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Fearing potential repercussions from the international community, the new President ordered Vanguard disbanded following the defeat of the Red Fist. In their place is a new organization: Cerberus, a global peace-keeping agency designed to monitor the specials. With no purpose left, the remnants of Vanguard have returned to their normal lives. 




But old habits—and enemies—die hard. The world still faces grave dangers from human and special alike. And lurking in the shadows is a threat greater than any they have encountered—one that spans time and space!
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CHAPTER 1




The Future




The man known as Chronos stood amongst the ashes and rubble of New York’s Times Square. Once upon a time, this intersection was a constant bustle of life—brightly illuminated, with the sounds of traffic and thousands crossing through the streets. 

Now darkness permeated the area, the massive screens displaying propaganda and ash and rubble replacing the people and cars that once populated the area. And hovering in the skies above were massive alien warships. 

Chronos stared through his silver visor and bent his arm up to his face. A hologram displaying the current date projected from his gauntlet. He’d already checked it numerous times but still couldn’t believe his eyes.

“The invasion has come far too early,” said Chronos’ companion, the sleek, silver robot called the Progenitor. 

“But why?” asked Chronos. “What brought the Kotharians here ahead of schedule?”

“Chronos, my sensors are detecting hostiles!”

Chronos’ own armor alerted him as well. He held out his arm and a small baton extended from his gauntlet and into his waiting hand. Once he gripped it, the baton telescoped into a long staff with a glowing point on the end. 

A small, two-man Kotharian craft descended from the air, streaking towards them. Chronos took aim with his staff and fired an energy blast from the glowing tip. The ship curved to the side to evade and from the turret beneath its body, fired its own energy blasts. Chronos held up his free hand, an orb of orange energy surrounding him and shielding him from the blast. 

The Progenitor rose in the air and unleashed azure blasts from his eyes and hands at their attacker. The Kotharian ship turned to the new threat and the Progenitor flew, the Kotharian pursuing him.

The robot flew higher and faster, shooting between the destroyed buildings. The Kotharian ship was surprisingly agile, keeping pace with every single one of his maneuvers. The Progenitor even tried flying through the destroyed floors of the building, too small for the ship to follow.

But much to his surprise, he found the ship waiting for him as he came out the other end. Its turrets spun, releasing a flurry of shots. The Progenitor rocketed up through the floors, the craft rising to follow him. 

The Progenitor crashed through the ceiling and azure auras circled his clenched fists, his eyes burning brightly. The Progenitor launched himself down to the rising ship, his fists held out in front of him. He plowed into the Kotharian attacker, the ship exploding in the night sky.

Chronos jumped into the air, components from his leg armor sliding down and forming a circular platform beneath his feet. The platform hovered in the air and took Chronos towards the explosion caused by his companion. Chronos lowered the platform to the wreckage of the Kotharian ship and watched, not sure what to expect.

A gleaming, silver hand burst through the rubble and the Progenitor pulled himself out. Chronos breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the maker. Scared the hell outta me.”

“There will be reinforcements. We must travel back earlier in the timestream, discover when the invasion occurred.”

Chronos gave a nod. “Yeah, let’s get outta here.” He bent his arm in front of him, a holographic keyboard and display appearing above the gauntlet. Chronos entered some commands and on the display was a date selector. He changed it to the appropriate date and tried to activate the portal.

But nothing happened.

“Uhh…we’ve got a problem…”

“Yes, I know. I’m detecting more hostiles approaching.”

“No, not that!” said Chronos. “The suit’s not responding! I can’t activate the portal!”

“We are trapped?” asked the Progenitor.

Chronos looked up at his companion and gave a solemn nod. “Yeah…looks like…”

“Very well.” The Progenitor rose up in the air, his body glowing brightly, drawing the attention of the approaching Kotharian vessels.

“What are you doing?” asked Chronos.

“Providing you with an opportunity to escape,” said the Progenitor.

“What? What about you?”

“My role in this is over, now it is up to you to prevent the invasion. Repair the chronal emitter and return to the past!”

The Kotharians closed in and the Progenitor flew off into the night. The ships followed him, ignoring Chronos on the ground.

“Damn!” he cursed. He wanted nothing more than to go after them, to help fight off those Kotharians. But Chronos knew that the Progenitor was right. This was their last ditch effort to save humanity and something had clearly gone wrong. Now, Chronos’ only choice was to continue with the mission. Repair the suit and go back further, discover what changed to bring about the invasion so soon.


























CHAPTER 2




The Present




Colonel Leonard Thorne looked out the window of the limousine as it passed by 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Repair crews were working around the clock to rebuild the White House following its destruction at the hands of the terrorist organization called the Red Fist and their leader, a man known to the world as only the Khagan. 

Thorne hit the button on the armrest, the tinted window rising up. He sighed and rubbed his eyes with thumb and index finger. The entire purpose of the Vanguard project was to prevent atrocities like this, an atrocity that took not only the life of President Curtis Hayworth, but his entire staff. 

Vanguard did manage to stop the Khagan before he caused any further damage, though. And it was that fact Thorne had pinned his hopes on to keep the program alive. Dennis Lawson, former Speaker of the House and now the new President, had made it very clear how little he approved of Hayworth’s decision to fund Vanguard in secret. 

The limousine came to a stop in front of the Capitol Building and the driver emerged, walking around to the back of the car. He opened the door for the Colonel, who stepped out and straightened his military dress uniform. Thorne took a deep breath and walked up the steps to the Capitol. A man waited for him past the security checkpoint, and he flashed Thorne a fake smile.

