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THE LAST PLACE YOU LOOK
by Micke Lindquist

M

y body was like a map of my travels. Bruises, scars, a flaking tan and even a tiny
paper cut from a centuries old manuscript. Searching for the Path had taken me
across land and sea. To all corners of the world. To countless dead ends and false

hopes.

How long had I been looking? How much time and money had I wasted on this foolish
quest? What did I even have to show for it?
Airplane tickets. Passport stamps. Books. Old parchments—both genuine and forged.
And I had stories. Legends. Myths.
We never really find what we’re looking for, do we? The dream-girl is usually the one
before the real love of your life. Searching every pocket for the key you’ve lost will blind you to
the fact that it’s already sitting in the ignition. As the saying goes, what you seek is always in the
last place you look.
In China, on one of many dead-end travels, I passed through an area where wild tea was
made from the leaves of a certain type of tree. But, in order to find one of those trees, you
couldn’t search for it. If you tried, you would never find it. It would always be in the last place
you looked.
I can’t remember when I first heard about the Path, or why it became so important to me.
All my life I had been fascinated by time travel. I remember the big cardboard box that I wrote
TajM MeSHine on. I would crawl inside and shake it, making weird noises as I traversed through
history. Going forwards and backwards, anywhere I wanted. But that was just a kid’s fantasy. I
should have grown up and stopped believing in such things a long time ago.
I didn’t know what the Path was. There were a few people who did, and I tried to find
them. Most of them seemed to know even less about it than me. The ones that did know
something weren’t interested in sharing their knowledge.
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In the farthest corner of a museum, almost hidden away, was a fragment of a manuscript
that described the Path. The only depiction that had ever been found. If it hadn’t been such an
obscure and dangerous artefact, this document would have been put on prominent display like
the Dead Sea Scrolls.
The curator sighed the moment he saw me, clearly noticing the blind passion in my eyes.
He had seen it countless times before. The mark of someone who had searched for the Path.
“It’s not real. You know that, don’t you?” He spoke to me as if he were addressing a
child. “It’s just a fairy tale. The fevered dreams and fantasies of a madman.”
I pressed my hands against the glass casing and leaned in close. The manic sketches
showed some sort of insanely intricate object that seemed to consist of both organic and
mechanical parts. Flowers merged with clockwork, somehow creating one single cohesive
design. Even in the drawing, it looked almost alive.
“What does this ‘fairy tale’ mean?” I asked. “I still don’t understand what the Path is or
what it does.”
“It’s a link between different ages and places,” he said. “A path through time and space.”
“So it opens a portal or something?”
“Just give it up,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Everyone who’s tried to find it has either
disappeared or gone mad.”
I found a victim. His apartment was like an entire museum crammed into a closet. I
forced my way through a thick jungle of dusty artifacts and ancient books, to a hand-carved desk
under a smudged window. There, on a bed of faded photographs and documents covered in
scribbles, was his notebook. It was remarkably well organised and focused, in stark contrast to its
surrounding environment. How could someone so messy, both in mind and life, be so
methodical? Whatever the reason might be, the pages told me nothing I didn’t know already.
I was haunted with visions and dreams of the Path. Pure obsession and desire boiled in
my blood. It was like a burning, mesmerizing star that my whole being revolved around.
I desperately wanted to give up and forget the whole thing.
Then I saw it in one of the forged documents I’d wasted my life savings on.
The forgery had given me a true and important clue. There was absolutely no logic to it,
but it was the truth. From that moment on, it was as if some unseen force was guiding me
forwards, showing me the way.
6
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My passport had stamps from all corners of the world. I stared at them as I thumbed the
pages back and forth.
Wait.
Look closer.
The stamps merged into some sort of blurred pattern. My mind was finding symbolism in
the chaos.
I realised that to find the Path, I had to stop looking.
I was closer to my goal by not trying. Maybe the Path was trying to find me. Maybe it
wanted to meet me, but in its own time.
Eventually, we found each other, in the last place we looked.
The Path laid before me, shimmering in colours I never knew existed. Trembling with
awe and fear, I carefully picked it up. What material was it made from? And how did it work?
