
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What happens to defenders of a city when they’re no longer needed? Some fade away. Others turn to a different line of work. And still others... turn evil.

	 

	 

	Zander Nelson, formerly known as Phantom and a member of a superhero group called the Backup Crew, loses his job and his apartment—due to a bomb—in one afternoon.

	He finds refuge with his ex-girlfriend and teammate, Millie Lennet, formerly known as Mule, but her apartment is also torched, and they realize that someone has a vendetta against them.

	Searching for clues nets them nothing. Their former leader, Andrew Shorter—AKA Blaster—is missing, and their former teammate, Glen Fooks—AKA Substance Abuse—is dead, courtesy of another bombing.

	Zander’s notion of justice is sorely tested, and once he puts the clues together, he realizes that things aren’t so black-and-white anymore. He also realizes that if the real culprit isn’t caught, he and Millie might not live another day.
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Chapter One: The Lows

	 

	 

	Tellson City, California. Monday. August eighth. The near future.

	 

	An old saying went—“Today is the first day of the rest of your life.”

	It meant that each day was new and fresh, a clean slate, make the most of it, ad infinitum.

	Rose-colored though that concept was, reality painted a different picture. My Monday morning had begun at dawn with a brisk weight-training session in my own home gym that consisted of a bench, a bar, and around four hundred pounds of plates. An hour later, I was done. A hot shower followed.

	Before getting dressed, I looked at my reflection in the full-length mirror in my living room and tried unsuccessfully to suppress a smile. Flat abs, broad shoulders, big arms and legs—if I worked out in a gym, the guys there would say I was jacked. Swole. Diesel. Or some other adjective to describe my build...

	And then there was my face. It resembled a hatchet with an aquiline nose, small ears, and a mop of dark hair that tended to quickly grow no matter how often I got it cut. Brown eyes completed the picture of blandness.

	Whatever. Looks were something I’d never put much stock in. My viewpoint was that if a girl went out with me, it was because of my personality, not how good-looking I was, or in my case, wasn’t. Period. End of.

	As I pulled on my jeans and a t-shirt, I glanced at the newspaper clippings pinned to the wall above the mirror. The Backup Crew Cracks Another Case. Blaster And Crew Blast Gang. Winners All!

	My old life, part of the Backup Crew. Crimefighters, superheroes... that’s what the newspapers said. Online discussion groups wondered who we were, the police said that we’d usurped their jobs, and the underworld hated us...

	Forget it. Those days were gone. I had to earn my living, so I muttered to no one in particular, “Office duty. Make it a good one.”

	At eight-forty-five, I wandered into my job as a data processor for Work Right, took my nameplate from my locker—polished it, so that my name, Zander Nelson, stood out—and greeted the morning crew of six other workers in my section. They remained silent, and I immediately got a feeling that something was amiss, but I switched on my computer and got to work.

	My suspicions were confirmed when Mr. Tompkins, my boss, ambled over to my desk at precisely nine-fifteen and told me in no uncertain terms that he was going to have to let me go. “Zander, I’m sorry, but that’s how it is.”

	I swiveled around in my chair to ask the most obvious question. “Why?”

	“Times are tough. Gotta cut costs... and there’s family to consider.”

	Well, at least he didn’t BS me. When he said family, he meant his nephew. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. I was four months short of nineteen, the youngest worker there and, therefore, the most expendable. It didn’t matter that my work record was superior to everyone else’s.

	In contrast, the nephew was twenty. Tompkins had asked me to show him the ropes, and I’d done so, never expecting that anything negative would happen.

	Naivete ruled. Little Nephew was an idiot who didn’t know what a spread sheet was or what programs to use... he couldn’t even type. I showed him what to do—patiently—and the moron still couldn’t get it.

	Worse, that maggot was going to get my job. I protested, but the boss wouldn’t hear it. “I’ll pay you tomorrow. You get severance pay—two weeks. Then you’re out.”

	I tried not to get upset, but with no job and no means of support, I told my now ex-boss to shove it. “Pay me now. And you can give that useless piece of garbage you call a nephew my position and pray that he can do the same job I do.”

	Tompkins didn’t appreciate that at all. His face tightened, giving him the appearance of a mutated kumquat. “You got some mouth on you, Nelson.”

