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        The infamous Eight-Ball Gang has returned and they're blazing a path of mayhem across the Midwest. Silk Spider is the super-powered femme fatale assigned to bring them down.

      

        

      
        Behind the Eight-Ball is a story of noir superhero action, dark humor, and wild entertainment set in the celebrated superhero realm of the Identity Crisis Universe.
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            TIMELINE: SHATTERED UNIVERSE

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            SECRET ORIGINS TIMELINE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Secret Origins compiles six stories of superheroes, supervillains, and a handful of talented youngsters in between. Not all of them were originally written to be a part of the Identity Crisis Universe (or Shattered Universe either), but were eventually folded in during one of several remakings of All That Is Known.

        They are presented here in their ret-conned chronological order.
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      The Eight-ball peers at him through the frosted glass door and places a finger below its digit, as if to say, “Sshhh.”

      The man looks around to see if anyone else in the bank has seen this, but the other customers are all zombie-like, their faces grey and lifeless, blankly staring at the zombie in front of them. The line folds back and forth on a black and white checkerboard floor, the tellers’ windows impossibly far away beyond the blurred mass of nobodies.  The only border he can see to this ethereal reality are the glass doors behind him.

      The man tries to speak, to ask the person in front of him if they’ve seen what he has, but it comes out all muffled; not even he understands it.

      I’m a zombie too, he realizes.  Just another ordinary, balding nobody.  He’s got a black briefcase in his hand and a nametag on his white shirt, but his name is scrambled, unreadable.

      How long have I been standing here? he wonders.

      The line shuffles forward, takes a step back.

      There’s a tapping sound, the chip-chip-chip of metal on glass.  A small cylinder is knocking on the bank doors.  A thin round shaft extends down from it, connected to a large, circular magazine…  It’s the muzzle of an old-time Tommy gun.

      The doors swing open.  A man in a tuxedo saunters in, a giant eight-ball where his head should be.  The Tommy gun waves around playfully, then lets loose a volley of machinegun fire.

      Color explodes into the black and white world: seven more men in tuxedoes charge into the bank, each with a giant billiard ball for a head—huge orbs of red and yellow, blue and green—all with numbers for faces and brandishing a shotgun or pistol.

      Women scream, children cry out.

      The men bark orders from within their spherical masks: Get on the floor!  Shut your mouths!  Do as you’re told!  Blue Two-Ball pistol whips a sleepy bank guard.  The orange Five kicks another guard in the groin and shoves him to the ground.

      The grey masses huddle on the checkerboard.  The balding nobody, he gets down too and covers his head.  The briefcase slips out of his hand, hits the floor and pops open.  Thousands in cash and the store’s receipts explode out like confetti and blow around the room.

      The robbers are still shouting orders.  Three orbs—red, burgundy, and yellow—run into the vault with big black duffle bags.

      The Eight-ball struts down the center aisle, surveying his domain.

      A woman next to the balding nobody starts to cry.  They’re lying on the floor facing one another when her eyes get all glossy and tears break.  She sniffles up wet, then lets out a wail.  He tries to calm her down, to warn her, but she only moans louder.  Tears run the contours of her eye sockets and pool on the tile.

      A polished black shoe steps on her head and squishes her chubby face to the floor.

      The nobody’s face flushes warm and his teeth grind together.  His fear fades back.  He pushes himself up onto his knees.

      The Eight-ball lashes a gloved finger at him.  Threats echo inside the mask.

      The nobody stands up.

      Green Six starts toward them but Eight holds a hand in the air: Wait.  Eight-Ball closes in, face to face with the nobody, an inverted infinity meeting brown eyes.  He presses the Tommy gun’s warm muzzle against the man’s belly.  Somehow the digit seems to smile at him.

      Everything quiets.  The nobody holds his breath, waiting for the bullet in his guts.  I can’t back down, he tells himself.  I can’t let this⁠—

      The tension shatters and crystalline thunder breaks above them!  Glittering shards of skylight rain down harmlessly on the crowd.  Among them swoops a crimson figure with arms spread wide, like the wings of an avenging angel.  He lands on top of the purple Four-Ball and kicks him into the wall, then glides over and is on top of Two, swiping his pistol with one hand, punching with the other.  The mask cracks like a big blue egg.

      Eight-Ball shoves the nobody aside and turns his gun on this mysterious stranger⁠—
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        * * *

      

      Herb blinks into consciousness.

      He’s stretched out on the recliner, clutching his tie and choking himself.

      “What am I doing?” he mumbles.  “Dreaming?”

      He lets go of the paisley noose and wipes away drool with his sleeve.  His cup of pink lemonade and bourbon is still on the end table.  The last swallow is mostly melted ice.

      The evening news continues on TV, a grainy image of amateur video.  There are two guys partially frosted into huge blocks of slush.  One’s teeth are chattering, the other spits at the cameraman.

      Now a commercial: the Maytag man trying to catch the refrigerator light on.

      “Wow, did you see that, Dad?”

