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​Prologue: Gods’ Home
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Ares was on the warpath again.

That was nothing new. Ares was always on the warpath. Being the God of War, it was pretty much a given. Most days, he was looking for Leporidus, the cotton-tailed and mischievous God of Rabbits. The other gods were evenly divided about whether his fury was justified. On the one hand, Leporidus had single-handedly (okay, with some help from Anurus, the Frog God, and Cialia, the Goddess of Bluebirds) saved Gods’ Home and the Earth from an invasion of interstellar cockroaches. The inhuman cockroach god Blattodeus had violated pretty much every convention of law among the gods, and nobody was discounting the fact that Leporidus had been primarily responsible for saving two worlds.

On the other hand, he’d done so by giving Mars to the interstellar cockroaches, and at last report, they were setting up an industrial sector at the base of Mons Olympus. The ruddy-faced Ares was furious over what happened to his beautiful red planet, and lately he’d taken to tearing through Gods’ Home, looking for heads to roll.

Primarily, he intended to spit Leporidus on his spear and roast him until he was a Very Well Cooked Bunny Indeed.

Lucky for the God of Rabbits, Ares wasn’t especially bright.

Picture an expensive, exclusive tropical resort, the kind of place where the staff is so discreet as to be invisible; the kind of place with walls of brilliant white marble and floors of golden hardwood; the kind of place brimming with art and sculptures produced by the finest minds of the human world after their deaths. This was Gods’ Home, where gods past and present had the good fortune to reside during and after their tenure as worshipped beings. Dozens of sun-gods from Apollo to Horus to Frith kept the place hot where it needed to be hot, not so much where the residents preferred it cooler, or dark where night needed to reign. Sure, not all the resort was tropical. The various Eskimo gods had a wing with a mountain, a ski lift, and a lodge with a crackling fireplace. Members of the Australian pantheon had a red rock desert in which to frolic. Even that one obscure Babylonian God of the sewers had his own special place, but nobody ever visited there.

Leporidus had made arrangements with other gods to keep his location private so Ares wouldn’t find it. He had a suite off a side corridor off another side corridor off another side corridor that one could only reach with knowledge of non-Euclidian geometry, and it was a pretty safe bet that Ares wouldn’t figure that out without help. He had his own pool, a sauna, a large soft pad upon which to sprawl, and plenty of nymphs around. He wasn’t sure why the nymphs were important, because they were more or less humanoid, and he was a bunny through and through, but they brought him plenty of iced carrot juice, combed his gray and dun-ticked fur, and caressed his magnificent ears. Until you’ve experienced it for yourself, there is nothing more soothing than having a nymph caress your ears after a long, hard day of chilling by the pool.

“Hey, babe, how about another carrot? And maybe a radish or two?” asked Leporidus as he stretched out on his pad. The nymph clipping his claws set down her tool and walked over to the salad bar. If Leporidus were human, like his Herald on the Earth, he would have found the vision of her walking away distracting to the point of forgetfulness, but he was a bunny and he was far more interested in the plate of chopped vegetables and greens she brought back over to him. “Thanks, Toots.”

“You should exercise more,” she said. “You’re getting fat.”

“It’s not fat,” said Leporidus. “You ever even seen a fat vegan? Of course you haven’t. You can’t get fat eating this stuff.” He popped a radish into his mouth by way of demonstration. “I’m astonishingly energetic for a vegan. I can run and everything.”

“It sure looks like you’re getting fat,” said the nymph.

“It’s good living. Not every god gets worshipped like I do. I’ve got to make hay while the sun shines.”

The nymph screwed up her gorgeous face as she tried to wrap her mind around the phrase. “So you’re a farmer?” She sounded doubtful.

“Sure.” He slapped his prodigious belly. “And this is from the seeds I’ve sown. I’ve got regular prayers heading my way. That puts me in the league with Jehovah and Allah, you know? I’m now. I’m happening. I’m Big League.”

“You’re big, all right,” said a new voice. Leporidus looked over to see his friend Anurus, the multicolored Frog God, hopping across the floor toward him. “If you get any bigger, you’re going to need a second nymph around just to roll you to the pool.”

