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Some links in this book are affiliate links from Amazon, Draft2Digital, and PublishingCenterUSA. They will be designated at the time of their writing. I would not be an affiliate of these companies if I didn’t like or use their products and/or services. I do get some money if you click on them and/or sign up with them, but it’s minimal. Again, it’s not worth it if I didn’t like them enough to do it in the first place, and really, I almost didn’t do it anyway. 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: 

This book is not meant to be about anyone in particular and it is a product purely of my own imagination—but one of the most depressing points about writing this story is realizing how plausible it is, and how likely it is that it’s happening already. So, for the record, given the content, if the worst happens, I didn’t kill myself.

AUTHOR’S NOTE ABOUT DIZCHORD

Dear Reader, 

Dizchord is a serial, episodic work of fiction. Set in quasi-contemporary Atlanta, GA, this series is part superhero fiction, part crime thriller, part family drama, and part political spy fiction. It is meant to be read in its original comic form, but as a novelist first and a comic book writer second, I understand the allure of a good book. 

This book is a novelization of Issue #1. It hints at elements in the comics further down the line and in some cases adds to the story, but it contains the full story from the comic. I hope you’ll enjoy seeing how this adaptation resonates with the heart of my story, and my own heart as well. 
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Wishing You All the Best, 

Until We Meet Again, 
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*♪*

ONCE UPON A TIME IN ATLANTA ...

Silence is always the heaviest sound among the city streets.

Atlanta was a city born of hope and opportunity, before it was reborn out of sheer persistence. The song it plays carries the past as it merges with the present. As I walk, I can feel the generations past: chants from its natives, the hymns from the pilgrims, drum beats from its colonists, and gospel songs of former slaves—all of them combine with modern day’s non-stop rock, hip-hop, R&B, and more, all singing out the city’s music.

Its energy is both potent and airy, pervasive and evasive, ebbing and flowing with and around each human soul—something felt but never seen, something tangible but never caught.

And so, where there’s silence, there’s suspect.

Especially at night.

And no one knows this better than me, Stephen Kibwaa—although I’m known to the public as Dizchord, Atlanta’s very own guardian angel.

At least, that’s how I see it; I like it better than ‘resident superhero,’ or ‘vigilante.’

As the sun finally bows down to the power of the night, I straighten my shoulders.

It’s time.

My heart pulses with a new beat as I pull my hood over my head. I press my mask more firmly on my face, and then I reach behind me, checking my bo staff batons; both have a special coupler on one end that lets it combine into one, but for now, they’re separated and secure on my back. My suit is both shadow and light against the night; my gloves are secure, and my feet are light as I run.

I grimace, and then smile; I still hate running, but I’ve gotten better at it over the years.

It’s not my first mission, but I’m still anxious.

When you’re young, going out and fighting crime is a worthy dream; in reality, playing vigilante is a nightmare, especially with human traffickers.

The training was hard on my body, but brutal on my heart.

Painful memories slice through my concentration, and the old anger and the cry for blood stir to life; the temptation for vengeance is never far behind the call for justice.

My steps falter ever so slightly; but a moment later, remembering my training, I take a deep breath and push forward even faster.

As I run, I center myself, I say a silent prayer; I think of how far I’ve come—despite my pain, despite my losses, despite my fears.

I think of all the people who’ve helped me to get to this point.

And then I think of all the people who I can help, and I keep on keeping on.

Soon enough, I turn the corner and duck down into an alleyway. I’m just up from West End; just off to the side, I can see Atlanta’s bright skyline. Above me, the full moon’s peeking through the clouds, making the light-polluted skies muted and soft.

Seeing the signs along the street, I know I’m almost there. Gabe said he’d heard rumors of a drop-off, and I know I can count on him.

Only moments before, I could hear the late-night, downtown chit-chatter of vibrant life in the distance. Now, the silence is as thick as it is malevolent. It’s times like this, I’m grateful for my suit; I designed it to deal with various weather concerns, among other things.

West End is slowly getting gentrified, but that’s part of the reason it’s the perfect cover for human traffickers. It was once a big transportation hub, but over the years of city growth, corrupt politics, and big business investments, the older buildings here are still echoes of the past. The cement sidewalks and building walls have their share of cracks; windows here and there are cracked and dirty, and the surrounding plant life is attempting to make a comeback.

Except where business is booming.

