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      To Tom:

      You were, and continue to be, an inspiration to us all,

      even those of us you never met in this life.

      Thank you.
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            A QUIET AND UNASSUMING HERO

          

          JOE MONSON

        

      

    

    
      Here we are!

      This is the fifth LTUE Benefit Anthology! It’s hard to believe that this project was started six and a half years ago and it’s still going strong! My coeditor, Jaleta Clegg, has stoically stuck with me the entire time, and we’ve put together some pretty solid anthologies. Thank you so much for sticking with us!

      Now, onto this year’s theme!

      Life, the Universe, & Everything was created by volunteers. Outside of the faculty advisors when it was first organized, all of the work in creating, organizing, and running the symposium has been done by volunteers. Unless you’ve been on the inside, you have no idea how many hours are spent getting everything ready for the annual event each February. I’ve never tried to calculate it, but I suspect that, by the time the event itself winds down and everything is done, there have been thousands of hours of volunteer work put into it. Even the faculty advisors put in far more unpaid hours on it than they do paid. It’s a true labor of love.

      Tom Grover was much like the other early volunteers at LTUE. He showed up to meetings, offered to help where he could, and put in many, many hours making sure everything that needed doing was done. He was a member of The Association (and later, Quark), the science fiction and fantasy club on the campus of Brigham Young University, and was involved in countless activities related to that.

      However, the thing people remember about him is just how much he helped out with everything. If something needed doing, he was there. If more help was needed, he volunteered. The comment I’ve heard over and over again from everyone who knew him was that he was always ready and willing to help. And he didn’t do it for the recognition. He was a genuinely friendly and helpful person. His death in 1988 was a shock to the community, and a great loss.

      In honor of his tireless volunteering, LTUE created the Tom Grover Award several years ago, periodically giving it to a volunteer for LTUE that goes above and beyond the call to help everything run smoothly, especially behind the scenes. I don’t think it’s given out every year, either (I’m not part of that bit of planning).

      This anthology collects stories of ordinary, non-traditionally heroic individuals who step up when something needs doing, when they see someone in need. You’ll find shapeshifting detectives, amazing sidekicks, romance-novel readers who face down an alien menace (that’s the cover story, by the way), and even lunar garbage collectors! These stories truly capture the spirit of Tom as these ordinary people make themselves available when it counts, and often with little fanfare.

      As you enjoy the stories here, consider ways in which you can be the quiet difference in the lives of those around you, in organizations to which you belong, at work, at play, and wherever. Everyone can be a hero of a different stripe and make a huge difference, even if you can’t see the difference yourself. You, too can be an unsung hero in someone’s life. Let’s be about it!

      
        
        Joe Monson

        February 2023

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OLIVE GARDEN

          

          TRISTAN A. GILMORE

        

      

    

    
      “Here are your menus, and your server will be right with you!”

      I groaned inwardly as I leaned against the divider separating the kitchen from the dining floor. That was definitely Jess’s voice seating them, and if Jess was the hostess tonight, then I was in for a long night of soups, salads, and fifty-cent tips.

      Jess was my ex, and she hated me with more passion than she had ever invested in our actual relationship. The breakup hadn’t even been my idea, but apparently I wasn’t supposed to have agreed with her when she said we didn’t work. Oops.

      I get it, hurt feelings and such. I wasn’t perfect, but I really hated that the hard feelings hit my wallet so directly.

      I sighed, letting my sour stomach unclench and chalking the inevitable loss up to some perverse form of relationship alimony before bracing myself to begin my shift for the night. I lifted my face into a smile, rolled my shoulders, and slapped my apron pocket to make sure my pen was still there before walking around the divider into Merlot. (Each of the seating areas was named after a wine, and tonight that was my section to cater.)

      Just as I turned the corner, my radio crackled and announced that a table had, indeed, been seated in Merlot. I twisted the dial to decrease the volume as I approached the guests.

      “Hello, my name is Scott and I’ll be your server. How are we doing tonight?” I asked, blinking to make sure that my smile reached up and into my eyes convincingly enough. There were four of them, and they had been seated in the corner booth, which was convenient because it meant I could see all of them eye-to-eye without having to hummingbird around the table all night. Oddly, it wasn’t the usual date-night setup of two couples, but a group of three men who were all sitting opposite a woman in a sleek, surprisingly pragmatic-looking red dress. Also strange was the way that the three large, leather-clad men did not move their eyes from the face of the woman while she looked up at me and smiled.

      “It’s been a good evening, thanks,” she said, sounding calm and genuine. As for the men, I might have been invisible for all the reaction they had.

      “Great!” I said, eyes darting across the group again for more context. Normally, I could pin a group within the first few seconds: a business meeting, a double date, a new, awkward couple . . . but the men were large, serious looking, and struck me as hiding a lot of pent-up frustration with their posture. The middle one had a series of rings on his knuckles so large that they could have been a set of brass knuckles. The juxtaposition they offered in contrast to the woman’s relaxed smile was both unnerving, and incredibly intriguing.

      Evidently, the woman intuited the reason for my hesitation, as I was about to leap into a more general greeting and presentation of specials when she winked and said, “We’re just old friends, catching up. Could you get us all some water while we look at the menu?”

      I was so caught off guard that instead of maneuvering the conversation like I usually would, I just nodded and said, “Of course,” before walking away. A moment later, I was scooping ice and pouring water as I shook my head, already feeling off my game for the night.

      Smile, check. Water, check. I walked back into Merlot, determined not to trip myself up this time around.

      “I think we know what we’d like,” the woman said, this time before I could open my mouth. “Do you have salad and breadsticks?”

      I placed the waters down in front of each and gave a wry glance toward the men, who appeared unchanged since I had been there last. “This is Olive Garden,” I replied sardonically.

      The woman chuckled and said, “Perfect. House salads all around, and I’ll have a strawberry daiquiri as well. Virgin.”

      “Fantastic,” I said. I didn’t even bother taking notes. I turned to the men and asked, “Would you like anything else to drink?”

      The man furthest left shook his head slightly and raised his palm toward me, as though annoyed. I nodded and said, “Then I’ll be right back,” before turning and making my escape to enter their order and head to the kitchens.

      “Who are they?”

      I jumped as Jess confronted me around the corner of the kitchen door. Damn, when had I become so jumpy?

      “No clue, just another table,” I said, trying to shrug it off. “Why? What are you doing back here?”

      Jess’s lips tightened as her snark-levels leapt in response.

      “Because I work here, doofus, and I was looking for you.”

      “Me? Why?” I asked.

      “Not because of you!” Jess snapped, each syllable sounding like the crack of a whip. “Because there are four other tables asking to be seated in your section, and I need to know if you can handle it.”

      “Four other . . . what?” I replied intelligently.

      Jess huffed out a calming breath and said, in a slightly less agitated tone, “There are four more tables—about twelve men—all asking to be seated in your section. It’s . . . kinda freaky.”

      I just stared and blinked, and then mechanically moved past her to begin prepping a tray. I couldn’t just stand there in the doorway, and my mind was having trouble comprehending what she was telling me, so it instead counted olives into the salad. “So, they all need to be in my section? Are they family or something? Someone I know?”

      “No,” Jess said, arms folded. “They all look like those guys in there with the woman. They’re creeping us out up front.”

      I paused, frowning. “Are they, like, mobsters?” I asked.

      “How the hell should I know?” Jess retorted before her voice softened. “But, yeah. Maybe.”

      “Well, tell them to sit somewhere else,” I said, shrugging. “You know Harvey would have a fit if you messed up his seating pattern. Just tell them it’s policy or something.”

      “I did, and they said they’d wait for the same section as the other men and the woman. No exceptions.”

      I turned to look at her and saw that there was real concern on her face. She was afraid something was going to happen tonight.

      We were bad for each other, but I couldn’t help but feel a pang of . . . something, seeing her like that. I looked down at my salad dish and sighed.

      “Well, go ahead and seat them. I’ll figure it out.”

      Jess watched me for a moment, and then seemed to revert her nervous energies back into being annoyed by me.

      “Idiot,” she mumbled as she moved out the other side of the kitchen and up toward the front.

      What was I supposed to do, though?

      What a way to start the night, I thought, loading the breadsticks onto the tray and lifting it up to head back out to Merlot.

      Usually, when a table is seated, there is conversation. You can at least hear the people shuffling in their seats or whispering something at each other as you enter from the kitchens, but the woman and the men were silent as I returned. The traditional elevator-style music humming in the background provided the only sound outside of the clacking dishes I set on the table. The men hadn’t moved, and the woman was pleasantly examining the painted glass pattern in the chandelier above them.

      “Here’s everything but the daiquiri!” I announced, placing things onto the table with my smile as fixed as before. “It should only take a minute though. I’ll bring it straight out. Cheese?” I asked, brandishing the wedge shredder before them like a Holy Grail.