      Herb jumps.  “Whoa.  Justin.  I didn’t even know you were there.”

      The eight-year old bounces off the sofa.  He’s wearing his yellow and green basketball jersey and the knees of his jeans are dirty.

      Oh shit, Herb thinks.  Justin’s practice after school.  I forgot all about it.

      “That was home video from Phoenix, Arizona,” Justin says.  “The guy who shot it saw Corporal Cold!”  Justin blasts imaginary rays of frost from his hands.  “It was a park, at night, and those two goons were muggers, and⁠—”

      “‘Goons?’  Where’d you hear that word?”

      “Mom calls you that all the time.”

      Emily’s voice called from the other room: “Justin!  Wash up for dinner!”

      Herb wipes his face again, leans up in the chair.

      Justin reads his expression like a book.  “Yeah, Dad, you’re in trouble.”

      Dad can’t help but crack a smile.  Smart kid.

      His mind moves fast, too.  Justin’s already onto the next subject.  “Did you do these?”  He scoops up the drawings on the coffee table.  A few colored pencils roll to the floor.

      “Yeah, I drew those.  You like them?”  Herb pulls up his argyle socks and puts the foot rest down.

      “Where’d you learn to draw like this, Dad?  These are good.”

      “I doodled a lot when I was your age.  Plus, I’ve been doing some research…  Meaning I’ve been looking through some comics at work.”

      Justin holds up the drawing of a muscle-bound man in blue tights lifting an orange Chevy Nova (Herb’s dream car) over his head.  The figure wears black boots and gloves, flared past the wrists in classic Robin Hood style, a utility belt, and a black cape.  His face is a blue oval with round lenses for eyes.  “This is my favorite.  Is this the Crusader?”

      “The Cleveland Crusader,” Herb says heroically.  “You like the little pouches on his belt?”

      “Yeah.”  Justin rifles through a few more and lifts one page by a corner.  It’s an unfinished sketch of a man streaking through the air, the red and black of his costume blurring together behind him.  “Who’s this?”

      “Another local hero, son.”

      Justin cocks his head.  “I don’t think I know this one.”

      “Just-in!”

      “O-kay, Mom!  Geez.”  The boy puts the drawings back on the glass table and walks off toward the bathroom.  “See,” he whispers.  “She’s mad.”

      Herb plucks up his empty glass and goes to the kitchen.

      The room smells of chicken baking.  Emily has her back to him.  She’s washing something in the sink and wearing his favorite blue blouse, the one her corn silk hair goes so well with.  On the table are a stack of three plates and a handful of silverware.  Next to them is the plastic canister of pink lemonade he forgot to put away, the one he brought home from the store today because it had been partially crushed and no one would buy it.

      “I put the bottle of whiskey away,” Emily says to the sink.

      “Honey, I⁠—”

      “Don’t ‘honey’ me!”  She turns, a potato and scrub brush in her hands, hair circling her face like a warrior’s helmet.  “I got a call in the middle of class saying Justin was the last kid at practice and the coach needed to go home.”

      “I forgot.  I’m sorry.”

      “You forgot.  Your own son.  I guess whiskey will do that.”  She turns her back to him, continues scrubbing.

      Silence.

      “I screwed up,” Herb says.  “I came home and fell asleep.  I’m sorry.  It was a rough day.”

      “You didn’t fall asleep,” she says to the sink, “you passed out.  There’s a difference.”

      Herb sighs, pulls out a chair and sits at the table.

      “I didn’t pass out, honey, I....”  He runs a hand over his thinning hair, anxiously rubs his bald spot with two fingers.  “Steve—you know Steve, the night manager?—he was forty minutes late relieving me today.  Claimed he had a flat tire but smelled of booze when he said it.  And that was the end of the day.  Plus, I had another bag boy quit today, and Marlene—the sixteen-year-old cashier—she thought she was in labor again for the second time this week.  And Old Man Adkinson keeps coming in...  He had me pinned down for ten minutes arguing about senior discounts.”

      Emily packs three potatoes into plastic baggies and puts them in the microwave.  “You’re so melodramatic,” she says quietly.

      “Well, I can’t help it.  I…  I feel like this lemonade, here.”  He grabs the dented plastic canister.  “Crushed, you know?  Just crushed.  Like life’s got me in a vice.  Day manager at the Sack-N-Save.  What kind of a life...?  I mean, is this where we really wanted to be by now?”

      She crosses her arms and her eyes go to the floor.  “My psychology class was tonight, Herb, and I asked my professor... about dreams of flying.  He said if you dream about flying it means you’re trying to escape from something.”

      She looks up.

      He shrugs.  “And?  I don’t get it. ”

      “You were kicking me last night and when I woke you up, you said that you were flying around Cleveland in your underwear.”

      “That’s ridiculous, honey.”  He sets down the lemonade, looks away nervously.  “Besides, he teaches at a community college, so he isn’t exactly Sigmund Freud.  But I did have dreams, yes.  Big dreams.  We both did.  And here we are, barely getting by.  I mean, this life...  It’s just not good enough.”

