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      He collapsed. Partially from exhaustion, mostly from the native-hewn dart in his leg. The jungle floor welcomed him with the smell of rotted vegetation and the dampness of a billion drops of rain. It struck him hard.

      His panic overcame his shortness of breath and he turned on to his back and stared up at the seemingly impenetrable jungle wall. How he had run so far was beyond him.

      There was sound and no sound. A maddening silence that reverberated in his mind as his widened eyes struggled to see through the vines and trees. The pounding may have been coming from his chest. He had run for what seemed hours and his heart crashed at his rib cage to be let free, to abandon the body and continue running, but his leg said no.

      He risked a glance from the darkness to his leg. The barb had fallen free, but it still hurt. The pain was unjustly disproportionate to the wound. Had the barb been poisonous? Even now, as the blood rushed through his veins, was a primitive toxin nearing closer to his heart?

      A crack; it was unlike them. They had moved silently upon him in the growth of darkness. He had heard nothing until the whistling of the blowgun. It was only then, once he had been struck, that they appeared—dozens of them, stepping as if from the shadows to surround him. Each warrior dressed only in a sparse bit of cloth about his waist and a hideous mask before his face. They moved like the dead, silent and wraithlike, as they closed the circle about him.

      Had it not been for the now useless rifle he carried, he would have fallen earlier. Blazing round after round into the throng of natives, he had cleaved a path to freedom and let the jungle envelop him.

      Now they emerged, the jungle’s darkness providing no hindrance in their pursuit. One by one the demon faces of the masks appeared around him, staring with sightless eyes into the opening where he had fallen.

      He summoned his will to live and stood on his near useless limb. Grasping his rifle by the barrel, he screamed, though the masks had no ears, “Come, you godless heathens! I’ll shatter each one of your ugly faces!”

      Not one of the masks moved or even blinked. There was only silence in response. Then a whistle shattered the still. He grabbed his leg and fell to the foreign soil. His breathing slowed. His taunts were a weak spill from his throat.

      Weak, like an infant trying to lift a rattle that some cruel uncle had filled with lead, he pulled his right arm across his chest and lifted his head.

      “Dam. Dam.” The words drifted past his teeth as he lost control of his lips.

      He couldn’t move. The paralysis took from him the will to resist. From the jungle emerged a dark shadow. What dim light broke through the growth revealed an object in the shadow’s hand. The shadow moved closer and held forth the object; a carved death mask, chiseled from nightmares. The shadow placed the mask upon the fallen man’s face.

      Through these horrible eyes he saw bright flashes of light, a prism of pain. Then all became dark. All was quiet. He saw nothing. He heard nothing. He felt nothing. Yet he moved.
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        The Giant Awakens

      

      

      

      Damian Stockwell, captain-of-industry, PhD, man-of-action, awoke entwined in frilly, pink sheets. Lace curtains hung from the bed’s canopy and filtered the early morning light into a soft glow as it began to break through the window.

      Years had passed since he had experienced any transition between asleep and alert. Through dedicated practice and sheer force of will, he had trained himself to be fully aware of his surroundings the moment his eyes opened. The ability had saved his life countless times. Cowards were not uncommon in the world and they would sooner strike the helpless than confront a conscious man.

      There was no danger here. He lay in the comfort of a luxurious bed next to a gorgeous woman. He looked to the lady sleeping next to him. Blonde hair covered her features, but he knew them well. Beneath the golden locks were the delicate cheekbones and fine skin of a woman that lived amid the parties and pleasantries of high society. Behind the closed lids were the rich brown eyes of the woman he loved.

      Beautiful and peaceful, she slept; her chest rose and fell with even breaths that signaled a restful slumber. Her tranquility stirred in him a thought to wake her; together they could relive the passion of the night before.

      There were two ways to subtly awaken and arouse a woman that did not require a beachfront setting or diamond jewelry. The first involved the pollen of an exotic flower that grew only on a peak in Tristan da Cunha. Properly harvested, the flower’s scent excited the more delicate portions of the female mind and released a flood of hormones and desires into her body. Through thorough laboratory testing, he had learned that the effect was almost identical in nature to when a woman sees a man cooking in an apron. He did not have this flower or an apron.