I notice the streets have been cleared at the intersection by an old warehouse and the old trolley station. The building is dark, but the surrounding wiring is new, and everything is silent.

Until I hear it.

There it is.

There’s a chime in the air that only I can hear, and it’s one I’ve easily come to recognize.

Despite the terrible situation and the undesirable setting, I can’t stop myself from grinning.

This is my superpower.

This is my gift.

Ever since the day of my dad’s funeral, I’ve been able to hear the song inside of each individual soul.

No one else can hear it, no one else can see it. None of my counselors or my therapists believed me when I told them, or even when I tried to prove it to them. It didn’t take me long to stop expecting them to have answers for me.

The chime cries out again, stronger this time, and I force myself back to the present.

I clasp my hands together and cock my ear toward the source of the mystical music. An instant later, my palms light up with a mysterious and wonderful glow; it’s a sustaining but scorching sensation, one I am both burdened and blessed with.

A small string of golden light appears, flickering in out of the darkness, twisting into a bar of musical notes. Each note twinkles as it dances around my palms, leading me towards its source. I follow its lead, the light like a lamp for my feet.

Just ahead of me, a ladder is hanging off an older building—a decaying fire exit. I decide to take the high route. It’s dark enough I’ll be able to blend into the night without a problem.

As I move upward, the music around me grows stronger.

It’s the song of a soul, and this soul in particular is crying out with pure suffering, loneliness, and fear—but it also has a small spark of hope.

The second my feet hit the roof ledge, I narrow my eyes in angry recognition.

A child. This song is belongs to a child!

I can picture the boy now, squeezed into a corner of a large trailer, his teeth chattering from fear as he rubs his hands to find any warmth. He’s hungry and lonely; he aches from the long drive. His heart is crying out as he misses his mother; and while he’s suffering, he’s still trying not to cry like the other kids around him.

Pure, righteous rage flows through my blood, and my hands begin to shake.

All this pain in the world, and there’s someone out there determined to make it worse by sacrificing children for a payday.

I slowly unclench my fists.

Why am I so surprised? I shouldn’t be.

According to Gabe’s sources, that is exactly what is supposed to happen tonight. A delivery of fresh cargo is expected at the West End hub—and Conductor Marxman himself is supposed to be overseeing this shipment.

Marxman.

At the thought of the man who’d murdered my father, my mind instinctively conjures up my own malevolent wishes. I have to breathe and calm down again to channel my longstanding fury.

The little boy’s soul song softly continues. I’ve been reminded countless times by Father Mike that the pains of my past cannot be fixed by vengeance, and that I will have to wait for the justice that comes with time and faith. In the meantime, I am called to protect others in the present, so the future might be brighter.

As I stand there, in the dark, I hate the reminder, but I know I need it, too.

There is more than my own pain to see to tonight, I tell myself.

Focus.  

“Hold on,” I whisper. The notes in front of me twinkle again, as if to carry my message back to the boy. I desperately want to believe he can feel my determination to save him and the others, despite the distance between us. “I’m on my way.”

*♪*

At first, when I started going after the various groups of human traffickers, I didn’t face the coyotes directly. I’d go in and upset the sale, sneak in half-way through the delivery, or catch the kidnappers off guard.

Once, I smuggled a handful of foreign women out of a construction truck without the driver discovering me; another time, I found a few kids hiding away in the sewers; and last time, I stopped a full eighteen-wheeler after using a knife on their tires.

I still have to laugh at that one—Atlanta traffic is notoriously awful, and the backed-up lanes on I-85 were legendary. Even the city news had to pick up the story, even if it was quickly shuffled through the programming and buried beneath some celebrity divorce and the rising amount of malaria cases in the city.

Now, I do things a little differently.

I prefer going in swift and hard, taking out the bad guys, getting the kids and other victims, and moving them out before anyone notices they are missing.  

But eventually, I did have to face my enemies.

And I was ready for them.

Thanks to my dad and Sensei Shawn, I’ve been taught well, in self-defense—jujitsu, karate, bo staff, and more—and I have a secret weapon in my arsenal.

My power.

The music of each life brims over with dreams and memories, hopes and fears, thoughts and feelings. The more I focus, the more I can pull out images from their mind, and the more I can manipulate it myself.

It’s dangerous, and there’s always a price to pay when men make-believe that they’re God. I’m no exception to that rule. It’s only by His grace I’ve been able to hold firm against that temptation, and it’s only by His power I’m here doing this at all.
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