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      In 2015, the novel Hungry Gods broke into the indie ebook scene with a right hook at super-speed velocity. The Identity Crisis Universe (IDCU) unfolded over the years to follow in a four-book series.

      Then, on the 10 year anniversary of the first book of the IDCU, the Creator (author) came up with a mildly chaotic idea to shake up the cosmos. What if the order of the books changed…?

      The existing IDCU was shattered and forged anew with a restructured timeline configuration. Thus forever altering the way Quantum Observers (readers) perceive this universe and the primary players/characters within it.
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      “They say March comes in like a lamb and out like a lion. Well, this year, she’s coming in at a full charge and roaring!

      “No, no. Too cheesy. And not strong enough.”

      Luke (a.k.a. Spitball) adjusted his night-black cowl—the eye holes were slightly askew—and then lowered his amber goggles into place. He surveyed the mayhem below from his perch on the second-story, stone overhang of a bank, then came at it again.

      “Screaming commuters ran in every direction, desperately clutching briefcases like shields over their heads. They ducked into convenience marts and hid in storefront alcoves. The sky was falling, as far as they were concerned. Another monster was on the rampage. It was the end of the world—again!

      “And yet, it was just another day at the office for outlaw superhero and internet celebrity, Spitball!”

      A platinum blonde in a black Miracle Mesh bodysuit swung up next to him on the landing, carrying an old man under her arm. Her long hair swept in and cloaked her face as she lowered her charge to the concrete floor. Rather than wearing the traditional superhero mask, she had recently adopted airbrushing an irregular black stripe across her eyes. Her new costume covered her entire body in shadowy black, from high collar to thigh-high boots. Only her head and fingers were exposed, the latter to allow her to cast the webs that were her namesake.

      Silk Spider made sure the man she’d rescued was comfortably on his butt before letting go of him; his walker, after all, had been left on the street below. The white-haired gentleman caught his breath, then smiled up at her with gaps in his teeth.

      Once he was safe, Spider’s hands were free to slap Spitball on the back of the head.

      “Ow!”

      “Stop your damn narrating and get your ass down there!”

      “I’m working on it,” Spitball protested. “Last time I faced a ten-foot tall monstrosity, there wasn’t much for super-speedy to do. Besides, you left me up here. I can’t fly, you know.”

      “And what’s with that outfit?” Spider demanded.

      Spitball gestured to himself like a QVC model and spun around in a quick, demonstrative pirouette. He was wearing his original black and yellow Miracle Mesh, the costume that emulated the true Phenomenal Five. Before the near-zombie-apocalypse that had devastated the small town of Sunset, Kansas, the Phen Five’s uniforms had been black with hero-specific piping: red for Silk Spider, purple for Stormfront, orange on Flamer, etcetera, etcetera. Post-Kansas, he and the remaining heroes—the Phen Four?—had been wearing solid black. It was both a symbol for the end of an era and a gesture of mourning. Stormfront, Flamer, Dollman, and Gargoyle had all died at Sunset, after all, along with the supervillainess Hive Queen and thousands of civilians. The solid black also went well with the group’s current status as outlaw heroes.

      But the look had grown too Navy SEAL for Luke, too anti-hero for his tastes.

      “I’m bringing sexy back, baby!” he exclaimed, puffing out his narrow chest. “We need to put the color back into our tights. The public needs to know there are still heroes out here. We’re not ninjas, for God’s sake. We’re capes! In these dark times, where the government sets loose zombies and nukes its own Midwestern towns, people need to rely on the old symbols. Straight black is depressing⁠—”

      She slugged him again, this time square in the chest. Pulling her punch or not, it nearly knocked the wind out of him and robbed him of his next line of inspirational rhetoric.

      “I can’t understand a damn word you’re saying,” she said. “You’re talking too fast again. All I caught was you calling me ‘baby,’ for which I’ll punish you later. Right now…” She seized him by the wrist and the scruff of his spandex-like neck in order to point him down toward the pandemonium on the streets below. “Get. Your ass. In gear!”

      Rather than leaving him any option to disobey, Spider simply flung said ass right off the overhang.

      For a panicky instant, Spitball thought he would crash hard into the middle of the street, break half of the bones in his body, and then be run over by a bus. But his superheroic den mother wasn’t quite that cruel. Near-invisible strands of silk webbing went taught at his wrist, neck, and back, swinging him downward like a discarded marionette. He bounced feet-first off the side of a white van, then gently landed in the street.

      “Now, that’s what I call teamwork!” he shouted back, flashing her a thumbs-up.

      Spider watched from above with a satisfied smirk on her face.

      Ah, she loves me, he thought. I’m like the annoying little brother she never had.

      On second thought, no, she doesn’t. Maybe I should keep clear of headquarters for a few days...

      Brakes screeched behind him. In a blink, Spitball had pulled a Duke Boys’ slide across the hood of the van and was standing on the other side of it, ready to dash further if necessary.

      A yellow-checkered cab jerked to a stop. Its open passenger window was even with where Spitball now stood. Had he still been standing there, that taxi would now be parked on top of him.

      The driver stared with a gaping mouth down the block, then snapped toward the speedster.

      “Yes,” Spitball assured him, “it’s a giant slime monster. I suggest you go another way.”

      A gravelly voice buzzed in his ear: “Did someone mention teamwork? Because I could use some.”

      It was Miracle Worker.

      “On my way, W,” Spitball replied.

      Two blocks and as many seconds down the street was the slime monster in question. It was more like twelve feet tall now. (Had it been so big before?) A glistening black giant born from a tar pit—that’s what it looked like to him. And that’s what it smelled like, too; the petroleum stink of hot roadwork and sun-cooked garbage radiated from its amorphic form. The thing was only roughly man-like in shape with one curving hump for shoulders and flowing limbs like sludge geysers in slow-mo. The black volcanic goo it called skin was in constant motion, leaving tarry footprints and residual hand marks everywhere they touched. Its head was little more than an unpopped bubble on top of its body with shadowy pits for eyes and an irregular mouth that drooped down past where its neck should have been.

