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For those who have a vision. For those who see it through no matter what it takes.

To those who become that which they are meant to be.
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Prologue
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The void.

It was endless. Every direction Redsaw looked was a mosaic of red and black clouds that went on for an eternity. As much as he couldn’t see an end to it, there was this sense it carried a depth—a physical one—that, should he decide to explore, would swallow him whole and he’d never find his way out.

None of that mattered anyway. What he wanted had been right in front of him: Axiom-man, robbed of power.

Before flying here into the Doorway of Darkness, Redsaw had wanted to snatch Axiom-man’s power, somehow absorb it. But something wasn’t right. There had been . . . two of him. For less than a microsecond, the shape of a man flashed as quickly as a lightbulb sparking out. But Redsaw saw him. Was it Axiom-man’s soul leaving his body and because of his power, for a brief moment, it manifested itself in humanoid form before vanishing into the afterlife? Would Axiom-man’s power naturally drift back to where it came from, never to be obtained, or was it, for a split second, something that could have been grabbed?

Or, maybe, the power shift occurred within a blink and now, here, in the Doorway of Darkness, Redsaw had Axiom-man’s power within him. All he needed to do was access it.

Redsaw hovered there in the void and tried to summon energy into his eyes the same way he gathered it into his hands before release. Yet no matter how hard he focused, he could not create the same sensation, the same knowing, a power release was about to occur.

“It has ended,” came a voice from all directions. The master.

Redsaw knew he had to be respectful when he spoke lest he be set in his place. But that was only for now. As long as his master couldn’t read his mind, he could control the situation and do and say what he had to before somehow syphoning his master’s power for himself. “My lord, are you certain?” He thought back to the bright flash of a man before flying into the Doorway.

“I am not to be questioned. Your adversary is no more. When this realm was revealed unto him again, it was ensured he would know it. Your mind is so limited. You think here is the end. You think this place is just that: this place. No. It is that and more. It reaches, it searches, it moves. This realm had access to your plane in space-time and reached your adversary, taking what is rightfully mine.”

Rightfully? Redsaw thought.

“He was vanquished,” his master said.

That man. Redsaw still didn’t know what he saw, and he was also unsure if what his master said was true. What if it had indeed been Axiom-man’s soul leaving his body? Worse, his power? “Do you have them? His powers?”

“I have what I need, and you did what you were required to do. What is it you want?”

Though still floating, Redsaw folded into a kneeling position and bowed his head. “I don’t want him to be a threat ever again. If his abilities died with him, so be it, but if they have lingered, I want them.”

“And what will you do with them?”

Redsaw raised his head. “Turn the world to you.”

* * * *
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Chapter One
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Two years later.

Owen Tower stood over what was left of Winnipeg, the Doorway of Darkness open wide above it.

Redsaw seldom left the roof and the throne of silver he constructed for himself. From here, his seat of power, elevated on a silver platform with over thirty steps leading up to it, the city could be viewed in full in all directions.

Above, the sky was a swirling mix of black and red clouds that continuously poured upward from the Doorway of Darkness as a never-ending beacon of authority over the city. Charges of powerful red energy spewed from all corners of the Doorway, periodically zapping Redsaw’s throne. Each time they struck, a surge of power went through him. He tested it before and each zap gave him a temporary surge of power.

The sound of a low, angry bell rang across the roof. Redsaw looked toward the rooftop entrance that led down into the rest of the building. This bell was for one thing and one thing only. The door was purposefully unlocked because it was widely known throughout the city that to even attempt contact with Redsaw without permission would cost you your head.

The door swung open and three men filed onto the roof. First was a tall, thick man in red and black leather followed by a man wearing a tailored white suit with black shirt, white tie, and white fedora, all beneath an open white overcoat, then in leather behind him another stocky but powerful man taking up the rear.

The two men in leather guided the man in the white suit to the bottom of the steps leading up to Redsaw’s throne. Redsaw eyed the man in the fedora. One of the men in leather gave the man in white a nudge.

“Hail Redsaw king,” the man in white said.

“Have you come to offer tribute?” Redsaw asked.

“I have, my lord.” The man in white clearly looked uncomfortable and the expression on his face, even from thirty steps away, was evident: He did not like this.

But Redsaw did. The humiliation, the lording of authority, the clear message the mob had lost its hold on the city and all gangs now answered to him. “Leave it.”

“Yes sir,” the man said.

The man in leather gave him another nudge.

“Yeah, yeah, get off me,” the man in white said. He produced a large black velvet bag from inside his coat. It was about the size of shoebox and the man in white almost seemed relieved to unburden it despite what it represented. He laid the bag down at the foot of the steps.

“Thank you for your loyalty,” Redsaw said.

