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In this exclusive prequel short story, follow Justin Wright as he steals the Gate System and uses its fantastic yet dangerous powers to infiltrate the Destiny Corporation with the intent of finding out the truth about the mysterious Anomalies that have been attacking New Gold City over the last six months!
To read this story, subscribe to my weekly newsletter!
In addition to receiving your free copy of The Merge: Rise of Paradigm, newsletter subscribers also get:
	New release announcements before anyone else

	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books

	Exclusive deals

	Weekly updates every Saturday on upcoming books, projects, etc.

	And more!



So what are you waiting for? Subscribe to my newsletter today HERE!
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Alanna Lane, budding independent journalist and Internet streamer, stared at the tip of the ridiculously long sword pointed at her throat. She hesitated to even breathe for fear of slitting her throat accidentally. 
Her eyes, however, were not focused entirely on the sword. She would glance up at the sword’s owner, standing at the end of the blade, clutching its hilt with one hand—which was impressive, given how heavy the sword looked and how thin the man was.
The hooded swordsman towered over Alanna like a palm tree, if palm trees could be said to be threatening. Alanna certainly could imagine that a palm tree with a sword would be quite the sight to see, though nowhere near as terrifying as the swordsman threatening her life.
The man's blue eyes glared out from underneath his snow-white hood at her, while the muscles of his arms bulged against the sleeves of his robes. With his dark face staring out from his white hood and matching white robes, the hooded man looked almost like a ghost back from the dead to exact its vengeance on those who had wronged it in its previous life.
But Alanna couldn't understand why the hooded man was threatening her. She hadn't barged into the house uninvited. She had been explicitly invited in by its owner, Miss Greta Grady, but evidently, the hooded man either didn't know or didn't care about that. He just kept his sword trained on her neck like she was a dangerous animal that needed to be swiftly put down if it showed even the slightest signs of danger.
Under other circumstances, Alanna might have taken the time to contrast that with how Richard Plutarch, the CEO trillionaire owner of the Destiny Corporation, had looked at her earlier that night. He had treated her like prey, yet the hooded man treated her like she was the predator.
But as far as Alanna knew, she was just a normal teenage girl who was definitely in over her head at this point.
Who understands men, really? Alanna thought. I definitely don’t.
“Mr. Hood, would you please lower your sword from Miss Lane's neck?” asked Miss Greta Grady, her voice coming from Alanna's left. “I can confirm that the poor girl is simply looking for information. She is no threat to us, despite her … previous associations.”
Mr. Hood, which seemed to be the name of the hooded swordsman, held his sword against Alanna's neck for just a second longer before lowering it to his side. Alanna noticed that Mr. Hood seemingly didn't have a sheath for his sword, which made her wonder briefly if he always carried it around bare like that. Surely that had to get tiresome, especially since it looked like rather heavy. With her heart hammering against her chest, however, Alanna had far more important things to worry about.
Alanna looked to her left to see Miss Greta Grady standing in front of a painting hanging on the wall, her white cat, Jasper, curled up in her arms, purring contentedly as the elderly woman stroked the back of his ears.
Mr. Hood inclined his head toward Miss Grady. “Forgive me, Handmaiden. I simply sensed that this girl was working with those superheroes I told you about. I was worried they might have turned her against us.”
Mr. Hood didn't sound nearly as confident or in control as he had the last time Alanna had run into him. He spoke to Miss Grady like she was his boss, which made no sense to Alanna. She was pretty sure that the tall, hooded man with a giant sword could easily put a short, thin, elderly woman like Miss Grady in her place if he wanted to. And that was without the sword.
At least, that was what Alanna thought until Miss Grady spoke again. “Please, Mr. Hood. If Miss Lane was here on orders from those ignorant superheroes, I wouldn't have even let her into the house. Or perhaps I would have let Benjamin have his way with her. It has been a while since he had one of my guests. He must be getting hungry.”
Alanna had no idea who Benjamin was, but for some reason, her eyes were drawn to the painting of the jolly-looking fat man hanging on the wall behind Miss Grady. He looked a bit like a vacationing Santa Claus, reclining on a beach chair on a white sand beach in some tropical paradise that Alanna couldn't recognize. He was wearing nothing except for a snow-white speedo, leaving the rest of his rather pale, doughy skin visible for all the world to see. The man in the painting was even licking a vanilla ice cream cone, which made the painting look like an advertisement for some ice cream shop or company.
Then the eyes of the man in the painting blinked and looked at her and she felt the floor of the mansion rumble slightly under her feet.
Startled, Alanna blinked, and then the man's eyes were focused on the ice cream again. Yet Alanna could have sworn that he had been looking at her just a moment ago. The floor had stopped rumbling as well.
Get a hold of yourself, Lane, Alanna told herself mentally. You are just under a lot of stress right now because a scary-looking guy in a white hood threatened to stab you with his sword. Probably just imagining things. I mean, paintings aren't even alive anyway. That's some Harry Potter crap.
