
        
            
                
            
        

      




  





Dedicated to Darius Weems (September 27, 1989–October 9, 2016) and Logan Smalley, two tremendously inspiring human beings without whom my hero would have no name
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Darius Logan ran for his life. And more than almost anything else, he hated running. His pounding heart drowned out all other sound. Fire filled his lungs. Every muscle felt like it was being torn apart. But the cop chasing after him—barely a block behind and gaining fast—kept Darius running as if his life depended on it, which it did.
His mind raced nearly as fast as his legs. He had to get away, even though he didn’t know where to get away to. Darius had no real friends. No family. Nowhere to run. He kept running anyway, dashing across a street that cut through the decaying rubble of dead neighborhoods called Broke-land.
Crossing to the other side of the street, Darius ran to the end of the block and turned the corner. A side street stretched out before him, lined on both sides with four- and five-story apartment buildings. People once lived in these buildings. That was before The Attack.
No one lived this far into Broke-land—at least no one who could be considered fully human. This far in, the buildings were little more than burned-out shells. Block after block of giant tombstones, marking the graves of entire neighborhoods long left for dead. And everywhere it stunk of death and decay, an overwhelming smell—like boiled garbage left out to rot—made worse by the humid night air.
Darius breathed deep through his mouth, trying to catch his breath. I can taste the air, he thought while fighting to keep from gagging. And I’m pretty sure that someone, or something, is watching from the shadows.
Nearly eight years had passed since The Attack, and nothing had been done to rebuild. Rumors frequently circulated about plans to do so, but reconstructing fiftysomething square miles of devastation would not be easy, especially considering the number of criminals, dropouts, and metahumans that had claimed what they simply called the Broke as their own. And so the Broke continued to crumble and stink and fester, its unofficial residents hiding in the darkness, and the only sign of life being a desperate Black teenager running from a cop.
None of the streetlights on the block worked anymore and clouds partially obscured the crescent moon, making it difficult to see. The nighttime shadows cast by the empty buildings stretched out like the bony fingers of a Grim Reaper come to claim all light.
Darius briefly considered turning around to see if the cop chasing him was any closer. And for a split second, he hoped that some cop-hating metahuman would jump out of the shadows and help him. But he couldn’t count on the help of a mutant stranger, nor could he risk slowing down, not even to look over his shoulder. Probably can’t see anything in the dark anyway, and the last thing I want is to owe a metahuman any favors, he thought as he kept running.
Halfway down the block, Darius couldn’t go on anymore. A terrible pain stabbed at his side—like a hot knife jammed deep into his ribs.
Up ahead he saw a narrow alley running between two of the decaying buildings. Alleys like this cut through much of the Broke, and Darius spent most of his youth avoiding them. Back then, there were too many unknown dangers hiding in the narrow paths—desperate junkies willing to rob anyone to get a fix. The dangers had changed—the junkies were replaced by people who had either slipped through the cracks of society or had gone into hiding—but the need for caution remained. And of course, there might be some of those giant rats that ate people when there was nothing to be found in the garbage.
Darius thought about all the things that might be waiting in the alley. None of it matters, he thought as the stabbing pain worsened. I have to stop and catch my breath.
Darius stood about fifteen feet back in the alley—far enough away that someone running past wouldn’t see him, but not so far back that he couldn’t see the dark street he had just turned off. Please, don’t let the cop hear me panting like a dog.
A wave of nausea overtook him as he breathed in the putrid air of the alley—someone or something had recently used it as a toilet. The stench overwhelmed Darius. He fought to keep from vomiting while at the same time trying to figure out how he had messed up so bad.
Ten minutes earlier, Darius had been in the abandoned remains of a parking garage with three other guys. He barely knew Karlito, the one who talked him into what quickly proved to be a mistake. The other two, Mickey and some guy they called Bay-Bay, he knew even less. That didn’t stop Darius from tagging along when Karlito asked him if he wanted to make some money.
By nature, Darius didn’t talk a lot. Over the years, as he drifted in and out of foster homes, juvenile detention, and the shelters that housed young people like him, he learned that most people really didn’t listen to what he had to say, so he didn’t say much.
Karlito, by comparison, never stopped talking. “I’m a man of a million ideas,” he would say. And even though most of Karlito’s ideas were bad, Darius said nothing. He should have. But he didn’t.
Karlito’s latest get-rich-quick scheme involved selling Adrenaccelerate—better known as eXXeLL—in an abandoned parking garage deep in the heart of the Broke. On the streets, a single dose of eXXeLL fetched more money than five times the same amount of cocaine. Of course, as far as illegal drugs went, possession of Adrenaccelerate with intent to sell was not just a federal offense, it violated the Global Enhancement Accords—the international laws governing people with superpowers.
“Cops ain’t gonna mess with us in the Broke—nothin’ there but mutants and freaks. Besides, it ain’t like we’re the Masters of D.E.A.T.H. or Doc Kaos,” said Karlito—like he knew what he was talking about.
From the beginning, Karlito’s plan sounded ill conceived. The presence of Mickey just made everything worse. Mickey was so stupid, Darius wondered if he had been dropped on his head as a child.
“That boy is so ignorant, stupid must be in his bones” is what Darius’s mother would have said about Mickey, if she were alive. But if his mother had been alive, chances were pretty good Darius would never have found himself in the sort of circumstances that brought guys like Karlito, Mickey, and Bay-Bay into his life.
When the cops yelled, “Freeze! You’re all under arrest!” it took Darius a split second longer than the others to realize that he should run. The others bolted like roaches when the lights turned on, leaving Darius holding the bag, literally. Karlito thought it would be a good idea. “You the youngest,” Karlito said. “Something goes wrong, you a minor. Cops won’t come down on you as hard.”
It can’t go much more wrong than this, Darius thought, hiding in the foul-smelling alley, gasping for air.
The doses of eXXeLL Karlito stuffed into Darius’s backpack made being a minor irrelevant. The way Darius figured it, he had enough Adrenaccelerate in his backpack to send him away for life. I’ve already got two strikes against me—I’m screwed if I get caught.
The sound of feet pounding the pavement of the darkened street caught Darius’s attention. With nothing else making noise for blocks and blocks, the police officer’s running footsteps thundered like rapidly approaching cannon fire. Darius half expected the ground to shake. And just like that, the cop ran past the alley, never breaking his stride.
Darius took off toward the far end of the alley, stopping where it opened on to the block running parallel to the one he’d just left. More darkness greeted him. And maybe, just maybe, the faint sound of laughter. Burned-out streetlights obscured the abandoned and crumbling buildings. He stood in the opening of the alley, looking both ways, trying to figure out what to do, when it suddenly occurred to him. I still have the eXXeLL on me. In all the confusion and running, he forgot to ditch it.
Still fighting to catch his breath, he struggled to get his arms free of the straps, and just as he was about to drop the backpack, Darius heard a voice behind him.
“Freeze!”
The single word seemed to bounce off the walls on either side of the alley.




The cop chasing Darius had doubled back and come into the alley. He pointed his gun directly at Darius’s face. Darius saw the look in the cop’s eyes and knew that he meant business. There would be no warning shot—there never was.
This is it. It’s all over.
“Drop the backpack and place your hands on your head,” said the cop.
Darius stared down the barrel of the gun, weighing his options. He could do what the cop said, and he’d spend at least a decade in prison. Or he could die right there in the alley. Neither option seemed acceptable.
Darius dropped the backpack, slowly putting his hands on his head. Maybe it won’t be so bad, he thought. Maybe I won’t be charged with carrying felony weight. Maybe this won’t be counted as my third strike. Maybe one of the metahumans watching all of this will help me out. Yeah, right, he thought, grunting with laughter.
The officer moved in closer, grabbed Darius, pushed him up against the side of one of the derelict buildings, and without a word began frisking him. The cop, still winded from the chase, breathed his hot breath on the back of Darius’s neck—it smelled almost as bad as the alley itself.
“I could blow you away, and no one would care,” said the cop.
“Do it!” shouted a voice from somewhere in the shadows. “We won’t tell anyone!”
“Who said that?!” demanded the cop, nervously looking over his shoulder.
Another voice came over the cop’s communication unit. “You got a twenty on the suspect?”
The cop grumbled to himself, fidgeted with something, and a second or two later spoke into his radio: “Copy that. I need backup. This place is crawling with mutants.”
Using his left hand, the cop pushed Darius hard against the wall. But if the officer was pushing against Darius with his left hand, then it meant that he had the radio in his right hand.
Where’s his gun? Darius wondered, before realizing the cop must have holstered his weapon. Now’s my chance. If I’m gonna get out of this, it’s gotta be now.
Running wasn’t Darius’s thing—he wasn’t good at it. But he did know how to fight. His father saw to that, teaching Darius how to defend himself after he had come home from school with a bloody nose. He was six at the time, small for his age, and an easy target for bullies. So his father taught him how to stick up for himself.
Darius took a deep breath, reminding himself that his life was on the line. Three strikes and you’re out. And then he remembered what his father had taught him: “In a fight, your greatest strength will always be the weakness of your opponent.”
The weakness of the cop, who weighed at least seventy-five pounds more than Darius and stood about five inches taller, was that he wasn’t paying attention. The cop only had two things over Darius—his gun and his undivided attention. Neither was trained on Darius at the moment. The cop underestimated the sixteen-year-old kid he had pushed up against the wall of a collapsing building. Darius didn’t need any more advantage than that.
Darius elbowed the cop in the ribs as hard as he could—hard enough to knock the wind out of the police officer. The radio fell to the ground. Gasping for air, the cop reached for his gun. Darius knocked it out of the officer’s hand with a roundhouse kick, sending it flying into the darkness. From the darkness, whoever or whatever was watching let out a cheer.
Shocked, sucking in air, the cop fought to regain himself. He had been in worse scenarios, faced down more dangerous felons than the scrawny Black kid who caught him off guard with an elbow to the ribs. He was ready for a fight.
Darius was ready for a fight as well. If he knew anything at all, he knew how to fight—it came as naturally as breathing. He’d spent over half his life fighting. He fought back against the bullies at school. When his parents were killed and he found himself living on the streets, he fought to stay alive.
The officer took a swing at him. Darius ducked the punch. With nothing for the cop’s fist to connect to, the cop spun around, losing his balance. Taking advantage of the moment, Darius body-slammed him into the side of the building.
The cop let out a loud grunt, the wind knocked out of him a second time. Off-balance and gasping for air, he was running on empty. Whatever fight he had in him disappeared. Darius slammed the officer again into the wall of the building. A small cloud of concrete erupted as part of the wall crumbled to dust from the force of impact. Grabbing the cop by the front of his uniform with a classic jujitsu hold, Darius used the man’s own weight against him, driving him to the ground. I almost feel bad for doing this, but not bad enough to go to jail.
Darius was about to run off into the darkness of the Broke when a stray beam of moonlight glinting off the cop’s gun caught his eye. Last thing I need is to get shot, he thought, reaching for the weapon. It felt surprisingly light in his hand, as if something with the power to kill should weigh much more.
“Shoot him!” called out several voices from the darkness, followed by cheers and laughter.
The metahumans are enjoying this. They don’t care who gets killed, as long as they get a show.
The officer, picking himself up from the ground, saw Darius holding the gun. Even in the darkness, Darius could see the look of fear on the cop’s face.
“What did you say about blowing me away?” Darius asked.
“Please … I have a wife and kids,” the cop pleaded. “I’m just doing my job.”
“Do your wife and kids know that threatening to kill people is part of your job?” Darius asked.
“Quit talking and shoot him!” shouted another voice from the shadows.
With all his strength, Darius threw the gun in one direction, the ammo clip in another. He took off running before either had a chance to land somewhere amidst the rubble. More police officers would be arriving any moment, making a bad situation even worse. Darius’s freedom depended on his next moves. It had been one thing when he had the backpack full of eXXeLL. He had just beaten the hell out of a cop, which made getting away all the more important.
The success of Darius’s escape depended on one simple fact: He knew where he was. Broke-land had once been populated by more than metahumans and career criminals. People like Darius and his family once lived in the Broke. He had grown up not far from the burned-out block he ran down, and though many years had passed, he still knew the streets. Five, maybe six blocks away was a subway station.
If I can get to the subway, I can get to the Caves, he thought.
The “Caves” were what people called the abandoned subway tunnels and derelict stations that had been left to rot after The Attack caused parts of the city to collapse on itself. Some stations and tunnels were repaired, but those that weren’t—those that cut through the heart of the Broke—had been transformed. Instead of the hustle and bustle of commuters moving through the city, the stations became caves that had been taken over by those with nowhere else to go. There was no telling who you might find living in the Caves, anyone from junkies desperate for a fix to rogue metahumans who refused to register their powers with the Federal Bureau of Metahuman Affairs.
Darius hated the thought of seeking refuge in the Caves. It’s too dangerous. Too scary.
He lived down there for nearly six months and saw things he never wanted to see again. It was a whole different world, requiring a special strength just to survive. The fact that Darius made it out with so few scars always amazed him.
It wasn’t the metahumans that bothered Darius—he actually got along with mutants better than he did most “normal” people. It was the giant killer rats he couldn’t deal with. But if it came down to hiding in the abandoned subways and dealing with giant rats, or going to jail, there was no question. The cops will never find me—they never go into the Caves unless they absolutely have to.
Before he could take another step, two police cars came tearing onto the street, one on either end of the block, lights flashing, sirens blaring, boxing Darius in. He looked to his right, then to his left, and knew he couldn’t go in either direction.
“This way!” called out a voice coming from the derelict building in front of Darius.
It smelled worse in the building than in the alley—a combination of piss and crap and the rotting stench of dead dreams and forgotten lives that once called the Broke home.
This is stupid, Darius thought, angry there was nowhere else to run. He quickly moved farther into the building, his eyes adjusting to the dark. In the shadows he could barely make out the figures of whoever lived in the building—whoever’s home he was now trespassing in. He started to apologize for breaking into their home, for potentially exposing them to the police, but then something scurried past Darius on the floor. Please don’t be a rat, he said to himself. Anything but a rat. The last thing he needed was a hungry rat the size of a dog trying to chew his leg off.
He heard the cops on the street racing toward the building as he tried to figure out his next move. Hiding in the basement seems like a stupid idea, so I guess my only choice is to go up.
Darius ran as quickly as the darkness and rotting steps would allow him up to the second floor, then the third, fourth, fifth, and on every floor, someone watched from the shadows. Finally, he reached the roof of the building.
Out of breath again, his heart pounding, Darius felt the stabbing pain in his side return to taunt him like one of the bullies who used to pick on him at school.
Darius quickly surveyed his surroundings. All the buildings on the block were tightly stacked with only a few feet between them. He could jump from rooftop to rooftop until he reached the end of the block. He had no idea what to do after that. I’ll deal with it when I get there.
Darius ran from one rooftop to the next. He raced to the roof of the last building on the block and looked over the edge. He didn’t see any cops in the darkness below. He did see a fire escape, and he knew how to get back down to the street.
Darius climbed on to the fire escape. Old and rusty, the fire escape made a terrible creaking sound as he began his climb.
As he lowered himself down four rungs from the top, the concrete in which the ladder was anchored simply crumbled to dust. The rusted metal of the ladder seemed to scream as it bent and broke, the whole thing falling away from the building.
It was a six-story drop to the ground. I’m dead was the only thought in his mind. But then something grabbed Darius by the back of his sweatshirt, hoisted him high into the night air, and flew off.
Darius knew exactly what had saved his life—or rather, who had saved his life. It only made him wish he’d fallen to his death.




Sitting in the interrogation room at the police station, Darius Logan knew he was in serious trouble. This isn’t going to be like the other times.
Technically, he was still a minor, but that wouldn’t matter. He already had two strikes. He’d already done time. And this was much more serious—a backpack full of eXXeLL, running away from the scene of the crime. And of course, he had beaten up a cop.
I am so screwed.
He didn’t know how long he’d been in the interrogation room. From where he sat, Darius couldn’t see the clock on the wall. All he could do was listen to the tick, tick, tick sound of the second hand as it moved. He figured it must have ticked at least 7,200 times. That’s how many times it would tick in two hours, and he knew that he had been in the interrogation room at least two hours. At least it felt like two hours.
I hope time doesn’t move this slowly in prison.
A sign on the wall read NO SMOKING, yet the interrogation room smelled of stale cigarettes. Maybe smoking wasn’t allowed in here, but it had been at one point, and the stink still lingered like a ghost. It mixed with another smell—more powerful and foul than the cigarettes that had been smoked years ago.
Darius realized that the smell was coming from him. He stunk of body odor mixed with the residual funk of the Broke, which added an extra layer of humiliation to his current circumstances.
Four other people were in this dingy interrogation room that stunk of cigarettes and sweat. The room seemed big to Darius—at least big enough to fit the small table where he sat, and the four others who were in there with him.
Two of the people were the detectives who had taken Darius into custody. One of the detectives called the other one Bob, but Detective Bob never used his partner’s name. To Darius he was Detective No Name.
Detective Bob talked more than Detective No Name, who reminded Darius of a cop Clint Eastwood played in the movies he’d watched with his father. Darius’s father loved Eastwood movies—Dirty Harry, Magnum Force, Sudden Impact—and so did Darius. That didn’t mean he liked being in the same room with a detective doing his best Clint Eastwood impersonation.
An older woman sat between Detective Bob and Detective No Name. Darius had never seen Edith O’Malley looking so old or disappointed. He could see her fighting back the tears, which only made Darius feel worse. I’d tell her everything is going to be fine, but she’s not that stupid, and I’m not a liar.
Edith had been Darius’s caseworker ever since his parents were killed in The Attack when he was nine years old. Almost eight years later, she remained the most consistent person in his life—the only consistent person in his life.
The Attack had been brutal. Thousands of people of all ages and walks of life were killed, leaving behind thousands more to grieve. Only a few dozen kids like Darius were orphaned in The Attack, especially surprising considering the number of casualties. The newspaper even did a story on them, called “Orphans of the Attack,” but Darius wasn’t included in that article. It had been the sons and daughters of people who mattered—doctors and lawyers and people like that. Over the years, he wondered if that was why nobody other than Edith cared about him.
At first, Darius stayed with his only living relative, his father’s older brother, Kenny. Darius’s father and Uncle Kenny were never that close, but there was no other family. In the weeks and months following The Attack, Uncle Kenny paid close attention to all the news relating to death benefits awarded to families who had lost someone. “We gonna get paid offa this,” Uncle Kenny would say with a big grin. And every time, Darius would grow to hate him more and more. It got to the point where a fire of rage and resentment burned in Darius’s gut every time he looked at his uncle, which only got worse every time Kenny talked about “gettin’ paid.”
It took almost a year for Darius to start getting the settlement, which came in the form of twelve monthly checks. Before the checks started coming, while the government worked with insurance companies to develop a compensation package for the families of victims, Uncle Kenny would say, “If that money don’t come soon, you know you gotta go.” And when the checks finally came, Kenny would wave the envelope in Darius’s face and say, “This is all your worthless ass is good for.”
For a year, Uncle Kenny cashed the checks, spending most of it on booze, dope, and gambling, while complaining that Darius’s parents weren’t worth much. He’d get drunk, swear at Darius, slap him around, and once in a while put out his cigarettes on his nephew.
One night, Kenny didn’t come home. Two days later, Edith O’Malley showed up at Kenny’s apartment with a police officer. “Your uncle Kenny has been arrested,” she told Darius. “You’re going to be placed in a foster home.”
The first two or three foster homes weren’t much better than staying with his uncle. Darius hated Kenny, but at least his uncle acknowledged his existence—even if it was only to abuse him. His foster families were strangers who went back and forth between ignoring him and treating him like crap. None of them cared that Darius lost his parents in The Attack.
By the time he moved to his fifth foster home—just before his fifteenth birthday—Darius knew that it was him against the world. Edith O’Malley was the only one who showed any caring or understanding. “I know this has been a difficult time, but you need to try and fit in at this home,” she said every time he went to live with a new family.
Darius didn’t see Edith O’Malley that often, but she always came by on his birthday with a card and a present, no matter where he lived. Edith was the only person to remember or acknowledge Darius’s birthday since the death of his parents, making her the closest thing to family he had. He’d never thought about her that way before, until he sat across from her in the interrogation room at the police station, with her fighting back tears of disappointment.
If my mom was alive, if she was across from me right now, sitting there between those two detectives, she’d be crying her eyes out.
Thinking about his mother just made Darius feel worse—as if that were possible. He tried to push his mother out of his mind, but he couldn’t do it. His parents were hardwired in his brain, even after being dead all these years.
“Darius, do you know how much trouble you’ve gotten yourself into?” asked Edith O’Malley.
“Yes, ma’am,” replied Darius in a quiet whisper. He wanted to say more but was too ashamed and too afraid to say the words out loud. I should’ve never picked up that backpack—never should’ve gone into the Broke with Karlito and those other idiots. And now, I’m going to prison.
“I don’t think you really do know how bad this is,” said Detective No Name, as if he could hear Darius’s thoughts and didn’t believe him. Detective No Name had barely said a word since putting the handcuffs on Darius and placing him in the back of an unmarked police car. “This isn’t shoplifting or boosting system-control chips from cars. You committed a big-boy crime.”
Detective No Name didn’t take his eyes off Darius. An old-fashioned folder sat on the table in front of him, and the grizzled cop quietly tapped his finger on the papers inside. The detective’s tapping finger seemed to be telling Darius that he was only worth the cost of paper—no virtufiles for him. Even his files had been neglected by the system.
Until he was nine, Darius had been the only child of Dwayne and Janae Logan. The most beautiful woman Darius had ever seen, his mother gave birth to his baby brother two days before The Attack.
Darius’s father dropped him off at the Langston Hughes Elementary School and then went to pick up Janae and Dwayne Junior from the hospital. And then came The Attack, and the world ended. In all the chaos and confusion that followed, Darius wondered if his parents were all right.
Up to that day, Darius never thought things like What if my parents died? But by the time it was dark, and all the other students had been picked up by a parent or a grandparent or a neighbor, Darius knew that his mother and father and baby brother were dead. He just knew it.
He tried not to spend too much time thinking about the family he’d lost, because it filled him with emotions he couldn’t control—an explosive mix of sadness and anger that got him into too much trouble over the years. Gradually, the sadness became less and less, until it was just a dull ache that Darius lived with and barely noticed most of the time. The anger, on the other hand, never left. He felt it whenever it flared up. And it flared up often.
Edith glanced down at the file containing Darius’s criminal record. When she looked back up, the tears she’d been fighting back flowed freely. “How would your parents feel if they could see you sitting here like this?” asked Edith.
Darius didn’t want to think about how his parents would feel. But sitting in the interrogation room, with the clock ticking loudly behind him, the sadness that Darius lived with, to the point he hardly noticed it anymore, suddenly crashed over him like a massive wave. He’d squandered everything his parents had done for him and dishonored their memory. “They’d be upset,” said Darius, his voice filled with shame over what he had become and profound sadness over all he had lost.
“What’s he being charged with?” asked Edith O’Malley.
“He was carrying Adrenaccelerate,” said Detective Bob. “That’s a violation of the Global Enhancement Accords and considered an act of terrorism. And that’s for starters. There’s resisting arrest. Assaulting an officer.”
Edith looked away from Darius, her eyes fixed on the silently tapping finger of Detective No Name. She let out a sigh that reminded Darius of the sad sigh his mother would make whenever he did something wrong. Only he had never done anything this wrong when his mother was alive.
Darius knew it didn’t matter that he barely knew the guys he had been with, that he’d never sold drugs before, never done drugs, or that he was still a minor. None of it mattered.
All that matters is the fact that I got caught, he said to himself. This is all on me, and I’m gonna have to carry it myself.
“Young man, haven’t we met before?” asked the booming voice of the only person in the room yet to speak.
This was the person who intimidated Darius the most—the person who left him feeling small and worthless, causing him to stare down at his hands nearly the entire time he sat in the interrogation room. This was the person who’d caught him when the fire escape tore away from the side of the building, rescuing him from the inevitable death that would have followed a six-story fall.
He hadn’t said a word to Darius until now. But Darius knew who it was. As if getting caught by the cops wasn’t bad enough, he’d been caught by him.
The lights in the interrogation room weren’t that good—long fluorescent bulbs, one of which was burned out, and one that would flicker from time to time—making it difficult to see him. The man stood in the far corner of the room, hidden by shadows—as if he’d been trying to hide, to not call attention to his presence. But try as he might, Darius could not ignore him.
“I’m good with faces,” said the man, moving out of the shadows. Darius tried not to look at him but couldn’t help himself. It looked like the man floated across the room instead of walking. “And you look very familiar. Do I know you?”
“Yes, sir,” said Darius.
The man stood nearly seven feet tall, his head almost scraping against the ceiling of the room. His wide, muscular build made him equal to two men, and though Darius was intimidated, he could not help but look up from his hands and stare at Captain Freedom, the greatest superhero in the world.




Captain Freedom was the leader of Super Justice Force, the world’s most revered team of superheroes and crime fighters committed to protecting humanity. His bright blue costume, made out of material that could not be burned or torn, fit him like a glove. The bald eagle emblem on his chest stared out at Darius, and even though there was no breeze in the room, his cape seemed to flap in the wind nonetheless.
Capes looked stupid on most superheroes and had been out of style for years, but somehow Captain Freedom still managed to look cool. And while other heroes and crime fighters hid behind masks, Captain Freedom made no attempts to hide his face, making him that much more of a badass.
As far back as Darius could remember, he worshipped Captain Freedom. He learned how to read with Captain Freedom comic books. He slept in Captain Freedom pajamas that he wore over Captain Freedom underwear. He saw the movie based on the captain’s life at least ten times, and even owned the whole line of Captain Freedom action figures—a source of contention between his parents.
“I don’t want him playing with a toy that doesn’t look like him,” his mother said. “Why can’t he be into someone like Human Tornado or the Uptown Avenger?”
“Baby, you’ve got to be kidding me. I can’t believe you’d even mention those names,” his father responded.
“You know what I mean.”
“Look, there are worse role models for him to have than a white guy in a silly suit who fights crime,” said his father.
At the time, he didn’t understand what his parents were talking about. All Darius knew was that his mother wanted him to play with action figures of guys like Human Tornado and Uptown Avenger, both of whom had stopped fighting crime, and neither of whom had their own line of toys or comic books. His father, on the other hand, would say, “I don’t care what color dolls you play with, as long as you understand what these men stand for in real life.”
Darius didn’t know what his father meant by that—especially since he didn’t play with dolls, he played with action figures. And even though his parents didn’t agree over what he should play with, neither of them had a problem with him reading Captain Freedom comic books. Once a week his father came home from work with one or two new books, and he would always say the same thing: “Don’t just look at the pictures.”
After he read the comic books—some of which were the adventures of superheroes other than Captain Freedom—Darius recounted for his parents what happened in each issue. And this led to Darius becoming obsessed with Captain Freedom and the rest of Super Justice Force. The thing he liked best about Captain Freedom and the others—as opposed to superheroes like Spider-Man and Superman—was that the heroes in Super Justice Force were real. The comic book adventures of SJF were based on real things, and that was so much cooler than the make-believe superheroes in other comics.
When he was eight years old, Darius wrote an essay about Captain Freedom and Super Justice Force, “How Captain Freedom and Super Justice Force Keep the World Safe.” His teacher submitted the essay to a citywide writing competition, and it actually won.
Darius met Captain Freedom for the first time at an award ceremony for students being honored for academic excellence. Darius earned his place at the ceremony for the essay he’d written and for being a straight-A student. His teachers all said he was “unusually bright.” He skipped second grade altogether, and halfway through third grade, Darius was bumped up to fourth—all of which factored into his being named Student of the Year, much to the surprise of him and his parents.
The school superintendent gave a speech about Darius and his essay, and then announced him as Student of the Year. The room erupted in applause, his mother burst into tears, and his father never looked prouder. It was definitely the best moment of Darius’s life, one he thought could not get any better. But when Captain Freedom himself came out to give Darius his award placard, he knew that his life would never get better than that moment.
Nine years later, sitting in the interrogation room at the police station, Darius was reunited with Captain Freedom. If his first meeting with the captain was the best moment of his life, the second meeting was one of the worst.
“You wrote an essay about me,” said Captain Freedom.
“Yes, sir,” said Darius. How can he possibly remember that?
“That was what—ten years ago?” Captain Freedom asked.
“Nine years,” Darius answered.
“And you were Student of the Year, isn’t that right?”
Darius should have felt proud. After all the years, after all the things Captain Freedom had done and all the people he had met, the superhero still remembered him. Instead, Darius felt ashamed.
“What happened to you? Where did you go wrong?” asked Captain Freedom.
Darius didn’t have the answers. He didn’t know where he went wrong. He didn’t know what happened to him. All he knew was that one day he was happy, living with his mother and father and waiting for the birth of his baby brother, who he was going to share all his toys and comic books with. And then came The Attack.
Do you really want all the details of my crappy life? Darius wondered. Do I get extra sympathy points for losing my entire family?
He didn’t know what to say, so Darius said nothing. And he and everyone else in the room remained silent, while the second hand on the clock ticked. Darius counted thirty-five ticks before someone said something.
“It was The Attack. His parents were killed in The Attack,” said Edith O’Malley. She paused, while the second hand ticked by ten more times. “He’s had a very difficult time since then.”
The sadness in Edith’s voice reminded Darius of how many people sounded after The Attack, when they talked about those who’d been killed. To Darius, it almost sounded like Edith was talking about someone else—someone dead.
“A lot of good people were killed in The Attack, young man,” said Captain Freedom. “Terrible things happen to good people every single day. Tragedy never takes a day off. But do you really want to use the death of your parents as the reason—as the excuse—for why you’re about to go to prison?”
Darius’s lower lip began to tremble, and he could feel the tears welling up in his eyes—the first tears he had cried in many, many years. He couldn’t tell if they were tears of sadness or anger. It doesn’t really matter anyway—crying doesn’t change anything.
“What would your parents say if they could see you now?” asked Captain Freedom.
Darius sat for a moment and searched deep within himself for an answer. His parents worked hard to raise him proper. His mother pushed him to get the best grades possible. His father taught him how to defend himself. They taught him not to lie, and how to be respectful, and all the other things good parents teach their children. But sitting in the interrogation room, one thing his father always said to him stood out more than anything else, echoing in his head.
“Don’t be a stereotype or a statistic,” said Darius. His voice trembled with too many years of nothing but sorrow and rage. Darius recognized the words, but he didn’t even recognize the voice as his own, nor did he notice the first tear as it began to roll down his cheek.
“What’s that? I can’t hear you,” said Captain Freedom.
“Don’t be a stereotype. Never become a statistic,” said Darius, his voice louder, repeating what his father had said to him since as far back as he could remember. “My father told me that there would be times in life when people would ask and expect a lot from me, and the only thing I had to remember was to not be a stereotype and never become a statistic.”
“What happened to you, Darius?” asked Captain Freedom. For a brief second, his voice almost sounded like Dwayne Logan’s. “What happened to the kid who was Student of the Year? Was he killed in The Attack as well?”
Darius sat, waiting for someone else to answer the question.
“Was he killed in The Attack as well?” Captain Freedom asked again—his voice louder and more demanding. The walls of the interrogation room actually shook. And it wasn’t just Darius who noticed; the others felt it as well. Even Detective No Name, who tried to look tough and act like Clint Eastwood, looked a little shocked and scared.
But no one in the room was more scared than Darius. Every day since his parents were killed was a fight simply to stay alive. There were nights when he went to sleep with his stomach empty and days when he woke up to rats or roaches scurrying around whatever floor he slept on. It had been nearly eight years of living hell, with no one to care whether his next meal was cooked in a kitchen or came out of a garbage can. No one to care if he lived or died. And no matter how scared he felt at any given moment, he never gave in to the fear, because that would have meant he had lost.
Sitting there in the interrogation room, Darius couldn’t hold back the volatile mix of emotions—fear, sorrow, rage—any more than he could hold back the tears. And as he cried, he thought about what Captain Freedom had asked him: “What happened to the kid who was Student of the Year? Was he killed in The Attack as well?”
As much as he wished he’d been killed with his family, Darius didn’t die on that terrible day. He was very much alive, and about to face the consequences of his actions.
“No, sir. He wasn’t killed in the attack,” said Darius, crying for the first time since the day he became an orphan.




The detectives and Captain Freedom left Darius alone in the interrogation room with Edith O’Malley. She sat silently watching him as he ate the fast food that had been brought to him. Not much of a last meal for a condemned man, Darius thought as he chewed the cold, greasy hamburger.
“There’s nothing I can do for you this time,” said Edith, her voice sounding tired and sad.
Darius wanted to apologize to Edith. He knew that she cared about him, maybe even more than most social workers cared about their clients. And for whatever reason, he felt like he’d let her down. He couldn’t think of anything to say—at least not anything that would have mattered—so he just offered her some of his food.
“No, thanks,” she said with a faint smile.
Of all the clients Edith O’Malley had—more than she could adequately take care of—Darius was one of her favorites. Despite his troubles, she knew he was a good person. And considering all that he’d experienced over the years, Edith was often amazed at how well he had managed to keep himself together. She had nearly two dozen other clients, all of them strung out on drugs, drowning in booze, and in and out of jail. She was pretty sure Darius had never done drugs, and even when he went to juvenile detention on assault charges, part of her knew he was justified in what he’d done.
“It’s cool if you don’t visit me in prison,” Darius said.
“What are you talking about?” Edith asked.
“Could you just send me letters or something? Not all the time—one or two a year would be fine. Just something to remind me that I was once somebody who had someone that cared.”
Edith reached out and took Darius’s hand. They both sat in silence, angry and sad at the cruel world that had brought them together. In a better world, Darius and Edith never would have met. And though neither said it to the other, they both wished their lives had been different. Darius wished his life had never fallen apart. Edith wished she didn’t have to spend her life holding together the broken pieces of kids like Darius.
The door to the interrogation room opened, and a uniformed officer led Darius out of the room and down the hall. Edith began to cry, wondering if she would ever see him again.
The police officer escorted Darius to a different room—a larger conference room, with better lighting, more comfortable chairs, and no stale scent of cigarette smoke. Captain Freedom sat waiting with two other people Darius didn’t know. They’re not cops, he thought. Probably lawyers.
“This is Oliver Porter with the Public Defender’s office and this is Adalyne Oldham with the District Attorney’s office,” said Captain Freedom.
A pudgy Black man with a shaved head, Oliver Porter looked like a darker version of Elmer Fudd from the old Bugs Bunny cartoons Darius watched. He wore a suit that looked less than new, and a tie with little green cartoon frogs that looked like a Father’s Day gift. His briefcase sat in front of him, a disorganized pile of papers overflowing onto the table.
“You can call me Ollie. I’ll be representing you,” he said, extending his hand.
Ollie Porter looked like a soft man. But his handshake was surprisingly strong, and his voice was probably an octave lower than his looks would have indicated.
Sitting across from Ollie, with a pile of papers slightly more organized, sat Adalyne Oldham, an older white woman with dark circles under her eyes and glasses about to slide off her nose. “You can call me Ms. Oldham,” she said in a far less friendly tone.
Aside from the brief introductions, neither lawyer wasted any time getting to the heart of the matter. Ollie shuffled through his stacks of papers, looking for something that didn’t seem to be there. “You’re a ward of the state,” he said as more a statement than a question.
Darius assumed that Ollie was talking to him and nodded his head. “Yes.”
“And you turn seventeen later this month?” asked Ollie, shuffling through the papers.
Darius nodded again. “On Wednesday,” he said.
Ms. Oldham cleared her throat as if she had something to say. Everyone turned to look at her, except Captain Freedom, who never took his eyes off Darius.
“Mr. Logan, given your past record, and the nature of the crimes you’ve been charged with, it is the belief of the District Attorney’s office that despite your age, you should be charged as an adult,” said Oldham, pushing her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose. Her voice rasped from too much smoking, and her lips barely moved when she talked.
The world around Darius began to crumble, while he felt like he was collapsing in on himself.
“Do you know what that means?” asked Ollie.
“Serious time,” answered Darius.
“I’m afraid so,” said Ollie. “If you’d been in possession of cocaine, it might have been different. But possession of Adrenaccelerate is a federal offense, and the amount you were carrying bumps the charges up to possession with intent to sell. And then you throw in resisting arrest and assaulting an officer. That’s very serious time.”
“We’ll need to confer with the federal prosecutor’s office, but the DA’s office will be looking for the maximum sentence,” said Oldham. Her voice sounded tired, as if the last thing she wanted to talk about was how much of Darius’s life would be spent in prison. “Fifteen years, minimum, is what we’re going to ask for.”
Fifteen years? Darius felt like he had just been hit in the face with a brick.
“Would you excuse us for a few minutes?” asked Captain Freedom.
Both Ollie and Ms. Oldham mumbled something and then left Darius and Captain Freedom sitting across from each other at the large conference table. Except for the sound of the clock ticking, the room was uncomfortably silent as they stared at each other for a very long time.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Darius,” said Captain Freedom, breaking the awkward silence. He looked almost sad. “You’ve become what your parents told you not to be.”
And with that, Captain Freedom got up from the table, leaving Darius alone in the conference room, with nothing but a ticking clock to keep him company.




Darius stared at the clock on the wall as the seconds ticked away, turning into minutes, and he thought about the minutes turning into years. Fifteen years is a long time. I won’t get out of prison until I’m almost thirty-two. Maybe I can get time off for good behavior, he thought, trying to be optimistic.
After what felt like hours alone, with only the ticking of the clock to distract him from thinking about his inevitable fate, the door opened. Ollie Porter and Ms. Oldham came back in, followed by two other men Darius didn’t recognize. One of the men looked to be in his mid-forties, the other, maybe twenty years older than that. Both men carried briefcases, and neither introduced himself.
Darius’s head started to pound in pain—feeling like his brain would explode at any moment. He just wanted to get it all over with.
Captain Freedom entered the room. He stood across from Darius, looking down on him. “I’m going to make this very simple,” he said. “You can either become a better person or you can go to prison.”
Simple? Nothing is simple. What the hell is he talking about?
“What Captain Freedom is trying to say is that you are being given a choice—a choice you need to make before any of us leaves this room—that will very likely determine the rest of your life,” said Ollie Porter.
Reaching into his briefcase, the older of the two men pulled out a large folder and slid it across the table. Darius picked up the folder and examined the contents, but he had no clue what he was reading.
“Darius, my name is Dr. Samson Omatete, but you can call me Dr. Sam,” said the older man. “My colleague is Chuck Maslon.”
Darius glanced at both men, not saying a word. Dr. Sam looked gruff, more like an ex–marine drill sergeant or a retired boxer than a doctor. When he talked, it sounded like the angry growl of an old grizzly bear.
Maslon, the younger of the two, was the opposite of Dr. Sam. His suit fit better than Dr. Sam’s, and he carried himself with more sense of importance. But something about the way he looked at Darius—almost glaring at him—didn’t sit well.
Watch out for this one, Darius thought.
“I work for Super Justice Force,” said Dr. Sam, “heading up a special rehabilitation program for select offenders, called Second Chance. After discussing your case with your lawyer, Ms. Oldham, and Captain Freedom, we’ve decided that you are an excellent candidate for the program.”
Darius studied the papers in the folder. Pages and pages and more pages—so many pages, there was no way he could read them all right there. Nothing made sense. He had a terrible headache, making it especially difficult to concentrate. It almost sounded like he might be able to keep from going to prison. “I’m not sure I understand,” Darius said.
“There’s a lot of information in the packet, and I know it can get confusing, so I’ll try to explain it as simply as possible,” said Dr. Sam, trying to sound compassionate. It didn’t work. He simply wasn’t the type who made you feel comfortable with his presence, no matter how hard he tried. “Super Justice Force believes that locking up criminals is not enough. We believe that the best way to prevent future crimes is to provide rehabilitation opportunities to key offenders. That’s what Second Chance is. We provide jobs and career training for convicted felons, hoping that these opportunities will lead them away from a life of crime and to a more productive role in society.”
“And you want me to be part of Second Chance?” asked Darius.
“I want you in Second Chance,” said Captain Freedom, emphasizing that it was his idea.
“Okay, I’ll do it,” said Darius without a second thought. He really had no clue what Second Chance was about, and frankly, he didn’t care. If it meant staying out of prison, he was all for it.
“Well, here’s where it gets a bit complicated,” started Dr. Sam. “Until now, every person who has gone into Second Chance came out of prison, already having done time.”
“But you haven’t done any time,” said Maslon. The tone in his voice made Darius uncomfortable. “That makes you an exceptionally difficult case.”
“Exceptional, yes,” said Dr. Sam, “but not necessarily difficult.”
Maslon shook his head as he looked at Darius. “We’re not set up to be a viable alternative to incarceration. Sam, I get where you want to take the program, but this punk kid is too young, and he’s not the way to take the program to a new level.”
Darius clenched his fists under the table.
“Let’s start helping people before they become hardened criminals,” said Dr. Sam.
While Dr. Sam and Maslon continued to argue, so too did Ollie and Ms. Oldham. The lawyers could not agree on what a reasonable amount of time served in Second Chance would be, as opposed to time served in prison. Ms. Oldham felt that because the DA’s office wanted fifteen years, fifteen years in Second Chance would be a reasonable amount of time served. Ollie wanted three years and probation, plus community service.
The arguing went on and on and on. Finally, everyone came to an agreement. Or at least it was something close to an agreement. Dr. Sam and Ollie were happy, while Ms. Oldham was relieved the conversation had ended. Maslon was the only one not pleased. If he’d had it his way, Darius would not be going into Second Chance at all, period.
But Maslon was not getting his way, and it didn’t matter how he felt about the issue. Darius Logan was going to work for Super Justice Force, the world’s most powerful team of superheroes.




Technically, Darius Logan had been placed under arrest, although the paperwork he filled out referred to it as a court-mandated “term of service.” Instead of being tried and convicted, he was remanded to the custody of Super Justice Force to participate in Second Chance, a rehabilitation program operated by SJF.
Second Chance had been started by SJF over twelve years earlier as a way to help ex-convicts start a normal life after prison. Dr. Samson Omatete ran the program, which worked with everyone from petty crooks to super-powered villains—it didn’t matter, as long as they were committed to going straight.
Filling out the stacks of paperwork took almost an hour. Everything had to be signed by six people—Maslon, who was the head of security for Super Justice Force, Dr. Sam, both of the lawyers, Darius, and eventually Edith O’Malley, who, as his caseworker, had permission to act as a custodial guardian.
“Well, Mr. Logan, you’ve dodged a bullet,” said Ms. Oldham, closing her briefcase with a thud. She looked over at Darius, pushed her glasses back up, and spoke in her raspy voice. “I sincerely hope you make the most of this tremendous opportunity. This is not a ‘get out of jail free’ card. Any violation of the terms spelled out in the forms will constitute a breach of your term of service, in which case you will go directly to jail. You will not pass go. You will not collect two hundred dollars. Am I understood?”
“Yes,” said Darius.
“Good,” said Ms. Oldham, with the closest thing to a smile Darius had seen on her face. “Good luck to you.”
Ms. Oldham left the room. In a way, Darius felt sad to see her leave. She had been far from friendly, but compared to Maslon, she was downright motherly.
Next, it was Ollie Porter’s turn to leave. He rose from his seat and extended his hand to Darius. “Good luck with everything, Darius,” said Ollie. He handed Darius a business card. “If you have any problems at all, just call me.”
As Ollie Porter left the conference room, Maslon removed something from his briefcase. It was an object that looked like a black plastic bracelet. “This is your cage,” said Maslon, handing Darius the black object.
Darius had no idea what he held in his hands. It was made of some sort of smooth black material. It felt heavier than it looked, and as near as Darius could tell, it was one solid piece. A small display of lights came on—something electronic inside the black band had been activated.
Darius looked up at Maslon talking into his cell phone. “I need you to go live with Logan, Darius R., number 005-1381.”
Red electronic characters appeared on the band’s display screen, which read LOGAN, DARIUS R., 005-1381.
A moment later, an invisible hinge on the band opened. Maslon walked over to Darius, took the band from him, and squatted down like a shoe salesman helping a customer try on a new pair of sneakers. He placed the band around Darius’s ankle and snapped it closed.
A small beeping sound came from the band around his ankle, and before Maslon could explain, Darius knew exactly what was happening. The black band was some sort of LoJack, or tracking device, or something along those lines.
Nothing like a high-tech ball and chain to keep you in line, Darius thought.
“It’s called a Security Transmitter and Tracking Unit, STATU for short,” explained Dr. Sam.
“Does everyone in Second Chance wear one of these?” asked Darius.
“Not everyone. But some,” answered Dr. Sam. He offered a smile that Darius figured was supposed to be reassuring.




Exhaustion overwhelmed Darius. He’d been awake for over twenty-four hours, and even though he usually had trouble sleeping, he felt like he would fall asleep in the back seat of the car being driven by Chuck Maslon. Dr. Sam sat in the front passenger seat.
“Where are we going?” Darius asked.
“Your new home,” answered Maslon, a hint of contempt in his voice.
Darius couldn’t tell whether Dr. Sam noticed Maslon’s tone. The doctor seemed to ignore much of what Maslon said.
“We’re going to Super Justice Force headquarters,” said Dr. Sam. “There are, among other things, housing facilities at HQ. You’ll be staying there.”
“What about my stuff?” asked Darius.
“What stuff?” asked Maslon.
Darius didn’t own much. A few tattered books and some beat-up clothes were about all he had as far as worldly possessions went. But there were also the pictures—a handful of old photographs he had managed to hold on to over the years that provided the only proof he once had a family. The pictures meant more to him than anything else. “I have some stuff, clothes and pictures and things.”
He tried to downplay how important the photographs were. Darius could go the rest of his life wearing just the clothes on his back, but he had to have the pictures that he’d found in the bottom of a box in his uncle Kenny’s closet.
He had asked Kenny many times if there were any pictures of his mother and father, and his uncle told him there weren’t. The thing was that Darius remembered his mother sending at least one picture. It had been taken a few weeks before his parents died, and Darius remembered his father arguing with her about it. “Do you really think my brother cares?” Dwayne asked.
But Janae sent it anyway, and even though Uncle Kenny claimed he had no pictures of his brother, sister-in-law, and nephew, Darius was convinced otherwise. It took him a long time of secretly rummaging through Kenny’s stuff before he found the photos in a box filled with junk. He wasn’t going to lose them now. He didn’t care if the STATU around his ankle made his whole leg explode, or if going after the pictures meant going to prison, Darius couldn’t live without the photos.
“We’ll make arrangements to get your things in the next few days—after you get processed,” said Dr. Sam as the car pulled up to the world headquarters of Super Justice Force.
The largest man-made structure in North America, Super Justice Force World Headquarters had been named one of the modern wonders of the world. The original headquarters had been built nearly forty years earlier, when the first Captain Freedom, a man named Jake Kirby Sr., originally formed Super Justice Force.
Jake Kirby was the son of Dr. Jacob Kurtzberg, the foremost scientist in the study of metahumans and super-powered humans. It was Kurtzberg who identified the “twenty-fourth chromosome,” the genetic disorder resulting in Kurtzberg-24 Syndrome, which gave human beings superpowers. Considered by historians to be the first real costumed superhero, Kirby used his powers to help fight crime and protect humanity as Captain Freedom. His comic book adventures thrilled a generation, and his real-life adventures gave them hope for a better tomorrow.
There were other superheroes at the time, dressed in colorful costumes, fighting crime and defending justice, but none were as recognizable or popular as Captain Freedom. There was the Protector, who fought crime using a high-tech suit and became the first crime fighter to get a major corporate endorsement deal, turning superheroics into a viable business venture. And there was Validus, rumored to be an alien from another planet. The original Super Justice Force consisted of Captain Freedom, the Protector, and Validus, who joined forces with five other lesser-known heroes to thwart the first of two alien attacks against Earth.
Over the years, Super Justice Force grew into the largest team of superheroes and crime fighters in the world. With over one hundred fully active members and another fifty affiliate members—not including Teen Justice Force—SJF maintained operating headquarters in six cities, and had at least one hero on active duty in all fifty states. Both the team itself and individual members earned money from endorsement deals and royalties from film, television, and comic book revenue, not to mention action figure sales and whatever they earned from personal appearances.
Darius looked up at the massive structure looming in front of him. Super Justice Force World Headquarters was more than just four giant buildings forming a semicircle and encompassing six full city blocks. This place looks like it’s its own world, Darius thought, his eyes moving from the main cluster of structures to the fifth building located on the other side of Super Justice Force Memorial Park. There are towns that aren’t this big.
“It only looks imposing from a distance, or if you look at it as a whole,” said Dr. Sam. He pointed to the nearest building. “There was a time when ‘the Mansion’ over there was the only building—the original headquarters for Super Justice Force. Now it’s the main entrance.”
“It reminds me of the Capitol Building in Washington, DC,” Darius said.
“And that’s the point,” said Dr. Sam. “The tall building directly behind the Mansion, ‘the Tower,’ that’s actually the main building now. The building to the east—the one that looks like a sports arena—is called the Dome.”
“What’s the short building?” asked Darius.
“The ugly one between the Tower and the Dome? That’s ‘the Bunker,’ ” Dr. Sam said. “And on the other side of the park is ‘the School’—the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center. The School is the world’s leading research facility in the study of Kurtzberg-24 Syndrome and how it affects human genetic sequencing, transforming people into metahumans. We offer full training for anyone with enhanced abilities and powers that are a direct result of Kurtzberg-24, but we also operate a private school for metahuman students in grades five through twelve.”
“Let’s move it along, Sam,” growled Chuck Maslon. “The kid isn’t here for a guided tour.”
“No, he’s not here for a tour,” said Dr. Sam. “Darius is here to start a new life. Part of our job is to welcome him.”
Dr. Sam placed a hand on Darius’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze as he pointed out the giant statue of the original Super Justice Force members standing guard over the main entrance. The inscription at the base of the statue read JUSTICE FOR ALL.
“I like to stop and look at this every time I enter HQ . It reminds me of the cause we all serve,” said Dr. Sam, casting an irritated glance toward Maslon.
They really don’t like each other, Darius thought, taking sides with Dr. Sam.
A security station inside the main foyer greeted all visitors checking in, while uniformed men and women directed people to their destinations. Visitors taking the guided tour of HQ moved to the right, toward the SJF Museum, gift shop, and restaurant. Other visitors moved to the left, going toward the SJF research library and the primary entrance to the corporate offices.
Dr. Sam and Chuck Maslon led Darius into the building just as a busload of tourists arrived. The tourists stood in a single-file line, taking pictures as they waited to pass through the security station, which looked like the X-ray machines at airports—only more high-tech. Dr. Sam led Darius past the tourists to one of the machines, flashed some sort of identification badge, and he and Darius were waved through.
Darius looked behind him and saw Chuck Maslon still at the security station. Maslon made a show of removing a gun from his shoulder holster and handing it to one of the security guards before passing through the X-ray machine.
“He’s going to be waiting for you to mess up, Darius,” said Dr. Sam, indicating Maslon. “And if you do, he’ll know about it.”
“I don’t plan on messing up, sir,” Darius said. He had no idea what the days—and even years—to come had in store. Darius did know for certain that at some point in time, he would have trouble with Maslon.
Dr. Sam led Darius onto the elevator, and after the doors closed, it seemed to move horizontally instead of vertically. Darius couldn’t be sure—maybe it was just his imagination, or maybe he was just really tired.
When the elevator doors opened, they arrived somewhere that looked like a futuristic version of a small-town jail. Two men sat at a security station. Both looked a lot like cops. Dressed in dark uniforms with an official-looking badge pinned over the left breast of their shirts, name tags and photo identification over the right, they wore the same uniform as the security guards at the entrance to HQ . Neither man had a gun, but one had an UltraStun 500 in a holster on his belt. And with an UltraStun 500, he didn’t really need a gun.
On the other side of the station were what looked like jail cells—only without bars. Darius looked around the room to get a better sense of his surroundings. The lack of windows made him wonder if they were underground. There was little by way of decoration, although a large clock on the wall told him it was almost four o’clock.
Even without the bars, it looked a bit too much like a jail, which made Darius uncomfortable. “Is this where I’m going to be living?” he asked.
“No, this is Detention. It’s primarily used for holding suspects until they can be transported to prison,” explained Dr. Sam. “And sometimes, we hold people here after they are released from custody, before they get processed into Second Chance.”
Dr. Sam greeted the guards, Sullivan and Martin, and then introduced Darius. “I’ll be taking Darius to Processing in the morning,” said Dr. Sam. “In the meantime, make sure he gets some dinner, and tell whoever comes on for the next shift that I’ll be back at eight in the morning.”
“We’ll make sure they have him ready,” said Sullivan.
Martin led Darius to one of the holding cells, waiting a moment while Sullivan deactivated a force field. The room looked just like a jail cell, complete with a small bed, a sink, and a toilet. Darius dreaded the thought of using the toilet with no privacy at all. The look on his face must have said it all.
“There’s a bathroom down the hall, if you want some privacy,” said Martin. “We’ll be right outside if you need anything.”
Darius sat on the bed and waited for the force field to be reactivated, but it wasn’t. He heard Sullivan and Martin outside talking about the television series Super Power Beatdown. And then he fell asleep.