      Emily’s eyes flash back to him, blazing with anger.  She swipes the stack of plates off the table and storms out.

      Shit.  Herb sits there for a long moment, then grabs the silverware and follows her.  He pauses in the kitchen threshold as Emily sets the plates around the dining room table.  She does a complete circle then goes around again, taking her time to adjust them just right, lining them up perfectly with some imaginary diagram.  He realizes she’s just doing it to avoid looking at him.

      “Emily, I didn’t mean…”

      She pulls out and resets a chair.

      “Fine.”  He tosses the silverware onto the table.  “I’m going out.”

      “What a surprise,” she tells the chair.  “Out again.  Off to the bar?  Where is it you go so often, Herb?  If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were having an affair.”

      “For the tenth time, I’m not having an affair!  I just… I just need some air.  Is that so terrible?”

      “Well, go ahead then.”  She scoops up the forks and spoons starts placing them.

      Herb stomps through the kitchen and slams the back door behind him.

      The garage is dark, all shadows, and he can still smell the heat off Emily’s Toyota.

      “Damn it,” he grumbles aloud.  Then thinks, When is this going to stop?  When am I going to tell her?

      Tell her what? he asks himself.  That I’m one of them?  Gifted?  She’ll freak out.  She’ll want to know why I didn’t tell her before.

      I couldn’t tell her before, he argues, unless I was a magician.  Should have been a goddamn magician...  It’s the same conclusion he always comes to.  Herb points at the small window and, with a turn of his hand, amplifies the moonlight, lighting the whole garage in its silver glow.  The illuminated scene, however, just depresses him further.

      This is why I have to go out, honey.  Because this is a diagram my life.  The door is down, closed like a prison portcullis.  He compares himself to the stuff in his garage, crammed in among cardboard boxes and steel shelving, like loose crumples of newspaper run down and parked over, unnoticed by the car.  He’s trampled, forgotten, trapped.  He’s leftover yellow paint, a spade for a dead flower bed, a five-year-old sledgehammer with the price tag still on it.

      What happened to my dreams?

      He focuses the moonlight into a search beam now, probing the steel shelves on the other side of the car.  It spots a cardboard box marked “Easter Stuff”.

      Herb steps off the plastic grass mat onto the cold concrete, over half-empty cartons of root beer and diet cola, and then slides in front of the car, his shins rubbing the bumper.  Retrieving the box, he returns to the open aisle and drops it.

      A fog of dust stirs, settles again.

      He checks back at the door; still shut, and there’s no shadow blocking the thin line of light at the bottom.

      Herb gently, reverently opens the top flaps of the box.

      Inside, carefully folded, is his faded red, one-piece snowmobile suit, circa 1984.  He lifts it by the shoulders and lets it unravel by gravity.  The material’s a little threadbare, particularly where he’d removed the strip of reflective tape.  But that just looks like battle damage, he tells himself.  Someday he’ll have a real costume, like a real superhero, like the Cleveland Crusader.  Herb slips quickly into daydream, imagining a secret chamber beneath the house.  He trips a hidden trigger and a basement wall slides away, moving with a metallic whir.  Mist rolls out on azure lights.  Inside, his scarlet, formfitting uniform awaits on a polished chrome mannequin.  On the shiny head are his stylized, opaque combat goggles.

      In the bottom of the cardboard box lay his tinted skiing goggles.

      He takes one last glance at the door, is satisfied that Emily won’t be coming through it, then suits up.  The costume seems as eager as he is, the material ruffling with excitement; the elastic wrists and ankles gripping tight, ready for action; the zipper buzzing with sharp, clear determination.  He straightens his argyle socks and pulls on black galoshes, lacing them like combat boots.  Standing straight, chest out, Herb finally stretches the goggles into place.

      “How can you see?” an imaginary young reporter asks.

      His rehearsed response: “The tint of this cyclopean lens, my dear, is irrelevant to a man who can manipulate light.”

      “Emily,” he says aloud, “who needs the bourbon?”

      Shadows stretch to hide him as he slips out a side door and then transitions effortlessly into the night sky.
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      Flying.

      “This is freedom!” Herb shouts, spreading his arms as if to embrace the sky itself, then crossing them against his chest and spinning into a barrel roll.

      Last night on TV, Larry King asked, What makes a person become a superhero?  His guests were a comic book publisher and a psychologist, and both were full of shit.  They’re not superheroes.  Herb is—or at least, he’s becoming one—and he knows why.

      “Tiny bugs.  All rushing for their little piece of nothing.  Lightning bugs, in this case.”

      He’s looking down on the turnpike, watching the evening traffic weave in and out of lanes, on and off the ramps.  What would they think if they saw him flying above, just a man, an ordinary balding nobody, free-flowing through the night sky?

      He arches his back like a dive against gravity and jets to a higher altitude.  Thinking back to the comics scattered over his desk at work, he decides to try some heroic poses.  Herb goes into a smooth glide, a dive bomb, a torpedo punch, then flips into a flying kick, twists out a loop-to-loop... And then burps up something acrid and faintly lemon flavored.

