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Ronnie Raymond was walking
through the campus of Hudson University, keeping his eyes on the
ground and his mind on the events that happened earlier that night.
He felt troubled, thinking that his new found abilities were having
a somewhat adverse effect on the consciousness that he shared his
powers with. During his research for his interview with Professor
Stein, he found him to be a man of dignity and class. Seeing him
broken and disheveled as he did earlier was somewhat of a
shock.



But that’s not what troubled Ronnie the most. It was the thought
that his new powers might eventually have an adverse effect on him,
and the only person that he felt could help him had no recollection
of anything they did when they merged.



Ronnie pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and checked the
time. It was almost three in the morning and Ronnie needed to get
to his apartment to get some sleep before basketball practice at
seven. Ronnie was putting his phone back in his pocket, when he
lost his balance and fell flat on the ground. Ronnie turned to see
a small kid with a shaggy mop-top haircut and a pale complexion
that indicated he probably spent most of his time indoors.



“Have a nice trip, Ronnie?” Cliff Carmichael asked in a mocking
tone as he chuckled.



“Ever get laid, Cliff?” Ronnie replied as he picked himself off the
ground.



“Oooo, that’s an intelligent comeback… for a jock.”



“What are you doing out at three in the morning anyway? The only
people who are out this late are people with social lives.
Shouldn’t you be playing World of Warcraft and becoming an 18th
level wizard or something?” Ever since Ronnie had started dating
Doreen, Cliff had always tried to sabotage Ronnie in some way.
Ronnie had always wanted to put him in his place, but Doreen kept
him from doing it. Cliff was Doreen’s neighbor and their families
had been friends for a long time.



“A Naruto game went a little late, but it’s not like you have the
brain capacity to appreciate a game like that.” Cliff said.



“Or maybe I just like hanging out with girls.”



“Well, I’m sure you keep telling yourself that when you’re taking
medication for venereal diseases.” Cliff began to walk away. “I’ve
wasted enough time on this trivial conversation anyway. I’m getting
a headache trying to keep my words monosyllabic enough for you to
understand.”



Ronnie let it go and just walked away as well. I’m going to get
even with that jerk one day, he thought.

 

 




Martin Stein got up from his bed and began to
massage his temples, hoping that it would coax the migraine
headache he was feeling out of his head. He looked at a mirror and
was amazed at how much he had aged in the past few days since the
accident at the Hudson Nuclear Power Plant. It has to be the
stress, Martin thought as he ran his palm across the graying
two-day-old stubble that grew on his face.



Professor Stein had been on the verge of his greatest breakthrough
with the creation of the Power Plant, only to have it all slip away
when his former partner, Danton Black, went to the Nuclear
Regulation Council and accused Martin of stealing his ideas. Since
then, it had been one stress-filled day after another, with the
situation compounded even more by the police, who had started to
look at Martin as a suspect in the HNPP bombing.



Martin heard a thud on the door of his brownstone and began to make
his way to the door. He rubbed his temples again and silently made
a promise never to drink again. He replayed the previous night.
After finding out that he was a suspect, and getting fired from the
Hudson Power Company, Martin had come home and hit the bottle hard.
He remembered vaguely that someone helped him up the stairs to his
bedroom. Martin made a mental note to check to see if anything was
missing from his house. After getting to his bed, Martin had awoken
in an alley near the campus of Hudson University. Some kid had
checked up on him to see if he was okay and called him a cab to
take him home.



These blackouts worried Martin, as did the recurring dreams he was
having since the accident. He dreamt about flamed-haired humanoids
that could change matter to whatever they willed. These dreams were
very surreal and they felt more like memories. He could recall
every detail of every dream that he had had so far. He knew what
the characters felt, what their personal lives were and how they
acquired their powers. Maybe I should consider a career change
into writing fiction, Martin thought to himself as he
chuckled.



Professor Stein walked to his front door, opened it and picked up
the paper that had made the thud against his door earlier. He
gasped and jumped back, dropping the paper as he hit his elbow
against the door. After grimacing and rubbing his elbow for a
minute, he picked the paper up again. On the cover was a picture of
New York’s newest hero, who was dressed in a yellow and red outfit
with a sun on the left side of his chest and flaming hair. The
Professor clutched his chest and knelt down. He took a couple of
deep breaths to slow his heart rate, and composed himself before
picking up the paper again.



