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For Ronnie and Sue


A NOTE TO READERS

If you somehow haven’t heard until now, King Oblivion, Ph.D., founder of the International Society of Supervillains (ISS), died in a high-speed, head-on collision between his supersonic jet shaped like a fist and a super-secret flying submarine owned by an anti-supervillain paramilitary organization. Both vehicles were completely destroyed.

King Oblivion and his henchman pilot were instantly killed. A body was recovered and it is my understanding that he will be buried in an undisclosed location to prevent any possible (and probable) desecration of the grave by superhero partisans and his rivals in the supervillain community.

Various accounts of King Oblivion’s demise have been all over the news. My access to the outside world has been pretty limited over the six years that I’ve been held captive here in King Oblivion’s underground lair, but based on conversations with people who have access to television and other media outlets, it was widely reported that, yes, the perhaps-mythic monarch and doctor was indeed a real person—there had been theories that he was an alias used by a group of different supervillains rather than one man—and that his life had come to an end after 104 years. Apparently, a lot of the coverage involved tearful interviews with the families of the many people that King Oblivion had, in person or by proxy, turned into statues or piles of dust in the last several decades. The words “monster,” “got what was coming to him,” “less pain than he deserved,” and “God’s justice” were used frequently. Then the news programs ran archive footage of the statues and dust that used to be people. Again, this is all secondhand information.

A few days after King Oblivion’s death, someone finally remembered that I was being held down here in the writer’s pool (basically a dungeon equipped with a few old word processors and a water cooler that they never refill) and released me to more or less wander around the premises as I saw fit. I had nearly starved to death, so my first stop was the largely ransacked cafeteria, where I feasted on a few cans of potted meat. It got pretty wild around here in the immediate aftermath of the demise of our glorious leader (which is what he made us call him). It was a real everyone-for-themselves scenario. Quite a few of King Oblivion’s henchmen, known as “decoys” because they dressed exactly like him, didn’t make it out alive.

I then went to his study, the place where he had brought me on several occasions so as to instruct me on how to ghostwrite his villain instructional books, The Supervillain Handbook and The Supervillain Field Manual. Over the years I had seen a revolving door—or, more precisely, an entrance with no exit for the living—of other writers come in to ghostwrite another project he had long been working on: his memoirs. He tended to keep me on other projects, but I could tell his autobiography was immensely important to him, so I scoured the room for what I could find from the development process: aborted chapters, notes, correspondence between King Oblivion and the multiple writers he brought in, contact information for people he associated with, back-and-forth exchanges with potential publishers, and so on.

As I dug into these materials, it became readily apparent that King Oblivion had an acute awareness that his clock was ticking. He was asking authors to include information that could be of use to a successor and that would also build his legacy, his legend, in the decades to come. He wanted to offer up the story of his life to find someone of comparative evil power to take over the International Society of Supervillains, or so it seemed, and keep the ISS relatively strong.

He died before he could publish that message, but out of a sense of grudging respect for my longtime captor (and, I’ll be frank, boredom, because the decoys won’t let me leave), I am doing my utmost to compile these writings, with King Oblivion’s notes to his ghostwriters, edits and all, into a working manuscript for an autobiography. I have also managed to find a phone with which I can actually get an outside connection and a computer with email capabilities, so I have conducted a few interviews with people from King Oblivion’s life to get a stronger sense of him from someone else’s perspective, something I’ve never been able to achieve before.

I have also made many, many phone calls to every authority I can think of in hopes of rescue, but I genuinely have no idea where I am, so no one from the outside world seems to be able to find me.

I hope that you find what’s collected here as enlightening as it was for me to discover it. Also: Please help me. I am worried for my safety, and starving.

Matt D. Wilson

September 2016


Chapter 1

EVIL IS BORN

When I entered this world, it shook.

You may think that sounds a tad melodramatic. Well, of course it does! Who do you think you’re talking to? But even if I weren’t invested in the melodrama that is this life on Earth, it’d be true. Look it up. My countenance looked Earth in the face for the very first time on July 7, 1912, the date of the 7.2-magnitude earthquake that hit Paxson, Alaska. At the base of Mount McKinley, the planet stretched upward, as if to escape from itself, as if to get away from some newly generated force that it intuited would serve as its greatest threat. The world tried and failed to get away from itself at 7:57 a.m., the same time I emerged from the womb and plopped out into a lifeboat in international waters as the steamer ship on which my parents had been passengers just a few short hours prior sank into the northern Pacific.

Not aggressive enough. Let’s punch the reader with words.

Must we reveal my birthdate? I prefer to be considered immortal and ever-living.

Make Earth seem more scared.

That’s hardly a royal birth. Unlike the planet itself seemed to do, it would be decades before human society recognized my innate leadership, intimidation, and bloviating skills that made me the king I was born to be. Yes, I’m one of very few kings who earned his title rather than coming into it by heredity. Back then, I was quite simply the son of Maxwell and Bonnie Oblivion of Sarasota, Florida, both of whom were being sent to the Arctic Circle by their employers to sell encyclopedias door-to-door. King was not yet my title. It was just my first name.

Hate this. Much too humble.

How dare you reveal this?

