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American Hero Foreword

by Melinda M. Snodgrass

George and I have been doing Wild Cards for muffamuffahummmahumma (let’s just say a really long time.) And how the whole thing started was because of a role-playing game called Superworld. One Christmas, Victor Milán gave George the game because he knew George loved comics. George began to run the campaign and within a very short time it had consumed our lives. Our little group of freelance writers were playing two or three times a week until the wee small hours of the morning.

George would stay over at my house because at the time we played mostly in Albuquerque. One morning, he came staggering out and declared that, “We have to find a way to make money off this obsession.” So while we breakfasted, we began to brainstorm. George suggested we make it a shared world. I proposed the alien virus so we could avoid a plethora of different origins because George really hates that. Standing in a toxic waste dump, then struck by lightning and, voila! Superpowers. Not his thing.

Reflecting back on those early days, I think Wild Cards—along with Alan Moore’s brilliant Watchmen—set the stage for this deep-dive into the concept of superpowers and “great power requiring great responsibility.” What I think sets Wild Cards apart from a lot of the other superhero stories is that the powers are born of trauma, or even great joy: origins which always brings us back to the characters, not only the powers or the battles between superheroes and villains. There are battles in Wild Cards, but most often they are internal and deeply personal.



Once we had the sandbox, we got in touch with some people in the original gaming group, and from there, friends in our writing world. That first crop of writers included people like Howard Waldrop: he gave us Jetboy, a historical story due to his insistence that it take place on his birthday, September 15, 1946. His story “30 Minutes Over Broadway” began the series and Howard has said he will only write the final story and nothing else. There was also Roger Zelazny, the creator of probably the most amazing character in our vast and sprawling universe, Croyd Crenson aka The Sleeper. There were many other enormously talented writers; you can check out the murder’s row in the title pages of those early books.

But people’s careers move in new directions, leaving them little time for Wild Cards, (and sadly in the case of Roger, death came far too early). Which meant that periodically George and I get together and discuss new candidates to come play in our sandbox. 

In many ways working in a shared world is a lot like working in television. It’s very collaborative, so we need writers who are willing to let others use and abuse (within reason), and occasionally romance their characters. In other words, people who play well with others. We look for writers who have a body of work that displays powerful and unique characters, and we look for people from different generations and diverse backgrounds because we need those fresh new perspectives. 

One of our recruits, David Anthony Durham, with the help of his young son, created the Infamous Black Tongue. Marcus has gone on to become the defender of the downtrodden and oppressed. Mary Anne Mohanraj created two women of color whose home environments you don’t often find in most superhero stories. Paul Cornell, who has written comics, television, and novels, brought us some desperately needed humor with his character Abigail Baker. (My character, the hard-luck detective Francis Xavier Black, has a mad crush on her, and can’t even get to first base with the woman!)

And of course, George and I cast our nets for brilliant writers and found Carrie Vaughn. I’ll let Carrie tell the story about how she was a Wild Cards fan before becoming joining our team, but Carrie is a perfect example of this process working brilliantly. 

The first thing we ask of a candidate is that they create a character and pitch them to us for inclusion in the universe. Since virtually every superpower has pretty much been done and done to death, we look for interesting characters with interesting lives and perspectives on life. Carrie nailed it bringing us two powerful and fascinating women—Curveball and Earth Witch.

She also brought us reality television. This was certainly not a thing back in muffamuffahummmahumma when Wild Cards was born Since neither George or I are fans of that particular genre, it would never have occurred to us that reality TV would totally exist in the Wild Cards universe. But here came Carrie with a throwaway line in a character bio about how the person had been a contestant on American Hero. We didn’t accept that particular character, but we immediately absorbed American Hero into Wild Cards’ DNA. 

And out of the need to create contestants and challengers for that first season of the show, a number of memorable, decent, deplorable, and heartbreaking characters were born. These characters were meant to be nothing more than spear carriers, but many went on to have starring roles both tragic and touching in subsequent books, which shows off the amazing creativity of our writers. A lot of this material first appeared on a now-defunct online website that introduced the idea of superheroes and reality television to readers, which was the core of this book you now hold.

So what you are about to read is Carrie’s oratorio with the rest of us singing backup, and having a wonderful time while we did it.

Introduction: The Deck Is Dealt

Welcome to television’s newest and greatest reality event! This show isn’t just taking on the entertainment world: it’s taking on history. What gets decided here over the next twelve weeks may very well change the world. Join us as we introduce America to a new generation of heroes.

The quest to find the next great hero began with auditions in seven cities across the country. At each stop, dozens of aces, jokers, and everything in between came out to show off what they could do, to prove why they should get a chance to compete for the ultimate prize. Now, many aces look just like everyone else. But when it came time to show off their powers, they had to put up or shut up. Journalist Digger Downs, who’s been tracking wild card celebrities for over twenty years, seemed to have a knack for picking out—and on—the wannabes. Either way is entertaining.

The three judges have a huge task ahead of them, but they’re more than a match for the challenge. Melissa Blackwood, aka Topper, had a long and illustrious career as one of the Justice Department’s premier aces. She now brings her expertise to American Hero. The Harlem Hammer, Mordecai Jones, has been in the public eye for years as one of the world’s strongest men. His opinion will no doubt be a force to be reckoned with. And Thomas “Digger” Downs has never held back his opinion of the ace celebrities he’s covered in the pages of Aces magazine.

Some statistics: 654 potential heroes tried out for American Hero. Twenty-two wild carders with the power of flight showed off their skills, from the Hummingbird, the red-headed girl who can hover for hours (but not much else), to Jetman, who is carrying on the legacy of the great hero himself with his jet-powered boots. Eighteen aces proved themselves nearly indestructible. The most spectacular of these was Tiffani, who turns into glittering diamond. Twenty-five potential heroes shape-shifted into animals, from a giant toad to thousands of tiny bugs. Fifteen shape-shifted into inanimate objects, from a lamp post to a palm tree. Thirty-eight cars were destroyed in feats of strength and power, along with five buses, a tank, and four tons of concrete. And the three judges were mind-controlled into embarrassing situations no fewer than five times. Hint for future auditions: aces with mind-control powers shouldn’t embarrass the judges if they expect to make the cut.

Not surprisingly, the largest audition by far took place at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, but that didn’t stop what must have been most of Jokertown from coming out to watch their fellow wild carders strut their stuff. There’ve been a lot of great ace powers over the years. And there’ve been a lot of not-so-great ones, and spectators got a look at some of these so-called deuces. The judges didn’t buy the claim by an ace calling herself Office Lass that the ability to telekinetically manipulate paper clips could ever save the world. But then we met Dragon Huntress, the eleven-year-old ace who can transform her stuffed animals into the real thing. Assuming her parents sign the release form, you can bet we’ll be seeing her among our contestants.

Of those original 654 contestants, only twenty-eight made the cut and moved on to the next round. Only they will join the teams that will compete for the grand prize: a million dollars and the title American Hero.

At the luxurious Chateau Marmont in Hollywood, the contestants met each other for the first time and were divided into four teams. Some of the aces seemed clearly starstruck, especially when meeting their host for the event, Peregrine herself. Rustbelt, our metal man from northern Minnesota, and Earth Witch, from the desolate New Mexico desert, seemed out of their element. Others, like rock star Drummer Boy, felt right at home. Some celebrities are born. At the end of these twelve weeks, we’ll see which celebrities get made.

Hearts, Spades, Diamonds, Clubs. Four teams, twenty-eight wild card powers, endless possibilities. This may be the greatest display of aces ever assembled.

But who is the greatest? Only one can be the American Hero.

Meet the Team . . .
THE DIAMONDS ARE OUR WORLD’S BEST FRIENDS.
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Meet the Diamonds . . .

MICHELLE is always blowing bubbles, but best not stand too close when they start bursting. She’s

THE AMAZING BUBBLES!

Michelle LaFleur

New York, New York


* * *

HOWARD is the man that Jetboy would have been. He’s seen The Jolson Story, but his own tale is just beginning. Make way for

JETMAN!

Howard Hawkwood

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


* * *

IVAN is full of surprises. Like Mother Russia, the more you pound on him, the more you have to deal with. He’s

MATRYOSHKA!

Ivan Kazakova

Brighton Beach, New York


* * *

MEGAN was dirt-poor growing up, but now she’s learned to shine. A regular diamond in the rough is our

TIFFANI!

Megan McKnee

Boone, West Virginia


* * *

JOE be nimble, Joe be quick, Joe can snatch your candlestick. You better bring your best game if you want to go one-on-one with

JOE TWITCH!

Joe Moritz

Baltimore, Maryland


* * *

EMILY is the fastest grrl on wheels. Don’t blink, or you’ll miss her whizzing by. There, that’s her, that

BLRR!

Emily Paige

Sunnyvale, California


* * *

Don’t you dare call RAJ handicapped. His servants wouldn’t take kindly to it. Step aside and clear a path for

THE MAHARAJAH!

Raj Chaturvedi

Seattle, Washington


Meet the Team . . .
TROUBLE COMES IN SPADES.
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Meet the Spades . . .

That girl CLEO gets around. Pop, she’s here, pop, she’s there, pop, she’s just behind you. Watch out for

CLEOPATRA!

Cleonida Simpson

Montgomery, Alabama


* * *

RACHEL has the bestest collection of stuffies anywhere. They’re all so soft and cute and cuddly, just like

DRAGON HUNTRESS!

Rachel Weinstein

Bayonne, New Jersey


* * *

An iron man from the Iron Range, WALLY has steel in his fists and a furnace for a heart. Rust never sleeps, and neither does

RUSTBELT!

Wally “Rusty” Gunderson

Mountain Iron, Minnesota


* * *

THE KING is the mystery man from down along the border. Where is he from? What can he do? Who dares to look beneath the mask of

KING COBALT!

name unknown

Somewhere in California


* * *

There’s never a loser when ROSA deals the cards. Diva or demon, snake or lion, even death itself, they’re all in the hands of

ROSA LOTERIA!

Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza

East Los Angeles, California


* * *

ALI likes to dust things up. The girl has got a little devil in her. From the land of Elvis and the Living Gods comes

SIMOON!

Aliyah Malik

Las Vegas, Nevada


* * *

JOHN burns bright by day and night in half a hundred hues. Let those who hide in darkness cower, and beware the light of

THE CANDLE!

John Montano

Durango, Colorado


Meet the Team . . .
EVERYONE WANTS TO BELONG TO THE CLUBS!
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Meet the Clubs . . .

BUFORD hails from down the swamp. Some say he’s just a good ol’ boy, but he’s got him one mean tongue. Folks go green when they see

TOAD MAN!

Buford Calhoun

Loxahatchee, Florida


* * *

JAMAL takes a licking and keeps on ticking. Shoot him, stab him, burn him, and he’ll be back for more. No one can stop 

STUNTMAN!

Jamal Norwood

Inglewood, California


* * *

The best-laid plans develop hiccups when PAUL’s around. He makes men cry “Gesundheit,” and women cry, “Oh, yes, oh, yes, oh, yes.”

SPASM!

Paul Blackwell

Denver, Colorado


* * *

PEARL knows all the secrets of the sea, and speaks the language of the dolphins and the whales. Go deep with

DIVER!

Pearl Olsen

Honolulu, Hawaii


* * *

TOM soars above his ancient lands on proud, strong wings, watching, guarding, remembering. Look, up in the sky, it’s

BRAVE HAWK!

Tom Diedrich

Benson, Arizona


* * *

HALEY floats like a butterfly and hits like a pile driver. Light as a feather in the wind, hard as ton of steel, that’s our

JADE BLOSSOM!

Haley Mok

Redondo Beach, California


* * *

THADDEUS will knock you down, roll over you, and save your soul. Cry hallelujah, brother, and pray you don’t get in the way of

HOLY ROLLER!

Rev. Thaddeus Wintergreen

Natchez, Mississippi


Meet the Team . . .
HELP IS WHERE THE HEARTS ARE.
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Meet the Hearts . . .

ANA delves deep. Stone and soil, clay and sand, they’re all putty in her hands. She’s 

EARTH WITCH!

Ana Cortez

Las Vegas, New Mexico


* * *

KATE’s the all-American girl with the all-American arm. She’ll zip it past you or throw it through you. Nobody can hit

CURVEBALL!

Kathleen Brandt

Portland, Oregon


* * *

MIKE’s large, he’s loud, he’s pierced, he has six arms and attitude to spare. He’ll rock you and he’ll roll you. Let’s hear it for

DRUMMER BOY!

Michael Vogali

On Tour, the World


* * *

Keep your green thumb, JERUSHA has ten green fingers. Mighty oaks spring up from tiny acorns at her command. Here she is, 

GARDENER!

Jerusha Carter

Jackson Hole, Wyoming


* * *

JONATHAN bugs out at the first sign of trouble, but he still packs a nasty sting. He’s

JONATHAN HIVE!

Jonathan Tipton-Clarke

Washington, D.C.


* * *

T.T. walks the high steel and builds them strong and straight. He’s tough, he’s tall, and he takes no crap off nobody. He’s

HARDHAT!

Todd “T.T.” Taszycki

Chicago, Illinois


* * *

Seeing isn’t believing when ANDREW is around, so best not believe your eyes or your ears or your nose. Only the tail is real with

WILD FOX!

Andrew Yamauchi

Fresno, California
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Confessional: Michael Vogali aka Drummer Boy

So this thing’s on, right?

Man, this is some lame-ass crap, I tell you. Television is where the lowest common denominator goes to die. KA Cohen, if you’re listening to this, this sucks. This ain’t my idea of “fantastic publicity.” You want to know what’ll sell tickets, KA? Letting me stay in the studio so we can work on some [bleep]ing songs.

But hey, I said I’d do it, so here I am. I’m sure you’ve got yourself a big woody seeing me here, but I know the guys in the band ain’t happy—and neither am I.

They told me this was supposed to be an “introduction,” to talk about me and where I come from. [bleep] that—that ain’t particularly interesting.

I don’t know where I picked up the virus or how. My parents bought me a drum set when I was maybe six, and I loved the damn thing so much I was pounding on it whenever I could . . . and one day not long after I was banging away and all the sudden I felt sick and nauseous, and my body started stretching and tearing and the pain . . . God, I’ve never felt nothing like that, and hope I never do again. The next thing I remember, I woke up strapped down in a hospital bed looking like some wacked-out acid dream tarantula.

Yeah, after I realized that I’d actually turned into a human drum set, my parents decided what the hell, let’s make some bucks off our son the freak, and they started marketing me as . . . well, you know the name. I [bleep]ing hate that name, and the first time someone uses it here, they’re going to find their head ripped off and inserted up their [bleep].

Look, I’ll tolerate being called Drummer Boy, because I gotta. But I don’t like that, either. Call me “DB”—that’s what the guys in the band call me. Or treat me like a [bleep] actual human being and call me Michael.

I got away from my folks when I was sixteen. Ran away and started lying about my age and playing music. I hooked up with the Voice pretty early on; we were in a couple bands, then we picked up Shivers and things really started cooking. Shivers knew Bottom—for a while we were a four-piece group called Earviceration, playing speed metal. Then we came across S’Live, did some jamming with him, heard some of the tunes he’d written, and decided we liked the sound. That became Joker Plague.

We gigged around Chicago and the Midwest for a long time before the labels starting nosing around. Then we signed our big fat contract, and hey . . . now it’s stadiums rather than bars, roadies to haul our [bleep], and groupies trying to get backstage.

So they have me on the “Hearts” team—we’re the lame-o team. We’re packed with useless idiots, and we could really use a few more hot chicks. Curveball—Kate—now she’s worth looking at, but Gardener’s just so-so, and Earth Chick . . . well, with a good makeup artist, she might make it to plain. But I figure Ana’s gone after week one. I mean, so she can dig a [bleep]ing hole in the ground. Now there’s a great power; give me a damn shovel and I can do that too. Gardener’s gone right after her—ooh, look! She can make plants grow real fast! That and four bucks can get you a caramel frappuccino at Starbucks. Venti, even.

The guys on the team . . . Hardhat’s the only one worth much—I can see uses for what he can do. But Wild Fox and Bugsy? Stupid illusions that won’t even show up on television? Give me a [bleep]ing break. The producers are gonna be tearing out their perfect expensive haircuts with that guy. And hey, a good can of Raid takes care of Wasp Boy.

That ain’t to say that our competition doesn’t have its weak links too. I mean, really. Toad Man? Fat Chick? She’s just a big [bleep]ing blob. Spasm, the Hiccup Man? That kid with her stuffed animals?

At least there are some women around the set who are awfully easy on the eyes, I gotta say. That ain’t all bad. Maybe I can have some fun around here after all. Gotta have something to do while I’m wasting time with this garbage, right? They don’t want us fraternizing with the other teams, but I look to do all the fraternizing I can. I’m all about having good relations.

Here’s the honest truth, folks—though I bet they cut this part out, ’cause they don’t want to hear it. I don’t give a damn who wins this thing. I’m not interested in being Mr. [bleep]ing American Hero. This whole show is bull[bleep]—there aren’t any real heroes here. Including me. I’m here for one reason: because our manager KA wrangled a deal with the network, and my contract says I gotta do what he tells me to do, and he said, “You’re off to Hollyweird.” So here I am, when I really want to be somewhere else playing music. Playing . . . Man, that’s the real true kick. I’ll give this a shot, but if I get kicked off tomorrow, you ain’t gonna see me crying about it. That’s just fine with me.

But I don’t think that’s gonna happen. The way I figure it, I’ll end up being one of the last ones out . . . I won’t win the damn contest—they’ll end up picking someone who looks less like a freak than me, probably one of the cute chicks. But I figure that strength has to play for something in this, and that’ll get me through to close to the end.

So figure that I’m gonna be around here for a while, and you’ll get to see my lovely face plastered on your big hi-def screens for a long time.

Ain’t you the lucky ones?
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Confessional: Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza aka Rosa Loteria

Is my hair . . . ? Oh, okay, good. We’re rolling? All right then . . .

Hello, America. You probably don’t remember seeing me at the American Hero tryouts, and I bet you’re wondering, Who is this chola, and what’s she doing here? Well, remember San Francisco? Remember La Goldrina, the feathered swallow woman? That was me. And La Sirena, the mermaid? Me too. And La Dama, the beautiful lady who made all the judges fall in love with her? At least the men? Me again. And even El Valiente, the knife-fighter? He was me too.

Mr. Downs was the first to sniff me out, and while I’m not that happy he figured out my game, he told me if I just stopped auditioning, I was on the show. So I did, and here I am now. So hello, America. Meet your next American Hero. And the one after that. And after that, too.

Now you’re probably wondering, is this really me? Is the pretty chola in the T-shirt with the rose on it who I really am or just another character, another crazy ace? And I ask, does it matter? You can call me Rosa, or the Rose, or if you want to be all fancy and Christian, then Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza. But back in East LA, most of my homies just call me Rosa Loteria.

See these? These are Loteria cards. Loteria’s a sort of Mexican bingo game, kind of like Old Maid meets Tarot, and goes back to the Middle Ages, or at least that’s what mi abuelita told me. There are a lot of decks. This is one of the Campeche ones. It’s got over a hundred characters and it’s been in my family for ages. Loteria’s played pretty much like bingo, except instead of boring numbers, everyone gets a mat with pictures, and instead of just saying what the picture is, the Loteria caller calls out a little verse or riddle for someone to guess. My grandma taught me all of the traditional ones, and I made up some of my own, and that’s how my power works.

Here, let me show you. I give the deck a good shuffle, like this. Then I draw a card so only I can see it—like this—and then I call out the rhyme:

Here’s a riddle: Tell me why

When it’s up, it’s wet; when it’s down, it’s dry.


What’s that? Cameraman in the back’s got it: El Paraguas, the Umbrella. And my transformation just now? Oh, it happens all sorts of ways. I call that one my “Alice Flurry.” When I was little, I was frightened by that picture in Alice in Wonderland where the cards jump her. It always looked a lot like a gang initiation—which is I guess sort of what happened with me when mi abuelita gave me this deck for my cumpleaños, my fifteenth birthday, and my wild card turned because I was so happy. The Loteria jumped me into their gang.

It’s a little random. I never know which ace I’m going to pull, who I’m going to be. And while I may look like the Morton Salt girl right now, I have to tell you, this little chiquitita in the Mary Janes is one of the most kick-ass aces you’ll meet, because if I open up this big umbrella here, well, When it rains, it pours. We’ll have a thunderstorm right here on the set. Plus I could fly around like Mary Poppins and call lightning bolts. But if I did that, the producers would have a fit, so you’ll just have to take my word for it, okay?

Honestly, El Paraguas is one of my favorites. I’m glad I drew her. Though with so many cards, really, I have a lot of favorites: La Chalupa, the Flower Boat; El Corazón, the Heart; El Tigre, the Tiger; El Diablito, the Little Devil; La Amapola, the Poppy; El Catrin, who’s pretty much me if I were the sharp-dressed man; and of course La Rosa, the Rose, who’s me.

I’m really glad to be on American Hero and of course to have drawn my aces—all of them. I loved Loteria calling as soon as my grandma showed me what it was, but there’s not much money in it and it’s sort of a dying art, and if I hadn’t turned my ace when I did, I guess I would have been looking at, I don’t know, beauty college or something? But this is a lot more fun. Not that there’s anything wrong with beauty college, I mean—my sister Adela’s in beauty college—but who wouldn’t want to be a famous ace and win a million dollars?

And my grandma and all my homies are back in East LA rooting for me, so this is really for them, so hi, abuelita! ¡Te quiero!

My team? How do I like being a Spade? I like it a lot. It’s like being in a gang, except no one’s going to get killed. My boyfriend Hector died in a gang fight, you know? And they still don’t know who killed him. And I swore to Jesus I’d never touch gang colors again, but this is different. We’re on TV. This is just for fun. So wearing the Spades jacket? I love it.

The Candle’s hot. And I’m not just talking about the flames on his head—John’s a really hot guy, and he’s half Hispanic too, so there’s a lot for me to like. Plus he’s got a really versatile power. Not as versatile as mine, of course, but still, a pretty great power, since he can make hot flames and cold flames and healing flames and all sorts of flames. Then there’s Cleo, who can teleport, and her ace name is Pop-Tart . . .

What? That’s not her name? I’m supposed to call her Cleopatra? Why? Everyone on the set’s been calling her Pop-Tart and I think she knows it.

Okay, whatever, Cleo Pop-Tart-ra, she’s this southern belle who teleports and has been flirting with every guy on the set, even Holy Roller. And Toadman. And, um, ew.

Then there’s Simoon, who’s from Vegas and can turn into a sandstorm. She told me her mama’s an Egyptian goddess and her dad’s Elvis, so she’s a second-generation ace, but, like, whatever. She’s from Vegas. If she said her dad was a magician and her mom’s a tiger, what would I say? No, that can’t happen! That’s impossible! If I draw El Músico, the Musician, I can turn into Elvis too. Or Madonna. Or, hey, even Drummer Boy, and wouldn’t that be weird? Anyway, Aliyah’s a little younger than me, but can turn into a sandstorm, which means she can fly, which is useful for our gang—I mean team—and if we need it, the Spades have free sandblasting.

Come to think of it, Wally could use some sandblasting. Wally, I mean Rusty—Rustbelt—he’s a nice guy, but he’s made out of metal. And he can’t turn it off ’cause he’s a joker. And I can feel where he’s coming from, you know, because when I first turned my ace, I thought it was a joker, since the first card I pulled was El Nopal, the Cactus. My wild card turned because I was so happy at getting the cards from mi abuelita, but if there’s anything to put a damper on your cumpleaños, well, it’s suddenly turning into a living cactus girl with cactus blossoms on her head. But lucky for me, once everyone calmed down, my grandma suggested I try the deck again, see if I couldn’t draw something else, and bless her, the next card I drew was La Bota, the Boot, and I turned into this awesome Nancy Sinatra sort-of-character with thigh-high go-go boots. And we’re talking seven-league go-go boots, ’cause in three steps, I found myself standing in Hollywood, and I realized I wasn’t a joker at all, but an ace, and what a wonderful gift mi abuelita had given me.

But poor Rusty, he’s stuck with what he drew, you know, a body made of metal. If he’d said his mama was a Buick, I wouldn’t have been surprised, but I guess he’s got normal parents and is the first wild card in his family, sort of like me. Or maybe there are other wild cards. I don’t know. We haven’t talked that much about our families. Mostly we’ve talked about, um, King Cobalt . . .

I know, if you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything, but Madre de Dios, what were the producers thinking? Okay, strike that, I know exactly what they were thinking. They were thinking, Oh, look, we’ve got a Latina. We’ve got a half Latino. Let’s put them on the same team as this pendejo. They can speak Spanish. The Hispanic audience will love it. Except guess what, America? El puto estupido isn’t Hispanic, and the only Spanish he speaks is gringo high school Spanish. You know, ¿Tía Luisa, donde esta mi pito? Spanish. So let me be the first to tell you, America, King Cobalt is a fake.

It’s not like my Spanish is that great either, but hey, my parents are from Mexico and mi abuelita’s from Spain originally, and I’m from East LA, so I do know some Spanish, y’know? But King Cobalt? He’s this idiot with big muscles and he’s all “I’ve heard you can turn into Santos. You must turn into Santos so we can wrestle!” and I’m all “Chinga tu madre, puto feo!” and he’s all “Rrrr! Rrr! I’m a great luchador in this stupid blue mask I got overcharged for in Tijuana! ¡Yo soy el Rey de Gringos Estupidos!”

And then there’s Dragon Girl—I mean Dragon Huntress, she likes that better—who’s like, eleven, and acts younger, ’cause she brought all her stuffed animals and sits around having tea parties. But I like her a lot, because when King Cabron and his wrestling BS had got on my last nerve, and Rusty’s too, suddenly there was this eight-foot-tall Garfield with giant suction cups on his paws. Ever seen a luchador mauled by a plush tiger, then tag-teamed by two giant teddy bears? Me neither. Best dolls’ tea party ever.

Anyway, that’s the Spades and that’s me, so hi, America! I’m Rosa Loteria and I’m going to be your next American Hero! All of them!
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Confessional: Paul Blackwell aka Spasm

I am so stoked to be on the show. Seriously, there were a couple days there after the first tryouts when I thought I might not make it. There were so many other people, you know? It was just the sheer force of numbers. Now that I know I’m on, though? I’m psyched. I’m unstoppable. I’m going to own this thing. Own it. Now that I’ve met all the competition, I can tell this is going to be a walk.

First off, I’m on Team Clubs. Best team to be on. We’ve got a bunch of totally ass-kicking aces. Jade Blossom? She’s serious shit and she’s massively hittable. Brave Hawk’s tough. Stuntman. I had this thing I was talking about where we could launch Stuntman. Seriously, Jade Blossom does the whole thing where she makes Stunty not weigh so much, then the Hawkster pitches him way up in the air? So he gets way up there, Jade makes him like a hundred times denser than lead, and bam! Pile driver. It’s that kind of thing that’s going to keep Team Clubs winners all the way through.

The great thing, though, is that we’ve got a bunch of losers, too. Toad Man? I mean, come on. Holy Roller? I mean, nothing against the handicapped and all, but we’ve got a freaking priest on wheels here. And Diver? Don’t get me wrong, she’s hot. But she’s got an ace power you can do the same thing as with some scuba gear. I think if a nat can pay a few bucks and do the same damn thing you can, you’re a deuce. No offense, but come on. There’s no way I’m getting voted off if she’s still around.

Now, you look at me. I’m serious box office, you know? I drew the wild card young. I was in like second grade. There was an outbreak at summer camp. It really sucked, because like forty kids died. I just got this really bad fever. Doctors thought maybe I got away with it, you know? So I go into third grade and I figure out I can make a guy sneeze just by looking at him. I mean really sneeze. Can’t stand up, face turning red, about to have a stroke kind of sneeze. Or hiccups. I can do those, too. My fourth-grade teacher, Mr. Zucker? Every time I got bored in class, I’d just look at him, and he’d start hiccing up so hard he couldn’t talk. He’d have to play a movie. He was the one who got me the guidance and help I really needed. If you’re out there, Mr. Z, you rock. I haven’t forgotten about you.

I didn’t figure out about the other thing until high school. This is a family show, though, right? So we probably don’t want to go into that. Let’s just say, I always get a second date, you know what I mean? Always.

What was I saying?

Oh, yeah. That’s box office. Who wouldn’t pay good money to see the Harlem Hammer sneezing so hard it tears up the grass? Or we’re up against some serious-as-[bleep] fighting ace, and all of a sudden he’s having this screaming O? I mean, that’s great stuff.

The thing is, it’s all about confidence. That’s one of the things that being an ace really taught me. I always knew that it wasn’t about just being able to do something other people can’t. That’s a trap. It’s about knowing in your core that you’re gonna win. Looking into the mirror in the morning and telling yourself, “Hell, yes, she’ll go out with me.” Or whatever.

Heh.

I may be a little drunk right now.

I wasn’t even really going to try out for this at the start. The tryout announcement came, and one of the guys in my house dared me to go in. He even filled out all the forms. That’s where I got my ace name. Spasm. All the guys in Sigma Chi call me that. Or Spaz. It’s not really an ace/nat thing, because they’ve all got nicknames too. Eek and Bone Man and Stinky. I kind of wish it wasn’t what they were calling me on the show, because it kind of gives people the wrong impression. Like I’m some kind of social retard or something. A nickname like that’s a brotherhood thing, you know? Like how black guys can call each other the n-word, and it’s okay.

It’ll be all right, though. I’m still going to win, no matter what they call me. Names aren’t that important. It’s what you can do. And man, that million bucks? That’s a hell of a lot of capital. I’m just about to graduate, and that kind of money is all I need to set myself up. I’m thinking I’ll buy a cell phone store, hire a couple real hotties to do the sales, and then just kick back in my office with my Xbox. Two or three stores like that in the right market, and I’ll be like the Hooters of cell phones. It’s going to sell itself, and I’ll just rake in the cash. Gonna be sweet.

Small business entrepreneurs and girls in tight T-shirts. It’s the American dream, baby.
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Confessional: Joe Moritz aka Joe Twitch

I don’t like small rooms or cameras in my face, so why put me here? Small spaces slow me down, and cameras . . . well, there are some people who are ugly and don’t know it. I’m not one of those. If I were, I wouldn’t live in Jokertown. People only look at me to feel better about how they look.

I’m Joe. I’ve been a lot of places in my time. Okay, maybe I haven’t actually been to all that many, but there’s plenty of lying going on around here near as I can tell, so why should I stick to the truth? Done a lot of things, too. Started out as the fastest waiter in the world, but I knew there were bigger things in store. I was a security specialist, an automobile daredevil, even spent a little time as a matador south of the border. Not to mention my talent for cards, which keeps me out of most of the casinos in Atlantic City.

Baltimore is where I was born and grew up. Current residence: American Hero. A little aside to my mom and dad if they’re watching: I told you I’d make it big someday, and here I am, no thanks to you.

I’m kind of drawing a blank here. Personality isn’t what I’m about. Action is what I do best, and I do it fast, faster maybe than you can see. I guess I could talk about my team, the Diamonds, but they seem like a bunch of losers to me: a fat girl who blows bubbles, a flying guy with a dopey Rocket J. Squirrel hat, a big hairy guy who can become a bunch of dumb little hairy guys, and a diamond girl who looks better when she isn’t being hard. Who are the others? Oh, yeah, the cripple in a wheelchair who’s a real clotheshorse and the girl on wheels. They’re not going to see this until later, right? For the record, I’m in the Diamonds, and I’m the best we’ve got.

I know most of you watch plenty of reality TV, and those shows always have a bad guy. You know who I mean. The ones you love to hate, the ones you always want voted off the show. But shows like American Hero need the guys, bad guys. So if you want me to play that bit for you, fine, I will, but the truth is I’m no worse than anyone else. I’m just not good-looking. You’ll put up with all kinds of [bleep] from someone if they look good, won’t you?

The truth is, winning isn’t about likability. It’s about ability. And how you use it.

I’m going to give you a taste of what I can do. Not much, but I’m stuck in the postage-stamp room where I can barely stretch my legs. See this egg? It’s raw, not hard-boiled. If I drop it, I’m covered in mess, which will make me even crankier than I am now. That’s not going to happen, though. I’m going to toss it in the air and bounce around this little room, twice, sit back down in the chair and catch it in my hand without letting it break. Turn on your DVRs, ’cause you’ll want to rewatch this in slo-mo. Word. Don’t try this at home, boys and girls.

Ready?

[bleep].

Hurt my knee bouncing around, but look at the egg. Not a crack in it. And I’m not even breathing hard. There’s a couple of women around here who could help me in that department, don’t you know. Not that they’d volunteer. Of course, I might help them out of their clothes for my enjoyment and yours. Would they censor that? Bet it would make the DVD, though.

I’m getting off track. Like I said, people, it’s about ability. And this hero thing we’re supposedly all trying to be. I’m going to tell you something true here. Bottom line, if you don’t learn to take care of yourself first, you can’t take care of anyone else. Remember that idiot Jetboy? He was no hero. Didn’t take care of number one, or anything else, and people have been paying for it ever since.

I’m Joe, and I’m the best there is. Even if you don’t think so now, by the end of the show you’ll be on my side. Stay tuned and see if I’m not right.
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Week 2: How the Cards Fall

Week Two Recap: Who’s Hot Stuff?

The four American Hero teams received a baptism by fire this week, literally, as each faced a blazing inferno of a building and attempted to rescue the victims (played by trained Hollywood stunt performers) inside. For the first time, we saw our twenty-eight aces in action and under pressure.

So, who’s got it? Who doesn’t? And who really doesn’t?

Team Clubs had it. The team worked together, mounting a spectacular rescue that might have been choreographed. Brave Hawk used his ability to fly to pull victims from upper-story windows. Fire couldn’t harm the indestructible Stuntman, who went into the burning building again and again to save victims—including an automated baby. The Clubs rescued all ten victims and proved that they’re real heroes.

The Spades and Diamonds almost had it, each rescuing more than half the victims. Highlights included the Maharajah using his power to telekinetically manipulate fireproof firefighter’s coats, marching them into the building and pulling victims to safety. Blrr proved fast enough to avoid being burned when she speed-skated—hauling herself up the front steps by the railing—into the flames to save the baby. Rustbelt withstood the fire long enough to rescue a pair of victims before his iron skin grew too hot. Not everyone was successful—Simoon’s whirlwind power only fanned the flames and cut short her team’s rescue efforts.

But Team Hearts really didn’t have it, giving an underwhelming performance that had the judges ranting and would have left seven victims dead. The Hearts seemed more interested in arguing with each other over the fire hose than in rescuing people from the flames. The only highlight at all from their performance came from construction worker Hardhat, who was able to create I-beam ladders to several windows, making him responsible for the team’s only three rescues. His frustration at the rest of his team’s failure was evident in his long strings of censored curses.

The teams gathered on the American Hero stage for judgment. We saw the contestants in action for the first time, and now they faced their judges. Topper did her best to be encouraging, and the Harlem Hammer also seemed sympathetic. Aces themselves, they understand better than anyone what these contestants face in trying to prove themselves and their powers. But Digger Downs felt no need to wear kid gloves when handing out his judgment. He scorched worse than any burning building—as the members of the Hearts especially discovered. If the contestants didn’t know it before, it became clear to everyone that this competition isn’t a game. Proving themselves worthy of being the American Hero is serious business.

For rescuing all ten victims, Team Clubs won immunity this week. The other three teams were sent back to their headquarters in disgrace and required to vote off one of their teammates. The voting is anonymous and uses, appropriately, specially made playing cards. The first round of Discards were: Joe Twitch, King Cobalt, and Jonathan Hive (who will no doubt have a few words to say about this on his blog).

Personalities clash, teams triumph and fail, alliances form, and scheming begins. What will next week hold for our aces?

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

the Maharajah, Rustbelt, Toad Man, and Wild Fox!

[image: Heart.png]

Confessional: Raj Chaturvedi aka the Maharajah

And so we enter the secret depths of the confessional, even though we’re nominally Hindu . . .

Hey, America. I’m the Maharajah. Or you can call me Raj. That’s what all my friends call me back in Seattle. It’s also my name. Here, see the driver’s license? Raj Chaturvedi, Washington. Height’s wrong—I’m hardly 6'2" since I lost my legs—and I assume they’ll fuzz the address out in post, but that’s me. Pre-accident me, but still me.

And I should probably introduce my servants, or at least a couple of them. This is Jeeves, my butler. Bow, Jeeves. To the camera, I mean. And this is my cook, Hazel. Hazel, hand me my mai tai, then give America your prettiest curtsy. There, perfect. I know they’re a little empty-headed—it goes with being empty suits and dresses—but it’s hard to get good help these days.