It’s him, Professor Stein thought as he looked at the
picture again.

 

 

 


Danton Black looked at himself in a
mirror, gazing approvingly at the glowing green circuitry that was
spread out symmetrically through the black fabric of the outfit he
was wearing. It took most of the night to wire the suit and find
the necessary pieces throughout the city. The circuitry was
designed to keep Danton’ s body energy level at a critical point,
so that all he would need to do would be to make contact with an
outside energy source to create his duplicates.



“What? What’s that?” Danton yelled as his eyes grew wide.
“Someone’s coming…” Danton made his way to the door as it opened
and one of his duplicates entered with a latte from Starbucks and a
newspaper that was stolen from one of his neighbors. Danton grabbed
the paper and the latte as the duplicate was absorbed into Danton’s
body.



On the paper’s front page was a picture with the headline: NEW
YORK’S NEWEST HERO ENTERS A FIRESTORM TO SAVE A FAMILY. The picture
showed the flamed-haired hero waving down towards the camera.



“It’s him,” Danton said to himself. “It’s the one from the power
plant.” Danton closed his eyes. “The one I see when I close my
eyes. We are connected and I must find him.”

 

 

 


“Welcome to Rho Alpha Theta,” Chapter
President Tom Kuss said to all of the people who came to their
house tour as a part of rush. The brothers guided the group into a
large conference room with the Greek letters of the fraternity
tiled into the floor. To the side, was a table with snacks and
refreshments set up.



The president got in front of them and began to read from a
prepared speech. Ronnie, not having much of an attention span,
quickly lost interest and began looking at all of the pictures that
were put up around the room. Ronnie came away impressed with some
of the names he saw.



Sitting next to him was Jefferson Jackson, who was listening to
what Tom had to say, but, after a while, joined Ronnie and looked
at the pictures of the various alumni. This house is the one
Jefferson really wanted to join. His father was a member of a Rho
Alpha Theta chapter at Harvard and his friend Derrick from back
home was the vice president of the Hudson chapter. Jefferson hoped
that this would put him over the top and help him get in.



Ronnie was there mostly as a favor to Jefferson. Jefferson was
pushing Ronnie to join with him, but Ronnie had no ambitions to
join a house. After Tom had finished his speech, the group broke up
into smaller groups and began to talk to other members or get some
snacks and soda. Ronnie and Jefferson were part of the
latter.



“So what do ya thnk?” Jefferson asked Ronnie.



“I don’t know man. They all say the same stuff. I don’t see a
difference between any of them.



“Just wait until the party tonight,” Jefferson whispered. “The one
they’re throwing for potential new brothers. Come with me tonight.
I’ll make sure Derrick gets you in.”



“I don’t know, Doreen has this Justice League protest that she’s
doing and…”



“Come on, dawg. You know you’d rather come to this party. Just tell
her you promised you’d go with me before you knew about the protest
and you won’t feel like killing yourself.” Ronnie thought about
Jeff’s offer as the Rho Chi guides gathered everyone to go to the
next house.

 

 

 


After a few bus changes, Martin Stein
arrived a few blocks away from the site of last night’s appearance
of the flame-haired hero he read about in the newspaper. It wasn’t
too far from the alley he woke up in. He walked a block before
turning the corner and seeing the giant corkscrew slide that
connected the charred remains of an apartment building to the
sidewalk.



I wonder if this alien has to anything to do with my dreams and
blackouts, Professor Stein thought as he was overcome with a
feeling of déjà vu as he made his way through the crowd and towards
the burnt building. His progress was cut short as he heard a
high-pitched sound that made him clutch his ears as he fell to the
ground. Martin looked up and saw that the rest of the crowd seemed
to be unaware or unaffected by the sound, except someone wearing
jeans and a blue hoodie, whose hands were glowing orange.



Martin immediately knew who it was. “Danton,” he said.



