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There are surely other worlds than this...

DEDICATION

To Jack Kirby, who bestrode two universes.
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Prologue

[image: ]




One chilly day in 1946, Earth’s fastest man was performing another of his signature chases. Having perfected the technique all through World War II, Turbo Man sprinted into a yellow and blue streak. Booted feet pounded the dirt on a lonely road near Bad Heim, Germany. He was pursuing a Nazi, the Red Skeleton, for his O.S.S. handler, Lieutenant Rocco Kent, who had advised him of a ratline from Germany to Spain to Argentina. Kent’s warning echoed in Turbo Man’s mind, I’d bet my one good eye if the Red Skeleton makes it to South America, we’ll never find him.

“I won’t let you down,” Turbo Man had told him. He redoubled his efforts. He knew the Nazi agent had something to do with the disappearance of his Invasion Squad teammates. Sergeant-at-Arms and Kid Commando were missing, presumed dead.

A scuba-like hood kept the wind from blowing Turbo Man’s hair around, leaving his facial features exposed. With the high velocities he achieved, he knew his face would never be clearly recognizable. Super speed required full peripheral vision an eye-covering mask would impede. The hood was adorned with a mongoose head, a sly reference to his power’s source. Nobody knew a blood transfusion from that animal had triggered his latent ability, though he took delight in teasing a clue with his mongoose logo. The tights kept him warm and allowed aerodynamic movement. An oversized, winged “T” on his chest announced his moniker, Turbo Man. Nobody else on this good green Earth moved as fast as he. 

At full speed, he noticed a sudden change from day to night, as if he had inadvertently run around to the other side of the planet. He gradually slowed to a casual walk down a city street bustling with pedestrians, traffic, and trollies. I was in Germany. Now I’m in New York on a warm night. How’s that possible? 

He stopped at a newsstand and sought out his preferred newspaper, but he didn’t see it. “Do you carry The New York Daily Press?” he asked the newsdealer. “Or The New York Monitor?”

“I don’t carry no papers from that hick town,” the vendor snapped while making change for another customer.

No New York papers sold in New York...a hick town? Baffled, Turbo Man lifted a copy of The Daily Globe from a stack. He had never heard of it, but New York had a multitude of newspapers. The date confirmed what Turbo Man knew to be correct, 1946, but it and every tabloid on the stand referenced Isola, New Waukee.

Not New York City, New York? 

At that moment, the newsdealer piped up. “Hey, you buying or reading?” 

Turbo Man put the paper back on its stack. “Where is New York?”

“Across the West River in New Guernsey. Next to Gothic City.” The newsie thumbed in that direction then displayed a new issue of Gothic City Art News. 

“Don’t you mean the town of West New York, New Jersey?”

“Listen, guy, I know what I mean.” The newsdealer’s voice bristled with annoyance. “I’ve had this spot for years. There’s no West New York and no New Jersey.”

“That can’t be right,” Turbo Man responded, puzzled, then took off at top speed. 

Seeing this amazing feat, the newsie grunted. Must be Peter Minute in a new costume, but what’s the ‘T’ stand for? He resumed making change. I shoulda gifted him a freebie, for all Minute’s done for us.

Seconds later, Turbo Man skidded to a halt at the West River. An imposing warehouse sat on the bank. He was looking across the river at the sprawl of city lights. “That’s Weehawken, New Jersey!”

A passing brunette caught his eye. “Ma’am.” He pointed a finger westward. “Isn’t that New Jersey over there?” 

“New Jersey? That’s Dempsey, New Guernsey. You can see Dempsey, Gothic City and the tiny hick town of New York. But I’ll say, of all the lines a girl hears—”

“The Daily Globe referred to this city as Isola.”

“The Daily Globe?” The young woman lit up in surprise. “That’s where I work. I have Superior Man on my Wheeldex.”

Actually, if I needed Superior Man, I’d buzz Ken Clarke. That milquetoast reporter had a way of contacting the superhero that she wasn’t privy to. 

