
Howard Ritter’s luck ran out on May 25, 2001 at 2:44 p.m. It ran out at exactly the same speed as the air which fled from his burst right-front tire. His Blazer jerked to the right, almost as if pushed. He tried to correct but still plowed into a parked car. The Blazer had too much velocity to be stopped so easily, however, and catapulted off the car. It flipped. Time slowed. Howard had time to see where his car would land: a beige station wagon. He had time to see the horrified fear on the driver’s face: a woman. And he had time to see, with his own exploding horror, the two young children in the back of the station wagon. Then the rending crash of metal on metal, a brief burst of pain in which his scream merged with the woman’s, and then darkness.


His day began normally enough. He woke at 7:30 a.m., showered, ate breakfast. After breakfast, Howard worked on his latest project and answered e-mails. At 10:00 a.m., he got into his white Chevy Blazer for a meeting with a source from McKinnley Dynamics. She claimed to have information on McKinnley and USS. At 10:20 a.m. Howard arrived at Fort Lauderdale’s main library.


“A good place for a clandestine meeting,” he mused, standing outside the tall, glass structure. It stretched upward eight stories, a concrete walkway connecting it to a parking garage at the third. He went to the fourth floor, which housed the periodicals and newspapers. In the magazine section Howard saw a woman reading an old issue of Time. She was about thirty-five years old, short brown hair, pale complexion, and wore a pink blouse with brown business slacks.


She should be my contact, he thought. Let’s find out. Howard walked past the woman, slowing to say, “I’ve always liked Time. Good stories.” The woman looked up, smiled briefly, and replied, “Me too, but I like to see what the fashions were.” Howard chuckled and continued on to the newspapers. It was she.


A few minutes with the newspaper clerk and Howard had what he needed. He sat at a nearby table. He leafed through them, researching an article on the history of race relations in Fort Lauderdale. Ten minutes later a shadow fell across the table. He looked up into the somber brown eyes of his contact.


“Mr. Ritter, my name is Diana.” She sat down. “I’m glad to meet you in person.”


“Same here. Thanks for coming. I doubt McKinnley will be happy if they find out so let’s not waste time. Here’s what I’ve got.” He wouldn’t reveal everything but did plan to reveal some of what he knew and surmised; it built trust. Before he continued, Howard opened his laptop and clicked something. A brief, low hum filled the air then faded. He answered the question in her eyes. “It’s got a device that defeats just about all eavesdropping.


“Now,” he began, looking at her, “McKinnley’s a mostly legitimate company, doing mostly legitimate business in finance, pharmaceuticals, biotech research, etc. Founded in 1946 by Victor McKinnley, a WWII bomber pilot, it started as a manufacturer of airplane parts under the name McKinnley Aircraft. By ‘83, the company had grown into a multi-faceted company renamed McKinnley Dynamics. Victor McKinnley sold to a consortium of private investors led by Parker Hyatt Toolsworth in ‘99. The company’s revenue has grown each year since.


“Toolsworth is an enigma. I’ve had trouble finding the source of the funds he brought to the deal. In fact, information on the man himself is scarce. I know he was born on June 1, 1968, in Fargo. I know he graduated with honors from the University of North Dakota with a degree in economics in ‘89. I know he took a graduate degree in international economics from UCLA in ‘90. After that, and before college, very little. In fact, aside from the degrees, I found nothing about his college career. I’ve seen his application to UND. I’ve been to his high school, Fargo North. I spoke to some of his teachers. They have vague recollections of a bright but otherwise unremarkable student. In fact, all recollections of Toolsworth are vague. In other words, I’ve found the vague outlines of a person.


“Getting back to the company, since ‘94 it’s sold most of its aeronautics business and acquired several more biotech firms. Nothing unusual there. I’ve followed the movements of some top execs at McKinnley, including your boss Patricia Grellville. She’s been to USS several times in the last eight months and has met privately with several of their people. This all began after McKinnley acquired a small biotech firm called Oleander Medical Research last February. Oleander was family owned, started by Ulysses and Margaret Oleander, both physicians. They were joined by their son, Edward, and his wife Helen. Also physicians. Toolsworth seems to have wanted Oleander very badly, based on some things I’ve learned. Coincidently, or not, eighteen days after the deal was inked, the entire Oleander family died in a plane crash in Lake Michigan. The bodies were never recovered. Oleander Medical Research specialized in the ubergene.” Howard paused at this point, looking at Diana expectantly. “Your turn.”