Of course, Alanna had seen a lot of impossible things over the last few days ever since she went to the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant to investigate the alleged connection between the Destiny Corporation and the Anomalies that had been ravaging New Gold City over the last six months. A living painting, by contrast, would not be that strange.
Shaking her head, Alanna looked at Miss Grady and asked, “You know hooded guy?”
Miss Grady smiled in a rather amused, grandmotherly fashion at Alanna. “Know him? You could say that Mr. Hood and I go back quite a while. He is one of my most trusted Acolytes. Isn't that right, Mr. Hood?”
Mr. Hood got on one knee and bowed his head deeply toward Miss Grady. “I exist solely to serve you and the One Universe, my Handmaiden. For without you, I am nothing, and I am lost.”
Alanna shivered when Mr. Hood said that. To her, it sounded like Mr. Hood worshiped Miss Grady as some kind of goddess, even though as far as Alanna could tell, Miss Grady was just an old woman who lived by herself in her mansion with her cat.
Get real, Lane, Alanna told herself again. No ordinary widow could boss around a scary-looking swordsman like that. She is definitely not a kindly old widow, not even remotely. But I still don't know what she is.
Alanna fought the urge to reach up to her earcom and contact Paradigm, or Brainstorm. She wanted to call them for help, but she also didn't want either Miss Grady or Mr. Hood to think of her as a threat. Right now, Miss Grady did not seem threatened or intimidated by Alanna's presence. She seemed to have expected Alanna to come knocking at some point, which worried Alanna more than she wanted to admit. It meant that Miss Grady had been paying attention to her for a long time, and she hadn't even realized it.
At the same time, however, a part of Alanna felt relaxed around Miss Grady. The elderly woman's mannerisms and way of speaking seemed extremely familiar to her, but Alanna couldn't explain why. Perhaps Miss Grady would be able to.
Miss Grady walked swiftly past Mr. Hood, gesturing at Alanna to follow. “To my living room, Miss Lane. We have much to discuss and little time in which to discuss it. At least, if that awful, wicked man, Richard Plutarch, has his way.”
As an elderly woman walked away, Alanna hurried after her, walking past the still-kneeling Mr. Hood. She tried not to look at him as she passed, for much the same reason she didn't make eye contact with some of the homeless people she saw on the streets of New Gold City, ranting about UFOs and government conspiracies. It was simply good practice and a way to avoid getting drawn into a conversation she certainly didn't want to have.
As Alanna followed Miss Grady into her living room, a cheery female voice said, “Miss Lane! You have come to rescue me!”
Nancy suddenly flew out of nowhere into Alanna's arms. The small drone, about the size of a Roomba and with a single blue glowing eye on her front, practically nuzzled against Alanna's chest. Alanna patted the cold plastic exterior of the drone, even though she knew that Nancy couldn't actually feel physical sensations. But it was a relief to have Nancy back and seemingly in one piece.
Nancy was Alanna's personal AI streaming drone and her trusted assistant. It was Nancy's disappearance, in fact, that had led Alanna to Miss Grady's home, as her locator app on her computer had indicated that Nancy was somewhere inside. Given the absolutely massive size of Miss Grady's mansion, however, Alanna wasn't sure where Nancy might be hiding in the labyrinthine building.
“Good to see you again, too, Nancy,” said Alanna as she patted the drone on its ‘head.’ “Are you okay? Do you need to run any diagnostics on your systems or—?”
Nancy pulled away from Alanna's chest and began floating in a circle around her head, speaking as cheerily as ever. “I have already run all necessary diagnostics on my systems, and everything is operational! Apologies for falling into that portal that the hooded man disappeared into. I assumed that you would have wanted lots of close-up pictures of him for your various social media accounts so we could sort through them later and choose the best one based on its virality and ability to make a good meme.”
Alanna couldn't help but smile at Nancy. “Did you get any good ones?”
“Many!” said Nancy with a spin. “If you would like, I can upload them directly to your phone's picture folder so you can look at the ones I have already picked out. I took well over 100 pictures of the hooded man's encounter with the Anomaly and Paradigm back in the Brain Cave, so I am certain that at least one of them should be good enough to post on the Internet.”
“If you want me to turn you into a heap of scrap metal, then sure,” came Mr. Hood's cold, threatening voice behind Alanna. “Post away. My sword will reach you no matter how far you run.”
Alanna jerked her head over her shoulder to see Mr. Hood standing in the entryway to the living room. She hadn't even heard him follow them. That was impressive, considering how Mr. Hood seemed to drag his long sword with him everywhere, though now that Alanna looked at the wooden floor, she did not see any gouges to indicate that Mr. Hood had been dragging his sword.
