
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The Paragon

	A Powers, Masks, & Capes Short Story

	 

	 

	 

	By

	 

	Tao Wong 



	




	License Notes

	 

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

	 

	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	 

	The Paragon: A Powers, Masks & Capes short story

	Copyright © 2021 Tao Wong. All rights reserved.

	 

	A Starlit Publishing Book

	Published by Starlit Publishing

	PO Box 30035

	High Park PO

	Toronto, ON

	M6P 3K0

	Canada

	 

	www.starlitpublishing.com

	 

	ISBN: 9781989994535

	 


Books in the Power, Masks & Capes Universe

	 

	The Technopath

	The Paragon

	 


The Paragon

	Coffee? Tea? Water? 

	Of course, suit yourself. We just wanted to make sure you’re comfortable. I’m sorry, this is a bit awkward for us. We don’t give interviews, as you know. Statements, press conferences, occasional speeches, but we don’t take questions certainly. Over the decades we’ve been doing this, we’ve never really done an interview. Too many questions, too many secrets. 

	But recent events have forced our hand. I think it’s about time we explain things to y’all, to the public. We finally reached an accord on this, all of us. It’s not something that we do lightly, informing the world. There’s some concern that doing so would do even more damage than letting you all continue guessing. But I, we, think it’s time. 

	Time to tell you the truth. 

	That we’re just tired. So… damn… tired of it all.

	Now, where should we start?

	 

	***

	 

	The man that you know as Ultra isn’t really a man. We are multiple men. And some women. You see, our Power is not exactly what you think it is. We are an amalgamation of multiple individuals, absorbed into a single form, given life and strength. We are a combination of minds and souls and, yes, Powers.

	Maybe it’ll help to talk about the first of us—Ultra Prime, if you will. His name is Andrew Hassell II and his Power is what makes us Ultra, what allowed us to become who you see before you. It was his Power that gave us all the chance to grow and develop. That damned and saved us all. In so doing, he also sacrificed the most.

	You must understand, Andrew was born in the early 1800s. In addition, you should understand that he is what you would term neurodivergent. We’re not entirely certain to what level, and to what form. Yes, he’s still here. Sort of. We’ll get to that. It’s simpler to say his personality, his nature, has faded. What little we see, what little we talk to or experience from him, it comes only in flashes. 

	What we’ve pieced together was that Andrew was an orphan, one that grew up in one of the many orphanages in Britain during that period, working for a living until he was thrown out. Luckily for him, before he starved to death on the streets, his Power activated. Or it could be that it had been active even before that, but opportunity and fate never allowed it to show its worth. 

	Lord Pembroke was who Andrew found, who he connected to his body. At that time, Lord Pembroke’s Power had been mostly unknown, just a minor gift for strength. After all, back then, Powers were but legends and myths, tall tales. Maybe one in a million or ten million had one, and even then, it was so miniscule that it was nothing more than what a gifted athlete might have. This was the case with Lord Pembroke. Everyone thought that he was just gifted, so when the street urchin stumbled into him, when the dirty vagrant vomited all over his clothing, and then when he was beaten and bloodied and dying, reactively forced Lord Pembroke to combine with his body, it was considered a scandal.

	You have to understand, we only know the next part from the records of the British Ministry of Supernatural Affairs. Supposedly, the formation of what would be the second version of Ultra was a truly disgusting event, one that caused a minor riot as the bodies flowed together into a single, fleshy cocoon. If not for the fact that the Ministry had been recently formed and was desperately searching for a reason to exist, Ultra as we know it might have ended then and there when the mob calmed down and burned the bodies.

	Instead, they took the bodies of Lord Pembroke and Andrew, the two congealed together forms and placed them in a secure location, deep in a Ministry warehouse. And waited.

	What came out was the beginning of what would be us, Ultra, a mixture of the genes of both individuals along with the memory and personalities of either individual. Of course, as a child and neurodivergent as he was, Andrew was not in the driver seat at that point. Lord Pembroke was. And so began the short-lived adventures of the Masked Gentleman. 

	Traveling through the streets of London, dealing out justice and testing out the extent of our Powers under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Supernatural Affairs. Dealing with French saboteurs, killing German spies, and wondering when the next Power would trigger. If the next Power could trigger.

	It happened when we fought who would become our arch enemy, the French saboteur and spy Francois Lovell. Francois was adaptable, suave, socially cognizant of everyone in the British government’s layers of bureaucracy and their foibles. He worked the nobles as part of his job, and every time the Masked Gentleman found him, they fought and he would lose. 

	Francois’ body would be shocked, cut, smashed and, in one case, partially dismembered. He would lose, but in losing, his body would escape. And eventually, he’d come back. Each and every time. We first thought he was immortal, but one day, while we grappled in the rain on the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, we would both be struck by lightning. 

	We were injured already by then, shot by Francois as we stepped out from the tiny doorway leading to the roof itself. Forced to climb to the top, to stop him from using the explosives he brought with him. The lightning strike was the end, the trigger for Andrew to take over and utilize his Power. 

	As our bodies tumbled down the roof together, we combined. The Masked Gentleman and the Immortal Frenchman, joining together to become the next version of Ultra. Ultra Trois, if you will. 

	Ultra Trois emerged from the room that the Ministry had slung the flesh cocoon two months later. We emerged with the Powers of strength and regeneration together. And the Ministry was all too ready for us to begin working again.

	I’m guessing you can guess where all of this is going by now. 

	We would have continued along the same lines, working for the Ministry, if it wasn’t for the fact that it was Lovell that we absorbed. It was considered a tragedy at a time, a failure, when his strong personality clashed with Lord Pembroke. The struggle for control between both personalities had consequences, consequences that ended in the deaths of too many. Innocents and politicians alike.

	When they realized we could not be controlled—not by them, not by Lord Pembroke—the Ministry chose to try to end the problem. Permanently.

