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​Issue 1: That Killer Instinct
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It’s been six weeks since we escaped the DCA and the Fearsome Five, and I’m finally feeling like myself again. Super powered people heal fast, but when you’ve been put through the ringer like I was six weeks ago, it can take a bit a longer. I take a deep breath in and revel in the sensation of not feeling a tinge of pain when I breathe in. I start stretching, warming up my body, when I hear a knock on the door.

“Nelson, get your lazy butt out of bed. Today’s the first day they’re going to train us and I don’t want to be late,” Simon says.

This new enthusiastic side of Simon is something I’m still getting used to. In all the time I’ve known him he’s never been what I’d call a happy person but joining the resistance has changed him somehow. It’s given him a purpose he didn’t have before.

“I’m coming, Simon. Just making sure I’m warmed up and ready to go.”

I never stretched before, back in my superhero days, but during the rehab process it was impressed on me that I should start stretching and warming up, at least for training. You can’t really stretch when you have to fight a supervillain or the Super Hero Bureau, SHB for short. The SHB is a corrupt organization that I used to believe was the embodiment of super heroism, designed to help all of us be better superheroes, until I discovered that superheroes and supervillains is just a giant scam and we’re all bit players in a dark comedy of the SHB’s making. Now I’ve joined the Resistance, which is trying to reveal the truth about the SHB. I don’t know how I feel about the Resistance yet, because some of what they want me to do troubles me.

I open the door and join Simon. He slaps me on the back, which takes me by surprise. He’s an empath, so he picks up other peoples’ emotions, and when he touches someone he gets all their emotions.

“Whoa, what’s got you in a funk?” he asks.

“I don’t want to bother you with it. I’m just trying to sort through some feelings and thoughts about the battle, and things Hasaien and Rob said to me.”

“I appreciate that, but maybe having a sounding board could help you.”

“Ok. Basically, Hasaien is telling me that I need to be okay with killing people, but I don’t know if I can be that way.”

“It’s a hard thing to ask, but what’s making you struggle with it?”

“It goes against everything the superhero code is about.”

“But you’re not a superhero anymore, Nelson. You don’t have a name or a costume or anything else along those lines. So why does some stupid code matter so much?”

“Because without it I’m lost, Simon. It’s all I have left.”

Simon shakes his head and says, “That’s not true, Nelson. You’ve got me and you’ve got these other people, including Hasaien.”

“I really appreciate that, but they want me to kill if I have to. And I don’t know if I can handle that. I still see that guard’s face and I think about his family, and that’s hard enough.”

“Nelson, the fact that killing sickens you and that you can see his face is a good thing. I know that must sound odd, but it means you’re human. It means you can feel. It means you won’t take a life lightly. I don’t think Hasaien or the others would want you to help their cause if they didn’t see that in you.”

“I guess so. Rob asked me if I’d ever used my powers to help anyone, outside of my heroic identity.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I couldn’t think of a time where I had actually done something to help someone. I try to think of something, but no matter how much I rack my memory all I can think about is that I wore a costume and put on a show. I think maybe the closest I came to helping someone was deciding to go back with Hasaien’s team to try and save you and the others.”

“Maybe that’s your answer then because you did come back, but you came back with them and they risked their lives to help you rescue us. So, all they’re asking in return is that you be willing to do what they would do for you.”

“That’s true, but when I think about what Rob said to me I keep coming back to the superhero code. I know that might seem silly, but it is a good thing in my life, and if I compromise on that maybe I’m compromising on the only good thing I’ve ever known.”

“Following a code doesn’t make you good or bad, Nelson. It just means you follow it. What makes you good or bad are your actions and why you do what you do.”

I think that over for a moment.

“You might be right. Thanks, Simon.”

“You’re welcome. You haven’t asked me why I’m sticking around.”

“I haven’t. I’ve been wrapped up in my own drama. So, why are you sticking around?”

“I can’t go back to my life and the SHB wants to use me for their own purposes. That was pretty clear by how they used me to manipulate the emotions of other people. I don’t want to use my powers if I can help it, but I also don’t want to let the SHB ruin any more lives.”