She nodded. “Yes, all correct. I believe something sinister is going on. All the executives are encouraged, required even, to report all uber-related activity or information we can. Upper-management, which Toolsworth dominates, appears totally obsessed with, well, all things uber. Another thing, Toolsworth has been to Oleander half a dozen times in the past two months and three of those times Ms. Grellville was with him. That’s what first roused my curiosity. She didn’t mention any of the trips until after her return and, as her deputy, I always know her travel plans.


“Also, the entire staff of Oleander, with one exception, was replaced less than three months after the takeover. One of my functions is to review severance pay, to make certain we haven’t paid too much or too little. You’d be surprised how often that occurs,” she said with a little smile. “Anyway, last year, mid-May, I received a severance report. While reviewing it, I notice that twenty-six names all have the same subsidiary code, and it’s not one I recognize so I finish and then go speak with Ms. Grellville. When she saw the report she paled, told me it was Oleander, thanked me for checking the report, and took it from me.”


“That normal?”


“Yes, that part. She gets the reports after I’m done for spot check and archiving.”


“How’d you know about the one exception?”


“I assisted with the pre-takeover report, the financial section. At that time, Oleander had twenty-seven employees, not including the Oleanders.” A slight edge had crept into her voice. Nervousness? Probably.


“Who?” Howard glanced around casually but saw nothing.


“Todd Sampson, the facility manager. He started at Oleander the September of ‘99.”


“Was he hired as the facility manager?” This could be interesting.


“Yes. But I don’t know why. I have no idea what his prior experience was or why they needed a facility manager.”


Howard nodded, “OK, this is all interesting but hardly sinister.” He fixed her with a penetrating gaze. “Something else happened or you wouldn’t have called. What?”


Diana hesitated before answering, clearly nervous now. “First, after the severance report incident, all of my work and that of everyone I know which had anything to do with Oleander was taken away. Normally, McKinnley likes to keep things centralized. Oleander does all, and I do mean all, its own work now. It’s the only part of McKinnley that does. Second, Oleander’s been swallowing company resources. Before they took it away, I had access to the financial reports. They showed significant transfers of money and other assets to Oleander. Third, and worst, last week I happened by chance to see a report on Ms. Grellville’s desk titled Oleander Test Subjects, Study MF-100.05. Attached to it was the photograph a little boy. He looked familiar and I realized I’d seen him on the news the week before. He’s been missing for a month. Are you familiar with that?” Howard was but shook his head no and she continued, “When she saw me looking, she quickly covered the report but I know what I saw. So, when you came by last Thursday asking questions for a story, I thought I might be able to trust you. Something’s going on there and it is sinister.” She finished with a rush of passion.


Howard nodded thoughtfully. “It certainly seems so.” He opened his mouth to continue but she interrupted, “I have to leave now. I don’t want to make them suspicious.” Howard nodded again but thought it likely they already were. “Goodbye, Mr. Ritter. If you wish, call me this afternoon; here’s my direct number. I have a meeting at one but should be back by two. Ask for Georgina, I’ll know it’s you and call you back from a different phone—just to be safe. In the meantime, I want to see what I can find out about McKinnley’s financial ties to USS.”


After she left, Howard remained at the library, making notes of the conversation. He’d already known about the trips to Oleander but everything else was new. Something was definitely going on. He glanced at his watch: eleven-thirty. Howard returned his attention to the newspapers, gathering notes for the race project. Thirty minutes later his stomach rumbled. Time to eat. He gathered his things and left the library. Someone else would see to the papers.


Soon he was at Maguire’s Hill #17, a very good Irish pub, and was ensconced with a plate of sandwiches and a mug of good Irish ale to wash them down. For the next hour he read through his notes of the conversation, putting new facts into place with old ones. Whatever Toolsworth was planning, he clearly thought Oleander was key. But why kill off the Oleanders? Why fire the staff? The most likely reason for the latter was Toolsworth needed a compliant staff, a staff that wouldn’t run to the police at the first whiff of trouble. That being the case, why keep Sampson? Same reason, but in reverse. Toolsworth knew, or thought he knew, he could trust Sampson.


“Well,” he thought aloud, “that’ll be the first thing I do. Find out about Mr. Todd Sampson.” Glancing at his watch, Howard was surprised to see that two hours had passed. It was 2:15. “OK,” he chuckled, “second thing. First, I’ll call Ms. Pierson, see if she’s found out anything about USS and McKinnley.” 


