Villains of Coast City: The Screaming Skull

By Doug Roth

Coast City Courier


    his week, Doug Roth interviews one of the old

   breed; a man who was once one of Coast City’s more notorious supervillains (but now retired), the Screaming Skull, now known as Victor Stewart.


While my job allows me the opportunity to interview many of our cities defenders, and a few of the more flamboyant (and attention-seeking) supervillains, I rarely have the chance to speak to one of the more mainstream miscreants;  those who are not in it for the press coverage.  Thus my pleasure at being able to bring to you this interview, that with a man who for more than 20 years pursued the way of the outlaw.  Victor Stewart, heretofore known as The Screaming Skull, is now retired after serving a six year sentence in Stronghold.


This story came about as a result of a tip I received from the warden of Stronghold, Fred Norman.  He got in touch with me to let me know that Mr. Stewart had been paroled and to encourage me to look him up.  Victor was, in the words of the warden, “a true gentleman, and one of a dying breed in terms of the type of supervillain we are now seeing processed into our custody.”

  Tracking down the former villain was a little more difficult.  After a brief stopover in a halfway house, Victor had managed to find himself a job and move into an apartment of his own.  My next attempt was through his parole officer, Harvey Fain.


After some effort and a number of phone calls, I was able to speak with Mr. Fain, who refused to divulge Mr. Stewart’s address, but who did agree to meet with me to speak about the former villain.  We met in his offices, a small unkempt room in the midst of the morass that is the city’s court complex.


Harvey Fain, a rumpled, heavyset man wearing what could charitably only be called a seedy old suit didn’t seem impressed with my intentions.  “Whaddya want to interview the Skull for?,”  he growled, stubbing out a cigarette into an ashtray already overflowing with ash onto his paper-strewn desk,  “All you are doing is feeding the egos of him and all the other creeps out there, and making my job more difficult.”


“How do my interviews make your job more difficult, Mr. Fain?,” I enquired.


“These guys thrive on the notoriety,” he replied.  “It’s like crack cocaine to them.  They are all just desperate for attention.  Give them a little bit, and before you know it they are out blowing up half the city again.”


“Mr. Stewart hardly ‘blew up half the city’,” I rebutted.


“Oh yeah?  Remember that tuning fork thing?  I have it on good authority that it could have set up sympathetic vibrations in the city’s infrastructure and knocked down half the buildings in the city.  Have you ever seen that film about that Tacoma bridge?  It would have been as if he set off a nuke in the city center; there would have been thousands killed.”  His eyes gleamed with fervour.  “The original charges against Stewart  included terrorism and multiple counts of attempted murder, but the district attorney, in his brilliance, allowed him to plead down to reckless endangerment.  Stewart should still be in Stronghold at this moment.”


“Then you don’t think he’s gone straight?,” I asked.


Fain snorted, “Yeah, I’ll believe that one.  I’ve seen a dozen of these creeps released and every time, it should never have happened.  Supervillains should be locked up for life.  Or executed.  They are too big a risk, and as a society we should be doing everything in our power to dissuade others from following in their footsteps.  Nothing prevents recidivism and acts as a deterrence like the death penalty.”


We argued this one out for several minutes, with Fain getting quite red in the face before I decided to haul the interview back on track.


“So what is this I hear about Mr. Stewart landing himself a job already?  And with a respectable firm too, from what I hear.”

 
“How respectable could they be to hire a guy like Stewart?,” growled Fain. “That’s another thing; the courts, in their brilliance are letting him go back to his old tricks.  There should have been a rider on his parole forbidding him to work with technological devices ever again.  Instead he found a nice ‘reputable’ company out there who used some Harvard suits to get permission for Stewart to work in their research division.  Ya might as well hand a gun to a guy who has tried to kill you!”


“Can you tell me the name of the place,” I asked, my interest piqued.


“Naw,” he replied disgustedly,  “against the regulations.  I can’t give you his address either.  The laws have placed shackles on guys like me and given Stewart their a free reign.  It’s enough to make a guy spit.”


“Then can you pass on the information that I want to speak to him?, I pressed, passing him a business card.


“Yeah, whatever.”  Fain glanced at his watch as he lit another cigarette.  “Now geddoutahere Roth.  I’m a busy man, not a layabout pansy like you.  I gotta work for a living.”


As I departed I heard the characteristic thunk of my card being hurled into a garbage can.  I was chased from the room by Fain’s burly voice, “And ya better not delay too long in getting your story, Roth,” he shouted.  “One of these days Stewart is gonna jaywalk or spit on the sidewalk or somethin’ and I’ll be there to put him back in the clink for violatin’ his parole!  I’ve got my eye on him!”