Was it like some sort of magic lamp that you had to rub to make a genie appear? Was there a
magic word or phrase you had to utter?
As if answering my thoughts, it started to move. Gears that had not moved a fraction of
an inch in thousands of years started to rotate without even a hint of resistance. No rust. No
noise. I felt my hand getting warmer and warmer and a glow that almost burned my skin erupted.
The world around me ripped apart in the colours of insane pop art. Images from every era,
backwards and forwards, engulfed me.
I saw everything that had ever happened in an infinity of universes. Every atom in
anything that had ever existed.
Time and space, in all its beauty. It was too much. No one should see this. I screamed in
terror with emotions that shouldn’t exist.
And then...
Silence.
Emptiness.
A place of everywhere and nowhere. An enormous ghost town filled with spectres.
All the signs are empty, every word and name gone from existence. Somewhere,
someone laughed at me, with a voice so quiet that I couldn’t be sure if it was real or not. It
sounded ancient and distant, as if it came from the dawn of time. The laughter grew louder and
louder, echoing around me, as I drifted off into the madness of eternity.
7
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Someday, you might find me without searching, in the last place you look.
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A FREE MAN
by James Rush

I

t was hot as hell's blue-white furnace. The day was so bright that colours seemed washed
out, bereft of life. Flowers wilted under the onslaught. Animals and humans cowered in the
shade. People raced to their cars if they had to go out, then fled to the coolness of their

climate-controlled hovels. Each ray of sunlight felt like a javelin hurled by the sun to pierce the
skin or blind the eyes.
The streets were like a prison yard, filled with unknown dangers. They went on forever.
There was no clear demarcation between bulls and inmates, no obvious alliances.
The parolee did what he had done for the past 15 years: he looked at everybody as they
approached and didn't let anybody walk too close behind him.
Thirteen days removed, but he felt as if he’d never left.
He walked into the convenience store for a pack of smokes. The price was like science
fiction compared to what it had been when he first went in, but it was cheaper than what you paid
in prison.
Here, the price was dollars and cents. Inside you paid with dignity or blood.
The shill behind the counter took his bills, gave back some paltry change, and bade him
have a nice day. What's it to you whether I have a nice day or not? He wanted to respond, but
didn't. It was just a different act out here in the world.
He shook a cigarette loose from its confining package, and went to light it, when he heard
Mr. Have-A-Nice-Day exclaim, “I'm sorry sir, you can't smoke in here.”
“Oh yeah, that's right, I forgot. Different rules. Different prison guards. Same jail.
He walked back out into the glare of the baleful sun.
A free man.
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DRACULA'S BIGGEST FAN
by Mark Bousquet
“At some point I get to start working here, yes?”
“Once you finish the paperwork.”
I sigh as quietly as I can, but when the rising of Mr. Zorben's eyebrow told me it was not
quiet enough, I force a smile.
Lesson #2 about working for Dracula International Enterprises: It's impossible to sigh
and smile at the same time without looking crazy.
Lesson #1, of course, is that there’s a lot of paperwork. I have signed confidentiality
agreements, non-disclosure agreements and release of liability waivers. I have agreed not to get
fat, dress professionally and terminate my Facebook page. I’ve agreed to stop attending church
and participate in all yearly retreats and all daily yoga sessions. I have signed documents that
inform me I give my employer the right to test me at any time for a list of 734 different drugs,
which includes garlic.
I'm not sure if that is a joke or not.
Alcohol is prohibited. Smoking is prohibited. Wearing a skirt that stops above my knees
is prohibited. Dating a member of the press is prohibited. Each of these receives its own
document.
I am, in a very real way, signing complete control of my life over to Dracula.
I know I should read each and every single word of each and every single document, but I
also know every word and relevant case study of the agreement between the United Nations and
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the Consortium of Monsters. I know that no monster can enforce a signed contract that violates
workers rights.
Revealed by a Y2K computer glitch, the monsters of the world were forced out of the
shadows.
It's been 13 years since then, and 11 since the Monster Governance Act was signed. My
parents are nervous about me going to work for Dracula International Enterprises, but they're old
and lovably lame.
