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Final Journal Entry
[Found on page 100] 
Note: The following was written ten years after the war and three days before my death. May all who read this forgive me for what I have done and what I have yet to do. 
Twenty years ago, the world changed forever; that’s when humanity’s first genetics altering virus spread across the world. We still have no idea where the M-Virus, as it came to be known, originated from. Terrorists? The government trying to scale back the population? An act of a vengeful and hate filled God? We don’t know and will probably never know the how’s or the why’s behind it. The M-Virus infected almost the entire world; 99.9% of the Earth’s population found themselves contaminated. Most of these people experienced flu-like symptoms, felt sick for a week or two, and then went back to their daily business. A small percentage, less than one percent, died. Another small percent, even less than the lucky ones who died, suffered something else: they found themselves mutated.
The mutations manifested as enhanced mental and physical skills; eventually, they became known as superpowers. Each mutated individual was granted/cursed with different sets of abilities. Some found themselves with super strength; others could run past the speed of sound, and some could read and control the minds of their fellow man. Many of these people tried to keep their powers a secret; some couldn’t. A woman in Peoria accidentally burned her husband alive when her ability to manifest flames turned on as she was climaxing during sex; a college student in Houston inadvertently lobotomized his History professor while searching the teacher’s mind for the answers to a test; a child in Denver was killed when he unknowingly teleported himself onto a major highway. 
But others did what television, movies, and years of comic books told them they should: they crafted fancy costumes, gave themselves theatrical code names, and took to the streets as costumed crime fighters. Many of these, especially in the beginning, were cruelly gunned down by career criminals. One time, a man whose sole power was to levitate three feet above the ground (he called himself “The Levitation“) tried to single-handedly take down a meth lab. The police found him with twenty bullet holes after he had been left for dead in a ditch five miles from the lab itself. This wasn’t an isolated incident. All across the country, ordinary people with abilities they didn’t understand and couldn’t control were either dying or being critically injured when they tried to play hero. 
Some, though, were better at it than others. Bruce Rogers, a thirty year old former special forces soldier, woke up one day to find he could lift a car above his head, and his skin had become essentially bullet-proof. He draped himself in a red, white, and blue costume and mask, dubbed himself Agent America, and took to the streets of Metro City, fulfilling a lifelong desire of wanting to clean up the city of his birth. The Agent, as he was commonly referred, fought organized crime, foiled bank robberies, and helped little old ladies retrieve their precious kittens out of trees. Eventually, he amassed his own rogue gallery of costumed villains, people insane enough to dress like clowns (or scarecrows or giant scorpions or hammerhead sharks, the originality of these people was something to behold) and match their powers against his. The world became enthralled by this “Superman” and his daily larger than life adventures. 
Then, like some convoluted plot from a bad action movie, others began to take up the mantle of the costumed crime-fighter and succeed as Agent America had before them. In Shore City on the west coast, two beautiful teenage girls, one with the power to manipulate flames, the other able to project ice from her hands, called themselves Fire Maiden and The Ice Queen and fought crimes throughout California, while simultaneously finding the time to stop and pose for any and all paparazzi willing to take their pictures, becoming the country’s first true celebrity superheroes. 
In poverty free Connecticut, the forty year old headmaster of a upper crust private school realized he could invade the minds of others, manipulating their personal thoughts anyway he saw fit, making them do or believe whatever he wanted them to. Coincidently, his prized student (and the prettiest thirteen year old on campus) discovered she had the ability to change her skin into an unbreakable metal alloy. Calling themselves Psychosis and Metal Girl, they left school together to partake in an oft debated “partnership.” 
Elsewhere, wanna-be comedian Billy North went for a run one morning, and in a matter of minutes, he found himself almost three states away from where he started. Realizing he could run faster than anyone else on the planet, he created a costume covered in lightning bolts and began calling himself Speed Demon. Billy fought crime across the country and amassed a collection of mentally disabled villains (The Killer Kangaroo, The Spanker, and The Umbrella Master easily come to mind) whom the other heroes were too ashamed to actually take seriously.
Finally, a man named Anthony Barren discovered he had the ability to invent anything he could possibly dream of. The man who could have built an invention to cure any disease on the planet or an inexpensive replacement for fossil fuels decided to build himself a nuclear powered armored battle suit, a machine which contained more firepower than the love child of an Abram’s tank and a stealth bomber. He called himself The Iron Knight and began to use his armor to attack and destroy terrorist outposts across the Middle East, targeting any country which considered itself an enemy of the United States.
While there were other, less noteworthy, costumed adventurers working throughout America, these seven were the flag-bearers, the top line of American superheroes. Recognizing their potential to do more “good” together than apart, these seven came together to form a group of crime fighting do-gooders, vowing to protect the innocent and right the wrongs for a country they loved so dearly. They called themselves The Seven (let’s face it, all of the good names had been used up by the comic book industry years ago), setting themselves up as the most prominent line of defense this nation had ever known. 
For a while, America slept at ease knowing super powered men and women across the country were watching our backs, making sure criminals paid for their crimes, confident in the fact that our “heroes” would be instantly willing to defend their home nation from any enemy trying to do it harm. And for a while, the promise of a nation of “Supermen” held its weight; for a moment, our own personal kingdom of heroes kept our country safe, “for a moment” being the key phrase in the equation. 
The end of the goodwill came five years after The Seven formed. A fifteen year old boy in Wichita, Kansas, who had the power to physically explode his body and reform it later, became angry after a teacher scolded him in front of the class. Young William Wilson exploded himself three feet from the teacher’s desk, destroying the school and killing six hundred and forty-seven people, most of whom were little Willy’s fellow students. 
William Wilson’s body managed to reform itself a mere two hours later, and he was taken into immediate custody by the police. He admitted to his actions, attempted to show remorse, and when that failed to convince the police or his parents to let him go, he began to glow, signaling another explosion was imminent. Two police officers shot young Willy Wilson in the head before he could explode, saving the lives of over five hundred people in the immediate vicinity. The two cops were hailed as true heroes, and little Willy became the poster child for everything inherently wrong with the country. 
“How could that happen?” the people asked.
“Something has to be done, and the Government has to do it,” the people demanded. 
Congressional Committees were assembled; experts were questioned; answers were sought. The country found itself abruptly under siege by people who couldn’t control the freakish powers that some God forsaken virus had granted them. Ads appeared on TV, urging you to call your local representative and force them to put laws into place. People with powers had to be controlled, monitored, placed on a leash, for all of our sake. Without warning, there became two sides: us and them. Everyone had to be sure where they sat. John Doe in Middle America had to be sure his kid wasn’t one of those dangerous super powered types. Normal, all of a sudden, had become stylish; normal was vogue. 
A bill was sent to Congress, a bill proposing that all super powered individuals would be forced to register with the United States Government, giving up their costumed identities (if they had one), and placing themselves under direct control and supervision from several separate government agencies. All children displaying unique abilities would be removed from their homes and would not be returned until properly trained in their powers. If the abilities were deemed too volatile to properly control, the children would not return home, but instead, they would be placed into the custody of several super power containment centers being built across the country. The bill passed into law by unanimous votes from both the House and the Senate. 
Exactly five years and three months since the day they joined together, the United States Government deemed The Seven to be an “unlawful conglomeration of unregistered super powered individuals.” The country’s greatest heroes had unwittingly become criminals. Agent America refused to become public enemy number one in a country he had given his blood to defend as both a soldier and as a costumed crime fighter. Something had to be done, and he saw himself as the only one truly capable of doing it. So he did. 
He brought together the super heroes of the country alongside the so-called super villains, and he proposed a truce, both sides viewing the Registration Law as a larger threat than either side could possibly be. Old enemies became friends, and one time aggressors put aside their differences to fight a common foe. Together, they would join forces and take the fight to the one true enemy of all super powered kind: the United States Government itself.
Some members of The Seven, most notably Fire Maiden and Speed Demon, questioned the logic of defying the will of a country they had all tried so hard to protect, but their erstwhile leader, The Agent, assured them it was the simple choice to either fight back or be imprisoned for being who they were, who they couldn‘t help being. It was no different, The Agent told them, than being imprisoned for the color of their skin; it was racism; it was criminal; it was sin, and it needed to be punished. They were no longer super heroes and villains; they had become the Hands of God, those who would make this country into the nation it was supposed to be. And they all believed him. 
Shore City, California was taken first. The fight itself was minimal, since no one actually expected an armada of costumed adventurers to invade the state capital. Only a few casualties occurred on the side of the normals, with zero deaths among the super powered. The Agent, while sitting in the governor’s office (the governor himself, along with most of the other state officials, had been declared enemies of the people and placed into the already overcrowded local prison), broadcasted himself across live television to the entire nation, declaring California as property of The Seven and as a safe zone for all people with abilities. He urged all super powered individuals to make the trek to California’s capital and join the coalition, becoming, as he said, “part of the solution.” 
As would be expected, a military battalion pooled from several of the various bases located throughout the state rolled into Shore City two days after the initial attack. The fight itself was short but vicious on both sides. The might of the U.S. military proved ineffective against the powers of people who could run faster than the human eye could detect, project flames from their hands, or pick up tanks with their bare hands. When The Human Fly (a man with the proportional powers of a fly, obviously) was shot between his third and fourth eyes (yeah, he had more than two) by a “cowardly” sniper, The Agent furiously declared, “No Survivors!” And with that decree, all U.S. military unlucky enough to be on the battlefield that day were ripped to shreds, burnt to ashes, frozen and shattered, or just simply found their minds shut down by a psychotic telepath. 
Within hours, The Agent had his attack party ready to travel across California, destroying each of the state’s military bases in turn. More super powered individuals died in battles throughout the day, but for the most part, The Seven stood victorious. The Agent appeared on TV again that night, congratulating the government on their attempt to stop them while simultaneously noting that any more shows of violence would be met with equal and exact aggression. He also promised the people of California that they were safe. 
“When The Seven and the rest of the super powered community are in charge,” he assured them, “this country will become a virtual Utopia.” And with those words, with that one simple decree, Agent America began the war. 
The rest of the west coast fell with relative ease. Military bases were destroyed, and surrendering soldiers were ushered into the prisons alongside the criminals. Local law enforcement agencies were ordered to continue keeping the peace until the new governments were established. Members of the old administration found themselves either imprisoned or put to death, all depending on their level of cooperation with the new regime. Every state also brought new recruits, as people who once hid their abilities from a nation which feared them discovered a way out of the shadows.
The war pushed east, with more and more casualties occurring on both sides of the battlefield. The establishment fought hard to find weapons capable of damaging their super powered opponents, but The Agent always seemed capable to “recruit” the right soldier to solve any problem he or his collective encountered. In less than two years from the start of the war, The Seven and their soldiers pushed into Washington D.C. 
The battle there was short but brutal, as the last foothold of what was once a free nation held their ground as long as they could; in the end though, it quickly became a moot point, and Washington, just like the rest of the country before it, fell to the super powered war machine. The Agent, on live TV, personally placed the President of the United States under arrest for crimes against the country, then assumed his mantle as Supreme Chancellor of the country, placing the rest of The Seven as the governing body around him. Life as the normals once knew it came to a sudden and sad conclusion, leaving the unpowered population as an unrepresented workforce for those with abilities. 
But this is nothing you didn’t already know; to be honest, any history book can fill you in faster and more conclusively than I could ever hope to, and you were there for the rest. I sit here now, my only friend, writing this as my last act of life, so you can know the truth, the history which hasn’t been written in any book, of how this godless war was won; so you can know the atrocities The Seven committed to attain their lofty positions as Lords and Masters of this once great land. I’m writing this to let you know what they did, and why I’m going to make sure they understand my pain… 
_______________________________________________
_
_
_
SYSTEM ONLINE
SYSTEM BOOT IN PROGRESS
_
_
_
_
SYSTEM BOOT COMPLETE
SYSTEM MOVEMENT OPERATIONAL
SYSTEM WEAPONS ONLINE
SYSTEM WEAPONS FUNCTIONAL
_
_
_
_
TARGET: ANTHONY BARREN 
LOCATING TARGET
TARGET AQUIRED 
_______________________________________________
 
Metro City 
10 years after the war.
Anthony Barren sat on his overly stained sofa, a half drunk bottle of government issued alcohol in his hand, staring with a half awake intentness at the fireplace and the dying fire within it. Forty stories and countless other rooms in the building he called home, and this spot, this one exact spot, was the only place he could stand to be. His beard had grown too long and grey; his hair was unkempt and unwashed, and he cared about neither. It had been a long time since he had cared about anything. The liquor in his hand and the weekly hooker who was due in a few hours seemed to be the only things to even slightly pique his interest. 
He had once been a hero; he had once been a man, a man he was proud to be, and now he was nothing more than the leftover broken bits of something that had once been human. Now he was nothing more than the living embodiment of shame and loathing, all that was left of a man who had once made the world proud. 
He turned the bottle to his lips and took another drink.
And then he heard it: the whir of the motor, the sound of the hydraulics stirring to life, the familiar footsteps of his own mechanized suit of armor as it crossed the long hallway in his direction. Step after mechanical step, until he could clearly hear the machine’s beautiful whining and whirring, a sound that at one time had been the most beautiful thing he had ever known.
He looked back. A smile crossed his haggard face as he stared up at the Iron Knight armor which stood behind him. He turned back towards the fire and raised the bottle to his dry, cracked lips. “Not nice to take things that don’t belong to you.”
The red and black armor glinted from the firelight reflecting off of its metallic skin, standing almost seven feet tall and looking down at the man who created it. It said nothing in return. 
“That particular suit you have there,” Barren said, taking another drink as he spoke, “that one is my favorite. I always kept it up here in the penthouse to remind myself of the man I used to be. To remind myself that I was once capable of great and noble things.” 
He downed another drink. The red tinted reflection from the armor’s fiery skin danced across the room. “I was pretty sure I had that particular model bio locked so that it would only allow me to command it, but I guess you always were quite adept at getting around such minor inconveniences.” 
“I told Psychosis all those years ago that those damn mind locks of his were never going to hold.” Barren looked back at the seven foot tall armored suit standing behind him. “And you know what? Sometimes it really fucking sucks to be right.”
The machine lowered its head down towards him, the soulless eyes, glowing red, staring at him to the point they appeared to be looking all the way through him. He held up the bottle towards the machine. “Drink?”
The armor said nothing in return.
“I take it that’s a no.” Barren turned back towards the fire and swallowed another drink. “I guess we are kind of past the point of two old friends sharing a drink together. Can’t blame you for wanting to kill me. Hell, I can’t blame any of the thousands of people that I’ve fucked over in this lifetime for wanting to kill me, but you, after the shit we did to you, I completely understand why you would want all of our heads on goddamn platters.”
He downed another drink from the bottle. “Hell, it doesn’t matter. All of the would ofs, should ofs, and could ofs in the whole fucking world wouldn’t make a goddamn bit of difference. Not now, not anymore.” Barren turned the bottle up one last time, finishing off the last of the brown liquid. He looked into the bottle, verifying for himself that it was empty. He turned back toward the machine and stared up into the metal face. “I guess there’s no time for another round?”
Without a sound, the armor shook its head from side-to-side. 
“Well hell,” Barren replied, as he turned back towards the still roaring fire. “I guess we should just get this shit over with.” 
The machine took a step closer to the sofa and raised the right wrist towards the back of Barren’s head. A gun barrel ejected from the wrist and settled into place with a loud click. 
Barren turned back towards the armor, staring up at the machine he had created what seemed like a lifetime ago, back when he was a man, back when he had been a hero. “One thing. There’s a file within the system. It’s labeled ‘Self-Defense Protocols.’ It is a complete listing of strengths and weaknesses for every member of The Seven, just in case, you know, just in case they ever turned on me, and I had to defend myself. A cautionary tactic, but also, sadly, a necessary one.”
Barren turned back towards the fire. “You’ll need that. I don’t have to tell you the power they possess. I’m nothing, just a drunk with a knack for building things and a fancy mechanical suit, but the rest of them, they are beyond deadly. And they will kill you without hesitation, without thinking twice. But you know that already, don’t you?”
The machine pushed the gun barrel hard against the back of Barren’s skull. 
“If it helps,” Barren began to say, even as he continued to face the fire, “I really am sorry for everything we did to you.”
“It doesn’t,” the machine responded in the same computerized voice The Iron Knight had once spoken in. 
The gun fired, pushing a single bullet through Barren’s head. The brains of the man who had once been The Iron Knight splattered onto the fireplace and the adjacent wall. The liquor bottle rolled out of his hand and landed on the floor, rolling to a stop next to several bloody pieces of skull, and the empty body collapsed against the couch, crimson blood soaking the expensive material. 
The armor walked out a door and stood on a balcony, the just setting sun reflecting from the suit’s metallic skin. A compartment on the left wrist opened, revealing a series of buttons and gadgets. After pushing several of the buttons and marking a set of coordinates, the machine disappeared, leaving the body of Anthony Barren behind without a second glance. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 53]
Note: The following is a news story published approximately twenty years ago in an old daily paper called The US Now.
A man in a red and black armored suit has been seen destroying terrorist cells throughout the Middle East. The man, calling himself The Iron Knight, is using a machine capable of firing machine gun rounds from its wrists and rockets from launchers on its back. According to several reports, the man is trying to follow on the heels of more recent successful superheroes such as Agent America in Metro City.
But while The Agent has kept his crime-fighting duties isolated to the local level, this Iron Knight is taking the fight to all of America’s enemies. So far, the man in the armor has targeted several alleged terrorist outposts and training centers in Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq. But the Iron Knight has done more than just fight America’s enemies. When a French shipping freighter found itself under siege from Somali pirates, the Iron Knight, after picking up the ship’s distress signal, intervened and saved the lives of twenty crewmen.
Atlantic City, New Jersey resident and MIT graduate Anthony Barren takes claim for the invention of the armor itself, but he refused to confirm or deny if he was the man beneath the red and black helmet. Barren claims to have obtained from the M-Virus the ability to create any invention he can think of or imagine. Before this revelation, Barren was known more for his good looks and party life style, having built himself into a minor celebrity, famous for dating billionaire debutantes, famous actresses, and super models. 
While the claims of Barren’s powers haven’t been tested or proven, his advanced scientific skills and high intelligence are both well documented from his time at MIT. Currently though, the technology inherent within the Iron Knight armor seems far more advanced than anything currently available, which may add validity to Barren’s story of being the super powered individual who created the suit. But now, without knowing who is in the suit or who created it, we do know we have a hero fighting for America throughout the world whose name is The Iron Knight. And he is on our side. 
 
_______________________________________________
 
 
Super Powered Containment Unit #3
Also known as “The Hole”
Located one hour from Metro City
Main holding cell placed approximately 1000 ft below ground
 
“Light up containment unit 5,” he heard the voice yell. It was one of the usual voices, a guard probably, too deep and scruffy to be one of the scientists or doctors. “Light up 616.”
616. That was him, or at least what they called him. He had a name, but it was gone from his memory, at least for the moment. Everything always seemed foggy, a fog mixed with flashes of the voices around him.
“This is him,” another voice said. This one did belong to one of the doctors, a female doctor, pretty from what he could remember, short brown hair. She had been polite to him, almost apologetic. He always liked hearing her voice.
“Can he hear us?” Another voice asked. This one he didn’t recognize. A male voice, whiny, weak, lawyerish, he automatically didn’t like it. 
“Theoretically, no,” the doctor answered. “But 616’s advanced senses make it nearly impossible to say with any kind of certainty.”
“But he is awake?” Yet another voice asked. Another female, this one was not as soft as the doctor’s, light, female, but harder, confident, battle tested.
“Yes, he is,” the doctor answered. “Anthony Barren designed the containment units to hold the prisoners and to keep them in states of semi-awareness. They are never fully awake but never fully asleep.”
“So it’s torture?” the other female voice asked.
“Why do you ask like you hope it’s true?”
“Because I do,” the other female answered. “Torture is what they deserve.”
“That, I guess, is a matter of opinion,” the doctor said in return, the slightest hint of annoyance in her voice. “But yes, you are correct. The prisoners here are in a constant state of torture, simultaneously never rested and never aware. Their existence is hell.”
“Good,” the other female said. “Take him out and bring him to us.” 
He heard the sounds of buttons being pushed, electronic devices activating, and then a rush of air encompassed him. And then, there was nothing but darkness.
He opened his eyes for what felt like the first time ever. Lights. Everywhere lights. Voices he could no longer understand surrounded him. Pain flowed throughout his body. He was on his back, staring up at fluorescent lights across the ceiling. There was something in his throat, round, deep, a tube, preventing him from talking, from breathing. He clutched at it, tried to pull it out, but he couldn’t maintain a grip.
Two guards stood beside him, large men, massive men, holding his arms down. The doctor with the brown hair stood over him, staring down into his face.
“It’s okay,” she said softly with the same soft tone he had always appreciated. “This will only hurt for a moment.” 
She reached down and ripped the tube out of his mouth.
He wanted to scream; the pain was excruciating, but all he could do was sit up and inhale the deepest breath of his life. And then there was nothing but darkness.
_______________________________________________
 
Prisoner 616 opened his eyes. The room was bright, and the smell of sanitizer filled his senses. He felt paper beneath him. It all reminded him of why he hated doctor offices. 
“You awake?” The doctor with the brown hair and kind voice asked. She had apparently been standing beside him the whole time. He lifted his head and looked toward the door; the two guards stood beside it, both staring at him with malicious intent. 
“Is he ready yet?” The larger of the two guards asked, a man that 616 could have sworn used to be the super-powered criminal called The Constrictor. Of course, he could have been wrong. 
The doctor turned towards the guard. “He will be ready when I say he is ready. No sooner, no later.”
“He has people waiting,” the guard growled, his large nostrils flaring out as he spoke.
“And I could care less,” she said in return. “I have final say on prisoner health in this facility, and you will wait on me to have him ready for his visit. Understood?” The last word came out of her mouth with a slight growl of her own.
“Yes, ma’am,” the guard said with a nod.
She pointed toward the door. “Out. Both of you, stand guard on the outside until I’m finished with him.”
Without a single word of argument, the two large men turned around and walked through the door.
She turned back towards 616. “Now, any arguments out of you?”
“Nope,” he answered, finding out for the first time just how much speaking hurt his damaged throat. “How long was I out?”
“About twenty minutes,” she answered as she poked and prodded the various orifices on his face. 
“No,” he said in return. “How long was I in the box?”
She stopped her exam and looked him in the eyes. “About a year.” 
“Same government in charge, I assume?”
“Yes.” She went back to examining him.
“And that’s who’s here to see me?”
“How do you know that?”
He smiled as much as he could. “Who else would want to visit a man convicted of treason? The local Ladies Auxiliary?”
“They were disbanded five years ago,” she replied while examining his bare legs.
“Crying shame,” he said, just then realizing he was only dressed in a hospital gown. “I used to love their bake sales.” 
“Oh well,” he said as he scooted himself to the edge of the table, slightly pushing her out of the way as he did. “Never let it be said that I kept a couple of government suits waiting. That would just be rude.”
“I’m not done with you.” 
He lowered himself to the floor, not exactly sure that his legs would support his full weight. He wobbled for a moment, momentarily reaching out to the table to steady himself, only to find himself feeling solid on his feet after a few seconds. “Who knew standing could be such an adventure?” He said, looking back at the doctor with a grin.
“I said I am not done with your examination,” she said in return, her voice the same growl she had used on the guard.
“Sorry Doc,” he said as he slowly walked towards the door. “But I’ve never been one to put off the inevitable.” He opened the door and stepped out, leaving her shaking her head at him as he walked out of the room.
_______________________________________________
 
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 78]
Note: The following is a newspaper article published when the government assumed control of the media, forcing papers, television, and movies to conform to The Agent’s point of view and always paint the government in a positive light. Any newspaper that wouldn’t conform was forced underground and, most were eventually hunted down and put out of business by one of The Agent’s many security squads.
Supreme Chancellor Rogers announced today that all news media and entertainment projects, including film and television, would have to be approved in advance of production by the government’s new media council. To begin immediately, media companies and publishers will have to submit written proposals of their work before the project can lawfully begin. 
“For too long, television and movies have bombarded our families with violence and sex,” Chancellor Rogers said today in his announcement. “We will no longer allow our children to be subjugated to these perverse images. All movies, television, books, even the nightly news, will have to pass through our rigorous screening process, and any product deemed irresponsible to our family values will be cancelled before any production can begin.”
Along with television and movies, all newspapers, books, and magazines must also pass through the screening process. Any company or individual person caught in the process of producing media without permission will be incarcerated and sent before their local tribunal, where they will be tried for treason and sentenced appropriately. 
_______________________________________________
 
The two guards walked on each side of him down the long hallway. The shiny linoleum floor felt cold to his bare feet, and a slight draft wafted against his bare backside. After walking for several minutes, albeit slowly and still painfully, he could see a door a few hundred feet away; the door seemed to open into a small room, and he could see two people, a man and a woman sitting inside.
The larger of the two guards stopped and pointed into the room. “You, in there, now.”
“I’m really happy to see those years of phonic lessons haven’t been wasted on you, big guy,” 616 said with a smirk despite the pain he still felt in his raw throat. 
“Fuck you,” the guard growled as he opened the door and pushed the prisoner into the room. 
Inside, the two people sat across from him at a table. The first was a man, forty years old or so, too skinny, balding, wearing a suit which screamed, “I’m a lawyer; please take me seriously.” The other person was a woman 616 recognized instantly from the years she spent as a celebrity superhero, not to mention her stint as one of the founding members of The Seven. The white hair, the crystal blue eyes, the stunning good looks were all dead giveaways for the woman known throughout the world as The Ice Queen. 616 looked at her, momentarily enthralled by her looks. Her skin, at least what bit of it he could see, was as white as snow and flawless. Her hair, a sparkling white color that didn’t seem natural, was long and straight, with bangs just above her eyebrows which made the hair seem to frame her face. 
“Sit down, Detective,” the lawyer said to the prisoner, calling 616 by a name he hadn’t heard in well over a year, though it felt much longer than that. 
616 sat down, staring at the two people sitting across from him. “I’m here. Something you need?”
“Let’s see,” the lawyer began, shuffling a stack of papers in front of him. “Prisoner 616, real name unknown, better known by the moniker, ‘The Detective.’ Caucasian, six feet one, approximately 190 pounds, age approximately thirty-five years old, history unknown, but it is rumored that he was an actual homicide detective when his powers developed; he never registered with the old government, left the country, moving to Canada shortly after the war began. Abilities consist of enhanced senses, including increased hearing, highly accurate olfactory abilities, and advanced levels of taste and touch.”
“You forgot that I have 20/20 eyesight and a pleasant body odor.” The Detective replied.
The lawyer ignored him. “The size of the adrenal gland is also five times the size of a normal, which increases blood flow throughout the body, causing the enhanced senses and a massive increase in strength and speed when under distress. After several examinations, all of the doctors at this facility agree that the increased blood flow will eventually burn out most of your major organs before the age of forty, give or take a year. Actually, Detective, by placing your body in a suspended state, we may have given you an extra year of life.”
“I guess I should say ‘thanks,’” The Detective said, his voice filled with sarcasm. “I mean I should, but I won’t. You understand I’m sure.” 
The lawyer continued without a response. “After allegedly helping the Canadian Government resist a super powered rebellion several years before, he was arrested one year ago, assisting in an illegal smuggling operation.”
“I was ‘assisting’ in an operation to liberate human beings from a corrupt dictatorship.” 
The Ice Queen pulled herself closer to the table. “What you did,” she said, her voice emitting a sense of cold which made the room feel suddenly air conditioned, “was commit treason by attempting to smuggle normals in an unlawful manner to Canada, a state this country does not recognize.”
“Keep heading north, you can’t miss it,” The Detective said as he looked at the former super heroine. “You might actually like it there, considering your little cold problem and all. Now did you guys come here to play, ‘Hey Detective, this is your fucked up life,’ or did you actually need something from me?”
“We need one thing, Detective,” said another voice from a small speaker sitting on the table, a voice The Detective instantly recognized as belonging to Supreme Chancellor Rogers, Agent America himself. “We need your help.”
The Detective reached up with his right hand and rubbed his forehead. “Not to be rude or anything, but that really just came out of fucking nowhere. I mean seriously, you lot, actually turning to me for help. You know I hate you all, right?”
“Three hours ago, Detective,” the voice from the speaker began, “we found the body of Anthony Barren; his brains had been splattered across his penthouse.”
“The Iron Knight is dead?”
“Yes,” the speaker answered. “And we need your help to find his killer.”
The Detective smiled a grin half out of amusement and the other half from confusion. “Seriously? Me?”
“Your reputation of being possibly the world’s greatest detective is highly respected, and despite your incarceration, we see the value in your obvious skills. Some of my associates have different opinions---” The Ice Queen raised her hand. “But I personally believe this murder is simply the first attack in a much greater plot.”
The Detective nodded. “Most likely.”
“Excuse me?” The Ice Queen interjected. 
“Well,” The Detective responded, “if I was going to go through all of the trouble of killing one of you, I might as well go for the other six while I was at it.”
“You see, Ice,” the speaker quickly replied. “That is my point exactly. No one would go through the trouble of just killing one of The Seven. If one of us is a target, we are all a target.”
“And what exactly do I get out of this arrangement?” The Detective asked. “Cause if it’s just that good feeling you get from helping your fellow man, then I’m out now.”
“If you cooperate and the killer is found, Detective,” the voice from the box explained, “you will be granted your freedom.”
The lawyer pushed a piece of paper and a pen in front of The Detective. “The choice is yours: you can sign this agreement and resume your life as The Detective, or you can stay here and continue your imprisonment as Prisoner 616.” 
“Has anyone ever told you your scent is a bad mix of desperation and…” The Detective sniffed the air towards the lawyer. “Is that hair growth shampoo? Seriously, man, that stuff doesn’t work.” 
Ice pushed the paper closer towards him. “You have exactly five seconds before I am out of here. I don’t need you anyways.” She turned towards the speaker. “I don’t need him, Agent; I can find this asshole myself.” 
“Ice, calm down,” the man on the other side of the speaker responded. “We need him and his talents. Now please, Detective, if you would kindly sign the release agreement, we can get you out of prison and begin working toward the greater good.”
The Detective exhaled loudly and picked up the pen. “Fine,” he said as he signed the agreement. “But if I have buyer’s remorse from this, I’m going to be seriously pissed.” 
The Ice Queen grabbed the paper and handed it to the lawyer, then turned back to the Detective. “Do you ever shut up?” 
“Does it bother you?”
“Immensely.”
“Then, no, I don’t,” he said with a smirk. 
“Mr. Grant, is everything in order?” the speaker box asked.
The lawyer, whose name was apparently Grant, looked over the paper. “Yes sir, everything is signed and dated.”
“Good,” the box replied in turn. “Detective, Ice, I wish you two the best of luck. Ice, please keep me updated to your progress and don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything.” And with those words, the speaker box on the table went silent. 
“Nice guy,” The Detective said, watching the other two stand up. “I really should have voted for him. Oh wait…never mind.”
“Shut up,” Ice replied without looking at him. “Grant, are we done here?”
“Hold on a second,” The Detective interrupted before Grant could answer. “I am not going out to search for a killer with my ass showing in this hospital gown. I need the stuff I came in with.” 
“Fine. Whatever,” Ice answered, her tone short. “If it gets us out of here, let’s just get the goddamn requisition officer.”
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on Page 48]
Note: The following is a transcription of the speech Agent America gave the night he officially declared himself Supreme Chancellor of the United States .
(The Agent sits without his mask in the Oval office, showing his face and black hair to the world for the first time.)
The Agent: My fellow Americans, tonight, I have personally placed the President of the United States under arrest for crimes against this country and its people. It is with much thought and debate that I have made this decision, knowing fully in my heart this country will be a better and greater place for it. The President and his accomplices in the Congress have divided this nation in half, split families down a line, and forced us all to choose a side. I say no more.
I say there will be no divide; I say there will be no more sides; I say people will no longer be forced to choose. There will no longer be a separation of Americans divided by those who have and those who don’t. We will be a classless society, built on the ideals of hope and dreams; we will no longer be a land where one small percentage of citizens will be allowed to bask in a life of luxury built from their fellow man’s sweat and tears. 
I know many of you are worried what these changes mean to you, as far as what will happen to you and your personal lives. And the answer to that is simply nothing. I promise you, the American citizen, that your lives will be the same tomorrow as they were yesterday. Actually, I promise they will be better. I promise health care for every American, rich or poor, young or old. I promise a complete end to unemployment; all Americans will have a job. There will be no more homeless or deprived, for all citizens of this great nation will be given what they are needed when it is needed. 
But I cannot promise better for our nation and its people without some semblance of change. From this point forward, the position of President of the United States will be disbanded, as will Congress and all of its members along with The Supreme Court. If the members of these antiquated institutions cooperate with these changes and willingly accept their place back amongst the people, I will personally issue pardons for each of them. If they do not cooperate, they will be charged with treason and tried as war criminals. The choice is theirs. 
On a local level, all state governments will be given the same terms: willfully disband or face a tribunal for their crimes. I will personally assign a Governor for each state, and they will work with you, the citizens, to rebuild this great country, state by state, into the place it should and will be. All city and municipal governments will be looked at by the Governors and the decisions therein will be made by them. All local police are instructed to continue keeping the peace and maintain the laws as they were. What was illegal yesterday is still illegal today. 
On the national level, I will assign myself the title of Chancellor, and I and the rest of The Seven will place ourselves responsible for the peace and security of this great country. We will protect its borders from all those who would do it harm, and all those who would see it destroyed from within. 
In closing, I will say that from this point forward, we will be one nation with one set of common goals. We will all fight for one another, not against one another. We shall be one nation under one flag with a singular set of ideals and dreams. And from here on out, we will no longer be a nation divided; we will be whole.
Goodnight my America and breathe easily knowing you live in a nation where peace is no longer just an idea but a way of life. 
(End speech)
_______________________________________________
 
After another long walk, past several rooms containing hundreds of the same types of containment units that had so recently been his prison, The Detective and his new best friend The Ice Queen found the elevator that offered the only way out of The Hole. The long walk did nothing to help his still adjusting legs and bare feet, but he said nothing nor showed any sign of the pain he felt. He watched as the Ice Queen opened a small panel on the door frames, revealing a small numerical pad. She punched in several numbers and the lift doors opened wide before them. They walked inside; a box labeled 616 sat on the floor.
“Mine, I presume?” He asked as he attempted in vain to hide his uncovered backside while he bent down in front of the box. 
She shook her head at him, a look of frustration covering her pale but flawless face. “Not that bright are you?”
“I try,” he said with a fake look of hurt feelings. “Well, sometimes.”
“It’s a box with 616 on the side,” she answered, ignoring his previous comment. “You are 616---”
“Was 616,” he interrupted. 
“As I was saying,” she continued, “you are 616, so obviously, this must be your box.”
He shook his head as he opened the box. “It’s going to be a long night, isn’t it?”
“Are you planning on being quiet at any point?”
“Probably not,” he answered as he began pulling clothing from the container.
“Then yes,” she said with a sigh, “it’s going to be a long damn night.” 
“I’m going to choose to ignore that last insult just because I’m such a nice person.” He sorted through the clothes, making sure he was leaving with everything he had come in with. “Let’s see, one tan overcoat with built in holster, one brown suit, one white shirt, one black tie, one pair of black shoes, one black fedora---”
Ice interrupted him, sharply turning and staring at the black hat he held in his hand. “A fedora? Seriously?”
“Chicks dig fedoras.”
“Yeah, keep telling yourself that, slick,” she said as she moved towards the elevator‘s control panel. “Did you get everything?”
The Detective pulled a pistol from the box. “And one 9mm Beretta.” He pulled out the clip then pushed it back in. “Still loaded.” 
“You need a gun?” she asked, pulling the gun from his grasp. “You have powers; isn’t that a bit of overkill?”
The Detective took the gun from her hands. “Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it, or something like that. Maybe I just like it cause it’s shiny and goes boom.”
She pushed the button for the top floor. “Whatever makes you happy. But you now have exactly five minutes to get dressed before we reach the top, and if you’re not ready by then, I’m going to leave your naked ass here.”
The Detective picked up his pants and started to put them on, before stopping and looking back at the woman staring at him. “A little privacy, maybe?”
The Ice Queen shrugged her shoulders as the force of the elevator going up momentarily put them both off balance. “Probably not going to happen, slick.”
“Oh well,” he said in return as he took off the hospital gown and began to put on his pants. “It’s your show, princess.”
_______________________________________________
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_
If someone other than myself is reading this, then a) I must be dead, and b) you have managed to hijack my most advanced suit of armor, the last one I built and the one I have spent the last few years trying to continually improve. Hijacking this suit is quite impressive since the systems are bio-locked to only work with me within it. Whoever you are, nice trick. 
If you don’t know it already, I put this file together to keep a contingency plan for when the inevitable happens and The Agent betrays me. This is a plan of action I put together---
_
_
_
SEARCH DOCUMENT: SPEED DEMON
_
_
_
Speed Demon a.k.a. Billy North. Home Location: A large apartment in downtown Metro City, just three blocks from where I live. What can I say about Billy North? Well, he’s an idiot. That’s simply the nicest way of putting it. The man is an all out moron. Now while I will be the first to admit that he can be funny at times, the amount of nonsense that comes from this idiot is mind boggling. It’s nonstop. 
Strengths: North is fast; I’ll give him that. Very fast. To be honest, I have yet to be able to measure his true speed. His speed not only extends to his legs but his arms as well. He can dodge and throw punches at superhuman velocity. I have often theorized that as North runs the world seems to slow down around him, allowing him to see and experience everything in a type of slow motion. 
Weaknesses: As stated above, North is an idiot. He has no ability to strategize a plan or anticipate an opponent's next move. He relies on his powers and his powers alone. Also, North has speed and nothing else. His body is as weak as any average normal. He can be shot, stabbed, blown up, or simply beat to death. 
Plan of action: North is all speed and nothing else, but beside that, I have yet to be able to design a suit that can come anywhere close to matching his velocity. Even advanced boosters, tweaked to their maximum levels of performance, can’t come close to North’s level of speed. But I have devised another tactic. I have designed and built a teleportation device and placed it within my most advanced suit of armor. The teleportation system combined with the suit's targeting system, if used correctly, could anticipate North’s movements and be where he’s going before he gets there. And once caught, North is nothing more than a human.
_
_
_
CLOSE FILE
_
_
_
ACTIVATE TELEPORTATION SYSTEM
_______________________________________________
 
The Ice Queen’s red sports car (a two seater, no less) sat waiting for him. The Detective climbed in and settled himself for a long ride, what with The Hole located over an hour from the city proper. The interstate bled darkness from one mile marker to the next, the distance from the prison never feeling far enough away. He pushed his hat down over his short brown hair, almost past his brown eyes, leaving enough of his vision clear to gain the occasional glance at the woman sitting next to him. In all of his years hating The Seven, and the past little bit he had spent trying to piss her off, he had neglected to notice that she was gorgeous. The long white hair flowing down her back, those beautiful blue eyes, the red lips which formed a perfect pout, the way her breasts--- 
He stopped himself again, shaking his head back and forth, trying to shrug it off and shake the cobwebs out. What the hell was that? That little distraction, he convinced himself, originated from a year in prison without seeing a woman who wasn’t just the sound of a disembodied voice somewhere within his mind. Damn, he though to himself, all of this had happened fast; honestly, he was just now catching up. Did he really just agree to help The Agent and The Ice Queen find out who had killed Anthony Barren? Seriously? At the moment, he wasn’t sure whether to catch the guy or cheer him on.
Five minutes of silent traveling had begun to wear on him. Too many thoughts poured through his mind, too many unanswered questions. He led with the most obvious. “So that Grant guy, what was his power, extreme ass-kissery?” he asked without ever lifting his hat from his eyes. 
“Goddamn it,” Ice said in return. “I knew the quiet was too good to last.”
“Super powered paper pushing?”
She sighed. “For the record, not that its any of your concern, but Grant is a normal who has been in employment by The Seven for several years. He handles many of our legal matters.”
“I’m impressed.” The Detective sat up, taking the hat off of his eyes and placing it slightly off-kilter on his head. “I’m amazed you would allow a normal so high into the organization.”
“For your information, 616---”
“Please,” he interrupted, “I‘m not sure I know you well enough to be on a first name basis; you may refer to me as Mr. 616.”
She ignored him. “As I was saying, we have several normals placed in important positions throughout the government. Despite what you and the rest of the world may believe, the life of the average normal is not as horrible as you would make it out to be. They all have jobs---”
“That the government assigns them to,” he interjected.
“There are no homeless.”
“I always assumed the government had them processed into food.”
“No,” she angrily bit back. “All of our normals, the sick, the weak, those who cannot take care of themselves, are taken care of. We maintained the judicial system, the education system, and national healthcare.” 
“All of your normals, or citizens as they’re called everyplace else, are told what to do, how to do it, and how long to do it, but they don’t get to ask why they do it. That might upset the system.” He pushed his hat back down and sat back hard against the seat.
“Since we took over,” she said, making it obvious that she was trying to control the tone of her voice, “the crime rate in this country has fell to less than one percent.” 
He sat up, taking his hat off and staring her in the face. “Because all of your ‘normals’ live in fear of their super powered overlords. They have a national curfew; they have no choice to the direction of their lives. They can’t even vote anymore; you and your cronies assign out every single governmental position.”
“It works,” she answered, her voice seemingly struggling to remain calm. 
“It works? For God sake, you’ve placed the super villain Doctor Faust as Governor of California. Didn’t he try to blow up South Dakota?”
Her milky white face began to turn slightly red. “First, he’s reformed, and second, nobody gives a rat’s ass about South Dakota. They never did.”
Out of nowhere, he burst out laughing. Maybe it was stress, anger, or a year of pent up emotion, amongst other things, but at that exact moment, that was simply the funniest thing he had ever heard. Tears rolled out of his eyes. 
Ice took her eyes off the road and stared at him; seconds passed, with him still laughing as hard as he could. Her face turned a deeper shade of red, something closer to scarlet. He didn’t know if it was from anger or embarrassment, and in all actuality, he didn’t care either way. She turned her eyes back towards the road, refusing to look in his direction. 
He wiped his eyes and leaned back in his seat. “Oh God…I needed that. I really did. That was the funniest damn thing I have ever heard. Seriously, funniest thing ever.”
She answered with silence, her eyes locked on the road ahead of them. He finished laughing and wiped the remaining tears from his eyes. They drove for a few more minutes without a word being spoken between them, until she turned her head towards him.
“Look,” she said, her face still tinted red, “I don’t know you, and I really have no desire to change that fact. I don’t want you here, and I don’t need you here. I’m the head of security for The Seven, and this is my problem to solve. I have no need for you whatsoever.”
He chuckled. “Believe me, princess, there’s no love lost. I have no desire to be here either, but it seems we’re stuck with each other, for now at least.” 
“For now,” she said in return, as her milky white face began to return to its natural color. “But you will do what I say when I say it, no questions asked. And if you fuck with me, I swear, you won’t like the consequences.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a smirk, the same smirk he already knew she hated. “I get it. You’re in charge, and I’m just a lowly prisoner who’s just lucky to be here.”
“Exactly.”
“So if my presence upsets you so much, why in the hell would The Agent request my appearance? Is he hoping my shining personality rubs off on you or something?”
“Hardly,” she answered. “And I have no fucking idea why he would want an outsider on a situation of this priority or why he would want you, and I especially can’t understand why he needs me to baby-sit your useless ass.”
“Now that just hurts,” he said with a smile. 
“I really don’t care,” she said, her eyes still glued to the road. “All I know is that he insisted we come and get you out of prison the moment he heard about Barren. Your name just came out of goddamn nowhere, and it fucking pisses me off.” 
“Story of my life,” he said with a smile, “the old guy wants me around for some weird, strange purpose, and the pretty girl doesn’t want anything to do with me.” He could have sworn the last statement put a slight smile on her face, but it faded before he had direct confirmation. 
“I’m tired of talking about this bullshit,” she said, turning towards him for a second before turning back towards the highway. “If you have anything else to say, it had better be something useful, something about this case.”
He nodded towards her. They drove in the quiet for a few moments before he broke the stillness with a question. “Were you and Barren close?”
“What fucking difference does that make?”
“Just trying to get my bearings before I get tossed headfirst into the shit.”
“No,” she said in the same serious tone she seemed to consistently use. “Personally, I always thought he was an asshole; but he was our asshole, so we overlooked him.”
“Did he have enemies, ex-wives, was he running a secret abortion clinic?”
She shook her head. “He didn’t have anymore enemies than the rest of us.” She turned towards him. “So what, you fucking agree with The Agent? You really think this is an all out attack against the entire group?”
He looked directly at her face. Damn, her eyes were quite blue. “Too early to truly say,” he said, taking his gaze away from her. “We’ll know pretty soon though. If this guy’s gonna strike again, he’s going to do it fast before the rest of you are truly prepared. If nothing happens in the next couple of days, you’ll know it was isolated. If it is an attack against the entire Seven, this guy should come right to us since you’ll be on his target list.”
“Well, good luck to him on that,” she said with the first real smile he had seen her produce.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 67]
Note: The following is a twenty questions style interview of Speed Demon from some American magazine---conducted approximately two years pre-war. Couldn’t find the second page.
This week in our 20 Questions feature, we found the one man, no matter how fast you think you are, you shouldn’t race against for money: Speed Demon. Even though he is a current member of the superhero group, The Seven, the Demon has made a name for himself throughout the country battling his own unique rogue gallery of super villains. 
Question 1: Okay, so how fast can you run?
Speed Demon: Well, I’ve been clocked at the speed of sound, but I’m sure that if I pushed myself, I could beat that by one or two miles per hour.
Question 2: What do you have to say about those reports which have reportedly revealed your secret identity to be comedian Billy North?
Speed Demon: Point A, I am not Billy North, and number 2, I wish I was. That dude is one of the funniest men I have ever seen. And he’s handsome too. 
Question 3: Sounds like you’ve got a bit of a man-crush on Billy North. Something there you want to talk about?
Speed Demon: Have you seen that guy? He’s fantastic; he’s funny; he’s handsome; If I was married, I would want him to have sex with my wife while I watched with a bag of popcorn.
Question 4: Speaking of sex, have you ever had to slow yourself down during the main event?
Speed Demon: I only use the speed in bed if they want me to, if you know what I mean.
Question 5: We honestly have no idea what you‘re talking about, but speaking of sex again, are The Ice Queen, Fire Maiden, and Metal Girl (the female members of The Seven for those just moving out of their cave) as hot in person as we all think they are?
Speed Demon: In a single word, they’re hotter than what you think they are. Especially Fire, she’s hot in all kinds of ways. This one time, she burned me when I “accidentally” grabbed her butt. 
Question 6: How do you respond to your critics who say that your rogue gallery is basically filled with mentally challenged individuals in costumes that the rest of the superhero community wouldn’t be caught dead fighting?
Speed Demon: I say my critics are stupid, not my villains. I mean c’mon, The Killer Kangaroo could take down The Agent if he really wanted to; I’m sure of it. And for the record, The Spanker almost single-handedly conquered Topeka, Kansas. Lucky for them, I showed up in time to stop him. 
Question 7: Easy question time: if you weren’t a speedster, what other super ability would you want to have?
Speed Demon: Oh man, I would love to have Psychosis’ ability to read and control people’s minds. Dude, if you saw what he could do to people. He can erase their memories or make them believe things that never happened. It would be awesome to make people do whatever I wanted whenever I wanted them to. That would be sweet. 
Turn to page 117 for the rest of our interview with Speed Demon.
_______________________________________________
 
The Ice Queen drove her little red sports car through the streets of downtown Metro City. The Detective sat in the passenger seat, looking around at the city he had once called home. In the fifteen years since he’d been there much had changed, yet there was so much that hadn’t. He almost felt nostalgic.
She whipped the car around every corner she could find, but he didn’t really care. He was too busy thinking and remembering, trying to piece together the city he remembered with what the city had become. Everything was just so damn clean; he couldn’t remember everything being this nice and pristine. Where were all of the crack dealers, the pimps, the junkies lying in their own filth on every curb? This new Metro City, this new capital The Agent and his Seven had created, looked great on the surface, but beyond that, it just felt wrong. The life was missing.
“Are you purposely trying to get us killed or is this just a new ride at Six Flags over Metro City, the Ice Queen drives you into the side of a building ride?” he asked while being as sarcastic as possible, just hoping she would take the bait.
“Shut up, we’re almost there.”
“That it? Just shut up. You are no fun anymore, and I think we’ve grown apart.”
“Are you going to stop being stupid anytime soon, or is this just how you are?”
He smirked in her general direction. “I would like to say this is just a temporary thing, but I’d hate to start our new relationship out with a lie.”
“Sorry to be the one to break it to you, 616, but we are never going to be in any kind of ‘relationship.’” She emphasized the last word as if it tasted bad coming out of her mouth.
He sighed. “And here I thought we were going to be best friends forever. Today has just been full of disappointment.” 
He stopped talking as they turned one more corner, and the Barren Building came into full view. A dozen cops and their respective cars stood outside the structure, creating a perimeter to guard the building from any unauthorized visitors. The officers immediately recognized The Ice Queen and her car, and they cleared the way to allow her entrance into the area. 
She stopped the car near the front of the building, and they both stepped out. He looked around at all of the cops, all the while remembering when he had worn that same uniform. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and in many ways, it had been. That was back when the country wasn’t ruled by a super powered despot and his band of cronies. He looked over at the crony he had traveled in with. Without a single word to any of the cops standing guard, The Ice Queen walked towards the building’s front door.
“Are you coming?” she asked after stopping and looking back at him. “Or are you just going to stand there like an idiot?”
He walked in her direction. “I remember when we first started hanging out, and you were so much fun. Now it’s just nag, nag, nag.”
She stepped over to the front door, completely ignoring his latest comment. A small keypad was placed to the right of the door; she reached out and inputted a series of numbers into it. The door slid open, revealing a small elevator, just barely big enough for the two of them to fit in.
“What,” he asked, “no front door, no Barren museum, no tour guide, no lobby with giant statues dedicated to The Iron Knight?”
“No,” she answered as she stepped into the lift. “Just an elevator that goes to the fortieth floor.” 
He stepped into the elevator beside her. The fit was tight but cozy. “Well that’s a shame,” he said as the doors began to close. “I was really looking forward to taking that tour.”
_______________________________________________
 
The Iron Knight armor teleported onto the top of a building in downtown Metro City. On the streets below, The Speed Demon took part in his nightly habit of taking a midnight run through the city streets. With the curfew in effect and the roads completely empty, it was the speedsters favorite time to run. The Iron Knight armor stood on the roof of a twelve story building, watching the blur of a man moving below him. The armor tracked him, the glowing red eyes following The Demon’s every move, tracking his every motion. The machine teleported from the rooftop, disappearing again. 
The armor reappeared directly in front of Billy North, the man otherwise known as The Speed Demon.
“Whoa,” North said, screeching to a halt. “Anthony, old man, where the hell did you come from? And what the hell are you doing out here in your armor? And where the hell have you been? We haven’t seen you in months.”
“Anthony Barren is dead,” the computerized voice said. 
“Seriously, dude,” North said, a look of confusion covering his smooth shaven and youthful face. “Whatever you’ve been up there smoking, dude, it’s cool. I mean, you could’ve shared, but mostly, we were just concerned.”
Gun barrels ejected from the armor’s wrists, and both arms raised, aiming directly at North. “Barren is dead.” Bullets began to shoot out of the armor.
North moved out of the way, causing each and every bullet to fly safely past him. “Dude!” he yelled. “What the fuck was that?”
The armor reloaded internally, as more bullets from the machine’s payload loaded into the wrist guns, then opened fire again. North avoided each shot, running behind the armor before it could catch up to his movement. 
“I don’t know what’s going on with you, dude, but this shit is fucked up. I’m outta here.” And with that, North took off down the street, leaving nothing but the blur of his silhouette behind him. 
The machine opened a panel on the wrist, pushed a button, and teleported away again.
_______________________________________________
 
The Ice Queen and The Detective walked out of the elevator, entering Anthony Barren’s penthouse apartment. 
“Damn,” The Detective said, looking around at the size of the place. Despite being only a single story, each room seemed larger than the other. The darkness only accentuated the size. “This place is bigger than my hometown.”
“And where the fuck was that?” Ice asked without looking at him.
“Nowhere,” he answered, pulling the gun out of his coat and readying it in his hands. “So has this place been secure? Anything I should know?”
“Anthony’s weekly prostitute found the body approximately four hours ago, around 5:30 p.m.,” she said, as the two of them walked slowly through the apartment, working their way to the back living room. “She called the police; the police called The Agent; the Agent called me, and I retrieved you. The police blocked off the building, and no one’s been up here since the hooker.”
“Prostitution still legal?” he asked without looking at her.
“Like I said earlier, we make sure everyone has work.”
He stopped and rested against the wall, slowly leaning his head through the doorway that led to the back living quarters. “You know, this is a strange world you and your friends have created here.” He sniffed the air and nodded towards the dark room. “The body’s in here, been dead for at least five hours or so.”
She moved herself to the opposite side of the doorframe. “You get all of that from your nose?”
“What can I say,” he said in return, “it’s a talent.” He put the gun back in his coat. “Relax. We’re the only ones here.”
They walked into the room. The Ice Queen found a light switch on the wall and flipped it, illuminating the area. Barren’s body laid crumpled on the blood soaked couch, the top half of his head missing. The fireplace in front of the couch was a bloody mess, covered in pieces of skull and what was left of Barren’s brains. The fire itself had long since died out. 
“Well, somebody sure as hell wanted him dead, that’s for certain,” The Detective said, walking around the couch, taking in the whole scene. 
Ice walked beside him, a look of disgust covering her pretty face. “What do you see? What happened here?”
“No sign of forced entry, no sign of a struggle, a single bullet hole in the wall, see it there.” He pointed to a small hole, barely noticeable amidst the carrion that had once been a man. “The killer stood behind the couch and placed a single shot into his skull, and apparently, Barren just let him do it.”
Ice covered her mouth and nose, seemingly trying to block out the smell. “He’s been depressed for the past year or so. We haven’t actually seen him in person for months; we only talked to him on the phone, or he would video conference all of the meetings. Could it have been suicide?”
“Not unless he paid someone to do it for him.” The Detective touched the blood on the wall, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger. “There’s no way in hell he fired that bullet himself. Any neighbors on the lower floors who could have seen something?” 
She shook her head. “No. Barren owned the whole building. The other thirty-nine floors are, well were, his labs and the storage areas for his armors and inventions.”
“Must be nice,” The Detective said, half serious, half trying to be funny. “I’ve spent the past year in an electric box.”
He walked over to the body and moved what was left of the head around from side-to-side. He found a small patch on the back of Barren’s neck; it looked almost like a small round bandage. He turned toward The Ice Queen. “What’s this?” he asked.
She turned to see what he was talking about. “Telepathic blocking patch. Barren invented them a few years back. Completely blocks any kind of psychic attack.” She turned around and lifted her hair, revealing a duplicate patch on the back of her pale neck. “See. All of The Seven wear them.” 
“I’d wear one, but I sincerely doubt anyone really wants to be in my head. Too many dirty thoughts.” 
She ignored him. “I don’t get it. This place has more security than any other building in the country outside of The Agent’s tower; how could someone just walk in here and kill the man without being invited?”
“Security?” he asked, looking around the room. A computer sat in the corner, ten feet or so from the couch. The Detective walked to it. He touched the mouse, and the screen lit up, asking for a password. “Any idea what his pass code might have been?”
“Not a clue,” she said as she stood next to him, staring at the screen along with him.
He felt her shoulders rub against his and realized this was the closest he had come to intimate touch in a long time. He rubbed his forefinger across the keyboard, feeling for something.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Feeling for the deepest fingerprints to see which keys he’s used the most.”
“You can do that?”
He turned and smiled at her. “Extra sensitive senses, remember? That includes touch. E-O-P-H. These four have the most residue.”
“Hope,” she said without hesitation.
He typed the word into the computer, bringing up the systems menu. He clicked the link labeled ‘Security Cams’ and searched for the right time. “Nothing,” he said, staring at the blank screen.
“How can there be nothing?” 
“All footage from five this afternoon on has been wiped clean. There’s nothing to see.”
“Godamni-” Ice started to say, only to be interrupted by the sound of gunfire and yelling coming from the street forty floors below them. Without hesitation, they both ran to the elevator. 
_______________________________________________
 
The armor tracked Speed Demon’s every movement, allowing it to keep up with the speedster despite the armor’s inability to move at the same speed. North ran full out through the empty city streets, but the machine was able to anticipate the projected path, allowing it to teleport within striking distance of The Demon. 
“Seriously, dude,” North yelled at the armor that appeared in front of him. “What the fuck is your problem?”
“You have to die, North,” the computerized voice said, just before teleporting away and rematerializing a hundred yards away, directly in front of The Speed Demon yet again. “You all have to die for what you’ve done.” 
“I haven’t done nothing to you.” North ran hard, but the Iron Knight armor continued to show up directly in his path. “Go…“ North ran past it again, “fuck…” and again, “yourself” and again. He couldn’t get away. 
“You and your friends have already fucked me over enough for one lifetime, Demon,” the armor answered, continually appearing in North’s path. “This all ends now, tonight, for all of us.” 
Speed Demon continued running, then stopped directly in front of the Barren Building, where a group of policeman, a dozen or so, were already gathered, having been brought in to create a barrier due to Barren’s murder. The armor appeared next to him. “Shoot this motherfucker!” North yelled to the cops, who immediately followed the order, pulling out their pistols and shooting at the armor. 
The armor’s deflector shields blocked all of the bullets, and then the machine raised its wrists, returning fire and placing bullets into each cop who had fired their weapon. The armor looked at North. “This was the plan? To find police so they could shoot me? Sad.” 
“Just needed a distraction.” Speed Demon launched himself at the armor, throwing punches faster than the eye could see. Sonic booms could be heard from every fist that connected, causing the armor to momentarily take a step back. The machine threw a clumsy roundhouse back, which North easily allowed to go above his head. 
“Fuck you!” North screamed, punching the armor as hard and fast as he could in the mid-section. A crack in the machine’s ribcage began to form, which North noticed. He began to concentrate on that exact spot, trying hard to open it up further. 
The armor grabbed The Speed Demon by the throat, the mechanical hand squeezing itself completely closed, crushing North’s windpipe. The machine gripped until it held The Speed Demon’s spine in its grasp and placed its other hand on North’s shoulder. The armor pulled up, ripping The Demon’s head from his body with the spinal cord still attached. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective ran from the building first, just in time to see The Iron Knight ripping The Speed Demon’s head off of his body. The Detective stopped in his tracks, staring at the blood covered machine holding Billy North’s head and backbone in its hand. 
“Billy!” Ice screamed as she ran past The Detective. 
The machine, still holding the head with its right hand, saw her and raised its left wrist gun, opening fire on The Ice Queen. The Detective jumped, pushing her out of the way as bullets flew past them both. Gunfire trailed behind them as he continued running with her in his grasp, until finally landing behind a parked police car. 
“Stay here,” he said.
“Fuck you!” she yelled at him. “This motherfucker just killed Billy, and I’m not going to just cower here beh---”
The Detective leaned in and kissed her hard on the lips as bullets continued to fly dangerously close to their heads. He pulled back, taking in the complete look of shock covering her face. “Now that I’ve got your attention,” he said, suddenly relishing the fact that she tasted like strawberries, “I’m going to run out and get his attention. When he’s focused on me, blast him, shoot him, freeze him, whatever it is you do, with everything you’ve got.” He pulled the gun out of his coat. “You know what to do?”
She nodded.
He was suddenly quite happy with himself for stealing that kiss, realizing it may well be the last one he would ever have. He ran out from cover; bullets followed him even as the machine continued shooting at the car Ice used for cover. He knew it was going to take something special to get this asshole to pay all of its attention to him. He continued dodging bullets, running closer and closer to the machine, until he noticed something; he dove at the machine, ramming the barrel of his pistol into a crack in the armor’s midsection. 
He pulled the trigger three times; without warning, lines of electricity rolled across The Iron Knight. Sparks flew from the armor, and for a split second, the world around The Detective turned into darkness. Then the lights came back on, and the armor threw him off, like a child tossing a stuffed animal. 
The Detective looked around. They stood on the top of a parking garage. His bullets had somehow caused them both to teleport away. He aimed his gun at the machine.
The armor’s faceplate turned toward him. “You damaged the operating system,” it said with its computerized voice. “It is nothing that cannot be fixed.” The Iron Knight turned and started to walk away.
The Detective raised his gun to the machine’s head. “I can’t just let you leave.” 
“And yet you cannot stop me.” The machine continued walking across the concrete. “My fight is not with you, so I will allow you to live.”
The Detective followed the machine, gun still raised. “Who the fuck are you? Why are you doing this?”
“They deserve it; they all deserve it.”
“I can’t say I disagree with you at all, but I need you to stop.” He pulled the hammer back. “If nothing else, maybe you could do it as a personal favor for me?”
The armor stopped and turned back towards The Detective. “You live for now, but if you show back up with her, I will kill you as one of them.” The Iron Knight opened up the panel on its wrist; lightning like current began to roll around it, sparks flying from the crack in its midsection. “Tell her I’m coming for her; tell her I’m coming for all of them. When this is over, we will all be dead.” And then it disappeared, teleporting away in a burst of electricity. 
The Detective pushed the gun’s hammer down and placed it back into his coat. He lowered himself to the concrete ground, sitting down hard on his bottom. “Well, that just fucking sucked,” he said softly to himself. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 71]
Note: The following is a press release/newspaper article published in every major newspaper in the country approximately one year after the war and a few months after The Seven and their governors assumed control of all news organizations, radio broadcasts, and television stations. 
The Seven announced several new national laws today from the nation’s new capital, Metro City. These laws will be enforced immediately to make our country a safer place for all citizens. Effective immediately, all citizens will be under a 9 p.m. (local standard time) curfew. This law will exclude emergency workers, those with proper credentials, and super powered citizens. Any citizen who does not fall under any of the above exemptions caught out after 9 p.m. will be deemed to be participating in criminal activities and will be sent to their local tribunal for punishment.
Also effective immediately, all citizens must engage in active employment. Any citizen without a job must report to their local job placement center within the next forty-eight hours for immediate work placement. Any citizen not working will be deemed part of the criminal element and will be properly sanctioned by their local tribunal. 
All non-powered citizens must also apply for a Parenting License before attempting to procreate. Any child born to parents without proper authority will be immediately taken and placed with licensed parents who are unable to conceive. Pricing for the Parenting License will vary based on region or state and will be subject to yearly renewals/reevaluations. 
_______________________________________________
 
