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 The Knock at the Door 
 
      
 
    Ten years old. 
 
    I was ten years old when it happened. 
 
    My home life was never what one might call conventional. I lived with my mom and dad. That might not be weird enough, but I also lived with four other adults. Dad called them co-workers, but that’s not what they called themselves. I overhead them talking a lot. It’s easy to ignore the ten-year old kid playing Tomb Raider while scarfing down Mac and Cheese. You get used to being ignored. It gives you a chance to eavesdrop, which was a skill I had mastered long before I became what I became. When I listened in, I heard one word mentioned over and over again. 
 
    The Collective. 
 
    That’s what my dad and the others referred to themselves as. Since this was what I was used to, I never questioned it as weird until I was older. The Collective wasn’t a band name from college, nor was it some inside joke for a group of friends. 
 
    The Collective were warriors. My dad was very careful to keep all potential weapons out of my gaze and certainly out of my reach, but I spotted them nonetheless, concealed beneath  beds, within dressers and occasionally waistbands. I might not have put all the pieces together, but on some level, I knew what the Collective did. 
 
    They killed. 
 
    There were other signs. The late-night meetings I’d stumble into, rubbing sleet out of my eyes when a loud noise awoke me. The way every member of the Collective peered outside the window in search of potential danger. Whenever a Collective entered the house, there was always one right at the door to greet them. No one ever came in the house unannounced. Whenever there was a knock on the door, everyone froze – no matter if it was girl scouts or a pizza delivery guy. 
 
    There was one knock at the door I’d never forget. 
 
    My father was on the phone, pacing back and forth angrily. He raised his voice until he caught sight of me. Then he would turn away and start whispering, only to pace back in the opposite direction and start shouting when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    I was always paying attention. It’s what you do when you’re a kid, even when your attention span is limited to cartoons. You connect the dots when you get older. 
 
    “Are you sure you were followed?” my father said. “What do you mean it didn’t feel right? We need to know for sure!” 
 
    That’s when the knock happened. Up until that point, I thought the clear hollow rapping was the loudest noise I’d ever heard. But I was about to be proven wrong. 
 
    Very wrong. 
 
    As expected, everyone froze. They turned off the television. My mother put down her magazine and slowly rose from her seat. My father looked at Eric, a young man in his mid-thirties. I liked Eric – he always shared his comics with me. Eric cautiously approached the door. Everyone was on edge. 
 
    My father pulled his revolver from his waistband and slowly fell in line behind Eric as he reached for the door. He gestured for my mother to take her place next to me. She did so without question, and I felt her warm hands on both of my shoulders. 
 
    By the time Eric was within three feet of the door, a loud boom shattered my eardrums. It was so loud I heard wood splitting and metal bending as the door lifted from his hinges. Eric barely had time to get out of the way.  
 
    My father and another man, Samuel Adams, were knocked down by the sheer force of the explosion. I watched as they fell the ground like rag dolls throw by an angry toddler. Another Collective man, Gabriel Bright, received the full force of the explosion, and the debris punctured his lung seconds before the door crushed him. He died almost instantly. 
 
    Three figures entered the room. They were supers, but not the kind you saw on lunch boxes or T-Shirts. These were the bad kind of supers; back in the day, I truly believe there was a line separating the two. I recognized them from TV. One was a ninja named Red Assassin, while the other was a large man named Knuckler along with a cyborg called Autonomous.  
 
    Eric ran forward with a shotgun, pumping a full range of buckshot into the oncoming supers. The unexpected burst caused all three supers to stumble back, if only to assess the incoming threat. This gave my father and Samuel a chance to return to their feet and dash towards the super.  
 
    When you’re a kid, you think your father is awesome at everything, but this was the first time I really realized it was true. My father raised his fists like a prize fighter and started trading blows with Knuckler, one of the toughest bad guys around at the time. He dodged any punch from the brawler and landed a few of his own. Eric kept the red ninja busy with a steady stream of fire from his shotgun, while Samuel gracefully used the lumbering mechanical momentum of Autonomous against him, taunting him like a foul-mouthed ballerina.  
 
    The scent of burning dry wall reached my nostrils seconds before the wall behind me exploded. My mother turned to see Solar emerging from the back of the house, a fireball shooting from his hand. I watched as my mother dodged the incoming fireball and then produced a pistol from beneath her Good Housekeeping magazine. She unloaded the several shots into the fiery super, who staggered back in pain. 
 
    “You’re going to run out of ammo eventually, girlie,” he grinned, and I could feel my mother shuddering for a brief second. Then she reached for the cupboard and produced several more magazines – ammo, not Good Housekeeping. She loaded one into her handgun and continued to fire. 
 
    “This is my house, asshole!” her voice rang. I had never heard my mother swear before. 
 
    It was awesome. 
 
    Then the wall beside came crashing down. Sam had outmaneuvered Autonomous, sending the massing cyborg crashing through the kitchen. It didn’t take his systems long to reboot, however, as the cyborg’s blood red eye piece zeroed in on a new target. 
 
    Me. 
 
    I sprinted out of the robotic man’s reach, and my mother did the same. It was her last mistake, as it gave Solar the opening he needed. He raised both hands and unleashed a steady stream of fire right onto her. I managed to turn away, but I’ll never forget the scent of my mother’s perfume intermingled with the burning scent of her skin roasting. 
 
    I ran away from the battle scene, but there was no escape from it, not really. I saw Eric fighting off the Red Assassin. He had traded the shotgun for a combat knife, dodging the strikes from Red Assassin’s sweeping blades and dealing multiple stabs to the Assassin’s shoulder. The Assassin made another futile jab at Eric, which he effortlessly deflected with his knife alone. The Assassin was losing blood. Whoever was in the armor was losing blood and focus. I watched on, thinking the Red Assassin would tumble down, but I was wrong. 
 
    In that moment, Knuckler saw what was happening. He launched a haymaker. My father had little trouble dodging it, but it wasn’t meant for him. Instead, it caught Eric in the side of his cheek, sending blood all over the wall. Knuckler followed through with an uppercut that was so powerful Eric was lifted off the ground and into the ceiling. I heard his body hit the ceiling with an awful crack, and he remained airborne. I didn’t hear him land outside. 
 
    They found his body a block and a half away. 
 
    The Red Assassin stood up straight. Maybe he had some sort of medical kit within his armor, or maybe he was just feigning the damage Eric had been doing. It didn’t matter. What did matter was the barrage of throwing knives which flew from his hands. Samuel couldn’t dodge what he didn’t see coming. The knives impaled themselves deep into his throat, and he fell back, gasping for air as the blood drained from his throat. I heard him die slowly, futilely calling for help, as I stood and watched, paralyzed with fear.  
 
    The last domino fell as the Red Assassin stabbed my father in the shoulder. With a grunt of exertion, he lifted my father to the wall and pinned him there. I turned away as my father cried out in pain, but I couldn’t turn away anymore, as all supers turned towards me. 
 
    “What about the kid?” my mother’s murderer Solar asked with a hint of indifference. 
 
    “I didn’t sign up to kill kids,” Knuckler said. 
 
    “The orders were clear,” said Red Assassin, turning to me with blades drawn. “No survivors.” 
 
    I bolted towards the window. Like my late mother had said, this was my house. I knew the advantages. I knew this window never locked properly, mainly because Eric never fixed it, even though my dad always pestered him about it. I slid open the window and dashed onto the front lawn. 
 
    And then I ran as fast as I could. I was surprised how far I had gotten. I had expected to be torched by Solar and impaled by Red Assassin in moments. Instead, I kept running until someone stopped me. I fought against them, expected them to be another super. Through I thrashed and tore and even bit at the hand. 
 
    “Easy, son, it’s okay! Stop, it’s okay!” a deep voice rang out. I looked up to see a man with skin as black as my own. He was wearing a tan overcoat. Another younger black man appeared behind him. 
 
    “We’re looking for John and Mary. Are your mother and father home?” he asked. The mention of my mother brought tears racing down my face. The man in the overcoat saw it. 
 
    “Dammit, we’re too late,” the younger man said. 
 
    “Stay behind us,” the man in the overcoat said. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Autonomous appeared, gazing out the window, his red eye scanning for signs of my retreat. The man removed a futuristic pistol from his overcoat. It looked so strange; I was sure it was some kind of toy. He fired off several rounds. I watched as the separate blasts caught Autonomous in the chest and spent him spiraling all the way back into the wall. 
 
    We entered the house with the two mystery men standing in front of me. The supers looked visibly shaken by their arrival.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, Watcher!” he said. 
 
    “Neither should you,” the man in the overcoat said as he unloaded several more energy rounds into Solar. He fell against the door, thankfully dead. He reloaded and then fired at the downed Autonomous, reducing the cyborg to rubble within the span of a couple blasts. 
 
    Knuckler rushed forward, but the younger man met him head-on, revealing two chrome gauntlets on his hands. He dodged the first two blows and then punched Knuckler in the torso with such a force the brawny villain actually launched back. The young man kept at it, delivering an uppercut with just as much force as Knucker had delivered to Eric. The villain crashed to the floor. The young man raised his boot and then brought it down on the super’s neck, killing him. 
 
    Red Assassin engaged with both men, cutting wildly at them. He managed to knock the young man off balance, but the man in the overcoat punched him square in the jaw. The Red Assassin staggered back, but the older man delivered a chop to the hand, forcing the Assassin to drop his blade. He pivoted back to my father, retrieving his blade from his shoulder. My father slid back to the ground, leaving a trail of blood lining the floor. With the raise of his sword, the Assassin cut deep into my father, ripping his chest asunder. 
 
    My father and I screamed out at the same time, but within seconds, he was torn in half. 
 
    “This contract is done,” Assassin said defiantly before disappearing in a burst of smoke. 
 
    “God, they’re all dead. All of them,” the younger man said. “Except him.” 
 
    He looked at me and then back at his boss. 
 
    “What do we do with him?” he asked. 
 
    “He’ll be safe with the others,” he said, and then he looked down at me.  
 
    Safe. In the span of ten minutes, that word now seemed millions of miles away. 
 
    “You’re going to be alright,” he said. “My name is Frank and this is George. We are…were…friends of your parents.” 
 
    He said were, and he didn’t know it, but Frank’s phrasing cut me deeper than any blade from the Red Assassin.  
 
    It made it all so real. 
 
    “You’re not alone. There are others just like you. We’re going to take you to them. You’ll be safe there,” he said. 
 
    I was numb. I had just watched my mother immolated and my father skewered in half. How could there be anyone out there who knew my pain? 
 
    But I was young, and I was wrong.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 First Day 
 
      
 
    I bawled my eyes in the back of a clunky sedan for hours, until I felt like I should have no more tears left, but much to my painful surprise, there were always more tears left. In the span of one night, my entire family had been wiped out. I hadn’t just lost my parents – as if that pain wasn’t terrible enough to endure – but almost everyone I had known. Eric. Sam. Gabe. All of them, the entire Collective, were dead at the hands of the supers.  
 
    Imagine a bomb fell on your neighborhood. That’s how I felt. 
 
    Frank opened the car door and sat beside me. He wrapped his arm around me and comforted me for a few minutes without saying anything. He was good at that. After there was a break in my sobbing, he spoke. 
 
    “I’m not really good at this. Someone who was good at this would tell you it’s going to be okay,” Frank said. “But I’m not really good at this, so I won’t tell you that. The truth is, it won’t be okay. Probably not for a long time. Maybe not ever.” 
 
    “But it will get better,” he said. “I can show you …what’s helped me…if you want. Do you want that?” 
 
    I nodded, wiping away the tears still streaking down my face. 
 
    “What I need you to do…is remember how this felt. Remember feeling this powerless,” Frank said, and when he did, he clinched his fist and raised it up. “Do everything you can to tuck everything you feel…all the rage, helplessness and sadness… and when the time comes, well, you’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “Do what?” I said, my voice still cracking with tears. 
 
    “Do some powerful good,” he said. “C’mon, we’re going to take you somewhere safe.” 
 
    Safe. I’m not sure I knew what the word meant anymore. Safe had been with my parents and the Collective and look how that had turned out. 
 
    We drove for a few minutes in silence. I don’t think Frank knew what to say. Still, he wasn’t bad at this whole thing. Not by a longshot.  
 
    We pulled into a warehouse parking lot. Frank bade me to follow him. This is where we’re going to be safe, I thought, as I took stock of the old warehouse. The place looked like it wouldn’t take a tap from one super to bring the whole place down.  
 
    Still, I really didn’t have many other options as far as accommodations went, so I reluctantly followed Frank. He opened the door and then punched a few numbers into an alarm. The door shut behind us with a mechanical hiss. Once inside, I thought I was dreaming. 
 
    The inside of a warehouse looked like a super’s clearing house. High-tech gizmos and gadgets lined the shelves. I didn’t know what any of them did, but I was impressed. I reached for a metallic staff on the edge of the shelf nearest me. 
 
