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ISSUE #0

The more coherent residents of the Super
Friends Nursing Home were always happy to see Zeke Sullivan when he
walked in. A heavy-set nineteen-year-old who always had his hands
in the pockets of a grey hooded sweatshirt, Zeke was always very
friendly and polite, something these residents found refreshing to
see in the younger generation. He always pulled off his hood when
he came indoors, revealing his spikey black hair and his friendly
smile. He always greeted the residents he knew as “Mister” or Miss”
and asked how they were doing, even getting a member of the nursing
staff to come over if they needed one. Zeke was here to see Mr.
Benjamin Magner and immediately headed over to Room 52.

They think I’m a regular
volunteer, Zeke thought, sort of feeling
bad at all the positive attention he was getting from the
residents, considering the circumstances. If they knew I’m only here for some legal, court-ordered,
community service nonsense… As Zeke headed
down the hallway, past nurses and other residents who were either
using walkers or sitting in wheelchairs attached to oxygen tanks,
his mind drifted back to how he got here.

***

It started out as a normal evening. Normal
for a Friday night. Normal for three teenage kids who didn’t have
enough money to do anything they really wanted to do. Nor any job,
college or rich uncle inheritance prospects to speak of.

Driving down the main drag at the center of
Hammer City, these teens pressed their noses to the car window.
They gawked at the long line of gorgeous women and well-dressed
guys waiting in line to get into various nightclubs that they
themselves were too young to get into. Fake IDs cost hundreds of
dollars, plus the risk of getting arrested, manhandled by burly
bouncers wearing fabulous silk and grounded by their parents later.
Not to mention designer clothes to look the part. Zeke and his
friend Seth always hated the rich kids in school, yet wanted
desperately to be like them right now. It was a strange paradox, a
swirling vortex of boredom and teenage hormones.

Slouching into his seat and reading the back
of the video game disc he had just purchased from the mall, Zeke
listened to Seth talk about how he had a fun activity planned for
them tonight. He refused to tell Zeke what it was, no matter how
much he or their other friend Ryan, who was sitting in the back
seat, begged him and mocked him for being a jerk. He just told him
they would have to go to his grandfather’s old place in Hicksville
and it would be about a half hour drive. Zeke knew Seth’s
grandfather had died last fall and that his house, along with the
surrounding farm, was abandoned until it could be sold.

Getting off exit 3 into Hicksville resulted
in a rather abrupt change of scenery. It was like the hustle and
bustle of the city made a dead stop, vanished, and all you could
see was farmland for countless miles, save for a large canyon off
to the right. Zeke could barely hear the honking cars from the
traffic jams on the highway behind him anymore. It was all barns
and cows and tractors. The openness of the area inevitably caused
Seth’s foot to transform into lead. He saw the open road as an
excuse to see what the engine on his rusty, fifteen-year-old Honda
Civic could do.

It could make noise. It could spew black
smoke. It could pick up a little speed and make clunking noises
when it went around curves. Seth braced his body and pretended he
was a race car driver while Zeke and Ryan looked at him like he was
nuts, laughing at him scornfully. Suddenly, the back window was
illuminated by the red and blue lights of a Hicksville squad car. A
siren startled Ryan, causing him to look behind him and shout a
profanity.

To Zeke, Seth seemed much
more nervous than he should have been simply getting pulled over by
a cop. He was going a little fast and these country roads usually
had very low speed limits. Zeke could see a ‘cow crossing’ sign up
ahead. Maybe they had a tail light out. Seth jerked his head
around, looking back at the police car in his rear-view mirror
before nervously smelling his plaid shirt. Seth’s parents are far more chill than my mom,
Zeke thought. And his dad
works at the courthouse. Why is he so nervous about getting a
speeding ticket from some hick cop?

Patting himself down, Seth pulled a rolled-up
plastic bag out of his inside pocket and tossed it to Zeke. “Dude!
Shove this under your seat!” he whispered loud enough to be heard.
Zeke’s reflexes kicked in and he caught the plastic bag that was
being tossed his way, filled with small green leaves. In the split
second it took for Zeke to look at a leafy substance with confusion
and astonishment, a Hicksville police officer poked his head into
the car, shining a flashlight on the two front-seat passengers.

