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This installment is for those who know what it’s like to be stuck in the dark and having to fight your way out.

You’re a hero.
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Prologue
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There was no light. There was no sound.

There was nothing.

Axiom-man tried to let his body’s sense of touch assess his surroundings. A breeze. A smell. Spatial awareness and the sense you’re drifting by something or something just brushed past you.

There was nothing around him, so far as he could tell. He moved weak arms through the air, paddling through it as if trying to swim. He moved his legs in a slow bicycle motion, thinking maybe his feet would find purchase on something beneath him—but there was nothing.

Open your eyes. The fatigue was so great that forcing his eyes open took more effort than trying to speed through the air. He only caught a glimpse then had to close them again. He played the image in his mind, freeze frame: blackness with wisps of red cloud floating and moving a good ways from him.

Axiom-man tipped forward and a bright light pierced his eyelids, forcing him to squeeze his eyes shut tighter. It didn’t help. He tried to move a hand to his face to help shield his eyes, but his limbs were so weak he couldn’t raise them past a few inches. He gathered himself deep within and put all energy toward opening his eyes.

When he did, a force like an all-engulfing set of hands grabbed him and pulled him through a tunnel of twisting colors and light, rainbows of reds and oranges and yellows and blues—sometimes all lined up together in its respective spectrum—blasts of black then white streaks.

Axiom-man sped through the tunnel, speed picking up and not by his own effort.

He wanted to yell out from the momentum encompassing his body, propelling him forward at jet-like speed, but he couldn’t form the words.

Lights.

Rainbows.

Colors.

Black.

White.

A gray hand reached for his shoulder.

* * * *
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Chapter One



[image: ]


Something mildly firm was beneath him, kind of like a hospital mattress but much thinner. Axiom-man tried to get a feel for what was beyond the mattress but couldn’t place it. He wanted to open his eyes to see where he was, but trying to open them was like trying to lift a train—he couldn’t do it. Just the black of closed eyelids and what was probably black surroundings.

“We need to wake him,” said a voice.

“No,” said another, female. The authority in her tone made it clear she was the one in charge.

“He has to get up.”

“He has to come around on his own. I will not interfere with his waking. There are factors at play you do not understand.”

Axiom-man expected a reply but the other voice fell silent.

Another voice spoke, male and familiar. “I may have chosen wrong.”

_______

Skin touched Axiom-man’s forehead. All was still dark but the realization he was without his mask hit him hard. He did a body check and couldn’t sense his uniform either. He could be mistaken; he was so tired. He tried again to open his eyes, thought he felt his eyelids move a little, but then had to keep them closed. A rush of heaviness clouded his mind and muffled voices spoke somewhere beyond the fog.

Only one word stood out: “Over.”

_______

An icy chill ran along Axiom-man’s body. The cool air was so vivid he was certain he was naked and whatever ice just passed over him froze a layer of sweat along his skin.

Uniform. Mask. He started to drift off again, unable to help himself. Somebody knows who I am.

_______

“How long has it been,” a voice said.

“It doesn’t matter here,” the female replied. “This has to happen naturally.”

“Or else?”

“We lose him.”

_______

The dreams were periods of darkness and utter silence. Axiom-man didn’t know how long he had been out. He knew some duration of time had passed due to being in that black place for an indiscernible period then coming around to where he knew he was awake but couldn’t move or see.

During those periods of darkness, there were no voices. No feeling throughout his body. Just a consciousness existing in a black void. He thought he might panic, being stuck like this, but instead he felt nothing. Not even his own heartbeat.

I’m dead, he thought. No. If I was dead, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be . . . nowhere. A thought struck him so hard it caused a tingle in his brain. Am I inside the black cloud? The Doorway of Darkness? Am I a prisoner? Did . . . what was his name? Did he kill me or trap me or . . . ?

What was his name!

The urgency of the thought melted and then a longing for someone filled him.

Someone.

Special.

Important.

Gone.

_______

It took intense focus and a whole lot of strength, but Axiom-man managed to open his eyes about a quarter of the way. He was on his back. Above him . . . some sort of ceiling of aged wood, rough—maybe. Too blurry.

His eyes dropped closed. Axiom-man tried to force them open but couldn’t.

But at least he had been able to open them.

Wherever he was, it was dead quiet. He strained his ears for any indication of sound or movement or . . . or . . . those voices from earlier, one familiar. But there was no one.

Insides heavy, his body sank further into the backing beneath him.

Black and silent again.

_______

I need to get up, Axiom-man thought. He concentrated and was able to open his eyes around halfway. Too much blur distorted the room, and he second-guessed himself on the wooden ceiling. He tried to look at it but couldn’t make out anything amidst the shadows.

If you’re a hostage, you need to get out. It was then he realized that while unconscious, his powers had shifted off. Float. Rise. Straighten. Move. Whoever had him could not keep him. Anything untoward would jeopardize . . . jeopardize . . . . His head swooned and he couldn’t land the thought.

Axiom-man drew inward, focusing on his body, his mind, his heart. Shift. Change. You can do this. Push.

But there was nothing there.

His powers were gone.

