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    For my wife Sharon, and my parents.


    


    You guys made it possible for me to pursue my dreams,


    and that is a debt that I'll never be able to repay.
  


  Author's Note


  Hello, and welcome to the Author's Note for The Accidental Hero!

I've had a lot of down time as of late.  Back toward the tail end of 2022, I started developing severe carpal tunnel syndrome in my right hand, and within the next few months it started in my left hand as well.  In May of 2023 I believe it was, I had a surgery done on my right hand.  Then, in November of 2023, I had a second surgery done on my left.  Throughout this whole period, and even up to now, I've had numbness in my fingers, and difficulty in typing like I used to.  Fortunately, it's far better now than it was, and I'm still healing, so I'm hoping that someday my hands will eventually get back to full functionality.

The reason I mention all this is that I went a very long time without writing anything new, and I had a strong desire to write another standalone novel now that the series was completed.  The problem was, I didn't have any thoughts on what the next story should be, but that all changed when a conversation with an author friend of mine gave me an idea for a story about a guy who accidentally becomes a hero.  The original idea was for the story to be more comical in nature, where the hero would be fighting creatures that only he could see.  That idea was quickly discarded however, as were my plans to make it more of a humorous book.  There's definitely some humor and fun situations in the story, but overall it turned out far more serious than I'd originally planned for it to be.  Not only serious, but even quite dark at times.

To be honest, I never really saw myself writing a book in the superhero genre, simply because it wasn't something that I'd ever considered doing.  However, once I got started on this story, it just flowed out of me like it was meant to be, and I finished the whole 109,000 word first draft in just three weeks.

I also wanted to mention that I did something a bit different with this book.  I purposely didn't describe the characters in any detail, aside from a few details that were absolutely necessary.  Personally, I think it creates a far more immersive reading experience when the reader is left to create their own vision of the characters as they read the story.  I asked my wife how she pictured the characters, and her descriptions differed in many ways from the way I'd envisioned them as I was writing.  I not only find that sort of thing to be quite interesting, but exciting as well.

Anyway, this ended up being way longer than I'd intended it to be, so I guess I'll just wrap things up for now.  I hope you all enjoy the story.  See ya next time!


- Duane L. Martin (January 30, 2024)
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  Chapter 1


  "Hey, you.  Yeah...you...the one reading this.  You're probably wondering why the idiot who wrote this book called it The Accidental Hero.  Well, you see...here's the deal.  The guy who wrote this, he was gettin' kinda antsy since he hadn't written anything for a while.  Apparently, carpal tunnel syndrome is sort of a bitch, especially when you rely on your hands to do pretty much anything, including typing.  Two surgeries later when his hands were finally workin' again, he found himself in a bit of a quandary over what he should write next.  Finally, in his sad desperation to come up with a new story that would be loved by the masses for generations to come, he came up with an idea for a book called The Accidental Hero, starring yours truly.  Before we get into all that though, I guess I should introduce myself.  My name's Eric Kaufman, and I'm The Accidental Hero.  That's not what I end up getting called in the book here, but it does make for a pretty interesting title in any case."

"Who are you talkin' to?" Kevin asked.

"I'm talking to that person out there.  The one with the googly eyes, and the fetish for reading nonsen...errr uhhh...fine literature."

"Googly...what?" Kevin asked as he stared off in the direction that Eric had indicated.  Unable to see anyone or anything that was of any interest, he simply continued on with what he wanted to say.  "Hey, listen man.  Jack wants to know if you'd be willing to work overtime tomorrow night to help get those new displays set up over in sporting goods."

"Yeah, no problem.  I got nothin' else going on."

"All right, I'll let him know," Kevin said before he disappeared off around the end of the aisle.

"That was Kevin.  He's been my best friend ever since we were kids.  To be honest, until just recently he was about the only real friend I had, so we'd always try to get jobs at the same place together, just to make the work more tolerable.  We're currently working in one of those places that sells everything you could possibly need to get the maximum enjoyment from your outdoor adventures, and hopefully we'll be here for quite some time, since we both really like this place."

"Hey," Kevin said as he poked his head around the end of the aisle.  "Jack said thanks."

"Ok.  No problem."

"I volunteered too, so we'll work on it together."

"Sounds good man."

"Cool," Kevin said with a grin as he disappeared once again.

"See?  He's the perfect sidekick.  Always there when you need him, and totally up for anything.  He didn't even bat an eye when I told him what happened to me, and what I'd been through.  He was worried about me, as any good friend would be, but he also thought it was pretty damn cool.  Not really sure if that's how I'd phrase it, but whatever.  Anyway, I guess you're wondering how I suddenly changed from just a plain old working class schmuck, into a superhuman working class schmuck.  Well, to explain all that, we're gonna have to take this story into flashback mode.  So...cast your mind, while Mr. Cripple Hands out there on the keyboard tells you all about how a rather nasty argument with my girlfriend ended up changing my life forever."

*   *   *

"Hey, babe.  Don't forget we're having dinner with my parents tonight," Stephanie said as she poked her head out of the bathroom and looked over at him with a curling wand wrapped in her hair.

"Oh, gee.  How fun," he grumbled.

"Now don't start that shit again," she called from the bathroom.  "We hardly ever do anything with them.  You can suffer through it for one night."

"Who's suffering?  I'm sure it'll be a grand old time, with your alcoholic letch of a mother spending half the night either grabbing my ass, or trying to get me into the broom closet with her, while your dad constantly throws out snide little comments about how you could have done so much better if you'd have only stayed with Jacob Wexler back in high school, seeing as how he's a lawyer now and raking in all that cash.  Then there's your sister.  She's not gonna be there, is she?"

"What about my sister?" Stephanie demanded as she poked her head out of the bathroom once again.

"I don't think I've ever seen her not pregnant.  How many kids does she have now, or is it just the one kid, and she's been holding it in all these years?"