Going to the pay phone, Howard dialed the number she’d given him. It rang five times, then “Hello. Ms. Pierson’s desk.”


Her direct number but someone else answered? And something in the voice warned him to be direct, sort of. “I’m looking for a Ms. . . .” he paused as if looking at something, “Diana Pierson. Is she available?”


“May I ask what this is in reference too?”


“I’m an accountant, Gregg Heinz. I met her at a seminar a few months ago and she said if I was ever looking for work I should call her. I am, so . . .” his voice trailed off expectantly.


A pause, then, “I see, Mr. Heinz. Will you hold please?” Without waiting for a reply, she placed him on hold. A series of clicks and beeps, then, “Mr. Heinz? I’m Patricia Grellville. I am, or was, Diana’s supervisor.” Was? “I’m sorry for the runaround, it’s just we’re all in a bit of shock right now. You see, Diana was killed in a traffic accident, just two hours ago.” She took a breath. “Life, and business continue, however. Please send your resume to me, along with a cover letter. You have our address?”


“Ye . . . yes,” he stammered. “Dead you said? I’m so sorry to hear that. Um, thank you for your time.” Dead? They had been more than suspicious. Or perhaps they’d questioned her after the meeting and only then decided to kill her. Maybe it was really just an accident. Yeah, and maybe pigs fly. Howard replaced the receiver with trembling fingers. He looked at them as though they belonged to someone else. He clenched his fists, closed his eyes, and took two long, slow, deep breaths. When he opened his eyes, his fingers were his again. He returned to his seat and picked up his ale. It never made it to his lips, however.


I need to think and this stuff won’t help. He set the mug down. His contact at McKinnley was dead, only hours after speaking with him. Had their conversation triggered her death? Very possibly. If so, then they already knew about him. But why then risk her talking to him? He’d had ample opportunity to communicate his findings with anyone he liked, and it just wasn’t feasible to monitor all possible communication channels at his disposal: the phones and faxes at the library, even the U.S. Mail. Heck, he could’ve used the library’s computers to send an e-mail. They might have been hoping he’d do just that, find out who else might be in the know. No, the risk was too great the information would escape untraced. Or am I fooling myself? Howard didn’t think so.


Then again, they might have had no choice, since he’d chosen a very public location for the meeting. OK, Howard, let’s review. You went to McKinnley asking questions about Oleander, ostensibly for a piece on family startups sold to non-family. You mentioned the public information about the Oleanders’ death, got no real answers, and left. That shouldn’t have aroused any suspicions. Two days later, Pierson contacts you surreptitiously. Very likely she’d already roused their suspicions. She’d called you from a pay phone, she said, so it’s not likely they had any details of the meeting, though it wouldn’t have been hard for someone like Toolsworth to find out who she called. That being the case, they knew to follow me. Even if not, she was here first and they might have been in position to see me. They didn’t hear anything, but it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out what we’re talking about. So, I must assume I’m in danger. Great!

Howard glanced at his watch: 2:32 p.m. The beauty of being freelance was that he answered to no one. The ugliness of it was that he had no one to turn to. Well, there’s always Charlie. He’d love this. Howard glanced at the phone. No, Charlie’ll need copies of my notes. Getting up, Howard dropped enough money to cover the bill and walked to his truck. Once on the road, he headed north, determined to be careful but not paranoid.


It was 2:39 p.m.


At 2:42 p.m. he turned left onto Sunrise and headed west. At 2:44 p.m., as he accelerated past a Mack truck marked Liberty Breads, his right-front tire blew. The Blazer jerked to the right, struck a parked car, and catapulted into the air. Howard had time to see the station wagon, the woman, the children. Then came the sounds of rending metal, screams, and then darkness.

– ( –


Only, the darkness wasn’t dark. And it was getting brighter all the time. And louder. “Is that a voice I’m hearing?” he mused aloud.


“Yes, Howard, it is. I’m over here.”


Howard turned. He noted his surroundings consisted of an unbroken expanse of white extending in all directions, unbroken that is except by the speaker—an older man, neatly groomed, wearing an understated, well tailored gray suit. He smiled as their eyes met.


“Who are you? Where am I? Am I dead?” Curiosity alone colored Howard’s voice.


The man nodded as if he’d expected those questions. “All pertinent, simple questions. The answers, however, are far more complex. Indulge me, if you will. What do you see?” He gestured at their surroundings, himself. “What is around us? What do I look like?”


