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"Carried by cosmc winds, | was drifting
away, aimessly. In this absolute darkness, |
had no gri p whatsoever, no references, no
| andmarks. .. My body becane the centre of the
uni verse, and its boundaries deadl ocked with
infinity. My body was wei ghtl ess and sensel ess,
trapped in an intractable novenent. My m nd,
deprived of new, sensorial stimuli, was
imersed in a sea of nenories. There was not h-
ing to hold on, except ny past, or what | could
recol l ect of it.

My conscious started devel opi ng an ut npst
sensitivity towards the |life throbbing wthin.
| was feeling everything so lively: the bl ood
pul sating through ny veins, the air getting in
and out of ny lungs, the rhythm of ny heart-
beat. The nost insignificant nodification in ny
nmet abol i sm becanme an event of a sweeping mg-
ni tude. Then, after an anount of tinme that |
cannot establish with certainty, | started to
actually "feel"” the chem cal activity in ny
brai n.

As nmy body was drifting, so did ny thoughts,
and hence ny noods. Before, on Orion, | was
totally exposed and subjected to the npods
affecting me, they were the somatic vectors
t hat gui ded nmy actions, my behavior. Now, I
was di scovering the |links, unfolding the neural
nexuses. How unconsci ous have | been all that
time, how unsuspecting! | |earned the conse-
quences of thinking something: its inplications
in the physical dinmension. Thus, any single
t hought becanme a doubl e experience: its asso-
ciative effect, that of calling other thoughts,
and its neural effect, the physiol ogical
upheaval caused in the brain. Utimtely, I
grew aware of the structural |ink between the
t wo.

In that inprisoning vastness, akin to a
bl i nded spectator, | started to educate nyself.
At first, | started to conpare different
t houghts. What was di stingui shing one thought
fromthe other, besides their semantics, their
expressi bl e nmeanings? In this perspective, |
tried to experience the difference between the
act of thinking of ny father and the act of
t hi nki ng of ny nother, tracking down the routes
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taken by ny particles at each thought, atten-
tive to the infinitesimal alterations in ny
brain. Soon, | was so good at it that | needn't
t hi nk anynore. | could "make" ny brain take
this or that route, and henceforth reach the
essence of any thought. | had | earned how to
control nmy body down to its atomc |evel

My m nd had becone an instrument on which |
sei zed total control. | discovered amazing
capabilities, a power so i mense that thoughts
t hensel ves could not fathom |et alone express.
During ny lifetinme on Orion, | had stocked an
i nconmensur abl e mass of cerebral stinuli, and
now was the time to process the information and
unveil the secret |inks. However, | was m ssing
sonet hi ng, sonething crucial. The key to ny
exi stence remi ned seal ed. How par adoxi cal
i ndeed: |'ve elevated my potencies to their
paroxysm yet the events of ny lifetime on
Orion that led me to this point remains an
enigma. No matter how precisely | focus on ny
remenbrances, | amstuck. My life is a Chinese
book, a total conundrum that is haunting ne.
VWhat were the notives of Lord Dazzle's spurious
condemati on? Obviously, he wanted ne to be
i noperative, but what danger was | represent-
ing? Wy was ny father assassi nated? Why was ny
nmot her seeing Stornf? Why did she stop caring
for me? | am capable of everything, yet | know
not hing. All these questions are daunting ne,
it feels horrible. Adrift in sub-space, | am as
inert and sluggish as ny teddy bear."

Martin Weydt stood by his drawi ng desk. He was appl ying
the finishing touches to "Furio", a wild epic tale filled
with angry, battling half-gods. He had one day before the

deadline would ring its unforgiving bell, and now he cursed
Tom because he should have been there with him Tom
Del arte had scripted the story so far, quite brilliantly as

a matter of fact, but he said bye-bye in the final stage in
a rather disregardi ng manner.

Tom s sudden departure cane as a shock. There were stil
many | ast-m nute decisions to be made, nmany rough edges to
be rounded. Martin wasn't prepared to handle the job all by
hi msel f. He recall ed the good teamwrk, the fun they had
wor ki ng on that series. But a note cane that norning
through the fax, and Martin had trouble putting up with
what it said.
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Martin, this is ny last “Furio” script. |
quit, found another job (better pay). | told
t he boss you’'ll carry things through. |I'm
sure you can do it, the whole script should
be in your hands by now. We all know you're
a geni us.

Good | uck.

Tom

A genius?! Martin had to grin at that. He was draw ng
since he was a child all right, but it had not been a |ong
time since he retook the pencils. As a child, pa and ma
t hought he was retarded, coloring shapeless nonsters in a
corner of his room Pa and ma were upset, they wouldn't |et
t hat happen, their child could devise sonething better than
godzillas and swanp nonsters, so they sent himto play
football. They wanted himto mngle with teammtes, devel op
his social skills, learn normality fromhis peers. But the
ki ds were |aughing at him he was tenuous and skinny and
hel pl ess with the ball. He ended up goal keeping. All in
all, he was not bad at it, but he did not becone the
whol esonme, |oud brat his parents expected himto be.

I nstead, he grew silent and the nonsters got scarier.

But these were distant nenories. Martin was a free-| ancer
now, he worked for CC com cs, operating fromhis own little
studio at honme. His drawing table was cluttered with the
mat eri al that had accunul ated during the work on "Furio".

It was all there; the script, the penciled draft of "Fu-
rio", Tom s faxes... The sum of six nonths work, triggering
remenbrances of the countless brainstorns, the straining
editorial nmeetings, the hesisations and the shared

ent husi asns.