The man straightened good and tall then bowed before him. This was the best part, the submission. Just as soon as the gesture was made, the two men in leather each took hold of the man’s shoulders and showed him the way off the roof and back to the door. It was only when the three men were gone did Redsaw descend the steps, each footfall done with deliberate care. When he reached the bottom, he scooped up the bag and moved back to his seat of power.

He pulled on the drawstring that kept the velvet bag shut and opened it. Inside, the bag was filled with small silver bars, each about two inches by four and about an inch thick. While demanding gold was not outside his authority, silver was the metal of choice thanks to its conductive power and its ability to adapt to the energy Redsaw produced.

It was a requirement each bag contain an even number of bars for simple division by two. Half was reserved for construction. The other half was designated for resources. While the original construction of the Doorway on this roof bankrupted Redsaw, his losses were quickly recovered within a few months of his reign. Everything since then was used for reserve and to farm out various errands, some deadly. A bar of silver went a long way with a small-time crook. Even a middle-of-the-road career class criminal. Working for a single bar or possibly two, instantly made those hired obedient to him and his wants. He learned a long time ago as Oscar Owen money made the world go around and the more of it you had, the faster you could make it spin, and the faster you made it spin, eventually, placed you in a position where you were the only one who could slow the momentum thus gaining leverage above others.

As for men like the man in the white fedora, Redsaw was generous. He knew the mob needed to remain well-funded, so there was no sense in demanding every dime they took in. Twenty-percent tribute was all that was required. They could run off the rest.

Twenty percent. Double the standard tithe from religious folks.

After all, he was a god.

_______

Jack Gunn had had multiple opportunities to leave the city over the past couple of years. There was a mass exodus of panic when the Doorway first opened. It didn’t last long. Citywide, the effects of the Doorway’s open presence led to slow deterioration of Winnipeg’s physical infrastructure. It was as if concrete and steel girders weren’t built to withstand the constant presence of such a powerful force that emanated its strength like a thick blanket over every street. Building exteriors were cracked from the open Doorway. One building crumbled to the ground when its interior beams and supports weakened simply by being in close proximity to the Doorway.

This was no longer Winnipeg. No longer the city Gunn had sworn to protect, and his ally in blue, the only man who may have known how to stop this, was gone.

Gunn ground his teeth and furrowed his brow. “Thanks a lot, blue boy. You were supposed to fix this. Get the guy out. Instead, you went off and died on everybody.” His facial muscles relaxed and a tear pricked the corner of his eye, but not for Axiom-man.

For the city.

There was no hope here. When Redsaw set up his kingdom, it was quickly made clear to the outside world the city was his and outside interference would not be tolerated. Gunn still remembered that day. Probably so did a lot of other folks who didn’t make it out.

The jets, the helicopters, the marching of troops toward the city, men in full military garb coming in proud to exterminate the threat. Instead, a wild red streak flew out from between the buildings and immediately solid beams of red power struck down the planes, first one by slicing off its wing, another by a direct blast to the engine, another to a set of helicopter blades that melted and drooped and took the whole chopper down.

Those on the ground moved as fast as they could both on foot and in vehicles. A barrage of red fire rained from the heavens and blasted gaps into the organized invasion, removing men in explosions of blood and body parts. Tanks and jeeps detonated with direct blasts to their gas tanks. The supply wagons loaded with weapons were left alone for raiding later.

Gunn recalled a season where every man and woman on the street had a firearm, both for protection and to get what they wanted. He even saw a few kids running around with pistols and watched in horror as a young girl playfully pointed a gun at a panicked man and pulled the trigger. When he dropped dead, the shrill of her scream embedded itself into Gunn’s memory like a nail driven deep into a block of wood.

There was no place for cops. Those remaining, who were in uniform, were quickly killed as the mobs and gangs took anything and everything they wanted, whoever was in their way be damned. Of those who worked undercover, a large majority were found out and executed one by one at Redsaw’s feet. There were still a few good men and women officers peppered throughout the city, but no one spoke to each other nor gave way to giving up their occupation. As much as Gunn wanted his hands on things to bring things back into order, he knew he couldn’t. So those of the law remained unknown, and he had to trust they would assist when and where needed because right now the city needed its heroes and those few men and women were it.

That night two years ago at the foot of Owen Tower changed everything. Though Gunn couldn’t see the full picture from ground level nor was he able to ascend to its top after the fact, he realized Oscar Owen and Redsaw worked together. There was no other explanation for Redsaw to have chosen Owen Tower other than to perhaps humiliate Oscar, even kill him, before taking over. But it made sense now.