"This is her fifth one," Stephanie said as she disappeared into the bathroom once again.

"Fifth kid, and not a baby daddy in sight.  That bitch is like the town bicycle."

"All right, that's it.  I'm sick of you always talking shit about my family!" she said as she stormed out of the bathroom and came stomping over to him.  "If my family's not good enough for you, then I guess I'm not either!"

"Why don't you just admit that you've always thought that your dad was right, and that you should have stayed with Jacob?  I know you've always resented the fact that I'm just a normal guy who works at a normal job with no lofty ambitions in life.  You've always tried to make me feel like shit about it with your little comments."

"All I was trying to do was encourage you!  It's not my fault you take everything personally!"

"Encourage me?" he said, narrowing his eyes at her in disbelief.  "The only thing you'd encourage anyone to do like that is to hang themselves in their fucking closet!"

"What's happened to you?" she asked with a look of disbelief.  "You used to be such a nice guy, and now you're just being an ass hole."

"Maybe I'm just tired of being the nice guy.  Letting everything roll off my back just to keep the peace hasn't done anything for me other than put me on the edge of an ulcer, and you know what?  I've had it!  I've just fucking had it!  You go have dinner with your parents tonight.  I'll pack up my shit and get out before you get back.  I'm done with this."

"Eric...," she started to say with a hurt look, but then her look hardened into one of anger.  "All right, fine.  Just make sure you only take your stuff.  Anything we got together, we'll divide up later."

"Suits me fine.  I'm gonna get the hell outta here," he said as he grabbed his keys and his coat, and then headed for the door.

"Fine!  Good riddance!" she called after him.

"Right back at ya babe," he said in an emotionless tone as he walked out and slammed the door behind him.  He could hear her letting out a shout of frustration as he walked away.

Pulling out his cell phone, he called the one true friend he had in the world.

"Hey man, what's up?" Kevin asked when he answered the call.

"Stephanie and I are through.  Is it ok if I come and live with you for a while?"

"Is it ok?  Dude!  That's gonna be awesome!  What's goin' on with you guys though?  I thought things were going good between you two.  How come you're breaking up all of a sudden?"

"If you don't mind, I'd really rather not talk about that right now," Eric said with a heavy sigh.  "Hey, can I borrow you later?  I need to move all my stuff out of the apartment.  I'll leave the furniture since I'm gonna be staying with you anyway, but I need to get all my personal stuff outta there."

"Yeah, no problem.  You want me to come now?  I'm not doin' anything else at the moment."

"Nah, not right now man.  She's going out to dinner with her family tonight.  We'll hook up while she's gone and take care of it then.  I think for right now I'm just gonna go for a drive, so I can calm down a bit and clear my head."

"All right man.  Whenever you need me, just give me a call."

"Will do.  Thanks man.  You know, for always being there and stuff," Eric said with a heartfelt sincerity.

"You'd do the same for me."

"You know I would.  All right, I'll give you a call when I'm ready."

"Cool.  See ya," Kevin said as he ended the call.  Eric stared at his phone for a moment and smiled to himself before he continued on to his car.

*   *   *

It was nearly sunset when he suddenly realized that he should turn around and start heading back, but he was still far too irritated to even deal with it.  Things hadn't been good between the two of them for quite some time now, but they weren't overly bad either.  There was always something there that kept bothering him about their relationship, but he could never quite put his finger on what it was.  Now, with their most recent argument, it suddenly became all too obvious.  She really did think that Jacob Wexler was a better catch, which is why she was always pushing him to go back to school, and making snide comments about the regular sort of jobs he worked at.  It wasn't that she wanted his life to be better.  She just wanted to stop feeling like she'd lost out by choosing him over Jacob.

"God, why the hell didn't I see it before?" he grumbled to himself.  It was then that he finally broke out of his thoughts long enough to realize that he'd ended up out in the middle of nowhere.

"Well...shit.  I guess I'd better...," he started to say just as his car suddenly sputtered and died.

As it slowed to a stop, he sat there for a moment, letting out a heavy sigh as he leaned forward to rest his forehead on the top of the steering wheel.  Glancing up at the console, the gas gauge indicated that he still had just over a half a tank, which meant that something else was wrong.

"This day just keeps gettin' better and better," he huffed as he unbuckled his seat belt and opened the car door.  Stepping out of the vehicle, he looked around, trying to figure out just where the hell he was, and how far he was from civilization.

A quick glance at his cell phone completed the trifecta of bullshit that had marked his day.  Wherever he was, there was no signal, which is exactly what he'd expected to find before he even looked at it.

He locked his car, but just as soon as he turned to start walking back the way he came, he suddenly found himself face to face with six relatively short figures that he'd seen in sci-fi comics and movies since he was a kid, with a ship hovering behind them that was also familiar.

For a moment his brain just sort of shut down in disbelief, but then it actually shut down completely, causing him to fall to the ground in a crumpled heap.  When he finally regained consciousness, he was lying on a table inside of their ship.  His vision was blurry at first, but as everything came into focus, he noticed that he wasn't the only one there.  There were five other people there as well, all strapped down onto tables, with a collection of computer controlled tentacles performing a variety of medical tests and procedures on them.  It was then that he suddenly realized that he was in the same situation.  A set of tentacles was just starting to extend down toward him from a pod that was mounted on the ceiling, so he found himself left with two choices.  He could either just lie there and relax, letting them do whatever they were going to do to him, or he could try to fight his way out.

A quick glance over to the left confirmed that his captors were all busy monitoring the readouts on their holographic displays, so he decided to use their moment of distraction to just go for it.  He jerked his arms and legs with all the strength he could muster, and somehow managed to get his right arm free.  With his free hand, he quickly removed the other restraints and slid off the table.  As soon as his feet hit the floor, he spun around to look at his captors, only to find that every one of their large, black eyes were now staring directly at him.