Actually, it’s pretty easy. If you’re me. We just picked up Hazel from wardrobe. It’s amazing what they’ve got there.

And like I said, this is my first confessional. Team Diamonds finally pried Tiffani out of the booth so I could make one, and I thought maybe I’d do something different. I’m going to respond to a couple letters we just got on the website. So here we go, American Hero Mailbag, take one. Jeeves, hand me the first letter? Thank you . . .

Dear Maharajah,

I liked watching you at the San Francisco tryouts. It was really cool seeing you come in with all your servants waving fans while you sat on that platform thing with the invisible elephant underneath. What’s it called? Also, why are you in the dumb wheelchair now? It looks lame.

—Bobby, age 10, Pittsburgh


Okay, Bobby, first off, as they taught me in physical therapy, it’s not “lame,” it’s “differently abled.” Though of course that’s wrong. Being a triple-amputee is sort of the definition of “lame.” And I’ve only been “differently abled” since I drew my ace. But anyway, the thing I rode in on is called a houdah or a palanquin, depending on whether it’s got an elephant or servants underneath, and while it’s great for a grand entrance, it doesn’t work so well indoors. Plus, if I rode a palanquin around the Diamond House, I’d hit my head on the ceiling. A racing wheelchair is a lot more maneuverable. Plus it fits in the trunk of the Hummer. At least when Blrr isn’t pushing me around, and gods, when she did that, half of me was having flashbacks to my accident and half of me was going Faster! Faster! This is so cool!

Did I mention I like being an ace and meeting other aces? Emily’s fun, too—I’m from Seattle, she’s from Silicon Valley, so we’ve got a fair bit in common. But anyway . . . glad you thought I looked cool, Bobby, and thanks for watching.

Okay, next letter. Jeeves?

Dear Maharajah,

What’s up with your power? If you can make a chorus line of bridesmaid dresses and legwarmers do the can-can, why can’t you just fill up your empty pants with invisible legs so you can walk around? Or do you really just like sitting on your ass while people wait on you?

—Curious, Custer, SD


Okay, busted. I just like sitting around on my ass while people wait on me. Subconsciously, at least. That’s the way the wild card works. If I got what I consciously wanted, I’d be Raj the deuce with three invisible phantom limbs to make up for what I lost when I rolled my truck. Instead, I’m the Maharajah, with an army of phantom servants to cater to my every whim. But hey, life could suck worse.

Hazel, this mai tai needs freshening. Fetch me another drink.

All right, one more letter. Jeeves, if you would?

I just watched the new episode of American Hero and I can’t believe what I saw Team Diamonds do. I had my husband rewind it so I could watch it again: the ghostly fireman goes into the baby’s nursery, picks up the baby from the crib, then tosses it back in the fire and leaves! I can understand Jetman missing that poor man when he leapt to his death, but what kind of “hero” leaves a baby to burn? My littlest one is having nightmares about those possessed clothes putting the baby back in the flaming crib and so am I. What am I supposed to tell my daughter? At first I’d thought it was kind of nice that they had a cripple on one of the teams, but now I’m thinking the Maharajah must have brain damage, too.

—A Concerned Mother in Baton Rouge


Okay, “Concerned Mother,” I don’t have brain damage, thank Vishnu, but . . . could you tell your daughter it was a doll? Really. That burning building is a set on the Warner’s lot and the victims were all stuntmen. Except the baby, which was a doll. With a voice track. And my servants aren’t really ghosts, just animated clothing, and they’re a bit literal-minded.

I should probably explain. I used to do game animation. You program a sprite to walk north, it does until it hits its head on a virtual wall, and it’ll keep whacking its head on the wall until you tell it to stop. Programmers have a term for this: GIGO. Garbage in, garbage out. You can only expect a program to do what it’s told to do. So before you get artificial intelligence, you get artificial stupidity.

My servants follow the same rules: they do exactly what I tell them to do, nothing more, nothing less. I animated a bunch of firefighters’ clothes and told them, “Gentlemen, I wish you to enter that building and bring me every living creature in it except the houseplants! Go! The Maharajah commands it!” And that’s what they did.

Jeeves, stop! Stop looking for a building. That was a hypothetical . . . And Hazel, yes, my mai tai. Thank you . . . for the coffee. Oh. I asked you for another drink, didn’t I? And you know I’m from Seattle. Stop nodding, Hazel.

Anyway, like I was saying, my servants are based on my subconscious. They know what I know, but I don’t really know what they know. If I’d told them “victims” they wouldn’t have gotten anyone, because consciously I knew there weren’t any real victims at our first challenge, just pretend ones. So I told them “living creatures” but not houseplants. I forgot “fake living creatures,” GIGO.

That’s the way my ace works. I’m consciously smart enough to know that if there’s a crying doll in a crib with gas jets behind it, I should probably rescue it. But subconsciously, the programmer in me knows that’s not what I said, so my servants won’t rescue it any more than they’d rescue the stuffed animals. They’re not real either. At least not until Dragon Girl gets hold of them, and she’s on another team.

I was extending my power as it was. Usually I only control my servants in the same room as me, or at most send Hazel into the kitchen to fix dinner, but I’m pretty stoked to find I can have that many operating at a distance without me able to see them. I came on the show because I want to test my ace, push it. Maybe get myself those phantom limbs. Or at least get better servants.

But, anyway, about the challenge. If it had been a real baby, I’m pretty sure my servants would have saved it, but thankfully this is just a show and no one was actually in danger. But stuff could have gone better. The Diamonds weren’t really suited to this challenge. Bubbles can take all sorts of damage, but she can’t breathe smoke, so she couldn’t go into the building. And while Tiffani is invulnerable in her diamond form, she’s tiny. The first victims Tiff found were the two big guys feigning smoke inhalation on the third floor. She couldn’t lift one, let alone both, and she spent the whole time trying to rescue them until they called cut. I don’t know about you, but I’d call that pretty heroic.

And Blrr! and Joe Twitch are both speedsters. I’m not certain why we’ve got two speedsters on the same team, but as soon as we saw the fire, they took off in opposite directions to find the nearest fire stations. Which is heroic, certainly, but not dramatic, so all you saw was Joe and Emily outracing the camera crews. And Emily is so fast she was able to come back, vault up the railing into the house and do a whirlwind pass of the ground floor without getting burnt. And she got the damn doll—I mean, “baby”—so would you please tell your daughter it was rescued anyway? Thanks.

As it was, I think we did pretty well. Ivan split into enough little Ivans to control the fire hose, Howie rescued people on the upper floors, my servants got the lower floors, and we rescued everyone except the jumper Howie missed and the two big guys Tiff was still trying to save when they called time.

Of course, fair’s fair, the Clubs had a perfect 10. They won the immunity and we had to vote someone out of the house. Joe Twitch left. I’ll admit I voted for him, but not because he has a nervous disorder—the gods know us crips need to stick together—but because Team Diamonds doesn’t need two speedsters and I want to spend more time with Blrr.

Which I think we’ll do now . . . Hazel, open the door. Jeeves, take me to Emily.

Bye, America!
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Confessional: Wally Gunderson aka Rustbelt

I still don’t know about this.

Maybe one of the other fellas should take my turn. Or one of the gals. You know, like that Rosa? She has all them magic picture cards. She always has all kinds of things to say. Opinions and stuff. Or maybe Rachel, that young gal with the stuffed animals. People like kids.

Well, cripes, I suppose I can talk about the challenge. Everybody else sure is. It was supposed to be like a big building was burning up, like maybe somebody had set it on fire or something. They wanted us to rescue all the folks trapped inside. So I tried.

I mean, I went in there on account of the fire not burning me too bad. Sure, I can feel stuff. Just ’cause my skin is metal don’t mean I can’t feel stuff. It just, you know, doesn’t burn as quick. So anyway I ran in there and grabbed a guy and ran out again. I dunno, maybe I got too excited or something ’cause he started yelling and then they had to put a sling on his arm when he got outside.

But there were still people yelling in there so I went back inside again and this time I was more careful so I didn’t hurt nobody when I pulled that lady out. Only she screamed when I tried to pick her up even though I was real gentle and everything. And then when we got outside that lady’s clothes were smoking and they had to spray her down with water.

I guess I didn’t realize that the outside of my skin was so hot. Maybe I was too excited to notice right away. All I knew was that people were yelling and waving at me and at first I thought it was ’cause I did a good job, saving those folks and all. And that felt good, so I waved back.

Only then I noticed that maybe I’d been in there too long because my skin was glowing and, gosh, I was real thirsty ’cause that was kinda uncomfortable. So I ran over to the trailer where they had all them bottled waters. I dunno, I guess my skin was pretty hot and I got too close. The trailer caught fire and everybody got sore at me because that was the trailer with all the food in it so nobody got to eat lunch.

That’s about it. After that nobody talked to me all the way home. I guess they were hungry.

They were even madder at Simoon, but I don’t know why. Why should I be sore at her? It wasn’t a real fire anyway. They coulda just turned it off when she—

Oops. Oh, yeah. Forget I said that.

Anyway, I don’t know how that could be her fault. She was just doing her part. Doesn’t seem fair to be so mad about it.

Kinda like when nobody gets mad at whatshername, Cleo, for leaving her makeup all over the bathrooms in our house? ’Cause nobody ever yells at her for that, even though she leaves it everywhere and never cleans up after herself, but they sure got upset the one time I accidentally left some steel wool in the bathroom sink. It’s like they never scrubbed a pot before.

Not King Cobalt, though. I feel bad for him. I just don’t think it’s very nice to be picking on each other, is all. They say we’re a team, the Spades, so I figured we’d be helping each other. But what kind of a team kicks people off after a bad day?

That ain’t right. I don’t like this Discard idea. Discarding people is just mean for no good reason.

I saw the other teams on the replay. They had problems too. I suppose they’ll have to kick people off too. Doesn’t seem fair to me, expecting people to be able to deal with anything.

I felt bad for them Hearts. They seem nice. Well, that musician fella with all the arms? He’s, I dunno, maybe not as nice as he could be. I think. But that Curveball, she seems pretty okay. She smiled at me once.

But the Clubs, boy, they were real good. That Stuntman, he did a heckuva job. I think he went in at least three times and didn’t get hurt at all even after his clothes burned off. Even saved one of them fake babies. I gotta say, he seems like a swell guy.

Uff da. Can I take this microphone off now?
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Confessional: Andrew Yamauchi aka Wild Fox

When I saw that fire, I thought we were all going to die.

Seriously. I mean, this is TV, they’re not supposed to actually try to kill us, you know? I thought we’d be helping little old ladies across the street, pulling kittens down from trees. Boy Scout stuff. Fun stuff. But this is really serious. I think my brain froze. The only reason I don’t feel too bad about it is I’m not the only one. Earth Witch, she just stood there too. I guess we should have done something, we should have tried to do something. But what? You tell me what I could have done about that and then maybe I’ll feel bad. Of course, I think DB and Curveball and them were all idiots. This building is going up in flames and they’re more worried about one upping each other. They all think they’re such hot stuff. Sometimes it’s better not to be so flashy, you know?

Dude. I’m outclassed. I know I am. I mean, when the other teams have people that can fly, or are completely indestructible, of course they’re going to win. We have some pretty heavy hitters, sure. Like that Curveball chick. She’s hard-core. So’s Hardhat. Total badass. And DB’ll get by on attitude. But what good’s all that stuff against a fire? Especially when everybody starts arguing. What were we supposed to do? It’s so not fair. I can’t run into a fire. I’m just so lucky that Bugsy’s a jerk.

Actually, the real reason Bugsy got voted off is because DB talked everyone into it. Like I said, I’m lucky the Big Guy picked him to kick out instead of me. I’m keeping that in mind. I have a plan like that. I just have to get on everyone’s good side. I have to make sure I’m not an asshole or a jerk, or maybe if I volunteer to do all the cooking, the other guys will have a reason to keep me around.

Because all I can really do is stand around looking cute. I can be cute—you wouldn’t think it, but some chicks totally go for the fox tail. Don’t tell anyone, but I actually shampoo it to keep it soft. Though I have to be really careful. Sometimes it seems to have a mind of its own, like if I’m sitting next to a girl, or walking with her, or something, and I’m having a good time, it’ll slip up behind her and get under her shirt. Not every girl goes for that.

Anyway. Yeah. I also do illusions. They’re badass. This one time at school I made myself look like Samantha Cho and hung out in the locker room after volleyball practice for like an hour. Oh, my God. Girls’ locker room. So hot. You have no idea.

But against a fire? Illusion’s not so great. And if we don’t do something like go up against bad guys or bank robbers or something I’m totally screwed.

My parents? They’re okay. I mean, they’re nice and all. But I’m not what they expected. I think they wanted some super-smart kid who goes to Cal Tech and becomes a rocket scientist or a doctor or something like all the other Japanese kids, like all their friends’ kids, and they got me instead. I kind of goofed off in school. I’m still goofing off in school. Took a leave of absence from UC Davis to do this and I may not go back. But you know, when you have a fox tail, people don’t expect a whole lot from you in the brains department.

My grandma is different, though. My whole life she’s been telling stories of kitsune and nogitsune, the fox spirits in Japan. They’re supposed to be super cool and powerful. I think my mom blames her for what happened to me, because she told me all those stories. But I have to thank her, because drawing the wild card, it could have been so much worse. What if she’d been into monster movies and made me watch too much Gamera? Then what would I have looked like? No, I think Grandma did okay by me. I mean, I’m almost an ace. She says it’s destiny. I don’t know about destiny—that might be just a way of making everyone feel better about a kid like me being a joker. But when she says I’m special I might as well believe her.

So I may not win the show, you know? Because I’m up against aces like Curveball and like I said she’s totally hard core. But this is a doorway. Like my grandma says, it’s destiny, and with this kind of doorway who knows what else I could do? I could get my own TV show. That’d be cool.
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Confessional: Buford Calhoun aka Toad Man

—this here thing on?

My name is Buford Calhoun. The nice folks who run this show call me Toad Man. I guess if you’re watching this y’all know why. Hi, Uncle Rayford. I hope you’re watching out there. If not maybe Mama Luisa down to the bait shop’ll remember to TiVo it for you. You take care of yourself, now, remember to take your heart pills. Y’hear?

I wasn’t brung up to give myself airs. Reckon I got a right to feel proud about what us Clubs did, though. We rescued all ten of those poor victims! Hoo-ee. I’m about as happy as a ol’ bullfrog at a fly convention.

Let’s see now. That Stuntman, now, he’s pretty amazing. Brung out four victims all by his lonesome, just running in and out of that burning building like it was nothing. Even brought out a little bitty baby. Except it was just this little doll, had a voicebox inside her to make noises like a baby. That tyke did take on pretty vigorous. Gave me a turn—I plumb forgot she wasn’t real.

’Course I guess nothing much hurts old Stuntman. But it was still real impressive what he did, all the same. Even if he did get a little crazy there after it was all over. But he didn’t hurt nobody so it wasn’t any big thing. All his clothes got burned off right off his back. That was pretty funny. I laughed and laughed till Diver covered him up in that fireman’s coat. I guess they gotta blur all them parts out for when they show it on the teevee, don’t they?

Oh—sorry. I didn’t mean that. I meant—ahh—you know, that piece—film or whatever. Oh, never mind. You got me blushing now.

Anyways . . . that Jade Blossom, she held the fire hose on those flames all by herself. She’s tall for a girl, with that bright-red hair and everything, but she’s still just a slip of a thing. To look at her you’d think a puff of wind’d blow her away. I guess she can make herself pretty heavy. Don’t know where she puts it. She did right well with the hose. When that old boy came out all on fire she hit him right square with the water, knocked him ass over teakettle.

Oh. Sorry. I guess I can’t say “ass” on television. I meant to say “fanny,” not “ass.” I’m sorry, Uncle Rayford. I know you didn’t raise me to use no words like that. I hope you won’t have the soap waiting for me when I get back home.

That Tom Dietrich now, Brave Hawk they call him, he sure lived up to his name. He got three of ’em down to safety. Even caught him the one who jumped off the building, buzzing around on those hawk wings of his. That’s something none of them other teams did. Even that fancy Jetman who can fly, over to the Diamonds team, he didn’t catch him that jumper.

Me, I didn’t do too much. Did rescue one dude, the very last one, from the top floor. Caught him with my tongue and zipped him right on back down. He did get pretty upset, though. I guess even a movie stuntman can freak out over being swallowed up in a big old toad mouth like that. But it’s just the way I’m put together. When I’m a toad, I mean. Can’t rightly help it. And I spit him right back out. He did look pretty funny hopping up and down with that old slime going all everywhere. I had to laugh. Of course I reckon nobody knew that till now on accounta I was still a giant toad and all.

So, yeah. I know pride goeth before a fall and all. But I am proud of what we did. Had it been for real we woulda got all them poor people out.

Not to say anything against those other teams. They all did the best they could. Who wouldn’t do anything they could, to save people from burning up in a building? Just happened to work out for us this time, is all.

I’m mighty glad. Them judges could get pretty rough. They sure were mean to those poor kids from the Hearts.

I’m glad we don’t have to vote nobody out this time. I’d hate to have to do that. It seems a pretty harsh thing to do to one of these new friends of mine. I’d rather get voted out myself.

They’re a good bunch. Jamal’s a good man, even if maybe wrapped a bit tight. He’s got a good heart, though. He doesn’t have it too easy in real life. That Paul, he sure likes his little pranks, don’t he? Haley’s pretty took with herself, but you can’t hardly blame her, can you? Her heart’s in the right place, sure.

Pearl, she always has them iPod things in her ears. Seems a little strange, but I’m not one to judge, am I? She worries she won’t be no use to the team. But I bet we get some kind of underwater challenge here before long, and she’ll have her chance to shine.

I wish I could fly like that Apache fella, Brave Hawk. But if toads had wings we wouldn’t bump our butts a-hopping, would we? That’s just a joke. I can say “butt,” can’t I?

That Pastor Thaddeus is a man strong in the Lord. I admire that in him. He do take up the space, though. I kinda worry about his heart.

I guess we got us a good chance to win. Good as any, anyways. If I win, I’ll buy my uncle Rayford one of them big old flat-screen TVs they got now so he can watch his soap operas. Might get a new airboat for the swamp tour business, too.

Oh—that Peregrine sure is a pretty lady. Is it okay for me to say that?
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Week 3: How the Cards Fall

Week Three Recap: Washing Out

Last week it was fire, this week it was water that stumped our American Hero teams. In the Treasure Hunt challenge, the four teams had to make their way through an obstacle course to retrieve the prize from a safe submerged in an artificial lake.

Already some teams felt the pinch of lost teammates. Wild Fox pointed out that this week, Jonathan Hive’s bugs would have been useful navigating the concrete maze. The other three teams had fliers who easily solved the maze. Through the rest of the obstacle course, teamwork was the word as contestants had to make sure all their teammates made it through barbed wire and over walls. Today, the American Hero competition looked a lot like boot camp.

So which aces made the grade, and which washed out?

All the teams handled the obstacle course without much trouble. Team Clubs hit a bit of a snag when they tried to figure out how to get the massive Holy Roller over the ten-foot-high walls. Holy Roller himself got rid of the problem by simply rolling through them! Just goes to show that creativity counts for just as much as raw power.

All the teams encountered a surprise at the end of the obstacle course. If the players thought this week’s challenge seemed a little too easy, they stopped thinking that soon enough. In this treasure hunt, the prize—a locked safe—was at the bottom of a lake.

Some aces should have been at home in the water, but while Diver and Toad Man were able to pull the safe to the surface, Team Clubs couldn’t find a way to open it. Even Holy Roller’s mass couldn’t dent the thing, and the team failed to retrieve the treasure.

The Diamonds found themselves at loss as well, unable to even reach the safe, despite the Amazing Bubbles’ creative attempt to get rid of the water entirely. She was still blasting away water when the team ran out of time and were forced to give up.

On the other hand, the Spades found the treasure when eleven-year-old Dragon Huntress, the youngest contestant, pulled a stuffed Shamu from her bag. Nothing like a real killer whale to help you out of a jam. “It was kind of lucky,” Dragon Huntress said after the challenge. “We just went to SeaWorld a couple weeks ago, and my mom got me Shamu.”

But it was Earth Witch of Team Hearts who shocked everyone when she solved the problem of how to retrieve the safe by bringing the whole bottom of the lake to the surface. The ace who digs holes finally came into her own and showed how much more she can do with her power. Even Digger Downs couldn’t find fault with the team’s performance.

In this competition, skill beats luck, and the judges chose their winner accordingly. So, in a spectacular recovery from last week, Team Hearts won the challenge and immunity, and promise great things for future challenges.

The other three teams retreated in defeat and discarded more teammates: this week, Spasm, Blrr, and Simoon got the boot.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:
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Confessional: Megan McKnee aka Tiffani

How’s my hair? I swear, whatever was in that water during the water challenge has screwed up my lovely tresses. I can’t do a thing with them. I could barely get them ready for the Discard vote.

Are we rolling? Oh, dangit, I’m a mess.

Well, this week’s challenge sucked. Hard.

And I was soaked to the bone with nothin’ to show for it. Did I mention that the water in that challenge was nasty?

What was I sayin’? Oh, yeah, the challenge. You know, I thought we had it locked up when we got through the maze so quickly. And Jetman was a real help then, even though his gadgets are so lame most of the time. Him being able to fly was a big bonus.

But I should have known better. I mean, my family and I watch all the reality shows. They never make anything that easy. You know, they’ve got to have aces and jokers on staff to test these puzzles. I mean, how else would they even be able to set up a course that would be a challenge for us?

Anyway, everything was going great until we got to the danged treasure chest part of the challenge. And you know what? We really are the worst team. Everyone on the other teams has these awesome powers, but the only person who can really kick butt on our team is Bubbles. And, let’s face it, she tried hard, but her power wasn’t a big help today.

What? Oh, are you kidding? My power is completely stupid. But I’m not on the show because of my power. I’m on the show because I’m pretty. And I’m “good TV.” I told them in my interview that I would do anything to become the next American Hero. And I meant it.

Yeah, my family is poor. Poor as dirt. Winning American Hero would be huge. I could get my brothers out of the mines and maybe even buy a house so my sisters could stop living in trailers. And I’ve got nieces and nephews who are going to end up just like my brothers and sisters if I don’t do something about it.

But you know what really stinks? Dragon Girl. That’s just not right. She’s a kid. And her power is incredible. And I am going to hate being up against her at the end. Do you know how hard it’s going to be for me to beat her? And no one’s going to vote her off. Who’s going to vote off the kid?

The other teams have it made. Especially Hearts. It’s like someone decided that they would be The Team. They’ve got Gardener, Earth Witch, Hardhat, Curveball, and Drummer Boy. I mean, how can the rest of the teams really compete with that?

On the other hand, losing last week meant we got rid of Joe Twitch, so I can’t say as it was such a bad thing.

And you know, Stuntman and Drummer Boy are really cute. I would so love to be able to make an alliance with one of them. It would make the down time pass a lot faster. As I see it, the big problem isn’t getting rid of the people you don’t want around. It’s keeping enough numbers with your own alliance to be strong when the suits are merged. But if we keep losing we’re done for.

Oh, I wasn’t worried about going home this week. Like I said, my power is pretty sucky. I guess I should say, “Pretty, but sucky.” And I wasn’t much help in the challenge. Except for Jetman, none of us did all that well. So the vote was down to who you liked, and who you thought might be useful later on.

I knew I had Bubbles on my side. I’d struck up a friendship with her during the Atlanta tryouts. See, most people wouldn’t talk to her because she was so fat. And by the later tryouts, most had seen what her bubbles could do. But I had this feeling she’d be going through. And now she’s firmly in my alliance.

I convinced her that we had to get rid of Blrr. And after a while, she agreed with me. I mean, going insanely fast on roller blades, it’s cool to look at and all, but useless in just about any challenge. And she’s cute, and I don’t need any more competition in the cute department.

Anyway, I’ve been flirting with Matryoshka. Okay, I’ve been flirting with everyone. It’s boring as all get-out between challenges. I’ve got to do something. So I went and talked to Matryoshka, and it turned out that Blrr was lobbying to get me voted out. And you know I wasn’t going to let that happen.

Matryoshka is a honey, but he’s not the brightest penny in the pocket, if you know what I mean. So, I talked to him awhile and he decided he’d rather have me around than Blrr.

Then I had to chat up the Maharajah. Oh, Lord, he’s so serious. You have no idea how flat-out dull he can be.

And his power is no great shakes either. He’s great as long as there are extra clothes around. And that’s handy as long as you bring a basket of laundry with you during a challenge.

Oh, the Discard, right.

So, I’m going into Discard and I’m pretty sure about my alliance. It’s me, Bubbles, Matryoshka, and the Maharajah. But you never know with these things. Any one of them could backdoor me. And Jetman doesn’t much like me. I guess he doesn’t go for redheads.

We do the usual “talk about the challenge” thing, which is just pretending that we don’t already know who we’re planning to vote for. As if talking about the challenge in front of this set of cameras is going to change anyone’s mind.

Blrr started crying, talking about how she’s let the team down. I think we were all embarrassed. I know Bubbles looked really uncomfortable.

Anyway, the deal went out and we all made our picks.

The first card up was me. I looked up at Blrr and she glared at me. It wasn’t much of a surprise. She knew I was gunning for her. But I had a nasty shock when the second card was also me. I glanced around the table, but no one else would meet my eyes. I won’t lie, I was sweating some.

Third card: Blrr. Fourth card: Blrr. Fifth card: Blrr. She started crying again. Her nose was red and she kept wiping the tears off her cheeks with the back of her hand. And everyone else was staring down at the table again and they all looked like they felt guilty as hell.

I mean, come on! I sucked just as bad as her, but you didn’t see me crying when those first two cards came up.

The final card: Blrr.

And then she was crying outright. Everyone crowded around her and hugged her. And Bubbles and Matryoshka were crying their fool heads off too. Even Jetman, who wouldn’t say poo if he had a mouthful, was rubbing his eyes. I wasn’t going to pretend that Blrr and I had been buddies, but I went around the table and gave her a quick hug. Then I left and came back here.

Yeah, it was a bit of a scary Discard, but every time you go to Discard you should be a little scared. You never know what might happen.
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Confessional: Pearl Olsen aka Diver

I know I seem like a deuce. Breathing underwater is no big power on land. So I’m as surprised as you are that I’m still here. I’m not sure that first win was good for us, for the Clubs. We worked as a team but we didn’t spend the next week working out how to be a team, and we probably aren’t one yet.

Talk about a high proportion of alpha males! Stuntman has a lot of rage in him. Brave Hawk, now, he says he’s working for his people, but I think Hawk thinks of himself as a tribe of one. The Roller’s trail ends at a different place than the Apache Trail, for sure. If there’s a team player among us it’s probably Toad Man, but he doesn’t say much. We didn’t spend any time trying to figure out what to do with Spasm’s powers, or even talking about when or if they might be useful. And then, tonight, we voted Spasm off the team. That’s a first for us, and it wasn’t any fun.

I’m still trying to figure out how we could have used Jade Blossom to get that safe open. Maybe we could have had her get really hard and then have Toad fling her with his tongue, like a trebuchet missile. But we didn’t know what the treasure was, if it was a crystal goblet or something.

Actually, I like this team stuff with humans, because I’m on a more equal footing than I am with dolphins. I’m not fluent in their language because I’ve only been trying to learn it for a couple years. Three.

I don’t like to talk about drawing my ace. Look, if you had almost drowned, and didn’t, and woke up scared of water . . .

I’ll tell you where it happened. It was off the Nepali coast in Kaui. I was there visiting my mom, although my dad had custody. We lived in a lot of places; he’s retired navy.

I don’t know if either of them is watching. I didn’t tell them I was doing this. They are a fairly typical divorced couple, I suppose. Mom is back in Hawaii and won’t speak anything but Hawaiian, at any time, to anyone. Dad rents an apartment on a freighter that carries passengers, too. That’s where he lives now. He’s been rediscovering his Norse roots and I heard him describe a blood eagle once. Maybe that’s what saved me, the idea of lungs pulled through the ribs on the back. That’s what my gills are, they’re an extra, and much larger, set of lungs, sort of.

But I got back in the water, finally. I didn’t know my ace had turned until I did.

Jade Blossom is the only other woman on the Clubs team. Sure, we get along. The guys get along, even. You might not believe it, but Roller and the guys get into some amazing discussions on religious history and theology, for heaven’s sake. But then they start watching sports on TV and it’s nice to have someone around to swim with. Yes, I would borrow Jade’s clothes if she offered. We look good in the same colors, and designer clothes feel good on your skin. I didn’t know that; I can’t afford them.

Of course Jade and I talk about guys. I mean, there’s the game, there’s guys, and we’re penned up here like my friends in SeaWorld until it’s time for the next show for the tourists. I can give you my feelings about that in dolphin speak.

(squeals, chirps, staccato aacks, and whistles)

You might as well put bleeps across that, in case a dolphin is listening. If so, Hi, Annie! Hi, kids!

Annie lives in Sarasota Bay. She was my first dolphin friend, and she had her second calf this year. It’s a noisy neighborhood. I mean, underwater it’s noisy.

Like I said, I’m surprised I’m still here. I probably won’t be after next week. If I end up a dark horse winner—a dark fish winner, maybe?—I know how I’ll spend the money. I’m an ace and I can live where you can’t, but even so I need boats, submersibles, an underwater habitat where nats can breathe, because I’m still human and I would like to have visitors and show them wonderful, wonderful things. For starts.

Don’t forget, we’re on a planet that is 70 percent water, and much of it is mysterious, unexplored, unreachable, and endangered. Of course I would do what I could to save the seas. Without living oceans, humans, you are toast.

So far, my dolphin friends seem to figure I’m a sort of useful pet. I’m good at “Fetch!” but we aren’t discussing philosophy yet.

When and if we do learn to really communicate, the concepts aren’t going to be easy to translate. There’s a whole different world concept in thinkers who use a lot of sonar, whose perceptions are more combined, more synesthetic than ours. Shape and taste are mingled, sound and color. Like that. It’s hard to explain.

You want a dolphin girl’s look at a rival player? Okay.

Drummer Boy? Six arms and two legs. In dolphin terms, that’s eight—tentacles—and that signifies octopus, and that signifies something good to eat. The tympanic membranes on his chest give him interesting density contrasts, and the wiggling appendages add to the complexity of the auditory pleasure, if you’re underwater. He sounds good. To a dolphin, he would be irresistible.

Do I find him irresistible?

Sweetie, you’ll just have to guess.
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Confessional: Aliyah Malik aka Simoon

Team? Team? They call this a team? It’s a little short of all that.

Skanky hos and a little kid, a worthless no-good metal man, and a pretty boy who shoots fireworks out of his fingers. That’s a team? That’s a phat-free team for sure. When they [bleep] up and have to blame someone they vote off the only two aces on the team who can actually do something besides shake their booty at anyone with a wallet in their pocket or shuffle through a deck of cards and turn into a cactus or some other totally useless vegetable.

First they kick off the strong guy. Like, hello! Who needs a strong guy on the team when you have someone who can turn into a banana wearing a hat like a fruit cup. But then they kick me off. The daughter of a goddess and the king himself! Hello! I fly, you know. I’m unbeatable in a fight—how do you beat a whirlwind???—and I can pretty much [bleep] up anything mechanical, human, or vegetable by clogging it up or scouring it down. Oooh, the metal guy can make metal rusty. Well, that worked with the safe. Oh, wait. It didn’t. You’re all useless.

Well—I take some of that back. Dragon Huntress is pretty for real. For an eleven-year-old kid. She did her part. And she’s nice, too. Too bad she can’t stay up past nine o’clock. But she’s okay, as long those hoochies she has to hang around with don’t mess her up. She got the safe out of the lake—or at least her stuffy did. I got us through the maze by flying above it while all Pop-Tart could do was bounce off the walls and flash her [bleep] at the cameras. Then they vote me off.

Three to one to one to one. I know who voted against me. I just know it. It was those no-good [bleep]s and their boy toy, that nasty boy-slut the Candle. He’s doing them both, probably, though Cleo’s really hot for Drummer Boy. It’s that big bulge he carries in his pants she craves so much—the one in his back pocket. If Rachel and Rusty had only listened to me, maybe we could have gotten rid of Cleo. Or Rosa. Either one. They’re both against me because I’m cuter than both of ’em put together.

I don’t need this show to get into showbiz. I can get into showbiz anytime I want to. My whole family is in showbiz. What do I need with this weak [bleep] Hero [bleep]? Uncle Osiris can get me a job at the Luxor like that. That would be awesome. Then maybe I could find my dad and we would work together . . .

That was all I ever wanted from this American Hero [bleep] anyway. I don’t need their [bleep]ing million dollars. With my ace I can make as much money as I want. Everyone knows that. I just wanted to get on the television so that my dad would see me—he’s probably watching now, I’m sure—wherever he is. My dad’s the real thing. Don’t believe that [bleep] about him dying down in Memphis. He told my mom that he faked all that so he could walk the Earth and take care of business. He’d absolutely own this show if he were on it. Absolutely. He’s the king. He really is. He’s not some faker, some cheap [bleep] impersonator—he’s the real deal, the one and the only.

If you’re watching now, Dad, I guess I’m going back to Vegas. Mom misses you and wishes you’d come back. Uncle Thoth and Uncle Osiris are cool too. Don’t worry about Anubis—we’ll keep him on a leash. I don’t mind that you’ve been gone all these years. I know that you’re an important man with important work to do in the world and now that I’m an ace too, I can help you.

I remember when my card first turned, I was watching a tape of your Vegas comeback special and I was thinking about you and how cool it would be if you were like actually around to be my daddy. When it hit me I was so scared, I didn’t know what was happening.

I mean, I did know what was happening, but, you know, when your card is turning for the first time you’re afraid you’re going to die and then when you realize that you’re not dying you figure that you’re getting some kind of power and you hope that it’s something cool like the ability to read minds or be strong or whatever but when I turned into a pile of [bleep]ing sand, man, it just freaked me out. I mean, what the [bleep] was up with that? Why couldn’t I get a pair of gorgeous wings like Peregrine, or some cool power where I could wear a cool costume like Mistral? But no—I turned into a [bleep]ing pile of sand.

But still—I can do things. I can fly. I could hurt you real bad if I wanted to.
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Confessional: Jerusha Carter aka Gardener

I guess I should be real happy right now.

And I am, actually. I mean, you look at the tape and you’ll see me up there on the stage jumping up and down and screaming and hugging all the rest of ’em when Peregrine announced that the Hearts team won the second challenge. It felt great, honest. I was just as stoked as anyone there, and I was running on pure adrenaline for the rest of the night. I can still bring back that feeling. Heck, if they’d asked me to do this thing on that night, I’d be sittin’ here babbling and screaming like some fangirl. “We won! We really won!”

But . . .

The rush is mostly gone now, and I’ve been doing some thinking. Y’know, it’s real obvious to me that this gift I have . . . well, it’s not like anyone else’s. I don’t have a “hero’s” gift. I ain’t strong like that obnoxious DB, I can’t blow things up with a marble like Curveball, I can’t make things out of glowing girders or cause the Earth to move.

And let’s face it—I ain’t horrible to look at, but I also don’t got Kate’s All-American Girl looks or her personality, or DB’s charisma, or Hardhat’s redneck outspokenness. Like my parents, I’m a lot more comfortable out in the woods alone. The city makes me itchy, and Hollywood . . . well, I don’t get it. I don’t schmooze well or plot well, and I ain’t one of those “it’s all about me-me-wonderful-me” people, either.

I’m beginning to think I might be the next one gone if we don’t win again. Me or maybe Wild Fox, since he’s yet to do anything much at all. I was pretty much useless in the first challenge—fire is the eternal enemy, as far as I’m concerned. And I didn’t do that much in this one, either, certainly not as much as some of the others, though I gotta say I still did more than Wild Fox. We managed to win mostly thanks to Ana and Kate, with some help from Hardhat and the world’s vainest drum set. The four of them could have managed to win the whole challenge on their own.

Now, don’t be getting me wrong. I love what I got from the virus. I wouldn’t change it for anyone else’s ability. I wouldn’t give it up to be “normal.” What I have . . . well, it’s like the Earth herself wanted to give me something. Let me have enough time and enough seeds, and I could make the most wonderful, most gorgeous place in the world with plants and trees you couldn’t see anywhere else. I could make a genuine Eden, and that . . .

That I wouldn’t give up. When I put a seed in the ground, when I call it out with my gift, I can feel it. I’m part of that new life, rising and growing, taking in Earth and sun and so, so alive . . . Yeah . . .