	Unfortunately for them, it is really hard to kill us. Even back then, Lovell’s ability to regenerate was quite strong. If it was not so defensive, Pembroke would never have been able to win with his meager strength. The Ministry chose to kill us.

	And obviously, they failed. 

	By the time they allowed us to crawl out of the grave that they buried us within, the disparate personalities of Lord Pembroke and Lovell had formed an agreement, pushed together by Andrew, who did not like being buried alive.

	Together, we scurried out of London after taking what little wealth we could carry on us onto the first ship to travel to the New World. We became just another refugee, just another immigrant, trying to get away from the long tendrils of a repressive government. 

	Believing that all too commonly spoken lie, that there was something better, something new in the New World. Not realizing that, of course, on our backs, on our minds, we carried all the old prejudices, all the old hatreds with us. 

	 

	***

	 

	The fourth Power that we gained was what led to the true creation of the being you know as Ultra. You see, we were strong, we regenerated, but we weren’t immortal back then. Eventually, we would have grown old and died, just at a slower rate. Back then, we weren’t much stronger than your average World Champion bodybuilder in this day and age.

	It’s amazing what humanity has managed to achieve without Powers. Perhaps it’s because you don’t have Powers, that the vast majority of you don’t have the ability so that you turn all that energy, all that drive, into your technology, your science, the progression of yourselves. You build, and you build, and you innovate without end. You push yourselves to be better, to become greater than what you were before. Is it because you are staring at the backs of those with Powers, knowing that without commitment, you are but poor copies? 

	Except, you know, you are. Because these cities that we live in come from the minds, are guarded by those with Powers. Even some of the greatest inventors of our time, those in the last few decades, are known Powers. Their gifts might be more mental but, in the end, we build upon one another, the mundane and the Powered, destroying and creating with the very same information. 

	But you are right, we were talking about my fourth Power, the one that makes us Ultra in truth. I never really knew her properly, because I found her dying, bleeding from a massacre. Just another victim, another corpse on the great Western dream. A dream paved with blood and broken promises. 

	It’s funny, but we merged together by accident again, as we attempted to save her life, as we bled onto her and she onto us. We had no idea she had a Power, or that we would join with her. Luck, perhaps that the merging happened then, that she had a latent Power that was useless by itself. 

	Whispers in the Wind was her name. It was her Power that made us what we were. She was a booster, in modern parlance, though there was no way to know that. Not with how few Powered individuals there were. Someone with her Power might never have realized it was available, if not for the touch of fate. 

	We touched, we merged, and then we failed. 

	We went into hibernation, for decades this time, as our bodies tried to compensate for the changes the permanent addition of her Powers had given us. 

	Coincidence. All of it was coincidence to help make Ultra. 

	Without Lovell’s regeneration, we could never have replaced the cells when they were destroyed again and again in the combination, without Pembroke’s strength to reinforce our very cells, even the initial surge would have killed us and would have seen our bodies come apart faster than even Lovell’s regeneration could fix it. But all that, combined with the boosting Power of Whispers in the Wind’s, meant that we changed. 

	When we woke, what had been three was now four. Four different wills, four different souls. Each with their own, clear opinions of what we should do. Well, except Andrew, of course. 

	And because of the new voices, the new thoughts in our heads, for the first time, we took action. Not as part of any government, not because we were told to do so, but because we thought it was right. We took action and tried to change the course of history. 

	You called us the Ghost Warrior, the Unending Indian. 

	I guess you can call him Ultra now too. 

	 

	***

	 

	We’re sorry. 

	I should have realized that learning we were the feared Unending Indian would cause problems. When you’re ready, we’ll talk again.

	 

	***

	 

	We’re glad to see you’ve recovered fast. 

	Whispers in the Wind wants us to point out that everyone we killed deserved it. We never killed anyone who didn’t, but we might have been a little excessive in our definition of deserved. Anyone who we killed had terrorized or broke promises to our people, and as such were targets back then. No matter if they hid behind their walls, we hunted down the trappers. The hunters who murdered the plains buffalo by the thousands, who spread their diseases or killed the tribes just because. We found the government personnel, the military leaders, and the elected officials and killed them. And if we included their family members, well, it was only because they did so too.

	For a long time, decades even, we killed and fought and were not very specific about our targets, by modern standards. 

	Neither were they.

	But I guess it doesn’t really matter now. Not when what we did is now defined as one of the first acts of Powered terrorism. Of course, that was a very North American centric viewpoint. After all, the pair of originals in here point out that the European powers were busy wielding Powered personnel of their own brand of terrorist action long before.

	Then again, our actions were sanctified by the key governments in charge, weren’t they? As if a massacre, whether it’s done by Mr. K or a government powered and registered Cape, is any different to those killed? Yet you journalists, you mass media and the public that consumes your work, act as though the words, the actions are really any different. Except it gives the governments the right to act, to bring the full apparatus to bear, to ask government sanctioned Powers to act.

	That’s the point, isn’t it? For labeling such matters terrorist actions? The goal to stop anyone from raising their hands, of ever trying again. For the retribution that you bring upon them is so many times more than anything that they ever did. And in-between, the public say it’s fine, because they are terrorists. They deserve it all.

	It was no different back then. They labeled us lower than humans, undeserving of actual consideration. Savages that needed civilizing. Called what we did brutal and wrong, even though it was no worse than what their very government did. 

	In the end, no matter how many times we soaked our hands in blood, no matter how many we killed—soldiers, settlers, government personnel—they paid it back over and over again in larger numbers than we could hope to match. 

	I was only one man back then. Only able to cover so much ground. We were not the Ultra you see before you. We did not have the full suite of our Powers back then. 

	I could not stop it all.

	You’re probably wondering why I’m telling you all this. Why we think this is important, now of all times, to talk of this. 

	Be patient. It is important, because our failure, the blood that we have on our hands from that period, those that we killed, and those who suffered from our actions, all that influenced our decisions in the future. In the now. 

