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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!
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If anyone could have been said to have had a stranger turn of events and revelations over the past few days of her life than Alanna Lane, she sure would have liked to meet that person, because she didn’t think that anyone else had gone through nearly as much of a personal revelation as she had over the past three or four days of her life. 
And it all started because she wanted to discover the truth behind the Anomaly attacks in her home city of New Gold City.
Perhaps the only other person who had had his life upended and his identity shaken was Justin Wright, also known as the superhero Paradigm. Coincidentally, Alanna had met Justin doing the same thing she was—that is to say, investigating the Anomalies—even though the two had attempted to investigate the mystery in different ways.
But the two eventually learned to work together to try to uncover the truth, only for them to uncover that they were potentially on opposing sides of a conflict between those who wanted to destroy their universe and those who wanted to restore the multiverse.
But now they were back together again, sitting side by side, but they were no longer in their universe. Not anymore.
And just like when they first met, they found themselves face to face with multiple Anomalies.
Only this time, Alanna wasn’t sure that they would survive this encounter, especially without their powers.
At least a dozen inhuman Anomalies surrounded Alanna and Justin. Each one was different from the last, ranging from a humanoid rat with bat-like wings attached to its back to a cyborg with four spider-like legs supporting a mechanical human-like upper body. The creatures stood on the craggy rocks surrounding them, some of them on higher rocks than the others, but it was clear to Alanna that each and every one of the Anomalies could easily jump down and get to them before they could even think about escaping.
The troubling thing was, Alanna didn’t even see an escape route, other than a narrow gap between a couple of the boulders nearby that appeared to lead out of the clearing. Even then, a couple of Anomalies—one of which looked like a scorpion with the head of a cat and the other resembling a green cloud shaped like a hammer—stood on top of those boulders, making it quite clear that if either of them tried to escape through that way, the Anomaly guardians would stop them, probably very violently.
Normally, Alanna wouldn’t have been worried about all of these Anomalies. As the Unifier of the Handmaiden of the Merge, Alanna had powers that put her above and beyond even the strongest of Anomalies. She remembered with some fondness how she had forced a Level Four Anomaly to submit to her power not too long ago, back at the football field of her high school.
That was before the Handmaiden had stripped Alanna of her powers for her betrayal. Alanna hadn’t even known that was possible, but given how she had gained her powers from the Handmaiden in the first place, perhaps it made sense that the Handmaiden could take away what she had given.
Regardless, it left Alanna feeling very powerless and weak. That was strange because before Alanna regained her memories of her pre-Merge life, Alanna had thought that she was just a normal teenage girl with no special powers or anything like that. She didn’t realize how quickly she had gotten used to the idea that she wasn’t just an average teenage girl, but that she was the right hand of the goddess of the universe—the one who had created their entire universe, more or less.
So Alanna could not help but tremble on her knees on the rough, dusty ground underneath her, sweating slightly in the heat of the area, staring up at the Anomalies that looked down at them with vicious expressions. She had never felt so powerless and useless before. She wondered if she had changed at all since her initial encounter with the Deacon at the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant, what felt like a lifetime ago now, even though it had only been a few days ago.
One of the Anomalies, the humanoid rat one with the bat wings, caught her eye suddenly and let out a big screech. It flew toward Alanna with its fangs bared, flying much faster than Alanna could move. She told herself to get up and dodge, but between her anxiety about losing her powers and her lack of superhuman speed, she just knelt there helplessly.
But then Justin, kneeling beside her, jumped to his feet and punched the Anomaly out of the air right before it hit Alanna. The Anomaly screeched as it flew through the air and crashed onto the ground several feet away, rolling to a stop in front of one of the boulders. Though the Anomaly seemed to still be alive, it appeared dazed by Justin’s attack, making strange clicking noises with its teeth as it lay there, as if unable to believe Justin had punched it out.
Not that Alanna could blame the Anomaly for its surprise. She looked up at Justin, at the back of his black-and-white spandex body costume, but he wasn’t looking at her.
Instead, Justin glared up at all of the other Anomalies surrounding them, hands balled into tight fists. He cracked his knuckles. “Who wants to go next?”
