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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.

      Enjoy.
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      Northern California - 2015

      Spitball – Luke Gillis. Young hero and apprentice to the Miracle Worker.

      Miracle Worker – William Walter Masterson. “W.” Outlaw superhero.

      Orphan – Liska. “Lisa Booker.” Second android incarnation of Eliska Sadoski.

      

      Belgium – 1941

      Camelot Division

      Merlin – Real name classified. British agent of MI6 and the Secret Operations Executive. Commanding officer of Camelot Division.

      Angelique – Daphne. French resistance fighter turned Camelot agent.

      Konstellation – Konrad. “Konnie.” German ex-patriot turned Camelot agent.

      Vulkan – Sasha. Russian ex-patriot turned Camelot agent.

      Orphan – Eliska Sadoski. Polish teenager and European Resistance fighter.

      Goblin King – Frederick Basserhoff. “Freddie.” Norwegian talent captured by the Nazis.

      Percival Company – British paratrooper commando unit redesignated as Camelot Knight escort. Percival’s Senior Enlisted Leader: Colour Sergeant Abernathy.

      

      Sicily – 1942

      The Underdogs

      Nightingale – Real name classified. American spymaster of the Office of Strategic Services. Commanding officer of the Underdogs.

      Samson – Real name classified. Enjoys being called “Uncle Samson.” American Army sergeant turned Underdog agent.

      Doctor Twilight – Dr. Ervin Booker. “Doc.” American scholar turned Underdog agent.

      Pangea – Real name unrevealed. “Pangie.” American circus performer turned Underdog agent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      September, 1939. Poland.

      With the steady hand of a surgeon, Eliska Sadoski reassembled the tiny metal gears within the silver saucer of the pocket watch. They had to fit together perfectly, miniscule teeth matching teeth, layered atop one another in an intimate dance of unity. Her green eyes, young as they were, hardly felt sufficient for assessing the task. The tweezers, pinched between thumb and forefinger, were almost too cumbersome for the job. Yet she had a natural knack for the work that made up for all inadequacies.

      She finished the delicate work, replaced the circular watch face and hands, then the final glass cap. Resurrected back to mechanical life, the hands ticked with precision.

      Eliska smiled at her own work and at the small circular photograph of her deceased mother at rest in the hinged cap of the pocket watch. The photo was, of course, cast in shades of grey. She had no memories of her mother in the fleshtones of life. She’d died of fever when Eliska was not yet two years old. Now she was just days away from her fourteenth birthday.

      Her father’s shadow appeared over her.

      “Eliska,” her father gasped, his voice colored with (possibly exaggerated) admiration. “You fixed it. That’s amazing!”

      “Papa, please,” she replied modestly. “It is not that amazing.”

      “Well, it is to me.”

      Eliska had always shown a natural aptitude for all things mechanical. Her father, on the other hand, had a very green thumb. Two of them, he always joked when someone commented on it. Although Eliska assisted her father in the flower shop and knew that someday it would fall on her to take over the family business, she held a secret dread for that destiny. Her thumbs were narrow and deft, but not green.

      That inheritance also assumed his death, which she hoped would never come.

      Mikolaj Sadoski was a stocky man with a sun-worn face, heavy moustache, and a bit of a belly. He wore an apron that was even more genuinely green than his thumbs. It went on every morning when he dressed and didn’t come off until he readied himself for bed each night.

      A bed that he would never see again…

      Mikolaj closed Eliska’s hand within his own, simultaneously snapping shut the silvery clam shell in her palm. “A miracle worker,” he told her, squeezed her in his other arm and kissed the top of her head.

      Suddenly, woeful cries sounded from outside.

      People ran by the flower shop’s large front window. Words were shouted down the street, muffled by a clutching panic in the throat that had forced them out. A man and woman across the way were like frightened rabbits caught between a dog and the fence, starting this way, then that, but getting nowhere.

      A bearded man stepped into view just outside the door, placed his fedora over his heart, and stared to the east.

      “It’s coming,” her father gasped, pressing her further into his embrace. “They’re here. I never really believed...”

      Eliska slipped the watch into a pocket of her dress and they both went out to the sidewalk.

      Her father’s rough hand encompassed hers.

      The narrow brick street was choked by a column of soldiers and vehicles. The men were mostly young—not much older than Eliska herself—with short hair and shaven faces, all dressed in the khaki and brown uniforms of the Soviet Red Army. Russian officers and their attendants rode in roofless autos. A few came on horseback or in armored jeeps. There were large trucks and several tanks: armored behemoths like blocks of steel, moving squeakily forward on rotating tracks and bearing a huge cannon on their turrets.