Over the past six years, DIE has consistently been ranked as one of the ten best
companies in the world in terms of employee satisfaction. They have a ridiculously good 401k.
I sign the last document and look up into the thin but saggy face of Mr. Zorben.
“There’s one more,” he informs me solemnly.
“The rights to my first child?”
His hand shoots forward, offering me a light blue card. “It's Doris' birthday,” he says.
“She's in accounting.”
I take the card and write “Happy Birthday, Doris! Love, Stephanie.” I’m unsure whether I
should explain that I’m the new girl in Media Relations. Mr. Zorben tells me Doris will not care
where I work,and then orders me to follow him.
As we leave the conference room, I catch sight of the city of Los Angeles out of a nearby
window.
It's a sunny day, but it's always sunny in LA, according to everyone who finds out that
I'm newly arrived. Walking down a hallway with very ordinary grey carpets and white walls, I
am reminded that a bright Los Angeles does seem like a weird place for Dracula to set up shop.
Even weirder are the very normal and typical business offices. I might as well be going to work
for an insurance company.
I make a face. That really would be going to work for someone evil.
I follow Mr. Zorben and his impeccable suit across the floor. He makes vague gestures
towards
Accounting, Copyrights and Trademarks, and Human Resources. I give a quick wave to
Denny Onni, the cute guy who conducted my first Skype interview in the hiring process.
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After a while, we arrive at our destination: a private lift that looks like it stepped out of
the 19th century as we're not so much stepping into an elevator as we are a cage. It sits in the
middle of a plant and rock garden that Mr. Zorben tells me is a transitional space.
“The Count does so hate the feng shui of the modern office building.”
The Count. I need to remember that everyone here calls him the Count. Never Dracula.
Leaving sourpuss behind, I rise through the interceding floors that all look the same.
Until I reach the top.
Here, the electric lights have been replaced by candles, and the white walls have been
painted a dark grey. The lift opens onto a small island of rock where the only exit is a long
narrow pathway that bisects a pool. At the end of the walkway is a rectangular waiting area that
looks like the entrance to a haunted castle ride at an amusement park.
The doors open and I am greeted by four armed security agents.
“Hallway on the left, ma'am,” a cute British guard tells me. He looks like an actor or
maybe a waiter. I've been told that, in LA, there is no difference.
I think that's a joke, too.
The walls are black. There are rooms on either side. Some doors are open, some closed.
Near the end of the hallway, a young man with pale skin appears. When he smiles at me, there's
an instant charm to the way his lips curl and his hair falls in front of his eyes. He is perceptibly
less attractive than the Brit. Distinct yet androgynous. This makes him more attractive to the
legions of lovestruck girls that justify his salary.
“Going to see Drac?” he asks. “I'll come. I'm his biggest fan.”
“Maybe you should put on a shirt.”
“Ha.”
The hallway ends with an office. There is a massive wooden desk at one end and two red
chairs opposite.
“Have a seat,” Pretty Boy says, motioning to one of the chairs. “He likes it when we sit
and then he comes in. It's all very dramatic.” He smiles. He's always smiling, it seems.
The door opens, and I finally meet Count Dracula. He is not what I expected but in a
good way.
He does not look like Bela Lugosi, and he does not wear a cape. His black hair is not
slicked back, and he does not look at me with hungry eyes. Instead, he is handsome and relaxed
12
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and his black hair is thick and wavy, peppered with streaks of grey. God, he looks a bit like
George Clooney. I'm not into older men, but … yummy! When he shakes my hand he says a
bunch of normal things like “Hello, how are you?” and “Glad to meet you” and “Media relations,
that's a tricky one.”
“Thanks,” I mumble.
“Mr. Konn will be your first client.”
Pretty Boy jumped up and turned toward me. Before he could raise a hand in defence, the
Count struck, taking a vicious bite of his neck. Pretty Boy staggered and fell. Blood went
everywhere. The Count calmly walked to his bin and spat out a chunk of flesh.
He pulled a white handkerchief out of an inside pocket and cleaned his mouth.
“The boy went and became an actual vampire,” he said, shaking his head. “The contracts
clearly state that is not allowed.”
We look down at the still convulsing body. There is blood on my shoes and my stockings.