 
“Where the fuck is he?” The Ice Queen yelled as she rode to the top of the parking garage on a giant slide made of ice, her body coated in a thick sheath of frozen crystal, her “superhero” form. She sparkled like a diamond.
The Detective stood up, placing his hat back on his head. “He’s gone. He got away.”
“Where the hell did he go?” she cried out as she rode her ice slide to the concrete ground, coming to rest next to him. “What the hell did he do, just fucking disappear?.”
“He just fucking disappeared,” The Detective said, staring at the ice that covered her from head to toe and wanting to ask if he could touch it. “How did you find me anyways?”
“You two disappeared in a flash of electricity, and then I saw another flash that came from this spot. I iced up and got here as fast as I could.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Apparently, I wasn’t fast enough. Now, how the hell did you end up here?”
“When I shot inside the armor, it did something to it,” he answered. “We teleported here, and then he teleported away.”
“Why didn’t he kill you?”
“I don’t think I’m on his target list,” he said, absentmindedly rubbing his right arm. “He left here without firing another shot.”
She pointed at him. “Then what’s that?”
He looked to his right. Blood poured from a hole in his shoulder, running down his arm and dripping off the back of his hand. He sat back down. “So apparently I didn’t dodge that barrage of gunfire as well as I thought I had.”
She walked over to him and peeled his coat off of his arm. “Take your shirt off.” 
“I don’t think we have time for that, do we?” he asked as she pulled the bloody shirt down past the wound. 
“Not now, you idiot.”
She touched his bare skin. He felt like he was being rubbed by a beautiful popsicle.
“It’s through and through,” she said, pulling the shirt back over the hole. “You’ll live. There’s first aid equipment in the car.” She held her hands out, spraying a short ice slide in front of them. “Grab hold; we’ll slide back to the Barren Building.” 
He stood up and positioned himself behind her. 
“Put your hands on my shoulders and hang on.”
The Detective followed her instructions, gripping her as tight as he could grab a human icicle, and the two of them rode the slide she continually made back to the carnage of the Barren Building.
_______________________________________________
 
Several ambulances and emergency vehicles awaited their return. The Detective realized Ice must have made some calls before coming to find him. He sat on the back of an ambulance, and a nice EMT named Nancy patched him up, putting bandages on both sides of his shoulder. Nancy told him the story of how, back before the war, she had to try hard to keep her telekinetic ability a secret to the world; now though, it came in quite handy during her day-to-day life. He congratulated her on her new found freedom and thanked her for the patch job, then walked away, not really wanting to hear anyone else’s life story.
Around them, emergency workers, all of them super powered since it was well past the normals’ curfew, placed cops into body bags. Another crew placed Billy North’s remains into two separate bags, one for his body, the other for his head and spine. A third crew, the clean-up crew, tried to wash the blood off of the street.
The Detective walked over and bent down in front of the bag containing North’s head. He unzipped it enough to look at the head and the still attached spinal cord. North’s lifeless eyes stared straight up into the sky, and blood still dripped from the bones and ripped flesh. With nothing new to learn from the corpse, he zipped up the bag and looked around at the entire scene. 
There were no survivors amongst the police officers who tried to take on The Iron Knight, but, The Detective reminded himself, The Iron Knight was dead; Anthony Barren’s hours old corpse sat upstairs, away from the latest batch of death and violence. Whoever was in that armor, whoever shot fourteen cops and ripped The Speed Demon’s head clean off of his body, was not “the” Iron Knight.
The Ice Queen stood behind an ambulance, a duffle bag next to her ice covered feet. She saw him as he walked towards her, and she seemed to almost smile, a tiny smile that reflected like crystal beneath the street lights. “You okay?” she asked, her voice nearly showing a genuine sense of concern.
“I’m good,” he answered. “You?”
“Heartbroken.” A frozen tear fell out of her left eye as she spoke. “Even though Billy was older than me and Fire, he was like our silly little brother. Watching him die was like losing family.” 
The Detective nodded. “If it means anything, I’m sorry.”
“Nothing for you to be sorry for. You did what you could.” She wiped the falling ice from her eyes, straightened her back out, and cleared her throat, the sadness suddenly disappearing from her frozen face. “Now, you need to turn the fuck around.”
“Why?” he asked, suddenly feeling the need to lighten things up to change the mood. “Are you naked under that frost?”
“Actually,” she answered, “I am. When I ‘ice up,’ it freezes my clothes, and they shatter, leaving me completely nude when I’m in my ice form. Therefore, you need to turn your ass around, so I can depower and get dressed.”
“Okay.” A slight smirk covered his face as he turned away from her. “I’ll be a gentleman this time, but don’t come to expect me to behave this well all the time.”
“Thanks,” she said in a sarcastic tone.
He snuck a quick glimpse behind him, only to see that within seconds, the ice covering her body disappeared as if it had never been there at all. He could barely see the back of her bare legs, but he saw enough to know they were long and shapely. He tried to work his glance up higher, and then she spoke to him. Not exactly wanting to get caught, he quickly looked away.
“Let me ask you something,“ she said from behind his back. “How did you not know you were shot?”
“Like your bald lawyer friend said earlier, my adrenal gland is quite large, so when I’m under stress, you know, like being shot at by a seven foot tall killer machine, I don’t really feel pain or any other kind of limits.”
“That’s handy.”
“Tends to be,” he said in return. “You dressed yet?”
She walked next to him. “Yes, I am. So now what? How do we find this bastard?”
He stared at the short skirt and low cut top she was wearing. “Nice outfit. Is that your alternate crime fighting outfit, or are we going out to a super hero nightclub later?”
“Fuck you,” she answered, a tiny smile returning to her face. “This was all I had in the damn car. Now answer my question, what do we do next to find this motherfucker?” 
He walked to the other side of the ambulance, staring at the people working to clean up the mess. She followed close behind him. 
“We look at what we’ve got. Two of The Seven are dead, killed by some guy inside of Barren’s armor. Whoever this guy is, he had to have some kind of access to Barren to get into his place to begin with.”
A look of concern crept onto her smooth face. “So you think this was somebody who had access to Barren, to us? Somebody we knew?”
“Most likely,” he answered. “How else could somebody have bypassed all of this---” he pointed up the penthouse---“building’s security and make it to Barren without being noticed? And then he pinpointed the exact location of a man who could run faster than the speed of sound, using electronic armor built from the ground up for somebody else. He had to have access to all of this beforehand.” 
“Makes sense.” She stared at the spot in the street where The Speed Demon had been killed.
“And whatever this guy’s endgame is, from the way he talked, all of this is personal. It’s not political; it’s not the act of a terrorist; it’s the act of a person seeking vengeance.”
She turned and looked The Detective in the eyes. “And how exactly do you come to that conclusion?”
“Look at what he, she, it, whatever this thing is, has done. Barren could have just been poisoned or something; this guy took Barren’s own armor and then executed him with it. Look out there, he didn’t just kill North; he ripped him apart.”
She looked away.
“And you,” The Detective said, causing her to look back at him. “He opened fire on you the moment he saw you. No plan, no reasoning, just immediately opening fire the moment he realized who you were. Without a doubt, this is personal.”
“And now?” she asked.
“And now, the armor is injured; he said so himself. My three bullets managed to fuck up the operating system, and he‘s probably in repair mode. Or if he can’t do that, he’s probably switching to some kind of an alternate plan. He’s got two down and five to go.”
“Not five,” she replied. “There are six left.”
A look of confusion covered his suddenly tired face. “What?”
“There are six of us left.”
“Are you trying to say I can’t count?” he said in return. “Cause the last time I checked, seven minus two equals five. Of course, you guys changed the rules for everything else; maybe you changed the rules of math too.”
She sighed loudly. “Do you have to be stupid?” 
He smirked. “More often than not, yeah. Helps pass the time. Now, I believe you were explaining?”
“Fire retired four years ago. The Agent’s ward, Adam, took her place in the government.”
“Never heard it on the news.”
“We didn’t announce it. We didn’t want anyone to view the government as being weaker due to one of the original Seven not being present.”
He shook his head, half out of confusion, the other half from the games these people played. “And Adam is?”
“He’s basically The Agent’s son. Adam was orphaned during the war, and Bruce took him in, raised him as his own.”
“Mighty kind of him,” The Detective said, his voice full of sarcasm. “What does Adam do to make him worthy of such a lofty position?”
“He’s a technokinetic.” Her beautiful face suddenly filled with worry.
“He can control machines with his mind?” The Detective asked impatiently. “Two dozen people were just killed by a rogue machine, and you’re just now telling me that the newest member of The Seven is an orphan who can control blenders and other household appliances with his mind?”
She frowned. “That about sums it up.” 
“We have to go.” He grabbed her by the hand and pulled her to the pretty red sports car. 
________________________________________________
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_______________________________________________
 
The drive to Adam’s apartment was short, but intense. Neither The Detective nor The Ice Queen said much on the way. Since neither of them were really sure what they were going to find when they got there, there really didn’t seem to be anything to discuss. Of course, the only question that continually popped into his mind was wondering how her breasts managed to stay in that top, but he refrained from asking. She probably wouldn’t have responded too well. 
The car stopped in front a run down apartment building. “This it?” he asked, as they both stepped out of the car. “Not exactly in line with the penthouse Barren lived in, is it? Of course, it’s probably not in line with the places the rest of you live either.” 
“Not exactly,” she said. “Adam recently decided to reject the idea of living above the people. He moved here to live with the normals.”
They walked through the front door into a decrepit lobby. Fluorescent lights blinked on and off. Surveillance cameras rested in each corner near the ceiling, aimed at the room below. They walked across the cracked tile to an elevator, and she pushed the button, calling the elevator down. 
He turned and looked at her. “You say the word ‘normal’ like it’s some kind of a plague or something.”
She looked back at him. “I still have a hard time with what they tried to do to us, to all of us.”
“And what exactly was that?” he asked.
“If we hadn’t fought back, they would have had us all in their containment centers, and they wouldn’t have stopped until all super powered people were extinct.” 
He sighed. “Or they might have given up on the whole idea of registration and just left us alone.”
“You really believe that?” she asked, her face filled with doubt.
“Not really. But now, after the war and all, we’ll never know, will we?”
The elevator arrived, and they stepped in. She pushed the button for the twentieth floor. The lights blinked in there as well. He pulled out his gun, placing it in position with his arms bent and ready to use. He pushed himself up against the side of the wall. She did the same on the opposite side. 
“You think you’re going to need that?” she asked, nodding towards the gun.
He gave her a crooked smile. “To be perfectly honest, I have absolutely no idea what we’re walking into here. Just want to be ready for anything.”
The elevator door opened, and they slowly stepped out, taking in their surroundings as they moved. The hallway was dark and just as decrepit as the lobby. She gestured her head toward the end of the hall, and he took the hint, continually guiding them to the last apartment on the floor. Once at the door, they each stood on either side of the doorway and looked at each other.
“Knock?” she whispered. 
The Detective held his forefinger in front of his mouth and mouthed the word, “No.”
Holding the gun in front of his chest, he moved in front of the door and kicked it in. The stench of death almost overwhelmed him. He walked into the dark one room apartment, and she followed. She flipped the light switch by the door, revealing the dead body of Adam Rogers sitting at a desk, his head laying on the desktop. His right hand, still clutching a pistol, had fallen into his lap. 
“Goddamn it, Adam,” Ice said softly. 
The Detective walked to the desk, staring at the single bullet hole in the head. The stench was almost too much for his enhanced sense of smell to take. He struggled through it. “He’s been dead about four days,” he said, trying to cover his mouth and nose as he spoke. 
“How can you tell?” she asked.
“The smell.” He placed the gun back inside his coat. “The body’s been here at least four days, if not five.”
He took a closer look at the head, noticing a white sheet of paper just underneath. He bent down, grabbed the paper by the corner, and slowly pulled it out. 
“What’s that?” Ice asked.
“It appears to be a blood stained note,” he answered, holding the paper up and showing her the side with the writing. “More exact, it appears to be a blood stained suicide note.”
She jerked it out of his hand. “Give me that. I need to see it.” 
He let her read it as he looked around the room, not that there was much to see. A bed against the wall, a desk and chair two feet from the bed, a framed picture of a pretty brunette girl on the desk, a mini refrigerator on the floor, a tiny room which appeared to be a bathroom, and that was it, nothing more, not even a closet. 
He turned back towards her. “Well?” he asked. “Does that make sense to you?”
“Not really.” 
When she answered, he heard the sound of her heartbeat speed up ever so slightly; she was lying about something. “Read it out loud,” he said.
“My dearest Emily---” 
“Who is Emily?” he interrupted.
“Emily is Fire Maiden’s little sister,” she answered. “She and Adam are---were---best friends. Can I continue?”
“Please,” he said, still looking around the room. He knew there was something he was missing, and it was probably something simple, something he was completely overlooking.
She continued reading. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything I was and everything I wasn’t, but I will not be a pawn again, never again. I love you.-Adam.” She stopped reading. “And there’s a line at the bottom of the page that says ‘They’re not the family you deserve.’” 
When she read the final sentence, he heard her heartbeat speed up, ever so slightly, again. “And what‘s different about that last line?” he asked. 
“It doesn’t seem to be in the same hand writing, almost as if someone else wrote that part later.”
“My thoughts exactly,” he said in return, all the while knowing she was keeping something from him.
She placed the note back on the desk. “I have to call The Agent,” she said, pulling a phone from her pocket. “He has to know.” She stopped for a second. “And Fire, I have to call her, so she can tell her sister.” She sighed. “Goddamn this shit.” She pressed a button on the phone, put it to her ear, and walked out of the room into the hallway. 
The Detective heard her yell at someone to get back in their room before she had them arrested. Oh well, he thought, what she lacked in tact, she made up for in beauty. He looked at the body and the gun in its hand. He fought through the smell, lowering himself as close to the body as he could get. He touched the cold hand holding the gun. Gun powder residue covered the hand and most of the fingers. Adam Rogers had fired at least one shot from the gun he held, that much The Detective knew for sure. 
But there remained something else, something he was still missing. He looked at the computer on the desk. It was still on; it was silently waiting in stand-by mode. A computer mouse sat a foot from the head. He pushed it, bringing up a screen filled with icons and options. They all seemed rather run of the mill, but one seemed to catch his attention. He clicked on the file marked “Security Cam.”
The screen split into four equal parts, showing four separate angles of the tiny room. The Detective saw himself from four different directions while standing over the body and looking at the computer screen. He looked up and around. Tiny cameras lenses stared at him from the walls, one camera on each of them. A thought occurred to him: maybe this thing had been recording the whole time.
He looked on the screen for a rewind button. He found it, clicked it, and watched as a set of date options came up. He typed in the date for five days ago.
“Well, that was easier than I expected it to be,” Ice said as she walked back into the room. “He seemed sort of shocked, but not really. You know what I me---what are you doing?” she asked, pushing herself next to him so she could see the monitor. 
“Watch this,” he said, pointing at the screen. “I think he had the security cameras running all this time.”
The Detective clicked the play button, and they watched an alive Adam Rogers walking through his apartment. The Detective clicked the fast forward button, going past the mundane parts of the dead twenty-five year old’s former life. 
“Slow down,” Ice snapped, as the recording showed Adam sitting at the desk. 
The two of them watched as he sat down and put a gun, the same gun currently in his corpse’s hand, in his lap, and then placed pen to paper, writing out the note they’d found. After finishing the note, he placed his hands on the monitor, with his eyes closed, for almost ten seconds. He then pulled the gun up, put it to his head, and pulled the trigger, spraying blood and pieces of his brain across the room. 
Ice shook her head slowly. “Goddamn you, Adam.” She turned and looked at The Detective. “I was really hoping he hadn’t done this to himself. I was hoping there had been something else.” 
“There is, look,” The Detective said, pointing at the top-right display. “He didn’t land on the note. I pulled the note out from under his head. Here, it’s under the mouse, almost a foot away.”
“Fast forward,” she said. 
She grabbed his hand and placed it back on the mouse. Even with all of the death around them, the touch of her hand made him smile like a giddy school girl. He restrained himself, wiping the smile from his face. Now wasn’t the time to be concerned with how attractive she was. 
He fast-forwarded through the recording. Four days ago…three days ago…two days ago…one day ago, nothing changed, just the dead body slowly decomposing. He kept going. Twelve hours ago…ten…eight…six…he slowed the speed down. A little over five hours ago, just after Anthony Barren had been murdered in his penthouse, an imposing figure appeared on the screen.
They watched in silence as The Iron Knight armor teleported into the room. It looked around, before noticing the dead body on the desk. The armor grabbed Adam’s corpse by the back of the hair, lifted the head up, and looked at the face, before slamming the decayed head hard against the desktop. It then walked to the other side of the desk and picked up the framed picture, staring at the pretty brunette in the photograph. It carefully placed the frame back in its place and picked up the pen next to the note, scrawling words onto the paper. The armor grabbed the head again, lifting it up and placing the note under it, and then, with a flash of light, the armor disappeared just as easily as it had arrived, teleporting out of the room.
“Well,” Ice said, a confused look covering her face, “that raises a shit load more questions than it answered.”
The Detective picked the note back up and stared at it. “At least we know who wrote this last line.”
“But why?” she asked. “It’s not as if he left any other cryptic clues anywhere else.” 
“I’m more concerned with what he wrote than I am with why he wrote it.” He turned and looked her in the eyes. “Are you sure that last line means nothing to you?”
“No,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, her crystal blue eyes staring into his and the sound of her heartbeat speeding up ever so slightly as she spoke. 
“Okay then,” he said in return, placing the note back on the desk. “One other thing though.” He pointed at the computer monitor. “When our killer showed up, he didn’t exactly seemed prepared for a fight. You notice that?”
“Actually,” she answered, “I had. He just teleported into the room like he knew there wasn’t going to be anything of danger waiting on him here.”
“Exactly.” The Detective stood up straight and rubbed his forehead, then walked toward the door. “So now what?” 
“The Agent has a special crew coming to…” She looked around the room, “…to clean up all of this.”
“And us?” The Detective asked, rubbing his wounded shoulder without thinking about it. “What’s the next step for us?”
“He wants us to go back to my place and wait until morning. He’s putting together some kind of an assault team for us to use, just in case the two of us can’t handle the Knight armor alone.” She pointed to The Detective’s shirt. “And I asked Fire to come by and bring you one of her husband’s shirts. You are a bloody mess.”
He looked down at his blood soaked shirt. The wound had apparently been leaking through the bandage; he hadn’t noticed. “Well, I guess I am.”
“Come on, 616” she said as she walked out the door. “There’s not a goddamn thing left for us to do here.”
He watched her walk out. Once he was sure she couldn’t see, he turned back to the desk and picked up the piece of paper. He folded the note in half, placing it inside his back pocket. He turned back towards the door and silently followed her out of the room.
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Arthur Grant opened the door to his office and walked into the room. All of the business with prisoner 616 and The Agent had been resolved, and as usual, he was left to finish the paperwork and clean up the mess. His office was on the lower end of the spectrum, small, crappy carpet, crappier furniture, but it at least had a nice row of large windows, giving him a brilliant view of the large building on the other side of the street. 
Grant looked toward his desk. A woman stood in front of it, blond hair, unnatural light protruding from every fiber of her being, light that lit up the room like a bright summer day. As Grant stared in silence at the beautiful woman in front of him, all other light in the room besides her began to disappear; darkness overtook everything, covering the windows and turning every other source of light into shadows. The briefcase he held in his hand fell to his feet, spilling papers all over the worn out carpet.
“No.” he said, his voice quivering. “I’ve done everything The Agent has asked of me. Everything. Without question, every time.”
The woman who seemed to be made of light walked towards him.
“I have never told anyone,” Grant pleaded. “I’ve never said a word to any one about The Agent’s plans. Ever.”
The woman stood in front of him, her light filling his senses even as the room around them seemed to become gradually darker.
“Please,” he cried, tears flowing from his eyes. “Please, I won’t say a word, not a single word.”
She leaned in next to his ear and whispered. “I know you won’t,” she said, her voice almost as translucent as she was. 
The blade of light she emitted from her left hand entered Grant just below his naval and cut upwards until it reached the top of his sternum. She pulled the blade back and watched in silence as Grant fell to his knees, his now external intestines held within his hands. 
“Not a word,” he muttered to himself while he collapsed onto the ground, his blood and assorted organs creating a pool around him. “Not a word,” he said again as the pretty blond lady made of light disappeared along with the rest of the world into the darkness. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 39 of the journal]
Note: The following is an interview of Fire Maiden and The Ice Queen in a pre-war magazine designed and sold to men. The article was published somewhere around three years before the war. Could only find the one page and not the rest of it. 
Today I was granted the absolute best assignment I could have ever been given in the entirety of my life. Today I was asked to interview the, at least in my opinion and the opinion of the majority of men who read this fine publication, greatest superhero duo on the planet, Fire Maiden and The Ice Queen. These two have beauty, brains, and the ability to set you on fire or freeze you then shatter your bones. What’s not to love?
After much debate with their manager (yes, superheroes have managers. What a world we live in today), it was decided that they would come to my place for a nice casual interview. Then, I had to go and change my pants. With clean pants, a stack of notebooks and several number two pencils, I sat at home, more than prepared for what was about to come. 
Much to my dismay, the duo didn’t fly in or arrive by ice slide, but instead, they showed up in a chauffeured black limo. Fire was dressed casual, wearing a simple pair of jeans and a tight t-shirt. She had her long blond hair put in a simple ponytail, and the little make-up she wore brilliantly complimented her luscious face. Ice, on the other hand, went all out in her skimpy baby-doll style dress and very high heels. I could also tell she wasn’t wearing a bra since, well, let’s just say that a woman who can freeze anything she wants is probably always cold. Ice’s trademark snow white hair was in an up-do (whatever in the hell that means, I had to ask one of the female staffers how to describe her hair), which made her look more prepared for an awards show than a sit-down interview at my place. 
The atmosphere around them remained quite relaxed throughout the night, and the two super heroes, and might I add the two most beautiful women I have ever been this close to before, let me ask pretty much whatever I wanted. What a night.
Axiom Magazine: So you two seem to be a very tight duo. Have you always been this close or is this something recent?
Ice: Definitely recently. Before our powers came in, I couldn’t stand her. She was such a goody-goody. 
Fire (to Ice): I liked you.
Ice: We were just two extremely different people when we met.
Axiom Magazine: And where did the two of you meet?
Fire: High school. But once our powers came in, I discovered that I could control fire---
Ice: And I could control ice.
Fire: So it just kind of made sense for the two of us to team up. 
Axiom Magazine: Wait, high school? If you don’t mind my asking, exactly how old are the two of you?
Fire: I’m nineteen, and Ice is eighteen.
Ice: Don’t worry, we’re both more than legal.
Axiom Magazine: I think you just reassured 99% of our readers, and me. So what made the two of you take to the streets as costumed crime fighters?
Fire: I really thought we could make a difference, change the world, fix the problems plaguing this generation and the next.
Ice: I thought we could be become famous and then rich.
Axiom Magazine: Lofty aspirations.
Ice: Thank you.
Axiom Magazine: So in high school, the two of you hit the streets and stopped crime throughout Southern California. What kind of crimes did you encounter?
Fire: We ran into everything from bank robbers and carjackers to kidnappers and rapists.
Ice: But we really didn’t get to encounter the big stuff until we joined The Seven.
Axiom Magazine: That was my next question. How has life in The Seven been different from the old days of crime fighting as a twosome?
Fire: Now we don’t just handle the little crimes, but we also deal with things happening to the whole country, and sometimes, to the whole world.
Axiom Magazine: So is the leader of The Seven, Agent America, as much of a hard-ass as we all think he is?
Ice: The Agent is a brilliant leader, and I think I can speak for both of us here when I say that I trust that man without a doubt. I would follow him into the mouth of Hell itself and back if that’s what he asked me to do. 
Fire: Same here.
Axiom Magazine: So a personal question, have the two of you ever double teamed a guy?
Fire: We double team people all the time. There was this one guy. Ice froze him to the ground, and I burnt the gun out of his hand. It was great.
Ice: I don’t believe that’s exactly what he meant, Fire.
Axiom Magazine: Not exactly.
Fire: Oh, that.
Ice: Truthfully, I’ve been trying to get her to do that with me for years, but she’s just too much of a prude. I’ll convince her one of these days. 
Continued on page 169
_______________________________________________
 
“Well shit,” The Detective said as he walked into The Ice Queen’s spacious penthouse apartment. The living area, which seemed empty despite several sofas scattered about, featured a cathedral style ceiling stretching to at least twenty feet tall. A huge fireplace sat inside of one wall, and the far wall was nothing but a giant window, displaying the entire city skyline. The only thing missing was a bear skin rug. “Nice place, was the Taj Mahal not rent controlled? Or I guess the commute would have just been too much.”
“Have I told you to go to Hell lately?” she asked as she threw her keys onto a coffee table which sat in the middle of three leather couches and a very large television.
“Not in the past five minutes or so,” he answered, still standing five feet from the closed front door and staring at the place in amazement.
“Then consider yourself told.” She pointed to a room to his immediate left. “The kitchen is right there. If you’re hungry, there’s food.”
He was hungry and bloody, not to mention tired. Just a few hours ago, the thought of running around the city with a beautiful former super heroine, getting shot at, and discovering corpses all around the city was truly the last thing he thought he would be doing with his night. Life was strange. He walked into the massive kitchen. Food sat everywhere. There was fruit on the counter and fresh bread next to it; he opened a cookie jar shaped like a bear. It was filled to the top with homemade chocolate chip cookies--- not store bought, actual homemade cookies. He took a couple out and ate as he looked around.
He walked over to the silver refrigerator and opened it. His jaw dropped open, nearly spilling the half eaten cookie from his mouth. He hadn’t seen this much food in one place in over a decade. The people of the world, neither the normals nor the super powered, didn’t live like this anymore. The war had cancelled trade practices throughout the globe. Economies didn’t support this kind of indulgence. No wonder this guy wanted to kill The Seven, he thought to himself. Maybe the guy was just hungry and was going to use murder as an excuse to raid their cabinets.
Ice walked into the kitchen. “You find anything to eat?”
“I found a cookie,” he answered, holding up one of the half eaten chocolate chip concoctions he held in his hand.
“My personal chef, Juanita, makes those,” she said in return. “Aren’t they fucking delicious?”
“I had a personal chef in prison,” he said, holding his hand over his mouth to cover the other half of the cookie he was still trying to chew. “His name was Bubba, and he personally poured a ladle of goop onto my tray three times a day, every day.”
She stopped and looked over at him. “You were in an isolated containment unit in a maximum security prison for super powered individuals. I sincerely doubt there was anyone named ‘Bubba’ there.”
“There was,” he replied, a slight smirk on his face. “He telekinetically pulled down the porch roof on his family’s double wide, killed his entire family and seven dogs.”
She visibly tried to hold back a grin. “There are times I hate you.”
“I know. That’s the usual reaction I get from pretty women.”
“I can’t imagine why,” she said as she lightly chuckled under her breath. 
The doorbell rung. They both jumped a little as the sound echoed through the massive apartment. 
“That should be Fire,” she said as she walked to leave the kitchen and answer the door. 
“Can’t Jeeves get it?” he asked, knowing the reaction it would evoke.
“Who the fuck is Jeeves?” she asked as a tiny smile appeared on her face. It was probably there, he assumed, against her will.
“I just figured you would have a butler named Jeeves.” He followed her out of the kitchen to the living room. “You and Jeeves just made sense together. Maybe he could have married Juanita. Then you would have had a whole indentured servant family. It could’ve been sweet.”
She looked through the peep hole. “It’s Fire. For God’s sake, please, just be quiet.”
He put his forefinger next to his lips and made a sound like air leaking from a tire. “I’ll be good, but only because you asked so damn nicely,” he whispered.
She shook her head from side-to-side and opened the door. A blond woman leapt through the door, throwing a bag on the floor and wrapping Ice in a tight hug.
“Oh my God,” the blonde cried breathlessly. “Gabby, are you okay?” The blonde pushed Ice back a little and looked over her body, like a mother checking her toddler for boo-boos. “When you told me what happened, I was so worried about you. And poor Adam, I don’t know how I’m going to break that to Emily. I haven’t even tried to tell her yet, and I know she’s going to feel it off of me before I do. Oh God, then there’s Billy and Anthony. Are you all right?” she asked again, double checking Ice for injuries. “If anything happened to you---I just couldn’t bear it.” She grabbed Ice again, pulling her in for another tight hug. “Do you know who did it? Were there any clues? What did The Agent say? How close was the bullet that almost hit you? How many times have I told you, you have to start taking better care of yourself? It doesn‘t matter; all that matters is that you’re okay.” 
The Detective chuckled. He had never heard someone say so much without breathing.
Ice stepped back a couple of feet. “Fire,” she said, “I’m fine. I’m fine. Nothing broken, no bullet holes, barely even scraped.”
The blonde turned towards The Detective. “And you,” she cried out, lunging towards him and wrapping her arms tightly around his ribcage. “Thank you, thank you so much for saving her from being killed. I know she hasn’t said a word to you about it, so I’m going to do it for both of us. Thank you so much.” 
“I didn’t do anything,” he said, holding his arms awkwardly above the blonde’s body, unsure whether to hug her back or just keep them in the air. “I just---”
“You just saved her life,” the blonde said, squeezing him tighter. “She told me how you pushed her out of the way of the bullets, and she said that if you had not been there, she would be dead now. And how you got shot in the process.”
A grin grew across his face. “She did?” He turned his gaze toward Ice. She rolled her eyes at him and looked in the other direction.
The blonde pulled away from him. She was a pretty woman, a woman he could tell was once gorgeous, but had now redesigned herself as a mother and a wife, with beauty becoming less of a priority. She was slim, not well endowed, with shoulder length blond hair, and she smelled like baby powder. But she had a face that was almost perfect, a face that had probably made more than her fair share of men melt, which seemed fitting for a woman people called Fire. “I am so sorry. Here I am hugging you without properly introducing myself. My name is Pamela Blaze,” she said, holding out her hand for a shake. He went to take her hand, only for her to grab his arm instead, pulling him in for another hug.
Ice laughed. “I should have warned you that Fire Maiden is a hugger.” 
“Blaze?” The Detective asked. He decided not hugging back was a fight he wasn’t going to win, so he put his arms around the blonde and returned her squeeze.
“My maiden name was McAllister,” she answered, releasing him from her grip and pulling back. “But wouldn’t you know it that a woman who can cover herself in flames and shoot fire from her hands would marry a man named Richard Blaze. He can turn invisible, which is really annoying, especially since he only does it when I need him to do something.”
“Where are the kids?” Ice asked, coming to The Detective’s rescue. 
Fire turned towards her old partner. “They’re at the house with Emily.” She seemed to tear up a little. “Oh God, Gabby, how am I going to tell her about Adam? It’ll break her heart.”
“Just wait,” Ice replied, “after we stop this guy, I’ll come over, and we’ll tell her together. I won’t let you do this alone. I promise.” Ice reached over and gave her a hug, revealing a side of The Ice Queen he had never seen before: a side that had feelings. 
“Do you think you can stop this guy, Gabby?” Fire asked.
Ice pulled away from the hug and held her old partner by the shoulders, looking her in the eyes. “I don’t want you to worry about it. I want you to worry about you, those two babies, and Emily. Where’s Richard right now?”
“He’s in Shore City for business. Why?”
“I want you, the babies, and your sister on the first plane out of here,” Ice said in return, a sense of urgency in her voice. “Tonight, first thing tomorrow, as soon as possible, I need you to fly to Richard and stay there until this is all over. Okay?”
Fire tried to speak. “But---” 
“No buts,” Ice interrupted. “As soon as possible, okay?”
“Okay,” the blonde said, visibly giving in to her friend’s demands. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She turned to The Detective and reached down to retrieve the bag she brought in with her. She handed it to him. “It’s one of my husband’s shirts. I hope it fits. You’re a little bit bigger than him, but it should be close.”
“Thank you,” he said, looking inside the bag which held a white button-up shirt. “I really appreciate it.”
Fire reached over to him and pulled the trench coat away from his left shoulder. “Oh my God,” she said when she saw the bloody shirt he was wearing. “Ice, this is still bleeding out. Do you want me to redo the bandage for him?”
“No,” Ice answered without hesitation, guiding the blonde towards the door. “I’ll take care of him. I need you on that plane.”
“Fine.” Fire reached over and kissed Ice on the cheek. “Now be nice to him; he’s a keeper.”
“A keeper? I took him out of prison tonight. How’s that a keeper?”
The blonde gave her friend one last hug. “You know as well as I do that being locked up doesn’t mean what it used to.” She looked at The Detective. “Have you ever killed anyone?” she asked. 
“Not today, no,” he answered.
“See, Gabby, he hasn’t killed anyone at all today. That’s a keeper in my book.”
“You need a new book,” Ice responded, pushing her old partner out the door. 
“I have a quick question,” The Detective said, just as the blonde turned to leave. “Does the phrase, ‘They’re not the family you deserve,’ mean anything at all to you?”
Fire stopped and looked at him. He could hear her heartbeat speed up; he could smell the little bit of sweat that broke out on her forehead. “No, nothing at all,” she lied to him.
“That’s okay,” he replied, not ready to force the issue. 
Ice pushed her friend out the door. “Go. I don’t want to hear from you until you’re safely out west.”
She shut the door. They could hear Fire yell, “I love you, Gabby,” as she walked down the hall. 
“I love you too, Fire,” Ice said in a quiet voice only she and The Detective could hear. 
“Gabby?” he asked her, his now trademark smirk covering his stubbly face. 
“Tell you what, 616,” she said as she smiled at him. “I’ll talk real names with you when you share yours.”
He nodded. “Fair enough, princess.”
She pointed toward a hallway on the other side of the room. “The shower is down the hall and in my bedroom. You need to wash that old blood off, so I can get you patched back up before you bleed to death.”
“Didn’t think you cared,” he replied as he walked towards the hallway. 
She shook her head from side-to-side. “Go now, before I change my mind and let you bleed out right here in the middle of my goddamn living room.”
He chuckled as he walked, looking back at her just to see the annoyed look on her beautiful face. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 78]
Note: The following is a speech given by the Canadian Prime Minister five years ago after a failed takeover attempt by several super powered operatives.
(The Minister sits at his desk, presumably in his office, wearing a black suit. He is visibly injured with several cuts and scrapes spread across his face. His nose looks broken.)
The Prime Minister: I speak tonight not only to my fellow Canadians, but also to the rest of our friends in the free world. Tonight, Canada resisted a takeover attempt from an armada made up of super powered soldiers. While I will publicly admit that some of these men and women were our own Canadian brothers and sisters, the majority of the attackers were American, acting on orders from our southern neighbor’s self appointed dictator, Bruce Rogers, the man once known as Agent America. 
These murderous invaders targeted both our House Of Commons and my private home, hoping to use the old idea of dividing and conquering to their advantage. Luckily for us, our government’s private security team, made up of both normal humans and super powered operatives, was more than up to the task of defending this great nation. And while several losses were amassed on our side, brave men and women who will always and forever be considered amongst this country’s greatest heroes, this attacking force was decimated by our defenses, proving once and for all that a coalition of “normals” and “supers” cannot only survive together but thrive together. 
On a personal note, I would like to publicly thank a member of our security force, a man who asked not to be named. Chancellor Rogers chose to not only target me, but to also target my wife and daughter, innocents in this cold war between our two nations. This man I mentioned, this hero, put himself between two bullets aimed at my family and gallantly defended them without regard for his own safety or well being. I, personally, will forever celebrate this man, a former American citizen, I might add, as a hero not only to me but to this great nation.
In closing, I send this message to the Americans. Stay off of Canadian soil. Canada is protected from those who would do evil, including the all powerful Seven. If you come to this country with murderous intent, be prepared to fight and be prepared to be defeated. And to my fellow Canadians, sleep well tonight knowing that your country is still the home to freedom. 
God bless Canada, and God bless those throughout the world who choose to embrace liberty.
(End speech)
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After his shower, The Detective sat on the end of The Ice Queen’s bed, wearing nothing but his pants. He didn’t see any reason to put a clean shirt over a wound that was still oozing blood. He was amazed that a place this big only had one bedroom and a single bathroom. Obviously, she wasn’t planning on company. The bedroom was something to behold, with a bed twice as large as a king size, covered in pillows and much softer looking than the bunk he used to have in Canada. He assumed he would be regulated to one of the three couches in the living room. 
There was also a closet which was bigger than most every home he’d ever had. But all of those places were dumps, so he guessed it didn’t count as an accurate comparison. Yet the truly remarkable aspect of the bedroom was the window which made up the entire outer wall, providing a view of the entire city being bathed in moonlight. He was impressed.
Ice had told him to wait in there for her to patch him back up. She’d probably expected him to sit in the desk chair by the door, but the bed was way too comfortable looking to pass up. That, and he figured sitting on her bed without permission would irritate her, and he loved the look on her face when she was annoyed with him. She walked in, a load of bandages and tape in her hands.
“I see you’ve just made yourself comfortable,” she said, a sarcastic tone in her voice. She took a long look at his shirtless body. “And I see you’ve managed to stay in shape during your stint in prison.”
“Well,” he said, flexing his arms a little now that he knew she was looking, “I do what I can.” He pointed to the wall of glass. “Aren’t you worried about peeping toms?”
She walked next to him and looked at the wound on his shoulder. “We’re on the sixtieth floor. This is the second tallest building in the city, so no, I’m not worried about peeping toms. Why have you got something to hide, something you‘re afraid of people seeing?” 
“Well there’s a freckle on my back I’m really insecure about,” he answered with a smile.
“Whatever.” She positioned herself directly in front of him, her body less than a foot away from his face. “I see the bleeding has slowed down, but we’ve got to get this thing covered before it gets infected. I can’t let you die on me until we catch this bastard.”
“Yep,” he answered, hopelessly distracted by how close she was to him. 
She leaned in closer, placing a bandage on his back. Her shirt pulled up a little, and he could see her flat stomach. She had a small snowflake tattooed around her bellybutton. Before he even realized he was doing it, he bent his head forward and planted a kiss on her bare stomach. She didn’t pull back. He thought he would risk her wrath and do it again. He placed his lips to the right of her naval and then again on the left. She didn’t pull away. 
“So what’s your deal?” she asked in a voice that was almost sweet. “When you wanted to distract me in the middle of a fight, you kiss me, and when I’m trying to do something here that takes concentration, you start kissing on me again. Do you want me to screw up on this and you bleed to death?”
“Yep,” he answered, kissing a little bit above her bellybutton.
“Did you hear a word I just said?” she asked.
“You wanted to know if I like to use kissing to distract you, and after thinking long and hard on the subject, and much internal debate, I decided that the answer is, in a single word, yep.” He continued kissing her stomach, working his way beneath her tattoo.
“I hate you,” she said as she finished taping up the front of his shoulder. 
“I hate me too,” he said, moving his lips to the edge of her skirt. He brought his hands up and gently unbuttoned it, kissing her much lower than before. 
“If I bandaged you wrong and you bleed to death, it’s so not my fault.”
“I won’t blame you,” he said as he gently pushed her shirt up and kissed just below her breasts. 
“You’d better not,” she said as a little moan escaped her lips. “Fuck it.” she said finally, bending down and kissing him deep on the lips. She pushed him back onto the bed and climbed on top of him, straddling him with her legs and kissing him as hard as he’d ever been kissed before. 
_______________________________________________
　
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 57]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Rogers’ computer, recorded almost a year ago from his penthouse. The Agent is sitting at his desk while his favorite lackey, the lawyer named Grant, stands across from him.
The Agent: (opening a file folder that Grant had just handed him) What do we know about him?
Grant: Nothing more than we did. He didn’t say a word during his tribunal, not the first syllable.
Agent: Any luck finding out who he was?
Grant: No, sir. He probably employed a pre-war technokinetic to eliminate his old identity. We even hacked the Canadian database. They know less about him than we do.
Agent: No family, no friends, no one in the world to care whether he lives or dies. 
Grant: For all intents and purposes, sir, that is correct. May I ask a question?
Agent: Within limits.
Grant: Why go through all of this, just for this one particular man? A fake people smuggling operation to lure him back to the states, a rigged tribunal to find him guilty of treason, a maximum security containment unit usually reserved for the most powerful, the most dangerous of supers, why go through all of this just for this…Detective? 
Agent: I never forget a wrong, Grant. You would be wise to always remember that. This Detective is simply a wrong I am finally going to make right.
(End video)
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Journal Entry 
[Found on page 79]
Note: The following is a newspaper column published in New York’s Daily Sun illegally the day the government took over all media stations.
I apologize for the brevity of this writing, but as I type this, Chancellor Rogers' men are on their way to remove my keyboard from my fingers. Today, we lost the last of our individual freedoms; the right to free speech died a sad death, and she went out, not with a bang, but with the proverbial whimper. We, as Americans, as people, as human beings, deserve better than the tyrant we were given, better than the dictator who claims to look out for our best interest while only looking out for his. 
Even his own kind, those with powers, whether they have come to realize it or not, have become nothing more than subservient tools to a man who is no more loyal to them than he is to the proverbial rat that now overruns our once proud cities. Sure, he’s eliminated crime; he’s removed drugs from our streets, and random murders are no longer something we have to fear. Now we have to fear that Rogers' own security squads will invade our homes and eliminate us from society because we did, or said, or thought, something that made us no longer fit into the Chancellor’s seemingly perfect society.
I have to stop now, even though I have so much more to say. There is only so much time to get this, the last honest edition of this paper to be published, to press before The Agent’s men break down the doors. To all who manage to read this, I say to you, pray. Pray for your fellow Americans; pray for our once great country; pray that hope and freedom are one day restored to men and women who deserve so much more than the virtual Hell we have received. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stood in the nude beside the bedroom’s giant window. The city below him held a quaint beauty he had never really noticed, but, of course, he had never quite seen it from this angle before either. The full moon bathed the city like a blanket on a cold night. The light was all encompassing, yet never intruding, portraying the city as a place of beauty instead of the capital of deceit and pain as it had become known. 
He realized, in the hours since he had been “released” from prison, he hadn’t really taken the time to let himself breathe and relax, free from the confines of a small containment unit and contemptuous jailers. It was also, while staring out over the vastness of the city, the first time he had truly felt free. Nothing like a bullet wound and sex with a beautiful woman to make a man feel the pangs of freedom. 
He turned back and looked at Ice. She laid nude on the bed, the moonlight sparkling off of her beautiful body, glistening in her snow white hair. She rolled on her side and propped her head against her arm. She stared back at him, a content smile across her gorgeous face. He wondered, for the first time, if she had realized that, whether they caught this guy or not, he wasn’t going back to prison, not willingly anyways.
“I believe,” she said, “that half of what we just did is considered illegal under the new regime.”
He looked back at her and smiled. “Not in Canada. There’s fewer laws there concerning what takes place in the bedroom.”
“I see why you like it there,” she said, a genuine tone in her voice.
“There’s less dictatorships, too.” The smile faded from his face, and he turned back to the window.
“You really hate what we’ve done here, don’t you?”
“Does it matter what I think?” he asked without turning around.
“No, not really.” She climbed off of the bed and put her arms around him from behind. He could feel her breasts pressed against his bare skin. She pulled away a little and rubbed his back, touching the many scars that covered it. 
She changed the subject. “I see that tonight wasn’t your first bullet,” she remarked, touching the tip of her forefinger finger against the three other bullet hole scars. 
He reached around and took her wrist, guiding her hand to the back of his left lung. “That one I got when I was still a cop.” He moved her hand to his right kidney. “Those two earned me the Canadian Medal of Honor.” 
“What did you have to do to get that?”
He turned around and smiled at her. “I personally saved the national maple syrup factory from a terrorist attack.”
She gave him a little push against his uninjured shoulder. “You are so full of shit, and I have no idea what I see in you.”
“Maybe it’s my charming wit and lovely personality?” he asked.
“You wish,” she said in return, still rubbing his back. “More likely, it’s that thing you did with your tongue.”
He smiled at her. “As long as I’m popular, I’m content.”
“What about these?” she asked, rubbing her hands across the other numerous scars covering his flesh. “These look like whip marks.”
“They’re whip marks.”
“I get that, you idiot, but how did you get them?”
He turned his head back towards the window, staring out at a moon that seemed too full to be real. “It’s a long and sordid tale. Are you sure you’ve got the time?”
“Let’s see,” she said, wrapping her arms back around his waist and pressing herself hard against him. “I’m nude, leaning up against a naked idiot, awaiting instructions that aren’t coming until morning. I’d say that I’ve got all the time in the world.” 
He put his hands on top of hers, thinking to himself about how soft and cool her skin was. She still smelled like strawberries. “It’s your dime, princess. Let me think---”
“Wait,” she interrupted, “you’re not going to make up some story with an asinine ending just to see the look on my face, are you?”
He laughed. “As much as I love that look you get when you’re annoyed with me, and I do love that look, the answer is no. I’ll tell you the real story.”
“Then please continue,” she replied. 
“Somewhere around seven years or so ago, when I was working as part of the Canadian Prime Minister’s personal security detail, three members of the security team were kidnapped from their homes and tortured; the kidnappers were looking for the access codes for the Minister’s family home. I was one of the three.”
“Were you all super powered?” 
“Two of us were, and the third, she wasn’t,” he answered, still holding the back of her hands and staring out the glass. “They chained me up in some old abandoned warehouse, with my hands up over my head. I could hear the other two screaming for hours before they finally made it to me. They used this former superhero from America to do the torturing, this bastard who called himself The Lash, cause he could make a telekinetic whip with his mind.
“I remember him. I hated that son of a bitch, him and his invisible weapon. He was so damn cocky and full of himself; I couldn’t believe he was on our side. I thought about killing him myself a couple of times during the war.”
He laughed. “I wish you had, would’ve saved me so much trouble. So where was I?”
“You were tied up.”
“Oh yeah. So I’m tied up, and this bastard starts whipping me with his invisible telekinetic whip. I’m losing blood all over the floor, and these two other guys keep asking me about the security codes for the Minister’s home. I didn’t give up the codes, but I did keep talking. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but people tend to think I’m a bit of a smart ass at times.”
“I’ve noticed,” she replied quickly.
“I have no idea how people come up with that image of me.” He looked back at her and slightly smiled. “But it seems to happen more than not. So the more I talked, the more pissed off The Lash got. The other two kept asking their questions; The Lash kept whipping, and I kept on being my pleasant to be around self. I guess they got tired of asking and went off to question one of the others. The joke was on them, though.” He laughed a little bit beneath his breath, turning back towards the window. “I was the only one of the three who knew the codes, and I wasn’t going to tell them.”
She squeezed him tighter, a hug that was almost as impressive as the one Fire Maiden had given him earlier in the night. “How’d you get out?”
“They knew about my enhanced senses and all of that, but they had missed the memo about what happens when I’m scared, angry, or in pain. Once they left me alone for a few minutes, I broke free of my chains. The dumbasses actually left all of my stuff in the room with me. I found my gun; I found The Lash, and I put half a clip into his brain. Then I found the other two. The normal of the two died with two bullets in his chest, and the third was a teleporter, and he removed himself from the situation.” He sighed. “The other two members of my team were dead. I was too late to save them.”
She pulled his head around towards her. “You did what you could; you did your job.”
“I didn’t do it soon enough,” he said, smiling a half smile in her direction. He turned around and pulled her close against his body, then kissed her full red lips. She still tasted like strawberries. “I’m tired of talking. Is there anything we can do that doesn‘t involve conversation?”
She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him back to the bed. “We have a few options,” she said with a smile. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 31]
Note: The following is the written transcript of video footage taken from The Agent’s personal computer. I attest to the authenticity of the video, having seen it for myself, and I hereby describe the events from the video file.
(The video begins with The Agent sitting at a table across from a man called Roberts, apparently one of The Agent’s operatives. An armed guard stands behind Roberts, who, though under guard, is apparently not a prisoner.)
The Agent: So, what happened?
Roberts: I don’t know (sounding scared). It all went wrong.
The Agent: Just calm down, and tell me. We need to know what went wrong.
Roberts: Okay (taking a deep breath). We followed your orders to the tee. We kidnapped three members of the Prime Minister’s security team. We took them to the warehouse you told us about. We interrogated them---
The Agent: Did you let The Lash help in the interrogation process?
Roberts: Of course. He did that freaky thing he does where he whips the air with his hands and wounds open up on people. The first two, the guy who could fly and the normal girl, both broke fairly easily, but they swore they didn’t know the codes. Lash eventually got too rough and ended up killing them both.
The Agent: And the third guy, the man with the enhanced senses?
Roberts: He wouldn’t break. We tried; The Lash beat him until the guy’s back was like a fucking pool of blood, but he wouldn’t talk. Well, he talked; he talked the whole goddamn time, but he wouldn’t give up the codes.
The Agent: So what went wrong?
Roberts: Whoever gave you the info on this guy fucked up big time. The guy had more than just enhanced senses. The three of us left the room for thirty seconds, tops, and the guy breaks his chains. He somehow found a pistol, and he blew The Lash’s brains out (becoming visibly upset). They went everywhere. His brains were fucking everywhere.
The Agent: Calm down. What happened to Stephens?
Roberts: (takes another deep breath) The guy shot Stephens twice in the chest. He never had a chance. Then out of nowhere, before I could calm myself and teleport away, the guy leaps across the room and lands on top of me, pinning me to the ground with his elbow on my throat. He put the gun in my mouth; look (opens his mouth and points to his teeth), he rammed it in there so hard he broke two of my teeth.
The Agent: Fascinating. Then what happened? He obviously didn’t kill you.
Roberts: He said if I teleported, he would pull the trigger the moment we reappeared. I was too scared to do anything anyways. The guy was fucking insane. But most importantly, he knew. He said he knew who sent us there, and he told me he would let me live if I sent a message back to The Agent, back to you.
The Agent: And what’s this important message?
Roberts: He said to tell you that Canada was protected and to stay out of it, or that would be your brains sprayed on the wall. And then he just let me go; he just walked away and let me go. The guy was fucking nuts.
The Agent: (standing up) I need you to wait here while I inform the others of these events. Are you sure that’s everything you know?
Roberts: That’s it; that’s everything.
The Agent: Then that is all I need from you. (The Agent nods to the guard, who pulls out his gun, places the barrel behind Roberts’ head, and pulls the trigger, leaving Roberts’ brains splattered across the table. The Agent looks up at the camera.) Do you see? (yelling) Do you see what happens when you fail me? If any of you disappoint me like this again, that will be you. Do you hear me? You will not fail me again.
(End video)
_______________________________________________
 
Final Journal Entry
[Begins on page 100]
I was thirteen when registration passed. I wasn’t completely sure at the time what that meant. Registration? Was it like registering for school? Did I need a backpack and a new pair of jeans? My parents assured me it was nothing to worry about. They were good, simple folk who always did what the laws told them to do, whether they agreed with it or not. Actually, you would have never known if they agreed with it or not; they kept those kind of things to themselves. They registered me the day after the law passed. 
I was thirteen and a half when two government agents showed up at the house. They wore black suits and drove a black sedan; they had laminated identification badges. They asked to see what I could do, and I showed them the abilities I’d picked up from the M-Virus. What I could do, they said, was impressive. The two government employees talked to my parents, and then the four of them talked to me, informing me that I would have to go away to learn how to properly use these abilities I’d never asked to have. 
I wasn’t happy. Even though we’d all had it, no one else in my family, neither my parents, nor my sisters, one two years older, one a year older, contracted anything from that damn virus, except me. My youngest sister, six-month old Lily, had been born after the virus, so we weren’t sure if she was going to have abilities or not. I used to pray she wouldn’t. 
I argued with the agents; I argued with my parents. I tried to tell them my powers weren’t dangerous. I couldn’t have hurt people with them if I’d wanted to. The government men reassured me. The place would be like summer camp, they said. There would be other kids there like me; we could all learn to use our powers together, and when I was ready, I would come back home, a productive and useful member of society. I wouldn’t even be gone long enough for my family to miss me. They gave me an hour to pack. 
It only took me a few minutes to pack a suitcase worth of clothes, seeing as how clothing was all I was allowed to bring to “camp.” I hugged my older sisters good-bye, and I kissed baby Lily on the cheek, silently wondering if she would remember me when, and if, I ever came back. I ignored my parents on the way out; I didn’t say shit to them; I couldn’t. Whether they knew it or not, this was all their fault.
In a few hours, we arrived at the containment center for super-powered individuals, a massive, windowless building with guard towers on each corner, surrounded by barbwire topped chain link fences. This, I knew, was not “camp.” I had to be deloused before I was allowed to step inside of the building proper, which took place outside on a cold winter day, and take my word for it, it wasn’t pleasant. 
Once inside, my head was shaved to the scalp. My clothes were tossed into an incinerator, and I was given my own orange jumpsuit. I was fingerprinted, palm printed, and every other kind of print they could think of. They even took a retinal image of my eyes. They took several photographs of me from various angles, none of which, I figured, would end up on a milk carton if I had went missing. Before being placed into the six by six cell which would be my new home, I was sat in a chair and told to pull my jumpsuit down past my shoulder. A man, who wore glasses and was missing one of his front teeth, tattooed my number on the left side of my chest. This number, F41963, would be my new name. 
We were allowed out of our cells once a day for a meal, which mainly consisted of grits. God, I still hate grits. Mealtime was the only occasion I actually saw any of my fellow “campers.” The floor I was on was made up of boys and girls, all ranging from twelve to fifteen in age. The higher the floor, the higher the ages of the inmates, and the top floor, it was whispered, was where people were really mistreated. I honestly couldn’t imagine it getting much worse. 
I’m sure you won’t be surprised by the fact there was no training in the Hole (as we affectionately called it). Actually, there was one consistent rule in the containment center: no powers. Any use of abilities, they said, would result in corporal punishment. This one time, I was sitting next to this kid who could shoot electricity from his hands. He was talking to me during our daily meal, and when he snapped his fingers to emphasize a point, a small piece of electricity sparked from his hand. A guard pulled his gun and shot the kid twice in the head, killing him instantly. I never even knew the kid’s actual name. 
But after about six months or so, six months, I might add, without any contact from the outside world, we began to hear whispers and rumors amongst the guards. War became the word held in the shadows. A war between the normals and us, a war between The Seven and the government holding us as prisoners, it was too much of a dream to actually hope for. But we hoped.
Besides that, life went on for the most part. Some guards were nicer than others, but I fantasized about killing most of them. I spent most of my nights lying awake in my bunk, trying to figure out some way to use my powers to formulate an escape. Every brilliant plan, every ingenious idea, would always be foiled by the thought process, always finding a flaw which would result in my death. And that was the rub. As much as I hated the place and wanted to be free, I also wanted to live. Any idea which ended in my death was instantly deemed a failure, and I would be forced to go back to the drawing board. 
Then, after a few months, that word on the tip of everyone’s tongue, prisoner and guard alike, continued to resurface. War. It was happening; we all knew it. You could feel the fear from the guards most of the time, scared to death the mighty Seven would show up at their doorstep and liberate the children they called prisoners. We heard the talk. The Seven had taken California, then the entire West Coast, destroying every military base along their way. 
The guards toughened their stance, forbidding us from talking during mealtime, afraid the whispers might unite us against them, might cause us to feel something besides fear. It had. For the first time in over six months, I felt hope. And not the pitiful artificial hope I made myself feel when I calculated my little escape plans. No. I felt real, tangible, so close to me I could taste it, touch it, smell it, hope. I hadn’t been this happy since the time when I was ten, and I’d paid fourteen year old Becky Miller from down the street ten bucks to show me her breasts. I didn’t just think the war was coming; I knew the war was coming, and every one of those guards, every one of those bastards who’d pushed us, tortured us, killed us, would pay for their crimes. 
And then, on a night when I was least expecting anything, it happened. Alarms blazed through the compound. Guards yelled and screamed, running across the floor with guns in their hands. Explosions rocked the building. People cried out in pain. I smelled smoke and the stench of flames. I heard a whistling noise I could have sworn was the sound of a missile being fired through the air. Gunfire echoed up and down the corridors. And you could have seen us all standing next to the tiny window slots on our doors. We knew; this had to be it. They had finally come for us. Finally. 
And then I saw them, Agent America and The Iron Knight, crashing through the outer wall of our level. The Agent grabbed guards by the throat and threw them across the floor. The Iron Knight fired bullets from his wrists, tearing the guards in half. Blood and guts flew everywhere, and I was so happy I almost cried. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. It was better than the images my mind had created. It was real, and it was happening.
And then, the one thing I would have never expected happened, changing me and my life forever. The Agent yelled my name, asking if I was on this floor. I didn’t know what to say. Without the words, I just grunted and pushed my hand through the door slot, a vain attempt to wave. The Agent turned in my direction and saw me. He walked over to my cell and asked my name. I told him. He asked me what my powers were. I told him. He moved his wrist up to his mouth and spoke into a small watch like communicator. 
“I’ve found him,” he said, seconds before ripping my door from its hinges and tossing it aside. He looked down at me and smiled through his red, white, and blue mask. “We need your help,” he said, holding out his hand for me to take.
They needed my help; The Seven actually needed my help. I could have died right then and there and been content. I probably would have been better off if I’d had. I wouldn’t know all the things I know now. I took his hand, and he pulled me from the rubble of my cell. 
“Knight,” The Agent yelled, “free everyone else on this floor, and then we’re out of here.” He walked over to a phone on the wall and pressed the intercom button. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Agent America,” he said, his voice booming through what was left of the containment center. “To all of you who were once prisoners of this corrupt government, you are now free. Do not go home; do not return to your families. It is not safe; they will be waiting for you there to take you to another facility. I have several vehicles waiting just north of this building. Go to them, and they will take you all to a safe house. Once there, we will feed and strengthen you and prepare the lot of you for war. Thank you, and welcome to the fight.”
A mass exodus ran for the exits, and I started to join them in their escape. The Agent reached out and grabbed me by the shoulder, pulling me back. 
“And where are you going, little man?” he asked.
“To the vehicles,” I inaudibly mumbled.
“No sir,” the computerized voice of The Iron Knight said. “You’re with us now. You’re one of us.” 
I just stared up at the two heroes, unsure of anything at that moment other than my complete and total confusion. 
“It’s okay,” The Agent said, patting my back. “We’ll explain on the way.”
“The way where?” I asked.
“To your house, son,” The Agent answered. “We have to meet your parents.”
The ride home was undoubtedly more uncomfortable than the ride away had been, and I couldn’t understand or make sense of that. These were my heroes; why did they freak me out so much? Why was I suddenly more frightened now than I had been in my months of containment?
I rode in the backseat of a jeep type vehicle. The Agent drove, and a skinny man with glasses and an angry look on his face sat on the passenger side. Next to me in the back, a beautiful red head girl, barely older than seventeen at most, kept giving me these weird, awkward smiles. I wasn’t sure if she was hitting on me or pitying me. Either way, it was just uncomfortable. Outside of the vehicle, I could see the blur of Speed Demon running beside us, and Fire Maiden and The Iron Knight flying through the sky. Off in the distance, The Ice Queen’s ice slide lagged slightly behind, but she stayed close enough to keep track of.
I eventually balled up enough courage to ask what they needed me for. The Agent told me a story of how the government had figured out a cure to the M-Virus’ mutations, and with my powers, they would be able to stop the cure before it went too far. I, he told me, would be able to save the lives of thousands and help them win the war. I’d never actually been able to help anybody win anything. And this, this all seemed to be too much.
We arrived, and my stomach rolled itself into a giant knot. Why did we have to be here? Why couldn’t we just go? Why did I have to see them again? None of this registered in my little brain as making sense. To be honest, it still doesn’t. 
The Agent instructed the rest of them to go in ahead, and he nodded at the skinny man from the front seat, who I figured out was the one called Psychosis. The red head from the backseat eventually turned out to be Metal Girl. They all went in while The Agent and I stood outside, waiting. I heard screams, yelling, the sounds of a baby crying; it was the containment center all over again, but this was my home; these people were my family. Why were they screaming?
The Agent walked me inside my house, and I saw my parents and older sisters on their knees in the living room. The Iron Knight stood behind them, the gun’s on his wrists pointing at each of them in turn. The rest of The Seven stood in various positions throughout the room, all staring at my family. Baby Lily cried from the upstairs bedroom. I broke away from The Agent, and I ran to my family, screaming out words that I can’t even remember. And then, against my will, I stopped. The voice of Psychosis echoed inside my head, telling me there was no use in struggling; he had me under his control.
I could still see and hear everything around me, but I was powerless to do anything. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t speak; I couldn’t cry. I just stood in the middle of my living room and watched tears pour down the faces of my mother and sisters, and I watched my heroes discuss the fate of my family. And as I stood there helpless, in the corner of the room, The Agent and Fire Maiden argued.
“This isn’t right, Bruce,” the blonde yelled. “This isn’t what we stand for.”
“This,” The Agent answered, pointing to my family, “is what they’ve pushed us too. We have to do this to stop them.”
Fire pointed at me. “He’ll do it without this. He’ll do it of his own free will; we don’t have to do this to him.”
“No, Fire, no,” The Agent said in return, shaking his head. “Right now, he’s frightened; he’s weak. He’ll simply be happy to be free. He needs to have a need for revenge. He has to want to kill the normals, all of the normals, for what they did to him and to his family. He needs the pain. He needs the vengeance. And he has to see it with his own eyes, or the memories will never take. He has to see it for himself, or he‘ll eventually be useless to us.”
“Then I’m out; I won’t be a part of murder,” she said, throwing her arms up in the air and storming out of the house.
“Ice,” The Agent said, “talk some sense into her.” The white haired Ice Queen followed her partner outside. The yelling between them was quite audible. The Agent looked around at the rest of his team. “Anyone else have any objections?” No one said a word. “Good. Then let’s do what we have to do.” He turned towards Psychosis. “Can you mentally shut the baby down without any bloodshed. I’m not going to physically kill a toddler.”
“I can,” the skinny man in glasses answered, momentarily shutting his eyes. And just like that, my baby sister Lily went from crying to complete silence. “It’s done,” he said.
The Agent nodded at The Iron Knight. “Do it,” he said. 
I watched as the man in the red and black armor walked down the line, placing a single bullet into the head of each member of my family. I wanted to scream, to cry, to run, to do anything to stop this from happening, but I couldn’t. I was forced to watch in absolute quiet as my family died before me. Their blood pooled up on the living room floor. The Agent walked through it on his way to me. He put his hand on my shoulder.
“They’re not the family you deserve,” he said.
And then, everything went black, to nothing. It all went away, as if it had never happened. I received a new set of memories. In this version, The Seven rescued me from the containment center and then took me home. We arrived in time to find members of the American military slaughtering my family, killing them all in a bloody execution. The Seven, my new friends, retaliated and killed all of the murderers, but they were too late. My entire family died that day before I could do anything about it.
I wanted vengeance; I wanted to make this damn government pay, not just for what they’d done by locking me up, but for what they had done to my family, to my baby sister. I did whatever The Seven wanted me to do. I killed people; I destroyed men, equipment, whole armies. I did anything and everything to make these bastards answer. And I enjoyed it, knowing I was receiving payment for a price that had to be paid. All the normals, all of them, had to pay.
And then, then we won. The war was over. Agent America and the rest of his Seven took over as lords and masters of this once great land. After that, I went on; I lived my life. I made friends and girlfriends. I worked; I played. I lived my place on high above the lowly normals, and I, for the most part, while trying not to flaunt anything, enjoyed the lifestyle being one of the super powered entitled me. 
My life went like this for the past ten years or so, until two weeks ago, when I checked my mail. A letter was in my box, no return address, no name other than mine. I opened it, and it was a single piece of paper with a single line of text printed on it: They’re not the family you deserve.
And it all came back, everything, every moment of that night, every excruciating detail of what I was forced to watch, every detail of what they did, what they all did. It all came back the moment I read those words. Now you see why I have to do what I’m about to do, what I will already have done by the time you read this. I have to make them feel what I did, and it won’t be enough that they die. They will have to experience what I experienced. They will have to know what it’s like to watch those they love die while they’re powerless to stop it. They have to know……
_______________________________________________
 