    “Don’t!” Frank’s voice bellowed. “That thing will blow your fingers off!” 
 
    I leapt back and pivoted back to Frank, my mouth agape with a combination of wonder and fear. 
 
    “Really?” I said. 
 
    He smirked. “Best not find out,” he said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Frank walked to another panel on the wall. He opened it up and punched in yet another code. How many alarms does this guy have? 
 
    I received my answer when the entire ground shuddered. At first, I thought we were having an earthquake. Then I looked down to see the floor itself pulling back to reveal a set of stairs. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I yelled. “A secret passage! That’s the dopest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Kid,” Frank said as he descended down the stairs, hands in his overcoat. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” 
 
    I stood there, amazed. 
 
    “You coming?” he asked. I followed him down the stairs, my sense of anticipation growing with every step. I was so excited I almost forgot about what happened to my parents and the rest of the Collective. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    It looked like an honest-to-God superhero’s lair, underground with darkened walls and computer monitors everywhere. First, I saw a group of kids standing around a man punching a dummy with several marks on the body. He looked a lot like Frank – same dark, chiseled features, just younger. A brother, I guessed? 
 
    “See, it’s not about strength, it’s about control,” the man said as he struck the dummy in the stomach. “If this dummy came to life right now, he’d have me at an advantage because I’ve put too much power into this punch. He could turn my strength against me.” 
 
    “And then you’d be the dummy,” another voice came. “Well, more so than regular.” 
 
    “Shut up, ‘Rion,” the man said, still focusing on the dummy. “You do your lesson and I’ll do mine.” 
 
    I didn’t realize where the voice was coming from at first. I saw another group of kids looking up at something. Then I realized they were staring at a man in robotic armor crawling on the ceiling. It was Orion. It was the first time I had seen a super, at least, one who wasn’t actively trying to kill me. 
 
    “See, magnetic gloves and boots keep me on the ceiling indefinitely. They do have their limits though—like when Gary down there has been chowing down on Burger King,” Orion said. The kids laughed. 
 
    Gary ignored Orion and continued laying onto his punching dummy. He was apparently putting all of his anger into the punching dummy, and it seemed to be working. I scanned the faces of the other kids, and then I saw one I recognized. 
 
    “Elijah?” I said as I recognized a skinny black kid with a familiar, and always dirty, hoodie. Elijah was my cousin. We were really close. Due to my parents’ role within Collective, they didn’t exactly have time for picnics or family reunions, but I’d seen him from time to time at the few gatherings I’ve attended in the past. It was good  
 
    “Shit,” he said as he detached from the group watching Orion. “You too. When?” 
 
    “They got my parents…Eric, Sam…they got everyone …last night,” I said, my words coming out in fits and starts. It was the first time I had spoken them aloud. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Elijah said. “Supers roasted my folks three weeks ago. It’s just about the same story with all these kids.” 
 
    “I see you already know Elijah,” Frank said. “Let me introduce you to the rest.” 
 
    After that, it was just like I was the new kid in school. Since my parents moved around a lot, I was used to it. The difference was, like Elijah had told me, everyone here had the same story. All of our parents were killed by the supers. As day turned to weeks and weeks turned to months, I started to get to know the others better. 
 
    Elijah Conrad was my cousin, and since his parents met the same fate as mine, I was starting to think whatever my father had gotten into was some sort of family business. Kofi Mosk was a rail-thin Ghanaian. I got the impression from talking to him that whatever had happened to us was happening all over the world. Even when he was ten years old, Michael “Boo” Hall looked like he could take on Gary and Orion without much help. I gathered he was into football a lot before the supers came for his parents.  Boulder Starks was bald and white with glasses. He always struck me as the weird kid who sat by himself at lunch, but the supers had changed all that. He was one of us, and we had to look out for each other. By contrast, Buffy Calico was a blonde track star. She was a couple years older than the rest of us, which only intensified our crush. This always led Regina Clark, the youngest of our group, a bubble gum-chewing black girl, to always give us crap about it. 
 
    Trevor and Victoria Adams were different. They had Asian features and were the only siblings in our group. They also didn’t talk much about their parents. As time went on, this struck me as strange. Everyone else mentioned something about their parents – their habits, their cooking, their quirks. But Trevor and Victoria were tight-lipped about the subject. Most assumed it was simply because they were traumatized by their murder, but something always felt off to me. I knew they were hiding something. 
 
    That day, after I was settled in, Frank took the floor. I gathered Frank was kind of the principal here. Whenever he started to talk, everyone – including Gary and Orion – listened. 
 
    “Thank you. I know you’ve all experienced tragedy these last couple of weeks,” he said. “But I need you to be strong. You might be wondering where this place is and why we are showing you these things. But here’s the thing. I think you’re all smarter than that. I think you all know. You’re just afraid to say it.” 
 
    “What happened to you was terrible, but it wasn’t for nothing. Your parents died for something. We’re training you so it doesn’t happen again, but we’re also training you to do more than survive,” Frank said. “We’re training you to make them pay – for your parents and everyone else they’ve hurt.” 
 
    I saw uneasy eyes that day in the safe house, but I was not amongst them. I needed this. Maybe it was because the pain of losing my parents was so raw. Or maybe it was because, even then, I was following in my parents’ footsteps. There wasn’t much after that speech – just dinner and then bed. But I wasn’t done. I slipped out of my bed and proceeded down the hall, where I heard Frank talking to Orion and Gary. 
 
    Like I said, I was good at not being noticed. 
 
    “Kid almost reached for the boom sticks. He’s got good instincts,” Orion said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s lucky he isn’t missing any of his fingers,” Frank said. 
 
    “Are we sure about this, Frank?” Gary asked, concern lining his voice. “They’re just kids after all.” 
 
    “C’mon, Gary, how old were we when Grandpa started training us,” Frank replied. “He knew we needed to be ready—sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I’m with you on this, Frank, but keep in mind…look at what happened to the Collective,” I heard Orion say. 
 
    “The Collective were good people. But they were also distracted. They had too much on their plates, and they left themselves wide open as a result,” Frank said. At first, I felt anger boiling in me, but then it turned to confusion. What had the Collective been so distracted about? 
 
    Had they been distracted by raising me? By keeping me safe? 
 
    I couldn’t afford more questions. All I could afford were answers. 
 
    “If we do this, we’re going to have to be careful,” Gary said. “The Watchers can never know.” 
 
    “If this goes sideways, I don’t think there’ll be anymore Watchers,” Orion shrugged. “That’s why we needed them. 
 
    “I’ll keep them in the dark,” Frank said. “This is our chance. I know things are bad, but I can feel the tide changing.” 
 
    I kept that in the back of my mind for the next few months as I trained. Frank was the school principal, while Gary was the parent, making sure we had everything we needed and our homework was in on time. That made Orion the primary teacher – and the subject was supers. How to find them. And how to kill them – without facing down with their superpowers.  
 
    I never thought of myself as a leader. I was just doing my job, but that’s what I ended up being to the group. It didn’t matter. Leader or not, I had one thing on my mind as Frank told me it was time for our first mission. 
 
    I hoped it brought me in the path of the Red Assassin. 
 
    I figured I only needed one shot. 
 
    Boy, was I wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reconnaissance Mission 
 
      
 
    It may sound cliché, but five years went by quick. Maybe it was my determination to find Red Assassin. I remembered Frank’s words and held them so tight I could almost feel their edges. It pushed me to train harder, to learn as much as I could and be the best. I wasn’t a perfectionist. I wasn’t trying to outdo the other kids in some juvenile anything-you-can-do bullshit. I just knew Red Assassin was among the top assassins in the world, and in order to beat him, I’d have to be just as good. 
 
    Just because we were training to be a covert ops teams didn’t mean we didn’t have all the chores and pains of adolescence. We still had to go to a regular school, with regular kids – who we weren’t allowed to hang out with after class. Looking back, I think Frank wanted it that way to protect our secrets. Regardless of the reason, it only served to make us outcasts at school, but those experiences made the bonds between us so much stronger. 
 
    We were a family now. 
 
    It helped that we had Gary. Even amid the toughest training, including firearms, covert insertion, battlefield tactics, close quarters combat and super weakness identification, Gary still founds time for us. I wish I had found time to tell him he was a better father figure than my actual Dad was. Gary actually listened to us, comforted and encouraged us.  
 
    Frank was…well, Frank. He was different. He was a good listener, but that’s all he was. It was a little unnerving to see him listening but never talking. I suppose it was his Watcher training kicking in. He was supposed to observe and not interfere. I got that. I just wish he’d interfered more with us.  
 
    Maybe then things would have been different for us. 
 
    By the time we had our first mission, we were all teenagers. We were sitting in a conference room trying our best to look like adults and failing at it miserably. Frank was there, alongside Gary, and I could tell from his expression this was serious business.  
 
    Frank leaned on the table and folded his hands. “It’s been my pleasure to watch you grow up into strong young men and women. Today I’m asking you to put that strength into use.” 
 
    Gary pushed a button on his tablet. A holographic display immediately leapt into focus, glowing brightly with the images of three locations. Each was more non-descript than the last, and it didn’t take me long to realize we were looking at someone’s safe houses. 
 
    “This is purely reconnaissance. Get in and get out. Remember your training. Do not engage under any circumstances,” Frank said. “Get in and get out. You will debrief upon your return.” 
 
    There were three teams – Boo, Kofi and Boulder; Victoria, Trevor and Buffy; and lastly, Regina, Elijah and myself. I was glad to be paired with Elijah. Our family connection grew deeper over the last few years, and we worked well together. Regina, on the other hand, was regarded as the annoying little sister who tagged along everywhere. She was the youngest and treated as such. The thing about Regina was she didn’t like it, and she didn’t let us get away with anything. 
 
    This was no exception. 
 
    Our target was a gadget manufacturing facility. I guess it never occurred to me when I was that young that all those fancy toys the supers had came from somewhere. This facility manufactured them all in bunk. It was run by this cool cat named Zero Temp who possessed extremely thorough ice powers. I was a little nervous as we approached the facility’s main gate. I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Zero Temp’s icy powers. 
 
    We were all dressed in black tactical gear. True to form, Elijah was wearing a black hoodie. I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “What?” he growled when he noticed me snickering at him. 
 
    “Is that a new hoodie?” I asked. “Or did you just spray paint your old one black?” 
 
    “Up yours,” my cousin shot back. 
 
    “Can it, both you!” Regina scowled. She was short but she was fierce. Both of us followed suit we approached the western fence on the perimeter. 
 
    Elijah excitedly called the facility “Christmas morning” because of all the super gadgets and gizmos it held. He constantly boasted about treating himself to a grappling hook or a utility belt via five finger discount. Both Regina and I tried to discourage this. We had to stay on mission, after all. 
 
    We slipped through the fence without the assistance of wire cutters. Regina and Elijah were among the smallest of our group, and even I could squeeze beneath the fence with minimal teasing. The facility had been built to withstand attacks from government agencies and other supers alike, but it was completely unprepared for three well-trained teenagers.  
 
    Elijah dashed to the entrance and began to pick the lock. Our intel told us the shift change was in ten minutes, which meant all the smokers were taking their last break of the night. It was the perfect time to slip in undetected. 
 
    “Christmas morning awaits!” Elijah said proudly as the lock revealed its secrets to him. The door opened a crack, and we slid inside. 
 
    What we found inside was not Christmas at all. 
 
    The pristine white cases of the gadgets that littered the floor of the facility were covered in blood. Bodies were strewn all about the warehouse, with some left hanging from overhead lights and top shelves and others now trapped in their cubicles. And those were the lucky ones left in one piece.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Regina said at the horror. 
 
    It was a massacre. 
 
    There were no guards in sight. Most of the bodies, as brutalized as they were, belonged to the workers or security that occupied the warehouse. I cautiously moved down the stairs to investigate further. I heard a snap behind me and turned to see Regina and Elijah documenting the massacre on their phones. I kept moving. That’s when I heard it. It sounded like a cement truck chewing gravel. At first, I thought it was one of the factory machines still left working. 
 
    Then, I realized it was voice – a very, very deep voice. 
 
    I turned back to see Elijah loading his pockets with every kind of capsule he could get his hands on – fire, smoke, cyro, electric, and who knows what else. He saw my baffled expression. 
 
    “What? They’re not going to be needing it anymore,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I said. Regina and Elijah both gave me a confused look. 
 
    “That,” I said at the grating noise. “I think someone is talking.’ 
 
    “Robbie,” Regina said, taking an anxious step next to me. “We should go. We have the information. We need to let Frank now what happened here.” 
 
    “I’m with shortie on this,” Elijah replied, prompting Regina to elbow him in the ribs.  
 
    “Oww! I was agreeing with you!” he protested. 
 
    “This is the mission,” I replied. “If there’s more, Frank will want to know about it. At the very least, I want to know why these people died.” 
 