“And you’re an idiot for not figuring it out sooner,” Gunn said. Even now, here, the guilt and regret of being so fixated on Axiom-man’s activities instead of on Redsaw’s ate away at him. It was so obvious and the guy slipped right past him. It was a single item of deductive reasoning and he completely overlooked it. One thing: Redsaw had to get his resources from somewhere and while everything could easily have been stolen, there was the issue of storage. Bags of cash could only pile up so high, and Redsaw didn’t seem the type to disperse his resources across multiple locations. Granted, he probably could have hired out the guarding of his supply and would gain obedience lest there be deadly consequences, but it didn’t fit the profile of a megalomaniac. It would also explain the rapid rate at which Oscar Owen gained his wealth. The man was a nobody until several years back. Gunn had looked into his file, the little they knew about him anyway. Born poor, raised poor, worked a low-paying job until lucking out and getting some cash from some side endeavors. While this by itself raised no alarm, the bell sounded when more and more endeavors were pursued more quickly than your average businessman. And with how quickly Owen Tower was built, it had been done in half the time a normal building would take.

All these pieces. All these clues. All these things that slipped right under Jack’s nose because he was too concerned about another man in a cape that was actually on his side.

Winnipeg’s fall was his fault, too.

There was only one question: What was next?

* * * *
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Chapter Two
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The Fox and Hounds Tavern had been a wonderful pub some years back. Rustic interior, a wooden bar, wooden tables and chairs, simple carpeting, plenty of beer on tap, and the constant music of rock and roll on the airwaves. It was one of those places that was human, a place to go when things were either looking up or looking down. A place where you could be yourself without judgment and just enjoy a pint while you process your day.

Now, there was no sign hanging outside the door. The windows were boarded up with particle board, the beer no longer flowed, and half the furnishings were overturned. No electricity or running water.

Three candles lit the room, each placed equidistant from each other along the long, oak table. A set of three occupied wooden chairs were on each side of the table along with a chair at the head and foot.

The men gathered around. Here, in this abandoned place, they were safe from anyone looking for them or just anyone looking to cause trouble. The meetings never took place in the same place twice to avoid tracking, but tonight, there was business to discuss.

The man in the white fedora and white suit sat at the head slowly sipping a small glass of moonshine and smoking a cigar. The others at the table were not dressed nearly as elegantly, but some still had on suits while others were in scruffy street clothes that appeared to have not seen the wash in months. But tonight wasn’t about appearances.

All present at the table looked to the man in the fedora. The rule was you didn’t speak until after he did.

The man took a long drag off his cigar, blew out some of the smoke in a smooth, thick stream then formed a few smoke rings at the end, little halos to demonstrate not all was lost.

His name was Charlie. No one knew his last name and he liked it fine that way. And it was Charlie. Not Charles or Chuck. Charlie. Anything else was an insult. However, he did let Charlie Brown slide now and then out of amusement and the association was actually an assist in making him appear slightly weak when that was far from the truth. Good ol’ Charlie Brown presented a persona not nearly as deadly as simply Charlie.

Charlie took a small sip of moonshine, let it slide slowly along his tongue and down his throat. As his lungs warmed, he set the cigar down on the side of the ashtray then turned to the men.

Never known for introductions or opening with a general outline or plan, Charlie cut right to it: “We are incurring additional costs in our operation. My operation . . . as well as yours. It is most . . . unfortunate . . . that we have to interact. Foes now friends. Enemies now pals. No, that is not true. No one here is a friend to the other.” The men glanced around the table at each other, each face stoic with a hint of anger. “But we are here. Again. Once more having to hide lest these talks be discovered. Bottom line, gentlemen, our options for producing silver are running thin thus our . . . converters . . . are increasing their fee. All that cash you have, you might as well burn a portion of it and consider it a loss. All we had to do was maintain control and each one of you . . . including myself, sadly admitted . . . lost it. A couple years ago this city was a playground and each of us gained more than we had before things began to burn. Before that clown in red and black decided to run the show.” He slammed his fist on the table. All glasses no matter how full rattled from the vibration. “It has to stop.”

Black Jimmy slowly raised a hand. Charlie hated it when Jimmy had something to say. “Black Jimmy” was just a moniker. Charlie didn’t know his real name nor did he care, but he did care that here he was a Caucasian male in a white suit talking to a black man who decided to put “black” in front of his name as if to emphasize his heritage. While there was nothing wrong with that, the racial undertone also surfaced and Charlie was never sure if Black Jimmy had the name in place so if the racial card was played, he’d have a good excuse to blow someone’s head off. But Charlie did admire the manipulation. It was both subtle and overt and certainly worked at forcing someone to choose their words carefully.

Charlie nodded in Jimmy’s direction.

“All of us here have had talks. Nothing in depth but enough to agree with your point, but ‘it has to stop’ is more of a notion than a statement. Statements are firm, concrete, and have something behind it . . . like a plan. Notions do not. At best, they’re ideas.”

“Are you really going to be a dictionary tonight?”

“You know I love my words. But the real question on everyone’s minds,” he glanced around the table, “is are you making a statement or just venting a feeling?”

