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Preface
 
              Writing Killing Capes was a deceptively long process. When I initially toyed with the idea of participating in the 2016 NaNoWriMo contest as a way to motivate my students to do something English-related after school, I thought it would be easy. When the month wrapped up, I had a 53,000-word pile of garbage. I wasn’t sure about the story. I hated my main character. The spelling and grammar errors were enough to make me question whether I was qualified to teach writing to teenagers.
              Thankfully, the single month for the first draft did not include the revision process. Credit goes to Stacy Evans, Cathy Mundell-Bligh, and Matt Meins for making it through that version. I’m very sorry for your suffering. After many lengthy sessions of rewrites and corrections, I finally had something I was willing to present to my chief editor: my wife. Throughout the drafting process, she was my persistent cheerleader. In the end, she became the final critical eye I needed to feel confident in the finished product.
              This story comes from a question I’ve had since the first time my brother handed me a comic book: what happens to the other people in the world, the ones without the powers? I always imagined a population filled with a mix of desire, reverence, and terror for the literal gods all around them. The drama of superheroes is entertaining, but what are these universes like from the ground?
              As a 30-year-old teacher, I’m proud of this little story. It isn’t perfect – not by a long shot – but it’s mine.
 



One
 
 
 
 
“D’you know I once punched this guy straight in the dick?” he blurted over the radio. “’e said something about the way I handled some ‘ostage, tossin’ ‘em ‘round while I fought some lightnin’ wank’eh.”
Dwight didn’t want to think about B’s fist colliding with the Immortal Phoenix’s crotch, but there it was. With no way for him to reply to his partner, he was quite literally a captive audience. The story continued despite any of Dwight’s desires.
“’e starts spoutin’ off abou’ ‘aving me thrown ou’ the team for endangerin’ the public, and, of course, it starts drawing over the norms.” The sounds of coarse crunching came over the speaker as well, pushing Dwight’s thoughts to self-inflicted auditory harm. He contemplated what life would be like without functional ears.
Through his visor, Dwight could see that his partner brought a bag of chips with him and had begun snacking while he shuffled down the sidewalk toward his objective. The video feed streaming live to his headpiece showed in crisp detail the storefront ahead: its streetlights illuminated, but interior dark. That didn’t surprise Dwight; after all, what jewelry store would be open at 3 a.m. in the boroughs?
A bright flash overhead drew B’s sight to the sky. The camera mounted to his headset gave Dwight full view of the storm overhead developing right on schedule. He noted that the Doctor’s technology had not been completely tested, and she’d want him to make a report of any irregularities. The Doc paid well for anything that helped her research – or she would, had Dwight not owed her a small fortune already.
Within the hour, the storm would reach triple-digit wind speeds and drop several inches of rain. This would flood some of the lower areas of the city and cause a few million dollars in damage, but that was hardly a concern for the scientist. She was only interested in the limits of her weather control experiments. Dwight’s only concern was the logistics of operating within a hurricane.
B kept talking as he started picking the lock of the store, “So, ‘e keeps going on about what a poor excuse of a ‘ero I am, calls me a psycho, an’ I finally ‘as it. I punch the little fuck right in his face in front of the ‘ole crowd. ‘e starts fight’n back.” From Dwight’s perspective, the picks in B’s hands looked comically small, as if designed for a child’s “My First Breaking and Entering” set.
The lock pick in his hands let out a sharp crack, then twisted completely free. The oversized hands tossed the broken tools to the ground in frustration before winding back and smashing the lock with a single downward swing. The knob fell with a heavy clang as B pushed his way through the door. Dwight thought to add “subtle entry” to the list of things his partner was incapable of.
It should be noted that, over the relatively short duration of their partnership, this list already included: childcare, polite conversation, plumbing, origami, chewing with one’s mouth closed, firearms safety, driving, tipping properly, theater etiquette, and a complete lack of manners over any communication device invented by man. This list was ever growing.
B walked past the empty display cases, heading for the safe at the back of the shop. “Twen’y minutes later, the rest o’ the team got us pinned down, wait’n ‘til we knocks it off. They lets ’im up first, then the second they take their ‘ands offa me, I punch ‘im one last time, right in ‘is daddy bag. Sends ‘im fly’n inta the crowd. Bowled over six people, ‘e did!” B let out a cacophony of laughter and potato fragments at his retelling.
By now, the silent alarm should have notified any patrolling Cape of their trespassing. It would only be a matter of time before some self-sworn guardian of the borough showed themselves to protect the humble neighborhood business. Dwight watched as B grabbed the steel handle of the safe door and began pulling. A few seconds later there was a groan, then several pings of rivets snapping, then finally a tortured shriek as the door wrenched free. B pitched it behind him without looking.
From the sound of the glass shattering and wood breaking, Dwight guessed that it smashed into one of the display cases. Were this an actual robbery, he would have been annoyed with his partner’s blatant disregard for the preservation of the merchandise. However, given their objective, B’s lack of discretion may actually have been a boon.
His partner’s next move was already planned out for him. He took out a small sack and began stuffing anything from the safe into it. Handfuls of cash, tiny envelopes of jewels – all of it went into the bag as quickly as he could maneuver his shovel-like hands. He was about halfway through the safe’s contents when Dwight’s feed suddenly shifted to the floor. B’s vision tilted up to a lone figure standing in the shattered doorway.
The camera followed as B pulled himself to his feet, reaching behind his head to figure out what hit him. Dwight had already guessed that it was some sort of projectile from the Phoenix’s arsenal. Sure enough, B’s oversized hand held out a metallic disk with the symbol of a bird engulfed in flames. The thin ring of blood around its edge marked where the object pierced the back of his partner’s skull. Dwight couldn’t tell from his feed if the shuriken had done any serious damage. From his experience, the weapon would be more of an annoyance.
“Figures,” B said, discarding the weapon with a flick of his wrist, “You lot always gotta ‘ave your call’n cards.” He cracked his neck and rolled his gigantic shoulders, “Let me show ya mine.”
              The Phoenix rushed in. The martial artist’s movements were so fast that before B could raise his colossal fists, he was hammering the giant’s torso with agile strikes. When B finally found the sense to respond, he was swinging at open air. Though B was certainly tough, he could not catch the smaller man. A sweeping kick knocked B off his feet and onto his back. Dwight would have been worried, were it not for the profile he had studied when they created this scheme. The Immortal Phoenix had, over time, grown increasingly violent, foul-tempered, and was prone to abandon his training for the sake of a killing stroke.
              B’s camera looked up at the ceiling. He started laughing. They had talked about this: taunting the Phoenix into making a mistake. Predictably, he leapt onto B’s chest and started beating on the man’s face. Swinging over and over, he knocked the headset away. Though it had gone flying to the side, Dwight still had a clear view of the fight. He recognized the contempt beneath the Cape’s half mask. This wasn’t a hero; this was just a violent thug who happened to be on the city’s good side.
              The Phoenix got in a few more hits before B was done toying with him. He caught the Phoenix’s fist with one hand, then reached up and grabbed his head in the other. In one motion, B rose and swung his arm around, putting his opponent’s skull through one of the glass cases.
Now, with B firmly back on his feet, Dwight prayed that his partner remembered their mission. “Run, you idiot,” he snarled, “He’s not done.”
              For once, it seemed that B thought about the goal instead of the moment; he turned and fled off-camera toward the back of the shop, abandoning the Phoenix in a heap of glass shards and splintered wood. A few moments after B left his view, the Cape crawled to his feet. The jagged bits of glass buried in his face fell to the floor as the injuries healed themselves. He had earned the “Immortal” part of his name by surviving injuries far worse than what B had just put him through. There was an audible pop as his jaw realigned itself. After a momentary pause of heavy breathing, he took off out of sight after his opponent. The camera remained there, forgotten in the wreckage of the jewelry shop, along with the bag containing the contents of the safe.
              Dwight removed the eye piece he had been using to watching the fight. Crouching in his hiding spot, he slid the rifle from its rest into the firing position. Outside, the storm had worsened; the lightning intensified to a near constant rate, and the rain was coming down at nearly a forty-five degree angle from the extreme winds. A flick of the switch on his gun brought up its high-powered scope. He studied the various readings, fascinated with its ability to cut through the interference to the rooftop three blocks away. At the bottom of the screen, a tiny meter monitored the noise generated by the thunder and wind. At the far right, a green sliver denoted the target volume. Peering through the scope into the night, Dwight waited.
              He didn’t have to wait long. B’s massive body crashed through the emergency exit and went sailing out into the pouring rain. He slipped over the wet rooftop and landed hard, hitting the back edge of the parapet. The Phoenix followed, fighting his way through the broken door. As he finished knocking it off its steel hinges, B stood back up, spitting blood and, Dwight guessed, a few pieces of his teeth. The two stood for a moment, staring each other down. For B, this was a dream; he was finally getting to go toe-to-toe with one of the Capes who had driven him away. Though the giant remained mostly a mystery to him, Dwight had heard his share of rumors.
              B began slowly laughing, “Something wrong, Scraps? You done fight’n already?” He braced himself against the ledge.
              His opponent tensed and froze, the Phoenix trying to recall buried memories of B’s insult. “You!?” he shouted, struggling to be heard over the rain. He didn’t give B a chance to answer, instead charging headfirst at the giant man.
              B met that rush a few feet from the wall. Both men went down. The fall took them out of the rifle’s sight. Dwight could only make out a tangle of thrashing arms. After a brief exchange, he could tell that the Phoenix ended up on top. The Cape hammered B’s face with a flurry of vicious strikes over and over. This wasn’t an attempt to incapacitate a criminal; this man was trying to kill someone. Blood coated his fists as they repeatedly rose and fell, again and again. Dwight kept checking his sights, hoping for a shot.
              Just as he was convinced it wasn’t coming, the moment occurred. A huge hand found its way under the Immortal Phoenix’s jaw. It clamped down like a vise, crushing the cheek bones of the smaller fighter. This, however, did not stop the Phoenix. He flailed, then started clawing at B’s grip. At last, B pushed with all his strength, shoving the struggling man’s head directly into Dwight’s sights. A crack of thunder overhead pushed the decibel meter on the scope over the threshold and into the green; just enough that the Phoenix’s famed empowered senses would never detect
the round coming.
It was a fact known only to a certain few that the “Immortal” part of the Phoenix’s name came from a reflex. Upon sensing his death, the Cape could free his spirit from his body, preventing a permanent death by inflicting it upon himself. Countless times he had self-destructed, only to be reborn from fire in his lair. It was also said that every death he suffered brought him back just a little more unhinged. Dwight could only guess what repeatedly dying of self-inflicted injuries would do his mind over a long enough timeline. The Phoenix wouldn’t have the chance.
              Dwight pulled the trigger. The enormous cannon braced against his shoulder kicked and let loose a round with all the violent force of an oncoming train. Through the stock, Dwight felt the recoil crash against his shoulder. He observed the Phoenix’s last moment. There was a second of recognition; the Phoenix locked eyes with Dwight through the darkness and chaos of the storm. All fight left the man. He closed his eyes and stopped struggling against B’s grasp. Despite being three blocks away and surrounded by the hellish thunderstorm, Dwight watched the bullet pass through the Phoenix’s face. His skull exploded in B’s hand; it instantly collapsed into his vise-like fist. The fragments that escaped sailed off into the night as the body slumped backward out of view.
              Dwight realized he stopped breathing sometime before he had taken the shot and let out a sigh. Another Cape who had broken the truce was gone. His bank account would be happy. A slight buzz from his pocket confirmed that the Associates already knew the job was done. His entire right shoulder had gone numb from the recoil of the rifle; he was sure that it would be a single, nasty bruise by morning.
Unlocking the latch at his side, he crawled from his hiding place in the fake air conditioning unit. He left the gun hanging in its mount. As he rose to his full height, he felt his back complain from the duration of his stay in the metal box.
The storm overhead let loose its last few drops as he looked up. The city’s meteorologists would report on the sudden, freak storm that had developed and dispersed within the span of an hour over the boroughs – but then again, this was New Haven. Strange things happened here all the time. A voice from his headset brought Dwight back to the moment. 
“Target down; cleanup crews are inbound. E.T.A. sixty seconds.” It was Celene, their handler from StarPoint.
              Though he had no audio connection to B in case the Phoenix’s enhanced hearing picked up their communications, he did have the ability to speak directly with her. “Celene, am I free to go? Do I need to stay here with the gear?”
              “Negative, D, the Associates will handle all of your tools. We’ll be in touch the next time we need the game reset. Good work tonight.” She was as direct as ever.
              Dwight was about to take off his headset when something made him stop. “The target – what did he do?” Dwight’s conscience was showing itself again.
              There was an audible pause from the other end. 
“D, you know I can’t.” She waited a few more seconds, weighing the sensitivity of the information, “He beat some street punks to death last week. Two weeks earlier, he threw some purse-snatcher off a roof; paralyzed him for life.” She stopped again, searching for the right words.
              Dwight filled the gap, “And that means he should be exterminated? The guy was a hero.”
“He wasn’t a good guy, D. And every time he came back, he got worse. It was only a matter of time before he really lost control.” She cut the line.
Dwight didn’t want to think about the person she would have to report their conversation to. Wulf was not the kind of person whose orders you would want to ignore. Just the thought of that smile made Dwight’s skin crawl. It was his control they all existed in – his game.
              On schedule, thirty seconds later, the fire door on his rooftop opened. Two men and a woman in gray suits approached Dwight’s hiding place with no regard for Dwight himself. The woman pulled a small vial of spray from her suit coat and began removing evidence from the scene. As she did, one of the men removed the rifle from the mount and carried it off. Dwight doubted that gun would ever be fired again. He thought about it being disposed of, like he was sure he would be when there was nothing else to do with him. Wulf didn’t seem like the type to get sentimental for employees who had outlived their usefulness. 
              “Your radio, Mr. D.” the last Associate approached him with his hand outstretched. “A car is waiting for you downstairs.”
              Dwight pulled the headset off and dropped it into the man’s waiting palm. “How do you guys get here so fast?” he asked.
              The man turned the moment he had the device and started walking away, “We’re always watching. Mr. Wulf says he would like a word with you tomorrow.”
              Those were the exact words Dwight did not want to hear to cap off his night. The message given, the Associates went back to their task. Dwight headed toward the stairwell and made his way down. Along the way, he thought of all the good the Phoenix had done over the course of his career, and how it had ended in a rush of violent rage. As he approached the crumbling lobby of the long-abandoned building, Dwight spotted one of Wulf’s men standing next to a rusting SUV. 
              Dwight called out as the makeshift particleboard door folded back behind him, “Did Wulf not want to spring for a decent ride?”
              The man remained standing with his arms crossed, clearly upset about his assigned transportation, “You think he would treat you two to anything better?”
              Dwight could only assume that meant the big shape in the back seat was B; he peered through the window to confirm his suspicions. B was holding a large ice pack against the right side of his face. He chuckled upon noticing Dwight climbing into the passenger side. The Associate slid into the driver’s seat afterward. He didn’t look at either of the hitmen, only waited for instructions.
              B held up his huge, bloody hand for Dwight to see. “Your shot snapped two a’ me fingas.” The man’s digits were twisted in ways that would make a surgeon cringe.
              “I’m sorry,” Dwight shrugged, “I didn’t realize the boss thought we needed naval artillery to kill someone.” He grabbed one of the fingers and twisted. B winced in agony, then started laughing again.
              “Wha’eva, a little pain ‘ere and there’s good for the soul.” B retracted his hand and wrenched the other finger back into its proper place. Dwight’s understanding of what was left of B’s powers meant he would be back to full strength within the hour.
              Dwight reclined back in his seat, “Wulf wants to see us tomorrow. I imagine he’ll send a car for us.” He turned to the driver. “Can we get something a little nicer, or is this a permanent assignment?”
              B seemed confused, “I didn’t ‘ear nothin’ about Wulf. Girlie said she’d call next time one of the sods needs a fix’n.” His normally carefree attitude was suddenly buried under heavy concern; maybe Wulf was the one person B was actually afraid of. Dwight couldn’t picture anything that would make the gigantic brute back down.
              Regardless, the large man snorted sharply, “Breakfast, then?”
 



Two
 
 
 
Watching B eat was something akin to engaging in a food fight with a classroom of middle-schoolers. Particles of half-eaten entrée and the crudest conversations possible were about all that could be expected. Dwight probably would have declined the invitation, but he really didn’t have anywhere to be. The threat of a visit to Wulf’s office would keep him from sleeping regardless of how tired last night’s job left him, and the thought of being home at the same time as Ian was surprisingly less appealing than dodging B’s pancake bits.
His partner had an actual name, but as was readily the way with Wulf, professionalism required he be told only what was absolutely necessary. “B” was the only identifier given to him for the giant man with the steadily regressing superpowers. Dwight himself had been given the moniker of “D” and left it at that. Regardless of how pointless he felt the entire charade was, he understood that the less widely known about him, the safer he would be when this most likely fell apart.
This is how Dwight found himself seated in the Heroes’ Welcome with his partner, watching the hitman’s wounds repair themselves as he ate. The Welcome was lined with Golden Age memorabilia: a kitschy throwback to the founding of New Haven and the first Capes to declare themselves its protectors. The whole aesthetic made him uncomfortable. Regardless of what the owners would have you believe, no sanctioned superhuman would enter the diner without violating some measure of good taste. It seemed the Welcome was going to become his sanctuary despite any reservations he might have for the décor, safe in the knowledge that one of Wulf’s contracts would never be seated across from him.
Dwight sat quietly, studying the way the giant’s skin meshed to close his injuries. The things he had seen B walk away from could give him nightmares for days. Consequently, he’d opted not to order any food; instead, Dwight asked for a black cup of coffee to nurse while his partner went on his usual rants. Their server’s hands shook as she filled his cup. She was clearly new to this; her faux crime-fighting uniform lacked the stains of a lengthy service. The mug hit the table with a harder-than-acceptable clang. Her inexperience was going to cost this place a lot of dishware. On the other side of the booth, B’s order was sizable enough to make their table worth the woman’s effort.
              B had been talking throughout the entire meal, but something he said just then brought Dwight into the conversation, “…’ey don’t know wha’ they’ve got. Not really.”
              “I’m sorry?” Dwight asked, his attention returning from the recesses of his mind.
              B crammed another piece of pancake into his mouth before he started repeating himself, as if it was some sort of challenge to see how much he could speak through. “These Capes, run’n ‘round playing Wulf’s game. ‘ey’re looking to get their kicks being big shots.” A few pieces flew past Dwight’s head. “All I’m say’n is I didn’t see what I ‘ad ‘til it was gone. Now alls I can do is not die a shite side better ‘an you lot.”
              “That’s bullshit, B. I watched you tear the door off a steel safe tonight.” Dwight hated when B compared himself to normal people. “You went toe-to-toe with an immortal kung fu legend. The guy had an epic mean streak, and you got away with a few rapidly healing bruises and broken fingers.”
              He pulled his collar down to reveal the spreading bruise which now dominated his right shoulder. “I could have lost an arm just to the kick of that cannon. You’re lucky I’m a hell of a shot, or you’d be missing that hand.” He let the cloth go; the snap stung on his wound. “You let me know when you’re dealing with any soreness for more than a few hours.”
              A crash from the booth across from them brought their argument to an abrupt halt. Their waitress was already a whirlwind of apologies and napkins by the time the remaining customers could register the commotion. A shattered pot of coffee lay in pieces at the center of the table. Its contents ran in streams onto the laps of the three well-dressed businessmen seated there. The one seated by himself on the left was substantially more distressed about the matter, despite the server’s attempts to rectify the situation.
              The angry man got up, flicking the coffee from his outfit over the restaurant floor with little regard for the other occupants or the woman directly in front of him. “Do you have any idea how much this cost?!” he shouted at the woman. “Are you that fucking stupid? You can’t even pour a cup?” The entire room stopped.
              The waitress was on the verge of tears. She whimpered something unintelligible. The businessman was stooped over her, inches from the ear of the crying server as she rushed to clean the mess she’d created. The two other men watched with rising sadistic glee as they adjusted themselves to avoid the flowing liquid but remained in the booth, enjoying the show.
              “You’re going to be fired. You’re going to pay to replace this suit,” he growled as the rest of the diner looked on. “You’ll be working the streets before-” Dwight slipped his hand between the two.
              The businessman stepped back in shock. Dwight used the opening to move between them; he’d seen enough. “The lady already apologized. Let her clean, and knock off the shit.”
              B watched his partner from their table without moving. Perhaps if the larger man had been the one to intervene, the aggressor would have backed down. As they stood, Dwight was a few inches shorter than the businessman. 
“Oh, are you some fucking knight, here to save the day?” He raised a fist, probably expecting to see Dwight flinch away from the threat. His complete lack of response at the gesture must have sparked some inane desire to showboat in front of the businessman’s peers.
              The jab was sloppy, easy to anticipate, and even easier to catch. Dwight latched onto the wrist with his left hand and pulled forward, moving behind the arrogant businessman. He twisted hard as he pressed his other hand into the man’s spine, provoking a whine of pain. Looking over his hostage’s shoulder, he saw the terrified waitress watching the exchange, dripping napkins clenched against her uniform. He caught her panicking eyes, “Hey, relax. Apologize one more time for me.”
              It took her a moment to register the request, “I’m so sorry. The handle broke.” She looked down as she spoke, afraid of both men, it seemed.
              Dwight pulled tightly on the man’s arm, “Now, apologize for being an asshole to the lady.”
              The businessman twisted to free himself from Dwight’s grasp, but all he got was another painful wrench. He finally gave in after Dwight increased the pressure to just short of breaking his arm, “Whatever! I’m sorry!”
              Looking over at the other two men still seated in the booth, Dwight nodded toward the door. He knew that neither was going to get up to defend their suffering colleague, or they would have already been swinging at him. “You two, pay for your friend.” They quickly agreed, each dropping a few bills from their wallets on the table. “Now, leave. You’re done here.”
              They did as he said, each moving past Dwight’s prisoner without making any effort to help. Dwight walked the man to the door after the others left. He released him with a shove. The businessman stumbled back to his waiting friends, clutching his wrist. Dwight was confident he hadn’t done any real damage, just left him with something to think about for the afternoon. He went back to his table. The restaurant returned to normal, the exchange quickly forgotten.
              His partner had a smug look about him as Dwight settled into his seat. “Ya fink you’re some kind of Cape, then?”
              “Fuck no. I just hate it when I see shitheads making a person’s job harder.” He took a deep swig of the tepid fluid in his cup. “The world is already shitty enough without assholes adding to the pile. I don’t have to be a Power to stand up to some monkey in a suit who forgot his manners.”
              They sat quietly for a few long moments. Dwight watched the waitress finish clearing her table as his partner gazed out at the sky between shovel-like bites. Finally, B stopped eating and set his fork down. “Ya eva’ watch a Power fly, D?” There was a faint sentimentality in his face.
              Dwight was worried about following the suddenly serious conversation, but he continued anyway, “Sure, why?”
              “’aving freedom like that and losing it – ‘at’s worse than any death you lot can imagine.” He stared daggers across the table, “’ese piss’ants we deal wiv, ‘ey don’t know what pain is.” He stood up from his seat, “I do.”
              Then he turned and left. He was out the door before Dwight could think of what to say. He had never considered B’s old life, before his powers had left him. In truth, the giant had never brought it up. Were it not for what he had just seen, Dwight would not have guessed his partner was actually capable of complex thought.
              Finishing his coffee alone, he realized that he didn’t know what kind of power B had possessed. It was clear that the man was terrifyingly strong. He was tough as well, able to not only take hits, but heal from them at superhuman rates. Dwight could only marvel at what he must have been like in his prime. Thinking back, he wasn’t sure he could place who exactly B had been in his past life. He was familiar with so many Capes – everyone was; they were celebrities. Yet, not one of them struck his memory as the crude brute he was partnered with.
              From the sadness in his voice, whatever had taken B’s powers had stolen a hell of a lot more than just physical ability. The look on his face was that of a man who had lost everything precious to him; everything gone, except apparently the bitter memories of having it.
              A vibration from his pocket brought Dwight’s attention back to the table. He pulled out his phone and checked the screen. A picture of the StarPoint Building told him that it was Wulf looking for him. Reluctantly, he pressed the “accept” key.
              Dwight could hear breathing as he placed the phone against his ear. “What do you need?”
              The voice on the other end waited briefly before responding, “No time for chit-chat, Mr. Knolls?” He sounded disingenuously hurt. “I thought we were closer than that. So, what are you up to?” There was something about Wulf’s voice that inherently unsettled Dwight. Everything sounded like a personal threat, even the pleasantries of normal conversation. The man could make the kindest words into terrifying promises.
              “Mr. Wulf, B and I were grabbing a bite to eat before I came to see you. I’ll have the driver bring us after we finish here.” Dwight wanted nothing more than to end this call as soon as possible.
              Another pause, “No, I’ll send someone else to your home later. Just you; I don’t need B today.” There was a short silence, as if he had been preparing to hang up when his voice returned one last time, “Besides, it seems like your friend has taken my driver and already left. I’ll see you later, Mr. Knolls.” He hung up.
              Dwight searched the outside street through the window, looking for the SUV and driver. Sure enough, they were gone, along with B. He hadn’t realized how much their conversation had upset the giant. Glancing back at the table, he also noticed that his partner hadn’t bothered to pay for his feast.
 



Three
 
 
 