Then Alanna looked back at Nancy and noticed that the drone had come to a stop in midair, hovering in place, seemingly staring at Mr. Hood.
“Nancy, are you okay?”
Nancy turned her single glowing blue eye toward Alanna and said, in a cooler tone than usual, “On second thought, Miss Lane, there are laws against posting pictures of people on social media against their will, which I assume extend to inhuman monstrosities like Anomalies. It might be wise for us to scrap all of the photos I took and to never, ever, ever mention Mr. Hood or the Anomalies on your social media pages ever again under any circumstances.”
If Alanna hadn't known better, she would have thought that Nancy actually sounded afraid of Mr. Hood. But that was absurd. Nancy couldn't truly feel emotions, even if she acted like it sometimes. She was just a robot.
Then again, Mr. Hood is very scary, thought Alanna as she brushed back a stray strand of black hair from her face. I can't blame Nancy for deciding not to cross him. I wouldn’t, either.
“Children, children,” said Miss Grady in a chiding voice. “Please stop your bickering. You know how your Handmaiden feels about division among her Acolytes.”
Alanna turned her attention to Miss Grady, which was when she also finally got to look at Miss Grady's living room. It was not what she had expected at all.
Miss Grady's living room was completely white. The walls, floor, and ceiling were painted the exact same shade of white. All of the furniture, from the recliner that Miss Grady sat in like a queen in her royal throne to the writing desk in the corner, was completely white. Even the fireplace, the source of the heat, crackling on the left side of the room was white, including the flames burning within it.
But the room had a pleasant, vanilla-like scent to it that made Alanna feel a little more at ease, the scent coming from a few candles sitting on the mantelpiece of the fireplace. Vanilla was her favorite scent, but she figured that it was probably just a coincidence that Miss Grady also seemed to enjoy that smell. She was fairly certain that the candles had already been burning when she had entered, anyway, so she didn't give it much thought.
Mr. Hood once again bowed his head toward Miss Grady. “My apologies once again, Handmaiden. I simply wish to keep your secrets safe with us.”
Miss Grady waved a dismissive hand at Mr. Hood before returning it to Jasper's ears, the cat purring contentedly on her lap. “Thank you, but I am afraid that is all I will need you for at the moment, Mr. Hood. Since you seem to make Miss Lane feel nervous, I would appreciate it if you would give us some privacy for the time being. We are not going to discuss anything that you do not already know.”
Alanna blinked, and Mr. Hood was gone, but she had the strangest feeling that he was still watching them somehow. She suspected that he could show up at a moment's notice if Miss Grady needed him, which only helped Alanna to marginally relax.
Miss Grady gestured at the sofa opposite her chair. “Take a seat, Miss Lane, and enjoy some cookies and tea if you’d like. I had Benjamin make them just for you.”
A long coffee table stood between Miss Grady's chair and the sofa. Sitting atop the coffee table was a steaming white teapot and a plate of sugar cookies dusted with sugar.
The only problem?
Alanna was sure that neither the coffee table nor the tea and cookies had even been there a moment ago. She also still didn't know who Benjamin was, but she was starting to think that it would be very unwise to refuse any of Miss Grady's offers.
So Alanna took her seat on the sofa and grabbed a cookie. She also poured herself a small cup of tea, which smelled like vanilla, and sipped on it. The warmth of the tea felt good after being out in the cold night air outside, though it was still too hot for Alanna to drink very quickly. Nancy hovered by her head, pointing her eye toward Miss Grady, though she did not seem to be recording or streaming anything at the moment.
Stroking Jasper's purring back, Miss Grady asked, “Now that it is just the two of us, not counting Nancy and Jasper, I assume you have many questions about who I really am and why I am so determined to destroy those awful Anomalies that that wicked man continues to summon in my city.”
Alanna, who had been in the middle of taking another sip of her tea, almost choked on it. “Excuse me, your city? You aren't the mayor or even on the City Council.”
Miss Grady rolled her eyes. “Political power is the weakest form of power, in my estimation. At any time, I could have those squabbling fools on the City Council replaced or have that inefficient mayor dealt with by my servants and rule not just the city, but the whole world, directly. But the truth is, I would much prefer to stay home, pet my cats, and enjoy a good cup of tea. That is how I would like to spend my retirement, but unfortunately, there are many sad, evil people in the world who cannot be happy with what they have and are always seeking more, more, more.”
Alanna took a bite of her sugar cookie, which was surprisingly good, and swallowed. Her next words came out with a slight tremble. “Retirement? What do you mean by that? What kind of career did you have before you decided to retire?”
That sounded like a stupid question to Alanna because she realized that she should have done a lot more research on Miss Grady before coming to meet with her. But she had been so focused on finding and rescuing Nancy that she had neglected one of her basic journalistic duties. That made her feel very underprepared for this entire conversation.
At the same time, though, Alanna didn't think that any amount of journalistic research or prep work would have prepared her for Miss Grady's next answer.
