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Special Note:

While this is a work of fiction, the negative attitudes toward persons of color and women during this era were all too real. This book mirrors a time when prejudices, whether consciously, unconsciously, or systematically, played a larger part in society.

In this work, we convey some of those attitudes as story flavor, but not as anything admirable or worthy of emulation. Instead, we present them as a reminder that we all must do better towards those around us and to consciously reject hatred, racism, and sexism in all its forms.

We at Rising Tide Publications offer this story with no intention to offend. Instead, we hope to show how far we’ve come...

...And to remind us all how far we have yet to go.
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“You’re Closed for the Day.”
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A weekday in early January 1940 

As if rehearsed, the brown-haired man locked the pharmacy’s front door and turned the CLOSED sign to face the evening’s foot traffic. He exuded the calm that came with feeling in command of his surroundings and being able to enforce that control through applied force. Before the CLICK ceased to echo throughout the empty pharmacy, he relocated to a spot six feet behind an older man who stood next to a rack of various bandages.

Dr. Bob Benton emerged from behind his counter at the rear of the building. He silently sized up the two well-dressed Caucasian men. They wore matching black suits and ties. Their hair was close-cropped, although one had gray hair that showed early signs of retreating from the top of his forehead. Also, the way each man stood reminded Benton of his uncles who served in The Great War, although also being of African American extraction, they didn’t get to fight and die alongside their white brothers in arms.

“Can I help you?” Benton asked, concealing his trepidation. 

“Indeed, you can.” The gray-haired man practically marched to meet Benton. He didn’t extend his hand but reached inside his jacket to remove a leather case. With a flip of his well-tanned hand that denoted many hours of practice, the man revealed a government-issued I.D.

“Colonel Travis Clay,” Benton read aloud. “And just what does the United States Army want with me? I’m not sure I’m healthy enough to serve, even if you still had conscription.”

The Colonel studied Benton through slitted eyes. The African American stood straight; his shoulders pulled back naturally with his hands at his side. Although Benton wore glasses, Clay saw none of the distortion that prescription glass would possess. The Colonel dropped his Identification back into his pocket. “Don’t give me any lip, Benton. I’m not here to trade jokes or become your friend.” Clay tilted his head and listened for a second. “I want to talk to both of you.”

Benton thought for a moment before he said softly, “Tim, please join me.”

Tim Rowling emerged from the next aisle. Although he barely reached Benton’s shoulder, the twelve-year-old carried himself proudly. Colonel Clay waited for the slender young man to stand beside Benton. 

Clay opened his mouth to speak when Benton looked past him. The military man held up his hand for silence. “Someone coming?” Clay asked his assistant.

Without a single glance over his shoulder to verify, Sgt. Ray Harding said, “Sir, Pfc. DeBurle has it covered, sir.” 

Clay nodded once while he watched the two black men’s faces as they looked towards the entrance to their business.

Outside, an elderly woman approached the front door of Benton’s Pharmacy. She looked at the CLOSED sign, pulled back her sleeve to confirm the time, then walked towards the front door.

Before she reached her destination, another Caucasian in a black suit practically leaped from around the corner of the store. He looked through the plate glass door, took a deep breath, then slammed his fist against its metal frame again and again. “Hey!” Pfc. Jack DeBurle shouted in mock fury. “Open this damn door up! It ain’t five o’clock yet!”

“Young man,” the older woman said, “you don’t have to do that. I wasn’t sure if Dr. Benton would stay late a few minutes. He’s been known to do that for us.”

DeBurle pointed into the building. “Well, your so-called doctor is standing there, jawing with some guys. I wonder what crimes the pharmacist pulled. They must be cops.” He turned towards the door to shout, “To hell with you! I’m taking my business elsewhere.” 

With that, Pfc. DeBurle disappeared around the corner of the pharmacy once more and listened carefully for the woman’s footsteps to become a part of the evening’s traffic noise. DeBurle’s scowl dropped instantly, replaced with a stern look that would have sent the elderly woman running for cover. 

DeBurle picked up a large leather valise from the sidewalk and slung the strap over his right shoulder before he quietly resumed his study of the evening traffic.

Inside the pharmacy, Colonel Clay smiled coldly. “Now, back to business, Benton.” He held out his hand. Harding reached into his own suit jacket pocket and withdrew two folded sheets of stationery. “Thank you, Sergeant.” 