It was the coming of the superhumans – people born with extraordinary mutations – that had been the breaking of the floodgates. Within three years of the first public demonstration, the Sorcerer’s League revealed their magical arts to the world. Anyone with a hidden talent for magic was suddenly a witch or wizard capable of harnessing the hidden ether all around them. Next came the extraterrestrials, refugees from a distant civil war they refused to speak of. Their great ships seeded their people all across the planet before disappearing again into the night sky. With nowhere to go, they integrated themselves into society as if they had been there all along. It was a small matter of concern that they were easily on par with the strongest “Powers,” as they had collectively come to be known. And so it was: mutant, mage, and alien, all living beyond the normal.
Walking home through New Haven wasn’t as bad as some of the other places Dwight had lived. With the highest population of Capes of any city in the world, it made sense that they also had the lowest incidence of street crime. Typically, any of the low-end stuff was committed by the up-and-comers: young Powers with something to prove. They usually formed little bands of evil and got their mischief on until they became enough of a problem to be noticed by one of the major players. The game was pretty simple from there: Capes break up the fun, beat up and arrest a few for the papers, the rest flee. After being held a few days having their abilities evaluated and registered, the young punks would be released to their parents.
The courts had discovered by then that attempting to imprison a Power was more costly than it was worth, so they turned to the other Powers to police their own kind. On that day, one of New Haven’s empowered became the first Cape, then formed the first team. 
Soon, there was another, then another, and so on until the skies were filled with young, superpowered factions. They were all eager to show their stuff to a public that saw them as their saviors and idols. Overnight, movie stars and musicians just became so boring; who cares about a simple human singer when you can follow someone who can literally burn like a solar flare? This, however, often meant ignoring the fact that super-powered fights created casualties in similar fashion to minor natural disasters. As long as the survivors were compensated, no one seemed to mind for long.
Dwight hated them. He had seen into their world for long enough to know how they felt about the normals. Mr. Wulf’s grand concern was with the balance, the game he saw them all playing. As long as that kept going, he was content to let them be. It was when one of them didn’t follow the rules that Dwight’s phone rang and a briefcase appeared at his door. By now, he realized it was only a matter of time before all their names passed through his hands. His boss’s scheme of an endless chase of hero and villain disgusted him because it meant that anyone without powers was just a spectator: someone to run for cover and watch the carnage. He had known too many people killed in the spectacle of the show, too many killed to make the players feel special.
As Dwight’s feet found their way to his apartment, he couldn’t stop thinking of the Phoenix. The man had lived a hundred times only to kill himself over and over when things got too rough. Was it possible that he had been able to tell that his death was coming, and chose not to stop it? Was killing himself this one last time just too much? All it would have taken to completely undo their efforts was a fist to his own chest. Dwight had seen the videos of the Phoenix’s methods. One moment, he was alive and fighting a hopeless battle – the next, he was up in flames, burning to nothing. A week or so later, the Immortal Phoenix would be back, fighting his endless war.
              Dwight’s path carried him up the concrete stairs that led to his building. He briefly checked his mail on the way in, finding three bills and an unmarked letter. Tucking the bundle into his pocket, he trudged up the steps to the sixth floor where he shared a unit with Ian, the only person he wanted less to do with than Wulf.
The sounds of explosions and high-frequency lasers coming from behind their door informed Dwight that there was no getting in without being noticed. He unlocked the door and stepped inside, finding Ian planted firmly on the sofa in the dark, television blaring away. 
On the screen, a scantily-clad heroine pummeled a group of about thirty street punks, spouting witty banter every few punches. From the piles of takeout boxes and soda cans, Dwight could tell this had been going on since he left yesterday morning. Ian still wore the same Justice Guild t-shirt from yesterday. His dark hair hung loose, partially obscuring his features. He didn’t have his standard ponytail in today. From Dwight’s observations and the lingering smell, he could guess Ian was about three days from his last shower.
A final uppercut on the screen sent the last enemy airborne in defiance of any physics Dwight was familiar with. Ian twisted in his seat as he pressed a sequence of buttons long enough to pass for a bank vault combination. The masked woman Ian was controlling fired a blast of energy from her eyes and disintegrated the descending foe. Nothing but ashes and a skull were left; she caught it in her hand before placing a kiss on the still-smoking bone. Dwight disliked Ian’s games almost as much as actual Capes.
Ian looked over, having caught the light from the hallway as the door swung closed behind Dwight. “Oh! Hey buddy! Long night?”
When Dwight left his wife, it had been her brother who set him up with Ian. It was quickly apparent why it was so easy to move in. Ian’s standards of cleanliness would have embarrassed certain species of farm animals, but his collection of all things Cape bothered Dwight more. Every corner of their shared space was littered in memorabilia. Every inch of the wall’s original color was hidden behind oversized posters of the most famous heroes of New Haven’s past and present. There wasn’t a day that more of the crap didn’t appear in the tiny space.
This confused him because Dwight was fairly sure the man did not have an actual job. As far as he knew, Ian rarely moved from his seat in front of the television. Whenever a super-powered brawl broke out, Ian would be recording the fight from the news. Any other time, he would be playing some game or reading one of their memoirs. Admittedly, Dwight realized he had no right to complain about honest work, but he had no idea where Ian came up with the money to pay for his half of their apartment in addition to his ever-expanding collection.
Dwight considered the best course of action was a controlled engagement before a careful escape to his half of the apartment, “Yeah, stuck in an A.C. unit; back and shoulder are killing me.” He came up with the hobby some time ago to tell Ian as many half-truths as he could about his work. Vague hints were never a part of Wulf’s non-disclosure agreement.
Ian lifted the lid off one of the boxes sitting on the sofa, and pulled out a cold slice of pizza. Dwight did not want to think about when the contents of that box had been delivered. 
“You need to relax more,” Ian said, chomping away at the slice. He held out the controller. “Wanna play? It’s the new Legion of Heroes.”
Dwight declined, “No, thanks, I’d rather just try to get some sleep.” He started heading for the hallway that connected the living room with his bedroom and office when a thought occurred to him. Peering back over his shoulder, he saw that Ian had resumed playing, pizza in one hand, controller in the other. “Hey, is the Immortal Phoenix in that one?” Something grim had piqued his interest.
Ian paused his game. “Yeah, but he’s not very good. He’s more of a gimmick character. The point is to run in, do as much damage as possible, then use your finisher to blow up and respawn.”
“Show me.” Dwight turned around. He pushed the boxes off of the couch to make room for himself. Some of the containers still held the cold remnants of meals forgotten, which spilled onto the threadbare carpet; he doubted that Ian would notice or care. Dwight suspected that they had a cleaning person who came while he was working, though he had never bothered to confirm this theory.
As requested, Ian backed out of his game to the menu system. After a few commands, he was on a character selection screen. In the lower left corner, the Phoenix’s face snarled at nothing in particular. Ian selected it, and a full size render of the hero did a quick flourish, then filled the screen. The digital representation threw several punches, followed by a low sweeping kick, like the one that knocked B over in the jewelry store. The next option let Ian choose from a variety of the hero’s past outfits. He settled on the current version, what the game called his “modern” costume, the one he had been wearing last night. Next, he started clicking through different scenarios, finally choosing one called “Street Brawl.” The game began.
The first thing Ian’s game produced was a group of generic thugs threatening an elderly woman. In the cinematic, one of them menaced her with a knife; another pulled her purse away from her. As they turned to run, a shadow from the roof drew their attention upwards. The Phoenix stood on the ledge. It was all very dramatic. Having seen the Cape in reality, Dwight was fairly sure he would have been embarrassed by this representation.
“The flames of justice will consume you!” the character shouted before leaping off the ledge. He landed with a roll in front of the gang, bouncing into his fighting pose; at least they had gotten that much right. 
Dwight wondered how the game’s creators had gone about their research. Did they follow the masked man on his patrols? Was there a team studying videos of his fights? Did they even need to get his approval to create a character based on him?
As the fight began, Ian frantically dodged the Phoenix around his opponents. A punch here, a dive, a kick to another; he never landed two hits on any one opponent. Each time he dove away, one of the others would land a blow on the hero. Slowly, the bar over his head began to get low.
“Aren’t you going to block?” Dwight asked. He had seen Ian complete entire games without getting hit. “You’re almost dead.”
Ian smiled, “That’s the point. He wants to lose as much health as possible before you trigger his super skill. The more hurt you are, the bigger the blast.” He leaned forward, excitement building for the big moment. “Here! Here! It’s show time!”
Just as the Phoenix’s life bar hit nothing, there was a flash. A cut scene interrupted the gameplay. The Phoenix held his fist in front of his eyes, then punched himself straight in the chest. An x-ray view revealed his fingers clutching his heart. The organ exploded as he clenched his fist. Outside of his body, flames erupted from the wound, engulfing him. There was an explosion that consumed the thugs surrounding him; when the smoke cleared, his body was gone. The men lay on the concrete, clearly dead. A few feet away, a column of fire burst from the ground. As it died out, the Phoenix stood proudly, reborn from the flames. The bar at the top of the screen filled itself to its maximum volume.
Ian set down the controller, “There ya go, cheaper than grenade kills. Suicide in and you’re back to full health. It’s so bullshit to play against online.”
Dwight scoffed, “Yeah, you’ll have to show me sometime.” As he got up to resume his plans of attempted rest, he came up with one last question. “Hey, if someone dies, do they leave them in the game?”
“Nah,” Ian exited back to the selection menu, “They just rotate them for someone else. There’re hundreds of heroes who’d kill to get a spot in a Legion game. Maybe they’d be put in a Legends game.”
Dwight didn’t reply. As he headed to his bedroom, he thought of the Phoenix, and of how many programmers he had pissed off by doing his job.
Sleep didn’t come easily. It wasn’t only because of his roommate’s inability to purchase a pair of headphones. Over and over, Dwight kept going back to the look on the Phoenix’s face the second before it was annihilated. If he had realized that the end was literally flying toward him, then why hadn’t he self-destructed? It was the acceptance that bothered Dwight so much. As he finally faded into unconsciousness, Dwight thought of the things that could drive an immortal man into that kind of surrender. He thought of Molly.
A knock on his door woke him just as he had reached a state of tranquil rest. It had been long established that Ian was under no circumstances to go into either of Dwight’s rooms. While he had never felt the need or desire to intrude on Ian’s spaces, Dwight assured his roommate that he extended him the same courtesy. 
Rising from his bed, there was an immediate and sharp protest from his shoulder. As expected, the entirety of the joint had turned a deep purple. He pushed through the pain to answer the door. Before turning the handle, he paused to give himself a once over. Seeing that he had not bothered to undress himself before he laid down, he cracked the door to see Ian’s worried face.
“Dwight, uhm, there’s someone at the door for you.” He was shaken. Something about their visitor had clearly spooked him.
Without thinking, Dwight reached to the wall mount behind the door for his handgun. It was a leftover from his time in corporate security, something taken with him when he left that life. Some people would consider bringing a .50 caliber pistol to a security job excessive. Dwight, however, understood the kind of people who would break into a StarPoint facility. 
“What’s wrong, Ian?” Dwight cocked the weapon with his other hand. He knew that someday his work would come back on him. Preparing for it was one of his routine mental exercises.
Ian swallowed hard, “Rampage is outside. It said it wants a word with you.” There was a hint of apology in his voice, as if he thought this was a death sentence.
Dwight uncocked his gun and returned it to its holster. “Oh, that’s fine.” He had expected Wulf to send someone serious to retrieve him, but a full Power was actually quite flattering. “Thanks for the message. Tell her I’ll be right out.” He shut the door in Ian’s face.
Sending his roommate to play telephone with one of the worst villains the city had ever seen was amusing. He could visualize Ian’s pants-wetting terror as he relayed the information to the eight-foot-tall lizardwoman. Rampage wouldn’t hurt Ian, not while she was under orders from Wulf. Now, what she did when she was off-the-clock was her own business.
Dwight was not the least bit concerned for Ian’s safety as he gave himself a quick sink shower in his private bathroom and changed clothes. He paused to examine himself in the mirror as he considered whether or not there was time for a shave. His stubble would be socially acceptable for at least another day, but while taking a comb through his deep-brown hair, he had a moment of concerned vanity. Upon close examination, he found two thin patches of gray at his temples. He was not a young man anymore. His shoulder confirmed this, as he pulled his jacket over his spreading bruise.
When he finally entered the living room, he saw that Rampage had let herself in and was helping herself to Ian’s leftovers from the comfort of the sofa. Ian was seated as far as possible from the creature, still playing his game. There was something funny about watching Ian finally get face-to-face with an actual Power, never mind that this Power happened to be a documented cannibal.
Dwight sat down between them. “Hey, lady, how’s the grub?” Dwight wondered if the lizard’s taste buds functioned like a normal person’s. Obviously, if that had been the case, she’d consider eating the greasy, unwashed Ian as an alternative to the cold, stale takeout she was currently tearing through.
She stopped long enough to answer, “Tastes like shit. How can you humans eat this crap?” At least the lizard had the good manners not to talk with her mouth full; perhaps he could enlist her aid in educating B.
Ian kept playing his game, trying to ignore the man-eating monster in his living room. He reached a point where the action stopped. A cut scene triggered in which his Cape, a frost-type identified by his logo as Coldsnap, was ambushed in a sewer. A digital rendition of Rampage burst from the murky water, taking a savage swipe at Ian’s character. Coldsnap barely dodged the claw and rolled to the side. Ian paused the game, realizing that the actual Rampage was intensely watching him.
“You win this and I’m making you my second course.” She tossed the entire container in her mouth and chomped down, swallowing it in a single gulp.
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Rampage’s preferred method of transportation was a heavily-modified pickup driven by one of Wulf’s Associates. All of them wore the same style of business suit; Wulf had an obsession with maintaining order, and so created a color code for them based on position. The cleaners wore gray, navy for muscle, black for drivers. Dwight sometimes mused what color Wulf would put him in, if he was ever required to wear the uniform. 
Rampage’s dark blue outfit would have appeared comically small on her gigantic frame – that is, if laughing in any way at the eight-foot-tall lizardwoman wasn’t a death sentence. The garment had unmistakably been constructed for a normal-sized person. Consequently, Rampage’s huge body burst through the seams, leaving it a tattered wreck. 
The driver paid no attention to either the man or lizard climbing into the custom rear cabin. The design made the vehicle into more of a limousine than a truck, its flatbed replaced with extra seats and accommodations for its passengers. Rampage filled the back seats facing the driver. Dwight took a position opposite her. This hadn’t been the first time one of Wulf’s Associates had come to retrieve him, though this was certainly the most intimidating. Ian watched them from their apartment’s window as they left. Dwight gave himself fifty-fifty odds as to whether Ian was currently looking for a new roommate.
Rampage pulled the custom rear door shut with a heavy thud. They were already moving as Dwight began searching for a seat belt. His sofa, as it turned out, was not designed for safety. The mutant pointed a clawed finger at the refreshment table on the side of the cabin. “Water, Mr. D?”
“You know, being chauffeured around by a cannibal half-lizard isn’t the best way to show appreciation for a job well done. Wulf could have just sent a car.” Dwight fished a bottle from the cooler and twisted the top off. “I don’t need to be fucking scared into line. I know to follow the boss’s instructions.”
The hulking creature leaned forward in her seat, “You misunderstand. I’m not here because he’s worried about you behaving. The boss is protecting his assets. He doesn’t want his prize killer getting offed in retaliation.” She reached forward, across the impressive distance of their ride, and pressed a claw into Dwight’s chest. “If I wanted to scare ya, I’d have bitten an arm off, for starters.”
The pressure became painful, “Retaliation? For what?” Dwight asked, “No one knows who was on that rooftop. If anything, it would be B that they would come after. Why not guard him instead of making my roommate piss himself?”
“B doesn’t need protection. You’re the normie in all this.” The force of the nail at his chest pinned Dwight back into the cushion behind him. “Personally, we don’t give a shit what they do to you. You’re just lucky Wulf likes your work.” Rampage let go and returned her hand to her lap.
Dwight touched his chest; a trickle of blood ran from the hole forced through his shirt. “I swear, if any of this comes back on me-”
Rampage interrupted, “You’ll what? You’re Wulf’s toy in all this. Another weapon in the man’s game.” She grunted and went silent. It was clear that the lizard was done with this conversation. She glared out the window at the passing city streets.
Dwight decided it would be in his best interest to do the same. It was approaching eight, when the wage-slaves of New Haven reported to their cubicles to run down the hours of another day. He didn’t envy that life. There was constant danger and misery in his existence, but at least he knew what he was doing had some lasting effect, even if it was a terrible one. Better to be a monster than a ghost. Sitting across from Rampage, Dwight thought about which of them was more dangerous.
The creature broke the silence as they pulled up to Wulf’s building, “And I ain’t a cannibal. I’d have to eat my own kind for that, and there ain’t nothing else like me out there.” The car stopped, “Get out, meat.”
Dwight did as she said, letting himself out of the vehicle onto the front landing of Wulf’s StarPoint Tower. Taking in the impressive scene in front of the street, he couldn’t help but look at the enormous statues lining the walkway. These had been the great protectors of the city, each built to honor some fallen champion – how ironic that they stood in front of the headquarters of the criminal tyrant of New Haven. 
Rampage followed, the vehicle bouncing on its suspension as her weight left it. They traversed the path up to the entrance without another word, Rampage at the front. As she walked, Dwight couldn’t help but study her movements. She had a slight limp in her right leg, the remnant of some past battle. The scales at the rear of her neck had a slight discoloration to them, and seemed to be slightly thinner than the rest of what covered her visible body. Dwight imagined himself striking the beast’s leg to knock her forward, then piercing those scales with a gleaming blade.
He physically shook off the thought. “What the hell?” he said aloud. Rampage ignored him. As they approached the doors, the lizard dug a small keycard from her vest pocket and swiped it through the reader beside the door.
Inside, the lobby was decorated to induce a sense of nostalgic awe. Memorabilia of some of the greatest crimes ever committed within New Haven’s borders filled display cases lining the cavernous room’s outer walls.
Dwight recognized a few of them. He briefly stopped in front of a piece of cloth hanging from a broken post. Even Dwight, as unimpressed with the Capes as he was, didn’t need to read the plaque to identify the original Justice Guild’s banner, torn and riddled with holes. It was taken during the first Powers War, when every villain in the city rose up in a single night of carnage. They said that three hundred Capes were killed in the few hours the actual fighting took place. There never was an accurate account of how many normal citizens had perished in the battle and the mass fires that followed.
There were more: a piece of wreckage here, a ripped cape, or some broken weapon there – all prizes of a war his kind wasn’t meant to be involved in. They were trophies of something he was supposed to duck and run from. It made him sick the way all this played out around him. He wanted them all to just leave.
Rampage nudged his shoulder. “The boss is waiting. Best not to give him time to think about what to do with you for being late.”
Nodding, Dwight continued with the lizard to the bank of elevators. He realized that there weren’t any employees entering the building as there had been with the other companies on their route. This was StarPoint Industries; there were no cogs in this machine. There was only the Wulf at the top.
Wulf’s office would have made Fortune 500 executives salivate; it was easily the single most exquisitely detailed room to ever occupy New Haven. The floor-to-ceiling windows held glorious views on three sides; over the bay, the morning sun filtered in through dark blue shades. It gave the entire room an otherworldly quality, as if the tower was orbiting a distant, alien star. Wulf’s solid black marble desk sat twenty feet from the entrance.
A glass dome lay on its stone surface. Beneath it, a sizable, distinctly-inhuman skull held watch over whoever dared pass into Wulf’s lair. A line of six suits of medieval armor occupied the outer walls on both sides. Each held a different weapon, their sharpened points held at the ready.
Dwight had heard the stories about Wulf’s rise to power within the city’s superhuman community. The man’s only known ability was that the bastard was completely unkillable. He didn’t have super strength, speed, or flight. He wasn’t a martial artist, and he didn’t possess anything that would make him even particularly lethal to the empowered. What he had was toughness, determination, and a long enough lifespan to make his ambitions attainable. Supposedly, he had been around since the Dark Ages. The knight’s armor in his office had, at one point, belonged to his closest followers – but that had been another age. Each succumbed to conflict or their own mortality long ago. Once, Dwight heard that Wulf was a member of the Spanish Inquisition. Another story placed him at the heart of the Manhattan Project.
Wulf’s takeover of StarPoint put him forward as the premier villain in New Haven. Pulsar, the entity with the power of a dying star, had founded the corporation as a front for all their criminal activity back when it mattered to disguise those sorts of things. When Wulf appeared on Pulsar’s doorstep to challenge them for control, the CEO couldn’t resist; they wagered the company in a battle against the “normal” stupid enough to insult their might. While Pulsar unleashed all of their fury against him, Wulf simply stood there burning. 
Completely engulfed in blue fire, his flesh turning to ash as quickly as it regenerated, Wulf calmly walked toward Pulsar. By the time he was within arm’s reach, the entire courtyard was a raging inferno. The concrete became molten lava; the stone statues that lined the front of the building splintered and crumbled under the intense flames.
As Pulsar’s energy finally depleted, their body exhausted from the effort, Wulf struck. He grabbed Pulsar’s face with both hands, his thumbs jammed into the stellar villain’s eye sockets. There was a sick, wet pop and the fight was over. Wulf, a naked, blackened wreck, stood triumphant over the corpse. Afterward, he had Pulsar’s body destroyed, and claimed the skull as a trophy. True to their deal, Wulf was given control of StarPoint, and had held that throne ever since. No one had come close to defeating him in over three decades, though the contest remained open: anyone who managed to kill Wulf could have the crown.
Wulf directed all the city’s villains through sheer intimidation. No Power came to New Haven without a visit from Wulf’s Associates. He liked the fresh meat to know who ruled this city. Even visiting Capes were expected to make themselves known to their king. There were rumors that each of the superhuman teams was forced to pay yearly tributes to Wulf.
One of Wulf’s aides followed Dwight into the office. As he approached the lavish chairs set before Wulf’s desk, he could see that the man was not pleased. His boss’s slim, handsome features were painted with concern. He wasn’t yelling; no, Wulf didn’t yell. Wulf methodically paced back and forth behind his throne, slender fingers steepled beneath his chin. He was listening to something in his earpiece. Wulf’s gaze hadn’t yet fallen on Dwight as he quietly moved into the seat to wait.
Wulf’s pacing stopped abruptly. From the contempt in his eyes, it was clear he was done listening to whoever was on the other end of the call. “Mr. Horowitz, you have thirty minutes to get this mess sorted out. Either those items are returned to my warehouse within the hour, or I will see to it that my Associates strap you to the next one we make use of.” He tapped his ear once to disconnect the call without waiting for a response.
Dwight thought now would be the appropriate time to announce his presence, “Lose something?” he asked.
Wulf held up a swift finger, stopping any further conversation from his guest. He fished his phone from the pocket of his white business suit. With a few quick taps of his free hand, he placed another call.
“Yes, see to it that Mr. Horowitz finds his way into the building incinerator.” There was a pause as he listened, “Yes, even if the items are returned. Send a message to the others.” He yanked the device from his ear, then tossed it on the desk without looking. It slid to a stop against the glass dome.
The assistant let out a soft cough to draw his employer’s attention, “Mr. Wulf…” he said sheepishly.
“What?” Wulf hissed. He jerked his face toward the aide, his face painted with hate. The instant he recognized Dwight sitting at the desk, he shifted. Immediately, the unleashed frustration was gone, washed away under Wulf’s patent relaxed menace. Through that smile, some of the most powerful beings in existence had met their end, “Mr. Knolls, so good of you to come.” He gracefully slipped into his chair. There was no wasted movement with Wulf; it was all part of his performance, his mask. Wulf slid a hand through his immaculately styled gray hair; despite its color, Wulf’s face belonged to a man in his early twenties. To the unknowing eye, he appeared to be the younger of the two men. He gave Dwight a slanted grin.
Dwight despised that smile. It meant Wulf knew he had him under complete control. “You didn’t have to send the croc to fetch me. I was going to come.”
“You misunderstand; I just wanted to guarantee your safety.” Wulf tapped on the tablet lying on his dark desk several times, then spun it around so Dwight could see. The word “Manhunt” filled the screen. “You and your partner killed one of the most beloved defenders of New Haven last night. More than a few of the old guard have already declared you dead. Consider yourselves lucky that I enjoy your results.”
Dwight picked up the tablet and quickly read through the article. It had been published hours after the Phoenix’s death. A few lines in, he detected Wulf’s deception. “You moved the body?”
“Well, not me. The Cleaners, Mr. Knolls. It seems that the Immortal Phoenix was caught unaware in a jewelry store robbery. Someone must have finally got the drop on the bastard; caved his skull right in.” Wulf was grinning, hands crossed on his desktop.
Wulf changed the subject, “I just want you to know how much I admire what you do. The balance that we keep is something I take very personally. What do you think would happen if every Cape just went around killing whoever committed crimes in New Haven?”
Dwight knew this was a rhetorical question and opted not to answer. Wulf looked disappointed in his unwillingness to play along. 
“It would be total anarchy. Imagine everyone on the wrong side of society fighting to their absolute limits to stay alive. There needs to be a point of surrender to protect the lives of people like you, the normals. If Powers were actually afraid that it was life or death every time we fought…well, things tend to get messy when some of us get desperate.”
It didn’t get any easier, hearing Wulf’s insane justification. Dwight had listened to it before, after his first job for the sociopath. “They either play the game correctly or I call the referee.” He pointed a slender finger at Dwight. “That’s you, Mr. Knolls. You’re here to keep all the little people safe from the dangerous Powers fighting their endless war. It’s fucking heroic, when you think about it.”
The entry to the office opened. Rampage stepped through the double doors. In one scaly hand, she carried a black briefcase; it looked like a child’s plaything by comparison. Making her way through the dim office, she dropped the case in Dwight’s lap, then proceeded to a row of chairs against the rear wall.
Wulf motioned for Dwight to open the case in front of him, “Go on, I don’t want you to think I’m planning on blowing you up or something. You’ve earned this.”
The case’s combination had already been set for him; he touched the release and the clasps let go. Dwight revealed the contents to himself and Wulf, who had begun leaning forward in anticipation. Inside, six tightly bound stacks of bills and a silver watch represented more wealth than Dwight had ever seen in one place. Wulf grinned with satisfaction. “I just wanted to let you know how much I appreciate your efforts. This is, of course, in addition to our previously agreed upon compensation. Those funds have already been transferred into your account.”
Dwight hadn’t even thought of being paid for last night’s job. In truth, most of his incoming money was appropriated by various auto-payment systems and his lawyer without even passing through his awareness. He couldn’t think of the last time he had been free to actually make use of his earnings.
Wulf gestured eagerly toward the watch, “Go on, Mr. Knolls, put it on.” There was obviously something more to the accessory.
However, Dwight knew not to refuse hospitality from Wulf. He unclasped the watch and fit it around his right wrist. Closing it down, he heard a click as it locked in place. The sound reminded him of shackles, marking him as Wulf’s pet.
“I included something else in there for you.” He waited as Dwight pushed the money aside. Beneath the bills, a simple manila folder, its contents already clear to Dwight.
Wulf sat back, “It seems your backlog is just pilling up.” Dwight pulled the folder out of the case and began going through its contents. “One of my own, I’m afraid.”
The police mugshot staring daggers through him belonged to Killstreak. Dwight had heard of him before; a “speedster,” Killstreak was capable of running at a supersonic pace. Thankfully, that seemed to be the limit of his powers. He was most known for using that speed in some of the most creative crime sprees the city had ever seen. Dwight couldn’t imagine what he had done to end up in this folder. He didn’t want to ask.
Dwight’s mind went to work on the more important details: namely, how the Killstreak would come to an end. On his throne, Wulf watched as his enforcer crafted his plan.
              In the end, Dwight gave Wulf a list of items he needed. Upon seeing the paper, Wulf let out a riotous laugh. He assured Dwight that it would be taken care of, and sent him on his way.
              Rampage traveled with him as he was brought back to the apartment. They had not exchanged a single word throughout the entirety of the trip home. Dwight sat there, trying to shake the discomfort of being in Wulf’s presence. He felt more relaxed within arm’s reach of a violent monster than with his boss. He reviewed the folder’s papers, studying Killstreak’s profile, patterns, and abilities. As it turned out, the villain was rather predictable.
              Killstreak’s signature crimson suit was designed to eliminate friction as he moved but also limited his senses. While at full speed, he only had about forty percent of his full perception. As he traveled at speeds above the sound barrier, he wouldn’t be able to hear while approaching his fastest pace. To catch him unaware, they would need to wait until they had him at a full run.
Dwight read the reports of his target’s activities for the past year. It seemed that Wulf had a hobby of documenting his employees’ movements down to the minute. Out of habit, Killstreak raced through the same routes each evening. Drawing a line from street to street, Dwight found the path he needed to execute his plan.
As the car pulled up to his building, Dwight returned the folder to the briefcase, along with the stacks of money. The blood money would have to wait while he got in touch with B and set up their evening’s work.
Dwight tapped on the face of his new watch with his fingernail. Given the detailed report he carried on Killstreak, he assumed the item contained at least a few methods of tracking and surveillance.
Finding what he guessed was the microphone, he spoke directly into the watch, “Call me in an hour; I found the spot.” He was absolutely sure Wulf would be listening.
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Dwight didn’t bother to go home after being dropped off. Once the car was out of sight, he headed away from the apartment. He was sure that the Doc wouldn’t appreciate seeing him dropped off by Wulf’s Associates. Despite his new bugged watch, she would at the very least like to keep the illusion of exclusivity.
A short walk and a subway ride later, he was on the eastern outskirts of the city. The microcosm of warehouses and docks along the bay were a refreshing contrast to the sprawling metropolis he had come from. There was something about the air here that helped Dwight feel at ease. Making his way between the sheet metal buildings, he meditated on the intricacies of superhuman perception and the effects of high-speed travel. The workers passing him paid no interest to his presence there; they were far too preoccupied with their work to assume he did not belong.
When he finally arrived at the Doc’s sanctum, Dwight found the disguised keypad hiding in plain sight as an electrical outlet. Pressing on the bottom panel, the entire surface slid upward, revealing an unlabeled twelve-button touch screen. He quickly tapped in the sequence the Doc set up for him and waited as the overhead garage door crawled open.
Stepping through, Dwight noticed he was being watched by a handful of security cameras. They tracked his movement as he entered the stark white corridor leading to the Doc’s secret lair. Four nondescript doors on each side provided no clue as to which would lead to their creator and which would be a set of creatively fatal traps. To say the Doctor was paranoid would be an understatement on par with claiming that Wulf had a passing curiosity in dominance. Just once, Dwight had been brave enough to test one of the false options. The robotic sentry inside had nearly torn his arm off before the Doc called it off. It was a mistake he had no interest in ever repeating.
The third door on the left held the deceptive supply closet that marked the actual entrance to her lab. Dwight raised an arm to the shelf above his head and started blindly grabbing. When his hand finally found the spray can, he brought it down to his height and flipped it over. The switch built into the can’s false bottom triggered the entire room to rise up and reveal the second hallway. From here, there were more traps, but these would have to be activated by the Doc herself in the event of an intruder. More cameras watched every angle of the passage, tracking his progress and verifying his identify. At last, Dwight navigated the final turn that led him into the Doctor’s inner dwelling. The last door, guarded by a simple intercom, barred his way at the end of the winding path.
As Dwight reached for the button, the sharp buzzing and click from the door informed him that the Doc was already aware of his presence. He entered the lab, spotting the Doc at her lab station on the lower level. Proceeding along the catwalk, she did not wait for him to finish coming down before she began the inquiry he knew was coming. He’d need to appease her before he could get to the next job.
She turned in her seat, still holding some kind of machinery in her hands, “You have my data?” Her goggles were covered in black soot, obscuring her eyes completely.
“Sure, Doc, I took all your readings while I was in the box.” He found the small gauge he had been hiding in his pocket during last night’s job and tossed it to her. Surprisingly, she caught it in spite of her visual impairment and the fact that Dwight was still a good fifty feet away from her table. “Everything went off without a hitch.”
She hurriedly plugged the analyzer into the bank of computers tucked under her workbench. Her work station was lined with monitors and hanging cables; bits of half-finished projects and abandoned ideas covered every available surface in addition to those lying scattered along the floor. As Dwight traversed the minefield of discarded super science, the Doc pored over her data. The events of last night’s storm played back with amazing detail as she stared at her screens, mouth open in awe.
By the time Dwight made it to her, she was finished. She closed her mouth, wiping away a small amount of saliva with her wrist. The lab coat that she wore had both of its sleeves torn away. Underneath, the vintage band t-shirt she had on was probably purchased at an actual concert. It was faded with more than a few well-worn holes; the same could be said of her jeans. Patches of her dark skin showed through the windows of missing material.
The Doc was older than Dwight. The long grey hair tied in her ponytail and subtle age lines gave away her lifetime of experience, but age had not slowed the woman in the slightest. Dwight had never seen her actually leave the building, or anything that looked like a bed in the complex. She was fit, and more than capable of physically defending herself. The pictures and medals hanging in her tiny kitchen belonged to a world-class fighter. The athletic equipment in the small gym tucked beneath the stairs was clearly used and cared for.
She removed her goggles. Black circles left their imprint on her cheeks and eyebrows. “Linda called looking for you. I let Alice talk to her until she hung up.” Alice was the Doc’s artificial intelligence she had programmed to manage her day-to-day business. Apparently, that now also included screening phone calls from Dwight’s ex-wife.
Dwight sighed, “I told her I didn’t want to talk to her until she was willing to be flexible.” He stiffened, uncomfortable with this conversation already.
“Is this all really about Molly?” the Doc asked. She put the device she had been working with back on the table beside her.
Dwight thought for a second, “She’s all I really care about from that shit, and I can’t even see her.” He felt miserable thinking about his little girl alone in their former home.
The image of a young woman appeared on the monitor beside Doc Ellis. Her auburn curls shimmered with unnatural light. Dwight knew that Alice had recently been given access to teen romance literature. He imagined this was her effort to synthesize the fiction into her visualization. “Would you like me to play back the message? She had some very choice things to say about the length of your–”
The Doc cut her off, “No, Alice, that’ll be fine. Go back to your reading.” Perhaps the reading selection was inspiring some new ideas in the adolescent program. “Don’t worry about it, Dwight. She’ll be alright.”
“Can we change the subject? I’ve got enough to deal with from the actual monsters in my life. Linda can wait another day.” Dwight turned the power off on Alice’s screen. The A.I. was aghast as her image cut off. She reappeared on a nearby one almost instantaneously.
The Doc shrugged, “That’s fine, but when she starts demanding couples therapy from my construct, it does spill into the territory I refer to as ‘my problem.’ Get your shit together.” Immediately, she regretted the tone of those words.
Dwight looked away, sinking in the morass of painful memories that had been his dissolved marriage. “I did get a lawyer.”
“Then that’s all you can do right now. Come on, let’s focus on fun things, like how we get little ol’ you ready to test some equipment for me.” Her smile was infectious, that enthusiasm for doing the impossible in an afternoon.
He had been introduced to Doc Ellis before his first job for Wulf. Back then, she seemed unconvinced that even her technology would be able to support Dwight in his task. There had even been accusations of whether or not he would be able to figure out which way to point the weapon, or what to do with it before it overheated and exploded. And yet, he had impressed her by not only using her tools correctly, but managing to improvise the weapon’s destruction in self-defense when the primary use had failed. There was nothing the Doc loved more than improvisation in the name of science.
Now, they left her research area and headed into her tool shop. If the general layout of her home was a junkyard, this was a twisted vision of her madness. Various sharp implements hung from their perches in ways reminiscent of a butcher shop. Most likely, that is how any sentient machine she designed would view this room. However warped, Ellis took great joy in what she knew she could accomplish here.
Before coming, Dwight had sent pictures of Wulf’s reports to the Doc in hopes that she had something in mind when he arrived. Sure enough, laid out on the slab were two high-tech gadgets and a small pistol with a spool of wire attached to it. Ellis took position behind the table, as a salesperson would for their wares.
“Your toys, Mr. Knolls,” she swept her hands over the tools, presenting them with pride.
Dwight twisted his face at those words, “Please don’t call me that. Wulf calls me that.”
Immediately, Ellis understood, “Oh, sorry. Yeah, I can see that bothering you.” She repeated her motions, “Your toys, my minion.”
He returned a deadpan gaze of contempt. “Just go.”
She grinned at her own joke. “You’re no fun. Anyway, the first little bit of genius here is a tracker. It will show you images from Wulf’s satellite of any Power traveling over six hundred miles per hour; there are currently only seven Powers capable of it in the city. Next, it has a predictive algorithm that will tell you when to use my favorite part of your kit. Basically, just pull the trigger when it’s calculated he’s on you.”
Dwight pointed to the object she had skipped, the one that looked like a fat laser pointer with a single red button. “And this one?” he asked.
“Somewhat of an extra contingency thing. I’ve been developing it as a measure to help should you ever get into hand-to-hand with one of those mean mothers.” She sounded uneasy. “Press it against any part of them and push the button.” She held it up, demonstrating the reverse end being jabbed forward. “I can’t guarantee the results, but it should do the trick.”