Alanna stared at Justin in disbelief. “Justin, what are you do—”
Justin raised a hand toward Alanna and frantically whispered, “Alanna, shut up. I am trying to save us. The Anomalies only respect strength, so I am trying to project strength.”
Alanna pursed her lips. “But won’t they realize that we don’t have our powers any—”
“Alanna, do you want to get ripped apart by a bunch of angry Anomalies or not?” Justin whispered back furiously. “Now let me do the talking.”
Alanna closed her mouth. She thought that Justin’s plan was insane and doomed to failure. Both she and Justin had lost their powers. At least, Alanna knew that she had lost her powers for sure. She recalled seeing the Handmaiden destroy Justin’s Gate System utility belt, so she assumed that Justin was just as powerless as she was, which made his willingness to protect her from that Anomaly that had tried to attack them all the more fascinating to her.
Why would Justin go out of his way to protect me after everything I’ve done to him? Alanna thought with a shake of her head. And why would he be so brave when he doesn’t even have his powers anymore?
Because even though Alanna and Justin had started as friends and allies, Alanna had eventually sided with the Handmaiden and her Acolytes and even tried to kill Justin a few times after regaining her memories of her life from the pre-Merge era. She had even witnessed one of her fellow Acolytes cut off the hand of Justin’s dad and threatened to kill him if he continued to resist them. Justin probably didn’t know about that one yet, but certainly, Justin would remember the other times that Alanna and her fellow Acolytes had tried to kill him.
Yet here Justin was, clad in nothing but his powerless superhero costume, facing down just under a dozen Anomalies all by himself. Even if he planned to bluff the Anomalies and make them think he was tougher than he was, Alanna still couldn’t help but admire his bravery. She certainly couldn’t find that same bravery, not right now, perhaps not ever again.
And surprisingly, Justin’s plan appeared to be working. The Anomalies that had looked so eager to slaughter her and Justin now seemed quite hesitant to jump in. Even the Anomaly that Justin had punched out was not immediately attacking again, instead watching Justin with hesitation and suspicion, as if trying to predict his next move after he had bluffed the Anomalies.
Frankly, Alanna was also trying to predict Justin’s next move. She looked at his back, noticing just the slightest hint of a tremble in his frame. He was a lot more afraid than he let on, but again, he didn’t seem to let that stop him or make him run away.
Finally, Justin spoke again. “Okay, you Anomalies. You are going to let me and my friend go here unless you want to get punched out again like your pal. If you know what’s good for you, then you won’t cross my path.”
“Oh?” came a questioning male voice with a slight buzz to it, like how Alanna imagined a wasp would sound if it could speak. “And just who do we have the pleasure of speaking to right now, exactly?”
The hissing of wasp wings caused Alanna to look up into the air. She wished she hadn’t.
A swarm of purple wasps circled the clearing before shooting down toward the ground in front of Justin. Just before the swarm crashed into the ground, it quickly formed a humanoid figure that stood a few inches taller than Justin.
The figure in question looked like a human man wearing purple, insect-like armor with a huge stinger and giant wasp wings sticking out of his back. Its head appeared to be a horrific mishmash of a human head and a wasp head, with one human eye and one wasp eye that stared at Justin unblinkingly. It gave off a stench of a rotting wasp nest, of dried mud and blood, that sent a shiver down Alanna’s spine.
Justin, to his credit, didn’t back down or run from the Anomaly. He just raised his fists a little higher. “You can call me Paradigm. I’m kind of a big deal back where I’m from.”
The wasp-like Anomaly tilted its head to the side. “And where are you from, exactly? Wait, don’t tell me. You two are obviously from the One Universe. You certainly stink of it. You must be lackeys of the Handmaiden.”
Justin raised his hands defensively, an alarmed look on his face. “Hold on. I think there has been a serious misunderstanding here. We aren’t the Handmaiden’s lackeys. We are—”
The wasp-like Anomaly surged toward Justin and punched him in the stomach. Justin cried out and doubled over, falling onto the ground at the Anomaly’s feet. Alanna reached out toward Justin in alarm, but she was too slow to do anything as the Anomaly raised its foot, which was covered with sharp-looking stingers, and brought it down on Justin’s head.
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Stop.” 
That word came from a deep, guttural male voice that belonged to neither Justin nor his attacker.
