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PROLOGUE
 
Homestead, Pennsylvania
1902
 
 
 
 
 
“You’re forcing my hand, Gabrijel.” The man’s bleached white shirt peeked out from under his wool overcoat. His bowtie seemed comically out of place. 
He didn’t belong.
But for Gabrijel, the dirty mill floor was more than familiar—it was home. He had crossed the exact spot more times than he could count. His feet knew the floors, his hands the machines. His soul was knit into this place.
He loved the steel mill in ways the well-dressed man could never understand. Gabrijel believed in the industry, believed in the work done there. It was why he decided to fight. And, one way or another, fights always came to an end.
Familiar men surrounded him in this unfamiliar moment. They were the management’s muscle, and he had become the brains of labor. In the abstract, they were enemies; though in practice, this wasn’t quite true. They were good guys. Funny. Usually reliable for a bummed smoke after a long shift. 
But things had changed. Just like Gabrijel, they had a job. And, good guys or no, they had come here to do it.
“It’s far past time your hand was forced. You don’t know what it’s like for us, for your workers. The conditions are terrible, the pay a crime. You’ve pushed us too far, and we had to stand up. For our rights, for our families, and for this city,” he uttered through a thick accent.
The man laughed. “Do you really think you know what’s good for Pittsburgh? This isn’t your home, it’s ours. You’re nothing but strangers here. And we own you. It’s time you learned that.”
Holding his chin high, Gabrijel tightened his jaw and stared down the men. This wasn’t going to end well, and he knew it. The labor war would be long, and this was only one of many skirmishes to come. The Croatian millworker was nervous, but he had been beaten plenty of times before. He could take it.
“Then let’s get this over with. Make an example of me. We’ll only come back stronger.”
The man sneered. “You have no idea, Gabrijel. This latest protest of yours might cost us everything. The workers’ demands could destroy steel—ruin this city. You’re right, we will make an example of you. We all know that any truly great enterprise requires sacrifice.” 
The man turned to leave, then, hesitating, he walked over to his prisoner. Smiling, he grabbed the medallion hanging around Gabrijel’s neck and ripped it off. 
“Something to remember you by.”
The boss nodded to an enormous bald man with a crooked nose and wide-set eyes. Without hesitation, the ox took out Gabrijel’s legs with a steel bar. Bits of rock ground into his knees as he hit the floor. His arms pulled against the rope that fastened him, but it only sank deeper into his wrists. 
Gabrijel tried not to scream but bracing himself was useless. Defensive postures never lessened the pain. All he had left was his pride, and he was determined to hold onto it as long as he could. He looked up into the eyes of the bald man. They were devoid of emotion. 
Blank. 
Inhuman.
The thug kicked Gabrijel, knocking him to his side. The rest of the men retreated.
Boli me kurac? he thought. Is this all they had for me? 
Only then did he realize where he lay: directly under a crucible. He tried to move, to roll out of the way, but with his damaged knees and restrained arms, it was hopeless.
The bald man nodded to another standing across the room at a lever.
His fate became clear. The sacrifice was greater than he had anticipated. He was a lamb and this was the slaughter. He thought about Adrijana.
He thought about his men and the fate that would soon befall them. He thought about Pittsburgh. Rage filled his heart.
 “Rana te ljuta zapala.”
His words were lost in screams, and the molten steel covering his body had begun to cool before his cries ceased ringing through the mill.
 



PART ONE
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Current Day
 



A bar of steel—it is only
 Smoke at the heart of it, smoke and the blood of a man.
 A runner of fire ran in it, ran out, ran somewhere else,
 And left—smoke and the blood of a man
 And the finished steel, chilled and blue.


 So fire runs in, runs out, runs somewhere else again,
 And the bar of steel is a gun, a wheel, a nail, a shovel,
 A rudder under the sea, a steering-gear in the sky; 
 And always dark in the heart and through it,
 Smoke and the blood of a man.
 Pittsburg, Youngstown, Gary—they make their steel with men.


 In the blood of men and the ink of chimneys
 The smoke nights write their oaths:
 Smoke into steel and blood into steel; 
 Homestead, Braddock, Birmingham, they make their steel with men.
 Smoke and blood is the mix of steel.
                                                            “Smoke and Steel,” Carl Sandburg
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Second puberty was proving harder than his first. Sean’s dad had explained blowjobs and other illicit acts when he was only ten. The lesson included faded VHS tutorials and the admonition to “be safe.” By the time he reached high school, Sean knew more about the human reproductive system than even his health teacher—not that the theory ever led to much practice.
Nevertheless, the first metamorphosis of body and mind came with little surprise. 
The city bus heaved with commuters, students, and a few homeless folks taking a brief respite from the chilly winter morning. Despite the close proximity of fellow passengers, Sean was alone. Earbuds and screens formed invisible barricades between each of them—a digitally imposed order effectively pacifying the group. The twenty-year-old was grateful for the division. The changes made him seek disconnection.
61A coughed its way up the gentle slope of Forbes toward Oakland. An undersized twenty-something, with an oversized designer bag and a rolled up yoga mat, stood adjacent to him. Her butt, encased in tight pink leggings, bumped his thigh with every jostle of the bus. Most guys would love it. Sean considered it a violation of his solitude.
For two years he had lived in the Litchfield Towers with a guy he didn’t hate. He tried, without much success, to flirt with girls and make friends; to maintain an average social life. But when the second puberty hit, solitary confinement—as much as was possible—became his modus operandi. Sean wrapped himself in a cocoon, oblivious to the creature that would soon emerge. 
City of bridges, rivers, sorrow. And #change. #pgh #61A
He thumbed the “tweet” icon and turned his eyes back out the window. A Twitter poem inspired by the commute was his self-assignment. It was preparation for class—for her class. If Dr. Weil taught more than two courses at the university, he would major in her. Instead, she had become his independent study. Stalking would be a strong word for it. Sean was a fan, and she his celebrity. Professor Weil was beautiful. Not hot or even pretty; those terms were far too thin. The poet was an understated Hepburn kind of classic.
It was inexplicable, but her words created the only solace from his tumultuous life. 
Strong shore in a stormy sea. U R the one for me #WCW
Sean considered the poem, then discarded it.
The bus leaned around a corner and crested the hill, signaling their entrance into Oakland. Students would exit, along with a professor or two, and make their way to one of the several universities that resided in this part of the city. Sean saw a guy in skinny jeans with a longboard cradled under his arm. His eyes were hidden behind black dollar-store Wayfarers, but Sean knew that he was casing the bus. He could sense Skater’s unease. 
Little skater boy—I know your heart. Not the light parts, but the dark. #pgh #61A
The poems were total shit, and he knew it. But his thirty-eight followers didn’t mind. Half of them were tweeting about knock-off Viagra from Mexico or ways to get rich without leaving your house. The other half were refollows. Every now and then a little poem, his gem of the month, would get retweeted once and then twice. For Sean, this was “going viral.” They were usually the ones hashtagged “steelers,” but he didn’t mind.
Semple Street, then Atwood. Seven more blocks to Professor Weil, to comfort. 
The 61A slowed to a stop at the first light. The crowd eased forward with the change in momentum, then snapped back. Traffic was heavier than usual on Forbes. He would have to hurry to make it to class early, as was his custom. The bus doors struggled opened with a sigh and a clunk.
“You little shit!”
Sean couldn’t help assuming that he was the little shit. It was an adequate description of how he had felt since the changes began to manifest. 
Skater dashed off the bus, his board in one hand, the oversized designer bag in the other. Pink Tights kept screaming, her yoga mat abandoned on the floor. In times like these, a person either does the right thing or blinds themselves to the struggles of others. For nineteen years Sean did the latter. But the change had come. He didn’t understand it, but he knew it was almost complete. A lifetime of comic book movies shaped him for this moment, informing him of his new responsibilities. 
Impulse took over.
Barely clearing the doors, Sean slid sideways into the brisk Pittsburgh air. Temperatures were always fickle between Thanksgiving and Christmas, but a lifetime of winters in the City of Bridges had accustomed him to the climate. His right foot hit the concrete, and he sprung like a JV triple jumper trying to make the pit. His aim was fair and he crashed right into Skater’s unsuspecting back. Given his velocity, they should have fallen into a crumpled mess. But Skater’s baggy flannel and Ramones tee concealed a brick wall beneath. 
The boy staggered under the impact but remained standing. “What the hell?” He turned to face his attacker. A grin gathered on his face as he sized up the thin undergrad.
Dropping the purse, Skater rolled his head. “Somebody wants to be a hero.” 
If he only knew, Sean thought.
In a fair fight, Sean wouldn’t stand a chance. His puny arms and 160-pound frame weren’t meant for martial combat. But this fight wouldn’t be fair. He closed his eyes and turned his face toward the heavens. With balled fists, Sean visualized his feet and legs blending with the sidewalk below. His shins tingled as he felt the earth’s energy moving up toward his core. Sean’s arms rotated up, palms pointed at his adversary, channeling the power now coursing through him. His teeth nearly shattered from the tension in his jaw. 
This was his moment. A course correction that would alter his destiny and mark him as the man he was meant to be.
“Now,” he yelled.
Sean opened his eyes just in time to see a longboard swinging for his face.
****
“Hey, man. You alright?”
The smell of old booze and fresh cigarettes brought him back to Oakland. 
“What time is it?” Sean asked, scrambling to get up.
“Slow down, man. Your nose is broke or something. King is going to take care of you.”
Blinking, he tried to make sense of it all. “Who?”
“King. That’s me. I’m the King of Oakland.” The man reached into the cargo pocket of his camouflage pants. He pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. “You need a Lucky? They ain’t filtered, but a man’s gotta do. You know. In the wake of the Great Recession and all.”
Sean looked up and down Forbes. “Did you see a guy, red flannel and a skateboard?”
“I saw him knock you on your ass. People call the King crazy. Yinz guys are the crazy ones.” The man planted the Lucky Strike between his teeth and reached a hand big enough to palm a bowling ball toward Sean. “Come on, my man.”
“Thanks, Mr., um, King.”
“Nah, it’s just King.”
Sean glanced at his watch. 9:58. “I gotta run.”
Breaking into a sprint, Sean took off toward the university. King stood alone on the sidewalk and lit his cigarette. Shaking his head he laughed to himself.
“Damn kids are crazy.”
****
Dr. Weil wore the same black pencil dress she donned every other day. A black wool cardigan covered her shoulders. This was her uniform, and it never disappointed. While her clothes were always the same, her straight, black hair varied class to class. That day it was gathered up in a messy bun pinned together with chopsticks.
She adjusted her oversized glasses. “Sean, are you okay?”
He dabbed his nose with his finger, pulled it away and saw red. The bridge of his nose pulsed with his heartbeat. “Oh, um, yeah. I’m, ah, I’m fine. I just slipped on the stairs trying to, ya know, get here on time.” He tried to fake a smile.
The professor placed her hand on his shoulder.
“After great pain, a formal feeling comes—
The Nerves sit ceremonious, like Tombs.”
Her words were a balm. 
Sean sensed her power as his loneliness and anxiety dissipated into the calm embrace of her poetry. He hadn’t recognized the tension in his shoulders, but it was released as she finished the stanza. 
She smiled. “Grab your seat, Sean.”
Three rows back against the wall had become his territory. The front row would have been more suitable, but from there he could be less conspicuous. The lecture hadn’t even begun and phones were out. Eyes were glued on timelines, tweets, and whatever else was Internet du jour. 
Dr. Weil was inspirational. While Sean was enraptured the others were enraged. “American Women Poets” was supposed to be an easy gen ed class. That’s why most of them were there. Listed only as “staff,” the course would likely be taught by a grad student or adjunct hungry for good evaluations and little grading. But Weil orchestrated it more like a graduate seminar. Sleepwalking through the semester wasn’t an option, though there were those who tried. While Sean wasn’t an expert in the subject manner, he worked harder than normal to impress his professor. She was, after all, why he took the course. The other students rolled their eyes—if they were open—as she delivered verses. 
For Sean, every word was ecstasy.
“Soren Kierkegaard, the famous Dane, said, ‘Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.’ I disagree, as do most of the women poets of our time. It’s not freedom, but captivity. So many of our female poets, fighting the claustrophobic trappings of their time, dealt with the epidemic of strain. For some—like Dickinson—this anxiety was their calling card.”
A small Moleskine notebook quivered in her hand. Her voice trembled, as was customary for the first few beats. A tattered paperback collection of Dickinson sat on the edge of the wooden desk, though she seldom needed it. Without hesitation, Weil closed her eyes and began her recitation:
“The bee is not afraid of me,
 I know the butterfly;
 The pretty people in the woods
 Receive me cordially.
 The brooks laugh louder when I come,
 The breezes madder play.
 Wherefore, mine eyes, thy silver mists?
 Wherefore, O summer’s day?”          
She paused, letting the poet’s words change the very fabric of the room. The cold winter faded as the professor brought forth Dickinson’s “summer day.” 
The eyes of the classroom, which had all been trained on their devices, turned toward the classroom’s captain. The distracted mess of students became a focused entity. The change was palpable.
“Emily gives us this gift wrapped in metaphor and nature, as she often does.” Weil continued with hands as steady as a master archer’s, her voice now confident. A smile danced across her face. “What do you feel?”
Half the hands shot up.
“Yes, Kathy.” Weil’s eyes glimmered.
“She, or he, I guess, is finding solace in the woods. He feels like the bee. You know, small but powerful. I feel like this sometimes when I’m walking in nature. All of life’s problems fade. I see the tiny things and I gather their strength.”
Professor Weil seldom critiqued students’ perspectives, even when warranted. She welcomed the response. “Thank you, Kathy. Others? What is it about the bee?”
Anthony, a Panther basketball star, who took up more space in the chair than it allowed, missed half the classes for games. He too raised his hand. The professor nodded at him.
“The bee is small. Which I don’t know anything about that. But it has its sting.” The girls encircling Anthony giggled. “But I get it. Nobody ever looks at me and thinks I might feel, you know, small. But I do. I feel like that bee all the time. Even if I don’t look it.”
She’s on today, Sean thought. He never talks.
“That’s right. You got it. And as we think of the bee—and the butterfly—whose beauty bends, we should draw strength. Dickinson uses these tropes of nature and its power, which are sometimes paradoxical, to inspire her readers. We know now that Dickinson was ravaged by anxiety. She had a hard time coping with the world and found her own solace,” she smiled at Kathy, “through her pen and paper. Many would say that writing, for her, was magic. It was transformational and she believed that the words could transform the reader as well.”
In Weil’s classes, fifty minutes passed in a flash. Before Sean knew it, the class was over. Students shuffled to push notebooks into their bags. The trance was broken, and the zombies pulled their phones from their pockets; lost to the glow, they walked out the door.
Sean lingered. 
It would be five long days until he got to be with her again. Professor Weil would often remain after the changing of the guard. These were their times. Sean would ask questions just to hear her talk. He sat, waiting for the other students to leave. 
But Weil pulled out her phone and glanced at the screen. Worry crossed her face. She shouldered her bag and tucked Emily under her arm. Sean’s muse peeked over her shoulder, shot him a nod and an apologetic smile, and then briskly exited, leaving him alone.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
 
There are 446 bridges in Pittsburgh, beating out Venice for the record by three. 
Elijah was pretty certain he had crossed every damn one of them. 
Unfamiliar with the city, he was stuck using the GPS app on his phone. It made for a pretty unreliable guide as the reception kept dropping. His navigator directed him (for the second time) across the Smithfield Street Bridge. The Monongahela was placid, waiting for winter to make its attempts at icing her over. Elijah turned left on Fort Pitt Boulevard, a corridor surrounded by a line of downtown buildings on one side and the river on the other. Traffic was light for an urban center in midday—but maybe only in comparison to the gridlock of Boston. He had only been gone for forty-eight hours.
The car was packed with enough luggage for a month—though he’d be staying for six. The initial stretch down I-95 was refreshing. A recent ex-girlfriend, a failed job search, and his mildly sociopathic roommate were all in his rearview mirror—further away than they appeared. 
Pittsburgh was a new start. It was opportunity.
Elijah turned right on Stanwix. Another right brought him into the heart of Market Square—a quaint little urban plaza in the shadow of the PPG Tower. PPG’s distinct spired tower stood out when he first entered the city, but up close Elijah was struck by its glass exterior, reflecting the image of the metropolis that sprawled out beneath. Meandering around the base of the building, he spotted the parking garage and pushed the nose of his ’99 Outback toward the gate.
I hope they pick up the tab, he thought, pulling a ticket from the machine. 
Elijah found a spot between two large SUVs. The historian took the elevator to the 38th floor. His tweed jacket with worn leather elbow patches and beat-up khakis—the international adjunct professor uniform—was completely out of place. 
****
Alarawn Industries filled the entire floor. Rather than opening into a foyer, the elevator deposited Elijah directly into the bustling corporate offices. A young receptionist, with hair pulled back tight enough to cause a headache, and a blouse low enough to incite the imagination, smiled as he approached. “You must be Mr. Branton.”
Elijah coughed. “Doctor. It’s, uh, Dr. Branton.” He immediately felt like a douche bag.
The girl’s face turned a shade of pink. “Oh, yes. I apologize, Dr. Branton. Ms. Alarawn is waiting for you. I’m Laurie, her executive assistant. Can I get you a drink or something before you go in?”
Elijah pushed his hand through his hair and gave her the broadest grin possible. Trying to negate his douchiness, he said, “Oh, no worries. I’m good. But thank you, Laurie. That’s very kind.” 
He overdid it.
The receptionist stood; she was nearly his height. “Come with me.” She smiled again, this time a little forced.
They wove through a section of cubicles. Elijah inconspicuously took in the view from behind. 
“Zumba?” he asked, trying to break the ice he had created.
“Excuse me?”
“You look like you work out. Is it Zumba or something?”
“Cross Fit,” she replied. “You?”
“Typing, mostly. Some reading mixed in for muscle confusion.” She warmed—just a little.
The worker-bee din of the cubicles faded as they moved down the hallway past the executive offices. From open doors he could hear businessmen making their business deals—a foreign language to his academic ears. This wing seemed exclusively reserved for overeducated, upper-class, white males. 
Except for Brooke Alarawn. 
The hall terminated at two enormous mahogany doors accessorized with oversized brass handles. The receptionist grabbed the levers and pushed the doors open. The effect, no doubt intended, worked.
The chief executive’s office was the size of a regulation basketball court. Elijah took it in, appreciating the clean design. Photographs chronicling the steel industry’s rise tastefully filled the walls. And there was metal everywhere, making the open space gleam from the natural light that poured in from nearly every angle.
Brooke Alarawn sat behind a mahogany desk. Its stain matched the doors, and it seemed larger than Elijah’s apartment. She stood as he entered. Younger-looking than he expected, and objectively beautiful, she placed both hands behind her back and flashed the most perfect smile money could buy.
“Dr. Branton, welcome.” The enthusiasm in her voice was unmistakable. She was either extremely excited about his arrival or he had just met the best damn liar in town.
Trying to exude a confidence that wasn’t there, he reached out and shook her hand. “Please, call me Elijah.” 
Brooke Alarawn stood naturally at five foot something, but achieved just over six feet tall in her black stiletto heels. Long muscular legs were barely covered by a not-so-modest dress suit—made for her by some designer Elijah would have never heard of. A fitted blazer with a single button flared just enough to expose an acre of chest.
Her face was angular, emphasized with a modicum of blush on the cheeks and a smoky eye fit for the runway. But her lips took center stage. They were full and blood red—the perfect contrast to the perfect teeth they veiled.
Part CEO, part socialite, Brooke Alarawn was a complicated woman. A month before she was to graduate top of her class from Yale with a degree in International Economics, Brooke’s parents crashed their private plane deep in the Sierra Nevadas. The authorities ruled out foul play and blamed the tragedy on her father, Thomas Alarawn IV’s, piloting abilities. A private investigation concluded the same. 
As an only child, she left the ivied world of academia and returned to the Steel City to captain the family ship.
Elijah had done his homework—which wasn’t difficult, as she often adorned the covers of gossip mags and entertainment TV. A major cable network had even offered to create a reality show around her life—which was, naturally, too garish for her taste. There was a recent scandal involving her breakup with a local sports figure Elijah had never heard of. But mostly, Alarawn attempted to keep a low profile. It also was no secret that during the early months of 2009 the company nearly claimed bankruptcy. Brooke Alarawn was on a mission to bring it back. At thirty-two this made her one of the youngest major CEOs in the nation. 
“Grab a seat, Elijah,” she said, directing him towards the most comfortable chair his ass had ever had the pleasure of meeting. “Can I get you anything? Water? Bourbon?”
Bourbon at a meeting at 10 a.m.? What’s this, Mad Men?
He half-expected her to offer him a cigarette. “No, thanks, I’m good.”
Elijah’s hand trembled slightly as he reached into his hand-me-down attaché. Made out of cracking, synthetic leather, it was likely older than even his thrift-store jacket. The fact that he was meeting with one of the wealthiest and most powerful women in the country struck him for the first time. His first-day-on-the-job nervousness turned into fear in the face of power. His research hadn’t prepared him for it. Pulling out three loose sheets of paper from the satchel, Elijah placed them on the table.
Brooke’s eyes surveyed the paper.
“My CV, if you need it.” His voice cracked.
“Pardon me?”
“Sorry. Curriculum Vita. It’s what we call a resume.”
“I know what a CV is, Dr. Branton, but I certainly don’t need it. We did a thorough background check. I know more about you than you know about yourself.”
Realizing his naiveté, his temperature rose. “Naturally.” 
Strike one.
Brooke handed a padfolio across the table. “Before I say anything else, you will need to sign a non-disclosure statement. The typical things, really. No talking with the media—or anyone—about your research. You’ll have access to sensitive documents about the company—and our family. Let’s just say the Alarawn skeletons must remain in the closet. Further, you will be allowed to publish an academic paper for a journal of our choosing, but only after my team goes over it with a fine-toothed comb.”
So, much for academic freedom, he thought.
Despite any reservations, Elijah breezed through the document. If it required the donation of a testicle, he would likely still sign. Desperate times, after all. If Alarawn Industries had done their research, they would know this as well. He pulled his Lamy 2000 fountain pen from its home in his attaché. It was his prize possession—a gift from his PhD advisor, and possibly the most expensive thing he owned. Even after years of use, he still took notice of its smooth action as he wrote his signature on the bottom line.
“Good then, let’s get started, shall we?” Brooke asked. “Your task over the next six months is to write a thorough history of Alarawn Industries. You’ll submit weekly reports directly to me.” She leaned back in her executive chair and seemed to admire her own office. “My great-great grandfather worked for Carnegie. The family emigrated in 1860. Instead of going to school, Thomas became a ‘coal boy’ at the age of thirteen. I’m sure you’ll dig some things up on his life. Thomas was smart and a hard worker. He did everything right. After years of climbing the ladder into management, he finally got a break that landed him in corporate—a very lucrative position. Typical American dream.”
Yeah, very typical, Elijah thought.
“His son watched him closely. A good Catholic boy himself, Thomas Jr. attended Duquesne University and learned everything he could. He swore to never work under a man like Carnegie. He would build his own empire. This grit and determination allowed him to build Alarawn Industries.”
Brooke Alarawn rose, pushing the executive chair back. She walked over to the glass on the west side of the office. “Join me, Elijah.”
From their vantage point, the surrounding downtown buildings were child’s toys. The view of The Point—a park sitting at the confluence of the three rivers—lay before them like a model meticulously built by a master craftsman.
“Thomas Jr., my great-grandfather, was a significant link in the industrial chain that made this city truly great.”
Elijah recalled the city as described in several texts he brought with him. Buildings covered in soot, air filled with smog, water unsafe to drink. He resisted interrupting his new benefactor’s reverie with these sordid details. Nor did he mention the significant human rights violations associated with steel. 
“I love this city, Elijah. It’s a part of me, and in many ways, I am a part of it. Most people think our future is in medicine or tech, but there is a place here for Alarawn Industries. Steel will always be a part of Pittsburgh.” The historian’s eyes wandered to Heinz Field and through the historic North Side. She placed her hand on his back, which made him distinctly aware of his old tweed jacket. “You’re going to be the first stage of our reemergence. We’re calling it Project Phoenix—I know, a little tacky, but you get the picture.”
“Rise from the ashes. Probably the most appropriate use of an overused metaphor.”
Brooke paced back to her desk. “You’ll have the full power of the company at your disposal.” She reached into the top drawer and threw a set of keys on the desk. They slid across the polished surface like a puck on the ice at Console Arena. “Access to our archives and an office here—if you choose to use it.”
“Better than any teaching job I’ve had.”
“I aim to please.” Brooke’s dark eyes locked on his. In his imagination, one of the most powerful young women in the world had just come on to him—if only a little.
“Oh, we also have a loft for you in the Cultural District. It’s modest—two bedrooms, two baths. I expect it will be fine for you.” Her eyes surveyed Elijah Barton, making him feel more uncomfortable than ever. “Where do you want to start?”
Thought I’d move in and grab a quick shower.
“Well, I like to be in the contexts I study. I read that the original mill is still standing?”
“Barely. But it’s there.”
Elijah, a sucker for post-industrial ruins, smiled. “Good. I’ll eventually need to head out there and take a look around.”
Brooke pressed a button on her phone. The doors swung open almost before she could remove her finger.
A man twice the breadth of Elijah walked in. 
“This is Rex. He’s my personal assistant. Whenever you’re ready, he’ll accompany you to the site in Homestead. It’s not exactly the safest neighborhood.”
Elijah smiled at the man; the expression wasn’t reciprocated. Elijah ignored the slight. “Brooke, I can’t tell you how excited I am about this project. Thank you. Really.”
“It’s my pleasure. Don’t let us down.” She paused. “I almost forgot. I have something for you.” She slid a small white box across the table. Opening it, Elijah found a round metal object. Etched into the medal was a square, intersected by two sharply pointed oblong shapes.
“Um, thanks.”
“It’s not a gift, Dr. Branton, but another puzzle to solve. This is an heirloom my great-aunt passed down to me. She was our family historian, of sorts. Personally, I find it dreadful. But it belonged to my great-grandfather, and I haven’t been able to figure out what it means or where it came from. If you stumble across any information during your research I’d be grateful. And maybe it will bring you some luck.”
I’m going to need it.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
 
 
The Cathedral of Learning was a house of worship like few others. Knowledge was its deity and it dutifully served its sacred function—inspiring a spirit of praise in the hearts and minds of its parishioners. Through the years, it had seen many denominations ushered through its halls. Some stuck. Others grew old and disappeared. 
Emily Dickinson still rang in Willa’s ears as she waited for the elevator. The poem failed to offer her the comfort that it had instilled upon her students. She had been in plenty of fights, but at that moment she wondered if she was the butterfly or the bee. Few people made her tremble—Willa Weil was about to look one of them in the eye.
Ding.
The doors slid open; two giggling coeds emerged. Each clutched a four-dollar coffee, their Ugg boots clomped synchronously—just like all the others. Willa sighed. The cult of ignorance had a greater hold over the campus every year. Shallowness of thought, an unwillingness to comprehend the depths of the world—seen and unseen—marked its disciples. This heresy kept the poet in the academy. She offered absolution daily, though the penitent were few. She hoped that the presentation of verses might awaken them. If she could only convert one, it was all worth it. That was all she needed. This semester and last, it was Sean. 
Stepping into the ancient elevator, she considered the young man. Something was rumbling below the surface. He wasn’t the average college kid. He had an untapped power of spirit and a perceptiveness that was disarming. Sean was different and he knew that she was different too.
Have to be careful.
Careful. She hadn’t been that day—or many other days. It was why she was rushing to the top floor, the reason she received the text in the first place. She found it hard to remain orthodox when the need was so great.
The top floor of the Cathedral was the University of Pittsburgh’s Holy of Holies, just one floor up from the Accounting Department. Passing floor 39 always elicited a chuckle from the young professor. Who would put the least romantic department possible on the highest public floor? The academy had become inverted.
The Babcock Room—a swanky conference space for important meetings—was one of the only useable areas on the top floor. It was the smoke-filled room—academy style. But there was a door, hidden away, that always remained locked. Willa pulled the key from around her neck and inserted it into the elevator panel. She pressed forty. One could push the button all day, but without a key, it would never light. 
The unnatural upward motion of elevators always struck her as curious—a symbol of humankind’s capacity to fight their physical nature. While efforts to overcome their bodies never ceased, people refused to elevate their minds. 
Willa found the top floor vacant. She curled her slender fingers into a loose fist and rapped lightly. She hoped for no response. Perhaps she could slip away unnoticed.
“It’s open,” a voice croaked from behind the door.
She grabbed the familiar knob and felt energy pulse through her hand. Pushing into the office, she found the old man seated on a wooden chair, surrounded by piles of texts. Towering bookcases made the tiny room feel even smaller. Photographs, mostly black and white, were haphazardly hung on the remaining wall space. The office’s occupant—at various ages—was in each photo alongside famous literary figures. Ginsberg. Borges. O’Connor. Angelou. It was a “Who’s Who” of twentieth century authors—from pulp writers to beat poets to the pop-literary.
The most recent—and current prize possession—was a photo of George R. R. Martin taken just weeks before in Roanoke. Edwin had driven six hours simply to snap a photo with the contemporary bard. George and Edwin could have been brothers. Matching gray beards and physiques that accompanied long days in the chair paired with little exercise. The primary difference was in their expressions. Martin’s smile was wide and his eyes sparkled. Edwin—even in the company of this pop genius—looked dour.
“Sit,” Edwin said through his beard. He held an index finger in the air as his eyes remained on the page. Willa unearthed a rickety old chair from under a stack of books. Looking for an appropriate place to set them, she squatted and placed the volumes gently on the floor. 
Her eyes scanned the shelves. Though there were thousands of volumes, they were ordered differently each time she arrived. Once they seemed to be arranged topically, another time chronologically, and once by color of binding. Most of the collection were literature and poetry, but histories, biographies, and astrophysics found their places within the metric ton of paper. 
Geographical by author, she thought—guessing at the latest schema.
The old man set the book open on his lap, smoothed the pages with both hands, and carefully pressed a bookmark into its crease. He glanced at the pile of books Willa had just set on the floor. She noticed him grimace, though it wasn’t much different than his general countenance.
“You rang?” Willa tried to keep her smartassery to a minimum when visiting the fortieth floor. 
“I think you know why,” the old man said, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. “Your class. You need to learn to control yourself.”
He was right that Willa knew why she was there, but the how remained a mystery. She was uncertain how he knew anything that went on during her day—though he inevitably did. It was uncanny, much like the rearrangement of his shelves. Though curious, she dared not ask. The man coveted his secrecy.
“Funny, I thought I had controlled myself perfectly well.”
Edwin looked into Willa’s lap and watched her hands tremble. He sighed. “How’s your father?”
Her eyes narrowed. “How’s your son?”
Edwin cracked a smile. “Touché. You know he and I haven’t spoken since you came here. He chose a different path and hoped the same for you.”
“I am the master of my fate:
 I am the captain of my soul.”
“‘Invictus’?” the old man asked. “I’m glad your education plumbed the depths of the English canon.”
Though accustomed to his scrutiny, Willa still blushed. 
I’m sure George R. R. Martin would approve.