Chuck Maslon liked to think he ran the whole show at Super Justice Force World Headquarters. As the head of security, he was in fact one of the most powerful SJF employees. Only the “supes”—superheroes like Captain Freedom, Nightwatcher, and Kid Spectacular—had any real authority over him. But there were a handful of others who could call the shots just like Maslon, and every once in a while, something reminded him that the show he fancied as his to run wasn’t really his, and that he was nothing more than a player. A big player, with a lot of power, but a player nonetheless.
Sitting in Detention, at a few minutes past seven in the morning, Maslon was reminded that there were others at SJF with power to rival his own. The two security guards stationed in Detention were, as far as he was concerned, not real security guards. Yes, both the guards had Level Three clearance, but both had gone through Second Chance, which made them criminals. Neither of the guards was a member of Maslon’s elite Security One team—made up mostly of ex-cops, all of whom answered to him and him alone. He knew that Dr. Sam must have pulled some strings to get “Big Mike” Epting and Theo “Butchie” Pirro stationed in Detention.
Maslon came to work for Super Justice Force as head of security six months after The Attack. Before that, he’d been the lead detective in the police department’s “Super Squad.” That’s what everyone called the unit of detectives that worked on cases related to metahumans, anyone with superpowers, or simply the nut jobs that put on costumes and ran around the city.
Maslon’s actions in the Super Squad during The Attack thrust him into the public spotlight, and during the fifteen minutes of fame that followed, plenty of job offers came his way. He could have taken a job with any police department in the world, and the private sector offered him more money than most people could realistically imagine. But it was the job at Super Justice Force that lined up most with his personal goals.
The aftermath of The Attack wasn’t his first time in the public eye. Long before he had been a cop, Chuck Maslon had been in the Marine Corps, a member of the First Earth Infantry—the first unit of the United States military deployed on another planet. This was years before the formation of the United Terran Defense Initiative, and just before the legendary Battle of Enceladus.
Earth’s first, and at the time only, off-world colony had been built on the Saturn moon of Enceladus, where nearly two thousand humans lived and worked alongside several hundred extraterrestrials from four other planets. Maslon was the youngest member of First Earth Infantry stationed on Enceladus when the Ad-Ahlen Empire attacked, resulting in the human race’s most deadly conflict with an extraterrestrial race. Maslon and seven other marines survived a deadly ambush in the ice canyons of Enceladus that killed dozens of others but left the survivors as decorated heroes to be celebrated.
As one of the heroic survivors of the Battle of Enceladus, and as a veteran of the toughest city in the world’s police department—with more superhero and metahuman activity per capita than anywhere else—Chuck Maslon had long since learned how to identify trouble. And as far as he was concerned, Darius Logan was trouble.
Sitting quietly at the guard station, not saying a word to either of the guards, Maslon studied the folder full of files that chronicled the life and times of Darius Logan. When he arrived at Detention, one of the guards, “Butchie” Pirro, had been studying the files, which told the head of security that Dr. Sam, and not some scheduling error, was responsible for the guards on duty.
Dr. Sam had a sneaky habit of making sure his new recruits in Second Chance were looked after by veterans of the same rehabilitation program, who all shared some immoral code of honor. Maslon knew this was part of the reason Second Chance enjoyed such a high success rate—Dr. Sam manipulated the program and bent the rules to ensure that jokers who belonged behind bars stayed in the program, instead of going to prison. This was not, however, going to be the case with Darius Logan—he was different, and Maslon sensed it.
When Maslon took over as head of security for SJF, Second Chance was already in place. In theory, he didn’t have that much trouble with the program, and if all Second Chance served was petty criminals and small-time losers who were relegated to mopping floors and doing laundry, then he’d have no problem at all. But Second Chance worked with the worst of the worst—hard-core offenders like Magnetic Mauler, the Oblivi8or, El Toro Loco, and Otto Rekker—all of whom had a bit too much power and authority at SJF. It was only a matter of time before the program took in someone beyond redemption, and that person would ultimately threaten the security of all that Maslon had worked for. And though he couldn’t explain it, Maslon worried Darius Logan could very well be that person.
Darius showered in the bathroom across from the holding cells in Detention. He’d woken up after the soundest sleep he’d had in years, and it took him a few seconds to figure out where he was. The guards stationed in Detention told him it was okay to use the shower, handing him a towel, a neatly folded pile of clean clothes that must have come from the SJF souvenir shop, and a bag for his dirty clothes.
“You can wear these until we get a chance to wash your clothes,” said the older of the two guards.
Catching a glimpse of himself, Darius stared at his unwashed reflection in the squeaky-clean mirror of the sterile bathroom and realized that he looked like what his mother used to call a “leftover mess gone cold.”
He stood in the shower, letting the hot water rain down his body. It felt like forever since he’d taken a shower, and it had been forever since he’d been in a room that clean.
No roaches. No rats. This is high living. If I could just spend the next few years right here in the shower, everything would be cool.
As the water washed away the dirt and funk, Darius’s head began to ache. A dull pain at first, just behind his eyes, that he figured was from hunger. He always got a headache when he was hungry. But as Darius dried off, the pain quickly escalated until he had one of the worst headaches he had ever experienced.
Something is wrong, he thought while getting dressed, the pain steadily increasing. It feels like something is prying my skull apart to get to my brain.
The gray T-shirt he now wore read PROPERTY OF SUPER JUSTICE FORCE, and the dark blue sweatpants had SJF printed on one of the legs. The clothes were too big, but not to the point that they made Darius look ridiculous. Truth be told, Darius didn’t care how the clothes made him look, or even that they were clean. All he could think about was the pain—it was too intense, making him dizzy and nauseous. It was more than just being hungry.
Darius walked back out into the main area of Detention. He struggled to keep his balance as much as he struggled to keep from crying out in pain. “I think something is wrong,” he said.
“And what would that be?” asked a familiar voice.
Darius looked up to see Chuck Maslon sitting at the security station.
“There’s no soap in the shower,” Darius lied.
“Is that all?” Maslon asked. The tone of fake concern in his voice sickened Darius.
Darius nodded his head. He wasn’t about to tell Maslon about the excruciating pain. Something told Darius that his pain and suffering would be Maslon’s pleasure, so he kept it to himself and focused on the moment.
“I thought I’d pay you a visit before you start your new life here,” Maslon said. “I’m concerned we got off on the wrong foot yesterday.”
“If you say so,” Darius said.
Despite Maslon’s cordial tone and smile, Darius wasn’t buying whatever he was selling. There was something about the way Maslon looked Darius directly in the eye. It was the way a bully stared at someone they were trying to intimidate.
“My views on Second Chance are no secret around here,” said Maslon. He shot a quick glance at the guards, looking at them with the same disdain he showed Darius. “I’ve seen the program work for some people, while others fail miserably. Personally, I don’t like Second Chance. I don’t like the people in it. And if I had my way, the program would be shut down. Am I making myself clear?”
“Yes, sir,” said Darius.
The fake smile on Maslon’s face faded. Darius knew it wasn’t a good idea to piss him off. Clearly, he didn’t like Darius. And clearly, he had come to bully Darius—to intimidate him. That wasn’t going to happen.
Maslon slammed shut the file he’d been reading and tossed it to one of the security guards without looking. “I’m going to be watching you. And when you screw up—and you will—I’m going to bounce your ass out of here and off to prison so fast, it will make your head spin.”
My head is already spinning. And pounding. And burning, Darius thought. The pain felt like a hot knife digging into his brain. But the pain was a good thing. It kept him distracted enough that he didn’t say exactly what was on his mind to Maslon, which would only lead to trouble. “Is that it?” asked Darius.
Maslon stood up and walked to the elevator, pressed the button, and the doors opened. He stepped inside. Holding the door open, he turned back to face Darius. “Don’t get too comfortable here,” he said. “You won’t last. Bits like you never do.”
The elevator doors closed and Maslon disappeared. Darius returned to his holding cell and sat on the bed. The headache started to fade almost as quickly as it had come.
This place sure is going to be fun, he thought, with this tracking device around my ankle and that idiot breathing down my neck.
“Maslon is a ball-bustin’ sonovabitch.”
Darius looked up to see the older of the two security guards standing in the entrance of the cell. The guard’s name tag read PIRRO.
“I hadn’t noticed,” Darius said.
“The name’s Butchie,” said the guard, extending his calloused hand to Darius.
“Darius.”
“First rule at Second Chance: don’t let Maslon bust yer balls,” Butchie said. “And believe me, he’ll try. He tries to break everyone.”
“What’s his problem?” Darius asked.
Butchie shrugged. “Beats me. I’m thinkin’ he’s got cape envy.”
“Cape envy?” Darius asked.
“Sure, cape envy. Ya ain’t never heard of cape envy?” said Butchie. “That’s what happens to some guys when they spend too much time around the supes—people in capes that can bend steel in their bare hands and leap over tall buildings and all that crap. They start feelin’ inadequate, so they do things like yell at their wife or kick their dog.”
“Does Maslon have a wife or a dog?” asked Darius.
“Probably not. Which is why he picks on guys like you,” said Butchie.
A giant mustache covered Butchie’s upper lip and part of his mouth, making it impossible for Darius to tell if the guard was smiling or not.
“Hey, my coffee’s gettin’ cold,” said Butchie. “Ya wanna come out and join us?”
Darius followed Butchie out of the cell, and the two joined the other guard at the security station. “That’s Big Mike,” said Butchie, pointing to the other guard.
Big Mike offered a half-hearted wave and went back to reading whatever was on his phone.
“How old are ya, kid?” asked Butchie.
“I’ll be seventeen in a few days,” answered Darius.
“I didn’t know they took ’em that young in Second Chance. They send ya here straight outta juvie?”
Darius didn’t quite know how to explain his unique position in Second Chance. But sitting at the security station, it dawned on him that he might be explaining it a lot, whether he wanted to or not. He couldn’t hide his situation from others—not without being a liar. And not without being a fool for thinking others would believe his lies.
“I got sent here instead of going to jail,” said Darius, keeping it simple.
“Ya came here insteada goin’ to jail?” asked Butchie.
Darius nodded, figuring it was better to say too little than too much.
“No wonder Maslon was up in your face like that,” said Big Mike, putting down his phone. Suddenly, the conversation interested him. “He must really hate you. Normally, he doesn’t pay personal visits like this.”
Not knowing what to say, Darius shrugged, hoping his silence would say whatever it was Big Mike wanted to hear.
“Something you’ll learn ’round here is that there’s two types of people,” said Butchie. “There’s them that hate Chuck Maslon, and there’s them that don’t like him much.”
“Maslon is a scumbag,” said Big Mike. “He hates all Chancers—don’t matter who they are or what they did.”
“What’s a Chancer?” asked Darius.
“Anyone who’s been in Second Chance,” said Big Mike. “Maslon treats all of ’em like they’re guilty until proven guilty. Once a criminal always a criminal, in his book.”
“And the worse the crime ya done, the more Maslon’s gonna hate ya,” added Butchie.
“Yeah, well, I got caught with eXXeLL,” said Darius with a forced smile and a shrug, as if it somehow made his offense less serious.
“eXXeLL? Wow. That’s big-time,” said Big Mike, sounding more than a little impressed. “I could see him developing a special hate for you.”
“Extra special, super hate,” said Butchie.
“And I beat up a cop,” Darius said, trying to make it sound like it was no big deal.
“You beat up a cop?” Big Mike asked. “No offense, but you’re kind of scrawny. Were you high on eXXeLL or something?”
“No. I just know how to fight,” said Darius, trying to sound innocent.
Big Mike looked Darius up and down, trying to imagine him beating up a cop. “Look, kid, I don’t know you,” he said. “And I may never see you again after today—HQ is a big place—but let me tell you this: watch out for Maslon.”
“Don’t let this clown freak ya out, kid,” Butchie said. “Just keep ya nose clean, and do ya best to stay outta Maslon’s way.”
“How hard will that be?” asked Darius.
“Impossible,” said Big Mike, sounding a bit more dramatic than the occasion called for.




Darius sat with Butchie and Big Mike while the two security guards gave him a crash course in how things worked at Super Justice Force HQ . Big Mike did most of the talking. Once in a while, Butchie would look up from the file he was studying to say something: “The stuff we’re tellin’ ya ain’t gonna be in the employee handbook or covered in orientation.”
Butchie and Big Mike went back and forth explaining the ins and outs of working for SJF—none of which Darius understood. They told him about “Scrubbers”—the people stuck with thankless jobs like scrubbing toilets and washing dishes—as well as various other bits and pieces of information that were questionable in their importance. It went on like this for what seemed to be an eternity, until Dr. Sam arrived to rescue Darius.
Dr. Sam greeted everyone, mentioned something about getting breakfast, and then told Darius to leave his dirty clothes in the cell. While Darius placed the bag with his dirty clothes back in the small holding cell, Dr. Sam had a brief conversation with Big Mike and Butchie.
Stepping out of the cell, Darius saw Butchie handing Dr. Sam the file he had been looking through all morning. Darius noticed that his name was printed on the tab.
“I’ll need you to do a favor for me later today,” Dr. Sam said to Butchie.
“No problem,” said Butchie as the elevator doors closed on Dr. Sam and Darius.
This time, Darius was certain—the elevator moved horizontally instead of vertically. Then it moved vertically and then diagonally before stopping. The doors opened onto a hallway of polished marble. Darius followed Dr. Sam down the hall to the employee cafeteria, where they both ordered breakfast. As they ate, Dr. Sam explained the series of medical exams awaiting Darius that morning, while Darius wondered what was in the file Dr. Sam had given to Butchie.
After they finished eating, Dr. Sam led Darius to the Medical Trauma and Surgery Unit—MTSU—a fully functioning medical clinic and emergency room located within Super Justice Force HQ . Over the next four hours the medical staff poked, prodded, and scanned Darius’s body, took blood samples, monitored his heart, tested his vision, hearing, and muscle strength. They had him pee into a cup and run for ten minutes on a treadmill, which was the worst part of the entire exam.
By the time the testing was over, Dr. Sam had returned to take Darius back to the employee cafeteria for lunch.
“There was a mistake in your paperwork. You were supposed to be assigned living quarters, but the order didn’t go through,” said Dr. Sam. “I’m afraid you’ll have to spend the next night or two in Detention.”
“That’s fine,” said Darius. He had spent the night in worse places. Detention was a luxury hotel compared to the abandoned subway stations across the river.
Dr. Sam slurped the soup he’d ordered for lunch, broth dribbling down his chin. Darius wondered if Dr. Sam personally escorted every person entering Second Chance. The thought had kicked around Darius’s mind most of the day, and he started to wonder what Dr. Sam’s real motives were. The harsh truth of the world Darius came from was that no one did something for nothing, and he doubted this world would be any different. Everyone had a motive.
“You do this with everyone?” asked Darius.
Dr. Sam looked up from his soup. “Do what?”
“This,” said Darius. He pointed at the lunch, looked around the cafeteria, and motioned with his hands to indicate everything surrounding them. “All of this—the lunch, being led around personally.”
Dr. Sam stopped eating. He stared at Darius for a moment, just long enough for the silence to be awkward.
“I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Darius,” said Dr. Sam.
“Waiting for me?”
“Okay, not you, but someone just like you. Second Chance started twenty years ago with a simple idea: offer jobs and training to ex-cons that they could use when they got out of prison. It took five years just to get the program up and running. The first three years we only offered training and counseling in the prisons. Then we expanded Second Chance to include pretty much every aspect of operations at Super Justice Force. This guaranteed that the guys who went through the program would have jobs waiting for them on the outside.”
“Where do I come in?” asked Darius.
“I knew seven years ago that Second Chance was working. I proved it could work with a ninety-five percent success rate,” said Dr. Sam. “I knew that if we could rehabilitate the people we had been working with—and we’ve worked with some people that seemed impossible—we could help anyone. We could stop career criminals before they became career criminals.”
“And I’m the guy to prove Second Chance can do that?”
“You better be,” said Dr. Sam. “There were others that we could have taken into the program before you came along, but Second Chance didn’t need them.”
“I don’t understand. Why does Second Chance need me?”
Dr. Sam leaned across the table, a fire in his eyes. “Because the mayor’s nephew, who keeps getting busted for buying crack, or some corporate bigwig’s son doing dirt will be catching breaks their whole lives. The entire system is designed to help privileged punks who get into trouble. The moment I took some silver-spoon-in-his-mouth white boy into Second Chance, that’s all the program would be good for.
“If you went to prison, Darius, the chances of you doing anything good with your life would be slim to none. A Bit like you—you’d have been chewed up and spit out. They’d turn you out and pass you around, trading you for a pack of cigarettes. And when you finally got out of prison, you wouldn’t be a man. You’d be a thief, or a hustler, or just some jive-ass animal that preys on those weaker than him.”
“You don’t know me,” said Darius. “You don’t know that’s what would happen to me.”
“It happens to all of them, in one way or another. Prison turns all men—no matter what color they are—into animals,” said Dr. Sam. “Second Chance is barely even putting a dent in the problem. But I’ll be damned if I let this program try something new and it isn’t for those who need it most.”
Dr. Sam went back to slurping his soup.
Darius sat quietly, thinking about everything Dr. Sam said. Dr. Sam’s words had weight to them—a weight that Darius could already feel pushing down on him. More than his personal freedom seemed to rest on his success or failure in Second Chance.
Nothing like a little pressure, he thought.




After lunch, Darius returned to the Medical Trauma and Surgery Unit, where he underwent another round of medical examinations, reflex tests, and what he was certain was some kind of screening to determine if he was actually human or not. When the last of the exams was completed, Darius found Butchie the security guard waiting for him in the lobby area of MTSU. His uniform had been replaced by a pair of faded jeans and a T-shirt that read FUHGETABOUTIT, which made Butchie look like a dad on his way to coach a Little League game. “Dr. Sam asked me to take ya to pick up yer stuff,” said Butchie.
From the time they left MTSU to the time they got in the car, neither Darius nor Butchie spoke. The car looked just like the one that had been used to drive Darius from the police station to HQ, only this one smelled slightly different. The front passenger seat was also more comfortable than the back seat.
“How’d it go today?” asked Butchie as he pulled the car out of the vehicle pool and into traffic.
“I peed in a cup,” Darius said.
“Get used to it,” Butchie said. “You’ll be peein’ in a cup at least once a week.”
“What for?”
“Testin’ for drugs and alcohol.”
“What happens if you fail the test?” Darius asked. Not that it really mattered to him. He didn’t drink or do drugs.
“Depends. If yer a straight employee, ya get fired. Zero tolerance and all. If yer a Chancer, on probation or parole, it’s a violation. You’s goin’ back to da joint.”
The two of them sat in silence for a few more minutes. Not being much of a conversationalist made idle chitchat difficult for Darius. But having entered a new world, he had too many questions to keep quiet.
“What’s a Bit?” Darius asked.
“Where’d ya hear that?” asked Butchie.
“Earlier today, Dr. Sam called me a Bit. So did Maslon.”
“Bit is a two-bit—like a two-bit criminal,” said Butchie. “Lotta guys in Second Chance is Bits. I was a Bit.”
“Is that how you ended up in Second Chance?” asked Darius.
“I got into Second Chance way back in the beginnin’—before there was even guys workin’ at HQ,” said Butchie. “Dr. Sam was startin’ up this rehab program for guys in the joint. Didn’t know at the time what it was about, but I needed something different. Dr. Sam’s a good guy. A stand-up guy. I owe him a lot. I’d been in an’ outta the joint since I was a kid—younger’n you, even. Worked as hired muscle for big-time guys like the Jester and that crazy broad that use-ta dress like a spotted cat.”
“You mean Sheetah?” asked Darius.
“Yeah, that’s her. All the big-timers, they’d make ya dress up in some silly outfit. Sheetah made us wear these freakin’ stupid cat masks. The Jester had us wearin’ clown makeup. And then you’d get busted by Nightwatcher or the Incapacitator, and you’d be dressed like a freakin’ idiot cat or a clown, and you’d feel like a tool. Once, I got my ass handed to me by this broad called herself the Ballerina.”
“Yeah, the Ballerina. She was a member of Teen Justice Force.”
“Yeah, cute little thing, wore a pink outfit. But try gettin’ your ass kicked by some chick in pink who’s got legs stronger’n a horse,” said Butchie. “That’s when I knew I needed to change my life. Every freakin’ guy in the joint is lookin’ at me and sayin’, ‘You’s the guy that got clocked by the Ballerina.’ If that ain’t a clear signal that yer life’s gotta change, I don’t know what is.”
The rest of the drive was made in silence, except for Butchie pounding on the horn and swearing in Italian at other drivers. It took them over thirty minutes in traffic to travel the mile or so that separated SJF headquarters from the place Darius had been calling home, but they may as well have gone to another planet.




Until his arrest, Darius lived at Sloane House, a run-down building on the west side of the city. Originally built as a hotel in the 1920s, it had since fallen on hard times, eventually coming to be used for “transitional housing.” For Darius, that meant living in a fifteen-story building with only one working elevator, populated by a variety of odd characters ranging from psychiatric outpatients to ex-cons on parole to people who weren’t exactly homeless but still had no place to really call home.
After he was released from juvenile detention, Edith couldn’t place Darius in another foster home. He was too old and had a history of violence. Somehow, his caseworker got him a room at Sloane House. On the one hand, he appreciated all she did for him—it was, after all, a roof over his head. But on the other hand, it was a terrible place to live. He occupied a single room on the ninth floor, so small he could stand in the middle of the room, stretch his arms out, and touch the walls on either side. The two bathrooms down the hall—one for men and one for women—both had roaches and rats scurrying around.
Darius lived at Sloane House for two months before meeting Karlito, who lived on the third floor, and was on probation. Darius would see him from time to time, either in the lobby or passing each other in the stairway. One day, Karlito asked Darius for money to buy cigarettes. When Darius told him he didn’t have any money, Karlito told him that he knew a way to make some cash. A few petty crimes later, and despite his better judgment, Darius soon found himself taking part in Karlito’s poorly planned shoplifting scams. That Karlito’s plan for selling drugs was as half-baked as his other criminal endeavors should not have come as a surprise, but Darius still participated.
Butchie followed Darius into the lobby of Sloane House. Decades earlier, when it was the lobby of a hotel, it might have been a nice place. But any trace of its former elegance was long gone, obscured by the stink of urine and so much filth that only a wrecking ball could effectively clean the place. A sign on the lone working elevator indicated that it, like the other two, was out of order.
“You feel like walking up nine flights of stairs?” Darius asked Butchie.
“I’ll wait fer ya down here.”
Darius hoofed it up the stairs as quickly as he could. He hated Sloane House and wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. He also didn’t want to run into Karlito, who no doubt had been looking for him ever since the night Darius took off running with all the eXXeLL in his backpack. Karlito claimed to know Tiny Biggs and had even implied that he was peddling the eXXeLL for the notorious crime lord.
Slightly winded from having climbed nine flights of stairs, Darius made his way down the hall, past the bathroom filled with roaches and rats, and came to a stop in front of his tiny room in the far northeastern corner of the building. The door was open. Pried open. Probably with a crowbar.
Someone had gone into his room and stolen everything he had—not that he had much. And Darius knew exactly who had stolen his few belongings—Karlito. No one else would break into my room and steal worthless junk like mine.
Darius raced out of the room, down the hall, and down the stairs much faster than he went up them. A million thoughts ran through his head as he tried to come up with a plan to find the photos of his family—the only things that mattered to him.
I need to explain this to Butchie. What if he doesn’t understand about the pictures? I could try to sneak past him. How long will it take for Butchie to call someone if I take off? How long before they track me down and send my ass to prison?
Darius made it to the landing of the first floor, pushing open the door leading into the back corner of the lobby. Karlito stood in front of the door, waiting for him. Darius screeched to a halt, his breathing labored, his blood boiling.
“Lookin’ for this?” asked Karlito.
Karlito held a pillowcase—the pillowcase from Darius’s room—no doubt stuffed with everything he had stolen. Bay-Bay stood a few feet behind Karlito, trying to look menacing.
Where’s the stupid one, Mickey? Darius thought. Did he get busted, or is he hiding, waiting to jump me?
Darius knew the deal. Karlito wanted the Adrenaccelerate. Darius didn’t have it.
“Made a few calls down to the po’leese station, ’cause that’s the kinda dude I am, always lookin’ out for a brotha,” said Karlito. His fake sincerity made Darius angrier. “They got papers filed on Mickey, but they ain’t got no record of you bein’ booked. Figure you musta got away, jus’ like me an’ Bay-Bay.”
Darius didn’t say a word. He kept his eyes directly on Karlito, but he could still see Butchie on the other side of the lobby. Any chance of the situation ending well—without someone getting their ass kicked—depended on Butchie.
“You got my stuff, punk?” demanded Karlito. He dropped the pillowcase on the dirty floor of the lobby, a sure sign he was going to make a move.
Darius knew he could take Karlito in a fight. He wasn’t so sure about Bay-Bay—Karlito’s backup plan in case he had trouble with Darius. Bay-Bay was a monster. And Darius had to get through Karlito first.
How far will things go before Butchie makes a move to break it up? Darius thought to himself.
The answer came when Karlito slammed his right fist into the left side of Darius’s jaw, knocking him to the floor. Darius saw the punch coming from a mile away and simply rolled with it.
Karlito mistakenly thought his punch had really done some damage. “That’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout, beeyotch,” he said.
Basking in the glow of his perceived triumph, Karlito never saw Darius land on the ground. Rather than dropping to the floor in an unconscious lump, Darius hit the ground, spun himself around, and caught Karlito with a sweeping kick, knocking his legs out from under him.
Karlito crashed to the floor, flat on his back. Darius scurried around and pounced on top of Karlito. Darius delivered three powerful jabs to Karlito’s face with such speed and force, Karlito didn’t know what hit him. Bam! Bam! Bam!
With a fourth punch came a cracking sound of either bone or cartilage, followed by an explosion of blood. Karlito’s face looked like raw hamburger, blood flowing from his nose and mouth.
Before Darius could get in one more punch—just for good measure—Bay-Bay tackled him.
Bay-Bay knocked Darius off Karlito and tried to get him in some sort of hold he must have learned from watching professional wrestling. But for a guy his size, Bay-Bay wasn’t all that strong. Darius had learned from being bullied by guys twice his size that being big didn’t always go hand in hand with being strong.
Bay-Bay struggled to keep Darius in a choke hold that might have looked impressive on live pay-per-view wrestling matches but was completely useless in the real world. Darius grabbed hold of one of Bay-Bay’s wrists with his right hand and brought his left hand down like a hammer, smashing Bay-Bay below the belt.
“If you’re fighting for your life, there’s no such thing as fighting dirty,” Darius’s father used to say.
Bay-Bay let out a high-pitched scream and loosened his choke hold. Still holding on to Bay-Bay’s wrist, Darius spun around and got back up on his feet. Pure, blind anger kept Darius from letting go of Bay-Bay’s wrist. He knew that Karlito would have likely killed him for the drugs, and Bay-Bay would have helped. At least that’s what he told himself as he twisted Bay-Bay’s arm until the shoulder dislocated. Bay-Bay screamed even louder.
Bay-Bay lay on the floor of the lobby of Sloane House screaming in agony. Next to him, Karlito cried like a baby, blood flowing from his face. Darius picked up the pillowcase and checked to make sure the pictures and other things that constituted his worldly possessions were inside.
Butchie stood at the far end of the lobby near the main entrance. He had not moved once during the fight.
Darius walked over to Butchie. “That all your stuff?” Butchie asked.
Darius nodded.
The two of them left Sloane House without saying a word and got into the car. They sat in silence for a few minutes while Darius’s mind raced. If Butchie reports what happened, I’ll be in so much trouble. It’ll be over for me—no Second Chance.
Darius looked at his hand, already starting to swell. He clenched and unclenched his fist, wondering if anyone would notice.
“We should get you some ice. It’ll keep the swellin’ down,” said Butchie.




Darius sat in the main reception area of Personnel, thankful that Butchie gave him ice packs the day before to keep his face and hands from swelling. Butchie also made sure Karlito’s blood was washed off Darius’s clothes, leaving no trace of the previous day’s fight—if it could be called a fight.
He didn’t know why, but Darius felt nervous. For too many years, his life had been lived one uncertain moment to the next. This moment, sitting in the personnel office at Super Justice Force headquarters, shouldn’t have been any different. And yet it was.
He had gone largely ignored and unnoticed more than half of his life. No one expected anything from him, because no one cared. All that changed overnight. There were people watching him—waiting to see if he succeeded or failed. He wasn’t invisible anymore, which was more than he could say for the woman sitting across from him.
The medical term was translucia dermatitis—a rare affliction that caused invisibility in parts of the human body. In the case of Trang Nguyen, the status supervisor assigned to Darius, both of her arms were invisible, meaning her gloved hands looked almost like ghosts dancing around in front of her. The color of the gloves matched the necklace she was wearing, and Darius wondered if Trang’s face was real, or if she was wearing an artificial skin cover. As Trang spoke, Darius tried not to stare too hard as he looked for some indication that her face was really her face.
“As your status supervisor, I’m a cross between a guidance counselor and parole officer,” Trang said, explaining her role in Darius’s life.
“Guidance counselor and parole officer?” Darius asked.
“Every participant in Second Chance is bound by certain rules of conduct and must report to a status supervisor,” Trang said. “If you have any issues with another employee, you come to me. Likewise, any complaints against you come through me. My job is to protect you and keep you out of trouble.”
“So, you’re kind of like a mom,” said Darius.
“At least you didn’t call me a mother,” Trang said, smiling at her joke.
Darius still felt nervous as his status supervisor walked him through all the things he needed to know as both an employee of Super Justice Force and a participant in Second Chance. Every few minutes, Trang would explain some policy or procedure, only to say, “Of course, we’ll have to make adjustments to accommodate you and your special circumstances.”
When it comes to Second Chance, it seems like I’m the poster child of special circumstances.
It took nearly an hour to go over everything, from how Darius would get his meals (he was given a meal voucher card to use in the employee cafeteria), to where he would live (there were transitional housing units for Second Chance participants), to how often he had to pee in a cup to make sure he wasn’t taking drugs (twice a week for six months, and then once a week after that). Trang handed him the employee handbook, which was more than three hundred pages long, as well as two other booklets—Level One Security Protocol and Regulations and Second Chance Code of Conduct.
It all felt like too much to process, but considering the alternative of going to prison—where there would be even more to process—Darius felt like he wasn’t in a position to complain.
“I have one more thing to give you,” said Trang, handing Darius a plastic card with a metal clip on the back. “Keep this with you at all times.”
Darius studied his identification badge. The front of the badge had a holographic image of Darius that turned from one side to another—as if he was slowly shaking his head—giving a full view of his face and both sides of his profile. His name appeared directly under his picture, and under his name, green letters spelled out L1 TRAINEE. The back of the badge had a metal clip on the end of a thin, retractable wire.
“Congratulations,” said Trang. “You are officially an employee of Super Justice Force. Now we just need to get you through orientation, finalize your housing arrangements, and determine the terms of your community service.”
“Is that all?” Darius asked.
“No, there’s more,” said Trang. “But no need to totally overwhelm you right now—there will be plenty of time for that later.”
I really hope she’s joking, Darius thought.




Orientation for new employees of Super Justice Force was a two-day process that included a series of training videos hosted by Captain Freedom, and what seemed like a dozen different tests. A tall humanoid being named Xangtha served as orientation facilitator for Darius and eight other new employees gathered in an all-purpose conference room equipped with individual laptops.
Xangtha looked almost human but clearly wasn’t. Their skin was an odd shade of dark red, like a brick that had been faded by the sun. Their unusually large eyes were completely black, and they had no visible ears.
Other than what he learned in his elementary school social studies class, Darius knew very little about the different extraterrestrial races that lived on Earth. And with new immigration laws, quotas that always changed, and intergalactic travel restrictions, it was impossible to know how many different races were on Earth at any given time.
The electronic device Xangtha wore around their neck translated everything they said into perfect English: “This first series of tests will take about three hours. Don’t be concerned about passing or failing; this is not that type of test. This is more to determine personality, interests, and aptitude, which will then be used to determine your assignment.”
The first round of tests covered math, spelling, and language skills. They want to make sure we’re not idiots, Darius thought as he answered questions like “fish is to water as bird is to (fill in the blank).”
It took Darius and the others a little over three hours to complete their tests. Once they were done, Xangtha gave the group a brief lesson in how the elevators worked—which was surprisingly complicated and confusing—and then they escorted the small group to the employee cafeteria.
“The employee cafeteria is different from the restaurant located on the first floor next to the gift shop,” Xangtha explained as the group rode the elevator. “The employee cafeteria is open twenty-four hours a day, but the kitchen is open only from six in the morning until ten at night.”
The cafeteria was crowded, mostly with people wearing some type of uniform, although some were dressed in business suits. At one table sat a man dressed in a bright green suit with yellow trim that matched the yellow mask he wore. Darius didn’t recognize the costume or the hero wearing it, but he recognized the woman sitting with the guy in green as Smoking Ace. Her costume had changed, but the cloud of smoke that hovered around her was a dead giveaway.
On the other side of the cafeteria, five people sat together at a table—three women and two men. They looked to be around the same age as Darius and seemed to be friends. Darius couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their laughter traveled across the room.
The uniforms they wore all looked the same—black pants, a magenta button-down shirt, and a black tie. Darius had seen others wearing the same type of uniform giving tours when he first arrived at HQ .
He tried not to stare at the five people laughing loudly, looking like they hadn’t a care in the world, but he couldn’t help himself. The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen sat at the table, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She wore her long, curly black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and when she laughed, Darius could see her perfect smile.
At some point, one of the other girls at the table noticed Darius staring and must have said something to the others, because they all looked over at him. Mortified that he had been caught, he quickly glanced down at his food. When he looked up, they were no longer watching him. He had only mattered in their world for a brief moment. But then the beautiful girl looked back over in his direction, and even though she smiled at him, he felt totally embarrassed.
The beautiful girl and her friends all got up to leave at the same time. Darius tried not to be too obvious as he watched them walk past. The beautiful girl looked over at him, smiled, and offered a tiny wave. Darius didn’t know what to do. He wanted to wave back, but fear left him paralyzed, and before he knew it, she was gone.
All Darius could think about as he finished his lunch was the beautiful girl. And when he returned to the classroom, he still thought about her. His life, up to that moment, had been all about surviving. And when you’re rummaging through a garbage can, looking for edible discards, or trying to avoid getting jumped in the shower at juvenile detention, there wasn’t much time to think about girls.
After the lunch break, Darius and the others returned to the conference room for another series of tests that were really personality evaluations more than anything else. There were hundreds of questions, mainly multiple choice, some true or false, and many of the questions were the same, only phrased slightly differently.
The final test of the day was a series of essay questions. The last question on the test perplexed Darius. “When is it acceptable to break the law?”
This has got to be a trick question. Answer this one wrong, and they’ll haul my ass off to prison.
He stared at the computer screen for what seemed like a long time. He thought and thought and couldn’t come up with an answer, and then something popped in his head from when he was much younger.
In the back of his mind, Darius recalled an old memory of his father trying to fix something. Darius couldn’t even remember what it was, just that there were parts and pieces all over the kitchen floor, and his mother was yelling at his father. “You made it worse,” Janae Logan said.
“Sometimes you gotta break it in order to fix it, baby,” said Dwayne.
Darius wondered if that kind of thinking applied to the law. And then another memory popped into his mind. His mother, ever the lover of history, sat him down to watch a documentary film about the civil rights movement. The image of Black kids his age in the streets of Birmingham, facing down police dogs and water hoses, came clearly into focus in his mind’s eye, and he had the answer to the question.
“It is acceptable to break the law when the law needs to be fixed,” he typed.




The second day of orientation went very much like the first. Darius and the rest of the new employees watched more training videos hosted by Captain Freedom that covered everything from emergency evacuation procedure to lifting with your knees instead of your back. While the group was getting sized for their work uniforms, Darius said nothing as the others talked about whatever they talked about. He kept his eyes peeled for the beautiful girl from the day before.
By the time Darius and the others were done with lunch, he had given up on seeing her. When the doors to the elevator down the hall from the cafeteria opened, the beautiful girl was there with the same people she had been with before. At least Darius thought it was the same people as before. If he had to be perfectly honest, he hadn’t paid attention to the others.
As the beautiful girl and her friends stepped off the elevator, and Darius and his party stepped on, the two locked eyes for a brief moment. Darius felt almost as terrified as when the fire escape broke away from the side of the building and he thought his death was imminent. In fact, nearly dying might not have been as bad as the awkward glance they shared outside the elevator.
The second day of orientation began to wind down as each of the new employees received their work assignments and security clearances from Xangtha. Darius, however, had to return to Trang Nguyen’s office for a meeting with her and Dr. Sam to discuss his “special circumstances”—two words he’d begun to hate.
Dr. Sam sat across from Trang, whose arms were still invisible, and whose blue gloves matched her blue earrings. Chuck Maslon stood with his back leaning against a wall, his arms crossed, and an expression that looked as if he’d just caught wind of an offensive odor. Darius hadn’t expected Maslon to be at the meeting, but rather than let his surprise or disdain show, Darius flashed a fake smile and actually said, “Nice to see you, Mr. Maslon.”
Maslon offered no visible or audible response, though Darius thought he heard the faint sound of teeth grinding. As near as Darius could tell, neither Dr. Sam nor Trang was excited to have Maslon lurking in the corner of an office too small for so many people. Darius wondered if either of them had developed a splitting headache too, which he started to think might be caused by being so close to Maslon. It’s like this guy has some kind of superpower to make me feel like crap, just by being in his presence.
“There is a lot to cover, so let’s get started,” said Trang. “The first order of business is your living arrangements. You’ll be staying in Temporary Employee Housing, TEH, in your own studio apartment. TEH is meant to be transitional for participants in Second Chance until they find permanent housing. But because of your special circumstances, this will be your home for the duration of your terms of service.”
“Or until you screw up and get sent to prison,” Maslon interjected.
Trang shot Maslon an icy glare. “Chuck, you’re here as a courtesy,” she said. “Please, don’t make me kick you out of my office.”
Darius fought to keep from laughing while Maslon silently seethed.
Trang went back to running down the list of things Darius needed to know, including specific protocols and policies regarding his day-to-day life at SJF headquarters. The only time Maslon seemed to smile was when Trang told Darius, as pleasantly as she could, that he was essentially a prisoner inside the megastructure that was HQ .
“You have two mandatory counseling sessions per week,” said Dr. Sam. “Trang and I agree that it’s best to wait a few weeks for you to get settled in before you start any kind of community service program. And before we figure out what community service you’ll be doing, we want to talk to you about something a bit more pressing.”
“What’s wrong?” Darius asked.
“There’s nothing wrong,” said Dr. Sam. “We just don’t have any record of you graduating high school.”
“That’s because I never did graduate,” said Darius. He felt no pride in the fact, but bouncing around different foster homes, and in turn transferring to a different school every time, made it difficult for Darius to keep up with his studies. And at some point, none of it seemed to matter anymore.
“That’s what I thought.” Dr. Sam jotted down a quick note on a piece of paper. “Super Justice Force operates a continuing education program in conjunction with City University. There is a program that will allow you to get your GED. This is one of the terms of your time spent in Second Chance. You must get your GED. You’ll only be working eight hours a day, which means we need to find other productive things for you to do. Understood?”
“Works for me,” Darius said. He looked over at Chuck Maslon. “Does that work for you?”
This time it was Trang who stifled a laugh. Dr. Sam merely nodded at Darius as if to say “good one.”
“I’m not here to talk about whether or not you finish high school,” said Maslon. “The only thing I’m concerned about is your work assignment.”
“Then we’re all on the same page, because we’re all concerned about Darius’s work assignment,” said Trang, “including Captain Freedom. He asked me to make sure that Darius be placed with Manny Ortiz for training.”
“The problem is that Manny was promoted three weeks ago and transferred to the night shift,” said Dr. Sam. “We’re concerned about you being able to handle that shift.”
“That’s not the problem,” said Maslon. “The problem is Manny Ortiz. He’s a crook and a thug. I fail to understand why no one else sees this. And having Ortiz train this kid? Hell, you might as well send Second Chance Junior here off to prison now. That’ll save us all time, money, and stress.”
Neither Dr. Sam nor Trang could contain their laughter. Darius couldn’t be sure, but it seemed their combined burst of giggles made Maslon flinch, as though he’d been stung by a bee.
Darius and Chuck Maslon locked eyes for a brief moment that felt like it lasted an eternity. Darius wondered if Dr. Sam and Trang could sense the tension, or if it was just his imagination. Darius also wondered if the overwhelming hatred he sensed from Maslon was also just in his imagination. If it wasn’t a fleeting moment of paranoia—which it had to be—Darius needed to watch his back, because Maslon wanted him dead.




Darius and Dr. Sam didn’t say much to each other as the elevator moved vertically, then horizontally, and then, it seemed, diagonally. The doors opened onto the eleventh floor of the Tower. Dr. Sam led the way down a long hallway that looked like a hallway in any other apartment building. Except this wasn’t any other apartment building.
“There are one hundred and fifty residential spaces here in the Tower, and I’m guessing half of Super Justice Force lives here. This floor is all transitional housing for Second Chance,” said Dr. Sam, stopping in front of apartment 11-J.
“Use your identification badge to unlock the door,” said Dr. Sam, pointing to the key-card lock on the door.
Darius inserted his identification badge, the door to apartment 11-J opened, and he stepped inside. Dr. Sam remained in the hall.
“I’m going to leave you to get settled into your new home,” said Dr. Sam.
Darius’s new apartment was small, but more than big enough for him. The furnished studio space had a bed, desk, chair, a clock, and a small dresser. The kitchen area had a mini refrigerator, a two-burner stove, and a sink with a cabinet over it. The best part had to be the bathroom—his own bathroom. Most of the foster homes had only one bathroom, and it was always a fight just to get a few minutes to yourself.
It took him less than a minute to “unpack” the pillowcase filled with his belongings. He threw his secondhand clothes into one drawer in the dresser and placed his pictures on top of the desk. The pictures on the desk made Darius’s apartment feel like home.
Darius kicked off his shoes and lay down on the bed. Opening up the employee handbook, he started to read, first the introduction, then “A Brief History of Super Justice Force,” which wasn’t all that brief. Halfway through the section “How Things Work at Super Justice Force Headquarters,” someone knocked at his apartment door.
The clock on the desk told him it was a few minutes past eight.
Someone knocked on the door again.
“Be right there,” said Darius.
When he opened the door, Darius nearly didn’t recognize the man holding a brown paper bag. Dressed in regular clothes, and not his bright costume, Captain Freedom looked almost like a regular person. Almost.
“Can I come in?” asked Captain Freedom.
“Sure,” Darius answered.
“I figured you might not have any food, so I brought you some—sort of a ‘welcome to your new home’ meal,” said Captain Freedom, entering the studio apartment and handing Darius the brown bag.
Darius looked inside the bag. There were two boxes of Captain Freedom Breakfast Cereal—both the fruit-flavored and the chocolate kind—and a half gallon of milk.
“Didn’t know which you preferred, so I brought both,” said Captain Freedom.
“I like both. Thanks,” said Darius, even though he hadn’t had Captain Freedom Breakfast Cereal in years.
“I get cases of that garbage for free,” said Captain Freedom. “You ever want more, there’s a storage closet full of it. Just go help yourself. Personally, I don’t eat it. Tastes like shit to me.”
It took Captain Freedom three steps to walk through the entire apartment. Small as it was, he made it seem smaller. He pulled up the only chair and sat down, letting out a loud sigh that reminded Darius of his own father.
Darius sat on the end of his bed. Less than a week earlier, he had been listening to Karlito’s big plans for getting rich. Now he sat across from the man he’d worshipped as a child. The whole scenario struck Darius as surreal—Captain Freedom, showing up at his new apartment with boxes of cereal and milk. A lot can change in a week.
“You ready to get assigned tomorrow?” Captain Freedom asked.
Darius opened one of the boxes of cereal. He had no bowls in his apartment, so he used his hand. “I just hope I don’t have to be a Scrubber—I hear that’s a terrible job,” he said, stuffing a handful of dry cereal into his mouth. It tasted terrible.
“That’s the last thing you should worry about,” said Captain Freedom.
The momentary surreal feeling passed, replaced by an awkward quiet where the only sound was Darius crunching bad-tasting chocolate cereal. He held the box out to Captain Freedom. “You sure you don’t want any?” he asked.
Captain Freedom reached into the box and pulled out a handful of crispy bits of chocolaty nastiness. “I really do hate this crap,” he said, and then shoved it into his mouth. He winced as he choked down the dry cereal. “I guess I shouldn’t complain, though. The endorsement deal on this garbage alone paid for my kids’ college tuition and my summer home.”
Something about Captain Freedom struck Darius as odd. And it had nothing to do with his being out of costume or complaining about the foul-tasting cereal that bore his name and likeness. If Darius didn’t know better, he would swear that he smelled a hint of booze coming from Captain Freedom.
“Do you have any idea what it’s like, hawking crap like this cereal, knowing that it tastes terrible and contributes to child obesity?” asked Captain Freedom. “Jesus, I’ve probably killed more innocent people with this garbage than the Jester has with his laughing death ray. I mean, do you know how many people die of diabetes every year?”
Captain Freedom snatched the cereal from Darius, dug his hand into the box, and pulled out another fistful that he crammed into his mouth. “I tell kids to stay in school and keep off drugs,” he said, his mouth full of cereal. “And then I tell them to eat this stuff. You know what that makes me?”
“What?” asked Darius.
“I was asking you,” said Captain Freedom. He tried to make it sound like he was joking, but Darius knew better. What Darius didn’t know was whether Captain Freedom had come to him looking to make some kind of confession or hoping to get some kind of absolution.
They didn’t say a word to each other for what felt like a long time. Captain Freedom continued to eat the chocolate cereal, mumbling to himself about how he’d “sold his soul for breakfast cereal.”
In the meantime, Darius opened the fruit-flavored box of cereal—which tasted much better than the chocolate—and washed it down with milk he drank straight from the carton. He felt increasingly uncomfortable the longer they went without conversation, and the longer the silence lasted, the more Darius wondered if Captain Freedom had been drinking.
“Captain Freedom?” said Darius.
“Call me Jake—at least in private,” said Captain Freedom. “When people call me Captain Freedom, it sounds like bad writing in a comic book.”
“I just wanted to tha—” Darius started to say, but Captain Freedom cut him off.
“Don’t thank me just yet.”
“Why not?” Darius asked.
“Because it doesn’t mean anything right now. It’s just words. And words without action are empty and meaningless.”
“I just wanted to thank you for helping me,” Darius said. “For getting me into Second Chance.”
“You want to thank me? Don’t screw this up,” Captain Freedom said. “Don’t make me regret going to bat for you like this.”
Captain Freedom reached out and took the box of fruit-flavored cereal. He stuffed a handful into his mouth. “The fruity stuff tastes better,” he said. “At least it doesn’t taste like it fell out of a dog’s ass.”
“Why did you go to bat for me?” Darius asked.
Captain Freedom grabbed the milk carton and took a swig.
“What do you want me to say, Darius? That you’re special? Is this where I give you some sort of pep talk about how much I believe in you?”
“Not if you don’t mean it.”
“When I saw someone falling from that building in the Broke, I didn’t know it was you. I just thought it was another loser. Honestly, I was tempted to let you fall. I’ve seen enough losers to know that one less won’t make the world a worse place,” Captain Freedom said.
Darius snatched the box of fruity cereal from Captain Freedom. “I’m not a loser,” said Darius.
“So you say,” Captain Freedom said, taking another sip of milk. “All I know is that when I recognized you and realized who you were, my heart broke just a little bit. And for a second—maybe less than a second—I wished that I’d let you fall.”
The box of cereal fell from Darius’s hands. He could feel his anger rising. Anyone other than Captain Freedom would be swallowing their own teeth by now.
“Is this your idea of a welcoming party?” Darius asked.
“I know you think I’m being an asshole,” Captain Freedom said. “And I’m sure this is the last thing you want to be hearing.”
“Not at all,” said Darius, hoping his sarcasm had come through loud and clear. He grabbed the carton of milk away from Captain Freedom, and raised it in a mock toast. “It’s not every day Captain Freedom calls you a loser, says you broke his heart, and wishes he’d let you fall to your death.”
“You might not believe this, but I’ve thought about you a lot over the years,” said Captain Freedom.
“You’re right. I don’t believe you,” Darius replied.
“I was seriously thinking about giving it all up—the fight for truth, justice, and all that other junk. It all seemed pointless,” said Captain Freedom. “My second marriage was in the toilet. My kids weren’t talking to me. My life was falling apart. And then I met this kid who was so inspired by me that it reminded me why I would put on that stupid costume and fly around and help people, even when it seemed pointless.”
“And the essay that I wrote gave you the strength to keep being the world’s greatest superhero?” asked Darius. Skepticism clung to his every word. “My words—the words of an eight-year-old—were enough to keep you fighting for justice and saving the world and making billion-dollar movies and endorsing breakfast cereal that tastes like crap?”
“Can you imagine what it was like for me, seeing that kid after all these years?” Captain Freedom asked, seemingly oblivious to Darius’s sarcasm.
“No. I can’t imagine what that’s like,” said Darius. He rolled up the sleeve of his shirt and pointed to the series of small, round scars on the inside of his left forearm. “Can you imagine what it was like living with an alcoholic uncle who put his cigarettes out on your arm? Can you imagine living on the streets? Eating out of garbage cans?”
Captain Freedom and Darius sat silently staring at each other—no crunching of dry cereal to interrupt the quiet. They sized each other up, both looking for something they could believe in.
Captain Freedom looked at Darius, hoping to see some sign of the child who had inspired him when he had been filled with personal doubts.
Darius looked at Captain Freedom and saw him as something far less than the hero he had worshipped his whole life.
Both wrestled with their own disappointments.
Captain Freedom looked at his watch. “It’s getting late,” he said. “I’ll leave you to study the employee handbook.”
He stood up and walked to the door. “Sorry I ate all the cereal,” he said.
Was that an apology, or is he just talking to himself ?
Captain Freedom opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. “Do your time here and make the program work for you. Please. If you can do that, then your thanks will mean something. And I need it to mean something,” he said, closing the door behind him.




