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prologue

Twenty Years Ago

He could always see it in their eyes.

The look that said, Why would anybody put on a costume and fight crime?

He wanted to tell the poor slobs, If you have to ask that question, you’ll never know.

You’ll never understand.

The masked man, dressed in the tight-fitting costume of red and black, perched at the edge of an office building and surveyed the city sprawled below him.

Seraph City.

They—the citizens he protected—called him the Raptor, a sleek bird of prey feeding upon the vermin infesting the city.

His city.

They might not have understood him, but they were grateful for what he did, how he allowed them to sleep safely in their beds knowing he was out there.

Protecting them from evil.

The Raptor looked at his partner beside him.

His sidekick.

The newspapers called him Talon.

The Raptor and Talon; it had a nice ring to it. They’d inspired other crime fighters in cities across the world. For there was only so much that law enforcement could do. No matter how hard the police fought, some bad guys would always slip through the cracks.

It was up to the Raptor and Talon, and others like them, to pick up the slack.

Talon noticed that the Raptor was staring at him and met his gaze. “What?” he asked.

“Nothing.” The Raptor turned his eyes toward the rooftop of the building below them.

The object of this evening’s mission.

While the Raptor had indeed inspired the birth of heroes, these superheroes had in turn inspired the birth of a new class of criminal, a kind of evil the world had never seen before.

Flamboyant. Colorful. Powerful. Deadly.

The Raptor refused to accept responsibility for these new and dangerous criminals, convinced they would have arrived even if he hadn’t. The world was changing, and these villains were simply products of that change.

Just as he and the other costumed crime fighters were.

One side couldn’t … wouldn’t exist without the other.

“So you think they’re down there?” Talon asked.

The building below them had been designed to be Seraph City’s new convention center, a showplace to announce to the world that a restored Seraph was on the rise. That the dangerous, crime-ridden place of old was a thing of the past.

But that was before construction workers discovered that the earth beneath the building had served as an illegal dumping ground for years, poisoning the area with toxic waste.

The project had been stopped cold, leaving an abandoned, decaying shell, a perfect home for all manner of vermin.

“They’re down there, all right,” the Raptor confirmed.

He had been searching for the Terribles for more than a week, and finally, thanks to his many informants, he had located his prey.

“Slippery Pete saw the Frightener and the Blade Master going in less than an hour ago,” the Raptor said.

“Good old Slippery Pete,” Talon said with a chuckle. “It’s a good thing he’s more afraid of us than of the Terribles.”

The Terribles had held the city in a grip of fear for weeks. Their recent armored car attack had left two civilians close to death and another badly burned.

It was high time their reign of terror was brought to an end, and over the last three nights the Raptor had forgone sleep to spend every moment tracking the Terribles.

Now he had found them.

A thrill vibrated through his body as he readied himself to strike. He always felt this way before he went into battle; he always felt this good.

There was movement in the shadows below them, and he and Talon both tensed, watching with predators’ eyes.

The Raptor reached up to his mask, gently tapping the side of his head to activate the Owl’s Eye lenses in his face mask, which turned the night as bright as day.

Below him, lighting up a quick smoke, was the Muscle. This villain was ten times as strong as a normal man, and twenty times as dumb. He would be the least of their problems.

The criminal finished his smoke and returned to the protection of the nest.

“It’s time,” the Raptor announced, spreading his arms to activate the flight sensors woven into the protective mesh of his costume. Talon did the same, and they leapt from the rooftop, riding the air currents to the unfinished convention center below.

Silently they touched down in the cool darkness of the center’s entryway. A set of double doors secured with corroded, rust-covered chains and padlocks was now all that stood between them and their quarry.

Talon looked at him, a glimmer of excitement in his eyes.

“It’s all yours,” the Raptor said. It was like throwing a bone to a hungry dog.

He smiled as he watched the boy lunge. The strength-enhancing exoskeleton built into the costume he wore allowed the boy to tear the doors from their hinges with ease.

He was good; maybe good enough to carry on the legacy when it came time for the Raptor to step down.

Of course, the crime fighter hoped he wouldn’t need to think about that for many years. There was far too much evil in the Angel City for him to think about stepping down as its protector.

With a powerful leap, the Raptor bounded through the doorway to join his partner. Oddly, there was no sign of the Terribles.

“What, did they see you and surrender?” he asked, coming to stand beside Talon.

“Something’s wrong” was all Talon had to say. Suddenly the darkness was dispelled by a bright, almost blinding light as multiple spotlights set up all around the cavernous first floor were illuminated.

Stunned, the Raptor realized almost at once what he and Talon had done. How could they have been so stupid? So overconfident?

There were five chairs set up across from them, with five people bound and gagged in them. He knew each and every one. They were his agents, his informers, people he used and trusted to collect information to eliminate the criminal element from the city.

Justin Spiewack, the incorruptible beat cop with a wife and two infant daughters; Patricia Doughtery, tough-as-nails reporter for the Seraph Sun; Brucie Mitchell, owner of the Ballentine club, Seraph City’s hottest nightspot; Dr. Lita Coughlin, personal physician to some of Seraph City’s most powerful criminal figures; and Slippery Pete, one of the greatest con men of the twentieth century.

All of them tied to their chairs. All of them clearly terrified as the small digital clocks connected to explosive devices resting in each of their laps counted down the last seconds of their lives.

Eight … Seven … Six …

“What do we do?” Talon asked, his earlier excitement replaced by fear.

Five … Four …

A thousand and one scenarios ran through the Raptor’s mind. But he knew that none would be successful. “It’s too late,” he said.

Three … Two …

This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, he thought, frozen in place, feeling the fear emanating from those who had aided him in battle.

The Raptor and Talon were supposed to charge into the dilapidated building, defeat the bad guys, and bring them to justice.

That was how it was supposed to be. How the game was played.

How it always had been.

One.

The world around the Raptor was consumed in fire and smoke, and a sound that could very well have signaled the end of the world.

The end of his world.

Evil had changed the rules.
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Even with the industrial-sized fan blowing, it was hot as hell inside the garage of Big Lou’s Gas Up & Go.

Lucas Moore was under the hood of Jeb Dolahyde’s old Ford truck, using a ratchet wrench to tighten the spark plugs he’d just installed. He could feel trickles of sweat tickling the scalp of his shaggy head, eventually dripping down to and across the bridge of his nose. It was days like this when he wished he had the courage to get a crew cut, to shave it all off, but the ladies seemed to like his untamed, curly black hair.

And what the ladies liked, he kept.

He stood up and pulled a red bandanna from his back pocket, wiping the sweat from his face. All he had to do was change the fluids and he’d be done with the first car of the day, leaving only five more to go.

His head pounded and his stomach was becoming increasingly sour. He knew he should probably have something to eat, but the thought only made him queasy. Lucas wanted to blame his misery on the blazing Arizona heat, but he knew it was more likely the beer and whiskey shots from the night before.

He headed to the workstation in the corner of the garage, stopping in front of the fan and closing his eyes. The warm air didn’t provide much in the way of relief, but it was better than nothing.

Head throbbing, he pulled himself away from the fan and dropped the wrench on the workbench. His stomach burbled, and again he considered getting something to eat at the diner across the way, but then he realized that would mean seeing his mother, and he thought better of it.

He flashed back to earlier that morning when his mother had been preparing to leave for work at the Good Eats Diner (also owned by Big Lou). She had started to lay into Lucas about how he had come in drunk, and how he wasn’t even old enough to be drinking, and pretty soon that had led into how he wasn’t doing anything with his life, and how he would never amount to anything without a high school education.

The fact that Lucas had dropped out of high school earlier that year was a real sore spot for his mom, but Lucas saw it as looking at things realistically. He believed high school wasn’t going to teach him anything that was going to help him much in life, especially when he more or less knew he was going to end up fixing cars in Big Lou’s garage anyway.

Dropping out of school had just helped him on his way to an inevitable career path. But try telling his mother that.

He was walking over to a display of radiator fluid when he heard his name called.

Lucas turned to see Richie Dennison and two of his punk friends, Teddy Shay and Vincent Clark, saunter into the garage.

“What can I do for you, Richie?” Lucas asked, taking a plastic container of radiator fluid over to the pickup.

“I told you last night it wasn’t over,” Richie said. He stood with his hands out to either side, like a gunfighter ready to draw.

Lucas’s head immediately began to throb harder. “What wasn’t over?” he asked, setting the container of coolant down in front of the truck and approaching the three.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Richie snarled. “Playing stupid isn’t going to help you.”

Seeing Richie had begun to stir up some memories from the night before, but they were buried pretty deep. Lucas vaguely recalled making a comment about Richie’s girlfriend. “This doesn’t have anything to do with something I said about Brenda, does it?” he asked.

“I told you never to say her name to me again!” Richie shouted, coming at Lucas with his fists clenched.

Lucas backed up, throwing his hands in the air. “Hey, look, I’m sorry, all right? I don’t even remember what I said. But I’m sorry. Okay?”

Richie smirked and his friends chuckled.

“Figured you’d try to get out of it once your buddies weren’t around to back you up,” he said.

“Look,” Lucas began, “I don’t remember much about last night. … I guess I was a little drunk.”

“Not too drunk to run your mouth and talk trash about my girlfriend,” Richie replied.

Lucas thought for sure he was going to throw up. The heat and his hangover were making him feel sicker by the second. “What do you want from me?” he finally asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of his tone. “I said I was sorry. I shouldn’t have talked trash about Brenda.”

Richie moved more quickly than Lucas expected, slamming a fist into his jaw and sending him stumbling to one side.

But he didn’t go down.

“I told you not to say her name,” Richie said menacingly.

Lucas held the side of his face. “I think it’s time for you all to get the hell out of here,” he said, jaw throbbing.

He knew he’d been wrong the night before, even though he couldn’t remember exactly what he’d said. He did have a tendency to run his mouth after a few beers, and probably deserved that punch.

But no more.

“We’ll get out, all right,” Richie said as he and his buddies came at Lucas. “Just as soon as we’re done stomping your ass.”

Lucas liked a good scuffle as much as the next guy, but three against one? That just wasn’t right.

He ducked his head low and charged. Teddy tried to hold Lucas’s arms behind his back, but Lucas drove the heel of his heavy work boot down onto Teddy’s sneakered foot. The kid screamed, limping backward, giving Lucas a chance to concentrate on the other two.

Vincent knocked him back with a punch that grazed his cheek, but it gave Lucas the opportunity he needed. He dove at the guy, grabbing him around the waist and bringing him down to the ground. He pinned Vincent to the floor and put everything he had into a punch to the kidneys.

Richie threw his arms around Lucas’s thick, muscular neck, pulling him from his friend, who now writhed on the floor, moaning. Lucas jabbed his elbow back into Richie’s stomach, loosening Richie’s grip enough that Lucas was able to turn and throw a right cross into the guy’s face, sending him sprawling to the floor.

Breathing heavily, Lucas stood unsteadily as he watched Teddy help Vincent up from the floor. Both eyed him cautiously.

“Get out,” Lucas said, spitting a wad of bloody saliva onto the concrete floor.

They didn’t move, waiting as their ringleader got to his feet.

“Don’t make me tell you again,” Lucas warned. He really wasn’t ready for round two, but he didn’t think the three of them had it in them either.

“This isn’t over,” Richie said, his back to Lucas.

What happened next was a blur.

Lucas thought the boy was leaving, but Richie spun around. Something glinted in the glow of the fluorescent lights as he surged toward Lucas. Lucas tried to block the thrust, but he wasn’t fast enough, and suddenly there was an explosion of pain, followed by a cold numbness in his stomach.

Lucas looked down at himself as Richie stepped back. He could see the new hole in his T-shirt, a scarlet stain starting to expand around it.

“What did you do?” Lucas asked, horror beginning to sink in.

He looked up to see the three wearing expressions of shock as they started to back toward the garage exit. Richie was still holding the blood-speckled knife in his hand.

Jeb Dolahyde appeared in the entrance just then, his ample belly making it around the corner before the rest of him. He was taking the plastic wrapping off a pack of discount cigarettes but stopped short when he noticed Richie and then Lucas across the room.

“What the hell …”

The punks bolted from the garage.

Lucas could smell the blood from his wound. He stared at the scarlet blossom on the belly of his T-shirt until his eyes began to blur. For some reason it no longer hurt as much as it had, and he knew that had to be a bad thing.

“Lucas?” Jeb called to him, his cowboy boots clicking across the concrete floor.

Lucas continued to stare at the stain on his shirt, afraid to look beneath the fabric. Outside he heard the screeching of tires as Richie and his friends fled.

“Lucas, you all right?” he heard Jeb ask. “Do you need me to call 911?”

Lucas didn’t answer. He was distracted by the fact that he could no longer feel any pain. Gathering his courage, he grabbed hold of his bloody shirt and lifted it. His exposed stomach was smeared and sticky with blood, but no matter how hard he searched, he couldn’t find the wound.

With a tentative hand he reached down and began to feel around, expecting a lightning bolt of pain that never came.

There was nothing there.

“No,” he said finally, looking up into the concerned face of Jeb Dolahyde. “It … it looks worse than it is.”



It was like he hadn’t been stabbed at all.

It was a good thing Lucas kept a spare shirt in the back of his truck. He threw the bloodstained T-shirt into one of the barrels inside the garage.

He quickly returned to the job of finishing Jeb’s truck.

Jeb hovered for a while, asking a lot of questions about what had happened, but he finally gave up and went outside when it became clear that Lucas wasn’t giving any answers. It wasn’t that Lucas was intentionally being rude; it was just that he really couldn’t explain it. No matter how hard he thought about it, he always came up with the same answer.

Richie Dennison had stabbed him.

But if that was the case, why wasn’t he hurt?

Lucas threw himself into the job, changing the radiator coolant, then topping off the fluids for the wipers and the brakes. And all the while, the questions kept right on coming.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t been hurt. He’d been hurt, all right. He’d felt the blade go in—it was one of the most painful things he’d ever experienced. And he’d bled like a stuck pig, too.

But in the time it took Jeb to come into the garage, something had happened.

Lucas cleaned up and tossed the trash into the barrel. He saw his bloody T-shirt among the discarded air filters and auto-parts packaging.

Pulling his eyes away, he went outside to find Jeb.

At first he didn’t see Jeb anywhere, but then he caught sight of the large man ambling across the parking lot of the Good Eats diner with an iced coffee.

“Truck’s all set,” Lucas called out, wiping his hands on the bandanna from his back pocket.

“Good job,” the man said, eyeing him curiously. “You sure you’re all right? That was a helluva lot of blood.”

Lucas forced a smile. “I’m fine. Think I just got a good scrape when me and Richie were fighting. You know how those things bleed.”

Jeb nodded, but Lucas could see he really didn’t understand. Truth be told, neither did he.

Lucas was writing up Jeb’s receipt and collecting his cash when it came over him. He was suddenly absolutely ravenous. As he said goodbye to Jeb, he actually stumbled a bit, catching himself on the corner of Big Lou’s metal desk. His legs were shaky, and he wasn’t sure he had ever been this hungry before.

Placing the BE RIGHT BACK! sign on the door to the office, Lucas made his way across the street toward the diner, wondering if there was enough food in the place to satisfy his hunger.

As he stepped into the air-conditioned space, his eyes scanned the crowded diner for a place to park himself. His mother stood at the back of the restaurant, a full pot of coffee in one hand.

Cordelia Moore was staring at him with eyes that just about screamed he was in trouble. She pointed to a spot that was being vacated by an old man and his wife, and shot him a look that said Lucas had no choice.

The smells inside the diner were overwhelming, and Lucas’s belly gurgled and growled uncontrollably. He had to eat soon.

His mother approached the table, rag in hand, and started to wipe it down.

“Hey,” he said by way of greeting.

“What’s this I hear about a fight over at the garage?” she asked.

“You talked to Jeb, eh?” His stomach was aching, and he almost told her to knock off the small talk and bring him one of everything on the menu.

Almost.

“Yes, I did, and he seemed to think you might’ve been hurt pretty bad.”

She’d finished the table and stood staring at him with those angry eyes, hands on her hips.

“I’m fine,” he said, frustrated that he had to explain himself again. “He knew I was fine. … I told him I was fine.”

“Well, he didn’t seem to think you were fine.” She reached out and grabbed his face. “Let me see.”

He wrenched his face from her hand. “I told you …”

“I know, you’re fine.”

His stomach grumbled so loudly that his mother heard it over the din of the crowded diner.

“Sounds like somebody’s hungry,” she said.

He nodded, pressing a hand to his aching abdomen. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“How’s about the Hungryman’s Platter and a cup of coffee?”

“As fast as you can get it,” Lucas said, looking up to meet her gaze. “Please.”

She gave him the look again, then turned and headed toward the kitchen to place his order.

“And he wonders why I’m so upset about him dropping out of school,” Lucas heard her grumble as she walked up the aisle. “Big trouble is going to find him one of these days.”

Lucas shook his head as he watched her go. Diners seated nearby had heard her scolding him and were casually looking his way.

“Big trouble, huh?” he called after her. “What kind of trouble would come looking for me here?”



The private jet taxied down the single runway of the La Cholla Airpark, coming to a gradual stop in the blazing Arizona sun.

The door opened and a retractable stairway unfolded to the tarmac. Within moments a tall, white-haired figure leaning on a silver-topped cane stood in the doorway, looking out across the private airfield.

“May I help you, sir?”

The gentleman looked over at his pilot, who had joined him at the door.

“No need, Jeffrey,” the man said, limping from the door-way and slowly making his way down the steps.

“Should I arrange a ride for you?” the pilot asked, following.

“I’m way ahead of you,” the white-haired man said from the bottom of the stairs.

A navy blue Crown Victoria appeared just then, driving across the airfield toward them.

“Very good, sir,” Jeffrey said.

The man waited until the driver emerged, walked around the car, and opened the back door.

“Any idea when you’ll be wanting to return to Seraph?” Jeffrey asked as the old man was about to climb into the car.

The old man stopped, considering the question.

“If all goes according to plan, it shouldn’t take long,” he said, then entered the coolness of the limousine.

But one can never tell with things like this, the old man thought as the driver climbed back inside.

“Take me to Perdition,” the old man instructed.

And without a moment’s hesitation, the car was on its way.
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Lucas considered heading over to the Hog Trough for a few drinks after work but thought better of it.

The business with Richie was still gnawing at him, and then there was his mom. Did he really want to have another run-in with her tonight?

Nope, he just didn’t have the patience.

He sat behind the wheel of his truck, windows rolled down to catch the breeze as he headed home for an early night.

This is a good thing, he thought, driving fast down the bumpy dirt road that would take him to the Perdition Trailer Park (also owned by Big Lou).

Lucas’s mind scrolled through all the things he could do with the extra time tonight—stuff he’d been meaning to do but never quite got around to. He could start the Lord of the Rings books. He’d read The Hobbit, but not the Rings trilogy—although he had seen the movies and thought they were awesome. Or he could catch up on his laundry. Not as fun as reading, but it had to be done. And then there was the whole just-spending-time-with-his-mother thing.

She was a good mother, and she had done a lot for him, but they’d sort of drifted apart in the time since he’d left high school.

He drove slowly through the metal arch that served as the entrance to the trailer park, watching for stray kids and animals. It wouldn’t be the first time one or the other had darted out in front of him.

He pulled up beside the powder blue double-wide he and his mother called home, and saw old Mrs. Taylor sitting in front of her place across the street. By the way she was staring, he knew she was waiting for him.

“Hey, Mrs. Taylor,” Lucas said as he climbed from his truck.

She was wearing a lovely flowered housecoat and a blond wig that sat crooked on her head, like some sort of furry hat, with tufts of gray poking out underneath.

She got up from the white plastic lounge chair and motioned for him to join her.

“What’s up?” he asked, crossing the dusty street.

“Somethin’s wrong with my AC,” she said, bony hands on even bonier hips. “Take a look at it, will ya?”

Lucas didn’t know squat about air-conditioning, but there was no sense in arguing with the lady. As far as she was concerned, he could fix just about anything.

“Sure, no problem,” he said, climbing the three steps to the front door.

He stopped short, peering through the screen at Fluffles, Mrs. Taylor’s nasty cat. The thing had more attitude than a pit bull with a toothache.

“Fluffles is at the door,” he told Mrs. Taylor.

“He won’t hurt ya,” the old woman said. “You just gotta show ’im who’s boss.”

She was standing beside him, looking in through the door.

“Why don’t you show ’im?” Lucas suggested.

Mrs. Taylor went in first, kicking at the cat with her slippered foot. “Go on, shoo!” she said.

Fluffles hissed like a cobra, trying to get around her to come at Lucas, but the old woman managed to block the attack.

“Behave yourself, cat!” she exclaimed. Her foot connected with the side of the white-furred beast, sending it running with a shrill squeal.

“I’ll be payin’ for that tonight,” Mrs. Taylor said, walking from the entry through the tiny kitchen and into the living room. “Damn thing will probably suffocate me in my sleep.”

The idea was horrible but not all that far-fetched.

It was stiflingly hot inside the cramped living room. The news blared from an old twenty-five-inch television set in the corner.

“There it is,” Mrs. Taylor said, pointing out the old air conditioner in the wall. “Nothing cool comin’ out of that.”

“Not sure what I can do,” Lucas said, walking over to give it a look. The machine was old, and he was surprised that it had worked as long as it had. When he turned it on, it made a low humming sound, sending warm air out the vents.

On the news, a Chicago woman and her child were describing how they had been saved from an apartment fire by a superhero called the Winged Champion. Lucas looked up, finding himself pulled into the story. He watched the grainy cell phone footage of the superhero with enormous white wings swooping down out of the sky to pluck the woman and her daughter from the rooftop of the collapsing building.

“Wow,” Lucas said.

“Yeah,” Mrs. Taylor agreed. “Wonder if one of them super-types could figure out what’s wrong with my AC.”

Lucas took the hint and returned his full attention to the old woman’s air conditioner. He pulled the plastic face from the front of the unit and curled his nose with distaste.

“Fluffles doesn’t happen to like sitting on the AC, does he?” Lucas asked.

The inside of the unit was clogged with tufts of white fur, the old filter completely covered.

“Matter of fact, he does,” Mrs. Taylor confirmed.

Lucas pulled the filter from inside the AC and brushed most of the fur into a barrel that Mrs. Taylor brought from the kitchen.

“This might help,” he said, putting the filter back. “I think it might’ve just been clogged.”

He reattached the unit’s front piece. “Fingers crossed,” he said, flipping the switch and feeling a blast of much cooler air flow from the vent openings. “I think that did it,” he said proudly.

“You’re a lifesaver,” Mrs. Taylor said happily. She reached inside the pocket of her flowered housecoat and removed a change purse. “How much do I owe you?” she asked, unzipping the purse and removing a wad of crumpled bills.

“You don’t owe me anything,” he answered.

Every time he did something for the woman, she tried to pay him. But Lucas wasn’t interested in taking the old lady’s money. He knew she barely had enough to support herself as it was.

“What, do you think you’re one of them super-types?” she asked, gesturing toward the television. “Swoopin’ in to save the day?”

Lucas laughed. “Not me,” he told her. “Think of me more as a Boy Scout.”

“You’re too good to me, Lucas,” she said with a smile, returning her small purse to her pocket.

“My pleasure.” Lucas cautiously headed for the door, watching for Fluffles.

“Word to the wise,” Mrs. Taylor whispered. “Think your mom’s been hittin’ the hooch.” She made a gesture as if drinking from a bottle.

Lucas nodded and his stomach sank. He hated when his mother drank; it always ended with her crying.

As he crossed the street toward their trailer, he’d almost decided to take his truck and head to the Hog Trough. But then he saw her, glass in hand, standing in the doorway waiting for him.

And he didn’t have the heart to leave her alone.

* * *

Lucas leaned into the refrigerator, looking for something to eat. He found some old pizza and leftover spaghetti and meatballs.

“Did you eat yet?” he asked his mother, carrying the leftovers to the microwave.

Cordelia was sitting at the small kitchen table, a nearly empty glass of whiskey in her hand.

“I had a big lunch,” she answered, her eyes riveted to the melting ice in her glass.

“Lucas, do you hate me?” she asked suddenly.

He rolled his eyes as he put the spaghetti in the microwave and hit the two-minute button. He hated when she got like this. It didn’t happen very often, but when it did, it was the worst.

“No, I don’t hate you. Why would I?” he said. He could hear the ice in her glass tinkle like Christmas bells. He tried to concentrate on the spaghetti.

“If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be in this place,” she said, her words slightly slurred.

Lucas wondered how many drinks she’d had.

“It’s fine, Ma,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. All I know is Perdition. I don’t know what I’m missing.”

She nodded, getting up from her chair and going to the counter, where the bottle of whiskey was waiting.

“And that’s exactly it,” she said as she unscrewed the cap and splashed more of the golden liquor over the ice. “You are missing stuff … lots of stuff. … You’re wasting your life away working in a crappy garage because I wasn’t strong enough to—”

The microwave alarm went off.

“Ma, enough,” Lucas said, replacing the spaghetti in the microwave with a paper plate that held three slices of cheese pizza. “I don’t know why you keep blaming yourself for coming here.”

This was the pattern. She got a little bit drunk and started talking about how she had to run from her past in Seraph City. No matter what he said to console her, it never helped.

And really, Lucas had never blamed her for leaving. Sure, he was curious about the specifics, about a father he knew nothing of, but he always figured she had done what she had to do, nothing more or less than that.

She was adding ice to her drink as he sat down to eat. He didn’t want to talk about this stuff anymore, but when she was like this, there was no stopping her.

“You know how sorry I am, right?” she asked, practically falling into her chair.

“Be careful,” Lucas said, spearing a meatball and starting to eat.

She reached out to touch his hand. Hers was damp and cold from the condensation on her glass, and Lucas almost pulled away, but then realized how that would look to her.

“There’s no reason for you to be sorry,” he said, grabbing a slice of pizza with his other hand.

“I always wanted the best for you.” She had tears in her eyes now. “But I had to get away from the city … as far away as possible or …” She fell silent, staring into her glass once again. And then she had some more to drink.

“Ma, I don’t know how many more times I have to tell you this,” Lucas began. “But I like it here. This is my home. It’s the only home I’ve ever known.”

“But—” she started to argue.

“No buts,” he interrupted. “Perdition is fine. Everything I could ever want is here.” He got up and took his dirty dishes to the sink. “End of story.”

He returned to his mother, put his arm around her, and gave her a kiss on the top of her head.

“You might want to think about making yourself some coffee or something,” he said, heading toward his room. “I’m gonna call it a night.”

And he left her there alone.

Alone with the memories of her past, and what she believed to be her failures.



Shaking off the cobwebs of deep sleep, Lucas pulled himself from beneath the sheet and saw that it was after eight.

The garage was supposed to open at eight.

He threw on some clothes, grabbed his wallet and his keys, and pulled open the door to his room.

He half expected to see his mother still sitting at the kitchen table, but from the looks of it, she’d managed to get up and make it out to the diner on time. Lucas half recalled somebody knocking on his door and telling him it was time to get up, but he had decided it was only a dream and had rolled over.

Locking up the trailer, he went to his truck.

Mrs. Taylor was outside again, this time watering her plants in a spectacularly colored housecoat and a new, brunette wig. “Late again,” she called out, and began to cackle.

Lucas shrugged and climbed behind the wheel of his truck. Within seconds, he peeled away from the trailer and was on his way to work.


3

Lucas breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled into the gas station and saw that Big Lou’s gas-guzzling SUV was not in its usual spot alongside the office.

But then he noticed the black Ford Mustang parked in front of the garage doors.

A customer, waiting.

Lucas parked his truck in the back and quickly ran to the front, searching through his key ring.

He unlocked the door to the main office first, then flicked the switch to raise the doors to the service bay.

A man had stepped from the waiting car, watching Lucas with an intense stare.

“Morning,” Lucas said, walking around the garage and flipping on the lights. “What can I do for you?”

The older man was dressed in black and walked with a cane. The haircut, clothes, and car all screamed that the guy was from the city, maybe from Texas.

“It says you open at eight,” he said.

“Yes, it does,” Lucas agreed with a polite smile.

The man looked at his fancy watch. “And here it is close to eight-thirty.”

Lucas looked at an imaginary watch on his own wrist. “Huh,” he said, tapping his wrist. “Must be slow.”

The man chuckled. “I don’t mean to be rude, it’s just that I’ve been waiting for some time.”

“Yeah, and I’m really sorry about that,” Lucas said. “Why don’t you tell me what I can do for you?”

The man looked from Lucas to his car and back. “My car seems to be running a bit rough.”

Lucas nodded. “Would you mind driving it in?”

The older man limped back to the car, got behind the wheel, and drove the Mustang inside.

“Leave it running and pop the hood, please,” Lucas told him.

The old man silently did as he was told, then limped over to the workstation and leaned on the table to watch Lucas work.

Lucas stuck his fingers beneath the hood, found the latch, and pushed it up, peering down into the engine. He immediately went to work checking off mental boxes as each item on the list met with his satisfaction.

“Live around here?” the man asked from behind him.

“Yeah,” Lucas responded as he checked the various hoses.

“Lived here your whole life?” the older man continued.

“My whole life,” Lucas repeated. He listened to the engine. It sounded fine to him.

“Still in school?” the man asked.

Lucas answered before he could really think about the question. “Should be, but I dropped out to work full-time.”

“Hmmm, not too smart, was it?”