It had not been drudgery. In retrospect, Martin had
enj oyed himself, they had been working on strong charac-
ters. Atlas had provided a good deal of the diversion, for
Atl as was a superhero with a teddy bear. And the teddy bear
was far nore than nonkeyshine. Tom had used it as a side-
kick along the lines of a well-established tradition in the
comcs world, a narrative device hel ping expose and under -
line the protagonist's thoughts and actions. Martin, in
turn, exploited the unusual visual troves retained in a
superhero with a dull doll |oosely lashing from his hand.
Martin and Tom t aken toget her had been a dreamteam but
now that they were thrusting the finishing line, Tom
crudely cleared out, and Martin felt betrayed.

There was another problem Martin couldn't focus solely
on "Furio": his one year old baby needed and deserved sone
attention too. Sylvia wasn't fit lately. During her bad
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days, she was behavi ng awkwardly, being absentm nded and
depressed. In these conditions, Martin was the one that had
to figure things out.

Martin's passion for Sylvia appeared transfixed in the
past. They had been a good couple for three years. Martin
had adored her, but the intensity of their passion had
weltered, as well as the professedly unsinkable trust that
tied them together. Back then, they neant everything to
each other. They had been nore than nere |overs, they had
been friends, brother and sister... It had been a total
experience. Love had infiltrated through every chink of
Martin's soul. And that plenitude hadn't been only spa-
tial, it had a tinme axis as well. Everyday, Martin had felt
t he steady whol eness of their love ticking |ike a clock.
Sonetines, it had been too nmuch, he couldn't have taken any
nore of it, as if his feelings had gotten too w el dy, and
threatened to flow over the brimof his being. But now it
was over.

Their love didn't vanish on a wi nk though. It dim nished
gradual ly, painfully... For Martin's perspective, the
decline started after the understanding that their rela-
tionship wasn't that balanced as he thought it to be.
Sylvia was a sensitive woman, and she excelled in soothing
Martin's torments. She was the one who got Martin on the
nove. Before Sylvia, he was on social welfare, an intel-
| ectual m sfit bragging over the injustice of the world.
He' d drink and chai nsnoke in bars, conplaining to whoever
cared to listen that really, no really, there was no pl ace
for people like himin the world.

At that tine, Martin wasn't draw ng, he had stopped
sketching nonsters long tine ago. But the nonsters
appeared in his nightmares, and Martin suffered from anxi -
ety and depression. It was Sylvia who cured him Day after
day, she nursed him She showed hi m understandi ng and
heedf ul ness, always listening to his tornments, quieting his
pain just by staring in his eyes. It was |ike magic. She
was his voodoo priest, bandaging his wounds with the devo-
tion of a saint. When they laid satisfied on the bed after
making | ove, Martin would remain silent, wary of the enp-
tiness, the vacuity into which the orgasm had tricked him
But just before turning off the lights, she'd whisper ten-
der words in his ear, so as to exorcise his ghosts.

She encouraged himto resune with the drawi ng the day she
had di scovered in a defected drawer a couple of sketches.
Martin had forgotten all about these draw ngs, but Sylvia
was in awe. Strong with her support, he shook the dust off
of his pencils' box. It took himmuch tinme and effort, but
she stood by his side, and the draw ngs got better. Wth
t he noney she earned, she'd offer himart books and com cs
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he liked. Bit by bit, he perfected his technique, always
attentive to her insightful comments, building a distinc-
tive style that finally brought hima contract with CC
com cs.

There, he slowly clinbed up in the hierarchy. At first,
he was allowed to do the sound effects, then they gave him
l ettering tasks, and fromthere on he did the inking on
several ongoing series. Tom Del arte, who was a nenber of
the editor's staff, |liked his work, and proposed himto
draw a series he'd witten. It was called "Furio", and it
was staging a superhero with a teddy bear. Martin gave his
keen consent imredi ately.

Furio’'s stage was set in a dark universe inhabited by two
rival gangs of half-gods. Renote from human affairs, they
were settling their business at the outskirts of the Orion
constellation. Lord Dazzle was Orion's ruler, a position he
achi eved and saf eguarded by neans of brutal extortion and
blind persecution. “Furio”’s masters of cerenony were Lord
Dazzl e and El ektra. They were |l overs, engaged in a pas-
sionate relationship until Elektra succunbed to the charns
of the Duke, an enpowered dandy-like figure. O fended at
t he deepest in his pride, Lord Dazzle sought retaliation.
In the third episode of "Furio", he contended the Duke in a
si xt een- panel -1 ong duel, and eventually destroyed him
El ektra, sad-heartened and desperate, swore to avenge her
assassi nated | over. She travelled across the seven rings of
Orion and recruited uncanny soldiers of fortune that she
put under Storm s executive command. Storm was a devoted
of ficer and coincidentally a renorseless killer, dreaded
across the entire constellation. Then she engaged battle.
Al'l hell broke | oose, and Martin’s superior draw ngs
exploited fully the violent and ardent corollaries of the
cel estial action.

