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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SUPERHEROES


The Stone Age of Superheroes


1854: At the Battle of Balaclava, shields created by Corporal Langston Hicks protect charging British cavalry and result in an overwhelming victory for the British over Russian forces. The “Charge of the Light Brigade” is henceforth known as the first public confirmation of superhuman existence.


1854–1900 (approx.): Amid intense fascination and fear of superhumans due to the British Empire augmenting their military and political strength with superhuman aid, a general wave of fear and disgust by humanity keeps many supers in hiding.


1867: Infamous Wild West outlaw, Jill “Blackjack” Winchester, outs herself as a superhuman, widely regarded as both the first professional supervillain and superhuman to use a codename.


1871: Sailors of the HMS White Walrus become the first humans to survive first contact with the xenophobic, reptilian natives of Lemuria. Shortly after, representatives of Atlantis reach out to the British Crown with an offer of peace in an effort to outdo their Lemurian rivals.


1870–1900 (approx.): With superhuman aid, scientists like Tesla, Moreau, and Edison make scientific discoveries decades past what conventional technological wisdom believes possible, helping reshape the public image of supers more in their favor. Many smaller, less ethical “mad” scientists push the boundaries of science and accidentally create many proto-supervillains.


The Iron Age of Superheroes


1898: The 1st United States Volunteer Cavalry, under commander Theodore Roosevelt, is one of the first military units primarily filled with superhumans. Their battlefield prowess and raw power brings a swift end to the Spanish-American War. Cuba is soon after made the forty-sixth state to enter the Union.


1914–1916: World War I is triggered by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. This global conflict (exacerbated by the navy of Atlantis informally aiding the Central Powers) sees widespread use of superhumans in battle, improving their public image and bringing a swift end to the conflict while bringing a singular brutality to warfare that had yet to be seen. Conditions under the Treaty of Verdun financially punishing Germany and illegalizing humanity’s use of Lemurian and Atlantean technology keep tensions around the world lingering.


1917: The islands of Hawaii are seized and claimed by cultists and redubbed New R’lyeh. Weakened by the war and not seeking the wrath of such powerful magic, world leaders acknowledge the new nation.


1917: Bolstered by superhuman forces, the Bolsheviks seize power in the Russian Revolution. Through efficient programs managing the superhuman population and putting them to work for the greater good, the Soviet Union rapidly becomes one of the most prosperous and powerful empires of the twentieth century.


1922: An Egyptian tomb unearthed by Howard Carter releases the trapped energies of the Egyptian pantheon upon the world. Their public revelation and general declaration of peace (some outliers aside), as well as the acknowledgment of other deities including Maui, Ishtar, Raven, Tezcatlipoca, and Sun Wukong, confirm to the world that gods walk among us.


The Golden Age of Superheroes


1930: Miguel Díaz dons a handmade luchador outfit and emigrates from Mexico to the United States as El Capitán. Declaring neutrality from any government influence, he decides to use his powers for the betterment of mankind and soon becomes the world’s greatest superhero. His example of costumed vigilantism is soon followed by many with increasingly flamboyant identities and costumes.


1938: The Empire of Japan’s invasion of China combined with border tensions with the USSR trigger World War II, an even more destructive and globe-spanning conflict than its predecessor. Superhumans around the world are pressed into service, while costumed superheroes use their celebrity influence to drum up support.


1940: After Japanese naval attacks on America’s west coast, President Roosevelt orders the internment of Japanese-American citizens. Sixteen-year-old Kazuo Nagano escapes internment and, despite lacking superpowers, uses his genius intellect to transform himself into vigilante the Gamemaster, fighting against government oppression and corruption.


1941: Seeking an end to the war, El Capitán, the Gamemaster, and French superhero Stone Spirit meet in Amber City. From this meeting they create the idea for the Protectors, a civilian team of superheroes not answering to any particular government and aligned with the goal of saving humanity from this destructive conflict. Nearly a dozen other heroes soon join this team with the goal of world peace.


1942: One year and a day after the founding of the Protectors, El Capitán raises an American flag in Berlin, declaring an end to the war.


1943–1950 (approx.): Despite postwar prosperity, tensions begin to rise between the allied empires of the United States, the USSR, the British Empire, and Atlantis in a nonviolent but vaguely hostile “Cold War.”


1947: At the height of a competitive “Space Race” between the United States, USSR, and Britain, a spacecraft from the mysterious Gray race crash-lands in Roswell, New Mexico, confirming the existence of alien life. Technology salvaged from this craft makes the US the dominant spacefaring nation for decades to come.


1949: United States president Thomas E. Dewey is the first sitting world leader to walk on the moon, and is famously photographed shaking hands with El Capitán in the Sea of Tranquility.


The Silver Age of Superheroes


1950: Triggered by humanity’s deeper exploration of space, the First Gray Invasion of Earth occurs. Millions of lives are lost and large portions of East Asia and Africa, still recovering from World War II, are laid to waste. With most militaries disabled by Gray technology, humanity is saved by an expanded roster of Protectors, who repel the invasion and kill the Gray Emperor.