	“So what? You just fired me. Pay up.”

	I should’ve shut my mouth, but since I was officially jobless, why wait? Perhaps I’d regret it later, but at that point, I went with my feelings.

	Tompkins was my height, but he was forty pounds overweight, balding, and middle-aged. He was outclassed, and he knew it. I stood six-one, weighed a solid one-ninety, and as the former sidekick to Captain Blaster, crime fighter extraordinaire—real name, Andrew Shorter—I’d been well-schooled in how to fight.

	Those fighting days had ended a year ago, but the skills were still there, itching to get out when the situation demanded it. This situation called for a butt-kicking, and my ex-boss was one comment away from getting one. He knew it, and that made the situation all the more tenuous.

	“Fine,” he finally groused. “Come into my office.”

	Once paid, I left, enduring the stares of my former co-workers. They weren’t angry, only uncertain, as they could be next. No job was a lock. I walked out the front door and began wandering the streets of the city.

	Tellson City had a population of roughly twenty-five thousand, and like most cities, it had its crime elements. It wasn’t a write-off, not yet, but the police force was understaffed, the city managers didn’t do squat to improve things, and the politicians often looked the other way.

	“What a joke,” I muttered, and for the umpteenth time, I wondered why I hadn’t joined up with the Cadre, a crime-busting group out of Los Angeles. I’d met them five months ago, going out to LA to have an interview with Wally Whipper, their leader. He’d said that I was welcome to join them at any time.

	But did I want to? I could have, but since they’d hit the big time about six years ago, endorsements seemed to rule their lives, and they loved the fame. Nighttime news reports invariably ran a story about them, and they always made sure to flash the peace sign and mug for the cameras.

	Perhaps I shouldn’t have let jealousy slip in. After all, making coin wasn’t against the law. Fighting crime wasn’t cheap, and the Cadre members had to pay taxes the same as everyone else. On the flipside, they tended to let some kinds of crime—mainly corporate crime—slide.

	Which, in my mind, was wrong. Crime was crime, no matter who committed it, so I’d turned them down politely. “You can always join whenever you want.”

	So said Wally. A tall, strapping man who in his late thirties who was going prematurely bald and who wielded an energy whip that dissolved anything it touched, he ruled the Cadre and presented a formidable image to the public.

	All that was fine, but I wanted to make a difference, and when I’d joined up with Captain Blaster, along with Millie Lennet and Glen Fooks, we’d made that difference.

	The press called us the Backup Crew, mainly because in battle, Blaster led, and we followed. However, all good things had to end, and after that, making the transition from being a student-slash-crimefighter to someone just trying to make a living was hard.

	Other crime busters had it worse. People thought that when a superhero retired, they were set for life. Not true. When most groups broke up, either their members joined another group or went their own way.

	As for their leaders, many of whom were in their late twenties and up, going from heroes to zeroes caused more than a few of them to hit the bottle—or worse. Two people I knew—Satin Doll and Digger Kent, the former heads of the Street Sweepers—ended up in the adult video industry. They called it making a living. The press called it something else.

	Like some soldiers or retired police officers, many ex-superheroes couldn’t adapt to the regular world. A few even ate a bullet because they couldn’t cope.

	Forget it. I bought a cup of coffee from a nearby shop, and I sat outside, sipping it and wondering what to do next...

	“Hey, get your hands off me!”

	A yell from across the street alerted me to something bad going down. Two punks—large, solidly built, tattooed, and mean-looking—were harassing a young woman who tried to go around them. They grabbed her arm and steered her back in their direction, saying they’d show her a good time.

	She slapped their hands away, but they weren’t deterred. Finally, one of them started groping her. A few other people passed by, giving the punks a wide berth. They simply didn’t want to get involved.

	Mentally sighing at the prospect of tangling with two subhuman morons, I put the cup down and walked across the street, avoiding the few cars that were out and about.

	“Problem?” I asked once I reached the other side. A quick glance around the area showed no officers on patrol. That figured. A trope had it that there was never a representative of the law around when a person needed them. In this case, it was true, and I cursed that trope from here to breakfast.

