance photos happened to be taken from behind. But before he could enjoy himself too much, a thought crept in and spoiled Topper's lust. 

Unbeknownst to anyone, Topper had been reading books on relationships. He'd never really had a 'relationship' before, and he thought that he was trying, really trying to make it work with Stacey Storm. All of the books, in one form or another, stressed the importance of empathy. Of being able to put yourself in the other person's emotional state. To figure out what they wanted or needed and then give that to them. Selflessness. 

Each time Topper had come across this idea he had scoffed. It hadn't made any sense to him. But now, looking at the photos of Stacey Storm both in and out of costume, the light bulb went on. 

"Oh, you poor thing. You don't want to be a weather girl at all. You're out there, busting small timers. You’re working hard, a girl with a dream, with no time for relationships. Sacrificing everything to live your dream." 

Topper knew what she needed. And he was going to give it to her. Then she would love him. 

"Get me Klibanov." 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


 

At the foot of the jet, Klibanov was met by a car. He wrinkled his nose against the heat and the stench of jet fuel. Other than that, no emotion registered on his face. But still, he hated the desert. No good things abide in the empty places of the world, he thought to himself as he looked at the barren mountains ringing the city of Las Vegas. 

It was not a place that he would have come on his own free will, but he was promised money. His face did not change expression when he got into the car. The driver tried to engage him in small talk, but he did not so much as turn his head from the spectacle of the city displayed for him on the other side of the tinted window. 

It was a rich country, a fat country, a weak country, he thought to himself. They had never known suffering. They had only known discomfort. How can one develop strength of spirit without being tested? Even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. 

To Klibanov this city was the pinnacle of ego and weakness. This city was the place where the American Dream came to die. To beach itself, senselessly, like a whale from a calm ocean. He thought of his daughter, Natasha. His thoughts seldom strayed from her. What would she have made of this? What kind of child would she have grown up to be if she had had a "normal" childhood in such a place?

Klibanov could not even pretend to know what a normal childhood would be like. A childhood with plenty of warmth, food, comfort. To grow old in the company of family and friends, instead of becoming, like Klibanov, an old man with a head full of knowledge and joints that pained him with cold even here in the desert of the American soul. 




"Welcome to Topper's!" said the attendant as he held the Casino door open for Klibanov. When the doors of the express elevator opened at the very top of the tower, he saw the vile midget surrounded by beautiful women who were draped over pieces of furniture as so much decoration. 

"Klibi, baby, you made it!" cried Topper as he rushed to greet him. "What are you drinking?" Klibanov did not answer. Behind Topper's strained facade of happiness, Klibanov could sense the little man's pain. 

"What have you done to Edwin Windsor?" the doctor asked. 

"Me?" said Topper, "I didn't do anything to Edwin. He, uh, he died defending himself from that madman, Excelsior. And I resent your insinuation, sir. I am mortified, deeply wounded, that you would say such a thing to a guy that you personally know was close to Edwin Windsor."

Klibanov looked past the affronted midget, past the beautiful women and the serving staff, though the windows and towards the west where the sun was setting. 

"Dismiss these people," said Klibanov, "And tell me what you want."

"Okay, everybody OUT! Get out. He's tired from the journey." 

When the room was cleared, Topper approached the Doctor who was watching the dying of the light. "Power," Topper said, scarcely above a whisper. "I want power."

"Perhaps you should run for mayor," Klibanov said, with no trace of humor.

"That's not the kind of power I'm—"

"I know."

"Look, Doc, I gotta suspicion about you. I think you don't just know what makes superheroes tick. I think you know how to make them." 

Klibanov rubbed his hand across his face. As a medical doctor, trained in the Soviet system, religion had been forbidden to him. After all, he was a glorious scientist of the new State. But he had seen and done things too awful for the telling. Experiments that seemed justified at the time, but now, late at night, it was the questions of the spirit that plagued him. And now this little man was asking him to unseal the vaults of memory and wander through those nightmares. 

Klibanov said, "I can."

"HOT DAMN! I knew it. I knew you were the right guy. I want you to make me powerful. SUPER-powerful. And," Topper got a little choked up, "tall."

With the blood red of the last moments of a desert sunset behind him, Klibanov turned and looked down on Topper, "I cannot make you tall, but I can make you powerful." 

"Okay, now we're cookin' with gas. Whattaya need to get started?"

"All of it."

"Whattaya mean, all of it? Did you go to the Edwin Windsor school of negotiating or something?"

Klibanov said nothing.

