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			Location: Chemical Plant, city of Cherbosk, Democratic People’s Republic of Ruthenia

			Oksana Ovechkin tied her normally long, wavy black hair into a tight bun. It was safer and more convenient for working in a chemical plant. This, combined with her dark blue overalls, the yellow hard hat, and big safety goggles over her brown eyes, gave her an image of professionalism. She hoped this would work in her favour as she walked toward her office for an impromptu meeting with a high-ranking government official, Minister Vladislav, head of the Ministry of the Interior, a Ruthenia federal government branch responsible for overseeing national security. Despite walking with the confidence and authority of a seasoned manager, inside, she was a nervous wreck. Like many people of the Democratic People’s Republic of Ruthenia, she lived in constant fear of being labelled an enemy of the people for failing to meet the often impossibly high standards for productivity and output placed on her and her plant by the authorities. Thus, like the state, she built a reputation for being tough as nails and not being afraid to go to the whip to ensure her staff worked as hard as she did. Unfortunately, it did little to earn her the respect of her staff, while she, in turn, viewed them as nothing more than tools to be used and replaced once they were no longer of any use to her. Ironically, she thought and acted in such a manner out of fear that the state viewed her as a tool to be disposed of were she to be of no more use to them suddenly. Deep down, she wanted to tell Minister Vladislav to piss off and stop bothering her. She figured he was coming to the plant to berate her for her lack of productivity and failure to meet the state’s impossibly high quotas. What she wanted was to tell him that constant interruptions from meddling government officials hindered her plant’s productivity, though she knew better than to voice such concerns out loud. If only I didn’t live in this shitty hellhole of a dictatorship, she thought, then I’d give him a piece of my mind and not have to worry about the secret police or that mutated thug, the Liberator, coming to arrest me! Despite appearing to be a loyal citizen of the republic, deep down, she held the state, her job, her country, and everything about her life in contempt. That contempt only grew as she opened the door to her office, only to see Minister Vladislav seated behind her desk, reviewing some reports.

			Minister Vladislav was a high-ranking member of the government who had access to information that even other members of the state didn’t, like today, when he was visiting this chemical plant located in the city of Cherbosk, in Western Siberia, many kilometres away from the capital. The plant was massive and one of the most modern chemical plants in the country. Most of the city of Cherbosk worked at the plant. The city had been constructed around the plant to provide housing for its many workers. Here, they manufactured many chemicals for various uses, from industrial lubricants to soaps, cleaning products, and various other compounds for both industrial and commercial uses. Today, Minister Vladislav was checking on manufacturing a very specific set of chemicals—those used in the top-secret formula that led to the creation of the Liberator.

			General Duboshnev personally gave him this assignment. Duboshnev would have gone himself, but other duties prevented him from doing so. Thus, he sent Minister Vladislav to check on the progress of this new batch of super-soldier formula. It wasn’t an easy task as Duboshnev was extremely reluctant to give too many details about what the formula contained, especially after what happened several months ago. A criminal named Grigori Chekhov managed to get his hands on the formula and sell it on the black market to a Usonian General named Flagg, who wished to create his own version of the Liberator, one that was soon running around Usonia, attacking its own populace. This Usonian state-sponsored hero, the “Patriot,” as they called it, proved to be less of a hero and more of a monster running wild. Only when the Patriot threatened the neighbouring country of Kiba Juana did the Liberator, acting without authorization from the Central Committee, rush over there to deal with the threat of his super-powered counterpart. Technically, he wasn’t allowed to do this because a state-sponsored hero, like a police officer or a member of the military, had no jurisdiction over another sovereign nation. However, given that Usonia’s so-called “hero” had attacked a foreign power without provocation, the Liberator decided to help simply because it was the right thing to do. For that moment, the Liberator was willing to ignore the letter of the law to abide by its spirit.