Lucas pulled himself from beneath the hood. “I think it was,” he answered with annoyance. Who the hell does this guy think he is? “Wasn’t learning anything that would help me in the future, so I decided to start my career early and make some money.”

The man looked around at the old garage. “Such a career,” he said with a chuckle.

Lucas felt his annoyance turn to anger. “Sorry,” he said, leaning through the driver’s-side door to turn off the engine. The new-car smell hit him immediately. “Can’t find anything wrong with your car. Maybe you should take it to a more educated mechanic.”

“Didn’t think you would find anything,” the older gentleman said, pushing off from the worktable and limping closer to Lucas. “I just bought it yesterday.”

“So what the hell did you have me looking under the hood for?” Lucas asked, temper flaring.

“I wanted to see you,” the man said, limping closer still. “I’ve traveled pretty far just to talk to you.”

“What did you want to talk to me for?” Lucas snarled.

The man just stared.

“I’m your father,” he said finally. The words seemed to suck all the sound from the garage.

Lucas stumbled back, feeling as if he had been slapped across the face. “Wha—what did you just say?”

“You heard me,” the man said. “I’m your father, and I’ve come to speak with you about—”

Lucas was suddenly moving. First he slammed the driver’s-side door, and then he walked to the front of the car.

“You’d better go,” he said. He couldn’t think. He pictured his brain exploding into sparks like those computers did in the old movies.

And then he pictured his mother, drinking herself into oblivion as she thought about the bad old days. Days that this guy probably had something to do with, if he was indeed who he said he was.

“We have to talk,” the older man urged, his limp more severe as he tried to step closer.

“Get out,” Lucas yelled, slamming the hood of the Mustang.

“Everything all right in here, Lucas?” Big Lou’s massive bulk suddenly filled the doorway between the main office and the garage.

The old man glanced quickly at Big Lou, then turned his eyes back to Lucas.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” Lucas said, his gaze not leaving the old man. “I was just giving this guy directions to the highway. You got those all right, old fella?” he asked, venom dripping from every word.

The old man nodded slightly and walked to the driver’s side of the car. “I’ve got it,” he said, opening the door and carefully lowering himself behind the wheel. “Nice talking with you.”

Lucas suddenly wanted to say so much more to the man… wanted to slice him apart with the savagery of the words that now filled his head. Instead, his eyes followed the Ford Mustang as it backed from the garage, into the lot, and onto the road out front.

I’m your father. The words reverberated inside his skull, pounding like the worst migraine he’d ever had.

I’m your father.

And suddenly Lucas was sick, leaning over while what little there was in his stomach spewed from his gaping mouth into the garbage barrel.



Lucas didn’t know how long he’d been standing in front of the Good Eats Diner.

The morning was a complete blur. As soon as the old man … his father … had left the garage, Big Lou had been on him to straighten up the shop and work the pumps.

It had been pretty insane the last few days—first the business with Richie Dennison and now this. If things kept going the way they were, he was pretty much certain he wouldn’t be able to keep a straight thought in his head.

Things are just getting too freakin’ weird.

And now, standing out in front of his mother’s place of employment, he had the chance to make them even weirder.

Lucas had no idea what to do. Should he tell his mother what had happened across the street—who had paid him a visit?

His thoughts flashed back to the night before. She had drunk herself into a stupor over something that had happened years past. He’d never really asked for specifics, because he’d never really cared. Something had made her leave Seraph City, and he guessed it had something to do with her being pregnant, and with the guy who had just introduced himself.

But doesn’t she have the right to know that this guy was around? What if he’s dangerous or something?

He paced back and forth, disgusted with himself for wanting to know more about the guy. He’d never really cared before, or at least, that was what he’d convinced himself of. But now, there had been a chance to get answers and …

“You comin’ in or are you just gonna walk back and forth in front of the window until your lunch hour’s done?” his mother suddenly asked.

Startled, Lucas looked up to see her holding the door open.

“Get in here,” she said, waving him inside. “Before I let all the air-conditioning out.”

He did as he was told.

“What’s your problem?” she asked as he passed her.

“Got a headache,” he said, still not sure how to approach this.

“You and me both,” Cordelia responded. “Why’d you let me drink so much last night?”

She led him to a booth and sat him down.

“Like I can stop you,” he said, grabbing a menu and pretending to read it. He wasn’t seeing anything at the moment.

She left and returned with a large glass of water. “Here, drink this,” she said. “It should help.”

He took a sip as she stood there watching him.

“I should probably say I’m sorry about last night,” his mother said.

Lucas shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.”

“It’s just that I get thinking about you, and how we’re kind of at a dead end here, and how we’d probably be doin’ so much better if I’d stayed in Seraph and—”

He raised his hand and stopped her.

The words were almost there, trickling down from his fevered brain to the back of his throat. They were coming now, flowing over his tongue and about to escape …

“You never have to apologize for what you did,” he found himself saying. “You did what you did because you thought it was best for you and for me. That’s it. End of story.”

He could see she was about to argue with him, so he looked back at the menu.

“Think I’ll have the double bacon burger today,” he said, closing the menu. “Medium well, with extra onions.”

He looked at her again and smiled, bringing their conversation to a close.

She returned the smile and nodded.

“All right then,” she said. “A double bacon burger, medium well, with extra onions.”

She hustled off to the kitchen to place the order, and he took a large, numbing gulp of his ice water.

At the last moment he’d decided not to tell her. Why put the poor woman through the trauma?

Nope, he would keep this his little secret.



No matter how hard he tried, Lucas couldn’t forget even for a minute what had happened at the garage that morning. It kept replaying in his mind, like a flashback in a movie.

He was grateful that Big Lou hadn’t given him anything complicated to work on. Pumping gas and washing windshields was about his speed today, and there hadn’t even been a lot of that to do, which gave him plenty of time to think.

By quitting time he thought his skull would explode, and he figured the only way to save himself would be to kill the pain with beer.

At the Hog Trough, four beers and ten games of darts later, Lucas was feeling no pain.

It was a good idea to come here tonight, he thought as he finished a beer and gestured at Trixie for another.

The drinking age in the state of Arizona was twenty-one, but Trixie was a saint, letting him drink there even though he wasn’t of age.

He loved her like a fat kid loves cake.

His troubling thoughts were numbed by the alcohol and the company of his bar mates, but they were still there, making his brain itch whenever he had a down moment.

Trixie brought him his new beer, and he thanked her, yelling over the country music playing on the jukebox.

He took it carefully, sipping from the edge of the tall, frosted glass so that he wouldn’t spill a drop. He looked around the Trough. Most of his friends had already called it a night. But Lucas didn’t care. He needed this.

Richie Dennison and his girlfriend, Brenda, had been in earlier, but after seeing him sitting at the bar, they didn’t stay too long.

Imagine that.

He held his beer in one hand, scratching his stomach through his T-shirt with the other. He’d pretty much convinced himself that he’d just been grazed by Richie’s blade, that the edge of the knife had given him a kind of paper cut on his stomach that had bled like crazy—as some paper cuts do—before healing up.

He could buy something like that. It was the only thing that made sense.

But he still could remember the feeling of the blade piercing his skin.

Shaking away the disturbing recollection, he saw that his glass was almost empty. He downed what remained and returned to the bar.

“Trixie!” he called out, his voice louder than he had intended in the sudden silence between jukebox tunes.

The barmaid turned and ambled toward him with a smile on her face. “Don’t you think you’ve had just about enough?” she asked, taking the empty glass and wiping down the counter with a damp rag. “Remember, you’ve got work tomorrow.”

“I know I’ve got work tomorrow,” he answered, feeling perturbed. “But I would like another.”

Trixie made a face, and he could tell she was deciding whether or not she should serve him one more.

“I don’t know,” she said with a drawl.

“One more, Trix,” Lucas begged, trying not to slur. There was a little voice inside his head trying to tell him he’d had enough, but he’d never really cared for that voice. He gave Trixie his cutest smile, the one that seemed to work on all the ladies … well, it worked on his mother, anyway.

She caved and gave him another.

He found an empty stool at the bar and sat. This beer tasted good, the best one that night, and that was probably because he had to really work for it.

The final sips seemed to hit him hard. A kind of fog settled over his brain, and there was nothing he wanted more at the moment than to lay his spinning head down on a pillow and go to sleep.

“That’s it for me,” he announced, sliding from the stool. He reached into his pocket, searching for his keys.

“You all right to drive?” Trixie asked warily as she dried a beer mug with a dish towel.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said, heading for the door. “Only heading down the road a bit. … I’ll be fine.”

The old man was standing in the doorway watching him. For a moment Lucas thought it had to be some sort of hallucination, but soon he realized the man was most definitely standing there.

“I thought we might be able to talk,” the man said. “But I guess this isn’t a good time.”

And then he was gone, the door slowly closing behind him with a hiss.

Swearing under his breath, Lucas quickened his pace to the door and pushed it open, searching the steamy Arizona night for the man.

He found him crossing the parking lot to that damned Mustang.

“You!” Lucas bellowed, stumbling a bit as he lunged across the lot.

The man stopped and slowly turned to face him.

“You hold it right there,” Lucas called out. “Who the hell do you think you are, following me?”

“We need to talk … Lucas. It is Lucas, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t tell you my name,” Lucas bellowed.

“No, but I heard your boss say it this morning before I left the garage.”

“Whatever,” Lucas said, one of his arms flailing. “I want to know why you’re following me.”

“Like I said, we need to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” Lucas said. He could feel himself getting angry, his need for answers clouded by the alcohol. Just looking at the white-haired man standing there in his fancy, dark clothes, leaning on his fancy cane, made him furious.

“Now isn’t a good time anyway,” the older man said. “Maybe when you’re not drunk.”

He turned to his car.

“Drunk?” Lucas said. “Who the hell is drunk?”

The man turned briefly. “You are,” he said with a condescending laugh. “And I hope you’re not planning to drive in that condition.”

It was like somebody had flipped a switch inside his head and all Lucas could see was red. How dare this man … this old man … tell him he was too drunk to drive?

Before he knew what he was doing, Lucas charged at him. “I’ll show you my condition,” he slurred drunkenly, raising his fist.

Lucas knew he was going to regret what he was about to do, but he couldn’t stop. He was going to hit this guy … probably more than once.

And after the day he’d had—after the few days he’d had, really—he was going to enjoy it.

Lucas let his fist fly toward the man’s face, but his face suddenly wasn’t there anymore. Lucas stumbled forward with the ferocity of the punch and spun around, searching for the object of his rage.

But as he turned, there was a blur of movement in front of him, something so fast that his drunken eyes couldn’t follow it.

Before he could even react, Lucas was punched, one blow knocking his face violently to the left and another doing the same to the right. Then a kick to the stomach propelled him backward through the air. He landed hard on his butt, dazed and confused and trying desperately to remain conscious.

“You’re not even close to being ready for that,” the old man said as he limped toward Lucas and squatted down with the help of his cane to fish the truck keys from Lucas’s pocket. Finding the keys, he tossed them across the Trough parking lot. “Hopefully you’ll find them when you’re sober,” the old man said as he climbed into his car and backed out of the lot in a cloud of dust and gravel.

“You better run,” Lucas slurred, slowly slumping over, unconscious before his head even touched the ground.
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NASCAR was racing inside his head.

Not just the cars from a particular race, mind you; nope, all the cars that ever participated in a NASCAR race—past, present, and future—were driving through the furrows of his swollen and pulsing brain, causing one of the most excruciating headaches he’d ever had the misfortune to experience.

Lucas came awake with a dry snort, lifting his head to figure out where he was and why he felt like he was going to die.

He hit his head on the steering wheel of his truck. It wasn’t a bad bump, but his brain was throbbing so badly that he was sure it was about to detonate, taking off the top of his skull.

At least then the pain would stop.

Lucas awkwardly pushed himself into a sitting position. His tongue felt as though it had been wrapped in trash bags, and his breath smelled like something that belonged inside one.

He looked out the window. He was still in the parking lot of the Trough. The memory of the confrontation with the old man—his father—suddenly rushed to fill his thoughts. He touched his jaw where he’d been struck multiple times the night before and moved it from side to side; it didn’t feel as bad as he remembered it should. The old man had certainly packed a decent punch.

Sitting up, he gazed through the rearview mirror at the Hog Trough behind him and could just about make out the old, dusty Budweiser clock in the window, and the time.

He was going to be late for work again.

“Crap. Crap. Crap,” Lucas said in a panic. He fumbled through his pockets but didn’t find his keys. He then recalled that the old man had tossed them somewhere in the lot so that he wouldn’t drive drunk.

On the verge of believing the situation was hopeless, Lucas suddenly remembered. His mother had given him something pretty goofy last year for his birthday, something she’d picked up from one of those television shopping networks. It was a plastic case for an emergency car key that you could stick underneath your car with a powerful magnet. He’d thought it was a pretty crummy present, but he’d humored her. She’d even gone out and had another key for his truck made.

He climbed from the truck and bent down, reaching beneath the frame and fishing around for the case, hoping it hadn’t fallen off over the course of the year.

“Bingo!” he said aloud, finding his present, sliding open the mud-caked case, and removing the key. Maybe it wasn’t such a stupid present after all, he thought as he climbed back inside his ride. Racing the clock, Lucas turned the truck’s engine over and pulled out of the parking lot, tires spinning and gravel tossing.

He would have loved to go home to shower and decontaminate his mouth, but he didn’t have the time. This was getting to be a habit, and he hoped he didn’t stink too badly.

He swung into the garage lot and his heart sank. He wasn’t going to be so lucky today—Big Lou’s SUV was parked alongside the main building.

“Crap,” he barked again, slamming the palm of his hand down on the steering wheel. He was going to get the “a person’s got to learn responsibility” speech for sure.

Lucas parked the truck and poured himself from the seat, plodding across the lot to the main building. The garage doors were already up. Big Lou’s Gas Up & Go was open for business; too bad the mechanic wasn’t in yet.

This is gonna be bad.

Lucas considered sneaking in through the bay, but he thought better of it. Might as well confront Big Lou and get it out of the way. He entered through the office door.

As he pushed the door open into the air-conditioned room, a bell clanged happily, sending a spasm of pain through his skull.

Big Lou was settled in behind the front desk, receipts and bills spread out before him as he got ready to do the monthly books. His trademark cowboy hat was atop his gumdrop-shaped head; from beneath it, he stared at Lucas with beady eyes. An unlit cigar—he was trying to quit—protruded from the left side of his wide mouth.

“What’d you do, sleep in your truck?” he asked, his nose wrinkling in disgust.

“Matter of fact—” Lucas began.

“Your mom’s looking for you,” Lou interrupted, placing a yellow receipt on a stack of others.

“Let me go over and speak with her, and then I’ll get right to work,” Lucas said, turning eagerly toward the door.

“You can talk to her later,” Lou said.

Lucas turned his head, certain that more info was coming.

“I want you to take the tow truck out to Garrick Road. Got a call a little while ago that somebody’s broke down out there and needs a tow back here.”

“Sure,” Lucas said as Big Lou maneuvered his gigantic belly out of the way of the desk drawer to fish around for the tow truck keys inside. He tossed them to the boy.

“Make it quick,” Lou said as Lucas caught the key ring. “Gotta get some money into this place before I lose my shirt.”

Without another word, Lucas was gone, leaving the office and crossing the lot to where the tow truck was parked. If anything should have made him feel better, it was the fact that he didn’t have to listen to Big Lou’s words of wisdom.

Maybe it wasn’t going to be such a disastrous day after all.

But then he thought about his mother and how he’d stayed out all night without giving her a call, and he knew that was wishful thinking. That meeting would go exactly as expected. Badly.

It took him less than ten minutes to get to Garrick Road. His eyes searched the lonely stretch, and as he caught sight of an all-too-familiar car awaiting his arrival, his day moved from the disastrous category into one of the worst in his life.

He knew that black Ford Mustang; no amount of road dust could disguise it.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Lucas grumbled beneath his breath as he pulled up behind the vehicle.

Inching the tow truck as close as he could, Lucas lay on the horn. The blaring sound nearly caused him to pass out from pain, but it would have been worth it to scare the old man into a heart attack.

Through the grimy, bug-spattered windshield, he watched the guy slowly emerge from the driver’s seat, using the cane to help him stand.

Didn’t need the cane to beat my butt last night, Lucas thought, watching as the old man slammed the car door closed and stood there. Like to see him try that again when I’m not drunk.

Lucas could feel himself growing angry already. He opened the door and climbed from the truck.

“What’s wrong with you?” Lucas demanded.

“Sorry about the keys,” the old man said, handing them back to Lucas. “You weren’t in any condition to drive.”

“I’m done with this,” Lucas said, grabbing the keys and getting up into the old guy’s face. “I want you to stop following me … or whatever it is you’re doing. I bet you don’t even need a tow, do you?”

The older man sighed, crossing his arms.

“No.”

“Dammit,” the boy cursed, kicking at the dirt angrily. “I don’t know what you want from me, but I don’t have it, all right? Go away, back to wherever it was you came from. I don’t need you in my life now or ever and—”

“We need to talk, Lucas,” the man interrupted him.

“See, that’s what I mean. No, we don’t need to—”

“We need to talk because I’m afraid your life, and the life of your mother, could be in danger.”

Lucas couldn’t believe his ears.

“What did you just say?” he asked, his voice becoming louder. “Did you just threaten my mother?”

The man lifted one hand while leaning on his cane. “I did no such thing,” he explained. “What I said was there is a chance that you and your mother could be in danger … because of me, which is why we need to talk.”

At first Lucas thought this was some sort of twisted joke.

Judging by the serious expression on the man’s face, though, he seemed to mean what he was saying.

“You expect me to listen to this?” Lucas asked. “I don’t even know who you are. Why would I—”

“Clayton Hartwell,” the man said, extending a hand for Lucas to shake.

Bells—very loud bells that hurt like hell—went off in Lucas’s head. Clayton Hartwell—where had he heard that name before?

And then it came to him.

“Holy crap! You’re like a billionaire or something.”

“Or something,” the man agreed.

“You’re lying,” Lucas accused. “Prove that you’re who you say you are.”

The older man sighed, reaching into his suit-coat pocket to produce a wallet. He riffled through it, found his license, and handed it to the boy.

“If we could just make this quick. There really is an awful lot I need to share with you before—”

“It is you,” Lucas said, staring at the photograph.

“Imagine that,” Hartwell said, reaching out to take the license back from the boy.

Lucas watched as the man put the identification back into the wallet and returned both to his coat pocket.

“Satisfied?” the older man asked.

“Why?” Lucas suddenly said.

“Why?” Hartwell repeated. “Why what?”

“Why now?” the boy questioned. “Eighteen years I’ve been on this planet. Why now do you decide to come and find me?”

Hartwell chuckled. “You get right to the point,” he said. “Definitely a Hartwell trait.”

“Yeah? Do you have a bad temper too?” Lucas asked. “’Cause if you don’t start telling me what this is all about, you’re gonna see an example of mine.”

“I’m dying,” Hartwell said unemotionally. “Let’s cut right to the chase.”

Lucas felt a bit unsteady on his feet, but he blamed it on the escalating heat and the fact that he was still feeling the effects of last night’s drinking.

“You’re … That sucks,” he said, regretting his words, but he had no idea how to react. It wasn’t as if he knew this guy. It was like being told a total stranger was about to get hit by a bus.

So what?

“It does at that.” Hartwell nodded. “And it’s also the reason I needed to find you.”

“You wanted to track me down to tell me that it sucks to be dying?” Lucas asked.

“No, I wanted to track you down to give you something.”

Lucas’s heart started beating a little bit faster. This guy had more money than God, and if he was looking to give some of that away …

“Is this about your will or something?” he asked.

“Much more than that,” Hartwell explained. “Let’s just say I’ve lived an extreme life, one filled with excitement and often great danger. But now it’s coming to a close.”

The man paused, as if considering his next words.

“The world needs to have somebody like me in it,” Hartwell explained. “I have to pass my legacy on to someone else before it’s too late.”

“Your legacy?” Lucas asked. “What, like the family business? I don’t know anything about running a business. I can’t even give out the right change at the gas station.”

And then he noticed the man had removed his suit jacket and draped it over the roof of his car.

“Hot or something?” Lucas asked, a little startled as his father began to unbutton his shirt.

“I have something to show you,” the man said. “And then hopefully you’ll understand.”

Lucas started to freak. All he needed now was to have one of his buddies drive by and catch him standing on the side of the road with a half-dressed old dude.

“Look, leave your shirt on, okay?” he said. “If you’re hot, we can go sit in the car.”

The man, however, pulled his shirt open to reveal something strange. At first Lucas thought it was a red and black T-shirt, but then he noticed the symbol.

An open bird’s claw.

A talon.

“What’s that?” Lucas asked.

“It’s my insignia,” Hartwell said.

“Your insignia?”

The older man nodded.

“I’m the Raptor, Lucas.”

Lucas continued to stare. He nodded slightly to show he understood, but inside his head, he was screaming.

Holy crap, my father is a superhero!

“This is a joke, right?” Lucas asked, fighting the urge to turn and run. “Like, maybe some reality show or something?” He looked around, searching for hidden cameras, and found nothing but lonely road.

Hartwell shook his head. “No joke,” he reiterated. “I am the Raptor. But my days as a hero are coming to an end.”

“This is impossible!” Lucas screamed. “I can’t believe you’re standing here in front of me telling me this crap! If you’re the Raptor, prove it.”

“I’m an old man and I kicked your butt last night in a parking lot,” Hartwell said. “Isn’t that enough?”

“No,” Lucas spat. “I was drunk and … and you could’ve gotten lucky.”

Hartwell sighed.

A strange hum filled the air.

“Is this enough?” Hartwell asked as bolts of crackling power leapt from his wrists, striking an old tree about ten feet away. The tree exploded into flames, as if it had been hit by lightning.

“How’s that?” he asked calmly. “Do you believe me now?”

The tree at the side of the road was still burning, and Lucas watched it wither away as the flames consumed it.

“You’re a superhero … and you … and you want me to take over because you’re dying.”

“That’s the gist of it,” Hartwell said. “You’re my son, and that makes you special. You’re one of the few people in this world who can pick up where I leave off.”

Lucas felt numb, like he was trapped in some sort of bizarre fever dream. “What does this have to do with my mother?” he finally asked, all emotion sucked from his voice.

“Let’s just say that doing what I do has made me some enemies over the years. Enemies who might try to target those who mean something to me.”

Lucas stirred from his funk to stare at the man. “She hasn’t had anything to do with you in close to twenty years.”

Hartwell shrugged. “They’ll lash out at anything that could even remotely hurt me.”

“So you’ve put her … us in danger by coming here?” The realization was slowly dawning on Lucas.

“Yes, but it was necessary that I find you. The Raptor can’t die, and he won’t if—”

Lucas had no idea why he did it, but he couldn’t stop himself. He stepped closer to Hartwell and threw a surprise punch that knocked the old man backward into the Mustang and then to the ground.

Shaking the sharp pain from his fist, Lucas stood over the fallen figure. “I can’t believe you,” he snarled. “I’ve never even met you before, and you come here and dump this in my lap … as if I’d even want it.”

Hartwell grabbed the car’s bumper and pulled himself to his feet, blood running from his nose to his lips. “I understand how upset you are, but there’s more at stake here than—”

“No,” Lucas interrupted flatly, silencing the man. “There’s nothing else to say.”

He turned and headed for the tow truck.

“Lucas, please,” Hartwell called after him. “There’s still so much I have to explain.”

“I’m done,” Lucas said, climbing into the truck. “Get out of my life and take your stupid legacy with you.”

He backed down the road and turned the truck toward the garage.

The image of the old man with a dark secret gradually diminished in the rearview mirror, until finally it was gone.



That afternoon, Lucas went home sick.

Big Lou wasn’t very happy, but since Lucas had never taken a sick day, and had agreed to finish the waiting repairs before he left, Lou grudgingly agreed to let him go.

Upon returning to the garage that morning, Lucas had gone about his work on a bizarre kind of autopilot, his mind filled with images of that strange meeting on a lonely stretch of road. It was bad enough his deadbeat dad had found his way back into his life, but to claim he was a superhero—who wanted Lucas to carry on his legacy—well, c’mon. Enough was enough.

So Lucas went home to figure out how he was going to talk to his mother about this. There was no way he could avoid it, especially after Hartwell’s threat.

He must have sat at the kitchen table for at least two hours, staring into space. No matter how he approached it, what he had to say sounded completely insane. Unless his mother knew her old boyfriend was a superhero?

That just complicated things all the more. If she knew about his extracurricular activities, why hadn’t she shared that information with Lucas? Didn’t he have the right to know his father was the Raptor?

Lucas grabbed the sides of his head. He had thought his hangover was bad; this information was like an atom bomb ready to explode in his mind.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to calm down. But all he could see in his mind’s eye was the image of Hartwell, destroying the tree with crackling bolts of electricity.

“Dammit,” he sighed, opening his eyes.

Just as his mother came into the trailer.

“Are you all right?” she asked, setting a bag of groceries down on the kitchen counter.

“I’m fine,” he answered, not looking at her.

“Big Lou came by for a coffee and told me you’d gone home sick. I was worried.”

“No need to worry; just got a headache is all.”

“You could’ve had a bullet in your skull for all I knew,” she said, taking some milk and butter from the shopping bag and putting them in the fridge. “You didn’t come home last night, so I had no idea what kind of condition I was going to find you in.”

“I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I had a little too much to drink, and I fell asleep in my truck.”

“At least you had the common sense not to drive in that condition,” she said from inside the refrigerator as she rearranged things. “Did you take anything for the headache?” she asked, closing the fridge.

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m just gonna ride this one out.”

“Oh, playing the martyr, are we?”

She left the kitchen, heading for her room to change out of her uniform. The whole time she was gone, Lucas tortured himself over how he was going to tell her.

When Cordelia returned, she set about making supper, attempting small talk as she worked. But his answers were short—a word or a grunt—and eventually she just quit trying.

After a while, though, Lucas couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “What do you know about my father?” he finally blurted out, watching closely for her reaction.

She was peeling potatoes in the sink with the water running. She stopped for a moment, then continued. “Nothing much, I’m afraid. Just what I’ve told you in the past,” she said with a sad shake of her head. “It was pretty much a one-night stand. I’m not proud of it. I led a wild life back in Seraph. But you know what? If it wasn’t for my getting pregnant … if it wasn’t for you …”

“Clayton Hartwell,” he said quietly, still watching her.

She dropped the potato and the knife into the sink with a clatter.

“He’s that rich guy we see on TV and in the magazines all the time … right?” she asked, trying to keep her composure.

“You tell me,” Lucas said. “I hear there’s a lot more to him than that.”

She looked at him; then she left the sink and went to the cabinet, reaching for the bottle of whiskey and a glass.

“Don’t do that,” Lucas said.

“If we’re going to talk … really talk, I’m going to need this.”

She put some ice in the glass and brought it and the bottle to the kitchen table.

“First off, tell me what you know,” she said, pouring the golden liquid over the ice.

“He came to the garage a few days ago and then kept popping up wherever I went,” Lucas said.

“So he told you he’s your father,” she said, taking her first sip.

Lucas nodded. “And the Raptor.”

“I can’t believe he did that,” his mother said with a gasp, setting her glass down before she could drop it.

“He told me, all right,” Lucas said, flashing back to his father’s display of power. “And he also told me he was dying.”

“Dying?” Cordelia asked in a concerned whisper.

“He said he’s sick and he needs somebody to carry on his legacy.”

Cordelia gasped again and raised the glass to her mouth with a trembling hand. “This is what I’ve always been afraid of,” she said, more to herself than to Lucas.

“What?” he asked. “What are you afraid of?”

“After learning who he was … who he really was, I was always afraid the lifestyle would somehow find its way back to you. That some bad guy with an attitude would put two and two together and come after us.”

She paused, drink midway to her mouth.

“After you.”

“And that’s why you left Seraph City,” Lucas said.

Cordelia nodded. “I ran away. I was pregnant with you, and I couldn’t bear the thought of anything hurting you, then or ever … so I took off to the most out-of-the-way place I could imagine.”

She finished her drink and quickly poured another.

“You said he’s sick?” she asked. “How does he look?”

Lucas shrugged. He felt a little put off by his mother’s curiosity, but could he blame her? It had been close to twenty years since she’d last seen the man.

“He’s kind of thin and pale, but he’s still in pretty good shape”—he remembered the kick to the stomach that had sent him sprawling across the Hog Trough parking lot—“for an old guy.”

“I was always surprised he didn’t come looking for us,” his mother said. “But at the same time, I was relieved.”

She poked a finger into her glass, playing with the ice.

“Do you hate me?” she asked.

“I don’t hate you,” Lucas told her. “I just wish I’d known about this. Do you know how hard this is for me to wrap my head around?”

“I know, I know,” she said, nodding sadly. “But I did it to protect you.”

He was quiet for a moment; then a question came to him.

“Did you meet any of the others?” he asked her.

She stared with a confused expression.

“Any of the other heroes, besides the Raptor? You know, like Talon? Did you meet him?”

She shook her head and had opened her mouth to explain, when her words were cut off by a strange whining sound. It was coming from outside.

“What the hell is that?” Lucas asked, standing up. He tried to see through the blinds covering the window over the sink, but it was dark.

“Sounds like an airplane,” Cordelia said, heading toward the door.

Lucas didn’t know why, but he was suddenly nervous, frightened by the sound.

“Sit down,” he ordered his mother.

She turned and was staring at him in confusion when the first explosion hit, illuminating the kitchen in an eerie orange glow.