"Oh, yeah, the silence trick. That was another one of his. Look. Klibi. I appreciate that a man has to do well, but...." When Topper saw the deep wells of pain in Klibanov's eyes, he trailed off. 

"The equipment I require is very expensive. Both for you and for my Natasha. You know of my struggle, yes?"

"Yeah," said Topper, able to read the brilliant man's fight to save his only daughter from slow and certain death. 

"You do not have children, so I will explain to you. This is not a job of work for me. It is not something you can negotiate. I will not agree for you to take my daughter's chance of life away from me. I must have money to hire researchers, test ideas, procure expensive drugs and equipment. So, vile little man, you may buy my services, but they will not come cheap. I can make you powerful beyond your wildest imagination, but you must liquidate your company. Everything, all of it. "

Topper wanted to argue, wanted to negotiate, but deep down, a tiny voice reminded him that he never wanted a job anyway. "Okay. Okay, if it'll save your daughter, I'm in."

"Yes, of course, you are so selfless. Is good to see. Also, procedure will be dangerous and painful. I will not be responsible."

"I'm paying you millions of dollars to perform illegal surgery and you want me to sign a waiver?"

Klibanov did not respond to the comment. "I will give you a list of what I need. Now I must rest."

"Fine, we'll put you up downstairs. And I'll give you a line of credit with the house. Play some games, relax a little while we get things together. Stay loose for the big day."

"I only gamble with your life," said Klibanov. It might have been his idea of a joke. 




Topper went to the Adjustors with the list of things he needed. After the debacle at the bank, they had resisted Topper's every suggestion and laughed at his every command. "Look," Topper told Timothy, "This isn't a scheme. This is a list of things we need to acquire for a special project. You can buy them, you can steal them. I don't care. But this is the kind of thing you guys are good at."

"What's it for?" Timothy asked with skepticism. 

"Something we should have done already. Revenge for Edwin," Topper lied, telling Timothy what he wanted to hear.

He took the list from Topper and looked at it. "Some of this stuff is very rare, hard to get."

"That's why I'm asking you. You're very, very good," Topper said, swallowing his pride to flatter a man he thought of as a vicious bean counter.

"When do you need it?"

"Quickly."

"When's quickly?" 

"By the end of the week." 

"My team can have all of it by Thursday," he said, a man taking pride in his abilities.

"Of course you can. You're the best." Topper reached up and patted him on the back. He wasn't fighting it anymore. It was handy to have people whose only source of identity was their job. 




True to his word, Timothy and the Adjustors had it all wrapped up before the end of the week. They even had Klibanov installed in an industrial building on the outskirts of town. By Saturday, everything was ready. 

That afternoon, Stevie helped Topper record the announcement that would go out to all Omdemnity Employees. Topper sat behind a desk, propped up on a stack of books, and did his best to be professional, or at least, serious. 

"Uh, okay, Effective immediately, I'm resigning as CEO of Omdemnity Insurance. Rest assured, it's not me, it's you. I'm sorry, entire company, but it could never work out between us. You're just too uptight. Sure, you're into your career and success and all of that, and that's great… for you. But that's just not who I am. I'm not getting what I need. And I really don't think you can give it me.

"When you get right down to it, I'm a guy who likes to argue. A scrapper. And I'm tired of scrappin' with you. So I'm leaving to pursue other interests. I wish you all the best. I'm sorry it didn't work out between us, but hey, that the way it goes sometimes. But, cheer up, you'll find somebody great to run you. Especially since I've sold you to a very caring, talented and profit-minded group of men who own several other insurance companies. I'm not convinced that they're going to treat you well, or that the conversion is going to be much fun for you, but I am pretty sure they will give you what you need and think you deserve.

"If you don't like it (and I don't see any reason why you should) you can quit and stick it to The Man. Until a few moments ago, I was the Man, so you can believe me when I tell you that the Man sucks and so does his job. Go have some fun. Go make a life for yourself." Topper hopped off the chair and said, "Whattaya think? Did I come on too strong?"

Stevie looked at him for a long while, his eyes filling with tears.

"What is this?" asked Topper. 

"Please don’t do this" asked Stevie. 

"What are you talking about, you going soft on me Stevie?”

"Don’t trust that Klibanov," continued Stevie. "It's going to end badly."

"Of course it ends badly, Stevie. Everything ends badly, or it wouldn't end. Right? Now c'mon, you gotta give me a ride. It's gonna be a hot time in the old town tonight," Topper's voice cracked with a note of false bravado. 

"I'm not going to be a part of it."