Clay unfolded the ivory sheets as he spoke. “The three of us represent Operation Whitemask. It’s a government initiative that’s so classified that if you tell anyone about it, I get to murder you both in front of the boy’s mother in the town square and no court would convict me.”

Tim stepped forward; fury written across his unlined face. “You leave my mom out of this.”

“QUIET!” Colonel Clay’s voice erupted like a rifle shot in the enclosed space. He allowed the echo to decay before speaking again. “This is not a conversation, young man. This is a monolog.”

Benton rested his hand on Tim’s shoulder. “Relax, okay?” He leveled his sternest gaze at Clay. “If you’ve got a point, Colonel, kindly get to it.”

Clay cleared his throat, which did little to soften his naturally gravelly voice. “I hold in my hand two documents, signed by a number of names you’ll probably not recognize. But trust me when I say their John Hancocks turn these sheets of paper into something akin to what Moses brought down from the mountain.” Clay extended his hands, each of them holding one of the letters to the pharmacist and Tim.

Benton read his, stopping several times to emotionally translate its contents. Tim gasped and looked to his friend for guidance. “Just what does this mean?” Benton asked, his voice shaking with barely repressed anger. “And just what is this ‘Terror?’”

“Don’t give me that,” Clay spat as he took a step back from Benton, followed by a deep breath. “What I am about to say will not leave this room.” He paused as Benton nodded in reluctant agreement. “If you’ve had someone read a newspaper to you, gentlemen, you’d know that former-Chancellor Hitler and his cronies are pushing the world towards another Great War.”

“I’ve been reading about Lend-Lease,” Benton admitted.

“And military conscription is as good as back,” Clay continued. “Uncle Sam needs as many soldiers as he can get. He also requires heroes that those brave young men can identify with.” Travis paused. “And since most of those soldiers are going to be as white as the first snowfall—”

Benton interrupted, “What does this have to do with Tim and myself?”

“Propaganda,” Clay stated matter-of-factly, placing his hands behind his back. “And the best formats to reach our young men are radio, no surprise, film, and comic books.”

Tim grinned. “I love funnybooks.” 

Without taking his eyes from Benton, Col. Clay continued, “Comic books are aimed primarily at children, or adults with stunted reading comprehension. They have no intrinsic value, nor will they in the future, aside from being a momentary distraction and entertainment.” Clay glanced at Tim. “To prove my point, there are a lot of kids tying a bath towel around their necks and jumping out their bedroom windows to emulate their favorite long underwear types.”

Benton stroked his chin, unhappy with the thoughts filling his head. “So, you’re looking at creating pro-war indoctrination to boost the enlistment numbers, should America be attacked?”

“Not only that, Benton, they’re to boost morale once our boys are overseas.” 

At this moment, Sgt. Harding moved his hands closer to his outside jacket pockets. The motion’s significance didn’t escape Benton or Tim’s attention as the Colonel continued, “And our boys will mostly be white. That’s just how the military works.”

“I know,” Benton said before letting out a sigh. “And you need role models for them.”

“Exactly.” Colonel Clay’s tone resembled that of a teacher whose slowest student finally grasped the basics of trigonometry. “Yes, each hero white as a lily. Well done, Benton.”

Tim ran his thumb over the silk-woven paper as he reread it. “So, you’re asking us to... take a break?”

“No, boy.” Clay ground his teeth before speaking again. “Your government is demanding you retire. For good.” He turned his gaze towards Benton again. “You’ve both been under observation for months. Our people have learned everything about you and others of your kind. You’ll be debriefed and your adventures will be retold in graphic form to benefit the goals of Operation Whitemask.” Clay grinned coldly at Tim. “You love those funnybooks, boy? Now, you’ll get to be part of one.”

Benton opened his mouth to protest, but Clay stepped forward until the pharmacist could smell the Sen-Sen on the soldier’s breath. “You even think about defying the wishes of your government, there will be consequences. For one thing, we know neither of you are bulletproof.” Clay leered. “Also, we might not be able to hurt you directly under certain conditions.” He turned his gaze towards Tim. “However, your mother Velma is quite defenseless, isn’t she?”

Tim’s words stuck in his throat as Benton’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t!”

“Yes,” Clay stated, “I would. And if you retaliated, you might find yourself outgunned at your own game, if you know what I mean.” The colonel narrowed his eyes and waited until the only noise in the room was the hum of the electric clock over the entryway, interrupted only by the occasional honk of a car horn outside.