    Regina looked at her feet, pondering her decision for a minute. Then her fierce eyes rose to mine. 
 
    “Five minutes,” she said. “And then we’re out.” 
 
    We crept along the back of the facility, towards a room in the center of the vast factory. The voice was so deep, I was surprised I could pick it out. There was another noise too, though, something that had masked the voice. It sounded like a steel pipe being struck over and over again, releasing a dedicated chiming sound. 
 
    The wall ahead of us burst open, and we were surprised to see Zero Temp thrown through an explosion of paint and dry wall. He was wearing an expensive three-piece suit that had seen better days, with its many rips and tattered holes revealing the blue skin beneath. In spite of this impact, he stood up…and straightened his tie. 
 
    “It seems we are at an impasse…Orra,” he said in a smooth voice. He slicked back his short-cut, icy white hair with his light blue hand. 
 
    I struggled to hold back a gasp as Orra stepped through the opening. He was one of the strongest supers. He was also supposed to be one of the good guys. That distinction didn’t mean much to us, given what had happened to all of our parents. Still, I was surprised he had committed such a brazen attack on the facility, out in the open like this. He held a long spear in his hand. 
 
    “That’s the first thing we’ve agreed…ever,” Orra said. “It’s only fitting that it will be the last.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible for Zero Temp to sweat. When he did, it created crystalline beads which streamed down his face and neck.  
 
    “Don’t be hasty, Orra,” Zero Temp pleaded. 
 
    “It’s like you told me in our first meeting,” Orra said. “A good salesman knows how to walk away. Unfortunately, you won’t be.” 
 
    With that, Orra plunged the spear directly into Zero Temp’s chest. He cried out in pain as his icy blood dripped over the spear, coating it in a bright blue color. He removed the spear as Zero Temp fell forward. Orra slung the icy man over his shoulder like he was little more than a book bag. 
 
    “Is he dead?” another voice said. I saw a familiar armor move through shadows of the torn wall. My heart raced. Was it the Red Assassin? 
 
    No, the armor is different. The color is wrong. It’s . . . the Black Assassin. 
 
    “Not quite. Zero Temp’s body goes into a cyrogenic state whenever it sustains too much damage,” Orra said. “It’s very fortunate…for us.” 
 
    “Then we have best leave,” Black Assassin said. “I fear our position has been compromised.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Orra asked. 
 
    “Them.” Black Assassin said, and when he said us, he looked directly at us. 
 
    Before I could move, the throwing knife was launching directly at my head. His words had barely registered with my brain. As a result, I was paralyzed. I only had time for one meager reaction. 
 
    “Oh shit!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Black Assassin and the Savior 
 
      
 
    It’s amazing how five years of training can disappear in the blink of an eye. Black Assassin’s knife cut into my shoulder, causing me to wince in pain. After that, I ran like hell. In an instant, we transformed from trained operatives to frightened children.  
 
    I dashed around the corner, my heart pumping as hard as my feet pounding the ground as I ran. Regina passed me, while Elijah was close behind. When I glanced over my shoulder, I could see the Black Assassin closing in. His fearsome dark form was merged with the darkness behind him like a living shadow thrashing through the hallways towards us. 
 
    We kept running, trying desperately to reach the doors. I had never been so happy to see a door in my life. I had almost reached it when I suddenly stopped. Elijah almost tripped over me, but I grabbed him by the hoodie.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing? We are almost home free!” he cried. 
 
    “No,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “I don’t see him anymore. Which means he’s not chasing us.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Elijah said, still fighting my grip. “We lost him!” 
 
    “No, he’s right, dumbass! Think!” Regina said ahead of us.  
 
    It wasn’t enough. The wall exploded into splinters, sending a concussive force that would have knocked me out completely had not Regina’s small form shielded me from the shockwave. She was sent spiraling into the wall like a ragdoll, knocking her out cold. The Black Assassin stepped through the shattered wall and immediately drew his massive sword. 
 
    “Forget this!” Elijah cried and shattered a fire capsule at the Assassin’s feet. For the first time that night, I saw the Black Assassin afraid, stepping back for all the good it did him. The napalm blast sent the Black Assassin scurrying out of the broken doorway, giving us time to escape, but our jubilation didn’t last long. 
 
    Once we reached outside, we could see the Black Assassin slowly twitching as he began to return to his feet. We might have been able to outrun him, but I had the unconscious Regina slung over my back. Our only option was to hide once more as we ducked into another warehouse while the dazed Black Assassin regained his bearings. 
 
    “Gary,” I said on my com. “We need extraction now.” 
 
    “Are you compromised?” he asked.  
 
    “We’re engaging the Black Assassin,” I said. “We’re outmatched.” 
 
    “You’re taking on the Black Assassin? The fuck, man! You were supposed to be in and out. Of course, you’re outmatched!” 
 
    “Things didn’t go according to plan,” I said. That was an understatement. The worst part was, this was all my fault. If we had left when we saw the bodies, we wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Gary said. “For now, stay put while I see if I can pull you out of this mess.” 
 
    The next warehouse wasn’t as exciting as Zero Temp’s state-of-the-art facility. Instead, it was four drab walls containing medical tables, gurneys, and a variety of other supplies. As boring as it was, it made the perfect place to hide. We simply slid under one of the tables. It gave me a chance to set Regina down and check her injuries while Elijah watched the door.  
 
    “How is she?” Elijah asked. I was glad I’d been paying in first aid class. 
 
    “She’s okay,” I said. “No broken bones or internal injuries. She’s just unconscious.” 
 
    Just unconscious. How much more wrong could this mission go? 
 
    I received my answer when the door opened to reveal Black Assassin. It didn’t look like the Fire Capsule had done the least bit of damage to him. He scoured the room for us. Whenever he came to a gurney, he would raise his sword and dramatically impale it, ensuring each sword cut down to the ground.  He repeated this process methodically. Sooner or later, his sword would return to his hand with our blood. 
 
    “Don’t worrv,” Elijah said. “I got just the thing.” 
 
    Before I could stop him, he chucked three whole fire capsules directly at the Black Assassin. This time the Assassin leapt out of the way, but it made little difference. The combination of the multiple fire capsules combined with the chemicals in the warehouse caused the whole place to explode like a tinderbox. I glared at Elijah. 
 
    “How was I to know it was flammable?” he shrugged.  
 
    With no other option, I hoisted Regina onto my back, and we headed out the nearby window. Fortunately, there was a fire escape that lead to the second story of the warehouse. On the plus side, this would make it really easy for Gary to find us. 
 
    We opened the second story window and entered the rest of the warehouse. We could feel the heat from the fire downstairs as it cast an orange glow on the darkened contents. The smell of smoke slowly entered our lungs, making us gag and cough. 
 
    Seconds later, Black Assassin burst through the ceiling and started to give chase all over again. Elijah could only stare with a mix of frustration, confusion, and anger. 
 
    “The fuck, man? What is this guy, the Terminator?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s worse than the Terminator,” I said as I ran as best I could, even with Regina sloped over my shoulder. “He’s real.” 
 
    It was a no-win scenario for us. Between the unconscious Regina and my wounded shoulder, we weren’t getting out of here alive. At least not together. 
 
    “Eli,” I said. “Take Regina and go. I’ll hold him off as long as I can.” 
 
    “What you’ll do is go fuck yourself!” Elijah said defiantly. “Either we all make it out—or we don’t.” 
 
    I nodded. At least this time we could be prepared. I set Regina down and we both gathered what weapons we could. I had a particularly fearsome looking two-by-four with a rusty nail sticking out, while Elijah had a crowbar. 
 
    “Admit it, we look kind of badass right now?” Elijah said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, equally pumped that this just might work. 
 
    In the distance, I law the lumbering form of the Black Assassin. I stood up and made sure I was directly into Black Assassin’s line of sight. 
 
    “Hey asshole!” I gritted my teeth as I removed the throwing knife from my shoulder. “You dropped this!” 
 
    With all my strength, I thrust the throwing knife directly at the Black Assassin’s faceplate. He deftly caught it with his right hand. When this happened, Elijah sprung to life, bringing to the crowbar down onto his hand. The Black Assassin let out a gasp of pain – the first one he had produced all night – and dropped his sword. 
 
    We had just disarmed the Black Assassin. 
 
    It was short-lived. Elijah had barely a chance to smile before the Black Assassin delivered a spinning round house kick that sent my cousin toppling to the ground. The attack had given me an opening however, as it left Black Assassin with his back turned towards me. 
 
    I dashed across the hot wooden floor with my two-by-four in hand. I raised the big wooden plank, concentrating as I prepared to drive the nail at the end of it into the armored assassin’s head. 
 
    “Hope you’re caught up on your tetanus shots, bitch!” I said.  
 
    With one graceful movement, the Black Assassin spun around, using his position to create enough momentum to cleave my two-by-four in half with his hand alone. I looked at the splintered piece of wood in my hand with a mixture of realization and disappointment. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, painfully aware of what was coming next. 
 
    The Black Assassin grabbed me by the neck and crushed me down the floor. My body hit the wooden ground with a loud thump. This was it. Regina was still unconscious a couple inches to my left. Elijah was down for the count.  
 
    And now Black Assassin was going to kill me, and then my friends. 
 
    But I wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
    I reached for my own sword. My father had been killed by the blade of the Red Assassin. I wasn’t about to be killed by another Assassin, no matter what color his armor was. I reached for the blade I had taken off the Red Assassin. I had kept it tucked along my back. Using my one bad arm, I grunted with pain as I grabbed the sword, gritting on pain as I did so. 
 
    “Fuck you, you Kill Bill Wannabe!” I said as I brought down the blade up into the Black Assassin’s midsection. He jumped back, but it wasn’t enough. My blow had taken first blood. He looked down at me and regarded the sword with amusement.  
 
    “That is not yours, little one,” he said. I looked up to see the wound I had just dealt suddenly close up and heal.  
 
    “H-how did you do that?” I stammered. 
 
    “Unfortunately for you, little one, class is over,” the Black Assassin said as he raised his foot to crush me. 
 
    Just as I thought all was lost, I heard a sickening thud coming from the Black Assassin’s head? I watched in awe as the Assassin stumbled back in a daze. Behind him a small masked figure dressed from head to toe in black held an iron cudgel. The figure delivered another blow, but this time the Black Assassin dodged the attack. 
 
    “Another one?” Black Assassin. “It matters not in the end.” 
 
    The small figure stepped forward, crouching to receive the Black Assassin’s next blow. I was prepared to watch this mysterious rescuer die at the Black Assassin’s hands. After all, they were so little, but I was amazed by what happened next. 
 
    The iron cudgel shot to the Black Assassin’s midsection. In response the Assassin brought down his massive blade, but the figure effortlessly dodged the attack, laying another blow on the side of the Assassin’s head. The Assassin recovered and used a spinning attack – more powerful than the one he had used on Elijah – but the figure merely ducked this kick and laid another block, this time on the Assassin’s side.  
 
    It was clear the Black Assassin was tiring quickly. He thrust his blade towards the figure, who dodged it yet again. The figure dodged the first blow, but the Black Assassin launched another hundred in his wake. The sword flashed so quickly I couldn’t keep up with moves. The figure used the iron cudgel to ward off each and every blow. It was clear the Black Assassin was losing both patience and energy. After his barrage of slashes failed, the Black Assassin took one step forward, pivoted and tossed his knife – the very one lodged in my shoulder – at the mysterious figure. Unphased, the figure simply caught the knife and tossed it back. 
 
    It landed squarely in the Black Assassin’s chest-plate, in the one spot exposed by the figure’s constant beating. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel…so…good now…does it?” I said, or I would have if I wasn’t hurting too bad. It was then that I realized I had lost a lot of blood, and I was pretty sure the Black Assassin’s attack had broken a couple of ribs. 
 
    The Black Assassin dropped to one knee. The figure pressed his or her attack, kicking and hitting at the Assassin in his kneeling position. Some of the blows he deflected, some but not all. 
 
    The smaller figure landed one more blow to the Black Assassin’s head. His armor shot back, as if he’d been given a charge from a defibrillator. The Black Assassin wavered for the briefest of seconds, and then fell to the ground in a metallic clank. Our pursuer was finally down, but who or what had brought him down. Were they a friend or a foe? 
 
    I couldn’t tell. I didn’t have time to ask since I blacked out a minute later.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Truth in Dreams 
 
      
 
    The Black Assassin’s knife shot towards me, but I dodged it effortlessly twisted my body around as I took the fight to him a second later. Or at least, that’s what should have happened. I knew this was a dream – more of an instant replay – before I woke up. Honestly, I had lost of lot of blood, so I wasn’t sure if that was going to happen. 
 
    The Assassin charged at me, sword flashing. I dodged the first blow and laid a punch straight across his visor. I wondered to myself what lay behind that monster. Was it another unfeeling super monster, like Orra? My blow stunned him for a moment, but then he turned to me, my attack doing little to faze him. He brought his massive sword down upon me, and thankfully, I woke up before it hit. 
 