And like magic, Justin’s attacker’s foot stopped just an inch or two above his head—just close enough that Justin could smell and breathe in the stench of what might have been the droppings of some animal that he didn’t recognize. Although that was infinitely preferable to getting his head smashed open like a pumpkin.
That was when Justin realized that Alanna had been screaming his name. He also realized that he had been holding his breath, releasing it as soon as he did. Though the air of wherever they were tasted foul—kind of like cigarette smoke—Justin still needed to breathe.
The foot of Justin’s attacker moved away from his face, and he looked up at it. The Anomaly, however, was no longer looking at Justin. Its misshapen eyes were focused on someone off to the right, so Justin followed its gaze to see who it was looking at, even though he was pretty sure he recognized that voice from before.
A tall figure in red armor with black robes draped over his armor stood in the clearing with his arms folded in front of his chest. Spiky black hair reached up toward the sky while the face of a young man, not much older than Justin or Alanna, glared at the wasp-like Anomaly with the kind of look that most people gave actual wasps.
Justin let out another breath. “Deacon Destiny?”
Though the Deacon had traveled with Justin and Alanna through that same portal, Justin had not seen the Deacon when they arrived wherever they had ended up. Justin supposed that somewhere in the back of his head, he must have assumed that they had gotten separated from the Deacon after entering the portal.
And for the first time in his life, Justin was genuinely grateful to see the Deacon. The Deacon was perhaps the only Anomaly that they could trust—for a given definition of trust, anyway.
The Deacon, however, was not looking at either Justin or Alanna. He was glaring at the wasp-like Anomaly that had nearly crushed Justin’s head under its foot. “Step away from the human, whatever your name is.”
The wasp-like Anomaly tilted its head at the Deacon. “The name is Buzzer. And why, pray tell, should I listen to a half-breed like you? Is it because you feel some kind of camaraderie with the humans? You know that that is a weakness, don’t you?”
The Deacon lowered his head, never taking his eyes off Buzzer. “I didn’t ask your opinion, Buzzer—either on the humans or on myself. I commanded you to stop. This is the last time I will repeat myself.”
Buzzer chuckled, which sounded very strange with its buzzy-like voice. “You are correct. I don’t want to hear your voice any more than I want to continue to hear the voices of other half-breeds like yourself. So why don’t you stay out of this, you filthy—”
The Deacon lunged forward and smashed his fist against Buzzer’s chest.
Buzzer’s entire body exploded into thousands upon thousands of purple wasps that immediately descended on the Deacon like, well, a swarm of angry wasps. They surrounded the Deacon in a bubble of purple death, obscuring Justin’s view of the Deacon entirely. For a moment, Justin was convinced that Buzzer was tearing the Deacon apart—or perhaps just stinging him to death.
But then a massive whirlwind suddenly blasted the swarm in every direction, exploding outward from within the swarm. Dead wasps flew through the air, more than a few pelting Justin’s body as he ducked his head under his arms. It felt a bit like being pelted with shredded bits of wood.
As soon as the explosion ended, Justin lowered his hands from his head and looked up.
The Deacon stood exactly where he had been standing a few seconds ago, appearing unharmed by Buzzer’s attack. Thousands of dead purple wasps lay around him, including a few that had fallen on the shoulders of his robes.
The Deacon then brushed the deceased wasps off his shoulders and cast a glare at the other Anomalies that had been watching the fight. “Who wishes to die next?”
Not a single Anomaly spoke up in defense of their dead leader. As a matter of fact, Justin wasn’t even sure if any of the Anomalies were even breathing anymore. Though most of them did not have faces that could be remotely described as human, most of them were clearly afraid of the Deacon.
Then the Anomalies all bowed toward the Deacon wherever they stood, whether on a rock or the ground. Some bowed their heads, while others bowed at the waist, and still others fell prostrate on the ground as if struck by some mysterious force.
But even Justin could tell that all of the Anomalies were simply expressing their respect toward the Deacon’s authority. Not that Justin could blame them, because he also had been impressed by how easily the Deacon had taken out Buzzer.
Then a clawed hand appeared in Justin’s face. He looked up to see the Deacon standing over him, holding out a hand toward Justin, giving Justin a look that was less severe than the look he had given to Buzzer, but still not quite kind or compassionate. “Do you need help?”
