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​Issue 1: Depowered Blues
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It’s been a year since I freed the Askelion. I’m no longer a hero. There are no heroes or villains anymore. Just ordinary human people and I’m one of them. I can no longer sense the weather or elements like I used to, and I miss it, every day. And every day I question whether I made the right choice or not, especially because of what happened to my fellow superhumans. 

I’m one of the lucky ones. I have a job and a place to live and no one, other than a guy named Mark, knows my secret. Mark’s a good guy. He doesn’t hold it against me that I had powers. And he hasn’t told anyone else in the small town we live in. I’ve never told him my story. He just thinks I was a superhero who lost his powers. He doesn’t know that I’m the reason no one has any powers anymore, and I won’t tell him or anyone else. 

Most of the other former superhumans haven’t been so lucky. Humans, true to form, turned on superhumans once they realized they no longer had powers. A rallying cry about property damage and ridiculous powers and bad monologuing united them against the former superhumans, who without powers found themselves in quite a pickle. Former superhumans were put into internment camps and made to work regular jobs for no pay. They were told it was because they needed to repay their debt to society. The SHB was disbanded, and although I haven’t heard anything about the resistance, I imagine it’s been disbanded as well.

The hardest thing, for all of us, is the loss of our powers. Each day I feel a yawning void within me where my powers once were. It’s like I killed part of myself and everyone else who had powers. I reach out for my powers reflexively, but there’s nothing there, and it just depresses me. I try hard not to think about no longer having powers, but that void is there every moment of every day, and no matter what I do I can’t make it go away.

I’ve tried everything. When I first got here and landed a job, I tried alcohol, but it just made me sick. I tried drugs too, but they just made me fuzzyheaded. Now, when I’m not working at my job, I exercise and meditate, which helps some. And at least I’m keeping in shape. 

Right now, I’ve got to get work. I work at a bar, where I cook food and then clean up afterwards. The pay isn’t great, but it’s enough to afford the rent and my basic needs, while I go to school at a local community college to learn some skills that’ll get me out of this job. I’m going to school part time, thanks to Mark’s encouragement. He told me that just because I’m not a superhero anymore doesn’t mean I can’t contribute to society. And if nothing else, going to school has opened me to a world of learning I never knew anything about, because I was too busy being a superhero.

I open the door to the street and take a deep breath. It used to be that when I breathed, I felt my entire body take air in. Now I just feel the air come in through my nose. I can’t think of that though. I have to get to work. I start running to the restaurant, which fortunately is only a couple blocks away. 

The town I live in, Springfield, is a small town. There are a few stoplights and a main street with small businesses, including the restaurant I work at, which is Luciano’s Gourmet Pasta. Luciano is a friend of Mark’s, and when I first got here Mark put in a word and got me a job with Luciano. I work the second shift. 

I get to the front door, with a couple minutes to spare, and open it. Inside the hostess, Arianna, flashes me an appreciative smile. She’s been flirting with me for a while now and I’m not sure how to handle it. Another thing I never learned because I was too busy being a superhero.

“Nelson!” Luciano says. “You’re just in time. Punch in and let’s get you in the kitchen. The restaurant is already starting to hop!”

I hurriedly punch in and throw on an apron. I look out into the dining area, and even though it’s only 2 in the afternoon, Luciano is right. There are three groups of people sitting at tables. For that time of day, the restaurant is hopping.

“Here are the tickets for each party. Get the appetizers started and go from there,” Luciano says.

I scan the tickets quickly and get to work on the appetizers. At one time, I would have been overwhelmed cooking meals for even one party of two, but in the year I’ve been working at this job, I’ve developed a system that helps me get the work done. 

Once the appetizers are started, I get to work on the entrees. I’ve got a few chicken and pasta dishes to make. I chop the chicken up and get the pasta into the water. Time seems to blur as I get into the flow, and before long I’ve got the three parties’ meals ready to go and I’m working on the next orders. When I can get into this type of flow it feels like the world passes by, and for that time the emptiness seems less pervasive.