She collected each of the items and dropped them haphazardly into a plastic grocery bag she pulled from her pocket. Dwight had grown used to clandestine cases and pristine presentations. The casual “Thank You” printed on the sack in tidy cursive was just her style. Ellis held out the bag for Dwight. “Be careful. I’m not sure about this one. He’s unstable.”
“More so than a degenerating immortal?” From his experience, all the Powers were unhinged; the only question was how far.
She rounded the table, still holding the container. “I mean it, Dwight, this one is different. Don’t take any chances with him.” She placed the bag on his arm, then led him to the exit. There were no secrets this time, no hidden doors. The side entrance was disguised from the outside to be completely undetectable, but it was a direct connection with her work area.
She held the door for him as he left. “Don’t be afraid to call if something happens.”
With that, she released the handle, and the door slammed shut. Dwight stood there, holding his shopping bag of nefarious tools, alone with the sounds of the harbor to see him home.
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By the time he returned to the civilized sections of the city, Dwight received his call from Wulf. The tyrant broke into a wicked laugh when he heard the final steps of his employee’s plan. It was insane, sure, but that was Wulf’s preferred style of genius. In the end, he agreed. None of this would be easy; it never was. Wulf’s patronage was for Dwight’s efficiency, not subtlety.
He assured Dwight that it would be taken care of, and collateral damage would be kept to a minimum. They settled on tomorrow night as the appointed time of Killstreak’s death. In the meantime, Dwight was free to scout the area and take care of any last-minute preparations. He settled on an early dinner with Ian instead.
Waiting for Ian’s arrival gave him a chance to sit and enjoy the view from the Welcome’s window. All around him, there were normal people – professionals, tourists, families out for the afternoon – living their mundane lives. Dwight envied them.
He wanted to feel safe with the illusion the Capes would protect him. Even before he had taken his first job as Wulf’s referee, he knew. They didn’t care about the people they saved. All they wanted was the rush of the fight and the gratification that the citizens were helpless without their heroes.
Dwight watched as three streaks jetted overhead. From the colors of the outfits, they must have been Guild members. The Justice Guild employed the majority of the city’s Capes. It handled their registration, training, and assignment for a cut of any royalties the crime-fighters earned. Each of them had the uniform: trim, blue, and white. The cape was mandatory for any first years. It provided some reassurance to the public that the new heroes were on the right team.
For Dwight, that cape was a warning: untested rookie – run while you can. These were loose cannons. All of them had something to prove, and would go to any lengths to get noticed. That some of them had powers that rivaled entire militaries made their ego-fueled drive even more terrifying.
Ian’s arrival followed the air show. His gaze intensely tracked the trio up the block, causing him to meet the diner’s glass door with his face. Shaking off the effects of the collision, he found his way to Dwight’s booth and sat down across from him.
He was still recovering from the mistake as he grabbed a menu. “Hey, glad to see you escaped your friend.”
“Rampage isn’t so bad; she’s just doing her job.” Dwight had wondered when this conversation would happen.
Ian raised an eyebrow. “Not so bad? It regularly eats people. It’s a killer. A literal cold-blooded monster.”
“You really believe that crap? Sure, at one point she may have eaten someone, but those days are over. This just isn’t how these people work. Do you think the others would allow that kind of shit for one second if they keep her around?”
Ian tried to interject, “But the stories in the papers…”
Dwight had read the stories before, too; he knew better now. “Those are put there for the same reason Aurora Woman wants you to know she saved eight people last night, the same reason the Nightbender wants you to know that his powers are also his curse. It’s all fucking P.R. bullshit.”
Dwight continued, “Rampage stopped eating people the moment she got a day job with Wulf. You can’t run a corporation if your employee is dining on your staff. Frankly, there’s more risk of a disgruntled desk-jockey with an automatic weapon shooting up the office than there is of Rampage taking a bite out of the receptionist.”
Ian paused to think about Dwight’s meaning. “Anyway, how do you even know it’s a ‘she’?” He had made the smart decision not to ask Rampage directly during their introduction.
Dwight let out an exasperated sigh, “Ian, when the six-hundred-pound lizard-mutant tells you she wants to be addressed as a woman, you don’t argue with her.”
They both sat silently for a time. Ian had probably never thought about the Powers as real people. To him, they were likely the equivalent of gods to ancient man: stories of ideals played out for entertainment of the masses. In Dwight’s experience, that is how most of them wanted to be seen.
Finally, Ian spoke up, changing the subject, “I spoke to Mrs. Kelly about your situation.”
Dwight welcomed some good news for once; something that didn’t involve Powers or creative methods of murdering them. Agatha Kelly was their landlord. The woman had a supernatural talent for never actually being home and missing every phone call. “She actually answered for once?”
Ian shyly lowered his menu, undoubtedly sheepish from Dwight’s scolding. “She said that your girl would be fine in the building. No cost, no problems.”
Dwight was shocked, “How the fuck did you manage that?”
Ian smiled proudly, “I reminded her that you have some really scary friends who probably wouldn’t like to see you unhappy. She had been watching when Scaly took you this morning.”
“That’s fantastic!” Dwight felt suddenly lighter, happier than he had been in months. The constant hovering dread that something terrible was only a moment away took a momentary vacation at the thought of seeing Molly.
Their waitress finally appeared to take their orders. Dwight’s lunch, a gyro and fries, would hold him over for the rest of the day. Ian, on the other hand, went for the full on Heroes’ Welcome experience. His Justice Platter could have fed a family of four. Dwight wasn’t sure who else the meal could be designed for: marathon runners, maybe? His slim roommate tore through the entire plate before Dwight had finished his sandwich.
As they were finishing up, Ian defaulted to his regular topic of conversation. “Did you hear that someone killed the Immortal Phoenix?”
Dwight wiped his mouth with a cheap paper napkin. “I thought that guy always came back. Sort of ‘from the ashes’ nonsense, wasn’t it?”
Ian loved talking about Power gossip. Some of that garbage was actually useful in planning his jobs, though most of it was about Capes Dwight knew were beyond him. 
“Someone must have caught him off guard. There’s no way he wouldn’t have self-destructed if he knew he was outmatched. I bet a speedster, maybe Killstreak, got him. They’ve been at each other’s throats since midtown last year.”
The rumor in Ian’s words was not lost on Dwight. As gruesome as the thought was, maybe there was some method to Wulf’s selection of targets. The man was a master manipulator. However, the chances that Ian, an unemployed fanboy, had cracked his grand scheme were unlikely. It was more probable that Ian fell for exactly what Wulf hoped the media and Capes would believe. Still, the possibility greatly amused Dwight’s dark sense of humor.
As Dwight pondered this new information, B dropped down heavily beside Ian. He effortlessly shoved the smaller man into the bench’s corner. “Oy, am I too late to eat?”
Dwight was more than a little frustrated at the thought of having another person tracking him in his off time. The Doc was understandable and harmless; with Wulf, it was just a given; but B was unexpected and unwanted. “The fuck are you doing here?” he asked.
B leaned back, attempting to flag down their server. “You fink I need telepathy or somefin’? You go to, like, three places, mate. I can do a circle and find ya at one of ‘em.”
Dwight was embarrassed; his partner was right. Since the divorce and moving in with Ian, his time off was mostly spent in this very diner or the apartment. He’d probably spent more time in Wulf’s office than he had in any real social situation in the past three months. “Okay, fine, but that still leaves the question: What. The Fuck. Are. You. Doing. Here?”
B laughed, “Easy, D, easy. I’m just ‘ere for a bite. I’m not tryin’ to interrupt your date or nuffin.”
Dwight finally thought to look over at Ian, who seemed to be whimpering to himself in what remained of his seat. “Ian, this is B, my co-worker. B, Ian, my roommate.” This was the second time today Dwight had introduced Ian to someone with no moral qualms about removing his spine. He would have to get Ian an apology pizza later. Nothing says “I’m sorry for bringing dangerous monsters into your life” like crappy cheese and low-grade meat byproducts.
His partner turned to the crying man beside him. “Oy, what do you do?” Something had piqued B’s interest in Ian.
Dwight did not have time to interject before Ian replied to the giant’s question, “I’m a software consultant,” he said timidly from his corner of their table. B looked confused. Ian had obviously dealt with the vagueness of his job title before. “I invented the program that ties bio-signatures to magnetic keycards; I get paid every time they print one.”
To Dwight’s surprise, B seemed to understand Ian’s occupation. “Right bit ‘a genius ya got here, D.” He was genuinely impressed.
They finished their meal, conversing irregularly about their respective safe topics. Ian mostly tried to press the conversation into the realm of his fanboy obsessions. Each time he brought up some part of the superhuman world, Dwight corrected their course. Something felt wrong with dinner conversation about people he made a career of exterminating. B mostly just laughed at the comically frail man who shared a shitty apartment with his partner.
When they were finally ready to go, B watched the check fall to the table without any effort to touch the paper. He glared at Dwight, “We still ain’t settled up from last time,” he crossed his arms as he got up, “You’ve got the next three.”
Dwight didn’t object; he wasn’t necessarily concerned with offending the big guy, but he needed B committed to his safety in the field. He dropped the appropriate amount with a decent tip for adequate service on the table, and followed out of the diner.
The three stood together on the busy city street. There was an awkward moment of anticipation; they would either collectively part ways or propose some other communal activity. Dwight had no real experience with adult friendship, and wondered how to go about telling B that he wasn’t going to invite him back for coffee.
To his surprise, Dwight was spared that embarrassing conversation. As he turned to speak, a streak from the sky descended on him. In an instant, he was hooked around the waist and carried away, his two companions left wondering what had just occurred. As his brain caught up to his rapidly rising body, he didn’t have to ponder his predicament for long. The thing he had been dreading for weeks had finally happened: Linda had found him. Her ebony hair fluttered in his face as they sailed over congested, late-day traffic clogging the street below.
Within a minute, they slowed over an uptown rooftop. Dwight recognized his surroundings. They were a short walk – or even shorter flight – away from the loft they had shared up until the separation. Linda carefully let him go a foot or so from the concrete. She landed a few feet away. 
Her hair settled around her shoulders. She was in her full costume today, even the cape and mask. Dwight guessed those were in case she was recognized during the abduction. 
He didn’t really care about her anonymity at this point. He never really cared for the outfit, either. The exposed thighs and window around her cleavage felt like poor tactical decisions. Even if she didn’t think about practicality, the leer of people like Ian was enough to make him ill. Linda always claimed it was good publicity. She was always more concerned with giving the public a show.
“You can’t just fucking pick me up whenever you feel like it!” he shouted at his ex-wife.
She was more than a little smug, just as he would have expected, “Sure I can. I can throw a bus if I want to.”
He felt himself shaking. He hated her sense of superiority more than anything else. “You couldn’t have just waited until I returned your call? I’m a little busy right now to be dealing with this too.”
She gave him a defiant smirk, “Busy? You were having dinner with my brother’s college roommate and some behemoth.” She practiced her stretches as she walked away. Reclining against a massive air conditioning unit, she continued, “When are you going to come home?”
Dwight was floored. Even after all of the legal proceedings, all the attempts he had made to make it clear that this was over, she still didn’t get it. “I’m not coming back. We’re done.”
“No, we’re not. You’re just having a thing.” She removed her mask, tucking it into her utility pouch.
Dwight’s frustration spilled over, “A thing!? You fucking cheated on me with Midas! You called me boring! You said you ‘couldn’t live like this!’ You said you’d never be happy with me! How the hell was I supposed to take something like that!?” The last time they’d been together in their home, she confessed her infidelity and misery at being married to him. “Couldn’t you figure out I didn’t want to see you when I stopped taking your calls?” he calmly asked, finally running out of adrenaline.
In the weeks that followed what he thought had been the literal end of their relationship, he came to terms with his lifestyle. The idea that he would never be anything “super” to the world at large stopped hurting when he had left. He had resigned to his unremarkable lot in life. It was a matter of bizarre coincidence that Wulf had offered him a job a few days later.
“I wanted to talk to you, not your strip mall lawyer or that old doctor woman.” She took a step toward him. “Come home, and everything will be like it was before.”
“And what? Just sit there while you go out and play your game? Wait until you get bored with me again and fuck some other Cape for a thrill?” He had known this was coming; there was only so long he was going to be able to avoid her before she took it upon herself to physically retrieve him. “I’m not some toy you can put away when you’re done playing with me.”
He was breathing hard again. Unleashing weeks of pent-up frustration was as draining as any job he had ever been on. “All I want is to have a fair share of time with Molly.”
“You care about her more than us, huh?” Linda’s dissatisfied scowl had completely shattered any kind of friendly persuasion she may have been attempting. Try as she might, while Linda’s list of skills may have included flight and remarkable strength, mind control was notably missing.
Dwight’s conviction could have cut steel, “She never broke my heart.”
She was disappointed, maybe even hurt by those words. She glanced away, “I see.” The response brought fear to Dwight’s heart more than anything else she could have said. She looked up, tears forming in her deep, jade-green eyes. “You know I could throw you off this roof?”
“You can do a lot of things, but you’re never going to make me love you again.” Dwight had prepared for this every moment of consciousness that he hadn’t been planning to kill someone. Even as that rehearsed statement left his mouth, it didn’t feel like a triumph. There was no victor here, only casualties.
Her tears spilled over now, streaming down her face in thin rivers. “I’ll…I’ll talk to the lawyer tomorrow.”
And with that, she took off, a blur of deep blue and black into the sky. Dwight watched her return to their old loft. He didn’t have to wonder what she was going to do; they had been married for three years. She was going to curl up on their sofa, as she always did when she was upset. In another lifetime, he would have been there to hold her and whisper that everything would work out. That life, however, was over.
Dwight stood alone as the clouds he had failed to notice forming since he arrived at the Welcome finally let loose. Looking around, he realized that he had no way of getting himself through the rooftop fire door that would be his only way down. He sat where Linda had dropped him, letting the rain pour over him.
It took almost an hour for Ian to get building security to let Dwight down from the roof. By then, he was completely drenched, in addition to being miserable. The two drove back to their tiny apartment in silence. Ian knew of his roommate’s ex, but seeing him plucked from the street was enough to trouble him almost as much as it did Dwight.
When they arrived home, Dwight stripped out of his soaked clothes on the way to the shower with little regard for Ian’s sense of modesty. He left the pile outside the bathroom, water seeping freely into the carpet. Natural rainwater might actually do some good for the stained, unwashed flooring. When he stepped out in his threadbare robe twenty minutes later, he was astonished to find the stack gone, and Ian slowly picking up the living area.
Dwight rounded the corner, eyebrow raised. “Has hell frozen over?” he asked, genuinely concerned for his roommate’s mental health.
Ian looked over, arms full of semi-empty food receptacles. “I just needed a distraction. They really can just do that, can’t they?”
Dwight understood what he meant; there was nothing he could have possibly done to stop his ex. “Yeah, they can,” was all he managed.
The rest of Dwight’s day was spent in quiet anticipation. He used most of it going through the bag of tools from Ellis. While he didn’t have the courage to test fire any of the items in his home, he handled each one, getting a feel for their weight and finding places for them in his various pockets and on his belt.
As the light faded outside, the deep grays of the rainstorm fell into true darkness. In his office, Dwight did something he usually took great pains to avoid: he sat at his computer and searched for his prey. The results confirmed Wulf’s rationale. Killstreak was famous for how much the public hated him: troubled relationships, repeated arrests, insane stunts – all of which made him the ideal target for the Power paparazzi. Dwight looked over the dozens of stories about the speedster, a picture forming in his head. This was a real monster, one created for a world to admire and fear in equal measures.
In the earliest stories, Killstreak was an unproven variable. There were even conflicting reports of him assisting the other side, stopping criminals. It wasn’t until two years ago that anyone could confirm which side of Wulf’s game he fell on. After an incident in which he kidnapped the mayor’s son for ransom money, the papers turned on him. There were no more stories wondering about the “Azure Streak,” as the papers had nicknamed him. Everything from that point on was “Killstreak.” 
Dwight decided to call in an expert, or at least the closest thing he could find without leaving home. “Ian!” he shouted.
The blaring of explosions and repetitive catchphrases from the living room paused. A few moments later, Dwight’s office door slowly crept open. “You need something?” a shy voice came from around the cheap wood.
Dwight realized today had been the most interaction he’d had with Ian since they met. This was certainly the first time Ian was invited into one of the two rooms that Dwight had claimed for himself. “Yeah, come in. I need some information, if you have a second.”
Ian seemed shocked, not only that he was being asked for advice, but welcomed into his recluse roommate’s forbidden lair. “Umm, sure, Dwight. What can I do for you?”
He pointed to the monitor. “What can you tell me about this guy?”
Ian examined the articles, trying to recall some buried nuggets on the villain. “Killstreak,” his face twisted in a disgusted sneer, “This guy is a real mess. He’s an attention seeker. Went bad after he got rejected by every team in town.” He combed through the stories, finally locating the catalyst. “Here: he got into it with Midas after trying to help stop a bank robbery; accidently hurt two security guards while fighting with Brigadier.”
Dwight looked over the article as Ian went on about the details. There was a full-page picture of Midas, golden gauntlets shining brightly, decking Killstreak full in the face. The reaction on the amassed crowd was enough to tell Dwight it had been a complete sucker punch. Beneath the picture, a caption: “Heroic Midas foils second villain in single afternoon. Azure Streak taken into custody after endangering bank hostages.”
“That was the last time he tried doing the hero thing. He’s had it out for Midas ever since. He dropped the blue costume for his red one right after.” Ian backed away from the keyboard.
Dwight’s history lesson was over. He had the information he needed for tomorrow. Killstreak would do exactly what he needed him to. If Wulf wanted him dead, that was all that mattered. Dwight thanked Ian and went to bed. That night, he dreamed of a crimson blur, racing through the city streets.
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B crouched low behind the counter, playing with a box cutter he found on a nearby shelf. They had been waiting in the abandoned storefront for over an hour, and the boredom was killing him. Dwight was the thinker, the patient one. B, on the other hand, was the muscle, the doer. 
For the first few minutes, he had been fine. Then the sighing started. Then the groaning. Now, this: B took the knife to the side of the wooden counter, carving crude illustrations out of its surface. Dwight did his best to ignore him.
If the profile was correct, it would only be another half-hour or so before Killstreak made his rounds. Earlier that afternoon, Dwight received the call from Wulf informing him that everything had been set up: the building had been cleared, and street traffic detoured around it. A few vague suggestions from Wulf was typically more than enough to get whatever he needed from city hall. Dwight had to rely on that for tonight’s operation to be successful.
The entrance leading out of their hiding place into the streets was chosen carefully not only for its view of the road, but also the construction of the wall across from it. Wulf’s records of Killstreak’s nightly patterns placed them directly along his path. 
B gave another obnoxious moan. 
“Knock it off,” Dwight whispered, elbowing the huge man in the ribs.
“This is crap, D.” his partner whined. “I’m ‘ere to punch things. If I’m not punching things, why did you even bring me along?”
There were days Dwight felt like he was B’s babysitter. “You’re here because I need someone who can take a hit if this goes wrong. Now shut up and stay low. We only get one chance at this.”
B resumed his carving. “Can’t I just ‘ave a go at him wiv me fists, like the last one?”
Dwight readied the pistol at his hip, checking the cable release and the safety. “If I remember correctly, the Phoenix was beating your ass when I took that shot.”
B snorted. “I would’a ‘ad ‘im if you’d missed.” His rough digging had taken shape as the logo of StarPoint. Dwight doubted that Wulf would have appreciated B’s creative replacement of the highest point with a semi-limp phallus. 
“Here, you can help with this,” Dwight said, pulling the line from the pistol and handing the steel spike to B. He carefully took it, avoiding the sharp edges. “Walk over there.”
B did as he was told. “If you were jus’ gonna shoot ‘im, you could’a picked a bigger gun. Tha’ toy ain’ gonna drop ‘im.”
As B turned around in the far corner, Dwight found a piece of wooden debris resting on the floor. He set the pistol, still connected to the wire in B’s hand, on the counter. Held tight over the distance of the room, the cable glistened in the moonlight flooding in from the street-side windows. 
Dwight casually tossed the wooden chunk through the air; it curved in a slight arc before hitting the wire. Effortlessly, it split in half along the line where it touched the steel. The slice, clean and even, brought a smile to B’s face. They rewound the cable into the pistol and went back to waiting. This time, B sat quietly, eagerly anticipating the show that was about to happen outside.
As the time approached, Dwight pulled the Doc’s device from his pack. She said it would begin working when her borrowed satellites detected Killstreak’s signature coming toward them. At the moment, there were no indications of it even being on.
His best estimates figured he would need at least two seconds for the cable to cross the city street outside and embed itself in the wall. Once there, B’s job was to hold it tight while Dwight triggered the distraction. The monolithic Uni-Comm building loomed over them at the dead end a few blocks away, traffic breaking to the left and right against the building’s main entrance. For as long as anyone could remember, the tower had been an eyesore in New Haven’s skyline. Its dark, unremarkable faces did nothing compared to the architectural marvels surrounding it. Dwight imagined he was doing good taste a solid favor tonight.
The meter unexpectedly chirped; a bright red blip appeared on its display. Rapidly accelerating numbers tracked a single object barreling toward them. The dot was presently four miles up the road following the path Wulf’s profile had anticipated. Watching the numbers carefully, Dwight removed the phone from his pocket and typed in the set of numbers Wulf had texted him that afternoon. He stopped just short of placing the call.
With a quick hand gesture, Dwight signaled B. His partner got up, bracing himself against the counter. He took aim through the open doorway and pulled the trigger. The pistol fired with a sharp, whistling release. The spooled cable rocketed across the road, its barbs burying themselves in the opposing concrete wall. B clamped down with all his massive strength, holding the grip tight against his chest. Dwight anxiously watched the numbers race by. As they crossed eight hundred feet from their position, he pressed the send key.
Instantly, the top ten floors of the Uni-Comm building exploded. The rubble soared into the night, raining huge chunks over the surrounding structures. Dwight had to give Wulf credit: his Associates knew how to blow something up. Wide-scale carnage was, if nothing else, a perfect way to get a Power’s attention. The cataclysm above was enough to draw his eyes off his immediate path.
Predictably, a man-sized red blur charged through the wire. The next moment, that streak split into two. Both objects disappeared into the gray veil cascading from the falling wreckage. B let the pistol and its attached line drop to the floor. They waited for the initial cloud of dust to overtake their hiding place before stepping out.
B let out a throaty laugh despite the concrete debris filling the air. “ ‘e never saw that shit, did ‘e!?” As they searched through the thick haze for the remains of the speedster, it became apparent this wasn’t going to be easy. 
Dwight tore a piece of his sleeve and held it to his face. It didn’t stop the dust from stinging his eyes, but at least he’d be inhaling less of the hazardous cloud while they hunted for the body. Wulf had assured them that he could keep the emergency crews away for only about fifteen minutes. The Capes would surely be swarming soon; they’d have to use the cover of the dust to confirm the kill and escape.
After several minutes of blindly wandering up the street, Dwight finally came across the impact site. The speeding body had careened from its original course to the right and slammed full-force into a brick wall. The wet stain from the collision caused the dust to cake to the wall in a grotesque splatter.
B tapped Dwight on the shoulder before carrying on looking for the missing head; they needed to confirm the entire body for Wulf to consider the job a success. Due to the commotion and the impending arrival of New Haven’s Capes, the Associates would not be coming. Once they verified their work, their orders were to leave whatever remained. In truth, the mysterious death of Killstreak probably wouldn’t make the papers at all. The top of the Uni-Comm tower suffering a disastrous gas explosion would be enough to keep them occupied for a few days.
As Dwight knelt to photograph the remains, he noticed something odd. The coloring of the uniform was correct; it matched their reports for both design and patterning. It was the injury that puzzled him. Examining the wound, it was a clean cut. Their estimates had put the line at the speedster’s throat. Unless B’s aim had been off, the wire should have removed the head intact.
What was left of the body lay in front of Dwight face down, the seeping blood creating a puddle around it. The cut had gone through the eyes, severing the top of the skull. As he rolled it over, a horrific mess of brain matter and other unspeakable fluids sloshed onto the pavement.
This wasn’t the first time Dwight had seen the results of his work, but this was certainly the closest he had ever gotten to it. He gagged uncontrollably but attempted to maintain his composure, trying to pinpoint the growing unease he was feeling. Even before he spilled the contents of the man’s head onto the concrete, there was something else gnawing at him. 
Against his stomach’s wishes, a second study revealed the flaw. Their wire had been at the perfect level for their target’s neck. This wasn’t Killstreak. While whoever this was had been dressed like him, Killstreak’s infamous logo was missing from the chest. The face, along with the recently-reduced height, belonged to a much younger person. Dwight guessed the boy couldn’t have been out of his teens; this was definitely not the rugged, world-worn face of the villain in their file.
“A fucking sidekick?” Dwight cursed, furious with himself for his own sloppiness. They should have found a way to get visual confirmation before executing the plan. He remained there concentrating on all the ways their mission could have been improved upon. Suddenly, a burst of wind and something solid slamming into his back threw him off his feet and into the air.
He landed with a hard thud on the concrete a dozen feet from the body he was crouched over. The unexpected flight completely knocked the breath from his lungs. As he tried to recover, he looked back at the maimed body and realized what had hit him. Standing over the corpse was their actual target. Even through the concrete dust, he could recognize the crimson costume and gruff face. The villain dropped to his knees, jaw held open in horror.
As Killstreak touched the body of his sidekick with trembling hands, Dwight became exceptionally aware of his dire misfortune. He inched his way along the concrete, struggling not to draw any attention from the grieving Power. If Killstreak was preoccupied with his fallen companion, Dwight would use that opportunity to find B or get himself to safety.
A wailing moan emanated from Killstreak’s quivering mouth. Spittle and tears ran down his face. Dwight only managed to drag himself a few feet when the speedster turned his attention toward him. There was a transition as that cry transformed into a hateful roar. Dwight immediately knew he was fucked, absolutely fucked.
There wasn’t time to think about anything else before Killstreak was on him. In a quite literal flash, he had Dwight by the collar. He pulled Dwight’s face close to his, lifting his back from the sidewalk. Killstreak’s enraged breath came through clenched teeth. “My son!” was all the villain growled in Dwight’s face.
Dwight struggled against the Power’s grasp. He couldn’t think of a plausible lie before Killstreak brought a single hyper-accelerated fist into his right cheek. The force of the punch was enough to send reality spinning. His perception had to catch up to the sensation of the blow. When it did, Dwight knew from the pain that his cheekbone was definitely broken. Adrenaline flooded his panicked mind. His vision returned, obscured by errant blood.
Killstreak lifted Dwight to his feet. He didn’t fight it; there wasn’t enough comprehension in the hitman to form a sentence. His feet left the ground. Killstreak pulled him in close again, “Who sent you!? Why did you kill my son!?” The Power struck him across the face again. “Tell me before you die!”
Great, Dwight thought. Of course he was grooming his spawn to be just like him. There was a moment in which he considered the possibility of explaining what had happened: that this was just work for him, that Wulf was the one he should be taking his fists to. All that left his cracked face was a short, “Thhhh”, before he was spun violently around Killstreak like the world’s most homicidal merry-go-round.
As they reached a speed that began to tear at Dwight’s joints, Killstreak let go. The centrifugal force shot Dwight away as if he had been launched from a cannon. He wasn’t airborne for long; he collided with the plate glass window of a storefront some sixty feet away. He passed through it, fragments slicing at and lodging themselves in his flesh. He didn’t stop until he slammed heavily into a sturdy sales counter deep within the shop. As he collapsed to the unyielding tile floor, he convulsed, gasping for air. Each breath was crippling agony, the bones of his ribcage having pierced his lungs from the crash. Every exhale brought with it a spray of blood. From his limited knowledge of human anatomy, he guessed that his back, ribs, and skull had been fractured.
Dwight lay on his side, feeling his consciousness wax and wane. From his position, he watched Killstreak slow to a halt. Like some unending nightmare, the Power stormed toward Dwight’s broken body. When he got there, Killstreak gave Dwight a callous kick to the shoulder, knocking him on his back. He grabbed Dwight by the wrist, raising his victim’s right arm off the stained tile. Holding it tightly, he lashed out with his foot, catching Dwight’s elbow with all the force the superhuman was capable of. There was a blinding flash of mind-breaking pain that consumed everything. Dwight’s scream was inhumanly loud. It echoed out of the shattered window, into the city streets for block after block in the otherwise silent night.
Slowly, his failing vision returned to him. The white-hot flare of suffering peeled back to find Killstreak still standing there, glaring at the dying man who had killed his son. Hate burned in his eyes, a fury that would only be quenched when Dwight was beaten to a pulp. He was succeeding.
Something in Killstreak’s grip caught Dwight’s attention. In the foggy remains of his consciousness, he nearly dismissed that the villain was still holding the hunk of flesh that had been his right forearm. He weakly raised his severed limb, wordlessly pleading to put it back. All hope of actually surviving had left him. Any planning or tactical thought was buried underneath the suffering and injury. Dwight was gone; all that was left was meat.
Killstreak placed a knee on the broken husk of Dwight’s chest, pushing down against cracked bone. The sensation of fragments pushing against his punctured lungs fired into what was left of Dwight’s brain. He let out a silent cry. Killstreak smiled the insane, hateful glare of a man whose already questionable sanity had given way to something far worse. Dwight had awakened a terror. The veneer of the thrill-seeking criminal hid a monster with near-infinite power. Dwight’s remaining arm, twitching under the shock of his fading organs reached out for whatever it could find, pathetically trying to grab anything before it finally gave out.
In his flailing spasms, his hand clamped down on the small silver handle the Doc had given him. She had said it was only for emergency use. If this didn’t constitute one, Dwight didn’t know what would. He didn’t care if the untested weapon killed him as well. In his own mind, he was already dead.
Using the last reserves of his strength, Dwight unclasped the device from his belt. He raised what he prayed was the business end toward Killstreak. The Power snatched his wrist and tugged it sharply toward him unaware of the weapon hidden in Dwight’s palm. Before he could get up to repeat the stroke that had taken Dwight’s other arm, he pressed the button.
A single point of light emanated from the hole at the base of the device. The villain’s eyes followed the beam back to the center of his chest. The thin, red ray began to smoke, burn, and finally penetrate. A second later, it punched a clean hole through his torso, shining out the other end and continuing on through the store’s ceiling. 
A confused utterance escaped Killstreak’s lips just as the laser opened its lens and the beam widened. Suddenly, the pinpoint dot was a twelve-inch-diameter circle through his body. Instantly, flesh and organs were blasted into nothing, reduced to ashes by the superheated light. Killstreak let out a sharp whine as his brain registered the devastation. The burnt nothing that was his chest, lungs, and heart continued upward through the structure of the building itself. The surprise etched into his features remained in place as he slipped off of Dwight’s prone form, black smoke rolling from his mouth.
Even the effort of drawing the laser and triggering its tiny switch had drained what little life remained in Dwight. Though he was in far too much pain to notice the addition, the heat of the device had burned his digits to the bone. His arm dropped, the weapon rolling out of the blackened remnants. 
As he lay there, bleeding out next to the ruin that was Killstreak’s lifeless body, the only question that occurred to him was whether Wulf would forward his payment to his shitty strip mall lawyer.
“Molly,” he mouthed to himself, lungs incapable of drawing enough breath for an actual sound. Darkness descended on Dwight as his tortured consciousness faded. As all of his being gave out, he could swear he heard enormous footsteps running toward him.
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The process of dying was familiar to Dwight. His mind replayed the major events of his life, the choices that brought him here. All of it stemmed back to the late teen with no ambitions and a conversation with a very persuasive recruiter.
As a soldier, his career had been mediocre at best. His training was nothing extraordinary. There were no secret Special Forces programs or super-soldier initiatives for Dwight. He had been a basic infantryman during the last debatable conflict, served his time, and gotten out. Incidentally, Dwight had caused so little of an impression that his own superiors had left him behind on two unrelated missions. The second of these saw him arrested upon his return for desertion, his commanders not wishing to admit their oversight.
Upon his release and dismissal, he settled where the bus had dropped him off: New Haven. In fact, Dwight’s lack of resourcefulness saw him working for over a year at the very convenience store where said bus left him. The meager wages he earned paid for a studio apartment above it.
Opportunity has a wicked sense of humor. For Dwight, the uncharacteristic risk of throwing a sucker punch at a robber who had him at gunpoint was his downfall. This reckless action earned him the attention of Linda Steward, recently introduced to the city as Lock Heart. The beautiful, young Power had been recruited into the Guild’s Shooting Stars program that same week. Seeing the unremarkable yet brave employee stand up to the gunman sparked an interest in Linda, who was the first responder to what she had been told was a hostage situation.
At the time, she saw the crime as an excellent way to earn easy points with her new bosses, as well as some much-needed time with the press. Once the reporters left, she asked the clerk to coffee at the café down the block. Over the course of their impromptu date, she took an unexpected liking to Dwight. Their budding relationship stemmed out of two things: Dwight’s ability to tolerate the insane lifestyle she kept and their mutual love of all things network television.
For a time, they were happy. After a year of seeing each other, Linda proposed. She knew Dwight would never have enough funds to buy even the cheapest ring, let alone a diamond fit for a hero. They were married the next summer, their ceremony attended by a who’s who of the brightest stars in New Haven. Midas, Night Phantom, Umbra Queen, and all the heroes whose names filled every issue of the New Haven Post lined Linda’s side – in addition to the cameras, entourages, and the paparazzi.
On his side, Dwight only had his parents: a small town dentist from outside of New Haven and her long-time assistant. The only other living family member Dwight could claim was his cousin Kevin, who left once the reception ran out of wine. The flashing lights and excited crowds from Linda’s side used most of Dwight’s section as a staging area for the grand display that was their ceremony.
When Molly entered their lives two years later, Dwight was convinced he would never be happier. Everything had been going so perfectly until the night Linda came home late. Over the dinner he prepared, she confessed her affair with Midas. Molly sat and watched as Dwight left the loft the three shared and never came back.
Dwight’s consciousness drifted back to the present. His hazy vision followed the light in front of his eyes before finding Doc Ellis’s face behind it. The tiny flashlight in her hand swept back and forth, searching for any response from the man’s bloodshot eyes. Dwight let out a moan, and every nerve in his chest cried out in pain.
“Don’t move, stupid. You were dead for fifteen minutes,” she said coldly. From the Doc, this would likely be the closest thing to a “welcome back” he would get. “If Bernard hadn’t gotten there when he did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You’re lucky his healing factor is still as powerful as it is.”
His foggy mind fumbled with the name. Running through a list of the Capes he knew, he came up with nothing. Fighting through the cocktail of painkillers and mixed pile of near-death hallucinations, he instead landed on a letter: B. Were he in a more stable mindset, he might have felt embarrassed he had not thought of it as quickly.
Dwight’s head rolled to the left to find the big guy asleep in the chair at his side. The thin tube extending from Bernard’s arm ran into the vein of Dwight’s remaining limb. He checked his other side; his right arm was wrapped in gauze at the elbow where it now terminated.
The Doc looked on with pity as Dwight took stock of his battered body. Even B’s healing factor wouldn’t be able to undo the results of Killstreak’s brutal assault. Dwight looked away from his destroyed arm and began to sob through his swollen eyes.
She put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll fix you up, Dwight, don’t worry.” She adjusted the dial on the tube attached to his good arm, flooding his system with a wash of potent sedatives. Dwight slept, though not peacefully. Each dream was invaded by the death-stare of the raging Power, tearing him to pieces over and over. Unable to wake himself under the ocean of drugs in his system, Dwight lay trapped in his nightmares.
When he woke again, Bernard was gone. It felt strange to think of his partner as more than a covert letter. The tube that had connected the two men was now attached to a bag of red fluid hung from the stand beside the bed. Bernard’s blood still flowed through his veins, sustaining his otherwise fatally-injured organs. Out of reflex, Dwight attempted to rub his eyes with his dominant hand. He stopped, remembering that the arm had been destroyed, but he was suddenly puzzled by an unfamiliar sensation. 
In place of the lower section of his ruined limb, there was a crude metal replica. Its fingers flexed under his command, tiny mechanisms within the steel frame moving to the same orders as his former hand. He held it aloft in front of him, practicing what simplistic motions the limb was capable of. The doorway slid open on automated tracks. Doctor Ellis entered.
“Alice told me you were awake.” She sat down beside the bed, “How are you feeling?”
Though struggling with the exertion of speech, he managed, “Like I died.” His voice was weak and hoarse. “Thanks for the arm.”
She delicately began examining the limb. “It’s just a temporary measure. I’m already working on a full version.” Holding his shoulder, she twisted the replacement. It slid free of the connection point to his humerus with a little pressure. That metal port held the receivers allowing his nervous system to communicate with the prosthetic. The replacement fell limp in her hands as she toyed with the internal components at its base. Testing its capabilities, Dwight tried to flex the wrist of the device. It did as he wanted, snapping forward. The unexpected movement startled the doctor.
“Could you not do that?” She was being stern with him; he must not be dying anymore.
Her tests finished, she returned the limb to its dock. Dwight felt confident that whatever she came up with, it would be better than the original by some significant measure. “You did all that in a few days?” he asked.
She looked concerned. “A few days? Dwight, you’ve been here recovering for almost a month.” She touched his head. “You really don’t have any memory of it?”
