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One of our cities self-style superheroes turned up in A&E this Friday, prompting local police officers to once more ask that he and others stop with the costumes and leave the crime fighting to the professionals. Bob?

Monica. The self-proclaimed superheroes name is Avalanche and earlier this evening he was out fighting crime when an alleged mugger whom he had confronted opened fire.

Well, I guess the bullets didn't bounce off his steely skin, Bob.

No, Monica. Two rounds passed through stab plates built into his costume, wounding him in the thigh and forearm. Two other bullets were stopped by the integral bulletproof vest he wears. A police spokesperson says that Avalanche is well known to them, as is the mugger who was also arrested, apparently unconscious, at the scene. 

Did you speak to the Superhero Bob?

Avalanche told us that he acts with meaningful purpose and warns that, and I quote, if more people stand idly by, civilization itself will come to an end. The spirits of his ancestors have sent warnings to Avalanche, otherwise known as Tony Ohanka Williams. He said that criminals already feel free to walk the city unchallenged and that he himself would not tolerate that. And why, he asked, do you?

Good question, Bob. The crime on our streets seems worse every day, and yet, what are the police and local government doing to stop it? This report coming up, after these messages.
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Sam was ill at ease and he wasn't sure why.

The hospital appeared to be functioning normally. The knife cut to his forearm was clean and stitched and bandaged. The old guy who though all the police were Soviet spies was secure and was no longer Sam's problem. Sam had passed fit for duty by request and was on his way back to work but something made him move slowly and pay close attention to his surroundings. Maybe he was linking the crazy guy to that stuff in the news. Just paranoia, he knew. Everything was fine. One small town in the middle of nowhere. It was nothing.

A shrill laugh sounded down the length of a corridor, shut off abruptly as the fire door closed behind an orderly. It was nothing.

“That's a nasty burn,” the doctor sounded professionally concerned, but there was an edge to his voice that snagged Sam's attention. He glanced toward the calm voice of a doctor, not interested in that specifically but just aware of everything as he tried to pin down what was bothering him. He wouldn't go anywhere until he knew what it was. Like a shepherd who had scented a wolf, he was alert to a threat to his people and he wouldn't rest until he he had dealt with the problem.

Accident and Emergency was busy, he conceded, but that might not mean anything.

“Had that tattoo forty seven years,” the old guy shook his head sadly as he looked at his arm while the doctor tended the livid burn. “Never knew there was a demon hiding in it.”

Sam and the doctor exchanged a silent glance before the doctor went back to work on the arm, voice as professionally disinterested as before. “How did you manage that?”

“Flat iron,” the old man said without a qualm. “Damn demon screamed and hollered all the way 'til I'd burned out the last of it. Forty seven years my lucks been rotten and I never knew the cause 'til I heard it whispering and laughing at me.”

Sam frowned in mild concern. Coincidence. Had to be. Two crazy guys in one day was just a coincidence. The doctor could handle it, he decided, but he would hold on just in case. He drifted away, aware of the crazy old guy but also aware of everything else. He heard the doc suggest a psyche evaluation and the old guys snort of derision for the idea. Across the room a pregnant woman was struggling with a man who was trying hard to be gentle with her even as he forced her through the doors. He drifted that way on instinct, already alert, knowing there was a problem even before he heard what she was saying. “Get it our of me,” she was saying, “it's an alien, it's an alien, get it out of me get it out of me get it out of me!”

Three crazy people, Sam amended his thought as a prickle of anxiety ran through him. Three crazy people might not be a coincidence.

He slipped the in-ear monitor back in place and turned on his radio.
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Sam leaned against the hood of his car and cradled the shotgun in his arms as he stared out at the Asylum and ignored things.

He took great pains to appear relaxed as he scanned the ruined town. It lay beyond a broad strip of ground he had helped level so as to provide a clear field of fire. Everything behind him, everything within the borders of Normality was his responsibility as a police officer. Everything outside, in what he thought of as the Asylum, was nothing to do with him. He ignored the screams and shouts and manic laughter in the distance. It came and went but was more or less a constant. He ignored the unusual group exodus as crazies quiet the town at twilight. It was nothing to do with him.

“Glitter vampires,” Sue shifted her butt against the hood of the adjacent car and glanced his way, looking for a reaction.

“I see them. Nothing to worry about.” He had been ignoring them. Crazy people did all sorts of crazy things. Some came together in little crazy gangs of like minded crazy people. Some covered themselves in glitter and stalked the night and drank the blood of other crazy people. He'd seen them, seen that they were  ranging toward the edge of town. He'd been ignoring them.