Let me tell you, when I do that, there’s nothing better I can think of. Nothing. It’s the perfect gift for me. The virus gave me exactly what I would have wanted to have, and I know how incredibly lucky I am to have it. I know the odds, believe me, and I thank God every day for having spared me. My parents . . . they were park rangers, and they brought me up to care about the world we live in. I’ve been with them to all the big parks out west—Yellowstone, Grand Teton—and wow, this is an incredible world that we live in, and it’s our duty, our obligation, to take care of it. That’s the way I was brought up and I still believe that.

This show . . . It’s not about creation. It’s not about preservation. It’s all about destruction. It’s about being big and strong and breaking things. It’s about explosions and wild action. It’s about thinking of ways to get around what’s in front of you—and if you can’t think of a way around, then pound your way right through. It’s about being fast, about being the Guy or the Gal who solves everything.

I’m not sure I want to be that person. I want to make things, not tear them down. I want to take my time and enjoy what I’m doing. I want to think and plan and walk around and think some more and then use my gift, knowing I’m doing what I should be doing. I want the plants I grow to stay where I’ve planted them, to continue to grow, to become part of the landscape. To be part of the wonderful creation all around us.

These people, they look at their power like it’s a tool, like it’s nothing more than a big screwdriver or a hammer. That’s not the way it is with me. In that first challenge, when the fire burned those vines I made, I cried. I cried because I had made life, and I’d sent that life to die. For what? So I could win? Is that what I should be doing with what’s been given me?

Is it?

Heck, back when I auditioned for this, I made a field of pine trees, a whole little grove of them all around the judges. I thought it looked really nice out there on the field—lovely, cool shade, a bit of the forest in the middle of the city. And what happened to those trees? They sent the Harlem Hammer to tear them out, and they threw them all away. It’s such a waste . . . but they don’t even think about it.

Okay. Stop, Jerusha. You’re happy, remember? You won. You won! That’s really cool, and next week you could win again and stay in this thing for another week. Maybe this time the challenge will be something you’re perfectly suited for.

It could happen, right?

And I’d be happy. I really would.
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Week 4: How the Cards Fall

Week Four Recap: Hunt for the Hero

This week, it’s a race for the prize as the teams compete against each other to retrieve five statuettes of the first hero of the wild card era: Jetboy, “the kid who couldn’t die yet.” However, controversy marred the competition as two aces faced off and things got personal.

The Scavenger Hunt started off well enough. The teams were given five locations, and when the clock started, chaos ruled as aces from each team sped off to battle for each of the five golden Jetboy statuettes hidden throughout Los Angeles. As they raced to find and retrieve each idol, the aces faced obstacles and booby traps, from the notorious LA traffic to wild animals at the Griffith Park Zoo! It wasn’t enough to find the statues. The teams had four hours to deliver their prizes back to the staging area. Which meant there was plenty of time on the way back to steal each other’s thunder—and Jetboys.

As the rules say: there are no rules.

Curveball, Cleopatra, Jade Blossom, and Matryoshka headed to Beverly Hills. From the footage alone, you wouldn’t have known it was a competition, as they went into one store after another, racing up and down Rodeo Drive—window shopping. Matryoshka thought to cover more ground by splitting into his multiple versions, but the street was soon filled with miniature Matryoshkas running in and out of stores, blocking doorways, causing traffic jams, and getting chased by dogs. Curveball took another approach, searching for the statue in flower beds. The others had the right idea, though, and it was Jade Blossom who found the Jetboy statue in the window display at Tiffany’s. She couldn’t hold on to the prize, however. The elusive Cleopatra grabbed the idol from her and teleported to the end of the street before Jade Blossom could react. By teleporting, Cleopatra kept one block ahead of her opponents, who couldn’t catch up. Cleo won the prize for Team Spades.

The scene at Venice Beach was mayhem. Diver took to the waves, looking for the statue offshore. Earth Witch took to her own element and searched in the sand. The Amazing Bubbles searched on the beach as well, then took a “wait and see” approach, keeping an eye on the others with the idea of taking the statue from whoever found it first. But she didn’t keep a close enough eye on the right ace. The Candle had a novel idea and asked the locals for clues as to the statue’s whereabouts. And that’s how he quietly found the statue in a street performer’s stash, mixed in with the juggling clubs. He took home a second statue for Team Spades, before his competitors even knew he’d found the prize.

Rosa Loteria, Drummer Boy, Toad Man, Holy Roller, and the Maharajah picked what might be the most challenging location of all: the Valley. They braved traffic and suburbia in search of the prize. It was Rosa Loteria who spotted the idol—in an electrified cage suspended from the 405 freeway overpass over Ventura Boulevard. But luck wasn’t with her, and she drew a bad card—El Camaron, the Shrimp. Ouch. A twelve-inch Rosa with gills was out of the running. Traffic on Ventura screeched to a halt as Toad Man tried to zap the idol with his versatile tongue in what should have been a perfect move. But the Maharajah had other ideas and used a squad of jumpsuits to tackle the giant amphibian. That started a three-way battle among Toad Man, fellow Club Holy Roller, and the Maharajah to see who would even get close to the statue—leaving Drummer Boy to his own devices. The rock star took time out to sign autographs and pose for pictures with a group of shoppers, which should have left him at a disadvantage—until a helpful Joker Plague fan let him borrow his truck. By standing on the roof and using the insulating rubber floormats, Drummer Boy was able to retrieve the cage, smash it open, and claim the idol. Score one for Team Hearts.

Gardener and Hardhat of Team Hearts were at a disadvantage in the hunt for the statue on Mount Wilson—up against the flyers from the three other teams: Dragon Huntress, Brave Hawk, and Jetman. But Hearts doesn’t have a flyer, so Gardener and Hardhat made do. Jetman had the speed, while Dragon Huntress, circling on a giant stuffed pelican, could scan the area from above, but it was Brave Hawk who found the statue tucked away in a mountain crevice. Gardener made a showing, though, in a spectacular attempt to bring the Clubs player back to Earth with a tangle of vines that reached up almost twenty feet to snag the flier. Brave Hawk managed to chop his way free, however, and returned to the home base with the prize.

But the real action went on at the Griffith Park Zoo . . . and on the road back, where Stuntman went to desperate lengths to steal one of the idols from Tiffani. They’re both nearly indestructible, so why not ram the Team Diamonds Humvee off the road? Stuntman’s daring heist backfired when he fell victim to an unprecedented alliance between members of Hearts and Spades, who worked together to trap him and steal his statue in turn. The pivotal moment came when Stuntman of Team Clubs accused the Spades’ Rustbelt of making a racist remark. Rustbelt denied ever making the comment. The controversy cast a huge shadow over what would otherwise have been a clear victory for Spades. Rustbelt has a hard time ahead of him before he’ll get past this.

The final tally: Team Spades retrieved two of the Jetboy statues. The Hearts and Clubs each claimed one, while the hapless Diamonds were shut out. The fifth idol, the one at the center of so much effort and controversy, turned to rust in Rustbelt’s iron hands, and the three judges declared it out of play. For retrieving the most statues, Spades wins immunity this week. The other teams made their Discard choices: the Maharajah, Gardener—who made a gallant effort this week, but failed to forge the alliances among her teammates that would have saved her in this vote—and Diver.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Curveball, the Candle, Jade Blossom, and Matryoshka!
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Confessional: Kathleen Brandt aka Curveball

I thought it would get easier, voting people off, but it hasn’t.

Gardener didn’t deserve that. I certainly didn’t vote against her. She was doing her best, like the rest of us. Just because she isn’t bitchy and in everyone’s face doesn’t make her a weak player. But God, the way people are gaming the system. A loner like Gardener doesn’t have a chance.

I’m here to play the game, just do the best job I can, but there are people here who are really playing. It’s not about our abilities, it’s all politics. A politician is going to end up winning this thing. Look at that dustup with Rustbelt and Stuntman. I don’t even know who to believe.

Some people might say I’m as bad as everyone else with that sort of thing. They’d say that Ana and I have an alliance. But if we do it’s because we’re friends, not because we’re trying to get something from each other. I can’t see either one of us stabbing the other in the back, but maybe I’m being naïve. I joke about the two of us ending up in the finals. Honestly, though, I think that would suck. I don’t want to have to face off against her. And I don’t want to have to keep voting people off. It feels like betraying them.

I’m proud of our team. We may not have won, but we’re out there. We’re trying, we’re making a showing, and that’s got to count for something. We just have to keep getting better and we’ll clean up. Or one of us will. Eventually, I suppose we’ll all be on our own. I keep forgetting that. I’m used to being part of a team. It’s like softball. One person can’t do it all.

My card turned during junior high softball tryouts. I was pitching. You have to understand, I loved the game. I’d been playing since I could pick up a ball and bat. My plan was to blow the socks off everyone in junior high, then maybe try out for the boys’ baseball team in high school. Really start making a splash.

So I really wanted a spot on that team. Not just that, I wanted to be the best player out there. I knew I was, I just had to prove it. I put everything I had into that pitch. And something . . . snapped.

I can’t explain it, but that’s what happened. Something inside me just popped. I threw that ball, the catcher caught it—and it broke her hand. Shattered it, actually. I felt terrible. The coach must have known what was up. He sent me to the doctor for tests and they found the virus. That was it, booted from the softball team, banned from sports for the rest of my life.

I suppose I could have been depressed about it. But you know what they say, about one door closing and another opening? That’s how I look at it. Maybe I couldn’t play softball anymore. But I could be an ace. I think there’s a lot I can do with this kind of power. I just have to figure it out. This show’s a start.

You want me to talk about DB? He did a great job today. He used what he had, getting his fans to help him like that, and that’s what it’s all about, right? That’s it. What else? What else is there? How do I feel about him? Are you serious?

Okay, fine. I liked him. I really did, before he turned into the world’s most conceited jackass. The only reason he’s still interested in me is because I’m the one girl who said no. Maybe I’m the only girl in his whole life who ever told him no, and he can’t handle it. Here’s the thing he doesn’t understand: all his behavior since then has justified me saying no. Would I really want to go out with someone who acts like that? He can be so nice and funny, and then he pulls out this rock star attitude, and I hate it. Does he think all this posturing is going to make me change my mind? The only thing he cares about is himself. Here’s the other thing he doesn’t understand: He’s not the only fish in the sea. There are so many good-looking guys around here. Really nice, good-looking guys, who don’t have their heads shoved up their asses.

Like who? Give me break.

That’s all you’re getting from me.
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Confessional: John Montano aka the Candle

I know I’m supposed to be happy right now, but I’m really not.

When I started out on the show, I was thinking it was going to be fun. I watch television just like anyone else. I knew there was going to be a lot of drama and games and all that. It’s not the same watching it for an hour every week as it is living it. And I know I did well and we got immunity this week, but honest to God, I’m just getting tired.

I know there are a lot of people—I’m not going to name names—who are upset that I got the Jetboy statue from Venice Beach. It’s almost like because I didn’t actually have to use my powers to knock anyone down or climb up a wall, it doesn’t count. There are times I feel like I’ve been accused of cheating even though no one actually comes out and says anything. It’s worse, in a way. If they said something, I could defend myself. If I just come out and say it without that, I just seem defensive. And defensive is the same as weak right now. Around here, you don’t want to be the one in the herd who’s limping.

The whole thing with Rustbelt and Stuntman . . . Well, I wasn’t there, so I don’t really know. They both seem like good men. Maybe it was a misunderstanding. I think the real danger in this game is letting things get out of proportion. Even if he did say it—and I’m not saying that he did, only if he did—then it’s something you have to put in context. Rustbelt’s not from a coast. He’s got that middle America culture. I’m not saying that it’s right, but I’m not exactly white either. I know what it can be like going through places where you’re the only one who doesn’t look like they sprang full grown from the white cliffs of Dover. It’s a different world out there. Maybe Rustbelt just slipped. Said something out loud that he never meant to. I have to say, if it’s that or that Stuntman just made it up . . . I wouldn’t want to believe that of him.

I’m sad that that’s the story that’s gotten all the attention, though. It’s a mean, petty, small thing, and to talk to people at the house, you’d think nothing else had happened this week. There are a hundred other things that could be getting air time just as well.

Diver, for instance. She did a really great job at Venice Beach. What if the statue had been underwater? I know it didn’t work out that way, but she could have beaten us all out. She made a real effort. What did Bubbles do? Nothing. She sat and watched the rest of us. I remember looking at her and thinking she was just like the kid who used to hang out in the playground and steal lunch money from the little kids.

You see, that’s what isn’t fair. Diver made an honest effort, Bubbles just hung out at the beach, and which one’s in the Discard Pile? This was Diver’s last big chance to get some exposure and attention, and instead, she’s just mentioned in passing because there’s a bigger story going on, and Bubbles gets another shot next week. There’s just something basically wrong with a system where bad people get rewarded and good people get punished.

Not that I’m saying Bubbles is a bad person, you understand. Just that if she had figured out that I had the statue, I don’t think she would have hesitated to come after me. It’s not really a scavenger hunt when all you have to do is wait by the finish line and beat the snot out of whoever was just about to win honestly. Like with Jade Blossom and Cleopatra, for instance. It was hard when I saw the footage of that. Jade Blossom did a great job, and part of me was very sorry for her, even though Cleo is on my team. But what Cleo did was smart, and it used her powers well, and it wasn’t just threatening to beat up Jade Blossom. I don’t think the two things are the same at all.

Things are really getting intense now. The part where we have to win the challenges and do what we came here to do? It’s all getting lost under the scramble for who gets the most attention and screen time. I heard there were a couple of people—I’m not going to name names—who were seriously thinking about getting it on someplace that the cameras would “just happen in on them.” That way they could be the big story for the week.

That would be hilarious, you know. A whole hour about who was sneaking into which bedroom while all this is going on? I’m not the kind of guy who kisses and tells, but I’ve heard enough about some of these other people that I can promise you that show would take a few people down a peg. Everyone thinks that Drummer Boy is getting all the action because he’s got that whole rock star chic going, but a little bird tells me he’s way behind some other people on this show.

You know, I was really joking, but I could get into a show like that. I know I’d rather be watching footage about that than Stuntman and Rustbelt calling each other names.
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Confessional: Haley Mok aka Jade Blossom

Who the [bleep] does that little [bleep]head Pop-Tart think she is, anyhow?

I had the [bleep]ing Jetboy in my hands and the skank just snatched him and popped off! Five seconds to see her coming and I’d have a fist as hard as granite to smash her pretty little face in! I bet she thinks she’s so clever.

[Breathing in deeply] Okay, okay, I’m past it. And sooner or later, she’ll get hers. And I’ll be there, so [bleep] it for now.

Why won’t these [bleep]s understand I can carry my team? Like that safe thing, dudes, somebody figure out how to throw me or lift me way up in the air and I’ll come down on that safe like lead! Maybe I could have sat on Holy Roller’s lap and he gets up a lot of momentum and just throws me! Just smash that bastard open! And [giggling] I’ll look just as pretty the whole way.

That’s what it’s really about, looking pretty. I mean, it’s TV, you know? I hung around Drummer Boy when I could, ’cause the camera likes both of us, even if he is a joker. Diver was okay, I mean to look at, and okay, Pop-Tart and Tiffani too—I hate Tiffani! That bitch! I can be hard as diamond too, but does anybody give a [bleep]? Just ’cause she’s so sparkly? Why, ’cause she’s a real redhead? But, I mean, where was I?

Oh, yeah. So I’m the hot girl, like I told, um, I dunno, someone. We have our roles, the freaks and the hunks, the hotties, the losers. I don’t worry so much about the guys right now. It’s those other bitches—oopsie, did I say “other”? [laughing]

Sure, I can be a bitch, but I have what it takes. That poor blimp Bubbles, my God, who the hell is she fooling? It’s not just about ace powers. It’s TV, goddammit! It’s cameras! I admit, Bubbles has a card that’s interesting. I majored in molecular biology at UCLA to study my own card and that [bleep] she can do is kind of cool. But so what?

I was planning to go to New York when I heard about the show. I’d decided to be a fashion model, since I have the looks and the height. I grew up in Redondo Beach, the California surf, all that? Sometimes my gramma plays that surf music [bleep] from when she was a kid or something. We have this rockin’ house with a view of the sun setting on the water. Summers, I was all over that beach in my bikinis. I used to practice my catwalk stroll and see how the poor teen boys used to watch me! [laughing] Poor stupid bastards, like I ever would have given them half a [bleep]ing chance. So I’m not going to settle for any kind of life that isn’t good enough for me.

I hear most fashion models are airheads, so I’d be shoving them aside one way or another. That world would be like a big game of its own, but when I heard about this show, that’s just so cool! We’re stars already! [laughing]

At least some of us are. [sighing] Diver’s real sweet. I don’t really understand her, but I don’t have to. All those funny noises she can make underwater, but what the hell. Damn it, I liked Diver, but she got voted off.

We made a good team for the camera, two hot girls together. Don’t get me wrong, I’m into guys, but we went down to the pool and the camera just loved us! I got that bikini for the show, it’s a Missoni string bikini, just four hundred dollars from Neiman Marcus. [giggling] They don’t charge according to the amount of fabric, do they? Good thing Daddy can afford it, since I haven’t won yet!

Okay, I do have to think about playing the game. Holy Roller, Toad Man, they’re on the freak side of the scale, so I’m not really competing with them. I’m not sure teaming up with a freak will do me any good on the show, though. I dunno. Maybe it would make me look good, you know, if people think I see through their ugly surface to their inner selves? Maybe if I act sincere?

That time I went to the pool with Diver, I overheard Brave Hawk and Stuntman yelling about some damn thing, and I was thinking, Stuntman. He was a jock, I can tell. And he’s steady. That’s his card. He takes whatever the world can dish out, and he comes back again.

Okay, Brave Hawk’s a hunk, but he’s—[giggling]—too much like me. Only he shoots his mouth off when people like me can almost hear. That’s kinda stupid.

But Stuntman, he worked hard at the Jetboy challenge. And he’s usually kinda quiet, like he’s confident. Why wouldn’t he be? Someone, I forget who, but it was really Drummer Boy, told me Wild Fox distracted Stuntman by taking my form—naked! [laughing hysterically] Ooh, I wonder what I looked like! I just know I look better in the flesh, so to speak! So then Stuntman got lassoed and lost the Jetboy statue. But I was thinking, maybe Stuntman likes me a little, or maybe it’s just a guy thing. Guys are stupid about hot girls. And when I held hands with Stuntman, the camera just loved us!
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Confessional: Ivan Kazakova aka Matryoshka

It was the Ferrari that wrecked it for me.

We knew that damn statue was somewhere in Rodeo Drive. And by the way, I hate how they pronounce that word out here in California. It’s rodeo with the accent on the first syllable, not rodeo. It’s so pretentious. That’s probably why Tiffani likes it here so much. I don’t really care if I say something nasty about her. She’s never going to support me. She and Bubbles are totally united, and they’re going to screw over the guys.

There’s just a lot of nastiness going around right now. Maybe it’s true what Stuntman says Rustbelt said about him. Rusty isn’t the brightest guy, and maybe he would be dumb enough to say something like that, but he also seems sweet to go along with the stupid. I mean, he doesn’t even get that we’re not only competing against the other teams, we’re competing with our teammates.

To survive you’ve got to form alliances, and then pick your moment to stab your ally in the gut. I could do the betrayal part just fine. It’s the alliance part I have trouble with. My mother says I have a dark Slavic soul. I think that’s true. It takes me a long time to get to know people and to trust them. And you can’t trust anybody on this show.

I guess I’m going to have to team up with Jetman against the girls. I don’t really like him, he’s such a dork, always going on and on about this guy back in the nineteen-forties. And it’s not like Jetboy was much of a hero. He didn’t keep the virus from being released. He screwed up and died. I mean, he got a pass for just trying, so why don’t I get a pass for trying too?

And I really did try during this challenge. I knew I could cover more ground if I split myself, so before we headed out from the Diamonds headquarters I had Bubbles smack me hard. Bubbles will only hit you if you agree to hit her, too, so while I was at full size I punched her. But it’s really hard for me to just haul off and hit a woman. They wanted to film that, but I wouldn’t let them. My mother would never forgive me, and my father would probably split me down to two or three hundred Ivans if I just hit a woman like that. Anyway, I had to hit her like five times before she said I was punching hard enough, and then she finally hit me with a bubble.

That split me into two Ivans each about five feet four inches tall. I get a little slow mentally at that size, but I thought I could risk doing one more double. So she hit one of the little Ivans, and split him in two. Those quarter-sized Ivans are sort of like Forrest Gump, but I knew I had the half-size me to sort of keep control of them. And then it was off to Rodeo Drive.

I wanted to keep it to the three Ivans, but while we were running in and out of stores, one of the quarter-size mes didn’t look when he crossed the street, and this bright yellow Ferrari came gunning down the street and hit him. The two little Ivans that created got out of the street . . . but they get dumber with every split, and the little versions of me don’t seem to have a lot of inhibitions. One of them tried to—well, let’s just call it flirting—to flirt with a pretty girl. There are a lot of pretty girls in California. Particularly in Beverly Hills. That’s one thing California has over Brighton Beach, but this little me wasn’t, well, I guess you’d say, real polite—

So, anyway, this girl swung this giant handbag and hit me—him—really hard, and now we were seven. The biggest me was trying to gather up the smaller ones to reabsorb a few, but they kept running into the street and getting hit by cars, and some of the shop owners were hitting us—them—with brooms and stuff. Eventually the big me just lost count.

And Pop-Tart, she was such a bitch. She grabbed one of the tiniest versions of me and stuffed him into a mailbox. I can’t tell you how hard it was get a mailman to come out and unlock the box so I could get him back and reabsorb him.

And the dogs. People have too many dogs in Los Angeles. And they shouldn’t be walking dogs in such a nice area of town. There was this dog walker who had seven of those Afghan hounds on a leash. When they spotted one of the smallest mes, they broke free and one of them bit the little guy. I was afraid the two that appeared were going to get eaten.

The biggest me knew I was really getting into trouble and kept trying to gather up all the little ones. The crew of the show ran around and caught a bunch of me, and tied me together with some of that colored duct tape they use to mark our places when we’re filming, until I could absorb all the little versions.

So the Diamonds lost again, and had to discard somebody. I was sure it would be me, but the girls picked on Raj. I think some of it was his attitude. He can have all the servants he wants, but he never really offers to have them help out other people. I just think it never occurs to him. He’s the Maharajah, so he gets all the attention. I mean the Diamonds headquarters is a mess. Tiffani is a total slob. Raj could have had his servants pick up after her so we didn’t have to live in a sty, but all he did was have them bring him drinks and hold his books and turn the pages while he read, and even use the remote for the TV. I mean the remote—how hard is it to push a button? 

But he’s gone now, and we’re down to just Jetman, Bubbles, Tiffani, and me. If we don’t win the next challenge I’m afraid I’ll be the one who gets dumped. I’ve got to figure out how to keep control of the doubling.

This is really hard for me. It’s my da who entered me in the tryouts. We own a bakery in Brighton Beach. My da’s dream is to open a chain of stores and call them A la Russe, and sort of hark back to Imperial Russia. So, he was hoping I’d win and we’d get the million dollars. If I get discarded I’m going to kill his dream. That’s a very lowering thought, and not just for him. If I win he’d have his stores and I could do what I want to do.

I really want to found a Russian chorus. I come from a long line of survivors. Grandfathers and great-grandfathers who sang in the Soviet Army Chorus and Band. Because of their voices they were kept away from the snows of Stalingrad. I sing in my church choir, and I’m really good.

I don’t want to be a baker. I don’t want to be a businessman. I don’t even want to be an ace. I’d like my own dream.
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Week 5: How the Cards Fall

Week Five Recap: Attack of the Killer Robots

The teams have three challenges behind them now and are hitting their stride, learning the tricks, and proving themselves worthy of the title. But nine competitors have fallen by the wayside, and more will join them. The stakes are increasing, and so is the difficulty of the challenges, promising more excitement than ever before. What did this week bring our teams? An onslaught of mechanical monsters!

The American Hero special effects wizards outdid themselves in devising an army of robotic and remote-control vehicles capable of launching paint gun projectiles, tear gas bombs, traps, nets, and snares:
	
the Eradicator, armed with high-pressure water nozzles and a high-speed turbo engine for greater maneuverability;

	
the Hatchet, a veritable tank with spinning death in the form of buzz saws on extended, movable arms—simulated, of course;

	
the Killer Bees, remote-controlled minicopters armed with paintballs and tear gas; and finally,

	
the Exterminator, the most fearsome opponent of all. Rather than being automated or remote-controlled, this Exterminator had a human operator housed in an armored cockpit.



All this, to overwhelm the American Hero teams in an endless attack.

Each team entered an empty warehouse, where they did battle with this mechanized army until all their opponents were destroyed—or until all the members of their team were taken out of combat.

Disorganized and unable to utilize their powers effectively this go-around, Team Clubs limped through their hour of battle. Brave Hawk took to the air, hoping to do combat with the Killer Bees. He destroyed several and sent them plummeting, but was soon brought down by another of the aerial assailants, struck in the back by a paintball missile. Stuntman couldn’t be defeated, but after an hour of getting pounded by paintballs, even he was hurting, and he couldn’t do much to slow down their foes. Holy Roller did better, crushing the Eradicator and the Hatchet, but was eventually brought down by tear gas. The judges took the team to task for failing to protect each other, and for not finding creative ways to use their powers against their attackers.

On Team Spades, the Candle was able to shield his teammates with a wall of fire while using a blast of freezing cold flame to stop several machines in their tracks. But by the end of the battle, he was visibly weak and drained by the exertion. Rustbelt found the perfect use for his powers and turned several of the remote-controlled devices to dust without being injured—and without any thanks from the rest of his team, who are still holding a grudge after last week’s controversy. Working together, Rosa Loteria and Cleopatra destroyed several of the machines—Cleopatra teleported Rosa outside the Candle’s barrier, where Rosa, wielding the powerful El Diablito card, which gave her a lightning-like shocking power, stunned several robots, including one of the Killer Bees, before her teammate teleported her back to safety. The team didn’t lose any of its aces, and even judge Digger Downs had to admire the teamwork.

The Diamonds did a respectable job, but it wasn’t enough for this beleaguered team to win the day. The indestructible Tiffani was immune to hits, but she wasn’t much use on the offensive. When Matryoshka split into multiples, he lost control of himself and only provided more targets for the enemy. The Amazing Bubbles and Jetman took up the slack. Jetman fell victim to a net launched by the Exterminator, which sent him tumbling and marked him as “dead.” Bubbles, however, was truly in her element: The more she was hit by paintballs and blasts of water, the more powerful she became and the harder she dished it out. That is, until a tear gas canister knocked her out of the competition. With its offense gone, the robots overwhelmed the team. Only Tiffani was left standing.

They might have gotten off to a rocky start at the start of the competition, but Team Hearts has really pulled it together over the last couple of challenges. In this challenge, Hardhat’s I-beams provided the perfect protective bunker for his teammates, and Hearts didn’t lose a single player. Even Wild Fox got some licks in by distracting the driver of the Exterminator with phantom Drummer Boys while the real Drummer Boy did serious damage to the machines, halting the Hatchet’s weapons with one set of arms while ripping it apart with another. The Exterminator’s brainpower was supposed to be its greatest advantage, but Wild Fox turned it into a weakness. Curveball was a powerhouse, raining destruction on the attackers with her missiles, and Earth Witch caused mayhem by knocking the floor out from under the invasion.

Like the Spades, the Hearts destroyed all the attackers, didn’t lose any team members—but they did it in half the time that the Spades took. Because of that the judges declared them—once again—the winners. This team is proving almost invincible. Will anything slow them down?

The other three teams made their Discard choices: Brave Hawk, Matryoshka, and—to no one’s surprise—Rustbelt, the controversial member of Team Spades.

After four challenges, Team Hearts has only lost two of its original members and stands clearly ahead. The Clubs and Spades, with one win each, are down to four contestants, while the hapless Diamonds, losers of every contest, have only three. Will they finally taste victory next week? Tune in and see.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

the Amazing Bubbles, Drummer Boy, Cleopatra, and Brave Hawk!
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Confessional: Michelle LaFleur aka the Amazing Bubbles

Yes, I’m ready. Let’s just get this over with, okay?

Unlike the past couple of challenges, this week was actually pretty exciting for me—at least until the end. Getting pummeled by, well, anything, not such a big deal for me. (Though getting all that damn paint off was no fun.) It just made me larger and gave me more firepower. I like having more firepower.

Yeah, I know, the tear gas messed things up at the end. But isn’t that what’s supposed to happen? I know Tiff would say “it’s good television” when we lose and have to vote someone off. But I don’t like it.

Why Matryoshka? [sighs] Oh, I guess because he didn’t do well in the challenge. Tiff always gives me these long, involved reasons why this person should get voted off when. Honestly, I don’t get it most of the time. I mean, she sounds reasonable, as long as I don’t think about what she’s saying too much.

And really, except for Jetman and myself, the team didn’t perform all that great. Matryoshka can be handy, except the more he divides the dumber he gets, and his copies were too stupid to get out of the way of the water blasts. It was like watching midget wrestling. Only wetter and all identical.

And Tiff, honestly, she’s like me, nearly impossible to hurt. But that’s it. Offensively she can’t do much of anything. But she’s my friend and I can’t vote against her. And I wasn’t going to vote against Jetman. He’s been great in all the challenges, so we can’t afford to vote him off if we want to win.

But the real problem is that none of this feels heroic to me. I really don’t feel heroic coming in here and talking about how we stabbed someone who didn’t deserve it in the back. And the challenges are dumb. And I thought I was going to able to do some good with my power. I thought . . . oh, crap, I don’t know what I was thinking. I just know it wasn’t this.

Yeah, I know. You need more footage.

What would you like me to talk about? How I envy Curveball because she’s thin and I’m not? Or maybe how repelled I am by the giant toad guy? Or perhaps you’d just like me to dish some dirt on who’s doing whom?

I can make some stuff up if you want. Um, how about Jetman and Matryoshka were having a hot and heavy thing, and Tiff and I decided they were too close. So we decided to break up their “alliance.” Or maybe, I heard that Stuntman and Diver were hooking up and making so much noise the other Clubs couldn’t sleep.

How about I make something up about Dragon Girl? I mean, I know she’s a child, but isn’t it all fair game here? You just want something to throw into the pot, don’t you? Doesn’t matter if it’s true or not, so long as you’ve got enough footage.

You know, I could explode that camera with a flick of my wrist. Oh, it wouldn’t make much difference to my size, but it would destroy that very expensive piece of equipment. The right size, speed, and heaviness—I could bubble it into a million tiny pieces. It wouldn’t be difficult at all.

Yeah, I know. No using powers against the crew. It wasn’t like I’d really do it anyway.

Do you have enough now?

Can I go?
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Confessional: Michael Vogali aka Drummer Boy

All right. First thing, I gotta say that I was totally [bleep]ing wrong when I said Hearts was the lame-o team. We ain’t. Right now, we’re the kick-ass team. Man, I was wrong . . .

We kicked some serious butt again this time around. Hardhat was killer, giving us a bunker that none of the ’bots could touch—we’d have been in real trouble without that wall. Even Wild Fox managed to actually do something effective this time—that sucker in the Exterminator ’bot didn’t know which way to turn when he saw all those images of me coming at him. I have no freakin’ idea how that’s going to play on TV, though, since none of these illusions are gonna show up on film. From our seat, though, it looked pretty [bleep]ing cool.

And Kate . . . man, that chick can do [bleep] with a marble or a rock that’s [bleep]ing scary. Those little Killer Bees were exploding all around us like firecrackers. Even Earth Bitch got in on the act, taking the ground out from under the Eradicator so the front end of the thing fell in: tough to fire water nozzles when your ass is pointing at the sky.

It was over in, what, ten minutes? Not much more.

[a rattle of fingertips on snare drums, followed by a cymbal crash]

Team Hearts rocks.

So I was wrong. Ain’t the first time it’s happened; sure as hell won’t be the last. But hey, I’m a big enough guy to admit when I screw up, and apologize for it too. That’s gotta count for something. Shouldn’t it, Kate? Yeah . . .

Well, evidently not everyone feels that way, I guess. I [bleep]ed up there pretty big-time, but you aren’t about to let me forget it, are you?

Speaking of Kate, Captain Cruller—John Fortune, Peregrine’s widdle boy, he’s one of our gofers on the show—is so [bleep]ing obvious about his crush on our Curveball. He’s got the proverbial snowball’s chance, though. I mean, the only reason the little creep’s even here is because of Mommy Peregrine. He’s not even that good a flunky. Hey, Cap’n—you are wasting your time, man, and you gotta be blind not to see that.

If you’re just dying to get into the pants of one of the aces, try Pop-Tart. That little [bleep] doesn’t seem to have much in the way of “requirements.” If you can walk and talk, look like you might have money, and can [bleep], she’s pretty much interested. And hey, I’m done with her now. For which I can only say, “Hallelujah!”

Hey, she’s not gonna see this, right? I don’t have any interest in ending up in [bleep]ing Timbuktu because she got pissed.

Good.

In that case, I’ll tell you there are a few others I have my eyes on. Hindenburg Bubbles, no thanks, but some of the others. I mean, I kinda wonder what else Blrr might be able to do real fast, and Rosa Card Tricks has already expressed some interest along those lines. Jade Blossom is a [bleep]ing knockout to look at even if she doesn’t seem much interested, and there’s Tiff, the real Diamond Girl . . .

Yeah, yeah. “Talk about the teams and the contest.” I hear you. Like I said, Hearts isn’t the lame-o team. I guess what I didn’t see was that the better mix of powers, the more chances you got in this. I sure as hell didn’t figure that the Earth Bitch would be so [bleep]ing useful—[bleep], now I wonder if she might not go all the way. Hey, there’s a scenario for you: Ana’s got herself attached to Kate so tight you’d think they were [bleep]ing girlfriends. Wonder what she’d do if the two of them end up having to duke it out to win? Could be fun. I’d watch, for sure. In any case, we’re the team that everyone watches; we’re the team they all figure they gotta beat now. That’s fine by me—I prefer the attention.

The Lame-O Team Title has to go to those [bleep]ing Diamonds. I swear, they couldn’t find their asses in the dark with both hands. I mean, yeah, they did okay this week, but that was just [bleep]ing luck. They’ve lost every challenge so far. Every [bleep]ing one. How lame is that, having to discard someone each and every week? The way they’re going, there won’t be any Diamonds left soon—which makes me wonder how the show’s gonna handle that [bleep] when they get down to a pair or just one? Glad I didn’t get stuck with that group.

Look, last time I was dead wrong about Hearts, and I’ll admit that. But I also said that I wasn’t much interested in winning this thing. I still ain’t, and that’s the [bleep]ing honest truth. I’d still rather be with Joker Plague playing somewhere or working on tunes than here.

Frankly, the only entertainment here between challenges is . . . well, you wanted me to stop talking about that. I’ll tell you that relationships last about a day around here. Keeping up with who’s hooking up with who could be a full-time job. Maybe that’s what Peregrine’s having Captain Cruller do when he’s not fetching coffee and doughnuts—keep it all on a nice little spreadsheet. He’d probably be good at that, when he wasn’t [bleep]ing off thinking about it.

Sorry. Got off the subject there.

I gotta admit that when we’re doing something, when they give us a challenge, the adrenaline kicks in and I just want to kick ass. Afterward, I think about how stupid and artificial and contrived all this is and all the other things I could be doing that I can’t right now, but when it’s happening . . . [drumroll] . . . it’s all I got my mind on. I’ll admit to being competitive, and I’ll admit to loving the attention. There ain’t no bigger high than the one you get when everyone’s applauding and screaming and the one they’re shouting about is you.

Ain’t nothing better in life than that.

At least nothing you can do in public.
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Confessional: Tom Diedrich aka Brave Hawk

Right. I’m out the door, in the Discard Pile, but I get my time with the camera. White man tolerance in action. Wow.

It’s typical. Stuntman is probably the next to go. Just as soon as everyone forgets what Rustbelt said, Stuntman will be out the door too. Toad Man, too, though maybe his original race will win out over his piss-ugly ace form. Sure as hell, the last Club standing, if you can call it that, is going to be Holy Roller. He’s the likeable white guy.

Okay, I’m hopin’ that this will actually get aired. For all those who have seen my other takes on the website, hang on, the good stuff is coming.

As you can see by the war paint, I’m Brave Hawk, otherwise known as Tom DieDRICH. Not DieTRICH. I sometimes think I should pronounce it Died Rich, but that sure don’t describe any member of my family since the White Invasion of 1550, so I’ll stick to the German pronunciation. I think the original Diedrich was a rancher my great-grandfather worked for back in the ’30s. It’s a reservation name. My Apache name is the one you’ve seen on the show, but you probably couldn’t pronounce the Apache way of saying it.

