
PROLOGUE

Then

For Jerry Fox, December 21 was a day pretty much like any other. He certainly didn’t believe the world

was going to end just because some ancient calendar suddenly stopped. After all, how could it end

when he was so close to finally getting his promotion?

The same thing had happened twelve years ago: Y2K drove half the nation insane. He didn’t put

any more stock in it now than he did back then. 

In truth, Jerry should have been promoted a while ago. It had been in the making for some time.

Three years to be exact, ever since he had been told he was a shoe-in for the last open management slot.

But things had happened and he was passed up for the promotion. Not this time, though. He had the

most experience on the floor. He had the highest education level (magna cum laude at Dartmouth). This

promotion was his. 

The morning started like any other. At exactly 6:05 a.m., Jerry’s alarm went off. He was already

awake, though. He had barely slept all night, knowing the boss would be announcing the promotion

today: his promotion. He got out of the bed slowly despite his excitement. His back always pained him

first thing in the morning, and he had to get out of bed slowly or it would hurt all day. Once he worked

out his initial morning kinks, he would be good for the rest of the day. 

Jerry stretched  his  arms  one  final  time  before  going  about  his  morning  routine.  He showered

quickly, brushed his teeth, shaved the patches of gray stubble that were growing across his neck, and

dressed. He knew it was an important day, so he wanted to look his best. He pulled out his favorite tie,

a dark maroon one his ex-wife had given him. No need to throw out a perfectly good tie, just because

she’s a cheating whore, he thought every time he tied it. 

Jerry Fox had a very dry sense of humor like that. It was what kept him from having many friends

and why his coworkers never invited him out for drinks after work. He knew that, and, to be honest, he

was perfectly okay with it. He didn’t need friends. After all, it was a friend that had slept with his wife

and broken up their marriage. Friends just didn’t seem that important after that. 

Jerry poured the smoothie he had made the night before into his thermos (he hated coffee) and

walked down to his car. It wasn’t a far drive to the office; he lived only a few miles away. It was why

he chose this particular apartment after his wife had won the house in the divorce settlement. He liked

being close to work. It meant he was always one of the first to arrive, and being one of the last to leave

really didn’t matter when his drive home was a quarter of the length of his coworkers’.

The drive to work was about as average as it could get. The usual stoplights turned red just as he



approached them. The green lights stayed green long enough for him to slip through the intersection.

The clouds overhead threatened rain, but Jerry hoped the rising sun would clear them away. He didn’t

bother flipping the radio to any particular station; his drive wasn’t nearly long enough to worry about it.

“Born to Run” by Bruce Springsteen hummed out of Jerry’s speakers. He bobbed his head to it

occasionally, not really focusing on the lyrics. He was too intent on the new office that would soon be

his. He imagined what he would hang on the walls: his college diploma, for sure, and maybe that

picture with Jay Leno his ex-wife had snapped all those years ago. That had been a day of days. Jerry’s

first and only time in New York City, and he bumped into the late night talk show host. Literally. He

caused Leno to spill coffee all over himself. Jerry had half expected Leno to ring his neck, but he

simply laughed it off, made a joke, and even agreed to snap a photo with Jerry, coffee-drenched shirt

and all. Jerry smiled slightly at the memory as he pulled into the parking lot. 

Vaguely, Jerry wondered if he would get his own parking spot with the promotion as well. He never

bothered to ask Rick Dantana when he had received the promotion instead of Jerry. He had been a little

bitter after all, and talking to Rick Dantana about anything, much less a parking spot for the promotion

that should have been his,  was at  the bottom of his  priority list.  But maybe he would swing into

Dantana’s office and ask. That was if Rick was even in yet. Management never seemed to show up as

early as Jerry did.  Suppose that’s why I’m the one getting the promotion this year,  Jerry thought to

himself as he pulled into a corner parking spot. 

Thunder clapped overhead as Jerry got out of his car, and he glanced up vaguely. It didn’t seem like

the rain clouds were going anywhere. He held his coat together as a strong gust of wind blew past and

rushed inside as the first raindrops began to fall.