      Not a peep. Nobody made a sound. The woman simply shook her head in the negative and raised an eyebrow as she watched a procession of large men in leather jackets begin to filter into the dining area led by a flustered-looking Jess. Each of them took a seat that allowed them to see the booth, and none of them looked relaxed as they watched the woman intently. Several of them jostled their elbows in the traditional fashion of “yep, my gun’s still there,” and my stomach dropped a few inches lower than usual.

      Jess shot me an exasperated look as she passed back up toward the front, and I looked around at the dozen men seated throughout the section, all watching the woman and apparently oblivious to my existence. I turned back to look at the woman, and she just smiled, offering the smallest of glances toward me as explanation.

      I licked my lips and turned back to the dozen men. “Uh, hello!” I said loudly, “since you all seem to be together, perhaps I can take your orders all at once? What would you like to drink?”

      “Water,” a man with a shaved head barked from beside me, causing me to flinch. A few others nodded in agreement, and I soon found myself carrying a tray of a dozen waters on my shoulder, depositing them at each of the tables.

      Almost as soon as I opened my mouth while depositing the water glasses, the same man said, “Salads,” with a seriousness that dried my mouth instantly. Aside from being the scariest, they were also going to be the easiest party I’d ever catered. I swallowed and returned to the kitchen without saying anything.

      “What is going on?”

      I jumped again. This time it was my co-server, Douglas, who was watching the edge of Merlot from the door’s window over my shoulder.

      “Beats me,” I shook my head. “All I know is I just hope they don’t stick around for desserts.”

      “Are they, like, with the government?” Doug asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said curtly. “Just let me get them their salad so they can get out. I really don’t want any trouble around here.”

      “Why would there be trouble?”

      I jumped for the fourth time that night as Harvey, our manager, came out of his office into the operations area. He was only just reaching middle age, but his hair hadn’t heard the memo that people had lifespans beyond forty in the twenty-first century and had turned completely white already, including his eyebrows. It gave him the look of someone who was constantly surprised, and Harvey was simple enough that it probably was accurate most of the time.

      I had to take a breath before turning to speak with him.

      “Nothing, sir. Just a weird group over in Merlot; a bunch of guys in black leather jackets. But they’ve been fine, just . . . kinda serious.”

      “Oh?” said Harvey, his white eyebrows up near his hairline. He walked over to the kitchen door and peered through the window. Then shrugged and said, “Well, I’ll give them a quick walk-through and see how it goes!” He smiled and pushed open the kitchen door, moving out to Merlot.

      A few minutes later, while I was counting olives and peppers for the series of salads, Harvey came back into the kitchen with eyes wider than usual.

      “You weren’t kidding, Scott!” he said. “They’re a tough crowd! I told that story I always tell about the breadstick we used as a doorstop, and they didn’t make a sound.” He mopped his forehead on his sleeve and shrugged. “Don’t let them start anything in here, but otherwise just keep them happy, I guess. Let me know if there’s any problem.”

      I nodded and plated the last of my salad trays. Two silent trips later, all of them had salad on the tables, and no one was eating aside from the woman.

      I wasn’t the anxious type, but I couldn’t help but pace as I waited before my obligatory return to ask how the food was. The good thing about having everyone in the section—and none of them eating—was that I was markedly less busy than usual.

      I was also much more stressed than usual.

      “Let me just walk out and see ’em,” my co-servers began asking. They all had heard or passed by my section and seen the odd situation, and now they were all curious. Some of them joked, others were just excited for gossip and a change of pace, but I couldn’t seem to settle myself. I felt on edge, and struggled not to snap at anyone to leave me alone.

      What were those people doing here? They obviously weren’t eating, and they all seemed far too focused on the woman for it to mean anything good. I kept having to mop sweat from my brow, though it wasn’t hot and I wasn’t working that hard.

      Eventually, I felt I had no choice but to return and check on our guests.

      I walked back out into Merlot, and if I had thought it was tense before, it was nothing to the scene I now walked in on: the woman was still sitting, sipping her water, but several of the men around the room were now standing. They had hands in jackets and pockets, and it seemed to me as if they were on the verge of drawing firearms. Nothing but sheer force of habit moved me into the room, leaving behind my sense of self as I opened my mouth and asked, “Can I bring you your bills? And are they all together?”

      My arrival must have offset something, because the men seemed to return to a more casual stance, and the woman smiled at me.

      “Yes,” said the man of single word requests.

      “I’ll . . . I’ll be right back,” I said, bowing awkwardly in a way I had never attempted before, and then stumbling over my own feet as I swung around and headed back to the kitchens. I had just collected a pocket full of chocolate mints and printed the receipts when I gasped.

      The strawberry daiquiri!

      I practically ran to the bar, where, sure enough, the virgin strawberry daiquiri was set atop the order receipt. It was somewhat melted, but I was too panicked to consider any other options. I grabbed it, sopped up the pooled condensation with my apron, and ran back toward Merlot.

      I practically crashed through the door of the kitchens, waving the smoothie drunkenly above my head, just as a dozen men leveled handguns at me.

      There was an extremely tense moment, in which my only thought was Did I wet myself? No? No, I didn’t, oh, good, followed by an immediate self-reprimand of my psyche for being more concerned about embarrassment than the firearms pointed at my face.

      “Uh,” I said as the men continued to stare at me. “I, uh, I forgot—”

      “My daiquiri!” the woman exclaimed, teeth shining as she came to her feet and walked up to take the drink from my hand. As soon as she stood, every gun in the room swiveled to follow her, but she paid them no mind.

      “Thank you,” she said politely, taking the drink. “Do you have a straw?”

      Numbly, my mouth agape, I reached into my apron pocket and proffered a straw. She opened it with one hand and palmed the wrapper, slipping the straw into the drink and sipping it.

      “Mmm, excellent,” she said.

      The bill book was still clutched in my other hand, and she gently tugged it out of my grasp and flipped it open. She retrieved two crisp hundred dollar bills from her sleeve, slipped them in beside the bill, and handed it back to me. I placed it into my apron mechanically. The men continued to watch with hard eyes and drawn weapons.

      “Best you go back to the kitchens, I think,” the woman said, turning her back on me with a wink and facing the men. “Now, shall we return to business?”

      For a moment I was going to turn and run and prepare myself for the seemingly imminent rain of gunfire, but my brain was again on autopilot, and I found my mouth open before I could stop it.

      “Uh, I’m sorry, but you can’t be doing that kind of thing in here,” I croaked. “I’m, I’m afraid I am going to have to ask you to leave the premises, or I’ll, I’ll, I’ll have to call the police.”

      Regret immediately hit as about half of the weapons returned to point at me directly, and I flinched back a step. Again, I considered running, but now I felt too much like prey being cornered, and felt that running would just feed the predatory instinct in the men’s eyes and start the hunt.

      “Boy,” said the speaking man, “don’t chu think you might be lost or something?”

      “No, sir,” I stammered, unsure of what I was saying, “I, I work here. This is an Olive Garden.”

      The entire room was frozen for a long moment, and then the man began to shake. For a moment I just saw the muzzle of his gun shifting slightly, but then I realized that he was laughing. Deep, shaking, quiet laughter that brought slow tears to the man’s eyes.

      “Indeed,” he said, a broad smile shaping over his lips. “This is an Olive Garden.”

      The man gestured to the men, and they slowly stored their firearms and turned to file out of the restaurant. The woman, still as calm and gentle as ever, turned and said “Scott, I have to hand it to you,” she raised an eyebrow, “the salad was excellent.”

      She followed the rest of the men out, and I watched from the window of the restaurant as the men and the woman piled into a series of black cars and drove away.

      Jess appeared at my shoulder, face white and tears in her eyes. “What in the living hell were you thinking?!” she exclaimed in barely more than a harsh whisper.

      I knew I was in shock by the extreme lack of feeling I was experiencing, but I couldn’t help but recognize that tonight would be one of those unbelievable stories that you told your friends, and that they never believed.

      A slow—but steady—customer service smile slipped over my face. I blinked, to make sure it was reaching my eyes, and said, “Nothing. This is an Olive Garden.”
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      I was standing near the back of the produce section squeezing a mango when I heard the crash. The lights inside the supermarket flickered and the ceiling quivered above us, dropping a curtain of dust and fiberglass particles onto the fresh fruits and vegetables.

      Jimmy grabbed my free hand and looked up at me, eyes agoggle. “What was that, Mommy?”

      “I dunno, J. I’m sure somebody will . . . ”

      Before I could finish, a frenzied unshaven geezer in overalls crashed in through the doors that faced the parking lot. “Oh my gawwwd,” he bawled at us, “it’s Missile Man! He’s fightin’ some villain up in the sky!”