Joseph Ramsey, Secretary of Defense in the Hayworth administration and now, the Lawson administration. He was the only member of Hayworth’s cabinet who wasn’t in the White House at the time of the Khagan’s attack. Although both he and Thorne knew it was no coincidence.

“Colonel, good to see you again.” Ramsey held out his hand and Thorne grunted before shaking it.

“Mr. Secretary.” Thorne tightened his grip around Ramsey’s hand and pulled him close, then whispered in his ear. “I can’t prove it, but once I’m able to, you’re going down for treason, you sonnuva bitch.”

If Ramsey felt the least bit rattled by Thorne’s remark, he certainly didn’t show it. Instead he kept the smile plastered on his face and whispered back, “Maintain your composure, Leo. You’re about to sit down to a meeting with the Senate Subcommittee on Emerging Threats and Capabilities. Wouldn’t want you to be rattled during it.”

“Leo is what my friends call me.” Thorne released his grip. “To traitorous bastards like you, it’s Colonel Thorne.”

Ramsey scoffed and turned, walking down the corridor with Thorne keeping pace beside him. 

“I’m curious about something. Just how much did the Khagan pay you to betray your country?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Colonel. Everything I do is in the best interests of this once-great nation.”

“Once-great, huh?”

“If you have any grievances with me, then you’re welcome to bring them up in the meeting. But given your stunning lack of proof, not to mention your current standing with everyone we’re about to meet with, I doubt you’ll get very far.” Ramsey stopped in front of a closed door and knocked a few times. “Remember, Colonel—it’s your neck the noose is tightening around, not mine.”

Thorne kept his steel eyes locked on Ramsey’s, twitching his silver mustache. “For now.”

The door opened and Ramsey gestured. “After you.”

“Oh no, I insist,” said Thorne, gesturing himself. “After you.”

Ramsey smirked. “You see? We can be civil about this.”

Thorne followed Ramsey inside the room where thirteen United States Senators sat around a table. And an additional man Thorne hadn’t expected to see here. “Mr. President?”

President Dennis Lawson rose from his seat and approached. “Surprised, Colonel?”

“To be honest, yes.”

“Don’t be, this concerns a very serious issue to our nation’s security.” Lawson offered his hand to an open chair at the end of the table. “Please.”

Thorne took his seat and the President and Ramsey took theirs. “Before we begin, I’d like to just go on the record as saying that I understand the concern over President Hayworth’s decision to authorize the Vanguard project. But that being said, I still believe it was a good decision. Our presence allowed us to prevent several threats from becoming far greater incidents.”

“Is that so, Colonel?” asked Senator Sara Bosley. “Because some of us believe that the destruction of the White House and the slaughter of the President, his cabinet, and Vice-President would qualify as a severe incident.”

“With all due respect, Senator, if not for Vanguard, the Khagan would still be in control of the Olympus space station,” said Thorne. “I’m not trying to diminish the loss we suffered, and we did try to investigate the Khagan and the Red Fist before the incident.”

“Then what happened?” asked Bosley.

“We were told that the Red Fist was nothing more than a myth.” Thorne cast his eyes in Ramsey’s direction. “Once we had some measure of intelligence, Vanguard went after them. What we were met with was resistance from other specials—including one we had apprehended in the past.”

“This would be Chloe Grant?” asked Senator Kenneth Roessler. 

“Zephyr. That’s correct,” said Thorne. “Every special we apprehended was turned over to the Defense Department for containment. Look at the list of people we apprehended.”

“I have it right here, as a matter of fact,” said Roessler. “In addition to Grant, there was also Callum King and Terrence Gibson.”

“Both were being held prisoner by the Red Fist. King was experimented on by another threat, Erik Azarov. That’s how the Khagan gained his abilities. And Gibson was used to power the teleforce weapon responsible for the destruction. There were also two other specials working with the Khagan against their will, Nina Murillo and Clarence Black. Controlled by a powerful telepath known only as the Analyst. And all these people have one thing in common—they all have links to the Defense Department.”

Senator Emily Geiger turned to Ramsey. “Secretary, do you have any comment?”

Ramsey cleared his throat. “We’ve already begun an internal review. It seems likely that the Khagan had some moles within the Defense Department and we’re working diligently to find them.”

“I’m sure you are,” said Thorne. “But a bigger concern is the purpose of this meeting. If this country—this world—is going to stand any chance against rogue specials, then there needs to be a first line of defense.”

“On that we’re agreed, Colonel. But it’s not going to be Vanguard,” said Lawson.

Thorne raised his eyebrows at the President. “Excuse me? I though the whole purpose of this meeting was to discuss whether or not Vanguard will continue. You have to at least give me an opportunity to—”

“Colonel, we respect all the good work you and your team have done. You’re right, your team has proven to be a great asset to the safety of an untold number of people,” said Senator Ted Drummond.

“But…?” asked Thorne.

Drummond sighed. “But the fact of the matter is Hayworth’s actions here raise some serious ethical questions. Especially given that at the same time, he was working with the United Nations on a treaty banning the military use of specials.”

“If this gets out, it could open the doors to rogue nations using specials to attack this country,” said Lawson.

“Be that as it may, you can’t just let this go,” said Thorne. “These threats are still out there. The Red Fist has proven what can happen when terrorist organizations get their hands on specials.”

“Agreed and that’s why the United Nations Security Council has come up with a solution,” said Lawson. “An international peacekeeping organization designed exclusively to deal with specials. With UN oversight, we can see to it that these sorts of threats are dealt with.”

Thorne leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Forgive me, but I’m not quite sure why I’m here.”

“You’re here because we’ve seen firsthand what sort of work you’ve done with Vanguard. You’ve proven that you’re a great leader and a great patriot. If there’s anyone here who understands how to deal with these rogue specials, it’s you,” said Lawson. “This organization will need someone to lead it and—pending Security Council approval, of course—we’d like you to be that man.”

