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This book is for those who have followed THE AXIOM-MAN SAGA from the beginning.

Welcome to the end of Act One.

Thank you for flying with Axiom-man all these years.
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Prologue
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Axiom-man’s insides went hollow at the silence. He stood atop an old nightclub in the Exchange District called The Empire. It was well past party hours. The bars and clubs had shut down around 2AM. Those who stumbled out and headed to their next destination were already loaded in cabs and in cars driven by friends who knew well enough not to mix alcohol with the steering wheel. Above, the night was clear but no stars were visible except a few poking through the dark fabric of the night; the moon hid somewhere behind a building across the way.

The quiet was a bad sign. It was almost cliché, Axiom-man thought, the idea that it’s quiet—too quiet—meaning somebody was up to no good. That could have been the case right then; it could also mean all was genuinely well in this area of the city and all he had to do was keep watch.

The silence.

It gnawed at Axiom-man’s insides, the real message shouting in his mind loud and clear: quiet means you don’t know what’s going on.

Not knowing made him grip the folds of his cape all the tighter as if funneling his frustration from his brain, down his arm, and into his fist clenching the light blue fabric would make things better.

His powers were of no use at the moment. Flight, energy beams, ultra strength, and even the light blue aura that subtly covered his body when his powers were activated—none of them served him in cracking the silence and learning what was really going on behind closed doors or down the deep shadows of an alley. All he had was your average sight and hearing. Nothing more.

I need more, he thought . . . then caught himself. After all this time, he knew full well his powers—keeping his powers—ran on responsibly using them. The messenger was behind that, that man who glowed bright blue and didn’t have a face. The one who gave him his powers and changed his life.

It was a simple formula, Axiom-man discovered: use the gifts responsibly and for the wellbeing of others and they increased via a surge that came out of nowhere and enhanced a particular gift. But if he faltered . . . . Axiom-man hadn’t done so—so far as he was aware—but knew deep down if he misused his powers, even in a way unbeknownst to him, he’d lose some—or all—that he’d gained so far.

No, he couldn’t need more. Sure, more power would be helpful and he’d probably get a lot more done, but it was the desire for power he had to keep in check. He didn’t know if the messenger could read his mind, but he did know the messenger could read his actions. Axiom-man would have to be careful, and not just for the sake of his powers. His own selfish need for more could be the linchpin that ended the crusade and, as a result, left countless lives in danger . . . especially with Redsaw still out there no doubt biding his time before a strike.

Murders and riots were on the rise. City officials and leaders had the brilliant solution of deploying more dangerously-armed policemen both on foot and by ride in an effort to curb the tide. Though well-intended and sensical in theory, reality dictated otherwise. Those extra men and women in uniform made a dent and controlled a few unruly events, but that was about as far as they made it before being mauled by an angry mob that overpowered them even at the cost of gunshots and chests with holes in them.

But here, up on this roof, the silence in what was supposed to be a chaotic city didn’t sit well. He scanned the rooflines of all surrounding buildings, looked down and did the same for the perimeter of each he could see from his vantage point. A scant three cars had driven past since he’d been up here. The roads were vacant otherwise. Even way over in the distance, it was quiet.

With a jolt, Axiom-man spun around on the rooftop, certain someone was there to cause trouble. He lowered his fists when he saw the rooftop vacant.

Get it together. Quietly: “Paranoia never got anybody anywhere.” But what are you paranoid about?

The answer was obvious and his mind came up with it immediately: Redsaw.

Axiom-man looked down at his boots. “But you beat him.” No, you didn’t. If you truly beat him, he’d be chained up in a hole without his powers, his true face exposed for the world to see. No, you didn’t beat him. You merely stalled him, and he’s taking advantage of that stalling by not showing his face, though you know full well he’s behind the unsolved murders, even the riots. Nothing catastrophic triggered them. Unless you count the catastrophe that is you.

He hated it when his mind wandered and showed him a truth. He was the catastrophe. If it wasn’t for him, Redsaw wouldn’t exist. If it wasn’t for that terrible night when the Doorway of Darkness opened, other events wouldn’t have nearly destroyed the city.