Justin, his heart hammering in his chest and his stomach still aching from Buzzer’s punch, nonetheless accepted the Deacon’s outstretched hand and let him help him to his feet. “Thanks, but you didn’t need to do that.”
The Deacon raised a questioning eyebrow at Justin. “Do what?”
“Save us!” said Alanna, rising to her feet and walking over to them. She stopped right next to Justin and seemed to be deliberately trying to stand as close to him as she could without touching him. Her eyes, however, were on the Anomalies surrounding them, like she was afraid they might try to attack them when they weren’t looking. “Why did you save us?”
The Deacon tilted his head to the side. “Because you two are the key to saving the multiverse, of course.”
Justin held up his hands. “Okay, back up a second there. Before we delve into that, I want to know where we are. What is this place? ”
To Justin’s surprise, however, it was Alanna who answered his question. “I think I know where we are, Justin, although I have never been here before myself. The Handmaiden told me about it, though, and even showed me images of it, but I am sure that the Deacon can confirm where we are.”
The Deacon gave Alanna a knowing look. “If you know where we are, Miss Lane, then tell us. I would like to hear your perspective.”
Oddly enough, the Deacon didn’t sound like he was being sarcastic or mocking Alanna. If anything, he sounded genuine, which seemed strange to Justin because he thought that the Deacon, who was the servant of Richard Plutarch, would be just as rude as his master. Then again, the Deacon had seemed more polite than his master, which was kind of funny considering how the Deacon was an Anomaly himself.
Or a half-breed, as Buzzer put it, thought Justin, scratching the back of his head. But what the heck is a half-breed, and why was the Deacon so upset about it?
Alanna bit her lower lip. Her eyes darted from side to side like she was about to share a big secret before she finally said, “Okay. I think that we are in the Anomalous Void, a pocket dimension connected to the One Universe where all of the Anomalies have come from, including you, Deacon.”
Justin furrowed his brows as he searched his memory for that term. “Anomalous Void. I think Plutarch mentioned that place to me once, though he didn’t go into great detail about it. But that would explain the Anomalies and why they are listening to the Deacon. He is one of them, after all.”
The Deacon turned away from Justin and Alanna and gestured at them to follow him. “Not quite, but I will explain along the way. We need to get going. We don’t have a lot of time left.”
Justin raised an eyebrow at the Deacon. “What don’t we have a lot of time left to do? Stop the Handmaiden?”
As Justin said that, however, he felt a rumbling in the ground under their feet and then saw a brilliant spire of red and white flame erupt somewhere in the distance over the tops of the rocks surrounding them. The eruption of flame scattered the other Anomalies, which all ran away screaming and screeching like wild animals.
The Deacon looked over his shoulder at Justin and Alanna with a troubled expression on his face. “In spite of what you just saw, I am not the most dangerous thing in the Anomalous Void—not by a long shot. We need to find a safe place to hide until we can figure out how to get back to the One Universe. Follow me. I know of a haven not too far from here.”
With that, the Deacon headed toward a gap between a couple of the rocks without waiting for either Justin or Alanna. Justin and Alanna started walking after him, however. Justin walked just a few steps ahead of Alanna, keeping his eye on the fluttering robes of the Deacon ahead of him. He didn’t know what might have made that fiery burst they had witnessed, but if it scared even the Deacon, then Justin was not in the mood to confront whatever had created that himself.
But before they left the clearing, the Deacon stopped and looked over his shoulder at them again. “And there is probably one more thing you should know about me: I am not an Anomaly.”
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Naturally, the Deacon didn’t elaborate on that final statement he made. He simply resumed walking, forcing Alanna and Justin to practically run to keep up with him because his legs were so much longer than theirs. Alanna especially found it challenging to keep up, which she attributed mostly to losing her powers. She still couldn’t get over how much  weaker she was without her powers. It was unreal.
They didn’t talk much while they walked. That was mostly because the ground of the Anomalous Void was uneven and rocky, the air heavy like before a thunderstorm, though Alanna could not see a cloud in the sky. It reminded Alanna of the time that she and her dad went on a hike to Theodore Jason State Park back in the One Universe when she was ten years old. Her dad, who was an avid hiker, had insisted that they take the hardest hiking route in the entire state park, which consisted of a lot of uneven, rocky ground that one could easily slip on if the rocks were wet.