Thorne was surprised at the request. But apparently not as surprised as Ramsey, whose jaw was practically on the floor. It gave the Colonel a smug sense of satisfaction. He cast his eyes back to the President.

“You’re certain of this, sir?”

“Nothing’s been decided on yet…” muttered Ramsey. 

“The Secretary’s correct, we’re looking at several possible candidates, seeing if they’re interested. If you are, then this would be a great way for you to continue your work,” said Lawson.

“And my team? Would they be able to follow me?”

“A case could be made for Lieutenant Ellis, but not the specials,” said Roessler. “Not at this point, at least. Too many people are concerned about the potential threats they might pose.”

“So no matter what, Vanguard is finished,” said Thorne. 

Lawson nodded. “I’m sorry, Colonel. But I just can’t risk drawing the ire of the international community. We need cooperation on a global scale if humanity is to have any hope of combatting these threats. There are already questions as to who was responsible for funding Vanguard, if it was us or another country. This is a very tenuous situation and I can’t risk anyone rocking the boat. You’re to go back to your team and inform them that their services are no longer required. Then, you will vacate the Atlas and leave it to us.”

Thorne sighed and stood from his seat. “Well, it seems you’ve made your decision. I’ll take your offer under consideration but in the meantime, I have some people to talk to.”


























CHAPTER 3




Paragon saw Lucent race past Gunsmith and Sharkskin, coming straight for her. She clenched her fists and charged at the energy-manipulating special, delivering a powerful uppercut as she came within range of him. Lucent went flying, his body moving in an arc and falling hard on his back. 

Gunsmith drew his weapons, firing the teleforce blasts at Wraith, but the special formed an array of portals in front of his body. When a blast went into one portal, it emerged from another Wraith opened behind his opponent. Gunsmith was hit in the back by his own attack. 

Sharkskin towered over Shift, smiling a toothy grin as he looked down at her. Shift’s arms elongated into tentacles, wrapping around Sharkskin’s legs and she pulled hard, bringing him down with a crashing boom!

“Hey, no fair!” he protested.

Shift jumped over him and Gunsmith caught sight of her running across the room as he recovered from the shame of being struck by his own weapon. The yellow display over his right eye targeted her and he raised one of his teleforce guns, but when he fired, Shift vanished into a portal created by Wraith. Gunsmith huffed and looked at his opponent, who he was certain had a large grin beneath the mask that covered his jaw.

Shift emerged from the portal behind Paragon, who still scanned the battlefield looking for the next threat. The metamorph’s arms transformed into tentacles, slowly inching across the ground and trying to reach the metal ball that stood on a pike behind Paragon. 

Paragon spun and grabbed Shift’s tentacles, yanking them and with them, the girl they belonged to. “Sorry about this, Erin,” said Paragon, hurling the teenage girl across the room where she fell into the waiting arms of Sharkskin.

“Remember me?” he said with a smile.

Shift gave a mischievous smirk of her own. “Oh, just wait.”

“Huh?” Sharkskin blinked a few times in confusion.

A flash of energy appeared behind Paragon. Lucent materialized, taking hold of the orb. Sharkskin noticed his appearance and shouted. “Anita, behind you!”

Paragon spun, just in time to experience an optic blast directly in the face from Lucent. He tossed the orb in the air and seemingly vanished, moving too fast to be glimpsed. 

Shift’s body slimmed down, becoming almost like a snake as she moved out of Sharkskin’s grasp. He tried to grab hold of her, but she slithered up to his shoulders and jumped from them. Her hand stretched out to grab the orb when Gunsmith’s energy blast hit her in the chest before she could reach and she fell to the ground.

Paragon flew after the orb, but it vanished in a shadow portal just as she was about to grab it. The orb reappeared in Wraith’s hand who transported himself in a portal to the other side of the room. Sharkskin pounced on him, wrapping his burly arms around Wraith’s torso. 

Wraith tossed the orb into the air and Lucent appeared in a sudden flash right where the orb fell, taking hold of it and moving across the finish line.

A klaxon blared in the large training room of the Atlas base. The team relaxed and two men approached from the observation booth. One was older with  a gray beard and glasses—Dr. Howard McCabe, formerly of the Human Genome Project and advisor to Vanguard. The other man was young with a handsome brown face—Lee Parker, a special in his own right who had been forced into working for the Khagan.

“No fair!” said Sharkskin, his bulk decreasing and his skin changing from gray to beige. He now took his human form of Koji Asano and pointed an accusatory finger at the opposite team. “A teleporter and an energy being on one team is cheating!”

“Could say the same about two bruisers on one team.” Wraith pulled the mask away from his jaw and ran his fingers through his chin-length dark hair. 

“He’s got a point,” said Gunsmith, holstering his weapons.

Koji looked between Wraith and Gunsmith, a dumbfounded expression on his face. “Jim Ellis agreeing with Dominic Vaughn? We got another mind-control situation on our hands?”

McCabe approached Lucent, who powered down and now stood as a human man with a bald head. “How are you doing in there, Zenith?”

“Still somewhat disconcerting, but I’m becoming more comfortable with Lucent’s abilities.” Though he was in the body of Lucent, Zenith was an artificial intelligence who once inhabited his own robotic body. That is, until Lucent absorbed his energy. At first, Zenith was believed dead, but as a side-effect of the Khagan’s manipulations, Zenith was able to assert control over Lucent’s body.

“How’s it coming with his body?” asked Erin, looking at Lee.

“Still working on it,” said Lee. “But with the future of the team up in the air, kind of working with slim parts. And there’s also figuring out just how we’re going to transfer Zenith back into the body.”