Diligent research on my part1 uncovered that the group of survivors of which I was a part—myself, my parents, two honeymooners, an elderly couple, and a bug-like fellow by the name of Heinrich Misanthroach—remained in that lifeboat for nearly three days after the steamer permanently deposited itself at the bottom of the ocean.2 By all accounts, it was a terrible ordeal, the kind that might further consecrate an innate malevolence.

The first passenger to go was the young bride. A misunderstanding about the lifeboat having a “lower deck,” brought on as the result of a bawdy joke my father told about needing a drink, led her to attempt to swim underneath the lifeboat mere minutes after it drifted away from the sinking steamer. She was probably rattled from feeling the distant earthquake. An inexperienced swimmer, she was pulled under by the vortex caused by the sinking of the steamer and quickly drowned.

My mother took this inopportune moment to morbidly build on my father’s joke. She suggested that the young wife had gotten held up in the nonexistent lower deck and that someone should probably go find her in the lifeboat’s “wine cellar.” This sent the fatuous husband jumping overboard to attend to her, despite ample evidence that there simply was no such place.

It was the perfect moment. She seized it. My mother knew exactly what she was doing.

Allow me to take this opportunity to remind you that we were in a lifeboat. Like his wife before him, the young husband was pulled into the vortex and drowned. Though I couldn’t understand or comprehend these events, I consider these moments my earliest lessons in the power of persuasion and the limitless denseness and stupidity of which human beings are capable. They require the guidance of a genius like me.

Insulting and inaccurate.

The rest of the people stranded in the lifeboat held out for two additional days, hoping and praying for rescue, but most of the local authorities were too busy dealing with the aftermath of the earthquake to bother with us. After all, we were in international waters. No jurisdiction should, or wanted to, have us. It’s almost as if the legal and societal strictures upon which the peons have built their society is nothing but one grand joke played on everyone but me, a farce through which only I can see. I consider the circumstances of my first hours of life to be poetic confirmation of this.

Could be stronger. Let’s add, “No one! No one! Only me! No one but me!”

The old man went next. Desperately hungry, freezing, and frustrated, he reached into the ocean to grab a fish that was swimming by. That fish, it comes as no surprise, turned out to be a Pacific sleeper shark, attracted by the mess the young newlywed couple had left behind in their urgency to get to the “lower deck.” The shark wrapped its jaws around the fellow’s arm and pulled him into the depths, never to be seen again. His wife, trying to convince herself that she hadn’t just seen what she saw, leaned over the side of the boat and called out his name: “Percival!” she cried. “Percival!” She was instantly pulled into the water by three additional sleeper sharks that, seeing the opportunity in front of them, had teamed up for the occasion.

Feel like this story makes these fish look more powerful than me. Revise.

From this, I gathered an appreciation of working with others at the opportune time, the spirit of the predator, and the true, destructive power of nature. I also developed a deep, abiding fascination with sharks.

I would learn about the devastation that mankind can bring upon itself when my parents perished the following day.

The great irony of it is that we had been rescued. After some seventy-two hours of languishing in the lifeboat, a US Cutter Service ship approached and pulled the remaining four of us out of the water. Though we were briefly welcomed aboard, the crewmembers quickly found other things with which to occupy their time. For some, it was glancing away from us in the galley while pretending to do navigational work. For most others, it was accomplishing their mission of launching a weather balloon. My parents, always looking to make the big sale, observed the balloon and saw an advertising opportunity. They lifted each other up and climbed onto the device in hopes that they could paint a message to the world on its side, an entreaty to encourage onlookers to buy the encyclopedias put in their charge.

I have never needed rescuing. Rephrase. “The Cutter Service had the pleasure of seeking out my company. They invited my domination of them.”

Shockingly, they did manage to get a serviceable message written on the side in black paint they had found in a storeroom: “Buy Encyclopedia Worldannica.”3 As they were putting the finishing touches on the message, the balloon launched into the stratosphere. A few members of the crew made an effort to recall the balloon or retrieve my parents from it, but once it was done, it was done. My mother and father, the balloon, and their ad went ever upward into what one can only assume is the furthest distance from the planet anyone had achieved at that point. Presumably they froze, but I can verify that their bodies were found on top of a windmill in the Netherlands some years later. So they must not have been strapped in too well.

This conjecture makes my parents look stupid and thoughtless. Blame someone else.

Again, my nascent brain must have absorbed a few lessons, perhaps by osmosis. You may be wondering how I could contend that the mind of an infant, a literal newborn, could have taken in these grand lessons and internalized them in any meaningful way, but again I ask: Who do you think you’re talking to? I could learn before anyone else knew what learning was, and I can retain knowledge more successfully than anyone who ever lived. Mark that.

Don’t like this. My brain has always been fully and completely formed. “Nascent” is a word for obstetricians and politicians. It applies to nothing in my life.

As I was saying, I learned some things:

There is pride in death.

Technology is a terrible threat and an invaluable tool.

The authorities are powerless to help you.

Perhaps most overwhelmingly, I saw the power of propaganda. Everyone aboard that boat bought a set of Encyclopedia Worldannicas before the company went bust.

When the ship docked in Kodiak, Alaska the next day, Misanthroach had no choice but to take me, the only survivor of his steamer ship ordeal, with him and informally adopt me as his son and protégé. Though the term had not yet come into the common parlance at the time, the man, known to his peers as Dr. Blattarius, was one of the very first supervillains in documented history. Born half man/half cockroach, there were few avenues open to him outside the realm of professional evil.