She looked the stranger up and down. This guy could be some new supervillain with another outrageous scheme or just a Romeo in tights. It was good she dropped Superior Man’s name, but it had no effect on the guy.

Turbo Man had to face the facts. Two people, chosen at random, had told him the same thing: he wasn’t in New York. No doubt he’d get the same answer from the other thirteen million inhabitants. Frustrated, he did what he was good at: running at super speed. 

The woman observed Romeo’s quick departure. “Fast ​as Peter Minute!” the girl blurted. She sought out a phone booth. 

Some part of his brain realized that if running at superspeed brought him to Isola, running again would bring him home. Turbo Man found himself back in the German night. The truth dawned on him. He had run right out of his world into another. And it might happen the next time he used his super speed.

“Who can I tell?” he muttered. Miss Liberty Belle would think I’m crazy. Lieutenant Rocco Kent? No! He’d have me locked up. I failed to complete my mission. My career is over.” 

​By now, the Red Skeleton was long gone, but likely to be a menace in the near future. 

Turbo Man sighed and went in search of a drink. He thought his drinking days were over. They were just beginning. He’d convince Kent to reconsider leaving the service. There was going to be one less mystery man operating.

***
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That same night in 1946, on a parallel world, speeding mystery man Peter Minute pursued a fleeing car. It ferried a gang who’d just pilfered the payroll from the Suite Life Playing Card factory. 

His costume made him a streak of yellow and red. The dash of black was a half-mask that left his ginger hair free to blow in the wind. As he ran through the streets of Isola’s Great Borough, Minute sped through...something. He felt it. A pressure. A blur. Then:

He skidded to a halt. It was suddenly daytime. The speeding car was nowhere in sight. Confusion racked his brain. Did I garble my formula? Is atomic radiation affecting things? 

In truth, he had recited the formula that activated his super speed exactly right, and there was no local source of atomic radiation. Minute took in his surroundings. Bright sunlight flooded low-lying hills. Foothills? And then mountains.

This looks like the Adirondack Mountains in upstate New Waukee. How did I get here?

At top speed, Minute zipped around until he spotted a kiosk. A sign there showed an image of a couple in snow skiing garb: WELCOME TO THE ADIRONDACKS. THE FRIENDLIEST SKIERS ANYWHERE. NEW YORK.

“New York?” Minute muttered. “But that’s just a hick town in New Guernsey. Yet this real estate is clearly New Waukee. Not the New York I know.” Unless...

He’d been transported to another place...another world. How..? Then he remembered. As his civilian self, Pete Chamberline, during one of his newsreel assignments, ​he’d filmed scientist Erwin Schrödinger as he theorized ​about parallel worlds.

My super speed got me here...but how do I get back? 

Run!

Minute launched into high speed again. Fiercely, he raced until this new world was a blur and he was back in Isola at night, running through the Great Borough, chasing...nothing. The car of thieves was nowhere to be seen.  

He stopped in the middle of the street, stunned as a deer in the headlights. “I was on another Earth!” Minute suddenly realized the danger of his formula. He’d have to tell his sidekick, Ina Minute, to stop using it, if that was copacetic with her. She too could end up in another world, another dimension, and never be seen again. 

Lately, The Isola Daily Chronicle had started calling mystery men like Peter Minute “superheroes.” Maybe, he thought, it was time to give up superheroing.
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Chapter 1
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Twenty years later and clear across the country from New York City, a sleek private Learjet triggered alarms inside Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary. The airspace was, of course, restricted. Built for incorrigible human criminals, the imposing structure had housed a difficult breed. After its closing in 1963, the prison reopened to confine criminals that possessed superpowers. In some cases, the inmates were literally a different breed of inhuman entities. 

That was three years ago. 

Defeated by the Assemblers and the Atoms Family, or apprehended by the Special Projects Agency, superpowered villains were tried, convicted, and imprisoned for their crimes. Red Devil and Tarantula-Man had also deposited their share of bad guys onto, in criminal vernacular, the Rock. Evil mutated humans the Tomorrow Men had neutralized were locked up there, too. 