“Everyone will know who we are,” Tim stated. “We’ll never have normal lives.”

“You don’t anyway,” Colonel Clay replied. “No one with your abilities can claim a ‘normal’ life, so don’t fool yourself.” He allowed the tone of his voice to be less threatening, if only slightly so. “We will make efforts to ensure your so-called ‘secret identities’ can be maintained.” Cole stared, unblinking, at Tim. “Or revealed if you get uppity. So, what do you say, pharmacist?”

Without even a glance at Tim, Benton whispered, “We’ll do it.”

Clay snapped his fingers, cueing Sgt. Harding to practically trot to the front door. The man unlocked it long enough to allow Pfc. DeBurle to enter. The latter soldier carried his shoulder bag to the pharmacist’s office without even a sideways glance. DeBurle then placed the valise on Benton’s desk.

“One of my men is explaining to Mrs. Rowling right now why young Timothy will be home late on a school night.” Colonel Clay watched DeBurle pull out a wire recorder and microphone from the bag. As the Sergeant looked for an outlet to plug in the device, Clay continued, “You will dictate the events of your extracurricular activities for the good Sergeant. After that, we all go home and if you behave, you’ll never see us again.”

Sgt. Harding motioned for Benton and Tim to relocate to the office, which they did slowly. Inside, DeBurle pulled the padded chair away from the desk for Benton to sit. DeBurle then moved a wooden stool beside the table and snapped his fingers before he motioned for Tim to sit beside the microphone. The private moved the mic to the edge of the desk as Tim took a seat. “Just talk here. Don’t bother with your life histories. No one cares about that. Just tell us about Kid Terror and his adventures.” 

Harding’s grin reminded Benton of a Conrad Veidt film he’d seen when he wasn’t much older than his young assistant. Benton and Tim looked at each other, each silently regarding their limited options. They sighed simultaneously, stymied by the odds against them. Tim sat down and set his fists on top of the desk. 

“You ready?” Colonel Clay asked the youth. After a few seconds, he added, “Your mommy’s an attractive woman, even though I don’t favor her kind.”

“Don’t hurt my Momma,” Tim growled as he drew his forearm across his eyes. “I know I’m just a kid, but I’ll spend the rest of my life making you, all of you, pay if you harm her.”

“Nicely said. Good spirit. Waste of time.” Clay whispered as he locked his eyes with Benton’s. “Operation Whitemask has a local representative who will reach out to you tomorrow. He has the files on you and the boy there. Any questions you have, he will answer. Any orders he gives, you consider them coming from my lips. You understand?”

Benton nodded slowly. “I understand, completely.” 

Clay turned to DeBurle, “Start the tape.” 

With a nod, DeBurle turned a switch on the recorder and motioned towards the microphone. Tim took a deep breath and stated with a quiver in his voice, “It began the day I saw Bob Benton getting knocked to the sidewalk by some local mobsters...”

As Tim related his history to the wire recorder, Benton leaned forward and whispered to the Colonel, “Allow me to correct you on one matter, Colonel. I will cooperate for now, but you and I will meet each other again someday. On that day, you will get to see the Terror firsthand.” He added, “You have my most solemn vow on that.

Colonel Clay’s sudden intake of breath almost made Benton smile with satisfaction.

CHAPTER TWO
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“Repeat Customers are Overrated, Anyway.”
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Sunday, February 4th, 1942

If everyone’s life could be turned into a motion picture, Charlie Cronin’s final reel would likely never pass the Hays Commission. “Too violent,” they’d say. But violence and villainy had never been strangers since his early teens when he beat up other newsboys for their paper money, through Prohibition and the illicit activities that made the Great Depression survivable for the weak.

Cronin had brushes with the law but never saw a day inside a jail cell. If he lived in Chicago, New York, or Los Angeles, he’d either be inside several different trashcans around the city or wearing cement galoshes at the bottom of the closest river. 

But most Raceway City cops played by a set of unspoken rules, Cronin was glad to say. The town took care of its own. Being born and raised in the city, Cronin got as close to favored nation status as he hoped to receive. His out-of-town competitors who lived to either rewrite those rules of engagement or to burn them down completely and then spit on the ashes often wound up riding the rails out of town or they’d disappear.

