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      “…one equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”


    

    
      Ulysses by Alfred Lord Tennyson
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This story serves as an epilogue for the first seven novels of the American Lore series and a prologue for the overarching plot and stories that are yet to come.
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Elpis, from At the End of All Things

Lorelai Martus, from The Malediction of Llewyn Glass

Father Jon Windtalker, from The Malediction of Llewyn Glass and Apotheosis

Agent Raul Bala and Cecilia Agarwal, from The Midnight Special

Waylon and Kyra Ciervo, from The Monster in the Devil’s School
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Fenway, Massachusetts

March 21st, 2023

9:32pm


“Alright folks, pay attention! Pay attention! Pay attention to the details in all these stories. All of them! I have left clues for you to find. The details reveal the past and illuminate the mystery that will be the future. A myth is being born in front of you, a message that needs to be deciphered.

“You will marvel, be in awe, be startled as you stare into the abyss of humanity’s soul and feel its heart breaking, feel unfathomable terror from each word I have spoken and will speak; for those words will possess you until your last days. Pay attention! It’s story time, folks.”


∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞


“You caught me,” he said, as he coughed up blood.

The unscrupulous Prisoner, wearing a disheveled navy Tom Ford suit, was duct taped to a foldable metal chair in the middle of the woods outside Black Mountain, underneath March’s full worm moon next to a raging bonfire.

“How many times have we danced this jig? I do my crimes; we battle, you catch me, and they let me out of jail on a technicality. You think someone like me would be sent to a super-max prison? A man like me, well-funded from ominous sources and using both legitimate and illegal enterprises, I fear the IRS more than you.”

Just beyond the blazing aura of the bonfire, under the cover of darkness, was a silhouette of an imposing man. His long, black, wool coat danced with the frigid gusts. Though only his silhouette could be seen, his eyes pierced through the heated aura. Maybe it was the glare from the fire or the reflection of the worm moon, but the figure’s eyes seemed to glow with red rage.

“You’re a creature of habit aren’t you, my friend?” The Prisoner snickered. “You always work in the shadows. Never seen until you want to be seen. Like a predator hunting his prey.”

“We’re not friends.” The low, soul-piercing voice quietly drifted with the gusts.

“Oh, but we know each other intimately, even though I never learned your name or saw your face. Years we spent at each other’s throats. You tailing me, surveilling me. Me evading you and trying to find out who the man is behind the mask. Fighting to the death countless times but you never took the fatal step to end me, even when I stuck you like a pig. Oh, how I fondly remember that one fight outside Arlington Cemetery. You were bleeding more than a Quentin Tarantino character, but you still disappeared into the night. Not a drop of blood was found when the police came. I venture to guess you planned the fight to be in the storm or maybe something… otherworldly aided you.”

The Prisoner took a deep breath and exhaled a thick white mist, then spat a bloody tooth into the fire. “It’s either luck or you’re not human because you somehow make it out alive from dangerous situations a trained SEAL with unbreakable skin couldn’t get out of. What’s your superpower?”

“Sheer will,” the haunting voice whispered into the ear of the Prisoner duct taped to the chair.

He shrieked. “Jesus Fucking Christ, that’s what I mean! You have this rare skill that borders on the supernatural. This power, discipline, and intelligence to take down the untouchables of America. But you never go full measure. You could never do what needed to be done. That’s why you will never win. You should have killed me ten years ago after our first tango. If you killed me, then you would have sent a message of absolute, true justice. If you killed any one of those men you battled with, then countless lives would have been saved.

“You apprehended arms dealers with government contracts and a privatized army and handed them over to the F.B.I., only for them to be escorted to Club Fed. You found drug kingpins in the very countries they owned, only for them to escape out of a tunnel that was built underneath their lavish jail cells. You beat the shit out of wimpy-ass white-collar CEOs who bankrupted countries, but then they were taken under the protection of Congress, who bailed them out.

The Prisoner paused and looked the Vigilante in his eyes. “Doesn’t it wear on you? Your futile efforts are constantly undermined, that there is no justice anymore?”

“YEEEESSSSSSSSS.” This time the voice echoed violently through the woods, causing the bonfire to flutter and whimper.

The Prisoner shifted in his seat and got as comfortable as he could. “Alright, let’s get started. How long is this ass-kicking going to take? I’m freezing my balls off.”

The Vigilante stepped in front of the bonfire; his mere presence brought the woods to a complete stillness. He was dressed in a simple long, black, wool coat, black jeans, and a turtleneck, with his face concealed by a black scarf wrapped around his nose and mouth.

“Oh, your uniform, your scary costume,” the Prisoner mocked. “I never cared about your identity because I know your mask is your real face. That costume represents your true self, which isn’t a hero.”

His fierce eyes locked on to his adversary. A tense moment of silence filled the air as the two enemies stared into each other’s souls.

The Vigilante calmly pulled his scarf down and revealed his face.

“That’s it?” the Prisoner said disappointedly. “You’re a nobody. I thought you would be an ex-cop I framed or a billionaire with a dissociative disorder. Did I murder your parents? Your wife? Did we ever cross paths? Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m nature’s counterbalance.”

A sudden fear came over the arrogant Prisoner as he suddenly understood why the Vigilante revealed his face.

“I’m going to kill you tonight.”

“No, you’re not,” the Prisoner scoffed. “You’re a coward. You



