	Punks One and Two turned their attention from the woman to me. They could have been twins, with identical flame ink on the right side of their faces, jean jackets and ripped jeans, black boots, and chain bracelets. Those bracelets weren’t just for show. They were hard enough to cave a person’s head in.

	Punk One smiled, showing a few missing teeth, accompanied by a sneer. “Yeah, you’re it, loser. Get lost.”

	Ah, the standard tough guy line. Always deliver a pseudo-devastating riposte and then sneer. He’d probably practiced that look in front of a mirror every day for the past six months for maximum effect.

	As for Punk Two, he offered the same smile and sneer, but he had all his teeth—for the moment. They’d delivered their lines, so it was time for me to deliver mine. “I’ll give you ‘til the count of three. Then I’ll wade in.”

	Both morons glanced at each other and laughed. The young woman took the opportunity to make her escape, but they didn’t seem to care. From their standpoint, they saw me as just another victim.

	“You some hero?” Punk One asked. “What makes you so special?”

	It was the most obvious question, so I gave them an honest answer. “I used to work with Captain Blaster. They called me Phantom.”

	Just the name was enough to stop both punks in their tracks. “You’re really him?” Punk Two asked, this time with a tinge of fear.

	“Yep.”

	They glanced at each other again, and their sneers returned. All right, fighting hadn’t initially been on the menu, but it seemed that the dynamic dunces were dead set on doing so. “Guys, we’re in the open, and you know what you’re doing is wrong. Just saying, this is a really bad way to start your day.”

	“Ask us if we care,” Punk One said. “You think anyone’s going to report us?”

	He had a point, and by that time, I wasn’t in the mood to walk away. Instead, I set my stance and waved them forward with a cheerful, “Come and get it.”

	Punk One started forward. Right away, I saw that he wasn’t a fighter. His stance was too close, and he drew back his right arm, telegraphing his punch. He’s right-handed. He’ll throw a right.

	Sure enough, he threw an awkward overhand right that caused him to lurch forward, off-balance. I blocked it with my left arm and let loose with a powerful right hook that shattered his jawbone. He collapsed like a ton of bricks.

	“You’re dead meat.”

	Punk Two uttered that trope, then took off his chain bracelet, wrapped it around his right hand, and charged. “All right, man, all right. You and me...”

	All that talk, no action. I kneed the man in his gut, doubling him over. A short, hard left to the side of his face sent him into nap-land. “Yeah, you and me,” I muttered and then walked across the street to retrieve my coffee.

	Wonderful, it was cold, so I disposed of it in a garbage can. Fight aside, it was a nice day out, and why let something like this ruin it? Superheroes, or ex-superheroes, in my case, didn’t stick around and wait for applause. They did their job and moved on.

	 

	One hour later.

	 

	My apartment was located near the center of the city. Old but clean, it was on the second floor and overlooked a park where I sometimes sat to collect my thoughts and smell the proverbial roses. Since I’d done my civic duty, I decided that I deserved a reward. Some chocolate pudding was in the fridge. I’d have that. I didn’t indulge in beverages of the alcohol kind.

	Same deal with drugs. I’d never been interested, and in my ex-career, all three-plus years from the age of fourteen until I was almost eighteen, my mentor had warned me to stay away from using.

	“Career,” I murmured. “What career?” I’d grown up in an orphanage where abuse was rife, ran away when I was fourteen, and Andrew Shorter had found me shivering and cold in an alley.

	Sure, it was a trope—older, wiser person finds young teen and trains him to become a sidekick—but in my case, it was true. Shorter had been decent, taught me the ropes of spying, stealth, and fighting, and after a few months of training, I’d made my debut as Phantom.

	As a phantom of the night, someone who blended in with the darkness, I got the information on the bad guys and then let Blaster dispense justice.

	Cliché? Yes, it was, but all the same, it worked. I went to school by day, fought crime at night, and when I was fifteen, my mentor took in another street urchin, Millie. We’d made quite a team, Phantom and Mule.

	She earned her nickname by kicking like one. Her kicks could send someone flying over a hundred feet if she used full force. We’d started dating when we were seventeen, continuing our relationship for almost a year before breaking up.

	Why? I’d asked myself the same question over and over, and while I didn’t want to admit it, the truth twisted in my gut like something that I shouldn’t have eaten but did. Demands of the job, maturity, and changing goals accounted for that. As far as I knew, she lived on the other side of the city. We hadn’t spoken since Blaster had disbanded the team.