	If you want to know why Ultra does what it does, why we do what we do, then you have to understand this. Our time as the Unending Indian is important. Even if it is not a time that we are proud of. 

	 

	***

	 

	We’re not proud of the next few decades. At least during our time as the Ghost Warrior, we tried to do something. We might have failed as often as we succeeded, maybe even made things worse in many cases. But we tried, saved a few tribes from being wiped out in the moment. There are individuals who are alive now because of what we did. Cultures that have some semblance of their past preserved. We even managed to wring a few concessions from the government, because they feared us. It helped, in some cases. 

	We tried for a few decades. And then failed when we gave up. 

	We refused to try again for a long time, just wallowing in our failure.

	You have to understand, up here, it’s not a single voice, not a single personality. It’s a chorus that filters in and mixes together, where sometimes one or another personality is more in control. More important. It’s why, now, today, we’re switching how we refer to ourselves. 

	It’s a constant buzz in our head, a never-ending chorus of conversations, arguments for or against any single action.

	Back then, it was a lot quieter but we still fought. Lovell and Lord Pembroke were always against what we did, to some extent. And, of course, Andrew wasn’t willing to take action or lead. We couldn’t even agree with each other over what kind of action we should take next. Not once we failed. 

	Whispers in the Wind, the main driving force for our actions, well, she was done. Depressed, as we came across corpse after corpse, village after village destroyed. Her depression, her malaise, it drove us all into the pit of despair. 

	Not that we blame her solely for what we did. Not that we did not try to pull her out. It was easier to be alone for a time, easier to just drift. Do a little good here, be a little bad there, never trying to really fix anything. 

	I guess our salvation came, as it always did, with another individual, another Power. By this point, Andrew’s original ability to absorb others, to make them part of himself, had been increased just like the rest of our Powers. We were more powerful, more able to make use of both individual Powers and individuals. We could even sense when individuals had Powers.

	And Billy… Billy was what we needed. He was crippled, at a young age, by polio. Unable to move properly, in constant pain. His family could barely make ends meet; they were seriously considering letting him go. But we recognized him, recognized his Power. In that day and age, his Power was but a bare candle, guttering and blinking in the winds of his body. Insufficient to truly take effect. 

	But we could take him in with us and, using Whispers in the Wind’s Power, make it so much more. When his parents chose to finally abandon him one evening as they trekked through the night, we took him in. Because it was the right thing to do, because Andrew wanted us to do so.

	We were lucky that we chose to heed his desire. Because Billy is the best of us. He believed in people. Maybe because his Power lets him see them, let us see them, for what they truly are. 

	Flawed, broken shells, striving for paradise. 

	His Power gave us perspective, gives us perspective as we fly over the world. Sees how we wallowed, how small the worries we had were. And how large the problems grew, the ones that we refused to take on. 

	We first took to the air, to see the world as it really is, to see not only the small specks of land that we inhabit but also to understand the stardust that we are, the broken pottery that contains ourselves. And in seeing the earth itself and its glory from above, there was something else we realized. Us, you, civilization itself—we were nothing. Humans, without Powers, without gifts, were but a speck on the earth itself. And yet they reached for the stars. Crossed oceans without end, with no land in sight, with nothing but a belief that they would find something.

	To leave their family and their loved ones, to set out into the unknown and abandoning all that they ever knew and that potentially ever might meet. A drive that had them cross mountains, ford rivers, and sail over the oceans. With nothing but hands and feet and that stubborn mindset and will. 

	You lie, kill, and steal and yes, make mistakes. The Lord knows you make mistakes. Yet, you never stop going, you never stop trying to better yourselves.

	We learned all that, learned to see all that, because of Billy. Because he let us learn how to fly, but also to marvel when we had grown cynical and tired. He gave us back a reason to try again, to stride through broken streets and shatter the walls of indifference that mark us all, that block us from a brighter future. 

	As I said, Billy is the best of us. Even if he doesn’t realize it. Even if he’s too young to really understand. 

	 

	***

	 

	Billy gave us a new reason to be, a new reason to try. And perhaps it was serendipity, perhaps it was just fate, but there were a lot of places to try again. The first World War began and we were needed, on the front lines, helping to save and kill. We tried to avoid the last, because of Billy. Because he hated it, hated the blood, the loss of potential.

	It’s why you don’t hear much of our time back then. A fast-moving, super-strong corpsman just wasn’t as interesting as someone standing on the front lines, taking bullets and throwing around the newfangled tanks. 

	Yes, I’m talking about the Cavalier of Steel. That grandstanding Cape who debuted during the first World War. 

	I don’t actually know much about him. Sorry. He was on the other side of the world after all. 

	I didn’t say that? Sorry – we should have clarified. 

	We’d been fighting in the East during that period, which is another reason why you know so little about our time during both World Wars. Just another failing in the education system, where wars that didn’t involve the Europeans didn’t matter, even if more lives were lost on the other battlefronts. Even if the atrocities committed were even worse.

	Even the researchers obsessed about the start of the Powers epidemic focus mostly on the West, ignoring the East entirely. Of course, it doesn’t help that so much of what happened was never chronicled, because people were either too busy dealing with surviving the wars or recovering from them. The few organizations that did keep records—the triads, the tongs, the Yakuza and other secretive government organizations—aren’t particularly interested in sharing their information with Western governments. Or journalists.

	We spent those years mostly saving lives. Running from battlefield to battlefield, doing what we could to bring back young boys from the front, to give them a chance to survive. It’s where we met Zhang Yong. Like us, he was busy trying to save lives rather than take them. Of course, he worked for another army, but we were tentative allies. And it was the first time we really got close to someone.

	There were many a night, years of them, spent talking in the dark, where neither of us could do more than just wait for the next bomb to fall, for the next major push. Wondering about what we were doing, what good we were truly doing. So many of those we helped save were patched right up and sent back to the frontlines. Don’t get us wrong, our conversations were a little patchwork. It wasn’t as if he had much in terms of English or we, Mandarin. But we figured it out.