At one point he attempted to make a go of it as an exterminator (before he embraced what he was; the actions of a typical self-hater). He even tried to hide his roachy nature and pass as a non-hybrid man, but eventually he recognized that there were few options open to him besides proverbially crawling up through people’s floorboards into their kitchens and ruining their dinners. He put on a domino mask and vowed to ruin each day for his lifelong rival, the disgusting and putrid superhero Mr. Wonderful.

Five years before we crossed paths on that lifeboat, Blattarius co-founded an association of assorted goons, hoods, and nogoodniks. Just a few months prior to the steamer sinking, he managed to get pretty far along into a plot to replace former US President Theodore Roosevelt with a robot.

Allow me (as if you could allow me to do anything; I command all in my purview) to explain a bit further: Just as the plan seemed to be coming together, Robot Roosevelt malfunctioned and went off script, taking over the group and redubbing it the Bull Moose Party. Robot Roosevelt, having broken through his programming, pursued Dr. Blattarius using a hastily constructed collection of mechanical Rough Riders who were eliminating perceived threats and enemies throughout the country. To avoid mechanical death at the hands of his own creation, Blattarius took refuge on the steamer ship and hoped to ride out the difficulties in Alaska.

It was serendipitous that Blattarius and I were on the same boat in the middle of nowhere. After coordinating an unsuccessful assassination attempt (they should have known a bullet wouldn’t have killed a robot, even if he was in the middle of a speech), it would be another year before Blattarius and his compatriots would seize back control of the association from Robot Roosevelt in a plot that involved distracting him with an expedition to South America. Blattarius and his team tossed the robot into the Amazon River, where he sparked and sputtered to his demise. He was replaced once again with the real Roosevelt, who had been sent to a remote island with nothing more than a bag of rice and a horse. He was told to “ride around,” which seemed to make him perfectly content.

Is it? Couldn’t I have willed this to happen?
The answer is yes. Yes I could. And I did.

After the mini-crisis with Robot Roosevelt was resolved, Dr. Blattarius took me to his secondary hideaway, a giant laboratory enclosed in a system of igloos in the Northwest Territory of Canada. That is where I spent the first six years of my life.

I don’t regret or begrudge the circumstances surrounding my birth. But then again, of course I begrudge them. I am a professional begrudger. It is my deeply held belief that the series of tragic accidents that coincided with my first days on this rock consecrated me into the hardened, wizened supervillain, leader, and statesman that I have become. It is also entirely possible that my presence in the lifeboat was the very cause of these events. I tend to think a certain aura of ill will follows me around at all times and that I have the ability to cause hardship with little to no effort exerted. I’m 100 percent sure, if not more, that I caused that earthquake.

Again, far too humble.

This should be stronger; less wishy-washy. “These things definitely happened because of me. It is proven.”

Likewise, it placed me in the care of Dr. Blattarius, a mentor without whom I would not have developed so quickly into the giant of villainy that I became. (Not to say that I wouldn’t have gotten here. I would have. There is unequivocally and undoubtedly no question about that. My innate potential was beyond measure. But I must acknowledge that he accelerated the process.)

I’m discomforted by this graciousness. Tone that down.

Which brings me to you, dear reader. Someday, someone must take my place. I have done quite a bit of self-reflection to finally arrive at this conclusion, let me tell you. For decades it seemed to me that I would keep my position of power eternally; that I would sit on my throne until this world died, at which time I would blast away from planet Earth and settle my throne on some other planet, which would embrace my conquering presence much like this one. Yet as I continue through my eleventh decade of life, I have reached the near-unthinkable thought: This body is not permanent. My memory will live on, but my physical presence will expire. I cannot let random chance pick the person who will sit in this throne after me. I must make that selection.

I’d like these reworded to make me sound less … vulnerable. “Death will come for me and I will crush it in our fight, but out of curiosity, I will go with it into the beyond."

But it can’t be just anyone. At one time I thought I knew who would fill that role, but she’s gone now. So I must search. The villain who succeeds me must have a certain inborn, instinctive talent for mayhem that cannot be learned though any amount of research or experience. I aim to uncover something that could make you the next me. Something intangible. I hope the story of my many conquests draws it out.



Email Correspondence Between King Oblivion, Ph.D. and Michelle Crayton, Ghostwriter of “Evil is Born”

From: King Oblivion, Ph.D.

To: Michelle Crayton

Subject: Birth chapter

Miss Crayton,

I have told you repeatedly that your job is not simply to transcribe the words I say, or, as you insist on calling them, “the facts.” Your job here is to tell a story that is true, and the truth is that I am, and always have been, the most powerful being—human, animal, or otherwise—on this putrid rock. Even as a baby. Especially as a baby. Any portrayal of weakness is strictly unsubstantiated, untrue, and forbidden.

Is that clear?

. . .

From: Michelle Crayton

To: King Oblivion, Ph.D.

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Sire,

I am truly trying all I can here, but I’m finding it rather difficult to describe a baby as anything but … a baby. Is it possible that maybe you’d rather not tell your birth story? Maybe you’d prefer to leave out the circumstances involving the lifeboat? Maybe you just don’t want anyone to ever know you were a child?

No insult intended, but I’m struggling to get across what you want. I know this is my fault, not yours, as you have no faults. I’d appreciate any guidance you can offer.