“What’s done is done,” Axiom-man said, trying to regain some control of his headspace.

He approached the ledge of the building and peered down, his heart already sinking at the prospect of looking, finding nothing, the silence and inactivity getting to him once again. Instead, below, an elderly man in a scruffy beige jacket that needed a good wash and some gray slacks slowly made his way down the sidewalk. He shuffled his feet forward as if each step was a test in balance despite him holding a basic, hook-handled black cane. But, it seemed, the cane wasn’t terribly relied upon given the way he set his weight upon it. More a prop than an actual tool.

Who was this guy? Why the old-man act with a cane when he clearly didn’t need it?

Thanks to the riots and some brave citizens who took it upon themselves to attempt to regain control of the city, vigilantism was on the rise. There were already rumors of a figure in dark gray taking care of business.

And you’re one to talk, Axiom-man thought then silently flew across the street to the building overlooking the old man. Just make sure the guy stays safe. Axiom-man once again scanned the surrounding area. Nothing but quiet except the old man below.

The fella didn’t make a sound as he ambled down the sidewalk. No humming, no talking to himself—just a walk.

He shouldn’t be out here. It’s late. Either the guy has insomnia and needed to get out or he’s got some kind of dementia and doesn’t realize what he’s doing and what the hour is. Or maybe he’s got issues going on in his life that need sorting? Axiom-man didn’t know and did his best not to care. He’d learned during his time wearing the cape he couldn’t care for the people of Winnipeg in a genuine sense. He could care about them—even love them—as a whole but never on an individual level. To care personally about those in his city only led to heartache and cynical thinking. No, the people were the people and that was it. That was the only option to be most effective.

The old guy paused a moment, looked down for a long time, making Axiom-man wonder if the guy did indeed have something wrong upstairs and just discovered he was lost. A moment later, the man resumed his shuffle.

Footsteps, well-spaced apart. Axiom-man listened carefully. Were those the old man’s or—

“Hey, old timer. Out for an early-morning stroll?” The male voice was soft but deep. He stood before the old man.

He’s just a kid, Axiom-man thought. Well, not a kid. Adolescent. One with dark brown hair, a dark green T-shirt, and a set of jeans that had seen better days.

The old man didn’t say anything and kept on his way. The young guy sidled up next to him and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, yeah, it can be lonely out here sometimes, huh?” The guy sounded almost casual, non-threatening.

He’s luring him in, Axiom-man thought.

“Look, son,” the old man said, “if it’s all the same, I’d like to walk alone.”

“Sure. Sure, I get it. You need some time to work things out. That’s cool. I do that too. Midnight walks to clear the head. Yeah, yeah, I get it. Go right ahead. Don’t let me bother you.”

The old man simply nodded. Axiom-man noticed the old fellow didn’t move or adjust the cane in case things went south and it needed to be used in self-defence. A subtle move that would be obvious to most.

The two kept on down the sidewalk. Axiom-man leaped to the next rooftop to keep up with them and, slowly crouching, made his way along its ledge, supervising the men below.

After about a minute, the old man stopped walking. “Sir? You’re still walking beside me. I’d really like to be left alone.”

At first, it looked like the young man was going to nod his acknowledgement then back off but instead leaned in close to the old man and said something Axiom-man couldn’t hear.

The old man straightened.

Here it comes. Axiom-man kept his eye on the hand holding the cane. The moment the old guy swung it, he’d swoop in and put an end to a fight before it even began.

The old man faced the youth. The youth had his hand out.

“Give it,” the young man said.

The elderly gentleman planted his cane and leaned upon it. Axiom-man leaned in as close as he could from his perch so he could hear what the old man had to say.

“Son, I’ve been alive almost four times as long as you have.”

“Stop talking. Give the wallet. I walk away.”

“And I’ve seen things that would cause your young eyes to melt.”

“I said stop talking!”

“And now you’re raising your voice at me. Do you not realize we live in a world where there’s someone out there in a blue clownish outfit who likes to hurt people like you?”

The young guy looked around as if thinking hidden cameras were planted all around them.