He remembered being beaten to a pulp by Killstreak. He remembered seeing Bernard, and the monstrous dreams. Anything else was a murky distortion. “What else happened?”
“You were screaming, at least as much as you could. At one point, I had to medicate you so you wouldn’t hurt yourself any more than you already were.” The doctor moved to her monitors a few feet away from his bed. She studied the readouts.
Dwight tried to lift himself, but found the effort impossible. “I guess B’s blood didn’t agree with me.”
“I didn’t suspect it would; it was a gamble at best. You’re lucky his healing factor is transferrable.” She helped him sit up in bed. “Take it easy. What can I get for you?”
“I need my phone. I have to call Wulf. And my roommate.” He was immediately ashamed he thought to call his boss before someone who would actually be concerned with his safety.
Ellis lowered him back down to his pillow. “Don’t worry about them. I’ve been giving Wulf weekly updates. He says he’ll find you when you’re ready. I doubt he really wants to hear from you until you can work for him again. There was a package sent from his office; I’ll bring it to you later.”
“As for Ian,” she continued, “Bernard brought him by a few days after the incident, after you stabilized. I gave him my email for any questions he might have. He’s been checking in every couple of days.”
Dwight was afraid to ask his next question. “And Linda?” There would not be any response he really wanted to hear. Either way was going to hurt.
“She called a few times right after you got here. I asked Alice to tell her we hadn’t seen you. We haven’t heard anything from her in at least two weeks.” She could see the disappointment in his eyes; not just that Linda had been looking for him, but that she had stopped. “I think you’re currently listed as a missing person.”
For all of her power, even Linda wouldn’t be able to find him here. The only ones that knew about the Doctor’s home office were the sort that didn’t spend much time talking with Capes. Dwight wondered what a person had to do to get themselves “un-missinged.”
The Doc prepared to leave, no doubt returning to her work, “Anyway, I’m glad you’re back; there were a few times there I wasn’t sure Bernard’s blood could keep you with us.” 
She closed the door, leaving Dwight alone in the stark recovery room. His partner’s blood continued to do its work, slowly repairing the damage of his horrible error. He didn’t think for a second that Wulf would be so easy on him. Nearly getting beaten to death was merciful compared to how the tyrant treated employees who failed him.
To Dwight’s great fortune, however, it seemed that Wulf had not considered this to be a complete failure the way he did. Upon opening the package from Wulf, Dwight was first confronted with a full-page cover story about the deaths of Killstreak and his apprentice, Quickkill. The article reported that the two suffered their ends at the hands of an unidentified new vigilante.
New Haven wasn’t particularly fond of freelance crime fighters for the same reasons as Wulf: they were dangerous, unpredictable, and bad for business. Every time one of them tried to claim a slice of the city for themselves, innocent people got hurt. When the populous was afraid, companies fled town and prospective new opportunities dried up. As it stood, there was a sizable reward for information leading to the arrest of the killer. A bounty on the head of the person who killed a murderous psychopath; Dwight would have found the thought amusing, if it wasn’t on him.
Any mention of the destruction of the Uni-Comm building was buried in the next few pages. It seemed obvious that New Haven would be more obsessed with a new vigilante than a loathed landmark destroyed in a gas explosion. Even the minor miracles that no one had been hurt inside of the structure and that the streets were already empty due to construction closures was an afterthought.
A short stack of money, his bonus, wasn’t so unexpected. The remaining contents of the box were a little more unorthodox for Wulf. Dwight didn’t know what to make of the stack of comic books – a joke from a man with a twisted sense of humor – or the card. The cover illustration, a cat dangling from a clothesline by its paws, he’d seen before. However, it was the hand-drawn red costume, mask, and enormous hole in the animal’s chest cavity that annoyed him. Clearly, Wulf thought he was funny.
On the inside, Wulf had written, or more likely dictated, a message for Dwight. It read: “Not the smoothest job, but well done. Sorry to hear about your unfortunate circumstances. Contact me when you’re on your feet again. ‘Til then, consider these a gift. Best Wishes, W.”
Dwight would have been touched by the kindness, had it not been from Wulf. There must have been something hidden in the meaning of those words. Even the friendly gesture felt like a measure of control coming from him.
Several days passed as Dwight swam in relative awareness beneath the combination of Bernard’s disagreeable blood and the Doc’s painkillers. Every few hours, he was awoken by Ellis. She left Alice on watch the rest of the time. Mostly, the AI kept him asleep by reading her romance novels aloud. Each interruption from the scientist included some new measurement she needed as she tinkered with his replacement arm. Finally, nearly a full week since Dwight’s revival, she was ready to present her masterpiece.
Together, they eased Dwight back to his feet. As unsteady as he was, it seemed that his transfusion had warded off any symptoms of muscle atrophy. Within a few minutes, he was wobbly, but upright under his own power. His hospital gown, which he was reluctant to ask why the Doc had on hand in his size, would have to do. The clothing he was wearing during his last job had been destroyed in the resulting frenzy to save his life. Ellis promised she would get him a new outfit when he departed.
They slowly made their way out of the recovery suite and into to the doctor’s workshop. On the table, a much more complex replacement arm lay on display, pristine metal gleaming in the fluorescent light. Littering the floor around the table were the discarded prototypes that did not pass the Doctor’s evaluations. Were it anyone else, each one of those rejects would likely have been a breakthrough of modern medicine, but Ellis had her own insane standards to contend with. It was part of why Dwight held such respect for her work.
Fitting the limb was painlessly easy. It slid into its sheath without protest, no catch or force needed, yet it locked firmly. The release could only trigger at Dwight’s mental command. When separated, it remained wirelessly active, able to be moved with the same thoughts that he used when it was attached.
She walked him through the other features built into the limb. “You’ve got three storage compartments of varying size. Anything from a caplet to a light pistol can be kept ready. They’re also shielded; absolutely no one is going to detect what you’re hiding in there.”
He liked the idea; a quick-release pistol might have saved him from his near-death experience.
She pointed to a nearby screen displaying the technical specs of his new prosthetic. “Your knuckles are charged to deliver a 50,000 volt shock with a punch; the equivalent of a power line. Even most Powers aren’t going to stand up after that. You should have enough juice for about ten uses before you need to replace the battery. I’ve put some spare ones in the care package I’m sending you home with, but don’t go through them too quickly; they aren’t cheap to make.”
Despite her warning, Dwight decided he should test the system for himself. A field of arcing electricity surged between the plates as he flexed his fist. The intense light stung his eyes. As he extended a prolonged jab, the conductors fired, throwing sparks across the lab. He quickly disengaged the weapon.
Ellis looked annoyed. “Yes, that’s very impressive,” she said dryly, “Now stop wasting my resources and let’s get this done.”
“Sorry,” Dwight said, blushing at her chastising.
She pointed to the technical blueprints on the monitor. “The unit has one other feature: a last resort option.”
Dwight had been anticipating this one, “Like the laser, right?”
“No, not like my laser.” She was frustrated. “That was a one-of-a-kind prototype. I hadn’t even had the chance to document the process I used to create it. I only sent it with you to test its durability. I wasn’t expecting you to need it.”
Dwight gave a slight shrug and a smile, “At least it was an option?” Though he wished it hadn’t come at the cost of his arm, he was thankful that she had trusted him with it.
“Don’t think for a second I’m not taking the money Wulf gave you to cover the costs of my laser and your new appendage. I already sent him the bill for the rest of my services.” 
The Doc didn’t joke about money. Dwight imagined Wulf’s accountant would inform him of the charges, then run for his life. He’d flee the country soon after. There would be three ill-tempered Associates awaiting his plane’s arrival. 
She pointed to the screen, “You have a small injector fitted in the section that connects the new arm to the bone. It’s a compound I’ve been working on for a while. Think of it like an empowered version of an epinephrine shot.”
“You made super-adrenaline?” Dwight was already daydreaming of the drug label warnings. He hadn’t ruled out the possibility of “May cause chest explosions, instant and permanent blindness, and spontaneous gravitational failure.”
“There’s something in most Powers that grants them their abilities; I believe I’ve isolated the hormone, and have been able to turn it into a temporary booster.” With a few taps of her tablet, a small video appeared. The recording showed three lab mice in their tiny cages.
“If this is about to get messy, I really don’t have the stomach for it.” Dwight knew how these kinds of videos tended to end.
She shook her head, “We archived those early trials. I wanted to show you a successful run.”
In the video, her hand descended into the enclosure and lifted one of the rodents. Using a complex syringe, she injected the creature with its deep purple contents. Replacing the mouse, she closed the cage. A moment later, the creature began convulsing violently.
“What did I say about exploding rats?” Dwight prepared to look away.
The shaking stopped. The animal crawled up to the bars, and with one of its tiny paws, tore through the metal and freed itself. Its next trick was to defy gravity as it began levitating. The mouse rose steadily, and drifted off-camera.
Dwight raised an eyebrow to the Doc, “You gave it flight?” His mind immediately went to Ellis at the head of a pack of flying, superpowered woodland creatures.
“I didn’t give it anything. I have no control over what kinds of abilities the serum unlocks, but I will say that the aftereffects are pretty horrible. Even after I got her down, she needed some pretty serious medical care. Dehydration, seizures, hypothermia – anything is possible with this stuff. It’s unstable at best, potentially lethal without treatment.”
Dwight considered the toxin already hidden in his new arm. “Then why are you giving it to me, if you don’t want me using it?”
“Because it might be the only thing I can give you that saves you from one of them.” The Doc’s expression was one of genuine concern, her usual scientific wonder forgotten. “Honestly, Dwight, none of this should be necessary. You shouldn’t be going toe-to-toe with a Power; they’re too dangerous.”
He wished he had another option, “Wulf isn’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer. I’m amazed he let me take as long as I have.”
“You’re still not completely healed. You can’t just go back to work.” She put the bag of his supplies on the workbench. “I called Ian and told him to come get you tomorrow, but I don’t want to see you back at it for at least a month.”
“I’ve already been out a month. I can’t afford another vacation.” He was serious; the costs of even his rather low standard of living were undeniably adding up daily.
The Doc reached for the phone in her ripped lab coat’s pocket. She punched in a few lightning-fast sequences. “I just transferred seven-thousand dollars into your personal account. You’re going to give me one full week before you go and pick a fight with anyone who has even the weakest superpowers.” The look on her face was one of absolute authority. Even without the generous donation, he wasn’t going to question her orders.
He held his hands up in surrender, “Okay, okay. No jobs for a week.” He started back toward the recovery room. As he opened the door, an idea formed in his head. “What about empowered children?” he asked. “Can I beat up a super eight-year-old?”
Ellis ignored the joke, already back to whatever world-changing technology she was toying with. “Get out of my lab. If you break that arm, I’m not making you another one until I get my money back.”
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The next day, as promised, Ian arrived to take Dwight home. Despite Ellis’s expressed permission, Dwight decided it would be best if his roommate didn’t come into the Doc’s workshop again. The last thing he needed was Ian getting swept up in Ellis’s super-science. He couldn’t deal with the thought of volatile experiments being added to the long list of hazards in their tiny apartment. Instead, he waited outside for his roommate to pick him up.
Sitting atop a shipping crate casually abandoned outside of the heavy steel door, he repeatedly flexed his new fingers, testing their mobility. Ellis did good work. The replacement digits were just as capable as his old ones had been. There was even a level of feedback built into the mesh outer layer of the limb, giving him a sensation of touch only slightly diminished from the real thing. Before he left, she had shown him how to engage the safety features of the arm as well; activating its shock pads now required a conscious effort, leaving no chance of randomly electrified fist-bumps.
Ian pulled up in his shoddy, russet sedan and got out to greet him. Circling around the vehicle, Dwight could already tell his roommate was emotional about their reunion. Dwight extended his arm for a handshake that Ian pushed right through. He had never been a touchy kind of person, but it seemed Ian was. He hugged Dwight tightly. In his embarrassment, Dwight returned a light pat on the back with his human arm, then attempted to take a step away. Ian clung on. It was becoming painfully clear that he had been missed.
“Easy there; I’m still healing.” Dwight said, uncomfortably freeing himself from Ian’s bear hug.
Ian straightened himself out. “Sorry, Dwight, I’m just really glad you’re alright.” He sniffed as he talked. Dwight allowed himself a slight chuckle at his roommate’s overwhelming empathy.
Ian’s eyes went to the new synthetic attached at Dwight’s elbow. “You got really messed up, huh?”
Dwight flexed the limb to show off its range of motion. “There wasn’t any saving the last one. Lucky me, I have one hell of a medical plan.” He didn’t mention that he would be paying for it, one way or another.
Ian took a closer look at the Doctor’s work. “So, you’re a cyborg now. It have any cool features?” Ian was obviously trying to find some buried similarity between Dwight and his idols. Even state-of-the-art super tech wouldn’t make Dwight a Cape. As far as he was concerned, his “normal” was a permanent affliction.
“Not really; it’s just supposed to do what ol’ righty’s best for.” He lied; there was no reason to tell him about the flashy electrified knuckles or the serum hidden inside. If Ian knew that there was a way to temporarily be a superhuman, he’d likely claw through Dwight’s arm to get it.
“Come on, let’s get something to eat,” he suggested, trying to change the subject. Ian seemed all too happy to oblige.
As they drove back to their neighborhood, Dwight took stock of the city streets. Something was different. During the course of their twenty minute drive, he noticed no fewer than ten Capes doing overhead patrols, their bright costumes trailing through the sky. A handful more stood watch on the corners of the major intersections they traversed. He had never seen so many Capes out during the day, so many Powers out policing the streets. Their enhanced eyes surveyed the crowds. They were hunting.
“What’s going on? Did something happen while I was gone?” he asked, concerned his next job would require far more caution than he was accustomed to.
Ian wasn’t surprised by the question, “You did, Dwight. The Guild put a bounty on the guy that took out Killstreak and Quickkill. Every hero in New Haven wants to bring in the vigilante before he hurts anyone else.”
“Shit,” Dwight thought. Not only had Ian figured out what he did for a living, but the entire city of Capes was hunting him. For the briefest moment, he debated whether he could trust the man he was riding with. Had Ian really wanted the bounty, all he would need to do was pull over and get the nearest Cape to take him in. Dwight was suddenly very appreciative of Ian’s ideas of friendship and loyalty. He would need to start cutting his weird, nerdy roommate some slack.
Ian started again slowly, “Look, Dwight, what you do-”
Dwight cut him off, “What I do is clean house for a bunch of immature gods. I work for bad people who have a very twisted sense of duty to the normals who actually wouldn’t want their protection.” He almost expected Ian to go through with turning him in after that.
“No, I get it.” They pulled over in front of the Welcome. “Someone has to stop the ones who can’t control themselves. If the cops, the courts, and the heroes won’t do it, who will?”
Dwight recognized Ian’s confusion. “No, Ian, you don’t get it. I’m not some avenger. I’m not doing this because I want people to be safe.” He felt ashamed admitting it, but the words came regardless of his desire to lie to himself, “I’m a hitman; a killer. I kill Capes because a sick man in a high tower pays me to.”
Ian sat in silence for a moment. “You really believe that?” Ian clearly thought more of Dwight than he did.
“Yeah, I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t getting paid for it.” Dwight’s confession had pushed his self-awareness into overdrive.
“Well, of course you wouldn’t. You’re not a maniac. The money would have to be good to make anyone want to do what you do.” Ian had a look of amused doubt. “Your big friend, he might be doing this because he enjoys it, but that isn’t you. Deep down, you know this is important. Whether or not you’re getting paid for it is just a bonus. We all need jobs.”
Dwight hadn’t even considered that someone might try to justify his work as anything other than cold-blooded vigilantism if he was ever caught. It was actually relieving to have it out in the open with Ian. “You’re really okay with this?” he asked, unsure of what response he was hoping to get.
Ian thought briefly, “I think so. There are Capes out there who won’t control themselves and don’t care what happens to us. I’ve had this gnawing fear of them ever since your ex grabbed you. None of us could have stopped her, even if we had seen her coming. She could have killed anyone on that street with a flick of her wrist.”
Ian had not realized that Bernard used to be one of those powers he was rallying against. Dwight wondered what he would think, and whether he would be able to figure out who the giant had been before his abilities had faded. If anyone could solve the mystery, it would be Ian. His encyclopedic knowledge of the empowered world might more useful now that Dwight didn’t have to dance around what he was doing with the information.
Dwight decided to get a few facts straight before they became a problem, “Just so we’re clear, this stays between the two of us, and I don’t want you with me on a job. If anything goes wrong again, I can’t promise I could keep you safe.” Ian nodded along as he kept talking. 
“If anyone ever comes to the apartment looking for me, unless I told you to expect them, I don’t live there, and we have never met. If I disappear one day, don’t look for me; don’t ask about me. Assume I’m not coming back if you haven’t seen me for a week.”
“You mean like what just happened?” he asked.
Dwight corrected himself, “Someone will let you know if I’m alright. The Doc and B know who you are and will see to it. If I’m alive, they’ll tell you. If I’m just hiding out, I’ll find a way to let you know.”
Ian nodded reluctantly. “I get it. You can stop.” He opened the car door and stepped out. Dwight sighed, realizing that his last three meals had been from this diner. His theory that this was the only place Ian frequented was gaining traction.
Dwight checked the skies before he got out of the car. The last thing he wanted right now was to be carried away by Linda again and forced to spend an afternoon dealing with the consequences of his extended absence. Seeing that at least the immediate vicinity was clear, he hurried the few feet to the diner’s entrance and ducked inside. 
Seating themselves in the same booth as the last time, he felt relieved that it seemed she wasn’t searching as diligently as he had initially feared. The way Ellis had made it sound, she had been in a full rotation of his usual stops for days after his disappearance.
They placed their orders and conversed casually for a few minutes while they waited. Ian shared all the latest drama from the Cape tabloids while Dwight quietly listened. If nothing else, it gave him a chance to play a game of guessing who might end up in his next briefcase. Their food arrived just as Ian was recounting something about Transistor being sent to Mission City for starting a fight with Void of the Alpha Guard. He abruptly ceased his retelling to tear into his greasy sandwich the moment it hit the table.
As the two of them ate, another visitor suddenly sat down beside Ian. The sleek, white suit seemed out of place as it slid smoothly into the booth. Wulf turned to Ian first, grinning widely inches from the man’s stuffed face. “Is this seat taken?” he asked.
Ian looked like he was about to soil himself as he audibly swallowed the mouthful. He may have, for all Dwight knew, or he may have been too terrified for even that. He simply sat frozen in the physical presence of the Tyrant of New Haven.
Wulf gave up waiting after a few moments of watching Ian’s reaction to his introduction. The grin washed away to skeptical boredom. “I’ll take that to mean ‘Yes, why don’t you take this seat? I’d also love it if you didn’t hurt me.’ I get that one quite often. I’ll take your request under consideration.” He turned to Dwight, “Hey champ, how’re things?”
Internally, Dwight felt he shouldn’t be surprised that Wulf came to see him immediately after he left Ellis’s care. What he hadn’t expected was to see the man in a casual diner in midtown. It would have been almost funny to think of a monster like Wulf eating here, but nothing with Wulf was ever funny; his persona didn’t allow for it. Instead, there was a feeling of violation, an unwelcome intrusion on his reintroduction to the world.
Wulf pointed to Dwight’s right hand, “That’s a pretty little toy you have there. The Doctor sent me a hell of a bill for that. I trust I’ll get my money’s worth for it?”
“I’m not going to run off, if that’s what you’re asking. You’ll be the first to know when I’m ready to work again.” Dwight was beginning to think that the replacement was going to be a liability to his anonymity. Was this what it was like to have any kind of visible power, that it became what defined you?
Wulf slipped back into his hostile charm. “Good, you know how much I value what you do for this city.” His attention returned to Ian, who was struggling as hard as he could to turn invisible. Unfortunately, Ian would never have this superpower, and Wulf was still very much able to notice the terrified programmer beside him. “Who the fuck is this?” he asked, grabbing a piece of lettuce from Ian’s plate.
Dwight was intrigued that for all the research Wulf did on his employees, all the stalking and record-keeping, he had no idea who his roommate was. Perhaps Ian had some sort of amazing power after all. 
“Mr. Wulf, this is my friend, Ian. He lives in the same building as me.” Ian gazed up from his cowering at the use of the word “friend.” This was perhaps the first time anyone had willingly bestowed the title on him in his adult life.
Wulf spoke through the leafy greens he carelessly chewed, “Pleasure.” He turned back to Dwight, “I’m assuming we can talk in front of him.” It wasn’t a question, more like a threat. The kind that should have read, “If I can’t, this person will be found in multiple trashcans on opposing sides of the city.”
“Yeah, there’s nothing to worry about. Go ahead.” Dwight glared at Ian as the words left his mouth. He wanted to make sure Ian understood the gravely serious nature of that promise. There were legends of the inventive punishments Wulf came up with for those who betrayed what he called trust.
His confidence assured, Wulf continued, “Fine, fine. There are a few things I think we need to bring you up to speed on. Your last little job seems to have kicked the hornet’s nest. Everyone is shouting, ‘vigilante,’ and it has me a slight bit vexed.”
Dwight had anticipated as much. The consequences of leaving a dead Cape in the open with wounds that could only have been inflicted with knowledge of their specific flaws must have been concerning to the empowered community. “It’s not like I had a say in what happened. Your files said nothing, not one fucking word about Killstreak having a sidekick, let alone a bastard son. I can’t say I was really that surprised he beat the hell out of me.”
Wulf came off the offensive. Technically, it was his Associates’ fault that critical information was missing from Killstreak’s profile. “Yes, well, I apologize that you did not have that intelligence. If it helps at all, those responsible for your injuries won’t have the chance to repeat that mistake.”
It didn’t. The knowledge that those Associates would most likely never be seen again, if they were alive at all, brought Dwight no actual satisfaction. “My ego, I can deal with; I made a plan with holes in it. Those holes got me hurt – fine.” He held up his prosthetic, “This is what has me upset.”
Wulf was skeptical, but attempted to follow his logic, “You’re angry you have a new toy? Or that you’ll have to switch to the left one for ‘private time?’”
“I’m angry that my shield, the ox that’s supposed to protect me from the pissed-off super-powered misanthropes that you send me against, was nowhere to be found until after I got turned into fucking hamburger meat.” He slammed the limb into the table, cracking the wooden laminate surface. “I’m angry that I was left to die out there, and the only reason I’m alive is a laser pointer of death that I wasn’t even supposed to use.”
The commotion drew the attention of the half-dozen other people in the diner. Each one stared at Dwight, whose gaze was locked on Wulf’s smug expression. Ian huddled tightly in his corner, now afraid of his roommate in addition to Wulf. How much he wanted to reach up and grab the bastard by the lapels of his suit and scream his hatred right into that shit-eating grin – he didn’t, though. As angry as he was, he couldn’t bring himself to touch the man. Even complete outrage wasn’t enough to overcome his fear of the master criminal.
Wulf held out his hands, motioning for calm in the tiny booth. “Relax, Mr. Knolls. I’ve already spoken to B about his location during your…accident. He claims he was retrieving the head of Killstreak’s apprentice. I can’t confirm any of this due to the dust cloud your little distraction created.” He was speaking low, trying to push away the attention of the crowd. “Your plan-”
Dwight stopped him, “Our. It was our distraction. I just came up with the idea, you’re the one that set it up and gave us the ‘go’ to execute it.”
“Whatever you say,” Wulf shrugged, smiling in the satisfaction that should anything ever be traced back to him, it would be one of his minions that took the fall for it. He was, as always, completely untouchable. “Either way, there’s no reason to believe that B had any intentional part in your suffering. Regardless, why are you so frustrated at your partner? Wasn’t it his blood that saved your life? As I understand it, the list of your injuries read like a morgue write-up, not a fist fight.”
By now, everyone in the restaurant had abandoned trying to follow Wulf’s conversation with Dwight. A few had left, fearing that something serious was going to happen. The rest had gone back to their food.
He was right; Bernard had been the one to find him in the aftermath of the fight. He took Dwight back to the Doc in pieces, and it was his blood that had regenerated his failing body when he should have died. Grudgingly, he had to admit that even though he had been missing, it was his fortunate return that saved his life.
              “Understand, Mr. Knolls. Your work is important not just to me, but also to this city. We need you doing your job, keeping the peace. If not you, then who will?” He stood, leaving Ian to his cowering alone in his side of the booth. “Certainly not me; I’m just a simple businessman with no stake in it whatsoever.” He chuckled at his aside as he left the diner, the limousine outside waiting to take him back to StarPoint.
              Once the car pulled away, Dwight brought his attention back to Ian, who had begun to uncurl himself from his defensive position. “It’s okay, the bad man is gone”, he said, half-mocking his roommate’s cowardice. He couldn’t blame him, really; Wulf’s reputation was enough to send most Capes running in terror.
              “That…that was the fucking Wulf, Dwight!” He was crying. Tears ran down his face as he struggled to piece together his racing thoughts. “You work for that monster?”
              “Yeah, who do you think would pay me to do what I do?” It all seemed so mundane to him by now, but he could see Ian’s point. The stories had frightened him, too, when he had first started.
              Ian continued shaking, “Not even Midas can cross the Wulf. He could just kill you at any time and there’d be nothing anyone would do about it.”
              “Any of them could. Any one of those empowered fucks could rip me in half as easily as you could tear a napkin in two.” He demonstrated by grabbing one from the nearby dispenser, ripping the thin piece of paper into shreds, and throwing it at him. “The difference with Wulf is I know he’s not going to do anything rash while I’m useful to him. I play his game, and I’m one-hundred-percent safe.”
              Ian brushed the scraps from his hair, “But the stories? The guy is completely crazy.”
              Dwight had heard enough. “They all are. They’re gods, and we’re sheep. It’s enough that they don’t slaughter us because they love the attention. If nothing else, I’m the reminder that there are rules to play by.” There they were: Wulf’s words coming out of his mouth. The ideology had taken hold.
              He stood up and dropped enough cash on the table to cover the bill, in addition to a fair bit extra for the damage he had caused with his new arm. Dwight supposed that he would have to experiment with the force it could achieve before he lost his temper again.
              Ian followed him out. They drove back to the apartment in silence. Just as before, every few blocks, a set of bright streaks soared by overhead. Their “betters” were out, looking for the person who dared strike one of them down.
              As they arrived home, B – now Bernard, Dwight reckoned – sat on the front steps. He cast a casual glance at them as they got out of the car. “Oy, glad to see yer up, mate.”
              Dwight had been expecting this; the big bastard knew where he lived and always had a way of turning up uninvited. He got out of Ian’s car, walked right up to Bernard, and jabbed him straight in the oversized chest with a metallic finger, “Stow it! Where the fuck where you while I was getting beaten to death?”
              “’’at’s a fine way to greet the man who saved yer life wiv ‘is own blood.” He feigned a pain in his heart, mocking Dwight’s disrespect.
              “Your job is to use those muscles to keep the Capes off me – you know, the guy without any powers. I got my ass handed to me because my blocker was off chasing a decapitated head in a cloud while I was getting the shit kicked out of me.” He held up his metal arm, “This is your fucking fault. You screwed up, and I nearly died.”
              That last one actually hurt the large man. His friendly expression faded, “You’re right. I messed up.” He got up and took a few steps to the side, clearing the path to the doorway. “I should ‘ave been the one taking the ‘its, as always, so you can get the kill. All ‘at’s left of my powers is the strength to take a punch or two.” The huge oaf suddenly seemed uncharacteristically fragile.
              Dwight’s verbal attack had hit a little too close to something deep in Bernard. He immediately regretted his words, but knew it was too late to take any of it back. Clearly, there were demons lurking somewhere in his partner’s questionable past as well. “Look, man, I’m sorry.” Dwight approached the giant, putting his good arm up to his partner’s shoulder. “I’ve been out for over a month with nothing to do but think about what happened and look for blame.”
              “I did what I could. There wasn’t much left of ya.” There was honest remorse in his voice.
              Dwight couldn’t hold a grudge against him for what happened. It was the flaw in his own plan that had led to Quickkill falling into the trap. “Yeah, thanks for the save.”
              “Peace?” Bernard asked, offering his enormous hand.
              Dwight returned the handshake, “Peace.”
              The sound of sniffling behind them turned both men’s attention back to Ian, who was weeping at the display of camaraderie. Bernard was the first to shatter the moment.
“Knock it the fuck off before I break yer nose, you little wank’eh,” he said, raising his oversized middle finger at the much smaller man.
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The next three days were mostly peaceful as Dwight got caught up with everything he had missed while he recovered. He spent most of it in his room, researching how the Capes of New Haven were reacting to the presence of a new vigilante. The papers had taken to calling the killer “The Referee,” noticing the pattern of attacking Powers who committed some kind of social wrongdoing. It seemed even the media was catching on to Wulf’s game.
              Secretly, he wondered if that hadn’t actually been his boss’s doing. It served the bastard’s agenda to have the Capes afraid of a shadowy rule-keeper watching them, ready to strike at anyone who misbehaved.
              The official statement from the Justice Guild was that they would hunt down the killer and bring them in for questioning. Dwight considered whether he would actually make it to a courtroom if he was taken alive. He feared being disappeared by Wulf would be the better way to go.
Midas was the Guild’s frontrunner at the press conference. Though he said the words, the man wasn’t exactly known for mercy. Clad in his golden spandex, black cape flowing behind him, he looked like a trophy – something too ornamental to actually do anything. He was their paragon: every new Cape wanted to be like him, glamorous and untouchable.
              As Dwight watched the recording, he couldn’t help but feel like Midas’s eyes were fixed directly on him. The Cape swore to hunt the vigilante down, his perfect features etched with determination. When the media event was over, he rocketed away. The rest of the Guild left the stage in more mundane ways, Linda among them. Each walked back to their individual lairs within the Guild’s headquarters.
              Feeling restless, Dwight spent the remainder of that afternoon testing his body. After a few sets of simple exercises, he concluded that he was at least as fit as he had been before the accident – maybe even more so. The transfusion from Bernard seemed to have corrected some of the wear and tear he felt as he aged; indeed, he hadn’t enjoyed this kind of energy since his early twenties. The new arm wasn’t holding him back, either. It did the job of his old one adequately; even better, considering the features the Doc worked into it. All things considered, he was doing great for someone still listed as missing/dead.
              Only a few days later, Bernard arrived at their door with a familiar black briefcase: a job for them. Dwight wasn’t surprised that Wulf hadn’t waited; if Wulf needed his personal exterminator, he wasn’t the type to wait for approval. 
It was the contents of the briefcase that shocked him. The gold and black caught his eye first; the chiseled jaw and neat hair were next. Midas’s picture-perfect smile always unsettled him in ways he could never adequately describe.
              “You do realize this isn’t possible? He’s an S-Class Power.” Dwight gave Bernard a skeptical raised eyebrow. “You might as well ask me to kill God.”
              To the contrary, Bernard looked positively excited with the task, “Come on, D; consider it a ‘welcome back’ gift.”
              Though Midas had slept with Linda, Dwight hadn’t held it against him. It had been her choice, and he had done what he felt was right about the whole thing. He didn’t have any lingering grudge about what had happened; this was all business. “Even if we could find a way, what the fuck did he do? How did Midas, the Golden-fucking-Savior of New Haven, manage to piss off Wulf?”
              “’Ell if I know.” Bernard shrugged, “Boss wants ‘im dead. I ain’t inclinded to argue.” He grabbed the file photo from Dwight and a marker off the cluttered coffee table, then began drawing on the image.
              Dwight thought quietly for a time while his partner practiced his artistic talents, “Okay, so we have to find a way to kill the single most powerful person in New Haven for the most dangerous person in New Haven.” The wheels slowly began to turn, and a plan started to form. “This time, we need to make sure we know we’ve got the right one before we pull the trigger. Midas typically has at least three other Capes with him.”
              Bernard finished his modifications. He tossed it on the table in front of his partner. Two dark black crosses covered the Cape’s eyes, along with a deep bullet hole scribbled in the center of his forehead. “Sounds like we’ve got our work cut out fer us this time. Guess you’ve got some more thinking to do ‘en?”
              Visions of falling capes danced in Dwight’s mind. “Yeah, I’ll call you when I’ve got something. Few days, tops.”
              “Righ’, see ya when you’ve got it.” He made his way out through the continuous disaster that was Dwight and Ian’s shared living space, leaving Dwight alone with his plotting.
              That afternoon, Dwight made a few phone calls. The first, placed to the Doc, required careful phrasing. There was no way she was going to agree to help him if she knew he was already back to work for Wulf. He wasn’t going to be able to reach out for any gadgets this time around.
              Ellis didn’t pick up; she never did. It wasn’t until after he hung up that the return call came through. He answered immediately, “Doc, I need a favor.”
              “You always do. What happened? Did you forget to use a decent lubricant with the new hand?” She was joking, but he couldn’t tell her that he actually needed a doomsday weapon to take down the strongest man in the city.
              His lie came rather easily. “I’m having trouble sleeping. Do you know any telepaths who could do some digging for me? Maybe suppress the part where Killstreak nearly killed me?”
              There was an extended pause on the other end. “I know a couple. What’s in this for me, though? I can’t keep giving you free information and services; I have a business to run.”
              “How about my…technical expertise?” It was a hard sell.
              She laughed, “At what, D, getting the snot kicked out of you by people way out of your league?”
              “At fighting superhumans with zero abilities. I’ve survived fights that I had no right to, come up with plans that actually work. Even if we didn’t get Killstreak with the first one, we did kill a speedster before he knew what hit him.” He was reaching for nothing, praying she would accept his offer.
              There was another long delay as she considered the exchange. “Alright, info for info. I’ll put you in touch with the best telepath I know. You’re my new consultant for metahuman combat, I guess.” It was obvious she was having trouble thinking of when that would actually be useful.
              “Deal; I’ve got a pen ready when you are.” He fished a pad of paper from the clutter and waited.
              “No, no; I’ll have her call you. I can’t give out all my contacts that easily. Expect the call by the end of the day.” She hung up abruptly, likely back to work on some new world-changing contraption that would never leave her lab in one piece.
              The next number he dialed was his ex’s. He pulled the phone away from his ear twice, debating whether he actually wanted to have this conversation right now. Explaining why he had been missing for an entire month would require more lying; he couldn’t just say that he had the shit kicked out of him until he was comatose. Mercifully, the call went to her voicemail. Her warm, “Hiya!” at the beginning of her recorded message could lighten his darkest moods, even now, after their marriage was over. There was something so relieving about it, like everything was going to be alright because this one person was so happy about life.
              He deliberated if he should leave a message. She would be able to see it was his number, and could assume the rest. To say he was at an uncomfortable loss for words would be an understatement.
              He hesitated a few seconds after the beep, “…Uh, hi, Linda. It’s Dwight. You knew that.” 
His mind was reduced to that of an adolescent boy speaking to the girl he liked and her mother at the same time, all stutters and stops. “I know I’ve been gone for a while, and you were looking for me. I’m alive; not well, but alive. Don’t, umm, come pull me off the street. Call me if you want to talk.”
              He hung up, immediately embarrassed about the terrible awkwardness of the entire recording. Still, there was no way to confidently explain his unexpected disappearance. The whole thing could have gone worse. If he was lucky, she might even acknowledge his request; Dwight hated the sensation of being picked up and carried into the air.
              The moment he set his phone down, he attempted to return to his work. An instant later, there was an incoming call. He stared at the face-down device for a moment, dreading seeing Linda’s smiling face – an old picture – when he turned it over. As the fourth ring chimed, he finally reached down and flipped it. His ex’s face was not on the screen; instead, it was an unknown caller. Dwight had become familiar with not knowing who was on the other end of the connection when he answered. Usually, it was Wulf or one of his Associates. Either way, they were not the kind of calls that he could afford to ignore. 
              Tapping the green “accept” button, he could hear chewing on the other end of the line. “Hello?” he asked, unsure of who the crunching noises belonged to.
              A woman’s voice answered, “You’re Ellis’s contact?” Her accent was thick, but Dwight couldn’t place it.
              “Yeah, I’m the one. You’re my telepath?” he asked, suddenly self-conscious of the question.
              Another loud snap, “That’d be me. And don’t ask me to tell you what you’re thinking; it doesn’t work that way.”
              Dwight was confused; he had heard stories of telepaths able to read minds across entire cities. “So you’re not what I’m looking for?”
              She seemed insulted, “I can read a mind, take away a thought here, add one there. I’ll scramble your brain if you piss me off. I’m just not going to do it over the phone.”
              Dwight had obviously offended her, “Okay, okay. Sorry. I believe you. You sound like you’ll be fine for the job.”
              “The Doc said something about nightmares. I’m just letting you know in advance anything I do is temporary – one-hundred-percent reversible.” Ellis had told her about his lie; he was hoping that she would have left that for him.
              Coming clean would probably be the only safe approach. After all, this person had been referred to him on the grounds that she could read as well as screw with his mind. Maintaining any kind of deception would be impossible, especially if she was going to do what he had planned for Midas.
              A face-to-face was in order, “Look, I’d like to meet in person. Say, Meteor Park in two hours?”
              They sat silently for a time, then another crunch, “Sure, gives me time to finish up here.”
              Dwight briefly thought of his mental map of the park. He had been there a few times, but it had been a while. The last time was with Linda on one of their patrol-dates, essentially the only way they spent any time together during the last couple of months of their marriage: her working, him mostly just trying to remain close. He thought of the small garden fountain at the southern end of the park, near the Neil Street entrance. “Alright, I’ll meet you by the-”
              She cut him off, “I’ll find you. Telepath, remember?”
              The idea of being hunted by his thoughts made him uncomfortable, but he had to admit, it was effective.
              “If you think about meeting me, I’ll know where to look. My name is Lia, by the way. Think of it, and I’ll see you in two hours.” She hung up before he could say anything else.
