
NOBODY’S HERO

A SHORT STORY COLLECTION

MARK LESLIE

[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Nobody's Hero

Dedication

Introduction

Some Are Born to Save The World

Collateral Damage

The Zombie Whisperer

This Time Around

A Murder of Scarecrows

From Out of the Night

Memento Mori: A Curious Nightmare | a moral tale dedicated to Mark Twain

The Stories Behind the Stories

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Other Books by Mark Leslie

Sign up for Mark Leslie's Mailing List

Further Reading: Phantom Itch

Stark Publishing

January 2021

Nobody’s Hero Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre


“Some Are Born to Save the World” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“Collateral Damage” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“The Zombie Whisperer” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“This Time Around” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“A Murder of Scarecrows” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“Memento Mori” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre 

“From Out of the Night” Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre


Cover artwork Copyright © 2021 Mark Leslie Lefebvre by Mark Leslie Lefebvre

“Businessman with red cape standing on rooftop” Copyright © 2019 Rangizzz

“Grey Wolf (Canis lupus) Portrait” Copyright © 2019 Holly Kuchera

“Halloween Night” Copyright © 2019 Konstanttin

“Skull in Mark’s Eyeball” Copyright © 2019 Steve Gaydos

“Skull Eye” Copyright © 2019 William Cook

“Cover Illustration from Mark Twain’s Sketches, New & Old” – Public Domain, The American Publishing Company, 1882

eBook: 978-1-989351-10-9

Paperback: 978-1-989351-09-3

Audiobook: 978-1-989351-11-6

The characters and events portrayed in this short story collection are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. (Except for at least one of the strangers killed in “Collateral Damage” who might be based upon a real person. But you can read about that in the post-story notes)

Visit Mark Leslie on the web at www.markleslie.ca

Follow Mark on Twitter @MarkLeslie

Sign up for Mark Leslie’s newsletter to receive a free eBook.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication
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For Neil Peart (Sept 12, 1952 to Jan 7, 2020).

With thanks for a lifetime of inspiration in music and words. 
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What makes a hero?

Is a hero someone who puts on a mask and costume and rushes to the rescue to save the day? Is a hero someone whose exploits results in the discovery of a miraculous cure to a life-threatening disease or plague? Is a hero someone who employs their supernatural ability for good and to assist others? Is a hero someone who loves another person or a cause so much that they risk life and limb in order to protect or save them from peril? Is a hero someone who stops in the midst of hustle and bustle to listen to those who no longer have a voice?

All of those things, can, of course, make a hero.

Heroes come in all kinds of shapes, sizes, and personas.

Saving the world can come in an epic and dramatic, world-shattering event; but it often can happen in small ways, in the one-on-one interactions people have with one another; in the subtle ways one small action can have a dramatic impact.

The stories you are about to read are all about heroes. Some of them are vigilante justice warriors. Some are accidental heroes caught between a tough situation and the choices they have to make. Some are just those who are living their lives in ways that subtly, and, positively affect others. And some are folks who are merely brave in the face of darkness and horrifying circumstances.

Some Are Born to Save the World is the tale of a man who has dedicated his entire life to using his supernatural abilities to fighting bad guys as a superhero. What happens when he reaches an age where his powers and his body have weathered away and can no longer support his desire to leap the proverbial tall building in a single bound?

Collateral Damage concerns itself with an accidental vigilante whose death curse can be used to help; even if that help sometimes comes with unexpected and undesired side-effects.

The main character in The Zombie Whisperer is another accidental hero, a red-neck “good old boy” whose thirst for adventure and danger leads to an unexpected benefit nobody ever imagined.

In This Time Around we follow a “day in the life” of a man afflicted with a werewolf curse who, while dealing with the side effects of lycanthropy, can’t help but to use his heightened senses and strength to assist others he encounters, even if it means delaying his forward momentum.

The end of the world can come more like a whimper than a scream, as you’ll read about in A Murder of Scarecrows. In this tale, another unlikely hero is less concerned with the rest of the world, and more worried about the only woman he has ever loved.

From Out of the Night is a tale that explores one woman’s valiant attempt to face her fears head-on in order to protect her family from the terrors that stalk her home and family.

And, finally, Memento Mori is a cautionary tale about the short-sightedness in which we have become accustomed in the hustle and bustle of the modern world.

This collection was originally compiled from among the hundred or so short stories and novellas I have previously published in magazines, collections, and anthologies, specifically drawn together for a themed StoryBundle called Saving the World that Dean Wesley Smith invited me to be a part of in the late fall of 2019.