Knowing he’d be working from eleven that night to eight the next morning, Darius tried to take a nap. The last thing he wanted to happen was falling asleep on the job. But trouble falling asleep at night carried over into the early evening as well, and the nap just didn’t happen. Instead, he spent the hours leading up to his first shift studying the “Operations Crew” section of the employee handbook. If he couldn’t be well rested, at least he could have a clue as to what his new job was all about.
Super Justice Force is a privately owned, government-sanctioned organization committed to the enforcement of the law, protection of the innocent, and fighting to ensure justice for all. This is not easy work, and the super-powered heroes, costumed crime fighters, and metahumans who make up Super Justice Force cannot do it alone. This is where you, the SJF employee, come in. You are part of a valuable team that we at SJF call Operations Crew, for without you, the most powerful team of heroes on Earth would not be able to protect the world.
By the time Darius finished reading everything there was to read about his new job, it was time for him to go to work, and he still had no idea what he’d be doing. He couldn’t even remember the differences between MAS, CAD, and SAO, or what the initials stood for. He just knew that each was a department within Super Justice Force and hoped at some point he’d figure it out.
At the moment, all he could do was put on his official work uniform and make sure that his identification badge was properly affixed to his shirt—the employee handbook had a diagram showing proper badge placement—and make his way to Operations Crew Command Central.
Nothing Darius had seen in real life could compare to Operations Crew Command Central—O3C. He thought of pictures he’d seen of mission control at NASA, but that didn’t look nearly as impressive. And impressive didn’t really begin to describe it. Overwhelming was more like it.
Located in the first basement level of the Bunker, O3C was massive. The hexagon-shaped room took up more space than a full city block, standing two stories from ceiling to floor with a mezzanine dividing half the space into two levels. A massive display of video monitors lined the three walls separated by the mezzanine. The video monitors on two of the walls provided surveillance feeds and news broadcasts from all over the world—a thousand views all broadcasting live. The third wall of monitors showed nothing but feeds from security monitors stationed throughout SJF headquarters and the Secondary Bases of Operation.
Standing in the middle of O3C, it was possible to see all the monitors at once. Video feeds from security cameras all over the planet flashed across the screens. Darius watched the world from his vantage point, and it all made him feel tiny and insignificant.
“Can I help you?” asked a voice of a man standing behind Darius.
He turned to face a man, or something close to a man, but Darius was terrible at identifying extraterrestrial races, and he had no clue who he was talking to, let alone their gender. Darius did his best to hide the surprise he felt as he turned to see a quasi-humanoid with a single eye in the center of their forehead.
“I’m looking for Manny,” Darius said.
“Have you tried the supervisors’ office?” asked the one-eyed alien, pointing to a glass-encased room directly behind Darius. The alien’s voice was filtered through a mobile translator worn around their neck.
“Thanks,” said Darius.
Compared to the rest of O3C, the supervisors’ office seemed unimpressive. It sat along one of the six walls, strategically placed across from the middle wall of surveillance monitors. Glass walls on three sides made the office look like a fish tank pushed up against a wall. Inside looked like a typical office, complete with cubicles and workstations.
Darius knocked on the glass door before entering. A woman sitting at one of the cubicles held her finger up to Darius, letting him know she’d be with him in a moment. “Look, just run a full diagnostic for now, and we’ll have someone from MAS get down there right away,” she said to no one in particular.
MAS stands for Maintenance and Service, Darius said to himself, proud that he remembered something from the employee handbook. Maybe I’m not so stupid after all.
The woman touched a finger to her ear, then pulled something out of it. Darius couldn’t see exactly what it was; it looked almost like a hearing aid.
“If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” said the woman. “Now, how can I help you?”
“I’m supposed to report to Manny,” Darius said.
“He’s running late. Should be here in a few minutes,” said the woman. “Have a seat.”
The woman pointed to a chair at one of the cubicles.
“I’m Amina, one of the other night supervisors,” said the woman.
“I’m Darius.”
Darius extended his hand. Amina shook it, all the while sizing him up. A beeping alarm sounded from the small electronic device sitting on her desk. “Excuse me,” she said, placing the tiny object back in her ear.
Amina began talking to someone, engaging in what sounded like a one-sided conversation about a clogged toilet as she continued to look Darius over. She had a hard stare and a no-nonsense attitude. She didn’t make Darius feel uncomfortable the way Chuck Maslon did, but at the same time he hoped Manny Ortiz was friendlier.
Darius sat at one of the cubicles, trying to ignore Amina staring at him by looking out at O3C. A row of clocks on one of the walls displayed every time zone on the planet. It was 12:05 in the afternoon of the next day in Hong Kong.
The door to the supervisors’ office opened. A large man rushed in, out of breath. “Sorry I’m late,” he said.
“No worries. Everything’s under control,” said Amina. She returned to her one-sided conversation without missing a beat.
The man looked at Darius. “You must be Darius,” he said. “I’m Manuel Ortiz. Call me Manny.”
Manny held out his hand for Darius to shake. He didn’t look anything like what Darius expected—even though Darius wasn’t sure what he expected. Certainly not someone with a face as weathered by age and battle.
Manny looked like he had seen his share of fights; his crooked nose showed signs of having been broken several times. At four inches over six feet, and close to three hundred pounds, Manny looked like an ex-football player who hadn’t bothered staying in shape. His frame was still muscular but his stomach pushed ever so slightly against the shirt of his uniform.
“Good to meet you,” said Darius, surprised at the strength of Manny’s grip. Manny’s massive palm swallowed Darius’s hand, clamping down on it like a killer whale biting down on a goldfish.
“Give me a minute to settle in, and then we’ll get started,” said Manny.
Manny set the paper bag he brought with him on top of a desk, typed something into one of the computers, and walked over to Amina’s cubicle. He waited for her to finish her conversation, but she continued to talk, either ignoring him or feeling he wasn’t important enough to acknowledge. Manny turned his back to Amina and faced Darius, rolling his eyes and shrugging his shoulders.
Darius fought to keep from laughing as Manny put on his act, holding his hand up to the side of his head, pantomiming talking on the phone. Darius had to look away to keep from bursting out in laughter.
Amina finished her conversation. “Sorry about that,” she said.
Manny turned around to face Amina, acting perfectly normal, as if seconds earlier he hadn’t been making fun of her.
“That toilet down in Vehicle Maintenance Bay One is clogged again, and we’re short-staffed in MAS tonight,” Amina said.
“Any other crises to deal with tonight?” Manny asked.
“There was an energy surge about an hour ago on the main power grid down near the Cage,” said Amina.
“Probably a standard technoplasm discharge. We’re about due for one anyway,” said Manny. Darius had no idea what Manny was talking about, and the nagging fear of his own ignorance came creeping back.
“Probably. Still, I’ve dispatched a MAS crew to run a full diagnostic, and sent down two extra bodies to babysit, just to play it safe,” Amina said. “I planned on checking things out for myself, if I can just get a few minutes.”
“I’ll go,” said Manny. “I’ve got to show Darius around anyway.”
Amina glanced at Darius. The cold, hard stare she’d given him when he first came into the office faded, replaced with something else. Darius couldn’t tell for sure, but she almost looked worried.
“You’re taking him to the Cage? On his first night?” she asked.
Manny nodded and said something about it being better to get these things out of the way sooner instead of later.
“C’mon, hermano, follow me,” Manny said to Darius.
Manny walked to the back of the supervisors’ office. The entire back wall of the office was a massive vault. He pressed his right palm to the security pad next to the door, and then punched a series of numbers into the keypad next to the scanner. The heavy steel door opened. Manny stepped inside, motioning Darius to follow him.
“This is where we keep the expensive toys,” said Manny.
Darius quickly scanned the room. To the left was a case filled with weapons—machine guns, UltraStun 500s, and portable technoplasm cannons.
“They don’t trust me enough to let me play with those,” Manny said, pointing to the guns. “Don’t matter to me, though, ’cause only a puta uses a gun.”
Manny moved to the other side of the vault. He opened a storage cabinet, pulled out a leather belt, a large black flashlight, and a box. He handed the belt and flashlight to Darius. “I’m sure you know how these work,” he said.
“I think I can figure it out.”
Darius followed Manny out of the vault. The door closed automatically behind them.
“It’s got a safety feature. The door can’t close if anyone is inside,” said Manny. “It didn’t used to be like that. But two years ago, someone got locked inside and suffocated to death.”
“Really?” asked Darius.
“Of course not. I’m making that up,” Manny said with a laugh.
Manny returned to the cubicle where he’d set his paper bag. He pulled up a second chair, motioned for Darius to sit next to him, and then logged on to the computer. He handed the box he’d brought with him from the vault to Darius. “Open that up while I set you up on the computer,” said Manny.
Darius opened the box and pulled out an electronic device that looked like an old-school smartphone. The device was a bit too big to fit in the palm of his hand, and couldn’t have been more than a quarter of an inch thick.
“What is this?” asked Darius.
“That’s your PCU—Personal Communication Unit,” said Manny. “Every employee has one, and it links you into everything. Think of it as your second brain.”
“Darius, make sure he shows you how to disable the live video feed,” said Amina. “The last thing you want to do is transmit a signal of yourself sitting on the toilet.”
“Thanks for spoiling the fun,” Manny said.
Manny tapped some keys on the computer keyboard at his desk, and the PCU in Darius’s hand buzzed to life. The Super Justice Force logo appeared on the screen with a message that read Welcome to the Super Justice Force Communication Network.
“You’re plugged in and live,” said Manny.
Darius examined the piece of technology in his hand but had no idea how it worked. “Does this thing come with a manual or something?” he asked.
“You’re smart. You’ll figure it out,” said Manny as he slapped Darius on the back. It was a friendly, gentle slap—meant in good fun—but it almost knocked Darius off his feet.
I’d hate to have him hit me for real, Darius thought. He’d turn my bones to dust.




They started their tour at O3C, with Manny giving Darius a basic overview of everything, spending more time on the break room and the bathroom than anywhere else. “When you got business to handle, you gotta handle your business,” Manny said.
Making the rounds through O3C, introducing Darius, constantly cracking jokes—Manny was in his element. Manny seemed to like everyone, and everyone seemed to like him. Darius, however, was on the other end of the social spectrum—he didn’t much care for anyone, he never joked, and with each passing moment of their tour through O3C, he wondered if Manny was the right person to train him.
All this guy does is crack jokes. I hate to admit it, but maybe Maslon was right. I don’t have a clue about what my job is supposed to be.
After an hour of wandering aimlessly, meeting people whose names he’d never remember, and getting only the most basic instructions on how to use his PCU, Darius had to say something. “Manny, I’m not really getting most of this stuff,” said Darius.
“Kinda overwhelming, ain’t it?” Manny asked.
“Just a little,” said Darius.
“Everyone gets overwhelmed at first. This is how it all looks to you right now,” Manny said, stretching out his arms as wide as he could. “You need to learn to see it like this.” He held up his hand, his thumb and forefinger two inches apart. “Understand?”
“Not really.”
Manny stretched out his arms again. “This is what’s going on here right now—at Super Justice Force, in O3C. All of this,” he said. “But all of this is made up of all of these.” He held up his hand again, thumb and forefinger two inches apart.
“A lot of small parts making up the big part,” said Darius.
“Exactly. Think of Operations Crew as all the small parts instead of the one big part,” said Manny. “Don’t think of it as this big giant thing. You start thinking about the big part, and that’s how you get overwhelmed.”
“I’m overwhelmed thinking about the big stuff and the little stuff,” Darius said, unable to hide his frustration. His entire life hinged on his doing a good job, and the guy training him was making corny jokes and bad analogies. “What if I don’t get all of this stuff ?”
“Ain’t gonna happen, hermano,” said Manny. “You’re being trained by Manny Freakin’ Ortiz. Failure ain’t an option. You’ll do great, because if you don’t, it makes me look bad. And I never look bad.”
Manny laughed, slapped Darius on the back—almost knocking him off his feet again—and continued on with the tour. They wandered along corridors, up and down stairways, riding the elevators, and generally exploring all the buildings. In addition to the regular hallways and corridors that ran through each building, HQ also had a series of Emergency Access Paths that allowed quicker, more direct passage to various locations throughout the entire facility.
“There’s a lot of corridors that look the same—it’s easy to get lost or confused. Especially in an emergency. And in a life-or-death situation, you gotta know where you are, and where others are,” said Manny. “Memorize this place—every detail of it. Use the tracking system in your PCU to navigate your position.”
“I don’t even know how to use this thing,” said Darius, holding his PCU.
“Well, you better figure it out, or we’ll be lost in this corridor forever,” Manny said, cracking a smile.
Darius fumbled with his PCU, trying to remember what Manny had already taught him about using the device. But there were too many functions to figure out their location—Darius couldn’t even figure out what time it was. It felt like playing a video game that he kept losing.
“You know, our shift is over in about five hours,” said Manny. He made a show of looking at his watch.
“Is this how you train everyone?” Darius asked.
“Most people usually ask for help by now.”
“I don’t need help,” said Darius. A holographic projection was emitted from his PCU, showing his exact location, and even though Darius didn’t know how he got it to work, he still felt a sense of victory. “We’re right by Vehicle Maintenance Bay One, whatever that is.”
“Very good. Fake it ’til you make it,” said Manny, clapping his hands. “Now let’s go check out VMB1, ’cause it’ll blow your mind.”
Manny opened the door leading from the corridor to the rear of Vehicle Maintenance Bay 1—VMB1. He hadn’t been exaggerating.
Darius stared in wide-eyed wonder at the massive space bigger than a football field. Along the far wall was a series of garage doors big enough to drive either a tank or a semitruck through—both of which were parked inside the space. Ten individual hydraulic lifts took up half the floor and could be locked together, forming one huge lift that rose all the way to the ceiling—five stories up—where it doubled as a landing pad once the retractable dome roof opened.
In addition to the semitruck and the tank, a small fleet of vans and cars sat parked in service bays, but that wasn’t what impressed Darius. He’d seen plenty of cars, vans, trucks, and even a few tanks. But he never thought he’d see crime fighter Nightwatcher’s legendary Nightmobile in real life. And not ten yards from the Nightmobile was the Super Justice Force Starcruiser, the heavily armed tactical ship that looked like a smaller version of a space shuttle crossed with a jet fighter.
Darius had seen the Nightmobile and Starcruiser only in pictures and comic books. The Starcruiser had been used to successfully defend Earth during the second attempted Ad-Ahlen invasion years ago, and in the comics had traveled to parallel universes. And here it was, right in front of him.
Lost in the moment, Darius felt like a little kid. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been as excited by anything. He thought about his family that was no longer with him, and how excited they’d be if he told them about everything he saw. It was the kind of thought he tried to avoid, because it always led him down a dark path of sorrow.
“Earth to Darius. Come in, Darius.”
Manny’s voice snapped Darius out of his fantasy before it shifted from something pleasant to something heartbreaking.
“You okay?” Manny asked.
“Just thinking.”
“Don’t strain yourself,” Manny said, chuckling. “C’mere. I got someone I want you to meet.” He pointed to the bald man working on the Nightmobile.
The man’s focus was on the engine block of the Nightmobile, as he grumbled a string of profanities that sounded like every single swear word ever spoken, mashed into one long supercurse. Darius recognized the man in an instant—it was Otto Rekker, one of the most ruthless supercriminals of all time.




Otto Rekker looked like a supervillain, standing nearly seven feet tall, his head shaved completely bald, the ever-familiar handlebar mustache creeping down both sides of his mouth. An elaborate tattoo of a dragon wrapped all the way around Otto’s right tricep, bicep, and forearm. The head of the dragon rested on the back of his hand, its mouth open, spitting fire that came out onto Otto’s fingers. Otto’s left arm had no tattoo, because he had no left arm—at least not a real one. His left arm was completely cybernetic—a high-tech fusion of lightweight metal alloys and experimental plastics attached to his body.
The leader of the notorious gang of criminals called the Rekking Crew, Otto Rekker had, among other things, broken the back of Nightwatcher in a fight years earlier. The cover of the Supercriminal Showcase giant-size summer annual proclaimed Otto Rekker the “deadliest criminal mastermind to terrorize the planet.” And yet there he was, standing a few feet from Darius, wearing coveralls with the sleeves torn off.
“Darius, I want you to meet a good friend of mine—Otto Rekker,” said Manny. “Otto, this is Darius.”
Otto looked up from the engine, his face smeared with grime. He wiped his right hand—his real hand—on his red, grease-stained coveralls.
“Big D, good to meet you,” said Otto.
Childhood memories raced through Darius’s mind as he mumbled a response while reluctantly shaking Otto’s hand. When he was a kid, Darius watched the news reports of Nightwatcher’s near-deadly encounter with Otto. Darius had been distraught—terrified that the bad guy had won, which wasn’t how it was supposed to be. In comic books and movies, the good guys always won.
“Life is more complicated than they make it seem in the movies, son,” his father said at the time. “Sometimes the good guys get knocked down—maybe they even lose the fight—but what matters most is that they get back up and try again.”
Darius thought about the bad guys winning as Manny and Otto joked and laughed the way only best friends could. None of what they said seemed that funny to Darius. I guess I just don’t get the joke.
Otto had the sinister laugh of a supercriminal, and it reached a dull roar as he and Manny continued to tell jokes about Nightwatcher being a bad driver who kept getting into car accidents. Manny gasped for breath. Otto wiped a tear from his eye. “Hey, don’t forget: a week from this Saturday, barbecue at my place. I just got a new grill,” Otto said. “And don’t forget to remind Elladia. I know Anna sent her an email, but you remind her.”
“Thanks. I’ll be there. Not too sure if Elladia can make it—she’s been swamped with school. But I’ll be sure to pass along the invite,” said Manny.
Otto turned to Darius, pointing a mechanical finger at him. “Big D, you’re welcome to come by too,” said Otto. “We’ll have plenty of food. You like barbecue?”
Darius nodded his head. He felt like he had nothing to say to Otto. He certainly didn’t plan on going to his house for a barbecue.
Manny led Darius out of VMB1, resuming their tour of HQ . He showed Darius where all the janitorial supplies for Sector 3 were stored, and then showed him an emergency access corridor that led to the Medical Trauma and Surgery Unit. But Darius couldn’t concentrate on any of it. His mind kept wandering back to the stories he’d read in comic books like Supercriminal Showcase and Tales of Villainy—all starring Otto Rekker. He simply couldn’t figure out how a guy like Otto could be working at Super Justice Force.
“Manny, that guy back there …” Darius said, his voice trailing off because he didn’t know what to say.
“Which guy?” asked Manny. He’d introduced Darius to at least three other people in the few minutes since they’d left the Vehicle Maintenance Bay.
“Otto Rekker—of the Rekking Crew,” said Darius. “The guy is like one of the worst supercriminals of all time. When I was a kid, he nearly killed Nightwatcher. Don’t you know that?”
“Everyone knows who Otto Rekker is,” said Manny. “And everyone knows what he did.”
“If everyone knows who he is, and everyone knows what he did, then what’s he doing here?” Darius asked. “How can they just let someone like him in here?”
“What about someone like him?” Manny asked, clearly not liking where the conversation was heading.
“He’s one of the bad guys,” said Darius. “What do they call ’em around here? A Bit? He’s a Bit.”
In an instant, Darius saw Manny’s expression turn from joking and carefree to cold and hard.
“Listen to me very carefully, ’cause I’m never sayin’ any of this to you again,” Manny said without a trace of humor. “Otto Rekker has been many things, but he ain’t ever been a Bit. You don’t know him, which means you don’t judge him. You don’t judge anyone. Ever. Unless you’re ready to be judged.”
“What’re you talking about?” Darius asked, genuinely confused.
Manny pointed to the STATU around Darius’s ankle. “You wearin’ that as some sort of fashion statement?”
Darius looked down. “Oh,” Darius said with a hint of embarrassment. “That.”
“Yeah. That. I don’t let anybody on my crew if I ain’t read their files,” said Manny. “You got pinched last week when you didn’t run as fast as your loser friends. You were carryin’ enough eXXeLL to keep the wannabes in the Broke juiced up for six months. I know all about you. At least Otto Rekker was able to go toe-to-toe against Nightwatcher. You couldn’t even outrun some flat-foot cops. If anyone is a Bit, it’s you, kid.”
“You don’t know me,” said Darius, his anger building.
“Let me break it down for you. The reason you’re here right now is because at some point the supes realized that catchin’ bad guys and lockin’ ’em up wasn’t doin’ the trick,” said Manny. “Otto, he’s First Ten—one of the very first Chancers. Him and Butchie Pirro, EZ Manigo and Quincy Boone, and the guy that dressed like a beaver, and all them other guys, Second Chance wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for them. There wouldn’t be any second chances. Not for you. Not for me. Not for anyone.”
Manny’s words hit Darius like a roundhouse kick to the face. He fumed for a few seconds, letting it all sink in, realizing that Manny was not wrong.
“I’m sorry,” said Darius. He paused for a moment, struggling to think of a better apology. “I never really thought about it like that.”
“Most people never think about it that way, just like no one ever thinks of themselves as one of the bad guys,” said Manny. “Someone breaks the law, you can bet they got their reasons—reasons they can justify. Reasons that make sense—at least to them. Hell, Doc Kaos can probably make a compellin’ case for tryin’ to destroy the human race.”
“I … I’m not a bad guy,” Darius said, as much to convince himself as Manny. “Everything I’ve done … I did it to survive. That doesn’t make me a bad person. Does it?”
“I’ve been through what you’re goin’ through right now, hermano,” said Manny. “The thing you gotta keep in mind is that there’s a lot of people workin’ here that used to be one of the bad guys. Don’t ever judge them for what they did, unless you’re prepared to judge yourself the same way.”
“But how does a guy like Otto Rekker end up in Second Chance after everything that happened with him and Nightwatcher?” asked Darius.
“Ask him at his barbecue next weekend. In fact, Nightwatcher will probably be there, so you can ask him too. It’s always better hearing the story from the two of them at the same time—they start arguin’ like an old married couple,” said Manny.
“I don’t think I can go to the barbecue. I’m not really supposed to leave HQ .”
“You ain’t supposed to leave HQ without the approval of two Level Four employees or higher,” corrected Manny. “I think we can find some L4s to give their okay. Besides, we bad guys gotta stick together.”
Manny slapped Darius on the back. This time, Darius braced himself. He still felt like he was going to be knocked to the ground.




“You can ask if you want,” said Manny.
“Ask what?” Darius responded. He had no idea what Manny was talking about.
“You wanna ask me how I ended up in Second Chance,” Manny said as Darius walked beside him, the two of them heading toward the employee cafeteria.
In fact, Darius did want to know, but he knew better than to ask. It violated the sacred rule—never ask a convict what they did. Locked up in juvenile detention, no one asked anyone what they’d done. Some guys bragged about their crimes—they were idiots. Others proclaimed their innocence—many were liars. But no one ever asked anyone what they did. Everyone knew that.
“Well, now that you mention it, I was wondering,” said Darius.
“Part of taking control of your life is owning the things you’ve done. Even the bad things. And back in the day, when I was El Toro Loco, I did some really bad things,” Manny said.
“That was you? El Toro Loco—the Crazy Bull?” Darius asked in disbelief. “There was an entire issue of Supercriminal Showcase all about you. You had that mask with the thing! You were like … like …”
Manny cut him off. “I wasn’t what you’d call one of the good guys, bro. I was selfish. I was reckless. I hurt a lot of people. My older brother, mi hermano, would beg me to quit—but I loved the life too much. Then him and his wife were killed in The Attack, and their little girl was left an orphan. I was the only family she had, and I had to do right by her. Turned myself in, right here in this very building.”
“And just like that, they gave you a job?”
“It’s more complicated than that. Let’s say I was given ‘special consideration,’ and my first job that didn’t involve stealing,” said Manny. “Someday I’ll tell you the whole story.”
“Your niece is lucky she had someone like you to look out for her,” Darius said.
“No, I’m the lucky one. If it wasn’t for her, I probably never would have turned my life around. She’s grown into a beautiful woman, works here part time, getting ready to start school at State University. And that’s my story.”
“She’s beautiful?” asked Darius. He thought briefly about the girl he’d seen in the cafeteria, wondering what department she worked in.
“Gorgeous,” said Manny. “Anyone goes near her, I’ll kill ’em.”
Manny led the way into the SJF employee cafeteria. Darius had never seen it so empty before. At close to four in the morning, only one person sat alone, eating Chinese food out of to-go containers. Darius didn’t recognize the lone diner, but there was no mistaking his costume. He wore a tight-fitting suit that looked like it was made of the stuff of space.
Pictures of the elite Galaxus Alliance Corps were one thing; Darius had seen plenty of those. Seeing an actual member of the GAC in person was something different. If I wasn’t so tired, I’d probably think it’s pretty cool, thought Darius. Only halfway through his first shift, exhaustion had begun to set in.
With members from all over the universe, the Galaxus Alliance Corps enforced the law throughout the known galaxies. Patrolling the cold vacuum of space and fighting for justice on distant planets in alien star systems, the GAC members were an intergalactic cross between soldiers and cops. The incredible powers of each Galaxus came to them from the Mhadra Turas, an ancient race of symbiotic life-forms that bonded to host bodies.
Everything Darius knew about the GAC, he had read in comic books. Adventures of the Galaxus Alliance Corps was one of his favorite comics—after the Captain Freedom comics—and every issue featured the daring exploits of a team of Galaxus, led by a human named Max “Galaxus” McKool. The guy sitting at the table, eating Chinese food, looked nothing like Max McKool. With his shaggy blond hair and barely noticeable stubble of a beard just starting to grow in, this particular Galaxus looked more like a rock musician or professional surfer than a cosmic defender of justice.
The Galaxus looked up from his food, saw Manny, and broke into a huge smile. He stood up from the table, grabbed Manny, and wrapped his arms around him in a huge bear hug. “Manuel, amigo! How are you, man?” asked the Galaxus.
Manny, who wasn’t exactly small, looked like he might break from the embrace of the Galaxus. “Muy bien,” Manny gasped.
The Galaxus released Manny from his bone-crushing embrace. Turning his attention to Darius, he extended his hand. “Hey, my name’s Zander. Zander Boeman. Everyone calls me Z-Boe.”
“I’m Darius,” he said, gripping Zander’s hand. A sudden energy surge, the likes of which Darius had never felt before, pulsed through his body. It felt intense—like fireworks going off inside him. What was that? Did I just get zapped with radiation? I hope I don’t get some kind of cosmic cancer.
Z-Boe didn’t seem to notice the strange surge. And as quickly as the sudden rush of energy had moved through Darius’s body, it vanished. Darius convinced himself that it had something to do with the symbiotic life-forms that gave Z-Boe his power. Or maybe I’m just really tired.
“Mind if we join you?” asked Manny.
“Hey, man, mi casa es su casa, or something like that,” said Z-Boe.
“Gotta work on your Spanish, bro,” Manny chuckled. “But I get what you’re saying.”
Darius and Manny joined Z-Boe at his table. Zander offered the others some of his Chinese food—there was more than enough for everyone. Manny already had his meal, packed in a brown paper bag, and Darius felt self-conscious.
“I don’t see you carrying your lunch like Manny here,” said Z-Boe, noticing Darius hadn’t packed a lunch. “Dude, you on some kind of diet?”
“I’ve got a meal voucher card. I was going to use it to get something out of the vending machines, but I forgot it,” Darius said.
“Blah, blah, blah,” said Z-Boe. “If you don’t eat some of this stuff, there’s gonna be trouble, bro.”
“You better eat something,” Manny said. “You don’t want to piss off Zander Boeman on your first night.”
“No doubt, man,” said Z-Boe, laughing. “No doubt.”
Since there were no plates, Darius ate out of the boxes. He tried stuffing pork fried rice into his mouth using chopsticks without looking foolish. It was a futile attempt, even though Z-Boe kept showing him what to do. “Hold it like a pencil, bro,” Z-Boe said.
Despite his help, it still didn’t work. Darius spilled food all over himself, while Z-Boe handled the chopsticks like a pro, or at least like a guy with super cosmic powers that made him one of the most powerful beings on the planet.
Manny rummaged through his paper bag, pulling out his meal—a sandwich, bag of chips, hard-boiled egg, an apple, and a slice of cake. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, sliding the plastic-wrapped piece of cake over to Darius.
“What’s this?” asked Darius.
“My niece baked a cake the other day,” Manny said.
“What’re you giving it to me for?”
Manny smiled at Darius. “Think about it.”
Darius thought for a moment, but he had no clue. He looked over at Z-Boe, but he didn’t know either and just shrugged.
“I give up,” said Darius.
“Happy birthday,” said Manny.
“Dude, no kidding? It’s your birthday?” asked Z-Boe.
“I kinda forgot,” Darius said, embarrassed.
“Well, happy birthday, bro,” said Z-Boe, high-fiving Darius.
The moment the palms of their hands slapped together, another surge of energy passed through Darius’s body. And again, the Galaxus didn’t seem to feel a thing.
“Sucks that you gotta work on your birthday,” Z-Boe said.
“Beats being in prison. Ain’t that right, hermano?” said Manny.
“Word up,” said Z-Boe, this time high-fiving Manny.
In his entire life, Darius had never met anyone like Zander Boeman. Loud and gregarious, with a smile that never seemed to fade and a booming laugh that needed very little to get going, Z-Boe was the complete opposite of Darius. The sort of person that was everybody’s new best friend, Z-Boe made whoever was around him feel like there was nothing to worry about.
Manny and Z-Boe talked for about thirty minutes—mostly gossiping about anyone and everyone who came to mind. Listening to the two of them, Darius started getting the impression that the lives of superheroes had as much drama as anyone else’s—maybe more—and none of them could get it together. From Captain Freedom’s not-so-secret alcoholism, to Lady Ixchel—the Warrior Woman of Justice—and her never-ending problems with dating, there was a drastic difference between what was shown to the public and what happened in real life.
I always thought superheroes were perfect people leading perfect lives. It’s nice to know they’re screwed up just like everyone else.




The doors to the elevator closed, and Darius had no idea where they were going. He’d finished his lunch break with Manny and Z-Boe—if you could call it a lunch break at four in the morning—when Manny said it was time for the most important part of the tour. Manny asked Z-Boe to come along as they went to someplace called the Cage.
For the first time since Darius had met him, Z-Boe stopped smiling. “Why would anyone want to go there?” asked Z-Boe.
Darius remembered Amina mentioning something about the Cage earlier. With Z-Boe’s reaction, he wondered if he wanted to go there—even though he didn’t know what it was.
The elevator passed the first subbasement, followed by the second and third. Darius watched as the readout on the control panel signaled the passing of the fourth subbasement. He looked over at Z-Boe for a moment, and if he didn’t know better, Darius would have sworn the Galaxus looked scared.
The elevator doors opened to reveal a security outpost, and a long corridor that stretched almost one hundred yards beyond it. Darius immediately noticed that the six guards standing at the security outpost were heavily armed and dressed in body armor.
Darius felt unnerved. Maybe it’s the weapons, or the body armor, but whatever these guys are guarding, I don’t want to see it, Darius thought, visions of giant mutant rats or the blood serpents of Doc Kaos running through his brain.
Manny greeted the six guards by name—no jokes, no friendly exchanges. He didn’t even bother to introduce Darius to them—which was fine with Darius. None of the guards could be defined as friendly, their deadly seriousness making them standoffish and intimidating.
“Heard you were having trouble,” said Manny.
“Standard technoplasm discharge,” said one of the guards. The name on her identity badge read DESIREE MANIGO. Of the six guards, she was the only one who didn’t look like she wanted to shoot Manny. “A crew from MAS came by, ran a diagnostic, and everything checks out.”
“I’ll go over the report later,” said Manny. “In the meantime, I wanna show this trainee here what’s in the Cage.”
“Really? Why?” asked Desiree.
“That’s what I said,” added Z-Boe.
Is it just me, or do these two actually sound nervous? Darius wondered.
“We can always come back some other time,” said Darius.
“No,” said Manny. “You need to see this tonight.”
Manny led the way down the long corridor, followed closely by Darius, Z-Boe, Desiree Manigo, and a second guard, Seavers. Halfway down the corridor, Manny stopped beside a security control panel on the wall. He motioned for Darius to come stand by his side.
Manny pointed down the corridor. “What do you see?” he asked.
There was a huge double door at the far end of the corridor that looked big enough to drive a truck through.
“A big door at the end of the hall,” said Darius.
“Look carefully,” said Manny.
Darius didn’t know what he was supposed to be looking at or looking for, but he felt certain that there was nothing else to see in the corridor. Then he noticed, less than two feet in front of him, the slightest of reflections. He almost couldn’t see it, but once he finally noticed, it became quite clear—a reflection of himself, Manny, Z-Boe, and the guards. He took two steps forward and reached out to touch what felt like a piece of glass vibrating with an energy source.
“It’s a force field,” said Manny.
Manny swiped his identity badge along the security panel and followed it up by punching a series of numbers into the keypad. In an instant, the force field disappeared, and in that same instant, a series of overhead red lights came on and lit up the corridor.
Darius grew increasingly nervous. Not having any idea what was going on, where he was, or what he was about to be shown made him very uncomfortable. The red lights only made it worse, as if they were all in a hallway to Hell.
He walked beside Manny, not saying a word, with Z-Boe and the security guards following behind. They reached the massive door at the end of the corridor.
“I hate this place,” said Z-Boe.
Darius heard something that sounded like fear in Z-Boe’s voice.
Manny turned to face Darius and placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “That force field back there is the exact same strength as the ones used at SJF Moon Outpost and at the Enceladus Colony. A blast from a bazooka at point-blank range wouldn’t put a dent in that thing,” said Manny. “The room I’m about to show you—I want you to know the entire room is surrounded by a force field five times stronger than the one back there. State-of-the-art Tess-Tech design, reinforced with a technoplasm infusion.”
Darius felt sick in the pit of his stomach. Whatever he’s about to show me, I don’t wanna see it, Darius thought. Let’s just keep it locked up here, underground, behind a technoplasm-infused force field and pretend that I saw whatever it is.
A second security panel rested on the wall, just by the massive double door. Manny motioned for Desiree to come to his side. The guard swiped her identity badge along the security panel, and then punched in a code. Manny did the same thing, explaining to Darius, “It takes two people to open the Cage at all times.”
At first, Darius didn’t even know what he was looking at. It appeared almost like a huge warehouse full of scrap metal. But after a moment, the metal looked like something. Mannequins, maybe? The scrap metal looked like mannequins—for a few seconds anyway. Then the mannequins looked more like skeletons wrapped in metal. Or maybe those killer robots from that one movie, Darius thought. And then he knew what he was looking at.
When the full realization of what he was seeing dawned on him, Darius vomited.
The smell of his puke quickly filled the corridor as Darius Logan stared into a room full of Automated Combat Units, Model 64. ACU-64s were what murdered his family.




“This can’t be real,” said Darius, more to himself than anyone else. He stared at an underground warehouse full of lifeless ACU-64s, the most deadly weapon since the atomic bomb. Some people called them Killbots, a pretty accurate name.
If he could throw up again, he would. But his stomach was empty. Darius felt a wave of emotions that he could not even begin to categorize. Fear and anger and hate and sadness and just about every bad feeling he had experienced over the last eight years all rushed through him at the same time. His body shook. His fists clenched and unclenched, over and over again.
None of this makes sense, he thought.
He tried to look away, or at least close his eyes, but he couldn’t stop staring. “What is this?” he asked. His voice sounded distant to him—like it came from someone else very far away.
“They can’t hurt anyone. They’re deactivated. Dead,” said Manny.
He stood next to Darius.
“Dead? My parents are dead!” Darius exploded. “My brother is dead! That’s what killed them! Those things killed my family!”
“Those things killed a lot of people,” said Z-Boe, trying to reassure Darius. “And a lot of us lost people we loved.”
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” asked Darius.
A fire burned in his eyes when he looked away from the machines, staring directly at Manny. Darius felt all control slipping away, the rage coiling around his brain like a boa constrictor, squeezing out all rational thought. Anger and pain screamed inside Darius, demanding to be expressed in the language he spoke most fluently—the language of violence.
Darius wanted to hit something. He wanted to hit Manny. He needed to hit Manny, the person who had taken him to see the things that had killed his parents. Manny had brought him face-to-face with the monsters that haunted his dreams, chasing him night after night to the point that he hardly ever slept.
You hit him, and it’s all over, Darius said to himself, trying to calm down. You’ll go to prison. Maslon will win.
“You can hit me if you want to,” Manny said.
Manny stood beside Darius, staring at him the way Darius’s father used to do. He made no jokes and didn’t smile. He simply stood there, a calm picture of strength, seeing all the things inside Darius that threatened to rage to the surface—the anger and the hatred and the fear and the sadness. Manny saw the ticking time bomb that called itself Darius Logan and prepared to take the brunt of the explosion.
“Hit me if you want,” Manny said a second time, speaking more clearly, making sure he was understood. “I’m cool with it.”
Darius slowly shook his head, searching for the right thing to say. The smell of his vomit helped push aside all other thoughts. “I need to clean up my puke,” he mumbled.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Desiree. Two of the other guards were already cleaning up the mess. “It happens more than you’d believe.”
Darius watched the guards mop up the pool of vomit. He looked over at Manny, trying to find just the right thing to say. “Why did you bring me here?” Darius asked.
“This was Dr. Sam’s idea,” said Manny. “I probably wouldn’t’ve done it this way—not exactly. But Dr. Sam is right—you needed to know, and you needed to know now, not six months from now.”
“Some people can’t be in the building knowing they’re here,” said Z-Boe.
Darius had forgotten that Z-Boe was standing there.
“And if you are one of those people, we might as well find out now,” said Manny. “No point in wasting your time.”
“There had to be a better way of telling me,” said Darius.
“No, hermano. There isn’t a better way,” said Manny.
The guards finished cleaning the vomit off the floor. Darius self-consciously mumbled his thanks, feeling like a scared child who pissed his pants after seeing the bogeyman hiding in the closet.
“Those things should’ve been destroyed,” said Darius.
“I agree one hundred percent,” said Manny.
“Then why are they here?” asked Darius.
“They’re here because of money,” said Z-Boe. “These things represent billions of dollars the government spent developing a new weapon. Believe me, there were a lot of us that wanted to see them properly destroyed.”
“Doc Kaos hacked into the control mainframe of those things. Those machines went crazy and killed what … eight thousand people? They killed my parents! My kid brother—he was only two days old!” said Darius.
Z-Boe placed his hand on Darius’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Again, a strange surge of energy raced through his body—both overwhelming and soothing at the same time.
“I’ve been through a lot. I was on Enceladus—lost my whole family there. Honestly, The Attack was the most brutal battle I’ve ever experienced. And I’m telling you—man-to-man—that no one was more vocal than me about seeing these things destroyed. But the government wasn’t going to let that happen,” Z-Boe said, pointing at the lifeless machines, “and this is the compromise that was made.”
Darius turned back to face the open room. “My life was destroyed by these things,” he said. “I have nightmares about what’s in this room.”
He walked into the warehouse. Neither Manny nor Z-Boe nor the guards made an attempt to stop him. Darius reached out and touched one of the machines. It felt smooth and cool and lifeless. Darius knew exactly what he touched; but the lifeless machine knew nothing of Darius. It had no clue how much Darius hated it and all the others just like it. And though Darius knew this, and though he knew the ACU-64s could not hear him, it didn’t stop him from calling the machines the most vile curse words he could think of.




Darius found getting used to his new schedule incredibly difficult. His first week on the job, he worked only three shifts in a row—Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday—with Saturday and Sunday off. Saturdays and Sundays were Manny’s days off, and since Manny was training him, Darius kept the same schedule.
After the weekend off, Darius found himself struggling to adjust to his schedule when Monday rolled around. He stayed up late Sunday night into Monday morning, but he still woke up early. He ate breakfast at the same time most people were eating lunch, and at 4:00 p.m., he reported to Trang Nguyen’s office for what would become part of his regular routine.
Darius fought to stay awake during his meeting with Trang. She could tell that he was exhausted.
“Are you going to be able to handle the night shift?” Trang asked. “We can find a spot for you somewhere else.”
Darius thought about switching to a different shift over the weekend but decided against it. He liked Manny, and that went a long way for him. And the fact that Captain Freedom had personally recommended him for training under Manny meant Darius would do what he needed to do. “I’ll adjust,” he said.
“Next week, you’ll start an online class to get your GED. I’ll take you down to the library and introduce you to Ms. Evelyn, who will help set you up on the computers,” Trang said. “It’s a self-paced program, which given your schedule seemed like the best plan.”
On Tuesday, Darius had his first private counseling appointment with Dr. Sam. His weekly schedule included two required counseling sessions—one with Dr. Sam, the other a group session with fellow Chancers. Darius had yet to attend a group session, but given his feelings about crowds of people and anything that appeared social, he wasn’t looking forward to it.
He wasn’t looking forward to his first session with Dr. Sam either. Darius didn’t like talking, especially about his feelings, and Dr. Sam would no doubt want to talk about feelings.
I know that I’m messed up. But this works for me. I don’t need to put my pieces back together again.
Dr. Sam’s immaculate office looked as if it wasn’t used often. On one of the walls, there were framed pictures of Dr. Samson Omatete in his marines uniform, confirming what Darius had suspected all along. Other pictures of Dr. Sam hung on the wall, photos with celebrities, superheroes, and presidents of the United States dating back forty years—encounters with power and fame creating a biography of images frozen in time.
The first counseling session with Dr. Sam went well, more casual than Darius had expected. Dr. Sam asked Darius how his first few shifts had been, if he felt like he was adjusting to his new life. No conversation about Darius’s innermost feelings. Not a word about the anger he sometimes had trouble controlling. Nothing of how he often wished he had died with his family during The Attack. Instead, Dr. Sam encouraged Darius to attend the barbecue that Otto Rekker had invited him to.
The rest of the week, Darius spent getting a basic overview of how nearly everything at HQ worked. He ate lunch every day with Manny, who alternated between cracking jokes and quizzing Darius with job-related questions.
For the first time in eight years, he felt like maybe he’d found a place where he belonged. He made friends—including Z-Boe, who had come by just to see how he was doing—and met new people every day. One afternoon, while heading down to the cafeteria for breakfast, he rode in the elevator with Amazing Grrrl, who was much shorter in person, and Kid Spectacular, who looked to be nearly thirty years old. Both Amazing Grrrl and Kid Spectacular introduced themselves, asked Darius how he was doing, and wished him well.
“It’s all pretty crazy,” Darius said. “I haven’t even been on the job two full weeks, but I feel like I’ve been there my whole life. In a way, I guess I have been there my whole life—this new life anyway.”
He wasn’t really talking to anyone in particular, just to the tombstone that marked the gravesite of Dwayne and Janae Logan and their newborn son, Dwayne Junior.
The cemetery wasn’t located in the city, making it difficult for Darius to get there. It took one subway and two buses and over an hour to make the trip on a Saturday, when the buses ran with less frequency. But the last bus he had to take to get to Otto Rekker’s house passed by the cemetery, so Darius had to stop.
Manny had insisted that Darius go to Otto’s barbecue. Dr. Sam also thought it would be a good idea. “It will give you a chance to get to know your coworkers and help you assimilate to life at SJF,” said Dr. Sam.
He and Manny filled out the proper paperwork so Darius could travel beyond the two-block radius that confined him to HQ . The STATU around Darius’s ankle was calibrated to allow him to travel nearly twenty-five miles from HQ and gave him until midnight to return.
The cemetery had a special section just for victims of The Attack, their names carved into the huge stone monument. It didn’t matter what time of day it was, or what day of the week, someone was always at the monument, or at one of the thousands of grave markers, laying flowers down for someone they had lost.
Darius never had flowers to bring. The first few times he went to the cemetery, when Edith O’Malley brought him, he felt guilty about it. In those days the cemetery was crowded all the time, littered with flowers and plants and ribbons and crying people. But Edith told him that it didn’t matter to his family if he brought flowers or not. “Your parents can see you,” she said, “and all that matters to them is that you are here for them.”
He never fully believed that his parents could see him standing at the grave—especially because they weren’t really buried there. Like so many other victims of The Attack, there was nothing left of them to bury. But he needed to do something, and visiting the grave of his mother, father, and baby brother a few times a year seemed like the best thing to do.
When he was younger, he would talk to his parents and his brother, but he hadn’t said a word at their graves in years. Those earlier conversations came from the hope and desire that his family could actually hear him, and maybe, somehow, his words could bring them back to life. But as he grew older, and life grew more difficult, he accepted the grim reality that he was just talking to himself. Nothing I say can bring the dead back to life.
He’d had no intention of talking to his family today, but for some reason, he just began to open up. He told them everything.
“I’m sorry for the things I’ve done these last few years. I know you raised me better than that. It’s just … it’s just …” Darius struggled to find the words. “I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? Things are going to change. You’ll see.”
Dwayne and Janae Logan, and their newborn baby son—dead for eight years and counting—couldn’t hear a word Darius said. That didn’t matter. For the first time, he didn’t wish he had died with them. For the first time, Darius almost felt good about being alive.




The suburban home of Otto Rekker was not what Darius expected. It was just a plain house—nothing fancy or sinister—with a minivan parked in the driveway. A bumper sticker on the minivan read PROUD PARENT OF AN EISNER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HONOR STUDENT. Certainly not the sort of thing you would expect from a notorious supercriminal.
Darius felt nervous about going to the barbecue. He wasn’t the most social person in the world, and he didn’t feel comfortable in large crowds, especially with food being served. To him, large crowds and food meant the cafeteria at juvenile detention, where someone might try to stab you with the business end of a plastic spoon or the handle of a toothbrush that had been sharpened into a knife. He had a scar on the back of his hand from blocking such a knife.
Despite his apprehension about socializing and his concern about being stabbed, Darius had been cooped up inside HQ ever since he arrived—confined to the two-block radius dictated by the security tracker around his ankle. Cabin fever had set in. He needed to get out, and he had promised Manny and Dr. Sam that he would go to the barbecue.
Besides, if I’m really going to start a new life, I need to get used to being around other people, he told himself.
He heard the sounds of a party coming from the backyard—people laughing, children running around playing—and worried that he wouldn’t fit in. Darius stood there, on the sidewalk in front of Otto Rekker’s house, terrified of going around to the backyard.
“Sounds like a party to me,” said a familiar voice.
Darius turned to see Z-Boe landing in front of the Rekker house. Dressed in a pair of baggy shorts and a loud Hawaiian shirt instead of his Galaxus uniform, he looked more like someone who had just gotten back from a day at the beach than a cosmic-powered champion of justice.
“You flew here?” Darius asked.
“’Course I did,” said Z-Boe. “Why wouldn’t I?”
Darius didn’t have an answer. It just seemed weird to him to see superheroes and crime fighters walking around dressed up like everyday people but still doing superhero things.
“What’re you waiting for, bro?” asked Z-Boe. “Food’s ’round back.”
Darius followed Z-Boe to the backyard. He felt a little bit more comfortable showing up with someone else, especially someone who could divert attention.
Z-Boe wasted no time jumping right into the mix. He disappeared into the crowd, leaving Darius standing by himself, wondering what he should do.
Otto stood in front of a grill, cooking up hamburgers and hot dogs, using a bizarre-looking metal spatula attached directly to his bionic arm. He wore a large apron with a floral design that said KISS THE COOK. The apron looked ridiculous on him, what with one of his arms being mechanical, the other covered with a dragon tattoo, and Otto looking like he could rip someone’s spine from their body and not give it a second thought.
A Black woman stood next to Otto, barely coming up to his shoulder. She held a large plate and looked to be arguing with Otto about something. He waved his real hand dismissively while removing sizzling hamburger patties from the grill and dropping them on the plate. Otto leaned down to kiss the woman and caught sight of Darius standing near the entrance to the backyard.
“Big D!” yelled Otto, motioning to Darius to join him at the grill. Otto had started calling Darius “Big D” at their first meeting, and he seemed intent on making sure the nickname stuck.
Darius walked over to Otto and the woman. “Big D, I’m glad you made it,” said Otto, grabbing Darius and giving him a hug. Darius worried Otto’s bionic arm with the odd cooking utensil attached to the hand would crush him.
“Darius, this is my wife, Anna,” said Otto, introducing Darius to the woman holding the plate of food. “Anna, this is Big D.”
“Nice to meet you, Big D,” said Anna. “You want a hamburger?”
“I’m not too hungry right now. Maybe later.”
“Well, we’ve got plenty of food. And you look like you could use some meat on your skeleton,” Anna said.
Anna left Darius and Otto at the grill, taking the plate of hamburgers to the picnic table in the middle of the backyard.
“You want something to drink? Lemonade? Soda?” asked Otto. “I would offer you a beer, but you’re too young. Besides that, I don’t keep beer around the house—4,682 days clean and sober.”
Darius tried to do the math in his head: “Thirteen years?” he asked.
“Almost thirteen years—still have a few months to go.”
Darius watched as Otto flipped the hamburgers, using the attachment on his bionic hand. Up close, Darius saw that Otto’s bionic hand had been replaced altogether with the odd cooking tool.
“You like the hand?” asked Otto. “Check this out.”
Otto pulled his mechanical hand off, separating it from the bionic arm. “It’s detachable,” said Otto. “I’ve got a whole bunch of these things—a fishing pole, flashlight, leaf blower. I’ve even got one with a buffer, if I want to wax the car.”
Darius studied the detachable hand more closely. The spatula extended out from a housing unit that attached to Otto’s arm at the end of his wrist. He pressed one of the buttons on top of the unit, and the spatula retracted into the unit itself. Darius pressed another button, and barbecue tongs appeared. “This is pretty cool,” said Darius.
“I build junk like this with my kids,” said Otto, reattaching the hand to his arm. “It beats playing video games or watching television. My daughter thought this one up.”
“How old are your kids?” Darius asked.
“They’re both eight. Twins. They’re running around here somewhere—you’ll meet them soon enough. They look like their mom, thank God.”
A man Darius didn’t recognize walked up to him and Otto. Dressed all in black, wearing a baseball cap and dark sunglasses, he looked strangely out of place among the other partygoers. “Otto,” said the man, his voice a deep whisper. He looked at Darius and nodded his head ever so slightly. “Darius.”
Who is this guy? Darius wondered. He had no idea who the man was.
The mystery man handed Otto a paper bag. “Veggie burgers. Make sure they don’t touch any meat,” he said.
“Are you sure you even want me cooking them on the grill? There’s meat on the grill,” said Otto, sounding annoyed.
“Just make sure they don’t touch any meat,” said the man. He walked off to join the others at the party.
“I swear, he’s such a pain in the ass,” said Otto.
“Kaebel giving you a hard time again?” asked Manny. He had arrived at the party unnoticed by either Otto or Darius.
“That was Kaebel Kaine? Nightwatcher?” asked Darius, trying to spot the serious-looking man in the sunglasses. Darius saw him talking to Anna Rekker, and even though she was smiling and laughing at whatever they were talking about, his expression never changed.
“That’s him,” said Otto. “He gets on my nerves so bad. I swear, there are times when I just want to …”
“Break his back?” asked Manny, finishing Otto’s sentence.
“No, I already did that once,” said Otto. “I just want to serve him some red meat and see the look on his face when he realizes he’s chewing a piece of cow.”
Manny and Otto both laughed, but Darius didn’t quite get the joke. Most of the time he didn’t get the joke. “If you hate him so much, why would you even invite him over?” Darius asked.
“It’s more of a love-hate relationship between Otto and Nightwatcher,” explained Manny.
“Yeah, we love to hate each other,” said Otto with a laugh. “But I’ll tell you what, when I decided to clean up my act—to lay off the drinking and go straight—there’s not a person on this planet who did more for me than that man. I owe him my life.”
With that thought, Otto put one of the veggie burgers on the grill and took extra care to make sure it touched one of the real hamburgers.
Darius still didn’t understand the dynamic between Otto and Nightwatcher, but gradually it started to make sense. He’d read enough comic books to know that every superhero needed an archnemesis—someone to balance them out. He just never thought about what it would be like if two sworn enemies ever decided to stop fighting and make peace. Darius supposed that the relationship might be like that of Otto Rekker and Nightwatcher.
“Big D, can you go get a plate for the food?” Otto asked.
“Sure,” Darius replied, leaving Otto and Manny to talk about the most recent episode of Super Power Beatdown that had been on television a few days earlier.
Not knowing where to find plates, Darius instead looked for Anna. She stood by the picnic table, talking to a small group of people, including a woman standing with her back to Darius.
The woman talking to Anna had curly dark hair that flowed to the middle of her back. She turned as Darius approached, and his heart skipped a beat. He’d thought about her a lot since first seeing her in the employee cafeteria. And there she stood, in the backyard of Otto and Anna Rekker.
“Um …” stammered Darius, too nervous to speak in front of the beautiful girl. “Um … Otto … um … Otto needs a plate for the … um … food.”
The pretty girl smiled at Darius, just like she did when she caught him staring at her in the cafeteria. He felt like a fool.
“Oh, can you get a plate for Big D out of the kitchen?” Anna asked the beautiful girl.
“Sure,” said the beautiful girl. She tugged on Darius’s sleeve and said, “Follow me.”
Darius followed behind her, more nervous than he’d ever been in his life. He wanted to say something but couldn’t think of anything cool or clever. When they made it into the house through the back door and into the kitchen, he finally asked, “Do you live here?”
“No, I live across the street with my uncle,” said the beautiful girl. “I babysit sometimes.”
“Uh-huh” was all Darius could think to say.
“Haven’t I seen you at HQ?” asked the girl.
Darius wanted to say that she caught him staring at her in the employee cafeteria, and that he wasn’t doing it to be rude, it was just that she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. That’s what he wanted to say, but all he could muster was “Uh-huh” for a second time.
“I’m Elladia,” she said.
“I’m Darius,” he said, fighting to get the words out.
“Oh, you’re Darius,” said Elladia, as if the name meant something to her. “My uncle Manny told me all about you.”
“You’re Manny’s niece? The one he talks about all the time?”
Elladia reached inside one of the kitchen cabinets and pulled out a large plate, which she handed to Darius. “That would be me. You better get that plate out to Otto before the food starts to burn.”
Darius turned to leave the kitchen and was almost out the door before he thought to say something. “Um … it was good … um … meeting you.”
“It was good meeting you too. I work in the gift shop after school. You should come by sometime.”
Darius didn’t know how to respond. He could only think of Manny mentioning his niece and threatening to kill anyone who even tried to talk to her.
“And don’t worry about my uncle Manny,” said Elladia, as if she knew what he was thinking. “I’ll protect you from him.”
Darius left the kitchen with a smile so big his face hurt. He had just met the most beautiful woman in the world. He felt like he was on fire and walking on clouds at the same time. If he could just get the courage to have a real conversation with Elladia, life would be perfect.




The following Monday, when Darius woke up, he rolled over and looked at his clock, then groaned. It was earlier than he had hoped. He started his day at the Super Justice Force Research Library. Located on the first floor of the main building—across from the gift shop—the library looked, at first glance, like a standard collection of books, periodicals, and movies. But the massive digital collection at the library was what made it one of the most impressive places Darius had ever been. Thousands of publications—maybe even millions—were stored in the digital files. It was supposedly the biggest digital library in the world. Darius could access any book he could think of on the library computers, the pages appearing on the monitor in front of him. He could read digital copies of classic comic books dating back to the adventures of the original Captain Freedom.
After his first trip, the library became Darius’s favorite place at HQ. The head librarian, Evelyn Bartee, was an older woman with long dreadlocks peppered with gray, and an ugly scar running down the left side of her face, hinting at some terrible tragedy in her past.
Evelyn Bartee called Darius “Mr. Logan,” and he called her “Ms. Evelyn.” She helped him set up an account on the library computers, in preparation for his online GED class. “Study hard, Mr. Logan,” said Ms. Evelyn. “There’s no such thing as too much knowledge.”
Ms. Evelyn reminded Darius a bit of his mother. It wasn’t that the two women looked alike—because they didn’t. It was just that Darius’s mother never stopped emphasizing the importance of education. “Ignorance is not an option for you, young man,” his mother would say. From the moment he started school, his mom expected nothing less than straight As.
As his life spun out of control over the years, his grades slipped. It was hard to get decent marks when you went to three different high schools in one year, and equally hard to worry about getting decent grades when living to see the next day was in question. Still, despite all that happened, Darius understood the importance of learning.
The Monday after the barbecue marked Darius’s first day in the online GED program. He spent two hours setting up his student account and doing coursework, and an hour reading My Life as a Do-Gooder: The Autobiography of Jacob Kirby, by the original Captain Freedom. With an hour until his mandatory meeting with Trang Nguyen, and feeling hungry, he headed to the employee cafeteria.
Because he couldn’t eat anywhere else—unless he cooked in his apartment, which he didn’t do—Darius ate all his meals in the employee cafeteria, making him the most regular customer. After his first week, he knew almost the entire staff of cooks and dishwashers at HQ. Ezekiel “EZ” Manigo ran the cafeteria. An old-school Chancer—one of the First Ten—EZ Manigo had moved his way up on the job and oversaw one of the biggest crews at SJF. More than a dozen members of the Manigo family worked for Super Justice Force, including EZ’s niece Desiree, whom Darius had met his first night on the job.
Darius sat by himself, as he did much of the time, having just started eating his lunch, when a small group came up to the table. “Mind if we join you?”
Darius’s heart pounded at the sight of Elladia standing by his table with three of her friends. His mouth dried up so much he had trouble swallowing his food. Breaking out in a cold sweat, part of him wanted to tell Elladia and her friends to go away. With her this close, he couldn’t concentrate on the simple things—like breathing. Instead, he choked down his food, said “Sure,” and tried to look as cool as possible, even though he knew that was impossible.
Elladia introduced Darius to her friends—Rayven, Lillette, and Chico. They all smiled politely and said how great it was to meet Darius, and he pretended it was great to meet them as well.
Darius wasn’t sure if Elladia’s friends were ignoring him, or if he had suddenly developed translucia dermatitis, rendering him invisible. Either way, he wasn’t part of the conversation, which was fine with him. It all had to do with television and fashion and music, none of which mattered to Darius. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d watched television, he owned only two pairs of pants—not counting his work uniform—and his taste in music had not progressed beyond what he’d listened to with his parents.
There was no denying the fact that Darius did not fit in with Elladia and her friends—not that he wanted to. He felt a certain disappointment, however, that Elladia would keep company with people like this, who could prattle on and on about nothing at all. But as the conversation dragged on, Darius noticed that Elladia barely said a word. She smiled, and nodded her head in agreement, and kept up the appearance of being part of the conversation, but she hardly said anything. From a distance, Elladia looked as though she belonged with these people. Up close, it was a different story.
I wonder if she thinks her friends are as boring and annoying as I do, Darius thought, smiling for the first time during the entire conversation.
Elladia noticed his smile, and the two of them made eye contact while her friends engaged in a heated exchange about who was being voted off this or that show. She smiled at him. It was a different smile than the one she gave her friends, and the only way anyone would ever notice the difference would be if they really paid attention to Elladia’s face.
It could have easily been a magical moment—the start of a great romance—except it was interrupted by a voice coming from directly behind Darius. “Darius Logan, you’re under arrest.”
Darius turned around to see Chuck Maslon, flanked on either side by two SJF security guards and four police officers.
“What’s going on?” Elladia asked.
“You shut your mouth, little lady,” said Maslon. “This doesn’t concern you.”
Darius thought about jabbing his fork into Maslon’s eye. What’s the worst they can do, arrest me?
“You can’t just come in here and arrest him. What’s the charge?” demanded Elladia.
“The charge against you, señorita, will be obstructing justice if you don’t shut up,” said Maslon.
One of the cops grabbed Darius by the shirt and hoisted him out of his chair. He shoved Darius up against the nearest wall, frisked him, and then slapped the handcuffs on.
He couldn’t cry, because even though Darius knew he would never see any of these people again, and that he was headed off to prison, he didn’t want them to think of him as some kind of sissy. The humiliation of the moment was bad enough—dragged off in handcuffs in front of everyone. In front of Elladia.
The cops pushed Darius forward, shoving him toward his new life in prison. Maslon got directly in Darius’s face. “This didn’t last long,” said Maslon, sounding satisfied.
From where he stood, Darius could have head-butted Maslon. I’d break his nose, Darius thought. At the very least, I could hack up a nasty loogie and spit it in his face.
Darius chose, instead, to not make things worse. He chose to not be the thug Maslon thought he was. It didn’t feel as good as kicking Maslon’s ass would’ve felt, but given the circumstances, it had to do.