      The second method, however, required no flora or cooking utensils. It required nothing but a precise and gentle touch. He had learned of it years ago in the ancient city of Timbuktu. The city had been the final destination in an automobile race that had taken him across the sands of the Sahara. Crossing the finish line had led him not only to victory in the Timbuktu in ’32 rally, but also to the city’s legendary library.

      Timbuktu’s rich legacy as a trading hub had brought more than spices to its walls. The trading of books had led to its development as a center of knowledge unlike any other in the ancient world. East met west and ideas were traded freely. Books, parchments and scrolls recorded this exchange of thought. This lore was stored in the library and protected throughout the centuries.

      In a dusty corner of the mud walled building, somehow dustier than the others, he had found an ancient Mali script that shared the secrets of the forbidden arts. Casting glances over his shoulder, he had unrolled the scroll and scanned it quickly, committing the ancient text to memory in both its native language and English. He did not want to risk a mistranslation. Considering the delicacy of the subject matter, he feared that an error in his linguist’s tongue could result in injury. Someone could lose an eye or, at the very least, a great deal of dignity.

      Many of the sordid details in the scroll were an affront to his gentlemanly character. He led a forthright life of decency and much of what he read in the vulgar scroll challenged what he believed to be morally right. Yet his scientist’s mind had compelled him to read the text in full as his thirst for knowledge was insatiable and an understanding of other cultures, even their depravity, could one day mean the difference between life and death. So, he read each passage carefully, skipping none but those that made reference to “engorged like a water laden camel.”

      Now, back in New York, the lace curtains turned yellow sunlight into rays of pink that fell upon his lover’s face. He recalled a singular passage from the scroll and moved his right arm across the rising chest of Dahlia Singleton. His fingers found the ninth rib on her left side—the side closest to her heart.

      Proper pressure and rhythm applied between the ninth and tenth ribs would wake any woman in a state of desire. The wrong rhythm, the wrong pressure or the wrong location, and the object of one’s desire would awake in a fit of giggling.

      Damian had found the proper cadence hidden within the passage itself. The verse, if read in Mali, relayed to the observant reader the proper measure that brought passion. He repeated it to himself once in the native tongue and placed his finger on her rib.

      He tapped. An alarm sounded. Dahlia giggled and slapped him across the face, never waking from her slumber.

      Stockwell looked to his wristwatch. The alarm continued and the face of the dial began to flash red. It was not loud, but this quiet warble had stolen his attention from the sleeping beauty before him and disrupted his rhythm. The watch face flashed twice more before it became a pulsing crimson. It throbbed slowly like the final heartbeats of a dying man.

      His fears had been confirmed; he did not begrudge his lapse in attention. Damian Stockwell slid from the pink, frilly sheets and moved quickly about the room, gathering his clothes. A black tuxedo jacket was hung neatly across the back of a chair; the rest of his attire was scattered about the room and he set about collecting the pieces. As he retrieved his outerwear, he turned each article inside out, converting the formal wear to a worker’s uniform. The navy blue cotton was wash-worn and sooty in places.

      Dahlia stirred. Her manicured hands reached out for him and felt the empty space next to her in the bed. She awoke within a haze of sleep. Sitting up, she saw Damian dressed in the costume and fell back into bed searching for a pillow. “Dam. No more games. Not now.”

      “I’m afraid this is no game, my darling. I’m needed and I’ll not risk tarnishing your reputation by having anyone see me leave here.”

      She found the satin pillow and drew it across her face. “Okay.”

      “I regret that I must leave at all.”

      “It’s okay,” her voice drifted away.

      “I wish I could stay, but it’s a matter of life or death.”

      “It’s fine, really.” She tried to roll away and back to sleep.

      He stepped silently up to her and pulled the pillow from her face. Her skin was radiant. Even half asleep she was full of life. He leaned in and kissed her deeply. He felt her tiredness evaporate as she reached up and embraced him. Her kiss was full of a passion that no ancient Mali trickery could conjure.