Thoughtfully stroking Jasper's neck, Miss Grady said, “My career? I didn't really have a career in the traditional sense of the term. It was more like a … vocation. As if called by a power greater than myself to look beyond my pathetic individual life to achieve a cosmic, almost holy, mission, one I was quite successful in, but which is now being threatened by those who cannot see past their own mortal lives.”
Alanna tilted her head to the side. “A vocation, huh? Were you like a nun or something—?”
Miss Grady chuckled softly. “More like a handmaiden. I was the Handmaiden of the Merge, chosen by the Merge to bring about the end of the sheer chaos of the multiverse … chaos which, even now, is threatening to engulf all of existence once again unless we stop it. For good.”
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Though Richard Plutarch had not laid even one hand on his body, Justin Wright felt like he had just gone ten rounds in the ring with the trillionaire after a long night of not sleeping well. 
Thick beads of sweat ran down the sides of his face, making his black and red spandex costume stick to his head and body in a very uncomfortable way. His muscles ached, feeling sore all over, and he had a pounding headache that threatened to tear his skull—and maybe even his brain—completely in two if it didn’t subside soon.
Indeed, Justin figured that probably the only reason he hadn’t lost consciousness was thanks to the Super Energy from the Gate System. The Gate System fed Justin a steady stream of Super Energy that gave him powers such as super strength, speed, and invulnerability, among other abilities. If he hadn’t been in costume, Justin was sure he would have lost consciousness—or worse—by now.
“Justin,” came his dad’s voice in his ear through his earcom. He sounded worried. “Justin, are you all right? Val’s readings from the Gate System make it look like you are literally dy—”
Snap.
Dad’s voice abruptly cut off in Justin’s ear, causing Justin to tap his earcom repeatedly, saying, “Dad? Dad, are you still there? Dad?”
Richard Plutarch’s boisterous yet threatening voice boomed across the open room. “This is none of your father’s business. I don’t need him eavesdropping on our conversation.”
Justin looked up at Richard Plutarch. The trillionaire CEO stood several feet away from Justin, hands in his pockets, his rotund belly threatening to break out of his button-up white shirt and gray suit. With his blond toupee and fake tan, Plutarch would have looked ridiculous if not for the very serious, even intimidating expression on his face.
But it was not Plutarch’s appearance or voice that had brought Justin low. No, it was the revelation that Plutarch had just dropped on Justin, announcing that none of them should have existed.
Just a few minutes ago, Plutarch had revealed that the multiverse had once existed, only for a mysterious woman known as the Handmaiden of the Merge to merge all of the universes into their universe, thereby erasing the multiverse itself from existence. It sounded like pure science fiction to Justin … at least until he started having flashbacks to memories of the multiverse’s last days that weren’t his.
Those flashbacks had hit Justin like a train, forcing him down onto his hands and knees on the cold, concrete floor of the strange room in the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant that was dominated by the odd-looking stone portal behind Plutarch. Above Justin, his superhero ally, Fireworks, was still ensnared by the tentacle of one of Plutarch’s Anomalies, which looked like a giant cat with a tentacle rather than a tail. Still, at the moment, Fireworks seemed to be in stable condition. Like Justin, Fireworks appeared to have been listening intently to Plutarch’s story, though he didn’t seem nearly as affected by it as Justin had been. Of course, Fireworks had his own problems to worry about, such as the aforementioned cat-like Anomaly that could break his back at any moment.
That was another reminder that Justin couldn’t just let Plutarch overwhelm him in such a precarious situation.
So Justin balled his hands into fists and stared up at Plutarch defiantly, trying not to shake. “Why? Are you afraid that my father will learn about your involvement in the Anomalies and use that to expose you to the public so the government can finally take you down for good?”
Justin’s dad was the superhero Brainstorm, the superhero of New Gold City and the inventor of the Gate System that was currently keeping Justin conscious and, more importantly, alive. Though Justin spoke confidently, in truth, he was just trying to buy time to regain his energy so he could stand up and fight again. He was all too aware of how much power Plutarch, despite being an overweight, old man without superpowers, carried in this situation. He needed to be smarter about how he made sure Plutarch didn’t decide to abuse that power for his agenda.
Plutarch laughed like Justin had just told a good joke. “Fear is an emotion I haven’t felt in a very long time, boy, and your brainiac father certainly isn’t going to make me feel it. After you’ve seen the things I’ve seen, experienced the horrors I have experienced … why, very little scares you anymore.”
Justin grimaced. Plutarch sounded like he was bluffing, but the way he carried himself made Justin doubt that Plutarch was merely bluffing. What sort of things had Plutarch seen that made him unafraid of having his crimes reported to the government?
Justin scowled. “Must be easy to talk big when you’re so rich you could probably buy out the entire US federal government with your pocket change.”