I feel “The clean up crew will be here shortly,” the Count said, dropping his handkerchief onto
Pretty
Boy's head. “I was just teasing about Mr. Konn being your first client. Helena will handle this.”
He
turns serious. “I do want you shadowing her so you can see how things are done.” He pauses,
furrows his brow, and looks at me with inquisitive eyes. “Is any of this going to be a problem?”
Yes!
“No, Sir.”
“Good. You will be compensated for the shoes, of course.” His hand hit the handle, and
he snapped his fingers. “Oh, in case Zorby didn't tell you, there's cake for Doris at 3. Second
floor.” He smiled and shared a secret with me. “It makes the first floor people feel good when
they get to ride the lift. Good for company morale, you know.”
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HOME
by E N de Choudens

I

’ve always been afraid of the cemetery and the dead inside it. I hate the solitude of its
silence. If for some reason, my parents had to go there, I would scream and yell so my
father would have to stay with me outside those terrifying grounds. He always comforted

me the best he could, but I continued crying until we were away from the land of the dead.
My fear of the cemetery was so great that every day my father had to walk me past the
gates of that forsaken place to my school. He did so until I reached the age of twelve and then I
walked alone.
I often wondered if he understood.
If he was scared like me.
We lived in a small coastal town where there wasn’t much to do. I spent my formative
years playing in our yard or visiting the beach with my parents. After my twelfth birthday, I was
allowed to leave the house by myself and play with my so called friends. I didn’t have many. If
I’m honest, I didn’t have any at all. They just wanted the opportunity to mock me.
The kids liked to play hide and seek inside the cemetery because they knew about my
phobia and wanted to scare me. They tried to push me inside the grounds and I always ended up
running home.
I only spent time with them if they stayed in town, the woods or if they went on a fishing
trip. For that reason, I was the focus of many jokes.
After many years, I left my house, my family and my life. I left because I died.
With my death, there were no more jokes about me, but the terror of the cemetery grew
exponentially. I lost myself in the infinity of time. I was walking and wandering in the world,
having no memory of those wasted years. I was lost in an infinite limbo of emptiness. But now,
after walking without aim for such a long time, I finally have the courage to cross the gate that
guards my fear.
I am ready to face the land of decaying corpses.
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Here, in my solitude, I look upon a tomb with my name engraved upon it. It keeps my
remains and is now my eternal home.
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JUST LIKE ASTROMAN
by Zachary Houle
1.
Me and Noah were in the basement of his parents’ house, smoking pot, when a special report
about the latest exploits of Astroman interrupted whatever we were watching. He’d busted a
huge cocaine ring and the news was showing a clip of him escorting a bunch of criminals into
custody. That’s when Noah got his big idea.
“Mitch, why can’t we be just like him?”
I took a draw on my spliff and asked him, “What do you mean?”
“The crime fighting stuff. We could be like him. It’d be easy.”
“I don’t know, Noah,” I replied. “The world doesn’t exactly need more superheroes,
especially ones without powers.”
“Still, why can’t we do that?” asked Noah. “Be just like Astroman. Take down the twobit criminals.”
2.
Noah and I raided his mum’s cleaning supplies for some latex gloves. And we stole her drapes to
fashion some capes. Noah had some old hockey equipment that he used as armour while I was
fitted with a baseball catcher’s chest plate. We took turns looking at ourselves in the mirror. The
weed was obviously starting to wear off for me as I thought I looked ridiculous.
“This is ludicrous,” I said. “Nobody will think of us as superheroes.”
“Wait till we get on the street,” said Noah. “That’s when people will see us as true
heroes. C’mon, man, you gotta have faith.”
So I took Noah on his faith, even though I felt more than a little silly in my outfit.
3.
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I don’t know how long we prowled the streets as Cape Boy and Cape Boy’s Assistant.
They were stupid names, but Noah wasn’t creative enough to come up with anything
sexier. We looked for crime to fight, but came up empty-handed. Not even a cat needed to be
rescued. Astroman had truly cleaned up the city.
Eventually, the two of us decided to head downtown. We came across a beggar who had
a fedora on the ground, for loose change. He was smoking a cigarette, down almost to the nub.