“Lucas,” she whispered.

“Stay here,” he told her, pushing her back toward the table.

He went to the trailer door, his hand on the knob for what seemed an eternity before he finally turned it and went outside.
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The trailer park was under attack.

Strange vehicles that resembled ATVs without wheels floated above the park on what could only have been columns of air. They darted about like dragonflies, their pilots wearing jumpsuits and black masks with red goggles.

Lucas had never seen anything like it, except maybe in some crazy science-fiction movie.

Some of the trailers at the back of the park were on fire, and Lucas watched in horror as one of the vehicles flew over the Johansons’ place and opened fire with a weapon that sounded like the cracking of a bullwhip. A beam of red light shot from the barrel of the weapon and ignited the trailer’s propane tanks. The explosion tore apart the Johansons’ double-wide and sent Lucas stumbling backward. The heat rushed to fill his lungs and sear his eyes.

He had to get help, and get it fast. Digging deep into his pocket, he searched for his phone but found only some change and his truck keys. He must have left the phone on the table in the kitchen! He spun around but was stopped by the sound of someone calling his name.

Mrs. Taylor was coming out of her trailer, clutching Fluffles in her arms.

“Go back inside!” Lucas called out, running toward her, waving his arms.

The old woman didn’t listen, instead heading toward him in a frantic shuffle.

Lucas chanced a quick glance down to the end of the park. The flying machines were heading directly for them now, destroying all the trailers in their path with shots of devastating red light.

It was like being in the middle of a war zone, or at least what he thought a war zone would be like.

A slaughter was more like it.

Mr. Niles made it out of his burning home and was aiming a shotgun up at one of the floating craft. He didn’t get even one shot off before he was riddled with blasts of laser light that cut him to ribbons.

Mrs. Taylor was screaming, and Fluffles was trying desperately to get away from her. Lucas grabbed them and practically dragged them toward his place.

But Fluffles scratched Mrs. Taylor’s face in panic, forcing her to loosen her grip, and the cat sprang from her arms. The old woman let out a cry of dismay and pulled away from Lucas with a sudden burst of strength, toddling after the fleeing cat.

Neither made it very far.

“No!” Lucas screamed as one of the vehicles fired on Mrs. Taylor and her beloved cat. Pure instinct kicked in then, telling him to run for his life, but he remembered his mother, still inside their trailer. He turned and felt his blood freeze as he saw her standing in the doorway, a look of horror on her face.

“C’mon!” he screamed over the sounds of destruction, motioning for her to join him.

He could hear the ear-piercing whine of the hovercraft engines as they came closer, and the screams of the dying.

They had very little time. He reached out, roughly grabbing his mother’s arm, and yanked her down the steps.

“What’s happening?” she cried, her voice raised in panic. “Why are they doing this?”

Lucas didn’t answer. There wasn’t time for questions, only action. They had to get to his truck if they were to have any chance of escape. He dragged his mother with him, not bothering to turn around. He didn’t want to see how close they were to dying.

The truck was hit with a beam of red, exploding in a ball of flames that threw them backward. Multiple craft buzzed above their heads like flies over a rotting carcass. Lucas could hear his mother’s moans beside him and it just about broke his heart. He’d always hated to hear her cry, it made him crazy, but now, it drove him to action.

He didn’t know where the strength came from. Before he could even think about what he was doing, he had risen to his feet and picked his mother up from the ground.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” he promised her over the humming sounds of the sky vehicles.

“I love you, Lucas,” she cried.

He didn’t answer, knowing in his heart he would have the time later to tell her how he felt. They would still have all the time in the world together.

Lucas was running now, beams of red light following him, striking the dirt. He darted among them, marveling at his newfound strength. He was certain he’d never felt this strong or fast in his life—although nobody had ever been trying to kill him before either.

But that wasn’t entirely true.

Racing for his survival, Lucas suddenly remembered Richie Dennison and the feel of the knife blade in his stomach.

Lucas had somehow survived that. He decided he would survive this as well.

Two of the craft dropped down in front of him, blocking his way, kicking up clouds of choking dust.

Lucas spun around, running back the way he had come, toward the only home he had ever known. Two more of the futuristic vehicles zipped close to his head, and he stumbled and fell. He felt his mother struggle beneath him, pushing away his arm to get to her feet.

“Mom!” he shouted, his voice clogged with dust.

“Save yourself,” he heard her yell as she ran straight for the futuristic craft.

“Don’t!” he screamed, scrambling to his feet to go after her.

It all seemed to happen in slow motion. The machines fired at her, beams of crimson light blasting first through the corrugated steel of their mobile home and then through the fragile form of his mother. Lucas opened his mouth to scream as he watched the woman he loved, who had sacrificed so much for him, cut down.

He fell to his knees before her, dragging her lifeless body into his arms. He started screaming, begging the ones who had killed her—and all his friends at the trailer park—to kill him as well.

The pilots of the flying machines were more than happy to oblige. They flew in a buzzing circle around him, opening fire, striking him, as well as igniting the two recently filled propane tanks connected to the back of his trailer.

Both he and his mother were consumed in an explosion of hungry fire.



Lucas awoke to the acrid stink of burning metal.

He panicked immediately; he and his mother must still be in danger.

Sitting up, the boy realized he was outside, surrounded by multiple infernos. Everything began to fall into place. He remembered the attacks and what had happened to his mother. The air was thick with oily smoke that obscured his vision, and he crawled on his hands and knees, calling out her name.

He hoped—prayed—that he was wrong, that what he now recalled hadn’t actually happened.

That she was still alive.

He found her body in the twisted remnants of their mobile home. She had been badly burned in the explosion. Tenderly, he reached down to take what remained of her body into his arms, but parts of her crumbled to ash.

Lucas screamed. His voice was a ragged roar. An impossible strength flowed through his body, and he tore pieces of twisted metal from the ground, hurling them into the air as if the wreckage weighed nothing, as if the superheated metal burning in his grasp was nothing more than a minor irritant.

How am I still alive? he asked himself. Nearly all his clothing had burned away, and his skin looked different—felt different—the only sign he had survived a fiery explosion being the pinkness of his flesh.

When he should have been dead—or at least near death—he felt only a pulsing strength.

As well as an incredible hunger, gnawing in his belly.

He remembered feeling like that after he had been stabbed. The hunger had been almost overwhelming.

Total panic began to sink in.

He started to run blindly, his hands out before him, waving away the choking smoke.

“Help!” he cried, certain the authorities would have arrived by now. “Help me!”

He sensed he was no longer alone and stopped short, listening for signs.

“Hello?” he called out. “I—I need help … please. …”

Something moved within the smoke, growing more pronounced as it loomed closer.

What if it’s them? What if the ones that killed my neighbors and my mother … and tried to kill me are still here? They must be searching for survivors.

Eyes darting around for a weapon, Lucas found a broken piece of metal piping lying on the ground and snatched it up.

If he was going to die, he was going down fighting.

A figure emerged from the smoke. It was clad in the colors of darkness and blood.

Lucas immediately recognized the man.

“I was afraid something like this would happen,” the superhero said grimly, standing before Lucas like some fearsome demon warrior.

It was the Raptor.

His father.

Lucas let the heavy section of pipe fall from his hands.

“Who—who were they?” he asked. He suddenly felt incredibly dizzy, his stomach hurting as if he had been gut-shot. He dropped to his knees.

“They’re an evil I’ve been fighting for a very long time,” the Raptor said, the flames from the burning trailer park reflecting off his black, metallic mask. “Evil beings who will stop at nothing to achieve their goals. …”

The Raptor looked at Lucas, his eyes burning with a mixture of anger and sadness.

“An evil I’m no longer sure I’m strong enough to fight.”

And with those words, the Raptor began to cough. For the briefest of moments, the costumed warrior didn’t appear quite so fearsome.

Lucas doubled over in agony. He felt as though he was dying.

“Why did they do this?” he gasped, on his hands and knees, looking around at the flaming remains of the trailer park. “Why did they have to kill everyone?”

“To hurt me,” the Raptor said. “They believe that striking at the things I care for, the things I love, will weaken me all the more.”

The Raptor coughed again, his body wracked with convulsions. Through pain-clouded eyes, Lucas watched the man drop to one knee beside him.

“They may have been right,” the Raptor said, struggling to catch his breath. “I’m not sure I’m strong enough to take them on.”

They were silent then, the only sound the crackling of the fire as it burned away the only home Lucas had ever known. And suddenly he knew what he was going to do. What he must do.

“Teach me,” he said, his voice weak from hunger.

The Raptor looked at him. “Do you know what that means? What that truly means?”

Lucas slowly nodded. “There has to be someone … someone to stop them from hurting innocent people.”

The pain grew worse and he hunched over, explosions of color expanding before his eyes.

“Hold on,” the Raptor said, removing something from one of the many compartments that hung from his belt. “This should help.”

The superhero held a hypodermic needle, and before Lucas could react, he plunged the needle into Lucas’s arm. Instantly, relief flooded through Lucas, but his eyes grew incredibly heavy.

“Promise you’ll teach me everything I need to know to hurt them,” he said, reaching out to grip his father’s arm. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” the Raptor said as Lucas surrendered to the embrace of darkness.


6

Lucas was dreaming.

In this dream, he left his bed, drawn by the delicious aroma of bacon cooking. He shuffled into the kitchen and found his mother standing at the stove, turning the sizzling meat in a frying pan.

Lucas didn’t care for bacon that was too crispy, and he certainly didn’t like his mother that way. He stared at her as she worked at the stove, her body black and still smoldering.

And suddenly he had to wonder, was it the bacon he smelled?

Or was it the burning body of his mother?



He came awake with a yelp.

He was lying in an enormous bed, his naked body covered by cool silk sheets. Lucas looked around in a rush of panic. The room was huge, bigger than his and his mom’s entire mobile home, and filled with big pieces of heavy wooden furniture.

And then it all came back to him.

He remembered his father, who he was.

Shifting on the bed, he felt a sting in his arm and looked to see that he was hooked up to an IV bag hanging on a bracket over his bed, dripping clear fluid into his vein. He reached over and carefully pulled the needle from the bend in his arm, dropping it onto his pillow. He maneuvered himself into a sitting position and threw his legs over the side of the big bed, letting his feet touch the floor.

He felt different.

Lucas studied his legs, arms, and stomach, not quite understanding what he was seeing. His body seemed harder, more muscular. It reminded him of some of his friends who spent way too much time at the gym.

He saw a mirror across the room and sprang off the bed toward it.

“Oh my God,” he whispered, staring at his reflection. It was like he’d been given a whole new body. He’d always wanted to look this way, muscular and cut, but he’d never had the discipline.

Lucas quickly looked back at the bag of liquid that had been draining into his arm, wondering if there was a connection. He decided it was high time for some answers.

A bathrobe and a pair of sweatpants were slung over a wingback chair in the corner of the room. He quickly dressed and went to the closed door. He feared it might be locked, but it wasn’t, and he turned the knob, stepping out of the room into a long, curving hallway.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice sounding strange in the silence.

He walked toward a staircase at the opposite end of the hall and peered over the banister. The house seemed to be enormous.

“Hello?” he called out again, but still got no response.

Lucas went down the stairs and found himself in a large foyer. The floor was marble, and the furniture looked antique. On a circular table in the center of the hall, he noticed a vase of dead flowers and a thick coating of dust. In fact, dust coated just about everything.

As if nobody lived here.

He walked over to the large wooden front door and opened it, stepping outside. The air was cool, and he pulled his bathrobe tighter around him as he turned around and took a look at where he’d ended up.

“Holy crap,” he muttered, walking backward to try to fit the view in. He was outside a mansion; that was the only way to describe it. It reminded him of one of those old English manors he’d seen in movies about British royalty. The home was huge, with lush, green grounds on either side, and beyond them, thick woods.

His curiosity stoked, he went back inside, strolling from the dusty foyer into what appeared to be a parlor; it was hard to tell because the furniture in this room was covered with long white sheets.

Across the parlor was an open doorway, which led to a sunroom with glass doors looking out onto a patio.

Lucas was drawn to the view.

Swinging the glass doors open, he stepped outside, gazing out over more woods and a pristine blue lake to an almost dreamlike vision of a city barely visible through a heavy fog.

Seraph City, he guessed as a warm breeze flowed across the lake, dispersing some of the mist.

“An amazing view, isn’t it?” asked a familiar voice behind him.

Lucas turned to see Clayton Hartwell wheeling a cart through the doorway onto the patio, cane tucked beneath one arm.

“Thought you might want some breakfast,” he said.

Lucas had a million questions, but, enticed by the smell of the food, he decided they could wait. At once he felt an aching emptiness begin to form in the pit of his belly. Like somebody hypnotized, he walked to the glass-topped table, pulled out a chair, and sat down.

Hartwell lifted the metal covers from the various plates on the cart. “I’ve got scrambled eggs, cereal, toast, sausages, and grapefruit,” he said. “Help yourself.”

Within seconds, Lucas had filled a plate to overflowing and was eating as though it would be his last meal.

“How is it?” Hartwell asked, hanging his cane from the edge of the table as he sat down across from the boy. He was dressed in his usual dark attire, his white hair slicked back.

“Good,” Lucas said through a mouthful of eggs and toast.

“It’s been a while since I’ve cooked anything. I’m surprised it’s edible,” Hartwell said with a chuckle.

Lucas poured some orange juice from a glass carafe. “You made this? Don’t you have any maids or butlers or anything?”

“No, it’s just me.” His father smiled. “As my life grew more … complicated, I found myself having less to do with Clayton Hartwell and more to do with the Raptor. Eventually I thought it best to let the staff go, and I’ve been living here alone in the mansion’s lower levels.”

Lucas refilled his plate with even more food, then glanced at Hartwell sheepishly. “Sorry,” he apologized. “I’m just really hungry.”

“That’s perfectly normal for your condition,” Hartwell said.

“My condition?” Lucas asked before taking a bite of his third piece of toast. “Are you talking about my body?”

“I thought you would have noticed,” Hartwell said.

Lucas nodded. “Well, I’ve never had muscles like this before.”

“That’s because the nanites in your blood weren’t fully activated until now.”

“Nanites?” Lucas repeated, his skin suddenly itchy.

“I guess I should probably start at the beginning.” Hartwell poured a cup of coffee from a silver pot.

“Your mother and I were involved in a serious relationship, but one that became strained by my revealing to her that I was the Raptor.” He poured a splash of milk into the dark liquid and stirred it with a silver spoon. “When she became pregnant, she left me.” Hartwell sipped his coffee, staring out into space.

“And what does that have to do with these … nanites you mentioned?” Lucas asked. He grabbed half a grapefruit and began to devour it.

“As she feared for her … our baby’s safety, so did I.” Hartwell paused as if considering his words before continuing. “And the last time we were together, unbeknownst to her, I injected her with the nanites—microscopic machines programmed to ensure the health of our unborn child.”

“Microscopic machines?’ Lucas asked incredulously.

Hartwell nodded. “It’s why you didn’t die during the trailer park attack.”

It suddenly started to make sense to Lucas. “And why I didn’t die when I got stabbed.”

Hartwell looked at him, head cocked. “You were stabbed?”

“I’ll tell you later. Go on,” Lucas urged.

“The nanites were programmed to activate only when your life was in danger,” Hartwell continued. “They would be undetectable until then.”

“Is that what’s making me so hungry?” Lucas asked, spearing four sausages with his fork and shaking them onto his plate.

“Exactly,” Hartwell confirmed. “The nanites need fuel. If you didn’t eat, they would be forced to consume muscle and body mass while trying to fix you.”

Lucas gazed again at himself, at his new body. “They did this?”

“They did,” Hartwell answered. “They were fully activated during the attack at the trailer park and have made you stronger than you’ve ever been before. The nanites have brought you as close to physical perfection as possible.”

“I can’t believe this,” Lucas said. “It’s all completely crazy.” He was staring at his hands, imagining tiny machines flowing through his blood like trucks speeding down a highway. “Where did they come from?”

“Scientists employed by Hartwell Technologies,” his father explained. “I’ve utilized many aspects of their research in my war against crime. One of the earliest versions of their performance-enhancing drugs is even in my blood.”

“Then how can you be dying?” Lucas asked point-blank. “If these drugs made you perfect …?”

“The earliest versions of these drugs didn’t work as well,” the old man said. “My older system can’t handle the strain anymore and is breaking down.”

“Isn’t there anything you can do?”

The old man nodded. “Yes, and I did it,” he said. “I found you.”

Nightmarish images of the trailer park massacre flashed through Lucas’s mind, temporarily shutting down his appetite. “What about the park?” he asked.

“It’s been more than two weeks since it happened,” Hartwell said.

“Two weeks?” Lucas was shocked by the amount of time that had passed.

“While you were unconscious,” Hartwell continued, “the authorities investigated the incident at the trailer park and determined that it was just a horrible accident. A faulty propane tank exploded, setting off a chain reaction that destroyed the park.”

“An accident?” Lucas repeated in disbelief.

“Explanations like that help people hide from the reality of the world they actually live in,” Hartwell explained.

“Is anyone looking for me?” Lucas asked. “Or do they figure I burned up with everybody else?”

“Sorry to say, but you’re dead now,” the older man said with finality. “To the outside world, Lucas Moore died in a terrible fire caused by a freak accident.”

Lucas felt his eyes begin to well up with emotion. It wasn’t every day that you were told you had died.

His father reached over from his chair and placed a powerful hand on his shoulder.

“I know how this feels,” he said with a slight nod.

“What, did you die too?”

The man’s expression became very serious. “In a way I did,” he said. “It was very early in my career as the Raptor, and let’s just say it changed my view of the world, and of the evil in it.”

Now Lucas’s curiosity was piqued. “What happened?” he asked.

“People died because of my carelessness,” Hartwell said, pulling his hand from Lucas’s shoulder. “Taken away in the flash and roar of an explosion. And on that day, the Raptor the world knew died as well … and a new Raptor was born.”

Lucas could see that his father didn’t want to talk about it anymore, that the memory was too painful. He recalled his own horrors—images of his attackers riding on their hovering vehicles, death rays cutting through the darkness. He felt himself grow angry.

“So you’re saying that I died and have been reborn.”

Hartwell nodded. “Yes, you have.”

“That’s good,” Lucas said. “So when will I get a chance to go after the guys who killed my mother?”

Hartwell stood up from his chair, retrieving his cane. “You’re not there yet,” he said. “There’s still a great amount of training you will need to undergo to prove to me that you’re capable of taking on the mantle of the Raptor.”

He slid the chair into the table.

“There’s a chance you might never be ready,” he added grimly.

“I’ll be ready,” Lucas said with an assured nod. “I’ve been reborn.”

His father laughed as he turned.

“We’ll see,” he said, limping from the patio. “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll probably be wishing you’d stayed dead.”



The days became weeks, and the weeks flowed into months, but it seemed like years to Lucas as he came to truly understand his father’s cryptic words.

At least ten times a day, when his body was screaming from exertion and his muscles burned and trembled as he forced them to their limits and beyond, a small part of him did wish he had died that fateful night at the trailer park.

But then he would remember his mother, and Mrs. Taylor, and even Fluffles, and somehow he would find within himself the ability to push his body that much further.

Someone had to avenge them.

And that someone was going to be him … if Hartwell ever finished with his damn training.

His schooling was relentless—multiple forms of hand-to-hand combat, military history, weapons training, advanced first aid. It just went on and on, until his brain was so crammed with information that he was sure nothing else could possibly fit.

But there was always something more to learn, always some new way to disarm an opponent or defuse an explosive device, so his training continued.

Lucas actually started to believe that his father was some sort of machine. In a world where costumed heroes existed, why not? Here was a man, in his mid to late fifties at the least, who was dying from some mysterious illness, who often needed a cane to get around, teaching Lucas relentlessly without any signs of growing tired. He couldn’t possibly be human.

But a fire burned in the old man’s eyes, and Lucas hoped that fire would one day—one day—burn in his own eyes.

So he went on with it.

And he would hear his father’s oft-repeated words as he struggled to get through the latest lesson.

“You can have the most powerful weapon in the world at your disposal, but if you don’t know how to use it, it’s useless.”

Lucas’s body was that weapon, and this was how he was being trained to use it.

How he was being trained to become more than he was.

Trained to become the next Raptor.



The alarm clock began to chime, and Lucas let out a moan.

He felt as if he had just gone to bed, after a particularly grueling day that had dragged on into the early hours of morning.

Something has to be wrong, he thought, lifting his face from his pillow to squint at the clock across the room on his dresser.

5:00 a.m.

It couldn’t be. How could that even be possible? He’d just closed his eyes what felt like five minutes before.

But he knew it wasn’t wrong; the night had passed so quickly because he’d gone to bed only three hours earlier. Fearing his fate if he ignored the alarm, Lucas rolled onto his back and hauled his tired, aching carcass from the bed.

The one time he’d ignored the alarm and gone back to sleep had been a total nightmare. The training had been three times as grueling and had gone on through the night until the next morning, when it had started all over again.

He didn’t want to chance a repeat of that.

Throwing on some sweats and a T-shirt, he left his room, heading down in the elevator to the gymnasium, in one of Hartwell Manor’s many underground levels.

Lucas wondered what kind of abuse he was going to experience today. His entire body throbbed despite the body-repairing nanites running through his blood. He guessed there was only so much the tiny machines could do.

A growl like some kind of wild animal filled the elevator compartment, and he pressed a hand to his grumbling belly. He was starving again, as he always seemed to be these days, but he couldn’t eat until the first round of training was done.

He wondered what it would be today—something physical, like an aikido refresher, or maybe a quiz on Shakespeare’s sonnets? He had no idea what Shakespeare had to do with becoming a superhero, but knew it wasn’t wise to ask.

Roll with it had become his mantra these last few months.

Hartwell was the teacher, and Lucas was the student.

The elevator came to a stop, and the doors silently slid open on the gymnasium floor.

Usually his father would be there, impatiently waiting for him, but this morning only darkness greeted him. Lucas left the elevator, stepping out into the darkened gym, running his hand along the wall until he found the light switches. He flicked the switches up, only to find they didn’t work.

“Huh,” he said as he continued to stupidly push them up and down.

He heard a noise from somewhere across the gym, a door opening with a creak.

“Lights are busted,” Lucas called out, expecting some sort of response.

None came.

“Hello?” he called out. “Are you in here? I said there’s something wrong with the lights. Guess we’re not gonna get to work out today.”

He didn’t hear a verbal response, but he did pick up the sound of heavy breathing from somewhere up ahead.

Lucas squinted, trying to see through the darkness. “Is that you?” he asked, catching sight of a moving shadow. “What’s wrong? Is it silent-but-deadly day today or something?”

A roar like nothing he’d ever heard before filled the air and was followed by the sound of pounding footfalls heading directly toward him.

Whatever it was, it was big. Lucas could feel the vibrations through the floor, and it was on him before he even had a chance to react.

It was a man—at least he thought it was a man—a big man who moved like a freight train. The figure growled, driving him down with arms the size of steel girders. Lucas took the full brunt of the attack, lifted off his feet and landing in the middle of the gymnasium floor.

Who let a giant gorilla into the building? he thought as he scrambled to his feet.

The mysterious figure roared again, charging at him through the darkness.

Lucas felt the first waves of panic as his attacker burst out of the shadows with an ear-piercing shriek. The creature snatched him up by the front of his T-shirt and slammed him viciously to the floor. The air exploded from Lucas’s lungs in a wheezing blast, and colored lights blossomed in front of his eyes. He fought to keep from passing out.

As Lucas gasped for air the monster stood above him, lifting a bare foot with a grunt. Lucas knew he was preparing to bring it down and crush him.

He rolled out of the way just as the massive foot fell. The ground shook as it landed where his head had been.

His attacker roared in disapproval as Lucas sprang up.

A gigantic hand surged through the blackness and wrapped around his throat. Lucas gasped as the monster man began to squeeze.

He struggled uselessly to breathe. He felt his life start to slip away.

His attacker began to laugh, a horrible sound. Lucas didn’t want it to be the last thing he heard before he died.

The right fighting technique came to him in a flash; it was an aikido move.

Lucas brought his hands up, grabbing hold of his attacker’s wrist with one hand while applying just the right amount of pressure to the elbow with the other.

The monster man screamed out in pain as Lucas carried through, using his attacker’s weight and size against him to drive him to the floor. It was as if all he had been taught was lining up inside his head.

The monster didn’t stay down for long, rising to his feet with a growl.

But this time, Lucas was ready for him.

The key was to stay out of the monster’s reach. His opponent was a brute, relying almost totally on strength and savagery If he couldn’t get to Lucas, Lucas couldn’t be hurt.

Using speed and agility, Lucas kept away from the monster’s clutches, zipping in when an opening presented itself to strike at sensitive areas on the monster’s body.

It wasn’t long before the giant was lurching about, his body stiff from multiple blows, and he began to slow down as the fight slowly drained from him.

Lucas couldn’t have felt better.

This was where it all came together, all the long months and hours of training. This was what it was all for!

The monster was hurting, and his attacks became even more savage. Sloppy.

As Lucas circled him, keeping out of reach and deciding where to hit him next, the large man surprised him. Believing he was attacking to the right, Lucas dodged to the left, only to have the beast of a man change his direction suddenly and with a roar, snatch him up off the floor in a powerful bear hug.

The monster man roared with laughter, pleased by his cleverness, as he began to squeeze.

Lucas felt the first of his ribs snap. The pain was incredible. Even with the nanites inside him working overtime, he wasn’t sure how much more of a beating he could take.

Glancing down, he looked into the hate-filled eyes of his attacker, more beast than man. The monster was smiling, his razor-sharp teeth almost glowing in the darkness of the gym.

A rumbling laugh gurgled up as he began to squeeze even tighter.

Lucas squirmed in the monster’s clutches. Suddenly remembering something he’d learned, not from his father but from the occasional brawl at the Hog Trough, he drew back his head and brought it forward with as much force as possible.

The top of his forehead connected with the bridge of the beast man’s wide nose. There was a loud snap, and Lucas’s face was spattered with something warm that had the acrid smell of metal.

And as the monster man cried out in pain, Lucas was able to pull his arms free. Then he threw them back and brought his hands together to savagely box his attacker’s ears.

The monster bellowed, releasing Lucas to grab at the sides of his head.

Lucas delivered a snap kick to one of his enemy’s knees.

His attacker crashed to the gym floor, hands still clutching his large, square head. Now at his level, Lucas drew back his arm, bringing the palm of his hand forward in a snap to the monster’s lower jaw.

His attacker’s head was driven backward, and the momentum carried his entire body to the floor, where he lay unconscious.

Lucas stood still for a moment, attempting to regulate his breathing the way he’d been taught and waiting to see if his adversary would get up again. But the beast man just lay there in a broken heap.

Lucas was aware of his body. It seemed he could actually feel the nanites working inside to heal him, to take away his pain.

His thoughts were in a jumble. He wondered where his father was, and whether this was one of the Raptor’s enemies, who had somehow found his way to the manor to exact revenge. He decided he would find something to tie this monstrosity up, and then he would search for his father.

Starting toward one of the equipment closets, where he’d seen an old jump rope, Lucas suddenly found himself falling to the floor, a gigantic hand crushing his ankle.

The monster man was conscious again.

“Kill you,” he growled, crawling atop Lucas.

Lucas tried to squirm away, but the monster grabbed hold, lifting him up off the floor and slamming him down.

This he repeated, again and again.

Each time Lucas hit the floor, the universe in all its glory appeared before his eyes, and he thought it would be the last thing he saw before it all went dark.

But Lucas decided he wasn’t too keen on dying, especially today.

He allowed his body to go deceptively limp, flopping like a broken doll in the monster’s clutches, and waited for his opportunity He hoped it would be soon, because he wasn’t sure how much more punishment his skull could take, repeatedly hitting the gym floor.

The monster had just pulled him close to see if he was still conscious when Lucas made his move.

He jammed a thumb into the monstrosity’s eye, raking it from left to right.

His attacker cried out, releasing Lucas as he groped at his injured face.

Lucas didn’t waste any time, climbing to his feet and quickly positioning himself behind his foe. He wrapped his arm around the beast’s neck and started to pull back. The monster thrashed, attempting to get to his feet, but Lucas exerted every iota of his strength, forcing the monster to remain on his knees, while closing the grip on his throat.

Everything, no matter how big and strong, needed to breathe.

He felt his enemy’s struggle grow weaker and knew that victory was only moments away. Lucas had to last.

The monster man struggled and gasped, but Lucas held on, tightening his grip.

The lights of the gymnasium suddenly came on, startling him, and he saw his father standing a few feet away, watching.

“That’s it, Lucas,” his father said, cheering him on. “Use what I’ve taught you.”

His blood rushed in his ears, the thrumming of his heart like the roar of a powerful engine. The monster’s struggles became pathetic, dwindling to practically nothing, and he knew he had won.

“His fate is in your hands now, boy,” his father said to him. “It’s up to you. Let him live, and the chance that he’ll be back on the streets in no time, putting the lives of innocents at stake, is dropped squarely in your lap. Or you can tighten your grip for just a bit longer and …”

Lucas let the monster go, his large body dropping limply to the hardwood floor.

Breathing heavily, Lucas stared at his father. Hartwell was nodding, accepting his decision.

“The choice is yours,” Hartwell said.

But Lucas could tell by the expression on his father’s face that it wasn’t the choice he would have made.

“What’s going on?”