[Editors note;  Mr. Fain has been in touch with the paper concerning the slander and “liberal p.c. bullshit” representation of him in this article.  We have published his missive in full, with a brief rebuttal by Doug Roth on our Letters to the Editor page.]


Afterwards I was sitting nursing a coffee and planning where to go from here when my pager went off.  It turns out that Victor had heard from the warden that I wanted to speak with him and left a message for me at the office.  When I spoke to him on the phone it was quite a relief from the strident tones of his parole officer.  He was pleased to accommodate me and even agreed to meet me at the coffee shop directly.


Victor showed up not long thereafter, wearing a long gray trenchcoat and fedora.  He had a long, ordinary face that seemed sort of tired.  This was not at all the usual face of the “supervillains” I have encountered in doing this series.  As I stood up to greet, he walked over and offered his hand, introducing himself, and removed his hat revealing a trim cut of graying hair.


“First of all I’d like to thank you for meeting me here today, and especially on such short notice, Mr. Stewart.” I began.


“Not at all,” replied.  “It is my pleasure to have the chance to show people that I have seriously reformed.  Call me Victor, by the way.”  He ordered a coffee (black) and a muffin (pumpkin), thanking the waitress using the name on a tag I had not even noticed.


“Then you haven’t just joined up with an evil conglomerate to continue your twisted goals towards the crushing of the law-abiding citizens of this city?”, I asked with a wry grin.


“Ah, you have been speaking with Mr. Fain,” he observed.  “No, let me assure you that the company that has agreed to take me on has the highest reputation.  You can ask Warden Norman or Judge Cavanaugh about that.  I hope you will pardon me if I do not name them; I do not seek to bring notoriety to their name for having the grace to hire a washed-up ex-villain like myself.”


“So you would describe yourself as an ex-villain,” I noted.  “What brought about the change of face?  Prison?”


“To be honest, it was time more than anything.  It’s no longer the same game as when I was in my prime.  Back in my day, it was like a dance.  There were rules to follow and customs to be upheld.  Villains were to have elaborate plots.  Heroes were to be honorable and just.  It was self-correcting and it worked quite well.  Passersby could watch and know that they would be safe and that no harm would come to them (ok, beautiful young women would often be kidnapped, but the kidnappers would act honorably towards them or draw the wrath of all the supers in the region).”


He launched into a long digression detailing some of the many plots he had been witness to, and many of the characters he had encountered before I wrestled him back on-topic.


“Today it’s a different story out there.  Things like that giant wave – in my day, the villains would have made a threat to do this if a ransom wasn’t paid and maybe swamped an uninhabited portion of the coast as a demonstration.  This crew went out and swamped the city - without warning!  Look at all of the damage done and lives risked, all for cover in robbing a bank!  Let me say something to that group.”


“The Agents of Mayhem,” I supplied.


“Thank you.  Anyway, it’s simple boys;  you don’t need to flood the city to rob a bank – you do have superpowers, you know.  In my day I was successfully robbing banks without involving a bunch of gun-wielding thugs, and without risking the lives of innocents.”


“What about the tuning fork?,” I probed.  “Could that not have set up some dangerous resonance and caused widespread damage?”


“Ah, Mr. Fain again.,” responded Victor.  “Let me assure you that I know far more about sonics and waveguided resonance than my esteemed parole officer, and that what he – and the so-called experts at my trial – suggested is flatly impossible.  What happened to the Tacoma Narrows bridge is not so much a matter of resonance but poor damping as a result of an engineering gaffe.”  Here he launched into a long and technical explanation, the gist of which would be that his tuning fork would have risked no more than a few broken windows – and those only where there was a structural flaw in the glass.


“That brings me to the other side of the equation,” he went on.  “If the villains today are a cowardly, dishonorable, and ruthless bunch, many of the so-called superheroes are little better.  I won’t go naming names, but there have been recent cases wherein normal individuals were placed in the middle of a superhero brawl at the behest of a ‘hero’, and I have seen a lot of footage where battles have taken place with a wanton disregard for property and public safety.”


“Such as the debacle with Crucible, Tribunal, and Oberon at the police museum?,” I asked?


Victor just smiled.  “As I said, I don’t want to name names.  I’m sure that these individuals were doing the best they could under the circumstances.  Certainly I was not there, so I cannot second-guess them.  Besides, there were other supers present at the museum besides the three you name who must share in any blame.”