Leporidus looked down at himself critically as if for the first time. Maybe he could stand to lose a bit of belly fat. And paw fat. And face fat. But dang it, he was being worshipped, and he was going to enjoy it while he could. “Why did Thor let you in?”

One of the perks of his recent success had been hiring Thor away from Poseidon as a bodyguard. Sure, the giant bearded god wasn’t much brighter than a distant candle flame at noon on a Tuesday, and was more interested in polishing his hammer than throwing around the lightning, but he was still the Thunder God, and people respected that.

“He was busy plucking out his nose hairs using his breastplate as a mirror,” said Anurus. “I think he’s trying to bag one of your nymphs.”

“More power to him, I guess,” said Leporidus. “They’re their own people. They can make their own decisions. If they spurn him, he’ll just have to go back to polishing his hammer some more.” He lowered his voice and shivered. “He polishes it all the time. He really, really loves that hammer.” He looked over at the nymph holding his salad. “You going to spurn him, babe?”

“Of course, Leporidus,” she said. “It’s not the size of the hammer, it’s how he swings it that matters.”

“Yeah,” agreed Leporidus, who wasn’t really sure what she meant. Some kind of sex joke, he figured. Nymphs were good at making those. “So, Anurus, what brings you here to La Casa de Conejo?”

“Oh, nothing much,” said the Frog God, helping himself to a piece of celery. “I just wanted to say hello, exchange pleasantries, that sort of thing.”

“Hello. You’re looking well, my friend. Rather remarkable, actually.” The frog’s skin shone like it had been polished and his eyes looked as clear and bright as Leporidus had ever seen them. Reds, yellows, purples, and greens had been replaced by crimson, gold, vermilion, and emerald. “Are you . . . being worshipped?”

Anurus smiled, licking one eye with his long, pink tongue. “Maybe.”

Leporidus leaped into the air, upsetting his tray of food. “You old dog! You sneaky devil! You are being worshipped! Who is it? Who? Some cult somewhere?”

Anurus tucked his feet beneath the swell of his belly. “I don’t want to say anything just yet, but let’s just say things are looking better than they have for a couple thousand years.”

“That’s fantastic! This calls for a celebration. Babe, bring us a couple of cocktails. Iced carrot for me, and whatever the frog wants. It’s on me.”

“You generosity overwhelms me, old friend. Grasshopper smoothie, bartender, if you can manage it.” Anurus made himself comfortable and the two gods waited while the nymph brought them their drinks.

Leporidus tried not to look too closely at the swampy green concoction with bits of legs and chitin floating in it as Anurus stuck his tongue into it and made a contented sound. “So, uh, what brings you around here then?”

“I wanted to ask you about your Herald.”

“Jackrabbit? He’s great.”

“Do you ever . . . talk to him?”

“I’m here in Gods’ Home doing good work, he’s on Earth doing good work. He prays to me, and I bestow my benevolence upon him.” Leporidus made a magnanimous gesture, nearly knocking over his drink.

“So you haven’t spoken.”

“Well, not as such, no. It’s not like he needs my guidance. He’s doing well on his own.”

“Even though he broke up with Cialia’s Herald?”

“What is this, an inquisition?” Carrot fragments splattered through the air. Anurus politely wiped his face clear but said nothing. “Bluebird was domineering and controlling. She wouldn’t let him live his life. He just wanted to enjoy himself and she was always telling him ‘no, you need to take things more seriously’ and ‘being a superhero is an awesome responsibility.’”

“Okay, okay, I was just asking. I just figured you might know why he’s doing what he’s doing.”

“Why, what’s he doing?”

For the first time in a great many months, Leporidus looked in upon his Herald, Jackrabbit: Chosen Protector of the Earth.
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​Chapter One
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Jackrabbit Vs. The Crapinator

At that particular moment in time, what Jay “Jackrabbit” Jackson was doing was trying not to get killed by a talking gorilla.

Of course, when it came to Primal, talking wasn’t really the most effective descriptor. Ranting came close, but Jay preferred monologuing as his verb of choice.

“Hold still, you pesky varmint!” shouted Primal through the speaker of his ape-shaped battlesuit. “I am the pinnacle of evolution, greater than the sum total of mankind’s so-called achievements! I am Primal, and I rule!”

“More like you drool,” said Jay. “Can’t a fellow buy a little wine in peace without running into a weak excuse for a supervillain?”

