











                                                HEART OF THE INFERNO







         The water out on the bay rippled slightly as a couple of mallard ducks paddled by, going about their business on a pleasant October day. The wind was low, the temperature quite above seasonal, with many people out enjoying the waterfront not wearing jackets whatsoever. One of these people was Calvin Murphy, a man in his thirties with short brown hair. He sat on a bench overlooking the public boat launch, watching as fishing and pleasure crafts came and went, some heading out while others were being loaded back onto their trailers. Calvin was enjoying some quiet time out in the fresh air on his day off, happy to just lose himself in the beautiful weather, the sun shining down from above.
         It had been four months since he had merged with the mythical phoenix and become the host for the poweful being, known as Fury in their combined form. The phoenix was a part of him ever since then, and talked to him in his mind when it wanted to. 
       'I remember such days from long ago that my previous host also set aside for silent contemplation, much like this.' said the phoenix in the back of Calvin's mind. 'Good for the soul, if you ask me.' ir finished, reminiscing of times long past, going back thousands of years. Calvin smiled. 
      "It is quite enjoyable." he said under his breath, so as not to arouse suspicion in any of the passersby that were out in force around him.
       Calvin sighed as he saw a few happy couples arm in arm walking along the waterfront trails, wishing he was one of them. In the weeks after becoming Fury, he was seriously involved with a woman he had saved on his first experience with the powers of Fury. Her name was Alicia Sanderson, and he had become attracted to her quickly, the two of them becoming a couple, even falling in love. After a dangerous event and some serious contemplation, he decided he couldn't risk something happening to her, or having her love a man who was really two beings in one body, so they went their separate ways reluctantly. He had only heard from her twice in the last few months, both being phone calls just to say hello and see how she was doing. The conversations didn't go far.
        He still cared about her, still loved her immensely, and wanted to be with her in the worst way. But, he had to think of the big picture, knowing he now had a higher purpose and duty to be Fury, standing up against all evil in the name of good, no matter the cost. Still, he questioned this course of action frequently, wondering if it had really been the wisest course of action. 
      'I can read your thoughts.' started the phoenix again in his mind. 'You humans always seem to be stuck on certain choices, and review them in your minds over and over to no end.' he said in a scolding tone. 'I know you care for her more than anything. It's possible you can be with her, and be Fury, but it wouldn't be easy, and it would involve a lot of maturity and will.' it finished, warning.
       Calvin nodded. "I know." he whispered. 
       "I have never shyed away from adversity." he finished, looking to the ground for no reason. He had faced much since his merging, his life turning into anything but ordinary. Not wanting to wallow in any kind of self-pity, he thought it best to leave the bench and the wonderful view of the bay for the time being, electing to go back towards the downtown area and have dinner. Calvin got up and strolled down the trail in the direction of downtown, nodding back at a few passersby that nodded in his direction, as well as watching a couple of younger boys cast their fishing lines off the rocks on the shoreline. All in all, it hadn't been that bad of a day off. Soon, he'd be at one of his favourite restaurants enjoying a hearty meal.


       Sitting alone amongst all the happy couples that seemed to be out and about was never an easy thing, especially not today. Alicia Sandersonn found herself sitting at one end of a bench on the south shore of the lake's waterfront trail, next to a grove of ash trees where the mallard ducks liked to congregate. She pushed some of her dark, shoulder length hair out of her face and gazed out at the water, not exactly sure what she was trying to see. A small sailboat slowly plodded past, the wind almost non-existant out on the bay. It had been some time since she had last seen Calvin, opting only to talk to him on the phone a couple of times over the months since they decided to go their own ways.
      In her heart, she knew his decision was reluctant, having seen how much he had cared about her in the weeks after he had become the merged being known as Fury. In those two short conversations, he had seemed pretty much at peace with everything, unless he had been holding back out of concern for her. Alicia frowned as she looked out over the water, her life feeling empty since their split. She had promised herself some time back that she wouldn't think about him and move on, but it had been easier said than done. She found herself pining for him more often than not, knowing that Calvin really did complete her, and now it felt like a piece of her had gone missing. Alicia sighed and got up off the bench, getting bored of feeling down, deciding to go for a walk.
       She wanted to be with him more than anything, but she also respected their mutual decision on the matter, due to his life now as Fury. Alicia had no idea what might happen with him in the future, but she was starting to not care about that, her feeling of lonliness and desire to be with him outweighing rational thought. She had never felt this way for anyone before, and had been mustering up the courage in the last little while to confront him about everything, and save what they had together. Alicia stopped by the water and looked out into the bay. the sun starting to set behind the condominiums, which cast a couple of shadows out onto the water. 
       "Calvin....." she whispered, longing for him, the man that had touched her heart and changed her forever. 
        Sighing, she continued on and headed towards the main beach area, intending to watch the darkness fall on the lake before it was time for her to head off home and spend yet another evening alone, surrounded by her thoughts.