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 14]
Note: The following is a press release/newspaper article published in every major newspaper in the country after The Seven and their governors assumed control of all news organizations, radio broadcasts, and television stations. 
Supreme Chancellor Rogers announced today that the United States will no longer accept imports from other countries, and on the flipside, America will no longer export our products and goods to the rest of the world. “From this point forward,” Chancellor Rogers said, “we will provide for ourselves and ourselves alone.”
This act, designed to protect America and provide for each of its citizens, is part of Chancellor Rogers plan to make sure each and every citizen has exactly what they need to survive, including an adequate food supply and a job. “While other nations may view this as an act of aggression on my part,” The Chancellor continued, “I have made this decision to safeguard this country. For too long, we as Americans have had to watch as our jobs walked away to some third world country that pay their people with literal peanuts. No more. As of today, all products will be made for Americans by Americans.”
As a by-product of this action, all of the United States borders are effectively closed, with no one allowed into the country and no one allowed out. Any attempt to cross the border will be deemed an act of treason, and any individual caught entering or exiting the nation illegally will be prosecuted as a traitor before the national tribunal. 
_______________________________________________
_
_
_
OPEN DOCUMENT: FIRE MAIDEN
 
Fire Maiden: real name Pamela Blaze. Home location: a large house in a secluded suburb just outside of the city. She lives there with her husband, Richard, her recently born twins, and her younger sister, Emily.
The Fire Maiden is without a doubt the single sweetest, most sincere person I have ever had the honor of meeting. She is loyal, brave, loving, and devoted. I’ve seen her fight tooth and nail for what she believed to be right, and I’ve seen it almost kill her when she had to do something she believed to be wrong. How she has survived the moral ambiguity of this new world we have created I will never know. Well, to be honest, I do know. As long as Pamela has The Ice Queen in her ear, whispering to her, telling her that what we did was right, it will keep her on the straight and narrow path that Ice and The Agent need her to be own. 
Strengths: The Fire Maiden has a complete and total manipulation of fire, creating within her self something I have always called a “living flame,” which is basically a fire that she can control. She can shoot flames from her hands, aiming the projectile like a human flame thrower. These flames can become quite intense, as I have personally seen the temperature of these flames become high enough to melt through solid steel. She is also able to cover her entire body in a coat of the “living flames,” which allows her to use the flames propulsion to fly through the air, and by pushing the heat energy downward while in the air, she is able to hover. 
This coat of flames also makes her effectively immune to any type of propulsion weaponry. Any bullet fired at her would melt before coming into actual contact with her body. The same goes for knives, swords, or any other type of weapon that isn’t completely fire proof.
Weaknesses: Foremost and obviously, I have made this particular suit completely fireproof. But the term fireproof is almost misleading. Yes, the suit can withstand direct blasts of Pamela’s flames without melting or suffering prolonged damage, but the suit is not designed and would not be able to weather an extended barrage of her fire power in one location. For example, if she decided to aim her flames at the suit’s facemask for an extended period of time, it would eventually, after just a few moments of exposure, cause serious damage to the suit’s internal systems. This effectively negates the possibility of using the suit to get close to her and defeating her with a physical attack. 
This leaves two possibilities. The first is to attack her with a projectile while she is depowered and unprotected from her “living flame.” While this is a possibility, it is also very unlikely. She can cover herself in flames in the time it takes to think. It is, in most cases, a complete act of reflex, able to be completed at the speed of thought, much faster than any normal bullet could ever hope to travel. 
The second possibility is to create a bullet that isn’t normal, and this is just what I have done. Over the past few years, Metal Girl has become a frequent visitor of mine. Desperation, loneliness, the pain of watching her once lover die a slow and painful death, has occasionally brought her into my company as a source of condolence, amongst other things. As I’m sure you know, Metal Girl’s powered form involves her turning every inch of skin on her body into a perfect alloy, a metal that is completely and totally invulnerable to any heat, cold, breakage, etc. In short, it cannot be destroyed. After one of our many visits, I managed to acquire several of her DNA samples, and after much trial and error, I was able to recreate the alloy’s composition and remanufactured it into a bullet; well, actually several bullets I have been saving for this occasion should it have ever arrived. These bullets, composed of the exact same alloy as Metal Girl, are indestructible, and in theory, should be able to pass through Pamela’s flame protection and into her body. 
On a personal note to whomever may be reading this, while Pamela may be one of us, she has undoubtedly been the single voice of reason in most everything we ever did. While I am sure this fact doesn’t exclude her from whatever fate that we have all earned and deserve, I simply say this in the hope that you will exclude her from whatever you have planned for the rest of us.
Now I know what you’re thinking: here I am asking you not to kill her when I’m the one who has planned and designed the method in which it could be done. These plans have only been created in the event The Agent should ever order the rest of The Seven against me. I would only enact these protocols in my defense and nothing else. But you, you who have hijacked my armor and are currently doing what you are doing, have a choice. I only ask, in this one lone case, that you make the right one. 
_
_
_
CLOSE DOCUMENT
_______________________________________________
 
“Prisoner 616’s heightened senses and organ functions, both due to the increased size of his adrenal glands, should allow him to heal and become functional faster than an equivalent subject confined within the containment units for the same amount of time,” Doctor Amanda Larson said into the tiny recorder she held in her small hand. “In other words, his natural abilities will allow him the opportunity to adjust back to normalcy faster than most.”
She stood up from her desk and stretched, looking down to the clock as she placed the recorder on the desk. The clock read “5:30 a.m.” If she had a normal office that wasn’t buried hundreds of feet below the ground, she would be able to see the sun come up; instead, she only had the clock and her body to tell her that she had been here way too long. But no one ever said that being the head medical officer in “The Hole” would be easy, nor had she ever expected it to be. 
Her life wasn’t easy, so she did what she had to make it easier. Graced with the ability of manipulation, the ability to persuade the weak minded to do what she wanted with her voice alone, it had made Dr. Larson’s life immensely easier; it had granted her the job here; it had given her control of every guard in the facility as well as many of the other doctors and faculty. Only some, such as 616 from earlier that night, were able to resist the orders she planted into their mind.
She was a small woman, barely above five feet tall, with a small frame that matched her height and the light timber of her voice. Her face, pretty, with small features that complimented the rest of her, did little to give away true age, making her look at least ten years younger than the mid thirties she actually was. 
She had a sudden thought and quickly reached down for the recorder, turning it on then speaking: “In the event we reacquire 616 or another prisoner with similar powers, we should consider using said subject in the next phase of testing for future generations of containment units.” She pushed her pretty brown hair away from her eyes to the sides of her head, trying but failing to tuck the loose strands behind her ears The ponytail she held it in was coming loose. “A prisoner with these abilities could help us define the level of pain a prisoner could tolerate as well as the recovery time for the next generation---”
She stopped mid-sentence when the lamp on her desk, the only source of light in the room, went black. For a moment, she fumbled in the dark, finding the edge of the desk with her knee but not her hands. She managed to place the recorder back down and attempted in vain to find the lamp, hoping that the switch just needed to be wiggled and light would return. 
She found the lamp, but before she could locate the switch, light returned. Across the room, where the door stood, a mere ten feet from the other side of her desk, a woman bathed in light appeared from the darkness, a blonde woman, a beautiful blonde woman who seemed so bright that it almost hurt the doctor’s eyes.
“Who---” Dr. Larson tried to say before the woman interrupted.
“Ssshhh,” the woman said, her glowing forefinger held in front of her lips. “No need to speak, now or ever again.” The woman walked closer with every word between them.
“You will stop and tell me who you are,” the doctor said, attempting to use every ounce of power she could muster.
The woman made of light smiled a smile which seemed to light up the room even more. “Sorry, doctor, but your powers have no effect on either of us.”
“Either of you?” Doctor Larson asked. “What do you---”
“Ssshhh,” the woman made of light said again, slowly creeping closer and closer. “You have seen too much tonight, and he can’t have you repeating what you know. You could ruin his plan.” 
The woman made of light stood on the other side of the desk. The doctor tried to shield her eyes, but the light continued to pound her senses.
“I won’t tell,” the doctor said, her voice filled with panic. “I don’t know anything to tell.”
“But doctor,“ the woman came around the desk and stood mere feet from her, “you know oh so much, so much more than he needs you to know.”
The blade of light entered the doctor’s neck, and the only thought she could muster through the pain was trying to diagnose if the main artery in her neck had been cut or if the blade had hit just below it. She fell to her knees, using her hands to hold pressure against the wound, trying in vain to stop the bleeding. 
“Ssshhh,” the woman said above her as she fell to the floor, and the darkness in the room overtook her completely.
_______________________________________________
 
Just outside of the city, the sun came up in a neighborhood made up of homes no normal could ever hope to afford. Pamela Blaze, the woman once known as The Fire Maiden, rushed around her large house, trying to get everything together. The babies needed clothes; her sister was asking questions; she had to pack for herself; her sister wanted to know what the hell was going on; the babies needed snacks for the ride; her sister wanted answers. She had none to give. She just had to do what Gabby had told her to do: get herself and her family out of town before he arrived, before he found them.
She pushed them all outside, the twins, barely six months old, her pride and joy, and her brunette younger sister, who continued to ask questions she had no answers for. Together, she and her sister loaded the babies into the large SUV, her sister continually prodding, almost pleading, for answers. She said nothing, noting that there wasn’t time for talk, and she loaded the car in as much of a hurry as she could. After making sure that everyone and everything was secure, Fire opened the driver’s side door and placed herself inside the vehicle.
The gate in front of the house opened, and the SUV drove down the drive towards the street. While Fire drove, her younger sister sat in the passenger seat, and the two babies were strapped down in the back. The vehicle pulled to the end of the driveway and stopped. The two women stared in shock at the red and black armor blocking their path. Their faces filled with fear. The machine looked at the brunette in the passenger seat, and for a moment, she returned its gaze before it looked away.
Fire opened the driver side door and stepped out of the car. “Go,” she said softly to the girl beside her. “Get out of here. He doesn’t want you three. He just wants me.”
“But Pammy---” the sister started to argue before Fire cut her off.
“No,” the blonde scolded. “Drive the babies and yourself out of here, right now. And call Gabby. Tell her I need help. Go,” she yelled. 
The brunette scooted over to the steering wheel, and Fire slammed the driver’s door. “I love you, Emily,” she said, her voice choking up as she spoke. “Take care of my babies.”
The brunette placed the car into gear as tears streamed down her face. Fire could see her place a phone to her ear as she drove away. 
Fire looked up at the machine standing twenty feet from her. “You’re not going to hurt them, are you? They’re safe, right?”
“I’m not like The Seven,” the cold robotic voice answered. “I have no interest in harming your sister or your children. Just you.”
“It is you, isn’t it?” She asked. “I was afraid it might be, and Gabby seemed to imply there was a chance, but I couldn’t fathom it; I couldn’t believe you could do this after all these years.”
“You should know as well as I do that time heals nothing.”
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” she said, her voice almost pleading. “We can figure this out, together, just like we used to.”
“It’s too late. It’s too late for us, for them, for everything. You can’t take back what’s been done.”
“But killing us won’t bring them back. It won’t change a thing.”
“You’re right; it won’t, but it might balance the scales. The Seven will finally pay for all they have done.”
She stood erect and closed her eyes. Flames erupted across her body, covering her entire figure in orange and yellow fire. “As much as I love you, you have to know that I’m not just going to let you kill me without a fight.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” the machine said in return.
She pushed the flames from her body and flew thirty feet into the air. “I never wanted this for you; I only wanted you to be happy. But please understand, If I can’t stop you, one of the others will, and they will kill you.” 
The machine activated the suit’s booster rockets and flew into the air beside her. “It doesn’t matter,” it said. “I’m already dead.”
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stood in silence by the window, staring out at the first sunrise he had seen in well over a year. It was, in a word, breathtaking. He tried on the white shirt Fire Maiden had brought him. A little snug, but it would work. Hell, he thought to himself, it beat a hospital gown any day of the week. 
He turned and looked at the white haired woman still lying asleep in the bed. He had never exactly found white hair to be particularly attractive, but somehow she made it work and then some. He realized he had to be careful. Could he trust her? The word “no” immediately popped into his brain. She was one of The Seven, and therefore, she remained inherently part of the problem. She had lied to him about the suicide note, and he still felt like she was keep something from him. For all he knew, she was keeping all kind of things about this from him, and at the moment, he kind of assumed she was. 
But at the same time, there remained something about her, something he couldn’t quite place, something he absolutely couldn’t understand. Maybe it was simply the year he had spent away from the opposite sex. Maybe he was just enamored by her looks. Maybe he liked her and didn’t want to admit it. Of course less than a day ago, the act of admitting he liked one of The Seven would have made him want to put a gun in his mouth. A small part of him still did. 
He finished tying his tie and looked down at her. He thought about how something so beautiful could have been a part of a system so wrong. How much blood did she have on her conscience? How hands on was she in all of this? Did she just listen to The Agent blindly, or had she been there the whole time, her and the rest of The Seven, making every decision together, as a group? Did he really want to know that particular answer? Not really, he thought to himself, not really. 
He rubbed his bandaged shoulder. Now that the excitement was all over and the adrenaline had dissipated, he felt the pain, and it hurt like hell. He still couldn’t get over the fact that he, him, of all people, had basically taken a bullet for one of The Seven. Just yesterday, he, without a second thought, would have put one in all of them himself. And now, he was rubbing the bullet hole he took for one of them while staring at her naked sleeping body. What a world he lived in. 
And at the same time, he couldn’t get past the thought that he was missing something, something important and meaningful. Or maybe it was something trivial and meaningless, but either way, him, the so-called detective, continued to miss something seemingly important. It was like an old taste on the tip of his tongue; he could almost grasp the flavor, but it kept being overshadowed by everything else on his plate. That, or he could have just been hungry. He always did think in food metaphors when he needed something to eat.
He sat down on the side of the bed to tie his shoes, and his stomach growled, loud enough for him and anyone else listening to hear.
“Are you hungry or growling at me?” The Ice Queen asked as she sat up and stretched her arms above her head. He turned and stared at her bare breasts, making no attempt to look away. “Do you want a picture?” she asked, a slight smile on her face.
“I would,” he answered, “but I thought it would be inappropriate to ask until our second date. Unless, of course, you’re into that kind of thing.”
She pushed his uninjured shoulder. “You never quit, do you?”
“Nope, princess, I don’t.” 
A phone on her bedside table rung, and she leaned over to pick it up. She put it to her ear and spoke. “Yes,” she said in a serious tone, and then she listened in silence for about thirty seconds. “I’ll be right there,” she finally said as she slammed the phone down on the table. She quickly jumped out of bed and ran to her closet, throwing clothes on as fast as she could. 
The Detective stood up and grabbed his overcoat. “What is it?”
“We have to go right now,” she answered as she pulled a shirt over her head. “It’s Fire. She’s in trouble.”
_______________________________________________
 
The Iron Knight armor deflected every flame sent its way. Fire Maiden flew around the machine, leaving a small trace of her flames in the air as she passed by. The Iron Knight did nothing other than stare at her in silence.
“Well?” she asked as she shot flames from her hands, showering the suit in fire. “I thought you came here to kill me, or are you having second thoughts?”
“No second thoughts,” the computerized voice said in return. “I’ve come here to do what must be done.”
She flew behind him and shot flames against the suit’s rear panels. “Do you?” The woman covered in fire asked. “Do you really have to do any of this? Are killing and death really the only choices you have?”
The machine turned around to face her. “Yes, they are. Killing and death are all I have left to look forward to.” 
“You have so much more that you can’t see.” She flew around to face the machine, pulling herself within feet from the faceplate. “And I’m so sorry that what we did has kept you from seeing everything you have. I’m sorry---”
The Iron Knight grabbed her by her flame covered throat and slammed her thirty feet to the street below. “Sorry?!” The computerized voice screamed. “Sorry?! How dare you say that to me, how fucking dare you! You and your little pirate code-named taking band of murderers have had over a decade to apologize to me, and you fucking wait until I’m about to kill you all before you find the ability to feel regret.” It flew down to the street and stood above her as she tried to climb back to her feet. “You find mercy and remorse only in the face of death. How fucking pathetic.” He punched her in the ribs, causing her to fly across the street, landing hard against her house’s gate. 
The impact caused the flames around her body to momentarily go out. She gingerly stood up, holding an arm across her mid-section. Blood poured from her petite nose. “You may not want to hear it, but I’m going to say it anyways. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what we did; I’m sorry for what you had to live through. If I could take it all back, I would. And I’m not saying this because I’m about to die. Right now, I could really care less. As long as my babies are safe, you can do whatever to me. I’m saying this because I’ve wanted to say this to you since the day it happened, but I always knew any mention of it would break down the mental blocks. And if that happened, you would have to live through it all again, as if it had just happened, and I couldn’t put you through that kind of pain again. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t.” 
She stretched her arms out above her head and flames once again covered her entire body. She flew back into the air. “You’ve come here to kill me,” she said from twenty feet above it, “and I understand why. But now I have my own family to protect, and I can’t just lay down and die without a fight. I can’t die without knowing I at least tried to live for them; I just can’t.” She flew around the machine, spraying as many flames from her hands as she could, covering the armor in an inferno. 
_______________________________________________
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Even as she flooded the suit in flames, the machine managed to hold up its right wrist and lock onto its target. From the gun on the wrist, The Iron Knight fired a single bullet. It easily passed through her flames and entered her mid-section just to the right of her naval. Her flames went out as she screamed in pain and fell to the ground. 
The machine lowered itself straight down and walked the distance between them; it stood over her, looking down at her bleeding, nude body through the faceplate. “The bullet won’t kill you, but you had to know pain for your actions. You had to hurt for being one of them; you had to pay a price for their actions.”
“Thank you,” she silently mouthed up at him.
“Do not thank me for sparing you. It has nothing to do with you. You see I’m not like The Seven; I would never make your children into orphans just for my own needs. If you live, do not thank me; thank your children for needing their mother.” The Iron Knight moved its left wrist up and opened a panel. With a spark of electricity and the crackle of ozone, it disappeared, just as a red sports car sped around the corner. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective sat in the passenger seat of The Ice Queen’s car with his fingers gripping the dashboard as hard as he possibly could. He couldn’t remember ever being in a car traveling this fast. She slid around a corner and into a posh neighborhood filled with houses which were basically mini-mansions. He assumed this was where Fire Maiden lived. 
They turned another corner, and he saw them: The Iron Knight armor standing in the middle of the street, staring down at a nude blonde woman. Before either of them could say a word, the man in the battle suit disappeared, leaving the woman lying defenseless on the ground.
Ice slammed on the brakes fifty feet from the blonde and jumped out of the car. “Fire!” she screamed as she ran to her. The Detective followed close behind. “Oh my God, Fire,” Ice cried.
The Detective took off his coat and wrapped it around the nude woman. “We’ve got to get her to a hospital.” Ice ignored him as she cried over her friend. “Listen,” he yelled. Ice turned towards him. “We have to get her to the hospital, now.”
Ice nodded and stood up. He bent down, picked Fire up off of the street, and carried her towards the car. 
“Wait,” he said as he put the blonde in the passenger seat, making sure she was covered with his coat. “We can’t both ride. You take her, and I’ll get there somehow.”
“You drive.” She sprayed crystal like ice from her hands, covering her entire body in its sheath. The beginning of an ice slide shot out of her hands and began to form in front of her feet. “I’ll stay close behind.”
The Detective ran around to the driver’s side and climbed in. He looked over at Fire as he put the car in gear. Her eyes opened up ever so slightly, and she smiled at him.
“It’s okay,” she said, her voice beyond weak. “He let me live.”
_______________________________________________
 
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 64]
Note: The following is a newspaper article/ press release published after The Seven assumed control of the mainstream media and The Agent closed the country‘s borders.
The Department of Technological Advancements announced today the invention of the solar powered combustible engine. Anthony Barren, the man who once protected the nation as The Iron Knight and current Secretary of Technology, made the statement and declared the new engine to be of his own design.
The solar motor will be one hundred percent fuel free, thereby completely freeing America from the need for foreign oil. “This engine requires no gas, no oil, no water for coolant,” Barren said today. “All it needs is a weekly dose of sunlight, which it will convert into energy to power the engine itself. One hour of sunlight a week will be enough for the engine to function for a full seven days. A full seven hours of sunlight will power the motor for almost two months.” When asked if the engines will achieve the same level of speed and strength as a gasoline powered motor, Barren answered by saying, “I guarantee they will be just as fast, if not faster, than any other car you have ever driven.”
The new engines will be a mandatory install for every automobile made in the United States. All nonpowered citizens will be required to relinquish any and all gasoline powered vehicles they currently own and purchase a new solar powered model. If a citizen cannot afford to finance a new model, the government will cover the cost of the car and automatically deduct the payments and remaining balance from each citizen’s weekly paycheck. 
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Journal Entry 
[Found on page 57]
Note: The following is a transcript of a private security tape found within The Agent’s personal computer. The tape, filmed merely days before the war began, was made in Anthony Barren’s penthouse and shows The Seven discussing the impending war.
(The video begins with each member of The Seven, except for The Agent, who is standing and staring out of the door which leads to the balcony, sitting in various positions around Barren’s apartment. They are all in their street clothes and out of costume.)
Agent America: We have to decide, once and for all, right now, what we are going to do.
Fire Maiden: You do know what you’re saying, don’t you? You realize you are talking about going to war with The United States of America, right?
Agent: That’s exactly what we’re talking about, Fire, and as of this moment, I can’t see an alternative.
Speed Demon: (sitting in a chair with his head between his knees) This is insane, man, fucking insane.
Psychosis: (sitting on a couch with Metal Girl close beside him) Language, North, language. There are minors present. 
Demon: Dude, I apologize for cussing in front of your fucking jailbait girlfriend, but I believe we have more important things to worry about.
Metal Girl: (attempting to stand up but being held back by Psychosis) Fuck you, North. I’ll rip your fucking head off.
Barren: Stop it, you two, now. This is neither the time nor the place for your damn bickering.
Fire: Okay, just so I’m clear on this whole idea, Bruce, are you really implying that we should declare war on the country and place ourselves in power? Like Billy said, this is insane, completely insane.
Ice Queen: (sitting on the arm of a sofa next to her partner) It’s not insane, Fire. It’s the only option we have left. After all, they’ve already declared war on us.
Agent: Exactly, Ice. They’re taking super powered children and imprisoning them; they’ve declared us an illegal conglomeration and simply gathering here together is now a crime. Soon, just being born with powers will be deemed an act of treason punishable by death.
Demon: But we can’t just go to war with these people. We promised to protect them, and I can’t see war and protecting being anywhere near the other.
Agent: And what did they promise us, Demon? Remember life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. I shed blood for this country on the battlefield. In the past five years, the seven of us have all bled for this nation, and for what? To be tossed to the side like nothing? To be seen as nothing more than common criminals for having abilities that, the last I checked, none of us asked for?
Fire: Okay, somebody explain exactly how the seven of us are supposed to take on the entire United States military?
Ice: We recruit.
Fire: Recruit? Seriously, recruit?
Ice: Yes, Fire, we recruit.
Fire: Alright, Gabby, if we take in every active costumed crime fighter in the country, what does that leave us with? Twenty-five people? Thirty? 
Ice: There are plenty of people with powers who aren’t crime fighters.
Demon: Yeah, some are super villains. Do you want to bring them in too?
Ice: Actually, Demon, yes, I think we should. We should bring them and anyone and everyone with powers. They face the same persecution as we do. They should be allowed to fight along with the rest of us. 
Fire: Now that’s insane.
Agent: Why is it insane, Fire? What is insane about offering a people the opportunity to fight back against oppression?
Fire: (looking around the room at the other members) Hope, Steven, Anthony, please chime in and help me here. Tell them this is not right. Tell them this is crazy.
Psychosis: (placing his left hand onto Metal’s Girl’s lower back, almost as if he’s telling her to not speak) I can’t say that, Pamela. Hope and I have promised The Agent our total support no matter what he chooses to do. 
Fire: Anthony?
Barren: I don’t know, Pam. I was on the fence, but I’m starting to think it may be the only choice we have. 
Demon: On the fence? I thought you were on the wagon, or off the wagon, or whichever one means you’re drinking like an alcoholic fish.
Barren: Shut the fuck up, Billy. Honestly, this is not a good time for your bullshit.
Ice: Really, Demon, can’t you take a goddamn thing seriously for a half minute. Do you always have to come up with some kind of nonsense when we’re trying to do something important?
Demon: (throwing his hands up in the air) Excuse the hell out of me for trying to lighten the mood around here.
Agent: We have to decide what we’re going to do, and we have to decide now. I need to know who’s in and who is out. And if you’re out, then you’re out, and we fight this war without you. 
Ice: I’m in, no question.
Agent: Psychosis?
Psychosis: In.
Metal Girl: I go where Steven goes. I’m in.
Agent: Knight?
Barren: In.
Agent: Demon? 
Demon: In, I guess.
(Every head in the room turns and look at Fire.)
Fire: Apparently, you’re all going to do this no matter what I say, and I have to be with Gabby to protect her. So I’m in, but not without reservations. 
Agent: Good enough.
Ice: Okay, so now what do we do?
Agent: First and foremost, we all have to ask ourselves, right now, today, exactly how far across the line we can go before we’ve gone too far. And then, once we’ve decided that point, we have to take it farther. It’s the only way we’ll be able to save this country from itself.
(End video)
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective tossed his hat and coat on the back of a chair and paced back and forth across the hospital waiting room. Being shot at, finding dead bodies scattered around, getting tortured, pain, blood, and other assorted injuries, all of that came naturally. This, being confined to a room and being told to wait for answers, this was too much like prison for his taste, and it didn’t come natural. He wasn’t built for this at all. 
He looked up at the camera in the corner and wondered if The Agent was just sitting around and watching everything that was happening. He wouldn’t have doubted it. It had been said that Rogers had a camera on every corner and inside every building, and the man hadn’t been seen in person in several years, using lackeys like Grant as his mouthpiece and relying on them to spread his orders and commands throughout the nation. 
“It’s going to be okay,” he heard the brunette, Fire’s little sister Emily, say. At first he thought she was talking to him, but he took a second look and watched her speak in a soft voice to the two babies, twins barely six months old. She sat in a chair against the far wall and rocked the babies back and forth, a hand on each of their matching strollers. 
Emily appeared no older than twenty-five, with just longer than shoulder length dark hair that seemed to continually fall in front of her eyes. She had a petite figure that was complimented by the short, white sundress she wore. She almost looked like a younger, raven haired doppelganger of her sister, but with big brown eyes, a small button shaped nose, and a small patch of freckles across both of her cheeks, but Emily, in her own way, was slightly prettier than Fire, maybe even bordering on beautiful. And she smelled like honey. 
Despite the fact she hadn’t been talking to him, he knew the words she spoke were correct; Fire was going to be okay. In the car on the way there, Fire had briefly woke up, and he had tried to keep her talking, a vain attempt to obtain some kind of information from her. It hadn’t worked, not that he had really thought it would. Clutching at straws had become his new favorite hobby.
As soon as he had pulled the car into the hospital, with The Ice Queen barely seconds behind him, the doctors rushed Fire Maiden straight to surgery. Ice waited by the operating room and continually brought reports whenever she received them. All of the initial information was promising. No major organs hit, no major arteries damaged, it was as if a bullet had been fired into Fire’s body from someone who was trying not to kill her. He assumed the guy in the armor wanted to hurt her but didn’t want her to die. A personal connection? The killer has some kind of feelings for her? There was something important he continued to miss here, and more people were going to die until he figured out exactly what that was.
“It’s going to be okay,” he heard Emily say again, her voice soft and sweet like the purr of a kitten. “Did you hear me?” she asked.
He stopped pacing and turned towards her. “I’m sorry,” he said, an awkward smile on his face. “Were you talking to me?”
“Yes, Mr. Detective,” she answered with a large smile on her face, “I’m talking to you. And I’m trying to tell you it’s going to be okay.”
“Yes,” he agreed, “your sister is going to be fine.”
“I’m not talking about her, though I do appreciate your vote of confidence. It helps right now; it really does. No, right now, I’m talking about you. You are worried, stressed, trying to find answers to a question you’re not sure you completely understand, and you’re feeling trapped by this room.”
A look of confusion covered his tired face. “And you got all of that from me…how?”
“Oh,” she said in return, suddenly looking the slightest bit embarrassed. “Didn’t Pam or Gabby tell you about me?”
He shook his head from side-to-side.
“I’m an empath,” she said with a self-conscious smile. “I can tell what emotions other people are feeling, and I can sometimes control their emotions and make them feel what I want them to. That’s what I’m doing to these two---” she nodded at the twins she continued to rock back and forth. “---right now. I’m mentally telling them to be happy.”
He smiled. “I was wondering how two little ones were behaving so well in public. That’s a handy trick.”
“It can be.”
“So, I’m feeling all of that?” he asked. “ I wasn’t sure I had that many emotions left. I’d hoped I would have abandoned most of them all by now.”
“Well,” she said, “that’s not all you’re feeling; there’s more, if you’re interested.”
He suddenly felt like the unwilling victim of a party game, but he went along with it. “Sure, let’s see what you’ve got.”
She closed her eyes. “At the moment, you feel like the unwilling victim of a party game, but you’re being nice and going along with it.”
He felt his face slightly flush.
“You like Gabby,” she continued. “And you really enjoyed your time together last night, but you’re not sure if you can trust her on any level. You are concerned about my sister, but deep down, you need her alive for information. And you think I’m pretty, but the word beautiful keeps popping up in your thoughts.”
“And you got all of that from my emotions?” he asked, suddenly feeling quite uncomfortable.
She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Yep.” 
“That really is a good trick,” he said as he sat down next to her and looked at the twins. A boy sucking his thumb, a girl wrapped in a pink blanket with a pacifier hanging loosely from her mouth, they were quite adorable as they slept. “The way you do it, it’s almost like telepathy, or maybe you’re just really good at it.”
“Proximity,” she said quickly as she turned to look at him. “It’s all about how physically close I am to the other person. The closer I am, the more I read.” 
Sitting next to her, he suddenly felt the need to not think or feel anything. Best to keep the rest of his feelings to himself. “What about the guy who attacked your sister? Did you get anything from him?”
“What I felt was very faint,” she said with a sigh. “It was just the vaguest of feelings.”
“Anything at this point would help.”
She looked up at him and smiled, a sweet and kind expression that made him feel almost special that someone so nice and pretty would smile at him like that. “I’m not overly enthusiastic when it comes to remembering anything about today,” she said.
“I know,” he said, trying his best to be sympathetic, another act which didn’t come natural to him. “Anything at all would help.” 
She leaned back and closed her eyes like she did when she read him. “When we first saw him, I felt hatred, pain, a desire for vengeance. But then, for a split-second, he looked into the car at me, and I felt a sadness, a longing, a hopelessness.” She opened her eyes and looked at The Detective. “Does that help?”
“Somewhat.” He stood up and walked over to the other side of the room and looked out a window. “Who’s Adam?” he asked, fishing for information and trying to keep his emotions on the subject as closed as he could, lest she find out something that wasn’t his to tell. 
“He’s my best friend, almost like my brother,” she said with another sigh as a frown covered her face. “Or at least he was. Why? Have you seen him?”
“Ice mentioned him in passing,” he lied. Lying had always been, of course, an act which did come natural. “Why do you say ‘was?’”
Emily leaned back against her chair. “I haven’t heard from him in almost three weeks. He won’t answer my calls or my texts. I went to his place last week, and he wouldn’t open the door. But I knew he was there. I could feel him.”
“How did he feel?” 
“Angry,” she answered. “Very angry. And it kind of pissed me off that he would just sit there and not open the door, so I left in a bit of a huff myself. And then, out of nowhere, I got a message on my phone from him yesterday morning.”
“Yesterday?” The Detective asked, trying not to think too hard about how a corpse could use a cell phone. “What did it say?”
She reached down to a bag by her feet and fumbled around for something. She pulled out a cell phone, flipped it open, and thumbed through her list of messages. She found the one she wanted and handed the phone to him. “Here,” she said, “read it.”
He read the message out loud. “Emily, look above my bed for the answers. I’m sorry, and I love you.” He handed the phone back to her. “What’s above his bed?” 
“Nothing but ceiling,” she answered, her voice filled with frustration. “Now what the hell does he expect me to do with that?”
The Detective shrugged his shoulders and looked back out the window. 
She placed the phone back in her bag. “Men suck,” she said. “Present company excluded, of course.”
He turned back towards her and smiled. “You don’t have to exclude me. I agree with you one hundred percent. Men suck, myself included. If I was a woman, I would totally be a lesbian.” 
She smiled and laughed, covering her mouth to muffle the sound and not wake the babies. 
“That’s good,” he said with a slight grin of his own. “You’re very pretty when you smile; I was hoping I could get you to do it again.” 
She blushed slightly and started to turn away, and then her phone emitted a beep. The Detective turned away to give her privacy as she bent down and took the phone from the bag. He looked out the window and noticed how the early morning sun was giving way to noon, when Emily tapped him on the shoulder.
“It’s for you,” she said, handing him the phone.
“Me?” he asked. “If it’s that heavy breather guy again, I told him to stop calling me here.”
She laughed under her breath. He couldn’t help but notice she had a cute laugh. “No,” she said. “It’s from Gabby.”
“Ice? She’s down the hall. Couldn’t she just walk down here and tell us?”
“Just read it,” she said, the frown returning to her face.
He looked at the screen and read the message: “Emily, Fire is out of surgery, and the doctor said she is going to be fine. Thank God. 616, by the time I send this, I’ll already be gone. I’m heading upstate to where Psychosis lives. I know it’s where this bastard is going. I’m going to meet him there, and I’m going to kill him. Don’t follow me. I want you to take my car and leave. Go home to Canada, go to Mexico, find a boat to Europe. I don’t care, just get the hell out of the country as fast as you can. Leave, and don’t look back. I’m only telling you this because, for some stupid reason, I like you, and I owe you for what you’ve done for both me and Fire. The assault team, the one The Agent is sending, is for you in case you decided to run. They’re not coming for the fucker in Barren’s armor. And it won’t be long before they find you there. I wish I could explain, but there isn’t time. Just know, I’m sorry. -Ice”
The Detective handed Emily’s phone back. “Well,” he said, not sure whether to find the whole thing amusing or be pissed off. “Isn’t that just a kick in the ass.”
“If I was you,” she said, “I’d go with pissed off. But that’s just me.”
“You really have to stop doing that.”
“Habit. Sorry.”
“It’s fine,” he said as he smiled at her. “I guess I have to go now.” He held his hand out to shake hers. “It’s been a pleasure.” 
She bypassed his hand and gripped him in a tight hug. He assumed it was a family tradition. “Please take care of yourself. Whether you know it or not, you are a good man. I can feel it from you. And there’s just not enough of your kind left in the world.”
“There’s Adam,” he said as he let her go, and she stepped back. 
She looked up at him and smiled her sweet delicate smile. The scent of honey flooded his senses. “Yeah,” she said softly, “there’s always Adam.”
And he knew without actually knowing it, that at some point in their close proximity, he had given away the truth about her best friend. He leaned over and planted a small kiss on her forehead. “I’m sorry, beautiful. It wasn’t mine to tell.” He bent down to retrieve his hat and coat from the back of the chair. “I really have to go. Just take care of yourself and those babies.” And without looking back, he walked as fast as he could towards the nearest exit, trying his best to not draw any unwarranted attention to himself.
_______________________________________________
 
Emily watched The Detective walked in a hurried pace down the hallway. She actually found that she couldn’t take her eyes off of him; he was handsome; he was nice; he had called her beautiful. He was also a felon that Ice had taken out of The Hole, but these day, such things didn’t really matter. Not everyone in prison was there because they had done something wrong. Most were there simply because they had pissed The Agent off. 
“What the hell was that?” she asked herself out loud as The Detective turned the corner and faded from her view. So much had happened over the past few hours; her sister, Adam, some asshole in The Iron Knight suit trying to kill The Seven, it was almost too much to take in. Her thoughts shifted to Adam, and she did her best to block them out. She had loved him like the brother she’d never had, and she knew he had felt the same about her. They had been best friends since they’d met all those years ago.
He had been the kid from the war, the orphan The Agent had taken in and adopted as his own. Adam had never really talked to her about his parents or how they had died, and she had never pried, never really wanting to bring it up. She knew it was a painful topic, something he didn’t want to discuss, so she left it at that.
She remembered the first time she’d met him. He seemed shell-shocked, just removed from his participation in the war, too skinny, somewhat broken from everything he had just seen. Her sister had brought him over every day for a month, using the opportunity to feed him, to try and repair some of the damage he had incurred. And for the most part, it had worked. He gained weight; he talked and laughed; he shared his secrets, telling her about every little crush he developed over the years. 
Over the years, it seemed as if most of the damage had been wiped away, or at least, she thought most of it had been. She knew the nightmares had remained, occurring almost every night. They were always the same, not that she could get him to talk about them, and she would have never used her powers to see what he had woken up screaming about. But as was prone to happen when she was in close proximity to someone, bits and pieces were bound to leak through, and she had unfortunately seen enough of his nightmares to know how bad they were. 
She looked down at the babies, so precious, so sweet, each of them completely clueless as to how close they were to being motherless. She thought about Adam; she thought about her sister, and she thought about the bastard in Barren’s damn suit. She felt like she should have been surprised that all of this was happening, but in actuality, she wasn’t. She knew how many sins The Seven had committed to achieve their version of peace, and she knew eventually all of those wrongs would have to be paid for. And people like Adam, like the babies, even herself to a certain degree, innocents when it was all said and done, would probably be the ones having to pay for the crimes of their elders.
She looked up at the corner of the waiting room, directly into the camera that sat there, occasionally swaying back and forth, panning across the room. She wondered if The Agent was watching her right now; she doubted it; after all, who was she? But she had this feeling, this suspicion, this ounce of paranoia that someone was on the other end of the camera watching her every move. She thought about making an obscene gesture in the camera’s general direction, but she didn’t think it would go over too well. 
She looked away from the camera as a doctor in a white coat walked into the room. He held a clipboard in his hand and glanced down at it before he spoke.
“Are you Mrs. Blaze’s sister?” he asked.
“Yes, doctor. How is she?”
“Your sister is going to be fine. The bullet managed to miss all of the major organs and arteries. She was very lucky. It’s as if the shooter intentionally wanted her to live.”
As she stood up and shook the doctor’s hand, thanking him for everything he had done for Pammy, a strange sensation flooded her thoughts. Despite everything that had taken place, despite her sister, despite Adam, a momentary sense of happiness flooded over her, and she realized her thoughts had strayed to The Detective. He had been so handsome, so nice, and he had called her beautiful. Like a little girl in the schoolyard, she suddenly realized that she had a crush. 
And then, as the doctor handed her various pieces of paper to sign, the happiness she felt turned to a sort of melancholy. Whether he decided to run or The Agent had him killed, she knew The Detective was probably not coming back through those doors, and in that moment, she realized she was most likely never going to see him ever again.
_______________________________________________
 
Ice had betrayed him. He had always been prepared for the eventuality, but he never honestly believed it would happen, not her, not the one who had always been his most faithful. And for him? For the golden retriever with the over sized adrenal gland, the dog who pretended to be a man, she would betray him for that? 
It didn’t matter. She would be punished for her betrayal, either by him or through sheer circumstance. It was bound to happen. All that mattered now was making sure the pieces were in place, that all the players in the game were where they should be. And if The Detective did what she had asked him to do, if he did try to escape the country, well things wouldn’t be in place, and he couldn’t have that.
He looked at his wall of monitors, each of which showed him every angle he could possible need. Fire lay unconscious in her hospital bed; her sister sat quietly in the waiting room, rocking Fire’s children back and forth in their stroller; Ice was leaving the hospital on her giant frozen slide, completely unaware that he knew everything she had just done. And a man in a trench coat and a black fedora walked briskly down the hospital’s hallways, trying to make his way to Ice’s car, which was parked on the very top level of the parking lot.
He picked up a phone from a cradle on the button covered console, placing it against his ear. 
“Yes, Chancellor,” a man’s voice said through the earpiece.
“Send the assault team, and make sure they have a teleporter, preferably one of the paper pushers. Be sure he is expendable.” He started to return the phone to its resting place before he remembered one last thing. “Have the team pick her up and bring her to me.” 
Without another word, he placed the phone on its cradle and returned to his monitors. Everything would fall into position, even if he had to force the pieces into place.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 61]
Note: The following is a newspaper article published before The Seven assumed control of the mainstream media.
Supreme Chancellor Rogers announced today the reopening of several containment facilities for individuals with superpowers. These centers, located throughout the country and last used prewar by the old government as training/holding units for children with powers, will be converted into prisons for super powered citizens convicted of crimes by the local and national tribunals.
“As much as I would like to say that we have created an utopia for us all,” Chancellor Rogers said during his announcement, “I have to be honest and admit there are still unsavory individuals, both normal and powered, who would see the peace we have attained undone. So with that in mind, I have authorized these containment centers to be reopened. Since they were initially designed to contain people with various abilities and powers, they will give our government the best opportunity to both confine and, hopefully, rehabilitate those contained within.” 
The most notorious of these centers, located just outside of Metro City and commonly referred to as “The Hole,” is remembered for the numerous stories of abuse from the old government’s detainees. Several former inmates, all under the age of fifteen during their containment, have described the harsh conditions and abject cruelty from the guards towards the inmates. Numerous stories persist of children being executed on sight for accidentally using their abilities.
Several groups of super powered citizens have cried out against the Chancellor’s decision to reopen these facilities, with many noting that the banning of any containment center designed specifically for those with abilities was one of Chancellor Rogers many promises during the war. “He promised us a country where everyone could live without fear of being persecuted,” said one super powered citizen who asked not be named. “He promised us a country where we would be treated just like everyone else. By reopening ‘The Hole,’ he’s telling us that there’s still a line between us and the normals, and to be honest, by treating us all as two separate set of people, it’s no different than the old government.”
Many of these groups would prefer that normals and those with abilities who have committed crimes be confined within the same facilities, thereby eliminating the need to reopen the containment centers. When confronted with the concerns of these groups, Chancellor Roger’s press representative had no comment. 
_______________________________________________
_
_
_
OPEN DOCUMENT: PSYCHOSIS/METAL GIRL
_
_
_
Psychosis: real name Steven Quincy/ Metal Girl: real name Hope Black. Home location: A large mansion in the northern part of the state, isolated, located in a wooded section many miles from the nearest neighbor, they’ve lived there together since the end of the war. 
There was a time when Quincy was the scariest thing I had ever met in my life. He was powerful; the things he could do with that mind of his were, at times, unthinkable. He could kill with a thought, change memories, make anyone believe they were something they weren’t. But as powerful as his mind was, his body was as equally frail. An assassin’s bullet proved that point when it separated his spinal cord at the base of his skull, paralyzing him from the neck down. 
Since then, Quincy has lived his life in a bed, fed from a tube, covered in bedsores, helpless, physically powerless, but that mind, that mind is just as powerful as ever, maybe even more so considering the fact it is all he has left. But I, always being the cautious type, have spent the past few years developing a filter that can block incoming psychic attacks, preventing anyone with psychic abilities from reading my mind or attacking my thoughts, and I have placed this filter inside the helmets of all my newest armored suits, including this one. So as long as you are in this suit, all you have to do to stop Quincy is get in close enough to wrap your fingers around his throat. But that’s the catch, isn’t it? 
Because getting in close will never be as easy as it seems when you remember that Quincy has a live in bodyguard who has devoted the majority of her young life to protecting the man she loves. Hope Black is barely five foot six, but she is a giant when it comes to the amount of power she possesses. With just a thought, she can turn all of the skin on her body into an unbreakable metal alloy, and her strength level increases accordingly, making her into a powerhouse whose strength I can barely match with my most powerful suit (which also just happens to be the one this information resides in). 
But as strong as she is physically, I’ve personally seen her fall apart mentally and emotionally in the years since the war, since she’s made herself a prisoner to that house and the corpse she’s chosen to devote her life to. Maybe I’m a little jaded on the subject. When it comes to her, I have certain personal feelings that tend to get in the way. You see, she’s been using me for the past few years as a shoulder to cry on, along with, of course, other certain creature comforts. Am I in love with her? Yeah, to a certain degree, I think I am. Is it wrong? Probably. But it felt right at the time, and that has to count for something. Of course, why am I trying to defend my actions to you, someone who has most likely murdered me and stolen my most precious piece of tech. 
As I was saying, while she may not be as strong mentally as she once was, she is just as powerful physically as she ever was. Through our relationship, I’ve had several opportunities to examine her DNA over the years, and I have yet to find a weakness in the metal alloy she can change her skin into. I’ve burned, frozen, drilled, and done anything else you can think of to try and find a weak point, but a weakness just doesn’t exist. While this research has given me the opportunity to craft weapons to use against other members of our little group (see files on Fire Maiden and Ice Queen), it has done little to identify a method of stopping my sweet Hope. 
Not that she is completely impervious. Obviously, in her non-powered state, she is just as weak as the average normal, vulnerable to a number of ways of being incapacitated, but like Fire Maiden and The Ice Queen (see files), the transformation from her powers occurs with but a single thought, and the change takes place at that same speed. Much too fast for this piece of armor to sneak anything past her. 
Aside from the weaknesses of her non-powered state, her mind is also completely vulnerable to any type of psychic attack, which only does you any good if you have some type of psychic ability. If you don’t, there may always be some type of way of using Quincy’s powers against her. Just remember, that man, in the end, is her greatest weakness. While she has spent all of these years living for him, if given no other choice, she would just as easily die for him, and that may be a situation you can somehow use to your advantage. 
_
_
_
CLOSE DOCUMENT
_
_
_
REPAIRS COMPLETE
_
_
_
OPEN TELEPORTATION SYSTEM
_
_
_
SET TELEPORTATION SYSTEM DESTINATION: QUINCY ESTATE
_
_
_
ACTIVATE TELEPORTATION SYSTEM
_______________________________________________
 
The Iron Knight armor teleported into the middle of nowhere, or just what seemed like the middle of nowhere. It was more like the middle of nowhere and a house. Sitting on a hillside in the country, without a neighbor in sight, the house was the four story home to Psychosis and Metal Girl and their hundred or so normal servants. The house had been built in a clearing, while the thousand acres around the area were dominated by the largest forest in the state. 
The armor looked around and started to walk towards the house, until a twenty-eight year old woman with flaming red hair stepped into his path, barely a hundred feet from him. 
“You were stupid to come here,” she said, her five-foot-six frame barely revealing the power hidden beneath. 
Without a word, he raised the wrist gun on his right hand and fired several shots off in succession. Faster than the human eye could see, her white skin changed to metal, blocking each bullet from its intended target. 
“What do you think I am?” She asked as the noonday sunlight reflected from her now metal body. “Stupid or just slow?”
“A little of both, to be honest,” the computerized voice answered. “But I had to take the chance that I could shoot faster than you could change.”
“Well, I must say it was a nice try.” She said as she ran at him, punching the armor in the chest plate and sending it hundreds of feet into the air. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 41]
Note: The following is a transcript of a prewar radio show featuring Speed Demon as a guest. The recording itself was found archived in Barren’s personal computer. According to rumor, North’s appearance on this particular show caused a rift between him and Psychosis. 
Host (identified only as Rick): And we are back. I promised you guys a big guest today, and I always keep my promises. Today, we have Seven member and, I guess, unofficial spokesperson, The Demon himself, Speed Demon. Welcome back, Demon, and thanks for coming in.
Speed Demon: Thanks for coming in what? Just kidding. Thanks for having me, Rick.
Host: Okay, before we get started, tell our listeners where you were thirty minutes ago.
Demon: Me? I was in Shore City. 
Host: Shore City, California?
Demon: Yep.
Host: For both of you who don’t know these things, our show is taped in New York, so that means you covered the distance between the two coasts in half an hour?
Demon: Well, I could have done it in less, but I stopped off in Chicago for breakfast. 
Host: In all seriousness, we know you’re the fastest person on the planet, but is there a chance you could be the fastest thing period?
Demon: I don’t know. I’ve heard your girlfriend is pretty fast, so there could be some competition there.
Host: (Laughter) Whoa, low blow, low blow. 
Demon: I kid; I kid. Honestly, I don’t know. The Iron Knight keeps wanting me to measure my speed, but there isn’t a measuring tool that can keep up. The Knight did tell me that he put a teleportation device in his suit that, technically, can be a few steps ahead of me, but that’s teleporting, not running; I personally think that’s cheating. He’s not faster; he’s just able to disappear and reappear where I’m going to be sooner than I can get there.
Host: Hang on a second. You mean The Iron Knight has invented teleportation?
Demon: Well, yeah, he’s been working on it for a while.
Host: So you’re saying he can just push a button and teleport anywhere he wants to go.
Demon: Well, I mean, there’s a limit on the thing. He can’t teleport from here to China or something like that, but yeah, he can push a button, disappear, and reappear across town.
Host: That is huge. He invent anything else we should know about, like an escalator to the moon or something?
Demon: Well, he told me the other day that he just finished a repulsor ray.
Host: A repulsor ray? What does it do, repulse old girlfriends away?
Demon: Well, not quite. According to him, and this is all according to him cause I barely had any idea what in the hell he was talking about, it’s a beam that shoots out of his palm that looks like a laser, but it doesn’t burn or anything. Instead, it hits with a force, like being punched. So basically, it’s a laser that feels like being punched. 
Host: That seems overly complicated. If he wants to hit someone, why doesn’t he just go over and hit them.
Demon: I really have no idea. Maybe it’s for when he wants to hit someone, but they’re really far away. 
Host: Speaking of wanting to hit something, let’s talk about my favorite subject: Fire Maiden and Ice Queen.
Demon: They’re going to kill me for telling you this; but they came down to their old stomping grounds in Shore City the other day, and I saw them at the beach. Oh my God.
Host: Okay, I speak for a very large syndicated audience here when I say that I need details. You have to tell us what they were wearing.
Demon: Fire was wearing a basic two piece bathing suit, but she looks hot, pun intended, in anything she wears. But Ice, like I said, oh my God. She was wearing this tiny, barely there, two piece, you know, the kind of bottoms that tie on the sides. 
Host: Oh yeah, I know. I’m imagining it right now.
Demon: Dude, seriously, don’t take that thing out in front of me. That’s not right.
Host: (Laughter) Okay, I’ll put it away.
Demon: I’m kidding; I’m kidding. He didn’t take his dick out; he was just rubbing it through his pants. 
Host: (Laughter) I totally was. Okay…I have to be serious for a minute. You know their secret identities. You could totally hook me up with a phone number or two, and we would be best friends forever. 
Demon: Dude, they would actually kill me if I did that. I’m not even joking. They would seriously murder me.
Host: Speaking of other hot members of The Seven---”
Demon: Me?
Host: Not quite, I was actually going to ask about Metal Girl. There are all of these rumors going around that she’s in some kind of a May-December romance with Psychosis.
Demon: Well, it’s more like February-December. Look, this isn’t really mine to talk about, but---
Host: You’re going to anyway, right?
Demon: Of course. Dude, she’s barely sixteen; he’s got to be pushing sixty, and they’ve been dating for like two years. It’s absolutely sickening.
Host: You’re just jealous, aren’t you?
Demon: Hell yeah, I am. She’s hot as all get out, long, flowing red hair, nice body, doesn’t talk too much, and I can’t officially or publicly say a word about her being sexy for another two or three years. But he gets to date her. Okay, I know he’s this all powerful psychic; he can rearrange your mind, make you believe you led a whole life you never lived a minute of, make you quack like a duck or believe you’re a dog or something. But it’s still totally unfair. 
Host: (Laughing) And criminal.
Demon: Cops couldn’t arrest him. He would just make them think they took him in and had a trial, and he was found not guilty or something like that. Hell, he’s probably in the process of erasing all of our memories right now and making us forget we even had this conversation. 
Host: (Laughing) What conversation?
Demon: Exactly.
Host: (Laughing) Okay, okay, we’ve got to pay the bills and go to some commercials, but when we come back, I’m going to ask the question that’s on everyone’s mind: Does Agent America wear red, white, and blue underwear?
Demon: He totally does. I’ve seen them.
Host: And I’m going to find out how you’ve seen them when we come back.
(End recording)
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective rode the elevator to the top of the parking garage, where Ice’s little red sports car sat waiting for him. He still wasn’t exactly sure where he was going to drive it. Did he take her advice and make a run back to Canada, back to freedom, or did he drive upstate to where, probably by now, the psychic and his metallic girlfriend were being murdered? Or maybe he would just drive around the neighborhood and look for a donut place; after all, he had yet to eat, and he was still hungry. 
The elevator was slow and decrepit, with graffiti covering the three walls and the inside of the door. Someone, according to what was written above the button panel, claimed The Agent took it up the ass every Saturday night. It made sense to him; after all, who was he to argue?
The Agent, the name brought back years of hate. Especially now, after The Detective had been stupid enough to believe helping would entail gaining his freedom. It was amazing the asinine ideas a pretty woman could convince him were real. He asked himself how much had been an act? How much of the past eighteen hours had been her, and how much was just her following orders? He knew the idea of trusting her was farfetched, but he had truly believed his inevitable run for freedom would have occurred after they had managed to stop the killer, not right in the middle of the chase. Nothing like a curveball, he thought to himself.
He took the gun from his coat, pulled out the clip, and pushed it back in. He still had bullets, not a lot, but he had enough for the moment. Maybe he was losing his touch, but he couldn’t see The Agent’s endgame in sending a kill crew after him. Here he was, The Detective, trying to find this killer before he worked his way up the food chain to The Agent, and here was The Agent, trying to take him back to prison at best and kill him at worst. He had his money on the latter, and he’d die before he would allow the former to happen.
The elevator stopped, and the door slowly slid open. He left his gun in his coat; no point in drawing any more attention to the strange looking man in the overcoat and fedora than he had to. He looked around and saw nothing but an outdoor parking lot half full of cars and no people other than him; Ice’s car sat all alone on the other end. The noon sun stood high in the sky, making it almost impossible to walk across the lot unnoticed. What he would have given for some darkness and a few shadows. 
He stepped out of the elevator and began to make the long walk. Out of nowhere, four men teleported onto the other side of the lot, three in black paramilitary swat team outfits, one a short, slightly overweight, balding fellow with a laminated name tag, all appearing almost two hundred feet ahead of him. The Agent’s personal hit squad was using a teleporter to track him down. Goddamn, he really hated teleporters. 
“616,” the teleporter yelled across the distance. “I need you to stop right there.”
The Detective didn’t slow down; he continued his measured pace towards them.
The teleporter held up a piece of paper. “616, I have here an arrest warrant for you signed by Supreme Chancellor Rogers himself.”
The Detective continued his pace towards them, neither speeding up nor slowing down, just moving forward.
“You,” the teleporter said as he repeatedly waved around the piece of paper, “are under arrest ”
The Detective continued walking. He could feel his anxiety building, allowing his oversized adrenal gland to begin pumping, pushing adrenaline throughout his body.
“If you are not willing to come peacefully, these three men behind me,” the teleporter pointed to his armed companions, “have instructions to terminate you at their discretion. You are coming with us one of two ways, alive or in a body bag.” The teleporter smiled a smug-filled grin.
The Detective continually moved forward, less than twenty yards away now. He could feel all of the adrenaline pumping through his heart, into his extremities. He was faster, stronger, and any fear or dread had evaporated from his consciousness. The short, fat guy spoke again, but The Detective couldn’t hear a word above the sound of his own tempered breathing. 
“This is your final warning, 616,” the teleporter yelled. “If you come any closer, these three men will be instructed to---”
The Detective didn’t allow him to finish, pulling the gun from his coat and firing a bullet into each of the armed guards’ heads, killing them instantly before any of the three could even raise their weapons above their waists. The Detective leaped the remaining distance, grabbed the teleporter by the back of the neck, and slammed his face hard against the concrete ground, breaking the man’s glasses and nose simultaneously. 
The Detective placed the barrel of his gun against the back of the teleporter’s head, while still holding a hand against the back of his neck. The smell of urine suddenly filled The Detective’s senses, and he looked down to see yellow liquid pouring from the teleporter’s pants. 
“I’m sorry,” the teleporter cried, blubbery tears and snot flowing from his eyes and nose. “I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever you want, just tell me. I’ll do it. Please don’t kill me, please.”
The Detective pushed the gun barrel hard against the other man’s skull. “First,” The Detective said, “stop fucking crying. It’s really fucking embarrassing. You’re a grown ass man. Second, you have exactly five seconds to tell me everything you know before I put a goddamn bullet through your motherfucking brain.”
“I don’t know anything,” the teleporter mumbled, the tears still flowing.
“One.”
“I’m sorry,” he said between his snubs. “I’m just a clerical work---”
“Two,” The Detective said as he pulled the gun’s hammer back.
“Please, God, no!” the teleporter screamed. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Please, please, please, just don’t kill me.”
“Shut the fuck up,” The Detective said, his voice remaining calm even as the smell of piss was about to make him sick. “Exactly who called in this order on me?”
“It came from The Agent himself.”
“Anyone else have a say in this or just Rogers?”
“Just the Chancellor,” the teleporter blurted out. “I swear; I swear.”
“How did you know where I would be?” The Detective asked, pushing the gun as hard against the crying man’s skull as he could without breaking all the way through to the other side.
“We were told you would be going for the red sports car parked on top of this garage. That’s all we knew. I fucking swear.”
“Stand the fuck up, you whiny ass piece of shit.” The Detective pulled the teleporter up by the back of his neck, the gun never leaving the back of his head. “You have until I finish my five count to teleport me where I want to go. If you suddenly grow a pair, and I end up someplace other than where I want to go, half a fucking second after we get there, I pull this goddamn trigger until I run out of bullets. You understand me?” The Detective noticed the abnormal amount of obscenities escaping his lips, but he decided to forgive himself this once. He was a tad bit angry.
“Wherever you want to go,” the teleporter mumbled through his tears. “I promise I will take you wherever you want to go. Where do you want to go? Please don’t kill me.”
The Detective pressed the gun harder. “Take me to Psychosis’ estate. I have several questions for a pretty white haired lady I know.”
“Steven Quincy’s estate? The Chancellor had all of their servants sent away. I don’t think now is a good---”
“Three.”
“I’m sorry!” the teleporter screamed out. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t shoot, please. We’ll go, right now. Please, let me live. I don’t want to die.”
“Just shut the fuck up,” The Detective demanded, squeezing the back of the teleporter’s neck harder. “Teleport us there, and don’t make me ask again.”
The teleporter nodded, and the two men disappeared, leaving three corpses and a pool of urine as the only remaining evidence of their time there. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 54]
Note: The following is an memo sent to the last President of the United states from his Secretary of Defense during the war. I found the file inside of Barren’s computer, and I have no idea how he was able to attain it.
To: President Brooks
From: Secretary Wilson
RE: Cure
Mr. President, I have news concerning your request for a cure for the mutations caused by the M-Virus. According to my top researcher, a temporary cure has been found which will disable the abilities of any superhuman for approximately five to ten minutes. For example, if the formula was used on Agent America, a man who currently possesses advanced levels of strength and a body which is virtually impervious to harm, he would, after receiving a dose, be rendered completely powerless for around five minutes, and for those five minutes, he would be vulnerable to injury or death. 
According to the research, the formula can be mass produced in two separate forms, a liquid which can be injected and an inhalant which would require the subject to breathe it in. The research team is currently in the process of designing the machinery required to mass produce the two separate formulas. With your permission, they could begin production on the vaccine within a matter of days and have it placed into our soldiers hands in a mere few weeks. If this works as the research seems to indicate it will, we will finally have a weapon against the superhumans whose powers have rendered normal weaponry completely ineffective (ie: Agent America, The It, etc.)
By tomorrow morning, I will have all of the research and the official write-up on your desk, and hopefully, you will agree with me and see this as the turning point in this war we have both been waiting on. 
Wilson
_______________________________________________
 