It was good to have even the flimsy protection Charlie Cronin enjoyed that kept him out of the slammer. But not even he could sway the weather. 

As predicted, the winter of 1942 proved to be the coldest on record in Raceway City. Cronin vigorously begged businessman Ray Maxley to reschedule their biweekly meeting. “Pushing my car out of the snow is a pain in the butt, Ray. You gonna help me do it?”

“For the money I’m paying you,” Maxley stated slowly into the telephone and with an often-practiced tone of menace, “you can buy a new set of wheels and leave the old one in the alley when the ashtray fills up.” Thus, Charlie Cronin parked his Studebaker behind the Peterson Pharmacy Supply building in the earliest hours of that Sunday. It wasn’t like he’d be going to church later in the morning, anyway.

The freak snowstorm from the previous afternoon coated the Raceway City landscape in white long before dusk. By now, most of the streets in town were a slippery mess. Only the fact that this was a business where employees needed to earn their paychecks, and the boss’ city connections, guaranteed above-average snow removal attention.

Cronin exited his vehicle. He hiked up his collar in a futile act of defiance against the wet, thick flakes slamming against his neck. His slender frame rarely generated enough heat to keep him warm once he pulled the October page from his calendar. A thick layer of light brown hair, as well as a generous slathering of Pomade, protected his scalp from the cold and moisture.

As Cronin trudged towards the rear of his car, the warehouse door flew open. Ray Maxley stood in the doorway, glaring at Cronin. “You’re on time,” the mobster stated in a way that rang in Cronin’s ears like criticism. Maxley stepped into the alley, one hand pulling a fedora onto his head as he clutched the collar of his waistcoat tightly with the other. “You could catch your death, not wearing a hat like that, you know.”

“Never took good advice before.” Cronin waited for his shivering to exhaust itself. “Why start now?”

Maxley glared at the dark skies briefly, as if challenging them to empty their ivory contents on him. He left the door of the warehouse open, not intending to be outside and uncomfortable any longer than he needed to be. “You bring it?”

Cronin’s cold-numbed fingers groped for the trunk key in his pants pocket. His hands shook as he carefully slid the ridged metal into the lock. One twist of the wrist later, the trunk lid flew upwards and Maxley stepped forward to inspect the contents of a well-worn wooden crate.

“As promised, fresh off the railcar.” Cronin’s teeth chattered. “I weighed each jar myself. Six times.” 

Maxley nodded as he inspected the contents of the wooden enclosure. He pulled up a glass jar filled to the brim with fine ivory powder, kept inside by a thick black rubber stopper. The entrepreneur stared at the uncut heroin like a chess champion would study the board. “The last batch count was off. Did it wind up in your arm or your nose?” 

Cronin swallowed hard. He didn’t like it when the crime boss addressed him without looking his way. “I don’t play with horse, sir. Whiskey’s my downfall. Anyway, you’ll find some extra later in the week.” Cronin pulled his shoulders back, proud of the quality of this product and the names he could drop. “My Singapore guy said the purity of his product will amaze you.”

Deep laughter filled the alley. Maxley turned towards Cronin, the twinkle in his eye offsetting the sinister leer on his lips. “Purer horse? The last batch killed nine people, Cronin. That’s after I stepped on it a few times too, you know what I mean? This ‘purity’ cost me some serious scratch to keep the D.A. off my back.” Maxley laughed once more. “Ah, well. Repeat customers are overrated, anyway.”

“There’s always more where those guys came from.” Cronin knew he should shut up and keep his so-called “humor” to himself, but he couldn’t resist adding, “It isn’t like the world couldn’t spin a little lighter with those kinds of people on a slab.” Cronin’s heartbeat slowed down when he heard Maxwell’s laughter join his own. 

“You really think that’s funny?” came a whisper from the darkness.

Both men turned towards the mouth of the alley. A still-thickening amount of snow fell more rapidly which obliterated the Studebaker’s tracks. A single streetlamp glowed a sickly amber from around the corner of the warehouse. 

And at the end of the alleyway stood an athletic figure in black. An icy northern wind lifted the crimson cloak up and away from the man’s chiseled form. He ignored the frigid winds and freezing temperatures as one black boot after the other sank into the snow as he strode towards the men. With his back to the streetlight, the stranger’s brown flesh merged with the shadows on his face, but both criminals could have sworn this guy wore a mask.

