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    The Dock Worker
     Joel kicked at the debris littering the broken and pockmarked sidewalk. He glared hatefully at the fresh scar the jagged piece of concrete had left on his boot. He looked up and scowled fiercely at the world around him. His thick lumpy face was a rigid mask of hate and violence so frightening that the foot traffic around him gave him space and hurried on their way. But he didn’t really see any of it. All Joel could see was the decay and corruption of the world around him. He uttered a word so foul that people gasped in shock and a baby cried.

     Joel ignored them and continued his slow trudge up the hill. His paycheck was short nearly a hundred dollars, and it was that fact that had sent him into a fit of rage. His paycheck was short because some fool had left a small box on his loading dock and it had been crushed when a loading line had snapped and a heavy crate had landed on it. Never mind that it had almost taken his foot off. All the Dock Master had cared about was that some rich man’s toy had been damaged. It wasn’t Joel’s fault that the box had been left where it didn’t belong. It also wasn’t his fault that the rich man didn’t simply pack the trinket in his luggage instead of having it shipped. It had been small; the thing would have fit easily in a carryon bag. He was not responsible for what had happened.

     But Joel had been blamed for the mess, and the rich man had demanded compensation. The company had refused to take responsibility for the loss, and had simply stolen nearly half his pay. Then they turned around and gave it to a man who didn’t need it. Joel snarled wordlessly in disgust, and turned the corner. He wondered what he was going to tell the sharp-tongued shrew. They had two little boys and his wife stayed home to take care of them. They couldn’t afford the expensive child care required if she went to work. Therefore, they survived on his rotten salary, and every dime was precious.

     He had his eyes down, so he didn’t see the cause of the explosion that rained chunks of debris down around him. The sidewalk buckled and pitched beneath his feet. Joel was thrown against a crumbling wall, while shrieks of terror rose about the cacophony of the billowing explosion. He fought to regain his feet as fire blasted past his face. Heat blistered his skin and singed his hair and clothes. He was suddenly struck a horrible blow between his shoulder blades. He shrieked as his knees gave way. He was struck again and again around his head and shoulders. He was left futilely shielding his body with his arms as the projectiles bruised and split his flesh. 

     Suddenly, a great roaring silence rolled over the area. Joel’s ears rang until it seemed that it would deafen him. Slowly he could begin to hear the sounds that meant a siren’s wail, and the screams of the injured and dying. He lifted eyes filled with tears and dust and looked cautiously around him. His mind was numb as he took in the sight of demolished buildings, the burning ruins, and the scorched and battered bodies of the dead. Streets that had thronged with life just a few minutes ago were littered with the dead.

     Joel found that his legs still worked, and he staggered to his feet. He gasped and gagged as shocks of pain raced through his guts and down his legs. He saw blood mixed with dirt and soot on his hands and clothes. A thick warm trickle krept down his scalp and neck and trailed past his collar. He slapped at it and stared stupidly at the crimson stain on his fingered.

     A cool wind came up from the docks several miles away and cleansed the air of the lingering heat and smoke. Joel lifted his raw and burning face to it, and lost himself to its soothing, salty caress. He opened his eyes and watched as a massive figure appeared in the thinning smoke in front of him.

     A giant robot lay like a broken doll among the shattered remains of homes and businesses. The sirens had concentrated at the giant’s body, their spinning lights reflecting red and blue against the scarred and dented metal of the hideous robot.

     It took a moment for Joel’s shocked brain to process what he was seeing. But realization swept over him and drove him into a blind panic. The monstrosity was lying on the very block where he kept his home. Terror of what might have befallen his wife and two tiny sons streaked down his spine and convulsed the muscles in his legs. He was already running before he knew he had moved. He prayed that his wife wasn’t home. He hoped that she had gotten mad at him and left him again. She always took the boys with her when she left. He prayed for it. Yearned for it. If she left him, then she’d be all the way on the other side of town. His family would be alive and safe.

     He scrambled over piles of bricks and wood and clamored in and out of gaping craters. Joel never noticed the nails and sharp glass that punctured the thick soles of his boots or tore into his clothes and skin. All he felt was the frantic need to get home tugging terribly at his brain. He did not know that he was weeping. He didn’t feel the hot fat tears coursing down his cheeks. He was sobbing by the time he reached the rubble that had once been his apartment building. He collapsed and screamed in anguish at the pile of debris that had once been his home. He knew in that moment that his life of frustration was over. His beloved wife and sweet sons were buried somewhere in the middle of the wreckage of their tattered but comfortable home. He wept into his scraped and bleeding hands and waited to die.