You like the wings? Pretty cool, huh. Actually, as you can see, I can turn ’em on and off. White guys in lab coats say they are a “manifestation of his TK manipulation of photons in a psychological display of justification for his flying ability.” I got that off a lab sheet back in the day. I say they are the manifestation (I love that word) of the high regard the spirits of the air have for their favorite warrior. Take your pick.

People say Brave Hawk is my ace name. Wrong. It’s my spirit name. Like the Apache warriors of the old days, I went on a spirit quest. I fasted for a week or so out in the desert. Finally, I saw a young hawk defending its nest against a puma. You know, a mountain lion they call ’em. It flew at the cat a dozen times, pecking away, and dodging every shot the lion took at ’im. Finally the cat backed off. I went over to the spot where I thought I saw this, and there were no tracks from the cat, and no nest, so I know it was a vision.

Wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it until a few weeks later when I found out the spirits had touched me. Yeah, for all the white folks out there, that means my wild card hit me. You think of it your way, I’ll stick to mine.

Happened when a joker type held up the reservation bank. Wasn’t even an Indian joker, just some guy with a cat face and claws who thought he could use his looks to bust the “injun bank.” Too bad for him, I was making a deposit at the time. I jumped to get out of the bank because I was carrying cash and needed it to pay the loan on my Piper Cub and suddenly I was flying—without an airplane. Before he could do anything, I turned around, landed next to him, and smashed the creep through the plate-glass window. Still makes me shiver when I think about it. The touch of the spirits is a powerful force.

So that’s the “secret origin” of Brave Hawk, though the only reason it’s a secret is the AP doesn’t send stringers to the reservation.

But I eventually got some press, and got an invitation to show up to the Houston tryouts for American Hero. And I made the cut. My plan has been to use the million dollars to fix some things up on the reservation. Maybe even invest in starting a casino.

But now I’m in the Discards. Sorry, Mom, I can’t fill the rancho up with gingham after all. So how do I feel? How do you think the most productive member of the team feels when his teammates boot him out?

I coulda gotten all those guys in the burning building out, but I let the others use their powers, and they did okay. But everyone talks about Stuntman getting burned up and coming back. Just how much time did he waste getting creamed before he got his people out? And I’m sure the rest of the boyos in that building were glad they didn’t get Toad-Boy’s tongue. Jade Blossom looked good with the fire hose, though.

Then I led the team to the pond. I probably could have brought up the safe, but Diver and Toady really were the best for that part. But I coulda lifted that damn safe into the air. I just needed to split up my power between the wings and the muscles. I coulda still had enough strength to lift that steel sucker and enough lift to take it high. But everyone else wanted their shot—and then we were outta time.

I got my statue, while Stuntman got the headlines and his statue turned into rust specks. I outflew the Little Princess’s dragon and Jetman’s toy rockets, and I beat Gardener’s vines when she tried to stop me. All Stuntman could do was whine. And Diver spent all her time talkin’ to the dolphins.

And now, when I really got a chance to shine, I get no face time and kicked out of the teepee. Did you watch the footage on those so-called killer robots? They caught the first Killer Bee I took out. They caught the paintball that hit me from the back. They didn’t show the other five KBs I splattered all over the wall. I had that part of the fight won until the sneaky bastard snuck up behind me. Look at the footage again. Do you see anyone else having to deal with the little buggers? Not till I went down they didn’t.

So they got rid of the frat boy because he embarrassed everyone. They dumped Fish Girl because the only challenge she would be useful for was already over. And now they’ve dumped the super-strong flying guy because he’s a red man.

Well, I’ve seen the emails. My brothers are out there, and I’m sticking with the Discards so a red brother still has a part in this show. I may never be the American Hero, but I’m the American Indian Hero, and that’s great with me.

Go with Manitou, my brothers.
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Confessional: Cleonida Simpson aka Cleopatra

Honey, can I just say something about my name? It’s not Cleopatra. It never was. My daddy named me after my aunt Cleonida, his sister. It was the American Hero people who decided that no one would know how to pronounce Cleonida, and so Cleopatra was going to be my hero name. They also put me in this harem costume and brunette wig, when in reality I’m a natural blonde. You’d think they’d view blond hair as an asset, especially as every other girl on this team is a brunette. It’s like they’re trying to keep me from shining.

I don’t know whether the real-life Cleopatra wore a halter top, but I doubt it. Of course the real-life Cleopatra probably didn’t have my assets, either . . .

[cut]

. . . I heard Simoon say that in this costume I looked like one of the Divas from World Wrestling Entertainment, but then she should know, she wants a career in Vegas.

What I wanted to say is that I know some people criticize this costume, but I didn’t pick it. American Hero picked it.

And anyway, I don’t see why I should be ashamed that I’m beautiful. God made me this way, to reflect the person I am inside.

[cut]

. . . And can I just say something else about my name? Not Cleopatra, the one some people are using. The one that starts with “P.” I think it is so unfair. Just because I have assets and try to look nice and the boys like me, some people try to call me names. They’re doing it just to be hurtful. They’ve been doing things like that all my life.

I am not going to put up with this any more! If I hear anyone use that hateful name, I’m popping them on top of the flagpole and they can just find their own way to get down!

I’m sorry. I’m crying now. It’s just because people are so spiteful. Could you stop the camera, so I could fix my face?

[cut]

Thank you, honey. I’m better now.

Let me just say something. Some people—people whose names I shall not mention—they have been saying that I’ve been sleeping with all the men. I have not been sleeping with all the men.

They say I’ve been to bed with King Cobalt. I mean, he has a nice body and all, but I require something besides that. One conversation with the man and you see he’s just a child.

And anyway, I am not kissing some man in a Spandex mask. That mask was just tacky.

And someone whose name begins with “R” says that I flirted with Toad Man. I wasn’t flirting, I was just being kind. I am a kind person. Rosa, I mean R, should try being a kind person sometime. Now I’m upset again. Honey, could you turn off the camera?

[cut]

Thank you. You’re a real sweetie.

You know we have our differences here in the Spades but we are becoming a real team. We fought our best-ever fight against the robots.

But I have to say that I am concerned about Dragon Girl. Rachel is a complete honey and I love her to death, and she has powers that are very impressive, but she’s still a little girl. In my opinion she shouldn’t be here at all. It’s just too dangerous for her to be in a scene where there are explosions and things are flying around and there are flames and everything.

We are all of us on the Spades trying to protect her, even if it costs us one of the challenges. And that isn’t fair, is it?

We had to step up today. It was lucky that the robots couldn’t get through John’s—the Candle’s—wall of fire. That allowed us to work on our offense.

You know, I wish we could use real explosives. I wouldn’t have even needed Rosa if I could have just popped grenades into those robots. Bang!—and it’s over. But I’m not allowed to have explosives. That isn’t fair, is it? I can’t use my ace like I should.

But Rose got lucky with her cards, and got El Diablo or whatever he’s called, so that was almost as good. So I was able to pop us around the battlefield, and she zapped the robots, and then I popped us back behind John’s shield before the robots could react to us. So the two of us won the challenge, basically, all by ourselves.

If we hadn’t had to protect Rachel, we could have done it all faster and we would have won the challenge instead of the Hearts.

[cut]

Can I just say something about Rosa? She dresses and talks all ghetto, or whatever ghettos are called in East LA, but she’s really not as stupid as she pretends to be. Even though she’s been unkind to me, I like her a lot. But her powers are so variable—it’s all in what cards she draws, isn’t it? Today she was El Diablo, but tomorrow she could be Mister Taco or something, and all she’d have would be lettuce-shredding powers, and she’d be useless. You can’t have an American Hero who’s useless half the time.

What’s that? The Candle? Oh, John . . . he’s a complete sweetheart. I think he could be my best friend ever. No, John and I have never been involved. Because I am always very careful and I don’t think that John has always been careful. I do not want to be around HIV . . .

[cut]

No, I’m not prejudiced. Some of my best friends are gay. But I have to wonder if America is ready for a hero who’s a switch-hitter. I don’t want to be tacky but you have to acknowledge that some people are completely prejudiced . . .

[cut]

Oh, the vote? In my opinion we shouldn’t have had to vote one of the team off at all, because we should have won and we only lost on account of having to protect Rachel from the robots . . .

[cut]

I voted against Rusty, like almost everybody else.

No, it’s not because I think Rusty said that hateful thing. I think that Stuntman just said that to be evil. I’m from Alabama, which has a lot of black people, and I have many friends who are black. I’m not a prejudiced person at all. But I know racists, and let me tell you that not all racists are white. I don’t think Rusty is a racist, I voted against him because he isn’t lucky. We need lucky people on our team . . .

[cut]

. . . I know that one person voted to remove me from the team. I have my suspicions about who that person is. But I want her to know that I forgive her. Rachel is just too tender-hearted to vote Rusty off, and she had to put somebody’s name down.

It’s just so unfair that they make a child decide these things. It’s unfair to everybody that Rachel is here at all . . .

[cut]

I am not a bad person. I am a person that people say bad things about.

I am a lady. In the South, you learn how to be a lady. So I am going to ignore all the bad names they call me and get on with the job. Although if I hear that “P” name I may not be responsible for my actions . . .

[cut]
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Week 6: How the Cards Fall

Week Six Recap: The Rogue Aces

At the start of this round, the judges announced a move to put the four teams back on equal footing. Team Diamonds had lost every challenge so far and had only three aces left, while Team Hearts still had five players. The solution? Team Diamonds was allowed to draw one ace from the Hearts.

After a long day’s deliberation, the Diamonds chose Drummer Boy. How will the Hearts do without their rock star? Can one of the winners show the losers how it’s done?

This week’s challenge marked a very special event on American Hero: four guest stars were invited to put the teams through their paces. Legendary aces Golden Boy, Lohengrin, and Detroit Steel, and the mysterious stage magician Noel Matthews joined the show. The scenario: a bank robbery. Our guest aces have gone rogue, leading a team of henchmen to rob a bank. Can our American Hero teams stop them?

The ageless Jack Braun still looks as though he’s stepped out of one of his old publicity stills from the 1940s. How did Team Diamonds do against the man who’s been called the most powerful ace in the world? To the credit of the Diamonds, they got pretty close. Of all things, paint from paintballs was Tiffani’s undoing, blinding her and knocking her out of the fight. Jetman eliminated the henchmen, but his own sleeping gas got him—but who would have expected Golden Boy to catch and throw the gas grenade back at him? Drummer Boy, the newest Diamond, tried to meet the glowing ace head-on. It hardly needs to be said that that didn’t work. But when the Amazing Bubbles faced Golden Boy, it was the unstoppable force against the immovable object. Only Bubbles had a problem: she eventually ran out of juice, and Golden Boy never does. A newly svelte Bubbles—and Team Diamonds—had to admit defeat.

Lohengrin, a young ace from Germany, can manifest a suit of gleaming white armor that makes him impervious to harm. A formidable warrior, he almost seemed to be pulling his punches against Team Clubs, which made the team even angrier. The truth was, they couldn’t do much to get past his armor and sword—represented in this scenario by a foam version. The German shrugged off Toad Man’s sticky tongue and struck down Holy Roller’s powerful attack. The preacher showed a stripe demonstrating how he’d have been cut in half if Lohengrin had been wielding his real weapon. The sword made easy work of the safe and he escaped with the loot. Team Clubs may have to practice a little more before they play in the big leagues.

Even the seemingly invincible Team Hearts met its match this week in the form of Noel Matthews, the famous stage magician. Impressively, Matthews defeated the Hearts without using any apparent ace powers. Rather than overpowering the team, he simply fooled them, luring them into his clutches and finishing them off one by one. He played chameleon by hiding among his own hostages, and in a final turnaround disguised himself as Wild Fox to lure Curveball to her doom. As judge Topper told the Hearts, “Your enthusiasm has served you well until now. This time, leaping before looking was the wrong thing to do. Let that be a lesson.”

Armored ace Detroit Steel won fame in the Rox War. He’s been called a tank on legs, protected by his immense armor built from scrap. At seven feet tall, this mass of rumbling steel can’t be taken lightly. This week, he faced off against Team Spades. Not intimidated by their opponent, the Spades leapt into the fray and found success. It was dicey at first—when Rosa Loteria draws her card, seeing what turns up can be the most exciting part of the challenge. This time: Los Plantanos (the Bananas), giving the lovely Rosa a thick, rubbery yellow skin and not much else. The Candle almost got himself knocked out of the challenge, he was laughing so hard, much to Rosa’s disgust. He redeemed himself, though, when he stopped Detroit Steel cold by building a cage of glowing red flame around him, trapping him. The ace broke through the cage, but the Candle rebuilt it, and the rogue ace wasn’t fast enough to overcome the obstacle. Once Dragon Huntress’s famous stuffed dragon Puffy joined the fight, Detroit Steel was foiled. As the only team to defeat its rogue ace opponent, Team Spades won immunity this week.

Hardhat, Toad Man, and—in a stunning turnaround—Diamond favorite the Amazing Bubbles were shuffled out this week. That might have had something to do with the shocking revelation that Bubbles, Michelle LeFleur, is actually supermodel Michelle Pond. Her offended teammates may have had the last word by voting her off.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Dragon Huntress, Hardhat, Jetman, and Stuntman!
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Confessional: Rachel Weinstein aka Dragon Huntress

Okay, so here’s what you should know about American Hero. It’s just like mid-school. You’ve got the same cliques, and you’ve got the same drama queens, and just like in mid-school everything that happens is always somebody else’s fault.

And just like in mid-school, none of the drama is about anything real.

We fight fake villains in fake film sets in fake scenarios, and the fake villains shoot fake bullets. Then we have to vote to throw people off the team, and we all make up some fake feelings about how traumatic that is.

It’s like what happened to Bubbles. Once they found out she was a real-life supermodel, her team gave her the boot. They kicked her out for not being fake.

That’s American Hero all over.

It’s just like mid-school, which is all about popularity and cliques, and where I’m not very good at popularity and cliques. The best I managed last year was that Sally Berkowitz told me I was her third-best friend, and Sally’s crowd wasn’t exactly the cream of the sixth grade.

I’m guessing things will change this next year, though, with my having the dragon and being a TV star. I think a lot of people will want to be in my clique.

I’m looking forward to telling Sally Berkowitz that she can be my third-best friend.

The reason that I figure I’m going to be popular when I get back to Jersey is that a lot of people can’t tell the difference between TV and the real. They’ll have seen me be a hero on television, and that will make them want to be my friend.

Like the fame rubs off or something.

But what they won’t understand is that I won’t be a hero in the real. I won’t have done anything with my wild card except participate in a whole bunch of phony contests, just about all of which I could have accomplished on my own if they’d ever let me carry more than three of my stuffed animals and if they hadn’t handicapped me with partners who were less powerful than me but insisted on camera time anyway.

When I go back to Jersey, I won’t have saved any real people, and I won’t have captured any real bad guys, and I won’t have changed the real world for the better. I’ll have just added another celebrity to the long line of useless celebrities you see on the covers of the magazines at the supermarket.

Some other players, they don’t have a problem with that. Rosa and Haley want fame, they want to be stars.

I don’t want to be a star. Stars are a dime a dozen.

What I want is to be a hero, like Lessa of Ruatha Hold. Who is a character in Anne McCaffrey’s Dragonrider books, if you want to know.

[cut]

I’ll tell you what was real trauma, and that was when poor Rusty got stabbed in the back by Stuntman. It was just like in Master Harper of Pern where Lessa uses her telepathic powers to provoke the duel that kills Lord Fax. It was that traumatic.

Except of course nobody died, and my telepathy only works on stuffed animals. But still it was pretty bad.

I didn’t for a second think that Rusty said what Stuntman said he said. I don’t think anyone else on the Spades did either. But they were obliged to work up some fake outrage over this fake situation, and the result was that Rusty got cut from the team. The real trauma was what we did to someone who was supposed to be our friend.

We were supposed to be his teammates. But we didn’t stand up for him.

Well actually, one of us did. I voted to boot the Pop-Tart instead of Rusty. But I was the only one, and now I think Cleo knows it. She’s been especially sweet to me since the vote. And when someone like Cleo is super nice, you know she’s getting ready to stab you in the back.

(Just like in mid-school. What did I tell you?)

But I won’t get stabbed this week, because we won.

Thanks to me, by the way.

We met the robbers on the street outside the bank. In order to defeat us, the bad guys had to break into the bank safe and run off with bags of loot.

Rosa’s card had turned her into a giant banana, but that wasn’t going to stop the black hats. Cleo was able to pop around with a paintball gun and shoot the ordinary henchmen, but that wasn’t going to stop the rogue ace.

Who was Detroit Steel. A giant clanking armor-plated monster, for all that in real life he’s a good guy.

I really missed Rusty when I first saw Detroit Steel, because Rusty could have turned the rogue ace into an orange-red mass of oxidized metal.

(If the producers had let him. They don’t let us use all our powers.)

The Candle could have melted Detroit Steel into a puddle, but of course he wasn’t allowed to do that, either, so he put a cage of fire around him. I was totally surprised when Detroit Steel hammered the bars to bits, but all that meant was that the Candle made another cage.

After which I had Puffy on the scene. I tossed the red dragon down and made the dragon big and menacing and with an extra-long tail. I placed Puffy in front of the bank entrance, lying sideways with her tail in front of her.

Detroit Steel knocked apart the second cage, then clanked up to Puffy and took a swing and hit her on the jaw. It sort of hurt, but not really. Puffy swung her tail and knocked Detroit Steel back a few steps.

Detroit Steel came forward again, and Puffy knocked him back. And when he came on a third time, Puffy knocked him twenty feet.

He got up to try again, and I thought maybe this time I’d have Puffy knock him down and sit on him, but at that point the producers intervened and declared that the rogue ace had lost.

We were the only team to beat the rogue ace, so we don’t have to vote anyone off.

That won’t stop Cleo from trying to knife me next time, though.

What’s happening now is that all the other teams get to whine to the cameras about how the challenge wasn’t fair, and how if only everyone had done what they said, it would have turned out all right.

My problem isn’t fairness, it’s fakeness.

But obviously that’s just me.
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Confessional: Todd “T. T.” Taszycki aka Hardhat

I got to tell, this here has been a total rat [bleep]er of a week, and no two mother[bleep]ing ways about it.

First off, we lost DB. That whole draw thing where they evened up the teams by picking one of us over to the Diamonds? My [bleep]s were trying to crawl up my [bleep]hole. Pardon my French.

Nothing against the Diamonds, you know? But that Jetman guy just gets on my [bleep]. And Tiffani? I used to date a stripper named Tiffani. Spelled the same and everything. [Bleep]ing nice [bleep]s, but mean as a snake. This one reminds me of that one, you know what I mean?

So I was going around the house thinking, “[Bleep] me, man. Here I’ve spent all this [bleep]ing time hanging with DB and Earth Witch and Fox-Boy and Curves, and I’m gonna have to go spoon with that bunch of [bleep]suckers? Team Diamonds don’t give a wet fart about me.”

Serious, I figure if they move me over, I’m off like a prom dress, you know what I mean? So I’m just hoping they pick Wild Fox. I’m not saying I wouldn’t miss the little [bleep]. He’s a funny guy, but he’s about as useful as a limp [bleep]er in a whorehouse. I can hope they’d take him, except they’re not [bleep]ing retards. If I’m Diamonds, I’m taking Earth Witch or Curves. Those are two straight-up powerful bitches. If I was picking my team for anything, I’d be [bleep]ing sure to get them on.

So word came down that they were taking DB . . .

Well, I should have seen it coming. He’s got that whole easy money, chicks for free [bleep]-rock thing going, so I figure how else is Tiffani gonna get a chance to take a ride. Or the fat chick, if he’s into that. I am gonna miss him, though. Guy was like a walking circle jerk, you know? So that pretty much sucked the [bleep] right out of my [bleep]hole.

But at least I didn’t get sent over, right?

Then we got our [bleep]s handed to us by that [bleep] [bleep]er Noel What’s-his-nut. Now don’t get me wrong. I got nothing against the guy just because he’s got a [bleep]. You got to figure if I had a [bleep] and a [bleep] both, I’d probably never get out of the house, you know what I mean?

But the way he beat us, we just looked stupid. Like here’s this big thing we’re supposed to do, and we’re standing there with our thumbs up our butts right to the [bleep]ing elbow. And when that Topper [bleep] was telling us off about not getting so enthusiastic? Pow, right in the yam-sack. And now, we not only lose DB, but we gotta vote off someone else. That’s the next part.

I’d figure Wild Fox for pretty much [bleep] [bleep]ed. Except.

Well. Shows what I know.

Curves kind of had it in for me. There was this thing. It didn’t mean a [bleep]ing thing, but it happened, you know? I was worried about the whole Diamonds thing, and I wasn’t watching what I say like I usually do. I was walking past the showers when Curves was coming out in a towel after soaping down, and I said something. Nothing [bleep]y, you know? Just something like “Great, we got something clean to eat off.” Or “Whyn’t you bend over, make an old man happy?” Just [bleep]ing [bleep] talk like anyone would. I say the same [bleep] to my sister all the time. It’s not like I mean anything by it. But Kate gets a hair across her [bleep] about it. And I know Earth Witch kinda has that girl-on-girl thing going with Curves. In a platonic way, you know. But still.

I know I come across a little [bleep]ing rough sometimes. It’s who I am. It’s not like a some kind of prejudiced sheep[bleep]er like what they made Rustbelt out to be. I don’t give a good [bleep] if you’re swinging a [bleep] down to your kneecaps or you’ve got [bleep]s so big you can’t play accordion without pinching your nips. People of color. Jews. Towel-heads. Only thing matters to me is whether you can get the [bleep]ing job done, and that goes double for women. I’ve always said we should give the bitches equal pay and all. [Bleep]. I’m practically a [bleep]ing feminist, you know? I [bleep]ing respect the [bleep] out of those [bleep]s and it’s like they can’t even see it.

You know, first it’s Rustbelt, and now it’s me. I’ll tell you this, and it’s the mother[bleep]ing truth. It’s more fun getting butt[bleep]ed by a [bleep] with a twelve-inch spiked dildo than being a straight-up blue-collar guy in Hollywood.
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Confessional: Howard Hawkwood aka Jetman

I don’t mean to complain, but this game is rigged.

I’m sorry, but it’s true. I’ve suspected it for some time, but this last challenge makes it obvious. Talk about unfair. Up to now, all four teams have faced the same obstacles during these challenges. The burning building, for instance. Same fire, same brownstone, same ten victims to be saved. We all heard the robot baby crying, we all had to deal with the guy who jumped from the window. If some teams did not do as well as others, well, we only had ourselves to blame.

All that got thrown out with this “rogue ace” thing, though. Yeah, sure, it was the same bank and the same gang of robbers for all four suits . . . but the guest ace changed from team to team. The Spades had to face Detroit Steel and the Clubs got the German, Lohengrin, both of them formidable adversaries, I don’t doubt . . . but even the two of them together would not be a match for Golden Boy.

And the Hearts . . . don’t even get me started about them. The other three teams have to fight real aces, and they get a stage magician? Yes, I know he’s tested positive for the wild card, but that doesn’t mean that he has any powers. Sure, I read the piece about him in Aces, but it’s like my mother says, you can’t believe everything you read. I don’t buy all that stuff about Matthews being the British Fortunato. I’ve seen the footage where he beats the Hearts, and it was all smoke and mirrors and magician’s tricks. My mother says that Siegfried and Ralph do the same stuff better. She saw their act when she went to Las Vegas that time with her canasta club, and she knows.

The producers and the network know who they want to win, you better believe it. Some of the other contestants might be fooled, but not me. I’m from Philadelphia, and like my mother always says, people from Philadelphia know their [bleep] from a cheesesteak. The Hearts got the magician because the TV people wanted them to win, and we got Golden Boy because they wanted us to lose.

Jack Braun’s powers are for real. He turned his ace the day that Jetboy fell, he has more experience at this than anyone. He’s faced down entire armies. Did the producers really think the four of us could stop him? How? Braun is the strongest man in the world, and he can’t be hurt.

Michelle gave it her best, blasting him off his feet a dozen times with her explosive bubbles, but once all her fat had melted off there was nothing more she could do. Tiffani was useless, but then, Tiffani is always useless. Makes no difference what the challenge is, that’s the one thing we can count on. Drummer Boy might have been able to help, but he had no idea who he was facing, so he rushed in stupid and got pounded. He may be strong, but he’s not Golden Boy strong. You can’t outpunch Jack Braun. DB would have known if he’d ever read a history book, but he’d rather spend his time banging drums and girls. How can you be a wild card and not know about the Four Aces, though? That’s like not knowing about Jetboy.

Looking back, I suppose I was as much to blame as any of them. I was the only one who had a chance against Golden Boy. All I needed to do was stay out of his reach with my jetpack and take him down with sleeping gas. Jack Braun may be invulnerable, but he still needs to breathe. Only he caught my gas canister and chucked it back at me, and I was the one who went to sleep. It could have worked, though. It would have worked if DB and Michelle had distracted Braun long enough for me to hit him with the sleeping gas when he wasn’t looking. If the Diamonds were a real team, that’s how we would have done it.

And now they’ve voted Bubbles off. That’s not fair at all. She was the only one of us who gave Golden Boy any real problems. Her mistake was trusting Tiffani. I tried to warn her, but no one ever listens to me around here. Tiffani was the one who should have been discarded. She turns to diamond and she stands around and glitters, but what good is that? Blrr and the Maharajah would have been a lot more use against Golden Boy, and maybe even Ivan could have helped with all his little Ivans, but thanks to Tiffani they’re all gone, and now Bubbles is gone too.

I’ll be next, I know. Tiffani and Drummer Boy will vote me off the next time we lose a challenge, and how can we hope to win when one third of our team is Sparkles McSwine? (That’s what my mother calls her, anyway. Mother says that Tiffani sounds as if she came from Dogpatch, which is a place in some old funny papers).

It would different if they would ever let me use my powers. That’s another thing that’s unfair, the way these challenges are all set up to be last-minute things, so we never have any time to prepare. I can fly with my jetboots and my backpack, sure, and I have my guns, my jetnet and my sleeping gas . . . but that’s not half of what I could do if they’d only give me a chance. I’m an inventor, a scientist. Maybe I haven’t ever gone to science school or college, but my father subscribed to Popular Mechanics and so did his father before him, so I have issues going back to before Jetboy, and I’ve read them all. Give me a little time in the shop, and I can tinker up all sorts of gadgets and machines to help us with these challenges.

They don’t want that, though. I offered to fix our Diamond Hummer up with jets, so we could fly to the challenges, but no, Tiffani threw Jetdog in my face and convinced the others that they didn’t want a flying car. It’s true that my inventions can’t be duplicated, and that most of them only work when I’m around to run them, but I would have been the one flying the Hummer, and it could have given us a real edge.

There’s rumors going around the lair that the producers have some big twist coming up soon, that they mean to reshuffle all the remaining contestants into new teams, or bring back some of the Discards. I hope it’s true. Some good people have been discarded, and they deserve a second chance, and I know I’d like to get away from Tiffani and Drummer Boy. Put me on a real team, and there’s no telling how much I’ll be able to do. I’d love to be able to win that million dollars. I’d buy a row house for Mother and one next door for me, with a real laboratory where I could work on my inventions, instead of just a basement.

That’s not going to happen, though. I am not bitter or anything, but this is all about television ratings, and like I said, the game is rigged.
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Confessional: Jamal Norwood aka Stuntman

Okay, so long, Diver. Fly away, Brave Hawk. Head on down the road, Spasm. Hop away, Toad Man.

Yeah, we lost again, and now we’re down to three Clubs—Jade, Roller, and yours truly, the one and only Stuntman. Accept no substitutes.

It’s getting a bit like Omaha Beach in the Clubs House. You’re in the LST, sicker than [bleep], the ramp drops, and people start getting plugged with bullets.

I tried out for that movie my first year out of ’SC—Going After Malone. Had my agent and my buddy Schaef, who was the stunt coordinator, and the writer, this dude McKenna, who owes me a round of golf, even Nic Deladrier—all of them called Spielberg for me. Not that I wanted to sign up for two months of bull[bleep] boot camp in Ireland. But a Spielberg picture . . . I really wanted to do it. It sure beat signing up to be thrown off a bus in Friday the 13th Part Eleven.

No way. No brothers at Omaha Beach, ergo, no brothers in the movie. I even said to the agent, hey, Spielberg whipped up a [bleep]ing dinosaur for a couple of his movies, how difficult would it be to make me less black? Still waiting to hear back on that.

I’m not saying I miss all of our Discards the same. I was starting to really like Diver, even though her wild card really only helped if you were in the Pacific or maybe George Clooney’s swimming pool. Brave Hawk? Being able to fly has its definite uses, but this dude was hampered by bad headwork and the entirely mistaken idea that being a Native American gave him some kind of mythic destiny or immunity or access to the operating system for the whole universe. Or not. He can go back to something he’s good at, like stringing beads in Arizona. And Spasm? Spaz is right. That orgasm power might come in handy on a date, but elsewise . . . And the less said about Buford the Toad, the better.

So, yeah, no real losses—but at some point it is a numbers game. I’m fairly confident I can carry my share of the load for the Clubs. What I’m worried about is whether the others have my back. I know it’s a game. I know that at some point we’ll start snarling at each other like starved dogs . . . but first we’ve got to win some [bleep]ing challenges. I’ve been working Jade a bit. And I’m sure she’s working me. It’s a mutual thing—an alliance with benefits.

We’ve finally negotiated an agreement on the food thing, if nothing else. As in, a man needs a meal more than once a day, and something more substantial than one of those little cartons of Coffee Dannon yogurt and an apple. Jade doesn’t have to cook . . . she doesn’t have to share . . . she needs to stay out of the [bleep]ing kitchen when I’m in there.

Sorry, I’m sounding like that English guy on Hell’s Kitchen, which runs opposite us, so you better be DVRing it. But that’s what I feel like a lot of the time. Besides, everybody expects me to be angry, so why not? It’s not as though I have to look far to find something annoying. Like a bumper sticker that shows a hand with index and middle finger crossed, and says “Me and God are like this!” Fine for you two. Get a room. Why do I have to know?

You know, while we’re at it, here’s another one of the apparently infinite number of things that [bleep]s me off: everyone, even Jade, thinks that what makes me angry is the way the white man keeps the brothers down . . . and, well, yeah, that has been a bit of a problem and will be a problem till the end of the time, I suppose. I’ll be honest with you . . . that’s not a battle I’ve had to fight much. My dad and mom, yeah. The generation before them, [bleep] yeah. But not my generation . . . thank you, wild card, for giving normal whites a whole new group of people to [bleep] on.

No, the oppression I feel is that of a fairly smart man—not the smartest, but well above average—in a world of idiots! I mean, look at this American Hero crap. Look at the challenges. Look at the rules. Look at the contestants. It wasn’t bad enough drawing a wild card to [bleep] up your life, it had to make you stupid, too?

Rustbelt. I doubt he could spell “nat” if you gave him the “N” and the “T.” That was one dumb young man. A total hoser.

Toad—gotta love the Toad. Just don’t shake hands with him. Or expect him to have the vaguest [bleep]ing idea what’s going on two feet over his warty green noggin. You’d have to add his IQ to Belt’s, then throw in bonus points just to reach moron.

Spaz—sharp-looking dude, but seriously. The only video game expert in the world dumb enough to spend money rather than make it.

Even Roller. A great guy . . . I’m looking forward to visiting the Confederacy with him someday . . . but he actually believes the Earth was created six thousand years ago. I suppose he’d allow for Takis to be older, but come on . . .

And Jade Blossom. Sweet, but the only book she’s ever cracked open is Horton Hears a Who.

Yeah, yeah, if everyone saw this—if my father saw it—they would all be saying, “Jamal, you are just as dumb as everyone else, flapping your gums.” Isn’t that great? “Flapping your gums.” My grandmother used to say stuff like that.

But they aren’t going to see it until it’s too late.

I’ve got to like my chances, and not because the producer doesn’t want to see me go—I just think I’m smarter than this.

Watch me. You know you want to.
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Week 7: How the Cards Fall

Week Seven Recap: Hero Soup

There’s more to being a hero than incredible powers, quick thinking, and teamwork. This week, American Hero tackles the other side of the equation: do our contestants have the heart it takes to be a hero?

The four teams were asked to volunteer at soup kitchens around Los Angeles. This wasn’t staged—these were in no way controlled situations, as the other challenges have been. The people our contestants helped today were real people in need of real help. Today, our players were real heroes.

Or were they?

Wild Fox’s pranks were the downfall of Team Hearts. The illusions were, as usual, invisible to the TV audience, but patrons of the kitchen were treated to visions of five-course gourmet meals. The luscious food reverted to simple soup kitchen fare when people took their first bites, much to their consternation. “I was just trying to lighten things up!” Wild Fox protested. Curveball’s temper got away from her when confronting the foxy joker. Chaos and toppled trays of food ensued. Earth Witch did her best to run interference, but she couldn’t get her teammates under control. In the end, the judges agreed that the team’s heart—no pun intended—was in the right place, but they weren’t focused on the task at hand.

Team Spades made a disappointing—yet no less entertaining—showing. Rosa Loteria took it upon herself to improve morale by running a Loteria game for the shelter’s clients. Cleopatra spent her time posing for the cameras on hand to cover the event—until a “wardrobe malfunction” involving a tube top disrupted the proceedings. Dragon Huntress could barely see over the counter where her teammates set her to work serving food. At least the Candle found a use for his power, as his yellow flames heated pots of soup and ensured patrons of the shelter received their meals piping hot, and his healing green flames cured various injuries and ailments. If only he could have inspired similar dedication in Rosa and Cleopatra.

On Team Diamonds, Drummer Boy had the common touch, a talent developed from dealing with thousands of Joker Plague fans. But as Topper observed, “You seemed more interested in handing out autographs than helping the kitchen staff. This is supposed to be about helping people who need it—not about your own glory.” Tiffani showed an admirable dedication to the work at hand, having a kind word for everyone she met, possibly because of her own less-than-affluent roots. Jetman hoped to find a way to use his ace powers here, constructing a series of machines designed to heat and serve food more efficiently. Too bad that when he left the area and someone else tried to use his ace-powered contraptions, the devices fell apart in a mess of flying ladles and soup. After that, his team spent more time cleaning up than helping out. One can’t help but speculate: was the Amazing Bubbles the glue that held this team together? Would she have done better?

Team Clubs carried the day, due in great part to Holy Roller—to no one’s surprise. The challenge, designed to gauge our contestants’ compassion, empathy, and generosity, seemed custom-made for the southern preacher. “I’ll be damned—pardon my language, sir—if I can’t get this team to show a little Christian charity,” he declared when the challenge was announced. Under his leadership, Team Clubs had the place smiling and singing hymns within an hour, and his teammates, Stuntman and Jade Blossom, worked to prepare and serve food like a well-oiled machine. Holy Roller, for lack of a better word, steamrolled Team Clubs into a win this round. Digger Downs commented, “It was almost cheating for you guys to have him along.”

The judges declared Team Clubs the winner this week. Joining the ever-increasing deck of Discards: Cleopatra, Jetman, and Wild Fox. After the Discard ceremony, Wild Fox noted that he didn’t have much of a chance. “Of course I’d get booted. Hell will freeze over before Curveball and Earth Witch vote each other off.” Cleopatra angrily stated, “You know what the problem is? Dragon Girl is going to win the whole thing because no one has the guts to vote off a kid.” She had to be escorted from the Spades House by the Harlem Hammer.

Is Cleopatra right? Will Dragon Huntress be the new American Hero? Only five more episodes until we find out.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Earth Witch, Holy Roller, Rosa Loteria, and Tiffani!
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Confessional: Ana Cortez aka Earth Witch

I don’t even know where to start. That was embarrassing.

Not Wild Fox so much. You kind of expect that sort of thing from him. But Kate really should have known better. I know how my ace feels when I use it, but I can only guess what hers feels like. I wonder sometimes if it takes her over. Like she has to throw something or it’ll drive her crazy. That’s why she practices so much. She has all this energy to burn. So we get in a situation like the soup kitchen, where she’s got nothing to throw and no outlet for it. I think it maybe puts her on a short fuse, and Wild Fox is really easy to get pissed off at.

But like I said, embarrassing. I’d have liked to stick them both in a hole to cool off. But I wasn’t going to mess up the foundations and floor there, you know?