      Eliska was fascinated by the tanks, such powerful machines. She thought of the interlacing gears of the pocket watch and wondered what made the steel monsters work.

      Father and daughter watched as the column continued into their town, filling the narrow cobblestone street. The marching, rolling army curved south, filling the village roads and alleys, and came to a stop.

      Her father’s grip on her hand had tightened to an almost painful level of pressure.

      A man approached them. His uniform boasted more decorations than the others, as well as scarlet shoulder boards and a red-ribboned cap. He eyed Eliska with a smirk on his hawkish face.

      The officer addressed her father. Fear and confusion clouded Eliska’s mind; she did not register what the man was saying, only his tone of unquestioned authority. He spoke as if he had been here all along, empowered by the people of this town, not as a stranger just arrived.

      He summoned more men to his side.

      Now her ears worked again, unhindered by the confusion of how her world was rapidly falling apart. The officer wanted to come into the shop for tea and lunch. And he expected Eliska to serve it to him.

      Her father could cook or leave, the choice was his, but the girl—the slender, blonde-haired girl not quite fourteen—she was to be his personal attendant for the day. She would serve them lunch. And sit on his lap while he ate it.

      A cry of rage and despair gurgled from her father’s throat. She felt the crushing force of his hand on hers and then the absence of it when he let go. Her father was not a big man, never violent, but he was strong that day. He struck down the officer. A single blow to the face that caught the man by surprise and knocked him on his rear there on the sidewalk. In front of his men. In front of the townsfolk he meant to conquer.

      She heard the gunshot and everything else went silent. The terrible crack was the only sound she’d kept in that several minutes of distorted memory. Even her own scream hadn’t registered in her ears or been retained in her mind.

      Two men—boys, mere boys in uniform, barely older than herself—grabbed at her. She fought back, eluded them. Others gave chase.

      She ran into the street, between hulks of steel. Soldiers were everywhere. They outnumbered every man, woman, and child in town. There was nowhere for her to run. She became trapped between them, among them. Some of the youthful soldiers’ faces were scared too. Some were serious. Others smirked at her, a frightened deer on the run from a pack of playful wolves, the way the officer had smirked at her.

      Eliska backed away from those sneering, violent faces and came up against a steel-skinned monster. She pressed her body and hands against its cool, metal surface.

      It was a Soviet tank.

      And somehow, much like the watch, Eliska understood it.

      With soldiers on either side, frothy from the chase, laughing and leering, she felt the tank move. The turret rotated and lowered, peering like a vengeful telescope at those that threatened her.

      Men backed away then. Someone shouted at the crew inside, demanded to know what they were doing. Confusion called back.

      There was a large truck following behind the tank, parked several yards in front of Eliska now. The driver had a chubby face and wide, white eyes. He dove out of the cab but his passenger did not. Nor did the dozen or so men riding in the back. They must not have understood what was about to happen. No one did. No one could.

      The howitzer fired.

      Eliska felt the concussive shockwave more than she heard it. Yet it deafened her.

      The truck exploded. Shards of glass, steel, and stone struck Eliska’s face, arms, and body. Smoke and fire filled the narrow street. Men lay on the ground. Others fled.

      By the time the smoke and chaos had cleared, Eliska Sadoski was gone.
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      “I still don’t understand why I have to be here,” Luke Gillis said.

      He was a young superhero-in-training, after all. (And let’s be honest, after everything his spandex-sporting alter ego Spitball been through in the past year, how much “in-training” still applied?) His time would be better spent back in Opal Bay, thwarting bank robbers and helping old ladies across the street.

      Luke sat in the back seat, watching the wooded countryside of northern California go by his window. The man he called “W”—William Walter Masterson, a.k.a. the Miracle Worker—was driving the shiny black BMW. And Liska—the android embodiment of Eliska Sadoski, a.k.a. Orphan—was in the passenger seat. They had been on the road for more than two hours, headed north toward Liska’s business facility, September Technologies. The ride had been a quiet one, for the most part. Luke figured Liska was deep in thought, anticipating the encounter that lay ahead. W just didn’t talk much. Respect for them—and the radio filling the void—had kept Luke’s usual motor mouth shut for most of the trip.

      About six minutes ago, however, they’d lost reception of the pop station that’d kept his mind occupied.

      “Because at some point,” Liska told him, in answer to his question, “you have to start doing the hard stuff.”

      Her gaze, too, watched the slatted rays of sun go by through the trees. Luke wondered if they were actually seeing the same thing or if her artificial eyes perceived them differently.

      “I thought battling robots, arms dealers, and supervillains was the hard part,” Luke countered.

      “You’re young,” Liska said. “You would think that.”

      “That may be physically challenging,” W added, “but the really difficult battles are the emotional ones.”