Jerry  worked  at  a  small  advertising  branch  of  a  larger  firm  based  out  of  Philadelphia.  They

specialized mostly in billboard designs for up-and-coming corporations and ventures,  and business

logos. He was one of the lead graphic designers, spitting out images as fast as the execs could come up

with them, and, while it wasn’t the most exciting job out there, it  was what he had majored in at

Dartmouth and what he had enjoyed doing for the last decade and a half. The time had come to move

on, however. The time had come to move up. 

As per usual, the rows of cubicles were empty as he entered the office. The motion-sensing lights

activated as he stepped across the threshold,  the third from the left  giving its  usual flicker  before

powering up. Jerry walked over to his cubicle near the back wall and powered on his computer. He took

a sip from his thermos and glanced around the room. Soon it would be a bustle of activity, but for now,

for the next twenty or so minutes, it was quiet. Peaceful. 

As he looked around the room, he noticed the light on in Mister Eckhart’s office. At first he thought



the cleaning crew had forgotten to turn it off last night, but then he saw a shadow moving behind the

blinds. 

That’s strange,  Jerry thought to himself.  Mister Eckhart was usually one of the last to show up.

What time did he come in? 

Shrugging it off as nothing, he sat down at his desk and typed in his user name and password to log

into the company’s server. He would spend the next few minutes going over emails and any memos he

might have missed, though that was very rare. Still, it never hurt to be thorough. After that, he would

finish his smoothie and start  working on the latest  project that had been pushed his way until  the

morning meeting at nine.

Jerry’s inbox was almost  empty of new messages.  A message from HR, “How to Prevent and

Identify Sexual Harassment,” something that looked suspiciously like spam, a daily cat picture from

Janet in accounting (she sent them to everyone), and an email from Mister Eckhart marked  URGENT.

Jerry’s brow furrowed as he clicked it open.

“Jerry, please see me in my office AS SOON AS you arrive,” it read. Jerry glanced toward Mister

Eckhart’s office, just barely able to see its shuttered windows and closed door over his cubicle wall. He

wondered what was so urgent.

Locking his computer, Jerry took a quick sip from his thermos and walked to Mister Eckhart’s

office. Behind him, a few other early arrivers walked in, looking tired and groggy. Jerry paid them only

a cursory glance. 

What could Mister Eckhart want with him? Could he be giving him his promotion personally? Last

time, it had been a public announcement at the morning meeting. A sick feeling settled in the pit of

Jerry’s stomach. Hesitantly, he rapped lightly on Mister Eckhart’s door. 

“Come in,” came the voice from the other side. Jerry opened the door and entered. Mister Eckhart

was  sitting  behind  his  desk,  his  telephone  cradled  between  his  shoulder  and  his  ear  as  he  wrote

something on a legal pad in front of him. He looked tired,  the bottom of his eyes rimmed in red.

Listening on the phone, he nodded every few seconds, though he spared a moment to wave Jerry into

the seat in front of his desk. Jerry took it, interlocking his fingers across his lap, his feet tapping the

floor with nervous energy.

Everything about this meeting said it couldn’t be good. Mister Eckhart always looked so well put

together.  His suits  were always clean and pressed.  He was always clean shaven,  and his hair  was

always combed neatly to the side. This morning, however, he looked little better than a vagrant who

had stolen a necktie from someone. He had obviously not shaven before coming into work, his hair was

a bedraggled mess, and his necktie was loose around his collar, barely tied. 



After  a  few  more  moments  of  fervent  nodding,  Mister  Eckhart  finally  cut  in.  “I  understand

everything. Yes. Yes. I will call you back as soon as I have the numbers. Yes. Thank you. Yes. Within

the hour. Good bye.”

He practically slammed the phone back down on its hook. He rubbed his eyes for several seconds

before finally meeting Jerry’s quizzical gaze.

“Is everything okay, sir?” Jerry asked, trying to put some confidence in his voice that he didn’t feel.

This was definitely not good.

“Not particularly, Jerry,” Mister Eckhart responded. He regarded Jerry for several long seconds.

“We’ve never really gotten to know each other that well, have we, Jerry?”

“Uh, no, sir.”

“I get the impression that’s the way you like it, though. You keep mostly to yourself, do your work

in a timely manner, keep everything professional. That’s good. It’s that kind of attitude that gets a

person promoted."

Jerry perked up at that. Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. 