“We talked last week. He’s the same, always the same.” She looked at her watch. “Look, can we finish?”
“Why? Do you have a course to teach?” 
The old man was particularly pissy. She was used to his attacks—Willa considered it part of her training. But an emeritus professor jabbing an adjunct struggling to make a living should be out of bounds.
“Master Weil, I would like to be done for the day.”
“Grandpa works, you know.”
“Yes, I do, Master Weil.”
The old man shifted his girth and swiped a hand across his forehead. He always looked old—but now antiquity had found its home on his brow. “Willa, you knew full well that when you decided to take this path it would not be easy. Every guild has its boundaries. They are not meant to stifle, but to grant freedom. Only within the boundaries is true freedom possible. But you and I are different than most of our profession. We are bound to two: the professorial guild, and the magicians. Today you bent the boundaries of both. And for what?”
“For good,” she whispered.
“Excuse me?”
Sitting up straight, Willa pushed the small of her back against the chair and lifted her chin. It was hard to feel big around him. “I did it for good, Grandpa. Those students, they’re lost. They need inspiration—they need the full power the words hold. I can give it to them.”
“Pedagogy is power,” the old man fired back. “The words are meaningful without your spell-work. You operate in two spheres toward two ends with two sets of power. Today you cheated as a professor and used your magic in a place it didn’t belong.” He sat back heavily in his chair. “Fine, you did some good. Maybe you lifted their spirits for a moment. But then class ended, as did your influence. You’ve not taught them to appreciate poetry, to understand the way in which words mold our lives. You simply manipulated their emotions. You’ve taught them to rely on your power, which is temporary and limited, rather than giving them the tools they need to own it for themselves. You didn’t do it for their good. You did it for your own.”
Willa held back tears that threatened to undermine her composure. None of this was new; she’d heard it a thousand times. 
“Maybe you’re right, Master Weil. But locking away the gift that you have—barricading yourself in this tower—is an act of equal hypocrisy.” 
She stood and left the room, her words hanging in the air behind her.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
Media attention on DARPA, The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, revolved around exoskeletons and other technical enhancements—devices that increased soldier speed and lifting capabilities. Front-line machines that could replace their biological counterparts were also popular. And why not? That stuff was a Tony Stark kind of sexy. Robots made good headlines and fit the techno-utopian vision that most Americans swore by.
It wasn’t that biological enhancements didn’t exist in the military world, they just failed to garner the same press. Altered caffeine pills kept soldiers awake, and Ritalin provided extreme focus. Strictly speaking, chemical enhancements in the US military went back to the colonies. Washington administered vaccines to his troops to counteract British biological warfare in the form of smallpox—a type of combat that had been terribly successful against the native people years before. 
Fool me once.
“I’ll be damned,” Chem mumbled to himself as he scanned the outputs on the screen. The program had been running its analysis for well over an hour. His deep-set eyes grew heavy. The military had their Ritalin and caffeine pills, Chem had his Red Bull—and he needed another.
Through his typically excessive scrutiny, the researcher discovered precisely what he was looking for—and determined what he would need moving forward. “Gamma aminobutyric acid,” he said into the empty lab. “The fountain of youth.”
He rubbed his hands together as he stared up at the yellowing dropped ceiling. Soccer moms around the country swallowed the neurotransmitter inhibitor by the fistful to counteract the anxiety created by grandé lattes and cheating husbands. Chem and his ilk considered these supplements snake oil. It might sound good in an advertisement, but oral dosages would have the same chance of crossing the blood-brain barrier as a fourteen-old-old boy had of getting into Cheerleaders Gentleman’s Club on Liberty Avenue.
But consumers typically opted for what sounded good and gamma aminobutyric acid—GABA for short—could be purchased at any of the health food stores popping up on the East End. His formula might just work with the proper levels of Baclofen—a GABA agonist that relieved spasms in MS patients. It was also the hallucinogenic de jour of junkies around the city. But the medicinal and recreational effects held no interest for him. Baclofen was also found to induce the development of human growth hormones when injected into the brains of male rats.
This might just be it.
Chem tossed his keys and cell into his pocket. Taking off his lab coat, he swung his messenger bag over his head and turned for the exit.
****
No matter how nerdy he might look, a towering black man walking the halls of a chemistry lab in the middle of the night tended to draw attention.
The bleary-eyed guard clutched Chem’s credentials as he barked into his university-issued cell phone.
“Sorry for the mix-up, Dr. Scott.” The man looked down at the floor as he handed back the identification card.
Chem sneered at his proper name. “Technically it’s just Mr. Scott. But everyone calls me Chem.”
“Sure. Whatever.”
He snatched the credentials and turned for the door. The medical lab would be a ghost town this time of year. Students weren’t yet cramming for exams, and the faculty would be enjoying as much time as possible at home before the end-of-semester scramble. Percy Carver Scott, AKA Chem, enjoyed this solitude. 
His feet echoed down the empty corridor. The guard was right to be suspicious. The other access card, the one hidden in his bag, had been turned off months before, his final mark of humiliation. Once he’d been a prized asset of the academic community, but the university had disavowed all connection with him. His failure to produce results, the debacle with the research ethics board, and even his failures in the classroom provided a compelling case against him. Without tenure and few political allies, it was a fight he couldn’t win. 
Thanks to the technological prowess congregating around Oakland, it wasn’t difficult for the defunct professor to find a hacker who could be bought for a couple bucks. With his private research ramping up, he needed access to the lab and chemical supply closets for late-night shopping trips such as these.
Left, right, straight, left. 
Chem’s body knew the way to the chemical and prescription storeroom better than anywhere. He had navigated the labyrinth for years and could have made it with his eyes closed. The key he pulled from the stash pocket of his bag was more difficult to obtain than the hacked ID. It took several rounds of laced drinks with an old colleague. Rohypnol wasn’t just a date-rape drug. Poor Michael likely got chastised for his “absentmindedness,” and maybe even had to pay a fine, but science was a costly endeavor. Progress required sacrifice.
Chem pushed through the door, his eyes adjusting to the dimness. Auxiliary lights would have to do; cameras kept a watchful eye on every square inch of the place. He knew just what he needed and where it would be anyway. The same key unlocked the cabinet. He snatched a bottle of pills and dropped them into his messenger bag. The rattle always drew a smile. 
He waved his phone in front of the shelves to illuminate the labels. Getting back to the lab only to realize he’d left something off the shopping list would be a disaster. Satisfied with a chosen few bottles, he closed the doors.
His grin faded as footsteps and a faint whistling approached the storeroom. Scoring drugs was on his to-do list—a larceny charge wasn’t. Chem’s strength was his mind—and his will—not his body. Fumbling with another cabinet, he found something nestled in a plastic bag that would do the trick in a pinch. He crouched and prayed the footsteps would pass by.
They didn’t.
The door opened with the creak of a B-grade horror film. Lights flashed on just as the chemist ducked behind a cart of empty beakers and five-gallon buckets. His eyes cut over to the cabinet. 
Shit. 
The door was ajar. Scientists pride themselves on their cautious precision. How could he have been so careless? 
His uninvited guest had seen it too. “Hello? Somebody in here?”
Chem held his breath like a Japanese pearl diver. 
“Hey, Ken, it’s me.” 
A radio crackled to life: “Yeah, Bill. What’s up?”
Chem cursed under his breath. Bill was a fifty-year-old guard working these halls at night so his little girl could attend in the day. The man was friendlier than a golden retriever and just as loyal. The chemist would often take a break from the lab and join the night guard as he sucked down a cancer stick on the front steps. He liked Bill—but not enough to serve time. 
This was going to have to be perfect.
“You need me to come down?”
“Sure. You need the exercise, and we might need to sweep the place.”
“Roger that.”
A lab towel with the iconic mascot was just within reach. It would serve as a makeshift mask. Chem’s steady hands worked fast. He opened the tiny plastic bag he’d palmed from the shelf and shook it. A piece of metal the size of a six-sided die tumbled out. He pulled a water bottle from his bag, broke the seal, and took a long drink. 
Looking under the table, he could see Bill’s legs across the room. The guard stood directly in front of the storage cabinet. Chem did a quick calculation and blew on his hand, hoping to rid it of any condensation. In one fluid movement, he grabbed the Cesium—a soft pyrophoric element—flipped it into the water bottle, and twisted the cap in place. Without hesitation, he slid the bottle under the long lab table toward his old acquaintance.
Chem blocked his ears and put his head between his legs.
The blast split through the room. The deafening chemical explosion was accompanied by the tumult of shattering glass on steel. The reaction was perfectly timed and placed. Chem leapt to his feet and shot for the door. Jumping an overturned cart, he glimpsed a crumpled mass under an upended table. He prayed to whatever gods might exist that Bill was OK. 
The hallway was still empty, but it wouldn’t be for long. Exiting through the front would be a mistake. He angled toward the rear emergency exit. His heart was a jackhammer in his ears; his lungs screamed. 
I’m not in any shape for this shit.
Coming to a T in the corridor, he groped the wall and catapulted himself around the corner—directly into the chest of Bill’s shift partner.
“What the hell?” the man shouted.
The security uniform barely fit the guy. He looked like he got the job right after he failed off the offensive line. 
Though tall, the chemist was rail thin. But he could use his body strategically, and the element of surprise was on his side. 
Chem grabbed the man’s uniform; his knee shot upward, targeting the guard’s soft crotch. 
Bullseye. 
A gravelly groan escaped the lineman’s mouth, and he dropped to a knee. 
The researcher wasted no time escaping through the rear of the building into the brisk December air. He compartmentalized his thoughts, shifting from his narrow escape to the promises held in his personal lab. 
There would be a breakthrough before the sun rose.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
“Many of you are here, I imagine, because you had a cool history teacher in high school. Or maybe your dad always had the History Channel on. Then again, that’s mostly science fiction and reality TV nowadays.”
Elijah had given the same opener a thousand times to a hundred students at twenty schools. His adjunct career was diverse. He hopped from community college to private college to every campus of the UMass system east of Springfield. Most adjuncts were road warriors, and Elijah was no exception. One semester he put nearly 30,000 miles on his Subaru moving from campus to campus. While some might think that students at small private colleges in New England would be quite interested in a class called Historical Research Methods, or at least more interested than the multi-gen learners at Bunker Hill Community College, it just wasn’t true. The students were, for the most part, the same—distracted and disengaged. 
Pittsburgh was no different. 
“Most of you are freshmen, I presume, which means, if statistics hold, that nearly forty percent of you won’t be here next year.”
And, nearly thirty percent of you are asleep right now. 
“Accounting, business, human services, elementary education…I don’t know which it will be, but this course will drive many of you out of my discipline and into another. Some would say that’s my job—to sift out the chaff.”
Students lining the back of the nondescript classroom tapped away at their phones. A few in the middle napped unashamedly. But, there were three students sitting in the first row. Elijah knew the type, likely homeschoolers—God bless them—who were fastidiously taking notes. A young woman off to his left, barely old enough to vote or buy cigarettes, was giving him that look. There’s always one. He flushed and rearranged his notes on the lectern. 
“It’s okay, really. I started college nearly twenty years ago as a journalism major. I had imagined backpacking through Europe, snapping photos, and writing about adventures. Time Magazine would be my main employer, of course.” He grinned. 
The only one smiling was the girl to his left. His front-row crew, eyes on their notes, were jotting down “Time Magazine,” as if it would be on the test.
“In my second semester, I realized that was a fool’s dream, and shifted my education toward more serious pursuits.”
He left the lectern and paced across the room—to the right so as to avoid the blonde. “Most of you will wash out because you can’t take the workload. But some of you will leave because you love history too much.” Elijah paused for effect. “I’m standing here today to tell you that the worst historian is the one who loves history.” One of the guys in the front row, a high achiever, jerked his head out of his notepad. A furrowed brow exhibited his disbelief.
“You can revere history. You can admire history. You can understand the deeply important place that history holds in all of human experience. But you must not love her.”
He winked at the furrow-browed homeschooler. “There’s at least one of you that is already disturbed by this. Probably the one that’s listening.” The blonde giggled. “But here’s what I mean: sentimentality will ruin scholarship. As we begin Research Methods I, the most important thing for you to know is that the historian, above all else, must be detached. Separate. Objective. Any attachment to the discipline, any motivation other than scientific analysis, will leave you writing great-man fanfiction or revisionist history. Maybe the History Channel will hire you.”
He paced up to the desk of a frizzy-haired girl in the front row. She crouched low. Everything he had said, word for word, was written on the page. He placed his index finger on the last line; she looked up. 
“That won’t be on the test.” He grinned. “That is the test.”
A barely audible whimper came from the girl’s throat. “There’s a syllabus for each of you on the desk, and you are responsible for the contents within. I trust you all can read it, though I know you won’t.”
Elijah grabbed his bag and turned for the door.
He had hoped he would teach in the Cathedral of Learning—an American icon of higher education. Instead, his assignment landed him in a basement that once doubled as a fallout shelter during the Cold War. 
The hallway of the building was nondescript. It could have been in any other city—at any other school. They all looked the same after a while. Same tiles, same cinderblock walls, same posters advertising the bread and circus of university life. A job for him and a hundred other adjuncts could be provided if these colleges cut all the bullshit concerts and spring break trips. If Heller College didn’t build that damn climbing wall, he would likely be sitting in a tenure-track position. 
This is a mistake, Elijah thought, passing down the hall.
The first time he had given that opening lecture was nearly a decade ago. He was a wet-behind-the-ears PhD student, desperate to hide his ignorance. Prior to class he was sick—literally. He tossed his Big Mac and fries in the men’s room. Nevertheless, he wiped his mouth, took the stage, and played his part. 
Like the best of actors, he had delivered the lines over and over in the mirror the night before class. He did all he could to emulate Dr. Ross—his mentor and the man who turned him on to the discipline. 
A decade ago, that lecture was his love letter to the field—an invitation to inquiry, discovery, and wonder in the face of the vast study of human existence. Whether it was his words or his enthusiasm, he didn’t know, but the students ate out of his hand. Over ten years of delivery, the opening lecture got shorter and terser. It evolved from a hospitable invitation to the guild, into a giant “screw you”—a middle finger to anyone who thought they might just belong. 
Adjunct positions were a dime a dozen in the big cities. Depending on the school, he knew he could make in the ballpark of two grand—more from tier one research universities, less from community colleges. In his early days, he would have paid to teach. Now he taught for nothing but the pay. Dr. Ross would be ashamed.
The hourly wage had become pretty good—once he realized that he could give the same lectures ad nauseum. Grading required skimming the first paragraph, last paragraph, and placing some check marks in the margin. He’d go above and beyond every now and then—underline a sentence and draw an exclamation mark next to it. An arbitrary grade at the end. Not too arbitrary. Grade them too low and he was likely to have a visitor during office hours.
****
Elijah pushed through the double doors and onto the sidewalk of North Bellefield Avenue. The library was where he wanted to be, it was what kept him teaching anyway. Pulling up his sleeve, he checked his watch.
Plenty of time, he thought.
He pulled out his phone and Googled the nearest coffee place. Kiva Han—the shop with the best reviews—was nearby. He walked south, toward Forbes, half watching the sidewalk, half reading emails.
“Hey, man. You got a cigarette for the King?”
Elijah glanced up at the homeless man. And then back down at his shoes. His pace quickened. They always made him uncomfortable.
“It’s cool. A hello will do,” the man said to Elijah’s back.
The coffee shop was packed. He met eyes with the nose-ringed, dreadlocked barista and wove through the crowd toward the counter. Two steps from his caffeine fix, he bumped into a woman turning with her own purchase in hand.
“Crap.” She shook her hand, drops of blazing coffee splashed to the floor. 
“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry.” His eyes moved from her hand up to her face. She had a modest beauty that would go unnoticed in the bar scene, but it was one that he had come to adore among young intellectuals.
“Yeah. That’s hot,” the woman said.
“That’s not the only thing.” 
“Excuse me?”
“I’m sorry. It’s just that you look fit. Zumba?” He smiled. Charm was never his strong suit.
The woman glanced up. Strange words fell from her mouth:
“It’s all about sex and territory,
which are what will finish us off
in the long run. Some cat owners around here
should snip a few testicles. If we wise
hominids were sensible, we’d do that too.”
She turned and walked away.
Elijah remained planted, unable to move. Shock and humiliation colored his cheeks. 
“Wow,” he finally uttered to no one in particular.
“Don’t worry about her, man. She can’t take a joke.”
Elijah spun, looking a tall black man in the chest. His eyes wandered up. The man was a mix between Cornell West and Morpheus.
“I’ve been trying to talk to her for years. Nothing like that move you just pulled, but I’ve tried.”
Elijah nervously ran his hands through his hair. “Yeah, I’m out of practice. Mostly just talk to librarians these days.”
The man laughed. “Well, that one, she’s literature or poetry or some shit. But, she’d rather spend the night with her cats than a Longfellow, if you know what I mean. Stay out of trouble.” The man patted Elijah on the arm.
Elijah grinned and scratched his beard. “I’ll try.”
With his black coffee in hand, Elijah moved toward the door. He considered sitting and reading through the latest issue of The Atlantic, but the place was packed. 
“You want to join me?” the man asked.
Making friends had never been easy. He’d only been in Pittsburgh for a few days, but already he was feeling lonely. Elijah pulled out the chair and sat. “Thanks. Nice to talk to another human. I just got into town this week.”
“I could tell you weren’t from around here.” The man nodded toward the lit professor gathering her things. 
A composition pad was opened in front of him. Elijah caught a glimpse of chemical symbols and formulas. Seeing him look, the man flipped the book closed. “Which department?”
Elijah’s eyes moved from the book to the man’s face. “What?” 
“What discipline do you teach in?”
“Oh, right. History. Twentieth-century.”
The man grinned and leaned back. “With that beard, those glasses, and the way you talked to her, I would’ve guessed philosophy.”
Elijah couldn’t help laughing. “I get that all the time. Mine’s much more lucrative.”
His new friend nodded in appreciation. “So, history man, you tenure-track?”
“Is anybody tenure-track anymore? That is, anybody under fifty?”
It was the other man’s turn to laugh. He pushed his hand across the table open in front of Elijah. “I’m Percy. Percy Scott. But people call me Chem.”
“Elijah.” The historian’s hand got swallowed in his Chem’s giant palm.
“How about you,” Elijah asked.
“Research. Chemistry—thus the name. I taught a class or two during my tour at Vanderbilt. Found out pretty fast the classroom wasn’t the place for me.”
“That’s why you decided to do research?” Elijah asked.
“Nope. That’s why I decided to go to medical school.”
“Med school? You went all the way through med school to do research?”
The man slid his palm around the side of his neck and then up over his head. He hesitated. “I got to clinicals. Then realized that wasn’t for me either. Or maybe I should say, they realized it.” The man grinned. “I’ll be paying those loans off for a long time.”
“That sucks.”
“Tell me about it,” Chem said. “So you moved here just to adjunct a history class or two?”
Elijah stiffened. “Actually, I probably shouldn’t even be teaching. It drives me crazy. But I thought I was going to need the money. I took a research job for a local company—you know, telling their story and all that shit.”
“Everybody’s got a story,” Chem said. “So what’s theirs?”
Elijah rung his hands. “Well, uh, I’ve got a nondisclosure agreement.” 
“Say no more. Hell, in chemistry, you can’t take a dump without signing an NDA.” 
Elijah stood. “Chem, nice to meet you. Time for me to hit the archives. I hope we run into each other.”
“Not like you ran into her, I hope. And if you do, don’t go givin me your damn pick-up lines.”
Elijah smiled and hovered for a moment.
The man pulled a card out of his pocket and offered it to Elijah. “I’ve been to new cities enough to realize it’s good to have somebody to call.”
Elijah nodded. “Thanks. See ya.”
The historian pocketed the card and exited the coffee shop.
****
The Hillman Library is a modern monstrosity, shadowed by the awe-inspiring Cathedral of Learning across the street. Large and boxy, it reminded Elijah of a shorter version of the city’s penitentiary, which he had driven past looking for Alarawn Industries. Architects over the past five decades admired its oriel windows; Elijah didn’t see the appeal. In any case, he spent little time contemplating aesthetics—his admiration was reserved for the archives within. Elijah felt comforted, rather than confined, while working inside.
This historian had always liked libraries. The sheer mass of information contained within their walls amazed the academic. He thought back to one of his earliest memories from childhood, sitting with his mother in the kids’ section of his local town library. Even then he respected the vast potential hidden within those rows of pages. The smell of old pulp was intoxicating.
Entering through the main doors, he showed his staff ID to the morose attendant. Elijah noticed the large room full of research computers on his left. While no Luddite, Elijah still couldn’t help but feel resentment toward the machines’ encroachment upon his turf. Historical knowledge took effort. It took discipline to make sense of the near-infinite information available. Computers increased that data to dizzying levels, but they failed to provide the necessary mechanisms, the mental sieves, required of a true historian. 
The words of Nietzsche rang in his ears: Historical knowledge streams in unceasingly from inexhaustible wells…For what means are available to nature for overcoming that which presses upon it in too great abundance? 
Elijah knew what means his own nature held: objectivity and a critical mind. His trained detachment gave him the skills to command the overflowing streams that would otherwise flood the uninitiated. But Elijah was initiated. And for the first time in his career, he was given the opportunity to put his skills to real work.
Elijah ascended the staircase and made his way to the third floor. This rarely visited section contained an extensive collection of historical works centered on the city. He had spent some time within Alarawn’s historical archives, but had found the information there had been arranged with a certain propagandistic bent—hard work, strength, progress. If Elijah was going to make sense of the company’s early history he needed another perspective. 
Elijah gathered a now-familiar collection of texts—Stowell, Wolfe, Morrill—and made his way to a secluded work bench hidden against the wall between two stacks. It had become his second home during his brief tenure in the Steel City. The steel industry had become his daily academic sustenance, along with the Alarawn’s role in shaping Pittsburgh. 
Thomas Jr. created jobs and industry, and produced the material that would not only shape Pittsburgh’s distinct infrastructure but also export the city’s mark all over the world. With steel came progress—as well as pollution, political corruption, and a long list of labor grievances. Elijah tried not to judge the past by contemporary standards. It was an era of great men; men who shaped earth and tore down mountains. Not the kind of people stalled by the cries of a few disgruntled immigrants. 
It was to those voices that Elijah now turned. He found a collection of photographs chronicling the immigrant history of Western Pennsylvania’s early twentieth century. While the modern city had strong Scots-Irish and German roots, it was Italians, Poles, Croatians, and a large black community that provided the city with the necessary manpower. These workers were sturdy men of the Old World, not easily intimidated. Nor did they readily give up the ancient traditions of their homelands. This determination to hold on to the world they had left shaped the neighborhoods comprising Pittsburgh, a legacy still alive in local churches, restaurants, and ethnic clubs. 
This cultural distinction also led to conflict within the industrialized city. Prohibition didn’t take with the immigrant population, and Slavic ethnic and religious practices were seen as outlandish by the city’s cultural elite. All of this contributed to the repeated—and often violent—clashes between labor and management.
It was one such conflict that caught Elijah’s eye. In 1902, Alarawn Industries built a newer, larger mill, which would remain the company’s flagship plant until mid-century. This plant was equipped with open-hearth furnaces, replacing the Bessemer converters of the past. The new mill was a significant step forward. It was capable of producing higher-quality steel in larger quantities at a faster rate. It also required fewer skilled workers. The steel unions saw it as a way for the corporations to keep wages low, and they promptly organized. The strike didn’t last, and within a week, operations returned to normal.
Elijah was familiar with the broad outlines of the workers’ protests. In the archives, Thomas Alarawn was praised for resolving the conflict diplomatically and without resorting to the violence that accompanied the Homestead Strike only a decade earlier. 
Reading through the history, Elijah was struck with several odd details regarding the incident—particularly its rapid dissolution. In the documents, Elijah could see that the labor unions were well organized and that there was a surprising amount of public support for the strike. The unions saw it as an opportunity to regain ground lost after their defeat in 1892. Despite the relatively favorable conditions, the strike ended in three days without the workers making any significant progress. 
Why would they cave so easily? What “diplomatic” solutions could Alarawn have come up with?
Curious, Elijah grabbed another text more specifically focused on Pittsburgh labor unions. A brief excerpt and a grainy black-and-white photo were all that marked the event. In the photo, among a group of steel workers, stood Thomas Alarawn, Jr. Bearded and wearing a dark bowler, his face was as cold and stern as the steel he produced. Elijah struggled to get into the head of this man. 
Who was this patriarch?
Checking his notes, Elijah realized that this photograph must have been taken only weeks before Thomas’s untimely death. He couldn’t find much about the steel magnate’s tragic demise, only that it left his only son the keys to the kingdom. 
“Possible last photo—death two weeks later,” Elijah wrote in his notes. 
Looking more closely at the picture, Elijah made out an odd shape sticking out from Thomas’s open coat. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like a small metal disk. 
“The medallion,” he said. 
Brooke had asked him to determine the strange medallion’s origins but he was an historian, not an archaeologist. For weeks Elijah had been looking for some reference to the artifact in the family archives. And here, he stumbled across Thomas Jr. wearing it while standing outside of his new steel mill, only weeks before his death. It hadn’t shown up in any of Thomas’s other photos. 
Reaching into his wallet, Elijah removed Brooke’s business card with Rex’s number on the back. He had hoped to push it back until the weather got warmer, but he was convinced that he needed to make a trip to Alarawn’s abandoned mill as soon as possible.         
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
 
 
An enormous table filled the room. Popular legend claimed that it was made of dark oak mined from a virgin forest in Wales—the ancestral homeland of the Alarawn family. Its wooden surface gleamed from four generations’ worth of polishing. If the table could talk, most in the room would be criminally indicted. Large, leather chairs surrounded the table, each holding an executive board member—all outfitted with perfect suits. Primarily men, there was a rose or two amongst the thorns. But the roses were anything but sweet. 
The room was as cold as the Ohio River in January—more from the countenance of its occupants than anything else.
Brooke Alarawn stood in the doorway; the armpits of her business suit were damp. Perspiration was a rarity—save for certain late night activities and tense board meetings. But now, she was sweating like a socialist at a Tea Party rally.
Glass lined the room. The northwest window granted a perfect view of the convention center—its roof sloping toward the Allegheny. Even under duress, the familiar sight took Brooke’s breath away. She imagined running at the windows and jumping through it—a la “Hudsucker Proxy”—and to the street below. She could float down the river and disappear. The only thing restraining her was that she wouldn’t get the benefit of seeing their faces. A smile inadvertently curled on her lips. 
Opposite the windows, three large LCD screens were hung specifically for this meeting. Lavine and Hurtle telecast in from some other continent—prioritizing on-site meetings for companies that weren’t dragging bottom. They were professional board members, pulling in five to six figures per corporate seat. Fong, a multinational businessman in his own right, dialed in from China. Brooke feared him most. Van Pelt—Alarawn Industries’ chairman—initially argued that his inclusion was advisory—lending support on overseas relations and opening up new markets. She suspected otherwise. Fong’s membership indicated ulterior designs, less helpful to her and her company.
Their company, that is.
Two years before her father’s death, Alarawn Industries had gone through a takeover. It could hardly be called hostile. Mr. Alarawn rolled over and gave it to them like a possum playing dead. He ceded majority control to Van Pelt and company, retaining his position as CEO, but ultimately leaving AI’s fate in the board’s hands—a board that now sought to dissolve the company, against Brooke’s wishes.
Dammit, Dad.
****
“Feels weird up here, doesn’t it?” Mr. Alarawn asked.
“I thought riding shotgun would feel more grown up.”
“You’ll think that about a lot of things,” Mr. Alarawn said, patting his daughter’s leg. “Just wait until you get to drive your own XJ.”
She knew the Jag made him feel like he was in the Old Country—though he had never lived in the UK. Not to mention the Alarawn family wasn’t from England. Pittsburgh was the only home Brooke had.
From the passenger side of the XJ8, she watched the sleepy houses of Sewickley glide by. She knew them by heart—this was the route they always took to her dance class. The wealthy town, north of the city, was what many of the local elites called home. Alarawn despised them and their place. They were the new destroyers of the Steel City. But Sewickley contained a prestigious studio, and no matter how bad a ballerina the ten-year-old Brooke was, she still received the best.
They passed a young mother pushing a double stroller. Every piece of her athletic wear matched. She’d put more thought into her workout gear than most Pittsburghers did their work attire. Big puffy headphones were plugged into a Discman.
Alarawn shook his head. “New money.”
“Huh?” 
“Pittsburgh. It’s filling up with new money. That woman, she’s part of it. I bet her husband just landed a job at one of the tech startups or UPMC.”
He often spoke like this to Brooke—about work and the world—but she rarely understood most of what her father was saying. 
“Our family is old money,” he said. “But money isn’t the point, really. Money only goes so far. You see, new money doesn’t care about the city. It only cares about making more.”
“Why are you talking about money, Daddy?” 
This made her father grin. Without taking his eyes off the road, he said, “I’m not, really. Old-money people like us, we care about different things. Your grandfather, your great-grandfather, and I have spent our lives building something that’s bigger than us. It’s bigger than you. We’ve built Pittsburgh. They don’t understand.” Alarawn jutted his chin at the neighborhood.
Brooke’s eyes got wide. “You built Pittsburgh?”
Her dad couldn’t help but laugh. “In a way, yes. Steel made the city great. It made the city thrive. And unlike so many of the companies that started before us, we decide to stay through the bust. This town was good to us in the old days; we’d be traitors if we left when it was in need. Before you were born, there was a time when most of the steel mills moved out. It was a terrible time. Those who could leave, left. And those who stayed had a hard time finding work. Pittsburgh fell apart—now it’s barely limping. But she’ll make it. I was pretty young then, just getting acquainted with the business, really. But your grandfather left it to me. Alarawn Industries is his legacy. This city is his legacy. And it will be yours one day. I’m damn sure not going to leave.” Brooke always blushed when her dad use those words.
****
“What we need right now is penetration,” the chairman nearly shouted.
The outburst brought Brooke back to the conference room. She bit her lip, holding back laughter.
“Did you hear me, Ms. Alarawn?” Van Pelt asked.
“I’m sorry, I was running numbers.” She tapped her temple. “Did you say you really need penetration?”
The middle-age men in the room chuckled behind their hands. Many of them loved her spunk—and a few despised the chairman.
Van Pelt’s face was granite. “Do you think this is funny, Ms. Alarawn?”
Brooke’s body quivered with contempt. “I think this is tragic, Lance.” 
He hated being addressed by his first name, especially during a meeting. The man pulled on his collar, looked around the room, and then toward the large screens on the wall. “Tell us what’s on the table, Fong.” His eyes moved back to Brooke. He almost smiled. Brooke turned her eyes toward the LCD and focused on the elderly Asian man, half a world away.
He glanced at a legal pad and pushed his glasses up the flat bridge of his nose. “They’re interested. I don’t think they’re willing to meet our number, but if we played with it a bit, they just might bite.”
Brooke’s perspiration returned. She shouldn’t have been surprised that this conversation had reemerged. Alarawn Industries had struggled since the mid-80s, and many of their peer corporations had made lucrative deals oversees. Selling made fiscal sense. “You’re not hawking my company like a used appliance.” Brooke’s left hand clenched her knee beneath the table. Her perfectly manicured nails left four tiny marks. “That’s a non-negotiable.”
The chairman of the board couldn’t hold back his delight. “It’s not your company anymore, Alarawn. It’s ours. And you can’t dictate terms to us. We have a responsibility to the shareholders.”
Brooke had never felt homicidal, not until that moment. “The shareholders? You don’t give a shit about them, do you, Lance? All you care about is your own bottom line. My father, his father, and his father before him built this city. When the rest of steel tucked tail and ran like a bunch of whiny bitches, we stayed. AI always knew this was something bigger than themselves. Pittsburgh needs this business, and I can save it.” Brooke stood, knocking her chair back. “Give me time.”
A low murmur greeted her response. Several of the board members had been with the company since the old days, had known Brooke since she was a child. She knew they agreed with her, but whether or not they’d confront Van Pelt was another story. All eyes turned to the chairman.
“Eight months.” Van Pelt removed his glasses and spun them on the table, casually, like this was all a minor detail. He rubbed his eyes. “The board has discussed this, and we decided to give you eight months to turn the company around. We want results, Ms. Alarawn, or Mr. Fong will continue to broker the deal.”
Brooke turned and left the boardroom. She slammed the door hard enough to shake its frame.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
Elijah leaned against the cold brick wall in front of the library. The bus stop allowed for optimal people watching—it was a human zoo. He wasn’t sure if being a historian by discipline made him more attentive to his surroundings, or if he was just a curious person. 
Nevertheless, in times like these, he took in everything. He hadn’t been in Pittsburgh long, but even after a few weeks, people started to look familiar. Not much unlike a bar or restaurant, sidewalks and street corners had their regulars. Among the hipsters, nerds, and hippies, Elijah spotted the woman from the coffee shop. His first reaction was to hide behind the wind guard of the bus stop. But before he could, she spotted him. Her eyes narrowed—or at least they did in his imagination.
He bolstered his courage and gave it another shot. 
“You again?” he said. 
“Me again?” she asked, raising her brow. 
“I just wanted to apologize. Sorry about what I said the other day at the coffee shop.” 
Her face lost all expression. “Coffee shop?” She cocked her head to the side. “I’m sorry, do I know you?” 
Elijah considered jumping in front of the oncoming 61A. Academic hubris makes faculty see themselves as utterly unforgettable. “Oh, right. Last week. Kiva Han. I made an ass of myself.” 
The woman’s expression broke; something between a giggle and laugh emerged. “I’m sorry. That was cruel. Of course I remember. I know it’s probably surprising, but it’s not every day a stranger calls me hot.” 
Yes, it is surprising, he thought. 
“And she has a sense of humor too,” Elijah said, as her laughter subsided. “Let’s try this again. I’m Elijah. Elijah Branton.” 
“Much better. And I’m Willa Weil. Postmodern poetry and contemporary women’s fiction.” 
Elijah cocked his head to the side.
“We’re supposed to share our CVs whenever possible,” she said.
He liked her. A lot. Her beauty was stunning and she was funny. And poets were kind of sexy, even postmodern ones.
“My turn. I’m…” 
She put her hand up. “Wait. Let me guess. You are…Economics.” She looked him up and down. “No. You’re far too practical to be an Economics prof. Business Administration, with a concentration in ‘Leadership.’” She made air quotes. “Undergrad division.”
“What? I am completely offended.” They both laughed. 
“So?” 
“History,” he said “Late nineteenth through mid-twentieth century, with a concentration in industrialization in the Rust Belt…” 
“Whoa. Whoa. Whoa.” She cut him off. “Slow it down, tiger. You didn’t even buy me dinner yet. Don’t give your whole resume in the first conversation. Were you going to list your recent publications next?” Her eyes smiled. “There are rules, you know.” 
She crossed her arms over her chest, as if she caught him looking—a ludicrous notion, seeing as January in Pittsburgh is sweater weather and parka weather and long underwear weather, especially if you’re always waiting for a bus. 
“I can only assume that you’re tenured, maybe tenure-track,” Elijah said. 
“Nope. Proud adjunct, going on half a decade. And I don’t mean to change that either.” 
Single mom? 
Rex pulled up in a tinted Lincoln Town Car before he could ask. “That’s me,” he said, nodding at the car. 
“Whoa. The adjunct life has been good to you? If I didn’t know better, I’d guess upper level administration.”
“I struck it big in Internet marketing before going to grad school. You know—dot-com shit.” 
She finally laughed with him, not at him.
Elijah pulled a card from the only institution that gave him cards. “Here. If you want to hang out or something. I’m new in town, my only friends are the nighttime stockers in the library.” 
Willa looked at the card, then waved it. “Speaking of stalkers.” She slipped it into the pocket of her vintage wool jacket. “I might just do that.” 
****
“Making friends, are we?” Rex asked without turning his head.
“Even a man of history has desires,” Elijah said. “I can’t live entirely in the past.”
When he first met Mr. Bertoldo, Elijah was far too focused on Brooke to really make much of him. Sitting next to him in the car gave the historian another opportunity to size him up, and there was a lot of him to size. Rex was tall and shockingly broad. Even in the luxury vehicle, he seemed to barely fit. While it was hard to tell what shape he was in underneath his designer suit, judging solely by the thickness of his neck, Elijah could see he was no weakling. Brooke had called him her assistant, but Elijah assumed he was the muscle. 
I doubt he’d even fit in my Subaru.
Sitting next to a man that size prompted Elijah to consider his own physique. In high school he had been painfully thin—a source of great embarrassment. School was designed for people built like Rex, not 130-pound pushovers. Subconsciously, Elijah still saw himself that way, although a decade of bad habits and sedentary living had increased his weight by at least fifty pounds. Those fifty pounds certainly weren’t solid, and Elijah remained intimidated by those who looked like his driver. 
They drove mostly in silence; some local sports talk station filled the car. Elijah barely followed the rapid descriptions of games, players, and statistics. Sports wasn’t really his thing. A call-in segment began, which only increased his confusion. Ninety percent of the calls were lamenting the Steelers getting knocked out of the playoffs by the Broncos—nearly three weeks prior. The show was a mix of Monday morning quarterbacking and Pittsburgh therapy. Elijah always thought the Boston accent couldn’t be beat, until an enthusiastic caller yelled into the phone. “Yinz guys know the deal. In a play like that, you gotta throw dahntahn. What was Big Ben thinkin? Irregardless, now we gotta wait a whole nother year. Eh, at least we got the Buccos, am I right?”
They drove south, putting distance between themselves and Oakland. Crossing the Monongahela River, they entered Homestead. Once a thriving industrial area, the town survived as a shadow of its former glory. Rows upon rows of houses, previously supported by the steel empires of the twentieth century, now lay empty. Maybe a tenth of its peak population remained.
While Elijah could understand this town’s tragic decline in an abstract sense, he nevertheless loved the sight of abandoned buildings. It wasn’t something that he readily mentioned, but it was probably this very thing that first drew him to study the Rust Belt. Unlike much of the country, Pittsburgh contained ruins. For a historian, the tangible presence of a distant past proved irresistible. Elijah loved books—they provided a window into another world. But books and bricks…that provided a doorway.
Rex cursed at the radio, interrupting Elijah’s reverie. “Fucking moron. They don’t know what they have in Tomlin.” 
The bald man gripped the wheel tighter, his jaw clenched. “What do they expect? A ring every season? Guy pulled a playoff run off of a fourth string running back who was still sucking his mother’s tit, and no Roethlisberger for half the season.”
Idiot.
“That’s why I don’t really get into sports,” Elijah said with as much disdain as he could manage. “It’s far too childish.”
Elijah looked at his driver, hoping he’d understood his joke. Rex returned the stare. His eyes were ice, and his lips curled into a sneer. Elijah swallowed hard and quickly turned to break eye contact. The man laughed and turned the radio up. 
Moving through the residential district, Rex piloted them into an open, almost rural space. As steel moved out, trees and wildlife pushed back in. The twentieth century was undeniably man’s century, but in the twenty-first—at least on this plot of dirt—nature was making a comeback. The verdant patch of land would almost be described as lovely, if it weren’t for the rusted heap of blight that rose up from it. 
They pulled onto a gravel road leading to the plant. The Alarawn mill was a behemoth—a long brick warehouse coupled with huge metal towers sticking out of one end. With its strange industrial fixtures, it looked like an alien ship had crashed nose first into the side of the building. The plant stood imposing, as it had for over a century. Elijah tried to imagine flames shooting out of the building’s flare stack, the dark billowing smoke which covered the city for miles around in a thin layer of soot and ash. This plant alone would have employed several thousand people, working 24/7 to put out tons of steel annually. 
Elijah decided to leave his bag in the car, opting only to take a notebook and a cheap Bic pen with him. He could take pictures with his phone. He was unsure of the condition of the derelict plant and cursed himself for not being more prepared. Rex reached behind his seat and grabbed a large Maglite. He also produced a small set of keys from his coat pocket. “These should open any door you find inside the plant.”
“You’re…you’re not coming with me?” Elijah stuttered.
“That’s really more of a job for someone of your intelligence. I’d probably just get in the way. I’ll just sit here and listen to sports stuff.” A smirk washed across his face.
Elijah resigned himself to crawling around in the dark alone. As he turned to shut the door, Rex yelled out to him. “Don’t forget this.” He reached into Elijah’s bag and pulled out the medallion. Throwing it to Elijah, he said, “You’d better not lose it or I’ll have your ass.”
The historian took it, running his thumb over the engravings. Considering Rex’s warning, he decided to put the amulet around his neck for safekeeping. With the muffled sound of The Fan playing behind him, Elijah bolstered his courage and entered the building.
****
The plant was freezing. A shudder overtook Elijah as he stepped into its frigid air. It was hard for him to imagine that once upon a time this place would have been sweltering, the heat of the furnaces baking the bodies of its workers. The factory was dim, but not completely dark. Large holes in the ceiling provided some illumination. Elijah was still thankful for the flashlight. Sweeping its powerful beam around the room, he surveyed the ruins.
The massive room was filled with large metal machines—giant blast furnaces, rollers used to shape the hot metal ingots into sheets and rails, and large chains with hooks hanging overhead. This place had horror film written all over it. In its prime, hearing anything over the tremendous din that these machines produced would have been near impossible. Now, Elijah could almost taste the silence.
He walked carefully through the plant, avoiding the rusted metal traps in his path. He skipped the administrative offices—they would have been cleared out decades ago—and moved deeper into the heart of the old building, the open-hearth furnaces. They were the source of the conflict in the months before Thomas’s death, and although Elijah couldn’t quite name it, he felt something pulling him in that direction.
Walking toward the oldest corner of the building, he found several large pieces of equipment blocking his path. A steel walkway led over the top of the obstruction. Following his light, Elijah backtracked a hundred feet until he found a stairway leading to the platform. He grabbed the railing and shook it violently. Seeing that it passed his test, he took several tentative steps upwards. 
The walkway granted a better view of the factory. Elijah thought of himself as a pit boss, overseeing the hundreds of men working below. 
He passed over the blockage and entered the deeper parts of the mill. The room got warmer. At first he chalked it up to the physical effort he was putting in, but after moving another hundred feet, the change in temperature was undeniable. Not only that, but his chest began to heat up. He was sweating underneath his pea coat. Elijah reached into his coat and found the medallion. It was warm to the touch, hot even. 
Elijah began to take it off, but then something on the ground caught his eye. A slight glow was coming from one of the steel furnaces. 
That can’t be right. These fires have been cold for decades. 
Trying to get a closer look, he leaned over the railing. Years of corrosion were his enemy. The bar snapped and he fell forward. 
Flailing, Elijah managed to grasp part of the railing. The pitted steel bit his palm. His flashlight escaped him, and he hung, dangling in the darkness. He groped for the railing with his other hand, but grabbed nothing but empty space. 
Elijah let out a panicked scream. 
His chest burned. 
The acrid smell of roasting flesh assaulted his nostrils. Elijah looked down. A large cauldron brimming with molten steel sat beneath him. Heat radiated from the ladle below. 
Desperately, he tried again to lift his free hand upward. Straining with the last of his strength, his fingers reached towards the metal bar. His hand moved toward the rail.
He was almost there.
Another part of the railing, rusted from exposure, came undone. The sudden jerk was too much for Elijah. His hand slipped from its tentative hold. 
Elijah fell.
Time stood still. 
His body floated through a sea of nothing toward the bubbling pool of hell below.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
“It’s too damn cold for a drum circle.”
Every Thursday night, King showed up on the Cathedral of Learning lawn. The draw was mostly the coeds—he had a thing for hippie girls and the joints passed between them. The college kids could afford good weed, and he didn’t mind partaking. Students rotated every four years. He’d been hanging out in the circles since Ben Roethlisberger was playing peewee ball.
That night, King wasn’t feeling it. He shook some hands, bumped a fist or two, and strode off toward Forbes. Drunks would soon be shifting from bar to bar. A perfect time for King to make friends and maybe some money. Oakland, his home since birth, was his throne.
He jammed his tingling hands into wool-lined pockets. If nothing else, a yinzer needed a warm outer layer.
King’s coat couldn’t be too nice. The streetwalker was “residentially ambiguous”—as he needed to be. Most of the Oakland community assumed he was homeless—which he wasn’t—and jobless—which was mostly false. Likable and perceptibly homeless was a great combination for making money on the streets. And Pittsburgh was a generous city.
“Hey, King, what’s up, man?”
He threw his right arm in the air as the car shot past. King was an Oakland staple. Over his twenty-eight years of walking the streets, King had seen his share of the bizarre: political protests, female streakers, creative public urination, and plenty of drunken fistfights.
Nothing could surprise him.
Until that night.
King nodded at a group of under-aged frat guys as they staggered toward the next bar. He was pretty sure he heard a racial slur garbled in his direction. Not uncommon. Fast on their heels was a group of women—one wearing a tiara—the others singing “Going to the Chapel.” The one near the back gave a catcall. He couldn’t help but smile. 
“Right back at you, baby,” he shouted.
This was life in a college town.
****
His Casio told him it was still an hour and change until last call at Gene’s Place. Gene’s was King’s kind of dive bar. Unlike the Garage Door Saloon, Gene’s drew the neighborhood folk who had not yet been driven out by rising rents or bought out by the land-hungry universities. The establishment was tight, smoky, and charming. If Pete was on the bar, King knew he could score a shot and a beer to sustain his waning buzz.
Dodging the light traffic, he crossed Forbes and made his way down Atwood. The further from the campus, the more real things became. Gene’s Place, sitting on the corner of York Way and Louisa, was as real as it got.
The smell of greasy smoke and the vibration of roots rock seeped into the night air. King gave the jolly German character on the sign a nod as he pulled his last Lucky from a crumpled soft pack. Just as he reached for the door, a rumble and crash echoed through the alley. King looked toward the commotion. 
Thirty feet down York, a dumpster spun on its side like a child’s toy. Beyond the screeching mass, King saw a figure. It was like a man, but two feet taller and twice as wide. The monstrosity cut through a tight row of houses in the direction of Schenley Drive.
“The fuck?” King uttered. 
With the balls of his palms pressed against his eyes, he wondered if the free weed was laced with something funky. His footsteps echoed through the now-empty alley as he walked toward the crash. The feel of cold metal confirmed that the dumpster was not a figment of his drug-altered mind. One side of it was scorched, warped, and hot to the touch.
Stepping between the houses, King found the figure’s escape route. Dark marks scarred the brick home on the right. Melted vinyl siding dripped to the concrete on his left. The chain-link enclosure at the end of the walk had been obliterated. King approached to the smell of burning metal. He reached out his hand and touched the fence’s remains with two fingers.
Pain split his brain. He pulled his hand back. “Shit.”
Black char marks led toward the back of the properties and up over a brick wall. 
Nursing his burnt hand, he walked back toward the bar.
Definitely need that shot and a beer.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 
 
 
Rana te ljuta zapala… 
Wait. 
Where am I? It has been so long in that place—away. Darkness. Death? Am I on the other side? The light came and I was gone. I saw raj, must have been raj—I am…was a good man. But there wasn’t joy, but pain. And heat. Much heat. Not heaven, but pakao. Fire and heat came from above. It took me away from there, from her. Oh, Adrijana. But where is she now? And where am I?
The mill. I remember. But what is this pain? Everything is fire.
Where are they all? They were here moments ago. Before the burning, everything burning.
These hands worked, bled, for the good of the men, for the good of the city. I am zduhać.
No, not anymore. These are not my hands, what is this? Are these the hands of the redeemed? They burn like the damned.
If I am still on zemlja—neither heaven nor hell—he must be here. 
He who turned me into this, a čudovište.
 