      Everybody around me gasped and dropped whatever they were carrying to rush outside.

      I set my piece of fruit down carefully. Jimmy was already tugging on my arm.

      “C’mon, Mommy, c’mon! Outside! We gotta see Missile Man!’

      “Uh. Yeah, okay, I guess we do.”

      On that particular day, my main ambition had just been to grab a few dollars’ worth of groceries and get home in time for a mayhem-free family dinner. But if there was some sort of Battle Royale going on nearby, it was probably safer out on the tarmac than it was inside the building. Plus, my kid would never forgive me if he missed his chance to glimpse the famous superhero.

      By the time we stepped out into the cool autumn afternoon, several cars in the parking lot were already smoking husks. A couple of dozen other shoppers were out there with their heads tilted backward, examining the sky. Missile Man was, indeed, hovering about thirty feet straight upward, blasting the air above us with bright bolts of laser vision. But who or what was his target?

      A teenaged girl pointed up at the airborne hero. “His cape looks different than on TV!”

      Then we heard a maniacal cackle from the roof of the building we had all just abandoned.

      “I’ve got you now, Missile Man! I knew I could trick you into coming here alone!”

      The voice from above was reedy and petulant, but very insistent. I started to get a shivery feeling in my stomach.

      “Your friends in the Corps of Protectors can’t save you now!” A pot-bellied, bespectacled figure appeared at the edge of the roof, and there was a collective gasp from the crowd. It was Lord Graviton, right there in front of us!

      “Oh no!” squealed Jimmy, “He musta broke out of prison!” He was clearly enjoying every minute of this little scene.

      But some of the faces of the older people there went ashen. Ol’ Lord G wasn’t just any regular old supervillain: he had teleportation and telekinesis, both at fourth level. Anybody who ever watched the news knew he was rated close to the top of the government’s list of Threats to Society. Last time I’d checked, he was just a little bit behind the Carnage Squad, and a few places ahead of the entire Middle East. More importantly from our current point of view, though, was the fact that he had a rep for being just a wee bit careless during these sorts of public brawls when it came to following the “no civilians” rule.

      “You maniac!” bellowed Missile Man, shaking his massive fist—but also, to be honest, looking slightly ill-at-ease. “How dare you disturb the peace and threaten the safety of all these powerless citizens!”

      A ragged round of applause broke out. I noticed a couple of people weren’t clapping, though. One tall dude in a clingy muscle shirt looked like he maybe wasn’t nuts about being referred to as “powerless”. And there was a mournful old lady with a hearing aid who had probably only caught the general tone of angry male shouting.

      Lord Graviton took a deep breath, looking as though he was about to treat us all to one of his famous Evil Monologues. But before he could get warmed up, Missile Man tagged him on the left shoulder with a pretty well-aimed eye-blast. The rest of the heat ray hit the roof beneath the villain, which immediately caught fire, then must have melted or something, because the chubby psychopath dropped through it like a rock to the floor of the checkout aisle. He gave out a hysterical shriek.

      “Hooray!” Jimmy squealed. “Finish him, Missile Man!”

      I was faintly surprised that my seven-year-old offspring could sound so bloodthirsty. “C’mon, J, we’d best get out of the way here before . . . ”

      But before we had time to move, Lord Graviton had stalked out of the supermarket doorway, kicking aside broken acoustic tile and smoking boxes of snack cakes as he approached. From up close he was even more repulsive than he usually looked on TV—his eyes bugged out of his oblong skull, his neck was covered in pimples, and two fat ankles poked out from the bottoms of his grey spandex leggings.

      He sure did seem to be enjoying himself, though. “Taste my wrath, Missile-moron!” He made a vague gesture with his right hand. A row of maybe a dozen shopping carts reared up like a long metal snake from the middle of the lot, then surged up through the air toward the flying hero.

      Missile Man made a rather graceless lurch to one side and managed to dodge the incoming carts. But before he could stabilize himself, Lord G had gotten a couple of Hyundais airborne, one of which made a sickening sound as it crunched against the hero’s right shoulder. Our protector fell to the pavement and lay still for a few uncomfortable seconds.

      “C’mon—you can take him, Missile Man!” shouted a bespectacled twenty-something in an Oakland Raiders T-shirt. Everyone else there stayed pretty silent.

      “I’m fine, everyone, it was just a . . . oooooh!”

      We all held our breath as the caped champion got slowly up onto his feet then stumbled a few steps to the right. Lord Graviton gave a malicious cackle and elevated a couple more vehicles into the air between them. This did not look to me like it was going to end well.

      But then, a lady in a purple business suit with long press-on nails pointed up toward the horizon. “Look, everyone!” she shrieked. “It’s The Justice Beacon!”

      And there it was, too, shining high up in the clouds at the end of a conical beam of mysterious light projected straight upward from a downtown skyscraper. A brilliant golden circle enclosing a cut-out image of the scales of justice.

      “The Justice Squadron will be here any moment now!” squealed Ms. Purple.

      It was still a couple of hours before sunset, and as I watched the great beam sweep through the air, I found myself wondering how the weird thing managed to be visible at all in broad daylight. Could something like that really be good for the ozone layer?

      Just a few feet away from me, Lord Graviton muttered—I kid you not—“Curses!” He flailed his right arm around, and the two levitating cars spun wildly in the air above us.

      It was just at that moment that I saw the chihuahua. The lop-eared, shoebox-sized critter started straight at me balefully through the side passenger window of one of the flying sedans. Then, when the car turned upside-down, I saw its poor scrambly little feet sliding all over the rear windshield.

      “Hey!” I shouted at the crowd, pointing. “Whose dog is that?”

      Totally silence. The owner must have either been embarrassed or too wrapped up in the drama of the battle to care about a defenseless pet. Sometimes the awfulness of other human beings just makes me want to hide in a hole.

      Jimmy was gazing up at me now, eyes very wide. He’s a bright kid, overall—maybe he had already figured out what was about to go down. As I dropped into a crouch, he shook his head violently. “Mommy,” he whimpered, “don’t do it! You can’t . . . ”

      But I had already made up my mind. I sighed and shrugged, making a wavery attempt at a smile. Then I took a deep breath and launched myself toward the inverted Chevy.

      Flying up to the car took less than a second, but using my magnetic touch to steady it in midair required some delicate adjustments. The poor dog was huddled on the backseat, wailing. I tapped on the glass to get its attention, then melted the window with a quick puff of microwaves from deep in my diaphragm so I could reach in and grab him by the scruff.

      I already had the terrified little guy halfway liberated when I heard a booming voice from behind me.

      “What do you suppose you’re doing?”

      I turned around slowly. I thought I recognized the voice, and sure enough, there was Mister Volcano, hovering a few feet behind me with his hands on his waist in the classic pose. Condor Girl and The Human Iceberg were swooping up behind him. The other members of the Justice Squadron were steadily approaching dots against the skyline.

      I held up the chihuahua, which was licking at my inner wrist. “Had to save this little guy.” I inwardly cursed my parents for their sentimental habit of taking in stray pups off the street. I had obviously inherited a fatal weakness.

      “Please pass the creature to me,” said Mr. V.

      I sighed and placed the dog gently into his enormous, knuckly hands.

      Down on the tarmac, Missile Man and Lord Graviton were standing shoulder to shoulder waiting for their peers to haul me out of the sky, their earlier disagreement apparently forgotten.

      I drew in a deep lungful of the sweet, cool air from just below the clouds, then descended of my own volition. Police cruisers were already lining up along the street beside the parking lot. The crowd was mostly somber as I waited for the cops to pick me up.

      But Missile Man stomped straight up toward me. He was still a little unsteady on his feet, but clearly in a huffy mood, wanting to compensate for his earlier embarrassment.

      He jabbed an immaculately manicured finger against my sternum. “So tell me something, lady—when did you get your Heroism Permit? I sure didn’t see you at the last Boosting Your Powers convention in Toledo! You really think there’s nothing more to being one of us than just swooping around in the air and puffing out a few microwaves?”

      From behind the blackened carcass of a Honda Civic, Lord Graviton nodded piously.

      Up until that moment I had been willing to go quietly. But the sight of the two of them in their sweaty, virtually identical masks, suddenly all buddy-buddy with each other, was too much for me to take.

      “I have no idea what it’s like to belong to your little club!” I shook a finger at the preening hero. “How much did your rich daddy pay for your lousy permit—like, ten million dollars?” Condor Girl plopped onto the ground; I wheeled around to face her. “And everybody knows you only got onto the team because you’re engaged to Doctor Petroleum! Yet you clowns all still pretend you’re the only ones who have all these abilities! As if everybody didn’t know that after that comet passed through the atmosphere . . . ”

      “Shut up! Shut up!” Missile Man was in full whiny teenager mode now. “Nobody’s allowed to talk about the comet! Don’t you know the law?”

