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In this contemporary superhero thriller, Theo – the psychic member of the Infinity team – must travel back to Black Springs, the hospital that held him for years as a young man, to save a young woman with powers held captive there. As Theo fights to unravel a conspiracy of genetic engineering and danger, on another floor of the hospital Victor and Jean-Claude Maximus are struggling to help a young man with the power to heal cling to life. Will both sets of heroes come together to help each other win the day... or will Black Springs rise to become a rival to become a player against the sinister companies that the Infinity team has slowly become aware of?
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Los Angeles, California

November 10th

The sound of heavy footfalls on concrete echoed in her ears. She could smell the dank smoke that lingered in the air in the alleys, and the garbage piling along the sides of old brick buildings. Her breath was tight in her lungs and she braced herself with her hands on her knees, gasping for breath.

The sound of sirens grew closer.

With a stitch below her right rib, she pushed off from the wall and rounded the corner. The streets were packed, making it easy enough for her to just become another face in the crowd. She walked slowly, hand on her side and breath returning to her lungs. Her heartbeat slowed to a more normal tempo, and she felt herself relax.

Then she heard the shouting. She felt her heart catch in her throat. 

Her head shot up and she whipped around, taking in her surroundings. Tall buildings loomed overhead and lined the street with offices for large corporations, none of which would be a good place to duck into and hide in. Her eyes met those of a man slowly pushing a cart along the side of the street. He had a hollow look to his face that struck at something in her, and she found herself mesmerized just staring at him. Something about him seemed familiar to her, and she moved toward him, forgetting where she was. 

In her daze, she stumbled and crashed into a tall man. The force of the collision snapped her out of the trance, only for her to discover that she and the stranger had become covered in coffee. He stared angrily at his shirt, mouth agape and on the brink of yelling at her. She didn’t give him the chance to, hastily backing away from him and pushing forward. 

She sped up her pace, weaving through the crowd. If she remembered correctly, a metro stop was just around the corner. If she could get there, she could go anywhere. She took a deep breath. 

The yelling behind her was getting louder.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw two officers pushing through the crowd; it looked like one was waving a photograph. They were only a few feet from the man whom she had banged into, and she could see he was moving through the crowd toward them.

She broke into a full run. The corner was only a short distance away. She had a small opportunity for escape, and it hinged on being able to make it to the subway before she could be detained.

She swerved through the crowd, the yelling behind her buzzing in her ears. All the sounds of the street assailed her as she sprinted toward her goal. Her feet ached and she felt a spasm in the sole of her foot. She pushed on through the pain and turned the corner. The metro was less than twenty feet in front of her. She paused only briefly to catch her breath, then darted forward through the crowd.

She barely made it two feet before a hand grabbed her arm and forced her to the ground.

She felt a sharp prick in the side of her neck. Pressed onto the concrete, she became aware of the chill on her legs. The oversized trench coat she had fastened around her hospital gown was filthy and did little to mitigate the bite of autumn air. It suddenly dawned on her that the thin socks on her feet hadn’t protected her from the shards of glass littering the street. In that brief moment of clarity, she wondered how she had even made it this far. She had no recollection of why she had started running, or what she had been running from, just that it was far removed from the city she had grown up in, the one she had been running through.

She felt a sob catch in her throat as she felt her mind slipping away. 

Her body went limp, and the man kneeling over her relaxed his grip on her arms. He stood, capping the needle he had injected into her neck seconds before. The two police officers were clearing the crowd around him, but above the ruckus he could hear the wailing of an ambulance siren. It came into view after only a few moments, and when it did two paramedics bolted out, retrieving a stretcher from the back. From the cab of the vehicle, a young, distinguished looking woman emerged. As the paramedics placed the girl on the stretcher, she walked over to greet him.

“The situation is contained, I take it?” she asked, her even tone only broken by the small sneer that crept in at the end of her sentence. 

The man glared. “Of course it is. Just another basket case off her meds that the police had to apprehend for her own safety. Nothing that will show up on the evening news. No reason for you to be here.”