Okay, I know everyone’s going to ask: what was Wild Fox even doing there? How in the world did he avoid getting voted off last week? How could we discard Hardhat instead? Hardhat’s one of the strongest players on the show. Nothing can touch him, and he’s stepped up to every challenge we’ve faced. He’s saved us more than once. And Wild Fox . . .

Well, he tries really hard. It may not look like it from the outside, but I do think his heart is in the right place. He just hasn’t had the right encouragement. I know how that works: your whole life, you have people telling you the same thing—you’re not good enough, or smart enough, or pretty enough, you only cause trouble, you only dig holes—you start to believe it. It takes a lot to shake that. I know that better than anyone. I think he’s only ever had anyone tell him he causes trouble.

With only a few of us left, it gets pretty easy to work out who voted for who, so this is how it shook out and how Hardhat got the Discard. It was stupid luck is what it is. You look at Curveball and Hardhat, and maybe even me, and you know we had the strongest team going. But Hardhat pissed off Kate. I’m not sure exactly how it happened. He caught her leaving the bathroom in nothing but a towel, made some construction-worker comment, and that was it. Or it might have been that they looked at each other, saw the only other ace on the team strong enough to beat them, and decided to get rid of the competition. So that’s how it happened. Hardhat voted off Curveball to get rid of the competition. Curveball voted off Hardhat because she was angry. Wild Fox voted off Hardhat, I think because he wanted to be the only guy left. And I voted for Wild Fox because I’m sick and tired of the pranks. Sorry, Andrew, but it’s true. But the individual reasons don’t matter because the whole thing turned out the way it did, and the only one who really got what he wanted was Wild Fox.

Of course, with this challenge, I’m not sure having T.T. instead of Andrew would have made a bit of difference. I’m not sure what the whole thing was supposed to prove. Yeah, we need to have compassion and generosity and all that. But this just seemed like another opportunity to point and laugh at the freaks. They set it up because they knew somebody would screw up big-time, and everyone would just love that. I can’t wait to see the replay on the other teams. Because as bad as Wild Fox is, he’s not as bad as some. Like I said, his heart’s in the right place, and I don’t think you can say that about everyone here.

Can I say hi to my brother? Roberto, hola! I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for him. He’s the one who talked me into trying out, and in a lot of ways he’s keeping me going because I know he’s proud of me. That means a lot. But I’m so proud of him too because he’s going to be the first one in the family to go to college. If a miracle happens and I win the million, I’m sending Roberto to college.

But even if I don’t win, I’m glad he made me try out. I wouldn’t trade this experience for anything. I just needed a couple of people, like Roberto and Kate, to tell me they believe in me. I finally feel like I can do something with my life.
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Confessional: Rev. Thaddeus Wintergreen aka Holy Roller

Long before American Hero, before the Takisians brought the wild card from the stars, the greatest ace of all walked this Earth, as I have often told my congregation. His name was Jesus Christ, Son of God and Ace of Aces, and it is my calling in life to preach His Word and try as best I can to follow in His Holy Footsteps.

Our Lord commanded us to feed the hungry, and this week our producers bid us do the same. That was a great joy to me. Though the power has not been given to us to multiply the loaves and fishes as Jesus did, the network provided amply with generous donations to the soup kitchens where this week’s challenge was staged, allowing us to provide the homeless and indigent of this City of Angels with sustenance, help, and hope. The smiles on the faces of these unfortunates and the sound of their glad voices raised in song was all the recompense that any of us could have asked for. When the judges rewarded our team with victory as well, thus sparing us the cruel necessity of discarding one of our own, that was truly an answered prayer.

It would be remiss of me not to say a few words about a few of my teammates, past and present, without whom none of this could have been accomplished. Buford is truly the salt of the earth, modest and self-effacing, but always cheerful and willing to lend a hand. Jamal is as resolute and tireless as he is indestructible. He has suffered a thousand blows that would have killed a lesser man, and though he feels every one of them as sharply as you or I, his courage and determination are unflagging. And the lovely Haley, or Jade as we have come to call her, can light up a room with her smile.

Not all of them are Christians, it is true, but they are good men and women, as were the valiant teammates we have lost, and I am proud to call them all my friends. They are all very young, you must remember. At thirty-three, I am the oldest member of the Clubs, and the oldest contestant selected for the show. With age and experience, my young colleagues may well find their way to the Lord, and perhaps in some small way I can guide their feet unto the path that will lead them to salvation. It is my prayer that someday all of them will see the light of God’s truth, and when they do, there shall be much rejoicing in heaven as these prodigal aces fly home.

I know that there are some of you out there who do not believe it fitting that a man of God should participate in a program like American Hero, associating with sinners and unbelievers. I’ve read your letters and your emails, and I do appreciate your concerns, though I cannot share your views. Our Lord was criticized for keeping company with prostitutes and publicans as well, the Gospel tells us, yet he taught us that only those without sin should be casting stones . . . and none of us are without sin. We are all God’s children, believers and unbelievers alike, and each of us needs God’s mercy. Judge not, lest ye be judged.

Yes, there are aspects of the show that any person of faith might find distasteful. One of my correspondents has gone so far as to say that these television people are like unto the moneychangers that Jesus drove from the Temple. Hollywood is their temple, however, and Jesus also told us to render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, let us not forget. No man can hope to do good in this world unless he walks among his fellow men, and loves them.

Television is a powerful instrument, and like any tool, it can be used for good or evil. It is my belief and my hope that my appearance on American Hero will help to inspire others, especially the young people. And if it is God’s will that I should win this contest, I mean to use the million dollars to build a fine new broadcasting studio back in Natchez, to spread the Good News of Jesus Christ and his Joyful Revelation from coast to coast across this fair land. The airwaves are full of preachers, it is true, but too many of them are blind guides who strain at gnats and swallow camels and preach hatred in the name of Jesus Christ. That was never what my friend Jesus was about. His message was one of love and acceptance. The truth needs to be heard.

Be they aces, jokers, or nats, all Christians should be heroes.

And those of us who have been blessed with powers and abilities that our fellow men do not share . . . well, God moves in mysterious ways, it is true, but He does nothing without a purpose, and surely He would not have given us these powers unless He meant for us to use them in His service, to make the world a better place.

Some will tell you that the wild card is the work of the Devil, or the men of Takis, that jokers are an abomination unto the Lord. I say, beware ye of false prophets which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are as ravening wolves. For as Paul said to the Colossians, “By Him were all things created, that are in the heaven and that are in earth, visible and invisible.” The Lord God made even distant Takis, whose proud lords and mentats are but instruments of His Holy Will, as are we all. It is not given to me to understand why some men are jokers and some are aces, no more than it was given to Job to understand why he was afflicted. It is enough for us to accept His Will, and do the best we can.

Only God can hope to know what will happen next week or the week after, or who will emerge at the end as the new American Hero. I am not so vain as to believe I will prevail, but certainly I have prayed for victory, and if the cup does pass to me I shall not flinch to drink from it. And if in the end I am discarded, and the laurel given to another, that too will be as God wills it. His Will be done.
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Confessional: Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza aka Rosa Loteria

Hey there, America. Rosa again.

So, you wanna know what’s going on with me and the Spades? The contest this week? I think we did great, and if they’d asked the vatos at the homeless shelter, they’d agree. I mean, do you wanna sing “Old Time Religion” with a guy who’s so fat that the only time he can get his ass out of his wheelchair is when he turns into a giant beachball? Or would you think it was cooler to have a dragon heat your soup, have it served to you by dancing teddy bears, have your picture taken with a beautiful ace in a skimpy outfit, have another pretty ace run a Mexican bingo game where she actually turns into the characters on her cards, and oh, yeah, have a fourth ace not only shoot hot yellow flames from his fingers to heat your soup, but magical green ones that heal you so you don’t have to go to the hospital or nothing?

Sure, we got a little rowdy. I pass out some Loteria mats for everyone to play and first I pull El Tigre and everyone’s all, “Ooh, a tiger woman! Cool!” And then I shuffle the deck and pull a card and call, “Hey, who’s drunk as a skunk?” and someone calls back, “El Borracho!” And bam! There he is with his bottle, and he’s borracho, y’know? So “¡Salud!” Drinks for everyone! Good times. Nothing like a few forties and tequila to liven up a party.

And it’s a homeless shelter! It’s not like everyone was sober to begin with.

And you can blame Rachel’s parents for her getting that bottle of Manischewitz. El Borracho just conjures everyone’s favorite drink, and if she got that, she must have tasted it before. Plus Cleo was being a lady. When that guy tried to cop a feel, she didn’t slap him or nothing. She just popped across the room. How was she supposed to know that pendejo had hold of her tube top?

The Clubs ran a second-rate revival meeting. Mr. Downs is all, “And they did it without using any powers!” But what powers could they use? The Right Reverend Beachball, Mister Toad, Indestructible Dude, and Hard-Ass Chick? They’re all one-trick ponies. And except for Jamal, not even very good tricks.

And if being a hero isn’t about using your powers, then why didn’t we have some token nats on the teams? There were more than enough at the tryouts.

The judges are making it up as they go along, and everyone knows it. They wanted to smile and clap for the Sunday-school teacher at least once before they roll his fat ass out of here, so they hand him immunity for a G-rated revival meeting. Us? Forget everyone having a great time and getting healed and stuff and instead yell about a bunch of drinks and a couple nipples. Hello, Drummer Boy has six of them, they’re bigger, and not only does he show them off all the time, he beats them with sticks and people pay money to watch! But ’cause Cleo’s a girl, they’re all gasping and going, “Wardrobe Malfunction!” and hello, it’s not like she did it on purpose.

DB? He’s cool. Me and Cleo visited him at the Hearts, thought we’d work on a little cross-team alliance. He was calling us “Ginger and Mary Ann,” and you can guess I wasn’t Ginger. And Mike’s a rock star, so having a starlet on his arm is good for his image. But once he’d got tired of buying Ginger bling and the rest of that high-maintenance Breakfast at Tiffany’s crap, who do you think he asked out?

Cleo was pissed about that, and though she wasn’t saying it, she knows she’s prettier than me. Except she’s not. Pretty, that is. She’s beautiful.

I’m pretty. Rosa from the block, the homegirl next door, Mary Ann instead of Ginger, the girl you’re not going to be uncomfortable talking to. And Ginger can’t pull La Araña with enough arms to match DB . . .

But damn it, I’m going to miss her. We had some good times, y’know? But hey, laugh now, cry later. That’s the way it works, and we had to vote someone off. Cleo’d promised that she wouldn’t vote against me unless it came down to the final two, and same here, but this wasn’t that, so she voted for Rachel. And Johnny and Rachel both voted for Cleo, ’cause, well, even though Cleo’s got a real good trick, she’s a one-trick pony too. But me and Johnny and Rachel can do all sorts of things, and with the three of us left, the Spades are more like a Swiss Army knife.

Me? I thought a bit about voting for myself, but hey, I want the million bucks, so that would be stupid. In the end, I voted for Johnny, mostly because I didn’t think anyone else would, and if we had a tie, it would go to the judges, so screw that, they’ve made up enough stuff this week. So Cleo’s gone. But y’know, while I’ll miss hanging with her, I’m not going to miss playing against her. Cleo’s Pursesnatcher Girl. Pop in, pop out. If I lose my cards, I’m hosed. Everyone knows it.

Sure, if this were for real, my team has bigger dangers—Johnny could toast my deck, Rachel could do the same with her dragon, or hey, they could skip the cards and just smoke me—but this is television and we’re playing nice. No hurting anyone, no trashing their special stuff. All the drama llamas keep forgetting that.

It’s a freaking game! If this were for real, half of everyone would be dead and the rest in the hospital. Even Stuntman, who’s the only one the producers told us we could hurt, but don’t go crazy. No ripping his head off or anything. Rusty could have done that a couple weeks ago, you know? Shoved it right up his butt. Or maybe just twisted it around backwards—Jamal would have got better from that, probably—but calling him a bad name? Ooh, sticks and stones. Pobrecito, you grew up in the hood and no one ever called you that? Yeah, right. And sayin’ it was Rusty? Anyone else, sure, but I never thought I’d meet anyone who said “Cripes” or “Golly” and mean it for real—and I sure didn’t expect it from a guy with a face like Mike Mulligan’s steam shovel—but who knows?

Of course I still voted against Rusty last week, and not just because everyone else was doing it. I’m covering my own ass here. Loteria decks aren’t exactly politically correct, and mine’s older than Lincoln. If you think Jamal flipped out at whatever crap Rusty did or didn’t say, wait till you see his reaction when I pull El Negrito. Or La Sandia.

And the cards, they don’t always go back in the deck right away, neither. Sometimes they like to, y’know, hang out awhile. Especially El Catrin, though the last time he did that, Johnny made a pass at him, and, uh, call me clueless, but I hadn’t realized until then that the Candle burns at both ends and, um, I’m talking too much, aren’t I?

Can we cut here? Really. I’d like to cut.

Uh, bye, America . . .
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Confessional: Megan McKnee aka Tiffani

What?

Yeah, it’s just DB and me left in the Diamonds now and I’m betting there’s going to be a reshuffle. I mean, just the two of us isn’t exactly a team.

Can I keep him in my alliance? I don’t know. If we get split up I imagine that I can make another connection. Stuntman is hot, even if he did ram me off the road during the Scavenger Hunt. He wants to win, I can tell. And I think we’ve ogled each other at some of the press events. I don’t know about any of the girls. It’s more difficult with them . . .

Can I trust Drummer Boy? Much as you can trust anyone, I suppose . . .

And, no, I don’t feel good about this week’s Discard. Actually, I don’t think they should have had a Discard this week. I mean, it isn’t like it was a real competition. No one really won or lost. It was about making sure those people got fed.

Not that I’m all that impressed with either of my teammates this week. I know people probably think I’m shallow ’cause I worry so much about the way I look and about the money, but most people haven’t been as poor as I am. And I’ve only got so much to work with and only so much time to make it pay off. It isn’t like anyone’s going to send me through college. Not with my grades. Not some white trash girl whose wild card power makes her pretty to look at.

But I just couldn’t believe how DB and Jetman acted. They just couldn’t seem to get it that this challenge wasn’t about them.

I mean, what the hell was up with Jetman? Normally, he’s one of the good guys. He’s always trying to do the right thing. Living by some weird “code” he’s concocted from old comic books about Jetboy.

What the Sam Hill was wrong with him? He built some of his goofy contraptions and they were helpful in serving stuff. But he didn’t really talk to anyone. It wasn’t just about getting bellies full, know what I mean? And I know Howard’s not that dumb. At least I thought he wasn’t. The challenge had nothing to do with powers, but everything to do with caring about people.

And then he goes away and all of his “handy” machines just fall to pieces. DB and I had to clean up his damn mess, and of course Michael was complaining the whole time about how he wasn’t a busboy. I mean, did he think I was having fun there?

Anyway, I tried to get them to understand what was really going on, but Jetman kept obsessing about his stupid gadgets and how they were so great and how they served out so much food. Oh, and Mr. Rock Star was “homeboying” it up with the kitchen staff. I mean, Drummer Boy was okay when he finally came out to serve, with plates in all six hands and up and down his arms, but he wasted so much time getting his ego stroked by the staff.

Now, y’all know I never bought into all the “hero” crap that Bubbles used to say. And my momma would say it was my Christian duty, but I don’t believe in all that, either. Jesus was a poor carpenter and he ended up dead. That’s what happens to poor people. They die young.

Sorry, where was I?

So it wasn’t about being a Christian or being a hero, it was about doing the right thing for me. ’Cause I remember when we used to go to the food bank to get food. And when we went to church soup kitchens ’cause Momma had been sick all week and hadn’t gotten paid for the time she had to take off. The ladies there had been real nice to us. They talked to us like we were people.

So that’s what I tried to do.

I talked to every person who came through that food line. I mean, there was Sam who’d been in the army. He didn’t say what happened to him, but he’d come back different from his last tour of duty. He couldn’t really look me in the eyes, but I could see he was tryin’ to. And Harriett. She’s been on the street for a long time. You know, when prostitutes get too old they can’t make a living turning tricks anymore. And their pimps don’t want them when they stop making money. It isn’t like there’s a retirement plan for old prostitutes. You spend the best years of your life [bleep]ed by [bleep]holes then you get a little too old and you’re tossed out like garbage. Nice world we live in, huh?

You know, everyone who came through that food line had a story. And all they wanted was for someone to either listen to them, or be nice to them. Someone to treat them like people.

So I tried to treat them like I’d want to be treated.

And we still lost.

So, yeah, I’m pretty unhappy about this week’s Discard. Even though DB and I have a tight alliance, I didn’t like voting off Jetman. It really wasn’t a fair challenge and he just didn’t understand what was going on.

But anyone expecting fair on a reality show or in life is going to be very disappointed . . .
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Week 8: How the Cards Fall

Week Eight Recap: Face Off

This week began with a reshuffle.

With only ten contestants remaining, the four teams were folded into two: the Red Team, made up of Curveball, Earth Witch, Tiffani, Stuntman, and Jade Blossom; and the Black Team, with Drummer Boy, Dragon Huntress, the Candle, Holy Roller, and Rosa Loteria. Alliances were broken and re-formed as allies became enemies and enemies became teammates. New teams, new challenges, and new surprises await!

What better way to test the new teams than to have them face off against each other? That was the method behind the madness of this week’s challenge, a little something the judges called the Bodyguard Test. It would be one team’s task to escort a very special VIP to a designated hideout. The other team would have to snatch that VIP away from them. Who was the VIP? None other than judge Thomas “Digger” Downs, who had a front-row seat to the action this week.

A coin toss decided that the Black Team would be the defenders, and the Red Team would have to kidnap the VIP—or rescue him, depending on your point of view. Each team gathered to make plans, and sparks started flying immediately, especially between Tiffani and Stuntman. Tiff’’s still holding a grudge from the Scavenger Hunt challenge when Jamal knocked her off the road and out of the running. Curveball didn’t make friends with either one of them when she told them to get over it for the sake of the team. “Who died and made you team captain?” Tiffani said. Stuntman agreed with her, which finally gave them something in common.

The Black Team didn’t fare much better. Drummer Boy didn’t have a nice word for any of his teammates—nothing new there. Not even Holy Roller could make peace.

Both teams started with a Humvee. The Black Team decided to get as much of a head start as they could, driving to the designated hideout in the Hollywood Hills. However, the Red Team took a side route and really turned on the speed to get ahead of them. Jade Blossom floated above as a lookout and signaled the Black Team’s approach. The Reds had an ambush waiting and stopped the Black Team’s Humvee in its tracks when Earth Witch raised a five-foot-high barrier across the road and Jade Blossom increased her density to anchor herself to the rear bumper. The Humvee was trapped.

Curveball handily got her team past the Black Team’s first line of defense: Dragon Huntress’s stuffed elephant. Poor Tusker was shredded by an onslaught of explosive marbles, and a distraught Dragon Huntress was out of the fight.

Then, it was face-to-face combat like we’ve never seen before on American Hero. Holy Roller and the Candle went on the offensive against the attackers—Holy Roller rumbling down them like an avalanche, and the Candle shooting flames of fire and ice to stop them. But nigh invulnerable Tiffani and Stuntman held them off and led them away from the target while the rest of the Reds went for the VIP inside the Humvee. Rosa Loteria drew Las Jaras—the Arrows—and became an archer raining arrows on her enemies. The Blacks seemed doomed when this offensive drove them back, but Earth Witch—with Tiffani and Stuntman shielding her—stopped Rosa by shackling her in a pillar of dirt.

Jade Blossom slipped inside the vehicle to take charge of the VIP—by this time, Digger was hiding under the dashboard and had to be coaxed out. Then Drummer Boy took the stage to fight his way past Stuntman and Tiffani. Curveball stayed behind to cover her team’s escape, pounding the space between them with missiles to prevent DB from approaching. The Red Team’s secret weapon might have been Drummer Boy’s aching heart. The rock star joker didn’t seem to have it in him to use his full strength to confront his former teammate, Curveball, and the Reds succeeded in bringing Downs to the hideout. The judge had this to say about his ordeal: “You guys are crazy! I thought I was going to die!”

The winner this time was clear, even before the exhausted teams faced their judges in the final reckoning. The Black Team had lost the person they were meant to be protecting. The Red Team had fought and stolen him away. For once, the judges—except for Downs, of course—had positive comments for both teams. Both teams performed well, worked together, and used their powers, and it was a close contest.

But the results were clear. The Red Team won immunity, and Digger informed the Blacks that the price of defeat was even higher than expected—this week they would have to discard not one but two of their teammates. When all the cards had been played and counted, Drummer Boy and Holy Roller learned that they would be the Week Eight Discards.

Twenty-eight began; now only eight remain. As the field is winnowed to the last few aces, more responsibility rests on the remaining players. Some of them have risen to the challenge, but others find their faults emerging even more glaringly.

Who will overcome? Who will shine brightest?

Who will be the next American Hero?

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Joe Twitch, Jade Blossom, Blrr, and Drummer Boy!
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Confessional: Joe Moritz aka Joe Twitch

Hello, hello, ’lo.

Bet you didn’t expect to see me again, since I got voted off after the first challenge. The powers-that-be want the loser POV too, I guess.

First off, I was wrong about this show. I thought it was a contest for people with wild card powers, which was stupid of me. The truth is, it’s a [bleep]ing beauty contest, with a talent portion thrown in. I didn’t expect to be the last man standing, but they tossed me right away, my friends in the Diamonds, because I was ugly.

And if you’re putting money down on who the winner is going to be, pick a pretty boy or girl. Take it to the bank, numero uno will be headed for GQ or Playboy. Unless that [bleep] Tiffani wins, she’s more of a Hustler type. Forget Dragon Girl, too young, or Holy Roller, fatty. They’re only around to keep the kids and Bible-thumpers watching. Nope, this is America the Beautiful, and our heroes have to look the part.

Curveball, pick Curveball. I would.

Not that the women around here will give me the [bleep]ing time of day. I figured Blrr would be kind of simpatico with me, but the bitch acts like I’ve got leprosy, or something. Even made a crack about how a man who’s fast isn’t a dream come true, or something. I’m going to steal her skates and toss them in the trash.

The other women around here look at me like something they just scraped off the bottom of their shoe. They might as well all be dykes. Bubbles at least has the excuse of actually being one. One more dirty look or nasty crack and I’ll . . . just play it cool.

I won’t forget, though, and someday the worm could turn. They’ll learn sooner or later that looks aren’t everything, unless you’re a woman, of course.

Guess I sound bitter, huh? Well, I was when I got voted off, who wouldn’t be, first week and all. Still, it’s a pretty sweet deal here. Living in a crib like this is easy to get used to. I mean, good food, people taking care of you, what’s not to like? The setup was better early on, though, when there weren’t so many of us. Back then, there was plenty of space to bounce around in without running into someone else. Now our Discard dorm is getting packed, although it’s almost worth it to watch the new rejects coming in with that hangdog expression on their faces. Like any of them had a problem giving us early-rounders the boot.

Bug Boy is the only one who left. He was annoying, creepier even than me, but I got used to him. Now he’s in Egypt, for Christ’s sake. Yes, Mom, I know swearing will send you to hell. Whatever, I got to give him and the gofer props, that German dude, too, for doing what they’re doing. Not many people take a stand for us jokers.

By the way, those of you who send emails and letters, I read them all. I’ve got one here, from Jason Carlisle, that says, “Ha-ha, Joe, you got voted off because you’re ugly. You deserved it, lol. Stuntman pwns you.”

Now, Jason, I’m sure your parents would smack you upside the head for being such a little twerp. And I sure don’t think they’d appreciate you including your home address on the envelope, right here. Now that he knows where you live, Joe can pull all kinds of tricks on you. Won’t that be fun?

Just kidding, boys and girls, I don’t mess with kids. Much. Guess it’s time to get back to the life of leisure. It’s a dirty job, but . . . Ah, you know better, it’s one hell of a job.
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Confessional: Haley Mok aka Jade Blossom

The Red Team rocks! I loved stopping that damned Humvee! I can weigh a ton [laughing] and still be my gorgeous, willowy self! Ooh, shouldn’t I say that? [giggling] Well, it’s true!

Okay, well, granted, I was kinda hoping the reshuffle would keep me and Stuntman apart, and I don’t need that Tiffani [bleep] around me, either. But we got the job done. I could have been real happy teamed up with Drummer Boy.

I know, I know. People want to know what happened with Stuntman and me. They give me that look, like, “Say something!” But it’s not their goddamn [bleep]ing business.

The big thing is, I’m on the Red Team and we hadn’t all worked together before, but it was so cool! I helped stop the [bleep]ing Humvee and then I slipped inside to take over the target, Digger Downs, a judge! Me! And that’s just as it should be.

I didn’t know who to hate more, Tiffani or Stuntman. Then when they got into it, that was so [bleep]ing cool, too! ’Cause they can [bleep]ing have each other to fight with. I’m above all that, you know? And besides, I still could have done more! When Rosa turned into an archer and started shooting arrows everywhere, I changed right to granite density to be safe. So I was just walking right toward her, you know, but I’m real slow in that condition. I weigh so much I can hardly move at all. But nobody noticed! What kind of teammates are they? They could have lined up behind me for protection and I would have led them right up to Rosa. Thing is, Earth Witch throws up this pillar of dirt that did the job before I could get there, so I just changed back to normal and went for Downs. But she could have worked with me, you know. Given me a chance. I think “witch” is just about right for her.

Curveball did a great job keeping Drummer Boy back. I bet it was cool for her, too. I’ve heard the rumors about the two of them. But she doesn’t care about me and I don’t care about her. That makes us perfect teammates!

Maybe Curveball and I can pose together for the camera sometime. I mean, I won’t go anywhere near that Tiffani skank, but Curveball looks good on camera. She has that tomboy thing going and I’m high fashion, so the camera would like us for the contrast. And a tomboy’s no threat to me. Maybe I should talk to her about that. Like I said once before, I just need to act sincere.

Stuntman. All right. Everybody thinks I dumped him. I’m the Ice Queen, right? I see the looks people give me sometimes. But I didn’t dump him. I don’t even know what happened.

I told him way before we had our fling that I thought he was a big jock. And not just because he’s black, either, if that’s what you think. It’s because he moves like an athlete. That works for being a stuntman, too, knowing his body, knowing how to move. It’s called body intelligence. I learned about it when I was studying microbiology in college. Every athlete has it. I do, too. [smiles sweetly]

I still think Stuntman has a really cool ace. But does he think I’m stupid or what? I thought everything was fine between us, and then he’s saying, have I read Stendahl?

And I’m like, hey, you just [bleep]ed me and you want to talk about books? How do you think that makes me feel?

You don’t get a degree in microbiology when you’re stupid, but you don’t get one reading the work of philosophers, either, or whatever the [bleep] Stendahl was.

And then Stuntman gets all belligerent. He says, what do I know about Howard Hawks movies? About what? Movies directed by some [bleep]ing [bleep] who’s been worm food longer than I’ve been alive?

And then Stuntman kinda smirks and says, you’re even worse than Lorelei Lee. And I said who? Then he makes a crack about Diamonds being best friends or something, and I yelled, “We’re the Clubs, you moron!” And he started laughing at me.

Me, Jade Blossom.

Laughing at me.

We haven’t spoken since.

But I still wonder what the [bleep] he was talking about.
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Confessional: Michael Vogali aka Drummer Boy

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Everyone wants to know: hey, DB, did you hold back because it was Kate? Did you slack off there? Was that why the Reds managed to get Downs to their hideout finally? Did you want to get kicked off the show?

[a slow patter of solemn drumbeats]

Was I holding back?

Yeah. I was. I’m damn certain I could have got Downs back, or at least made it possible for someone else on my team to get to the little bastard—like anyone would really want to rescue him. [bleep], there’s a problem all on its own; hell, any sane person would’ve been happy to let the other group have the [bleep]hole.

But no, I didn’t do all I could. You happy now, knowing that? [bleep].

Look, Kate and me got some problems we’re trying to work out, and yeah, most of ’em, I’ll admit, are my [bleep]ing fault, okay. We’ve had some fights and we’ve had some really loud and nasty arguments. But I ain’t gonna hurt her. Oh, sure, I thought about it. Hard. I did. Think about it, man—I had both Stuntman and Tiff in my hands. They’re great shields, those two—you couldn’t hurt ’em if you tossed them off a [bleep]ing cliff. I could have used ’em to rush Kate and the rest of the Reds. Hell, I could have tossed ’em at her, maybe knock her down. Can you imagine what it would feel like to have two hundred pounds of rock-solid Stuntman land on top of you? Kate’s ace is her arm; beyond that, she’s no better than a nat. And once Kate was out of the way, it would have been simple to get Downs back.

Now . . . you really want to be fair? Then go and ask Kate the same damn question, ’cause she was holding back too. She kept tossing those marbles between us, y’know. Not at me. Yeah, I could have had my human shields, but you think Kate doesn’t have good enough aim to find a crack between them? I’ve seen her hit a [bleep]ing keyhole with one of those marbles, and I’m a [bleep]ing big target—there would have been some part of me sticking out. And if she wanted, she could have put a [bleep]ing big hole in me.

Hell, most of the aces here are holding back, to some degree. You [bleep]ers out there watching this aren’t quite to the Roman Circus levels yet. A little blood, some bruises, maybe even a broken bone or so—you’re down with that. But real blood and gore? Death? Nah. Not yet. Maybe in the second or third season, when the ratings are down. [bleep]. Holding back? You better hope we’re holding back. That’s why this is all one big [bleep]ing joke, and if you people out there watching this [bleep] haven’t figured that out yet, you’re all a bunch of [bleep]holes whose IQ wouldn’t freeze water.

Oh, you want me to tone it down? See—even more holding back . . .

[a funk groove, with lots of heavy backbeat snare]

So, yeah. If I hadn’t held back, we could’ve won the challenge. Even with the group I’m stuck with. And because we didn’t, I’m out.

I ain’t gonna [bleep]ing cry about. In fact, a lot of me is happy. I called KA Cohen, our manager, a few weeks back and told him to start putting together a tour for Joker Plague, so that as soon as I was off this [bleep]ing show, we can get back to doing something I enjoy. So KA—hope you did your job, because it’s time to nail down those dates.

Before I go, though, let me rant a bit more. Anyone here think that the producers don’t already know who they want to win this and are setting things up to make it easy for that person? No, they can’t make the choices, but they can sure as hell influence things. Hell, that’s why I got moved over to the loser Diamond team a few weeks back, after all—’cause the producers wanted to break up the Hearts. I can tell you this, and you can take it any [bleep]ing way you want: it sure as [bleep] doesn’t make a person want to try very hard. It doesn’t make this person want to try very hard at all. That’s part of your “holding back” too.

Did I enjoy anything about the show? Well, yeah, there were some compensations, I guess. But you already know about those—all those cute little clips you’ve been showing as teasers all along. You guys are so [bleep]ing predictable. But hey, anything to titillate the public, huh? Sure, I’d been kinda tight with Rosa lately, actually—she’s not as loopy as I thought she was. It’s a bit like dating someone with multiple personalities: those cards, y’know. You never quite know who or what you’re gonna get. But there was a kinky little kick to that too, I gotta admit. I was all over that. Was? You noticed that, huh? The thing with Rosa was temporary, y’know. It was always temporary. And now that I’m a Discard . . . it’s over.

Kate? Yeah, I still like her. I like her a whole [bleep]ing lot, if you really want to know. I wish . . . well, it ain’t no good wishing to change the past, is it? And while it ain’t entirely my fault that is hasn’t quite worked out the way I’d like, I do know most of it’s on me, like I said before. It is, and I know it, and I gotta deal with it. I [bleep]ed up. Literally.

No, I ain’t given up on her and me. Not at all. That’s the team I’d really like to be on. That’s the team I wished I’d never been kicked off of.

So [bleep] it. I’m done here. I’m voted off. I’m gone.

See you on tour.
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Confessional: Emily Paige aka Blrr

I’ve been like totally stuck in the Discard Pile for over a month now with not too much to do except sit around and play video games and eat pizza and snark about everyone still on the show. If I’d known it was going to be this so totally boring, I would have passed on the whole thing. Still, I’ve met some I guess you would say interesting people and I’ve learned some lessons, so I suppose it hasn’t been a total loss.

I mean, now I totally can’t believe that I cried when they voted me off the team way back on Week Three. Like, I’d always done my best, worked hard, and took hideous chances—going into that fire when, unlike some, I’m not fireproof—and what happens, zipppp, like that, I get voted off first thing.

Well, not first thing. At least I lasted longer than Joe Twitch, though now I’m stuck in this house with him, I mean, he’s like everywhere. Everywhere. He’s always like, hey, I hear you’re fast. Well, guess what, babe, I’m fast too, like we had stuff in common and I should go for him and all. Look, I’m not saying the guy’s a loser because he looks like a geek and he’s twitchy and all. I know a lot of computer guys who look like geeks but they’re nice. This guy is a loser because he’s a loser. Hitting on me in front of everyone—not only me, of course, but Simoon and Gardener and Diver and Cleopatra when she showed up (he totally should have known better from the start with her and saved his breath) until I had to go like, “Look, dude, no girl wants to go out with a guy who keeps bragging about how quick he is,” and everyone laughed. Well, Hardhat had to explain it to Rusty before he laughed. I felt kind of bad about it for a while, but at least Twitch left us alone after that.

Funny how my entire team is in the Discard Pile now, except for Tiffani. The last Diamond. Well, she is one stone cold beotch for sure and I think everyone knows that now. She’s a survivor, but so what? She’s not going to win what she wants. She’s a plotter and a total backstabber and she’ll get hers in the end because she’s only smart enough to scheme people off the show. She’s not smart enough to get people to like her.

Matryoskha came up to me and said like how sorry he was that they voted me off the team instead of Tiffani and she was the one who talked them all into it and I was like, well, whatever dude, what’s done is just pavement under the wheels and it ain’t coming back. He is hunky and he has a sexy accent, but he was sincere and just being nice. Of course there’s plenty of cute boys around. This is a television show, after all, and they put mostly pretty people on it. I mean, even Buford is cute in kind of a rural way when he’s not being that big toad.

Golden Boy, though, that was one of the things I’m sorry I missed, seeing him in action, though I did meet him at some party. He’s like really cute, though it’s kind of creepy to think of him being as old as my grandfather. And he’s a famous hero who fought in all kinds of wars against foreigners and communists and aliens, too, and he’d been a very successful actor who’d made a bunch of movies and even had his own television show. Simoon told me Michael Bay had wanted him to play himself in that Earth vs the Swarm movie he made last year about that awful alien invasion a long time ago before I was born, but Golden Boy turned him down. I wonder why.

I’m sorry I missed being on the shows with the other guest stars, too, though that magician Matthews was too cute for me, if you know what I mean. Bugsy was kind of cute, except for that bug thing. Bugs. Ick. Ick. Ick. I hate bugs. There’s no way you can avoid them. They’re everywhere, and before I figured out the whole windshield thing they were always getting stuck in my teeth or going up my nose and let me tell you, you totally do not want to snort a wasp when you’re going a couple of a hundred miles an hour.

His pal Lohengrin seemed nice too, but it was too bad about that whole thing when him and Bugsy and John Fortune burned down Peregrine’s house and then just took off like that. I probably would have too if I’d been in their shoes.

Actually, that’s probably not a bad idea, though I signed a contract and intend to live up to it. I’m starting to really miss home and Skippy Jon my Chihuahua and my job and stuff, but it’s just another couple of weeks until this thing is over and I can go back to my old life.

I’m just bored here. I’m not into the game-playing and I don’t really care who wins—though I hope it’s not Tiffani, not that I think she’ll win because everyone knows that she’ll stab you in the back the first chance she gets so sooner or later they’ll gang up on her and get rid of her. Even if the boys are mostly all cute—except like I said for Joe Twitch, oh, and Reverend Wintergreen, but then he’s a minister, anyhow—but, you know, they all have issues of one kind or another and are kind of difficult to hang with. Hardhart is a hunk and is real, but we really don’t have too much in common. Jetman is kind of intense I guess I would say, and he talks too much about his mother. Spasm is way too preppy, and who wants to hang with a guy named Spasm, anyway, even if he has the power that he claims he has like every couple of seconds? Drummer Boy has that whole rock star ’tude going and who needs that? I don’t much like his type of music, and he’s only a drummer anyway. Who knows the drummer’s name? They’re always just in the background hammering away like a monkey. He was like all surprised and bugged out when I wouldn’t hook up with him, but, like, who needs to be a pit stop on his round-the-world tour? I kind of like the Maharajah and we can talk computer neepery but I’m looking for someone who can strap on the roller blades and keep up with me for a little bit if I cut them a lot of slack.