By the time Darius arrived at the Twelfth Precinct with Maslon and the arresting officers, the others were already waiting. Maslon looked surprised to see Manny there, along with Dr. Sam, and both the lawyers—Ollie Porter and Ms. Oldham.
Manny flew into a rage, cutting loose with an incomprehensible string of profanity in both English and Spanish directed specifically at Maslon. Manny finished swearing, but his temper still burned hot. “I was asleep! Asleep! And my niece calls me, hysterical!”
“Who’s your niece?” Maslon demanded.
“She’s the one you told to shut up in the cafeteria,” growled Manny. For a moment, it seemed as if his supercriminal alter ego El Toro Loco was about to be unleashed. He could barely control himself. “You ever disrespect her like that again, and I’ll rip your head off ! You hear me?”
Dr. Sam tried to calm Manny down, but it did no good. Manny was furious. And it wasn’t just that Maslon had disrespected Elladia. Manny was angry that Darius had been taken away by the police. And the sight of Darius—his face bruised and bloody—only made Manny more livid.
After the cops escorted Darius out of HQ—through the front entrance for everyone to see—they put him in the back of a police cruiser. Before bringing him to the precinct, they stopped in an alley and worked him over, with Maslon watching in silence. Darius didn’t recognize any of the cops, but he knew what the beating was all about—it was payback for what had happened in Broke-land.
It had been one of the most terrifying moments of Darius’s life. Fists and feet slamming into him, Darius knowing that nothing could stop the cops from beating on him. He was pretty sure they’d broken one of his ribs, and two of his teeth were loose. He knew they could kill him if they wanted to—just shoot him and then say he resisted arrest. It wasn’t like he hadn’t resisted arrest before.
Nobody at the precinct said a word about the bruises. There were more pressing matters to discuss.
“What the hell is going on here?” asked Dr. Sam.
“He tried to escape,” said Maslon.
“When?” demanded Manny.
“On Saturday.”
“That’s a load of crap,” said Manny. “Darius was at Otto Rekker’s house with me and at least fifty other witnesses.”
“Is this true?” asked Ms. Oldham. She still had the same tired look she’d had less than three weeks earlier.
“I personally put through the authorization to allow him to leave HQ ,” said Manny.
“And I signed off on it,” said Dr. Sam. “I thought it would be good for Darius to socialize with fellow employees outside of work.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Ms. Oldham asked. She directed her question at Maslon, not bothering to hide the growing annoyance in her voice.
Maslon handed a piece of paper to Oldham, who had no idea what she was looking at.
“He was cleared to go from HQ to the residence of Otto Rekker, and that’s it,” said Maslon. He pointed at Darius like he was something less than human. “Security reports that he went somewhere else first, and stopped someplace he wasn’t authorized to stop.”
“Meaning what?” asked Ollie.
“Meaning he tried to escape,” said Maslon.
Manny fumed. He looked ready to kill Maslon. “Let’s see if I got this straight,” said Manny, his voice trembling with anger. “Darius left HQ, stopped somewhere on his way to Otto’s, and then returned to HQ—and you call that tryin’ to escape? He came back!”
“If he wasn’t trying to escape, then what was he doing?” demanded Maslon.
“Well, if he was tryin’ to escape, he’d be a complete moron for comin’ back,” said Manny. “This is ridiculous. Two L4s signed off on Darius leavin’ HQ . He didn’t try to escape.”
“Darius, where did you go on your way to Otto’s house?” asked Dr. Sam.
Darius didn’t want to talk about it. His grief and his mourning were not the business of anyone else—especially Maslon. But not saying anything would play into Maslon’s hands, and Darius wasn’t going to back down from the fight Maslon started. I can’t fight him with my fists, so I guess I’ll use words instead.
“I went to the cemetery,” said Darius, delivering his statement with the clarity of a right cross to the face.
“What cemetery?” asked Maslon, the tone in his voice condescending and accusatory.
“The cemetery. The one where my family is buried. It’s on the way to the Rekkers’ house,” Darius said. His words landed like an uppercut to the jaw.
An awkward silence filled the room, and it wasn’t broken until Ms. Oldham scooted her chair back and stood up. “Don’t ever waste my time like this again,” she growled at Maslon. Then she turned to Darius and handed him one of her business cards. “If you want to file charges against the officers that did this to you, call me. I will personally see to it that at the very least they lose their jobs.”
Darius had yet to see this side of Ms. Oldham, and he liked it. As she left, Maslon stopped her. “I want him arrested. End of story.”
“Get a life,” said Ms. Oldham.
“You don’t understand. I don’t want this punk at Super Justice Force!” Maslon shouted. He had passed the point of losing his cool, which brought Darius nothing but pleasure.
“You don’t understand, Chuck,” said a voice new to the room. “It’s not your place to get rid of Darius.”
Zander Boeman stood in the doorway to the interrogation room, looking like he had just strolled in on his way back from a day of surfing. He wore baggy shorts with an ugly floral pattern, flip-flops, and a T-shirt that said PARTY NAKED.
“What’re you doing here?” growled Maslon.
“Your boss, Captain Freedom, sent me,” said Z-Boe. “He’s stuck in a meeting, but he says if Darius isn’t back within the hour, you’re fired.”
Maybe it was because Z-Boe wore flip-flops that were being held together by duct tape, or maybe it was because he hated Darius for some inexplicable reason, but either way, Maslon refused to admit defeat. He wanted Darius gone from SJF and sent to jail. That was it. End of story.
“You have no right to take him back,” said Maslon.
“You can talk to the big guy about that,” said Z-Boe. He stood aside while the others cleared the room, giving Darius a high five when he passed. Z-Boe leaned in close to Maslon so no one else could hear. “Forget Manny, or Jake Kirby, or anyone else. You mess with that kid again, and I’ll kill you. And I do mean kill—as in dead.”




Everyone is looking at me, Darius thought when he returned to HQ a little after nine at night.
Maslon and the cops had taken him away just before two that afternoon, and when they escorted him out of the building, his hands cuffed behind his back, very few people at SJF knew Darius Logan. By the time he returned, his face bruised and swollen, the rumors had started to swirl.
There was a time when Darius would have felt self-conscious about so many people staring at him. But something about the attention felt good.
A few hours after returning from the police station, Darius reported to work as if nothing had happened. He was greeted by stares and smiles, sneers and nods.
“You’re somebody now,” said Manny.
“Maybe I’m somebody today,” said Darius, “but it won’t be long before I go back to being a nobody.”
“I don’t think so,” said Manny. “Do you know how many Chancers have been bullied by Maslon and his Long Arms? But he didn’t get away with it with you. You’re a legend, man.”
“Manny, I don’t want to be a legend,” Darius said.
“Too late,” said Manny with a smile and shrug. And just as Manny had predicted, within a week the incident had become something of a legend at SJF headquarters.
Of course, the fact that Manny talked about it all the time had a lot to do with the story reaching mythic proportions so quickly. Manny especially liked telling the story during his four-in-the-morning lunch breaks with Darius, which had turned into small social gatherings with their fellow employees. And every time Manny told the story, it became more outrageous.
Hearing the story over and over again embarrassed Darius, though it was fun to hear the different ways Manny would exaggerate the details. Most of the people who joined Darius and Manny on their daily lunch breaks were other Chancers, all of whom had had nasty encounters with Chuck Maslon and his Long Arms. But there were others who stopped by for the “Darius and Manny Show,” including heroes like Lady Ixchel, Black Fist, Rocky Feldman, and Zander Boeman.
Z-Boe became the most regular audience member of the “Darius and Manny Show,” as he joined the two during their lunch break nearly every morning. Sometimes, it was just the three of them—Darius, Zander, and Manny—breaking bread and making conversation. Darius preferred it when it was just the three of them, even though he did more listening than talking.
When he wasn’t recounting Darius’s epic battle with Maslon and the police, Manny talked about the job. He was, after all, the one training Darius, and every day Manny made sure he “dropped knowledge bombs.” These were the things Darius needed to know to effectively do his job, and after every knowledge bomb dropped by Manny, Darius became more confused.
“I just don’t know if I can do it,” Darius said. “Seriously, I don’t know what I’m doing.” He had been uncertain about his ability to do the job expected of him when he started at Super Justice Force, and weeks into his employment, little had changed.
“Bro, what makes you think any of us knows for sure what we’re doing?” Z-Boe asked during one of Darius’s moments of self-doubt.
“You’re a member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. You’ve been all over the universe and had all kinds of adventures,” said Darius. “You’re an intergalactic superhero. I’m seventeen.”
Zander held up his hands, showing off the glowing bands of energy around his wrists. “You see these?” Z-Boe asked. “I got these when I was younger than you. I grew up at the Enceladus Colony on Saturn’s moon—my parents were scientists stationed there. They were killed during the Battle of Enceladus. I survived because a Mhadra Turas chose me and bonded with me, making me the youngest member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. Zander Boeman, sixteen-year-old war orphan, chosen to help protect the universe for the rest of his life.”
“I’m sorry,” said Darius. “I didn’t know any of that.”
“It’s okay, bro,” Zander said. “The point I’m getting at is that life throws things at you and it can feel overwhelming. Hell, it is overwhelming. But you figure out what’s happening in the moment, you learn what needs to be done, and then you handle it.”
“Good to know it’s that easy,” said Darius, half joking.




It took a few weeks for people to lose interest in what happened between Darius and Chuck Maslon, but eventually everyone found other things to gossip about. In the meantime, Darius went on with his life, taking great care to stay out of trouble.
Because of what happened, Trang Nguyen and Dr. Sam decided it would be best for Darius to start with his court-mandated community service sooner rather than later. “The busier we keep you, the less likely Maslon is to find an excuse to make your life difficult,” said Dr. Sam. “Besides, I think E.S.T.E.A.M. will be good for you.”
“Esteem, like self-esteem?” Darius said.
“No, E-S-T-E-A-M,” said Dr. Sam. “It’s a Saturday afternoon program that operates out of the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center. Kid Spectacular took over E.S.T.E.A.M. about five years ago, and it’s been his program ever since.”
Barry Hampton, known to the world as Kid Spectacular, had been one of the most popular heroes in the world. His powers manifested when he was only thirteen, and after a few high-profile adventures, he was thrust into the national spotlight. He got a major sponsorship deal, a television series, and his own line of comics and action figures.
By the time he was sixteen, Kid Spectacular had become one of the most successful superheroes in the business. He only dated supermodels and famous actresses, and every bit of merchandise with his name and likeness became a bestseller—even Kid Spectacular acne cream and Kid Spectacular toothpaste. But his success and popularity did not last.
Rumors of a violent temper were compounded by talk of drug and alcohol problems, and after a series of unfortunate instances—many of which happened on live television—Barry Hampton’s life, and his career as Kid Spectacular, spiraled out of control. Kicked out of Super Justice Force, dropped by his sponsors, and his show canceled, Kid Spectacular lost everything.
For almost three years, there had been no word from Kid Spectacular. Other than the occasional tabloid news story, no one was interested in him anymore. Then, on his twenty-second birthday, Barry Hampton went into rehab. Suddenly, Kid Spectacular was all over the news again. A reality series, Getting Straight with Kid Spectacular, became one of the highest-rated shows on television, and the Kid was reborn.
At first, he tried to rebrand himself as Mr. Spectacular, but the media and the public refused to call him anything other than Kid. He was never as popular as he had been in his glory days, but he never tried to be. Instead of trying to reclaim his place in the spotlight, Kid Spectacular dedicated himself to causes he believed in, most notably E.S.T.E.A.M.
Dr. Sam described E.S.T.E.A.M. as being a “program for young metahumans.” A vague description at best, it gave Darius no clue to what his Saturday afternoons had in store for him. Not that it mattered; Darius was required to perform community service, and while he was not thrilled at the thought of babysitting metahumans no matter their age, Darius kept his lack of enthusiasm to himself. Besides, there are worse things I could be stuck doing on a Saturday, he thought.
The first thing Darius noticed about the kids in E.S.T.E.A.M. was that they were all young—the oldest could not have been more than ten years old—and they were all “different.” Even for metahumans, these kids were different. Nearly all of them had extreme mutations that at best made some of them appear not quite human, and at worst made some look like they were monsters.
With no training or explanation of what was expected of him, Darius simply did whatever Kid Spectacular asked of him. On his first day as a volunteer for E.S.T.E.A.M., Darius spent most of his time chasing after the arms of a young girl whose limbs randomly detached from her body and scurried around the room. “I’m sorry,” said the girl every time Darius returned with a runaway appendage.
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” said Darius, returning the girl’s left arm for the third time in as many minutes.
“My arms have minds of their own, and I can’t control them,” said the girl, clearly embarrassed by her mutation. “My left arm is the worst. Her name is Lefty, and she never behaves.”
Darius stared at Lefty, trying not to freak out and, more importantly, doing his best to not let the girl see him freak out. “Is that true, Lefty? Do you never behave?” Darius asked the arm.
Lefty gave Darius a thumbs-up and the girl laughed. “She likes you,” giggled the girl. “Lefty doesn’t like anyone—most people yell at her.”
“My name is Darius, and I promise to not yell at Lefty or Righty,” said Darius.
The right hand of the girl snapped its fingers, as if it was trying to say something. “My right arm’s name is Shuggy,” said the girl.
“Sorry about that, Shuggy,” Darius said. “I won’t make that mistake again.”
Shuggy gave Darius the “okay” sign.
“My name is Mira,” said the girl. “Thank you for being so nice to Lefty and Shuggy.”
It was impossible for Darius to figure out exactly what the E.S.T.E.A.M. program was all about—or what it stood for—but by the time they were done for the day, he’d met all the kids. What Darius initially saw as a group of metahumans with extreme mutations had, in just over four hours, become a group of kids.
“You did great with the kids,” said Kid Spectacular as he and Darius walked from the School back to the Tower. “It can be really difficult to find people who are comfortable around them.”
“The kids are cool,” said Darius. “I don’t really know what I’m doing, but I’ll figure it out.”
“There’s nothing to figure out,” said Kid Spectacular. “E.S.T.E.A.M. is all about creating an environment where the kids get to just be kids, without any judgment because of their mutations. Whoever started the program wrote a manual with a list of activities, exercises, and affirmations, but I stopped using it after the first six months. That was five years ago, and now we just make it up as we go along.”
“And nobody says anything?” Darius asked.
“The program is all about helping the kids develop the skills to feel better about themselves when the rest of the world treats them like freaks and monsters—Enlightenment Strength Truth Empathy Among Metahumans,” said Kid Spectacular. “Will you be back next weekend?”
“Volunteering is part of my community service,” said Darius.
“No offense, but if all you’re doing is fulfilling community service hours, this isn’t going to be the right fit for you,” said Kid Spectacular. “I know it seems like you’re babysitting a bunch of metahumans, but it is so much more than that. I can’t tell you how many volunteers we’ve had who were just going through the motions, but the kids always know. They know when someone really cares, and that’s what they need.”
“I’ll be here next week,” said Darius.




Meetings with his status supervisor, volunteer hours performing community service, and mandatory counseling sessions all took up a significant part of Darius’s week. Meetings with Trang Nguyen never lasted long, and Darius looked forward to them, in part because he was fascinated by how many different pairs of gloves she wore over her invisible hands. And much to his surprise, Darius enjoyed the hours he spent volunteering for E.S.T.E.A.M. His two weekly counseling sessions were a different story.
Counseling sessions with Dr. Sam were meant to help Darius adjust to his life in Second Chance, deal with the challenges of being an employee of SJF, and overcome the various issues that led him to a life of crime. The thing Dr. Sam and the other counselors didn’t seem to understand was that Darius had never been a career criminal.
Darius was, by his own self-assessment, a “criminal by necessity.” With a decent roof over his head, a nice place to sleep, and food to eat, his necessities were taken care of. I don’t need to be rehabilitated the way guys like Otto and Manny and the other Chancers need to be rehabilitated,
because I’m not like them. Still, Darius went along with the therapy sessions because they were required, and only moderately annoying. The same thing couldn’t be said about the group counseling sessions for Second Chance participants.
Once a week, Darius attended meetings with other Chancers, where they all sat around and talked about their lives and the problems that plagued them. At least the others talked. Darius had little to say, chiming in just enough to maintain the appearance of participating.
Darius always went to meetings led by Theo “Butchie” Pirro, in part because Darius liked and respected Butchie. A seasoned veteran among Chancers, Butchie started out as a Scrubber back before the term even existed, eventually transferring to Surveillance and Observation, or SAO. After completing the Second Chance program, Butchie remained at Super Justice Force, helping others get through the program. Other Chancers loved him, but Chuck Maslon hated him. Maslon felt Butchie had a habit of “looking the other way” when it came to Chancers violating the rules of conduct.
It took only one meeting for Darius to know that he hated group sessions. He didn’t fully understand the point of the sessions. This is just a bunch of people whining about their problems and calling it therapy.
For twelve weeks and counting, Darius listened to the endless stream of complaints about nagging wives, disrespectful children, and incompetent coworkers. Everyone would pat one another on the back, and say that everything would be okay, and Darius would want to scream at all of them.
The most annoying member of the group sessions had to be a guy named Francis Feeney. His “professional” name, as he liked to say, was the Safecracker.
The Safecracker? That’s the worst supercriminal name of all time, Darius thought every time he heard the name. That’s like calling yourself the Bank Robber or the Carjacker.
Darius knew nothing about Francis Feeney’s ability to crack safes, but his inability to avoid being arrested was evident. Francis served seven years before being paroled and accepted into Second Chance. His biggest problem, aside from a bad choice in a professional name, was his status as a Scrubber. Every counseling session, he whined about the same things. “I’m the Safecracker,” he would say. “Do you know how many safes I’ve cracked? And now I’m stuck mopping floors for a living. That shows you there’s no justice in this world.”
After four months of hearing the same thing, Darius couldn’t take it anymore. “What’s your problem?” asked Darius.
“What do you mean?” responded the Safecracker.
“Everyone in this group is here because we got caught doing something we weren’t supposed to do, and now we’re moving on with our lives,” said Darius. “When are you gonna shut up, man up, and move on with your life? You’re not the Safecracker anymore; you’re the Scrubber now. Deal with it.”
It was the most Darius had said in any of the group counseling sessions.
“Who do you think you are?” demanded the Safecracker.
“I’m the guy who’s sick of you whining every week about how you were the Safecracker, and now you’re stuck mopping floors,” said Darius. “And I bet if you asked everyone else in this group, they’d say the same thing.”
Everyone in the group murmured in agreement, only making the Safecracker angrier.
“No one is forcing you to mop floors,” said Darius. “You could always quit. Go crack a safe or two and make enough to retire on. Oh, wait … I forgot. You can crack a safe, but you can’t keep from getting caught.”
That was it. Darius pushed the right button, everyone else in the group laughed, and Francis Feeney flew out of his chair in a rage.
Let him hit you first, Darius told himself. That way it’ll be self-defense.
The Safecracker grabbed Darius by his shirt, yanking him out of his chair. Then the Safecracker threw the most pathetic punch Darius had ever seen. Darius easily blocked the punch, and followed up by delivering a punch of his own to Francis’s face. The Safecracker dropped to the floor, knocked cold.
The rest of the guys in the group applauded Darius. None of them liked the Safecracker’s whining either.
Butchie reported the incident, but his statement made it very clear that Francis Feeney threw the first punch and that Darius Logan acted in self-defense. Everyone in the group backed up Butchie’s story, which should have been enough to quash any inquiry. It wasn’t enough, however, to stop Chuck Maslon from calling for a full investigation. Maslon hoped the incident would be enough to get Darius kicked out of Second Chance, but he was wrong.
The day after Darius knocked Francis “the Safecracker” Feeney cold, Butchie found Darius in the library doing coursework for his GED. Butchie had seen Darius in action before—seen the way he handled two guys in a fight. He’d also read Darius’s file, and knew about some of the other fights—like the one that landed him in juvenile detention. But Butchie hadn’t said anything to Darius, because there had been no need. All of that changed when Darius clocked Francis.
“We both know that Mr. Safecracker was a pain in the ass. And ya only did what we’s all wanted to do,” said Butchie. “But you’s and me both know that ya made it happen.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Darius.
“Don’t talk to me like I’m some kinda freakin’ moron. You were lookin’ for a fight and ya got one.”
“That’s crazy,” Darius said. “Why would I want to start a fight?”
“Maybe ’cause it’s what ya do best. It’s the one way ya know to get yer point across. And in the world ya came from—the world out there—it might’ve worked. But here, in this world, guys like you and me, who talk with these”—Butchie held up his fists for Darius to see—“we gotta find a better way to say what’s on our minds.”
Butchie’s words made sense. No one ever listened to Darius when he talked, but he definitely had ways of getting his point across. Darius had reached a point in his life where it was easier to express himself with a few well-placed blows to the face, instead of words that could be easily ignored.
“Promise me, you ain’t gonna go startin’ no more fights,” said Butchie.
“I promise.”
True to his word, Darius didn’t get into any more fights in the group counseling sessions. At the same time, he still hardly said a word during the meetings. But fortunately, neither did the Safecracker.




Although Chuck Maslon had called for an investigation of the incident between Darius and the Safecracker, his plans were derailed by an escape at Lieber Island Maximum Security Super Penitentiary. The most high-tech prison on the planet, Lieber Island hosted some of the most dangerous criminals and villains of all time. Located on a man-made island accessible only by either a single bridge or a helicopter, the prison had been called escape-proof—a claim that proved to be incorrect.
Twenty-seven convicts escaped Lieber Island Maximum Security Super Penitentiary, including Squid Vicious, Madame Melancholy, Bo Constrictor, Flying Guillotine, Billygoat Gruff, and at least three members of the Masters of D.E.A.T.H.—all of whom had vowed to destroy Super Justice Force at one time or another.
Two weeks after the breakout from Lieber Island, less than half the escaped convicts had been caught, resulting in round-the-clock chaos at SJF headquarters. Stixx and Stone, a husband-and-wife crime-fighting team from the Chicago branch of Super Justice Force, came to town to help out. Teen Justice Force got called into action, as did auxiliary SJF members Slapious Maximus, Invisiguardian, and Joe Smith—the most unoriginally named hero ever. Meanwhile, Operations Crew became swamped. Resources were spread thin as employees worked overtime to make sure Super Justice Force ran smoothly while also protecting headquarters from possible threats.
Because of his lack of experience in emergency situations, and because he was facing an investigation for allegedly assaulting the Safecracker, Darius found himself placed in a series of low-security positions. “Don’t worry, these assignments are just temporary,” Manny said to Darius as they finished their regular meal break.
“I get it. I never should’ve hit the Safecracker. And I get that I’m a trainee with no real experience, and I don’t know what I’m doing,” said Darius. “But mopping the floors over at the School really sucks.”
It took more than five minutes for Darius to walk from the employee cafeteria to the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center by way of the tunnels that connected all the buildings of headquarters. Instead of making the trek back to the School via underground passages, Darius opted to cut through the park, where he could enjoy the predawn moonlight and relative quiet of a sleeping city before getting back to mopping floors.
Darius reached the rear entrance of the School when something unusual across the street caught his attention—dozens of tiny red lights, close to the ground, glowing in the dark. He began to move closer to investigate, but stopped when he remembered that the STATU around his ankle meant he could only venture so far from the designated boundaries of HQ.
From where he stood, Darius couldn’t be sure what he was seeing, but with each passing second, there were more and more red lights that seemed to be coming from underneath the sidewalk. I swear, that’s an army of rats, Darius thought as panic began to set in. Nothing terrified Darius more than rats, and the possibility of dozens of them staring at him from across the street filled him with dread.
“What am I looking at here?” Darius asked out loud as he pointed his Personal Communication Unit at the red lights. By now, there were hundreds of the lights—lights that Darius was convinced were actually the glowing eyes of man-eating rats.
The internal scanner of his PCU confirmed Darius’s worst fear—the lights were in fact the eyes of rats. Darius couldn’t be sure if the rats were the man-eating kind, but that didn’t matter in the moment. Rats are rats, and there are too many of those damn things.
Rats hadn’t scared Darius until he lived underground in the abandoned subway tunnels of the Broke. He’d heard the stories about giant rats that attacked people, but he’d always thought it was just an urban legend—like the alligators in the sewers. And though Darius couldn’t speak to the alligators, as he had never seen one, he did see giant rats during his time in the Caves. One such rat had attacked Darius, taking a chunk out of his leg and leaving behind a scar as a reminder of their encounter.
Out of fear and curiosity, Darius used his PCU to access the main HQ surveillance data to figure out how many rats there were across the street. His heart skipped a bit as he read the data. There were large groups of rats clustered at every sewer grating surrounding SJF headquarters, and tens of thousands more gathering in the sewers below.
Panic began to set in as Darius’s imagination ran wild. “It’s an invasion,” he whispered to himself. “Or am I just being ridiculous?”
Darius’s fear of rats was compounded by the fear of his own uncertainty. I don’t know what to do, he thought, trying to recall if any of Manny’s knowledge bombs covered possible rat invasions. Try as he might, Darius couldn’t remember any pearls of wisdom from Manny that might be applicable. But he did remember something Zander Boeman said: “You figure out what’s happening in the moment, you learn what needs to be done, and then you handle it.”
Letting go of his fears, Darius concentrated his thinking on Z-Boe’s advice. I know what’s happening. There are a lot of rats gathering around headquarters. It may be an invasion, or I may be losing my mind. But the only way to find out which it is is to do something.
Using his PCU, Darius initiated a Code Yellow security sweep. Utilizing more elaborate safety protocols than usual, Code Yellow was only for suspected security breaches. And if Darius was wrong about the ever-growing army of rats—if he was simply being irrational—calling in a Code Yellow would make him look like a fool.




Darius never set out to save the lives of hundreds, if not thousands, of his fellow SJF employees. But that’s exactly what he did when he initiated the Code Yellow security sweep. Utilizing powerful microsensors, the Code Yellow sweep detected biomechanical parts hidden within the organic exterior of the rats gathering in the streets and sewers surrounding Super Justice Force HQ.
The rats were part of a sinister plot by serial bomber Boom-Boom Kaboom to destroy SJF headquarters using bioengineered rats, an idea he got from reading about a similar plan used by the British against Nazi Germany. Boom-Boom Kaboom had been working on his plot for more than a year and decided to take advantage of the chaos and confusion caused by the escape at Lieber Island Maximum Security Super Penitentiary.
Each rat had been created in a lab, grown with small explosive charges grafted into its tissue, turning it into a walking bomb that could be remotely controlled by microprocessors implanted in the brain. Calling his explosive rats “rodentia-gobooms,” Boom-Boom Kaboom unleashed the creatures in the sewer system nearly two miles away from SJF headquarters, programming them to gather around the facilities, before deploying them to various locations directly beneath HQ. Once all the rodentia-gobooms were in place, he planned to detonate them simultaneously, which would ensure the destruction of headquarters and likely kill everyone inside.
Part of the plan was ingenious in that each rodentia-goboom was a mix of organic material and biomechanics that could not be detected by conventional scanners as anything other than normal rodents. But the flaw in Kaboom’s plan was that he used too many of the biomechanical rodents. The rats that caught Darius’s attention had climbed up to the street because the sewers were too packed.
From the time Darius noticed the unusual number of rats and started freaking out, to the time he initiated a Code Yellow, to the time the microsensors detected the biomechanical parts of the rodentia-gobooms, to the time the security system automatically initiated a Code Red, less than a minute had passed. And because Boom-Boom Kaboom had yet to dispatch his rodentia-gobooms to their final locations to be detonated, there was still time to thwart his nefarious plan.
Because of his actions, Darius prevented a major catastrophe. Back at O3C, his coworkers hailed him as a hero, with slaps on the back, handshakes, and high fives. Manny beamed with pride, telling anyone who would listen, “I trained him.”
Darius didn’t tell anyone about the overwhelming terror he felt when he first saw the glowing red eyes of the rodentia-gobooms. As far as he was concerned, his was not an act of bravery. Everything I did was out of fear.
The only people Darius told the truth to were his two closest friends, Manny Ortiz and Zander Boeman.
Manny and Z-Boe both laughed as Darius confessed his “irrational panic” to them.
“I could be wrong, but I don’t think it can be considered irrational panic if the danger is real,” said Z-Boe.
“But I didn’t know the rats were actually bombs,” said Darius. “If I was wrong, I would’ve looked like a fool.”
“We all look like fools from time to time, hermano,” Manny said. “But you weren’t a fool for what you did. Your gut told you something was wrong, and you followed through on that feeling. You saved a lot of people, not because you were freaked out by thousands of rats, but because you trusted your instincts.”
With everyone singing the praises of Darius, the investigation of the incident with Francis “the Safecracker” Feeney was dropped. Shortly after he saved the day, Darius was moved up from Level One security status to Level Two. The way he handled the situation with the rodentia-gobooms convinced Manny to move Darius up in rank, making him one of only two employees to ever move up in security ranking in less than five months.




Every now and then, Darius sat in the employee cafeteria listening to Manny, Zander Boeman, and Lady Ixchel swap stories of their bad luck when it came to dating and failed relationships. Darius took to calling the trio the Broken-Hearts Club, a name they embraced. Occasionally, others would participate in the Broken-Hearts Club, but the core members were Manny, Z-Boe, and Lady Ixchel, with Darius saying nothing as he had never been on a date, let alone been in a failed relationship.
Each of the three core members of the Broken-Hearts Club had their own issues with dating, love, and romance. Manny seldom dated, using his busy work schedule and raising Elladia as an excuse for being alone. Lady Ixchel’s problems with romance were more complicated. The metahuman descendant of a Mayan goddess, Lady Ixchel was considered the most beautiful and desired woman in the world. Men and women wanted her because of her looks, but no one seemed interested in who Lady Ixchel was as a person.
Z-Boe’s biggest problem maintaining a relationship had to do with his responsibilities as a member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps, which often had him away from Earth for weeks, sometimes months at a time. Having returned from a brief mission on the far side of the universe, Zander discovered his current boyfriend had moved out of their apartment in the Tower, leaving no one to care for Z-Boe’s plants or his fishlike alien pets.
“I can’t believe he moved out and didn’t say a word,” said Z-Boe. “What if I didn’t come back to Earth when I did? What would have happened to Jackie, Jermaine, Marlon, Tito, and Michael? They need to be fed every four days.”
Jackie, Jermaine, Marlon, Tito, and Michael were the names of Z-Boe’s pet Vissoam aqua-singers, alien creatures that lived in water and looked more like miniature dragons than anything else. Known for the melodic noises they made that sounded like humming, aqua-singers could be taught to harmonize specific songs. Zander taught his pets to “sing” nothing but Jackson 5 songs.
“You can get someone from MAS to come by and water the plants and feed your singing fish,” said Manny.
“Bro, they aren’t fish, they’re Vissoam aqua-singers,” said Z-Boe. “And they’re my babies. I can’t trust their care to just anyone.”
“If you want, I can feed them when you’re not around,” said Darius.
Darius soon began caring for Z-Boe’s aqua-singers, all five of which had colorful wings, each with its own elaborate patterns. Darius couldn’t figure out which one was which, but that didn’t stop him from taking seriously the responsibility of feeding the fishlike creatures.
Caring for Z-Boe’s pets was one of many new responsibilities. Having been permanently assigned to SAO and moved up to a higher security status, Darius had more than his share of things to do—enough to keep him busy more often than not. I like it this way, he said to himself. After all, work is all I really have.
Despite the praise and respect of his coworkers, not to mention the friendships he’d formed with Z-Boe, Manny, and others, Darius’s life was dictated by a very specific set of rules that limited much of his freedom. But rather than focus on what he could not do, Darius focused his energy on doing all he could do.
When he wasn’t working, fulfilling his community service hours, attending counseling and group therapy, or feeding Jackie, Jermaine, Marlon, Tito, and Michael, Darius spent a significant amount of time in the library, either working on his GED or simply reading. He read everything, but his love was comic books and graphic novels.
Darius became obsessed with the difference between the superheroes he read about and those same heroes in real life. But his obsession with superheroes was overshadowed by his obsession with supervillains. When he was a kid, Darius hadn’t read many issues of Supercriminal Showcase or Tales of Villainy, but now those became his favorite books. Both comics featured stories of supercriminals threatening the world or pulling off some major crime, and they all ended the same—with the bad guy getting caught and a “crime doesn’t pay” message at the end. There were no fewer than fifty issues of Supercriminal Showcase dedicated to the crimes of Otto Rekker, who had become one of Darius’s closest friends. The same was true of Manny, whose exploits as El Toro Loco filled the pages of Tales of Villainy. Darius even found an issue of Tales of Villainy with a backup story called “Muscle for Hire,” and though he couldn’t be sure, he suspected the character had been based on Butchie.
Darius spent as much time as he could at the library, but the books, comics, computers, and Internet were only part of the reason he enjoyed being there. If he sat in the right spot in the library, Darius could see across the main lobby and into the gift shop, where he could catch a glimpse of Elladia, Manny’s niece, walking past on the days she worked.
He felt stupid, almost like a crazed stalker, desperately looking up from his books in the hopes of seeing her for a brief moment. He longed for the courage to say something, anything to her. Instead, he just got mad at himself for being such a coward, justifying his fear because of Manny’s threats to kill anyone who even looked at Elladia. And the stories he heard during gatherings of the Broken-Hearts Club did nothing to build his confidence.
Besides, there’s no way she would ever go for a guy like me, he would tell himself.




Adjusting to his new life at Super Justice Force HQ was more than getting used to a new sleep schedule, reporting to mandatory meetings, peeing into a cup twice a week for his drug tests, and spending time at the library, hoping to catch a glimpse of Elladia. With each passing day, Darius found himself drawn more and more into the lives of those around him and feeling more and more like he was part of something.
Darius’s new sense of belonging became most apparent when Thanksgiving rolled around. He had been at Super Justice Force for almost six months, saved HQ from being destroyed by Boom-Boom Kaboom, and moved up in security clearance in record time. He had gotten to know many of the superheroes he’d read about in comic books, and even had people he honestly considered friends. But it wasn’t until he was granted special clearance to leave the confines of SJF headquarters and attend a holiday dinner at the home of Otto and Anna Rekker that Darius began to fully comprehend how much his life had changed.
It had been nine years since he last had a Thanksgiving dinner. His parents were still alive then, his mother pregnant with his baby brother. A few months after that came The Attack, followed by years of not being thankful for anything.
Otto Rekker invited Darius over for the holiday, although it was more a demand. Darius sat between Reinier and Aziza Rekker, Otto and Anna’s children. Gathered around the rest of the table were Manny and Elladia Ortiz, Lady Ixchel, and Kaebel Kaine, better known to the world as Nightwatcher. Because he was a strict vegetarian, Anna had prepared a tofu turkey for Nightwatcher, which Otto took great pleasure in teasing him about. “Real men eat meat,” he said.
Before they started eating, Otto stood at the head of the table, tapping his fork against his metal hand. It made an odd clanging sound that almost sounded like a bell. “We want to give thanks for all that we have in our lives—family, food, and friends in abundance. We’ve all been through bad times, but they’ve been outweighed by the good. We’re thankful for the second chances that have been given to all of us and have brought us together as a family. Amen.”
I couldn’t have said it better myself, thought Darius, thankful for second chances and Second Chance.
After dinner, Darius helped clear the table. Without realizing it, he found himself alone in the kitchen with Elladia. His heart raced and he became flushed. Keep cool, he told himself. But keeping cool this close to Elladia was impossible.
“Hey,” said Darius.
“Hey,” replied Elladia. “You enjoy dinner?”
“Yeah. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a Thanksgiving dinner. Not since The—”
Darius cut himself off. He never talked about The Attack. Pretty much never mentioned it out loud. That’s just how he was.
“I lost my parents too,” said Elladia. “Luckily, I had Uncle Manny to take care of me.”
“He says the same thing about you,” said Darius. “You had each other, and that’s a good thing.”
“Uncle Manny says you’ve been studying for your GED,” said Elladia. “How’s that been going?”
“It’s been weird—taking classes by myself, but I’m glad I got to do it,” said Darius. “I just took my last test.”
“So does that mean you won’t be hanging out at the library anymore?” Elladia asked.
“I’m going to take some more classes—you know—some online college classes,” Darius said. “I mean, the classes are free, and I don’t have anything else to do in my spare time.”
“You know, the library is right across from the gift shop. In fact, you can see right into the gift shop if you sit at the right spot,” said Elladia.
Darius’s face flushed in embarrassment. Oh crap, she knows I’ve been spying on her from the library. She must think I’m some kind of psycho. Please, don’t let her tell Manny—he’ll kill me.
“It’s not that far of a walk from the library to the gift shop. You should make the trip one of these days,” said Elladia. “Maybe you could come by when I’m on break, and we could have lunch together.”
She went back to washing the dishes as Darius rushed out of the kitchen. He had just had his longest conversation ever with Elladia, and it had taken its toll on him.




After Thanksgiving, as Christmas neared, Darius celebrated his six-month anniversary in Second Chance. He’d received nothing but positive job performance reviews from Manny and had been named both New Employee of the Month and Operations Crew Employee of the Month. With the exception of Chuck Maslon, everyone was happy for Darius, especially Dr. Sam.
“Your success in Second Chance has been truly remarkable, Darius,” Dr. Sam said to him during a counseling session. “We’re finally at a place where we can take this program into a proactive phase and help people sooner rather than later. And a lot of that has to do with you.”
“Thanks,” said Darius. “I can’t tell you how much all of this means to me.”
Darius was sincere in his gratitude, and he had every reason to feel good about himself, to feel a sense of pride at how he’d overcome his self-doubts. My life is good. I’ve turned things around. My parents would be proud of everything I’ve done, he thought to himself. But why do I feel like something is wrong?
It took the fast-approaching Christmas holidays and his developing relationship with the family of Otto Rekker for Darius to realize what was nagging at him.
Twice a week, Anna Rekker dropped Reinier and Aziza off at the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center for an afterschool art program. The sessions would be over nearly an hour before Otto got off work, and Reinier and Aziza always ended up at the library, doing their homework while waiting for their father. Darius helped Reinier with his math, and Aziza with her social studies. Spending time with the Rekker children nearly every week, Darius became their “Uncle Big D.” Reinier regularly invited Darius over to read comic books, and Aziza, who had a crush on Darius, asked him to the zoo, the movies, bowling, and ice-skating.
“Sorry. I’m not allowed to leave HQ without special permission,” said Darius every time one of the kids invited him to do something. He would smile and show them the tracking device around his ankle, and then Darius would jokingly say, “I’m a prisoner.”
As with Thanksgiving dinner, Darius got special permission to leave HQ to attend the holiday school play, where Reinier played a donkey and Aziza was in the choir. After the play, despite the bitter cold of early December, everyone went out for ice cream. It never occurred to Darius that the ice-cream parlor wasn’t on the pre-approved agenda submitted for his leave, so it never entered his mind that he could get in trouble over a scoop of pralines and cream.
As Otto pulled the family minivan up to the employee entrance of HQ to drop off Darius, he noticed Chuck Maslon and a team of Long Arms. They stood outside in the freezing cold, looking like they were getting ready to defend HQ from an impending attack by the Ad-Ahlen Empire. “Why are these clowns standing outside in the cold?” asked Otto.
In an instant, Darius knew what was happening. “They’re waiting for me.”
“Why would they be waiting for you?” asked Anna.
“Because I messed up,” said Darius, starting to laugh. This is so ridiculous.
“I don’t understand what’s going on,” said Anna. Otto had told her that Maslon had it out for Darius, but she never fully understood the extent of it.
“It’s the ice cream,” explained Darius.
Otto let out a steady stream of obscenities that would shock anyone other than his family, who were all used to his poetic swearing. “The ice-cream place wasn’t on the pre-approved agenda we filed for Big D’s leave,” said Otto.
“No, it wasn’t,” Darius said, still laughing, fighting to not swear in front of Aziza and Reinier. Swearing in front of the kids is Otto’s job.
“Why didn’t you say something?” asked Otto.
“I didn’t think of it,” said Darius.
“Wait a minute,” said Anna. “You’re telling me that Darius is in trouble over ice cream?”
Aziza and Reinier joined their mother in expressing their disbelief, while Otto continued to swear, unbuckled his seat belt, and started to open the car door.
“Otto, don’t do this,” Darius said. “I’ll deal with it.”
“I’m just going to have a word with Maslon,” said Otto.
“Anything you say can and will be used against me,” Darius said, trying to sound funny. “So let me handle this. Promise me you’ll keep your cool.”
“Oh, he’s going to keep his cool,” said Anna. “You have my word on that, Darius. I’m not about to let Otto do anything that’s going to leave our children traumatized.”
Chuck Maslon impatiently waited for Darius to get out of the Rekkers’ minivan. Rather than have Darius hauled away by the police, which had backfired on him last time, Maslon had another plan in mind. “Darius Logan, you’re charged with attempting to escape from this facility,” Maslon said.
“It’s freezing out here,” Darius responded. “How come you’re not wearing a coat? I mean, you don’t have to prove to me how cold-blooded you are.”
Two of the security guards with Maslon laughed out loud at Darius’s insult, while three others visibly smiled. Maslon was far from amused, which only made Darius feel better. I might be in trouble, but seeing him this angry almost makes it worth it.
After being confined to his apartment for twenty-four hours, Darius was called before a special review panel to face Maslon’s charges of an escape attempt. It was a pathetic move on Maslon’s part, and despite the protests of others that came to Darius’s defense, the decision was handed down that he would no longer be granted any sort of personal leave. Even with the STATU monitoring his every move and the approval of L4 supervisors, Darius could not leave HQ under any circumstances.
Maslon had his small victory, which only served to win more people to Darius’s side. There were even Long Arms who had trouble siding with their boss. For Darius, the ice-cream incident provided the answer to the nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right.
I’m a prisoner, Darius realized. He’d made jokes about it with Aziza and Reinier Rekker, but it wasn’t really a joke, and the result of the review panel made it painfully clear.
This place is way better than a real prison, but it’s still a prison, Darius told himself, and I can’t forget that. I need to make the most out of what I’ve got and enjoy my life as much as I can. And most of all, I won’t let Chuck Maslon win this fight.
With Christmas just a few weeks away, Darius decided to have the greatest holiday possible, and to do his best to not let Maslon break his spirit. I’m sure my happiness will make him miserable. And that thought brought Darius a great deal of comfort, as well as a little bit of joy.




Darius had been thinking about the Super Justice Force employee holiday party for several days, mostly with a sense of growing dread. A small part of him looked forward to celebrating Christmas, but a much bigger part was overwhelmed with anxiety over the thought of being in a social setting with hundreds of other people. And by the time the holiday party finally rolled around, Darius wanted to avoid it more than anything else. But I promised the Rekkers that I would go to the party, and Manny, and … Elladia.
Just thinking her name made Darius nervous. The thought of seeing her at the party filled him with outright fear. Every time I’m around her, I make a fool of myself. She must think I’m an idiot.
The Super Justice Force holiday party was an annual event of epic proportions, open to all employees and their families. Decorations hung on the walls and from the ceiling of Vehicle Maintenance Bay 2—the third-largest space in all of HQ—transforming it into a massive celebration. Employees and their families mixed and mingled, while a live band performed at the far end of the room.
I’ve never seen this much food in one place, Darius thought as he made his way to the buffet. Massive Man, standing nearly ten feet tall, was dressed as Santa Claus, handing out presents. Not to be outdone, a Sesstarian that Darius recognized from the credit union also handed out presents, dressed as whatever the equivalent to Santa Claus was on Sesstar IV.
Darius mingled at the party for about an hour, making sure he greeted the coworkers he got along with, and avoiding those who really bothered him. He struggled with trying to be more social and outgoing; people still got on his nerves. Little things still threatened to set him off. And by the time he’d made the rounds at the party, the walls were closing in. As much as I don’t like being alone, I’m better at that than I am at being in large crowds.
He made his way through VMB2, saying goodbye to people as he left, when he bumped into Manny.
“Where you goin’?” Manny asked.
“I gotta get out of here,” said Darius.
“I get it. You’ve had to adjust to a lot since you came here, and you gotta do what you gotta do,” said Manny. “Did Elladia find you? She said she had something for you.”
Why’s Elladia looking for me? I’ve gotta get out of here.
“No, I haven’t seen her,” said Darius. “Wish her a Merry Christmas from me.”
“She’s around here …” Manny didn’t even have time to finish his sentence before Darius took off. Knowing that Elladia was looking for him made leaving the party that much more necessary.
Darius almost made it to the exit, when he heard Elladia calling his name. I could just ignore her—pretend like I don’t hear her. She’d never know, and I wouldn’t make a fool of myself. With the fear building up, Darius decided it was best to pretend he hadn’t heard Elladia, except she was too close, and she managed to grab him by the shoulder and spin him around.
“I’ve been looking all over for you,” said Elladia. Her smile looked more beautiful than ever.
“Um … really?”
“I have something for you,” she said.
Elladia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She slowly exhaled, opened her eyes, and mumbled more to herself than anyone else, “Okay, here goes.”
From seemingly out of nowhere she produced something tiny and green that she held over Darius’s head with her left hand as she grabbed him and pulled him close with her right. It happened so quickly that Darius didn’t even register that the tiny green thing was a piece of mistletoe. All he knew was that Elladia’s lips pressed hard against his. Darius’s mind spun out of control as she kissed him. Elladia pulled away and looked him in the eye. “Merry Christmas,” she said.




One of the most closely guarded secrets in the world of crime fighting was that Nightwatcher was legally blind in one eye. His inability to see out of his left eye was the reason Nightwatcher regularly crashed his customized vehicle, the Nightmobile. And because he crashed the Nightmobile on a regular basis, forcing Otto and his team to repair it, Otto convinced his former nemesis to get a bionic eye.
Nightwatcher’s surgery to replace his bad eye with a new bionic one left him out of commission when a massive shipment of Adrenaccelerate hit the streets. Rival gangs with superpowers from taking eXXeLL waged a destructive battle for control of the streets in Broke-land, leading to an epic crime wave that spilled out into other parts of the city.
On one side of the battle lines was notorious kingpin Tiny Biggs, whose crew of eXXeLL-addicted thugs controlled most of the crime in the city. On the other side was gang leader Vi$e Gripper, whose crew consisted of eXXeLL users and metahumans. And just to make things interesting, Mutationation, a gang of unregistered metahumans that controlled most of the crime in Broke-land, jumped into the fray in an attempt to expand their enterprises to other parts of the city.
The violence erupting all over the city meant more work for the costumed crime fighters and super-powered heroes of Super Justice Force, as well as the support staff at HQ . Darius and the rest of the Surveillance and Observation crew worked overtime and pulled double shifts. The extra workload meant crew members from other departments were temporarily assigned to SAO, but many weren’t experienced enough to handle a serious emergency. The inexperience of the fill-in crew became an issue during an incident between Kid Spectacular and his archnemesis, Creepy Crawler—an incident noticed only by Darius.
Creepy Crawler was the worst kind of supervillain—he was a superhero gone bad. In his previous career as a hero, Creepy Crawler went by the code name Chisel, working with his partner, Hammer. At best, Chisel and Hammer were second-rate crime fighters that were never taken seriously in the world of heroes—they were a team put together by a marketing company that never really became a hit with the public. Chisel’s turn from hero to villain started when his ex-girlfriend, supermodel Jazzmin Fyne, started dating Kid Spectacular.
At the time, Kid Spectacular had just turned nineteen years old, and his career was already mired in controversy from his reported substance abuse. During a live broadcast of a silly teen-focused awards program, Chisel, fueled by tequila and cocaine, attacked Kid Spectacular, who was also drunk and high. The fight between Kid Spectacular and Chisel was brutal, and it also happened to be broadcast on live television with millions of impressionable teenagers watching.
In the aftermath of that fight, Kid Spectacular’s career finally imploded, and it would take years for him to get his life back on track. Chisel, however, “retired” from the superhero business. But while Kid Spectacular turned his life around and found renewed popularity, Chisel became Creepy Crawler, vowing his revenge.
Over the years, Creepy Crawler had tried numerous times to destroy Kid Spectacular, only to suffer one humiliating defeat after another. All that changed when Creepy Crawler managed to abduct Kid Spectacular during early-morning rush hour, minutes before Darius’s shift ended.
Along with the rest of the SAO team, Darius monitored a fight between Mutationation and members of Vi$e Gripper’s crew that took an unusually destructive turn when one of Gripper’s men threw a car at Optiblaster, a metahuman with the power to shoot energy blasts from his eyes. Optiblaster hit the car with his energy blast, causing the car to explode, setting off a chain reaction of exploding cars and buses on a bridge in the Upper East Side.
Within minutes, Kid Spectacular, Blue Shield, Lady Ixchel, Invisiguardian, and Stixx and Stone were all on the scene, helping police and rescue workers evacuate the area. Darius manned an SAO post scanning live video feeds from the scene of the accident, which was a lot like watching a dozen versions of the same movie, shot from different points of view, and looking for the difference in details. SAO scanning required a certain knack for noticing the smallest, seemingly most insignificant details, and Darius had that knack. He could look at five or six video feeds simultaneously and see something crucial that appeared only for a split second on a single feed.
Police, rescue workers, and SJF members scrambled to contain the chaos at the scene of the accident. Their efforts were hampered by a second series of explosions. By this time, citizens were involved in the rescue, helping to carry the injured. Of the five television news cameras on the scene, one focused briefly on Kid Spectacular as he carried an older woman to what appeared to be a firefighter. The camera panned away less than a second after the firefighter did something to Kid Spectacular. It happened so fast, Darius couldn’t see what had happened—not definitively anyway—but his first instinct told him it was something bad.
Darius immediately checked in with his SAO team members and Communication and Dispatch. “Did anyone just see something happen to Kid Spectacular?” he asked. “I need an immediate fix on Kid Spectacular.”
Swamped with incoming and conflicting reports, CAD didn’t respond. Seconds passed as Darius frantically scanned every video feed coming from the scene of the accident. Lady Ixchel lifted a bus with one hand, pulling free the car pinned underneath. Blue Shield carried two children crying for their mother. Stixx helped firefighters with the raging inferno caused by the explosions, while her partner, Stone, tore the side off a burning school bus to rescue the children trapped inside. And in all of this destruction, Kid Spectacular was nowhere to be seen.
Darius checked his PCU, making sure it was set to the proper channel—everyone needed to hear him, not just CAD. “We have a situation. Kid Spectacular is down,” said Darius. “We need to send someone in now.”
“There is no one else,” said a voice over his PCU.
“Find someone. I think Kid Spectacular has been shot. He’s not showing up on any feeds.”
“We need confirmation,” said a disembodied voice.
“Screw confirmation! I saw something! I saw Kid Spectacular go down!”
No one responded. Darius felt helpless. He thought about leaving his station and personally going to the scene of the accident to look for Kid Spectacular.
Maslon would love that. He’d bust me for an escape attempt. He’d probably say I staged the accident as a cover.
Darius faced a difficult decision. His gut instinct told him something had happened to Kid Spectacular. No one would listen to him. He couldn’t sit by, scanning video feeds for danger, when he knew something dangerous had already slipped past. He made the decision to violate protocols and give up scanning live feeds.
Darius pulled up the video feed he’d witnessed minutes earlier. It took him a minute to find the proper feed from the right news camera. He watched the footage of Kid Spectacular carrying the old woman. Kid Spectacular reached a firefighter. Something happened. The camera panned away.
Darius watched the footage five times, still unclear about what he’d seen. The second time, he thought he saw the firefighter point something at Kid Spectacular. The third time, he realized the firefighter was wearing a protective mask. None of the other firefighters on the scene wore their masks. The fourth time he watched the video, Darius saw Kid Spectacular start to drop the old woman before the camera panned away. The fifth time Darius watched the footage, he felt like a fool for not thinking to watch it in slow motion.
Replaying the video for the sixth time, Darius finally saw what happened. Kid Spectacular moved in slow motion, carrying an old woman in his arms. For the first time, Darius could see their faces. The woman, either unconscious or dead, bled from a gash across her face. Kid Spectacular was saying something to the old woman. Maybe telling her that everything would be fine. Maybe praying for her soul.
Kid Spectacular approached a firefighter—the only firefighter at the scene with his face covered. The firefighter pointed something at Kid Spectacular. Even in slow motion, Darius had trouble seeing what it was, but he had a good guess. Police officers often used the UltraStun 500 to subdue super-powered criminals. The UltraStun 500 could take down anyone with a power rating of four or less. Kid Spectacular had a power rating of three.
The firefighter pointed something at Kid Spectacular—quite possibly an UltraStun 500 stun gun—and then it happened. The firefighter shot at Kid Spectacular. In slow motion, you could see the look on Kid Spectacular’s face as he was hit. He dropped the old woman to the ground, then collapsed himself a fraction of a second later, just as the camera panned away.