Slowly he moved around the end of the table, but as he did so, he accidentally slid his hand over a control pad that was mounted to the end of the table, and wound up activating a whole host of things that he really shouldn't have activated.  The tentacles that had been coming down to experiment on him retracted back into the pod for a moment, and then a whole new set of tentacles emerged, all with injector attachments on the ends.  They angled directly at him as they locked onto their target, and then they all shot forward simultaneously, driving their injector tips deep into his body, causing him to let out a scream that was absolutely inhuman.

Relentlessly, they continued to stab him over and over again as his screams continued.  When they finally finished pumping him full of whatever they'd been injecting him with, the tentacles quickly retracted back into the ceiling pod, allowing his body to fall to the floor in an unconscious heap.

The grays just stood there staring at him, and then they looked back and forth between themselves uncomfortably for a few moments before they quickly moved back to their console to find out what had just happened.  A few moments later, they all looked back over at his unconscious body.  It was then that one of the aliens finally broke out of his shocked silence for just long enough to utter the alien equivalent of, Well...shit.  The rest of them remained silent, though they all deeply agreed with the sentiment.

When he woke up, he was once again lying by his car on the highway, but something wasn't right.  It was way darker all of a sudden than it had been.  He sat up and felt around for his cell phone so he could see what time it was, but it wasn't in any of his pockets.  Glancing around at the ground around him, he found it sitting just a few feet away, where he'd dropped it near the car door.  Looking at the display, he noticed that more than three hours had passed.

Racking his brain, he desperately tried to remember what had happened.  There was a ship, and a bunch of grays, and...  It was then that it all suddenly came rushing back to him.  The grays had tried to erase his memory before they dropped him off, only unbeknownst to them, it hadn't worked.  He remembered every last detail, including what it felt like when all of those injector tentacles penetrated his flesh.

He looked down to examine himself, and noticed there were holes all over both his shirt, and his jeans.  He let out a little sigh of relief however, when he saw that there were no injector holes over his crotch area

"Thank God...," he muttered to himself as he got to his feet.  Looking at his phone once again, he saw that he now had a signal, so he got in his car and carefully inserted the key.  "Please work, please work, please work..."

With a quick turn of the key, the engine started as though there hadn't been anything wrong at all.  In his mind, he knew it was the aliens who had killed both his car, and his cell signal, but now wasn't the time to think about it.  Cranking the wheel, he put the car in gear and stomped on the gas.  With squealing tires, he quickly fishtailed around, and then sped off down the road.

*   *   *

"Hello?" Kevin said when he answered the phone, but all he heard in the background was traffic noise.  "Eric?  Dude, where the hell have you been?  I thought you wanted my help gettin' all your shit out of the apartment tonight, but you haven't been answering your phone."

"Yeah, I've been a little busy," Eric said with obvious stress in his voice.

"Busy?  What do you mean busy?  Busy doing what?  What's goin' on?"

"Dude, I don't wanna talk about this over the phone.  I'm on my way back right now, so I'll probably be over at your place in about an hour or so.  Listen man, I need you to do me a favor?"

"What's up?"

"Could you go over the apartment and have Steph pack up some clothes for me?  She ain't gonna be happy, but I'm not in a position to deal with that right now."

"Yeah, all right," Kevin said.  "You ok man?  You don't sound so good."

"Me and ok don't even exist in the same universe right now.  I'll explain everything when I get there.  I just need some new clothes, and a good, stiff drink."

"A drink?  Dude, seriously...what's goin' on?"

"Just get the clothes.  I'll be there as soon as I can."

"All right, no problem.  I'll see ya when you get here."

"Thanks bud.  I really appreciate it," Eric said as he ended the call, and then tossed the phone over onto the passenger seat.


*   *   *

"Oh, so you finally...," Stephanie said with a sneer when she answered the door, but she quickly stopped herself when she saw that the person on the other side wasn't who she was expecting.  "Oh, Kevin.  What are you doing here?  Why didn't Eric come and get his stuff like he said he was gonna do?"

"Dunno.  We were supposed to











  Chapter 16


  The following Thursday, the major sent Eric the time and location of his training, so bright and early Saturday morning he pulled up to a fairly massive warehouse out in an industrial area, and parked his car out front.  There were two guards standing by the main entrance, but other than that, there was no indication at all that the military had anything to do with this place.

"Hi, I'm Eric Kaufman.  Major Johnson is expecting me," Eric said as he approached the guards.

"Can I see your ID sir?" one of the guards asked as he stepped forward a bit.

"Yeah, just a sec," Eric said.  Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out his wallet and then handed the soldier his ID.  The man looked at it for a moment, and then looked at Eric suspiciously.

"Lost quite a bit of weight, haven't you?" he asked.

"Yeah well, nobody likes a fat superhero," Eric said with a grin.  The guy didn't even crack a smile as he handed him back his ID.

"Follow me sir," he said as he turned and led Eric to the door.

The inside of the warehouse had been equipped with a wide variety of training areas to simulate various scenarios that one might encounter out in the field.  Everything from different types of doors that needed to be breached, to enclosed areas with walls and obstacles, but no light at all.

Eric was led over to where the major was talking with a man who appeared to be about ten years older than him, and then the guard returned to his duties at the door.

"Eric, it's nice to see you.  Thanks for coming," the major said as they shook hands with one another.

"My pleasure," Eric said.

"Eric, this is Colonel Aaron Marks.  Colonel, this is Eric Kaufman, better known as his alter ego, Tentacular."

"Mr. Kaufman," the colonel said as he shook Eric's hand.

"Just call me Eric," he said.  "Looks like you got a really cool setup here."

"It was put together specifically to take advantage of your special attributes," the colonel said.  "We'd also like to test some of those attributes while you're here, just so we know what we're dealing with."

"Yeah, that's not a problem.  So, where do we begin?"

"You said you were fireproof?" the major asked.

"Yeah.  I blew my dumb ass up by dumping a bunch of gasoline on a fire that was going out, and I got blown into the side of a truck.  Not really one of my proudest moments."