His face was covered in stubble, and he smelled kind of funny. Like a sewer, in fact. He was just
out there in the middle of the street, waiting for someone to give him money.
“Can you spare a quarter?”
That’s when my partner stepped in.
“We are members of the International Anti-Crime League,” said Noah. “We’re here to
arrest you for vagrancy.”
The beggar’s eyes grew wide at this.
“No! said the man. “I don’t want to be arrested. I’ll move along, promise.”
“Noah!” I exclaimed. “Maybe you’re taking this a bit too far? He’s just a homeless
dude.”
I was too late. Noah was already down on his knees delivering a number of punches to
the homeless guy’s stomach.
“What are you doing?!”
“I want you to stay the fuck off the street,” said Noah. “I’m going to make sure that you
never panhandle again. We’re taking you in.”
I completely froze. I had no idea what to do. Here was Noah just getting his kicks from
beating some homeless guy halfway to heaven knows where. And I was an accomplice just for
being there. I had no idea this is what Noah had in mind when he’d suggested we fight crime. I
made a mental note to lay off the weed. I was also seriously reconsidering our friendship.
4.
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To cut a long story short, the police caught us. It didn’t take long. In fact, a couple of cops were
just returning from a 24 hour donut shop when they practically walked right into Noah and I.
Serendipity is a bitch.
The cops wound up questioning me, but they let me go once they figured out that I hadn’t
done any actual crime fighting. Noah wasn’t so lucky. He was charged with assault. The charges
were dropped, however, because it turns out that Noah was suffering from schizophrenia. He told
the shrink that he’d been hearing voices in his head, compelling him to beat the crap out of the
homeless dude. Sometimes, I guess you really don’t know your friends when it comes down to it.
Anyhow, the court didn’t want to deal with it. They felt the assault was minor enough that they
shuffled him off into a mental health diversion program.
I don’t hang around with Noah much these days. Not after the incident. I guess I just
didn’t want to be around the next time he became unhinged and decided to be a superhero. I
realised that I didn’t want to be just like Astroman. I wanted to be myself.
That’s the best superpower to have. Being absolutely normal.
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MAMMOTH, PART TWO
by Jon Olson

M

urky and his two bodyguards were staring in disbelief at the hellish storm on two
feet that was bearing down on them. Neil and Jacob whipped their guns out and
opened fire. To their disbelief the bullets were absorbed by the thick rug of fur

covering Mammoth’s body.
Once he was in range, Mammoth impaled the two bodyguards with his tusks. Their eyes
grew wide as death overcame them.
Mammoth grabbed Murky by his neck, slamming him against the wall.
“Don’t… touch… her.”
Although unaccustomed to the sight before him, Murky refused to show fear.
“Fuck you!” he said. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, do you?”
Pixie Bromley picked herself up off the ground. Her face was starting to swell.
Murky grinned. “She looks a lot better all banged up, don’t you think?”
In a fit of rage, Mammoth smacked Murky so hard in the chin that his head snapped back
against the wall, knocking him out cold. Mammoth released his grip and let the heavy set man
collapse to the ground. He turned and saw Pixie staring at him; at his trunk and bloody tusks,
which he quickly retracted. Their eyes locked in an awkward silence. Mammoth quickly grew
uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to being seen in the light without his coat and fedora. His eyes
started to change from a fierce red to a gentle blue as he attempted to disappear into the shadows.
“Wait!” Pixie suddenly called out.
Mammoth stopped.
“I…” She bit her lower lip and frowned. “I don’t know what to say. This is all so…”
“Awkward?”
Pixie nodded. “I guess that’s one way to put it.”
Even though he looked to be a mix of man and mammoth, she wasn’t repulsed or afraid.
There was something about him that made her feel safe.
“Are you okay?” Mammoth asked.
“Yes… I’m alright.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Thank you.”
Mammoth nodded.
19
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“Is he… dead?” Pixie asked, motioning with her head towards Murky.
“No,” Mammoth said. “Not unless you want him to be.”
The comment took Pixie by surprise. Standing before her was someone, or something,
that was willing to kill for her if she wanted.
Who was he? Why had he saved her life?