      Mr. Volcano thudded to the earth behind him, dropped the shivering dog onto a grassy knoll, then laid a hand on the younger hero’s shoulder. “Shh, now, Gary,” he said to his comrade. “This lady will pay her debt to society, never fear. And I’m sure she’ll come to understand why we can’t let just anyone use their powers.” He glanced across at me and shook his head. “I mean, really, ma’am! Just think of the social chaos that would ensue!”

      The other spectators in the parking lot all nodded as though this nonsense was some sort of timeless wisdom. For just a moment, it seemed like the guy in the muscle shirt looked faintly irritated on my behalf. But of course he didn’t say anything. A couple of cops had gotten out of their cars and were walking purposefully toward me. I knew there was nothing left for me to do with so many people watching but hold out my wrists to be cuffed.

      The last thing I saw from the back of the cruiser window was Jimmy cautiously holding hands with the woman in the purple suit. The dog had wobbled over toward him, and Jimmy leaned over to ruffle its ragged ears in a way that made me smile. I hoped that somebody there would get him to Child Protective Services, instead of just throwing him into the back of a van. But if something bad was going happen to him, I was at least pretty sure he would have the good sense to jump into the air and fly away.
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      Dylan arrived at work an hour early, riding his bicycle right up to where his boss stood forlornly outside the small workshop.

      “He’s done it again,” sighed Jenny, without even turning around to greet him. Instead, she continued to stare at the battered wreckage of the Wonder Car piled up in the small yard.

      “I thought as much,” answered the young mechanic sadly, dismounting and taking off his cycle helmet. “I caught the early news on BBC London. Seems like he had a dust up with the Count around the docks at Limehouse Basin. It’s pandemonium down there, the Rotherhithe Tunnel is blocked, and it seems one of them even shot down a press helicopter by mistake.”

      Jenny shook her head, having a good idea exactly which of the so-called superheroes would have taken out the chopper. “I’ll check how many Stinger missiles are left in the magazine.”

      “Seems like the mayor of London is majorly pissed off again,” continued Dylan. “She said on the early news that the Count and Lord Flash have done more damage to London over the past few months than the Germans did over the whole of 1940.”

      Jenny continued to stare at the smoking remains of the Wonder Car laying outside the workshop. Every panel not missing appeared badly damaged, with either dents, bullet holes, or both. Coolant and oil pooled under the wrecked vehicle, and only one window remained intact. Only five of the six wheels looked to be present, the thick tires all shredded and ruined.

      “This is going to need a total rebuild,” she muttered.

      “We won’t be able to get the Wonder Quadbike fixed by the end of the shift either,” said Dylan. “We’re still waiting on parts for the gearbox.”

      “I know,” frowned Jenny. “With the Wonder Copter still grounded, I’m not sure what transport we can get ready for tonight.”

      “The boat is still serviceable. Maybe he can patrol the river?”

      Jenny made no reply, running her calloused hands through her short grey hair as she tried to think of the options they had.

      “I know this is bad timing,” ventured Dylan, “but am I still okay to take the holiday I booked tomorrow? For my sister’s wedding?”

      Jenny looked at him for the first time since he arrived, seeing the earnest look in his youthful face. “Sure. Of course.”

      “Thanks,” said Dylan. “I’ll work late again tonight, maybe I can get one of His Lordship’s spare vehicles running again.”

      “He won’t be happy using one of his father’s mounts. The old man preferred old-school sleuthing and fists, not Lord Flash’s showmanship and firepower.”

      “I miss him,” mused Dylan, pocketing his cycle clips. “He always treated us with respect, and he never brought any of his vehicles back like this.”

      Jenny nodded silently, turning to walk sullenly back into the workshops. Not knowing where to start was something she had never experienced in her twenty years’ service with Lord Flash’s father, but ever since the son had taken over when his father retired six months previously, chaos was the new norm. Each day felt worse that the last, and she knew she was getting to the end of her tether. Despite her frequent pleas for more resources, Lord Flash never listened. Instead, he seemed to actually take pleasure from putting his staff under duress. He reveled in creating mayhem and destruction, justifying everything he did by being a superhero crime-buster, upholding law and order, dedicated to fighting crime wherever it could be found.

      With her small team of four at the absolute limit of what they could do and an uncaring employer unwilling to be reasonable, she had to think outside of the box. Instead of picking up her tools as usual, she went into the small workshop office and closed the door firmly behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Lord Flash appeared at seven in the evening as usual. Instead of being busy at work preparing and arming the various vehicles and weaponry, Jenny and the four technicians sat drinking coffee on the odd assortment of battered chairs at the back of the workshops.

      “Is the Wonder Car repaired?” demanded Lord Flash, his first words on arrival.

      Jenny put her chipped mug down and stood. “It has a broken axle, and we’ve used all the supplier’s stock of armored door panels.”

      Lord Flash gave a malicious grin, showing off his perfect teeth. “Well, you should have seen the damage I did to the Count’s mob! I mangled two of his staff cars, and even shot down one of his helicopters!”

      “It seems from the news that it was a London News press helicopter,” said Jenny coldly.

      “Well, serves them bloody right! The press hasn’t been onside for months now, they seem to have forgotten that I’m the good guy and the Count is the bad guy. I never get the credit my father did,” sneered Lord Flash.

      “Well, your father never shot down a press helicopter, nor closed the Rotherhithe Tunnel. And since you destroyed Nelson’s Column and blasted the head off one of the lions in Piccadilly Circus last month, people are starting to wonder if you really are the good guy,” said Jenny.

      Lord Flash looked at her in surprise. “How dare you! I’ve never heard such impertinence from staff. Let me remind you that crime has fallen in London since my father retired, and the streets of London are now a much safer place!”

      “Not if you’re a helicopter pilot or work the toll booths on the Rotherhithe Tunnel,” retorted Jenny hotly.

      Lord Flash’s face turned crimson. “Your job is to run this workshop, not lecture me on how to fight crime! Now, when will the car be ready?”

      “Not till next week at the earliest.”

      “What?” Lord Flash cried. “How can that be?”

      “Every time you take it out, it requires substantial repairs. It’s a one-off superhero car, spare parts are not readily available, and we’ve been working flat out for months,” explained Jenny, repeating the message she had given him dozens of times over the past months.

      “Spare parts were always available for my father!” he challenged.

      “Your father rarely damaged it. He preferred stealth to show and calm to chaos.”

      “You just need to work harder and get organized!” hissed Lord Flash.

      “It’s impossible to work any harder, but we did get organized. So the answer is no,” said Jenny flatly.

      “What!” roared Lord Flash. “Have you lost your mind? I’ll fire the lot of you!”

      “You can’t. Today we got organised. We formed a union. We have rights, and now, you have responsibilities.”

      “So, you cripple the capitol’s crime fighter, letting the Count have free reign over the city. How do you think that will go down with the Lord Mayor?” Lord Flash scoffed.

      “We’ve formed a union with the Count’s workshop staff. They’re having the same discussion with him right now. We’ve agreed that neither party will work over their contracted hours and will only release a vehicle if the other party’s vehicle is also roadworthy. We contacted the Lord Mayor, and she gave her full backing to the union and signed the articles of agreement. She said it was the break London needed. From now on, you and the Count need to abide by the rules, or we all down tools.”

      Lord Flash looked at Jenny and her team in astonishment.

      “So, because the Wonder Car is off the road for repairs, the Count is grounded until we get it back working. Maybe next week, maybe later.”

      “But, that’s not fair!” stammered Lord Flash. “What’s this damn union called?”

      “S.H.I.E.L.D,” smiled Jenny. “Super Hero Initiative for Employee and Londoner’s Defence. You’d better get used to it.”
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      The Hero won. The entire kingdom felt the moment of the Tyrant’s downfall as a subtle shift that brought in fresher air, a lightening of burdens piled on over the decades of mistreatment. For Harun, it was a day with a different meaning. This day his son was born. This day his wife died. Cella’s labor had been too hard and she had only a few heartbeats to hold her tiny son, gaze at him and Harun with a face lit by pure joy.

      “Baylan,” she’d said. “After your father.”

      His father. The greatest man Harun had ever known. Surely the new Baylan would be as great.

      Harun smiled. But something was wrong with Cella’s smile. Not as joyful or bright and fading fast. Then her lovely blue eyes closed forever. Harun’s smile faded, possibly forever.

      With the Hero’s victory, Harun was nearly lifted to hero status himself. It was his forge and hammer that had crafted the Hero’s Sword. Once the blade was finished, Crismon, the enigmatic wizard whose magic never faded no matter how the metal was reworked, enchanted the rune-carved sword Harun had crafted so that the blade would be stopped by nothing tainted with evil. The dark Tyrant’s bespelled armor could not withstand the Hero’s blows. Through their efforts, Crismon and Harun had handed the kingdom’s salvation to the Hero.