              Dwight sat for a few minutes, trying to think his way out of his problem. He would have to avoid thinking of work until he knew she was onboard with the plan. Even the activity of controlling his thoughts might give him away. It was mentally exhausting thinking about how to limit his own mind to “safe” subjects.
              In the end, he gave up. Either she would be willing to help with the plan, or he would have to deal with her before the word “vigilante” entered his brain. He needed a telepath if he was going to stand a chance against Midas, and this was the only one available. Powers didn’t exactly have a categorized “help wanted” section. Worse though, Wulf wasn’t going to accept Dwight’s resignation until he had been repaid for the Doc’s treatment. 
His last call of the afternoon was to his partner, who surprisingly answered his phone on the first ring. The big guy sounded pleased as he spoke, “You got somethin’?”
              Dwight felt unsure about reporting the afternoon as a success, “Meet me at StarPoint in an hour and we’ll go over it before we proceed.”
              “No. Not at Wulf’s.” Dwight was surprised at Bernard’s response. “The boss doesn’t want to bring down any heat for this one; we have to play it more personal. How ‘bout I come ‘round your place again.”
              Dwight grabbed his jacket and made for the door. Wulf’s office would have been an out of the way stop. Without the detour, he could just head straight to the park with time to spare. “That’s fine,” he said, “but I have a meeting first. I’ll call you when we’re set.”
              Meteor Park had earned its namesake as the landing point of the first public superhero in New Haven. Captain Meteor had flown out of a cloudy sky one afternoon and permanently changed the world. Stopping an armored car theft in front of the park had been the first of many deeds that cemented him as New Haven’s first guardian. When he died saving the city from a large-scale sub-dimensional invasion, his remains – at least what had been recovered – were interred in the park’s central memorial. The statue, enormous even by New Haven’s standards, was a marvel in itself.
              By contrast, the southern fountain was at the lowest level of interest to most people visiting the park. It was a small commemorative garden dedicated to the public safety workers who died in that same invasion. Dwight was fairly sure that few people knew of its existence.
              The small obsidian plaque fixed into the concrete of the memorial was etched with a simple dedication: “To those who gave all they could. You are the true heroes.”
              Seated on one of the park benches lining the outside circle of the plaza, Dwight was having a mental crisis he was wholly unequipped for. Wrestling with the need to broadcast Lia’s name while at the same time not thinking of his past actions or his present needs was proving impossible. As his thoughts raced through the many possible focal points, the telepath’s name repeated over and over again.
              A sudden hand grasping his shoulder snapped his attention back to his environment. He jumped, startled by the unexpected contact. At first, he feared that Linda might have found him. The voice that laughed at his reaction carried the same distinct accent he’d questioned earlier. “You’re just a bundle of nerves, aren’t ya?”
              Dwight spun around, fists raised, to see a young woman standing behind the bench he had previously occupied. From her clothing, she could have been some kind of biker. The leather jacket and worn jeans tucked into her combat boots said she was ready for a fight, while the neon blue hair would have been more appropriate in a rave. A multitude of gleaming silver jewelry hung from zipper, clasp, limb, and ear. She was slight, but looked like she could kick his ass if he gave her reason to. Seated on her right temple, just over her dark sunglasses, was a chrome device with a single blinking green light. It appeared to be permanently attached, dug into her skull.
              “Heard you thinking.” She thrust out a hand in his direction. “Lia; but you already know that.” The light on her implant turned red. 
              Dwight extended his new arm to the small, punk-rock psychic and returned the handshake. “Dwight Knolls. You’re the Doc’s telepath?”
              “Sure, if that’s what you need.” She came around the bench and sat down, kicking her feet out in front of her. She leaned back, resting her hands behind her head. “If the money is there, I can clear your brain. The lady said something about nightmares.”
              Dwight realized she must not be actively reading his mind, or he would have been found out by now. The implant must have been cutting off her powers. “Not exactly; I’ve got something else in mind.”
              Instantly, she became defensive. She pulled her legs in and stood up. The light switched back to green. “I swear if this is some kind of – oh, that’s what you mean.”
              He cursed internally for giving himself away so soon. Though he didn’t physically feel anything, he knew she was diving into him, pulling the information buried in his mind. “Look, I can explain everything; just give me a second.”
              She held up a hand, silencing him. Even if he wanted to talk, he had suddenly forgotten how to form words. Even as he thought of what to say, his vocal cords couldn’t create the sounds.  He thought about turning to run from the mental dissection, but even that failed him. His limbs ceased functioning. All he could do was stand there as all of his secrets were read like an open book.
              “Interesting, D-man. You have a weird life.” She sat back down. Dwight remained standing, held in place by invisible strings. “I can see why you wanted a telepath. You’re messed up, you know that?”
              She finally released him, causing him to abruptly drop to his knees in front of her. His head hurt; a deep, throbbing pain as if someone had forcefully tossed his mind for memories and burned the place on the way out. It reminded him of a college hangover, the kind from shortly after the discovery of alcohol but before the discovery of moderation. He held his skull as he climbed to his feet. The psychic smiled at him contentiously, proud of her demonstration.
              She remained seated; as much as his thoughts turned to retaliation for the unprovoked attack, she’d proven that she could shut him down before he raised a fist. The light on her device remained green. It must have been a signal that her powers were active. He took a seat against the fountain a few feet from her bench. She had all the power here. His only goal now was not pissing her off.
              “Was that really necessary?” his head still throbbed, making sitting a necessity rather than a desire.
              She tipped her sunglasses down, revealing her vibrant blue eyes. The color nearly matched that of her outrageous hair. “Sure it was. I have to know what kind of creeps the Doc sets me up with. This is a dangerous city, you know? There are just so many people out there doing bad things to innocent little Powers like me.”  The green of her implant stayed constant as she remained on the surface of his thoughts.
              “Look, I can explain all of this shit.” He was ready to confess the entire thing to her. It had been a mistake to try to set this up. If he was lucky, she’d turn him in for the bounty to someone who would make his death quick and easy. If he wasn’t so fortunate, he’d get to endure years of blackmail, or worse. “I’m just doing my-”
              “Job, I know. Mind-reader, remember? Don’t you think if I was going to turn you in, I’d have kept you as a human puppet? I could make you write your confession on your forehead and march into the Guild’s lobby.” She removed her glasses completely, tucking them into her undershirt’s collar. Even if she didn’t have the readily-available ability to see into his thoughts, those fierce eyes could cut right through him.
              “So what are we going to do here? You know what I do, and what I want from you.” He just wanted this to be over so he could go nurse his throbbing headache. Lists of nearby liquor stores began populating his mental map.
              She stood and walked right up to him, “Like I said, Dwight; you’re interesting.” She held out her hand again, this time a genuine offer of partnership, rather than a courtesy. “I like interesting.”
              He returned the motion. It was the first time he had ever been called interesting.
              Within the hour, they were back at his apartment. Dwight and Lia joined Ian in the living room while they waited for Bernard to arrive. He entered with the commotion of a hurricane, banging on the door and coming in before any of the occupants could respond.
              “’o the fuck is this?!” Bernard shouted, immediately suspicious of the woman sitting in Ian’s spot on the cheap sofa. Ian had taken a place on the floor in front of the coffee table, about two feet from the television screen.
The slim man had gone into a panicked rush of cleaning when Dwight and his guest arrived. The entire display culminated with a mass of old pizza boxes being flung from their third floor balcony to the dumpster below. Lia had assured Ian that the cleaning wasn’t necessary; she knew the state of the apartment from his roommate’s memories. Dwight supposed his roommate really wanted to set a good impression with their first female guest in – well, probably ever. Regardless of his efforts, the common area was still a disaster.
For now, Ian was doing his best ostrich impression. He kept his head down and fixated on another game, hoping he’d be ignored by the hitmen plotting nefarious things in his living room. He was unfortunately becoming used to it; the terror that he might be killed for speaking at the wrong moment was nearly constant these last few weeks, primarily after meeting Rampage. Bernard’s frustration hung in the air around them.
Dwight started to speak for Lia but found himself again unable to. The red light switched colors as she froze him in place. “I’m the one who’s going to make this idiot’s plan actually work. Who the fuck are you?” Two Powers were having a pissing contest behind him, and all Ian could do was keep his attention buried in his game.
There was a tense moment as Bernard sized up the much smaller woman. Then he let out a chuckle, clearly deeming her tough enough to let his ego slide. “Righ’ then. You can call me B. Nice to meet ya.” He threw himself down on the ratty recliner that had previously housed Ian’s discarded food containers.
She lifted her hold on Dwight, who promptly sagged down in his seat as the pressure was released from his muscles. “Whatever you say, Bernard.” She tapped the implant with her finger, a sly smile on her lips.
The corners of the man’s eye twitched, “I bloody ‘ate mentalists. Buncha sneaky gits. Keep outta my ‘ead if you value yours.”
She let the light shift again. “I’ve already seen enough of you. I won’t be going back in there unless it’s to replace your mind with that of an actual pig.”
Dwight laughed a bit at the mental image that conjured. “Alright, enough. We’ve got work to do if we’re going to make this happen.”
They both glared at him, but followed the suggestion. Either of them could have seriously injured him with minimal effort, but he was still the leader of their little murder-squad, and he was going to try for something resembling peaceful cooperation.
Dwight began, “The first thing we need is to get Midas alone, outside of the city, and grounded. If he flies away or calls for help, this thing is over. Any ideas?”
Lia already looked annoyed, “I thought that ‘ideas’ was your entire job. Shouldn’t you have something for this already?”
She was right, as much as he didn’t want to admit it; without any powers to bring to the table, his only real contribution was the planning stage. The one time he really got involved in the action side of things had landed him in a coma with a missing arm; he was not about to repeat that accident. If Killstreak had nearly killed him, Midas would be able to tear him in half with his little finger. The man had stopped an out-of-control train with his own body. He had pulled asteroids off course using his bare hands. There wasn’t much, including the depths of the ocean and the vacuum of outer space, he couldn’t survive. And now Dwight, a man with no abilities to speak of, had to think of a way to kill him. Left with this revelation, he asked the other man sitting on the floor.
“Ian. Ideas: go,” he commanded, much to the disappointment of the other two people in the room.
Ian turned around, terrified by the mention of his own name. “Midas…speed, strength, toughness, flight, heat vision, perfect hair. I don’t know, Dwight; supposedly, he’s got an allergy to a type of rock that isn’t found on this planet.”
“Can we get our hands on some?” Dwight could guess the answer even as he asked the question.
Ian raised an eyebrow, “Why would he leave any of it here? Anyway, it’s not lethal to him. It’s a ‘runny nose’ allergy, not an ‘anaphylactic shock’ kind. Even if it wasn’t from across the galaxy, he removed all of it years ago and hurled it into the sun. The guy isn’t an idiot, Dwight.”
“I disagree. There isn’t a single Power I’ve met yet that isn’t completely dependent on their abilities.” Bernard and Lia were staring daggers at Dwight as the words left his mouth. “Present company excluded.” He cleared his throat, then continued, “If we take away his powers, he’ll go down like any other person. We don’t need some super mineral, just a little mental suggestion.”
Bernard looked skeptical, “Yer gonna convince ‘im not to kill you first ‘en?”
“We’re going to make him just like everyone else: powerless and scared. Lia’s going to put a little fear in Mr. Big Shot, and we’ll see how he does.”
“’at’s fucked up, D; really fucked up.” Bernard seemed suddenly aware of his partner’s capabilities, given the right motivation.
Dwight felt proud of his partner’s conclusion. “But first, we need to get him alone. Ian, can you think of anything we could use against him?”
Ian ran through his encyclopedic knowledge of the empowered world, “Midas doesn’t really patrol anymore; he’s a spokesman. Lives in the penthouse of the Guild’s Tower. The last time he actually fought someone was when he got called out by Apoch the Unstoppable.”
Dwight recalled watching the news clips of that fight. Seeing Midas snap the neck of an alien god bent on turning humanity into chemical slurry had put the retired Cape back in the spotlight for a few months. The actual fight had been something to see: together, they leveled two skyscrapers and about three blocks of cars during rush hour. If he remembered correctly, a few hundred people got caught in the crossfire.
Ian continued, “After that, he became a celebrity more than a crime-fighter. He nearly got kicked out of the Guild for some scandal with an old-world princess or something. I think there was a tape. He buried all the evidence pretty fast. That’s not the first time those rumors have come up.”
Of course a Power would be able to use all their skills to cover up their little accidents, especially if he had a fetish for filming things. Dwight could only guess what other movies Midas might have made. This was going to take a hell of a bluff, but it might work. At worst, it would let him get a cheap laugh or two before he was beaten to death.
Lia looked worried; the light on her head was active. “You’re a sick man, Dwight. But I think that’ll do.”
“I thought you said I was interesting?” he asked, a smile forming at the corners of his mouth.
“Can’t it be both?”
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They rented an RV with a satnav from a dealership outside of New Haven and drove to the most remote section of the state park. It took most of the day to get there. Ian spent the trip wiring his computers into the satellite relay. Dwight figured that for Midas, the flight would only be about five minutes. On the exposed plateau, there would be little chance for an escape if things went bad. He wished there was another option, but this was the best spot they could find to broadcast their message.
Lia sat on a rocky outcropping away from the crude set the others were constructing. Her black ski mask lay on the ledge beside her. 
“I’m not wearing that,” she said looking to Dwight. He saw her distain for the garment the moment he presented it to her.
Dwight was already putting his on, “We all need to be on camera. The more of us there are, the more likely he will come personally. We don’t want to have some sidekick show up instead. What’s the problem?”
“I just don’t do masks. Either way, my mental rewriting only lasts about three minutes. Are you sure you can get this done that quickly?” She glanced down at the dark cloth.
Dwight felt confident, even amused with the plan. He was actually enjoying himself for the first time in as long as he could remember. “Sure, if he actually comes. But if he thinks he can get away with sending a lackey, he’ll do it. We all need to be in the shot if this is going to happen.”
She sighed heavily, “Fine, but turn away.”
Dwight was confused; it wasn’t like he had asked her to change clothes or something. Puzzled as he was, he didn’t want to argue, and so he turned around, looking at the only junker RV they could afford if they didn’t bring it back in one piece. After a few impatient seconds, he called back, “You done yet?”
“Shut up before I make you forget how to control your bladder.” There was a pause. “Okay, you can turn around.”
He did as instructed. Sure enough, Lia had the mask pulled over her face; only her icy eyes were visible. At least they wouldn’t be identified before Midas arrived to kill his blackmailers and take their stolen footage. Behind her, Dwight could see a neon blue pile; he knew there was nothing natural about that hair color, but incorrectly assumed it was dyed. He decided it was in his best interest not to push the topic. After all, there were a lot of cliffs in the area, and a suggestion of “you can fly” would be a terrible way to go.
“Glad we’re on the same page then, Mr. Knolls.” Lia’s green light glowed visibly beneath the covering. “You do not get to ask me about that – ever.”
Bernard stepped down from the camper roaring with laughter, “’is is either the stupidest or most brilliant idea I’ve ever ‘eard from you, D. I can’t wait!” Ian must have let the plan slip.
The huge man’s sudden arrival caused Lia to panic and abruptly toss the wig further behind her. It flew off her perch, caught on the wind, and sailed over the nearby ridge. She turned back to the men, painfully aware of her error.
Dwight ignored it, and it seemed his partner hadn’t noticed at all. He moved past Bernard to check in with Ian, who was inside the trailer setting up the video stream. He sat at a small bank of monitors they had borrowed from his personal stash. The promise of a small fortune for completing the mission was enough to persuade him to help. 
Still, he seemed uneasy about being involved in the murder of one of the city’s elite Powers. Dwight supposed he could empathize, even if this particular one had slept with his wife. Midas was a hero in the truest sense of the word. He had saved New Haven more times than anyone could count in his decades of service. Up until a few weeks ago, his roommate had idolized the Capes; it was amazing how quickly things could change.
“How’s the connection coming?” Dwight asked, looking at the indecipherable code Ian was entering into the transmitter.
Ian didn’t look away from his task. “Smooth enough. These old satellites are easy to crack. I’m setting this up so the average user won’t be able to track us, but the Guild’s systems will.”
To Dwight’s satisfaction, it turned out Ian was quite the programmer; he would have to bring it up the next time he visited with the Doc. Maybe it would even get Ian out of the apartment once in a while so Dwight could use the living room television in peace. “How long do you think you need?” he asked.
Ian lowered his head, massaging his temples with his long, spidery fingers. “Maybe ten minutes or so. I’ll definitely be done by the time you have the camera set up.”
Dwight left Ian to his typing. He went back outside to find Bernard moving their table into the center of the set as Lia adjusted the camera. The whole stage had been a rush job and looked reminiscent of a terrorist’s home movie. It would have to do; they didn’t have the opportunity to use any of Wulf’s fancy toys, Celene, or the Associates to clean up the mess.
All this was compounding the nagging awareness brewing at the back of his thoughts: if Wulf was really keeping low for a while because of the Killstreak job, why the hell would he choose to go after Midas, of all people? Midas was celebrity, a public fixture in New Haven. There’s no way taking him out wouldn’t send shockwaves through the Capes. There would be investigations, conspiracy theories, and people seeking retribution. Covering this up wouldn’t be possible even with an army of Associates.
The lack of an obvious offense added to the confusion. With all of his previous jobs, there had been some slight, some foul committed in Wulf’s insane game. Anything Midas could have done should have been general knowledge; the man couldn’t go anywhere without a dozen photographers tailing him. Even his affair with Linda had landed cover stories in a dozen tabloids, despite no solid proof ever being found. 
A quick search hadn’t brought up any sightings of Midas since the press conference. With the others, Wulf’s “justice” had been prompt for their transgressions; in the Phoenix’s case, within a week. As much as he tried, Dwight couldn’t find a single story about Midas in twice that time. It didn’t make sense, unless Wulf had finally made a decision for something long forgotten. However, that didn’t feel right. It wasn’t Wulf’s style to delay a response to an insult. The Wulf that Dwight understood was swift, brutal, and always acted to send a message; this just wasn’t like him.
By now, his companions were each finishing their appointed tasks. The final touch: a Justice Guild flag they had taken from Ian’s room, now crudely shredded, hung on the side of the camper. Everyone’s mask in place, they gathered in front of the camera. The four of them waited for Ian’s signal that the broadcast had begun streaming to the city’s news outlets. His roommate’s intense focus darted between his phone and the camera in front of them.
“Ten seconds,” he said, his voice muffled by the hood covering his face. He was obviously nervous; Dwight couldn’t blame him. He felt terrible for pushing Ian into this, but they needed his presence, otherwise Dwight would have been happy to tell him to put the broadcast on remote and leave. Dwight swore a silent oath to himself that he would do everything he could to keep his roommate from harm.
Ian used his fingers to count down the last seconds. As his hand dropped back to his side, the transmitting light on the camera went live. The four of them stood silently for a few moments, waiting for the viewers at home to adjust to their interrupted programs.
Dwight rolled up the bottom of his mask, exposing only his mouth. “Good evening, New Haven,” he began, making a poor attempt to disguise his voice beneath gruff tones, “We have a special announcement for you. The golden guardian, Midas, has a little hobby that keeps getting him into trouble. Your savior seems to think he’s a bit of a filmmaker.”
Ian tapped the button he had been holding in his other hand: a switch controlling a projector on the ground just in front of their camera. Its image displayed against the flat surface of the RV’s side: a promotional photo of Midas standing proudly beside Lock Heart, an arm around her shoulder. The two of them looked majestic, larger than life. The photo was published when Linda first joined the team as a full member roughly two years earlier. It had been on all the covers that weekend.
“We have obtained footage of these two in, well, compromising positions – several, actually. Our proposal is simple: we’re holding an auction. We’ll start the bidding at one million. Interested parties should send their offer to this account.” He pointed to Bernard, who held up a cardboard sign with a long string of handwritten numbers. The account belonged to Ellis; one of many, he assumed. Dwight was sure she would appreciate the charitable donation, especially if it was at the expense of New Haven’s media outlets. She’d be smart enough to transfer the money and hide it before they could withdraw their payments.
It was a complete gamble. Dwight had no way of actually knowing whether the two of them made any evidence of their affair. Hell, if there was video, it was entirely possible that Linda hadn’t known she was being filmed. His assumption was based on Midas’s well-chronicled history of the behavior and the media’s insatiable lust for dirt on Capes. 
Dwight hoped that Midas’s need to protect his public image would bring him running to their intentionally traceable location. If this step succeeded, he could only pray that his preparations would save them from the wrathful demigod they were openly taunting.
He gave a flourish and bowed deeply, never taking his eyes off the camera, “We thank you for your patronage, dear city, and hope you enjoy the show.”
Ian prepared to cut the feed, but was suddenly distracted. There was a distant boom somewhere far beyond the trees of the preserve, in the direction of the city. Before Dwight could identify it, the noise came screaming toward them. It slammed into the ground between the four extortionists and their equipment; the impact tossed the camera, vehicle, and themselves in separate directions. Dwight was hurled to the side, colliding with the wheel of the tilting RV before falling to the stone below. The trailer landed much as he did: hard on the rocks. He didn’t see where Ian, Lia, or Bernard fell.
As the dust around him settled, Dwight saw the downfall of hundreds of villains and conquerors kneeling in the crater: the man they had just humiliated. Steam rose from his body, a remnant of the impossible speed that had brought him here. His eyes glowed a deep, angry, hateful red. The networks, if the camera was still broadcasting, would be eating this up. He could see the headlines now: “Midas Foils Smear Campaign, Pummels Four into Fine Paste.”
Rising to his full, terrifying height, Midas took purposeful strides directly at Dwight’s prone form. Lifting him by the back of his jacket with a single hand like he weighed nothing, the Cape held his would-be blackmailer above his face.
With his free arm, the Power roughly tore away the mask from Dwight’s head. If he had wanted to, Midas could have simply annihilated his skull with a blast from his optic rays. The last ragged shreds fell away as he focused all his bitter frustration at figuring out Dwight’s identity. Though they had met several times in the past at Linda’s work functions, the Power came up with nothing. It seemed physical perfection and genius-level intellect were no match for the power of Dwight’s complete obscurity.
He spoke through clenched teeth, “Tell me who you are. Now.” He pulled Dwight in so close the man’s spittle hit his cheek. “You have three seconds.”
“Dwight Knolls; we’ve met before. You might know me as ‘The Referee.’ You slept with my wife. At least once, I think.” It was proving difficult to speak, the way he was being held.
Both men stopped as Bernard rounded the edge of the overturned camper. “The ‘ell was that?!” he shouted at no one in particular. He froze upon realizing that their plan had succeeded.
“Goliath?” Midas asked. Apparently, he knew Bernard from his previous life – the one Dwight always wondered about. There was a second of processing on both sides; Midas finished first. The look of confusion transformed into one of determined rage.
There wasn’t time for a response. Dwight suddenly felt himself falling. Before he landed, a blur of motion rocketed Bernard backward into the rock wall. The force of Midas’s punch embedded the giant in the stone. Dwight knew his partner could take a hit, but he wasn’t sure of Bernard’s limits, if there were any. Midas’s fist had leveled gods, toppled buildings; Bernard often whined about paper cuts. His wounds may heal unnaturally quickly, but he was still as vulnerable to injury as anyone else. Bernard slipped out of the imprint and dropped to the ground with a loud thud. He wasn’t moving. Midas advanced on the fallen giant.
Dwight tried to scramble away from Midas. If Lia was alive, she was his only chance of stopping the furious superhuman. He made it around the side of the trailer when he spotted Ian lying face down, his left leg pinned under the RV. Rushing to his side, Dwight pulled on the limb trying to free it, but to no avail. Ian was completely unconscious, which Dwight assumed was a blessing. Had he been awake, the shock of a shattered leg would be unbearable.
Satisfied with his smiting of Bernard, Midas followed Dwight’s path around the RV. He stood over the struggling hitman and his roommate. “Where is the film, Dwight?”
If nothing else, at least this time the Cape remembered his name, “I never had it – but thanks, I guess, for letting me know that there is one.” 
Dwight stood, staring the most powerful individual New Haven had ever encountered square in the face. The fact that Midas could cause an earthquake with a footstep didn’t matter. Dwight was tired of being afraid of the Powers. If he died here, it would be standing up to one of the entitled pricks. “If you’re going to kill me, then do it. I’m done bowing to your kind.”
Midas seemed happy to oblige. The Power pulled back for a solid haymaker that would surely decapitate any normal person. Dwight didn’t flinch, though; he was beyond fear. In that last instant, he thought of Linda, of Molly, and of the ant that stares down the hurricane before being annihilated. He defiantly locked eyes with Midas, and waited for the end.
But it never came. An intense rush of air surged around his head. Midas’s fist stopped inches from Dwight’s face. He leaned to the right, looking past the stationary Cape to see Lia limping toward them. Her implant’s light gleamed in the setting sun. Midas was now under her control. 
She was bleeding from a nasty gash on her bald head, her mask missing. “My fees just tripled. You never said anything about being thrown off a cliff.” She carried her disheveled wig in her free hand.
Dwight nodded, “We live through this, you can name your price. Do it.”
Lia grinned as she slid between Dwight and the frozen hero, pushing his outstretched arm aside. She held her hands up to Midas and placed her fingers against his temples. Their height difference was substantial; she had to stand on her toes to reach him. “One super lobotomy, coming up.”
Dwight looked on as Midas twitched, his locked limbs holding him stiff. He let out a low whimper, something Dwight would have expected from a suffering animal rather than the city’s greatest hero. Lia’s expression faded as she explored his mind, hunting for the source of his powers. Midas’s body might be free of any weakness, but the hidden depths of his brain were just as vulnerable as anyone else’s.
Linda once told Dwight about the way the empowered tapped into their abilities. It was a mental feat, an understanding that they “could” do something, that allowed them to. This is why the Capes were always training: to discover the full potential of what they could do. Otherwise, without constant practice and study, a superhuman could potentially live out their entire lives without unlocking their talents. Midas was the best not only because he had won some genetic lottery; all the man did with his time was experiment and improve his powers. It made sense that no one could defeat him – that is, unless someone managed to take all of that training away.
Lia suddenly pulled her hands back, drained from the process. She had warned him that this could happen. Blocking someone this powerful from being able to tap into something so secondary, so central of their nature, would be exhausting. Her footing swayed for a second before she started to slip. Dwight caught her in his arms and gently set her down beside Ian. It was for the best, really; neither of them would want to see the next part.
Without Lia’s influence over his muscles, Midas was just regaining control of his body as Dwight returned to confront him. The Cape didn’t seem to have any idea what Lia had done to him. Dwight kept his arms down at his sides. “Come on, tough guy, I think you were about to hit me.”
Midas accepted the invitation. The punch landed across Dwight’s chin. While it stung, it was hardly as jaw-shattering as the previous attempt would have been.
To Midas’s horror, the Referee remained where he stood. The Cape was too stunned to go for another; it was the first time someone who wasn’t an immortal deity withstood a blow from him.
Dwight touched his face, aching but proud. Today, he would topple a god. “My turn, then,” he said, engaging the charged plates of his new knuckles.
His first swing caught Midas directly in his perfect face. The metallic limb unloaded its electric payload into the Cape’s straining body. Dwight pressed his advantage, repeatedly battering the struggling Power with both fists.
Without his abilities, Midas wasn’t even able to handle standing up properly; the weight of his own body was something altogether new to him. It was as if the man was experiencing gravity for the first time. For Dwight, the rush was intoxicating.
After a few quick jabs and a hook to Midas’s torso, Dwight decided to increase the artificial limb’s power output. As the plates connected at the end of his punch, the blast from the electrical system unleashed their charge directly into Midas’s chest. The stink of burning spandex and charred flesh was overpowering.
Midas’s defenses fell instantly as his muscles failed him. He dropped to the ground, sporadically twitching but still breathing. The voltage should have been enough to kill a normal person; it seemed that Lia hadn’t taken all of the Cape’s legendary toughness. Dwight figured he still had about a minute before the effects completely wore off. As satisfying as this was, it was time to finish the job.
Crouching over the fallen Cape, he considered enabling the shot of the Doc’s serum hidden in his prosthetic. A sudden boost of superpowers would definitely give him an edge. Dwight shook the idea; remembering Ellis’s warning about the potentially deadly side effects stopped any further thoughts of using the drug. He wouldn’t need it. 
Even now, Midas’s shocked organs were dying. A few more hits from the electrified plates would be enough to send the Cape into fatal cardiac arrest. Dwight thought about what the news agencies would say tomorrow about the “powerless” Referee slaying Midas, their golden savior.
Dwight pulled back his arm, preparing to strike directly at the man’s heart. As he did, Lia’s voice called out behind him. “Dwight, stop!”
Turning back to where he had left her, he found Lia inching along the ground. He checked himself for the familiar feeling of Lia’s mental probes in his mind. Finding none, he waited, ever aware that their window to complete the job was closing.
Dwight kept his fist raised. “We’re running out of time. He’s about to get his powers back!” He prepared to land the killing blow. Midas’s eyes rolled back in his skull as Dwight lifted him off the stone by the collar.
“He’s innocent!” She shouted. Dwight suddenly felt Lia’s presence in his mind, even if she still wasn’t strong enough to do anything there.
“‘Innocent?’ He slept with my wife. Whatever else he did is between him and Wulf.” Something in him wanted to hate this man, to see him destroyed.
“You know that isn’t you. Infidelity aside, he hasn’t done anything.” She slowly pulled herself to her knees.
“What do you mean, ‘hasn’t done anything?’ I got this job from Wulf. If he’s on Wulf’s list, he must have done something wrong, broken the rules of the fucking game.” There were only a few more seconds before Midas’s powers returned, and he could destroy them like insects.
“Did you? Think about it. I’ve been in both of your minds. I know how this works.” She was pleading now, unable to force him to stop.
Dwight tried to remember.
“He hasn’t done anything. He’s been busy running the Guild’s business for months now. He hasn’t done a single thing that would violate Wulf’s stupid game.”
The spasms ceased. Comprehension returned to Midas’s eyes. He hung in Dwight’s grasp, still unable to move his weakened body. 
Dwight leaned in close, eye to eye with the recovering Cape. “Tell me, what did you do to piss off Wulf?”
Midas coughed, struggling with the words, “Nothing, I swear. I do everything he says. I’d never betray him.”
Dwight brought his fist down into the rock beside Midas’s skull. It shattered under the strike, shards bouncing harmlessly off his sweating skin. Dwight stood. 
“Get up.”
It took him agonizing moments, but Midas rose to his feet. He was hunched over, gripping his chest, and breathing hard. Dwight had only ever seen the Cape in that kind of mess after a major incident with one of the big players in the city. He supposed he could take some measure of pride in the fact that he was now somewhere on that very short list.
He pointed to the tipped RV, “Get this thing off of my friend.” Dwight hoped that Ian’s leg was only pinned, not completely crushed under the vehicle.
Midas did as he was told. Lifting with a single hand, he tipped the heavy camper back onto its wheels. The entire thing rocked from the sudden force righting it. Inside, Dwight heard clattering; he guessed Ian’s computers wouldn’t be usable. He could add it to the ever-growing list of debts to be repaid.
The Cape stared at Dwight, growing more confident as his powers restored themselves. “And now?”
“Now, you leave. I need to have a long conversation with my partners and my boss about what happened here today.” He turned to point back where Bernard’s body had made a rock angel, but didn’t see the huge man where he had fallen.
“Lookin’ fer me?” Bernard called from behind Lia. None of them had time to react as he roughly grabbed the back of her head before slamming it into the side of the RV. The implant shattered against the steel, blood splattering from the blunt force. 
“That’s what you get for divin’ in me ‘ead.” He let her go and she limply fell over Ian. He spit on her unconscious body.
“You son of a bitch!” Dwight shouted, already running. He rushed to Lia, but a sharp kick from Bernard knocked him away. He caught himself and sat up, blood boiling, “You set this up. Why in the hell would you do any of this?”
He pointed at Midas, who remained still. “That bastard stole me powers, left me to die. ‘e deserves to be put down more’n the lot of ‘em.”
Midas took a step forward. It was obvious to Dwight that the man’s full strength was back. “He was dangerous. We all voted, and had his powers blocked by the strongest telepaths we could find.”
“You ‘ad no goddamned right!” 
Bernard may be many things: an oaf, a sadist, a sarcastic asshole – but Dwight could never see him as a hero. He would have been the walking embodiment of everything that scared Dwight about the Powers.
His confidence and abilities restored, Midas seemed ready for another round; thankfully, his attention wasn’t set on Dwight. “You weren’t going to stop. It was only a matter of time before you did something stupid and got innocent people killed.”
“Since when ‘as it ever been about them, Kyle? When did you ever give a fuck abou’ a single one o’ them?” 
Dwight had never heard Midas’s real name. He was somewhat disappointed that it was so normal. 
Bernard pointed an accusatory finger at Midas, “You jus’ wanted to show ‘em how strong you are and ‘ow pathetic everyone is compared to you!”
The words did more damage than Dwight’s assault. Midas let his arms drop, his fighting spirit burned out.
Bernard’s anger stung in his eyes, “I was no bloody more dangerous than any o’ you! You took my powers because you wanted to see if you could! I was a fucking test!” He took a few steps closer. “You jus’ wanted to see if you could make one o’ us like one o’ them.”
“You’re right,” Midas admitted, “What we did to you was inexcusable. There were worse than you. More reckless, more powerful. We needed to know: if one of us got out of line, could we stop them?” He looked Bernard straight in the eyes, the solemn gaze of a wounded leader, “We didn’t have any other choice.”
They were face-to-face, two titans focused only on each other. “You ‘ad a choice; you could ‘ave voted for anyone else.”
Raising his arms over his head, a piece of twisted metal in his massive grip glinted in the fading afternoon light. Bernard brought down the point with all his strength, aiming for Midas’s scalp. The Cape made no effort to block it. Something about the whole thing made Dwight think back to the look on the Phoenix’s face: the expression of accepting death.
The blade bent against the top of Midas’s unnaturally tough skull, leaving Bernard impotently furious in the face of a god.
“You don’t get to kill me for what we did, you monster.” Midas grabbed Bernard’s wrist and twisted the remains of the makeshift knife free. It fell to the ground with a soft clink, covered in Bernard’s own hyper-regenerative blood. The wounds on his hands were already healing as Midas released them.
“I already did. They all know, Kyle.” Bernard took a step back and pointed toward the downed camera lying on its side about twenty feet away. The broadcasting light, despite all of the tossing and tumbling, was still on. The entire event had been sent to every news organization in New Haven. Their secrets – all of them – were now public knowledge.
With that, Midas let loose a single uppercut with all his might. The punch caught Bernard in the sternum and launched him skyward. Had Bernard not already survived a similar blow earlier, Dwight might assume his partner was dead. Bernard flew out of sight over the forest, before landing with an audible crash. The impact was brutal enough to down several trees; he would need some time to fully recover. For now, the well-being of the backstabbing scum was the least of Dwight’s concerns.
With Bernard gone, Dwight hurried to check on Lia and Ian, both still lying in a heap. A growing pool of blood spread beneath Lia’s smooth head. Dwight carefully flipped her over and checked the implant. Exposed wires hung from the ruined casing; the impact with the RV had destroyed the device. Dwight had no way of knowing how deeply it was attached to her brain and whether the damage was more catastrophic than it appeared on the surface.
Ian, on the other hand, seemed mostly okay; the camper had torn into his pants, exposing enough of the leg that Dwight could examine it. From a casual once-over, nothing seemed broken, and he suffered only minor cuts and bruises from Midas’s earth-shattering arrival.
Dwight turned to the Cape. He hadn’t moved from where he had punched Bernard. He looked defeated; this was not the same raging Power who threatened them minutes ago. 
Dwight lifted Lia, taking care with her head. “You, get Ian inside. Be careful with him.”
Midas looked puzzled; perhaps this was the first time he had ever taken an order from a normal. “Why the camper?”
Dwight explained, irritated, “Both of these people likely have concussions, or worse. You can’t just carry them each under one arm to the hospital. Get them inside. You’re going to fly us all to my doctor.” The laws of physics and human anatomy generally didn’t apply to Powers like Midas.
Midas didn’t question any further. He handled Ian as gently as he could manage; it was a bit like watching a professional wrestler handle a kitten. There seemed to be a new vulnerability in Midas: his strength was a liability. He held Ian in his arms outside of the RV as Dwight set Lia down on the filthy mattress at its rear. Dwight began tossing Ian’s equipment out the door; he wasn’t concerned with the state of the machines at this point. If anything, they would be potentially dangerous projectiles once they were airborne.
A few moments later, he pitched the last rig out onto the rocky ledge. The machine exploded into a heap of broken parts as it hit the ground. He’d owe Ian for all the mess this day had been. He’d take payment for it out of Bernard’s face if they ever saw him again. Waving Midas into the camper, he swore he’d get his former partner back for this.
The Cape set his cargo down next to Lia. They were all in terrible shape, but this was the best plan Dwight could manage, given the situation; he’d need to keep an eye on the injured. He pointed back toward the door. “Get to it.”
Though he looked like he had barely the strength to carry Dwight’s frail roommate, Midas didn’t object. “Where are we going?”
“They need medical attention. I have a friend at the east end docks. She’s got a lab there that can handle anything.” Even now, Dwight was sure Ellis had watched the broadcast and would be prepping an array of machines to help Lia. Rummaging through the camper’s cabinets, he found a disused first-aid kit; at least the thin gauze bandage would help stop the steady blood flowing from her head wound.
Midas nodded, and stepped outside. He shouted, “Brace yourself – this is going to be rough!”
From the moment the Power crawled under the camper and stood, the entire world rocked violently under them. Dwight did his best to hold his unconscious partners in place. As they soared up and away from the nature preserve, he was sure that anyone watching the skies was in for a surprise.
 