Darius had never seen Captain Freedom so furious before. He’d seen Captain Freedom irritated, amused, bored, and possibly even drunk, but Darius had never seen him in an outright rage. Captain Freedom let loose with a stream of profanity the likes of which Darius had never heard—which said a lot, because Manny, Otto, and Butchie were seasoned professionals when it came to swearing.
The moment Darius was sure of what he had seen—an attack on Kid Spectacular—he followed every single guideline required of him. CAD ignored him, claiming there was too much going on to confirm something no one else had reported. An hour later, after the fires were put out and the worst of the injured had been dealt with, CAD decided to look into Darius’s emergency call.
It took only a few minutes of reviewing the footage to realize that in fact there was an emergency. An investigation and emergency rescue operation kicked into high gear moments after that. But Captain Freedom wanted to know why Darius’s first report had been ignored.
“A valuable member of Super Justice Force is missing,” said Captain Freedom. “Only one person in SAO noticed, and no one in CAD—not a single person—did a damn thing when he called it in! If anything happens to Kid Spectacular, heads will roll!”
Within an hour, every news channel ran a story about the attack on Kid Spectacular. Captain Freedom appeared at a press conference, asking the public to come forward with any information.
Four hours after Kid Spectacular was attacked, the first video appeared on the Internet. Kid Spectacular, chained to a chair, being tortured by Creepy Crawler, popped up on KillingKidSpectacular.com. Creepy Crawler promised that by the time he finished, Kid Spectacular would be dead. “But not before I have some fun carving him to pieces,” Creepy Crawler said into the camera.
Reserve members of Super Justice Force were called in to help with the search and rescue operation. Several freelance heroes and crime fighters volunteered their services, and an emergency hotline was set up. The best team members from SAO and CAD were pulled together to form a Fast Response Unit consisting of twenty two-person teams, one from SAO and the other from CAD, working directly with a rescue team. Nightwatcher, still out of action because of his eye surgery, led the FRU operation. Even without his costume, Kaebel Kaine was still the best detective in all of Super Justice Force.
Based on the time between when Creepy Crawler captured Kid Spectacular and when the first video appeared on the Internet, search parameters were established. The parameters covered a dauntingly large area that represented an endless possibility of hiding places where Creepy Crawler could be torturing Kid Spectacular. Each of the FRU teams was given a quadrant that they were responsible for monitoring.
It came as no surprise that Chuck Maslon didn’t want Darius on FRU. He cited Darius’s age, a lack of time on the job, and the fact that Darius had violated procedure during the initial crisis, when he stopped scanning live feeds to rewatch the news footage. “Logan’s participation will jeopardize the entire operation,” said Maslon.
Manny Ortiz responded by swearing at Maslon in Spanish, telling him what to do with his mother.
Captain Freedom had no time to waste with arguing. “If CAD had listened to Darius in the first place, we might not be in this mess,” he said.
Darius’s FRU partner, Oegheneo-chuko, was a Tessarian that worked in CAD. Darius had seen Tessarians around headquarters, gotten to know a few in passing, and though he’d never worked closely with any, he knew a bit about Oegheneo-chuko.
Oegheneo-chuko came to Earth on one of the Tessarian refugee ships that arrived a decade before Darius was born. They’d gotten a job at Super Justice Force through the newly formed Extraterrestrial Employment Initiative, which was started to fight discrimination against sentient life-forms from other worlds. Tessarians were the first group of extraterrestrials to relocate to Earth in large numbers, making them the target of anti-alien hate groups. As a result, many Tessarians tried to avoid conflict as much as possible, even if they were being treated unfairly. Oegheneo-chuko was the exception to the rule of the passive Tessarian.
As a team, Darius and Oegheneo-chuko, who went by Oeghe for short, worked well together. Maybe it was because neither had much to say to the other. Neither of us cares about sports or watches television, so there’s no need to waste time talking about stupid stuff. Both had one mission and one mission only: to find Kid Spectacular before Creepy Crawler killed him. This was especially important to Darius, because he felt a sense of responsibility for the Kid’s safety.
“I can’t really explain it, but I feel guilty about what’s happened to Kid Spectacular,” Darius confided to Manny.
“Get that crap outta your mind,” Manny told him. “It ain’t your fault.”
The chaos of O3C that surrounded Darius and Oeghe didn’t bother them as they focused on the far end of the search perimeter—an area that seemed unlikely to contain Creepy Crawler’s hiding place, given its distance from the scene of the crime. They worked twelve-hour shifts and reported directly to Black Fist and his new partner, White Dynamo, neither of whom were that well regarded in Super Justice Force.
I’ve been put on the team most likely to fail.
Forty hours after Kid Spectacular’s abduction, hope faded fast. Two dozen torture videos appeared on the Internet, and in each one the Kid looked closer and closer to death. Darius and the rest of the SAO team were forced to watch the torture videos, looking for clues. The videos made Darius sick and angry. What point is there in me watching this? Darius asked himself. If the police, FBI, and the rest of Super Justice Force can’t find anything, there’s nothing I can do.
Black Fist and White Dynamo were following up on a lead that led nowhere. After investigating screams reported by an old woman who lived with sixteen mangy cats, Black Fist and White Dynamo stopped to get something to eat at a place called Hot Diggity Dogs, a tiny fast-food joint that specialized in hot dogs.
Darius and Oeghe were in direct communication, both audio and visual, with Black Fist and White Dynamo, while they were eating at Hot Diggity Dogs.
“Where are you?” asked Darius.
“Hot Diggity Dogs,” said White Dynamo. “You want us to get you one to go?”
“No, thanks,” said Darius. “What is that right behind Black Fist?”
Darius referred to the sign for Hot Diggity Dogs in the background. Two hot dogs with faces, feet, and hands, dancing around in the middle of a fire. It looked stupid, but somehow oddly familiar to Darius.
“That’s the sign for this place,” Black Fist explained, sending a live video feed. His next words were drowned out by the blast of an approaching train whistle. But Darius didn’t need to hear what Black Fist was saying, because in that instant, all the pieces fell into place.
Darius quickly accessed the torture videos. He looked and listened for something very specific. First he found the video with the noise. Brief and hard to make out because of the horrific screams from Kid Spectacular, it sounded like a train whistle in the distance.
“What is it that you are looking for?” asked Oeghe.
“Not sure. Give me a minute,” said Darius.
Darius sat through three more of the torture videos that made him want to vomit before he found what he was looking for. “Here it is,” said Darius, cueing up one of the first videos that Creepy Crawler had posted.
“This is an early video, when Kid Spectacular still had some fight in him,” Darius explained to his work partner. “Watch what happens.”
Oeghe and Darius watched the video as Kid Spectacular and Creepy Crawler struggled. Kid Spectacular managed to push Creepy Crawler away, who in turn knocked over the tripod with the camera videotaping everything. The camera remained on the floor for about thirty seconds while Creepy Crawler took out his rage on Kid Spectacular. The out-of-focus image made it difficult to determine what the camera was pointed at, but to Darius it looked like a blurry sign for Hot Diggity Dogs.
“Tell me that’s not the same sign as the one in the video Black Fist just sent us,” said Darius.
“I cannot say with any degree of certainty,” said Oeghe.
The torture video continued as someone, most likely Creepy Crawler, set the camera back upright. In the swift motion captured by the camera, it looked like there was a paper bag on the floor. A paper bag with the Hot Diggity Dogs logo on it.
“Look at that,” said Darius. “That, my friend, is a bag.”
“Again, I cannot be sure,” said Oeghe.
“I’m sure,” said Darius. “I heard the train whistle. I saw the damn sign with the dancing hot dogs. I. Am. Sure.”
“I trust your assessment, Darius Logan. And I back you up,” Oeghe said.
Oeghe is the senior member on this team. If I’m wrong, it’s their responsibility, Darius thought. But I’m not wrong.
“I’ve got him,” Darius reported back to Black Fist and White Dynamo. “I don’t know exactly where, but I know the general area. Let’s get to work.”




It was like something right out of a movie, or maybe even a comic book—an evil villain about to bring to fruition his dastardly plan, resulting in the death of a beloved hero. But just in the nick of time, the villain’s plans were foiled by a pair of superheroes busting through the wall and saving the day. It didn’t always happen like that. But it did happen that way with Kid Spectacular.
Creepy Crawler pressed record on his camera. Kid Spectacular, already beaten to a bloody pulp, had one foot in the grave. Creepy Crawler stared into the lens of the camera—his demonic mask splattered with blood and looking rather ominous—and said, “Here’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for, folks.” Then he fired up a chain saw.
And as he moved in with the chain saw to enact his last bit of torture on Barry Hampton, Black Fist and White Dynamo burst through the wall of the abandoned building serving as the torture chamber. Creepy Crawler moved toward White Dynamo with the chain saw, swinging it high in the hopes of a decapitation. But White Dynamo avoided the attack, catching Creepy Crawler by the wrists. The two men struggled for control of the chain saw. Creepy Crawler kicked White Dynamo in the groin, dropping the superhero to his knees. Creepy Crawler raised the chain saw, then started to bring it down on White Dynamo.
Before the chain saw could connect with White Dynamo, Black Fist tackled Creepy Crawler, knocking the saw from the villain’s hands. The two men wrestled on the floor for a few moments, broke apart, and got to their feet. Black Fist delivered a punch to Creepy Crawler that would have leveled a normal man. Creepy Crawler took the punch and threw one back.
The two men continued to fight, slamming into each other, flinging each other across the room. While all this went on, White Dynamo picked himself up off the floor and got his hands on the chain saw. And then he did what much of the world wanted to do ever since the torture videos had started appearing.
The video camera captured all of it, the rescue, the fight, and White Dynamo bringing the chain saw down on Creepy Crawler. And even though the final part was eventually edited out—because it wouldn’t do for a superhero dressed all in white and splattered with blood and guts to be seen playing judge, jury, and executioner—the video made it to the Internet. Within twelve hours, the rescue video had been viewed over ten million times.
When it was all said and done, Black Fist and White Dynamo signed the biggest endorsement deal ever offered to a dynamic duo. They quickly became the most popular heroes of the day, even more so than Captain Freedom, who just weeks earlier had saved the Statue of Liberty from being blown up.
But the real hero behind the rescue of Kid Spectacular was Darius Logan, not that anyone would have known this. The marketing and publicity department of Super Justice Force made sure that White Dynamo and Black Fist got all the credit for what happened. This would move both of them up to the big league of superheroes.
Darius got a special commendation, but his wasn’t a story worth telling to the public. He didn’t have any endorsement deals or his own line of comics, which meant there was no money to be made by having him be the hero. No one would be rushing out to buy a Darius Logan action figure. And to be perfectly honest, it didn’t bother him. He just did his job, with no interest in being a hero.
Darius could not bring himself to see Kid Spectacular lying comatose in a hospital bed. But five days after his rescue, Barry Hampton, known to the world as Kid Spectacular, woke from his coma in terrible condition. The doctors feared that even though he had regained consciousness, he might not live.
The relationship between Darius and Kid Spectacular did not seem like Darius’s friendships with Manny or Z-Boe. The Saturday afternoons Darius spent as Kid Spectacular’s assistant in E.S.T.E.A.M. created a bond between them, but their relationship was mostly formal. It wasn’t until Kid Spectacular regained consciousness and asked specifically to see him that Darius realized how close he actually felt to Barry Hampton.
Mary Hampton, Kid Spectacular’s wife, greeted Darius outside the hospital room. Visibly pregnant, Mary greeted Darius with a hug. “Thank you for everything you did for Barry,” she said. “He’s told me so much about you.”
Darius had no idea what to expect when he went into the hospital room. There wasn’t much of the man known as Kid Spectacular left. Creepy Crawler had smashed the Kid’s left hand so bad that it was a useless mass, likely to be amputated. All of Kid Spectacular’s toes had been cut off, one by one, as had two of the fingers on his right hand. He had lost one of his eyes, and Creepy Crawler had cut and slashed Kid Spectacular’s body so much that he was wrapped in bandages from head to toe.
Darius looked down at the gruesome sight that was Kid Spectacular, but what he really saw was Barry Hampton. “I heard you were awake,” said Darius. “That’s a good thing, because we need you to get back to leading E.S.T.E.A.M.”
Barry Hampton looked up at Darius, tears flowing from his one good eye, and he extended what was left of his right hand. Darius gently gripped Kid Spectacular’s hand. The Kid squeezed Darius’s hand as best he could, and through the clenched teeth of a jaw that had been wired shut, he faintly mumbled, “Thank you.”
Darius wanted to run from the room. Seeing someone this broken and battered made him think of victims of The Attack. It made him think of his parents and his baby brother, whose bodies were destroyed so completely, there wasn’t enough left to bury. But Kid Spectacular wouldn’t let go of his hand, and even if he did, Darius would not have left his side.
No other words were spoken as Darius stood next to the man he had helped rescue. Mary Hampton came into the room. She took her husband’s hand in her right hand, and gripped Darius’s hand with her left, quietly sobbing.
Darius wasn’t sure how long he was in the room, holding Mary Hampton’s hand while she cried over her husband. It seemed like a lifetime. Eventually, Kid Spectacular fell asleep and his weak grip on his wife’s hand loosened.
Kid Spectacular never woke up again. He died two hours later. The last words he ever spoke were to Darius Logan.




There had been no real funeral services for Darius’s mother, father, and baby brother, nor had there been any kind of memorial. All the grieving he’d done for his family, he did alone, which was the only way Darius knew how to grieve.
Maybe something is wrong with me—I don’t know how to mourn around other people, thought Darius. Or maybe I just don’t want to mourn around others.
Everyone around him at the funeral for Kid Spectacular seemed to be showing their emotions, but Darius felt like he didn’t know what to do—like he didn’t know how to grieve the loss of a man who was more than a coworker, but not quite a friend.
If it weren’t for the fact that Mary Hampton, Kid Spectacular’s widow, asked Darius to be a pallbearer, he would have skipped the funeral altogether. At least that’s what he told himself. But the truth was that Darius went to the funeral because as much as he didn’t know how to grieve around other people, he couldn’t grieve alone.
Sitting with the kids from E.S.T.E.A.M. as Barry Hampton was laid to rest, Darius realized he had made the right decision. It took special clearance for Darius to attend the funeral, making it his first time away from HQ since the ice-cream incident months earlier. With the help of Anna Rekker, he got a suit to wear to the funeral. So much effort and so much work, just so I can be sad around thousands of other people I don’t know.
Darius sank into a deep depression following the death of Kid Spectacular. With everything going on, no one noticed that he had become more quiet and withdrawn than usual. Only Elladia seemed to notice the change in his behavior.
On the days Elladia worked at the gift shop, Darius would stop in and say hello. They often ate lunch together, even though he hardly ever said a word. When Darius didn’t come by the gift shop in the days and weeks after Kid Spectacular’s death, Elladia became concerned.
Darius wasn’t surprised to see Elladia when he opened his apartment door. And he wasn’t nervous, which is what she expected, or happy, which is what she wished for.
“Is it okay that I stopped by?” Elladia asked.
“Sure,” said Darius.
He went back to lie on his bed as Elladia entered the tiny studio apartment and sat at the desk. The awkward silence wasn’t all that awkward because they hardly spoke to each other anyway. They could eat lunch together and sometimes not say a word, so silence was nothing new.
She looked at the pictures on his desk, thoughtfully studying the framed photo of Darius and his parents when he was much younger. “You look so happy,” Elladia said. She wondered if there was any of the happy young boy left inside the brooding young man lying just a few feet away from her.
“That was a long time ago,” said Darius, his voice barely above a whisper.
“Your mother is so beautiful,” said Elladia. “And your father … he’s so handsome.”
Elladia studied the picture in the frame more closely and thought of her own parents. She didn’t even notice that she’d started to cry until Darius handed her a tissue and asked, “Are you okay?”
Elladia thought about it for a moment. “I feel … broken and empty,” she said.
I know that feeling, Darius thought, though admitting it to himself was as far as he was capable of going.
“How do you cope?” Elladia asked.
“With what?” asked Darius.
“With all of it. With not having parents.”
“You think I’m coping?” Darius asked.
“I guess. You look like it,” said Elladia.
Darius sat up and looked around the room for a moment, before making eye contact with Elladia. “I barely sleep. And when I do, I have nightmares,” he said, feeling like he was making a confession.
“Still? After all these years?”
“Yeah,” said Darius. “After all these years.”
“I don’t have nightmares anymore,” said Elladia.
“Then maybe I should be asking you how you cope,” Darius chuckled.
“Mostly, I fake it. I smile a lot, and laugh a lot, and I pretend everything is fine, but I really want to break down and cry,” said Elladia.
“I fake it too. I don’t talk much, and I avoid people, and I pretend everything is as fine as it can be, but I really want to …”
“Want to what?” asked Elladia.
Darius clenched his fists, trying to think of the best way to explain himself. “I don’t really know.”
“You haven’t been coming around the gift shop,” said Elladia. “And every time I look for you at the library, you’re not there. I was worried.”
“I’m fine,” Darius said.
“I’ve missed you,” said Elladia.
“It’s this whole thing with Kid Spectacular. It’s got me messed up,” said Darius.
Elladia rose from the chair, took two steps, and sat next to Darius on the edge of the bed. “You could talk to someone,” she said.
“I don’t talk to people.”
“Not even me?” Elladia asked. “You can’t talk to me?”
“No. Not now. Maybe. Someday. I hope,” Darius said. If I could talk to anyone, it would be you.
Darius and Elladia sat silently in the room for quite some time. Elladia rested her head on Darius’s shoulder as she continued to cry. She cried for her parents and Darius’s parents. She cried for herself and Darius, because they both seemed so broken.
Darius cautiously took her into his arms and held her tight, because that’s all he could think to do. I wish I could do whatever it takes to make her happy.
After a time, Elladia stopped crying. She gently kissed Darius on the cheek before getting up to leave. She stopped halfway to the door. “Darius, do you like me?” she asked.
Darius rose from the edge of his bed. “Yeah. I do.”
“I like you too. A lot,” said Elladia.
And with that, Elladia left Darius’s apartment. Neither of them felt good, but they both felt better than before.




Darius sat across from Edith O’Malley in the restaurant next to the gift shop at SJF headquarters. “I wish we could eat lunch somewhere else, but my options are limited,” said Darius.
“This is fine,” Edith said. She’d talked to Darius on the phone a few times, and exchanged emails, but nearly a year had passed since they last saw each other. “I’m just happy to see you. You look absolutely wonderful.”
“Thanks,” said Darius. “You look great too.”
Edith blushed and waved her hand dismissively, as if to say, “Oh, stop.”
“Are they treating you well?” Edith asked.
“No complaints,” said Darius. No need to ruin lunch by talking about Chuck Maslon.
“I appreciate the emails you send, Darius. I really do,” said Edith. “You mentioned something about taking more online classes.”
“Yeah, I just started a history class and a literature class. I’m not really sure what I’m doing right now.”
“Oh, being sure of what you’re doing is overrated,” said Edith.
“I’d been a volunteer in a program called E.S.T.E.A.M., but it got shut down after the guy who ran it died,” said Darius. “I was thinking about seeing if I could get the program started again and maybe run it myself.”
“That sounds like an incredible idea,” said Edith.
After an hour or so of conversation, Darius escorted Edith out of the building, walking her to the park in front of HQ . They stopped in front of the statue of the original Super Justice Force, the sun shining down brightly.
“Edith, I just want to thank you for all you’ve done,” said Darius. “I wouldn’t have survived all those years if you didn’t have my back.”
“I’m so proud of you, Darius,” Edith said, smiling with joy. “And your parents … they would be even more proud of you.”
Darius gave Edith a strong hug. “You’ve been the one person who’s cared about me when no one else did. As long as I live, I won’t forget that,” he said.
Lunch with Edith had been a celebration of sorts. The following day was both Darius’s birthday and the one-year anniversary of his first day on the job at Super Justice Force. If your life is going to start twice, it might as well start on the same day, Darius thought. Makes things easier to remember.
His birthday started like any other day, with Darius going about his normal routine and giving little thought to turning eighteen. At a little before two in the afternoon, Darius received a call on his Personal Communication Unit from Jon Schrag, the assistant supervisor of the day shift. “Is there any chance you can come to work early today?”
“Sure,” said Darius. “Where do you want me to report?”
“They need you over at Banquet Hall Two. They’ll be setting up for a conference tomorrow and they need some extra hands. Can you be there at seven?”
I really don’t want to spend my birthday helping set up Banquet Hall Two, Darius thought. But at least I don’t have to mop floors or scrub toilets.
Darius opened the door to Banquet Hall 2, practically jumping out of his skin when the room full of people yelled, “Surprise!”
Stunned and speechless, Darius stared at the two banners hanging from the ceiling. One read HAPPY BIRTHDAY. The other read HAPPY ANNIVERSARY.
“No one could decide if we should throw a party for your birthday or for your on-the-job anniversary,” said Dr. Sam. “But more than a few of us felt that if anyone deserves a double celebration, it’s you.”
“Thanks,” said Darius. He forced a smile, despite feeling uncomfortable with all the attention.
Dr. Sam leaned in close and whispered in Darius’s ear. “I know you don’t think you deserve any of this, but you do,” said Dr. Sam. “This celebration is as much for all of us as it is for you. There are people here who genuinely like you and are proud of everything you’ve done, Darius. This is our way of showing it.”
Dr. Sam patted Darius on the shoulder and then gave him a gentle push into the crowd that included nearly everyone he’d gotten to know in the last year. Everybody is here, Darius thought as he looked around the room. From his coworkers to his fellow members of Second Chance, to the heroes of Super Justice Force, to the kids from E.S.T.E.A.M., there were more people than Darius could believe. But it was the presence of Otto Rekker and his family, and Manny and Elladia, that meant the most to Darius. I didn’t think I’d ever have another birthday party again.




The one person noticeably absent from Darius’s surprise party was Zander Boeman. Of all the surprising friendships Darius had formed over the last year, none surprised him more. Darius and Zander hit it off from the moment they met, and whenever Z-Boe was on Earth, he went out of his way to hang out with Darius. They had more in common than Darius could have imagined, not the least of which was the bond of both being orphans.
Even though Z-Boe couldn’t be at the party, he made sure Darius got his present—his own Vissoam aqua-singer. The creature was red—at least mostly red—with spots of yellow and orange that ran along its spine. Compared to other aqua-singers, it wasn’t that big, although its wings were unusually large for its size.
The party began to wind down a little after ten, which was fine with Darius. Most of the night shift had to report for duty in less than an hour, and Darius felt a little overwhelmed from all the socializing. Being a loner doesn’t take nearly as much energy as putting on a smile and talking.
“You should take the night off,” said Manny. “Something tells me your boss would be cool with you callin’ in sick.”
“No, thanks,” Darius said. “Besides, it’s not like I would be getting any sleep. I’m going to get all my stuff and take it up to my apartment. I may be a few minutes late.”
“No worries,” said Manny. “I’ll see you soon.”
Darius left Manny and started gathering up his presents, most of which were books. Anna Rekker bought him clothes, and the twins, Reinier and Aziza Rekker, gave him a collection of Super Justice Force action figures. Captain Freedom gave Darius a brand-new laptop computer—a Super Justice Force Signature Series Intellipad, which wasn’t even available to the public yet. Darius struggled to balance everything in his arms, worrying he would drop the tank with the aqua-singer in it.
“Do you need help with that?”
Elladia watched as Darius tried to hold on to everything. The tank with the aqua-singer started to slip from on top of the pile of books, and she grabbed it before it could fall.
“Thanks,” said Darius.
They rode the elevator in silence, making it no different from most of the time they spent together. Elladia carried the tank with the aqua-singer. Darius carried everything else.
He opened the door to his apartment and dropped everything on the bed. Elladia placed the tank gently on the desk, staring at the odd creature inside.
“How come it isn’t singing?” asked Elladia, pointing to the tank.
“It’s lonely,” said Darius.
“Lonely?”
“They tend to only sing in groups. No one knows why. Some people think it’s because they need to be around others in order to really be what they need to be. This one may never sing.”
“That’s sad,” Elladia said.
“That’s how it is,” said Darius, shrugging his shoulders. “I know how it feels.”
“You’re not a Vissoam aqua-singer, swimming alone in a tank, Darius. You don’t have to feel lonely ever again. You know that, right?”
“Elladia,” said Darius. “I … I …”
She held her finger to her lips, telling Darius he didn’t need to speak. “I know,” she said.
Elladia pulled Darius close, or maybe it was the other way around. They held each other, and with their bodies pressed together, Darius could feel her heartbeat. He leaned down and they kissed. It was a kiss deeper and more passionate than he had expected. It was a kiss that seemed to say all the things Darius wanted to say to Elladia, and all the things he wanted to hear her say.




Darius checked the time on his Personal Communication Unit. He walked Elladia to the employee parking lot, where the Rekkers waited to give her a ride home, and now he was late for his shift. Being late didn’t have him concerned. Explaining whatever is going on between me and Elladia to Manny is what I’m worried about.
Elladia gave Darius a final good night kiss. It would have been a great moment, except that Otto and Anna Rekker were there to see the kiss. Anna gushed, and Darius was sure he saw tears of joy in her eyes—she couldn’t be happier for them. Otto’s feelings weren’t as clear.
Otto had the face of a sinister supervillain—even though he’d given up his life of crime. With the grim stare of a man who’d committed more than his share of mayhem, never backing down from a fight with the costumed do-gooders he’d slugged it out against, Otto watched Darius and Elladia kissing. His face showed nothing but a menacing intensity that intimidated the crap out of Darius.
Otto gave Darius a slight but knowing nod. Someone not paying close attention would have missed the nod completely, but Darius saw it. Otto’s nod told him that the time had come to let Manny know about this developing romance. Otto won’t say a word to Manny, but that’s not an excuse to put off what needs to be done. At the end of our shift, I’ll tell Manny about me and Elladia. No need to ruin his whole shift, or mine.
All the different ways he could start the conversation with Manny ran through Darius’s mind. He could come right out and lay it on the line—Manny, Elladia and I, we’ve got something going. Or maybe he could take a more indirect approach—That birthday cake Elladia made sure was delicious. Hey, speaking of Elladia, I’m kind of her boyfriend. I hope you’re cool with that.
Darius entered HQ at the rear security entrance closest to the employee parking lot. Halfway between the entrance and the nearest elevator an alarm sounded, signaling a Red Alert. Less than a second later, Darius’s Personal Communication Unit went off. He heard a commotion behind him at the entrance that let him know the guards had also been signaled.
“Darius, where are you?” asked a voice coming from his PCU. Darius immediately recognized the voice of Oegheneo-chuko, his Fast Response Unit partner.
“I’m at the rear employee entrance, AA1521,” said Darius.
“We’ve been dispatched to Detention, double-time.”
“Copy that. I’ll meet you there in three minutes,” Darius said.
Although it had taken some time, Darius had familiarized himself with every part of Super Justice Force headquarters—every corridor, hallway, and stairwell. He knew what doors led to where, which shortcuts to use when time was of the essence. He had Manny to thank for that.
“Always know where you are, and always know three ways to get to where you need to be—the easiest, the safest, and the fastest,” Manny had told him.
Darius took the fastest route possible to Detention. Walking would take five minutes. Running less than that. He didn’t know what triggered the Red Alert, and it didn’t matter. Whatever the emergency, it would be dealt with.
Darius ran as fast as he could down the service corridor that led to Detention. There were only two ways into Detention, either by way of the elevator, or by way of the service corridor. Up ahead, Darius could see a team of security guards gathered at the end of the long passageway where a door opened directly into Detention.
This can’t be good, he thought. The guards were armed. Most security guards at HQ didn’t carry weapons.
Two of the guards aimed their guns at Darius as he approached. Darius screeched to a halt, gasping to catch his breath, holding out his identification badge for the guards to see.
“He’s good to go,” said one of the guards, motioning Darius past.
Nearly a dozen guards gathered in the corridor outside Detention. Most of them were Long Arms, but Darius recognized a few Chancers. It was a traffic jam of bodies—too many for Darius to push past. They talked among themselves, while a second chorus of voices came from PCUs—an overwhelming noise of status reports, security checks, and confused voices all wanting to know what the hell was going on. One voice drowned out the rest of the noise. Darius heard Manny barking orders from inside Detention.
“Divert everyone from MAS and team them up with SAO. Tell CAD to scramble all SAO employees immediately—I want everyone here in under an hour. I want teams of five conducting full manual sweeps of every inch of every building in this facility. High-security areas get top priority,” said Manny. “Someone get Chuck Maslon on the line. We need him here right now.”
The crowd in the corridor parted as medics from MTSU wheeled Gary Sullivan away on a gurney. Sullivan was one of the guards Darius met his first night at Super Justice Force a year earlier.
“What happened here?” asked Darius, talking to no one in particular.
“I don’t know for sure,” said one of the guards Darius didn’t recognize. “Someone or something attacked the guys working in Detention. Mike Epting is dead.”
“You mean Big Mike?” asked Darius.
“Yeah.”
Darius’s blood ran cold. “Big Mike” Epting was a Chancer, and one of the first people Darius met at SJF.
Darius pushed his way into the security station next to the holding cells. The entire room was splattered with blood. A white sheet, slowly soaking up blood, covered the dead body of Big Mike.
Manny caught sight of Darius standing in the doorway, but he didn’t miss a beat. “Each team will be led by someone from the Fast Response Unit,” said Manny. He pointed directly at Darius. “I want one FRU leading the search and reporting back directly to their partner. Understand me—nothing goes through CAD. Everything goes through FRU.”
Darius looked around Detention. He still had no idea what happened or what was going on. He saw Oegheneo-chuko on the other side of the room talking to Amina, the other Operations Crew supervisor. Both Oeghe and Amina were talking into their PCUs while carrying on a conversation with each other.
“Does anyone have any questions?” Manny asked.
Darius knew better than to ask what was going on. He’d get caught up to speed soon enough.
“Search team assignments will be coming through to your PCUs any second now,” Manny said. “As far as I’m concerned, this search started five minutes ago, which means I want these killers caught four minutes ago.”




The five buildings that comprised the world headquarters of the Super Justice Force were connected by a complex system of corridors, hallways, tunnels, and elevators that moved up, down, sideways, and diagonally in a way that made the entire New York City subway system look simple. Between the offices and the apartments, the museum and storage closets, the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center and all the other aspects of SJF that could be found in HQ, there were literally millions of places to hide.
Looking for a biomorph only made things more complicated. A biomorph could be anywhere, assuming the appearance of anyone or anything. And somewhere inside HQ, there were two biomorphs hiding.
Darius had never seen a biomorph before—at least not that he was aware of. Biomorphs were the only extraterrestrials banned from the planet Earth, and not because they were practically impossible to keep track of. They were also loyal to the Ad-Ahlen Empire and had carried out counterintelligence and suicide missions during both the War of Tessaria and the Battle of Enceladus.
He didn’t feel comfortable hunting for a pair of biomorphs hiding somewhere in HQ. Darius felt even more uncomfortable leading the search team. Manny said all the search teams would be led by someone from the Fast Response Unit, which left Darius in charge of a team that included his FRU partner Oeghe handling all communications, Rodney Thaxton and Omar Manigo, two crew guys from MAS, and Coleman, one of Maslon’s cronies from security.
Darius and his crew searched a large storage room in the corridor leading from Vehicle Maintenance Bay 1. Thaxton and Manigo carried a portable scanning unit that could, in theory, identify a biomorph.
Thaxton and Manigo fumbled with the security scanner, trying to get a reading on a bucket and mop. A shape-shifting biomorph hiding in a storage closet disguised as a mop and bucket seemed ridiculous to Darius. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. A biomorph could take on the shape of anything that appeared to take up approximately the same mass of space as a human being—at least that was the theory. No one knew for sure. For all anyone knew, a biomorph could shift into a mouse, although it would be a mouse with the molecular density of a man, making it the heaviest mouse on the planet. And even that was uncertain.
The fact remained that no one knew enough about biomorphs to assume anything one way or the other. There weren’t supposed to be biomorphs on Earth, and there certainly weren’t supposed to be any running loose in HQ.
“You guys sure you know how that thing works?” Darius asked.
“Not really,” said Thaxton.
“Not really? Then what good are you?” asked Coleman.
“You wanna work it?” Darius asked.
Coleman glared at Darius without saying a word. The security guard didn’t know how to work the scanner either. He didn’t even have a high enough clearance to carry a gun. The only thing he had going for him was his allegiance to Maslon and the UltraStun 500 he clutched like a child holding on to their favorite toy.
“I want everything in this room scanned and cleared in less than ten minutes, including the cases of toilet paper,” said Darius.
“Anything out of the ordinary?” asked Oeghe over the PCU.
“Nothing. Did you run a cross-check on what was stored in this room?” Darius asked.
“Everything you reported is supposed to be there. How many cases of toilet paper did you say there were?”
Darius looked around the storage room and counted the cases of toilet paper. “Five,” he said.
“Then it is not pretending to be a case of toilet paper,” said Oeghe. “Keep a sharp eye. All the surveillance monitors went offline in that sector, which means there is as good a chance as any that they are hiding near your location.”
Darius stepped out of the cramped storage room and into the long corridor. He looked around, wondering if any of the other teams were having any luck. He stared at a door on the other side of the corridor, less than ten feet from the storage room.
Something’s not right, Darius thought.
Walking down the corridor, he stopped and stood in front of the other door. Darius used his PCU to double-check his current location.
“We’ll be done here in a few minutes,” said Darius. “We just need to scan a few more things. Where do you want us to go from here?”
“There are two teams searching the maintenance bay. Join up with them once you’re done,” said Oeghe.
“What’s the point? There’s nothing to find there. My guys don’t even know how to work the scanning unit,” said Darius. “These things could be anywhere—right in front of me even—and we wouldn’t know it. You know what I mean?”
Oeghe did not respond for a moment. Darius hoped his message had been clear enough.
“Yes, I understand that they could be anywhere,” Oeghe said.
“Great,” said Darius, walking back to the storage room. Thaxton and Manigo continued scanning everything in the room. They struggled with the portable unit while Coleman watched in amusement. Darius didn’t have a problem with Thaxton or Manigo—they seemed nice enough. He hoped he could count on them if anything dangerous happened.
Thaxton will go down swinging in a fight. He’s a Chancer. No matter what, he’ll back me up, Darius thought. Not so sure about Manigo.
Darius’s biggest concern wasn’t how Thaxton or Manigo would handle themselves in a bad situation. He’d already started hatching a plan to keep them as safe as possible. It was Coleman who worried Darius. He didn’t know if Coleman could keep his cool, and with an UltraStun 500, a bad situation could become worse.
“You guys done here?” Darius asked. “Let’s move on.”
Thaxton and Manigo looked up from the security scanner that wasn’t working properly. They were confused. “We’re still …”
Darius held his finger up to his lips, signaling Manigo to be quiet. “We need to move on—meet up with the other teams in VMB1.”
“Okay,” said Thaxton, still looking confused.
“You guys get down to VMB1,” said Darius. “I’ll secure this place.”
Thaxton and Manigo gathered up the portable security scanner and headed out of the storage room. Coleman followed behind them, but Darius grabbed him by the shoulder before he could get out of the room.
“Walk out of here and go toward the maintenance bay,” whispered Darius. “Wait sixty seconds after you leave this room, radio in that we found one of the biomorphs, and then make sure you cover my ass.”
“What? What are you talking about?” asked Coleman.
“Just do what I say,” Darius said, shoving Coleman out the door.
Darius began a mental countdown. He had sixty seconds to act.
He grabbed the mop in the bucket and snapped off the head, his anger rising. Forty-five seconds.
The mop handle with the head broken off looked like a spear. It was the only weapon he could think of. Thirty seconds.
Darius walked out into the corridor, holding the broken mop handle close to his side. Twenty seconds.
The others were much farther down the corridor. Darius stopped in front of the other door down the corridor from the storage room. Ten seconds.
“You killed a good man,” Darius said to no one in particular, his rage reaching a critical mass. “He had kids. And now his kids don’t have a father.”
Coleman turned around. He couldn’t figure out who Darius was talking to. “What did you just say?” he asked.
“This is for Big Mike and his kids,” Darius said, seemingly talking to the door in front of him.
Darius jammed the broken end of the mop handle into the door.
The door screamed in pain, and in the blink of an eye, it wasn’t a door anymore. It became a man—or at least it looked like a man—with a broken-off mop handle stuck in its shoulder. And it was pissed off.




Even before coming to work for Super Justice Force, Darius saw some incredible things. Living side by side with unregistered metahumans in the abandoned subway system introduced him to some of the stranger things in life. A kid with giant wings growing out his back, an old woman who could control light, and a guy with four arms were among the more “normal” things he had seen. But nothing Darius saw before or after coming to Super Justice Force HQ compared to an enraged biomorph with a broken mop handle jammed into its shoulder.
The biomorph pulled the broken handle from its shoulder, roaring in fury and pain as a thick gray substance sprayed from the wound. The alien swung the mop handle wildly at Darius.
Darius ducked a blow that would have caved in his skull had it connected. His pumping adrenaline kept his fear in check. He tackled the biomorph, and together they fell to the floor. Darius tried to hold on to the creature, but it kept changing shapes, making it impossible. He tried to punch it in the face, only to pull back as the head morphed into that of an alligator and snapped at him. Darius managed to get the alligator mouth in an armlock, pounding it in the head with his free fist.
Rodney Thaxton joined the fight first. The biomorph transformed one of its arms into a huge snake and wrapped it around Darius’s neck. Thaxton struggled to break the snake’s hold on Darius.
Coleman watched in terror, unable to move. Omar Manigo rushed past him, grabbed up the broken mop handle, and speared the biomorph with it.
The shape-shifting alien let out another roar of rage and pain. It threw Darius and Thaxton to the side, slamming them against the wall of the corridor. It grabbed the mop handle and used it against Manigo.
Omar Manigo let out a gasp as the mop handle jammed into his stomach and came out his back. The biomorph lifted Manigo off the floor as though he was a toy, flinging him down the corridor.
Darius knew fighting the biomorph was a losing proposition. It was too strong and too unpredictable.
“Coleman! Use the stun gun!” Darius shouted.
Coleman pointed the UltraStun 500. His hands shook violently as he aimed the weapon at the biomorph.
Darius could swear he heard the alien laugh.
“Kill you all,” growled the biomorph. It loomed in the corridor, taking the shape of some extraterrestrial beast that looked like a cross between a grizzly bear and a tarantula.
“I don’t think so,” said Manny, grabbing the creature’s head from behind.
Manny seemed to appear out of nowhere, moving faster than Darius could have ever imagined. Manny slammed the creature’s head into the wall with so much force, it sounded like a cannonball slamming into concrete.
The biomorph’s lifeless body slumped to the floor as it shifted back to its original form. It looked like a human, only with less developed features and with an entire side of its head caved in. Manny stood over the biomorph. Gray liquid oozed out of the smashed head of the alien.
“That’s one down,” said Manny. “Let’s hope we catch the next one alive. We got some questions that need answerin’.”




Chuck Maslon yelled at Darius, which was nothing new. He always yelled, or threatened, or sneered with contempt. This time he screamed something about Darius “not following proper protocols” and “endangering the lives of his team.”
Darius did his best to ignore Maslon. His head pounded, and the last thing Darius needed to hear was a list of everything he’d done wrong, prattled off by someone who hated him.
Maslon showed up at HQ less than an hour after the Red Alert had been signaled. Still dressed in his pajamas, while wearing his shoulder holster, he looked like a bad joke. And to hear Maslon, everything done since the Red Alert started had been done wrong.
Maslon took out his anger first on Darius, and then on Manny, whom he held responsible for the “ineptly handled breach of security.”
“You’re not the head of security. I am,” barked Maslon. “You had no right to do what you did.”
“Manny is a ranking supervisor on duty; he did everything the way it should have been done,” said Captain Freedom.
“We’ve got one security guard critically injured, a dead biomorph, and another on the loose somewhere,” said Maslon.
“Then what’re we doin’ wastin’ time here?” asked Manny.
Darius looked around the Medical Trauma and Surgery Unit. He’d only seen it this busy when Kid Spectacular had been brought in. Now the doctors hurried as they tried to save Omar Manigo’s life.
Manny, Thaxton, and Darius had carried the badly injured Manigo to MTSU, leaving Coleman behind to watch over the body of the dead biomorph. Manigo remained conscious the whole time, saying over and over again that he didn’t want to die.
“You aren’t gonna die,” Manny assured Omar.
Darius didn’t have the same level of confidence as Manny. Omar looked terrible, a broken mop handle skewered through his body, blood pouring out of his mouth, snot coming out of his nose. And who knew what sort of nastiness was in the biomorph’s blood, which had been all over the mop handle that went through Manigo’s body? Darius thought they should wait for a medical team from MTSU to come get Manigo, but Manny said otherwise. “It’ll take too long,” he said.
Captain Freedom met Darius, Manny, and Thaxton at MTSU as the team of doctors whisked Omar Manigo off to surgery. Maslon stormed in a few moments later, exploding into a rage the moment he spotted Darius.
He’s more pissed that I’m here than he is about the biomorphs, Omar being hurt, or Big Mike getting killed, Darius thought.
“Chuck, I need you to calm down. Manny did the right thing,” said Captain Freedom. “You need to concentrate on making sure these search efforts are being properly coordinated.”
“It’s going to take days to search this entire facility,” said Maslon.
“We don’t have days,” said Manny.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Maslon said. “We don’t have a choice. We don’t have the manpower. Hell, searching the Tower alone will take forever.”
“We don’t need to search the Tower, or the Mansion for that matter,” said Manny. “The biomorph ain’t there.”
“And you know this how?” asked Maslon.
The tone in Maslon’s voice made Darius want to puke. The throbbing pain in his head didn’t help the situation. He needed to sit down, just for a moment. Darius wandered over to a wheelchair a few feet away and sat.
“Because we’re under attack. Two biomorphs went out of their way to get into HQ, and they did it for a reason,” Manny said. “What’re they gonna do, steal stuff from the gift shop or ransack the corporate offices? They came here for a specific reason. We figure that out, and we’ve got a good chance of catching the other one.”
“How do we figure out why they broke in here?” asked Captain Freedom.
“Just before our friends escaped Detention, surveillance monitors all over HQ started goin’ offline,” said Manny. “Something like that ain’t unheard of—three years ago we had a massive system failure, and we went blind on over half the monitors. The reason I dispatched so many teams to VMB1 was because we’d gone blind in all the units that track the area, and that can’t be random.”
“You played a hunch and you got lucky,” said Maslon.
“Stop,” said Captain Freedom. “Our security has been compromised, one employee is dead, and there’s a biomorph on the loose. We don’t have time for stupid arguments. Do you understand me, Chuck?”
Darius could see Captain Freedom weighing his options, trying to come up with a plan of action. Captain Freedom’s eyes looked tired. He seemed different—uncertain of himself. Darius wondered if the captain had just woken up, had not been sleeping, or if he had been drinking. It bothered him to think of his childhood hero as a drunk. But ever since that night in his apartment, when Darius thought he smelled booze on Captain Freedom, the possibility that Jake Kirby Jr. was an alcoholic plagued him. And then there were the rumors—bits of gossip Darius tried to ignore.
Being a superhero can’t be easy, Darius thought. Maybe he needs to take the edge off every now and then.
Captain Freedom looked over at Darius, who sat in the wheelchair fighting the intense pain in his head. “What do you think?” asked Captain Freedom.
“Why are you asking him?” demanded Maslon.
“Because he’s right here,” Captain Freedom said. “And because he was the one who found the first biomorph.”
“He got lucky, just like his friend here,” said Maslon, pointing at Manny.
“It wasn’t luck,” Darius said. His voice came out like a low growl. He didn’t mean for it to sound that way, but the pain was killing him.
“I found the biomorph because I was looking for something that didn’t belong. I’ve been down that corridor hundreds of times—maybe thousands. I know it like the back of my hand. When I saw that door, I knew it didn’t belong.”
“You expect me to believe that you knew a biomorph could turn into a door? I didn’t know that, and I’ve seen biomorphs,” Maslon said. “You’ve never even seen one!”
“Chuck, we don’t have time for this,” said Captain Freedom. The confident tone returned to his voice. He sounded like a superhero—like the leader of Super Justice Force. It gave Darius his own sense of confidence, although it did nothing to ease the pain in his head.
“Here’s what we are going to do,” said Captain Freedom. “We will continue to search HQ, but I want a full analysis of all blind spots caused by the surveillance monitors going down. Run cross-references to find out what areas with Level Three security ratings and higher were affected. That includes everything leading to and from L3 areas. We’ll concentrate efforts in those spots. Have CAD get someone from the Galaxus Alliance Corps on the line—someone who’s dealt with biomorphs. I want them here as soon as possible, which means right now.”
Captain Freedom laid out the rest of the action plan, which included Manny and Darius rejoining the search efforts, and Maslon working out of O3C, where everything was being coordinated. Captain Freedom’s plans didn’t sit well with Maslon. Darius could tell this much because reading Maslon was easy. He cursed the head of security under his breath as Maslon followed Captain Freedom out of MTSU, complaining all the way.
“You okay, hermano?” Manny asked.
Manny stared down at Darius, still sitting in the wheelchair. The lines around Manny’s eyes looked more pronounced. He looked as if he had aged ten years in the last few hours.
Darius nodded. “My head is killing me.”
“You want to stay behind?”
“No,” said Darius, getting up from the wheelchair. “I’m feeling better already.”
Darius and Manny left the Medical Trauma and Surgery Unit. They both checked in on their PCUs, Darius with Oeghe, and Manny with Amina. Oeghe told Darius that they had been ordered to work with the teams searching the Tower.
There won’t be any action in the Tower, Darius thought. I bet that order came from Maslon.
Both Darius and Manny moved slowly through the corridor leading from MTSU into the other parts of headquarters. They looked like battle-weary soldiers returning to war.
“You know you screwed up, right?” Manny asked.
“I know. I should’ve radioed in the moment I suspected it was one of the biomorphs,” said Darius. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not. They killed Mike Epting. Big Mike was good people.”
They walked in silence for a few moments, each lost in their own thoughts. Manny didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that he had killed the biomorph. There would be some sort of investigation, of that Darius had no doubts.
“I tried to kill it. You know that, right? When I jammed it with the broken mop handle, I wasn’t trying to stop it or capture it. I wanted it dead,” Darius said.
Manny said nothing, just nodded his head.
“I’ve been in a lot of fights before,” said Darius. “But I never wanted to kill someone. And it was a someone, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah, it was a someone, hermano. And it killed Big Mike,” said Manny.
“Did you want to kill it?” asked Darius.
Manny stopped in his tracks. He looked at Darius, a grim hardness etched in his face. Darius often wondered what Manny had been like back in his El Toro Loco days. Darius imagined a younger Manny, tough as hell, with a cold stare and not a care for anything in the world. And as hard and as tough as El Toro Loco looked in the imagination of Darius Logan, it didn’t even come close to how Manny Ortiz looked in that moment.
“No, I didn’t want to kill it. Not really,” said Manny.
“Then why did you?”
“It was gonna kill all of you, Darius. It’s gonna be bad enough tellin’ Mike Epting’s family that he’s dead. Only thing I could think about was explaining to Elladia how I let her boyfriend get killed. That wasn’t a conversation I was willing to have.”




Darius slept for two restless hours and was awake for twenty minutes when the alarm on his PCU signaled he had a message. He didn’t have to look to know it had something to do with the events that took place hours earlier. A video message from Manny simply said, “Emergency meeting today in the Situation Room. Noon. Be there.”
Darius crawled out of bed, took a shower, got dressed, and made his way to the Situation Room, passing the security teams actively patrolling every corridor of headquarters. Along the way, he caught bits and pieces of conversations. Nightwatcher and Lady Ixchel had captured the other biomorph several hours earlier. Apparently, it had been caught exactly where Manny said it would be, at one of the blind spots caused by the surveillance monitors going offline.
The Situation Room looked like a smaller version of Operations Crew Command Central—a leaner, meaner version of O3C. Designed for the most essential operations during emergencies, the Situation Room could comfortably seat up to three hundred people. Darius looked for an empty seat but couldn’t find one.
Standing near the back of the Situation Room, Darius looked around at the most remarkable gathering of individuals he’d ever seen. By his count, every member of Super Justice Force was present, including auxiliary and reserve members, and Teen Justice Force. He counted six members of the Galaxus Alliance Corps, including Z-Boe, who hadn’t been due back on Earth for another two weeks. He saw members of the European Alliance, the leader of Israel’s Children of Abraham, and Steel Monkey from China’s People’s Guardians. And then there were the others—two dozen or so costumed heroes from all over the world that he didn’t recognize.
The brightly colored costumes of superheroes and crime fighters from six continents were not the only uniforms in the room. On the opposite side of the crowded room, a small group of military officers stood talking to Otto. Darius couldn’t hear the conversation from that distance, but he could tell they were talking about Otto’s bionic arm. Otto had designed the arm himself—he was considered one of the world’s leading biomechatronic engineers—and Darius knew that he’d been offered jobs by the military and private technology firms.
A conference table sat in front of the wall of video monitors lining one side of the Situation Room. Captain Freedom sat at the table, along with Chuck Maslon, Manny, a member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps that Darius didn’t know, and four others—three men and a woman. Darius didn’t recognize the men, but he could tell they were high-ranking military. The woman needed no introduction—Elizabeth Bankston, President of the United States.
The dull roar of dozens of conversations filled the room. Darius lingered in the back, listening to everything being said, and hearing nothing. He picked up bits and pieces of the conversations closest to him, but nothing complete. Just fragments of ideas, parts of questions, moments of declaration, moving from one person to the next, sweeping through the room like weather systems from all over the globe.
It should have been the most exciting time in Darius’s life, standing in a room with the most powerful beings on the planet. But he couldn’t help but feel he didn’t belong. He had no power, be it the enhanced ability that came from being born with Kurtzberg-24 Syndrome, the mutated effects of being metahuman, the artificial enhancements of taking Adrenaccelerate, or that of an elected official. Darius commanded no armies and had no bionic body parts. In a room with this much power, Darius Logan knew that no one was weaker than him.
Captain Freedom stood up from the table to address the room. It took a moment for the dull roar to fade to a faint whisper and then to the silence of undivided attention. “I want to thank you all for making it here on such short notice,” he said. “This meeting, of course, is above top secret. Everything said in this room is not to be repeated. We’ve managed to keep this out of the media, and a leak would all but ensure a global panic.”
Darius felt a nervous energy that quickly spread through the room.
“Approximately fourteen hours ago, Slambang, a member of Super Justice Force, apprehended two individuals who were then brought here to headquarters. The suspects were placed in the holding facility we call Detention, until such time that the police could take custody of them,” said Captain Freedom. “This is a common practice at SJF, and there was no reason to suspect that these individuals were anything other than the petty criminals they initially appeared to be. These individuals were, however, not what they appeared to be. They were, in fact, biomorphs.”
The entire room exploded in words. Thousands of words, maybe millions, strung together and flowing like tidal waves forming the panicked thoughts of everyone in the room. And the strings of words, each one ending with either a question mark or an exclamation point, were hurled to the front of the room.
It took more than a full minute for Captain Freedom to calm the crowd. He assured everyone that there would be time for questions. Darius doubted it. There might be time for questions, but there’re no answers, he thought.
“The biomorphs were being held in Detention, which they managed to escape from, killing a member of the SJF security crew,” said Captain Freedom. “We still don’t know for sure how they escaped. One of the biomorphs was killed in a confrontation with one of our Operations Crew supervisors and another employee.”
Several heads turned to Darius. A few nodded at him, acknowledging that he had played a pivotal role in taking down one of the aliens.
“A short time later, the other biomorph was captured. It is being interrogated, as we speak, by members of the Galaxus Alliance Corps,” Captain Freedom said. “The second biomorph was apprehended near a high-security area known as the Cage.”
Darius felt like someone punched him in the stomach. A feeling he seldom experienced gripped every fiber of his being. He’d known the other biomorph had been captured, but he didn’t know where. The fact that it had been caught near the Cage could only mean that it was trying to get to the ACU-64 Killbots. And that scared the hell out of him.
“The Cage is a state-of-the-art containment facility located five stories underground. We employ a Class One containment field designed by Tess-Tech, which as many of you know is based upon Tessarian technology. I’m sure most of you have seen their ads—‘With Tess-Tech, nothing goes in and nothing comes out, unless you want it to.’ In fact, most of you are probably using Tess-Tech containment fields at your various bases of operation,” said Captain Freedom.
“In addition to the standard containment barriers using a Tessarian configuration, we use a cold fusion technoplasm-infused reinforcement layer, which provides an extra level of security. As most of you know, cold fusion technoplasm reinforcement is also used at all Galaxus Alliance Corps operations facilities and the Enceladus Colony. Literally, there is no place on the planet Earth more secure than the Cage.”
Captain Freedom paused for a moment. Darius picked up on the hesitation. He knew what was next. He knew that the next words out of Captain Freedom’s mouth could change the course of human history.
“Although the interrogation of the biomorph is ongoing, we must assume that the mission was to gain access to what is being held in the Cage,” said Captain Freedom. “This means that for reasons we don’t yet know, the biomorph was trying to gain access to the decommissioned Automated Combat Units, Model 64, that are currently contained in the Cage.”
A murmur of whispers passed through the room. Darius felt the knot in his stomach grow.
Then the Situation Room exploded with the sound of voices, all talking at the same time, shouting accusations, asking questions, and expressing fears.
Darius stood quietly processing everything as the chaos raged around him. Many of the same questions being shouted out also ran through his brain. Was this the work of the Ad-Ahlen? Did Earth need to be preparing for a war no one thought they could win? How were two biomorphs able to get loose in HQ in the first place?
Darius couldn’t answer the first two questions. The third question, however, had an answer. He knew it did. He just had to figure it out.
Reviewing the facts, Darius tried to figure out what had happened. Slambang apprehended two muggers. Rather than waiting for the police to come pick them up, Slambang had been instructed to bring the muggers back to HQ, where they would be held in Detention. Shortly after the muggers were dropped off, surveillance monitors throughout HQ went offline. During this time, the muggers escaped from Detention, killing a guard.
None of this makes sense, Darius thought. There’s no way two muggers who just happen to be biomorphs get caught by Slambang and are brought to Detention. There’s no way they manage to escape from Detention just as surveillance monitors all over HQ decide to take a dump and go blind. There’s just no way any of this can happen.
And in that moment, Darius realized that none of it had just happened. None of it had been a coincidence. It had all been planned. Somehow the muggers had been a plant—they were meant to be caught by Slambang and brought to Detention.
It all made sense. Getting into HQ without going through security was impossible. And even if you got in, without the proper security clearance, there were only a handful of places you could go. You would be locked outside the most secure areas within HQ. But Detention was located inside one of the most secure areas. You wouldn’t even need the proper security clearance to get into that part of headquarters, as long as you had been picked up for mugging and brought to Detention to wait for the cops to take you away.
Darius scanned the Situation Room, looking for someone, though he wasn’t sure who. There were no real discussions taking place. No civil discourse or even polite conversations. Instead, there were arguments, accusations, and unwavering demands. The people gathered in the Situation Room at Super Justice Force HQ represented some of the most powerful people on the planet, both physically and politically—a global force to be reckoned with. Yet they were screaming at one another, arguing like children, and refusing to communicate in a manner befitting adults. And at least one of them helped planned everything that happened.
In order for the two biomorphs to get brought back to HQ and held in Detention, someone had to make the call—someone in CAD, Darius thought. And someone had to make sure the monitors went offline—someone in SAO.
Darius needed to tell someone about his theory. It needed to be someone he trusted. Someone who would take him seriously and not think he was being paranoid.
Manny was locked in a heated argument with Chuck Maslon.
Don’t even want to get within spitting distance of Maslon.
On the opposite end of the Situation Room, Darius could see Z-Boe and the rest of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. They were talking to several of the military men.
Darius didn’t think twice about interrupting the conversation, pushing his way through the crowd. He had to get to Zander, pull him off to the side, and explain everything to him.
Z-Boe will listen. He won’t think I’m being paranoid.
Darius came up from behind Zander, placing a hand on his shoulder. He had almost gotten used to the odd surge of energy that pulsed through his body. The first one or two times it had surprised him, but Darius had gotten to the point where it was expected. He just assumed it was always like that, some sort of side effect of being exposed to the cosmic power bands that endowed all the Galaxus with their special abilities.
“I need to talk to you,” Darius said.
Z-Boe turned around to face Darius. “What’s up, dude?” Zander asked.
The words didn’t sound right to Darius. They came out of Zander’s mouth like he was talking in slow motion with the volume turned all the way down.
Darius felt weird. He felt dizzy, his heart pounding, his brain feeling like it was shutting down. He couldn’t concentrate on anything, as if his mind had lost the ability to focus. He wanted to say something, to tell Zander that he suddenly felt ill, but he no longer knew how to form words. One of the other Galaxus placed his hand on Darius’s shoulder, but Darius wasn’t sure it was really his shoulder or not. He felt a surge of energy pulse through his body, but it was not the same as the times with Z-Boe. But who was Z-Boe? Who was Darius?
“Aaaaaaarrrrrreeeeeeeyyyyyyoooouuuuooookkkaaaaayyyyyyyy?” asked the other Galaxus.
Somewhere in the back of Darius’s mind, he had a distant memory of being surrounded at a playground by a group of bullies. They had formed a circle around him, taunting him, pushing him around, grabbing at him. The same thing was happening to him now, only it wasn’t happening to his body, it was happening to his mind. No, not his mind, Darius realized, it was happening to his very being. Whatever made Darius who he was—his soul, his spirit, his essence—was being pushed around. Bullied. Something was shoving him out of his own body.
“Wwwwwhhaaaaatttssssswwwrrrrroooonnnggggg?” asked Zander.
Darius couldn’t understand what the words meant. They were sounds that somehow he sensed were addressed to him, but at that moment he wasn’t quite sure of who he was.
Darius screamed. At least he thought he screamed. But even that wasn’t clear, because he had lost the ability to understand everything. And then, everything went black.