      Ha! Luke scoffed inside his head. That coming from the least emotional person I’ve ever known!

      “Relationships,” Liska sighed. “That’s always been the most challenging thing for me. And I’ve had ninety years to get them right. Trust. Loyalty. Love. Sharing your secrets and your vulnerabilities. Those things are difficult. And this thing I face today... If my skin were capable of goosebumps, I’d have them. This will be the hardest thing I’ve had to do in... decades.”

      Through the gap between the seats, Luke could see W’s hand reach over and take hers. Honestly, he was impressed; behind those impenetrable, reflective sunglasses, Walt Masterson just might be a warm-blooded human being after all.

      Is it strange that I expected the replicant to be more emotional than the flesh-and-blood person sitting next to her?

      Liska Sadoski—at least the one Luke had known these past several weeks—was technically an artificial being. Her body was synthetic, advanced technology of her own design. But her mind and memories had been copied over from her previously living body. The real Eliska Sadoski had been eighty-nine years old when she passed away in December, four months ago. This Liska Sadoski—the one staring out the window in deep reflection—had been living an entirely separate life from her creator for over a year. She was a creature out of Japanese anime, an attractive young woman with the physical power of a forklift and the mental capacity of Terminator’s Skynet. She also had warm soft skin, a petite frame, and a face perpetually frozen at about thirty years of age.

      (“What self-respecting woman really wants to be twenty again?” she had asked Luke before. He still didn’t quite understand that attitude, but figured when he was thirty or forty years old himself—or ninety, for that matter—maybe he would.)

      “How many kids do you have?” Luke asked, thinking of the purpose of their journey.

      “Three,” she answered solemnly. “Four grandchildren and five great-grandchildren.”

      “And six great-great-grandchildren?”

      She allowed herself a small laugh. “That would seem to fit the pattern, wouldn’t it?”

      Liska released W’s hand to wipe at her eye, then scoffed at herself. “I expected tears,” she said, looking at her fingers. “I thought I would be crying just now. I felt it emotionally, in my mind, but this body isn’t built to cry. My eyeballs are kept moist—lubricated—so they look shiny and glossy like anyone else’s. But there are no ducts for tears.” She closed her hand into a fist, placed it in her lap, and resumed staring out the window.

      I’m starting to see why this is the hard part, Luke admitted silently.

      W slowed the vehicle and took a left turn down a lonely road into the spring forest.

      To Grandmother’s house we go… Luke thought. Or the witch’s gingerbread house.

      Another hundred yards and the jet-black luxury sedan approached the gate of a large, fenced-in industrial complex. He expected to see a sign reading September Technologies but the place was unlabeled. A uniformed security guard came out of the booth to greet them. W rolled down his window and presented an ID.

      “Well, Mr. Masterson!” the gate guard said, pleasantly surprised. “We haven’t seen you in quite a long time.” He stooped down and surveyed the other passengers. “Miss Booker,” he said to Liska, “good to see you again, as well.”

      He gave Luke a nod in the backseat, called him sir, then stepped back into the booth and activated the gate. The front section of the ten-foot-tall fencing rumbled on its track out of their path.

      “‘Miss Booker?’” Luke asked. “Isn’t that⁠—?”

      “Doctor Twilight’s name, yes,” Liska finished for him. “Ervin Booker and I... were very close friends, once upon a time. In the ‘40s, and especially in the ‘50s. Really, until the politics of the Vietnam War drove a wedge between us. But since my construction and copying into this body, I have been known by the alias Lisa Booker. The staff here know me occasionally, as I come and go. No doubt they suspect that I’m a granddaughter or great niece of some kind. The family, on the other hand, I have been very careful to avoid. Obviously, no one could know that there were two Eliska Sadoskis.” She chuckled quietly to herself. “Actually, there were three us not long ago. But I certainly couldn’t tell Liska’s family that. My family.”

      Her voice took on an even more serious tone: “And now, as they still mourn the death of their matriarch, that’s exactly what I must do.”

      The September compound covered several acres. The majority of buildings were industrial in nature, large steel-walled structures like aircraft hangars. A couple had smokestacks with lazy curls of vapor rising skyward. One smaller, brick-faced building served as the home office. Outside of it were well-kept hedges and a colorful flower garden. Being early April, red and yellow blossoms were in bloom. The BMW eased to a halt there, among several other vehicles already in the parking lot. Most were expensive models that Luke doubted he’d ever be able to afford himself.

      Once the engine was off, the three of them sat in silence for several breaths. Then W’s reflective sunglasses appeared in the rearview mirror.

      Luke frowned at them. “Guess I’m up, huh?”

      They both regarded Liska, who was watching the outside again.