“I guess that’s a good reason in and of itself to stick around,” I say.

Simon smiles and says, “Nelson, thank you for coming back for me. That was one of the most selfless acts I’ve ever seen from you.”

“I couldn’t leave you there.”

Simon pats my hand and then leaves. I realize he’s actually touched me a couple times now. He always avoided touching anyone before or tried to avoid being touched. Maybe that should tell me something as well.

I think about the point Simon made, that Hasaien and the others risked their lives to help me save Simon and the other superhumans. They didn’t have to do that. They could have just taken me or left me there on my own or bugged out when the Fearsome Five showed. But they chose to help me, stayed to fight the Fearsome Five and lost one of their own. Those kinds of decisions are hard to make. Maybe I do owe it to them to stick around and help out, and perhaps even bend my rules under the right circumstances.

I follow after Simon and head to the training room. The resistance base is a large underground complex. According to Hasaien, having it underground makes it harder for the SHB to find them. What amazes me is that I’ve never heard about the resistance until now. In fact, none of the super powered people that escaped had ever heard of the resistance. But here they are, and the resources they have and the facility itself implies they’ve been around for a while.

During one of my breaks in rehab I asked Hasaien why no one had heard about them.

“The SHB knows about us, but they don’t want you knowing about us. Only the top people know about the resistance right now.”

“Why don’t they want us to know about you?”

“Because if you knew there was an alternative to the SHB you might start asking uncomfortable questions they’d prefer you didn’t ask.”

I’d been thinking about that conversation ever since, and the conclusion I’ve come to is that the SHB has tried to isolate super powered people as much as possible. I’m not sure why beyond wanting to control them, which is a valid enough reason, but given how many superpowered people seem to hold positions of power in the SHB, I don’t think that’s the whole story. I wonder what Air One, my former mentor, would make of all this. Does he know?

“Nelson, get your head out of the clouds. It’s time to train!” I hear Hasaien say.

It’s me, Simon, and Cheshire training today, with Roqueeta, Hasaien, and Adrienne training us. Adrienne gives me a cold look. She still hasn’t forgiven me for Rob’s death, which she feels I could have prevented if I had just killed my psycho ex-girlfriend. She’s not wrong and I feel a twinge of guilt. 

“Today we’re going to continue training in hand to hand combat. You won’t always have your powers available, and even when you do, you may need to rely upon other skills to supplement your powers. We’re going to pair off against you. Adrienne, you’re with Nelson, Roqueeta, you’re with Cheshire, and I’ll take Simon.”

I stop myself from groaning. Ever since we started training Hasaien has been pairing Adrienne up with me at almost every opportunity. He thinks it’ll help us work better together, but from what I can tell it just makes her madder at me.

“Remember, no powers,” Hasaien says.

We head off to individual training rooms and now it’s just her and me.

Adrienne darts toward me, and before I can say anything she kicks me in the stomach. I feel the breath knocked out of me as I rock back a step. She gracefully lowers into a spin kick, knocks my legs out from me and then is on top of me, hand raised to hit me in the face.

“Too slow, Nelson. I just killed you. Not that it would matter, because you can’t kill anyway!”

She backs off me and I stand up and assume a defensive pose, saying nothing to her. She comes at me again, and this time I block her kick and go to punch her. She grabs my outstretched wrist and twists it, putting me off balance. She flips me over and I’m on the ground looking up at the ceiling, stars in my eyes. 

“No wonder you were such a poor superhero and were in danger of having your superhero license revoked!” 

Now I’m getting angry. 

I get back up and she can tell I’m irritated. She smiles at me and says, “Don’t like getting your ass handed to you by a girl? That’s what Merle did, didn’t she?”

I rush toward her and she gracefully side steps aside and then kicks me from behind. 

“Yeah, Merle kicked your ass good as I recall. And then Rob, a real man, fought her and freed you, and when he needed you most what did you do?”

I try to turn around and she hits me in the back again, this time with her fist.

“What did you DO, Nelson? WHAT DID YOU DO?!!”

