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      THE WEATHER IN Cape Town, Africa, was sunny the day before, but when the man arrived at the airport, it was raining. Clouds were opaque in the dark, early morning sky, and thunder roared over the dead silence. Most of the planes occupied the aprons and ramps, leaving the runways and taxi lanes empty.

      The man walked across the tarmac as the rain beat upon his charcoal-colored, wide-brimmed fedora and dripped down his long, buttoned peacoat before landing on his dark slacks. Covering his face was a black, wooden kabuki mask with red and white stripes running across it. In his hand was a wooden staff with a green gem at the tip. He arrived at a storage hangar and found the two front sliding doors shut. The man pointed his staff at the doors. The green gem illuminated, and the doors slid apart.

      Two planes and hundreds of storage crates filled the dimly lit space. The man strolled inside and looked to his left, then his right. He slowly swiveled his head back to the left before looking ahead and raising his staff with one hand. The gem changed colors and shined, filling the hangar with a scarlet red hue. Knocking rang from the right. The man looked in the direction and noticed a small crate bouncing with a crimson glow around it. The red tint disappeared as he lowered his staff and walked toward the hopping crate. When he was two feet away from it, a loud voice called from behind him.

      “Airport security, raise your hands.”

      The man turned to find a security guard with his pistol trained on him.

      The guard flinched at the sight of the man in the kabuki mask. “I-I won’t ask you again, raise your hands!” he repeated.

      The man stared at the guard, then uttered one word. “Mnyama.”

      At that, a white falcon swooped into the hangar, knocking the security guard off balance before perching on the shoulder of the man in the kabuki mask.

      Another guard entered the hangar and aimed his rifle at the man. “Drop the stick and raise your hands!” he said, sidestepping toward his partner. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” the first guard replied, pointing his pistol at the man with the staff.

      “Final warning! Drop the stick!”

      The man pointed the staff at the two guards.

      “Fire!”

      Red and white flashed from the muzzles of the guard’s guns, and multiple claps echoed throughout the hangar.

      The staff’s gem glowed, and a thin, azure blue film crystallized in front of the man in the mask. The barrier sparked as the bullets struck against it and fell to the pavement. He lowered the staff, and the force-field dissipated. The guards looked at the man, their guns, each other, then the man again with wide eyes and gaping mouths the entire time.

      “I’ll leave them to you,” the man said to the falcon on his shoulder.

      “Finally, some fun,” the falcon said, leaping down and spreading his wings. He grew larger and his feathers snapped into fur, his wings transformed into paws, and sharp teeth protruded from his beak.

      The guards watched as he continued to morph into an enormous white tiger.

      “It-It’s bigger than a truck,” one guard said.

      The tiger roared and launched toward them. They screamed and opened fire before dropping their guns and running from the hangar with the tiger pursuing them.

      The man in the mask watched the chase until he heard two distinct voices behind him.

      “We must make our escape now.”

      “Yeah, let’s blow this joint.”

      As he turned, the crate erupted into pieces. The man jumped back as two streams of golden light zipped through the air and out the hangar door. Levitating from the ground, he flew after the golden beams, but they were too fast. Before exiting the hangar, he saw them on the runway, racing behind a small cargo jet that was on its way into the air.

      “Mnyama!” the man in the mask called to the tiger.

      Mnyama had just paw slapped the security guards, sending one flying into the hangar’s side wall and the other tumbling across the wet tarmac. “Coming!” he growled. Gaiting toward the man in the kabuki mask, he transformed again. This time into a cheetah. The man landed on Mnyama’s back as the enormous cat galloped after the golden rays of light, who were now only a few yards away from the plane.

      The plane’s wheels lifted from the ground.

      “Hurry!” the man said, rocking under the cheetah’s sprint and holding his hat with one hand as the hard rain struck his mask.

      “I-I’m going as fast as I can,” Mnyama panted.

      As they closed the gap, the smell of jet fumes hit the man’s nose, and he noted the number G-4467 painted on the plane’s fuselage.

      Seeing the golden streams now only a few feet away, the man brought his staff to bear, and as he did, a golden light shone. The brightness pierced his eyes like a pin. He threw his arm across his face and hovered in the air when he felt Mnyama stumbling and sliding. The large cheetah fought to break his momentum, but couldn’t, and tumbled across the airstrip.

      The man in the mask watched as the plane climbed higher and higher, and the now golden specks phased inside of the plane.

      “What was that bright light?” Mnyama asked, tottering to his four paws.

      The man in the kabuki masked glanced at him before turning his attention back to the plane. “Absolute Power.”

      
      TWO DAYS LATER and over eight thousand miles away, Calvin Bush sat in his cubicle, angry. His boss, Mr. Rivers, stood in front of him, ranting about an order that wasn’t properly billed. Mr. Rivers was a slim man with pale skin and salt-and-pepper hair. But none on his face. His father retired a few months prior, and he was now the CEO of the hardware store franchise, We Nail It. Bush felt the father was better with people and much more qualified than his son.

      “Tell me why this order of hammers is five hundred dollars more than last month, Calvin,” Mr. Rivers said, tossing a manilla folder on Bush’s desk.

      Bush closed his eyes and inhaled before opening them as he exhaled. “Well, Mr. Rivers, we changed suppliers.”

      “When?”

      “Earlier this month.”

      “That was stupid.”

      “I agree,” Bush said as he nodded. “I even mentioned that to the person who authorized it.”

      “Well, who authorized it?”

      “You did.”

      Mr. Rivers went silent for a beat.

      Bush just stared at him, doing his best to hold back a smirk.

      “Okay… when?”

      “I’ve already answered that,” Bush replied.

      “Why?”

      “You said the supplier offered discounts on some power tools. And to use them for the rest of the tools.”

      Mr. Rivers shook his head. “There must be some mistake. Someone else must have signed off on this.”

      Bush’s eyebrows raised. He faced his desk, opened the manilla folder, and thumbed through its contents before removing a sheet of paper. “See here,” he said, handing the paper to Mr. Rivers with one hand and pointing to the bottom of the sheet with his other. “There’s your signature.

      The CEO looked at the paper and his mouth gaped, but he didn’t speak. He threw the paper in Bush’s face. “No, this is your faul—” he started.

      Bush ejected from his chair with his fist balled, jaw clenched, and eyes squinted.

      Mr. Rivers jumped back, and some of Bush’s cubicle neighbors gasped at the sight. Calvin Bush stood six inches taller than his boss. Not a big man but intimidating to the average pencil pusher. Which is what most of the office consisted of.

      Mr. Rivers’ eyes widened, and a long period of silence passed before he spoke. “We-we have work to do. You need work, right?” His voice was softer and cracking.

      Yeah, that’s the only reason you’re not on your behind, Bush thought. He sat in his chair with his sights fixed on his boss.

      “Well then,” Mr. Rivers said, adjusting his coat and tie. “Let’s get back to work.”

      Bush said nothing. Just spun in his chair and faced his computer.

      “And make sure you order from the old supplier,” Mr. Rivers asserted before leaving the cubicle.

      With his back to him, Bush closed his eyes and exhaled.

      
      AT FIVE O’CLOCK, Bush raced for the elevators. He was on the seventh floor and managed to be the only one in the car. The elevator stopped on the sixth floor. Bush took a couple of steps back and a slender woman with dirty blonde hair entered. Her jaw was square, her lips were thin, and her eyes were a deep blue. Good looking woman.

      “Good afternoon, how are you doing?” Bush said.

      “Fine,” the woman said, wasting no time turning
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