I get my first 15 minute break at 4 p.m., before our evening rush. All the diners are handled and everything looks peaceful. I take off my apron and go out the back door with a book to read. Before I was a superhero, I didn’t have much time to read, but in the year since I lost my powers, I’ve discovered I really like reading.

I’m just starting to settle into the reading when I hear my name.

“Nelson, is that you?”

I look around and I can’t see anyone. For a moment I wonder if it’s my sister, Teresa, who used to have shadow control powers, but it can’t be her, because those powers would be gone.

“Nelson!”

“Who’s there? Come out and show yourself,” I say. I feel anxious. People here know me by name and sight, and I’ve even made a few friends, but I keep to myself for the most part.

A person steps out from a nearby building. It’s one of the last people I expected to see and my heart sinks.

“Hello Nelson, it’s been a long time. It looks like you’ve built a cozy life yourself,” Hasaien says.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

He gives me a cold smile and says, “It took some doing. You managed to hide yourself really well, but you shouldn’t have used your own name. Eventually I found a Nelson Eberly, right under the shadow of the DCA’s prison no less. It makes sense really. You couldn’t have gotten very far after the Askelion went back to its native dimension. And here you are, living a relatively normal life, while the rest of us are suffering, enslaved, or on the run because you had to choose your ridiculous superhero code over keeping the Askelion here.”

He steps closer and I’m shocked to see how old and frail he looks. A year ago, he looked old, but now he’s moving carefully. His face looks careworn and he looks around cautiously, scoping out the area for the best possible escape route.

“So now what?” I ask, dreading the answer.

“Now what?!” Hasaien mocks. “Now I take you with me. I want you to see the results of your choice, instead of being sheltered away in this little town in the middle of bum fuck nowhere.” He pulls out a gun and points it at me.

“I’m not going anywhere with you, Hasaien. You may not like the choice I made in regard to the Askelion, but it was the right one to make. You guys would have used it the way the SHB used it, to maintain power that never belonged to any of us!”

Hasaien spits and says, “And would that have been so bad? We could have made so many positive changes with that power. But you ruined it for us! And now all of us are empty, because of you and the humans are treating us like shit.”

“I wish that hadn’t happened and I ask myself everyday if I made the right choice, but I also ask myself if I would have made any other choice, and I know the answer to that question. And despite what you might think, this situation hasn’t been easy for me.”

Hasaien sneers and says, “It looks easy enough to me. Do any of these people know you had powers? I wonder how they would treat you if we told them the truth about you. I think we should find out. After all, isn’t a superhero supposed to tell the truth?”

I flush with rage at him trying to use the superhero code against me. I’ve wondered sometimes if I should tell people the truth about me but having seen how the world at large has treated people with powers I’ve opted to take the safer route. The superhero code doesn’t matter anymore. Now what matters is trying to live a life where I contribute value in some other way, and here is Hasaien threatening that because he’s managed to track me down.

“If you don’t want me to tell them the truth about you, you’ll be coming with me now!” Hasaien says, and then waves the gun at me. 

I have to do something, and fast. I have no intention of going with him, but for the moment I’ll make him think I am.

I hold my hands up and start walking toward Hasaien. He cackles with delight, sure that he’s beaten me. I get close to him and see the hand holding the gun shake. Now’s my chance. I dart to the left and Hasaien cries out. Then I kick the gun from his hand and scoop it up. 

“I think you should leave, Hasaien. I also think you shouldn’t ever return here. I’ll keep this to make sure you don’t do something you regret, like killing someone.”

Hasaien clutches his wrist and snarls at me, “You think you’re so much better than all of us. Keep the gun! You’ll need it, someday!”

He turns around and stumbles away. I head back to Luciano’s, hoping I haven’t gone over my break. I grimace at the gun in my hand and quickly scoot over to the trash and toss it in there. The last thing I need is people asking questions.

The rest of the evening goes by in a blur of making food, cleaning dishes, bantering with Luciano and awkwardly flirting with Arianna. By the end of my shift, I feel like things are almost back to normal. 