When Darius Logan woke up, he had no clue where he was. He did, however, know who he was, and that was an improvement. His last memory, if it could be called that, had been a sense of complete loss. He had lost everything, the ability to process all conscious thought, including his own identity. And he remembered every moment of it, as if it were a bad dream. But somehow he knew it hadn’t been a dream.
He looked around, realizing he lay in some sort of room.
A hospital room? MTSU?
Darius tried to move and felt the sharp pain of an IV needle stuck in his arm.
How long have I been out?
“Oh, thank goodness, you’re awake.”
He knew the voice. Elladia sat in the corner of the room, curled up in a chair, a blanket wrapped around her. She moved from her position, rushing to Darius’s side. She stared down at him, reaching out to gently stroke his face—checking to make sure it was all real. “Thank you for coming back,” she said.
Before Darius could utter a sound, Elladia rushed to the door and opened it. “He’s awake!” she called out into the hall before rushing back to his side.
Darius’s mouth felt dry—his throat parched. “What happened?” he asked, his voice raspy and cracked.
Elladia shushed him. “Don’t try to talk.”
A doctor and a nurse came into the room. Darius recognized the nurse. She’d been there when he underwent all his physicals and medical tests over a year ago. He didn’t recognize the doctor, who politely pushed past Elladia and flashed a light in Darius’s eyes.
“How do you feel?” asked the doctor.
“Thirsty,” said Darius.
“We’ll get you something to drink in just a moment,” the doctor said. “Do you know where you are?”
“MTSU,” Darius said, even though he wasn’t sure.
“Do you know who you are?”
What kind of stupid question is that? Darius thought. Of course I know who I am.
“Darius Raymond Logan,” he said. “I just turned eighteen. I’m L2, assigned to the SAO service team.”
Darius looked over at Elladia and weakly raised his hand to point at her. “And that’s Elladia Ortiz,” he said. He wanted to add, “She’s my girlfriend,” but he didn’t.
He wasn’t sure why he wanted to say it; it just felt right. Something had happened to him. Something bad. And when Darius had woken up, Elladia was there. The way he figured, that made Elladia his girlfriend.
Within moments, Manny and Zander were in the room.
“How you doin’, bro?” asked Zander.
“We can’t have this many people in the room,” said the doctor, and then he sent the nurse out to get Darius some water.
Manny and Z-Boe simply ignored the doctor. They were in the room. They weren’t leaving. Elladia hung out in the corner, trying to keep from being noticed. She wasn’t going to leave either.
Darius still felt groggy and a bit disoriented. Part of him felt like he’d just woken from a bad dream. At the same time, he felt so exhausted, it was almost as if he hadn’t slept in days.
“What happened?” Darius asked.
“You blacked out, only not really,” said Z-Boe.
“When you were brought in here, you were in a highly agitated state, completely incoherent,” said the doctor. “Do you remember anything?”
“We were in the Situation Room, and I had a strange feeling, at least I think I had a strange feeling. I’m not sure,” said Darius.
“Can you describe the feeling?” asked the doctor.
“It was like—I don’t know. Like I had forgotten how to be me. It felt like I was losing myself. I know it sounds crazy.”
The nurse returned to the room with some water. Darius took a small sip, enough to get rid of the dry wasteland that his mouth had turned into. He took a second sip to irrigate his throat.
“How long have I been out?” Darius asked.
“Technically, you never were out,” said the doctor. “Your heart rate, respiration, and brain wave patterns, none of them were consistent with someone who is either asleep or unconscious. I’ve never really seen anything quite like it—and I’ve seen a lot. You’ve been in a state that can only be defined as conscious for nearly thirty-six hours …”
“But you weren’t here with us,” finished Elladia. She had moved next to the bed, gently taking Darius’s hand in hers.
“We’re just glad you’re back,” said Manny.
It took some doing, but the doctor managed to push the visitors out of the room. They all promised to be back soon, as the doctor wanted to hold Darius for observation.
“I’m feeling pretty good,” said Darius, lying to the doctor. I feel terrible. But I don’t want to stay in this stupid hospital bed.
There wasn’t much discussion about the matter. The doctor wanted to keep Darius for another twenty-four hours and run some more tests. In his professional career, he had seen everything from radiation poisoning to alien parasites to possession by demons of the dark dimension. He once had to perform emergency surgery on Nightwatcher, when Microbe Jones had flown up his nose and got stuck in his sinus cavity. But he’d never seen anything like what had happened to Darius.
Over the next few hours, the doctor ran a series of tests. First, he wanted to make sure Darius hadn’t been exposed to some alien virus during the confrontation with the biomorph. When the tests showed no signs of alien virus or infection, they thought of more tests to run, asked more questions, and continued to poke and prod.
During this time, Darius received a small army of visitors. Dr. Sam looked less like a drill sergeant and more like a concerned old man. He didn’t say much, but Darius got the sense that Dr. Sam had something serious on his mind.
He thinks this is all his fault, Darius thought. He regrets bringing me into Second Chance.
The conversation consisted of nothing more than idle chitchat, which struck Darius as odd, especially considering the meeting in the Situation Room that had just taken place. Darius didn’t know how to broach the subject, so he steered clear. But that didn’t change the fact that Dr. Sam seemed distant.
“I’m really feeling better, Doc,” Darius said. “I just want to get out of here and get back to work.”
“Maybe this was all a mistake, Darius,” said Dr. Sam. “This life, the things you see and the things you’re exposed to, maybe it’s no place for a young man. Maybe I did you more harm than good by bringing you here.”
“If you hadn’t brought me here, I’d just now be starting the second year of a fifteen-year bid,” said Darius. “You saved my life.”
Dr. Sam nodded his head, but it seemed like he was convincing himself more than agreeing with Darius.
After Dr. Sam left, Otto Rekker came by. He brought two hand-drawn “get well” cards from the twins and a batch of homemade cookies from Anna.
“How you feeling, Big D?” Otto asked. “Anna and the kids, they’re worried sick about you.”
“I’m good. I just want to get out of here,” Darius said. He’d said the same thing to every visitor who came by.
Elladia returned a little after five. She could only stay for a few minutes. A few minutes were better than no minutes.
She stood over his bed, gazing down on him, her concerned expression reminding Darius of the way his mother watched over him when he felt sick. It was a look that as a child brought Darius comfort when he didn’t feel well. As a young man, and coming from Elladia, it brought a different feeling.
For too long, Darius had stared at Elladia from a distance, afraid to say anything to her. And even when she finally came close enough to hear him, and he could say something—anything—he still said almost nothing.
The problem wasn’t that Darius didn’t have anything to say. He had plenty to say. He just didn’t know how to say it. He was eighteen and had never had a girlfriend before. Never been on a date before. He had no sense of romance or relationships, other than the distant memories of how his parents treated each other. Sure, he had desires, but those desires—like nearly everything else—had taken a back seat to survival.
Maybe I should’ve taken the time to read some romance comics. If I had only picked up a few issues of Burning Love or Lost in Love or Tales of True Love, then maybe I’d know what to say.
Elladia told him about her day, as she did whenever they spent time together. She always did most of the talking, and never demanded he say anything in return. Darius realized, as he lay in the hospital bed, that whatever he had with Elladia was because she had made all the first moves. Suddenly, he felt very selfish for doing so little to let her know how much he cared. And not knowing what to say or how to say it was no longer an excuse.
“Will you be my girlfriend?” Darius blurted out.
Elladia had been mid-sentence, talking about how one of her coworkers had dropped a case of Black Fist and White Dynamo salt and pepper shakers, breaking all of them. “What?” she asked, stunned and confused.
Try as he might, Darius could not think of anything romantic or poetic. “Will you be my girlfriend?”
“I kind of already am,” Elladia said.
She could have said more, but she didn’t need to.




Elladia left Darius alone in his room at MTSU. She kissed him on the forehead before she left, promising to be back tomorrow. She hadn’t been gone long, when Darius fell asleep. The nightmare started soon after.
The nightmare had been with him since his parents were killed, and since he’d dreamed it countless times before, Darius saw everything as if he were watching a movie. An army of ACU-64s always chased after him while the world around him crumbled and burst into flames. In the nightmare, Darius was always nine—the age he was at the time of The Attack. But as this nightmare played out like so many others, something new happened. The child that had been Darius Logan ran into a man who was much older. He looked a bit like Dwayne Logan, Darius’s father. Only it wasn’t Darius’s father.
The man blocked young Darius’s path of escape from the ACU-64 Killbots, the deadly automatons closing in fast. The machines left in their wake a path of destruction the likes of which young Darius had never seen.
“Please, I need to get past, or the robots will get me,” said the young boy.
“These things can’t hurt you,” said the man. Something seemed oddly familiar about him.
“You don’t understand,” said young Darius. He glanced back over his shoulder at the ACU-64s closing in. “Those robots are going to kill me.”
“I do understand,” said the man. “But what you need to understand is that you are already dead. And you have been for a long time. It’s time to stop running.”
“Please! I need to get away,” begged young Darius.
“I wish I could have come sooner and brought you the peace you deserved,” said the man. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”
Young Darius felt confused. The sounds of destruction from the ACU-64s were overwhelming. He could hear the screams of dying people. He could feel the heat from the flames devouring the world. He sensed that his death was imminent.
“Who are you?” asked young Darius.
The man reached down and placed his hand inside young Darius’s chest. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt. The man began to pull something out of young Darius, a shimmering mass that glowed a million colors, and the boy realized that his very life was being pulled from him. He felt terrified even though it didn’t hurt. And then the man said something that brought an odd sense of comfort to young Darius, as the last bit of his life was pulled from his body.
“I’m you, and I’ve come to bring you peace,” said the man.
Darius woke with a start. He’d been having the same nightmare for close to a decade. Impossible to ignore, it took little effort to figure out where it came from and what it meant. To that end, Darius gave little thought to his nightmare, except for the moments before he went to sleep, when he dreaded visiting the dark fears of his subconscious, and the moment he woke up, glad to be done with it. This nightmare, however, was different, which meant that it couldn’t be ignored the same way he had learned to ignore the others.
A knock on the door of his room, thankfully, pulled Darius away from the thoughts of the moment.
“Come in,” said Darius.
Manny entered the room, dressed in his work uniform. He pulled up a chair and sat beside Darius.
“How you feelin’?” asked Manny.
“I just wanna get out of here. Get back to work.”
“That might take a while. Chuck Maslon wants an investigation. He thinks you might be on drugs.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“I wish I was kiddin’ you,” said Manny.
“What about my drug tests? I’ve been pissing into a cup every week for over a year.”
“I know. Believe me, I know. We’ll get you through this.”
“I’m not on drugs,” said Darius. “I don’t know what’s happened to me. All I know is that I want to get back to work.”
“Let’s just make sure you’re fine,” said Manny.
“I’m not the one to be worried about. I’m not the threat.”
“What’s that mean?” asked Manny.
“Back in the Situation Room, before this happened—whatever this is—I had an idea,” said Darius. “I needed to tell someone I could trust. You were with Maslon, so I tried to tell Zander.”
“Maslon ain’t here now,” said Manny.
“There’s no way biomorphs could just get into Detention. There aren’t even supposed to be biomorphs on Earth,” said Darius.
“I know. We’re still investigatin’ what happened.”
“It was an inside job,” said Darius. “Think about it. Slambang catches two muggers, who happen to be biomorphs, and CAD tells him to bring them back here. Whoever issued that order from CAD is in on it. And I hate to say it, but Slambang might even be in on it. And whoever disabled the surveillance monitors—someone in SAO—they were in on it too. The way I see it, there are at least two people working in Operations Crew that had to be working with the biomorphs. Maybe even more.”
Manny nodded his head, letting everything Darius said sink in.
“You been talkin’ to Nightwatcher?” asked Manny.
“No. Why?”
“He says pretty much the same thing.”
“And?”
“And this is scary as hell,” said Manny. “Someone hacked into the main computer and deleted key files. We don’t know who in CAD made the call to have those biomorphs brought to Detention. There’s no record of who in SAO took the surveillance monitors offline.”
“So, it could be anyone,” said Darius. “We could have an army of biomorphs running around HQ, and not even know it.”
“Like I said—this is scary as hell.”
Darius thought about the situation for a moment. If more biomorphs were in hiding, it would be impossible to know whom to trust.
“Is this it?” asked Darius. “Are we at war with the Ad-Ahlen?”
Ever since he was a kid, Darius had heard about the Ad-Ahlen Empire. They had waged war with every known species in the universe—conquered many, destroyed some, and terrorized all. The closest the Ad-Ahlen ever came to attacking Earth had been the Battle of Enceladus on the moon of Saturn twenty years earlier. But the threat remained a constant, thanks to politicians and military leaders who used the specter of an Ad-Ahlen invasion to garner votes and get more money for weapons.
“I don’t know if we’re at war,” said Manny. “But we’ve got people around here acting like we are. Things are going to get ugly.”
“How ugly?”
“Maslon is usin’ what happened as an excuse to take full control of security. He says security is compromised with two teams.”
Security responsibilities at HQ were divided between two specific teams. Maslon oversaw Security One, the primary unit of security forces that answered directly to him. But a secondary security unit, Security Two, operated within the larger body of Operations Crew. Maslon’s Security One forces were the armed police of HQ, while Security Two was like the unarmed rent-a-cops at the mall. Security One guarded the Cage. Security Two helped lost children in the SJF Museum find their parents.
Among the many things Maslon had problems with at HQ, Security Two was at the top of the list. Maslon handpicked all the Security One forces; most were ex-cops, all were Long Arms. The Security Two unit consisted of a mix of SJF employees, including more Chancers than Maslon could ever feel comfortable with.
“They’ll never let him take over all of security,” said Darius.
“I ain’t so sure about that,” said Manny. “Two biomorphs got into HQ undetected, escaped from Detention, and killed someone. Things like that don’t happen without serious consequences. But honestly, it ain’t Maslon we need to be worrying about.”
Darius already knew where Manny was taking the conversation. Lying in the hospital bed, he’d had plenty of time to think about it—the reason the biomorphs had broken into HQ.
“The biomorphs were after the ACU-64s,” said Darius.
“That’s what it looks like,” said Manny. “Can’t quite figure out why. They’ve got everyone questioning that shape-shifting killer, and it ain’t said a thing.”
“Let me ask a question or two. I’ll get it to talk,” said Darius.
“No doubt,” said Manny. “And you know I got your back.”
“Okay, the freaky monster won’t talk. All we need to do is figure out what it wanted, based on its actions.”
“Soundin’ more and more like Nightwatcher,” said Manny.
“Look, you were the one that figured out where they were headed,” said Darius. “That thing wanted to get to the ACU-64s why?”
“Ain’t but a few possibilities.”
“The Ad-Ahlen want to know how they work, to come up with a way to stop them,” said Darius. “Or maybe just destroy them completely.”
Darius stopped talking for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts. Thinking about the Ad-Ahlen made him feel sick. Thinking about the ACU-64 Killbots made him feel sicker. But something made him even sicker still—an idea that had only just started to form in his brain.
“They want to reactivate the ACU-64s,” said Darius. “That’s what you meant a few minutes ago when you said Maslon wasn’t what we should be worrying about.”
“The meetings have already started,” Manny said.
“They won’t work.”
“I know.”
“They need to be destroyed.”
“I agree.”
“Who doesn’t agree?” asked Darius.
“The usual suspects,” said Manny. “The president ain’t weighed in on it yet, but her advisers want to begin lookin’ for a way to make the damn things work properly.”
The sick feeling in the pit of Darius’s stomach grew. The ACU-64 Killbots simply could not work properly. Unless the wholesale slaughter of innocent human lives could be considered “working properly.”
The ACU-64s were a variation of the ACU-52, an automated combat unit that had been deployed by the United States government successfully in several military campaigns. The 52s were sent in on missions deemed too dangerous for humans, and could be programmed to incapacitate or kill enemy hostiles. They had been deployed during the Battle of Enceladus, and effectively used in the fight against the Ad-Ahlen. With the continued threat from the Ad-Ahlen, the government sought to improve the ACU-52.
Twelve models later, the ACU-64 was unveiled. Designed as a weapon to protect the human race, the ACU-64 Killbots became mankind’s biggest threat when Doc Kaos, the armor-clad dictator from a parallel universe, gained control of the deadly machines, using them as weapons in what people came to know as The Attack.
The ACU-64s featured a central processing computer that had been created with a dynamic modulating self-programming feature. This meant that the Killbots had been designed to program themselves as needed in combat situations. These sophisticated machines could, in theory, act and react in a way that closely resembled “thinking.”
As if a “thinking” machine loaded with an arsenal that included technoplasm blasters wasn’t bad enough, the ACU-64 Killbots had been designed with a secondary power drive that could run on bioorganic fuel. This new feature meant that if an ACU-64 ran low on its primary fuel source, it could consume and process bioorganic material, turning it into fuel. Unfortunately, the ACU-64s did not differentiate one bioorganic fuel source from another, meaning an ACU-64 Killbot looking to refuel would consume and process a dumpster full of garbage, sorting out all the organic matter, the same way it would consume and process the corpse of a human being.
During The Attack, as the battle raged on and the fuel reserves of the ACU-64s began to run low, the machines began to consume and process any and all bioorganic fuel sources. The sight of a Killbot tearing off an arm or leg of a dead person and shoving it into its fuel-processing receptacle only served to make a nightmarish situation even more gruesome.
Under the control of Doc Kaos, the deadly machines killed thousands of people, including the father, mother, and newborn baby brother of Darius Logan. His life had been destroyed in every way imaginable by the monstrous creations. And no matter what the potential threat from the Ad-Ahlen may have been—or anyone else for that matter—using ACU-64 Killbots was not a good idea.
“Reactivating those things will be a mistake. It’ll be the death of us all,” said Darius.
“Let’s hope you’re wrong about that,” Manny said. “Chuck Maslon has agreed to open up the Cage and let the military see what they can do to fix our friends down there.”




Things could be worse, Darius told himself, trying to remain optimistic. He had been placed on “forced medical leave,” pending a full investigation as to why he had lost consciousness—or whatever it was that happened to him. He couldn’t work for thirty days, and the security limitations on his movement outside of headquarters made him a prisoner. Within twenty-four hours, the walls began to close in, followed by a bad case of cabin fever. Things could be worse, he told himself over and over again.
With nowhere to go, nothing to do, and angrier than usual, Darius started spending more time in the Fight Rooms in the training facility at Super Justice Force HQ. As part of his regular routine at HQ, Darius had started going to the training facility, located in the Tower. Complete with weights, cardio machines, and heavy bags, the high-tech gym also had five Combat Simulation Training Rooms—Fight Rooms—that were used by Super Justice Force members to hone their fighting skills. After the incident with Francis “the Safecracker” Feeney, Butchie suggested that Darius check out a Fight Room and maybe blow off some steam.
With padded walls, floors, and ceilings, each Fight Room used automated combat simulation robots that everyone called Bruisers. The Bruisers looked like something out of a low-budget science fiction movie—the bizarre creations of a mad scientist with limited imagination. Standing on four legs, with two articulated arms that extended from its torso, and a head that looked like a large cooking pot with electronic eyes peering in multiple directions, they were powered by a computer, using random sequencers in a combat mode scenario.
It took three trips to the Fight Room, with the training control modes set to the lowest level, before Darius could stay on his feet for more than fifteen seconds. He became increasingly frustrated. This should be easy, he said to himself. These are just machines. How hard can it be to fight a machine, especially one set to the lowest skill level?
He had returned to the Fight Room for a fourth time, only to be knocked down again and again. The Bruiser knocked him to the padded floor one more time, and Darius lay there. He swore under his breath, mad that a machine had gotten the better of him, trying to figure out what he had done wrong.
His father had trained Darius how to fight—how to defend himself against the bullies at school. But what would he say about defending myself against these stupid machines?
He’d say that these stupid machines are smart enough to knock me on my ass. So maybe I’m the stupid one.
Darius got back up on his feet, ready to call it quits, frustrated that he couldn’t figure out how to keep from getting knocked down. In the back of his mind, he could hear the voice of his father. “Some fights you can’t walk away from.”
As much as he wanted to quit, he simply couldn’t do it. Dwayne Logan had trained his son too well. Darius had managed to stay alive for years, thanks to the training of his father, and he knew that somewhere along the line he had been taught what he needed to know in order to fight the Bruisers.
Okay, what’s the first rule in a fight? Darius asked himself. He thought of the many lessons his father had given him. Darius could practically hear Dwayne Logan saying, “Never underestimate your opponent.”
“But how do you underestimate your opponent when it is just a machine?” Darius asked out loud.
And in that moment, he knew the answer. It almost felt like his father was there, pointing out the obvious. All along, Darius had been thinking of the Bruisers as machines like any other. But the fight-training robots were far more than toasters on legs or clothes dryers that could punch him in the stomach. He had been underestimating his opponent.
The Bruisers were an early generation of the ACU-64—the ACU-12—which made beating the crap out of them especially satisfying to Darius. After months of training, he had improved considerably as a fighter, and instead of getting knocked down in a matter of seconds with the training level at its lowest setting, Darius was working out at the maximum skill level possible for a non-powered human.
Four days into his medical leave, Darius arrived at the Fight Room and found Kaebel Kaine training. Things had not gone well since Nightwatcher’s bad eye had been replaced with a high-tech bionic one. An infection had slowed his healing process considerably, followed by a lengthy rehabilitation. “It’s like learning to see for the first time,” said Nightwatcher.
Darius watched Kaebel Kaine going through his workout. Training at level eight, which was meant for low-level superpowers, Nightwatcher was more than impressive. From his own standpoint, Kaine considered himself slow and sluggish—a result of getting used to his new eye—but to Darius, he was a marvel to behold.
Darius had never seen anyone fight quite like Nightwatcher. He moved like a wild animal and a graceful dancer, often at the same time. Criminals lived in fear of running into him on the streets, and Darius could see why—even in sweatpants and a T-shirt, he was a monster.
I can’t imagine what he looks like in action, decked out in his full outfit, Darius thought.
Nightwatcher wore black body armor, allowing him to blend into the shadows of the night. If light hit the sculpted armor in just the right way, it looked like a skeleton. His helmet looked like a jet-black skull carved out of onyx, with reflective red eyes. The eyes made it possible for criminals to see their own reflection as Nightwatcher beat them senseless.
Nightwatcher trained with two Bruisers at the same time. One Bruiser grabbed him from behind in the robotic equivalent of a bear hug, while the other attacked from the front. Kaine kicked out his legs and caught the second Bruiser in a scissor lock around what would have been its neck. He then managed to pry apart the arms of the Bruiser that held him, slipping out of its grip while maintaining his scissor lock on the other. He twisted his body in such a way that he dragged the Bruiser with him down to the padded floor. Nightwatcher smashed the downed Bruiser with the heel of his foot, and then did a backspin that seamlessly transitioned into a leg sweep of the other Bruiser that only seconds before had been crushing him from behind. The second Bruiser lost its balance and came crashing down on Kaebel Kaine before he could move out of the way.
“End program!” shouted Kaine. He struggled to get out from under the robot.
Darius came into the Fight Room to help Nightwatcher get free of the inactive Bruiser resting on his left arm and leg. He lifted the monstrous machine enough for the crime fighter to slide out from under it.
“The new eye,” said Nightwatcher. “Doesn’t work the same as a real one.”
“Looks like you handled yourself pretty well to me,” said Darius.
“Saw that thing falling on me, but the damn eye took too long to measure distance and speed. Misjudged how far I needed to move to get out of the way.”
Kaebel Kaine picked himself up off the floor. He didn’t thank Darius for helping lift the Bruiser off him, but he offered a barely noticeable nod, which Darius recognized as the closest thing to courtesy Nightwatcher ever offered anyone. Kaine had notoriously bad social skills, and he seldom talked to anyone. Perhaps that’s what Darius liked most about him—Nightwatcher didn’t go out of his way to be liked.
“You’ve been training,” said Nightwatcher.
“Some,” Darius said.
“Can you handle yourself?”
“I know a thing or two.”
“Show me,” said Nightwatcher.
Darius set the program controls for level six. He had tried on several occasions to move up to level seven, but at that level the Bruisers were too much to handle. You either needed to have low-level powers or you had to be a supreme badass who could take getting hit with the force level equal to getting kicked by a mule.
One of the things Darius’s father taught him about fighting was to do only what needed to be done, and nothing more. “Some guys are all about showing off their skills,” said Dwayne Logan. “But a display of technique doesn’t amount to much in a fight for your life.” Darius remembered that every time he fought. Looking good is no substitute for being effective.
Nightwatcher watched Darius fight for a solid six minutes. That in and of itself was impressive. Professional boxers fought only in three-minute rounds, and even the most physically fit had trouble going more than a minute or two when something attacked hard enough to knock them out. But the thing Nightwatcher found especially impressive about Darius was his ability to avoid being hit, and turning his opponent’s attacks into his offensive strikes. True fighting required a simultaneous blend of defensive and offensive skills to a point where the two were one and the same. Some people were good at blocking a hit, while others were good at hitting. Darius had both skills in equal measure, and there was something vaguely familiar about his fighting style.
Nightwatcher knew Darius had developed some of his skills in the Fight Room, but there was more to it than that. To fight like this, you had to have been trained, and you had to have traded blows for real. Training in the Fight Room had sharpened Darius’s skills, but Kaine could see that Darius had progressed far beyond the limits of the program. Sure, Darius pushed himself, working up a sweat and breathing hard, but from what Kaine saw, Darius’s true capabilities as a fighter had yet to be tested. The problem was that the preprogrammed training modules were not designed to work for someone like Darius. Nightwatcher had the same problem, forcing him to custom-design his own programs.
The fight program ended when the Bruiser delivered a one-two combination that Darius ducked. Darius caught the Bruiser in its midsection with an uppercut, causing it to double over—the robots were programmed to react as if they felt pain. Darius then grabbed the Bruiser by the back of its head and drove his knee into what would have been the machine’s face. It collapsed to the floor in a computerized equivalent to being knocked out.
“Not bad,” said Nightwatcher.
“Thanks,” Darius said.
“Who trained you?”
“My dad.”
“Who was your dad?”
“Dwayne Logan—just a guy who knew how to fight.”
Kaine nodded his head ever so slightly. His icy stare made Darius uncomfortable. Of all the members of Super Justice Force, Nightwatcher was the one who intimidated Darius the most, which seemed ridiculous, considering Kaebel Kaine had no superpowers.
“You know how to handle yourself, but you’re making a tactical error,” said Kaine.
“What am I doing wrong?” asked Darius.
Nightwatcher stood next to Darius, imitating his fighting stance. “You keep leaving yourself open to attack on your left side, near your kidneys,” said Nightwatcher. “It’s a dirty fight technique. These things aren’t programmed to fight dirty. But some guy in an alley, he’ll pop you in the kidney without a second thought. You get hit hard enough, you’ll think you’re dying.”
Darius and Kaine went over more fight techniques. They met up the next day, Nightwatcher showing Darius more moves. This went on for three weeks, and in between combat training, Nightwatcher would talk to Darius. At first, the conversations with Darius were little more than lessons quoted from Sun Tzu’s Art of War, which Darius had practically memorized already. Eventually, the conversations became more personal.
“Who do you trust?” asked Nightwatcher.
“What?”
“You’ve made friends since you’ve come here,” said Nightwatcher. “But who do you trust?”
Darius shrugged. “I don’t know. Z-Boe for sure. Manny. He saved my life from that biomorph. Maybe Dr. Sam. Why?”
“These last few weeks, people haven’t known who to trust. The biomorphs didn’t get in here on their own,” said Nightwatcher.
“That’s what I said to Manny.”
“I know. He told me,” said Nightwatcher. “Why do you think they broke in?”
“I’m not really sure. I think they wanted to get to the ACU-64s. Maybe find out how they work.”
“What would be the point of that?”
“Killbots are the most powerful weapon on the planet. If the Ad-Ahlen knew how they worked, maybe they could build something stronger,” said Darius.
“The Ad-Ahlen already have something far more powerful than an army of ACU-64s, and they’ve already used it on us,” said Nightwatcher.
“What’s more powerful than a Killbot?”
“Fear. They’ve made us afraid. And fear is the most powerful weapon of all,” said Nightwatcher.




Despite the fact he’d been given a laptop computer on his birthday, Darius continued to go to the library. Having been placed on medical leave, he had even more time on his hands. When he wasn’t working out his hostilities in the Fight Rooms with Nightwatcher, he developed his mind in the library.
Darius blazed through his online courses, and it eventually dawned on him that he was a college student. He had simply thought of himself as someone taking a few random courses, but somewhere along the way he’d become an undergrad.
After the encounter with the biomorphs, Darius became increasingly interested in the Ad-Ahlen. He read every comic book he could find that featured tales of the alien race, including Adventures of the Galaxus Alliance Corps and a Captain Freedom graphic novel. And while the comics were entertaining, he found that none of the stories went very far in explaining the complexities of human and extraterrestrial relations. If I want to know about real life, I need to look somewhere besides comic books.
Darius started with A Moron’s Guide to Extraterrestrials and followed it up with An Earthman’s Understanding of Aliens and Outer Space. Neither book was nearly as exciting or entertaining as the massive twelve-issue maxi series Super Justice Force: Space Battle, which chronicled the conflict between SJF and the Ad-Ahlen Empire during the Battle of Enceladus. At the same time, the comic books Darius had read seemed to gloss over some rather significant historical and scientific facts.
For one thing, Zander Boeman and his family didn’t appear in Super Justice Force: Space Battle. Darius knew for a fact that Z-Boe had been one of the colonists to survive the Enceladus conflict. Chuck Maslon had been there as well, although Darius didn’t care that he wasn’t in the comic.
Darius had come to grips that life in comic books didn’t always look like real life. The biggest difference he could see had to be space travel. In comic books and movies like Star Trek and Star Wars, adventurers zipped through the universe in ships faster than the speed of light. There were no problems with the lack of gravity in space, and unless the plot called for it, fuel never posed a problem. Real life was nothing like that.
Human beings without powers, and even some with powers, simply could not travel for prolonged periods of time at speeds approaching that of light. The strain on the body was too great, and the longest trip any human being could survive without relying on cryostasis was Saturn’s moon Enceladus. Reality transformed the glamour of space travel into a time-consuming, cost-prohibitive endeavor that posed countless dangers. And it was no different for those that had traveled to Earth from other solar systems.
Only the Galaxus Alliance Corps moved through space by a different set of rules. Through technology created by the Mhadra Turas, the elite protectors of the galaxy possessed the power to manipulate the fabric of space itself, creating Quantus Portals that made it possible to move from galaxy to galaxy as if moving from one room to another. The Quantus Portals conjured by the Galaxus were big enough for individual beings to pass through, but nothing as big as a ship could ever travel through the openings.
The seemingly endless expanse of the universe was filled with billions of galaxies. Many of the galaxies were inhabited, but only a few were known to be inhabited by technologically advanced beings capable of space travel. And even with the technology, intergalactic travel wasn’t easy. There were only two ways entire ships could travel from one galaxy to another. The first way required incredible amounts of fuel and a lot of time—anywhere from decades to centuries. It had taken refugees from Tessaria—the nearest civilized planet to Earth—two full generations to make it to Earth, traveling close to the speed of light, in some of the most technologically advanced ships in the universe. By the time their ships arrived, so many years had passed that an entire generation of Tessarians grew old and died during the journey. In fact, over half the Tessarians who originally arrived at Earth were born on the ships—the children and grandchildren of those who had started the seemingly endless trip.
A second, much quicker way allowed ships to travel between galaxies, provided the ships could find space-time eddies—naturally occurring distortions in space and time that shortened the distances between galaxies. More than a hundred of these space-time eddies had been discovered and mapped throughout the universe—shortcuts between galaxies and solar systems that cut travel time from centuries to years, and sometimes even days—but none had been found close enough to Earth to make it easy to reach. Some speculated that this was the reason there were so few extraterrestrials on Earth, compared with other planets that hosted as many as eight or nine races from as many different galaxies.
Earth played second home to five of the known alien races—the Tessarian, the Sesstarian, the Zzngth, the Elbanev, and the Quoor—whose physiology were compatible with the environmental conditions of Earth. Some considered the Mhadra Turas to be a sixth alien race, but it was more complicated, given they were a symbiotic life-form living through a parent host. Only Tessarians and Sesstarians, from twin planets in the same system, lived on Earth in any significant numbers. Each race had come to Earth for the same reason: they were fleeing the Ad-Ahlen, bringing with them technology and science that had since been incorporated into human life.
During the month of his medical leave, Darius learned more about the aliens living on Earth than he had ever known. He studied the Tanhauser Peace Accord, the shaky treaty that most believed to be the one thing keeping the Ad-Ahlen Empire from declaring war on Earth. Of course, the fact that Earth was not located near a space-time eddy made potential invasion problematic—as the Ad-Ahlen had discovered. And there were other factors, not the least of which being the Galaxus Alliance Corps and a small army of super-powered humans ready to slug it out until the bitter end.
For millennia, the Ad-Ahlen had waged war with other planets, enslaved other races, and terrorized multiple galaxies. They dominated weaker planets, ruling several systems through their colonies. The long history of their atrocities had been recorded thousands and thousands of years before the human race ever made contact with any extraterrestrials.
The first human contact with the Ad-Ahlen came during the final days of the Tessarian War, just before the fall of Tessaria. Human members of the Galaxus Alliance Corps fought alongside other races before falling victim to a stunning defeat.
Ten years later, the Ad-Ahlen attacked the Earth colony on Enceladus—a research facility and military outpost that was home to two thousand humans and several hundred extraterrestrials. A fleet of a dozen warships entered the galaxy, threatening a massive invasion of Earth, only to be dealt a devastating blow by a computer glitch. A system failure on seven of the ships killed more than half of the invading force while still in cryostasis. The remaining five Ad-Ahlen ships engaged in what became known as the Battle of Enceladus.
Captain Freedom led a team of Earth’s most powerful heroes during the Battle of Enceladus, fighting alongside the Galaxus Alliance Corps and the colonists. The battle raged on for weeks, with both sides taking heavy casualties. If not for Zzngth forces that joined the fray, the Ad-Ahlen would have destroyed the Enceladus Colony, moving on to Earth.
For twenty years the inhabitants of Earth lived in fear of another Ad-Ahlen attack. History revealed the Ad-Ahlen had set their sights on Earth, and given enough time, they would return. The United States government built the ACU-64s as a means of defending the planet from the threat of an invasion that never came. Instead, the human race had a new monster to fear—the ACU-64 Killbots—which was more real and deadly than the Ad-Ahlen.
Darius remembered what Nightwatcher had told him about fear being the greatest weapon of all. The Ad-Ahlen had never set foot on Earth, but they created a fear that resulted in unthinkable devastation. And now, with the attack on HQ by biomorphs, fear once again led the way.




Despite the best efforts—or at least the greatest desires—of Chuck Maslon, Darius Logan returned to work after a monthlong forced medical leave. Thirty drug screenings over the course of thirty days failed to back up Maslon’s assertion of Darius’s drug abuse. Maslon’s unwavering dislike for Darius and his efforts to get the young man sent off to prison, however, did succeed in further alienating the head of security from a staff that already didn’t like him.
Darius felt good about being back at work. As much as he enjoyed working out and studying, his days had been a bit too long without his job to keep him occupied. Of course, Elladia took up his time as well, but she had her life to live, and the time they spent together was always limited one way or another.
While he was away on forced medical leave, much had changed around HQ. Increased security protocols meant more bioscan screenings, random checks, and a greater sense of impending doom. Maslon managed to successfully wrangle complete control of both security teams. He increased the Security One team, expanding the number of Long Arms working for him, and implemented a new policy regarding firearms for guards with L3 ratings and higher. Maslon had a bunch of ex-cops walking around HQ fully armed, all under the pretense of “increased security.” The Chancers working security weren’t allowed to be armed and were all transferred to nonessential areas. Long-term employees like Butchie suddenly found themselves issuing citations in the parking lot, inspecting mail, and holding the doors open for tourists.
Maslon’s new policies upset Manny, who felt that if security threats did exist, all guards needed to receive the same training and carry weapons. Maslon couldn’t have disagreed more, and the argument between him and Manny quickly became one of modern legend at Super Justice Force HQ.
“The last thing we need is a bunch of trigger-happy ex-cons running around armed, posing even more of a threat,” said Maslon. At least that’s what he was rumored to have said.
Manny supposedly responded by calling Maslon a particularly unpleasant twelve-letter word.
Darius chose to believe the stories about the argument between Maslon and Manny, even though he had no proof, and Manny wouldn’t confirm.
The one thing Darius did know to be true was that tensions ran high at HQ, compounded by the government sending in a team of “pencil-neck geeks” to work on the ACU-64s. They had been charged with determining if the killing machines could be made to “work properly.” The assumption, of course, being that “work properly” meant the ACU-64s could be controlled only by the “good guys,” as opposed to someone like Doc Kaos.
The pencil-neck geeks spent long hours down in the Cage, working in a makeshift lab—locked inside with a team of armed security guards handpicked by Maslon. Even though the guards were loyal to Maslon, Darius felt sorry for them as they worked on a rotating schedule so that everyone had a fair turn at dying should the Killbots become active.
Maslon had fought hard to have the ACU-64s taken to another facility, where they could be worked on properly without placing undue burden on his security forces. He felt the machines should be repaired as best as possible, to be effectively used as weapons of mass destruction—he just didn’t want to be bothered guarding them. Fortunately, Captain Freedom shot down Maslon’s rallying to have the ACU-64 Killbots transferred someplace else. No one really wanted the things at HQ, but no one would let them be removed either.
Darius had been back on the job for a week when Manny called him into the supervisors’ office.
“I got good news and bad news and then some more good news for you,” said Manny.
“Good news, bad news, and more good news?”
“Yeah. The first bit of good news is I’m promoting you to Level Three.”
Darius was stunned. It took most employees at least two years to get to Level Three—sometimes three years. He had been promoted to L3 in just over a year, which was cool, and a real honor, but he wasn’t sure he was ready for the responsibility.
“Manny, I’m not ready to go to Level Three. There are guys here three years and more who aren’t L3s.”
“Darius, listen to me. This increased security has got us stretched thin in SAO. Maslon pulled a dozen people out to put them on his new goon squad. I’m pulling bodies from CAD, but it still ain’t enough to fill in all the gaps. I need L3s that I can trust, and whether you think you’re ready or not, I need you.”
“Maslon won’t like it,” said Darius.
“Who cares what Maslon likes? That stupid jackass is the reason SAO is at the breaking point.”
“What’s the bad news?” asked Darius.
“Well, there’s two bits of bad news,” said Manny. “First, you’re going to be training new crew members. We’ve got seven new people starting next week, and I’m giving you two of them.”
“Man, I don’t know the first thing about training anyone,” said Darius.
“You know the job better than you think,” Manny said. “The second bit of bad news is that I need to transfer you to day shift.”
Manny may as well have punched Darius in the face. This was more than bad news. This was terrible news. Darius liked the night shift—he belonged there.
“Manny, you can’t take me off night shift,” Darius said. He prepared to prattle off a list of reasons why he couldn’t work the day shift, but Manny held up a hand and gestured for Darius to be quiet.
“You think I wanna transfer you?” asked Manny. “Believe it or not, I actually like you. You work hard, you don’t talk that much, and you laugh at my corny jokes. But the reality is that over half the day shift has been assigned to that special security detail, and that’s where our butts are really exposed.”
Darius thought of all the reasons why he didn’t want to go to day shift, but none of them mattered, because Manny had made up his mind. “If I’m being trusted to train new employees and I’m being moved to day shift, that means I’m being groomed for an assistant supervisor position, doesn’t it?” Darius asked.
“At your pace, you’ll be there in three years. Maybe two,” Manny said. “You’ll be the youngest person to ever make assistant supervisor.”
“That would drive Maslon insane,” Darius said with a smile.
“Out of his mind,” laughed Manny.
“When do I start?” Darius asked.
“Monday.”
“That doesn’t give me any time to prepare.”
“You’re forgetting to ask me what the other piece of good news is,” said Manny.
“I’m afraid to,” Darius said.
“You can leave HQ any time you want and go anywhere you want. The two-block limit is lifted,” said Manny.
“Don’t even joke around that way. I’m supposed to wear this STATU for another two years. There’s no way Maslon is letting it come off.”
“You’re right, there ain’t no way Maslon is gonna let it come off, and it ain’t comin’ off,” said Manny. “But you’ve earned a bit more freedom than you’ve been given. The STATU stays on, but it’s more of a formality.”
“In case I try to escape?” asked Darius.
“Something like that.”
“In a million years, Maslon won’t approve this.”
“I went over his head, and he didn’t have much of a choice,” said Manny. “It helps that the big guys like you, hermano.”
“The big guys?”
“The supes. Captain Freedom. Nightwatcher. Lady Ixchel. Black Fist. Smoking Ace. Rocky. Marvelous Man. White Dynamo. Stixx and Stone. All of ’em. They all signed off on givin’ you some freedom,” said Manny. “With that kind of support, ain’t a thing Maslon can say.”
“That means … I’m free,” said Darius. “What did you say to everyone that they would do this for me?”
“I told ’em the truth,” said Manny. “I told ’em that Elladia’s boyfriend needed to take her out in style.”




At eighteen years old, Darius Logan had faced more hard times and trauma than most people three times his age. Darius thought of all the terrifying moments he’d endured over the years—the moments when he questioned whether he would live to see another day—and somehow all of it seemed to pale in comparison to his first real date with Elladia.
They stood outside a movie theater, trying to decide what to see. Over a dozen movies were showing, and Darius had no clue what to watch. He didn’t know anything about the big stars in Hollywood or what was popular. There were three different sequels playing to movies Darius had never even heard of, and as he and Elladia discussed what to watch, he felt hopelessly out of touch with everything.
Things were much easier when all Darius did was stare longingly at Elladia. And things had been relatively easy when their relationship—if you could call it that—had been restricted to the confines of HQ . Darius didn’t have to think about where to take Elladia for dinner, or what movie they should go see, because he couldn’t take her to the movies or out to eat. Their relationship was largely defined by the restrictions of the world he lived in. But with those restrictions gone, he had no excuses. Or at least the old excuses weren’t going to work anymore.
They decided to watch one of the silly romantic comedies playing at the multiplex. Not because Darius wanted to see it but because it was easier to say yes.
“Know how to pick your battles,” his father used to say.
The movie wasn’t nearly as bad as Darius had feared it would be. For one thing, it was fun just to be in a theater. For another thing, Elladia holding his hand and resting her head on his shoulder was just about the greatest feeling in the world. Darius thought about the time he fought with a giant rat over the hamburger he’d picked out of the garbage, and how he would do it again if it meant being with Elladia. Then he laughed at the whole ridiculous idea, and Elladia thought he was laughing at the movie.
After the movie, they went to eat at a pizza parlor. It had been many, many years since he ate pizza at a place like this one, which reminded him of a place his father would take him. They would go to their local comic book store, followed by a slice of pizza, and then return home to a mother who pretended to be jealous that they were having fun without her.
Working at Super Justice Force had given Darius a new life, complete with friends and family—things he had given up on ever having again. Slowly but surely, he grew into his new life, though it hadn’t always been easy. But sitting across from Elladia, as great as it was, served as a reminder that Darius still struggled to fit in with the rest of the world.
Elladia sensed something was wrong with Darius. His moods generally ranged between “tense and brooding” and “more tense and brooding.” Sometimes he would lighten up, which was his “happily tense and brooding” mood—the most fun time to be around him. And though he seemed to be happily tense and brooding, Elladia sensed something more.
“Are you okay?” Elladia asked.
“I don’t know how to do this,” said Darius. “And I don’t want to mess it up.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I haven’t been to see a movie in a theater in ten years. It’s been almost that long since I sat in a place like this and ate a slice of pizza,” said Darius. “I’ve never been on a date before. I’ve never been a boyfriend before.”
“I’ve never been a girlfriend before. And you know Uncle Manny—I’ve never been on a real date before,” said Elladia. “As for seeing a movie in the theater, you haven’t missed much the last ten years. Those new Spider-Man movies were pretty bad. But I did like the originals.”
“Spider-Man is so fake,” said Darius. “There’s no way you can get powers from being bitten by a spider.”
“I know it’s all silly, especially compared to real life, but the original movies were awesome—especially Spider-Man 2. I have it on my computer, and I always cry at the end,” Elladia confessed. “You really should see it.”
“Okay, maybe we can watch it together someday,” Darius said.
Elladia reached across the table and grabbed Darius’s hand. “See, you’ve already got the good boyfriend thing down,” she said.
Their first real date came to an end, and Darius and Elladia stood outside the home she shared with her uncle Manny. Manny was at work, which meant Darius had no reason to be nervous about prying eyes. Of course, Manny’s best friend and coworker Otto Rekker lived just across the street, and Darius wasn’t so sure Otto wasn’t doing reconnaissance.
“This was the best date of my life,” said Elladia.
“I thought you said you’d never been on a real date before,” Darius said.
“Why did you have to ruin the moment?”
“Sorry.”
“This is where I say, ‘This was the best date of my life,’ and then you say, ‘This was the best date of my life.’ Okay?”
“Okay.”
“This was the best date of my life,” said Elladia.
“This was the best date of my life,” Darius said.
“Now this is when you kiss me.”
Darius pulled Elladia close, and though it wasn’t the first time they had kissed, it may as well have been.