“I know you’re expecting a promotion today, Jerry. I can tell by the look in your eye. I’m sorry to

say that’s not going to happen. Not for you. Not for anyone.” Mister Eckhart let that sink in for several

seconds, letting Jerry work out exactly what was happening. “That was corporate on the phone. They’re

not satisfied with the numbers we’re producing. We’re not bringing in enough fresh revenue. So they’re

shutting this branch down. Some of our people will be moving to other branches, a few to corporate.

Others… I’m going to have to let go.”

And that was when Jerry realized what was happening. Sure, the polite people would say “laid off,”

but he knew what it really was. 

He was being fired. “I…” He struggled to say something, anything, but no words would come. 

“I’m sorry, Jerry. Trust me when I say it’s not my choice. Corporate wants cuts, and I can’t justify

moving a  long-term staffer  to  another  branch when they’re  already full.  And you  don’t  have  any

management experience to bump you to corporate.”

“So I’m…” Again, he struggled for words, but none came. A ringing began to fill his ears.

“You’ll get a decent severance package, and the branch won’t be closing for another month, so

there’s still plenty of time to find another job and get your affairs in order.”

Mister Eckhart’s words didn’t mean anything to Jerry. He was barely able to register them over the

ringing in his ears. 

“So if I had gotten that promotion today…”

“It probably still wouldn’t have made a difference. Hell, I had to fight just to get Dantana moved up



to corporate.”

Everything was drowned out after that. Dantana got to keep his job. Dantana, who had swept in

from another branch and stolen Jerry’s promotion three years ago, was moving up to corporate. He was

getting another promotion.

Heat began to fill Jerry’s hands, starting in his fingertips and moving up his palms to his wrists.

Sweat began to bead across his forehead. Mister Eckhart was saying something else, but Jerry couldn’t

hear him. He felt like he was boiling all of a sudden. He stood out of his chair, loosening his necktie as

he practically stumbled to the door. Mister Eckhart called after him, but all Jerry could think about

doing was getting out of that suffocating office.

More than a dozen people had shown up by now. A few looked up as Jerry half-walked, half-

staggered over to his cubicle. His hands felt like they were on fire.

Was he having a panic attack? He had never had one before. Not even when he discovered his wife

had been cheating on him. Was this what it felt like?

Or even worse, was he having a heart attack? He swept that notion aside almost as quickly as it had

developed. He was in excellent health for his age, only sporting a slight gut that had come with age,

and he had full feeling in both of his arms.

Jerry practically collapsed into his chair. At first, he tried to bury his head in his hands, but they

were too hot. From his peripheral vision, he saw several other people walk over to Mister Eckhart’s

office. Apparently, he wanted to give the termination news to each of them personally. Not to Rick

Dantana, though. Rick Dantana’s job was nice and secure. Hell, he would probably get a bonus when

he moved up to corporate and definitely his own parking spot if he didn’t have one already. That was

when Rick Dantana walked in through the front doors and something in Jerry snapped. He just couldn’t

take Rick’s smiling face anymore, his neat, pressed suit, his polished shoes.

Jerry stood and walked down the row of cubicles toward Rick, joking with the other second-tier

manager, Kristina Jaw. Jerry’s hands were practically simmering when Rick and Kristina caught sight

of him. Evidently, he had a scary look in his eye because they both stepped back a pace. Jerry wasn’t

sure what he was going to do. He squared his shoulders for whatever it was, though. He had been

stepped on too many times already. 

As he got within a few paces of Rick, the heat burning in his hands cooled suddenly, and he slowed

his pace. He veered just to the right of Rick and Kristina and pulled a paper cup from the water jug,

filling it to the brim and taking a long gulp. He vaguely heard Rick and Kristina chuckling over his

shoulder. 

“Damn,  Jerry,  I  didn’t  know someone could be so thirsty,”  Rick said,  still  laughing lightly.  “I



thought there for a second you were coming at me. Didn’t want to have to put you in your place.”

And then Jerry truly lost all sense of self-control. He whirled around and threw both fists at Rick,

barely conscious of what he was doing. He wasn’t even within swinging range, but it just felt right. A

ball of flame suddenly sprang forth from his outstretched fists and collided with Rick’s chest, sending

him hurling back against the wall behind him. He hit it with crushing force, several chunks of plaster

sprinkling the floor as he landed.