"After all we've been through?” said Topper. “The good times, the bad times… well, mostly the bad times, but—"

"Goodbye, sir."




Topper got out of a cab in front of the unfriendly-looking warehouse. The wind of the desert was surprisingly cold. Before he entered, he paused and looked up to see the first stars of evening. For the first time since he had come to Vegas, he stood outside long enough to get the sense that he was in the desert. Love and ego have made people do a lot of stupid things throughout the ages. For an instant, in the clarity of the cold light of the stars, impossibly distant and uncaring, Topper realized he was about to do one of those stupid things. With a considerable effort of will and personality, he banished the thought from his mind and entered the warehouse. 




Inside, the space had been completely sealed off with white plastic to create a sterile environment. Large cables ran across the floor. The metal of expensive medical machinery gleamed from behind moveable curtain walls. There was the sound of a high-speed centrifuge and the smell of plastic and disinfectant. A team of perhaps thirty people in medical scrubs moved around the space quietly and effectively. Their faces were all covered with surgical masks, which made everyone seem somewhat less than human and gave the place the quiet intensity of an operating theatre. As the door closed behind him, all eyes turned to Topper. 

At a moment like this, Topper would usually have made some kind of joke to break the tension and ingratiate himself. But, for some reason, his maniacal wit failed him. He swallowed, and looked around for Klibanov. A nurse came over to him and took his arm. 

"But, where's Dr.—"

"We must prepare you for the procedure."

Topper was stripped naked, put through a decontamination shower and then strapped to a hospital bed. As the restraints were locked on, Topper asked "Do we really need those?" The nurse didn't look up from injecting something into his IV, so Topper couldn't see her mouth move when she said, "Doctor's orders." 

Topper was very glad that he had set up the deal so that Klibanov got only half up front. A man needs to wake up broke, groggy and confused, with nothing to show for it only once—okay, three or four times—before he learns his lesson. 

Whatever the nurse injected into Topper took effect very quickly. As they wheeled the bed to the temporary operating room, Topper began to imagine that the people around him weren't wearing masks, but, in fact, had no faces. It was a funny thought at first, but he started to believe it and it became scary. He went in and out of consciousness a little. 

When he saw Klibanov, the overhead lights transformed his face into an expressionless slab of mouth-absent Slavic meat. His eyes were cold and emotionless as he leaned over his patient. Topper could see that Klibanov was holding several large needles attached to rubber tubes. 

"Will it hurt?" Topper asked in a small, scared voice. 

"Yes."

Someone he couldn't see said, "Only after. We're going to put you out now." A hissing plastic mask was placed over Topper's nose and mouth, and a voice said, "I want you to breathe deeply and count backwards from 10." 

Topper tried to count, but the numbers he was trying to say came out as words, "Rutabaga, Tits, Salami, Half-asssssssss..."





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


 

When Topper woke up, the warehouse was completely empty but for the bed that held him, a stand for his IV and a small bedside table. He groaned and rolled his head to the side. He felt bigger, as if he was swollen with fluid. Everything hurt.

Klibanov spoke to him from the screen of the laptop computer on the bedside table. "You have survived. Good." Topper rolled his head to one side and saw the doctor's face in a chat window on the screen.

Topper inspected himself. Bandages covered the injection sites. His wounds and their treatment made his small limbs feel stiff and awkward. He had never felt like the rhythm of his movements ever had any elegance, but now, at least, he could sense power. Or he thought he could. A thought caromed around the inside of his skull: Did I just get screwed?

"Ohhhh, my little head," said Topper, feeling like every hangover had just come back for a family reunion. 

"As the cells reconstitute themselves, you will be dehydrated," said Klibanov without sympathy, "You should drink something. Not alcohol. You have some liver damage."

"Liver damage?"

"It is a byproduct of procedure. It should heal, but your liver was in such poor condition when you came in. The good news is you have survived. Please authorize the transfer of funds." 

"Where the hell did everybody go, where are you?"

"I am safely away from you. In case you should change your mind about our deal."

"But who's gonna let me out of these restraints?"

"You are. They are no longer strong enough to hold you." 

Topper tried his strength against the ties holding down his arms. The bed broke apart with an explosive noise, but Topper felt nothing. It was effortless. 

"Oh ho," Topper chortled. "Oh ho ho ho. What other powers do I have?"

"Everyone is different. You have all the powers you asked for, and more than you should."

Topper floated up out of the bed. He was flying! 

"HELL YEAH! Doc, you are very, very talented." From midair Topper entered his authorization code and watched the wire transfer go through on the computer screen. Klibanov didn't even bother to say goodbye. His chat window simply winked out of existence. 