Realizing that she had yet to give an answer, she quickly shook her head. Murky wasn’t
just a sleazy strip club owner but also a large figure in Obscurity City’s underworld. Having him
killed would bring an avalanche of bad shit into her life. She already had enough on her plate.
“Can you…” she began but caught herself. She hardly knew the furry behemoth but
decided to ask anyways. “Can you… walk me home?”
“Of course,” he said, “just let me collect my clothes.”
Pixie followed him as he picked his torn jacket and fedora up off the ground. They
weren’t much of a disguise in the light. As soon as he stepped into the shadows, however, he
seemed to resemble nothing more than a large man… albeit one with glowing eyes. She realized
that she had seen him before.
“You used to come to club, didn’t you?” she asked. “You sat in the furthest booth. In the
dark.”
“It helped to hide my features.”
“What’s your name?”
“Mammoth.”
“I’m Pixie Bromley,” she said, holding out her hand.
Her hand seemed fragile and small in his giant palm as he gently shook it.
They made their way down the alley towards the street and turned right to avoid the front
of the bar. Mammoth stuck to the shadows as best he could as they walked.
“You’ve reached Obscurity City Underworld Contractors. All operators are currently
busy. Please stay on the line until one of our representatives can take your call.”
Murky winced as Lilly Caldwell placed a bag of ice on the back of his head. She had
found him in the alley and helped him inside.
“Obscurity City Underworld Contractors, thank you for holding. How may I help you?”
“I’d like to place a hit on someone,” Murky said.
“Name?”
20
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“Mammoth.” He could hear fingers typing on a keyboard. “I don’t have an address.”
“Any preferred method?”
“No.”
More typing.
“When would you like to have this done by?”
“Immediately.”
“Anything else?”
“There will be a girl with him. A small blond named Pixie Bromley. Once she is found,
she is to be left alone. I’ll pay extra for that.”
Murky listened as his comments were typed into a computer.
“Is this the number you want to be contacted on?”
“Yes, it is.”
“The hitman we’ve assigned to your job is Twist Ed. He will be in contact.”
There was a click. The line went dead.
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HORIZON, PART ONE
by Tim Mathias
The office of The Spotlight was often plagued with nonsensical posits and malformed ideas.
“All I’m saying is that it makes sense for him to work at a newspaper.” Tayger laughed.
“You know, so he can spin his own shit.”
“Not only does it not make sense...” Ashley West trailed off as her phone buzzed on her
desk. A text from a private number.
Bust. Downtown.
She was halfway out of the office before John Tayger managed to call after her.
“We’ll finish this later then, yeah?”
“No,” she called back. “It’s a stupid theory.”
The tiered stairway before the old stone edifice of the Horizon police HQ was already near
brimming with people whose attention was shooting up and down the street, waiting for the
arresting officers to arrive with their haul.
Ashley cursed to herself as she threw a wad of bills to the cab driver and stepped onto the
sidewalk. The cab was still moving, off to the next fare, as she thumbed her camera on and
elbowed her way into the crowd. But these were not other journalists. These were the fans.
For the better part of a decade, the Guardian was the man everyone spoke of, standing
above the masses in both stature and symbol. There were many half thought out ideas about
where he came from and how he got his powers with a few of the less inane ideas almost
becoming canon if not for other equally viable contenders. They collectively falsified each other,
but only just so.
Some said he was not human, but a military prototype gone rogue. He was their dirty
secret.
They never tried to retrieve him, knowing the efficacy of their invention too well.
The Guardian was the sum of their parts; the coalesced attributes of his former betters. A
superhuman, if human indeed he were.
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Ashley clenched her teeth and frowned. How had the fanatics found out first? Did they
have a source? Or are the criminals themselves as hopelessly narcissistic as the rest of us that
they are updating their friends to their own arrest in real time?
A tactical truck lumbered down the street towards the station, followed by two cruisers. A
surge of excitement went through the crowd as a common thought rose amongst them; if The
Guardian has taken down a group of criminals, there should be pictures. Someone must have
seen something. Society was approaching the point where every angle of every square foot was
constantly observed, captured by the faceless denizens of the city and their devices.