The woman smiled coldly at him. “That’s precisely why you’re hired as lab assistant and I’m in charge of public relations, Mr. Harrison. Kindly escort Miss Loveless back to Black Springs while I deal with the police and the press.”

“What press are you referring to exactly?” Harrison asked, but as he glanced around, he understood his question was already answered.

“The ones who are going to want to know why the daughter of a Fortune 500 CEO is running around downtown in a dressing gown. Mr. Loveless pays for our discretion, Harrison. Now he’s going to want us to pay for this. Play your cards right and you might not be the one to pay.”

With that, Sylvia Aaron turned and walked away from him, moving forward to address the crowd of reporters that had gathered just beyond the police. Her heels clicked sharply on the sidewalk and as Harrison turned away from her, he cast a bitter look in her direction.

Alice Loveless was becoming a bigger headache for Black Springs Clinic than he had ever imagined.
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November 15th

Leigh lay with her head against Theo’s chest, the flickering light from the TV illuminating their features in a shadowy blue wash. The Styrofoam takeout containers on the coffee table in front of them still held stray bits of noodle and sauce, and in the quiet moments of the muted commercial break she could hear the gurgles of Theo’s stomach digesting the food. The sheer normalcy of it was bliss for her. She snuggled into him tightly, and she felt the comforting weight of his hand rest on her head.

“Would you rather go to bed soon?” Theo asked. “We can turn this off anytime.”

“No, I’m good here,” she replied. “I want to know if the guy ends up getting away with murder or not.”

Theo smiled down at her. She had seemed more and more sick lately—angrier too—but the second they were watching true crime documentaries, the rest of the world seemed to melt away. She became Leigh free of the scary past and future, and free of fear; instead she had a belly full of takeout and a semi-serious addiction to dramatized murder investigations. He wished he could freeze the moment; that they could just stay here like this forever.

Then the door buzzed.

Leigh sighed, knocking Theo’s hand off her head as she sat up. “I thought no one was supposed to be able to get into your building unless they had a key or were buzzed in from the ground.”

Theo rose, brow creasing. “Yeah, they’re not.”

He left the living room and made his way down the hall to the door, grabbing a sword off the display on the wall as he went. He held it by his side, muscle memory itching to be called upon if needed. 

The thick must of cigar smoke crept under the door, causing Theo’s stomach to churn. He neared the entryway cautiously, inching forward to peer through the peephole. He sighed when he saw who lay beyond, resting the sword behind the door before opening it.

“Mr. Flaherty, I have an offer if you are ready.”

The man’s tall frame blocked most of the light from the hall, but Theo still blinked against the brightness. Theo motioned for him to come in and managed to grunt out something about turning on the light. The man obliged and, as his eyes adjusted to the light, Theo found himself cursing inwardly.

The man was Clive Federico, and Theo was used to only seeing him when his father wanted to pass along bad news. In the days leading up to Black Springs, Clive had been an almost constant presence in Theo’s life, micromanaging Theo’s life to suit his father’s. He had hoped to skirt by under the radar in the L.A. apartment; however Clive’s presence only proved his naïveté. 

Clive’s tightly gelled hair was mussed, a few strands hanging above his brow. A thick cigar clung between his lips, though it had been smoked away to close to nothing. His suit showed signs of creasing, the crispness fading from it as he smoked and followed Theo back toward the living room. Theo didn’t anticipate much good coming out of the little time left in the night.

Leigh stiffened as she saw Theo return flanked by the broad smoking man, and her eyes darted about in a way that Theo recognized meant she was searching for the closest weapon. He sighed. “Clive, Leigh. Leigh, Clive,” he said, motioning lazily between the two. “My least favourite evil henchman.”

Clive scowled at Theo’s sarcasm, then turned to Leigh and smiled. “Good to finally meet you, Ms. Blackheart.”

Theo’s eyes lowered as Leigh nodded back respectfully.