      Now, every orphaned farm boy who could come up with the coin wanted a sword from Harun. Not all were worthy of Crismon’s attentions so remained as ordinary weapons, not the stuff of legends.

      After the burial of his precious Cella, stoic Harun handed off the boy to be cared for by their neighbor, Old Marya, and returned to his forge. He could do nothing for the boy now that Cella was gone.

      And the world would need more swords to sweep away the Tyrant’s leftover army, now that he was defeated.
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        * * *

      

      The hammer sang across the anvil, singing the song of strength as Harun belted the metal into shape. So intent was he on his work that he no longer smelled the smoke from the blazing forge beside him. And he didn’t hear the tiny cries from the room beyond, where his small son lay. It wasn’t until Old Marya all but yanked the hammer from his hands. He turned on the woman who measured less than a third of his bulk.

      “Do not interrupt me, woman,” Harun snarled.

      But the heat seeped from his anger when he saw Marya’s face, already worn and weathered, but now drained of color and wet with tears.

      “Your son,” she began but shook her head and hurried from the hot space and back toward the portion of the building that held the living quarters.

      Harun hardly looked where he set the hammer down and followed.

      The dark room was heavy with sick and sweat but Harun inhaled sharply when he saw the tiny form of his son, his only child, sprawled on a pallet closest to the fire. Already walking and getting underfoot, the boy had been healthy and round just days before. Now he was a sickly gray color, blue eyes sunken into dark circles, his soft blond hair slick with sweat and matted to his head.

      “What happened?” Harun turned to Marya as she dabbed a cloth on the boy’s brow.

      Marya’s gray eyes shot him a look with enough heat to light his forge. “It is the wasting sickness. You have been away too long. I told you I had a birth to attend and would be away. You were supposed to be here.”

      “I have work to do.” Harun kept his distance, not knowing what he was meant to do. He was no good with tending children, especially sick ones.

      “This is your son,” she hissed, then quieted when the boy’s tiny form flinched. “You should have been here to check on him.”

      Harun wanted to argue, saying that he had been in this room very recently and the boy had been sleeping soundly. But a quick glance at the window showed the setting sun in a much different place than it was before. How long had he been away?

      “You must summon Crismon.” Marya wasn’t suggesting.

      Harun wanted to argue but knew he could not refuse her. Striding to the window, he opened the small cage and removed the bird inside, a dainty green songbird. Not the usual messenger bird, but Crismon was not the usual visitor.

      No sooner had the bird disappeared into the distance than a man walked through the front door, the bird perched on his shoulder. His long, thick green robes did nothing to disguise his slight build and barely stooped shoulders. Harun had been told that Crismon had once been very handsome, but the last century or so had taken its toll on the old wizard. Even his once-glorious beard verged on scraggly. Still, the man’s dark eyes remained clear and his grin broadened as he saw Harun, though just as quickly slipped from his face as his gaze dropped to the small form now clasped to Marya’s bosom.

      Crismon’s thin hand pressed against the child’s forehead, chest, and abdomen. Before he stood and faced Harun. “I shall require your good bronze basin.”

      Harun held it in front of the wizard as Crismon began removing various bottles and pouches from the folds of his robes, adding a portion of each to the basin.

      A breath of fire from the wizard’s mouth sent the mixture bubbling.

      “The illness has progressed too far,” the wizard held the boy in his lap, supported by one arm while the other held the bowl. “An exchange must be made for his restored health, as much as I am able to restore.” Crismon cocked one bushy eyebrow at the bladesmith.

      Harun didn’t quite understand, but that was frequently the way with these magical folk. The bladesmith simply nodded vigorously, then pushed the heavy, dark locks away from his eyes, before twisting at his thick beard.

      Tipping the bowl, the wizard held the boy’s jaw open as the potion poured down his throat. The boy jerked and spasmed but Crismon’s grip was firm and the entire contents of the bowl soon disappeared.

      In a motion that spoke of his exhaustion, the boy swallowed, then collapsed further into Crismon’s arms. Harun wondered at how the boy had gotten so much smaller in just a matter of days. He didn’t know many things about children, having never spent time around them. Surely they were supposed to grow and not dwindle?

      Crismon passed the now sleeping boy to Marya. After returning the bird back in its cage, he nodded to Harun and the old woman, then swept through the door and vanished.

      There weren’t the usual whimpers and cries as when the boy normally went to sleep. The old woman cradled the boy and rocked him, humming under her breath.

      Harun’s chest tightened. That should be Cella, holding the boy. But Cella was gone and the boy remained.

      Soon enough, Marya laid the boy out on his pallet and covered him with a fine blanket. She then placed a bowl of food in front of Harun, who ate it mechanically, his mind already turning over how he would make up for the lost time during the next day.

      The next morning, the boy appeared much improved, sitting up as Marya brought him a slice of bread spread with crushed fruit. He ate well enough as his father watched.

      His tiny mouth opened but only the barest squeak came out. The boy wrapped his hand around his throat and motioned to Marya.

      “What is it, Baylan?” Marya was immediately by the boy’s side. “Do you want a drink?”

      The small blond head nodded vigorously and Marya was quick to comply, pressing a cup into the boy’s hand. He swallowed noisily. Handing back the cup, he opened his mouth, only to squeak again. This time Marya looked to Harun, her eyes wide and hand pressed to her own mouth.

      “The exchange,” was all she managed before tears overflowed.

      Harun set down his bread and bent over the boy. With his large hands, he stood the boy up, noting that his legs were not unsteady. The dark circles had vanished and only those large blue eyes so much like his mother’s stared back at Harun as he inspected the boy.

      All seemed in working order.

      Except the boy wasn’t able to speak.

      Even a shouted command from Harun sent the boy into tears but no sound came forth.

      The exchange had been made. His health for his voice.

      Harun released the boy, patted Marya’s shoulder and stomped from the house back to the familiar heated air of the forge. There was nothing more he could do for the boy. His time was better spent making the world a better place with his swords and armaments. The Hero’s Sword was magnificent. But was it the best Harun could produce? He insisted to his doubting voices that he could do better.
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        * * *

      

      Harun hated festival days, and not just in the fifteen years that Cella had been gone. She had loved these special days. For every one, she somehow managed to coax her husband to attend and buy her something pretty from the visiting merchants. Now, he’d rather spend the time grinding a sword to a fine edge or crafting a pommel for perfect balance. The festival crowds brought other problems. He didn’t have time for all the awkward young men who huddled around the shop, hoping he’d let him purchase one of his swords.

      The boy, now not much younger than these lads, was the one that ran the front end of the bladesmith’s shop, handled new orders and haggled over pricing. New visitors were rather startled when Baylan pulled out his board with numbers and carefully drawn images, pointing to the necessary areas to convey his meaning. The boy even provided sketches of the desired blades with fine enough detail that no request was rejected for inaccuracy. Harun hadn’t noticed when the boy had made the board but he did notice the fewer interruptions. Bladesmithing was a lot about timing and he couldn’t simply let the metal cool while he handled the latest lordling’s eldest son demanding a new blade.

      There were to be plenty of lordlings of late. Since the Tyrant fell, all manner of men attempted to exert their claims on lands formerly held with an iron fist. Skirmishes arose here and there. Hence, the need for swords.

      Perhaps most concerning were the reports of the Hero himself. Ten years after the fall of the Tyrant and the Hero still roamed the land, dispensing justice. Though lately, these reports were frequently whispered down at the inn and tavern instead of touted. No one wanted to believe them at first. But with so many stories of the Hero destroying homes, shops, and even entire villages that had offended him, his mighty sword easily shattering stone supports or solid wood beams, there had to be truth in their words.

      The innkeeper for their own small hamlet had a married daughter in a town across the river. She had recently returned home to work for her father once more, after the Hero had set fire to her former town’s only merchant store. All because the merchant had lacked a suitable stock of footwear for the Hero to choose from.

      Harun shook his head, flecks of sweat flying where they may, sizzling when they landed too near the coals. It did him no favors to listen to the stories in town. He had his own work cut out for him. Just this last new moon, when Crismon had come to inspect his latest collection of swords, the wizard had only selected three to imbue with special abilities, detailing the runes to be struck into their grips and pommels. Three! That was less than half the moon before. And the powers he gave them seemed lacking, in Harun’s opinion. What good was the ability to purify water with a sword? Perhaps purifying blood was the better option, with the wasting disease that infested the land, now that their ruling class had time only for squabbles and not seeing to the needs of their people.