And Zeke was caught with his hand in the
cookie jar. Not the literal cookie car, but the three ounces of
marijuana that would have made Seth very hungry for cookies later
on. Zeke, Seth and Ryan were arrested, but because Seth and Ryan
were seventeen and therefore under legal age, they were sent home
that night in police cars. They were put on home confinement by the
local parole officer. This meant their parents would have to report
to the police station every 12 hours and vouch for their
whereabouts.

Zeke, being nineteen, was jailed for four
days before being released, given probation, home confinement and
sentenced to community service. He had to stand before a judge in
handcuffs before getting lectured by his hard-working single mother
about how broke she would be this week because she had to take days
out of work to be at his court dates. Always the emotional-type,
she cried. And slapped him. She slapped him quite a bit, scolding
him about him being like his currently-incarcerated, convenience
store-robbing “no good, deadbeat father”. “One man in this house
being in prison is all I can stand,” she told him in between
tears.

But despite it all, Zeke knew his mother
loved him. This was why she got upset and slapped him when he made
mistakes. After joking with his mother about her “love taps”
leaving welts, Zeke promised her that he would do his best with the
community service so he would hopefully get time off for good
behavior. He thought about his older sister who was graduating
beauty school in a few weeks. If he did not get time off for good
behavior, he would still be on home confinement and not be able to
attend the family get-together that Zeke’s aunt Irene was having
for her graduation. This became his goal, to get his life back on
track before then, so he could see his sister graduate. Zeke and
his sister were always close. And Zeke missed his aunt and uncles
too.

And the community service wasn’t all that
bad. He had to run errands for a few older people who couldn’t
otherwise do those errands for themselves. It was just like when
his Aunt Irene broke her foot a few years ago. Zeke did the same
thing for her. That was when he was sixteen and had just gotten his
license. It was Zeke’s handling of this assignment that proved to
his mother he was responsible enough to have his own car. So, she
started saving up for one. And saving. And saving. She was still
saving. Their family was poor. Zeke knew for certain that being
arrested for marijuana possession would set the date of him getting
his own car back considerably, between his mother being
disappointed in him and the job prospects that would be limited
because of the unfortunate legal misunderstanding.

If I ever go back to jail,
it’ll be for killing Seth. What an irresponsible punk,
Zeke thought as he slammed his bedroom door behind
him, knowing he would be spending a lot of time in this house until
his sentence was up. Thankfully, he had TV and Internet and cable
TV and video games and access to the fridge outside of his bedroom
door that would make this ‘confinement’ far more enjoyable than
prison.

***

Mr. Magner was the nursing home resident that
Zeke had been assigned to provide companionship for as part of his
community service sentence. Walking into his room, Zeke was happy
to see Mr. Magner waiting for him. He was sitting at the small
table in his room, attached to his oxygen tank and he had the
checkerboard all set up for them to play.

Zeke liked Mr. Magner. He reminded Zeke of a
few of his beloved uncles, specifically their blunt sense of humor.
Zeke liked the way that he and Mr. Magner would constantly tease
each other when they were playing checkers. Unlike most people
Zeke’s age, Zeke enjoyed listening to older people talk about the
way things were in the old days. He always felt like he learned a
lot from their first-hand experiences. And Mr. Magner had an
honest, first-hand perspective on modern-day legends Zeke had only
heard of in his high school history classes about the masked
vigilantism that was condoned and endorsed by the United States
government forty-plus years ago. It was touted by most of his
history teachers as a ‘golden age’ of striking figures in memorable
costumes commonly known by the public as ‘superheroes’.

And Ben had a unique, albeit less-glorified
perspective, because his brother was one of them.
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Forty-plus years ago.