Plutarch shook his head. “It’s true, I probably could—you’d be surprised how cheap Senators are going for nowadays—but truthfully, political power is the last thing I want. It couldn’t buy me what I want, which has nothing to do with lower taxes or fewer regulations on my businesses, though that would be nice, I suppose.” He gazed at the open window of the ceiling overhead. “No, I have a much grander purpose I seek to achieve. And I will step on whoever stands in my way without hesitation.”
Justin breathed hard. “You said that none of us are meant to exist, that you are planning to ‘fix’ that. What do you mean by that? Does that have anything to do with the story you just told us?”
Though Justin was genuinely curious about Plutarch’s motives, he was also trying to buy time. He could feel his strength slowly but surely returning, but he still didn’t feel comfortable attacking Plutarch, the Anomaly holding Fireworks hostage, or even Dr. Stephen Physic, who appeared to be in charge of the Destiny Corporation’s Anomaly program. The anxious-looking scientist, standing beside Plutarch, kept adjusting his glasses and fiddling with his handheld tablet as if he were worried about something, though what, Justin didn’t know. Perhaps Dr. Physic just didn’t like confrontation very much.
Plutarch folded his arms behind his back, still staring at the window showing the night sky overhead. “I meant exactly what I said, Paradigm. Our universe is an unnatural creation, which you might even call the ultimate Anomaly. It should not exist, plain and simple.”
Justin narrowed his eyes. “Who says that it shouldn’t exist? You?”
Dr. Physic answered rather than Plutarch, staring at his tablet through his coke bottle glasses. “Actually, it is obvious by researching the universe’s subatomic matter that there is something strange about our universe, particularly once you take into account Super Energy, which doesn’t seem even remotely natural. Oh, and we can’t forget the portal, of course.”
Dr. Physic gestured at the massive stone portal that dominated the center of the room. Though Justin had never seen it until tonight, something about the portal seemed very familiar to him, and he couldn’t deny that its very existence did seem strange. It felt as if it didn’t belong in this universe.
Justin scowled. “So if our universe shouldn’t exist, then what should? And if it really shouldn’t exist, then why does it?”
Justin asked those questions partly to buy time, partly because he was genuinely curious at this point. Though he had stopped having those strange memories that were not his, Justin felt that there was a lot more truth in the words of Plutarch and Dr. Physic than he wanted to admit. He hoped to get at least some answers before they had to escape.
Plutarch finally lowered his gaze back to Justin. “To answer your first question, the multiverse should exist. It is the natural state of existence, and it is the only place where true free will can exist—the only place where our decisions truly matter. Not like this universe, where our decisions are, in large part, dictated by a control freak of a woman who thinks that she knows better than anyone else how things ought to be.”
“The Handmaiden,” said Justin. “Right?”
The disdain in Plutarch’s voice was obvious. “She is the same reason why our universe exists. Her will, along with the power she gained from touching the Heart of the Multiverse, is the only thing preventing our universe, the One Universe, from becoming the multiverse again.”
The Heart of the Multiverse… That was another thing that Justin had seen in his memories that weren’t his. Plutarch had mentioned it earlier as well, but now Justin was finally starting to understand what it was, although he still didn’t understand it perfectly.
“How does the Handmaiden even have the power to keep the multiverse from coming back into existence? Wouldn’t she need to be like a literal goddess or something?”
Plutarch smirked. “She likes to think of herself that way, but as I said, she is simply a control freak who got a little too much power. She then used that power to remake the multiverse in her image. She was offended by what she saw as the ‘chaos’ of the multiverse and sought to collapse all universes into a single universe from which no branch of the multiverse may spring. That is why she sought the power of the Heart of the Multiverse—because even she lacks the power to do that entirely on her own.”
Justin nodded slowly. “If the Handmaiden is as powerful as you say she is, then I don’t see how you’re supposed to stop her. It sounds like she could just wipe you off the face of the Earth if she wanted. Kind of surprised that she hasn’t, honestly. You’re not a small target.”
Plutarch laughed and smacked his stomach. “What a great sense of humor, boy! But the truth is that the Handmaiden is not an all-knowing goddess with unlimited power. It takes much of her will just to keep our universe together in one piece. That is why she works through intermediaries like her Acolytes, who I am sure you have already had some experience with by now.”
Justin blinked. “Do you mean the guy in the hood with that really long sword?”
Plutarch nodded again. “Yes, though he is just one of her sycophantic servants. She has several others, including some who are much more dangerous than he is.”
Justin shook his head again. “Hold on. How did you know about our encounter with the hooded guy? That happened in the Brain Cave, and you were not there when it happened.”
Plutarch cracked his knuckles. “But my Anomaly was. Or do you really think I don’t have a way of tracking where my Anomalies are at all times? I am, after all, the one who summoned them.”
Dr. Physic looked at his tablet and seemed to be resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “Only because you had me and your other scientists work out how to summon them through the portal, that is.”