The explosion of superpowers, many resulting in menaces, demanded the transformation of Alcatraz. Outside of cases that required highly specialized holding, it stood as a hardened panopticon cellblock. Extraordinary powers were nullified, advanced weapons were confiscated. Villains and criminal masterminds who once commanded armies of henchmen and seemed invincible now served hard time like ordinary inmates. 

Picked up by cameras, the sleek private jet displayed: SPECIAL PROJECTS AGENCY. In the Warden’s House, Randall Williams stood at the viewscreen. He put aside plans to contain the Behemoth. Surely, he reasoned, a good man with the right equipment could restrain him. Williams turned to a microphone, stabbed SPEAK. Through a loudspeaker, his radioed voice rang out:

“Attention SPA aircraft. You have entered restricted airspace. Turn away or be shot down,” Williams warned, wondering what the Special Projects Agency could possibly want here. They must have good reason. He engaged the Special Projects Agency’s priority frequency for confirmation. There was no response. He checked his instruments. The signal was jammed.

***

[image: ]


Some in the public opined the Tomorrow Men themselves belonged in Alcatraz. They, like the lusus naturae imprisoned there, were feared for their inborn powers. Tarantula-Man himself was unjustly tarred as a criminal, though few knew exactly how his arachnid abilities had manifested. Was he another lusus naturae? This was fueled by the editorials J. Jacob Jackson published in The New York Daily Press.

“Tarantula-Man is a menace!” His constant refrain spread paranoia across the city.

The private jet circled the prison. From the co-pilot seat, resplendent in gleaming gunmetal armor and olive-green cloak, Dr. Vladmir De’ath cackled. His metallic full-face mask could not reveal his sinister smile. The tyrannical monarch of Ruritania snapped off a Sinclair Microvision with compact two-inch screen on the craft’s dashboard. On Face The Folks he didn’t have to catch “J. JACOB JACKSON” flashing on the screen over his image, his graying buzz cut and brush mustache, to know the loudmouth. His venomous rhetoric sold newspapers and got the blowhard airtime, De’ath knew. He put down a tome titled The Secrets of Life and Death and gazed out the window. “Useful idiot,” he muttered. “And these naïve fools! Letting me get even this close!”

In Ruritanian, the uniformed pilot reminded his liege, “Sire, this altitude is dangerously low. Surely, they are aware of our presence.”

“I will decide the risk,” De’ath berated his pilot in the same language. “Lower.”

“But, sire—”

The disagreement was silenced by De’ath’s grip on his pilot’s throat. Augmented by the armor which amplified De’ath’s strength, the pilot decided to chance dodging ground fire that might not come, as strangulation was staring him in the face.

“You are to fly this craft as I say.” De’ath snarled then released the gagging pilot. “Do not advise me, or next time I may not be so gentle.”

Spotlights lit the interloper. 

At a hatch, De’ath peered out. The marking guaranteed the prison would launch nothing stronger than a warning. At first, anyway. He removed his cloak, jerkin, and gun belt. Those items would interfere with a device he intended to use. Now his whole body was in armor. 

De’ath toggled a switch on his belt. As the device engaged, his appearance changed. Unencumbered by the cloak, his outline could now pass for the crusading Man Machine’s silhouette. 

The hatch opened. De’ath plummeted from the plane. Though his armor was formidable, it was not at Man Machine’s level. Although Man Machine’s new gold and copper all-environment armor could shield him from tiny meteoroid particles moving faster than bullets, extreme radiation and deadly cold, his own could not.

Man Machine always dodged publicity and avoided cameras. Images of him were hard to obtain. He left the glory to employer Johnny Ferro. De’ath had tipped his hand when appearing at Assembler Mansion in the guise of Man Machine’s gunmetal gray armor. He had since secured an image of Man Machine’s new armor for the Image Duplicator. De’ath thought his deception clever. He may have secured the updated image, but he flubbed the aircraft’s disguise. The Special Projects Agency would never advertise its existence on the side of a plane. 