      The thing gurgled a terrible elephant roar and shook its blunt hands at the heavens, cursing its own existence.

      A woman in a red miniskirt darted out from her hiding spot and ducked into the 7-11 on the corner. The glass double-doors sealed shut behind her, but it was too late. The creature had seen her.

      Another wet curse at God issued from its goo-choked throat. The giant stomped two stride-lengths toward the convenience store and shoved itself into the glass. The whole storefront shattered and collapsed in on itself. The only sound louder than the crash of glass was the screaming from inside.

      Spitball hurtled toward the monster at speeds too fast to follow.

      On the corner, near the convenience store, was a coin-operated newspaper machine. Luckily, the heavy box was only a few hyper-velocity strides away from where the creature had poured itself into the store. If he’d had to propel it any further, Spitball might have dropped it in front of himself and tripped over it. But, with the momentum he had built up in just two blocks—a power stunt he was still developing—Spitball had the temporary strength necessary to grab it by the handles, spin himself around like a whirling dervish, and hammer-throw the thing right into the monster’s flank. The newspaper box impacted the thick sludge and sank deep into the beast’s trunk.

      Spitball stumbled upon release, somewhat out of control and still turning in circles. He unknowingly danced right through the back end of the creature, stomping ankle-deep into what served as its heels and residual footprints. He collected himself a few yards later, right in the middle of Market Street.

      And there he stopped.

      “Uh-oh.” Spitball pumped his legs and tried to raise his knees, but his feet held fast; he was tarred to the spot.

      “Um, little help here?” he squeaked into his comm device.

      His hammer-throw had been semi-successful, though. The slime monster was at least distracted by the newspaper box stuck in its side. Its neckless head turned all the way around and frowned at the obstruction. It poured its arms against the metal cube, then reversed the flow and yanked the object from its body. The discarded metal box clunked and rolled like a child’s toy block.

      A huge, disgruntled child with serious behavior issues.

      And now said child was turning to find the little bastard that had dared distract it from the pretty girl it likely wanted to eat (along with some Slim Jims and a Slushy).

      “Oh shit.” Spitball tapped the comm link in his ear ten times in the span of a second. “Is this thing on? Didn’t someone just mention teamwork a minute ago?”

      Arcs of white and blue electricity crackled and snapped into the giant from Spitball’s left. It moaned in elemental agony, so loudly Spitball expected nearby windows to shatter in response.

      Miracle Worker stepped into view: an African-American man with circular, mirrored goggles; a thick, charcoal-and-grey Santa Claus beard; bundled dreadlocks; and the familiar, neck-to-toe ninja outfit. A rifle-like, silvery device in his arms channeled electricity into the beast. Thick wires linked the gun to a bulky pack on his back, with more cables running from it into a power box on the lamp post behind him.

      “I tapped into the power grid,” Miracle Worker said. His voice came in more clearly through Spitball’s earpiece than across the mere yards between them. The thunderclap of lightning crashing into the monster was so powerful that Spitball could feel it vibrating against his skin.

      “I appreciate the rescue,” he said, continuing to pull at his own feet, “a thousand-thousand-fold, I really do. But please don’t fry me along with the bad guy, okay?”

      “That’s gratitude for you,” came a cocky reply. It wasn’t W who said it, though. (It might have surprised Spitball more if it had been—sarcasm just wasn’t the Miracle Worker’s style.)

      Someone else came up from Spitball’s right. He was the muscular, dreamboat firefighter type, with dirty-blond hair in a military buzzcut and an airbrushed black stripe for a mask, obviously modeled after Silk Spider’s own. And his outfit was a trademark lawsuit in the making, too: all-black salvage from a military surplus store. It looked pretty good, though. The man wore it like he knew what he was doing.

      The stranger gave Spitball a rather suspicious smile, then pulled a very long knife from its thigh sheath.

      “Hey now⁠—”

      Before he objected too strenuously, the man wrapped one arm around Spitball’s leg and pulled, slicing the goo shoe from the street. He had both feet cut free in short order.

      Spitball backtracked a few steps, testing his feet out and finding that they were only as sticky now as having stepped in a lot of gum.

      “Well, thanks, Crocodile Dundee. But I think we can handle this from—Hey, wait a minute! I know you!” He noticed now the bow and quiver on the man’s back. “You’re that walking cliché, Wrongbow.”

      “That’s Longbow,” the man said. He slipped his knife back in its sheath and flipped the recurve bow off of his back. “And you’re welcome.”

      He drew and fired three arrows in quick succession into the sizzling creature’s unstable form.

      Spitball waited for what, to him, seemed a long moment. (Although, admittedly, his sense of time was skewed a bit.) “Well? Aren’t they going to explode or something?”

      “You watch too much TV, kid.”

      “So they don’t do anything?” Spitball demanded. “They… They’re not filled with pink anti-slime foam or, or… anything? Do those skinny wooden splinters look like they actually hurt the monster to you?”

      Lightning fingers arced off of the beast to the nearest traffic light post. The Walk/Don’t Walk sign flickered from red to white and back again, apparently trying to incite a dance riot. The giant bellowed and collapsed against that towering metal pole, three wooden shafts sticking out of its lump of a head.

      Longbow arched an eyebrow in Spitball’s direction.

      “Coincidence!” the speedster barked, some spittle jetting from his mouth.

      Electricity continued to dance up and down the creature’s body, arced against the wrecked facade of the 7-11, and then shot into a metal junction box on the curb.