1951–1964 (approx.): Earth is invaded periodically by alien races including the Grays, the Traknet, and the Roball Empire. An increased emphasis on Earth defense technology and a higher superhero population help defend Earth from serious damage. The required global unity in defending against these attacks prevents the Cold War from escalating.


1950–1969 (approx.): Postwar prosperity creates an explosion of supervillains looking to acquire this wealth for themselves. Looking to stand out from others, villains often strive to become more over-the-top and flamboyant than their peers. In response, superheroes become more flamboyant and colorful. Campy one-liners, themed schemes and henchmen, and ostentatious displays of wealth become common for both superheroes and villains.


The Bronze Age of Superheroes


1969: In response to the foundation of the Villains Union, the world’s first major team of supervillains, El Capitán and the Gamemaster, with the help of a reformed Blackjack, recreate the Protectors as a world-spanning team of superheroes in many subteams. The villains escalate their numbers and plots in kind, kicking off a conflict they dub the “War on Villainy.”


1970: The Protectors open the Tower, the world’s greatest prison designed for housing supervillains.


1969–1993: The War on Villainy is waged around the world, with civilian- and government-sponsored superheroes slowly imprisoning and exterminating the entire world supervillain population. Superheroes get an increasingly militarized look, with increasingly violent tactics approved, and edgier attitudes beloved, by the public.


1993: With the defeat of Otis Shylock in Chile, and every last known supervillain eliminated, the War on Villainy is declared over.


The Digital Age of Superheroes


1993–Present: Even without supervillains and few wars to fight, superheroes are still a part of daily life. They star in movies, dominate tabloids, and wield tremendous political power for the betterment of mankind. Occasional attempts at villainy are made, but the heroes quickly defeat them before any damage can truly be done. Losing their edge from the War on Villainy, they take on colorful costumes and kinder images.


Under their benevolent protection, all is well.
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THE REQUISITE ORIGIN STORY


Like anyone who ever attended a public high school, I first considered becoming a supervillain during a mandatory assembly on the dangers of peer pressure.


They’d promised us a superhero guest speaker this time, and not just some guy off the street in a cape and spandex suit who hangs around playgrounds (like last year), but a real one with powers and corporate sponsors who would offer us a truly “life-enriching experience.” Whether or not this was worth getting excited about was yet to be seen, but considering the fact that the last “life-enriching experience” we had came in the form of a guy in a bright green bunny suit rapping about saving the rainforest, we had reason for skepticism.


Still, when the lights dimmed and the stage curtains were raised to reveal a large, cardboard cutout of the Protectors’ logo and a banner that read DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO BE A HERO?, most of the students in attendance sounded impressed.


Well, except for some junior in back who shouted, “YOU SUCK!”


The air fell still and, with a dramatic flourish, one of the windows at the side of the auditorium burst open. There were shouts of surprise and screams from the freshman girls, and almost as many cell phone cameras held in the air as there were people in attendance as a glowing, crackling ball of electricity floated in through the window and hovered above the stage. With a dramatic explosion and a roaring clap of thunder, the ball transformed into a muscular man clad in bright-green spandex, a flowing blue cape, and brighter blue, spiked hair. His eyes were hidden by a bright-yellow domino mask, but his smile was so broad and toothy and white that you could see it shining from the back of the auditorium.


“Hello, boys and girls and inter-gendered Lemurian residents of Hacklin’s Hall High School. I… AM… THUNDERHEAD!” he said with a dramatic flourish of his cape, surrounding himself with a shower of sparks. For emphasis, a curtain behind him was ripped aside, revealing a cardboard cutout of him and his Twitter handle (@YourHeroThunderhead).


He laughed heartily at the audience’s cheers, unaware that he had set his cardboard cutout and one of the stage curtains on fire. A couple of his personal assistants were quick to run from backstage and extinguish the ignited curtain before the sprinklers went off.


“I know that life today is tough for children like you. I know… I was a child once myself,” he said, giving us a knowing, sympathetic nod. “You are faced with daily challenges that are almost as great as the ones superheroes, like myself, fought against during the War on Villainy! Every day you are faced with gang violence, sexual assault, drug abuse, deforestation…”


Saying all that, I severely doubted he’d ever visited Hacklin’s Hall, Indiana. Our town was as innocuous as any American suburb in the country. You might find all of these issues in locations like on the eastside of Amber City or New R’lyeh or the Detroit Exclusion Zone, but not in Hacklin’s Hall.


Problems like those would make this town too interesting.


“… political dissidence, and genocide. But those are easy problems to fix—ones we superheroes strive to eliminate every day. There is one problem, however, that you face that takes everyday heroes, heroes like you, to fix: PEER PRESSURE!”


He paused for dramatic impact, letting the words sink in.


Again the junior in the back shouted, “YOU SUCK!”


Then a childish voice from off stage chimed in. “Golly, Thunderhead, what’s peer pressure?”


Thunderhead looked to the side of the stage with an exaggerated searching look. His smile broadened.


“Why if it isn’t my newly appointed sidekick: Iguana Boy!”


A spotlight shone on the curtain to his left, illuminating a small lizard that clung to it. With a dramatic leap, the lizard flew onto the stage, transforming into a teenage boy (he had to have been at most thirteen), dressed in a garish, green-scaled bodysuit complete with claws and a tail. The small microphone taped to his chest led me to believe his appearance was not as impromptu as Thunderhead had wanted us to believe.