“You did quite well,” Hartwell praised him. “A little slow at first, but then you started to utilize what you’ve been taught.”

“That thing could have killed me,” Lucas said, pointing to the unconscious behemoth lying on the floor.

“You’re probably right,” Hartwell said. “Something you should always be aware of when going into battle.”

“Who the hell is he?”

“His name is Jackson Meeves. On the street they call him Bestial. He’s a low-level supervillain with more strength than brains. The Raptor captured him the other night as he tried to knock over an all-night convenience store.”

“You caught him and brought him here?” Lucas asked, confused.

Hartwell nodded. “I thought he’d be the perfect final exam.”

“This was a test?” Lucas cried, pointing at the beast man.

“A final test before your real education begins,” Hartwell replied. Lucas noticed that the older man had something slung over his shoulder. He tossed it to the boy.

“What do you mean by my ‘real education’?” Lucas asked, catching what was thrown at him. It was a piece of clothing of some kind, and he held it up by the shoulders.

“It’s time you understood what you’re going to be fighting for,” his father said.

It took a moment for Lucas to realize what he was looking at.

A costume.
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“I feel like a dork,” Lucas said, gazing down at himself in the dark, body-hugging outfit. He had yet to put on the mask.

“Do I look like a dork?” Hartwell asked. He was dressed in his own costume. They were in the back of a van, parked in the shadows of an alley in one of the worst sections of Seraph City. City dwellers referred to it as the War Zone. Here the popping sound of gunfire was as common as the roar of car engines and the screech of brakes.

“No,” Lucas answered his father, watching as the older man slipped the Raptor’s cowl over his head. “You actually look kind of scary.”

“And that’s how it’s supposed to be,” Hartwell stated.

Lucas looked down at himself, observing how the all-black outfit clung tightly to his every part. “I think the only person I’m going to be scaring is myself.”

His father laughed as he stood and pushed open the van’s back doors.

“You’ll get used to it,” the Raptor said, leaping from the back of the vehicle.

“I can’t believe you’re just going to leave this van here,” Lucas said. He slipped his own mask over his head and joined his father. “Remember, this is the War Zone.”

The Raptor stood in the darkness, looking toward the end of the alleyway, but Lucas sensed he was really looking at something else.

“It wasn’t always this way,” the older man said cryptically.

Then he seemed to snap out of his reverie and quickly turned to close the van doors.

“It’ll be fine,” the costumed hero said. “Not many go out after dark here, and those who do have higher criminal aspirations than stealing a van. Besides”—the Raptor touched a button on the wrist of one of his gauntlets and the vehicle’s horn beeped twice—“I’ve got a security system.”

Lucas chuckled. “And you think that’ll work … around here?”

“I didn’t say it was a conventional system,” the costumed man said, spinning around suddenly and leaping up onto a rusted fire escape before starting to climb. “There’s fifteen thousand volts waiting for anybody who touches it. That should be more than enough of a deterrent.”

Lucas stepped back from the van cautiously.

“Are you coming?” his father called down to him. “Or are you going to stay with the van?”

Lucas gave their ride one more look before joining his father on the fire escape.

They climbed to the roof of the abandoned brick structure. From here they had a perfect view of the War Zone.

Lucas listened. He could hear voices screaming in argument, children crying, and the occasional gunshot. Too many gunshots.

“It’s kind of nasty,” Lucas said, looking down at the street below. The buildings were all run-down, made from brick stained black with the soot of pollution. Windows were broken, and garbage was strewn in doorways and on fire escapes. He couldn’t believe that people actually lived inside the buildings. They all looked like something waiting to be torn down.

“I told you before, it wasn’t always like this,” the Raptor said. “This used to be a safe, working-class neighborhood, before the sickness set in.”

“The sickness?” Lucas questioned.

A siren wailed somewhere in the distance, but he doubted it was coming here. From what his father had said earlier, law enforcement had pretty much abandoned the War Zone a very long time ago.

“Drugs, prostitution, guns, and gangs had an awful lot to do with its decline,” the Raptor explained. “But good people once lived here … and still do. Good people who just want a chance at a good life.”

The hero grew silent again as he watched the neighborhood.

“Some of us got that life, but others …”

He was gone in an instant, the costume enhancing his already powerful leap, allowing him to jump from one roof to the next.

Lucas followed, trying to keep up. He found it difficult to believe that this man was really dying.

Suddenly a great expanse loomed between the current building and the next, and Lucas slowed down, certain they were going to have to stop.

He almost cried out as his father bounded closer to the edge, sure he wouldn’t make the jump. But the Raptor went over the side of the building, dropping down into the shadows between the buildings.

Lucas hurried to the edge of the roof. He seriously doubted the Raptor could be stopped by a mere seven-story drop, but he wasn’t sure. Peering over the ledge, he searched for signs of his father.

Something surged up from the open expanse and Lucas stumbled backward. The Raptor flew above his head, glider wings unfurled beneath the arms of his costume.

Lucas wanted to applaud.

The Raptor then swooped down and plucked him up from where he stood, carrying him to the other roof.

“How come I can’t do that?” Lucas asked as his father let him drop.

The Raptor landed, the opaque glider wings folding beneath his arms. “In time,” he said. “Pretty soon you’ll have all the bells and whistles too.” He walked across the rooftop. “Come over here. I want to show you something.”

Lucas followed, his footfalls crunching on the rough gravel surface.

“There’s an example of why I do what I do,” the Raptor said, pointing down to a little grocery store below them.

Lucas was surprised to see some activity there, people going into the store, others leaving with bags of groceries.

“It was owned by the Santarpo family for years, and now it’s run by their kids,” his father explained. “Despite the nasty turn in the neighborhood, they’ve stayed, confident that over time, things will get better.”

Lucas watched the store with interest. An older man wearing an apron came outside and started to sweep.

“I know you’re a billionaire and all, but did you happen to grow up here?”

“I did,” the Raptor replied, a smile spreading across his face. “Hartwell Technologies began in a two-bedroom apartment right over …” He had started to point when the night was filled with the sound of screeching tires.

A car came around the corner below too fast, sliding sideways across the street as its wheels spun and smoked.

A gang of youths had just left a building at the other end of the street, three doors down from the grocery. They immediately reacted to the approach of the speeding car, each pulling a gun from a coat pocket.

“No,” the Raptor said, eyes riveted to the scene.

The windows came down on the vehicle. Arms wielding automatic weapons appeared and began to open fire.

Lucas turned to ask his father what they should do, but he was alone.

The Raptor had already entered the fray.

* * *

The Raptor jumped as soon as he saw the windows on the speeding car go down.

He dove over the side of the building, glider wings unfurling long enough to slow his descent. The rival gang had already begun to return fire, explosions of thunder filling the streets.

It was supposed to be a drive-by; those riding in the car were planning on dealing death and driving away.

Something the Raptor wasn’t going to allow.

He aimed the weaponry on his gauntlet. A blast of concentrated electricity arced across the street and struck one of the vehicle’s front wheels. The tire exploded and the car careened out of control, speeding to the right, up onto the sidewalk and toward the market.

Toward Mr. Santarpo.

The older man stood frozen, broom still clutched in his hands as the insanity unfolded around him.

The Raptor swore beneath his breath. How could he not have taken the life of an innocent into account?

He was running toward the car, attempting something—anything—to avert the coming disaster, but he knew it would be for naught. Nothing short of a miracle could stop that car from slamming into poor, innocent Mr. Santarpo.



Lucas noticed that the old man was still standing out in front of the grocery store. It was a disaster waiting to happen, and he knew he had to do something before the guy got hurt.

It was a long way down, but he didn’t have the time to think about it.

Tensing the muscles in his legs, the boy jumped over the side of the building and dropped to the ground below. He landed in a roll, tumbling across the street as his father unleashed the weaponry of his costume, lighting up the night with a crackling bolt of man-made lightning.

It had disastrous results.

Lucas pushed himself to move as quickly as he could toward the sidewalk. From the corner of his eye, he saw the car careening toward the grocer. The man remained frozen in place, his fear making it impossible for him to move.

Lucas knew it was entirely up to him now. This man’s life was in his hands.

He figured it was the nanites coursing through his body that made him move so much faster. He imagined the microscopic machines traveling through his blood, making his heart pump quicker, giving him the strength and stamina to spring off the sidewalk in mid-run and dive through the air like a missile.

He hoped he wouldn’t hurt the man, but what choice did he have? It was either be struck by a ton of speeding metal or be tackled by a teenager.

Lucas thought he knew which one the man would choose as he connected with the grocer’s midsection, his momentum carrying them both out of the path of the hurtling vehicle.

As they tumbled, Lucas used his own body to shield the old man from the worst of the roll. The shriek of twisting metal and shattering glass filled the air as the car crashed through the front of the grocery store.

Lying atop him, Lucas looked down into the dazed and confused face of the older man. He had scratches and cuts on his face and arms, and probably some serious bruises everywhere else, but as far as Lucas could tell, he had come through in one piece.

“Are you all right?” Lucas asked.

“Better than I would have been,” the man replied in a trembling voice.

Lucas helped the grocer stand up and brought him to-ward the damaged storefront.

“I would have been killed,” the man said as he stared at the twisted wreckage of the car. “You saved me. … I would have been killed for sure.”

Lucas didn’t know what to say.

“I guess so,” he said, doubting that was the right thing. He would need to ask his father for some pointers on the proper way to respond in situations like this.

Then he heard something. He looked toward the wreckage and saw that several gang members had managed to force open the doors of the wrecked car and were crawling out onto the sidewalk.

To say he was shocked by what he saw was an understatement. Their faces were covered in heavy green makeup, apparently in an attempt to make them look like walking corpses, and he realized who the criminals might be.

A supervillain called the Zombie wore elaborate, Hollywood-quality prosthetics to make his rivals in crime believe he was a walking dead man. Lucas remembered his father talking about how even the normal, everyday criminals were being inspired by supervillainy. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that these guys were members of the Zombie fan club.

And even after all they’d been through, their clothes torn and bloody, they still managed to hold on to their guns.

“Get inside,” Lucas ordered the grocer, giving him a shove toward the store entrance. Then he turned back to-ward the car. Gunfire was erupting again as the two gangs came face to face.

He was about to move when he saw something land in the street between them. Lucas knew what it was, even though its movements were a blur. It was as if a small twister had set down in the center of the city street, first attacking the Zombies—the roar of their guns abruptly cut off by their own screams—and then going at the others.

The second gang stood about as much chance against the costumed figure as the first.

And Lucas understood why it was smart to be afraid of the Raptor.



The Raptor had taken both sides out, but he wasn’t stopping there.

The men of the two gangs lay beaten and bloody in the city street, but the crime fighter wanted more. More blood. More punishment. He wanted them to know the full extent of the pain they’d caused.

Lucas didn’t know what to do. At this point he wasn’t sure if his father was even there. It was as if his father had stepped back and something … inhuman had taken over.

The Raptor walked among the unconscious and moaning, lifting their squealing bodies up from where they lay and shaking them in his fury.

“Is that all you have?” he growled to one in particular. The man’s leg was twisted and bent, and Lucas was sure it was broken.

“My leg!” the man shrieked, feet dangling in the air. “Please don’t. …”

“You’re lucky I don’t break the other one,” the Raptor said, mercilessly tossing the man aside like a child tossing away an unwanted toy.

“Who’s next?” he snarled.

Those who were still conscious shied away, not wanting to make eye contact with the monster. Lucas couldn’t blame them. At this moment, he too was afraid of his father.

Who is this man really?

A shot rang out, and Lucas watched in horror as the Raptor went down on one knee.

Lucas saw the shooter—a Zombie gang member no older than he was—lying on the ground, smoking pistol in hand.

The Raptor brought a hand to his head, rubbing the area where the bullet had struck. Earlier that week his father had talked about the importance of lightweight body armor and how even the cowls they wore were reinforced for their protection.

As the Raptor rose, the shooter tried to get away. He managed to climb to his feet, still holding his gun, and began to hobble away.

He didn’t stand a chance.

“I love it when they run,” Lucas heard the Raptor say.

The Raptor was on him in a heartbeat, like a falcon pouncing on a rabbit.

Lucas stepped from the front of the store, debating what to do. The other gang members were down, either completely out of it or too scared to move. In the distance he could hear the howl of police sirens. Were they on their way here?

It wouldn’t be good to be here if they were.

A horrible scream suddenly filled the night. Lucas watched, horrified, as the Raptor crushed the gun and the hand that held it. He melded the two together in a bloody ball of broken bones, metal, and skin.

“You think you’re scary?” the Raptor asked, with a disturbing laugh. “Let me tell you something. You’re not.”

The man was hurt—badly hurt—and Lucas was wasn’t sure how far his father was going to go.

He saw the night light up in the Raptor’s hand, sparks of electricity dancing from his fingertips. Slowly the costumed hero brought his electrified gauntlet closer to the man, who now struggled in his clutches. He’s going to kill him, Lucas realized as the wailing sirens drew closer. Superheroes did not kill; it was common knowledge. They could injure, disable, rough up—anything to keep the bad guys from committing their destruction. But killing crossed the line. A line that, it now seemed, Lucas’s father was willing to leap over.

The gang member was crying, his makeup-covered face illuminated by the glow of the lethal sparks jumping from the Raptor’s gloved fingertips.

“This is scary,” the Raptor growled as the glove moved closer. The man closed his eyes, tears streaming down his face, washing away some of the smeared green makeup as he prepared for an inevitable death.

And the Raptor was smiling.

Lucas couldn’t watch anymore. This was too much. He stepped in and grabbed his father’s wrist.

“You don’t want to do that,” he said in his strongest voice.

The Raptor turned his gaze to him, and Lucas felt his blood freeze.

“It’s exactly what I want to do,” the Raptor answered, trying to pull the still-crackling glove out of Lucas’s grip.

Lucas held fast. “The police are close,” he told the man. He didn’t know what to believe anymore. Was this truly his father?

The Raptor seemed to recognize the truth of Lucas’s words. “They would have killed each other, with no account given to the innocents around them,” he growled, still holding the man up with one hand. He gave the guy a good shake, and the Zombie gangbanger moaned. His hand looked awful, like something out of a horror movie, dangling uselessly at his side, only this was real, not a special effect. Lucas wondered if doctors would be able to save it.

“I know that,” Lucas said. He tried to make his voice sound as calm as possible. “But you stopped them … him … and now we should leave it up to the proper authorities.”

Something in the Raptor’s expression changed. Was that his father now looking back at him through the red lenses of the hero’s cowl?

“Put him down and let’s go,” Lucas urged again.

The police were even closer now, and from the sounds of it, they’d brought the whole force.

“We’ve really got to go,” Lucas said, giving his father’s arm a tug. “The police will be swarming this place in seconds.”

His father nodded slowly, turning his attention to the mewling man still held aloft in his grasp.

“Next time, punk,” the Raptor snarled, letting the wannabe supervillain drop to the ground. The shooter curled up into a tight ball, clutching his injured hand to his chest.

The Raptor then turned to Lucas, and for a moment the boy had no idea what might happen next. “Are … are you all right?” Lucas stammered.

The costumed hero turned, lifting his arms and activating his costume’s flight capabilities.

“I stopped being all right a long time ago,” he replied coldly.

Then he jumped into the night sky, soaring above the carnage.
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It was a cool autumn night in Seraph City, a sharp wind blowing off the Atlantic giving a hint of the harsh winter that would arrive all too soon.

Illuminated by a hunter’s moon, the lithe, costumed figure of Lucas Moore darted across a rooftop, preparing to leap to the next one.

“Oh, crap,” he muttered beneath his breath, coming to a screeching halt.

“What is it?” Hartwell asked through a tiny receiver built into the black mask Lucas wore.

“Nothing,” Lucas answered.

“You wouldn’t have said ‘oh, crap’ if there wasn’t something.”

“It’s just that … they’re a lot farther apart than I thought,” Lucas admitted, looking from one roof across to the next.

“You shouldn’t have any problem with the jump,” Hartwell said dryly. “Your nanite-enhanced leg strength, plus the augmentation provided by the costume’s exoskeleton, should allow you to make the distance with very little effort.”

“You think?” Lucas asked, still not convinced.

“Lucas, I designed the costume. I know full well what it and the nanites in your blood are capable of. Trust me.”

It had been a month since he’d been given the more sophisticated costume—his “supersuit,” as he liked to call it, much to his father’s distaste. Hartwell didn’t appreciate his calling such a complicated piece of hardware such a cartoonish name.

But Lucas thought it was perfect.

Lucas had gone through another extensive training period so that he could fully appreciate all the capabilities of his new costume. According to his father, this suit had been designed to improve his already-nanite-enhanced body, making him better than perfect. In it he would be unstoppable; at least, that was what his father was telling him.

Lucas had to admit, it was a rush to feel this strong.

He walked away from the building’s edge and turned around. “Probably going to need a running start,” he said to himself, forgetting that the old man could hear.

“Not necessarily,” Hartwell answered in his ear. “But if you think it will help.”

Taking a few quick breaths—the smell of his sweat mixing with the chemical-plastic smell of his mask—he started to run toward the building ledge.

Before reaching the end of the rooftop, he tensed the muscles in his legs, springing off with some pretty incredible results.

Lucas soared through the air on his own power.

Hartwell had brought him to Seraph proper for this exercise in a small helicopter designed for stealth. The craft was much smaller than the average chopper and was equipped with technology that rendered it nearly silent and practically invisible.

From a secret helipad at the back of Hartwell Manor, they had flown to the city, dropping Lucas off atop one of the city’s many tall office buildings. Jumping down from the craft to the roof, Lucas hadn’t even heard the stealth craft leave.

But now he was flying without the help of a high-tech helicopter. This was all him, his strength increased by the exoskeleton built into his costume, of course.

He started to descend, the rooftop of the next building coming up fast, and he braced himself for impact. Barely avoiding an air-conditioning unit on the roof, he landed in a crouch, his momentum causing him to tumble toward the building’s edge.

“And how did we do?” his father asked from his command center back at Hartwell Manor.

“Good,” Lucas answered, not feeling the need to share everything. “It was good.”

He was going to need to work on his landings.

“Excellent,” Hartwell responded in his ear. “I need you to make your way south toward the Kessler Building.”

Lucas placed a hand against the side of his mask and pushed gently. A small computer mapping system was projected in front of his eyes.

“Got it,” he said, leaping from that rooftop down onto another with growing confidence.

He left the mapping system up to help guide him to the Kessler. Seraph was about a hundred times the size of Perdition, and he needed all the help he could get.

Jumping from rooftop to rooftop on nightly patrols, he guessed that eventually he would get to know the place. He couldn’t help being in awe of Seraph. He had never been to any place larger than Phoenix, so this was like visiting another planet.

The buildings grew significantly smaller as he neared the Kessler, in one of the older sections of the city. He’d reached an area bustling with new construction. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a banner hanging from one of the skeletal new buildings bearing the name of one of Hartwell’s many companies.

“Putting up some new buildings?” he asked casually. He jumped down to the shadows, moving across the construction site, practicing not being noticed.

“Yes,” his father answered. “Please proceed to …”

Something caught Lucas’s attention and he stopped to stare.

“What’s this?” he asked aloud.

He was standing before a statue—a monument, really. It was a statue of the Raptor. A statue in honor of his father.

Lucas examined it more closely. He read that it had been erected by the city as thanks for what the Raptor had done to save lives in this very spot over twenty years ago.

He thought of his father’s story about the explosion that had changed his life. The explosion that had killed one Raptor and allowed another to be born.

“Lucas?” his father called to him.

“I’m looking at a statue of you,” he said.

“Oh, that,” his father said coldly. “A monument to my failure.”

“It’s pretty awesome,” the boy said. The statue was bronze and depicted the Raptor—wearing an older design of his costume—standing with his head bowed. There were bronze representations of a firefighter and a police officer standing on either side of the superhero. The plaque read, IN HONOR OF THOSE WHO RISK THEIR LIVES SO THAT OTHERS MAY SAFELY LIVE.

“Is this where it happened?” Lucas asked, looking around. There was no sign of how it had once been.

“Yes,” his father answered. “Now I think it’s time for you to move along.”

Lucas was about to ask more about that night but decided against it. His father seemed very uncomfortable talking about the incident. Lucas made a mental note to do some research. After all, if he was going to assume the mantle of the Raptor, he would need to know every possible detail.

Lucas left the construction site, climbing the side of a nearby office building to return to the rooftops. He was getting better at leaping, no longer imagining himself splattered on the ground beneath the towering city structures. This was what it was all about, he thought. Little by little, he was learning everything that would allow him to become the kind of hero Seraph needed.

His thoughts flashed back briefly to the night in the War Zone. Later, when Lucas had questioned Hartwell about whether or not he would have killed the Zombie thug, his father had claimed he never would have done such a thing. It had all been part of Lucas’s training, he had told him, to see how he would react in that particular situation.

Lucas wasn’t exactly sure he believed that. What he’d seen that night had scared him a bit, but it had also moved him to make a promise to himself. No matter how hard it got, or how desperate the situation, he would never take a life. He wasn’t sure what had pushed his father so far that night that he had been willing to kill. He chose to believe it was stress, a momentary impulse. He chose to believe his father was a good man.

Crouching on the roof of a hotel, Lucas spotted his destination.

“I see it,” he said.

“Good,” Hartwell answered. “I want you to find your way inside.”

“Are you going to tell me what I’m doing tonight?” Lucas asked, dropping down to an alleyway from the roof of the hotel. He barely felt the impact, his legs and the mechanisms in the suit absorbing the shock with ease.

“Street intel has provided me with information about the current location of the Science Club,” Hartwell explained.

“The Science Club?” Lucas questioned, darting down the alleyway. “They certainly don’t sound like much.”

“The Science Club is a band of renegade scientists responsible for providing high-tech weaponry to criminals around the world,” Hartwell said.

“Interesting,” Lucas muttered as he sprang up from the alley, using the claws built into his gloves to scale the wall like some giant insect. “I always wondered where the super-villains got their stuff.” He clambered over the side of the abandoned office building and onto the roof.

The map in his face mask told him the Kessler Building was right across from his current location. He figured the easiest way inside the old building was through the roof.

He reached up to the other side of his mask and tapped alongside his eyes. Telescopic lenses were activated, giving him a good view of the rooftop. He saw a skylight and figured that would probably be the easiest way to get inside.

“I’m getting ready to jump across,” Lucas said, walking back to get a good running start. “And then I’ll see what I can do about closing down this Science Club for good.”

A thrill of excitement went through him as he crossed the rooftop. This would be his first physical confrontation since the incident in the War Zone.

“Lucas,” his father called, interrupting his thoughts.

He stopped to listen. “I’m here.”

“There’s something more you might want to know about the Science Club.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“I believe they’re the individuals who provided the weaponry and vehicles to the ones who attacked the trailer park,” he said.

Lucas felt a jolt like electricity course through his body, as if he’d accidentally taken hold of a live wire. He remained silent, fixated on the building across from the rooftop.

“Are you still there?” Hartwell asked.

“I am,” he answered coldly.

“The information from the sensors in your suit suggests there might be something wrong.”

“Wrong?” Lucas asked, starting to run across the roof at top speed before leaping out into space. “What could possibly be wrong?”

Lucas touched down silently; he was getting better at this. Scanning the rooftop, he saw nothing out of the ordinary and carefully crossed to the skylight.

“I’m approaching the skylight,” he whispered for only his father to hear.

“Careful now,” Hartwell cautioned. “The Science Club is far more dangerous than you could even hope to imagine.”

Lucas reached the skylight and peered down through the bird droppings and thick glass at an elaborate warehouse space below.

“It looks kind of like a factory,” he said, watching as men clad in colorful jumpsuits moved from one machine to another. “These are the guys who made the weapons that killed my mother? They look like a bunch of geeks.”

Lucas heard a scuffling sound on the rooftop behind him and spun around to face it.

“Oh, crap,” he said, not believing his eyes. “Where the hell did that come from?”

“What is it, Lucas?” Hartwell asked.

Lucas was about to tell him that there was a robot with machine guns for arms standing across from him, but he didn’t have the chance.

The robot opened fire. Multiple rounds from both weapons drove Lucas backward toward the skylight. He put up his hands, attempting to block some of the bullets, and silently thanked his father for finding the special bulletproof material his costume was woven from.

Not that he couldn’t feel the shots. They were sort of like hornet stings, only about ten times more painful.

Another robot rose up from a hidden compartment in the rooftop and also began to fire at Lucas.

“Lucas!” Hartwell screamed in his ear. “Report! What is your status?”

Lucas wanted to answer, but it was too much. It was like being caught in a storm of pain. He was driven farther backward until he had nowhere else to go.

The heel of one of his boots struck the frame of the skylight, throwing him off balance. No matter how hard he tried to regain his balance, he couldn’t. He found himself falling backward, the full brunt of his weight landing on the skylight, shattering the thick glass as he fell through to the warehouse space below.

At least I got away from the robots, he thought as he fell, just before hitting a table covered in machine parts that collapsed under his weight.

Stunned by the impact, Lucas managed to push himself up. Alarms began blaring inside the vast space, and the Science Club members ran around wildly.

“Lucas!” Hartwell screamed again, startling him.

“I fell through the skylight,” Lucas said, slipping on the glass beneath his feet.

“You fell?” Hartwell asked.

“I know, I suck, anything else?”

“So they know you’re there?”

He watched the uniformed men scurrying around, many of them with machinery clutched lovingly in their arms.

“Oh yeah,” Lucas said.

“Get out of there … now!” Hartwell ordered.

“What? You don’t want me to do anything?”

“If their security has been breached, they’re going to defend themselves.”

Lucas was about to argue that there didn’t seem to be much going on when the armored security team came around a corner. They were each holding a weapon that looked like a high-tech cannon, and he decided that maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea to be shot with those.

“Halt, or we’ll shoot!” one of the men said in a voice that sounded like he was talking through a speaker at a drive-through.

Lucas scanned the warehouse for an escape route and found a door on the other side of the space. He bolted for it as the armored men continued to order him to stop.

He reached the door and pulled.

Locked! Just his luck; he should have figured.

He was about to flex his muscles and knock it down when he was hit by a bus.

It wasn’t an actual bus, of course, but it felt like one. He was zapped by one of the high-tech cannons the security guys were carrying.

Lucas was thrown into the wall by the intensity of the blast. His father’s plaintive cries were gone from his ear, replaced with a high-pitched squeal, as the communications device built into his headpiece ceased to function.

Through the roar of white noise, he could just about make out the sounds of the Science Club security squad coming closer, their armored boots clicking on the ware-house floor. He struggled to stand but was having a great deal of difficulty. The suit felt heavy, stiff, and he sensed that more than the communications functions had been damaged.

He looked through the cracked lenses of his face mask for a different way out.

Another of the cannons fired and he was lifted off his feet. The blast picked him up, hurling him backward and into the body of a machine that hummed with power. Some sort of generator, Lucas imagined as he was showered in a spray of sparks and fire.

Grabbing on to the burning machine, he fought to stand while a tiny, nagging voice in the back of his head told him over and over again that he wasn’t ready for this.

That he would probably never be ready for something like this.

Because he was going to die.

“No,” he said, dispelling the sudden memory of his mother’s blackened body. After all he had been through, after all he had learned, he wasn’t about to let it end this way.

Exerting every muscle, he climbed to his feet. The nanites in his blood must have been working overtime to keep him alive, because he suddenly felt ravenous. But the four-course meal he craved would have to wait. The Science Clubs’ goons were at him again, and he could just about make out through his damaged mask what it was they were saying.

“Finish him off,” one of the security team said.

“Who is he?” asked another.

“Probably just another wannabe,” someone with a bit of an accent contributed.

“We’ll get a bonus for this for sure,” said another.

They all laughed, probably thinking about how they would spend their bonus money.

That made Lucas even madder.

There wasn’t much time for him to waste. He had to do something right away or he was going to end up as a stain on one of the walls. He considered throwing himself at the sentries but decided that feeling the way he did, they probably would kick his butt, then shoot him dead.

That was when he remembered one of his many instruction sessions and one of the emergency functions his father had described.

What was it again?

His father had referred to it as a “last resort.”

An EMP emitter, installed as an emergency deterrent. From what Lucas could understand, a tiny device was built into his weapons system that would allow him to emit a powerful electromagnetic pulse—just like nuclear bombs did—that would shut down most high-tech machinery.

Lucas couldn’t think of a better situation in which to use it.

Swaying unsteadily on his feet, he watched as one of the soldiers aimed his gun.

“Say hello to my little friend,” the guy said, doing one of the worst imitations of Al Pacino in Scarface Lucas had ever heard.

The guy deserved the EMP for that alone.

Just as he was about to be shot, Lucas raised his arm, using his other hand to find the button beneath the heavy fabric of his costume and push it.

At first he thought that it, too, had been broken by the blast from the cannons, but then the emitter came alive with a high-pitched whine and an electromagnetic pulse surged from the tips of his gloved fingers, throwing the security team backward with squawks of surprise.

He wasn’t going to get another opportunity like this, so he put everything he had into a race across the warehouse toward the door that had been locked before. Lucky for him, after he’d been blasted, the cannon fire had also torn the heavy metal door from its hinges, providing him with an escape route.

Climbing over the twisted metal of the door, Lucas was glad he’d paid enough attention during training to remember how to activate the EMP emitter. He hung on to the metal railing and stumbled down the steps. He was having a hard time standing, and the exertion of moving the damaged costume was exhausting.

But what choice did he have?