Camera flashes bounced off the tactical transport, turning it white as a blank canvas onto
which the hungry crowd painted their wants. They wanted to revel in victory and witness chaos,
destruction and tragedy. Above all, she knew they yearned for a new rival. Was it innate to want
to understand the depths to which humanity could plunge and yet still have the strength to
redeem itself?
Ashley filmed the scene and hoped that hers was the best of the shots available. She
waited for the crowd’s cohesion to fade, and the fans soon dispersed, many in a daze. They were
junkies on a high that was already diminishing.
She did get some satisfaction from the fact that other journalists were only just arriving.
“I told you as soon as I heard,” a voice beside her said.
It always took her a split-second longer to recognize him when he was in plainclothes.
She knew him as a constable, before his promotion to detective.
Roman Karsov gave her a smile that said I tried.
“The flies show up before the carcass,” she said.
“I think circling vultures is a more apt analogy.” He looked at the remnants of the crowd,
shaking his head.
“Do you know how they found out?”
He shrugged. “It only takes one before a raindrop becomes a deluge.”
“Shit, Roman, what does... does the Public Protection Act allow arrest for suspicious
behaviour?”
“If the circumstances are fitting.”
“Then please tell me that thing works,” she said, pointing to the security camera mounted
on the wall in the corner of the station. “I need to see who showed up first.”
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There were two men, late twenties, and one woman, younger than the others, but Ashley
could not tell by exactly how much. She thought that perhaps one of the men was the leader of
the group, but the girl... something about her told Ashley that the girl was definitely the brains of
the three.
Finding them was easy, and the arrest was easier.
They arrived only minutes ahead of the majority of fans, but given how quickly the
crowd had formed in front of the station, like a life-sized mitosis, the three minute head start was
enough to show that they were more well informed than the rest.
Roman signed Ashley in at the station as a guest, omitting the fact that she was press.
“There is too much going on for anyone to notice,” he assured her. “The Guardian snagged eight
altogether. Or was it nine? I think the ninth got away.”
They both knew that showing up in front of a police station did not particularly constitute
threatening or suspicious behaviour indicative of criminality, but the Public Protection Act was
broad and vague enough to be invoked for nearly anything.
Their warrants no longer even needed to be issued by a judge; it was simply a matter of
determining what criteria of the Act had been met. All other civil rights were then superseded.
The three of them were picked up by patrol cars once Roman provided the directive. It
was only an hour since she had gone into the station and they had already found and
apprehended the suspects.
Suspects for what, she wondered. There was a pang of regret in a place that she had long
thought was numb. They have information on criminal activity, she reminded herself. They may
not be innocent.
Her inner monologue was enough to convince her that they were on the right path and
that she wasn’t manipulating a detective. The career advantages that would come from finding
this source were simply an unintended and mutually beneficial side-effect.
After all, when crime gets so bad that society reacts by turning everyone into a potential
criminal... there was barely anything that she could not rationalize. She thought that was
probably the case with most people who lived in a city which had a mysterious protector whose
devotees bordered on the psychotic.
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As she continued to watch the security camera footage, she could hear the voice of one of
the detectives interrogating one of the men, giving him the on-your-side nice guy line that would
eventually devolve into something with a more authoritarian flavour.
Shit! There had been someone else at the scene. The tapes proved it.
The station was quiet. Most of the officers that there were around the cells were busy
lauding their hero’s latest achievement. Many more were patrolling. The streets had a festival
atmosphere whenever
The Guardian was about.
“I don’t think they know,” she told him. “Not directly.”
Roman sipped his coffee and winced. “They know something. They said they got tipped
off online by someone called Blackbird.”
“There was someone else at the scene,” Ashley said. She handed him a printout of the
video frame. She was not sure how helpful the picture would be; the image was enlarged and
pixelated, but the face was clear enough. The generic nature of it bothered Ashley. She was
concerned that they would not be able to find the person simply because they looked too normal.
Is homogeneity the cost of keeping your anonymity? Ashley wondered. How sad to think
that privacy was only possible when differentiation was gone. Perhaps it was worth everyone
knowing everything about each other if it meant having something at least worth knowing.
“You’ve certainly made yourself at home,” Roman remarked as he examined the photo.