The conbats were fierce, but neither side could overtake
the other. Atlas appeared relatively late, in the fifth
epi sode, just before the finale. He was El ektra and Lord
Dazzl e’ s secret son, although he was born when El ektra was
flirting with the Duke. The identity of his real father was
kept away fromhim At the age of fifteen, he witnessed his
progeni tors’ unconprom sing conflict w thout know ng what
was at stake. Young and inexperienced, he watched his
not her team up with the col d-bl ooded Storm conducting her
personal and arcane war. His bew | dernent reached its cli-
max when he got ki dnapped by Lord Dazzle's special forces,
and subsequently accused of conspiring against his dom n-
ion. Lord Dazzle wanted to rule out the chance that Atlas
woul d turn against himthe day he'd discover the truth. He
hat ed nui sances, and defusing perils to his sovereignty was
second nature to Lord Dazzle. In the |last two panels of
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epi sode five, subtitled “Judgnent Day”, the readers dis-
covered that a bogus trial against Atlas was in the making.
Lord Dazzl e presided the conmm ssion that assenbl ed and
decreed the fate of the disgraceful son. At the end of the
suprenme court session, Lord Dazzle gave the sentence of the
jury, and these were the episode’s concluding words: “And
you shall dwell forever beyond Orion’s seventh ring, where
no space nor time will mtigate your expurgation, for you
have betrayed Orion's commandnment in your dimlust for
power, and you nust now pay the price

It was Tom who had i magi ned this cynical, unethical epos,
and Martin had drawn it. He had done the penciling, the
I nking and the lettering as if he were a team by hinsel f.
Each episode started with a splash page and ended with a
cliffhanger. The clash of the titans was depicted in an
el egant and m nimalist way, proper to Martin's style. Every
singl e panel was a showcase of the enotion and craftsman-
ship that had been involved. The result was an intense and
ornate strip, and the sales went up after every issue.

Just two days before subm ssion of the |ast episode, Tom
departed from CC com cs, |eaving the project wthout edi-
tor. Martin resented his defection. It was bad tim ng.

Syl via had been very depressed, and although signs of bet-
terment did manifest, she was still incapacitated in nmany
ways. There was irony in the situation, their roles had
unexpectedly inverted.

Syl via had stopped nursing Martin shortly after his
adm ssion at CC comcs. It wasn't necessary anynore. Her
treatment turned out to be a full-scale success. She had
turned himinto a happy man. Martin's nightmares were
defunct, he slept like a child. For the first time in his
life, Martin woke up lightheartedly. And soon enough, he
woke earlier than Sylvia. Full of lust for life, he'd pre-
pare breakfast and bring it to Sylvia in bed. Then he'd
draw. He'd draw the entire norning, and soon after |unch
break, he'd carry on with drawing the whole afternoon into
the evening. At CC comcs, they were grateful for his hard
wor k, and he received nore tasks and bigger responsibili-
ties.

Sylvia didn't share his eagerness. Martin was covertly
di sappoi nted, and thought how strange it was: on one hand,
it was she who straightened himout of the slunp into which
he was trapped, and now that he was set free and going
ahead, she ceased with the encouragenents. Even nore so,
she seenmed to copy his past disnmals. She | ooked pale, and
she fell sick often. It was as though she had | ost some-

t hing, sonething essential to her being. Martin was
concerned, but when he'd ask if sonething was wrong, she'd
reply she was all right. But she wasn't all right. And
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Martin had to wonder if the | aw of preservation of energy
was applying here: she was strong only if he was weak, and
if he was strong, she'd have to be weak. It didn't nmake
much sense. But the fact was that her energy was w thering.

When Sylvia started tal king about having a baby, Martin
wasn't sure. But he saw how each tine she'd bring up the
subj ect, her eyes were sparkling again, and that was what
made himgo for it. After all she did for him he didn't
feel entitled to refuse her anything. She had saved his
life, in a way he owed her one. And if her happiness laid
in giving birth to a child, then his too, herein |aid.

The baby came, but things didn't inprove. Sylvia renained
| ow-spirited and beat. Martin felt hel pless. He could not
cheer her up. He could not do what she did for himwhen he
was the one in need. He | acked the patience, the devoti on.
The all egi ance Sylvia had shown to hi mwas sonet hing that
he categorized as sainted, alnost holy, certainly out of
his reach. He tried to act |like she did at the time, but
after a while he felt enpty, discouraged. None of his
attenpts reached the effect he was hoping for. Sylvia was
down and their sex life was bl eak.

"You' ve done so much for ne, Sylvia, and what am | giving
you in return?"

“1'"'m not expecting anything in return, Martin, we're not
pl ayi ng nmonopol y."

"Ok, but what made you stay all that tinme?"

"l used to love the way you were | ooking at ne...

"What was so special about that?"

"Not al ways, sonetines."

"What soneti mes?"

"Sonetines you | ooked at ne |ike a wounded animal, and it
turned ne on. Other tines, | saw a crack in your eyes, fear
| guess, or sonething broken deep down. And that nade ne
want to weep, and at the sane tine, it mde ne want to | ay
your head on ny breasts and sing you a lullaby... | don't
know. . ."

She had been his savior, but now that she was in dis-
tress, he sensed he wasn't up to the task. In a way, that
wasn't wwong in itself, his comm tnment wasn't necessarily
inferior because of |limted therapeutic abilities, and yet
he felt guilty. She had raised himfromthe dead, and he
took it straight off fromthere. He cane back to life, he
woul d experience pleasure fromit, he had no indul gence for
the gl oom ness in which Sylvia seemed to sink. In order to
stay healthy in his mnd, he couldn't take on himthe bur-
den of nothering Sylvia. It was costing himtoo nuch. He
had to deal with new sensations, he was a man with desires
and i nmpul ses that he never knew before. Once in a while,
he'd cheat on her, but he'd never tell. He felt egoistic
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and nmean.

Home was becom ng hell. Now and then, Sylvia was | osing
it, and in those nonents, she had no faith in anything or
no one. Martin was treated as a nenace. No matter what he
di d, she was convinced that he wanted to hurt her. In those
monents, she ran wild and conducted herself destructively.
She woul d sob | ong hours and stopped feeding herself.

Worse, the baby ceased to exist.