      Only three swords. Harun swung his hammer a touch too hard, requiring more strikes to even out the metal around the new dent. Surely the small number of acceptable swords was due to Harun’s slackening efforts. Though he was at the forge from sunrise to sunset, there was always more work to do, with no assistance from the runt of a boy in the front of the shop. His arms were far too thin to wield a hammer. Even considerable training as he grew saw no improvement. The boy had little interest in swords, preferring his papers and sketches instead.

      Perhaps the potion that restored his health took more than his voice. Perhaps it took his potential also.

      The blade before him now shaped to his satisfaction, he once again plunged it into the glowing heart of the forge, pumping the bellows to stoke the fury of the red coals as well as his own anger at having to tend to such a menial task.

      “What is the good of having a child if the child is more hindrance than help?” Harun muttered as he stabbed the unfinished blade in deeper. “An apprentice is what I need, not a shopkeeper.”

      Hardy young men were in short supply these days. And even fewer were the ones seeking to learn the art of the blade.

      A movement from the shop front caught his eye. Was that a skirt? What was a woman doing in his shop? Had things gotten so bad that women were seeking swords? Would the next hero be a heroine? Harun very nearly chuffed a furrow keeping one eye on the doorway.

      There it was again. Most certainly a skirt. And . . . a giggle?

      Harun tucked his hammer into his broad waistband and strode toward the shop. Pushing through the door he saw the woman. Just a girl really.

      And the boy. He smiled at her.

      Harun focused back on the girl. Brown eyes. Curly brown hair. Freckles. In his younger days, Harun would have found the girl cute, in a childlike way. But he was not younger. And she was in his shop.

      He cocked one eyebrow at the boy.

      The boy at least had the good sense to look abashed, turning his eyes to the sword on the table before him, adjusting its position so it was perfectly even with the edge of the table.

      Harun knew this blade. It was a short sword, on the lighter, flexible side, like many of the fancier swords the soldiers from the coastal kingdom preferred. The hilt was tight, good for close combat.

      The bladesmith turned his gaze on the girl. She blushed and glanced at the boy but then met Harun’s eyes with a steady look. Perhaps she was Heroine material after all.

      “You are seeking a blade?” Harun brought himself up to his full height, considerably taller than the other two, massive arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “Oh, no,” the girl shook her head vigorously and, widening her eyes, hastily added “sir.”

      But Harun had seen her hands as she brushed a curl from her eyes. Calluses only seen on those experienced in swordplay. Why would she want to hide her skill?

      Harum shrugged. No business of his if she didn’t want him to know. He turned back to the forge, head already filled with ideas for swords designed for smaller hands, lighter weight, but no less worthy of the next hero. Or heroine. Perhaps one would become his masterpiece.
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        * * *

      

      “Bladesmith.” The boy was barely old enough to leave his mother’s skirts and yet he raised his too-long nose to sniff disapprovingly at the forge air. “Can you design a blade to match my bracers?”

      Harun crossed his immense arms over his considerable chest and looked down through one narrowed eye before the boy lost some of his haughtiness and took a step back from the bladesmith.

      Harun then held out one hand.

      The boy unclasped the bracer from his forearm and placed it in the waiting palm, immediately dwarfing the metal piece.

      Harun turned the piece over in his hands, noting the shape like scales along the outer edge, a fair imitation of the fabled dragons. Nary a weak spot to be seen. The heavy leather straps looked to be long enough so if the boy managed to live long enough to reach his full height, the bracer would still fit him. Decent work, Harun begrudgingly admitted.

      “Where did you get this?” Harun didn’t look at the boy but from the way his narrow feet had shifted, this lordling’s son was sufficiently cowed.

      “Larek of Tortown,” came the hesitant reply.

      Harun looked up at that. “Larek? He’s making armor now?”

      Larek had been Harun’s chief competition. Until Harun had crafted the Hero’s Sword. Larek hadn’t been able to compare after that.

      “Has been for ages. He’s considered the very best.” The undersized chin came up a little at that.

      Harun harrumphed and continued to study the design. Perhaps the flow of the design could have been angled in a more pleasing way. And that scale there was just ever so slightly smaller than the one next to it. Surely a mistake.

      Reaching for the top sheet in the stack of parchment Baylan kept for him, Harun also snatched up a wedge of charcoal and began a sketch of the hilt. The hilt and pommel were all that mattered to these young types. Even the appreciation of a perfectly balanced blade only came with experience and the way this lad wore his dagger belt too high and too tight spoke volumes on his inexperience.

      After a few more moments of the boy’s nervous shifting, Harun slid the sketch across the work surface. No words necessary.

      His potential customer’s eyes went wide and his jaw dropped a little. Harun covered his smirk at the reaction. He’d work the pommel into a dragon’s head, keeping the weight light enough so it didn’t over balance a narrow blade. The twin curving quillons over the hilt guard would carry on the dragon motif by ending in pointed tails, hints of scales mirroring the bracers.

      “It’s perfect,” the lordling breathed, then as if realizing he had given away any sort of bargaining power, quickly added. “Or at least it would be. If you can make it.”

      Harun’s eyebrow ticked up. He resisted tossing the boy out on his head.

      “If Larek is the best at armor,” Harun began carefully, slowly, “then who do they say is the best at blades?”’

      The boy’s gaze dropped. “You are, Sir Bladesmith Harun.”

      Harun snorted at the title but nodded. “This sword will take three moons to complete to my satisfaction.” No mention whatsoever of the customer’s satisfaction. “Go and see the shop boy about the payment.”

      The young lordling brightened somewhat at the prospect of not having to haggle with Harun. But the bladesmith chuckled at his retreating back. Baylan would ask for far more coin than Harun would have considered. The boy was good with numbers. Much like his mother.

      The thought of Cella drove the smile from Harun’s face. Baylan may wear her looks, but he was not her.
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        * * *

      

      The girl was in the shop again. Harun heard her laugh as he sanded wood for a fine grip. Setting the wood aside, he moved quietly to the front. He arrived in the doorway with enough time to see the girl move through the midpoint of a rather graceful river form, the same blade in her hand as if it were a part of her.

      A knock on the wood counter and the girl spun toward the sound. Baylan’s hand rested on the counter. His father loomed over his shoulder.

      The girl had the presence of mind to not drop the blade. Instead she shifted her grip to grasp the guard and offered the blade, hilt first to Harun.

      “I had heard that Tefnor had a daughter.” Harun strode forward to stand beside the counter as he examined the sword in his hand. “But I didn’t know that the greatest swordsman this side of the Canalaba River was also training her.”

      “I trained alongside my brothers,” she said, that steady gaze never leaving Harun.

      “And I made all of their swords.” Harun set the blade on the counter.

      They stood facing each other. She, in a warrior stance. He, merely waiting.

      Her gaze flicked to the boy. Harun could see the motion of his hands. The girl’s shoulders relaxed.

      She bent at the waist in a bow. “Jensa Tefnor.”

      “Pleasure.” Harun returned the bow. “Now. Have you set a payment for this blade?”

      Jensa’s eyes widened yet again and Harun began to think that was her only response.

      “I wouldn’t dare to assume . . . ”

      Harun raised a hand. “You are clearly worthy. Is the payment too much? We can make arrangements.”

      Jensa cleared her throat, looking again at the boy before answering. “While this is a very fine blade,” she paused and looked to the boy again, “it is not meant for me.”

      Harun tilted his head to one side.

      “While the balance is impressive, it is meant for someone with a longer arm. The grip is a touch wide for a hand like mine.” Her eyes flicked to the boy and back to Harun. “And the quillons, while expertly made, are much too broad to be comfortable on a belt at my waist. I’ve considered learning the craft so that I could make a blade that was truly meant for those like me.” She licked her lips slightly. “Bladesmith Harun. Sir.”

      Harun’s teeth that had clenched at her first criticism, were grinding by the end. Unlike her, he didn’t bother to look at the boy before turning, heading back into his forge. Clearly the boy had enough time on his hands to watch the swordplay of others so perhaps he could be doing a bit more work instead. The lordling’s dragon sword was nearly complete, awaiting only the runes that would hold the wizard’s power. Should Crismon deem it worthy of such.

      “Boy,” he called toward the shop.

      The slight form immediately appeared, framed in the doorway, and Harun motioned him forward, feeling the heat from the girl’s words still building in his gut.

      Harun pressed too hard with the charcoal, he knew. The dark marks on the paper were not as clean as he would like but the boy would be able to read them sure enough, having imprinted runes many times before. He rough-sketched the hilt around the runes to show positioning. Snatching up the paper he shoved it at Baylan, nearly knocking the boy down with what was not a harsh move, so frail he was. So slight in the shoulders. Much better suited to work in a merchant’s shop than a smithy.

      Harun didn’t say anything. Baylan could figure out his father’s commands without verbal instruction. For the next long while, whenever Harun stopped hammering, he could hear the smaller tinking of the detail hammer and chisel in the shop front.