Perhaps De’ath was the naïve one. 

***
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Within the prison, Williams considered, “Maybe Special Projects sent Man Machine to interrogate Turgenov.” 

Anton Turgenov, erstwhile recipient of the metallic Armorgedden suit, was to be remanded to the Soviet Union in a prisoner swap. Turgenov’s armor itself was forfeited, much to the Soviet’s displeasure. Johnny Ferro must mean to study it to incorporate its innovations into Man Machine’s own armor, Williams guessed. Ferro had carte blanche here. He developed the devices that negated the inmates’ super powers. His employee, Man Machine, had deposited his share of inmates here, with and without the Assemblers. 

***
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De’ath’s landing was far less smooth than the hip-jets Man Machine’s allowed. De’ath’s own were for quick escapes, not long-distance flying. The Bell Rocket Belt on his back gave off exhaust, although no rockets were seen. The Image Duplicator couldn’t hide its exhaust any more than it could cover up a flowing cape trailing behind him. Although it was Man Machine under surveillance, guns were still trained on him. 

At the very least, Williams considered, the response team would get a test of their preparedness. His voice blared from loudspeakers now: “Man Machine! You have no authorization to be here! State your purpose.”

Straightening up, he stated his purpose. 

Concussive blasts from wrist-mounted projectors, unlike Man Machine’s repulsion rays, rended walls. De’ath knew which to rend. Striding through the wreckage, he sought prisoner 5271009. Erik Eisenhart was his objective. The inmates’ response was immediate. They scattered amidst bleating klaxons and flashing red lights.

“Solenoid!” rang the voice of Dr. De’ath from Man Machine. “Show yourself.”

Guards in this sector were armed only with plastic Remington Nylon 66 rifles firing wooden bullets. De’ath knew that. They took aim at him now. He didn’t even engage his armor’s force field, so puny were those bullets. Havok reigned as freed inmates continued their riot through the smashed walls. If there was going to be a dustup between Man Machine and Solenoid, they wanted no part of it. 

Distraction was part of De’ath’s plan. Some inmates stopped to settle scores. Charles Cannon, the underworld’s Human Whirlwind, overjoyed at having his speed back, sought escape without joining in such beefs. He had no argument with Man Machine. His criminal buddy, Joe Horgan, the Mysterious Laser, did. He begged, “Cannon, take me! Find my laser.”

Cannon sneered. “I can find my costume or your laser. Not both.”

Having little time was an excuse. Whitney Benton, otherwise known as Witch Doctor, had a bounty for the Psybra suit. He might even want Mysterious Laser’s wearable death ray.

Horgan bleated, “Your costume is just leotards and a helmet!”

Williams kept inmates’ costumes and weapons in the hope these criminals might someday use their powers for good as superheroes. His reasoning was sound. Red Rose and Galloping Gazelle had done just that and were accepted into the Assemblers. The team even took the human archer, Marksman. 

Horgan got his answer. Cannon voted with his feet, opting for the costume. Wearing the winged helmet would allow his super speed to get him airborne. Clutched closely was the Psybra outfit. Horgan cursed as his accomplice streaked to freedom. Without that wearable laser, he was just another guy named Joe.

Sirens wailed. Lights flashed. Unnoticed, Vincent Elias, the criminal genius known as Highbrow, saw his chance. Elias got an idea. The prison trustee wouldn’t be fleeing like other inmates. No, the world’s smartest man was above running. That would surely guarantee a bullet in the back: wooden, lead, or otherwise. 

This will take some thinking, he determined while unconsciously stroking his prison mustache. He scurried off to seek the mutated human who could deliver him to freedom. 

De’ath found who he sought. The cell, and the area around it, contained nothing metallic. It fell easily to the augmented strength his armor bequeathed him. 