Martin didn't know what to do, but his forbearance
dw ndl ed further. He'd dream of |oneliness now, he wanted
to I eave her. But he couldn't. He had betrayed her doubly,
by sl eeping with other wonmen, and by renouncing to keep his
faith in her alive. Yet he felt that he could not conmt
t he hi ghest betrayal of all: saying goodbye. No matter what
woul d happen between them no matter how bad the situation
woul d turn, he'd go to the end, but he wouldn't relinquish
the ship.

The baby neared its first birthday, and Martin cane to
t he obvi ous acknow edgenent that there was no possible
productivity during daytinme. Sylvia had good days and bad
days, and on bad days she wasn't taking proper care of the
baby, leaving Martin in charge of the daily chores.

Lately, the bad days took the | ead on the good ones. There
were many routine duties to carry through and the baby
clainmed a |l ot of attention.

Martin had to wait for the baby to fall asleep before
t hi nki ng about the drawi ngs he had to do. Around seven,
only then was he able to unshut his pencil box and work on
“Furio”.

Martin was working on Atlas' costune. He had drawn it
bl ack. Lord Dazzle had dooned Atlas into the sub-space
above Orion’s seventh ring, so Martin figured black ink was
well suited to synmbolize that creature whose puni shment was
the nost terrible of all: exile beyond space and tine. The
probl em was that Atlas' black tights were getting blurred
in the already dark sub-space. So Martin canme up with a
yell ow gl ow outlining the sil houette, at once solving the
contour problem and gaining the effect of some uncanny
aura. On the other hand, it nmeant that all the character's
appear ances needed sone fi xi ng.

It was past m dni ght when Martin finished redraw ng
Atlas' newy acquired yell ow blaze. He went to the kitchen,
and prepared tea in the dark of the night. He sat at the
kitchen table, put a light on, and noted the things left to
do:

check consi stency
check rhythm
check col ors
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Tom sprung into his mnd again. He was a gifted story-
teller. Script after script, he had nurtured the “Furio”
epi sodes with sheer delirium helping the series to gain
noment um and a consi derable cult follow ng. True, the com
pl eted script was in his hands. True, he had showed hi nself
conpetent, contributing no Il ess than Tomto the atnospheres
and even the plot-line. But no matter how appreci ated Mar-
tin"s owm vision was, it was blind in the absence of an
experienced counterpart.

Now, all Martin got was Tom s script. But the script
was a bunch of chaotic nmenos, notes and nonol ogues, al
rat her suggesting things than establishing clear guide-
lines. Martin liked that way of working, on the condition
that Tom woul d be avail able for deliberation and feedback.
Until now, they had regularly net at the office or at each
other's places, and they had settled matters by clarifying
t hi ngs together. VWhy had Tomto quit now? Couldn't he have
wai ted two nore days? But there was no use in |anmenting,
and certainly there was not a mnute to waste. Martin was
on his own, and that’s how it was: one nore night and one
nore day, full stop.

Martin returned to his studio with a cup of tea. He
needed to i mMmerse hinself in the story one last tine. He
read the nonol ogue that Tomwote in order to give a fee
of Atlas' conpelled sojourn in sub-space, then, sipping on
his tea, he grabbed at another piece of the script, and
conti nued reading.

As a kid, Atlas had sweet nenories fromhis
parents. Hi s nother was kind and tender, the
Duke was kind to himtoo. It was the Duke that
brought him his teddy bear. The boy had buried
it under his mattress, afraid that sonmebody
woul d take it fromhim That same day, Elektra
took himin her arms, and with Duke they flew
across the Orion skies. It was a beautiful day,
the sun was shining splendidly in the firmanment
and Duke woul dn't stop making silly jokes. The
kid' s head was | eaning against Elektra's soft
breasts, taking in the sweet snell that ema-
nated fromthere. His hair was waving in the
wi nd. He heard the adults | aughing out | oud.

They stopped on a nountain hill, where the
air was pure and chilling. They held a picnic
right there, atop of that beautiful valley.
Everything was so right. He renmenbered his
not her, her face was radiating happi ness and
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sati sfaction. She was |oving and tender, peck-
ing himon his little forehead. The kid was
carelessly playing in the grass, running back
and fro the adults. He renmenbered tunbling on
sonething in that sappy grass. He bent down and
t ook the offending obstacle in his hands. Then
he ran towards his mentors, waving his trophy
in the air. Their faces paled, the |look in
their eyes changed in a whim No, he didn't

call for that, he renmenbered feeling that ter-
rible grief, an abyssal regret: please, go on,
you haven't seen nothing, it's nothing, really.
But it was too late for that, they had seen the
skull. Elektra and the Duke raised to their
feet and walked in the prairie head downwards,
their eyes scanning the ground. They started to
pi ck up things fromthe |and, the same sort of
t hing he had stunmbl ed upon. There were hundreds
of them scattered all around. It was an open
air cenetery, the remains of a terrible war
They were having picnic on a battlefield. Some
of the skulls had rotten |unps of flesh still
clenched on them frying in the sunmer air.

Much | ater, Stormtold himthat on that par-
ticular day, he and her nom and the Duke had
unknowi ngly visited the war canpai gns of Lord
Dazzle. His conquests drove his armes to these
plains, and a terrible bl oodshed had ensued.
Stormsaw it all, of course, as he was Lord
Dazzle's main strategist.

The picnic was just one particular event that
Atl as remenbered fromhis early chil dhood.
There were nore. He renenbered his nother and
the crush he had for her as a little child. She
was beautiful. He'd spy on her through the
snmoked panes of the bathroom She’d dry her
| ong bl ack hair and he’'d watch the slimsil-
houette draw ng sl ow novenents in the blur of
t he danpened room It was |ike a dance, a nagic
bal | et .