I swing around and try to hit Adrienne, but she ducks and then punches me in the stomach. I gasp and splutter and she grabs me by the face and yells, “WHAT DID YOU DO?”

“I – I let him die. I let Rob die because I couldn’t kill Merle.”

“Yeah, you let him die. You let my husband die because you couldn’t violate your precious superhero code to save his life. You couldn’t stop Merle and she’s still out there, ready to kill someone else because you couldn’t do what you needed to do.”

She releases my head and smacks me across the face.

“You can’t even beat me, a regular human without powers. I bet you couldn’t even beat me with your powers.”

“We’re not supposed to use powers for this training,” I say.

“Yeah, well seeing as how I’m consistently handing you your ass I’m going to give you permission to use your powers. I think you need them to have a chance against me.”

“Ok, you asked for it,” I say. I’m pissed now. Humiliating me like this, rubbing my face in Rob’s death isn’t something I need. I already sit with it every day.

Even though we’re underground, and I can’t use all my weather powers, I can draw on the air currents in the room to help me be faster, or to slow her down. I think about it for a moment and opt for the latter. I direct the air at her to weigh her down, and then I go on the attack. 

I swing at Adrienne with a fist, and even with the air slowing her down she blocks me.

“Too slow, Nelson. Too obvious.”

I go to kick her, and she blocks that too. Then she kicks me. I try to block it, but somehow, even slowed down, she gets past me. 

I try to hit her again and this time I connect. She grins at me and says “Was that a punch or a love tap? I couldn’t tell.”

“I’ll show you,” I say, and try to kick her. She blocks with her hands and twists my foot. 

“You’re just showing me that even with your powers you can’t beat me. And if you can’t beat me you certainly won’t be able to beat anyone else.”

I use the air currents to speed myself up and pull my foot from her grasp. Then I hit her again. This time she can’t block because I’m too fast and she’s too slow.

“Oh, that’s more like it. Now you’re actually hitting me,” she says.

I swing at her again and she dodges it.

“But can you beat me, Nelson?”

“I will beat you!” I say through gritted teeth. I have to beat her. I’m tired of being her punching bag.

I go to hit her again and manage to kick her, but it’s a glancing blow and she quickly recovers.

“I don’t think you can beat me Nelson, even with your powers. I don’t think you’ve got what it takes.”

Then Adrienne hits me, and even though she’s slower and I’m faster she connects because it’s like she knows exactly where to hit me.

Then she’s on top of me again and punches me in the face. I’m able to slow her fist down so it doesn’t hurt much, but she’s beating me again.

I push her back, using my powers to lift her off me. She chuckles when she hits the floor. I softened the push back so it wouldn’t hurt her, and she can tell.

“You keep holding back Nelson, with your powers and with everything else. That’s why you couldn’t beat Merle, and its why you can’t beat me,” she taunts.

“You have no idea what it takes to control something like the wind, no idea how much power it requires,” I say.

“No, I don’t, but I know how much control it takes to handle the human body, and I can tell you that you don’t have that control, or focus. It’s why I’m beating you every time we fight, and why I’ll keep beating you even when you use your powers.”

I lunge at her and use my powers to weigh her down, and this time she can’t avoid my blow. I hit her in the stomach and the breath leaks out of her. I hit her again and again.

“Is that all you’ve got?” she gasps. “You have to hold me down to beat me, and even doing that you’re still holding back.”

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?” I yell.

“I want to know if you can really beat me. I want to know if you have what it takes to finish the job. I want to know if you have that killer instinct that you’ll need to have if you go on missions with us. I want to know I can count on you to save my ass by doing whatever needs to be done instead of wringing your hands and letting me die because your precious hero’s code tells you that you can’t kill.”

Every word she says is like a knife in my heart. I want to know the same thing she wants to know. Can I do what they want me to do? Can I kill if I have to? I see the face of the guard superimpose itself on Adrienne and I recoil and let go of her, with my powers and my hands.