      Some time later, as he thrust the red hot metal into the water tank, breathing in the metallic steam, Harun became aware of a presence behind him.

      Baylan stood, sword in hand, silently waiting for Harun to notice him rather than interrupt the work.

      Once the thirst of the sword had been quenched, Harun looked down the edge of the blade. Still straight. Of course.

      He set the sword aside and reached for the sword Baylan had finished. No sooner had he brushed a thumb over the pommel than he knew something was wrong. The runes carefully imprinted into the surface were not the ones Harun had sketched.

      “Boy,” Harun bellowed.

      Baylan flinched.

      “What have you done?” Harun tempered the heat in his voice. He’d have to remake the hilt. Reforge the metal in order to erase the mistake.

      Baylan didn’t attempt to speak. He had given up on forcing words through his squeaks long ago. Instead he held a hand out, bearing the parchment Harun had given him.

      Harun snatched the paper. “Get out of my forge,” Harun’s voice had gone cold. “You do not deserve to be here.”

      Baylan turned and strode away, though he didn’t run, not like he had when he was smaller and had run from his father’s anger.

      Harun crumpled the paper and was about to feed it to his forge when he noticed the thinner marks of the runes. Definitely not his handiwork. Careful not to smudge the lines further, he smoothed the paper as best he could, noticing that the paper was finer than the stock he kept. And the lines were drawn with a sharpened tip, not a block of charcoal.

      Most certainly the same sword, with the dragon head and scaled quillon. But the runes were . . . out of order and slightly different. He recognized their shape; most certainly Crismon’s hand. But why weren’t these runes familiar to Harun?

      He’d ask the wizard himself. Striding into the living area, Harun reached for the green bird’s cage.

      When he arrived, Crismon’s typical grin held firm in the face of Harun’s withering glare.

      “Harun, my friend,” Crismon began.

      Harun held up the paper, now considerably more smudged. “Explain.”

      “Ah, it’s finished? Good. Let’s see it.” Crismon slipped around Harun into the forge before the large man could turn himself about. By the time he arrived, Crismon already held the sword, purple and white light flickered along its length.

      “You waste your power.” Harun yanked the sword from the wizard’s hands. “I cannot sell this sword. Not now. I will have to start over.”

      Crismon only smiled and inclined his head toward Harun. “Apologies for the misunderstanding. I am certain that this metal requires these magics.”

      “Using farsight, wizard?” Harun kept the sneer from his face but not entirely from his voice. “This lordling is to be a great hero, then?”

      Crismon’s smile faltered just a touch but Harun noticed.

      “Did you think this sword was meant for someone greater? Maybe someone for which there is an ancient prophecy left to fulfil? The near child who ordered this sword has no more honor than all the other would-be royals before him. And what of these runes? What do they mean?”

      Crismon nodded quietly, almost to himself. “These are counter runes. Meant to thwart the magic of others.”

      Harum blinked. That . . . was a rather useful piece of magic. It just might be the only hope now that the Hero took up where the Tyrant had left them. The stories of the Hero and those that rode with him grew in destruction, with slaughtered livestock and burning crops adding to the list of misdeeds.

      Crismon tossed the paper onto the coal, watching as it caught fire immediately and was soon ash. “Perhaps I was too hasty in ascribing these spells to this blade. It’s clearly not ready.”

      Just as his forge had flared, Harun’s anger came up. “Not ready? Just as the dozens of others were not ready? Or perhaps they are not good enough? Their grips a touch too large? Perhaps it is time for you to take your skills to Larek and bestow all manner of blessings on his armor.”

      Harun’s voice shook the forge but Crismon didn’t flinch, only inclined his head in that infuriating manner he had when he refused to answer Harun’s questions. Or give him direction on what he needed to do to be worthy of crafting another Hero’s Sword.

      “So it will be Larek, will it?” Harun strode to the bellows and pumped until the forge glowed and sweat dripped from his face to evaporate in the heat. “I’ll ease your journey, old man.”

      With the dragon sword aglow, Harun went to work with his hammer, breaking the blade, the pommel, the quillons, into pieces and thrusting them into the heat. The metals melted and fused. With Crismon still standing watch, Harun beat the lumps into flat pieces. The shape wasn’t as sure or as fine as Larek’s but soon enough, he had the forms of two bracers. He tossed them at the feet of the wizard.

      “There’s your armor, wizard.” Harun breathed heavily from the ceaseless work and his throat burned.

      Crismon did not smile. He only nodded and picked up the bracers, tiny sparks of purple and white met his touch. The wizard handed the bracers to the bladesmith. Then with nothing more, he turned and disappeared through the door.

      Harun moved to the shop, gaze roving over the displays. Many fine blades. Expertly crafted. Flawless. Music made metal. And none of them were good enough. Over a dozen blades not worthy of the wizard’s magic lined the walls of the shop. Only metal. No power to change a man’s fortune. Surely no power to aid a kingdom.

      Perhaps Harun’s days as the Bladesmith were at an end.

      Over the next few days, Harun would neglect the other work, instead choosing to smooth the bracers, fitting them to his own forearms with soft leather linings and sturdy straps. Larek may laugh if he saw them but to Harun, they were a reminder that the wizard betrayed him. The strange man only ever worked for himself, not for Harun, and not for the kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      The noises of the festival outside still managed to squeeze their way through the forge, despite Harun’s efforts to drown them out by grinding a sword edge relentlessly. Festivals served only to remind him of Cella and annoy him with needy customers demanding new swords. The day could not end soon enough.

      Baylan waited behind him. Harun knew, but still gave the raw metal a few more swings from the hammer before resting it on the banked coals. He turned halfway toward the boy, his eyebrow raised.

      The boy, which Harun was not ready to admit was quickly turning into a man, held a piece of paper out to Harun.

      On it, instead of the sword sketch that Harun anticipated, there was a finely-detailed sketch of Jensa, holding the blade as she so often did. He had written her name at the bottom, as if Harun would mistake the image for some other curly-haired girl with a sword.

      Not sure what he was supposed to do with this, Harun looked up at the boy, the question in his eyes. The boy motioned for him to turn the paper over.

      Harun did so and revealed the words “Jensa is looking for an apprenticeship and you need an apprentice.”

      The boy did not have the strength to bury a fist in Harun’s gut but those words had the same effect.

      “An apprentice?” Harun growled.

      The boy handed over another paper, already prepared. “You work so hard. An apprentice will help. She is smart. She is strong.”

      Harun crumpled the papers in his fist. When one was a highly skilled craftsman, the first choice in apprentice was almost always the one that shared a roof with them. A child. A close relative. Just as Harun had helped in his father’s forge. But Harun’s child could not wield a hammer, got too winded even pumping the bellows. And now the same nearly worthless offspring was telling him how to run his shop. His shop, which had been his father’s before him.

      An apprentice. And a girl. Harun couldn’t decide which was worse.

      Harun strode forward, the boy backing up until they were in the front of the shop.

      “Get out.” Harun didn’t shout but his voice was full of the fire of his forge. “You don’t belong here. And neither does she.”

      As the boy’s form disappeared down the street. Harun took a step back into his shop. His shop. It was his. And yet, it wasn’t. There was the boy’s board on the counter. A glance at the walls showed the available swords but how had they been arranged? Not by length. Not by weight. And where were the coins collected from sales? Harun looked behind the counter, shoving polishing rags, stacks of sketches, and broken charcoal sticks to the floor. There had to be coins here somewhere.

      Running his hand along one of the shelves, he felt an edge in the board. His father had crafted this counter all those years ago. And a finely made counter should not have had an edge there. Harun pushed on the board, attempting to flatten it down. But when he released it, the board sprang up, revealing stacks of coins in a hidden compartment.

      Harun stared at those coins for a long moment. The compartment was not there when it was Harun as a boy behind the counter. When had the boy done this? Had he commissioned the work? No. Harun had seen no other craftsmen working in his shop. Standing, Harun’s attention was called to the boy’s board. It had been repainted. Probably recently, in preparation for the crowds arriving for the festival. Numbers carefully written alongside images of the correct amount of coins, for those that did not know their numbers. The cycle of moons, so a time could be conveyed. Even parts of the sword so the customer could have concerns addressed. It was rather . . . clever.

      That dark feeling that filled Harun’s chest every time Crismon passed over a sword came again but this time, it was for something much greater. The shame of incomplete swords was nothing compared to the shame of never knowing his son. Baylan. Named for Harun’s own father, a great and gentle man who would never have treated the boy as Harun had treated him.

      Tears clouded his eyes and Harun let them come, falling on the perfectly polished counter and the fine fabric there for displaying swords. In his shame, it was as if the specter of his father stood beside him, shoulders and stature much smaller than Harun but no less commanding.