        The sun had set and whisked itself away to reveal the night sky by the time Calvin had finished his meal and exited the restaurant, intending to go for a bit of a walk to work it off before heading for home. 
        'I will never understand why you humans feel it necessary to over eat and gorge yourselves just for satisfaction.' said the phoenix to Cal, telepathically. 'Care to explain?' it asked, hoping for a summary of the reasons. Cal smiled to himself. 
       "Not I think today." he said to himself with a chuckle, continuing on down the main street that ran through downtown. 
       'Oh, very well then.' replied a frustrated phoenix, not bothering to continue on the conversation at this point, knowing it was a dead end.
        There was still no winds present, not even a breeze, and the night sky was quite clear of any clouds, signalling a beautiful evening to be out and about. Cal marvelled at the new street lamps and their light, looking across the street at one of the local bars and it's outdoor patio still in operation. 
        "Nice night." he remarked.
        It wasn't long until he crossed at the traffic lights at the next cross street, passing by Alicia's workplace in the process. He sighed as he thought about her, but didn't stop at all. "Maybe I'll sit next to that big tree." said Cal, pondering the large maple he liked to sit next to more often than not when borrowing some books from Bay City's large downtown library, a favourite spot of his.
       When he got to the parkette, he sat down on the bench that was located under his cherished tree, and took a seat. There seemed to be no one else around, and the parking lot nearby looked devoid of any activity. 
       Suddenly, shouting coming from said parking lot broke the evening's quiet, with Cal getting up from the bench to go take a peek at the disturbance. He walked up to another tree and stood behind it, concealing himself in the shadow, and peeked around it to look at the lot. Two men were standing next to a panel van holding a smaller man upside down, while another man in dark clothing took cheap shots at the restrained hostage, pummelling him at will. 
       'You know what you have to do.' said the phoenix telepathically in a serious tone. 'This can't continue.' he finished.
        Calvin only nodded, and stepped back from the large tree. 
"Fury!" he exclaimed, before his body was enveloped by a brilliant fire that coalesced in bright hues of red and orange, transforming him into Fury, as wings of fire sprouted from his form, his clothing replaced by a black and burgundy body suit with an orange fireball on his chest. His eyes were replaced with yellow flames as he leapt into the air and flew over to the disturbance trailing fire behind him. 
       Fury landed behind the thugs with a bang, orange flames that looked liked ropes crackling off him left and right. 
      "Unhand that man, or FACE THE CONSEQUENCES!" he ordered, the three aggressors staring at him with their mouths open. The two men that were holding the victim let go and ran off in opposite directions. 
       Fury spread his arms out in those directions and shot out beams of flames from them, striking the fleeing men and sending them crashing to the ground and completely out of commission. He quickly turned his attention back to the third goon, and eyed him angrily.
      "Surrender, or else!" he stated, voice booming. 
The goon was defiant in return. "Bugger off, or I'll do to you what I did to this guy, you freak!" he replied, advancing with what looked to be a small crowbar in his right hand. Fury laughed the man's audacity, as well as his puny excuse for a weapon. 
      "We shall see!" yelled Fury, before raising his right arm at the man, a thick rope of fire wrapping itself around the thug, his crowbar dropping to the ground with a clang. Fury then laughed as he again leapt into the air, his wings of fire flapping as he gained altitude, the criminal starting to scream and plead for his life now.