      The junction box exploded. A flash of sparks and flames leapt in all directions.

      Miracle Worker screamed.

      It was the first time Spitball had ever heard such a thing—W was an emotionally neutral man who’d never expressed pain before. At least, not in his presence.

      W’s thick, steel wool beard frazzled outward and tried to flee from his face, maybe just as freaked out as Spitball had been. Then the pack on W’s back exploded. Sparks sprayed out behind him and flames licked at his scrunchie-tied dreadlocks. His mirrored lenses lit blue for an instant, his hands and muscles tightened in a feedback spasm, and the Miracle Worker fell smoking in the middle of the street.

      With the electric lightshow ended, the tarry colossus staggered back to its feet. The left side of its body was charred and crusty, but didn’t stay that way. The skin that had been cooked hard was being reabsorbed before Spitball’s gawking eyes. In a matter of seconds, the thing would be its old, pliable, monstrous self again.

      So far, the creature was winning.

      One superhero down. Two to go.

      (Well, one and a half—Wrongbow didn’t count as a whole, legit superhero…)
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      “Move, Robin Hood!”

      Spitball grabbed Longbow by the strap of his quiver, rolled him onto his back in a fireman carry, and sprinted away.

      Or tried to, at least.

      This guy probably weighed a hundred and eighty pounds, plus another ten pounds or more in gear. And starting from a cold stop, Spitball had minimal momentum built up to boost his moving power. He took four or five steps hyper-quick, then fell flat on his face right in the intersection. The man’s weight on top of him pressed the air from his lungs and nearly squeezed lunch from other places.

      “Get off me!” Spitball squealed.

      Longbow scrambled off and bear-crawled away.

      Spitball rolled... And a big splat of sludge-arm impacted the very spot he’d just occupied.

      He kept on rolling until he was only a yard from where Miracle Worker lay. Then he looked up and saw that W was still twitching. His teeth were tight and his fingers were squeezed white on the lightning gun in his hands.

      He’s still getting juiced, Spitball realized.

      “I’m coming, Walt!” he cried (hoping afterward that he’d said it so fast no one else—including Longbow—would have understood that he’d just used the man’s real name).

      He leapt to his feet, sprinted impulsively in one direction, then skipped to a stop. His eyes scanned the scene for inspiration. “Nothing.”

      He sprinted off in another direction and, two blocks away, skipped to a stop there, too. “C’mon, c’mon...”

      He needed something to bat away the cables connecting W’s backpack to the streetlight. If he touched the rigging but failed to disconnect it, Spitball could end up starting his own circuit and getting trapped in Juicetown, too.

      Then he spied it: a bicycle parked next to a blue mailbox.

      “Better than nothing,” he grumbled. Then he yelled to Longbow, “Distract it!”

      The SWAT-team reject complied, loosing two shafts into the beast and drawing its ire.

      Spitball tapped his earpiece again. “Women in tights! Where are the women in tights?”

      Then he moved, not waiting for a response.

      The bicycle was a pricy-looking model, obviously well-loved, with piston-powered shock absorbers and foot straps on the pedals. And it had an equally expensive U-bar lock, securing the front tire to the leg of the mailbox.

      “Damn it. Super-strength and steel-chomping fangs are not in my power profile.”

      He looked up and down the street in a hurry and saw nothing else of use. No other blunt instruments and nothing that might help him borrow this bike.

      He looked at his hands and rubbed his fingertips together like a safecracker. “Manual dexterity, don’t fail me now.”

      At high speeds, his fingers could work like a pneumatic ratchet.

      At least, that was the intent. But after only one second, he realized it wasn’t going to work.

      Then he slapped his own forehead (a little too hard at that speed). “Tool belt!”

      The superhero team under Miracle Worker’s unofficial leadership now went equipped with pouches and hidden pockets stuffed with various useful items. One of which was an omni-tool sporting pliers and a small variety of Allen wrenches. (Really, anyone could pick up such a tool for cheap at their local hardware store or Wonder-Mart. He didn’t know why more superheroes hadn’t thought of such a thing before.)

      “Of course, I never thought I’d be stealing someone’s overpriced bicycle to save the day, either.”

      Using his handy-dandy pocket tool, he had the wheel spun off in no time, lifted the remaining bike over his head, and flashed to where W was still plugged in.

      A slow-motion dance was in progress in that same intersection. The twelve-foot slime monster pulled at the shafts in its head with one fingerless appendage and reached toward its tormentor with the other. That arm extended further and further toward the archer, slow as molasses from Spitball’s perspective. Longbow was drawing back to fire another near-worthless arrow into the beast’s throat. At least he wasn’t alone. Silk Spider had just arrived on-scene and was standing on top of an abandoned red coupe, casting web lines into the thing’s back and shoulder in an effort to arrest its reaching arm.

      The world crashed back to normal speed as Spitball arrived at his destination. W lay there still, teeth clenched tight, fingers locked on that damn gun like it was saving his life, rather than threatening it.

      The blur of black and yellow (Spitball) swung its new blue blur of bicycle down hard.

      And its frame bounced right off of the humming cables.

      “Creepshow,” he said, banging down again and again. He was holding the awkward implement by its rear tire and seat, hoping the rubber there would offer some insulation. “I’m naming this monstrosity Creepshow.”

      Several high-speed crashes later, the connections where Miracle Worker had patched into the city’s power grid finally broke free.

      His beard leaked a long sigh of relief, but W didn’t otherwise move.

      Just yards away, the fight had come to a perpetual draw. Spider’s webs had only limited purchase on the creature’s liquid-like skin, and the archer was running out of arrows. “We can’t keep this up forever,” Spider said over the comm.

      A jet-and-amber streak zipped around the thing, stopped just long enough to draw its attention, then shifted away again. The monster swung and hit a brick wall where Spitball had been a moment before.