I will kill him.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
 
 
The back alley was desolate, as alleys tend to be. Though he could hear noise coming from the houses on either side, the chemist felt alone. The first few times he walked this path, he was anxious and uncertain. Practice numbed his fear. His stride was now confident, yet he remained alert.
Homestead had a reputation for its less favorable inhabitants. Chem knew that it was largely underserved. Like most neighborhoods in the city, the town was relatively safe. The narrow, abandoned buildings could terrify a tourist trying to get to Kennywood—Pittsburgh’s finest amusement park—but unless you were looking for trouble the place was peaceful. It was part of Chem’s job, however, to look for trouble. 
Initially, doing business with local dealers was hard to stomach. Gang life, the way most Americans imagined it, was not quite as extensive in Pittsburgh. But drugs, poverty, and an over-incarcerating criminal justice system did encourage a certain level of violence. Those who operated within that sphere needed a man with his skill sets. And he needed the cash. Scientific advancement trumped the moral ambiguities of his back-alley business.
He hated taking time away from the lab, but research was at a standstill, and he needed the cash. His run-in with security meant that he had to find alternative sources for his chemicals—not a cheap endeavor.
Certain that he was on the right track with Baclofen, he still couldn’t manipulate it appropriately in the human blood cultures that he tested it on. Too little was ineffective. But too much and the drug caused lethargy and depression—precisely the opposite of the intended results. Not to mention, a severe overdose would lead to depression or death. It seemed that humans were too weak to be strong. 
Turning a corner, Chem found the dimly lit building. The crumbling stoop sagged beneath his feet. The brick house resembled most others in the neighborhood—run down and nearly condemned. A spare piece of two-by-four supported the gutter, plywood covered the front window. Absentee landlords only cared that their tenements were filled and rent checks came in—most months. Home maintenance wasn’t a high priority for an owner living in Florida. 
Chem tried the door. More often than not, they preferred he just walk in. His heart would always pause as he pushed against the knob. That night the door was locked. Knocking, he waited for an answer.
Something big must be going down. 
The door cracked open, only as far as the security chain would allow.
The first few house calls terrified the scientist. The thought of botching a surgery surrounded by armed thugs would intimidate the most experienced doctor. And Chem was far from the most experienced. But gunshot wounds were generally routine: numb them, pull the slug, stitch the wound. 
Easy money.
“What d’you want?” A voice asked.
“I’m the doctor.” He held up his bag as identification. 
The door slammed in Chem’s face. The sliding of metal on metal bled through the cheap hollow wood. 
He stepped across the threshold onto a small landing filled with variously sized shoes. The thought of children living amid such violence and squalor was nauseating, though Chem recognized the hypocrisy in his judgment. His own parents had worked hard to provide him with the resources necessary to live a socially upstanding life—a life he threw away when he began his experiments. Everyone had choices to make—not everyone had the same options. Whatever differences existed between Chem and these people, their choices had brought them to the same place. 
“Thanks for coming.” The man on the landing’s eyes filled with concern.
“It’s my job,” Chem said. “Where is he?”
The man nodded down a hall lined with closed doors. Chem preferred to stay in the open. Back bedrooms hid surprises and, though scrappy, he wasn’t much of a fighter. Once, someone jumped him for the pain meds he carried, and he barely made it out. But that was near the beginning of his “career” and he now trusted in his reputation. Someone with his talent and ethical nuance was a rare commodity, and whatever else they were, most drug dealers weren’t stupid. They were rational enough not to ruin that relationship.
He passed through the living room. Bodies sprawled—filling couches and nearly every inch of the floor. They were frozen in time.
Damn drugs.
Although Chem experienced the same scene several times a month, it still unnerved him. His host—an enormous black man in a bloody tank and drooping jeans—led him to a back bedroom.
Through the open door, Chem saw a man on the bed clutching his right arm. A red handkerchief served as a half-assed tourniquet. The patient was propped up on a pile of pillows, resting on a sofa—a familiar grimace on his face. A toddler, no more than three, slept soundly against his chest. This scene never made it onto television. Chem approached, slowly. He’d been doing this long enough to expect the worst. Wounded animals were unpredictable.
“What happened?” he asked. But the wounded man was unresponsive. He stared up at the ceiling, a wild look in his eyes.
Shock.
Looking more closely at his patient, Chem noticed his shoulder. It was black and crusted over. Even someone without medical training could tell that he was badly burned.
Chem picked up the child and settled him in a faded recliner on the other side of the room. Returning to his patient, he cut away what was left of the man’s shirt.
A hand shot up and grabbed Chem by the collar. Startled, he dropped his scissors.
“That thing…it attacked me.”
Chem took hold of the man’s arm and replaced it by his side. The man’s eyes looked through the chemist to some unknown horror beyond.
“It’s OK, man. I’m here to help you. How did you get these burns?”
The man nodded, and bit his lip. “That thing…”
Chem’s body relaxed. History and experience instructed him that he would be fine.
He’s hallucinating. Probably self-medicated before I arrived. 
But his patient returned to his comatose state and wasn’t answering any more questions. Chem took a moment to inspect the burn. There was a first time for everything, and Chem wondered how the man came by it.
The failed med student pulled a needle out of his bag and drew something from a vial. He flicked it with his middle finger, watching the beads fly off the tip.
“This will numb you up pretty well. It will help with the pain.”
The man remained passive as he received the shot. Chem wasn’t proud of his source of income, but it made possible his research, which would change the world. And if it weren’t for him, this man’s wound would surely get infected, and he’d probably not make it. Didn’t he deserve help? Chem could never tell if he believed that or if the justification made it easier.
Fifteen minutes later he left the broken-down house with fifteen Benjamins in his pocket.
Easy money.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
Sean wasn’t well-suited for college life. Outside of the solitary confinement that his apartment provided, there were few places that he felt comfortable in. Hillman Library on a weekend came as close as anywhere. 
In university terms, weekends began on Thursday at five. The library was empty, save for a few staffers and antisocials like himself. 
Two stacks of books towered over his study carrel—one, a selection of physics popularizers, the other, the poetry of Levertov. He needed to work on his major assignments, but he couldn’t get Professor Weil out of his head. She had powers—that was evident. But what kind, and how they worked, were questions without answers.  She was the only identifiable person who could possibly relate to his changes, make him feel less alone. And he knew almost nothing about her. 
What he did know was that her abilities were tied to her words. Her aura always shined blue. He had no idea what this meant, but when she spoke certain lines it turned cobalt and shimmered. The first time it happened, Sean nearly wept. He was delighted to find she was given another class—he could be near her in an official capacity. Her presence brought him comfort; her words were his balm.
Was the power in her or the poems? Sean’s eyes scanned the lines in the biography opened on his desk. Denise Levertov’s conversion to poet was only overshadowed by her later conversion to Christianity and the vocation of priestess. An interesting choice to begin the semester.
He felt a kinship with Levertov. His own changes were pronounced, and, as far as he could tell, her evolution changed everything about her. Sean had hoped that merely reading the lines would be affectively curative. He needed to find a way to mollify his anxiety without always being in the presence of Professor Weil.
He read her poems.
Nothing.
Unease and exhaustion coursed through his veins. He glanced at his phone. 
1:42.
Dropping piles of books on the cart near the end of the stacks, Sean headed for the exit. Old words would provide no relief. 
On the steps of the library, he looked over the municipal parking lot and small urban park. Most nights he would take the bus home, but it was Thursday. The buses would be packed with drunken, obnoxious students. Pulling out his phone, he tapped the Uber app. A small price to pay for peace of mind. Cars littered the interactive map—they always did on a weekend night in Oakland. Just as he was requesting a ride, something between a growl and shriek called out in the distance. Sean felt the power before he saw it. It was stronger than most others he had experienced. While Sean’s transformation began nearly a year ago, he was still figuring out what exactly he was—and what he was capable of. Moments like this were rare, and he struggled to make sense of them. 
A bright, red presence crept around the corner. No one else could see the auras, but for him this one was blinding. He looked away as it grew stronger. The creature emerged from around the side of the library. It looked like the bastard son of a comic book villain and some kind of apocalyptic demon. Its enormous body was dark black, yet it glowed as if it was burning on the inside—like fire trying to escape from cracks in its skin. Sean could see smoke coming off its back. The figure’s strides were long, but uneven—almost drunken. It lurched forward, leaving burning red embers in its wake. The monster stopped. Its head, pulsing lava, turned toward the quivering student. 
Sean felt miniscule. All he ever wanted was to use his abilities for good, but at that moment he wished he could disappear. They stared each other down, two wild animals poised for combat. Can it recognize my powers?

Sean looked into the depths of hell.
The creature was grotesque. Shaped like a man, its form changed oddly, almost fluidly. Its viscosity reminded Sean of a snowman melting during a warm day in February, features slowly distorted by the sun. A creation of Dante’s come to life. Whether it was the tortured or the torturer, he couldn’t tell.
Sean had faith in his destiny. Faith that his powers were more than just sensate. At times, he could almost tap into the great surges of energy coming from the world around him. As the monster took a step closer, Sean felt its heat, not on his skin but in his body—like electrical currents moved up his legs and into his chest. Something was happening—it was like being around Professor Weil, but on steroids. Whereas she exuded peace, Sean could now feel only rage. The fire was intoxicating. If only he could focus it.
With the creature taking another cautious step in his direction, he had better learn soon—or run like hell. 
The beast staggered toward him, thirty feet and closing. Sean knew it was now or never. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the power that emanated from the beast or the ground or God or something. Not knowing what he could do with it, he believed.
The cold January air was getting warmer. The monster was a ball of energy, a power plant around him. Sweat rolled down Sean’s neck. The fire grew within him, trapped in his bones. His arms tensed at his side, preparing to use it, to send it out, to defend himself.
Just when it felt as though he would burn up into nothing, the screeching of a car broke his concentration. Sean and the beast looked up in tandem as a jet-black sedan hopped the curb and spun into a slide worthy of a B-grade cop film. 
The student dodged left and rolled on the grass, just barely out of the vehicle’s trajectory. The monster, with its deliberate movement, was not so lucky. With the sound of erupting steel, the car came to a halt as if it hit a concrete barrier. The tires on the far side lifted into the air and then dropped.
An impact like this would have tossed a human twenty yards. It barely knocked the molten thing over. As the form hit the ground, Sean saw its surface move. Little waves rippled around the body. 
The monster lay motionless.
A bald man, built like a power lifter, in a perfect black suit, casually stepped out of the car. Sean felt ill. Unlike the powerful auras of Professor Weil and the creature passed out on the ground, Sean sensed nothing, like there was a void within the man. Most people’s auras were faint. But ever since Sean’s transformation, he never failed to get something to read. 
This man was an abyss.
He bent, placed a hand on the monster’s forehead, and nodded. The bright glow surrounding the creature diminished. Molten steel slid to the ground, revealing the naked figure of a man. Sean’s stomach tied in knots as the man reached a hand inside his suit jacket and surveyed the scene. A small group had gathered some fifty yards from where he and Sean stood. Nothing like a tragedy to draw a crowd.
“You didn’t see a thing,” the man said with a sneer. He popped the trunk of the Town Car and lifted the unconscious man like a sack of potatoes. Placing him in the trunk, the man got in the car and sped away.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 
 
 
Brooke sat in the back seat as Rex navigated the city. She could do without most of the luxuries wealth afforded, but having a driver 24-7 was an extravagance she truly appreciated. One time, she sat in the front passenger side, but it felt odd. Rex Bertoldo actually talked more when she was in the back. The man had been with the Alarawn family for almost fifteen years, since she was in her early teens. It was as if he was family. 
“So, what did he find?”
Rex glanced into the rear-view mirror and caught Brooke’s eye. He quickly looked away. The mountain of a man turned down sports talk radio.
“Excuse me, Ms. Alarawn?”
Brooke knew he’d heard her. “I was just asking about Mr. Branton. What happened at the mill?”
Rex kept his eyes trained on the road, hands at ten and two. He was all business, especially when the boss was riding along. “Not really sure. He told me he’d feel better going in alone. I offered a few times, but the man was adamant.”
Brooke could see Rex’s jaw clench. Something was off. “Okay,” Brooks said. “But, what about when he got back to the car? Certainly the two of you talked.” 
Rex ran a big beefy hand over his bald head. “Not so much. I mean, he said it was pretty amazing and not what he expected. Otherwise, he just sat and jotted notes in his little journal. I figured I should let the man work.”
Rex slowed to a stop on Liberty Avenue. Glancing over his shoulder, he asked, “Did you want me to get some information from him? I thought I was just his driver.” Rex’s voice bordered on disdain.
The man had been in her employ for five years. She still wasn’t exactly sure how she should treat him, or what his role was. When it came down to it, Rex had five times the experience at Alarawn Industries that Brooke did. Despite his tough guy exterior, she knew he was smart, driven, and shrewd. The fact that he had held the same position for a decade and a half was odd. 
He could do so much more.
She wondered if he had.
“No, that’s all right,” Brooke said. “I just thought he would probably talk more—you know—about what he found. I texted him a few times with no response. Like he’s avoiding me.”
He laughed—which sounded like a foreign language coming from the man. Humor and Rex were like oil and water. “He’s a strange one. We don’t have much to talk about.”
“No. How so?” Brooke asked.
“Probably just the fact that he’s an egghead, and I’m a meathead. If you can’t talk sports, guns, and women, I’m not much of a conversationalist.”
Brooke smiled, knowing that the man was downplaying his social skills. The light turned green, and Rex eased the town car off the line. 
****
Vince Charles’s large glasses and slight frame made him look like an insecure middle-schooler, despite the fact that he was a multi-millionaire nearing sixty. Brooke and the aging businessman weren’t exactly close, but he had been her father’s best friend, and he was the nearest thing to an ally she had on AI’s executive board. 
They met at Primanti Brothers’, a bustling sandwich shop in the city’s strip district. Primanti’s wasn’t a typical meeting place for people of their means, but Brooke was far from typical. Their lunch gathering wasn’t “off the books,” but she had no desire to advertise her movements to Van Pelt and the others. The mixed crowd of confused tourists provided the perfect cover.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Brooke. I don’t see much of a choice.” He kept his head down, distracting himself by picking French fries off his sandwich. 
“How can selling the company be a choice at all? You know what this industry means to the city. How can we just strip it for parts and leave it to die?”
“Pittsburgh isn’t the place it once was. It has other businesses. Healthcare, technology, education, and even art are more Pittsburgh than steel is now. Maybe closing up shop is the best move.”
Brooke sat, considering her next words. She had seven months to turn the company around, and she couldn’t afford to alienate the few friends she had.
“Vince, you knew my father, knew how much he cared for this place. We can find a way to make this work, we have to.”
The old man put down his silverware. He reached across the table and placed a hand on hers.
“You know you have my support. If anyone can find a way to right this ship, it’s you. Who knows, maybe your Project Phoenix will work. But I want you to know that your father wouldn’t have wanted you to ruin yourself fighting a losing battle. You can be free to be your own person.”
Brooke smiled at her father’s friend and nodded in agreement. But truthfully, she couldn’t have disagreed more. For better or worse she was bound to this place. 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Elijah was in bed, but he was unsure of know how he got there. Sleepless nights had made the view of the sculpted ceiling in his room more familiar than he wished. His head pounded. He felt like one of the frat boys in the back row of his class after an all-night bender. He was cold. A single sheet, tangled in his legs, extended over his torso. As he shifted ever so slightly, a searing pain shot through his side and into his shoulder. Gingerly, he reached across his body, and pulled the sheet back. His rib cage, where he felt the most acute pain, was a work of postmodern art. Splotches of purple in different shades littered his skin. He gently pressed on the darkest area and cringed.
What the hell?
With gritted teeth, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat up. The pounding in his head matched the throbbing in his side. Elijah rubbed his right shoulder with his left hand. To no avail, he tried to raise his arm. Pulling the sheet off the rest of his body, he found himself completely naked. 
Not his customary nighttime attire.
Blood caked his sheets. 
He ran his hand through his hair. It was coarse and sticky. Once he made peace with the pain, as much as he could, Elijah searched his memory.
What happened? Where was I?
He attempted to build an itinerary of the previous day—to reconsider the events. The walk through his morning ritual, the time in the library, and even his conversation with Willa. Thinking of her, he couldn’t help but smile—even through the pain.
I was with Rex. The old mill.
Every nerve of his body screamed as he crossed his bedroom toward the attached bathroom. A foreign image stared back at him from the mirror. The usual circles under his eyes, which accompanied late nights and long study-sessions, were deeper and darker than ever. A three-inch laceration spread from his cheekbone down under his beard. He patted it with his index and middle fingers, sucking wind at the pain. Stitches might be in order. His flabby academic body appeared just a bit less flabby than it had the previous day, as if he had taken on a day’s worth of a workout regimen. A weird scar marked the center of his chest.  It was scabbed and pus-filled, but Elijah thought he could see a faint pattern in it.  
Turning the shower on full-heat, he stepped off the cold tile floor and into the steaming water. The spray made his torn body sting. Blood, mixed with dirt, made a brackish whirlpool over the drain.
Carefully, he eased himself into the loosest-fitting clothes he could find. Agony filled each movement. 
He picked up his phone, ready to call Rex, but thought twice about it. His questions would brand him unstable, and there was no doubt that the henchman returned detailed reports to his boss—Elijah’s benefactor. Not wanting to suggest insanity to his new employer, he instead pulled up Brooke’s number and noticed four texts from her that he had yet to reply to. He tapped out a message: Going to spend the day at Hillman. I’ll keep you posted.
If he could keep them at bay for a day or two he could try and figure out what the hell happened. First he had to take care of his body. A small stack of business cards had piled up on his makeshift dresser. Conference attendance and new positions always added a few to the collection. Mostly he used them as bookmarks. The things were nearly useless in the age of the Internet. He could find almost anybody he wanted to, and they could do the same. But that day they would serve their intended purpose. Sifting through them he found the card of the man from the coffee shop. 
Percival Scott, Chemical Research
He tapped the number into his messaging app and stared at the empty text box.
How do you start this text message?
Hey, it’s Elijah from the coffee shop. The new guy. Got a minute? I might need your professional opinion on something. 
He sent the text and shoved the phone in his pocket. Easing into the rest of his clothes, he grabbed his bag and turned toward the door. The phone buzzed. He pulled it out and saw that it wasn’t a text, but a call.
“Shit.” It was Brooke Alarawn.
He thought about ignoring her—blame it on being in the library. But in the first few weeks of his position, he feared disappointing his boss. Elijah tapped the green circle next to Brooke’s name. “Hello, this is Elijah.”
“Elijah, it’s Brooke.”
“Hey,” Elijah said, thinking on his feet. “I’m just getting to the library now.”
There was a pause. He had never been much of a liar. “Sounds quiet pretty quiet for the streets of Oakland,” Brooke said.
Elijah wasn’t even sure why he’d decided to lie. “Not really. Must be this new phone.” He considered making more excuses, but figured he would quit while he was behind.
“Anyway,” Brooke said, “I was hoping that you would want to get dinner tonight.”
Elijah was speechless.
She continued. “You know, get to know each other a bit more. But most importantly I want to hear about your trip to the mill.”
Part of Elijah wondered if this was some sort of professional booty call or truly a time for research updates. Either way, the timing couldn’t be worse.
“Sure. Let me check my social calendar.” Elijah waited just a moment. “Looks free from between now and June. I should be able work you in.” 
Something close to a chuckle came across the line. “Great. I’ll have Mr. Bertoldo pick you up at six. Library or your apartment?”
If Rex was going to be there, Elijah certainly hoped this wasn’t a booty call.
“Not sure where I’ll be. Tell him I’ll text him around 5:30.”
“Sounds good. See you soon.” 
****
The bus ride to Oakland was pure hell. Elijah was pretty sure that the transit was going to shake loose every bone in his body. His Subaru sat in the parking garage of Alarawn Industries. It was likely costing them more to park it than he was being paid. With a decent bus system, and Rex at his beck and call, Elijah had decided to save some cash, and stow his own ride away. As the bus hit a pothole, Elijah cursed his own thrift.
The librarian, usually friendly, gave him a sideways glance as he walked past the front desk. He looked like he’d been hit by a truck, with the scar on his face and his full-body limp. For all Elijah knew, he had been.
Walking up the stairs, Elijah moved to the right to let a descending student past. He was young, with an unruly mop of dark hair on his head and he wore what appeared to be his grandfather’s sweater from the 70s. On seeing Elijah, the kid froze, mouth open. After staring for a minute, he turned around, then took off in the other direction.
Dammit, do I really look that bad?
He eased his aching frame into the usual study carrel. It felt harder than usual. The historic archive was his lone piece of research that day. He hoped that looking at the pictures of Thomas Jr. on-site might break open his memory loss and help him recall exactly what happened the day before at the mill. If worse came to worst, he would hint around with Rex that evening. Maybe he could get some information without disclosing too much.
Flipping the pages, Elijah took in the pictures of the old site. Men, with arms draped around one another, glared at the camera. Cigarettes hung from dirty lips. The soot on their faces and the surrounding rubble made the prints look more like old war photographs than anything else. In some ways that was what they were.
Elijah pulled a magnifying glass from his bag. It was a trusty tool of the historian, as archival photos, more often than not, lacked clarity.
Staring into faces from the past, Elijah felt strangely nostalgic.  He could hear the sounds of the mill, feel the heat coming off the furnace, and taste the carbon soot in his mouth.  He felt a kinship with the workers. While his research failed to knock loose any of the previous night’s details, it did fill him with emotions unfamiliar to him—homesickness and loss.
Thirty pages later, he felt only anxiousness. His concentration waned and his fingers fidgeted with the pen. Unusual for a man who spent his nights and days focused on dense reading. After five minutes scanning pages that his brain didn’t absorb, he decided it was time to take a break. 
Rising from the desk, he remembered just how sore his body was. It had tightened during his time in the study carrel. He worked his way down to the main floor of the library, cringing all the way, and stepped through the front doors.
As usual, a huddled group of smokers stood twenty feet from the entrance. Elijah always threw a smug, judgmental glance their way. He could think of a thousand more enjoyable ways for a human to kill himself—nearly all of them cheaper. His first and only experience with tobacco was as an undergrad. It involved a cigar, vomit, and laughter from his peers. Nearly a decade later the memory still filled him with shame.
He walked past the group, drawing second-hand smoke into his lungs. He didn’t experience his usual revulsion, but rather satisfaction—as if a little edge of his anxiety was sanded smooth. He took a step closer, intentionally drawing from their thick clouds. 
Three of the four students left the crowd, leaving a girl alone, fishing her second cigarette from the pack. 
American Spirits—of course.
The co-ed had dyed blonde hair and a heavily made-up face. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her. That didn’t matter. She had what he needed. 
Elijah ambled over, his hands pushed in his pockets. “Can I, um, bum one of those?” That line usually worked in the movies.
The girl looked up. “Oh, hey, Dr. Branton.” She paused, waiting for a response. “It’s Julie, from Research Methods.”
Elijah’s face broke into a grin. Toe to toe with his admiring student, he said, “Of course. Sorry. You know, out of context and all.”
She nodded. “What happened to your face?”
His eyes kept dropping to the pack of cigarettes. A reasonable lie would be helpful—but he could barely focus on standing, let alone subterfuge. He shrugged, nonchalantly. “Don’t know.”
The girl’s lips curled into a mischievous grin. “Must have been a crazy night—I’ve had a few of those.”
She pulled a smoke from the hard pack and passed it over. Elijah smelled it, as though it were the last thing on earth. He accepted the lighter. The butt between his lips felt oddly familiar. He drew deeply. While his brain thanked him for the nicotine it craved, Elijah’s virgin lungs were angry. He nearly doubled over coughing.
“Easy there, Professor,” the girl said, putting her gloved hand on his shoulder. She let it linger there until Elijah regained his composure. 
Julie was the kind of girl that got people in trouble—especially lonely adjunct professors. Those girls spent too much time reading “how to seduce professors” on Reddit or Gawker. Elaborate plans were hatched with their roommates late into the night. Elijah knew her type. He took a step back, as his mind urged him forward.
“I have been meaning to tell you,” the girl said, pausing to draw on her cigarette, “your lecture that opened the semester was amazing. Jimmy, one of those guys in the back, talked about how terrible you were. But he’s a douche. Everyone knows it. I went back to that room, laid on my bed, and just couldn’t get my mind off you.” She giggled. “Well, your lecture, I mean.”
“Thanks, Jen.”
“Julie.”
“What?” the professor asked, paying far more attention to the nicotine coursing through his veins.
“My name. It’s Julie.”
“Oh, right, sorry.”
The phone in his pocket buzzed. Elijah pulled it out and unlocked the screen. Chem.
“I’m sorry…”
“Julie.” She smiled.
“Right. I need to take care of this.” He motioned to his phone. “I’ll see you in class.”
“No problem. And take care of your face. You should rub some vitamin E on that thing, it will help it not to scar. Not to mention you could…”
Julie continued talking at the empty space that Elijah left behind him.
Yeah. No problem. I was just taking care of some things. Let me know what you need. 
Great, he typed with his left hand, his right hanging limp at his side. You know, with the adjunct health benefits. :)
He drew on the cigarette, smoking it down to the filter. Tapping his foot, he waited for a response. The sun sank over the tree line to the southwest; he’d have just enough time to make it over to the failed doctor before needing to text Rex for a ride.
I’m at the lab. Just give me a buzz when you get here.
****
“Day-um, man.”
“You should see the other guy,” Elijah said, contorting his body to remove his shirt with as little pain as possible. The pain kept him from drawing in his stomach—as was his custom since grad school. 
“Looks like you are the other guy.” Chem pulled a pair of gloves out of an open doctor’s bag balanced on a lab stool. “You’re not allergic to latex, are you?” the chemist asked.
“Is that a pickup line?” Elijah asked, drawing a laugh from Chem. “You always carry that thing around with you?” Elijah’s eyes cut to the open bag.
“Never know when you need to play Good Samaritan. Though this wasn’t quite what I expected when you said you had a personal problem.” 
The historian winced as Chem pressed on his side. 
“Hurts, don’t it?” The man gave a grin as he continued up and down Elijah’s side. “Just one little crunchy spot, right here.” 
Something between a scream and a yelp emerged from the patient’s throat. He bit his lip and tried to regain his composure. Chem moved from the rib cage to Elijah’s lacerated cheek. 
“Yikes. This thing looks like a cat took a dump in there.”
“Think I need stitches?”
“I think you needed stitches,” he said. “After eight hours it’s no use. Let me clean it up. Then I’m going to have you take these for the pain.” He turned to his medical bag and pulled out a prescription bottle. “You didn’t get these from me, right?”
“Who are you? I feel like I’m in a mob movie.”
“Let’s not go overboard. But it was a safe move calling me.  I don’t ask as many questions as the hospital.”
The chemist cleaned the wound and pulled it together with butterfly closures. “These will do just about nothing at this point. They kind of make you look badass though.”
“I get that a lot. You have a lot of stuff in that bag, Mary Poppins. You play doctor a lot?”
“Ever since little Susie Swanson in the second grade.” Chem inspected his handiwork. “I have a lot of clumsy friends. How’d this happen, anyway?”
Elijah shook his head. “You’re going to find this hard to believe, but I have no idea. I woke up this way.”
“Hard to believe?” Chem asked. “Hell, forgotten battle wounds are an Oakland specialty. I didn’t take you as the Jagershots kind of guy.”
He reached into his bag and pulled out a needle and an empty vial. “When was your last tetanus shot?”
“Five years ago. But I’ve been saying that for ten years.” Elijah hated needles.
“Alright, since you’re on the Adjuncts United Health Plan, I’m going to take some blood and run it for you. Let’s make sure your cholesterol is good and all that shit.”
“You’ve got some bedside manner.”
“Yeah. Shocking they threw me to the curb, right?”
After watching Chem draw his blood, Elijah wiggled back into his shirt. “Hey, man, thanks. I have a dinner to run to. Let’s hang out, though—you know, with my shirt on.”
“Cool. Drop me a text. Nights like yours seem like a wild time.”
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Adjunct professors were in an odd line of work. An integral part of the modern university, the part-time teacher derived their significance mainly by being cost effective. So, despite the fact that almost every institution of higher learning relied upon adjuncts—in fact could not survive without them—they were given the lowest possible wages and accommodations. The office shared by several of the university’s adjuncts reflected their station.
Several years earlier, after the high-profile death of a local adjunct at a neighboring institution who couldn’t afford health insurance, Willa’s university tried to make significant changes. Her hope was that the decision was not just a public relations move, but one filled with care, and maybe even appreciation for the work of these part-time warriors. But after a few months, the news cycle shifted, and the reforms came to a standstill. 
Willa sat in a cubicle in the sardine-can office as far from her colleagues as possible. Not that she didn’t like her fellow adjuncts, but the claustrophobic environment made grading nearly impossible and they distracted her from her work. 
Bose headphones swallowed her ears. She couldn’t listen to anything with lyrics, since they distracted from her trade. Reznor’s score for “The Social Network” provided the day’s soundtrack. Its driving bars muffled the other worker bees and gave a certain rhythm to her production.
She moved her green pen with diligence and grace over a paper that had likely been written after a six-pack with “The Expendables” on in the background. Her students’ level of effort never affected her own. The work required care. The poetry demanded it. And despite the crowded office and the unenthusiastic students she remained pleased to be a part of the guild. Her calling was a joy.
Absorbed in her efforts, Willa jumped when a hand found her shoulder. Spinning, she knocked the headphones from her ears. “Sean?” She looked up at her best student.
“Um, I need to talk to you, Dr. Weil.” His hands trembled.
“Okay, but I need to get these graded before class.” Willa drew her hands over a stack of papers that rose impossibly high. “Are you available for my office hours tomorrow?”
Sean’s eyes darted around the room. He barked at her. “No. I need to talk to you now.”
Willa stood from her desk. She was three full inches taller than the student. “Sean, you can’t talk to me like that.” She took her position seriously. Her students were treated with respect, and she demanded the same respect in return. Willa liked Sean, but deemed his response inappropriate.
Sean glanced over his shoulder again. “You don’t understand. I know. I know who you are, what you can do.” Sean said, little louder than a whisper.
     Frustrated, she responded in an uncharacteristically patronizing manner. “Sean, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Your powers. I know about your powers.”
Willa’s face flushed, and her eyes told him to be silent. “Follow me.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the hall.
****
“I, um, I want to be in.”
Willa stared across a round coffee table at Sean Moretti. The student’s eyes were on fire. 
“In what?”
The boy laughed. “You don’t have to do this. I know already. I can’t not know. I can see.”
Willa leaned in and wrung her hands. “See what, exactly?”
Sean had started taking her classes a year and a half ago, or that’s what she guessed. In adjunct world, the faces, names, and grades all blurred together. But he had always been a standout, an excellent student. It was not uncommon for him to seek her out after class to continue the discussion. She assumed he had a crush on her, which explained his normal enthusiasm. But this, this was something different. 
His smile dissolved. Sean leaned back and said, “I have an ability. I don’t know much about it yet, but I’m learning. I, like, see people differently. Everybody. But it’s more pronounced with some people. I’ve been seeing them more the last few months. They show up in all different colors—red, blue, and, ah, green mostly. I don’t know what these colors mean yet, but there’s a connection—some sort of power. You’re a blue. I see blue all around you all the time, and when you speak the words, the words that have power, the blue, like, gets darker and starts to move all around your body…it changes things. I feel differently when you speak. It affects the others too; they just don’t notice it like I do. You’re, like, casting a spell, aren’t you?”
Willa stayed silent for a moment, the quiet thick around them. For the first time she wished she was on the fortieth floor of the Cathedral of Learning. The magician needed her grandfather’s wisdom. “Sean, I am…I’m just a failed poet, who needs to make a living. So I teach.”
Sean’s face changed from impatience to anger. “You can’t do this to me. Don’t shut me out. Something is going on here, and we’re going to have to do something about it.”
“Sean, have you been taking anything?”
“You’re not listening to me. I know you have powers. I do too. And I’m seeing other people popping up all over Oakland with powers—strong ones. I’m not crazy, or high, or, or, anything else. The other night it happened again.”
“What happened?” Willa asked.
Sean leaned in and placed his forearms on his knees. His gaze was intense; she felt chills. “I was outside Hillman, waiting for an Uber. The aura was so powerful—strong and wild. I saw it before I even saw him. But then he, or it, was standing there.”
Willa had grown up in the guild of magic, even though her father tried to protect her from that world. She’d seen so many strange things in her life it was hard not to believe that Sean might be telling the truth. Experiencing the paranormal since childhood prepared one for conversations like these.
“Go on,” she said.
“I’m not sure if I would call it a monster or demon or what. It was enormous, probably seven or eight feet tall. Shaped like a man, but different. His face was all distorted, like he was melting. You know those pictures—photos of the rock around a volcano just before it explodes?”
Willa nodded.
“He was almost like that. Nearly rocky, with fire inside. When he walked the, ah, surface of his body moved. He was liquid or something, but thick. He left bits of smoldering metal in his path.”
Willa uncrossed her legs and then re-crossed them. She was at a loss. If these things were in fact true, she would want Sean to stay as far away as possible. He was young. Too young.
“That’s quite a story,” Willa said.
“There’s something else…I think your friend is connected somehow.”
“What friend?”
“The new history professor, the one with the, um, beard. I saw him today, and he was all beat up, with a huge cut on his face. And I felt the same aura within him. It wasn’t as strong as the other night, but it was definitely there. His aura was brighter than yours, Dr. W.” Sean stared at her intensely. “He’s dangerous. You’re going to need me. I can help.”
Willa’s mind raced.  Elijah Branton was just an academic—normal in every way, mundane even. But if half of what Sean said was true, then maybe Elijah was in danger. 
****
As she slid the key into the slot on the elevator panel, Willa realized she had never gone to the fortieth floor uninvited. Her grandfather was a complex man. Many people are smart; he was wise. But he was also rigid and intimidating. He had an authority that was not easily denied. While he didn’t show care the way she always hoped he would, the magician knew that he loved her. But that love seemed to have boundaries, and Willa was now pushing at one of them. 
When she chose to move east her father was beside himself. He tried flattery, money, and finally guilt, but she had made up her mind. Even at a young age, she had accepted her dual calling. She knew that Pittsburgh was the best place to pursue both. Chatham had an MFA, Duquesne had a PhD, and the Cathedral had her grandfather. 
The knot in her stomach got tighter as her altitude increased. Over the past decade, she struggled to discern precisely why she was so anxious around him. Only recently, she realized they shared the same three vocations: teacher, poet, and magician. Edwin Weil was a master of all. Willa considered herself average, at best. It was insecurity with a capital insecure. The crafts that they practiced required discipline, and her Master demanded excellence. She feared what failure would mean.
The lift dinged and the doors slid open. Part of her wondered if he’d be in his office, but mostly she knew he would be. Where else would he go?
Willa stood in front of the door. Before she even knocked, the gravelly voice shouted, “Come in already.”
****
Just like every other time, the old man held an index finger in her direction. “Sit,” he said.
His eyes scanned the page of a book that looked as if it was written before the Persian War.
Willa sighed in relief, seeing that the rickety old chair was clear of books. Its surface felt familiar. As usual, her eyes fell on the bookshelves. Impossibly, he had rearranged them since her last visit. Her mind raced, trying to figure out what exactly was the schema this time. She came up empty.
Her grandfather took the book placed on his lap, smoothed the pages, and inserted the bookmark. He closed it and set it on the table. She felt like Bill Murray in “Groundhog Day” every time she came.
“I didn’t call or text,” her grandfather said. “To what do I owe the honor?”
Willa tried to read his face. It wasn’t derision or frustration, but it held a hint of both—as if she were interrupting something of the utmost importance. “Can’t I just come visit my grandfather?”
An uncommon smile spread across his face. “A boy can dream. You know you’re always welcome here. Actually, it would be nice to have you come just to talk more often.”
Willa felt the tension in her shoulders release. Those words might have been the kindest thing he had said to her for years. “What are you working on?” she asked.
Something came over the man’s face that she had never seen before. It was indescribable, like a child on Christmas morning. “It is a personal project. Greek narrative forms as seen through popular cinema.”
“Wow. I’d like to read that.”
“Really? It doesn’t seem your style. I thought you are trying to edge toward those feminists.” His dour countenance returned.
She forced a laugh, because she knew he expected one. “Even a feminist can appreciate the movies, just so long as they pass the Bechdel Test. But that’s not why I’m here. Something strange happened today.”
The man raised his eyebrows. “If you pay attention, something strange happens every day.”
Willa ignored him. “A student was talking about, well, abilities.”
“Abilities?” Edwin looked interested.
“Yeah. He’s an undergrad, and has taken all my classes. But today he came to me and mentioned he thinks something strange is going on in Pittsburgh. He said he can see powers.”
“And he thinks that with great power comes great responsibility?”
“Something like that,” Willa said.
She didn’t want to say too much to the old man. Fear kept her bound.
“As you know, Willa, there are great powers in this world. Powers that are derived from many sources. Our Guild is just one of many that have tried to refine and direct the gifts we have been given. There are others too. It’s the magicians, though, who have come to understand that it is a skill and practice that is meant for a purpose and within certain boundaries.”
Willa paused, choosing her words. “I like him. I told him I didn’t have powers and neither did he.”
“There are times when we must transcend ethics, for the sake of purity. You likely did what was right.”
Willa smoothed her dress across her legs and pulled the hem toward her knees. “What if he’s right, Grandpa? What if something started to happen here in Oakland, something bad? We can be a part of making a difference.”
The old man rubbed his hands across his face, as if he were washing away sleep. “There will always be danger in this world, Willa—evil to confront and people to save. For generations, the Guild thought as you do, thought that we could make the world better. But experience has taught us that when we meddle in affairs outside of our own, it’s not the world that changes but us. The magic we practice is powerful, yes, but it is not incorruptible. The best we can do is keep the magic pure. It’s not meant for petty crime or making your class pay attention. Debasing it in those ways distorts its true purpose. We are preservers, Willa, not heroes.”
She blushed at his last comment. In front of her grandfather, she felt as childish as Sean.
Edwin continued. “There’s nothing coming to our city that the authorities can’t handle. Don’t allow your life to become like those romantic poets you love so much. Life, our lives at least, are about control. You need to control your desire.”
But she couldn’t control herself. Willa’s empathy had always driven her, and it pulled on her emotions now.
“But what if people are in danger? What if something terrible is happening now?”
The man locked eyes with his granddaughter for the first time in a long time. “Then it will happen. It is not your concern.” 
And he turned back toward his books.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Elijah felt more at ease than he had since coming to Pittsburgh, but he wasn’t sure why. 
Brooke Alarawn sat across the table from him in a corner restaurant on Mount Washington. The room—warmly lit by hanging lamps—was small enough to feel homey, but large enough to afford some privacy.
The smells of the Eastern European cuisine wafting through the room were strangely familiar and comforting. He smoothed the tablecloth in front of him with his left hand and looked up at Brooke. Unlike at their previous meetings, she looked like a normal twenty-eight-year-old. She was possibly even more stunning in jeans dressed up with a silk blouse. 
Elijah was pleased the table was set for only two. Rex had dropped him at the curb. The drive over from
Oakland took some time, which Elijah had hoped would be useful. But his driver said nothing about the day at the mill. As soon as he picked Elijah up at Chem’s lab, the taciturn man turned on sports talk radio and addressed only the voices on the air. If he knew anything, he was keeping it to himself.
“You know what you’re having?” The man looked like a retired KGB agent, dressed up as a waiter.
“Would you order the lady an appetizer?” Brooke asked.
Elijah scanned the menu; unfamiliar names jumped from the page. But when he ordered the Pastrmajlija the words came out as if he were a native speaker.
The waiter raised his eyebrows. “Oh, nearly perfect.”
Brooke laughed. “I didn’t see that coming. I thought your specialty was twentieth century American history.”
No one was more surprised than Elijah himself. The words came out unbidden, as if he was a ventriloquist’s dummy. “Yeah,” Elijah said, scrambling for words. “I knew a guy in Boston. We went to these places all the time.”
His subterfuge was improving.
“You’re full of surprises, Dr. Branton.” Brooke’s eyes smiled in a way he hadn’t seen. His stomach churned.
“And, speaking of surprises,” Brooke said, “what in the world happened to your face?”
Elijah’s left hand instinctively came up to his jaw. “Absent-minded professor.”
“Oh, this sounds interesting.”
“Not so much,” Elijah said. “I was walking down Fifth, lost in my thoughts. I was making a few notes on my phone and ran straight into a street sign.” He grinned and looked at the table, hoping she would buy it.
Brooke laughed. “You gotta be kidding me.”
“Nope. Right into it. Consider it a mark of my dedication that I’m willing to sacrifice this pretty face for your job.”
Brooke laughed again. “Quite a sacrifice. I’m starting to think that I’m doing the world a disservice.”
The appetizer came; Elijah’s mouth watered. He wanted to swallow it whole.
“I love finding these neighborhood places,” Brooke said. She scooped some of the bread pie onto a plate, and took a bite. “Oh, this is excellent.”
Elijah took his own. “It’s decent; the lamb isn’t quite right.” He surprised himself again.
“You’re a connoisseur?”
“I dabble,” Elijah said.
“So,” Brooke said between bites, “what did you find at our old mill? Anything interesting?”
While the question was inevitable, Elijah still felt unprepared. He had stepped into one of the more difficult conversations of his life. There were vague images in his head, but for the most part, still no memory of the visit. “Some people say, if you’ve seen one old mill you’ve seen them all. But they have no idea what they’re talking about. It was really quite interesting, walking the grounds, moving through the building, and trying to picture all the stories that I’ve been reading about for weeks.”
Brooke pushed her dish toward the center of the table. She was careful about her diet and it showed. “I’ve read a lot of those stories. And of course, my dad talked about his grandfather incessantly. There’s a lot of pride for the Alarawn family in that place. In the city, really. That’s what this project is about. I need you to reconstruct the narrative, show people all the things my company—my family—has done for the city. And what we will do.”
Silence grew between them. Elijah began to sweat as he listened to his benefactor. His face flushed; he wondered if it was the food. Maybe the laceration was infected after all. He fought the urge to scratch at the wound on his chest.
Elijah watched Brooke’s lips move, hearing only some of what she was saying. “These days everyone focuses on the negatives: smog, accidents, exploitation, blah, blah, blah. It really is an inaccurate representation of what we’ve done. And that’s why…”
The discomfort transformed into something else—anger. His face turned from warm to red-hot. Beads of sweat rolled down his back. Brooke Alarawn’s beauty vanished. 
She was grotesque. 
The woman stopped talking and stared at the historian, mouth slightly open. “You okay?” she stammered. “Your face, it’s…it’s changing.”
Elijah stood, knocking over the chair behind him.  Everyone in the restaurant turned. “I’m sorry, excuse me for a minute. I’m…I’m not feeling well.”
Stumbling toward the bathroom, Elijah felt the pain in his legs increase. His head felt numb—tingling—like his blood was being drained. The men’s room was a tiny square with a single toilet. Thankful for the privacy, he ran cold water into cupped hands. With his face close to the sink, Elijah splashed water again and again. His eyes were on fire. He opened Chem’s “prescription” and swallowed three more pills.
After several minutes, he returned to the dining room. Brooke was on her phone as if nothing ever happened. As soon as she looked up, the feelings—physical and emotional—returned. Trying to make the feeling go away again, Elijah gathered a fistful of his khakis and squeezed. Three paces from their table, Elijah knew he was going to pass out—or throw up. 
Then he caught something out of the corner of his eye. 
Someone.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
The police scanner buzzed. It was a continual annoyance. But over the years, Chem had accustomed himself to its incessant squawking; its presence overhead had become a familiar thing. The crackling voices fashioned a common soundtrack to his many experiments. Chemistry, otherwise isolating, was punctuated by sounds of a world beyond his laboratory walls. His colleagues, who distrusted him anyway, considered the scanner unusual. But they were chemists; they all had their oddities. Chem let their curiosity devolve into the innocuous assumption that he merely had an interest in law enforcement. 
They remained unaware, however, of the scanner’s true purpose. The illicit nature of Chem’s side business demanded it. Coded responses emanating from the small black box alerted him of potential clients—his med bag prepped and ready for a rapid response. Knowledge was power, even—and perhaps especially—for the criminal.
The chatter on the radio faded into the background as he studied the lab report. Typical blood work could take weeks to evaluate, but he stared at the analysis of blood he’d drawn only an hour previously. He was a firm believer in the power of a well-placed bribe, and he happened to know an underpaid lab tech who was willing to bend the rules. Having friends in the right places goes a long way, and Chem did all he could to never burn a bridge. 
“This can’t be right,” he said.
The chemist went over the data again and a third time. In ways, it looked completely normal, but there was something in the blood that shouldn’t be there. Something not human. He leaned against the lab stool and closed his eyes. 
Did I place my trust in the wrong lab tech?
In disbelief, Chem looked at the report again.
The historian’s blood contained two things that shouldn’t be there. Things that were, for the most part, unknown to the scientist who had committed his life to this trade. One was a compound similar to the Baclofen that he recently “acquired” from the medical lab. But it was different, like nothing he’d ever seen before. Close enough to cause similar results, but also erratic. The other was vexing. As far as Chem could tell, it had the makeup of a typical VOC—a volatile organic compound. The chemist grabbed a clean slide and applied a drop of Elijah’s blood. Sliding it under the microscope, he focused on its composition. The elements that looked like a VOC now appeared similar to benzene, a compound released in the manufacturing of steel. 
Any VOC would be highly volatile, but Chem determined this one was off the charts.
What are you doing here?
He closed his eyes again and considered the mixture of the Baclofen, or whatever it was, and the VOC. 
He imagined the result of their mixture.
“Holy shit. This is it.” 
Chem couldn’t help laughing like a madman. The answer to his project was swimming around in the blood of a historian from Boston.
A voice on the scanner caught his attention. 
This is Dispatch. I need a car on Mount Washington to check out a report of an incident.
10-4, Dispatch. This is 221, I’ll swing by. What’s the issue?
Thanks, 221. Well, we got a call from a frantic citizen saying a man was out of control.
Roger that. That time of the year, I guess.
221, use caution—man described as a monster.
[laughter] Monster? Repeat, Dispatch.
That’s right. A monster. They said they watched him turn into, well, a monster.
10-4. I’ll check it out.
Chem grabbed his medical bag and ran for the door.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Willa Weil moved her lips. Elijah saw them, but the din of the restaurant and the pounding in his head masked the English professor’s words. She stared at him unblinkingly.
His body grew hotter.
What was in those drugs? Am I hallucinating? What the hell is she doing here?
As he stood there, failing to make sense of it all, a different phenomenon struck him. Elijah felt his body changing. Pressure built from the inside—as if his blood were trying to escape through his skin. 
The pain was staggering.
Brooke stared as well, but her face held a look of concern—or perhaps intrigue. The cell phone, which had held her attention, slipped out of her hands and tumbled to the floor. She paid it no heed. The rest of the crowd carried on as usual, as if the three of them were invisible. 
Elijah looked down at his forearms. His muscles heaved in rhythm with the pounding between his eyes. His flesh rippled. 
He didn’t know how, but the historian was certain that Willa was the cause. It clearly wasn’t food poisoning, and it was unlike any high he’d ever experienced. This woman was causing his body to change. And he had to make it stop.
An inclination to scream overwhelmed him. The room blurred, then went dark.
****
Where is he? Must find him. This form, this body, it is not me. Another. The pain, I can barely stand it. Pakao. But I must.
A restaurant. They are all looking, all of these people. Their clothes, so odd. 
What is this? 
I need to get home, I need to get Adrijana. Wait, these are not my hands. I remember…on the job. It was nearly a victory, and then they did this. 
Her. She is one of them. Belongs to him. Comes from him.
Jebi se. Kurvin sine.
The pain is too much. Darkness comes again.
****
Elijah came to with a knee on the concrete floor and a hand planted on a stranger’s table. The historian’s eyes burned, their temperature catching up with his skin. Everything appeared through a carmine filter—the world was turning red.
Pushing himself to his feet took every ounce of energy. He winced; his own groan rang in his ears like a foghorn. The man at Elijah’s side pushed off his chair and scrambled away—under the table. All eyes were fastened on Elijah. Silence blanketed the room. There was nothing but the words of the adjunct professor he had only just met. Elijah knew nothing except that he needed to escape. The words had him, and he needed to break free. He was filled with a murderous rage.
He fought the urge to attack Willa and pushed his pulsating body through the front door and onto the street. The frigid January air did nothing for the burning. 
Rex’s Lincoln was parked on the curb to the left. Elijah turned right. Moving his legs was impossible.  Fear propelled him forward. He stumbled. A road sign caught him and barely held him up. The sound of sizzling condensation surrounded him. The metal softened beneath his fingers as the sign bent and fell to the ground.
The war of emotions was over; rage had won—or perhaps he had given himself over to it. Throbbing replaced the fear. He welcomed the hurt.
Elijah reached down and clutched a City Paper box in both hands and pulled. His strength shocked him. He hurled it down an empty street and watched it tumble. Without thinking, he yelled, releasing anger from a century of loss. The last thing he saw, as the world turned to black, was Willa. With one hand raised, she chanted and walked in his direction.
****
I need to fix this. They must be stopped—destroyed. 
Her. I need to get to her. 
To kill her. 
She is all now. All there is of the man who did this to me—to us—to our city. 
Strength. I feel it. The pakao is power. The old way, how did I ever doubt it? We were so naïve. Organize and compromise. Weakness. 
This is power. 
And they gave it to me—now they will pay. I am zduhać. I am but a small piece. His penance will be for the multitude. For every drop of blood, for every life squandered, for every child who goes to bed with nothing but a faint memory of a father he hardly knew—they will pay.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Magnus, the neighbor’s pit bull, was eighty pounds of terror. Willa was pretty sure the dog was half-demon. The beast would spit rage while throwing its frame against their fence. Its owner thought Magnus was cute. Willa’s father did not. He had told the neighbors that if they didn’t take care of the “dog problem,” he would. Weil always got what he wanted. Until Magnus.
Willa was in the backyard playing on a massive jungle gym her dad had built in a day’s time. It was her thirteenth birthday present. The monstrosity was more a fortress than a swing set. Friends from school looked at it wide-eyed, like kids at Disneyland. Willa barely paused for cake and ice cream. All she wanted was to swing and climb. Her father, a skilled carpenter and a master engineer, designed it himself.  And he knew exactly what would make his daughter happy. The tree house on the top of the new installation had spires like a mini version of Sleeping Beauty’s castle. She felt like a princess.
July 28th changed her life forever. She sat on a platform just below the tree house. Her legs dangled inches off the ground. A book of poetry—a gift from her grandfather—was spread across her lap. Willa had loved words since she was young. She had read The Hobbit in the second grade, and the backyard play area was often transformed into Middle-Earth in her imagination.
The tome she held was her first poetry book. While getting a book from her grandfather certainly wasn’t strange, getting a used book was. The hardback edition was green cloth with no dust cover. Inside was an inscription:
My Dearest Willa,
May poetry bring joy to your life. Great power lies within the pages and between the words. 
I love you,
Grandpa
Willa remembered her father’s frown when she opened it.
Magnus’s usual clamor became background noise as she read the poems. Tingles moved up her spine as the words dripped from her lips. Imagining herself sitting on stage, reading her own words to a captivated audience, she wanted to share the delight she felt with the world. 
Her fantasy shattered as Magnus crashed through the wooden fence. No longer peripheral, the barks grew as the dog raced toward Willa. She glanced over her shoulder to the safety of her tree house. Turning to stand, the girl found her leg was caught—held captive by a nail biting the hem of her jeans. 
Pulling at the jeans, she stared at the black eyes of the monster crouched for attack. The hair on the ridge of Magnus’s back stood at attention—yellow teeth were bared in a snarl. Willa held her hand up—a hopeless defensive posture. Inadvertently, words started to come from her mouth. They were verses she had just read:
“When wolves and tigers howl for prey,
They pitying stand and weep,
Seeking to drive their thirst away
And keep them from the sheep.”
The muscles in the dog’s shoulders relaxed. Its snarl loosened. She continued to speak but the words came more effortfully. She tumbled over the last line and the snarl returned. Her mind raced, trying to remember more. Just as Magnus had reinvigorated its hellish cries, a stream of water smacked the dog on the side of its head. It whimpered and turned its attention toward Willa’s dad, garden hose in one hand, baseball bat in the other.
Though the dog terrified her, she hoped her father wouldn’t need to turn to his secondary weapon. Empathy overcame her fear.
Magnus whimpered, turned, and ran for the hole it had created in the divide between the houses.
“You saved me,” Willa said between gasps.
Her dad glanced down at the book in his daughter’s lap. His face held a look that was unfamiliar. It was nearly disappointment. “You’re OK now. I’m here for you. I’ll always be here for you.”
Willa faked a smile and looked down at the ancient text from her grandfather.
Yes, power, indeed, the thirteen-year-old thought.
****
“When, wrapt in self, the soul enjoys repose,
The wearied brain resigns its fervent heat…”
Sean was waiting for her after she left her grandfather’s office. She had gone to the Cathedral of Learning to look for assistance; instead she got rejection. But if Elijah was in danger, she needed to help. And if he wasn’t, then she could prove to her student that nothing strange was happening in Pittsburgh.
It turned out that Sean was right.
Her words continued to flow. They had kept whatever was happening to Elijah at bay for a time, but now Willa could do nothing but slow the transformation. He stumbled toward her. His face was tied in knots, and his eyes were black. The changing man’s footsteps grew heavy.
Her concentration blocked out the world. She and the historian were all that existed. Power coming through the words slowed him, but his arrival was inevitable. Magnus was a suckling pup compared to this creature. He yelled and she could feel the rage in his voice.
Panic struck. 
Hesitation broke the spell, and Elijah’s change manifested fully. The six-foot man expanded like a dry sponge dropped in a bucket of water. His clothes split apart and fell like tattered rags. His skin, covered in red like a massive sunburn, went pale and then grew gray. The gray turned metallic and reflected the light from a street lamp.
As the figure that was once Elijah Branton continued to expand, cracks developed in his metal frame; a glowing ooze, like lava, seeped from each tiny fissure. His eyes glowed red. 
Just twenty paces away, she could make out drops of molten steel left in his wake. The monster screamed. Without turning its gaze, it swung a giant metal arm, knocking a light pole into the street. 
Concentrate, Willa, she thought. This is it.
The woman considered running, but she couldn’t abandon Elijah, whatever he was. There was no telling what the metallic beast would do—or what it wanted. Willa knew her power might be the only thing to prevent disaster and possibly save his life. A different poem came to mind. Instead of just speaking the lines, she shouted them, as loud as her voice would carry. She hurled her words at him. The concern that she had for the people—and for the city—increased the power of the words. 
“From the cool cisterns of the midnight air
     My spirit drank repose;
The fountain of perpetual peace flows there,—
     From those deep cisterns flows.”
The monster stopped, dripping steel in one spot. It took a step backward and snarled. Willa kept yelling the lines—as if life depended on them.
Defense would only last so long. The creature was powerful—and pissed. Her mind raced through her catalog of memorized poems. She prayed in foreign tongues for something to come to her. This pause was just enough for the creature to pull itself together. It took two steps and drew back an enormous metal arm. The appendage was thick; it dripped molten metal as it moved. Willa stopped thinking and braced for impact. She could feel the heat emanating from the figure. 
The attack was well announced, beginning its arc from three steps away. Though not the most graceful, the magician-poet dropped to the concrete and rolled, barely dodging the monster’s deliberate movements. She watched the metal fist smash the concrete wall behind her. The clinking sound of rock on metal filled the air. Shrapnel rained. Something hot splashed onto Willa’s leg and she screamed in pain.
Desperate to escape, Willa shuffled against the nearest car. She dropped flat on her stomach and rolled under the vehicle, looking for whatever shelter she might find. A glowing hand swept the space between her shaking body and the curb. But she was just out of reach. 
Catching her breath, she returned to searching for the spell that might knock out the beast. She knew Elijah was in there someplace. She needed words that might immobilize without harming the man who had lost control of his body and mind. 
Two steel hands gripped the undercarriage of the vehicle. It had given up on reach and traded it for brute strength. The car flipped over into the street. She lay prostrate, looking into the eyes of her attacker. Her father, with a hose and bat, would do nothing here, but she longed for someone. 
Something.
Just as the monster reached down for her, an object swung over her body and made contact with the sloppy, dripping face. The surprise attack knocked the thing two steps back. The creature shook and shrieked. 
Does he even feel pain?