      “I recognize most of these vehicles,” she said quietly. “Looks like everyone’s here.”

      “Are you ready for this?” Walt asked her.

      She sighed heavily—a very human gesture for an android.

      “Yes,” she said at last.
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        * * *

      

      The office lobby was a large rotunda with dark green walls, a skylighted ceiling, and clusters of golden oak furniture. Roughly a dozen people occupied the chamber, ranging from middle-aged and grey-haired to an infant swaddled by a slender blonde in a white dress. Those who were seated sat in small groups, sipping coffee and quietly talking amongst themselves.

      Until, that is, Luke entered through the main double doors. Then the chit-chat quickly died off.

      A man who had been pacing stopped to stare. He had curly, charcoal grey hair and a matching suit and tie. Luke took him to be Liska’s eldest son and heir.

      “Hello?” the man said cautiously. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m, uh...” Luke wasn’t quite sure what to say. Now I understand why this is the hard part!

      “Are you the person we’re here to meet today?” the man asked. It was plain that his nerves were frayed. Luke didn’t know what they had been told, if anything, but they obviously suspected something was up. Dark family secrets to be revealed? Some mysterious majority shareholder popping up to take their inheritance away? Legal troubles following the founder’s death?

      “Sir,” Luke began, “I’m here to break the ice, so to speak. So she’s not the first person you see come through that door. My job is to set you up for a little surprise and reduce the shock a bit, if I can. But I guess I should have spent those last two hours in the car figuring out how I was going to do that.”

      “What are you talking about?” A brunette with Liska’s pointy nose appeared to Luke’s right. She looked to be about forty; maybe a granddaughter.

      Luke cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I came in here to introduce you to someone.”

      Just then the doors opened behind him. Walt Masterson and Lisa Booker entered the room, holding hands. The android appeared as nervous as her son.

      The man stared. Others, who had been seated around the room, stood up. The baby made fussy noises against the quiet backdrop.

      “Who are—?” began the grey-haired man.

      “My God,” the brunette gasped. “You look just like her. I mean, a younger her.” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Who are you? A long-lost granddaughter? Where are you from?”

      “I knew it,” hissed a poisonous woman somewhere in the room. “Shows up months later, out of the blue, just to claim some inheritance! Well, she can’t have any!”

      “Shut up, Sarah,” someone said.

      “Merle.” Lisa Booker came forward and took the grey-haired man’s hand. Her green eyes seemed on the edge of impossible tears and her lower lip trembled. “It’s me. It’s mom.”
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      Luke then embarked on his second mission of the day: to take the youngest members of the Sadoski clan out of the room while the grownups had their emotionally upsetting come-to-Jesus conference. Or come-to-reality, anyway. (Jesus probably didn’t have much to do with digital resurrections.)

      W handed over the car keys with some hesitation.  He still looked strange to Luke without his trademark sooty Santa Claus beard; ever since the bad guys at Brahma’s Oasis had shaved part of it off, Walt had only maintained a dense and continuous five o’clock shadow. He held out the keys in half-curled fingers, a parental warning somehow reflected in the angle of those mirrored sunglasses: Don’t scratch the car.

      “What, you trust me with the kids but not the BMW?” Luke whispered, rather offended, and plucked them from his palm.

      “I’ve seen you drive,” W retorted.

      In his defense, Luke was a super-speedster. He had preternaturally quick reflexes and more than a little experience maneuvering at high speeds. The limitation was in how the vehicle handled, not in its driver. At least not this driver, he thought.

      But safely below the speed limit, he took four of the five youngest Sadoskis out for a healthy Sunday brunch of hamburgers and French fries. (The infant had stayed with his mother.) It was a bit of a drive to find civilization again but, where there’s a highway, there’s always gas stations and fast food. The expedition included a curly-haired, teenaged granddaughter who did look an awful lot like the android he’d come to know. With her along, at least, Luke had someone to talk to and the little ones didn’t fear they were being abducted by a stranger.

      He even got a taste of being a mentor himself, asking the girl about high school and her future choices in life. Not that he was an expert on making great choices after high school, but she didn’t need to know that. To his own surprise, he therefore was an expert on bad choices and could actually counsel her on the pros and cons of community college versus university.

      By the time they returned to the September compound, the hardest part of the conversation was over. Tears were hastily wiped away as the parents hugged their newly returned and confused kids.

      Luke learned that W had resigned himself to one of the research offices in the building and so sought out his mentor there. He joined W and passed the next big block of time by internet surfing and catnapping.

      Sometime later he awoke alone, found that the Sadoski family members had departed, and that a waiting text message on his phone instructed him to locate the pair of superheroes at the “home office.” After a bit of wandering, a security guard informed him that his destination lay at the eastern rear of the compound.