Solenoid was a lusus naturae, master of magnetism. While most of the inmates wore blue denim dungarees and light blue chambray work shirts, Solenoid’s classification with inborn powers demanded being clothed in a bright orange jumpsuit. No metallic or conductive material was on it, either. With such materials now in range of his powers, he gestured. This activated his magnetic power. Invisible magnetism held fast the invader’s limbs.

“Man Machine...” Solenoid growled out. “You’re wearing your coffin!”

“Don’t you know my voice?” De’ath challenged him, though immobilized.

Every supervillain—even ordinary human ones—knew Man Machine had a vocoder in his helmet. Solenoid knew Dr. De’ath’s voice. He was his rival in world domination. They would, he knew, eventually clash or collaborate. So far, they had given each other wide berth. They had different goals. Solenoid wanted lusus naturae to dominate humans; De’ath merely wanted to kill the Atoms Family. Solenoid realized De’ath was using his own Image Duplicator. He’d found no use for it and had given the device to the Ruritanian dictator in some forgotten trade.

The guards responded with force. Prison officials correctly reasoned that plastic rifles loaded with wooden bullets were effective against inmates other than the master of magnetism.

Some of those fired rounds found the five-by-five mound of the Blot’s corpulent flesh. They merely sank into him. 

“Plastic bullets against the Blot?” that inmate bellowed. They had penetrated his prison denims but left no wounds. Contemptuously, the Blot plucked a handful of bullets out of his body. The flesh was intact. “You could shoot cannon balls and I’d shrug ‘em off!”

The Blot emphasized his challenge by wading into the guards. The massive criminal began battering them. His copious flesh absorbed punches, rifle-butt blows, and bullets. Maybe he’d die, but the Blot would take a few guards with him. 

The altercation was a good distraction for De’ath.

“My force field expands,” he reminded Solenoid. 

Solenoid considered this and released De’ath from his magnetic hold. De’ath toggled a dial and his force field now contained the inmate. 

“Wooden bullets are a joke against he and I.” De’ath nodded to the Blot. “But deadly to you, eh?”

A guard blurted, “Blot’s ejecting the bullets just by expanding his chest!” 

“What do you want?” Solenoid demanded of De’ath. “I have sworn off violence. My cause is political.”

“I offer you a homeland for lusus naturae,” he answered.

“Bah! Tiburaku was too—”

“What would you say to a whole world?” De’ath countered. “With you being the only lusus naturae?”

“A world?”

De’ath declared, “Crush me now if not intrigued.”

Solenoid conceded. “Time has come to gather our forces and escape.” From the corner of his eye, he caught a scene of revenge. “Killerwatt!”

That individual turned. A living electric capacitor, he was settling his beef with supervillain Psybra.

“I cannot leave you here, on the chance that the T-Men may one day recruit you!”

“Me?” The electrically-charged criminal doubted him.

Free of the bonds nullifying his powers, Killerwatt had been taking advantage of his freedom. He was tormenting his rival with low voltage, glowing blue shocks his body generated. Without the black and white striped costume used to entrance victims, Psybra was helpless. That same electricity that surged within Killerwatt made him susceptible to Solenoid’s magnetic influence, but toying with Psybra wasn’t producing enough power. 

“Engage your full power,” Solenoid commanded.

Killerwatt paused his vengeful harassment. Electrical energy surged through his own body. There came a crackle of immense electrical energy.

“That’s more like it.” With a gesture, Solenoid pulled the criminal to him, face to face. “You once rejected my offer to join me. Now you are conscripted.”

“Yeah! Anything to get outta here,” Killerwatt muttered. Even working for a mutie like Solenoid, he thought.

“Hey!” the Blot called. “Take me with you.” He grasped Solenoid’s arm.

“You dare lay a hand on the person of Solenoid?”

The conflict was rendered moot as Dr. De’ath engaged the Rocket Belt. The Blot, alas, was too heavy for De’ath’s improved rocket belt to lift. He got them out of range of Blot’s grasping hands. As De’ath ascended, Solenoid and Killerwatt eerily rose with him. Guards rushed in and secured Psybra. Held fast by guards, Psybra swore, “I’ll get you, Killerwatt!”