The machine’s booster rockets activated, and it straightened itself in mid-air. It flew straight towards the ground and directly at Metal Girl. The sound of his punch to her face, the sound of metal on metal, was like a church bell ringing, and it echoed across the estate as she flew fifty feet backwards. 
Metal Girl landed hard against the ground, then gathered herself as she slowly stood to her feet. “Not bad,” she said as she rubbed her jaw. “I’ll hand it to you, that was probably the hardest I’ve ever been hit.”
The armor landed on the ground. “It won’t be the last time.” 
“Now don’t get cocky,” she replied as she walked towards him. “I said it was hard; I didn’t say it actually hurt.”
“This suit still has a few tricks I haven’t tried yet.”
“You better figure them out fast,” she said as she suddenly began to run at him. “Cause you’re going to be dead in a few more minutes.” 
She threw a right hook at the armor’s helmet, which connected and caused the machine to step backwards. She followed with another punch from her left. The Iron Knight caught her fist and held it as tight as the suit would allow, refusing to allow her to pull it back.
“That’s always been your problem,” the computerized voice said. “You’re strong, but you have no idea how to fight. You’re slow and clumsy, and I can telegraph every move before you make it.”
“Telegraph this, bitch,” she yelled as her right hand landed another punch to the faceplate. 
It knocked the machine back a bit, but not enough to make it let go. She threw another punch which it easily caught, squeezing her right fist as hard as it did the left, then ramming the suit’s helmet and face plate hard against the bridge of her metal covered nose, then again, and again. The fourth time, a small amount of blood trickled from her nostril. 
“Finally,” it said, “someone made you bleed.” The machine twisted and slung her as hard as it could, sending her crashing through the front of the house, leaving a mass of wood and brick crumbled on top of her. It walked towards the house.
She pushed the remnants of her living room off of her body and stood up. “You are not getting to him.”
“Would you die to save that bastard?” The Iron Knight asked as it walked.
She moved to meet it before it could enter the hole it had made in the house. “I would die; I would kill; I would do anything for him. I love him more than my life, your life, life itself.”
“It seems you are even dumber than I ever gave you credit for.”
She laughed as the sun reflected from her metallic face. “I’m dumb? You came here in the armor of I man I cared about, a man you killed, thinking I would roll over and let you also kill the man I love, and you have the audacity to call me dumb.” She ran the difference between them and punched it in the chest, sending the machine backwards. 
It crashed hard against a tree. The Iron Knight armor struggled to move into an upright position. “So I see you’ve got a total of two moves: punch me in the head or run and punch me in the chest. ”
“And what have you got?” she asked, still picking rubble from her shoulders. “You can’t shoot me; you can barely punch me. You’re already dead, and you don‘t even know it.”
“Oh, I know it,” the computerized voice replied. “And now that we know you can bleed, maybe I’ll come over there and cram an incendiary grenade down your throat, and we’ll see if your insides are made of metal too.”
“If you think you can, little man, why don’t you give it a try?” She ran directly at the machine.
The Iron Knight selected the suit’s repulsor ray and held out the armor’s right palm in her direction, firing a wide beam of light into her torso. The beam sent her flying backwards, and she crashed through the house again. 
“Had enough yet?
You could just give up and let me kill the bastard, and we won’t have to go through this whole dance.”
She stood up and climbed from the remains of the house that had once been the kitchen. “Give up? I’m just getting started.”
“Step out of my way, and I’ll allow you to live. It’s the last offer I’ll ever give you.”
“That’s your offer, asshole?” she replied with a smile. “I’m supposed to just walk away and let you kill my Stephen? I’ll send me and you both to Hell before I’ll let you anywhere near him.”
“Then we’ll finish this your way.” The Iron Knight armor began to walk in her direction. Then, without warning, two men teleported onto the estate, appearing less than a hundred feet from where the armor stood. Instinctively, the machine raised its left wrist gun and fired several bullets toward their heads. 
_______________________________________________
 
In the blink of an eye, The Detective went from the rooftop of a garage to a scenic yard in front of a mansion, which seemed to be located somewhere in the middle of the woods. He turned towards the teleporter in time to see a bullet pass through the man’s forehead and out of the back of his skull, spraying the brains all over the freshly mowed grass. Before the teleporter’s dead body could hit the ground, The Detective dove to his right and landed on all fours, avoiding several more bullets. He looked up in time to see the Iron Knight suit fire several more rounds at him, rounds he dove again to avoid.
“Detective” the computerized voice beckoned him, as the monstrous suit turned in his direction. “I warned you before what would happen if you concerned yourself in my affairs.”
The Detective rose to his feet. “Oh, this is awkward. You think I’m here to stop you from killing this lot.” He placed his gun back inside his coat. “Yeah, I’m past all of that. Seriously, kill them all; I really don’t care. I‘m just here for The Ice Queen.”
“Forgive me,” the machine replied as it aimed both of its wrist guns at him and began to fire, “if I don’t believe you.” 
Oh well, The Detective thought to himself as he dove past the newest wave of bullets being fired in his general vicinity, so much for the honest approach.
The Detective watched as the Iron Knight armor flew hundreds of feet into the air, where it stayed, staring down at him and the red haired woman with metal skin. 
“Is he always this homicidal or is this something new?” The Detective asked the woman he assumed was Metal Girl.
She lowered her head away from the sky and looked at him. “Who exactly are you?”
“Me?” The Detective answered. “I’m nobody.”
Before she could say anything in return, the mechanized battle armor flew down from the sky and slammed into Metal Girl, sending her flying across the estate. She landed hard against a patch of trees which stood on the edge of the forest, ripping several of them in half as she tore through. The armor landed, turned back towards The Detective, and fired more bullets which barely missed their intended target.
The Detective wound up on all fours next to the badly damaged house. He scurried to his feet, placing his back against the wall facing away from the armor. He moved his head around the corner and looked at the man trying to kill him. “I wasn’t lying,” he yelled. “I’m just here for Ice. You can do whatever the fuck you want with the rest of them.”
With a slow pace, the machine walked towards him. “She is one of them; she has to die as well.”
“Well, there’s the rub, I guess,” The Detective replied. “You see, I need her alive for a while until I can get some answers.”
“She will not tell you the truth.” The armor continued walking toward the house. “The Seven never tell the truth. They take anything and everything within their reach, killing, destroying, without repercussion, without penalty, and no one has been able to stop them, until now.”
“I understand your pain there, chief,” The Detective answered as he took the gun from his coat and pulled it up next to his chest, completely unsure what good a pistol was going to do against this metal behemoth. At least it made him feel better for a moment. “Once I ask my questions, you’re free to do with her whatever you wish.” The Detective was unsure if the last statement was a lie or not. Maybe he would help Ice fight; maybe he wouldn’t. It seemed to all came down to what she had to say for herself. 
The Detective heard the sound of a female voice from behind the machine. He looked around the corner in time to see Metal Girl talking to nothing and nobody. “I’ll do what I can,” she said to no one in particular. Then, before The Iron Knight could react, she ran towards it, lowering her shoulder and ramming into it from behind. It landed a few hundred feet away. 
Suddenly, as a disembodied voice spoke inside of his head, The Detective realized who she had been talking to. “Hope has provided you with a distraction. Now hurry into the house; I have need of your assistance.”
“Please go quickly,” Metal Girl said, turning towards The Detective with a look of desperation covering her metallic face. “Steven needs you.”
“Where is he?” The Detective asked, not really wanting to help but filled with a mixture of curiosity and a desire to get himself out of the middle of this two person fight. 
“Upstairs,” she answered. 
He turned to his right and made a hard dash for the door located at the other end of the wall. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 37]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Barren’s computer, recorded from his penthouse. It was taped on the day Steven Quincy was shot through the spine by an assassin’s bullet during The Seven’s victory rally outside of the new capital building, just days after the end of the war.
(The recording begins with an empty apartment, but within a few seconds, Barren appears in the room, dragging Metal Girl into the room by her upper arm.)
Barren: Get your ass in here, young lady.
Metal Girl: (ripping her arm away from Barren) Let me go, and stop talking to me like I’m a damn kid. 
Barren: You’re fucking eighteen years old. You are a damn kid. Now sit the hell down until I can figure out what to do with you.
Metal Girl: (yelling) Fuck you! I need to be at the hospital with Steven.
Barren: What you need to do is sit your ass on the couch until you calm the fuck down. You cannot, I repeat, cannot act like that in public anymore. We are in a precarious position here, trying to balance whatever peace we’ve achieved, and you cannot be at the hospital, threatening to kill the doctors if they don’t fix your boyfriend.
Metal Girl: (sitting on the leather couch, holding her face in her hands, tears pouring down her face) I need to be there. I need to be there for him. He would do the same for me. 
Barren: (walking to the bar in the corner and making himself a drink) He’d probably leave you for dead then trade your ass in for some other prepubescent piece of tail.
Metal Girl: (yelling again) Fuck you, Anthony! You have no idea what you're fucking talking about. 
Barren: (finishing off the drink and pouring another) I know you are way too young to be fooling around with a man his age. It’s just wrong.
Metal Girl: He loves me, and I love him. What the fuck is wrong with that?
Barren: (laughing) What the fuck is wrong with that? He’s a fucking psychopath. He kills people the way a normal person kill insects, without the first sign of remorse or guilt. Life and death don’t mean shit to him. 
Metal Girl: And it fucking means something to you? I’ve seen you kill; you’re no fucking different than he is.
Barren: Yeah, I’ve killed. When I’ve had to or been ordered to, yeah, I’ve killed. But I tell you right now, I’ve never received any enjoyment or pleasure from taking another’s life. He’s a fucking monster who takes pleasure in killing, and if you can’t see that, then you’re blind. And I feel sorry for you. 
(End video)
_______________________________________________
 
The house was, in The Detective’s estimation, totaled. The living room had been turned into a furnished pile of rubble, and water shot out from broken pipes in a room which had probably once been a kitchen. Bullet holes covered the walls, allowing miniscule amounts of sunrays to pepper themselves throughout the house. It amazed him to look at the many holes made from the armor’s guns, especially considering that many of those had been aimed at him. As far as he knew, they had all missed. He looked over his body, checking for blood or open wounds. There were none, for now. 
He found the stairs near the back of the house. Outside, he could still hear Metal Girl and The Iron Knight trying to beat each other to death. He didn’t have much time to find out what in the hell the psychic wanted with him before the two of them tore through the rest of the house. He wasn’t even sure why he was doing this. The thought in his head was just so compelling, and it appealed to some long buried sense of curiosity or something like that. Maybe he was just running from the scrap taking place outside, or maybe there was something else persuading him to make the trip up the stairs. 
He reached the top of the spiraling staircase. Enormous holes had been ripped across the upper levels, allowing huge patches of sunlight through. The second floor smelled vaguely reminiscent of a nursing home, a bad mix of old people and death. With his enhanced olfactory sense, it was almost enough to make him sick. He followed the smell down the long hallway, noticing it became more pungent the closer he came to the large bedroom at the end. The master suite, he assumed.
The Detective opened the double doors and walked in. Instead of a posh bedroom in a mansion, he found a hospital room, complete with air tanks, heart monitors, and an old man hooked to an IV, lying flat in a hospital bed with a oxygen mask strapped to his face. The man was skinny beyond belief, looking like a sack of bones wrapped in skin. The few hairs remaining on his head, there were at least seven left, were white as snow and appeared to be something one would find on an ancient corpse. The rest of his head, along with his neck and most of his face, were covered in large, brown age spots. The Detective’s first impression, with the smell and the old guy’s general condition, was that the guy was dead and had been so for at least a few days.
“Thank you for coming,” the voice in his head said. 
“I take it this,” The Detective pointed to the body in the bed, “is you?”
“Yes, Detective, this is me,” the voice answered. “But while my physical body has become feeble and useless, my mind is just as strong, if not more so, than it ever was.”
The Detective looked around the room. “So this is the fate of the man once known as Psychosis: a paralyzed corpse calling out to people with his oh so great mental powers.”
“Yes Detective,” the voice answered, “this is the fate of the greatest mind of a generation, a man who once made entire armies quake in the knowledge of his presence.”
“It’s good to see your condition has taught you humility.”
“My condition,” the voice said in return, “has taught me nothing more than what a waste the human body has become and how pointless it truly is.”
The Detective smiled. “Said the man lying in his own feces and covered in bedsores.”
The voice in his head laughed. “That pathetic sack of skin, Detective, is nothing more than a vessel, a means to an end. It is not me. And I have outgrown it.” 
“Oh well,” The Detective replied, looking down at the barely breathing old man in the bed. “Sucks to be you then. Cause, from the way I see it, you’re kind of stuck with the piece of shit body you’ve got.”
“Actually Detective, no, I’m not,” the voice said in a tone filled with arrogance. “I’ve spent the past decade trying to perfect a method of transferring my consciousness from this shell to another, one stronger, faster, one filled with the life I haven’t known since an assassin split my spinal cord into two separate pieces. And you, my dear Detective, as luck would have it, are currently in possession of a body that more than suits my needs.”
The Detective laughed loud and hard. “And you think I’m just going to hand my body over to you while I, just what, cease to exist?
“Yes, once I’m in possession of your form, you will, as you phrased it, ‘cease to exist,’ and I will possess your shell and whatever powers you may currently have, as well as my own.”
“Nice plan.” The Detective turned to walk out of the room, “But there’s a slight kink in the design. You see, I’m not going to just let you have my body.”
The voice laughed. “I’m afraid, my friend, that you have absolutely no choice in the matter.” 
The Detective’s right arm moved against his will, stretching out towards the old man lying in the bed. The Detective grabbed his right wrist with his left hand and pulled the arm back towards his body. “What the fuck?”
“That, Detective, is what I can do,” the voice answered. “When I’m in your mind, as I am now, I can make you do whatever I need you to do, and once you touch my body, I will be able to complete the transfer, making what is now yours into mine.”
“What you can do is go fuck yourself---” Before he could finish his sentence, The Detective’s right arm shot out again, pulling him toward the old man’s sullen head. He tried to move his left arm, to use it to pull the other arm back, but it refused to move. His feet began to inch towards the bed, moving him ever closer to the dried out carcass.
“My dear Detective, please don’t waste either of our time by resisting; it is truly pointless.”
The Detective ignored the advice of the man who had invaded his thoughts, pulling back with every ounce of energy he could still muster, pulling with anything and everything he had left. Then, a pain ripped through his skull, a pain that made him feel as if a branding iron had been inserted directly into his brain. He heard screaming, but he wasn’t completely sure if it was him. It sounded like him; he assumed it was him, but the screams seemed to come from far away, like an echo from across a canyon.
“Just let yourself go, Detective, and there will be no more pain, no more suffering, no more anger, no more loneliness. Oh yes, the loneliness, I can see it all here in your thoughts, always solitary, always the man isolated from the rest. Even in a room full of people, you’re still alone, aren’t you? And the humor, the smart comments and funny one-liners, nothing more than the mask you wear to keep people from coming too close, the shield to protect you from the hurt. Then last night, you achieve a moment of satisfaction, a moment, somewhere inside your mind, you thought might lead to you becoming a man who wouldn’t have to wear the masks, who wouldn’t have to protect himself, but she betrayed you just like they all have, like they all will. Let go, Detective; let go, and you won’t have to fight these feelings anymore. You won’t have to deal with the agony of who you are, of what you have done, of what you couldn’t do. Just let go, Detective, and it will all be over.”
And then, with zero warning, The Detective was no longer in the master bedroom of a mansion, staring at the decayed body of a madman. Instead, it was fifteen years earlier. The Detective was still a rookie cop, walking a beat, wearing a uniform he never seemed to feel comfortable in. It was cold; he could feel below freezing wind against his face and neck, the only two areas of his body left uncovered. He looked around at the salvage yard where he stood, home to at least a hundred piles of junked out cars and trucks, each stack stretching thirty feet into the night sky. He remembered this place, and he remembered this January night well. This was not a pleasant memory, not in the least. 
At the time, his powers had just begun to manifest. The strong sense of taste had been the first to arrive, forcing him to survive for a solid year on a diet of plain, white rice and water, the only two things his over sensitive taste buds could tolerate. Next came the increased levels of hearing. The first time he had heard someone’s heartbeat from over twenty feet away had almost been enough to make him question his sanity. The over active sense of touch eventually came, and he remembered all of the nights he had spent in the dark with a book, teaching himself how to read just by touching the type. And finally, there was his amazing olfactory sense, the sense which told him that this place was engulfed by the stench of death.
This night, fifteen tears ago, the body of twenty-five year old Elsa Martinez had been found in the office of a salvage yard. The young woman had been cut and stabbed until she was unrecognizable, forcing the coroner to use dental records to confirm her identity. On a routine search around the premises, he had found what no one else would have been able to find: a strong odor emanating from the trunk of a wrecked economy class sedan, stacked second to the ground in a pile located in the back of the grounds. 
Just from the smell in the air, he was able to find five year old Cassie Martinez, stabbed, raped, and hidden in the trunk of a blue car. No one else could see her or sense her presence, but he knew, without knowing, that there was a dead body near. In a moment, he would attract the attention of another uniform, and the two of them would pry open the trunk and find the little girl, still dressed in her pink Sunday church dress. People would question how he found her; he would say he smelled her. They would say he was better than a cadaver dog to his face; freak would be the word they would use behind his back, which he would be able to hear due to his now freakish hearing. 
He turned and tried to get another officer’s attention, but no one noticed him; they all continued with what they were doing, waving their flashlights from spot-to-spot, ignoring him as if he was nothing more than a ghost amongst them. Maybe he was. He walked towards the car, the odor almost pungent enough to drop him to his knees. He pulled the trunk up; this time, it wasn’t locked. And there he found her, the tiny child who still caused him the occasional nightmare, forcing him to always wish he hadn’t been the one who had found her. He stared at her as she laid there, dead, soaking in a pool of her own blood. Her eyes opened.
He took a step back. She stretched her blood covered right arm out towards him and offered him her hand. 
“Thank you, Officer,” she said, her voice as sweet as pie. “Thank you for finding me. I’ve been trapped in here for so long. Won’t you please help me out?”
He shook his head from side-to-side. This wasn’t right; this wasn’t how it happened. This exact moment was carved into his memory like a tattoo. It wouldn’t come out, no matter what he did to get rid of it. And this, this wasn’t right. 
“Please, Officer,” she said again, pushing her hand closer and closer to him. “Please take my hand and help me out of this awful place. I need you. You’re the only one who can save me.”
He took another step back. “No,” he said. “I can’t. You’re already dead.”
And then, she was gone; the salvage yard disappeared, and the cold January wind against his skin was replaced by the feeling of blood pouring down his bare back. He was in an old abandoned warehouse, somewhere outside of the Canadian capital. Blood flowed freely down his back and across his shoulders, running down his arms and dripping from the tips of his fingers and onto the dirty, concrete floor. Mere minutes ago, he had killed the bastard with the invisible whip, The Lash. The teleporter, by this point, was long gone. This was the moment after the shooting, after the killing; this was the part he never wanted to remember but couldn‘t forget, no matter how hard he tried. 
Her name was Angelica Jones, and if she liked someone, they could call her Angel. The Agent’s men had chained her the same way they had chained him, with her hands above her head, leaving her hanging like a piece of cured ham, leaving her dead while they interrogated him. The Lash’s whip had torn her once beautiful skin to pieces, the skin on her face basically flayed from the bone. If The Detective hadn’t known for a fact who she was, there would have been know way he could have identified her body. And this, this was the moment when he found her. 
She had been brought in as a liaison between his super powered security squad and the Canadian Government. She was a normal, living and working everyday with a group of super powered men and women, and the group didn’t just dislike her; they resented her very presence amongst them. She was an outsider, placed alongside a group of people who were unable to trust outsiders and their ilk. But he liked her, and she had liked him. He was the only one on the team allowed to call her Angel. He used to take pride in that fact. 
He stared at her bloody corpse, all the while trying to ignore the grotesque scent of death emanating from it. The smell was overpowering, almost too much for him to stomach. He pushed it aside as much as he could. He looked closely at her. Even her hair was covered in blood, making her once light brown locks seem almost red. He remembered this moment, looking at her flayed flesh, thinking about all of the times when he wanted to ask her out, to let her know what he thought about her, only to realize it was all for naught. This moment, this exact point in time, was over; it had already passed. This was nothing more than a memory he couldn’t forget. 
“It doesn’t have to end like this,” a familiar voice said to him. 
He looked up to see Angelica Jones standing in front of him, no longer chained from the rafters, appearing as she once was, beautiful, happy, alive. Her skin was no longer flayed, and her now blood free brown hair fell down into her face, as it always had. She stood in front of him, wearing the short pleated skirt that always stood out in his memories of her, and she smiled at him. She held out her hand for him to take. 
“Take my hand,” she said as she reached out for him, “and this moment, this place will cease to exist. Take my hand, and we can be together.”
For a split second, the tiniest of instances, he considered taking her hand, clutching it and giving in to her offer, but there was still that stench, the smell of death that overwhelmed him. “No,” he replied, taking a step away from her outstretched hand. “I can’t. You’re already dead, and there’s no going back.” 
And then, she was gone, the warehouse, the blood, the chains, all disappearing with her. The Detective was now naked, standing in front of The Ice Queen’s picturesque bedroom window, staring out on the night covered cityscape below. He turned around, and Ice reclined in the nude on the bed, her long, white hair falling gently across her large, bare breasts, her nipples hard and stiff as they always seemed to be. She smiled at him. 
“Penny for your thoughts,” she said, her full red lips wrapping each word in a tender embrace.
“Bad memories,” he answered. “Too many bad memories.”
She held out her hand for him to take. “Come back to bed. We’ll come up with something better for you to recollect.”
He took a step towards her and started to reach for her hand, until he remembered that the Ice he knew smelled like chilled strawberries, just like she tasted. This Ice smelled like a rotting corpse in the final stage of decomposition; this Ice smelled like death. He stepped back. “No,” he said. 
“Take my hand,” she said, her voice softer and sweeter than he could ever remember it being. “We can be together; we can be happy. I can take you from the pain; I can take away all of the bad memories and replace them with something new, something worth remembering. Just take my hand, and we can both be happy. I promise.”
“No,” he said again, taking another step away from her hand. “No. This isn’t right; this isn’t real. None of this is real. You are just an image in my head; you’re just a nonexistent piece of my overactive, goddamn imagination.”
And then, she was gone, replaced by a bedroom in a mansion where he stood over a barely alive paraplegic attached to an oxygen tank. He stood in a room filled with the all consuming stench of death and decay. He remembered that he had to move backwards, to move away, but he couldn’t, finding himself still bound by some invisible force within his head. He cleared his mind and put every ounce of energy he had left into one final push. 
“Get…the…fuck…out…of…my…head!” The Detective said as he ripped himself away, landing hard against the wall on the far side of the room. Moving as fast as possible, he pulled the gun from his coat and aimed it at the old man’s head, holding his forefinger firmly against the trigger. “If I hear one more word inside my head or see one more goddamn thing that isn’t real,” he said, sounding and feeling out of breath. “I will muster enough willpower to pull this trigger and blow your fucking skull through the goddamn wall.” 
The Detective pushed himself to his feet, his back still clung to the wall. He walked a few feet closer to the old man’s body, the gun still aimed at his head. “I’m leaving now, you dried up motherfucker, and like I said, a single thought in my head and I will kill you. You’ve been in my head, so you should know the things I’ve done and what I’m capable of doing.”
The old man’s lips moved from beneath the oxygen mask, and words leaked from his mouth like tar running through a keyhole. “H…o…w?” the old man asked.
“How did I escape your unbreakable mental hold?” The Detective replied. “How did I escape the grip of the man who could hold an army at bay? You fucking smell like a rotting corpse, and all of the images in my head smelled the same way. Eventually, I caught on. And don’t forget, you’re not the first piece of shit, almighty, no one can stop me, everyone worship me, look at how fucking powerful I think I am, psychic I’ve had to deal with, and you won‘t be the first one I fucking kill, either.” Without another word, The Detective turned and walked through the double doors on the other side of the room. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 38]
Note: The following is a transcription of a recording found on Barren’s computer, recorded from his penthouse and taped, according to the time stamp, approximately an hour and a half after he brought Metal Girl back from the hospital. In the time that passed between the two recordings, the rest of The Seven, excluding The Agent and Psychosis, had gathered and were waiting The Agent’s presence. 
(Members of The Seven sit and stand around the room. This was postwar, so costumes were already out of the picture. Barren is standing by the bar, Fire Maiden and Ice Queen next to each other beside the balcony door, staring out of it and whispering to each other. Metal Girl is still sitting on the couch, sitting in the same spot she was in during the last tape, and still crying. Her eyes are puffy and red. Speed Demon sits two spots down from her on the couch and casually changes channels on the television with a remote.)
(The Agent walks into the room, and everyone turns towards him.)
Ice: So is he alive?
Agent: (stopping in the center of the room) Yes, by the grace of God, he’s alive, though barely.
Metal Girl: (jumping up and wrapping her arms around The Agent’s neck and crying something that‘s completely unintelligible)
Agent: (pushing Metal Girl away and guiding her back to the couch) Please, Hope, I’m not done. There’s more to tell.
Barren: He’s alive, but there’s more to tell?
Agent: The bullet split his spinal cord in half, just below the third and fourth vertebrae. He’ll live, but he’s going to be paralyzed from the neck down. He’s a paraplegic.
Metal Girl: (crying again) Oh my God.
Agent: I have spoken to him.
Metal Girl: He’s awake?
Agent: Technically, no. His body is still unconscious and may remain in that state for a while. But his mind is fully active and completely aware of what’s happening to him. I spoke to him telepathically, and he asked me to extend his appreciation for everyone’s concern. And Hope---
Metal Girl: (looking up at The Agent) Yes?
Agent: He agreed with me that you must learn to control your emotions, especially in public. We have come too far to see it all ruined by one member’s selfishness.
Metal Girl: I know; I know. Anthony already gave me the riot act.
Agent: As he should have. How close to complete is the mansion Psychosis was having built?
Metal Girl: (crying again) Close. We were supposed to move in next month.
Agent: Fine. When he’s ready to be moved, we’ll have him transported there. (walking over and pulling Metal Girl’s chin up so he can look into her eyes) And from this point on, you will be responsible for him. You will be his guardian and protector. 
Metal Girl: I will do whatever I have to. I will give my life for his.
Agent: That’s a good girl. 
Ice: Two questions, Agent. Exactly how did a sniper get through all of the security, and why didn’t Psychosis pick up on the thoughts of someone attempting to kill him?
Agent: I don’t know. My security team found the shooter, but he didn’t survive the trip into custody. The answer is I don’t know, and to be honest, we may never know.
(Barren downs another drink as the tape abruptly cuts to black.) 
_______________________________________________
 
The walk downstairs was a lot harder for The Detective than it should have been. He was suddenly dizzy, and his head was still pounding from the whole psychic mindfuck he had just endured. Bad memories poured through his mind, making every step seem more laborious than the last. This whole venture was turning into more than he had ever bargained for. With killers in metal suits, armed soldiers out for his head, and insane psychics trying to steal his body, he was definitely getting screwed on the payment side of things, or maybe, getting screwed had been his payment. He shook his head hard from side-to-side, partly to shake out some of the cobwebs, but mostly, he shook his head to rid his mind of some of the lunacy the past twenty-four hours had brought into his life. 
He walked to the bottom of the stairs in time to see the Iron Knight crashing through the front doors, leaving a gaping hole in the center of the house. Metal Girl followed behind the armor, picked it up above her head, and threw it through the hole she had just made. The mechanical suit landed somewhere outside, out of The Detective’s line of sight. 
Metal Girl turned toward The Detective, a slight smile appearing on her silver face. “Steven?” she asked. “Is that you?”
“Nope,” The Detective answered. “Your boyfriend’s little plan didn’t exactly work out the way he wanted.”
She stepped towards The Detective. “I can’t hear him. If you’ve hurt him I will rip you limb-from-limb and feed the pieces to the dogs.”
“He was alive when I left him,” he said, a serious look covering his tired face. “Don’t get me wrong, I thought about killing him; actually, I really wanted to kill him for what he just put me through. But I thought your pal out there in the stolen suit has gone through so much trouble just to do the job himself, and it would be a damn shame to take the opportunity from him.”
Shiny tears rolled from her still human looking eyes and down her metallic cheeks. “He asked one thing from you, one little goddamn thing, and you couldn’t help a dying man with his life’s last request. You deserve to die.”
“You and the mummy up there can both go fuck yourselves,” The Detective said in return as he turned and began to walk towards the back of the house. 
“No.” Metal Girl reached out and grabbed The Detective by the throat, lifting him off of the ground. “You can go and fuck yourself in Hell,” she said as she threw him as hard as she could through the hole where the front doors had once stood.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 38]
Note: The following is the transcript of a phone call between Barren and The Agent, recorded from Barren’s end and found on his computer. The call took place sometime after the end of the war and before The Seven’s victory rally.
Agent: Are they ready?
Barren: They’re ready, but I’m going to need some extra time to produce more. 
Agent: We only need three sets, one for you, one for the me, and one for the shooter. The real question is do they work?
Barren: (laughing) Fuck you, of course they work. Everything I make works. They’re nickel sized patches, place one on the back of your neck, just at the base of your skull, and it will completely block all neural access from any outside source, specifically designed to inhibit psychic access. 
Agent: The real question is will it work on him? You know as well as I do his power has grown in massive proportions over the past few years.
Barren: It’ll work on him. After all, I designed it with him in mind. The real question is whether or not we’re doing the right thing?
Agent: You know we are. He’s not the man he once was. The increase in power has almost driven him mad. He’s more psychotic than some of the people Demon used to fight. He’s a danger to you, me, all of us.
Barren: And this has nothing at all to do with the fact he’s threatening your position of power?
Agent: Knight, I’m hurt.
Barren: You shouldn’t be. I’m just asking.
Agent: No. This has nothing to do with me feeling threatened. This is for all of our safety, and to be honest, the safety of the whole country.
Barren: Okay, I hear you. What about Hope?
Agent: What about her?
Barren: She worships him. She’s not exactly going to take this well.
Agent: She’ll deal with it, and we’ll deal with her. She’ll be better without him; it’s not exactly a healthy relationship.
Barren: True. So when does this happen?
Agent: At the rally, when he feels the most secure. 
Barren: I guess we have to do what we have to do.
Agent: We do.
(End recording)
_______________________________________________
 
Metal Girl stepped through the hole where the front doors had once been and looked at The Iron Knight. The machine stood across from her, some fifty feet from the house, aiming the armor’s missile launcher at her chest. The launcher fired. 
The rocket hit her dead center, propelling her through several walls before finally exploding in the back of the mansion with a shower of flames and bricks, taking the entire south wing of the house with it. Without a word or a sound, the machine walked past where she had once stood and into the house. 
_______________________________________________
 
Emily looked up from her seat in the waiting room, her hands still on the strollers, rocking the still sleeping babies. A man in a suit walked through the door, and for the briefest of moments, she thought it might have been him. It wasn’t. It was an uptight type of man, dressed in a overly expensive suit and tie, followed by two men from The Agent’s storm trooper collection. She sat upright in her seat, suddenly feeling quite uncomfortable.
“Can I help you?’ she asked the three men, all of whom seemed to be staring intently at her.
“He wants to see you,” the suit and tie said in a matter of fact fashion, doing little to reassure her sudden bad feeling.
She looked up at the camera in the corner. “Why does he want to see me? What does he need me for.”
“Not for me to say,” suit and tie answered. “He will inform you of that once you arrive.”
She looked down at the babies in their stroller. “I can’t leave; I’m taking care of my sister’s children.”
“We’ve made arrangements. Hospital daycare is coming to look after them.”
She started to stand up, only to stop and return her gaze to the camera near the ceiling. “Seriously, what the hell does he want with me?”
Suit and tie motioned for the two guards to come around him. “Miss, you can come with us willingly, or we can take you by force. Either way, you’re coming with us.”
She thought about all of her options, just to realize she didn’t really have any. She couldn’t take a chance on the babies being hurt if she resisted, so she did the only reasonable thing she could think of. She stood to her feet. 
One of the guards grabbed her by the upper arm and led her out of the waiting room. As they walked down the hallway, one guard to her right, one behind her, and suit and tie walking in front, it suddenly occurred to her, that between her and her sister, she was probably the one in the most dire of situations. And that really fucking sucks, she thought to herself as she climbed into the elevator with the three men.
_______________________________________________ 
 
The Detective landed on his back somewhere in the middle of the woods, barely missing several trees by a mere few feet. He rolled onto all fours and tried to catch his breath, only to find it quite hard to do. He assumed there were a few broken ribs; he would definitely feel that when his adrenaline wore down. He struggled to stand up, and upon finally achieving an upright position, he attempted to locate the mansion from where he stood. He couldn’t. That was a hell of a throw, he thought to himself. 
He sniffed the air to find his way back to the battlefield. Out of the west, he detected the smell of smoke, the vague smell of metal, and the strong, bitter stench of old man mixed with death. He sniffed the air again. From the east he smelled something different, something almost pleasant, something which he could only describe as the smell of cold. To be more exact, cold mixed ever so slightly with the sweet aroma of strawberries. 
He looked up. Twenty feet above his head, a woman covered in a sheath of ice appeared on a frozen slide. As she looked down at him, he couldn’t help but notice that she sparkled like diamonds in the afternoon sun. 
“What the fuck are you doing here?” the Ice Queen asked in her always pleasant tone.
_______________________________________________
 
As the house erupted in flames from the missile he had fired into Metal Girl’s chest, The Iron Knight armor entered the double doors and walked into the master bedroom. The man once known as Psychosis laid in the bed, a dried up prune of a human being, curled up into the fetal position, waiting on someone to put him out of his misery. This was a moment thirteen years in the making. 
The machine walked towards the bed; the floor beneath its feet gave a little with every step it took. It wouldn’t be long before this place crumbled to the ground, and given time, the fire would drag the old man to Hell where he deserved to be. But there wasn’t time to wait; the flames couldn’t take what didn’t belong to them. 

The Iron Knight stood next to the bed and looked down at the once great psychic. This was all that was left of the man who had caused so much pain. This dried up corpse, this pathetic use of skin, had done so much to so many; the price for all of that would have to be paid. 
“Get the fuck away from him!” Metal Girl screamed as she ripped through the double doors and entered the bedroom. 
The machine raised the left wrist gun and aimed it at Quincy’s age spot covered head. “One more step, and I put a bullet in his skull. I take it he’s still alive inside of this rotting corpse?”
“Yes,” she answered, stopping in her tracks and moving her gaze back and forth between the man in the bed and the mechanized figure standing beside him.
“Can he hear me?” 
She stopped for a moment and stared at nothing in particular before lowering her eyes back towards the two figures. “He said he can hear your voice, but he can’t detect your thoughts. There’s some kind of a obstruction blocking them from him.”
The armored right hand pointed to the suit’s red and black head. “Psychic proof barrier, it’s built right into the helmet. I have to give him credit; Barren thought of everything. So, is Quincy listening? Do I have his undivided attention now?”
“Steven said ‘yes,’” Metal Girl replied.
“That’s
good.” The machine stared down at the feeble shape lying silently in the bed. “Earlier today, I made your little girlfriend a deal, and she absolutely turned me down. Such a shame. Now, I offer you the same proposition. I kill you, and she lives, no questions asked.” The machine moved the gun on its wrist until the barrel aimed directly into the old man’s left eye. “Or you mentally shut Hope down, right here, right now, just as you did my baby sister thirteen years ago, and I allow you to live.” 
“No!” Metal Girl cried out. “You can’t do this. It’s not fair; it’s not human!”
“I really don’t give a damn as to what’s fair for the two of you, and in case you haven‘t noticed, I‘m not really human anymore. These are the terms, and this is his choice.” He pushed the gun barrel hard against Quincy’s skull. “So do I kill you and let her live?”
The old man’s lips moved slow and deliberate from beneath his oxygen mask. “N…o.” 
“Steven, please!” Metal girl screamed.
“Do I kindly allow you to continue breathing while she dies?”
“Y…e…s,” the old man breathlessly stated.
“First, shut down her powers, revert her back to her normal form.”
The Iron Knight watched as Metal Girl’s outer covering changed from shiny silver to ordinary skin. The redheaded woman stood before them with tears pouring from her eyes. A look of desperation covered her now normal face. 
“Please, Steven, please,” she begged. “Please, I love you so much.”
The Iron Knight pushed the barrel harder against Quincy’s head. “Now, shut her down.”
“Stev---” She crumpled to the floor where she had once stood, leaving her last word as a half finished attempt to appeal to the man she loved. A stream of blood poured from her nose and ears.
The Iron Knight turned from Metal Girl’s unmoving corpse then back to the old man. “You goddamn piece of shit;
she stayed with you, by your side, no matter what, for the past thirteen years. She loved you unconditionally, with no price or reward, and you casually take her life to save your own skin, a piece of skin that should have been dead a long time ago. And, for the record, I have no plans on honoring our proposition. If you had agreed to die in her place, I would have allowed her to live; she was only going to die if she forced my hand. But you? No. You don’t get to live. After all, my only purpose in coming here was to make sure you died the death you deserved. Such a shame.”
The machine pulled the gun barrel away from Quincy’s head and raised the armored right hand above the cranium of the man once know as Psychosis. It slammed the armored fist down into Quincy’s face. Once, twice, three times, continually, over and over again, until there was nothing left above the old man’s neck but a pile of blood and skull that vaguely resembled fresh ground beef. 
The suit’s booster rockets activated, and the machine flew through the ceiling, leaving a large hole in its wake. It hovered above the mansion for a few moments and watched as the flames from the earlier missile slowly engulfed the entire house. The fire stretched out across the entire first floor and made its way to the upper levels. Ash and smoke filled the sky, and it all, the death, the fire, the destruction, filled the machine with a certain sense of satisfaction, knowing it had just made The Seven into a collection of two. 
_______________________________________________
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OPEN DOCUMENT
The Ice Queen: real name Gabriella Stone (but only Fire is allowed to call her by her real name, a leftover benefit from their time together as a duo); Home Location: A large penthouse apartment in the middle of the city, just south of my building and east of The Agent’s tower, but I doubt you will have to go there to find her. Once you attack either Fire or The Agent, she will find you. 
The Ice Queen is a bitch; that is the absolute most accurate statement I could possibly make about her. She is hateful, arrogant, and conceited. She is also beautiful, sexy, dangerous, and completely loyal to the people she trusts, which as far as I can tell is only Fire and The Agent. But I must say, when she is loyal, she is absolutely loyal. She would die, kill, do whatever for either of them. I doubt she would piss on me if my hair was on fire, and the same probably goes for the rest of The Seven, but for those two, I doubt there is anything she wouldn’t do if either of them asked her.
Strengths: The Ice Queen has the ability to produce sheets of ice from her hands, crafting it as everything from balls to razor sharp shards. She can also create giant slides made of ice that she can use to travel great distances in very short amounts of time. Personally, I feel her greatest strength is her ability to cover her entire body in a thick coating of ice, making the ice into what effectively becomes a frozen suit of armor.
Weaknesses: The list is short. Unlike Fire and Metal Girl, whose transition time is almost instantaneous, the transition time between The Ice Queen’s powered and depowered state takes a few seconds, and if you could get a shot or two (or a hundred) off before she can protect herself, you may be able to end the fight before it starts. Maybe, but it is highly doubtful. The armor itself is more than prepared for any freezing or projectile that she can muster. From what I can tell, barring her making actual physical contact with the suit and unleashing all of her power at once, the armor should, in theory, be able to survive a one-on-one confrontation with her.
The hardest part of this fight will be trying to find a way to hurt her. Despite making another bullet from Hope’s DNA designed especially for Ice, the bullet itself won’t be enough. Even Hope’s DNA isn’t enough to penetrate her frozen shell. To allow the bullet to do its job, one would have to find or make a weak spot, preferably in her chest area near her frozen heart. The Iron Knight armor has the strength to beat a weak spot into her, but it will require getting close enough to her to do the damage. 
Also making the task a tad bit easier is the fact that, even though I have never been given the opportunity to study her abilities and their limits, I have noticed that the use of her powers seems to drain her stamina faster than most of us. Whether it’s the weight of the ice shell or the exertion of having to create the ice from her own body, she seems to tire faster while using her power, and that fact can definitely be used in the process of creating a weak spot on her chest. 
For this purpose, I have designed her DNA bullet with a small (though large enough to do quite a bit of damage to her inside and out) explosive charge within the bullet itself. The charge is designed to activate once it finds its target, and I only have the capabilities to make one of these; so in a nutshell, don’t miss. 
_______________________________________________
 
“I’m here to find you,” The Detective answered as he rubbed his still throbbing forehead, realizing for the first time that his hat was missing. 
The Ice Queen slid down to the ground and depowered in front of him. The frozen covering melted from her body, leaving her completely nude in front of him. Obviously, The Detective noted, she wasn’t shy.
“I told you to run,” she barked back. “I gave you goddamn explicit instructions on how to get away, and I fucking find you here. Are you fucking stupid or something?”
“Are you done?” 
“No!” she yelled. “I put my ass on the line to keep you safe, you goddamn idiot, and you’re here. What the fuck are you doing here?”
He plopped down onto the grass. His head continued to throb. “I got your message, made my way to the car, and there was a nice little hit squad sitting there waiting for me.”
“How many men?”
“Three assholes with guns and a teleporter, The Agent sent them.”
“Goddamn it, he must have intercepted my message. Did you kill them?”
He looked up at her. “The three soldiers, yeah, I killed them. I used the teleporter to get me to this wonderful place, and ole shiny metal killing machine over there shot his whiny ass in the head. Of course, it saved me the work.”
“You fucking idiot,” she said in return as she shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose with her forefinger and thumb. “You played right into his goddamn hands. Don’t you understand a fucking thing. Now he has everything he needs. Goddamn it, I did everything I could to keep you safe, and you go and fuck it up.”
“I--”
She cut him off before he could finish a syllable. “You just don’t fucking get it. He sits up there in his goddamn ivory tower, watching all of us with his damn cameras. He has them placed fucking everywhere. There’s no escape. I thought if I let you go, if you went without me, you going one way while I went the other, he would watch me, and you might slip by unnoticed. But no, you had to go and fuck this up.”
“I d---” 
“No, you didn’t know,” she interrupted again, cutting him off before he could tell her how little he cared about what The Agent was going to do to him.
“Oh god, he knows,” she exclaimed. “He fucking knows. He intercepted the goddamn message. He knows I was going to let you go. I’m so fucked. You’re dead, and I’m royally fucked.”
“So are you through freaking out yet?” he asked. “Or is this going to last a while?” She turned around and faced the opposite direction, and he found himself staring straight at her bare bottom. He stood up and moved beside her, placing his hands on her uncovered shoulders; she felt cold to his touch. He took off his coat, placed it around her, and turned her around towards him. Silent tears rolled from her eyes and froze to her cheeks. “Why are you crying,” he asked, trying to make his voice as sincere as possible. With his head pounding against his skull, he couldn’t tell if his own sincerity was real or fake, just as he wasn’t sure if he believed anything she was saying to him. 
“Because I’ve fucked everything up,” she said as she reached over, grabbed him, and pulled herself into his chest. “You saved my life. No one, other than Fire, ever risked their life like that for me, and I couldn’t just turn you back over to him. I couldn’t. I owed you. And on top of that, I almost like you. I couldn‘t just let The Agent have you.”
“Beautiful, just beautiful,” the computerized voice from the Iron Knight armor said; it hovered twenty feet in the air and mockingly applauded. “That has to be the acting performance of the year. I hope, for your sake, Detective, you haven’t bought a moment of it. This, Detective, is what The Seven do. They lie and manipulate, kill and destroy, always doing whatever it takes to get what they want.”
Ice pushed The Detective away and looked up at the suit of armor. “Whoever the fuck you are under that helmet, this all stops---now.”
“Look at that, still acting like you have no clue who I am. Again, don’t let her fool you, Detective. This act is for your sake and your sake alone. She knows exactly who I am, and why all of this is happening. But The Seven have always been taught to protect their own, no matter what.”
The Detective stepped back a few paces, allowing himself the room to move in one of two directions: either into the fight or out of it. This time wasn’t like the last time the three of them had met. Then he was on a mission for his freedom, fighting to protect a woman he hoped he could trust. Now, everything had changed, and nothing he had felt from last night remained. At this moment, he hadn’t made up his mind which way he stood, or if he was even a part of this anymore
Ice never noticed his backwards movement, or at least she didn’t let on to him if she had. She was too busy staring down the metal figure in the sky above them. “Where’s Quincy and Hope?” Ice shouted.
“In the mansion,” the machine answered, “dead.”
“Dead?” Ice asked as the realization of being one of the final two slowly crept across her pale face. “Both of them?”
“Yes.” 
“Good,” The Detective interjected loud enough for the other two to hear.
Ice turned sharply in his direction. “What in the fuck do you mean, ‘good?’”
“After the mental mind fuck your decrepit, psychic friend gave me, you’re lucky I didn’t fucking kill him myself.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” she asked, a confused tone in her voice.
The Detective shook his pounding head from side-to-side; he wasn’t used to feeling pain while his adrenaline was surging. “The story’s too long. I’ll have to tell you later.”
“I’m sorry, Detective. There won’t be a later.” 
The Iron Knight opened up its right hand and pointed the palm at The Detective. A repulsor beam fired from the armored gauntlet, striking The Detective square in the chest. The impact sent him flying across the forest; his back and head slammed hard against the broad side of a large oak tree. He began to black out, but he fought it off, forcing himself to stay awake. 
Ice threw the borrowed coat aside and held her hands out in front of her nude body. Frozen particles flowed from her palms and fingertips, coating her in an icy sheath. She created an ice slide in front of her, rising into the air until she stood as high in the air as the metal suit. It opened fire on her, spraying her with enough bullets to kill dozens of ordinary men. The high impact artillery shells bounced off of her icy skin as if they were nothing.
“You’re going to shoot me?” Ice asked as she watched several more bullets deflect off of her chest. “You really are just as fucking stupid as I always thought you were.”
“I’m just getting started. I thought I would begin out with the basics and work my way up.”
“Let me know how successful that is for you,” she responded as she created more slide in front of her and swirled around the armor, spraying it repeatedly with frozen beams of ice from her hands. The Iron Knight rose higher into the sky and fired more bullets; The Ice Queen increased her elevation to match, continually firing large shards of ice in the machine’s general direction. They continued fighting across the sky, neither seeming to gain the upper hand on the other.
The Detective leaned up against the tree. At the moment, it was the only thing keeping him upright. Trying to keep track of the action in the sky was almost impossible in his current state. He shook his pounding head, trying to force some of the cobwebs out. He rolled over to his side and pushed himself up into an all fours position. He used the tree for balance as he stood upright. He walked, slow and wobbly, to the clearing below where Ice and the machine fought. He reached down and picked up his coat. He needed it; that’s where he kept his gun. 
“You tired yet?” the computerized voice asked his female opponent. 
“Not in the least,” Ice answered, sounding out of breath as she made another swirl, covering the armor’s backside in a thick, frozen coat. 
The would-be Iron Knight stopped, hovered in mid-air, and lowered its wrist guns toward the ground. Ice stopped as well. It seemed at first glance that she was trying to see what the man in the armor was going to do next, but it became glaringly obvious, as she stood atop her giant slide and her chest heaved heavily in and out, that she was simply trying to catch her breath. 
“What?” she asked. “Done already?”
“It was my understanding,” the machine replied in its only tone of voice, “that you become weaker as you expand energy, leaving you more and more vulnerable as the fight progresses.”
“And who the fuck told you that?” Ice responded, out of breath and gasping hard for air.
“Barren did,” the armor said. “Actually, to be exact, it’s inside of the armor’s computer system. There are all kinds of files on how to kill The Seven, with you included, of course.”
Ice bent over and held her knees in her hands but managed to keep her eyes on the machine across from her. “So did you pick up any other brilliant insights from the drunk, or is that it, just that I get tired? Whoop dee fucking doo, you goddamn bitch.”
“No, there was more. He explained in full detail how, even with a special bullet he designed to pierce the outer shell of your powered form, that you would have to be placed into a weakened state before you could be truly damaged.”
“Wha---” she started to ask, only to be interrupted by the armor raising its right hand and firing a repulsor beam directly into her chest. The blow knocked her off of her slide, and she fell for almost three seconds before coming to a hard stop against the ground below, landing nearly thirty feet from where The Detective stood and watched. 
The Iron Knight flew straight down and rammed the armor’s right shoulder directly into Ice’s frozen sternum. A look of pain covered her crystallized face as the machine straddled her and began to punch her in the area around her chest. Left, then right, the machine let each metal fist take turns ramming into her frozen skin.
“You see,” the computerized voice said as it continued punching, “according to Barren’s intel, even with an explosive bullet made specially from Metal Girl’s unique DNA, the area which is about to be penetrated, in this case the area around your heart, will have to be properly softened to allow the bullet to pass through your ice covering. Interesting, isn‘t it?”
Ice turned her head towards The Detective and mouthed the words, “Help me.”
The Iron Knight stopped punching and placed a hand on each side of Ice’s head, turning her face back towards him. “You need to be focused on me; you need to look at me as you die.”
“You need to go fuck yourself,” Ice said as she reached over and grabbed the machine’s left arm with both of her hands. She let loose with as much power as she could produce, freezing the machine’s appendage solid. She fell back against the ground, exhausted.
“You froze my arm?” the computerized voice asked. “Really? That’s your last ditch final plan to keep me from killing you?”
“No,” The Detective said in return from twenty feet away, his gun held firmly in his hand. “This is the last ditch final plan.” The Detective fired the pistol, and the bullet slammed into the armor’s frozen limb, shattering it into hundreds of crystalline pieces. As The Detective looked into the interior of the armor, into the hole left from where the arm had once been, he realized what he had been missing this entire time. 
Inside of the hole, he saw nothing, no man, no body, no person inside telling the armor what to do. He remembered firing into the armor the first time they had met, firing into a crack left from the armor’s fight with Billy North, and finally, at this moment, it occurred to him that he had seen no blood, no signs of pain, nothing from the man inside after he had fired three bullets into the interior of the machine. Only now did it dawn on him, almost twelve hours later, that there was no man within the suit to damage; the Iron Knight was nothing more than an empty shell.
Memories poured through The Detective’s mind, memories that were only hours old yet seemed to be from another lifetime. In the hospital, he had asked Emily about the killer who had shot her sister, and she answered, telling him she had felt a sense of sadness from the armor, a longing, a hopelessness. The Detective remembered watching the security cam footage of Adam Rogers’ suicide, the moment before Adam fired the bullet into his brain, when he had grabbed the computer monitor and held it between his hands for over ten seconds with his eyes rolled into the back of his head.
“He’s a technokinetic,” Ice had said last night. 
And finally, it all almost made sense. The armor without a man inside, the three day old corpse sending a message to his best friend, the suicide, the note, the intimate knowledge of The Seven that only one of them could know, all of it pieced together into a half finished puzzle. The Detective now knew the who and the how, but he couldn’t find the why. 
“Adam!” The Detective yelled as he aimed the gun at the armor’s helmet. “You don’t have to do this; you don’t have to kill her. We can find another way.”
“That’s impressive, Detective.” The armor stood up. “An outsider with no intimate knowledge of The Seven, and you, single-handedly, worked out my identity. Truly impressive, I really must say.” 
Adam bent down and lifted the half conscious Ice Queen by the throat and tossed her ten feet behind him. The armor now stood between her and The Detective, forcing The Detective to have to go directly through the machine if he wanted to attempt a rescue. 
“As for your statement, Detective, on how there’s another way; well, there isn’t. Adam Rogers is dead; he no longer exists. When I transferred my consciousness into this armor, this glorious piece of technology, I forfeited life, love, hope, and everything else that defines humanity. I am no longer a man, Detective; I am now nothing more than the sentient operating system of a machine, and when the machine ceases to function, I will no longer exist.”
“Fine then,” The Detective answered, trying to come up with something to say that would get the machine away from Ice. “There’s no hope, and you’re damned. You’ve sacrificed everything to destroy The Seven. In the end, I can’t blame you; I’ve even considered it a few times myself, but you can stop now. You can walk away now without anymore blood on your hands.”
“It’s far too late to stop, Detective. Besides, I can’t quit now. There are still two of them left.”
“Hell, kill The Agent. I wouldn’t even think of stopping you. Shit, I’ll help you out if you need it. But let Ice live. You’ve hurt her enough; you’ve sent your message. Let her live like you allowed Fire to live.”
“Fire treated me with kindness for as long as I have known her. She welcomed me into her family without any hesitation or desire for anything from me in return. She is a good person who was usually pressured into helping The Seven commit their atrocities against the world. She earned the life I granted her.” The armor pointed its remaining arm towards the still grounded Ice. “This one, on the other hand, was usually the one forcing Fire into doing acts she didn’t agree with. This one is a self serving manipulator who will do or say anything to further her own agenda. This one is The Agent’s most loyal soldier, and you expect me to let her live?”
“The short answer, yeah, I do.”
“The real question here, Detective, is why do you feel such sympathy for one who has used you, one who would continue using you until she breathes her last breath?”
The Detective answered with silence; he had no real response to the question, at least not a good one, and his head hurt too much to try and come up with one.
“Maybe, Detective, maybe for your own best interest, I should just go ahead and kill her, thereby freeing you from her obviously destructive influence.”
“No,” The Detective answered, his voice as calm as he could make it as he attempted to slowly walk around the armor and towards Ice. “It won’t help. I’m sure to fall under some other pretty girl’s destructive influence. It’s been the story of my life.”
Adam reached out with his remaining hand and grabbed The Detective by the throat, lifting him off of the ground with ease. The Detective fired his gun into the armor’s helmet, only for the bullet to bounce off of the faceplate and ricochet out into the woods. He then punched the helmet in vain, hitting it hard enough to make his own knuckles bleed.
Adam lifted him a few inches higher into the air, holding The Detective far enough away where his punches would no longer connect. “Why are you here, Detective? You see, I know I am being manipulated. I know I’m doing exactly what The Agent wants, but as it turns out, we both want the same thing.” The armor tossed The Detective across the clearing, and he landed hard against a tree, his head and back striking the same tree he had crashed into moments before. “So why are you here? Why are you allowing them to manipulate you? Do you feel loyalty to her? I promise, she feels none for you. They are using you just as they have continually used me. You are nothing more than a puppet being pulled by their strings.” 
Ice climbed to her feet; she was shaky and barely able to stand, but she stood up on her own power. “What the fuck are you doing worrying about him, you little bitch. Your fight’s with me, so let’s get this shit over with.”
Adam turned the armor in her direction and raised the remaining wrist gun towards her ice covered chest. Without another word between them, the bullet fired into her upper chest, penetrating the ice sheath that enveloped her body.
“Goddamn it,” The Ice Queen said a split-second before the bullet exploded, shattering her into thousands of tiny pieces of ice and blood which flew across the forest and rained down onto the grassy floor below. The armor itself was suddenly covered in Ice’s blood and remains. 
The Detective sat leaned up against a tree to keep from falling over, and he watched in silence as Adam walked the now blood soaked armor towards him. He tried to stand himself up to fight, but the energy, as well as the desire, was gone. He had nothing left. The armor leaned down close to him, the faceplate and the glowing red eyes only inches from his face. 
“I’m leaving now, Detective,” the computerized voice said. Pieces of blood and bone dripped from the armor’s shoulders and landed on The Detective’s coat. “I am going to kill The Agent. I am finally going to make The Seven pay for everything they have done. You can try and stop me, you can assist me, or you can take the opportunity to pull yourself out of their web. No matter what you do, tonight, it all ends.” 
Adam reached out with the armor’s lone hand and wrapped it around the top of The Detective’s head, squeezing it tight for a couple of seconds before ramming it hard against the tree. Then, everything for The Detective, the bright sunny day, the blood soaked forest, every thought in his head, all became a black sense of nothing. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 69]
Note: The following is the transcript of a phone call between The Agent and The Ice Queen, recorded from The Agent’s end and found on his computer. The call itself takes place before the war, and, at least according to the conversation, happens a short time before The Seven gather to discuss whether they should commit to the war or not (see pg. 57).
Ice Queen: You called?
Agent America: I did.
Ice: And?
Agent: I need to ask you a question.
Ice: Sounds important.
Agent: It is, very much so.
Ice: So what did you need to know.
Agent: I need to know where you stand.
Ice: Right now or in general?
Agent: I need to know, if there is a choice to be made, would I have your loyalty over Fire?
Ice: In reference to what exactly?
Agent: We are about to be forced into several hard decisions, decisions that will determine the rest of our lives, and these will be decisions that Fire will not agree with at all. She’s not like us; she hasn’t seen the darker sides of humanity; she hasn’t seen the pain and horror one man can commit against another, not like you and me.
Ice: So what, you need me to talk her into some things, make her see our side of the situation?
Agent: Mostly, yes, but I also need to know, like I said, where your true loyalty lies. 
Ice: Fire is my partner, my best friend; hell, she’s basically my sister. But you, you’re our leader, the one I have placed my trust. If you tell me to kill someone, they’re dead. If you tell me to conquer Australia, I’ll conquer it. If you tell me to fuck someone, I’ll fuck them. If you tell me to convince Fire to do something, I’ll convince her to do it, no questions asked. I love Fire, and I trust her with my life; but you are the one with the answers, the one who can prepare us for what we have to do next.
Agent: Then I guess there is no question.
Ice: No, there isn’t.
(End recording)
_______________________________________________
 
Final Journal Entry
[Begins on page 100]
 
After my family was killed, I used my powers to help The Seven in any way I could, doing whatever I could to ensure the supers won the war. I spoke to the normals’ machines, and I told all of their tanks, their jets, their missile launchers, hell, even their cell phones to simply stop working. It crippled the old military, leaving them forced to fight an army of super powered soldiers with just guns and grenades. But the most important thing I did was shut down all of the machines that were manufacturing the cure. The cure was their greatest asset and truly the only real weapon they had against us. Without it, the war was permanently turned in our favor. 
After that, well, you know the rest. The Agent adopted me, making me his ward. He trained me, not only in how to use my own power more adeptly, but also in ways of war, in how to fight with my fists and feet, how to use weapons. At times, I think he always wanted me to be the great soldier that he had been, and in many ways, I was. And I loved him for it. I loved him for “saving” me, for taking me in, for treating me as if I was his own.
In that same time span, your sister became my big sister as much as she was yours. You and she became my best friends and the greatest family I could have ever had. Fire’s home was always my second home, a safe place I always knew I could come to without fear or hesitation. And I thank you both for that. Know that no matter what happens, I will always love the two of you for everything you both did for me. 
I’ve spent the past two weeks, the two weeks since I opened that letter and all of my real memories came flooding back, trying to amass as much on The Agent and The Seven as I could. I’ve been inside of both The Agent’s and Barren’s computers and collected as much as I could, files, transcriptions of recordings, old newspaper and magazine clippings, placing as much of it as I could into this journal.
To be honest, I don’t know why. I guess there’s just a part of me that needs you to know why I’ve done all of this; I need you to know the things they’ve done, and why I believe they have to pay for their sins. I guess I just want to believe that, when it’s all said and done, you won’t hate me.
When I finish writing this part of the journal and it’s complete, I’m going to hide it in the ceiling above my bed, and then, then I’m going to transfer my consciousness into the computer. Bruce has, on more than one occasion, told me it would be possible. I transfer everything I am into the computer, leaving my body with a single post suggestion. Hopefully, it will carry it out and won’t screw it up. I figured I would come back and check after I completed the transfer. 
Why tell my body to kill itself? I am transferring everything that makes me into me out of my body. All I’m leaving is an empty shell, but I’m scared some part of me will still be in there, suffering, unable to live and unable to die. I can’t imagine having to live with that kind of torture, so I want to make sure anything left of me won’t have to.
Once I’m in the system, I should be able to transfer myself into one of Barren’s Iron Knight suits, and I should be able to control it as if my body was physically inside of it. While in his computer, I’ve seen the schematics for his newest armor; he says it’s the most powerful one he’s ever built. That’s my target; that’s the one I want. 
By the time you’re reading this, hopefully most of them are dead. Or maybe I never managed to complete the transfer, and I’m lost out in cyber space somewhere. Either way, I’ll probably be dead when you actually read these pages. So I just wanted to take the opportunity to say that I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’ll never get the chance to see you become a wife and a mother; I know you would have been a great one. I’m sorry we couldn’t be old people together; I’m sorry in advance if I hurt Fire; I’m sorry I ever believed Bruce and all of his bullshit, all of his talk of family, all of the crap he spewed about giving a damn about me. Believe me, it wasn’t true. 
I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you all of this in person. Let’s be honest, I know you. If you knew what I was about to do, you would have tried to talk me out of it, and you probably would have succeeded. You always could get me to do what you wanted me to. 
Most of all, I’m sorry for the world I helped to create. I’m sorry the normals live in squalor while we rule the world like royalty. I’m sorry that I ever blamed the normals for what happened to my family; I’m sorry I ever left The Hole that night with The Seven. If I had just died in that god forsaken place, I would have never been able to destroy the machines that made the cure, and The Agent would have lost his goddamn war. If that’d happened, this country, this world, would be a drastically different place.
But it’s too late for what could have or should have been. All we can deal with is what it all truly is, and let’s be honest, it’s all a lie. The peace we thought we created, the freedom we thought we gave the supers, the world we thought we built, it’s all lies. All we did was place a madman in power, a man willing to do whatever it took to build a world in his image, a world of his creation, a world where liberty was destroyed in the name of keeping people safe from themselves. 
Finally, when and if you find this journal, do with it what you will. Keep it, burn it, toss it in the garbage, send it to The League of Nations as evidence of The Agent’s corruption, do whatever you feel you need to. And don’t you dare shed a tear over me. I promise you, I’m not worth it. 
Please know this and never forget it: Emily, you are my best friend, and I will always love you, no matter what. I hope, with all my heart, you will be able to find happiness in this hell of a world I helped create, and in the end, I just ask that you are somehow able to forgive me for everything I’m about to do. -Adam 
_______________________________________________
 