"What about electricity?" the major asked.

"Huh.  You know, it's never really come up.  It's not like getting electrocuted is an everyday occurrence."

"All right.  Would you mind if we hit you with a taser, so we can find out if you have any resistance to electricity?" the major asked.

"I don't think it'll work, but you can try.  Let me just get my shirt off, so I don't get any holes in it," Eric said as he pulled his t-shirt off over his head.  Both the major and the colonel's eyes widened when they saw how absolutely ripped he was.

"Jesus son, have you ever seen the outside of a gym?" the colonel asked.

"I haven't seen the inside of one.  Well, not since high school anyway.  I got like this after what happened on the spaceship.  Been this way ever since.  Doesn't matter what I eat," Eric said.

"Wouldn't we all like to have that problem," the major said with a grin as a nearby sergeant handed him a taser.  "All right, brace yourself."

"Ready when you are," Eric said.  The major aimed the taser directly at his chest and pulled the trigger.  Just as Eric had assumed, the taser darts bounced right off of him.

"Interesting," the colonel said.  "Sergeant, do you have a normal stun gun here somewhere?"

"No sir," the sergeant said.

"There's a circuit panel over there," Eric said as he pointed at a panel on the wall with a large door.  "Want me to touch the main line coming in?"

"Jesus, that'd probably kill you," the major said.

"Dunno.  Let's find out," Eric said as he walked over to the wall panel and opened it.  He quickly located the main line coming into the panel, and then he reached his hand in to touch it.

Nothing happened at first other than the lights dimming a bit, but then his whole body started vibrating.  At first the vibrations were barely noticeable, but as the vibrations grew stronger, electricity began to arc out around the wall panel, causing every last one of the breakers to kick.  The warehouse went completely dark, and then a few moments later, what amounted to nothing less than a lightning bolt shot from Eric's free hand and struck a nearby structural support beam.  Sparks flew out in all directions, and he quickly let go of the main line.  Even though he'd disconnected himself from it however, his body was still vibrating.

"Let's get some lights on in here!" the colonel shouted.  Several of the soldiers pulled flashlights from their pockets and shined them over at where Eric was standing.

"Eric, are you ok?" the major called out to him.

"Stay back.  I'm not done yet," Eric said as he stepped closer to the support beam.  When he got about ten feet away from it, another arc shot out from his outstretched hand and struck the beam.  The same happened at five feet, and then again at two feet, until finally he got close enough to place his hand on the beam so he could ground himself out.  Just then, all the lights suddenly came back on.

"It was just the breakers sir.  We're good now," the sergeant called over to them.

"Thank you sergeant," the colonel said as Eric came walking back over to them.

"Well, that was kinda cool," Eric said with a breathy laugh.  "I had no idea."

"You seem to have quite a knack for understatement," the colonel said.  "Did you burn your skin at all doing that?"

"If I did, it's healed already.  I doubt it did anything though since I'm fireproof," Eric said as he held up his hand for them to see, and then turned it so they could see the back of it as well.  "Even if it did, I heal super fast, so it wouldn't be a big deal.  Anyway, it seems like I stored up all that electricity like a big ass capacitor, until it finally reached a point where it discharged.  I honestly had no idea I could do that."

"Might be able to figure out a way for that to be useful," the major said with a thoughtful look.  "Now, what about those healing abilities of yours?"

"I mean, I burned off all my hair in that explosion, but it grew right back.  Other than that, the only healing I do is after I extend my tentacle.  It comes out of my wrist, and then once I pull it back in, the hole it came out of heals back over real quick.  Here, watch..."

Eric extended his tentacle, and noticed with some amusement that the colonel looked a bit shaken by the sight of it.  He left it out for about five seconds, and then he retracted it as he held out his wrist for them to see.  As they all watched, the opening sealed up and healed over in just a few seconds.

"That's really amazing," the major said.

"Indeed it is," the colonel added.  "Since you brought it out, would you mind showing us how the tentacle works?"

"Sure.  Is there a sink in here somewhere?"

"Over there," the major said as he pointed at a large double sink that was mounted over by the far wall.

"All right, come on," Eric said.  "Basically how it works is, the claw penetrates the chest cavity, and then it opens up and latches onto the heart.  Then, once it's fully attached, it starts draining all the blood from the victim's body, and sends it shooting out of my mouth.  As I told the major, is unbelievably disgusting.  That's why I've only ever done it twice."

When they arrived at the sink, Eric rinsed it out a bit, and then he stoppered the drain and filled it with water.

"All right, that should be enough," he said as he turned the faucet off.   "Now, observe gentlemen."

As the colonel and the major both watched, Eric extended the tentacle into the water and opened the claw.  Then, as the tentacle throbbed, a spray of water went shooting out of his mouth, and down into the other side of the sink.

He continued on like that for about ten seconds, and then he retracted the tentacle back into his arm when he was finished.  Coughing a few times, he cleared out the remaining water, and then he turned to face the major and the colonel once again.

"Jesus Christ, that's just unholy," the colonel muttered.

"You should see it when I actually use it on someone," Eric said.  "Puking up someone's own blood in their face is kinda bad ass, but like I said, it's also incredibly disgusting."

"All right, shall we move on?" the major said.

"Sure, what's next?" Eric asked.

"What's the heaviest thing you've lifted?"

"I don't know really.  I've lifted up a box truck and a car, and I turned a car back over once that had been flipped onto its roof in an accident just by grabbing and twisting the front end, so I'm not really sure."

"Well, you see that troop transport truck over there?  The one you walked by on your way in?" he said as he pointed back toward the entrance of the warehouse.

"You want me to pick it up?" Eric asked.

"If you would.  Also, I'd like you to run over there as fast as you can, so we can gauge your...," but before he could finish, Eric was already standing over by the truck.

"Speed?" he asked with a grin.  The colonel and the major glanced at each other in disbelief for a moment before they headed over to join him.