      “I will do better, Father,” Harun said with thick words. “I will treat him as he deserves.”

      Harun continued to promise his father, the humble blacksmith who allowed his son to take his own path and make swords instead of horseshoes. Harun would do the same for Baylan. The boy had a talent for drawing. Perhaps he’d like to learn more under a master? Harun knew of one. He’d arrange an apprenticeship immediately.

      Satisfied, the presence of the bladesmith’s father dissipated.

      His promises and tears silenced, Harun noticed a chorus of shouts coming from the streets. Not in the pleasant tones one would expect of a festival.

      Jensa plunged through the open shop door.

      “Sir Bladesmith!” she called breathlessly. “You must come! It’s Baylan.”

      She hesitated one more moment, then snatched the blade she had so frequently admired from its place and rushed back out the door.

      Harun paused long enough to claim a sword from the racks and followed her streaming hair through the gathering crowd. No music met his ears. The scent of sweetcakes and roasted meat should have coaxed smiles from the festival-goers but all faces he saw looked grim.

      Most of the people cleared the way for Harun, especially as he held a sword in hand. Some called to him, hurrying him forward. Nearing a run, Harun, broke into an opening in the masses, the people kept back by a half dozen armored young men. In the center, with his own sword in hand, stood the Hero.

      Even without the sword, Harun would have known who he was. Tall, broad shoulders, strong chin. Clearly the very image of legends. Lit by the sun at his back, his long, dark hair caught a breeze and waved gently. The Hero wore only a few pieces of armor over his fine, tightly-fitting leather clothes. Why would he need more protection? He was the Hero, after all.

      But it was the eyes—hard black and flashing with anger—that ruined the image.

      Kneeling at the Hero’s feet was Baylan.

      Harun focused on what the Hero shouted at the crowd. “—caught a thief! How dare one of you peasants take something from me? When I have given you so much!”

      Baylan? A thief? Never. Impossible.

      Jensa, so tiny in front of Harun, turned to him. “It’s not true,” she spat. “The Hero dropped a riding glove and Baylan picked it up to give it back. But the Hero demanded an explanation and . . . well . . . besides, who steals one riding glove? It’s absurd!”

      Jensa had gotten louder as she spoke.

      The Hero faced her, those cold eyes narrowing. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      Jensa squared her shoulders and stepped forward. Harun stepped with her.

      “Hero, you do not know our town. If you did, you would know the boy before you is Baylan. He has no voice. He cannot answer your accusations with no voice. He did not steal the glove. He merely attempted to return it to you.”

      The Hero threw back his head and laughed. The armored men joined in. The crowd shifted uneasily beyond them.

      “You would challenge me? Your Hero? What I say is the law. What I do is the law. I say thieves shall lose a hand. And this boy is a thief.”

      Gasps and mutters rolled through the crowd and they surged forward a few steps. The armored men shifted with them, no longer able to keep them back. These were the people that had cared for Baylan while Harun worked the forge. They knew the boy’s heart better than his own father. They knew the Hero lied.

      Jensa’s stance moved into a ready position. Before she could bring her blade up, Harun’s hand covered her shoulder. Gently, he pushed her behind him.

      Harun bowed slightly to the Hero, who did not return the motion.

      “As the boy . . . as Baylan’s father, I will stand in for any punishment you require.” Harun stood tall, dropping the sword he held into the dirt in front of him.

      The Hero noticed the change in the people, his glower sliding along them before coming back to Harun.

      “And who,” the Hero flexed the sword blade in front of him, the light sparkling on the ruby Harun had so carefully laid in the pommel, “are you?”

      “I am Harun.”

      The Hero didn’t flinch but his face changed, becoming slightly less frosty. “The Bladesmith.” It wasn’t a question.

      Harun copied Crismon’s frustrating head tilt in response. By the further narrowing of the Hero’s eyes, the motion had the same effect.

      The Hero’s chin dipped and his eyes bored into Harun’s. “Fine. I’ll take your hand instead of the boy’s.” He motioned to his men.

      It took four of them to get Harun into position. Harun did not resist. He simply did not let them hurry him. With one hooligan hanging off each arm, Harun knelt before the Hero. A block of wood was placed in front of him.

      One look from Harun and the goon attempting to heft his arm onto the block stopped, raised his hands, and backed away. Harun lifted his left hand and placed it on the block himself, the solid thunk of the bracer sounding loud in the near-silence around them.

      Now so close, the Hero’s Sword was lovely to behold. Clearly the work of a master. Harun’s heart swelled with pride at again watching the light flicker down its perfectly straight length. The spiraling knuckle guard and hilt didn’t shine as it had when Harun had polished it. Perhaps the Hero didn’t spend the time to do so. Such a pity. It surely was a masterpiece.

      Harun’s gaze went to Baylan, who stood beside Jensa, a hand on her sword arm to keep her weapon down. Smart boy. So much smarter than Harun ever gave him credit for. What else had he missed about his son? The clenching of his heart told him that he had missed too much. He had missed what truly was his masterpiece.

      Before his eyes could blur with tears that the Hero would no doubt misread, he offered Baylan a short nod, waited for him to return it, then turned back to the sword held before him. He’d keep his gaze locked on that.

      Leaning down, the Hero also looked toward Baylan. “Your son has fine taste in women. Perhaps I shall have to try her.” His face, which was most likely considered handsome by most, twisted into an ugly sneer.

      Harun thought of the Hero and little Jensa, with her graceful river forms and her three older, very skilled brothers. And Harun laughed.

      The Hero looked at him darkly. He’d probably wanted to make a speech, to show how he was the last word or the law or whatever such thing he felt inclined to claim. He would have wanted the crowd brought to heel, cowed by this show of dispensing of his brand of justice. But this crowd was moving, agitated. Harun saw several hands clutching farm tools in a manner that did not anticipate gardening. Even Old Marya clutched the handle of a frying pan. The Hero must have seen it, too. Because there was no speech.

      Soundlessly, the Hero’s Sword swept up and then down, with power enough to slice through the bone of a man’s hand even without the enchantments placed on the blade.

      Harun watched the blade, glinting in the sun, as it came down in the middle of his left bracer.

      The blade shattered. As if Harun had crafted it in glass instead of the finest steel.

      Holding only the broken hilt, the Hero stared for several poundings of Harun’s heart. When the Hero looked up, it was to see his men pulling back, the crowd surging forward. He tossed the hilt into the dirt beside Harun. And with his men gathered around, they mounted their horses and raced from the town, the crowd roaring after them.

      Harun, still kneeling, looked between the broken blade and the bracer, with nary a dent.

      Plush green robes brushed his right arm and Harun looked up to Crismon, beard messy with crumbs as the wizard munched a sweetcake.

      “Did I miss it?” The wizard said. “Oh, fiddlestrings. I really wanted to see his face when the sword shattered!” Crismon giggled then took a bite of cake.

      “You . . . knew?” was all Harun could manage.

      “Of course I knew!” The wizard’s eyes narrowed slightly before crinkling at the edges. “You can’t go giving powerfully enchanted swords to just any farm boy without good parents and expect there to be harmony ever after. The Hero would have to be brought back down to ordinary. Otherwise, you and I would forever be making greater and greater swords to take them on. You might be up for the challenge, clever Harun, but I’m getting old, you know.”

      Now that the thugs were run out of town, the crowd went back to a cheerful, festival air. Music played. Cakes were eaten. And Baylan put an arm around Jensa.
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        * * *

      

      Harun stood behind Baylan, the boy’s blond head bent over his work as his father tried to wait quietly. These last twelve moons, Baylan had been apprenticed to Master Bosal, an artisan of great renown, but still managed to find the time to run the front of Harun’s shop with Jensa’s help.

      Baylan looked up, a grin on his face that made him look so much like sweet Cella that Harun could do nothing but return the grin.

      Carefully, Baylan turned the board to face Harun, and with a flourish of his hand announced that the painting was finished.

      The painting depicted the moment the Hero’s Sword shattered, with the Hero depicted in dark colors while kneeling Harun was crowned in light. And it was magnificent! Though that could be the father in him, tainting his opinion.

      Harun laughed and praised Baylan’s work, while the blond smiled wider. Jensa came over from the counter where she’d been polishing a blade.

      “Oh, Baylan!” she murmured, placing a hand on his shoulder. “It’s perfect!”

      Harun raised an eyebrow. “Perfect, eh? I wasn’t sure your opinion went so high?”

      Jensa didn’t even blush, just laughed. “Well, Sir Bladesmith, perhaps it is time you took on an apprentice to pass on your skills. We wouldn’t want such oversized quillons to fade into stories.”

      Harun grinned, clapped the girl on her shoulder. “I was thinking much the same thing. When would you like to begin, Jensa?”
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