His thoughts drifted to his father and what he was doing to help him out here. A part of him wondered whether the old man was really doing anything. Lucas imagined Hartwell sitting at the mansion, waiting for him to make it back alive, the whole incident chalked up as an excellent training opportunity.

Lucas made it to the first-floor level and threw himself at a set of chained double doors. At least he had enough left in him to snap the chains, and he spilled out onto the trash-strewn docking area.

Not sure whether or not he was being chased, Lucas forced himself around the corner of the building, out of the yellowish glare of the streetlights. He hoped to use the shadows of the back alleys to make his way someplace safe, where he could catch his breath and figure out what he should do next.

That was when he darted into the street and was suddenly bathed in the headlights of an oncoming van. He was too stunned to react. The van hit him head-on, sending him through the air backward to the street.

And as he lay there fighting to stay awake, his entire body numb, he heard his mother’s voice whispering in his ear.

Always look both ways before crossing the street.

Truer words were never spoken.



Clayton Hartwell again checked the instruments of the control panel to make sure the problem wasn’t on his end.

All he could hear was a grating static hiss.

“Dammit,” he said beneath his breath, stroking his chin and moving the swivel chair nervously from side to side.

It had been close to thirty minutes since he’d lost contact with Lucas.

His eyes darted to the digital clock above the control panel, watching as another minute ticked past. He knew what he should be doing—sitting back patiently, waiting to see how the boy would react—but at this stage he wasn’t even sure the boy was still alive.

The Science Club could be quite deadly, given the opportunity.

Reaching out, he raised the volume on the static, straining to hear if there was anything behind it. But the signal was shot; there was nothing transmitting from the source.

That was when he made up his mind.

Clayton Hartwell rose from his chair, leaving his cane leaning against the side of the control panel. He walked from the communications chamber into a much larger room and approached a metal door with a number pad in its frame.

The older man punched in a code and stood before the door as it slowly opened.

It was a room filled with Raptor costumes, from the prototype of the very first suit to the latest armored and cybernetically enhanced model.

He decided to go with one of the less flashy designs, but one of his personal favorites. It was the one he had been wearing when he revealed his true identity to the boy.

He reached for the costume, ready to suit up.

It was time for the Raptor to get involved.
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This time there were no dreams, only deep, cold darkness.

But there was a light, barely visible at first, like a single star in the night sky growing brighter by the second.

Lucas realized that this light … this star … pulsed with each beat of his heart. He found himself drawn to it, as if pulled by its gravity. But the closer he got to the throbbing light, the more uncomfortable he became.

He wanted to stop and retreat to the safety of the cold shadows, where the pain could not reach him, but the star had other plans, refusing to let him go.

And eventually he gave in, allowing himself to be pulled within the body of the star.

He tried to keep his eyes open, but it was just too bright. He tried to lift his hands to shield his vision but found he could not. His hands were bound—handcuffed—and it wasn’t a star that floated above his head. It was only a lamp.

He was lying on a small cot, hands and feet bound together.

“Where am I?” he croaked. He lay on his side, looking around at the cramped space.

Somebody was across from him. A teenage girl, dressed in a baggy sweatshirt and jeans. She was typing on a computer.

She looked briefly over her shoulder at him, her hornrimmed glasses slipping down her nose.

“He’s awake!” she called out, then turned back to the computer and continued her work.

Lucas tried to maneuver himself around to glimpse the person she was talking to, but couldn’t.

“Who are you?” he called out, nearly certain now he was a prisoner of the Science Club, but the girl just ignored him.

The suit’s strength enhancers were probably damaged, but this didn’t prevent him from trying to break free of the handcuffs that bound him; he did have nanites in his blood. With a grunt, he yanked on the chain. Excruciating pain shot through his body and Lucas let out a scream, falling back breathlessly on the bed.

The girl turned in her chair and watched him.

Is that a look of concern on her face? he wondered. Why would the Science Club give a rat’s behind if I hurt myself?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps and he turned his head to see who was coming.

It was a man who walked with crutches, his legs looking almost useless as he struggled to stand before Lucas. One half of his face was badly scarred.

He simply stood over Lucas, leaning on his crutches, staring.

“What did you do to me?” Lucas asked finally.

The man smiled and shook his head. “We haven’t done anything. It’s the nanites that are causing the problem.”

Lucas was surprised. How can this guy know about the nanites?

“They’ve used up all the biological fuel in your system to heal you from your run-in with the Science Club.”

“And the van,” the girl added.

The man rolled his eyes. “And getting hit by the van,” he repeated. “So the little mechanical bugs have started to look for other food … like muscle and bone. I imagine it can get pretty painful.”

“If you’re not from the Science Club, who are you?” Lucas managed to ask. “Some other villain looking for revenge against the Raptor?”

The man laughed, looking over at the girl sitting at the computer. She was smiling as well, and Lucas noticed how cute she was.

Bad timing or what?

“No, we’re nothing like that,” the man said. “Believe it or not, we’re the good guys.”

Lucas just stared at the man, not believing a word.

The girl got up from her chair and walked out of view.

“If you’re the good guys,” he said, watching her go, “then why am I handcuffed?”

“Only as a precaution,” the crippled man said. He reached into his shirt pocket and produced a key. “We weren’t sure how you’d react once you came to.”

He leaned in, first undoing Lucas’s wrists and then his ankles.

Part of Lucas wanted to lash out and fight his way free, but another considered that maybe these guys really didn’t mean him any harm.

The girl returned with a plate of sandwiches, and Lucas felt his stomach lurch and grumble in anticipation. He sat upright on the cot, his only thought at the moment of filling his belly.

He had to feed the nanites.

“Here ya go,” the girl said, handing him the tray.

Lucas hesitated, staring at the food. His body was telling him to eat, but …

“What’s wrong?” the girl asked. “Not into PB&J?”

“No, it’s just that …”

The girl laughed. “You’re afraid we did something to them, right?” She helped herself to a random half of a sandwich from the tray and took a big bite. “Better?” she asked through a mouthful of bread, peanut butter, and jelly.

More at ease, he took the tray from her and snatched up a sandwich. In two bites it was gone and he was moving on to another, eating so fast he could barely taste them.

The handicapped man pulled the computer chair over so that he could sit down across from Lucas, while the girl leaned against the wall with a smile. “Hungry much?” she asked, wiping a stray bit of jelly from the corner of her mouth.

“It’s no joke,” the man said. “When the nanites need fuel, they can be pretty aggressive.”

Lucas slowed down just long enough to ask a question.

“How do you know so much about the nanites?”

The man looked to the girl, and she nodded.

“Now’s as good a time as any, I guess,” he said. “Does the name Nicolas Putnam mean anything to you?” He stared intently at Lucas, waiting for his response.

Lucas was eating another half of sandwich as he shook his head. “Is that you?” he asked through a mouthful.

The man nodded. “I can’t believe he didn’t mention me,” he muttered.

“Who?”

“Hartwell,” Putnam snarled. “The Raptor.”

Lucas decided to play dumb. “I don’t have any idea what—”

“Cut the crap. I know all about Clayton Hartwell and his other identity. I used to be his sidekick,” Putnam said with pride. “I used to be Talon.”

Lucas’s eyes widened in surprise. “Talon? You were actually Talon?”

Putnam nodded. “I certainly was.”

“But I thought you were dead.” Lucas vaguely remembered the stories about the Raptor and Talon and how something really bad had happened to the team, leaving only the Raptor alive.

Putnam snarled. “He probably wishes I was, but no such luck.”

“And I’m Katie,” the girl said with a quick wave.

“Hi,” Lucas said, returning the wave before turning back to Putnam. “I don’t get it. Why would he want you dead?”

The man’s eyes became very dark. “Isn’t that what a murderer does?” he asked. “Wish people dead?”

“What are you talking about?” Lucas asked, starting to feel uncomfortable. “Are you talking about my … about Hartwell?” He caught himself.

“Don’t worry, I know all about him being your father,” Putnam said. “And yeah, that’s exactly who I’m talking about.”

Lucas set the half-empty tray of sandwiches down on the cot beside him. “I don’t like where this is going. If I were you, I’d explain myself really quick.”

“He killed my father,” Katie blurted out.

Lucas felt as though he’d been doused with freezing water. He could see the emotion in her eyes, the hurt on her face, but before he had a chance to question her more, a series of alarms began to blare.

“It’s too late for this now,” Putnam said, glancing over at the computer.

Katie went to the screen, leaning in to the keyboard. “It’s him,” she said, looking back to them.

“I figured we’d have only so much time,” Putnam said. “The whole business with him sending you into the Science Club’s hideout provided us with the perfect opportunity to meet you. I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

“You knew I was going to be there?” Lucas asked. “What, did you follow me or something?”

“Or something,” Putnam said, straining to lift himself out of the chair. “We keep an eye on whatever Hartwell is doing.”

Katie was still at the computer, her fingers flying over the keys. “He’s homing in on a signal still coming from the costume,” she said. “I think we’ve got to drop our guest right here, now, before it’s too late.”

Putnam grabbed Lucas by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

“If you value your life, I don’t recommend you mention this little meeting,” he said.

“Are you threatening me?” Lucas asked, feeling a spark of anger.

Putnam shook his head. “Not at all,” he said, escorting Lucas down the cramped hall until they reached a door.

Up until this point, Lucas had believed he was inside a building of some kind, but he suddenly realized he was actually inside an RV.

“I just think you’d be smart to keep your mouth shut until you’ve heard all the facts,” the man said. He leaned over and pulled on the latch, and the door swung open.

“And what if I don’t?” Lucas asked, stepping outside.

The RV was parked on the side of a dirt road, not too far from the waterfront. Lucas could smell the ocean in the air.

“Then I can’t be held responsible for what he does,”

Putnam said, ready to slam the door on the buslike vehicle. “Just give me a little time, and I’ll find a chance for us to talk again.”

“And when will that be?” Lucas asked.

“I’ll be in touch,” the man said.

Katie suddenly appeared in the doorway, holding his damaged mask in her hands. She bounded down the steps to hand it to him.

“Don’t forget this. And don’t let him see this,” she added, handing him a folded piece of paper.

“I don’t—” Lucas began.

“We gotta go, girl,” Putnam said, and she turned away and jumped into the RV. Lucas could still hear the sound of the alarms blaring inside.

“All I’m asking is for you to trust us,” Putnam said before he closed the door.

A moment later, the tires spun out in the dirt as the RV drove quickly away, heading back toward the city.

Lucas watched the vehicle until it was out of sight; then he turned his attention to the folded piece of paper in his hand. He unfolded it, his curiosity getting the better of him.

On the paper were nine names.

He wasn’t familiar with any of them.

Lucas flinched, suddenly bathed in a blinding light from above. Shielding his eyes against the glare, he looked to the sky to see his father’s stealth copter silently hovering over his head.

Just like the whole conversation he’d just had with Nicolas Putnam and Katie, he hadn’t seen it coming.



The ride back to Hartwell Manor was filled with questions: the ones from his father and the ones bouncing around inside his own head.

Is it possible? Lucas asked himself as the craft made its descent toward their sprawling home. Is Clayton Hartwell a murderer?

He chanced a look at the man as Hartwell dropped the chopper to the landing square at the back of the manor. He had to admit, he’d been a little surprised to see his father in full costume.

“Something wrong?” Hartwell asked as they touched down with a gentle bump.

“No,” Lucas responded. “Just surprised to see you all dressed up is all.”

“Didn’t know what I might be up against,” the older man said, climbing from the craft. “Let’s get down to the nest and check you out.”

Lucas climbed stiffly from the passenger’s side. He was amazed at how much his body still ached, even after the sandwiches. The Science Club must’ve really done a job on him.

“I told you I was fine,” he said. “I just need a hot shower and a good night’s sleep.”

“That will come later,” Hartwell said, stepping into the elevator. “I’m going to run a complete diagnostic on you, as well as on the costume, and then you’re going to tell me exactly what happened, beat by beat.”

Lucas leaned against the elevator wall with a sigh. “It wasn’t embarrassing enough, now you want me to relive it?”

“That’s how we learn,” Hartwell said, pulling his own mask off as the doors to the elevator opened onto his elaborate workstation.

Lucas followed. He was finding it difficult to put one foot in front of the other.

“Take the costume off and get up on the examination table,” Hartwell ordered. He went to one of the control panels and flicked a few switches, activating the tools he would use on Lucas.

Lucas did as he was told, but waited until his father wasn’t looking to remove the folded piece of paper Katie had given him from inside his boot. There was a bathrobe hanging from a hook nearby and he put it on, sliding the paper into the pocket.

Hartwell turned from the instrument panel. “So, shall we begin?”

The tests went on for hours. Lucas swore there wasn’t a part of him that didn’t get scanned or poked. He lay on the table, having great difficulty keeping his eyes open as his father went over screen after screen of data.

“From the looks of this,” Hartwell said, startling him awake, “you’re lucky to be alive right now.”

I don’t know if I’d call it lucky, the way I feel, Lucas thought.

“Your nanites were seriously damaged in the attack. They actually had to repair themselves before they could repair you,” Hartwell explained gravely.

“That’s probably why I feel like I got hit by a bus,” Lucas said, remembering that, in fact, he had been hit by a van.

“I’m surprised you’re not feeling worse,” Hartwell said, wheeling his chair over from the computer screens to sit beside the examination table. “Where did you go after getting out of the Kessler Building?”

Lucas shrugged. “I just ran,” he lied. “I wasn’t sure I could survive another blast from one of their guns.”

“So you just ran until I found you?” Hartwell asked.

“I think I might’ve passed out for a few seconds here and there, but yeah.”

Hartwell nodded and stood, placing a strong hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “You did well tonight,” he said.

Lucas smiled. “How come I get the idea you’re lying through your teeth?”

His father laughed. “Not at all,” he said. “I’m just glad to see you in one piece. For a while there, I thought you were dead.”

He went back to the computer to check the diagnostics on the costume, which had been hooked up to a series of sensors.

Lucas wanted to tell him who he had met, but Nicolas Putnam’s words echoed through his mind, rendering him mute.

All I’m asking is for you to trust us.

“I’m probably going to be pulling an all-nighter down here,” Hartwell said, turning from his work. “Why don’t you go get something to eat and hit the sack? We’ll see how you’re doing in the morning.”

Much relieved, Lucas jumped down from the table and padded across the cold floor of the underground lab to the elevator. He pushed the button, and as the door slid open, he stuck his hands into the pocket of his robe. The folded paper from Katie was still there.

“Clayton,” he called out.

His father turned toward him. “Yes, Lucas?”

Lucas closed his hand around the mysterious list.

He killed my father, he heard the cute girl say again, each word dipped in pain.

“Thanks for coming for me tonight,” he said.

“You’re welcome.” Hartwell turned back to his work. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Lucas responded as the elevator door closed and the car began its ascent back up to the manor house.

Good night, Lucas thought wryly. With all he had to think about, he wondered if he would ever have one of those again.
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His sleep that night was marred by bizarre dreams. He was back on the streets of the War Zone, but all the buildings were burning, and his father—fully costumed—stood staring at the neighborhood engulfed in fire.

“It wasn’t always like this,” Lucas heard his father say, before the Raptor leapt into the air.

A voice he could barely make out whispered in his ear, and he looked to see the girl—Katie—standing beside him.

Her eyes were fixed on the sight of his father—of the Raptor—circling the sky above the flames.

“What did you say?” he asked.

“He killed my father,” she said, her voice louder as she began to cry tears of blood.

The air was suddenly filled with the sounds of screaming, and Lucas saw that his father had come down to the street, fighting a gang that attacked him.

There was something different about him now. He seemed larger, the black and red Raptor’s colors he wore looking less like a costume and more like his actual skin.

The gang had dropped to their knees, covering their heads in submission. But that didn’t stop the Raptor. He attacked with abandon, picking up the surrendering gang-bangers and tearing them limb from limb.

The victims screamed as the Raptor laughed, moving from one to the other without a sign of mercy.

“You don’t want to do this!” Lucas found himself screaming, running toward the ominous figure.

The Raptor whirled on him with a snarl, eyes like two burning coals floating in the darkness. He was holding bloody, dripping pieces of one of the gang members in large, clawed hands.

“It’s time for you to wake up, Lucas,” the monstrous version of the Raptor growled, its eyes burning brighter.

“Wake up.”



Lucas awoke bathed in warm sunlight. The sudden exposure made him squirm, sending him scrambling beneath the covers like a vampire.

“What’s going on?” he grumbled, his voice rough from sleep. His heart was still racing as he remembered his dream. His nightmare.

“I’m going to be gone for most of the day,” Hartwell said, pinning back the curtains, allowing the sun’s full effect to flood the bedroom. “And I want to be sure you’re up and around.”

Lucas slowly emerged from beneath the sheet and blanket. His father was dressed in a tailored black suit and was normal size again, nothing like the monster in his dream.

“Where are you off to?” Lucas asked, pushing himself up in the bed.

“Every once in a while I have to go into the city and show my face to the board of directors,” Hartwell explained.

He didn’t look at all pleased, and Lucas was sure the man would have prefered to be back in the lower levels of the manor, in the nest, working on some new kind of gadget.

“I like to remind them I’m still alive,” the man added.

Hartwell leaned on his cherrywood cane, and Lucas noticed he looked a bit paler this morning.

“Are you feeling all right?” the boy asked, pictures of a brutish Hartwell flashing before his eyes.

“I’m good,” the older man said gruffly, turning on his heels and limping toward the door. “Our activity last night has taken a bit more from me than expected. I’ll be fine.”

Lucas threw back the covers and climbed from the bed.

“There’s plenty to keep you busy while I’m gone,” Hartwell said in the doorway. “I’ve set up a computer tutorial that will tell you about all the catalogued supervillains in the world. I’d like you to read up on them … get to know them … their strengths and weaknesses. You never know when you might run into one.”

Lucas shook his head. “You’ve catalogued all the known supervillains?”

“Do you find something strange about that?”

The boy walked stiffly to the chair in the corner and retrieved his robe. “No, it’s just that sometimes I wonder how you have time to fight crime with all your research and cataloguing.”

“It hasn’t been an easy life,” the older man said. “I made a lot of sacrifices. And I guess you could say I’m paying for them now.”

The room became deathly quiet, and Lucas felt awkward.

“I’ll see you sometime tonight,” Hartwell said, quickly turning to leave.

Lucas sat down heavily on the edge of his bed. The previous night’s activities and the memories of his nightmare flooded into his mind. What was he going to do?

Putnam had asked for time to prove he was telling the truth. Should Lucas give it to him? What should he do until then? The questions gave him a headache, but Lucas really didn’t see that there was much of a choice.

He stood up, deciding that the best thing he could do was to have some breakfast and feed his nanites. Then maybe he could start that tutorial on supervillains his father had left for him.

He put his hands into his pockets as he padded toward the door, and found the paper Katie had given him.

Again, he read the nine names. They still meant nothing to him.

He left the bedroom and went down to the kitchen for something to eat, already knowing what he would do after that.

* * *

Four bowls of cereal and two large glasses of juice later, Lucas found himself down in the lower levels of the manor, in the Raptor’s nest.

He still felt uneasy down there, as if he didn’t belong.

His costume had been laid out on a worktable, and it looked as though his father had already made some repairs to it. Lucas picked up the black mask; the cracked lenses had been replaced.

He’d be back to training again in no time.

Crossing the lab, he approached one of the smaller computer setups and booted it up. He’d surfed the Web a few times on these computers while waiting for his father to finish his own work, so he knew there was Internet access along with all the crime-fighting functions.

He sat down in the chair and took the list of names from his pocket, typing the first into a search engine.

Thomas Stanley.

He hit Enter and waited. There were a lot of Thomas Stanleys out there, involved with all sorts of things. He found one who had given a speech about advances in water purification, and another who had just been accepted into a high-profile California legal firm. Nothing out of the ordinary that he could see.

Bored with Mr. Stanley, he tried the next name.

Sheila Walker.

It was pretty much the same—multiple Sheila Walkers doing multiple things across the country. Hooray for Sheila Walker.

Lucas scrolled down the list, reading the descriptions of the various Sheila Walker Web sites. He found a Sheila Walker who had been killed in a motor vehicle accident not too long ago. That sucks, he thought, and a morbid curiosity made him click on the story. It really did suck; she was a year younger than him.

Lucas punched in the next name.

Scott Wallace.

Lucas sighed. All kinds of people floating around out there named Scott Wallace. But then something caught his eye.

Leaning closer, he scrolled down to see that a Scott Wallace had died as well. The story was from another newspaper archive, and this particular Scott Wallace had died in a mysterious house fire.

He’d been right around the same age as Lucas.

The boy’s heartbeat did a little jump. He quickly went to the next name.

Marc DiPietro.

Marc DiPietro the Elvis impersonator; Marc DiPietro with a blog about his love for pirate films. And strangely enough, Marc DiPietro who died while hiking late last summer.

Lucas’s heart began to race even faster as a picture began to come into focus. A nasty picture.

He went back to Thomas Stanley and scrolled through page after page until he found it.

Death.

On page seven of twelve, Thomas Stanley, only twenty-one years old, had passed away quite suddenly of heart failure.

He went to the next name on the list.

Tyler Devin.

A Tyler Devin had died while vacationing in Florida. Although he’d been captain of the swim team in high school, he appeared to have drowned.

And that was how it went for the remaining four names—all of them dead, all of them only a few years older or younger than Lucas. Was this what Katie and Putnam had wanted him to discover? And if so, for what reason?

Lucas’s thoughts raced, and then his mouth went dry.

What if this has something to do with my father?



Lucas quickly erased his Web history before signing off and shutting down the computer.

He picked up the crumpled piece of paper and read the names again. It wasn’t a list of strangers anymore; the names had gained an ominous new meaning.

Lucas didn’t know what to do. The supervillain tutorial was what he should have been doing, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to concentrate. He stood up and began to pace.

Thomas Stanley. Sheila Walker. Scott Wallace …

Lucas wanted to shut his brain off, but he couldn’t stop thinking about it.

“Lucas Moore.” A tiny voice suddenly interrupted his troubled thoughts.

Now he was really beginning to think he was losing his mind. He listened for the sound of his name again.

“Lucas Moore, can you hear me?”

“Hello?” he asked, walking in a circle, trying to pinpoint the location of the voice. He knew that all his senses had been enhanced by the nanites in his bloodstream, and that included his hearing.

“Lucas Moore … calling Lucas Moore.”

The voice was coming from somewhere across the room. He moved in that direction.

“Hello?” he called out again.

“Lucas?” the tiny voice squeaked. “Is that you?”

It was coming from the vicinity of the workstation where his father had been making the repairs to his costume.

“Are you here?” Lucas asked, approaching the table.

“Lucas, it’s me … Putnam,” said the voice, and finally Lucas realized it was coming from the communications system built into his mask. His father must have repaired that as well.

“Putnam?” he asked, picking up the mask and speaking into it.

“Yes, hello, can you hear me all right?”

“Took a minute to find where your voice was coming from,” Lucas said. “How are you doing this? I thought this system was exclusive to Hartwell.”

Lucas put the cowl on over his head. In his ears he heard the man laugh.

“I got a chance to study the system in your mask while you were unconscious,” he explained. “Figured it might come in handy if I needed to get in touch with you.”

“Does this have anything to do with the list?” Lucas asked.

“The list?”

“The names Katie gave to me,” Lucas answered.

He could hear Putman speaking to someone in the background. His voice sounded tense, suddenly upset.

“Hey!” Lucas called out. “Where’d you go?”

“Lucas, have you done anything with that list?”

“I did a search online,” he answered. “I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but I found something sort of scary. Each of the names … they all died in accidents.”

There was a deathly silence on the other end, and a cold finger of dread ran up his spine.

“Was that it?” Lucas asked. “Was that what you were hoping I’d find? What does it mean? Because right now—”

“You need to get out of there,” Putnam said firmly.

“What are you talking about?” Lucas asked, trying to keep calm.

“You need to come to me,” Putnam stated. “You need to come to me, and I will explain everything.”

“No,” Lucas answered, anger growing from his frustration. “No, I will not come to you.” He started to pace, his voice growing louder. “I don’t even know who you people are, for God’s sake.”

“And you know who Hartwell is?” Putnam asked bluntly. “A man suddenly walks into your life, says ‘Hey, I’m your father—and oh yeah, by the way, I’m a superhero,’ and that’s perfectly easy for you to accept? Come on, Lucas.”

“He’s proven to me who he is,” Lucas said, wanting desperately to remove the cowl and throw it across the room so he wouldn’t have to listen anymore.

But he didn’t.

“And who’s that? The Raptor? The hero of Seraph City?” Putnam asked.

“Yes, he’s a hero,” Lucas argued. “I’ve been hearing about him for as long as I can remember. … They build statues to him and everything.”

“We saw what he did to that gang member last night,” Putnam said.

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Somebody in one of the apartments filmed it with their cell phone. He looked as though he wanted to kill him,” Putnam went on. “But you stopped him.”

“He was just trying to scare him,” Lucas said, remembering how frightened he had been.

“Do you really believe that, Lucas?” Putnam asked. “If you do, we can end this here. You’ll never hear from me again.”

“He’s a superhero,” Lucas replied, certain what he was saying was true.

But is it? He remembered the horrific dream, and the reality that had spawned it.

“He would never—”

“Goodbye, Lucas,” Putnam said.

“Wait,” Lucas said suddenly. “Tell me about the list.”

“For that, you have to come to me.”

Lucas didn’t know what to say. He felt himself being sucked down into the darkness, deeper and deeper. But what if that was where the answers were?

“Will you do that, Lucas? Will you come to me and let me tell you everything?” Putnam asked.

Lucas had to know the truth.

He stopped fighting and allowed himself to be drawn into the depths.

“How do I find you?”

* * *

Lucas had actually learned to hotwire a car before he could even drive.

His mom had always said that hanging around with the wrong crowd would bring him nothing but trouble, but if he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have been able to do what he was doing now in the front seat of his father’s vintage Ford Mustang.

The man seems to love his Mustangs.

Lying across the seat, head bent beneath the steering column, he managed to get at the ignition wires and twist them together. The car’s powerful engine turned over with a roar and then idled to a purr.

“Sorry, Mom,” Lucas said beneath his breath, knowing how horrified she would have been.

He backed out, careful not to scratch any of the other fifty vehicles parked in the underground garage. He drove up a winding concrete ramp, but he was forced to stop before a closed metal door.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he said, flipping down the sun visor. “Yes!” he exclaimed when he found the garage door opener clipped to the visor. He pushed the button, and the heavy door began to slowly rise.

This is it, he thought, waiting for the door. My last chance to forget about Putnam and the names on that list.

The garage door was fully open, but Lucas sat behind the wheel for a moment, listening to the engine hum and thinking about his options. Part of him wanted to call it all off, to go back inside and begin the supervillain tutorial; but there was another part of him, one that was starving for answers, hungrier even than the nanites flowing through his blood.

Lucas stepped on the gas, the tires squealing as he peeled out of the garage on his way to answers.

There was no turning back now.



He was surprised that Putnam had just given him an address.

Lucas had half expected to be picked up in an unmarked car, blindfolded, and driven to some supersecret location.

He was to find a place called Seraphim Way. Using the car’s GPS system, he punched in the address and followed the directions that appeared on the small computer screen attached to the dashboard.

The Mustang felt very different from his pickup truck. The closest he had ever come to driving anything this fast was when he had needed to pull a vehicle into the garage for work or park it when he was done.

This car was something else. He was amazed by its response, a tap of the gas taking him from the speed limit to over in the blink of an eye. Lucas reminded himself to be careful; he didn’t need to be pulled over for speeding in a car he had pretty much stolen. He slowed down, still managing to enjoy the experience of driving the fine vehicle. He wanted to get to Putnam’s as soon as possible, but he knew not to risk it.

The answers would still be there.

From a winding two-lane road, he was directed to an exit that would bring him onto the highway going north, and he stepped on the gas, merging with the oncoming traffic.

As he drove, Lucas studied the city around him. There was something both thrilling and frightening about the place. It was a strange mixture of old and new architecture, buildings of brick, concrete, and wood mingling with towering structures of steel and glass.

It was as if two cities—one from the past and another from the future—had been crammed together to form a single place.

He could see why his mother had been sad about leaving here, and why his father had chosen to protect it so fiercely.

He wanted to know the Angel City better. To learn all her secrets.

The highway eventually took him to the outskirts of Seraph, to a lonely country road that wound its way through a heavily wooded area.

Eventually he passed a sign that read EDEN STATE PARK, and he realized he was getting close.

At a barely visible entrance, he banged a sharp right and carefully drove the sports car down an uneven dirt road. According to the GPS, Seraphim Way would be at the end of this rocky stretch.

The car bumped along. Lucas tried to steer around the most obvious dips and craters, but he found it impossible to avoid them completely. If Hartwell was going to be pissed at him for taking one of his cars, he would have a stroke for sure after seeing what the vehicle’s frame looked like after this excursion.

After a sharp bend, the road got a little bit better, and Lucas suddenly found himself coming to a stop in front of a high metal gate.

“Great,” he muttered, getting out of the car to see if he would be able to pass.

The double wrought-iron gate wasn’t locked or chained, so he was able to push it open.

Getting back into the car, he drove through the passage, up the roadway, and around a bend, which was where he saw it.

Lucas knew he had arrived.

It looked as though at one time it had been a house, or an old mansion really. Not quite as big as Hartwell Manor, but still plenty huge to Lucas.