	He was the first to learn of our Powers. And the first adult we voluntarily absorbed, when he was caught running back. We always told—yes, we, I, you idiot—told him that you couldn’t always be certain of what was happening on a battlefield. But he had to be the hero. 

	We all were. And no matter how fast you move, if there’s no place to move to, you’d fail. When they laid down the artillery fire, when they buried the battlefield in flames and shrapnel, he fell.

	…

	Zhang Yong wants to clarify that he could have gotten away, if he wasn’t carrying the other two. As it was, he had to protect them from the explosions which is why he was caught out.

	…

	Yeah, I don’t believe him either. 

	…

	Sorry. Sorry. We need a moment, there’s a bit of an argument again.

	 

	***

	 

	Our apologies.

	It happens a lot, when we’re not busy dealing with emergencies. And of course, that volcano off the edge of Fiji forced us to delay a little longer. We diverted the flow of the lava sufficiently to allow the local Capes and other first responders to get a handle on it. Took a half-hour, especially when you added the time to protect the local monastery. 

	So, sorry about that again. The Oracle knows better than to call me for anything but real emergencies, but this wasn’t something the others could handle. At least, not in the timeframe we had.

	But we guess you don’t need me to tell you that.

	Where were we? 

	Right. Zhang Yong. The wars. We spent a lot of time in the East during that period. Doing our best to help and heal, save and rebuild. There was a lot of rebuilding back then. Thankfully, integrating with Zhang Yong allowed us to blend in a little better. Not perfectly, but at least we knew the language. And with so many minds, picking up new languages was quick.

	In fact, it was rather fascinating how learning happened for us. All of us get the information, our minds access the same brain, but the actual process of memorization and understanding seems to happen on a completely different level. The soul, if you will. The Mystic has a bunch of gobbledygook, mystic explanations of what it means and how it happens, but really, it made less sense the more he spoke. You can ask him yourself, if you need clarification.

	Oh? Yes, he is rather hard to get ahold of. 

	I’ll put in a good word for you, if the interview goes well.

	No, it’s not a bribe. But you have to admit, journalistic integrity is not what it used to be.

	Or what we like to think it was.

	Anyway, learning. Souls.

	The fact that all of us tackle the same problem is why so many of you think we’re a genius. And also why, at times, we aren’t. The minds that sit in us, that are part of us, we can learn some things easily. Languages, philosophy, speeches and sociology; but at the end of the day, there are things that we don’t pick up or understand as well. Technology, high science—it eludes us at times. There’s only so far that you can stretch an eighteenth-century mind before it struggles.

	At least, ours.

	Strain? Yes. There is some. We’ll get to that. Eventually. But we were talking about something else, about my time in the East. And it was a good time, a great time. We missed much of the early start of the Capes and Masks timeline in the West because we were helping rebuild the cities and countries in the East, finding people who were not meant to be found, rebuilding cities that had been destroyed, battling petty warlords.

	Yes, we eventually decided to choose to fight. That was Billy’s choice. He decided that the bad people needed stopping. After the sixth time we put some of the warlords, the criminal kingpins and mobsters away and they walked free hours later, he decided it was time to change things.

	To fight, to kill at times. Not often, not when there was a chance for mortal justice. But we didn’t have the Sphere back then to contain Powers, and they kept cropping up, more and more often. And mortal, normal, prisons weren’t built to control Powers. Most governments didn’t even want to believe that Powers, individuals with our abilities, were possible. They’d more often subscribe it to a supernatural entity, a ghost or demon, than a Powered individual. 

	Let me tell you, that causes its own set of problems. When the locals shaped their descriptions to fit local beliefs, when they refused to listen to reality but related the very descriptions of individuals or events to their mistaken beliefs. The number of wild goose chases we went on… 

	Never mind. Old complaints. You get a lot of them, when you get old like me.

	The East. 

	It was a good time, until it wasn’t. When we met Yi Long, things went bad. Remember how we said belief shaped descriptions? Well, it also can shape Powers, as you well know. Deep down, what we believe, what we think, seems to shape—to some extent—the Powers we manifest. 

	Yi Long—real name unknown or discarded—believed he was above all things, a power unto himself. Not a ruler, for that would be a poor Emperor, but someone higher even than the Emperor. A dragon. And that belief drove his Power when it manifested, making him the first known natural Class I Power. Supernatural strength, unlimited regeneration, scales harder than aircraft carrier plates, the ability to fly and command the wind and water itself. A full, oriental dragon; in shape and powers.

	We clashed, more than once. We have to admit, he beat us back then. We weren’t strong enough, smart enough to win. Nothing we did could harm him, and he could blast us aside with a twitch of his tail. But he couldn’t kill us either. We were just a little too fast, healed a little too quickly, for him to finish the fight. In the end… 

	In the end, we came to an agreement. We left the East, and he took to ruling the heights of the Nepalese Alps with a lot less ire. He got his annual tithe, and he would only come down to rain his displeasure on those below if it was missed. 

	It isn’t the best deal we’ve ever made, but it works. And truthfully, Yi Long isn’t the worst out there.

	Not by far.

	 

	***

	 

	Our return to America was not the triumphant one that you would expect. We were, after all, no one at that time. Sure, there were a few stories about what we had done in the East, but as with most things back then, stories and heroes of the East were denied and ignored in the West. 

	All for the best, really.

	By the time we came back, in the Sixties, individuals with Powers were more common. From the occasional individual with a Power, to maybe a dozen or two on the entire continent, to dozens per million, to now, dozens per hundred thousand. The numbers kept climbing as children of Powers grew up.

	And with that growth came the very first Masks. Before that, we just called them villains, monsters, enemy agents, and threats. A grab bag of terms for a grab bag of random individuals. 