    This didn’t stop my whole body from screaming as my eyes flashed open. I felt hands fall upon me, and I thrashed hard against my perceived captors until I saw Frank standing over me. It was one of the only times I had ever seen Frank without a coat. He was wearing a button-up shirt with his sleeves rolled up.  
 
    Even all these years later, I still wake up, expecting my father to be there, telling me it was all a bad dream. Maybe it was fitting that Frank, my new father, was there instead. He was the stern, silent type, but he’d rescued all of us from the supers. I guess this technically made Gary our “mom, a thought that brought a momentary chuckle to me at this very inappropriate time. 
 
    “Something funny?” Frank said, locking eyes with me. “You almost died out there.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I quickly with a gulp. 
 
    Before, all of us were afraid the supers would come again. After all, if they could get our parents, what chance did we have? This was before Frank taught about the supers. Now we know all about them. We knew what stances they used, how they held their hands when they launched an energy blast and how long it took them to change forms. Frank had made what seemed alien and unfathomable into a known quantity. No longer were the supers the boogieman in our closet or beneath our bed. Now they were simply an obstacle we had to remove. 
 
    And it was all because of Frank. 
 
    The Watcher’s face softened when he observed me recovering in the bed. “I’m sorry for snapping. All of us were really worried about you.”  
 
    “Is Regina-?” I started to ask. 
 
    “She’s fine. So is Elijah. Everyone’s fine. Lucky,” he said, with a wary eye on me. “But okay.” 
 
    I nodded in relief. I had jeopardized my team to bring back this intelligence on Orra and Black Assassin, but was it worth it? Did it change anything. How much did Frank and the rest know about this facility before they sent us there? It was tough to know. The only thing I knew for sure was that I trusted Frank. 
 
    It was then that I realized I wasn’t alone. The hooded figure that saved me stood at the foot of my bed. Whatever was behind the hood regarded me for a second. Even now, after they had saved my life, I wasn’t sure what to make of the figure. For what it’s worth, I don’t think they knew what to make of me. When I blinked, the space which had once held the figure was completely empty. Whoever they were, they had completely vanished. 
 
    “Ummm…thanks,” I said to the now empty space. I looked at Frank. “Just who was that?” 
 
    “It’s not important,” Frank told me. He then sighed and sat down beside my bed. He suddenly looked years older. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Robert. We didn’t know Black Assassin was going to be there,” he said. “Had we known, we would have equipped you better for getting out of there.” 
 
    His apology meant a lot. He didn’t have to say sorry. After all, he was the one who always told us no plan survived contact with the enemy. 
 
    “Frank, I’m memorized every super in our database,” I said. “I’ve never heard of a Black Assassin. What does he have to do with the Red Assassin?” 
 
    Frank starred at his feet from the chair and then returned his gaze to me. “The Black Assassin is a ghost, and you can’t fight a ghost. Remember your training. If you lack intel, get out and get one. It’s risky business underestimating a super.” 
 
    I nodded. I had learned this lesson the hard way. My whole body ached, from my shoulder all the way down to my midsection. Then again, I did manage to stab the Black Assassin. That was more than anyone else  could say. 
 
    “He bled a lot for a ghost,” I managed to say with as much confidence as my wrecked body would allow. 
 
    Frank chuckled at this remark. “Yeah, and it probably popped right out, good as new, huh?” 
 
    My eyes widened. When I had stabbed the Black Assassin, his wound had instantly healed. How did Frank know about that?     
 
    “You fought him before,” I said, more of a realization than a statement. Frank stood up and walked to the window. He was quiet for a long time before heading back to my bed. 
 
    “Red Assassin took everything from you, but the Black Assassin took almost everything from me,” he said. “And no, I don’t know how they are related.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “The same thing that happened to you. They came for us,” he said. “My father was like you, a scout. He was trained to evade, not engage. But when the Assassin found Gary hiding in the attic, my father had no choice. He had to engage. By the time I came home, he was already dead.” 
 
    “And the Black Assassin got away?” I asked. 
 
    “Not quite. The Black Assassin may have had that damn suit on his side, but I had rage, adrenaline, and a set of power gloves,” Frank said. “We threw down that night, and I was sure only one of us were walking away.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” I asked, thinking I knew the outcome. I was wrong. 
 
    “I actually captured the son of a bitch,” Frank explained.  
 
    This was not where I had expected the story to go. After all, if I Frank had captured the Black Assassin, why had nearly killed me and my team? And even if the Black Assassin was able to escape, surely Frank would have been able to learn something about him. 
 
    “Did you interrogate him?” I asked. Frank shook his head. 
 
    “I was young and angry. I didn’t want answers. I wanted blood,” Frank said. “And I definitely got it.” 
 
    I considered Frank’s position. I thought about all the things I would do to the Red Assassin if he sat across from me instead of Frank, tied to a chair and at my mercy. My skin crawled at the things I came up with in the span of a minute. 
 
    “So, why didn’t you kill him?” I asked. 
 
    “I tried. You have no idea how much I tried. Electrocution. Power tools. I even hit him with a gallon of gasoline followed by napalm,” Frank said. “No matter what I tried, that suit of his wouldn’t let me kill him. Oh sure, sometimes I got close, but the healing factor always kicked in before I could finish the job.” 
 
    Frank continued. “I tried disconnecting the suit, but I couldn’t find a way. The technology in that suit’s…far beyond anything that I’ve seen. And I work with Orion.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t feel so bad about the ass-kicking Black Assassin had given me. The suit didn’t just provide him protection – it also apparently granted a healing factor, meaning any blow that slipped through his armor was instantly healed. The guy sounded virtually unbeatable. 
 
    “So how did he escape?” I asked. Frank looked away. 
 
    “He didn’t. I actually let him go,” Frank said. 
 
    “You…what?” I said, incredulous. Frank had his father’s killer at his mercy. Sure, the suit prevented him from taking his revenge, but he still had him. He could have probably covered the bastard in cement and left him at the bottom of a lake if he wanted.  
 
    But instead he just let him go. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. I realized I was actually angry, and I knew why. I wanted to believe that someday, somehow, I would get the same chance to take the same revenge against Red Assassin. To hear that my mentor just…let this chance go was perplexing beyond belief. I actually couldn’t believe he had done such a thing.  
 
    “We didn’t talk much. Not at first. I was too filled with rage. But after a while, the rage subsided, and I became more curious. We began to talk,” he said. 
 
    “You…talked to…it?” I said. At this point, I wasn’t sure there was anything inside Black Assassin. Or Red Assassin for that matter. I wanted to desperately believe they were robots, or perhaps more accurately, cyborgs. There was nothing remotely human within their dense metallic shells. I wanted to believe they were just color-coded killing machines, and nothing more. And I couldn’t believe anyone – let alone Frank – could just talk with it. 
 
    “No, I spoke with him,” Frank said. “I started to get to know him.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said bitterly. “Did you and he go out for  drinks? Catch a game? Because you had so much in common.” 
 
    “Yes, we did actually,” Frank said. “I mean, having a lot in common. Not the beer and game stuff.” 
 
    “How…how could you do that? After everything he did …to your father?” I asked, still incredulous.  
 
    “Because I started to realize that all that anger I was holding inside…it wasn’t getting me anywhere,” Frank explained.  “So, one day I removed the mask, and then I met an Asian man just like me. The son of a murdered father. An orphan like me, named Izuki.” 
 
    “And you just…let him go,” I said, looking away from Frank. I couldn’t look at him anymore. All the things he had told me about remembering how my parents’ loss felt, all of it was a lie that had landed me in a hospital bed. “You forgave him. Just like I’m supposed to do. Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “No,” Frank said, and I turned back to him. “I recognized his humanity. I recognized his pain. But I didn’t forgive him. I just realized that trying to spend all day trying the kill the unkillable man wasn’t worth it. It wouldn’t change anything in the long run.” 
 
    Frank pulled his chair closer to me. “It’s all about the long game, son. You want to create a world where what happens to you doesn’t happen to anyone else? Then you gotta play the game the long way. Revenge is just a short game with a bitter prize.” 
 
    “And your pal the Black Assassin?” I asked, still reeling from his words. “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s not my pal. This isn’t some Hallmark movie. This isn’t about closure. It’s about destiny. His. Mine. And maybe even yours,” Frank said. “Him and I will meet again one day. I don’t know how exactly it will play out. But I can tell you this. I won’t be no cliffhanger.” 
 
    “Get some rest,” he told me.  
 
    I tried to go back to sleep, but I couldn’t. At this point, I had too much to think about. So, I stayed up all night thinking about me, Frank, the Red Assassin, and the Black Assassin. 
 
    I spent all night thinking about destiny.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 First Kill 
 
      
 
    Something happened I wasn’t expecting. Something I wasn’t prepared for, to be honest. Life continued, like normal. I did normal things, like graduate high school. 
 
    It was hard for all of us. It wasn’t the classes or the tests – all of those were pretty easy. It helped when you had super-geniuses like Frank and Orion tutoring us. But the graduation itself was hard, because we knew when we finally donned the black robes and looked out into the crowds of onlookers, our parents wouldn’t be there.  
 
    More than any other time, graduating forced us to come to terms with everything we had lost. But it wasn’t all bad. It also forced to look to the future.  
 
    My last talk with Frank had left me with more questions than answers, and I was okay with that. For years, I had held on to my vendetta, my thirst for revenge as a drive to be the best. But I soon realized that’s not what Frank meant. Frank wanted me to hold on to the pain, to remember how it felt to lose them. Revenge was the vain notion that killing would bring them back, that it would make the pain go away. 
 
    Revenge was a coward’s way out.  
 
    I realized I had to look at the long game with the Red Assassin, just like Frank had done with Izuki. The future had a twisty shape to it. I had to realize that Red Assassin was a person just like me if I was going to deny him any power over me. I also had to recognize I couldn’t change what terms Red Assassin and I met over the years. I just had to keep an open mind to the opportunities that such terms provided me. This meant I also had to learn patience, which was easier said than done.  
 
    I didn’t want to kill Orra and his super killers. I wanted to erase the supers, to take them off the board so completely that they could never cause anyone else the pain and suffering they had caused me. That gave me the focus and drive I needed.  
 
    We had one last meeting at the safe house before we departed to our separate assignments. There were cake and ice cream, hugs and laughter, all the things you might expect to find at a graduation party. Beneath all the tears and well-wishing, there was a determination and eagerness to see this through. Most people our age were heading off to college – we were going to combat. Frank closed it out with a speech. 
 
    “I want you to know just how proud we are of all of you,” Frank said. “Many people struggle to succeed with just one life, but you’ve managed to defy every expectation and excel in not one but two lives. Unfortunately, the perils and frustrations of a double life do not end here. If anything, they intensify. However, today you have proved that you are more than capable of handling it.” 
 
    “From here on out, you are now adults. It sounds peachy and rosy, but it’s not. It’s messy. It’s complicated. Some of the lessons you have learned in here will be the backbone of what you do out there,” Frank said. “But sometimes you will make decisions in the face of what we have taught.” 
 
    “Strategy never survives contact with the enemy. I’ve said it so many times Boo is falling asleep,” he said, shooting a glare to the snoozing Boo, who jerked to attention. “You will be in our thoughts, our prayers, but regrettably, we will not out there with you. We will not see the things you do. We will not do as you do. But we have trained you well. We know that you will make the right decision, even if at first doesn’t look the same to us.” 
 
    “But make no mistake, because once you exit those doors, mistakes are not a bad grade. Mistakes get people killed.” 
 
    I thought about my infiltration of Zero Temp’s facility and how it almost cost everyone – myself including – their lives. Was it the right call? I still wasn’t sure. We still didn’t know what Orra and his crew wanted with Zero Temp. Ultimately, it was lock and step with what Frank had been saying. I didn’t know if it was the right decision, but it was mine. 
 
    “Most people get summer breaks. You’re not most people. You don’t get breaks. You do the breaking,” Frank said, raising a glass of punch. “So, enjoy the party and get ready to break out of this joint!” 
 
    We all cheered. It was weird going from a graduating a class of two hundred or so to simply graduating with a class of nine kids. But we weren’t children anymore, nor were we a class. We had been through hell together, training for the ultimate mission against the very thing our parents failed to defeat. It was the very thing that cost them their lives. We all knew what the risks were. It didn’t change the fact that we were a family, and we had a job to do.  
 
    After graduation, we started to specialize our talents. As a result, we saw less and less of the whole group as we compartmentalized our operation. I was part of the general operations team, along with my cousin Elijah, Trevor and Victoria. As the most versatile in our group, we handled all multi-tier ops as needed. I liked to think of ourselves as the Marines or Rangers of the group. Regina, Kofi and Buffy handled the intelligence side of things, like the CIA or ISA arm of the organization. Boo Hall handled the planning and defense. He was like a one-man Pentagon. That left Boulder and Kofi to handle the sensitive missions involving direct actions. They were our version of SEALs or Delta Force. 
 