"Yeah...speed," the major said, still looking a bit shell shocked over what he'd just seen.

"All right, here goes.  Two fingers," Eric said as he put the index and middle fingers of his right hand under the bumper of the truck and lifted it as though it were made of paper mache.  "Got anything heavier you want me to lift?"

"What the hell am I looking at right now?" the colonel muttered as Eric started tossing the front end of the truck up and down, catching it easily over and over again with just two fingers.

"That's enough Eric, thanks.  You can set it down now," the major said.  Eric gently lowered the truck back down onto its wheels, and then he came walking over to join them.

"What now?" he asked.

"Follow me," the major said as they headed over to a pair of doors that were set up side by side.  One door was made of wood, and was mounted in a wood frame, while the other was made of steel, and mounted in a steel frame.

"You want me to get through 'em?" Eric asked.

"Please," the major said.

Eric walked up to the wooden door, that was not only secured by a series of locks, but by a bar with a flat plate on it that was propped against the door from the other side.  He stared at it for a moment, sizing it up as he worked out the best way to open it.

A few moments later, he cocked his arm back and punched three holes in the door, next to the top, middle, and bottom hinges.  He then punched a hole in the center of the door, shoved his arm through it, and ripped it completely out of the fame.  With a quick toss, he sent it flying halfway across the warehouse.  Once again, the colonel and the major couldn't believe what they were seeing.

"Ok, now for this one," Eric said as he stepped over in front of the metal door.  This door's frame was secured in a brick wall that extended out about eight feet on each side, and about three feet above it.  The door itself was secured by three large hinges, and after he tapped on it to check its thickness, he decided what the best course of action would be.

He stepped off to the side of the door, and then he leaned over to the side, lifted his leg, and kicked a fairly sizable hole in the wall.  He then kicked the wall a few more times, knocking out the bricks until there was a hole large enough for a man to step through.

"You were supposed to breach the door," the colonel said.  Are you unable to do so?"

"No, I could, but it would take longer than what I just did, and that would give whoever was on the other side more time to do whatever they were gonna do," Eric explained.  "Always take the path of least resistance.  The first kick made a decent sized hole, so you throw a flash bang or some tear gas in there, and then while they're doing their thing, I bust it open the rest of the way so the guys can go in and take care of business."

"That's good thinking actually," the major said.

"Seems to have an aptitude for tactics," the colonel added.  "You ever had any sort of military, or maybe police training?"

"Nope.  It's just logical to get through there as fast as possible.  If this was a real building, I'd probably just jump up onto the roof and look for a good spot to drop down and surprise 'em."

"Oh, that's right.  Can we see you jump?" the major asked.

"Sure," Eric said as he looked up at the ceiling.  Since it was a fairly massive warehouse, the ceiling was quite high, and lined with metal beams.  Crouching down a bit, he launched himself up and grabbed one of the support beams, held onto it for a few moments, and then dropped back down again.

"How high can you actually jump," the colonel asked.

"Dunno.  I never tested it," Eric said.  "You want to test it now?"

"No, that's all right.  Actually, I'd like to see how you do in the gauntlet."

"The gauntlet?  What's that?" Eric asked.

"It's that closed off area over there that extends the full length of the warehouse.  Follow me," the colonel said as the three of them walked over to the entrance.  There were ten other soldiers standing there waiting for them when they arrived, each dressed in the tactical gear they would normally wear for a close quarters urban mission, including night vision goggles that were mounted on each of their helmets.  For weapons, each was equipped with an M4A1 carbine, as well as a sidearm that was in a tactical holster strapped to their thigh.

"All right men, you can go on in and get yourself situated," the major said.  As soon as he gave them the go ahead, the men all entered through a door that had no window in it, and then the last man in closed the door behind him.

"Now, once you step into this area, you'll find that it's been sealed off so that no light can enter," the major explained.  "Those men are currently positioning themselves behind walls and other obstacles at various points along the course.  I don't know if you recognized the insignia or not, but all those men are special forces, which means they're the best of the best.  Now, your job is to reach the other end of the gauntlet as fast as you can, and their job is to stop you, using any means necessary.  Their weapons are all loaded with less than lethal rounds, so you will feel it if they hit you, but they won't penetrate the walls or anything.  It's just a way for you to gauge how well you're doing.  Now, your job is to incapacitate each and every one of them on your way through.  Don't hurt 'em or anything.  Just treat it like a sparring match.  They've been instructed to surrender to you when they feel like you've won the fight.  Once they've surrendered, you just move onto the next one.  Do you understand?"

"Yeah, I got it.  Incapacitate 'em without hurting anyone, and get through the whole thing as fast as possible," Eric said.

"Correct," the major said just as he received a call on his ear radio.

"Ready when you are major," the man's voice said.

"Roger that.  Sending in the test subject now," the major responded.  "All right Eric, go on in, and close the door behind you."

"All right," Eric said as he entered the gauntlet.  As soon as the door was closed, he paused for a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and then he launched himself forward.

Muffled cries and gunshots could be heard from within as Eric sped through the course, taking out one enemy after another.  Just under a minute and a half later, he exited through the door at the far end.

"All right, I'm done.  That was pretty fun actually.  Want me to do it again?" he called out.  "I might be able to do it even faster next time now that I know the course."

"But...those were special forces," the colonel muttered in a shaky voice.  "How?  Major, please...make this make some sort of sense."

"He's a superhero," the major said flatly.

"Yeah, not helpful."

"I don't know what else you want me to say," the major said as the door they were standing next to suddenly opened, and the special forces soldiers all filled out, looking rather embarrassed by how easily they'd been defeated.  Many of their rifles were actually bent in half, and none of them had their night vision goggles still attached to their helmets.

"Eric, tell me what you did in there," the major said as Eric came walking over to join them.

"I ripped off their night vision so they couldn't see, and then I subdued 'em, just like you said.  The first guy shot at me, so after that I started busting their rifles before I subdued 'em.  You're not gonna make me pay for those, are you?"