McCabe nodded. “That’s definitely a concern. Without knowing exactly how the transfer happened in the first place, reversing it will be difficult.”

“They can’t really shut us down though, right?” asked Koji. “I mean, we saved the world and all.”

“Bit more complicated than that, buddy,” said Jim.

The door to the training room opened and Colonel Thorne stepped inside, still wearing his military dress uniform. “Unfortunately Jim’s correct.”

“Do we have a verdict, Leo?” asked McCabe.

Thorne examined the faces of the team, the people who had become like family to him in the short time they’d been together. He took a deep breath and looked down at the floor.

“Why don’t you all hit the showers first and change. Meet in the monitor room in twenty minutes. There’s a lot we have to discuss.”

“Doesn’t sound too good, does it?” asked Erin as she walked beside Koji towards the exit.

“We don’t know that,” said Koji.

Jim, McCabe, and Lee stayed behind with Thorne after the rest of the team left the training room. Thorne looked at Lee first. “Go on ahead of us, we’ll be there soon.”

Lee hesitantly nodded and left the room. Thorne sighed and faced McCabe and Jim. He made eye contact with each man and shook his head. 

Jim groaned. “Figured as much.”

“You and I have some other things to talk about,” said Thorne.

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

“Twenty minutes,” said Thorne. 

***

After showering, the team met in the Atlas’ monitor room, surrounded by various displays and computers used to monitor events from around the globe. The group all gathered around the round table, dressed in comfortable clothes as opposed to the uniforms they wore in the field and during the training session. Once everyone was seated at the round table in the center of the room, Thorne rose from his seat and rested his palms on the table, leaning over it.

“It’s not good,” he said. “The President’s made good on his promise to discontinue his support for our little project here. The government will no longer fund Vanguard.”

A brief silence fell over the group. Thorne first told them of this possibility after they returned from Olympus last month, but nothing had been decided upon yet and most hoped Lawson would change his mind after seeing how Vanguard defeated the Khagan. But now, they were without words. Or almost all of them.

“So screw ‘em,” said Erin. “Lawson says he won’t support us, we go at it alone.”

“You think this kinda operation comes cheap?” asked Dom, holding a hand out to gesture to their surroundings. “How are you gonna keep the lights on?”

“Unfortunately, Vaughn’s right, but the ongoing funds are only one problem,” said Thorne. “All the equipment here—the computers, the training room, the Icarus, the damn base itself—that’s all government property.”

“But Zen created the Icarus,” said Erin, pointing at Zenith.

“And the government footed the bill,” said Thorne. “If we even wanted to try to keep going without government support, we’d be operating on a shoestring budget. We wouldn’t have a fraction of the resources we’d become accustomed to.”

“Why would they decide to shut us down?” asked Anita. “After everything we’ve done? After we stopped the Red Fist?”

Thorne sat back down and rested his chin on a closed fist. “I tried playing that card, but this all comes down to politics. Lawson wants international cooperation to deal with the specials and that means a treaty banning the use of specials for military purposes. He’s worried about consequences if the US violates that treaty by keeping an off-the-books operation.”

“So what’s his solution?” asked Jim. “If we’re not going to deal with the specials, then who is?”

“The UN Security Council is overseeing the formation of an international organization that will deal with rogue specials. And based on the work I’ve done here with Vanguard, they want me in charge,” said Thorne.

“So that’s the answer then,” said Koji with a smile. “We work for this organization, right? That still gets us the backing we need.” The look on Thorne’s face caused Koji’s smile to fade instantly. “Or not…”

“I thought about that, too, but the Security Council is nervous about having specials active in this service.” Thorne turned his head in Jim’s direction. “Which is what I wanted to talk to you about. You’re not a special and because of your work, they feel you’d be well-suited to serve in this organization, too.”

Jim blinked and looked around the table. Dom scoffed. “So keep the humans, get rid of the freaks, is that what this is about?”

“Calm down,” said Anita.

Dom threw his hands up. “Whatever. Never cared much for this three-ring circus any way.”

“Dom’s right,” said Erin. “What happens if someone like Zephyr gets loose again? Or what if Lucent takes back his body? How is this organization going to stand up to them?”

Thorne sighed. “I really don’t know.”

“What about Zenith?” asked Lee. “He’s still trapped in that body, how are we gonna get him out?”

“That’s something I still plan to continue if I take this position,” said Thorne.

“‘If’?” asked Jim. “You’re having second thoughts?”

“With Vanguard, I had autonomy. But this new organization will have to answer to the Security Council and they can’t even agree on the weather.” Thorne gave a shake of his head. “I’m afraid the position will become mired in politics and bureaucracy.”

“On the other hand, if you turn down the position, who will they choose in your stead?” asked Zenith.

“And that right there is the biggest problem,” said Thorne. “I’ve got no idea who else they’d go with, and there’s always the very real chance they could pick someone who’s not exactly sympathetic to specials.”

Thorne stood up. “Whatever my decision, we’ve got a week before the government officially takes back control of the Atlas. That means you’ve got some packing to do and arrangements to make. I really wish things could’ve been different, but this is the hand we’ve been dealt. It’s been a true honor to work alongside you all these past few months.”


























CHAPTER 4




General Nathan Callus walked down the halls of the underground facility, the guards saluting him as he passed by. He ignored them, continued on towards his goal. The two guards who stood at attention on either side saluted and then one opened the door for him.

The cell was small and chains ran from the ceiling and the floor, hooked to a woman in the center of the room whose arms were crossed over her chest and chained down, leaving her unable to move. She stared up at Callus with blue eyes that burned with anger—Callus couldn’t help thinking she would be cute if not for her anti-social tendencies. 