    This meant that everyone had missions. Some of these missions were conducted in three to four-person units, and others were done with simply one operative. Over the course of these missions, we started to rack up the kills. Everyone did. 
 
    Except me. 
 
    I didn’t want to sound like a psycho. I had tried to come to terms with what had happened to my parents, and to the possibility of the long game that Frank had told me about. Still, a part of me wanted to make them pay – the supers who treated life so lightly. Plus, I didn’t really feel like I was carrying my weight on the team, even if Regina reminded me everyone does their part, whether they are in the field or not. 
 
    The problem was that I was in the field most of the time. I did have opportunities to strike, but I held back. I had to constantly tell myself to stay on mission. After what happened at the Zero Temp facility, I knew my actions had consequences. I didn’t want to kill recklessly and have it fall back on my time. That didn’t stop Elijah from rubbing it in with every chance he got. 
 
    “They gonna call me the Red Baron,” Elijah said after we got back from our last recon mission. “You know why?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, cuz you eat so many pizzas.” 
 
    “No, because he was the ace of the skies, and I’m the ace of the supers,” Elijah said proudly. 
 
    “I’ve seen you play poker,” I replied. “I don’t think you’ve touched an ace in your life.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” he said. “At least I’ve got one. Well, more than one. I’ve lost count of how much I’ve got.” 
 
    I learned not to put too much stock in Eli’s false bravado. He liked to play the tough guy, but it was all show. He was just as rattled by the Zero Temp mission as the rest of us, but he looked to act like he came out of it bolder and louder. He talked a good game, but he couldn’t sleep for months after it happened.  
 
    Regina was our handler – we received the intel directly from her. Whenever she called, she told me it would happen in due time. And this latest mission, she explained, was past due for some intervention. 
 
    My target was Syphon. She was a mid-level super – one of the so-called good guys. She could drain energy from people and use it to make herself faster and stronger. She worked as a nurse, and usually fed on people who wouldn’t miss it – the healthy and vital. There’d been a string of deaths at the hospital, however, and it seemed like Syphon was now getting her fix from whoever was nearby. Apparently, she didn’t care about the consequences anymore. 
 
    If I’d learned anything, it was that there were always consequences to actions. 
 
    Since it was taking place in the middle of a hospital, the mission required a low profile. Our direct-action operators were busy, and I was the best recon man of the group. I could blend in with the least amount of trouble.  
 
    “You got this?” Elijah asked as I loaded up my gear. 
 
    “Just need one thing,” I said. “I need you hit me.”  
 
    “What for?” Elijah said. “Not that I actually need a reason to hit you.” 
 
    “It’s a hospital, dumbass,” I explained. “I need to blend in.” 
 
    Elijah crackled his knuckles and grinned. 
 
    “Oh hell yes!” Eli said. “I be waiting for a chance since you asked Regina to prom.” 
 
    “She asked me,” I said.  
 
    “That makes this even better,” Eli smiled. One second later, his famed right hook pounded into my eye socket. 
 
    A half hour later, my swollen black eye was being dressed and treated. Nurse Serafina looked like a nurse out of a classic pin-up – tall, buxom and brunette. She had a healer’s touch, but I knew it was just a front for Syphon. She finished applying the last of the stitches.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Some skinny asshole jumped me,” I said. 
 
    “Did you at least get a couple good hits in?” Syphon asked. 
 
    “Not as much as I would have liked,” I replied. “But I’ll pay him back when I see him again.” 
 
    “Well, try to wait until your stitches heal,” she said.  
 
    Her hands traced down my biceps. She regarded me for a minute and then smiled seductively. I reached for the silenced pistol in my pocket. 
 
    “You have impressive muscle tone. Do you work out?” she asked. 
 
    “My work keeps me in shape,” I said. 
 
    “And what do you do?” she asked. 
 
    I hunt supers who have been bad, I wanted to say before I raised the pistol and put three slugs in her. I was interrupted by a beeping sound. She told me to take two Tylenol and then sprinted away. 
 
    I had lost her. I sighed and got up. I then had to spend the next thirty minutes searching the hospital for her. I found her among the newborns. That’s when I see the florescent energy flowing from a living soul into her heart. She looked as if she were enjoying it. 
 
    She was draining a baby. 
 
    I had to stop her, but opening here would put me in a gunfight with security, which was a headache I didn’t need. Instead, I slammed my fist on the nearby counter, startling the administrator behind it. 
 
    “Four hundred dollars for some stitches and a few painkillers?” I yelled. “Fuck all of you!” 
 
    When I turned around, Syphon was gone. The administrator was trying to explain their payment plan. I shrugged. 
 
    “I just remember. I have an HSA,” I said. “So, uhh, we’re good.” 
 
    I walked towards the sleeping newborns. The baby she had been draining looked fine. He was smiling at me before settling back into a nap.  
 
    I hadn’t killed yet, but at least I had saved a life. My mission, however, was not over. 
 
    I caught up to them in the parking garage. Syphon was there, along with three other supers I didn’t recognize. They didn’t actually look like supers – they weren’t heroes or villains. Instead, they had reptilian features, cloven hoofs and horns. 
 
    Demons. 
 
    Syphon wasn’t draining them though. Instead, she was off-loading her energy to them. She wasn’t just draining the people at the hospital – she was taking energy and then giving it to other supers. The demons were writhing and moaning as the energy flowed through them. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck,” I said. Syphon turned around, buttoning and smoothing out her nurse’s uniform. 
 
    “I was hoping to see you again,” the nurse said. She gestured to the demons. “Looks like dessert just found us.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I said. “You look like you’ve had enough sweets as it is. You should try getting more fiber in your diet.” 
 
    I removed my sidearm and fired off several shots, tearing through her nurse’s uniform. Unfortunately, she was unfazed. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that, honey,” she smirked.  
 
    The first thing Frank taught us is that bullets were a first resort, but never a final one. Not all supers are bulletproof, but you never know until you try. Thus, it helps to have something up your sleeves. 
 
    “Will this do?” I asked as I unsheathed the sword of the Red Assassin and skidded forward. Before Syphon could move, the blade had glided through her neck. Her head fell at my feet. The demons roared with anger. 
 
    “Get him!” the middle one said as he hunched over and tackled me. I managed to keep my balance and used it to bring the hilt of the blade down upon his back. He growled in pain. I reached for my sidearm and squeezed three rounds into the demon, who immediately toppled out. 
 
    Unlike Syphon, it turned out they weren’t bulletproof. I cut into the other two with one long slash as they, too, went down in a pool of green blood that smelled like rotten eggs. I cut off all three of their heads just to be safe.  
 
    In an instant, I had killed four – one super and three demons. I hadn’t had much time to think of the afterlife – I’d have to ask Frank about the demons later. Instead, I removed two fire capsules from my pocket and tossed them onto the demons and Syphon, lighting their bodies up into a blaze. 
 
    “Take two of these and call me in the morning,” I said to no one in particular before leaving the scene. 
 
    I was in the game now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Beginning of the Rainbow Wars  
 
      
 
    We knew shit was going down every time we saw Frank. Since we had graduated, we had seen Frank less and less, and his appearance usually coincided with a major operation taking place. The fact that all nine of us were gathered together only added to the tension. There was no time for pleasantries or catching up. Frank summed it up best. 
 
    “It’s go time,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re devised your purpose by now. We keep the supers in check. Keep them from crossing the line. And take them out if we have to. But there’s another player in this game. A third party which supers can turn to squelch any opposition to their plots. Some of you have already encountered them before,” Frank said. I felt my body go rigid as his eyes fell upon me. “An order of assassins who hire out their services to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “We have intel suggesting the Red Assassin, White Assassin and Green Assassin will be meeting with several high-profile clients,” Frank explained. 
 
    “Red, white, blue and green?” Eli said under breath. “Real original.” 
 
    His remark was met by both Regina and me elbowing him on either side. 
 
    “Owww!” he said. Frank shot him a glance and Eli immediately shut up. 
 
    “As many of you know first-hand, the Assassins are not to be trifled with,” Frank said. “You’ll need help on this one.” 
 
    Two people entered behind Frank. One of them was Gary. We hadn’t seen him since graduation, and he smiled at several of the team before entering. Another person entered the room. It was a young girl, roughly our age. She had long hair and dark skin. She moved with confidence and poise, and there was something about those movements that seemed…incredibly familiar. 
 
    “This is Knockout,” Frank said. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Eli replied, as transfixed by the woman as I was, but for much different reasons. Frank gave another glance—one that shut up Eli for the duration of the briefing.  
 
    “She’ll be assisting us on this mission,” Frank said. 
 
    I couldn’t help but stare. There was something about that woman. The movements, not her features, looked very striking and very familiar, if I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    “You want to roll your eyes back into your head,” Regina urged. “Both of you.” 
 
    I realized that I was starring just as hard as Eli. Knockout, whatever her real name was, smiled and turned away, as if she knew someone was watching. 
 
    “You guys are disgusting,” Regina sighed. 
 
    We all received a full load-out of weaponry, one more indication how serious this mission was. In addition to the usual fire and smoke capsules, we also received laser scalpels, short swords and power gloves. Gary met us at the staging ground, dressed in skintight armor. He immediately donned a faceplate with no eyes. I’d seen the sensor mask before. It enhanced sensory data, allowing for more precise strikes. We all knew Gary’s fighting prowess, but this was the first time he’d ever accompanied us directly into a combat before. 
 
    “Each order has different skills. The Red Assassins have sheer numbers. The White Assassins utilize chi to merge with technology. The Blue Assassins are all recruited from the ranks of low level supers, while the Green Assassins are fittingly ex-military,” Frank explained. “Guerilla, the leader of the Green Assassins, will also be on site.” 
 
    The sting went off without a hitch. I started to wonder if all of this preparation was overkill. We had Gary and Knockout with it. I watched her take out three guards at once with a power whip. She was good…really good. Then I see her blanch before ducking behind a wall. She almost ran headlong into me and had to press against me to avoid being seen. Her skin was warm and she smelled like cinnamon. 
 
    Across the way, both Regina and Eli were looking at me and rolling their eyes. 
 
    “There has to be easily fifty assassins in there,” Knockout said. Gary considered this. It was impossible to see his expression from behind his mask. 
 
    “We continue with the mission,” Gary said after a moment. “We won’t get another chance like this to cripple the Assassins.” 
 
    “That place is wall-to-wall with assassins, Gary,” Knockout said. “We’ll be cut down before we even reach the front door.” 
 
    “Did you say wall-to-wall?” I asked. “So, they’re grouped together tightly?” 
 
    Knockout regarded me for a second. “What part of wall to wall do you not understand?” 
 
    “We can use the fire capsules. They’ll be sitting ducks,” I said. 
 
    “One fire capsule will just make them scatter,” Knockout said. “These aren’t rookies.” 
 
    “No, but nine fire capsules thrown at all sides will give them nowhere to go,” I replied. 
 
    “That just might work,” Gary said. “We’ll do it. Everyone pick an angle. We’ll drop the capsules on my signals.” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Knockout said as she looked to me. “I guess you’re more than a pretty face.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you,” I said. Knockout walked away. Eli and Regina passed me shaking their heads dubiously at my interaction. 
 
    “What?” I said. “What?” 
 
    Beneath us, chaos reigned supreme once the fire capsules hit the floor. The flames darted across the floor, giving none of the ninjas any quarters. I made a mental note that ninjas are flammable – very flammable it turned out. I watched a dozen of them flail and scream in unison before falling into a charred pile.  
 
    Several white ninjas clasped their hands and concentrated. Immediately, the sprinklers drenched the fire. They really could commune with technology. It didn’t matter, as it gave us the opening we needed. 
 
    We descended upon the assassins. At first, it didn’t seem like a fair fight. The red assassins were clearly just cannon fodder. The white assassins weren’t much better. They could interfere with our power gloves, but they fell by our swords regardless.  
 
    That’s when Guerilla attacked. The large man dropped a flashbang into the middle of our group. We scattered, but it caught half the team off-guard. Gary’s faceplate was overloading, leaving him down for the count. That left just me, Eli, Regina and Knockout fighting a dozen or so assassins at once. That’s when the battle began to shift. The green assassin launched a barrage of small arms fire at us, giving cover to their super-powered blue allies. It wasn’t enough to stop us, but they were still holding their own. We could wear them down. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    “Robert, behind you!” I heard Regina cry. I saw a large red shape appear  and my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    It was the Red Assassin. I knew he was going to be here, and I was still mentally and emotionally unprepared for his arrival. I froze. 
 