     Suddenly, Joel heard his name being shrieked. He ignored the voice. He didn’t care for anything but the grief and despair that was choking him and tearing at his soul. His name was screamed again and he heard footsteps crunching through the debris around him. He turned to tell the approaching sounds to go away and leave him alone. Instead, Joel saw his wife hurrying towards him. She carried a baby on her hip and was dragging a weeping toddler behind her. All three were covered in dirt, and their hair stuck up in absurd directions and their clothes were tattered and streaked with blood. Joel laughed, thinking that he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. He ran to his family with his arms thrown wide to receive them into a hysterical embrace.

     They all babbled their fear, Joel weeping openly into his wife’s sweet neck. His boys clung to his body and wailed their terror. His wife struggled to tell him what happened between tears of relief and laughter. But it didn’t matter what happened. Nothing mattered except that his family was alive. Finally, he took his wife’s face in his hands and kissed her with all the love he felt for her in that moment.

     He heard an explosion nearby and Joel and his wife looked up to see a massive beast ravaging the city just a few blocks away. The raging beast was facing a slender man dressed in black. He hovered in a bright red halo over the roofs of the city. The man in black released a powerful beam of heat and electricity that struck the beast in the face. The monster roared in agony and staggered backwards. Its foot crushed the squat hospital that served the poor area of Ashworth’s Cove. Joel held his family in his arms and felt the rage and frustration fill him up again. He was willing to bet that none of the rich were suffering this kind of damage.





      The Teacher

     Dust sprinkled down on his head as the earth trembled and the rattling windows threatened to shatter. Carter stared out the window at the giant beast swinging its arms, as it appeared to do battle with the air. But he knew better. The Dark Avenger was doing battle against yet another demonic fiend that had risen up from some part of the wilderness surrounding the Cove. Smoke rose from the seedy section of the Cove where the less fortunate made their homes. From the looks of things, their lives were becoming ever more unfortunate than usual.

     The children whimpered over their worksheets and crayons. These attacks happened too frequently for them to interrupt the normal flow of life. But the children were young and inexperienced, and so these things made them nervous even when the adults around them were calm. At least two or three times a week, a person could look upon the skyline of Ashworth’s Cove and see the Dark Avenger protecting the coastal city from a giant robot, or a radioactively mutated monster, or some demon spawned from the depths of hell. The battles often ravaged whole sections of the city. Unbelievably, the constant reconstruction and repairs had created a booming industry unrivaled anywhere.

     There was a soft knock at his classroom door, and the Vice-Principal stuck her head in the room.  The children stared wide-eyed as she gestured to Carter to come to her. He walked quickly across the room as she forced a smile on her pale face to fool the children.

     “We have to evacuate the school,” she whispered. “The wind has changed, and they think that the fires will come this way. We’ve already started calling parents. In the meantime, we’re going to move the children to the activity field away from the buildings.”

     Carter knew the evacuation procedures by heart. These evacuations occurred at least once a month. It was a miracle any of these children got an education. It was a miracle that half of them made it to adulthood.

     The Vice-Principal disappeared quietly to spread word of the evacuation. Carter turned to his students with a broad smile. He clapped his hands playfully to get their attention. The children jumped in their seats and stared with wide frightened eyes. 

     “Time to clean up guys,” he said as happily as he could. “We’re going outside to play.” Children jumped to do as they were told. An unexpected trip to play was code for danger. They jammed crayons into boxes and slopped papers into their desks. Carter made jokes with his students as they rushed to line up at the door. The children weren’t fooled by their teacher’s jovial act. But they played along with the ruse, because it comforted them and they trusted that this adult would keep them safe.

     Other classrooms were filing past the door in silence. The children waited for their turn nervously until the Vice-Principal signaled them to come forward. The children knew the evacuation procedures almost better than their teachers did. They moved quickly through the halls until they reached the exit. Once they reached the field, they lined up next to the other second grade classes and waited patiently to be cut loose to play. Carter could help but admire the children’s stalwart behavior in the face of danger. 

     A far off explosion followed by gouts of smoke echoed from somewhere close to the docks. Carter stared at it in horror as a massive blaze set itself upon the city and set the clear blue sky glowing red. The salty wind gusted and he could feel the heat of the distant blaze.