Charlie Cronin barely registered the yellow-white piping at the ends of the stranger’s boots, gloves, and around his midsection. He risked a quick glance at Ray Maxley whose reputation for brutality, as he worked his way up the Midwestern criminal ranks, could turn the strongest stomach. Even the Chicago and New York mobs grudgingly respected Raymond Maxley. 

The faux business executive’s face turned pale, and his eyes widened in fear at the sight of this man in black. “No, not you again.”

Cronin turned once again towards the cloaked stranger. The chilly winds now seemed to pick up in speed to dramatically lift the man’s cape like the sail of a majestic schooner. It flapped gently, stretching out in scarlet on the underside and blue on the outward surface. A grimace flowered on the stranger’s face, angry and terrifying. But what truly drew Cronin’s attention, and fueled his fear, was the image of an ivory skull across the intruder’s chest. That, and the speed at which it now approached as the mystery man broke into a run. 

Maxley reached into his coat with practiced speed. Less than a heartbeat later, the mobster pulled out a snub-nosed .38. It wasn’t much for range, but the mysterious caped interloper would soon be close enough to take a bullet to the heart. 

To Cronin’s astonishment, the costumed man launched himself from two dozen feet away towards Maxley. The stranger practically flew through the air with the speed of an arrow, his arms extended, and his hands stretched like claws.

Startled, Maxley pulled off one shot, but it flew past the ebony clad figure. Cronin spun on his heel, intending to drive away from this madman. His lack of a prison record wasn’t because of his exemplary behavior so much as he knew when to vacate the crime scene. 

However, his speed worked against him as he lost his footing in the snow. He dropped onto one knee as his ear slammed against the edge of the trunk lid.

Cronin pushed himself to his feet, vaguely aware of Maxley being punched once, twice, then tossed back into the darkness of the warehouse as if the man’s overweight frame weighed no more than a child’s doll. Cronin also registered the warmth of his own blood as it trickled from a gash at the top of his ear.

Now in full panic, Cronin pulled himself along the side of his car. He clawed at the shiny black finish like a panther attempting to pull itself up the bark of a tree as he moved closer to the driver’s door. The howling winds paused for one magical instant, just long enough for Cronin to hear the sound of a fist crisply striking flesh and a body dropping to the cement floor of the warehouse. 

Instinct told Cronin to not look into the doorway of the warehouse, to not see the bizarre stranger standing over the stunned criminal entrepreneur, and from the pained groaning, not to expect Maxley to be calling his name any time soon. Fighting down his fright, as well as the urge to vomit, Cronin willed his legs to move faster as he struggled with his footing on the snow. As he reached for the automobile’s door handle, the winds picked up again, threatening to turn the sweat on his face and neck into solid ice.

Then Cronin heard a loud THUMP behind him, followed by a menacing baritone. “Going somewhere?”

Adrenalin poured through Cronin’s body like a flood of fresh, hot joe in his veins. He slowly rose to his full height, average as it was, lifted his hands into the air, and slowly turned to see the stranger in black. 

The white of the man’s eyes bored through Cronin like a drill through a cheap safe. He couldn’t tear his gaze from the other man’s furious stare. The winds picked up in speed, blowing snow into Cronin’s sight, but he dared not blink. For several long, torturous seconds, he stared into the stranger’s unblinking gaze, transfixed and wanting desperately to flee. 

“I-I’m just a m-middle man.” Cronin’s stutter held no origin in his chattering teeth. “I get p-paid by Maxley to duh-drop off the oh-orders. Th-that’s all.” 

Without a word, the stranger stepped back to the still-open trunk. He leaned forward to brush the snow off the contents of the crate. 

Somehow, Cronin found the courage to approach the stranger who held one of the jars in his gloved hand, rolling the bottle to check out its contents. A frown crossed the man’s face. Then it turned into a grimace.

Cronin studied the open doorway on the other side of his vehicle. He saw the unmoving soles of Ray Maxley’s shoes and was mildly surprised to not see a pool of blood under them. Then the drug runner calculated the location of the stranger’s head to the proximity of the uplifted trunk lid and saw a great opportunity before him. 

With adrenalin-fueled speed, Cronin placed both hands on the metal and pushed downward with all his might. The trunk lid raced towards the man in black’s skull.