       The bay and it's water having gone dark, Alicia had found a vacant picnic table in the grassy area away from the boardwalk, and gazed up at the sky between the two older condominiums, having spotted a star in the night sky that peaked her interest, as it was all by itself in that portion of the heavens. 
      "Such a lonely little star....." she said, voice trailing off. Without warning, a bright object caught her attention to the right. A flaming object that resembled a bird streaked into view and landed on the roof of the condominium that she sat near, starting to dangle something over the edge that was wrapped up in it's grasp of fire. 
     "Calvin...." she whispered, knowing it was him as Fury up there, obviously up to something. She squinted a bit to see it was a man flailing around in Fury's grasp and hanging over the side of the building, almost as if he was being toyed with.
       "What's going on up there?" she wondered, as a couple of other passersby started to look up at the commotion as well. Alicia watched intently as the unknown man dangled uncontrollably, the rope made of fire that held him also slapping him against the building repeatedly. It wasn't long before she could hear screams of terror coming form up there, that of the man being held at bay. She decided to get a closer look, and left the picnic table to hurry across the street and closer to the condominium. 
       Upon approach of the bottom of the large building, she looked back up just in time to see the fire restraints disappear, the man who had been dangling now in a freefall. The scream was loud and rang out between the structures, when without warning, a brilliant flash of fire and light suddenly landed under the man's freefall, the arms of Fury outstretched to catch the man quickly.
        Rolling off the flaming hands and onto the ground, the man didn't move any further, and started to cry heavily. 
       "Let that be a lesson to you!" boomed Fury's voice, before he looked to his right, noticing Alicia's presence. His yellow fireball eyes seemed to dim, before he looked skyward and leapt into the air, a mighty squawk echoing as Fury's wings of fire carried him up into the night sky, disappearing quickly. Alicia sighed, missing a chance to say something, then looked back to the man, who was still crying his eyes out on the soft grass next to the building. 
      Soonafter, police cars showed up, and officers jumped out and ran over, arresting the man and hurrying him off to a cruiser to ferry him down to police headqaurters. The action over, Alicia resigned herself to heading home finally.


      The spoon made a tinging sound as it came in contact with the mug a couple of times, the tea inside the cup swirling around a bit. Calvin took the utensil back out and set it aside, before taking a sip of the brownish liquid. The aroma from the Earl Grey tea had already pierced the air before him, and the taste was even better. As he put the cup back down, a familiar face walked up to his table in the small shop, her face as beautiful as ever, even if she did look like there was a lot on her mind. 
      "Alicia." he said, voice trailing off as he was taken by her shoulder length brown hair and sparkling green eyes. 
     "Can we talk?" she queried, distracted by something, unbeknownst to Calvin.
     "For you, anything." he replied. "Join me." he finished, motioning towards the empty chair in front of him. 
     Alicia shook her head. "Not here." she stated. "Please...." she pleaded, softly. Calvin knew something was up, and got up out of his chair and put his jacket on, leaving the tea behind. 
     "Lead the way." he said, ushering her towards the exit of the coffee shop, as they both exited onto the main street. She said nothing, but lead him down around the corner towards the cross walk that headed to History Park. Once the traffic stopped at the signal, they crossed and headed into the park, with Alicia taking him into the vacant gazebo that stood near the pond. No one else was around, and it was then that Alicia stopped and turned to face him, her eyes showing some fear.
     "I saw you last night, Calvin." she started. 
     "I saw you as Fury, dangling a man from the condominium and almost killing him. And then, you saw me, but said nothing to me, even though your facial expression looked to be one of sadness." she finished, feeling down herself now. 
      Calvin nodded. "I had a feeling you might be around." he started. "The criminal I was toying with had been doing the same thing to an innocent a little while earlier. I taught him a valuable lesson as punishment. I will never take a life, no matter how evil it is." he explained. "As for seeing you there....." his voice trailed off and softened for a moment. "I.....I don't quite know how to say this, but.....I am incomplete without you. I long for you, and I fear I made the wrong decision months back." he said softly.
       Her expression changed dramatically at that statement. Alicia went from being suspicious and abrasive, and started to instantly feel compassionate and loving. 
      "I.....I miss you, so much.....and, I still love you!" she whispered, before starting to tear up as Calvin wrapped his arms around her and held her tight, not wanting to let her go under any circumstances. 
     "I love you too, no matter what." he responded, holding her as she sobbed a bit, the emotions of the situation a little overwhelming. 
    'Perhaps I underestimated the bond you have forged with her. For this I apologize.' said the phoenix telepathically, touched by strong feelings he could sense from the two humans, finally aware of how strong the connection between them really was. 'I've been known to be wrong once and a while.' he finished, staying silent afterwords and letting the moment continue.