I take out the last evening’s trash so I can also retrieve the gun and figure out a more permanent solution, but when I go to toss the trash, the gun isn’t there. I feel a sharp chill in my gut. Could Hasaien have come back to get his gun? Did he watch me put it in the trash? Or did someone else find it? I’ve got no clues and no idea how to find out.

I finish tossing the trash and then go back into help finish the cleanup. After bidding an awkward goodbye to Arianna at the door of the restaurant, I run home to the apartment. I’m willing to bet that Hasaien knows where I live, if he also knows where I work. I run up the stairs of the apartment building to my apartment. When I get to the door, I can see it’s slightly ajar. Someone is in my home. 

I cautiously push open the front door. The hallway to the apartment looks normal and I can’t hear anything. I gingerly stop into the hallway and peek into my kitchen. No one’s in there. I leave the apartment door open and walk down the hallway. At the end of the hallway is the living room and the bedroom. The bedroom door is closed and no one is in the living room. I don’t remember closing the bedroom door, so I feel cautious and alert. I twist the knob and open the door.

“Hello, Nelson,” Simon says. He looks thinner, more fit and compact, then when I last saw him. His dark eyes seem flat, like there’s no feeling left in him. 

“Simon, what are you doing here?”

“I think Hasaien already told you why we’re here. We finally tracked you down, and it’s time for you to pay the piper for your bad choices. I told you it wasn’t a good idea to get rid of the superpowers. But you went and did it anyway!”

“Where’s Hasaien?”

“He’s resting,” Simon says dismissively.

“I already told him my answer and it’s the same one I’ll give you. I’m not coming with you, and I don’t think you should come this way again.”

“What a cold shoulder you’ve got for your best friend.”

“You were my best friend, but you changed when you killed those people the SHB sent against us. You didn’t need to do it. I hope losing your powers helped you with the resultant issues,” I say.

Simon gives me a cold smile and says, “Not really, Nelson. If anything, it just made my condition worse. Now I don’t feel anything, which is why I can tell you I won’t feel anything when I hurt you.”

Simon stands up and lunges at me, hitting me in the stomach with his fist. At one time, if he’d hit me, he would have knocked the breath out of me, but all my weight training and exercising is paying off, and though I feel a bit winded, I’m still standing. Simon looks surprised when I grab him and start easily hauling him toward the front door. He tries to hit me again and I twist his arm, making him grunt in pain.

“Simon, I refuse to take responsibility for your bad choices. I did what I had to do. I hoped it would help you, but it looks like it hasn’t. Even so, I would make the same choice, because it was wrong for us to hold the Akselion and use it the way we did.”

I get him to the door and toss him into the hallway.

“Now I suggest you leave me alone. I can’t help you and I’m not going on some world tour because you guys want to guilt trip me for my choices.”

Simon looks up at me and sneers, “I thought you would say that, so I asked Roqueeta and Adrienne to get a package, in case you wouldn’t come along.”

“What package is that?” I ask.

“Adrienne, Roqueeta, bring them here!”

Adrienne and Roqueeta come down the hall, pushing Luciano and Arianna before them. I close my eyes for a moment. I can’t believe they’ve done this.

“Hello, traitor,” Adrienne greets me.

“So, my guess is, that if I don’t come with you, you’ll hurt these two innocents,” I say.

Simon gives me a terrible smile and says, “You got it right on one. That’s a rarity for you. I know your precious superhero code won’t allow you to let innocents be harmed, so I think its best you come with us if you don’t want them to be hurt.”

“Nelson, why is this happening?” Arianna asks.

I look at her and Luciano and say, “My past is catching up with me. I’m sorry you got caught in it. Simon, let them go and I’ll come with you.”

“No, you’ll come with us now, and we’ll let them go once you’re in the car with us. Now come on!”

“Nelson, who are these people? Why are they forcing you to go with them?” Luciano asks.

I have trouble looking him in the eyes. 

Simon sees this, laughs and says, “Didn’t Nelson tell you? He used to be a superhuman. He was a superhero. And he’s the reason no one has superpowers anymore, aren’t you Nelson?”