Seeing Cronin’s action from the corner of his eye, the dark intruder dropped the glass jar into the crate as he pulled himself backward. The trunk lid just missed his head but landed hard enough to lock itself once again, trapping the costumed intruder’s fingers in its adamantine clutches. 

Cronin saw the lid biting down deep into the dark man’s digits. He let out a short laugh of relief. 

However, Cronin’s cruel chuckle died in his throat as he saw a grin light up the stranger’s face. It was then Cronin glanced down to where the man’s fingers lay trapped under the trunk lid...and there was no blood. 

A second later, the man in black braced his knees and back. Without even a mild grunt of exertion, he pulled upwards. The steel trunk lid folded upon itself like an accordion before another pull of those mighty arms yanked the metal free of its hinges.

Snarling, the stranger folded the trunk lid on itself again and again and again with no more effort than a normal man would fold a sheet of paper. He fixed his gaze on Charlie Cronin, who slipped in the snow to fall onto his backside. As the dark intruder stepped closer, closer with the metal square still in his hand, Cronin frantically pushed his hands and feet against the now-compacted snow to make so little headway. 

The stranger soon stood over Cronin, raising the lump of metal high over his head. But all Cronin could see was the fury on the man’s face. 

Cronin wanted to plead for mercy, but his voice refused to work. He stared at the white skull that rested on the front of the stranger’s uniform. Certain that his death would arrive in the next few seconds, Cronin’s mind flashed to a recent family dinner where his adolescent nephew busied himself reading the latest batch of comic books from the local pharmacy. One suddenly flashed in his mind. 

“P-please d-don’t kill me. I-I’m just a middleman,” Charlie Cronin begged, unable to avert his gaze from that skull. “Don’t kill me, Mister Black Terror.” 

The stranger shuddered as his fury diffused. The wadded metal dropped from his fingers, back onto the thick carpet of snow behind him. He took a deep breath and drew the back of his gauntlet across the chocolate-brown skin of his face.

Instead of striking the criminal, the man seized a fistful of Charlie Cronin’s coat and pulled the man up to a kneeling position. The black-garbed stranger leaned forward, his own brown eyes meeting Cronin’s through the white lens of his mask.

Feeling the heat from his captor’s breath, Cronin shuddered as the dark-skinned stranger in the ebony costume reared back his fist. 

The last thing Charlie Cronin heard was, “I’m not the Black Terror.” He barely felt the force of the blow that rendered him unconscious.

Later, Cronin awoke to more pain in his jaw than he’d felt in his lifetime of beatings at home or in the course of his profession. The snow stopped an hour ago, and the first rays of morning tickled the edge of the skies through parted clouds. 

Cronin brushed the frozen precipitation from his eyes as he struggled to his feet. He circled the car, noting the foot-sized wounds in the sidewalls of each flattened tire. He stepped over what used to be his trunk lid and groaned at the empty space where the box used to rest. A chill swept through Cronin that made any Arctic winds feel like a breeze over the Sahara Desert by comparison. 

On the other side of the doorway, Ray Maxley groaned as he pushed himself up to a sitting position. His eyes focused on Cronin and then the empty trunk. 

“Nuts,” he whispered fearfully, “The Terror is back.”

CHAPTER THREE
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“Very Unconvincing, Doctor.”
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“Gimme those drugs, mister!” The woman’s mouth and eyes narrowed ominously. “Don’t make me rough you up, pal.”

Dr. Bob Benton looked over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. “Really, Mrs. Cavanaugh? You’d hurt a poor, innocent pharmacist like me?”

The octogenarian’s last reserves gave way, and she laughed hard enough to make her rotund body wobble like gelatin dessert. Her jaw dropped and her dentures followed a half second later. She closed her mouth to quickly press her gums against the upper and lower plates. “So much for becoming the local crime lord, huh?” Mrs. Cavanaugh’s expression turned serious, but only for a moment. “And you can call me ‘Amy,’ all right? Not ‘Amelia.’ ‘Amy’ and nothing else will do.”

Benton gently placed a brown glass bottle inside a paper bag, taking care to bend the top closed. He ran his pinched fingers over the fold again to seal the sack crisply. Handing it to Mrs. Cavanaugh, Benton smiled warmly. “Here’s your vitamins, ma’am. Now be sure to use your powers for good.”