      Maybe that’s enough air maneuvers for tonight.

      So when does the practicing stop? he asks himself.  When do I do this thing for real?

      “Well, I need a damn name first,” he says aloud.  The Amazing Herb just isn’t going to cut it.  Not that he hasn’t given it a lot of thought—at work, stuck in traffic, flying over town, sitting on the john—but so far everything’s fallen short of inspiring.  Ray is an ordinary man’s name.  Beam is too simple, too monosyllabic.  The Strobe sounds like a DJ call sign.  Names like Laser Lord or The Human Prism or The Shining Avenger are all just tacky, dumb.  And something like Lightman is too Fifties-retro.  The only thing that comes close is Brilliance.  It was Emily’s idea, actually, a magic word she used whenever she was particularly impressed with him, or whenever he needed a little pick-me-up.  (She also said he had a “brilliant aura”, but Aura sounds like a female superhero name.)  Herb tried to keep up with her by using “beautiful,” and she always seemed to appreciate it, but he just wasn’t good with words.

      Maybe that’s why he’s never tried to explain it all to her?  Just not good with words?  Or maybe because there’s never been a reason to, nothing to be proud of, just freaked out by.

      “Well that changes tonight,” he says, mumbling, then yells it into the open air, at the parade of lightning bugs below, at the shining lake on the horizon.  “Tomorrow, Cleveland, you’ll all take heart knowing Brilliance is out there!”
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        * * *

      

      He makes for a dark, seedy part of town, riding in on a low breeze.  The suit ruffles against the wind and his brown hair flails around his bald spot.  He follows red brake lights into a neighborhood where dilapidating houses nudge together and a pawnshop crouches on every other corner.

      The night is cool, quiet.  He glides silently above it, a raptor in search of prey.

      The echo of metal on metal rings through the night.  Following it leads him to an alley behind several small businesses and he lands on a nearby rooftop.  The bare brick scenery is adorned by a single street lamp, a dumpster, a rickety fire escape.  Backed into a loading dock is a rust and white S-10 pickup.  There’s a skinny guy with a dirty blond ponytail and ratty jean jacket standing in the back, smoking a cigarette.  Two other men squat on the ledge of the dock, working on the aluminum garage door.

      This is the real thing, Herb thinks.  Society’s wayward stepsons.  His heart pounds harder in his chest.

      Bang, bang, bang, then something snaps.  The two thugs stand up, one rolling the overhead door open, the other kicking a broken padlock off the dock.  The one on the left is a big guy, both tall and thick, square jaw, pale skin, dressed in a faded green flannel.  He tosses a hammer and crowbar into the rear of the truck.  The other guy is wiry, dark-skinned, and clad in a black hooded sweatshirt and matching pants.  He flicks on a flashlight, nods, and both disappear inside.  The third guy, the ponytail in the truck, watches the alley up and down, taking a nervous drag from his cigarette.

      This is it, Herb tells himself.  Here I am, there they are.  Tonight is the night.

      While Herb tries to convince himself, the big guy comes out with a television, hands it off to Ponytail in the bed of the truck, then ducks back under the door again.  Ponytail sets the TV gently against the back of the cab.

      There it is.  All the proof I need.  No doubt now.

      Herb warms up for combat, tosses his elbows back a few times, stretching his chest.

      It’s time to do something.

      He cracks his neck to either side.

      Time to put an end to crime in this city.

      He clears his throat.

      Ponytail looks up from the back of the truck.

      Shit!  He heard!  Herb freezes up for an instant, then exhales heavily, shakes it off.  It’s now or never.

      Arms spread like the wings of an avenging angel, the red-clad figure lifts off the roof.  Yes, he tells himself.  He can feel his confidence coming on as he gets into character.  The scarlet shape glides down, lands several yards in front of the truck, and strikes a pose: hands on hips, chin up.

      And then hopes he won’t have to do anything else.

      Ponytail’s scruffy chin falls open and the cigarette tumbles out of his mouth.  “Ho-lee-shit!”  He stares wide-eyed, so wide Herb can almost tell what color they are.  “Meat!” the skinny thug calls out.  “I think we got a problem!”

      Herb smiles and triggers a ripple of light across his dark goggles.

      The other two men materialize from the doorway.  The man in black has the face and thin twisting posture of a weasel.  The bulky flannel, apparently called Meat, has another TV in his arms and barks a response: “What the fuck, Bob?”

      “Is that who I think it is?” squeaks Bob the Ponytail.  Meat and Weasel part so they can see around the truck.  Herb sticks his chest out a little further.  “Tell me that ain’t the Crusader, man!”

      What?  How the hell is Herb going to start a reputation of his own if he gets mistaken for the Cleveland Crusader?

      “Nah,” scoffs Meat.  “That ain’t the Crusader.  I seen him.  This guy...”