"Uh, you're welcome, asshole," Topper said to the laptop. Then he had a thought. He focused his anger and frustration into a small ball inside him. He pointed his arm and felt the emotion leave his body in a blast of energy. The laptop exploded into a small ball of an electrical fire and flaming pieces of it scattered across the warehouse. 

"WHOOOOOOO!" Topper cheered. 

He floated towards the door and then stopped and laughed at himself. "Heh, doors. Doors are for LOSERS!" He blasted a hole through the ceiling and flew off into the sky in search of a costume shop. After all, power was great, but you can't intimidate anybody with your ass hanging out of a hospital gown. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


 

It was late. The sky was perfectly clear. With no cloud cover to hold the heat of the day the warmer air had risen from desert floor and was lost into the upper atmosphere. It was cold and going to get colder. On the Strip, the gentle sweep of the Milky Way couldn't compete with garish, man-made luminescence. But here, far to the west, among the tracts of empty spec houses, the stars and the desert reasserted themselves. 

It’s surprisingly difficult to for a super-heroine to stay in shape. Exceptional strength and power require exceptional effort to match. If Stacey let her workout regimen slide, it's not that she grew weak and listless. She had strength enough for ten normal men. It was that her tight, toned body would sag and bloat. You can think of her as shallow if you want, but for a driven career girl like Stacey Storm, her ass not looking good in spandex simply wasn't an option.

So she exercised as if she was doing penance for some horrible sin. Strengthening the body to the point of mortifying the flesh. And here, on the far edge of town, was where she could really push it. She couldn't go as fast as she wanted on rollerblades—they would melt—but right around 70 mph the good burn started in her glutes. 

The cooling desert air pushed back against her, requiring her to apply more and more force to maintain her speed. Legs pumping, lungs heaving, it was hard to for her to resist the urge to fly. Stacey wanted more. She always wanted more. 

Another 20 minutes, she thought, and then she could fly back home for a nice soak and an ultra-low-calorie beer. That's when the explosion knocked her off her feet and sent her skidding along the road.

As the ringing faded from her ears, she realized she was still alive. She spit blood out of her mouth. Bleeding, when was the last time that had happened? Middle school? She pieced it together as best she could. The gas station engulfed in flames was a clue. So too was the cackling noise that seemed to be circling above her head. 

"HAHhahahaahahaHAHAHAHAHAHhahahahahahaHAHAHAHAHAH!"

She shook her head to clear it and wondered, what the hell just happened? Was that really laughter?

"Hey, baby, HOW YOU LIKE ME NOW?"

There, hovering several feet in front of her, it was—maybe she was still dazed from the explosion, but it looked like it was—that obnoxious dwarf, in an outrageous costume of loose-fitting spandex.

"Henh? You like the threads?" said Topper, "Pretty bad ass, right? But wait 'till you see the moves, baby!"

"You destroyed… the gas station?" she asked, trying to put it together in some way that didn't trigger the jackpot on the great slot machine of crazy that had just become her life. 

"Oh, yeah, you betcha, toots. I'm just getting warmed up. I'm gonna turn this town upside down, clown! But before I do, can I just tell you, you have one of the best lookin' asses I have ever seen!"

"Are you insane? There were people in that gas station!"

"Oh, baby, there's nobody in this world but you and me." Topper flung his arms wildly and bolts of purple force exploded outward from them. Half of the nearby dry cleaner’s was incinerated. A 1972 Buick Rivera parked on the street exploded in a vintage fireball. "Isn't that shit cool?!" Topper shouted over the noise of the inferno. 

In fact, there had been an attendant in the gas station. According to the freakish logic of catastrophes, he had survived the explosion, even after the force of the blast had thrown him through a window. Now, on the other side of the street, perhaps 40 feet further on from where Topper was pitching his dubious and destructive woo to Stacey, he was awakened by the secondary explosions. In agony and confusion, he cried out, "Help!"

Stacey and Topper did not hear this, because at that exact moment Stacey was asking, "Why are you doing this?"

"'Cause I'm EVIL baby. Dirty Sexy EVIL! And you can't resist it!" With that, Topper jetted into the sky. As he flew, he randomly hurled bolts of purple destruction down upon the suburbs. Stacey shook her head. What to do with this? She knew that this little runt wanted her to chase him, but c'mon, really?