He waved to us enthusiastically and barely flinched when the ball of paper chucked from the audience hit him in the shoulder.


“That is an excellent question!” Thunderhead said, slapping Iguana Boy on the back hard enough to knock him forward a step. “According to the fine people at Merriam-Webster, peer pressure is…”


“We know what peer pressure is,” Vic grumbled beside me. He had enough sense to be quiet about it, especially after the paper-thrower was escorted from the auditorium by several of Thunderhead’s entourage, with a few faculty following close behind.


“Yeah, but there’s gotta be like, what, five or six people here who missed all the lectures? This assembly is for them,” I said, twirling a pen between my fingers, bored.


“This sucks balls, Aids.”


That’s Vic Benedict for ya, always the poet.


Vic had been my best friend by default, since we grew up on the same street. He said he called me Aids because it was easier to say than Aidan, but I think he just liked calling me Aids. I enjoyed hanging out with him because he was funny, sometimes, and occasionally got his hands on explosives. He claimed to like hanging out with me because he thought I was cool, but that was a bold-faced lie and we both knew it. The thing was, I didn’t really care because being best friends with Vic—even if he talked to my video games more than me—was better than being best friends with no one.


While we didn’t have much in common, the key to our friendship—at least for me—was that he didn’t care that my life was going nowhere. It was obvious to everyone (including myself) that my future likely entailed graduating high school the middle of Hacklin Hall High School’s Class of 2016, moving on to community college, then real college, as I would probably have no idea what the hell I wanted to do with my life. (Grad school was even an option if I so chose, as both my folks had met at one and always said how it changed their lives.) Then I would end up Aidan Salt, middle-manager of some low-level company that moved paper from one warehouse to another, had a wife that resented me, two-and-a-half kids who didn’t want anything to do with me, and a heavy drinking problem. He also didn’t care that I’d probably die at the age of fifty-seven from something like pancreatic cancer or a car accident or maybe just eating a bullet like my old Uncle Rex.


No, Vic didn’t care about much but what was right in front of him, and with graduation right around the corner, it was kinda nice to have one person who didn’t care about my future.


“They should’ve gotten El Capitán,” he said.


“They’d never get us El Capitán,” I replied.


“How do you know?”


“Well, first, El Capitán’s appearance fee has to be through the roof, and I don’t think our PTA is that generous. Second, El Capitán is ‘America’s Greatest Protector,’” I said, trying to add the emphasis they always put in El Capitán’s commercials.


“He did one for those kids in Somalia!” Vic said, defensively.


“They were refugees. He saved them.”


“Lucky bastards,” Vic pouted.


“And we’re nowhere near that lucky,” I said, tapping my pen on the chair in front of me for emphasis. “We’re lucky they even sprang for a Protectors reserve member. I was thinking they’d get someone from one of the satellite teams, or maybe one of those corporate heroes.”


“Captain Cola would’ve been cool. He’s a pretty kickass dancer.”


“Captain Cola versus Lemon-Lime Lad would have been better,” I said with a snicker.


“Yeah, but they’d still find some way of turning this all into an ad,” he complained.


“Like this one won’t?” I asked, trying to remember any of Thunderhead’s sponsors.


Vic raised an eyebrow. “Wanna bet on that, Aids?” He always liked making bets with me, mostly because he usually didn’t have money and I sucked at gambling.


“No.”


“Aw, come on, five bucks!” he pleaded.


“No.”


“A five-dollar bill! Minuteman’s face on a rectangle of green paper! Almost enough to buy a cup of coffee!” he continued.


“I don’t drink coffee”


“Almost enough to buy her a cup of coffee.”


Damn. He got me.


I fished through my wallet and found a five-dollar bill hiding between a couple of twenties and handed it to him. Minuteman’s face stared up at me solemnly from the bill, the tip of his tri-corner hat shading the eye he’d lost fighting during World War I. Vaguely, part of me wondered if he knew back when he first strapped on that star-spangled cape and chestplate that someday his sacrifices would immortalize him on the dollar bill that might finally get me into Kelly Shingle’s good graces (and, hopefully, her pants).


I’d like to think that would make him proud.


I checked the stage. Thunderhead was flying around, lazily punching cardboard cutouts of supervillains and making some long-winded point about how if unchecked, peer pressure would transform us into date rapists. Iguana Boy stood by raptly, asking enough dumb questions to keep Thunderhead talking.


“So I take it you bitched out and didn’t ask her out?”


I glowered. “I didn’t bitch out… but I didn’t ask her out either.”


“You bitched out,” Vic said, nodding.


“I didn’t! I froze up! Talking to girls isn’t easy!” I said, my voice getting higher with every word.


He rolled his eyes. “Yes it is. All you have to do is say, ‘Hey, beautiful. Here are some flowers. Wanna go out sometime and give each other hand jobs?’”


“I don’t think it’s called a hand job when you do it to girls.”


“Semantics,” Vic said, waving off my comment. “Or you can show her your new trick! That’ll get any girls’ loins aquiver!”