But they had chosen to hike on a particularly hot and dry day. Alanna still recalled how difficult it had been for her to traverse the rocks. She had gotten so hot, sweaty, and tired by the end of the hike that she and her dad spent nearly an hour at the waterfall at the bottom of the trail, drinking water, eating snacks, and recovering until Alanna felt like she could handle the trek back up to the main camp.
That was the day that Alanna decided that she didn’t like hiking, even though it was one of her favorite memories with her dad.
Or was it?
Ever since learning about the true nature of the One Universe and Alanna’s original pre-Merge self, Alanna had wondered how many of her memories from her childhood in the One Universe were even real. The Handmaiden had claimed that the apparent age of the One Universe was mostly fabricated and that the One Universe was not nearly as old as it seemed.
Combine that with the fact that Alanna and the other Acolytes had had lives in the pre-Merge multiverse, and Alanna didn’t know what to believe and what not to believe about her past anymore.
True, Alanna could probably trust most of her memories from the pre-Merge era, but what about her childhood memories from after the establishment of the One Universe? Did any of that actually happen, or had the Handmaiden simply crafted memories for Alanna and the other Acolytes so they would not be disturbed by their memories of their pre-Merge selves and what they had lost?
Perhaps most importantly, however, was the question of whether Alanna’s parents were her actual parents from the pre-Merge era or not. The Handmaiden hadn’t explicitly said one way or the other, but a part of her was still afraid that the Handmaiden might have taken a random couple and changed their memories so they also would not remember ever not having Alanna as their daughter.
And if that is the case, thought Alanna, feeling a bead of sweat trickling down the back of her neck as she followed the Deacon and Justin across the craggy rocks, then what happened to my real parents?
It was impossible to say because, despite the Handmaiden’s insistence that Alanna had regained all of her memories from the pre-Merge era, Alanna wasn’t quite sure that she had. There were still gaps in her memory—of things, people, places, and events that she should have remembered. She had some vague memories of fighting the Composites who made up Justin’s form, as well as confronting Plutarch, but other than that, she couldn’t remember much. She didn’t know how much the rest of the Acolytes remembered, though she was under the impression that they remembered more than she did.
But who says even that much is true? Alanna thought, scratching her forehead. Maybe the Handmaiden took their memories away, too. Were our lives in the pre-Merge era really so terrible that the Handmaiden had to wipe our memories of them?
Of course, Alanna had no way to get actual answers to those questions, at least not right now. After all, the Handmaiden was still in the One Universe, whereas Alanna was in the Anomalous Void. She didn’t know if the Handmaiden could follow them into the Anomalous Void or not, or even if she would, given how much the Handmaiden hated Anomalies, but the Handmaiden was the only one who could answer her questions.
Though now that the Handmaiden considers me a traitor, I sincerely doubt she will answer any of my questions if I ever get to see her again, thought Alanna with a slight shake of her head. Most likely, she will just try to finish the job she started back in the One Universe.
The three of them walked for some time through the rocks of the Anomalous Void, having to move slowly to avoid tripping or otherwise harming themselves. Now and then, Alanna would hear some kind of roar in the distance, as if from some great beast. Other times, she would just hear a strange ringing sound, like somebody was clanging a giant bell. Both times, she couldn’t see the source of the sounds, but she had the sinking feeling that she probably didn’t want to.
That feeling mostly came from watching the Deacon, who seemed to speed up his progress every time that strange bell chimed, forcing Alanna and Justin to huff and puff after him. Combine that with the Deacon’s ominous warning about him not being the most dangerous thing in the Anomalous Void, and Alanna suddenly found herself hoping that this haven the Deacon spoke of was indeed safe enough to protect them from whatever was the most dangerous thing in the Anomalous Void.
That was when the Deacon dropped down into a hole in the ground and gestured for Justin and Alanna to follow. The hole was fairly deep, however, so Justin went first and helped Alanna down as carefully as he could. Alanna appreciated that. She wasn’t sure she would have been able to climb down on her own. She was still surprised that Justin was continuing to be nice to her, though at this point, Justin appeared to be more concerned with getting to safety than with explaining his reasoning for helping her.