“That’s another matter.  The system itself has gone out of control.  In my day, if you robbed a bank and were caught, they charged you with robbing a bank.  Nowadays the police and attorneys office seem more interested in trying to pin you with any charge they can possibly dream up.  If you and a hero destroy a building between you while battling, you get charged with ‘destruction of public property’ while he gets off scott free.  And then they nail you with reckless endangerment, assault, attempted murder and disturbing the peace charges to boot!”


“It’s no wonder that current villains are so ruthless in trying to get away – they know that there are people like Senator Keene who are agitating to have them chemically lobotomized – or worse – just for what they can do!”


“No thanks, it’s a mug’s game and I’m glad to be clear of it.  Besides,” he chuckled ruefully, “I’m getting a little old for two-fisted mayhem in the streets and my costume doesn’t seem to have kept up with the modern trend towards form-fitting bodysuits and metallic colours.”


He pulled out an old newspaper picture from one of his pockets.  It was from the Courier, circa about 1971 and showed a much younger version of the man sitting across from me fleeing a bank dressed in an orange bomber jacket and blue pants with an orange stripe while wearing an orange domino.  In his hands was the characteristic device that gave him his handle, the orange box with a silver skull embossed on the front that let out a peculiar screeching sound that could paralyze those that heard it, or even knock them unconscious.


“I remember this one.  The First National on 5th street.  Old Sally and I had a great time in that one.”


“Sally?,” I asked.


“Yes, the box.  When I invented her, I called her Screaming Sally.  I later improved the design and made Wailing Willy, both of which are sitting in some museum somewhere.  I wanted to be called the Sound Blaster, but it never caught on. Instead I was called the Skull.”


“At any rate this caper took place in the days that the Dollar Bill was the sworn protector of the financial sector of the city and he and I slugged it out in the bank.  I barely got out of that one – without any loot either.”  He laughed again, with no apparent awareness or regret that he was describing a criminal enterprise.  “It was the sneakers.  They didn’t match the outfit, but you don’t want to try to outrun someone in some of the strange contraptions that others dreamed up.  The Bill had on these winged things that were supposed to bring to mind Hermes, but they just made the darndest flop-flop noises when he ran and tended to trip him up.”


“I don’t think I remember the Dollar Bill.”, I replied.


“Yeah well, that was a bit of a tragedy,” responded Mr. Stewart, sobering up.  “He died about a year or two later – about ’72 as I recall.  Got his cape stuck in a revolving door and was struck by a piece of concrete knocked from the building by Man Mountain.  Strictly an accident, I must add.  It devastated Mountain too.  Last I heard he was still in an institution up in New York state.”


I noted that he must have a wide range of such anecdotes from his career on the other side of the law.  He smiled a little self-consciously, “Well, actually I am working on my memoirs.  I had a lot of time in Stronghold to write them up, and my new employer has pulled some strings with a subsidiary publishing house to get published early next year.  The book will be called Mastermind:  Memoirs of an Evil Genius.”  In an undertone he admitted, “I wanted to call it The Screaming Skull Sounds Off, but Millennium Press had other ideas.  I’m not too keen on describing myself as ‘evil’, nor claiming to be a ‘genius’, but they have the final say in the matter.


Later in the office I was able to track back through the ownership details to find that Millennium Press is 30% owned by Crucible Enterprises.  Could Victor Stewart have found employment with a man who described him as a “gentleman” and a positive influence?  Calls to Crucible Inc. were met with nothing more than a terse, “no comment” by Laurence Schexnayder, the CEO.


Back in the interview I asked Victor if there was anything he would miss about his old lifestyle.  


“Well, I do miss the way things were,” he said.  “We were larger than life characters back in my day.  It was like public entertainment – bread and circuses.  The battles between superheroes and villains were a grand spectacle, a matter of civic pride when the heroes won, and tragedy when they lost.  Nowadays, though?  It’s not the same game at all.”


With that, I drew the interview to a close.  He graciously accepted my offer to pay for the meal, but insisted upon tipping the waitress himself (which he did, quite generously).  Thanking her by name, he took his leave of me with another handshake, put on his fedora and stepped back out into the street.  There he tipped his hat at a red-faced Harvey Fain who glared off after him, then transferred that glare to me before stalking off in the same direction that Victor had vanished in.


Victor has a second chance.  It is my hope that he has the opportunity to try it out, despite the obstacles set before him. And as I walked home past the police museum, where repairs are still underway, I cannot help but think wishfully of the days of yore.
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