“I’ve spoken to your father, Theo,” Clive continued, his tone changing from conversational to a lower octave used for business. “He was surprised to hear you’re doing so... well.  I can’t say he’s terribly surprised about the company you’re keeping though.”

Theo did not respond to the prod, but smiled in Leigh’s direction.

“Theodore,” Clive continued, his tone shifting again to one of condescension as smoke curled around his head and he took another draw. “Your father has decided to be generous. The lease his accountants have maintained on this apartment was never meant to extend beyond your admission a few years ago. Understandably, he’s not too happy about that touchy little time in your father-son history, but he’s willing to let it all slide if you follow his... conditions,” he finished with a smirk.

“That didn’t suit me so well last time he tried to be generous,” Theo mumbled.

Clive smiled, though the smile was cold and twisted and caused a shiver to dance along the hairs on Theo’s arms. “His offer is for thirty million dollars, deposited into your bank account upon your agreement to leave Los Angeles by the end of the week. He wants you to take your girlfriend with you, and he never wants to see either of your names in the news again. He never wants to hear from you again. His public image is too important for you to tarnish with all of these upsets.” Each sentence was punctuated by puff on his cigar, filling the room with a hazy cloud.

“Gladly, on the condition that for the next week he won’t interfere while I tie up any loose ends I have with people here,” Theo replied, allowing himself to finally relax, even if only marginally.

Clive paid little attention to Theo, turning his cigar over in his hand and examining it before glancing out the window at the streets below. “Theodore, I wouldn’t test your father’s patience. Paying one last visit to the buxom brunette you dated in high school certainly won’t make him rescind his offer, but going after old rivals and asking too many questions just might.”

Leigh’s eyebrows furrowed, and her lips pursed. She bristled the longer Clive remained in their home, his presence an almost tangible poison in their sleepy evening. 

Theo’s lip formed an involuntary grimace, though he never noticed Leigh’s discomfort. “I know my father and his deals. Either way, by the week’s end Leigh and I will be gone. We just need to figure out what works for us.”

The man in the suit crossed the floor, pressing the tip of his cigar against the bare flesh of Theo’s arm as he spoke, leaning in to whisper in Theo’s ear. “I sincerely hope, for your sake, your needs match up with your father’s. He has far worse things in his arsenal than locking you away and pumping you full of medication and despair.”

Fire flared in Leigh’s eyes, but she bit her tongue, watching Theo’s reaction for some cue as to what she should do.

Theo didn’t flinch. He had his own arsenal. He had his own mission. 
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September 8th

The tent was hot, packed with people so tight that they pressed against each other in cheap, plastic folding chairs. There was an old black woman in the front row wearing a flower-print dress and waving a laminate programme at herself that did little to quell the trails of sweat that dribbled down her neck and into her blouse.

The white fabric of the tent seemed to breathe with the people within it, pushing out and then sucking back in between each support beam. It had started a crisp, clean white, but was faded into eggshell in places and brown in others; life on the road had reached into it and changed it. There was a large stain by the west corner from where a hand had left a large tin of instant coffee atop it in the back of the truck and it had rained heavily on the way back from a New Jersey show.

Caleb Galen stood at the center of the stage. From here, the heat that came from every person in the room was a wave that crashed down on him with every exhalation, the stomps of their feet and the claps of their hands like jungle drums. He could feel their reverberations in the center of his chest, pumping and beating its way throughout him. He spread his arms and the crowd picked up their tempo, all the different shoes and sandals somehow creating one unified sound.

The tent always faced the East. That had been a stipulation from the very beginning. Magnetic East was not good enough – true East had to be attained. Before every show the difference between magnetic north and true north was Googled and calculated until finally the opening flap to the tent faced true east. 

There was a young woman in the front row with blonde hair and bright green eyes. She wore a white blouse, had red lips, and fanned herself lightly with a folding fan. Sweat dotted her brow along the line where her hair had been pulled back. Her eyes locked with his and his with hers for a long moment. Caleb smiled. So did she. When she did, she hid herself behind the fan and looked away, but it was not long before her eyes found their way back. His dark hair was slicked back and was thick with the heat of the room. He wore a white suit with a black shirt underneath that had no collar or tie. He’d always been insistent on that: no collars. His skin was clear and his cheekbones high and when he smiled he smiled with his entire face. He was seventeen, but looked twenty. She was twenty, but looked seventeen.