Only a few minutes earlier, Jay had been cruising along the highway through the Napa Valley in his best friend Bunny’s VW Rabbit cabriolet, with the top down, the wind blowing through his ears, and the sun warming his fur. He wanted to find a special gift for Bunny and Spence for their upcoming wedding. A shopping expedition had felt like a perfect excuse for a road trip, and Bunny had been happy to lend him what they called the Jackrabbitmobile. Sure, he could have jumped himself along the highway, but the car was still faster, and besides, Bunny had a bumpin’ stereo in the trunk.

Every sign Jay passed extolled wine, fruit, and fruit wine. Why not wine? A nice bottle that Bunny and Spence could enjoy on their wedding night or honeymoon—or in all honesty, pretty much any time after Jay brought it back—that was the sort of gift that they would consider thoughtful. If he spent the time to pick out something good, something recommended on Yelp, maybe, it would show he’d given some consideration to a gift for his best friend in the whole world. So he’d chosen a likely winery, cranked over the wheel, parked haphazardly in the gravel lot, and bounded out of the driver’s seat.

It certainly seemed like a nice, peaceful place. All the buildings were painted white and shone in the midmorning sun as they overlooked the vineyards below. Everything felt old and well-loved instead of new and fake. A red tractor with a patina of rust sat to one side of the shop while a forty-year-old delivery truck was getting hand-washed by a couple of farmhands on the other. Jay smiled to himself. Yes, this was the place to buy a good bottle of booze.

“Hi!” he’d said to the couple of white-haired ladies in the storefront. One wore a wide-brimmed straw hat while the other had hers caught back in a bandana. “I’m Jackrabbit, lover, carrot aficionado, and superhero. Got any wine?”

“Wh-why, yes,” said the woman in the straw hat. Jay could understand why she stammered. It wasn’t every day a devilishly handsome and muscular fellow like himself appeared in a small country winery, resplendent in his brown fur, ears that only added to his overall height, oh, and whiskers. Once, it had been a costume that he could take off. Somewhere along the way, though, it had become him, and he was fine with that. The only thing was it meant he needed to wear pants to forestall the inevitable inquisitive toddler question why are you naked? Most of the time, he dressed like any other resident of the Bay Area. Since his fur tended to keep him warm, that meant lots of bike shorts and tank tops.

Before either of the women could tell him more about wine and what was the difference between a forty-dollar bottle (which was a wee bit out of his price range) and a three-dollar hobo special (which he figured could work if the label was fancy enough), an explosion rocked the store, making bottles clink together and sending one careening off a shelf to coincidentally land in Jay’s outstretched hand. “Huh. This one any good?”

Another explosion shook the building and Jay peeked out through a window. “Hey, uh, I don’t know anything about making wine, but do you guys maybe use a big metal ape-looking thing at any point in the process? Like to squish grapes, maybe?”

The women looked at each other, shrieked, and fled the store.

“I guess not.” Jay set the bottle on the counter to examine it more thoroughly later, and sprang out of the shop to confront the ape-shaped robot. “Hi there! Jackrabbit, Herald of Leporidus. I don’t believe we’ve—” He yelped in surprise as the fifteen-foot-tall ape robot flung a piece of farm equipment at him. He jumped high in the air to collect his thoughts and take stock of the situation. Giant robot attacking a vineyard. For some folks, that would be the strangest thing that had ever happened to them.

For Jay, it was just another Wednesday.

He stuck his landing in front of the robot thing. “Sir, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave the . . . uh . . . oh, wow, you’re not really doing what I think you are, are you?”

The robot reached back with one of its overlong arms and a wet sound emerged from the tank behind it. When the arm swiveled back forward, it held a steaming mass of stinking brown effluvia. It threw the mound of crap at Jay who just barely managed to twist himself out of the way.

“Hey, watch it! You have any idea how hard it is to that stuff out of your fur? I ate a bad taco down in Del Mar once and I had to have a dog groomer clean me up. You’re throwing crap. Like, legit crap. You actually filled a tank with crap and built a robot to fling it. That’s the strangest thing I’ve seen in at least two weeks, and I read Buzzfeed religiously.”