“We should do something.”

“From here to the river, Sue.” Sam glanced her way, read her anxiety level. He judged her okay to engage in the talk. “Anything inside Normality is our business. It's not our job to protect crazy people from crazy people.”

“That was always our job.” She had made the argument more than once in the five days since she had been assigned to his watch. By her tone of voice, she had found a new wrinkle so he set himself to pay attention. “Anyone who thinks they can drink and drive without killing someone is crazy,” she said. “It's not a matter of if but when, and it was our job to stop the crazy person from killing someone.”

Sam looked away, attention drifting over the bare foundations that was the wide border between Normality and the rest of the town. Nothing moved in that floodlit space but he looked anyway, not wanting to let Sue see his eyes until he had his thoughts back under control. When he was young he had been guilty of drinking and driving more than once. He had been on a long slide to nowhere until he met Tina and she turned him around. Now she was so crazy he barely knew her.

He shifted his weight and looked back at the new girl. They had taken her in because she was State and had papers showing a Delusional Disorder that she could cope with by checking she had blood in her veins every day. Maybe that's why the Glitter vampires had triggered this dissent. They were already out of sight but he still had to deal with their legacy.

“If they were our people,” Sam reminded her, “they would be behind us and we would do something.”

He could see her almost physically fighting the idea. He knew it was hard. It had been hard for him to give up; probably harder, this was his home. He'd lived through it all, right here, as they retreated step by step, fought inch by inch to recover what they lost, and were slowly worn down to this. Not just a Federal Enclave, an island of... not sanity, an island of Normality.

“You weren't here,” he went on, knowing he hadn't responded to her argument because he couldn't think of an answer. “We were overwhelmed on day one but we kept fighting,” even as they had each fought their own developing craziness and sometimes turned against their own people. It was amazing how fast the emergency services had become the people and everyone else had become the enemy. “By the end of day two we were just protecting essential infrastructure. We had to let the riots play themselves out. There was no choice.”

“I was on the road.”

“I know that.” She was State and had fought her own fight. “And you did a fine job.” Sam watched the street now, just like he always had, but now he would not react to anything he saw unless someone approached his gate. Outside was nothing to do with him. The chaos and the madness were out thee and could stay there.

Inside was different. The people were still crazy but they worked hard to keep some semblance of normality; they were still a society worked together so that the group could survive. By that standard, the only standard left, they were sane. “We turned the schools into prisons,” Sam continued. “Then we started turning them over to State and began to re-claim the city block by block. Things calmed down some and we buried the dead; thousands of them. We put them in mass graves with earth movers.” He shook his head. There were things he didn't like to say but he had to get his point across to her if he hoped not to talk about this again. “We took control of food, all that had been stolen and hoarded in the riots. Even where we had to fight for it, and then we took the guns and the hoarded ammunition.” Another week and they'd buried over a thousand more people. “We issued ration books to those who came in for testing, and we sorted them.” He steered away from that. She had been State and would know what had eventually happened to the camps. “We used food to control people. We controlled the roads into town, and the food and the water and the electricity and it wasn't enough.”

She shifted her weight and pointed with her chin. “Superheroes.”

“I see them.” He had been ignoring them, though he knew he wouldn't be able to do so for long. “Avalanche and Angelfire.”

She turned her head slowly to look at him. “You know their names?”

He shook his head, more in wonder than denial. “They were crazy long before the fall.” He changed his mind about what he had been planning to say. He would save the worst winter and the disease and the war for another time. “Tony Ohanka Williams and Angela Tanaka.”

She continued to stare at him for a few moments. “You can't leave it there.”

He could, but he had no intention of doing so. Better to talk about this than list the ways a population of fifty thousand people had been reduced five thousand and the seemingly endless variety of ways people could die. “I arrested her once, before the fall. She was wearing that same outfit. It was a citizens arrest but the guy pressed for assault. He was hurt bad enough that I arrested her. She cooperated all the way. I arrested him too. Cuffed him before I put him in the ambulance.” He was aware that he had Sue's full attention and made a pint of looking around the wasteland that lay between them and the rest of the city. He pretended to ignore her guilty reaction and ostentatious scan of the same territory.

Sam kept an eye on Avalanche and Angelfire. They looked like what they were; crazy people dressed up as Superheroes. The only difference was that Sam suspected that both of them might in some small way be exactly
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