      Lifting her from the bed into his arms took little effort. He matched the passion in her lips. Regretfully, he concluded the kiss and set her back into the bed.

      She looked at him and sighed, “Oh, Dam. You’re all man.”

      “I know. Can I borrow your mascara?”
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        * * *

      

      Costume alone is not a disguise. The mere application of accessories and makeup serve only to cover a man, not transform him into another. The simple application of cloth and cosmetic could be learned by any novice in a theater group, but for a disguise to pass beyond the lights of the great white way, it took an artist dedicated to the craft of subterfuge.

      Given the proper time, Damian Stockwell could transform his thick six-foot-four frame into that of an elderly matron, hunched at the shoulders and suffering from the gout. But, the intensity of the light on his wristwatch indicated that he did not have such time.

      Rubbed briskly between his fingers, Dahlia’s mascara had provided the right amount of coal dust he required. Separated from the petroleum jelly and applied to his face, the dust matched the soot upon his clothes and brought unity to the physical aspects of his disguise.

      It didn’t take much. A single unsightly blemish, he knew, would contrast from his striking features and draw attention from his presence. One distraction was all it took. Under interrogation, he doubted that even the most observant fellow would be able to identify the color of Stockwell’s eyes—striking silver-blue.

      As he rode down in the elevator car, he donned the rest of the disguise. It went far beyond appearance. It went beyond the physical and into his very being. Stockwell did not merely dress in a dirty blue shirt with the name Tom embroidered across the chest; he became Tom.

      Damian’s shoulders sank; Tom was meek. Too timid to ask for a raise, the man lived in squalor with his wife, three beautiful children and two ugly ones. Damian frowned; Tom loved his children, but by working two shifts to pay for rent, food, and makeup for the ugly children, he never had time to see them. Guilt measured against obligation but he was powerless to change the situation for Tom was an honorable man and he had to provide for his family first and address his own needs second.

      A mechanical chime sounded and the elevator operator announced that they had reached the ground floor. The doors opened and he stepped into a bustling lobby.

      Damian smiled through Tom’s frown. He was delighted to see the mass of people. He had always believed that the more people there were around, the easier it was to go unseen. Being another face in the crowd, while difficult for Damian, was something to which Tom had grown accustomed.

      His footsteps were absorbed by the plush carpet. This was fortunate as Damian limped; Tom had a bad leg. Tom told people that the affliction was the result of an old war wound but, in truth, the limp came from a near fatal foxtrot misstep in the ’20s.

      Damian crossed the room, excusing himself as he went; Tom was polite, if not confident. His apologies were mumbled and spoken with his head down. Still, no one noticed him. As always, Damian had chosen a disguise appropriate for the setting. The wealthy and well-reared patrons that filled the lobby were trained to ignore someone dressed as a plumber. Should Tom try to make eye contact, they would avert their gaze. Should he try to converse with them, they would signal for security. Not fitting in was the perfect way to disappear.

      Damian stopped to pick a piece of trash from the floor; Tom was fastidious. It wasn’t that Tom abhorred litter, but he had once received a reprimand for ignoring a gum wrapper that had been dropped on the floor and he feared a repeat of the incident. He could not afford to jeopardize his job. Should he find himself in the breadline, Jenny would undoubtedly leave him. Damian shed a tear; Tom wept. Tom loved his wife dearly and wished he could provide her with a better life. He had failed her as a provider. Of course, she wouldn’t see it that way. She still loved him after all of these years. He was the father of both her beautiful and ugly children and he would always be the man of her dreams.

      Dropping the litter in the trashcan, Damian exited through the revolving door; Tom struggled against the weight. He put his shoulder into the door and grunted as he shoved. Tom worried that he was getting weaker. He had always been able-bodied and strong, but lately he feared he had contracted something that was sapping his strength. It made him panic to think that it was anything serious—the fear of leaving Jenny and the kids behind was too much. Shrugging his shoulders, he self-diagnosed the ever-growing weakness as a cold and pushed through to the other side of the revolving door.

      The air was bitterly cold, but the warmth of the doorman’s smile was genuine and Tom matched it.