“Do you even know what any of those words mean?”


“Mostly,” he said with a shrug.


“I’m not showing her my trick,” I said. “It’s… not ready.”


“See, that’s your problem! You just need confidence, and then you’ll be on easy street!”


Confidence. Easy street. Right.


Vic could say that because he had confidence to spare and was moderately good-looking. Sure, he may have been dim and poor, but he stood out from the crowd just enough that he had no trouble getting first dates.


I, on the other hand, was the utter definition of nondescript. Brown hair, average appearance, below-average height, average clothes… the list went on and on.


I’d never get Kelly Shingle. She was the hottest, sweetest, smartest girl in our senior class. We were never friends, but she talked to me if we passed each other in the halls or when we shared classes. She was always nicer to me than she had to be. I knew that if I could just find some way to stand out that she might go out with me. Maybe I’d impress her with my trick, and then maybe she’d take off her top and let me touch her boobs.


Several actors in cartoonish, black-and-white striped shirts and masks had joined Thunderhead and Iguana Boy onstage. They had attempted to peer pressure Iguana Boy into jumping off of a bridge because it would be “groovy,” and when he said no they had tied him up and were preparing to throw him off while Thunderhead ran around the stage, inconsolable.


“I cannot take on the forces of peer pressure alone! Tell me, are there any heroes in the audience who can help me save my sidekick?”


Almost every hand shot up. Very few of them could have qualified as superheroes. Sure, there was Jim Abernathy from my trig class, who could move metal objects with his mind, that sophomore girl who could enhance the smells of whatever she was looking at, or those three scaleface juniors (Lemurians, the politically correct part of my mind reminded me) whose names I couldn’t pronounce. They might have been able to put up a fight against the forces of villainy and, who knows, maybe even peer pressure, but they couldn’t make it as superheroes.


Vic raised his hand, and then looked to me. “Why aren’t you raising your hand?”


“Not interested.”


He smirked. “Worried they might find out your—”


I punched him in the side, hard, hissing, “Shut up!”


He laughed. “Fine, fine, whatever.”


Naturally, Thunderhead picked three of the cutest girls he could find from the audience, and one freshman boy with a leg brace to prove he was equal opportunity. He taught them, and us, several silly catchphrases we could use to fight peer pressure in our everyday lives. Most of the audience shouted them back obligingly, and he had his volunteers scream them loud enough to knock the cartoon thugs away from Iguana Boy, who sprung to his feet, hugging each of the girls who had “saved” him, copping a feel on at least two of them.


Smart kid.


I must have dazed off, because when I stopped twirling my pen and looked around, I realized that everyone’s attention was on the stage. It was still public, and I knew this was stupid, but also couldn’t help myself.


The trick was like a new toy, and I couldn’t help playing with it.


I looked at the pen.


Focus.


Jerkily, it hopped out of my hand and hovered a few inches above my palm. It took some effort, but it began to spin.


I then tried to focus it back into my hand.


The cheap pen crushed into a tiny ball in midair, splattering ink all over my face and shirt. I dropped my focus—and what was left of my pen—as I looked frantically to make sure nobody had seen me.


They hadn’t.


Phew.


This power was unexpected. Most superpowers are supposed to develop right around puberty, but mine decided to hit me just slightly after my eighteenth birthday.


Dad always said I was a late bloomer.


I’d have to report this soon, too, because there are nothing but horror stories out there about people trying to hide their powers from the Department of Superhuman Affairs (DSA), but for now I liked having it as my little secret. (I shouldn’t have told Vic, but I was excited that first night when I accidentally blew up our mailbox and had to tell someone.)


And then I saw something that pushed all thoughts of responsibility aside.


Thunderhead took a wrong step in his fight choreography and tripped over one of the cartoon thug’s legs, falling flat on his face.


He looked dazed, surprised.


Everyone else onstage didn’t know what to do.


Finally, achingly, he got up, pretending it was all part of the show… but I knew what it was: A non-powered actor had taken out a professional superhero.


Suddenly, it all made sense. My mediocrity. My new trick. Wanting to stand out so I could see Kelly naked. Thunderhead on his face on the stage. They were all individual pieces to the greater puzzle of my life, and I could finally see how they all fit together.


I could finally see where my life was supposed to lead.


“I think I can take him,” I said.


“What?” asked Vic, glaring at me out of the corner of his eye.


“Thunderhead. I think I can take him.”





#Supervillainy101: Lester & Lyle


You’ve probably heard a million stories like the one of Lester Luck and Lyle Laughlin. Lester and Lyle were identical twins, separated at birth, yet both led remarkably similar lives. They both got poor grades in school, both married women named Mildred after knocking them up at the age of sixteen, both fought in the army during World War II, both drove Buicks… and the list goes on from there. The important similarity is that, in 1948, both of them manifested the ability to control fire, and both decided to become supervillains.


This is where the similarities end.


Wearing a fedora and trench coat whilst throwing fireballs, Lester first made headlines when he robbed a bank in his hometown of Vancouver, American Columbia. He got away with just shy of six grand, but was arrested later that night after being identified by more than a dozen eyewitnesses. Since this was before the Tower existed, he was sent to a local prison, where he probably would have gotten out in fifteen to twenty if he hadn’t been stabbed to death with a pair of scissors in the fall of ’49.