The hole, as it turned out, was a small cave with a couple of flat rocks that appeared to be chairs, along with another, bigger flat rock that seemed to be a makeshift table, though the darkness made it hard to see many details. In the back of the cave, a bed of straw and leaves was pushed against the wall, filling the cave with the smell of dead straw and plants. Add that to the slightly sulfuric scent that permeated the Anomalous Void, and Alanna found herself pinching her nose more often than not. At least the cave was a little cooler than the outside, perhaps because it was shielded from the heat of the rest of the Anomalous Void.
The Deacon grabbed a torch off the wall and scraped it against the walls like a match. A bright, burning flame came into existence atop the torch, and the Deacon put the torch back in its bracket on the wall before sitting down on the floor, putting his hands on his knees, his shoulders slumping. “Welcome to the safest place in the Anomalous Void, Paradigm, Unifier. Please make yourselves at home.”
Alanna wasn’t sure if the Deacon was being sarcastic or not, but she did take a seat on one of the flat rocks she had noticed earlier. So did Justin, who practically collapsed onto the rock and leaned against the wall, breathing hard. His exposed cheeks glistened with sweat under the illumination of the torch, helping Alanna to understand that Justin was much more tired than he had let on.
So Alanna decided to be the one to ask the Deacon some questions.
She turned her gaze to the Deacon. “You said that we are in the Anomalous Void, where all the Anomalies are from, correct?”
The Deacon nodded. “When the Handmaiden opened the portal, I reprogrammed it to send us to the Anomalous Void instead of to the nothingness that the Handmaiden was originally going to banish you and Justin to.”
Justin shivered. “What was up with that? I thought she was talking about the Anomalous Void at first, but now that I know we are here, I’m not sure what she meant.”
The Deacon’s expression darkened. “The Handmaiden meant what she said. Aside from the One Universe and the Anomalous Void, there is nothing else. If I had to guess, I would say that she was probably going to send both of you to the ‘place,’ if it can be called that, between the One Universe and the Anomalous Void. There, the crushing weight of both realities would grind you into little more than atoms, which is the closest thing to nothingness that a person can experience.”
Alanna shivered this time. She had seen plenty of videos of hydraulic presses smashing various objects and items to pieces online in gruesome detail. Now she was trying to imagine that happening to her and Justin. How much did a universe weigh, anyway? And did it weigh more or less than a pocket dimension?
She rubbed her forehead. Never thought I’d be asking those kinds of questions.
“Gotcha,” said Alanna slowly. “I assume you sent us to the Anomalous Void because it was better than getting crushed to death by the weight of both universes.”
Justin slammed his fists against his thighs. “We shouldn’t have run. We should have stayed and fought the Handmaiden.”
The Deacon gave Justin a deadpan look. “Fought the Handmaiden with what, exactly? A couple of powerless human teenagers? And despite my strength, I can assure you that I am nowhere near as powerful as the Handmaiden, especially in the One Universe. Otherwise, Plutarch would have sent me to assassinate her a long time ago.”
Justin pursed his lips but didn’t argue the Deacon’s point. Neither did Alanna. She thought that the Deacon made a rather good point about their odds of success against the Handmaiden in a direct fight. And that assumed that the other surviving Acolytes wouldn’t have stepped in to help the Handmaiden, which they almost certainly would have.
The Deacon rested his chin in his hand. “But I took us to the Anomalous Void for other reasons as well. One of those reasons is because I don’t think the Handmaiden will be following us anytime soon.”
A sense of relief washed over Alanna’s shoulders. “Why? Doesn’t she still want to eliminate us?”
The Deacon nodded again. “She certainly does. But what you might not realize is that the Handmaiden’s power is dependent on her location. In the One Universe, where she rules as its goddess, she is practically unstoppable… but in the Anomalous Void, where her powers have little influence? Well, she would not want to risk getting killed or injured just to go after us.”
Justin breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to hear. But what about her Acolytes? Won’t she send any of those after us?”
The Deacon tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Possibly, but even if she did, they would still have to look for us. And seeing as the Anomalous Void is about a third the size of the One Universe, combined with the fact that the Handmaiden and her Acolytes know very little about it in general, I think we will be safe even if she sends all of her Acolytes after us at once. For a while, at least..”