“It’s gonna be rough, but I’ll do my best.” The elderly woman eyed the wooden rack at the end of the aisle where a red-haired man stood with his back to the pharmacy counter. He held a magazine from the wooden rack, glancing up occasionally to look at the pharmacist from under the brim of his cap. “That reminds me. You got some of those new funnybooks in this week? My grandkids love them.”

Swallowing hard, Benton pushed his glasses upwards with his index finger. “I think they’re due tomorrow. With the war going on, deliveries can be hit or miss.” The pharmacist declined to remind his customer that she didn’t have any grandkids, but why steal the old woman’s fantasies? “Anyway, I’ve put this on your tab. Use them in good health.” Benton added with a smile, “Amy.”

Mrs. Cavanaugh blew her benefactor a dry kiss. “You are such a joy to this community, Dr. Benton. See you after the first of the month.” Benton couldn’t help but smile as he watched the woman walk towards the front door.

Before Mrs. Cavanaugh could reach the exit, the red-haired man returned his magazine to the stand and practically leaped towards the door. “Allow me, ma’am,” he said. “Better button up. The wind’s howling pretty badly.” He pulled the door open with a boyish grin.

Mrs. Cavanaugh appeared startled by this act of courtesy. “Why, thank you, young man. How very kind of you.” A smile grew across her lips as she gripped the top of her coat tightly with her free hand before exiting the pharmacy. “God bless you, sir.”

“And you, ma’am,” the stranger countered as he guided the door back to a closed position. Once Mrs. Cavanaugh reached the end of the block, the man turned around sharply. His eyes swept the store. Satisfied that only the pharmacist remained in the building, he shoved his hands in his pockets and walked with purpose towards the rear counter. 

Dr. Benton watched the visitor approach and tried to take in as many details for the police as he could, in case this man had ulterior motives for being here. But the man’s cap was pulled down to obscure the upper half of his face. His build appeared to be average, leaning towards being athletic. But his loose jacket might conceal some serious muscles, not that it mattered much to Benton. He’d never met a person who came close to his physical level, even this side of the Olympics.

“Can I help you, sir?” Dr. Benton asked. He saw the Caucasian’s close-cropped red hair around his ears and guessed the man possessed either a military or police background from the severe cut. 

Stopping a yard from the pharmacist, the stranger raised his head and tilted his cap back with his right thumb. His blue eyes twinkled in the glow of the florescent lights above. “I’m hoping so.” He crooked the same thumb back towards the wooden magazine rack, towards the entrance to the establishment. “I see you don’t carry many of those long-underwear comic book titles.”

“I’m afraid not, sir.” Benton’s fists clenched instinctively. “I don’t think they’re healthy for children. Those comic magazines keep the kids busy while their parents shop.” Benton narrowed his eyes, annoyed with his visitor’s lack of verbal or physical reaction. “I don’t sell that many, anyway. The few I stock are mostly cartoon characters and Sunday funnies.”

The man nodded. “The sign outside said, ‘Benton’s Drugs,’ not ‘Benton’s Library.’ You probably make more, selling drugs than magazines or comic books.” He smirked, satisfied with the edge in his tone.

“Might I ask what you’re insinuating?” All civility left Benton’s voice. “I’m a legitimate pharmacist and I worked hard to build this business. I don’t take to—” 

“Whoa!” The stranger raised his palms as if to ward off Benton’s potential complaint. “I know you’re legit, Dr. Benton.” His voice dropped in volume to a whisper. “I read the reports on you.”

Benton’s blood froze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Very unconvincing, Doctor.” The stranger balled his hands into fists and let them drop to his sides. “There’s a lot happening on the east side, and I know you’re trying to keep the peace around here on the west. It’s quite admirable, truth to tell.” 

“I keep people healthy,” Dr. Benton stated, his voice now a low growl. “The most powerful thing I dispense are vitamins and I challenge you to prove me wrong.”

The stranger cleared his throat as he quickly glanced around the sales floor to reassure himself they were alone. “What you sell in here is not the most powerful thing in this building, and you damn well know it.” He lifted his head suddenly, listening intently. “Someone’s coming.”

Dr. Benton took a step back and tightened his fists. Before he could ask what the visitor was talking about, the man pulled up his collar and lowered the brim of his cap to cover his eyes again. 

“We will talk again soon,” the red-haired man said, backing towards the door. “Until then, I suggest you curtail your vigilante activities.” With the speed of a rattlesnake, the intruder crossed the sales floor, seized the front door handle, and pulled it gently. The bell overhead rang just as an elderly man crossed the threshold. 