Plutarch smiled at Dr. Physic. “Of course. But you and I both know that I don’t need your scientific expertise to control the Anomalies. They recognize my authority, which is why your Fireworks friend up there is currently at my mercy.”
Justin again looked up at Fireworks, dangling from the catwalk overhead. It was hard to tell what Fireworks was thinking thanks to his face-covering mask, but Justin could tell that he was as tense about this situation as Justin was.
Fortunately, Justin was starting to feel back to normal already. He considered reaching for the Gate System dial on his utility belt to change into another superhero, but he suspected that Plutarch would not react kindly if Justin tried that.
Looks like I will just have to work with the Red Gate for now, thought Justin. He cracked a smile to himself. It was always my favorite, anyway.
Returning his attention to the situation at hand, however, Justin asked, “What role do the Anomalies play in your grand plan to restore the multiverse?”
Plutarch looked at Justin again and folded his massive arms across his chest. “Their role is quite simple. They are to destabilize the universe with their Warps so that the original multiverse will come back into existence. Why else do you think they cause those Warps wherever they go? And why else do you think I was so interested in your girlfriend who stopped the Warp that my Anomaly had been trying to create on the football field of your school?”
Justin felt his heart wrench at the mention of his ‘girlfriend,’ Alana Lane. Of course, Alana wasn’t actually his girlfriend, but Justin knew that Plutarch was referring to her. Specifically, he was referring to the mysterious powers that Alana had displayed against a Level Four Anomaly on the football field of Alexander Fry High School, where Justin and Alana were students. There, Alana had turned completely white and used strange powers to seemingly nullify the Anomaly’s Warp and then defeat the Anomaly itself. Justin still didn’t understand what happened back there, but he was starting to suspect that Plutarch might.
“So you are brute forcing the multiverse back into existence, then,” said Justin. “Is that right?”
“A rather inelegant way of putting it, but yes,” said Dr. Physic. He ran a hand through his messy gray hair. “Our current hypothesis is that the Handmaiden needs to consciously maintain the unity of our universe at all times. We believe that the Warps caused by the Anomalies may damage her concentration, which, if broken, would allow the multiverse to be reborn automatically as the decisions of countless individuals created an untold number of universes across all of existence.”
Justin pressed his fists against the concrete floor. He decided that he would try to knock out Plutarch first because Plutarch had already said that the Anomalies listened to him. A solid strike to the noggin ought to knock Plutarch out for a while. Then Justin would rescue Fireworks from the Anomaly holding him hostage and get them both out of there. He didn’t factor Dr. Physic into his plan because the scientist didn’t seem to have any sort of special powers or combat abilities that Justin was aware of, so Dr. Physic probably wouldn’t even try to do anything to stop them if Justin were to go on the offense.
Justin locked eyes with Plutarch. “But your Anomalies have hurt lots of innocent people. Like the people who died when the Jack McDonald Memorial Bridge collapsed, for example.”
A look of regret crossed the large features of Plutarch’s face. “I take no joy in the unfortunate and accidental loss of life that my plan has resulted in. But if you knew how many more countless lives have been lost thanks to the machinations of the Handmaiden, then you would save your outrage for her rather than me.”
Justin shook in place. “What makes you think that you have the right to destroy our universe just to bring back the multiverse?”
Plutarch gave Justin a simple look. “That is the thing, Paradigm. I don’t have the right to do any of this. But I am exercising my free will—the very thing that the Handmaiden hates more than anything—as an individual with natural rights. A better question that you should have asked is, what gave the Handmaiden the right to destroy the multiverse against the will of its previous inhabitants? Against my will?”
The implications of Plutarch’s last question shook Justin. Was Plutarch implying—?
Justin shook his head. Plutarch said a lot of things, much of which Justin couldn’t verify and didn’t understand.
But Justin did understand that Plutarch had deliberately isolated him from his father and was holding Fireworks hostage. Additionally, Plutarch had implied that he was going to go after Alana next if he hadn’t already. It seemed to Justin that Plutarch, whatever the truth of his words about the multiverse was, was not his friend.
Time to teach this jerk that money isn’t everything, thought Justin as he felt Super Energy channel through his body, making his body feel stronger and faster.
Without warning, Justin launched himself off the floor toward Plutarch and Dr. Physic. Dr. Physic let out a cry of surprise, while Plutarch didn’t even react. He just smiled at Justin as Justin soared across the room toward him, pulling back his right fist as he aimed for Plutarch’s smug expression.
It was going to feel great to shatter every tooth in Plutarch’s smug, fat face.
The shadows underneath Plutarch’s feet twisted and lurched, rotating so that Plutarch’s shadow was in front of rather than behind him like it should have been.
An instant later, a hooded, masked figure emerged from Plutarch’s shadow right in front of Justin. The figure raised a hand and caught Justin’s fist easily, stopping Justin cold.