That was when Primal introduced himself. The chest canopy of the battlesuit popped open to reveal a gorilla that maybe outweighed Jay by a hundred or two hundred pounds. Beside the gorilla sat a much smaller ape with exceptionally long arms who was working what must have been auxiliary controls while the gorilla ran the main equipment. “I am Primal!” the gorilla roared. “Here, in California’s scenic Napa Valley, I shall begin my reign of terror! I hereby declare war on humanity and its agricultural terrorism! Witness my Crapinator, the instrument of your destruction!”

“Talking monkey. This is awesome! I’m going to name him Kevin,” said Jay.

“I am not a monkey!” screamed Primal, His robot hurled another fistful of crap at Jay, who bounced out of the way.

“And smell like one, too,” Jay sang, knowing full well it would further enrage the gorilla.

“You stupid hairless ape!” shouted another voice and Jay saw a white-faced gibbon peeking out from beneath one of Primal’s arms. “We’re going to get you!”

“Two talking monkeys? Is it my birthday? Mom, can I keep them both?” shouted Jay with glee.

Primal gave an inarticulate yell and the machine lumbered forward, driving its fists down into the ground as Jay leaped out of the way of each blow. 

“Hey, watch it, I bruise easy, and I’m not fully ripened yet.”

“Foolish parahuman!” The simian battlesuit charged at Jay. He jumped clear just in time to realize he’d misjudged his distance. The suit’s arm unfolded to maximum extension and smashed a fist the size of a 55-gallon drum against Jay. He folded like a fly against a windshield, crashing through the wall of the winery and stopping against a large vat full of smashed grapes. Grape juice splattered down upon him, followed by a cloud of dust that coated him like his was a battered chicken wing about to head for the deep fryer.Primal drove his battlesuit right up to the hole through which Jay had been thrown and tore away an entire section of wall. “For too long, humans have pillaged the treasures of this world, plundering instead of caretaking. For too long, they have meddled in the affairs of nature with their experiments and their gene therapy and their unpatented but probably illegal secret intelligence-enhancing formulas! Well, giving that formula to me will prove to be their last mistake.”

“And giving it to me was totally their next-to-last mistake!” shouted the gibbon.

“Quiet, Billy. I’m monologuing.”

“Sorry, boss.”

Jay groaned and shifted. He felt like half his bones had shattered in the impact. He would heal, of course, thanks to the power given him by the God of Rabbits, but it still hurt like one would expect being thrown through a wall would. “Please, do go on,” he said. “I like a secret origin story as much as the next guy.”

“Once I was nothing more than a simple gorilla. Idiotic. Ordinary . . .”

“And then a freak nuclear accident turned you into Kevin, the Gorilla from Manila, am I right?”

“I—what? No, I’m from Bakersfield . . . Darn you, Jackrabbit! You’ve made me give away my deepest darkest secret!” howled Primal.

“And here I thought that was the stash of bonobo porn you keep in the shoebox in your closet. Do super-intelligent gorillas even have closets?”

Primal’s eyes narrowed. “Super-intelligent. Hah. I am hyper-intelligent. I am the next phase in evolution.”

“And I am appalled that you built a giant robot monkey that craps in its own hand and throws it. I mean, who does that? And at a winery, no less?” Jay tried to move but his bones were still knitting themselves back into shape. He was beginning to think about calling upon Leporidus for aid, but how would that look? He’d already saved the world once, and now he couldn’t handle a couple of talking monkeys in their Crapinator battlesuit.

“Get him, Primal! Stomp him into monkey chow!” shouted the gibbon in the cockpit with Primal.

“Quiet, Billy. Yes, it’s time, Jackrabbit. Time to die.” The battlesuit raised a large, broad foot, ready to crush Jay like grape in a wine press. Jay struggled to get up, but his broken body wasn’t yet healed enough for him to move.

An engine roared, tires squealed, and a shiny new blue Camaro fishtailed through the parking lot to sideswipe the Crapinator. The foot that would have descended upon Jay instead swung wide as the battlesuit struggled to keep its balance.

“Who—no!” cried Primal.

The car’s driver emerged, barefoot, with belted jean shorts beneath a white tank top and black leather jacket. It was a chimpanzee. “Your reign of terror stops here, Primal.”

Jay sighed in contentment. “Three talking monkeys. Best. Day. Ever.”