If Darius Logan could have only seen himself, he wouldn’t have recognized the goofy teenager he had become in the minutes and hours following his date with Elladia. His head swimming in a silly ocean of hopeless romanticism, he took a bus to the subway, riding aimlessly until the rattling car of the train started to feel like a prison. Sitting still, on a subway train, just made the world seem small. And at the moment, he needed the world to be big—big enough to handle the energy inside him, threatening to explode.
The train crossed the river back into the city, and Darius decided to get off and travel the rest of the way on foot. The walk back to Super Justice Force HQ would be long, but he had freedom to enjoy.
Darius stepped on to the platform of the subway station and a rush of memories came flooding in. He hated subway stations—the smells and dirt and the crushing feeling of being underneath a city. It all reminded him of the world he had come from. He stood on the platform, deserted except for a man asleep on a bench, and made sure that he saw enough and smelled enough and remembered enough of his life from before that he would never forget how far he’d come.
Outside the subway station, Darius found himself in a grim neighborhood that looked too much like Broke-land. This neighborhood had not been decimated by The Attack, which wiped out entire parts of the city in the blink of an eye. Instead, it had been crippled by the diseases of poverty and crime, left to slowly wither and die along with the people who called places like this home. Crime ran rampant in these neighborhoods. As survival of the fittest played out, the laws of the urban jungle were in full effect on every block … It was no place for a lovestruck kid fresh from playing kissy-face with his girlfriend.
There are worse stops I could have gotten off at, Darius told himself. But not much worse.
Darius started his long walk back to HQ. The energy he felt from his date with Elladia still had him charged up, just as the dying neighborhood he walked through had his senses on high alert. Darius felt great. He felt alive and invincible and ready for anything that came his way. And then he heard the scream.
For a moment, Darius thought his imagination was working overtime. It wasn’t his imagination. A woman screamed for help. Darius never stopped to think about how much he hated running as he ran toward the sounds of the screams.
Halfway down the block and across the street, an older woman struggled in a late-night game of tug-of-war with some punk over her purse. A few feet away, a man lay in a pool of blood. And watching all this were three other punks who seemed endlessly amused by their companion wrestling with an old woman for her purse.
Four against one aren’t the best odds, Darius thought. He looked for some sort of weapon as he quickly moved toward the gang. The only thing he saw was an old trash can. Darius grabbed the metal lid.
Darius quietly snuck up behind the punk closest to him, bringing down the trash can lid on the punk’s head with such force that it sent him to the ground, out for the count.
Odds just dropped three to one, and the fight hasn’t even started.
The remaining punks turned to see what had happened. Darius stood over their fallen friend, holding a garbage can lid as if it was some sort of shield.
The punk wrestling with the woman for her purse loosened his grip. The old woman ran to the side of the motionless man. Darius couldn’t tell if the man was dead, which only made him angrier.
In comic books and movies, right before a fight broke out, someone usually said something cool. Darius couldn’t think of anything cool to say. He was too busy sizing up his three opponents. They had been surprised by Darius’s attack on their companion, but with a little luck, he might still have some surprises left.
The punks thought their numbers gave them an advantage. They weren’t expecting Darius to do much of anything other than get his ass handed to him when they jumped him. And that was where Darius still had the element of surprise—he hadn’t stopped by to get his ass handed to him.
In one fluid motion, Darius moved toward the punk closest to him, while flinging the garbage can lid at the punk second-closest—this would buy time before the third, who was the farthest away, could get into the mix.
The garbage can lid hit the second punk in the face just as Darius leapt into the air and came down on the other punk with a Muay Thai elbow strike to the nose. The punk screamed in agony, his nose broken. The pain and the blood would slow him down, and Darius could finish him off later if need be.
The third punk rushed to the side of his friend, who had gone down the moment the lid hit him. Darius hadn’t counted on that happening, but it helped, making his job easier.
Darius rushed the third punk, who managed to get himself into a defensive pose, pulling a switchblade from his back pocket.
Darius stopped short. He noticed the knife, but was careful not to look at it. The knife posed no threat. It was the guy holding the knife that represented the danger. Darius stared the punk in the eye. If he was older than Darius, it wasn’t by much.
The punk with the knife rushed Darius, who sidestepped the attack, tripping his opponent at the same time. The punk dropped the knife when he hit the sidewalk, but managed to get back on his feet more quickly than Darius expected.
Darius and the punk circled each other, like two hungry animals getting ready to fight for a scrap of food. Darius couldn’t tell if the punk was a good fighter, or if he had just been lucky so far. He was, after all, the last of four still on his feet, but that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with skill. It may have just been the luck of the draw.
The punk moved toward Darius, swinging his arms wildly, and Darius knew for sure that he faced a bad fighter whose luck had run out. Darius waited until the last possible second before he bobbed out of the way of a sad-looking punch—the goal to make his opponent think he stood a chance. The punk’s arm whooshed over Darius, and then Darius came back up and delivered a right uppercut to the punk’s stomach.
The punk gasped for air, stumbled back a few steps, and never really knew that the fight had ended. That realization didn’t register with him until Darius’s foot connected with the side of his head, turning the lights out.
Darius looked around to see if any of the rest of the gang had some fight left in them. The punk he’d taken out with the garbage can lid was still down for the count. That’s one.
The punk whose nose he’d broken cowered, crying like a baby. That’s two.
Where’s three?
Darius’s head exploded in pain.
The punk—the one who went down when the trash can lid hit him in the face—hadn’t stayed down for long. He brought the lid down on Darius’s head a second time.
Darius lost all sense of balance, dropping to the cold sidewalk. Stunned and confused, he rolled over onto his back, vaguely aware that he needed to focus his attention. He saw the bottom of a shoe rushing toward his face, and thought enough to move out of the way.
Darius grabbed the punk’s leg and held on tight, trying to clear his head enough to regain his focus. The punk kicked Darius with his free leg, but lacked the leverage to do any damage. The punk struggled to free his leg, bent down, and smashed his fist into Darius’s face.
Darius loosened his grip on the punk’s leg. The punk went to hit Darius again, but Darius caught the blow and dragged the punk to the ground.
His head throbbed, his face hurt, but Darius had his focus back. He got to his feet again, backing away from the punk he’d just brought to the ground. Darius needed distance, a moment to fully collect himself.
The punk picked himself up off the ground—ready for more.
Well, at least I know which one can fight, Darius thought. If I’m not careful, this guy is gonna kick my ass.
The thought of getting his ass kicked—maybe even getting killed—on the same night as his date with Elladia amused Darius. He started laughing.
“What’s so damn funny?” growled the punk.
Now would really be the time to say something badass.
“I was just thinking how cool it would be if I said something badass before beating the hell out of you,” Darius said. He moved toward the punk, pulling back his right arm to throw a punch. Darius started to throw the punch—slower than he normally would have—and waited for the punk to block it. The punk moved to protect his head from Darius’s punch, but it was too late. Darius shifted his stance, whipping his body around with a full-force roundhouse kick.
Darius’s foot smashed into the punk’s ribs. Darius snapped his leg back, pivoted on his other foot, delivering a side kick to the punk’s face, dropping him to the ground.
His adrenaline raced, his face and head throbbed, and Darius felt great. He turned to check on the old couple.
A black skeleton stood over the old woman. The old man still lay motionless, but his head had been bandaged.
Darius walked over to Nightwatcher and the older couple. “How’s he doing?” asked Darius.
“Hurt, but alive. Ambulance is on the way. So are the police,” said Nightwatcher. He pointed to the Nightmobile. “Wait in the car. Don’t touch anything.”
Darius sat in the Nightmobile—which had more leg room than he imagined—and watched as the ambulance arrived, taking the old couple away. Nightwatcher talked to the police who arrived on the scene, and then disappeared from view. A moment later he appeared, got in the car, started the engine, and drove off.
“How much of that did you see?” Darius asked.
“Enough,” said Nightwatcher.
“So your eye is all healed up?”
“Mostly.”
“Good. That’s great,” said Darius.
“You had a date with Elladia,” said Nightwatcher.
“Yeah. It went great. Thanks for asking.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“No. No, you didn’t,” said Darius.
“I’ll take credit for what happened back there. I’m licensed. You’re not. It’s easier that way,” said Nightwatcher.
“That sounds reasonable.”
“Don’t make a habit of this.”
“I won’t. This just sort of … happened,” said Darius.
“Be careful. Playing hero can get addictive,” said Nightwatcher.
Nightwatcher and Darius drove in silence the rest of the way back to HQ . Nightwatcher pulled the car to a stop on the far side of the park in front of headquarters. “Get out of here,” said Nightwatcher. “I still have work to do.”
Darius got out of the car. “Thanks,” he said.
Nightwatcher drove off without saying a word.
Darius went to his apartment, cleaned up, and tried to get some sleep.




No matter how hard he tried, Darius could not think of an odder couple than Monica Firor and Doug Baum, the two new employees he had been assigned to train.
Before she came to work for Super Justice Force, Monica had been a cop. Shot in the line of duty, damage to her spinal cord left her a paraplegic. There were plenty of injuries that could be repaired with various types of biomechatronics and bionics, but a spinal injury was one of the few exceptions. She could have stayed on the force doing modified duty, but there were too many memories attached to the job, and she needed to start a new life.
Doug was a car thief who started his life of crime at the age of twelve. A career criminal who never worked an honest day in his life, he had operated one of the biggest chop shops in the tri-state area. The cops had spent close to a decade trying to bust up his operation, but it took an angry ex-wife to bring down his empire. While in prison, Doug realized he needed something to do when he got out, leading him to Second Chance.
Darius worked directly with Monica and Doug three days a week, and the other two days they spent “floating” in other sections. He made sure that they took their meal breaks together and sat together while they ate. He wasn’t sure why he did this, other than the fact that Manny trained him that way, and Darius wanted to be like Manny.
They didn’t socialize much during their meal breaks, because that wasn’t Darius’s style. If Monica and Doug wanted to talk about their private lives, Darius wasn’t about to stop them—he just wasn’t going to talk about himself. Instead, he tried to keep most of the conversations centered on aspects of the job.
Darius had little doubt that Monica could do well at SJF. Despite the fact she was no longer a cop, she still had the cop mindset—a deep-rooted commitment to the law that made her a Long Arm through and through. If anything threatened to hold her back at SJF, it was her prejudice toward guys like Doug. Not that Darius could blame her—it was, after all, some criminal who had shot her and left her paralyzed. But the fact remained that Monica had to get used to working alongside ex-cons. For all anyone knew, the day might come when she would be working with whoever shot her.
Doug’s success at SJF was more questionable than Monica’s. Darius wondered if the former car thief would amount to anything more than a Scrubber. Doug knew a lot about cars, but he would have to make L2 before he could actually do any mechanical work in the Vehicle Maintenance Bays, and Darius wasn’t sure if that would ever happen. Doug’s problem, and it was part of what rubbed Monica the wrong way, was that he didn’t take anything seriously. Everything was a joke to him, and he had an annoying habit of finishing other people’s sentences with “that’s what she said.”
Monica and Doug were nearing the end of their four-week training time with Darius. Monica still couldn’t hide her disdain for Doug, and Doug could not stop cracking silly and inappropriate jokes. Darius knew the chances of them ever working together after training were slim to none. He planned on recommending Monica for a position in SAO, while Doug would be recommended for a low-level position in MAS. But at the same time, both of them were going to have to work with others, and Darius felt responsible for preparing them for more than just the routine aspects of working for Super Justice Force.
Darius decided to start with Doug, because Doug seemed easier to deal with. One day after their shift was over, Darius asked Doug if he had time for a brief conversation. The two men sat down in the employee cafeteria while Darius figured out what to say. Doug was at least fifteen years older than Darius, which made any conversation about maturity and ambition at the workplace a little awkward.
“Doug, you’re nearing the end of your training, and I’m recommending you for placement in MAS,” said Darius.
“Really? Wow. That’s great,” said Doug.
“You’ll make it through training, no problem. But honestly, I think you’re gonna have trouble moving beyond low-end security clearance,” said Darius.
“Yeah, so?” Doug said.
“I don’t know what your plans are for the future, but you don’t want to spend years working here with nothing more than an L1 security clearance.”
It felt weird for Darius to be giving anyone advice about their life or career.
“I got an ex-wife and two kids, and I need to make sure I meet my financial obligations,” said Doug.
“I get it,” Darius said. “But do you want to do that by mopping floors and washing dishes? Second Chance isn’t called Second Chance just because it sounds good. It’s called that because it gives guys like you and me a Second Chance.”
Darius couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. I sound like some kind of guidance counselor.
“What do I need to do?” Doug asked.
“Learn how everything works around here. Show that you actually know it. And be a little more serious,” said Darius. “Otto is always looking for guys who know what they’re doing, but he doesn’t have time for jokers. He’s die-hard Second Chance. If he doesn’t think you take the program seriously, he won’t let you put air in the tire of a company car or wash a windshield.”
Darius had no idea if his little talk with Doug did any good. Doug thanked him, which was all Darius could really hope for.
Dealing with Doug was easy compared to Monica. Darius had no clue how to handle her. She wasn’t as bad as Chuck Maslon when it came to her visible disdain for criminal types like Darius—in fact, she didn’t even know Darius was in Second Chance—but she did wear her prejudices on her sleeve.
Darius knew it would take something more drastic than a conversation to reach Monica. She carried around a lot of hostility—justifiable though it may have been—and if she faced potential undoing at SJF, it was from the same thing that had threatened to destroy Darius: emotional baggage.
He had to check with some others to make sure it was cool to do, and when he got the approval, Darius took Monica to a group counseling session for Chancers. Personally, he hated the sessions—it wasn’t all that long ago that he punched out Francis “the Safecracker” Feeney at one such meeting—but as time wore on, Darius understood their importance. Even though he didn’t participate much in the dialogues, there were occasions when he got something useful out of the conversations.
It had been quite some time since Darius had been to a group session. His required attendance had long since passed, and he chose to stop going. He got more from working out in the Fight Rooms, his one-on-one sessions with Dr. Sam, and the time he’d spent assisting with E.S.T.E.A.M.
Darius had Monica meet him at the group counseling session. Butchie led the group, and Darius recognized some of the faces, while some were new to him, including the Shake and Bake Sisters, who had been a notorious supercriminal team.
The session started out like most, and quickly turned into the thing Darius hated most—a group of ex-cons whining about this, that, and the other. He hated the lack of emotional honesty in the meetings. He was guilty of it as much as the others, but at least he said almost nothing, as opposed to complaining about his nagging wife or the difficulty of going legit.
Darius invited Monica to the meeting because he wanted her to see that Chancers were more than ex-cons. Unfortunately, the session didn’t prove her wrong. No one had anything of merit to say, which would leave Monica justified in her mistrust and disdain, and Darius wasn’t cool with that.
Darius raised his hand to say something. He had gone out of his way to say as little as possible during the countless group sessions he’d endured. He never felt the need to explain himself to anyone, or to be understood by anyone. And even in that moment, he wasn’t looking for acceptance or understanding from anyone in the room.
With the exception of Butchie, none of the people in the room knew much about Darius other than the rumors that had circulated in HQ. The group sat silently as Darius truly opened up for the first time. He told them things he never talked about publicly—the death of his parents, the abuse by his uncle, the foster homes, the fights, and living on the streets. Darius told them everything.
None of it was easy for Darius to talk about, but with each word he spoke, with each new detail he shared, a tremendous weight lifted off him. Is this how the group sessions are supposed to be, and if so, why haven’t I done this sooner?
Everyone in the room stared at Darius—even Monica—hanging on his every word. It was like they were all seeing him for the first time. Darius looked over at Butchie, suspecting that under that giant walrus mustache was a smile. Butchie gave Darius a thumbs-up.
“The thing about this program is that it wasn’t the first choice for any of us,” said Darius. “Every choice we made before coming here—good or bad—led us to this. Those choices didn’t work out. And so here we all are. Where we go from here, what we do from here, it’s all open to possibility.”




It only took one trip for Darius to move all his belongings out of his apartment. When he’d moved into apartment 11-J in the Tower at Super Justice Force, all his worldly belongings fit in an old pillowcase. He didn’t have much more in the way of possessions now—some more clothes, an impressive collection of books, a laptop computer, and a singing fish that didn’t sing—but owning things had little appeal for Darius. Maybe it was because he had grown used to living with so little for so long that he’d become comfortable living that way.
Darius wasn’t moving very far, just down the hall, straight up, and down another hall to the apartment of Zander “Z-Boe” Boeman, member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps.
It all happened quickly. Darius had been living in his studio apartment at Super Justice Force HQ, an apartment normally used for Transitional Employee Housing. And if things had gone as planned, with Darius serving three to five years under house arrest at SJF, he wouldn’t have moved out of his apartment fifteen months after moving in. But things seldom worked out as planned—as Darius discovered on a regular basis. When TEH faced a shortage of apartments for Chancers, Zander Boeman suggested that Darius move in with him.
As it was, Darius spent a fair amount of time in Z-Boe’s apartment watering plants and feeding the Vissoam aqua-singers—he had even placed his own aqua-singer, which he named Randy, in the tank with the others. And the extra bedroom got no use other than as a storage room for surfboards that collected dust, and cases of trade paperback collections of Adventures of the Galaxus Alliance Corps that didn’t even feature Zander.
Darius and Elladia had discussed the issue of privacy. If he moved in with Zander, how much privacy would they have? It was common knowledge that the two were a couple, despite the fact that neither of them made a big deal about it. Still, people saw them together, and it was only a matter of time before someone figured it out, and then word began to spread throughout Super Justice Force.
Manny had already talked to the two of them separately and had given the young couple his blessing. He made it very clear, telling them both that he didn’t want to know what they did, as long as they were “careful.” It had been an awkward conversation for Darius, and he couldn’t imagine how Elladia felt.
After Manny had his talk with Darius, a line began to form of others with warnings of their own. Elladia was beloved at SJF, with no shortage of people willing to hurt Darius if he broke her heart.
“Treat her right, ’cause if you don’t, I’ll rip your arms off and beat you to death with ’em,” said Otto Rekker.
Lady Ixchel, who had confided in Elladia about her dating problems for years, had her own warning for Darius: “For every tear you make her shed, I’ll see to it you lose a thousand times that amount in blood.”
And then there was Kaebel Kaine, a man of even fewer words than Darius. “Hurt her, and I’ll kill you” was all Nightwatcher had to say.
Darius loaded all his stuff—mostly books—into three boxes, borrowed a hand truck from MAS, and moved everything in about ten minutes. Elladia helped him, not that he needed any help, and unpacking his stuff in the new apartment took about as long as packing, which wasn’t very long at all. By the time they were done, the aqua-singer that Darius had named Randy, and placed in the tank with the others, was singing along with them.
A few days after he moved in, Anna Rekker insisted there be a housewarming at the new apartment. Although he had grown in many ways, Darius still wasn’t the most social person on the planet. He would have rather spent the evening alone with Elladia than with a dozen people—even if the dozen people were his friends.
The Rekkers—Otto, Anna, and the kids—came by with enough food to feed an army, and a present for “Uncle Big D.” Reinier and Aziza had made a scrapbook full of pictures for Darius. They knew that Darius had no family of his own, and the nine-year-old twins felt it very important that Darius know he was a member of the Rekker family.
The party was a pleasant enough gathering, but Darius felt ready for people to leave. The last guests to leave were Manny and Elladia, and though he wished he’d had more time alone with his girlfriend, he really needed some time to himself. Elladia understood this about Darius—that at times he just needed to be alone—and she respected that. The thing Darius had yet to understand was that Elladia didn’t take it personally—she loved him in spite of his brooding and his occasional need for solitude. To not accept that would have meant not accepting him.
Darius sat alone in the apartment for a long time. He had spent many hours here in the past as a guest, but now it was his home. The Vissoam aqua-singers, which tended to be shy around large crowds, had started to sing. Although Darius loved the fact they sang Jackson 5 songs, he had started playing other things for them, in the hope that they might expand their repertoire. As the aqua-singers began to sing the opening notes from Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On,” he felt a lulling calm overtake him.
Hours later, Darius woke up to the sound of the front door opening. Confused at first, uncertain of where he was or if he was in danger, he leapt to his feet, ready for action.
Z-Boe stood in the dark living room. The stars that glowed throughout the fabric of his costume cast an odd light in the room. It was like having the night sky standing a few feet away.
“Always ready for a fight,” said Zander.
“Sorry. You woke me,” Darius said.
“No need to apologize. The day may come when always being ready for a fight will come in handy.”
Zander went into the kitchen and prepared himself a plate of leftovers. He came back into the living room and sat on the couch across from Darius. Before he started eating, Z-Boe pulled off his boots and let out an audible sigh. “Sorry I missed the housewarming, bro,” Zander said.
“No worries,” said Darius. “Besides, now that you’re here, it’s like a second party.”
“Word. Party Two, Electric Boogaloo,” said Z-Boe with a chuckle.
Darius watched his superhero roommate as he ate. Z-Boe looked exhausted. Darius couldn’t recall any other time when he’d seen his friend looking so tired.
“Are you okay?” Darius asked.
“Just tired, bro,” Zander said. “Sometimes it all gets to be a little … you know … too much.”
“You should take a break.”
“I wish I could,” said Z-Boe. He set down his plate of food and stared at the glowing bands around his wrists. “When you’re a member of an intergalactic police force protecting multiple galaxies, there isn’t really time to take a break. I keep saying that the Galaxus Alliance Corps needs a better benefits package that includes vacation time.” He tried to make it sound like a joke, but Darius knew Zander was being serious.
Darius felt bad for Z-Boe. He wasn’t sure what motivated guys like Black Fist and Captain Freedom—and even Nightwatcher, who didn’t have real powers—but Darius knew it was something he lacked. If Darius had a choice, even if he had the powers, he wasn’t one to play the hero role. “How do you do it? How do you give your life over to being a hero?” Darius asked.
“I haven’t given my life over to being a hero. Not really,” Z-Boe said. “I just help people in need. I do my part to make the universe a better place for all living beings.”
“Zander, doing your part to make the universe a better place is totally giving your life over to being a hero,” said Darius.
“When you helped find Kid Spectacular, were you being a hero?” asked Z-Boe.
“Not even close,” said Darius. “I was just doing my job.”
“That’s all I do, homie. My job,” Z-Boe said.
“If you say so,” Darius said. “I couldn’t do your job. It would kill me.”
“Hopefully, you won’t always see it like that,” Zander said.
After Zander finished eating, he and Darius continued talking into the night. Eventually, Z-Boe asked about how things were going with Elladia, and Darius thought he heard a hint of sadness in his friend’s voice. In the time they’d known each other, Darius witnessed the end of Z-Boe’s last romance. Zander did his best to hide the heartbreak, but Darius could see it lingering just beneath the surface.
“I’ll tell you what the hardest part is for me,” said Z-Boe. “I can help save the universe, but I can’t do what it takes to maintain a decent relationship. That’s the worst part of this job. You can love someone with all your heart, but you have to learn to push them out of your mind. You can’t think about the person you love when you’re in a fight for your life. It becomes a distraction, which is a weakness. So, instead, you’ve got to push them out. But once you do that, you can’t really let them back in all the way.”
Darius and Zander silently sat in the apartment they now shared, listening to their Vissoam aqua-singers. It struck Darius as sad when the creatures began singing “Who’s Loving You.”
Zander fell asleep on the couch, still dressed in his Galaxus uniform, the stars of some galaxy twinkling. Darius got a blanket and covered his friend. As he headed to his new bedroom, he thought he heard Z-Boe thank him. But Zander was asleep, and Darius figured he must have imagined it.




Summer turned into autumn, the days grew shorter, and nearly all the leaves had turned yellow and brown and red and fallen from the trees. It was November, and production had begun on a movie based on the life of Kid Spectacular. Black Fist and White Dynamo ended their crime-fighting partnership over “creative differences,” though they remained costars on a hit reality show. Manny had been secretly dating someone for months, but no one knew who she was. The E.S.T.E.A.M. program was up and running again, working with a new group of young metahumans. And Darius Logan felt like life was just a little too good to be true.
For a second year, he spent Thanksgiving with the Rekker family. Anna was pregnant with their third child, and she and Otto asked Darius to be the godfather.
Who would’ve thought any of this would be my life?
Manny and Otto watched football in the living room. Anna and Elladia prepared the meal in the kitchen.
Anna called Darius into the kitchen to help. Elladia peeled potatoes and Anna chopped vegetables for the salad. “Can you cut the potatoes?” asked Anna. “The turkey will be done soon, and we need to get going on the mashed potatoes.”
Darius started cutting the potatoes into small pieces—they cooked faster that way, according to Anna. He stood next to Elladia. She leaned her body into his, and for a few moments they stood there, supporting each other.
“Guess what,” said Elladia.
“What?” asked Darius.
She leaned in even closer and whispered in his ear. “I love you.”
“It’s funny you should say that,” said Darius.
“Why is that?” asked Elladia, smiling.
Darius loved her smile.
“Because I have something I want to tell you.”
“And what would that be?” Elladia asked.
Before Darius could respond, the alarm sounded on his Personal Communication Unit. “Hold on a second,” he said.
Darius pulled his PCU from his pocket, aware of the sound of two more units going off at the same time. Both Manny’s and Otto’s PCUs were ringing. Something must be wrong, he thought. His heart sank when he saw the Code Red alert.
From the living room Otto bellowed for everyone. “Get in here now!”
Anna and Elladia rushed into the living room, followed by Darius, trying to access security feeds on his PCU to find out what was going on.
Anna Rekker gasped.
Darius looked up to see what was wrong. The football game had been interrupted for a breaking news story. A thick black cloud of smoke billowed up from Super Justice Force headquarters. At least one part of the facility was engulfed in flames. And though there was no way it could be real, ACU-64s moved around outside the buildings.
“What’s going on?” Elladia asked. She sounded like a frightened child.
The news reporter on the scene said something about an attack on SJF headquarters. That had to be a mistake.
Elladia started crying. Darius took her in his arms.
Anna hurried the kids out of the room so they couldn’t see the television.
Manny tried to reach someone, anyone, from HQ on his PCU.
It was like something out of a nightmare—a nightmare they all shared—and none of them could deny what the television showed them. The ACU-64 Killbots were on the attack.
Without a word, Otto bolted out of the room. He ran through the kitchen and down into the basement. It seemed as though he was gone for hours, or at least long enough for the others to see the first defensive line of Super Justice Force engage the Killbots.
The television news camera shook, making it difficult to fully make out everything happening. White Dynamo went down—that was definite. The fact that his head had separated from his body meant he would not be getting back up.
Otto came back into the living room, carrying a massive metal trunk with his bionic arm. He dropped the trunk on the floor, and the whole house shook. It must have weighed a ton.
“What’ve we got?” Otto asked, opening the trunk.
Inside the trunk were three of the biggest guns Darius had ever seen and what looked like part of a bionic arm. He had never before seen portable technoplasm cannons like those in Otto’s trunk. Otto must’ve built them himself.
“It’s bad,” said Manny. “Half the security feeds are offline. I can’t raise CAD.”
“Anna, you and the kids get in here now!” yelled Otto, pulling the bionic arm from the trunk.
Anna came back in the room; the kids looked scared, but they had stopped crying.
Otto worked to remove his bionic arm, detaching it just below the mechanical elbow joint. “You two want to help Daddy?” he asked Reinier and Aziza.
The Rekker twins went to their father, helping him attach the bionic arm that had been in the trunk. “I need the both of you to be brave,” said Otto. “Can you do that for me?”
Aziza and Reinier Rekker nodded.
Otto locked the new bionic forearm into place, punched in a series of numbers on the keypad located on the wrist, and it hummed to life. He flexed the wrist and moved the fingers, making sure everything worked. Confident his new arm was operational, Otto grabbed Anna firmly by the shoulders, taking care not to squeeze too hard with his bionic hand. “I don’t know what’s going on,” he said. “But we need to get to HQ. You remember how to use one of those things?” Otto motioned to the guns.
Anna nodded her head.
“There’s no danger here. Yet. But you take one of these things, and you protect our babies. Understand?”
Otto handed one of the plasma cannons to his wife and kissed her on the forehead. He then reached out and took Elladia by the shoulder and turned her around to face him. Otto reached inside the trunk and pulled out a second cannon. “Anna is going to show you how to use this,” said Otto, handing her the giant gun. “Please, help protect my family.”
Elladia nodded, even though she wasn’t really sure of what was going on.
Everything happened so fast, Darius didn’t know what to think. He didn’t want to leave Elladia, but there was trouble at HQ, and he was needed.
Otto handed Anna his PCU, giving her and Elladia more instructions on what to do. “You’re not in immediate danger,” he said. “Don’t panic. Load the car with food and clothes in case you need to make a run for it. Under no circumstances do you hide in the basement. You won’t be able to get out of there if you need to.”
Despite the tears, Anna and Elladia put on their most courageous faces. Manny said goodbye to his niece while Otto kissed his family and told them to be brave.
Darius didn’t know what to say. Literally minutes earlier he had been cutting potatoes, Elladia telling him that she loved him. Now the nightmare he’d been having for over ten years was coming true.
Manny and Otto rushed out of the house and into the garage. Manny carried the third plasma cannon. Darius followed, but stopped for a moment. “Everything will be fine,” he said to Elladia, Anna, and the kids. “I promise.”
Somehow, he felt like he was lying.




The Rekkers’ garage had been built for three cars, but only one car was parked inside. Otto keyed in a sequence of numbers on the touchpad near the door leading into the house. The floor of the garage opened, and a hydraulic lift rose from belowground, carrying something amazing.
The sleekly designed machine looked like a cross between a minivan and a fighter plane. The vehicle had sliding doors on either side that opened horizontally, with half the door retracting into the roof, and the other into the lower part of the body.
Otto jumped into the driver’s seat, Manny into the front passenger seat. Darius piled into the back seat as Otto and Manny strapped themselves in.
Otto started up the machine, which barely made a sound. He peeled out of the garage, tires screeching as he took to the streets.
“This thing street-legal?” asked Manny.
“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” said Otto.
“It’s going to take forever to get there,” Darius said. The Rekkers’ suburban house was nearly an hour from HQ.
“Not quite,” said Otto. He flipped a switch on the dashboard and pressed a series of buttons.
The g-forces pushed Darius back into his seat as the car shot into the air.
“What is this thing?” asked Darius.
“Weekend project,” said Otto. “Hold on.”
The car swerved hard to the left as Otto worked to avoid overhead power lines. He missed the lines, but did some damage to a tree. They weren’t more than sixty feet off the ground, going well over one hundred miles per hour. Darius was convinced they would die long before they got to HQ.
“Either of you guys got anything for me?” Otto asked.
Manny and Darius both checked their PCUs to see if they could catch some sort of information. What both of them saw was not pretty.
“Go faster,” Manny said.
Darius used his PCU to tap into the main communication grid at CAD. He was sure that a call for help had already been placed, but he sent out a Code Red distress signal to all members of SJF, the European Alliance, and the Galaxus Alliance Corps. He didn’t know if any of it would make a difference.
Within a few minutes they could see the clouds of black smoke coming from SJF headquarters. Darius fought back the fear that clawed at his soul. He could feel the stone in his stomach getting bigger. I just wanted to have Thanksgiving dinner with my girlfriend, not rush off into the face of death.
“Do we have some sort of plan?” Darius asked. It seemed like as good a time as any to ask.
“Stop the Killbots and look for survivors,” said Manny.
“And how are we going to do that?” asked Darius.
“By stopping the Killbots and looking for survivors,” said Otto.
“Good plan,” said Darius. “Nice and simple.”
The closer they got to HQ, the more of the nightmare they could see.

The Bunker was engulfed in flames, as were some of the lower floors of the Dome. People were evacuating from whatever exits they could find. Someone, probably Nightwatcher, used the SJF Hovercraft to get people off the roof of the Tower.
Captain Freedom slugged it out with three Killbots, while Lady Ixchel, Blue Shield, Smoking Aces, and Black Fist each seemed to have their hands full with one. Stixx and Stone tried to help people through the smoke.
Armed security forces were engaging the ACU-64s, but their weapons were having little effect. A lone Killbot fired a blast at a group of guards, exploding them into a million pieces.
“How many of these things are we up against?” asked Otto.
“Good question,” said Manny. “There were twenty-six intact models in the Cage, and fourteen disassembled.”
Darius scanned the area, trying to get a count of how many of the killing machines were in action. “I count fifteen in action—make that seventeen. And at least three down for the count,” said Darius.
“Okay, I’m bringing this thing in fast and hard, so hold on to your panties, ladies,” Otto said.
They passed over the park across from the main entrance to HQ. Otto maneuvered the flying car toward the main entrance of the Bunker. It looked like this was where the ACU-64s had breached the building.
Before Otto could bring the vehicle down for a landing, a massive explosion rocked the Bunker, shooting something out that flew toward the car.
It moved so fast, Darius couldn’t make out what it was, but it looked an awful lot like Rocky Feldman speeding toward them like a metahuman missile. Whatever or whoever it was slammed into the flying car with so much force that the car slammed into the ground, but not in one piece. The front part of the vehicle tore away from the rear section, and it lay upside down, burning in flames.
Otto was thrown clear of the driver’s seat. He was a bloody mess, unconscious, but alive.
Still strapped into the back seat—the only intact part of the car’s rear half—Darius regained consciousness. He felt woozy, and at first could only hear a terrible ringing in his ears.
He managed to get free and surveyed the damage around him. They had crashed in the park, less than five hundred yards from the main entrance. Darius was right. It had been Rocky Feldman hurtling toward them. The remains of his body splattered amid the wreckage of the car. He looked like a broken sculpture oozing some sort of red mush.
Seeing what was left of Rocky reminded Darius that he was alive, with work that still needed to be done. Mourn later, he told himself, the ringing in his ears finally dying down enough to hear the screams.
Darius turned to the direction of the screaming, coming from what was left of the car.
Manny was trapped inside the burning wreckage, surrounded by a raging inferno, his crushed legs pinned underneath the twisted metallic remains of an ACU-64. The car had crashed into the Killbot, and now it had Manny trapped.
Darius tried to pull Manny from under the wreckage, but it was no use. Manny screamed in agony while blood poured from his mouth. Darius didn’t have long to get Manny out of the car before the flames completely engulfed him.
He rushed over to Otto, who struggled to get back to his feet. Blood poured from a gash in his head, blinding him. Darius guided him over to the wreckage.
“I can’t see!” shouted Otto.
“It doesn’t matter!” Darius shouted back. He guided Otto’s bionic hand to the twisted metal that pinned Manny in the burning car. “When I tell you to, lift,” Darius said.
Darius raced around to Manny. He reached in and undid the seat belt. The heat burned Darius’s hands. “Okay, now!” Darius shouted.
With his powerful bionic hand, Otto lifted the destroyed ACU-64. Manny screamed in pain. Darius grabbed Manny under his arms, and pulled him from the wreckage. Manny screamed even louder. His legs were bent, twisted, and burned to the point they no longer looked like they belonged to a human.
Otto tried to wipe the blood from his eyes and stop the flow of crimson that poured from his head. Darius tore off his own shirt and wrapped it around Otto’s head. “Come on, we have to get Manny out of here,” said Darius.
As he guided Otto over to Manny, Darius caught sight of the technoplasm cannon. He grabbed it but had no idea what to do with it. Otto could barely see. Manny couldn’t walk and needed immediate care if he was going to survive. All around, Darius could hear the sounds of battle.
Darius looked for some sort of cover. Less than twenty yards away, there was a tree—not much, but it would have to do. Otto picked Manny up, and Manny screamed again in agony. Darius led Otto to the tree.
“This is where we’ll make a stand,” Darius said.
He looked back over toward the burning headquarters of Super Justice Force. Darius knew he wouldn’t be much help hiding with his back against a tree. He had to do something. There was the gun. The portable technoplasm cannon—or whatever it was.
“How do you use this thing?” Darius asked.
“Flip the safety switch, wait for it to charge, aim and fire,” said Otto. “It will take a few seconds to recharge after you fire.”
“You mind if I take this, or do you want it?” Darius asked.
Otto held up his bionic arm. “I’ve got a technoplasm blaster built into this thing.”
Darius pulled back the safety switch, and the gun began to vibrate in his hands. He quickly scanned the front lines of the battle and spotted Captain Freedom doing his best to fight three Killbots. Darius aimed his weapon and fired.
The technoplasm charge caught one of the ACU-64s in the arm and tore it right off. Unfortunately, it didn’t stop the machine, which turned to see where the shot had been fired from. It zeroed in on Darius and, in one giant leap, covered the almost five hundred yards that separated them.
Darius waited for the cannon to recharge, but it took too long. The ACU-64 loomed over him, ready to deliver a death blow with its remaining arm. Before it could strike, Otto Rekker tackled the killing machine, and both fell to the ground.
Otto wrestled with the ACU-64. The Killbot reached for Otto’s throat, which it could have crushed with ease if Darius hadn’t managed to destroy its other arm with a blast from the cannon. Otto fired a blast from his bionic hand, pulverizing the Killbot’s head and shutting it down once and for all.
Before Otto could pick himself up off the ground, another ACU-64 leapt through the air, landing near him and Darius. For whatever reason, the ACU-64 ignored Otto and moved for Darius. Otto scurried to get between Darius and the machine. And then another ACU-64 landed from the sky, followed by another and another. Otto stood between Darius and four ACU-64 Killbots.
There was no knowing why, but Otto knew, just as Darius did, that the Killbots were after Darius. “Run!” shouted Otto as he dove at the ACU-64s, his bionic arm letting loose a blast of technoplasm.
Darius stayed still long enough to fire a charge at one of the Killbots. He didn’t stand around to see what sort of damage he had caused. He heard another scream. This time it sounded like Otto. Darius couldn’t look back. He couldn’t bear to see if Otto was dead, torn apart by Killbots.
The main entrance to HQ lay straight ahead—with only a small war between Darius and the entrance. Backup had started to arrive, for all the good the city’s S.W.A.T. teams would be able to do. The high-caliber weapons used by the cops were having no effect at all. It was like throwing grains of sand at charging rhinos. An energy blast from a single ACU-64 took out three cops at once. A moment later, the same Killbot brought down a police helicopter.
Darius stopped in his tracks as the flaming helicopter fell from the sky. It barely missed the statue of the original Super Justice Force that stood in front of HQ. The flaming mass of wreckage did, however, slam into the front entrance. Darius couldn’t hear any screams coming from inside the inferno. He prayed his own death would be as quick and painless as he hoped the helicopter crew’s had been.
Insanity surrounded Darius. He felt like he stood in the eye of a hurricane. He tried to survey his surroundings. Maybe he could inflict a little more damage on some ACU-64s before he went down. But first, he had to have a better sense of the situation.
How many ACU-64s did Manny say there were? Twenty-six intact. Fourteen disassembled. How many are active? How many have been taken down? Darius knew of at least five that had been destroyed. But that meant there could be twenty-one more to deal with—maybe more if the other fourteen had been reassembled.
His quick assessment of the surrounding area revealed what he knew before the car crashed into the park—things were not good. Darius saw Captain Freedom take two energy blasts from a pair of Killbots. The blasts threw his limp body back so far that it slammed into a building on the other side of the park. Darius couldn’t tell if Captain Freedom was alive or dead.
“No more!” Darius shouted. He leveled his technoplasm cannon at one of the two machines that had blasted Captain Freedom and fired. The blast must have hit the ACU-64 near its fuel source, because it exploded, knocking its companion to the ground. Darius took aim at the second Killbot, but it was back on its feet before the technoplasm cannon could recharge. It locked its targeting sensors onto the cannon and fired.
The energy blast hit the cannon, exploding it into a million pieces. The force of the explosion threw Darius at least twenty yards. His body slammed into the statue of the original Super Justice Force.
Darius lay at the base of the statue, gasping for breath. He was on fire. Or at least it felt like he was on fire. His brain registered a pain the likes of which he had never felt before. He looked down at his hands. They were burned beyond recognition. He could see bone.
A fire burned in Darius’s torso. He saw that his undershirt was soaked in blood. A piece of shrapnel from the destroyed cannon had managed to tear through his abdomen. If he had anything that resembled hands, maybe he could apply direct pressure to the wound. Not that it would do any good. He could slow the bleeding from his guts, but all that would do was prolong his life by maybe ten or fifteen minutes.
Darius had thought about this moment over the years, wondering how and when it would happen. His nightmares had been filled with moments just like this one. But I never thought it would end like this—killed by the same machines that murdered my family.
It had taken him years to find a new family—to find people who loved him, and who he loved in return. Darius could feel himself slipping closer to death, and farther away from the people he loved the most. It filled him with fear. He wasn’t ready to be taken away from all the people he’d grown to love, especially Elladia.
Elladia told Darius that she loved him. It was one of the last things she had said to him—no more than an hour ago. A lifetime ago. He had run out of the house with Otto and Manny and not taken the time to tell Elladia that he loved her. And now I’m going to die, he thought. How will she know?
Darius looked around. Was there anyone near him he could tell? He just needed someone to tell Elladia that he loved her too. That he was sorry he didn’t talk more. He needed to tell someone so she could know that as he lay dying, the only thing that mattered to Darius Logan was his love for Elladia Ortiz.
The only sign of life in Darius’s view came from the ACU-64 that had blasted the cannon in his hands. It moved toward him with what could only be described as a limp. A limping robot. Darius found it amusing. He must have damaged it when he blasted its companion.
The ACU-64 Killbot loomed over Darius. It locked its sensors on him, but it did not fire.
“What’re you waiting for, you mechanical piece of shit?” Darius growled.
Darius faded fast. Sounds became distant and muffled. His vision blurred, but he could still see the murdering machine that stood in front of him. Darius coughed up some blood as he found the strength to curse the ACU-64, calling it the worst twelve-letter word he knew.
As if it understood what he said, the ACU-64 responded. “Darius Logan. Target acquired.”




Darius Logan moved closer toward death. He lay at the base of a statue that represented the good of humanity. A machine that represented the bad of humanity loomed over him.
The Automated Combat Unit, Model 64, the most expensive weapon ever designed by any world government—and the most deadly—had never worked properly. Hijacked by the nefarious Doc Kaos, a small army of ACU-64s carried out the most brutal attack on American soil in recorded history. Among the victims were Dwayne and Janae Logan, and their newborn son. Now, nearly ten years later, the ACU-64 Killbots were about to finish what they’d started—killing off the Logan family.
Three more of the automated killing machines joined the one that stood over Darius. Each one of the machines scanned him, but none attacked. Instead, each said the same thing: “Darius Logan. Target acquired.”
“Life signs at thirty-five percent,” said the mechanical voice of one of the Killbots. “Probability of death, one hundred percent.”
In turn, each of the ACU-64s repeated the same thing. Not that Darius needed some damn machines to tell him what he already knew. “Tell me something I don’t know,” said Darius, his voice a weak whisper. He felt like his guts were on fire, but the rest of him was freezing.
Still, he had some fight left in him. Darius eyed the four Killbots in front of him as best he could, given his blurred vision. He tried to do the math in his head—tried to remember how many of these things there were, how many he had personally taken down. More important, he tried to figure out how to take down the four that stood in front of him.
The ACU-64s formed a perfect line in front of Darius, scanning his steadily dwindling life signs.
With no strength left to fight, Darius spit at the deadly machines. “Kiss my skinny Black ass,” he said.
Suddenly, as if obeying an unheard command, the ACU-64s moved. Two stepped to the right and two stepped to the left, clearing a path for someone or something to move in between the two pairs.
Darius’s vision blurred badly—the air thick with smoke made it even more difficult to see. And yet something seemed familiar about the man who stood between the four Killbots. Darius couldn’t be sure, but he felt certain he knew the man.
Or was he just hallucinating? Was the pain so intense that his mind was creating an image appropriate to this moment? Maybe that was it. Moments like these needed a villain to come along and explain everything to the fallen hero. Then the villain would triumphantly exclaim, “All my life I have awaited this moment of glory!”
But all Chuck Maslon did was look down at Darius and say, “Yeah, that’s him.”
Darius closed his eyes, maybe for a second, perhaps for an hour—there was no way of telling for how long. The pain was too great. When he opened his eyes, Maslon, or the hallucination of Maslon, was nowhere to be seen. Darius Logan had been left to die, blood steadily leaking from the massive gash in his abdomen, his head resting against a placard that read JUSTICE FOR ALL.
Darius saw a bright light and thought that it must have been the bright light people claimed to see at the moment of their death. Loved ones were supposed to be waiting at the end of the light, waiting to greet you as you crossed over to the other side. A smile crept to his face at the thought of seeing his family.
But the light disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, and Darius didn’t see his family. It wasn’t a light beckoning him to the afterlife that Darius had seen. The light in the sky was a Quantus Portal, an opening in the fabric of space signaling that the Galaxus Alliance Corps had arrived.
Zander raced down toward Darius, like some sort of rocket fired from a massive launcher. He slammed into the four ACU-64 Killbots, as the night sky began to light up as if there were a massive electric storm. Only it wasn’t lightning, it was Quantus Portals opening all throughout the sky above Super Justice Force HQ. And through each gate came a Galaxus ready for action.
The battle must have been great—like something out of the best comic book. Unfortunately, Darius couldn’t see much of it. In fact, part of him wasn’t even sure if it was real. It could have all been part of the pain, part of some deathbed hallucination. He couldn’t be sure the Galaxus Alliance was any more real than Maslon had been.
Everything started to fade to black. His time had come. Death was at hand. In the distance he heard a voice. “Darius, I need you to hold on,” said the voice.
Darius felt a sudden yet faint surge of energy. He opened his eyes. His vision cleared, though the excruciating pain remained. Darius could see Zander standing over him, reaching down and touching his shoulder. “Hold on, Darius,” Z-Boe said.
Something strange was happening. Mind-ripping pain tore at Darius, but he could feel strength, as if some energy surged through his body, giving him enough strength to fight off the death that moments before had been a given.
An energy blast of some sort knocked Zander off his feet. Darius struggled to turn to see the source of the blast. It was not an ACU-64. It was something else. Something bigger.
The Cage had been filled with ACU-64s, both intact and disassembled. The thing that blasted Z-Boe looked like it had been built out of two or three Killbots. It was a giant, standing close to twelve feet tall. Where there should have been two arms with energy blasters, there were four. And the energy blasters looked to have been modified. The massive machine locked its sensors on Zander, aimed its four arms, and fired four energy blasts that converged into a single bolt of destruction that slammed into Z-Boe.
Amazingly, Z-Boe stood his ground. He even fired back his own energy blast, which managed to disable one of the four arms. Unfortunately, the other three arms fired another blast that knocked Zander flat on his back.
The giant Super Killbot lumbered toward Zander, no doubt going in for the kill. Three Galaxus slamming into it at the same time knocked it off balance.
If it all were a comic book with “to be concluded next issue” on the last page, Darius would have wanted to know what happened next. But there was no next issue—only an immediate need to survive, to stay alive, to help his friends. Darius needed to get to Zander, who lay motionless only a few yards away. Darius needed to help Z-Boe.
All the strength Darius had inside was being used to stay alive. His hands were burnt, mangled and useless, his body torn open and leaking blood. None of that mattered, though. One of his best friends needed him. I’ve already failed Manny and Otto. I won’t fail Zander too.
His mind exploded in searing pain as he picked himself up off the ground. Darius stumbled over to Z-Boe, oblivious to the battle raging around him, and collapsed. Darius lay on the ground next to Zander Boeman. He looked over at the fallen hero.
Zander was stunned and in bad shape. The combined energy blasts that hit him must have been incredibly strong to inflict this much injury. Still, Z-Boe wasn’t nearly as bad off as Darius.
“At least one of us is going to survive this night,” whispered Darius.
Darius could feel himself growing weaker. Whatever strength he had found, wherever it had come from, it left him. He faded fast.
Zander stirred, his head clearing from the impact of the blast he had taken. He saw Darius on the ground next to him, the life quickly draining away.
“Darius!” screamed Z-Boe.
Darius didn’t know what to say. Should he ask Zander to tell Elladia he loved her? Or was it better to go as he had lived much of his life, in silence?
Zander moved so that he could cradle Darius in his arms. Darius was too weak to cry out in pain. The physical contact with the Galaxus brought with it a surge of energy, just as it always did. Darius wondered what caused the odd feeling. He wanted to ask, but it was too late, he was already dead.




Darius Logan breathed his last breath, and the world around him went black. Death embraced him like an old friend.
A moment later, an explosive force jolted Darius, as if waking him from a deep sleep. Only, he had been dead. He knew this. Darius knew that he’d stopped living, even though he now found himself alive.
Darius opened his eyes, uncertain of what he would see. He half expected to see his parents and baby brother. Instead, Darius saw Zander kneeling at his side, holding his hands—except there were no hands. Darius’s hands were no longer there, nor were Zander’s hands. Instead, a glowing mass of power, burning brighter than the sun but without blinding, bonded them together, making them one.
A power like he’d never felt before surged through Darius, impossible to describe, completely foreign, while at the same time completely familiar—like life itself. He could feel the wounds that had killed him healing. He could feel the blood that had drained out of his body being replaced with something else—something that he could not fully comprehend.
“What’s happening to me?” Darius gasped.
“I hoped it wouldn’t be like this. I’m sorry,” said Zander.
Darius didn’t understand what Z-Boe had said.
What doesn’t he want to be like this? What’s he sorry about?
And then Darius saw it in Zander’s face, and he knew. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew—like the way his lungs knew how to breathe and his heart knew how to pump. Thoughts and ideas appeared in his mind as if they had always been there, only forgotten like a box full of old letters hidden in the bottom of a closet. Darius looked into the face of Zander Boeman, and he could see the life draining from his friend. Z-Boe had sacrificed his life so that Darius could live.
Darius struggled to break free of Zander’s grip, but that was not what held him. The Mhadra Turas gripped Darius, and as the massive ball of energy that had merged his hands to Z-Boe’s hands began to fade, the truth was revealed.
The Mhadra Turas, the symbiotic life-forms that appeared as bands around the wrists of Zander, were now around Darius’s wrists. The mix of technology and organic life that gave every member of the Galaxus Alliance Corps their powers had become part of Darius. Darius became part of it. They were now one and the same. And Zander, instead of Darius, lay on the ground lifeless.
From deep within the core of Darius’s being, a rage began to grow. It was a rage that started on the playground where he had been bullied. It grew when his family had been killed, growing even more as he lived a life of hopelessness and fear. Looking down at the body of a man who had sacrificed himself for Darius, and then looking around and seeing the death and devastation destroying the new life he had created for himself, the rage exploded.
Darius could not deny the anger. He could not force it back down inside where for years it had eaten at him like a hungry animal trying to gnaw its way free. In that moment, the rage defined Darius—it informed his every thought—but unlike so many other times when it reared up and threatened to make him lash out, this time Darius knew what to do with his anger. He had to make the nightmare stop. And though he could not explain or understand it, he knew he had the power to do what needed to be done.
Darius leapt into the heat of the battle. His mind and body were one. Action and reaction were the same. There was no offensive or defensive action, just rage providing the fuel to carry Darius to the only thing that had to be done—the complete and total destruction of the ACU-64 Killbots.
The first Killbot fell with ease. Darius simply punched through the nearly indestructible metal casing of the head and ripped out the central processing unit, grinding it to dust with his bare fist. The second and third ACU-64s were brought down with energy blasts that Darius shot from his hands with such force that the Killbots were vaporized. The powerful force of destruction came with ease—a natural instinct—serving as an introduction to Darius of what he’d become.
The other heroes that fought the ACU-64s inflicted damage on the deadly machines, but it could not compare to the destruction rained down by Darius. He transformed into a blur of pure fury unleashed. He had become the living embodiment of revenge. Revenge for his family. Revenge for Zander and Otto and Manny. Darius was a weapon of retribution—payback for every human being who had suffered because of the machines that had chased him in his dreams for a decade.
The remaining ACU-64s, locked in combat with Super Justice Force and Galaxus Alliance Corps and an army of cops, all paused for a moment, their mechanized sensors all locking on to the same thing at once. The machines spoke in a single voice. “Darius Logan. Target acquired. Terminate. Terminate. Terminate …”
Over and over again, in an endless chorus, the ACU-64 Killbots repeated one word—terminate—breaking away to engage Darius. It made no sense. Everyone stopped and watched, confused by the sudden tactical change of the machines, unsure of what had happened. Captain Freedom and Lady Ixchel, the cosmic-powered Galaxus Alliance Corps and the heavily armed S.W.A.T. officers, everyone who could still see watched the battle in amazement—Darius Raymond Logan versus mechanized death. And none of them had ever seen anything quite like Darius in action.
The last of the ACU-64s crossed the battlefield outside Super Justice Force World Headquarters, converging on a solitary target. A target that moved faster than any Galaxus had ever moved. A target that hit harder than any Galaxus had ever hit. A target that fought with a deadly combination of cosmic powers and animalistic rage.
Darius produced an energy stream from his hands that he wielded like a massive sword, using it to chop one of the Killbots in half, while simultaneously dodging technoplasm blasts from two other machines. A moment later, Darius transformed the sword into a pair of whips, one in each hand. One whip lashed out, wrapping around a Killbot that Darius slammed into the ground. The other whip caught a Killbot around its neck, a sharp snap decapitating it.
And so it went, until the battle between superman and supermachines came to an end. None of the ACU-64s remained intact. Darius stood on a ground littered with the parts of nearly two dozen machines, and the lifeless remains of even more human beings. It was a terrible sight, and not even the victory seemed worth the cost. And then the ground shook, and Darius knew that the war had not yet ended.
Every head turned toward the sound of the mechanical rumble, Darius included. They all looked at what had once been the Bunker of Super Justice Force headquarters—a smoldering heap collapsing in on itself. The escape route of the ACU-64s had taken the machines up from the fifth subbasement, and straight through the Bunker. At one point the machines had poured out from the ground like giant bugs. Now, only one emerged from deep beneath the surface.
The modified ACU-64 that had attacked Zander Boeman had stood twelve feet high and looked like it had been put together using the parts from two or three different machines. Its twin emerged from the fire and moved toward Darius.
Someone built this thing, Darius thought. On purpose.
The Super Killbot locked its sensors on Darius. “Darius Logan. Target acquired. Terminate.”
Four robotic arms locked in unison, firing four energy beams that converged into a massive bolt of deadly force aimed directly at Darius. If the blast had hit him, even with his newly gained powers, it would have killed him. Somehow he instinctively knew this, just as he instinctively leapt into the air, flying directly at the Super Killbot as the energy blast hit the spot where he’d been standing.
Darius slammed into the gigantic robot with enough force to topple a building. The Super Killbot struggled to stay upright on its massive metallic legs. It furiously swung its mechanical arms at Darius like swatting at a bug. Darius swerved to avoid being hit, caught one of the robotic arms, tearing it off. The shower of sparks was almost as good as blood for Darius. He took the arm and used it like a giant bat, swinging it at one of the legs.
The robot’s arm tore through its leg. The giant machine toppled to the ground, its second leg snapping in two as it fell. It struggled to set itself back up, but with both legs broken in two, it couldn’t stand. Instead, it found a compromise in a seated position, its bottom two arms serving as supports holding it upright.
Darius took off into the air, flying a hundred yards above the ground. He turned to face the Super Killbot, holding the severed arm like a giant lance. The machine locked its sensors on Darius and fired an energy blast from one of its remaining arms. Darius swerved, dodging the blast as he flew at top speed toward the Super Killbot. He drove the metallic arm into the chest of the killing machine with such force the two bottom arms snapped and it fell backward. Another shower of sparks brought a twisted smile to Darius’s face.
The Super Killbot struggled to move, looking like an animal that had been hit by a car. It was a twisted mess of damaged circuitry and malfunctioning sensors, but it was still functioning—still alive. And it needed to be put out of its misery.
Darius stood over the fallen machine, staring at what would be considered its face. The mechanical eyes locked on Darius and the sensors kicked in. “Darius Logan. Target acquired,” it said.
The remaining mechanical arm moved and pointed at Darius. He grabbed it by the wrist, and without flinching, tore the entire arm off.
The Super Killbot tried to bring one of its other arms around to beat on Darius, but the arm had been snapped in half, a mangled stump of damaged circuitry. The machine continued to scan Darius, unable to do anything else.
Up until this moment, no one had ever seen a machine like the modified ACU-64. That was because it didn’t exist. Someone had put it together from disassembled parts stored in the fifth subbasement at SJF headquarters—one of the most heavily secured places on the planet. And whoever had managed to put this thing together—right under the nose of Super Justice Force—also activated it, along with all the others. This was no accident. They knew what the deadly machines were capable of. And they had specifically targeted Darius for termination.
Darius wondered if whoever reactivated the Killbots was watching him through a video feed built into the eyes of the last ACU-64.
“I don’t know if you can see me or hear me,” said Darius. “But if you can, know this: I will find you. I will kill you.”
And with that, Darius let loose an energy blast from his hands that turned the head of the Super Killbot to dust.