_______

If only he could see the room better. If only there was some light, anything to give a clue as to where he was. Axiom-man tried shifting again, the hope being to illuminate his eyes as he usually did when stuck in the dark.

The powers would not come. He couldn’t even feel the deep internal option to shift. Though his head was fuzzy and it took forceful effort to form coherent thought, he recognized how he felt.

Normal.

Just like he did before the messenger first visited him and gave him his powers. He had to admit, the sensation of having no abilities was both familiar and comforting, yet foreign and discomforting. He had known his powers so long. Had known walking around with the ability to rise above any occasion, ultra abilities on standby if needed. Knew he could act like a nerdy goofball and get away with it because he was secretly something more underneath. There had always been an inherent confidence that came with that and, right now, that was gone too.

Axiom-man’s heart ached. His thoughts drifted to Valerie and the sting of shame punched his heart when he acknowledged he solely thought of himself right now instead of what happened to her.

He couldn’t help it.

One thought and moment at a time. It was all his brain could handle. Everything about who he was and is he compartmentalized, only able to access one item at a time, forgetting all of the rest.

What was wrong with him? Where was he? Who did those voices belong to?

But Valerie. She was gone. Gone-gone. Forever. Dead and murdered by a psychopath in a black mask.

“I’m going to kill him.” He could only mouth the words but he felt better after making the effort. I will kill him, figure out some way to raise him, then kill him again. I will do it over and over until it is no longer possible. He took in a breath through his nose. The room was dank and smelled of rotting wood, though, from what he could remember, the wooden ceiling didn’t show any signs of rot. What is this place? Oh Valerie, what have I done? What . . . who . . . where . . . where’d you go? Why go? I’m so lost.

The door opened.

* * * *
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Chapter Two
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Axiom-man shut his eyes and hoped he wouldn’t drift off so as to miss what might be said.

“I know you’re awake,” the female voice said.

Don’t give her an inch. She has the upper hand right now. Don’t speak. Listen . . . then act.

“Breathing changes when someone is awake than when they’re asleep, but I know you already know that. Everybody does. I’m just letting you know that despite your effort right now to alter your breathing to make it seem as if you’re sleeping will not work with me.”

She had him there. He had tried faking. Idiot.

“Your name is Gabriel Garrison. You are also known as Axiom-man.” When she spoke next, she was right beside him. How did I not hear her come near? He could only assume his ears were still not hearing correctly. “The name Axiom-man is no longer yours.”

“What?” The word barely came out but he hoped she heard him.

“Wearing that mantle under your watch just cost your planet.”

My . . . planet?

“That name will not be spoken again. Do you understand, Gabriel?”

No, I don’t understand. I came up with that name. You can’t take it from me. I am Axiom-man. “How dare you?” The words were mouthed again. Try as he might, he couldn’t summon enough strength and air to speak them out loud. He wished she’d heard him.

“As it stands right now, Gabriel, I can dare to do whatever I want.”

Was she a lip reader?

“Who—?”

No reply. He waited. Still no reply.

Gabriel forced his eyes partly open, and though his vision was blurred and his peripherals were unreliable, he was pretty sure he was alone.

“Who are you?” It was a whisper, but at least it was sound.






_______






Gabriel must have drifted off. Listening. The exertion of attempting to speak. The thinking.

The dark.

Something wasn’t right. There was something around him.

Before, he couldn’t move. Now . . . slowly . . . he managed to shove his arm along what felt like wood. It took a moment, but he realized he was no longer on the mattress but laying on something hard. He moved his other arm, dragging it farther from his body along the hard surface. Not an inch of movement later and his forearm butted up against a wooden wall. He checked the other side. Same thing. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t lift his limbs. He wanted to see if anything was above him to confirm his suspicion but he didn’t have to. A muffled voice somewhere above him confirmed it.

He was in a box. A wooden box.

A coffin.

I’m not dead! “Help!” He swore he heard himself scream the word but knew nothing came out of his mouth.

“What if he doesn’t come out?” someone said.

“He will,” came the female voice.

“What if he doesn’t want to?”

Another voice came. Gabriel knew that voice but couldn’t apply a name to it. “He will.”

_______

Redsaw’s red energy beams fired a hole through Axiom-man’s chest. He looked down at his ribs and a cauterized, ragged wound about the size of a baseball ran right from the front of him straight clean through the back.

Then the dark returned and Gabriel awoke, still confined.

What is this? Hell? Wasn’t I a good person? Good people don’t go to Hell. But something told him that wasn’t true, that Hell was the destination of everybody unless they made a particular choice. What that choice was, he didn’t know.

“Help!” Sound came, but not loud, yet a giant leap in amplification compared to before. At least he heard himself say the word.

Silence.

Dark.

The coffin, if that’s what it was.

“He doesn’t need someone to stand guard,” came a muffled voice. “He’s not going anywhere.”

“And you know this how?” The female again.

The other person didn’t respond, and Gabriel got the feeling the other person didn’t know how to respond, but there seemed to be a connection between the two people.

That rooftop. That explosion. The Doorway of Darkness.

Valerie!

Tears pooled and leaked out of his eyes, running out the corners and down his temples. The water poured. He tried to let himself cry it out but the concern over where he was seemed to stifle the release. All he could do was let
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