Howard did not respond for a long moment, then shrugged, “Why not? This is all some sort of death dream. But sure. I’ll indulge you, or myself as it were. Around us I see only white, everywhere. No features, no landmarks, nothing. As for you, you’re an older man, mid- to late-forties, possibly early-fifties. Salt-and-pepper hair. Handsome in a distinguished way. I’m no fashion-guru but your suit looks well-tailored and is tasteful without being ostentatious.”


“And myself? What impression do you have of me?” When Howard hesitated, he went on, “Come now, Howard. As a free-lance writer you’ve done some investigative writing. You are both accustomed to and skilled at making rapid assessments based solely on first impressions. Do so now.”


How does he know all this? Come on, Howard, it’s all in your head. Another shrug, “OK. You’re confident in your abilities and feel no need to show off.” The man nodded. “Now, have I passed your test? Will you answer my questions?”


“It was not a test, merely curiosity. As for your questions, I cannot answer them. Or, rather, I could but you lack the intellectual capacity, the intellectual maturity actually, to understand the answers. That you see what you see is remarkable. You are indeed exceptional for your kind.”


“For my kind? What are you saying? That you’re not human,” Howard scoffed.


“Precisely.”


“Then what are you, if not a man?” Howard asked in exasperation.


“As I said, you cannot comprehend the answer. Later, perhaps, but not now. What you see is your mind’s attempt to order what is actually transpiring, to protect itself, its sanity, from a reality it is not equipped to grasp. Your mind has . . . conjured images to shield you from that reality: endless white vistas and an older, distinguished gentleman, confident in his ability. And all very accurate, as far as they go. I applaud you.”


Somehow the calm, rational tenor of the man’s speech convinced Howard far more than the most vociferous arguments would have done. “In that case, why am I here? Am I dead?” The curiosity had returned.


“Dead? No, not as you understand that word. As to why, that is both simple and complex. Simple: you’re here because I want you here. Complex: I cannot explain my motivations to you since I cannot explain my existence to you, without an understanding of which you cannot understand my motivations. It is the same for everyone.”


“OK, now I’m confused. That doesn’t make any sense.”


The man cocked his head, “Doesn’t it?” he asked quizzically. “Consider: a man behaves like a lion, hunting with his bare hands, killing prey, ripping flesh from body, eating it raw. You ask him why. He replies, ‘Because that’s what I do, that’s how I live. It is who I am.’ Do you understand why he’s behaving like a lion?”


Howard did not respond at first, then realized the question was not rhetorical, “No. I’d still need to know the why of those things.”


The man nodded, “Precisely. Now, if you knew the man had grown up from babyhood with lions, had learned to hunt with them, feed with them, sleep with them, then you would understand his answers, and behavior, because you also understand at least part of his existence.” Howard nodded unconsciously. “You lack a similar understanding of my existence, cannot comprehend it, in fact.


“However, there is more to the simple answer. I brought you here to offer you a choice. You asked if you were dead. You are not; I put that on hold. Without my intervention, yes, you would be dead.” Howard gaped, not at the answer but at the power it implied. The man paid no heed. “For reasons I again cannot explain, I require an avatar among your people. I chose you because of the quality of your mind and the integrity of your soul. I speak to you now because I can only speak to your people at times you would consider near-death.”


“An . . . avatar, huh.” Howard was skeptical. “That’s like a representative, right?”


“Something like that, yes.” He smiled mysteriously. “You have a choice, Howard. On the one hand, I can return you to your prior existence, but not precisely the same time and place. When you return, you will have great power. I leave to you the use of that power. On the other hand, I can return you to the time and place from which I took you, the moment your vehicle impacted the car, the moment of your death.” He held up a hand, rushing on. “Please understand I am not threatening you. I merely state your alternatives. You must choose.”


Howard lowered his eyes and was silent for a time. Then he looked up, “So, I can have power or death. Not much of a choice, really, is it?” He challenged, but there was also fear in his voice.


“It is all the choice in the world. Believe me, Howard, if you choose the power, there will come a time when you long for death as release from the burden of that power. I know. But our time here is nearly done. You must choose,” he repeated.


Howard nodded, almost to himself. “If I must, I must. I’ll take the power, then.”


The man smiled, not in triumph or relief, but simply, as a child might. “As you wish.”

– ( –


Suddenly Howard found himself standing in the middle of a road. He recognized it almost immediately as Sunrise.


But if that’s so then . . .