     “My god, those poor people,” murmured a young teacher in a stunned voice. The flames licked high into the air. The heat must have been terrible so close to the fire, it set every building near it ablaze and began to quickly spread. The wail of sirens split the air as the fire department moved to stop the inferno. The small dark figure of the Avenger surveyed the fire from the sky. There was no sign of the beast he had been battling a few moments before. Carter assumed that its fall was responsible for the terrible fire. The cold dark figure in the sky turned uncaring eyes away from the devastation and began to fly towards another section of the Cove.

     “Was that him?” a small boy asked. “Was that the Avenger?”

     Carter groaned inwardly at the awe coloring the boy’s voice. Soon the awe would become infatuation and then obsession. So many children were fixated on the “Hero of Ashworth’s Cove”. For a time their interest in the Avenger would be harmless, nothing more than play acting and imaginings. As they grew older, they would injure themselves in vain attempts to gain super powers, or learn martial arts to learn the skills they needed to fight evil. Some even turned to the useless occult to reach their goals. Many would die in their useless attempts. Others would become frustrated and give up. Some would eventually grow bitter with frustration and turn to crime. Almost always, they were captured by the hero they once admired and were incarcerated. So sad to lose so many.

     Suddenly, a scream cut through the distant roar of the fire. Carter turned to see the school nurse pointing at the sky in terror. He looked in the direction she indicated. A fiery giant was rising from the blaze, building its body and form from the source of the inferno. Its construction extinguished the flames eating at the Cove as it grew a fiery head and blazing eyes.

     The Dark Avenger was nowhere to be seen as the demonic giant surveyed the Cove with its blazing eyes. It laughed, believing itself free to rampage among the helpless humans and wreak a terrible swath of destruction. The children began to weep in fear as the fiery giant seemed to fix its attention on them and move towards the school. Carter sprang into action, calling for the children to gather close. The Principal was calling for school buses to come to the field so that the children could be driven to safety. Parents were beginning to arrive and were calling frantically for their children.

     Seeing that the demon would be upon them before the buses could arrive, Carter, along with the Principal and the school nurse began to recruit these frantic people. They thrust groups of children at the terrified parents and shouted for them to take the kids and get out. Many fought to resist his orders until Carter promised that their own offspring would be taken to safety as well. Children were rapidly loaded into SUVs and minivans, and taken away.

     The demon was getting closer. They could feel its heavy tread like tremors in the earth. The children were panicking. They stood rooted in place and did not respond when they were spoken to. The heat was intensifying. Carter felt the first grip of panic as he began to herd the children to the edge of the field away from the blazing monster. Where in the hell was the Avenger?

     A school bus appeared in front of him, its tires chewing up dirt and sod as it came to a squealing halt. Almost weeping with relief, he began to load hysterical children onto the massive vehicle. As soon as it was full, the bus took off as fast as it could go, heading for safety.

     The demon screamed, uttering a sound so terrible that windows shattered and small bits of dry grass and brush burst into flames. Frightened screams erupted and teachers and students moved at an impossible speed. Carter stared in horror at the looming demon and thought that they were all doomed. All of these children were going to die in agonizing bursts of flame.

     Then a freezing wind rushed over the land and ran its icy fingers over Carter’s hair. Frost appeared on the glass scattered on the ground and froze the monster solid. It came so abruptly that it shocked everyone into silence and froze them in place.

     Cheers rose as the Avenger appeared in the wake of the icy wind. He hovered before the rapidly thawing demon and seemed to stare hard at it. He began to glow blue as his posture and limbs stiffened. A blast of ice sprang from the Avenger’s body that sent Carter and his students to the ground. The demon shattered into thousands of chunks and shards that struck the ground all around the school.

     Carter stood up on shaking legs and pulled a pale and trembling child into his arms. The little girl buried her damp face into his neck and wept. Carter held the girl close and watched numbly as the Dark Avenger disappeared into the roiling black smoke that rose from Ashworth’s Cove.





          The Socialite
Dierdre watched the magnificent figure of the Dark Avenger descended into the westside of Ashworth’s Cove. She let out a deep sigh of longing and let a winsome smile curve her lips. She wondered if the day would come when she could meet the celebrated hero and offer him her hand. He would be, of course, stunned by her pure raven beauty and fall hopelessly in love. She could almost see herself nursing his battle wounds and making sweet love to his incredible body. She imagined that their children would possess her spectacular beauty and his great powers.

     Once the Dark Avenger had faded from view, Dierdre finally noticed the great pillars of smoke that rose from the poor sections of Ashworth’s Cove. She stared dully at the destruction that lay at the feet of her palatial home. No doubt her father would find a brilliant way to make more money from the catastrophe below her. The beasts wreaked such havoc with the local population that it always kept her father’s businesses running at full speed.