“Family, I’m home,” nice EMT Nancy Myers yelled as she walked into her house. She looked around the small three bedroom house she shared with her husband and two children, but, for some reason considering it was the middle of the day, she didn’t see them anywhere. “Hello? Anybody home? Did you guys go on vacation and forget to invite the mama?”
No reply.
“Hello?” She yelled again. The house seemed dark for the time of day. This early in the afternoon, everything was usually a little brighter. She stepped more into the house, allowing the front door to shut behind her, removing the small amount of light that had crept in between the open door and the frame. She walked through the living room, craning her neck around the room, trying to find them before they jumped out to surprise her. She always had loved little games like this.
“If this is hide-and-seek,” she yelled, turning her head towards every room, making sure they could hear it no matter where they were hiding, “you guys know that the mama always wins.”
No answer, just the unnatural quiet that didn’t belong in a home populated by two very hyper, very active, little girls. She walked to the stairs that separated the living room from the kitchen, dividing the house in two. 
“Family?” She yelled up the stairs as she climbed them. The stairs seemed darker than the rest of the house, unnaturally dark, scary dark. “Babies?” She yelled once she reached the top. 
No one answered. She walked toward the girls’ room, feeling more and more nervous the closer she got. There was a strange sense of dread that she tried to rationalize away, but it wouldn’t leave. Something, everything, just felt off; everything just felt wrong. 
“Girls?” she said softly as she opened the bedroom door. The room was pitch black, absolute darkness, unlike anything she had ever seen before, especially within her own home. She stepped into the room, carefully, trying to avoid tripping over what she couldn’t see. 
The door shut by itself behind her. She turned quickly to see who shut it, but what little light that the open door had once allowed in was now gone, and everything was replaced by the darkness. And then, she appeared. From the center of the room, the center of the dark, a woman made of light emerged from the nothingness. She was beautiful, so shiny and bright. Nancy, for a moment, felt mesmerized, hypnotized, as if in a dream, staring at something that shouldn’t be. 
The feeling faded almost as quickly as it arrived. Suddenly, all she could think about was her girls, her husband, her family. 
“Where are my babies?” Nancy pleaded. “Please tell me where they are.”
“Hush now,” the woman made of light said, her voice soft and comforting. “They are safe within the darkness, but they need you to be with them.” 
“They’re okay?” Nancy asked as tears began to stream down her tired face. “Please tell me they’re okay.”
The woman walked towards her, edging nearer with every word she spoke. “They are safe. They feel no pain; they will know nothing of hardship nor hunger; they will never again be lonely nor betrayed.” 
Nancy looked up from her tears to see the woman had crossed the short distance between them, and now stood right beside her, close enough to whisper in her ear.
“But they need you, Nancy,” the woman whispered. “They need you to join them in the darkness.”
The blade of light erupted from the woman’s right hand, and Nancy felt it enter her stomach and cut up to her neck. As she fell to the floor and the pool of blood formed around her, even as the darkness engulfed her, she could only think about her babies and the hope that they would be there on the other side, in the dark, waiting for her.
_______________________________________________
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Agent America: real name Bruce Rogers. Usually called The Agent a.k.a. The Supreme Chancellor of The United States of America. Home location: He’s not hard to find. There’s a tower, the largest in Metro City, known as The Agent’s Tower. He can be found there along with his couple hundred heavily armed security guards. The building itself is a fortress. There are a hundred floors, most of which are either living quarters for the security team or detention centers filled with cells where The Agent holds his occasional visitor. The building only has a single elevator, and there are no stairs at all, meaning that accessing any floor above the first requires going through the bottom level, which is almost always guarded by a hundred or so of The Agent’s troops.
The only way to access Roger’s penthouse without going through all of his guards would be to fly directly to the top and crash through that damn giant window of his, the one he uses to look out at all of the mere mortals in the world. But going straight to the top means you will just run into The Agent that much sooner, and therein lies the catch.
Strengths: The Agent is the pure embodiment of strength. His power level has consistently been measured between a 9.5 and 10, marking him as one of the, if not the strongest person on the face of the planet. Aside from the super strength, The Agent’s skin is virtually impenetrable. I have personally seen bullets bounce off of him as if they were wadded up pieces of notebook paper thrown by an asthmatic child. In other words, as if they were nothing. Knives, bombs, fire, missiles, I have witnessed him survive all of this and more without taking the slightest of scratches. Short of a nuclear bomb dropped directly onto his head, I have no idea what it would take to cause him any kind of physical harm. To be honest, I think he would probably survive the nuclear bomb.
Weaknesses: There is only one that I know of, and sadly, it is one of the few abilities I cannot build a weapon to reproduce. Psychic attack. There was a reason The Agent feared Quincy all those years. Rogers knew that his own mind was the only true vulnerability he had. A telepath, if they could get through The Agent’s anti-telepathy training, could conceivably force The Agent to act against his will, control his thoughts, erase his memories, and all of the other tricks psychics are capable of doing. But the real value to being in his mind would to pull the one trick telepaths usually miss out on: the ability to turn a supers’ powers completely off. 
I’ve been told by more than one telepath (mind you, these were extremely powerful telepaths) that when they are inside a supers’ mind they can almost see a switch, and if they pull this switch, they can temporarily turn off someone’s powers. I see it more that they create a psychic block that prevents the super from using his power, but that’s just me. If somehow a psychic could invade The Agent’s mind and turn off his powers, even for just the slightest of moments, he would effectively be a normal and as vulnerable to harm as any other person on the face of the planet. Understand, The Agent knows his weakness, and he knows it well. 
To protect himself, he had his entire penthouse, ceiling to floor, lined with the same material as my telepathic blocking patches. As long as he is in that building, as long as he is on that top floor and surrounded by those walls, he is completely protected from any type of psychic attack. To that end, he will not be caught outside of his penthouse without one of my psychic patches placed firmly on the back of his neck, but as is the case with some people, the patches are prone to giving him a massive headache that tends to last for several days after the patches are removed; therefore, he only leaves the safety of his apartment when he has to, and anymore, these times are few and far between. 
Plan of action: The only really feasible plan would be to somehow outfit the armor with psychic abilities (something I was never able to do over the years) and then somehow get The Agent outside of his penthouse without a psychic patch attached to his skin. Not impossible, but highly improbable. Despite the seemingly hopelessness of trying to take on The Agent, I do have a solution, though it in and of itself is not the best of solutions. 
Back during the war, the old government had designed a cure for gene virus enhanced individuals, a cure that would take away any and all of our abilities. In some cases, the cure was permanent; in others, it was only temporary. After the war was won, we shut down all of the manufacturing equipment used to make it, and we destroyed every case of the cure the old government was stockpiling to use against us, all except for one, one single container, one single sample. The Agent insisted on keeping it; I was never sure if he kept it as a memento or to keep The Seven in line, leaving us always knowing he could use it on one of us if he had the need. 
This last sample of the cure (an airborne form found in a small canister of gas) is kept in The Agent’s depository. Located at the old military base that used to be Fort Knox, the sample is stored in the massively secured building where the old government used to keep the gold reserve. It’s said The Agent has turned the depository into his own personal museum, and the building houses his own private collection of artifacts from pre-war and post, mostly containing mementos from the various villains and heroes he fought and defeated over the years. 
Now getting into the depository won’t be any easier than getting into The Agent’s penthouse. The depository houses at least two hundred guards, along with various other forms of protection, and The Agent’s private vault, where he keeps all of these valuables including the cure, is located on the fourth sub-basement some forty feet below the upper level. It will not be easy, and even with all the protection and armaments provided by this suit, I can honestly say it won’t be fun either. 
But, if by some circumstance or just out of pure luck, you were able to retrieve the cure and use it on Rogers, the single application would be enough to render him powerless for at least a few minutes, giving you enough time to place a few bullets in his head. It is, as far as I can see, the only way to defeat him. 
On a personal note, I want to speak directly to the man who has stolen this suit and is currently reading these files. With the defenses I had in place, I always knew there would only ever be one person capable of hijacking this suit, and of course, here you are. 
Adam, for many years, I suspected the blocks Quincy placed in your mind would never hold. Whether the real memories were triggered by an outside source or the blocks just wore away with time, I always knew you would find your way here; I always knew you would come seeking your rightful vengeance. 
As a matter of fact, whether I realized it consciously at the time or not, I designed this specific piece of armor and all of these protocols with you in mind, always knowing that when you came back you would need a vehicle for your revenge. What we did to you was wrong, and to this day, I still have no excuse other than to say that we felt we were doing what we had to do. Without you, the manufacturing process for the cure would have never been shut down, and the war would have most definitely gone in a different direction. You won the war for us, and whether you meant to or not, you helped to create the world we live in today. 
All I can say is that I hope this affords you some measure of peace, and if I didn’t say it before you killed me, then let me say it now: I am so sorry for what we did, and I pray someday, somehow, you can find it in your heart to forgive us. God knows, I never could. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 37]
Note: The following is a press release/newspaper article published in every major newspaper in the country approximately one year after the war and a few months after The Seven and their governors assumed control of all news organizations, radio broadcasts, and television stations. 
The Seven have announced today a new testing program for all children born within the United Sates. Beginning at age six and until age fifteen, all children will be required to participate in an annual procedure to determine whether they are or will be affected by the gene virus, and whether they have been granted any special abilities from either their exposure to the virus or an inherited exposure. 
Any children deemed to have abilities that are either unstable or uncontrollable will be taken into custody for further evaluation and training. The tests will also determine whether the children will be designated as a normal or a super, thereby affecting their lifelong classification.
Any parent or guardian who is deemed to knowingly keep their children from the testing process will be subject to arrest and trial with their local tribunal. Further information, such as testing dates and locations, will be shared at a later date. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective opened his eyes. He looked around, slowly awakening to where he was and what was going on. The ground around him was covered in blood and bits of flesh, the still melting remains of The Ice Queen. He rubbed his face, trying desperately to wake up from the fog that overwhelmed him, but absolute coherency wasn’t coming as quickly as he wanted. 
He rubbed the back of his head; he was bleeding from where the Iron Knight had rammed his skull into the tree. It hurt. His adrenaline was down, and he could feel everything: his head, his shoulder, his ribs, his legs. Everything hurt, and he didn’t like. 
“I am seriously having a bad day,” he said to himself as he tried to stand up only to slide back down. 
He looked up to the sky, wondering what time it was. The bright sun had been replaced by dark, ominous clouds. A storm cooked in the distance; he could hear light bits of thunder rumbling from miles away. The storm was at least one, maybe even two, hours off, but he could still hear it closing in. He sniffed the air. Past the horrid aroma of decaying flesh, he smelled smoke. He looked over his left shoulder to see black smoke billowing in the sky above where the Quincy Estate had once been. By now, he figured, there probably wasn’t much of it left.
He tried to stand again. It was slow, but he eventually made his way to his feet. The tree beside him and a nice breeze blowing against his back seemed to be the only things managing to hold him up. He looked up into the tree; strands of white hair and pieces of bone with flesh still attached were stuck to several of the branches. He turned away from them, not wanting the images tattooed inside his mind. God knew, he had enough bad thoughts trapped in there as it was. 
He took a step away from the tree, and it hurt. But at least, he thought to himself, he didn’t fall over. There had to be a silver lining in there somewhere. He walked, gingerly, slowly, towards the center of the clearing, toward the largest smear of blood that had once been The Ice Queen. The closer he got, the stronger the stench of death became, but there was something else, something lingering, something that probably shouldn’t have remained, but did: the slightest scent of strawberries.
He bent down to retrieve his coat. The scent, and the memories it produced, put the smallest of smiles on his face. The pain he felt as he stood back up, though, quickly erased it. 
He hurt everywhere. From his head to his legs, every part of him was enveloped in pain. And somewhere deep inside, in a place he didn’t like to go to for any reason ever, he felt something else. The pain he could deal with; the pain he could eventually get used to, but this, this was something that he would have to try and bury. Not that it would work; it never did. And this time, this time it was worse. It was right there on the surface, forcing him to feel it for reasons he couldn’t understand. One little goddamn emotion overriding all the physical pain his body could produce. 
Sadness. For some reason he couldn’t understand, he was sad. As he looked around at the bloody grass, the bits and pieces of blood and bone that had once been a woman, sadness overwhelmed him. But why, he silently asked himself. Who was she? One of The Seven, a member of the corrupt government that had driven the country to the brink of despair, why would he feel anything for her? She had most likely betrayed him. He thought so; Adam, the disembodied entity within the Iron Knight armor, had pretty much told him so. She had probably been using him for one of The Agent’s nefarious schemes, so why should he, for a moment, feel sadness toward a woman who probably didn’t give two shits about him. 
But he felt it nonetheless. There was, deep inside of him, a heartfelt pang of regret that he couldn’t save her when she needed him to; he couldn’t save her just as he had been unable to save the rest. His life seemed made up of all of those he couldn’t save, all of those he was always just a little too late to help. 
He shook his head back and forth; the movement made his head feel as if it was in the grasp of an invisible vise. But he couldn’t shake it off nor free himself from the sadness. It was there. As he stood there, staring at the now bloody clearing, the sadness remained, even if he couldn’t understand why.
Thunder rolled in the distance. He turned toward the smoke and flames that had once been a large house. He needed a way out of there. The teleporter who brought him here was dead, and since he couldn’t add flying to his short list of abilities, he needed transportation out of this place. To where, though, was a question he hadn’t quite answered yet.
But he knew the house had a driveway, and a driveway that had belonged to members of The Seven should have a car or two. So slowly, and eventually surely, he began to walk out of the clearing and back to the house burning in the distance. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 52]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Barren’s computer, recorded from what seems to be the capital building of California, located in Shore City. It was taped during the middle of the war, shortly before the Seven engineered my escape from The Hole.
(The video begins with four members of The Seven, The Agent, The Ice Queen, Psychosis, and Barren, standing in a room and having what appears to be a strategy session.)
Ice Queen: (in an excited tone) They have a fucking what?
The Agent: A cure, Ice, they found a cure.
Ice: They can take our powers away?
Barren: I saw it for myself. They gave The It a dose the other day. It was in a gas form; they sprayed it in his face. The rocks covering his body just disappeared; his skin turned back to normal flesh. Then they put a bullet in his skull.
Ice: If they can take our powers away, how the hell are we supposed to fight that?
Agent: We have a plan.
Barren: Ever heard of a technokinetic?
Ice: Someone with the power to control machines?
Barren: Not just control, they can become part of the machine, transferring their minds into the machine’s infrastructure, causing the machine to obey their every command.
Ice: They’re also rare as hell. We’re not talking a run of the mill telekinetic here.
Agent: We found one. Knight has done some searching for us. He’s currently being held in The Hole.
Ice: The Hole? You mean he’s a goddamn kid?
Barren: He’s the only one we could find.
Ice: Seriously, Agent, you’re prepared to throw a kid onto the battlefield? 
Agent: As of right now, we have no other choice. The government is manufacturing the cure in several different inaccessible secure locations. Within a month, they will have enough on hand to use against all of us. This kid, this…what is his name, Knight?
Barren: Adam
Agent: This Adam could easily communicate with the machines making the cure, telling them to stop production, telling them to destroy the cure they have already made. This could forever turn the war in our favor.
Ice: It all sounds great on paper, but how are you going to turn a kid into a soldier? How are you going to convince him that he has to fight?
Agent: (walking to a window and looking out of it) Psychosis has a plan, but it is one that will require us all to take a step out of our comfort zone. It is a plan where we must all be willing to do what we have never done before. 
(End video)
_______________________________________________ 
 
The Detective found cars, several of them to be exact, each nicer than the last; all of them safely tucked away in a garage built separate from the mansion. Located about a hundred yards from the melee and destruction, the garage remained intact while the mansion burned. The Detective had found cars, but he couldn’t find keys. Despite being incarcerated in a maximum security prison for the past year and being considered one of the country’s greatest criminals, he had absolutely no idea how to “hot-wire” a car. The whole master criminal gig was kind of new to him. 
Smoke and flames continued to billow from the ruin that had once been a house, and thunder continued to rumble in the now darkened sky. He could feel the occasional light rain drop fall on his skin. He walked from car to car, hoping that one might contain an ignition key. Seven cars, seven searches through each, looking inside the glove boxes, opening all of the visors, looking through every pocket that could possibly hold a key. Seven failures. 
He walked around to the back of the garage, and there it sat, the answer to his unspoken prayers. An old, beat up truck sat behind the building, windows down, doors unlocked, keys in the ignition. He opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat; it just needed to crank. He turned the key, and the engine rumbled to life. He sat there for a second, staring out the front windshield, still trying to take in everything that had just happened.
The mansion continued burning in the distance; just beyond the fire, in a clearing past the woods, black birds were probably finishing up what remained of The Ice Queen’s shattered corpse. Dark clouds loomed just behind him, gathering ominously in the truck’s rearview mirror, and all he could do was sit there, listening to the engine, absolutely and completely unsure of what to do next. Did he drive the truck as far as he could, taking himself out of this place, out of the city, the state, and somehow, the country? Or did he drive back to the city and hand the truck over to The Iron Knight, so he could ram it up The Agent’s ass?
“Why?” he asked himself out loud. What did he have to prove? He wasn’t a physical match for either The Agent or Adam, who had somehow managed to download his consciousness into The Iron Knight armor. So what could he do? Show up and be a cheerleader, root for the metal guy to take out the big strong guy? He would be playing right into Rogers’ hands; after all, the guy was obviously using him for something, and the more The Detective stayed involved, the deeper he got into all of this, the harder it would be to pull himself out. Wasn’t he smarter than that?
“Not really,” he said out loud to no one. 
He looked in the mirror. His face was barely recognizable; bruises and cuts covered the majority of it, and the rest, well, the rest looked like a man who hadn’t slept in days. His shoulder hurt like a mother; his head throbbed from having a tree rammed into it, not to mention the mental mindfuck the psychic corpse had given him, and somewhere, deep inside, he still felt that one emotion, that one raw, nagging nerve boiling up from the internal pool of sewage he had once called his soul. Sadness. It was still there, and he didn’t like it. 
Other than his face, the mirror showed him the clouds gathering in the distance. Whatever he decided, he was going to have to figure it out real soon because those clouds were about to bear down on him, and he had no plans on sitting next to all of this death and carnage while waiting out a storm. 
Without making a decision either way, he shut the driver’s side door, placed the truck in gear, and pushed his foot against the gas pedal. Instead of heading toward the driveway and his eventual decision, he drove in the direction of the flaming house, moving the truck near the spot where he and the teleporter had materialized at just a few hours earlier. 
He stopped the truck and got out. He walked a few yards towards the house and picked up his hat, which was lying exactly where it had been after he had dodged to avoid The Iron Knight’s gunfire. He placed the fedora back on his head, and despite suddenly feeling a little more like his old self, it wasn’t enough to placate the feeling of sadness nor the indecisiveness of his current situation. He took one last sniff of the air and the overwhelming stench of death contained within it, and he knew it was well past time to go.
The Detective climbed back in the truck, hat securely in place on his aching skull; he placed the truck back into gear and drove towards the driveway, which led through the woods and away from this place.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 65]
Note: The following is a letter/ correspondence found on Rogers’ computer; it is apparently a communication between an insider within the government and a rebel group working against The Seven. 
From: Red Hot 
To: The Truth 
Subject: Cameras
I am taking a great risk here to give you this information, but I feel it needs to be shared. The Agent is currently in the process of having a secret camera network built throughout the country. By the time he’s done, every street corner, every building, every home, every hallway will have a camera in or on it, a camera that will connect directly to The Agent’s tower. He and the private security team he is building will have access to our every move. We won’t be able to breath without him knowing about it. Something has to be done. I’m enclosing maps detailing the infrastructure plans for this project. God help us if this comes to fruition. 
 
From: The Truth
To: Red Hot
Subject: Re: Cameras
Thanks for the information, but what exactly do you expect me to do with this? I can’t exactly take on The Seven by myself.
 
From: Red Hot 
To: The Truth 
Subject: Re: Re: Cameras
Asshole, you call yourself The Truth. You build websites about spreading reality and freeing the country from tyranny, but when I send you some actual usable intel, you act like you don’t know what to do with it. Get up off your ass, get some people together, send this information out to the masses, and rally this damn country so that they will stand up and fight this oppression. It has to start somewhere, and it has to start now. -Red Hot
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stopped the truck at the edge of the highway with two options in front of him: left or right. Never had there been a simpler choice that had seemed quite so hard. He could go right, north to the safety of another country’s border. If, that was, he could make it that far before being confronted by more of The Agent’s seemingly numerous hit-squads. Or he could go left, back towards Metro City, back to The Agent, back to The Iron Knight, back to the fight. 
The drive to this point had been quite uneventful. Five minutes of driveway had led through thick, dense, old forest. The driveway eventually led to an old two lane road, and signs pointed him towards the highway, where, twenty minutes or so later, he now sat: tired, in pain, and beyond confused.
There was always right. Right always sounded good. North wasn’t bad either; north was cold, uneventful, safe. Three things that sounded really good to him at the moment. 
To the left, there was the city. There was fighting, pain, the chance of being killed, or worse, being locked up again. There was no hope, no sanity, just more blood and anguish, nothing good could come from going left. But to the right, to the city, there were answers, and he needed answers. To know why he had been put through all of this, why he had been chosen for this particular exercise in futility, was something he thought he needed to know. Why him?
But---there was that damn word again---to the right, there was some kind of hope, a chance of escaping all of this with both his body and his sanity partially intact. No answers, but answers were always overrated; they never really gave the satisfaction he thought they would. Usually they just raised more questions than they ever solved. Right led away from all of this, away from the fighting, away from this screwed up situation that wasn’t of his making.
So what if Rogers’ sent a couple of hit-squads after him; it wouldn’t be the first time he had to avoid danger, and it wouldn’t be the last. But at least going right would make them have to find him; it wouldn’t be him willingly driving into the belly of the beast. It would be him giving himself a chance, giving himself some kind of hope, giving himself a greater chance of survival. 
Left held answers; right, at the very least, held the chance of freedom. Left meant more pain, suffering, and probably a quick death by placing himself in between an angry robot and a power mad despot. He couldn’t think of a single damn thing that made going left worth it. But deep in his heart, he knew that was a lie. 
There were several things that going left could provide: answers, reasons why, vengeance, the truth. There was nothing on the face of this planet he wanted more than to see Rogers get everything he had coming, seeing that would mean more to him than freedom and sanity combined. He still owed The Agent for the many scars littered across his back. He still owed The Agent for a few other things as well, and the memory of Angelica, after the little trip down memory lane Psychosis had granted him earlier in the day, was firmly planted at the forefront of his mind.
But right was safe; it gave him a chance to come out of all of this with his head still attached to his shoulders. Left held the chance for answers, the chance for vengeance, the opportunity to see someone pay for their crimes against him, their crimes against the nation. Right held hope; left held a sure death at best and imprisonment at the worst. Neither seemed quite appealing at the moment.
“What about me?” a female voice asked from the passenger seat beside him. “Am I appealing enough to go left for?”
“Maybe,” he said in return, doing his best to keep his shock from coming out in his voice.
Emily smiled at him from the other seat, her long black hair falling across her shoulders, leaving wisps of loose hairs falling in front of her slightly freckled face. “Maybe is not an answer, Detective. I need to know if I am worth making a left turn for.”
_______________________________________________
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The Detective reached across the truck seat and tried to touch the pretty girl sitting next to him. His hand went through her as if she was just air.
“So what are you?” The Detective asked. “A figment of my imagination or yet another person fucking with my mind?”
“I’m sorry,” Emily said in return, the slightest of smiles appearing on her full lips. “I didn’t know of any other way to contact you.”
“I take it then that you’re not a hallucination?”
“Not quite.”
“You’re just inside of my already broken mind, making me see something that’s not really there.”
She tried smiling again. This one seemed tinged with the slightest hint of sadness. “About sums it up.”
“That’s just swell,” he said as he turned back towards the front, his eyes staring out through the now rain covered windshield. “That’s just fucking swell.”
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I needed you, and this was the only trick I had to get your attention.”
The Detective turned back towards her. “This is quite the trick for a simple empath. I take it you’re more than just a feeling reader.”
She nodded, her wild dark hair falling more into her face as her head bobbed up and down. “Telepath.” 
“If you can hack my brain from this distance, you must be one of the more powerful telepaths in the business,” he said, suddenly feeling the need to hide any stray thoughts or memories before she had the chance to see them, only to realize he was probably way too late.
“Maybe,” she said in return, the slight smile fading from her pretty face. “Pammy wouldn’t tell me the results of my tests. She wouldn’t tell The Agent either. She lied to him, gave him a false set of results.”
“And she made you lie to everyone about your ability, knowing that Rogers would never have need for a simple empath.” 
“She knew what would happen. The Agent has been collecting people for years, finding the most powerful and adding them to his personal guard.”
A look of realization rolled across The Detective’s face. “And here I’ve spent most of the day feeling sorry for your sister. Somehow, I managed to lump her into the same group as myself, you know, people who were getting dragged into this shit. Apparently, I managed to forget just how much she's known over the years and how little she's done in return.”
“What could she do?” Emily said in return, her voice suddenly filled with a protective need to defend her sister. “For years, she fed as much inside information as she could to any resistance group willing to listen, and if any of them would have actually been willing to fight, she would have joined with them without a second thought. But eventually, all of the resistance groups dried up and faded away, so she did what anyone else would have done, what I would have done, what you would have done: she gave up too. She threw away any ideas of resisting; she quit the administration; she married the man she loved, and she had a family. And you saw this morning what she was willing to do to protect her family.”
The Detective opened his mouth to speak, his argument on the tip of his tongue. Emily interrupted before a syllable could roll from his lips.
“No, Detective,” she said as the slight smile from earlier returned to her face. “There’s no way she could have deceived me about her involvement with the resistance groups. Hello, I’m a telepath. I’m not an easy girl to lie to.”
“I guess you’re not,” he finally managed to sneak in. After that little tirade, he suddenly found himself liking this girl more and more. He had always liked the ones with a little bit of a bite. “This is all great and good, and I’m really glad I managed to help save the one member of The Seven who tried to make a difference. It’s all good. But it does nothing to tell me what the fuck you’re doing in my head right, and why you think I should place my dumb ass back in this shit.
She smiled at him again. “I need you. Isn’t that enough?”
“No,” he said in return, the grimace on his face growing ever larger. “Normally, the sweet and pretty ones like you make me melt, and they can get me to do whatever in the hell they want. But I’ve been having a pretty shitty day; I’m tired; I’m in pain; I’m bleeding from several different spots, and this is the second mind fuck I’ve had in the past few hours. So my answer is no. You are not enough.”
He placed the truck back into drive, turned on the windshield wipers to clear away some of the rain, and started to make a right turn onto the highway. And then he stopped. His one great downfall in life reared its ugly head yet again. As always, he was curious, and he had one more question.
“Why?” he asked as he took his eyes away from the windshield and turned to face her. “Why do you need me back in this? Why do you need my help? What can I do for you, your sister, or your dead best friend?”
“I need answers, Detective,” she said, her pretty brown eyes looking up into his. “And you can help me get them.”
The Detective chuckled. “I’m sorry; I really don’t mean to laugh. But you, in complete sincerity, expect me to go back to certain death, so you, can what, find closure?”
“I stood in front of Adam’s apartment; I felt what he felt. For a moment, before he blocked me out, I could see a book, a journal, a record of what he was going to do, and I knew he wanted me to have it. I know it can help us”
“Then go get it. Shit, you’re physically a hell of a lot closer than I am. What’s stopping you?”
Emily looked at him, a disappointed expression, almost like a pout, momentarily covering her face. “You cuss a lot, don’t you?”
“I tend to when I‘m stressed,” he said as he returned her gaze. “You didn’t answer my question. What’s stopping you from collecting it yourself.”
The sadness returned to her face. “After I met you this morning, after I read you in the hospital, I can feel them now. They’re killing because of you; they’re killing anyone who knows you, anyone who’s seen you. They‘re wiping your memory from the city one, two, three deaths at a time.”
The Detective looked at her as he reached up and slowly rubbed his sore temples. “You’re pretty, but you make my head hurt.”
“It happens when I’m in someone’s head too long. Sorry.”
“It’s not the telepathy,” he said, his old smirk almost creeping onto his tired and battered face. “It’s your storytelling. It would give me a headache on the best of days.”
She pouted again. “You’re mean.” 
“Yes, I am,” he replied as he continued rubbing his temples. His head really was pounding. “Now tell me your story again, slowly, this time with details.”
“If I could touch you, I would so hit you right now.”
He smiled. “That’s the reaction I usually get from pretty girls.”
“It’ll take too long to explain,” she said, ignoring his last comment. “Shut your eyes, and I’ll show you.”
“Is it going to hurt?”
“Only if I want it to, and I’m about to lean in that direction.”
He smirked. “Who’s mean now?”
“You obviously have a way of bringing it out in people.”
“It’s a talent.”
She shook her head in frustration. “Detective. Your eyes please.”
He sighed and closed his eyes. He could instantly see them, two of them, one made out of what seemed to be pure darkness, the other, pure light. Were they hunting for him? No. They were after him but in a roundabout way. They were eliminating his memory, killing anyone and everyone who had knowledge of him or his release from prison.
“Who are they?” The Detective asked without opening his eyes.
Her voice came from inside his mind. “Killers. Assassins. Trained murderers.”
“The Agent’s?”
“Yes. One of his personal squads.”
“And they're eliminating anyone who has seen me? Anyone who knows about my release?”
“Seems so.”
He opened his eyes. The images from inside his mind disappeared, replaced by the pretty girl sitting beside him. Sadly, she wasn’t anymore real than the pictures in his thoughts had been. “Where are they now?”
Her frown returned. “Heading to Adam’s building. They are going to kill anyone who may have caught a glimpse of you and Gabby walking the halls together.”
“So, they’re going to kill everyone there.”
“That appears to be the plan.”
“And after that?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
Her frown spread across her face. “They come to the hospital, and they kill me, my sister, and the babies, eliminating the only remaining people who have seen you.”
He sighed, just as another question popped into his crowded and overworked mind. “Not to call into question your telepathic superiority, but, exactly how do you know all of this?”
The slightest of looks, almost a look of recognition, as if she had been waiting for this question, appeared on her face. “When I read you this morning, I sensed them. Their thoughts were so heavy on you, so focused on eliminating your memory, I could feel them as they pictured you in their thoughts.” She shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. After I read you, it linked me to anyone with you on their mind. I don’t know if it happens to all telepaths, Pammy wouldn’t actually allow me to be around any other telepaths, but it happens to me. I read someone, and I can sense other people who are actively thinking about them.”
“Sounds exciting.”
“It’s not, believe me. I read one person, and then, I’m in the head of anyone and everyone who just happens to be having a stray thought about them. And you really are a jackass, aren’t you?”
He smirked in her general direction. “I tend to be, yeah.”
“That’s how I found them,” she continued. “I can’t actively read them; they’ve had training to keep telepaths from fully seeing their thoughts, but I got enough to know what they’re doing.”
“Then leave,” he said in return, his voice filled with actually concern. “Take your sister, the babies, and yourself, and get the hell out of Dodge. What’s stopping you?”
She shook her head from side to side. Her pretty black hair swung through the air. “We can’t. Pammy can’t be moved; she’s still critical.”
“You and the babies---”
She interrupted again. “Where can we go, Detective? The Agent has a private army of teleporters, telepaths, and trained killers. Where ever we run, if he wants us found, he’ll find us.” 
He took his hat off and placed it on the seat between them. He turned back towards the windshield, then went back to rubbing his temples. “What can I do?”
“Adam’s book, his journal. I felt it that night; there’s information in there, maybe a way to kill The Agent. If we had it, if we knew what Adam knew…” She paused for the briefest of moments. “Maybe we could help him finish this; maybe we could help him kill Rogers.” 
“Or we could be killed in the process.”
She smiled at him, the same soft but sad little smile. “I’m going to be killed either way, Detective.”
He smiled back at her, not his usual smirk, but an actual genuine smile. It felt strange. “I guess you’re right…” He paused. “No. I take that back. No guessing, you are absolutely right. Either way, we’re both dead.”
He reached over, picked up his hat, and placed it back on his head. Without another word, he gripped the steering wheel, pushed his foot firmly against the gas pedal, and made a left turn onto the highway. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 75]
Note: The following is a letter/correspondence found on Rogers’ computer; it is apparently a communication between an insider within the government and a rebel group working against The Seven. 
From: Red Hot 
To: The Truth 
Subject: Children
Truth, The Agent is collecting children. When they are tested, he is taking the most powerful and taking them into his custody, eventually training them to become his personal army/ personal assassins. The people need to know; they need to keep their children from being tested, to hide them, something. What he’s doing is no better than the old government when they collected the children and locked them away in containment centers. He is a monster, and he needs to be stopped.
 
From: The Truth
To: Red Hot
Subject: Re: Children
Red Hot, what are we supposed to do? There’s no way to prevent them from testing the kids. If the government finds out we are hiding untested minors, they will kill the whole family including the kids. I swear, sometimes I think you aren’t living in the same world that we do. We’re trying to fight back as much as we can. I have splinter cells all across the country, each ready to sacrifice themselves at a moments notice, but you can’t ask me to endanger our children. If one out of every ten kids is taken away to be part of Rogers’ personal corps, then it is an acceptable sacrifice to keep the other nine safe. We are fighting this war here on the streets, and it is taking everything we have to keep our families protected and free from danger. To do anymore, to put them at any more risk than we already have, is asking way too much. We shall continue to fight, to undermine The Seven and their corrupt administration at every turn, but we cannot and will not do anything that will potentially make our families targets for our actions. If this means that the tenth child will have to be sacrificed to save the other nine, we will have to learn how to live with our decision and maintain the fight. 
 
From: Red Hot 
To: The Truth 
Subject: Re: Re: Children
I may not like it; I may not agree, but I do understand. You have the information, you have all of the specifics, you and your group can do with it what you will. -Red Hot
_______________________________________________
 
The rain battered the old truck’s windshield. The Detective looked over to the passenger seat. Emily sat there as if she was actually in the truck, going for a nice Sunday stroll. But she wasn’t there; the image of her was nothing more than an image that he alone could see. 
In actuality, she was sitting in the waiting room of a hospital in the city, sitting there with her sister’s two babies. She projected herself into his mind and into the seat beside him. She was a telepath, and whether she realized it or not, to be able to touch his mind from this distance, he knew she was a powerful one, maybe the strongest he had ever encountered. 
They passed a sign on the highway. The rain fell so hard he could barely make it out. It had said, he thought, that Metro City was x amount of miles away; the numbers were impossible to read. By his calculations, they were about thirty or forty minutes from the city proper. By the time they arrived, the sun would be completely set; for now though, he could see the occasional corner of the setting sun from behind the dark clouds.
Less than an hour out of the city, another twenty minutes or so to Adam’s apartment building, and after that, The Detective had absolutely no idea. He was going to help Emily find a book; sometime before he had possessed The Iron Knight’s armor, before leaving his body instructions to shoot itself, Adam had supposedly left the book for her in his apartment, an apartment The Detective had just been in the night before. He hadn’t seen a book.
“It’s there, Detective,” Emily said from the passenger seat. “I felt it off of him. I know he left it for me.”
“First,” The Detective replied, “don’t read my stray thoughts like that. It’s unnerving. Second, don’t read my stray thoughts like that. They're usually dirty.”
“Oh, I already figured that much out.” She smiled at him, not the sad one from earlier, an actual heartfelt, and quite lovely, smile. 
“Good, I’m glad we’ve established the fact that I have a dirty mind. It’s always good to get that out of the way.” 
She smiled and lightly laughed. It was a good feeling. It was as if he heard her laughter with his ears and felt it within his mind. It was almost intoxicating to feel. Or maybe that was just the effects of his concussion. 
“Probably just the concussion,” she said with another chuckle.
“You really have to stop doing that.”
She smiled at him. “Sorry. But it can‘t be helped. I‘m doing my best to not go deep; I don’t want to access your memories or anything of that nature, but I can’t help but hear the stray thoughts on the forefront of your mind.”
“You’re forgiven,” he replied, trying his best to be as sincere as he could. “Still unnerving though,” he said under his breath.
“I’m afraid you’re just going to have to man up and get used to it.”
“Questioning my manhood? That’s just low. And here I thought you were pretty and nice. I guess one out of two ain’t bad.” He smiled at her, and she smiled back. He suddenly realized he was flirting with the girl in his head. It was like trying to get a date with an imaginary friend. He decided it was time to change the subject. “Why can I see you?”
“I am telepathically projecting myself into your mind, allowing us to have contact despite the distance betwee---”
“No,” he interrupted. “I understand the how. I am asking why. You are in my head; I should just be hearing you. Why am I hallucinating you sitting next to me?”
“It’s not an hallucination per se.”
“You know what I’m saying,” he replied. “Why are you going through the trouble of projecting an image into my mind. When you speak, I hear your words. When I speak to you, I feel the need to turn and talk. Even though I know you’re in my head, I feel like you’re sitting right here next to me.”
She smiled at him again. It was the old smile, the sad smile, the smile of a pretty girl who wanted to smile but didn’t feel the happiness that was supposed to be associated with it. “I didn’t want you to feel lonely. I thought if you could see me, if you at least felt like I was here with you, it would be somewhat comforting.”
They drove along in complete silence for a good thirty seconds before he spoke again. “Thanks,” he said, his voice soft.
The rain continued to fall hard against the windshield, causing the road to be harder and harder to see. The Detective ignored it and drove along as if it was a nice sunny day in June. It wasn’t as if he had anyone else in the car to kill besides himself; his only passenger was his imaginary friend.
“I’m not imaginary,” Emily responded.
The Detective turned towards her without saying a word, a stern look covering his tired face.
“Sorry,” she said again. “Like I said, it can’t be helped.”
He turned back towards the windshield. “You could try a little harder.”
“You’re in a mood.”
“I’m driving myself to certain death alongside my favorite hallucination in a truck that smells like a bad combination of cigarette smoke and canned meat. You try being in a good mood under those circumstances.”
“Would it help if I…”
He turned towards her in time to see her hair grow longer, hanging way past her perky breasts. 
He smiled at her. “Not really…no…that doesn’t help at all.”
“How about…” she said as the outfit she had been wearing changed into a very short skirt and low-cut shirt. “Any better?”
“You look quite nice,” he replied. “But I don’t think an outfit choice is really going to make a difference as to how I feel about my suicide mission.”
“What if I do this?” 
He turned towards her again, and he was no longer sitting next to Emily, The Fire Maiden’s telepathic little sister. Instead, he was sitting next to The Ice Queen, dressed in the same tight outfit she had worn after their first encounter with The Iron Knight at the Barren Building. 
“Is this better?” she asked in Ice’s voice.
“And you say I’m mean.” He turned back towards the road, his eyes doing their best to see something, anything, through the pouring rain. “No. I can assure you, that is not better. She is the last person I want to see right now.”
Emily turned back into her usual self, with the same haircut and sundress she had been wearing when The Detective had seen her at the hospital. “What was that?” she asked.
“What was what?”
“That feeling,” she answered, “that emotion, that just ran across your mind. What was that? Was that…sadness?”
“You’re the one in my head; you should be telling me what I feel. Not the other way around.”
“I told you; I’m trying to not go too deep. But I felt it, right here on the surface. You’re sad that she died. Big Bad Detective, Mr. I Don’t Get Attached, you’re sad about Ice.”
He shook his head, half from the headache she was continually giving him and half from the frustration. “I’m upset I couldn’t save her. Is that what you want to hear?”
“Maybe.”
“And I’m helping you cause I can’t stand to see anyone else die because I couldn’t save them. If I walk away from you and you die, the guilt of my inaction will just add to all of the rest, and I will probably end up putting a bullet in my own skull. So it’s a hell of a lot easier to drive myself to certain death than to be the cause of yours. Now. does that make you feel better?”
“A little, yeah.”
“You’re sick.” He turned and smiled his usual smirk at her. “I mean, I’m a killer, an obvious masochist, and a whole list of other things I’d rather not mention. But you’re just sick, getting off on the misery of others like this.”
“I got you to smile.”
“You could have just told me a dirty limerick or said my hair looked nice today. Either would have worked just the same.”
She smiled back at him. “Those wouldn’t have been as much fun.”
“You are a sick little girl.” 
“I’m not that little.”
He started to say something in return, but decided to leave it at that. This flirting was amusing, and he almost found himself somewhat enjoying it. It, at least, provided a distraction for what he was currently doing, the whole part where he was driving to the city to face a pair of trained assassins just to retrieve a book, a book he would then use to try and find a way to kill the most powerful super in the world, Agent America himself. 
“So,” she said, breaking the silence, “when she died, did you cry?”
He was about to say something back, something along the lines of how messed up she was in the head, but he found himself interrupted by a noise, a noise coming from the glove department, a noise he never expected to hear. He couldn’t answer her smart ass comment. He had to answer the phone. 
_______________________________________________
 
After an hour of flight time, The Iron Knight armor arrived at its destination: Fort Xorn in northern Kentucky. It had previously been, before the war, an army base known as Fort Knox and had held the nation’s supply of gold. The base itself had been closed when The Seven disbanded the United States military and replaced it with a private army made up of supers and hand-picked normals, but the depository, where the gold had once been stored, remained open, though minus the gold. Now it was used as The Agent’s personal warehouse, where he stored his most valuable artifacts, his souvenirs of the past, his weapons of war, all guarded by a cadre from his private army, hundreds of soldiers, each armed to the teeth, each willing to die just to remain in The Agent’s good graces. 
Adam landed the black and red armor outside of the depository, just beyond the protected gates. Several guards opened fire, all of them decked out in the black swat team armor that designated The Agent’s personal service. The bullets bounced off of the armor’s plating as if they were nothing, not even leaving the slightest dent in Barren’s all powerful metal suit. The Iron Knight raised it’s one remaining arm, the palm facing out towards the still shooting guards. The machine’s repulsor ray fired, sending each of the guards flying backwards towards the building, smashing them hard against the depository’s thick stone walls. 
Adam walked through the hole in the fence his ray had created, staring at the guard’s broken and mangled bodies as he moved to the depository’s front doors. Various alarms and sirens raged around him; he had apparently made his presence known. The repulsor ray blew the doors open, revealing the hundred or so soldiers in the room’s main hall, all of whom immediately opened fire as the armor crossed the threshold and stepped into the building itself. Just as before, the bullets made no impact, leaving no impression in the armor nor on the disembodied man who currently possessed it.
As the wrist mounted mini-gun began to activate, The Iron Knight raised it’s arm again; bullets began to fly through the large room. One soldier after another was ripped to shreds as the bullets tore through them, leaving a pool of blood in the center of the room that grew with each body that fell to the ground. A hundred soldiers became fifty, which then became ten, all of whom, realizing their dwindling numbers, looked at each other in unison before placing their guns on the ground and raising their hands in surrender.
Taking no pity on anyone who would choose to work for The Agent, Adam ignored their surrender, aiming his gun at each of them in turn. The last few tried in vain to seek cover from the deadly projectiles, but the bullets shredded their bodies, leaving them on the ground with the rest, their blood adding to the ever growing pool on the floor.
Realizing that going through the entire complex was going to be more complicated and time consuming than he had planned, Adam armed the machine’s last seven missiles from the launcher on its back and aimed them at the center of the floor. The rockets launched, single file, one after the other, each opening a hole in the subsequent floor. 
After the last missile fired, Adam looked through the smoke and debris and into a shortcut that led straight to the fourth sub basement. The Iron Knight jumped through the newly created hole to where The Agent’s vault waited for him.
_______________________________________________
 
“Is that your phone ringing?” The Detective asked as he reached over and opened the glove department.
“I’m not physically here, sooo…couldn’t be mine,” Emily answered. 
The Detective pulled the ringing phone out of the glove box; it was an old style flip phone, low tech, basic, the kind he used to carry. “Afraid you were going to say that.”
“It probably belonged to the truck’s owner. You stole his truck; he’s probably just calling to see if you’re going to bring it back.”
“I didn’t steal it.” The Detective stared at the number on the phone’s caller ID: Unavailable. “Truck was abandoned. I found it.”
“Found, steal, it’s all the same. You’re not going to answer it are you?”
He smiled at her. “There is a huge difference between finding and stealing. And of course I’m going to answer it.”
The Detective flipped the phone open, placed the receiver against his ear, and spoke. “Hello,” he said nonchalantly, as if he had answered this phone everyday of his life.
“Hello, Detective,” replied the voice from the phone, a voice The Detective instantly recognized. “It’s been far too long since we last spoke.” 
“What’s it been now, Agent, twenty-four hours or so? How’s tricks?”
“You always were one for the witty banter, Detective.”
“It gets me through. Something you need?”
“I see you’re on your way back to the city, back to my city.”
The Detective looked up to the top of every light pole and street sign he passed, noticing the white camera located on top of each. As he drove by the next one, he waved. “If you get a good shot of me, be sure to send me an eight by ten and a few wallets. Good pictures are so hard to come by these days.” 
“I watched you at the intersection, Detective. You sat there for so long; I was afraid you would take the easy road and run.”
“And miss seeing your pretty face? Heaven forbid.”
“I thought you might have been contemplating abandoning your mission and the agreement we made. You remember your agreement, don’t you? You bring me Barren’s killer, and I grant you your freedom. I was afraid you would attempt to run before finishing the mission, and I would be forced to have you arrested, or worse, on sight.”
The Detective smiled. It wasn’t his usual smirk; it wasn’t flirty. It was the smile of a man with nothing left to give and nothing left to lose. That plus the fact he found it fun to fuck with the most powerful man in the country. “Oh, I remember my mission. Let me update you on the status. All of The Seven, minus you and Fire, are dead. Several guards, a few police officers, and at least one teleporter, have also been killed. And if Psychosis and his metal girlfriend had any house pets or an ant farm, it’s safe to say they didn’t make it out either. Your adopted son, Adam, has transferred his subconscious into one of Barren’s suits, and he has systematically murdered all of your little group, except for Fire, of course. He let her live. Probably just because she’s such a super nice lady. And now, literally as we speak, he’s on his way to murder you.” 
“And you, Detective? How do you plan to make yourself relevant in our little drama?”
“Me?” The Detective answered, his tone more sarcastic with each word he spoke. “I’m just going to stop off for some popcorn, then come by and watch the show. Nothing says entertainment like watching a despot being murdered by his own mechanical killing machine adopted son. It’s better than Hamlet on Ice.”
“I give you credit, Detective. Your knack for witty is top of the line. You remind me of a super villain I faced early in my crime fighting career, The Jokester. He, too, saw himself as a comedian, always using his banter to distract his opponents. And I really must say, he was quite amusing, up until I threw him off the top of a forty story building. Like him, Detective, you won’t be quite so funny when you’re dead.” The Agent paused for the briefest of moments, then continued. “Come to my tower, Detective. I will be waiting for you there. Let us finish this, all of this, like men.”
The phone went dead, and The Detective took it away from his ear. “Well fuck me,” he said as he flipped the phone closed. “Everyone’s a critic.” 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 82]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Rogers’ computer, recorded from The Ice Queen’s penthouse in Metro City. The video shows The Agent and The Ice Queen standing in her large living room, discussing the file of paperwork The Agent has in his hands.
The Agent: (handing Ice Queen the file) Look at this.
Ice Queen: What is it?
Agent: Just look.
Ice: (sitting on the couch and looking at the paperwork) What the hell is this, Agent? Who the fuck is The Truth and Red Hot?
Agent: (looking down at her) I had hoped you would know.
Ice: Why would I know? What exactly are you trying to say here?
Agent: Look through the messages. This person who calls themselves “Red Hot” has been trading in government secrets for almost two years, sending these little messages back and forth, letting this little rebel group know all of our plans before we have even finalized them. Now I say again, I hoped you would know who this person is.
Ice: It can’t be. She wouldn’t.
Agent: She would. She has. 
Ice: (slamming the folder down on the couch beside her) And how do you know for sure? It could be Barren; it could be Hope or Psychosis. Maybe one of them is planning a coup or some shit. 
Agent: You know better than that, Ice: you know who the weak link in our little group is, and who it has always been. I’ve been tracking these messages for a while now. She’s done a superb job of covering her steps, but even the best are known to make the occasional mistake. It is her. And you know what you have to do.
Ice: (looking up at him, crying, pleading) Please. I can’t. She’s my partner; she’s the closest thing to family I have left in the world. There has to be another way. 
Agent: There is, but it won’t be easy.
Ice: I’ll do anything.
Agent: First, you have to eliminate all of these rebel cells. I don’t care if you do it yourself or if you pay to have it done. I want them gone, and I want it to be public and bloody. I want anyone else in this country, when they consider rebelling, to remember what you did to these cells, and I want the memory to instantly change their minds. 
Ice: It’ll be done. No question. I will make it happen.
Agent: Second, you will talk Fire into stepping down from The Seven. Tell her to get married, have some kids, whatever you have to say, but I want her out of my government. If you convince her to do this, she and her sister will be safe from me. There will be no retaliation, for now at least.
Ice: I will. I promise. You don’t have to hurt her or Emily. I will take care of it all.
Agent: (walking out of the room) See that you do.
(End video)
_______________________________________________
 
“What are you going to do?” Emily asked. The look on her face, despite the fact she wasn’t really there, managed to convey the nervousness he knew she was feeling. 
The Detective turned to his right and looked at her. “I’m going to go to Adam’s building, get this book you want, then go and see our illustrious chancellor. I’ve never been invited to a ‘tower’ before. Sounds like fun.”
“You know it’s a trap, don’t you?”
“No ma’am, I just fell off the turnip truck yesterday.” He lightly chuckled. “Of course I know it’s a trap. He wants me to come there. No. He needs me to come there. It’s all part of his plan. I don’t know why yet, but I know he needs me to be in his presence.”
She shrugged and frowned. He was waiting for the pout to come back. 
“And you’re going to give him what he wants?” she asked. “Just like that?”
He shrugged back at her. “You got any better options?”
They drove along in silence for a few miles. The rain continued to batter the old truck, and the wind blew it from one side of the road to the other. Lightning flashed, illuminating the now dark sky, and the accompanying thunder seemed to shake the world around him. As violent as the storm was, he found himself liking it. It matched the way he felt inside, angry, distressed, cold, alone. Alone that was except for his imaginary friend sitting beside him.
“I’m not---” she started to say before he interrupted.
“I know; I know,” he replied as he saw the exit sign for Downtown Metro City. “You’re not imaginary. Besides if I were going to make an imaginary friend, I would make him awesome and name him Uncle Bobo.”
“Uncle Bobo?” she asked, a smile slowly crawling across her pretty face. “You’d really name him Uncle Bobo?”
“Sure would.” He slowed down and veered the truck to the right, all the while mentally calculating how far they were from Adam’s building. “Not to change the subject on the validity of naming imaginary friends, but have you come up with a brilliant alternative plan yet? We’re about ten minutes away, so now, beautiful, would be the time to share it.”
_______________________________________________
 
“Kill it!” Adam heard several soldiers scream in unison as he walked through the fourth sub-level, making his way towards the vault that all of The Agent’s men tried in vain to protect. He raised the wrist gun, mowing through each of them, the bullets tearing them in half, ripping the limbs away from their bodies, leaving them decimated and dying. The machine stepped on one of the soldier’s heads as he walked, leaving nothing but a blood and brain stained footprint in its wake.
Adam piloted the armor through the carrion, even as the occasional lone soldier would try valiantly to slow him down, launching a rocket or tossing a grenade in the machine’s general direction, though neither made an impact on the machine, leaving less than a scratch on The Iron Knight’s exterior, doing nothing to damage it nor slow down its trajectory.
After laying waste to every guard who stood in its way, the machine reached the vault itself. Adam scanned the container’s outer door. Almost five feet of solid steel and weighing right at twenty-two tons, there was nothing the armor had in its payload that could hope to make an impact. He looked around; a keypad sat to the right of the massive door, and Adam knew it would have been designed for only The Agent himself to gain entrance. None of the now dead cadre of soldiers would have been allowed the privilege of knowing the combination, not that there were any left alive to share such information.
Adam piloted the machine to the keypad, and without hesitation, began to type in the pass code. He knew it without question, without even thinking, knowing the one thing in the world that truly mattered to The Agent, the one thing he actually gave a damn about. Adam entered it in, one letter at a time: METROCITY.
With a loud rumble, the ground shook ever so slightly as the giant door began to slowly raise. Once he had the head clearance, Adam piloted the machine through the doorway and into the once secure room. Walking into the room felt like walking into a version of The Agent’s greatest hits. Several glass display cases filled the room, each containing different mementos from The Agent’s career, both prewar and post: The Jokester’s signature playing card, Chance’s once lucky coin, Eagle Eyes’ bow, The Scarlet Widow’s black mask, each a trophy of someone The Agent had either put away or sent to an untimely demise, but on the other side of the room was the only memento that mattered, the one he had brought the machine here for.
In the last display case, placed there all alone, not sharing the space with any other trophy, was a small canister, similar in appearance to an asthma inhaler, containing the last of the country’s supply of anti-mutagen. There would have been more, but Adam himself, all those years ago during the war, had told the machines to cease production, telling them their work was done, forcing them to discontinue the process that theoretically could have momentarily depowered every super in the nation. Adam knew that this canister, this nominal piece of metal and plastic containing the smallest amount of pressurized gas, was the key to killing The Agent. It could take away his powers, leaving him as defenseless as a normal, leaving him as vulnerable as any other person on the planet, just as prone to pain and death as all the people The Agent himself had sacrificed during his march to power. 
The Iron Knight rammed its fist through the glass and shattered the display case. A compartment on the machine’s left leg opened; it bent down and picked up the canister. Adam placed the precious cargo into the storage area just before the compartment closed, leaving the gas safe and protected. Adam turned the armor around, and The Iron Knight began to make its way out of the depository and back to Metro City, back to The Agent, back to one final confrontation before this could all come to an end. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective parked the truck next to the curb. He sat in the cab and watched the rain fall against the windshield and onto the pavement outside. He sat there, about a block away from Adam’s apartment, still confused on what to do next. While he could go in guns blazing, he was down to about five bullets. It wouldn’t be much of a show. He could sneak in, but he had a feeling The Agent’s little assassin duo would be hard to sneak past. There was always plan G: putting the truck back into gear and making a straight shot for some border or another.
“You wouldn’t,” Emily’s voice said from beside him. “You said you wou---”
“I’m not,” he interrupted. “I just like to keep my options open. And you said you were going to stop reading all of my stray thoughts. I really can’t control those things.”
“You came all the way here,” she said in return, ignoring what he had just said. “Why would you change your mind now?”
“You really don’t listen, do you? I said I’m not changing my mind.”
Her voice softened. “I know. I’m just worried. I’m scared.”
“About what?” he asked as turned towards her.
“I’m worried about my sister. I’m worried about the babies. I’m worried about myself.” She paused for a moment. “I’m worried about you.”
He smiled at her. “Don’t worry about me. I’m like a cockroach. The only thing that can kill me is a giant boot. Or insecticide. And probably those little roach motels. Oh yeah, those little black traps with the bait inside. Hate those things. But in case of nuclear war, I am so good.”
“I hate you,” she said with a smile and a chuckle. 
He turned back towards the windshield. “I know. The pretty ones always do.” He reached over and grabbed the door handle.
“Do you have a plan?” she asked as he started to push the door open.
“Not in the slightest.” He opened the door and stepped out of the truck. His hat did little to block the rain from his face. He was quickly becoming soaked. “Figure I’ll do what I always do.”
She suddenly appeared beside him, standing outside of the vehicle and in the pouring rain. He couldn’t help but notice how weird it looked as the rain seemed to fall through her. “And what’s that?” she asked. 
“Make it up as I go along,” he answered.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 31]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Rogers’ computer, recorded in The Agent’s tower some time after the end of the war, around when The Agent began collecting children. The Agent is going over paperwork handed to him by his lawyer, Grant.
The Agent: Where did you find them?
Grant: Homeless shelter, sir. All of their immediate family are either dead, or they just abandoned the children along the way.
Agent: Twins?
Grant: Yes, sir. A boy and a girl, twelve years old. The boy’s powers emerged with muteness as a side effect. 
Agent: He can’t speak at all?
Grant: He can make assorted grunting noises and the occasional moan, but he can’t form actual words. 
Agent: The girl?
Grant: She makes up for her brother’s silence by talking too much. 
Agent: And he is a teleporter? 
Grant: He can teleport himself, but he is more than a run of the mill teleporter, sir. He can become a literal doorway, allowing as many as ten people to walk through him and appear wherever he or they choose to be. It is quite extraordinary and very rare. Along with the transportation skills, he also has advanced strength, the power to become intangible, and the strange ability to remove any artificial light from a room; it’s as if he drains the illumination from a bulb. It is a little unnerving. 
Agent: The girl, what can she do?
Grant: She has the ability to cover her body in a layer of solid light, much in the same way The Fire Maiden can coat herself in a sheath of flames. Conceivably, with proper training, she should be able to form the light into solid constructs, such as blades or projectiles. The light also has a secondary function; it has a sedating effect on those who view it for a set amount of time.
Agent: And how long would that be?
Grant: In some cases, the sedation could take affect in a matter of seconds. For the strong willed or those with telepathic type powers, the times are questionable, but during the testing, every subject we sent to her eventually succumbed to the effect, causing all of the test subjects to appear docile in her presence, obeying her commands, and refusing to harm her when given the chance. 
Agent: Do they have names?
Grant: The girl has taken to calling herself Light and her brother Dark. It seems to fit. 
(End video) 
_______________________________________________
 
He could see it on the monitor, his special children in his son’s building, silencing anyone who may have accidentally come into contact with The Detective. The twins did such good work; he could never complain. Dark blocked each floor’s exit while Light went from room-to-room, making sure no one who lived there would be given the opportunity to speak about The Detective’s earlier visit, his arrival with The Ice Queen, the finding of Adam’s decayed corpse. All of these secrets were his and his alone; they were not for anyone else to know; they were not for anyone else to share.
A warning light lit up on the base of the monitor. He bent down and pushed the adjacent button. A call was coming through, a call from the building where his special children were currently working. He picked up a phone next to the row of buttons and placed the receiver next to his ear. 
“Take the call,” he said to the person on the other end of the line.
“Emergency management,” answered a man from the phone’s earpiece, “what is the nature of your call?”
“They’re killing everyone,” a woman said in a scared whisper. “They’ve been going through every apartment. They’re killing people. You have to send somebody to help, somebody, anybody, please; I’m begging you.”
He spoke into the phone. “Ask her where she is right now.”
“Miss, where are you currently?”
“The eighteenth floor, apartment M, I’m hiding in the bathroom; oh my God, they’re killing everyone. Please, please, please.”
“Ask her if she can describe them,” he said as he looked at the monitors, pushing various buttons to find the exact apartment.
“Miss, can you describe the assailants?”
“I’m sorry; I can’t, please, send someone, for God sake; they’re killing everyone. I think I smell smoke. I think they’re setting a fire. Please, help us.”
He found the right apartment and the right room, focusing the camera down onto the woman’s face. She was young, no older than thirty or so, quite pretty. It was such a shame. “Tell her help is on the way.”
“Miss, we are sending help. They should be there shortly.”
“Oh God, thank you, thank you so much. Please tell them to hurry. The smoke is getting stronger. I think the floor above me is on fire.” And with those words, her phone went silent. 
“Chancellor,” the man on the other end of his receiver began, “should we send help?”
“No,” he answered. “The team I have on the premises should be able to handle things.” He reached down to the console and pushed another button. “Light, you missed a straggler; she is on the eighteenth floor, apartment M, in the bathroom. Remember your instructions, no witnesses, no survivors.”
He hung up the phone, carefully returning it to the cradle. An image on one of the monitors had caught his eye. A truck had parked down the road from the building, a truck he recognized, and a man in a trench coat and a fedora was walking through the rain towards Adam’s building. 
He picked the phone back up, pushed a button, and returned the receiver to his ear. “Light, my dear, you and your brother have company coming.”
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective could smell smoke in the air. Usually, rain prevented scents from being carried across distances, but the smell was strong and coming from the general direction of Adam‘s building. It was well past curfew, and the street was devoid of people. Yet he could hear voices. No, not voices. Screams. And like the smell of smoke, they came from what used to be Adam’s home. He crossed the street, heading toward the sounds.
“What do you think is going on?” Emily asked from beside him. The rain continued to fall through her.
“Smells like a fire,” he said as he walked. “Sounds like a fire. Safe to say, there is probably a fire.”
“Why would they start a fire?”
“I don’t know,” he answered in a sarcastic tone. “Maybe to kill a whole lot of witnesses in one fell swoop.”
“What’s a swoop?” 
“No idea,” he said in return as he continued walking toward the burning stench. “Maybe it’s some kind of a bird. Probably a duck.”
“A duck?”
He could see the building, a rundown twenty story apartment house, as he turned the corner. A bright orange and red light illuminated the upper floors, but the tell-tale signs of a twenty story building being engulfed in flames were nowhere to be found. There wasn’t a mass exodus of people trying to get out of the front doors, no alarms blared, and a fire-truck was nowhere in sight. Yet there were screams, lots of screams. He wasn’t sure if they would have been audible to the average, non superhuman hearing enhanced person, but he heard them clear as day, as if the screaming mob was standing directly beside him. Men, women, children, babies, he could hear their voices of terror and pain. There were times when he didn’t enjoy his abilities; this was one of those moments.
“What can we do to help them?” Emily’s still dry image said from beside him.
He broke away from the sounds and turned to look at her. Water dripped from his soaked hat and onto his face. He was so wet he didn’t notice. “You can hear them too?”
“Only cause you can,” she replied. “I only see and hear what you see and hear.”
He started back walking toward the building, and with each step, he silently prayed for a clap of thunder to block out the noise. By the time he reached the front doors, he realized it wasn’t coming. Thunder, it seemed, never came on demand. 
The Detective turned and looked at Emily’s disembodied image standing beside him. “I need you to get out of my head.”
“What?” she stammered as a hurt look spread across her face. 
“Sorry,” he said, trying his best to muster a half smile. “That came out completely wrong. It’s not that I don’t like having you rattling around in my brain, but you give me a headache.”
“Your apologies need work.”
“Probably a little.”
“A little?” she asked with her own half smile. “That’s the understatement of the day.”
“Again, sorry,” he turned away from her and looked straight up to the top of the building. Despite the rain that fell hard against his face, he could see tongue like darts of fire licking at the windows on the highest floor. He turned back towards her. “Let me try this once more. I am about to walk into certain death, and while I have enjoyed your company, having an extra person in my brain is ever so slightly on the distracting side. And I think I need to have access to my full faculties for what I’m about to do.”
“Okay,” she said. “Now was that so hard?”
“Surprisingly, yes, it was.”
She smiled at him. “What do you want me to do in the meantime?”
“See if you can access some of the residents; try to see what they see. And let me know what they show you.” 
“Anything else?”
“Find The Agent’s little duo. Try to get into their heads. Maybe you can work your way into their thoughts, access their memories, take control or something.”
She frowned at him. “I’ve never been able to invade an unwilling subject like that.”
He smiled at her. “First time for everything.”
“If you say so.” She tried to smile at him, but it failed. Her pretty eyes filled with tears. “If you don’t make it, if we never see each other again, I just want to say---”
“That you find me incredibly annoying,” he interrupted. “Can’t blame you; I occasionally get on my own nerves.”
“Not even close, Detective,” she said, but her voice, the one he heard within his mind, had already begun to fade. She sounded so far away. “Good luck.” He could barely hear the last two words as the image from beside him faded away.
His head suddenly felt normal; it felt empty. The irony wasn’t lost on him, but there wasn’t anyone around who could appreciate the joke. With the slightest of smiles on his amused face, he stepped out of the rain and through the building’s front doors.
_______________________________________________
 