Now Justin found himself face to face once again with the red faceplate of the Level Five Anomaly he had encountered on his first mission to the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant.
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“The … Merge?” asked Alanna uncertainly. “The multiverse? What are you talking about?” 
Miss Grady smiled. “I am talking about the true nature of everything, my dear. Or, at least, the way things were before I decided to clean up the chaotic mess once known as the multiverse. Thanks to my efforts, I have brought about true peace and order to our existence. The unimaginable horrors and suffering that the multiverse inflicted on innocent people—countless, countless innocent people—are but a distant memory remembered only by a select handful of people, if that.”
If Alanna hadn’t already seen the Anomalies and Mr. Hood, she might have been tempted to believe that Miss Grady’s years of isolation and old age were finally catching up to her.
But Miss Grady didn’t look like a senile old woman suffering from early-onset dementia or Alzheimer’s. She spoke with perfect calm, reason, and elegance, sounding no different from anyone of normal mental health. If anything, Miss Grady seemed to become even more animated and clear the more she spoke about this subject, as crazy as the subject itself may have sounded.
And a voice in the back of Alanna’s head told her that Miss Grady was not spinning a tale of science fiction but was recounting a story that had actually happened. A story that Alanna had personally witnessed with her own two eyes.
Whether she should feel horrified or intrigued by that thought, Alanna wasn’t sure, but she decided to continue listening to Miss Grady regardless. Her journalistic instincts told her that this was her best way of learning the truth about everything that had been happening in New Gold City these past six months. She certainly wasn’t going to let this marvelous opportunity go to waste. She didn’t know when or if she would ever get another chance like this.
But as she sipped her hot vanilla tea, Alanna slipped her other hand into the pocket of her jeans and slid her phone out halfway. Without even looking directly at its screen, Alanna navigated to the app on her phone that allowed her to control Nancy’s recording abilities and turned on her recording but not her streaming. She still remembered Mr. Hood’s threats about posting pictures of him on the Internet and assumed that the same threat would apply to video and audio recordings, too. She wanted to save them so she could show them to Paradigm and Brainstorm later after she finished her conversation with Miss Grady. She was glad that Nancy didn’t make any sounds or have any physical indicators of when she was recording; otherwise, it would have been very difficult to hide it from Miss Grady.
She did consider activating Nancy’s streaming abilities but decided against it. Nancy already had the ability to independently start streaming if something happened that met certain criteria that Alanna had programmed in her ahead of time. If Nancy wanted to do that, then Alanna would let her.
Fortunately, Miss Grady did not seem to notice Alanna’s subtle movements. She just kept talking. “Long ago, the multiverse was born. There was not one universe, but many—countless universes, with more and more coming into existence all the time. Every time someone made a decision in one universe, another universe would split off where they made a different or opposite decision from the one they made in their original universe, and then even more universes would diverge from that one as more and more people made decisions. As you can imagine, some of these universes were wildly different from one another, and yet others were nearly identical save for a handful of subtle differences that even their inhabitants wouldn’t notice.”
Alanna took in a deep breath. “So multiverse theory is true?”
Miss Grady chuckled. Her eyes glittered with amusement. “Not anymore. For you see, I was once an ordinary woman in one of those many, many universes. In my universe, superpowers were genetic. Some people born with superpowers chose to use them for good and earned the title of superhero for their efforts. Others, however, chose to use them for evil and were branded as supervillains as a result. You would be surprised at how many different universes had superheroes, each behaving in a slightly different manner than their counterparts in another universe. There was even a universe where people could download their minds into a superhero-themed video game and live out superhero adventures that way.”
Alanna raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
Miss Grady frowned. “Very seriously. But that was not the worst universe I learned of. When my genetic powers activated, I became aware of … everything. Every universe, every variant of every person, the multiverse itself … I became aware of it all. And I knew I had to put an end to it before it ended itself.”
Alanna blinked. “Was the multiverse in danger of ending or something?”
Miss Grady sighed heavily. “The multiverse was unstable and unsustainable. It could never keep expanding and growing forever and ever. Sooner or later, the multiverse would burn itself out, and then every single reality borne from the multiverse would collapse with it. And then there would be nothing. No life. No matter. Nothing. Just as things were before the birth of the multiverse.”
Alanna hesitated. She recalled that matter couldn’t be created or destroyed, so the idea that matter itself would cease to exist if the multiverse stopped existing was mind-blowing, to say the least. “How did you learn about this? Did you study it scientifically or something?”
A mad light gleamed in Miss Grady’s eyes. “Why, Miss Lane, the Merge told me, of course.”
Alanna bit her lower lip uncertainly. “The Merge told you.”
The madness in Miss Grady’s eyes faltered slightly, and she frowned at Alanna again. “Of course. I see that you still do not remember what the Merge is.”