That particular bundle was only available for a limited time, and so, I tweaked the eBook, changed the title, and made a few revisions to it, particularly because I thought the theme and these stories might be enjoyed as a stand-alone story collection.

In early January of 2020, as I was finishing up work on an editing project, and has been reflecting on a story co-authored by Kevin J. Anderson and Neil Peart that I was reprinting, I ended up deciding on a new title for the self-release of the collection. The title was inspired by the song “Nobody’s Hero” by the Canadian progressive rock band, RUSH. I have, admittedly, been a huge fan of the band since the early 1980’s, and much of my writing over the years has been influenced by their music and their lyrics. This particular song, which was from the 1993 RUSH album Counterparts and was written by drummer and lyricist Neil Peart, is a beautiful exploration of the everyday people who do brave and heroic things and yet are never thought of as heroes.

The first verse of the song explores Peart’s friendship to a homosexual man who died of AIDS in the late ‘80s. The second verse talks about the brutal murder of a young woman from Peart’s hometown. Considering where he grew up, I can only imagine that he was referring to Kristen French, who was abducted, tortured and murdered by serial killer Paul Bernardo.

I thought that the title Peart had selected for this song would be perfect for the collection I had put together.

Little did I know that Peart had died around the same time I had come to that conclusion.

Peart died from an aggressive form of brain cancer (glioblastoma), on January 7, 2020, in Santa Monica, California. He had been diagnosed three and a half years earlier, shortly after he had retired from touring with RUSH in order to spend more time focusing on his family and enjoying writing. Peart’s illness was kept strictly secret among his family and closest friends. Though he died on Tuesday, January 7th, the official announcement of his death didn’t even come until Friday January 10th, a simple matter of trying to keep it as low key as possible out of respect for the family. Peart had long been a private man and had never been comfortable with fame and the odd form of celebrity that came with that. He was content with working hard at something he was passionate about and didn’t understand why people needed to hold celebrities in such high regard or want to be close with them. In fact, in the song ”Limelight” he revealed through his lyrics that he was “ill-equipped” to handle such fame and that it was difficult for him to pretend that a person he had never met could be a “long-awaited friend.”

Despite the plan to keep the news cycle of Peart’s death low, fans and fellow musicians from around the world both lamented the man’s loss and paid tribute to his incredible talent, his humble nature, and the way that he had inspired them.

I’m writing these words as I am sipping on a glass of The Macallan, Neil’s favorite scotch, and I am thinking about how the man’s own writing and music inspired me for most of my life.

It is fitting, then, that the book is dedicated to Neil Peart. Because, like he writes about in the song “Nobodys’ Hero” when I heard that he was gone, I felt a shadow cross my heart.

The tales you are about to read are perhaps best described as being similar to the types of stories you might encounter in a The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits, or Amazing Stories episode. If you’re not of a certain age like me you’ll likely only know these old television shows via repeats and YouTube clips. You might liken the tales to something you may see on an episode of Black Mirror – only, my stories tend to involve less of the science-fiction element on that program and a lot more of the eerie and supernatural.

I go into a bit more detail, and I provide stories-behind-the-stories for each of the tales, in a short section at the end of this book. That’s where I’ll reveal to you some insights behind the inspiration of the writing of each tale, as well as other insights I think you might enjoy. That is, only if you’re one who enjoys those behind-the-scene tales.

If you’re not into that, then you’re likely better off just skipping that part and enjoying the stories on their own.

But, in the meantime, let’s get into the stories.

And let’s see how these characters, in their own way, are nobody’s hero, despite the things that they do to try to save the world, or help others, one small action at a time.

––––––––
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Mark Leslie

January 2020

––––––––
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Some Are Born to Save The World
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With all of the strength left in him, Bryan lifted his arm and extended his hand.

His knuckles cracked as his fingers stretched to their limits. But he was still half an inch shy of his mark.

“I won’t go down this way!” tears of rage streaked down his face as he wheezed in an exhalation of stale, dry air that burned both his lungs and his throat. “White Vector will not die today!”

Despite the futility of his situation, he wouldn’t give up.

He had simply come too far.

*  *  *
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As a young child, Bryan spent more than his fair share of time cowering in the dark while listening to the sounds of his drunken father beating on his mother and calling her a useless, lazy bitch.

His father hated his life and took it out on his wife, since Bryan’s mother always ensured, when Daniel Rand got into those moods, that Bryan was hidden away.

He was a scrawny child and easily frightened. And lying there in the dark under the bed or in a nearby closet, he kept wondering if he might ever grow big enough, or strong enough, or brave enough to stand up to his father and save his mother from the pain and humiliation.