Twelve
 
 
 
Though the drive to the remote forest had taken most of the day, the flight back was substantially shorter; there was an advantage to not needing roads. They set down with a screeching protest from the RV’s suspension. Dwight rushed to the driver’s seat to check their position. Fortunately, Midas set them down a few buildings away from the Doc’s workshop. He turned the key in the ignition, praying that the engine somehow survived the abuse. There was a horrible, grinding choke before the engine caught and started. It wouldn’t be pretty, but the camper would get them the rest of the way.
In his rearview mirror, Dwight saw Midas standing alone in the middle of the road. Once they were a few hundred feet from him, the Power turned away and took off into the sky. Perhaps killing him would have been a mercy compared to having his sins aired in front of all of New Haven. They had broken him – first in body, then in spirit. The untouchable had been destroyed in every way by a normal man. New Haven wouldn’t forget this. Neither would Midas.
He thought of Bernard, still somewhere in the nature preserve. Revenge was a hell of a motivator; having his powers stolen ruined his life. Dwight wondered if Bernard would be satisfied with what he’d achieved today, or if this was just the beginning of something worse. He frankly didn’t care where Bernard went from here. The betrayal made him seethe.
His ability to work for Wulf was based on the concept that these Powers needed to be brought down – that the others had to see their actions had consequences. Sure, Midas’s actions against Bernard were horrible, but the Powers weren’t helpless the way the regular citizens of New Haven were. He didn’t want to get involved in some Cape struggle, and certainly didn’t care about their internal bickering. Wulf would be calling, and Dwight would need a hell of an explanation to get himself out of this.
Pulling up to the rear entrance of Doctor Ellis’s lab, Dwight dashed out, searching for one of the Doc’s hidden cameras. He waved frantically and began shouting. Dwight could only hope she was watching for him; he didn’t have time to carry both of them through her elaborate security system.
“Doc, we need help out here!” His voice was strained, his shouting transformed into a painful cry, “Come on! Please!”
Finally, as he reached the end of his patience, the door swung open. The Doc waved him in, “Get Lia first. Your roommate isn’t hurt – just a colossal wuss.” She had been watching the broadcast of their fight.
He rushed back into the camper and delicately scooped up Lia. Her head wound had soaked through the bandage; the sheets beneath her were stained a bright crimson. He paid no attention as that same blood now saturated his shirt. Dwight carried the psychic outside and into the lab. Even as he walked past her, Ellis was already examining the damage.
“That piece of shit,” she snarled, unwinding the gauze from Lia’s head. “If I ever see Bernard again, I swear I’m going to disintegrate him.” She pointed to the examination table, “Put her there.”
Dwight did as he was told. He set her down like she was made of glass. “I grabbed the pieces of her implant, but I may not have gotten it all.” He pulled the blood-drenched bits of metal from his pocket and placed them beside her on the table.
Ellis shook her head, “I’m not going to be able to use any of that. Dalia’s limiter was a prototype. It’s going to take some time to build a new one for her. Right now, I’m more concerned with the pieces lodged in her skull.”
She wheeled over a small surgical tray lined with pristine tools. Taking the laser scalpel from it, she began working to remove the shrapnel from the catatonic woman’s head. After a few intense minutes, those fingers slid a quarter-sized hunk of steel from Lia’s skull. Ellis gingerly tugged the miniscule wires attaching the device to her patient’s brain. Sighing heavily, she dropped the bloody mechanism in the tray beside her.
While she worked, Dwight went back to the camper to retrieve Ian. With Lia secured, Dwight took a moment to examine his roommate. A bruise had formed on his forehead, likely a trophy from Midas. An RV tipping over on his leg hadn’t helped. Dwight decided to set him up in the medical suite. This had been an unfortunately busy week for the Doc. 
Placing Ian on the gurney, he hooked up the vital-reading equipment hanging from the inert machines. At least his roommate had made it out of that mess in better shape than Lia. Dwight returned to Ellis’s side to see if she needed any help with her impromptu brain surgery. To his relief, he was not going to be of any use, and the doctor waved him away.
Dwight watched her work, cursing himself for not seeing through Bernard’s plan. He assumed that the case had come from Wulf, not his partner. If Lia hadn’t stopped him, he’d have killed Midas.
The Doc was finishing up the last few stitches as Dwight came out of his mental fog. Six gore-covered shards lay in the bottom of the silver surgical dish. The port that connected the broken device to her brain looked rough, but salvageable. She breathed another sigh, “She’ll be alright, but I’m going to keep her sedated until I get her new unit up and running.”
“What does it do?” Dwight inquired. He considered for a moment whether Lia would want that question answered.
 “It’s a restraining unit. Dalia’s power is too much for the human mind to handle. I was doing some consulting at First Memorial Hospital when I was introduced to her. She had been living in a psychiatric ward for most of her life.” It seemed that Ellis wasn’t concerned with patient confidentiality.
Her tone was reminiscent, “She can’t turn it off normally – the telepathy. Imagine spending your entire life hearing the thoughts of every person within a three-mile radius.” She stroked Lia’s smooth head with a damp sanitary towel, cleaning away the last of the blood.
“It drove her mad. She hadn’t slept peacefully in years, not since her abilities matured at puberty.” The way the Doc touched her, it was almost motherly. Dwight had never seen this side of Ellis before. “I knew what she was the moment I saw her. She was special, but that power is what broke her.”
A quick tap of the nearest monitor brought up a technical readout of the implant. “Her limiter shuts off part of her brain. I developed them as a way to imprison Powers. It was supposed to be a final measure to deal with the ones that just won’t follow society’s rules.” A faint smile crossed her lips, “Kinda like you, I suppose – just without the killing part.”
Dwight didn’t like the comparison.
She pointed to the connection the device made to the gray matter of the simulation, “It can cut off the user’s brain completely, rendering them comatose, or it can get more selective. It also has the potential to restrict higher brain functions, effectively robotizing the mind of whoever it’s in.” 
Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked down at Lia’s bound skull and the implant port below. “I thought it would be useful in prisons to keep the truly dangerous under control. I never went through with it. Taking away someone’s free will, removing their ability to think; it’s monstrous.
“In Dalia’s case, we use it to dampen or deactivate her powers completely. It helps her manage her ability so she can stand the real world. She needs it to cut off the barrage of all the mental stimulation she’s surrounded by.” There was a deep sadness in her voice.
“It took a month to get the settings just right so that she was, well, Lia. During the initial tests, she wasn’t much more than a zombie following orders. I left her that way for weeks while I experimented so that she’d at least be able to rest if I told her to.”
She looked ready to break down completely, “I can replace the unit, but getting that balance right is going to take longer than I’m comfortable with.”
Dwight reached across the table and placed a hand on the doctor’s shoulder, “It’s okay, Doc. You’ll get it.” She looked up at him, the regret in her eyes pouring over in streams. “I know Lia would understand. You really care about her; she knows that.”
“Someone has to.” The doctor produced a small handkerchief from her coat pocket and attended to her face. When she recovered her composure, she turned back to Dwight, more concerned with the present needs of her other guest. “You appear to be in some shit, Mr. Knolls. Or would you like me to start calling you by your other name, ‘Mr. Referee?’”
Fuck. He hadn’t realized when he used that name that the fight was being broadcast. The entire city would be looking for him now. What he needed most was to get in touch with Wulf and explain Bernard’s betrayal. In all likeliness, he had seen the brawl and would be leading a hunting party of Associates.
“I’ll need supplies if I’m going to take care of this.” Dwight was expecting he would also need a miracle to survive both a trip across the city and a visit to Wulf’s office before the Powers caught him. He doubted a phone call would suffice. Dwight would need to get there as quickly as possible, before Wulf had time to think up some “fitting” punishment for him.
And then there was Bernard, formerly known as Goliath. With Ian still out, he would need some information on what his ex-partner was capable of in case he needed to be put down. At the moment, Dwight would be willing to do that job even without a briefcase – a fair trade for all the suffering Bernard had caused with his treacherous addition to Dwight’s workload.
Ellis pointed to the door closest to the recovery room, “That’s the storage closet. Anything in there is likely dangerous and untested. Your very charitable donation covers anything you want to borrow.”
He realized she was referring to the multiple million dollar bids she had received for the footage of Midas and his ex. While that film existed somewhere, the media would never be getting it from him. That had not, however, stopped Ellis from using her A.I. to initiate those held transfers and send them off to her private accounts.
              The inside of the Doc’s storage room could have fulfilled any power-hungry dictator’s deepest fantasies. It was as large as the outer lab, but lined with row upon row of steel shelves filled with innumerable abandoned weapons and gear. Everything from obvious guns and multipurpose tools to unidentifiable gadgets in their resting places as if this was the planet’s largest hyper-tech superstore. Dwight doubted Ellis even knew what half of the inventions did anymore; if she did, with the right motivation, she could probably conquer the city by herself.
              She passed him a black duffel bag, “Take what you like, but be careful. You already ignored my pleas about getting back to work so soon. I can’t stop you, but try not to get yourself killed out there.”
              As he did his shopping, Dwight ran over the list of the Capes most likely to be looking for him. Linda’s current team was the first to mind: Ar-Marie, the power-suited teen genius, would definitely be on the hunt; she had been trying to prove her skills and loyalty to Midas since she had joined the junior league. There were the twins, Jolt and Volt – electricity-based strikers. If he could dodge their initial attacks, the two were notoriously fragile. The Guild had dozens of Capes waiting in reserve; that didn’t even include the retirees, exiles, and recruits who would all be out looking for the Referee.
              And then there was Wulf. Even if Dwight planned to head straight there, he wasn’t going to be able to simply walk into StarPoint. There would be an army of Associates blocking his path, including Rampage. 
He thought of Celene, his handler. She could have warned him of Bernard’s lie if he had thought to check in; Dwight had gotten sloppy. He needed to fix this, and then reconsider his methods if he was going to have a future in this business.
              While considering his options, he remembered the phone in his pocket. He had turned it off before their broadcast. With all the chaos, he hadn’t even thought to turn it back on. As he activated it, a flurry of missed messages filled the screen; it seemed his performance had made an impact among the city’s Powers. The three longest were from Linda. There were also two from Ellis; he held out the phone for her to see.
              “I was trying to warn you that the feed was still going after Midas arrived,” she shrugged, “How was I supposed to know you practiced proper etiquette and turned your damned phone off when on camera?”
              “And the second one?” he pointed to the file.
              “That one was instructions to bring Dalia here when you finished dealing with Bernard’s ego contest. I believe there are also some parts about what I’d do to you if she didn’t make it.” She slipped her hands into the pockets of her coat. “You should probably just delete that one.”
              He complied; the Doc’s threats tended to be oddly specific and always graphic. Dwight followed the list down, deleting most of the messages from long-forgotten contacts he had made in the course of his work. Finally reaching the earliest received calls, he found the name he feared: Wulf. It was a single call with a short voicemail attached to it. He tapped play, somehow afraid that the man’s voice would find a way to harm him through the tiny speakers.
The message started. At first, there was just slow breathing. After a few tense seconds, he began, “Mr. Knolls, we need to talk about your newfound entrepreneurship. I’ll be sending some Associates to retrieve you. I do apologize if they’re a little…rough.”
              Wulf hung up abruptly. It was as bad as Dwight anticipated. The calm, curt tone of Wulf’s voice conveyed his outrage; it was the intonation he usually held for the moment before he had someone killed – or worse, did the job himself.
              Dwight put the phone away and looked up at the Doc, who gave him a skeptical look. “I’m going to need some serious hardware if I’m going to make it to him.”
              “You could just leave. He can’t hurt you if you’re nowhere to be found.” Even as she suggested it, he knew that wasn’t going to work. Wulf had eyes and ears everywhere. The Referee’s bounty would be enough to bring all of the big names out for his head if he ran.
              He continued searching through the racks for things he could use. Most required power sources he wouldn’t be able to carry. The few pieces that he could identify as useful, he tossed in the bag. The Doc grabbed a few more as they went from shelf to shelf, explaining their purpose before stuffing them in. She picked up a short glass jar with a screw-top lid. “This is electrically-charged putty I developed for corporate espionage. Just a gob of the stuff will fry anything you put it on.”
              Dwight nodded, thinking of more uses than opening doors. “You making spy gear now, too?”
              She stood with pride, placing her hands on her hips. “Mr. Knolls, I am a professional. If the client wants to pretend they’re in the intellectual sabotage game, who am I to question?”
              As they reached the end of the shelves, she fished in her pocket for one last thing. She held out the mystery object in her closed fist, waiting for Dwight to reach for it. As he did, she let go, and a set of keys fell into his open palm. He examined them, their grinning skull keychain looking back at him.
              “You’ll need something fast. Take care of my baby, Dwight. She’s getting old, and you can’t afford to replace her, even if you wanted to.” She led the way to the garage he had never seen. 
As the overhead lights flickered on, he suddenly understood. Engine parts lay strewn across the floor. No fewer than six cars sat in pieces, disassembled and forgotten. “It was a hobby, one that never panned out,” she said, embarrassed by the state of her garage.
              “Never thought of you as a mechanic, Doc. Seems a little too…normal for you.” He was surprised. Ellis could design a doomsday weapon on her lunch break. She played with forces that could destroy continents, but he assumed that the simplicity of automotive repair was somehow beneath her.
              She led him on through the minefield of clanging metal. Each step, regardless of how careful they were, disturbed something. Finally, they arrived at the back of the shop. Under a single hanging light, a motorcycle sat alone. 
“This is Jezebel.” The bike was immaculately detailed; its blue flame decals embossed the beautiful gray exterior. Its engine, highly modified, appeared to be lined with coiled glass.
              Thinking back, he had never seen Ellis outside of her lab. Somehow, it made sense that this machine was her personal ride; he could picture her taking this to the store for groceries and other mundane tasks. Anything else would have felt wrong, un-Ellis-like. “Doc, I think I’m in love.”
              She chuckled, “Despite her name, she’s all mine. I’m trusting she’ll be coming back.” He was happy to see her humor return. Her concern over Lia had taken away all of the woman’s usual zeal.
              Dwight had a seat and instantly felt the weight of the modified motorcycle. He had ridden several bikes during his service years, and a few more in his twenties, but it had been some time – and nothing like this. As he turned the ignition and cranked the throttle, the coils roared to life. The surge of arcing electricity powering the bike whined with barely restrained power.
              Ellis strapped the duffel bag to the back of the seat and headed for the sealed outer door. Pressing an eye against the scanner, the door slowly rose. Even before it finished its ascent, Dwight twisted the throttle and the bike launched through the passage.
              Ahead, he could see the shaft he was racing down quickly coming to an end in a solid wall. He was about to swerve to avoid the fatal collision when the wall parted smoothly down the center. Clearing the hidden exit, he looked back. The Doc’s garage was concealed in a false dumpster against a wall a few buildings away from her warehouse. The entire contraption slid back into place within seconds of his departure. He wondered how many more secrets Ellis had built into her lair, and if the scientist had any limits other than her attention span.
 