He laughed heartily and threw his head back; nobody in the crowd seemed to question why. They clapped their hands, stomped their feet, and fanned their fans. The fans did little, but the clapping and the stomping had the effect of drinking cool absinth on a long day in the summer sun.

“Can you feel it?” he called out, looking at the light that hung from the ceiling before his gaze shifted back down to the crowd. He tried to make eye contact with all of them and none of them, to have the effect of one of those paintings that seemed to follow you with its eyes.

There were positive hoots and hollers from the crowd as the stomping died down all on its own, the clapping stopping as soon as the question was poised. 

He walked to the other side of the stage and took his microphone from its stand. “Can you feel the power of the energy in this room? That’s your power! That’s the power that you bring here with you, that you have inside of you every day! So I’ll ask you again: can you feel it?”

There was a resounded outcry of YES from the crowd, so loud that even the heavy fabric of the tent couldn’t dampen it.

“The power of faith exists in all things, in every part of you. Faith isn’t something that can be kept in a church or a book or a tent. Faith is bigger than us; faith is all of us. Faith is us working together for what we want until we are something bigger than ourselves.”

He pointed to a middle-aged man in the middle row with a gaunt face and a uniform on. He looked too old to be wearing the uniform he was, as though he’d seen war late in life. “They say that without faith there wouldn’t be war, but they don’t understand what faith is! Faith is the power to believe, and to use that belief to change the world around you! And there are going to be those who use that power for ill, but we can use that power – here! Tonight! – to do something better! Do you believe with me?”

There was another yes, the force of it coming with a blast of heat that might have knocked his hair back.

Caleb looked down, his eyes scanning the crowd until they fell upon a woman in her mid-forties with saggy cheeks but firm breasts. “Margaret?” he called to her, raising his hand up. She nodded and got to her feet. She was clutching her right hand with her left. He motioned to his own. “What happened, Margaret?”

She looked down at her hand. It was shaped normally, but the color was wrong – green and dusky in some places and pale in others. She held it up, displayed by her good hand, as though the sight of it were explanation in and of itself. He smiled at her leadingly, and after a moment she spoke. “There was a forklift at work – the brakes went and it rolled. I couldn’t get out of the way. I can’t work and I can’t play.”

“Piano?” Caleb asked.

She nodded.

He waved her toward the front. As she shuffled her way painfully past other patrons, he turned to the rest of those amassed. “Margaret needs us, friends. This is why we’re here today. Despite what you think, nobody comes to the tent because they believe – they come because they want to believe. If your arm is broken, do not come here; go to the doctors and the nurses. But if your faith is broken, come here and be restored! Margaret needs you now, everyone. She needs you to prove what faith can do and what faith can be! Can you do it?”

Yes.

“Let me be the instrument of your love for Margaret! Let me feel your faith pass through me and into her! I have faith, in all of you! You can do this, we can do this, together!”

Margaret had made her way up to Caleb and now stood on the floor directly before him. He reached out his hand to pull her up, then thought better of it, and stepped down to join her. He reached out to touch her hand and she pulled it away, even that motion causing her visible agony. 

“It’s okay,” he smiled, his dark eyes penetrating her. “In faith, all things are possible.” 

She gave him her hand and he cupped both of his around it. She winced once, then relented, her shoulders loosening. 

“I need everyone’s help, I can’t do this alone!” he yelled, smiling.

The crowd began to stomp and clap again. The old black lady with the fan began to hum an old southern hymn.