Danton Black turned around, looked at Martin and then his hands.
“Martin… it’s you.”



Professor Stein stumbled to his feet and tried to run away, pushing
people out of the way, before he was knocked down by a duplicate of
Danton. Two other duplicates emerged from the crowd and surrounded
the Professor, grabbing him with their glowing hands.



“Danton, what happened to you?”



“Professor,” the duplicates said in unison, as the Danton that was
chasing Martin finally caught up, “it’s the same thing that
happened to you.” The remaining Danton grabbed Martin’s head,
causing a bio-electrical current to flow between Martin and the
four Dantons. Martin screamed as rays of light emerged from his
eyes and mouth and an orange cloud began to form around his
body.

 

 

 


“Ronnie, why do you have to go with
Jefferson to that fraternity party tonight?” Doreen Day asked her
boyfriend as they sat on her bed watching television in her dorm
room.



“When I promised him I would, I didn’t know that your big Justice
League protest was going to be on the same night,” Ronnie said as
he placed his head on her lap.



“Ronnie, you know how important it is that we have a good, vocal
showing at this rally. The League are starting to organize
themselves and that means it’s only an arm’s length away before we
have to start kneeling before them,” Doreen said as she began to
run her hands through Ronnie’s brown hair.



“Yeah, but the Justice League hasn’t done anything suspicious so
far. They seem to be altruistic,” Ronnie countered. He was
beginning to get tired of Doreen’s constant ranting and raving
about superheroes, but he bit his tongue since he understood why
she felt that way.



“What if that’s an act? What if they eventually decide that they
would be better off governing us than we are? We can’t grow
dependent on them and we have to let them know that. And it’s not
just that. Who foots the bill from the property damage from the
Teen Titans’ latest fight downtown? How can we hold someone
responsible when their recklessness causes someone to be hurt or
worse, because they wear a mask?”



“Okay,” Ronnie said as he picked his head up from her lap. “But if
I’m Batman, I don’t want The Joker knowing who I could be, and
possibly come home one day and find that crazy clown standing over
my kid, beating him with a crowbar.”



“What about the cops who have to actually arrest him? And the
correction officers that have to watch him in prison? The A.D.A.s
that have to prosecute him? They don’t hide behind masks, they are
held accountable, and they are the real heroes in this world. My
father was worked vice for years without a
mask and he paid the price for it because some
super-powered psycho ambushed us at home.”



Ronnie held his tongue. He remembered that day when some wolf-like
monster killed Mr. Day. Doreen had no problem holding him up as a
martyr, and it was starting to grow old on Ronnie. If I wanted
to be forced into a viewpoint through guilt, I’d go to
mass.



“He was a real hero. Not some grandstanding glory hound, wearing a
Halloween costume to keep from being held accountable, while he or
she runs around acting like they know what’s best for the people.”
Doreen wiped a tear from her eye as Ronnie got up from the bed.
“Why are you disagreeing with me all of a sudden? I thought you and
I believed in the same things.”



“I do… I mean, you bring up some good points, but I think that…”
Ronnie hesitated as he grabbed the sides of his head and his face
contorted in pain.



“Ronnie, are you okay?” Doreen asked as she moved toward him with a
look of concern on her face.



“Yeah, it’s just…” Ronnie fell to one knee as a high-pitched noise
entered his ears.



“Ronnie, you’re burning up,” Doreen said as she placed her hand on
his forehead.



“I gotta go. I’ll call you later.” Ronnie ran out of Doreen’s room
and down the hall to the men’s bathroom. Once he entered, an orange
cloud of smoke enveloped him and he was gone.

 

 

 


Martin Stein’s body disappeared in a
column of fire that stretched high into the sky. A concussive wave
that came from the column knocked the Dantons and everyone in the
vicinity back and to the ground. As the fire dissipated into the
air, the merged form of Ronnie Raymond and Martin Stein hovered in
the air, with his red and yellow costume and flaming hair.



The four Dantons looked up at the sky and snarled. They ran towards
a parked Honda Accord, picked it up and hurled it at Ronnie. Ronnie
altered his body density, becoming intangible and allowing the car
to pass through his body harmlessly. He turned around and shot at
the car with a beam that transmuted it into a giant block of
Styrofoam.