Fear gripped her as she saw a young man with crazy black hair holding a long metal pole. The already-scrawny student looked like a child facing the metal monster.
“Sean, no! Run!”
But he didn’t.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Sean turned the corner, just as Willa rolled under the parked car. Coming from the Cathedral of Learning to Mount Washington, they had ridden up the incline together; she made him wait by the lookout when they reached the top. But even several blocks away he could feel the monster’s presence. 
Willa’s blue aura was brighter than he’d ever seen it, but even so, it was nearly consumed by the dark red of her attacker. The student knew that he had to do something. He had been waiting for this—his moment to prove himself.
Sean still failed to focus his powers outward. His mind turned back to the events outside of Hillman Library and just how defenseless he’d felt in the face of this creature. He would need to find another way. His eyes scanned the edge of where the alley met the road. A long metal bar, whose original purpose was unclear, stood out amid the trash. He grabbed it with both hands and felt its heft.
This should do something.
He turned toward the fight. The metal beast flipped the car as if it were paper mache. 
Sean glanced at his weapon of choice, suddenly feeling underprepared. It was David verses Goliath, and he hoped that something—or someone—was on his side. Sean ran toward the skirmish, knuckles white as they gripped the pole. The metal monster’s attention was captured by the poet. She trembled and stuttered on words that proved ineffective. Three steps away from the burning beast, Sean pulled the bar back as far as he could, Babe Ruth style. With all the strength he could muster, he swung the weapon toward the disfigured, dripping face of his enemy.
Bull’s-eye.
The creature stumbled backward, bringing both hands up to its head. Sean’s jaw dropped as he saw an indentation the size and shape of his weapon mar his adversary’s face. But as quickly as the injury had been created, the beast’s face returned to its original form. There was something both grotesque and beautiful—something sublime—about the creature. Awe turned to terror as the thing pivoted toward him.
“Sean, no! Run!” The shriek of his teacher could not draw the monster’s attention. For Sean, this meant success. He was ready to lay down his life for her. 
It’s what we do that defines us.
The monster turned toward Sean. Its aura was clear. While Willa was a perfect blue, this creature, standing before him, seemed to have a mixture of colors. The pure red remained, but something else existed within it as well, each pushing against the other. It was as if the auras were fighting within the being. Whatever inner turmoil it indicated, the creature seemed resolute. 
It walked toward Sean. Each step created a ripple of molten metal across its body. Drops of steel hissed as they hit the ground in his path. It towered over him at nearly seven feet tall. Sean glanced at the poet, now propped up on her knees like a penitent pilgrim. Her lips were moving, a look of sheer determination covered her face. But she wasn’t looking at the beast. Instead, her eyes were locked on Sean. Her words danced in the air: 
“In what distant deeps or skies.
     Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
     What the hand, dare seize the fire?”
The words landed on the student. Sean felt a surge of energy. Fear left his body. His fingers gripped the weapon as if they could squeeze the cylinder flat. Rationally, he knew he didn’t stand a chance. But his spirit soared, and he stepped toward the monster. With the strength of a man ten times his size, he swung the pole confidently in an arc toward his target.
But confidence doesn’t always win. The creature caught the rod in mid-flight. Heat radiated down the pole; it scorched Sean’s bare palm. He released the weapon. Something almost like a smile came over the creature’s distorted face.
Both the monster and Sean knew it was over.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 
 
 
“There’s an extra fifty bucks in this for you, if you can get me there in ten minutes.”
The Uber driver’s eyes looked back at Chem. “Sorry, man, we can’t take tips. And getting you up to Mount Washington that fast at this time of the day is damn near impossible.” 
Chem pulled two dirty hundred-dollar bills from his pocket—part of the wages from his back alley work. “Make it $200. And I won’t tell if you don’t.”
The Honda Civic veered into the opposite lane, toward oncoming traffic. Moments before collision, the kid cut back. The guy drove like a man possessed. Chem glanced at his watch, hoping he wasn’t too late.
Twelve minutes later and they were stopped, three blocks from their destination. Two police vehicles barricaded the road. Chem tossed the bills in the front passenger seat and jumped from the car.
“Thanks, man,” the driver said. “Hey, don’t forget to leave me a review.”
Ignoring him, Chem slammed the door and ran toward the distant sounds of warfare. His long lanky legs straddled the yellow police tape. The cops were crouching, guns drawn, behind open car doors.
“Hey,” one of Pittsburgh’s finest yelled, “you can’t go up there.”
Chem shot a look over his shoulders at the boys in blue. “You guys probably want to stay back,” he growled.
His legs pumped; the medical bag swung at his side. 
He came upon the scene just in time to see an old Ford flipping through the air. A cowering Willa Weil lay exposed at the foot of a monster.
What the hell.
The seven-foot glowing metal beast was terrifying, yet Chem was thrilled at the sight. If the thing before him truly was his new friend, the possibilities were staggering. He imagined what he could do with the vial of Elijah Branton’s blood now sitting in his lab. 
He worked to control his rising panic.
The scientist in him took over, making observations about the creature and its effects on the outside world. Chem was amazed when he saw a young man rearrange the creature’s face with a metal pole, and more so when the face reformed in seconds. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he made the connection that he recognized the kid from the University.
The chemist opened his bag and reached for a vial. Drawing fluid, he half inspected the hypodermic needle and wished he had brought something stronger.
The molten man shoved his attacker aside. Chem’s stomach turned as he imagined the force of that blow and prayed the kid wasn’t dead. The creature turned its attention back toward the frightened professor. Willa was mumbling something in its direction. One hand raised, she knelt like a martyr. The monster stepped toward her. It lumbered, like it was fighting invisible restraints. Somehow, she was doing something to it, though he couldn’t guess what.
With enough tranquilizer to knock out a horse, the chemist made his move. Whether enraptured or enraged, the creature overlooked his approach.
He blew his tactical advantage by stumbling over the kid’s discarded weapon. Metal on concrete rang through the air.
“Shit!”
The monster turned, and Chem saw its eyes. They burned fire-red. Still, there was something human, familiar, deep inside. He didn’t need to run a test to know it was Elijah. But as the creature stepped toward him, that insight didn’t offer much comfort.
The hypodermic needle shook in his hand. Chem considered his next play. The further the creature got from Willa, the faster its steps became. Like a bather trudging out of the water, it picked up momentum. Chem reached for the pole. It was too hot to hold, leaving him weaponless. The monster roared. 
He calculated an escape route and knew he only had seconds to act before his window closed. But he held his ground, refusing to move. This moment could determine the fate of his research, his life’s work. He needed Elijah Branton alive, and the odds decreased if the entire Pittsburgh police force rolled onto the scene. He would have faced fiery death before he’d abandon this chance. Chem balled his fist, not knowing what else to. 
As the creature reached a glowing hand toward the scientist, a body flew into Chem’s peripheral vision. Screaming, the undergrad drove his shoulder into the monster’s rib cage. The kid had more force than Chem expected, and the monster slammed into a parked car, leaving a dent and heat-rippled paint. As its back arched up over the hood, Chem sprang into action. With three strides and the aim of an Olympian, he found a crease in its metal exterior. The needle sunk into something; whether it was flesh or not he couldn’t be sure. His hand was on fire. There was just enough time to thumb the plunger then roll away.
Chem landed on concrete, scraping flesh from his arm. He propped himself up on his elbows and watched the beast stagger forward. The poet, now standing, continued her song. He wasn’t sure what she was doing, but the combination of her hypnotic words and his tranquilizer seemed to be doing the trick.
“Come on, bitch,” he yelled in the direction of the creature.
It stared at him. Chem had pissed it off—and he knew it. The creature took a step forward and the chemist held his breath. After a few drunken strides, the monster’s eyes dimmed, and it dropped to its knees. The tranquilizer set in. 
The body of the beast pulsated; it twitched with what Chem could only assume was pain. The seven-foot creature progressively lost its stature in front of his eyes. The unformed surface of liquid metal flowed off the creature and pooled at the feet of a burnt, but very human, heap of flesh kneeling on the road. 
In the course of just a few seconds, the seven-foot molten metal man devolved into Elijah Branton. 
The historian collapsed, steam pouring off his unmoving body. 
 



PART TWO
 



The shades of night were falling fast,
As through an Alpine village passed
A youth, who bore, 'mid snow and ice,
A banner with the strange device,
Excelsior!
 
His brow was sad; his eye beneath,
Flashed like a falchion from its sheath,
And like a silver clarion rung
The accents of that unknown tongue,
Excelsior!
 
In happy homes he saw the light
Of household fires gleam warm and bright;
Above, the spectral glaciers shone,
And from his lips escaped a groan,
Excelsior!
 
"Try not the Pass!" the old man said:
"Dark lowers the tempest overhead,
The roaring torrent is deep and wide!
And loud that clarion voice replied,
Excelsior!
 
"Oh stay," the maiden said, "and rest
Thy weary head upon this breast!"
A tear stood in his bright blue eye,
But still he answered, with a sigh,
Excelsior!
 
"Beware the pine-tree's withered branch!
Beware the awful avalanche!"
This was the peasant's last Good-night,
A voice replied, far up the height,
Excelsior!
 
At break of day, as heavenward
The pious monks of Saint Bernard
Uttered the oft-repeated prayer,
A voice cried through the startled air,
Excelsior!
 
A traveller, by the faithful hound,
Half-buried in the snow was found,
Still grasping in his hand of ice
That banner with the strange device,
Excelsior!
 
There in the twilight cold and gray,
Lifeless, but beautiful, he lay,
And from the sky, serene and far,
A voice fell, like a falling star,
Excelsior!
“Excelsior,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Everything about the bed—the sheets, mattress, and pillow—felt foreign. Its smell was alien. His body ached and his eyes were crusted closed with a century’s worth of sleep. Prying them open, Elijah found himself in a wholly unfamiliar place.
The late morning sun peeked in through a tiny window, dimly illuminating his surroundings. The room was relatively nondescript: simple dresser, simple mirror, and a small bookcase—shelves sagging with the weight of its contents. The volumes were a mix of old and new. 
The door of the room was ajar, just enough to peer into an adjoining kitchen. A figure, distinctly female, cut across his line of sight. She had dark hair, wore sweat pants and a long-sleeved form-fitting tee. Maybe he had gone out on the town and gotten lucky enough to wind up here. But his body screamed as he shifted in the bed. If it was coitus, it must have been some freaky 50 Shades action. Peeling back the sheets, he found himself naked. The consideration of nocturnal activities returned, if only for a second. His body was bruised, worse than it had been before. Elijah rolled up onto one elbow, groaning. 
The door to the bedroom eased open, and his mystery host appeared.
“You?” he asked, his voice rising an octave. 
“You look terrible,” Willa said.
Elijah shifted, trying to find a less painful position. “Well, fuck you very much.”
“And, as charming as ever.” The woman looked down at his exposed crotch. “You mind covering up there, champ. I had my fill last night.”
Elijah blushed, realizing that his twig and berries were dangling on his leg. “Wait. We didn’t…?”
Willa laughed, putting her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, not my type.” She paused. “You did try to kill me, though, so we have that going for us.” She paced across the tiny room toward the dresser. Laying her slender fingers on a pile of clothes, she said, “These should fit you. I don’t think he’s coming back for them. There’s a toothbrush and towel in the bathroom. Get cleaned up and then we’ll have story time.”
She turned to leave.
“Wait,” Elijah said. “Did you say I tried to kill you?”
The woman grinned. “Pretty sure you did, champ. Lucky for you I was in a good mood.”
She left her battered guest alone with his bewilderment.
****
The hot shower helped Elijah to feel only half-dead. He considered it a good start. A small container of foul-smelling cream with a note, written in what Elijah assumed was Chem’s erratic handwriting, balanced on the sink. He rubbed the ointment on his burns and felt immediate relief. There was also another bottle of Chem’s painkillers. Elijah grabbed the medicine but decided against taking any. He wanted to know what the hell was going on. 
Gingerly, he pulled on the stranger’s clothes. The flannel was baggy around the shoulders, but fit well enough. The jeans required two cuffs. Apparently Willa’s ex-boyfriend was quite a man.
Elijah limped his way into the living room. He found Willa on the couch with an orange cat and an open book.
“A single writer surrounded by her cat and books? Cliché much?”
Willa closed the book and set it next to her on the sofa. Petting her cat, she said, “He has his uses, unlike most men—present company included.” She grinned, taking off the edge. Willa stood, letting the cat drop to the floor. “Let’s get you some breakfast. You’re going to need it.”
****
Elijah, wide-eyed, pushed the eggs around his plate as Willa concluded her account of the previous day’s events. Any semblance of an appetite had vanished. The story was told straight-faced and lacked any hesitation. 
The historian stared in disbelief.
“Let me get this straight,” Elijah said. “You want me to believe that last night I turned into a seven-foot metal monster and terrorized a neighborhood on Mount Washington.”
“Yes.”
“And that if it weren’t for you, Chem, and some lovesick undergrad, I could have laid waste to the city of Pittsburgh.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And, after a sprawling fight, you and the chemist got me drugged up enough to carry me off the streets and back to your apartment—all the while dodging the police—where I woke up butt-naked and sore as hell?”
“I know it’s unbelievable.”
“Honey, it’s not unbelievable, it’s fucking nuts. Why are you doing this?”
Willa’s brow furrowed. “Doing what?” 
The sincerity in her voice was striking.
“Why the hell are you messing with me? You get your kicks out of this or something? ‘There’s a new guy in the city, let’s drug him, beat the hell out of ’im, and brain-fuck him.’ That’s sick.”
“Elijah, you have to believe me.” Willa’s voice was steady.
The historian dropped his fork and stood. “Bullshit. It’s impossible. Scientifically, experientially, metaphysically, and…and…theologically.”
This drew a smile. The magician raised her brows. “Didn’t peg you as the religious type.”
“You should be locked up.”
“Just call Percy.”
Elijah crossed his fingers on the nape of his neck and squeezed. “Kiva Han,” he said. “It’s all coming together. That’s where your sick plan started. Just so happened that I ran into you there, and there was Chem too, all buddy-buddy. You two do this twisted shit all the time, or was I your first go at it?”
“What? Set what up? We didn’t set anything…”
Elijah’s mind raced. Anger filled him—old-fashioned, self-interested anger. 
He looked for something to throw. “I want you, Chem, and your tag-along to stay away from me. You understand? Consider this a citizen’s restraining order.”
Willa’s face turned blood red. Her hands balled into fists. As she watched Elijah head toward the door, her lips started to move. The verses spilled across the room. 
“Thou who stealest fire,
From the fountains of the past,
To glorify the present, oh, haste,
Visit my low desire!
Strengthen me, enlighten me!
I faint in this obscurity,
Thou dewy dawn of memory.”
Elijah stood still with his hand on the knob. He didn’t look back, but he also didn’t advance. Flashes of fire and steel rose in his mind. He pictured Willa, cowering on the ground, one hand pointing in his direction.
“You felt that, didn’t you?”
“Felt what?” Elijah asked with hesitancy in his voice.
“You’re not the only one with powers.”
The historian turned. His face was pale—and sad. 
“What are you doing to me?”
“I’m helping you remember. My words did that. Well, strictly speaking, it wasn’t my words, but I have a power, Elijah. I’ve never seen anything like what you did last night, but your abilities aren’t exactly unique. There are a few others like us, able to do things that most only see in movies and children’s stories. For me it’s the ability to speak and have my words shape the world.”
“You can control my mind?” Elijah didn’t try to hide his incredulity.
“Not mind control. But certain words have power, and I can tap into that power in a way most can’t.”
Elijah shook his head, trying to make sense of this bizarre situation. “Well, I’d be lying if I told you that’s an easy pill to swallow.”
“I understand, believe me. This is all going to take time. But when you feel ready, I want you to come talk to me.” Her eyes were glassy. “You’re going to need us. And it seems that we are going to need you as well.”
Hardness spread through his face. His bottom lip quivered. “I’m leaving” he said abruptly. “But if you think I’m buying your witches and warlocks bullshit, then you’re sick and stupid.”
The door slammed as he stormed out of the apartment.
*****
When Elijah was a child, his mother had a small decorative pillow with the words Home Is Where the Heart Is stitched across it. Even then, Elijah hated truisms. They reflected a mind unable to deal in nuance, a capacity that Elijah usually felt confident in. But after the events of the morning, he wasn’t so sure. Since his reason wasn’t working, Elijah defaulted, relying instead on the moral aphorisms of his youth. Elijah knew where his heart was—in the library. And his ass found its way to the seat of his third-floor cubicle. 
He pulled a volume from a pile and sighed. Few things brought him more delight than losing himself in the stacks. He hoped the familiarity of this place would center him and that the research might help him forget his deranged encounter with psycho poet.
Pain shot down his arm as he moved the book. The burning had subsided, thanks to the chemist’s ointment, but the deep ache was still there whenever he exerted any energy, and he refused to take the painkillers. He had no desire to wake up in some bathtub with his liver missing.
He ran his hand over his chest to feel the scab that had already started forming in the direct center. 
Pushing the pain out of his head, he flipped open the tome and starting shuffling the pages, front to back. A picture sat on the border of his memory—Elijah knew he had to find it. 
Several texts in, Elijah came across the photo he was looking for. Thomas Alarawn, Jr. stood proudly, his new mill looming behind him, a strange medallion hanging from his neck. Ignoring the steel magnate, Elijah focused instead on a group of steelworkers congregating to the side. For some reason, Elijah felt that he knew the men staring back at him. Reading the caption, he scrawled their names in his notebook.
One after another, Elijah combed the Internet for any mention of the Alarawn employees—marriage ceremonies, war records, obituaries. Some history nerd with more time on his hands than imagination had scanned one of the now-defunct Pittsburgh papers into his computer and perfectly archived it on a site called Yinzstory.com. 
Simunek, the first name, was a single man—survived by none. The second, Arno Baracnik, left behind a daughter Lida and two sons—Hudok and Jozka. Elijah navigated to a new tab and searched the children’s names. There were hits for two of the three—both of them living in the South. Most likely, Baracnik chased job prospects below the Mason-Dixon line following the steel crash. Elijah grimaced.
Finally, he got to Vaclav Novak. He left behind a wife and an only child—a daughter named Jelana. He applied his Google-fu to the keyboard, and found a phone number for the girl, who was now an old woman. His hands shook as he tapped out the number. Following three rings, a tone beeped and a message indicated the number was no longer in use. 
“Shit,” he said, too loudly for the library.
Rubbing his temples, Elijah turned back to the open tab and searched: Croatian Clubs Pittsburgh.
Bingo.
He dialed, hoping this part of the haystack would contain a needle—the needle that might start to unravel the mystery of the Alarawn Dynasty and his own recent events.
****
The air was crisp, and the foot traffic was light for a weekday afternoon. “Historical Research Methods I” commenced in eight minutes. If Elijah was lucky, he would get there late enough that the students would have given up on him. The only good thing about being an adjunct was that the kids only had to wait two wags of a puppy’s tail before they could officially ditch the class.
Teaching always got in the way of his research, which was one of the greatest reasons he resented the responsibility.
Turning, Elijah slammed directly into a young undergrad.
“Sorry, man,” Elijah mumbled—though he wasn’t.
“Dr. Branton. I need to talk to you.”
Elijah pushed his glasses to the top up the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
The student cleared his throat and stuck his hands into his pockets. “Let’s just say we, ah, ran into each other last night.”
“Yeah, sorry. But really. What can I help you with?”
Elijah ran through the mental database of faces and names acquired since he had arrived in the Steel City. This one was not ringing a bell. Nevertheless, a ball started to form in his gut. Anxiety swept over his body, and he was clueless as to its source.
“I was there.”
“Excuse me,” Elijah said.
“Last night. I was there on the streets of Mount Washington.” The kid paused. “You have no idea, do you?”
An image of Willa came to mind. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You have me confused with someone else.”
“Like hell I do.” The student pulled up his shirt to expose an enormous purple and black bruise that spread across his torso. “I’ll remember the thing who gave me this until my dying day.” He grinned. “I know Willa. We stopped you from tearing apart the neighborhood last night. You’re not the only one with…abilities.” There was another pause. The kid looked down at his shoes.
Elijah pushed his hand back through his hair. “Stay away from me. And tell her the same. I don’t know what you people are into, but this is sick.”
Elijah walked past Sean, knocking him with his shoulder as he marched toward his classroom.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
The walk to the lab was typically a slow amble. Some did yoga, some meditated, some even read sacred texts—he walked. A mild pace allowed the thirty-five-year-old chemist a chance to process, to unwind, clear his head. But for Chem it was more than that. Although he never articulated his process explicitly, Chem held a tacit yet unyielding belief that the lab was a place of science—for verification, mental rigor, and solid fact. For reality. These mundane aspects of a researcher’s life were vital for effective scientific investigation. But true science required more than that. Creativity, wonder, and desire—these things might skew one’s perspective, might cause one to misread a lab report or inflate an analysis, but they were necessary for meaningful discovery. Chem’s walk to work gave him the chance to dream.
But the day after the events on Mount Washington, he quickened his steps. A man-turned-monster had torn the dreams from Chem’s mind and used them to destroy a small neighborhood. The researcher spent his night mulling over what had actually happened, trying to make sense of the impossible. 
Elijah’s turning changed everything. For three years, Chem had spent all available time trying to do the unfeasible, to bring that which cannot be into existence. It was his raison d’être, his glorious project, his manifesto. But progress was slow. Funding remained elusive, his theories and grant proposals were the laughing stock of the academy. He had reached too many dead ends and was running out of options. The previous night renewed his hope. Future possibilities were born.
He barely noticed his burnt hand, physical evidence of the encounter. His mind was entirely preoccupied by the image of the metal man. 
The monster had all of the right attributes. Its massive size and strength was the core of what Chem had been trying to develop in his manipulation of HGH and other chemicals. But on top of that it also had a steel-like exodermis that was presumably impenetrable—though he would have to test that. The molten-metal skin constituted a blend of density and malleability perfect for sustaining impact with minimal damage. The fire inside of the creature could even conceivably be directed outward. Clearly, it was a weapon of great value. 
Gnawing at the back of his mind was a singular question: Who created it? 
Every phenomenon had a cause. Every cause could be dissected. A dissected cause can be replicated. This was the foundation of science. This was his job. 
Someone had not only beaten him to the punch but surpassed his most ambitious projections. And it pissed him off. He wracked his brain trying to come up with who it may have been. There were certainly some nerds at Carnegie Mellon who were working on similar tests. Some covert, private operation was possible but unlikely. A government project gone awry? None of these answers satisfied him, but it was clear that someone had won the race. He was left in second place—kissing his sister.
His one advantage was Elijah Branton’s blood. A small sample sat secure in the lab. But that opened another can of worms. What the hell is his part in all of this? If Branton turned out to be an active participant, Chem would shit a brick. The awkward, slightly overweight academic just didn’t fit the part of a secret super-soldier. And if he was involved, what was he doing adjuncting at the University? They’d most likely keep him under lock and key for testing and observation. Why would he come to the chemist for medical help? It would expose the whole program. It didn’t make sense. 
Chem considered the little he knew about the historian. It must be connected to his research. 
Whatever it was, his gut told him that Elijah’s involvement was outside of his control—which meant that his new friend was in danger.
Chem was thankful that he hadn’t been alone on Mount Washington. Despite his badgering, that undergrad saved his life. He still couldn’t figure out where the kid’s strength came from. Sean seemed to think it was Willa’s doing, that she cast some sort of spell on him. Before the encounter, Chem would have called bullshit. This morning, he wasn’t so sure. Whatever the case, the lonely-poet was turning out to be quite a woman. She definitely exerted some sort of control over that thing, and she didn’t hesitate when it came time to grab the historian and run.  If she weren’t such a prude he’d have a huge crush on her.
He’d have to wait until he received Willa’s report, but he hoped that Elijah could clarify some things. The creature acted like a man possessed. It wasn’t irrational, but it certainly wasn’t the person he knew. Clearly the product had unintended mental effects. The transformation was powerful, but sloppy. The toll—physical and psychological—that it seemed to take on its host was untenable. Who would opt for that kind of procedure? It likely could have killed the man, not to mention what sustained exposure might entail. But Chem knew that it could be improved upon: developed into something more stable, something controllable. His knowledge and skills could refine the process, enhance it. And produce a desirable commodity.
A quarter mile from campus, his thoughts turned from experimentation to application. Naturally, the military would be interested in this kind of thing. Chem had always imagined that Defense would be his most willing customer. But military development would make you rich, not famous. He wanted the acclaim and the wealth. Nobel? Maybe. 
He could also Elon Musk the whole thing. As with private space travel, Chem imagined individual consumers spending far too much money to become a superhero. Who doesn’t dream of that? While this might actually be the path to fame and riches, it would also be the path of most resistance. The FDA shit-storm alone would be a nightmare.
Chem’s thoughts wandered toward what he would do with the money. Give some away, of course. It was rather obligatory in the contemporary world. Then spend it like crazy. Take a few years off. Travel anywhere and everywhere, then get back to work. He never wanted to actually retire. His dream would be to build a massive chemical development company. 
If he could configure what was going on inside the arteries of the adjunct historian, and alter it toward different enhancements and powers, the possibilities would be endless. With enough capital, he could buy the latest lab tech and hire the best brains in the business. With this small but well-equipped army, he could change the world—but more importantly change his life.
****
A pair of Sennheiser over-ear phones swallowed his head. He hated working daytime hours at the lab. Techs and researchers were everywhere, and they chatted incessantly about local sports teams or administrative gossip. They prioritized camaraderie over doing science. He was ashamed to call them colleagues.
While in the lab, Chem had to proceed with caution. He was technically trespassing, his employment and access terminated months ago. Bill, the security guard who was the easiest to manipulate, was still out on disability, and Chem couldn’t be sure that the new guards hadn’t been given his physical description. Chem prayed he wouldn’t run into that linebacker who was sure to still be nursing a grudge.
He decided to steer clear of the chemical supply closet.
Chem had to determine the catalyst. It must have been the benzene-like compound that caused Elijah’s transformation. The question was, how did it get there, and what triggered the manifestation? If he could answer these problems, Chem would be able to not only recreate Elijah Branton, but also control the effects of the serum on the human condition. 
The next matter at hand was whether or not he could make designer serums that could create diverse enhancements. Whatever was going on in the body of his new friend, it literally changed his molecular makeup and transformed its substance. In principle, it was reasonable to assume that if some formula of chemical compound could make a superstrong metal man, then it could also make someone supersmart, superfast, or maybe even invisible. Figure out the foundations, and the possibilities could be limitless.
A few minutes into his work, Chem’s concentration was broken by a vibration in his pocket. 
A text from Willa.
He’s gone. And pissed. Thinks we’re messing with him.
Chem couldn’t help but smile. Branton was smart, and wholeheartedly committed to empirical evidence. They were just going to have to provide him with some.
Not a problem. I got this.
He stuffed the phone in his pocket, shut down the machines, and turned to the door.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
 