“Ms. Grant,” said Callus with a smile. He removed his hat, revealing the short, brown hair that had begun to turn silver. 

“My father’s lawyers are gonna have a field day with this,” said Chloe Grant. 

“Somehow I doubt that,” said Callus. “Maybe your initial attacks as Zephyr could be attributed to an overzealous streak of activism. But then you escaped federal custody and joined a terrorist organization responsible for the death of the President of the United States. No lawyer’s gonna take that case, regardless of how much money your rich daddy coughs up. And of course, that’s operating under the assumption you even have rights any more.”

“I know my rights,” said Chloe.

“You’re an intelligent young woman. No doubt well-versed on what the government can and can’t do in regards to terrorists.” Callus stepped closer, bringing his face within inches of hers and then he lowered his voice to a whisper. “As far as anyone outside this cell is concerned, Chloe Grant doesn’t exist. Your fate belongs to me.”

Callus slapped her hard across the face and Chloe grunted. He stood upright and folded his hands behind his back.

“We apprehended a number of the Red Fist’s numbers, including your fellow specials, Nina Murillo and Clarence Black. But you and I both know there were others working for the Khagan.”

Chloe looked up and spat, the spittle landing on Callus’ jacket. He sighed and took a handkerchief from his breast pocket to wipe his coat. He back-handed her so hard that she felt like her head might snap off her neck. 

“Maybe I’m being too vague. There are two men we’re especially interested in locating. One is a Russian, name of Erik Azarov. And the other is an American, thin hair, mustache. Calls himself the Analyst.” Callus grabbed her chin and turned her head so he could look into her eyes. She struggled in his grip. “Your powers aren’t much use without your arms. You’re at my mercy, so I suggest you cooperate with me.”

“And if I don’t?” asked Chloe.

“Then what happens next will make you nostalgic for those little love-taps I gave you.”

A series of knocks drew Callus’ attention. He glanced over his shoulder to the door before turning his head back to Chloe, his eyes narrowed. “We’ll continue this later. For your sake, I hope you’ll be more talkative.”

Callus approached the door and banged his palm a few times in rhythm on the surface. The guards opened the door and Callus stepped out, allowing them to close it again behind him. Standing in the corridor was Joseph Ramsey.

“Mr. Secretary.” Callus crossed his arms over his chest. “I assume there’s a reason you’re interrupting my interrogation of a dangerous prisoner?”

Ramsey eyed the two guards as he addressed the General. “Can we go somewhere and talk?”

“As you wish,” said Callus, leading Ramsey away from the cell and down the corridors. “If you’re here, I hope it’s because you’ve got some good news for me.”

“I’m afraid it’s the opposite,” said Ramsey. “Lawson is pushing to appoint Thorne as the Director.”

Callus stopped and Ramsey followed his lead. The two men faced each other, with Callus standing a full foot over the Secretary. “We both know what a disaster that’d be. The Red Fist destroyed the White House with the help of specials—specials that Thorne’s team was supposed to be handling. He’s a modern-day Chamberlain, he’d bend over backwards to appease these freaks.”

Ramsey nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, General. I’ve told the President that you’re the best choice for the position, but he’s convinced that Thorne is the man who truly understands how to deal with the specials. It’s unfortunately out of my hands. I’m trying to find a way around it, but…”

Callus sighed and placed his hands in his pockets, looking down at his feet. After a moment, he looked into Ramsey’s face. “I think I might have a solution. Follow me.”

They moved down a few more corridors and down a flight of stairs, coming to another cell with guards stationed out front. Callus had them open the door for them and inside the cell was a stasis tube filled with liquid. Inside the liquid was a man floating naked, a breathing apparatus around his mouth and nose and monitors nearby monitored his temperature.

“Clarence Black, one of the specials who was working with the Red Fist,” said Callus. “Called himself Pyre.”

Ramsey knew all-too well. It was because of him that the Analyst was able to take control of Pyre, manipulating the special into working for the Red Fist. Ramsey was the one who provided the Red Fist with its superhuman agents after they were apprehended by Vanguard.

“What is this?” asked Ramsey, examining the glass tube and the liquid inside.

“Flame-retardant chemicals, keeps him from using his powers,” said Callus. “But we keep him sedated just to be on the safe side.”

“I take it you have a plan in mind?” asked Ramsey.

Callus nodded. “If Thorne is out of the picture, then Lawson has no further reason to object to your recommendation. And what better way get rid of him than by the hand of one of many specials he failed to properly contain?”

“I thought you hated the specials?”

“I do, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have their uses.” Callus stared at Pyre. “Nuclear weapons are a threat to our security, but they also helped us end World War II. These specials are no different. Every weapon just needs someone who knows how to use it properly.”


























CHAPTER 5




Lee, McCabe, and Zenith looked down at the metal body that lay on the gurney between them in McCabe’s laboratory. The geneticist was the one to ask the question that the young special didn’t want to answer.

“You think this will work?”

Lee scratched the back of his neck. “Hope, yes. But that’s about all I can guarantee. Without the backing of the government, all I could do was cobble together this from the remains of Zenith’s old body. Not even sure if it’ll function right.”

“So long as I can transfer my consciousness from Lucent’s body, then it will be a success,” said Zenith. 

Lee and McCabe both exchanged glances and Zenith caught notice of them. “What is it?”

“It’s just…” Lee sighed.

“Please, tell me,” said Zenith. 

“If you’re able to successfully…evacuate Lucent’s body, that would put his consciousness in control once more,” said McCabe.

“Yes, that’s the theory,” said Zenith.