That network guy Berman, the one that nobody likes, has been blowing me up on the cell, telling me that I should have never been voted off the team and that I’ve got a totally awesome Q-rating, and I’m like, I’m totally sure that I do (whatever that is) and he wants to take me to Spago’s to talk about this awesome idea about a show about me where I’d live on Venice Beach and have all these awesomely wacky neighbors and I’d be getting into these awesomely wacky situations and what’d I think if they called it Who’s That Grrl?

Well, I think that Berman is kind of like Drummer Boy but with fewer arms and a lot less charisma. Though I would like to check out the menu at Spago’s. I hear they have a pretty awesome shrimp and avocado salad.
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Week 9: How the Cards Fall

Week Nine Recap: The Hostage Puzzle

Once again, the week began with a draw. To keep the teams even, the Black Team was allowed to draw one player from their rivals, and they plucked Jade Blossom from the Reds. Two teams of four faced off, bringing us closer than ever to choosing the American Hero. Their super-strong aces have gotten our contestants this far. But it takes more than brute force to be a hero.

At dawn, each team received a message by courier: the clock is ticking for a group of hostages. The teams must find and rescue them by high noon. The message included a single clue, a series of numbers: 1245 18th.

Both teams figured out quickly that this was an address, but things got trickier after that. The greater Los Angeles area has five 18th streets and avenues. Both teams were fortunate enough to have native Angelenos on the roster, and between the internet and the Thomas Guide, they narrowed the choices to a couple of possibilities and spent the morning searching.

The Black Team had the luck and checked the 18th Street in Santa Monica first. The address was for a set of apartment buildings, and there was little the team could do but hunt for the next clue. Drummer Boy and Rosa Loteria made a search of the building itself, while Dragon Huntress scanned the grounds from above, riding her stuffed dragon Puffy. But it was Jade Blossom who found a folded sheet of paper bearing the American Hero logo in an outgoing mail drop—the only place clearly marked with the building’s full address. There, they were the first to find a second clue: another code, a series of jumbled letters.

The Red Team had some catching up to do. Stuntman led the team to an 18th Street in Los Angeles proper. The team lost almost forty-five minutes searching for a clue that wasn’t there before they made their way to the Santa Monica location. Tempers were short by the time they arrived, and the whole team was flustered as they searched for the next clue. Tiffani was the one who plucked the paper from the mail drop.

The next stop for the Black Team was an internet café—Dragon Huntress’s idea, and for once her teammates seemed grateful for the younger generation’s tech wizardry. They used a website to decode the text: a message from a cell of armed terrorists holding the hostages captive, and a set of GPS coordinates. With the clock ticking, they raced to the newest destination. The Red Team made up some time, and Stuntman redeemed himself for his earlier gaffe by cracking the code—a simple letter replacement scheme.

The coordinates led to the carousel on the Santa Monica Pier, where both teams faced confusion. A search revealed no hostages. Only two more clues: in the form of riddles, folded and stuffed in the mouths of carousel horses. Each pointed to a different target, and once again the teams were off.

No one could ask for a more rousing, action-packed finish as the teams raced to rescue their respective hostages: Team Black’s target was the Ferris wheel, and the pair of hostages trapped in the stalled upper car. Team Red’s target was the roller coaster, where the other pair of hostages was held in the train, stuck at the top of the tallest incline.

First, though, the teams had to get past the “terrorists” standing between them and the goal. This turned out to be no problem for either team—these aces have had plenty of practice going up against paintball guns by now. For the Reds, Curveball’s foam balls sent the terrorists scrambling for cover while Earth Witch opened holes beneath their feet. On the Black side, the Candle drove the attackers back with a wall of flame, and Rosa Loteria drew El Soldado—the Soldier—and finished them off. For once it was the perfect card for the situation.

The teams were now free to rescue the hostages. The difficulty: both traps were surrounded by electrified wiring, held in place by rigging that would cause them to plummet to the ground, out of control, should they be disturbed. (Once again, it should be emphasized that the hostages in this case were, as always, trained stunt professionals in controlled situations.) It would take brains, not brawn, to work this puzzle.

Team Black took the direct approach. Rather, Dragon Huntress took the direct approach, while her teammates argued and Rosa Loteria drew cards trying to find a useful power. Our youngest ace is restricted to three of her stuffed friends for each challenge. She always brings her dragon, but her other toys are always a surprise. This time, she pulled a creature out of her pack. When it came to life, a giant green squid thing with a mouth full of tentacles and beady eyes disconnected the power to the electrified grid and swarmed toward the Ferris wheel. Its tentacles reached into the cage and plucked out the screaming hostages just before the booby trap launched. While the car did crash to the ground, the hostages were safe—though deeply disturbed by the thing that had rescued them. It almost happened too quickly to be caught by the cameras. Later, Rosa accused her young teammate of grandstanding.

Team Red spent time studying the trap mechanism and what they would need to do to disable it. But the clock was ticking—it was now twenty minutes until noon, when the hostages would be “killed.” Stuntman and Tiffani climbed the roller coaster track in an effort to reach the hostages directly, electricity crackling harmlessly around them when they reached the trap, while Curveball searched for the wiring that fed power to the contraption. Meanwhile, Earth Witch prepared for the worst and built a mountain of soil to cushion the cars should they fall. The plan was sound, and it would have worked. It was just past noon when they managed their rescue. They were two minutes too late, and the hostages would have been killed. The judges declared the Black Team the winner for this round.

For the Reds, there was heartache in the Discard. Two American Hero favorites, Earth Witch and Tiffani, said goodbye, showing what can happen when alliances collide. The Discard vote came out as a tie, with Tiffani and Stuntman ganging up to vote off Earth Witch, and the ever-loyal team of Earth Witch and Curveball discarding Tiffani.

Tiffani took the news with nary a blink, but there were tears as longtime teammates Curveball and Earth Witch said farewell to one another. “I feel like it’s just me now,” Curveball confessed after Earth Witch set off for the Discard Pile. “From now on it doesn’t come down to teams. It’s everyone for themselves.”

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Curveball, Diver, the Maharajah, and Toad Man!
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Confessional: Kathleen Brandt aka Curveball

I could kill him. Just kill him. Something’s got to be able to hurt that guy. He made such a big deal about being native to LA, and knowing exactly what that first clue meant, and he called all the shots without listening to anyone else—and that put us an hour behind the other team. We would have won if he hadn’t made that stupid mistake with the location right at the start. So maybe I wouldn’t have done much better—but I wasn’t the one shooting down everyone else by going on and on about how smart he is and how stupid the rest of us are.

So if I feel that way why did I vote off Tiffani? Because she’s useless? Because she’s here for all the wrong reasons? She should have been off the show a long time ago. She and Stuntman should have both gotten the boot. And Earth Witch should still be here. But that wasn’t going to happen, was it?

I’m sorry, this is hard. Your best friend in this whole zoo walks out the door and it feels so final. I don’t know how I could have expected anything different. I keep forgetting, it’s all about the alliances, and I guess the two of us weren’t enough of an alliance. But after what Tiffani did to Bubbles, how could I trust her? And Stuntman wouldn’t give me the time of day. Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t give him the time of day either. This is going to sound weird, but I almost wish they’d voted me off instead of Ana. And Ana was probably in here telling you she was glad it was her and not me. I don’t know—doesn’t that count for anything? You want generous, heroic, self-sacrificing—that’s the one challenge they haven’t given us yet. Who’s the person here who’d take a bullet for someone else? Stuntman and Tiffani don’t count.

Now Stuntman and I are going to have to be on a team together, look each other in the eye, and pretend we get along. Pretend we’d take a bullet for each other. I guess it’s a small favor that we didn’t vote off each other. We can still pretend like we at least want to be on the same team. What are our odds? I don’t know. Good, I guess. He’s got the ultimate defense and I’ve got the ultimate offense. I just don’t know if either of us is much of a team player at this point. I feel like it’s just me now. From now on it doesn’t come down to teams. It’s everyone for themselves.

Then I keep turning on the news. Seeing what’s happening in the real world, and how Bugsy and Lohengrin vanished with John. I shouldn’t even be thinking of it. It’s distracting. And it’s not like I can do anything about all that. Right?

I really was starting to think Ana and I would make it to the finals. She’s really, really good, you know. They keep feeding us all this crap about a hero being more than just an ace power, but about brains and attitude and teamwork and compassion and all the rest of it. Well, Ana’s got all that, but she can still get voted off because of some backstabbing player or some judge’s whim.

That’s why when you get right down to it this show isn’t about picking the best one of us at all. It’s like anything else, it’s about gaming the system. The person who’s going to win is only going to be in it for themselves because the really good people have all already gotten discarded. It’s like being president—it shouldn’t go to someone who really wants it.

What does that say about me? Do I really want it? Of course I do. If for no other reason than I don’t want all this work to go to waste. I’ve put so much into this thing—I’ve come too far to give up now. Call it selfish. But maybe it isn’t, because I don’t even feel like I’m doing this for myself anymore. I’m doing it because I don’t want to let my friends down. So maybe that’s what it’s really all about: not letting your friends down.

I think I’m getting tired. We get another message, another mission, and we’re supposed to go into crisis mode. But in the back of your head you know it’s not real. You have to act like it is, but you know people aren’t really going to die and it isn’t really that critical. This is a job for actors, not real people. Maybe that’s why Stuntman’s doing so well. So, yeah. I wish . . .

I don’t know what I wish anymore. This is starting to feel like a marathon. I just have to get through it. I have a really good chance. I’m going to take that chance, do my best. I know I’m good enough for this.

I just wish I didn’t feel so . . . I don’t know. Never mind. Yes, I’m absolutely going to win this thing. I’m the best one out there. I’m going to win it for Ana, and Hardhat, and Team Hearts, and everyone who’s rooting for me.
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Confessional: Pearl Olsen aka Diver

Life in the Discard Pile is not the most fun I’ve had, but it’s not the worst time I’ve had, either. This mansion or dormitory or whatever is comfortable enough, although it gets noisy sometimes.

What sort of noise?

My dear. Did you ever spend an hour in a room full of people talking on cell phones when none of them are talking to each other? And that’s in the daytime. Did I mention that I hear things quite well, in both higher and lower frequencies than you can hear? I hear noises that people make when they don’t know, or care, that they are making them.

Now think about nights. Uh-huh.

But the food is good, and while I sit here beside the pool and dry off in the sun, the per diem keeps on keeping on. Hollywood, even Hollywood television, sheds money like seals shed water.

I’ve been here five weeks. I’ve watched the new rejects come in and how they handle becoming one of the unwanted. Some accept it quicker than others. Blrr, Simoon, and Gardener were the only girls here when I got tossed away. They helped me get used to the situation, in their own way.

I said, in their own way, and that’s all I’ll say, okay?

And then more girls, and now there’s Tiffani and Earth Witch to add to the mix.

Gossip? You want gossip?

Let’s call it something else.

Would you care to play “What if?” with me? I’ve had some time for that, time to think about what some of my new friends could do for me and with me in my part of the world. The world they don’t know yet, the different world that opens when you don’t have to stay on dry land.

Remember, this is just fantasy, right? I’m not saying any of these things happened. Draw your own conclusions.

What if Brave Hawk took a job as fishing scout for me and my dolphin friends? We’re good at finding schools of fish for lunch, but in really noisy places, like near shipping lanes, an overhead visual scout could be really helpful. He might learn some things about himself. He’s a member of a tribe now, but bonds are even stronger among dolphin kin. Or maybe they aren’t, but Brave Hawk could tell me the differences in ways I think none of the rest of this crew could.

What if I could convince Spasm to do bodyguard duty for some of my dolphin friends? The males get aggressive at certain times. The second part of Spasm’s gift could come in really handy at preventing injuries when the guys gang up on one particular female.

What if Matryoshka decided to divide once to provide, say, a pair of partners for one woman? What about a matched set of Matryoshkas for two different women? He’s only half as bright when he’s two of him, but there’s still plenty of hindbrain for certain jobs, and he doesn’t forget his adventures when he gets himself together again. Double your pleasure, ma’am, on sea or land.

Drummer Boy? Why do you keep asking me about him?

I don’t know who he’s up to. Yes, I said who, not what. The count is pretty high by now, isn’t it? Besides, he’s gone now. Goodbye, DB, great knowing you. Or did I?
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Confessional: Raj Chaturvedi aka the Maharajah

Jeeves, my julep? Thank you. Shut the door, if you would.

Hello again, America, and welcome to the Maharajah’s palatial estate, or as we call it, the Discard Pile. It’s been almost a month since I was discarded. But I should probably get used to it. After all, it’s why my card turned. I mean, losing three limbs in an accident? That sucks beyond imagining. But having your girlfriend leave you on top of it? Final straw.

Then there’s the trouble just getting a girlfriend at all. I thought maybe I’d have something going with Emily, but what was I thinking? I mean, okay, guy on wheels, girl on wheels, both from the tech scene, both aces, sort of makes sense, right? And we got on great at the Diamond House, at least until she was discarded. Week later, so am I.

But instead of picking up where we left off, things sort of cooled, because unlike the challenges, there’s no excitement here, just cabin-fever drama, and the picture is pretty plain: fastest woman on rollerblades, probably not the best match for the guy in a wheelchair with a phantom butler. And to top that off, every time I try to talk with her, zip! Joe Twitch is there going, “Hey babe, you’re fast. You want a fast guy? I’m faster.”

I really need to get some phantom limbs.

Unfortunately, I can’t animate clothes when people are in them. At least not my own. Though the other day, I think I managed to give Joe a telekinetic wedgie . . .

I’m sorry, America. I’m a little drunk.

Ever heard the phrase “easy as pie”? It isn’t. Neither are piroshkis. Or, well, anything, except maybe bartending. I got good at that in college. Did I mention I make a mean julep? Well, Jeeves does too. Same with the rest of my servants.

But pie? Not easy.

But Ivan got discarded the week after me and he’s been teaching me. Even strange things like coulibiac, which is this Russian fish pie. His family runs a bakery and he keeps saying, “Many hands make light work,” though when there’s dozens of him, that’s about all he can say. It’s like having the house invaded by idiot garden gnomes. Who sing. In Russian.

We’ve had a Diamond a week here. Week after Ivan, we got Bubbles. Week after her, Howie and his jetpack. And today, we got the last original Diamond: Tiffani.

I’ve sort of become chair of the Discard Pile social committee. Every time people get discarded, we hold a big party to welcome the new arrivals, then figure out where to put everyone. Not that that hasn’t sometimes been awkward. Week Five, after that scene at the zoo? Well, I let Ivan bunk with me, but Brave Hawk said he’d sleep in the trees before he shared a room with Rustbelt.

But today, with Tiffani? I didn’t know what to do when I saw her standing in the driveway, looking cold and snippy, along with Ana, who just looked sad and lost. But Ivan, or I should say, the little Ivan twins, were along with me, and they said, in stereo, “Bubbles has offered to be your roommate,” and they weren’t talking to Tiffani.

Bubbles was a mess when she got here. Not that all the rest of us Diamonds aren’t pissed—if it weren’t for Tiffani and her Dogpatch Lady Macbeth routine, one of us might have won, rather than just buying Tiff time to end up Last of the Losers—but with Bubbles, it got ugly.

Anyway, the Ivans got Ana’s bags—all two of them—and I was left with Tiff and a half dozen bags overflowing with the fruits of her shopping spree plus everything she’s been able to swipe from Wardrobe. And finally, after a long silence, Tiffani puts on her sweetest dainty-thing voice: “Do y’all expect my bags to get themselves?”

You shouldn’t try to pull the helpless female act on a guy with no legs. Especially an ace. “Actually, yes. An excellent idea.” I snapped my fingers and a pair of gloves spilling out of one bag sprang to life, unzipping the suitcases, and then all of her clothes paraded out. It started as more of a fashion show, but by the time it got to the house, it included a lot of lingerie, and someone had cranked up the latest Pussycat Dolls. I don’t know where Hollywood found that many sexy female cat jokers, but I guess we’re not the only show with a talent search, and a lot of women have a thing for cats, and the fashion show turned into more of a burlesque.

If I were a better man, I would not have had Tiffani’s bras and panties give lap dances to Spaz, Joe Twitch, and King Cobalt, but I did some animation for Vice City. But it was Wild Fox and not me who put the illusory Tiffanies into the clothes. And that was when Cleopatra appeared and said, “All right, which one’s the real Tiffani?” and everyone started laughing.

Well, everyone except Reverend Wintergreen and a few of the girls.

On the third try, she found the right one, said, “She’s rooming with me,” then POP! They were gone. Andrew dropped the illusions and I sent the clothes to Cleo’s room.

I’m not certain what I’m going to do when all this is over. A million dollars would have been nice but I’m still pretty much set. My job’s there when I go back, though I don’t know if I still want to do programming. I mean, why program sprites when you can have phantom servants in real life? Or maybe I’ll go back to school, learn all the things that might be useful for better servants. Cooking. Cleaning. Hotel management.

I’ve been hanging a bit with Howie in the garage, but I doubt I’ve picked up anything useful. I don’t think they sell phlogiston at Pep Boys. But Jerusha’s shown me something about old-fashioned gardening. She mostly keeps to herself in the yard, and she’s a vegetarian so she hasn’t been much for the barbecues, but she’s made it so we have fresh orange juice and tomatoes and all the produce my servants can pick while they wave palm fronds and feed her grapes and basically give her the spa treatment she’d feel guilty about if they were real people.

We were talking, and she was telling me that my ace was a little like hers. If I want to, I can make things. I mean, with my game background, I’ve got servants that can wave swords and machine guns, but there’s more to servants than bodyguards, bartenders, and strippers.

Jeeves, another julep.

Of course, I’ve had a chance to learn something from everyone. Tiffani taught me about being manipulative. You see, only one person is allowed in the confessional at a time, and with me here right now, that means she has to stay out there and face the music. And the awkward silence. I’ve taken her favorite hiding place, and the Discard Pile doesn’t have enough bathrooms, especially for a party with an open bar.

Jeeves, another julep and make this one a double. I want to savor it.

As for American Hero, the winner’s going to be Dragon Huntress, hands down. They’ve hamstrung Rachel by limiting her to three toys, but even that’s not stopping her. I was pretty sure before, but after watching this week’s challenge? I mean, seeing Cthulhu rescue people from the top of a Ferris wheel? Not only is it box office, it’s amazing.

I want to code the Xbox version, and Spasm says as soon as I do, he’ll play it.

Ah, yes, Jeeves. Thank you. This is perfect.

[KNOCK KNOCK]

No, don’t get the door. Let me just savor this for a while.

Like I said, I make a mean julep . . .
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Confessional: Buford Calhoun aka Toad Man

I guess ever’body knows I got voted off the Clubs a while back. We went up against that German fella, Long Grin, I think his name is. Couldn’t none of us do much against him, what with that glowing white armor and sword and all. Even if it weren’t a real sword, just one made out of foam so it wouldn’t hurt nobody. Some of the bunch got mad ’cause they thought he was goin’ easy on us. But if that’s so, how much worse would we of lost if he actual tried?

After that they let me go. I felt real bad, like I’d let Uncle Rayford and all the folks back home down. Then I told myself, Buford, you done your best. That’s all a man can do, and that’s what Uncle Rayford always taught you to do. So after a couple days I could hold my head up again. I just reckon I got a lot to learn about this here being an ace thing.

Since then they’ve kept us Discards hanging around without much to do. Some of the folks in the Trash Heap—that’s what the people in here really call it, not the Discard Pile—some of the folks in the Trash Heap don’t like doing nothing much. That Bugsy went off to Egypt to write on his computer—and it wasn’t ’cause I was eating his bugs neither, don’t you believe that, I wasn’t even hardly here yet when he left. And Drummer Boy had just hardly got here when he got all angry and went off. Not me, though. My uncle Rayford raised me not to complain or carry on. It’s not like I got anything to complain about anyway. I know I was blessed even before God gave me my special gift, inscrutable as His will in that might be, being as my gift is to turn into a giant toad and all. Perhaps that’s to show how the humble shall be exalted, like the Good Book says.

But, Lord, it is a trial around here sometimes. I never seen so many unhappy people in my whole entire life. You’d reckon folks with powers most people could only dream of’d be grateful for them. Sorry. Won’t go namin’ names. If I can’t find nothing nice to say about a body, that’s what I say. I mean—that is, I don’t say nothin’. Y’all know who you are.

Anyways, they all seem pretty decent, deep down in their hearts. Must be boredom and the stress everybody’s been under. They tell us all to work together to do good, which seems about right to me. But then they set it up so’s we gotta go against each other all the time to stay on the show. Don’t make no sense to me. But it’s their money and their show, I reckon.

Umm, I’m supposed to talk about this week’s challenge. Y’all know they’re down to two teams now, Reds and Blacks. I don’t mean to brag but I figured Black to win all along, what with the Candle and that cute little Dragon Girl with all them toys and Rosa Loteria and my old teammate Jade Blossom. Sure, Red Team, they was smart. But I reckon they went and outsmarted themselves on that one. Old Jamal and Tiffani were mighty brave, climbing up the rolly coaster like that. But they’d burned up all this time trying to get everything just right. Doin’ anything now’s a sight better’n doing the right thing too late, Uncle Rayford always says.

That little Rachel, she’s sure a handful. The way she had that big old squid thing climb the Ferris wheel and save them hostages, that showed me plenty. Even if the stunt guys playing hostages kinda took on after, like the one I rescued from that building with my tongue. I don’t know I hold with putting a little girl like that in some o’ these situations—they seem mighty dangerous, despite all the safeguards. But if I was a betting man—and I ain’t, Uncle Rayford, so don’t you go getting all worked up when you see this on the satellite—but if I was, I don’t reckon I’d bet a old used bottle cap against her goin’ all the way.

Uh, I guess now they want me to talk about, like, romance and stuff. I’m not much of a ladies’ man myself. I mean, I like ’em, don’t get me wrong—ladies, I mean. I just—well, y’all can probably tell talking ain’t my strong suit to start with. Get me around a lady, ’specially a pretty one, and my tongue just ties itself up in knots. And y’all can see how serious that’d be. I tried talking some in Spanish with Earth Witch now that she’s got bounced. I got me some Spanish from the Cuban folks back home, but it must be a different Spanish from the kind Ana talks, cause she just looked at me funny, like she didn’t know what I was saying.

That skater girl, Emily, she been hanging out some with that man from the network, the one with all the nice suits. She says he’s going to put her in another teevee show, and this time she’ll be the star. Old Joe Twitch is mighty put out about that. He says Emily would be better with him, ’cause they’re the only two who can keep up with each other. Some of the women say unkind things about Joe, think he’s kind of creepy. Joe don’t seem to care much what other people think, though. At least the ones in the Trash Heap here.

You wanted kissy-face stuff. Well, since there’s cameras everywhere anyway, you can see for yourself how some of the prettier gals been hanging around that Andrew. He can turn into movie stars and stuff, and I think they like how he makes them laugh. And that soft furry tail. Plus it pisses the tough guys off something fierce. Oops. Can I say that?

So maybe even a guy like me has a chance, huh? Nope, didn’t think so neither. Miss Cleopatra acted mighty friendly to me for a spell. She comes from down south too, so I figured we might find us some common ground. But she don’t so much as look at me now, and I get the feeling she just sort of pops from one man to the next the way she can pop from place to place. She don’t mean nothing by it; it’s only just her nature.

Yeah, Pearl’s been spending some time with me, I guess. Mostly in the pool. She sure does like to swim. I don’t. Down where I live, the water’s full of gators, and anyhow, it’s not like I turn into a frog, you know. Toads is different. Pearl still talks with me, though. Don’t mean nothin’. Some of the guys have, too. That don’t mean nothin’ neither. Reckon they just need somebody to listen to ’em who won’t judge ’em.

And I don’t. Who am I to judge anybody? Just a big old Florida cracker who turns into a giant toad. I leave judging to the Lord. Reckon He’s got it covered.

What do they talk to me about? I can’t tell you that. That’s why they talk to me. They figure anything goes in my ear stays there. Or maybe they just reckon it just goes straight out the other ear. Some folks do get up in each other’s grills. Stuntman taught me to say that. I think it’s funny. It’s all just blowing off steam. I think the worst thing happened ’cause of that Spasm guy. There’s a boy don’t know when to turn it off.

Right after Tiffani got voted off she was wound up pretty tight. Next day in the common room, ever’ time she got near that Matryoshka, Spasm would goose her one. She’d turn right ’round and holler at poor Ivan. He didn’t have no idea what was going on. Finally she snapped and just started whalin’ on him. Good thing she didn’t turn all diamond or she’d’a done that boy a world of hurt.

As it was, before anybody could move a muscle she’d got him down to like eight little Ivans, and was a-kickin’ them and throwing things at ’em. They just kept splittin’. Never seen nothing like it. They ran all around like little crazy men, carrying on in these teeny-tiny voices and getting into things and tipping the coffee pot over. Scalded poor Gardener’s fanny through her jeans, and she spoke up pretty brisk.

When people figured out what was going on, mostly ’cause old Paul couldn’t help laughing like a fool at how clever he was and all, that T.T., he got so mad he picked up Spasm by the throat. Right off the ground like he was a chicken. I don’t think that was ace power or nothin’, he’s just that strong. He was raring back to punch Paul’s face inside out when the Raj guy made some underpants fly on his face and stick there like a octopus. That sorta broke the tension.

I reckon that’s about it. Already said more’n I should have, I don’t doubt.

Oh, and to Mr. or Ms. ASKing Y2: thank you kindly for your comments to my earlier confession. I wanna correct one misappra—uh, missuh uhh, misunderstanding, about me growing up just down the road from Palm Beach and all. I’d’a answered online, exceptin’ I never can figure out how to sign on. Loxahatchee’s the name of the post office where Uncle Rayford’s mail comes in. We may not live that far from West Palm as the snowy egret flies, but we do live away out in the Everglades, not far from the wildlife refuge. Ain’t no roads go where we are.

You can be closer than that to South Beach, down to Miami-Dade, and still be up to your ass in alligators. Dang, I went and said it again on the teevee. Best you turn that thing off before I go and step on my—dang—

[blushes furiously and holds hand in front of camera]
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Week 10: How the Cards Fall

Week Ten Recap: The Disaster

This time it’s the Red Team drawing an ace from the Blacks, last week’s winner.

They chose Rosa Loteria, setting up a showdown between Curveball, Stuntman, and Rosa as Team Red, and Jade Blossom, the Candle, and Dragon Huntress as Team Black. Now we’re down to the wire, and the stakes are higher than ever.

This week’s challenge was a mystery to the contestants—no briefing, no warning, no time to plan. The six remaining aces were blindfolded before being driven to the location of their next trial, to prevent any chance of them anticipating what lay ahead. There, they stepped out of their vehicle, removed their blindfolds, and found themselves in the middle of a disaster zone.

Imagine the worst combination of earthquakes, mudslides, and wildfires could do to a community on the California coast, and that was what the American Hero effects and stunts crew engineered this week in the most intense challenge yet. Houses in the process of toppling, entire cliff sides melting into the ocean below, damaged electrical wiring and gas lines complicating matters—and in the midst of it all, people in desperate need of rescue.

Team Black had its work cut out for them. The Candle plunged into the action, freezing walls of mud solid with his blue flames to prevent further collapse. It was up to Dragon Huntress and Jade Blossom to reach the people trapped both in crumbling houses and the damaged landscape outside. Dragon Huntress was able to shuttle several victims to safety by making several trips with her giant stuffed pelican. But Rachel can only transform one stuffed animal at a time, and partway through the challenge she was forced to abandon the rescue effort in order to use her giant dragon Puffy to help the Candle shore up the hillside and keep a key structure from collapsing further. Jade Blossom made herself light enough to float above the chaos, survey damage, and look for people needing rescue. Unfortunately, she couldn’t lift the victims out while in her super-light form, and relied on the Candle and Dragon Huntress to follow her relayed instructions. Overall the team successfully rescued many victims. However, one person—a baby in a crib—remained trapped in debris, overlooked by the would-be heroes.

After a brief conference, Team Red leapt into action. The nigh-indestructible Stuntman took on the task of clearing some of the most dangerous obstacles, like fallen electrical wiring, in order to reach trapped victims and pull them to safety. None of it posed a threat to Stuntman. Curveball, as usual, took the offensive. And how did she battle an earthquake? With a series of controlled demolitions that shored up the cliff and stabilized the row of damaged houses. Throwing everything from marbles to pieces of broken concrete, she knocked over trees, boulders, and abandoned structures until she’d built a dam that kept the ground from disintegrating further.

This gave Stuntman all the time he needed to reach trapped victims—unlike the Black Team, which was in a race against time to finish its rescue. Meanwhile, Rosa Loteria drew a familiar card, giving her the lasso of El Caballero. At first, she seemed uncertain how to use the power in this scenario. But the same lasso that tripped Stuntman in the fourth week’s challenge, the Hunt for the Hero, now helped her maneuver through the wreckage of the disaster zone. She lowered Stuntman into hard-to-reach areas as well as pulled victims to safety. The team rescued all the people trapped by the disaster.

By this time, all the contestants have had a lot of practice using their powers, staging amazing challenges, and working together as a team to achieve the goal. Unlike the very first challenge—what must now seem like a simple rescue from a mere burning structure—the judges couldn’t fault the performance of either team. But the numbers don’t lie—the Red Team didn’t leave any victims behind, and so they won the challenge.

Peregrine then informed the contestants that this week’s challenge was all or nothing. There would be no playing cards during the Discard Round: all members of the losing team would join the Discard Pile. Digger Downs made the announcement: “Black Team. You are discarded. Curveball, Stuntman, and Rosa Loteria, you are the American Hero finalists.” The Candle, Dragon Huntress, and Jade Blossom greeted the news somberly. The Red Team—and the final three candidates for the title of American Hero—were obviously relieved, smiling and hugging.

So close. The Black Team made the journey farther than almost all the other contestants. Just not far enough. Dragon Huntress, Jade Blossom, and the Candle join the rest of the Discards. But we’re not done yet: join us next week when the final three face off! Only one can be the American Hero.

Who it will be is anyone’s guess.

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Dragon Huntress, the Amazing Bubbles, Spasm, and Stuntman!
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Confessional: Rachel Weinstein aka Dragon Huntress

The thing is, we had actually got good at it by now. It was like in Dragonflight, my favorite book in the whole world, and it’s like we were one of the five missing Weyrs that Lessa had to go four hundred turns between to find—we were all veterans, we’d been through the fire, we’d won the last time, and we were ready for the next challenge.

The team was getting along really well. Drummer Boy had gone and Cleo had gone, so there were no bossy people left who insisted on running everything, and I get along really well with the Candle, and even though Haley is completely self-absorbed and spoiled and thinks she’s a movie star, it isn’t as if mid-school hasn’t taught me how to deal with someone like that.

Besides, whatever else she is, she’s not malicious. She’s not the Pop-Tart.

I think I must have got caught up in it. Before I was complaining about how fake everything is, and that still bothers me, but now I’ve changed my mind, at least a little bit. I’m looking on this as training, like in the army. You shouldn’t go into a war without going to boot camp, and you shouldn’t be a hero without practice at being heroic. And, let’s face it, if you’re a hero you get cameras shoved in your face all the time, so you should get practice at that, too.

The more challenges we win, the more training we’ll have. And besides, it’s not like I like to lose.

I was thinking that maybe the Candle and I should be a team after the show is over. He’s my favorite of all the people here. I like him even though he’s been having sex with so many of the women. I don’t care, it’s just him being silly.

And John—that’s the Candle—talks to me like a real person. Sometimes like a person who’s also a little kid, like I’m nine or something, but at least he talks instead of yelling or trying to recruit me for conspiracies against the other players.

He and I would make a good team. We’re both powerful aces because our powers are really flexible. I can animate any stuffed animal you can name, and he can do anything with flame from cook dinner to blow down a building. He can use fire, and I have a fire-breathing dragon. We could have a partnership of fire.

I haven’t told John about this. Maybe he’d think I was too young, the way everybody else does.

But I’ll get older. They all forget that.

[cut]

I never know which of my friends to bring with me to the challenges. They tell me I can only bring three stuffies with me on each mission, which is ridiculous because my backpack can hold a lot more. They don’t want me to be too powerful, otherwise other candidates wouldn’t have a chance. So I have to try to guess what’s coming, and this time they were careful not to give me a clue.

So I took Puffy, because I always take Puffy. I took Mister Slithers, who is a centipede. He’s kind of gross when you see him fifteen feet long, but I took him because he can wriggle into small spaces, which Puffy can’t. It’s always hard to settle on the third animal, because I usually have strong ideas about the first two, and the third one is kind of up in the air. This time I settled on Peony the Pelican, which was the smartest thing I did. I was thinking that maybe she’d be useful for scooping up bad guys in her bill, and also for rescuing people. And also for anything that involves swimming.

I’ve learned that as soon as we leave the house I fly off on Puffy, with the whole team if possible. Two challenges ago, if Drummer Boy hadn’t been so bossy and insisted on giving orders and running everything and shouting, I would have been flying above the road on Puffy and the Red Team wouldn’t have been able to ambush us. And then I wouldn’t have lost Tusker, either. But then Drummer Boy was the one who was eliminated that week, so there was a positive side to our humiliating defeat.

But this time I wasn’t allowed to fly cover, we all had to drive to the secret location with bags over our heads. It was really boring, especially because Haley spent the whole time talking about how the bag was going to mess up her hair.

So we get to the secret place, and we take off the bags, and there’s this whole subdivision that’s in the process of being destroyed.

I’ve been really impressed by the technical crew, with all the robots and flames and so on that they’ve created for the challenges, but this one was really mind-blowing. It was like a little part of the suburbs got hit all at once by forest fires, mudslides, and an earthquake. They had everything in the mix but a hurricane. And of course there were people screaming and wanting to be rescued.

So the Candle and I get to work. We don’t even have to talk, we’re so totally in synch. He starts freezing things and building slides to escape on and building up bulwarks under buildings that are about to topple.

Right in the middle of all this is Peony the Pelican, scooping people up with her bill and flying them to safety. Some of the people were actually stunt people, and others, in the real dangerous places, were dummies.

Haley is there too, floating overhead being nearly weightless. For the most part she was just a cheerleader, though John and I let her think we were following her instructions while it was perfectly obvious what needed to be done.

It isn’t Haley’s fault that her power was pretty useless for the challenge. But I don’t think she’s going to be the American Hero with just the power to change her weight. If she could affect gravity outside herself, maybe that would be a useful power, but she doesn’t have it.

Everything went great until one of the houses began to slide off the cliff. John froze the mud underneath it with his blue fire, but the house was still going over, so saving it was up to me. Peony the Pelican isn’t a heavy lifter. She just isn’t built for it. But a dragon’s back is like an arch, and that’s what I used. I threw Puffy toward the house and gave him my power, and he was airborne right away and flying down to the beach. He arched his back and held the house up long enough for John to rescue the people in it.

The trouble now is that I can’t animate Peony again. She’s lying in the middle of the suburb that’s blowing up and falling down, and part of the deal I have with the management here is that I don’t actually personally get involved in anything where I could get hurt, that only my stuffies can be in the action. Because I’m a minor, and they won’t want my parents suing them blind if I get hurt.

So I can’t get to Peony to reanimate her, and now I have to work with Puffy or Mister Slithers. So I choose to stick with Puffy because he’s really strong and he can stomp out fires and knock down obstacles and prop up buildings and walls and things.

The one thing he can’t do is pull people out of buildings, because all he’s got are clawed feet and a mouth full of fangs. So that’s the part where we start to fall behind.

I should have used the centipede. Because that way I could have sent the centipede into that building and located the baby in the crib. Or baby doll, actually. And then I could have told Haley or John or somebody, and they could have pulled the baby out.

But we all missed the baby, and the house burst into flame, and we lost, and it’s my fault.

I was stunned when they told us we’d lost. I thought we’d done incredibly well.

So now we’re in the Discard House. It’s a big house, but as soon as I walked into it, I knew that it was full of angry, miserable, unhappy people who had been living together far too long, and that it was just going to be awful.

People yelling and blaming and complaining. That’s all that happens here.

And of course the first person I see is Cleo. And she’s all so happy to see her darling little girl, and it’s all phony and fake.

I don’t imagine I’m going to see much of the Candle, either, because there are so many grown-up women here. And guys, too, if what I hear about him is real.

So there’ll be no one to talk to.

I know it’s only a game. But if we’ve lost, can’t we go home now?

I never really wanted to be a TV star anyway, I want to be a hero.

Those aces who are off in Egypt, they’re the heroes.

I wish I was there, instead of this big dumb house.
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Confessional: Michelle Pond aka the Amazing Bubbles

Look, I’m not going to talk about my personal life. Yes, I am involved with someone now. And no, it’s none of your or anyone else’s business.