The media started calling it Black Thanksgiving before the day ended. Mere hours had passed, the rescue operation well under way, and the world, having watched much of the horror unfold while it happened, reeled in a state of shock and mourning.
The list of casualties boggled the mind. Zander Boeman, member of the elite Galaxus Alliance Corps. Rocky Feldman, beloved hero and international spokesman for metahuman rights. White Dynamo, television star and former partner of Black Fist. All of them were dead. Also dead were Speed Skater, Limelight, and the Jackhammer, three trainees of the Teen Justice Force, and four other unlicensed superpowers no one ever heard of. The media focused on the fallen heroes, their names coming up over and over again in the worldwide conversations about Black Thanksgiving.
Twenty-five of the city’s finest police officers and twelve emergency rescue workers had been killed in the battle. Their names were hardly mentioned, and instead of individuals, they seemed destined to be remembered by history as the “Black Thanksgiving Thirty-Seven.” Although their names may not be known right away, they would be honored in a parade, there would eventually be a memorial of some kind, and the mayor and the president and other leaders would make speeches.
The biggest losses of life, however, were not among heroes of Super Justice Force, the twenty-five cops, and the twelve emergency rescue workers. The hardest hit by Black Thanksgiving was the Operations Crew of Super Justice Force. Their death toll hit eighty-two, and that did not include family members attending the annual Thanksgiving dinner for employees who had to work. All told, there were one hundred and seven deaths that the media all but ignored.
Darius knew most of the casualties from Operations Crew. He had worked with many of them, passed them in the halls; he even trained one of them.
Doug Baum was working in the kitchen on Thanksgiving, helping prepare the meal for employees and their families. His own family was there—his ex-wife, with whom he was reconciling, and their two kids. After Doug helped his family and those in the employee cafeteria escape, he went back to help evacuate the other buildings. Monica Firor, the other employee Darius had trained, was among those helped by Doug. She had been knocked from her wheelchair during a blast and lay unconscious on the floor when Doug found her and carried her to safety. Monica was still unconscious when Doug went back to help others. A few minutes later, a wall collapsed on him, and he died instantly.
The media, and by default much of the world, dwelled less on the dead than on one person in particular. People became obsessed with the mysterious figure spotted battling the ACU-64s. Footage of what looked like a Black kid in a bloody T-shirt, single-handedly taking on the deadly Killbots and laying waste to the machines, captured the imagination of the world. He was, by all accounts, the hero of the hour. Unfortunately, no one knew his identity.
That kid, who became the instant subject of online conversations and news broadcasts, had assisted with the rescue operation immediately following the battle. Side by side with those he knew and didn’t know, Darius sifted through the rubble, looking for survivors. He lost count of the hours and the dead bodies he found, each one a reminder of the similar tragedy that had robbed him of his own family. Finally, when Darius lifted the collapsed wall and saw the lifeless body of Doug Baum, he’d had enough. He quietly slipped away and left to be with the people who needed him most.
Amidst all the tragedy were bits and pieces of good news, or perhaps it was slightly less tragic news. Otto Rekker had survived the battle. The last time Darius saw him, Otto was slugging it out with four ACU-64s. The machines had done their worst damage to Otto, but miraculously, he had lived. He lost his human arm in the fight, which he’d regularly referred to as his “good arm.”
Manny survived as well, but Darius didn’t know if it was a good thing or not. Manny sustained severe burns on over seventy-five percent of his body. His legs and spine were crushed. The legs could be replaced with new bionic ones, but science and modern medicine still had no biomechatronic repairs for a spinal injury, which meant Manny still wouldn’t be able to walk. And that was if he lived. Uncertain of Manny’s chances, the doctors had him in a medically-induced coma.
Elladia sat at her uncle’s bedside, praying for him, though she doubted it would do any good. She had spent years praying for her parents, and they were still dead.
Lady Ixchel sat next to Elladia, the two women holding hands. Neither had slept in almost twenty-four hours. Both were ravaged by fear and sadness, exhausted from no sleep, too much crying, and the mental anguish of preparing for the worst.
Manny had been secretly dating someone for months, but no one knew who. Everyone wondered who she was, what she did for a living, and how she and Manny met. Seeing Lady Ixchel sitting at Manny’s bedside, crying as though she’d lost her lover, Darius knew all those answers. For the briefest of moments, Darius overflowed with happiness. And then reality set in. Manny might not live.
Darius stood behind Elladia and Lady Ixchel, looking down on Manny. Before coming to the hospital—MTSU had been destroyed—Darius had pulled more dead bodies from the rubble of HQ than any eighteen-year-old should ever have to. None of the broken and battered dead bodies looked as bad as Manny.
Elladia sensed Darius’s presence in the room, but Lady Ixchel was lost, nearly catatonic. Darius had seen her on the battlefield in front of Super Justice Force HQ. She’d fought hard and strong. She survived when others had not. Now she looked weak and defeated.
“The doctors say he can’t feel anything,” Darius said. He couldn’t think of anything else emotionally comforting to say.
Elladia got up from her seat and guided Darius to the entrance of the hospital room. There was no need for Lady Ixchel to hear the conversation—if she could hear through her dazed emotional state.
“If he lives, he won’t ever walk again,” Elladia whispered.
“He’ll live, and we’ll deal with it.”
Darius cautiously put his hands on Elladia’s shoulders. Would she feel the same energy surge he felt whenever he had physical contact with Zander?
If Elladia felt anything, she didn’t let it show. “Have you seen Anna and the kids?” she asked.
“Not yet,” said Darius.
Elladia’s eyes were weak and bloodshot from hours of crying.
“I don’t know what to do,” said Elladia.
“First, you need to be strong for Manny. You are the most important thing in the world to him. Be strong for him so he can concentrate on healing,” Darius said.
“I don’t know if I can do it,” said Elladia.
Darius took Elladia by the hand. “You’re strong. That’s one of the reasons I love you so much.”
“You love me?”
“I love you.”
Darius had never said it before. He’d meant to say it barely twenty-fours ago, before the world was torn apart. Given a second chance, he had to make sure she knew how he felt.
Darius leaned forward and gently kissed Elladia, and she knew that every choice she had made about Darius had been the right one. She lifted one of his hands to her lips and kissed it. That’s when she saw his wrist.
The Mhadra Turas glowed bright, and Elladia stared in disbelief. She looked at his other wrist, equally stunned, as if the two were more of a shock than the one.
Darius could see Elladia trying to process everything. Her boyfriend—the man she loved—had Mhadra Turas fused to his wrists. You only became joined with Mhadra Turas when it separated from the host—someone in the Galaxus Alliance Corps. It meant a Galaxus had died.
“Who?” asked Elladia.
“Zander.”
Elladia looked like she wanted to cry, but there were no more tears left. She knew how much Zander meant to Darius. And she knew that Darius’s life had changed forever. Suddenly, she felt small and insignificant. Darius had become part of the most elite group in the universe.
“Why are you here?” Elladia asked.
“Because you need me.”
“Don’t you have somewhere to be?”
“Not as long as you need me.”
“I will always need you,” said Elladia. “But right now, others need you more. Go. I give you permission. I’ll be strong.” Elladia kissed Darius goodbye. “I’ll be fine,” she said.
Darius left Elladia and Lady Ixchel in the hospital room to worry about Manny.
Before he could leave the hospital, Darius had to see Otto. He quietly entered the room. Anna Rekker sat curled up in a chair. The twins, Reinier and Aziza, were nowhere to be seen.
Anna stirred, looking around the room for a moment, disoriented and uncertain where she was. She saw Otto in the bed, then turned and saw Darius. She smiled a tired smile, but behind the exhaustion, Darius saw a strength that he envied.
“Where are the twins?” Darius whispered.
“I took them to my mother before I came here. They don’t need to see their father like this,” said Anna.
“How is he?” Darius asked.
“He’s doped up pretty good,” Anna said.
“I cannnnn hhhearrrr youuuuu,” said Otto. “Issssh that Biiiiig D?”
“It’s me.”
“C’mere sssho I can sssheee yyyyooou,” Otto said.
Otto didn’t look as bad as Manny, but only because he was conscious, which made him look like the walking dead. His face, a mass of pummeled flesh, had been stitched back together, and both his arms—organic and bionic—were missing. An IV tube steadily dripped painkillers and antibiotics into his leg.
Darius moved closer. Otto being alive was a miracle—even if he wasn’t in one piece.
“Yyyooou sssssshaved Maaaaannyyyyy,” said Otto. Tears flowed from his eyes. “Yyyooouuu shhhaaaaaved my bessssht frieeeeend.”
“We saved him. Together. You and me.”
“Yyyyou sssshaaaaved my bessssht frieeeend. Yoooooou ssssshaved ussssh aaaaall.”
Otto drifted off into a drug-induced sleep brought about by a morphine drip.
Anna joined Darius at Otto’s side. She looked down at her husband and did not see the broken wreck of a man that lay in the bed. She saw the father of her children—alive. Nothing else mattered.
“The doctors say he’ll be fine,” said Anna. “It will just take time.”
“How are Aziza and Reinier?” Darius asked.
“They’re Rekkers. They’ll get through this. How is Elladia?”
“Not good,” said Darius. “I just left, but I need to be with her.”
“Then why aren’t you?”
Darius held his hands up in front of his face so Anna could see what encircled his wrists. Her eyes grew wide, and though he wasn’t sure, Darius thought he saw a hint of sadness.
“There’s all this stuff in my brain, and I don’t know what most of it is. I know things that I don’t understand, and understand things I don’t know,” said Darius. He looked at the Mhadra Turas around his wrists, more uncertain than at any other time in his life. Everything had changed. “I have to leave Earth. I don’t know how I know this, but I do.”
Anna pulled Darius close, holding him tight like a mother holds her frightened child. It had been years since anyone held him that way—not since his mother had died. Anna whispered soothingly, “It’ll be all right. We love you. You’ve got our love to keep you strong. Don’t ever forget that.”
Anna released Darius, kissing him on the cheek.
“Promise one thing,” Darius said. “Promise that if anything happens to me—today or ten years from now—make sure you tell Elladia that I love her. Tell her every day.”
Anna wanted to tell Darius that nothing would happen to him—that everything would be fine. But the events of the last twenty-four hours would only make her a liar. And the Mhadra Turas that had become part of Darius served as an even greater reminder of the uncertainty ahead. Anna had been with Otto too long, had heard too many stories about the lives of the people he worked with, and so she knew that anything that made Darius like the others—the ones who saved the day so that people like her and her kids could be safe—might not always be a good thing.
Anna looked at Darius and saw little more than a child, a young man not even nineteen years old. Her children called him Uncle Big D and loved him like family. He was family—the godfather to her and Otto’s unborn baby. And now Darius had become Mhadra Turas—part of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. Anna Rekker worried that he would not live to see the birth of his own godchild. The least she could do, in the very likely event something happened to Darius, was remind Elladia that he loved her.
“I’ll tell her every day,” said Anna.
“And tell Aziza and Reinier that I love them too,” said Darius. “I really do.”
“And they love you,” said Anna. “They love their Uncle Big D more than you’ll ever know.”
Darius fought back tears as he thought about the Rekker twins. He didn’t want to be robbed of watching them grow up. His heart ached, and even the cosmic power that he now possessed could not stop the pain. Darius wanted to stay with them—with all of them. They were all his family—Elladia and Manny, the Rekker family—and they were all hurt and scared, uncertain of the hours and days and weeks to come.
Darius wanted to stay and protect all of them. He had the strength to protect them. But he had other things to do.
He left Anna Rekker alone in the hospital room, as Otto woke from his sleep, mumbling to himself, “He sssshaved usssh all.”




Captain Freedom waited for Darius in the hallway outside Otto Rekker’s hospital room, sitting on a plastic chair that strained under his mass of muscle. He looked battered and exhausted, like a war-weary soldier fresh from the front lines. His rugged face—streaked with dirt and soot and dried blood—belonged to a man who had seen too much, done too much, and wanted nothing more than a chance to rest. Captain Freedom stared deep into his cup of coffee, as if the steaming dark liquid held the answers to all the questions of life.
An Asian woman, dressed in the uniform of the Galaxus Alliance Corps, sat next to Captain Freedom. By comparison, her diminutive size almost made her look like a child. But the blood and dirt that streaked her face identified her as a veteran of the same war as Captain Freedom.
Captain Freedom blew on his coffee to cool it down, not that it could have burned him. He took a sip and closed his eyes. “How long have you known?” he asked.
“Not long,” said the woman. “Zander told me over the summer.”
“You’re telling me that he knew, and he didn’t tell anyone else?”
“It’s complicated.”
Captain Freedom took another sip of coffee. He had more to say—more he wanted to know. Exhaustion kept him silent.
The door to Otto Rekker’s room opened, and Darius stepped out into the hallway, showing no surprise at finding Captain Freedom waiting.
“I was wondering when someone would come looking for me,” said Darius.
“We knew where to find you. And we knew you had things to attend to,” said Captain Freedom. He didn’t bother to get up from the chair. “How is Manny?”
“Not good,” said Darius.
“And Elladia?”
“Pretty bad. I should be with her now.”
“There’re always going to be times when we have to leave behind the ones we love, in order to do what needs to be done,” said Captain Freedom.
“Yeah, Zander told me something like that once,” Darius said. “It was almost like he was trying to prepare me for … this.”
Darius held up his hands and stared at the bands around his wrists. He looked at the Asian woman standing next to Captain Freedom. “You’re here for me,” Darius said.
“Darius, this is Mee Vang Pao,” said Captain Freedom.
“I know,” Darius said. He had never met Mee Pao—never even heard of her—but still he knew her. A steady stream of thoughts flowed through Darius’s mind, informing him of things he otherwise did not know. “You were Zander’s unit leader.”
Mee Pao stood up and moved in close, reaching out her hands. Instinctively, Darius did the same, joining Mee Pao in an ancient greeting. His right palm touched her right palm, his left palm touched the right side of her head, and her left palm touched the right side of his head. He had never seen it done before, but somehow he knew what to do.
“One as Wholeness,” said Mee Pao.
“Wholeness as One,” said Darius. Like the touching of the palms and the head, he had never heard the saying, and yet he knew it.
Mee Pao stepped back. Despite her small stature, she radiated the great strength of a leader and a fighter. Her face, too serious to be beautiful, nonetheless had an exquisite quality. Mee Pao looked like beauty sculpted from the hardest stone.
“You have a lot of questions, I’m sure,” said Mee Pao.
“A few,” said Darius. “But first, I have things that I need to take care of.”
As odd as it seemed, Darius thought of the aqua-singers back at the apartment. He could do nothing for Manny or Otto that the doctors weren’t already doing. And even though he wanted to be there for Elladia, she could take care of herself. But Michael, Jackie, Marlon, Tito, Jermaine, and Randy were alone—if they were still alive—with no one to take care of them.
Darius turned and headed for the nearest exit. He needed to know that something he cared about was safe and unhurt, even if that something was a tank full of alien creatures that sang Jackson 5 songs.
Mee Pao followed two steps behind Darius. Captain Freedom rose from his chair, following three steps behind her.
“I’ll need to go with you—for training,” said Darius. He kept walking, not bothering to look back to see if Mee Pao and Captain Freedom were behind him.
“Yes. You’ll have time to get your things in order, and then we’ll be leaving,” said Mee Pao.
“I understand. I don’t know how, but I do,” said Darius. “But first, you’ll want to talk about what happened.”
“We’re still picking up the pieces and sorting through everything,” said Captain Freedom. “Right now we have more questions than answers.”
All three passed through the main lobby of the hospital, walking out into the cold air. People outside were bundled up against a bitter cold that Darius didn’t feel. While others shivered, their teeth chattering, the cold had no effect on Darius, even though his only protection was a torn T-shirt, caked in dry blood.
“I’ll go wherever I need to go. I’ll talk about whatever needs to be talked about,” said Darius. “But first, I need to get myself cleaned up and take care of something.”
“We’ll go back to HQ. The area has been secured,” said Captain Freedom. “I’m joining the president for a press conference in an hour. After that, I’d like to talk to you.”
“Fine,” said Darius.
“Do you need a ride back to headquarters?” asked Captain Freedom.
“Why would I need a ride?” Darius asked, taking off into the air in a single bound.
Captain Freedom and Mee Vang Pao of the Galaxus Alliance Corps took off after Darius, flying beside him, one on his right, the other on his left. People on the street below looked up and pointed.
Darius didn’t know how he could fly, just that he could. It was really that simple—no different from walking. From the moment the Mhadra Turas fused with Darius, bringing him back from the dead, it had changed him.
He couldn’t explain it, because he didn’t understand it. His thoughts and feelings and memories were still his, but more informed Darius than the sum total of experiences and knowledge that made him the person he had been. The person he had been died at the base of a statue. The person that came back to life was something more.
Deep inside the core of his being, Darius could feel the collected knowledge of hundreds, maybe thousands of lives that had bonded with the Mhadra Turas. It felt as if Darius had opened a cabinet full of files in his mind, suddenly discovering things that he already knew but simply didn’t know he knew. It was almost overwhelming—this seemingly endless flow of information—and he worried about getting lost within everything inside him.
Darius, Captain Freedom, and Mee Pao flew in a tight formation toward Super Justice Force headquarters. It had still been dark when Darius left the rescue operation and went to the hospital. In the cold gray daylight of November, he saw what remained of HQ for the first time. The fires had been put out, but a thin layer of smoke still filled the air. Much of the great architectural achievement of HQ had been transformed to a smoldering mass of rubble. The Bunker and the Dome, the two main strongholds of daily operations at SJF, were destroyed.
“It looks worse than I thought,” Darius said. He had to almost shout to be heard over the rush of air.
“It’s not pretty,” said Captain Freedom. “Thank God it’s not worse.”
On the ground below, the National Guard patrolled a secured perimeter surrounding headquarters. Armed soldiers stood beside barricades that blocked all entry points to Super Justice Force HQ.
Hundreds of people gathered outside the barricades. Some were mourners, come to pay their respects to the dead. They carried handmade signs that read R.I.P. ROCKY, WE WILL NEVER FORGET, I

SUPER JUSTICE FORCE. A smaller group of protestors carried signs reading NO MORE LIES and UNMASK THE TRUTH.
Television news crews surrounded the area like vultures feeding off the death and destruction. Looking for more ways to tell the only story that would be told for days to come, the reporters went into a frenzy when they saw Captain Freedom, Mee Pao, and Darius flying overhead.
A sea of people—mourners, protestors, and reporters—erupted into a dull roar of hundreds of voices shouting at the figures who flew past. When they realized that the mysterious Black teenager was part of the flying trio, the shouts became louder. No one knew who Darius was, but they all loved him. Even the protestors forgot that they were protesting, calling out to the kid who stopped the mechanical monsters.
“Wave to your fans,” said Captain Freedom.
Having spent much of his life being ignored or abused, avoiding others as much as possible, Darius didn’t know what to make of the people cheering for him. They didn’t even know his name, but still they cheered him on.
Darius waved, and the crowd cheered louder.
The trio flew past the crowd outside the barricade, past the soldiers standing guard, landing on the scorched ground inside the secured perimeter.
Two dozen soldiers and six Galaxus stood guard over a massive scrap heap of ACU-64s, while a team of National Guardsmen scoured the area with metal detectors. A truck with a full-size technoplasm cannon mounted in the back sat a few yards away from the remains of the Killbots.
Darius stared at the motionless pile of metal and circuitry—the destroyed remains of the nightmares that haunted him over half his life. Twice you’ve destroyed my life, Darius thought.
Captain Freedom placed his hand on Darius’s shoulder. “Come on,” said Captain Freedom. “Get yourself cleaned up. Maybe get some rest. We’ll move on from there.”
Captain Freedom, Darius, and Mee Pao walked together toward the devastated ruins of HQ, passing the statue of the original Super Justice Force. The fact that it still stood, despite the death and destruction that had gone on all around it, struck Darius as bittersweet at best. And despite all that had happened, Darius felt like he had returned home.




The damage to Super Justice Force headquarters had been extreme, but not complete. Of the five buildings that made up the facility, only two were complete losses. The total destruction of the Bunker and near total destruction of the Dome would leave SJF crippled for a long time. Located in the Bunker, O3C had been completely wiped out. Likewise, everything in the Vehicle Maintenance Bays housed in the Dome was gone. The estimated loss of equipment from the two buildings would be well into the billions of dollars.
The Tower, which housed MTSU, Personnel, corporate offices, living quarters, and more, took considerable damage, but it wasn’t a total loss. The Mansion sustained the least damage of all the buildings in the main complex. On the other side of the park, the Kurtzberg Metahuman Research and Training Center remained relatively untouched.
The official story in the news was that Super Justice Force had been attacked by ACU-64 Killbots. The part of the story that had been glossed over was the fact that the killing machines had been stored in a secret warehouse called the Cage, located beneath SJF headquarters. As far as the general public knew, all the ACU-64s had been destroyed ten years earlier. It wouldn’t do for people to know what really happened, so it was covered up.
The one thing that remained unclear for the public was where the ACU-64 Killbots had come from. News reporters quoted unnamed sources that speculated terrorists had somehow gotten their hands on the original designs and built the robots, while other sources claimed the attack was the work of Doc Kaos, bringing a small army of killer machines with him from a parallel universe. Both stories sounded good, so some news outlets ran with the terrorist angle, while others went with Doc Kaos. And the public, with two villains to choose from, was thoroughly captivated by the entire spectacle.
The president of the United States delivered a moving speech and vowed that “our fallen heroes will not be forgotten.” President Bankston stood, stoic and resolute, Captain Freedom by her side, as she eased the shattered nerves of a terrified public. “The vile cowards who committed this act of terror will be made to pay dearly for their actions. We will not be bullied, made to live in fear and to cower in the shadows like scared children. We will fight back, and we will prevail.”
It all sounds great, Darius thought, except for one thing. Terrorists didn’t build the Killbots. And Doc Kaos didn’t bring them from a parallel universe. Those damn things were here the entire time.
Darius returned to the apartment he shared with Zander. Had shared with Zander. He wasn’t sharing it anymore.
All the apartments in HQ were to be cleared out until a damage assessment could be conducted. Darius wasn’t even supposed to be there, but no one bothered to stop him.
The Vissoam aqua-singers were fine, seemingly unaware of the devastating battle that had recently transpired outside the confines of their tank. Cleaned up and wearing fresh clothes not caked in his own blood, Darius watched the aqua-singers while they hummed an unfamiliar tune. Something sounded different about the creatures, and Darius realized that he understood the sounds they were making. Before, he had only heard their melodic humming, but now he understood their language. And in their song, Darius heard them mourning the death of Zander. Somehow they knew. All six of the aqua-singers lined up, side by side, their wings and tails moving in perfect unison, and they sang.
Darius pressed his hand gently against the glass tank. “Who’s gonna take care of you when I leave?” he asked.
In the background, the president continued her speech on the television. “Now, more than ever, we must stand firm in our fight for freedom,” she said.
Darius listened to some more of the president’s speech, but he had to stop. He needed the truth, not feel-good catchphrases or lies in response to more lies. He turned off the television and left the apartment.
Darius passed other SJF employees as they roamed the halls, solemn faced and diligently trying to pick up the broken pieces of Super Justice Force. Some nodded as they passed, others kept to themselves. Everyone looked tired, yet determined. Life had to go on, work still needed to be done, despite the tragedy.
The main foyer of HQ had been converted to a staging area, first for the rescue operation, then for the salvage operation. Normally hustling and bustling with tourists and visitors, the foyer had been transformed into mission control for employees from every department and service team, guarded by heavily armed soldiers.
Darius stared out the front entrance doors. A crew worked to clear away the charred remains of the helicopter that had literally crashed on the front steps of Super Justice Force headquarters.
For so long, Darius had been alone. All of that changed when he came to Super Justice Force. He’d made a life for himself, with friends and family. And in one instant, it all crashed down around him like the helicopter that fell from the sky.
He stood silently, piecing together the events of the last twenty-four hours. Part of him wanted to believe the stories being peddled by the media. Terrorists would be a pleasant treat compared to the truth. So would Doc Kaos. At least if it had been Doc Kaos or terrorists, no one would be looking for answers within the crumbling walls of HQ. But the truth—as difficult to accept as it may have been—was that the Automated Combat Units that attacked Super Justice Force came from the fifth subbasement.




With the Bunker destroyed, Operations Crew Command Central had been relocated to the Situation Room. A small army of security guards—armed with a variety of weapons ranging from machine guns to portable technoplasm cannons to UltraStun 500s—stood outside the entrance to the Situation Room. Darius recognized the guards; they were all Chancers. None of them had the authorization to carry weapons, not even Butchie. But just like the glowing bands around Darius’s wrists, the armed Chancers were a sign of the drastic changes that had taken place.
Butchie grabbed Darius, hugging him strong and tight. “Glad you’re alive, kid,” said Butchie.
“Me too,” said Darius.
The other Chancers all shook Darius’s hand, or patted him on the back, thanking him for all he’d done.
Even though the Situation Room had not been damaged in the battle, it still looked like a disaster area. Far from being a cramped space, the room overflowed with equipment and people who’d hastily picked a spot and gone to work. On a busy day, O3C looked like controlled chaos. By comparison, the Situation Room looked like chaos without the control.
Darius stood in the corner of the room, watching the frenzied activity that swept through the space like a force of nature. Both SAO and CAD teams were crammed together off to one side of the room. One section of the space had been set up with large maps, photographs, and diagrams taped to the wall. The center of the room had a large conference table, cluttered with papers, photos, and computers. There was even a portion of the room where two or three people lay on the floor sleeping.
Everyone in the room focused on the task at hand, none of them noticing Darius. As near as he could tell, there were close to one hundred people in the Situation Room—an eclectic mix of people that included heroes in costumes and SJF employees seemingly out of place. Ms. Evelyn, the librarian, sat at the conference table in the middle of the room, explaining something to a dozen members of Super Justice Force, three members of the Galaxus Alliance Corps, including Mee Vang Pao, and another ten or fifteen superheroes and crime fighters from all over the world.
The first person to notice Darius enter the room was Oegheneo-chuko, his Fast Response Unit partner. Oeghe looked up from a surveillance monitor, caught sight of Darius, stood up, and started clapping. It took a few seconds for the people working near Oeghe to realize what was going on. As soon as they realized, they joined in the standing ovation. Before long, every man, woman, and non-gender-specific entity in the room stood and applauded Darius, the room echoing with the thunder of clapping hands and loud cheers.
The attention overwhelmed Darius. He felt his face flush, his heart fill with pride. The screaming crowd outside headquarters had been one thing—and that thing was pretty much just weird. But to have his coworkers treat him this way meant something else altogether.
“All right, that’s enough! We all have work to do,” said Nightwatcher.
The room quickly quieted down, and everyone returned to work. Some people waved at Darius, others gave him the thumbs-up as he walked by, making his way to the large conference table in the center of the room.
Kaebel Kaine still wore part of his costume, covered in dirt and dry blood, but he had removed his mask. Even after more than a year, Darius still had trouble recognizing Nightwatcher without his mask.
A cluttered mess of books, papers, and photos covered the table in the middle of the room. Darius stepped to the table without saying a word, not wanting to interrupt the librarian, who had something important to share with the costumed heroes who surrounded her.
“I’ve spent the last three hours combing through every source I can find, but there are only a handful of references to the Khadku Turas, and those only make reference to them as legends,” said Ms. Evelyn. “Honestly, there’s not enough information to support the theory.”
“The stuff of legend, Khadku Turas are not. Real are the Khadku Turas,” said one of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. He was the biggest Zzngth that Darius had ever seen, standing well over six feet tall. One of his four arms was missing just below the second elbow joint.
“That may be the case, but I can’t find any verified proof, or an explanation of what they are,” said Ms. Evelyn.
“Khadku Turas are ‘the Broken Ones.’ They aren’t like us,” said Mee Vang Pao. “They’re not balanced.”
“But are they real?” asked Nightwatcher.
“Real are the Khadku Turas,” repeated the Zzngth.
“I’ve never met one—at least not that I was aware of,” said Mee Pao. “They are supposed to be rare.”
“But they are real,” said Darius.
All eyes turned toward him. Once again, Darius was the center of attention. He didn’t like how it felt.
“How do you know?” asked Nightwatcher.
“I just do. I don’t know how,” Darius said. “Someone long before me fought them. And I know this. I feel this.”
It didn’t make sense to Darius any more than it made sense to anyone else gathered around the conference table. The only ones who seemed to understand Darius were the other members of the Galaxus Alliance Corps. They all nodded their heads. Except for Mee Vang Pao, Darius didn’t know the others, yet somehow he recognized them.
“Together we were,” said the giant Zzngth, pointing toward Darius. “Khadku Turas we defeated at the Swamp of Suffering.”
Darius looked at the Zzngth, unsure of anything the insect-like creature had just said. Darius knew nothing about the Khadku Turas, and he’d never been to a place called the Swamp of Suffering, and yet he had vague notions of both, and that he had been part of something significant. “I’ve never been to the Swamp of Suffering,” said Darius. “I don’t even know where it is.”
“Many Ones ago this was. Saved my One you did,” said the Zzngth.
“Look, I hate to break up whatever this is that you two are having, but we all have jobs to do,” said Nightwatcher. “Ms. Evelyn, please keep looking for anything that might be useful.”
“I’ll do my best,” said Ms. Evelyn. She smiled at Darius. “Thank you, Mr. Logan. Oh, what I wouldn’t have done to be in your shoes, for just one minute. The things I would have done to those monsters.”
The group gathered around the table split up, going their separate ways. Nightwatcher came around to the other side of the table. “Good work,” he said, extending his hand to Darius. “Dr. Sam needs to talk to you. I’ll have someone track him down. In the meantime, come with me.”
Darius followed Nightwatcher to a corner of the Situation Room that had been turned into a tactical command post. A map of headquarters had been taped to the wall, covered with handwritten notes. Along with the map were pictures—frame grabs from surveillance feeds, photos of two dozen SJF employees. Darius recognized most of the people in the photos.
“There were twenty-six intact ACU-64s locked in the Cage, and another fourteen disassembled,” said Nightwatcher. “So far, we’ve found parts from twenty-four units. That’s including those big bastards that had been pieced together from multiple units. We’ve only salvaged parts from four down in what’s left of the Cage.”
“That leaves two possible intact units, and the parts to piece together another six,” said Darius.
“Or something bigger and nastier than what we tangled with last night,” said Nightwatcher.
“There’s no way anything could have slipped past us.”
“Look at this,” said Nightwatcher. He led Darius to the map of HQ hanging on the wall. Immediately to the right were pictures of what remained of the Cage. “The 64s punched through the Cage here, using this as their escape route.”
Nightwatcher used his finger to trace a path from the fifth subbasement, up through the Bunker and out into the courtyard.
“What’s that there?” asked Darius, pointing to a second hole in the Cage.
“That’s the second escape route. It leads under the Dome and out to the river,” said Nightwatcher. “The attack last night wasn’t just designed to do as much damage as possible, it was meant to create a diversion.”
Darius studied the pictures of the Cage. The containment facility and the force fields surrounding it were supposed to be the strongest on the planet. Nothing could break into the Cage, but apparently something could break out.
“We’ve got people checking all satellite imagery from the time frame we’re looking at,” said Nightwatcher. “But nothing has turned up so far. I think they have some sort of device that deflects imaging.”
“You mean something that makes them invisible?”
“We can’t rule anything out at this point. They went to a lot of trouble to get access to the 64s. Spent a lot of time and energy getting them up and running, modifying them. Someone goes to all that trouble, you can believe they’ve got a good escape plan.”
On either side of the map of HQ hung dozens of pictures—images grabbed from surveillance footage, photos from the aftermath of the battle, and even shots of SJF employees. The photos from the aftermath of the battle were difficult to look at, as many showed people who had been killed. O3C was littered with bodies. It looked like over half the crew on duty died in the blasts that tore up from the subbasement.
Darius thought of everyone who died, and his anger began to build. They deserved better than that. Even the Long Arms who had harassed him deserved better than being blown up while guarding the Cage. And that’s when Darius noticed something odd about the photos from the Cage—something very different than the photos of O3C.
“Where are the bodies?” Darius asked. “What happened to the bodies of the guards at the Cage?”
“We can’t find them,” said Nightwatcher. “They’ve disappeared.”
That didn’t seem possible to Darius. There should have been twelve guards posted at the Cage—that was the new standard protocol. And twelve bodies didn’t just vanish without a trace. There should have been a random ear stuck to the ceiling, or some guts splattered on the wall.
Bit by bit, Darius began to put together a picture in his mind. “The guards were in on it,” said Darius.
“That’s what it looks like,” said Nightwatcher.
“And the research team. They were in on it too.”
It seemed almost impossible to believe, yet no other scenario made sense. The guards and the research team were the only ones with the sort of access to the Cage that would allow for such a complex plan to work. The only thing that remained unclear was how and why.
Darius studied a series of images lifted from a surveillance feed. Each of the images looked exactly the same, but all had different time stamps. All the images showed one of the research team members in the far background of the frame, spilling coffee on himself. One of the printed images appeared to have been taken from a surveillance feed recorded at eleven in the morning on July 30, while another seemed to have come from August 18 at three in the afternoon. Four more images—all exactly the same—each with a different day and time stamp.
“This is the same thing, repeated over and over again,” said Darius.
“As near as we can tell, the first month the research team spent in the Cage was recorded—much of what they did was staged for the cameras,” said Nightwatcher. “After that first month, someone hacked into the system and uploaded the recorded footage, placing new time stamps on everything. They even edited footage together so that it never looked completely the same. Even if you were paying attention, you might never notice.”
“You mean to say that for four months SAO monitored activity in the Cage that wasn’t live?” Darius asked.
“Not just in the Cage, but outside as well. Surveillance feeds showing the guards, it’s the same thing—old footage, spliced together, and uploaded with new time stamps,” Nightwatcher said. “That’s how those damn machines got up and running, right under our noses.”
It would have been funny to Darius if it weren’t so tragic. Someone had conspired to bring two biomorphs into HQ, setting off a panic. Everyone assumed the biomorphs had been trying to gain access to the ACU-64s, when in reality it had all been part of a much larger plan.
“They used fear against us,” said Darius, recalling something Nightwatcher had told him. “They made us think the biomorphs wanted to do something with the Killbots, which is stupid. Even if they got in the Cage, how could two biomorphs get those machines up and running? But we were so scared that we gave them the keys to the Cage.”
As the words came out of Darius’s mouth, a memory came flooding back, filling in another piece of the puzzle. So much had happened so fast over the last day—much of it a blur—that Darius had trouble recalling everything. One memory in particular was especially vague, something easily dismissed as a deathbed hallucination. Darius recalled being badly injured. His hands melted down to the bone, his guts spilling out on the ground. He could feel himself dying. And in his hazy memory, he remembered looking up and seeing someone standing over him.
“Chuck Maslon is behind it all,” said Darius.
“I’m afraid you’re right,” said Dr. Sam.
Darius turned to see Dr. Sam, looking as tired and worn out as everyone else.
Dr. Sam walked over to Darius and placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder, shaking his head with a sad resolve. He recalled meeting Darius for the first time, thinking of the possibilities of taking Second Chance in a new direction. He had put so much great importance on Darius’s success, and now Dr. Sam Omatete couldn’t help but think the young man might have been better off in prison.
“I’ve known Chuck for many, many years. He was a difficult man to get along with,” said Dr. Sam. “But never in a million years would I think him capable of this.”
“Maslon was always an asshole,” said Nightwatcher. “I don’t put anything beyond an asshole.”
“That doesn’t explain why he had it out for me,” said Darius. “Why he did all of this …”
Darius pointed to the photos of the devastation wrought by the ACU-64 Killbots. He thought of Manny and Otto, hurt and crippled for life. He thought of Zander, dead. And himself, forever bound to a symbiotic life-form. Is Maslon really the one responsible for all of this?
“It also doesn’t explain why all the machines specifically targeted you,” said Nightwatcher.
The memory of Maslon, surrounded by ACU-64s chanting “terminate,” became clearer in Darius’s mind.
“Maslon hated me from the beginning,” said Darius. “I never knew why.”
“Khadku Turas is he.”
They all turned to see the giant Zzngth. Darius had never seen the odd-looking bug-like being until only a few minutes earlier—he didn’t even know his name—but something felt familiar to him.
“You can’t be sure of that,” said Dr. Sam. “You can’t be sure of any of them.”
The Zzngth didn’t bother responding. Instead, he walked over to Darius, who reached out and greeted the towering insectoid the same way he greeted Mee Vang Pao. They separated and the Zzngth stared at Darius with his large, unblinking black eyes. “Ttibsen Xhor I am,” said the Zzngth, introducing himself. “Many Ones we go back.”
Darius nodded his head, sensing a bond with Ttibsen Xhor that went back decades, maybe even centuries. “I know.”
“Dhaisam are you,” said Ttibsen.
“What exactly is going on here?” asked Nightwatcher.
“Dhaisam is this One,” said Ttibsen, pointing to Darius. “This, Khadku Turas could know.”
“I have no idea what you’re saying,” said Nightwatcher, his patience wearing thin.
“He’s saying there’s something special about me,” said Darius. “And somehow Maslon knew.”
“Khadku Turas is he,” repeated Ttibsen Xhor. “Broken Ones are all. Killed many Mhadra Turas were on Enceladus. Some Ones are not dead. Some Ones are Mhadra no more. Khadku some Ones become.”
Darius struggled to understand Ttibsen. His mind filled with ideas and information that was not his, and he fought to keep track of the things he knew, versus the things the Mhadra Turas knew. Darius was certain he had never been to Enceladus, and yet he had distinct memories to the contrary.
“All the Mhadra Turas on Enceladus died except me. I know, I was there,” said Darius, even though he knew he had never been there.
“Memories of your One, not of you,” said Ttibsen.
“Is this about something that happened on Enceladus?” Nightwatcher asked. Kaebel Kaine studied the photos of the death and devastation that had befallen headquarters. “Are you saying that what happened here today has to do with something that happened twenty years ago on another planet?”
“I was on Enceladus. So many people died, I can’t bear to think about it,” said Dr. Sam. “We lost most of the First Earth Infantry—Chuck Maslon was one of the few survivors. The Galaxus Alliance Corps lost twenty, maybe thirty of their own. The only Mhadra Turas to survive bonded with Zander Boeman.”
Darius knew the story of what happened on Enceladus all too well. He had read about it at length, and even talked about it with Z-Boe. And now that he was bonded with the same symbiotic life-form that had once been attached to Zander, Darius had an even greater understanding of the Battle of Enceladus—part of him had lived through it, almost died in it, and been reborn during it. He had memories of the battle as if they were his own.
He looked around the makeshift command post that had been set up in the Situation Room, and Darius saw people diligently and desperately looking for answers. He heard the sounds of voices buzzing all around him, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. Everyone wanted to know the reasons for all the death and destruction that had crashed down on their lives.
Darius didn’t care what the reasons were. Reasons would not change anything. Reasons would not bring back the dead. Darius had enough reasons to know that he would hunt down Chuck Maslon. And despite the flood of ideas and information that seemed to be drowning out who Darius was, he had never been more positive of anything in his life than he was about killing Chuck Maslon.




Darius Logan sat alone in his apartment, struggling to hold on to himself. His entire world had changed in the short span of a day. The world itself had changed. And he had changed too.
Before he left the Situation Room, Dr. Sam handed Darius a data storage vid-disc. “Watch this right away—it’s very important,” Dr. Sam said.
Dr. Sam looked Darius in the eye. He could see no trace of the boy he had met a lifetime ago. Try as he might, he could not hide the regret that ate at his soul. He had tried to save Darius’s life, to give him a sense of purpose in place of hopelessness. He had helped to build Darius up, only to have him knocked back down again.
“It’s okay,” said Darius.
“If I knew then what I know now …” Dr. Sam’s voice trailed off.
“I don’t blame you. None of this is your fault, Dr. Sam,” said Darius. “This just is … how it is.”
Darius held the vid-disc in his hand as he walked back to his apartment. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what was on it. He smiled as he remembered something his mother used to say: “A little bit of knowing is better than a lot of not knowing.”
He booted up his Super Justice Force Signature Series Intellipad computer—the one Captain Freedom gave him for his birthday. Darius inserted the vid-disc in the drive. His heart pounded when a holographic projection of Zander came to life.
“Hey, Darius, it’s me, bro,” said the projection of Zander. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. I’m dead. That’s why you’re watching this recording. Hopefully, my death won’t come for quite some time, but just in case, I need to explain some things to you—especially these.”
The holographic Z-Boe held his hands up to show off the glowing bands around his wrists. “You’re wearing these now. One is knowledge, the other is strength—though I can’t remember which is which. These are what give me my power. Now that I’m dead, they are what give you your power. They’re part of you now, for the rest of your life. You’re Mhadra Turas—the Balanced Ones. I hope you’ll think of ’em as a gift and not a curse—although at times it’ll be difficult.
“The Mhadra Turas pick their hosts. No one knows how or why they pick who they do. To this day, I don’t know why my Mhadra Turas picked me, and I don’t know why it picked you. But I knew from the moment we met and shook hands, that you were to be my replacement. I’m sure you felt it too.”
Darius thought of the surge of power he felt every time he and Zander had physical contact. He thought it was normal—that everyone who touched a Galaxus felt the same power. Now that he was one with the Mhadra Turas, Darius realized how ridiculous that sounded.
“Normally, it doesn’t happen like this. Normally, the Mhadra Turas makes its choice closer to the death of its current host. I can’t tell you how freaked out I was when we first met. But here we are, a year later, and I’m still alive and kicking,” said Zander. “It’s been weird getting to know you this last year, knowing you’ve been chosen to replace me after my death, bro. I don’t think of my death often, and I hope that when I died, it was doing something good for someone else. My only real fear is that when I kick the bucket, it won’t have any real meaning. But the thing is, I don’t want you to mourn me. What you need to understand is that I’m now part of you. You know the things I know, just as I know the things the host before me knew and on and on down the line for thousands of years. That’s part of how the Mhadra Turas works. Knowledge becomes part of the whole and is passed on, always to be part of the whole. One as Wholeness. Wholeness as One.
“There are so many things I want to tell you, bro. But I don’t know when you’re watching this. It could be a week from right now, or it could be ten years from now—there’s no way of knowing. Maybe we’ve already discussed the Mhadra Turas, and maybe I’ve told you that you’ve been chosen to replace me. But I doubt it. Dude, this isn’t the sort of thing you can really tell someone and just expect life to go on as usual. Not that your life is going to go on as usual. But right now, as I sit here recording this message, it seems best that you don’t know. That you live your life as much as you can before … well … before everything changes. And if I’m wrong for not telling you while I’m alive, then I’m sorry, bro.
“Up until two days ago, I hadn’t told anyone you were chosen. But then you collapsed at that meeting the other day. Well, not really the other day, but the day after your birthday, however long ago that was. Dude, I keep forgetting you might not be watching this for a long time. Hopefully, a very long time.
“Anyway, I don’t know exactly what happened to you that day you collapsed, but I have a theory. The Mhadra Turas are very selective about who they choose. When I was chosen, there were twenty Mhadra Turas all in need of a new host surrounding me. But only one chose me. That’s how it works—one symbiot chooses one host. But there are a few—the Dhaisam. I’ve never met one, and I don’t really know how to describe it, bro. The Dhaisam are like the holy chosen Ones—they’ll be chosen by every Mhadra Turas they come in contact with. I’m worried that might be what happened to you, bro. You got too close to a posse of Galaxus, and every symbiot in the room tried to reach out and choose you. That might also explain why my Mhadra Turas chose you, even though I wasn’t near death.
“If that’s what happened—if you really are Dhaisam—it means you’ve got some serious mojo, and you need to be extra careful. If half a dozen symbiots can sense you, and all of ’em want to dance with you at the prom, then there are other things that can probably sense you too.
“I’ve only told two people about our connection—Dr. Sam and my unit commander, Mee Vang Pao—and those are the only two people I’ll tell. You know Dr. Sam, and Mee is good people, so you can trust them.
“Two more things I want to tell you. First, no matter what is happening right now, you need to go through training. I don’t care if you feel you need to avenge my death, or you’re married and are about to have your first kid—in which case, congratulations. But no matter what the circumstances, you have to leave Earth and go through Galaxus training. I know you can feel the power running through you, I know you can sense all this knowledge and information. But if you don’t learn how to control it, all of it will consume you, and everything that makes you who you are, it’ll be lost, bro. Even as you listen to this recording, it’s happening. You’ll be able to deal with it for a while, but without training, you’ll be lost to the Ones—the others that came before you. I’ve seen it happen. There are guys in the Galaxus Alliance Corps who don’t really know who they are.
“Finally, I want to tell you that you should never doubt yourself. You’re Chosen for a reason. The Mhadra Turas saw in you something incredible. Trust in that.”
The recording stopped. Darius played it three more times. There was so much to think about. There was so much more he needed to know. He looked down at the glowing bands around his wrists. One gave him knowledge. The other gave him strength. Together, they made Darius Logan one of the most powerful beings in the galaxy, but if he wasn’t careful, he could be lost within himself.
Darius began to understand the magnitude of himself, of what he had become and what he was becoming. He understood that he was part of life, and that all things that lived were connected to an intricate mosaic of existence. But more important, he saw life itself.
For years he only thought of life as something cruel, that had to be endured as it heaped misery upon him and him alone. Now he understood it to be something more complex, while at the same time simple.
Life simply was what it was. It was the culmination of all the things that happened to all the creatures that had ever lived or would live in the future—all of it connected. It was impossible for anyone to conceive of the totality of the connection of life, and most people never reached a point of awareness that they could even comprehend the connection. This lack of understanding made people act selfishly. It fueled hatred and mistrust, making people think they were alone, when all around them, there was life, and they were part of it.
How could I not have seen it before? But he also knew it was because he had not been ready to see it. And as Mhadra Turas, as one of the Galaxus Alliance Corps, Darius was beginning to understand his role in protecting life.
His mind, which had been cluttered with so much information that wasn’t his, became clear as he pushed aside all thoughts but the most important to him personally. He thought about all he had to do. All his things needed to be packed up. A home had to be found for his aqua-singers. Aziza and Reinier Rekker needed to be reminded to do their homework, and to be strong and brave while their daddy healed. Elladia Ortiz needed to be held one more time and told how much she was loved. And then Darius Logan had an appointment with the stars.



  






In the early 2000s, I was well established in my career as a film critic and editor for an alt-weekly newspaper while at the same time running a film festival in Portland, Oregon. Both jobs kept me busy and immersed in the world of film, but I secretly wanted something more. I wanted to write comic books and graphic novels, and in my free time, I developed various projects that I hoped would allow me to live out my childhood dream of crafting epic tales set in the world of superheroes.
I spent several years developing a project called Operations Crew—a comic book miniseries about the staff that works at the headquarters of a famous team of superheroes. It was meant to be more a comedy starring an ensemble cast of mundane, working-class characters who must rise to the occasion when the superheroes they work for are threatened. Basically, it was to be a comic book series about a group of janitors who end up saving a team of superheroes not unlike Marvel’s Avengers or DC’s Justice League from a seemingly unstoppable force of evil.
Slowly but surely, I chipped away at Operations Crew, but the story never seemed to come together in a way that felt right or compelling. The series was meant to have an ensemble cast, but without a central character to build a story around, Operations Crew felt like a lifeless sitcom. I decided to focus the story on one character in particular—a new employee named Tyrone Jackson. Tyrone was a twentysomething African American man who, looking back, was heavily inspired by actor Ernie Hudson’s performance as Winston Zeddemore in the film Ghostbusters. And still, even with a main character and a steadily developing story that would see Tyrone go from a janitor to a superhero, Operations Crew was not working. Something was missing.
Everything changed in 2006 with Season Four of the HBO series The Wire, arguably the best season of a television series that ranks among the greatest of all time. The fourth season of The Wire introduced Dukie, Namond, Michael, and Randy—four African American teenage boys caught in a life of crime on the streets of Baltimore—who, for better or worse, reminded me of some of the guys I grew up with in the 1970s and 1980s. Every episode of The Wire brought to mind something written by James Baldwin in his short story “Sonny’s Blues”: “These boys, now, were living as we’d been living then, they were growing up with a rush and their heads bumped abruptly against the low ceiling of their actual possibilities.”
It took a long time for me to figure out what was missing from Operations Crew, but I found it in The Wire, which led me back to James Baldwin, and between these two seemingly unrelated sources, the heart and soul of Operations Crew came to life. Tyrone Jackson was still a twentysomething Black man, but he was now someone with a troubled past, on parole, who had gotten a job as a janitor working at the world headquarters of a team of superheroes. Finally, it all started to come together, and all I needed to do was find an artist to draw my epic, four-issue comic book miniseries, and a publisher willing to take a chance on me (an unproven comic book writer) and Operations Crew. I found neither.
While my dream comic book project was failing to come together, I continued to write movie reviews and run a film festival, which is how I came to see Darius Goes West, a documentary about Darius Weems, a fifteen-year-old with Duchenne muscular dystrophy, confined to a wheelchair. With the help of his friends, including filmmaker Logan Smalley, Darius embarked on a cross-country road trip to get his wheelchair customized on the MTV series Pimp My Ride.
Darius Goes West would play a crucial role in Operations Crew. The most obvious influence would be the name change of the lead character—Tyrone Jackson became Darius Logan, named after Darius Weems and Logan Smalley. But there was a much bigger influence, and that was the film itself. Darius Goes West is a film that would not have been made if it weren’t for the commitment of Logan and the rest of the crew to tell an important story they believed in. And when you have a story to tell, you have to do everything in your power to tell it … even if your story is supposed to be a comic book series but there is not an artist to draw it.
I made the decision to rework Operations Crew and turn it into a YA novel focused on Darius Logan. I spent years laboring over what would be retitled as Super Justice Force, convinced that there was an audience that would embrace Darius, his coworkers, and the superheroes in the world they inhabited. But no publishers were interested. This was back in 2011, and as the rejection letters piled up, I decided to move on. I had succeeded in telling the story I wanted to tell, but I failed in finding a publisher. I printed up some copies of the book that I gave to family and friends as holiday and birthday presents, and then I went back to work trying to establish a career in comics and graphic novels.
Within three years of finishing Super Justice Force, I had started making a name for myself in comics. I found success with the series Number 13 that was co-created with artist Robert Love for Dark Horse Comics. Then came Shaft: A Complicated Man for Dynamite Entertainment, quickly followed by gigs working for DC (Cyborg) and Marvel (Power Man and Iron Fist). During this time, Darius Weems died at the age of twenty-seven.
While working on the nonfiction graphic novel The Life of Frederick Douglass, Alex Glass, my literary agent, asked me if I had any other projects that I wanted to do or that were collecting dust. I told him about Super Justice Force, which I reluctantly sent to him.
Alex felt that Super Justice Force was a solid book, but that it still needed work. I was not interested in doing more work. The book had been rejected so many times that I actually lost count, as I was told time and time again that there was “no market” for a book with a Black male lead, and that no one wanted to read about superheroes in books that didn’t have pictures. Honestly, I simply didn’t want to face the rejection all over again. But then Darius Logan started whispering in my ear, followed by Manny Ortiz, and Captain Freedom, and the rest of the cast. And they all said the same thing: “Don’t be afraid.”
I want to thank my family and friends who have stood by me every step of the way, especially my mother, Bonnie Walker, and my cousin Sean Owolo. I want to thank the fans and critics that have supported my work, as well as the editors and publishers who have provided me with the opportunity to become the writer I always wanted to be. To all my creative collaborators in the world of comics and graphic novels, I offer my most sincere thanks, especially Chuck Brown and Sanford Greene, who are my brothers in Bitter Root, and Marcus Kwame Anderson. Thanks to Brian Michael Bendis, whose friendship and unwavering support have proven invaluable in my life and career.
The Second Chance of Darius Logan would not have become a reality if it were not for Alex Glass of Glass Literary management and Lisa Sandell at Scholastic. Without Alex encouraging me, I would have done nothing but accept the rejection of the past as being the only possibility for the future of Darius Logan. With her editorial guidance and unwavering patience, Lisa helped me refine and improve what had been my first foray into the world of YA fiction, giving me the guidance and insight needed to take what I had written many years ago and turn it into something much better.
Finally, I want to offer a special message to any young person who has ever thought they were alone and that no one really cared or understood. I was that kid, and if you have ever felt alienated, dismissed, marginalized, or simply like there was no place in the world where you belonged, please know that you and your story matter. Through story we create our place in the world, and help others find their way.
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Copyright © 2024 by David F. Walker
All rights reserved. Published by Scholastic Press, an imprint of Scholastic Inc., Publishers since 1920. SCHOLASTIC, SCHOLASTIC PRESS, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc.
The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available
First edition, July 2024
Jacket art © 2024 by Mateus Mahanini
Jacket design by Omou Barry
e-ISBN 978-1-338-82643-2
All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher. For information regarding permission, write to Scholastic Inc., Attention: Permissions Department, 557 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.


images/00069.jpg
-

CHAATER 1

N

.
{

A






images/00068.jpg
BHHFTER 5

. !
" A“






images/00071.jpg
“CHARTER 51 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00070.jpg
. CHAR

TER 8






images/00073.jpg





images/00072.jpg
~CHARTER I‘I

. !
" A“






images/00074.jpg
CHARTER 13

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






cover1.jpeg
STHE \ E "E
~ ¥DAVID F. \WALKER

Eisner Award-\(i
e






images/00058.jpg
.

. CHARTER 30

.
2
4. P





images/00060.jpg
A
5

. >
-_E

' CHAATER 44






images/00059.jpg





images/00062.jpg





images/00061.jpg
A
5

. >
a5

' CHARTER 32






images/00064.jpg





images/00063.jpg
A
5

' CHAATER 46






images/00066.jpg





images/00065.jpg
A
5

' CHAATER 48






images/00067.jpg
.. CHAR

TER E4






images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg
.

. CHARTER 22

.
2
4. P






images/00013.jpg
. CHA

ATER 4






images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
-CHARTER 41 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00001.jpg
4





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
“CHARTER 17

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00007.jpg





images/00029.jpg
-CHAATER 35

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00028.jpg





images/00031.jpg
.-CHAATER 55 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00030.jpg





images/00033.jpg





images/00032.jpg
“CHARTER 7

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00035.jpg
“CHARTER 9

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00034.jpg





images/00026.jpg
-CHAATER 63 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00025.jpg





images/00027.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg
-CHARTER 43 -

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg
 CHA

ATER E






images/00024.jpg





images/00023.jpg
-CHARTER 33 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00015.jpg
.

. CHARTER 36

.
2
4. o





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg
“CHARTER 3

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00016.jpg





images/00049.jpg





images/00048.jpg
-CHAATER 39

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00051.jpg
-CHAATER 25

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00050.jpg





images/00053.jpg
-CHAATER 27

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00052.jpg





images/00055.jpg
-CHAATER 29

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00054.jpg
.

. CHAATER 40

.
2
4. P





images/00057.jpg





images/00056.jpg





images/00047.jpg
 CHA

ATER Z






images/00038.jpg
CHANCE
S LOGAN

SECE)
[F DHR

Scholastic Press / New York

;'!
R
we
" ‘i





images/00040.jpg
.

" CHARTER 14--.






images/00039.jpg





images/00042.jpg





images/00041.jpg





images/00043.jpg
-CHAATER 53 |

N

’
)
&

.
{

A






images/00046.jpg





images/00037.jpg





images/00036.jpg