      Herb gives up on the hands-on-the-hips stance, moves to the less-patient-looking folded-arms stance.

      “This guy is more like…  ‘The Skier’ or some shit.”

      The other two laugh.  They’re laughing at him now.  Hard to be scared straight if they’re laughing.  Herb swallows hard.

      “No snow for you here, Skier,” chides the big guy.  “Maybe you should try going a bit farther north.”

      The other two laugh more, like the little hyena underlings they are.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” Herb warns, but he just blurts it out and it comes off sounding like the school wimp facing bullies on the playground.

      Bob, encouraged by this sign of weakness, jumps from the back of the truck, his tied hair flagging behind him, asphalt grinding under his work boots.

      No physical contact.  Herb can’t let them get close enough to grab him or he’s doomed.  Time for a blatant show of superpowers, he decides.  The lone street lamp above and behind him suddenly changes from pale yellow to bloody crimson.

      Bob the Ponytail stops in his tracks.

      “Looks like someone didn’t pay their electric bill,” Meat says.

      “Yeah.”  Bob nods and continues walking, fists balled up for use.

      “No,” Herb says, steadying his voice.  “If they hadn’t paid their bill, it would be more like this.”  The light blacks out completely.

      “Shit!” squeaks Bob, backtracking several steps.

      The trick has had the effect Herb is looking for, but he wants more light to play with.  The lamp shines again, this time a moody blue.

      “Bob, you little chicken shit.”  Meat jumps down from the loading dock, TV still in his arms.  Weasel scurries down the concrete steps.  Both walk slowly around the pickup from opposite sides, converging toward Herb.  “This guy’s got a switch or something, don’t you, Skier?”

      “My name’s not ‘Skier!’” Herb booms angrily.  He unfolds his arms, keeping them at the ready, hands half-fisted.  “It’s...  My name’s Brilliance.”

      “Well, you weren’t too fucking bright coming down here,” Meat growls.  The two are close now, menacing shapes cast in blue.

      Bob points a jittery finger.  “But I saw him fly.”

      “Yeah?  Well, TVs can fly, too!”  On the too, Meat heaves the bulky television set.  Herb moves backwards and throws his arms up.  The flying set misses but Weasel’s flashlight doesn’t, catching him at his hairline.  Meat’s beefy fist follows, bashing him on the left cheek.  Herb goes down.  A massive boot crashes into his ribs.  Herb curls up into the fetal position, his instincts taking over while his conscious mind panics.  His knees endure two more kicks before his attackers adjust their positions; one kicks him now in the back, the other in the face.  Herb’s head snaps back, mouth stinging, teeth aching.  Eyes half-closed, he catches a glimpse of the flashlight swinging above as Weasel shifts his weight for the next punt.  The flashlight.  It suddenly erupts into a multicolored torch, spitting miniature fireworks.  Weasel yelps and tosses it, the light skittering away across the asphalt.  The distraction has halted the assault long enough for Herb to crane his aching neck.  He sees the street lamp above and makes it flare from blue to a blinding white.  The whole scene flashes for an instant like a nuclear ground-zero.  The attackers both cover their eyes.

      This is his only chance to run.  Herb rolls over and starts climbing to his feet but is knocked back down.  It isn’t Meat or the Weasel, though, or even Bob, but a fourth body.  This fourth person nearly trips over Herb’s crumpled form but continues onto its target: Meat.  There’s a loud smack as mass meets mass and the big thug goes flying back into the hood of the truck.  Rolled over on his back, Herb watches from a stamped bug’s view as this mysterious savior proceeds to knock Weasel around next, first with a backhand, then the return swing.  The wiry body falls to the street in a limp pile and stays there.

      Herb kneels upright.

      Meat has recovered and is dancing like an injured boxer, keeping his fists up as he tries to back away into a retreat.  “It’s the Crusader, Bob!  Run for it!”

      But Bob is way ahead of him, already fleeing down the alley.

      The Crusader doesn’t give Meat the same chance.  Two punches come like thunderbolts and the thug falls.

      Herb is awestruck, not noticing the asphalt biting into his knees.  His savior turns around, a thick figure in blue with a massive chest and round shoulders, his eyes two shining, oval-shaped lenses.  “Are you all right?”

      “What?” is all Herb can manage.  “Yeah.  I mean—yes, sir, I’m all right.”  His front teeth hurt and taste like blood, and his ribs ache, but it all seems pretty superficial.  “I’m a little beat up, but I’ll live.”

      “Good.  Then let’s get out of here.”  The Crusader helps him to his feet.

      “Right,” Herb agrees, trying to sound firm and fine.  Standing now, he finds that he’s two or three inches taller than his hero. Surprised but not wanting to fall out of character, he lifts off and floats skyward.

      The Crusader just stares up, watching motionless for a second, then trots to the nearest fire escape.

      Herb touches down on the corresponding roof and waits.  Soon the man in blue is hoisting himself over the rails and sitting on the ledge.  “I thought you were going to go without me for a minute there.”