      “Good day.” Tom’s voice was gruff, shredded and raspy. He lit a cigarette and drew deeply the fine tobacco. Damian never smoked, but all of his disguises did.

      Murray MacDonald stood proud in his uniform. Brass buttons blazed in the rays of what early morning sun managed to break through the buildings of New York. Golden braids adorned the shoulders of the wool jacket that he had buttoned high to keep out the winter cold. The sentry was old but still capable of ushering on the hobos and unwashed masses from under the building’s canopy.

      “Good morning, Mr. Stockwell. I sent Henry for your driver.”

      “Beg your pardon, sir. The name’s Tom.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Stockwell?”

      Damian drew deep on the Camel hoping to aid the raspy voice. “Not Stockwell. Tom. I’m the plumber; there was a problem on fourteen. A plumbing problem. They called me in to clear things up.”

      The doorman appeared puzzled.

      “Which I did. Because I’m the plumber.”

      One long look and the doorman laughed. “Oh, you really had me going, Mr. Stockwell.”

      “Dammit, MacTavish. How did you know it was me?”

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “The disguise. How do you do it? And every time? This particular disguise has fooled master criminals, newsmen, and even my own mother.”

      Murray appeared shaken. “My apologies, sir. Perhaps you just have a certain aura about you.”

      “No. That can’t be it. My aura is also disguised as a plumber.”

      “A lucky guess then, sir?”

      Damian Stockwell put his hand on the old Scot’s shoulder and smiled. “I don’t think so, my friend. Luck favors the weak-minded. And you are not weak-minded.”

      The doorman smiled and stood a little taller.

      “So, it’s not luck then. It must be that leprechaun magic. Isn’t it?”

      Murray MacDonald shrunk inside his jacket. “Sir, that’s Iri...Yes, sir. That must be it.”

      Stockwell chuckled deep and rich. “Of course it is. Now be a good chap and forget you saw me here this morning.” Stockwell shook the doorman’s hand and deposited a large bill in his white glove.

      “Of course, sir.”

      A black and silver Duesenberg pulled up in front of the building. Its vast stretches of chrome stole the gleam from the doorman’s brass as it rolled through the rays of light. The valet, tall and broad-chested, stepped out of the limo and walked around the vehicle to open the door for his charge.

      Stockwell slapped the doorman on the back. “Thank you for your discretion, MacTavish.” He then turned his attention to the valet. “You can relax, Bertrand. It’s me.”

      The valet nodded and Stockwell stepped into the car.

      Once inside, Tom was forgotten. The problems with the man’s family and his ugly children were his own. Like the seamless transition of dawn, he shed the persona of the miserable plumber and became Damian Stockwell—doer of good.

      The valet slid into the driver’s seat of the luxurious limousine.

      “That doorman is a good man, Bertrand.”

      The Frenchman peered into the rearview mirror. “Oui, Monsieur. MacDonald is a good man. ”

      “No detail escapes his eye. A very observant fellow, that MacTavish. Almost as observant as myself.”

      Outside the car, Murray MacDonald gave Stockwell a white-gloved finger. Stockwell continued, “I feel better knowing Dahlia is under his watchful eye.”

      Bertrand checked his blind spot. “Oui, Monsieur. What is our destination this fine morning?”

      Damian stared at the pulsing dial of his wristwatch. The intensity had not faded. “Home, Bertrand.” Stockwell held up his watch so the valet could see the glowing face. “Our help is needed.”

      “Oui, Monsieur.” Bertrand pulled away from the curb and maneuvered gracefully into the morning traffic. If called upon he could unleash the full power of the limo’s retooled engine and overtake any target or lose any tail. Few drivers in the world could match the Frenchman’s skill behind the wheel. He could play the powerful and silent engine with the skill of a musician.

      As the car glided through the early morning Manhattan traffic, Damian Stockwell removed the physical elements of his plumber’s disguise and pondered the glowing watch. The dial was designed to communicate a vast array of signals using various colors. Blue indicated that all was well. This calming hue was used in the field when verbal signals or thumbs up were rendered ineffective due to distance or darkness. Yellow meant caution. Like a traffic light or the flash of evil in a cat’s eyes, this color was meant to warn of a possible danger. Green meant dinner.