Lyle, on the other hand, draped himself in a garish black and orange costume with a flowing cape and a shocking, face-covering mask while going by the name of Mr. Smoke. He robbed a bank in Richmond, Virginia, and made off with five grand, but because he could disappear by simply taking off his mask, he was never caught. Mr. Smoke enjoyed a long career as a supervillain, working with the earliest iterations of the Villain’s Union and the Offenders supervillain teams while amassing a fortune of close to fifty million dollars during his career. He enjoyed one of America’s longest and most successful careers as a supervillain, that is, until he was shot in the head by the Gamemaster during the War on Villainy.


#LessonLearned: For an enduring career in supervillainy, invest in a good costume and secret identity.
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I AM… APEX STRIKE!


I hope you weren’t too set on the idea of me hooking up with Kelly or seeing Vic again, because neither of those is going to happen. Considering how busy my next year would be, they never really made an appearance. That’s not to say I stopped thinking about them. In fact, during some of my drugged-out self-pitying stages, I’d stalk them online to see what they were up to.


Kelly became prom queen (naturally), dated the star quarterback (naturally), and attended a nice college out of state, far away from the crushing boredom of Hacklin’s Hall (naturally).


Vic got arrested after blowing two-and-three-quarters of the fingers off his right hand playing around with some illegal Lemurian explosives he bought off of one of the scalefaces at school (naturally). He probably would have gotten away with it if he hadn’t posted it to YouTube (naturally), but at last report it had close to 11.5 million hits and was pretty damn funny, which made him a local celebrity (naturally). Sometimes, during my really dark days, I would watch that clip and pause on his laughing, stupid face as he held up his mutilated hand and think: That should have been me, dammit.


Everything changed after that assembly. I was consumed with the image of Thunderhead faceplanting on that stage and wondering just how I was going to take advantage of it.


Villainy, however, wasn’t my first idea.


At first, like every kid, I wanted to be a superhero. They got all the money and endorsements, and had their faces smeared across numerous posters (yeah, I had posters of El Capitán and the Gamemaster on my walls, so what?), and pussy… lots of it. If I was ever going to stand a chance at fame, fortune, and pussy, becoming a superhero was my best bet.


The only reason I didn’t pursue this path was because becoming a superhero was difficult… very difficult. Unless you’re one of the lucky few to win America’s Next Protector (a pretty crappy show, but it has its moments), you have to wait for the annual hero Spring Training, where you try out with something like twenty thousand wannabe heroes from around the world for a spot with the Protectors or one of their satellite teams. At these training events, potential heroes are put through mental and physical tests, psychological and moral evaluations, boatloads of paperwork, and the hassle of dealing with the DSA…


Like I said, heroism was hard.


If I really wanted to take a risk, I could always go vigilante, like the Gamemaster back before he helped found the Protectors. But unlicensed heroism held little to no reward. Everything you did had to be out of your own pocket and you spent about as much time running from heroes as you did fighting crime.


Yeah, no thanks.


So, with those unappealing options aside, supervillainy just sounded like the perfect fit for me. It had its risks, of course, but you’d get to keep 100 percent of the profits and gained automatic bad boy sex appeal with a lot of the groupies out there.


I’d be a fool not to try supervillainy.


There hadn’t been a real supervillain since the heroes won the War on Villainy back in 1993, when the Protectors captured, exiled, or killed all the villains who opposed them. Sure, every so often you’d hear of some idiot with a superpower pulling on a cape and a mask and declaring himself the next great villain, but the Protectors would usually take them out within a few hours.


Idiots.


These wannabe heels were being taken down by heroes with more experience filming commercials than fighting crime. The old heroes had gotten soft, and the young ones didn’t know what real villains were like.


Even so, these villains-in-training didn’t properly prepare, didn’t think, and when push came to shove, rarely even fought back.


I was going to be different.


Better.


No, the best.


I knew that I could succeed where all of them had failed.


While all of them rushed out to buy spandex and bust open the nearest bank, I studied. I absorbed all the information I could on historical supervillainy. When I should have been doing homework and worrying about graduation, I was reading Villainpedia articles and books while streaming every true crime special on supervillains I could find.


During this time, I worked out with my powers some, enough to learn some pretty good tricks. I could levitate things pretty well, and was even better at breaking things. I could’ve spent more time trying to hone these, maybe do some real cool stuff like flying, but that would take years, and I couldn’t wait that long. Besides, I was confident that I was strong enough to deal with any problems, heroes or otherwise, that might come up.


Only then, after I was confident in my strength, did I let myself work on my costume and codename.


The costume part was easy. The thrift store two towns over had everything I was looking for: black leather jacket, black leather pants, and black leather boots. None of them were the right sizes, as the pants were too tight and the jacket was too big, but I figured I could make it work. Especially seeing as I had no sewing skills nor access to those tailors and polymers the heroes could afford.