      “If he leaves a little part of himself behind with each step and every missed fist-o-slam…” Spitball dodged another blow, leaving black residue on the asphalt. “Maybe he’ll eventually be all over the place.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Longbow shouted. He hurried to search the trunk of a curbside car that had been bashed open. “I notice he picks up lost goo whenever he walks over it again. And look at the street.” He came out with a crowbar and tossed it to Spider. “He’s leaving footprint depressions, just a centimeter or so deep. I think he’s absorbing the asphalt.”

      “And who knows what else?” Spider asked. She’d caught the improvised weapon and now took a big, two-handed swing. Black goo spattered as she went clear through the thing’s left leg.

      The wound filled in as it pulled a one-eighty twist and swiped at her.

      “It does look bigger to me,” Spitball said.

      Spider rolled away from the monster and came up next to her teammate. “Walt?” she asked quietly.

      “He’s alive,” Spitball said. That was as much as he could say for sure.

      She touched her earpiece. “Anne, where are you?”

      Mannequin’s voice came back: “Fifth street. Crowd control.”

      “Go get her,” Spider told Spitball. He was en route an instant later and heard Spider’s voice in his ear. “Anne, I’m afraid I’m going to ask you to do your trick. I don’t know what else to do, and Miracle Worker is done. I’m sending the kid your way.”

      “He’s already here,” Mannequin replied.

      From just a few blocks away, you’d have thought it was only a traffic accident going on, or maybe a movie shoot. The typical crowd of gawkers was gathered behind police barricades, cell phones held up in front of their faces, snapping shots or rolling virtual film.

      All you people would die for a good selfie, wouldn’t you? Spitball thought. Then again, he was a young man of the cell phone age, too, and might have been guilty of that himself not so long ago. A jolt of real-world experience, though, especially of the superheroic kind, did wonders for one’s perspective on what was truly valuable in life.

      The police were keeping a growing crowd at bay while superheroine Mannequin addressed a clutch of cameramen and reporters. She wore the “new Phen Five” look, too: the all-black, form-fitting Miracle Mesh jammies with occasional belts and pouches. The difference was that, on her, it looked good.

      Everything did; Anne Luna had once been an international supermodel, after all.

      Though you might not have known it to see her. Anne’s famous face had suffered burns during a big, End-of-the-World-type incident the year before. Despite being a rabid fanboy, Luke didn’t know all the details—no one did, but the Five themselves, of course. But it was obvious that the facial burns had ruined Anne for life in the spotlight. Before that, Mannequin had sported the original Phen Five look in black-and-green duds with the classic, eye-hugging hero mask in a matching shade of emerald. Then she and Stormfront had both gone public with their true identities and she’d only worn the mask here and there.

      Later came the near-apocalypse and the accident, after which she’d hidden her shame behind a white replica of her face. It was the same mask she’d been wearing when Luke and Silk Spider had found her in the underworld of Sunset, Kansas. To be honest, the mask was kind of creepy. (Even more so when Spitball considered that, in the DOD dungeon, her body had been inhabited by a Nazi necromancer!)

      But today, Mannequin didn’t give a damn about the burns or wearing a mask. Anne Luna had her groove back. Her Filipina-tan skin, shoulder-length brown hair, and those trademark cheekbones still accented her smile, scars or no scars. In fact, Mannequin had become the public face of the new Phen Five, just as she’d been in the Stormfront days.

      They called themselves the “new Phenomenal Five,” even though there were currently only four of them. And given their questionable legal status at the moment, finding a fifth member to draw into their unique world of shit had not been a particularly high priority. (And if Bow Boy thought today was an audition for the fifth slot, he had another thing coming…)

      The new Five faced a similar problem to that of the original team: technically speaking, they were outlaw vigilantes. You’re really not supposed to dress up in bullet-resistant pajamas, hide your identity, and go around trouncing people willy-nilly, bad guys or not. And ever since the remaining four had infiltrated NORAD HQ and broadcasted the zombie tango that had really gone down in the town of Sunset for the whole world to see, they’d been even more “outlaw” than ever.

      The United States government—the Pentagon, the Justice Department, and probably better than half of Congress—wanted their spandex-wrapped asses. Badly.

      But just as the infinitely-wise, awe-inspiring Stormfront had done with the world’s first and greatest super-team, so Mannequin and Miracle Worker continued to do with the latest iteration: they used the public’s love as a shield against politics and the strictest letter of the law. If the Five were still saviors in the eyes of We The People, then the G-men wouldn’t dare raise a fist against them. At least, not publicly.

      If they could catch them backstage, though, the outlaw heroes just might find themselves in a deep, dark hole at Guantanamo Bay. Or maybe even clad in loincloths, fighting for survival on some dinosaur-ridden island that time had forgotten. (That would be kind of cool, actually.)

      Fortunately, John and Jane Q Public trusted their superheroes way more than they did their politicians. And Anne’s public relations work helped that cause. For now, though, the on-scene press conference would have to wait.

      “Ready to go?” Spitball asked Anne (in his best, heroic TV voice).

      There was a collective gasp from the crowd and a choir of zooming camera lenses. The speedster had, after all, just zipped in at a Twitter-dominating velocity. So the reporters started in on him, too:

      “Spitball, are you afraid you’ll be arrested today when this is all over?”

      “Do the feds know who you really are? What do you think will happen if they find out?”

      And one was really clever on the draw: “Can even you outrun the federal government?”

      He scooped Anne up over his shoulder and turned back the way he’d come. “Say goodbye, Mannequin.”

      She leaned up enough to address the crowd again. “Goodbye, Mannequin.”