He’d marry her when he'd grow into a man.

But El ektra had eyes only for the Duke. How
could he chall enge that el egant man of forty,
who dressed |ike no one on Orion. His clothes
were fl anmboyant, he had his own private tail or,
a real genius that wouldn’t accept commands
from anyone except the Duke hinself. Wnen were
crazy for the Duke. \Whenever he went, a trenble
unl eashed in the air, then there was a silence
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interrupting the ongoing conversations. The
nobles of Orion would ook at himw th envy,
their wives would readjust their gowns. They
couldn’'t get their conversations flowing in his
presence. He was |ike a majestic cat, screening
sexuality, casting his natural grandeur. How
could Atlas deal with hinf? The concl usion he
cane at the age of six was that he’ d have to
kill him But Atlas didn’t had to kill him
Lord Dazzle did.

After Duke’ s assassination, Elektra stopped
feedi ng herself. Wrse, she stopped caring for
her son. The boy was desperate. He'd cone and
say sweet words to her, but she’d cry and cry
and not hi ng soothed her grief. He renmenbered
feeling that horrible powerl essness that
gradually turned into frustration, then
hum liation and finally silent rage. He never
nmour ned over the Duke, he had w shed hi m dead,
and now that his w sh cane true, it was too
|ate to step back.

El ektra wasn’t the same woman anynore. Her
face grew blunt, her line lost in finesse.
Sonmet hing in her eyes died forever. Atlas was
ol der, he was a vigorous |ad now. He didn't
| ove his nother that nuch anynore, he d find
hi msel f anot her woman to marry.

Storm would conme into their house. The boy
didn't like him he was frightened of him He
| ooked so nmean and brutal. Yet sonething was
fascinating the boy, that arrogance, the way he
was behaving, as if he was on his own, no nat-
ter how many peopl e gathered around. Storm
didn’t give a shit about social codes and for-
nmul as. He had no manners. He was |ike a general
in the field. Werever he’'d sit, that was his
HQ He' d snoke big cigars and didn’t bother to
ash in the ashtray. He spoke |oudly, but never
said a word too nuch. His eyes were alert,
responsive to the slightest notion. Real bat
eyes. Mother and himdi scussed endl ess affairs,
but the boy did not know what these matters
were. Sonetinmes, other men would join. Men he’'d
never seen before. They had a particular smell,
sonet hing that rem nded himof the skulls on
t hat picnic day. Then they’d vanish and he’'d
never see them again.

St orm never spoke to the child, it was as if
he didn’t exist. That pleased Atlas. That way,
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he coul d wander about and never have to worry
what he’'d say to him One day, Storm was drunk
and started to tease his nom He stroked her
hai r and pawed her parts. Elektra slapped him
in the face, and he burst in a roaring |augh.
Then he turned to the kid and addressed himhis
very first words, “Your nmom now that’s what |
call a pussycat...”

The boy renmained silent. He’'d never dare
utter a word. Storm bel onged to another world,
and each tinme he appeared, it was as though he
had energed from some gl oonmy underworl d, and
when he left, he’'d descend into darkness again.
The boy had no clue as to where Storm i ved.

St or m appear ances becanme nore frequent. He
hated him but a hatred towards his nom was
shapi ng too. Why was she letting this man enter
t heir house? What good could he bring to thenf
He wanted to tell his mom “we don’'t need him
stop seeing him he’s no good for us, let ne
hel p you out, whatever it is that bothers you
that much...”, but he couldn’'t talk to her, she
was so different now, or rather so indiffer-
ent... When it struck the boy that Storm and
El ektra were having sone kind of secret liai-
son, the boy lost all confidence. He would wal k
hours on endl ess roads that eventually |led him
to the prairies. Under giant trees, he was
trying to understand. \What was happeni ng? How
could his nomteamup with a brute |ike Stornf
Why couldn't he talk with his nomlike they
used to? What had he done wong? And when his
m nd struck on roadbl ocks, he’d start running.

He’d run and run until the air in his |lungs
came to m ss, and when his chest was burning
and his legs felt like slabs of |ead, he'd

crash on the ground. And there, on his back,
he’d fixate the Orion sky. He'd watch the

cl ouds passing by high above, and tears would
fill his eyes. Eyes that saw nothi ng anynore,
not hi ng but an aching snear of grey.

Martin felt his eyelids closing upon him He needed
sl eep. He undressed in the bathroom and tiptoed to the
room He got into bed w thout making a sound. For a brief
nmonent, he watched Syl via sleeping. She was enfolded in the
sheets and only her head popped out. Her face | ooked pale
in the twilight, but sone sort of tranquil ness prevail ed.
Then he stretched out for the night.
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Martin was dream ng of rosebuds when the baby's crying
woke him up. He staggered to the cradle and took hold of

his child. Standing there with the baby agai nst his chest,

Martin patted himin the back until he silenced. He went
back to sl eep, roused at nine, and saw that he was alone in

the house. He felt relieved. He could work during daytine,

and also, it meant that Sylvia was getting better, con-
necting with the baby again, regaining her wits.

At

his desk, Martin continued reading fromwhere he had

|l eft the previous night.