“We’re talking about a lunatic,” said McCabe. “A man who would have killed countless of innocents—who almost killed you. That much power in the hands of someone so disturbed…”

Zenith looked down at the metal body and could see the reflection of Lucent’s face in the gleaming chest. “Yes, I see your point.”

“You could do a lot of good with those powers of his,” said Lee. “Every day you get better and better with them.”

Zenith held up his arm and stared at his hand, his skin becoming a near-translucent blue and an azure aura surrounding his fist. “And how is what I’m doing to Lucent any different from what the Analyst did to you, Lee?”

Lee looked up, his brows knitting together. “Come again?”

Zenith lowered his arm and smiled at Lee. “I’m possessing a man’s body without his permission. I’m using his powers in ways that suit my purposes. Is that not what the Analyst did when he took control of your mind and forced you to work for the Khagan? Forced you to construct the teleforce weapon that destroyed the White House?”

Lee stood upright and circled around the gurney, staring right into Zenith’s eyes. “Who the hell do you think you are? That man made me do things I never would’ve done before! Twisted me into something I wasn’t! I was a prisoner in my own—”

Lee blinked and stopped. He turned his back on Zenith and moved over to one of the tables, leaning over it. McCabe came up alongside him, patting him on the back. 

“You okay, son?”

Lee shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “He’s right, isn’t he? If we don’t get him into another body, then what makes us any better than the Analyst?”

Zenith’s power signature vanished, his skin returning to normal. “I understand your position. Lucent is a dangerous man and we will monitor him closely. But he is still a man and he deserves the right to make his own decisions.”

Lee nodded and returned to the gurney. “Let’s do this thing then.”

Zenith gave a nod and placed his hand over the android’s power source. He closed his eyes and his body hummed with an azure glow. Zenith concentrated on directing his energy into the power core, trying to become one with it, merge with it. 

The LED lights that served as eyes on the otherwise-emotionless face lit up brightly. But the body didn’t move other than that. Lee moved over to one of the computers and saw that the suit was holding power, but it was doing nothing with that power. 

Zenith stopped and removed his hand from the power source with a sigh and a shake of his head. McCabe shut his eyes. “No good?”

“No,” said Zenith. “However Lucent was able to absorb my consciousness, I can’t seem to find a way to upload myself to another medium.”

“Not giving up on you,” said Lee. “You helped me fight back against the Khagan and I repay my debts.”

“We may not have much of a choice,” said McCabe, looking around the lab. “Soon, all of this will be gone.”

“What’re you gonna do?” asked Lee.

“Return to my work with the Human Genome Project, I suppose,” said McCabe. “Whatever created the specials altered all of mankind. There are a lot of questions still to be answered.”

“And you?” Lee turned to Zenith.

“Perhaps I can return to doing the work I was before with the government, or maybe Colonel Thorne will have a place for me at this new organization. Assuming of course that I can separate myself from this body,” said Zenith. “And you?”

Lee shook his head. “I’ve got no idea. After we took down the Khagan, I thought this could be the beginning of something new. Joining up with Vanguard, becoming an actual honest-to-god superhero. But now…MIT just doesn’t hold the same appeal, y’know?”

***

Erin knocked on the open door to Anita Jordan’s room. “Mind if I come in?”

“Hey,” said Anita, looking up from the suitcase spread on the bed. “Yeah, of course.”

Erin moved inside, stepping over two small suitcases that were already packed and stacked against the wall. She came closer to Anita, who struggled to hold the top of the last suitcase closed.

“You’re just in time, can you close this while I hold it?” she asked.

Erin nodded and pulled the zipper to seal the bag, Anita’s hands holding the top to keep the contents from popping out. “Done.”

“Thanks.” Anita picked the suitcase up with one hand. The weight was nothing to someone with her strength and she set it down gently beside the other two.

“You’re already packed up?” asked Erin.

“Tell you the truth, I never really completely unpacked to begin with,” said Anita. “I thought after we completed the initial six months, I’d move out of the Atlas.”

“And your head?”

“It’s better now. Ever since the Analyst’s control was broken I haven’t had any headaches.” Anita sat down on the bed and patted the spot beside her for Erin. “But something tells me you didn’t come here to ask about me.”

Erin gave a nod and sat beside her friend. She looked up at her with large, yellow eyes. “Are we really gonna let them shut us down?”

Anita held a pensive expression. “It’s not about letting them do anything. This isn’t really our choice to make.”

Erin’s fists tightened. “So we’re just going to give up?” Her words spilled from her mouth faster than usual. “After everything we’ve been through, we’re going to roll over?”

“Honey, we knew the deal when we signed up.” Anita tried to comfort her young friend by patting her knee, but Erin stood abruptly.

“Knew the deal, right. We were doing something great here, now we’re just gonna throw it all away?” Erin pointed at Anita. “You’re supposed to be all about helping people!”

“And I still will.” Anita stood and put her hands on Erin’s shoulders. “Just not as Paragon. I’ll go back to being Anita Jordan. And you, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you.”

Erin scoffed, looking away from Anita’s gaze. “You think I wanna go back to high school after all this? I came here because I wanted to learn how to control these powers.”

“And you have.”

“But I’ve got so much more to learn!” Erin snapped her gaze back to Anita. “You remember what I did at Tora Bora? I changed my body’s composition so that Pyre’s flames couldn’t hurt me. It was just a reflex, but it shows that there’s a whole lot more I’m capable of than I thought. And I can’t do it alone. I can’t just go back to living some stupid, suburban life after this.”

Erin pulled away, turning her back on Anita and folding her arms across her chest. “And what’s worse is that I’m the only one who cares that this team is being shut down.”

Anita shook her head. “That’s bull.”