      Herb apologizes.  “I thought you could fly.”

      “Most people do.”

      Now, away from the adrenaline blur of the fight (he already thinks of himself as in the fight rather than the victim of the fight), Herb can see that the Crusader isn’t wearing tights but an ordinary blue sweatshirt and sweatpants, and he has no cape.  His black gloves and boots don't flare at the cuffs in superheroic fashion, but are just leather gloves and canvas running shoes.  His cowl is a common knitted ski mask with the mouth sewn shut, and not even of matching color; more of a navy blue.  Somewhat dumbfoundedly, Herb taps his own goggles, then points at the Crusader’s.

      “These?” the hero asks.  “Prescription.  Same ones I used to wear in high school gym class.  Can’t see without them.”

      “No shit?”

      Herb’s fantasy world is beginning to crack up.

      “So, you’re new,” the Crusader says. “How long you have been doing this?”

      “Uh, not long.”

      “Well, I’ve been working a lot of overtime lately, so I haven’t really been out much.  Otherwise we’d probably have met before.”

      Herb gives an exaggerated nod.  “Yeah, they mentioned that on the news tonight, that there hasn’t been any Crusader sightings lately.  I...”  He catches himself, realizing that he sounds like a teenager backstage at a rock concert.  “I kind of keep track of stuff like that.  So, where do you work?”

      “The Ford plant.”

      Herb smiles.  The intimidating aura of this fantastic hero is rapidly fading into something he can relate to.  He even goes so far as to venture a joke: “You mean, you don’t wear glasses and pass as a mild-mannered reporter at the Plain Dealer?”

      The Crusader chuckles.  “No, I do wear glasses, but I work on the assembly line.  How about you?”

      Herb shrugs, a little embarrassed.  “Day manager at a Sack-N-Save.”

      “Manager?  Not bad.”

      “Not bad?  I oversee pregnant teenagers and fingerless butchers and sales on soap.  The biggest battle I face is when there’s a coupon crisis.”

      “Hey, better than me.  I oversee nobody.  Better to be a big cog in a little machine than a little cog in a big machine.”

      Herb nods slowly, digesting this new perspective.  “Yeah.  I guess so.”

      “So, not to switch subjects,” the Crusader checks his gloves for rust stains, then resumes his hold on the rails, “but other than getting beat down by TV burglars, what else have you done?”

      Herb’s still considering that his job may not, in fact, be completely pathetic, his life totally meaningless, and he almost misses the question.  “Oh, uh, nothing really.  I just kind of fly around, chase kids home on school nights, stuff like that.”

      “And what was that big flash of light down here?”

      “Oh, that was me.”

      “That was you, too?  Wow.”

      Did the Crusader just say, Wow?

      “I don’t really have much in the way of super powers.” The Crusader flexes one arm.  “Well, I’m strong as hell and tough as bricks but...”  He squeezes his bulging biceps with the other hand and it gives way, soft and fluffy.  “Cotton stuffing.”

      Herb’s jaw drops.  “But, you’re huge!”

      “Nah.  I’m a beanpole.  Been teased all my life about it.”

      “But, just look at you!”

      “Promise not to laugh?”  He pokes his massive chest and it, too, gives way to his finger.  “A big ladies’ bra, stuffed in the manliest way I could.”  He squeezes his thigh.  “Packed pantyhose.”

      “No.”  Herb shakes his head.  “I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it.  Keeps me warm, too.  Though I don’t pack it much in the summer, gets too damn hot.”

      “So you’re a ninety-eight pound weakling?”

      “Well, more like a buck-sixty.  I’m strong as hell, I just don’t show it.  I guess that’s my ‘power’.”

      “But you don’t fly?  Or maybe you just leap tall buildings in a single bound?  And you can hold your breath a long time, right?  I heard one time you appeared out of nowhere from underwater.”

      Now the Crusader shakes his head.  “No.  You’re talking about that thing down at the Flats, by the river?  No, if I had come out of the water my muscles would have gotten soggy.  I just jumped up from the concrete bank to startle the drunks.  Figured it’d be good publicity, appearing down by the bars.  Drunks will report all sorts of stuff, mostly made up and exaggerated.”

      Herb is amazed at the simplicity of the idea—the basics of legend building.

      “And the flying thing, that’s probably you.”

      “Me?”

      “Somebody probably reported seeing you and they just assumed it was me.”

      The grocery manager stares silently, stunned at the notion that he could be part of the Cleveland Crusader mythos.

      “So anyway...”  The Crusader hops down from his perch.  “You want to go get a beer or something?”

      “Uh...  Yeah, wow.  That’d be great, but...”  Herb thinks of the lemonade from earlier, how upset it made Emily, and why he’s been drinking it in the first place.  And now this new iceberg, just the tip of it revealed by a kick in the face and a conversation on a rooftop.  What more is there below the surface?  The bourbon may have been clouding the whole thing for him before.  He feigns regret.  “Thanks, but I think I better get back home to my family.”