The Blot festered at the idea of Solenoid picking Killerwatt over a fellow lusus naturae. Now he had scores to settle. 

Highbrow, the smartest criminal in the world, wondered if the Blot might yet be of use.

“He makes a fine target.” Highbrow observed.
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Chapter 2
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Donner Sigmundson walked through the desert beside Bob Bannion. A blazing noon sun demanded them to seek shade. A town was supposedly nearby. They’d trudged miles from the place of their unexpected meeting. 

Bannion had tried to convince Sigmundson they’d blundered into Týr and some superhero in gold, fighting Faculus. The Behemoth had appeared and things degenerated. Truth be told, Bannion himself was the Behemoth, and Sigmundson was the alter ego of Týr. A terrific release of energy when Faculus was destroyed had reverted both to their human forms, with each being unaware of the other’s secret.

The two presented quite a contrast. Bannion, dirty and in rags; Sigmundson sporting an Ivy League suit, button-down white shirt and tie, hobbling along on a gnarled cane. The suit retained its neat appearance, having been on Sigmundson in Limbo. Conditions convinced him to finally loosen the tie and undo the top button of his shirt.

Bannion stopped at a junction of trails. “I’m heading back to the commune,” he said with a hand wave. Something about those content, peaceful kids put him at ease. “It’s not far. You’re welcome to come along, of course.”

“Don’t you want to be checked out in town?” Sigmundson pleaded. “My field triage was pretty basic.”

“I’m fine.” 

“We’ll book a hotel room. It doesn’t have to be the Hotel Splendide. Even without a stethoscope, I can—”

“I don’t want to be examined!” Bannion shouted. He’d be hard pressed to explain how he had absolutely no wounds after being caught in a fight with Týr, Faculus, and the golden guy. 

“You need rest,” Sigmundson said in his best bedside manner.

“No, I don’t!” Bannion had to be careful. That was the kind of outburst that called up the transformation. “Sorry. I’d just rather be around those kids again.”

“At least wash up.” Sigmundson grasped Bannion’s shoulder. “I’ll get you some decent clothing.”

“Don’t touch me!” Bannion shouted as anger rose in him. The Behemoth was not gone. He knew he was about to transform in front of Sigmundson. He’d learn Bannion’s secret. I’ll have to crush him like a puny human, Behemoth’s mind echoed in rage within Bannion. He froze. 

***
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Exhausted from the cosmic manipulation he had performed to trigger the creation of superpowered beings of Earth, Wotan prepared for Wotansleep. Indeed, Lokke had urged the chief god to rest after forestalling Ragnarök by sending Týr to Earth. Even Wotan did not know Lokke had been working at cross purposes, unleashing monsters like Torombolo onto Earth. In response to these mysterious occurrences, Wotan had allowed miraculous powers to appear. Humans could handle them. Awakening monsters of old Norse legend had gone too far, and Wotan had manifested Týr to slay them. Lokke hated his half-brother.

Lokke pulled his green and gold cape about himself and snuck into the Hliðskjálf, allowing him to see and listen into all realms. His clothing was the envy of other gods. No armor, no weapons, for he was a coward who did not fight. From there, while spying, Lokke observed Greek gods sending Alcides to Earth after the Amazons had ​appealed to Zeus to find Princess Paragon.

“Princess Paragon,” Lokke muttered. He rolled the name around in his mouth like it tasted bad. “She is so like Týr!”

Zeus assigned Alcides there. Zeus even unfurled a scroll with an image of the princess.

“Another universe!” Lokke bellowed. “Dominated by the Greeks? The lowly Greeks?”

It fascinated him to learn there was another universe. And two Earths. While he previously sought to forestall Ragnarök in an effort to curry favor with Wotan, now he considered doom was inevitable. The Greeks and the Norse will clash, he realized. If Alcides found Princess Paragon, she was sure to plow through the hosts of the Aesir. An idea came to Lokke. He would make sure Alcides landed on the wrong Earth. 