Kristina screamed, and Jerry’s eyes snapped over in her direction. He suddenly remembered all the

condescending remarks she had made to him in the morning meetings, the way she and her little flock

would always whisper as he walked by, gossiping about why his wife had left him or why he didn’t

have any friends. 

The fireball he directed at her was even bigger than the one that had hit Rick. He didn’t quite

understand how it worked, but it felt good. Several more people screamed and sprinted for the door. 

“Jerry, what the hell have you done?”

Jerry turned and saw Mister Eckhart standing a few dozen feet away, staring in horror at him. His

eyes fell to Rick and Kristina. Both were charred where the fireballs had hit them and neither was

moving. Mister Eckhart’s mouth hung slightly agape.

“I… I can’t take it anymore, Mister Eckhart. I’m done being a stepping stone for others!” Jerry

yelled. He would show the world he wasn’t someone who could be pushed around. 

“Jerry, you can’t do this!” Mister Eckhart yelled. More flames began to crackle in Jerry’s palms. He

couldn’t dispel them; the heat was so intense. 

“I told you, Mister Eckhart. I’m done being stepped on! Just stay away from me! I don’t want to

hurt you.”

But Mister Eckhart wasn’t staying away from him. He raised his hands in a defensive posture and

took a few slow steps toward Jerry. 

“Don’t,” Jerry yelled. 

“Jerry, I know you’re mad. I know you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared!” Jerry yelled, cutting Mister Eckhart off as he hurled a fireball at him. It collided

with the cubicle wall just to his left, and he dove for cover. Jerry would have to work on his aim, he

decided. He didn’t know where this power had come from or how he had gotten it, but he wasn’t going

to let anyone step on him anymore. He hurled another fireball toward Mister Eckhart, this one hitting

the side of the filing cabinet he was hiding behind, before the heat in his  hands finally started to

dissipate. As they returned to their normal temperature, he turned toward the door and walked out. Rick

and Kristina still weren’t moving as he purposely stepped over them. 



Sure enough, it  was raining steadily as he walked outside,  and lightning flashed in the clouds

overhead. Cars were skidding out of the parking lot, and several more coworkers were running down

the sidewalk. A clap of thunder practically shook the ground beneath Jerry’s feet. There was another

flash of lightning, and then a bolt  actually struck a few blocks away, sending spots soaring across

Jerry’s vision. He wondered for a moment where it had struck before another suddenly hit in almost the

exact same location. Then another and another. 

Just what was happening?

Police cars roared down the street, sirens wailing and lights flashing. Their lights gleamed blue and

red across the slick road. Jerry felt the heat in his hands begin to rise again and he suddenly understood.

He had to get rid of it, and it was telling him where to throw it. Balling his hands into fists again, he

hurled a fireball straight into the path of the approaching police car. It hit just in front of the car, and the

driver swerved to avoid it. He caught the curb with his front tire and slammed the car into the wall of

the nearby building. Two other police cars skidded to a stop, but before the officers inside could even

get out, Jerry had hurled two more fireballs at them. One missed, but the other hit the hood of the car,

and the resulting explosion sent it rearing up like a horse. 

Jerry watched in satisfaction as the surviving officers ran for cover. His hands still hadn’t cooled

down, however, so he knew he wasn’t finished. Loosening his necktie even further, he strode toward

the police, ready to hurl more fire at them. It felt so good. Who could stop him?

His answer came in the form of a lightning bolt that slammed into his chest, sending him flying

backward. What was strange was that the bolt had come horizontally, not vertically. He landed hard

against the concrete, rain pattering across his face as more thunder shook the ground. His throat was

suddenly very dry, and his hands burned more fiercely than ever. He struggled to see through the rain

cascading across his face and barely managed to see the woman walking up to stand over him. She was

out of breath, panting wildly, and her blonde hair had come half out of its bun. Small lines of electricity

danced across her palm, but she barely seemed to notice. 

She raised her hand in the air, palm outward, and Jerry watched in awe as a bolt of lightning soared

down from the sky and collided with her hand. The last thing he saw before everything went black was

the woman closing her fist around that surge of electricity and directing it down toward him. Then it

was over, and Jerry Fox was gone. 