“Is this true, Nelson?” Arianna asks.

I nod my head, unable to say anything. Both of them look at me with disgust and Simon’s grin gets larger.

“You lied to them, Nelson. I guess when its inconvenient to you, you ignore the superhero code, but when you need to mess up everyone else’s life, you stick with it.”

“The superhero code doesn’t matter anymore. But when we had powers it did, because it was meant to act as a way to restrain us,” I say.

Simon smacks me across the face and yells, “WRONG! It enslaved us. But all that aside, you’re a hypocrite. If that damn code was so important you would live by it, even when it wasn’t inconvenient and when you no longer had superpowers. You self-righteously judged all of us, and now that you have a normal life, you just want to pretend you were never a superhero or that you did all the things that you’ve done. But life doesn’t work that way, Nelson!”

As much as I’m reluctant to admit it, Simon has a point. 

“Simon, I’ll come with you. Just let Luciano and Arianna go. They aren’t part of this and shouldn’t have to deal with it.”

Simon looks at me for a moment and then nods his head and says, “Let them go.”

“But -” Adrienne starts to protest.

“Let them go! He’ll come with us now, without fighting.”

“I will,” I concede.

Adrienne and Roqueeta release Luciano and Arianna. Luciano scuttles away from them without looking at me, but Arianna comes up to me and slaps me across the face.

“To think, I actually liked you. You’re filth. I’m glad they’re taking you away.”

I flinch, and she turns around and stomps out. I never seriously considered a relationship with her, but I thought we were friends. 

Simon grins at my discomfort and I wonder what’s happened to him, to make him such a mean person.

We walk out of the apartment building and head over to a van. I’m roughly pushed into a back seat by Roqueeta. Hasaien is in the front seat, along with Cheshire. Sapphire is in the back, and Roqueeta joins her there. Adrienne and Simon sit beside me.

“Drive,” Simon commands.

It’s clear to me that there’s been a shift in power since I last saw everyone. Simon is in command now. 

“Say goodbye to your pretend life, traitor,” Adrienne says.

I ignore her and start to look around, when she taps me painfully with her gun and says, “Eyes ahead.”

They drive out of the little town and part of me feels sad and part of me feels relieved to be going. This place has been my cocoon, sheltering me from the world at large, but now I’m leaving. Not by choice, but I’m still leaving.

“Will you at least tell me where we’re going?”

Simon considers the question for a moment and says, “The site of your greatest betrayal. We’re starting where it all began, where all of us lost our powers because of your selfishness.”
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​Issue 2: A Trip Down Memory Lane
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“So Nelson, I see you’ve spent the last year working at a shitty job and going to school part time. Must be nice to live such a prosaic life,” Simon says.

“There’s been nothing prosaic about it Simon. I’ve had my struggles with losing my powers, just like everyone else.”

Simon snorts and says, “What do you know about struggling? You’ve been sheltered away from everything happening to former super humans. You’ve lived a comfortable life, in comparison to everyone else.”

“I know former superhumans have been jailed.”

“That’s just the tip of the fucking iceberg, Nelson.”

“Ok, well, you tell me what’s happened to the superhumans since the powers were taken away.”

“Roqueeta, you tell him,” Simon says.

Roqueeta gives me a bitter smile and says, “Look at Hasaien. You were shocked by how much he’s changed, since you saw him last, yes?”

I nod.

“When we lost our powers, we lost something essential to us. Some of us found ways to deal with it, but for others, like Hasaien, well, you saw how he was when he visited you. He wanted to confront you so badly and we hoped it would be therapeutic for him, but it just re-emphasized how helpless he is without his powers.”

“You think I don’t understand that? I’ve tried drinking alcohol and doing drugs because of the emptiness I feel. I realized though that nothing could fill that emptiness; that I had to do something else.”

“And what do you do about that emptiness, Nelson?” Simon asks.

“I exercise and meditate. I read books and I go to school. In short, I’m living my life instead of wishing for my powers.”