The metallic crunch of metal on metal and then the screech of tire on asphalt. Howard spun in time to see a white Chevy Blazer—That’s my truck—leap into the air. It flipped. He looked, already knowing: a beige station wagon, exiting a shopping center. The driver, he could see the woman’s terrified eyes, had slammed on her brakes, stopping the car in exactly the wrong place. Without another thought, without thinking there was nothing he could do, Howard leapt with a futile hope in his heart.


He landed on the hood of the station wagon and turned, hands going up in a useless attempt to catch, block, somehow stop the multi-ton vehicle from crushing him, the woman, and the children. He caught the falling Blazer, grunting with the strain and staggering a little under the sudden burden. With a wrenching twist, and a dawning wonder, Howard used the Blazer’s own momentum to turn and drop it with a little crash next to the station wagon. Ducking down, he peered through the windshield at the woman, giving her a big grin and two thumbs up. Gratitude and release flooded her eyes and spilled over as tears.


Her lips moved but he heard nothing. No matter. He read the words: Thank you. He nodded and turned to get off the hood . . .


PAIN! An eruption in his back threw him off the station wagon, onto the Blazer, and then the ground between the two. He stood and a cold voice greeted him, “You shouldn’t have interfered, hero. Satisfaction will be my only payment for your death. It will do.” Howard’s head whipped around. Hanging in the air about 5 meters away was a shiny, silver man. Howard recognized him: Sterling, leader of T.I.T.A.N. Why was he here? I interfered? With what? Wait! Hero? For the first time since returning, Howard looked at himself. His clothing was gone. He wore a tight but comfortable bodysuit of some white material. Blazoned on the front was a golden shield that seemed to glow. Howard touched his face, his head; his mouth and hair were uncovered but everything else lay hidden behind a mask. That damn guy, he put me in a costume!

Sterling cutoff further introspection with his educated British voice, “No, I’ve not taken your head, hero. Not yet. I am Sterling. Allow me to introduce my associates.” He gestured and what seemed a storefront dissolved into an empty lot. Standing there were three more supervillains: a man in a toga, a very tall, bald man, and a man wearing black and white combat fatigues. The rest of T.I.T.A.N. “Midas, Rage, and Partisan.” Toga-dude, bald-dude, and fatigue-dude nodded in order.


“Now, about that head.” As he spoke, Sterling pointed his hand at Howard and a burst of light flared out. Even as the hand came up, however, Howard leapt at Sterling, the light blast passing harmlessly below him. Sterling had time to register surprise, to begin to cringe. That was all. Howard’s fist slammed into his chest with a crackling kaleidoscope of light as Sterling’s force field shattered.


He flew backward several meters, slamming into the ground beyond his three compatriots. He rolled to a stop after several more meters, his once pristine uniform speckled with dirt and leaves.


Howard did not fall back to the earth as he’d expected, “I can fly,” he said in wonder.


The rest of T.I.T.A.N. rushed to their leader. He groaned, the sound clear in the sudden quiet engendered by the battle. However, he did not rise. “What about the rest of you?” Howard challenged with more aggression than he felt. “You want some!” Rage and Partisan looked up, murder in their eyes.


“Rage,” Midas said calmly, “Sterling wanted his head. Go and get it, please.” He spoke with a cultured, European accent but Howard couldn’t place the origin. Then such things became superfluous as the big, bald man called Rage came running at him. Then, between one stride and the next he was airborne, heading straight at Howard.


Midas watched the German engage the white-clad hero. A loud, sharp crack announced the impact and Midas was mildly surprised to see the windows of the nearest cars crack and splinter. The pair sailed in an arc that terminated in a crashing impact in the parking lot, not far from the target’s Blazer. “Partisan,” he said, turning to the killer, “I’ll watch Sterling. Go and see to Mr. Ritter. We still have a fee to earn.” A wolf’s grin was his only answer as the killer loped off, weapons ready. Midas glanced back at the fight but saw only a cloud of dust. He returned his attention to Sterling. “Come on, Sterling. Wake up. We’ll need your power, and soon, to escape. Before more heroes and police arrive.” The man groaned again, his eyelids flickering.


Howard had never been struck so hard. He’d taken Rage’s shoulder in his chest and the impact had driven the breath from his lungs; hitting the ground hadn’t helped. He tried to fend the huge man off with his hands and legs but couldn’t seem to get any leverage.


“Ooompff.” A jackhammer fist plowed into his stomach, forcing back out what little air he’d managed to get. Another fist came pounding in, but Howard ducked aside and it sent up a shower of asphalt and concrete.