“Why would I remember what the Merge is if this is the first time I have heard about it?” asked Alanna.
That seemed like a reasonable question to her, but Miss Grady huffed and muttered under her breath, “I see that Mr. Hood was correct that you still haven’t awakened entirely …”
Alanna furrowed her brows. “Excuse me?”
Miss Grady looked up at Alanna again, petting Jasper in her lap absently. “My apologies. I simply got distracted by something. Now, where was I? Oh yes, the Merge.”
As Miss Grady said that, Jasper suddenly stood up in her lap and hopped onto the floor before scurrying over to the fireplace. He leaped onto the fireplace’s mantel from the floor and then curled up on the mantelpiece between the candles, eying Alanna with a strangely distrusting gaze. Alanna wasn’t sure why the cat behaved that way, but she decided to ignore it for now to focus on Miss Grady.
Miss Grady picked up the other cup of tea—wait, where had that come from?—on the coffee table and sipped it. “Some say that the Merge was a mythical event believed only by ignorant, religious fanatics. Those ‘ignorant, religious fanatics’ believed that the Merge was a prophesied event that would bring about the merging of the entire multiverse into one, singular universe, the One Universe, thereby ending the multiverse in an apocalyptic event the likes of which no one had ever seen before. These Acolytes of the Merge were ridiculed by those who believed themselves true devotees of science and rationality … at least until the Merge touched me and showed me it was real.”
Alanna sipped her teacup, mostly to calm her nerves. Miss Grady’s story was interesting but also making her tense for some reason. “The Merge touched you?”
Miss Grady smiled. “Yes. The Merge was an intelligent force that, like myself, sought to bring about the end of the multiverse. When my powers blossomed forth from my genes, I met the Merge and became its Handmaiden.”
“What were your powers, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Miss Grady raised her teacup. “Minor reality warping, such as making a cup of tea appear out of nowhere, hot and steaming fresh. But it was enough for the Merge to decide that I would be its high priestess, its Handmaiden. And thanks to the Merge’s influence, my powers grew far beyond what they naturally could until I eventually became strong enough to finish the Merge and bring about the One Universe. Even if I had to merge all of my other selves, created by the multiverse, to do so.”
As Miss Grady spoke, her teacup changed size, shape, and color rapidly. The tea itself changed, too, shifting from clear water to dark coffee to some kind of sparkling purple soda and everything in between. And somehow Alanna knew that she wasn’t just doing some tricks or illusions but was changing the teacup’s very physical properties. It even changed size several times, but Miss Grady never had trouble holding it.
That explained a lot about the things that Alanna had seen appear since visiting Miss Grady. She wondered what sort of limits Miss Grady’s powers even had at this point if she’d been strong enough to merge the multiverse.
Alanna, lowering her teacup onto her lap, asked, “So you developed your powers, the Merge chose you as its Handmaiden and boosted your powers, and then you, what merged the entire multiverse into the One Universe?”
A frown darkened Miss Grady’s elderly features. “If only it had been so easy. But alas, even when one’s destiny is known, there are still those who foolishly choose to fight against it. Those same superheroes I told you about, many from all across the multiverse, came together to fight me and my Acolytes. Their belief in the lie of free will and independent choice made them act against our righteous mission. And they very nearly succeeded in stopping us, too.”
Miss Grady spoke with great bitterness of these superheroes, superheroes who Alanna was quite sure were none of the superheroes that she knew about.
But again, Miss Grady’s story seemed to make something stir in the back of Alanna’s mind. Like memories she had forgotten about long ago, slowly coming back to the surface of her mind.
It was enough to make Alanna wince and touch her head.
“My dear, is there something the matter with your tea?” asked Miss Grady idly.
Alanna shook her head slowly. “No, the tea is fine. Fantastic, actually. I just got a bad headache all of a sudden while we were talking.”
Miss Grady gave Alanna a knowing look. “Good. That means that you are much closer to awakening than I thought.”
Alanna raised an eyebrow, but before she could ask for clarification, Miss Grady continued. “Anyway, those terrible superheroes chased us across the multiverse, trying to stop us every step of the way. They even managed to meet us in the Heart of the Multiverse, but fortunately, once I decided to use my full power, they all fell like flies. Save for that one … the one in red and black … no, I didn’t like him much at all … very annoying, that one was …”
Red and black? That sounded like Paradigm’s Red Gate to Alanna, but she didn’t see the connection if there was one.
But Alanna had more important things to worry about. “What is, or I guess at this point, was the Heart of the Multiverse?”
Miss Grady put a hand over her heart. “The foundational spirit of the multiverse, where the multiverse itself was born. To complete my holy mission, I needed to reach the Heart and use its power to make me strong enough to not merely merge the multiverse, but to maintain it.”
Alanna furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand what you mean by ‘maintain’ it.”
Miss Grady gestured at the room, though Alanna got the
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