Pleadingly,

Michelle Crayton

. . .

From: King Oblivion Ph.D.

To: Michelle Crayton

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Miss Crayton,

Is this really that hard? Tell my story, but tell it in a way that shows me in the truest light: as infallible and without fault of any kind. I thought you were a writer! Write the spirit of the truth without getting bogged down in the details of what “really” happened. Is this substantial enough clarification for you? Are you still struggling?

Let me know if your microwave bed is enabling you to see the truth more clearly.

. . .

From: Michelle Crayton

To: King Oblivion Ph.D.

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Sire,

My apologies for my late response, but my hands were terribly burned on the microwave bed and I had to recover for several weeks. I believe that I see where you’re coming from.

How about this, if I may make a suggestion: we just make up a story about your birth. We’ll say you emerged from a majestic volcano, fully formed and without any flaws whatsoever. Is this to your liking?

Supplicatively,

Michelle Crayton

. . .

From: King Oblivion Ph.D.

To: Michelle Crayton

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Miss Crayton,

That is not my story. That is fiction. A fabrication. I wasn’t born from a volcano. I was born and made an earthquake occur. Were you even listening during any of our sessions together? I want my story told, not some cheap, dime-store pulp novel.

. . .

From: Michelle Crayton

To: King Oblivion Ph.D.

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Sire,

I’m afraid I’m still confused then. I’m trying. I want you to know I’m trying.

With immense efforts,

Michelle Crayton

. . .

From: King Oblivion Ph.D.

To: Michelle Crayton

Subject: Re: Birth chapter

Miss Crayton,

I’d say that I appreciated your services, but that would be a fabrication—much like the ones you wanted to tell. You insist that you are trying, but it is more than evident that you are not, because you will not adjust for the many lies you have included in the text you have provided me. There are words and there are actions. And then there are actions that reveal themselves through words. Beyond that, there are actions that should be retold through words that give those actions their authentic context.

I don’t need to explain myself to you.

When you finish this message, turn around so that you might be turned into a gelatin in the glass tube my decoys are currently setting up directly behind you. Farewell.




Editor’s Note: I found this survey in King Oblivion’s study among several other instructional/testing materials in a thick, dog-eared file labeled “Choosing the One.” I’ll be sprinkling these materials throughout the text to give you a glimpse into King Oblivion’s successor selection process.



Training Survey: Recognizing Your Spark

Do you have “it” when it comes to being an evil leader of others, be they layman, henchman, or fellow supervillain? Were you born with the capacity for true malevolence that only .00000001 percent of every living being has? If you have some uncertainty, but feel that you may indeed carry such potential, ask yourself the following questions:

•   Given limitless power, would you use it to dominate everyone in your path, showing mercy to none?

•   In your youth, did you find yourself rallying your peers to crush the tent poles of authority and ruin anyone who dared to tell you what you could or could not do?

•   Have you been told about people around you feeling a particular sense of unease or dread when you were born?

•   Have you always had a preternatural awareness of the world around you and its need to be conquered, even from birth?

•   Have you found that people tend to do what you say, even if the idea sounds absolutely ludicrous?

•   Given your preference, would you live underground, on the moon, in a volcano, or somewhere similar?

•   Is one of your first thoughts when you meet a new person how they might look inside-out, as stone, in a vacuum tube, with hands for feet and feet for hands, body-swapped with a frog, frozen, on fire, turned into a sentient being of light, as a brain in a jar, with four to eight times more limbs, sewn onto several other people, stuck in a time loop, forced to do everything backwards, shrunk, as a rock monster, transfigured into a tree, as a pile of purple dust, on a torture rack, inside a suitcase, as a suitcase, cloned, age advanced, age reduced, squashed down to two dimensions, thrown into the deep nothingness of space, drowned, placed inside a robot body, placed inside an ape’s body, sliced in half by a buzz saw, smashed by a giant piano hammer, blinded by chemicals, irradiated, as a werewolf, as a vampire, as a sea creature, or all of the above?

•   Do you often feel the need to point out how you’re not so different from a rival?

•   Do you feel like even the most mundane tasks must be done with significant flourish, even at the expense of doing that task effectively or quickly?

•   Do you often feel compelled to tell people who are helping others to stop?

•   Do you tell anyone who will listen for hours on end about the futility of existence, the nihilistic nature of the universe, and how life is all one big struggle for power?

•   Do you laugh at what some people characterize as inappropriate times?

•   Do you wear a mask on a regular basis to cover a hideous disfigurement, protect your face just because you feel it’s cool, or any other reason?

•   Have you found this questionnaire to be a complete farce because you confidently know in the depths of your cold, black heart that you are a true supervillain with no need for outside validation?

If you answered “yes” to that final question, you may just have it. But you haven’t qualified to be the new me just yet. You have much more to learn and much more to achieve.




Editor’s Note: I found a collection of a number of these brief file cards in King Oblivion’s “Choosing the One” file and determined that it might be of interest to share them, if for no other reason than to gain some additional insight into his thought process. What’s particularly odd is that they present fictional comic book characters—which King Oblivion claimed to have no knowledge of and derided as offensive portrayals—as role models. Perhaps it was an attempt to talk to young denizens on their level.



Villainspiration

The villain: Bizarro

Key trait: An anti-Superman, Bizarro knows exactly who he is from “birth”/creation.