“Braddock.” Primal sounded as thoroughly disgusted as a gorilla could manage.

The chimpanzee pulled off his jacket like Bruce Willis getting ready to go to town. “I’ve been chasing you halfway across the state, Primal. You have any idea how hard it is to drive when you’re as short as I am? I got a mean twinge in my back and I intend to take it out on your furry ass. Get out of that battlesuit before you hurt somebody.”

“Like you?” shouted Billy.

“Quiet, Billy,” said Primal. “The Great Apes are talking right now.”

“Racist,” grumbled the gibbon.

“Hey, you in the fuzzy bunny ears. You all right?” Braddock glanced over in Jay’s direction.

Jay felt the last of his bones knit themselves into place. Once again, he gave thanks to his lord Leporidus for seeing fit to imbue him with the power of self-repair. He stood up amid the debris and brushed himself off. “Yeah, I am. Thanks for asking. I just have to take care of one little detail.”

While Primal and Billy stared open-mouthed at his gracefulness, Jay bounded into the air, flipping himself around to hit the opposite wall feet-first. He sprang off it and tumbled tail over ears to strike one of the large tanks where they kept the cheap wine. He bounced off it and made a beeline right for Primal’s stupid face. Before the gorilla could react, Jay slammed into him with both feet and kicked a rapid drum roll on the gorilla’s flat face before bracing himself against the cockpit lip and launching a super-powered drop kick that sent Primal flying right out of the battlesuit.

Billy the gibbon shrieked in pure terror and launched himself out of the cockpit before Jay could so much as lay a toe on him. He scampered down the outside of the Crapinator to where Braddock was awaiting him.

Braddock laid out the gibbon with one solid uppercut that made Jay’s jaw ache in sympathy.

Jay became aware of a persistent beeping coming from the cockpit. He glanced around before spotting the likely culprit: a clock counting down from thirty every second. He peeked over the edge to where Braddock had just finished pummeling Billy. “Hey!”

The chimp looked up. “What?”

“What beeps and counts down in red numbers?”

“Sounds like a self-destruct mechanism.”

“Dang. I was afraid you were going to say that. You know anything about how to disarm one?”

“That depends. How long do we have?”

“Uh, it’s not good.”

“How long?”

“Like, uh, ten seconds. Or nine. Or eight. Oh, dang, grab the cat . . .”

Jay jumped out of the cockpit and landed right beside Braddock, stunning Billy. He grabbed hold of each of them in one hand and leaped away from the winery just as the Crapinator exploded in a blast of flaming poo. The shockwave caught Jay in midair and nearly made him lose hold of his two passengers, but he managed to keep his grasp around each of their wrists until they crashed awkwardly to the manicured lawn on the far side of the parking lot.

Jay looked back to see a small mushroom cloud rising into the sky. The stink of burnt feces filled the air. The chimpanzee to his left stirred. “Thanks, bunny man.”

“That’s Jackrabbit, Mr., uh . . .”

“People call me Braddock. Chimp Braddock, the Bareknucks Brawler.”

“I’ll bet there’s a heck of a story behind that.”

“Sure is. Hey, where’s Billy Gibbons?”

The Camaro’s engine roared. Dented, covered with pieces of flaming poop, it sprayed gravel as it fishtailed out of the parking lot, barely slowing enough for the scampering Billy Gibbons to jump in one of the open windows. A black-furred arm extended from the driver’s window, showing a stubby middle finger as the car screeched onto the highway.

“Come on, we have to go after them!” shouted Braddock.

Jay was about to agree, but he couldn’t leave the winery in complete ruin. “No, we need to make sure this fire’s out first and that those nice old ladies are okay.” He shrugged. “A gorilla driving a stolen Camaro probably isn’t the strangest thing anyone’s seen on a California highway, but people are going to remember it.”
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​Chapter Two
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Jackrabbit Vs. A Whole Chapter of Backstory

The VW Rabbit cruised down the highway, drawing many astonished looks from other drivers and passengers as they saw the six-and-a-half-foot tall rabbit driving, his ears flapping in the breeze, and the chimpanzee beside him, arms folded behind his head while his feet wrapped around the handle of the glovebox. Jay had bumping hip-hop blasting on the stereo and felt pretty good, considering he’d gotten his clock cleaned by a hyperintelligent gorilla only an hour earlier.