      The two-story house appeared Victorian-style from the outside and served as both home and office to the late Eliska Sadoski. It was painted sandy beige and forest green with red trim and, Luke felt, would decidedly not fit in any California neighborhood. Through the front door was the secretary’s office. Being Sunday, however, there was no secretary present. (Really, there probably hadn’t been since the CEO’s passing.) Luke quickly figured out that the unlocked door to the right led to a meeting room and business suite. The locked elevator door to left rose to the residency.

      Liska buzzed him in and greeted him on the second floor with an unexpected embrace. “Thank you so much for today, Luke.”

      “Oh,” he said, not quite sure what to make of it. “You’re welcome.” He understood, of course, it just wasn’t a side of Liska’s personality that he’d seen in the few weeks of their acquaintance. He’d almost sooner expect a hug from Silk Spider—almost.

      She released him, snatched up her cup of red wine, and invited Luke to make himself at home.

      The second story was a very clean, stylish home in differing shades of soft grey. W sat comfortably at a kitchen table with his own glass of wine, mirrored spectacles resting on the tabletop. Despite the amount of time Luke and his mentor spent together, he rarely saw the man’s eyes. They were a lighter shade of brown than most would probably expect. Liska sat across from him and gestured for Luke to sit, too.

      “Help yourself,” she added. “The bottle’s open over there and the glasses are above. Looks like the family divvied up most of her collection, but Liska kept a few bottles here. She didn’t just buy the stuff to possess it, like most people do. She bought it to drink. All good, expensive vintage. I’m afraid they cleared out all the food. It’d be stale and spoiled by now anyway.”

      “Thanks.” The dry, bitter stuff wasn’t really his thing, but it had been an awkward day and wasn’t getting any less so. He could use a drink.

      The kitchenette merged with the living room where the beige tile met the grey carpet. Luke opted for the living room set versus sharing close quarters at the table with his elders.

      “So you can get drunk?” he asked, sliding into a plush grey recliner, careful not spill a drop on the furniture.

      “No,” she said. “But I can taste it, and smell it, thanks to my chemoreceptors. I still enjoy food and drink, even if it does just pass through my rudimentary digestive system. My body takes out a few specific nutrients and some water, but the rest just comes back out the other end.”

      “Hmm, fascinating,” Luke said, rolling his eyes and taking a sip. Just what I wanted to imagine, he thought, an android popping a squat to release undigested food. Let’s say… chop suey with vegetables?

      And now I made it worse. Why do I do that to myself?

      Liska sighed wistfully. “Food and drink are hard habits to break after almost ninety years.”

      “What’s that like?” Luke asked. “Suddenly living a separate life from… yourself?”

      “Very strange.” She sipped her wine with a far-away look in her green eyes. “Empowering. Crippling. It sets you free to live anew, to break away from the path you’ve felt trapped on for so long. While at the same… It kicks you out of the home and life you’ve spent everything to build. And it separates you from those you love.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      Luke has never been good with moments of silence. He dared ask the hard question—after all, that’s what they wanted him to learn, wasn’t it?

      “So how did that go, if you don’t mind me asking? The whole ‘Lisa Booker’ thing? What should I call you, by the way? Lisa or Liska? I guess there isn’t much difference.”

      “There’s not,” she said. “Verbally or otherwise. You’ve known me as Liska, I’ve always been Liska. ‘Lisa’ is an alias, something to hide behind. I was Liska for almost eighty-eight years before this body was created, so… Does that answer your question?”

      “Sure. Liska it is.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, that’s who I am. I just got a new lease on life to go do things that my fragile mortal coil was not able to. And my responsibilities would not allow me to do. To fight again, like I had been doing my entire life.”

      “And you remember it all?” Luke asked. “I mean, you said before that the process was slightly different from the one that created ‘Manga-Man.’ By the way, have I mentioned that I suggested a much cooler superhero-type name for⁠—”

      “Yes,” W piped up. His usually flat voice had an edge of annoyance to it. “‘Max Overdrive.’ We’ve heard it.”

      “Oh.”

      They all sipped wine. The room was still.

      “I think it’s a cute name,” Liska finally said with a grin. “And I actually don’t remember everything, to answer your question. The process can’t copy eighty-plus years of life into an artificial medium. It couldn’t even copy your twenty-some years.”

      “Twenty-three,” Luke provided.

      “The human brain is a miracle of millions of years of evolution. The cybernetic brain between my ears is just man-made. Or more correctly, woman-made. Although Walt helped.”

      W flashed a smile of acknowledgement.

      An annoyed, non-monotonous tone and a smile? Luke thought. Why, William Walter Masterson, I do believe you’re getting a bit tipsy!