Alanna didn’t doubt the Deacon’s words. Though she wasn’t sure about the status of Benjamin and Peter, the last Alanna had seen, Jasper, Haley, and Mr. Hood were all alive and well. She did not doubt in her mind that all three of them would jump at the chance to hunt down her, Justin, and the Deacon if the Handmaiden so ordered them to do so.
That was a terrifying thought in itself, given how each one of the Acolytes could easily wipe the floor with her and Justin in their current powerless states.
The Deacon leaned back against the wall again, putting his hands on his knees. “For the time being, we have a chance to breathe. But of course, we will need to return to the One Universe at some point. Which ties into my other plan that required us to go into the Anomalous Void.”
Justin raised his hand. “Before we delve into that, you mentioned that you aren’t actually an Anomaly back there. Furthermore, that Buzzer guy called you a half-breed and seemed to treat you like less because of it. Would you mind elaborating on that? Because you still seem like an Anomaly to me.”
The Deacon sighed heavily. “I suppose that I should elaborate on that. You have already seen my face, which is enough of a clue to my true nature, but I see that you still haven’t quite put two and two together yet.”
Alanna brushed back a strand of black hair behind her ear and frowned. “You do look a lot like Plutarch, except younger. And we know that Plutarch considers you important, but I always thought that was because you were his most powerful Anomaly.”
The Deacon smiled grimly. “I’m not just his most powerful Anomaly. I’m his son. You can call me Nathaniel.”
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Justin blinked in disbelief at the Deacon. “You are Plutarch’s son? Was your mother, um, an Anomaly or something—?” 
The Deacon shook his head. “Not at all. My mother was a human woman with no special powers or abilities of her own. My heritage has nothing to do with my nature.”
Justin wasn’t quite sure if he believed that, but he decided to keep asking the Deacon questions anyway. “So, how did you end up like this, then?”
The Deacon pursed his lips, and his red eyes appeared to grow distant for a second, like he was reliving a very old memory. “About six months ago, I was an ordinary high school student, much like you two. Well, I suppose as ordinary as the child of a billionaire can be, anyway. At least I still had homework and other normal high schooler struggles to deal with.”
Alanna suddenly breathed in. “Six months ago? Wasn’t that when the Anomaly attacks first started?”
The Deacon gave Alanna a knowing smile. “That isn’t a coincidence. Because not only am I not an Anomaly, I am technically the first Anomaly, at least the first to leave the Anomalous Void.”
Justin blinked again. “Okay, you lost me. How can you be the first Anomaly and yet not an Anomaly at the same time? Are you a living contradiction or something?”
The Deacon looked at his clawed hands for a moment. “I have often asked myself that same question many times since then, but no, I am not. I am half human and half Anomaly, but I am also the first Anomaly that my father successfully summoned. Or at least, my Anomaly half is.”
Alanna rested her chin in both of her hands, her eyes locked on the Deacon. “How did you become half human and half Anomaly?”
The Deacon scowled slightly. “Remember the portal that we used to get here? The same portal that was in the portal room in the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant?”
Justin nodded. “Yeah. Kinda hard to forget a giant stone portal from before our universe even existed.”
The Deacon gestured toward the cave exit with one claw. “My father, along with a private archaeological group that he hired, found that portal in an archaeological dig in Egypt about a year ago. He had it brought to the US in secret and installed in the plant so he could use it to summon Anomalies from the Anomalous Void to restore the multiverse.”
Alanna furrowed her brows. “How did he do that without the Handmaiden knowing? Surely she wouldn’t have allowed him to move that portal if she had known he was looking for it.”
The Deacon gave Alanna a serious look. “As you might have noticed, the Handmaiden is not as all-knowing as she likes to make herself out to be. She must be constantly watching someone to know of their actions and whereabouts at any given time. Seeing as the Handmaiden had no reason to believe that Plutarch was a threat until recently, my father was able to do a lot of things without her knowing.”
Justin knew very little about how the Handmaiden’s powers worked, but Alanna didn’t dispute the Deacon’s explanation, so he accepted it. “All right. So Plutarch brought the portal over from Egypt, and then what happened after that?”
The Deacon gazed at the floor of the cave. “My father had the Destiny Corporation’s top scientists, led by Dr. Physic, work day and night to get the portal working again. They succeeded … but not without some sacrifice.”