Erin groaned. “Oh come on!” She turned around. “You were just saying how you never planned on staying here! You’re probably psyched to put this freak show behind you!”

“Hey!” Anita snapped. “Don’t twist my words, okay? I just meant I wanted my own place. And I’m sorry, but I went through a lot since these powers manifested. So yeah, maybe I’m ready to relax a little bit and try living a normal life. Is there something wrong with that?”

Erin lowered her gaze. “No…”

“I do like what we’ve done since coming here, I like everyone I’ve gotten to meet.”

A tiny smirk creeped on Erin’s face. “Even Dom?”

Anita snickered. “Yeah, when he’s not being a dick.”

“Which is only like two per cent of the time.”

Anita started laughing and the sound caused Erin’s smirk to spread into a laugh of her own. After the laughter subsided, Erin’s face became slightly more serious. “Do you think you’ll ever be Paragon again?”

“It’s not really our choice.”

“Being here isn’t our choice, I’m talking about solo,” said Erin. “Doing what the Exemplar did. Only…y’know, without the breakdown.”

“Well…” Anita rubbed her lips, looking away. “I don’t know. Part of me wants to say no, but if I saw a situation that I could help with…”

“Yeah, kinda where I’m standing, too.” Erin sighed. “You really think we can go back to being normal after all of this?”

Anita shrugged. “Only one way to be sure.”

***

Koji swam laps in the olympic-sized swimming pool located on the lower levels of the Atlas. His Sharkskin form enabled him to breathe underwater, so he had no need to ever break the surface of the water, moving like a large gray blur across the pool.

When Koji finally did rise above the surface, he saw Dom sitting off to the side on one of the metal benches. Koji pulled himself from the pool, his form changing back to his human appearance as he moved. 

“Feel like I should be humming the Jaws theme,” said Dom, taking a sip from a bottle of beer. 

“You’re a dick,” said Koji, picking up a towel and drying himself off as he sat beside Dom.

“What’d I do this time?”

Koji patted his face with the towel. “Only brought a beer for yourself. Bad form, dude.”

Dom chuckled. “Guess I was just sort of wandering around the old place.”

“How’s this whole leaving thing work for you?” asked Koji. “With your pardon agreement and all.”

“Wondered about that myself, but I talked to Thorne already,” said Dom. “He said Lawson’s gonna honor the agreement and give me my pardon.”

“Even though it hasn’t been a full year?”

Dom nodded. “Seems like.” 

“Nice.” Koji draped the towel over his neck. “Bet you’re glad to be outta here.”

“Yeah…” Dom took a swig from the bottle. “Y’know, I talk a lot of crap, but I actually liked this gig.”

“Kinda figured,” said Koji. “What’re you gonna do after this?”

Dom shrugged. “Hell if I know. Part of me thinks I might go back to thieving if I get bored.”

Koji wrinkled his brow. “But you just got a pardon?”

Dom grinned. “Exactly.”

Koji snickered. “Dominic Vaughn, always the badass.”

“Got a rep to maintain.” Dom sipped his beer. “What about you?”

“Guess I’ll go back to working as a surfing instructor,” said Koji. “It was a pretty cool job, get to spend all day out in the water. Plus, it’ll be nice to be in the ocean instead of settling for a pool.”

“Think that’ll be enough for you?”

Koji shook his head. “Hell no. But what else we gonna do?”

Dom nodded and passed the bottle. Koji took a sip from it and the two remained in silence.

***

Thorne removed a Cohiba from the wooden box and brought it up to his nose. He inhaled the scent of the tobacco leaves and looked down at the cigar, a smile forming across his face. When a knock came at the door, he set the cigar down and said, “It’s open.”

Jim entered Thorne’s office, looking around at the boxes the Colonel had begun packing. “Bet you’re gonna miss having an office so far from the top brass.”

“Yeah, gonna be rough going back to oversight committees. The nice thing about being an off-the-books operation—no one wants to know what you’re up to.” Thorne pointed to the liquor cabinet. “I haven’t packed that up yet, you want a drink?”

“Sure, bourbon would be great.”

Thorne walked to the cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He poured some in two glasses and carried one over to Jim. 

“You decided what you’re gonna do?” asked Thorne.

Jim sniffed the bourbon and stared into the golden liquid. “Not quite. The fact that this organization isn’t using specials makes me a little suspicious about what exactly they want us to do.”

Thorne sighed and sat behind his desk. “Yeah, you and me both. I’m worried they see specials as an enemy that needs to be contained. Or worse, eliminated.”

Jim sat on the edge of the desk, sipping the bourbon. “We could go rogue.”

Thorne scoffed. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it. But not only would we have the usual threats to deal with, the world’s governments will be on us like white on rice.”

“So there’s really only one option, isn’t there?” Jim held the glass between his legs, slightly hunched over. “Can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.”

Thorne leaned back in his chair, sipping the drink. “Not my favorite option.”

“Or mine.”

“But you’re right. If I become the Director, I can keep things in check. Try to curb any possible witch hunts that might arise.”

“And I’ll be right there alongside you,” said Jim. 

Thorne looked up at Jim. “You sure about that?”

Jim hopped off the desk, tossing back the rest of the bourbon. “You gotta have someone to watch your back, Colonel. If not me, who else is gonna do it?”

“It’d be an honor to continue serving with you, son,” said Thorne. 

Jim held out his hand. “So we’re in this together, right?”

Thorne rose from his chair, setting the glass down on the desk’s surface. He took Jim’s hand in his own. “Absolutely. Let’s show those guys down at the UN how we do things.”


