      The android continued: “Only the most important memories and mental aspects are duplicated into the cybernetic brain. Your typical nine-to-five day at work, Sundays spent on the couch doing nothing, hours of sitting in traffic, none of that experience is brought over. It isn’t important. It doesn’t make big enough contributions to what makes you, you.

      “So in Liska’s long life, only the significant memories made it over. The ones that helped create and support the personality that was to be copied. Much of her recent memory came over—recent at the time, of course—but only the biggest and most traumatic events from before that. For Liska, that’s mostly times of conflict and the births of her children. Those are the building blocks, the keystones. Which actually might explain why Orchid and I are perhaps even more militant and fiercer defenders than the original woman was.”

      “I don’t know,” W added. “The original Liska Sadoski was a pretty fierce and independent woman herself.”

      “Orchid?” Luke asked.

      “The first android copy. You may have met her.”

      “I don’t think so,” Luke said. “I’m pretty sure I would remember that!”

      Liska swished some wine around her mouth. Orchid didn’t seem to be a topic she was willing to expound upon at this time. She’d had a trying enough day as it was, Luke decided, so he bounced back to the previous conversation: “So, uh, who decides what memories are important enough to copy over to the cyborg noggin?”

      She swallowed. “Your brain does. Areas of thick innervation and dense neurochemistry draw the machine’s attention. Imagine your brain is a world. The densest, busiest cities on the globe, those are copied over. The ones with the most roads and heaviest traffic coming and going.”

      “So you’re mostly the original,” Luke said. “The important parts of the original.”

      “Yes. My consciousness was an imitation of hers at that time, with the most important scaffolding there to prop it up. Once I opened my own eyes, I was on a divergent path from the one I’d just left. Having my own experiences, making my own new memories in this independent body. Given enough time, I would develop my own personality, too. And I have. Although, one could argue I was born with a subtly different personality already, since I wasn’t an exact copy in the first place. Much of the scaffolding and building blocks that make up me come from Liska’s younger life. She was just a teenager when fighting in the European underground of World War Two. She learned hard lessons, forged in fire. She was a survivor. That’s how she made it to be eighty-nine and die of old age. Plenty of bullets and bad people tried to kill her along the way. But they couldn’t do it.”

      “And that was without a Terminator body,” Luke said. “Now you’re a full-fledged superhero!”

      The blonde android scoffed. “Young man, Liska was among the first superheroes. But back in the war, the squad of ‘talented’ do-gooders didn’t wear spandex. And believe it or not, they got shot at a lot more often than you do.”

      “That’s some cool shit!” Luke said with glee. “Any stories you’d like to share? Do you remember any of them enough to⁠—”

      “Do I remember? Aren’t you listening? Young people today,” she said to Walt. He cracked a smile. So did she. “I have a computer for a brain, Luke, and can access it more readily than the original ever could. While organic memories are there, they get locked in and distorted over time. I don’t have that problem.”

      Her emerald eyes stared thoughtfully again. “Perhaps that’s where the notion of the Golden Age comes from.”

      Walt scowled in concentration, puzzling out her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, a ‘golden age’ is often defined as an ideal, often imaginary time of the past where everything was better, perfect even. Men were stronger and more virtuous. Women were more beautiful and adventurous. Until whatever corruption and corrosion got us from then to now. Even Homer in his epic poems talks about a golden age before the time of Achilles and Odysseus. In our minds, we usually remember things from the past as being much closer to perfect than we have now. Virgin, even. Then comes the fall from grace and loss of innocence. That’s what I remember. The loss of innocence that can never be given back.”

      Luke felt it was his nerdly duty to also point out that, “That era—World War Two—is generally considered the Golden Age of comic book superheroes too, you know. That’s what they call it.”

      “Where do you think they got that idea, junior?” she snapped back. “Angelique, Uncle Samson⁠—”

      “Uncle Samson?”

      “That’s right. Doctor Twilight.”

      “Doctor Twilight, too?”

      Both were foundational figures of the modern super-human era. And both had recently had their own falls from grace and innocence. So had Luke and his own alter ego, the super-speedy Spitball.

      But now, apparently, there was more to their stories. Secret history.

      A great giddiness stirred in Luke’s belly, like a kid who was about to be told the real story of Santa Claus. One that, no doubt, involved a lot more ass-kicking and a lot less reindeer.