He did his best to cover his ears so he couldn’t hear the sound of fists hitting flesh nor his mother’s cries of pain. To drown out the slaps and punches and cries, he replayed stories from the comic books he constantly escaped into, stories driven by truth, justice and the American way. He dreamed of one day being able to stop bad people from harming good people.

Especially his mother.

The supernatural powers he had dreamed about began manifesting themselves when he was mid-way through puberty. It was during the times when he had laid in the dark listening to the horrible sounds and kept thinking as hard as he could and with all of his might, that he wished his father would just leave them, would just pick up and leave, never to return.

One night, those feelings burning within him, Bryan stepped out of his hiding place and stood quietly looking at his father.

His old man turned, spittle running down his chin from the curses that accompanied each strike of his fist. The burning hatred in his father’s eyes was clear and Bryan tensed, waiting for the attack — but it never came. His father merely stared him down while the rage seemed to deflate right out of him. As he watched the heated anger fade from the man’s eyes, Bryan felt a confidence flowing within, a boundless sense of energy and strength.

“Enough!” Bryan said, expelling the word and the energy he felt pent up inside.

As if to punctuate his word, the dome and light bulb in the ceiling above his head exploded.

Without saying a word, Bryan’s father looked at his son, the broken light fixture, his unconscious wife, and then back to his son. He made a move as if to step forward, but stopped, almost as if something invisible was preventing his progress.

More than anything, Bryan wished that his father would just go away, just leave.

After a minute of silent staring, his father turned, walked out the front door and disappeared into the night never to return.

It took several days of pondering the scene before Bryan realized the power that must have existed within him. It wasn’t immediately apparent, because the force-flow of power had appeared in odd fits and starts — the way acne would appear without warning, or his pre-pubescent voice would crack at random. By his early twenties he had mastered the odd ability to focus and channel ambient energy life force from his body and from those around him either into himself, providing super-human strength, dexterity, and agility, or to affect objects with a telekinetic-like power. He would never be meek and helpless again.

*  *  *
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Bryan tried to take in a deep breath, but he might as well have been sucking a mouthful of crackers into his lungs for all the good it did. The breath of air was devoid of the vital oxygen his body needed.

He was out of oxygen and, sadly, almost out of time.

But he had gotten out of life and death struggles before.

Hundreds of them.

White Vector was, after all, the people’s hero who had always

found a way.

This is no different than that day on the bridge, he thought.

*  *  *
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It was a stifling hot summer day when he had first donned the white skin-tight costume with the crimson shorts and the vector-based, round four-color swirl on his chest, the red leather boots and the red hooded mask.

After several years of carefully planning out his costume, his name, and exactly how he could put them to use, he was about to step out into public prepared to change into his alter ego: White Vector.

That July afternoon, wearing the outfit under his street clothes, the hood tucked into his knapsack, was a day he had ultimately been needed.

He didn’t have the ability to fly like Superman, nor to scale walls or swing from building to building like Spider-Man, nor even to race through the city streets in a super slick Batmobile like Batman, so public transit was the quickest way to get about the city. He got around by bus, subway, or train.

He had been riding the Q60 bus from Queens to Manhattan when a transport truck blew a tire and drove a station wagon up against the guard rails with such force that it crashed through, the back half of the car dangling precariously over the edge.

After taking a quick visual survey to ensure his passengers were physically unharmed after the sudden stop, the bus driver opened the doors and ran toward the station wagon.

Bryan took that moment to slip outside, pulling his backpack off while ducking below the bus windows and behind the steel wall of the transport truck. There, he pulled the hooded mask over his head and then quickly removed his shirt and pants and stuffed them into his knapsack before tossing it under the transport.

He wondered if he’d ever get those street clothes back: it never seemed to be an issue where Peter Parker or Clark Kent stashed their civvies.

In his mostly white and red costume, Bryan — now transformed into White Vector — walked back around the front of the bus and watched the bus driver finish pulling the male driver and female passenger out of the station wagon.

The driver had a bleeding gash on his forehead and was stumbling away from the car, looking dazed. The passenger, who seemed uninjured, was turning back to the car as if she wanted to climb back in, but the bus driver held her by the arm.

“My baby!” she cried. “He’s in the back. In his car seat.”

The car, though, was teetering, slowly rocking, looking as if any sort of extra weight on it would send it plummeting down into the river.

“Don’t worry, ma’am!” Bryan said, stepping between the woman and the car. “I’m White Vector. And I’m here to help. What’s his name?”

“Bobby.”