      The next day went like many others before it, with Calvin commuting to Lake City for work, grinding through the work day as he had always done, then leaving for home, hoping to spend the rest of the day watching some sports on his television. Forty-five minutes into his drive home up the expressway, his phone started to ring. He pressed the hands-free button on his steering wheel, and answered the call safely. 
      "Hi there!" he said happily, seeing Alicia's phone number on the car's call display screen. 
      "Hi." replied Alicia warmly. "I was wondering if you'd like to--" her voice was cut off by the sound of a loud boom, as the phone call was temporarily scrambled and the car shook slightly. 
     "Cal. Cal....can you hear me?" she asked, sounding confused for a moment. Calvin answered quickly.
     "Yeah, I can hear you." he said. "There was some kind of loud boom that I heard and even felt. Weird." he said, his car now heading up the last hill into the bottom end of town. Alicia had heard it as well. 
     "I heard it too a second ago. Kind of muffled." she replied. As Calvin's car rounded the turn towards the first off-ramp, he saw something to his left. A massive plume of smoke with orange filling the sky behind it greeted his eyes as he tried to look at it further, while keeping his attention on the road.
     "Geez!" he said. "Something big is happening over by the big industrial plant!" he stated. "Looks like a giant fireball. I'm going to go check it out." he finished, taking the off-ramp fast, leaving the highway behind to go investigate the disturbance nearby.
     "Cal.....be careful!" warned Alicia, getting worried now. Calvin nodded, even though she couldn't see him. 
      "I will, I promise." he said reasurringly. "I'll see you when this is over." he said, ending the call and focusing on the problem ahead. 
     'Hmmm.' started the phoenix telepathically. 'I sense much energy and force ahead. This might be no small task.' he warned. Calvin agreed. 
"Indeed, but if there's people trapped in there, I have to try helping them." he replied, getting closer to the plant, the whole area in a state of chaos. 
    'This will take all of your discipline and courage. Be ready for anything.' finished the phoenix, as Calvin pulled off into a nearby parking lot and left his car behind, running towards the maelstrom that was the industrial plant. 
    "Fury!" he exclaimed, as his body once again became enveloped in flames, his wings of fire burning into existence, his eyes turning yellow with fire, and his familiar burgundy and black suit wrapping around him.
                                           

       From the moment she hung up thr phone on that call, Alicia felt uneasy. Something about this situation that Calvin was heading into didn't sit well at all with her, and she was compelled to go to him, no matter what. Having quickly gathered her purse and such, she made a quick call to a taxi company and hurried outside, the vehicle showing up in less than ten minutes. After she had told the driver her destination, he balked for a moment and warned her of the events in that area. 
       "Bad scene there. Might be better to avoid the whole area." he said in a gruff voice. Alicia shook her head. 
      "I have a friend in that area who needs me." she replied. "Just drop me off as close to the coffee shop as you can." she finished, intending to go through with this no  matter what.
       "Okay ma'am." said the driver, dropping the matter and driving on to the south end of town. The trip there didn't take too long, all things considered. Alicia's mouth fell open at the sight of the flames in the background, past the strip where the coffee shop was. Fire was everywhere, as were fire trucks and other emergency vehicles, littering the roads and some of the parking lots. The cab rolled to a stop in the shop's lot, with Alicia paying the driver in cash. 
        "Thanks." she said as she got out of the vehicle. 
        "Good luck to you." replied  the driver in his gruff voice, before he turned back out onto the road and went in the opposite direction from all the chaos that was happening nearby.
         Alicia jogged over to the bushes that buffered the parking lot she was in, bordering on the small car dealership next door. No one was around, as she stopped to get a better look at the industrial complex up by the next traffic lights and across the street. Amidst all the fire and menace, she noticed something high above. She could just make out the winged form of Fury, starting on a downward trajectory towards the raging inferno that was the plant. Alicia was all but helpless to watch the man she loved dive into the fracas below, quickly disappearing into the fray. 
       "Calvin.....come back to me.....please....." she pleaded, sadness taking over as her voice trailed off into the night, the sounds of sirens and crackling fire replacing just about everything else at this point. For the first time since she learned of him being Fury, she was afraid for his life, unsure how this would all end.


       Crashing through the roof and onto the production floor of the plant, Fury looked about at the chaos that surrounded him. Fires burned uncontrollably everywhere. Machinery was sparking, beams were starting to fall from the ceiling, and chemical bottles started to light up like flares. Through it all, he could hear a couple of screams nearby, probably from trapped workers. 
     'We should be able to absord some of the energy to help put out the fires.' said the phoenix telepathically. 'I have always been able to do this, but only to a point. I'm not without limitations, and neither is the Fury matrix.' he finished. Fury nodded, his eyes glowing yellow. 
     "I will attempt to free those people, with your guidance." he replied, heading in the direction of where he heard the screams.
      It took little time to find the man and woman, trapped behind flaming debris. "W...Who are you??" asked the man with the yellow hard hat, his clothes and face singed. Fury replied in kind. 
     "I am Fury. I'll get you out of here as fast as I can." he said. The man looked around before speaking again, the woman too frightened to speak. 
     "But....we're trapped! There's no way out!" he exclaimed. Fury looked at the man, then to the nearest wall, made of reinforced concrete. 
     "One moment." he replied, before staring at the heavy wall. Twin beams of yellow flame shot out from his eyes and blew a hole through the wall large enough for the two to escape. "Go, quickly." he ordered. The woman started off, but the man stood there for a moment and stared. 
     "What about you?" he queried. Fury looked around and motioned to the fires. 
     "I must put these out. Go." he ordered, as the man nodded and offered his thanks before running out the hole in the wall to safety. Once they were outside and safe, Fury started to try to absorb some of the fire energy as he made his way across the plant floor.
     "It's.....it's taking a lot of my being to do this....." he said, already feeling the strain from taking in so much raw energy into his being. The surrounding inferno started to fade as more and more of it was absorbed into the Fury matrix, with the phoenix starting to fade now due to the onslaught. Minutes ticked by, as flames from the hotspots were being pulled from all areas of the plant towards Fury like metal fibers to a magnet. 
     "Ahhhhh!" screamed Calvin, his eyes glowing so bright of a yellow, they looked as if they would envelope him. 
      'Not......sure.....how much more.....we can take.......' laboured the phoenix, overwhelmed. 'Only one thing......we can do.....' said the phoenix telepathically, the last thing Fury heard before he blacked out completely, the world going very dark all of a sudden.