He told his wife, “This will alter the fated Ragnarök.”

“We Norse gods are destined to die in Ragnarök,” Sigyn held. “This rift between universes—”

“Is how it begins,” Lokke finished. “I see now it will be by the hands of the Greek gods. With Týr unaccounted for, Alcides will come into conflict with the superpowered humans on the Earth where Princess Paragon does not reside.”

His sorcery nudged Alcides’ essence through the rift to the Earth that Zeus had not intended him to visit.
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Chapter 3
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Sigmundson was taken aback by Bannion’s sudden behavior. “Bob! What’s the matter?” Instinctively, he performed palpation at his patient’s throat. 

“Just a dizzy spell.” The moment had passed without the Behemoth manifesting. “I won’t put you through any further trouble,” Bannion said, relieved. He looked at his hands. They weren’t gray.

“No trouble. I’m a doctor, remember? Do you get dizzy spells often?”

“You’ve done enough. As for clothes, my hippie friends have plenty of castoffs.” Bannion looked down at his ragged attire. “Anything I could need.”

“Does that include medical attention?”

“They practice naturopathic medicine, meditation, and yoga.”

Sigmundson snorted in derision. He’d read their central text. Herbal Medicine was hogwash.

“Sheesh, they ought take me back after encountering the Behemoth.” Bannion carefully enunciated his fib. He didn’t mention the effect of gamma rays on him. 

Bannion meant to reinforce the idea he was an innocent wandering tramp, not a nuclear physicist. What was the Shah of Iran going to do with his Atoms For Peace research reactor he’d been working on anyway? Nobody would associate Bannion’s five-eleven, one-hundred-sixty pounds with the half-ton Behemoth. He’d hoped the curse was broken by the blast that obliterated Faculus. And what became of Týr? Bannion had the Behemoth’s vague memory. He replayed the fight in slow motion, silently, in black and white. Týr had been present. He didn’t just swing his warclub and fly away. Was he destroyed, too? Bannion had not the slightest notion he’d been talking to the god’s human host.

The two men parted with a handshake.

“You have my card,” Sigmundson said. “Call me if you’re ever in New York.”

Bannion patted the sole intact pocket on his pants and gave a backward wave. He had no intention of ever being in a densely populated urban area again. Maybe the curse wasn’t over just because the blast reverted him. Yet, Bannion might have to actually go to New York. The Assemblers should be informed: Týr was dead and the menace of the Behemoth was over. 

He could then reveal having been the Behemoth, now cured. Having fought alongside the Assemblers, they would forgive him. Maybe they’d even take him on as their own in-house scientist. With that in mind, Bannion had an unusual spring in his step. 

Silver Dollar City is just over that way. He nodded. Idly, Bannion wondered: where was the gamma ray device that could revert the Behemoth back to human form? A bunker somewhere around here, he recalled.

Although Sigmundson was there as Týr when Bannion came upon the three-way fight with Faculus, he had no idea Bannion was the Behemoth. His destructive rage had reduced the invading alien to a crater. Well, that’s what you get for trying to eat Earth. Sigmundson smirked. The Behemoth destroys you.

“And himself,” he said aloud. 

A different Earth on the menu made no difference to Faculus. His feeding would have meant the death of billions. What would have stopped a fully energized Faculus from returning to this universe to take revenge upon the Atoms Family? Could the superhero teams of two Earths stop a revitalized Faculus? 

Sigmundson watched Bannion wander off. He shrugged. This territory was different from back east. Sigmundson really did hike, like he blurted to the highway patrolman to cover his being at the blast site. That cop, American Indian written all over him, Sigmundson recalled, seemed supremely confident. Like he had more than just a revolver on his hip.

Hiking in Lofoden, Norway, in fact, was how he found the gnarled stick that unleashed Týr. He just didn’t do it in a business suit. Sigmundson had no clue that the chief Norse god, Wotan, had implanted the thought to travel there.

“Curious. Bannion is too smart to be a wandering hobo,” Sigmundson estimated. “He must really be disillusioned with phony society.”