Axiom-man heard the word “clownish” but knew what the guy meant. To an old dude like him, the costume would be clownish. Though Axiom-man referred to it as a uniform, to pretty much everyone else it was a costume, and he could only imagine that’s how it was referred to in senior circles. He didn’t care. The uniform served a purpose.

“That guy in blue tights isn’t even around here,” the youth said. “He’s got bigger fish to fry. He’s probably off flying around with a babe in each arm, showing them the world.”

Axiom-man furrowed his brow. Valerie.

The old man continued walking.

“Did I say you could move?” the young man said.

The old man kept quiet.

“Hey!” The youth grabbed the guy’s arm.

Axiom-man stood on the ledge, ready to jump down.

The old man paused before he spoke. “Here.” He reached into his jacket and slowly produced his wallet.

The young man snatched it away, let go of the old man’s arm, and tried to make a break for it. The old man snapped out his hand and grabbed the kid by the wrist. “You can have my wallet, son, but before you go, I want you to take a look at me.”

The kid seemed confused.

“Go ahead. Take a good look.”

The kid stared at him then glanced at the wallet.

“Congratulations. You just robbed an old man.” He hefted the cane, looked at it, and Axiom-man wondered if the man’s comments were a ruse and soon that cane would go flying across the youth’s face. Instead, it merely remained by the old man’s side.

The youth didn’t say anything.

The old man didn’t either. The two merely locked eyes.

“What I give to you, I give to you freely,” the old man said. “But now you get to walk away and consider what just occurred.” The old man let go. The young man lingered a moment then took off.

Axiom-man thought about flying down and checking to see if the old man was okay, but there didn’t seem to be a need. The old man waited until the kid was out of view, took his cane, spun it around a couple times in his hands like a bo staff then tucked it away and continued his shuffle down the street.

He could’ve taken that kid out at any moment. But he didn’t. He just handed it over, gave a short speech, and let it go.

“That man is the kind of hero I’ll never be,” Axiom-man said. He planted a seed.

* * * *
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The mask came off and Gabriel let it drop to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” Valerie asked.

He looked up and took in her long, brown hair set in ringlets. The long hair thing was new, but not that Gabriel minded. Long hair, no matter the color, was always an attraction point. He had a few ideas as to why—like how the long hair accentuated the curves of the shoulders and some of the other upper curves a woman has—but also this was Valerie. The hair made her look even more beautiful and seemed to make her brown eyes shine brighter.

“I don’t know,” Gabriel said. “I’m just . . .” He looked at his mask on the floor. The eye slits stared back at him, empty, dark. “I’ve got nothing.”

All she did was raise an eyebrow.

“I’m not talking about you and me,” he said. “I . . . this Axiom-man thing . . .”

“What? You want to quit?”

“No, no, no. Not that. I can’t quit. Not with what’s at stake.”

“Which is?”

“Just . . . hang on a sec.” He looked her in the face but not in the eyes. He didn’t want any stern expression on his part to penetrate those eyes. The eyes that gave him hope. “I lost my job due to this stupid costume. I lost my home. I lost any means to support myself. I had to move in with you or be some sort of homeless vigilante. I don’t even know what street etiquette is.”

“Street etiquette? This is coming from the guy who spends his time immersed in this so-called ‘street etiquette’ and doesn’t know what to do?”

Gabriel realized how he sounded. “No, I meant . . . just . . . . Is there a code for being homeless?”

“Okay, stop. A homeless code? Really?” She took a step toward him, firm. “You. Are. Not. Homeless.”

“That’s not what I . . .”

“Is this about money? You? Since when do you care about money?”

“Since I lost it.” This was not going as planned. Not that Gabriel had a plan with this conversation but he didn’t expect things to heat up.

She shot him a cold glare. “You don’t care about money and you know it.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“You’re here with me. You’re safe. You’re secure. None of your enemies know about us or where I live or anything like that. I’m working. I’ve got us covered.”

Gabriel took in a slow breath but quickly exhaled. “Tonight, I saw an old man hand his wallet over to a mugger.” He glanced to the floor. “I didn’t follow up. Didn’t restore the old man his wallet.” He looked up at her. “The old man simply handed it over then used his words to make his point about the incident. His words, Valerie. He got the guy to think without using his fists.”

“So?”

“Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong?”