Touching the edge of his cap and nodding to the new arrival, the red-haired stranger stepped out into the cold as he closed the front door behind him. Benton stepped forward, moving quickly around his visitor. However, the red-haired man could no longer be seen from the doorway. Benton moved towards the curb, eyeing the rest of the block in either direction. But he couldn’t see where the stranger could have ducked inside one of them to evade Benton’s further inquiry.

Benton squinted, focusing his gaze on the sidewalk. He showed up early to clean the ice from his own section of the concrete, but not everyone shared his sense of industry. Just the same, Benton felt the lens in his eyes moving, refocusing, and pulling the imagery at his feet even closer for his consideration. 

A set of footprints rested inside the unshoveled snow to Benton’s left. He willed his eyes to sharpen. The space between footprints increased with every step the man made until each stride measured twenty feet apart. When the prints reached the curb at the corner, they vanished. 

“Hmm,” the pharmacist said. Benton took a deep breath. He briefly considered racing after the stranger, but suspected the man was long gone, judging from the speed of the guy’s exit. Besides, the streets filled with early morning traffic and Benton held no desire to show off his considerable speed to the locals. Instead, Benton re-entered his apothecary. 

Another one of Benton’s regular customers, Davie Clanton, entered the building, which meant Dr. Benton now had a paying client. He forced a smile onto his face, ready to take on the rest of the workday. 

But Benton promised himself time to consider this new development, the red-haired stranger, once he locked his door for the night.

Around two corners and deep into the next alleyway, the red-haired man dropped feet-first onto a pile of untouched snow, halfway down the path, far from any observers. Like a lot of economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, the trash would pile up along the sides of the buildings until the snow melted. From here, the trash of Raceway City’s poorest found itself picked up by the wind to travel to God knew where.

He glanced back towards the street, expecting Bob Benton to be standing at the edge of the alley. Almost disappointed, the man looked up at the buildings on either side of him. In this neighborhood, many landlords filled their ground floors with retail operations because so many tenants couldn’t be relied upon to remain from month-to-month. Often, the property owners for the west side lived in the more affluent parts of the city, if not in another part of the state, and their expensive tastes required a steady flow of other’s income.

“Enough social inequity for one day,” the man muttered. He eyed the edge of a rooftop six stories above him and noted the fire escape only reached up to the fifth. “Let’s fix just what’s within our power.

“Hope no one smokes in bed on the top floor,” the man whispered as he bent his knees slightly and moved his hands behind him. His form resembled an Olympic swimmer, ready to launch himself from a diving plank. But from the aim of his stare, a witness might deduce quickly that this person’s goal wasn’t deep below, but way above. 

Without a grunt of exertion, the man pushed himself upwards swiftly, throwing his arms to the skies. Immediately, his feet left the ground and just kept going up without slowing down. At the two-story mark, he stretched out his left arm and right leg. By the time he reached the third, he switched the position of his limbs rapidly as if running on the very air itself. 

Barely touching the metal on the topmost railing of the fire escape, the man continued to defy gravity. He cleared the roof by another two stories before dropping soundlessly onto the snow-covered tar paper. Without a glance below, he resumed running, immediately reaching an impossible speed that carried him effortlessly from one building to the next until the west side was well behind him.

* * * * *
[image: ]


A half hour after Dr. Bob Benton exposed the CLOSED sign to the public, he strolled toward the small office at the rear of his shop to eat the last of his dinner and stare at the telephone.

The doctor’s reverie ended when a knock sounded at the back door to the building. Benton rose quickly, his senses afire, closing the gap between his desk and the solidly locked oak door. He pressed his ear to the thick wood, his eyes narrowed. 

After a few seconds, a young male voice sounded, “Bob? You in? It’s Tim.”

Benton didn’t realize he’d stopped breathing until he unlocked the deadbolts, freeing the door to move inward. “Get in here, Tim.” 

Tim Roland jumped into the room. No matter how many indulgent customers or bigotries crossed his path on any given day, Tim’s youthful energy often made Benton smile. But today, the mystery of the red-haired man dampened the doctor’s mood.

“Mom told me you called.” Tim closed the door behind him. “She’s keeping my dinner warm so I can’t stay long. So, what’s cooking
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