“That’s why I love these nights when The Guardian comes out from... wherever he is...
it’s like an open house here. You all turn into a bunch of adolescent girls.”
“I know. I disgust myself.” Roman grinned and tossed the picture onto his desk. “You
think this guy is the one now? You think this person is your source?”
“If those three aren’t, then yes, my bet’s on him.”
Roman yawned as he struggled to lift himself from his chair. “I’ll get someone from
Forensics to take a look tomorrow morning. In the meantime, you’ll have to go home. Try
sleeping, like a normal person.”
Roman found that the Public Protection Act was useful in most cases, but sometimes its teeth
proved more sharp than necessary. This thought sprang to mind as he authorized the release of
the three suspects.
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As the zenith of the night passed and morning approached, Roman steeled himself; it was time to
begin questioning the eight they had brought in from the Sink. They had been split up into
different cells. In isolation, they were vulnerable.
He did not tell Ashley that he had been on the scene when the arrests were made. She
really did hate it when he made any mention about being in harm’s way. It wouldn’t have
mattered that The Guardian was there.
He thought the whole thing was odd, right from the start; they had rushed into the
Horizon Central Trust, half-cocked, it seemed, entirely unprepared for any sort of significant
haul.
“How long do you think it will take until they roll over on this Blackbird character?” one
of the constables asked him as he handed Roman the arrest histories for their suspects.
“They’re all going in. They must know that.”
The constable shrugged. “They’re not the brightest. Well-armed, but that was the
sloppiest attempted robbery I’ve seen in, oh, eight years. Remember the guy who tried to rob a
courier service on Christmas? I’m sure he would have ended up with a bunch of ugly sweaters
had the delivery driver not blown his face off.”
Roman walked into the first interrogation room. The suspect, Jackson Taves, was a career
thief that had spent more time in prison than he had on the outside. Roman was surprised that
with all the free time on his hands, this man didn’t seem to have the capacity to cook up smarter
schemes, or at least figure out how to attach himself to those who did.
“Mr. Taves,” Roman said as he entered the room. “My name is Detective Karsov.”
Taves was alert, much to Roman’s surprise, despite the fact that his scraggy brown hair,
thick stubble and general unpleasant odour gave away the fact he had not bathed in at least two
days. The two black eyes and broken nose from going up against The Guardian did not seem to
bother him much, either.
“What time is it?” Taves asked almost immediately.
Roman responded to the question by simple reflex. “Two thirty, thereabouts.” He cleared
his throat. “I want to know about Blackbird.”
“What time is it exactly?” he asked again.
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Roman rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think you get how this works. You robbed a bank…
well, you tried—”
“I’ll tell you about Blackbird. I want a deal, though.”
“You don’t get legal counsel until your trial.”
“I don’t give a shit about your legislation. It wasn’t a robbery. Now I want a deal before I
say anything else.”
“Not a robbery?”
Taves stared at Roman and said nothing.
“Look, if you want to make a plea, we can arrange for that, but you have to bring
something to the table besides talk.”
Taves was slow to speak. “It was a delivery. Not a robbery. I didn’t know until after. I
want protection. Blackbird set us up.”
“Delivering what? What did he have you deliver?”
Taves scoffed. “Come on, man. Don’t you know this is a time of equal opportunity for
criminals? Blackbird’s a she. Anyways… It’s too late to undo what we did.”
The yellow police tape that ran through the Horizon Central Trust shimmered in the current of
the air conditioning that cooled the building even when there was no one in it.
The large vault door had scuff marks from the attempted entry, but was steadfastly
secured, as were its contents; the collected largesse of Horizon’s most successful exploiters.
As the time reached two thirty, another hum stirred in a duffel bag that had been left
beneath a desk and forgotten in the confusion.
The police that would arrive on the scene in the following minutes would find the Trust’s
front doors, half-melted and gnarled, embedded in the concrete side of the parking garage that
was fifty yards across the street. Fire was going to chew through the building interior until the
roof collapsed.
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THE SEVEN STARS

The Seven Stars is four-part graphic novel in the early stages of creation. Like us on Facebook
for progress updates, concept art, and to support two regular guys trying to create a story like
no other.
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