     But she didn’t care about any of that. The battles she witnessed from her windows and the resulting destruction and death never touched her. She knew nothing picking through the remains of her shattered home in the hopes of finding something precious. She knew nothing or the terror that could be experienced at the thought of the loss of a loved one. She had never experienced grief. And she couldn’t bring herself to care.

     Dierdre turned away from her window as her mother swept dramatically into the room. The woman’s cold eyes ran across Dierdre and her sumptuous surroundings. She stared back at her mother, seeing, always seeing, the artistic perfection of the older woman’s appearance.

     This was Dierdre’s world. It was a place far removed from the masses of humanity occasionally glimpsed from windows and television screens. She had all she ever needed to eat, fine clothes to wear, and all the tender comforts life could offer. But along with the luxury came cruel perfection. Dierdre kept her skin and clothes spotless and impeccably groomed. Her hair was stylishly cut and the finest products were used to make it thick and glossy. Her hands and feet were soft and manicured, and her teeth were straight and white. Even her make-up was carefully applied so that it looked as if she didn’t wear it.

     Dierdre remained properly posed and silent until her mother finished her scrutiny and addressed her. She suppressed her impatience and contempt with her mother and stood perfectly still. It was considered barbaric to display any emotion that was out of place to the situation, and even then, positive attitudes were tolerated. Anger and frustration were not tolerated, sadness and despair were unreasonable, and love and lust were a necessary obscenity.

     Dierdre gave her mother pleasant neutrality as the woman’s cold eyes finally rested on her daughter’s blank face. Mother seemed to be looking for some flaw in her daughter’s face and form before she spoke. The girl endured the scrutiny with the same tedious grace she had learned as a small child and merely waited.

     “Have you seen you father?” Mother asked in an aloof and neutral voice.

     “No mother, I have not seen my father since the morning meal,” Dierdre replied in a voice that was carefully neutral and pleasant as she could make it.

     “If you see him, please inform him that I wish to speak with him regarding the cataclysm that has befallen our beloved city.”

     Dierdre cocked her head curiously. It was a small gesture and the only one she was allowed. “What cataclysm do you speak of Mother? Ashworth’s Cove is as it has always been.”

     A harsh look crossed fleetingly across Mother’s face. Dierdre had seen such glimpses before and knew all too well what this one meant. Mother thought that her daughter was being stupid. The fleeting expression hit home, and Dierdre struggled to keep the injury from showing.

     “Ashworth’s Cove was not always as it is now,” Mother said letting a hint of contempt tint her perfect voice. “Our city was once a beautiful place where all lived happy, prosperous lives.”

     Dierdre doubted that very much. She saw the meager scraps that the poor were sold once the rich had their choice. She knew that the tenements that housed so many of the Cove’s poor were nearly a hundred years old. She’d listened to her mother complain about the poor’s constant whining that they were not being paid adequately for the work they had done. But again, none of these things mattered to Dierdre. If there were no poor, then who could be rich? Besides, the people only struggled because they were either too dumb or too lazy to improve their lives. Why else would they be living in poverty? She forced a proper smile to her lips. It was a perfect expression, neither too wide nor too small.

     “My deepest apologies, Mother,” she said, bowing her head petulantly. “I spoke in ignorance of things I know nothing of.”

     Mother nodded slightly in approval. “I must see to my charity group now. No doubt there would be much work to do in the coming days.”

     With that, Mother swept out of the room and was gone. Alone, Dierdre allowed herself the luxury of a snort of disgust. Like all of Mother’s “social programs”, her charity group was a sham. It was an excuse for a bunch of old women to gather and pretend to do good. Then they could pat themselves on the back, and bask in the glow of false admiration. Some of the women associated with the charity were so preposterous in their self-delusion, that Dierdre thought the must be double jointed from all the back patting they did for themselves. She sniggered at the image of contorted old women that popped into her head.

     Finally, she settled back into her normal perfection, and she went about searching for her father. Dierdre did not hurry as she glided ever so elegantly across the room and out the door. It did not do for a young woman to be seen hurrying anywhere. She was very careful to pay close attention to every movement she made even though the corridor was empty. Just because she didn’t see anyone around didn’t mean that no one was watching. She made her way to her father’s office. Her mother had given her a task, and it would be completed promptly. Punctuality was as important as perfection. 