The building’s lobby was dark, desolate, and empty. The smell of blood and death combined with the smoke to make an almost inhuman aroma. The Detective stared into the darkness. It was almost inconceivable to believe this was the same place he and Ice had visited less than twenty-four hours ago. Last night it had been the usual dimly lit, rundown, low budget housing unit that The Seven’s administration liked to use for the normal population. Now, it was more akin to a tomb.
He took a few more steps into the building proper. The screams of pain from the upper floors overwhelmed his senses; after the couple of days he’d just had, the sensation was almost too much. He pulled his gun from the holster inside his coat and held it up against his chest. He wasn’t sure what five bullets would do against the assassin pair, but it at least made him feel better to have it in his hands.
He carefully walked across the lobby. The table and chair set that had once been set neatly inside of the room were now strewn across the floor. A drink machine he had never noticed during his first visit now sat destroyed in the corner; its former content, random sixteen ounce drink bottles, was scattered across the tiled floor. 
The Detective crossed the area as silently as he could, watching his feet to avoid every little obstacle. The elevator hadn’t seemed this far away last night. Now, it felt to him like crossing a mine field in pitch black darkness, all while having to check every corner for killers who might jump out and give him a little fright. 
He, after what seemed like forever, finally reached the elevator. He pressed the button with the little arrow facing up. To his surprise, it lit up, and he could hear the lift making its way down from the upper floors. 
“I know you’re not taking the elevator in a burning building,” Emily said from within his head. He could hear her but not see her. It felt different this way, lighter, clearer, less pressure. “Don’t you read the warning signs?”
“Do I look like someone who reads warning signs?” he asked as the elevator’s sounds grew closer. 
“What if it gets stuck?”
“If it does it does,” he said aloud, even as he realized he could probably respond just by thinking. Not that he would though; thinking at this point hurt a hell of a lot more than actually talking. “To be honest, there’s no fucking way that I’m going to walk up twenty flights of stairs just to get killed. If this is my last trip, I’m at least going to be comfortable on the way up.”
A bell dinged, and the elevator doors slid open. The Detective stepped inside. The elevator was lit, but the light was much dimmer than it had been the night before. He reached over and pressed the button for the twentieth floor, all the way to the top. The elevator lurched and sluggishly moved upward. He took his hat off and placed it on the floor. He wasn’t sure what he was walking into, no point in taking a chance on losing it. At least this way, he would know where it was in case he actually had the chance to come back for it. 
“What have you got for me?” he said aloud, knowing that Emily was still there.
“I’m sorry,” she answered from within his mind. “I wish I had better news. Most of the tenants are either dead, injured, or freaked out from the fire. They’re terrified; I can’t access any of them in their current state.”
“And The Agent’s duo?”
“They’re here.”
“Where?”
She sighed. “The twentieth floor.”
“Well,” he responded with the slightest of chuckles. “When I send myself on a suicide mission, I do it right. Could you read them?”
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I couldn’t. They have barriers, some kind of training, or abilities, or something. I couldn’t get through. Maybe, if I just had more time, I might be able to penetrate their shields. Maybe. I don’t know.”
The Detective looked up at the digital reading showing what floor he was on.
Eighteen.
Nineteen.
Twenty.
“Time, beautiful, is something we’re kind of short on.”
The elevator dinged again, and the doors opened. 
He stepped out of the lift, clutching his gun firmly against his chest. “Do what you can. Keep trying.”
He heard the word “Okay” as a soft whisper in the back of his mind. And just like that, he was alone with his thoughts again. 
As bad as the lobby had been, it was nothing compared to what he found here. Screams filled the narrow corridor. Fire reflected from underneath each apartment door; he could feel the heat all the way from the elevator. The scents, blood, death, but mostly smoke, besieged him. 
He shook it off as much as he could. He began walking down the hallway. Inside of the door to his left, he heard voices. A woman and what appeared to be a small child cried for help. Without thinking, he kicked the door open. A back draft of flames rushed toward his face. Instinctively, he threw his hands up, blocking his head from the worst of it. 
With the hair on his hands taking the brunt of the flames, he looked inside of the apartment. The woman and a child sat huddled in a corner. The door opening had created the slightest of paths in front of them.
“Run!” The Detective screamed at them.
The woman picked the child up in her arms and ran hard for the door. The smallest of flames ignited on the back of her shirt. The Detective grabbed her as she got to him and patted the flame out with the inside of his coat. For once, being soaking wet from the rain had come in handy. 
He pushed her towards the end of the hallway. “Take the stairs,” he yelled as they ran. 
The woman looked back and smiled just before she found the door, opened it, and disappeared into the stairwell.
The Detective turned back towards the hallway, and the apartment at the far end: Adam’s apartment. With every few steps, he stopped and listened, scanning the area for other survivors. He couldn’t hear anyone else. The walk to the end was slow and tense, and the heat from the apartments dried out whatever wetness remained from the rain outside. He finally reached the end of the hall and the apartment that had once been Adam’s home. He and The Ice Queen had been here less than twenty-four hours ago. On that visit, there had been a few less flames.
He placed his hand against the door, and it easily opened. The room was free of fire, for now at least. Either it hadn’t spread yet, or no one had taken the time to set the place ablaze as they had the rest. Sitting at the desk where he had left it was Adam’s lifeless corpse, a few days old now and smelling as bad as it looked. So much for the crew coming in to clean the place up. On second thought, it occurred to him that this crew, this duo, must have been what Ice and The Agent had meant. 
The Detective looked around the room. Nothing. Everything was the same as he had left it: the body at the desk, the gun in its hand, the bed against the wall. And then he remembered the text Emily had received. It was above the bed. He looked at the bed. There was nothing above it, no shelves, no bookcase, nothing on the walls. The ceiling was the only thing above it. 
He climbed onto the bed and reached up, running his fingertips across the ceiling. Part of the white paint felt newer than the rest, as if a hole had been made, covered up, and painted over. He placed his gun back into the holster, and with his hand balled into a tight fist, he rammed it through the ceiling. He opened his hand and began to rip the ceiling apart. A book fell onto the bed, landing beside his feet. It was a journal; it was what he had come here to find.
He stepped off of the bed then reached down to pick up the tome. He thumbed through it. It seemed to be a collection of handwritten journal pages, newspaper and magazine articles, and written texts of private videos and phone conversations. As interesting as it all seemed to be, he didn’t have time to see if it was best seller worthy. The smell of smoke had made its way into the room, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the fire itself came along as well. 
The Detective placed the book inside of his coat, pulled the gun from its holster, and started toward the door. He opened it and stopped.
A woman stood outside the apartment in the hallway, the fire raging all around her. She stood there, perfectly still as if she didn’t even notice the flames. She was beautiful; a bright light flowed from every pore of her being, from her blond hair down to her toes. The light was glorious, all encompassing, and for a moment, it was all he could think about. She spoke, and he looked up into her magnificent face.
“Detective,” she said, her voice seeming to exude the same light as the rest of her. “I never thought you would actually come to us.”
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective tried to say something in return, but the words weren’t there. His mouth sat agape without the accompaniment of sound. He took a couple of steps backwards, then stopped. She was too beautiful, too exquisite to run away from. He wanted to be near her not away. She walked toward him; her left hand was held out in front of her body as if she was reaching for him.
“Don’t run,” she said, the light from her body flowing from every superbly wonderful word she spoke. She touched his hand and the gun held within it. “Put that away, my sweet; we don’t need it. Do we?”
“No,” he answered with a hesitation as he returned the gun to the holster under his coat. In her presence, he felt no pain, no fear, nothing. He was simply numb. “I don’t guess we do.” 
She ran her hand across his cheek. “They didn’t tell me how handsome you are. Maybe I should take you home, keep you as a pet. Would you like that? Would you like to be my pet dog?”
Every muscle in his body wanted to run, to get as far away from her as he could, but he didn’t move; he just stood there and answered her. “Yes,” he said. “I would like that.”
“Aren’t you sweet.” She ran her hand down his cheek and across the side of his neck. “Big strong man like you could be fun to have around. I could keep you on a leash, make you sleep at the end of my bed.” 
“Yeah,” he replied, his eyes locked onto her glowing face. “A leash, I could wear a leash.”
She lowered her hand across his chest. “Just a leash and nothing else. Would you like that? I know I would.” She rubbed her hand across the bandage on the front of his shoulder. “What’s this? Does my dog have a wound?” 
He nodded.
“I bet that hurts. Let’s see.” She smiled at him and raised her right hand. A blade made of light appeared at the end of her hand. She slowly moved it to his shoulder, her smile growing with the anticipation. “It’ll be okay. I’ll just use the tip.” She pushed the blade through the bandage and into the bullet wound on his shoulder, slowly, softly, then harder, and deeper, until he could feel the blade coming out the other side.
Without warning, all of his senses awoke at once. The stench of smoke, the heat from the fire, the touch of her left hand on his face, the feeling of blood dripping down his chest and back, the excruciating pain her blade produced within his shoulder, and the feel of adrenaline pumping throughout his body, it all came at once, rushing through his brain in a twisted kaleidoscope of sensation. 
He pushed her away, feeling every inch of the blade as it ripped from his flesh. As he fell to one knee, trying in vain to contain all the different sensations running through him, he pulled his gun from its holster and aimed it at the beautiful creature across from him. “What the hell was that?” he asked as he tried to put pressure on the wound with his free hand, hoping to at least slow down the bleeding. 
She smiled at him. “Mmmm, my dog has bite. I like that.”
“Y-y-you cut off my senses,” he stammered, still not entirely sure how to describe what he had just experienced. “How the hell?”
She walked closer until she was standing directly in front of him. She leaned down and placed her left hand behind his head, giving his hair the slightest of tugs, forcing him to look into her face. Again, he tried to move, but again, he couldn’t. 
“I have the ability to remove people from their surroundings, away from their anger, their fear, their pain. It makes them so much easier to kill.” She pulled his head farther back as she lowered herself towards him. “What I want to know is how you managed to break free. Very few have ever managed that particular trick.”
He just stared at her, silently trying to regain whatever composure he’d just had. 
“I think I will keep you,” she said as she leaned in to his lips. “A pet with fight could be so much fun.” 
Her lips touched his, and he leaned into her, for the briefest of moments, forgetting who he was, where he was, what he was here to do, everything but the splendid sensation of her lips touching his. As the kiss continued, she ran her right hand back to his wounded shoulder, and when she pushed her forefinger into the hole, all of his senses, the smoke, the heat, and the pain, along with the accompanying jolt of adrenaline, returned just as before. He reeled, pushing her as far away as he could even as he fell backward landing at the feet of Adam’s decomposing corpse.
A large smile draped across her glowing face. “Pain,” she said as she examined her blood covered finger, “pain is the key. Pain reawakens you to the world around you.”
“Actually, it’s the adrenaline.” He returned the gun to its previous aim as he struggled to find his feet. “The pain brings the adrenaline, and the adrenaline wakes me up. Pretty simple unless you’re a moron. But if the shoe fits.”
“So much bite.” She walked towards him. “I like that in a pet.”
He pulled the hammer back; he found he could look at her now. The pain in his shoulder was tremendous, and neither it nor the massive amount of adrenaline he had rushing thorough his system were going away any time soon. 
“You are the best pet ever,” she said with her smile growing ever larger. “Handsome, smart, feisty, I know I’m keeping you now.”
“Go to hell,” he replied as he started to squeeze his index finger, knowing the bullet would travel directly into her forehead. But as much as he wanted to, there was just something, he didn’t know what, keeping him from squeezing his forefinger; he simply couldn’t do it. His inability to pull the trigger was suddenly interrupted by the familiar pop and the associating smell of ozone that always accompanied a teleporter. He turned around in time to see a figure cloaked entirely in black. Before The Detective could react, the figure grabbed him by his injured shoulder and threw him into the wall on the right side of the room.
The fire had weakened the structure, and The Detective found himself crashing into the wall and then through it, landing in the fire soaked apartment next door. He landed in the floor, flat on his back, surrounded by a room full of flames. 
“It‘s official,” he said to no one as he attempted to find his bearings and scoot himself into a seated position on the floor. “I’m having a bad day.”
With a pop of ozone, the black figure appeared again, teleporting ten feet in front of The Detective, blocking the view of the newly formed hole between the two apartments. The figure slowly started to move toward him.
The Detective looked around for his gun, knowing it had been in his hand before he was thrown. He found it, lying just behind his back. He picked it up, and without a word, without a snappy comeback, he aimed it at the dark figure, squeezed the trigger, and watched as the bullet traveled through the black cloak, landing in the wall on the other side of the room. The Detective sat there, a stunned look on his face and the smoking gun still held firmly in his hands. 
From the dark figure’s center, a light appeared, beginning as a small candle-like strobe then, within a couple of seconds, growing larger and larger, until the blonde glowing woman appeared within the dark figure, walking out of his frame and into the room. She looked down at The Detective. 
“You tried to shoot him?” she asked, her radiating light seeming so much brighter while surrounded by the darkness.
The Detective began to slowly scoot backwards, looking for the first opportunity he could find to jump to his feet. “Tried being the operative word there.” 
She chuckled. “On top of being a teleporter and a human doorway, my brother can also become intangible at will. Bullets just pass right through him and into whatever is on the other side.”
“Brother?” The Detective asked, trying to find a foothold somewhere on the linoleum floor, only to realize, as his back hit the opposite wall, that he was running out of room.
“Of course, silly little dog,” she said with a smile draped across her glowing face. “Can’t you see the family resemblance?” 
The Detective looked for the nearest door, even as the heat from the flames began to bear down on him. “Not really, but he does have the better personality.” 
“Are you making fun of my poor mute brother?”
“Maybe a little,” The Detective replied, seeing the door to his left and trying to figure out a way to make a break for it.
“That is a naughty dog,” she said, suddenly standing directly above him. “Bad dogs get punished.” The blade of light appeared at the end of her right fist. She leaned down, the blade pointed toward his already bleeding shoulder.
Just before she could touch him, The Detective heard a sound, the sound of wood splintering and breaking. Without any other warning, the floor beneath the two of them collapsed, sending them both to the nineteenth floor below.
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective landed hard on the floor, hard enough to knock what little breath he had left out of his body. He rolled to his hands and knees, his head still firmly planted on the dirty linoleum floor. He looked to his left. The blonde woman had landed directly beside him; she appeared dazed and in pain, though it was hard to exactly tell what a woman who glowed like an electric light bulb was truly feeling. 
The room was filled with flames; every inch of the room overflowed with smoke and ash. Several dead bodies, at least two women and two men from what he could see, were piled into the corner opposite from the one he had landed in. 
Then, just as suddenly as before, he heard the familiar sound of wood splintering, cracking, popping, breaking beneath his and the blond woman’s weight. And just like before, the floor under them gave way, and he fell another story to the eighteenth floor.
This time, though, he found himself more aware of what was happening, and he managed to brace himself before the sudden landing. The impact still hurt, and he still didn’t have an ounce of air left in his lungs; but he seemed to have survived the fall with the majority of his senses still intact.
The blonde, once again, landed beside him. As far as The Detective could tell, she was unconscious, but she appeared to be alive, somehow surviving the two sets of floor they had just fallen through. He looked up through the second hole they had just made; the entire nineteenth floor appeared to be consumed by fire. He could see several other patches of ceiling beginning to crack, ready to fall with the slightest bit of weight added. The apartment he had landed in was filled with smoke, but the majority of flames appeared to be reserved for the story above. 
He pushed himself to his knees. His back popped in ways that weren’t natural, and it felt like he had several broken ribs. His left knee seemed stiff; it didn’t want to bend. But he was still alive, and at this point, being alive was the only thing that mattered. He looked around himself; the floor was littered with burnt debris that had once been the floor and ceiling from the above apartments. 
On the other side of the blonde, he saw something metallic. He climbed over the top of her and found what he searched for; his gun sat there, four bullets, one in the chamber, three in the clip, just waiting for him to find it. Before he stood, he stared over at her, still managing, thanks to the now overflowing amounts of adrenaline rushing through his system, to control the desire to just stare in awe at her beauty and allow her to turn off everything he felt. It was still there, but he could fight it. Fear, pain, and desperation were the only things keeping him alive at this point. He couldn’t afford to allow those things to slip away. 
She opened her eyes as he stared, her face a mere few feet from his. 
“Has my favorite pet come back for another kiss?” she asked, the glow around her gaining in intensity with every word she spoke.
He stood to his feet. “Not quite,” he said in return, all the while doing his best not to look at her any harder than he had to. He returned the gun to its holster and turned toward the door that led to the hallway. He reached out for the doorknob, when she spoke again.
“Are you just going to leave me here, hurt, wounded, in pain, possibly dying?” Every word she spoke oozed with her power, the intensity of it seeming to hang in the air between them. “Has my dog abandoned its owner?”
It took everything he had to look at her without abandoning himself to the desire she created. “I should kill you.”
Still on her back, she smiled as a small trickle of red blood rolled down her glowing lips. “I wouldn’t leave you alive. I would kill you.”
He reached out for the doorknob again, grasped it in his hand, and turned it. “And that’s why I continue to maintain the moral high ground in this whole sordid mess.” He pushed the door open and walked out of the apartment.
_______________________________________________
 
It took everything she had, every ounce of strength, every bit of willpower, but she had finally broken through. Emily had forced her way into the mind of the woman who apparently referred to herself as Light; Emily could see everything they had done over the past day, all of the killing, all of the slaughtering, The Agent’s lawyer, all of the doctors and guards at The Hole, the paramedics and cops who had seen The Detective at the Barren Building, the hundreds of innocent people who had lived in Adam’s building, all of them dead just because of what they may have known, no matter how little or how trivial; The Agent couldn’t take a chance on anyone having seen The Detective walk freely alongside The Ice Queen; The Agent couldn’t take the chance that someone might know The Detective may have been there on his orders.
Emily was inside, but she knew she wasn’t deep enough. She was in the outer levels, where the memories and the senses lived, but she needed to be in the inner portions of Light’s mind, the area where control resided. If Emily could get there, even for the briefest of moments, she knew she might just be able to help The Detective survive this. 
She pushed as hard as she could, doing everything in her power to move through the defenses. Inside of her own body, she felt a wet sensation down the front of her face, only to realize that her own nose was pouring blood. It didn’t matter. She had to continue pushing; she had to push harder than she had ever pushed before, harder than she believed herself capable of. 
She heard the sounds of screams, the sound of a woman crying out in pain. It wasn’t coming from inside of the memories she had invaded, and despite how much it grew in intensity, she couldn’t find the source; it was just the sound of misery, the sound of a pathetic soul screaming for their life. It took another moment or two, but it finally dawned on her that the sounds were coming from her; it was the sound of her body breaking down even as her mind struggled to push through another’s defenses. 
It’s going to be okay; it’s going to be okay; it’s going to be okay. She repeated the phrase over and over even as the crying and screams from her body grew ever louder. The harder she pushed, the louder they became, but she did everything she could to block them out, forcing them aside just as she pushed Light’s defenses out of her way. Neither was easy. 
Suddenly, she was there, the inner workings, the great center of activity, the part of the mind where control was enacted, where one could take someone over from their thoughts, where, if she was lucky, she could help The Detective without even being anywhere near him. The screaming grew; the pain from the outside was starting to seep into her mind, but she forced them both out. She would be damned if she had come this far just to quit, not after all of this, not after everything she had already accomplished.
She braced herself and prepared for one last push. She really hoped his cute ass knew all of the trouble she was going through just to keep him alive. 
_______________________________________________
 
“Why the fuck did I just do that?” he said aloud to himself as he walked slowly down the hallway. He had her there; all he would have had to do was pull the gun out and place a bullet in her head. It would have been clean, easy, and it wouldn’t have been the first time he had ever returned the favor to someone who wanted him dead. Man, woman, it had never mattered. Survival had always come first, so why, for the second time, couldn’t he do what he was supposed to do here. He had no answers. 
The hallway he had walked into was dark and filled with smoke; the ceiling above him appeared ready to crumble at any moment. He knew he needed to move as fast as he could, but speed was no longer an option. With his left leg dragging behind him, unable to bend, barely able to put weight on it, he felt lucky to be walking, let alone actually moving any quicker than he currently was. And then he heard it from behind him, the popping sound made when the blonde’s brother teleported into the vicinity.
The Detective turned his head around, and the dark figure appeared, his cloak seeming to pull what little light there was in the room within him, making the whole area much darker than it had been before. The Detective moved faster, much faster than his body seemed to want to move; the stairs were at the end of the hallway, and he made it his singular focus in life to reach that door, no matter how much his body refused to cooperate, no matter what he knew was coming up from behind him.
He could feel the dark figure near him; the closer it got, the darker everything around The Detective seemed to become. But despite it all, the door was right there, just within his reach. He reached out for it and grabbed the shiny metallic knob in his hand; he turned it and opened the door. Instead of finding an empty stairwell, he found the dark figure, who had teleported in front of him. The dark figure’s arm reached out from beneath the cloak, gripped The Detective’s shoulder in a vise-like grip, and pulled him down the stairs.
He rolled down one flight, then two, bouncing off of the wall between the two sets, then rolling down a third. He could feel more ribs breaking beneath his skin, the steps coming hard and fast, hitting him like concrete fists against his now bruised and battered flesh. He rolled, despite his bests efforts to stop himself, until he plowed into the guard rail that separated the fifteenth and sixteenth floors, the back of his head slamming hard against the metal barrier. 
For a moment, he just sat there, his head resting against the rail, his bottom planted firmly on the concrete floor. There was no pain, just numbness, just the sense that if this was death, then it came as a relief, a reprieve from the coming onslaught of agony he was sure he was about to feel. The adrenaline was probably blocking most of the pain, but it was bound to arrive as impending doom always does, without mercy, without remorse; it just arrives and takes what it wants.
He suddenly had the overwhelming feeling that this was it. All of the fighting, all of the torture, and it ended right here and now, in a deserted stairwell of a burning building, murdered by The Agent’s hit squad. Not exactly how he had envisioned his final moments, but he guessed it could have been worse. He could have died on the toilet. Nothing worse than dying while in the middle of your most private business. At least there was some kind of a bright side.
On the stairs to his right, just above where he sat motionless, he heard the now familiar pop with its accompanying stench of ozone. The area around The Detective became noticeably darker, as if all of the light in the stairwell had simply been drained away. He managed to turn his head as far to the right as he could, which wasn’t very far, and he looked up towards the sound. The dark figure appeared at the top of the stairs; his head moved down toward The Detective, his black cloak still covering his face, leaving The Detective no way to read whatever emotion this thing could be feeling. He was sure it wasn’t anything nice or pleasant. 
In the middle of the dark figure’s cloak, a small light appeared. The Detective knew what was going to happen next. The light grew brighter and brighter, and finally, the blonde walked out from the center of the darkness, her overwhelming light cutting through the black, swathing the area in an inhuman light. 
She walked out of the cloaked figure, onto the top stair, then down the stairs towards The Detective. She stared into his eyes as she walked, her vibrant glow seeming brighter than ever. He noticed she stepped gingerly and with a noticeable limp on her right side, probably the result of the many floors they had fallen through.
“Poor puppy,” she said as she came closer. “He’s fallen, and he can’t rise to the occasion. Not even for me.”
“Oh, I can get up,” he lied in return. “I just choose not to. It’s a personal choice.”
She smiled. “That’s my puppy. Playful until the end.”
He looked at her, and he suddenly found himself longing for the time when gazing at her meant an absolute numbness. But now, with all of the extra adrenaline running through him, there was no way it would work. That was just his luck. The bad guy’s power to numb the senses would stop working on him when he was about to die, the one time he actually hoped for a bit of numbness. 
She climbed in front of him, straddled his legs, and lowered herself onto his crotch; he wasn’t paralyzed; he could still feel her touch from below the waist. She brought her left hand up to his cheek and rubbed it gently, caressing it with a lover’s touch. “You don’t know how much I wanted to keep you, but sadly, I doubt they would let me. No wild animals, that’s what they always tell me. And you, handsome, are as wild as they come.” She rubbed her hand through his hair. “But if you had been my pet, we could have had so much fun.”
“Fun for you maybe,” he said with a smirk. He figured he should probably get the smirk in a couple of more times before the end. “Me…I’m having a blast right now.”
“I bet you are.” She grinded herself against him, then turned toward the dark figure. “Please?” she asked.
The head beneath the cloak shook from side-to-side; The Detective took that as a no. So did she. “Oh well,” she said. “At least we had tonight. That means something, doesn’t it?”
“Not to me,” he said, smirking for what he assumed would be the last time. “I doubt I’ll even remember you in the morning.”
She brought up her right hand, the blade of light already in place at the end of her fist. “My pet still has bite even as I’m about to put it to sleep. Oh well, all I can say now is goodnight to my sweet little puppy.”
She moved the blade toward his face, directly at his left eye. He figured he probably had enough strength left to kick her off, to try and run down a couple of flights of stairs, but how far could he run before they caught him? Two flights? Three? Would he even be able to escape her grasp at the moment? Did he even want to? 
This was it, the end of the line. He had no fight left, no will to flee, nowhere left to run to, and no reason to resist. This was where it all came to an end, and to be honest, this was as good of a place as any. Why not give up? Why not let go of the pain? What did he have left to fight for? Revenge? What was he going to do, walk up and shoot Agent America himself in the head? He would just be left there like an idiot as the crumpled bullet fell to the ground while The Agent stood there unharmed. 
This was better; this was for the best. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was probably just telling himself a happy little lie to get through the moment, but at least he felt some kind of comfort while thinking it was all for the best.
The blonde moved the blade closer and closer to his eye. The blade seemed to grow in size with every centimeter it came nearer. He thought about shutting his eye, but it felt like a moot point. Open, closed, either way he was going to be dead. 
And then, she stopped. The blade stopped moving, and her arm stiffened, leaving it motionless in the air. Her face, like her arm, seemed frozen in the moment, unflinching, stationary; she didn’t blink or breathe. Everything about her had just paused. The Detective wasn’t as much relieved as he was confused. This wasn’t anything of his doing. Suddenly, she spoke, her lips moving while the rest of her remained completely still.
“Detective,” she said in a voice that wasn’t hers, in a voice that belonged to Emily. “I broke through her defenses, but I can’t hold her for long. Get up, get out of here.”
“Not sure if I can,” he said, still confused but slowly catching on to what was going on. “I’m not exactly sure which body parts work right now, and which ones don’t. Besides, big brother up there will be on me before I turn the corner.”
“Then take out your gun and shoot her. I’ll hold her until---”
He interrupted. “If I kill her with you inside, I’ll kill you both.” 
“I can get out in time.”
“No,” he said in return, “you can’t.”
And then it occurred to him, it didn’t all have to end like this. He had the chance, a small chance though it was, to make one last heroic gesture. What did he have to lose at this point? What would they do if it didn’t work out, kill him? It didn’t matter; he was dead either way. He figured it was better to go out in a blaze of glory than just sitting there like the chump he was. 
It would have to be quick; he could already see the cloaked teleporter from the corner of his eye. Old big and ominous was starting to notice something was wrong; his sister hadn’t moved for at least thirty seconds. He began to move down the stairs. The Detective knew what he had to do, and it had to be a single, fast, fluid motion, no room for second chances, no time for an error. He had to be perfect. 
He moved his right hand into his coat and pulled his gun free from the holster. In as smooth of a motion as he could muster, he centered the barrel against the blonde’s right shoulder and pulled the trigger. He heard two completely separate women scream out in unison as the bullet passed through the blonde’s flesh and into the wall on the other side of the room. 
With his free left hand, The Detective pushed her away from him, and he moved himself up to his knees as fast as he could. He heard the pop and smelled the ozone a fraction of a second before big brother appeared, and The Detective knew exactly where he would be. He whipped the gun around as fast as he could, aiming the barrel at an angle above his own head. 
The cloaked figure appeared directly where The Detective knew he would, and the barrel of the gun was already there and waiting, already in position beneath the big man’s cloaked chin. And just like The Detective thought he would, the cloaked figure turned himself intangible and placed his ghost-like hand inside of The Detective’s chest. The stalemate stood there. If the cloaked teleporter turned himself solid, it would effectively leave a giant hole in The Detective’s chest, but without a word between them, they both knew that The Detective would have a millisecond before death set in to pull the trigger and send a bullet into the big man’s then solid head. 
The Detective could hear the blonde crying and writhing on the concrete floor a few feet away from them. There was only one voice now, leaving him sure that the pain of the bullet had been enough to force Emily to retreat back into her own head. That was good. If this went as wrong as The Detective figured it would, he wouldn’t want her to have to bear witness to his personal end. 
“Stop this!” The Agent’s booming voice yelled from the corner of the ceiling. Without looking, without moving his line of sight from the black figure in front of him, The Detective knew instantly where the voice came from: a surveillance camera positioned in the corner of the stairwell. Apparently, The Agent’s camera came with two way speakers as well. Fancy, The Detective thought to himself.
“Light, Dark,” The Agent’s disembodied voice said from the speaker, giving these two the first names The Detective had managed to hear. “Your job here is done. The Detective is not your priority at the moment. He has an appointment he must keep. Do you understand?”
The figure in front of The Detective, the being apparently known as Dark, nodded his still intangible head up and down, signifying his acceptance of The Agent’s orders. Without a word, Dark pulled his hand from The Detective’s chest. Dark, paying absolutely zero attention to the man with the gun, bent down in front of the blonde, and lovingly stroked her hair with his dark hand, before gently lifting his bleeding sister into his arms, and with the usual pop, they disappeared, leaving only the stench of burnt ozone in their place. 
The Detective, physically and emotionally exhausted, dropped the gun to the ground beside his knees, and bent over, suddenly desperate to catch his breath.
_______________________________________________
 
“Are you okay?“ Emily’s voice asked from within his mind.
“Peachy,” The Detective said in return as he struggled to climb into a standing position. He returned the gun to its holster while simultaneously checking the inside of the coat for the journal he had come here for. It was still there. “You?”
“Getting shot really hurts.”
“That’s what they say.” With his left hand tightly gripping the guardrail, he stood up straight, allowing his back and legs to stretch as far as they could, noting that it didn’t seem like anything was broken. Bruised, cracked maybe, but not completely broken, everything seemed to at least work. “What did you expect it to feel like? A light tickle?”
“Jackass, I knew it would hurt. I just didn’t expect it to hurt that much just through a psychic connection. I could feel the bullet as if it was traveling through my own skin. It was awful.”
He released the rail; while still off balance and wobbly, he could at least stand up without support. “Sounds like it. Can you sense any more survivors on any of the floors?”
“No,” she replied, a solemn tone obvious within her voice. “The few who did have already made it outside; most of them are gathered in front of the building. Where did those two, Light and Dark, go?” 
“No idea.” He took a step. No pain yet, but with the extraordinary amount of adrenaline pumping through his system, it would probably be a while before he felt the actual hurt. “Probably someplace to recover. Maybe back to The Agent’s tower. Did you get anything from them while you were inside her head.”
“Lots.” 
“And?” he asked as he chained multiple steps together, readying himself for the fourteen flights of stairs waiting for him.
“It was horrible. They killed so many people tonight. Anyone who has or might have known about your release, anyone who has seen you, most of the people in this building. I saw each and every death, as if I was there.”
He reached the stairs and bent his left knee to step down. It was extremely stiff, only managing to bend after making a horrible snapping sound. He figured he was really going to feel that one later. “You weren’t in control of her for that long; how could you have seen that much?”
She sighed. “It wasn’t necessarily the time I spent in control of her as much as it was the time I spent trying to actually get in. I had to break through her defenses, and in the process of doing that, all of her recent memories came flooding into me.”
“Sounds complicated,” he replied after making it down the first flight. Only thirteen more to go. The smell of smoke had grown throughout the stairwell, and he knew the fire was spreading faster, taking more and more of the structure with it along the way. “Oh yeah, before I forget, thanks.”
It was as if he could hear her smile from inside of his mind. “I did good, didn’t I?” she said, the solemn tone replaced by the sound of self satisfaction. 
“You did.” The steps became easier and easier with every one he took. He was still stiff, still cracking and popping in strange ways, but he was moving slightly faster than he expected he should be able to. “She had me dead to rights. I owe you one.”
“Consider us even.”
“Not yet,” he said, trying to remember if he had saved her life at any point in this. “Far as I can tell, the score is you one and me zero.”
She paused for the briefest of moments. “You saved my life just by coming back.”
It was his turn to hesitate before speaking. How had him coming back saved her life? What had he done other than retrieve what may or may not be a useless journal, the last will and testament of a suicidal man who wanted The Seven dead? The Detective had no answers to any of these questions, but he always had a smart ass comment available at a moment’s notice.
“Well, ain’t I just the goddamn hero in this piece.”
The solemn tone returned to her pretty voice. “You are, Detective. You just don’t know it yet.” 
“If I am,” he said, seeing the sign for the seventh floor. Halfway there. “I sure as hell don’t feel like it right now.”
She stayed silent for a few moments, allowing him the opportunity to climb down two more flights without any interruptions. His movements seemed faster, smoother, easier. Maybe he wasn’t as hurt as he thought he was. Or maybe he was just pissed off. Not only at The Agent and his assassin duo, but at himself, angry for giving up when everything seemed the darkest. It could have been her power, he tried to convince himself. Maybe, just maybe, her ability to dull the senses affected him. It was obvious that was why he couldn’t pull the trigger until Emily was in control of her body, but it wasn’t the obvious reason of why he just sat there, allowing her the opportunity to take his life. Quitting had never been something he did, and it didn’t make sense to him why he would do it then. 
“I’m sure it was her power,” the female voice said from within his head. “I saw the things she could do; she could just make people lay down in front of her while she killed them. Her influence is extraordinary.”
He passed the sign for the third floor. “You sound impressed.” 
“Not impressed, per se, just in awe of the way she can control her abilities. I have no such control.”
“You seemed to be doing pretty good from where I stood.”
She chuckled. It wasn’t a funny laugh as much as it was an uncomfortable one. “You didn’t see my nose bleeding while I was inside of her or how much I cried after you shot her.”
“You cried?”
“Like a baby.”
He passed the sign for the second floor, then finished off the last flight in record time. He reached the door that led to the lobby and opened it, revealing a room filled with smoke. The fire was spreading even faster than he thought it had. Instead of heading toward the front doors, he made his way through the haze to the elevator.
“Where are you going?” Emily asked from his thoughts.
“Nowhere,” he answered as he pushed the button marked with an arrow facing up. After a few seconds, the bell dinged, and the door opened. The Detective, surprised the damn thing was still working, bent down and retrieved his hat from the elevator floor. He returned it to his head and headed for the door. 
“Your hat?” she asked in a tone that seemed half annoyed and half amused. 
“Can’t look cool without my hat,” he said as he walked toward the front doors. He stopped just short of opening them and looked toward the corner for the surveillance camera. He found it, just above the door that led to the stairwell, the red light in its lens burning at a steady pace. The Detective looked up at it and tipped his hat. “Be seeing you soon,” he said just before turning toward the front doors, opening them, and stepping out into the still pouring rain.
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry 
[Found on page 62]
Note: The following is a transcription of a video found on Rogers’ computer, recorded several years ago post-war. It shows Rogers in his study, talking to Grant, his lawyer/ personal assistant/ personal ass kisser. 
The Agent: Did we receive the results.
Grant: Yes, sir. 
Agent: And Fire?
Grant: She has no idea that we know. 
Agent: The doctor who did the testing, how did you persuade him to share?
Grant: Bribery this time, sir. I thought I would change things up a bit. (Grant hands The Agent a file).
Agent: (opening the file and going through the contents) A level six telepath, and here Fire would have me believe her little sister to be nothing more than a simple empath.
Grant: Level six for the moment, sir. If you go through the doctor’s notes, you can see that he actually measured her power at a much higher level, a level nine to be exact, but Fire’s attempts to keep her sister’s telepathy hidden and the girl’s fear of her own power have resulted in the girl building blocks around her ability, psychically inhibiting her ability’s growth.
Agent: And if these barriers were to break?
Grant: She would be on par with the most powerful psychics in the country, maybe even comparable to Psychosis himself. Would you have me bring her in for your recruitment program?
Agent: No, Grant. Let Fire believe she has me fooled. We’ll just keep this bit of information to ourselves until the need arises to use it.
(End video)
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stood in the rain and leaned up against the truck, allowing the falling water to wash the blood and failure from his face. All of the people who had gathered in front of the building were gone by the time he came out, which he deemed a pretty good idea. After all, they were the real targets here, not him. The farther they were away from this place, the better. He thought about the woman with the child, the one he managed to rescue from the burning apartment. He hoped she and her child were safe. It was nice to think that he had actually managed to save someone in all of this.
The top half of the building was engulfed in flames, yet there wasn’t a fire truck or rescue vehicle in sight. Not that he really expected there to be one. This was The Agent cleaning up a mess; he wanted these people dead and all the evidence removed. Why would he send someone to put out the fire he had his people set? 
It was almost eleven at night; storm clouds and the smoke from the fire blocked out any chance of seeing a star or the moon, giving the night a much lonelier feel than it would of normally had. Everything he saw had a feeling of finality to it, as if this would be his last storm, his last rainfall, his last burning twenty story apartment building. Well, the building fire was actually a first and a last all rolled into a nice neat package. 
That was probably the reason he longed to see the stars and the moon. He hated to think that the last time he would ever see either of them was while standing nude in The Ice Queen’s bedroom window, watching her roll around in the bed, her too without clothes, beckoning him to come back and join her.
“Well,” Emily said, returning to her post as an apparition standing beside him, the rain still falling through her just as strangely as it had been earlier. “That was quite the series of images.”
“I warned you about my stray thoughts,” he replied, his head bent down by the driver’s side window, rain dripping off of his hat and landing on his soaked face. Blood from his shoulder mixed with the rain that fell from his body, combining into a bloody stream at his feet. “It’s dangerous in my head. I have my demons.”
“Aren’t you just the master of the understatement.”
“I try,” he said, trying his best to find a smile. At the moment, it just wasn’t there. He turned his head and looked at her; not as he had earlier, this time he took a good hard, deep, lingering look. He realized she was probably the last pretty girl he was ever going to see, and he wanted to take in her every feature, her every detail, every little perfection, every little flaw, her beautiful black hair, her full lips, the way the tip of her nose was ever so slight tipped up, her pale, almost flawless skin, the little patches of freckles, her large brown eyes, that, even as an overactive figment of his imagination, seemed to look through him.
He soaked her in as a thirsty man in the desert would drink from a found oasis. He wanted to take in every little drop of her, to preserve her forever in his memories, however short amount of time forever was going to be. He knew he couldn’t afford to waste anything to a simple glance; he had to take the opportunity to imbed her into his mind, into his thoughts. If she was truly the last woman he was ever going to see, he was so glad she was as beautiful as she was.
“What next,” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.
He lowered his head back towards the ground, back to the stream of blood beneath his feet. “I was trying to stare at you.” 
“I noticed.” She smiled. “Remember, I see what you see.”
“I’m tired.” The rain around him splashed against the water logged road. “I’m tired of fighting, but I couldn’t live with myself if I stopped.”
“You could run.”
“Where?” he replied. “Trust me, if The Agent wanted me dead, I’d be dead already. He needs me alive. That’s why he called off his monochromatic hit squad. He needs me alive for some reason; he needs me to pay him a visit, and now, I really want to know why.”

Lightning flashed in the sky, and thunder rumbled barely a second behind the strike. The Detective took it as a sign that he should probably seek shelter from the storm raging around him. He opened the truck’s door, and he climbed inside, silently wondering what all of the water dripping from him was going to do to the truck's interior. Oh well, he thought to himself, it wasn’t like it was actually his truck. The image Emily projected into his mind was sitting on the seat beside him, just waiting his arrival.
“He’s going to kill you,” she said, her voice suddenly filled with sadness. “If you go there, he’s going to kill you.”
“Most likely, he will. And if I don’t go, he’ll still find a way to kill me. Either way, I’m probably dead.”
“There has to be another solution, something else we can do,” she said in a tone that was both genuine and overwhelmingly heartfelt, as if she really wanted to find a way for him to come out of this alive, a way he could no longer see.
“If I knew, beautiful, I would tell you.” He remembered what he had come here for in the first place. He reached inside his coat and pulled Adam’s journal from the pocket therein. Somehow, the book had remained dry throughout the rain that had soaked him.
“Maybe,” she began as she looked down at the journal, “maybe there’s something in there that could help. Maybe Adam knew of a way to kill The Agent.”
The Detective smiled at her, giving her a look that combined a mixture of pity and understanding. “I think if he knew of a way, The Agent would already be dead. Adam’s been working his way around his ‘father.’ If he had known of a sure fire, no questions asked method to kill Rogers, I’m sure that would have been his first stop.” 
“Unless,” she replied, “he was saving his most emotional kill for the end.”
The Detective suddenly felt in his element, getting to play the part of the investigator one last time. “His first kill had to be Barren. Killing him was the only way to attain the Iron Knight suit, and without the armor, despite his ability to control machines, he wouldn’t have stood a snowball’s chance on a hot day in Hell against any of the rest. Barren was basically a normal for all intents and purposes, killing him was no doubt the easiest.”
She nodded. 
“From there, he moved on through the list, going from the weakest to the strongest. North was next. His speed was no match against the suit’s power. Your sister-” He could see her cringe the moment he said the word “sister.” “---seemed to be the most emotional task for him so far. Whatever he had felt for you and her seemed to have lingered. He let her live, but he still had to send her a message, to send them all a message of how far he was willing to take all of this.”
“But Pammy’s power level was immense,” she said in return. “There’s no way she would have been on the weaker list.”
“Barren’s armor, I’m sure, probably contained some type of anti-fire protection, but I still believe Fire managed to do some kind of damage. Notice the amount of time between each attack. I believe Adam has had to allow the armor time to repair before he could move on to the next target.”
“Makes sense, I guess.” Emily looked at him, her face emotionally blank, yet he could tell she was paying attention. “So after Pammy, he went after Quincy and Hope, and Gabby, she was what, just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
He shook his head back and forth. “No. I think Adam knew exactly what he was doing. He managed to get Ice up there, away from all of the others, and he managed to get her there after he killed the corpse and his girlfriend. It was all about timing, all about managing to catch each of them in a one-on-one situation. Together, they were The Seven, the greatest group of supers ever assembled, unstoppable as long as they were united. Apart, they were vulnerable, susceptible, exposed, and he knew that. I give him complete credit for being the first one to come up with and execute a viable plan to rid the world of the scum---”
The image of Emily glared at him from the passenger seat.
“Fire excluded, of course,” he added in an apologetic tone.
“Of course.” 
“But,” The Detective continued, turning his head away from Emily and toward the window on his left, staring at the burning building through the still falling rain, “I still believe if he had a plan to stop Rogers, that would have been his second stop after Barren. I think he, like the rest of the world, has yet to figure out a way to stop The Agent.” 
“And how do you fit into all of this?” she asked, causing him to turn away from the flames and back towards her. “Why does The Agent need you to come to him so bad?”
“No idea,” he answered, truly realizing, for the first time, that he had no idea what his role in all of this was. Twenty four hours ago, when he was riding in Ice’s little two seater, on their way to Barren’s crime scene, he thought he knew; he thought he had a purpose in all of this. Now, he realized just how wrong he had been. “I don’t know why he released me. I don’t know why he sent me out with Ice to find the killer; besides, I’m sure he knew Adam was in Barren’s armor all along.”
“How---” she started to ask before he interrupted.
“Rogers has cameras everywhere, surveillance of every city, every corner, every building, every home. No one in this country farts without him knowing the scent and how long it lasted. How could Adam have taken the time to do this---” The Detective reached down and held up the journal. “---without The Agent knowing about it. It would have been virtually impossible. No, he knew, and that leads to my most important question. Why did he need me? Why did he release me just to follow Ice around like a dog on a chain? Why would he send me a teleporter when Ice abandoned me at the hospital? Did he know I would use the little bastard to send me back into the shit? And why in the hell does he need me to come to him so bad that he would call off his best killers when they had me dead?”
She smiled at him, her seeming permanent smile that was more out of sadness and melancholy than any kind of joy. “You have to know, don’t you? Even if it kills you?”
“Gotta go somehow,” he said, trying his best to muster a smile or any other kind of facial expression, only to fail miserably. “Might as well go out doing what I love.”
A quizzical looked covered her face. “And what exactly is that, getting answers?”
“No,” he replied, “being a nuisance.” 
“So you’re willing to die just to annoy The Agent? Does that sound like a good reason to you?”
“As good of a reason as any other.” He reached over and turned the truck’s ignition; it cranked to life. He looked out the window. The fire continued to ravage the apartment building; the top half of the building was now engulfed with flames, taking with it Adam’s body along with any and all evidence The Detective had ever sat foot inside. He had to admit it, The Agent knew how to clean up his messes. But, he realized, one mess remained, and two other people who had encountered him in the past twenty four hours were still alive, viable witnesses to the whole damn mess. And it suddenly occurred to him that they shouldn’t be. 
If he had been in The Agent’s predicament, Emily and her sister would have been amongst the first removed from the situation. A public figure, a former member of the administration whose life had been saved by the same man he was trying to keep hidden, what if she woke up and told someone? Who was there to keep her quiet?
And then it occurred to him, all at once, rushing through his thoughts a thousand miles a minute, so many answers, so little time. Why had Emily tried so hard to keep him from making that right turn? He had no chance against The Agent; how did his coming back save her and her sister from The Agent? Why did she keep saying that he had already saved her life?
“I’m sorry,” Emily said from his thoughts, already knowing what he was going to say before the words escaped his lips.
“You made a deal?” The Detective asked, his tone neither angry nor accusative, just blank, emotionless. The image that had sat beside him left without warning, leaving him with just her voice within his head. 
“I’m sorry,” she said again. He could tell without seeing her that, wherever she was, she was on the verge of tears. “I’m so sorry.”
“You made a deal to save you and your sister?” He shook his head back and forth, wondering how he could be this stupid. The pretty ones always managed to catch him off guard. “What did you have to give him?”
“You,” she answered as the sound of her crying filled his thoughts. “He needed you to come back to his tower. If I could get you here, he would let me and Gabby live. That was the deal. I promise.”
He rubbed his now throbbing forehead. Her emotions seemed to make her abilities stronger, and he could feel her pounding inside of his skull. “And the little pit-stop here? Just for kicks and giggles?”
“I remembered Adam’s message; I really thought there could be something in there, something that could save us.”
“Us?” he asked, still rubbing his forehead. “I thought you made a deal.”
She chuckled. Not an amused laugh, it was more of the nervous variety. “I’m not stupid, Detective. The deal I made won't hold up anymore than your deal with him will. It’s like you said earlier, if The Agent wants you dead, you’ll be dead. I was hoping, maybe even praying, you would find something in there that could possibly help us all survive this.”
“And if I can’t?” he asked, still not angry as much as confused. “What happens then?”
“You die; I die; my sister and her babies die. And The Agent gets everything he wants.”
Something occurred to him again, something that he, like an idiot, had completely missed. How had she managed to help him by invading the mind of a trained killer, not to mention all of the crying and bleeding that had accompanied the event, while taking care of two small children?
“Where are you right now?” he asked, knowing the answer before the question had truly been asked.
A second or two of silence passed by, leaving him to wonder if she had left his mind rather than provide him with a response. But then, with a sudden jolt of pain throughout his skull, she spoke. “I’m in his tower, on the floor just beneath his living quarters.”
“Are you safe?” he asked, suddenly more concerned for her safety than he was about anything else.
“I am,” she answered. “He had me taken from the hospital, and he said he would kill me immediately if I couldn’t convince you to return to the city. You saved my life for a little while just by coming back.”
“Yay me,” he said, his voice flat. “Now what?” 
“Whether you know it or not, Detective, you’re a hero. You can’t help but try and save the girl then kick the bad guy’s ass. It’s all you know.”
He reached down, grabbed the gear shift, and placed the truck in gear. “Goddamn it,” he said as the truck began to move. “I really hate it when I’m so fucking predictable.” He glanced to his left, giving one last look to the building burning in the rain, and he began to drive the truck toward The Agent’s tower. 
_______________________________________________
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_______________________________________________ 
 
The Detective was tired, wet, and bleeding profusely from the hole in his shoulder. His right knee continued to pop and crack in strange and exciting ways. His adrenaline was still too high; he couldn’t feel the pain…yet, but he knew it would be there before long. The pain always managed to show up. And he had a pretty girl in his head giving him directions for the fastest way to a despot’s private tower. All in all, everything was par for the course, just the usual old day.
“Really?” Emily asked from his thoughts. “This is your usual day?”
“Pretty much,” he answered as he tried his best to see through the rain soaked windshield. The storm’s intensity had increased; it took everything he had to keep the winds from blowing the truck out of the road. “I’ve never been what you would call ‘normal.’”
“No kidding,” she added. “Make a left at the next light. That’ll take you straight into downtown.”
“Yes ma’am,” he said in return, suddenly not sure if he could even see a street light through the windshield. The wipers tried in vain to keep up, but he knew it was a losing battle. “Are you still safe?” 
“Yes. The Agent has me on the floor beneath his living area. Apparently, his whole penthouse is designed to be telepathic proof, so he had me held here. That way I would be free to contact you, moving you into place for him.”
“Like pieces on a chessboard. Does that make me a pawn?”
She chuckled. “You’re a knight if I ever met one. Or maybe a queen.”
“I’m sure you meant that in how the queen is the most powerful piece.”
“Nope.” She laughed again. “I just like to mess with you.”
He smiled. “Here I am, fighting tooth and nail just to come to your rescue, and you’re going to call me a lady. Maybe I should just leave you there.”
“You probably should, but you won’t. Like I said, you’re a knight.”
“How many guards?” he asked, finding himself tempted to roll down the window and stick his head in the rain, just to improve the visibility.
“Two when I was brought in,” she answered. “Both just outside of the room, posted at the door.”
“Any in the room with you?”
“No one in here but me.”
“Sounds lonely.”
“Not really.” He noticed the slightest twinge of happiness in her voice. “I’ve got you to keep me company.”
“Can you read the guards?”
She sighed as her voice returned to its previously despondent tone. “Nope. They seemed to be equipped with the same anti-telepathy The Agent has always used. Matter of fact, everyone in the building must be using it. Far as I can tell, as far as being able to telepathically sense anyone else, I’m the only person in the whole place.”
“At least the place isn’t on fire.”
She chuckled ever so lightly again, just barely above a whisper. “I’m sure you’ll take care of that when you get here. The last two places you’ve been to have both burnt to the ground once you got there.”
“It’s a talent,” he replied with a small laugh of his own. “And for the record, I didn’t start either of those fires.”
“Just like you didn’t steal that truck?”
“Exactly. These things just seem to happen to me. I’m cursed with horrible bad luck and exceedingly good looks.” 
She laughed, and he appreciated the sound. For some reason, he found it comforting. He knew he shouldn’t. After all, she had lied to him throughout this whole process, telling him whatever she had to in order to get him to where she, and by proxy, The Agent, needed him to be. But somewhere deep inside, down deep where his instincts and natural intuition lived, he knew she was telling him the truth now, having only lied to him in order to save her life. In the end, he couldn’t blame her. He would have done the exact same thing if his life was on the line. God knew, he had done so much worse.
“Anything useful in there?” she asked. 
The Detective had been running his finger across the print on the journal’s pages, using his exaggerated sense of touch to read with his fingertip while he drove. There was plenty of information in the book: personal notes, news clippings, magazine articles, transcripts of videos and recordings, all kinds of useful little tidbits, but nothing on how to kill The Agent. 
“Adam managed to hack The Agent’s personal computer,” The Detective replied. “The Agent had files on me, the rest of The Seven, even you, but there’s nothing in here on any weaknesses The Agent may have.”
“Me?” Emily asked.
“Yep. Even you. So much for your sister keeping your telepathy secret. Rogers knew all about it; he just chose to let Fire think she was keeping it from him.”
“The Agent sucks ass.”
He chuckled. “I’ve been trying to tell everyone that for years. So did you figure that out before or after he kidnapped and threatened to kill you?”
“Before,” she answered with an obviously angry tone. “I knew it well before any of this. It just makes me feel better to say it to someone else.”
He hadn’t mentioned it, but he had found something interesting in the journal, interesting but not useful, not yet at least. Somewhere around page fifty or so, he had found an envelope stuck in between the pages. The outside of the envelope had been addressed to Adam with no return location. Inside was a letter, a simple letter with a single line, that same line that kept coming back over and over, the line now, after reading some of Adam’s personal recollections, that made perfect sense: They’re not the family you deserve. 
The Agent had obviously ordered Psychosis to leave the phrase in the boy’s mind as a key to unlock his memories, just in case The Agent ever had a need for Adam to remember what had actually happened. When Adam read the letter, all of those memories came flooding back. No wonder, The Detective thought, the kid wanted to kill them all. Now, more than ever, he couldn’t blame him. 
On the letter itself, The Detective found two separate fingerprints. One was Adam’s. His prints were all over the notebook. The second was a complete mystery. It wasn’t one he had encountered, not yet at least. But, he had at least one more likely suspect.
As he slid the envelope and letter back into the notebook, he remembered something else he had kept. With one hand on the steering wheel, he reached into his pants pocket with the other hand and pulled out the suicide note he had found at Adam’s apartment almost a day ago. He slid it into the journal alongside the envelope, feeling that it all deserved to be together. 
“Do you really think The Agent sent it to Adam?” Emily asked from thoughts. She had obviously been eavesdropping. 
“Maybe,” he answered. “Probably. Wouldn’t doubt it a bit.”
“Why would he do that to his own son?”
“It’s The Agent. Why wouldn’t he?” The Detective thought of another question, and as much as he didn’t want to ask, he still felt the need to know. “Did you know about Adam, about what happened to him when The Seven found him, about his family?”
For a few seconds, there was nothing but silence until she finally spoke again. “I knew. Pammy accidentally told me a few years ago; I caught her thinking about it when she didn’t know I was around. She explained the rest. I found out, but I never wanted him to know.”
“Why not?” The Detective asked in a confused tone. “Didn’t he have the right to? I would want to.”
“You didn’t know him the way I did. I didn’t want him to have to live with that moment. Sometimes a happy lie is better than the painful truth. I never wanted him to blame himself for all of that. It wasn’t his fault. He never asked for any of that.”
“It came out anyways; things like that always do.”
“Like that thing that happened to you with the two waitresses in Vancouver,” she said in an obvious attempt to change the subject.
He smiled. “What I did on my days off was my business.”
“But the handcuffs, wasn’t that a bit cliché?”
“When you’re a cop, they’re always laying around somewhere. Besides, I warned you about going too deep into my thoughts. You never know what you might find in there.”
“You are not kidding,” she added with the slightest of laughs.
He wanted to ask if she had known that it was Adam in The Iron Knight suit that morning when her sister was attacked, if she had known when the two of them had talked at the hospital, but he figured it was all moot at this point, none of it really mattered. If she had known, what could she have told him? What information would have made him do things different? Would he have even done things differently if he had known? Probably not, he thought to himself, even as he noticed that she hadn’t chimed into his internal monologue yet. He figured this wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have, so he did what he knew she wanted him to do: he let it go. 
The Detective continued to drive the truck through the storm; he could see The Agent’s massive white tower in the distance, brooding ominously over the city. The tallest building in Metro City, standing at an even one hundred floors, it had become Rogers’ home and base of operations since The Seven won the war. Rumors said that no one other than The Agent himself had entered the living quarters on the top floor in years; supposedly, he lived in there alone, standing guard over the country alongside his thousands of television monitors, each connected to the millions of surveillance cameras scattered throughout the land. It was told he had immediate access to any of the cameras, showing him instantly what was happening on any street corner, any hallway, every house, and every apartment in the country.
The Agent had become a hermit in his building, nothing more than a disembodied voice giving orders and commanding his troops to do his bidding, his dirty work, while he sits there, alone, contemplating the machinations that kept the country under his thumb.
The Detective wondered if The Agent had the cliché long beard and overgrown toenails that despots in self-exile usually developed. The Detective hoped so, if for nothing else, just for the comedy factor alone. He loved a good joke.
“Would you really laugh at him?” Emily asked. “To his face?”
“Probably,” The Detective answered. “I’d laugh as hard as I could, right before he killed me, at least.”
“You’re quite optimistic about your chances of success.”
He smiled. “Just being realistic. Without a weapon that can work against him, some kind of a trick, an escape plan, something, I’m kind of walking in to a no-win situation here.”
As if on cue, the phone in the glove box began ringing. The Detective reached over, opened the box, and took out the phone.
“You’re not going to answer it again, are you?” Emily scolded him from his thoughts.
“Why not?” he said in return, flipping the phone open and preparing to hit the button marked send. “It’s probably just that guy you mentioned earlier, just wanting to know why I stole his truck.”
She laughed from beneath her breath. “I knew you stole it. You can’t borrow if you have no plans to bring it back.”
“How do you know I wasn’t planning on taking it back? Maybe I had planned on a grand return trip where I scoured the country to find the one true owner of this truck. I mean, it’s highly unlikely, but it is possible.” He hit the button to talk and placed the phone next to his ear. “Hello,” he said as calmly and normally as he could.
“Hello, Detective,” said an electronic, computerized voice from the other end of the phone. 
_______________________________________________
 
“Well, hello Adam,” The Detective said in return. “If it isn’t my favorite disembodied, robot, mass murdering, killing machine. Are you wanting to just say hi or is this a business call?” He could hear Emily gasp from his thoughts. He did everything he could to block her out of the conversation; some things she didn’t need to hear. The digitized voice of her dead best friend was probably one of those. 
“I’ve been tracking you, Detective,” the mechanical voice answered. “There is a tracer in one of your interior coat pockets; it has allowed me to follow your every movement.”
The Detective reached into his pocket and pulled out a tiny piece of metal surrounded by circuitry. He held it up in front of his face and turned it from side-to-side, giving it a good once over. “You sneaky bastard. You put that in there after you knocked me out.” He crumpled the tracer in his hand, rolling the metal into a ball. He rolled the driver side window down a smidge and tossed the ball onto the wet street.
“Destroying my tracer won’t do you much good now, Detective. I know where you are and where you’re going. The question now is why, why are you heading to The Agent’s tower? Whose side do you stand?”
“Look,” The Detective said in return, beginning to feel the slightest bit of anger over having his motives questioned. “I found your journal, and I read through it. I completely understand your reasoning for hating The Seven; I have my own set of reasons to want to see this regime brought down, but, and let me say this as clearly as I can so we both understand my meaning: I’m not on any side in this little one-man war of yours. I am where I have always been, the odd-man out looking in.”
“Then why did you return to the city?” Adam’s voice asked from the phone. “You had every opportunity to leave the situation, to remove yourself from this, as you say, one-man war.”
“Oh robot-boy, I have so many reasons: revenge, kicks and giggles, overwhelming sadomasochistic tendencies, the list goes on and on. Which reason do you want?”
“The reason that would cause you to give up a sure chance at escape to return to a certain death.”
The Detective cleared his throat, making sure what he was about to say came across loud and clear as it possibly could. “Emily.”
“What?”
“Emily,” The Detective said again. “The Agent has her, and I came back to keep him from killing her.” The Detective decided to leave out all of the details concerning any lie she may have told to get him to make that decision, not that it would have changed his mind or affected his choice. Either way, he would be on this same path, hell bent to get to that tower, determined to rescue her from The Agent’s hold. “He’s using her to lure me into a trap. He needs me at his tower, not sure of the why’s or the what’s, but I know that part of his master plan is getting me into that building. And he will kill her if I don’t show up; I have no doubt on the subject.”
There was a moment of silence on the other end of the phone before the robotic voice spoke again. “Then, I guess I am in your debt, Detective.”
“My turn to ask the questions,” The Detective said in return, ignoring Adam’s last comment. The last thing he needed was a homicidal killing machine owing him a favor. “Do you have a plan here or are you just making all of this up as you go along?”
“I have a plan.”
“Care to share?”
“I am going to kill The Agent and make him pay for all of the atrocities he has committed.”
“Sounds great. You got some kind of a magic bullet, or are you just planning on showing up unannounced, sneaking up on him, saying boo, and hoping for a heart attack to kick in?”
“I have a method in place.”
The Detective sighed. “Goddamn mass murdering robots being controlled by disembodied dead people. They never give you a fucking straight answer. Seriously. Speaking of which, is there a reason you’re just getting around to going after Rogers. Hell, it’s been hours since you left me for dead in that damn field. Seems to me, you’ve had plenty of time to go fire your magic bullet and end this whole damn thing. What, did you get cold feet or something? I guess theoretically a robot would always have cold feet, being made of metal and all, but you get my meaning.”
“When I was still alive, Detective, I probably would have found you to be quite amusing.”
“Yep, I am a funny, funny man,” he replied. “I get it. Let’s all laugh at the man with the jokes. That doesn’t answer my question though.”
“After our last encounter, I had to enter into an extended repair sequence to repair both internal and external structural damage.”
The Detective remembered firing a bullet into the machine’s arm after Ice had frozen it solid. Not a pretty sight. “Yeah, sorry about that. My bad.”
Adam ignored his comment. “After the repair sequence finished, I had to procure the device that I will use to administer The Agent’s demise.”
“Sounds complicated and time consuming,” The Detective responded. “The questions is, will it work?”
“It will.”
The Detective took a deep breath, gearing himself up to ask the one question he always hated to ask in situations like this, the one question which always seemed to get him into trouble. “What do you need me to do?”
“Detective,” answered the robotic voice from the other end of the phone, “I need you to rescue Emily, protect her, make sure she comes through all of this safe and alive.”
“That’s it?”
“That is it, Detective. Emily safe and The Agent dead are the only things left in this life that I desire. I am hoping that your rescue will provide me with a distraction and an opportunity to face my adopted father without interference.”
“So that’s all you need from me? A rescue and a distraction?”
“Yes.”
The Detective smiled to himself. “I can do that.”
“This will be the last time we speak, Detective. I wish you well upon your task.”
The Detective started to say “you too,” but the call ended before he had a chance to get the words out. Not that it would have mattered; Robot Adam wasn’t exactly the world’s greatest conversationalist. The Detective figured that was probably the only answers he was going to get from him. 
He felt a stirring in his mind, the feeling of another presence within his thoughts; it was a strange yet now familiar sensation. Emily was there, inside of his mind, waiting for him to speak, knowing that he probably had dozens of useful questions. The joke was on her; he had questions, though he doubted any of them were useful. 
“So, he began to ask, “was your bestie always so, forgive my wording, robotic in his speech, or is that something new?”
“It’s new,” she answered from his thoughts. “He always described the process of speaking with machines as a form of telepathy, like he was leaving his own body and entering into the mind of the machine itself. I guess this time he took the whole process as far as he could.” She paused before speaking again. “Detective, tell me this, is he really gone for good? Is there any way he could be brought back? Is there any way he could be saved?”
The Detective paused, not exactly sure how to answer. For the past twenty-four hours, since he had been released from his holding cell in The Hole, since he met Ice, his entire time in this fucked up situation, he had continually thought of the killer robot as something that needed to be stopped, yet now, he found himself on the same side as the machine and the man whose essence remained inside of it, both gearing up for one final confrontation. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if he was going to make it out of all of this alive; if he couldn’t save himself, what chance did he have to save the man who had already sacrificed himself to kill the rest of The Seven.
“I don’t know,” he said, giving her the only answer he could come up with at the moment. “My only concern now is finding a way to save you, and hopefully, getting the two of us out of this with both of our heads still attached to our shoulders.”
“I have faith in you, Detective.”
“Well, that makes a grand total of one, so that’s one better than normal.”
He could feel her smile from his thoughts. “Give me something good to think about,” she said. “What are we going to do if we make it through this?”
He stared at the giant white tower through the falling rain; it inched closer and closer with every passing second. “I am going to take you on a date.”
“A proper one?” she asked with a small laugh. “I’ve been in your thoughts. I’ve seen your idea of a date. Coffee and a taco from a food cart won’t cut it this time.”
“A proper date,” he answered. “Dinner, a show, we’ll get dressed up. I’ll pick you up in my new truck I just got. I‘ll even wear a tie.”
“You always wear a tie.”
“I’ll wear a nice tie, just to shake things up.”
“Can I wear something low cut and revealing?”
He laughed. “I wouldn’t consider it a date if you didn’t.”
He could feel a swell of happiness from his mind, as if a ball of sunshine and rainbows had erupted from his thoughts. Her happiness engulfed him; it felt nice.
He slowed the truck down and moved towards the curb on his right, stopping in a nice parking spot just in front of another car.
“Why are you stopping?” she asked.
He looked out at the hundred story building less than a block away from where he had stopped, standing in the distance like a giant sentinel, as if it was just waiting on his arrival. “I’m here,” he answered as he reached down and picked up the journal before placing it inside of his coat. 
“Then what are you waiting for,” she said from within his thoughts, his own mind filled to brim with the excitement she was feeling. “Come and get me.”
“Why the hell not.” He gripped the handle, opened the door, and stepped out into the still pouring rain. 
_______________________________________________
 