      But red—red was the color of pain and signified that someone was in grave peril. The dial’s only shortcoming was that it could not identify a point of origin. Damian had compatriots around the globe and each was entrusted with an identical communicator. Remarkably, the signal could have come from anywhere in the world.

      He glanced frequently at the watch, hoping it would transition to blue. But, the crimson dial did not change. Whoever had called him was still in peril. There was no use in speculating which of his associates had sent the distress call. Questions would be answered when they reached his office. Though the device itself was ignorant to the sender’s location, the distress signal also broadcast a coded radio transmission. This information would be sent by relay stations around the world to his office where it would be decoded.

      He would know soon enough who had requested his help and to where he should rush to their aid.

      Wiping the soot from his chin removed this final element of the disguise and restored more than Damian’s dashing good looks. It enabled his personality to become dominant again and he could dedicate his full faculties to the problem at hand. Evil beware.
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        A Stranger in the Shadows

      

      

      
      He watched from across the street. Hidden in the shadow of an oak tree and concealed by a staircase, he watched from beneath the brim of his hat as the Duesenberg arrived at the five-story brownstone. The glint from the chrome had arrived moments before the car, warning him of its presence. He retreated further into the shadows.

      The sight of his prey surprised him. The man’s stature had not been misrepresented. He had thought for certain that the profile had been an exaggeration. The language they had used to describe the target had sounded like hyperbole. Who could truly be that big? The dossier’s contents had described a man that was larger than life itself. He had questioned the description: thick like the trunk of a tree, arms like coiled pythons, a chest the breadth of a man’s reach. Impossible. Seeing him now, however, it was clear that the report did little justice to the titan that emerged from the vehicle.

      He was tremendous. Well over six feet in a world of much shorter men. The distance between his shoulders could not be much less. As the blond-haired giant strode to his doorway, passersby were pulled from their own focus. Couples stopped talking. Newspapers were ignored. It was as if this man’s mere presence had created a gravity that attracted attention.

      He watched Stockwell smile and greet several of the pedestrians before moving to the entrance of the brownstone. There the giant stopped and turned to survey the street.

      He ducked behind the stairwell. Did he see him? He couldn’t have. The staircase hid him. Concealment gave him courage and he inched closer to the edge of the stairs to look back across the street.

      Stockwell’s glance landed on nothing. It merely passed over the street. He continued to smile and greet those on the sidewalk.

      This gave the man comfort but, still, the giant’s glance was terrifying. There was no malice in the steel gray eyes—far from it. Perhaps it was this fact that made the base of his neck tingle as if it had been lit upon by a spider. He knew the man was scanning the street, noting changes, discrepancies, and the people strolling by. But, it had been so casual, so natural that it had caused him pause.

      He felt the package under his arm and unconsciously stroked the brown paper wrapping. This brought him comfort and he felt some relief. His plan was not without risk, but if the man in the house suspected nothing, then the only time he would have to lay eyes on Damian Stockwell again was to confirm the kill.

      The Duesenberg pulled away from the home. The valet had departed, as was routine, to park the car. Stockwell disappeared through the front door.

      He waited for a few moments, keeping a careful eye on the door and windows of the five-story home. There were no eyes in the windows. Since Stockwell had entered, foot traffic on the sidewalk had resumed its normal pattern. After several moments, he was confident that the street was not being watched.

      Stepping from behind the staircase, he held the package tighter under his arm. Nondescript brown paper was sealed in twine. The sender’s address was a clever forgery. The recipient was labeled as the house across the street.

      Looking both ways, he stepped onto the residential street and crossed quickly to the door of the brownstone. He set the package down and prayed that the plan would work. After seeing the man, the idea of having to kill Stockwell on his own frightened him.

      He rushed back across the street to the safety of the stairs and had just settled into his shelter of shadows as the valet returned.

      His attention had not been on Stockwell’s companion. The driver was almost the size of Stockwell himself. Not as broad, but tall and thick, the valet would prove a formidable opponent for anyone.