Justin leaned forward. “Sacrifice?”
The Deacon sighed. “I was a dumb child. I was aware of my father’s mission, believed in it, and volunteered to enter the portal to explore the Anomalous Void and find Anomalies. Because no one had ever traveled to the Anomalous Void before, we didn’t know what to expect.”
Alanna frowned. “And your father let you? Even though you were just a kid?”
The Deacon’s gaze darkened. “I was a bit rebellious. I went behind Father’s back, knowing he would never knowingly allow me to do it. Some of his scientists agreed because they believed that Father was moving too slowly and wanted to see what awaited us on the other side.”
Justin scratched the back of his neck. He found it difficult to imagine the Deacon as being a rebellious teen, given how loyal he was to Plutarch, yet that was what the Deacon was admitting to.
The Deacon continued his story. “So I put on a protective suit designed to protect my body from the possible negative ramifications that the Anomalous Void might have on the human body and stood in front of the portal. But when they opened the portal for the very first time … something was waiting for us.”
Alanna bit her lower lip nervously. “An Anomaly?”
The Deacon rubbed the back of his head. “Yes. This Anomaly, a strong one, tried to grab me through the portal. The scientists monitoring me panicked and tried to shut down the portal to save me, but instead, the Anomaly and I ended up merging into my current form due to both of us being halfway in the portal when it closed. I nearly died. Father was most angry about the entire thing and fired every scientist who worked with me.”
The Deacon sounded somber when he said that, which Justin understood. It sounded like quite the traumatic event.
Then the Deacon raised his head and gazed at Justin and Alanna with his golden eyes. “Therefore, I am neither fully human nor fully Anomaly, but somewhere in between. A half-breed, as Buzzer put it.”
The Deacon said ‘half-breed’ with obvious sarcasm.
“Guess Anomalies don’t like half-breeds, huh?” said Justin.
The Deacon nodded. “In the same way that some humans look down on those of mixed race, most Anomalies are the same, viewing us as weaker than pure Anomalies. It is why I had to kill Buzzer. If I hadn’t, he wouldn’t have let any of us leave alive.”
Justin had a brief mental image of a thousand purple wasps stinging him to death. It was not a very comforting thought, so Justin decided not to dwell on it. “So that’s your origin. Pretty strange.”
The Deacon shrugged. “It was … distressing at first, but eventually I realized I was lucky. I could have died. Instead, I became more useful to my father and his mission than ever. I am faster, stronger, and tougher. I may not even be able to die of old age. What more could I ask for?”
Justin hadn’t thought of it that way. He would have assumed that the Deacon would have been a lot more upset or angsty about becoming some kind of half-human monstrosity. Yet the Deacon seemed to be the exact opposite of angsty. Certainly, he seemed to have some trauma about his memories, but when he said that last part about being more useful to Plutarch, he sounded like he meant it.
Justin didn’t think he would have reacted similarly if he had suffered the same fate as the Deacon. He liked being fully human and not having to deal with being half Anomaly.
But then again, am I really that different from the Deacon, seeing as I am a Merger of several other people? thought Justin as he scratched the back of his head. Granted, I am pretty sure that all of my Composites are human, but that still makes me different from most people. And then there’s Alanna with all of that Unifier stuff. Maybe neither of us is that different from the Deacon in the grand scheme of things.
It still felt weird to Justin that he couldn’t hear Bolt, Winter, or any of the other Composites in his head. Even though he hadn’t been able to speak to them for a particularly long time, talking to them in his head had felt surprisingly natural, like he was doing something he was always meant to be doing. He felt like he was cut off from a very important part of himself and desperately wished he could feel it again.
But without the Gate System, I am pretty useless, thought Justin, as the Deacon proved when he saved us from Buzzer earlier.
Fortunately, Alanna kept the conversation moving along, asking an important question that Justin hadn’t even thought of. “You said that you had to wear a special suit to protect yourself from the negative effects of the Anomalous Void on the human body. Since you are now half-Anomaly, I assume that means you are unaffected by the Void, but what about me and Justin? We aren’t … breathing poisonous air or anything, are we?”
Alanna put a hand on her chest as she spoke, as if trying to feel her lungs from the outside. That made Justin more aware of his
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