      “I tell you what, young superhero,” Liska said, jerking her chin toward the kitchen counter. “You pull the cork on that other bottle over there, top off our glasses, and make yourself comfortable. And then I’ll tell you some war stories you can’t get down at the VFW...”
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      Eliska Sadoski sat crammed in shoulder-to-shoulder with Camelot Division’s Percival Company on an American-made C-47 Skytrain aircraft. She leaned against the parachute on her back and cradled her Mark I STEN submachinegun between her knees and the secondary chute bundle on her lap. It was a tight, nervous environment, so many people packed into a large can cruising high through the night sky. While she could appreciate the existence of such a flying machine, she didn’t especially enjoy being stuffed inside of one with so many other people. The cabin was very dimly lit, showing only the irregular shapes of kitted-out soldiers among the foreboding shadows. The ever-present vibration of the plane’s droning engines and the hush of air past an open hatch at the rear drowned out all other noise. Not that there was anything to hear anyway.

      There were fifteen men and one other woman aboard the aircraft—not including the two pilots in the cockpit—and not a soul was speaking aloud. They were all, no doubt, thinking of their imminent deaths. Jumping out of an airplane over enemy territory was generally a bad idea. And for this mission, being so deep into Nazi-held Europe, they were jumping a little higher than normal. If they survived that, they could then get on with their mission.

      First jump two thousand feet to the ground, she thought. And then the hard part begins.

      Strangely, sadly, Liska was not afraid. Despite the fact that she was only fifteen years old. She was definitely the youngest soldier present but, she suspected, she was not the least experienced. Liska had probably seen more action in her young life than half of these British Commandos. After all, England—as far as she was concerned—had been a peripheral fighter in this war. She’d been in the thick of it since the very first day, roaming from one resistance cell to the next, one country to the next country, ever since.

      And, on that very day, a not-yet-fourteen-year-old young woman had decided that she had nothing to live for. If Eliska Sadoski was killed angry and alone in her fight against the Nazis, then so be it.

      That’s what made her such a fierce and fearless soldier: she had nothing to lose.

      The man pressed against her right shoulder belched loudly. It was the warning of an anxious and volatile stomach. Either the flight or the mission was getting to him.

      She glanced sideways at his face. Even under the pale glow of the passenger bay lights, the man was sickly looking.

      Yes, she told herself. I’m tougher than these boys. These men.

      A voice that was not her own popped into her mind: Starboard side, Liska. That para looks green about the gills. Don’t get any on you.

      Her eyes flicked up at the man seated across the narrow compartment from her, their knees separated by maybe thirty inches. He grinned back mischievously.

      Merlin was the commander of the British Special Operations Executive’s Camelot Division. And he had been in charge of its predecessor, the Spirit Host Project, before that.

      After a year and half in various resistance cells across Europe, he had found and recruited her. Liska had joined Camelot just three months ago and already felt more at home than she had with any of those bands of freedom fighters.

      (And in her most skeptical moments, she wondered if this quick bonding with Camelot could really be true, if Merlin hadn’t somehow implanted that feeling of family loyalty inside her. She still sometimes had such flashes of doubt; perhaps it was just another ugly survival instinct born from being on her own for so long?)

      Those resistance groups that had taken her in had all been more like desperate animals backed into a corner, fighting for their survival against a harsh, ever-present enemy. And she’d been on her own, fleeing across a war-torn continent. Trust was a more difficult commodity to come by than food or ammunition. Especially when those resistance fighters saw her more as a naïve, vulnerable girl. Some had tried to take advantage of her… and paid the price. Others had turned their fear and superstitions against her when they saw what she could do.

      Trust was something Liska could never afford to fully give over. You never knew when it would sour with those war bands of irregular troops and victimized survivors. But England’s Camelot Division had been different. So far, at least. Part of an organized, disciplined army. And being with the four of them, specifically, these people that were more like her.

      Merlin’s face was deceptively youthful for a man of such responsibility. He was thirty-odd years old, but his whiskerless baby face and red, wavy hair suggested more of a college-bound aristocrat than an MI-6 agent.

      We must all grow up too fast in this war, she thought.

      Merlin’s smile shrank away. Yes, I’m afraid we must.

      Liska started. She hadn’t actually intended him to overhear that comment, being inside her own head. Of course, she should have known better.

      Perhaps someday in the future, Merlin went on, when this is all over, we might all have the luxury of going backward to be kids again. For a short time, anyway.

      Merlin was a fellow talent. A leader and researcher of talents, in fact.

      That was the term coined for people like them, individuals with special abilities. She certainly liked talent better than witch or freak, both of which she’d been accused of being over the last year and half. Even in a war against monsters like the Nazis, those she’d fought alongside still found ways to be more afraid of her than the army conquering them.

      Liska’s talent was understanding machines, even to the point that she could control them. When she touched something mechanical, it was as if it became a part of her. Her mind explored it, mapped it out, and solved it like a puzzle, at nearly the speed of thought. And once she had done that, she could manipulate that machine like twitching a finger or flexing a muscle.