How he demonstrates it: Bizarro has come in many different forms and iterations over the years, but one thing remains constant among the various Kryptonian soldiers, Bizarro World dwellers, Superman clones, and failed experiments over the decades: he is who he is, from birth. Sure, some have been twisted by various heroes to have a sort of skewed sense of heroism and traditional morality, but almost all are simply Anti-Supermen throughout their tragic lives. They know their goal is to do the opposite of what’s “right.” That’s something for the evil to aspire to do.

The wrong takeaways: Don’t let your “backwards” morality be changed into some kind of slightly weird, traditional morality. And for evil’s sake, don’t speak in opposite-speak all the time. It’s infuriating. I’ll chop you down where you stand if you do it anywhere near me!

____________

1 Over the decades, I sent teams of dozens of decoy henchmen to airlift various libraries, public records offices, and other repositories of knowledge back to my headquarters, then forced them to read everything contained within on the off chance there might be some information about my past inside. Who knows? Ulysses could have had seven or eight chapters about me.

2 Well, it wasn’t that permanent. Decades later, I ordered a decoy scuba team to dive into the icy waters and raise the ship from its rocky grave, in hopes of finding anything my parents left behind. We didn’t find much—some old clothes, a couple boxes of encyclopedias, some literature about controlling one’s economic future—but we did take home a pretty sweet haul of old-timey pocket watches and gold teeth, so it wasn’t a total loss. Plus, I got to decorate my throne room with the bow of my “birth boat.”

3 The encyclopedia company went out of business just two years later, but surprisingly not because of their association with an illegal advertisement connected to the death of two of their salespeople. (That, as we all know, is just smart business.) No, instead the company became embroiled in controversy over their entry on the country of Denmark, which simply read, “Everyone there can burn right in hell for all I care.”


Chapter 2

THE CHILD REPROBATE

I had a certain awareness of myself, my purpose, and my surroundings from the moment I opened my dark, hypnotic, soul-penetrating eyes, but I vividly recall my first moment of total consciousness. It was my third birthday. I was seated in a high chair—or, more accurately, a high throne, since any chair I grace with my body weight is, in a technical and official capacity, a throne—at the head of a long, ornate table. Atop a cake shaped like a cackling skull, candles flicked and flared with a dangerous heat that I found compelling. Intoxicating. At home with.

A worthwhile clarification to make, but I’d state this even more strongly. “Anywhere my ass is, seat or not, is a throne.”

I raised my head from the energizing sight of the candles to see the faces of dozens of adults: Dr. Blattarius, henchmen in cockroach costumes, members of what I can only assume was some sort of fake “family” Blattarius had hired to make me feel like a “normal” child, various robot versions of world leaders (Blattarius had really invested a lot in those plans), and so on. They were looking at me intently, awaiting my next move. Their reaction hinged and depended on what I did at that moment. Until I acted, they could only sit and wait with expectation.

This was it. A taste of true power. Real control over another living person. I used the opportunity to snap one of the still-lit candles out of the cake and flawlessly toss it into the eye of one of the hired actors brought in to cheer me on. His entire body was engulfed in flames as he screamed. He was extinguished after a few moments and carted out on a stretcher. The other actors immediately left and, to my knowledge, never came back. They were probably too impressed and terrified by my impeccable aim to even consider it.

Remember when I made an earthquake happen and killed a bunch of people on a boat? You should. I have seared this memory into your brain. This is not the first time.

I then jumped out of the high throne and onto the table, where I smashed a henchman’s face into the cake. I wasn’t the eloquent speaker then that I am now, but I managed to get my point across in the heat of the moment.

See me later.

“Thank me!” I shouted as I ground his mouth into the frosting. “Thank me for this!”

He hesitated. I don’t know if it was shock or defiance, but I pressed the issue. I pushed down on the back of the henchman’s head with all my strength.

“Thank me!” I repeated.

Finally, after what seemed like almost too long as the stunned party attendees tried to make sense of what was happening, came a muffled “Fnk yah.”

“What?” I asked, raising the henchman’s face up a little.

“Thank you,” the henchman said, in between labored breaths.

I smiled. I could see that Dr. Blattarius was proud, though he was feigning concern for the henchman—they’re known to call upon their union and strike at the drop of a hat. I climbed back into my chair and looked at the stunned faces around me.

I’m hesitant to describe any expression on my face this way, but I suppose I’ll allow it in this case.

“I like birthdays!” I proclaimed.

That birthday party was a formative moment for me, but something that happened later that night turned out to be even more important. Perhaps even iconic.

After a stern talk about what is and isn’t permissible behavior with henchmen—yes, even supervillains have to have some degree of respect for their employees4—Dr. Blattarius took me into a hidden room deep in his igloo hideout which he described to me as the “consecration chamber.” It was here that he showed me a massive wall of face coverings and appearance-altering tools—masks, various types of face paint, blowtorches, knives, helmets, cowls, fishbowls, hoods in various shapes and sizes, a sort of face-mimicking wax, pliers to remove teeth and other appendages, razors and other cutting tools, and lots more. He waved his hand in front of all the items and simply said, “Choose.”