She had half a mind to just go home. There wasn't going to be any glory in this. The photo op would be terrible. No matter how powerful he really was, a picture of her standing over a defeated midget would suggest that she was weak. What she needed was a big strong villain with bulging muscles to defeat. Story of her life, every time she needed a big strong man, she got some kind of midget. Most of the time an emotional midget, but this time... Ah, the hell with it. Life just wasn't fair. 

With every intention of packing it in, she got up from the pavement and dusted herself off. "Ow," she said as she brushed a hand across freshly abraded patch of leg. Road rash? Marring the legs she had worked so long and hard to make perfect? As she twisted her lovely flesh around and peered at the damage, she could have been modeling for a pin-up poster of considerable taste and intensity. Until the rage twisted her face. 

She screamed and electricity exploded outward from her body incinerating her clothes and blasting fragments of rollerblades from her feet. WeatherGirl was revealed in all the skimpy, angry glory of her silvery, almost-something of a costume. She floated several inches off the ground, her body twisted into a position that was equal parts erotic and athletic.

"Help," said the gas station attendant. Stacey's head jerked downward and she spotted the man next to a parked car. For an instant she thought about helping him, but when she heard sirens in the distance, she decided there was no point in wasting time on a civilian. With a rushing of winds, she was gone into the sky. 

"Help?" the poor bastard cried again. If he had been lucky, he might have passed out and been spared some pain. Then again, if he had been lucky, WeatherGirl might have stopped to give him some comfort. But that wasn't the way the world worked. At least not today. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


 

A blast hit her in the legs and crotch. It hurt, sure, but that's not what made her upset. It was the icky, tingling feeling that lingered afterwards. It was so disturbing that, for a moment, she forgot to keep flying. As she fell, she felt her skin crawl. 

Topper moved into position above her and screamed, "Ah, YEAH baby, this is better than cocaine and sex all rolled into one!" He released another burst of whatever that horrible purple energy was. This brought WeatherGirl to her senses. She dodged to the right and the bolt crashed to earth beneath her. The desert floor erupted sand and bits of housing complex. Suddenly, she was blind. 

Coughing, choking, crying, she flew on through the maelstrom. Now she was scared. What was this freak going to do to her if he caught her? And how was she supposed to fight him with sand in her eyes? This wasn't fair. This wasn't the way people with superpowers were supposed to fight. Not by any stretch of the rules. 

"God, I love that ass!" Topper cried out.

She felt violated just by the sound of the little man's voice. Oh, this was terrible. As she struggled to clear her eyes, she felt more than saw the purple bolts of force, sick and slow, pounding into the ground around her. Enough of this shit, she thought. And then, drunk on a cocktail of anger and panic, she flew into the ground. 




High above the cloud of mayhem and destruction he had wrought, Topper flew through the night air, free and powerful. "Come on! Come out and play." FOOOOOM! He flung another bolt of destruction randomly into the night. "Catch me if you can!" he said. Far beneath him, deep within the roiling dust of the bruised and battered desert floor, there was a blue flash as a finger of lightning illuminated the cloud of sand. Then another. Then there was an explosion of superheated air so loud it rattled the windows of the gigantic hotels miles away on the strip. Every particle of dust blew outward, and in the center, in a crater made of her own rage, stood WeatherGirl. 

Stacey knew she looked like hell. She knew that there was no way WeatherGirl, her carefully cultivated alter-ego, should be photographed in this state. She knew there were no media points to be scored by taking down a little person. But right now, she didn't care. She was beyond angry. Beyond enraged. For the first time since she was 11, she really couldn't care less what her hair looked like. 

She vaulted into the sky on wings of lightning. In the distance she could see a tiny speck of purple fleeing towards the glimmering lights of the strip. The little bastard was out of range, but not for long. In her heart, vengeance began to sing. She called the winds to her and raced in pursuit.

Topper saw the flashes and heard the lightning behind him. He knew she was coming. His plan, a terrible, twisted, hopeless plan, was to lure WeatherGirl back to his penthouse and complete his “seduction.” Yes this idea was stupid—incredibly, moronically, unbelievably stupid, even for Topper. But that's the thing about power—especially the kind of power that was coursing through Topper's diminutive, misguided body—it's a drug. Maybe the best drug in the world. That's how he could stand atop the tall spire of his casino headquarters, moments from complete disaster, and believe that everything was going his way. 

As he saw the beautiful, powerful woman that he believed he loved racing toward him surrounded by a ball of lightning, he actually thought to himself, "My plan has worked. She's chasing me because she loves me." The feeling that filled his tiny little heart could not be adequately conveyed to another person without making them crazy too. But as that feeling washed over him, Topper threw back his head and cried, "MADE IT MA! TOP OF THE WORLD!"