“Okay, look, I don’t know what’s wrong with you tonight but this isn’t you. You’ve got something going on much deeper than an old man handing over his wallet or the missed opportunity to crack some teeth.”

“Crack some teeth?”

“Punch the guy.”

Gabriel closed his eyes a moment, pinched the bridge of his nose, and didn’t like the feeling of the material of his glove touching his face. It’d be nice to just step out of the outfit and be himself. When he opened his eyes, Valerie had taken a step back. “I think it’s all coming to a head.”

“What is?” she said softly.

“This.” He looked down at his costume, lifted a piece of his light blue cape. “Axiom-man.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I’ve been doing this a while. I’ve made some headway dealing with these powers. I tried to use them for good. In the end, yeah, maybe I did, but this choice, this mission—it ruined my life.”

“How? How does being able to save lives ruin a life?”

“That’s not the angle I mean. I mean the personal toll. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was just Gabriel Garrison, some random nobody working at a call centre. Then I meet the messenger and am suddenly thrust into a reality where ultra-powerful forces are at war, and I’m some kind of soldier assigned to lead the charge at the right time, but at the same stupid time, some dumb idiot out there gets almost the same powers and starts wrecking the place. He kills. No one stops him. He causes riots and the police to chase after petty criminals while he goes and conducts the—no, he breaks the law in big ways. Repeatedly. And it’s not even about the law itself. Break it all you want. Some of society’s rules are made-up garbage anyway. It’s about the consequences, Valerie. Redsaw can rob a candy store or utterly tear a person apart and no matter what crime he chooses, lives are damaged and he causes a ripple effect throughout the criminal underworld, giving them confidence that if they screw up, if needed, he’d come and lay waste to whoever tries to stop them.”

“Really. He said that. You know this.”

Gabriel bowed his head. “No. I don’t know this. I’m assuming. The point I’m trying to make is Redsaw has become more than some crazy killer with super powers; he’s become an anchor point to all that is evil, and here I am, weaker than him, watching as he keeps causing trouble and killing people and nothing is being done.”

“You’re trying.”

“Am I?”

“Aren’t you?”

The question stung. If she was saying he hadn’t been trying this whole time to stop Redsaw or wasn’t trying in his efforts to clean up Redsaw’s messes, then she was totally missing the point of what he was saying or, perhaps, he was doing a terrible job explaining it.

“You need to tell me what’s wrong,” she said good and firm. “If you’re this upset and if we’re talking about . . . powers . . . then this needs figuring out.” She came up to him and took his fingers in hers. If only he could feel the warmth of her skin through his glove. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

All Gabriel could do was nod.

“Now,” she said, “let’s start at the beginning and talk about what’s really bothering you.”

_______

Another night of hookin’ and another night of solid pay.

Jane’s clients were high-end and she provided the experience. Nothing cheap. Nothing filthy. Just well-to-do hotels and clean sheets and a few client requests.

She glanced at the wad of cash wrapped in an elastic band at the bottom of her purse. There was over a thousand bucks sitting there. Not bad for four hours work.

She smiled at the chunk of bills, but when she looked up, the last thing she saw were glowing red fingers slicing across her neck.

_______

“So, another murder. Same black cape. And, oh look, another one. Same black cape. And that one over there? Same blue cape. Why blue? Because the only weapon we have doesn’t work!”

“Watch it, Gunn,” Axiom-man said.

“No, you watch it.” They were on top of City Hall, not on top of the precinct. Axiom-man had heard there was some shuffling in the police department and, as per the brief mentions in the papers, Jack Gunn was involved somehow. To what extent, he had a pretty good feeling he was about to find out.

Gunn took a step back and put his hands on his hips. He was a mess of a man, his head now nothing but gray, the hair several inches long and, to Axiom-man’s surprise, a little bit wavy. Never pictured Gunn to be a guy with wavy hair. The man sported a long goatee that drew up into a shorter beard along his cheeks. Dishevelled clothes hung off his body and not for lack of weight. Jack Gunn was a hefty guy but didn’t seem to have a clue about wardrobe. His brown-striped vintage button-down and worn gray pants under a large brown trench coat suggested all was bought at a thrift store. Axiom-man supposed Gunn was taking this whole disgruntled cop thing seriously and wanted to look the part.