It took a separate trip to the bike shop (while sneaking some money out of my dad’s emergency stash) to get a motorcycle helmet, and another to the craft store to get the bright-blue puffy and spray paints I’d need. They wouldn’t sell me the spray paint, something about them not trusting teenagers, so I had to pay a not-too-terrible-smelling bum off the street to buy it for me.


After getting some advice from my mother on how to use puffy paint (for an unrelated school project, of course), I set about decking out the jacket and pants with bold blue lightning bolts, while spray-painting the same pattern on the helmet. They didn’t come out straight, but I felt they got the point across. Then some duct tape and strategic cuts to an old electric-blue tablecloth I “borrowed” from grandma’s house gave me the cape to complete the costume.


I looked good. In the right light, I could almost pass for a real hero or villain. I spent a lot of time in front of the bathroom mirror posing, taking a few selfies for posterity.


So I had my costume. That just left the codename.


After gathering all my online resources, I’d made a list of nearly five thousand supervillains that used codenames. Almost two-thirds of them were from English-speaking countries (stupid British Empire), and no way was I going to use one that had already been taken. I mean, the last thing a newbie villain wants to do is worry about some ex-villain breaking out of the Tower and seeking vengeance for stealing his gig. I mean, yeah, the Tower’s supposed to be inescapable (with its miles and miles of smiles), but I didn’t want to take my chances; most of those old villains are really scary people.


I spent a lot of time with my thesaurus app looking for something that sounded tough and menacing. The first word that called to me was Apex, because it means being the top of something. Research told me that there had been six superheroes who’d gone by the name of Apex, so unless I wanted to call myself Apex (the Supervillain), I knew I’d had to expand on it.


Don’t ask me how, but that led to Apex Strike.


I could just see it on the news: “Apex Strike Strikes Again!”


Wait, no, that was awful.


“The Wrath of Apex Strike!”


Better, but still pretty cheesy.


“All Shall Kneel Before Apex Strike!”


…


All right, I’d have to trust the news guys to come up with the headlines. That was their job anyway.


So I had a codename, and I had a costume. Now to break them in.


[image: image]


It took nearly a month of planning, but I was finally ready to introduce the world to Apex Strike.


There were some pretty big butterflies in my stomach on that “Administrative Leave Day” from school as I biked two towns over to my first target, my backpack bulging full of costume, my helmet barely balanced on the handlebars.


I parked in an alley two blocks away from the target, allowing myself some privacy to change. Actually walking around in the full outfit proved more difficult than posing in front of a mirror; the pants rode up my crotch more than I liked and were very squeaky, while the jacket sleeves almost completely covered my gloved hands.


At least the cape covered up the fact that the puffy paint on my jacket was starting to flake from being crammed in my backpack for so long.


I reminded myself that I didn’t have to be functional; I just had to look cool.


Everything else would come out of that.


I stood outside the door, my heart pounding as I prepared to pull it open.


All right Aidan—Apex Strike, time to be a legend. Time to be a badass.


Seeing the sign above the handle that said PUSH, I swung the door open and stepped inside the Sunnyside Liquor Store.


The store was empty, save for the clerk, who was an aging hippie chick with thick, tied-back gray hair that seemed to stretch to the floor, and a fat guy mopping near one of the beer displays. Neither of them paid me much mind, even when the bell jingled above the door.


Showtime.


“I AM… APEX STRIKE!” I announced, proudly.


The fat guy kept on mopping, his attention held by the music in his earbuds. The clerk behind the register looked up at me, idly, a slow smile crossing her face as if she recognized me.


“Don’t tell me the Malkinsons are having another cape party. Which one are you supposed to be, Electronaut?” she asked.


This wasn’t quite what I planned.


Again, I announced, “I AM… APEX STRIKE!”


The clerk shook her head. “Speak up, darlin’, can’t hear nothin’ through that helmet.”


Fine, time to try something else.


With slight focus, I waved a hand at the beer cases, exploding them outward in a shower of glass. The mop guy yelped, diving into a rack of Twinkies and sending them all over the floor.


Raising the visor from my helmet with my free hand, I yelled again, “I AM… APEX STRIKE!”


For emphasis, I whipped my cape over my shoulder, dropping the visor back down to cover my face.


The clerk was startled, but looked more angry than scared.


“You asshole,” she said, defiantly.


Fine. If that was how she was going to play this, I’d take the lead. I pointed and focused on the cash register. I meant to make the drawer pop open dramatically, but instead dented it so hard and deep that it looked like it’d been hit by a sledgehammer. The drawer did pop open with a ding, so I got that much right.


I made it nearly three steps to the counter before I was jerked off my feet and slammed to the floor on my back.


Pro-tip, kids: If you’re going to dramatically toss your cape over your shoulder, make sure you’re not tossing it onto the metal spokes of a magazine rack that’s bolted to the floor.


I got back to my feet and was about to free my cape from the magazine rack when the first liquor bottle shattered against my helmet.


I couldn’t see where it came from, not with the damn helmet cutting off my peripheral vision, and probably looked like an idiot darting my head from left to right.


I expected it was the mop guy, probably trying to play superhero.


Instead I saw the clerk behind the counter. She had undone her massive ponytail, which now writhed around like a mass of gnarled pythons, grabbing liquor bottles and hurling them at me.