And, for one brief moment, he had. But then it all went to hell. 

It was not that a bolt of lightning came down from the heavens and struck him. It was that the air around Topper was so saturated with charge that when the lightning let go, bolts came at him from every direction imaginable. Bolt after bolt after bolt transfixed him, tearing holes in his cheap costume and illuminating his eye sockets with a terrible glow. When the air had discharged its fury, some of Topper's hair was on fire. Dazed, he staggered towards the edge of the tower. Before he went over, he had time to say one word. 

"Ow."

Stacey Storm watched him fall from the top of the tallest tower in Las Vegas. She could have caught him. She could have slowed his descent with cushions of air. But she didn't. Her nostrils flared in anger as she watched gravity do its work. It took Topper so long to fall that she had time to think, "Serves him right if the fall kills him. That's what he gets for playing a grownup game in a child's body."

Topper crashed into the parking lot far below. His fall was slightly broken by that big dumb blonde of the American road, a Corvette. He hit with so much force that the car's windows shattered and the tires exploded. The alarm attempted to go off in protest, but died in a pathetic, spiraling warble. 

WeatherGirl floated above him in triumph, her anger still crackling into the air around her. She had defeated her first supervillain. Well, kind of.... What a disappointment. Everybody had to start somewhere, she tried to tell herself, but as she looked at the small, unconscious man lying in the middle of a crushed car in front of her, a tiny voice in her head whispered, "Over. You should just start over." 

She thought she should probably hand this guy over to somebody, but who? The local cops weren't equipped. She wasn't sure she knew anybody who would be. But as she was trying to figure out how to get out of babysitting this little freak, she heard a voice say, "Excuse me, Ma'am."

She looked up and there was a man in a black suit. He flashed a badge and said, "Agent Putney, Ma'am. Bureau of MetaHuman Affairs. If you are done with him, we'd like to take care of some business."

"But how?" She noticed a nondescript white panel van idling behind him and men in jumpsuits waiting to swing into action. 

"We've been following him for some time in conjunction with another investigation. If you'll stand down, we'll take it from here." 

"I..." She sized up Agent Putney. Nice jaw, clean-cut, standard issue all the way. As they had talked, he checked her out, but less than most men. She took this a sign of professionalism. If he hadn't have looked at all, she would have been offended. She floated gently to the ground and said, "Yeah, sure. Take the little slimeball." 

The van pulled up next to the unconscious Topper and men swung into action. The man who had called himself Agent Putney injected something in Topper's neck. Then other men wrapped Topper's legs and torso in clear plastic to restrain him. Then they placed him in the back of the white panel van. 

The Agent handed her a card and said, "Ma'am, we need to get him into containment, but please call the office tomorrow. We need to get you registered?"

"Registered?" WeatherGirl asked.

"You are a Superhero, correct? You want to do good?"

"Superheroine, actually." 

"You didn't think you needed to do this all on your own did you? G'night, Ma'am." He gave her an official nod and then got in the van. 

As she watched them drive away, she thought to herself, "You're on your way Stacey. You are on your way." She vaulted into the night sky and flew home with something very much like a song of victory playing in her heart. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


 

"And that's how I wound up here, with you. Whoever you are. No powers. No money. Nothing. Nothing at all. And you know what the worst of it is. I liked who I was. 

"I mean, I didn't like the old Topper at the time, but now, I'd take that old life back in a second. Sure, things weren't perfect, but they weren't God-awful either. I had a fun job. I had a friend, a good friend. And I betrayed him. 

"And I ran away from all of it. I tried to change the company. I tried to change myself. Sure, at the time, I said I was doing it help people. To help myself, y'know. To be a better person. 

"In a fucked-up way, I was even doing for Edwin. Y'know, all that time that I was trying to teach him how to enjoy himself, I never once thought what it might have been like for him. Y'know? Maybe, while I was trying to teach him, he was trying to teach me something? Maybe he was trying to teach me how to control myself?

"I killed the only friend I ever really had. So you do whatever you want to me. It's never gonna be any worse than that. I mean, don't you get that? How can you not get that? So I'm done talkin'! I've confessed my sins. I've seen the fires of hell. And you know who's looking back from the bottom of the pit? Me."

Mahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah!" Topper laughed, letting his hysterical misery ring off the walls of the dark concrete room. He caught his breath and was quiet. 

"I did it to me. So shoot me. Stab me. Whatever. Lock me away from human memory. The best thing you could do is just walk out, close the door and leave me down here to die."