“Do you have something to say?” Gunn said.

“What are you expecting?” He hated being up here with this guy. The way the moonlight caught Gunn’s face made the man appear uglier than usual.

Gunn sighed then took a deep breath and a deliberate slow exhale. “Maybe I’m being too hard on you.” The man said it so quietly Axiom-man hardly picked it up.

“I do the same to you.”

Gunn took a step closer. “We’ve never gotten along, huh?”

“Not really,” Axiom-man said. Then, after a pause, “Perhaps that’s why we work so well together.”

“Oh, don’t get all sappy with me. Do you have any idea how dumb that statement sounds right now? Yeah, sure, you’ve saved the city a couple times. Yeah, sure, you help people out, bring some of the scum to me. But also, thanks to you, I’ve got some kind of shadow man sitting in a holding tank downstairs constantly talking about breaking out and covering not just the city but the entire country in darkness.” Gunn looked down then back up. “After he kills you, of course.”

“Of course.” Axiom-man adjusted his cape. “Downstairs?”

“What, are you oblivious to everything’s that gone on on the inside? And I’m not talking prison.”

“The police?”

“Yes, the police. Why do you think we’re on top of City Hall and not the station? Captain is done with this. All of it. The madness. The riots. The crime. The stupid idiots running around in tights and destroying everything. He’s even done with you.”

“He said that?”

“In short.” Gunn scratched the top of his head, his fingers almost getting caught in the strands. Axiom-man wondered when the man last showered. “And the damn fool won’t resign.”

“Would he have to?”

“Not as long as he follows his job description, which is why he dumped everything on me, and by everything, I mean you looney tunes. The city’s falling apart and we all know who’s behind it.”

“Redsaw.”

“Thanks for joining the conversation. This one is on you, Axiom-man. You could have destroyed him when you had the chance. You were the one who fought him that night at the MTS Centre.”

“Do you have any idea what went on—I mean truly went on—that night?” He thought about the Doorway of Darkness.

“Stop the vaguery.”

Axiom-man debated telling him. Gunn might be temperamental and a douchebag, but he was a good cop and took the work seriously. Axiom-man doubted the man had anything else. Perhaps under different circumstances it would be an interesting conversation as to what drove him. “You’re right.” Gunn arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t stop him. I couldn’t. Not with everything that happened.” That was the night that tipped Valerie off I was Axiom-man.

“I said stop with the vaguery. Of course things happened. Look around, Einstein. Do you think this is normal?”

“Have you ever watched the news reports from other countries? In those places, riots are normal.”

Gunn, seemingly trying to save face, said, “This isn’t about those places. This about a city burning down, a police captain who doesn’t care and relocated everything from our Meta Defense Squad from the station to here.”

“Meta Defense Squad?”

“I rebranded.”

“Okay, so you’re set up downstairs. How are you set up? What are you using?”

“That’s just the problem. Captain wanted everything done in a jiffy so be damned with our equipment. Just pack it up fast and move it over. I still think a box or two is left at the station. Simply, we’re not set up. Not like before. We had to get out so fast it was a scramble to gather everything and organize the muscle to carry it all over.”

“Bleaken’s cell?”

“Transportable. Designed that way in case he ever got close to getting out. The idea was we could try and get him somewhere remote so if he did break loose, it’d be a long haul back to the city to do whatever he would do.”

“Okay, so a lot’s happened. Got it. You can give me the nickel tour later.”

“I wouldn’t even do it for free. You’re not wanted down there. Everyone working has taken it upon themselves to pick up after you because—” Gunn sucked in a deep breath and shouted, “You didn’t stop Redsaw!”

Axiom-man knew Gunn was being unfair. He also knew Gunn was acting out of ignorance. This whole time, this whole thing with Redsaw, Axiom-man had kept most of what the battle was about to himself. Even Valerie didn’t know all of it. But to tell Gunn what was really at stake? To tell Gunn Redsaw was probably making another attempt at opening the Doorway would drive the man into a frenzy, maybe even give him a heart attack. The messenger gave
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