He left his left hand fall away, holding onto her right tightly with his own. He brought his head down and pressed his lips into the gap between his thumb and forefinger, his cheeks puffed with air until he let it all out. His face was bright and aglow with sweat, and Margaret could see his every pore. With his eyes closed he looked different, shadier somehow, like someone who would sell you a bad used car in a decade’s time. The light on his face became brighter and brighter, and the room became hot – unbearably hot, as though someone had turned up the thermostat on the world. Which someone had, if Al Gore was to be believed.

The glow ebbed away and the heat subsided until it was back to its normal level of unbearableness. He stood back up and straightened his shirt and then took his hand away from hers.

The color had returned, pink and full and peachy throughout. The knuckles were smooth now, no longer swollen and tender as they had been even before the accident. The skin had been pulled tight and smooth, and the veins were now nestled calmly beneath the surface of the skin.

Margaret brought her hand up in front of her face and wriggled her fingers, ready to recoil from the burn of it, but feeling only the thickness of the air in the tent as it passed between her fingers. She smiled at first, and then broke down into ecstatic tears.

Caleb placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’ll have to play me something, the next time we’re in town,” he said.

She laughed and smiled and nodded and cried all at once. She seemed as though she were going to hug him, but he led her by her shoulder back to the lane to her seat. There was applause. 

“I need you to understand,” he continued, addressing the crowd. “That wasn’t me; that was you. You had the power to do that all along. Through the power of your faith, Margaret can enjoy her life again. Quality in life is something we all deserve, and that quality can only come from faith! Do you hear me?”

Yes. There was clapping again, and cheering.

The blonde girl with the green eyes smiled at him again. He nodded to her, then turned his attention to a man in the back. The left side of his face sagged and did not respond with the rest of it, and his one arm lay impotently at his side. “Craig?” he called.

The man nodded and hobbled forward a step.

“Will you be the next one to let your community help you?” he asked, taking a step back. The crowd all moved to the left suddenly; without moving their seats or their feet, they shifted. He stopped, shook his head, then found Craig in his new position just to the left. “Would you give us that? Would you let us prove our faith and strengthen our faith with you?”

The clapping and the stomping stopped. He blinked twice and he wasn’t looking at the crowd anymore; they all dropped away as though the tent had been erected not just facing east but also atop a large trap door. The ceiling came into view suddenly, the whole tent having been tilted on its side. It took him a moment to realize that he was on his back. He’d fallen backward and smashed his head against the stage he’d been on a moment ago. He heard the sound from it now almost a full twenty seconds late, like watching someone chop wood in the distance and the sound didn’t reach until the man’s arms were back in the air again. 

He tried to get up, but threw up immediately. It was hard to breathe; he could take a breath, but it was like his chest refused to expand to accommodate the extra air. He laid his head back down and stared up at the ceiling with milky eyes. After a moment, his mother was looking down at him. He could see that she was clutching his cheeks between her thumb and forefinger, but could not see it. Behind her shoulder, the blonde girl looked on, her face twisted in worry and disgust. His mother was saying something, but sound had gone away and all that was left was the hazy, foggy reality of the tent, like a silent film.

In the west, the sun was setting.
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Stanford University

November 15th

The chalk scraped across the teal green chalkboard, making a scratching sound that could be heard at the very back of the lecture hall. Large flakes of white spewed from its tip in every direction as it pressed too tight against the chalkboard.

The hand that held it was ashen gray with large thick, cracked nails. 

He finished carving out the N in Darwin with a cascade of white creamy smoke, then stepped back a pace to examine his work. There were six names on the board divided into two columns of three. Marx, Tylor, and Morgan were on the left and Spencer, Freud and Darwin were on the right. The names on the right were slightly bigger than the names on the left, the tails of each consonant loopier and more feminine.

Jona turned back to his class. Just under fifty students stared back at him and at the board behind him with faces that ranged from interested to vacant to hot with the mad scribble to write down what was on the board exactly the way he had written it. Some even seemed to be trying to copy his handwriting, just in case a loopy N had something to do with the point he was trying to make. Several just watched him.

He was a large man of almost seven feet in height. His shoulders were far across and bulged against his shirt at the ends. He was bald, with a faintest hint of
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