      In a streak of black tights, they were gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took only seconds for Spitball to carry Anne the three blocks to the fight scene. She was still as thin and lithe as she’d ever been on the catwalk, and carrying her was relatively easy, especially once he got moving.

      He set her on her feet next to Miracle Worker and she immediately crouched down to see if he was okay.

      “Feedback popped my safety measures,” W whispered, even his voice sounding strained and frazzled. “Most of the power still went around me, though. Not through me.”

      She placed a hand on his chest. “You’ll be okay, then?”

      Spitball turned back to the action, to assess what he might have missed in the last ten or twenty seconds.

      The monster had raged another block north and now had its back to him. It was standing about knee-deep in a yellow cab that had crashed into and destroyed a glass-paned bus stop. The driver’s side door hung open. Longbow was behind the thing with an empty quiver on his back, stabbing it with the crowbar Spider had been wielding when Spitball left. The length of iron went in and out of the amorphous beast three times, barely getting pulled free again on the third.

      Where the hell was Silk Spider?

      It wasn’t until he heard her cry out that he realized what he was seeing. Why else would the creature be trying to swamp an unmoving vehicle?

      (For a young man gifted with superspeed, the gears in Luke’s brain sometimes turned at an embarrassingly slow pace.)

      Spitball dashed in and rejoined the battle royal. But, while he moved with fluidity, everyone else stood practically frozen in time.

      The sudden jolt of panic in realizing Spider’s situation had subconsciously shoved Luke into hypermode, that space between seconds that he himself could rarely find the door to. Sure, Spitball was fast—he could always be fast—but entering that preternatural state that defied the laws of physics was a trick he was still a long way from mastering. When it did happen, breaking that barrier was usually thanks to pure instinct. For him, there was fight or flight—and then there was hypermode.

      He found Silk Spider just where he thought she’d be: trapped in the front seat of the taxi cab.

      She gripped the steering wheel, mouth open wide in an angry cry. It was hard to tell at her almost non-existent speed of motion, but it looked like she was trying to pull herself to the right. A flood of living tar was frozen in a surge under and over the open driver’s side door.

      And Spider’s left foot was caught inside of it.

      Creepshow’s entire lower half had partially engulfed the front of the car and was in the act of pouring itself into the front seat by any means necessary. In a matter of seconds, the monster would fill the space and effectively swallow the superheroine inside.

      A matter of seconds in real time. Fortunately, Spitball had now penetrated the limbo between those seconds. And now he alone had time to intervene.

      He zipped to the other side of the vehicle, where the passenger side door was wedged closed against the metal frame of the bus stop. The broken windows waited there like jaws of jagged teeth. Even if she could get away from the thing trying to absorb her, even if she could force open that passenger side door with her superior strength, Spider would likely be sliced and diced trying to crawl through the perilous glass shards.

      Longbow (that wannabe) was standing calf-deep in the creature’s rear, trying his damnedest to get the thing’s attention. He was practically throwing himself into it, basically offering to let it eat him instead. In reality, he’d probably end up as the second course; this thing looked like the buffet-stalking type.

      Huh, Spitball thought. The archer was pretty much sacrificing himself to save Silk Spider, however futile an effort that might be. Maybe Dongbow isn’t so bad after all...

      Of course, his sacrifice would be in vain. After the monster absorbed both Spider and Longbow, it would probably get even bigger. Not only would they die, but their deaths would contribute to making the monster even more unstoppable. And the bigger it got, no doubt, the hungrier it would get.
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      The suspension of the world was beginning to wear off. The frozen state of everything was thawing out. Spitball noticed an ever-so-slight uptick in the movement of things. The glistening of sunlight off the monster’s oily black skin. The pitch of Spider’s screaming as the soundwaves came just a tad more quickly. And although slowed to a near stop, those soundwaves still carried a mix of anger and fear. (Yes, even she was capable of dread on occasion, and this being one of them made it an even more dire situation.)

      Don’t think about that, he told himself. If he started meta-thinking, if he came out of the moment to think about how horrible it was and allowed his confidence to get sapped away, he’d likely slip back out of hypermode. And if that happened, they were all doomed.

      “Fear is the mind killer,” he movie-quoted. No time for fear or doubt. Just action.

      Spitball sped around the combined wreckage of bus stop and taxi cab and took a flying, flipping leap over and between Longbow and the monster he’d dubbed Creepshow.

      While accessing the secret door to hypermode was a trick still out of reach to him, he had become more adept at one aspect of his power: momentum. Mass-times-velocity equals… a whole lot of energy. When moving at great speed, even Spitball’s meager buck-sixty of bodyweight accumulated a lot of kinetic power.

      He catapulted himself into the air, flinging his feet over his head and grabbing Longbow’s crowbar with one hand. His kinetic energy carried him well over the monster’s sticky shape and tore the iron bar from both it and Longbow’s grip. Spitball landed on the other side, slid about five feet as if on ice, and hoped he hadn’t just broken the archer’s fingers.

      A fractal moment later, he was back on the cab’s passenger side, knocking out all of the glass teeth, beating the bus stop frame out of shape, and forcing open the door.

      All the while, the world was speeding up a millisecond at a time.

      Spitball raced back around the car. It occurred to him how like sex trying to stay in hypermode was: you go faster and faster, trying to make the most of it while it lasts, all the while losing your grip on the moment; the longer it goes, the harder it is to hold onto, and you know at any second you could pop and it’d all be over.

      “Definitely never relay that metaphor to Cheryl,” he told himself aloud.

      Cheryl— Silk Spider—would never want to hear such a thing come out of his mouth anyway, but if she knew he’d come up with it while rescuing her from a giant spooge monster… She might just break a body part for him.

      Feeling himself about to be pulled free from his superspeed nirvana, Spitball leaped into the air again and brought the crowbar down with both hands. Chopping with it at such velocity turned its blunt edge into a high-speed iron cleaver. It sliced all the way through the amoeba pseudopod that held Spider’s left foot and separated her from the fearsome blob.