"Trapped in sub-space, facing hinmself and his
past, Atlas started devel opi ng his uncanny
powers. (What you have to stress in the draw
ings, Martin, is that Atlas is doing nothing
el se than realizing things about hinmself.) His
powers are not the | egacy of some natural
super bei ngness, neither are they the result of
sonme nucl ear accident or a mutated insect's
bite. No, Atlas has found Yoda within. He's
| eading his own initiation in zero gravity,
mentally expanding his powers by hinself. This
process is akin to a revel ation. Where does
that | ead? Well, extrene frustration, because
he realizes that his powers are useless in

vacuum that the basic need of understandi ng

oneself is left unfulfilled. He feels betrayed
by everyone he knew on Orion, and yet he senses

that he's the one to blame. He wi shed he had

devel oped his supersenses on Orion, when it
matt ered. Because these powers were always his,
and the fact that sub-space acted as an incen-

tive to their flourishing | ooks |ike an excuse.

But an external factor is going to agitate the
ni rvana of his neditations. A voice is intrud-
ing his mnd. Very feeble, it gradually gains
inclarity, and Atlas is now having a tel e-
pat hi ¢ communi cati on with someone on Orion.
Someone who is refusing to reveal his identity.
In spite of that, the anonynous counterpart
states that his intentions are good. Atlas
understands that it is sonmeone with mghtier
powers than him The tel epathic sessions are
always initiated by the other party, and while
being totally ignorant about that person, the
|atter seens to know every bit of him The
sessions resenbled this:

Begi n of transcript.
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Atlas:"All my life Il've lived in lies. | want
to know the truth. |1 feel you can help nme."

Anonynmous: "There's nothing 1'd |ike to do
nore, but there are sonme things | can't tel
you, things you'll have to find out by your-
self. Truth is your quest, but be prepared for
a dark truth, as dark as truth can be."

Atlas:"lIsn't nmy jail dark enough? How cone |
see no truth then?"

Anonynous: "Try Eddy Baret. He too lives in
t he dark, yet he knows."

Atlas:"Who is Eddy Baret?... Please... Don't
| eave, no..."

End of transcript.

Martin paused and pondered. Atlas’ tragic destiny took
Martin back to ancient nmenories he could not pin down. It
was awkward. There was a certain nobility about the figure,
as well as a refrained savageness. Atlas held the prom se
of great deeds, but something in himwas untaned, nysteri-
ous. Sure, he was just a character froma com cs, but
Martin couldn't decide whether he liked himor not. Was it
a seed of hope or despair that Atlas was breeding in his
dark jail? Was it freedom or chaos that was heading his
way ?

Martin left his studio, and went out for a wal k. When he
came back, Sylvia and the baby were in. The baby was asl eep
and Sylvia was bathing. Martin entered the bathroom For a
noment, he | ooked at the ceiling, catching a glaze of the
fungus creeping in the noisturized corners, enlarging their
territory by the year. For a brief nonent, he assim| ated
the organic |life on the walls with their own history. The
years, only years can make things grow and expand |ike
that. ..

Syl via had painted her toes red. Her long black hair was
gathered in a fastened knob. She smled at him Martin
undressed and let his body slide into the water, under
Sylvia's body, head opposite of hers. Sylvia stuck her foot
in Martin's face and gently rubbed and pressed his nose.
Martin kissed her toes, one by one.

"Where have you been today?"

"Nowhere special, | was touring our child in the world."

"Never too early, | guess."

"You said it."

Sylvia wasn't hostile, she was relaxed. Martin thought
she was giving hima chance, she was making a breach for
him He was eager to open it up further, to get closer, to
tal k.

"Sylvia, there's sonething | want to discuss with you."
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"1 know. "

"What's wrong, Sylvia? We lost it, what happened?”

"You don't |ove nme anynore, Martin."

"You don't want nme to |l ove you, Sylvia. You're acting
different. You don't allow my |love to reach you. Wiy is

that? Thi ngs have changed. |I'm not the broken man |I'm used
to be. | feel strong, and I'mlargely indebted to you for
that. You changed nme, but it's as if you don't |ike the
result. As if you don't |like the new person | grew into. As

I f a bal ance has been broken, and the new equilibriumisn't
fertile to your |love. And nmaybe you regret having stood by
me all that time."

"You don't get it, Martin. It's not like that at all. |
didn't do anything for you, all | ever did was for ne, for
me alone. | didn't act out of conpassion. |I'm not sone
not her Theresa. You got it all wong if that's what you
think. | cared for you. | hel ped you grow. But you' ve been
wor ki ng on those books for so long, now | can see how
inportant it is for you. Maybe that's what so difficult for
me, to watch you invest something with all of your soul. I
admt | admre that, but it |eaves no space. It doesn't
suit me. Before, you were desperate, but it didn't matter.
On the contrary, | loved that in you. Sonetinmes, you still
have that crack in your eyes, but you're so nuch nore bal -
anced now. Responsible. Organized. In a way, | need sone
chaos. Despair is what is driving us all. | don't I|ike
obj ectives, | don't have any. | can't relate to your quest
for achi evenent or sense or whatever you're pursuing. And
nothing will change that. |'ve been disillusioned in the
past. |'ve drawn ny |essons."”

"How is it possible, Sylvia? | thought you were strug-
gling for us, | thought you wanted things to get better...
Don't you see we're on our way to happiness."”

"We don't have the sanme perception as to what happi ness
pertains. | am happy. | was happy before ever. | enjoy
every bit of life, but | need those bits detached, | need
themto conme as separate entities, |ike nonads, or contra-
ception pills. One different pill every single day, and you
can never tell how they interfere, you can never see the
secret link that ties themtogether."

"How phil osophical..."