	As for Glen, the fourth and final member of our team, he was probably still a quivering mess. His code name had been Substance Abuse, and it was apt, as he was an addict, cocaine being his drug of choice.

	He’d come from a rich family who took care of him and put him in an asylum—he had psychotic breaks in addition to overdosing, or maybe the breaks came because he overdosed—from time to time so he could dry out and get clean.

	It seemed an eternity ago that Shorter had told me and Millie one night that our services were no longer required. “Time for you to join the world,” he’d said almost twelve months ago. “This is no life for you. You’ll wind up like me, alone.”

	Naturally, we’d protested. Shorter wasn’t wealthy, but he lived comfortably in a house that his parents had left to him, and he survived on careful investing in the stock market through a cash gift we’d received from a grateful patron. Before he became a crimefighter, he’d been an accountant, among other things.

	He’d mentioned being alone. I later learned that his wife had passed away from cancer. They’d never had children, so perhaps by adopting Millie and me, he’d fulfilled his dream of being a father.

	Taciturn though he was, still, he was kind to us and took his guardianship role seriously. He commanded respect, and he rated it. Even the police respected him, although they didn’t care for our way of maintaining justice.

	He’d been feted by the mayor, received the honorary key to the city, flew with the aid of rocket boots and an enhanced bodysuit that tripled his strength and could withstand most weaponry, and he stood as a symbol of something decent and right in a world gone mad...

	“Hey, kid, you owe me money!”

	The voice, loud and demanding, came from the other side of the door, followed by a banging on the cheap wood. Wonderful, Mr. Voss would have to come around and demand his greenbacks. “Just a minute.”

	I got up and went to the door, opening it to find the diminutive form of Donald Voss, my landlord, a five-foot-two-inch ball of lard with a piggish face and an even more piggish attitude toward money. “You owe me two-fifty for the month.”

	No preamble, just pay now. “Hang on.”

	I dug into my pocket and came out with my severance pay. I had around eight thousand in the bank, but that wouldn’t last long. Voss’s eyes lit up at the sight of the money and he grabbed it, counting it with his stubby fingers. “Thanks, kid. Remember to pay on time next month.”

	Sure thing, fat man, sure thing. I shut the door and went to sit in the sole chair to brood about life. The apartment was modestly furnished with a used couch, a comfortable leather chair in which I now relaxed, a small kitchen, and a fold-out bed from the wall. The carpet had worn thin... it needed to be replaced.

	“All right, it’s a dump,” I said to no one in particular. “But it’s my dump.”

	After our group had disbanded, I’d found this place. The neighborhood was middle-class, the residents friendly, and the area safe.

	Getting mugged had never worried me. While I wasn’t invulnerable, I discovered from an early age that my skin was tougher than normal. I could take a severe beating with minimal injury and heal up incredibly fast.

	Add in greater reflexes, double the strength of someone my age, and a willingness to fight, and I was the obvious choice to become a sidekick to an established superhero, and maybe one day, take over the reins as the leader.

	Life didn’t work out on that trope-ish path, however. An accident committed by one of us during a case caused the death of a suspect. The law and the press called us out, Glen suffered a mental breakdown, and Blaster disbanded our crew and disappeared after he’d sent us on our merry way.

	And now, what’ve I got now. Just got fired, got into a fight, those punks will probably press charges... what’ve I got?

	Health—I had that, at the very least. As for my name, that had been chosen for me by someone at the orphanage. I never knew who my real parents were, but Zander sounded cool. Even the meaning—defender of man—sounded noble.

	I tried to relax, but then my ears picked up the sound of something ticking. Ticking... Oh, hell.

	One more click... then silence... and my instinct told me to dive through the window. I landed in the bushes in a shower of glass just as a huge explosion tore my apartment to shreds and almost fried me.

	As it was, I got singed by the flames and thought that this was a hell of a way to start a Monday.

	 


Chapter Two: Reconnecting

	 

	 

	People always said that when a person was about to die, their entire life flashed in front of their eyes. In my case, all I remembered was the past thirty seconds. The click of the timer. The feeling of terror just before the bomb went off. The impact of my head as it made contact with the window. Flames passing over my body.