“You make it sound so easy!” Cheshire says. “But it’s not so easy and telling us we have to just go on living our lives, living boring, mundane lives, isn’t going to cut it Nelson. That might be good enough for you, but it’s not good enough for us. It’s not good enough for all the superhumans who’ve been incarcerated by the humans and don’t have your freedom. Have you even thought about that?”

I look at Cheshire and say, “I’ve lived with my decision every day, but those powers we had access to were never ours. They were stolen and continuing to have them would have been wrong.”

Cheshire snorts and says, “Losing our powers upset everything. The humans got angry and incarcerated us. And yeah the SHB fell apart, only to be reorganized to take in all the former superhumans and jail them. We’ve been so close to being caught so many times. You haven’t dealt with any of that. You’ve hidden away in your little town, just living a quiet little life. You owe us. You owe all the superhumans who haven’t had your life of privilege since the powers went away.”

“I don’t owe you anything. You may not agree with my choice to free the Askelion, and I won’t deny there’s been fallout from it, but I did the right thing. What do you even hope to accomplish, by taking me to site where the Askelion was freed?”

Simon responds, “We want you to get our powers back. It was your selfishness that took away our powers, so you’re going to contact the Askelion and tell it to give us our powers back.”

I look at him, baffled, and say, “What makes you think I have a way to contact the Askelion?”

“You have to have a way. It communicated with you! You must have a way to communicate with it,” Simon says, a gleam of desperation in his eyes.

I shake my head pityingly and say, “I haven’t heard from the Askelion since it left and it made it very clear that it wasn’t going to communicate with any of us again. The only reason it communicated with me was because it recognized I could help it get free. That’s it.”

“I don’t buy that. None of us do. So, we’re taking you to the place where it left this world and you’re going to communicate with it. And if you don’t communicate with it, then maybe we’ll kill you and that will get it to come out.”

“S-simon, this isn’t like you. Like any of you. This is wrong.”

“The decision you made for us is wrong! Now it’s time for you to pay the piper,” Simon yells.

“And Nelson, Simon promised me that if you don’t contact the Askelion, he’ll let me kill you,” Adrienne spitefully says.

“Adrienne, I thought you had forgiven me for Rob’s death.”

“I might have, if you hadn’t turned into a traitor and made that sacrifice into less than nothing. But your very existence is an insult to Rob’s memory.”

“I don’t agree. I think Rob wou-”

Adrienne smacks me in the mouth and says, “Not another word out of you about Rob!”

For the next few minutes we drive on in silence.

“Uh, Simon, you do realize we’re going to have to stop somewhere and walk to the site where the Askelion left. It took me several days to find my way out of there to the road.”

“No, Nelson, we won’t have to walk. We’ll just park near the old DCA facility and walk from there.”

“Are you insane? That place is dangerous!”

Simon gives me a look and condescendingly says, “Nelson, that place has been abandoned since you broke the Askelion out of it. I don’t know why that is, but no one works there or is incarcerated there. You’d have thought the normal humans would’ve kept using the place as a prison, but evidently they felt really uncomfortable with whatever they found there and ordered the place closed up. So, we’ll just drive to the DCA, park, and then take a short walk into the woods. Then you’ll communicate with the Askelion and convince it to give us our powers back, or you won’t communicate with it. Either way, you’ll be dead.”

“You’re going to kill me, no matter what?” I ask incredulously.

“Why are you so surprised? You betrayed every superhuman when you broke the Askelion out. If you can’t contact it you deserve death for that alone, but if you do contact it, what’s to stop you from pulling this again in the future and taking away our powers? No one is taking a chance on that happening.”

“You may as well kill me now then, because I can’t communicate with the Askelion. Even if I could though, I would be very careful because it warned me that others of its kind would want justice for us holding on to it, instead of letting it go. I can’t even imagine what they’d do to us, but I don’t think it’s worth the return of our powers, assuming we’d even get them back.”

Simon gives me a cold smile and says, “You’re just trying to get out of this situation.”

“Sapphire, what do you think of this situation? You and I were in the DCA when I freed the Askelion, and you’re the only person I haven’t heard from.”
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