He and Braddock helped put out the fire at the winery, Braddock by climbing up high so he could shower the fire from above with the garden hose they’d found at one end of the main building, and Jay by dragging heavy tarpaulins out from a shed and then leaping over the fires with them to smother the flames. It only took them a few minutes to bring the blaze under control between them, and by the time the sweet old ladies dared to stick their heads out from the outbuilding in which they’d hidden, man and chimp were sitting at one of the café tables out front, chatting like old friends.

Of course, the ladies had insisted upon gifting the wine to them, and of course, Jay had politely refused. Then the ladies had gotten a little less nice about it and he didn’t want to be insulting, so he’d accepted the wine with the understanding that it was a gift for a friend, which was the whole reason he’d stopped in the first place. He didn’t have a lot of money, and as a superhero, he certainly didn’t make a lot, but he wasn’t going to accept charity when he had a guilty suspicion that the attack on the winery had been his fault. It wasn’t that he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. If he’d chosen to stop for jelly or honey at a roadside stand instead, that stand would have been Ground Zero for Primal’s assault upon human agriculture. If he’d stayed home with his roommates Bunny and Spence, Primal would have shown up right outside. It wasn’t that Jay attracted trouble per se, but it certainly seemed to find him.

Bunny had called him a weirdness magnet, and that description fit him better than anything else. How else could anyone explain him running across not one, not two, but three talking apes at the same time? Like a certain news personality had said, you can’t explain that. And no, Jay couldn’t explain it, and he’d long ago given up trying.

They’d had no luck at all trying to track down Primal and Billy Gibbons. Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—Bunny’s VW didn’t have a CB radio, because otherwise Jay would never have stopped making anybody else got their ears on? jokes. Sure, it meant the hyperintelligent gorilla and his sidekick had gotten away, but it was Jay’s experience that these sorts of things tended to work themselves out in the end. Either Primal would get rowdy in the wrong geographic area, and the mighty fist of Just Cause would be there to slap him down, or else he’d turn up again in Jay’s neck of the woods, in which case Jay would make sure to put on a better showing than he had in the Napa Valley. In the meantime, he had a passenger to contend with, and the curiosity was driving him crazy.

“So . . .” Jay said over the rush of the wind. “What’s a nice chimp like you doing in a place like this?”

“Well, that’s a bit of a story,” said Braddock.

“Dude, we’ve got an hour and a half to kill just back to San Fran, and that’s if traffic’s awesome. And in case you weren’t sure, traffic in Cali is never awesome. Unless you mean awesomely terrible. Like this jackwagon going forty in the fast lane!” He leaned on the Rabbit’s horn as if it were one of those giant Scandinavian pipes from the Ricola commercials instead of a plaintive, nonthreatening mosquito-type drone. “It’s the long pedal on the right!” Jay hollered as he passed the texting driver on the right. He lifted his right foot off his own accelerator for a moment and, using his inhuman flexibility, flashed the bottom of it at the other driver. “You push it with this!”

Braddock flashed his teeth in simian mirth. “Well, it all began in a super secret laboratory in Bakersfield. The scientists there were experimenting with a compound to increase intelligence. Their plan was noble enough. The final goal was to create a treatment for people with developmental disabilities to improve their cognitive abilities, allowing them to function better in human society.”

“Oh, sure, nothing could go wrong with that. Let me guess, you three were the test subjects?”

“Very astute, Jackrabbit. What nobody knew is that in the next lab over, a much more super secret project was taking place, involving the refining of some highly dangerous and illegal radioactive materials. Apparently the building’s contractors used some cut-rate wiring and there was a short circuit, and an unexpected release of radiation.”

“Wait, so you’re really the result of a freak atomic accident?” Jay waved to a wide-eyed kid in the back seat of a minivan, who responded by screaming for his mom in utter panic. “That’s like something out of a movie or a comic book.”

Braddock shrugged. “So all three of us gained intelligence far beyond what would have been expected. Primal was right next to the wall, so he got the strongest dose of the radiation while the compound was coursing through his brain. He might be one of the most brilliant minds on the planet now. And then there’s me, who’s pretty much just an average joe.”
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