	Of course, then came the hard landing in the garden, the shower of glass all over me, and a dozen-plus voices screaming bloody murder about an explosion and a fire.

	My consciousness took a brief vacation, but it returned when someone yelled, “I’m calling the police!”

	Yeah, you do that. I got up, mad as hell at whoever had done this to me, checked myself for injuries, found none, and then brushed myself off. Dirt rattled around in my mouth, so I spat that out and then escaped the smoke by running across the street.

	With the rest of the residents, I watched the fire burn. Four minutes later, a fire engine roared in, followed by a trio of squad cars. The officers got out and called for witnesses. “Me,” I said, anxious to give my side of the story, and an officer came over to take my statement.

	The other police handled the rest of the apartment residents. “You say you heard ticking?” the officer asked me after I’d given him the preliminaries.

	“Yeah, ticking,” I replied impatiently, still pissed off, feeling my bones ache, and wondering why onlookers just had to show up and gawk, either asking questions that bothered the police or snapping pics with their smartphones. Forensics had yet to show, so I repeated my earlier statement, more forcefully this time. “Oh, and after the bomb went off, I smelled ammonia.”

	The police officer, short and thickset, had a face like a bowl of vanilla pudding, and he sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything except smoke.”

	Of course he didn’t. He hadn’t lived through the blast. I had. Mr. Officer also didn’t seem overly impressed by anything else, especially my name, although he nodded his head a few times as if remembering it just then. “Zander Nelson... you were a crime fighter?”

	Dismissive. That’s how a lot of the men and women in blue were with us. Still, I had to be polite. “I was with the Backup Crew. Everyone called me Phantom.”

	He looked up from his notebook to stare hard at me. “Yeah, yeah, I remember now. You and that girl, Mule, and Blaster... all of you, doing our jobs for us.”

	Now, envy and sarcasm displaced the dismissiveness. I wanted to tell him that at least someone was working for the city, but that wouldn’t have done me any good. Instead, I settled for saying, “We were just trying to help, sir.”

	A grunt came from him that indicated he’d rather I shouldn’t have given any help at all. A firefighter interrupted us by calling out, “Hey!”

	“What is it?” the policeman wanted to know.

	Mr. Firefighter walked over, pulled off his facemask, and spat out a wad of mucus before telling us that the fire was out. “Place is a write-off, but we found this.”

	He held up a fuse. “Was this for a bomb?” the cop asked as he pulled a plastic bag from his pocket, and the firefighter dropped it in.

	“I’m not an expert, but I’ve seen similar things like this before in arson cases. My guess is that it’s an IED. You might want to get a forensics team over here. We didn’t touch anything else.”

	“Forensics should be here soon,” the officer replied sourly. “Thanks.”

	Internally, I did a happy dance. In your face, buddy. I was right.

	The firefighter moseyed off while the cop doffed his cap to scratch his hairless dome. “Well, you might be telling the truth, son,” he said in a surprisingly contrite tone. “Once forensics gets here, they’ll do what they can. We’ll see if we can get the person who did this. In the meantime, where can we reach you if we need more information?”

	Good question. My smartphone had been blown up, as had my computer. “Uh, I’ll have to call you. I lost everything in the explosion.”

	“Fine. Do that, then.”

	Gee, thanks for understanding. I’m not a crackpot, after all. “Thank you, sir.”

	Mr. Police Officer—his badge read Thimble—replaced the cap on his head and went to find my landlord, who stood a few yards away from the scene of the crime, talking to the frightened residents. They were unharmed, although shaken. When Thimble went to his car, my landlord excused himself and strode over to scream at me for blowing up my apartment.

	Voss then screamed even louder about how much he was going to have to pay. Yap, yap, yap... not this again. “Shut up, already,” I said, tired of listening to his querulous voice. “I didn’t blow up my apartment. Someone else did. There’s a difference.”

	“Screw your difference, Nelson. You owe me money!”

	I took a step forward while he took a step back, wary of an attack. Smart move—if he’d said the wrong thing to set me off, no court in the land would’ve convicted me of justifiable homicide.

	Still, it wasn’t worth getting violent over. “Listen, Voss, I told you someone stuck a bomb in my place. The police officer told you that, right? And you have insurance, yes?”