Not much has changed over the decades in the
rural town of Hicksville, except for the enormous mansion that once
existed on a hill overlooking the town. When Mr. Magner was a
youth, this mansion was the home of Larry Caldwell, a millionaire
industrialist who had extended his business empire (centered in
Hammer City) to construct textile and other kinds of mills in this
once-impoverished farm town. It improved the economy, providing
work for Hicksville residents when the farm lands weren’t producing
as well as they hoped.

Mr. Caldwell was both a saint and a devil to
the citizens of this town. Being a brilliant entrepreneur,
Caldwell’s successful businesses brought money and resources into
the town. But, having no compassion, humanity or even understanding
of people, Larry Caldwell had no moral objections to closing down a
business that was not working and laying off thousands of people on
a whim. True, he would probably just put a different business there
soon anyway, if he owned the land, and hire those same people back.
And most people in Hicksville had their farms to fall back on, so
they really just had to wait out Mr. Caldwell’s whims and apply for
a job at the new business if they wanted to. But the sporadic,
impulsive nature of this powerful businessman caused people to view
him as either the savior of the town or a ‘Nazi douche’.

As Larry Caldwell peered out
from the large window in his lavishly-decorated office, looking out
at the rolling fields and barns of this rural town, he took a
moment to admire Hammer City off in the distance. The skyscrapers
were poking out over the horizon, almost as though they were waving
fingers, calling Larry back home to his penthouse and the board
rooms where he worked. Larry’s mind shifted towards the business
ventures he had to tend to in a few days. He would be heading back
to his 42nd floor office in the Siegel building on Hammer City’s famous
Cogswell Strip. A slow, contented grin spread across his face as he
contemplated the thrill of his life’s work moving forward. He gave
no thought to his son Nate, who was downstairs and, if history
repeated itself, up to more mischief and shenanigans.

***

Looking around to make sure that no member of
his father’s servant staff could see him, Nate Caldwell held a gym
bag up to his chest as he tiptoed down one of this mansion’s many
long hallways. His father’s office was on the other side of the
mansion and this hallway seemed empty. Realizing he was alone, Nate
burst into his bedroom and closed the door.

The walls of Nate’s room were filled with
sports memorabilia, for all the sports he was interested in at the
time. His dresser contained trophies for his time playing lacrosse
for the private school that he attended, along with newspaper
clippings reporting on his team’s victories. Purposely avoiding any
eye contact with those relics from his past, Nate pulled a six pack
of beer out of his gym bag and sat on his bed. He cracked open one
bottle as he turned on the television.

Today was the fiftieth
anniversary of a historic event, a spacecraft landing that had
undoubtedly changed the world, opening eyes and moving mankind
forward technologically. Refugees from the planet Neptune had
landed on the front lawn of the White House, requesting a meeting
with Earth’s leaders and seeking refuge after a war had ravaged
their home planet. It seemed to Nate as though every TV station on
the planet had done a special on this over the past week, so Nate
was sick of hearing about the anniversary of this admittedly
monumental, planet-changing, socio-political event.
Geez, not this again, he
thought, changing the channel. Stupid
aliens.

Looking for a news show where he could catch
up on the latest sports scores, Nate flipped past channel after
channel in between sips of his beer. Most of the news shows he saw
were reporting on the latest heroic exploits of super-powered
vigilantes in colorful costumes. One had saved people from a
burning building. Another had stopped a train barreling towards a
cliff. Others had stopped muggers, carjackers, bank robbers and
drug dealers using various bizarre abilities. Many of these news
reports included interviews with both the victims of these crimes
and these masked, costumed citizens themselves. Their
equally-colorful names, such as Blowdart, Chia, Insecticide and
Chill, were brandished across the TV screen.

This is such crap,
thought Nate as a blue-armored superhero named
Beetle Head was being interviewed. My dad
donates millions of dollars to the cops in Hammer City and these
sideshow freaks get all the media attention.

No one officially knew where ‘superheroes’
came from. Some speculated that their super powers were a side
effect of nano-nuclear technology, a new and experimental kind of
energy at the time. But since there were no other reported side
effects to this power source (reverse engineered from the fuel
source on the Neptunian ships), the PR departments of companies
like Caldwell Tech were quick to squash the rumor. Some of these
do-gooders claimed to be from other planets, so that was when
scientists started to look heavenward. The appearance of
superheroes inspired many to put more time and effort into space
research and reinvigorated a dying United States space program,
something even Nate had to admit was a good thing.