	Now, they started appearing, all across the country, all across the world. Different Powers, different abilities, different modus operandi. Some were violent, angry young men and women. Taking out the ills of the world against those they came across. Burning, smashing, metamorphosing others.

	Angry, greedy, prideful, jealous. All the seven sins except sloth displayed for one and all to see. And there was nothing common among them—except their cowardice. Their masks. So that’s what we ended up calling them.

	Masks.

	At first, the government tried to make use of Powers as government employees. Just like cops, just like the military personnel that they had been before. But the police, the army, they have bureaucracy. They have red tape. They have to listen and wait before they can react. They have rules and regulations, courses they must pass, and a public to appease.

	They also were slow. Too slow to really take in all the people who could, who would want to help out. Most people call us the first Cape, but that’s a lie. As Ultra, I might have become the first, the most indelible image of what a Cape should be. But I was not the first to take to the streets, to enact justice.

	That would be the Enforcer. Ex-military, back from the Korean peninsula war where he’d fought other Powers just like him. He came back a little broken, a little angry. With a war that he never finished fighting. And rather than put his guns down, he strapped them on again and started the war against other Powers back on the streets of Chicago. He fought not just the Masks who were making themselves known, who’d been hired by the mob, but the mob themselves.

	It was a bloody, bloody time.

	In a year, there were multiple copycats. Not just Powers, but human vigilantes too. Violence, crawling out from every corner of the suburbs into blood-strewn alleyways of the cities. The harder the police tried to find the Enforcer, the more Powers he put down, the more criminals he hurt, and the longer there were no actual consequences to his actions; the greater the number of vigilantes there were.

	We watched it all. 

	At first, we just wanted a normal life. A life that didn’t involve grandstanding or heroics. At least, not the Powered kind. We worked as a paramedic, saved people the mundane way, failed to save them all too often. We tried to keep our head down, but every night, every morning, the news about the Enforcer and his copycats grew.

	Then, he went too far. They went too far.

	Ah, you get it now. 

	The Monroe Elementary School Massacre. Where one of the many vigilantes went completely out of control. They’d found the identity of one of the Mask pairs in play—the Shocker Two—who’d left their children to be taken care by their family. Left because they were scared they’d bring trouble to them. But it wasn’t enough, not for the fanatics. They went after the kids, hoping to draw the Shocker Two out. 

	Mask? No. 

	It was one of the vigilante wannabes. It was just the media who called him a Mask—later. Before, when he was helping, when he was hunting down the bad guys, leaving them cut up and bloody, they’d called him a hero. The Lethal Blade. Sounded so good, so right for a seeker of justice. But that wasn’t what you were looking for, not really. You—the public—wanted vengeance, not justice. And he played right into it. 

	So, yes, he was a hero, a vigilante. Until the Massacre. 

	When that thread of sanity that he’d been holding onto shattered, under the screams of little children who decided the crazy man wielding a sword and holding their friends hostage was a bad man.

	When we saw the headlines the next day, something broke. Inside all of us, but in Billy most of all. He ranted and raved all through our shift. All the way back and forth, while we failed to pull a man free from his car—even though we could have, if we hadn’t been hiding who we were—to the pair of children we had to drive to the hospital—because we weren’t there to catch them when they fell from their trees—and on, and on. 

	By the end of the shift, we did what Billy asked us to, we did what he needed us to do. 

	We put on the suit—the one that Zhang Yong helped us sew that very evening. We took to the skies, to do what we could, when we could.

	We became Ultra, in truth.

	Ah, the cape?

	That was Billy’s idea.

	 

	***

	 

	It’s strange. The world outside, for the new Capes, is so different. They have to worry about this social media of yours, the ever-present watching eyes of the world. No more are we worried about just your peers, but the words, the views of the lowest and most ignorant members of society. The mistakes that they make are writ large, never to be forgotten. In that pressure bowl of criticism, they are expected to function and make a name for themselves. To become the heroes that they must eventually be.

	How many have we lost? Kid Strong, Mistress X, Zanatos, HiBeam. Those are just names, for some of you, quick news cycle stories. For others, heroes who appeared on the darkest days of their lives. And for a single individual sometimes, or a group, a mistake. 

	Now they’ve left or changed their names, or worse, turned Mask. Because it’s easier sometimes to do good when you’re a Mask than as a Cape in these days. Or so it seems.

	Every misstep, every mistake, every death—hauled before the judges, before the courts of law, grilled by tribunals and the administration. All to explain to people who do not understand why you made a mistake. We fear at some point, you will drive away all those who would serve and be left with those who know how best to lie and convince, rather than those who truly care to do the job.

	Yet…

	Yet, perhaps this oversight is for the best. 

	Billy and Zhang Yong and others have never been happy with the actions of those like Vengeance and The Raven. The things that they did, that Diamond Kiss did, to the men who hurt her, to the men who hurt women and others… It was not right. There is justice and there is punishment, and then there is torture. And they leaned too far the other way, crossed lines that no Cape should.

	Maybe the needle swung too far one way, and now it’s swinging too far the other. Reverting to the mean is often a matter of large changes, on both sides rather than a steady and optimal average.

	But we were talking about our start, were we not?

	We apologize. It was remembering my own start, our mistakes when we began that brought me to that thought. Much of the training, much of what we learnt in those years were later added to the curriculum for new Capes. Shear strength, picking out load bearing walls, chemical interactions in common household wares, rupture points for gasoline vehicles, basic physics and Power interactions.

	Every item in the Cape training courses, in even the broader curriculum for those with Powers, has a story behind them. Stopping cars by standing before them seems like a great idea—until you saw your fleeing robbery suspects spat out the other end before seat belts were a thing. Or had the road cave beneath your feet because you forgot there was a sewer line beneath you. 

	Walking forwards into a hail of Tommy Gun bullets. Marvelously heroic, but ricochets kill civilians just as much as the actual shot. Flying with capes? Backwash is a problem for so many.