	His eyes bugged out in a passable imitation of a frog being throttled. “Hell with the insurance. And the cop told me that, yeah. You expect me to believe him?”

	“I’m just the messenger. You don’t believe me, fine. But stop with the conspiracy garbage. The police officer thought so, and so did the firefighter.”

	Voss stomped his right foot on the ground like a spoiled child who’d been told he couldn’t have seconds at the dessert buffet. Then he switched to his left foot to add balance to his leg workout.

	Finally, he voiced a few choice expletives, calling me cheap and ungrateful. “Fine, you’re out of here. Get what you need and clear out.”

	“Everything got incinerated, but thanks for your concern.”

	I walked away, ignoring his yells, flipping him the bird as I did so. I had my own problems, mainly finding a place to stay. Contact Wally? Not yet. I didn’t want to become a corporate zombie.

	So who could I ask? During my time with the Backup Crew, I’d made few friends, mainly because my crime-fighting took precedence. The less people knew about me, the better. It was a choice I’d made, but it had its downsides. I was dealing with one of those downsides now—no one was going to help me.

	Oh, and my bad luck continued with the local phone shop turning down my request for a replacement smartphone. I told them what had happened, and their response was, “How do we know you didn’t deliberately break it?”

	Who could argue with that kind of idiotic logic? After a few maim-and-destroy thoughts circulated through my mind, I decided the hell with it. I’d use payphones. Screw them and their attitude. I walked out, listening to them yell about me paying for it. Good luck with that.

	By that time, it was after two PM. Without any plan in mind, I wandered around the downtown area. Along the way, a van shot past me and screeched to a stop. The lettering on the van’s side indicated it was a local cable news show. Glorious. If this was who I thought it was, then my afternoon would be shot.

	A tall, lanky blonde in her mid-twenties with a pinched face and pale blue eyes got out of the van and waved. “Rina Morgan,” she called out in a voice that invited cringing.

	It sounded like a dinosaur sinking to its death in a tar pit, and when she delivered the reports on her cable show, her voice took on the pitch of a screeching bird flying away at high speed from a predator. I wondered why she’d never taken any voice lessons. “Phantom, can we talk?”

	It went without saying that my afternoon was now well and truly ruined. Rina was the lead producer, anchorperson, and part-owner of Tellson Cable News. Her father owned the other half. She was the star of every production, and viewership was high for a city our size.

	How many people watched her show didn’t concern me. Neither did she, mainly because I didn’t like her attitude. She’d always been skeptical of our group, calling us vigilantes, saying we were loose cannons... that kind of thing.

	“Can we talk?” Rina repeated, bringing me out of my past into my very rotten present and waving her cameraman over.

	I wanted to tell her to rot in hell, but hell wouldn’t have taken her. Instead, I asked politely, “About what?”

	“We just came from a building that got bombed and spoke to your landlord, Mr. Voss. That was your apartment blown up, wasn’t it? Or was it a fire? You tell us. The people deserve to know.”

	Call that her standard catchphrase. “The people deserve to know.”

	No, they didn’t. Not everything. After all, they already knew everything. When the Backup Crew disbanded, we came clean with our names. Shorter disappeared, SA went into rehab—again—and my social life went to hell.

	“Everyone knows who I am, Rina,” I said, now weary of this. “There was an accident at my apartment, so I’m jobless and homeless, if you want to know. Put that on your broadcast under the title of Where Are They Now and stick it.”

	End of rant. I walked off, leaving her and her cameraman with a story they’d be sure to savage me for. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t care. As I walked, I thought of my pre-Backup Crew years. They weren’t terrible, but they weren’t good either.

	No, wait, they were pretty bad...

	 

	Four years earlier. St. Clarence’s Orphanage. Minton Town, nineteen miles south of Tellson City.

	 

	I’d grown up in St. Clarence’s, watching the kids come and go. They got new homes, and no one ever came for me. Just how it was.

	My first memories were of four bunks to a room, hardwood floors, cold water in the showers, and kids who were older and bitterer and meaner beating on the younger kids who were a lot more innocent.