Thirteen
 
 
 
Dwight raced through the night streets toward the city center. His eyes focused briefly on the sidewalks along his route, noting a distinct lack of people. The clear sky and crisp autumn air should have filled downtown with throngs of tourists; had Midas’s defeat been that much of a shock to the city’s sense of security? The cars he darted between were sparse. Streetlight after streetlight flew past the overcharged motorcycle and its rider.
              He was nearly halfway there when a set of five streaks overhead drew his attention. Dwight hoped they would ignore him. The sudden tugging at his clothing told him otherwise. Glancing up, he could see the familiar blue uniform and dark, fluttering hair of his ex. She had him by the back of his jacket. His entire body began to rise. Linda’s superhuman strength lifted him into the air.
              Thinking quickly, Dwight unzipped his coat and let it slide off. She had him a foot above the still-speeding bike, its velocity matching their own. He dropped onto the seat, but it was too difficult for him to regain control. The machine tilted to the left. Dwight desperately tried to correct the angle, pitching the bike to the right. The motorcycle came crashing down on its side.
              Dwight tumbled with it, struggling to protect himself. They both skidded painfully along the pavement. He released his hold on the motorcycle and pushed himself away. Sparks flew over him as the bike continued a hundred feet before coming to a stop against a parked sedan.
He lay still for a few moments, trying to catch his breath. When he rose in the middle of the deserted street, he was amazed to find himself relatively unharmed from the crash. He was sore and covered in scrapes, but nothing felt broken.
He prepared to continue his mad dash to StarPoint, but was interrupted. Linda and four other Capes descended around him. As predicted, Ar-Marie and the twins were with her, but there was another: a man dressed in violet robes. He looked more like a stage performer than a proper Power.
Dwight sighed in frustration. He guessed that the robed Cape was magically gifted. He could never get the hang of arcane types; their abilities were just too weird. A superhuman could be categorized – their powers could be measured and anticipated. Magic was completely random. A mage’s abilities were as flexible as the mind behind them.
They formed a semi-circle around him and the fallen motorcycle, which began smoking in protest of its mistreatment.
Linda pursued him as he limped toward the bike, “Referee, you’re under arrest for vigilantism and murder.” She was playing the authority card first; he could work with that.
              Dwight pulled the key from the dying machine, cutting its power before any more damage could be done to it. “Hi, Linda. Nice to see you, too,” He sat down on the smoking remains of the bike, “How’s Molly doing?”
              The look of frustrated amazement on her face was worth the destruction of the Doc’s prized ride. It took her a second to recover, “This is hardly the place for that conversation. I’m taking you in, Dwight. You’re in a lot of trouble.”
              He laughed, “Tell me about it; I have an important meeting at StarPoint, and you just wrecked my ride.” A small flame ignited from the machine’s augmented engine. He tapped it out with his metallic hand. “This belonged to Ellis, you know? She’s going to have to bill the Guild for it.” He pulled the duffel bag from its mount and began searching through its contents. Though some of the tools had been reduced to pieces by the crash, most seemed intact.
              Linda wasn’t as amused, “There’s not going to be any meeting. You’re coming with us.” She stepped in to subdue her ex, and placed a firm hand on his shoulder.
              He looked to the arm, then directly into her eyes, “I am so sorry about this,” he said, engaging the electrified plates of his prosthetic.
He meant that. Hurting Linda had been a hard stopping point in his initial negotiations with Wulf; no matter the circumstances, her name would never appear in a briefcase. At least Lock Heart was known for being resilient.
              His uppercut landed solidly to the center of her abdomen. The plates released their charge, bringing her down. It might have been the surprise of being attacked by Dwight, but she fell to her knees, disabled for a moment while her electrified muscles recovered. He turned to run as she dropped. Leaping over the bike’s wreck, he didn’t look back to see if Linda had been incapacitated by his surprise attack; against anyone else, he’d have checked to see if he’d finished the job. The rest of Linda’s team was immediately after him. They fanned out, trying to cut him off. 
As he broke for a nearby alley, Dwight mapped out the path ahead. His internal map of the city was adequate; he could remember all the major roadways and where the subway entrances were. If he could make it to Xavier Street, he could duck into the entrance there and take the black line all the way to StarPoint – it was a fairly big “if.” There were three blocks between him and the station, and four pissed off Capes in chase. At any rate, he knew deep down that Wulf would probably have him executed upon his arrival.
              Dwight exited the narrow passageway into the first road as a stream of short-ranged missiles flew over his head and detonated before him. The demonstration was a warning shot. From the size of the blasts, they were concussive rounds; they’d hurt like hell, but wouldn’t kill him. At least they were trying to take him in alive. That was something.
              Ar-Marie’s bright pink, four-armed power armor settled into a holding pattern just above him. The heat from her jets was unbearable from this distance. She flipped on a set of searchlights built into the suit’s shoulders. Dwight raised a hand to shield his eyes from the intense brightness.
“Come on, Referee; make this easy.” She swooped down before he could react, lifting him off the ground by the waist. With her set of free arms, she retrieved a set of sophisticated handcuffs from a holster built into the back of the suit.
He struggled against her, tried to wrestle his way free, but the suit’s hydraulics were too strong. Before the Cape could slip on the restraints, Dwight dug a random object from his bag and held it in front of them both. They each stopped to study the device. It was a small, shiny plate about three inches thick with a single button and the instructions, “AIM AT ENEMY,” printed in block letters. There was also a sticker of a cartoon frowny face holding the sides of its head: the Doc’s way of remembering what the object actually did. Dwight mouthed a silent stream of profanity, praying that it wouldn’t explode.
              Instantly, the loudest noise Dwight had ever experienced echoed through the night, shattering windows and setting off car alarms for hundreds of feet around. Even the teen genius’s compensators weren’t prepared for the level of discord created by the tiny machine. Ar-Marie, stunned by the sheer volume of the sound, stopped her attempt to apply the handcuffs. Out of reflex, she held her free arms to the sides of her head.
With his own metallic limb, Dwight struck the faceplate of his captor’s suit. The blast from the knuckles’ electricity disrupted its systems and allowed him to squirm out of the extra arms. Dwight dropped to the road and landed hard on his back. The sonic reverberator bounced off the asphalt nearby. It burned out shortly after Dwight righted himself and scrambled to his feet.
Despite being on the correct side of the weapon, Dwight still felt its effects. Without any ear protection, his balance was askew as he took off running again into the next alleyway. The suited Cape hung in the air behind him. Ar-Marie may have been saved from the majority of the device’s uproar by her suit’s safeties, but she still needed a few precious seconds to recover.
              Several feet ahead, there was a tall chain-link fence blocking Dwight’s way. He thought of all the Capes he had seen leap something like this with no effort. Realizing the fatigue on his own body, he knew he would never be able to replicate the stunt.
Spinning around, he saw Ar-Marie glide into the alleyway, weapons systems engaged and pointed at him. It seemed the Doc’s little noise maker had done a fantastic job of getting her good and angry. He loved irritated Capes; they were always easier to trick.
The teen engaged her suit’s speakers, “Cute arm tech, Dwight.” She said his name as if to mock him, like having a normal name was an insult. “Did your psycho doctor make it for you?”
              He knew there was a long-standing arms race between Ellis and the Guild’s think tank to create the next world-changing technology. Ellis was always ahead, much to the frustration of the Guild’s science division. 
“Yeah, and she made this with you in mind,” he said, pulling a glass jar from his duffel bag. He unscrewed the cap and grabbed a weighty glob of the gel with his organic hand. Working it into a ball, he was careful not to get any on his cybernetic replacement. “Your suit looks like it needs an upgrade. The Doc said I could probably beat you without any new toys.”
              The insult worked. If there was one thing these technophiles couldn’t stand, it was having their work laughed at. She engaged her thrusters, fists extended as if she intended to dive right through him. As she rapidly closed the distance, Dwight pitched the goo ball into her helmet. 
The E.M.P. gel lit up with dispersed electrical energy; it overloaded her circuits, severing her control of the accelerating armor. Her suit continued flying past Dwight, who quickly leapt out of the way. Ar-Marie slammed into the fence, completely tearing it from its mounting. The heap of contorted metal, suit and fence, came to a halt halfway into the street beyond.
              Dwight ran past the crumpled chain-link tangle and the Cape trapped inside, her suit immobilized around her. She reached out with a trembling, unpowered arm, still trying to catch him.
              He made it another half block before a circle of voltaic energy rose from the ground and surrounded him. It formed a glowing dome, caging him in. The solid electric barrier separated into bars as the twins, Volt and Jolt, descended from the sky. They gracefully landed outside of the enclosure and began pacing at opposite sides, like predators circling a meal.
              Dwight was forced to kneel as the cage grew smaller, the bars’ energy reaching out at his flesh. He searched frantically through the bag, looking for something to use against his two assailants.
One of them – Volt, he thought – leaned in close to examine their quarry. “Look, brother, it seems we caught the bounty. Guess we get that upgrade to our quarters?”
The other – Dwight always had trouble telling these two apart – mirrored his sibling’s movements. “Do we have to hand him over in one piece? I’m sure our dear friend would like to get some payback for all the suffering he’s caused her.”
Dwight wasn’t sure if he meant Ar-Marie or Linda at this point. He drew two familiar objects from the pack. The barrier the Capes created left just enough space from the ground to roll the objects out of the cell and under each of the twins.
In unison, they both looked down just in time to see the devices go off. Dwight, at the center of the cage, ducked down on all fours, tightly guarding his head and neck with his arms. The incendiary grenades detonated beneath each of the twins, bathing them in flames. Their uniforms ablaze, the twins’ concentration failed to maintain Dwight’s cell. It collapsed immediately, freeing him while they attended to their personal infernos. Dwight cautiously untucked himself to watch the Capes flailing in terror. Their screams echoed through the streets as hefted the bag over his shoulder.
“You really should stop and roll!” Dwight shouted as he resumed his sprint. He wasn’t sure if they would understand his instructions before the fires claimed their lives.
The next few minutes were free of any obstructions, but all the while Dwight kept an eye toward the sky. He had no way of knowing if Linda or the other Cape were still pursuing him. He spotted the subway entrance as he exited the last alley. Racing to the stairs, he slid on an unexpected patch of ice in front of the top step. His feet flew out from under him, sending him plummeting down the stairs. His shoulder hit the concrete first. The momentum carried him further before he landed again on his elbow. When he finally came to a stop ten steps down on the first landing, he couldn’t move apart from a crippled writhing.
He cursed through gritted teeth. After a few moments of struggling on the concrete, he rolled onto his aching back. Near the entrance, a newly-formed cloud of ashes coalesced into the man in the cloak.
Linda drifted down beside the Cape as he began to pompously walk down the steps. For all his effort, Dwight fell for a stupid magical trap. His bag of gadgets had continued down the steps past him; the only tools he still had were his arm and its hidden last-chance serum. He debated whether to use the drug. With its effects, he’d probably be able to beat them, but he’d never make it to Wulf by the time it wore off.
The Capes kneeled over him. Linda rested a knee over his right elbow, pinning the prosthetic to the ground. “Neat tricks there, Dwight. When did you become a badass?”
“Lots of things change. Like getting hunted by my ex and her cronies,” he tried to let out a choked laugh. The impact of his fall made this impossible.
The magician went to collect the tech bag while Linda held him down. He didn’t bother to struggle against her. Even if he hadn’t broken something during his tumble down the steps, her powers would be more than enough to prevent any chance of escaping. 
She kept a casual eye on him, knowing there was no fight left, “You really did it this time, Dwight. There’s no way out of this. What were you thinking?”
“I got an offer I had to take. It wasn’t anything personal,” he answered, his spirit fading along with his grip on reality. The stairs appeared to have done more damage than he initially thought.
“You really believe that?” she sounded disappointed – hurt, even. “Of all the jobs you could have picked, you chose killing superheroes?” The other Cape returned to her side, stark hostility in his gaze. “What’s that, Abra?”
Dwight hadn’t heard the name before. He remained silent while the man replied, “This guy was ready to start a war. Practically a whole armory in here.”
“Have you checked on the others?” she asked. 
Linda was a respectable leader; her people were at least a secondary concern after their target. It was still better than most captains. As he understood the Guild’s mentality, the majority of the captains would be checking for press at this point. Interviews were always more important than an injured ally.
Abra closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Ar-Marie is going to need some repairs, but is fine. Only thing hurt is her pride,” he reported. “Volt and Jolt both have third-degree burns, but they’re alive.”
“Fantastic,” Dwight coughed. “Guess I’m not so great at my job after all. Can you add that to my arrest record?”
Abra reached down and decked Dwight across the face. The force caused his skull to rebound off the concrete beneath it, disorienting him further.
Linda caught her teammate’s arm before he could hit her ex again. “Hey! Disarmed prisoner here; we don’t work that way!”
“This piece of shit killed Phoenix and Ionus. He’s a murderer, plain and simple!” the magician shouted. Clearly, Dwight had stuck a nerve with this one.
              Linda remained calm and serious as ever, “We’re taking him back to HQ. He gets a trial, just like anyone else.”
              In his concussed state, Dwight searched his memory for “Ionus,” but came up with nothing. He’d done a few jobs prior to the Immortal Phoenix, but those had been low-level street thugs, not names – certainly not Guild members. He meant to ask his captors about the discrepancy, but all he managed was, “Iuunah,” before he lost consciousness.
 



Fourteen
 
 
 
He dreamed of happy days, of times spent in his loft apartment with Linda and Molly. He thought of the warmth of having a place he felt secure and appreciated. It was his lack of anything extraordinary that kept his wife grounded in the real world rather than the unbelievable life she had with the other Powers.
Those were days spent doing what he could to make her existence outside of her work as comfortable and mundane as possible. He thought he did an acceptable job, cleaning and spending time with Molly while he waited for Linda’s return.
His memory fell cold and distant as he recalled the day she had flown to the rear balcony and let herself in as she always did. It only took the look in her eyes to tell him that their life was over, that something had broken. Within an hour, he was walking out with a single suitcase and the cash in his wallet.
Slowly regaining consciousness, he felt the blinding light above him. It blazed in his recovering eyes. Out of reflex, he tried to reach out with his right hand, but couldn’t. Whoever put him in the cell had removed his prosthetic arm.
Everything hurt. His mind sorted through the events of the day: the Midas job, Ellis’s workshop, the chase. He pieced back each part until his vision adjusted to take in the small, sterile cell he was lying in. Beams of ruby energy formed bars separating his enclosure from the outer hallway. From the sophisticated look of the cell, he reasoned he must be somewhere inside the Guild’s tower. The huge structure sat at almost the opposite end of downtown from StarPoint; the two buildings practically stared at each other.
He checked the contents of his prison. The rough military cot he lay on was nothing spectacular, but looking across at the next cell, it wasn’t standard. Maybe Linda still had some sympathy for her injured ex. His only other amenity was a combination sink and toilet. There wasn’t even a mirror so he could check his sore face. He felt his eye where Abra had punched him; it was tender to the touch, most likely bruised.
Sitting up, he felt the pain in his ribs. At this rate, he wasn’t going anywhere for a while. He fell back in his bed, realizing he’d have no choice but to wait for someone to visit him.
His thoughts turned to Lia. She was a prisoner as well – of her abilities and the implant that controlled it. The tiny light of the inhibitor held back a flood of power. She was capable of so much that it destroyed her. He wanted to feel sorry for her, but in truth, it scared him. The Powers were standing at the verge of godhood while so few of them knew how to completely control their abilities. Lia’s amazing skill to freeze a person’s mind or shut down a superhuman’s powers was only the tip of an unfathomable iceberg. 
He fell asleep, this time dreaming of being trapped in Ian’s game. His name appeared above him with the slightest sliver of health beneath it. At first, he was only fighting a single Power, his very first job: the street thug. The instant he defeated the low-life with his knife, another sprung from the digital road. Dwight’s avatar launched itself at each as they came into reach, dispatching them with efficient disdain. Each exploded into a stream of pixelated light to reform immediately a few feet away. Soon, there were dozens of Capes assaulting him. He was quickly swarmed. They tore at him, pulled him down into the mass of bodies. He could feel himself choking for air under their mass.
Dwight inhaled sharply as he woke, sweating in his cot. The pain was still there, but he could at least move. Taking in his surroundings again, he found Linda sitting in a folding chair just outside his cell. The energy of the bars hummed a low song as he turned in bed, resting his feet on the hard floor.
“Didn’t want to watch me sleep through a monitor?” he asked, pointing up to the camera fixed on his every move. Just for emphasis, he got up and limped to the other end of his restrictive prison. The lens followed his movements in perfect pace. He returned to his seat, the tracker panning back to its original position.
She let him finish his useless demonstration before she spoke, “I’m here to ask you some questions. It would be easier for everyone involved if you answer them truthfully.” Her tone was coldly professional.
“Fire away. I’m not going anywhere,” he said, focusing on the background headache tormenting him behind his eyes.
She lifted the clipboard in her lap and began reading, “Where is Midas? He never came back after your broadcast ended.”
Dwight was taken aback by the question. Had the crown prince of New Haven’s Powers run away? Did his encounter with Bernard hurt him that much? He decided to answer without any sarcasm, “I have no idea. The last time I saw him was when he dropped off the Winnebago at the Doc’s place. He took off as soon as we drove away.”
“I don’t believe you for one second, Dwight. You killed him, didn’t you?” She was already going off-script. The disgust in her voice was palpable.
“You watched the feed. If I wanted to kill him, I would have done it then and there. I made the choice to let him live.” He thought about that; it had been his decision whether the most powerful person New Haven had ever known lived. Some days, he was surprised where his life took him.
Linda was quiet for some time. “Next question: who do you work for?”
Again, no reason to lie; it was all going to come out anyway, and he didn’t owe the man any favors. “Elijah Wulf; you know, the guy at the top of StarPoint. I was going to clear all of this up when you and your friends arrested me.”
Her eyes had a stinging confusion in them. The idea of her ex being in the employment of the most reviled person in the city must have felt like a betrayal. She couldn’t argue the truth of his statement; that probably hurt more. “When did you come into Mr. Wulf’s employ?”
He lay back on his cot, searching for the answer; it felt like so long ago. “Two weeks after I left. He contacted me about a job for him. I had no idea it would be killing your kind.”
“You have to say it like that?” she asked. Linda never liked to think that there was a legitimate separation between herself and normal people.
“That’s the truth, though. Normal people don’t fly. They don’t fling cars, or survive getting thrown into orbit, or breathe fire. Normal people get killed by things like that. Normal people get killed by Powers like you.” The verbal filter he had built up for conversations like this stopped working some time ago. 
He kept going with the story, no longer checking for her emotional response, “I applied for a security job. It didn’t say anything about being at StarPoint. A few days in, Wulf approached me about an opportunity. He only said he needed some muscle.”
 The story felt stupid now that he said it aloud, “I knew that part was bullshit from the start, but went along with it anyway.” He knew he was being used, but buried it under Wulf’s sense of morality.
“At first, we cleaned up street trash who were out of control. They were Power gangbangers, but no one who’d been in the papers. There were four different jobs over about two weeks. We took down one or two at a time. Wulf’s crews would arrive after to clean up the mess and collect any tools we used. The first big name we actually killed was Atomic Dan; Wulf made it look like a break-in. I did all the planning after.”
He recalled something he had heard from his capture. “I don’t know who ‘Ionus’ is – or was. That wasn’t us.” He wanted to clarify his own handiwork for his inevitable trial, if he was allowed one.
She looked puzzled, “Ionus’s death completely matched the profile of your killings. It was clean, tailored to his abilities, and very personal. Someone would have to know quite a bit about his private life to have pulled it off.”
Dwight raised an eyebrow; even that hurt like hell. “Well, it wasn’t us. His name was never in one of Wulf’s briefcases.”
He thought back to the forged case with Midas’s name in it. Bernard had faked all the information so that Dwight would help him. Maybe he didn’t need Dwight’s aid with Ionus. “I had a partner in all this. You may be able to find something on him. His name is Bernard; he went by Goliath when he worked with Midas. He may be your man.”
She was hesitant as she added the note to her sheet. “You expect me to believe that out of all of this, there’s just one that you had no part of killing? Why should I believe you?”
He thought for a second, looking for proof. “How did he die?” 
“He was beaten, then had his neck broken. We found him face-down in his dog’s food bowl.”
Dwight held up his right stump. “This is what happened the one and only time I fought a Power without backup or superior tech. Killstreak nearly killed me for what I did to his little bastard.”
She saw his point. “Alright, so you didn’t do that one. Who did?” Linda wasn’t known for her investigative skills.
“It must have been Bernard. If you can find a Goliath in the Guild with Ionus, you’ll have your connection. He’s been killing your people because they took his powers. Midas thought he was dangerous; I guess he was right.” It all made sense; Dwight felt angry with himself for not putting it together sooner.
She still seemed unconvinced; her pen wavered as she debated whether to write the words. “Dwight, taking a person’s powers is the ultimate taboo for us. If Midas did, there must have been good reason.”
He shook his head; morality wasn’t a concern for the Powers he had met over the past three months. “They did; he admitted to it. Midas, Ionus, they must have been a part of it if Bernard is targeting them. Midas said they used telepathy to block his abilities…” he trailed off, suddenly aware of Bernard’s endgame.
Dwight sprang to his feet and rushed to the bars. They lashed out at him as he stopped in front of them, bright red arcs looking for tender flesh. “I need my phone. He’s going for Lia.”
She may not have been convinced, but he at least had her attention, “Who is Lia?”
He rushed to explain, his words streaming from his mouth as quickly as he could fit them together. “She’s the bald woman who was with us when we fought Midas. Lia’s telepathy is insanely strong, but she wears a limiter. She could undo what they did to him.”
Linda reluctantly drew her own phone from her uniform’s belt pouch. He told her the Doc’s personal number; she wouldn’t answer for Linda, but he didn’t need her to. He just needed to send her a warning that Bernard was coming. If Lia was back on her feet, Bernard didn’t have a chance. She’d shut him down the second she saw him.
Linda approached the bars, switching the phone to speaker mode. After three rings, Dwight expected the Doc’s A.I. to pick up and take his message; instead, Ellis’s bleeding face filled the screen. Her hair was a mess, along with a striking palette of bruises across the dark skin of her face. She didn’t have to explain for Dwight to know he was too late.
“Doc! Say something!” he shouted through the bars. He tried to reach for the phone, but Linda held it away from him.
Ellis coughed a bit, then found her words, “Asshole. He got through my security with the codes I gave him while you were out.” She pointed her phone’s camera at Ian, who sat bandaged on the floor, his arms crossed over his knees. He was awake, but wasn’t in any state to talk. “He took Dalia, Dwight.” She began crying through her swollen eyes. “He has control of the new limiter and she’s following him like a zombie. I’ve been trying to call you for hours.”
Dwight’s thoughts were racing. Bernard had gotten his powers back, but taking Lia with him was something else. He wasn’t a deep enough thinker to plan anything around Lia’s mind reading. Bernard would only think of her ability to enable and disable a Cape’s mental blocks. After a few seconds, he had it. “I’ll get her back, Doc, I promise. She’ll be alright.”
Ellis collected herself, “We’re working on a way to disable the limiter completely. I’ll send it to you when it’s ready.”
“That’s great. I’ll let you know when I figure out where he’s going.” It was a lie; he didn’t want to say that he was currently being interrogated in a cell. He figured he would work on one problem at a time.
“Dwight,” she added before Linda cut the call, “kill him. Make him pay.” He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was serious; if he didn’t, she would. He had never known Ellis to treasure anyone or anything. Even the one-of-a-kind items she warned him about breaking weren’t really precious to her. Lia was apparently different. He wondered if the Doc regretted getting her involved in their business.
Linda put her phone in the belt pouch and returned to the steel chair, studying her ex-husband. After a time, she sighed and spoke, “You’re going to explain what all that was, then I’m going to walk away: go.”
He frantically thought of everything that made sense about their current situation. “Bernard is using a telepath to restore his abilities. I don’t know where he’s taken her, but I need to find him – now.”
Linda wasn’t buying it, “From the state of the Doc, I’d say he’s a colossal prick. Why would she help him?”
“Her power is too much. It makes her crazy; she needs a limiter to function. If it’s not working right, it takes over her personality. She’d be set to follow simple commands. When it’s fully configured, she’s herself, but with restricted abilities. Instead of having an entire block screaming in her head, she’d have to focus on someone to read their mind.”
He thought further. Where would Bernard go if he had unlimited telepathic power in his grasp? With Lia under his control, he could take down any Power in New Haven – even Wulf. 
“Holy fuck!” Dwight held his good hand against his throbbing forehead and pushed his hair back, feeling unforgivably dense for not seeing it sooner. “He’s going for the top. He’s going to use her to kill Wulf.”
“The Wulf?” Her voice was bursting with disbelief. “The ‘man who can’t be killed’ – your boogeyman boss? Fucking Wulf?”
“Lia can turn off a superhuman’s powers for about three minutes. It’s how I beat Midas. If she’s fixed Bernard – given him his powers back – and turned off Wulf’s, he could do it.” His ex-partner’s plan was unfolding little by little each time Dwight ran through it. “He wanted me to find a way to kill Midas for revenge. At the time, he didn’t know about Lia’s abilities, or he probably wouldn’t have bothered.”
She leaned forward, “Say he kills Wulf; what does it matter? All it would mean is that there’s one less vile piece of crap out there.”
Dwight shook his head, “You don’t get it. Wulf is a control freak; he’s interested in keeping some balance between Capes and criminals. If Bernard is in charge of StarPoint, it’s going to be a bloodbath. He’ll send everything, every Power in his arsenal, right here. He’s going to wipe you all out and kill anyone in the crossfire. Let me out of here! I can stop him!”
Linda had heard enough of her ex’s apocalyptic raving. “I can’t free you; not after what you did.” She got up and began walking away. “We’ll look into it.”
Dwight reached out between the beams, ignoring the heat searing his arm. “Please! It’ll be too late by then!” His shouting carried down the sleek hallway, but she was gone. He sat back on his cot, holding his throbbing arm against his chest.
He was alone, left with nothing more than the subtle hum of the energy imprisoning him in his tiny cell. In his thoughts, he could see Lia standing beside Bernard as he tore Wulf to pieces and ascended the throne of StarPoint’s criminal empire. There would be war. There would be blood, and there would be death for anyone who stood against Bernard’s new regime.
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The low humming of the cell bars ceased abruptly, shaking Dwight from his apocalyptic daydreaming. He didn’t recognize the uniform of the masked Cape standing outside of the collapsing energy field. The plate covering the man’s face gave no hint to his identity. It didn’t matter, he supposed. In all likeliness, he was being led to his death in some arranged “accident” for his crimes against the Guild.
There wasn’t enough reason to struggle. He was in the middle of their lair, completely surrounded by hostile Powers. To make matters worse, this place was built like a maze; there was no way of knowing which way would lead him out. He didn’t even know if he was above or below ground. It was more probable he’d be brought down before he got off the floor. They’d be looking for a reason to kill him.
His captor gestured for him to stand. When Dwight took his time rising from the cot, the Power entered and gave him a forceful shove, pushing him into the hall. Despite his small stature, the guy was misleadingly strong. Superpowers were deceptive like that; physical size of the person didn’t mean shit if their abilities gave them the strength to lift a car with each arm. The masked Cape pointed down the hallway in the direction opposite where Linda had gone. Dwight continued to stall, if for nothing else than to annoy his guard. If he was going to die here without a real fight, he was at least going to annoy someone on his way out.
The lower half of the jailor’s mask receded, revealing the Power’s jaw. A familiar voice hissed, “Will you knock it off and hurry up? This crap isn’t going to last forever, and we need to be gone before it wears off.”
“Ian?” he asked. Dwight couldn’t believe that his frail, cowardly roommate was standing behind him. “How the hell did you get in here?” he whispered, still walking as directed for the cameras tracking their movements.
His roommate leaned close, noticing they were being watched, “I flew in. The Doc gave me some of her temporary power formula. Mine had flight in it.”
“You idiot,” Dwight nearly broke his performance to slap him, “That serum is going to tear you apart when it runs its course. How long ago did you use it?” He was shocked that Ian had been so reckless.
His roommate snapped back, “You think I don’t know that? Ellis gave me the full rundown on the stuff before I took it. She gave me a map of the place while she was injecting me.”
Of course she did. Dealing in sensitive information was practically a second job for the woman; a map of the Guild’s headquarters would be priceless to the right customer.
Dwight struggled to recall the details of the Doc’s serum from her earlier lecture, “Okay, can you get us to an outer wall or something?
Ian stopped, “Yeah, where did you think we were going? Did you assume I took a potentially deadly drug and broke into the Guild’s headquarters with no idea what I was going to do?”
He was right. Dwight had a habit of forgetting that other people were capable of rational thought, especially Ian. “I’m sorry. It’s been a really shitty week. I didn’t mean to undermine you.”
“We can hug it out later or something. Right now, the poison jacking up my body is running out, and we need to be on the ground before it does.” He sounded stronger, more confident. Dwight would have to stop downplaying what his roommate could do. The man really was more than just an obsessive loser who occupied their living room; he’d proven that in the last few days. Maybe some genuine respect was in order.
They found a small, abandoned office at the corner of two halls’ intersection. Ian swiped his phone past the reader attached to the door. It slid open soundlessly.
Dwight was surprised by Ian’s display, “How the hell did you do that?”
“Who do you think programmed the software for the locks? I told you what I did for a living.”
Ian rushed to the opposite wall and began pulling thin stripes of putty from the small pouch he had around his waist. He quickly arranged them in a tight oval about two feet across. Dwight watched as his weedy roommate overturned a solid oak conference table and dragged it across the room with his enhanced strength. He gestured for Dwight to join him as he took cover. Seeing his roommate as a Power left Dwight dumbfounded for a moment.
Ian’s frantic waving brought him back, “Get down here! They’re set to blow.” He wasn’t kidding; the miniature explosives were ready as soon as they were set on the wall. The instant Dwight crouched behind the desk, the blast blew a hole straight through the wall, revealing the night beyond.
Immediately, alarms began sounding throughout the facility. It would be seconds before teams of Capes were sent to investigate the source of the explosion. Ian ran to the opening, peering out over the city. It was pouring outside, a storm to rival the one Ellis created the night of the Phoenix killing.
Rain fell in through the opening. The sky threw angry bolts of lightning, reflecting off the smooth angles of the skyscrapers surrounding them. At the far end of the city, StarPoint sat illuminated against the dark clouds. The lights surrounding the massive building shined like a beacon in the night. Somewhere out there, Bernard was launching a plan that would tear all this to pieces.
The two men turned to face each other. Ian bent out to look at the drop below, “I’ve got about two minutes of guaranteed powers left. I can get us to the ground, but that’s probably going to be it.”
Dwight nodded in agreement, “That should be all we need. If you get us down, I can do the rest.”
In his t-shirt and jeans, there really wasn’t a convenient place for Ian to hold him. The two settled on Ian hooking Dwight under his arms. It looked silly, but they had limited time and fewer options for the smaller man to carry his roommate to the street.
They both stepped out simultaneously, Ian just a few inches behind Dwight. Gravity caught him for only a moment before Ian’s strength countered it. The two men drifted rapidly down through the pelting rain and wind like the world’s most awkward hang-glider. It was hardly the controlled flight he was used to from Linda, but it got the job done. They swayed in the intense gusts as they plummeted away from the building. By the time they reached the road, they were two blocks from the tower. Dwight hit the ground running, Ian shortly behind. His suite of powers included flight and increased strength, but he hadn’t received any type of speed boost and fell behind quickly.
As he hit the corner of the next intersection, Dwight looked back to see Ian weakly stumbling and desperately trying to keep pace. The serum had worn off, and his body was crashing hard. When he finally caught up, he looked as if he was about to pass out. Even in the storm, Dwight could tell he was sweating, pale. His eyes were glazed over and his breath strained.
Dwight grabbed hold of Ian just as he began to collapse. Holding him upright, his friend’s body went completely limp. Ian would need the Doc’s help if he was going to get through this. Checking the traffic passing in the road before them, he spotted a yellow cab with its vacant sign lit. He waved madly with his ruined arm, trying to flag the driver down.
To his surprise, he succeeded. Maybe it was the amputee with the hysteric look on his face, maybe it was the unconscious Cape he was holding – but whatever the cause, the driver pulled over and stopped just ahead of them. Dwight dragged Ian to the stopped vehicle. He opened the door with his good arm while holding the suffering man against his side.
As Dwight slid Ian into the car, his roommate used his last bit of remaining strength to unclip the pack from his belt and hand it to Dwight. He quickly unzipped the bag, hoping that it was some kind of medication the Doc had included to help with the aftereffects of the drug. Instead, a shiny metal forearm rested in the cloth container.
He removed it as Ian went limp on the seat, completely unconscious. Dwight looked to the driver, who had been watching the entire time. The woman’s patience was clearly being tested as she waited for her fare to get in the car.
“You’re going to take him to Warehouse 83 at the Naval Street Docks,” he said. “Knock on any door when you get there and wave at the cameras. Someone will come out to get him. She’ll pay triple your normal rate.”
He didn’t know if the Doc would agree to the cost or to Ian’s care, but he was going to make this right. Ian had risked life and limb to break him out, and Dwight wasn’t going to see him die for it. Like so many other things, he’d have to owe her.
The cab took off into the storm, heading for the pier. Finding cover in the overhang of a nearby apartment building, Dwight examined the limb Ellis had sent him. It looked similar to his previous arm, but there were obvious improvements. First, the plates on the knuckles looked a hell of a lot meaner. Where the previous ones had ended in flat ridges, these were studded in nasty-looking points. He imagined Ellis made this change to get some well-deserved payback on Bernard. Next, he checked in the arm’s hidden compartment. Tucked inside, he found what looked like a garage door opener, a spare battery, and a note.
He instantly recognized the Doc’s unusually neat handwriting: “Dwight, this is what you’ll need to disable the limiter. You’ll need to be within three feet for the signal to send properly. It will take a minute to transmit the code.”
Great, he thought; having to be so close for that long in Bernard’s presence would be next to impossible. He’d need to deal with him first, assuming Bernard didn’t just use Lia’s powers to stop his heart. He’d figure it out once he was inside the building; for now, getting across the city in one piece was the task at hand.
He connected the new limb to its socket and took off jogging into the night. The streets were clear; it seemed that the storm had finally driven the last of downtown New Haven’s traffic into cover. He’d need to go back to his original plan and take the subway directly to StarPoint.
As he neared the closest station, roughly six blocks from the Guild’s facility, the first signs of pursuit showed themselves. There were three of them: his captors from before – minus the twins, who were recovering from their burns. Ar-Marie, Linda, and Abra had him surrounded as they dropped out of the sky in tight formation, each a few feet away. The subway entrance, now blocked, lay just ahead.
Linda stepped directly in his path, “Stop right there! You’re going back, Referee!” she shouted, her tone furious. Her calm professionalism was gone; she was taking this personally.
“Afraid I can’t do that, Lock Heart. I have a war to stop.” Dwight was just as serious. He was careless before, but he wasn’t going to make another mistake. If he had to take down each and every one of them, he was getting to StarPoint. He was going to kill Bernard. He was going to save Lia.
She took a step toward him, assuming her fighting stance, “This is your last warning. Do not make me hurt you.”
Ar-Marie powered up her weapons, “No. Go ahead, really. I’d like to show you what my suit can do.” Her speakers blared the pop music she was listening to along with her voice.
An explosion down the street cut their posturing short. Beyond the subway entrance, a mob paced menacingly toward them, their shadows cast against the flames of the destroyed car. Dwight recognized the collected costumes of Wulf’s lackeys. He was too late; Bernard’s war had begun.
Linda’s team – what was left of it – looked toward the mass advancing on them, bracing themselves. She tapped the wrist communicator and held it to her mouth, “We need backup. Send…everyone.” She turned to Dwight, a look of panic and regret in her eyes, “I’m so sorry. You need to leave – now.”
Dwight felt helpless while Linda and her team leapt to intercept the tide of chaos descending on them. As he watched, dozens of Capes swooped in from the skies, colliding with the horde until the entire street fell apart. Beams of energy, flame, jagged ice, and all forms of carnage erupted from the brawl as he took off running for the cover of the subway station. Shattered glass rained down as the crowd broke in all directions and crashed into the nearby buildings. The combatants scattered into their own private fights, the madness spreading out to engulf all of downtown.
This was exactly what Wulf had been trying to prevent. Dwight ran through the station to the first train he could find heading toward StarPoint. Luckily for him, the black line was waiting at the platform as he arrived. Dwight sprinted to the front of the car to find the driver silently listening to the commotion above. Over the radio, terrified police dispatchers cried for help. The heroes they had come to rely on weren’t responding; the powerless were alone.
He banged on the glass with his palm to regain the man’s attention. The startled driver looked back, convinced Dwight was some Power come to take his life. Dwight shouted through the window, “Get me to StarPoint, or they’re going to destroy the city!”
The conductor didn’t argue. He hurried to put the train into motion. After a few quick movements on the console and a press of the accelerator, they were speeding through the tunnels towards Wulf’s office, Lia, and Bernard. Above them, New Haven burned in the fires of a thousand Powers unleashed.
 