"No, you don't have to pay for 'em Eric.  Believe it or not, we actually have more rifles than we know what to do with," the major said.

"Sir, I'd like to apologize for the poor performance of my team," the special forces captain said.  "I really don't know what to say.  He was just so damn fast, there was nothing we could do.  He blinded us before we even knew he was there, and then he subdued us and disappeared again, all in a matter of seconds.  We never stood a chance."

"Understood," the major said.  You can take your men and head back to the base now.  Write me up a report on what you experienced in there when you get back."

"Yes sir," the captain said as he snapped them both a quick salute, and then headed over to the troop transport truck with his men.

"So...what's next?" Eric asked with an eager smile.  The major and the colonel both turned to look at him for a moment.

"I don't think there's anything we can teach you that's more effective than what you can already do," the major said.  "We'll teach you the various hand signals and formation tactics used by our teams, but we can finish all that by the end of the day if you're a quick study."

"All right, sounds good.  We gonna do it here?"

"No, we'll head back to the base, and the captain can go over it all with you there.  You can just follow us in your car, and then go home from there when you're done."

"All right, no problem," Eric said as he turned and headed for the door.

"Major...," the colonel said after he was gone.

"Yes sir?"

"In the whole of my life, I've only ever been scared of two things.  My daddy's belt, and what I just saw here today.  I mean, if he were to ever turn on us...there's no way in hell we could stop him."

"That's why it's important that we keep our word to him.  Leave him alone to live his life, and stay away from the people around him.  We do that, and we'll never have to worry about him turning on us.  I'm gonna need you to handle something though sir, if you wouldn't mind."

"What's that?" the colonel asked.

"Make sure that no one in any of the three-letter agencies gets anywhere near him," the major said.  "I'm sure he's on everyone's radar after that press junket he did, so we need to take him off their radar, permanently.  He's not gonna take kindly to it if they start going after him or his people.  All we're gonna end up with are a whole lot of dead agents, and an asset that's no longer willing to work with us."

"Consider it done.  I'll run it up the chain as soon as we get back, and make sure it's taken care of immediately."

"Thank you sir.  Now, after you," the major said as they both headed for the exit.

*   *   *

"Sweetie poops!" Shiori squealed as she ran up to Eric and threw her arms around him the second he stepped through the door.

"Hey baby!  Boy, I sure missed you.  Where's Kevin and Linda?"

"Right after you called to let us know you were coming home, they went out to get us some pizzas for dinner.  They should be back in a little bit," Shiori said.  "So, how'd it go?"

"It was actually pretty fun, and I discovered that I have another ability I didn't even know about."

"Oh?  What's that?"

"I can store electricity like a capacitor, and then discharge it to ground," Eric said.  "Man, you should have seen the damn lightning bolt that came out of my hand after I charged myself up.  It was pretty scary actually."

"Well that's...kinda useless," Shiori said.

"In a way I guess.  At least I know it won't hurt me if I ever get electrocuted, so that's something anyway."

"Do you have to go back again tomorrow?"

"Nope.  I did so good today that they were able to teach me everything I needed to know.  So, for now at least, my life is mine again.  I can just go back to work on Monday like I always do, help out the cops, and spend time with you guys.  The major's gonna give me a call if they ever have anything they need my help with, but I did get 'em started today though."

"What do you mean?" Shiori asked.

"The major told me that there's terrorist sleeper cells all over the place, so I had him show me pictures of people they suspected were a part of the various cells, and then I used my instincts to point out their locations on a map.  Now they're working with Homeland Security to track 'em all down."

"Oh wow, that's awesome!  My hubby's the best!" she said with a bright smile.

"You know...all this stuff I'm doing for 'em..."

"What sweetie?"

"I mean, I don't mind helping out my country and all, but my real motivation for it all is just to protect you guys.  It's the only way I can make sure you guys never have to deal with anything you shouldn't have to because of me."

"You know we never worried about that, don't you?" she asked.

"I know, but I worry about it," Eric said.  "As long as things are good between me and the government, then we're all gonna be just fine.  More importantly, your parents are gonna be just fine."

"That's because I married our big old white savior," Shiori said with an amused look.

"Does it really bother 'em that much?" he asked.

"No, not really.  They're already pretty used to the idea that I didn't marry a Japanese guy.  Thing is, I wouldn't want to marry one anyway."

"Oh?  And why is that pray tell?"

"Because, they don't have a tentacle," she said with a rather sleazy grin.

"You haven't said anything to Kevin or Linda about that, have you?" Eric asked.

"No, but Linda keeps asking me every now and then.  The curiosity is killing 'em both, but I haven't told 'em anything."

"God, that's so damn funny," Eric said.

"You know, it really turns me on for some reason," Shiori said.  "I mean, it's almost like having a threesome." 

"They'd die if they knew the truth," Eric said with an amused look.  "I mean, they're all thinking that we're goin' full-on hentai in there, when all I'm really doing is making it talk dirty to you while we're doin' it."

"It's been so much more fun since you started working the mouth when you talk.  It almost does feel like a third person."

"I still think it's funny how much it creeps everyone out when I do that," Eric said.

"Anyway, we'll just let 'em go on wondering," Shiori said with an amused look.  "Speaking of, they probably won't be back for a bit.  How about it?  Is Mr. Tentacle feeling chatty at all?"

"Can't shut the little bastard up," Eric said with a grin as he picked her up and cradled her in his arms like a child.  "Come on, let's go and see what he's got to say."

"Twist my arm why don't ya?" she said with a giggle as they headed off to the bedroom.

*   *   *

"Were you able to take care of it sir?" the major asked when he entered the colonel's office the following day.

"Yeah, it's been taken care of," the colonel said.  There won't be anyone following him, including us.  I've called off our surveillance team."