    Regina leapt in between the Red Assassin and me. She blocked the first blow, her tiny form delivering a blow that cut right into the Red Assassin’s faceplate. I saw blood the same color of his armor slide down his face. The Red Assassin leaned into a counterstrike. Since Regina was tightly pressed against me, she couldn’t get leverage. All she could do was take the blow and stop it from cutting into my frozen dumb ass. 
 
    Even as it cleaved her head from her shoulders. 
 
    I was ten years old again. Red Assassin had taken everyone I loved. And now, twelve years again, he had taken one more person I loved from me.  
 
    “You bastard!” I cried, but before I could have my revenge, Trevor and Victoria launched upon him with the fury of angry cats.  
 
    “This is for Mom!” Victoria cried as she cut into Red Assassin from behind. 
 
    “This is for Hiro and Chachi!” Trevor said as he impaled the Red Assassin on his short sword using his power glove. Regina’s assassin fell at my feet. 
 
    The rest of the team was pretty badly injured. Victoria and Trevor were both nursing cuts on their side. Boo and Kofi had blood tricking down their face. Buffy had a wound along her thigh. Knockout was, of course, perfectly fine, but she was tending to Gary, who was still down from the flashbang. 
 
    I heard a cry and turned to see Guerilla stabbing Eli in the shoulder, pressing him against the wall. I remember my terror as I saw the Red Assassin put my father in the same position. I clinched my fist as I charged my power glove up and dashed towards Guerilla. My blow landed squarely in his chest, sending him falling several feet. As he fell, he retracted his sword from my cousin’s shoulder and licked it. 
 
    “Type O Negative,” he said with a wicked smile. “My favorite.” 
 
    He removed another flash bang from his flak jacket and hurled it at us, ducking away in the commotion. I turned to see Trevor removing the helmet of the Red Assassin. I was always curious what was beneath the armor. Instead, I saw only another mask. Trevor removed the second mask and Victoria looked angry. 
 
    “It’s not him,” she said. “It’s not father.” 
 
    “It’s just another double,” he said as he dropped the prone body. 
 
    I didn’t know which revelation shook me more – that the Red Assassin was Trevor and Victoria’s father, or that Regina had been killed by an impostor – meaning my parents’ killer was still out there.  
 
    That’s when the ceiling completely exploded. A dark shape fell to the ground, and I knew exactly who it was. I had seen the armor before. 
 
    The Black Assassin. 
 
    We still had the numbers advantage, but we were weary, beaten and bloodied from the battle. The Black Assassin was fresh and unhurt, and given what Frank had told me about the armor, he would remain that way as long as he still had that damn armor on. It was time to change that, I thought. I pulled out the Red Assassin’s sword and charged at him. 
 
    It was time to end this. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Revenge 
 
      
 
    I thought our fight with Black Assassin would change everything, but it only made it worse. After all, we still had power gloves and short swords, and between eight of us plus Knockout and Gary, we could surely remove the armor, or find some way of shorting it out.  
 
    I was wrong.  
 
    Worse, I was angry, still reeling from Regina’s loss, and I was sloppy. The adrenaline which kept me going through the fight was starting to fade. I aimed a right hook, but the Black Assassin simply swept it away with a block.  
 
    “There’s no room for mistakes here, boy,” he said. And with that, he raised his sword and I was sure I was dead. 
 
    “No!” Knockout said, dropping the still-dazed Gary, she interceded between me and the Black Assassin. I saw Regina do the same thing, and now she was somewhere on the floor, her head several inches from her body. I couldn’t bear for the same thing to happen to Knockout that happened to Regina, so I pushed her aside as I laid a block directly into the Black Assassin’s stomach. 
 
    My power gloves were on full blast at the time, and I knew inside that armor shell of his, Izuki’s rib cage must have been shattered. With any luck, he might even have internal injuries. The Black Assassin skidded a yard backwards and came to rest upon his sword as he hunched over. 
 
    “Watch it!” Knockout said. “This isn’t amateur hour.” 
 
    “Just stay out of my way,” I said fiercely. “I’ve fought him before.” 
 
    “So have I, dumbass,” Knockout replied. Then it all fell into place. That’s why she was so familiar. She had been the one to save us from the Black Assassin the first time. If she hadn’t been there, we’d have surely died. 
 
    The realization of his armor’s capabilities struck me right around the same time Black Assassin’s spinning kick did. With one split kick, he sent both me and Knockout spiraling to the floor. The others launched at him, their blades spinning as they cut into Black Assassin, but only half of the blades struck. I watched as Black Assassin elbowed Eli into a wall and brought the hilt of his blade down upon Buffy’s forehead, swept Boulder’s feet out from under him. Boo and Boulder charged at the same time, but Izuki took them all out with a round-house kick. Kofi received a punch to the throat. Trevor and Victoria put up quite a fight, their swords spinning they managed to hold Izuki long enough to deliver a cut to his leg, but as soon as he healed, he used his sword to cut down a beam, trapping them beneath rubbles. 
 
    It took Izuki less than five minutes to bring down our entire team. 
 
    I heard a whirling sound within his suit, and I knew he was now fully healed. The Black Assassin towered over us, walking over my fallen team as he pointed his sword at every member once. 
 
    “Who shall I kill first. Eeenie, meanie, minie,” his eyes – and sword – fell upon me. 
 
    That’s when Gary brought an upper-cut right into the Black Assassin’s jaw. He had removed the faceplate, and though he looked a little worse for wear, we all did.  
 
    “Just call me Moe, bitch!” he said as he delivered another blow right do his chest. It was ten times stronger than the one I had laid into his abdomen and sent Izuki gasping for air.  
 
    As Gary engaged the Black Assassin, the rest of us slowly rose to our feet. We watched as Gary dodged Black Assassin’s blade like a prize fight, taunting his opponent while bouncing on his feet and laying in several more solid punches to the head. We quickly formed a circle around the Black Assassin. This time, there was nowhere to escape.  
 
    The tide has turned, I thought. 
 
    I was so wrong. 
 
    The Black Assassin came at Gary with a slash aiming at his right shoulder. Gary weaved, but the blow was a feign, as the Black Assassin quickly changed directions. By the time Gary realized what his opponent was doing, the assassin’s blade was already lodged into his throat. He fell to the floor, gasping for air as he chocked upon his own blood. 
 
    Knockout covered Gary while the rest of us fell upon the Black Assassin. This time, we didn’t bother with the swords – we only used our power gloves, since they disrupted his armor’s healing properties. The Black Assassin could barely keep us off him, and we were swirling around him like hornets, delivering stinging blow after stinging blow. He was already down to one knee, and I knew we almost had him. 
 
    “We have to go,” Knockout said. She had bandaged Gary’s neck as best she could.  
 
    “In a few minutes, the Assassin will be dead,” I said. 
 
    “So will Gary,” she said, her eyes suddenly cold. I knew I had to make a choice.  
 
    I chose Gary. 
 
    “Smoke capsules now!” my voice rang out. 
 
    Every one of us dropped our smoke capsules at the same time. In an instant, smoke had completely covered the interior of the room, covering our escape as we disappeared into the mist. The Black Assassin didn’t pursue us. He was too badly injured. But he would heal. 
 
    I wasn’t too sure about us. We had lost things that night that we would never get back. 
 
    *** 
 
    We broke into a closed restaurant to tend to our wounded. I watched as two long tables were slid together and the bleeding Gary was laid onto it. I clasped his hands as Knockout did everything she could, but there wasn’t enough pressure to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Hold on, Gary!” she said. “Hold on!”  
 
    “You have to…tell Frank… it’s going down tonight,” Gary said. “They need to know…Izuki’s suit…” 
 
    “Don’t talk, Gary,” Knockout said, and I could see tears forming in the edges of her eyes. She wasn’t the only one. There wasn’t a dry eye in the room. “Save your…” 
 
    That’s when I felt Gary’s hand on limp in mine. He was gone. 
 
    “Strength,” Knockout finished her sentence, but Gary was gone.  
 
    In an instant, the man who trained us was dead on a fast food joint’s long table. I held his hands for a few moments before standing up and looking at Knockout. I wanted answers. The last time I had seen her, she had saved us from the Black Assassin’s blade, and now she was attached to a mission where the Black Assassin had just happened to show up. That was way too coincidental. I locked eyes with Knockout, and her gaze told me she had no interest in talking. I started to approach her when the whole ground shook beneath us.  
 
    Everyone was on edge after the attack. Had someone followed us here? Were more assassins on their way? That was when Eli came running inside from outside. 
 
    “The Enlightened Base got hit,” he said. “It just went up in flames.” 
 
    We didn’t have much dealings with the supers. That was Frank’s department, not ours. His business was watching the supers, ours was punishing the ones that turned against humanity. Still, we certainly knew where the battle lines were. Blaze was one of Frank’s most dependable allies, alongside Orion. The Enlightened were the good guys, beyond reproach.  
 
    If they had been hit, or completely taken out, what did that mean for the delicate balance we were trying to uphold?  
 
    It also seemed far too coincidental that the base was attacked the very night the assassins were scheduled to meet. Gary knew something before he- I was still wrapping my head around his death. Like Regina, it hadn’t sunk in for me or anyone on my team. But I knew what I needed to do next. 
 
    I needed answers. 
 
    I saw Knockout heading for the door. Her face was a cold mask of pain and numbness equal to my own. If I was smarter, I probably would have noted this, realized she was hurting just as much as me, and backed off a bit. But I wasn’t that smart. And I wanted answers. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “Things are going to hell out there,” she said without facing me. “I need to tell Frank.” 
 
    “Like he doesn’t already know,” I said. “I’m more interested in what you know.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, turning to face me. 
 
    “We only had intel on the Red, White, Green and Blue assassin classes,” I said. “Yet the Black Assassin also turns up, and you just happen to be attached to our team.” 
 
    “Your point?” she said. 
 
    “You knew he was going to be there. You and Frank knew, and you withheld it from us,” I said. 
 
    “Are you questioning me?” Knockout asked, and I saw a fierce look boiling within her eyes. 
 
    “I’m questioning this need-to-know bullshit,” I replied. “Secrets. Compartmentalization. We lost good people to that shit!” 
 
    I expected this to mean something. But Knockout was in battle mood. She had a job to do. And I was in the way. 
 
    “You done?” she said. “Because I need to go.” 
 
    “No,” I said, grabbing her hand. “We’re safer together.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure if that was true. Being together hadn’t exactly done us any favors. At that point, I was lost in a cloud of anger and confusion. I wanted my way on this. It was my mistake, but I was going to own it for all its worth. 
 
    “Let go,” she said. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “No,” I said. I felt all eyes on me, on us. 
 
    She looked at me like I was a child having a temper tantrum. 
 
    “Remove you hand,” she said in a quiet yet stern voice. “I have to go.” 
 
    It was then that I started to think that, you know, maybe trying to command the woman who went beat the Black Assassin to a draw wasn’t the best idea. I started to try a different tact, but by then, it was too late. 
 
    Knockout spun around and used my own momentum against me. In an instant, I felt my whole side bending over her hips as she flipped me over. I hit the floor with a painful thud, but I let my anger bring me to my feet with a jab to her stomach. She dodged and laid a chop to my shoulder.  
 
    “You’ve got some nerve pinning this on me,” she said. “If it wasn’t for you, Gary wouldn’t be laying there with his throat slit open. He’d still be alive!” 
 
    I blocked one punch to the face, but she kept going. I was her punching bag, and I deserved any minute of it for the way I behaved. 
 
    “I don’t know why Frank chose you, you weak piece of shit!” she yelled. 
 
    I tried to come back with a right hook, but I left myself completely open. I heard the whirl of a power glove, and I realized my mistake too late. Her punch sent me flying to the ceiling and falling back the ground. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Knockout said. “Fuck all of you.” 
 
    And with that, she stormed out of the restaurant as everyone watched. Eli helped me to my feet. 
 
    “That went well,” he said. “She’s still hot though.” 
 
    I glowered at his remark. That’s when Kofi started heading for the door. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” I asked, more confused than outraged. 
 
    “I can’t stay… after Regina…I can’t do this anymore,” he said. 
 
    I bit my lip and looked down at the floor. Losing Gary just minutes after losing Regina – it hurt so much it was difficult to think about either.  
 
    Regina and I went to junior prom together, but we were never anything more than friends. Kofi, on the other hand, was the real deal. He’d always had a crush on her but was too shy to ask her out when they were both in school. That changed after we graduated. When Regina called me with fresh intel, I’d heard about their dates. I knew they were getting serious. I suspected Kofi was gearing up to propose soon. 
 
    All of which made her gruesome death all the more heart-wrenching. 
 
    “Kofi, I know it hurts but…don’t do this,” I said. “We need you.” 
 
    The thin Ghanaian shook his head. “I’m no good to you. After watching Regina…what happened to her…I don’t feel rage. I just feel…empty. At best, I’m a liability. And at worse, I’m compromised. Neither one bodes well for all of you.” 
 
    “None of those things change the fact that you’re my brother,” I said, clasping my hands on his shoulder. 
 