"Yes indeed. There is a tinme to wake up, and there is a
time to go to bed. The adventure is in between, Martin, not
beyond, neither yore. Before CC com cs, when we woke up,
you didn't know fuck about the day that was com ng. Every-
t hing was possi ble. You could get drunk in the norning
hours, or you could fuck nme all day long, or we could wal k
in the forest and you'd tell ne everything about the non-
sters in your head. Everyday was a different story,
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enmerging fromyesterday's, vanishing into tonorrow s. Every
day was a story unfolding in many nysterious ways, hinting
at thousand things that nade sense, or didn't. And | |oved
t hat."

"Thi ngs changed. You tend to get lost in your draw ngs,
now. You give them a sense, you give thema framework in
which they tell a story. | respect your ways. But | cannot
subscribe to it. | just feel so |lonely, abandoned. | need
our story to untw ne between dawn and eve, but you're
devoted to the one that unfolds am dst the panels of a
com cs book. It takes so much out of you. | thought the
baby woul d change things. | was ni staken. You eval uated the
new situation as an organi zational challenge. As if it was
sone probl em whose solution could be reached if only you
gave it enough thought. You tried to adapt, marshalling the
hours of the day as soldiers under oath, arranging all our
activities around and according to your work. It has becone
so nethodical. | can't stand it anynore. It's killing nme.
l'mso sorry, Martin."

"1 don't believe you."

"That's your right. You don't know ne well enough in that
case. For sonme tinme, | thought | needed order, but you
shoul d know that order is not absolute. The thing that you
call order isn't order to me. Neither is it chaos, it's
just sonething | don't need. We both have our own obses-
sions, but yours deviate nore and nore fromwhat is dear to
e "

They made | ove that night. It was the first tine after a
| ong period of abstinence, nore or |ess maintained by
Sylvia. Their discrepancies had intensified their |ove-
maki ng, creating a tension that acted as a stinulus. Sylvia
was passionate, clawi ng her fingers into his butt, Iicking
and gnawi ng at his ear. She rubbed his prick with a wet
finger, and took himin. Martin started slowly but gradu-
ally accelerated the pace until he was ramm ng her nadly,
chirping of delectation. In the heat of the nonent, al nost
i nconsciously, he retrieved and attenpted to penetrate her
anus, but she gently said 'no' and put hi mback. Then he
burst into an incandescent orgasm and shuddered on her body
|l ong and deep. He didn't know if she had cone too, but he
didn't ask neither. That night, Sylvia didn't whisper any-
thing in Martin's ear. And in the norning, Martin woke up
with flashes of a haunted dream

In his dream he saw Atlas. He had escaped from sub-space
and descended to earth. He had inpossible clains. He wanted
an end to the punishnment. He wanted justice to be restored.
He want ed vengeance. Atlas wanted Martin to redraw the
story, and if he didn't execute, he'd kill his famly. In
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the dream Martin was hel pl ess and fearful, because he was
expecting Stormto burst in at any nonment, and he didn't
want to i magi ne the consequences of having two nmad super-
beings in his flat. But Atlas forced himto draw, and he
was feeling his exhilarated breathing over his shoul der.
Wth every franme, Atlas’ euphoric nood got nore intense. He
was i ntoxicated by Martin's visual art, by the way his

| i nes and shades were rendering the powers at play. Atlas
kept on requiring nore troops. Martin executed, soliciting
every copyrighted CC com cs hero known to him All that
time, the nenace of Storm s advent was hanging in the air,
al nost pal pable. Martin told Atlas to stop by Tom Del arte,
his creator, the one true responsible of his fate, but

Atl as replied he had paid hima visit, that he had been
uncooperative. He didn't specify what he had done to him
During a nonent of inattention, Martin drew Storm attacking
Atl as, but then he felt a push in his back. Atlas said,

"you thought it was that sinple, huh?! | could crush you
with my thumb |ike a crunmb, you m serable earthling". Mar-
tinreplied: " I've just made ny point. If | can't defeat
you, how shall | bring you victory?" But Atlas expl ai ned

that his drawi ngs would conme in effect and change the
course of things only after publishing, which nade sense to
him It was terrifying. Then came a sequence in his dream
that rolled in fast forward: Martin drew two separate
plot-1lines, one according to Atlas' demands, while the

ot her ended with the massacre of all parties involved. His
pl an was to hand over the second one for publication. The
ot her problem was how and what to tell Sylvia. By then, the
rhyt hm of the dream sl owed down to normal. Sylvia was

sl eepi ng, he sat down next to her, the mattress sank on
that spot and Martin broke her sleep. "Sylvia, there’'s
sonebody in the house.” She said, "that’s not funny... stop
frightening nme that way.” He tried to explain that they
were Atlas' hostages, but Sylvia didn't believe him she
said, "Please Martin, not now. ..” But after she got

dressed, Sylvia crossed Atlas in the hallway. He had nmade
cof fee and handed her a cup right there in the corridor.
Atlas said to her, "Hello Sylvia, let me introduce nyself:

| am Atl as, m sjudged and unduly punished by Lord Dazzl e,
condemmed to maunder outward the space-tinme continuumfor a

sin | did not commt. But eventually, | found the hidden
portal in sub-space, escaped, and am now preparing ny
retaliation. And your husband will help nme in doing so.”