      “And a family, too?  I am impressed.  You’re a brave man to come here with so much to risk at home.”

      The Crusader is impressed with Herb?  So much to risk at home?  He’s been trying to create something worth risking by being out here, never really thinking about what he already has.  “You’re not married, then?”

      The other chuckles at himself.  “No, I don’t have much luck with women.”

      “No shit?” Herb says quietly, more in awe of himself this time as compared to this good-natured, quite ordinary superhero he’s envied so much.

      “You know, it’s kind of nice having someone to finally talk to about this stuff.  Secret identity and all.”

      “Yeah,” Herb agrees, “it is.  I haven’t even told my wife yet.”

      “Really?  Well, I guess I can see that.  Wives probably don’t take well to this sort of thing.”

      “No.  Especially mine.”  Although, right now, all he wants to do is go home and tell her everything.

      With Herb in deep thought, there follows an awkward moment of silence.

      Finally the Crusader offers his hand to shake.  “Well, until next time then, Captain...?”

      “Well, I haven’t really come up with—”  Herb shakes the man’s hand.  “Well, it’s Brilliance.”

      “Hmm.  Very new millennium.  I like it.  You know, the press came up with the ‘Cleveland Crusader.’  I was thinking of something more like Blue Midnight.”

      “I think you’re stuck with it now,” Brilliance says, smiling wide.  His feet leave the ground as their hands part; he’s decided he wants a grand exit.

      “Okay.  Well, give me a call sometime.  I’m in the book.  Woodrow Martin.  Maybe we can work together, like a super-duo or something.”

      “That’d be great.  Herb Collins.  I’m Herb Collins.”

      Mr. Martin waves good-bye and mounts the fire escape rail.  Herb turns in midair like a fighter jet in slow motion, then hits the afterburners and catapults himself into the wind and over the empty rooftops, streaking away in a blur of scarlet and black.
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      Emily comes into the kitchen in her night gown.  Herb is standing at the sink with his back to her, still in his red snowmobile suit and argyle socks, pouring the last of his bourbon down the drain.  The microwave is humming loudly, warming up his leftover dinner plate.  He doesn’t even know she’s there until she asks, her voice groggy, “What are you wearing?”

      He turns.  His other hand is holding a dishrag of ice against his split, swollen lips.  A goose egg-sized bump shines above his left eye.

      “Oh my god!  What happened?”  Emily shuffles her slippers across the floor and gently pulls the ice pack away to see his wound.

      “It’s nothing,” he says quietly, setting the bottle down in the sink.  He wraps an arm around her waist and pulls her closer.

      “Well, it doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “I’m sorry,” Herb says.

      Emily sighs.  “No, I’m sorry.”  She lowers her arms and rests her head on the narrow, red-suited pillow of his chest.  “I’m sorry things haven’t turned out the way you wanted them to.”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry you’re disappoint⁠—”

      “No.”  Herb tosses the dishrag into the sink and puts his hand on her head, stroking her smooth blonde hair.  “No, honey, I’m not disappointed.  I’ve just been...  I think it’s time I shared a few things with you.”  He brushes her hair away from her face.  “First of all, you’re beautiful.”

      Emily leans back and looks into his soft brown eyes.  “And you’re brilliant.”

      The hero kisses his wife.
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      The police scanner reports a break-in at Galaxy Labs.  It’s a high-tech gadgetry facility on the far west side, the kind of place supervillains do their afterhours Christmas shopping.  I stashed a puppet there months ago, expecting the inevitable.  Now it’s here.  The lab is threatened by sinister forces and no one can get there faster than me.  Not even him.

      And yet, I hesitate.

      I’m about a hundred and eighty-five pounds of geek flesh, and very little of it is muscle.  My doctor has warned me about “pre-diabetes” but I don’t believe such a thing exists.  I shave because it makes me feel more manly, not because my chubby cheeks require much of it.  And kicked back here in my one-bedroom apartment, sprawled out in my recliner, I’m not really sure I’m up to the task of fighting evil tonight.  Or any night.

      My body still shows bruises from my last night out.  So does my pride.

      But if not now, when?

      Big sigh.

      I turn down the scanner and mute the TV.  The better to hear my inner hero’s pre-battle pep-talk, right?  I know he’s in there somewhere, my William Wallace, face painted blue, strutting back and forth before the ranks of my yellow-faced cowardice.

      Forget Kitty Kat, I tell myself.  Forget Mr. Wonderful.

      Then I switch movies and Marsellus Wallace is telling me it’s okay to take a dive, that I should ignore that slight sting at back of my mind.  “That’s pride,” he hisses.

      I scratch at the irritation in my belly button.  There’s potato chip crumbs there.

      Pulled down there, I think, finger tip circling the cavernous whirlpool beneath my belly hair.  I imagine the sea monster Charybdis trying to swallow Odysseus and his crew, boat and all.  Pulled down.  Chewed up.  Just like my last adventure...
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        * * *

      

      There’d been five daring jewel thefts committed inside of a two months period, and I was pretty sure I knew who’d pulled them off.  I had the possible candidates narrowed down to a troupe of Chinese acrobats who weren’t even in town for the first or last capers, and one very talented, very ballsy lady in form-fitting black.