"I'm sure he'll be glad to hear that, though it's a safe bet that he's already sensed they're not tracking him anymore."

"So, how's the operation going?" the colonel asked.

"Every damn one of the sleeper cell agents he located for us has been tracked down and apprehended.  A few almost got away, but our folks got 'em in the end," the major said.

"What was his hit percentage as far as locations?"

"One-hundred percent accuracy.  Never seen anything like it," the major said.  "Even the CIA never got anywhere near that level of accuracy with their remote viewing experiments."

"From now on, any and all information regarding Mr. Eric Kaufman is classified as top secret.  This is by order of General Duncan, but I'm pretty sure it came down from someone else.  I'm not sure who, but I have my suspicions that it has to do with how and where he acquired his abilities, and their desire to keep such secrets hidden."

"Will this affect our ability to use him as an asset?" the major asked.

"No, not at all.  Everything will continue on as it has been, as per our agreement with him."

"All right, that's good then.  Did you show the general the footage we got at the warehouse yesterday?"

"Yes, and let's just say he wasn't thrilled to see our special forces team manhandled like that," the colonel said.  "No normal man, especially one without training, should have even been able to make it past the first guy in there, and yet he was out in about a minute and a half after he'd bested all of them.  I mean, I watched the general as he was observing the footage, and I knew exactly what he was feeling, because I felt the very same thing standing there watching it in person."

"Fear?" the major asked.

"Yes, fear.  He was extremely concerned about how far we could actually trust Mr. Kaufman, which is a justifiable question to ask."

"Well, you met him sir.  Did he strike you of someone we really need to be fearful of, or someone we couldn't trust?"

"Looking back on it, now that I'm separated from the initial shock of it all, I'd have to say no.  In all the time we've been observing him, he's never shown any inclination to harm the innocent, or to go after anyone who didn't deserve it.  Take away the fact that he's a real-life superhero, and he just seems like an unusually normal guy.  His desire to keep working at his regular old day job when he could easily use his abilities to make himself countless millions of dollars only solidifies my opinion of him."

"I couldn't have said it better myself," the major said.  "Is there anything pressing that we'll be needing his help with, or can we just leave him be for now."

"Leave him be.  We'll call him in when we've got something that would require his special talents.  We don't want to go to the well too often and put him off of helping us all together."

"No sir," the major said.  "I'll give him a call later and thank him for his help with the sleeper cells."

"When you do, send him my thanks as well."

"Will do," the major said, snapping him a quick salute before he turned and headed back to his own office.

*   *   *

"Hey, Eric.  I got some news," the inspector said when he called later that evening.

"Hey man, what's up?"

"Remember how those two girls were going to live with their grandparents?"

"Yeah, what about it?"

"Well, their grandfather had a heart attack, and now he's gonna need bypass surgery, so they're not gonna be able to keep them.  The other grandparents aren't in any sort of a financial situation to take 'em in, so I volunteered to take 'em.  The paperwork's being processed right now.  So...yeah.  I guess I'm gonna be a father."

"Oh man, that's amazing!" Eric said excitedly.  "I seriously couldn't be happier for you, or for them.  You're gonna be a great dad.  I just wish it was under better circumstances."

"Yeah well, I was kinda hoping their uncle Eric would be involved in their lives too.  Think you could spare some time once in a while?"

"Absolutely man, I'd be happy to.  I'm sure the others would love to be involved as well.  Especially Shiori and Linda, since they were the ones who took care of 'em that night."

"That's great man.  Those poor girls have been through enough, and what you said about them needing some stability, and a place they could feel safe...well, that made a lot of sense.  I'm just surprised they're actually letting me have 'em."

"I'm not, and I don't think anyone who knows you would be either," Eric said.

"Well, the chief put in a good word for me too, so I'm sure that helped," the inspector said.  "Anyway, I got a couple of other bits of news for ya.  One happened a couple of weeks ago, and one just happened yesterday."

"Oh?  What's that?" Eric asked.

"That guy Marty.  He used to work in sales, and I happened to know a guy here locally who runs a decent sized car lot, so I gave him a call to see if he could use another salesman.  As luck would have it, they just lost one of their guys to a place that sells high-end luxury cars, so he asked me to have Marty go in to talk to him about a job.  Long story short, he's now gainfully employed, and he's taken the first major step towards getting his life back.  He also said that the nightmares aren't bothering him anymore now that he's been seeing a hypnotherapist.  I don't know if they just re-suppressed his memories, or if they actually helped him to deal with it by bringing 'em out completely, but the last time I met with him I actually saw hope in his eyes.  Felt really good to see that, let me tell ya."

"Man, that's so awesome," Eric said.  "I can't even tell you how happy I am to hear that."

"Well, I got one other piece of news for you as well.  That copycat that got himself all shot up.  He was finally able to go home from the hospital yesterday, and he's been meeting with a therapist on the regular, trying to get to the root of his issues.  I don't have any specifics, but from what I hear, he should be able to make a full recovery."

"You know, by rights that guy should be dead, but I'm so glad he's not," Eric said.  "I mean, I know logically it wasn't my fault, but even so, I'd have still felt responsible."

"Anyway, that's all I got.  How'd your training go?" the inspector asked.

"Went great actually.  I even helped 'em track down a bunch of terrorist sleeper cells, just using my instincts.  The major called earlier to thank me, and said I had a perfect hit rate on their locations, all over the country."

"Damn, that's great Eric!" the inspector said excitedly.  "I guess that extra sense of yours is workin' real good now."

"Sure is.  I found out I got another ability I didn't know about too.  I can store electricity, and then discharge it to ground.  Not a very useful skill, but at least it means I can't be electrocuted."

"Hey, at least that.  It's better than nothing."

"Be cool if I could figure out a way to actually use it, but I don't think I could.  Might be fun at parties though.  I could juice up before I go, and then zap people when I shake their hands."

"Remind me never to invite you to a party," the inspector said with a breathy laugh.