“How could you be so damned stupid, Willa? You operated publicly? Where anyone could see you? For an intelligent young woman, your density is astounding.”
Her grandfather shouted across the table, drops of angry spit landing in their coffees. Willa had hoped that by meeting outside of his private office she could avoid a confrontation like this. 
The diner was packed with college students, grabbing a bite before night classes began. A few heads turned, but an oddly animated old man was not uncommon in Oakland. 
“What did you expect me to do? Nothing?”
His face grew brighter red than she had ever seen. She half-expected smoke to shoot out of his ears, Yosemite Sam-style. For a brief moment, the magician considered trying a reasoning spell on her grandfather. 
She knew it would never work.
“That. Is. Exactly. What. You. Should. Do.” Every word was a dagger. His forehead wrinkled, as his eyebrows scrunched down toward the bridge of his nose. “I’ve been telling you this for as long as you’ve had your powers. Yours came early. Mine didn’t manifest until my PhD program, until I had gained some maturity.” Edwin slouched back in the booth. She had never seen him exhibit poor posture before. “I studied poetry for the love of verse itself, its utility unknown to me. When you demonstrated abilities in your youth, I knew I had to step in—the danger was too great. I didn’t want you to ignore the gift, but I care too much to see you get hurt.” He paused, catching his breath. “And you involved one of your students. He could have been killed. Did you ever consider that?”
Willa’s eyes were focused downward. She thought about Sean and the sight of him being pummeled by the monster. If it weren’t for my spell…
She watched her index finger circle the thick lip of the diner mug. “I know, Grandpa.”
“No, Willa. You don’t. You think you’re informed, wise even,” he said calmly, but with resolve. “But you know nothing. That’s how we all begin.”
She looked up and waited for him to continue.
“All of your life, Willa, you’ve been protected from certain truths. Sheltered. First by your father, then by me. But it is time for you to know. He’ll hate that I am telling you this, but apparently you distrust my warnings. Maybe the truth will grant you caution.”
Willa’s eyes were now glued on her grandfather. “I’m a grown woman.”
“That won’t make this any easier. On either of us.” The old man bit his lip, then took a sip of his tepid brew. “It’s about how your mother died.”
“I know how she died. It was a freak accident.”
Edwin pursed his lips. “Freak, yes. Accident, not at all.
“When I was your age, when all of this was still dark and full,” he swept his hand through his hair and over his beard, “I was a lot like you. I was finishing my dissertation by day, and learning the craft of magic by night. I was good, but I lacked a guide.”
Willa nodded, but she wanted him to just get to the point. 
“I lived in an attic apartment over the house of an old couple. What was their name?” He paused for what felt like an eternity. “It escapes me. When the world slept, I would get to work on my true love. I memorized poems and explored their deeper magic. I got very good, very fast.” The man took a sip of coffee. “You’re in that time now. I started asking the questions that you consider most apt. What use was either of the guilds—magic or faculty—if they didn’t make a difference in the world? If I couldn’t help people? The answer I came up with at the ripe old age of twenty-six was: nothing. So, in my infinite wisdom, I started to walk the streets at night, looking to make use of the benign verses swimming in my head. 
“I’d love to be able to tell you with a straight face that it was altruistic—that I only want to save the world. But that would be a half-truth. And half-truths are as nefarious as damned lies. The reality of my nighttime escapades was clear to me; I longed for the manifestation of power. Not the power that can be used in an upper room away from the world, but a power that could change it.”
Willa had heard her grandfather speak millions of words during her lifetime. But none of them captured her as much as these.
“I hadn’t yet met your grandmother; I had no other family to speak of. I was unattached—the perfect vigilante. I still remember the first night I used the words and experienced the life of the hero. It was cold, a typical February night in Pittsburgh. I must’ve walked for miles that night, on the lookout for trouble. It wasn’t until a few hours after the third shift that I found it—or it found me. The story was relatively uneventful—a few young mill workers hassling some girls outside of a bar—but it provided the perfect opportunity for me to flex my muscle.
“I’d been rehearsing poems, three poems, which would give me options in a situation such as the one I stumbled into. I approached those guys and told them to go take a hike. They looked at me, a scrawny academic, and laughed. Their inebriation was fully evident. One of them, a barrel-chested brute, spat curses at me that I had never heard before. I asked them again, politely of course, to desist. That’s when one of them took a swing that gave me this charming bend in my nose.”
Edwin removed his glasses to better display his battle scar. Willa had always wondered how he attained that particular imperfection.
“I had warned them twice, and it seemed that I—and maybe these girls—were in danger. That was sufficient justification. I knew exactly which spell to use and I was positive it would work. So I started chanting:
“Do not be testing me as if I were some ineffectual
boy, or a woman, who knows nothing of the works of warfare.
     I know well myself how to fight and kill men in battle…”
“Is that from Homer?” Willa asked, ignoring the sexism in her grandfather’s poem.
“Good,” her grandfather said, his eyes smiling. “It was simple, only took three lines. Suffice it to say I paid back their discourtesy, and then some.”
Her grandfather laughed a deep laugh. “It’s what I was made for. Or so I thought.”
Willa enjoyed the story. Rarely had her grandfather spoke so openly about his past. But she was growing impatient; the disturbing truth had yet to reveal itself. “Okay, so what does this have to do with me, with my mom?”
“The context is everything, Willa. That night marked the beginning of the end. I marched home, victorious—a one-man parade. The power was intoxicating. You know that feeling, don’t you? Last night, you felt that sublimity. You want more.”
Willa didn’t break eye contact, nor did she answer. The question was rhetorical. The old man already knew the truth of those words. He was able to see inside of her, though she didn’t know how.
“That night began my righteous crusade to save the city. Sure, it started with a couple of drunk kids outside of a bar, but it escalated quickly. During that time I lived a dual life, teaching during the day, writing papers and poems, but fighting crime at night. Naturally, things got harder when I met your grandmother. It wasn’t long before I shared with her my secret life. She was a practical woman. Your grandmother encouraged me along the path.”
His eyes lost focus—bewitched, for a moment, by sweet nostalgia. But the moment couldn’t last.
“It’s time, Grandpa. Tell me about my mom.”
The old man stared off into an empty corner of the diner. “I thought I was a hero for a long time. The night work came and went, I committed myself to bigger jobs. I stepped out of it as we raised your dad. Family was always important, and I never abandoned my first calling as an academic. 
“Maybe there is no true way to make a long story short, but I’ll try. Our kids were out of the house, your mom and dad had gotten married. I was starting to wonder about my purpose in the dusk of my life. I’m not sure if it was to right wrongs, or to feel the power again, but I started researching the city, I plumbed the depths of its ills, and considered what I could do. 
“Industry towns breed industry men. And industry men are nothing if not practical. While many believed that Pittsburgh had reached a pinnacle, it was obvious to some of us that the city had lost its soul. As you know, people with powers have a way of finding one another. There was a small group of us, meeting over drinks. Most of us, like you and yours it seems, were faculty members.”
“Why?” Willa asked.
The old man shook his head. “Chicken and the egg. Chicken and the egg. Had we developed powers because of our disciplines, or moved towards disciplines because of our powers?” Edwin threw his hands in the air. “I don’t think I’ll ever really know. But in my day, an inordinate number of champions walked the halls of the Academy.
“Where was I? Oh, yes. A group of us, from different fields, and different ways of life, had come together with a single purpose. Our group of heroes—we even called ourselves that, if you can imagine—looked more like the original University than anything we might find today. Sure, we were specialists, but we were working across the disciplines. Speaking the same language. Our fight against evil in the 80s was a long one. I saw friends die. I myself came close—a few times. Your grandmother made peace with my calling, as did I. To die fighting for what was right, for Pittsburgh, would have been an honorable death. As I said, that’s the mark of the hero. But evil men knew our weakness, our vulnerabilities. I started getting threats that were directed at my family. They knew the way. They had done it many times.”
The old man removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Willa had never seen her grandfather cry; this was likely the closest she would come. “It was some damn thing. Your grandmother, she went to synagogue. She loved her religion. We—the faculty heroes—had an important meeting on the North Side. Your mom needed a little getaway—a night alone. You were a bit of a handful, if you can believe it. Your dad said he would watch you so she could rest, so she made use of the spare key we lent her and came over.” He paused. She could hear him swallow from across the table. “Your mother’s death certainly looked like a freak accident. But the ill intent behind it was evident to me. They made it look like a common burglary gone wrong, but we all knew there was nothing common about that night—about your mother’s murder.”
Edwin cleared his throat. Willa gave him space. It was only then that she realized she wasn’t merely crying, but tears were pouring down her cheeks, making dark splotches on her blue blouse. The moment was surreal, the story made sense of so many things. As the reality of the situation sank in, her heart began to race. 
Her entire life was changed.
Murdered. My mom was murdered, she repeated again and again.
The old poet–magician inhaled deeply. “Your dad knew you were in the line. But after that night he rejected me. He took you and left, acquired a safe career in a safe place. We haven’t spoken much since.”
The old man wiped his eyes; the story had taken its toll. “Funny how one can be so damned smart, work at learning all their lives, and never truly be wise. I’ll never forgive myself for my decisions. But, I can atone for my mistakes by saving you. You’re the only thing I have left. That’s why you need to listen to me.”
A pile of damp napkins had gathered in front of Willa. Her red eyes turned up from the table and found her grandfather’s. “You didn’t know.”
A closed mouth grin came over his face. “That’s where you’re wrong. And it’s the worst part of the story. Deep down, I did. And now you know, Willa. What are you going to do with that knowledge?” 
He reached across the table and took her hand in his. The single most intimate gesture he’d ever presented. He paused, licked his lips, and said, “Stay in the guild. Love the magic, practice it. Love the words, teach them, and write them. But don’t meddle in the affairs of the world. You’re okay to sacrifice your life for the good of society? Fine. You’re a hero. But are you willing to sacrifice those whom you love?”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
“Steel is one of the biggest problems with studying industry in a place like Western Pennsylvania.”
Elijah Branton never sat to lecture. He’d learned from his mentor that such a posture was unbecoming of a faculty member. Oddly, the historian had given up on nearly every other aspect of teaching excellence except that one. He had refused to teach sitting down, until that day. Every inch of his body ached.
“Western Pennsylvania, thanks to your rivers, became the gathering place of many different industries. Not just our beloved steel.” Elijah looked at the class. It was about half the size as the first day; clearly they had noticed that he never took attendance. “Can anybody name another major industry of 19th century Western Pennsylvania?” 
The zombies stared back at him. Elijah was amazed just how much money they paid to take up space in a classroom. Two of his three homeschoolers were still in the front row. One had given up.
“I’ll give anyone here an A if they can just tell me one other major industry.”
Heads popped up, like groundhogs from their holes. A sleeper in the back row raised his hand.
“Yes, Alex.”
“It’s Adam.”
Elijah grimaced. “Whatever.”
“I’ll take a shot. Computers?” It was more of a question than an answer.
Elijah buried his face in his hands. “You do know what the 19th century is, right, Adam?”
Half the class laughed. The other half looked up from their phones.
“One is china,” Elijah said. “Premium china was made in towns surrounding Pittsburgh. If it got much bigger, your beloved football team may have been called the Pittsburgh Potters.” No laughs, though he paused for them. “Just over 30 miles down the Ohio there’s a smaller river called the Beaver River. Up the Beaver sat a china factory in 1870s called Mayor China. The principal potter there was trained at Syracuse University, apprenticed in New Jersey, and eventually made his way to Western PA. The company was initially run by the Harmony Society—a religious group that settled in the area. Does anyone know what the Harmony Society was known for?”
Crickets.
“The Harmonists were committed to celibacy, which is why we don’t find many of them today. Mayor China had quite a following; its cups and dishes and plates can be found all over the world.”
Julie, the girl who gave him a cigarette, raised her hand. Elijah nodded. “So, what does any of this have to do with Research Methods?”
Elijah leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. His back was strained, and the girl renewed his craving for tobacco. “Great question, Julie.” He emphasized the name, proud that he had remembered it. “I tell the story of Mayor China because one of the most important things to know in research, particularly research in history, is that the majors distract us from the minors. There are tens of thousands of peer-reviewed papers on the Pittsburgh steel industry. Do you know how many were written about Mayor China?”
Elijah stared at the girl waiting for a guess. She shook her head. 
“Two,” the adjunct said. “One of them was written by me.” He smiled. “I’ve written fifty percent of the articles on that company. Next class we’ll talk more about the majors and the minors and why exactly majoring in the minors can get you somewhere. See you on Thursday. I hope you all have an average day.”
****
A cough came from the back end of the Subaru as he turned the key and pressed the gas. It had sat for over a month. Between public transportation and his ride-alongs with Rex, Elijah didn’t have much use for his car. He was happy to let it sit. But he didn’t want to explain his injuries to the oversized driver or listen to sports talk radio.
Traffic was light on I-376 heading out of town. Elijah missed Boston, but he certainly didn’t miss the traffic. He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and tapped Jelana Novak’s address into his phone. Novak was the daughter of a man who’s been a steelworker in the early days of the 20th century. Several days’ worth of phone calls to local ethnic clubs finally landed him her information.
The Subaru eased up to the curb in front of a run-down two-story home in Homestead. Elijah leaned his weary body on the railing, as he climbed the three steps toward the porch. He rapped his knuckles on the solid wooden door. While waiting, he took in the neighborhood. It was classic Pittsburgh: tight homes, Steelers flags, and chairs saving on-street parking spots. The sight made him homesick, though he couldn’t determine why.
The door open behind him. The historian turned, surprised to find a beautiful twenty-something standing in the doorway. Elijah looked down at his paper and up at the numbers over the door. “Hi. Um, is Ms. Novak here?”
The girl smiled as she took him in. “I’m ‘Ms. Novak’,” she said with a smile and air quotes. “Everybody calls me Lainey.”
The historian laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m looking for Jelana Novak.”
Elijah couldn’t help but notice the girl was cute—young, but cute. Standing on the porch was an odd time to think about how long it had been since he had been with a woman.
“Oh, right. Jelana’s my grandmother. She doesn’t live here anymore; this is my place. Do you want to come in?”
Elijah took in her short shorts and tank, which were out of place for February in Pittsburgh. Light perspiration indicated he had interrupted a workout.
I sure do.
“I’m kind of on a tight schedule,” Elijah said, glancing at his watch. “Do you know where I can find your grandmother?”
“Sure,” the girl said. “She’s at St. George’s. She’s been there for five years. But, I have to warn you, she’s not really with it, if you know what I mean.”
Elijah pulled a notepad out of his back pocket and scratched the name of the facility.
“Thanks, Lainey. I appreciate it.”
The girl bit her lip. “Me too. Oh, why are you looking for my grandmother?”
“I’m doing some research on Alarawn Industries. I understand your great-grandfather worked there. Someone gave me your grandmother’s name as the person who could maybe fill me in on some things. I just want to chat.”
“Sounds, um, fascinating?”
Branton laughed. “Well, for some. And, it’s also my job.” Elijah took a step back. “Thanks again.”
The girl raised her hand and wiggled her fingers goodbye.
****
St. George’s smelled like antiseptic and death. Elijah straightened his tie as he walked with confidence toward the front desk. A good portion of research took place in the archives. But more often than not, he found himself trying to get into a closed meeting or land an interview. Confidence worked best. He smiled broadly at the bored receptionist. “Hello. My name’s Dr. Branton, I was just over at Jelana Novak’s house for an interview. Her granddaughter told me I could find her here.”
“Do you have an appointment?” the receptionist asked, barely looking up.
“An appointment?”
“Yeah. We don’t let just anybody walk in and talk to our residents.” She stared at him over a set of bifocals.
“Oh, right. Pretty good policy, I guess. Kinda bites me in the ass right now though,” Elijah said with a grin.
Thankfully, the receptionist grinned back. “If her granddaughter calls and gives you permission, I’d be happy to see if Ms. Novak would want to see you.”
“Oh, yeah. Let me give her call. Can I have your number?”
“Honey, if I had a dime for every time a young guy like you asked me that…”
The phone rang five times before he heard the voice. “Elijah, where the hell have you been?”
“Brooke, hey. Sorry I’ve been dodging your messages, but I need a quick favor. I know this sounds weird, but I wasn’t sure who else to ask. I’m standing in St. George’s Assisted Living doing some research. Apparently I’m going to need permission from a relative in order to get in.”
Silence greeted him on the other side. He fidgeted, waiting for her response.
“Okay, need me to have Rex do something?”
“No. I thought you could just play the part.”
Elijah heard a laugh on the other side. He hoped it was a good one.
“Okay, Elijah. I’ll play your little game.”
Elijah smiled; he was starting to like her. “Okay, here’s all I have. Jelana Novak was a secretary for a company called Alarawn Industries. Have you heard of them?”
“Rings a bell,” Brooke said. Elijah could picture her smart smile.
 “Her granddaughter’s name is Lainey. I assume it’s Jelana, too. But I’m not quite sure. I figure your job taught you to make up shit on the fly.”
“Learned that in college.”
“Funny. You got this. Here’s the number.”
The phone at the receptionist’s desk rang. Elijah took three steps back and held his breath. The receptionist talked, then smiled, and laughed. Brooke was good. She jotted a few notes on a yellow legal pad. Finally, she pulled the phone from her face, and pushed the screen. Elijah walked back up.
“That girl’s funny,” the receptionist said with a snort.
Elijah shrugged. “I just met her. She seemed nice.”
“Let me give Ms. Novak a call. I’m sure she’s probably free.” 
****
In the lounge, a group sat on a tattered old couch watching reruns of “Golden Girls.” A foursome played bridge in a corner at a table. And one man in a long blue terrycloth bathrobe stood by himself taking the whole scene in. His lips moved periodically. Elijah sat on an overstuffed chair across the coffee table from Jelana Novak. She looked out of place. Her countenance gave off an air of confidence the others lacked. Jelana wore a perfectly pressed pantsuit.
“You know Lainey?” she asked the historian.
“We only just met. I found your name online, on the Internet…”
“I know what the Internet is,” the woman said.
Elijah forced an uncomfortable smile. “Right. So, I want to ask you some questions, about Alarawn Industries. Alarawn Steel.”
Jelana pursed her lips. “I worked there for years. But that place, that place is no friend of mine.”
Elijah nodded, his face solemn. “Actually I think that’s what I want to talk to you about. Your father, he worked there in the early part of the century, right?”
“Yes, sir. My father worked there. His father worked there. I worked there. Some would say we’re part of the Alarawn family. But I don’t know what I can tell you.” The woman’s face was vacant.
“I’m trying to figure out as much as I can about the worker movement of 1902. Did your family tell you stories?”
The woman leaned back in her chair. She gripped its arms, her knuckles going white. “All we did was tell stories, but I don’t have much to say about that. I think I’m what you academics would call a dead end.”
“Ma’am, that movement was powerful. My understanding is that the workers folded before the strike really began but without any violence from the corporation. It seems out of place for a pre-1935 strike.”
The woman raised her eyebrows. “1935?”
“Yeah, the Wagner Act—legislation protecting the right to organize. Before that point, mill owners could do almost anything to protect their interests. But the Alarawns resolved this dispute without conceding anything and without resorting to bloodshed. It was a remarkable accomplishment. Do you remember anything about the strike? Or Thomas Alarawn, Jr.?
At the sound of his name, Jelana’s body stiffened.
“Đavo. Da će trunuti u paklu.” Jelana made the sign of the cross and kissed her fingers.
Although Elijah couldn’t explain how, he knew exactly what she was saying.
“What do you mean he was evil?”
Mrs. Novak’s eyes went wide. She was as shocked as he was by his linguistic skills. 
“That man…he did things, terrible things. My family was terrified to speak his name, even decades after he was gone.”
The woman stood, crossing her arms. “I’m sorry, Dr. Branton, I don’t have anything more to give you. Our time is over.”
Elijah stood as well. “Please, ma’am, I need help. I have something to show you.” Elijah reached into his pocket. He could feel the medallion cold against his fingers.
He pulled it out and held it up. “Do you know what this is?”
The woman gasped. “You need to go now,” she nearly shouted at him. “You need to go now, zduhać. Leave me. I’m at peace. Leave me now. There’s nothing else I can do.”
The woman was screaming. Two staff members in scrubs came over and took Elijah by the arms. They led him out of St. George’s, nearly throwing him down the concrete steps.
Elijah’s mind raced. There was much he had to make sense of. The conversation with Willa in her apartment and all that transpired still seemed like a dream. It also felt like a lifetime ago. 
Driving through the Squirrel Hill tunnels, back toward the city, he couldn’t get the wild look in Jelana Novak’s eyes out of his mind. She was panicked—in a frenzy. What could Thomas, Jr. have done to give him such a reputation? The medallion was obviously important—he needed to figure out why. 
****
Elijah pulled the car close enough to the Hillman Library to pick up a decent wireless signal. On the ride into Oakland, he had decided to call Max Noonan. Max was a strange one, not that oddities were unusual in PhD programs. 
He was one of the most driven students Elijah had ever met. While Elijah and his friends spent their nights drinking and chasing girls, Max dedicated every waking moment to study. Elijah respected his discipline, and their conversations were fascinating. While Branton focused on American history, Max was enamored by Eastern Europe. He was exactly the person he needed to talk to.
Elijah turned on his emergency flashers and flipped open his laptop. Max’s avatar indicated that he was online.
After three rings, a face appeared—a little too close to the camera. “Elijah, this is a surprise.”
Elijah couldn’t suppress a smile. “Hey, Max. How’s Ukraine?”
“My fellowship dried up last semester. I’m in Estonia now. I’ll tell you what, this place gets a bad reputation, but I love it here.”
“You under ten feet of snow, or what?”
“Three glorious feet. It’s been a mild winter. How’s Boston?”
“Well, that’s why I’m calling. I’m not in Boston. I landed a short-term research job in Pittsburgh. So, I’m digging into archives and slumming the adjunct scene a bit.”
“There’s always adjuncting,” Max said with a grin. “I guess Pittsburgh is the perfect place for someone interested in Industrial History, or whatever you call it.”
“Yep. Sure is. I’m actually working on the history of one of the mid-list steel companies. They hired me to write their story.”
“Or rewrite it, more likely,” Max interjected.
“Heh. Well, maybe. They do have a bit of a sordid past it seems. But the woman who runs the company, Brooke Alarawn, seems sharp and committed.”
“Alarawn? No shit?”
Elijah paused. “Yeah, how do you know her?”
“Come on. She’s like the Hilton girls, but with class and brains. I mean, how many multigazillionaire hotties are there? I even saw her sex tape.”
Elijah laughed. “You know that’s not her, right?”
“Don’t ruin my fantasy. So, you just calling to catch up?”
“Well, I should be.” Elijah felt a twinge of guilt. He had never been good at keeping up with his friends from a distance. “But, I actually need some help with the project.”
“And what do you think I might know about Pittsburgh steel?”
“Not much,” Elijah admitted. “But I know you know just about everything about Slovak history. My question is more about mythology though.”
“Fine line between history and mythology,” Max said.
Elijah laughed. “I couldn’t agree more.” He looked at his notes and asked, “What does the word zduhać mean to you?”
“Zduhać? That’s, ah, a kind of tutelary spirit.”
“You’ll have to help me with the vocab, Max.”
He laughed. “Sorry, a tutelary spirit is a defender of a place, like a guardian angel I guess, but of a town rather than a specific person. Some scholars would take issue with your word myth.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well the zduhaci were people; some even made their way into recorded history. Now, certainly the powers associated with them could be described as mythical, but the heroes themselves were real and often played important roles within the life of a village.”
“But you called them spirits. What does that mean? What powers were they supposed to have?”
“That’s where it gets a little tricky. Most of the stories say that they’d ‘leave their bodies’ when evil was near. There’s some disagreement about what that means, but all the legends say that the hero would fall asleep and wage battle against encroaching spirits. Supposedly they had great strength and could rip trees from the ground. When they woke up, they’d have scratches and bruises all over their bodies—evidence of the fight.”
Blood drained from Elijah’s face. His chest itched. 
He showed the medallion to Max. “How about this? It belonged to the founder of Alarawn Industries. Any chance it’s Welsh or Scotch-Irish?”
“Hmmm. It’s definitely eastern European. That symbol looks familiar but I can’t quite place it. I’d guess it’s some sort of cultic artifact. Christianity tried to wipe out the old religions, but people in these parts have long memories. Many of the old ways remained powerful in their minds long after the Church assumed its dominance. That medallion probably was significant to its original owners, but I can’t imagine it originated with the Alarawns. It seems like you’re digging in deep, man.”
Elijah considered his friend’s words. You have no idea.
“Hey, man, thanks for ringing me up. But I have a seminar in about thirty minutes. I wanna run over my notes again.”
“Alright, thanks, Max. It means a lot.”
“No problemo. Let me know if you need anything else,” Max smiled and waved. His image froze for a second and then went black.
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Her legs, long and exposed, extended from the Herman Miller executive chair up to the mahogany desk, feet crossed at the ankles. Brooke knew that reclining in this fashion—muscular lines drawing attention towards their almost-uncovered convergence—would arouse most men. But Rex seemed unaffected.
His eyes, locked on Brooke’s, disregarded the alluring peripheral view. Loyalty—or sexual preference, perhaps—maintained his composure. Either way propriety was far from Brooke’s mind. She had more pressing concerns. 
At her desk lay an editorial discussing Mount Washington’s “monster problem.” The Trib placed the blame on a boring election cycle and the Steelers’ postseason failures. They decried the whole incident as a hoax propagated by overimaginative gossip columns and a faked YouTube video. 
But Brooke had a first-hand account. 
Armageddon.
As mayhem unfolded mere feet away, many fled for shelter at the back of the restaurant. But Brooke Alarawn stayed. Through dirty glass she watched as Elijah Branton turned. Like something out of an old monster movie, the man’s body expanded. His skin was like iron, his stature extraordinary.
Pained screams embedded themselves in her mind.
“You saw him, didn’t you?” Brooke Alarawn asked.
Rex stood in his usual spot. He never sat. “No, ma’am. I didn’t see a thing. I…I fell asleep while you were inside.” Rex looked at his feet. It may have been her imagination, but Brooke thought she saw him blushing—a first for her escort. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I should have been watching.”
She dismissed his uncharacteristic lapse in professionalism. He had never once failed her, and she’d learned from her father that a gracious employer inspired respect. “Forget it. You spend a lot of time waiting around for me. I understand.” Brooke stood and walked toward the window, staring out over her city. “It was unnatural. Fictive, really. But it happened. You know what I thought, when I saw him?”
Rex remained silent. Shifting his weight from his right foot to his left, he ignored the rhetorical question.
“I thought about Van Pelt and Fong. I thought about Pittsburgh. Ultimately, Rex, I thought about all the things that I might be able to do if I were him. If I were Elijah Branton. Things are going to hell. I don’t know what’s needed to save this company, but whatever it takes, I’m going to do it. I’m not afraid.”
Brooke paced back and forth in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Rex’s eyes traced her path. “I know you will, Ms. Alarawn. That’s why you’re here. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”
She placed both hands on her desk and leaned forward. “That creature is real. If I could harness that kind of power there’s no telling what I could do for Alarawn Industries, for Pittsburgh.” Brooke’s eyes danced in anticipation.
“With all due respect, ma’am, what you’re describing makes no sense. But say he did turn into a monster, how in the world would you just make that happen?”
The CEO stood up. A sly grin crossed her face. “That’s precisely why I’m going to visit our historian tonight. He hasn’t been completely honest. But, I think I can get Elijah to share all his little secrets with me.”
The statue broke form and crossed his arms. “I don’t feel good about this. If he’s what you say he is then you could be putting yourself in danger. Maybe I should go. I’m sure I could get him to talk.”
Brooke reached out and put her hand on his arm. The man’s biceps was as thick as her thigh. “I think this is going to require a gentler touch, Rex. But don’t you worry. I can take care of myself.” 
Rex nodded. “One more thing, Ms. Alarawn. The medallion.”
“Medallion?”
“Your aunt’s. Try to get it back. Branton seemed strangely interested in it. Something tells me it might be the key to all of this.”
****
Brooke wasn’t sure if she should go for alluring or promiscuous. Walking through the apartment building that Alarawn Industries owned made her happy she went with the former—but she had the tools onboard to pull off the latter in a pinch. 
She knocked and waited. Her master key would come in handy if Elijah were out, but she hoped he was in. She was looking forward to the encounter. Muffled footsteps approached the door, then silence. Brooke smiled, knowing that Elijah was standing inches away, staring through the peephole. 
“Brooke?” Elijah said, after opening the door. “Uh, what are you doing here?”
She took a step closer and leaned against the doorjamb. “What, you mean after my date ditched me the other night?” She grinned. 
Elijah pushed his hand through his messy hair. “Yeah, sorry about that. Think it might’ve been that appetizer, but I just got sick all of a sudden. My body was on fire.” Elijah stared at her. Each of them knew the other was not being forthcoming. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. You wanna come in?” Elijah turned his shoulder, opening up the apartment for Brooke to enter.
Brooke bit her lip. “I do. And in fact, if you’re feeling better, I brought this along for us to share.” Brooke pulled a brown paper bag out from behind her back. “We’ll call it a rain check for you running off on me.”
“I can feel good enough for that any day.” Elijah smiled. “Let me guess. Malbec? You seem like a Malbec girl. Definitely not Merlot. Nothing white.”
“Presumptuous,” she said as she stepped passed him and moved into the apartment. Brooke slid the bottle out of its brown bag. “But inaccurate. Jameson’s a family favorite.”
“Sheesh. Last time I had Jameson was at my brother’s bachelor party. I don’t remember much of that night.”
“You have a lot of those?” Brooke asked as she took a seat at the dining table.
She glanced around the apartment, appreciating the simple yet tasteful furniture. One of her employees did an excellent job at styling the place, but its elegance seemed ill suited for the current occupant. If it weren’t for the books scattered around the room, it would be hard to tell that Elijah actually lived here. It lacked any personal furnishings—a hotel that Elijah would soon check out of. 
She placed the bottle on the table. “I know I ordered some shot glasses for this place. Why don’t you be a good boy and go fetch those?”
“Sure thing.”
Brook watched Elijah cross the room. His body nearly shuddered with each step. 
The sound of glasses clinking came from the kitchen. “You really want to do shots or do you want a tumbler?”
“Whatever. I’ll follow your lead,” Brooke said.
“I’m doing rocks.”
“In that case, I won’t follow your lead. I’ll take two fingers, neat.” 
Elijah crossed the open floor plan into the living room. He grabbed a seat on the overstuffed couch and placed the drinks on a steel and glass coffee table. Brooke passed up the recliner for a seat next to the historian. She crossed her left leg over her right in a practiced moved that exposed a healthy amount of thigh.
Her move always worked. Elijah’s eyes were glued on her body, a body earned through hours at the gym. Leaning forward, she grabbed her glass. Her posture, combined with a loose-fitting top, offered an ample view. She noted that Elijah took full advantage of it. 
This is going to be easy.
“So?”
“So, what?” Elijah asked. His eyes snapped to attention.
“What the hell happened? Other than our little role-play the other day, I haven’t heard from you in over a week, and now I see you’re even more beat to shit than last time.”
Beads of sweat welled up on Elijah’s forehead. He wiped them with the back of his hand. “Oh, you mean my limp?”
“I mean your limp, your face, the fact that you can’t stand up straight. Yeah, I think that’s where it starts. Does Pittsburgh have some sort of fight club I don’t know about?”
“I fell down the steps,” he said. His answer lacked the confidence bred from honesty. And lack of confidence would inhibit Brooke’s plans for the evening. She would have to compensate by being assertive enough for the both of them. 
Brooke took a long pull of the triple-distilled nectar. She uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Wincing as the first shot burned its way down her throat, she rubbed her hand up and down her thigh. “This is going right to my head tonight.” She returned the empty glass to the table. “And, I don’t think you did.”
Elijah nearly choked on his drink. His eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”
“I think I know what happened last night.” Brooke edged closer. She moved her hand from her own thigh to Elijah’s. With blood-red lips half an inch from his ear, she said, “I know what you are, Elijah Branton.”
Elijah shifted, and swallowed loudly enough for the neighbors to hear. He finished his drink without taking his eyes off her.
Brooke poured herself another round. “More rocks, Doctor?”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Elijah laughed. “So, what are you doing here?”
“I was worried about you. You were mumbling incomprehensibly, falling all over yourself. It was quite a scene, Elijah.” She paused. “I told you when we first met, I take care of my employees.”
Brooke didn’t believe in using sex for business—at least not exclusively for business. Her last relationship ended several months ago, and preoccupation with the fate of her company precluded much in the way of youthful mischief. Although she would never admit it, the truth was that she was lonely. While he wasn’t her usual type, Elijah had a certain thing about him that she was drawn to. Plus, he seemed to have lost some weight since arriving in the steel city. She anticipated enjoying this evening. And if their activity between the sheets unraveled the mystery of Elijah’s transformation, it would kill two birds with one stone.
Brooke rose to get more ice for Elijah’s glass. She felt the effects of the whiskey setting in as she stood. 
Elijah has to be feeling something. 
Intentionally bumping into the coffee table, she covered her mouth and constructed a half-ditzy, sorority-girl giggle. His living room was her stage, and Elijah joined in the charade. He rubbed his face with both hands. “Nice. I’m glad the whiskey isn’t just affecting me.” A toothy, buzzed grin lingered on Elijah’s face. 
“I’ll be right back. I need to get your rocks off—I mean out.” She snorted. “And go take a leak—I mean, powder my nose.” 
Brooke closed the bathroom door behind her. After a brief pause she flushed the toilet for effect, then ran the sink to create some cover noise for her snooping. The historian had little to hide. A box of condoms was tucked in the back of the cabinet under the sink—as if he were a teenage boy hiding them from his mom. She checked the expiration date and shrugged. In the medicine cabinet she found an unmarked pill bottle. The pills were unfamiliar to her but she guessed that they were medicinal.
Elijah didn’t strike her as the kind of person to use recreationally. His mind seemed too precious to him. She closed the mirror and pocketed one of the tablets. 
If tonight’s a bust I’ll get Rex to figure out where these came from.
Returning to the couch, she sat closer, nearly on top of Elijah. She took his drink, and finished it herself. Licking her lips, she smiled.
“So, tell me about the change.” She poured him another.
“Look, I don’t know what you think you saw…”
“I saw you. I saw what you did.”
Elijah just stared at her. He was processing, but she didn’t know what. “The truth is this: I don’t really know what happened at the restaurant. We ordered that appetizer; after that everything is a bit of a blur. I remember so little. Things kind of came in and out.”
“In and out?” She grinned.
Elijah ignored her. His face got hard. “Everything was so confusing. Frankly, it scared the shit out of me. The next morning I woke up—beat to hell—with burns all over my body.” 
Brooke assessed the injured man. She found herself warming to her interrogation, but her mark seemed genuinely upset. If she pushed too hard she risked suspicion. And if he shut down, it would ruin her other plans for the evening. She weighed her odds, then opted for the most promising course. She leaned in.
“All over your body? I’d like to see some proof.”
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“Of course he didn’t believe us, would you?” Willa sipped her caramel latte. She seemed tired, like she had just run a marathon and had another on the next day. Chem on the other hand could not have been more energetic. He had finally made a breakthrough with Elijah’s blood and felt confident that success was near. He hated leaving the lab, but Willa was insistent on meeting. The shop was packed, but they got a small table positioned under a Jackson Pollock clone.
“Not a chance. I’m still skeptical, and I saw him change with my own eyes. We need to make him believe. He needs to see the change.”
“How do you propose we do that, Percy?”
Chem ignored the use of his proper name. She was the only one around here who called him that, and he couldn’t tell if it was endearing or just plain annoying. “It’s already done.” 
He pulled out his phone and brought it to life. His hand was still bandaged from the burn he received the other day. A grainy video of the melee on Mount Washington filled the screen.
“A burning metal creature in Pittsburgh. Someone from the restaurant must have filmed it. But it’s not very clear and doesn’t show Elijah. He’ll probably write it off as another scam.
“I guess we’re going to have to rely on his deductive reasoning skills,” Chem said. “This video plus his burns plus our testimony equals proof.”
Willa smiled. “The question is, does he want to believe?” She paused, taking in the room. “How did you subdue him, anyway?”
“The wonders of science, darling.” Kiva Han was a good place to meet. The indie rock playing over the speakers and the din of conversation, mixed with the grinding of coffee beans, provided cover for their own conversation. “It’s nice that one of us specializes in something useful.”
Willa broke into laughter. “No offense, Percy, but I’m pretty sure my poems were quite useful last night. In fact, if it weren’t for those lines, you would’ve been in some serious trouble.”
Chem couldn’t help but smile. “Speaking of doubt, I’m not saying I believe your story either. You definitely had some effect on him, I’ll give you that much. But magical poetry? That’s some grade-A bullshit right there.”
She leaned back in her chair, a quizzical look on her face. “And a giant metal creature tossing cars? I’m sure that fits perfectly within your scientific worldview.”
“Ha-ha—touché. That thing was…paradigm-altering, to say the least. But I’ve been analyzing his blood and I’m sure there’s a physical explanation. It was that analysis that provided me with the solution I used the other night. Basically—in words a liberal arts person can understand—I made a cocktail that was essentially morphine mixed with a compound I’ve been working on.” 
“What compound?”
Chem hesitated for a moment. His project had been his secret for five years
now. But something about this poet made him want to reveal all. Her earnestness was rare. And if there was any truth to her magical abilities, then Chem was sure it wasn’t a truth she shared often. He felt compelled to reciprocate.