			While some condemned both the Liberator and Ruthenia for their actions, most of the world saw Usonia as the aggressor in this case. It didn’t matter if the Patriot was technically acting without orders from the Usonian government. It didn’t matter if the only ones in favour of starting an international incident were far-right extremists in Usonia. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, Usonia, as a whole, was a nation of radical right-wing lunatics—ignorant, primitive savages who had an obsession with God and guns. Thus, the Liberator and Ruthenia came out looking like the heroes, even though most of the world only begrudgingly admitted it. Still, this led people like General Duboshnev to convince his government to ramp up work on the super-soldier formula—to make more versions of the Liberator in case another threat like the Patriot arose in the future.

			This was why Minister Vladislav was in the chemical plant: to check on their progress in manufacturing the specific ingredients necessary for making the super-soldier formula. It wasn’t an easy task. General Duboshnev was adamant that the specific list of ingredients be kept top-secret. Thus, even the plant’s management wasn’t told what they were making, only that it was needed by General Duboshnev and needed right now.

			“These results are not satisfactory!” Minister Vladislav told the plant manager.

			“Why the hell not?” Oksana asked, though she quickly regretted her tone. As much as she despised this bureaucrat, she knew a confrontational attitude wouldn’t help. Instead, she changed the subject, “Is this for the super-soldier formula used to create the Liberator?” Given how deliberately vague the state had been in their instructions, she could only assume that’s what she had been instructed to create.

			“That information is on a need-to-know basis,” Minister Vladislav reminded her. “General Duboshnev will be most displeased with the result.”

			“But he asks the impossible!” Oksana protested. “How are we supposed to know the desired results without knowing what we’re supposed to produce?”

			“I’ve already given him my assurances that the new formula would work,” Minister Vladislav replied, evading the question. “You know what happens to plant workers and managers who fail to meet government quotas.”

			Oksana gulped nervously. She knew too well that failure would mean she’d be accused and possibly charged with sabotaging a top-secret military project. Such a charge, whether true or not, would most likely result in her and her staff being executed for high treason against the state. Minister Vladislav reviewed the papers listing the chemical ingredients used to make the super-soldier formula. After what happened in Usonia, the government of Ruthenia wanted more of this super-soldier formula to create more versions of the Liberator. Much like the nuclear arms race, it seemed the nations of the world were now competing to see who could create the most super-soldiers without considering the inherent dangers of such an act.

			“This formula is worthless!” Minister Vladislav tossed the papers down on the ground. “Dispose of it and start all over again!” And with that, he turned and walked out of the plant manager’s office. “I’ll be back tomorrow to check on your progress.” Before leaving, he added, “Be thankful that General Duboshnev is not coming to check on your progress. He won’t be as forgiving as I am!”

			As Minister Vladislav walked out, Oksana turned to her senior staff, “We’ve got to start all over again! Dump this formula!”

			“Dump it?” they asked. “Where?”

			“I DON’T CARE!” she stammered nervously. “In the river!” This, unfortunately, was a common problem in Ruthenia. The government was interested in quantity over quality. The state wanted to boast of how it had the most of whatever, be it industrial machinery, military vehicles, industrial output, and so on. It didn’t matter if the result was garbage; as long as the quantity numbers looked good on paper, that’s all that mattered. As for the pollution and industrial waste that was a by-product of their heavy industry, the state wasn’t concerned about the environmental damage it caused. They simply told their citizens that “the sacrifices of today will lead to a better tomorrow.”

			Word was soon sent down to the rest of the staff at the plant. Barrels containing the various chemicals they had already produced sat on wooden pallets. There were several barrels of several chemicals. There were so many that they had to build metal shelves to hold them all. The problem was, like so many industries across so many nations, whether communist or capitalist, privately owned or government controlled, quantity and speed trumped safety. Thus, structural stability was overlooked in the rush to construct the metal shelves designed to hold various barrels full of chemicals. The metal shelves buckled under the strain of the weight. Staff feared that at any moment, they would collapse. Unfortunately, whenever such concerns were voiced, the word from the top was always to ignore them and keep working. Thus, the forklift operators came to collect the barrels and take them outside to dispose of them. Oksana came down to supervise the disposal process. “COME ON, COME ON!” She snapped at her staff. “Work faster!”