Topper heard the scrape of a wooden chair against the floor. Then the sound of footsteps on the polished concrete as they walked away from him. The clack of an industrial doorknob was followed by the barest sliver of light. He had been an exhausted captive in the darkness so long, he almost didn't recognize the light. But as the door opened further, the outline of an average-sized man in a suit was revealed. 

As the man left the room, Topper's blood ran cold. "Hey, HEY, wait a minute! I was just being dramatic, y'know. You can't do this to me!" Topper feared that the door would swing shut. That it would close with a boom and trap him underground forever. Even though he knew it was what he deserved, a wiser, more primal part of him could only rail against the idea of death, no matter how just or poetic it might be. 

"You? Hey, I thought we were friends! No, no, that was stupid, I mean, ah, crap." He heard the footsteps getting fainter and fainter. And then Topper had one last ditch idea, "This isn't right! You can't do this! I wanna talk to your manager! Hunh, you hear me? Your manager!" 

He heard the far-off squeak of another metal door being opened. 

"All right. All RIGHT! You do that. You just." Topper rattled his chains violently. The table did not move, but his wrists began to bleed again. "But if I get outta here. Buddy! OOOOOOOHHHHHOOOOOO BOY, I'm gonna find you. I'm gonna find you and your family and your dog and the bitch you took to the prom and that tree you planted on Arbor day. And then, and then I'm gonna get a dump truck, some zip ties, a whole shitload of motor oil, some FEATHERS, some nine volt batteries—And I'm gonna tie all those people up and make them watch me rape the tree. The TREE, you understand? So they'll be sitting there, and the tree and, and, and..."

At the end of himself, Topper trailed off, hung his head and wept. His sobs were interrupted by the sound of long, heavy strides in the hallway. Somebody big was coming. 

Topper's fears reversed in an instant. Before, he was afraid of being alone in the dark. Now, he was afraid of who was coming for him. 

"Uh, heh heh heh, I was just joking. I'd never hurt a tree," Topper said to the approaching footsteps. "Y'know, jokes. Whattaya call the act? The ARISTOCRATS! Heh, heh, hee."

When the shadow appeared in the doorway, fear choked off Topper's laughter. He realized that it wasn't the same man who had left. This person was taller, much, much, much taller. So tall in fact, that he had to duck to enter through the door. Once through, he drew himself up to his full height. How thin he was. Thin like— 

"Topper," said someone who Topper knew was dead.

"Ed—" before he could finish saying the name, the lights blazed on. Topper had a flash of his dead friend, before his pupils contracted painfully and his eyes defended themselves with a squint. As Topper adjusted to the light, Edwin unlocked the restraints that held him in place. 

"Come," said Edwin, "It's over."

"It?" was all that Topper could manage. His jaw opened and closed, but no sounds would emerge. "How the…? What the…? Who the…?" He gave up on speech and ran to Edwin. He threw his arms around the tall man's legs and hugged them. 

Edwin did not hug back. But it surprised Topper when he felt the tall man's hand on the top of his head. Edwin patted him gently and said, "You were right."

Topper jumped back in shock, "I was right? Really? How did that happen?"

Edwin turned and walked out of the room. Topper followed him. Across the hallway was a bathroom, and an immaculate suit cut to Topper's measurements. Edwin said, "Please, take some time to recover your dignity." 

"Dignity! I had power. I had POWERS. That's its own dignity!" Topper protested holding up the shreds of his supervillain costume.

"Unfortunately, your power was all too fleeting. That's the problem with Dr. Klibanov's work. He knows how to effect a transformation, but he doesn't yet know how to make it stick."

"The bastard! He didn't tell me that."

"I'm sure he realized that you would figure it out on your own."

"He ripped me off!"

"Would you do anything different?"

"That's beside the point!" Topper sputtered with rage. "All right, get out of here and let me get this monkey suit off and that monkey suit on."




When Topper had composed himself, they left. He was surprised to find that they weren't far below ground, but merely in a cinderblock building in the middle of the desert. It was early in the day, and the light of morning wrapped the landscape in long shadows and warm tones. The desert was filled with brilliant blue flowers as far as Topper could see. When Edwin walked out into them Topper followed. 

"It's beautiful," said Topper. 

"Yes, Topper, it is spring. One must learn to appreciate these things. Even in the desert, renewal comes."

"Edwin, what the hell just happened?"