“I think Elijah’s transformation was the result of biological tampering. The next big scientific breakthrough won’t be computers, or robotics. It will be the ability to shape human DNA. We’re on the cusp of something huge, and its applications are nearly endless. Longer life, enhanced mental acuity, defense against disease—not to mention weapons. Human bioweapon systems. That’s what I’ve been working on.”
Willa’s brows rose. “Hold on. You want to create monsters like that thing?”
“Monsters are in the eye of the beholder. And I want to behold him. But, not like what we encountered the other night. Whoever did that to him, they injected him with something powerful, beyond what I’ve ever seen. The problem with Elijah right now is that there’s no control. When he turns he has no idea what he’s doing. I’m trying to configure a way to not only create the transformation, but also include a stabilizing component that will give the transformed subject control over their mind and body. The power is limitless if I can just figure it out. Think of the good that we could do with that kind of knowledge.”
Will stared into her empty cup. Chem assumed she was picturing him as some sort of Frankenstein. A single tear rolled down her cheek. 
Shit. Here comes the “man was not meant to meddle” speech.
Instead, Willa gathered her things and shoved them into an oversized handbag. “I have to get to class. Are you going to show him the video?”
“Um, yeah. I’ve been trying to get a hold of him. Willa, I…”
But he didn’t get a chance to finish his statement. Willa rose and walked away.
****
Chem watched Willa weave through the busy shop. Her dress swished as she moved. He finished his coffee and sat, alone. 
     Damn poet. This is why science is a solitary affair.
He turned his attention back to his composition pad. To the unsuspecting observer, it would look like the crazy writings of a mad scientist. But to him, it held a secret truth, waiting to be uncovered. He thought about the Magic Eye books he used to love as a kid. Maybe if I cross my eyes, I’ll be able to look through this mess and see the hidden schooner.
“I want in.” Chem looked up, his reverie interrupted as a teenager in an ugly sweater pulled out the chair, still warm from Willa. “You can’t shut me out. I saved your butts last week.”
“Our butts? Really? Kid, you have to stay out of this.” Noticing Sean’s prying eyes, Chem flipped his book closed. “Listen, man—it’s Sean, right? There’s some serious shit going down. You’re out of your league. Take my word for it, you need to back off.”
Sean leaned back and crossed his hands on the table. Defiance filled his eyes. “Why? Because I’m young? Really?”
Chem leaned over the table, his face just inches from the undergrad’s. “This business we’re in—that metal monster—it’s for the varsity team. You’re JV. You interested in helping? The best thing you can do is stay out of our damn way. Keep poking your nose in here and you’re going to get it cut off. Which would be bad, but I wouldn’t lose too much sleep over it. The worst-case scenario is you get someone else hurt—maybe even your professor crush you’ve been stalking around the city for the last year.”
Sean’s face burned lobster red. “I have powers.”
“No shit? What? You can annoy the hell out of bad guys?”
“I can see people’s powers—their auras.”
Chem sighed. I’m surrounded by lunatics.
“Fine. You have powers. A lot of good that’s going to do when the walking heap of burning hell comes back. You’re going to what, read him his fortune? Get your head out of your ass. This isn’t a damn comic book.”
Sean’s eyes burned through Chem’s. They were locked in a middle-school staring contest. The chemist thought the undergrad might cry. The boy finally stood, pushing the chair back with a squeal that drew looks as he ran out of the café.
Two for two on the old tact meter. Nice work, Chem.
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Three Jamesons deep with a drop-dead gorgeous woman sitting on his lap, Elijah Branton should have felt better than he did.  Calling the night bizarre didn’t do it justice. It was outright mythical. Brooke’s appearance at the apartment was unusual, but now she came onto him like a sailor who’d just pulled into port. Between the memory loss, the wounds, and a drinking session with Pittsburgh’s number one socialite, it was shaping up to be the strangest week of the historian’s life. 
Brooke Alarawn’s leg was draped over his lap. Her hand pressed against his chest. The spot throbbed. Chem had given him some kind of cream, which seemed to help speed up the healing. But he refused to take the pills, no matter how much pain he was in. Despite Willa’s story, he still didn’t trust the chemist. 
She leaned in again. Elijah could taste the whiskey on her tongue. Any man in his right mind would have reveled in the experience. But he was a creature torn. Half of him wanted to carry her to his bedroom and see what the young CEO was made of. The other half felt revulsion. Her very presence caused him to feel a deep-seated disgust. Both emotions danced just beyond the reach of reason. 
He pulled back.
“Does it hurt?” Brooke asked looking at his chest. She mistook his distaste for pain. “You’re grimacing.”
Elijah wondered how much he could tell her. The story—as much as he knew of it—would paint him as a madman. But she seemed to know something about what was happening to him and he didn’t want her to leave. “Not too badly. The doctor gave me an ointment. It’s been helping.”
Brooke undid his buttons. Peeling back his shirt, she surveyed his ravaged chest. “Shit. That looks nasty. What doctor did you go to?”
“Just some guy I met in Oakland.” Elijah shifted Brooke’s weight and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his jeans. “Join me for one and I’ll tell you the rest of the story.”
She repositioned her body and placed her feet on the floor. “You don’t smoke.”
“You’re background check was that good, huh?”
“The best,” she said with a smile. “OK, just one.”
The three-by-five balcony was modest, but afforded a great view of the city. The blue lines of the David H. Lawrence Convention Center fluttered a few hundred yards away. Elijah leaned against the wall and inhaled the Marlboro. 
“Need to work on your form—you look like a thirteen-year-old girl.” Brooke took a deep drag and held it. She blew it out over the balcony railing.
“Well, you’ve got it down.”
“Old habits,” she said. “And if I get hooked again, I swear I’ll make you pay.” She spun the liquid in her glass. “But there ain’t nothing like a glass of mid-shelf whiskey and a smoke. That’s for sure.”
Brooke stood looking out over the city. Her profile was perfect. 
“You know what those blue lines are?” Brooke asked, pointing at the bright blue lights that swept up the arcing roof of the convention center. 
Elijah watched the lights. “Diodes, LEDs, or something?”
Brooke closed her eyes. “The depression deepened to the sound of voices chanting that prosperity was just around the corner, the country was fundamentally sound. In the face of unparalleled catastrophe the rich and powerful lacked even the decency to keep silent.” She opened her eyes and locked them on the historian’s. “It’s Thomas Bell, Out of this Furnace. Mostly propaganda—of course—but a beautiful fiction. That blue light isn’t static. It’s actually the scrolling text of several famous Pittsburgh authors. I much prefer Dillard’s American Childhood.” She paused. “This city, it loves deeply. Those blue lights are a textual monument to our creative past.”
Elijah nodded. He leaned against the brick wall and took her in—a little too drunk to talk local literature. His anger subsided, replaced suddenly with an urge to confide in her, to confess something, even if it wasn’t what she wanted to hear.
“My mother died of lung cancer,” he said.
“Huh?”
“My mom, she died of lung cancer when I was in college—undergrad.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Brooke’s eyes were glassy—from sympathy or the smoke, Elijah couldn’t be certain.
“I don’t mean to be a buzz-kill, I just made a promise to her I’d never do this.” Elijah waved the cigarette. “But it’s the damnedest thing, ever since I got here, I have all of these weird cravings and inclinations. Like at the restaurant the other night. I lied to you. I’ve never had pastrmajlija, or whatever that thing was, but I knew I wanted it. Like the craving for these. I feel as if I smoked my whole life. I don’t understand.”
Elijah could feel her staring at him, analyzing. He wondered what she was looking for. Through his buzz, he could still tell that she had come here with a purpose. What it was, he couldn’t say. She finished her cigarette and lit another. 
“I don’t know, but maybe you should consider getting a second opinion. This doctor you picked up in Oakland, you just found him?”
“Nope. We met a couple weeks ago. He gave me his card, told me to let him know if I ever needed anything. He actually helped me before. I had another night like last—or at least I think so. Woke up with these weird bruises and a scar on my face.”
“Helluva sleepwalking problem you got there, Doc.”
Elijah half-laughed, half-coughed. Smoke seeped out several orifices. “No shit. The first time he patched me up—and took some blood. I’ve been meaning to ask him if he ran the tests.”
Silence settled over the balcony. He considered telling her about the morning, and what Willa Weil had confided in him. It was likely that Brooke Alarawn thought he had some sort of sickness; if he shared that she’d probably think he was mad—which wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.
Brooke stared across at the historian. “He took your blood, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Which hospital does he work at?” Brooke asked.
He cocked his head, which drew a grimace. “I’m sorry?”
“This doc of yours, where does he work? If you want I can call in a specialist. We like to take care of our employees.”
Elijah felt anger rising again. He pushed it down with a long draw of Jameson and a final drag on his cigarette. “Well, he doesn’t actually.”
“Doesn’t what?”
“Work at a hospital. Never finished his residency. Actually, he is a chemist by trade. A researcher at the university.”
An odd look—which Elijah couldn’t interpret—washed over Brooke’s face. He’d never been good with the hermeneutics of the female countenance, but her eyes filled him with unease. He wondered if he should have kept that information to himself.
Brooke tilted her head back, and finished her glass. She took a slow, sexy drag of the cigarette—doing a French inhale. “When I drink like this there’s only two things I want to do. Smoke cigarettes.”
“What’s the other?”
“Fuck.”
Brooke deposited the burning butt of the cowboy-killer into the balcony’s ashtray. She opened the sliding door and turned her head back towards the open-mouthed historian.
“Let’s go, before this wears off. I’ll take it easy on you—in your condition and all.”
Elijah flicked his cigarette over the edge. Ignoring the warning in his chest, he followed his employer without hesitation. When he reached the bedroom, her blouse was already on the floor.
****
A two-inch beam of light shone through a crack in the curtains directly across Elijah Branton’s eyes. He was pretty sure his body was still sore as hell, but he couldn’t feel anything except the pounding of his head.
The headache was well-earned.
Reaching over, he found the space on the full-sized bed next to him vacant and cold. But her smell still lingered in the room.
A note sat on the bedside table:
Had to run and meet the Chairman of the Board. Wanted to get a workout in first. Had a great time. Promise I won’t be weird.
XO,
Brooke
Elijah couldn’t wait to see her again.
Pulling out his phone, he flicked through a dozen or so campus-wide emails and student notes asking for extensions. But there, unopened as they had remained for days, were a series of messages originating from a single source. A new one had appeared only hours ago. 
All good feelings from the previous night disappeared. 
Chem’s insistence worried the historian. Elijah hadn’t spoken with him for over a week but his emails were piling up, and Elijah knew he couldn’t blow him off any longer. His doubts overrode his anger as he considered that maybe the chemist had found something in his blood. He opened the most recent message.
Wanted to do this in person but you’re acting like a pussy. Maybe this video will open your eyes.
Elijah clicked on the link. 
A screaming crowd filled his apartment; a car flipped across the screen.
Elijah didn’t make it to the toilet in time to properly dispose of the night’s Jameson.
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Willa tried proper posture but conceded, slouching forward. The backless barstool prevented her from finding a comfortable position. With each move, her back reminded her about the fight on Mount Washington. Elijah Branton—or his monster—had barely touched her, but it was enough to knock her academic’s body out of alignment. 
She wasn’t exactly fit for battle.
Spinning the glass, she pretended to know something about the viscosity of a dirty martini. She tilted it back and eased the remnants into her mouth, olive and all.
She waved to the barkeep. “Another.”
Three martinis in and she was starting to feel better. Willa ran the progression of the other night through her mind, time and time again, like a movie stuck on repeat. It was good for her that both Chem and Sean were there, though she would never admit it. She wasn’t ready. Without their presence, it was likely that her grandfather might have had to bury another family member.
Flipping the pages in her Moleskine, she let the words of the strengthening spell dance in her mind. She played with it, imagining different enunciations and different pacing. Ways to make it stronger. It had worked, and well at that. It probably saved Sean’s life. But she wasn’t sure how much this would do in the heat of battle without others by her side.
The bartender slid a fresh glass in front of the poet. She gave him a little two-finger salute and smiled. She had never been good at flirting, but when she drank she was a natural.
“This seat taken?” 
Willa looked up at a kid young enough to be in one of her classes, then down the bar at the row of empty stools. “Nope. But I’m kind of working on something here.”
“Oh, homework at the bar, huh?”
Willa couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “Not really. I give the homework, I don’t complete it.”
“Oh,” the guy said, pulling out the stool. “My bad. Here I was thinking you were just another cute co-ed out for a drink.”
“Two out of three isn’t bad. Now if you don’t mind.” Willa turned back to her notebook.
“So, what is that?” he asked, peering over at the journal. 
Willa slapped it closed. “Really. I just want to have a drink by myself. Now, if you wait like fifteen seconds I bet one of those co-eds looking for a free drink and company will come and take care of your needs.”
The student, young, but also attractive, pushed his side-part over on his head. “Yeah, but they’re all so, well, immature. I thought maybe it was time for me to meet someone a bit more, um, cultured.”
“Cultured, huh?”
“Mmm-hmmm.”
“What’s your name?” Willa asked.
“Johnny.”
“OK, Johnny. You’ve got your story.”
“Huh?”
“You can go back to your frat or little group of whoevers and tell them about trying to pick up a professor in Sal’s. Fictionalize it. I don’t care. But it’s time to go.”
Johnny laughed, full on. “OK, let me just buy you one. Then I’ll go. It’ll make my story better.”
“No, thank you.”
The student waved to the bartender. “Two more of these.”
“Actually, no,” Willa called across the bar.
Johnny placed his hand on Willa’s arm. “Come on. It’s a free drink.”
She pulled away, nearly knocking her martini glass over.
“Hey, dipshit. She said no.”
Willa exhaled a sigh of relief, glad that her favorite student was here.
“What’d you call me?”
“I called you dipshit,” Sean said. “Now, get out of here. Pretty sure the lady made it clear she isn’t interested.”
Johnny stood and locked eyes with Sean. The two stood toe to toe at the bar. Willa wondered if she was going to have to mobilize the strengthening spell again.
“Yeah. Alright.” The kid crossed the room and pulled out a stool at the other side of the bar.
“No. Sit down,” Willa said, as Sean turned to leave.
“You sure?”
“Why not, we need to talk anyway. You want a drink?”
“I doubt I could get served without ID even in a dive like this,” Sean said. “But I’ll grab a Diet Coke.”
Willa waved the bartender over and ordered for Sean. “Thanks for getting rid of him.”
“No biggie. Most of these guys will walk pretty fast. I mean, maybe once he gets a little liquid courage in him he might be more up for a fight but not this early.”
Willa smiled. “Well, I was glad not to have to, well, you know.”
Sean smiled. “I do know. And that’s why I’m here. The other night, on Mount Washington, you did something to me, didn’t you? You gave me extra power.”
“How do you know you have powers?”
Sean turned his attention from his glass to his professor. “How did you know?” He paused, leaving the question hanging in the air with the cigarette smoke. “I’ve felt it. There is a change happening inside of me. Right now, I can see people differently. Really, it’s there. And yours is stronger every time I see you. You’re practicing, aren’t you?”
Willa looked down at her notebook. “Yes.”
“Sure. Seeing what I see isn’t necessarily helpful in a fight, but as things stand, I’m kind of a superpower radar detector. But there’s something else. I think I’m a gatherer.”
“A gatherer?” Willa asked.
“Yeah. Somebody who can actually collect energies and maybe even powers from others and use them. I walk the streets of Pittsburgh trying to channel it.”
“Can you gather from me?”
“Don’t know. I guess I could try.”
The smile that had danced in Willa’s eyes dissipated. She thought of her grandfather; she considered her mother’s death.
“No. Don’t. Sean, I know you want to help, to be a part of the good fight for Pittsburgh, but you have to stay out of this.”
Sean leaned on the bar. “I’m not sure if that’s your decision, Professor.”
“You don’t understand. I like you. I even care about you. But this is beyond either of us. I should never have involved you the other night. You could get hurt again. Maybe worse.”
“I won’t.”
“You don’t know that,” Willa said.
“What’s with all of you? I don’t care if I get hurt, OK, that’s part of the deal, right?”
Willa nodded to the bartender. “I need to cash out.” Turning back to Sean, she said, “I won’t allow it.”
“Allow it? What are you, my mom?” Willa leaned back, surprised by the force in Sean’s words. “Professor, with or without you, I’m going to fight. I don’t have a choice in the matter. It’s my destiny.”
Willa let the silence hang between them for a moment. If what Percy had told her was true, then this thing wasn’t over. And if Sean tried to confront Elijah on his own, it could be disastrous. He was just a kid.
Willa had to get rid of him, for his own sake. “Sean, there’s no group. And except for in the books you read, there’s no superheroes. So there’s something different about you. So what? Everybody’s strange in this town. You need to grow up. Your infatuation with me has gone on long enough. I’m not interested, so leave me alone.”
Without another glance, Willa stood up and left the undergrad. She held back her tears until she made it out of the bar.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
 
 
 
Brooke slammed the phone, cursing at the receiver. The ten-minute conversation seemed to last an hour, and it was all she could do to contain her hatred. Van Pelt was calling more often—asking questions, offering advice. The chairman’s paternalistic show of support was nauseating. His check-ins were only faintly cloaked in pretense—as if he cared. But Brooke knew his true intent. He meant to rattle her—knock her off her game. The sweat in her palms indicated his effectiveness. If nothing else, his calls caused her to lose focus, and she would be damned if she let that smug bastard take her down without a fight. 
She pressed the button on her desktop, and the doors swung open instantly. Rex materialized, a knight-at-arms, in his normal spot. “Ma’am?”“
“What the hell is this, Rex? It reads more like a fairytale than anything.” She waved a folder, filled a half-inch thick with paper. “Is he out of his fucking mind?”
“That is the research he’s acquired. But you never asked me to evaluate the professor.”
Brooke stood, walked around her desk, and leaned against the edge. Rex was a statue. The man was always composed, at least as far as she knew. If he was hiding anything, she couldn’t tell. The thought unnerved her.
“I’m asking you now. Slavic legends, guardian spirits, some dead union organizer? I thought we hired a professional, not some History Channel wannabe. Do you believe any of this shit?”
Rex glanced at his shoes, an uncommon gesture for the stoic employee. “You’re the one who said you saw a monster on Mount Washington. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but that stuff,” Rex said nodding at the folder, “I’m not willing to say it couldn’t have some truth in it. He seemed real upset by what he found, anyways.”
Brooke slid her fingers over the medallion’s smooth surface. She had no idea what it was or what it could do, but she was desperate to try something. “He had this at the old Alarawn mill, right?”
“Yeah. He grabbed it off the dash right before he went in. It was odd, like he thought I was going to steal it or something.” 
Rex’s face remained unreadable. 
Brooke walked over to the closet on the walled side of the room. She opened it and grabbed jeans and a fleece. Reaching back, she unzipped her skirt and pulled it down around her ankles; the slip followed. With a practiced motion she lifted her blouse over her head and stood nearly naked in front of Alarawn’s most tenured employee—matching black lingerie her only attire. 
Rex didn’t flinch.
She stepped into the jeans and pulled the fleece over her head, taking care not to catch it on her earrings. 
“You want me to drive you, ma’am?” Rex asked, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
Brooke considered a sexual innuendo, but respected Rex too much. “No, thanks. I’m going this one alone.”
Brooke had been to the old mill twice. The first was the day of its closing. Her father insisted she go with him to see the workers off. A small handful were transitioned to another work site. Most were moved to unemployment. Pulling into the parking lot, Brooke could almost hear her father’s words.
****
“See him, the one with the lunchbox?” Thomas asked his daughter, who was barely tall enough to see over the dash. “He has a son your age and a daughter who’s eight. Poor guy’s wife just told him she was pregnant. He’ll be looking for work this afternoon.”
“Can’t you make it stop?” the ten-year-old asked. 
He forced a smile. “I’ve tried but it’s out of my hands. The only thing I can do is help them leave with dignity and a few dollars in their pockets. Bill will do alright. He’s a good worker—and a skilled laborer. Hardest thing is that he’ll probably need to leave Pittsburgh to find employment.”
Brooke considered how terrifying it would be to leave her school and friends. Little drops of salty water ran down her cheeks, marks of empathy for the boy and girl she had never met.
“It’s tough to keep these plants profitable, but this is why we’re fighting, Brooke.”
She wiped her eyes and looked at her father. “For the money?” 
Her father laughed. “No. Not the money. Right now we have more money than God.” Her parents rarely mentioned religion. Talk of God, in any context, made Brooke uncomfortable. She tried to imagine how much money God had. She pictured him diving into a pile of gold, like Scrooge McDuck. The thought only made her sadder, and she tried to focus on what her dad was saying. “I don’t discuss money with almost anyone, Brookey—not even your mom. But you don’t need to worry. We have enough cash for ten generations of Alarawns. The money doesn’t mean a thing at this point. It’s just a scorecard. A way to keep track of how we’re doing in that part of the game. We’re fighting for people like Bill. I hate seeing people suffer, but you have to be able to make hard choices. I shut down this plant in order to keep two others running. We all need to make sacrifices for our city. One day, you’ll understand.”
Brooke watched as two more men exited the giant building. Their clothes were tattered—their faces black with soot and grease. 
One looked up, directly at the Jaguar. Her father inhaled.
“Hey, Alarawn, you sick fuck. You came to watch us leave.” The man shot them the bird. “You’re gonna burn, you selfish prick.”
“Daddy?” Brooke could hardly breathe the word.
Thomas started the car and flung the shift lever into drive. Dirt and gravel kicked into the wheel wells. Looking over her shoulder, Brooke could see the man shouting. He bent over and picked something up from the parking lot. The rock narrowly missed their back window.
“Don’t listen to him. He’s angry,” Thomas said, patting his daughter on the leg. “I don’t blame him. Poor guy.”
Her father’s defense of the man was unsettling. She didn’t know all of the words that he hurled at them, but she knew they were hateful. 
****
Over the years, Brooke had gotten used to outbursts like the one she experienced in the parking lot as a child. Leading the failing corporation wore her down, then built her back up with crocodile skin. She had decided she could do anything. More importantly, she would do anything to save the company. 
The last time she was at the mill was soon after she inherited Alarawn Industries. Her parents’ graves were fresh, and she was figuring out how the hell to even begin running a multinational company. Ivy League business courses didn’t prepare her for what lay ahead.
Alarawn Industries had received an offer from a development firm to purchase the fallow ground. It was lowball, but maybe fair since it would cost twice the contract price to reclaim the brownfield. Even with the latest technologies, heavy metal removal was costly.
At the last minute, the investors got spooked and picked up land closer to The Waterfront—an old industrial spot that already had a Loew’s theater and all the stores one could imagine. With far more important details to attend to, Alarawn let the land sit. 
Brooke reached into the passenger side and grabbed a wool beanie and a flashlight. She slid the medallion into the pocket of her puffy jacket. 
Everything about the building looked tired and abused. An amateur Crips tag and an enormous penis were spray-painted on the building’s side. She grinned. Kids. A chain draped around the handles of the main entrance likely had kept people out for some time. Now a Master Lock sat broken in the dust. Mills like this were surprisingly popular among urban adventurers. Although that mostly consisted of teenagers looking for a place to get high, the trespass didn’t bother her much. If the old building could offer some amusement, so be it.
She pulled open the door and was hit by three decades’ worth of must. Flicking on the light, she stepped across the threshold. 
The beam illuminated the manager’s office through a broken window. Apart from the thin layer of dust that covered everything, the office looked as if it were ready for a week’s work: papers neatly stacked in well-ordered piles, a pen lined up perfectly parallel with the edge of the desk. Even a coffee mug with the handle turned in for a left-handed employee filled the space. There was a certain sadness to the scene; Brooke couldn’t bring herself to look any longer. She switched the flashlight to her right hand and stuffed her dominant hand into her pocket. Cold metal reminded her why she had come. She drew the medallion out and held it inches from her face. It glimmered in the artificial light.
Brooke stared at the strange symbol, half expecting it to come alive. The curved lines were dynamic, penetrating the diamond shape at its center. She wondered if there was power in the place—in the medallion itself. Or if it was another false hope. Her slender hand curled around the ornate metal token. Foolish or not, it was an option she needed to try.
The crunching of concrete and broken glass echoed through the hall as she proceeded past the other offices. Water, filtered through cracks in the ceiling, made a pathway in the dirt on the floor. She pushed open a door and stepped into the mill. 
Fresh footprints, likely from Elijah, led her toward a metal-grate staircase. It ascended from the plant floor to a platform overlooking the main work area. She climbed, hearing the metal groan beneath her feet. She trusted the metal like family. In ways, Pittsburgh steel was the Alarawn family’s backbone—the true patriarch. It wouldn’t let her down.
Crossing the plant from above, she found a spot where the railing was broken. Turning the light toward the fracture, she noticed the break was fresh, like the footprints. Oxidation hadn’t tarnished the exposed metal. 
She shined the light over the edge into the blackness. It was tough to make out, but it looked as though a great weight had fallen, causing a disruption in the floor beneath. If Elijah had made the drop, she was surprised he walked away with as little injury as he had. 
Finding another staircase, Brooked made her way down to the floor. Underneath the walkway, she discovered several lengths of broken metal—the missing piece of the guardrail. The cement at her feet was cracked.
In front of her was an open-hearth furnace. She placed her hand upon the large cauldron, the crucible, capable of containing boiling steel. But those fires were long dead. A cold chill ran up her arm. 
With one hand on the furnace and another on the medallion, Brooke found herself praying—to her father, her grandfather, or God, she couldn’t say. But she begged for something to happen, anything. There was some secret here, she knew it. This was her factory, her legacy. Whatever happened to Elijah Branton, whatever power he possessed, it was meant for her. 
She punched the cauldron. Pain surged through her hand. She hit it again, screaming. “It’s not fair. What the hell am I supposed to do?” Her cries echoed throughout the building, but the mill returned no answer. 
An hour later she emerged from the abandoned factory. Tired, her knuckles bleeding, she sat in her car and laughed at her stupidity. Magic and demons. What bullshit. I must be truly desperate. Elijah’s transformation was real, that she didn’t doubt. But there must have been another explanation. She thought about their night together; his body, covered with bruises and strange burns. It was nicer than she expected, considering how out of shape he was. He was so anxious to be with her. It was nice to be that wanted.
Then she smiled as she remembered something else about that evening.
Pulling out her cell phone she typed a hasty message to Rex.
Mill was a bust but I have a new lead. I need you to find someone for me.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
 
 
 
I went to you,
Knowing you were the one.
But now I know.
You don’t give a shit.
#pgh #WCW #61A
Sean hit the tweet icon and watched his latest poem float into the ether. It was terrible, like the rest. Unlike the others, it was heartfelt. His emotions had oscillated between anger and humiliation since his meeting with Willa. He stormed out of the bar, furious at yet another rejection. He could deal with the chemist’s rebuke, but he’d thought that his professor actually understood him. This was nothing like the hero stories he had read since his youth. He was ready to be trained by a master—prepared to be an apprentice. Sean needed to find a team. 
Their betrayal stung. 
Maybe I am just a kid.
His gift was taking shape. Auras danced around each person on the bus, and he tried to interpret the meaning of each. There was a certain attunement that each presented. Sean closed his eyes. Over the past several days he had started not only to see auras, but also to feel them. Vibrations emerged, struck him, and created images on the backside of his closed lids, like a bat’s radar.
Yet he remained incomplete. The chemist was right that his powers weren’t useful in a fight. But something in him was confident that he could learn to focus the energy that he received from others around him. The auras had pushed against his body for months; now he tried to gather them. If he could cull the power of others, multiply it, and send it back into the world, he might just be able to turn his discernment into something of value.
Right on schedule, 61A meandered around the bend, officially crossing the line into Oakland. Sean closed his eyes and imagined the scene on Mount Washington. The camaraderie he felt with the others as they worked to subdue the molten monster was intense. For once in his life he was part of a greater whole, a vital organ. He needed to figure out a way to help them understand. He was not a liability but an asset. And he could be a determining factor over the powers descending upon the city. 
Opening his eyes, Sean watched the lower part of Oakland pass by. Then, without warning, a darkness washed over him. The auras that had illuminated his commute dimmed, and he felt his emotions sucked away by an unseen force.
What the hell?
The bus pulled past a box truck, and the answer to his queries came into sight. Leaning against a black Lincoln on the side of Forbes Avenue stood the large bald man. Sean recognized him immediately. Although Sean could get no read on his aura, the intensity of its absence struck him like an oncoming train. Sean stared into the abyss.
“Stop the bus.”
The driver glanced in the rearview for a split second and then back toward the road. 
“Now. Stop the fucking bus, now.”
“This is not a stop, sir,” a mechanical voice echoed.
Sean turned toward the doors, hands down at his side. The vibrations of the dimmed auras around him increased and surged through the student’s body. Focusing, he thrust his foot at the doors. Whether it was the power of the captured auras or just good old-fashioned adrenaline, Sean couldn’t be sure, but the doors flew open. Ignoring the stares of the onlookers, the boy dove from the bus and rolled out onto the concrete. 
With the grace of a drunken ninja, Sean spun to his feet, face-to-face with the bald behemoth of a man. The man’s countenance was devoid of any response. 
“Hello, Sean.”
Sean staggered backward a step. “You know me?” A feeling of importance rushed through his veins. 
“Of course. You’re special—and I follow all of you. We nearly met the other night outside of Hillman Library. Sorry I was so rude. But, priorities, you know.”
Sean pictured the man reaching into his coat, and suddenly didn’t feel quite as confident as he had when he leapt from the moving bus. “I saw you take down that monster singlehandedly. You must have some power.”
The man placed his index finger to his lips. “Shhhh.” He smiled, which looked out-of-place on the granite face. “That needs to be our secret. You know what happens when secrets get out, don’t you? I wouldn’t be safe.”
Sean took another step back. He looked up and down the sidewalk. It was empty. A knot filled his stomach. “Who are you?”
“My job is to protect people like you.” The man halved the distance between them. “I know you want to help. You’ve been trying to figure out how to use your powers for good.”
“How do you know all of this?”
The man laughed. “Sean, with all that you’ve seen, would this really be the thing that sparks surprise? We keep track of all of you—all of us.”
“Like the X-Men?”
The man laughed again. “Yeah, something like that. Do you want to meet some of the others?”
Sean’s shoulders loosened. He stuck his scraped-up hands into his jeans pockets. “More than you know.”
“Let’s go. There’s not much time and we need to make a quick stop first.” 
The man opened the back door to the Lincoln and waved Sean in. 
****
Sean fidgeted in the rear seat of the man’s car. His eyes were fastened on a dimple on the back of his bald head. Their stop had taken less than ten minutes, and then they were back on their way. Sean knew Pittsburgh pretty well, but he was becoming disoriented as the car wove through back streets. “Where are we going anyway?”
The man’s steely eyes glanced into the rearview mirror. “I already told you. Mr. Percy Scott is a companion of mine. He asked me to pick up something from his lab. We’re heading to give it to him.”
Sean thought about the strange package now resting in the trunk of the car. The man used a card to gain access to the lab, but if Sean wasn’t mistaken, he had forced the chemical locker open without a key. The whole affair had made him uneasy. “But where are we meeting him?”
The man’s kept his focus on the road. “Well, as you can imagine, we don’t really tell people where our headquarters is.”
At the word headquarters, Sean perked up. “Sort of like the Batcave? I get it.”
“Yeah. Like that. We stopped the whole black-hood-over-the-head thing years ago. Wasn’t the most hospitable to our new recruits.”
Sean leaned back and smiled. When his change began to manifest, he knew deep down that he was meant for great things. His disappointment with the chemist and the poet stung, but he saw now that it was only an initiation, a way to test his resolve. This man’s interest in Sean and his powers was precisely what he had been looking for in the professors.
JV team my ass.
Without signaling, the man navigated the town car down a service road that led to one of Pittsburgh’s three rivers. Sean looked each way, trying to reorient himself. Nothing was more confusing than the bridges and rivers of this city. Slowing, they turned the corner of what looked like an abandoned warehouse. The man pulled up next to a cargo van whose nose kissed the barrier that separated the parking lot from the river’s edge.
The man grabbed a pair of leather driving gloves from the passenger side and exited the vehicle. Sean’s heart banged like a drum in anticipation. He walked double-time to catch up with his new companion. 
As they made their way down towards the river, it occurred to Sean that, other than himself, he couldn’t sense the presence of anyone in the area. It was rare for Sean not to be bombarded with at least a dozen peoples’ auras. He tried to impress the man with his abilities.
“Geez, you really hid your base well. I can’t sense anyone even remotely close by.”
The large man stopped and placed his hand on Sean’s shoulder.
“That’s kind of the point.”
Suddenly, the man’s grip tightened and Sean’s shoulder erupted in pain. Another gloved hand latched onto his throat, cutting off his attempted scream. Sean’s legs buckled beneath him but the man kept him vertical, holding him up by his neck. Within seconds, Sean began to lose consciousness. He tried to lift his hands, to fend off his attacker, but his arms had gone numb. His own aura slowly began to fade as his vision blurred. 
The man’s face remained expressionless. 
 



 
PART THREE
 



Lay me on an anvil, O God. 
Beat me and hammer me into a crowbar. 
Let me pry loose old walls. 
Let me lift and loosen old foundations. 
 