“You see, you can’t do it, can you?” Adrienne says. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

She launches herself at me and before I can do anything, she’s on me and punching me in the face. My nose crunches as she breaks it, and then I’m spitting blood out of my mouth. I try to block her, try to get her off me, but she’s relentless and won’t stop.

“Rob died because of you! What did he see in you that made his loss worth having your pathetic ass with the resistance?”

“I d-don’t know,” I say weakly.

“Neither do I. And you’re a weak link. Weak links get teams killed. So, it’s better if I put you out of your misery than let you get more of us killed.”

She goes to hit me again and then suddenly she’s gasping for breath. I’m using my powers to suck the air out of her lungs. She gasps and sputters, and I push her off me. Horrified, I let my powers go.

Adrienne takes a deep breath in and says, “You couldn’t even kill me to save your life, but at least you started to. That’s more progress than I expected from you.”

“I don’t want to kill anyone. Just killing one person, the guard, is weighing on my conscience.” 

“You didn’t just kill the guard, Nelson. You also killed Rob. Does he weigh on your conscience, or is it just the person you directly killed?”

“I think about him every day. If there was something I could have done -”

Adrienne cuts me off and says, “There was something you could have done. You could have killed Merle before she killed Rob, but you didn’t. And now he’s dead. That’s as much on you as it is on her.”

Before I can say anything else the door opens to our training room and Hasaien steps in.

“I think that’s enough training for one day. Adrienne, why don’t you take a break? Nelson, come with me so we can get your nose looked at.”

I hold a hand out to Adrienne to help her up, but she pushes my hand away and gets up. She glares at Hasaien, and then walks out of the room. 

I look over at Hasaien and he says, “Come with me, Nelson. We need to talk.”
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​Issue 2: Whiskey Blues
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I try to take a breath through my broken nose and find myself snuffling, which hurts my nose even more, so I just content myself to breathing through my mouth. I never wanted to be a mouth breather, but Adrienne’s made sure I am. 

“Looks like Adrienne finally took her anger out on you. I’ve been wondering how long it would take,” Hasaien observes.

“Is that why you’ve kept throwing us together for training sessions?”

“It’s one reason. She needs to process her grief around Rob’s death, and she can’t do that until she deals with her anger toward you.”

“She nearly killed me working her anger out on me. And I nearly killed her.”

Hasaien looks over at me with mild amusement and says, “She was never in any danger of being killed by you, Nelson. But yes, she could have killed you.”

“That doesn’t seem to bother you.”

“Nelson, the truth is that we’re in a life and death struggle. This is no longer the safe little world you inhabited as a fake superhero. Here you really you can get killed.”

I soak that in for a few moments and then say, “You said that was one reason you keep throwing us together, which implies there are other reasons as well.”

“There are a couple other reasons as well,” Hasaien concedes.

“And can you tell me those reasons?”

“One of them is because you also need to confront your guilt around Rob’s death, and also around the guard’s death. Until you face those feelings, they’ll hold you back and weigh you down.”

“I’m trying to face them,” I say.

“I disagree. I think you haven’t even begun to face them, and it shows in how you hold back instead of fully committing. I know that Adrienne sees that as well, and she’s not afraid to push buttons.”

I let that pass and instead ask, “And the last reason?”

“As long as you’re with us you’ll be in situations where you have to work with people you don’t like. You need to learn how to deal with people that don’t like you and still be an effective team. If you don’t learn that skill, it can set the entire team up for disaster. I know you aren’t used to working with other people because most of your superhero activities were solo, so I’ve paired you with someone who doesn’t like you.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

Hasaien laughs and says, “It’s for both of your benefits, but I doubt either of you is really all that thankful to me.”

We’ve made it to the infirmary. We walk in and the doctor on duty comes over.

“Ahh, Nelson. You’re back already.”

“He had a little accident in training today,” Hasaien says.

“Ahh. Should I just set the nose then, instead of healing it? Sometimes the best lesson is learned by being reminded of what caused the lesson in the first place,” the doctor says.

Hasaien considers that for a moment and then replies, “No, heal it up. Given his recent injuries and that he’s still dealing with some of that pain, we’ll cut him a bit of slack.”