      Merlin’s talent was speaking with his mind. And more than that. He could read minds; forcibly, if need be. And he could communicate more than just words—feelings, images, battle plans, entire languages! Liska’s terribly broken English had improved dramatically since joining Camelot. She’d learned basically by osmosis; Merlin’s own native language being a constant, gentle pressure pushing into her consciousness. Over the last three months she’d become fluent enough to get by in any conversation. Though she did still retain her Polish accent. Whether that was natural or by force of her own will, she couldn’t say, but she was glad for it. Liska would never give up her heritage or the hint of her father’s voice in her own.

      Of course, Merlin wasn’t the man’s real name. You’d think that if an entire language could seep into her mind that she would know his real name by now, too, but she didn’t. And that was how he preferred it. Liska knew only what Merlin specifically said about himself. Intrinsic knowledge did not flow both ways from mind to mind; Merlin had conscious control of that valve.

      Supposedly he did not open the flow the other way, either. He promised them all that he did not pry into their thoughts or deeper minds without permission. A foundation of trust, he’d explained, was absolutely necessary. If they could not count on some level of normal human privacy from his talents, then how could they depend on one another? How could they ever hope to function as a combat unit? So even though he didn’t share his true name with them, he had told them all as much as he could about himself.

      As Merlin, he held a high-ranking position with MI-6 and SOE, British secret intelligence. He’d been picked at a young age to join his government’s new research department investigating the existence and science of talents in England. That project had been codenamed Spirit Host. And it hadn’t been long before he was running the whole show. Then, soon after England declared war on Nazi Germany, a wartime element was drawn from Spirit Host to join the Special Operations Executive, codenamed Camelot.

      Thus, Merlin took on his own codename.

      All five talented special agents of Camelot Division had designated codenames. Liska was known as Orphan; a fitting name that she wore with pride. She’d become used to hearing it, recognized it as belonging to her, but it still hurt sometimes. Like jabbing a finger into an open wound. But that was okay, too. It stoked the fire in her belly, reminded her that her life was pain now. The name Orphan, along with the purpose that came with it, gave Liska a path to vindication for her father’s murder.

      And although she’d killed her share of Nazis and caused her share of trouble for their occupation of Europe, the war wasn’t over. Far from it. There was more work to do and now that she’d joined Camelot—a guerilla unit of freaks and witches like herself—she was more capable of harming Hitler and his cause than ever before.

      She drew a deep breath and sighed. It smelled of sweaty men, gun oil, and fear.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t be in too much of a hurry to die, after all, she reminded herself. So much work yet to be done.

      If Merlin had listened in on that thought, he showed no sign.
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      The overhead lights in the plane’s cabin came to life, illuminating the huddled, over-bundled figures. The C-47’s copilot—a handsome British airman with a pencil-thin moustache—leaned into the compartment from the cockpit and chopped the air three times with an axe-like hand.

      That was the signal that they’d reached their destination. They were over Nazi-occupied Belgium. Their target was a small village about twenty miles west of Ghent and their designated drop zone was to be another five miles west of that.

      “Alright!” The voice of Colour Sergeant Abernathy dominated even the loud droning of the plane’s engines. It carried the hardened authority of a combat veteran emphasized by a heavy Scottish accent. “Congratulations, boys and girls! The time has finally come this night to prove to old Jerry what Royal Para Commandos are made of. Their weather men called for clear skies, but we’re about to rain Hell upon their ears!”

      The men cheered. Abernathy stood at the rear of the cabin. He wore the same uniform and parachute rigging as everyone else, but it seemed like less of a burden on his stout figure. The open hatch loomed black next to him. One of two small lights came to life above his head, this one red.

      “Grab your gear and get to your feet!” the Colour Sergeant bellowed. “Operation Blackout is officially underway!”

      The soldiers surged from the benches and cheered again in unison. Whatever shadowy dread might have been lingering, the Colour Sergeant’s gusto had blasted it out the back hatch.

      One by one, the paratroopers clipped their ripcords to the static line—a steel cable-like bar that ran the length of the compartment—and shuffled into a crowded column facing the rear.

      Liska stood proud and clipped herself onto the jump line.

      Merlin took one look at her determined expression and chose to lock in behind her, rather than in front of her. Smart move, she thought. Had he gone before her, it might have suggested he was protecting the young girl somehow; taking the hard way first to show her a reassuring example. Liska did not need, nor want, such reassurances.

      She flashed him a small grin, to soften the mood. She didn’t need him thinking her too monstrous a figure, after all. “He’s more colorful than Gawain’s man, wouldn’t you say?” she shouted into Merlin’s ear.
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