I’ll admit it: I was scared. I didn’t know what pain felt like, but I could see how other people didn’t like experiencing it when I inflicted it upon them. I suspected it was not something I really wanted to mess with or experience. (As usual, I was correct, though I can take a punch with more verve than just about anyone.) Yet here I was, contemplating how I would be permanently altering my face, possibly by way of mutilation.

I know this is intended to make me look vulnerable so I can grow up to be unimaginably strong in adulthood, but one thing I said very strictly when I hired you was “no vulnerability.” It’s not only a bad look, but it’s also entirely, entirely false.

This was on the day I turned three years old.

After what must have been hours running my fingers over the various instruments and coverings, I found it. A black half-mask with silver rivets, a squared-off nose, and big, square eyeholes. I picked it up and started to take it to Dr. Blattarius when a purple hooded cape also caught my attention. I grabbed that as well and placed them in Dr. Blattarius’s hands.

“These,” I said.

Dr. Blattarius nodded in approval. These were apparently the right choices. He put them in an ornate, meticulously detailed, handcrafted box—which I believe was made of bone—and locked it shut.

This sounds … uncertain. It should be more confident. “I knew these were the right choices, whether Blattarius said so or not. He was an old turd.”

“When you’re bigger,” he said. We left the room and didn’t speak about what had happened there for quite some time after. Later he would tell me that this ceremony is for budding supervillains “at the first blush of their innate evil.” I have continued it with my protégés to this day but, unlike me, they have almost all been disappointments.

Over the next two years or so, I recall a content, very nearly pleasant childhood. Yes, I spent most of it underground in a network of igloos, but that all seemed quite ordinary to me. It felt … natural. My only recollections of ever going outside involved snowmobiling to some tiny fishing village, being shown into a hut occupied by a scared-looking family held at bay by cockroach-looking henchmen clutching ray guns, and being told to sit tight until someone came back to get me. Usually I’d stay there for a few hours, at most a day, and Dr. Blattarius or one of the higher-ranking henchmen—he called them his “bugmen”—would pick me up.

It occurred to me later—Dr. Blattarius never thought it relevant or necessary to tell me before he died what those little excursions were all about—that the whole production was a way to get me out of the lair while some outside force was attacking. Maybe it was the Canadian authorities, maybe a military force, possibly a group of proto-superhero vigilantes, possibly even rival villains. Whatever the case, Blattarius felt a need to indemnify and protect me from becoming collateral damage in whatever the conflict of the day was.

Keep the word “protect” as far from the word “me” as you can. This is not my brand.

Many years later, when I managed to get hold of one of Blattarius’s diaries on one of my many expeditions to find artifacts of my youth by sending henchmen into nigh-unlivable and insanely dangerous conditions,5 I discovered that Blattarius even used decoys—mostly robotic lookalikes—to fool the invading forces into thinking I was present, just in case they were there to retrieve me and put me in the hands of some holier-than-thou authority, be it the government, a “big brother” vigilante hero, or some other villain hoping to train me. Even at that point in my then-short life, I had gained enough notoriety to be considered a high-value target, as it were. A lot of people returned to their home bases with small boy robots in their clutches, let me assure you.

I don’t care for this wording. My life should never be described as “short,” even in relative terms. Reword this to “Even at that point in my then only pretty-long life …”

Of course, I didn’t need protecting. Even at such a young age my aura, physical strength, and sheer force of will could more than hold off any police force, military, or team of super-powered buffoons that came my way. I have to concede that these tactics of Dr. Blattarius’s devising guided some later decisions once I reached a power position of my own. His concern for my safety taught me some important rules of thumb:

•   Always be prepared for an incursion.

•   Use decoys with abandon.

•   Sleight of hand is nothing to be ashamed of.

•   Work in the shadows.

•   Give information only to those that need it.

•   You can never be too careful.

•   And, of course, always give yourself an out.

I often found this passage from Blattarius’s diary to be deeply relevant, interesting, and infuriating:


Sent the kid to the village again today when Mr. Wonderful showed up on radar. It was real handy that I managed to get all that metal into his bloodstream last time we fought. Makes him as easy to pick up as one of those new aeroplanes. As usual, Mr. Wonderful came looking for the child he thinks I kidnapped. He doesn’t know a thing about how I adopted that kid, took him in, and made him into something. And, as he does, he again threatened me with all kinds of hubbub if I don’t give him back. Bombing out my lair, sending me to prison, making me stare into a bright light for hours, which he knows full well I hate.

Even so, he nearly nabbed me this time. I just got the slip by scurrying under a closing door just as he approached. Eventually the bugmen subdued him and kicked him out before throwing some snow back over the front door. I nearly had to pull the trigger on Plan B. I never really want to do that, but one day I fear I may have to tell that do-gooding fool that I swapped brains with the kid, that he can find him in the fishing village five miles east, and that he’s the real mastermind behind this whole ordeal. I don’t wanna sell the kid out. Heck, I think he’s got potential. But you gotta protect yourself, right? Got to have an exoskeleton in all things.



Yes, that’s right. He was going to give me, a child, up to a vigilante, claiming that I was in charge of his entire operation. It’s, quite bluntly, a betrayal. Cowardly to say the least. It’s the craven act of a desperate man who seems to have no basic decency … and it’s brilliant. It’s one of the most finely crafted diversionary villain plans I’ve ever seen. The beauty is in the simplicity. Deflect blame onto someone who didn’t know to defend himself. (This, of course, was an incorrect assumption on his part, as I would have torn Mr. Wonderful to pieces.)