She’s super, too. Shit!


Bottle after bottle smashed around me before one shattered against my helmet, then another in the chest.


“Get the hell out of here!” she shrieked. “Jimmy, get my gun!”


I didn’t see Jimmy run for the gun, and I didn’t want to. I ripped a large portion of my cape away, finally freeing myself from the magazine rack. I waved a hand at the rack of liquor bottles behind her, shattering them all and taking away her ammo.


Instead of throwing bottles, now she started throwing the larger shards of glass my way. One of them bit into the left arm of my jacket and I screamed in pain as I felt it slice at my elbow.


No, this wasn’t working out at all.


I couldn’t get to the register without this crazy bitch slicing me to ribbons. Now if I could only get it to come to me…


I hadn’t made any attempts at grabbing objects when testing my powers, but there was a first time for everything.


I reached out, again focusing on the register. It rattled, and even crushed inward some, but didn’t move from the counter. The plastic jar that sat next to it, however, flew right toward me. It was full of odd bits of change and crunched up dollar bills, with a sticker on it saying that all donations would go to the Lemurian Civil War Orphans Fund. There had to be at least seventeen dollars inside.


Jar in hand, I ran for the door, trying to push my way out, but it wouldn’t budge.


I placed my hand against it, focusing on the glass and metal frame, and exploding it outward into the street.


With one last thought, I turned back to the clerk and raised my helmet’s visor. “Remember to tell people that Apex Strike did this!”


She shrieked, “You crazy motherf—!”


I ran away, smiling and scared out of my mind with the hope that I could get out of there before Jimmy found that gun.


As I headed for my bike, I turned to the sound of a car horn blaring. Not taking traffic into consideration, I stopped in my tracks as the truck bore down on me, slamming on its brakes.


Before I could think, I put my hand out in a desperate attempt to stop the truck that was now inches away.


I didn’t stop it.


I did, however, rip it in half down the middle. Each half rolled around me, falling on its sides in twin twisted heaps.


Everything went silent. People on the street mostly stopped and stared, though some had the presence of mind to pull out their phones to take pictures or call for help.


I should have tried to make my escape, but I couldn’t help myself. With adrenaline pumping through my veins, I raised the visor and yelled, “Remember, today you saw the birth of Apex Strike! A-P-E-X, STRIKE! When posting about me, remember to hashtag it, or I will destroy you!”


I smiled, dropping my visor back down and feeling pretty damn proud of myself.


Then I saw the money.


Dollar bills of all denominations rained down around me and coins jangled as they rolled down the street at my feet. For the first time, I got a good look at the truck I’d torn in two.


It wasn’t a truck, it was an armored van.


“Sweet!” I exclaimed, cramming handfuls of cash into the orphan jar. I must have grabbed a couple thousand dollars, which was more than enough to make up for how much of a mess this day had turned into.


I was still cramming cash when I heard the crackle of electricity explode behind me, filling the air with green light.


My heart lurched. I knew this was a possibility, I just never thought it would actually happen… not on my first time.


Tossing one more handful of cash into the jar, I began sprinting down the street, knocking people down and smashing storefronts to cause confusion and wishing I had better fitting pants that didn’t squeeze so uncomfortably with every leaping step I took. I made it nearly a block before I finally looked over my shoulder.


The glowing, crackling green triangle of energy floated several feet off the ground near the wreckage of the truck.


A Tri-Hole. The preferred method of transportation for any respectable Protector.


When the Tri-Hole first exploded behind me, it must have been no bigger than a postcard. Now it was at least eight feet across, big enough to let one of them through.


And, sure enough, the shadowy outline of a superhero began to appear. It waved a hand out, creating a ramp of solid ice and sliding down, revealing a young masked man with spiked blue hair in a light blue and silver bodysuit. Then a second figure flew through the Tri-Hole. He was muscular, blond and shiny, bedecked in a bodysuit of gold and white with a shimmering cape that flapped in the breeze behind him.


A small part of my mind was thinking: Wow, Icicle Man and Helios.


They weren’t big heroes, but they were almost big heroes, so that was enough to be impressed with.


The rest of me was thinking, Ohshitohshitohshitohshit-ohshitohshitohshitohshitohshit!


The last thing I wanted—especially on my first caper—was to get captured and sent to the Tower. I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to go home and enjoy my money and power and, if I had to quit villainy to do so, I would… oh God I just don’t want to get in trouble.


I ran, tired and sweating and cursing this damn suit. I was certain that if I could just dodge down one of the side streets and find a quiet place where no one could see me, I could ditch the costume and look like any innocent kid holding a jar full of money that was totally not stolen, no sir, Mr. Superhero.


Icicle Man and Helios went off in different directions, people pointing them every which way as the chaos I’d attempted to spread seemed to kick in.


Almost there, almost there, just a little bit farther—


The ground beneath me turned to ice. I slipped and fell, sliding down the street and smashing into a snow drift. Massive spikes of ice burst from the ground, surrounding me like the bars of a cage.


Aching from the fall, I turned onto my back. Looking around, I saw people cheering and clapping and holding up their phones as Icicle Man smiled and waved, crouching a few feet off the ground on a ramp of ice he’d made. Once he was done with the crowd, he turned in my direction.