       Her expression turned from one of worry to that of astonishment, watching intently as the various fires began to shrink, and ultimately disappear, save a few small ones that the firefighters present were able to dowse with their equipment. Without warning, an object that resembled a fireball of some sort flew out of the hulk that was once a plant, and slammed into the ground between the industrial complex and her, it's own fire going out quickly. 
      Without hesitation, she ran towards it, stomping down some long grass as she did. It didn't take her long to get to the site to see Calvin lying on the ground, motionless and blackened from the fire. He didn't appear to be too badly hurt, but he wasn't moving either. "Calvin!" screamed Alicia as she slid down beside him and propped his head up.
      "Calvin.....Calvin wake up!" she pleaded, starting to sob. After a tense few seconds, Calvin's eyelids fluttered a couple times, before they slowly opened, his blue eyes starting to focus on her. 
      "Alicia...?" he mumbled, slowly regaining conciousness. 
      "Yes!" she said happily. "It's me!" she reassured as he struggled to sit up. Alicia helped him to sit up, and cradled his upper body. 
      "My....my head hurts." he said softly, slowly remembering what had happened. 
      "Fires are out?" he asked, trying to look around at the plant. 
Alicia smiled. "Yes. The fires are out. Thanks to you." she replied, before hugging him tightly. Calvin put his arms around her as well, the two of them sharing the loving embrace for as long as they could. The bond they shared was only getting stronger.
       After a little while longer, the phoenix began to speak to him telepathically again. 'Well....." it started. 'That was an ordeal for the record books. I didn't think that much energy could be absorbed, and yet here we are. You did quite well in there. Try to take it easy for the next little while. We will both need time to regenerate and get ourselves back to peak form.' it finished. Calvin just nodded, as he started to get to his feet, with Alicia's help of course. 
       "Let's....get out of here." he mentioned, feeling a bit better, and able to move about now. Alicia smiled and stood before him, holding both his hands in hers and kissing him softly on his lips. He returned it, as they shared a tender moment before walking off hand in hand, away from the smouldering plant.


       "Your tea madam." said Calvin with a smile as he handed a steaming cup of the hot liquid to Alicia, already seated on the bench near the water. She smiled back and accepted the hot drink happily, waiting for Calvin to slide onto the bench next to her before she took a sip. Calvin held his own drink with his right hand, while putting his left arm around his love and holding her close while they both gazed out onto the rippling waters of the lake as the sun continued it's descent for the day. Alicia took another sip of her tea before resting her head on his shoulder, happy to spend the rest of the day like this, with the man she loved. 
     "Calvin." she started, voice trailing off. He turned and kissed her on her forehead gently before answering. 
      "Mmm?" he said softly, enjoying the moment.
      "This is perfect." she said, before leaning in and kissing him on the lips gently. Calvin smiled, and held her closer as they both sipped from their tea and enjoyed the evening, the air a little chilly buy quite bearable. The sun's light kept fading as the time ticked by, the streetlamps and walking path lamps flickering to life in response. Cal couldn't think of anywhere else he wanted to be right now, nor anyone else he wanted to be with. Most importantly, he had the best of both worlds, and was making it work. He had what could still be considered a normal life. He was still a man that got up for work every day and put in his time, coming home at night to relax, and/or spend time with those he loved. But in times of crisis, when something more than a common man was needed, he became......


      ......Fury. Man and Phoenix coming together as one. The legend of Fury continues on to defend it's world against the darkness that would bring it down, a beacon of hope, courage, and honour that will always be the light, helping those in need. As he had been in the days of long past, Fury was once again the pillar of strength that held the whole together, never wavering in his duty to the world. The legend of Fury continuing on forever......


                                                               THE END


                                                             