I guess the reason you want me to do a confessional is because of Tiffani getting voted off. Yeah, there was this big drama when she got to the house. And frankly, everyone acted like [bleep]s.

I don’t know where some of them get off anyway. It isn’t as if they’ve covered themselves in glory. Stuntman accused Rustbelt of being a racist. And I’m pretty sure he made that up. You know, there was a reason Joe Twitch got voted off Diamonds first. And no, it isn’t just because he stripped Tiff. He was a massive jerk.

And then there’s the Maharajah, who’s been drinking like a fish since I got here—and since he got to the Discard Pile according to everyone else. It’s Week Ten and he’s still wallowing.

I know. She screwed me over. But honestly, it was actually better for me. I realized what was important to me because of it. I got to have a chance to think about the whole hero thing. And I got into a real relationship.

No! I told you I’m not talking about that.

But it’s funny. There’s been all this carping about how she didn’t have a great power. But, you know, she outlasted plenty of people with better powers. And she was right about one thing. She is good TV.

I went back and watched all the episodes, and even though I wanted to die when I saw how she played me, I couldn’t stop watching. And let’s face it. She got it better than anyone that the point of the show wasn’t heroism. It was ratings.

That it took most of us so long to understand kinda makes us chumps from the get-go. And she wasn’t the only one manipulating and working things. If you ask me, Curveball certainly didn’t mind being the center of attention, and she definitely used that to her advantage.

[sighs]

Look, I told you I am not talking about my private life. You guys are vultures.

And anyway, Tiff isn’t completely soulless. During the big drunken Discard Party, I did find her crying in the bathroom. I could barely hear her through the door. I knocked and told her it was me.

She opened the door and told me that she understood if I wanted to gloat. She just stood there. Her nose was red and she looked half dead. And, you know, I just didn’t have it in me.

Yeah, what she’d done to me was pretty [bleep]. But honestly, it ended up better for me. Even though my agency dropped me, I’ve been getting tons of calls for endorsements. I could probably make more money now for one endorsement than I made working my ass off modeling when I was a kid.

I asked her why she was crying, and she told me that it wasn’t that everyone in Discards seemed to hate her. It was that she didn’t know how she was going to take care of her family now that she’d lost. “I’m the most hated woman in America, I guess,” she said.

And that did bug me. I mean, there’s this book, Les Miserables by Victor Hugo, and the main character, this guy called Jean Valjean, commits a crime because he’s trying to save this girl named Cosette. I mean, Tiff’s not in the exact same situation, but you know, everything she did, she did for someone else.

It doesn’t make it right. But it does explain it.

Anyway, I told Tiff I wasn’t mad anymore. And when I said it, I realized I meant it. She started crying harder, and I made her go back into the bathroom. Yeah, I know I didn’t let the camera guys in. Too damn bad.

We talked for a while, and I made a call to a friend of mine who’s an independent agent. She said she’d be willing to help Tiff out. ’Cause I knew, even if Tiff didn’t, that it wasn’t going to matter that some people didn’t like her. There were plenty of people who would pay good money to use any of us for endorsements. And clever as she is, Tiff had no idea how the legal end of that stuff works.

So, yeah, I forgive her. Keeping a hate on when I have so much good going on in my life right now seems pretty stupid.

No, I am not going to discuss my personal life.

I’ve got some really interesting options on the table. Things where I hope I can really make a difference in the world.

What?

Oh, good grief, I told you. I’m not talking about who I’m seeing.

We are so done.
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Confessional: Paul Blackwell aka Spasm

Looking back, I think getting cut from the show early was about the best thing that could have happened to me. For one thing, I got one of the best bedrooms, since I could pick early. And since the network wanted to keep us all around for the last big whoop-de-doo, I’ve had about two months of free living in Los Angeles.

At first, the Discard Pile House was really a bummer of a place to live. They tricked the place out for a lot of people, and when it was just a few of us rattling around the place, it was . . . I don’t know. Creepy. Like that hotel in that Stephen King novel. Too empty. But more and more people came over, and the place filled up. Now it feels like being back at the frat house, only slightly more coed, if you see what I mean.

King Cobalt? I have never seen a guy get more stoked by free beer and pizza. And Tiffani’s a real tweaker, but I kind of like her style. You get her drunk enough and put her and Hardhat in the room together, they start riffing off each other. I have never heard anyone talk that dirty. And the southern accent just makes it better. She’s all right.

Joe Twitch? Oh. You heard about that? Yeah, well, I was just messing around, you know? So here’s the thing. Twitch was going on about how he could beat anyone at pool. Okay, maybe he’s good, maybe he’s cheating. I wouldn’t know if he was putting his hand on the balls and nudging them. Fast as he is, who could even see, you know? But he’s riding it and riding it and riding it. So right when he’s lining up his shot, I make him sneeze. Really the first one was just to queer his aim. But he makes this high-pitched squeak. He sounds like a thirteen-year-old girl who’s seen a mouse. So I do it again, and he makes the sound again. And then pretty soon he’s, like, bouncing off the walls sneezing. Everyone thought it was hilarious. Well. Everyone else.

It was weird seeing Jade Blossom again. I remember seeing the footage from when Team Black got the news that they were cut. It looked rough, but I mean we’d all been there. I didn’t really think much about it until they actually showed up. Jade looked like crap. I mean really worn down. Earth Witch said that she heard that Jade spent the whole first night crying, and it wasn’t even because she was sad. They were just so tired, you know? We’re talking about taking them all out for a night on the town. Except Dragon Huntress, since she’s underage and all. Just to try to cheer them up.

Whoever gets cut next week should be a total basket case. I kind of hope it’s Curveball. I mean, not to be a jerk or anything. She just seems cool, and she’d be fun to party with. I hope she wins and all, but if she doesn’t, I hope she can come hang out at Losers Central for a week. DB and Bugsy aren’t here anymore, so there wouldn’t even be a big problem that way.

I’ve been rethinking what I want to do after this. Professionally, I mean. When I came into this game, I was all about winning the money and setting up a business, you know. The whole entrepreneur thing. And I still think it would be cool, but . . . well, LA’s kind of its own world. Being here, and having a whole lot of free time and just a little tiny bit of celebrity? It makes some sorts of things available that you just can’t get in the rest of the country. Hell, the rest of the world. Did you know that there are more porn movies put out in a month here than the normal studios crank out in a whole year? It’s this whole other industry.

I had a guy last night talking about doing this whole joke show built around me where they set up the camera in a mall or something, and I sit someplace unobtrusive. Then when someone walks by, I make them cream, and they get it on camera. It’s like America’s Funniest Home Videos, but for late-night cable. He’s talking about calling it The O Show. It sounds like it might really be something, so I’ve got calls in to some agents.

I’m not saying I’ll do it, but who knows, you know? It might be the beginning of something.
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Confessional: Jamal Norwood aka Stuntman

Okay, I’m not offended that you haven’t been paying attention to me, Jamal. There’s been a lot of crazy [bleep] going on outside our headquarters. To quote the prophet Lebowski, “a lot of ins, a lot of outs, a lot of what have yous.”

American Hero was down to two teams—you had the Reds, which would be Curveball, Rosa Loteria, and me. And you had your Blacks, which would be Dragon Girl, the Candle, and Jade Blossom (though I’ve gotta tell you, it’s pretty darn funny for me to be on the Reds and not the Blacks. First time for everything, I guess).

And now there’s just us Reds. We’re getting to the big finish—the run-and-jump, my TV writer buddies call it. Anything can happen, but I feel good about my chances.

First, though, you need to know something about the nature of television, movies, and illusion.

It’s like this:

I’m a good-looking guy, right? I could be aw shucks and Huck Finn about it, but facts are facts. I’m muscular, I’ve got regular features, I’ve got a good smile. I’m not Jade or Rosa, of course, they’re girl-pretty, which is a whole different universe. For a guy, I’ve got it all going—and in the right direction. I’m not Lohengrin, but Lohengrin wasn’t Lohengrin, was he?

That said, I don’t like watching myself on-screen. Partly it’s because of the pain. On a movie set, when everybody else watches dailies, they’re looking at the lighting or making sure some car or airplane isn’t in the shot by mistake, or whether the girl’s hair looks right, or if you can actually see that cold sore the makeup team tried to cover—or if Stuntman got that good windmill action going on his fall from twenty stories. Every now and then, someone wonders whether the lines you heard were from the script. But not very often.

I’m the only one sitting there with the bruises or the sucking chest wound that’s still healing. What’s in my mind, watching yesterday’s work, is how [bleep]ing terrified I was leaping off the top of a building . . . seeing the ground coming at me and knowing it was going to hurt like a mother[bleep]er.

’Course, watching dailies can teach you things. One of my first jobs—even before I got out of ’SC—was on a very famous TV show about a group of teenagers in a very rich part of the greater Los Angeles area. I was supposed to be the flip street mad cool buddy of the thirty-year-old guy playing a high school junior—the one who opened the gang’s eyes to racism, if you can [bleep]ing believe that. But I get gunned down in a drive-by.

There wasn’t a lot of stunt work in this—just a fall I had to take in the middle of Curzon Street. But I got to hang around for three days and watch the gang at work—which is using the term loosely, because these were the laziest actors since Frank Sinatra. If they were on the set one minute past 6 P.M., they were on their cell phones complaining to their agents.

Because they were so lazy, there wasn’t a lot a director could do to cover a scene. Get the master shot, get one angle, get the reaction. Move on; time’s wasting.

The first time I saw dailies, I thought this was the worst acting and production I’d ever seen.

Then I saw the episodes on the air, and they were magic. Well, not magic, exactly, but functional. Like most television. Music and effects helped, of course, but the editors had found the all the right angles, had cut just before the actress did something goofy with her eyes, all of that.

It was not only cool, it was educational.

I have to keep that in mind when I look at the assemblies of American Hero. Because I don’t like that [bleep]ing Stuntman even if he is a good-looking dude. He’s arrogant, he’s foul-mouthed, he’s hitting on Jade Blossom and dissing poor Rusty. He’s playing the race card—I wish he’d get hit by something that he would really feel.

My point is, the Stuntman you see is a product of editing. He’s not me.

The real Jamal spends most of his American Hero time laughing and just kicking back. Reading. Eating. Missing his normal life. Sleeping. Shooting the [bleep]. Or doing a little work on the next challenge. The amount of time I spend running my mouth about the coolness of Stuntman is actually minimal.

You wouldn’t know that from what you’ve been seeing every week on your TV. I have a role to play, whether I want to or not. It’s technically unscripted, sure. I mean, I don’t get pages. But I get hints, winks, and encouragement—and have to deal with blatant setups in the challenges and the way teams are rearranged. (You don’t think the Reds were drawn out of a hat, did you?)

Anyway, this moment of honest, heartfelt confessional is brought to you by Jamal Norwood. None of this will ever see air. You editors are laughing yourselves silly.

And now . . . back to our program—

Yo, yo, yo, I am the Great Stuntman—the Inevitable American Hero. I know it. You know it. It’s just a matter of time before the rest of the world knows it.

How’s that? Did that work? Want me to try it again?
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Week 11: How the Cards Fall

Week Eleven Recap: The Final Three

And then there were three: Curveball, Rosa Loteria, and Stuntman.

Only two weeks remain in the competition of a lifetime. Before preparing for their last challenges, the final three contestants took a break to visit their hometowns, and the cameras followed them to record reunions with friends and families.

Curveball took us to Portland, Oregon, the beautiful City of Roses. She visited Parkrose Middle School and the baseball diamond where her wild card turned during softball tryouts when she was thirteen. Her coach from those days gave a tour and told us, “I always knew Kate would go far.” Her proud parents hosted a backyard barbecue for their ace daughter. Dozens of friends, teachers, teammates, and relatives were on hand to toast Portland’s favorite native.

We didn’t have to travel far to check in on Rosa Loteria’s neighborhood in East Los Angeles, where dozens of cousins, aunts, and uncles were on hand to cheer on their favorite ace. It was a real fiesta, with all the food, music, and dancing that could be packed into a city block. In honor of the occasion, Rosa ran a real Loteria game for her friends and admirers.

Stuntman started out doing stunts for movies, and he introduced us to some of the people he’s worked with. He took us to the Valley, to the site where he discovered his wild card after falling from a water tower as part of a student film project. “He’s the real deal, a real upstanding guy,” his colleagues, directors, and actors, said of him again and again. Friends gathered in his favorite bar in his old Inglewood, California, haunts to toast the ace finalist.

The vacation was short-lived, and soon the three returned to face this week’s challenge. This time, no teams stood with them. This time, they were on their own. At the end, one of them would be discarded as we move one step closer to deciding who will be the American Hero.

What better way to test the final three aces than to give them a challenge that incorporates everything they’ve done until now? Obstacle courses, puzzles, villains, daring rescues—and this time, they didn’t have their teams backing them. They were on their own. The scenario: Each contestant had to enter a city block that has been overrun by terrorists. Once there, they must rescue a hostage and retrieve a “bomb” before the timer reaches zero.

First, they faced the gauntlet: a veritable army of foes whose only job was to keep them from entering the occupied territory and completing their tasks. Stuntman, immune to the blasts and bullets directed at him by the dozen of armed “terrorists,” only had to put his head down and run. Taking hits and dodging enemies, he reached the doors to the warehouse, and escaped to the next phase of the challenge. Curveball kept her distance, throwing foam balls that stood in for more dangerous projectiles, and one by one took out all the combatants, leaving her free to continue on. Rosa Loteria had a little more trouble and took three tries to draw a card that could help her, El Valiente. This put her behind the others, and the clock ticked on.

Inside the warehouse, the three would-be heroes faced an obstacle course. They’ve traversed courses like this before, but this one had a twist: not all the obstacles were physical. In one phase of the course, the contestants faced three doors. Only one led to the hostage. A riddle written on each door gave the clue to the correct path.

Stuntman chose correctly—the middle door. Through the door, he had to traverse a maze, and at the end of the maze he found the hostage. Once freed, the hostage pointed him to the next part of the challenge. Curveball took a different approach: throwing marbles, she broke open the doors one after the other, hoping to find the hostage more quickly than she could by solving the riddle. Seeing the mazes on the other side, however, she returned to the riddles and eventually found the right passage, freed the hostage, and went on to the rest of the challenge. Once again, luck wasn’t with Rosa: she chose the wrong door not once, but twice. Exploring two wrong mazes before finding the correct one took time that she couldn’t spare.

A booby-trapped corridor led to the final step of the challenge. Trapdoors, foam arrows, and hidden attackers waited to stop our heroes. As usual, Stuntman simply barreled through and weathered the beating, showing off his athletic ability by leaping trapdoors and dodging attacks. He reached the final room and the bomb in record time, but even he was looking the worse for wear after so much abuse. Curveball didn’t do nearly as well, nearly falling out of the race—literally—when she tripped a trapdoor. She caught herself in time, but had to haul herself back into the corridor while simultaneously fending off an attack from a stray terrorist. She almost didn’t reach the end of the corridor at all, despite the impressive display of skill and determination, and unfortunately didn’t reach the bomb in time. Though only a few seconds late, the spray of a paintball pellet told the story. If this had been a real scenario, the device would have exploded and destroyed this part of the city. Rosa handled the obstacle course without a problem—finally, the cards were on her side, and the Diablito card let her speed through and destroy most of the booby traps before they had a chance to catch her. However, the time she’d spent getting through the riddles at the doors and rescuing the hostage came back to haunt her. Like Curveball, she arrived a few seconds too late and was caught by the bomb.

Only two of the three would move on to the final week. But the judges announced a special procedure to choose who would continue on—and who would be leaving for good.

We haven’t forgotten our Discards, the twenty-five aces who didn’t make the final cut. As many have speculated, their time on the show hadn’t come to an end. Those old alliances, rivalries, and team loyalties once again played a part in the game, because the final Discard vote, the final decision as to which of these three moved on to the very last challenge was made by the Discards themselves. Who better to determine who has what it takes to continue on? Who better to judge these three than the former contestants who lived with them and fought by their sides ? Old rivalries were rekindled and long-forgotten grudges returned with a vengeance as our three finalists faced down their fallen comrades.

The voting was close, and everyone had an opinion about who was most worthy to continue on in the competition, and who deserved to get the boot. Tiffani had this to say about Curveball: “Am I the only one who thinks she’s kind of a bitch?”

As it turned out, her feelings may have been more common than she thought, because guess who the Discards voted to join them? Curveball. There you have it: next week, two aces face off for the million dollars and all the glory.

Rosa Loteria or Stuntman?

Who will be the American Hero?

Keep on the lookout for this week’s confessions:

Gardener, Jetman, Rosa Loteria, and Wild Fox!
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Confessional: Jerusha Carter aka Gardener

You can’t say it hasn’t been exciting . . .

I mean, the earthquake the other night, and we damned near lost the whole Discard House. Wish you guys could have made that one of the tests—there was some real heroism and teamwork, and everyone here in the Discard House won. You couldn’t have voted any of us off.

I do regret losing the garden I had in the back, though; I’d worked so hard on that. I don’t think there was a more unusual one in several states, and I remember thinking that, hey, at least this hillside isn’t likely to go tumbling away in the next big rainstorm: those trees will do a fine job of holding everything together.

Guess I forgot about earthquakes. I never will again, I’ll tell you that much.

What do I think about being a Discard? Well, part of me wishes . . . actually, I’m not sure what it wishes. Maybe that I was like some of the others who broke their contracts and left the show. What? You can shake your head all you want, but I really don’t care. Those people were my friends too—at least some of them, and those who weren’t are still people I care about—and now several of them have put themselves in harm’s way. I’m worried about them. What they’re doing isn’t television. It’s not staged. It’s not controlled. It’s not safe. And it could get some of them hurt or even . . .

No, I’m not even going to say that word. Mom always used to tell me that “saying it might make it happen.”

Why’d I stay if I feel this way? I don’t know. Part of it is that I was always brought up to fulfill commitments I made, and I signed that contract of my own free will. I said I’d stay to the end—I made that promise.

But that’s just an excuse, really. Most of it is because . . . because specifically nobody asked me to come with them.

Yeah, I know; that sounds stupid. No one was issuing invitations, after all—the idea just kinda spread through the house. Still, no one came to me and said, “Jerusha, you wanna come with?”

Maybe that’s my fault: I’m not gregarious and extroverted like most of them. I called them “friends,” yeah, and I meant it, but I don’t know that they’d use the same word toward me. I mean, God, look at DB—if the spotlight’s not on him, he’s gonna walk over and wheel it around it so he’s in the light, all six arms waving. Me, I like solitude. I like that I can walk into a store somewhere and no one knows that I’m an ace or anyone special at all. I’m comfortable being all alone for days and weeks at a time in the forest or camping. I like being alone and I’m okay with silence—that’s why I was out back in that garden so much. It’s also why I never had one of those “showmances” you people love to film and talk about—I figure that one day I’ll meet someone, and I’ll just know.

I’m not a natural joiner, so I wasn’t part of anyone’s group and none of them ever asked my opinion or said they’d like it if I went with them.

No, no—this isn’t all “pity poor Jerusha.” You reap what you sow; that’s part of the consequences of being the way I am, and I’m okay with that. Really. I don’t blame them at all; it’s all on me. Just me.

But if they’d asked me to go with them to Egypt? If I’d known what they were planning, would I have gone? Sure, I’d have thought about it. Contract or no contract, I would have. I’d have thought about it seriously.

Mom and Dad, they’re all about stewardship—that’s the way most of the people who get into the Park Service are. They care about the land. They want to protect it; they want it to stay pristine. I feel the same way: I’m responsible for making this a better world to live in. I’ve always kinda thought that with my gift, my role would be to literally become a capital-G Gardener, that I’d bring green life back to places. A new Johnny Appleseed, maybe. But maybe I was thinking too small. Too solitary. Maybe I’m supposed to do more.

So I don’t know . . .

The show? Oh, yeah. That. Stuntman and . . . umm, Rosa.

I guess maybe now that we’re down to those two, I’d prefer that Rosa win. I don’t know her all that well—I guess I don’t really know any of them all that well, and again that’s my fault—but she seems nice, and she’d be a good representative, I guess. Sure, Stuntman and I are both African American, but he’s got that big chip on his shoulder, and the way I was brought up . . . well, I was always told to be proud of my heritage and ancestry, but that pigmentation don’t make a person much beyond being darker or lighter than someone else. That’s easier to believe, I’ve found, when you’re out in the middle of the Grand Tetons than when you’re in the middle of a big city like LA, where the color of your skin sometimes seems to be all that matters, but I’m not going to root for Stuntman because of that. If he wins, fine. But I’ll root, a little anyway, for Rosa.

What’s for me after American Hero? I really don’t know. I’ve been giving it more thought lately, since everything ends real soon, and especially since Curveball and Simoon and the others took off. I’ve had offers from a couple seed companies for endorsements, and there’s this agent who says he wants to handle me, but I don’t know that that’s what I want. I want to see what happens out in the world, with the aces who left here.

I do know there’s one thing I’ll do, no matter what. Once this is all over, I’m going to go back home and be with my parents a bit and talk to them about things, then do some hiking and camping on my own. Out there in the Tetons, the cold air might clear my head enough that I can see where I’m supposed to be going.

Once I know, once I’m sure, that’s where I’ll go.
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Confessional: Howard Hawkwood aka Jetman

The Discard House has grown very quiet.

I am not complaining, mind you. I welcome the quiet. I can actually hear myself think. We no longer have Reverend Wintergreen insisting that we say grace every time we send out for a pizza (which I don’t do very often, the pizza out here is terrible). I don’t have to fight King Cobalt over the remote anymore (he tried to put on some moronic Mexican wrestling show right in the middle of a rerun of Thirty Minutes over Broadway, the classic Howard Hawks version, not the stupid remake with Dudley Moore). No more steel wool pads left in the sink after Rustbelt scrubs the spots off his elbows, and no more of Hardhat’s filthy language (his mother should have washed his mouth out with soap, that’s what my mother says).

And we still have a good crowd when we gather around the dinner table. Joe Twitch grows more annoying every day, and I have grown a little tired of Wild Fox and Spasm with their stupid pranks, but the rest are nice enough. Diver misses the swimming pool, of course, but she and Gardener are both nice ladies, Jade Blossom is very beautiful, and Blrr is always giddy and girly and full of fun. She is all a-twitter about this sitcom pilot that’s being developed for her, Who’s That Grrl? She even offered to give me a guest star role, as a dotty inventor who sells her a pair of jet-powered skates. I’m no actor, though, so I said thanks, but no thanks.

I do miss Bubbles. She’s a good woman, bright and friendly, and always cheerful and kind. Earth Witch seems pleasant too, though she started as a Heart while I was on the Diamonds, so I never knew her well. I wish them well in Egypt. I wish all of them well, even the ones I did not especially like. I think they made a hasty decision, and one that they will regret, but I know they wanted to do good.

It was quite a scene here with half the house rushing about and packing and the rest of us arguing with them and telling them they were idiots. Well, I didn’t do that, personally, but Tiffani wasn’t shy with her opinion, and neither was Joe Twitch. Gardener just got quiet, Jade thought they were all funny, and Buford tried to phone his uncle in the Everglades to ask if he should go along. And Rachel . . . well, she got so angry when Bubbles said she couldn’t come with them that Diver had to hide her bag of stuffed animals. All very exciting for the audience at home, I’m sure.

We’ve had too much excitement this last week, if you ask me. The big vote, and half the Discards running off to Egypt, and of course the earthquake. We don’t have earthquakes in Philadelphia, and I can’t say I like them much. I thought it was a freight train rolling through the living room. Half the dishes in the drainer jumped onto the floor and shattered, though I’ve put them back together good as new with some glue I made with toothpaste and pineapple juice, zapped in the microwave. My jetpack fell off the hook and bounced off my shoulder, too. I still have a bruise where it struck me, but I’m pleased to say it still works fine.

Some of the others got a few bruises as well, but no one was badly hurt. We could easily have been been killed, as Mother pointed out when she finally got through to me on the phone. She was almost in tears, she was so pleased to hear my voice. This has been the longest we have ever been apart.

But there’s only one more week, and we can all go home. I can’t say that I will be sad to see the last of Los Angeles. The show was certainly an experience and I met a number of interesting people. Not all of them were as pleasant as I might have wished, however, and very few of them were as smart as they thought they were . . . especially the ones who went running off to Egypt.

We all signed contracts with the production company when we were chosen for the show, and the language was quite plain. We were to stay until the end of filming. All those who left without authorization are in breach. They have certainly forfeited their per diem and the generous gifts that they were to receive at the wrap party, and if what I am hearing from the crew is true, the network is going to sue every one of them. Bad enough that they broke their contracts, but I’ve also heard that Rustbelt destroyed Mr. Berman’s car. I would not have thought that Wally would be so wantonly destructive. Perhaps what Stuntman said about him was true after all.

I understand why Rustbelt would want to go to Egypt, I suppose. He needed to do something to take the tarnish off his name. And Simoon has relations there, so it makes sense that she would go as well. I suppose Holy Roller felt it was God’s will. The others, though . . . most of them have good intentions, I’m sure, but as Mother always says, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.

Mind you, I did consider going with them. Don’t think I wasn’t tempted. Terrible things are happening in Egypt, if what Jonathan Hive is reporting on the internet can be believed. “What would Jetboy do?” I asked myself. Robert Tomlin never shied away from a fight. But he never broke his word either, and all of us signed those contracts. The network and the producers have put a lot of money into American Hero. Hundreds of people tried out for the show, and they picked us. I don’t think it is fair for us to repay them by running off before the show is over. I spoke with Mother about it as the others were throwing clothes into their bags, and she agreed. “Jetboy was no quitter,” she reminded me. “Win or lose, Howard, he kept fighting to the very end.”

That’s so. So I am still here, and I’ll be here to the end.

Now it looks as though the American Hero will be Stuntman or Rosa Loteria. The way I see it, it all comes down to luck. Stuntman is Stuntman; he’s tough, he bounces back, he keeps on coming, but he’s what he is, never more and never less. Rosa’s power is all chance. She shuffles that deck and draws a card, and it’s all so random. Some of her personae have formidable powers, but she’s just as likely to transform herself into chicken-woman or melon-girl, with no more power than your average joker.

And no one wants us to say this, but it should have been Curveball. She could have taken either of them, or both of them together.

But never mind. It’s been a long ride, but it’s almost over, and I can’t wait to get home to Philadelphia. I’m going to take Mother to Pat’s King of Steaks as soon as I arrive. No one out here knows how to make a proper cheesesteak.
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Confessional: Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza aka Rosa Loteria

Hey, America! Rosa again.

There’s . . . okay, so much stuff’s happened. Mr. Berman said I should just start at the beginning and they’d cut what they need to, so here goes. . . .

It’s a whole lot of getting picked.

Yeah, I know, I pick cards all the time. But I don’t shuffle through my deck face up and go, Ooh, okay, her. I could use this one. I mean, yeah, I do that, but that’s just strategy, that’s not how my power works. When I pick a card, I pick blind, and just deal with what I get.

Other people, it’s different. Like back when DB asked me out. Other girls are going, Oh, no, he’s a player and Cleo’s all, Boo-hoo! He used me and threw me away! Along with some nice bling, I might add. But hey, he’s hot, he’s rich, he’s popular, and he picked me. We had a good time. Part of why we had a good time was because I didn’t have any expectations. I’m not some telenovela Ugly Betty thinking just because she gets a date with a Takisian prince he’s gonna whisk her away to his castle beyond the stars. I’m Rosa Loteria, I’m an ace, and while I kind of like DB, I’m not gonna follow him around and be the chick with the tambourine.

But hey, sometimes it’s nice to get picked.

Curveball and Stuntman did the same with me last week, and it’s not hard to see why. She’s Ms. Offense, he’s Mr. Defense, and they needed someone who could do everything they couldn’t do if they just bought her some time. And hey, they picked right, because we won.

Block party with my family? Best thing ever. Got to see people I hadn’t seen since my quinceañera, ’cause you gotta remember, that’s when I turned my card, and I walked out halfway through the party. Bootsie—that’s my nickname for La Bota—she walked me all the way to Cleveland before I drew another card, and I had a heck of a time getting back. But American Hero gave me the rest of my party, letting me come of age not just as a woman, but as an ace.

Of course, we also won the chance to go up against each other, except this week’s challenge was crap. We were supposed to be fighting a bunch of terrorists, but they’re the lamest terrorists on the planet. Any of the gangs in LA could eat them for breakfast.

First we had to fight our way through a bunch of stuntmen. Fair enough except it’s not. Jamal? He’s invulnerable. They can use real ammo on him and it won’t make any difference, so they did, but they were dumb. Real terrorists would have shot him in the eyes and blinded him like they did Tiffani a few weeks ago with the paintballs, or used a net or bolas, or chopped him up with a machete and put him in different dumpsters. But these were special ed terrorists.

Then Kate goes out with a bag of Nerf balls instead of marbles, and her stuntmen have paintballs instead of bullets. Fair enough. Except, you know, added bonus for Curveball, Nerf balls are bigger than marbles, so she has a lot easier time blocking the paintballs.

Then there’s me, and I’ll admit I pitched a fit, ’cause this Loteria deck is a family heirloom, and at the fiesta, I promised mi abuelita I’m not going to let any damn paintballs near it. So Mr. Berman says fine, he calls wardrobe and they hook us up with a laser tag rig, and that would be great except they still don’t know what cards I’m going to pick and neither do I.

So I shuffle the deck and pull out Las Cerises, the Cherries. If these had been real terrorists, they would have been hosed. Mr. Berman is all, “What the hell is a chick in a red dress and a Minnie Pearl hat going to do?” I never heard of this puta Minnie Pearl. But I bet even if she had a straw hat with cherries on it, she couldn’t pull off a handful and have the stems light with the other sort of cherries, you know, the type you get on cigarettes.

And fuses.

I toss a bunch under some random prop crate and blow the hell out of it, and he’s all, “Cherry bombs? You make cherry bombs? Do we have any prop cherries? We don’t have the demolitions expert on payroll today!” and he runs around until Cherry gets bored.

So fine, whatever. I go back to the deck and pull La Rana, the Frog, and one of the grips goes, “Look! Buford’s got a date!” and everyone starts laughing.

Hello, America, did you notice the colors? I was a poison frog lady. But no way do the stuntmen want to deal with real poison, so La Rana goes back in the deck and I shuffle again.

I pull El Valiente and he calls, “Okay, any of you Hollywood pendejos have a fake knife?” and at least they have that. So he goes through the stupid gauntlet and stabs all the terrorists except the last couple. Then I’m told it’s not “heroic” for El Valiente to tie up the stuntmen with his serape and hold a prop dagger to their throats until they tell him where the bomb is, ’cause they say terrorists always lie, and torture never works, and this is a family show.

Isn’t this the same network that produces 24?

Whatever. The next challenge is an obstacle course. El Valiente does fine until there are three doors with some crap written on them. They were supposed to be riddles, but here’s a riddle for America: If you were a terrorist, would it be a good idea to write crap on a door so idiots would stand there and read it while your sniper draws a bead on them?

Props to Curveball, she was thinking the same thing. She blew the hell out of those doors with her marbles, so she was quicker to find the lame maze than I was, just kicking doors down. But I mapped out the whole place in case there was something important somewhere, because, you know, if terrorists always lie, couldn’t the point of the riddle be to make us waste our time thinking about math problems instead of actually rescuing hostages?

So anyway, I finally find the hostage, and at this point I’ve pretty much given up thinking these terrorists might be smart, so the hostage can’t be a terrorist telling me crap to screw with me, and the terrorists were too stupid to just kill someone who knows where their bomb is too.

El Valiente doesn’t want to deal with any more of this crap, so when we get to the corridor with the booby traps—you know, like the stupid riddle doors could have had—I draw again and pull El Diablito. She’s a blue devil girl with a lightning bolt pitchfork, and she’s lightning quick, so I get to the bomb just in time to have it blow paint in my face.

If I hadn’t had my deck in my pocket, Mr. Berman would have needed a new ass.

So anyway, Curveball and I are both pissed, and Jamal’s sitting pretty because he thinks he’s going to get the immunity and he’s going to get to pick which of us to boot, and I get ready to kiss my ass goodbye because there’s nothing Curveball can do to hurt him, so he’d be stupid not to pick her. Then the judges give a twist—no immunity, everyone’s necks are on the chopping block, and it’s going to be the Discards who are going to decide who goes.

I didn’t think Curveball would get cut. I mean, I’m not saying she’s Miss Congeniality, but there’s not much there to hate. Kate’s got a respectable power, but it’s not so kick-ass that it scares people, and it’s not something that makes them laugh, either. Me? I do both, sometimes at the same time. If you get your ass handed to you by a chick in a baseball cap, you can still respect yourself in the morning. But a chick in a straw hat with exploding cherries? You’re hating life, and that doesn’t win me any popularity contests. Of course, Jamal had that crap with Rusty, and if you’re indestructible, it makes you look like a whiner at best. That doesn’t win you any popularity contests either.

Next thing Tiffani’s in front of me, smirking, and she says, “I said I’d pay good money to see you under a bus.” I wanted to slap her, but I knew she’d just turn to diamond, so I said, “Yeah? Well, people are going to be paying to see you under a donkey in Tijuana, puta.”

I think Wild Fox did an illusion of himself as the bassist from Joker Plague, the one who isn’t the devil dude. And I was going over to talk to Spasm, who I like, and didn’t vote against me. Then suddenly Rusty clanks around and says he’s going to Egypt to save the jokers and what the hell?

They’re going to get killed. It’s a gang war! And I know, ’cause I’ve been in them! Except those pendejos in Arabia are way more serious about it than they are in East LA, ’cause they’ve been doin’ it for centuries and they’re completely loco.

Rusty I can kind of understand. He’s a joker. They’re jokers. But he’s built like a tank and can rust tanks. And Simoon, some of those people are her family, and hey, I understand family. But the rest of them? Bubbles and Ana and Holy Roller and Hardhat and even King Cobalt? I don’t care how strong you are, you can’t wrestle an army! They all up and leave. At least they have the sense to leave Rachel behind. And then I’m crying, because I promised mi abuelita I was through with gangs, and gang wars, and I was going to Hollywood to be a reality television star and I was going to win a million dollars and no one would have to die. No one.

Then those pendejos in Egypt had to start a war.

Damn them. Damn them all to hell . . .
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Confessional: Andrew Yamauchi aka Wild Fox

That was cool. Totally cool.

The big question around here has always been, how are they going to bring us Discards back? You know that’s how these shows work. They sure weren’t keeping us all fed and boozed because they liked us. No, I knew there had to be some big finish.

But you know what I thought it was going to be? I thought the last challenge—you know, when it’s just down to two people and they have to decide the winner—I was really hoping it would be them against us. That’s right—all twenty whatever of us against them. Epic combat. Sweet revenge. ’Cause we would have totally kicked their asses. Seriously cool.

But I was okay with how it went down. Getting to look those guys in the eyes, them knowing that we all controlled their fates. You could see it, they actually regretted every single time they were jerks to any of us.

Why did I vote off Stuntman? The real reason? ’Cause I wanted to see a catfight in the finish. Hot girl-on-girl action. Bam! And it’s not like there was any way Curveball wasn’t going to win the whole ballgame.

Except she left. She just left. What’s up with that? So there’s some bad [bleep] going on in Egypt. There’s also bad [bleep] going on in Africa, Central America, the Philippines, Indonesia—not to mention LA. It’s not like you have to go looking for problems to solve. So what makes her think she can solve any of them? What can anybody do in a [bleep]hole like that?

Personally, I think it’s hormones. She’s totally been chasing after John Fortune since like Week Three. It’s made her lose her mind. She’s going to wake up a week from now and totally kick herself for giving up the million dollars.

I’m staying right here in the Discard Pile. It’s an endless party. Except for the people moping around like losers. I mean, yeah, okay, we are losers. But are we really? See, I don’t think so. We made it this far, right? Not everyone can win, and let’s face it, most of us only got on the show because some network dude thought we looked hot or would be funny or something.

It’s not like any of this is real. We’ve got a fridge full of beer and pizza—I’m totally there. I feel like a winner. The fact that I made it as far as I did makes me kind of a celebrity around here, you know?

Okay, not really. But I refuse to be all down and out about it. I’m not going to bring everyone else down. In fact—and I got a lot of practice doing this in high school, so I know it works—I think I’m the total life of the party. A few celebrity impressions, a ten-eyed squid peeking out of somebody’s margarita—brings down the house every single time. I’m in my element here.

I’ve been watching the dailies from the show. Those so-called winners? Do they look like they’re having any fun? Not even a little bit. When was the last time you saw Stuntman smile? Seriously? Has that dude ever smiled?