    I wasn’t close with Kofi, not as close as I was to Regina and Eli, who I bonded with after the grueling events at Zero Temp’s facility. That didn’t change the fact that I still regarded everyone there in that room as family. We had come of age together. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for any of them. 
 
    “I love you all,” Kofi said with tear-streaked eyes. “But I can’t do this anymore. And if something went wrong again …I can’t have it on my conscience.” 
 
    With that, he wrapped me in his long arms with a quick hug, and then he left, exiting through the same door that Knockout had left in. Our numbers were depleting fast. That’s when I had an idea. But I needed help. 
 
    “If anyone else wants to leave,” I said. “Now’s the time. We’ve all lost a lot.”  
 
    I walked over to Gary’s body, and reached for his blank face plate. No one else moved. But they didn’t meet my gaze. They all looked away, trapped in their private grief. Finally, Eli spoke up. 
 
    “What do we do now?” he asked. 
 
    “We bring them down. Everyone,” I said. 
 
    “But we don’t where they are,” Boo said. 
 
    “No, but Gary did,” I said. “The point of our attack was never to wipe out the assassins. It was to scatter them back to their home bases – which we could strike later. He put a tracking beacon on every assassin he tagged tonight.” 
 
    I put the face plate on. In an instant, I was greeted with a map of every assassin hide-out regardless of color. They expected us to run home and nurse our wounds. A massive, coordinated strike would be the last thing they’d expect. 
 
    So that’s what we did. 
 
    We attacked location after location, base after base. Outside, there was chaos in the streets of the city. Blaze’s death had sent the super community into panic. Some were protesting. Some were rioting. Villains became heroes and vice versa. Fortunately, the assassins were masters of avoiding detection, so our battles were usually far from the peering eyes of the heroes.  
 
    I don’t know how many assassins I killed that night. I only know that, when I thought of Regina and Gary, I hit harder and slashed faster, until none of the battlefield could make my ferocity. The rest of my team did the same. We were like berserkers on some distant Viking battlefield. Any assassin who stood against us was instantly torn asunder. 
 
    Finally, we came to a house. It wasn’t a safe house or a secret underground lair. It was just a regular base in the middle of the suburbs, and I knew we had reached Izuki’s home. It was simply ordinary. We stormed the front door and searched for signs of the Black Assassin, but we found none. 
 
    I knew it would have been too easy to break into this house and find Izuki with his armor off, drinking a beer while he watched the game. That wasn’t going to happen. By now, we had met no resistance. Most of the assassins were dead, and the ones left alive would spread the word that their day of profiting off the supers was over. Today would be a paradigm shift in more ways than one. 
 
    I heard stirring in the house and I knew we were not alone. A creaking sound came from the nearby closest. I motioned for Eli to check out. He slowly opened the door, blade drawn. Whatever was on the other side the door caused Eli to freeze, his eyes wide in terror. I leapt to his side, my sword drawn, only to see two children. They had to be much older than middle school. I kept my sword draw, but Eli immediately drew his. 
 
    “I didn’t sign up to kill kids,” he said. I kept his gaze for a minute and then nodded as I drew my sword. Eli walked the kids to the door and ushered them out of the house. I had to remember why I was doing this. I wanted justice for Gary. For Regina. For my parents. And for the Collective. 
 
    But I couldn’t become a monster, not like Izuki and the rest of the assassins. Their days had come to an end. 
 
    That’s when a throwing knife flew through the window, cutting into the wood of the mantle. There was a note attached. I thought about sending a team out to search the perimeter, but I knew Izuki was already gone. The note read “Midnight Old Towne”. 
 
    Buffy Calico rounded the corner. “We’ve completed the sweep. There’s nothing here but poor choices in interior design and way too old sushi in the fridge. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Burn it to the ground,” I said. 
 
    She threw back her blonde hair as she gave me a questioning look. 
 
    “I’m not killing his family,” I said. “But I’m also not leaving him a house to return to.” 
 
    She nodded and grabbed some cleaning supplies from the kitchen – the flammable kind – and spread it all over the house. We gathered in the yard as we tried to warm ourselves from the resulting fire, but after Regina and Gary’s death followed by Kofi’s departure, it all felt so cold to us. 
 
    “This long game ends tonight,” I said as I looked at the note.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Fall of the Black Assassin 
 
      
 
    The storm outside pounded down on everything in sight. There was so much fury behind it I wondered if the weather was the product of a super. It wouldn’t have surprised me if it was.  
 
    We waited in the midst of Old Towne, with the rain clattering all around us. We had lost contact with Frank. All we knew is he went to investigate the attack on the Enlightened Base. He could be dead. So could Knockout. Or Orion. Or any number of our ever-decreasing allies.  
 
    The game was changed. 
 
    We waited, huddled together in the run-down buildings of Old Towne, gathered beneath a parking garage for heat. We looked petty miserable and pathetic, but I knew we were quite the opposite. This was our night. 
 
    This was the night it ended. 
 
    In a span of an hour, we had lost Regina and Gary. Both gone in a blink of an eye. Kofi’s departure left a hole in all of our hearts. Knockout called me weak, but what do she know? She didn’t really know me. Not really. I was ready for the Black Assassin. This time, I knew his weakness. This time, I would beat him.  
 
    I wouldn’t let him take another person from me.  
 
    The age of assassins was over. 
 
    Something stirred out of the corner of my eye. At first, I thought it was just some garbage or something caught by the wind, but I leapt back as I realized it was growing larger and more defined until it stood before me, a tall imposing figure.  
 
    The Black Assassin had arrived, and now he stood in our midst, completely unstoppable. The rest of us assumed our battle stances. We were tired and haggard from fighting. I knew my friends wouldn’t last long against this Assassin. I was a different story. Rage was the only fuel I needed, and I had plenty. 
 
    “You have no idea what you have done,” the Black Assassin said. I was shocked it was actually him doing the talking. Normally, he used a voice modulator to hide his voice, but now I knew, I was hearing the man instead of the legend. 
 
    Izuki. 
 
    “You have destroyed everything I spent a lifetime building,” Black Assassin said. “If I had the time, I would return the favor. But I’ll have to settle for just taking your lives tonight.” 
 
    “No,” I said, standing defiantly towards them. “You’ll have to settle for me. Everyone else, fall back.” 
 
    “Dude,” Eli started, but I cut him off. 
 
    “I’m not losing any more family. This is between him,” I stared into his dark visor. “And me.” 
 
    “No matter what happens, do not engage,” I told the others. I saw the others take a hesitant step back. Eli was the last to do so. 
 
    In this instance, I wasn’t afraid of the Black Assassin. The Red Assassin had taken everything from me, and I have long come to terms with that boogieman. To me, the Black Assassin was just another clown in a mask. He was no better or worse than the supers that rioted across the city. But he had killed Gary, so he had to pay.  
 
    Lightning crackled in the distance and we began our duel. I drew the Red Assassin’s sword and parried the first blow. Instead of striking, however, I immediately withdrew and let Black Assassin make the first move. In other fights, I was foolish and driven by fear, leading me to make costly mistakes.  
 
    Not this time. 
 
    This time I would keep the advantage. 
 
    I dodged the next blow and drove my sword towards his chest, but the Black Assassin batted it away. I laid a blow across his visor. He staggered back in a daze, but it wasn’t long enough for me to deal a blow. He moved in for a counter attack, delivering slash after slash. I dodged most of them and blocked any of them which threatened me. I then returned the favor with a power glove straight to his chest, sending him gliding backwards. 
 
    Undaunted, the Black Assassin continued to press on. He feigned a slash towards the left and then pivoted into a round-house kick. I had seen that trick before though. I ducked the round house kick and then delivered a slash across his armor. The Black Assassin staggered back again, but I could hear the whirling sound within his armor.  
 
    He continued with a whirlwind of slashes. I wasn’t able to dodge any this time, but I blocked most of them, leaving only a few superficial wounds along my skin. I saw his strategy however. The Black Assassin hoped to wear me down. After all, time was on his side. I was not so lucky. I used my power gloves to send him flying once more, but I could only keep him away so far or for so long.  
 
    I rushed towards him and cut a wide slash of my sword. The Black Assassin couldn’t move that fast, so he had little choice but to stand there to take the slash. Rather than let his blow be deflected by his armor, however, I pounded into him with my power gloves with all the determination of a prize fighter. 
 
    Black Assassin wheezed and coughed from the blows as I pummeled into his armor. I knew he couldn’t sustain too many more blows like this one. All around me, I heard gasps and cheers from Eli, Boo, Boulder, Buffy and the rest. I was too distracted, too confident to notice Black Assassin’s haymaker until it was right next to me. His next blow dropped me onto the ground. By the time the stars left my eyes, I could feel the Black Assassin bearing down on me. I dodged his incoming stomp as it nearly crushed the payment beside me. I managed to roll out of the way while the Black Assassin’s foot was now submerged several inches into the concrete. I stood up and regained my posture while it took a minute or two for Black Assassin to free his foot. 
 
    He immediately charged at me, returning to the hurricane of sword slashes I had seen just a minute ago. Several more slashes cut into my arm and chest. None of them were life-threatening, but I knew soon I would lose blood. 
 
    And Black Assassin would win once more. 
 
    I had to think. Not thinking – reacting – that’s what got me into the mess in the first place. The problem was, no matter how hard or fast we struck the Black Assassin, we always came up short. He would heal any wound, no matter what.  
 
    The Black Assassin began yet another cascade of swords. I knew I didn’t have enough strength to block all of them. I cast a wary glance at my friends. This might be it. This might be where he skewers me. 
 
    The Black Assassin rushed forward. In the second before where my life was supposed to start flashing before my eyes, I didn’t see any opening, but I had something better instead. 
 
    I had an idea. 
 
    Gary’s last words were about the suit. Maybe we’d been going about this all wrong. We were trying to overpower the suit, but maybe that wasn’t possible, at least with a master combatant Izuki at the wheel. So maybe it wasn’t a case of beating the suit but separating the suit from the man. 
 
    When Black Assassin drew in close, I reached up and grabbed the breastplate of his armor as best as I could. His sword cut deep into my chest, but I didn’t care. With a growl, I jerked the breastplate off completely. I tossed the plate aside and returned with a slash of my sword. The Black Assassin was able to dodge it, but not completely – not before my sword cut deep in his flesh. And with his armor partially gone, this was one wound that wouldn’t heal instantly. 
 
    “Clever,” he said. “But let’s see how you do …” 
 
    He advanced again. Seeing the opening, I struck again, but realized my mistake too late. He braced my sword between both points of his arms and with one solid motion broke the Red Assassin’s sword in two. 
 
    “Without this!” he exclaimed. 
 
    My sword was gone. Though I struck a major blow against the Black Assassin, I had one struck him only once. He had struck me once and grazed me ten times at least. And I was mostly unarmed. 
 
    The Black Assassin swiped his sword at me, but this time I ducked, rolled, and then grabbed his arm before he could return to position. I produced my combat knife and then ran the knife down into his armor. Circuitry began to spark as I ripped another section of armor from Black Assassin, and for good measure, I broke his armor. Izuki howled in pain. I had not only injured him, but I had also deprived him of wielding his swords with both hands. 
 
    “I don’t need two hands to beat a street filth such as you!” he growled. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I challenged. 
 
    He charged forward but I dodged the sword and waited for my opening. Now Black Assassin was on my level. And I had all the time in the world. When the moment came, I laid a blow from power glove straight into Black Assassin’s other hand. The injury would heal since he still was armored there, but he dropped the sword and I kicked it away.  
 
    He tried to claw at me like a vicious animal, but my next punch went straight into his visor. I removed his helmet to see Izuki’s worn face grimacing at me. My last blow had knocked out his left eye socket, which was now a bloody and swollen mess.  
 
    The Black Assassin was injured and not healing, but he remained a calculating and ruthless enemy. He charged at me with his palm outright, and I knew such a blow could cause crippling nerve damage if it hit. I didn’t give him the opportunity, so I responded by piecing his collarbone with my knife and lodging it in there. The battered Assassin finally crumbled at my feet. 
 
    I ripped off the remaining pieces of armor and cast them aside. I saw my team picking them up the moment they hit the ground. Then I clasped both hands together, and with both power gloves charged, pounded into Black Assassin’s back at full force. I heard several bones crack as Izuki, no longer the Black Assassin, lay broken and bloodied at my feet. 
 
    “Frank was right about you,” I said. “But I’m not going to kill you. That’s his call.” 
 
    “F-F-Frank?” Izuki gasped as if trying to understand the word. 
 
    “Do not mistake this action for mercy. You deserve none,” I said. “In your condition, I’d be surprised if a crackhead or some punk doesn’t kill you down the street, but who knows? Maybe you’ll surprise me.” 
 
    With that, I turned and walked away. Izuki said nothing. He had to save his strength, so he hobbled up to something resembling both feet and limped away. 
 