I raised the visor on my helmet and screamed, “Please! Please don’t hurt me! I surrender! I’ll do anything! I surrender!”


To show him I was serious, I raised my hands and tossed the plastic jar of money at his feet.


He laughed, jauntily, shooting a couple of icicles from his hands and spearing the arms of my jacket to the ground.


“Sorry, villain, but that’s not good enough!” he said, getting another uproarious burst of applause and cheers.


The cage of icicles began to close in around me, sharp tips pressing into my flesh. He wouldn’t kill me; he couldn’t. No villain since the War on Villainy ended had been killed, not like the old days; they’d just been sent to the Tower for the rest of their lives. It wouldn’t be fun, but it had to be better than being publicly impaled by a dozen icy spikes.


Even though he couldn’t, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. He was a superhero. I was a supervillain. Nobody here would think worse of him for it.


There was only one way out of this that I could see.


Focus.


The icicles immediately shattered, freeing me from my frozen cage. The wave I created shattered pavement and knocked nearly everyone within a fifty-foot radius to the ground. I stumbled to my feet as Icicle Man tried to regain his footing on a new ice ramp. Attempting smooth, he slid towards me.


I raised my hand to him.


Focus.


In my defense, I was just trying to push him away.


And I did… sort of.


He did lurch backward in midair before going completely rigid. He levitated off the ramp at least a foot, shuddering and jerking as his hovering body contorted violently. Blood burst everywhere as a terrible ripping, slurping sound filled the air, with bones and organs and various bits of meat swirling around in on themselves before exploding outward like a piñata full of roadkill and cherry bombs. What used to be inside Icicle Man was everywhere, spread across the street, the screaming audience, me.


I had turned him inside out.


In retrospect, this would have been a great time for a witty catchphrase, cementing my legacy as the next great supervillain.


Instead, I just screamed, “FUCK!”





#Supervillainy101: Ned Kelly


In the late 1870s, the Stone Age of Superheroes, there was no more feared an outlaw in Victoria, Australia, than Ned Kelly. A petty criminal throughout his youth, he gained notoriety when he and his gang murdered three police officers sent to bring them in for questioning. This set off a crime spree of violence and bank robbery that, well, probably would have gone relatively unnoticed in this otherwise lawless section of pre-hero Australia.


Toward the end, aware that police would soon be closing in, Ned Kelly procured the help of one of the many mad scientists hiding out in Australia to build him a weapon that would allow for one great last stand against the police. In the town of Glenrowan, Kelly brought out this fearsome weapon: a steam-powered suit of mechanized armor. Using this semi-robotic suit of armor to deadly effect, witnesses reported Kelly killing at least a dozen police officers before taking a rifle shot to the boiler in his back.


Reports of what exactly happened after this are sketchy at best, but it is known that the subsequent boiler explosion killed Kelly, his gang, and all of the police who had tracked them down and set a good stretch of the town on fire.


To this day, you can still see occasional news stories of people finding chunks of his armor, and if they’re really lucky, bone.


#LessonLearned: Always have a well-planned exit strategy.
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I AM NOT APEX STRIKE!


I got away.


Everyone was so focused on the puddle of meat that used to be one of their beloved superheroes that they didn’t see the lowly, gore-covered supervillain escape. I was running on auto-pilot, fleeing in fear, hearing only the dull thud of my heart in my ears as I ran blindly. After a block I started climbing people’s fences, going from backyard to backyard, convinced that at any moment a Tri-Hole would open and spew out more heroes who would arrest me and take me to the Tower, telling my parents what awful things I’d done. I was in so much trouble…


No, Apex Strike was the one in trouble! Aidan Salt had never even left town. Aidan Salt had never even seen a real superhero in person (except Thunderhead), let alone killed one.


If they asked me I’d say, “Apex Strike? Who’s that?”


Finding a shovel in some random backyard made destroying the evidence easy. I dug up one of their flower beds (it was ugly anyway) and buried the costume as deep as I could.


Retracing my steps back to my bike, I was afraid that people would look at me and laugh, since I was just in my tank top and boxers. Fortunately they seemed more interested in the growing crowd back where Icicle Man was killed.


I made it home with time to spare, parking my bike, showering about four or five times, and parking myself on the living room couch with a bible. If anyone asked, I’d been home all day, reading. I hadn’t been online, hadn’t seen the news, and had no reason to know that anything of interest had happened today.


Mom and Andy came in about an hour later, both looking grave.


I snapped the book shut. “I’vebeenhomealldayreading!”


I’d like to thank the Academy…


They were too lost in their own world to even notice me. Given her glassed-over look, I think Mom might have even popped a Valium. Andy was on the verge of tears.


“Is something the matter?” I managed to say, pretty sure I didn’t sound that suspicious.


Andy immediately ran upstairs, bawling, while Mom steadied herself on the doorframe.


She looked at me, questioning, “You mean, you haven’t—”


“No, I haven’t heard what happened.”


She ran to me, throwing her arms around me. “Oh, it was terrible! Someone… a terrible, inhuman, un-American, supervillain, killed… Icicle Man!”
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