The doctor nods and then motions for me to sit down.

“I’ll still have to reset the bone, so this will hurt,” he promises.

He puts his hands on my nose and a moment later I feel a searing pain. Tears come to my eyes, and then the pain is gone, and my nose doesn’t hurt so much anymore.

“The pain will fade soon. I’ve healed your nose, but next time I’ll just set it.”

“Thank you. I understand,” I say. I do understand, though I really don’t like it. At least I’m no longer a mouth breather, so I guess there’s that.

“Let’s not take up any more of the doctor’s valuable time, Nelson. I still have something I want to speak with you about. Follow me to my office.”

We leave the doctor’s room and walk down to a small room. I didn’t realize that Hasaien has an office and it seems surreal that a resistance would need such a thing, but in that small room is a desk, computer, and two chairs.

He gestures for me to sit and then pulls out a bottle of whiskey and pours us two drinks. 

“I don’t drink, Hasaien,” I say.

“Why not?”

“Because of the superhero code. It tells us not to drink, because of what we could do with our powers in an altered state of mind where we don’t have control.”

“But you’re NOT a superhero anymore, Nelson. That code no longer applies to you. Trying to live by that code is just going to get you, and more importantly us, killed. And I can’t have that. So, take a drink.”

I realize taking the drink isn’t an option. It’s a command. I pick up the glass and tentatively sip the whiskey. I nearly gag at the sour taste. I want to spit the alcohol out of my mouth, but the look Hasaien gives me tells me it wouldn’t be a good idea. Instead, I force myself to swallow and feel a burning sensation go down my throat.

“See, that wasn’t so bad was it? Though if you really want to drink whiskey you have to do it like this.” 

Hasaien gulps the entire drink down and swallows it, and then gestures at me. I sigh and then do the same. Now I want to gag even more, but I also feel a bit light-headed. 

“You’ve really never had a drink before, have you?”

“No, it’s against the superhero code.”

“You’re not a superhero anymore, and it’s time to stop acting like one. You’re part of the resistance now. You need to let go of your former identity and embrace your new identity. Drink!”

He pours me another whiskey and I hurriedly pour it down my throat, wishing this whole situation would stop. I don’t know how to be anything other than a superhero. And making me drink isn’t going to change that.

“You need to understand something, Nelson. We need to know that you’ll actually be able to do what needs to be done. I let that whole scene with you and Adrienne play out because I wanted to see if you could kill her, or even try to kill her. I would have let you die because your decision not to kill is becoming a liability for us. But you surprised me today when you displayed, under pressure, the potential to kill. You didn’t kill Adrienne and I wouldn’t have let you kill her. But you did use your powers to save yourself, and for a moment you were ready to kill her. So, there’s hope for you yet!”

I feel sick, and not just because of the whiskey. I’ve been dreading this day because what they’re trying to do is make me into something I’m not. Hasaien pours me another drink and I gulp it down. He nods in approval.

“You see, it’s not so hard doing something new.”

“I guess not.”

“Nelson, head back to your room. Think about what I said.”

I get up and leave Hasaien’s office. I walk unsteadily. I’ve never had a drink before and now I feel drunk. I weave down the hallway and make my way to my room. I open the door and collapse on my bed.

I feel muddled, but I also feel scared. It’s clear to me that if I don’t shape up they’ll ship me out in a wooden casket.

I close my eyes and lay back on the bed.

*********
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When I wake up, my head is pounding. Not only have I had a new experience of getting drunk, but now I get the equally unpleasant experience of having a hangover. I groan and push myself out of the bed and drink some water.

I have to figure out what to do. Staying here means becoming something I’m not sure I want to be. But getting out of here means being hunted by the SHB and possibly the resistance, assuming I can even figure out how to get out of here. Somehow I thought joining the resistance would be different from the SHB, but in a way they’re really just the same. For now, I have to play along.

I drink a bit more water and use my powers to direct it to help me rebalance my metabolism, which helps me get over the hangover fast. I don’t ever want to get drunk again. 
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