    “Come on,” I told the others. “We’re done here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Becoming the Black Assassin 
 
    From the rooftops, we watched the city as it burned. The day Frank had been warning us about had finally come to pass. He had declared war on the supers.  
 
    “It’s a war zone down there,” Boo said. “It’s not safe for us here.” 
 
    “I got news for you,” Boulder replied. “I don’t think it safe for us anywhere.” 
 
    “Safety was a luxury we haven’t known in a long time,” I spoke out. Silence fell over the group as we continued our lonely vigil amid the fiery glow of the city. 
 
    Beneath us, we watched as what looked like an ambulance screeched into oncoming traffic, pursed by a colorful trail of super speedsters. The day Frank had always told us about had finally arrive. And we were just standing there, watching it happen. We all observed the chase unfold, but no one moved a muscle. 
 
    Never one for awkward silence, Buffy gave a sigh, tying her blonde hair into a ponytail to prevent it from blowing against the cold night wind. 
 
    “So, what the hell do we do now?” she asked. 
 
    “What we were trained for,” I replied, steeling myself against the cold. The bag containing the Black Assassin’s armor weighed down upon my shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I heard an accented voice cut through the dark. We all looked to see a skinny silhouette standing in the shadows. 
 
    “You didn’t get very far, Kofi,” Eli smirked. “Rush hour traffic a bit hectic out there?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Kofi replied. 
 
    “Now that we’re back together, we can make an impact out there,” I said.  
 
    “I agree, but not like this,” Kofi said. “We’ve been Frank’s brave little soldiers through all of this, and where the hell is he?” 
 
    I could see his words cutting through the group as we all looked away from one another. He had a point. Yeah, Frank had declared war on the supers, and yeah, he was fighting for his life…but we hadn’t heard heads or tails from him since this mess began. The city – the world – was falling apart, and he was too busy to pick up a phone? 
 
    “I’m not anyone’s sidekick. Not after what happened to Regina,” Kofi said. “I’m carving my own path in the sand.” 
 
    I had already lost enough family tonight. I didn’t want to lose more. But it was already happening. 
 
    “Kofi, please, because of what happened to Regina, don’t do this. Not alone,” I said. Kofi was silent, looking away. The awkward silence fell upon us, and once again, Buffy broke it. 
 
    “He’s not alone,” she said. “I’ll go with him.” 
 
    She laid her hand on my shoulder, smiled at me and then headed to Kofi. Boulder and Boo nodded at me and then silently followed. 
 
    “We need to go to,” Victoria said. I sighed, but by now, I had accepted the truth. 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    “The Red Assassin is still out there,” Trevor replied. “We need to find him and make him pay for all the things our father did to our family.” 
 
    “But,” Victoria smiled at me. “We’re down for the good fight. When you need us, we’ll be there.” 
 
    “I know,” I said again. Despite going in separate directions, the family would remain. The same could be said about Kofi and Buffy as well as Boo and Boulder.  
 
    I saw Eli starting to slink away out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “You leaving without saying good-bye, cuz?” I smirked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Elijah said. “I ain’t going far.” 
 
    I gave him a confused look. “Eli, I might not agree with Kofi, but he’s right – the city isn’t safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the basement safe house is,” he replied. “I’ll be just across town if you need me.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you even remembered,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a super world now. Someone has to watch out for the little guy. That’s where the Militant comes in,” he said. 
 
    “Militant, huh? You’ve got this all figured out,” I said.  
 
    “What can I say?” Eli said. “Brains run in the family. I’ve been thinking about this since before graduation. I thought one day you, me and Regina would…” 
 
    His voice grew quiet as soon as he spoke Regina’s name. He turned and looked at me. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Rob,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need something.” 
 
    We embraced, and then with that, my cousin left, leaving me alone on the rooftops. 
 
    I stood alone on the roof, letting the bag of armor fall to my feet. The boot slipped out, and I looked down. It was funny how the Black Assassin looked so much smaller in the suit. I manipulated the boot to stand upright using my foot, and with a laugh, I inserted my left foot into the accompanying boot. I put the second boot on without much of  a second laugh. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said. “One good turn deserves another.” 
 
    I put on the arm bands next. They were surprisingly light. I decided I might as well put on the armor itself. The Black Assassin felt so solid and heavy, I was afraid the breast plate would send me falling on my ass the second I tried it on. Instead, it fit like a glove, lightweight and flexible. I donned the helmet next, and suddenly felt rejuvenated, like the first day of spring after years of cold. 
 
    I could hear the individual sounds of the city – people in conversation, car alarms, even pets barking. That’s how I knew the guy six floors down had a Parakeet named Alice. It wasn’t just my senses that were sharpened. My reflexes improved drastically. The suit seemed to mirror my commands before I even thought it. It was honestly kind of freaky. 
 
    And fucking amazing. 
 
    I ran towards the adjacent roof-top and leapt into the air. This was it – a leap of faith. Normally, I would have to get a running start, but I had done this on a whim. I landed perfectly, bending my knees to marginalize an impact I hardly felt at all. I kept running from roof-top to roof-top, through the city until I reached my destination. 
 
    The Black Assassin’s last remaining safe house. We’d burned his house down, but he had one spare hideout, and from all the dust, it hadn’t been touched in years. Still, it had plenty of ninja weapons, medical supplies and rations to last months, if not years. That’s when I realized what I would do. The others had their paths. This was mine. 
 
    I would rebuild the Black Assassin into a force for mankind. And I would kill all of those, human or otherwise, who tried to bend man to their will. 
 
    I just had to deal with the army of assassins that had snuck in behind me. Thanks to the suit’s head-up display, I had spotted them coming in a mile away. They were crouched behind me, swords drawn. I turned to see every color of assassin I could imagine. Red. White. Orange. Blue. Green. Indigo.  
 
    I heard a familiar voice taunt me. “Look who’s playing dress up.” 
 
    Guerilla, the green leader, laughed at me. “The training wheels are off, kid. Now it’s time for the fall.” 
 
    I had the tech of the most powerful of their number at my command. I knew all their tricks and techniques from a lifetime of training. As they charged at me, swords drawn, I had only one thought. 
 
    This was going to be fun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Catching Up with an Old Friend 
 
      
 
    Spoilers: I won that fight. 
 
    I also won the dozen or so after that. We called them the Rainbow Wars, as the assassins tried futilely to retain hold of their territories, but they were no match for us.  
 
    Despite how awesome my new tech was, I knew one Black Assassin wasn’t going to be enough, so I decided to franchise that shit. Our order grew with faces both new and old. We grew in strength over the next couple of years, systematically wiping out all traces of the old guard. Victoria and Trevor finally caught up with their old man, getting their much-deserved revenge on the Red Assassin. I was happy for them, but by then, I had moved on to bigger and better things. With the help of Boo Hall, I was able to turn my fledging order into a true superpower to rival the actual supers of this world. 
 
    It wasn’t all roses and sunshine. Orra still managed to hold on with one arm left, thanks to a tense alliance with Inferno. I spent some time looking for Frank, but all I found were bread crumbs and tattered capes. Eventually, I decided to leave it at that. It was time for the new guard anyway.  
 
    I trained a new generation of assassins, just as Frank and Gary had taught me. I also expanded the targets. We wouldn’t just go after supers. We would go after all bad guys. 
 
    Everything was going great. 
 
    Until it wasn’t. 
 
    While breaking up a smuggling ring, one of my teams was nearly killed by an unknown assailant – just one guy against a group of the best trained assassins in the business. I dispatched one of my veteran teams to track this guy down, but they all ended up with broken bones and bruises. The bastard even left a note. 
 
    It’s not polite to follow people, it said. 
 
    It was only fitting that I see to this person myself. After all, I told myself, no one interferes with the Black Assassin. 
 
    That’s when I got creative. I left empty safe houses scattered through the city, complete with discrete monitoring devices. Whenever someone was getting too cozy on my turf, I’d know about it. And it just so happened that one of those devices had  been tripped this morning. 
 
    I finally had the bastard. 
 
    The guy had remodeled the safe house to resemble a fourth-floor apartment. It was clever, but it didn’t stop me from slipping in undetected. His ruse was clever, but I could see the apartment’s interior looked more like a hotel room than anything else. Nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to stay there. Whoever was staying here wasn’t planning on putting down roots. 
 
    One of my motion sensors was immediately tripped. Whoever I was waiting for was definitely here. I crept into the closet and looked through the grated openings at my new target. I desperately wanted to get a look at this guy. 
 
    You can imagine my surprise when a young woman walked in, wearing a sports bra and leggings, lugging a gym bag with her. I must have had the wrong room. I sighed, flustered under my Black Assassin armor. Had I completely misread this? Had a real estate agent mistakenly scooped up my safe house and put it out on the market? 
 
    Whoever the woman was, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She stood tall, with dark skin and a statuesque frame with firm muscles and taunt curves. I felt a little bit like a creep, observing her from the closest. She grabbed a towel and immediately disappeared into the bathroom. I emerged from the closet. This was my cue to leave, though I’m not ashamed to say that I briefly entertained the notion of sticking around, trying to explain what a heavily armed assassin was doing in her living room…and maybe asking for her number. 
 
    Then I realized that was probably a bad idea. 
 
    I was about to leave when I glanced down at her gym bag. I had assumed it was filled with weights. I was surprised when I pulled back the zipper to see swords and throwing stars, all lifted from Black Assassin agents. I knew the guy I was looking for wasn’t a guy at all. It had been this woman, all along. 
 
    I unsheathed my sword and crept towards the bathroom. I could hear the running water of the shower. I would slip 
 
    in, make it quick, and then slip out before anyone saw me. 
 
    The door was unlocked, so I slowly opened it. I could hear light humming coming from the shower. Wow, she has a pretty voice. I chided myself for that thought and remembered what I came here to do. 
 
    The shower curtain squeaked open. I turned to strike, only to see the woman standing there, fully clothed. 
 
    And holding a big gun. 
 
    She gave me an admittedly cute smile. 
 
    And then pulled the trigger. 
 
    The blast of energy lifted me off my feet and sent me crashing through the wall. The armor shielded me from most of my impact, but I remained dazzled none the less. But it wasn’t just from being shot through a wall. It was also from recognition, as I struggled to understand who was standing before me. 
 
    “Knockout?” I said.  
 
    I remembered her from our last meeting, the night Gary and Regina died. I also remembered her saving me from Izuki years before. She looked so small and tiny then, a far cry from the statuesque woman standing before me. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you,” I said. 
 
    “You should have thought of that first,” she gave me a cruel smile. “You fucked up fucking with Knockout.” 
 
    She soared through the hole in the wall feet first, with her flying kick landing squarely in my chest. I brought down my sword, but she dodged it and then landed a blow to my neck. Already I could feel the armor working overtime to heal me from the damage.  
 
    “Fuck this,” I said after her next blow landed on my thigh, causing me to lunge forward. 
 
    I was done playing around. I threw my sword directly at her. She easily dodged the sword, not realizing my true motive. I watched as the sword landed in the wall behind her and then parried her next couple blows. Then I launched forward and jumped onto the sword, bouncing off of the hilt. I leapt into the air, twisting my body into position as I landed a solid strike on the left side of her face. She fell back from the blow.  
 
    I kept up my attack. I laid a blow to her stomach next, and as she bent forward from the blow, I grabbed her by the back of her neck and launched her into the adjacent wall. I caught her on the rebound and pummeled her into the wall a second time and then a third time.  
 
    If I could knockout Knockout, then maybe I could figure out what the fuck was actually going on. 
 
    “It’s. Over!” I growled through gritted teeth as I pushed her head into the wall twice more. 
 
    Knockout’s hand slapped the side of the wall. I looked on, a bit confused. Was she tapping out or something? I received my answer when the entire wall shuddered to reveal an arsenal of weapons. I saw Fire Capsules, Cyro Capsules, Power Pistols, and Knockout’s personal favorite, Power Gloves. 
 
    Her eyes must have fell upon the steel gloves at the same time mine did because she reached for them. I pulled her back instinctively, but she twisted my arm and then laid a blow right to my solar plexus. I stumbled back, gasping for air. Any lasting damage was quickly healed by the rejuvenating powers of the armor, but by then, it was too late. 
 
    She donned the power glove over both fists. I heard the whirling charge of the power gloves. I tried to angle my body to best receive the blow, but apparently either her or Frank made some modifications to the gloves, because the next blow sent me through yet another wall. I flew through the air and found myself buried in the bricks of the apartment building across the street. I saw the street below seconds before the bricks holding me to the building fell away, and I tumbled down four stories. 
 
    I could hear the armor whirling as it began to heal a broken spine, several broken ribs, internal bleeding and a broken collarbone. I struggled to stand, but Knockout landed right in front of me. I could hardly raise my fist, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    Her next punch shattered my mask. 
 
    And everything went black.  
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