	I was one of those kids they hit. At first, I cried because it hurt and because I couldn’t hit back and win. Then Paul Linden came around. He was two years older, bigger than most kids his age, and he looked out for me. I never knew why, but that’s how Paul was. He did the same for the other kids, watching out for them.

	“Listen, Zander, this is how it’s gonna go down,” he’d said. “You gotta suck it up, say nothing... be like stone. You get hit, cry in your room. You lose a fight, fight harder next time.”

	Some lesson—shut down my emotions. No love, no hate, no nothing... simply survival. “Anything else?”

	He nodded. “Yeah, keep swinging. It doesn’t matter if you lose. Fight back. That’s the only way to get anyone to respect you.”

	Fearless—that was Paul. He and some of the other kids formed a gang and did the right thing because what went on at the orphanage constituted abuse. Physical abuse, yes, but some of the other kids told me there was sexual abuse, as well.

	If someone tried to get me, Paul would go on the offensive. He’d fight anyone. He’d do it because, as he said, “It’s the right thing to do.”

	It didn’t matter if he lost. It was the principal of the thing, a concept that I didn’t understand at first. But I soon got the message—fight for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. Call it simplistic, but young kids usually thought in simple terms, black and white, good and bad. There was never an in-between.

	That philosophy sustained me when the going got rough. When the older kids ganged up on me, I took the cue from Paul and hit back. Even if I got my ass kicked, I shut my mouth, took my lumps, and went down swinging.

	If another kid got picked on, I ran over to help. While fighting wasn’t a good thing, it taught me how to brawl, and soon, the other, bigger kids learned not to mess with me.

	Unfortunately, when I was twelve, Paul got adopted. I was happy for him and so was everyone else, but that meant our gang was one member short. By that time, my rep was established, but another dark cloud showed up—Brother Thomas.

	A fat, unshaven slob in his thirties, he’d whale away on someone for the slightest perceived infraction, using a two-by-four to slap the crap out of them. Or, as he put it, beating the devil out of someone.

	When I was thirteen, he tried messing with me after classes ended for the day. Up until that time, I figured that I could handle myself facing another kid my age or older, but up against an adult, I was toast... or so I thought.

	Thomas shut the classroom door. He took the board, ordered me to face the blackboard, and then he whacked me on the right shoulder. “That’s for cheating on your test.”

	In the past, he’d never laid a hand on me, never any molesting, the prospect of which terrified me. No, he let Mr. Board do his dirty work. He did what he did willfully, almost gleefully. It was wrong, but he had the authority. I didn’t.

	I’d taken it, cried in my room, and that was all. Everyone else did the same. “Cheating is wrong,” he said.

	Lie. I hadn’t cheated... but oddly enough, the blow didn’t hurt that time. Being hit had always scared me, not to mention that it scarred my body, but for some reason, my body had changed, seemingly overnight. I didn’t feel any pain, and the angst, the fear, and the terror magically went away.

	Whack. “That’s for fighting in the hallway last week.”

	Lie, and that shot didn’t hurt either.

	“This is for being disrespectful.”

	Whack. The board broke. He stared at me, and I asked as calmly as possible, “May I go now, Brother Thomas?”

	Wordlessly, he went to open the door and waved me out. That was the last time he ever hit me. In the privacy of my room, I wondered what had happened to me. I was around five-seven at the time, maybe one-forty, lean and muscular, but this was something new.

	I took off my shirt and examined my shoulder. Bruises dotted the deltoid and trap area, but they faded fast... and then they were gone.

	Soon after, I had a fight with another kid who was seventeen and about to age out. He was much bigger, he was angry at the world, and for some unknown reason, he took it out on me. Well, he tried, cornering me in the gym and saying that if he had to leave, then he’d send me to the hospital first.

	Of course, there was no one around, and, of course, I’d have to handle the situation. I didn’t want to fight, but he’d given me no choice. “All right,” I said, not scared now but angry and ready to deal out an ass-whupping of my own. “But I’m not going to the hospital. You are.”

	He grinned at me, flexing his muscles. His first punch landed on my jaw. He recoiled, holding his hand in pain. “What the hell, man,” he cried. “What the hell?”

	“Try again,” I said, feeling the moment and knowing that whatever he did, it wouldn’t be nearly enough. “Try harder.”

	Punch number two went to my left
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