      The man in the shadows smiled. The plan would work.

      The valet walked up to the front door, picked up the package, and entered the sanctuary of Damian Stockwell.
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        * * *

      

      Bertrand studied the package in his hands. Had his employer not seen it on the stoop? It was unlike him to miss something. Bertrand shrugged; the distress call would have his employer’s full attention.

      The Frenchman read the address; it was from a movie studio in California. This explained it being left on the stoop. Damian held little fascination with motion pictures, but the feeling was not mutual. Though he had made it clear that he would never allow his name or likeness to be used for a feature picture, the studios persisted. Stockwell’s adventures were the perfect fare for exciting films. As such, the studios were always trying to woo him. Gifts and pleas arrived often. It was not unusual that these offerings were delivered in the arms of the studio’s latest starlet. But, Stockwell wouldn’t yield. He would send the starlets back in the morning with the gift in hand and a “thank you but no thank you” note.

      It was no wonder that the silver screen wanted his blessings. Stockwell’s adventures were epic in scope, harrowing in tone, and always morally sound. It was for exactly this reason that the man declined both movie deals and interviews. A life such as his was not for the meek or feeble. Fearing for their safety, he did not want to expose impressionable youth to such excitement. To see his exploits glorified would put ideas into their young minds. Ideas would become dreams and dreams would become mistakes.

      Whenever a proposal arrived, the result was the same. Stockwell would dictate a note claiming that he was flattered but found no interest in their “make believe fantasies” and the gift would be returned.

      This package would be no different. It would be opened, commented on, and sent back with no blessings given.

      Bertrand tucked the package under his arm and moved through the halls to the radio room. There he found Damian adjusting the dials on a large cabinet. It stood seven feet tall and its surface was covered with switches and knobs. In the center of the machine was a circular glass screen. The screen itself was only a small part of the device but it was this that commanded Damian’s focus.

      A warm hum emanated from the rich wood casing. A series of squelches and squeals joined in the chorus of technological tones as Damian adjusted the controls.

      Bertrand addressed his employer, “Have you located the problem, Monsieur?”

      “Not yet, Bertrand. It still takes some fine-tuning. Hopefully Philo will have the kinks worked out in the next version.”

      Bertrand nodded. Philo T. Farnsworth was a brilliant young mind that Stockwell had encountered at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia a few short years before. Farnsworth’s presentation on something he had called television was met with skepticism from the audience. Damian Stockwell, however, had always put a great deal of faith in science. He knew that a powerful imagination mixed with sound reason had the power to change the world. Damian had seen beyond Philo’s vision and contracted the inventor to develop Stockwell’s worldwide transmission network. They had called it DamVision; DV for short.

      Once the distress signal in the watch had been activated, a camera and a microphone began to transmit sound and images across the private radio network that Stockwell had secretly installed around the globe. Every signal was directed to the DV where Damian could decode the message and react accordingly. Bertrand still marveled at the brilliance of it all.

      “What have you got there, Bertrand?” Stockwell had not looked up from the dials but had somehow noticed the package under the valet’s arm.

      “A package, Monsieur. It was on the stoop.”

      “Hmmm. I didn’t see it when I came in. Who’s it from?”

      “Hollywood, Monsieur.”

      “Ha, those folks can’t get enough of my tales. But, still, they never learn. Well,” Stockwell stepped away from the monitor, “open it up and let’s see what their latest attempt to win my approval looks like.”

      Bertrand smiled and set the package down. He pulled a penknife from his pocket and cut the twine. His excitement built as he tore away the paper.

      “Careful, Bertrand. It’s not Christmas. We’ll want to reuse that paper.”

      “Of course, Monsieur.” His excitement had gotten the better of him. The packages often contained autographs from Hollywood’s biggest stars, props from famous movies, and even personal pleas and pledges of love from the town’s leading ladies. Despite his employer’s lack of enthusiasm for the silver screen, Bertrand was an ardent fan. He spent his free evenings in the center row of the cinema soaking in the flickering light of the world’s greatest storytellers.

      He
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