	We made mistakes. So many of them. Sometimes trying to be more heroic than we could be. Sometimes, well, because we never knew better. 

	Speaking in generalities? 

	Yes. We are. 

	We do not care to provide further details. While who, what we are, insulates us from much of the public pressure we spoke of, there are still some concerns. Opposition to us helping, due to anger or fear over acts long in the past—mistakes long in the past—would be counter-productive. So, yes, we will speak in generalities.

	Especially since I do not manage to make all those mistakes myself.

	Suffice to say, our first few years were filled with errors. Unforced and otherwise. We made mistakes, some that we will never make again. Because were not the Ultra you know now, for we lacked a few others.

	Yes, there were others. More than you’d think, but probably less than you fear. Some will not be disclosed. For reasons of safety. For ourselves, for them. For our own privacy. We had others join us, and it was they who added to our strength, to make us the Ultra that you know.

	We’ll name a few more, never fear.

	But those early years, they were hard. Many of those who started back then have left. Grown too old, fallen due to mistakes at the hands of the villains. Fewer than you’d think for the fallen.

	We were fighting the early versions of the Masks and more, basic human criminals. It’s still most of our job really, dealing with normal criminals, no matter what the press might say. Though, back then, there was a code of sorts. Not to the same extent as some of the others might tell you—but we didn’t put family members of Capes into acid barrels or skin them and the Capes alive. 

	Those first few years were hard, but those of us that survived it, that were present back then, we became lifelong friends and forged a bond. Many of you wonder why we put up with Vengeance, why we let him get away with things for as long as we did. It was because he was a friend from the beginning. When we were all learning the ropes, and trading tips and recommendations. We all made mistakes then, though not all of it was driven by anger like his.

	Hmmm? 

	Oh yes. I know who he is. Really is. But no, I will not tell you. Or the authorities. Let it rest. The ex-Cape you know as Vengeance is no longer active and will not be. The crimes he enacted, the things he did, they are in the past and no punishment you can level at him will matter.

	Trust me on this. Or don’t.

	 

	***

	 

	Did you find the washroom alright? Yes. It’s a little large, the building. The security droids? Oh, those  acquired those from an invading space ship, in the 90s. No, you won’t find it in the records. We met them outside the solar system, when we were coming back from another incident and dealt with it. The droids were the only thing remaining of the invaders, and it took Dr. Majestic a month to reprogram them. He keeps saying he’ll be back to look at them, but you know how he is. If he could focus, he’d be so much more effective.

	Now, where were we?

	Oh, yes. If there was a golden time to be a Cape, it was in the mid-Sixties. The years after we started taking active action. Crime had devolved such that the police were taking any help they could get. The media and the public loved us, loved the image of swashbuckling heroes in festive colors. They crowed over every victory, every life saved. Our mistakes were brushed under the carpet, and we learned enough by then to not make the truly egregious ones.

	Even the sidekicks—many of your senior Capes now—were young and fresh. So many of them wanted to learn from us, and we had something to teach. We could guide them around the mistakes we made, teach them how to avoid causing the tragedies we had. Do good, without causing pain and suffering by accident. It’s why so many of that generation are still around, when so few of the originals aren’t.

	They don’t have the nightmares that we do. The regrets.

	Sorry. We’re growing maudlin, or so we’re informed.

	We were talking of the golden age, the time when everyone loved us. When things went well and the criminals fought back, but still had morals. Things got harder though, worse as time went on. 

	We went into abeyance soon after, when the wars in South America, in Vietnam and other places, intensified. When the government tried to drag us into their wars and draft us. So many of us went into hiding, or when we did act out, it was as though we were Masks too. 

	Vigilantes.

	Except for those that joined, of course. They used Masks and Capes back then, not caring. It was a way to rehabilitate the Masks, we were told. A chance for the craziest to do things that they should not have. They were forced to work together.

	That went as well as you’d expect.

	I’ll admit, we were conflicted at first. Whether to join—we did before, if you remember—or to stay away. But then Mentat arrived.

	Ah, you remember him. He killed Frasmire and put Heatwave into a coma. He robbed a dozen banks and when he went after the Federal Reserve, we moved to stop him. And he crippled us. 

	Took over our minds, set us into conflict with one another. Gloated over our body, while we writhed on the ground. We were done for.

	If it was not for Andrew coming back, stepping forward for a few precious seconds, to take over our body. Well… we would have been lost then. 

	What happened? We absorbed him.

	That had unfortunate consequences though. Mentat was the first one to be absorbed who fought the actual process. He was also the first Mentalist. We managed to make our way home, managed to hide ourselves in our lair. 

	No, not this one. Another one, long abandoned.

	After that, we spent the next few years dealing with the fallout.

	It’s why we weren’t around. It wasn’t a choice to join the government or not. We were not in a position, in a mind, to help out. The damage Mentat did, fighting us, us fighting him, it continued. It meant we were not safe to be around, not safe to make the split-second decisions heroing requires.

	We ran, we hid, we fought and then, finally, we healed. 

	And yes, we gained from it. It would never happen to us again, though much of Mentat’s power had changed by the time we were able to fully absorb it, make it ours. We lost his ability to manipulate and attack others, but in turn, we had the strongest mind, the defenses that would make it impossible for another to do what he did.

	In the end, when we came back, it was the Eighties and the world had changed on us once again.

	 

	***

	 

	That’s right. Compound X, the X-gene, the blue liquid of supes. The Cape-maker and the Mask-origin had hit the streets. It was the hottest selling drug out there, not only because it gave people Powers but because you had to keep taking it if you didn’t want to die. So many didn’t survive the initial change. Fewer would survive the change back. And even fewer ever kept the Powers the drug gave them and survived being weaned off it.

	By the time we returned, things had gotten worse than they ever had. Crime was no longer rampant; it was a fact of life. No one managed to escape its grip. Those few Powers who came back from the wars were hard-bitten, scarred by their time. Their reaction to the crime, to the damage the drugs were causing on the streets and in the offices of the wealthy, were even more extreme.