Sylvia took a long | ook at the guest. She turned her head
interrogatively towards Martin and asked, “Who is this
madman? what the fuck is this circus?” Martin said, "It’s
li ke he said, Sylvia, just |like he said.” She went for the
door, but Atlas took her by her arm and hurl ed her back-
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war ds. Her head bunped agai nst the wall and she fell
heavily on the floor. Martin rocketed at her and hel ped her
stand up. Martin turned towards Atlas. “Vhat is this? Are
you crazy? That was nmy wife for god sake.” He said, "No-
body’ s goi ng nowhere. Not w thout ny perm ssion. Shut your
wfe in the bedroom or else I'l|l tighten her up. You
choose. Now get out and bring the drawings to CC com cs.
"1l be waiting in the studio.” Martin went on his way
sickened to death. He ran as hard he could towards CC com
Ics, but the city was a maze. It took himan eternity to
get there, and on his way back, he was convinced that Storm
had caught up on Atlas in the nmeantime and butchered
everyone el se. But when he entered the house, he saw Atl as
and Sylvia naked in bed. Sylvia was crouched against him
and she was noani ng, not from pain but from pl easure. Froth
covered her lips, and her face contorted blissfully. Atlas
didn't notice his entrance, but Sylvia did. She turned her
head towards him and from under hooded |ids, she sm | ed.
He realized Atlas was fucking her in the arse, and that's
when he woke up.

Deadl ine day was a rainy day. Sylvia was panpering the
baby. Martin prepared breakfast. Through the w ndow, he saw
bi g cl ouds gathering high in the sky. Sylvia joined himin
the kitchen. They spread jamon slices of bread w thout a
word. Martin was puzzled by the dream and wondered if the
nonsters had returned. Sylvia seened to be in a good npod.

"It's today, isn't it?"

"Yup."

She was supportive, and declared that she'd take care of
everything. Martin had the entire nmorning to finish what
needed to be done. He'd have to deliver in the afternoon.
Martin gul ped the snoking coffee, and rushed to the studio.
At his desk, tugging his dyes out of the way, he cl asped
the | ast part of the script and conpared it with the | ast
panel s he had drawn.

Atlas had found hinmself a friend in sub-
space. The conmmuni cation between the two
t el epat hs becane nore frequent, and the vibes
were getting better and better. It wasn't a
strictly intellectual relationship, the streans
carried al so enotional |aden pulses. Atlas felt
increasingly confortable with his nmental cor-
respondent. Every tinme they plunged into their

psychic ballet, Atlas felt reborn, Iike a new
man. There was | ove at the other side, he'd
swear it. It was a woman, that was cl ear too.

Had to be a woman, that warnth, that sensual -
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ity... He declared his flanme, proposed her to
get married, but she refused, said it was
i npossi bl e. Again, he asked where he could find
Eddi e Baret, who he was. She bl ocked his
t houghts, and put an end to the romance.

Atlas finally cracked the Eddi e Baret puzzle.
Eddi e Baret was an acronym for Teddy Bear. He

turned to his doll, and started interrogating
it, but it was nute, so he tore it apart, and
there, hidden in the fluffy filling, he found a
note. The note said: "I amnot your father.

Lord Dazzle is." That was Duke's writing. Duke
had spoken to him from beyond his grave, and
At|l as had sol ved the riddle.

Atl as' second nmonol ogue went |ike this:

Mar t
not es.

task that Stormfailed to acconpli sh.
but does not break up her liaison with Storm Atlas can't
t, interferes and finally duels with Storm Both get

bear i

"Everything was so clear now. \When not her
ditched Lord Dazzle for the Duke, she was
pregnant with nme. She never dared tell ne the
truth. Al that time, she felt guilty, and
maybe secretly she wished | really were Duke's
son. But when he got nurdered, she |ost every-
t hing, turned sour, and had only one thing in
m nd: vengeance.

But it wasn't that easy to reach Lord Dazzle.
He was guarded and well protected. Elektra
needed hel p, and Storm provided just that. In
her despair, she may have flirted with him but
really, he neant nothing to her.

Only Lord Dazzl e remai ned untouchabl e. Wrse,
he got rid of me, his prodigal son. So |I'd
never know, and even if |'d discover |I'd be as
good as dead, ensnared in sub-space. But he
m scal cul ated one thing. By sending ne to

infinite exile, |1 unleashed ny uncanny facul -
ties. I amnow a powerful man. And |' m not
alone. 1've bridged with an ally, nuch nore

power ful than nyself. Lord Dazzle nmay be ny
father, but he ruined ny nother's |life and
tried to annul his own son. He'll have to pay
for that."

in was review ng the epilogue. He | ooked at Tom s
Ah yes, Atlas kills Lord Dazzle, succeeding in the
El ektra i s thankful,

killed. Atlas dies w thout knowi ng that his psychic partner
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was his own mother. For the third time, Elektra is a w dow,
except now she nmourns for the | oss of her son as well

Thi ngs seened to be ok, and Martin decided that that was
it. "Furio" had been brought to conpletion. He could bring
the lot to CC comcs. He snatched his coat, and stepped
outside. The rain had stopped, but there was a strong w nd.
Martin squeezed the drawi ngs tighter under his arnpit. He
had wor ked hard, and he should have felt relieved, but he
only could think of Sylvia. It had never struck Martin how
strong- m nded that woman was. He reckoned there was perti-
nence to her argunents, yet he thought they were extrene,
too radical. But he'd have to adjust, because at the end of
the day, that was how she was, that was the woman he | oved,
and probably still did. But how |long could they go on like
that? A sadness invaded him He recalled the first days of
hi m and Sylvia, when he wasn't drawi ng yet. He coul dn't
decide if they were good or bad nenories. So many things
had changed since then. But what was the future bearing for
t hen? Who was drawi ng the odds? He thought of his baby, and
wonder ed what ki nd of person he would grow into. Martin
started to run. He ran and ran until the air in his |lungs
came to mss, and when his chest was burning and his | egs
felt like slabs of |ead, he found hinself facing CC com cs'
offices. And there, with a finger on the doorbell, he
sensed tears filling his eyes. Wth the back of his free
hand, he w ped off the tears. Then he rang the door bel
tw ce.
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