He watched the wall of monitors, so much happening, so little time left for it to all unfold. He had just watched his son decimate all of the soldiers stationed at the Fort Xorn depository; over two hundred soldiers killed without giving Adam’s armor even the slightest of scratches. He couldn’t help but be impressed. Despite everything, this was still his son, tearing through the country, killing the most powerful governing body in the world. How many had tried to kill The Seven over the years? How many had failed? All of them. Until now, until his son, alone, completely by himself, had done that which all the others couldn’t have conceived of doing.
The show at the depository had been quite the spectacle, but he knew it was all for naught. Adam had the right plan, but he had thought of every eventuality, every contingency. There would be no surprises tonight.
He looked at the bottom corner on his wall of monitors. Emily continued to sit in her cell, her nose still bleeding ever so slightly from her previous over exertion. He knew that she had been helping The Detective during his fight with his special children. Not that it mattered. It was his desire that The Detective stay alive, so therefore, The Detective was still alive. When he needed The Detective to be dead, he would make sure the dog on two legs was dead. When and how was his choice, and no one else would make that decision for him. 
He looked up at a monitor near the top: The Detective drove through the storm, hell bent on arriving here to rescue his fair maiden. He wondered if The Detective would have tried so hard to get here if it was Ice in the cell instead of Emily. He doubted it. Besides, Ice wouldn’t have waited to be rescued; she would have already fought her way out. He was still surprised that Ice would have picked one like The Detective over him, choosing one so weak over one so strong. Such a shame.
He picked up the phone and placed it to his ear. 
“Yes, Chancellor,” the voice on the other end said in answer.
“The Detective is almost here; have Peterson prepare the welcoming committee. When The Detective arrives, he is to come straight to me. No detours. And once he arrives, no one comes up until I give the all clear code, and then, I will need at least three clean-up crews brought up. Are we clear?”
“Yes sir,” the voice replied.
He bent down and pushed a button on the console. Without waiting for a voice to answer, he spoke into the receiver: “Do not make your presence known until my son arrives. And then, you are free to do with The Detective whatever you wish.”
He lowered the phone and returned it to its resting place on the console. He looked at the wall of monitors and the many different views of his city. So many different places, so many different players in his little game, yet there was only one way it could all end. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective walked through the rain, all the while continually staring at the giant white tower standing before him. He was still a block away, but the hundred story building dominated the darkened skyline. He realized he should have been annoyed at having to, yet again, take a long stroll through the rain; after all, he was still drenched from his last exposure. But everything still maintained that sense of finality he had felt from earlier. In his mind, this felt like his last walk in the rain, his last time staring into a dark sky, his final time wishing he could see the moon and the stars.
If this was it, somewhere deep inside, buried well beyond everything he felt on the surface, he knew this was worth it. Emily, in the end, was an innocent in all of this. It wasn’t her fault that she happened to have a sister who was one of The Seven; it wasn’t her fault that she had encountered him earlier that day; it wasn’t her fault The Agent was using her as a pawn to lure The Detective to this place, this building, this imminent finale. 
He felt the need to save her, and hopefully, actually accomplish something in this situation, a situation he continually reminded himself not of his making. Like Emily, he just seemed to find himself in this whole mess, twenty four hours of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
“You still there?” he said aloud to the invisible voice in his head as he continued walking, the rain splattering hard against his hat and coat, drenching him further past the point where just saying he was wet was no longer an apt description. 
“I’m here,” she replied from his thoughts. Her voice seemed tired. He wondered if she had ever actually used her powers this much over such an extended period of time. He sensed the strain she was feeling, not that she would have admitted it out loud, not that he needed her to admit it to know it was there.
“You okay?” he asked, knowing the answer before she ever said the words.
“I’m great,” she lied. “I am expecting company, and I’m doing my best to get the place ready.”
The rain dripped from the bill of his hat and onto his face. He didn’t complain; he just added it to the list of things he could be experiencing for the final time. “Anybody I know?”
“For your information, I am expecting a gentleman caller.”
“Sounds fancy,” he added with a smile. The Agent’s building was just around the corner. He truly had no idea what to expect; nothing would have surprised him. It could be an army of supers, a whole tank battalion, a mime doing the whole trapped in a box thing. Okay. He lied. That last one he would have found a little shocking, but at this point, just a little. He turned the corner, and what he saw, much to his surprise, he had not expected. 
One guard.
One single, solitary guard stood in the pouring rain outside of The Agent’s tower, standing all alone in front of the building’s front entrance, seemingly unarmed and defenseless other than the storm trooper/swat team armor he was wearing. The Detective stopped walking for a moment and stared at the man, suddenly not sure if he should be happy or insulted. He was leaning toward insulted.
He started back walking, staring at the lone man on the other side of the street, the lone solitary man, standing there alone, defenseless, just waiting. As The Detective came closer, he saw something in the man’s hand, held underneath his arm, presumably to keep it as dry as possible. It was a clipboard. The man was holding a goddamn clipboard. That was how little The Agent worried about his visit. He sent a glorified bureaucrat to act as a doorman. 
“You should beat the guard up,” said the lovely voice from his head. “Just to send The Agent a message.”
The Detective looked around just to confirm that he and the guard were the only ones on the outside of the building. They were. “I could take him if I wanted to.”
“I know you could,” she replied, a mock tone of sarcasm in her ethereal voice. “You could beat him up real good.”
The Detective smiled. It wasn’t a smirk or a half smile; it wasn’t for anyone else’s benefit. It was a genuine, honest to God, real smile, but it came with the same sense of finality as everything else he was currently doing. Maybe, just maybe, he thought, that was the last real smile, the last real moment of happiness he was ever going to feel. He hoped not, but things weren’t exactly looking good. And there was, deep inside, just below the surface of the things he knew and the things he felt, that nagging feeling that he wasn’t walking away from this building with all of his limbs intact, if at all. 
“I could if I wanted to,” he replied, resuming the conversation. “In a fair fight, I could totally win.”
“What if he cheats?”
“Then I guess I’m fucked.” He waved toward the guard. “I’m The Detective,” he said once he was close enough for the other man to hear him through the still driving rain. “I believe I have an appointment.”
“I have been anticipating your arrival, Mr. Detective,“ the guard said in the most pleasant of tones from behind the safety glass blast shield built into the front of his helmet. Without another word, he held out a hand for The Detective to shake. 
Yet again, it wasn’t what The Detective had expected, and for the briefest of moments, he found himself entirely unsure what to do. Did he take the hand? Really? He was walking into a despot’s private sanctum, and there was a solitary guard holding a clipboard and offering a hand out for him to shake.
The Detective did the only thing he could think of at the time, and he reached out and shook the guard’s hand. The grip was firm but gentle, with the guard seeming to know there was little point in trying to overpower the grasp of a man with superpowers. 
The guard released his hand, lifted the clipboard up, and looked down at it, trying his best to use his head to block the rain away from the paper. “My name is Peterson. I am Chancellor Rogers’ personal assistant. If we can head inside, he is expecting you.”
A personal assistant. Not an armada of soldiers, not a single tank, not even a crack head with a knife, nope, they sent him a personal assistant. 
“You could still beat this guy up,” Emily interjected from his thoughts.
He ignored her. “Where does he want this meeting?” 
Peterson motioned his head toward the building‘s higher levels. “In his penthouse on the top floor. As I said, Mr. Detective, he has been anxiously awaiting your arrival.”
“Well, that makes one of us.” The Detective replied. He thought about correcting the whole mister thing, but at that exact moment, he kind of liked it. He and Peterson, despite all of the good times they’d had so far, weren’t exactly on a first name basis yet. 
Peterson motioned toward the front door. “If you will follow me, we don’t want to keep the Chancellor waiting.”
“We might want to. You know, just to keep him on his toes.”
Peterson didn’t react to The Detective’s admittedly somewhat lame attempt at humor; he just kept motioning toward the door with the same blank expression on his face, which was just slightly kept out of view due to the helmet and its attached face shield. From what The Detective could see, Peterson was male, somewhere in his late thirties to mid-forties, average height, average weight, just standing in the rain like an idiot with a clipboard in his hand, in other words, nothing special. On top of his nothingness, a scent emanated from him. The Detective could pick it up through the rain and across the distance between them. He was drenched in the scent of fear; it rolled off of him as if he had bathed in a tub filled with fear flavored cologne. The man in the swat team armor was scared to death. 
So why would The Agent send this man, this Peterson, to be his all inclusive welcoming committee? It quickly occurred to The Detective what made this man so special: he wasn’t in the least bit threatening. The Detective had no qualms whatsoever about following this man into the building. After all, like he had told Emily earlier, he could beat him up if he wanted to. There was nothing special about this guy, no reason at all to believe this man held any danger or threat in any form. 
In other words, this was all an obvious trap. The Agent needed him in the building, and he sent the most non-threatening individual he could find. He might as well have sent a little kid out there. Probably, The Detective thought to himself, The Agent didn’t have a child readily available. They were all too busy working the overnight shift in the factories. 
“You don’t have to go in,” Emily said from his thoughts. “It’s obviously a trap. The Agent wants you---no, he needs you to come to him. By coming here, by coming after me, you’re just giving him exactly what he’s after. You’re just playing into his hands. I‘m not worth it.”
The Detective shook his head from side-to-side. “I know what I’m doing, and yes, you are worth it. Besides, nobody has tried to kill me in like thirty minutes. I am well past due.”
Peterson, with a puzzled expression on his face, stopped motioning toward the building and looked at The Detective. “What?”
“Not talking to you, Petey,” The Detective answered, as he began walking toward the front doors. He looked back at Peterson, who just stood there as The Detective walked past. “Well, Petey, are you just going to stand there in the rain like a moron, or are you going to take me to your boss?”
Peterson woke from his momentary stupor and guided the two of them toward the building’s entrance. 
_______________________________________________
 
Journal Entry
[Found on page 42]
Note: The following is a newspaper article published in a Canadian paper, The Toronto Report. The article was published almost a year after the war and approximately four years before The Agent’s failed takeover of our northern neighbors.
In an unsurprising and predicted move, the United Nations has disbanded. The move comes after the United States was involuntarily removed from UN membership and asked to relinquish any role the country had formerly played in world affairs. Following The Seven’s takeover of the government, the United States was deemed a dangerous state now controlled by a terrorist level entity.
The world’s remaining superpowers, including Canada, have formed a new collective of sovereign states. Deeming itself The League of Nations, this new organization has come together to safeguard themselves and other smaller countries from the expected invasions of the United States. 
The League is expected to announce a recruiting process for super powered individuals in the hopes of providing each member nation with a defense force to counter The Seven and their collective of similarly powered soldiers. Details on the recruiting process, including age limits and service times, will be provided within the coming weeks. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective followed Peterson to the building’s front doors, two giant doors that were at least a story high by themselves. The building was colored entirely white, and all of the windows were mirrored, reflecting the outside world and showing nothing of the building’s inside. Peterson walked to the right of the giant doors, where an electronic keypad waited for his numbers. He looked over his shoulder, just to make sure The Detective wasn’t peeking, and he put his number into the system with a flurry of tones and beeps. 
“I hear that retinal scans are a lot more effective,” The Detective said while still peering over Peterson’s shoulders. Ignoring the comment, Peterson continued with his digits. “Damn man, that is one hell of a long code. How do you remember it? Do you have to write it down on your hand? Both hands? Your hands and feet?”
“You are going to totally piss him off,” Emily commented from inside his head.
“I hope so,” The Detective said in return. “Maybe then, I can finally prove that I can beat this guy up.”
“Are you still going on about that?”
“Well, yeah. It’s not a running joke if you don’t keep it going. Do I have to teach you everything?”
“I know of a few things you could teach me. I’ve seen a few snippets from those stray thoughts you keep warning me about.”
“Now quit that. You’re going to make me blush right here in front of Petey, and nobody wants that to happen.”
Peterson turned away from the keypad and stared at the Detective, a look of complete confusion mixed with a tinge of terror covering the man’s face. 
“Sorry about that, Pete,” The Detective said, knowing he must sound like a lunatic to anyone else, going back and forth from asinine comments and talking to himself. Though in the end, he really could have cared less what this man thought of him. “I’m having a private conversation with my imaginary friend, and she likes to argue.”
“Do not,” Emily replied from his thoughts.
“Do too.”
“Well,” Peterson said, removing himself from the keypad and turning towards the two giant doors. “If you will follow me, I will escort you to your meeting with the Chancellor.” 
“Chancellor?” The Detective asked as he too walked toward the doors. “Do I have to be so formal? Can I call him Brucie?”
Peterson opened the two giant doors, and The Detective followed him through them. He stopped in mid-step after he crossed the doorframe and stared at the sight in front of him. He had walked into a giant room; the ceiling had to be at least fifty feet high. Desks were scattered throughout, each covered by several monitors, all showing various cameras throughout the building. Every desk was manned by at least three armed guards, each one wearing the same armor that Peterson sported, and each guard had an automatic rifle slung around his shoulder and a large pistol strapped firmly to their hip.
The Detective looked away from the desks and to the surrounding walls, where at least a hundred of these guards, each decked out in the same armor and carrying the same firepower, lined the room’s interior, each and every one with their gazes firmly planted on the new visitor and the guard showing him into the building.
“Mr. Detective,” Peterson began, “if you will follow me.”
The Detective shook himself awake. “Sorry about that, Petey. I was a little distracted by your army. I take it they are to keep me from leaving?”
“That is the plan,” Peterson answered without turning around.
They walked across the giant room; a path in-between all of the desks and the guards was available in the center of the room. The Detective fought the urge to introduce himself and shake the hand of everyone he passed. He assumed he was pushing his luck as much as it was. On the other side of the room, an elevator rested in the outer wall. There were no stairs that he could see, just the lift. Peterson guided him to it and stopped. The doors were already open and waiting for them to walk in. 
A thought occurred to The Detective, and him being who he was, he had to ask: “You know Pete, I just realized that you haven’t searched me. I could be carrying all kinds of concealed weapons up to your boss.”
Peterson laughed. “Mr. Detective, you have our purpose here all wrong. We are here to protect the Chancellor’s many assets, not the Chancellor himself. Even if you brought enough guns to outfit a battalion of men, there would be nothing you could do to harm the Chancellor. Now…” Peterson pointed to the inside of the elevator. “If you would be so kind.”
The Detective walked into the brightly lit lift. Two cameras rested on the ceiling, one pointed at the large row of buttons, marked from one to one hundred; the other was pointed directly at The Detective and seemed to move when he did, following his every little motion. 
Peterson reached over and pressed the button for the one hundredth floor, the button lighting up after his touch. The elevator began to move with only the slightest bit of a lurch. The Detective looked down at himself, seeing himself in actual light for the first time in a while. His once white shirt, the one Fire had given him some twenty-four hours ago, was now stained red, soaked in the blood that still flowed from his bleeding shoulder. Even his tie had a red tint to it. And that was a shame, he loved that tie. 
“So, beautiful,” The Detective began to ask the girl in his head, “which floor are you on?”
“The ninety-ninth,” she answered, the slightest bit of optimism present where strain and tension had been earlier. “Are you really coming to get me?”
“About to,” he answered.
“What about Peterson?”
“Petey is about to take a long nap.”
Peterson turned toward him, the man’s now trademark expression of confusion covering his face. “Excuse me?” he asked. 
But before he could barely utter his last syllable, The Detective reached over with his left hand and ripped the helmet from Peterson’s head. With his free right hand balled into a fist, The Detective slammed it into Peterson’s face. Once. Twice. Three times, each blow landing harder than the one before. An unconscious Peterson slid down the wall, his face broken and bleeding from several different spots. 
The Detective walked over to the buttons and pressed the one for the ninety-ninth floor. He tossed the helmet down in front of Peterson’s feet as he reached down to search the unconscious man. The Detective ran his hands across the front, then the back, before hitting the jackpot underneath Peterson’s armor. The Detective pulled out a large, fully loaded, handgun, the same kind the guards downstairs had also carried.
“This bitch was holding out on me,” The Detective said as he examined the pistol, pulling out the clip to see how many bullets were left then sliding it back in. “Carrying a gun the whole time while I thought he was defenseless. That’s just not right.”
“I can sense him now,” Emily said. “The moment you took his helmet off, I could see into his mind.”
He looked up to the display showing the floor number. Fifty-four. Another forty-five to go. “So the telepathic inhibitor is in their helmets. That’s good to know. So, did you find anything good or useful in there?”
“Fear, confusion, doubt, what he had for breakfast, all of the usual stuff,” she answered. 
Sixty. 
“Anything else?”
“I now have the code for the front doors.”
The Detective nodded. “That could come in handy if, and this is a huge if, we actually manage to make our way back to them.”
“I have confidence we will.”
“I’m glad somebody does,” he said in return. “All I have is two guns and a headache.” 
“It could be worse.”
Sixty-five. 
“I could have no guns, a headache, and a voice in my head who likes to argue? Yep, that would be much worse.”
She chuckled. “You’re still a jackass.”
Seventy.
“And you still give me a headache,” he replied with a smile. “And you seriously owe me a date.”
“Are you asking?”
“No, I’m not asking. At this point, I’m demanding.”
“Well,” she replied. The noticeable flirtatious tone she’d had earlier in the night had returned to her voice. “It’s not everyday a guy storms a building full of armed guards to rescue you, so I guess I can give you a firm maybe.”
“I’ll take it. I can work with a maybe.”
He looked up. Seventy-five. “Any way you can tell how many guards are outside your door?”
“I’ve heard at least two, maybe three.”
“You know what I’m about to ask, don’t you?”
She sighed. “You need me out of your head, so you can concentrate on killing people.”
Eighty.
“When you put it like that, it just makes me sound bad.”
“Will you do me a favor?”
Eighty-five.
“Maybe. Depends on what it is.”
“Please be careful.”
Ninety.
He made his voice as sincere as he possibly could. “I will do my best.”
“Thank you,” she said as her voice faded out of his head, taking the pressure and some of the head pain along with it.
A bell dinged, and he looked up to see the digital display flashing the number ninety-nine. The doors silently slid open, and with Peterson’s gun held firmly within his hand, he stepped out of the elevator.
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stepped out the elevator, half expecting to walk into yet another dimly lit hallway. Instead, the entire area was a sea of white: white walls, white floors, white ceilings, all of it awash with the glow of fluorescent light. Within a few yards of the elevator, he saw an unmanned guard station, complete with security monitors, communication devices, and various other paraphernalia he would associate with the art of running a floor dedicated to detaining The Agent’s various “guests.”
He took a glance at the monitor; the screen was split into several quadrants, each showing a different holding cell, and they were all empty. He assumed there would be more stations like this further down the hall, and he assumed Emily would be in the cell with actual guards out front. 
He continued walking, the pistol he stole/took from Peterson still clutched firmly within his hands. The gun was a tad bit heavier than his, and he thought it would have a bit more kick as well; the heavier weight would probably throw his aim off ever so slightly. In a situation like this, life and death, imminent shootouts with heavily armed storm troopers, he would have preferred to use his own gun; but his gun had four bullets left, and this one had a full clip. This choice, at least, was easy; all of the rest he’d had to make in the past twenty-four hours, not so much.
And that’s the moment when the doubt crept into his head, and the obvious question came to the forefront of his thoughts: what in the hell was he doing here? The past twenty-four hours had seen him go from an unconscious prisoner, surviving his imprisonment in a cryogenic tank, to an unwitting investigator, helping, of all people, The Ice Queen herself try to find who had just murdered The Iron Knight and taken his armor on a cross state murder spree, eliminating each of The Seven, one-by one. 
And now, he was in The Agent’s tower, searching for the little sister of a member of The Seven, who had been taken as a pawn to lure him here, and he had happily obliged, all the while knowing it was nothing more than a trap. Was he stupid? The last time he had checked he wasn’t, but his actions did nothing to prove this to be the case. Maybe everything he had always suspected about himself was true, and he was nothing more than the world’s largest glutton for punishment, a masochist of the highest order. 
Or maybe, just maybe, he was what Emily kept calling him: a hero, and The Agent was just using this whole situation to prey on that part of him, knowing he wouldn’t be able to resist the opportunity to save an innocent, especially one who was only in danger because she had encountered him. Maybe, it occurred to him, The Agent had been using all of his traits against him: his curiosity, his natural desire to fight, his love of pretty women, his inability to leave a situation like this unfinished. 
Could it be that all of this had been about him, just for the insane purpose of getting him here, to this place at this exact time. He knew it was crazy, but on some level, it made sense. It wasn’t in his nature to be vain, to believe that everything was about him, so this entire line of thinking went against his nature. But at this point, crazier things had happened, and even crazier was bound to keep happening. 
He shrugged the thoughts away, trying his best to break off from this line of thinking. Who the hell was he? He had been a lowly homicide detective, struggling to keep his powers hid from those around him, never letting anyone get close enough to him, lest the fact he was a freak become public knowledge to everyone he knew. Then came the war, a war he couldn’t identify with either side on, so he did the only thing he knew to do: he hired a technokinetic who’d worked as a hacker, and he paid her a ton of money to wipe his digital footprint clean. Her name was Mara, and he remembered, for a woman with a Mohawk and plenty of tattoos, she was quite lovely. She erased him from the world, removing all records of his fingerprints, DNA, retinal scans, dental records, even his elementary school records, effectively eliminating his presence from the planet, making it as if he had never existed. 
He left Mara’s apartment that day as The Detective, and The Detective had been his only identity since. He packed a single suitcase of belongings and made a run for Canada, knowing that no matter which side won, the United States would no longer be the same. Once there, he watched the war play out alongside the rest of the world, everyone wondering when the effects of the conflict would spill into their own respective backyards. 
In Canada, he did what he always done and became a police officer, but The Detective, unlike the man he had once been in America, had no reason to hide his abilities. It wasn’t long before he was noticed by the higher ranks of the government and assigned to a task force of operatives, made up of a combination of supers and normals, all with the same goal in mind: to prevent The Agent’s forces from making their way North, to prevent the atrocities taking place in America from happening in Canada. And, despite many losses in the process, they had, for the most part, succeeded. 
As interesting as he found his own private episode game of Memory, none of that served to answer his initial question. Who the hell was he? Why would he think himself so important to deserve this much attention from the Supreme Chancellor himself? Maybe, he thought, this was just the way the old man got his kicks and giggles. Just choose a random prisoner, release him, and watch him run through the maze like a rat dying for one last piece of cheese. 
Cheese. The thought simply served to remind him that he hadn’t eaten all day. He was going to be sorely pissed if he had to die on an empty stomach. Now that just wouldn’t be right.
After walking a while, he reached a crossroads; a corridor turned to the left, another to the right, while the hallway he was in continued straight for as far as he could see. He sniffed the air. Straight, he smelled nothing, just the same disinfectant, clean, hospital smell he had smelled since stepping out of the elevator. To the right, more of the same, nothing. He turned toward the left and sniffed again. This time, he hit pay dirt. To the left, there was sweat, coffee, a ham sandwich, hair gel, and several metallic smells, most likely belonging to guns and keys. If he’d had time, he could have deciphered between the various different metal scents, identifying each, but he didn’t have the time or the desire. 
The left, it seemed, had people, and people, in this place, were probably guards, guards who were probably guarding the woman he had come to find. He tightened his grip on Peterson’s gun and made a left turn. 
_______________________________________________
 
Two hundred feet or so into the corridor, The Detective noticed another security desk, complete with another monitoring station like the one he had seen earlier, only this one was manned. A helmetless guard, dressed up in all of the same swat team gear Peterson was wearing, sat at the desk, watching the computer screen, a cup of coffee in one hand, a ham sandwich in the other, his shaved head moving up and down as he chewed. The Detective inched closer; the guard never noticed, not even when The Detective moved himself within a few feet of the desk, his gun aimed directly at the guard’s uncovered head.
The Detective cleared his throat. The guard turned, spilling the coffee all over himself as he moved. He reached for a button underneath the desktop, but The Detective stepped closer, moving his pistol closer to the guard’s head. The Detective shook his head back and forth, saying no to any idea the guard may have had about raising any alarms. The guard stopped and slowly moved his hands into the air. 
“Up,” The Detective commanded in a hushed whisper.
The guard stood up, his arms still firmly raised in the air. The Detective took the guard’s place at the monitor. It was the same as the one he had seen earlier, split into several different quadrants, each showing a different view of the holding cells in lovely black and white. In one section, he saw a beautiful girl, her raven black hair disheveled and falling into her face. She sat in a chair, all alone in the middle of the room. She didn’t appear to be restrained; she nervously rubbed her dainty hands together, and her feet and ankles were tucked delicately under her chair. 
In another quadrant, The Detective saw two more guards posted outside of a door. Like Peterson and sandwich boy in front of him, they were also decked out in what seemed to be the standard storm trooper gear, each with their helmets firmly in place, each with their own firearm held in place at their hips. They didn’t move; they didn’t sway; they just stood there as still as statues, staring directly toward the front, and what The Detective assumed was the only entrance into the area leading to the holding cells.
The Detective stepped away from the monitor and leaned in close to the guard, his own personal hostage. He placed the gun’s barrel hard against the back of the guard’s bald head. “How many more guards on this floor?” The Detective whispered firmly as he pressed the gun a little bit harder than he had before. 
“Two,” the guard answered as quietly as it seemed he could.
Without taking any pressure away from the gun, The Detective turned back towards the monitor. Two more security personnel was all he saw, but he had to be sure. “When people lie to me, I get real happy with the trigger. You understand?”
“Yes,” the guard answered in a tone that seemed to be trying to sound as sincere as possible, but the fear in the man’s voice made his voice tremble as he spoke.
“I’m going to ask one more time, how many more guards are there?” The Detective put all of his concentration into his extra sensitive hearing, until he could hear the sound of the man’s heart beating within his chest. A nice steady rhythm, it beat in The Detective’s ears as the guard spoke again.
“Two,” he answered in a whisper. “I swear. God help me, I swear. There’s just me and the two of them. That’s it.”
His heartbeat had stayed steady, never giving The Detective the telltale sign of a skip or change in pattern that came when someone told a blatant lie. And suddenly, this all seemed way too easy. Three guards on the floor where The Agent had to know he would be going. A welcoming committee made up of, it seemed, the most inept guards The Agent could find. Was the Supreme Chancellor really not that concerned about his presence in his building, or was it simply The Agent saying he didn’t care what The Detective did? There was no fear, no worry on Rogers’ part. If The Detective wanted to rescue Emily, The Agent wouldn’t really bother to stop him. Maybe it was like Peterson had said: these men weren’t here to protect The Agent; they were just here to protect the assets, and if this was all the protection in place for Emily, it didn’t seem as if The Agent was bothered by the idea of her being rescued. Maybe, her usefulness had been used up, and The Agent no longer considered her an asset. 
The Detective placed his left hand on the back of the guard’s neck while his right hand pushed the gun against the back of the man’s head. “Walk to the holding cells. Make any kind of sudden move, try to get smart in any way, and I’ll turn your brains into a post-modern abstract work of art with the wall as my canvas. We clear?”
“Clear,” the guard said in return, trembling slightly as he spoke.
The Detective pushed him forward. “Good to know we’re on the same page,” he said in a hushed tone. They continued walking in the same position: the guard in the front, his face covered in fear, with The Detective behind him, one hand on the back of the guard’s neck, the other holding the gun. The corridor the guard led them both down seemed extra long and way too quiet. This was the most high tech building in the country, home to America’s own personal despot, yet this particular floor was devoid of life and activity; it all just seemed way too out of place. Every instinct he had was buzzing, telling him that something---everything---was wrong. Not that anything felt right or normal, but this, this moment, this trip down the deserted corridor, just felt particularly out of place.
After a few more steps, The Detective could see the end of the hallway and the holding cells just beyond. They veered to the left, and they stopped. The guard in his grasp stood there without a word. Across from them, on the other side of the large room, in front of what appeared to be the middle holding cell, stood two more men, both in the full storm trooper outfits, decked from head-to-toe in the same armor all of the other guards had been wearing. 
They both quickly reached for the guns in their holsters, but they both stopped, almost at the same time, when the hostage/guard began to scream out.
“Please, don’t!” he yelled across the room. “He’ll kill me; I know he will. Just give him what he wants.”
“And what’s that?” the guard on the left, a large man with dark skin, asked, his right hand still perched precariously above his firearm.
The Detective moved himself and his hostage further into the large room, all the while making sure the guard in his grasp always stayed between their line of sight and him. “I want the young lady you have in that room. You give me her; I’ll give you your friend here, and we’ll all walk away happy.”
“And what happens if we don’t?” the guard on the right asked, a nondescript type of man who reeked of exceptionally cheap cologne. It burned The Detective’s nostrils.
“It won’t be pretty,” The Detective said in return.
Both guards laughed. “What you gonna do?” cologne guard on the right asked in a mocking tone. “You gonna kill Eugene?”
The Detective leaned forward ever so slightly. “Are you Eugene?” he asked as he leaned into his hostage’s ear. 
“Yes,” Eugene managed to say in return, his voice cracking to the point that one word seemed almost impossible for him to utter.
“Nice to meet you, Eugene, hope I don’t have to kill you,” The Detective said as he resumed his previous position, allowing Eugene to be his own personal human shield. “And yes,” he yelled across the room, “that’s the plan. Give me the girl, or I kill Eugene. And right after, I’ll kill the two of you.”
“Think you can take the two of us before we kill you?” guard on the left asked, his hand noticeably closer to his gun’s handle.
The Detective tightened his grip on the back of Eugene’s neck. “Pretty sure I can, boys, so it’s probably not worth taking the chance. You will live so much longer if you just take me up on my offer.”
The two guards looked at each other, and The Detective could almost feel what they were thinking. There was a sudden scent in the air, a stench of sweat and adrenaline, and he could hear their heartbeats quicken, the rhythm in their chest gaining more and more intensity, until he saw them move, as if in slow motion, each of them almost simultaneously reaching down for the guns in their holsters.
The first bullet passed by The Detective’s right ear; he could hear and feel it as it traveled past his and Eugene’s heads. The second and third bullets hit Eugene square in the chest. He moaned with pain as the projectiles bounced off of his bullet proofed armor. The fourth bullet hit Eugene directly in his uncovered neck and traveled out the back, passing cleanly through The Detective’s left hand. 
Eugene fell limp, and The Detective assumed the bullet hole in his neck had been the killing blow. Several more bullets flew towards them, some passing harmlessly to the left and the right, others bouncing off of Eugene’s armor. The Detective held the body up, continuing to use him as a human shield as they moved forward towards the other two guards. 
Within a few seconds, they were close enough for The Detective to make a move. He threw Eugene’s lifeless body at the large guard on the left; Eugene landed right on top of him, knocking them both to the ground with Eugene landing on top, and the guard’s arms pinned beneath the dead body. Cologne guard continued firing towards The Detective, who spun himself out of the way of the bullets, his own speed enhanced by the extraordinary amounts of adrenaline pumping throughout his system, until he was standing directly behind the lone remaining guard.
The Detective grabbed the man’s jaw from the rear and lifted his head ever so slightly up; with his other hand, he placed the barrel of his own gun beneath the guard’s chin, the one spot on his body not covered by a helmet or armor, then he pulled the trigger. Pieces of brain mixed with blood and bone rained across the room. As the shower of gore landed all around him, The Detective released the guard’s chin and let him fall to the floor, where he landed in a heap, the remaining blood from his head draining onto the floor beneath him. 
The Detective slowly crossed the room until he stood above the other guard, the large, dark skinned man. Eugene’s corpse laid on top of him; his arms were pinned to the ground; he was as helpless as one could get. For a moment, just the briefest of moments, The Detective thought about taking the noble road and sparing him, being the bigger man, being the hero he always knew he could be, and all of that other crap he associated with the idea of being the good guy.
The man was saying something, and despite his super advanced hearing, auditory senses that could hear a fly fart from a hundred feet away, The Detective couldn’t hear a word he was saying. It was something about not killing him, about how sorry the guy was, about how this was just a job, in the end, nothing that mattered. 
The Detective looked down at his blood covered shoulder and the new wound he had received the last time he had let someone live after they had tried to kill him. It wasn’t a mistake he would repeat anytime soon.
“What’s the code to her door?” The Detective asked as he looked at the electronic keypad that opened and closed the cell doors.
“Please don’t kill me,” the helpless guard begged.
“The code.”
The guard tried to free his hands one last time, but he was still trapped beneath the girth of the dead body on top of him. Eugene, The Detective couldn’t help but notice, continued to come in handy. The Detective bent down next to them; he reached across and ripped the helmet off of the large guard’s head. He placed his own gun against the guard’s bulbous forehead and asked one last time.
“The code.”
The guard swallowed hard. “Zero, nine, nineteen, eighty-six.”
“Thanks,” The Detective said in return just before he pulled the trigger, blowing the large guards brains out the back of his head.
The Detective stood up, silently satisfied with the large amount of carnage he had managed to create in such a short amount of time. This wasn’t his fault, he reminded himself. He gave them every chance to just make a nice simple trade, and everyone walk away the better for it. It could have been a whole lot easier. 
He held up his left hand and inspected the new found opening he had in it. The bullet had passed cleanly through, leaving an almost perfectly round, bullet shaped hole in its wake. Blood poured from the edges and ran down his arm, soaking his coat sleeves in crimson. Didn’t matter, he thought. It just matched the rest of his blood soaked clothes. 
With Peterson’s gun still held firmly in his right hand, he walked over to the keypad and began typing in the code the large dead guy in the floor had just given him.
Zero.
Nine.
One.
Nine.
Eight. 
Six. 
With a swoosh sound straight from an old episode of some crappy sci-fi television show, the door slid open. Emily looked up from her chair. “What in the hell took you so long?” she asked as a huge smile covered her beautifully disheveled face. 
_______________________________________________
 
“Sorry about that,” The Detective said in return. “I got a little distracted with the whole shooting people thing. It happens.”
She looked up at him and smiled. Her expression seemed to light up the whole room, making everything he had gone through to get here more than worth it. She was just as beautiful as she was the last time he had seen her, some twelve hours or so earlier, but she looked as if she’d been put through the ringer. Her face was stained with the tears she’d obviously been crying, and the front of her white dress was stained with blood, presumably from the nose bleeds she had told him about after she had helped him with his little encounter with Light and Dark. But despite the blood, despite the tear stained face and the disheveled hair, at that exact moment, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
She sat in the middle of the room in a straight back chair. Both her hands and feet were free; she didn’t appear to be restrained in any way. Not that he thought she would be, not with armed guards outside of her door and all. She was wearing the same clothes she had worn earlier that day; not that he could say anything; he hadn’t changed clothes since getting involved in this whole fucked up mess. With the gun still in his right, he walked over to her and held out his bloody left hand for her. 
“Well,” he began as he looked down at her. “Are we staying here all night or are we leaving?” 
She smiled again. “I didn’t want to be presumptuous and just assume you were going to take me with you.” 
She reached up and took his hand, and he pulled her out of the chair. She leapt to her feet, landing against him with her arms wrapped around his neck. She squeezed him as hard as Fire had when they first met some twenty-four hours before. Hugging, he assumed, must run in the family. 
As she squeezed him, her delicate arms wrapped around his neck, she playfully inserted one hand into his hair just below his hat; he leaned in close to smell her. She still smelled like honey. And then he caught it: another scent in the air, just past them, located a few feet past the chair where she had been sitting. It smelled like sweat and male pheromones, with the slightest hint of metal and a slight twinge of gunpowder. 
Without thinking, he brought his right hand up and quickly aimed at a point just past the chair, to the exact spot where he smelled the telltale signs of a man holding a gun. He pulled the trigger.
Emily let out a little scream as the gun went off next to her head, looking up at him before turning to see what he had just fired at. They both watched in silence as a man suddenly appeared from behind the chair, a fresh bullet hole in the center of his forehead and a pistol in his hand, a hand that slowly fell to his side. He dropped straight back, landing hard on the white floor. 
With both of her arms draped around his left one, the two of them walked over to the chair and looked down at the now dead man who hadn’t been there before. Emily turned herself ever so slightly, seemingly to get a better view at her previous company. 
“What the hell just happened?” she asked, staring down at the man in disbelief. 
“Invisible man,” The Detective answered as he too stared down and silently congratulated himself on his own excellent aim. This guy, this invisible man, wasn’t dressed like the rest of the guards in the building with the whole storm trooper swat team get up; he had been wearing a nice suit, marking him as a higher level employee than Peterson and Eugene. Probably, The Detective thought, another one of The Agent’s private stash of assassins. 
Emily looked up at The Detective. Without her shoes, he was almost a good eight or ten inches taller than her. “That’s the fucker who brought me here, the one who took me at the hospital. How long had he been in here with me?”
The Detective broke free of her embrace for a moment, placing the gun inside of his coat as he bent down next to the dead man. He turned the body’s head to the side and looked behind the ear; there was a small metallic patch, just like the one Barren had been wearing. “He had probably been in here the entire time you were. Look.” He pointed out the patch.
“Telepathic inhibiting patch,” she replied. “Figures. Pammy always wears them when she doesn’t want me to know what’s going on. So how did you know he was here?”
The Detective stood back up. “I smelled him.”
“Handy talent you have there.”
“Tends to be.”
“What was he doing? Just standing here waiting on you?”
The Detective sniffed the air around them, just to make sure there were no other unnoticed visitors. “Well, he was waiting on me to get here, but I doubt I was his target. The Agent has made it clear he wants to see me in person. He was probably here for you.”
“Me?”
He nodded. “He was probably here just in case I made a run to rescue you. The Agent made the path in here as easy as he could, just three inept guards, but he kept this guy here for when I made it. I’m pretty sure invisible boy was here to keep you from leaving with me.”
“He was here just to kill me?” she asked, a look of disbelief covering her pretty face.
“Seems that way. If you were killed while I stood here helplessly and watched, The Agent knows I wouldn’t even think twice about coming up there.”
“You’re in the building. Why didn’t he just have you taken up by the guards?”
The Detective shook his head from side-to-side. “I don’t know. But for some reason, it seems like he needs my coming for this confrontation to be of my own free will. I have to come unforced.”
“There has to be a reason,” she replied.
“It’s The Agent,” he said in return. “There’s always a reason.” 
“So,” she began while nervously looking around the room, “anybody else in here or is it just us?”
He stepped next to her and looked down into her eyes. They were a rich brown, almost a milky color, deep and intoxicating. He liked them. “Just us.”
She put her arms around him and pulled him against her. “Here I am,” she said as she looked up, “waiting on you all day, patiently sitting in that chair, just hoping you were going to show up. You finally get here, and you spend all of your time walking around shooting people. I am feeling horribly neglected.”
“What can I do to make it up to you?” he asked with a smile. 
“This.” She reached up and grabbed each side of his face, pulling his lips to hers. She tasted like honey and tears. She passionately kissed him, not stopping until they both had to come up for air. “Damn,” she said, a huge smile on her face as she looked into his eyes. “I have been wanting to do that all day.”
“You know we have to get out of here,” he said reluctantly, knowing the words would break the spell of the moment. 
She audibly sighed. “I know. Do you have a plan to get us out of here?”
“Nope,” he answered as he reached down and grabbed her hand.
“Then what are we going to do?”
He smiled his trademark crooked smirk. “We’re going upstairs to pay the Supreme Chancellor a visit.”
_______________________________________________
 
Emily looked at him, a look of complete confusion covering her pretty face. “We’re going to see The Agent? Are you insane?”
“Yes and probably,” The Detective answered, his smirk still firmly in place.
“Why would you think this is a good idea?” She looked him up and down, just then seeming to notice the new hole in his left hand. She picked it up and looked it over, turning his hand from side to side as a stream of blood dripped from his palm. “My god, man, how much blood have you lost?”
“A lot,” he answered, watching her as she examined his hand. She let it go and pushed his coat away from his shoulder, seemingly to get a closer look at the wound there. 
She looked up at him, her face suddenly filled with fear and concern. “You need a doctor.” 
“It’s not going to happen,” he said with a smile. 
“You are going to bleed to death if we don’t do something.” The look on her face changed ever so subtly from fear to anger.
“Where are we going to find a doctor?” 
She turned away from him and walked back towards the once invisible assassin. She bent down and began running her hands through the dead man’s pockets. “We have to get out of here,” she said as she pulled a handkerchief from the inside of the corpse’s coat. She turned and walked back towards him. “Give me your hand,” she commanded, her voice full of a fire he didn’t realize her capable of. He held out his hand for her, and she began wrapping the cloth around his wound.
“Where are we going to go” he asked as she worked. “There are only two ways out of this place. The elevator only goes up or down. If we go down, we have about two hundred heavily armed guards waiting on us, and I guarantee they’ll be a lot more efficient than the three you had outside of this room.”
“And up?” she asked without looking away from his hand, trying her best to tie the handkerchief around the still bleeding hole. “What does up give us? The Agent is waiting on you. It seems like this whole damn thing, me, Adam, Pammy, Ice, everything, was just to get you to come here. You’re just going to walk right into that, knowing it’s exactly what he wants? You‘re willing to let him kill you just to get answers?”
He smiled at her, trying his best to look as reassuring as possible. He doubted it would make a difference. “I know it’s a trap; I know it’s what he wants, but what choice do we have? All those guards downstairs have one purpose, and that’s to keep me from leaving. I have ten bullets and a keen sense of smell; it’s not going to do us much good against that many. If we go up and your buddy actually shows up with a way to kill Rogers, we are at least giving ourselves some slight semblance of a fighting chance.”
She finished tying the cloth around his hand, and she looked up at him and smiled. “You’re quite cute when you’re attempting to be reassuring.”
“I try.”
“I know,” she said as she looked closer at his shoulder before pulling the coat back over the wound, as if she was silently saying there was nothing she could do about it. “So you’re basically telling me that downstairs is a quick death and upstairs is a slow one. Not much of a choice, is it?”
He reached up and stroked her hair with his uninjured right hand. “No, not really.”
She grabbed his hand and pulled it to her mouth, placing it against her cheek before bringing it to her lips and kissing his palm. “Then I guess it’s decided,” she said as she brought his hand down to her side, her own hand locked firmly around his fingers. “But if the walk to the elevator is our one and only stroll together, I at least get to take my time.”
“Absolutely,” he replied as they began walking toward the door of her cell. “For the next five minutes or so, I’m all yours.”
She squeezed his hand and looked up at him. “What more could a girl ask for?”
“A proper date?” 
“Oh, I’m getting that date,” she added with a smile. “That is one promise you are not getting out of.“ 
They walked out of the cell and into the area where he had encountered the guards. All three bodies still laid where he had left them; blood and bits of brain covered the rest of the floor along with parts of the walls. She stopped to readjust her footing, trying her best to walk through the carrion without getting any on her bare feet.
“So,” she began to ask, “do you leave a mess like this everywhere you go, or has this just been a special occasion?”
He sighed. “I’ve just been having a bad day. Everywhere I’ve gone today, someone has tried to kill me. I’m beginning to take it personally.”
“Maybe you rub people the wrong way.” She pulled his hand up and kissed the back of it as they passed the guard station where he had made Eugene his human shield. The smell of ham still filled the air. “I hear that you can be a bit of a jackass.”
“I’ve heard that too, but I never believed it.”
She laughed lightly as she reached over with her free hand and took his left one. The blood had soaked through the cloth and was dripping on the floor, leaving a trail behind them. “Did it hurt?” she asked. 
“When I fell from Heaven?” he answered as they walked, his smirk firmly in place. 
“You wish,” she said in return. “It’s a good thing you’re handsome. No, jackass, when the bullet passed through your hand.”
“Didn’t feel a thing,” he answered. “Still don’t, and I won’t until my adrenaline subsides.”
“No chance of that happening anytime soon.”
“Nope,” he said in return. He thought about telling her how all of the extreme amounts of adrenaline pumping through his system was going to burn out every organ in his body, killing him slowly every time he got overly excited, but he remembered she had been in his head for most of the day. He doubted he had any secrets left to tell. 
“You don’t,” she added with a smile. 
He shook his head from side-to-side. “You really have to stop doing that. We can talk in person now; we don’t have to do the whole poking around in my head trick anymore.”
“Sorry,” she said, though it was obvious she found it amusing. “Like I told you earlier today, proximity makes it worse, almost uncontrollable. Pammy always wears one of those patches behind her ears.”
He looked down at her as they walked, and he was awash with a sudden feeling of how right it felt, walking hand-in-hand with this beautiful woman, knowing that this was most likely the only time they would be able to do this. As he stared at her, he was reminded of the fact that he had just met her this morning, and this was officially just the second time they had actually laid eyes on each other.
Yet inside, within his mind, in his emotions, it felt as if they had known each other for a lifetime, as if they had been together, like this, as two people connected at the hip, for years, not the mere moments it had been in reality.
“It’s the psychic connection I made with you today,” she said without looking up. “I was inside of your mind longer than I’ve ever been in anyone’s. What we feel right now is what’s leftover from that link; it left us connected in ways other people could never understand.”
He looked down at her as they walked. “So it’s not real? It’s just residue?”
“No, it’s real.” She smiled up at him, the same sweet but tragic smile he had seen in the truck earlier when she had been nothing but a figment in his thoughts. “We were in each other’s minds in ways that defy imagination. I know things about you I would bet no one else knows, and the effect works both ways. You were a part of my mind as much as I was a part of yours. What we feel is real; it’s just been amplified and taken to an extreme.”
“That’s good,” he replied with a slight chuckle. “I was afraid that you were still just my argumentative imaginary friend. Maybe all of this is just in my head, and I’m still locked up in that containment unit; perhaps all of this is just one last fever dream before I die.”
She looked up at him, staring at his face with her big brown eyes. “You could only be so lucky. Well, now that I think about it, a dream might be the only way you could land a hot girl like me.”
“Now that hurts,” he said as he shook his head in disbelief. “Maybe I should just leave you here, then go upstairs and get killed all by myself. That would teach you a lesson I won’t soon forget.”
She laughed seemingly as hard as she could, squeezing his hand tighter with every breath. “I like you. You’re funny. And no, you’re not leaving me anywhere. We’re in this together now, so Mister Detective, you are stuck with me.”
He looked up in time to see the elevator in front of them. Their one and only stroll together had gone by way too fast, leaving them standing in silence in front of the closed doors, neither of them wanting to be the one to push the button. They didn’t have to. The doors slid open on their own.
“What the hell?” Emily asked, her voice seemingly filled with shock from either the doors opening by themselves or the fact that it was a sign their time together was up. He wasn’t sure either way. 
He looked down at her. “The Agent is tired of waiting.”
“Any chance we come out of this alive?”
He stared into the now open elevator. Peterson was still unconscious on the floor. “Slim to none,” he answered. 
“I’ll take it. It’s better than no chance at all. Besides, things could be worse.”
“How?” he asked as they stepped into the lift, their hands still firmly clasped together. 
“You could be a figment of my imagination. Now that would just be awkward,” she added as the doors slid closed behind them. 
_______________________________________________
 
“Who’s your friend?” Emily asked as she looked down at the unconscious man in the storm trooper attire.
“Him?” The Detective responded, pulling himself out of a momentary daze. He was suddenly easily distracted; he assumed it was from the loss of blood. “That is my old dear friend Petey Peterson. Just ignore him; he’s trying to sleep.” 
She looked down at him before launching her shoeless right foot into Peterson’s ribs. He let out a little moan. “That felt good,” she said as she moved the hair out of her face that had fallen from her sudden movement. “I really hate these guys.”
“Are you ready for this?” The Detective asked, his voice filled with a sudden sense of doubt that hadn’t been there before. 
She smiled her usual sad smile. “Not really. But I guess we’re past the point of having any other options.”
He nodded and reached across the elevator to the large panel of numbered buttons. Without a word, he pushed the button marked with a large “P,” and the lift began to move. 
He reached into his coat and pulled out the pistol he had taken from Peterson. “Here,” he said as he reached out to hand it to her. “Take this.”
“I don’t want that,” she said in a hesitant tone as her arms recoiled from the weapon. “What in the hell am I supposed to do with a gun?”
“Shoot people,” he answered. “Preferably not me or yourself, you know, just the bad guys.”
She sighed as she reached over and took the gun, holding it between her forefinger and thumb like she was holding a dirty napkin. 
He smiled at her. “If you hold it like that, you’re probably not going to be able to shoot too many of those bad guys.”
“Jackass,” she replied, moving the pistol into the palm of her hand and turning it from side-to-side. “I know how to hold it; I know how to use it. I just said I didn’t want it.”
“If I don’t survive this---,” he began before she opened her mouth to interrupt him. He kept going, stopping her from speaking. “If I don’t come through this and you do, you’re going to need an escape plan. That gun could be your way out.”
She shook her head. “Why do you think I have a chance of making it out if you don’t? You think The Agent is just going to kill you and just let me walk? Fat chance.”
He stepped closer to her and stroked her hair with his good hand. “Just hang on to it. It will make me feel better. Please.”
She looked up at him. “Damn you and your handsome face. I bet you use those good looks to get everything you want.”
He chuckled lightly. “Usually they just get me shot or stabbed.”
“Will it make you feel better if I hang on to this,” she paused before she said the word, “gun?”
“It will.”
“Do you have another, or am I supposed to be holding the only one?”
He opened the left side of his coat and showed her the holstered weapon inside. He didn’t dare tell her he only had four bullets left in that one. He didn’t have to.
“Seriously,” she replied as she placed the gun behind her back, reaching through the top of her dress and storing it in in between her skin and her bra strap. “Giving me the weapon with the most bullets. I’m not even going to start with everything wrong with that.”
The elevator stopped moving, and the doors slid open with a nice whoosh sound. The Detective stepped toward the opening until he heard a sound from behind him. He turned in time to find Emily on her knees, grasping her head and crying out in pain. 
_______________________________________________
 