      There’s this burned-out taxi cab sitting on blocks in a back alley of the red light district.  On the night in question, I went to sleep in my apartment and woke up in the back seat of that cab, inside the puppet body I’d hidden there weeks earlier.  Anyone who peeked through those dirty windows and saw it slumped along the floor, I figured, would assume it was a corpse and put as much distance between it, themselves, and any would-be police investigation involving said corpse as fast as possible.  So it was safe there, until I needed it.

      And that night, I did.  I woke up squeezed behind the seat there, crawled out, brushed the dirt off my ebony trench coat, and worked the beat.  There were rooftops to check and questions to ask.  I knew a few rather distinguished ex-cons in that neighborhood who were pretty anxious to see me.  A few needing their jaws loosened up before they talked.  Ultimately, the sparse collection of tips and clues led me to this burlesque theatre-slash-whore house that had recently come under new management.

      So long story short, I was sneaking around inside this place and got caught with my pants down (figuratively speaking).  The parlor mistress and her goon squad got my number real quick—not a lot of faceless guys in fedoras and trench coats running around these days.  So after a little slap fight, Kitty Kat ran.  I gave chase.  We ended up at the East Side Dump and that’s where I let it happen.  All she had to do was twitched her spandex-wrapped little tail in my direction and I was helpless, drooling down a puppet chin with no mouth.  What do you expect from a career nerd with no girlfriend?  Even as a superhero I couldn’t stop thinking with the wrong head, and it almost got me killed.

      We were standing awfully close together on this conveyor belt, her scratching out little hearts on my chest as the romantic mounds of trash rolled by.  Then her ears laid flat, she sneered at me with her purple-glossed lips, and jumped clear.  Suddenly I found myself alone on a moving track that fed garbage to a big machine with spinning teeth.  I had one-point-five seconds to put the little head in its place and get the big one fired up again—but I was too slow.  Stupidly I tried to run, like George Jetson on the moving sidewalk.  I got nowhere but backwards in a big hurry.  Then the machine chomped down on the tail of my trench coat and in a flash I was dragged in and gobbled up.  Even now I can feel the pop and shred of my feet, ankles, legs, all ground up and swallowed in the span of two seconds.  Luckily I got thrown out of the hyperdream before the whole puppet was chewed and crapped out the back end.  I slammed back into my real body so fast I thought I was waking up in the grave.
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        * * *

      

      I still have yellow bruises up and down my legs.  If I hadn’t woken up in time, would it have killed me?

      So the Shadow Puppet was dead.  At least that’s what Kitty Kat told everybody, that she took on and killed a superhero mono-a-mono, and I’ve been too afraid to prove her wrong ever since.  Mr. Wonderful picked her up a few nights later.  Mr.-Frickin-Wonderful saves the day again and takes care of business I couldn’t, just like every other blond-haired, chiseled-chinned, superstar hunk I’ve ever known.  Got my girl again, too.

      Laying here in this chair, reliving this life-long theme of embarrassment and disappointment...  The whole thing just pisses me off!

      Potato chip shrapnel sprays everywhere as I crush the bag of Ruffles in my hand.

      “I’m a superhero, goddamn it, not a swirly victim!”

      The footrest slams down as I catapult out of the chair, pacing the floor and waving my arms.

      “And I want to just lay down and take it?” I argue aloud.  “Is that all I’m made of?”

      I’ve been planting rumors in chat rooms all week about how Shadow Puppet is not really dead, how you can’t kill a nightmare, that he lives in the hearts of every child that’s afraid of the dark and can just climb out of their closet at will—you know, creepy shit like that.  And now it’s time to prove it.

      “Okay, okay, okay...”  I shake out my hands and massage my own temples, do some deep breathing and what looked like yoga on that infomercial I saw last night.  It takes me a little longer than usual to get into character, to calm down enough stretch out in the recliner again and relax, but soon I’m drifting off in a hypnotic snooze.  I envision riding a tiny raft of lint down into the turning whirlpool of my belly button, going deeper and deeper, the world slipping away above the fleshy water line, closing out, disappearing...
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      I wake up seconds later on the far side of town and my puppet body opens phantasmal eyes.

      My vision’s blurry at first—it always takes a minute for the mind to catch up.  Initially there’s fugue and confusion.  For the first several seconds all I can tell is that it’s dark and I’m cramped.  Feels like I’m stuffed in a bread box.

      I hear echoed voices and metallic squealing from somewhere not far away.

      A sudden panic attack threatens me: I flash back to the trash eater, the terrible sound of wood pulping, like bone in a meat grinder.  The pins and needles tingling of my arms and legs waking up doesn’t help.  Sharp anxiety takes a big breath inside my chest, but I seize control and blow it back out.  Not again, I tell myself.  I’m in control here.  I’m the master of this puppet show.
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