     Father’s powerful voice beckoned her when she knocked. Briefly Dierdre wondered why her mother couldn’t have come here herself. Father was always in his office. He loved his work more than he loved his family. She entered to find her father’s large frame hunched over papers he held in his hand. He looked up as the door clicked softly closed and he smiled broadly. The expression nearly froze her in her tracks. She had never seen her father look at her this way and she had no idea what it meant. Her heart hammered fearfully in her chest as she approached the desk.

     “Ah, Dierdre, what brings you to me?” Father asked in a jovial voice.

     “Mother wishes to speak with you about the most recent damages done to Ashworth’s Cove,” Dierdre replied with a breath of nervousness. Behind Father, the large picture window revealed that the pillars of smoke had disappeared from the city below. Instead, the Cove seemed to be wrapped in a dirty haze like a shroud. Father waved away Mother’s request as if it meant nothing.

     “Come Dierdre, I want you to meet someone,” Father rose from his chair, still smiling happily. The breathe she had not know she was holding came out in a rush. Of course she had not seen her father smile at her before. He hadn’t wanted anything from her until now. But now he wanted something, and he would be nice so long as she remained compliant.

     She followed him to a small wooden door at the far side of his office. Dierdre had to hurry to keep up with his broad stride and was breathless by the time they reached the door. Father politely waited for her to gather herself and kindly did not comment on the flaw. When she was herself again, he smiled. Dierdre had never realized how white his teeth were before.

     Father opened the door wide and gestured for her to proceed him. She did so with a small smile and looked upon a man sitting on a narrow chair with a tattered book in his big hands. Dierdre recognized the man immediately and it sent a flush to her face.

     It was the great hero himself, the Dark Avenger. He was much older than Dierdre expected him to be. He was middle-aged at the least, though he was still handsome and shapely. The Avenger regarded her with cold hostile eyes as he rose from his chair to greet her and Father.

     “This is my daughter, Dierdre,” Father said. He almost sounded proud. But his voice held a note of greed, and Dierdre wondered what he expected from this encounter. Well, she knew what she expected, and Dierdre extended her hand graciously for the Avenger to kiss. She gave the man her best flirtatious look as he bent over her delicate hand. But the eyes that looked back at her were hostile, as if he resented having to even lay eyes on her.

     He held her hand gently with bandaged fingers and uttered the polite compliments that he didn’t mean. It caught Dierdre badly off guard, and she didn’t know what to do. She’d never met a man who could not appreciate her beauty. She saw nothing but anger and contempt on the Avenger’s face. Father seemed annoyed by the Avenger’s behavior, and he nudged Dierdre in the side. She knew then that she was supposed to charm the hero into compliance to her father’s wishes. She had seen Mother do it often enough; it was a simple thing to do.

     “I witnessed your battles today. You were magnificent,” it wasn’t hard to sound impressed, she had admired the battles a great deal.

     “Oh really?” the Avenger sneered. “I’m sure the people who live near the docks would disagree with you.”

     “Disagree?” this was going wrong. She opened with a compliment. It was even sincere. He was supposed to be nice to her, and engage her with flirtations he didn’t mean.

     “Since I’m not allowed to lure the beasts uptown or to the wilderness which are less populated but are owned by the rich, I must do battle on top of the home of those who own nothing. I’m sure they sing my praises as they dig their dead children out of the broken remains of their homes.”

     The Avenger’s callous words shocked the young woman. Dierdre couldn’t keep the horror from her face. This man was hard and cruel, and he spoke much too freely. He was nothing like her or anyone she knew. He came from a place like those in the city. She could never understand him or his anger. Frightened, she stepped away from the Dark Avenger.

     Father had become angry watching the exchange. He shouted at the hero, calling him foul names and making threats. The Avenger scoffed at her father. He was completely unafraid of Father and his power. He had power of his own, and he exercised it far more often than Father had too. Father began to speak of terrible secrets that turned the Avenger pale with rage. His fists clenched at his sides and he glared hatefully at nothing. Dierdre didn’t want to hear such terrible secrets. She didn’t want to know the things that made a warrior go pale. She clapped her hands over her ears and started for the door.

     Neither of them noticed her go. Her father continued to threaten the other man. He loudly proclaimed that he would tell the Avenger’s secrets to the world, and then the hero would be ruined, RUINED! He would do as Father commanded or suffer the consequences.

     Dierdre let the door slam behind her, and she sagged against it with her fear. Father had wanted something from the Avenger, something that the other man found despicable. And he had tried to use Dierdre to get it. She shook herself, and determined that she didn’t want to do anything that would force the Avenger to act against his wishes. She pushed away from the door and ran from the small room. The sound of her father’s voice screaming in rage chased her back to the safety of her rooms.