“Stay still, fool! I need your head for my collection!” His gravely voice was definitely German.


“Then take it, if you can, kraut.” Howard forced the words out. Rage reared back, his face contorted, both fists raised for a crushing blow. Howard rolled to his right, left leg kicking out. He didn’t have much behind it but he connected; it was enough to knock the big man off balance. He fell across Howard. With a quick, violent motion, he shoved Rage who flew through the air to smash—Son of a bitch!—into the back of the Blazer. The station wagon was gone. Howard got to his feet, feeling his own anger rise. These jerks had tried to kill him, had attacked him, now they’d ruined his car. “Just great, you asshole!”


Partisan approached the vehicle carefully. He wasn’t afraid of the man, but caution was second nature. It never paid to rush in blindly. His roving eyes noted the many people, voyeurs all, watching the battle from what they thought were safe places. “Stupid,” he muttered. “Anyone with sense would get away from this.” Then he was at the vehicle but even before he looked his instinct told him what he would find: nothing. The target, saved from death by the hero, had made a hasty retreat. “Smart, but that’s why he’s in trouble. Too smart for his own good.”


Partisan looked around, moving to the front of the vehicle, which faced the street after having been put down. The man was an investigator, and presumably curious. He might have stayed to watch the battle. CRUNCH! The sound came from behind but before he’d more than registered the noise, something slammed into his back, hurling him into the street with stunning force.


He lay there for a moment, trying to get his bearings. Then he rolled over, weapons coming to bear. After a moment, he laughed at himself, which hurt. Rage was peeling himself out of the Blazer, which was now just in the street. Obviously, he’d been knocked into it with enough force to move it “ . . . into my back. Ow! That hurts.” Getting to his feet, Partisan made his way back to Midas and Sterling, who Partisan was glad to see was on his feet. “Sorry, Midas, target is long gone.”


It was Sterling who answered, “Of course he is. This has been a cursed assignment. Perhaps Rage will have some luck.”


Howard waited as Rage peeled himself from the wreckage of the Blazer, catching his breath. The villain would come at him, Howard knew. Best to wait and be ready.

Then he was free, “Raarrrrrrrrg! Now I will take your head.” He leapt at Howard, trying to repeat his earlier success. Howard was ready.


“Gaaa!” His left foot kicked out hard, catching Rage squarely in the chest.


The villain’s momentum was reversed in an instant. “Arrggh!” There seemed as much surprise as pain in the man’s exclamation. He flew back over the Blazer and smashed into the ground, much as Sterling had. And, like Sterling, he did not get up.


After a moment, Howard flew—I can’t believe I can fly!—to the top of what was left of his truck. Sterling had recovered but seemed in no mood to fight. He, Midas, and Partisan stood around the fallen Rage whom Midas reach down and picked up, without visible strain. Howard locked eyes with Sterling and saw only cold hatred. Partisan raised his weapons but desisted after a quiet word from Sterling. “You’ve interfered in our business hero. Know that we will have our vengeance.” With that, there was a brief flare of light and the four villains were gone.


Howard stared after them for a time. Part of him wondered where they’d gone. Mostly though, he wondered what to do next. Then he became aware of the approaching sirens and the gathering people. A car pulled up and Howard noted with surprise it was the beige station wagon; he’d assumed the woman had left. She got out. Maybe thirty, she had short blond hair, and pretty blue eyes. He could see where she’d let the tears dry on her cheeks. He flew over, landed beside her. Before he could do more than open his mouth, she threw her arms around him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you for my children.” She held him for a long time as the sirens got louder. Finally, she let him go and stepped back. “I had to stay and see what happened. I don’t know why but I did. Thank you so much. When I saw the Blazer flip I knew we were dead. But you came from nowhere and saved us. Oh,” she said, placing a hand over her mouth, noticing for the first time the damaged Blazer “what about the other driver? Is he OK?”


Howard nodded bemusedly. It seemed he had a secret to protect, now. “Yes, ma’am, he’s fine.”


“Ma’am?” she repeated with a little chuckle. “That’s my mother, as they say. My name is Marsha. What’s your name, or code, or handle? Whatever it is.”


Howard started. He hadn’t thought until now what to call himself. Had not, in fact, even considered that he would need to call himself something other than Howard. Even before her question was completely out, however, he knew the answer.


He smiled at her, at the others gathered. “I am Avatar.”