“Ronald,” The Professor said telepathically to Ronnie,
“the mass of that block could seriously hurt the people
below.”



“Got it.” Ronnie brought both of his hands in front of him and
blasted the block with two energy beams. The remaining pieces of
the block fell harmlessly as if it were a light snowfall.



Ronnie had no time to admire the sight as he was hit in the back of
the head with a metal object. He turned around saw one of the
Dantons wielding a lamppost and preparing to swing it again. Ronnie
dodged the swing, but moved right into the tackle of two other
Dantons, who slammed him into the pavement. On his back, Ronnie
brought his hands under each Danton and blasted them into the
charred remains of the apartment building. Ronnie looked to his
right and saw the Danton with the street lamp raising it to impale
him with it. Ronnie transmuted the lamp into water and lowered his
density to sink into the street. He emerged behind the Danton,
grabbed him by the hood of his sweatshirt and threw him into the
apartment building.



Ronnie flew into the building and saw the three Danton duplicates
huddled together. He cocked his fist, ready to slam into the trio
at full force, but the duplicates vanished, causing Ronnie to slam
through the wall. Ronnie transmuted the debris into water before it
could hit the ground. He went back into the building to see where
the Dantons had gone, but found no trace of them.



“Professor,” Ronnie asked. “What was that? Where is the fourth
one?”



“That was my former colleague Danton Black. I don’t know what
happened but I sense he is no longer in the area.”



“You can sense him?” Ronnie asked.



“Yes, similar to the way I sense your presence.”



“Wait, I remember him. He was at the plant at the same time we got
our powers.”



“Yes, I became aware of that when I was in contact with him
earlier. He was caught in the same explosion that gave us our
powers. It is possible that we share a connection through the
Matrix. If we do, then he could possibly know everything about us.
This could be very dangerous, Ronald. Danton was always a little
unstable, but now I just sense madness in him.”



“Then I guess I should get a better handle on these powers and
learn to do more than just make Styrofoam and water.”



“I think we should go to STAR Labs and get tested. See what
really went on that day.” Ronnie ignored the Professor’s last
comment and started to fly them both home.

 

 

 


Ronnie and his roommate Jefferson
walked down Walnut Avenue towards the Rho Alpha Theta house. Walnut
Avenue was known throughout the Hudson campus as Greek Row, as
almost all of the Greek Letter Organizations had their houses on
both sides of the street. Jefferson looked over to Ronnie and
noticed that he had a disinterested look on his face. “Dawg, what’s
wrong?” he asked.



“Nothing, man,” Ronnie said, putting his hands in his pockets. He
wanted to tell Jefferson about that Danton guy that he fought
earlier with the professor, but figured it was probably safer for
him not to know. He decided to talk about the other thing he had on
his mind. “It’s Doreen. She’s great and I don’t wanna sound like an
ass, but ever since her father died, she’s been…”



“Bossy, overbearing, intolerant of other opinions, obsessed with
superheroes…”



“Yeah… I mean, I want to be understanding and supportive,
but…”



“Dawg, I just think you guys are growing apart. It happens,
especially when you two are the only one the other has been with.
It’s good that you’re coming out to the party. You’ll meet some new
people, some new girls…”



“Dude, I’m not looking to cheat on Doreen-”



“I’m not saying that at all,” Jefferson interrupted as they reached
the walkway to the Rho Alpha Theta house. “I’m just sayin’ just to
have fun tonight. And besides, do you really want go to a party
that’s just guys?”



“Point taken,” Ronnie said as they walked up to the front porch.
All of the windows on the first floor were covered with black
paper, so no one could see what was inside from the street, and as
Ronnie and Jefferson made their way to the porch they could hear
the voices of people inside and music blasting.



Jefferson knocked on the door and a curly-haired kid answered the
door, wearing a shirt with the Rho Alpha Theta letters. He took a
dirty look at Jefferson and said, “Sorry, you guys are going to
have to get off our property. Private party.”



“We’re friends with Derrick Washington,” Jefferson said.