He drove up to the front of the building and stopped. The place looked like hell. A small island of overgrown weeds punctuated the circular drive, and in the midst of it, Lucas saw something. He left the car and went to it. It was a rotting wooden sign.

Reaching down, he hauled it up, and brushing away the dirt and bugs, he read what it said.

THE HANNIFORD PSYCHIATRIC FACILITY.

A mental hospital, he thought, letting the sign fall back to where it had probably lain for years. He wondered if he should take the sign as an omen of bad things to come.

He left the circle and approached the building. It was a mess—windows boarded up, shingles fallen away to reveal rotting tar paper beneath. From the looks of it, nobody had been here for a very long time.

Had Putnam been playing with him? Making him jump through hoops like some trained puppy, just to see if he could be trusted?

“Maybe I wrote down the address wrong,” Lucas muttered, staring at the forbidding structure. It reminded him of a place out of one of the slasher movies he and his mother used to watch when he was still too young to hang out at the Trough.

“I wouldn’t go in there if you paid me,” he remembered her saying as they showed a building or house very much like this one.

Lucas smiled as he approached, doing the very thing he and his mother used to complain about.

Why did the main characters always act so freakin’ stupid?

It was the need for answers, he would tell her now, speaking from experience. The need to know … It makes you do stupid things.

He walked up the steps, the ancient wood moaning and creaking, and onto the large front porch.

Lucas could just imagine the former residents of the Hanniford, sitting in chairs, lined up in a row, getting some fresh air and sunshine.

The large double doors seemed to beckon to him. He gripped the glass knob and tried to turn it. It refused to move, and Lucas let out an exasperated sigh.

It must’ve all been a game, he thought, walking to the edge of the porch. He was about to go back to the car and return to the manor when he heard the sound from behind him.

Lucas turned to see that one of the double doors had opened. A damp, musty odor wafted out from inside.

“Hello?” he called out, cautiously sticking his head through the doorway.

The inside was as depressing as the outside.

The building was just a shell, some random pieces of moldering furniture strewn around the entryway and what looked like a reception area over to the left.

He entered, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. Muted sunshine found its way through the dust-, dirt-and grime-encrusted windows.

He walked farther into the foyer, searching for something to tell him he was in the right place.

The door slammed behind him and he jumped.

“Glad you could make it,” said a disembodied voice he immediately recognized as Nicolas Putnam’s. “Hang a right and head on down the first staircase to your left.”

“Where are you?” Lucas asked.

“You’ll see soon enough,” Putnam said.

Lucas walked down the dark corridor, found the staircase, and started down.

Putnam’s voice followed him, seemingly coming from the walls.

“Keep going until you reach the bottom,” he told him.

Lucas obeyed, heading down into the darkness. He was surprised at how well he could see, but figured it was the nanites doing their job.

At the bottom of the steps he saw that he was in some sort of basement work area, probably a laundry room. “Now what?” he called out.

“Step over to the door,” Putnam’s voice told him.

A faint red light illuminated a barely noticeable closet door at the far end of the large room. He walked toward it.

“Sorry for keeping you waiting outside,” Putman said as the old closet door, its surface covered in peeling white paint, swung open to reveal a more impressive-looking metal door.

It reminded Lucas of the doors he’d seen on bank vaults.

“Had to be sure that you were alone,” Putnam went on.

The door began to hum. Lucas could hear the muffled metallic clicking and clanking sounds as the locking mechanism disengaged.

“That you hadn’t shared our discussion with Hartwell.”

The door slid open to reveal Putnam, leaning on his crutches, in the middle of a large, well-lit room.

“What makes you think I didn’t?” Lucas asked, stepping inside.

The room was a dirtier version of Hartwell’s nest: computers and various pieces of unrecognizable technology lying around; multiple projects at different stages of completion.

“I’m a good judge,” Putnam said. “You want to know what this is all about … what it’s really all about?”

The heavy metal door closed behind Lucas with a hiss.

“Come in, and I promise to make everything clear,” Putnam said.

“What is this place?” Lucas asked.

“The Hanniford Psychiatric Facility,” Putnam began. “If you were crazy or had a problem with an addictive substance, this was the place for you … until 1975, when it was shut down for tax evasion.”

“Do you own it?” Lucas asked.

Putnam shrugged. “We borrow it. It’s the perfect location for our supersecret research lab.” The man waggled his eyebrows as Lucas followed him into the work area.

“This looks like a workshop,” Lucas said.

“That’s exactly what it is,” Putnam answered. “This is how I support my extracurricular activities. I design security and surveillance systems for big businesses, and for anybody else who can afford them.”

“Which is how you’ve been able to keep an eye on me,” Lucas added.

“Exactly,” Putnam responded with a smile and a nod.

“So if you’ve got this business, why are you hiding in an abandoned hospital?” Lucas asked.

“Because I feel safer staying out of sight,” Putnam replied.

“Who are you afraid of?” Lucas asked. “Hartwell … the Raptor?”

“Let’s just say Mr. Hartwell wouldn’t approve of what my observations of his activities over the last twenty or so years have revealed.”

They reached a workstation with two seats. Putnam gestured for Lucas to sit down.

“I think I’ll stand,” Lucas said, crossing his arms. He looked around, wondering where Katie might be.

“Suit yourself,” the older man said as he leaned his crutches against the station and lowered his disabled body with a grunt. “Don’t ever get old,” he said as Lucas looked his way. “Or have sixty percent of the bones in your body broken in an explosion rigged by supervillains.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Lucas asked, his curiosity piqued. “Is that why you stopped being Talon?”

The older man nodded. “Pretty much,” he said. “Hartwell and I … excuse me, the Raptor and I had been tracking a group of villains that had decided to team up. They called themselves the Terribles.”

Putnam paused a moment, as if he had to prepare himself for what he was about to say.

“They were responsible for a number of robberies where some innocents had been hurt, and that just made Hartwell insane. He’d had enough. He used everything at his disposal to track these guys down and bring them to justice.”

A can of soda sat on the counter and Putnam reached for it. Lucas noticed the burn scars on his hand.

Putman took a pull from the can, and continued. “The Raptor and Talon became real pains in the ass out there on the streets. We utilized every street source we could find to get our information. After we were done with them, the lowlifes of Seraph City were pretty happy to give us the location of the Terribles’ hideout.”

Putnam chuckled, bringing his hand up to touch the disfigured portion of his face.

“And I’m sorry to say they paid the price,” he said, his voice growing soft and quiet. “We were so damned cocky, we didn’t realize they were playing us.”

“Playing you?” Lucas asked, leaning back against a counter. “Who, the Terribles?”

“Yep. It was a trap,” Putnam explained. “They led us right to their door—an unfinished convention center down-town.”

“And that was where you got hurt?”

“That was where a lot of people got hurt,” the older man said. “Killed, in fact. The Terribles had captured our key informants and rigged the entire building to explode once we were inside.”

Putnam reached for his can of soda again, and Lucas noticed how badly his hand was shaking.

Lucas saw movement from the corner of his eye and watched as Katie strolled by, talking to someone on a cell phone. She took notice of him and waved before continuing on, still talking as she disappeared into another part of the workshop space.

“So the Raptor was hurt too?” Lucas asked.

“Yeah, but not as badly as me. He pulled me from the wreckage, removed my tattered costume, and brought me to the closest hospital, telling the emergency room physicians I was an innocent bystander who had been caught in the blast.”

“So nobody knew who you were.”

“Nobody knew I was Talon,” he said. “And after a while, Hartwell seemed to forget as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Being the rich philanthropist and friend to Seraph City, Hartwell volunteered to pay for all my medical expenses. That was the last I saw of him.”

“But you were his partner,” Lucas said.

“I was, but after that incident, it was like I didn’t exist anymore. As if what happened had changed all the rules, turning him into a completely different person.”

Putnam paused.

“It was as if whatever humanity he’d had was destroyed in the explosion. What left the inferno was some kind of cold, calculating machine.”

The words were chilling, but Lucas needed more. He had to know why Putnam believed this.

“Nick,” Katie said, coming into the area.

Lucas immediately straightened up, standing taller.

“Hate to interrupt, but Fabonio is insisting he speak with the system’s designer.” She held the phone out to Putnam.

The man sighed, pushing himself up from the seat and gathering his crutches.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said, placing the phone beneath his chin and hobbling out of sight.

“Mr. Fabonio?” Putnam asked the person on the other end. “Good day to you, sir. This is Robert Larrange.”

He was soon out of earshot.

“Robert Larrange?” Lucas asked, turning to Katie.

“One of Nick’s many aliases,” she said with a pretty smile.

Lucas half expected her to take off, leaving him alone until Putnam came back, but she stayed.

“I guess he was hurt pretty badly,” Lucas said finally.

Katie nodded. “Physically, as well as mentally,” she said. “When the Raptor abandoned him, it kind of messed him up more than the explosion did. Even after his wounds and bones had healed as well as they were going to, he still had some issues.”

She really is pretty hot, Lucas thought, struggling to concentrate on her words.

“He tried to contact Hartwell to find out what had happened, but every attempt went unanswered.”

“So what did he do?”

Katie shrugged. “I think he just sort of disappeared. He had money saved, and he took it all out and went off the grid so that nobody could find him. Being the Raptor’s partner had taught him some pretty amazing skills, so it wasn’t hard for him to drop off the face of the earth.”

“Did Hartwell notice?” Lucas asked. “Did he even try to find him?”

The girl shook her head. “It wasn’t part of his new mission,” she explained. “Hartwell was all about the big mission … about wiping out evil for good.”

There was a question that Lucas wanted to ask, but he didn’t know how to go about it. He didn’t want to sound like an insensitive jerk, but he had to know.

“You said he … the Raptor … he …?”

“Killed my father?” Katie asked casually.

She leaned against the opposite side of the counter, crossing her ankles. Lucas noticed she was wearing red Converse sneakers and some pretty crazy striped socks.

“He did,” she said, her voice sounding small. “Matter of fact, that was how I first met Nicolas. My dad was one of the original Terribles.”

Lucas nodded, not sure how to react when a cute girl let you know that her dad was a murderous supervillain.

“He called himself the Frightener. He was a chemist and had developed this gas that caused people to experience their deepest fears.”

“Sounds … sort of cool,” Lucas said carefully.

“Yeah, but he was a jerk. I hadn’t seen him in years. He’d left the country with the other Terribles not too long after I was born, I guess, but when he showed up dead, he actually had me listed on a piece of paper in his wallet as his next of kin.” She stared at her sneakers for a bit. “Yep, a real piece of work, but even a supervillain doesn’t deserve what happened to him. I was always under the impression that the good guys weren’t supposed to do stuff like that, y’know?”

Lucas nodded, sharing in her emotion.

“I was fifteen, hadn’t seen him in years, and I was the one who got the call to go and identify the body. Can you believe it? If it wasn’t for some old pictures my mom had hanging around, I wouldn’t even have known what he looked like,” she said angrily.

“And you think my dad … Hartwell was responsible?”

“I know he was,” she said. “It took him quite a few years, but the Raptor was taking down each member of the Terribles. They must’ve decided it was safe to come back from wherever they were hiding. Wrong. The week after he offed my dad he hung this guy called the Blade Master by his neck over the Seraph City Freeway.” She shook her head. “Not nice at all.”

Lucas was about to ask her how she knew it was his father, but Putnam returned, handing Katie her phone. “Thanks, hon,” he said as she took it from him.

“I was just telling Lucas how we met,” she said, checking her phone to see if she had any messages.

“Nice,” the former Talon said. “I’d heard about what happened to the Frightener and wanted to see for myself. You know how it is with those supervillains—they’re never as dead as you think they are.”

“He was dead all right,” Katie said, still looking at her phone.

Putnam continued. “I ran into her at the morgue. We were the only ones there.”

“My mom had passed away the year before,” Katie added. “Right then I didn’t have anybody in the world … not even a lousy supervillain for a dad.”

“She thought I might’ve been one of her father’s partners… y’know, another bad guy, but I found myself opening up to her. We struck up a conversation, realized we had similar goals, and here we are.”

“We’ve been buddies since,” Katie said with that really pretty smile. “We both had something in common with the Raptor, and we formed a partnership.”

Putman smiled in her general direction. “I felt I needed to keep an eye on her so she didn’t follow in her father’s footsteps,” he said with a laugh.

“Yeah, right, like I know anything about chemistry,” she added with a giggle.

“But she did know a thing or two about computers,” he said. “It wasn’t long before we were designing some of the top surveillance systems in the country and making a bundle.”

“All tax-free,” she chirped, and then laughed.

Lucas’s head was spinning. “Let’s back up,” he said. “My father, as the Raptor, killed your father, who was a super-villain?”

Katie looked him squarely in the eye. “Slammed him against an alley wall so hard that it broke his neck. It was not a very spectacular, supervillainy way to go.”

“And he killed other members of the Terribles as well,” Putnam added.

Lucas tried again to process the info. They were telling him his father had hurt some people … killed some people, but they were bad guys. They were supervillains who had hurt Talon, as well as some innocent people in Seraph City.

But was that enough to justify murder?

“And he hasn’t stopped there. He’s killed others since,” Putnam said.

Lucas wanted to dismiss everything they were saying. It just wasn’t possible. Yeah, his father had lost it a bit the other night, but who wouldn’t after years of trying to clean up Seraph City? And besides, where was the proof? Two complete strangers stood in front of him, spouting what could very well be lies.

Hell, they could be villains themselves, Lucas thought. He shook his head. “He’s a superhero. He doesn’t murder people. I—I’m not so sure I’m buying this.”

“Should I show him the latest?” Katie asked.

“Might as well,” Putnam answered.

Katie turned around to face one of the computers on the desk and opened a file for Lucas to see.

“What’s this supposed to be?” He leaned closer to the screen.

“It doesn’t look familiar?” Putnam asked.

It was a crime scene photo—a large body dumped in the middle of an overgrown lot.

“I still don’t—” Lucas began.

“Look closely,” Putnam instructed.

Katie hit another key and a close-up shot of the crime victim appeared. Lucas gasped. The last time he’d seen the supervillain Bestial, the monster man had been lying unconscious on the floor of Hartwell Manor.

“He’s dead?” Lucas asked, unable to tear his gaze away.

“Murdered and dumped in an abandoned lot,” Putnam said. “Forensics says he died from a massive electrical shock.”

“He was … he was my final exam,” Lucas said, staring at the villain’s blank expression, frozen in death.

“Did you kill him, Lucas?” Putnam asked flat out.

He felt both of them staring, their eyes burning into him.

“No,” Lucas answered vehemently, shaking his head from side to side.

No, but his father had wanted him to.

“I—I just beat him in a fight. I have no idea what happened to him after.”

Putnam tapped the screen with a finger. “This is what happened,” the man said. “Bestial served your father’s purpose, and then your father was done with him.”

Lucas didn’t quite understand it, but suddenly he was overcome with a sense of responsibility. “I feel like it’s my fault,” he said.

Putnam gripped his shoulder and squeezed. “It’s not,” he reassured him. “But you need to listen to what we’re trying to tell you.”

“I don’t understand,” Lucas began. The world he had just recently come to know was beginning to crumble. “He’s a hero. … How could he do this?”

“Your father doesn’t know it, but I’ve been watching him. He’s desperate now. The years of strength-enhancing drugs and steroids, along with the physical wear and tear on his body, have had a lasting effect on him. The Raptor isn’t the same anymore, and Hartwell can’t accept that. He’s doing everything in his power to correct the situation.”

Lucas swallowed, not liking where all this had gone, and where it was sure to go.

“I learned that Hartwell Technologies had started to do extensive research into nanite technology, with specific applications aimed at healing the human body,” Putnam continued.

Katie cleared the screen of Bestial’s corpse and called up a search engine. “While Nick was attempting to figure out what our scary superhero was doing with that technology, the gossip columns were filled with all sorts of stories about the eligible multibillionaire bachelor Clayton Hartwell and his numerous one-night stands.”

She pulled up some files from gossip newspapers twenty years old and scrolled through picture after picture of his father, much younger. A different woman was on his arm in each picture.

“Wait!” Lucas yelped when he saw someone he recognized.

His mother. It appeared, from the picture, that she and Hartwell had gone to the theater together.

His mother loved the theater. Especially musicals.

“You look like her,” Katie said before changing the screen.

“Believe it or not, all of this ties together,” Putnam explained.

Lucas felt sick to his stomach. “And I’m sure you’re going to explain it all to me,” he said, closing his eyes, preparing for the worst … if it could possibly get any worse.

“All the women you just saw with Hartwell … with your father,” Putnam said. “They all became pregnant with his children.”

“All of them?” Lucas asked.

Putnam slowly nodded.

“And they all left Seraph before their children were born,” Katie contributed. “There are rumors floating around that some were paid to leave, if you catch my drift.”

“My mother knew about Hartwell … who he actually was. She told me she left to protect me.”

“Which was probably the case,” Putnam responded. “But each of them left Seraph and had their babies.”

“Jump ahead twenty or so years,” Katie said. Her fingers were again flying over the keyboard. A yellow file folder appeared, and she brought the mouse arrow up to click it open.

Multiple yearbook photographs of smiling young adults appeared.

“And here they are, ladies and gentlemen,” the girl said, stepping back and watching Lucas carefully.

There were nine photos of young men and women.

And there had been nine names on the list Katie had given him.

“These are the people from the list,” Lucas said, his voice a nervous whisper.

“Bingo,” Putnam said. “And each and every one of these handsome kids is dead.”

“All except one,” Katie said. “One of the kids has managed to survive longer than all the others.”

She did something with the mouse and the nine pictures disappeared, replaced by one.

The photo was of Lucas, taken for the high school newspaper over a year ago, just before he dropped out.

“You’re the only one of his children left,” Putnam said.

“I can’t believe this,” Lucas blurted out. “Why does it have to be him?” he demanded. “Couldn’t it be one of his enemies … one of the Raptor’s enemies? That’s what he told me … and …”

“And you believed him,” Putnam teased.

“Flight plans were filed with the FCC that show Hartwell took his private jet to all the victims’ locations prior to these so-called accidents,” she explained.

Lucas’s legs felt like rubber, and he was finding it difficult to catch his breath. He squatted down, holding his head in his hands.

“I can’t believe this,” he said. “I don’t want to believe this. Why? Why would a hero murder his own children?”

He looked up at them, hoping for something that would somehow ease the fever now wracking his brain.

“It wasn’t just the children,” Putnam said as Katie nodded seriously. “In some instances the entire family was wiped out.”

“But why?” Lucas demanded. “Why would he do this?”

Putnam shrugged. “That’s something we’ve never really been able to figure out. They’ve all died … except for you.”

Lucas was about to tell the man he didn’t understand when Katie’s phone started ringing.

She took it from her sweatshirt pocket and looked at the screen.

“Who is it?” Putnam asked.

She shrugged, opening the phone. “Larrange Scientific,” she answered in her most professional voice.

Lucas slowly stood, his stomach doing backflips. He thought he might be sick, until he glanced at Katie. The color was draining from her face, and her expression was one of utter shock.

“What’s wrong?” Putnam asked, reaching for the phone. “Who is it?”

She broke the connection, appearing dazed.

“It was him,” she said, on the verge of panic.

“Hartwell?” Putnam asked.

She shook her head slowly.

“He said he was the Raptor.”
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One Hour, Thirteen Minutes, and Twenty-five Seconds Ago



Clayton Hartwell sat at the head of a long mahogany conference table. The upper management of Hartwell Tech sat at attention on either side.

They were always on their best behavior when he decided to pay them a visit. Hypocrites. He was sure they would just as soon see him hurry up and die so that the company could be turned over to the board of directors and run in a way they saw fit.

Forbes magazine said that Hartwell Technologies could be one of the biggest tech companies on the planet, bigger even than Microsoft, but its focus was too broad. It had its fingers in everything rather than focusing on a few particular areas. The company made millions, but these people wanted billions. Hartwell had never been concerned about the money, as long as he had what he needed to take care of the city.

After all, what was money when you had the safety of every man, woman, and child in Seraph City to worry about?

Hartwell swiveled in his chair ever so slightly as Timothy Cole, the head of development, droned on and on about something Hartwell probably wouldn’t have found interesting even if he hadn’t been so distracted. His gaze traveled to the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up two walls of the conference room. He could see Seraph City sprawled out below him.

Crimes were being committed while he sat, trapped at the table, pretending to be something he really wasn’t.

Murder. Rape. Arson. Robbery. Child abuse. The offenses went on and on.

He would have loved to tell them that Clayton Hartwell had indeed passed away twenty years ago. Back then, he had been Clayton Hartwell, the man who had become the hero known as the Raptor. He’d even found a sidekick, someone who shared his love of the city, someone he could train to pick up some of the slack in his duties to the Angel City.

Crime was on the rise, too much for the Raptor to handle alone.

Talon was his answer.

Staring out the window, he tried to find the location where it had happened, where Clayton Hartwell had died and the Raptor alone had crawled from the ashes.

He remembered the sound of thunder as the explosives detonated and the building fell down around their ears. The fact that Talon had survived was a blessing, but it had shown Clayton how it needed to be.

No longer would he put others at risk. It was up to him, the Raptor, to do everything in his power to see his city protected. And to ensure there would always be a Raptor watching out for them.

He had taken the time to see to Talon’s care, before making the break completely.

It was a whole new world now—one Clayton Hartwell was no longer strong enough to protect.

Hartwell would be the mask now.

Long live the Raptor.

“Sir?” he heard a voice call to him.

Hartwell looked away from the window to see Cole and the others staring at him.

He had no idea what they had been discussing, but he was about to bluff his way through when his cell phone began to ring.

The first notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony began playing, and he felt a slight chill run up and down his spine. He had programmed different rings into his cell phone to indicate certain things. This one told him there was Internet activity at the computer back at the nest.

“Excuse me a moment,” he said, turning his chair completely around to look at the phone screen.

His fingers moved across the small keyboard, instructing the handheld device to show him what information Lucas had accessed.

He imagined it was probably something of little importance—YouTube or whatever else the kids were looking at these days—but he needed to know for sure. Hartwell saw that a search engine had been used, and then he saw the names Lucas had been researching.

His jaw dropped. This was far from harmless.

“Something’s come up,” Hartwell said as he quickly stood. “I’m afraid I need to leave.”

“But there are acquisition contracts that need to be signed. …”

“What part of I need to leave don’t you understand?” Hartwell barked, feeling his patience ebb. The Raptor did not care to be questioned in any way.

Cole immediately backed down. Everyone else looked through their papers or out the window, anywhere but at him.

“Have anything that needs to be signed messengered to the manor, and I’ll take care of it as expediently as I can.”

He left his chair at the head of the table and walked to the door, holding his cane by his side.

There wasn’t even a hint of a limp.



Behind the wheel of his modified Lamborghini, Hartwell tore from the underground parking garage of the Hartwell Technologies building, heading for home.

He removed the phone from the inside pocket of his jacket and placed it in a docking bay on the car’s dashboard.

“Call home,” he instructed the phone, while the images called up in the Web search his son had done scrolled by in a separate window on the side.

He drove through the city streets with amazing precision, avoiding red lights with the help of a special mechanism similar to the fire department controls that halted traffic-signal changes until the fire engines had passed.

The phone at the manor rang and rang, but nobody picked up.

“Dammit,” Hartwell cursed, reaching out to press one of the buttons on the phone. “Override phone. Patch me to PA home system.”

He waited a moment, saying a silent prayer that the boy had been in the bathroom, or napping, and hadn’t heard the phone.

“Lucas,” he called out, imagining his voice being broadcast into every room of the manor. “Lucas, it’s me. Are you there? I believe we need to discuss something. Please pick up the closest phone.”

He waited, a ball of dread hardening in his stomach.

“Lucas?” he tried again. “Please, I know you’re probably confused by what you’ve found, but I can explain.”

Hartwell’s thoughts had already begun to dissect the situation. Where did the boy get the idea to search for those specific names?

Either Lucas had chosen not to communicate with him, or worse, he was gone.

Hartwell came to a screeching halt in front of the main entrance to his home and barreled through the front doors. “Lucas?” he called out, walking through the empty corridors, sticking his head into the equally empty rooms. The boy was nowhere to be found. Hartwell bounded up the stairs. He practically ran down the corridor and flung open the door to his son’s room.

“Lucas,” he said, bursting in and looking around. He went to the closet to find that the boy’s clothes were still there.

There was only one other place he could imagine the boy might be.

He descended the stairs two at a time and headed to the elevator that would take him down into the nest.

But if he is in the nest, wouldn’t he have heard my call? he wondered as the elevator began its descent.

Maybe Lucas was choosing not to respond, wanting to figure out answers on his own before confronting Hartwell with what he had found. That was a possibility.

Hartwell left the elevator as soon as the doors began to open.

“Lucas!” he called out, but no one answered. He was alone.

Hartwell stood in the center of his lab, looking for any sign indicating where the boy might have gone. His eyes touched upon an area in the ceiling where a camera was hidden.

“Computer active,” he said aloud, and all the systems in the lab immediately activated at the sound of his voice. “Security systems review,” he ordered as he turned toward one of the monitors.

The image of Lucas sitting before the computer screen appeared.

“Advance recording,” Hartwell instructed the voice-sensitive system.

The digital recording moved ahead, until he saw the boy complete his search, shut down the computer, and then stand still in the middle of the lab.

Hartwell’s curiosity was piqued. It appeared the boy was listening to something.

“Volume up,” he instructed the system.

Vertical bars appeared at the bottom of the monitor, showing the volume rising.

And then Hartwell heard what Lucas had been hearing. A tiny voice calling out his name.

Lucas left the vantage point of that particular camera, but another hidden in the ceiling of the lab switched on to continue the surveillance. This one showed the boy near the worktable where Hartwell had been repairing his costume.

“Lucas, it’s me … Putnam,” said the tiny voice.

The cold hand of dread that had been gripping Hartwell’s heart slowly began to squeeze.

Putnam.

Nicolas Putnam.

Talon.

“No,” Hartwell snarled at the screen, feeling his resolve beginning to disintegrate. “Don’t do this.”

Lucas had put on the cowl, making it difficult for Hartwell to hear what Putnam was telling him.

“Does this have anything to do with the list?” he heard Lucas ask the voice.

“Damn you!” Hartwell raged. “You’re going to ruin everything.”

“Each of the names,” Lucas said to Hartwell’s former partner. “They all died in accidents.”

Hartwell experienced a sudden wave of calm.

The Raptor had fully emerged. Cold, hard, calculating; it was he who would handle this delicate situation. The bird of prey watched the boy on the screen as he listened to the voice inside his helmet.

“How do I find you?” Lucas asked, and the Raptor knew what had to be done.

In the digital video, the boy removed his mask and left the lab.

The Raptor stared at the screen for quite some time, formulating his plan. There was a part of him that looked at this situation as dire, that knew nothing good could possibly come from it, yet there was still a spark of damnable humanity that didn’t want to believe it.

This one had shown such promise. He hated to think of Lucas having to go the way of all the others.

The failures.

Disturbing images flashed before his mind’s eye, images of those that had failed the tests sprung on them. He hated to think of them as anything more than test subjects. It made things much, much easier to handle.

Hartwell stalked across the lab toward the special cabinet where he stored his weapons systems and armor. He decided to give the boy a chance as he punched in the code that would open the cabinet’s wonders to him. The doors slid apart with a welcoming hiss, and he strode inside.

He’d always known that Putnam could be a problem, that he could come so close to perfection and have it all come crashing down around him.

It was enough to make anyone a little crazy.

Now Putnam was attempting to turn the boy against him.

The Raptor knew that the former Talon would not give up without a fight, so he would have to wear his most powerful costume. At the far back of the cabinet, the Raptor stealth armor hung by thick chains, like some sort of mechanical shell waiting to be infused with life. Hartwell removed his clothes and stood before the fearsome visage of the shiny black and scarlet armor. Slowly and purposefully, he began to clothe himself in the new skin that would define his true self.

A fearsome bird of prey on the hunt.

A raptor.

He hoped it wasn’t too late for the boy, that he hadn’t somehow been corrupted by his former partner’s poisonous words.

But if that were the case, he would do what was necessary.

He would put the boy down, as he had the others.

And start the process all over again.



Putnam leaned against the counter. He raised a trembling hand, passing it over the smooth side, then the scarred side of his face.

“I was afraid it might come to this,” he said with a sigh, closing his eyes.

“How did he find us?” Lucas asked, panic growing in his voice.

Putnam shrugged. “He might have stuck some kind of a bug under your skin while you were sleeping, or it could be something as simple as a tracking signal coming from the car you used to get here.”

“Under my skin?” Lucas asked, rubbing his hands over his arms. “Would he do that?”

Putnam laughed. “This is the guy who’s been killing his own children. To him, sticking some kind of tracking device under your skin is like giving you a piece of candy.”

Katie had moved to her workstation, and her fingers were clicking across the keyboard. “I’m activating all the security systems.”

“Good,” Putnam acknowledged, although he didn’t sound convinced it would be much help.

“You don’t seem all that concerned,” Lucas said. “If he’s as … as crazy as you’re saying …”

Putnam nodded. “I think he is,” he said. “And if I’m right, there isn’t anything that’s going to keep him from getting to us.”

“GPS says that he’s less than five miles away,” Katie announced.

“Maybe we can talk to him,” Lucas suggested. “Maybe there’s a reason for all this that you … we don’t even realize. Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks.”

Putnam looked as if he felt sorry for the boy. “I know what you’re doing,” he said. “I did the same thing not all that long ago. No matter what I discovered—no matter what he had done to me—I still wanted to believe in him.”