Lay me on an anvil, O God. 
Beat me and hammer me into a steel spike. 
Drive me into the girders that hold a skyscraper together. 
Take red-hot rivets and fasten me into the central girders. 
Let me be the great nail holding a skyscraper through blue nights into white stars.
“Prayers of Steel,” Carl Sandburg




 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Willa dropped sliced fruit into a deep bowl of Greek yogurt. Ritual was the mainstay of her life. With so many uncertainties, maintaining habits kept her on top of both of her vocations. The same flowing black dress comprised her attire for class; the same food comprised her breakfast. Cat, her aptly named orange tabby, was her regular companion.
Her bare feet were cold on the tile floor, but the chill of Pittsburgh’s winters was part of her training. She wore a long-sleeved tee and dark-colored yoga pants. The right leg was rolled up to the knee, exposing a bandaged calf—a reminder from her first true battle.
Local news played on the tiny ten-inch television affixed under her cabinets. Most of the day was spent in the clouds, her mind affixed on higher things. But breakfast kept her feet in the dirt, reminded her about the world she transcended. Reports about the local community, predictable Pittsburgh weather, and sordid crime filled her mornings. As she pushed the plunger of her French press, a story in the background caught her attention.
Tragedy struck the University of Pittsburgh today, when a 19-year-old college student was found brutally murdered in a parking lot next to the Monongahela River.
Willa’s eyes snapped to the screen. There were thousands of 19-year-old college students in Pittsburgh. It couldn’t be him. Her grandfather’s warning echoed in her mind. As soon as she thought of Edwin, a grainy picture of her student, likely his college ID photo, appeared on the tiny screen.
The body of Sean Moretti was found by police early this morning. Officials are not releasing information except to say that they determined the event to be foul play, and likely drug-related. We’ll keep you up-to-date on the story as it develops. Now over to Phil for the latest on last night’s Penguins game.
Willa’s stomach turned over. Her stomach threatened to evacuate the spoonful of yogurt she had eaten.
She crumpled toward the tile and wept.
****
Standing outside Elijah’s door, Willa felt foolish. But flight wasn’t an option. While she and the man had a connection both through their powers and their experience, they barely knew one another. They had a sort of trauma bond. She needed someone to talk to, and the list of available candidates wasn’t exactly long. 
He had responded immediately to her text.
She knocked on the wooden barrier. The door flew open, as if Elijah was waiting for her just on the other side.
“Hey,” he said. The historian took a step forward and opened his arms, offering what might have been Willa’s most awkward embrace ever. The consolation was surprisingly needed. She squeezed his body, feeling him wince beneath the pressure. She realized that Elijah must have sustained his own injuries from the events on Mount Washington.
Still holding him, she tilted her mouth toward his ear and said, “I tried to push him away. I tried to save him. But I did this—I killed him.”
Elijah broke the hug and stepped back. The man looked down into her eyes and stared without blinking. “You didn’t. You did what you thought was best.” He took a step back and nodded inside. “Come on in.”
Willa stepped through the threshold and into the foreign apartment. Spartan arrangements were typical for the life of the traveling scholar, but the barren room made her feel empty. Not knowing exactly what to do, she found a seat on the overstuffed couch. 
An empty bottle of Jameson and two tumblers sat on the table. A boozy remnant had congealed on the bottom of the glasses. Willa eyed red lipstick on one of them. Elijah, following her stare, swept the glasses up in one hand and walked toward the kitchen. 
Willa could feel the emotions wrestling in the core of her being. For years she tried to shut out personal feelings, as they only seemed to get in the way of her vocations. The therapist she saw for the years following her mother’s death had told her this was a coping mechanism. Whatever mastery she had achieved wasn’t working in Elijah’s apartment.
“Listen,” Elijah said, waving his phone, “I just got a message from Brooke…I mean…my boss. There’s some things I need to take care of that can’t wait.”
The image of the glass and lipstick combined with the memory of Elijah in the restaurant on Mount Washington. Apparently Elijah had no convictions about mixing business with pleasure.  
“Oh, sure. I mean, I’ll be just fine.”
“No. We won’t be fine. Something big is going on. We need to talk about it. Maybe tonight for a drink at Sal’s? I could get over there by eight.”
Willa stood, and placed her hand on Elijah’s arm. “Thanks. I guess we’ve been thrust into something together.”
Elijah flashed a grin that was almost charming. “Yeah, I guess we have. See you at eight.”
Willa nodded and bit her lip. Walking toward the door, she tried to center herself. But all she could think about was a tall brunette with red lipstick. 
****
Willa sat in silence on the unusually empty bus. Her mind raced, oscillating between the death of Sean and the brief interaction with the historian. The image of the glass adorned with lipstick kept coming to the fore. Elijah was an adult, and they hardly knew one another. Willa was at a loss for why she felt so put off by the discovery. 
She tried to push the thoughts of him away, but then she could think of nothing but her student. The undergraduate’s death was a mystery. No way were drugs behind it. Sean wasn’t the type. The boy’s vigor for inclusion, for involvement in the fight for Pittsburgh led to his demise, and she knew it. His chances would have been better if she had taken him in—allowed him to participate. She drove him to this.
Dammit, Sean.
     Seeking any distraction, she found herself scrolling through social media. The usual mix of juvenile humor and over-the-top complaining filled her Twitter feed. The technology existed to enable communication worldwide, and people found no better use for it than to whine and post the occasional selfie.
     Her high-mindedness provided little comfort, and the bus’s bumpy ride inspired her own criticism. She moved to #61A to find likeminded commiseration. There she stumbled upon a poem crafted by a familiar name.
     Sean Moretti’s final post renewed her tears.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
Chem balanced a Starbucks cup on his padfolio as he pulled the outside door open. This feat of dexterity was a daily event for him. He slid through the gap and swiped his identification at the next set of doors. Beeping, the doors clicked unlocked.
“Hey, Bill.” Chem nodded to the guard seated at the desk.
The middle-aged security guard returned the gesture. The man’s arm was still in a sling from a work accident that took place over a month ago. Apparently someone had broken into a medical supply closet.
The chemist felt badly that his friend suffered, but if you want to make an omelet… “How’s the arm healing up?” 
“It’s okay. You know, occupational hazard ’n’ all.” Bill’s friendly smile only made the chemist feel worse.
“In the line of duty, right?” Chem grinned.
“Always.”
As he paced toward the lab, Chem pushed the guilt out of his mind. It wasn’t hard. The Elijah Formula filled his mind. The project was all he ever thought about, and it neared completion—ready for animal testing. He briefly considered skipping the mandatory lab tests in order to expedite the process. Making little metal monster mice wouldn’t show its effects on humans, and it was the stabilizing compound that needed to be mastered. 
But, research ethics aside, there was still the question of who the subject would be. Naturally, he couldn’t administer it to himself. He was the scientist, after all. Chem needed to remain disconnected, objective. He considered placing an ad on Craigslist for a test patient. This tactic always drew a hundred college students and a few meth-heads desperate for cash. It could work, but there were too many things out of his control. There was no telling what his compound would do to a person.
Elijah’s changed form was nearly perfect. If the changing could be replicated and then even altered into diverse enhancements, Chem would be famous. But he needed to proceed with caution.
The door to his lab was ajar and light seeped into the hall. Chem was always the first to arrive—and the last to leave.
Someone is against a deadline, he thought, looking at the cracked door.
The room was empty. Chem scanned for any signs of work taking place but everything was put away and untouched.
Perfect, he thought, realizing he could get work in on his own project without the prying eyes of the other chemists.
 He settled into his workspace. Pulling out his composition book, he reviewed the notes. Chem considered the stabilizing element he planned to attempt. By introducing additional benzene, he hoped to steady the transition from human into superhuman form. As it was, the change seemed too traumatic for Elijah. If Chem’s improvements worked it would allow the subject to maintain their own consciousness despite the radical transformation.
Chem turned to his lock box—where his sensitive materials were stored. As he moved the key toward its home, something caught his eye. Scratches. The shiny metal surrounding the keyhole was scuffed. The edge of the box was slightly bent. 
What the hell?
Sweat beaded on his forehead. 
Chem opened the box. Elijah’s blood and the altered serums were gone. 
“No. Shit. No,” Chem screamed into the empty lab.
He stood and paced. 
“Think, man, think.”
He turned to run back toward the guards’ desk but first he grabbed the untouched Starbucks and another vial from his lock box.
****
“I don’t know, brother. I’d love to help, but we need to get clearance first to allow you to look at the tapes.” Bill paused and pursed his lips. “You sure you didn’t put your stuff somewhere else? Maybe your partner took it out for further, um, analysis—or whatever.”
“I don’t have a partner,” the chemist said, through clenched teeth. “And this is not the kind of thing you misplace.” He paused, realizing he was getting forceful. “Listen, Bill, let’s just skip all the bureaucratic bullshit. You know I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
The portly guard laughed. “I know that, Chem. You’re the only egghead who actually treats me like a human. But with the break-in a few weeks ago, I’m kind of on thin ice. I can’t lose this job. You know, with Katie in school and all. Just can’t risk it. I’m sorry.” Bill’s eyes pleaded with the chemist.
Chem smiled, and nodded. “I get it, man. It’s cool.”
Bill pulled open the desk drawer and pulled a sheet. He slid it across the table. “Here. Make this report out. I’ll come down and check out the lab, and we’ll get this in today. We should be able to watch the film by this time tomorrow.” He tapped the desktop tower. “This baby’s not going anywhere.” His mouth curled in an uncomfortable smile.
“It’s cool, Bill. You know I wouldn’t want to do anything that would hurt your family.”
Chem nodded and turned to go. He took three steps stopped and turned. “Bill, I almost forgot.” He paced back to the desk.
“What’s that?” Bill said.
“I picked up a coffee for you. Black. The only way,” Chem said. 
The two men laughed. “Kind of racist, don’t you think?” Bill winked. 
“Only if you say it.” Chem smiled, placed the coffee on the desk, and walked back toward the lab. Turning the corner, he stopped and leaned against the wall. He pulled out his phone and noted the time, then opened his Facebook app. It always amazed him to see what the people from his childhood were up to. If they only knew the work of his hands. After three minutes, he pocketed the phone, and walked back to the desk.
Right on time, Bill.
The guard was slumped in his chair, chin on his chest. Chem slid over the desk and squeezed his legs into the tight space next to his unconscious companion. He pulled out a laptop from his bag and linked a USB cord to the desktop computer. Within two minutes he had the surveillance video downloaded to his hard drive. He dropped his computer into the bag and pulled out a vial and hypodermic needle. Chem rotated Bill’s left arm and gave the antecubital vein a quick slap. Thankfully, Bill had the pipes of a bull. “Sorry, man. Again.”
He thrust the needle into the vein and shoved the plunger with one swift move. Chem was able to dislodge the needle and drop it into his open bag just as Bill opened his eyes.
“What…what…what happened?”
Chem raised his eyebrows. “Beats me. I just came back—I left my phone.” He waved his smart phone in the air. “You were all slumped down. I thought I was gonna have to give you CPR. Looking at that mouth of yours, I decided to pray instead.”
Bill shook his head and rubbed his hands across his face.
“Your face is pale as shit,” Chem said. “You want me to call an ambulance?”
Bill pushed his palms against his eyes. “No. I think I’m all right. Just a little groggy. My shift’s almost over.”
Chem nodded, and stared at his friend. “Alright. But be careful, okay?”
The chemist grabbed the sedative-spiked coffee and paced toward his lab.
****
Back at the lab, Chem sat in a cubicle facing the door. He wore his earbuds. The video didn’t include sound, but it was a barrier to keep his colleagues at bay. Chem pulled up the file and scrolled the time stamp to the moment he left the lab. The video player ran at 10X speed; nothing happened for nearly thirty minutes. Finally, a figure entered the room.
Walking across the camera’s line of vision, the figure blacked out the screen. A few seconds passed and the screen washed out white, as the light filtered back into the lens. The man strode with intention directly for Chem’s work area. He knew what he was doing. The man turned; his lips started to move. Almost immediately following, a second figure blacked out the screen. Same progression.
What the shit damn fuck? Can’t be.
Chem rubbed his eyes and then squinted, only inches from the screen. He pulled his glasses from his nose and then put them back in place.
Sean Moretti stood in the lab, stealing his life’s work.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
 
“Ma’am, you just need to calm down and think this over.”
A single pulsating vein stood out from Brooke’s forehead an eighth of an inch. It was her tell, and it only revealed itself when she had a hand to play. “No time to think, Rex. Just get me there. Get me there now.”
He licked his lips and stepped on the gas. “Alright. But busting in there isn’t going to do a thing.”
“If what Laurie texted me is true, it’s already done. Now stop talking and start driving.”
Rex threaded the needle between two cars going the opposite direction as he sped down Stanwix Street. Horns blasted from every direction. She should have been nervous, but Brooke’s mind fixated on something else.
Someone else.
Van Pelt. 
She slid a hand into her purse and fingered the smooth plastic within. She smiled.
A drop of sweat ran down Rex’s temple. Making it from Squirrel Hill to downtown in nine minutes flat, he ran the Lincoln up onto the curb directly in front of the PPG Tower’s massive glass doors.
Without a word, she stepped from the car and toward her destiny.
****
“Eight months. You gave me eight months—and now this.” The scream was animalistic. Brooke Alarawn shoved through the boardroom doors with the strength of a heavyweight, startling the collection of suits inside. 
“Ms. Alarawn, this is a closed meeting.” Van Pelt tugged at his collar. “You need to leave, before we call security.”
Brooke laughed. “Who? My security? You’re going to ask my security to come and take me away?”
A man with a soft face at the end of the table stood. “Brooke, please. Don’t make this worse for yourself. Your father wouldn’t want things to end this way.”
“Smitty, you ought to be ashamed of yourself,” Brooke spat at the man. “My dad would take you out back and kick your ass if he knew what you were up to.”
The man stared at an invisible dot on the table. “Would he?” the man whispered.
Van Pelt grew an inch and stepped toward her. “Your father is the one who started all of this, Brooke. Your memory is selective. He put us here to make these kinds of calls—he trusted us to make the right decisions. This is the company’s process.”
“Fuck the process. He was desperate. Desperate men make mistakes. This is my damn company, and I have seven more months left.”
“I’m sorry,” Van Pelt said, though it was clear that he was anything but. “We voted to amend the agreement. It was three to four. With a majority vote the board is taking full control of Alarawn Industries. We discussed keeping you on to be the,” Van Pelt cleared his throat, “pretty face, but that was voted down as well. You’ll be receiving a severance package large enough to buy the Hill District. Graciously step down, and go enjoy yourself. Have some kids, for God’s sake.”
Brooke slammed her fist on the table. Everyone—except Van Pelt—jumped. “Who was it? Who sold me out?” 
The board stared blankly. She scanned the room, reading guilt in most of the faces. She locked eyes with Fong on the screen. 8,000 miles away and he still looked nervous.
Van Pelt grinned. “You need to leave, Ms. Alarawn. Really. This is embarrassing.” Van Pelt had regained his cool—as if he held a perfect hand.
“I’m not leaving until I know who voted against me. You owe me this!”
Van Pelt’s grin turned into a wolf’s snarl. “I owe you nothing, Brooke. Nothing.”
Brooke’s response was cold as ice. “You fucking cowards.”
“It was me, Brooke. I was the deciding vote.”
A freight train ran through her head. She turned toward the slight African-American man at the end of the table. 
“Vince?” Her tone pleaded.
The man stood. His eyes glassed over. “Brooke, I have a fiduciary duty to our shareholders. I take that seriously. A duty to this company—to this city. I took another look at the books, and it was impossible. You couldn’t do it—no one could have. I wish you had that kind of power but we need to salvage what we can, and that can’t wait seven months. Fong has a deal with the Chinese that won’t last.”
Her eyes were frozen daggers aimed at her father’s best friend. “Vince, you told me you were in. You had my back.”
Vince Charles’ Adam’s apple rose in slow motion, then sank. A tear broke from a glassy eye, its trajectory halted by the wire frame of his glasses. “This is having your back, Brooke. Someday, maybe a long time from now, you’ll understand that.”
Brooke scanned the room, looking each board member in the eye. “You’ll pay for this.”
Van Pelt started to laugh. “How pathetically cliché. Just when are we going to pay, Brooke? Huh? We’ve been paying our dues for years. And all you’ve done is continue to drag your daddy’s company down. And for what? Pittsburgh?” He paused, waiting for her to look up. “Fuck Pittsburgh. It’s just a burned-out has-been of a city. Just like the Alarawn family. And we’re finally laying that family to rest.”
Brooke walked toward the door and stopped at its threshold. 
Snapping open her handbag, she withdrew a plastic syringe. 
“Alarawns never rest, you motherfucker.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
The IKEA clock read 7:04—almost an hour before Elijah was supposed to meet Willa at the bar. The afternoon had been largely unproductive. His mind, occupied by fantasy, was unable to make sense of the facts. He sighed, looking at the notes in front of him. Though they were written in his own hand, they struck the academic as the ravings of a madman. He grimaced at the self-deprecating insinuation.
Maybe I am crazy. 
Closing his notes, he walked toward the tiny bedroom. His pants and socks dropped into the growing pile of dirty laundry littering the floor. The chaos of the week bled into his usually ordered domestic habits. He turned toward his bathroom and flicked on the harsh overhead light. The tile floor was pleasantly cool on his bare feet. Elijah took off his button-up and gingerly pulled the white tee over his head. The motion was painful. Cuts and bruises proved, at the very least, that something traumatic had happened the other night. 
He surveyed his battered body in the bathroom mirror. The bandage on his chest was dark with aged blood and pus from the wound underneath. Clenching his teeth, he peeled back that cloth.
What the hell? 
The most curious aspect of his injuries was the large burn centered on his upper torso. He struggled to imagine where it could have come from. Staring at himself in the mirror, its origin now became clear. 
An intricate scar, a square with two intersecting ovals, was branded onto his body. It was a perfect facsimile of Thomas Alarawn’s medallion. Elijah’s stomach turned. He ran his index finger over the distinct, symmetrical design—its harsh lines aggressively displayed in the fluorescent light. 
It can’t be. 
Elijah stumbled toward his nightstand and threw open the drawer. He reached for the pendant, but it wasn’t there. Pulling the drawer from the table and dropping it on the floor, he looked back into the empty space hoping it had somehow fallen behind. Nothing. The historian scoured the room, desperate but unable to uncover the missing artifact.
 His mind turned to Brooke. He was so self-conscious in her presence that he had failed to notice how odd she had been acting. The booze-filled flirtation was interspersed with so many questions: about the medallion, about his wounds, and about the day at the old mill.
Why would she have taken it?
He grabbed his phone and opened the contacts, scrolling to Brooke’s name.
Elijah stared at the drop ceiling, considering his next move.
Hey. Thanks for hanging out ;). Let’s do it again sometime
He hit send and hoped that he could troll her into giving some information. Throwing the phone on the bed, Elijah moved toward the bathroom and turned on the shower at full heat.
****
Brooke Alarawn had dominated his thoughts on the ride across town. One moment he pictured her with the medallion, the next entangled in his sheets. Finally, as the bus pulled up to his stop, the two thoughts merged. Worst case scenario: Brooke came to his apartment, got him drunk, and gave him the craziest sexual experience of his life with the sole purpose of stealing the medallion. Elijah considered it a fair trade.
But why the subterfuge? The medallion was already hers. Her deception, though pleasant, was unnecessary. Why wouldn’t he have given it back to her? 
Unless she thought it contained some sort of power…
It seemed Brooke Alarawn was now another part of his mystery.
Turning the corner toward the bar, his thoughts transitioned from Brooke to Willa. His consideration of the power was not completely unencumbered by attraction either. She had all the attributes that Elijah always wanted: intelligence, looks, wit. She was also an academic, which, for the most part, he considered a win. There was the tiny detail that she might have drugged and beat the hell out of him, spinning an elaborate fairy tale—likely for no reason more than her personal amusement. But every girl has some flaws.
Damn women.
Elijah gave his shirt a fresh tuck as he stood outside the bar. He considered pulling it out but decided that the look was far too late twenties/early thirties for him—better to play the part that age had given him. 
Universal bar smell punched him in the face as he opened the door. 
Sal’s was nearly empty. Tuesday nights were generally slow, but in a college town there was no telling how many people would skip the cafeteria in favor of cheap drink specials and greasy bar food. 
Willa sat at the far end of the room, a martini glass her only companion. She pushed a lonely olive around the bottom of the glass with a swizzle stick. With her chin resting on her fist, she looked like a tired caricature of the depressed woman alone at the bar.
The image struck him, and he felt deep guilt. Throughout the day, his thoughts had congregated around women, sex, and himself. Which, being male, wasn’t necessarily a surprise. But Willa’s presence reminded him of larger stakes—of Sean and his untimely death. 
He pictured slamming into him in front of Hillman Library. The boy had clearly been desperate. But also so excited, like he was in the presence of a legend. Elijah brushed him off like he would any other student outside of office hours.
“Come here often?” Elijah asked. He slid onto the empty stool adjacent to Willa.
Black rings hung under swollen eyes. The historian could feel her hurt. The boy obviously had meant something to her. “Hey, Eli-sha,” she said, lightly slurring his name. “Thanks for showing up.”
They looked out over the bar, the local sports game du jour filling the silence between them. 
Elijah’s hand landed on her back and slid up and down. There was nothing sexual about it. This was a wake, not a date—and any song playing from the juke box was an elegy. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Willa turned; their eyes locked. A single tear broke from her eye and ran for her chin. Elijah ignored his instinct to wipe it from her face.
“What’ll it be?” The voice of the tattooed bartender broke the intensity of the moment. 
Elijah considered how badly he needed a drink. “Any IPAs on draft?”
The man turned his head toward the handles. “Southern Tier and Bell’s Two Hearted. But the Bell’s is about ready to kick.”
“I better go with that then.” He tried to fake a smile and turned back to his sullen drinking partner. “I ran into that kid, Sean, the other day. Didn’t know who he was, but he was claiming he was there with you when we got into ‘our fight.’”
Willa nodded. “He was there, but he wasn’t supposed to be. Sean’s the one who told me that something was happening, said he could sense the creature’s presence inside of you. Like a fool I went along with him. I had to know you were OK, I guess. I didn’t even consider the danger until I chased you stumbling outside. But really, when it comes down to it, he was the one who saved me.” Willa stared back at her glass. “Saved me from you.”
Elijah slid his hand across the tarnished bar and placed it on her forearm. His eyes took in her silhouette; hers remained fastened on the martini. “It’s not your fault.”
Willa’s tear-filled eyes turned toward her companion. “So, you believe me?” She bit her lip. 
“I’m starting to believe that you believe it, Willa.” The two sat for a while like wax figures captured in a museum. “You understand why it’s hard for me to accept it though, don’t you? What if I claimed that you secretly turned into a monster? But you didn’t remember any of it. How would you react?”
“I’d give you a chance,” Willa said, pulling her arm away. “Sean shouldn’t have been there. But if he hadn’t been, you would’ve killed me. I wasn’t strong enough. “
Elijah lost his breath. “I wouldn’t have.”
“Well, that thing that borrowed your body was certainly trying to. I strengthened Sean because I knew he wouldn’t back down. That was a mistake. When you hit him, my spell absorbed the impact. I think that’s why he thought he could be one of us. Sean believed he had some great power. But it was just me.”
Elijah’s head swam with questions about powers and spells and monsters, but he kept them to himself. It wasn’t the time for a metaphysical debate.
The screeching sound of steel on tile interrupted his reflection. Chem perched on the stool next to Willa. Elijah assumed she must have invited him. Towering over her, the chemist looked almost angry. 
“I guess they let anybody in here on a Tuesday night,” Chem said with a grin. “Sorry about the kid. We did all we could.”
Willa’s tears flowed with a new steadiness. “I just keep thinking that if we hadn’t pushed him away—if I hadn’t—he could have been protected. What the hell was he doing?”
“Who knows? Fighting crime? Selling drugs? Something worse?”
“No. Not Sean. All he wanted was to work with us,” Willa sobbed.
Chem popped a handful of peanuts into his mouth. Elijah was surprised by his lack of tact. “Well, I’m not so sure about that.”
“What?” Willa asked. Her eyes narrowed.
“I’m not trying to start trouble. I’m just asking, how well’d you know this kid?” Chem’s elbows rested on the bar, his hands pressed against each other as if he were in prayer.
“Screw you,” Willa spat. She whistled and waved the empty martini glass at the bartender. 
“Alright,” Chem said, “I’m a bastard. But who knows who this kid really was? He could have had amazing powers—apparently that’s going around. But he also could have been a deranged nineteen-year-old trying to get into the panties of Dr. Miss Poetry here.” Chem pushed his index fingers around in the bowl of nuts. “Or, he could have been one of the bad guys.”
“Bad guys?” Elijah raised his brows.
“Dammit, E. Don’t you watch movies? When there’s people like us, there’s always bad guys. What use would we be if there weren’t? Listen, time to knock all this shit off and embrace the fact that when you get mad, or hot and bothered, or something, you go all Bruce Banner on us. You watched that video, right?”
“The one you sent?” Elijah snorted. “Anybody could have put that together. But say there was an enormous metal monster—that certainly wasn’t me.”
Chem sipped the bourbon the barkeep placed in front of him. “Stop lying to yourself. It was you, and you need to accept it. It’s probably gonna happen again. And we might need the stronger, tougher you sooner rather than later, buddy.”
The chemist was pissing him off. “Come on, man, you want me to believe this magic bullshit too—no offense, Willa.”
The poet responded with a tilt of her glass.
“I’m not talking about magic,” Chem said. “I’m talking about science.”
“You damn scientists think that’s a trump card or something. Like the rest of us just have to accept your authority. Well, I know a quack when I see one.” 
Elijah put down his beer with a sigh. Whether it was the alcohol or the absurdity of the discussion, his head was spinning. He got to his feet. “I need to piss.”
“Hurry up, Tinman, I have something to show you and Ms. Dickinson here.”
Standing at the urinal, Elijah half-read the write-up of the Penguins’ latest win that was pinned on the wall. If there were any town that could rival his Boston for religious devotion to sports, this would be it. 
He threw cold water on his face. His senses seemed to return. Some part of him trusted Willa and Chem. He had no idea why. Maybe it was their persistence, or more likely it was the increasingly strange events. But the mind of the historian was not easily swayed by myth. He needed hard facts. Evidence. He made a mental note to stop leaving his glass unattended when the chemist was around.
“Here you go. Check this out,” Chem said. 
A laptop had materialized on the bar while Elijah was away. The historian got back on the stool and squinted at the grainy, black-and-white security footage that filled the screen. “What’s this, your local 7-Eleven?”
“It’s my lab. And apparently, something crazy went down there last night, while all the little boys and girls were tucked in their beds.”
Chem hit play, and Willa’s mouth dropped open, just slightly. “That’s him. That’s Sean. But who’s that other guy?”
“I know exactly who that is,” Elijah said, taking in the moving image of the large, bald man. “That’s my boss’s muscle, Rex. He drives me around the city. That guy,” Elijah pushed his finger against the screen, “was there for my first blackout. I thought it was just a coincidence.”
The video only took thirty-two seconds, but Willa immediately asked him to play it again.
“What did they take?” Willa asked. 
Chem stood, reached over, and closed the laptop. He rubbed his hands over his face and then through his kinky black hair. “You two aren’t going to like this.” He nodded in the direction of Elijah. “You better keep an eye on the Hulk, Willa.”
Elijah’s face grew warm. He had no idea where this was going, but he already knew it wasn’t good. “What did you do?”
Taking a step back, Chem leaned against the stainless steel wall. He put himself in a corner, whether defensive or submissive, Elijah wasn’t sure. “It was your blood, Elijah.”
“My what? You gave them my blood?”
Chem laughed. “First of all, I didn’t give them anything, they took it. Secondly, it wasn’t exactly your blood. Well, it started that way, but I…I changed it.”
Willa took a step toward the chemist, as if she might strike him. “You actually tried to enhance the blood of a monster? What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking about fat stacks, maybe the cover of Time. You know, what all three of us are here for. Fame. Money. Prestige. Hell, I’d be happy with healthcare. You two would have done the same thing in my situation.”
Elijah placed his hand on Willa’s shoulder, as if to hold her back. Looking at Chem, he asked, “What will it do?”
“If I was successful? It’ll turn that guy into you.”
Elijah felt Willa’s shoulder stiffen. Her sudden fear was the most convincing piece of evidence he had yet to see.
“Just like him?” Willa asked.
Chem wrung his hands, and then jammed them into the pockets of his jeans. “No. Not exactly. If everything goes according to plan, it’ll make him bigger and stronger. And he’ll have complete control too.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
Lights shimmered in every direction throughout PPG Place. While Oakland was King’s home, downtown was his retreat—especially during the winter months. Leaning against a giant concrete planter, he took in his surroundings. The square was walled in by the glass of the large PPG buildings. Their spires cast a cyberpunk vibe over the complex. An ice rink rivaling Rockefeller Center sat in the middle. 
The sound of laughter swept out across the ice and echoed off the glass walls. King was in an urban disco ball.
Not seeing any cops, he lit his bowl and took a long hit. Almost instantly, the scenery became more dreamlike. He closed his eyes and exhaled. A woman, with a child in tow, passed through his cloud and gave him a sideways glance.
“Evening, ma’am. Sorry to disrupt your experience.”
She pulled her kid closer, and double-timed it toward the rink. If people viewed him like a homeless man in Oakland, they treated him as a criminal downtown  
“Hey, King.”
Standing just off to his left was a wiry kid of thirteen or fourteen. His puffer jacket was a well-worn hand-me-down, still a size too big.
King pocketed his pipe and smiled at the boy.
“Marcus, what’s up, little man?”
“Not much. Gramma’s takin’ us skating.”
“Oh, yeah. Where’s she at?” King scanned the crowd looking for Roberta.  
“She’s over there.” Marcus raised an overstuffed arm. King assumed he was pointing, though his hand was swallowed by the jacket. “Laquisha’s having a fit—thought I’d take a walk.”
“I hear that. How’s school doing? You getting all As?”
“B in science, but otherwise, top of my class.”
“That’s my man,” King said. He held out a fist and Marcus returned a parka-covered fist-bump.
As King turned away from the boy, he was nearly knocked over by a couple sprinting for the doors of PPG Tower. “Whoa, settle down folks,” he yelled, more playful than angry. ] 
 
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 
Elijah swept his credentials through the card reader; the doors of PPG Tower clicked open. Brooke never responded to his text message, and calls were going straight to voicemail. Luckily, her assistant was on call, and she confessed that Rex had delivered Brooke to the office for an emergency session with the board. 
Whatever Rex was planning, Elijah hoped that they weren’t too late.
The poet and the historian b-lined for the front desk. 
Elijah smiled at the night guard. “How’s it going?”
The pimply-faced kid couldn’t have been over twenty. “Hey. You one of Alarawn’s?
“Yeah,” Elijah said. “Crazy time of the year—board meetings and all. Everybody upstairs?”
The guard nodded. “They’ve been in and out all day. Pretty tense, right? Guess that’s the price of big business.”
Elijah gave a courtesy laugh. Willa stood frozen at his side. 
“Sure is.” He paused. “Did Mr. Bertoldo—Ms. Alarawn’s driver—arrive yet?”
“I can’t tell you that,” the guard said. “But I can’t stop you from looking at the sign-in list.” The kid grinned and spun a clipboard in Elijah’s direction.
Elijah printed his name directly under Rex’s. The man had been in the building for just under thirty minutes. 
Turning to Willa: “Rex has a head start. He’s up there with Brooke already.”
The poet nodded and sped toward the elevators. “Your friend really messed things up, didn’t he?”
“My friend?” Elijah asked, trying to match her enormous strides. “I was going to say the same about you and your friend.”
Despite its being the middle of the evening, it took forever for one of the dozen or so elevators to open. The two stepped in and Elijah pushed the button for the thirty-eighth floor. The lift hummed and began its ascent. Their eyes were glued on the numbers. Nearing the twentieth floor, the elevator jostled and the lights flickered. Willa lurched for the wall to steady herself.
After a pause and a cough, the tiny box continued its upward trajectory. 
“I don’t like that one bit,” Elijah said, faking a smile. It did nothing to ease the tension.
“What’s up with you two anyway?”
“Who? Me and Brooke? She’s my boss.”
The young professor faced forward. “There’s more though, right?
Elijah felt flushed. The elevator eased to a stop and opened into the Alarawn offices. “Let’s go,” Elijah said, ignoring her question.
The front desk was empty and the entire floor was dim. Something had knocked out the primary lighting, and the emergency bulbs were all that illuminated the context. The temperature seemed to have dropped twenty degrees. 
“Something’s not right,” Willa said.
“You can say that again.”
The pair stepped through the office, its open floor plan eerie in the darkness. The common workspace was a ghost town. A noise echoed from the executive suite. Elijah steadied himself, then followed the sound.
“My. God.” Willa whispered.
The boardroom was as cold as a meat locker—and just as bloody.
Elijah did all that he could to stifle his gag reflex as he took in the body count. Five souls, as far as he could tell, had expired in the room. Their corpses were in various states of dismemberment. Most were huddled close to the door—as if they thought retreat was a possibility.
An arm lay on the floor at his feet. 
Chairs were scattered throughout. The dark oak table, half the size of the room, was split through the middle. A portrait of Thomas Alarawn, Jr. lay torn on the carpet.
Gurgling came from across the room. A slight black man lay in a corner alone, impaled in the chest by a giant LCD screen. Blood trickled from his mouth. Fluttering eyelids exhibited the thin thread of life remaining in what would soon be lifeless flesh.
Elijah raced to his side. He crouched close enough to the man that he could nearly feel his bloody breathing.
“…monster…”
“Quiet. I can help you, we’ll get you out of here,” Elijah said. He placed two hands on the screen.
“No…Brooke…” The man’s face went blank. A final cough brought his ragged breathing to a halt. Lifeless brown eyes stared off into an eternal nowhere.
Elijah counted bodies. Not seeing Brooke’s form amid the carnage, he exhaled.
“We have to stop him,” Willa said, without looking at Elijah.
“We need to call the police. Look at this place? Do you think we stand a chance against Rex? What are you going to do, quote some Shakespeare and make him disappear? You’re not exactly equipped for this kind of thing.”
“Maybe not,” Willa said. She turned to face the historian. “But you are.”
“Me?” Elijah shrieked. “You’re out of your mind. Rex could snap me in half without Chem’s enhancements.”
“Maybe as you are now. The other you would stand a chance. Your monster could stop him.” 
Elijah paced the boardroom, stepping over bodies and broken furniture. 
“Even if I believed that bullshit, I don’t know how to do it.”
Willa smiled. For the first time since they arrived at PPG Tower, he felt warm. “You will. You’re here for a reason, Elijah.”
“What if I turn into that thing, and I only make things worse? You said it yourself, it almost killed you.”
She placed her hand on his arm. “I don’t know how to explain it, but even when I thought it was going to kill me, I could still sense your presence inside of it. Trust me. There’s no one else but us. When it comes you need to focus. Center yourself. Don’t let it take over, but welcome its assistance.” 
A shout from another office halted their conversation. Willa ran, leaving Elijah no choice but to follow. 
Halfway down the executive corridor, a large door swung open. 
“You two need to leave.” Rex’s face was twisted in a snarl.
“We know what you’ve done, Rex.”
Rex’s snarl turned into a smile. “OK, detective, you’ve got me.” Rex raised his hands, palms out toward Elijah and Willa. “You going to take me to the precinct for booking?”
“Where is she?”
“Who?” Rex asked in a sincere tone that knocked Elijah off-center.
“Brooke. What have you done to her?”
“Done to her?” The man laughed again. “The question is: What did I do for her?”
Rex took two quick steps from the threshold and positioned himself between Elijah and the boardroom. 
Elijah surveyed the man and tried to determine whether or not there was a difference—a change that might have been catalyzed by the serum. 
Rex cracked his knuckles. “I’ll give you one chance to turn and leave. You can consider this a termination of employment,” he said, looking at Elijah.
Whether it was anger or the thought of Brooke being in trouble, Elijah felt new courage course through him.
“I don’t work for you, dipshit. But when I tell Brooke what you’ve done…”
Rex’s laughter interrupted Elijah’s threat. “I’ve done nothing but commit my life to the Alarawns.” His eyes narrowed. 
Elijah heard a quiet mumbling. Willa’s lips moved—her eyes dilated. 
The historian cursed to himself. It looked like he was alone in this. He hoped Willa was sane enough to dial 911. 
He took a step toward Rex. “Let me pass.”
“Over my dead body,” Rex said. “You don’t stand a chance here, historian.”
Elijah made a fist with his right hand and took three steps toward Rex. The last punch he’d thrown was against Caleb Boyer in the eighth grade. Twenty years hadn’t improved his form. Rex blocked with his left arm, and countered with a quick, but brutal, right to the historian’s stomach.
The bodyguard put barely any effort in, but when his massive fist landed in Elijah’s gut, it knocked all the wind out of him. Elijah collapsed to the floor. Rex reached down, grabbing him by the shirt. 
“I’ve been wanting to do that since the day I met you.” Saliva and hate shot across the historian’s face. 
Rex lifted him as though he were weightless, and heaved his body over a cubicle divider. Elijah landed with a crash. 
The world spun.
“It’s your turn, bitch.” Rex stepped toward Willa. 
Elijah, dazed but still conscious, could see her lips moving—the words came in a whisper. As the man approached, she closed her eyes and raised one hand toward him. With steady syncopation, the words got louder.
“Wild words wander here and there;
God’s great gift of speech abused
Makes thy memory confused:
But let them rave.”
 Whether it was pure light or color, Elijah couldn’t be sure, but something coursed from Willa’s hand and landed in the center of Rex’s torso. The man paused, then stumbled backward. He shook. Sweat broke out on his face. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t enough. 
Rex slammed a fist against his chest and stepped again toward the poet. 
Willa was unfazed. It might have been his imagination, but Elijah thought he saw the poet smile. 
She closed her eyes and started again. This time at full volume:
“A mark in every face I meet,
     Marks of weakness, marks of woe.
In every cry of every man,
     In every infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,
     The mind-forged manacles I hear.”
Rex froze. Then, grabbing his head, he dropped to one knee and fell onto his side. 
Elijah climbed out of the broken cubicle to join Willa. The fair-skinned woman was paler than he had ever seen her. 
He glanced at Rex. The man’s eyes were open—they followed every move—and were filled with rage. A line of drool leaked from the side of his mouth.
Willa kicked him square in the face.
“That should hold him for a while.”
Willa’s powers were real. The evidence was laid out on the floor in front of him. 
A scream echoed from the executive suite.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
The enormous double doors at the end of the executive hall blocked their advance. She was in there. He knew it. He prayed that she was OK. 
“Last chance,” Elijah said to Willa.
She nodded.
He reached for the giant handles. They were cold enough to burn. Ignoring the pain, he pushed into the CEO’s office. 
Across the room, an older man in a suit lay flat on the mahogany executive desk. Brooke Alarawn, completely undressed, leaned over him. She kept him pinned with a knee on his chest. Her hands were wrapped around his throat—squeezing away his existence.
Her eyes were blue fire, and the surface of her body was encased in a thin layer of ice, like a windshield on a Pittsburgh winter morning. Her hair, a wild mane, encircled her head in a dark halo.
“Brooke. No,” he yelled.
The prostrate executive’s head rolled to the side. Elijah couldn’t tell if he was alive.
Brooke stared at them like an untamed beast. She was small, but nevertheless terrifying. “What are you doing here?” she snarled.
“We came here to save you…but…the board room…what have you done?”
Brooke vaulted off the desk like a practiced gymnast. Her body nimble, she glistened as she walked toward them. “I don’t need saving. I am the Savior. And now that I have your blood coursing through my veins, I’ll be able to save the city, and everyone in it.”
Elijah tried to make sense of what he was hearing. Seeing her was too much.
“My father didn’t have the strength to do what was needed—wasn’t strong enough for twenty-first century steel. Thanks to him, that guy,” Brooke gestured back to the figure on the desk, “tried to take everything from me. They’re going to take it all, break it into bits, and ship it oversea. That’s unacceptable. Pittsburgh needs this place.” 
“Brooke, let him go. He knows what you are. I don’t think you’re gonna have any problems with him or his people for a long, long time.”
Brooke Alarawn let out something between a shriek and a laugh. She walked back to her victim, and ran a fingertip from his hairline down to the tip of his nose and across his lips. Her hand landed on his neck. “Don’t be so naïve, Elijah. The world doesn’t work like that. Sure, you can run off to your library when this is all over, but what about me? What about Alarawn Industries?” 
As Brooke spoke, the coat of ice covering her body solidified; it became thicker. The temperature in the room continued to drop. Elijah’s thoughts turned to the scene in the adjoining boardroom. He pictured his own body parts scattered around the Alarawn office like knickknacks from a deranged Hallmark store.
“I know, Brooke,” Elijah said. “You’ve worked hard for this city—for these people. They don’t understand, and they probably never will.” He caught a glance of Willa out of his peripheral vision. A “what the hell are you doing?” look had come over her face.
“If you’re going to make a difference, it can’t be like this. You lost it in there—which I can understand—but we need a plan. We’re going to need to clean up the mess, configure a way forward.”
The room warmed, just a little. 
Brooke’s shoulders relaxed.
“You believe me?” she asked.
“Always,” Elijah said, with the most authentic smile he could muster. “That’s why I came to Pittsburgh. I believed in you, in Alarawn Industries, and in this city. I want to be a part of the change.”
Brooke leaned against the table. Her pale skin was visible again through the sheet of ice. She was lost in thought. Elijah held his breath.
“Thank you.” Brooke exhaled. Her eyes still looked crazy, but a little less so. “You, with my power—our powers, Elijah—we can make this city great again.”
Elijah thought they might just make it out of the building alive.
“Bullshit,” Willa screamed at the frozen woman.
“Willa, stop,” Elijah whispered.
“You killed him. You killed Sean. He was a member of this city. All he wanted was to protect Pittsburgh and you had him murdered.”
Elijah held in a groan. He reached out to grab Willa’s hand, but it was too late. 
Ice on the surface of Brooke’s body grew thick and turned deep charcoal gray. The crystalline exoskeleton took all of Brooke’s features and enhanced them. She looked like a champion female bodybuilder, her muscles thick and unyielding. The last parts of her body turned as Willa Weil dove at her. But Brooke’s strength didn’t hamper her speed. Sidestepping like a master bullfighter, the creature brought down a fist across Willa’s back. The blow altered the poet’s trajectory.
Elijah watched his friend’s body crumple on the floor. Willa was motionless. 
“Any truly great enterprise requires sacrifice.”
Elijah wasn’t sure if it was Alarawn’s words, the sight of Willa’s broken body, or the images of death still fresh from the boardroom, but in that moment there was a catalyst. Something took over. The change happened fast—and he was conscious through it all. 
In seconds, Elijah’s form expanded. He felt pain as his mass extended, but the power covered the pain. Fire burned in his chest. His thinking gained great clarity. And he was aware of another presence—he wasn’t alone. The transformed body was a vehicle for Elijah and another.
Holding his arms in front of his face, he saw the molten steel form for the first time; the cracks in his outer layer bled a burning orange-red glow. In an instant, steam filled the room, as fire and ice collided. Condensation covered the windows.
The cold eyes of Brooke Alarawn—or of the creature that was once her—watched the entire transformation.
“Hey, big guy. You come out to play?” She laughed, looking at her new body. “Looks like your chemist friend made some improvements to my batch. Or maybe I’m the improvement. Sadly, for you, I’m ten times your strength.”
Elijah opened his mouth to respond. “Di do pitchi, kurva!” The shock of his alien tongue didn’t slow him. His voice was gravel. “I’ll fight ten times as hard.”
The molten creature charged, but the weight of his body was disorienting. His movements were too slow. The ice creature jumped over Elijah’s seven-foot frame and landed on the table behind him. Before he could turn, Alarawn spun and landed a reverse roundhouse kick to the back of Elijah’s head.
Her ice block of a leg connected at over 140 mph. Elijah felt a wave move through his body. 
Disoriented, he tried to right himself. With a scream, Alarawn launched herself from the table. Elijah threw a sloppy right hook and connected with the creature in mid-air. It sent her spinning across the room.
“Stop this, Brooke. This isn’t you. Come back to me, we can manage this together.”
“Brooke is gone. I am the one who will save this city. I am its queen!”
Well, shit, Elijah thought. 
Elijah lifted the enormous desk as if it were made of particleboard. He heaved it at her, then followed its path toward the ice monster. She batted away the desk, leaving herself exposed for Elijah’s tackle. He threw himself with all that he had. The two figures hurtled across the room and crashed through a sheetrock wall.
Got her. 
Elijah looked into frozen eyes. With his left hand on her chest, he pulled back to strike a blow he hoped would only knock her out. Before he could, she grabbed the back of his neck and whipped her head into his. With a flick of her legs she threw him back into the office. 
Elijah shook his head. 
She was getting the best of him, and he knew he wouldn’t win this without finding a way to turn the tables. Alarawn’s creature was too fast. The tight space was disorienting. He needed room to move, and he needed to get danger as far from Willa’s unconscious body as possible. 
Brooke stood between him and the doorway. He needed to find a way to get her out of this room and into the open. 
“It’s over, Professor. Even with whatever you have swimming in your blood, you’re finished. I was born for this. I thought it was the damned medallion, but that didn’t work. Once I got the enhancement from the chemist, it all came together.”
“You want me? Is that what is? You can take me—leave the others out of it.
Brooke licked her lips. “Oh, I’ll take you…again. Maybe you’ll be more impressive this time.” She paced over to the man’s body. He winced and groaned. “But, I’m not giving up anything for you. I don’t have to.” 
In front of Elijah’s eyes, her arm lengthened, transformed into a perfectly pointed lance. 
“No,” Elijah yelled.
But his cry had no effect.
She drove the pick directly through the chairman’s eye. She withdrew it, seemingly amused by the blood dripping down her arm.
“Zkapat, kuhda,” the voice within Elijah screamed as he rushed her with everything he had. She raised her spear and struck his side. Piercing cold radiated through his body. But Elijah and the one within him wouldn’t stop. His legs churned. Like a linebacker attacking, he lifted her onto his shoulder and drove her—and himself—at the glass. 
Time slowed.
The two-inch-thick plate glass gave way, shattering all around them.
The molten monster and the ice queen hurtled out of the thirty-eighth floor of the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Tower and into the dark February sky.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
Shattering glass and screams replaced the skating rink fanfare. King looked up to see a shower of glimmering shards.
“Get down,” he shouted, shoving Marcus into the concrete planter.
Two figures flew out of the window and into the night sky. They were enormous. One glowed red and the other was shimmering black with a blue haze surrounding it. 
A cloud of steam enveloped them as they fell.
“Ho-lee shit,” King said.
It was hard to tell where one body ended and the other began. They tumbled toward the ground in a constant melee—plunging toward the square. Onlookers scrambled to avoid the screaming missiles. 
The monsters’ yells drowned out their cries. 
The pair spun, sliding down the building’s sheer walls, smashing windows as they fell.
More glass.
More shrieks.
More confusion.
Then the world shook.
King stood motionless, still not believing. He rubbed his eyes. Everything in him shouted, “Run.” Instead he stepped toward the smoldering mess on the sidewalk.
Within ten feet of the carnage, the entire sidewalk was cracked. Glass-covered concrete crunched under King’s boots. The creatures lay in a hole of their own creation. He felt a compulsion to investigate the corpses of these fallen angels—or demons.
From two steps away, he saw them for what they were. The larger wasn’t really red, but a dark metal—with a fiery glow seeping through cracks in what could only be considered its skin. The other had the form of a woman, but large and jagged with frozen armor covering her body. 
The molten monster lifted its head toward the sky and roared.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
 