      A quarter-instant later, time crashed down like a curling wave over a daring surfer.

      His actual velocity caught up in real time now, and Spitball’s body carried through and threw him hard against the inside of the open cab door. The metal screeched and buckled backward on its hinges.

      Buckled, but did not break.

      The hero, therefore, got bounced back and flung six feet in the other direction. (Along with momentum, which is somehow related to Newton’s second law, he’d also learned Newton’s third law in his elementary physics class: the one about equal and opposite reactions.) Luke felt like Wile E. Coyote suffering through another failed Acme slingshot attempt. He stopped rolling just as his nerves were realizing the bodily pain of being catapulted at high speed onto asphalt.

      And there he lay, face squashed against the cool, rough street.

      A breath he’d been holding for who knew how long rushed out in an exhausted sigh.

      His heart was beating fast. He could feel it against his chest wall.

      A few seconds of rest, he thought. Just lay here half a minute more. You’ve earned that much.

      But those nerves relit and continued firing. Muscles spasmed here and there.

      Luke flopped another half-roll away from the scene, despite his body’s protests.

      Above him now was a blue sky mottled with fluffy white clouds, all cast behind a foreground of foreshortened skyscrapers. With tunnel vision like that, one might think it a lovely day on the edge of spring.

      What had seemed to him a long moment’s rest, however, had only taken a second or two in the real world. And as he rejoined the normal perception of time, he heard Longbow cry out in pain: “Aaagghh! My fingers!”

      Lying on the ground, clouded by a stinging haze that made him wonder if he’d even be able to stand again, Spitball smiled.

      He lay there a couple seconds more.

      Stay down, said a voice in his head. You did your part. Take a break.

      The monster, however, was far from defeated.

      “Damn it,” he sighed. “No rest for the wicked. Or the super-powered and socially responsible.”

      Spitball forced himself to sit up. Muscles and bones popped and ached, and he was sure he felt bruises pooling under his costume, but he wasn’t dead. Not yet. And if he wanted to stay not-dead, and make sure everyone else did, too, he had to get his ass back up off the ground.

      Silk Spider crawled out the passenger side of the taxi, no longer threatened by a jagged glass obstacle course, thanks to him.

      The tarpit Creepshow flowed quickly around the now back-bent car door and caved in the windshield with a heavy pseudopod.

      Too late, though. Cheryl was clear and she sprinted several yards away before turning back to continue the fight.

      It’s like a 50’s movie monster, Spitball thought. Always goes for the girl. But the pretty girls are out of reach now. Just the pretty boy left.

      Longbow was the only hero (if you could call him that) still standing toe-to-toe with the thing. Toe-inside-toe was actually more accurate, as his feet were consumed by its feet.

      Creepshow faced the archer without actually turning around; its rear became its front, reforming so that the rudimentary face reopened at the back of its head. The upper pseudopods it called arms looped backwards but didn’t bother to reach for the man already standing in its own overspill.

      Longbow stared up helplessly, gripping his injured fingers with the opposite hand.

      The monster drew itself into a fifteen-foot tower of glistening black sludge... and engulfed the archer.

      It swallowed him with the formless mass of its own body and Longbow simply disappeared.

      “Oh, shit,” Spitball muttered. “Fuckbow... I left you to die, man. Now what do we do?”

      More screaming. This time, it was Mannequin.

      She ran right out in front of the thing and defiantly planted her feet.

      Creepshow oozed off of the hood of the cab and closer to the newest female on the scene.

      They stared at each other for three full seconds—a long time to the speedster.

      “Can she do it?” Spitball asked himself aloud. “Does Creepshow have enough of a mind…? She has to. That guy’s drowning in there! Do it, Anne!” he shouted, perhaps too fast for her to understand. “Take him!”

      The colossus looked down on her, raised its fists, and gurgled a terrible roar.

      Spitball jumped to his feet, ignoring the pain, and prepared to sprint through and scoop Mannequin out of the threat zone.

      But before he could do it, she disappeared. Her thin, black-clad body was already little more than a wisp of flesh and armored spandex, and before his very eyes, she faded completely out of existence.

      The creature stood dumbfounded. It appeared self-conflicted, arms moving in spurts and jerks, body flowing, stopping, reversing. It remained effectively paralyzed this way for seconds more.

      Then its chest split in half. It parted right down the middle, as if by Moses himself.

      Already poised to take off, Spitball jerked into motion and raced right up in front of the beast.

      Longbow emerged, a yellow-haired fruit inside a rotten banana skin. The archer hovered there, unconscious on his feet for just a moment, then folded streetward.

      Spitball zipped in and caught him as he fell out of the monster’s body. Then he looked up at the tower of black sludge rising before him. “That is you, isn’t it, Anne?”

      Creepshow’s black, wet face flexed into forehead, cheekbones, and a smile that resembled the ex-supermodel. Apparently, the beast had had enough of a mind for Mannequin to displace it with her body piracy. The creature’s consciousness, like any of Anne Luna’s psychic victims, would be shunted away into a tiny prison in Astral Space (wherever the heck that was). Her own body disappeared there, too, into its own private bungalow on Limbo Beach whenever she possessed someone—or something.

      The sludge-sculpted face winked at him.

      He knelt down, allowing the archer’s weight to settle on the street as gently as possible. Black tar clung to Longbow’s SWAT team uniform, particularly in the corners of its buckles. And there were tiny gobs here and there on his face: in the wells of his eyes, a little around his nostrils, stuck in the stubble on his chin.

      Spitball pressed an ear against him. His heart was still beating in there, kind of fast in his opinion. Then he stared, watching the man’s chest. There was no rise or fall, no in-and-out of air movement.