“Less than two miles out,” Katie said.

Putnam grabbed his crutches and hobbled from the work area, the boy at his heels.

“But you still haven’t answered the major question. Why would he do this?” Lucas asked. “There has to be something. …”

Putnam led the boy to a darkened area of the work space.

“You want to know what I think it’s about?” Putnam asked, flicking a wall switch.

A single bulb illuminated a glass display case.

“It’s about that.” He pointed to the costume behind the glass. Over the years he had worked on it, trying to improve it so that if the time ever came, he could wear it again. …

Lucas stood before the case, staring.

“It’s about never being able to live up to the expectations of what he believed being a hero was all about.”

The boy said nothing.

“Those he killed … his children … maybe they didn’t live up to his expectations either.”

Lucas turned his head slowly to look at Putnam. Could it be true? he wondered. Could the others have disappointed the Raptor somehow and paid the price with their lives? With a chilling realization, Lucas wondered how close he might’ve come to letting the old superhero down.

How close he might’ve come to really dying this time.

“I survived,” he said.

And Putnam nodded ever so slowly. “You did,” he agreed.

“He’s here!” Katie announced, her voice cracking.

“Let’s see how you do now.”
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The sirens were deafening.

Lucas stood with Putnam and Katie, their eyes glued to the flat-screen monitor on her desk.

“Here’s hoping our security systems hold him back,” Putnam said, watching the screen intently.

“And then what?” Lucas asked.

“I haven’t thought that far ahead yet,” Putnam said.

“That certainly inspires confidence.” Katie’s voice was no louder than a whisper.

The Raptor had touched down in front of the facility, the microjets built into his flight boots slowing his descent with powerful bursts of air that kicked up roiling clouds of dust, hiding him from their cameras.

Video cameras were everywhere, and Putnam reached out to activate them all, individual screens breaking down the single image on the monitor into multiples.

Still, all they could see was dust.

And then the armored figure emerged.

“Holy crap,” Putnam said. “He’s wearing the battle suit.”

“I’ve never seen that one before,” Lucas said, his stomach growing increasingly uneasy. It was as if Hartwell was wearing the superhero-costume equivalent of a tank—dark, sleek, and deadly.

“It’s not something he uses all that often,” Putnam explained. “He must be figuring he’s going to be up against some heavy artillery.”

Putnam moved them aside so he could sit down in the chair. He punched some sort of code into the keyboard, overriding the automated security defense systems.

He was in the driver’s seat now.

“Let’s not disappoint him.”



The dust was settling, and the Raptor scanned the grounds, using the vision-enhancing lenses in his mask, looking for signs of life.

The first thing he noticed was the Mustang.

All the cars in his vast collection were equipped with an antitheft device that emitted a signal that could be traced by most police forces. It hadn’t been any trouble at all to follow the signal using the combat suit’s advanced tracking systems.

No sign of Lucas, though. He turned his attention back to the abandoned medical facility.

He remembered this place as he started toward the stairs, a place for the wealthy to recover from the stresses of the world. He didn’t remember hearing that it had been closed, but then again, would he have even cared? This had been a place for the weak-minded, for those broken by the ferocity of a changing world.

The Raptor had his own way of dealing with such things.

A tripod-mounted machine gun rose up from a section of lawn to the right of him.

The Raptor spun toward the movement, ready to react as the high-powered weapon opened fire.

The gun roared, a seemingly endless supply of 50-caliber shells striking his armored body and driving him back.

The weapon paused momentarily as its systems reloaded. That was all the Raptor needed.

He sprang at the machine gun, grabbing hold of the firing mechanism before it could begin to spray its deadly projectiles again. The exoskeleton within the costume whined with exertion as it enhanced his strength. He ripped the heavy gun away from the tripod in a flurry of sparks and hissing electrical cables.

“You’re going to need to do better than that, old friend,” the Raptor snarled, throwing the machine gun through the front entrance.



“He’s in!” Katie announced.

“No kidding,” Putnam grumbled, working furiously on the keyboard while staring at the multiple screens.

Lucas gazed in fascination at the armored figure now standing in the entryway.

“Maybe we should leave?” he suggested, considering what his father might do to them. He was less concerned for his own safety than he was for that of Katie and Putnam.

“A little too late for that,” the former Talon said. “If we were going to abandon ship, we should have done it right after we got the call that he was on the way.”

He punched some more keys. “Don’t worry, we still have a few tricks up our sleeves.”

Lucas didn’t respond, but he was certain it was going to take a lot more than tricks to get them out of this one.

It was going to take a miracle.



More guns waited for the Raptor inside.

From trapdoors hidden in the once-beautiful hardwood floors, new weapons emerged.

The diagnostic system built into his cowl’s eyepieces attempted to determine what type of weaponry it was but could find no match in its extensive library.

It appeared that his former partner had been busy, designing something that hadn’t been seen or catalogued by anyone.

Interesting.

The guns began to spray him with a thick white liquid, and he immediately knew what he was in for.

Activating his boot jets, he tried to get above the four nozzles, which continued to spray him, but it wasn’t long before the vents in his boots became clogged with the quick-drying material and he dropped heavily to the floor.

The fluid was a liquid polymer, a kind of glue. He had read that something like this was currently being developed for crowd control, as a way of managing angry mobs. The liquid was to be sprayed, covering the perpetrators, encasing them in a quickly drying and expanding cocoon.

Which was exactly what was happening to him.

The Raptor became stuck to the floor, his upper body encased in the expanding foam. He could hear the servomotors built into the armored exoskeleton straining to break free of the sticky encasement, but with no luck.

The nozzles of the guns continued to spray him, covering him in layers of the fast-drying polymer prison.

Lying there, glued to the floor of the hospital corridor, he could just imagine his enemies laughing.

Let them laugh, the Raptor thought as he began to reroute power through the armored suit. Let them think they’ve won.

It will just make their defeat all the sweeter.



“Boo-yah!” Putman yelled as he pumped his fist in the air. “I knew that would be the one,” he said.

Lucas leaned toward the screen, as did Katie. The two were very close, and he could feel the heat coming off her flushed cheeks.

“Think that’ll hold him?” Lucas asked.

“Sure it will,” Putnam said confidently, leaning back in the office chair, throwing his hands behind his head. “That stuff is designed to incapacitate an entire mob. I doubt he’s that strong, even wearing the armor. … Probably pretty close, but not close enough.”

Putnam smiled as he stared at the screen. “I’ve got you right where I want you,” he said, a nervous hand coming up to rub at his chin. “But now what do I do with you?”

That was a good question.

“What do you do with him?” Lucas asked.

The man seemed to be thinking. “First off, we’ve got to get him out of that costume … and then we turn him over to the police.”

“The police?” Lucas asked. “You can’t treat him like a criminal! He’s the Raptor, for God’s sake!”

“He broke the law just like any other criminal,” Katie said.

“But—”

“No buts,” Putnam said. “He’s gone over the line, and he has to pay for his crimes. He may have forgotten what it means to uphold the law and to play by the rules, but I haven’t.”

“This doesn’t feel right,” Lucas said.

“He’s a murderer, Lucas,” Putnam said fiercely. “He’s crossed over that line, and as soon as you accept this, you’ll be better off.”

Lucas felt as though he might throw up.

The alarm siren that had been pealing since the Raptor’s attack fell silent.

Putnam leaned forward in his chair and studied the keyboard again. “Now what keys do I push to release the somnolence gas?” he asked, looking to Katie.

“Hold the Control key and then three Zs,” she prompted.

“Cute,” Putnam said, preparing to release the sleep gas on the upper level.

Another alarm began to ring, stopping him.

“Oh no.” Putnam rolled his chair closer to the monitor. “You sneaky son of a bitch,” he hissed.

The sprinklers had come alive, streams of water raining down on the Raptor’s frozen form on the floor above, and on them in the basement.

“What’s happening?” Lucas asked, cringing as the cold water poured over him.

“Aarrrrrrgh!” Putnam cried, typing in another code to shut down the flow of water before the delicate electronics in the basement lab could be damaged.

He didn’t answer Lucas’s question, but the boy got a sense that something was most definitely up as he stared at the screen and his supposedly incapacitated father.

The white foam that restrained him was smoking now.

“Do you see this?” Lucas asked.

Katie, blond hair matted to her head, glasses covered in water drops, moved in for a closer look. She took off her glasses, searching for a dry spot on her sweatshirt to clean them.

“He’s burning the foam!” she yelled at Putnam.

“It’s what I figured once that heat sensor went off,” he said. “The clever SOB figured out the foam was flammable and somehow raised the external temperature of the armor until it caused the foam to combust.”

The entryway of the upper floor caught fire as the foam ignited into a thick, oily smoke and hot orange flame.

“Not good,” Putnam grumbled. “Not good at all.”

The flames continued to spread, the smoke becoming thicker, and soon they lost sight of the villainous hero.

The cameras positioned in the upper levels were malfunctioning. It seemed the combination of heat, smoke, and water was too much for them.

“Dammit,” Putnam barked.

A sudden sound froze them all in place.

Lucas was pretty sure it had come from above, and looked up as jagged cracks appeared in the ceiling. Pieces of plaster began to rain down to the floor.

“Get to the safe room!” Putnam ordered, pushing himself out of the chair and grabbing at his crutches. “Go on. There’s no sense in all of us having our butts handed to us. I’ll make up something … tell him the two of you took off when we figured out he was on his way.”

“I’m not going to leave you,” Katie said.

“You don’t have a choice,” Putnam said, pushing past them on his way toward a chained metal supply cage in the corner of the basement workshop. “Go. You don’t have much time.”

The ceiling was beginning to crumble, huge chunks of plaster falling.

“What the hell is he doing?” Lucas asked, leaping out of the way as a boulder-sized piece of ceiling narrowly missed him.

Putnam had opened the door to the cage and was now inside, searching for something.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” the man said, finding what he was looking for and limping out of the cage.

Lucas wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a gun so big.



It was like the end of the world had arrived.

Lucas leapt for cover as a huge section of the floor above, and probably even the one above that, crashed down through the ceiling into the basement.

Putnam’s work space had started to fill with smoke, the multiple levels of debris that had fallen through the ceiling continuing to furiously burn. Lucas grabbed Katie’s arm, pulling her away from the fire.

And that was when he noticed something moving in the rubble.

The armored figure rose up out of the fire, shrugging off the sections of burning roof and floor as if they were nothing.

“Hello, Lucas,” the Raptor said, his voice sounding cold and metallic from within the metal cowl. “I’ve come to bring you home.”



Nicolas Putnam wasn’t afraid of death; he’d faced that beast once and lived to tell the tale.

With watering eyes and his lungs filling with smoke, the man lurched painfully toward his friends, high-powered weapon clutched beneath his arm.

He heard the Raptor speak in a robotic voice. It was almost as if any sign of Hartwell’s humanity had gone away completely.

“Get the hell back!” Putnam bellowed, placing himself between Katie, Lucas, and the heavily armored Raptor.

He aimed the gun at his former mentor, marveling at the technology that had gone into the armor’s upgrades. It’s a real shame when somebody with that much genius loses his mind.

“Nicolas,” the Raptor said, “I never wanted to believe you were capable of falling so far.”

“You should talk,” Putnam said, keeping the pulse rifle aimed at the man. “We know all about what you’ve been doing … your children, and what you did to them.”

The Raptor slowly shook his helmeted head from side to side. “You don’t understand a thing.” He fell silent, the smoke swirling around him, the dancing fire reflecting off the armor’s smooth metallic surfaces. “I know how it must look,” he offered.

Lucas moved around Putnam, desperate for a reason to believe in his father again. “Tell them you didn’t do it,” Lucas cried. “Tell them all of this is just a mistake!”

The Raptor lowered his head. “Sacrifices had to be made,” he said, his voice echoing eerily, as if from somewhere down a very long tunnel. “It was all for the greater good.”

He made a sudden movement, and Putnam reacted. He shoved Lucas back and opened fire with his weapon.

The pulse rifle had been designed to take out armored vehicles. He figured it should have some effect against the Raptor’s defenses. The multiple blasts struck the superhero’s chest plate, and he stumbled awkwardly backward, toward a pile of burning rubble.

“Go,” Putman ordered, momentarily taking his eyes from his target.

That was all the time the Raptor needed. He was suddenly there, ripping the gun from Putnam’s hands and hurling it away.

“I never wanted it to be like this,” the Raptor said, wrapping a powerful hand around Putnam’s throat. “Do you think if there was any other way, I wouldn’t have tried?”

Unable to breathe, Putnam witnessed an amazing fireworks display as silent, colorful explosions blossomed before his eyes.

From somewhere very far away, he heard Lucas’s voice.

“Leave him alone!”

And suddenly he was able to breathe again, even though he was falling backward to the floor. But Katie was there—sweet, wonderful Katie—dragging his useless body away as he gulped greedily at the smoky air.

Through the shifting haze he saw that it was Lucas who had saved him, defiantly standing up to his father.

The poor kid didn’t have a chance.



Lucas grabbed hold of the armor, trying to drive his father back.

The Raptor’s battle suit was still hot, and he could feel the flesh on the palms of his hands begin to blister.

It was almost as if his father didn’t want to fight back, allowing himself to be pushed backward. “I don’t know what they’ve told you,” he began. “But give me a chance to explain. … Everything is so complicated.”

“Complicated?” Lucas yelled. “Since when is murder so damn complicated?”

He was seeing red. He let go of his father and lashed out, his fist connecting with the front of the Raptor’s mask. He was going wild, his nanite-enhanced strength allowing him to hold his own against the armored adversary.

“Why did they have to die? Did they somehow disappoint you?”

Lucas threw a left and then a right, leaving dents and bloody smears across the front of the Raptor’s cowl.

“Not live up to your expectations?”

He was drawing back, ready to send another blow into his father’s face, when the Raptor moved and caught Lucas by the wrist.

“If only it were that simple,” the Raptor said.

Lucas struggled to break free, feeling the bones in his wrist snap with the exertion. He cried out as an armored hand swatted him across the face, leaving the taste of copper in his mouth.

“I thought you were going to be the one,” the Raptor continued. “But it looks as though I was sadly mistaken.”

Lucas spat a bloody wad onto the Raptor’s face mask. “That’s what I think of your mistake,” he said defiantly.

If Lucas thought the first slap was bad, the blow that followed was like nothing he’d experienced before. It sent him flying through the air, into the glass display case holding the former Talon’s costume, shattering it on impact.

As he lay there, gathering the strength to get up, he closed his bleeding fingers around the heavy fabric of the superhero costume beneath him.

And had an idea of how they might survive this.



Nicolas didn’t have the strength to stand, and there was no way Katie could carry him.

He hissed at her to run, but she refused to listen.

This man had become like a father to her, replacing the one who had filled her life with nothing but disappointment and sadness. This man had looked beyond her past, seeing the person she really was and the promise of her future. And she wasn’t about to leave him on the floor to die alone.

She watched in horror as the Raptor swatted Lucas across the room like a bug, and her hopes that he would be their saving grace quickly went to zero.

The Raptor then turned his monstrous attentions their way, making the hair on the back of her neck prickle.

Nicolas squirmed, trying to roll onto his stomach to retrieve the pulse weapon from where it had fallen. Katie knew he didn’t have the strength and decided it was up to her. She reached out, grabbing the weapon with both hands. She hated violence, and the powerful weapon felt completely wrong in her arms, but if it would give them a chance at survival, she was willing to make the sacrifice.

Silently, she pointed the weapon, trying to aim for the damaged areas of the Raptor’s face mask, hoping a blast from a pulse rifle to those areas would do some real damage.

The Raptor froze, his cold eyes studying her through the lenses of the mask. “You disgust me, Nicolas,” he snarled at Putnam. “Bringing a child into this?”

“I’m no child, and we’re in this together,” Katie barked, doing her best to keep the tremble of fear from her voice. “Ever since you murdered the Frightener.”

“The Frightener,” the armored hero repeated. “Yes, I should have seen. … You have the same eyes. … You’re his daughter, aren’t you?”

“Smart as a whip and a murderer,” she said, still pointing the weapon. “All the trappings of a real nasty supervillain.”

“Little witch,” the Raptor growled, springing at her.

Katie stumbled backward, firing the weapon wildly, blasting another hole in the already damaged ceiling.

The Raptor’s hand shot out before she could fire again. He grabbed the pulse rifle, bending the barrel before roughly yanking it from her hands and throwing it to the floor, useless.

Nicolas managed to climb to his knees, struggling to put himself between the girl and the Raptor’s rage.

“Nick, get back!” Katie screamed.

“I won’t—I won’t let you hurt her,” he said to the Raptor, his voice raspy and coarse.

“I wish it had never come to this, but …,” the Raptor began, reaching out a clawed, metal-gloved hand toward Putnam.

And then Katie noticed movement behind the Raptor. Something darted through the smoke, jumping across the rubble-strewn floor.

The Raptor must have noticed the change in her expression and began to turn, but he was too slow.

Lucas, wearing the old Talon costume, was coming up right behind him.
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Lucas remembered his pain when his father had struck him, and tried to give back better than he’d gotten.

He figured the only way they were going to survive this encounter was if one of them had the strength to go up against the Raptor. The obvious choice was Lucas, but without the enhancements of a supersuit, he wasn’t going to last five minutes against his father.

He liked to think fate had something to do with where his father had tossed him. Shucking his own clothes and getting into the costume, he had hoped the old Talon outfit was still operational, or this would end up being one of the shortest superbattles ever fought.

As soon as he’d slipped the cowl over his head, he could feel the mechanics in the costume come alive. The suit felt heavier and was more difficult to move in than his own, but he would just have to get used to it. It was certainly better than nothing.

Through the thick lenses in the face mask, Lucas saw what was about to happen. He leapt across the basement and landed right behind the Raptor with hardly a sound.

Lucas noticed the expression of surprise on Katie’s face and saw his father begin to turn. He drew back his fist and sent it rocketing forward with as much power as he could put into it. The blow connected with the Raptor’s chin, knocking him back and across the basement into a small kitchen area.

“Nice,” Lucas said, flexing the fingers of his gauntlet.

He checked to see if Putnam and Katie were all right. Nicolas stared at him with wide eyes, perhaps seeing a bit of his former self standing there.

“Hope you don’t mind,” Lucas said, on the verge of an apology.

Putnam shook his head. “Not at all.”

“You look good,” Katie said with a smile before turning to see where the Raptor had ended up. He had collapsed a section of wall and was now rising.

“But it isn’t over,” she added.

“Keep at him,” Putnam said, pulling himself to his feet, leaning on a broken piece of countertop. “Don’t give him time to catch his breath. Remember, he’s sick, and the suit can only enhance what he already has.”

“Right,” Lucas said.

He started to run, activating the costume’s flight capabilities. He was thankful the suit worked pretty much the same as the one back at the manor, as the jets in the soles of the boots ignited with a flash, doubling his momentum.

Lucas collided with his father, propelling them both backward. The two of them crashed into the already damaged wall with tremendous force. He heard his father grunt with the impact, and then the Raptor’s body went limp, sliding to the floor as Lucas stepped back.

The boy was elated and turned to give his friends a thumbs-up, but no sooner had he done that than he saw Putnam’s eyes bug and Katie let loose with a shriek.

Lucas turned back just in time to realize what a stupid mistake he’d made. His father was completely awake and pointing a piece of wrist weaponry that whirred and lit up as it prepared to fire at him.

Lucas’s brain told his body to move, but it wasn’t fast enough.

The Raptor fired a single concussive blast. It’s like being hit with a battering ram, Lucas thought as his feet left the ground. No, strike that. It’s like being hit with twenty battering rams at exactly the same time.

The force was so great that it picked Lucas up, launching him through an undamaged—until then—section of the basement ceiling and into the ceiling of the level above.

He fell to the floor of the first level and lay there unmoving; even with the protection of the costume, he was finding it difficult to catch his breath. Everything hurt, and the super suit was making strange noises. The less advanced technology must have been damaged by that last blast, and Lucas wasn’t sure how much longer the outfit would be able to protect him. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He had to keep Putnam and Katie safe.

He pushed himself to his feet, and then he heard the sound. It was like the roar of a fighter plane, muffled at first, but reaching full screeching crescendo as the Raptor exploded up through the floor in a cloud of plaster dust and splintered wood.

“I’m surprised you’re still conscious,” the Raptor bellowed over the roar of his boot jets.

Lucas could see that his father was getting ready to strike again. He ignited his own boosters and launched himself at the man, remembering his touch football days, which seemed a thousand years ago. He tucked his head low and plowed his shoulder into his opponent, driving him upward.

Locked in struggle, the two costumed combatants flew about the room, smashing into walls, turning plaster to white powder.

There was a sudden buzz and then a crackle inside his mask, and Lucas feared that something was about to go wrong. But then Putnam’s voice shouted over the static.

“Lucas? Are you there, Lucas?”

Temporarily distracted by the voice in his ears, Lucas let his father get the upper hand. The Raptor managed to get behind the boy and wrapped an arm around his throat, squeezing.

“Busy right now,” Lucas managed. The bracing built into the neck of the costume was affording him some protection, but he didn’t know for how long.

Lifting his legs, he directed a concentrated blast from his boot rockets that sent them both hurtling across the empty room toward a window that was boarded up. The wood shattered as the two slammed into it, sending them outside, up into the sky above the hospital.

“Are you all right?” Putnam asked. “What was that?”

“Being choked,” Lucas gasped. The braces were starting to buckle, and the pressure on his neck increased.

He bent forward, directing their flight back toward the building. Just as they were about to strike the front of the structure, he spun himself around, allowing his father to take the brunt of the blow. A section of the outside wall shattered on impact, raining debris on the courtyard below, but still the Raptor hung on.

“Listen to me,” Putnam shouted. “I think I got a pretty good look at the Raptor’s armor.”

Lucas tried to focus, but somebody was dropping a curtain over his eyes.

“There are chinks in its design,” Putnam said. “Reach behind you and use the claws on the gauntlet to find a space between the armored pieces. Force them apart. This’ll give you access to some pretty sensitive internal workings.”

Lucas was choking. He tried to move his head around, fighting to release some of the pressure bearing down on his neck.

“Don’t make this so hard,” he heard his father say, his voice cold, robotic. “Let the inevitable happen. You were the closest to perfection, but sadly not perfect enough.”

Screw that, a voice screamed inside Lucas’s brain. He drove the clawed fingers of his gauntlet back into the belly of the Raptor’s armor. Frantically he searched for a break between it and the chest plate, but it was becoming harder and harder to remain in the waking world.

His father must have sensed what he was up to and intensified his hold, trying to bend Lucas backward to hasten his death.

“Your life signs are going crazy!” Putnam’s voice suddenly screamed in Lucas’s ears. His voice sounded more and more distant as it began to grow dark.

Lucas knew he was dying and had almost resigned himself to his fate when the pointed tips of his gloved fingers found what they had been probing for. Using the last of his strength, he dug his claws into the space between the two segments of his father’s body armor. There was little resistance, and his father immediately began to struggle.

The Raptor’s grip loosened, and Lucas took in a revitalizing gulp of air. His claws tore through a thick layer of protective mesh, finding a web of wires beneath. With a powerful yank, he tore them free in an explosion of sparks.

He heard the Raptor yell and was immediately propelled away from his armored adversary. Lucas touched down in a stumble, falling to his knees as static erupted in his ears.

“Life signs are better,” Putnam said. “How we doin’, Lucas?”

Lucas looked up and felt his heart leap into his throat as he spied the Raptor, dropping out of the sky directly at him.

He didn’t even have a chance to get out of the way.

The Raptor fell on him with such force that they skidded across the blacktop driveway, stopping only when they hit the overgrown grass island that surrounded a dry concrete fountain.

“Did you honestly believe you could hurt me?” his father raged, raining blow after blow into Lucas’s masked face.

The face mask was taking the brunt of the blows, but Lucas knew it was only a matter of time before it would break and his face would be shattered. His arms flailed as he strained to get out from beneath his foe, and his hands brushed against something hard and unyielding behind his head. The fountain. Lucas reached up and back, grabbing hold and using every ounce of his remaining strength to bring the concrete decoration toppling forward onto the Raptor.

The concrete crumbled as it struck the armored superhero. Stunned, the Raptor fell to the side.

Leaping up, Lucas snatched up a large section of the broken fountain, spun around, and let it fly toward the Raptor, who was just climbing out from beneath the rubble. The concrete connected with devastating force, breaking away a piece of the damaged face mask to reveal his sweating and wild-eyed father beneath.

“That’s right,” the man said, his fevered eyes twinkling. “Show me what you’ve got.”

The Raptor charged, and Lucas braced himself as the two of them collided.

“Show me that I was right about you,” the older man growled, swinging wildly at the boy.

Lucas dodged to the right and left, evading his father’s blows.

“Right about me?” Lucas asked, his anger the only thing keeping him on his feet. He moved aside as a punch flew by his mask. Seeing his opportunity, he took it, driving his own fist into the exposed flesh of his father’s face.

The Raptor’s head flew violently backward, and he fell into the high grass and weeds.

“Tell me,” Lucas demanded as he stood over his father. “Tell me why they had to die.”

“You know why,” the Raptor said. Slowly, he climbed to his feet, swaying a bit as he stood. “I’m dying, and the city needs someone to protect her.”

Lucas shook his head. “That’s not good enough. That’s not good enough to justify murder.”

His father lifted a gloved hand to his damaged face. The entire right side had started to blacken and swell. “It wasn’t murder,” he said. “They just failed to pass the test I presented them with.”

“Test?” Lucas shrieked, stomping forward and pushing his father.

The man staggered back but did not attack.

“Yes, a test,” the Raptor explained. “I hoped that at least one of my children would be strong enough to carry on my legacy. But to do that, they had to be tested.”

Lucas felt as though he was suffocating. He ripped the mask from his face.

“So what was my test?” he asked, already knowing the answer, but hoping—praying—it wasn’t true. He threw his mask to the rubble-strewn ground. “It wasn’t the Science Club, was it?”

Hartwell nodded. “Oh, it was. … They were most definitely responsible for the attack on your home, and for the death of your mother.”

Lucas couldn’t help himself, lashing out again at the old man and knocking him to the ground.

“You told them where I lived … where to find me. Their attack—their attack was my test.”

Hartwell slowly nodded, thick black blood oozing from his swollen lips. “Yes,” he said simply. “I was hoping you’d never have to know about that. You survived everything I tossed at you that day. The men I hired to attack the trailer park had strict orders to kill you if they could, but you survived, son.”

He paused, staring intently. “You passed the test.”

The words echoed through Lucas’s mind, reverberating over and over, but still he could not believe them.

“You killed my mother … to test me?”

“You refused my other offers,” the Raptor explained. “What did you expect me to do? You didn’t realize how important this was to the city. I had to give you an incentive…. I had to show you the depths of the evil that is out there … show you why somebody like me”—he paused and pointed to Lucas—“somebody like you is needed.”

From the mask on the ground came the sound of Putnam’s voice. “Lucas? Are you all right? Are you there?”

But Lucas wasn’t hearing anything other than the roar of blood in his ears.

“My mother died so you could get me to do what you wanted,” Lucas said through gritted teeth, reaching down to grab his father by the armored shoulders.

The Raptor struggled weakly, but Lucas could tell that the fight had gone out of him.

“You had her killed to show me about evil?” Lucas screamed, shaking him. “I could have learned all I need to know about evil just by looking in your eyes!”

The rage had gotten the better of him. He didn’t even realize what he was going to do until he was doing it. Straining the servomotors of his exoskeleton, he picked his father up and tossed him toward the Mustang parked in front of the hospital.

The Raptor hit the car with the force of a freight train, windshield and windows exploding in a shower of glass as the vehicle bent around the armored man.

Lucas took deep breaths, trying to calm himself. He stared at the still shape of his father, caught within the twisted embrace of the vehicle, and oddly enough, he began to fear he might have killed him.

That he too might have crossed that terrible line.

The Raptor stirred with a grunt, and Lucas breathed a small sigh of relief.

“You realize I’ll need to deduct the cost of the Mustang from your allowance,” the Raptor quipped.

The metal of the car screeched and groaned as his father tried to extricate himself from the vehicle’s twisted hold.

Too late, Lucas noticed the puddle that had started to form beneath the ruptured gas tank. As the Raptor moved, light flashed and sparks sprayed from beneath his damaged chest plate, and suddenly the gasoline ignited into a sea of fire.

“No!” Lucas screamed, bounding across the courtyard toward the growing conflagration.

But a tiny voice inside his head told him to let the man burn.

A voice that sounded an awful lot like his father’s.

* * *

Lucas darted into the flames, his eyes scanning the blackened, twisted metal for a sign of his fallen father. The air had become superheated, searing his lungs and scorching the exposed flesh of his face.

He found the man lying on his stomach. He’d managed to free himself but was now surrounded by burning puddles of gasoline.

Shielding his face, Lucas jumped over the burning lakes of gas and knelt beside his father, carefully turning him over. The Raptor’s face was burned, but his body appeared to have been protected by his armor.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” Lucas said, preparing to lift the man into his arms.

“No,” the Raptor protested, suddenly conscious.

Lucas leaned back, staring in confusion.

“Let me die,” the Raptor said, waving the boy away.

“Is that what you would do?” Lucas asked coldly.

The Raptor stared with one eye, the other swollen shut. “The strong survive and the weak—”

“Shut the hell up,” Lucas said, and yanked him up from the ground. He hung his father’s arms over his shoulders and tensed the muscles in his legs, praying that the Talon exoskeleton had enough juice left to carry both of them.