Charlie picked up his cigar then pointed it at Jimmy as if his cigar was a gun. “Not impressed.”

“You have yet to give an answer.”

He had Charlie there. You could always count on Jimmy to turn the conversation back on you; yet another reason why Charlie hated talking to him.

“We are stuck,” Charlie said, tone flat.

“So you don’t have a plan.”

“No,” Charlie said, “but I do have information.”

“On Redsaw or more jibber jabber about what’s going down on the streets? If the latter, we already have that information.”

Charlie went to take a sip of moonshine then retracted his hand. He needed to think clearly for this one. “Your problem, Jimmy, is you cause problems. And you’re also short-sighted.”

Jimmy grimaced. If this was any other time in the past, a gun would have been pulled out.

“But don’t fret because your problems are our solutions,” Charlie said.

Jimmy furrowed his brow, obviously not sure where this was going.

Charlie glanced around the table. Each person had a quizzical look on their face. Charlie continued. “Are you all that stupid?”

Two men slid their chairs back and stood as if to assert Charlie should be careful about the next words out of his mouth.

With a wave of his hand, Charlie said, “Sit down, gentlemen. You know you’re wasting your time and everyone here is under an alliance until further notice.”

“Notice from you?” one of the men said.

“Yes.”

The men glared at him but Charlie knew they’d hold their peace. Right now, an alliance was all they had, and no one was going to jeopardize that because it was their only hope to getting back to the way things were.

The men slowly sat down. One put his elbow on the table and leaned his head on his hand as if it suddenly grew too heavy for his neck to hold it up on its own.

“So my ‘problems’ are your solution? Explain that,” Jimmy said.

“What is a problem?” Charlie said. “It’s the outcome of a series of events. In other words, it’s the solution to an equation. It’s an unfavorable solution but a solution nonetheless. So let’s backwards engineer and discover where along the equation things became more difficult with our converters.”

“I hate semantics,” Jimmy said.

“Says the man who takes everything literally.”

Jimmy closed his mouth, took a deep breath through his nose and exhaled through the same. “Turning cash and jewels into silver has removed certain . . . abilities . . . because of lack of resources. Our converters know this.”

“This is the problem when there is a monopoly on services,” Charlie said. “But I do know every man here no longer wishes to pay tribute to our ‘king.’”

“So an all-out assault?” It was Vince. Short, Italian, and had no trouble gutting someone if he didn’t like even so much as their hairstyle.

“Don’t be foolish. What firepower could you possibly have that would ensure his demise?”

Silence at the table.

“Exactly,” Charlie said. “We need to look at our problem and work backwards. Somewhere there was a misstep by all of us.”

“Hey, I ain’t takin’ no blame for any of this,” Vince said, hands up as if letting go of control. “You’re the guy who came along and said that guy in the mask wanted a piece of everything we do and wanted it in silver. Silver bars, to be exact.” Vince looked at his hands and then spoke as if talking to his fingers. “Why the guy doesn’t do it himself, I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t know how or maybe he’s too lazy or maybe . . . .”

“He’s asserting himself as ruler,” Charlie said. “If you can bend the muscle in this town, you can bend or break anything else.”

“So the solution?” Jimmy said.

“Is the problem,” Charlie said. “We need to talk, all voices heard. We will be civilized with every man allowed to speak. No words will be judged even if the idea is ridiculous. Let’s put everything we know in front of us. Our unfavorable equation will surely be in the mix and, from there, we will rewrite the numbers, so to speak, to get an outcome that gets us out from under his thumb.”

“Yeah, so you’re gonna outthink the guy?” Vince said. “Unless you’re a genius, every effort to take him down has failed. Failed real bad. You think you can do better? Even that guy in blue, what’s his name, who was probably anyone’s best chance at defeating the guy lost. Word for the past couple of years is . . . yeah, that Axiom-man guy . . . was killed in an attempt to take on Redsaw.” He ran a hand over his face as if to wipe off the stress. “What a stupid world where people are coming up with fancy codenames. We’re not five years old. Sheesh.”

“True, Axiom-man failed,” Charlie said, “but he was one man. We are many because you all represent a fleet of soldiers.”

“Soldiers?” It was the Shark. Won poker every time and the boys at the table stopped playing with him a long time ago because too much was lost. “You can have an army and you still won’t stop him. He’s fought against any interference from outside authority to infiltrate the city and get him out of the picture. And he’s won, guys. Every time. What can we possibly bring to him that would guarantee his end. Heck, you can’t even get near him without going up against other freaks with stupid names.”

“Calm down,” Charlie said. “As mentioned, we need to backwards engineer our position and see where we can adjust course. If we get that right, then the real solution to our issue will present itself. So,” he placed his elbow on the table, hands folded under his chin, “let’s do some math.”

* * * *
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