Sixteen
 
 
 
The subway exit let out across the street from StarPoint’s enormous park. In the distance, Dwight could hear the sounds of the battle happening across New Haven. Constant flashes of unnatural light and smoke filled the sky against the intermittent lightning. The rows of statues lining the approach felt darker than before, as if each one was mourning the state of the city. The exterior gave no indication of anything amiss inside the massive building. If there had been a fight between Bernard and Wulf, it hadn’t happened here.
Dwight lamented his lack of preparation. He prayed Bernard hadn’t realized the full extent of Lia’s abilities; if he had, this would be a short trip. Dwight remembered what it felt like when Lia froze his mind. A sadist like Bernard could do terrible things with that kind of power.
              He made it to the entrance just as the rain reached a full-blown downpour. Waves of heavy precipitation chased him up the final landing and through the glass doors. 
Inside the lobby, he found the room empty. There were none of the usual guards; even Wulf’s Associates were nowhere to be found. Dwight was prepared to see the aftermath of the struggle for control of StarPoint. Instead, he found only Wulf’s immaculately displayed trophy collection. The cases of memorabilia remained undisturbed. Dwight shook the moisture from his hair as he made his way deeper into the foyer.
              Dwight crept between the cases into the guard station at the room’s center. He searched through the security desk for a keycard – something to get him through the express elevator to Wulf’s office. He had last seen one in the hands of his lizard escort a month ago. His makeshift plan hinged on someone here to hold down the fort. Since his arrival, he had not seen anyone guarding Wulf’s empire. It was as if they had all disappeared with their boss.
There was a ding from the elevator bank. Dwight ducked down behind the desk. He could fight any Power Bernard had sent to retrieve him, but it would take Ellis’s serum to do the job. He needed to save it if he was going to have any chance of killing Bernard. Keeping low, he decided that stealth was in order. He’d have a few seconds to make it to the doors before they closed. If he ran, he could probably surprise whoever was coming.
Rampage exited the elevator, licking her jaws with her long, forked tongue. She stopped a few feet from the doors, “You can come out, numb-nuts. The cameras had you the second you got off the train.”
Dwight should have known. The security feed captured every square foot of the property, right down to the city subway station a quarter mile away.
He shouted back, “I’m here to challenge your new boss for StarPoint. You going to let me through?”
Rampage chuckled, “You? Weak little meat?” She picked her teeth as her raspy laughter continued. “What are you gonna do, whine him to death?”
“You know the rules, gecko. I want to challenge; if I win, Power or not, I control StarPoint.” He doubted the giant reptile was going to get out of his way, but it was worth a try. Dwight stood and left the safety of the heavy security station. He crossed the twenty foot distance between himself and Rampage.
Rampage was still laughing at him as she looked down the sizable difference of their heights. “No challenge, Ref. The boss said he’s not taking any visitors while he watches this shithole burn.”
“You’re okay with that, Rampage?” he asked, “You’re going to let your new boss hide while it all falls apart?”
“You think I give a damn about this city? This place is just another playground. We can do whatever we want, and people like you can’t do anything about it.” She wasn’t budging. “Who cares if a few more norms die?”
If appealing to the creature’s sense of loyalty to her old boss’s rules didn’t work, he’d try the promise of a good fight. “Come on, at least let me up so you can see me get torn apart.” 
A low hiss echoed from Rampage’s mouth. She lunged at Dwight with startling speed. The attack caught him by surprise. His torso fit completely in the beast’s clawed hand. Rampage’s strength was more than enough to lift Dwight from the ground. Pulling him in close, he could smell the lizard’s putrid breath.
“Mr. B. said I could do whatever I wanted with you if you came here. Think I’ll make you a quick snack and get back to the show.” She was close enough now for Dwight to see the pieces of rotting flesh between those sharp fangs. He suddenly understood what happened to the rest of the StarPoint staff after the takeover. Bernard apparently didn’t want any of Wulf’s loyal Associates on payroll.
Dwight wasn’t fond of becoming the woman’s next meal. He swept up his legs and kicked against Rampage’s scaly chest. It was enough to break the hold. As he fell away, her claws ripped ragged lines through the fabric of his shirt. The thin cloth parted beneath her nails, the flesh raked below. Catching himself, he broke into a sprint, racing away from the elevators and the abomination.
Heavy footfalls followed as he ran; Rampage was close behind. Dwight dove to the left between a row of displays. The cases were too close for Rampage to fit between. Dwight thought he had bought himself a few seconds to strategize.
Recovering
her bearings, the lizard reared back and swung her thick tail through the cabinet. Shattered fragments of wood and glass went flying, along with broken scraps of memorabilia. She plowed through the remnants of the displays as Dwight took off again, this time back toward the guard station. 
“Can’t we talk this out!?” Dwight shouted back, still running. He took a flying leap over the surface of the rounded desk.
Rising to his feet, he looked back to see Rampage charging like a cold-blooded bull. His mind had just enough time to curse its own existence before the beast rammed the marble station with her shoulder. The stone violently exploded
upon impact, but Rampage continued unhindered into Dwight’s smaller body.
Being airborne reminded him a lot of his fight with Killstreak, though he still wasn’t sure if he could call that a fight. It was more of a mauling; his participation was passive at best. Those thoughts carried him across the lobby into the elevator doors. At least in the chaos of the chase, he had managed to get closer to his objective. He took this small victory as he lifted his aching body from the cold floor.
Rampage rounded the corner of the station at a casual stride. “Pathetic, Knolls. How is it you managed to kill so many of us?”
“Oh, just lucky, I guess. You all make so many mistakes.” Getting air into his lungs hurt. “If I wait long enough, you Powers forget you’re not invincible. Anyone could figure out how to kill you.”
The lizard’s shadow was looming over him now, just a few feet in front of Dwight. “You have a good, hard think then. How would you kill me?” She brushed the flecks of crushed marble from her ragged jacket.
“Don’t need to; I figured out your weakness over a month ago. You could just give me your keycard and we could skip all the nastiness.” He looked up into Rampage’s reptilian eyes, the offer completely honest, “We don’t have to do this, please.”
Predictably, Rampage declined. She snapped forward with her jaws, reaching out with both hands to grab Dwight’s torso again. He ducked under the monster’s arms, sweeping behind her. In a single motion, he pulled back his bionic arm and engaged the electrified knuckles. He was getting used to the Doc’s upgrades; controlling the prosthetic felt natural now. Current arced between the spiked surfaces as he delivered a solid punch directly into the rear of the beast’s right knee. His strange hallucination all those weeks ago was playing itself out in real time.
The force of the blow to her joint combined with the improved weapon brought the monster to her knees in front of him. Rampage roared in pain.
Dwight nearly felt bad as he struck again, this time at the discolored scales of the creature’s neck. The charge let loose directly into her spine, overloading her nervous system. Rampage remained down, unable to control her muscles. Dwight quickly circled around his opponent.
Despite her inability to move, Dwight could see the rage in the beast’s eyes. Her mouth hung open in a hideous snarl. Before Rampage had a chance to recover, Dwight plunged his mechanical fist into the creature’s maw. He locked on to Rampage’s disgusting tongue and unleashed the knuckles’ entire capacity. Sparks flew from the creature’s teeth as lightning danced between them. The lightshow reminded Dwight of a reptilian Tesla coil.
Rampage spit furiously, struggling to bite down on the prosthetic arm. The combination of the surging electricity and Ellis’s craftsmanship made the effort futile. After fifteen seconds of exposure, the beast’s life was spent, her organs burnt out under the load of the arm’s internal battery. Dwight wrenched the slimy metal from Rampage’s gaping jaws. She fell forward, forcing him to step to the side, and hit the floor with an audible crash. A thin line of blood ran from her mouth. Her eyes were open but vacant, the brain behind them turned to ash.
Dwight looked down at the corpse of the huge reptile, “You could have just let me up,” he said, crouching down to search for her keycard.
As if in response, a cloud of black smoke rolled out of Rampage’s mouth. Turning over the beast’s body was difficult. The sheer dead weight of her required all his strength to even budge. When he finally did, Dwight found the card tucked into the jacket pocket of the monster’s tattered coat.
He stepped up to the terminal, swiping the card, then slipped it into his pants pocket. There was no telling when he might need access to the building in the future, if there was going to be one. Replacing the spent battery in his prosthetic limb, he stepped between the sliding doors.
 



Seventeen
 
 
 
The elevator silently ascended the tower. Through its floor-to-ceiling window, Dwight could see the fires consuming whole sections of the city. The Justice Guild’s headquarters, still visible at the furthest end of the downtown high-rises, was the center of a warzone. He could make out the minuscule shapes of Powers clashing around the building in their life-and-death struggle for control of New Haven. Occasional flares of multi-colored light served as reminders of the terrible destruction they were unleashing. The normal people would have no defense against the carnage ravaging each block. Anywhere two Powers did battle, there would be casualties.
Dwight realized this was the nightmare scenario that Wulf had been trying to prevent. His existence as the biggest threat had forced the city into a peaceful stalemate. The point of the Referee was to stop this. Dwight was going to end Bernard, even if it destroyed him; he had to restore Wulf’s balance.
The elevator slowed as it reached the top of the building. The small waiting area outside of Wulf’s office was remarkably spotless, just as the lobby had been. However Bernard had taken down Wulf, he had done so without disrupting a single piece of furniture. 
Dwight strode over the ebony tile as he had always done, assured that Bernard was expecting him. The doors leading to Wulf’s inner chamber were wide open as he made his way inside the darkened hall.
The first thing he noticed upon entering the office was the clear view of the scene outside from the oversized windows lining the room. The flames in the distance illuminated every corner in their eerie glow. Lia sat cross-legged on the floor beside Wulf’s looming black desk. Her gaze shifted toward him, then tilted upward. She continued the mechanical rotation around the office without any expression. Dwight realized she hadn’t actually registered his entry. 
Bernard’s booming voice echoed over the room, “Dwight! So lovely o’ you te join us!” He spun around in Wulf’s oversized chair. “I was jus’ tellin’ our old boss ‘ow much I’ve bin wantin’ this little reunion.” He tapped on the glass dome seated on the desk’s surface. Beneath its shiny exterior rested Wulf’s head. The frozen look of shock said enough. His hair was drenched in his own blood. Bernard’s grab for the crown had been messy, and clearly one-sided.
As justified as Wulf’s death may have been, this wasn’t the outcome anyone sane would have wanted. “Why, Bernard? Why do any of this?” Dwight asked.
He leaned over the enormous desk, “Because they ‘ad to pay. I’m gonna make ‘em tear each o’va apart.”
Dwight took a step closer, trying to reach Lia with Ellis’s remote. “Not everyone out there took your powers, Bernard. There are innocent people dying because of your grudge.”
“Normal people die every day ‘round ‘ere. You fink for a second any of them give a damn. ‘ey’re all too busy playing the game: see’n ‘o’s got the biggest powers.” He tapped on the glass atop the table. “’e was no different.”
Bernard stood up from his throne, “Funny fing about being immortal; it’s a power just like any other. Wulf couldn’t believe just ‘ow much it ‘urt when our little friend ‘ere switched ‘im off.”
He stepped over to Lia, still sitting unaware of the world. “She did ‘er part flawlessly. Think I’ll get ‘er a suite or somefin’ up ‘ere.”
Dwight was sick of his ex-partner already, “Let her go. This is between us.”
“What is? You challenging me, little man?” Bernard started laughing the twisted, hateful laugh he had used with the Phoenix – with all the Capes they had killed. “I ‘ate to tell ya, Dwight, but I’ve got my powers back. You thought I was a badass before?”
Dwight stopped him, “I thought you were a sadistic prick before, back when we were working. Now I’m just convinced how right I was.” He took a step forward, trying again to get close enough to Lia to drop the disruptor.
Bernard moved in his way, “Oh no you don’t, little man. You’ll not be laying one ‘and on me girl.”
They locked eyes. “Come on then, you pathetic fuck. I don’t need a briefcase to tell me that you need to die.” Dwight used the reflex trigger to the serum. Instantly, he felt the rush of every cell in his body pushed beyond human limits. The feeling was incredible.
The giant took a few steps closer, now looming over him. He stooped down, right in front of Dwight. He sneered in his ex-partner’s face, so sure of his invulnerability.
Dwight’s first uppercut sent the larger man hurtling through the air, directly into the window at the back of the room twenty feet away. The glass cracked, but did not shatter. Bernard fell to his knees.
The blow was strong enough to shatter concrete, but for someone like Bernard, the surprise was much more powerful. He shook his entire body, collecting himself from Dwight’s opening shot. “You got some new trick there, D?” A toothy grin crept along his lips.
“Little something the Doc worked up for me. She really wants you dead for what you did to her friend.” Dwight smiled. He could imagine that this is what the Capes felt like all the time. The power was beyond intoxicating.
Bernard pointed at him, shouting to Lia, “Oy! Little girl! Turn ‘is powers off. I want to watch ‘im struggle while I kill ‘im.”
The light on Lia’s limiter went green. Her head snapped to attention with stiff focus; the machine had full control of her. She leaned forward, her vacant eyes locked on Dwight. After a few panicked seconds, nothing happened.
Dwight thought for a second. Lia’s telepathic power to turn off superhuman’s abilities came from switching off the part of their brain that enabled them; his borrowed talents came from the chemical pumping through his blood. She couldn’t affect something that wasn’t there. Without the instruction to completely freeze his mind, she wasn’t actually doing anything. Realizing she wouldn’t react to it either way, he pressed the advantage and stumbled toward her.
By the time Dwight was within arm’s reach of her, Bernard had gotten up and was advancing on them. Reaching into his pocket, Dwight activated the disarming device and held it tightly in his hand. He purposely dropped to one knee, pretending to have his stolen powers drained from him. As he fell, he tossed the remote. It bounced against Lia’s chest before falling into her lap. She didn’t register the disturbance. Her eyes never left Dwight as her limiter attempted to assault a blank spot in his mind.
A second later, Bernard was standing over him. The instant Dwight felt the giant’s palm on the back of his neck, he grabbed Bernard’s wrist in both hands and twisted. Bernard’s entire body flipped over him, landing hard on his right side. Dwight rose and gave the giant a tremendous kick to the ribs. Bernard slid a few feet away before rotating to his feet. The two rushed at each other, colliding with a loud crunch. They fell to the floor. Bernard pulled himself onto the smaller man, throwing punch after punch into Dwight, who could only shield himself in defense. 
After four blows, Dwight activated his arm’s electrified plates and met his attacker’s fist as it came down again. The jolt stunned Bernard long enough for Dwight to fling his ex-partner off of him. Bernard collided with the marble desk.
They both rolled to their feet, facing one another. Dwight figured he had about two minutes left of the formula. If he was going to pull this off, he needed to find a way to end it quickly. Bernard may have mass and brute strength on him, but Dwight made up for it with skill and technique.
They charged each other again, but this time, Dwight went low. Catching the huge man off balance by the leg, he slid underneath him and gripped the limb with both hands. As he stood, he used all his might to pull Bernard over and started swinging. The giant toppled over, then lifted off the ground like a doll, spinning as Dwight turned over and over. When he built up enough momentum, Dwight let go. Bernard sailed across the office, crashing into two of the armored knights at the outskirts of the room. Pieces of the metal suits went flying as the man came to a halt against the solid wall. Fractures marked his impact in the rock, but the huge man was far from done. He got up again, ready for a counterattack.
As Bernard leapt forward, over the stone platform where one of the suits had stood, Dwight slid beneath him. Scooping up a broken blade from the floor, he pressed it between the knuckles of his prosthetic arm. As Bernard turned back and raised a colossal fist to pummel his kneeling foe, Dwight reversed directions, kicking off of the pillar, and passed between his legs. He rolled into a crouch, then launched himself into the air at Bernard’s back. His ex-partner didn’t have time to react as Dwight punched the piece of cold steel into the base of Bernard’s neck directly into his spine.
Bernard dropped limply forward, his control of his body instantly severed. He lay there, unable to move as Dwight rolled off of his back, settling on the ground beside the disabled man. The big man’s body twitched sporadically, the muscles looking for direction from his detached spinal cord.
His face was locked in frantic horror, “What the ‘ell did you do to me?!” he shouted, looking for answers to his paralysis.
Dwight was breathing heavily, feeling the aftereffects of the drug kicking in as his borrowed powers began to fade on schedule. “I took away your ability to move. Regenerate through a piece of steel, asshole.”
Bernard roared all manner of distasteful hatred. Dwight pulled himself to his feet, ignoring the profanities. He walked over to Lia just in time to see the light on the limiter go dark. She blinked rapidly as her mind regained control of her body.
After a moment, she came to, “Dwight!” she launched herself up and threw her arms around him, instantly triggering every overwhelmed pain receptor in his body.
 He collapsed at her touch. Both of them tumbled to the unyielding floor. “Ow! Fuck, please not now!” he begged. The hangover from rapidly dispersing super-drugs was among the worst things he had ever experienced. He wanted nothing more than to enter the sweet embrace of a chemically-induced coma back at the Doc’s lab, but he needed to finish cleaning up Bernard’s mess first. “Come on, we need to fix this before I crash.”
She helped him up, letting him lean on her as they made their way to Wulf’s desk. Bernard’s screaming intensified, the content of his insults migrating to descriptive and disturbing methods of revenge he would enact upon the both of them. A harsh mental jab from Lia shut him up. His eyes went distant and a thin line of drool ran until a pool formed beneath his sagging jaw.
“That’s got it. Now he thinks he’s a lobster – one that is deathly afraid of the pot it’s cooking in.” She seemed satisfied with her handiwork.
Finding Wulf’s control console, Dwight called Ellis. The Doc picked up immediately; her face appeared on the monitor built into the desk. “Is she safe?” the Doc asked, searching past Dwight in the screen.
“I’m alright, Beth. Just a major headache,” Lia said. She leaned in over Dwight’s shoulder.
Relief washed over the doctor’s face in a way Dwight had never seen before. All of the anguish he had seen in Ellis instantly dissolved. “What do you need, then?” she was already back to business.
Dwight winced in his seat, the effects growing steadily worse. “I need to you feed this signal into every networked device in New Haven.”
The Doc raised an eyebrow, “Tall order there, Dwight. I was expecting you wanted to destroy another one of my prized possessions or something.”
“I don’t have time to play around. Please do it.” He was sweating now, the discomfort spreading faster and faster. He began to wonder if organ failure was an undocumented symptom of the drug.
“Alright, give me just a second.” She started typing at a furious speed. About ten seconds later, she gave the keys a final, hard tap, “There, done. All of New Haven can see you.”
He immediately began, unsure of how much longer he’d retain the ability to speak coherently, “Attention, Powers of New Haven: My name is Dwight Knolls. You probably already know me as the Referee.” Every word hurt, but by the time he finished his sentence, the distant sounds of fighting outside faded. “I am currently in control of StarPoint Industries. Elijah Wulf and his successor are dead.” They didn’t need to know that Bernard was actually paralyzed on the floor with the mind of a shellfish.
He continued, “I am calling for all Powers in the city to stand down. Your orders are withdrawn. Any who do not follow my instructions will be hunted down. You have seen my work. You know what I can do. Cease all further hostilities and return to wherever the fuck you call home, under penalty of death.”
He cut the feed and collapsed in Wulf’s oversized chair, his body rebelling at a cellular level. This was the point where Ian had lost consciousness; he didn’t see himself going much further. Before he went, he had one more thing to take care of.
He pointed one shaking finger at the glass dome at the far end of the table. “Where’s the body?”
It took Lia a second to figure out what he had meant. She went to the supply closet in the hallway outside the office. There was the distinct thud of a corpse hitting the floor before she returned a moment later, dragging Wulf’s headless body by the legs. When she got close enough to the desk, she released it. Wulf’s impeccably tidy white suit was torn and caked in gore. The fight with Bernard had not been kind to him.
Even lifting the weight of the dome was impossible at this point. Lia ran over to help tip the glass and free the head within. It sat motionless, the surprised look of a man whose immortality had been suddenly stolen locked on its face. Wulf’s striking features seemed less frightening when inanimate. 
Dwight motioned to Lia, now unable to move under his own power, “Put them together. He should regenerate pretty fast.”
She looked doubtful, “Dwight, he’s dead. I watched Bernard kill him myself. I turned off his abilities.”
“Your powers would have worn off by now. If I know this bastard, he’ll be fine once he’s whole again.” He began coughing violently as Lia picked up the head.
She carefully lined up the severed neck with the head. Even as she pulled her hands back, a few thin threads of sinew began to form between the two. Within seconds, the only trace of Bernard’s treachery was a single hair-thin red line on Wulf’s neck. With a sudden gasp for air, the tyrant of New Haven shot up from where he lay. The menace came back to his features as he returned to life. The faded amber of his eyes flared with consciousness. He slicked his disheveled hair back with a blood-soaked hand.
By now, Dwight could feel himself slipping. The contest to keep his body together was all he could think about. Still, he had enough energy to watch as his boss rose to his feet and straightened his ruined suit.
Lia returned to Dwight’s side and put a hand to his chest, attempting to stabilize his ragged breathing, “You win, Wulf; it’s all yours,” he said.
The last thing he heard as his eyes closed was the slow laughter of the monster he had brought back from the dead, “Of course it is, Mr. Knolls. It always was.”
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Dwight awoke back in Ellis’s medical suite. His sudden revival came with a rush of unbelievable pain. Every muscle in his body rebelled against the poison burning itself out in his veins. He had never experienced detox before, but he likened the sensation to his beating from Killstreak. Violent spasms rocked his body while he remained strapped to the gurney.
Deep down, Dwight knew that the aftereffects would pass. Despite his suffering, the results were worth it. He had not only saved Lia, but the entire city. He’d put the monster back on his throne because that’s what this city needed: a madman keeping everyone else sane. They needed someone so bad that the idea of crossing him was completely unthinkable. He wondered if that was Wulf or him now.
Ellis did what she could to help, but without the aid of more drugs, there was little available to her. She kept a TV on for him. The news reported that night’s events without any of Wulf’s usual subterfuge. It was a war between the Powers of New Haven; there was no hiding it. The normal citizens were in an uproar. Some groups were calling for the Capes to leave the city entirely.
Dwight knew that would never happen; they were too ingrained in their society. The media called it a miracle that the Referee had stepped in to end the conflict. In the end, a few million dollars in property damage was a small price to pay for the temporary peace.
By the fourth day, he was starting to feel like himself again. The excruciating episodes had become short-lived and irregular, and he could remain awake for most of the day. His head still ached behind his eyes and every muscle in his body was strained beyond use, but he was at least able to hold a normal conversation without wanting to pass out.
Lia and Ian both came to see him throughout the week. Somehow, the ravages of the serum hadn’t hit the smaller man as severely. The Doc assured them both there would be no long-term damage. Even though he was limping around, Ian looked more confident than Dwight had ever seen him.
Lia’s appearance surprised Dwight more than his roommate’s. The limiter on her head was replaced with a smooth plate, and she’d forgone the wig entirely. He could instantly sense her discomfort as she entered the suite. He felt the familiar touch of her powers in his mind. Still, she managed a pained smile as she eased her way over to the gurney. 
“Not holding yourself back anymore?” he asked, indicating the missing device. He knew the question was pointless if she was just reading his mind constantly, but it felt good to be able to speak again despite the pain in his voice.
She sat down beside him on the bed, “I’m trying something different: control rather than suppression. These are my powers, and I’m the one in charge.”
“Didn’t like being a brainwashed minion?” It had hurt seeing her in that state; living in it must have been a nightmare.
“It was like being trapped behind thick glass, watching my body react to whatever he said. No matter how much I wanted to scream, nothing happened. I saw myself shut down Wulf while Bernard tore his head off. I sat on that cold floor and waited for his next order. I tried to do it to you. There was nothing I could do. I’m never going through that again. If an asshole like Bernard could control me, imagine what someone with actual intelligence could have done. I can’t risk that – even if it means I have to live with other people’s thoughts constantly.” She was resolute. The change gave Dwight comfort.
“That’s a brave way of looking at it. You need anything, I’m right here.” He closed his eyes, letting the first restful sleep he’d had in days come over him.
A few hours later, he got another visitor: the Doc knocked lightly. She entered, holding a tablet. Her hands kept the screen from him, pressed tightly against her chest. “It’s Wulf, he wants a quick word. You up for it?” she asked, taking a seat in the bedside chair.
Dwight thought for a second. The idea of speaking to his boss made him feel ill again, but he wanted to get this out of the way. He sat up, “Yeah, I’ll talk to him. Give it here.”
She passed him the screen. He rested the device on his chest. Wulf’s grinning face greeted him in a way that made his stomach turn. “Good morning, Mr. Knolls. How’s rehab treating you?” He was seated at his desk with his city behind him. The glare from the afternoon sun coming through the windows cast a shadow over his features. Wulf appeared unchanged; the line across his throat had completely disappeared.
“I’m going to need a few sick days. Hope that’s alright, considering I brought you back from the dead.” He wasn’t kidding. This had all been Wulf’s fault as far as Dwight was concerned. If his boss’s ego didn’t demand that stupid challenge, Bernard never would have been able to take charge. He thought about apologizing for Rampage’s death, but decided against it. The lizard didn’t deserve the respect.
Wulf steepled his fingers in front of his face. “I suppose, Mr. Knolls, but we’ll need to find you a replacement for your partner when you have the time. Your old one is being personally attended to for the foreseeable future. I don’t imagine you’ll be meeting again.”
The thought made Dwight shudder. Bernard’s regenerative powers would enable Wulf to live out all sorts of twisted fantasies on the poor man. Sure, he was an asshole who had nearly gotten them all killed for his dream of revenge. However, being left in the hands of the Wulf was a fate far worse than any death. He decided it would be best to drop the subject immediately.
“I’ve got a few people in mind. Tell you what; I’ll let you know when I’m available again.”
Wulf tilted his head in curiosity, trying to gauge Dwight’s newfound initiative, “If you insist, Mr. Knolls. Don’t keep me waiting too long.” He cut the transmission.
Dwight let the tablet fall against his spinning stomach. He noticed the cold pools spreading beneath his arms. His breathing and heart rate slowed as he eased back in his bed. Ellis collected the device and left without a word. He spent the rest of the day silently thinking about his future before he finally drifted off to sleep.
The next day, he felt ready to leave. In the morning, he attempted to stand with some difficulty. The resonating ache in his muscles had grown tolerable, if annoying. Walking was more of a challenge. He wasn’t capable of anything more than a slow stride. Still, the monochromatic walls and the endless news reports weren’t doing his sanity any favors. He found the jeans and t-shirt that Ellis left for him. In all likeliness, Ellis had destroyed the ruined clothing he was wearing at StarPoint. He’d probably be charged for the replacements.
As he prepared to head home, the door to the room opened slowly. Linda cautiously peeked in. She was dressed in civilian clothes; her plain slacks and cardigan were so mundane compared to the cape and spandex he was used to seeing her in. In her arms, she carried the same black duffel bag that had contained Ellis’s weapons during his cross-city sprint.
“Can I come in?” she asked, holding herself at the threshold of the doorway.
Dwight wasn’t quite sure what to expect. The last time they’d seen each other, she was ready to take him into custody for murder. He didn’t feel up for an argument, but doubted he would be arrested while she was in her casual wear. “Sure, come in.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed.
She walked over, sitting in the nearby chair. “Look, I know this is weird. I heard the news about Wulf and StarPoint – about the battle. I’m sorry I stopped you. You were trying to help, in your own fucked up way. This is just all so…” she stopped, lost for words, “…not you.” Her eyes were locked on the bag. He couldn’t blame her; the contents could probably level the city in an instant. “I don’t know, Dwight. You’ve got a name now. They’re talking about you like you’re dangerous.”
“There is a very strict list of reasons someone ends up in a briefcase for me. I’m not killing for sport.” He still wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince his ex or himself.
She was quiet for some time, still staring down at the black bag. “You’re right. Regardless of whatever Wulf wants you to be, you’re right. You saved the city, protected people. The normals are calling you their savior.”
He was skeptical, but interested in where this was going, “You’re okay with the fact that I’ve been killing Powers?”
“I’m not sure,” she said. Her eyes were wrapped in tears, “ but StarPoint can’t happen again. I don’t know where this leaves us, but you can call off your lawyer. I want to talk to you about whether we can work this out as adults.”
“Linda, this probably isn’t the place…” he trailed off.
“I know, but even if we’re done, I want you to know that it wasn’t all for nothing.” She continued crying. She held out the bag, careful not to shift its contents. “I’m not saying everything is okay, but I was wrong to keep her from you.”
Dwight suddenly realized that there weren’t high-tech weapons of mass destruction in the bag. He gently took it and tugged on the partially opened zipper. A five-pound ball of fluff and saliva leapt into his arms. The small dog began frantically dancing in his lap. Its auburn hair brushed against his face as he held her close.
“Molly!” he shouted, overcome with joy. The Pomeranian seemed equally as excited to see her human. Linda watched the two from a distance at first, then joined the reunion.
A knock at the door interrupted their celebration. The doctor entered, holding Dwight’s phone in one hand. She looked distressed. “You’ve got a call,” she held out the device.
Dwight shook his head, “I’m a little busy. Tell them I’ll call back.” All of his efforts were fixed on controlling the furry creature racing around the bed. The Doctor did her best to ignore the mess the animal was making of her medical suite.
              Ellis persisted, “No, you’ll want to take this. It’s important.” Her troubled expression was enough to communicate the severity of the call.
              He took the phone from Ellis. Linda retrieved the dog from his lap, pulling the panting creature close to her chest. There was nothing on the screen to identify the caller. Hesitantly putting the phone to his ear, he heard nothing through the receiver. 
“Hello?” he asked.
              “Mr. Knolls,” Midas’s voice was distraught in a way Dwight had never heard him, “we need your assistance with a matter of some importance.”
              Dwight listened silently, pondering how the game had changed.
              “When can you come?”
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