"So, when are you gonna get the girls?" Eric asked.

"I should have 'em by next weekend.  They're still at their grandparents' house for now.  God, I feel so damn bad for 'em.  First they see their parents murdered, then they almost get raped by some creep, and now they had to watch their grandfather having a heart attack.  Poor kids just can't win!"

"Yeah, that's pretty messed up man.  Makes me even more glad I did what I did to that guy."

"Anyway, I guess I'd better get goin'.  I got some paperwork I need to finish up on a case before I head on home."

"Hey, invite him over for dinner!" Shiori called from the background.

"Yeah man, come on over.  We'll hit the store and get some steaks and stuff.  It'll be fun," Kevin called as well.

"What about it man?  You want to come over for dinner and hang out?" Eric asked.

"That sounds really good actually," the inspector said.  "I'll probably be about forty-five minutes or so with this paperwork, and then I'll head on over."

"Awesome man!  Looking forward to it.  See ya soon."

"See ya," the inspector said before he ended the call.  Eric had just started telling the others the good news, when his phone suddenly rang again.

"Who's that?" Kevin asked.

"Huh.  It's Steph.  I wonder what she wants," he said as he answered the call.  "Hey Steph, how's it goin'?"

"Hey," she said tentatively.  "I wasn't really sure if I should call or not, but we were together for so long, that I kinda felt like I should."

"How have you been?  Is everything goin' ok?"

"Better than ok actually.  Eric, I met someone, and he's everything I could have ever dreamed of in a guy.  We're getting married next month, and I'd really like it if you came to the wedding.  I didn't want to just send you an invitation out of the blue without talking to you first though."

"Listen...Steph.  I think we both knew that we weren't right for each other.  We were just too comfortable in our relationship to actually end it and move on, so I'm super happy for you that you finally found the man of your dreams, and I'd be delighted to come to the wedding."

"Oh Eric, you're such a good guy," Linda said.  "I kept seeing you on the news and wondering how you were doing, but it didn't really feel right calling you and stuff after we split up."

"Well, things have changed a lot for me.  On top of helping out the cops, I've started helping out the military as well."

"Wow, that is a big change.  Are you happy with your life the way things turned out?" she asked.

"It's been rough at times, but things have finally worked out I think.  So...yeah, I'm very happy now."

"I'm so glad to hear that," she said.  "Listen, tell Kevin I'm gonna send him an invitation too.  I want to see both of you there."

"We'll be there for sure.  Just try and stop us," Eric said.

"You still living at Kevin's apartment?  I need to know where to send the invitations."

"Yep, still here.  Send 'em on over."

"All right then.  Well...I guess I'd better get going."

"Take care," Eric said.

"You too.  See ya later," she said before she ended the call.

"What'd she want?" Shiori asked.  "She don't want you back, does she?"

"No, nothing like that.  She's getting married, and she wants Kevin and I to come to the wedding," Eric said.  "She's gonna send over the invitations.  The wedding's next month."

"Oh, well...that's cool.  At least she finally found someone who wasn't a total douche bag," Kevin said with a breathy laugh.  Eric picked up a pillow off the couch and winged it at him so hard that it practically knocked him over.

"Ass hole," he said, laughing right along with him.  "Anyway, I guess we'd better hurry up and get to the store to pick up dinner before the inspector gets here."

"Want us to come with you?" Linda asked.

"Nah, it's cool.  Kevin and I will take care of it.  I'll see if we can find something good for dessert too."

"All right then, see ya later sweetie," Shiori said as she threw her arms around him and hugged him like he was just a big old teddy bear.

"See ya later sweetheart," Linda said as she did the same to Kevin.  "Hurry back my little cuddle muffin.  I'll miss you."

"We'll be back soon.  See ya later sweetie," Kevin said with a smile as he and Eric headed for the door.  As soon as they were gone, Shiori looked over at Linda.

"Hurry back my little cuddle muffin.  I'll miss you," she said in a mocking tone, and then she quickly started dodging around the living room as Linda picked the pillow up off of the floor and started chasing her with it.

*   *   *

"So, that's it I guess.  That's my story.  Well, at least up to this point in my life anyway," Eric said as he stepped back into the scene next to the credits that had just started rolling.  "My story may have ended here as far as this book goes, but there's actually more to it.  See, later on I become a full-fledged member of the military.  In fact, they make me a five-st...errr uhhh...eight-star general.  Yeah, that's the ticket.  And the aliens come back and give me my own spaceship, so I flew around the galaxy fighting all these little...uhhh...ginormous aliens that were the size of buildings and stuff.  Then, the emperor of the Galactic Space Union abdicated his throne due to a bad case of hemorrhoids, so I end up in charge of the whole..."

"Hey," Shiori said as she walked into the scene and promptly bumped into the edge of the credits.  "Owww!  What the hell?"

"That's what ya get for not watching where you were going," Eric said.  "What are you doing here anyway?"

"I heard that line of bullshit you were spewin', so I figured I'd come and see who you were talking to."

"I'm talking to them," Eric said as he pointed off into the distance.  "They just finished the book, but I didn't feel like leaving yet, so I figured I'd just come and hang out for a bit."

"Who are all these people in the credits?  This book was only written by one guy.  That would literally take like, maybe twenty seconds or so to scroll by, even if you ran it slow."

"They're all the people who are gonna make the movie version...if there ever is a movie version.  There probably won't be, but I hope there is, because damn you'd look hot up there on the big screen.  Hell, you'd look hot anywhere."

"Awww, you're such a sweetie," Shiori said as she cuddled up against him.  "Anyway, the inspector should be over soon, so why don't you come back now and get to work on those steaks."

"Yeah, ok," Eric said as he once again stared off into the distance.  "Anyway, I guess I gotta go now.  Hope you enjoyed the book.  I'll see ya later."

"Yep.  See ya later," Shiori said with a bright smile and a wave as they both stepped out of the scene and disappeared.
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