When Nate had one swig left in his beer
bottle, his pager vibrated. It was Ben Magner, also eighteen, one
of Nate’s younger friends who went to public school. They had met
in the park a few years ago and, both having a mischievous side,
became fast friends. Finishing his beer and reaching for the
landline phone on his nightstand, Nate called Ben up.

“Dude!” Nate said to Ben with a mocking,
teasing tone in his voice. “I saw your weird brother on the news
just now.”

“Don’t remind me,” was the reply.

***

The next evening, there was a Senior Prom at
Hicksville High School. There were powder blue streamers, music
liposuctioned from previous decades and corsages that were just as
ugly as the dresses. It was this trifecta of nauseating things that
caused Ben and his three best friends, Greg, Matt and Jon to head
outside.

They were the wallflowers at most parties
they attended and now, the music was so bad that they were holding
up the brick wall outside of the school. They stood right in front
of a logo bearing the school’s mascot, the Hicksville Bovine. Ben
looked at the blank screen on his pager before telling his friends.
“He should be here soon, guys.”

A limo turned the corner at the end of the
street, kicking up dirt as it picked up speed. There weren’t many
limos in front of this school, even for prom, given that this was a
poor farm town. But this one got Ben’s excitement level up as he
realized this was Nate’s limo. “That’s him!” shouted Matt before
Ben could say anything.

The limo pulled up to the school, tires
squealing as it skidded to a stop. The back door opened and all
four teenagers piled in. Ben high-fived Nate while his three
friends were distracted by the cases of beer piled up on one of the
seats and the keg resting on another. The door closed, the limo
peeled out as it pulled out into the street and the teenagers
started cracking open the booze.

“Man, this is nice!” Ben said, looking around
at the leather interior of the limo. “Nice of your dad to let you
borrow it too.”

“Well, not exactly,” Nate said with a
mischievous smirk on his face. Ben gave him a look of elated
disbelief. “I’m going off to Harvard in a few weeks, dude. What’s
he gonna do, postpone my bright future as a business leader?” Ben
could not help but laugh at his friend’s flippant attitude.

The unusually lead-footed, former race
car-driving limo driver took these underage drinkers to an
abandoned farm a few miles away from the school. The keg was on
wheels and Greg volunteered to roll it out to the spot where they
intended to drink. It was on a hill. From here, they could see the
rest of their scenic town from above. The view was similar to the
one from Nate’s father’s office, just from a different side of
town.

“I wish I had a date to bring up here,” Jon
quipped to Greg.

“Nuts to that,” Greg
replied, lifting the keg over a rock in its path. “If I had a date,
I wouldn’t be hanging out with you guys here in this
virgin farmland, drinking
my brains out on the off-chance I’ll forget this stupid hillbilly
prom. I would want to remember this night. My cup would be filled
with ginger ale that I would pretend
is champagne.”

“Ha,” Jon scoffed. “Okay, Batman.”

“Nate’s brought a lot of chicks up here in
his time,” Ben teased, pulling another beer out of its case and
looking out at the stars above Hicksville.

“Yeah,” snickered Nate, opening his own
beverage. “Farm chicks who want a rich sugar daddy to get them out
of this one-horse town.” Ben noticed that Nate seemed like he had
been drinking a little bit already. He stumbled over a rock as he
spoke, holding his beer up so as not to spill any. “Well, I’m
leaving and they’re stuck here!” Nate slurred adamantly before
spitting on the ground in protest.

It was just then that Ben, Matt, Greg and Jon
noticed small blue dots in the sky, hundreds of them, right behind
Nate. They opened one-by-one like shiny eyeballs. The teens stopped
and stared as the blue dots got bigger and bigger quite quickly, as
they were speeding closer and closer to the Earth from space. Nate
was too inebriated and engrossed in what he was saying to notice
these dots, but his four friends just stared blankly into the sky
as Nate continued to speak about his strong desire to move on with
his life.