“Well, Derrick is kinda busy right now. So just take your-”



“Who’s at the door?” a voice from inside asked over the music. A
lanky kid with cornrows popped through the door. “Jeff! What’s up,
playa?”



“What’s up, D?” Jefferson greeted his hometown friend Derrick. “You
remember Ronnie right?”



“Why, Ronnie, what’s up?” Derrick said shaking Ronnie’s hand. “Come
on in man, the party’s bumpin’.”



Ronnie and Jefferson followed Derrick into the house, which was
only illuminated by black and strobe lights. The place was packed
with brothers of the fraternity, potential new members and members
of the various sororities dancing. They made their way to the bar
in the corner of the room where Derrick got drinks for Ronnie and
Jefferson.



“I hope you guys enjoy yourselves and seriously consider joining
our house,” Derrick shouted as he handed them the drinks.



“You know I’m down, D, but I’m not so sure about Ronnie,” Jefferson
shouted as he took a sip of his drink.



“I think you’ll really like it, Ronnie.



“And of course the parties and chicks,” a provocatively-dressed
blonde-haired blue-eyed girl said as she walked up to Derrick and
planted a kiss on his lips.



“Oh yeah, did I mention the parties and chicks,” Derrick said as he
wrapped his arms around the girl’s waist. Two other girls, a Latina
and a redhead joined them, dressed in a similar manner to the
blonde. “Why don’t you four get to know each other, while Lindsay
and I take care of some personal stuff…” Derrick led the blonde
girl upstairs, leaving Jefferson and Ronnie with the two
girls.



“Let’s go downstairs and play beer pong,” the Latina said to
Jefferson in a valley accent as she grabbed him and led him down to
the basement.



“So, do you wanna dance?” the redhead asked Ronnie.



“I don’t know… I’m white, I have no rhythm.”



“You can’t be that bad,” she said as she grabbed Ronnie by the
shirt and dragged him to the dance floor.

 

 


Martin, you were so right,
Danton thought as he walked down Walnut Avenue. He wore a black
trench coat that was unbuttoned and showing the green glowing
circuitry of the suit he had created. I was wasting my life,
pursuing such meaningless things as money, recognition and revenge
on you for ruining my career, when faced with the possibility of
gaining the knowledge and power of the gods. I really have to thank
you for showing me that. Danton walked down the street and
watched the glow on his hands grow more intense the further down he
walked. Maybe once I reunite the Matrix, I won’t erase your
memory from its existence.

 

 



“You weren’t that bad,” the redhead said to Ronnie about his
dancing.



“I don’t know, I think it must be the magic potion,” Ronnie said as
he finished the rest of his drink.



“Yeah, it has the tendency of loosening people up.”



“So… I can’t believe we’re taking the same journalism classes,”
Ronnie said. “I would think I’d notice someone as hot as
you.”



“Well, maybe you’ll notice me now,” the redhead said as she kissed
him.



“Mmm…” Ronnie mumbled as he broke the kiss off. “Uh… you wanna go
downstairs and play beer pong?”



“How about we go upstairs and find an empty room instead?”



“I… kinda have a girlfriend…” Ronnie said, uncomfortable with the
situation.



“I’m not looking for a relationship,” the red-head replied. After
an awkward silence, she placed her finger across Ronnie’s lips.
“Why don’t I get us new drinks before we decide what we want to
do?”



Ronnie watched her as she made her way to the bar, keeping her eyes
on her backside as she went. You love Doreen, he kept
repeating to himself in his head, before he heard a loud,
high-pitched noise and cupped his ears. Ronnie heard a lot of
commotion coming from the front of the house as the noise grew
louder and louder. He turned and saw a man dressed in a black suit
with glowing green lights, and in his hands, which were glowing
orange, he held a lifeless body.



“Danton…” Ronnie whispered.



“Ronald…”

 



To Be Continued…



=======================================================================



If you enjoyed this story, you can find more tales of your favorite
DC heroes at DC2
Universe.



All characters are (c) DC Comics and no infringement upon their
copyrights is intended. Support DC Comics by buying their monthly
comic books and graphic novels.
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