Actually, the place is kind of lonely since half the people here left for Egypt. I hate to admit it, but I’m going to be kind of sad to see all this end. I mean, it’s a great party here at the Discard Pile.

I kind of got the best of both worlds—I made it halfway through the competition before I got kicked off. So I haven’t been here since the start, not long enough to get totally sick of it, anyway. I got to show my stuff. I was in it long enough for people to get to know me. I have fans. Can’t say that about Joe Twitch, can you?

Some people think that the show’s prejudiced against jokers. That they only want pretty people, and jokers, let’s face it, just aren’t pretty.

But hey, you know what I say to that? Being a joker’s what you make of it. I mean, Peregrine’s a joker. Hasn’t held her back at all. DB and Joker Plague have made a cottage industry of being jokers. Me—I wouldn’t want to be any other way, you know? People are always going to know me because of this. [holds up tail]

In fact, and I probably shouldn’t be talking about this until it’s a done deal, but there’s this game show in Japan. One of those crazy stunt things with people jumping through hoops and landing in mud while working math problems, or chicks in bikinis on mechanical bulls throwing cream pies at each other. That kind of thing. And they need a host. And they want me. Can you believe it?

It just goes to show you, everybody’s got a niche. Everybody’s got a place in the world. You just have to put yourself out there and find it.

I love American Hero. I love the Discard Pile. And I love you, man. [points to the camera and winks] How about that for Mr. Japanese Game Show?
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Week 12: How the Cards Fall

Week Twelve Recap: The American Hero

American Hero began on a somber note this week. Events on the other side of the world have brought home just how urgently selfless heroism is needed in the world—and what cost such heroism sometimes exacts. We recognize some of our former contestants who have made the ultimate sacrifice during the recent conflict in Egypt. Simoon, King Cobalt, and Hardhat will never be forgotten by fans of this show. Let us all remember with pride the good that they accomplished in their all-too-short lives.

Back in Hollywood, the excitement was almost too much to take as Rosa Loteria and Stuntman faced their final challenge. Both aces were picked up early and escorted to Carpenter Avenue School, where they appeared before a cheering crowd of schoolchildren. One of the jobs of a hero is to be a role model to children like this, and Rosa and Jamal got a taste of what that’s like. They also had their stamina tested as they signed autographs for hundreds of kids!

Stuntman told the audience of eager children what he thinks it means to be a hero: “What we’ve all shown is that it doesn’t matter where you came from or what you can do. It’s about how hard you try. It’s about taking risks to do what’s right. That makes you a hero.” Rosa had her own take: “You have to stand up for yourself, and you have to stand up for people who can’t stand up for themselves. You have to protect other people, look out for your friends and family. If you got the power to do that, then that’s what you got to do.”

The aces’ next stop was the Los Angeles Police Department training academy, where they went through the obstacle course and hand-to-hand combat training with the rest of the rookies. What would it be like for our heroes to work with law enforcement? That was what Stuntman and Rosa demonstrated here, and both of them showed the talent and courage that got them through eleven weeks of competition to this point, leaping to each new challenge without batting an eye. Rosa’s luck was with her as she seemed to draw just the right card for each situation, from leading a squad of rookies to soundly defeating the academy’s martial arts instructor. Stuntman endured cringe-inducing blows that would have destroyed any but the strongest aces in the world. He has more than proven himself worthy of joining their ranks.

The last obstacle on this final day of challenges might have been called “Grace Under Pressure.” Because all that was left for them to face were the judges, the final vote, and all of America in a live broadcast in which the whole world had a chance to vote.

The final votes were cast by you, the TV audience, via text message. But that wasn’t all, of course—the Discards had their say as well, and their inside knowledge of what it takes to be a hero and of these two aces in particular meant their votes held extra weight—and counted for a thousand viewer votes each. Replays of the previous eleven weeks of challenges played on screens before the studio audience to remind us of where these aces have been, and what they’ve done. Throughout it all, Rosa Loteria and Stuntman waited onstage for the results. And it must be said that they both withstood the stress with heroic calm. At last, the votes were tallied, the scores computed, and Peregrine took the stage to announce the winner: Jamal Norwood, Stuntman!

Amid the cheering of the audience, Jamal was so astonished he didn’t seem to understand that he had won until Rosa hugged him, like the good sport she is. The audience erupted with celebration as Stuntman’s former teammates and rivals joined him to wish him congratulations. Jamal had this to say about his victory: “I couldn’t have done this alone. All of my teammates, everyone who challenged me, everyone who went to Egypt—we’re all heroes, every one of us,” he said.

And that says it all.

There you have it: Stuntman is the new American Hero!
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A Judge’s Verdict: Thomas “Digger” Downs

So now Stuntman is the first American Hero. Hurrah, mate.

Here’s the real dirt from your old pal, Digger.

I didn’t see that coming. Even at the last I was thinking Rosa had it, but there’s no predicting the fancies of the American voting public.

If Curveball had stuck with it, she would have been a shoo-in. She had it all. Looks, a really useful power, a “good girl” personality that projected itself on screen; it was all there. But she left to play hero in Egypt instead. Too bad.

Kate will be one of the big aces. One of the ones you hear about for years. Even when this whole UN thing blows over she’ll probably be doing the ace thing for some cause or other. She’s that kind of girl. And she’ll do the good she does because of one thing, and it wasn’t because she helped the joker gods of Egypt.

Nope, the big thing she did was be on American Hero. Most of America knows who she is now. She and Drummer Boy and Rustbelt and Bubbles are important because they were on American Hero. If it wasn’t for the program, they would never have gotten together to go to Egypt. Even if they had gone to Egypt on their own, they would have been ground up piecemeal by the caliph’s forces. We taught them teamwork. We taught them how to really use their powers.

So do I think Kate should have been the American Hero? She wasn’t any of our first pick. I liked Brave Hawk, but the man is an asshole. He was always trying to stir things up and always by saying “Me too.” I don’t think he ever had an original thought.

Topper was all over the place. As long as the contestant was female, our girl Topper liked them. I sat through so many tirades about how Curveball or Rosa or Bubbles or Earth Witch or Simoon, or Dragon Huntress—or Gardener, for Christ’s sake—was the obvious winner, I’m glad a guy won—even if it is an arrogant dipstick like Stuntman.

Hammer liked Jade Blossom. I can’t fault that; the girl had potential. She never knew how to use it, though. Seems like the best thing she did was anchor a fire hose. There’s so much more she could have done with her powers, but they never seemed to occur to her.

I think maybe Stuntman won because the viewers liked watching him get munched up. He sure provided a lot of blood and bone for the ghouls, even if we did clean up a lot of it in post-production. I hear the producers are happy to have Stuntman as winner because they can put out a Stuntman DVD with all of the damage he took in unexpurgated color. Ain’t technology grand?

Probably the most inventive user of power was the Candle. You could tell he put a lot of thought into what he could do with his firepower. He’s a nice guy; finished a lot better than most nice guys. Bad luck we put him on the Black team.

And then there were the not-so-nice guys. Generally there’s room for one bad boy, as long as he’s redeemable. That one came down to a dogfight between Drummer Boy and Stuntman. The real bastards were Spasm and Joe Twitch. Thinking about it, I don’t think either one ever got laid the entire show. Even Cleo and some of the more desperate PAs weren’t interested.

On the other hand, every woman in the show, in front and behind the camera, had a reason to hate Wild Fox, and I understand he had to keep a “Who’s stayin’ over tonight” schedule on his PDA. The wonders of illusion, eh? You know, if his illusions had just been visible to the camera, he probably would have gone a lot further. He’s amazing.

Rev Wintergreen is a professional nice guy, of course. He’s only a so-so ace but quite an organizer. I’m glad he made it out of Egypt. I just hope the UN doesn’t get him killed.

But who should have been the American Hero? Are you really asking me? We judges didn’t have much to say about this contest. We chose the teams, with a lot of help from the PR folk. We figured out what team won, but there was never a real debate. One team was always clearly superior.

And the teams figured out who got voted off—we had nothing to do with that. We were mostly there to supervise them. More like house mothers than judges. When it got down to the finals, it was the great American people who voted. We just counted the votes.

Okay, a bunch of PAs counted the votes, but we supervised.

How did we set up the teams? It had a lot more to do with image than compatibility, let me tell you. Each team had a flyer of some sort, but each one had to have at least two hot babes. Each had a really weird one, like Toad Man, or Dragon Huntress, or Matroshkya, or Drummer Boy. Each had a heavy hitter, like Earth Witch or Bubbles or Rustbelt or Jade Blossom. And then we filled out the teams with exotic powers like Twitch or the Candle or Cleo or Gardener or Hive. Some of them came out just right; some never lived up to their potential as we saw it. We learned a lot this time around.

Oh, yeah, and of course we spread the minorities out amongst the teams. Except for Stuntman’s little gambit, this never much came up, actually. Probably just as well.

I would have liked Jetman to win. It would have been appropriate somehow. But no one respects the gadgeteers. I’m also surprised how long he lasted, all things considered. Bubbles would have been a good one too. That girl is a real ace. She has all the right motivations and she knows how to use her powers. But keeping her supermodel past life a secret and being gay was a one-two punch. American doesn’t like secretive heroes. At least they don’t like secrets they don’t know every detail of.

Brave Hawk looks like a hero, but I’ve already talked about him.

Rustbelt would have been good. If Stuntman hadn’t sabotaged him, he might have gone far. So he went to Egypt instead.

Egypt. You know, I really wonder who decided to bring those bastards into the Hague just when they did. Curveball? Johnny Fortune? Maybe Drummer Boy? Or Jonathan Hive?

It was no coincidence they did it when they did. They knew what time it was, they knew what was going on. So all the also-rans decided to get in a little dig at the show that brought them together and showed them how to be a team.

You know, this whole Justice Society of theirs is going to fall apart as soon as everyone takes a deep breath and looks around for something a whole gang of aces needs to do. Not likely to find anything. The Astronomer is dead. There are no alien spaceships, or spores, in the sky, and the Rox is just Ellis Island again. That’s why aces get together, into one hand, you might say. There’s no need for a bunch of aces to just sit around and tell each other how great they are. The whole cluster[bleep] gang will dissolve into a mob and go running off to the four corners of the world in no time.

So who’s my personal pick for American Hero? Which contestant on the show should have gotten the title? Like I said, I’m just a judge. I don’t have any real say. But my vote goes to someone who got booted the first time out.

Jonathan Hive is the real American Hero. He took on a sure-sudden-death and used the power of the press to turn the situation around. That’s the American way, for my money. He just used the fact he got dealt an ace to get into position to be a hero. He didn’t need to turn into wasps. He just needed ten working fingers.

So now the show has been picked up for another season, and I’m told the Powers That Be like my “acerbic wit,” so I’ll be back to bring my style of reality to the proceedings. I’m looking forward to it. By the time we’re into next year’s finals, the Committee will be yesterday’s old news.
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A Judge’s Verdict: Mordecai Albert Jones aka the Harlem Hammer

I’d be lying if I said I totally regretted letting myself get talked into doing this. But I’d also be lying if I said I didn’t have any regrets.

In a lot of ways, it was fun. It’s an odd thing for somebody who’s spent his life trying to avoid the spotlight to let himself get recruited to be a judge on a national television show. I was told it would be an opportunity to help young people get a handle on these talents and abilities they had, learn to use them responsibly. That’s an important thing, something worth doing.

I also notice that aspect was pretty distinctly downplayed, if it got played at all. I may be missing something but only little Dragon Huntress seemed to get that part of it, from reading the commentaries. Still, I think we saw it happen. I’m good with that aspect of things.

We didn’t have that much influence over who won what, even though we were called judges. That may not have been such a bad thing. I’ve known Digger Downs for years, and I have to say time’s neither mellowed nor improved him. Seemed to me sometimes he took way too much pleasure in crushing the dreams of young people. Topper’s a nice lady but really did seem to favor the women a bit much in the competition. And I heard a couple of our young male contestants refer to Peregrine as a cougar. Got no idea what’s up with that. Still and all, I don’t think our quirks and limitations as judges interfered too badly with anybody’s chances.

Not sure why some of our contestants got picked in the first place. Like that one young woman, Tiffani. Child couldn’t actually do much. I got the feeling one or two got set up just so they could get knocked down. Poor Diver’s ace was just too specialized for the show, though if she went into, like, marine biology or ocean rescue, she’d be a superstar. But then who’d imagine somebody with talents like Gardener’s or Earth Witch’s could actually turn them to advantage? I guess that’s one of the good things about the show, us getting to see how even some seemingly unimpressive abilities could prove to be seriously useful. And of course giving these kids a chance to find out for themselves.

And who’d ever guess that the little girl with the stuffed toys could hang in there so long? But then she had some serious powers. And she also seemed to have a lot on the ball.

I have to admit I was saddened not to see Ms. Mok go all the way. She is an upstanding young woman. She should go far next time. My best wishes go out to her.

As for how it all turned out—well, I have to congratulate Stuntman. He’s a young man with some genuine abilities, some genuine promise. He won fair and square, according to the rules. But I have to say I’m left with a bad feeling in my mouth. My whole life I’ve been against racism, but then I’ve gone and been against black racism as well as white. And folks don’t seem to want to hear that. Stuntman played the race card. I don’t see that’s a good thing. Maybe it was an honest mistake. But I also got to know that other young man, Rustbelt. He may not be the sharpest tool in the chest, but if there’s any malice in him it’s beyond me to see it.

Is always talking about race really doing black people any good? If we still have a problem with racism in this country—and we do, although anybody who says things aren’t a whole lot better than they were twenty, thirty, forty years ago is not telling the truth, whether through ignorance or something worse—doesn’t that maybe mean we don’t want to keep doing the same old things? Only harder and costing a whole lot more money? And how does it help to bridge the racial divide if we go bringing race into each and every discussion, anyway?

Way too many people go quoting maybe the single greatest thing Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., ever said, “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” And then they turn right around and try to make everything be about skin color? Who does that help?

Actually I have a pretty good idea who it does help. But I’ve shot off my mouth enough. And I don’t want to go offending any of our sponsors or anything.

And while I’m busy making right-thinking folks everywhere mad at me. I’m not going to join the chorus of approval about this whole Egypt thing, either. We’re told these ace kids are going to fight some atrocities; they’re told that too. I surely don’t blame them for their idealism and enthusiasm. But maybe they should look a little deeper than just the emotions whipped up by the media and the politicians. Isn’t that part of using their power responsibly? Because what it looks to me like we really got is Westerners going over to beat some more dark-skinned Third World people—for their own good, of course. Maybe they’ll save some innocent people from getting hurt. That’s good. How many innocents are going to get hurt, though, as a result of their actions? So to those kids over there, I got to say: along with asking yourselves if maybe what you’re really doing is helping exploit Third World people, maybe you might also ask, are you letting yourselves be exploited too?

Of course, I don’t worry anybody’ll pay attention to anything I say. I doubt they’ll even bother to censor this or refuse to broadcast it. I’m just a crazy old black dude who won’t get with the program. Dissent’s freely allowed in this country—so long as you go along with the 90, 95 percent where the supposedly opposing factions totally agree with each other.

Like I say, there’s reasons I’ve tried to stay out of the spotlight.

But like I also said, being with the show’s had its rewards. Made some good new friends. Seen some good kids get some kind of start in leading responsible, useful, rewarding lives. And maybe helped people see those of us who’re touched with the wild cards as real people and not just as freaks, because yes, that kind of bigotry still goes on too. Sure, in the course of the show you’ve seen a lot of us aces and jokers acting venal or backstabbing or self-centered or just being fools. Just like you and your mom and sister and everybody else.

Meanwhile, it’s gonna be a real relief to me to get back to Harlem and the shop, and not have to address problems much weightier than Lefty forgetting to order in more motor oil, or Muhammad forgetting to clean his tools before putting them back in the chest.

Hope y’all enjoyed the show. And I hope some good comes of it for everybody concerned.
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A Judge’s Verdict: Melissa Blackwood aka Topper

I’m not exactly sure why I even agreed to be a judge on American Hero. I’d never even seen a reality television show when the producers approached me. But I knew Peregrine and respected her. She’s had to balance the triple threat of being a victim of the wild card, being a great beauty, and being a woman. It makes it very hard to be taken seriously. Knowing Peregrine helped me make the decision, but really what decided it for me was the kids.

When my card turned I was nineteen years old. It was the trauma of a car wreck while I was at college that triggered the virus and ended my dreams of a brilliant career in ballet. So, now I was an ex-ballerina and an ace, and the world doesn’t offer you a lot of guidance. In fact, no guidance.

I bounced from career to career—SCARE agent, private detective after I got sick of government work. I finally opened my own firm working for one of Jokertown’s foremost defense attorneys. And now American Hero.

There is a point to all this personal history. Here it is. Aces have enormous power and no support system. There are no schools for precocious demi-gods, no guidance counselors. No heroes to look up to—they either die like Fortunato, or worse, just disappear like Dr. Tachyon. We don’t teach them how to use their powers, or how to be heroes, whatever that means.

Do I know what it means to be a hero? Not really, no. We’ve never had the discussion. We all just kept on being the people we were before we got infected with the wild card.

So, when Peregrine approached me and told me the title of the show I was intrigued. I thought we had a real chance here.

Of course, it turned out to be fool’s gold. because beneath all the tinsel of Hollywood we found—more tinsel. Yet despite our best efforts to trivialize this process some of the kids didn’t let it happen. They began the conversation.

What do I mean by that? Well, think about it. We brought together a large group of aces and joker/aces. They got to know each other, and some of them went beyond who was sleeping with who, and who played the metagame better, and who was a prick. They began to have those discussions about heroism. They considered that maybe they were supposed to do more with these powers then just get a date or make money. That the universe might demand that they use these powers responsibly.

And some of them went over to Egypt and defended people who were powerless and despised. It started with a game show that was the very definition of “fake.” It ended with lives saved and lives lost, and it doesn’t get any more real than that.

This isn’t what you want? You want me to talk about how Digger Downs is a prick, and the Harlem Hammer is clueless? Sorry, not going to play that game.

Okay, I’ll give you this much. Because this is Hollywood I think a lot of woman got picked because they were pretty, and not because they had a kick-ass power. Curveball, Earth Witch, and Bubbles had potent abilities, and Gardener could have her uses in select circumstances . . . but a girl who turns into a diamond? A girl who can float like dandelion fluff? A girl who can go really fast on roller skates? Please. These aren’t powers, they’re conversation starters.

Digger accuses me of playing gender politics. Maybe I did go easier on them because I felt sorry for many of them. They shouldn’t have been invited to the dance. Many of them were no more than deuces. After what those kids did in Egypt I think we’ve got to think a lot more seriously about the kind of people we recruit. They can make a difference, so we ought to pick the best and train them to the best of our abilities.

I know I keep coming back to Egypt, but that’s what matters. Why should anybody care if I think the right person “won”?

But okay, I’ll answer the question. I’ll tell you who “won.” Curveball, Earth Witch, Bubbles, Rustbelt, Drummer Boy, Holy Roller, Simoon, King Cobalt, John Fortune, Bugsy, Hardhat, and all the Egyptian jokers who fought alongside the aces, they were the winners. They won a chance to make their lives meaningful.

That’s a prize worth having.
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Peregrine: Your Hostess Speaks

The first of what promises to be many exciting seasons of American Hero is over, and I can honestly say that it has been twelve weeks fraught with suspense and drama, comedy and tragedy, all played out in grand style before the eyes of millions of fascinated viewers.

Many wanted to be the American Hero. Few were called to battle for the honor. Only one was chosen. The final choice for American Hero was balanced on the razor-thin edge of fortune, fate, and circumstance. Jamal Norwood will acquit himself superbly in the year to come. He is handsome, intelligent, caring, and committed, and will set a high standard for those who follow in his footsteps. What he does after his stint as American Hero ends is entirely up to him and certainly, on whatever road he takes he’ll walk with grace and dignity.

We started on the path to glory four months ago with over six hundred and fifty hopeful contestants who tried out in seven American cities. The competitors were of all races and ethnicities and of all social backgrounds. They came from the North, the South, the East, and the West. They were young and mature, already rich and always desperately poor. They were construction workers and students, rock stars and preacher men. The hopes of hundreds were dashed when the twenty-eight were chosen, but twenty-seven of the chosen twenty-eight were destined for disappointment as they fought their way through the crucible of competition.

The contestants were divided into teams and faced trial by fire as they tried to learn how to work with each other to achieve a common goal. Some learned that lesson more easily than others. Those who didn’t were soon lost along the way. In the next weeks unexpected heroes rose to master the challenge. Few viewers, perhaps even few judges, expected much from eleven-year-old Dragon Huntress or the quiet and self-effacing Earth Witch, but real heroes arise when seemingly ordinary people face extraordinary circumstances with calmness, quick thinking, and fighting hearts, which is what both of these surprising heroines used to win the prize for their team. And perhaps find some confidence in themselves, as well.

The scavenger race, whose only rule was “there are no rules,” taught our budding heroes the lesson of competition not against the elements, but with others who also desired the mantle of American Hero. The lesson learned that week was that those who want it the most are the ones who get it. The winner wasn’t the unfocused rock star who took time out from duty to sign autographs for his adoring fans. It was the hardworking, nose-to-the-grindstone champions who never took their eyes of the prize, not for a single second.

Our want-to-be heroes were not immune to the foibles of the real world. In perhaps the most controversial incident in the course of the series, one claimed a fellow contestant uttered a racial slur that no one else heard. Ultimately, this claim could never be proven or denied and it colored the proceedings for the rest of the season. Was Stuntman right or wrong in going public with his claim? Should he have handled the matter privately? The disturbance certainly changed some lives profoundly, possibly even the ultimate outcome of American Hero.

The teams started to hit their strides as the weeks passed more quickly than seemed possible. Everyone learned their teammates’ strengths and weaknesses, but also the personal sides of things became important as friendships, alliances, and cliques grew, all of which would factor into contestant Discards from this point on. The stakes increased, the peril ratcheted up several notches, the excitement surged when it came time for our nascent heroes to battle other wild talents. Three aces—young Lohengrin from Germany, hulking Detroit Steel, and the ultimate veteran, Golden Boy, who over his seven decades has seen more combat in more places on this Earth than any other ace—along with the mysterious stage magician Noel Matthews, confronted the now thinned ranks of our young heroes. The veterans, as so often is the case, largely proved to be too much for the neophytes.

But again, the real world intruded into our unfolding drama, first, in an earthquake that struck the mansion housing the Discard Pile, second, in an earthquake of the human spirit, when a group of Discards heard another voice calling them from halfway across the world. A catastrophe of epic proportions drew them to Egypt, where they proved themselves real heroes as they went to the battlefields of a foreign land to protect the poor and weak. Three of them paid the ultimate sacrifice and laid down their lives for their brethren. All now carry scars and horrific memories that have changed them forever. Those who are gone will never be forgotten. Their stories will be told on American Hero—Special International Edition, which will air later this fall. This will be a very special two-hour event, not to be missed.

Like any new enterprise, some mistakes were made in this first season of American Hero. We can’t do much about natural disasters and unexpected social upheavals, but some things we can correct. We received a certain amount of unfounded criticism for putting a minor in needless peril, but rest assured that cute little Dragon Huntress was never in any real danger. However, taking the concerns of our audience to heart, next season we will institute an age limit of eighteen, ensuring the safety of America’s child aces.

Other viewers were concerned about a certain lack of morality exhibited by some contestants. Rest assured that we at American Hero do not approve of such behavior, and it has always been and will remain our policy to document such behavior only to place it in the context of show continuity, so that viewers can fully understand the complex web of interrelationships that come into play when Discard decisions are made.

Other viewers were somewhat upset by the lack of jokers on the show. Committed as we are to exhibiting the great diversity of our wonderful wild card society, our talent scouts are even now combing America to find those special contestants who can hold their own against anyone and compete confidently in the next great season of American Hero.

We all learned something from this season of American Hero, contestants, judges, and producers alike. Drummer Boy learned that it’s easier to be a rock star than a hero. Cleopatra learned that charm, like beauty, is only skin deep. Any number of contestants learned that diamonds, or at least one particular diamond, aren’t necessarily a girl’s best friend. I learned that insurance doesn’t cover “damage to property caused by insects, vermin, or aces.”

Rest assured that we’ll take our hard-won knowledge and apply it to the next season, making it even bigger, more exciting, and more heroic for you, our viewers.

Our researches are already crisscrossing the country to bring you the most colorful, the most amazing, the most scintillating aces ever to grace a television screen. Look for them in your city or town and please join us in the fall for the second great season of American Hero!

The First Wild Cards Day or, the Game That Ate My Life

by George R. R. Martin

In the books, Wild Cards Day is celebrated every September 15, in memory of September 15, 1946, the day that Jetboy spoke his immortal last words while Dr. Tod loosed an alien virus over Manhattan.

In real life, September 15, 1946, happens to be the day that Howard Waldrop was born . . . and Howard, coincidentally, wrote “Thirty Minutes Over Broadway,” the opening story of the first Wild Cards book, wherein all these events take place.

In the books, September 20 is a day of no special note. In real life, however, it marks the day of my birth, two years and five days after H’ard. September 20 is the true Wild Cards Day. It was on that day in 1983 that Vic Milan gave me a role-playing game called Superworld as a birthday present, thereby unknowingly planting the first seed of the Wild Cards universe.

As I unwrapped that gift, I was still a relative innocent where role-playing games were concerned. Mind you, I had played plenty of games over the years. I had paid my bills directing chess tournaments in the early ’80s, while trying to establish myself as an SF writer. Before that I had been captain of my college chess team, and of my high school chess team before that. Role-playing had not yet been invented when I was a kid, but we had checkers and Sorry! and Parcheesi for rainy days, and Hide and Seek and Ringoleavio and Oh O’Clock for warm summer evenings. Although my parents never owned a house, that did not stop me from building vast real estate empires across a Monopoly board. There were Broadside and Stratego as well, and all through childhood I never lost a game of Risk (I always commanded the red armies, and refused to play if denied “my” color). After a while none of my friends dared to face me, so I’d set up the board in the bedroom and fight wars against myself, playing all six armies, inventing kings and generals to command them, merrily invading, attacking, and betraying myself for hours. And maybe that was role-playing of sorts, now that I come to think of it.

But it was not until I arrived in New Mexico in 1980 that I began to game regularly. Some of the Albuquerque writers had a small gaming group, and they invited me to come sit in on a session. I was pretty dubious at the time. I had seen kids playing D&D at cons, pretending to be Thongor the Barbarian and Pipsqueak the Hobbit while killing monsters and looking for treasure. I had read too much bad sword and sorcery in my youth for that to have much appeal. And there were all these weirdly shaped dice you had to roll to determine whether you lived or died. I would sooner have joined a weekly poker game or an ongoing game of Diplomacy. I was much too old and sophisticated for this role-playing stuff, after all. Still, if this was what the local writers were into, I figured I might as well give it a try.

Famous last words, those.

This Albuquerque gaming group included Walter Jon Williams, Victor Milan, John Jos. Miller, his wife Gail Gerstner Miller, and Melinda M. Snodgrass, all of whom would eventually become important contributors to the Wild Cards anthologies. Royce Wideman and Jim Moore were also part of the group, and my own sweet lady Parris joined in with me. At the time we got involved, the gang was mostly playing a Call of Cthulhu campaign run by Walter, and less frequently Vic’s Morrow Project scenario, so those were the first two games I sampled.

They were great fun . . . and nothing like I had imagined role-playing to be. I had fallen in with writers, and these games were stories. Playing Walter’s game was like stepping into the pages of an H. P. Lovecraft story, except that the characters were more fully realized than Lovecraft’s ever were. There was triumph and tragedy, heroism and cowardice, love affairs and betrayals, and every now and again a shoggoth, too. Our weekly sessions were part communal storytelling and part improv theater, part group therapy and part mass psychosis, part adventure and part soap opera. We created some wonderful characters and lived inside them, and many a night never rolled those funny twenty-sided dice at all.

After a few months, I began to make noises about wanting to try to run a game myself. As much fun as the players were having, it seemed to me that the GM was having even more. He was the creator, the conductor leading the orchestra, the team captain, and the opposing team rolled up in one omnipotent package. “God,” the group called our GMs. Who doesn’t want to play god? I finally succumbed to the temptations and designed my own Cthulhu adventure for the gang. Once I had tasted the joys of godhood there was no turning back . . . even though this particular lot of players were so damned sharp that they unraveled the central mystery of my game about sixteen minutes into the action.

That was more or less where things stood when my birthday rolled around, and Vic gave me that fatal copy of Superworld. The gang had tried another superhero game before my time and hadn’t liked it much . . . but this was a new system, and Vic knew that I was a comic book fan from way back. I had cut my teeth on funny books while growing up in Bayonne, New Jersey. Superman and Batman had more to do with me learning to read than Dick and Jane ever did, and the first stories I ever published were amateur superhero “text stories” in the dittoed comic fanzines. Superworld seemed made for me, and me for Superworld.

What happened next was almost scary. I came up with a campaign and my friends came up with characters, and we began to play, and before any of us knew what was happening Superworld had swallowed us all. At first we were playing once a week, alternating Superworld with sessions of Walter’s game or Vic’s. But soon we stopped playing Morrow Project entirely, and then Call of Cthulhu as well. It was all Superworld. We would assemble at suppertime, play until two or sometimes three in the morning, then postmortem the game we had just played for another hour or so. Many a time dawn caught me while I was driving home from Albuquerque to Santa Fe. Within half a year we were playing twice a week, with one campaign running in Albuquerque and a second in Santa Fe, and the same players participating in both. Once, at an especially dull SF con, we adjourned to my room and played Superworld all weekend, leaving the game to do our panels and readings and then rushing back.

A number of characters who would later grace the Wild Cards books made their first appearances in those games, albeit in early “rough draft” versions significantly different from their later selves. Melinda’s first character was Topper, but a Topper who had only her costume in common with the bit player who would appear in Ace in the Hole. Walter’s firstborn was Black Shadow, with powers and personality both rather different from his later Wild Cards incarnation. In the game, Shad was the brother of Vic’s character, who would become the Harlem Hammer of the anthologies. Chip Wideman played a succession of surly antiheroes and the sweet-natured Toad Man before devising Crypt Kicker, toxic shit-kicker from hell. John Jos. Miller had Nightmare, who never did make it into the books. And Jim Moore . . . well, I could tell you about Jim Moore’s characters, but if I did the PC police would have to kill you. The first incarnation of Hiram Worchester was pure comic relief: a well-meaning oaf who fought crime from a blimp and called himself Fatman. And the primordial Turtle might have had Tom Tudbury’s name, power, and shell, but he shared none of his history or personality.

Many of these early creations were retired when the players got a better feel for the campaign, and for the nuances of the Superworld rules. Topper hung up her top hat, Black Shadow faded back into the shadows, the Harlem Hammer went back to repairing motorcycles. In place of Shad, Walter introduced Modular Man and his mad creator. Vic Milan unveiled Cap’n Trips and all of his friends, and John Miller brought in Yeoman to displace Nightmare. Some of the gang had gotten it right on the first try, though; Gail never played anyone but Peregrine, and Parris was Elephant Girl from the start; the book version of Radha O’Reilly as pretty much a clone of the earlier game version.

The game was deeply and seriously addictive for all of us . . . but for me most of all. I was god, which meant I had lots of planning and preparation to do before the players even arrived. The game ate their nights and their weekends, but it ate my life. For more than a year, Superworld consumed me, and during that time I wrote almost nothing. Instead I spent my days coming up with ingenious new plot twists to frustrate and delight my players, and rolling up still more villains to bedevil them. Parris used to listen at my office door, hoping to hear the clicking of my keyboard from within, only to shudder at the ominous rattle of dice.

I told myself it was writer’s block. My last book, an ambitious rock ’n’ roll fantasy called The Armageddon Rag, had failed dismally despite great reviews, and my career was in the dumps, enough to block anyone. Looking back now, though, it’s plain to see that I wasn’t blocked at all. I was creating characters and devising plots every day, like a man possessed. It was the opposite of being blocked. I was in a creative frenzy, of the sort I sometimes experienced on the home stretch of a novel, when the real world seems to fade away and nothing matters but the book you are living by day and dreaming of by night. That was exactly what was happening here, only there was no book . . . yet. There was only the game.

I don’t know just when my fever broke, or why. Maybe my steadily diminishing bank account and rapidly increasing debt had something to do with it. I loved the game, I loved all these wonderful characters that my friend and I had created, I loved the ego boost I got from my players after an especially exciting session . . . but I loved having a house to live in too, which meant I had to keep making those pesky mortgage payments. And godhood, intoxicating as it was, did not pay.

Thus it was that one day, while rolling up yet another batch of really nifty villains, I said the magic words—

“There’s got to be some way to make some money from this.”

It turned out there was . . . but for that story, you’ll need to come back next month.

George R. R. MartinMay 15, 2001

Copyright c 2001 by George R. R. Martin

American Hero is All My Fault and I’m Not Sorry

by Carrie Vaughn

Melinda won’t say how long Wild Cards has been around but I will: I started reading the series with Vol. 5: Down and Dirty when I was about sixteen. Thirty years ago now. I’ve grown up with these books.

One of the first things I learned as a Wild Cards writer is that when I tell George and Melinda that I grew up with the books they get this sort of pained Wait how long have we been doing this? expression and that I really probably should not tell the original writers that I grew up with the books.

I loved the series because there wasn't anything else like it on the shelves. I already loved superheroes, I adored Lynda Carter and Superfriends and all the rest. But this . . . this was different. This was real and visceral, engaging with history directly. Comics so often dealt in metaphors, but this? Wild Cards was unflinching. HUAC really happened. Rock stars in a superhero world? Here you go. Gang wars with superpowers? Let’s do it. New York City? Hollywood? Politics? It's all here. Let’s give it all a cost that affects the whole fabric of society and then ask, “What if? What next?” And honestly, diligently answer those questions.

In hindsight, I think Wild Cards had a bigger influence on my writing than I realized at the time. I started writing stories set in an urban fantasy world with vampires and werewolves and other supernatural creatures. One of my pet peeves of the genre (I have several . . .) is that so much of it is supposedly set in “the real world” and then doesn’t really do anything with that. The novels end up building their own closed systems in which to tell stories of angst and adventure that often seem cut off from reality.

I didn’t want to do that, so I looked out: What would a world where vampires and werewolves are real really look like? Well, they’d have their own talk radio advice show, for a start. There’d be an agency in the NIH dedicated to studying them. The army would recruit werewolves and send them to Afghanistan. There’d be congressional hearings. (Just like in Walter Jon William’s first Wild Cards story, “Witness.” See what I mean about influence? By the way, “Witness” isn’t just a subversive superhero story, it’s a great character study.)

So yeah, if you want to write stories set in “the real world” you have to look outward, and Wild Cards has always done that beautifully. Then, at long last, I went to Bubonicon in Albuquerque and met George and Melinda and a bunch of the original authors. To my credit, I managed to politely say, “Nice to meet you,” before blurting, “So, what’s new with Wild Cards and do you by chance need any new writers?” But it’s a good thing I did ask because the answer was yes.

And then I looked out. What’s out there? What wild and crazy things are bubbling in the culture, and what would that look like with superheroes? Heh. As Melinda said, American Hero started out as a throwaway background detail for a character I pitched who didn’t even make the cut. But that’s not where it ended. The TV show turned out to be a perfect way to introduce a bunch of new characters in a hurry. Which meant, suddenly, it was anchoring an entire book.

We joke that American Hero is all my fault. My sixteen-year-old fangirl self couldn’t be happier about that.

It didn’t end there, either. Because the internet is a thing that exists now and provides so many opportunities for extras and bonus material, and George decided that it wasn’t enough to touch on a few episodes of American Hero during the action of Inside Straight. We needed to work out how that entire first season went, every challenge, every elimination, every confessional, every interpersonal conflict.

Since the whole thing was my fault, I got to write it. Actually, that’s not totally true, because just about every author in the consortium came up with characters to fill out the show’s roster, and they were probably all surprised when we turned around and asked them to actually write about them. I did the episode summaries, but most of the confessionals and asides were written by the characters’ own creators. It all ended up being a huge amount of fun. Especially when the posts went live and readers started commenting in-world and in-character . . .

The whole collaborative project of Wild Cards took on a new layer with the American Hero blog. For a while there, we thought the whole thing was going to vanish into the ether, in the ephemeral way the internet often behaves. So I’m very pleased that our work here is getting new life as a companion volume to Inside Straight. You want to know what competitive reality TV looks like with superheroes? Here you go.

Though now I’m suddenly wondering how Earth Witch and Curveball would do as a team on The Amazing Race. . . .
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