“What the hell?” The Detective bent down beside her, not sure whether to touch her or let her be. 
“My…head,” Emily managed to get out. “I…can’t…see.”
“Your eyes?” he asked, knowing each question sounded dumber than the last. 
“No,” she answered as she attempted to climb to her feet. “My…mind…my…powers…they’re…gone.” 
He placed his arm around her and held her up. Her face was filled with pain; every little movement created a new grimace and pained expression. With an arm around her shoulder, he walked her toward the open elevator door. 
He himself was tired and bleeding from too many different locations. The walk was slow and tedious; he considered himself lucky to be on his feet at all, let alone actually managing to hold her in his arms as they moved. It wasn’t that she was too heavy; it was that he was to the point of being too tired to move himself.
He started to ask her what had happened when he remembered where they were. It had long been known that The Agent had designed his penthouse home to be completely telepath resistant; it had been layered in the same material as Barren’s telepathic proof patches that seemed to be all the rage these days. No wonder, The Detective thought, that she felt blind. Having a second sight taken away would have been like him losing his sense of smell. He had come to rely on it almost as much as he did his eyes.
They walked to the edge of the elevator, and he stood in silence in the spot where the lift met the penthouse, in awe of the massive room in front of him. The elevator opened into a giant kitchen which led into a living area. The cathedral ceiling was at least thirty feet high, stretching into a point in the center that could have been at least forty. On each side of the living area, plastered to each wall, were two giant monitors, each as high as the ceiling. Each monitor was separated into hundreds of quadrants, each section showing a different camera view from no telling how many different locations or cities. 
Most impressive, though, was the thirty foot high window that separated the living area from the giant balcony just beyond it. Even from where The Detective stood, all the way on the other side of the room, he could see the entire city through the glass, the night sky lit up by the hundreds of skyscrapers that had once been the city’s claim to fame. He could see the rain still pouring from the sky, which found itself intermittently lit up by the occasional flash of lightning. He found it almost breathtaking. 
The only light in the whole area came from the two giant monitors and the world outside the window. Everything else was bathed in darkness, creating deep pools of shadows throughout the two rooms, shadows that, The Detective knew, could hide just about anything or anyone. 
Without warning, the world around him came back into harsh focus, and he remembered the young woman who struggled to hang onto his one good shoulder. He looked around and found a mahogany topped bar type structure in the middle of the kitchen, complete with matching chairs, and he led her there, setting her carefully in one of the chairs. She buried her head in her hands; he could smell the tears that silently fell from her eyes. The pain, he knew, had to be overwhelming, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
He leaned over and kissed her on top of her head. She reached up, pulling him in closer. She let go of him as she raised her head away from her hands. She turned towards him, a forced smile stretched across her pain filled face. “I’m okay,” she lied, tears still visible in her wet brown eyes. “I’m better now.”
He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “You lie so pretty,” he replied with a smile of his own. He looked around; the scene was missing something or someone as was the case. “So…where’s our host? Thought he would be out here to kick my ass already.”
“He’s here,” she said through a grimace. “I can almost feel him.”
“Your powers are back?”
“No,” she answered as she shook her head from side-to-side. “It’s like there’s a persistent fog crammed inside of my skull, and there’s no room for it. It’s making my head feel like it’s going to explode. But if I shut my eyes and try real hard, I can almost feel the people around me. I can’t read them, but I can feel them. I can sense your presence right here next to me, and I can almost, not completely, just almost, feel him in the other side of the apartment.” She pointed past the monitors to a doorway that seemed like it would lead to a hall. “He’s somewhere in that direction.”
The Detective nodded in reply as he walked away from her and towards the other side of the counter, where, against the adjacent wall, stood all of the kitchen’s appliances: a stove, a dishwasher, and most importantly, at least to him, a refrigerator. He placed his hand on the door and started to open it, only to notice a set of fingerprints all over the handle. Someone’s cleaning lady wasn’t doing a good job. He ran the tip of his forefinger across the prints, recognizing one of them almost immediately. Suddenly, everything made a whole lot more sense.
Without another thought on the subject, he opened the refrigerator door and began prowling through all of the delicacies within. Meat, cheeses, milks, it was a smorgasbord or flavors, and he was starving. He took out several options then turned to grab a loaf of bread he saw on the counter. He smelled the air around it. Fresh baked bread, outside of pretty girls who smelled like honey, he couldn’t think of anything that could have possibly smelled better. 
She watched him as he placed his hat down on the counter and piled various varieties of cheese and meats onto the bread. “Are you seriously making a sandwich? We‘re going to die soon, and you‘re going to make a snack?”
“Yes and yes,” he answered as he put the last piece of bread in place. He picked it up and took a bite. “I am starving, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to die hungry if I don’t have to. Want one?”
“No thanks,” she answered with a small smile and the lightest of laughs. “I’m good.”
“Your loss,” he answered.
“I see you’ve made yourself right at home,” a booming voice said from the other side of the room. The deep, commanding voice belonged to an older man who stood in-between the giant displays. He was tall, around six-four or five, still broad shouldered and impossibly muscled even after all these years. The only sign he had aged at all was his hair and neatly trimmed beard, both the gray color of an old man. Without another word, The Agent walked toward them. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stared at The Agent, finding him disappointing on several different levels. He had at least hoped they would find Rogers living all alone like a recluse, with foot long nails, a beard down to his waist, and Kleenex boxes for shoes. If they hadn’t found that, The Detective at least wanted him to be in his old red, white, and blue spandex superhero getup from the pre-Seven days; instead, they found him in an ironed pair of slacks, a blue sweater, and a pair of expensive Italian loafers. Life, it seemed, was just continually full of disappointments.
“Detective,” Rogers said, the word seeming to roll off of his tongue as if it were a swear, “you finally made it. Mostly in one piece, it seems.”
“Sure did,” The Detective responded in-between bites of his sandwich. “Small talk, small talk, small talk, I’m glad we got that out of the way.”
The Agent ignored him as he walked closer to where they were. He looked Emily up and down, though not in a lecherous way, more like a grandfather who hadn’t seen a grandchild in a long time. “Emily, my dear, it’s been far too long; my God child, look at how you have grown.”
She sat up straight in her chair, seemingly doing everything she could to not show any of the pain she was feeling. The Agent noticed despite her best efforts. 
“I do apologize for your discomfort,” he said with a look on his face that could almost be described as compassion. He had crossed the distance between them and now stood almost next to Emily and across the counter from The Detective. “It’s a side effect of the telepathic block I have built into my home. Hopefully, the pain will subside as your mind adjusts to the lack of sensation.”
She nodded, still doing everything she could to not give away the tremendous amount of pain she was in.
“And I forgot to tell you this,” The Agent continued, “I called the hospital earlier, and they said that Fire was awake and out of recovery. She should be fine.” 
The Detective chuckled, almost choking on the last few bites of sandwich as they went down. 
“Do you find something amusing, Detective?” Rogers asked, turning his gaze toward The Detective and brandishing a look that was far from compassionate.
“So far, just about everything,” the Detective answered as he wiped the crumbs from his hands. He thought about making another sandwich, but he didn’t want to be seen as a glutton, especially not in front of someone he’d just met. “You take her against her will then threaten her life if she doesn’t guide me here. You’ve been pulling me around like a dog on a leash for the last day and a half, and you walk in here and act like we’re your guests from down the hall. A whole lot of this shit is funny.”
He could see Emily physically shift in her chair, as if what he had just said had made her quite uncomfortable. Obviously, she knew Rogers better than he could ever hope or want to, and she probably knew what made him tick and what was likely to set him off. All The Detective had were stories and rumors about the man’s volatility, and none of them were anywhere near pleasant.
The Agent looked at him, the older man’s face moving from angry to almost amused within the span of a few short seconds. “The impetuous of youth,” The Agent said as he sat down in a chair next to Emily and stared at The Detective from across the counter. “I believe I sent you on a task to find a killer. What did you find out?”
The Detective smiled as he reached into his coat and pulled out the journal he had taken from Adam’s. He slid it across the counter towards The Agent; several pages, including the envelope and the suicide note, spilled across the counter. The Detective leaned against the bar and stared at Rogers. “I found quite a bit, and some of it is interesting.” 
The Agent returned The Detective’s smile. “Do tell,” Rogers said in return, the two men now staring at each other quite intently.
“The man in the Iron Knight’s suit,” The Detective began, a look of satisfaction beginning to form in the back of his eyes, “the man who systematically murdered all of your old friends, is none other than your own adopted son, Adam. The blocks Quincy placed inside his mind, the blocks that prevented him from remembering what you and your little band of sidekicks did to his family, broke free when he opened that letter right there, the letter you sent him.”
The Agent smiled again. The smile wasn’t pleasant or an expression of happiness. It was more like a wild animal as it lined up its prey; the look of a tiger about to go in for the kill. “And exactly how do you come to that interesting conclusion?”
“Your fingerprints,” The Detective answered. “They’re all over the letter, and when I opened your refrigerator, guess what I found all over the handle. That’s right, the exact same prints. You sent the letter to your own son, knowing exactly what would happen when he read that line, knowing he couldn‘t help but seek revenge on the lot of you. Hell, you probably had Quincy leave it as trigger just for that exact purpose.”
“And what purpose would that be?” Rogers asked, the same smile still plastered across his gray bearded face. 
“This is the fun part. You wanted him to kill the rest of The Seven. You wanted him to wake up and do what you didn’t want to, or maybe just what you weren’t able to do. With them gone, you consolidate power. No more having to wait for a convening to make a decision; now you can rule like the tyrant bastard you’ve always wanted to be.”
“Brave words for a man with all the powers of a hyper active golden retriever.”
The Detective smirked. “Do I look like someone who cares whether I live or die? If you don’t kill me now, I’ll probably just walk outside and bleed to death in the rain, or hell, I walk in front of a bus tomorrow. We all gotta go, might as well be doing what I love.”
“And what would that be?”
“Finding would-be despots who suffer from delusions of grandeur and telling them to go fuck themselves.”
“Doesn’t sound like something that comes up too often.”
“It’s one of those once in a lifetime kind of hobbies, so you have to take it where you can get it.” 
The Agent lightly laughed from under his breath as he leaned away from the counter. “I must give you credit, Detective; you really have earned your moniker.” He walked towards the living area until he stood in front of the giant glass window that looked out over the terrace. He stared out over Metro City’s skyline, silently taking in the view of his city as lightning lit up the night sky. 
The Detective took the momentary respite to walk around to the other side of the counter. He leaned in next to Emily and asked her as softly as he could: “Are you okay?”
She looked up at him and smiled. It was that same tragic half smile he had come to know her for, but it was better than nothing. “I’m okay,” she answered in a whisper. “He was right. My mind is starting to adjust. Powers are still gone, but at least the pain is starting to fade.” 
“Good,” he said in return as she started to stand up; he put an arm out for her to hold, and she used it to pull herself out of the chair. She seemed much stronger than she had been just a few minutes earlier. 
She looked up at him. “What the hell was that?” she asked in a quiet but forceful voice. “Provoking him like that, were you trying to get yourself killed?”
“Not really, just figured I had the chance to say it, might as well get it out of my system.”
She smiled at him again; this time it was the happy smile he had seen a few times. “I was impressed. Think I got a little excited right around the time you told him to go fuck himself.”
“Nice to know I can still impress the pretty girl with my shenanigans; it’s like high school all over again.” He stumbled a little bit as he stood there, his feet seemingly unwilling to cooperate with the rest of his body; despite his best efforts to not let it show, she noticed anyways.
“What was that?” she asked in a loud whisper. “Are you okay?”
“Nothing,” he replied, suddenly not sure if he was holding her up or her him. 
She leaned next to him and pulled his coat away from the wound on his shoulder. The hemorrhaging had gotten worse; the entire interior of his coat was soaked in crimson and scarlet. “You’re bleeding to death.”
“Probably,” he answered with a grin. “Does dying make my whole speech back there seem any less brave?”
“Goddamn you,” she said, her whisper becoming ever so louder. “Do not give up; do you hear me?”
He straightened himself up and let go of her, not sure at the time which one of them would be the first to fall to the ground, but they both managed to stand on their own. He stretched out his neck, moving it from side-to-side, and he gave her a quick nod. 
“I’m okay,” he said, trying his damnest to reassure her. He had come too far for either of them to give up now. “I’m tired, but I’m okay.”
She looked up at him, the sweetest look of concern present within her pretty eyes. “You better be. I’m not leaving here without you. You got that?”
“Yes, beautiful, we leave together, no questions asked,” he replied, hating the fact that he had just blatantly lied to her. He doubted his ability to walk without help, let alone being able to leave there without a body bag to climb into. The only thing keeping him going at that moment was the adrenaline surging throughout him and the piss and vinegar that made up his personality.
“Detective,” The Agent called without turning away from the giant glass wall. 
The Detective let go of Emily and began walking across the large room, passing by the giant monitors, looking closely as he walked by at all the different camera angles The Agent had at his disposal. Knowing more were probably available at the touch of a button, the two screens showed at least a thousand different locations between them, each displaying a different corner, street, building top, hallway, or house. East Coast, the South, the North, the West Coast, The Agent could literally be everywhere at once and everywhere else in-between. With teleporters and assassins at his command, not to mention his armies of armed troops, it was no wonder he had kept the entire country under his thumb for so long. 
The Detective made it to the glass, and he looked out over the city. As impressive as the view had been from Ice’s bedroom, it paled in comparison to the view he was currently seeing. The entire city was displayed in front of him, every building, every light, every home, all lit up by the seemingly continuous flashes of lightning that ripped through the heavens.
He turned and looked at the Agent, who still stared out the glass. Despite his size and strength, his face had a tiredness to it, a sense of weakness, that The Detective had never noticed in any picture or clip of The Agent. His stint as being America’s own personal savior had definitely taken its toll on the man, not that it was anything less than what he deserved. To The Detective, Rogers deserved so much worse.
“Look at it, Detective,” the Agent said, breaking the silence in the room. “Look at what I have created. It’s a utopia. There are no homeless; there is no crime, no drugs. Everyone has a job, and no one goes hungry. Everyone has just what they need. It may not always be enough, but it’s always what they need. When Adam killed Barren, it was the first unsanctioned, the first unapproved murder in almost five years. I make sure no one breaks my laws, and everyone is safer for it. They are happier because I took control.”
The Detective turned and looked at him. “You really believe that, don’t you? You really believe this is a better place since you and your cronies took power? You think because you took away the option to commit a crime, the chance to make a mistake, the option to grow up and be what you want, that you made the world a better place?”
“Yes, Detective, I do,” Rogers answered as he turned towards The Detective. “I protect them from themselves; I have saved them from choice. If the choice to make a mistake is taken away, nobody will make one. I have created a perfect world, where hunger, addiction, crime, where none of this exists. My people, normals and super powered alike, are finally safe.”
The Agent pointed out to the edge of the city, the area that used to be considered the slums. “After I was blessed with my powers, I worked that area, The Commons, for years, tearing through drug dens, destroying bands of criminals with automatic weapons who could care less what innocents they caught in the crossfire. For every one I took off the street, whether I dropped them off at a precinct or bashed their brains off the curb, two or three more pieces of scum would take their place. You were a police officer at some point; you know exactly what I’m talking about.”
The Detective nodded. As much as he didn’t want to agree with this man, he couldn’t help but understand what he was saying.
“Then you understand the frustration of always taking two steps back. I fought for those streets; I bled for those streets, and then, our own country, the same country I had fought and shed blood for, declares us, supers just like you and me, as the criminals, forsaking us in exchange for all of the scum I had tried so hard to save us from. I---” He corrected himself. “---we had no other choice; we did what we had to do, and in the process, I took the opportunity to finally achieve what I had never thought possible. I made them all safe, each and every one of them. Even if they didn’t want my protection, like you, like the rebels that Emily’s sister used to feed information to, I still protected them from themselves, taking away their opportunity to fight back, removing the need for me to punish them for their actions. There is no more crime because I make sure there is no more crime. It is this way because I will it to be.”
“You were once Agent America.” The Detective replied. “What happened to fighting for freedom?” 
The Agent turned back towards the glass. “Freedom? Which is more important, Detective, the right to be free or the right to be protected? What is wrong with being protected from doing harm or having harm done to them? What is wrong with making sure your people are always safe?” 
The Detective looked out at the city and the rain that fell upon it. It was beautiful; he couldn’t argue it. He couldn’t argue with The Agent’s devotion to his ideals either. No matter how insane they were, no matter how off kilter, no matter how wrong they were in the end, on some level, he knew that The Agent absolutely believed everything he had done was for the best, that everything he had done and continued doing was his insane attempt to make the world a better place. It was all crazy as fuck, and he didn’t agree with any of it. But he knew that The Agent’s actions weren’t out of malice; he was still just trying to save everyone from themselves. And he was willing to sacrifice anyone or anything to do it.
The Agent turned and looked at him. “This world I have created, Detective, this utopia, now, thanks to you, I can finally spread it to the rest of the world.”
The Detective returned his gaze and took a step away from him and the giant window. He shook his head. “The League of Nations will never let you attack another country. You would have to face an army of supers from across the world. It‘d be suicide.” 
“Years ago,” Rogers began, ignoring everything The Detective had just said, “I tried to make Canada as safe as America; I launched a little coup to take the country as non-violently as possible. You remember, don’t you? After all, you were one of the ones who assured my failure.”
The Detective smiled. “Oh I remember; I got the scars to prove it.”
“And then a few years later, I had several of my operatives attempt to attain the prime minister’s security codes. And yet again, who was there to ruin my plans?”
The Detective halfway raised his right hand. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Emily standing in the section of the room where the kitchen met the living area. She smiled at him, almost as if it made her proud to know that he was the one who had foiled The Agent’s plans. 
“Since then Detective, I’ve kept a close eye on you. I have studied you, watched you, found what makes you tick, how your powers work, things about you I doubt you even knew yourself.” 
The Detective shook his head. “You sick bastard. You watched me shower didn’t you. I always suspected you were into such debauchery. Now I know for a fact.”
“You have always used humor when you feel uncomfortably,” The Agent continued, again ignoring The Detective’s last comment. “You can’t leave a question unanswered, no matter what cost the answer. You have never been able to turn down a pretty girl. Look at you over the last day or so. You followed The Ice Queen as if she had you on a leash, never questioning that she only led you where I needed you to be. I even anticipated her attempt to aid you, knowing that your natural charms always seem to break down the strongest defenses. Such a shame, after all, she had been my most loyal soldier.”
“And you let Adam kill her,” The Detective chimed in. 
“When she tried to give you a means of escape, she betrayed me. She took a chance on destroying everything, all of my plans, all of my hopes, and why? Because she felt a misguided sense of gratitude towards you? Not that it mattered. A group of armed guards, a teleporter, and you placed yourself exactly where I needed you to be. You are nothing else if not predictable. That’s why I brought in Emily here. You met her; you knew her; I realized after Ice’s death, the tether line bringing you to me had been cut, and I needed another solution. Emily is so sweet, so pretty; I knew you would never be able to live with yourself if you put her in danger. And make no mistake, the threat was always real. If she hadn’t gotten you to take that left turn, I was going to kill her, her sister, her sister’s children. I was going to burn their house down and pretend they never existed. And I probably still will.”
“Go to hell, Rogers!” Emily yelled as she walked the distance between them. “I did everything you wanted! You have no right to hurt them!”
The Detective grabbed her by the shoulders as she walked by, holding her back before she could reach The Agent and launch into him with her delicate fists.
The Agent smiled at the young woman trying to tear herself out of The Detective’s grasp, his voice still emitting the same friendly tone of a man welcoming his neighbors into his home. “I can’t get over how much you have grown. That scrawny little girl who used to hang on to her big sister’s every word has grown up to be such a beautiful young lady, so full of fire and passion, willing to do whatever it takes to protect her family, even when she knows there is nothing she can do. Emily, my dear, if I wanted you or your sister dead, you would be dead. You live because I allow it. Your sister is alive in her hospital bed right now as we speak because I allow it. My city out there is alive and breathing because I allow it. I keep my world safe, but I can always burn it down and begin it again.”
Emily stopped struggling, and The Detective let her go. She wrapped herself around his good right arm. He could smell the tears in her eyes, the tears she was fighting back. He knew if she’d had her powers in this room, The Agent would be a mind wiped husk right now. No training, no patches behind his ear, nothing would have stopped her.
“Now, Detective, thanks to you, thanks to Ice, and thanks to Emily here, I can finally begin to spread my peace and safety to the rest of the world.”
“What are you talking about?” Emily asked, her voice barely an octave or so below yelling. “We haven’t done anything to help you.”
The Detective looked down at her, and it all suddenly made sense. Him and Ice at the scene of Barren’s death, watching from the side as Speed Demon was killed, just happening to be at the scene when every member of The Seven was either killed or critically injured. Now, finally, when it no long mattered, it all made sense. “I did. I didn’t mean to. I should have realized at the time, but like the idiot I am, I didn’t. I just couldn’t see the forest for the trees; I couldn’t find the whole master plan until now, when it’s too late.”
“What are you talking about?” she asked, her pretty eyes still filled with tears. “You didn’t do anything to help him.”
“But my dear,” The Agent began as he walked over to the giant monitor on the left and picked up a small remote from the console’s base, “he helped me so very much.” The Agent pointed the remote at the monitor, and the image on both screens changed.
The Detective turned his head to look as the first video began to play. It was a recording of him in Barren’s apartment, holding his gun and standing over the corpse. The clip ended, and another began. This video showed The Detective standing in the middle of a road, looking down without any emotion at Speed Demon’s decapitated body. The clip faded away as another began. This was a still image of The Detective standing over a naked, bloody, injured Fire. Emily put her hands over her eyes, doing everything she could not to look at her sister in that condition.
“I love how this one worked out,” The Agent proclaimed as the still image faded into a video clip of The Detective shooting three guards on the roof of a hospital parking garage. “It looks like you didn’t get the chance to kill Fire on the first attempt, so you came to the hospital to finish her off. I really must say it’s quite fortuitous.”
The Detective rubbed his forehead. He looked up just in time for the next video, a clip of him standing at the foot of Steven Quincy’s bed, aiming a gun and telling the old man how he was going to blow his brains out. It faded into him, sitting on the ground, gun in hand as The Ice Queen shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. The next shot showed him climbing out of a truck, picking up his hat, and driving away as the Quincy estate burned down in the distance.
“I couldn’t find a decent image of you interacting with Metal Girl, so I had to make due with the scene of you driving away from the burning house where they’ll find her charred corpse.” 
The Detective shook his head, knowing he had truly and completely played right into the old bastard’s hands. The video faded into an image of Adam’s building as the fire raged across the upper levels, and The Detective nonchalantly walked out of the front doors, slightly limping and slow, but looking the part of someone who seemed content with his actions, someone who had probably set the fire that would leave the building in ashes. 
The Detective turned towards the old man. “And tomorrow they’ll find Adam’s corpse in the building’s remains, so it’ll look like I killed him then burned the apartment down to cover my tracks.”
“You catch on quick,” The Agent replied with a nod of his head. “Not quick enough, mind you, but you figured it out when it counts.”
The burning building faded into an image of The Detective, holding one guard as a human shield before he pushed the now dead man onto the guard on the left and spun himself behind the other, placing the gun beneath his chin and pulling the trigger. He then calmly walked over to the other guard, who remained helplessly pinned to the ground. The Detective placed the gun barrel against his forehead and pulled the trigger. After that, the video faded to black. 
The Detective shook his head. “I wondered why you made it so fucking easy to get in here. Now I know. You just needed a recording of me trying to work my way to you. You overpowered tyrannical bitch.”
The Agent ignored the insult and everything else that was said. “After my failed takeover of our northern neighbor, I was notified by the majority of the remaining superpowers, the newly formed League of Nations, letting me know that any attempted attack on a sovereign nation would be met with equal and collective force from the rest of the world’s forces. They promised to obliterate us if I made another move to expand my political power. But, and this is a huge point, if America was attacked first and I received approval from the League, I would be allowed to counter-attack any invading country. 
“Now tell me Detective,” The Agent continued, a calm expression covering his bearded face, “how does this look: a high ranking member of Canadian national security, a spy on American soil, is on hand while each member of The Seven is assassinated, each of them murdered by a Canadian operative under orders from his adopted government to end The Seven’s administration.”
The Detective shook his head again. “And you knew the only person capable of achieving such a feat would be a rage fueled Adam, who you knew would take The Iron Knight armor and rip through each and every one of The Seven, until you were the only one left alive. And in the process, you place me at each and every location, just before or just after every killing, knowing that it would look like I had killed them all. It is a hell of a plan.”
The Agent just looked at him without a word, his face still covered in the same calm, stoic expression.
“But there is no way the League would ever grant you permission to invade another country; the rest of the world is scared to death of what this country has become. There’s no way.”
The Agent smiled, his teeth still as white and effervescent as they had been when he was a young man. “I submitted part of my proof three hours ago; the permission for retaliation came two hours ago, and my forces converged on the Canadian capital one hour ago. The Prime Minister surrendered himself into custody just moments before you arrived.” 
“Goddamn it,” The Detective exclaimed. 
The Agent continued. “I’ll submit the remaining evidence later. The images of you forcing your way into my home and the autopsies on Metal Girl and Adam will be used to further validate my claim. Just imagine, Detective, at how shocked the rest of the world was at your involvement in this, after all, you being such a well respected and highly decorated member of the Prime Minister’s staff. To think that someone as high within the government as yourself would act alone is unfathomable. The League had no choice but to recognize my legal right to retaliate, to defend not only myself but my entire country from further attack.”
The Detective turned around and placed his head against the giant glass window. How stupid could he be? How could someone like him, someone that prided himself on knowing the answers before anyone else, be caught so unaware, so clueless when it mattered the most. He blamed pretty women; he had always been far too easily distracted when pretty women were involved.
“And what about Adam?” Emily asked from behind him. “You just toss him away like he’s nothing, without even a second thought?”
“No, my dear, no,” Rogers replied, his face suddenly going from a look of satisfaction to a solemn expression that The Detective couldn’t tell was real or not. “Sacrificing Adam for the greater good was the absolute hardest decision I have ever had to make. I…” He paused for a second, almost as if he was actually going to choke up at the words he was about to say. “…love him, and I always will. But the world is succumbing to violence and death, pain and suffering, just like this country used to be; sacrifices had to be made in the name of goodness. No one was more proud of their child than I was of mine, and I still am. But I had to release him; I had to give him the truth, so he would act. Because I know that, besides myself, he was the only one capable and strong enough to kill them all.” 
“What now?” the Detective asked without turning away from the view of the skyline. “You’ve got exactly what you want. I’ve taken the blame for killing The Seven. No one has any clue that you’ve used your own son as a disposable assassin and that you’ve just basically committed a coup on your own people, consolidating control of the country from seven different people down to one. You’ve almost won.”
“Almost?” The Agent asked.
The Detective continued staring out the glass, taking in a few more sniffs of the air while he could. Honey was such a wonderful aroma. “Well, there’s still Fire; she’s still alive, and from what I’ve heard and read, she hasn’t been the most loyal of soldiers. But I’m sure you have a rolodex full of names, each just waiting on the call to remove her as a problem.”
The Agent said nothing, answering everything in his silence. Emily’s face grew more despondent. 
“Then there’s us,” The Detective continued, noticing another scent that hadn’t been there earlier, a scent he hadn’t smelled since he had been in Adam‘s building. “We’re a liability, and you obviously, despite your agreements with both of us, have no choice but to eliminate us from the equation.”
“Obviously,” The Agent answered, his voice returning to his good neighbor routine. 
“And from the smell of ozone that just appeared, it’s safe to assume that you have no plans on doing this particular dirty work yourself.”
“That’s not good,” Emily exclaimed, having been in his mind earlier when he fought them, knowing exactly what this meant. “From where?”
“The kitchen,” The Detective answered. “Where Dark’s powers can hide them in the shadows. They’re both there, just lying in wait for him to give the order.”
“In war,” The Agent began, “one must always have dedicated soldiers who never question orders. Light and Dark are mine. And yes, Detective, tonight you and Emily will die by their hands. Even if I wanted you two to live, I have no choice. Like the rest of The Seven, your deaths guarantee that my utopia will spread to the entire world.”
“And that brings me to your third problem,” The Detective said, his eyes still glued to the view of Metro City being hammered by the storm.
“And what would that be?”
The Detective smiled as a red and black armored suit flew above the terrace, its rocket boots seemingly at full power.
“Him,” The Detective answered as Adam raised his lone remaining wrist gun towards the glass and opened fire. The Detective grabbed Emily and pulled her across the room, both landing on the ground as the glass window exploded all around them.
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective rolled on top of Emily, doing everything he could to protect her from the shower of glass that engulfed them both. They both watched as Adam continued to fire the mini gun on his wrist, aiming it at the center of The Agent’s chest. Each of the hundreds of bullets bounced harmlessly off of Roger’s chest. He just casually stood there and allowed them to hit him before slowly walking toward the terrace, toward the onslaught of projectiles.
“It doesn’t have to be this way, son,” The Agent yelled over the sound of constant gunfire. “It doesn’t have to end like this.”
“Are you okay?” The Detective asked her as he looked her over, making sure any cuts she may have were only superficial.
She smiled at him, seemingly enjoying him being on top of her and making such a fuss about her condition. “I’ll live. You still with me?”
“For the moment,” he replied.
“If we die, I am going to be so pissed.”
“Yeah?” he asked as he climbed to his feet, offering her a hand up once he found his footing. “Why’s that, excluding the obvious reasons, of course.”
“I was totally going to put out on that first date,” she said as he pulled her up. “And you have no idea what you’re going to be missing.”
“Oh, I have a pretty good idea,” he added just before the strong smell of ozone filled his senses. “Behind me---now.” 
But he didn’t get the words out before a glowing blonde woman lunged from the darkness, bypassing him and tackling Emily instead, driving her hard onto the glass covered ground, the blade from her fist extended, the pointy end placed firmly against Emily’s throat.
“I know you,” Light said, her voice the same calm seductive tone he remembered from earlier. “You’re the bitch who was in my thoughts. I don’t like having people in my head. I bet you won’t like it either.” She added as she pulled her hand up and aimed the blade towards Emily’s forehead. Without another sound, she began to thrust the blade toward Emily’s skull. 
_______________________________________________
 
Adam kept the suit hovered above the terrace and continued firing bullets towards his adopted father’s chest, each and every one just simply bouncing off of the old man’s impervious skin. The Agent began walking towards him, seemingly oblivious to the payload striking him.
“It doesn’t have to be this way, son,” The Agent yelled over the sound of constant gunfire. “It doesn’t have to end like this.”
The sound of gunfire ended, replaced by the whirring of the mini gun as it continued turning without anymore bullets left to fire. “How else can it end, Dad? You killed them all, and you expect me to do nothing?”
“I expected you to do exactly what you did,” The Agent said in return, his voice as emotionally blank as his face. The pouring rain landed on him; water dripped from his bearded face. “I raised you to be the man you are. I knew when you remembered, I knew you would want to kill us all. I cannot blame you.”
Adam flew the armor to the terrace, landing it directly in front of The Agent. He balled the remaining hand into a fist and rammed it into Rogers' face. “You didn’t have to kill them. I would have helped; I would have done whatever you wanted.”
“It made you stronger, son,” The Agent replied, barely flinching from the punch. “It made you not only want revenge, it made you need revenge. Their murder made you who you are.”
“Who I am?!” Adam yelled in The Iron Knight’s computerized voice. “Who I am? How the hell dare you tell me who I am! I am a leftover consciousness of a dead man. I am nothing but a fucking computer virus. You have no idea who I am.” Adam threw another punch, striking his adopted father in almost the exact same spot. Again, The Agent barely seemed to notice. 
“You are my son,” The Agent said as tears filled his eyes. “I took you from the hell hole where your so called family sent you. I raised you as my own. I taught you, trained you, made you stronger than them, stronger than me. I loved you as my own. They weren’t the family you deserved.”
Another useless punch exploded against The Agent’s face. “Stop saying that. It wasn’t your choice to make; it was mine. I would have went with you willingly. I never would have questioned. I never would have doubted you. They could have lived, and I would have still gone with you; I would have still loved you.”
“I’m sorry, Adam,” The Agent cried as tears streamed down his face. “I know it’s too late; it’s all too late, but I am sorry for everything.” 
“You’re right; it is too late,” Adam said as a small panel opened on the armor’s left leg. He reached down and pulled out a small canister of air. “It’s too late because I’m already dead, and you’re nothing but a powerless old man.” Adam pushed the button on the canister, and a small gush of gas spewed out, hitting The Agent directly in the face. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective grabbed the glowing woman’s wrist just before the attached blade made contact with Emily’s forehead. 
“Get the fuck off her,” he said as he slung Light across the room. She rolled to her knees and stared at him. He could almost feel her power pushing through his defenses, making him want to back down and stay out of her way, but the urge quickly faded, replaced by all of the pain he felt throughout his body, the warm blood that flowed from his shoulder and his hand, his desire to protect the woman he had come here to save. Light was strong, but she was nothing compared to everything he was feeling. He turned and gave her his old crooked grin. “Not this time.”
He thought she gave him an expression that could have resembled a smile or a self-satisfied grin. With her glowing like a fluorescent bulb, it was hard to say for sure. “I haven’t forgotten you, my pet.” She pointed to her shoulder. “I can still feel your handiwork. You and your little mind-fucking whore are going to pay for that one.”
Emily rose to her feet. “Go fuck yourself bitch. If you’re here to make us pay, then what the fuck took you so long?” 
Detective leaned in close to her. “You cuss much?”
“I’m pissed,” she said as she gave him a “what the hell” kind of look. “Just don’t tell Pammy. She’d never forgive me.”
“My lips are sealed,” he replied as they both looked back toward Light and her brother, who suddenly neither of them could see. The Detective knew he had to be somewhere in the shadows. The tell-tale smell of ozone that accompanied his teleportation ability was nowhere to be found. 
“You were both on a no kill order,” Light finally said in answer to Emily’s swear laden question. “We weren’t allowed to kill either of you until we received the sign.”
“And what was this great sign?” The Detective asked, taking the moment to reach into his coat and place a grip on his pistol’s handle. 
Light pointed outside. “When The Iron Knight arrived to kill the Chancellor, we were free to kill you.”
“Guess he had it all planned out to the last detail,” The Detective chimed in as he slowly pulled the gun from its holster. “Not sure whether to be pissed or impressed.”
Emily smiled at him. “I’d go with pissed.”
“You always tell me that.”
“I know I do,” she said with a nod, almost as if she knew exactly what he had in mind, which would have been a first for him since he was making all of this up as he went a long. 
The Detective pulled the gun up and took aim at the glowing woman on the other side of the room. She took a step forward into a patch of darkness just in front of her, and with a quick snap of ozone, she disappeared. Without thinking, The Detective turned himself and the gun completely around, just before the smell of ozone appeared right behind Emily. The Detective pulled the trigger, sending a bullet into a the glow that was just about to appear. 
Light tumbled out of the darkness, landing hard on the floor. She rolled a couple of times, stopping just short of the giant monitor on the left side of the room. For a second, she appeared completely motionless. The Detective walked near her, seeing that, as his luck went, the bullet had pierced her other shoulder. He took a couple of steps closer and aimed the gun towards her head. He started to squeeze the trigger when he heard Emily shout from behind him. 
“Detective!” she screamed, but her warning came a second too late.
The Detective felt Dark’s inhuman fist slam into the side of his ribs, sending him flying. He landed against the giant monitor on the other side of the room, leaving the massive display cracked like a broken mirror. He slid down the wall, landing hard on the floor. He could hear Emily, screaming something at him that he couldn’t make out. She was probably telling him to get up, not that he wasn’t telling himself the same thing. He just kept repeating the words “get up asshole” over and over in his head, until for a moment, everything went black.
_______________________________________________
 
The Agent fell to his knees coughing as the gas hit him in the face. Adam stood over him, his remaining fist clenched and raised above his adopted father. Adam landed the fist repeatedly against The Agent’s face . 
One time. 
Two times. 
Three times. 
Four. 
Five. 
Six. 
Seven. 
Eight. 
Nine. 
Ten times.
The onslaught finally stopped, and The Iron Knight peered down through the still gas covered air to examine his handiwork, only to see The Agent standing from his knees without a sign of damage. 
“No,” Adam exclaimed. “All of Barren’s notes, it was the only way to stop you; he was sure it was the only way.”
“I’m sorry, son,” Rogers said in return, tears intermingling with the rain that dripped from his face. “Barren was wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time.” 
“Why didn’t it work?” Adam asked as he slowly walked the armor backwards. “Why aren’t you dead?”
“I had scientists I could trust, not Barren, reverse engineer a process to counter the effects of the cure. I gave the antidote to myself and my more trustworthy associates. The cure has no effect on me, not anymore, not ever again.”
The Armor’s head shook back and forth. “No. Barren was sure it would work. If you weren’t afraid of it, why did you keep it in a vault in the middle of a fort? Why did I have to kill so many to get it?” 
“I kept it there because it was my last sample,” The Agent answered, suddenly unable to look up at the robotic face where his son’s voice came from. Instead, he looked down and watched the rain splatter on the brick terrace as he spoke. “I kept it in case I needed it, just in case there was a threat I couldn’t handle, a super more powerful than me. I kept it in case I had to use it.”
The Iron Knight fell to his robotic knees, the soulless red eyes staring up into The Agent’s grief stricken face. “Why? Why did you do this to me, to my family, to the rest of The Seven? You knew what I would do; you counted on it. You knew this would happen.”
“I knew what would happen,” The Agent said as he raised his head up and looked into the eyes of the machine. “I always know what will happen, always. I knew you wouldn’t have joined us completely and without fear if your normal family was still alive. I knew when you opened that letter all of your memories would come rushing back; I knew you were so strong, so powerful, that nothing would stop you until you had your vengeance on each of us. You were the only one capable of killing them all, and I knew you would do it.”
“Why Dad?” The machine asked, sounding more like a child asking his father a question than a machine desperate for revenge. “Why me? Why them? Couldn’t you have just saved me?
Wouldn’t that have been enough? ”
“I had no other choice, son. I did what I had to for the greater good.” The Agent reached out for the machine, holding out his hands as if he was seeking an embrace. “I sacrificed you to save the rest of the world, to bring utopia.”
The machine brought its sole remaining hand to its head, covering the red eyes. “Then we have one last thing in common, cause like you, I have no other choice. If I can‘t kill you, all I can do is take away something you care about the way mine was taken from me.”
“It doesn’t have to be this way; it doesn’t have to end like this. We can find a way.”
“There’s no other way. I’m already dead. All that’s left, all this is, is just a ghost in the machine.” The machine’s hand squeezed the helmet, ripping through the faceplate before pulling up and tearing The Iron Knight’s head free from the rest of the body. The lights in the eyes blinked as the body fell backwards, dropping the head to the ground just as the lights went completely dead. 
_______________________________________________
 
“Get up, jackass!” Emily screamed into his ear.
The Detective opened his eyes in time to see her standing over him, her hands on his shoulders, seemingly trying to either shake him awake or check to see if he was dead. “How long was I out?” he asked as he rolled onto his knees.
“Five, six seconds” she answered. “You know, just long enough to get us both killed.”
He shook his head back and forth, trying his damnest to get rid of some of the cobwebs. “Sorry about that; I don’t usually nap on the job.”
“I thought…” she began to say, her eyes filled with tears, “…I thought you were dead. I swear if you had been, I was so going to kill you.”
He started to say something else, something quirky or amusing, when a flash of ozone appeared just behind Emily; he tried to speak, to move her out of the way, but as had become the norm, he was too late. He reached out for her, but Dark had already grabbed her, tossing her like she was weightless through the opening created by the shattered glass. The Detective watched as she landed with a thud on the terrace.
He tried to get to his feet, only to be pushed back down by a cloaked hand. The brother stood over him as a glow began to develop within the center of Dark’s cloak. Within a second or so, the sister appeared from the middle of her brother, and she walked out with her light blade extended from her right fist. She stepped in front of The Detective, before dropping to her knees and straddling his stomach. She looked down at him; the wound in her shoulder bled profusely along her arm and onto The Detective.
“You could have been such a fun pet,” she said, her voice still oozing the same controlling tone she had earlier. “We could have been together forever.”
“Not a chance in hell,” The Detective replied suddenly realizing he couldn’t move his arms. He looked up to see that Dark held him pinned down. “Can’t take me by yourself, gotta have help; that’s just sad.”
Light bent down until she was almost nose-to-nose with him. He could feel the warm heat from her skin. “What’s sad is how your little mind bitch has to watch you die while she’s helpless to stop it.”
“Go to hell,” he said in return, unable to find anything witty or intelligent at that exact moment. 
“You first, my pet.” 
He felt the blade enter his skin, just below his sternum, burning through his flesh like a smoldering scalpel. Even with all of the adrenaline pumping throughout his organs, he felt every inch of it as it cut through him. She held the blade there, twisting it around, making the wound as deep and deadly as she possibly could. He could feel his blood gushing from the hole, running down his abdomen and across each of his sides. He pushed against the man holding his arms down, but he couldn’t budge him. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a beautiful woman holding a large gun.
“Get the fuck off of him!” Emily yelled from the terrace, the gun firmly aimed at the two siblings. She didn’t wait for a response. The first bullet tore through Light’s right bicep, ripping through skin and bone before implanting itself into the far wall. She pulled the arm up, tearing the blade out of The Detective in the process, before grabbing her wounded arm and crying out in pain. Emily aimed the second and third bullets at Dark, who immediately made himself intangible, allowing both bullets to pass harmlessly through him.
The Detective felt the now intangible hands lifted from his wrists, and he immediately took advantage of the opportunity, grabbing Light with his free hands and pushing her backwards as far as he could, just wanting her as far from him as he could possibly get her. He rolled over and placed a hand against the open hole just below his chest. Blood poured through the spaces between his fingers. He put as much pressure as he could on the wound, even as he tried to make his way to his feet. 
Ozone suddenly filled the air, and he helplessly watched as Dark teleported behind Emily, grabbing her by the hair and slinging her to the ground. She landed hard against the bricked terrace. He looked around in time to see Light climbing up, suddenly ignoring him and slowly making her way towards the terrace, towards Emily. 
The Detective again tried to climb to his feet, only to feel more and more blood gushing as he rose. “It doesn’t matter,” he told himself out loud. “It doesn’t matter what happens to you; you have to help her. You have to save her.” He found his footing and began walking, suddenly unsure of how much farther his feet would be able to take him.
_______________________________________________
 
The Agent bent down and held the machine in his arms, staring down at the head and hoping for some kind of a light, some kind of a sign of life. There was nothing. No movement, no sound, no lights, nothing but a cold dead machine. Up until now, Adam had still been alive, even if it had been inside of one of Barren’s constructs. Up until this exact moment, his son had still been here, had still been able to fight, to tell his father about all of the mistakes he had made, all of the ways he had let him down, as both a father and a mentor. He just wanted to hear his voice one last time, just to know that it wasn’t completely over, that it didn’t have to end this way.
Out of the corner of The Agent’s eye, he watched Emily fly through the air and land hard on the bricked terrace. Without a word she, she rose to her feet and reached around herself, taking a gun out from behind her back. She walked to the edge of the terrace, the spot where the glass window had once stood as a divider. She said some words he couldn’t quite make out, just before firing the gun into the apartment. One, two, three bullets flew into his home, but he didn’t care. Everything he cared about, at that exact moment, laid silent in his arms. 
Again, he watched as Emily was knocked backwards, but he didn’t care. He no longer cared about anything. 
_______________________________________________
 
Emily opened her eyes in time to see Light walking towards her, the blade on her fist fully extended. The glowing woman had a trio of wounds on her upper body: the two shoulder wounds The Detective had given her and a bullet hole in her bicep that Emily herself had just delivered. Just beyond Light, standing in the section where the terrace met the apartment, her brother waited, seemingly standing guard should Emily try to run or if The Detective tried to interfere. 
But something was different. No, she thought to herself, everything was different. Everything was completely different. She was outside, outside in the rain, outside of the apartment, outside of the constraints of the telepathic blocks. She could see. She could see everything and anything. Thousand of voices appeared in her head, people from all of the surrounding buildings invaded her thoughts. 
She forced them all out. They didn’t matter. The only ones that mattered were the two with her on the terrace. She could feel The Agent to her right, holding a dead suit of armor in his arms and crying over the son he lost. Hypocrite, she thought to herself, more like the son he killed. She then found the other set of thoughts that mattered, the mind of the glowing woman who walked towards her. Emily put everything she had into entering that mind, pushing her way into the assassin’s psyche.
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective knew he had to get there. He had no choice; he had to protect her. He held onto the side of the giant monitor for support, using it to keep his balance. The world was running away from him almost as fast as his blood was running from his body. It took everything he had to stand, let alone to actually walk. He looked around for his gun that he had lost when he had been thrown into the monitor. He found it in the floor, right next to the pool of blood he had left behind. He bent down to retrieve the pistol, knowing he only had about three bullets left, but three was better than nothing. He looked ahead towards the terrace.
Dark stood there, a silent sentinel, guarding the space, making sure no one interrupted his sister’s work. Light walked toward Emily, blade extended, and The Detective knew what came next. He had no choice; she was out there about to die, and there was no way he was going to let that happen, not on his watch, not again. He let go of the monitor that currently held him up. He took a step. It hurt like hell, but it didn’t matter. Emily needed him.
_______________________________________________
 
Emily could feel all of the defenses, but they were breakable. She had done it once before; she could do it again. She found Light’s most recent memory: The Detective was on his back; Light straddled him, her blade out and ready for use. Emily could feel it break through the skin, the blood spreading all over her hand as if she was the one doing the stabbing. The crimson liquid was warm and sticky, and she could see the look on his face, the tremendous pain that he expressed.
Suddenly, there were no defenses, nothing in her way, nothing that could stop her. Emily felt it rise through her like a white hot stream of lava, a burning rage that tore through her thoughts, and by extension, through Light’s thoughts as well. The anger Emily felt as she watched The Detective being stabbed, the pain he felt, the agony on his face, pulled away any urge she had to hold back. After resisting her powers her whole life, always afraid to use them, afraid of hurting the person on the other end, afraid of everyone finding out what she really was, she no longer cared. She slashed through Light’s thoughts, ripping, clawing, tearing away everything that made her who she was. Memories were erased, replaced with an empty void, a nothingness that would leave her nothing more than a vacant husk, still living but devoid of life. 
“This is for The Detective,” Emily said into Light’s mind as she tore away the last pieces of Light’s psyche, the few remaining bits of humanity the assassin had left.
Emily opened her eyes and watched with a quiet satisfaction as Light collapsed into a heap some ten feet away from her.
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective slowly walked toward the terrace, his gun held firmly in his right hand, the left still trying in vain to hold pressure on his new stab wound. The pain had left and still hadn’t returned; he had far too much adrenaline to feel much of anything. No pain, but there was the knowledge that this was it, the last great ride, the last play, the last move left on the board. But if he was going, he was bound and determined not to be going alone. 
He looked out to the terrace, and for a moment, stopped in his tracks. Emily was overcome by energy; it flowed across her body, causing her hair to appear to stand on its ends and her large brown eyes to turn almost completely black. 
“She’s outside,” he said out loud to himself. “And she’s got her powers back.”
He turned away from her in time to see Light come to a complete stop, just standing there, ten feet or so away from Emily, seemingly unable to move, completely motionless. Within a few seconds, the glowing woman quit glowing and fell to the ground. Her cloaked brother heard the commotion and turned around just in time to see his sister crumple. With a flash of ozone, he teleported away and reappeared a half second later over Light’s body, wrapping her within his cloak and holding her unmoving body. He let out a noise that The Detective couldn’t describe. It resembled a combination of a scream and a deep moan. 
The Detective continued walking, crossing the distance between him and those on the outside far quicker than he would have believed himself able. By the time he actually stepped onto the terrace, Emily had returned to her normal self; she sat on her knees a good ten feet or so away from him, her eyes and hair back to their usual normal non-psychic energy conducting condition. The heavy rain soaked her from head to toe, but she didn’t seem to notice. She just sat there and smiled at him with her usual sad smile. 
Dark continued covering his sister with his cloak, wrapping all of her except for her head, leaving her blank eyes staring up into the cloud covered sky. He sat there and held her in a tight embrace, staring down at her and continually making the same horrible wailing noise as before. Without a word of his own, The Detective slowly walked behind him. He raised his pistol until it was aimed directly at the back of Dark’s head. Feeling no reason to hesitate, The Detective pulled the trigger, spraying the cloaked man’s black brains all over the wet ground. Light rolled to the ground, falling from her brother’s arms as his dead body fell onto the bricked terrace. The Detective turned towards Emily.
“Is Light dead?” he asked as he aimed the gun towards the would-be assassin’s forehead. 
Emily shook her head from side-to-side. “No, just turned into an empty shell. I hollowed her out. She can’t hurt anyone anymore.”
The Detective pulled the trigger and watched as the bullet entered the blonde’s skull. A single line of blood trickled from the still smoking bullet hole. “No need to take a chance,” he said as he turned away from the now dead brother and sister duo and walked towards Emily. “Got your powers back, I see.”
“And then some,” she added with a nod. She looked him up and down, paying particular attention to the new hole in his upper abdomen. “Are you okay?”
“No,” he answered as he shook his head from side-to-side. The Detective looked toward The Agent, who sat on the soaked terrace, clutching the remains of The Iron Knight armor in his arms and staring down at the helmet, the once glowing red eyes now empty and devoid of life. The Agent’s face was ravaged by tears, and he no longer played the part of the world’s most powerful despot. Instead, he looked like an old man mourning the death of his adopted son. “What can you do with Rogers?”
The Detective watched as Emily’s eyes returned to their previous state, becoming black as coal. Her hair rose to their ends as if every strand floated above her head. He could almost feel the psychic energy that rolled off her body. He was quite impressed.
She turned and smiled at him. Not the sad smile from earlier, this was an expression of power, the look of someone who knew exactly what she was capable of. “I can do anything I want to him,” she answered. 
“Then what are you waiting for,” he said as he turned toward The Agent and slowly walked the distance between them. “Show me what you got, beautiful.”
The Detective watched as The Agent dropped the armor from his arms and rose to his feet; his eyes had the same faraway, distant, blank look that Light’s had just before The Detective placed a bullet in her head. “Is he yours?”
“He is---for the moment,” Emily answered, her voice filled with a combination of strain and the intense power flowing from her. “He’s strong, so very strong; he’s in my head, telling me all the reasons why I can’t hold him, but I can. He’s not going anywhere.”
The Detective stood next to The Agent. The most powerful man in the country, immeasurable strength, impervious to harm, brought down because he “invited” an extremely powerful psychic to his house and forgot to make sure his terrace was psychic proof. “Can you shut down his powers?”
“I can,” she said, her voice becoming something almost similar to a growl. “And I did. He is now, for all intents, a normal.”
The Detective smiled at him as he looked him up and down. This old man had caused so much damage, so much pain, and yet for the briefest of moments, The Detective almost felt sorry for him. He wouldn’t have been out here, he wouldn’t be in this situation if he hadn’t been mourning his son, lamenting the loss of what was probably the last person on the face of the Earth who actually gave a damn about him. But, The Detective reminded himself, his son wouldn’t be dead if The Agent hadn’t woke up the memories, the same memories that would cause someone to throw away everything they knew just for the chance at revenge. The Detective shook all thoughts of pity to the side. 
“You’ve done so much damage,” The Detective said, tightening the grip on his pistol. “Ruined so many lives, hurt so many people, and you don’t even see it. You just believe it was all for the best. Well let me be the last one to tell you, it wasn’t.”
“Without…me…” The Agent said with a struggle, fighting through Emily’s control to try and have the last say, “this…country…will…fall…into…chaos.”
The Detective brought his pistol up and placed the barrel against The Agent’s right eye. “Then let it fall,” he said as he pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced Rogers’ eye, passed through his brain, and blew a large hole out the back of his skull. Blood, brains, and large chunks of bone showered the soaked ground, and The Agent’s dead body fell to the ground, landing hard on top of The Iron Knight armor. 
The Detective placed the empty pistol back in his holster as he looked at the scene, all the while doing his best to suppress a smile. The Agent dead, it was something he never believed he would truly see, but there it was. He looked down at his left hand, still covering the stab wound in his sternum, and he knew it was a miracle he was still alive; he had been lucky enough to survive long enough be the one to pull the trigger. He knew he couldn’t ask for much more that.
He turned around, and Emily had already crossed the distance between them. Her hair and eyes were back to their old selves, leaving no hint of the power she had just wielded. He looked at her, smiled, and fell to one knee. His right hand dropped to the ground, trying to support his weight just to keep himself from falling over. 
She grabbed the upper part of his left arm. “We have to get out of here.”
“You have to get out of here,” he corrected. “I’m sorry, beautiful, but I’m not going anywhere. This is it.”
She gave him a stern look, her face a concentrated mix of anger and sadness. “I am not leaving without you, jackass. Now get your ass up and come with me.”
He really liked it when she was mean and that worried him. There was obviously something seriously wrong with him. He used the last of his strength to pull himself up to his feet. She held his arm and guided him through the carnage. 
“I swear,” she began, “everywhere we go, nothing but dead bodies.”
“It’s a talent,” he replied, his voice noticeably weaker. 
“Jackass, do not die on me, not yet.” 
They crossed the threshold that separated the terrace from the penthouse. He looked at her, and she winced ever so slightly as they entered the psychic barriers, but nothing like the last time she had encountered them. He knew that something had woke up in her, some level of power he doubted even she knew about. They continued walking, across the piles of shattered glass, past the giant monitors, and into the kitchen. She stopped in front of the counter long enough to retrieve his hat and the journal. 
“We’re almost there,” she said with a smile as she pulled him towards the elevators. 
“And what happens when we get there?” His voice was barely above a whisper. It was taking everything he had left just to remain on his feet.
She smiled that sad smile, the one he was learning to not like very much. “We get to go on our date,” she answered. 
They stopped in front of the closed elevators, and she pushed the button to call the lift. 
“Beautiful, I’m not going to make it,” he whispered as he looked down at his blood soaked left hand, still trying in vain to hold back the bleeding. 
“Shut up,” she replied in the nicest way possible. “Stop saying that.”
With a whoosh, the doors slid open, and they walked past Peterson’s still unconscious body. She pushed the button for the ground floor; the doors closed again, and the elevator began to move in that direction. 
The Detective fell into the corner of the elevator, opposite the giant panel of buttons. He looked up at her. “I got you out,” he said with as much of a smile as he could produce. “I got you out…The Seven are dismantled…The Agent is dead…things are going to change…I did good, beautiful…I think…I deserve a nap.”
“No goddamn it!” she yelled as she dropped to her knees in front of him. “Please, not yet.” She placed her hands on each side of his head, leaned in close to him, and shut her eyes. For a moment, he thought she was moving towards him for a kiss. Then, everything went black. 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective opened his eyes. He was in the truck, driving through the middle of Metro City. It was the Metro City of fifteen years ago, a vibrant, thriving metropolis, filled with bustling streets, busy people with places to be, crime, decadence, debauchery, the Metro City he remembered, not the broken city of dreams it had become. He was dressed in his usual clothes, his hat placed firmly on his head, his tie nice and straight just the way he liked it. 
Emily was sitting next to him, dressed to the tee, hair put up, face fixed perfectly, wearing a strapless blue dress that barely contained her cleavage and came up a foot or so above her knees. She looked out at the city streets, at the people walking to all of the thriving businesses, the restaurants, hotels, stores, none of which existed anymore.
“Was this really what it was like?” she asked. “I would have only been about ten or eleven at this time; Pammy and I were in Shore City right now. It was nice, but it was nothing like this. All of the lights, the people, the skyscrapers completely lit up, it’s almost pretty.”
The Detective reached across the truck and rubbed the top of her bare thigh. She giggled.
“That tickles,” she said with a huge grin as he pulled his hand away. She grabbed it and pulled it back. “I didn’t say you had to stop.”
“Just wanted to make sure you were real and not just a figment of my imagination,” he said as she interlocked the fingers of her left hand with his right. “Are we in your mind or mine?” 
“Kind of both,” she answered, squeezing his fingers as she spoke. “It’s a world made up of both of our thoughts and memories. I was never in Metro City before the war, so I took all of this from your mind. Fifteen years ago, where were you right now?”
He looked at his left hand and the bullet hole that was no longer there. He looked down, no bleeding shoulder, no stab wound either. “I was out there working the streets as a uniform; I would have been about twenty, just joined the force. I had no idea what was about to come. God, I was an idiot.”
“No picking on my man,” she said, her smile wider and more full of joy than he had ever seen it. “The last person who did that, I hollowed her mind out.”
He chuckled. “It was impressive.”
“Thanks.”
“Do you know where were going or am I just driving you around?”
“We’re on that date you promised me,” she answered. “I said you weren’t getting out of it.”
“I’m glad you made me keep my promise.” 
“You better be,” she added. “I’d hate to have to kick your ass for standing me up.”
He smiled. “I’ve had my ass kicked enough for one day.”
She pointed to a large hotel. “Pull off to the right and park. We have reservations.”
He parked the truck in front of the building. He walked around to the other side and opened her door, taking her hand as he helped her out. She had heels on that added an extra three or four inches to her height. He didn’t tower over her like he had before. They started to walk toward the front doors before he stopped, turning toward her and taking a long hard look. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
She grabbed him by the arm and squeezed herself against him. “Do you like my outfit? I don’t normally dress like this, but I figured it was a special occasion, might as well go all out.”
“I’m not complaining,” he said as they walked, all the while feeling almost overwhelmed by how surreal all of this was. He knew none of it was real; he knew it was all in his mind, but it felt just as real as any other day in his life. He could feel the wind; he could feel the ground beneath his feet; he could feel her hand and body pressed against his arm. And he could smell her; even in a world that wasn’t real, she still smelled like honey. 
“Do you mind if we just skip the whole checking in process and just go straight to our room?” she asked as she looked up at him with an imploring expression across her pretty face.
“Not at all,” he started to say, but before he could get the words out of his mouth, they were already standing in front of room fifty-two, the key in his hand ready to open the door. “Well, that was quick.”
She walked past him, taking his hand as she walked by and leading him into the room. They entered a living area where a table had been set up with plates of food and several bottles of wine, and around the corner, he could see a large bedroom. She saw him notice the bedroom. “Food or dessert, which one do you want first?”
“Food,” he answered with a smile. “I would like to sit down with you and have an actual meal before I…you know.”
She put her forefinger against his lips, telling him to shut up without saying a word. “We’re not going to talk about that.”
“But---”
“No,” she interrupted. “This is my date, and I’ll be damned if its going to be ruined by that kind of talk.”
She took off his coat and hat, placing them both neatly in the floor next to his seat. She pushed him into the chair and took his glass, pouring the wine halfway to the top, before sitting in the chair across from him and pouring her own glass. In front of him was all the food he could ask for and more, steak, salad, various cheeses, a chocolate pie, all of his favorites. 
“Does it look good?” she asked. “I took the liberty of going through your memories to see which foods you liked the best. Hope that was okay.”
“It’s fine,” he answered, finding himself unsure what to start with first. “How long has it been in the real world?”
“About five seconds,” she answered with a bit of hesitation. He could tell she had no desire to break the mood. 
He took a bite of salad. He knew it wasn’t real; he knew it was no more genuine than an imaginary friend, but it tasted real; it smelled real; it felt real, for all intents and purposes, it was real. “Only five seconds, that’s good,” he replied as he turned his attention to the steak. “The elevator will take about five minutes to get all the way down. We have time to come up with a plan to get you out of the building.”
“I don’t---” she started to say.
“Indulge me,” he interrupted. She took a drink of her wine and pouted. He smiled at her. “You’re gorgeous when you’re mad. Now, Peterson there is still alive, no helmet, no psychic blocking patches; wake him up, control him, you can be his ‘prisoner,’ and you can use him to walk you right out the building. After that, the truck is right down the street from The Agent’s tower; the keys are still in the ignition. Once you’re in the truck, get to the hospital. Collect your sister and the babies, the four of you need to get out of this city as fast as you can. You need to find someplace safe, someplace where you can protect yourselves. As much as I hate to admit it, the old bastard was right. Without him, this whole damn country is a giant powder keg, and the power vacuum is going to light this place up. If you can, just get out of the states completely. It’ll probably be for the best.”
“Are you finished?” she asked, wiping her mouth with her napkin after finishing the last of her wine. 
“Talking or eating?”
“Both.”
“I’m finished,” he said as he wiped his own mouth.
She stood from her chair. “About time.” She walked over to him and reached out for his hand. “I have a question,” she asked as he stood to his feet. “Here in about ten minutes, when I’m screaming your name, can I please use your real one or do I have to yell ‘oh Detective’ over and over?”
He sighed. “I take it you already know what it is?”
“I do,” she answered with a devious look on her face. “At this point, there’s very little I don’t know about you.”
He shook his head as they walked hand-in-hand towards the bedroom. “I tell you what, you call me whatever you want. I promise; I won’t complain.”
They stopped next to the bed. She turned around so he could access the back of her dress. “A little help,” she said, referring to the zipper.
He took it in his hand and guided it all the way down to the bottom of the dress. She lifted her arms over her head and allowed the dress to fall to the floor. She turned around, her bare breasts in full view. He leaned down and kissed her neck as she reached up and undid his tie, taking it off and throwing it in the floor next to her discarded dress. His shirt came next, landing in a the pile with the rest of the clothes. They fell into the bed together, their lips locked in a passionate embrace. She rolled him on his back and straddled his hips with her legs.
He looked up at her. “Be gentle with me,” he said with his usual grin. “I’m delicate.”
“Shut up, jackass,” she said just before leaning back down to his waiting lips.
_______________________________________________
 
“My God man,” Emily said as she rolled on to her back. “I don’t know what it is you’re doing with your tongue, but I know I like it.”
“It’s a talent.” He crawled back up to the top of the bed alongside her. 
She smiled, all the while still attempting to catch her breath. “You seem to have a lot of those.”
“I have a few.”
“A couple more than a few.” 
He smiled back at her. “We don’t have a lot of time left.”
“Jackass,” she began, her pretty face covered in an angry expression, “what did I tell you about talking about time?”
“You said not to,” he answered as he stared at her; he thought her angry face was just adorable. “But I’m getting tired; I can feel it.”
She scooted closer to him. He could feel her bare breast and hard nipple pressed against his arm. “We have more time.”
“Not enough,” he said in return as he leaned in close to kiss her still angry face.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied as she returned his kiss.
He broke himself away from her lips, leaving his just within touch of hers. “Out there, I’m going to be completely bled out in about two minutes. How long have we been in here?”
“About a minute,” she answered in a whisper, still sounding out of breath. 
He kissed her again, just before taking his lips away. “How long will a minute be in here?”
“About…” she reached out for his lips only for him to deny her again, telling her without words that the kisses only come with answers. “About another twelve hours,” she finally answered. 
“Then you’re right,” he replied, finally relenting and giving her the kiss she needed. “We do have more time.” 
_______________________________________________
 
The Detective stared at Emily as she looked back at him. Even though he was smiling at her from the other side of the bed, all he really wanted to do was lean into the pillow under his arm and shut his eyes. But he knew if he did, he would be shutting them for the last time. In this world built within their minds, almost twenty-four hours had passed by, and they had spent the majority of that time in the bed, taking only the occasional break to retrieve food or a bottle of wine from the seemingly always stocked table in the living area. He had tried to take a nap several times during that span, but she always found a reason or a way to keep him awake. But he knew that his time was running short, and as much as he didn’t want it to be, it was how it was. “I’m tired,” he said as he lowered his head to his pillow.
“No,” she said in a firm tone. “You just need some food or something to drink. Do not go asleep.”
He smiled at her. “Beautiful, we can’t put it off forever. How long has it been in the really real world?”
She frowned, her lovely brown eyes filling up with tears. “Almost two minutes.”
“It’s about time.”
Tears began to trickle down her cheeks. “I don’t want it to be.”
He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “It can’t be helped. Besides, at the rate I was burning out my organs, I probably only had another four or five years left anyways.”
“We could have had those four or five years together,” she said as more tears began to fall. “I think I fell in love with you today.”
“I know,” he said, his voice weak and his eyes becoming harder and harder to hold open. “You remember what I told you to do?”
She nodded. “Yes,” she said as she cried. “I remember.” 
“It’s okay,” he said as he leaned back into his pillow. “Even if they were all in my head, you still gave me the greatest twenty-four hours of my life. You gave me somebody to fight for, a reason to come back. I’m happy.”
She nuzzled herself against his chest; he could feel her tears against his skin. He hadn’t lied. He was happy. He had saved her; he had killed The Agent; the world outside was going to change; everything was going to be different, and it was partly thanks to him. He had gotten the chance to make the ultimate difference. 
He was so tired. He leaned into his pillow and shut his eyes. He could still feel her against his chest as everything faded into darkness.
_______________________________________________
 
Emily opened her tear filled eyes and looked at him. They were still on the elevator with at least another sixty floors left to go. She leaned into his face and kissed him gently on the lips. “Goodnight Detective,” she said as the tears rolled down her face.
She rose to her feet, trying her best to wipe away the tears only to find herself fighting a losing battle. She looked over at Peterson’s unconscious body and felt overcome by how much she despised the man, how much she hated him and everything he stood for, just another of the many nameless, faceless soldiers hired by men like The Agent to do their bidding, and at the end of this elevator ride, a hundred men just like Peterson anticipated her arrival. 
They were all wearing their helmets, each of them protected from her powers, but she could still feel them, every single one of them. She shouldn’t have been able to; the protection built into the helmets should have made it impossible for her powers to work against them at all, and when she had been brought into the building earlier that day, the protection had worked. She hadn’t been able to feel anyone there but herself. But now, now things were different; she was different; everything was different. 
She looked down at Peterson. It was so easy to get into his head, into his thoughts. There was no protection there at all. It was like making a hole in tissue, simple, effortless. She could have ripped his mind apart without blinking; it would have been so easy, and she would probably enjoy it as well. Tearing away his thoughts, his memories, everything that made him who he was, it was so tempting, just to shred his mind into tiny pieces, leaving him as nothing more than a husk, an empty shell, living but devoid of life. The thought of doing it was beyond enticing. 
But The Detective had given her a plan to follow, and it was a good plan, a safe plan. She felt that she owed it to him, to his memory, to do it the way he thought was right. After all, he had tried so hard to keep her safe; she couldn’t risk throwing all of his actions away just to make herself feel better for the moment, but she couldn’t help but admit it was tempting. 
“Wake up,” she spoke into Peterson’s mind. “And stand to your feet.”
He opened his eyes and stood up, slowly finding a standing position. 
She looked up at the digital display above the door: twenty floors left to go. “Straighten yourself up,” she yelled into his mind. “You look like shit; your shirt’s untucked; your pants are uneven; you look like you’ve been unconscious all night.”
Peterson began following her orders, fixing his clothes, smoothing down his hair, doing what she had told him to do and making himself presentable. 
“That’s somewhat better.” She positioned herself so she was next to him, placing his left hand around her upper right arm, so he could lead her out as his “prisoner.”
She looked down. The Detective’s fedora still laid in the floor next to his body. She bent down, picked it and the journal up, and clutched them both against her chest with her free left hand.
Five floors left.
Four.
Three.
Two. 
She took a deep breath and silently, both mentally and physically, prepared herself for what she was about to do. She really hoped The Detective knew what he had been talking about and that this plan was going to work. 
One. 
The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. A hundred plus guards pointed their guns directly into the elevator, directly at her and Peterson. The one in the front looked at each of them in turn, first her, then Peterson, and finally The Detective’s blood covered corpse. 
“Peterson,” he began, “what the hell has been going on up there? We were under strict orders not to do anything until we received notification from either you or the Chancellor.”
She started to have Peterson speak, to explain what had happened, to explain that she was a prisoner, that the dead man in the elevator was of no concern, to say that The Agent was in trouble and everyone needed to head to the penthouse as fast as possible. Double time, people, double time. But as she looked at them all, as she stared at them and the guns they pointed at her, a rage began to build, a rage seemingly impossible for her to control, and the angrier she became, the easier it was to “see” each and every one of them.
“Fuck this shit,” she said out loud as she shut her eyes. Within a millisecond, she was inside each of their minds, pushing through and past their psychic protection like it wasn’t even there. She mentally ripped them apart, tearing away at their minds as if she were wielding psychic bullets, removing from each and everyone of them the psyche that made them who they were, wiping away their thoughts, erasing their memories. And it was all so easy.
She opened her eyes and watched as a hundred plus soldiers, including Peterson, all fell to the ground in unison, each landing on the hard linoleum floor with the same blank expression on their face, each set of eyes completely emptied of life.
She stepped out of the elevator and walked across the building’s lobby. All of the guards, all of The Agent’s faceless soldiers, continued staring into nothingness, their minds as blank as a clear sheet of paper. She reached the outer doors and stepped in front of the digital touch pad. She inserted the set of numbers she had taken from Peterson’s thoughts earlier, remembering them all as if they had been written into her memory. For all intents and purposes, they had been.
The doors opened, and she stepped out into the still pouring rain. She walked across the front of the building, passing through the large parking lot without thinking about looking back. In the distance, just down the road, she could see the truck The Detective had “borrowed.” It suddenly occurred to her exactly how much she had lost over the past day. Not only had she almost lost her sister, she had lost the two men she cared the most about in the entire world, and she lost a little bit of herself as well, the part of herself that still held any kind of innocence, the part of herself that didn’t find it easy to rip through a hundred minds without a second of hesitation. That part of herself, she realized, would never be recovered. 
Despite Adam doing the majority of killing, she knew The Detective would take the blame for the death of The Seven, and she wasn’t sure that was a bad thing. Throughout the rest of the world and most of the states, the demise of America’s rulers would be met with celebration and joy. They would celebrate him as a patriot, a champion. They would worship him as the hero she knew him to be. He deserved no less.
She crossed the road to the truck, The Detective’s hat and the journal still firmly clutched against her chest. She opened the door, climbed into the driver‘s seat, and shook the water out of her hair. The keys were in the ignition, exactly where he told her they would be. She cranked the truck and placed it in gear. She was going to drive to the hospital where her family waited for her, all the while hoping in silence she would be able to see through the rain. She swore this storm was never going to end. 
XXX



Table of Contents
Copyright
Dedication
Final Journal Entry [Found on page 100]
Journal Entry [Found on page 53]
Journal Entry [Found on page 78]
Journal Entry [Found on Page 48]
Journal Entry [Found on page 67]
Journal Entry [Found on page 71]
Journal Entry [Found on page 39 of the journal]
Journal Entry [Found on page 78]
Journal Entry [Found on page 57]
Journal Entry [Found on page 79]
Journal Entry [Found on page 31]
Final Journal Entry [Begins on page 100]
Journal Entry [Found on page 14]
Journal Entry [Found on page 64]
Journal Entry [Found on page 57]
Journal Entry [Found on page 61]
Journal Entry [Found on page 41]
Journal Entry [Found on page 54]
Journal Entry [Found on page 37]
Journal Entry [Found on page 38]
Journal Entry [Found on page 38]
Journal Entry [Found on page 69]
Final Journal Entry [Begins on page 100]
Journal Entry [Found on page 37]
Journal Entry [Found on page 52]
Journal Entry [Found on page 65]
Journal Entry [Found on page 75]
Journal Entry [Found on page 82]
Journal Entry [Found on page 31]
Journal Entry [Found on page 62]
Journal Entry [Found on page 42]


cover.jpeg
Kingdom of Heroes
Jay Phillips