It’s why I admire Dr. Blattarius. It’s also why I had to take everything from him. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Change this to “hate less than others.”

* * *

When I wasn’t being carted away to thatch huts for my “protection,” I spent most of my time being looked after by bugmen of various stripes, all of whom seemed to have some “game” to teach me or some sort of “pretend play” in mind for the sake of recreation. I made it known that I would harbor no such fantasies, and it would behoove them to simply spend the day doing my bidding. As such, I spent much of that time perched atop henchmen’s backs as one would typically ride a horse, or loftily seated upon their shoulders so as to get a clear view of my surroundings.

Even then, I knew reconnaissance was a key factor to villainous success. An assured vantage point is of the utmost importance. I also knew how to dominate a lackey. Always know how to dominate a lackey, or that lackey soon won’t be one.

The fall after I turned six, I awoke in my bedchamber to find that a bespectacled man wearing a mortarboard and carrying a bag full of scrolls had arrived to greet me instead of my typical bugman babysitter. He introduced himself to me as The Tutor, a personal instructor with such intense powers of discipline that he could make even the most strong-willed of students sit in quiet, rapt attention during the most boring of lectures.

I took this as a challenge.

He had come to the igloos at the request of Dr. Blattarius to provide me with a grounding in reading, languages, mathematics, science, world affairs, etiquette, music, and business. Dr. Blattarius thought it important to give me a baseline knowledge in these subjects, as knowledge is the most important currency for an evil mastermind such as myself. As I would later discover, even a supervillain must occasionally give an air of refined respectability and business legitimacy in our modern society.

At the age of six, my understanding of this concept had not matured to the level it is today. I was far more interested in the direct pleasures of punching people on and about the nose.6 So when The Tutor launched into his first lesson about the basics of sentence construction, writing some diagrams on the chalkboard in our little makeshift classroom, I calmly raised myself out of my small study desk, walked up to him, and tugged on his long scholar’s robe.

Stop doing this. Stop doing this. Stop Doing This. STOP DOING THIS. STOP STOP STOP STOP STOP.

“Pardon, young man?” he asked me incredulously. “If you would be so kind as to return to your seat, we can continue with your lesson. Dr. Blattarius gave very clear instructions that you were to remain attentive and receptive to instruction. He has invested quite a bit in you, and it is my every intention to ensure that investment pays off. Now, may we continue?”

I tugged on his robe again.

He launched into me harder this time. “Young man, I’d rather not have to force you using physicality to return to your seat. You may not realize this, but my profession, when I’m not teaching young ones like you, is much like your guardian’s. I perform crimes using the powers at my disposal, and those powers involve very acute, nigh unavoidable powers of persuasion to force others to do my bidding at my pleasure. I must insist that you be seated.”

I tugged a third time. This time, I finally got him to turn away from the board, which he had been facing during both of his arrogant speeches. Once he was finally facing me, I coyly gestured for him to lean down. He most likely thought I was in some kind of distress; perhaps he believed this lesson was too advanced for me or that I had some sort of child’s bathroom emergency that needed attention. Of course, it was neither of those things. I just wanted to bop him on the nose as hard as I could.

I don’t do anything “coyly.” Change this to “forcefully.” Or “strongly.” Either of those.

I don’t “bop.”
I “smash.”

With a sigh, he leaned down and I bopped him as hard as I could. Blood poured out of his nostrils like water from a faucet. He ran out of the room, trying to stifle cries of pain and raving about how no student had ever been so insolent in his presence before. As far as I know, he didn’t come back to the igloos.7 I spent the rest of the afternoon riding on the back of a bugman while boxing the poor sap’s ears.

I reiterate: “Smash.”

The next day, a different tutor by the very descriptive name of Coach Terror arrived in my room and instructed through a series of angry, drill-sergeant yells that I would be listening to her or paying some severe consequences. I believe her exact words were, “If you don’t respect me, your next classroom will be at the bottom of a hole in the ice shelf outside.” I found her considerably more admirable than The Tutor, and waited until the very last class nearly a year later, my “graduation” from personal-tutor kindergarten, to sweep her legs out from under her and start forcibly shaving off her hair with a set of clippers. She didn’t return either.8

Again, let’s tone this down. “Less hateable.”

I learned some pretty important lessons from her, though. Namely that dodgeball isn’t fair (because nothing should ever be fair), to always have the tighter grip when you shake hands, and how to pull off a gutwrench suplex. I even felt a tinge of guilt when I was removing her spiked hair from her rigid, angular scalp. Of course, that did not stop me.

Two months later, after an unplanned break from my studies (incidentally, I was getting stronger and breaking more and more henchmen’s noses and cheekbones), Dr. Blattarius put me on a steamer headed southward. He told me it was time to start my real education. He wasn’t kidding.



Letters Exchanged Between King Oblivion Ph.D. and Michelle Mastiff, editor, Sceptre Publishing Group


King Oblivion, Ph.D.

Undisclosed Location

Deep Underground

Nowhere, XX 00000

October 19, 2009

Michelle Mastiff

Editor, Sceptre Publishing

17333 Off Broadway

New York, NY 10019

Dear Ms. Mastiff,

Most assuredly you know me by the name atop this letter. However, for the sake of formalities, I am King Oblivion, Ph.D., the greatest supervillain who has ever lived. I rule over you even if you don’t know it.