      “He’s not breathing!” Spitball shouted. Then mumbled to himself, “Time to be a hero.”

      He leaned down, closer to the archer’s face... and paused.

      Leaned further, as if into a life-giving kiss...

      Paused again.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this. You so owe me, douchebag.”

      He pinched Longbow’s nose, took in a deep breath, and blew it into the man’s lungs. Mouth to mouth. Two breaths, he thought, and delivered them.

      Spider had followed Stormfront’s example by continuing the Weather Station’s regimen of superhero training. The gang had all spent a Saturday certifying in CPR at the local community center, along with a classroom full of babysitters and lifeguards. (Luke Gillis—alias Spitball—had told everyone in class that he was a campus fireman in-training. And he’d repeated it to the tall red-head, who’d seemed especially interested in knowing.)

      Yup, he was a card-carrying life saver now.

      But Longbow still wasn’t breathing on his own. “Rescue breaths,” he reminded himself. “Check the pulse.”

      He placed two fingers against the man’s throat. Blood was indeed flowing in beats under his fingertips. That was good, at least.

      “Hey,” he shouted, “someone tell the ambulance teams that it’s safe now. Scene’s safe, get your asses in here! I barely know what the hell I’m doing!”

      Two more breaths, mouth to mouth.

      This time Longbow coughed in his face and Luke swore some of that black shit launched into his mouth.

      The archer curled over on his side, sucked air and coughed, sucked air and coughed.

      Spitball patted him hard on the back. “There, there, Goldie Locks. The paramedics will take it from here.”

      Longbow shook his head, still coughing. “Can’t. Go with them. Secret identity.”

      “Oh, come on. A secret ID is for real superheroes. You might as well…”

      The burning glare he received stopped him mid-sentence.

      Then confusion and horror replaced Longbow’s expression. He was staring up at the monster behind his rescuer.

      “Don’t worry,” Spitball said. “Mannequin’s pulling the strings now.”

      He turned to look, too, and then wasn’t quite so sure himself.

      The giant pudding sculpture of Anne Luna was in flux, her eyes, mouth, and cheekbones struggling to retain their shape.

      The creature let out a gurgling cry of pain and literally split in half.

      Literally. Split in half.
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      The terrible black shape cracked right down the middle, rubbery strands of goo indecisively connecting the two emerging shapes. A fresh bouquet of rotten garbage and burning oil permeated the air.

      Soon there were a pair of identical slime monsters half as thick as the original, and each now only (only?) eight feet tall. One of them stood staring down at its own blunt hands. The other turned and stalked away down the street.

      “What the hell?” Spider shouted. She looked back and forth between the new creatures. “What do we do now? Anne?”

      The closer beast stopped feeling sorry for itself and looked down at Spitball with a slightly more human, even feminine face. One eye winked (or was its brow just drooping?) and started after its twin with long, sasquatch-like strides.

      “What’s happening?” Spider asked. She threw a few webs at the first Creepshow as it passed within twenty feet of her. The beast casually allowed the web lines to flake off with whatever droplet they were connected to and continued its retreat. “What’s the plan?” she asked.

      The second twin charged after the first, then crashed into it from behind. The tackle brought both to the ground in one disgusting hump of sludge. The violent rising and falling of glistening, black wave crests suggested a wrestling match, but discerning two different creatures from the mess was impossible.

      Spitball just stared.

      Finally, he blinked free of his horrified trance and looked around for the brains of their operation.

      Miracle Worker was sitting up now. Thank God.

      Paramedic crews appeared from a hidden side street, pushing wheeled stretchers onto the scene.

      “Over here!” Spitball shouted, waving his arms.

      “Just oxygen,” Longbow groaned, struggling to his feet. As if ignoring his own words, though, his body quickly flopped back-first onto a gurney. A ponytailed medic pressed a transparent mask to his face and cranked the valve on a small, green tank. Longbow cupped his own hand over hers and sucked in deep, life-giving breaths.

      “And maybe a splint for these fingers?” he asked, holding up crooked, twitchy digits. “Just buddy tape them together or something.”

      Another pair of medics were trying to convince Miracle Worker not to stand up.

      Spitball was there in a flash. “Are you okay?”

      W gently refused their help. He unlooped a strap over his head and handed the satchel to Spitball. Inside were a number of shiny metal canisters that looked an awful lot like chrome grenades.

      “Uh... Are you sure about this? Even with Anne in there somewhere?”

      W nodded, coughed, and pointed at the real-life mud wrestling tournament going on. “Go. Be quick.”

      “Quick, sir, is my middle name!

      “And say, fellas,” Spitball said to the paramedics. “How about a face-full of that O2 for the man in dreadlocks? Just in case? Can’t hurt, right?”

      W begrudgingly accepted the oxygen as Spitball zipped away.

      Spider was standing by the grotesque fight scene, frustrated and powerless to help. “What can we do? How do we even know if Anne wins?”

      “W gave me the Holy Hand Grenade. A bag of them, actually.”

      Spitball performed a hyper-speed side-shuffle around the monsters in spasm. Shiny metallic bombs thunked into the slimy mass. It was like decorating an alien Christmas tree. In a matter of seconds, the black blob sparkled with ornaments. Some even got ebbed and flowed deeper inside the sludge.

      He paused to admire the collection of grenade pin rings on his fingers, then grabbed Spider just as she was voicing the same concern that had just crossed his mind: If they all blow, won’t that spatter the black tar all over everything? Including us?

      He likely knocked the air from her lungs when he scooped her up over his shoulder, though she apparently didn’t need air to cuss at him for doing so.

      The pair were about a block away when the grenades went off in a series of choked pops.

      Spitball came to an abrupt stop, planted Spider (still on her first string of curses), and whirled around to see the carnage.