 
 
 
Papers, caught in a cold wind, flew in every direction. 
Willa lifted her head with a grunt.
Where am I?
It all came back as she took in the remains of Brooke Alarawn’s office. She rolled and prepared herself for action, until she realized she was alone. Willa crawled to the smashed-out window and peered over the edge. People were running in every direction, away from the spot directly below her. Two figures, prostrate on the ground, were barely visible. 
“No. Elijah,” she screamed into the wind.
Willa turned and ran for the exit.
****
Pushing through a crowd seeking refuge, Willa exited the PPG Tower.
Rounding the corner, she found Elijah and Brooke—or the creatures that they had become—engaged in hand-to-hand combat. Her mouth dropped as she took in Brooke’s form. Though thinner, she was almost the same height as Elijah. Her size was accentuated as dark clouds of condensation and frost surrounded her.
Her strength was surreal. The storm creature spun Elijah’s molten body and slammed him against the glass wall. 
He looked like a kid boxer in the ring with a seasoned pro. Alarawn had him against the wall; she delivered blow after blow. Willa could see his surface ripple in response to her assault. Despite his bulk, there was no way he could sustain this kind of impact. Monster or no monster, Willa was witnessing the destruction of Elijah Branton.
Willa sprinted, positioning herself to the side of the fight. Her mind racing, she searched the small library of poems in her head hoping for something of use. Some were more reliable than others, most seldom worked in her practice space. She cursed herself for focusing her craft on peace rather than war.
She raised her right hand toward the fight, directing it at her friend. Recalling its effectiveness, Willa chanted the words of the poem she had used in the fight against Elijah. It had strengthened Sean; she prayed it would do the same for the creature.
“In what distant deeps or skies.
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what winds dare he aspire?
What the hand, dare seize the fire?”
  She smiled, awed—even in the midst of battle—at how a poem’s meaning could dramatically change.
The power emanated from her and toward the molten man. Elijah raised his heavy arms, and created a defensive stance.
Willa chanted on.
Frustrated with his renewed strength, Alarawn’s creature wound up for a finishing right hook. As her fist arced toward its target, Elijah dodged. The punch landed on the glass wall behind Elijah. It exploded into glittering bits. He countered with a quick but devastating uppercut. His large metal arms powered into Brooke’s ribs. Her body bent with the blow. Elijah grabbed the head of the creature and drove it into his alloy knee.
Willa’s chant continued. Her energy waned as she sustained the spell.
“That’s enough singing from you, darling.” 
The voice preceded a blow to the back of her head. 
Willa dropped to the glass-covered concrete. She turned, looking into Rex’s eyes.
“You’re one tough bitch,” he said. “Much stronger than that pup I killed last week.” A smile spread across Rex’s face. Blood ran from his freshly broken nose, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
“I’m going to kill you,” Willa said, through a grimace.
The hulking man laughed. “This is going to be fun.” He reached across his body and drew a jagged blade.
 
 



CHAPTER FORTY
 
 
 
 
 
The Uber driver had looked at Chem suspiciously as he dove into the car with the eighteen-inch monkey wrench. It was all he could find on his way out of the laboratory, with a little stop in the maintenance room. But it would have to do.
Chem swung the wrench with all he could muster. Adrenaline compensated for his physical weakness and he connected with Rex’s knife-bearing hand just as the goon reached for Willa. The knife rattled on the ground. Rex turned, shaking the pain from his appendage.
Chem’s forehead dripped sweat. Standing toe-to-toe with the brute, the chemist was four inches taller, but half as wide.
“Somebody else wants to be a hero?” Rex said.
“Better than being an asshole,” Chem replied, gripping the wrench more tightly.
When the police scanner had jumped to life about a disturbance at the PPG building, Chem had known exactly what was going on. He considered leaving the fight up to Willa and Elijah, but the thought was fleeting. Now he faced what would likely be his end. 
Chem was determined to go down fighting.
He took another swing. This time, Rex caught the enormous wrench in mid-air. In one swift turn, he disarmed the chemist. Without hesitating, Chem grabbed Rex’s jacket and thrust his knee upward, targeting Rex’s crotch.
But Rex was unfazed. Smiling, the brute plowed his fist into Chem’s face. Bones crunched. 
He dropped to his knees. The night sky faded. Before going completely black, he heard a voice. 
“It’s my turn, bitch.”
 
 



          CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
We’re too weak.
Willa watched Rex drop Percy with one blow. Brooke had turned the tables again on Elijah. The three had done what they had to. Fate or chance had brought them to this point, and now their time was running out. Brooke’s power was too much. Rex was too experienced, and he fought with an inhuman strength.
If only I had practiced the art. 
Willa considered using the strengthening spell on the chemist, but he was too far gone. Even with enhanced strength, the thin man stood little chance against the bodyguard. Rex was himself a monster.
Some other way.
Willa placed her hand over her chest and chanted a desperate verse, hoping for a miracle.
Four lines in, Willa felt a surge. It was a combination of strength, focus, and confidence. Everything came into focus. And she knew exactly what she needed to do.
Rex turned from the crumpled mass of Percy’s body just in time to see Willa crash into him. The sneer of victory melted from his face. She wondered if he knew—if he could read her strength. 
She didn’t hesitate. Swinging wildly, her fists crashed into the larger man. She continued her poem, screaming the next lines:
“Her words did gather thunder as they ran,
     And as the lightning to the thunder
Which follows it, riving the spirit of man…”
Rex was caught completely off guard by the poet’s sudden change. Her attack increased as her spell gained momentum:
“No sword
     Of Wrath her right arm whirl’d,
But one poor poet’s scroll, and with ‘his’ word
     She shook the world.”
Her final line coincided with a final push. Power surged from her hands. Rex went sliding across the concrete. The large man gained a knee. He stared at her, his eyes daggers. 
“You think your fucking poems can defeat me?”
Willa slowly lifted her head. Her eyes were unwavering.
“Yes.”  Without closing her eyes, she raised both hands in front of her. Connecting the tips of her forefingers and thumbs, she put Rex’s head in the middle of the little triangle. With confidence she spoke the word of a different poem; its power reverberated in the air around her. 
“Thou from a throne
     Mounted in heaven wilt shoot into the dark
Arrows of lightnings. I will stand
     And mark.”
A patch of flame appeared in the triangle shaped by her hands. It grew into a cone. With a final shout, the cone shot from her hands and drove directly into the chest of Alarawn’s henchman. 
His body flew, finally finding ground thirty feet from its point of departure. 
Willa turned, running to the chemist’s side.
“You OK?” she asked.
“I’m doing a helluva lot better than our boy over there.” Chem stood, motioning toward Rex. 
The poet smiled. “It’s nice that one of us specializes in something useful.”
 



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
“Join me, Elijah,” the storm creature said. “Look at us. We are gods. If we join forces, we could do anything. We can right all of the city’s wrongs.”
Elijah leaned against one of the few remaining windows of PPG Place. He was nearly finished. Whatever Chem did to her worked far too well. Before he had the chance to consider her offer, a sound came from him. “Biezh do haaye.” Elijah rested his metal head against the building. Laughing, he said, “I’m not sure, but I’m guessing that’s a no.”
He had felt the “other” inside of him the entire fight. Now his new friend urged him on. The passenger apparently didn’t feel as badly as Elijah did—his resolve was certain.
“You’re a fool. We could have everything.”
“I’m just hoping I get my Subaru back.” He inspected his arms and legs. The steel layer no longer held its form. 
The damage was clear.
“Have it your way,” Brooke said. Clouds gathered in the space above PPG Place. Lightning crashed around them, blinding Elijah. Hail began to fall, pinging off his metal.
Get up, you damned fool, a voice inside his head said. You can’t just lie there. This is your city.

“It’s not mine,” Elijah replied.
It is now.
The storm surged as Alarawn roared with blood-curdling laughter. Wind whipped around her, and she rose slowly off the ground. At the sight of Brooke wrapped in a tempest, the heat in Elijah’s body gave out; and his power went with it. 
Elijah sank, his hands barely keeping him up.
Suddenly, a large monkey wrench landed in front of him, clanging. Elijah looked up and saw Willa and Chem come into view through the driving sleet. 
Chem nodded, then began searching through a black doctor’s bag. Willa stood tall, her right palm extended in his direction. 
“The Human Dress, is forged Iron
The Human Form, a fiery Forge.
The Human Face, a Furnace seal’d
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.”
Heat rose within his core. The red that showed through the cracks in his steel shell darkened. Smoke burned in his lungs.
She’s doing it, he thought. One last chance.
Then the voice returned. Vstát, Američan. Dej tu děvku peklo.
Elijah had no idea what the words meant, but they were precisely the pep talk he needed. Standing, he felt his power grow. Shielding his face, he walked into the hail and wind—heading toward their source.
Brooke Alarawn was so enraptured by the storm she was creating, she never saw the wrench coming. It landed with all the force Elijah had on the side of her shoulder. The tool clanged, as if he had connected with a steel utility pole. Nevertheless, Brooke dropped to the ground, stunned.
This was the historian’s only chance—if he indeed had one. He leapt onto her and straddled her torso. With his forearm against her throat he pushed. Her eyes went wide. For a moment he recognized her as Brooke Alarawn: his boss, his friend, and his lover. Struck by the revelation, he eased up just enough for her to land a right-handed blow on his wounded side. Elijah screamed, but refused to get off the creature.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
 
Chem, squinting through the blizzard, crouched over his medical bag. His hands moved fast, but with a certain surety. The scientist in him was disgusted by the rudimentary estimations he was forced to make, but speed was paramount. 
He poured the elements into a syringe and stood.
“Keep at it,” he screamed to Willa.
The magician, lost in her trance, didn’t respond.
Half-diving, Chem rolled within arm’s reach of the battle, just as Alarawn struck Elijah’s side. 
Without missing a beat, the chemist lunged. A crack had formed at the base of her neck, just large enough for the hypodermic needle to sink through. Relief settled over him as it sunk into something fleshy. 
Chem pushed the plunger. 
The creature turned. Its eyes were those of a trapped animal. A frozen arm lashed out at Chem and batted him away like a fly. His body slid across glass and concrete.
Chem looked up.
This better work.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
On their feet again, the creatures exchanged blows next to the ice rink. Willa’s lips continue to move but her power was quickly slipping away. 
The world became hazy and started to darken. No more power went out from the words. They had become impotent—or, more precisely, she had.
Slumping to the ground, Willa landed on her rear. 
Elijah’s strength was slipping away. 
The tables were turning, and Alarawn had the upper hand once again.
With one final swing, the storm creature connected with Elijah in the chest and sent his large metal mass flying. He slammed into the wall of the ice rink and continued through it. The metal body slid across the surface, leaving puddles in its wake.
The creature turned toward Willa. The poet-magician had nothing left. She lifted her arms in a poor attempt to cover her face.
Less than five yards away, the creature’s gait began to wobble. Six more steps and Alarawn fell, directly at Willa’s feet. 
“Elijah,” she yelled, running to the rink.
Through the mist, she came upon the historian’s body—not that of the molten man, but Elijah as she knew him. His naked, pudgy, faculty body was splayed out, motionless on the ice. Smoke seeped from a red scar on his chest.
As she approached, he turned and looked up. “Is it over?”
Willa bit her lip, and nodded. “We did it.”
Willa leaned down and took Elijah into a one-arm embrace, taking care with his wounded body.
“You run around naked more than any white guy I’ve ever met.” The chemist’s voice echoed around the eerily silent square. “Let’s get you out of here.”
The heroes limped, holding each other up, out into the littered grounds. 
“It worked,” Willa said, looking up into Percy’s eyes.
“Of course it worked. I’m a damn genius.”
 



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
Brooke’s naked body lay in the middle of the wreckage, a cast-off doll. A thin layer of ice encased her human form. Her frozen lashes fluttered. She watched as the three academics limped away.
She thought about Alarawn Industries. 
She thought about Pittsburgh. 
She thought about her family. 
Cold coursed through her veins. It enveloped her. The transformation of her bruised body was painful—a pain she relished.
Alarawns never rest.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 
Heavy footsteps echoed throughout the square. Elijah turned and saw the creature walking toward them. At its roar all hope vanished. It was larger than before, its once symmetrical form jagged and monstrous. The ice was so thick that Elijah couldn’t make out Brooke’s face. 
He and his friends could barely walk, let alone fight. He pulled Willa and Chem in close, trying in vain to shield their bodies.
A brilliant flash blinded them. Standing between Elijah and Alarawn was an overweight, bearded man in full academic regalia—cap and all. The gown and white hood flapped in the wind.
The man raised his hands overhead, as if to give a benediction. 
The creature sprinted at him, snarling and hissing. 
The don began to chant:
“Out of the night that covers me,
     Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
     For my unconquerable soul.
In the fell clutch of circumstance
     I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeonings of chance
     My head is bloody, but unbowed.
Beyond this place of wrath and tears
     Looms but the Horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
     Finds and shall find me unafraid.
It matters not how strait the gate,
     How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate,
     I am the captain of my soul.”
His final line sung, the man let forth a barbaric cry and charged into the giant creature. 
A massive explosion shook the square. Its power knocked the three adjuncts over. 
Willa was the first to her feet. “Grandpa!” she screamed into the empty night air. 
But there was no response.
The hail ceased. 
A light snow fell in its stead.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
The desk on the far side of the room sat empty. Most of the students hardly noticed the absence, but for Willa it was cloaked in sadness. At times she would glance over, praying he would mysteriously appear. 
But, of course, Sean was gone.
“Poetry continues to teach me, to move me. Each year, I become a different person—the lines are different—they change as I change.”
The basketball player and his doting fans didn’t hear her. A mousy girl in the front row continued taking notes, jotting her own lines of poetry in the margins, but the rest of the class seemed generally numbed to the core. Their disengagement broke Willa’s heart, but they had to find inspiration on their own. Her power wasn’t able to make people love learning. But she had discovered that it was meant for something.
Willa wouldn’t be teaching in the fall.
“I pray that you will remember, that as life rolls past—in difficulty or joy—poetry is there to comfort and inspire. The lines of the bards are invaluable. I leave you all with this:
“Thanks, thanks to thee, my worthy friend,
 For the lesson thou hast taught!
Thus at the flaming forge of life
 Our fortunes must be wrought;
Thus on its sounding anvil shaped
 Each burning deed and thought.”
The students filed out, most with little more than a nod to the part-time instructor. Their brief foray into the world of poetic verse had ended and they all had more important things to do. Final projects, end-of-the-semester parties, summer job applications: these things took precedence. 
Over the final months Willa had realigned her priorities, as well as her expectations. It was time for a change.
****
Willa pivoted from the counter directly into a customer waiting behind her. Coffee rolled over the lip of her mug, and scalded her bare hand.
“Shit.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
“Déjà vu.”
A smile spread on Willa’s face as she looked up at the historian. He looked exhausted, but seemed strangely unbothered by that fact.
“Hey,” she said, grinning like a fool. “It’s really good to see you.”
Since the battle at PPG Place, she had seen him only a few times. She would never admit it, but avoidance had become her modus operandi. Elijah and Chem represented loss, and there were plenty of reminders around without adding them to the mix.
The poet and the historian found a table near the window. The early May sun warmed her thin frame. She watched Elijah’s medallion sway over his slightly wrinkled button-up.
“You’re wearing it,” she said.
“Yeah, I thought it was time to embrace who I am—what I’ve become.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, I’ve decided to stay in Pittsburgh. Piece together enough classes to keep food on the table. I’m thinking I can do some good around here.”
Willa’s eyes widened. “Is that right?”
“Yeah. I’ve realized how easily we become entangled in a place when we get involved. It’s time to stop being so objective, I guess.”
Willa chuckled. “Funny, coming from a historian.”
“If the last couple months have taught me anything it’s that history can be personal. It has to be.” He paused. “I’ve also thought a lot about Brooke since that night.”
Willa looked down; her eyes stung. 
She pictured her grandfather and the monster he died defeating.
“I know it hurts,” Elijah continued. “You won’t believe this, but Brooke Alarawn was a good person. Her intentions were noble—no matter how misguided. Chem’s serum changed her, and we all got caught in the middle of it.” Elijah paused and felt the gravity. “I’ll never forget what your grandfather gave for us.”
Willa looked up, and nodded. “I’m sure it was important for him. Paying back the universe for past missteps, or something like that. That last poem he used, I think he meant it for me. I think he wanted me to know that his decision was his own, that we shouldn’t feel guilty about his death.”
Though she said it to comfort the historian, she also knew that it was true. And Willa didn’t feel guilty about Edwin’s death. 
She felt angry. 
Elijah took a sip from his coffee. “So, what about you? What are you going to do now?”
“I’m going to take some time. My powers can be used for good, but I need to get control, develop them. I know the path now, but for a while, I need to walk it alone.”
Sadness grew in Elijah’s tired eyes. He reached across the table, and placed his hands over hers. “You don’t need to be alone.”
Willa wanted to accept the historian’s words, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Sean. About Edwin. About her mother. Someone was responsible for their deaths, and Willa would find out who. But the risks she planned to take were too great for Elijah, and she refused to make him a party to her vengeance. 
“I’m sorry. I have to go,” Willa said, glancing at her watch. “It’s good to see you, Elijah.”
“Yeah. Stay safe.”
Willa smiled through pursed lips. 
She ran her delicate hand across the historian’s back and then left the coffee shop.
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
 
 
 
Two men in perfectly pressed suits walked across the main dining room of the upscale, South Side restaurant. They weaved through the kitchen and down a back set of stairs. A low ceiling topped the tight hallway. The air was musty and damp.
Passing storage rooms and racks of foodstuffs, the bald man in the front finally rapped his knuckles on a solid oak door. 
It wasn’t a secret knock, nor was it casual. 
It demanded entry.
“Come,” a muffled voiced said from the other side.
The room was nothing like the hallway—ornate and lit with warm, indirect lighting. It had a sweet smell. Deep reds and blacks gave it an air of importance. A pool table and wet bar on one side made it look like some overdone man-cave. Cribs, Pittsburgh edition.
Across from the bar, a man reclined on an overstuffed leather couch. His feet were propped up on a table. Ice cubes, swimming in brown liquor, filled the tumbler in his hand. Age seemed lost on him, though he must have been somewhere between forty-five and sixty. Turning over a hardbound volume, he dropped his feet to the floor and stood with a certain ease.
“Gentlemen, welcome. It seems things got a little out of hand.” The man nodded at a copy of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette that sat tri-folded on the coffee table.
Rex laughed. “Out of hand? Everything went precisely as expected.”
“Really?” the man asked, behind raised eyebrows.
“Of course,” Rex replied. “Why do you think I convinced Alarawn to hire the historian? Do you think all of this could have happened by chance?”
The ageless man joined Rex’s laughter. 
“Well, then. Sit down, both of you. Tell me more about your masterful orchestration.”
Rex’s laughter ceased. “After you.” He spread his hand out toward the seat in deference.
The man dropped onto the couch.
In one practiced move, Rex reached into his jacket and drew a Sig Pro. He sank three rounds into the chest of the man on the couch. Then he turned to his partner, whose mouth was wide open.
“What the hell?”
“Had to be done,” Rex said.
“But…”
“And so does this.”
He turned the gun, point blank, and shot one 9mm round through his partner’s forehead.
Rex wiped the gun, tossed it on the couch, and turned to leave the building. 
Rain fell hard on his shoulders as he walked the streets of the Steel City. 
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THE CRUCIBLE PREVIEW
 
PROLOGUE
Oh, God, please.
Rob Vinton hadn’t spoken to a higher power since the last election cycle. Four years ago, he prayed for the life he always wanted. 
Now, his lips moved for the only life he had.
Vinton spun his weight to the left and skidded around the corner of a building like an 80s-era cartoon character. Metal trash cans rattled as he slapped them to gain his balance. He splashed through puddles in the back alley potholes. The air hung damp from the late evening rain.
A three-piece suit and wingtips weren’t built for speed, but the out-of-shape 40-something aimed to break his high school mile record.
He ran with everything he had, until everything he had wasn’t enough.
“Shit,” Rob yelled. The alley terminated at a brick wall. 
Unlike the thriller movies Vinton was so fond of, there was no fire escape to climb, no broken windows to crawl through, and he certainly couldn’t fight like Jason Bourne.
One similarity existed: He was being hunted.
Making himself as small as possible, Vinton crouched in the corner behind a dirty box spring, the only piece of cover available in the dark alley. The smell of rotting garbage filled his nostrils.
The sound of metal on concrete pierced the night air. Vinton held his breath. His heart thumped in his chest. A giant, silhouetted in the street lamps, stepped into view. Its slow, laboring steps shook the ground. The monster passed by with great intent, seeking its prey. 
Rob Vinton reached for his phone and pushed the power button in hopes that he could pull just enough juice to make a distress call. He cursed himself for leaving it unplugged. The Android symbol came to life as the creature turned toward him. Its features were unclear, but the red glowing cracks permeating its body were unmistakable. 
The beast took a heavy step forward; its form loomed larger than life.
“Come on, come on.”
Warning: 2% Battery Life flashed at the man. 
He swiped for an emergency call, and prayed again.
“911. What’s your emergency?”
“Thank God. I’m trapped. The metal monster. It’s after me,” Rob Vinton whispered into his dying phone.
“Sir, you need to speak up.”
“I can’t. It’s…” A giant hand grabbed the box spring—Rob’s tiny shelter—and threw it down the alley. Rob lay exposed. He looked up into the glowing red eyes of the creature born from hell. 
“Your work is over,” the monster said with a growl.
“No,” Rob screamed.
“Sir, you need to speak up.”
The monster raised its fists and dropped them on its victim. 
It struck again and again, until there was little more than dental records and a stray fingerprint to identify the lifeless body of Robert Vinton.
****
 
Willa Weil
 
The air was thick with condensation in the dank, low-ceilinged basement. A single bare bulb compensated for the dim light filtering in from outside. The cellar was empty except for a Pittsburgh toilet in the corner, an old-time single-speed bicycle with deflated tires, and Willa’s new gear. 
She had set up a gym, small enough to fit the fifteen-by-twenty footprint, large enough to transform her into the woman she needed to become. 
Standing in front of an old full-length mirror salvaged from the back alley trash, she inspected the work accomplished in eight short weeks. The academic had always been rail-thin. Some might have mistaken her physique for fitness but that was woefully inaccurate. She was simply built like a waif, a fact that had never bothered her. But Willa’s security in her body shattered, along with many other things, during the melee at PPG Place. Afterwards, the magician dedicated her time into shaping her frail body into a killing machine. 
Killing was always on her mind.
May marked a pause in her nearly ten years of teaching. After her final class last semester, she had said goodbye to Elijah and left a note and her cat at Chem’s apartment. The message was simple: She needed to get away, to clear her head. Between the death of her prize student, Sean Moretti, the revelation about her mom’s brutal murder, and her grandfather’s sacrifice to save her and her friends, the men understood her melancholy. They let her go without protest.
“Where’re you heading?” Elijah had asked.
“I don’t know. Pretty sure I’m going north. Rent a cabin near the Finger Lakes. I always liked it up there.” 
She had forced a smile and the lie. She had no desire to leave the city.
Willa moved into her grandfather’s tiny apartment in Squirrel Hill. Sitting in the alley on the back side of a larger house, it was modest but reflected Edwin’s tastes and temperaments. He had moved there soon after finding his daughter-in-law, Willa’s mother, dead in his own home. The man couldn’t stomach returning to the scene of the heinous crime. Although Edwin was secular, the Jewish neighborhood of Squirrel Hill made him feel at ease and connected to his roots.
The poet-magician squeezed her fists and tightened her thighs. Muscles appeared in places they had never been before. Bending her right hand up to her chest, she felt the biceps tense up and burn. Patches of red, darkest on her elbows, bled up toward her wrists. Her knees and shins were similarly marked—an inevitable consequence of the training. 
Willa should have been dead.     
Marching into the office tower was a suicide mission. If it weren’t for the others, she’d be six feet under with nothing to show for it. Her life would be marked only by a Dickinson poem on her tombstone and another stray cat roaming the streets. But her hand had been forced. Rage, elicited from the knowledge that the Alarawn henchman had killed her student, was too much to control. Everything came loose. And Willa was arrogant enough—or foolish enough—to trust in her undeveloped abilities. 
If it weren’t for the final show of magical strength of Edwin Weil, she and her friends would have been killed. After her grandfather’s death, she went dark—underground. She needed focus, not only to develop her magic, but also to craft her body and hone the skills necessary for fighting. She imagined herself as a battle mage of old. And when she was ready, she would seek revenge. For Sean, for Edwin, and for her mother. 
Tae kwon do was the first of the arts she tested, but it wasn’t right. Its flair might have reflected a beauty she once appreciated, but her desire transcended aesthetics. Then she moved to aikido and one form of karate but found them too passive. She discovered a match in Muay Thai—a martial art brutal enough to fit her purposes like a glove.
Her knees and elbows grew sore from the jutting attacks she performed day after day. The heavy bag swinging from the old wooden rafters took a beating, yet remained faithful to the task. The poet-magician enacted the progression, habitually grinding it into her bones: jab, spin, knee, elbow—turn for a spell. Her magic and her hate sustained her. She found the ancient dictum accurate: mens sana in corpore sano. A sound mind in a sound body.
She practiced her movements over and over, Rex’s large, bald head filling her mind. Sweat ran down her back. This rote practice, the liturgy of attack, was a construction. She knew it was only the beginning of programming her body and mind to react together as she traded her calling as a teacher for the guild of martial arts. She knew that she could never hope to master both, but modest physical skills coupled with her unique gifts made her an effective weapon.
****
The likelihood of running into Elijah or Chem on the streets of Oakland was slim, but she refused to chance it. Heavy sunglasses and a Pirates hat pulled low masked her identity. Stepping off the bus, she made a beeline for the closest alley. Avoiding the main arteries of Forbes and Fifth, she meandered over to the Cathedral of Learning—the University of Pittsburgh’s sanctuary for the religion of knowledge.
Summer in Oakland brought change. While the university offered more between-term classes than most small colleges did throughout the entire year, the campus—in comparison to the school year—felt empty. 
Willa slid into an elevator on the Cathedral’s ground floor. She pulled the key from her bag and ran her finger against its cold, jagged teeth. Fitting it into the elevator panel, she pressed forty-two and watched the number light. Few had access to the top floor of the Cathedral, and since the battle at PPG, its only permanent resident was gone. Edwin, who’d held emeritus status at the university for years, occupied a tiny hidden office at the end of the hall, nested at the Cathedral’s peak. He had occupied that space for longer than she could remember. In Willa’s mind, he had always been an old man in that place.  
Standing before the office door, she drew another key. This one was new, at least to her. Edwin had left her everything, including his office and personal affects. She had no plans for it, and wasn’t even sure what drew her there that summer day.
She touched the knob, feeling for the familiar tingle of magic. 
There was nothing. Edwin was gone. 
The office still smelled of his aftershave.
Her eyes cut to the massive bookcases leaning in from the outer wall. She smiled. As usual, his library had a new arrangement. She wondered if Edwin had determined one last iteration before his final battle. It wasn’t chronology or geography and it certainly wasn’t alphabetical. She guessed the rows of books conveyed some subtle theme, masked to even the most astute readers. She laughed, wondering if his constant reordering indicated pride or mere whimsy.
“What were you up to, Grandpa?” she whispered into the empty office.
She shuffled through the documents scattered across his desk. Her grandfather’s familiar handwriting filled reams of paper, mostly personal notes on books and poems. She sifted through the pages trying to find something out of the ordinary—whatever that meant for the eccentric man.
Willa’s fingers ran across the littered workspace as she paced the desk’s width. Terminating at a bookshelf, she took time to admire the photographs—the aging professor shaking hands with the luminaries of the literary world. The size of his collection never failed to impress her. Scanning the frames, she stopped at a picture she hadn’t previously noticed. Most of the heirlooms were of Edwin and the greats, but this one was a rare group photo. Edwin stood off to the side, his dour countenance in place. The others smiled broadly. She squinted trying to discern if any of the faces were recognizable.
They weren’t. Or at least she didn’t think so.
She lifted the frame from its shelf and collapsed in her grandfather’s wooden chair. With shaking hands, she turned the latches on the back and eased the aged particleboard out of its place. Flipping the frame, she gave it a little shake. The backing and photo dropped out into her hand.
Sliding her glasses onto the bridge of her nose, she inspected the back of the photo. All it said was: Vox Populi, 1984.
Willa had found the clue she had been searching for.
****
“No, I’m fine really. I’m glad it’s summer, I just need a little space to decompress from everything,” Willa said into the phone.
Simon Weil’s voice chirped through the speaker, spanning miles in mere seconds. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t make it out for the service. You know that, well, your grandfather and I had our issues.” The voice on the other end of the phone paused. The tension grew. “And, with the circumstances, it was all just a little too hard to come to terms with.”
“He’d understand, Dad,” Willa said.
“What?”
“Grandpa. He got it. He always blamed himself for what happened to Mom.” Willa stopped, wondering just how much she ought to tell her father. “Dad, after Mom, um, died, he changed. Grandpa threw himself into his studies—his academic studies. He told me I needed to not get involved in the affairs of the world, that it was all too dangerous.”
An uncomfortable snicker came across the line. “Well, that’s something. You should listen to him.”
“That’s the thing. I can’t. I know you hate it, but I’ve been given a power, a power few people have. And I intend to use it.”
“Willa…”
“No, Dad. Listen—for once.” Willa bit her lip. Her eyes burned. “Bad things have happened. They happened to you, to us. Hiding won’t make them stop, but maybe I can. I’m not going to let the bad things continue.” Willa’s father was unresponsive, so she continued, “Look, I called because I have a question for you. Do you know what Vox Populi means?
The phone stayed silent. “Dad?”
“You break my heart, you know that? I think you might just be a little too much like your mother.”
She could feel his smile from miles away.
“OK, I’ll tell you what it means. I know I can’t stop you, but I want you to consider this more before you jump headlong into something that could get you hurt—even killed.”
“I will, Dad.”
“OK.” Another long pause. “Vox Populi was a group your grandfather formed. They were crazy, arrogant men who considered themselves the guardians of Pittsburgh. Mostly wizards. All faculty. And nearly all dead.”
Willa paused, praying for the right answer to her question.
“What do you mean nearly?”
****
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