	Is it any wonder then, that the government felt the need to control the Powers? That they started with the first version of the Power Defense Act. What did we call it? Oh, yes. The National Power Defense Security Schedule. It was just a way to take control of the Powers, the Masks and Capes, and legitimatize throwing many into jail. They’d already had a taste of control with those they drafted into the army and found it suited them.

	And by this time, the public was willing to accept the new laws. The pristine image, the goodwill of times past, had been marred. By the revelations of what the Capes, the Powers, and the Masks did in those countries in the name of patriotism. By the lack of results of the Vigilantes and the few Capes that had stayed behind had achieved.

	Even we were unable to stem it, not really. Oh, we took over Solar City and kept it safe. Drove out the dealers, made sure the few Masks that dared step foot in the city did so quietly and well within regulations. But to do even that much, we had to patrol day and night. Bend the rules around searches and privacy. Even then we failed when bigger problems, bigger disasters struck. When other Capes called for aid. 

	The Union had limped along, even when Ultra gone. With our return, the Union became more important, could throw its weight around a little more. We put a stop to some of the worst Masks, took on dangers that no single hero could manage. The XenoRain incident was our shining moment in the Eighties, when we worked to destroy and clear the infected alien meteor shower attack. Without us, the damage would have been a lot worse.

	Even then, we lost so many that day. 

	Surely you know? Ah, yes. It has been decades. 

	I was in space, not on Earth. 

	Destroying and diverting the largest of the meteors before they entered the atmosphere. There were not—there still aren’t—that many of us who can navigate the deep reaches of our solar system with impunity. It was our job to stop the planet-ending asteroids. We managed that, at the least.

	If not for the Mystic, none of us would have known about the danger until it was too late.

	But between my duties to the Union, the crises that arose regularly from natural disasters, and patrolling Star City, I could do little to stem the tide of Compound X. The labs we found never had the full recipe, for they were but tasked with combining portions of the actual formula or the ingredients for another lab. Trying to work backwards broke the Compound itself, even when we managed to acquire the final ingredients. We were always missing something, some method, some ingredient.

	Of course, we now know what it is. But back then, it puzzled us, how even the greatest minds in the world failed to discern what it was in the drug that created the effect. It was when the Drake died that we realized that it was all his doing, all his venom that empowered it. Not a biological process, but a semi-magical and Powered one.

	It was a long decade of excess and crime, of a changing society where the distinction between those who had and had not grew ever more. Not just in terms of wealth, but in terms of Powers. So many new Powers were coming to the fore that the government began the process of clamping down, of training. The first few public classes were held in the late Eighties even as Compound X ravaged the lands.

	More hidden lessons were provided, deep underground. To the mutants, to the users. Rather than let new Powers—new mutant Powers—run about untrained, many of the same official liaisons gave such training underground. It didn’t take long for those classes to be more well-attended than the official classes—which ticked off the government to no end. After all, they could not register those who did not turn up. The NPDSS died in its registration attempts, its voluntary aspects defeated by their very own people.

	Of course, the longer-lasting aspects—the legal persecution, the jailing of Masks in places like the Hexagon without trial by a jury of their peers, the erosion of rights for Powers and the militarization of the police forces—all of those stemmed from that first piece of legislation. 

	Without it, the Powers Defense Act would never have come about.

	 

	***

	 

	What do I think about the PDA? In its origin or the many forms and amendments since its first formation in the early Nineties? 

	Anything, you say. 

	Well, I think it was inevitable. There were too many Powers, too many individuals with superhuman abilities appearing for our piecemeal training attempts to hold. 

	It was workable in the Sixties. Even in the Seventies, when the numbers were smaller. But Compound X, the Drake’s final act, the conjunction of Power growth in new generations, turned all our beliefs over. No longer is there one every ten million or so humans. Now, perhaps, we have what? One in every ten thousand? One in five thousand? The numbers keep changing, and so many have their Powers be so slight, they are missed. But that number keeps increasing.

	Someone had to train them. Someone had to show them the way. And while there were piecemeal attempts—the Academy for Superhumans, the Cult of Powers, the Brotherhood of the Evolved all come to mind for one reason or another—they were stymied by their lack of knowledge and resources.

	The results of their failures were spectacular. The Eighties were one long, long experiment at that kind of failure. Even with the registration and training we’d provided them via the NPDSS, it was insufficient. It was too piecemeal, too reactionary.

	Powers left untrained went to war with our desire for freedom and security. The Armando School Massacre, the Houston Sunset Hotel Tragedy. The San Antonio 4th of July Federal Incident. Tragedy, again and again.

	Other countries, other nations had their own solutions. The Maui Massacre. The New Zealand Extranormal List. The Caribbean Free Power Zone. We saw the results that arose from all these tests, from places like Sweden, Morocco, and Singapore. 

	But they are much smaller, less dense locations or locations with a much higher degree of everyday surveillance. The number of Powered individuals they contained were easier to watch, their communities stronger. 

	Those solutions could not hold, not for the United States. In the vast majority of dense locales, the Powers Defense Act, the registration and training, the use of null-Power bracers were necessary.

	So, yes. I was, I am, a proponent of the first Act. As for the amendments since then… well. There have been so many. But that’s what you want to ask, isn’t it? Why it took us so long to act, why it took us so long to act during the third Powers Defense Act protests? 

	Why we held off?

	We have no convenient excuse. Not like in the Seventies, no. It was, it is, a matter of public record that we were still on active duty then. 

	We held off because we were conflicted. 

	We’d learned our lesson in the Nineties about the government, about being too active. We tried, we really did, to warn you about angering the Undersea Kingdoms. We politicked, we spoke at the United Nations Headquarters, we attempted to be the go-between. And what happened, we ask you?

	You refused to listen. 