Lucas leapt, the powerful jump taking him over the lake of fire to the courtyard beyond. He touched down in a crouch and let his father slide from his grasp to the ground.

The Raptor lay there, his body wracked by powerful coughs.

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” Lucas asked, kneeling beside him again.

The man shook his head. “Must finish … must finish the test,” he gasped.

Lucas didn’t understand. “Finish the test?” he asked, grabbing hold of his father’s arm in a steely grip. “What are you talking about?”

Putnam and Katie had come from the building, and he looked to them for possible answers. But they seemed to be as much in the dark as he was.

“Should have let me die,” the Raptor whispered. “It would have been over then.”

The man rolled over onto his side, his fingers probing at a band around his wrist.

“Watch him,” Putnam warned.

Lucas reached out and grabbed his father’s arm, but not before he had managed to punch a numbered code into a small keypad.

“What have you done?”

“You’re still not quite ready,” the Raptor said. “Mercy lives in your heart.” He shook his head sadly. “For this city to survive, you must have none.”

The mechanism around his wrist began to emit a series of blips and beeps.

“What did you do?” Lucas demanded again, squeezing his father’s wrist so tightly that the metal of the man’s gauntlet began to bend.

The Raptor winced in pain but did not try to pull away. “I’ve begun the final test,” he said. “To show you what happens in these new and terrible times when you show your enemies compassion.”

Lucas felt a chill go down his spine. If this man could kill his own children to achieve his twisted goals, what else was he capable of?

“Tell me!” he shrieked, yanking the man up from the ground and shaking him.

“I’ve activated a small-yield nuclear device,” the man said sleepily, fighting to keep his eyes from shutting.

“Oh my God,” Katie gasped.

Lucas shook him again. “Stay awake!” he commanded. “Why would you do this?” He was getting tired of asking the madman the same question over and over again. Why? Why? Why?

The Raptor smiled, his teeth stained pink with blood. “You had your chance, boy,” he said, and started to laugh. “It could have all been over if you’d let me die. Now you still have something to prove. Show me you’ve got what it takes to keep her safe. It’s out there someplace … hidden in the Angel City, and will detonate in …”

He thought for a moment, the unswollen eye beginning to close.

“Less than thirty minutes … unless you can stop it.”

Lucas dropped his father’s body to the ground and turned to the others.

“What are we gonna do?” he asked, panic on the rise.

They were all silent, but a look of steely determination came over Putnam’s face.

“We’re going to stop it,” Putnam said. “Or die trying.”



Lucas was retrieving his face mask when the new sounds began.

“What now?” he asked, exasperated, turning to see Katie and Putnam stepping back as his father’s body began to rise from the ground on twin jets of fire.

“Must be some kind of escape command,” Putnam said, shielding his eyes as he watched the Raptor arc into the sky. “Must’ve been activated once the final test was started.”

“The jerk is probably being flown to safety,” Katie said with a snarl.

“I’ll go after him,” Lucas said, slipping on his mask and preparing to activate his own flight capabilities.

“There’s no time,” Putnam said. “If we’re going to save Seraph City, you’re going to need to get there pretty damn fast.”

“This is pointless. Once I get there, what do I do?” he asked, frustrated. “I haven’t any idea where he could have hidden a bomb.”

“So, what, then?” Katie spoke up. “We’re just going to stand here and wait for it to detonate? I don’t think so.”

“But—” Lucas began.

“Get into the air,” Putnam said, awkwardly turning and heading back to the abandoned hospital with Katie’s help. “I’ll man the command center and use some of the diagnostic instruments built into the suit. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Lucas watched them go, pretty sure he’d never felt quite so useless in his life.

Katie turned to look at him. “What are you waiting for?” she asked, gesturing wildly toward the sky. “Go … fly!”

He activated his boot jets and rocketed into the sky in the direction of Seraph City. He was thinking about all the people who lived there, going about their day-to-day existences, never realizing the fate that was so close to befalling them.

Putnam was right. He had to do something, anything, to keep his father’s plan from being carried out.

It wasn’t long before he was over the city, and a crackling in his ears told him Putnam was checking in.

“I’m over the capitol building right now,” Lucas said. “Any chance this might be the place?”

“Too political,” Putnam said. “He’s trying to make a statement about weakness … about the consequences of weakness.”

Lucas angled away from the golden dome of the capitol and flew toward the financial district. Using the magnifiers built into the eyepieces of his face mask, he scanned the crowds milling about the streets below.

“I’m over downtown. If he wanted to cause the most casualties, this would be the place,” Lucas informed his copilot.

“It’s a possibility,” Putnam said. “But I still don’t see it relating to his point.”

“Aren’t there any instruments built into this suit that might help locate this thing?” Lucas asked. “It is a nuclear bomb, right? Maybe there’s radiation leaking from it or something?”

“I’ve got all the scanners running, but so far there’s nothing. He’s probably got this bad boy shielded up pretty good just for that reason. Remember, this is a test. He wants us to be able to figure this out, but he isn’t going to make it easy. The clues are there; we just have to pull them all together.”

Lucas zoomed by the window of St. Sebastian’s Hospital. A small child was sitting in a wheelchair by the window, and he caught the excited expression on her face as she spotted him.

That was what it was all about, the whole hero thing, and why he couldn’t let them—the citizens of Seraph City—down.

It was what his father had been trying to show him in his own, twisted way—the hope that heroes brought to others. The responsibility they had to protect the weak.

When did it all go wrong for him? Lucas wondered. When did the message become so distorted?

And then he recalled something Putnam had said. Something Lucas had found incredibly sad.

It was about the trap set by the Terribles.

“It was as if what had happened changed all the rules for him, turning him into a completely different person,” Putnam had said. “It was as if he’d been turned into some kind of cold, calculating machine.”

And suddenly it clicked. Lucas stopped flying as he tried 191 to gather his thoughts.

“What’s going on, Lucas?” Putnam asked. “Is everything all right? Should I run a diagnostic?”

“Shut up a minute, would you?” the boy said. “I’m trying to think.”

“Well, think fast, because we’ve got less than twelve minutes to go before Seraph City is swallowed up by a mushroom cloud.”

“When did it all change for him?” Lucas asked, his boot jets blazing, holding him steady in the air.

“Who, Hartwell?” Putnam asked.

“He wasn’t always this way,” Lucas continued. “What changed him?”

“After the business with the Terribles … after their trap was sprung and all those people who depended on him to protect them died.”

“Right,” Lucas said.

“Are we going someplace with this?” Putnam questioned.

Lucas continued to hover, trying to follow the thread of his thoughts. “He told me that on that day, he felt he had died—that everything that made him human was taken away in the flash and roar of an explosion.”

And then Lucas knew.

“The memorial,” Lucas said.

“The memorial …,” Putnam began. “Oh, crap, you might be right.”

Lucas started to angle his body toward the memorial where the old convention center had once stood. He heard the growl of an engine and the hiss of spinning rotor blades, and a police helicopter was suddenly in front of him.

An officer was leaning out of the passenger seat, a bullhorn at his lips. “Drop to the street immediately. If you do not comply, we will …”

“Is that the police?” Putnam asked.

“Yeah,” Lucas replied.

“Well, get the hell out of there. You don’t have time for their nonsense,” the older man ordered.

Lucas did as he was told, giving the cop a little wave as he spun himself away and took off with a blast of his rockets.

“Hartwell really seemed put off by the statue,” Lucas recalled. “Said it was a memorial to his failure.”

He flew above the building zone, activating the retrorockets in his boots to begin his descent. Landing, he ran to-ward the small plaza where the monument stood.

“All right, I’m here,” he said, looking around, trying to keep his growing panic at bay.

Construction workers from the nearby sites had seen him land and were slowly making their way toward him.

“Oh, crap, I’m getting an audience,” Lucas said as the workers approached.

“Ignore them. We haven’t much time,” Putnam said. “Check out the statue. Look for signs that it might have been tampered with.”

Lucas walked around the statue, carefully examining it.

“Hey,” he heard one of the workers yell. “You supposed to be Talon or something?”

“Please step back,” Lucas said, trying to keep his voice authoritative.

“What’s going on?” another asked. “Something wrong with the statue?”

Lucas ignored the question, turning on the magnifiers in the lenses of his mask.

“Anything?” Putnam asked.

“Nothing,” Lucas answered, his hopes starting to wane. “How much longer?”

“Five minutes.”

“Hey, superhero guy!” another of the construction guys called out. “I told them to be extra careful when they were moving it last week, so it’s the city’s fault if they’ve fouled it up somehow.”

Little bells went off inside Lucas’s head. “The city moved the statue?” he asked.

The worker nodded. “Yeah, they wanted to make the base more secure or somethin’.”

“Did you hear that?” Lucas asked Putnam as he knelt down near the base.

“Like music to my ears,” Putnam replied. “What do you see?”

“Looks like fresh concrete around the base,” Lucas answered.

“You realize you’re going to have to move it,” Putnam said.

Lucas had figured as much. He glanced quickly at his audience. There wasn’t any time for subtlety. Exerting his full strength, enhanced by the exoskeleton, Lucas pushed on the statue with all his might.

Bolts popped and concrete cracked as the bronze statue toppled onto its back.

The construction workers went wild, screaming at him, running toward him as angry words spewed from their mouths.

“Get back!” Lucas screamed, and thankfully, between the costume and the sound of his voice, he was just scary enough to get the reaction he needed.

“Anything?” Putnam asked.

Lucas looked down into the hole that had been left in the base. At first all he could see was broken concrete, but as he moved aside some pieces of stone, he saw it—a black box.

“Think I’ve got it,” he said, carefully lifting the box from the hole.

“If you don’t, we’re screwed,” Putnam reminded him. “We’ve got two—make that one minute, fifty-eight seconds remaining.”

Lucas tried to ignore the words as he gingerly placed the box on the ground before him and pulled back the lid. His heart skipped a beat as he gazed at a small nuclear explosive. He’d had no idea they could be built this small.

One minute and forty-six seconds, the digital clock on the face of the device informed him.

“What next?” Lucas asked, far more calmly than he had ever dreamed possible.

The crowd was moving closer again, and he screamed at them to keep back.

“Hey, look at the device again, will you?” Putnam shouted in his ear. “I’m trying to figure out how to disarm it.”

Lucas could hear Katie in the background saying “crap” over and over again. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“There’s not enough time,” Putnam began. “I don’t know how to—”

Lucas didn’t wait for him to finish. Pure instinct kicked in. He snatched up the box and leapt into the air, his boot jets igniting with a roar, propelling him upward on plumes of smoke and flame.

“Lucas, what are you doing?” Putnam demanded.

“The only thing I can do,” Lucas answered. “I have to get this thing as far away from the city as possible.”

“Lucas, you know that armor isn’t strong enough to—”

“I’m not stupid,” Lucas said as he felt the air growing colder. It was becoming harder to breath.

He held the box out before him, watching the timer clicking down.

Thirteen … twelve … eleven …

He couldn’t decide if this was the bravest thing he’d ever done, or the stupidest.

Ten … nine … eight… seven …

He gripped the box, pulling back his arm, preparing to give it everything he had … the costume had … to toss the explosive as far away as possible, out of the atmosphere, if he could.

The numbers ticked down in his mind’s eye.

Six … five … four … three …

Lucas threw the box high into the sky and gunned the rockets in his boots as he spun away, hoping to outrun the shock wave that could very well pummel him senseless.

Two … one … zero …

He pressed his arms to his chest and descended in a free fall, like a bullet shot from a gun, waiting for the explosion.

An explosion that never came.

He considered that he might have counted wrong, but he’d seen the clock. It was impossible that he’d been that far off in his calculations.

He fired his retros, slowing his descent, and brought himself to an upright position, scanning the open sky for signs of impending doom.

“Lucas?” Putnam called out tentatively.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“What happened?”

“There wasn’t any explosion,” Lucas said.

“The bomb was a dud?”

Lucas’s voice was grave. “I don’t really know what it was.”
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Lucas dropped from the sky, his descent kicking up dirt and dry leaves as he touched down in the driveway in front of Hartwell Manor.

“I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Putnam said in his ear.

“I don’t care what you think right now,” Lucas retorted, walking up the marble steps to the front door.

“The fight with the Raptor did some serious damage to that battle suit. You’re functioning at only forty-three percent efficiency.”

“Better than nothing,” Lucas said, lifting his leg to kick at the heavy wooden doors.

The doors flew from their hinges and sailed through the foyer, bouncing noisily off the walls. Lucas knew this would be where he would find him. His father.

His enemy.

“That was subtle,” Putnam commented.

“Shut up.” Lucas stalked through the house to the elevator that would take him down to the lab.

“How close are you?” he asked Putnam as he pushed the button, somewhat startled when the doors slid open to grant him access.

“Should be there shortly,” Putnam answered.

Lucas stepped into the elevator, looking around, expecting some kind of trap to be sprung. But nothing happened as the doors closed and the elevator began its descent to one of the manor’s lower levels.

Down there was where Hartwell really lived. The upper floors of the mansion were just a mask, like the mask of humanity his father wore to hide what he had become.

The elevator came to a stop, and Lucas braced himself. The doors parted and he tensed, holding his breath, but again nothing happened.

Cautiously, he stepped out.

Clayton Hartwell was slumped in his chair before the multiple computer screens. His Raptor armor was in pieces on the floor around him, and he sat nearly naked in his underwear and a bathrobe.

It appeared the man was sleeping.

Lucas moved closer and saw Hartwell jump as the heavy footfalls awakened him with a start.

Hartwell turned, then smiled. One side of his face was badly burned and it looked incredibly painful. Slowly raising his hands, he started to clap.

“What’s that for?” Lucas asked.

“You’ve succeeded,” Hartwell said, his hands dropping back limply to his lap. “You passed with flying colors.”

“The bomb was a fake.”

“Oh no,” the old man said feebly. “It was very much the real thing.”

“But it didn’t go off,” Lucas retorted.

“Because I shut it down,” Hartwell said. “You achieved what you were supposed to. You found the bomb.”

It felt like a hand of ice closing around Lucas’s heart.

“But—but what if I hadn’t …?”

Hartwell sighed, leaning his head wearily back in his chair. “Then Seraph would have been destroyed … all its evil finally purged from the earth.”

The man seemed to drift off before speaking again.

“For a while there, I must admit, I had my doubts, but deep down … deep down I knew you were the one.”

Lucas felt the anger coming back, the anger that could very easily cause him to do something he would most assuredly regret later.

“You would have murdered all those people … all those people you were supposed to be protecting?”

Hartwell’s eyes snapped open, and Lucas stepped back from their intensity.

“It would have been too late for them,” Hartwell snarled. “Without me … without somebody to protect them … the evil would have won, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.”

He began to cough, and Lucas suddenly realized how fragile the man had become outside his costume. His skin was pale, almost glowing in the faint light of the nest, and he looked as though he might shatter if the violent coughing continued.

“Time is running out,” Hartwell wheezed. “My body is degenerating far faster than I anticipated. Decades of strength-enhancing drugs are finally taking their toll.”

“If only you could hear yourself,” Lucas told him. “I think they’ve also made you completely insane.”

Hartwell’s eyes opened wide and he pushed himself up in his seat. “I did what had to be done!” he yelled. “I knew I would never be strong enough, and only the strongest will survive what is coming.”

His expression started to soften, a smile gradually forming on his sickly features.

“The strongest is you,” the old man said. “The city will never be denied its protector … its Raptor. You’ve earned that title.”

“No,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “I don’t want it. The name is dirty now! It’s covered in too much blood.”

Hartwell sadly nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “Too much blood indeed.”

With some exertion, he turned the chair toward one of the computers, trembling hands reaching out for the keyboard.

“I’m not going to fight you anymore,” Lucas said. “It’s over.”

His fingers poised above the keys, Hartwell glanced over his shoulder at him. “So true,” he said as he quickly typed.

“It’s done.”

* * *

Silently Lucas cursed himself for once again letting his father get the best of him.

He fully expected clouds of poisonous gas to fill the Raptor’s nest, a shrieking alarm bell warning of imminent self-destruction. A pack of robot dogs trying to tear him apart would have been interesting as well.

But only a faint hum came from one of the many computer modems, and then nothing but the usual nest noises.

He was about to ask his father what he had just done when the cavalry arrived.

Or at least Putnam and Katie.

Putnam, using his crutches, didn’t look all that bad, considering what he’d been through that afternoon. Katie, for her part, was holding a nasty-looking pistol that would have put the blasters in Star Wars to shame.

“Where is he?” she asked as they joined Lucas.

“He’s over there.” Lucas motioned toward the monitors. “Don’t worry, I think he’s pretty much harmless now … but he did just do something on the computer.”

“Oh, great,” Putnam said, moving around the boy. “What insanity are you responsible for now, Clayton?”

Lucas noticed that the old man had retrieved one of his armored gauntlets and was now wearing the heavy glove.

“Nothing to concern you, my friend,” Hartwell told him. “Just making sure the recipient of my legacy will have all he needs to continue the battle, now and into the future.”

He swiveled in his chair toward the multiple monitors. “It’s all his,” he said. “To the only surviving heir of the Hartwell empire … He owns everything.”

Lucas felt as though he’d been kicked.

“No way,” he said.

Standing beside him, Katie looked as stunned as he did.

“I—I don’t want it.”

“But you’ll need it to face your future,” Hartwell said. He seemed to be getting weaker, his breath coming in short gasps.

“You keep talking about my future,” Lucas said.

“It … it is something … you will need to … face on your own.” The older man struggled with his words. “It’s too late for me now,” Hartwell said, slowly starting to raise his gloved hand.

Putnam moved back, not sure what the old man was up to.

“Just want … want you to know how sorry I am … it all turned out this way …,” he said. “And how proud I am … to have been … your father.”

Hartwell grabbed his own throat with the heavy metal gauntlet.

“What are you—” Putnam began.

“Time to go” were Hartwell’s last words as he activated the weapon built into the glove, unleashing the full effects of a concussive-force blast at very close range.

Ending his life by his own hand.



They found an old sheet in a corner of the workshop to cover the body.

Lucas was still in a state of shock.

He was sitting with Katie at the back of the nest while Putnam busied himself trying to figure out what Hartwell had done on the computer.

“Are you all right?” she asked softly.

“Yeah.” He had removed the Talon helmet and was holding it in his hands. “I never wanted to be a superhero,” he explained. “I doubt that anybody coming out of high school decides this is what they want to do with the rest of their lives, y’know?”

She nodded.

“The only reason I put the costume on was to get even with the guys who killed my mother.”

“And you’ve done that … kind of,” Katie said with a shrug.

“Yeah, I have,” he answered. He was still staring at the helmet. It was damaged, some of the black paint scraped away.

“Now what?” he asked, looking at her.

The girl shrugged. “I guess that’s up to you.”

Putnam came over, swinging his body forward on his crutches.

“It appears he’s been planning this for quite some time,” the man said. “By entering that command into the system, he got the ball rolling. Everything has been signed over to you as his last living heir.”

Lucas was still in shock.

“Congratulations,” Putnam said. “You’re probably worth billions.”

Lucas’s eyes were drawn to the sheet-draped figure still in the office chair across the way. “What are we going to do with him?” he asked.

Putnam looked toward the body as well. “That’s been taken care of too. We’re to bring the body to his room and wait for a funeral home to come and pick him up.”

“Isn’t how he died going to cause some problems?” Katie asked curiously.

“Like I said, it’s all been taken care of. The medical examiner has already signed off, and the funeral home is extremely discreet. The undertakers will take it from here.” Putnam shook his head in disbelief. “It appears he thought of everything.”

They were silent then, each of them alone with their own thoughts.

“So, Lucas,” Putnam finally said. “It would be a real shame to see all this … technology go to waste.” He gazed around at the crowded nest, which was overflowing with machines. “What are your plans?” he asked. “Are you going to leave crime fighting behind you, or are you seriously considering taking up the mantle?”

Lucas stood and set the Talon helmet down on a crate of machine parts. Without a word, he turned away and headed for the elevator.

He stopped as the doors opened to admit him, and turned.

“If you’re interested, I’m going to need a new costume,” he said, and glanced down at himself.

“This one’s looking a little rough.”



epilogue

Four Months Later



Lucas was tempted to drink the champagne.

How many fancy crystal glasses of the stuff had he been offered, only to leave them scattered, untouched, around the various dining establishments and rooftop parties?

Lucas Moore was Seraph City’s newest celebrity, the previously unknown heir to the Hartwell fortune. Clayton Hartwell had been one of the city’s most fascinating individuals, and while most people were very sad to hear of his passing, they now had someone new to occupy their thoughts.

Tonight was a party in honor of Lucas—another party in his honor. It was the third this week. He had to wonder if the wealthy had anything to do with their time other than plan parties.

A man approached with two glasses of golden liquid and ice. He offered one to Lucas. “A real pleasure to meet you, Lucas,” he said with a smile. His skin was perfectly tanned, his hair stylishly messy. “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

Lucas smiled sadly and shook the man’s hand.

“Thank you,” he said. How many times had he uttered those same words in the last four months? How many hands had he shaken, and how many cheeks had he kissed?

Too many.

“All right, you might want to pay attention to this one,” Nicolas Putnam said in his ear.

Lucas was wearing a small, nearly invisible communications device that Putnam had just recently perfected. It was something Hartwell Technologies was planning to put on the market by the end of the year, but until then, Lucas was giving it a test run.

He was also wearing special contact lenses with built-in microcameras that allowed one of his tech specialists back home at the nest to see exactly what he was seeing.

“This is Stephen Oxford, and his company, Ox-Tech, is currently under suspicion for secretly selling biological-weapons technology to the highest bidder. Needless to say, the buyers aren’t the nicest of people,” Putnam finished.

Lucas was still smiling falsely and shaking the man’s hand.

“You should come by the marina,” Oxford said to him. “We’ll take the yacht out for a spin, make a day of it.”

“That would be awesome,” Lucas lied.

The man left. Lucas watched him go, pretending to drink from the glass of scotch.

“What a scumbag,” Lucas muttered so only Putnam could hear.

“Welcome to the world of movers and shakers, my son,” the former sidekick commented. “These are the sharks you will be swimming with for a long time to come.”

“Great,” Lucas sighed, already tired of the whole party scene.

He set his latest untouched drink down on a table. He glanced around to find that others had seen he was standing alone and were starting to make their way toward him, like predators zeroing in on their prey.

“I hate this,” he said, preparing for more mind-numbing conversation with the city’s supposed elite.

“Then you might want to consider getting out of there,” Putnam commented.

Lucas’s heart did a little flutter. “Why, what’s up?” he said, already moving toward the nearest exit.

“Just eavesdropped on a police call to a convenience store on Madison. Looks like we’ve got an armed robbery that’s escalated into a hostage situation.”

Lucas smiled and waved at the predators as he ducked out the rooftop door and headed for the stairs and the lobby of the swanky hotel.

“Does Katie know?” he asked, strolling past the security desk and through the revolving doors.

“On her way,” Putnam said.

Lucas had just reached the curb when the shiny black limousine pulled up. The window on the front passenger’s side came down with a mechanical whine.

“Need a ride, mister?” Katie called out.

Lucas couldn’t help smiling as he opened the rear passenger door and climbed into the spacious backseat.

“How was the party?” she asked as she pulled the limo into traffic.

“Same as all the others,” he said. “They blend together after a while.”

He removed the tiny earpiece and stuck it in his shirt pocket. There was a metal carrying case on the seat beside him, and he opened it. Lucas felt a tingle of excitement, as he always did these days when he looked at its contents.

“That’s hot off the presses,” Katie said. “Nicolas and I just put the finishing touches on it this afternoon.”

“Cool,” Lucas said, reaching inside the case.

“I guess things are getting pretty tense over on Madison,” Katie said, leaning her head back slightly to speak to him through the open rectangular window between the driver and passenger areas of the limo.

“Then we should probably hurry,” he said, starting to unbutton his shirt. He could see she was still watching him in the rearview mirror.

“I’ll never get used to seeing that,” she said.

“What, me taking my clothes off?” Lucas asked.

“No, watching a real-life superhero appear before my eyes.”

“Now you’re just trying to embarrass me,” he said, reaching out to close the partition.

“Party pooper,” Katie said, her voice now coming over the speaker system in the backseat.

Lucas was amazed at how good he’d gotten at this—getting undressed and putting on his costume in the backseat of a moving limousine.

“How close are we?” he asked, putting on the last touches of the new outfit.

“Not close enough, I’m afraid,” Katie said. “We’ve got some serious traffic issues.”

“Then find someplace discreet to park so I can get there under my own power,” Lucas ordered as he slid on his gauntlets.

Using her amazing memory of the Seraph street layout, and a GPS that would make NASA jealous, Katie found a side alley that would provide him with the cover he needed.

“This is good,” he said, peering through the one-way glass of the backseat into the deserted alleyway.

In full costume, he emerged from the car. He was just about to slip his cowl on when the driver’s-side window came down.

“Chinese and a movie tonight?” Katie asked.

“Sounds good,” he said.

She smiled at him then, and he felt the chill of excitement, matched only by the way he felt when wearing the costume.

“I’ll pick the movie this time,” he said, bending down to give her a quick kiss on the lips before pulling the mask over his face.

“Let me guess,” Katie said. “It’ll be something with a lot of action.”

“Am I that predictable?” he asked, feeling the awesome tingle of power flowing through his body as the suit’s neurosensors enhanced his strength.

Before she could answer, he leapt up into the air, his boot jets kicking in to propel him into the sky and over the city.

On the way to save the day.

* * *

“It’s the Shop-Quick on Madison.” Putnam’s voice filled him in.

“Got it,” Lucas said, landing in a trash-strewn alley behind the convenience store.

Clinging to the shadows, he found the rear door of the store and prepared to act. Putnam continued to feed him information through the communications system in his cowl.

“We’ve got four hostages and three gunmen inside, with the police out front. As of five minutes ago, they were still waiting for the hostage negotiator to arrive.”

Lucas approached the door, peering through the window into the back of the store.

“I’m going to move fast,” he said.

“You’re going in, then?” Putnam asked curiously.

“Yeah, this needs to end before the situation gets any worse.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“I’m going in under cover of darkness,” Lucas explained.

“EMP?” Putnam asked, referring to the electromagnetic pulse emitter built into the costume. Once it was activated, it would shut down all the power in the vicinity for at least an hour.

But Lucas needed only a few seconds.

“You read my mind,” he said, turning on the infrared lenses in his face mask while getting ready to set off the emitter.

“It’s showtime,” he said, depressing the button on his wrist.

The air shimmered briefly as the wave of electromagnetic force emanated from his body, and the entire neighborhood around him went black.

He tore the locked door from its hinges with ease and made his way toward the front of the convenience store.

Lucas had to work with surgical precision. He needed to strike hard and fast so that nobody would get hurt.

When he looked through the lenses of his mask, it was as bright as day, and he saw exactly what he needed to do.

The thieves were in a panic, screaming at the top of their lungs that they would hurt the hostages if anybody tried to take them.

Lucas wasn’t about to give them that chance.

He saw them right away—three men with guns, two with handguns and one with a shotgun. The four hostages were lying on the floor at their feet. The gunmen had their weapons pointed at their frightened captives as the leader screamed a warning to the police outside, blaming them for the sudden darkness.

It was scenes like this that made Lucas sick to his stomach, and that made him realize that what he did—the role he had chosen—was a complete necessity.

He grabbed one of the men by the back of the shirt, yanking him backward so he became airborne, sailing through the store to hit the wall just beside the doorway to the back room.

By the sound of the impact, Lucas didn’t figure he’d be much of a threat anytime soon.

The remaining two thugs barely had time to react.

Lucas darted in, ripping the pistol from one criminal’s hand. The man shrieked like a little girl, going quiet only after Lucas drove his fist solidly into his face, knocking him out cold.

The hostages desperately tried to run to safety, but their panic put their lives at risk.

The last of the criminals, a bald-headed man with a cobra tattooed on the side of his face, immediately raised his shotgun and prepared to fire into the escaping prisoners.

“No!” Lucas screamed, leaping into the air to place himself between the shotgun blast and the captives.

The gun belched fiery thunder, and multiple pellets peppered his chest and lower body.

“I got you!” the man shrieked as he pumped another round into his weapon and readied to fire once again.

Lucas had just about enough of this.

The costume he wore was bulletproof, but that didn’t mean the flesh beneath wasn’t bruised by the force of the gunfire.

Springing to his feet, he reached out, grabbed the gun, and tossed it across the store.

Lucas could see the sudden terror fill the man’s eyes as he emerged from the darkness to bear down on him. With his eyes glowing red from the infrared lenses in the mask and his sleek costume the color of darkness and blood, Lucas could just imagine what he looked like to the frightened man.

Cobra Face tried to run, but Lucas moved much too quickly, grabbing him by the front of his T-shirt and pulling him close.

Lucas almost started to laugh as he heard the man pathetically whimper.

“Who … what are you?” the man asked as Lucas leaned in closer to him.

This was the part he loved—letting them know who they were dealing with.

Raising one of his gloved hands, he showed the man the razor-sharp claws extending from his fingertips, hoping to scare the crap out of him.

“I’m the Red Talon,” Lucas said, savoring the way the name rolled off his tongue. “And Seraph City is under my protection.”

She’s mine now, this Angel City, Lucas thought.

And he would do everything in his power to show her.

To show her what it truly meant to be a hero.



THE END?
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