      Christmas tree was a good analogy, he told himself.

      Instead of scattering into a million droplets on consecutive explosive shockwaves, the creatures were frozen solid, a horrible sculpture dusted with sparkling white frost; as were the street, the front fender of a blue sedan, and anything else within a ten-foot radius.

      Silk Spider’s obscenities trailed off. “Anne…?”

      The speedster’s reflexes kicked in at the first hint of materialization from the ether. Spitball was halfway there, sliding in just in time to catch Mannequin’s body as she re-entered reality and began falling into the street. He caught her frail form, slipped a little on the frosted asphalt, then caught some traction and brought her back around to the others.

      Anne was conscious but obviously exhausted. She stood up, but only by looping an arm around Luke’s shoulders.

      “That thing’s body,” she said wearily, “was hard to hold on to. Mind, too. Slipped right through my fingers.”

      “You did fine,” Spider assured her.

      “Damn right, you did,” Spitball agreed. “But the show’s over now. Let’s go home before something else shows up! Giant lasagna monster comes to mind... Maybe we should grab lunch?”

      Longbow hopped off his gurney and handed the oxygen mask back to the wide-eyed paramedic. “Let’s go.”

      Spitball held up his free hand. “Sorry, members only. You got the jacket? Didn’t think so.”

      “You’ve got a Members Only jacket?” Longbow asked, mocking him.

      “Figure of speech!”

      “Besides, you’ll need help.” The blond pretty boy braced Miracle Worker, who did look like he could use some help getting back.

      “Nice try,” Spitball objected, “but Spider can carry him and Anne, and I might just jump on top so she can show off. We don’t need any⁠—”

      Spider took Mannequin away from the speedster and scooped her into a comfortable cradle. “Okay, Longbow, follow us. We have a way out without press coverage.”

      Spitball stared in disbelief as the others moved at a quick trot toward an alley.

      “Once again, my vote counts for squat,” he told the paramedics, who stood by in awe. “You guys might as well come along, too.”

      “Really?” The youngest medic’s chubby, hopeful cheeks spread ear to ear.

      “Sorry, dude, I was just kidding. You can’t come.”
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      Miracle Worker had reviewed several blueprints and city works charts on the way over, and he’d already had most of the grids committed to memory anyway. Making the team’s escape from the scene of daring heroics relatively easy. They ducked into a theater basement, slipped down behind a municipal power relay, and then through a trapdoor into an old subway access tunnel. And once they had a safe distance between them, the press, and the authorities of a government that resented them, Spitball could stand it no more.

      The New Phenomenal Four (fifth pending) had a tagalong.

      “Okay, okay. Everybody bring it to a stop, please.”

      They were five shadows in a dark corridor, all black uniforms and flesh tones with one among them sporting more fashionable yellow trim.

      “What’s the problem?” Silk Spider asked.

      Spitball whirled his finger in the air. “Count us,” he said.

      After an uncomfortable moment of silence, W finally agreed with him. “I’m sorry, but he’s right. We do appreciate your help, but the truth is, we don’t know you. I’m afraid this is where we must part ways.”

      “For now,” Mannequin added. “We couldn’t have done it without you, uh…”

      She was fishing for his name.

      Oh, come on, Spitball thought. This is embarrassing.

      The silhouette with the recurve bow on his back stepped closer to the thinnest among them and took her hand. “Longbow,” he said.

      “She knew that,” Spitball muttered.

      “They call me Longbow,” he repeated, heavy with insinuation, and kissed her hand.

      “Give me a break…” Spitball groaned. “Can we keep this PG? There’s women and children about.” Then he saw the glistening strands of web lines flick onto his thighs, knees, and shins. Spider could take them out from under him at will. It was a subtle—or not so subtle—warning to shut his mouth.

      “Thank you for stepping in,” said the shadow with the shaggy beard and dreadlocks, shaking Longbow’s hand. “Things might have otherwise gone very differently.”

      “I was a goner for a minute there, myself,” the archer admitted.

      “Well, you know, it’s not a game for casual... players...” Spitball said, tapering off under Spider’s glare.

      “If it wasn’t for Ms. Luna having the courage to put herself in harm’s way, I’d have suffocated today.”

      Spitball stifled an objection—a deeply offended objection. Who was it that gave you mouth to mouth, the disgusting kiss of life? he wanted to shout. It wasn’t the lovely lady. It was me!

      “If there were more light down here,” Mannequin told him, “you’d see me blushing.”

      Longbow still loosely held her by a few fingers. “I don’t know what kind of heart it takes to give up your perfect form to take on the body of a hideous, inhuman monster… I can’t imagine how frightening that must have been, but I thank you.”

      His head began to bow, perhaps to kiss Mannequin’s hand again. But, in a flash, Longbow was holding Spitball’s hand instead. The speedster then tossed Longbow’s aside as if he’d accidentally picked up a turd. “Save the melodrama for the date you usually hire on Saturday nights, Romeo.”

      The webs on his legs went taut. “One more word out of you…” Spider growled.

      “No,” Longbow said. “That’s fine. Maybe he’s just jealous, thinking I forgot him. Thank you for the CPR, Shitball⁠—”

      “Spitball.”

      “—I really do owe you, too. But today’s adventure is over and I’ll be going. Until next time.” He bowed to the others. “My bow is always yours.”

      W verbally laid out a route that would bring him up behind a frozen yogurt joint five blocks clear of the fight scene.

      “Thanks, Luke,” Mannequin said, once the archer was out of earshot, “but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m sorry. But that guy was way out of line. What is this, the Superhero Dating Game? And who invited him to horn in on our action anyway?”

      Spider gave a sharp tug. Spitball’s legs followed, jerking out from under him and pitching him harshly backwards.
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