“Here’s to new experiences,” Nate said,
holding his beer higher as his friends started to frightfully back
away from him. It was only when they turned around and bolted back
to the limo that Nate turned around himself and saw these glowing
blue meteors glistening above him. They pummeled Nate’s ears with
sounds like thunder as they ripped out of the sky all around him
with relentless ferocity.

Some of them struck barns and houses off in
the distance as others streaked past his head in a trail of smoke,
causing him to dive cowardly into a prickly bush. Jumping up
quickly and dusting himself off, Nate decided to follow his
friends’ wise example and run back to the limo as the meteor shower
continued its increasing level of destruction.

Among the blue rocks pouring out of the sky,
there was a larger and very different meteor. It fell right onto
the football field behind Hicksville High. A few of the more
athletic students were hiding under the bleachers with their
cheerleader dates, also engaged in underage drinking, when the
meteor shower started. They frightfully stayed under those
bleachers, looking around to see if it was safe to run back into
the school. It was then that an enormous, green, slimy egg landed
in the football field, destroying at least thirty yards of it and
leaving a smoking crater behind. They knew it was some kind of egg
because the lights that surrounded the football field illuminated a
large, curled up, snake-like fetus inside of the dripping goo. It
was then that the jocks and their dates decided to run back into
the school.

Nate’s limo driver was already in the
driver’s seat when Nate came running out of the field. Without
warning, something came out of the sky and struck the ground a few
feet away from the limo, in between a cluster of now-charred wheat.
Ignoring his friends’ pleas for him to get in the limo, Nate walked
over to the point of impact and saw something most unusual embedded
in the surrounding farm soil. It, like the slimy egg, was something
quite different from the glowing blue rocks that were raining down
from the sky around them.

It was a small spaceship, with slivers of
blue meteor rock all over it. The ship looked like it was made of
shiny chrome covered with glitter. It had many sharp edges and kind
of looked like a piece from an old game called ‘jacks’ Nate
remembered playing with his grandfather as a child. Peering into
the small window that covered a cockpit, Nate’s heart softened when
he saw a crying infant there inside, wrapped in red blankets. When
Nate accidentally touched the outer portion of the ship’s hull,
this cockpit slid open by itself.

The crying child seemed like it was in a lot
of pain. Blue veins popped out from its neck and arms as it cried.
This increased Nate’s sympathy for it enough that he reached out
and gently picked the baby up. He had only lifted an infant once
before in his life, but he knew to support the head. Nate carried
the baby away from the ship. It seemed as though the further he got
away from the ship, the blue veins in the baby’s neck started to
subside, along with his crying.

Within minutes, the slimy egg that had landed
on the football field had hundreds of observers, prom guests who
had rushed out of their school to see what was going on. They were
now snapping pictures of this big weird egg. The area was soon
swarming with press and when the cops showed up, they tried their
best to clear the area so that an official investigation could be
started. One cop suggested they “might have to call NASA in on this
one.”

Most people didn’t want to budge, that is,
until the egg started to hatch. From the first crack that burst
translucent green goo from this slimy egg, all the prom guests,
cops and even the press were frozen with terror. But they started
running when the creature’s head, spikes and soul-piercing eyes
first emerged from the egg, followed by its long, scaly, spiked
body. The creature arched its head upwards, letting out a roar that
shot a pillar of fire from its mouth high into the night sky. This
increased the level of terror, the panic and the running amongst
the surrounding crowd.

More pillars of flame from this space
dragon’s mouth destroyed police cars and news vans, sending their
exploding debris in any and all directions. With its slithering
body destroying the pavement beneath it, this frightening alien
lizard made its way towards the more populated part of town.

Certainly, Nate’s friends were surprised to
see their rich, drunk pal carrying an infant when he got back into
the limo. Nate politely instructed his driver to drive a bit more
carefully now and the driver agreed with his standard answer, “Yes,
sir!”

***

In the days when superhero activities were
funded by the government, they had the best equipment any
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