“Stand back, please! It’s going to be okay.” Bryan said, then turned toward the car. “It’s okay, Bobby! I’ve got you. You’ll be safe.”

The front of the car was pitched up almost two feet in the air in its teeter, and Bryan grabbed onto the steel bumper and let the power that flowed through the blood in his veins become an extremely focused concentration of strength into his arms and upper body. He also siphoned slivers of strength from those nearby. Each power siphon didn’t last more than a minute or two, but it was often enough for him to perform some superhuman activity.

He pulled at the car’s bumper, and the entire vehicle began to slowly slide back onto the bridge, one inch, then two.

“Oh my god!” someone shouted. “He’s lifting the car!”

With a wail of scraping metal, the bumper Bryan was holding was no longer attached to the front of the car. The vehicle slid back quickly, farther back than it had been sitting before.

The car was now dangling at a nearly ninety-degree angle to the bridge, and, inside, Bobby was wailing even louder for his mommy.

“Do something!” Bobby’s mother screamed.

Bryan shuffled over to the side nearest the open door, dropped down onto the pavement, and peered through the triangle of space between the car, the door, and the edge of the bridge. He couldn’t climb into the car because the extra weight would send it toppling down. But he wondered if he might be able to lie on the bridge, stretch his upper body inside the car, and grab the child and pull him to safety.

Inching his way forward, he finally got to a point where he could lean most of his upper body into the car without putting any of his weight on the vehicle. He reached down past the back of the driver’s seat toward the car seat. The only sounds, besides the wind, were Bobby’s cries and the gentle creaking of the car as it continued to shift and rock.

With his arm fully extended, he was still a good three inches away from reaching the buckle. The child, who looked to be less than two years old, was crying harder and louder than before.

“Damn,” Bryan muttered. His arm just didn’t reach far enough.

But my mind can.

Bryan took a deep breath, concentrated on the unseen energy flowing through his body, on the anxious energy pumping out of Bobby’s mother, the bus driver, and even the nearby passengers from the bus. He could feel their life force and drew strings of it into his mind, wrapping it into a tight ball.

Then, with a focus that completely blocked everything else out, Bryan propelled the ball forward in a pencil thin compacted blast of air.

The force was enough to depress the buckle.

Pop.

The straps on either side of the buckle released.

Bryan’s head immediately filled with a lightning burst of white-hot pain, and it took everything in him not to yell out or move his body in any way that would touch the vehicle.

Now the hard part.

Bryan drew in more energy and channeled it down through his extended arm. He could feel the mystical power throbbing through his arm, and he pushed out an energy field that wrapped around the toddler’s body.

When he felt the child securely within his grasp, his mind pulled back and up, and the toddler levitated forward up and out of the car seat toward Bryan as if by unseen hands.

The pressure in his head grew to a pounding series of quakes,

and he could feel the blood vessels in his nose bursting.

Blood trickled down his chin and splashed onto the toddler’s face as he telekinetically pulled Bobby up close enough to grab a handful of the toddler’s shirt and finish pulling him the rest of the way up. Wailing, Bobby grabbed at Bryan’s forearm and held on as he was slowly lifted up.

Bobby’s shoulders cleared the window, the toddler kicked out and hit the steering wheel with his knee.

The car teetered at a much sharper angle.

Bryan pulled the child in and as close to his chest as he could, shielding the boy’s body while the car pitched forward, finally breaking free of the tentative hold the bridge and railing had on it and plummeting into the cold waters more than a hundred feet below.

Bryan felt his energy leaving him, a side-effect he recognized that came immediately after he drew in and expended such a burst of energy. He could just manage to roll onto his back to present the screaming toddler to his mother.

Not a bad first public use of his powers.

*  *  *
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It would be just like that child on the Queensboro Bridge, Bryan thought, reaching his arm as far forward.

He was so close; but it was just out of reach, and the lack of breath was causing a tightness in his chest.

He tried channeling what little energy he could gather from his ailing body into the end of his right arm like he had done that first time he had played at super hero.

But the power wouldn’t flow.

It wasn’t like before.

Ever since his stroke, the one that had incapacitated his left side, he had been unable to get the energy, the power to flow anywhere near his left side. It was as if that part of his supernatural powers had died somewhere as an even more critical side effect.

He had, of course, seen the degeneration coming well before the stroke had hit.

Understanding enough about physics, Bryan knew that for every action there was an equal and opposite reaction. For the force to flow he knew the energy had to come from somewhere. He just had never properly counted the ultimate cost to playing hero for so many years.

*   *   *
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The plane was headed for a crash course into the side of the Goldman Sachs building
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