"I realized very early on that you were right. Perhaps even before you did. Yes, Omdemnity was a mistake, but it was the worst kind of mistake, a successful one. It is much harder to undo a successful mistake. I had raised my profile and given a convenient target to all the forces that would care to array against me. The stupidity of it is a little embarrassing to me now."

"Ah, don't worry yourself big fella, I've made lots of mistakes."

"Yes," said Edwin, "But we should both stick to what we are good at."

"Hey, that's not nice," Topper said, struggling to keep up. "I thought for sure you were dead."

"I am dead."

"Then is this a dream?"

"Metaphorically dead. Dead in every way that can help me and none that can hurt me. You were right Topper, I was working too hard, for too little reward. My profile was too high. As satisfying to my vanity as it was to run a successful company, such an entity can only ever be a target. And controlling people through laws or policies or procedures is a fool's game. A populist's game. And I am not a man of the people. The mark of real elegance is to get people to do what you want them to do and have them think it was their idea."

"Hunh? So you're not mad that I betrayed you."

"No,

 Topper, I had to disappear in such a way that no one would ever imagine that I could come back again. Not just to disappear under mysterious circumstances, but utterly and irrevocably. Driving you to rebellion was the best way to achieve that. I must say, you played your part admirably."

"What? You mean to tell me that it was all part of your PLAN!"

"Do you think God left Judas any kind of choice?"

"Ooh! Oooooooh! You're... You're just…"

"I believe inexorable is the word you are looking for."

"EVIL!"

"Yes, that will do."

"C'mon, how did you escape from Excelsior!"

Edwin turned and gave his small friend a short frown. "Do you really think I would construct a bunker that only had one exit? Rather than a dank passage through the bowels of the earth, I designed a high speed pneumatic tube to convey the chair in Dr. Loeb's absurd control room to a small shed several miles away. There may come a day when I am outwitted, Topper, but it will not be by an over-muscled idiot in spandex, I assure you."

They walked on in silence through the flowers. On the other side of the field, Topper could see that a car was waiting for them. 

"So what now? You gonna start another business?"

"No, Topper. I think I will go into politics."

"Holy shit, you're gonna run for office?"

"Oh, no Topper, I'm hardly a puppet. And, with your past, I'm not sure you are electable. No, I think we should steal a country."

"Steal a country? You can't steal a country."

"Of course you can Topper. Where do you think the United States came from? Steal or buy, these are the only two ways."

"What about conquer?"

"That's just a way of paying too much."

When they reached the car, Daniel held the rear door open as Edwin folded himself up and carefully climbed in. Topper looked at Daniel and asked, "Did you know? You knew? You knew! I can't believe you. You were just screwin' with me the whole time! How could you not tell me?"

"I don't like you," said Daniel. 

"Fair enough," said Topper. As Daniel moved to open the other door for Topper, the little man shoved him out of the way, "Enh, I'll get my own door. You'd just close it on my foot."

Daniel smiled. He would have to remember that for later. He got in and drove the car east, into the rising sun.





 










If you liked this book, the kindest thing

you can do for the author is to tell a friend,

or even a stranger about it. Why not

write a review on amazon or goodreads?

 

 www.patrickemclean.com

 




The World’s Most Dangerous About the Author Blurb.

 

You know those “About the Author” blurbs that begin with poignant details from the writer’s childhood? The ones that quickly move through a series of credentials and accomplishments so impressive that they make you feel that if you don’t buy a book, everyone will recognize you for the uncultured Phillistine* that you are? Yeah, this is not that kind of author blurb. This is the other kind.




This is an About the Author blurb that actually tells you about the author. If you stick with this blurb it will tell you that Patrick has been shot, has fallen off a mountain, was once framed for a crime he did not commit — that he has gambled with his rent money and knows how to replace the water pump in a 1966 Chrysler. It will also explain to you that, much like a lost boy raised by wolves, he was brought up by economists and can interpret the strange dances and guttural utterances of their dismal tribe.

 

 But most of all this blurb wants you to know that Patrick can write. That he puts words and concepts and characters together in a way that will make your synapses light up like an accident in an unlicensed fireworks factory. Yes, a substance that powerful should be made illegal. But before that happens, you’ve got a chance to go to www.patrickemclean.com to get more of his writing.




If you don’t use this chance, Patrick won’t hold it against you. After all, he’s a nice, easy-going kind of guy. But this Blurb will know. And believe me, this is one “About the Author” blurb you don’t want to cross.










* Editor’s Note: Patrick put an extra l in Phillistine here just to make sure it STAYED down. Don’t let him fool you. He’s also a little dangerous. Especially with a consonant close to hand.  
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