Sigmundson’s thoughts drifted to Superior Man. Týr had found him arrogant. 

“A big blue ‘S’ on his red shirt.” Sigmundson snorted. He allowed that the red shirt, blue cape, trunks, and boots were simple and eye-catching, at least. So there’s no doubt as to who he is.

That whole team, he thought, was smug, starting with their name, “The Superior Squadron!”

He rolled his eyes. At least, he considered, Superior Man was fair: respectively dubbing the parallel worlds Earth One and Earth A. Both were first; neither was second. Still, some divine particle within Sigmundson had the urge to journey back to Earth One and show Superior Man who the top dog was. Now Sigmundson sought relief from the hot California sun. And maybe something cold to drink. 

“Any town worth its zip code has an Orange Julius stand,” Sigmundson muttered hopefully. “My Norwegian blood favors frigid climes, not arid ones.”

Sigmundson suddenly realized he should contact the Assemblers. The famed superhero team was to be notified that Faculus was dead. Consuming the other Earth! Well, Týr had always known there were other realms. 

“Add one more,” Sigmundson said aloud.

A phone call was out of the question. Sigmundson couldn’t just be in California with no explanation. There was no record of him with any airline booking a flight. He’d come there as Týr. As far as the Assemblers knew, he was merely a physician. He was their official one, in fact. Sigmundson smiled, remembering how the god thought he was the leader of those humans. 

But had that tremendous release of energy that killed Faculus and the Behemoth triggered the exchange from Týr to Sigmundson? Whatever the reason, he was here in Týr’s place.

“How can I inform the Assemblers?” 

Even if he no longer was the host, Sigmundson did not want the Assemblers to ever suspect he had been Týr. They’d forever be urging him to bring back the god. Sigmundson wasn’t sure he wanted that. If that release of energy that destroyed Faculus somehow forced his transformation back to Sigmundson, could bringing his cane to Earth release Týr again? If Sigmundson was no longer the god’s host, he was apprehensive about confirming it. Turning a corner, Sigmundson got it. He’d spotted a familiar sign in a storefront.

“Telegram!” he yelped, snapping his fingers.

He walked up to the local Western Union. His best bet was to sign the missive with “T.” The operator would have no idea what that meant. The Assemblers would. They might wonder how Týr had finally understood modern methods of communication, but they would know “T.” Sigmundson had already jeopardized anonymity by walking around this western town in city clothes. He’d be remembered if anyone inquired. The wire would be addressed to Johnny Ferro in New York, not the Assemblers. 

“No,” he realized. Týr couldn’t bring himself to utter a name like “Johnny.” He always called him “Jonathan Ferro.” 

That’s who he would address the telegram to. If Ferro was on another of his prolonged, unexplained absences—inventing new gadgets, no doubt—his butler would receive it. Sigmundson would not mention the Behemoth by name, as that would raise eyebrows in the telegraph office. Týr could relay that in person, Sigmundson decided.

If Týr could still be summoned.

Sigmundson entered the Western Union office. He noted the tacked up public notice: 

“BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR BEHEMOTH!”

Sigmundson smirked. If the Behemoth was around, they wouldn’t have to look for him. He’d find them. 

A man behind the counter considered Sigmundson’s smart attire suspiciously. “What do you want, city slicker?”

“I’d like to send a wire.”

“What for?”

“Why do you care?”

“I’m town marshal, too.” The living embodiment of the Old West leveled a six gun at him. “Them hippies send you in here?”
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Chapter 4
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By this time, Alcatraz deployed bigger guns. A decidedly more deadly caliber of bullets were expended. Warden Williams always expected loyal henchmen might try to break out their bosses or crew. He was still nettled by the escape of Frank Morris. That was a few years ago when ordinary human criminals were incarcerated there. The superpowered seemed to inspire cultish followings, though he never imagined Man Machine would be involved in a prison break. Anti-aircraft guns encircled Alcatraz, but they engaged too late.
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