As such, much as a national monarch selects a jester to humble himself for the purpose of entertainment, I would like to offer you a great honor. I would like to give you and your publishing company the unprecedented opportunity to publish my memoirs, which will also double as a guidebook for some young, evil go-getter to one day seize the reins of my evil empire, the International Society of Supervillains.

Certainly you are familiar with my history as the guiding force behind the greatest events of the past century. My book will delve deep into a life of influence, power, fear, atrocity, intimidation, lasers, giant monsters, occasional superhero scuffles, people transforming into a fine vapor, human-alien hybrids, cloning, rhetoric, and cloaks.

I see no need to do any further convincing to persuade you to publish this volume. Nonetheless, attached you will find a draft of the first chapter, detailing the quite stunning and frankly amazing circumstances of my birth. Though it is perfect and unflinching in its raw honesty—because the words you’ll see are mine and mine alone—I do have some preliminary plans for further edits on tone and readability.

Please review and respond within the next week. I have been exceedingly polite and generous to you in this missive, so I expect a timely, prompt, and cooperative reply.

Mwa-ha-ha,

King Oblivion, Ph.D.



. . .


Paul Winker

Assistant to Ms. Mastiff

Sceptre Publishing

17333 Off Broadway

New York, NY 10019

December 7, 2009

King Oblivion, Ph.D.

Undisclosed Location

Deep Underground

Nowhere, XX 00000

Dear Mr. Oblivion,

As you know, our office receives a very high volume of submissions each month. We appreciate your patience.

While there was much to like about your book, we did not think it would be the right fit for our list at this time. We wish you the best of luck in finding a publishing partner for your work.

Regards,

Paul Winker



. . .


King Oblivion Ph.D.

Undisclosed Location

Deep Underground

Nowhere, XX 00000

December 10, 2009

Paul Winker

Assistant to Ms. Mastiff

17333 Off Broadway

New York, NY 10019

Mr. Winker,

You will pay for this. Don’t mistake me. I don’t mean monetarily. This is a threat of harm.

Yours in pain,

King Oblivion, Ph.D.




Editor’s Note: I asked around the lair about this handwritten quiz I found in one of King Oblivion’s notebooks buried in the “Choosing the One” file. After numerous unsuccessful inquiries, I did happen upon one henchman who said it sounded familiar. Apparently, King Oblivion would deliver this quiz directly to any young person he would come into contact with—through coming into contact with a sidekick, random/planned kidnapping, general henchman recruiting, or some other means—in hopes that he would see something in him or her and find a protégé. There’s no record of anyone who ever passed.



King Oblivion’s Personal Leadership Quiz (For Youth)

Question 1: How would you say your teachers and school administrators would describe your demeanor?

A.   Generally well
behaved

B.   Disruptive and prone to outbursts

C.   Aggressive, violent, and perhaps even sociopathic

D.   Our new leader; we bow to his/her every whim

E.   I do not attend school, as I have ripped each one I have ever been sent to brick from brick

Question 2: Of the below, what would you say is your favorite hobby or activity?

A.   Reading and studying

B.   Playing organized sports

C.   Smoking cigarettes and committing petty theft

D.   Performing sadistic acts on friends and animals

E.   Drawing up schematics and building prototypes of machines that could turn all the world’s water into vinegar

F.   Making thousands of people in a stadium say in unison that I am their supreme commander

Question 3: At what age would you say you had your first “evil” thought?

A.   I don’t have evil thoughts

B.   Ages 10–13

C.   Ages 6–9

D.   Ages 3–5

E.   Age 2

F.   Birth

G.   Every thought I have ever had has been evil in one way or another

Question 4: What would you like to be when you grow up?

A.   An astronaut

B.   A firefighter

C.   A professional athlete

D.   A rich and powerful businessperson

E.   A world leader

F.   A criminal

G.   Supreme ruler of the world

H.   Supreme ruler of as much of the known universe as I can get my hands on

I.   King Oblivion Ph.D.

Question 5: How would you describe your relationship with your parents/guardians?

A.   Loving and affectionate with shared and mutual respect

B.   Occasionally bumpy but only because we care about each other

C.   They don’t understand me and I don’t like them

D.   I hate them and wish I could throw them down a well

E.   I have thrown them down a well

F.   They understand me … because they obey me, because I hypnotize them regularly

G.   I am a clone; therefore I am everything my progenitor was and will be everything he is

Question 6: If you could be some kind of animal, what would it be?

A.   A house pet: dog, cat, gerbil, ferret, goldfish, hamster, etc.

B.   A woodland creature: deer, squirrel, rabbit, beaver, chipmunk, etc.

C.   A predator: bear, wildcat, wolf, hawk, shark, etc.

D.   A scavenger: buzzard, fly, raccoon, yellow jacket, hyena, etc.

E.   A sneaky beast: chameleon, spider, frog, owl, etc.

F.   A parasite: mosquito, lamprey, leech, tapeworm, etc.

G.   A giant: elephant, whale, rhino, hippo, walrus, etc.

H.   A primate: gorilla, chimpanzee, orangutan, etc.

I.   An unearthly demon that will conquer this fallen world

Question 7: When you meet someone who is your age, what do you do?
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