	You let the corporations, the Masks, and the rich dictate your policies. Every peace, every legislation we brokered, you broke. You poured pollution into the oceans, discarded your plastics and fished their food stocks to oblivion. And when they protested, you killed their diplomats and headmen and said nothing happened.

	When the Undersea Wars happened, you asked us to defend you. 

	To defend you!

	We still did. Because no matter what, the civilians had little to do with the mistakes that were made. So many lives lost, so many buildings and cities swamped. For what? To keep a few corrupt Senators and MPs elected, to pad the bottom line of a few corporations? How many of them survived, after their plants were destroyed, their factories razed, their CEOs assassinated? How many were taken over with the undersea gold that the Kingdoms brought to shore?

	Horrible.

	We learned our lesson then. Keep silent. Stay away from politics. Keep away, so that the public—you—can choose to make your own mistakes rather than blame us. Reserve our actions and choices, because otherwise, when we spoke; no one listened. We refocused on doing the things that only we could do. Fighting alien invasions, taking care of natural disasters. Lifting planes and holding up crumbling towers. 

	So, when the third Powers Defense Act was voted upon, we held back. We debated and talked internally, weighed our options. We thought it was best to let the public, the politicians, and the other Powers decide their future. Perhaps we were gun shy. Perhaps we wanted to avoid being marked for doing the wrong thing…

	Again.

	We ended up doing the wrong thing anyway, didn’t we? By not choosing.

	Eventually, you gave us no choice. Eventually, we all agreed that the government, the public, you, had gone too far. When even Mentat, in his own way, sees you are doing wrong, perhaps you should reconsider how far down the road of justifiable evil you have gone.

	Even so, for all that you might want to ascribe the ceasefire to us, we but placed the leaders in a position where they had to speak to one another. I’ll admit, it was a stroke of genius on our part to put them on the Brotherhood’s space station until they had finished talking.

	Yes. You are right. I am confirming that happened. Speaking of that… One second. 

	It seems there’s been an incident. 

	Do you mind if we relocate for a moment? 

	Not an issue. Just don’t faint. 

	We’ll cover the ascent. Just put the helmet on.

	Here we go. 

	Try not to scream too much.

	 

	***

	 

	Sorry about that. Just a lost spaceship it seems. No one else spoke Velvees though, and we were the closest to being on-board.

	The view? Yes. It is beautiful. We forget sometimes, since we fly up here so often. 

	But where were we? 

	Right. The reason for the interview.

	The Bareyes-Masgani War. Our disappearance for the few years soon after the start, and then, our return and the actions we took. 

	But it seems I have prattled on for too long, speaking around the matter but not truly answering the question. 

	I’m sorry. We’re sorry. 

	It seems that at times, we forget. No, the Oracle knows. My time is truly up.

	To answer the question. During the war, the Masgani race cast a spell, ripped out the souls of all those controlling our body and imprisoned them. In so doing, they left a husk that could easily be replaced. 

	Which the Masgani Emperor, dying from old age, did.

	The last few years, during the war, afterwards and my time on Earth, we were not in control. That gem that we started sporting on my belt? That held our souls. 

	Why did they keep us close? Our Powers. It seems our Powers are linked to our souls, and if they move too far away, the Powers leave the body itself. They had to keep us close, because how else were they to indulge in being Ultra?

	It was only when the gem was destroyed in the last month, during the battle with the Grootslang, that we regained control of our own body. And that was only because there was another surprise within.

	You see, the mixture of souls within a body, the emptying of the body of our souls’ control while tethering it to the body to empower it with our Powers along with the period of hibernation before the Masgani Emperor took over, had created a rather interesting phenomenon. The Mystic can provide a deeper and more esoteric explanation. 

	To simplify. In the time that we were gone—or perhaps even during our time together—a soul had been born. A new one, one that took who we were, that studied our actions, our beliefs and grew. A soul that, when we fought the Masgani Emperor and were losing, emerged from hiding and aided us.

	In turn, it now is part of us. Is us, more often than not. 

	We—the other souls, the other minds—that make up Ultra are too weak now. Some of us were damaged to an extent that we no longer speak. Mentat was one of those, sacrificing himself to take the brunt of the attacks. He is but a wisp now, in our minds. There were others, many who never wanted to be known for more.

	Now, Ultra. Me. 

	I am part of them, the controlling body, but also, not. 

	I don’t know what will happen. I learned a lot from their mistakes. I continue to learn from them, listen to them speak. Occasionally, I am them. They are me. The damage done by the Emperor was great. 

	In our battle, in our actions, we have begun to merge even more. Perhaps it was the magic, perhaps it is just an evolution of Andrew’s ability. After all, he merged with us, with the rest a long time ago.

	So, yes. 

	While we do not take responsibility for the actions of the Emperor—overbearing, spiteful and short-sighted as they might have been—we do not believe the Ultra that you know will be what you see. Nor do I—do we think we should hide behind the veil of secrecy anymore.

	I told you, at the start of this interview, it would be an explanation of what happened. 

	There you go. The Ultra that you knew is no more and is still here. What happens from now on, we will find out.

	Now, there’s a volcano blowing up in Indonesia and too few heroes. If there are not more questions…

	Ah. Will I take active part in politics again?

	Perhaps. We failed before when we tried. We failed again when we didn’t. We have done great harm and great good in equal measure. Those mistakes… were theirs. But the future is always an opportunity to make new mistakes, is it not? Or the old ones again. 

	So. Perhaps.

	Let the Watcher know when you’re ready to go home. He’ll arrange for your return to Earth.

	 

	###

	So ends the first recorded interview of Ultra – the Many Souled.

	An abbreviated interview was later run on the USNN with its startling revelations. Thus began the Ultra Hearings, his eventual seclusion on the moon before his return during the Fall of Egypt. 

	Would you like to learn more?

	 


Author’s Note

	Thank you for reading this! I hope you had fun reading this story. Check back on the store to see if we released any additional short stories!
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