			“I’m working as fast as I can,” the forklift operator protested. “We’ve got to be careful with these chemicals. Otherwise, we—”

			But Oksana cut him off before he could finish, “We’ve got to start all over again RIGHT NOW! Otherwise, we’re all gonna end up in the gulag. She looked over and saw another forklift carefully moving a pallet with four barrels of chemicals. “COME ON! GO FASTER!”

			“Do you want to cause an accident?” the forklift driver shouted angrily.

			“We’ve got a deadline to meet, or we’re all dead!” she shouted back. Turning back to the first forklift driver, she climbed in the cab and pushed him out, saying, “Here, let me show you how it’s done!” Climbing in, she took the control and floored the pedal, nearly crashing into the skid.

			“Careful,” the forklift operator called out, stepping back.

			“We don’t have time to be careful,” Oksana snapped. Extending the forks, she used the forklift to pick up the pallet, then turned the wheel while stomping down on the pedal to turn more quickly. Unfortunately, in her haste, she forgot to switch into reverse. Thus, the forklift turned while lurching forward, slamming into other nearby pallets. This, in turn, slammed into the metal support structure, holding up the shelves with more chemicals above. The support beams were already buckling under the strain. The impact finally caused them to give way. Oksana peered through the caged roof of the forklift just in time to see the whole shelving unit collapse and the various barrels tumbling down upon her. With no time to get out, she could only pray that the metal-caged roof would protect her from being crushed. Either that or her end would be quick and free her from the imprisonment of her miserable existence.

			Location: State Bank #5427, City of Movogorsky, Ruthenia

			Unlike most capitalist nations, where banks are privately owned with individual names, in the Democratic People’s Republic of Ruthenia, all the banks were nationalized. Thus, rather than having signs advertising individual corporate names, they were simply identified as “Bank,” followed by their specific branch number. Unlike many of the drab, utilitarian buildings constructed in the past few years, architecture that valued functionality over aesthetics, this bank had been designed to be more ornate, with cream-white marble columns rising to a high ceiling lit by a huge golden chandelier—an ironic twist for a nation that officially denounced such “greedy capitalist decadence.” However, the official state explanation was that it was meant to show how they had progressed, that the wealth and opulence that once belonged exclusively to the bourgeoisie now belonged to everyone. In terms of function, the bank still served the same purpose as any privately-owned bank would. It was a place for people to store their money and other valuables. Thus, people were coming in and out of the bank to deposit and make withdrawals, such as one particular woman who was going to make a withdrawal… of everything the bank had.

			This strange-looking woman had long, curly blonde hair parted to the left and wore a black leotard with matching thigh-high boots. A black domino mask covered her eyes. She looked as if she stepped out of the pages of a comic book. Her appearance caused many people to stop and stare—some in confusion, others whistled and gave lewd catcalls. The truth was that she didn’t care what they thought. This woman, like the Liberator, was a metamorphic-human; she was genetically enhanced and had special powers beyond the ordinary people. Thus, she wasn’t concerned about what they thought of her appearance, nor was she worried that the secret police might decide to take her into custody as a precaution lest she be up to something suspicious, something criminal, which was exactly what she was planning on doing. Calling herself “Mistika,” she walked into the bank, pushing past the other customers. She made her way directly up to the teller, shoving aside the woman currently dealing with the teller.

			“Excuse me,” the woman dealing with the teller said. “I was here first.”

			Mistika transformed her left hand into stone. She then smacked the woman, sending her sprawling to the floor. “Now I’m first!” she said before turning her attention to the teller, saying, “Hand over all your money!” To further make her point, she raised her stone arm and smashed it down on the counter. Suddenly, the bank’s alarm began ringing. Mistika looked around to see who had pulled the alarm. She couldn’t tell who was responsible, so she turned her attention back to the teller she was dealing with. Transforming her stone arm into a metal pole with a metallic claw in place of her hand, she clasped his
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