CHAPTER 6




Thorne was escorted by car from the Ronald Reagan National Airport to the Dupont Circle Hotel in Washington, DC. He stepped out of the car and the driver handed him his bag, retrieved from the trunk. Thorne quickly checked into the hotel and took the elevator up to his room on the top floor.

The Colonel slid the keycard into the lock on the door and the light flashed green. He opened the door and stepped inside the room. Thorne closed the door behind him, but when he looked inside the room, the bag fell from his grasp. He quickly drew the side-arm he kept holstered under his shoulder and took aim at the bald man who sat at the desk up against the window.

“Turn around. Slowly.”

The intruder raised his arms and turned his chair. Thorne examined the man’s features carefully, recalling him from the photos of the people apprehended from Tora Bora. “Clarence Black.”

“Pyre,” he replied.

“You’re supposed to be locked up, how are you here?”

“Seems you’ve pissed off the wrong people and they’ve sent me after you,” said Pyre.

“The same people who’ve kept you imprisoned? You’re going to trust them?”

“Actually no, I hate the bastards,” said Pyre. “But if I don’t do what they say, they’ll kill my family.”

“Who are we talking about here?” asked Thorne. “Who sent you?”

“Don’t know their names, but they seem pretty important. And they think you’re a threat,” said Pyre. 

Thorne felt the temperature in the room increasing just as Pyre’s skin went from beige to red, his eyes glowing bright orange and flames erupting over his crimson suit. 

“Stop!” Thorne pulled the trigger but the gun just clicked impotently.

“Guess they took something out when you got your weapon back at the airport,” said Pyre. “Too bad for you.”

Pyre stood from the chair, taking a few gradual steps towards his target. Thorne backed against the door and gripped the handle, but it wouldn’t open. Thorne looked back at Pyre, his eyes pleading.

“Don’t do this!” he said. “You said it yourself, you hate them. Come with me. Identify them and I can protect you!”

Pyre looked down, contemplating the offer. But then flames coiled around his arms, forming into spheres in the palms of his outstretched hands. Pyre looked up, his eyes like burning hot coals.

“Sorry, but it’s not my call.”

Pyre’s flames extended outward, generating a small explosion that took out the room. 

***

The phone rang in the office of General Nathan Callus. He lifted the receiver from the cradle and brought it to his ear. “This is Callus.”

“General, I’ve just heard the news of a small explosion at the Dupont Circle Hotel,” said Ramsey. “Unfortunately, there was one casualty—Colonel Leonard Thorne was in the room where the explosion took place.”

Callus grinned. “Truly tragic, Mr. Secretary.”

“Indeed,” said Ramsey. “But as crass as it may be, life goes on. And with the top pick for Director no longer among the living, he’s requested your presence.”

“I serve at the pleasure of the President,” said Callus. “Thank you for telling me, Mr. Secretary. Please let the President know that I’ll be there at whatever time is convenient for him.”

“I’ll pass along the message,” said Ramsey. “I’d like to thank you for your service, General.”

“You’re welcome. Goodbye, Mr. Secretary.”

Callus hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, directing his attention to the monitor on his desk. It was split into a series of screens, showing security feeds from the cells where the specials he had apprehended were being contained. Callus tapped on the feed from Pyre’s cell, the special now back in his tank.

“You’ve done good work, Mr. Black. But unfortunately for you, this is just the beginning.”

Callus turned away from the monitor and shuffled through the documents on his desk until he came to a folder that contained specifications for advanced military hardware. On the cover of the folder were the words PROJECT: HELLHOUNDS.


























CHAPTER 7




Erin covered her mouth and shut her tear-drenched eyes, trying to stop the sounds of her sobbing. She felt a comforting arm wrap around her and looked to her side to see Anita standing beside her. The taller woman used her handkerchief to dab her eyes, but otherwise she maintained her composure.

The casket at Arlington Cemetery was closed, pretty much a necessity given the state of the remains when they were discovered. The American flag was draped over the surface. Erin glanced around at the gathering of black-clothed mourners, recognizing not only her teammates but also the new President and the Secretary of Defense. Koji stood by her side staring at the ground, looking uncomfortable in his suit. Erin reached for his hand and he took it, but didn’t shift his gaze.

Dom’s eyes were concealed by a pair of sunglasses and he stood with his hands clasped in front of him. Lee was next to him. Despite being a new arrival to the team and not knowing deceased very well, he still came to the funeral. Jim wore a military dress uniform and his face was a stoic as ever. McCabe kept his mouth covered with his hand, trying not to show any emotion. 

Erin looked off into the distance. She could see a man standing there, wearing a trench coat and a hat. It was Zenith, but given his current state, he didn’t want to risk being spotted by anyone who would recognize the face of Terrence Gibson. 

Soldiers removed the flag from the casket and folded it up. They brought it to an older woman who stood closest to the casket, her blond hair turning gray with age. A black veil hung from her hat to cover her face, but it did nothing to conceal her audible grief. They saluted and the casket lowered into the ground. 

The mourners left one by one, but the members of Vanguard lingered. They stood over the grave, staring down at the headstone, the name LEONARD THORNE engraved on its surface.

“That’s it,” said Dom with a sigh. Slightly more emotion than anyone in the team was used to from him. “It’s over.”

“He’s right,” said Jim. “Any thought we might have had to continuing Vanguard looks to have died with the Colonel.”

“But we don’t even know what happened,” said Erin. “An explosion? Right before he was going to accept the job? How can that be a coincidence?”

“As awful as it is, sometimes bad things just happen,” said Anita. 

“But…”

McCabe stepped closer to Erin and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I understand what you’re feeling, Erin. It doesn’t seem to make any sense. But Anita’s right, sometimes these things just happen.”

“I’m still taking the position at Cerberus,” said Jim. “I’ll do what I can to get to the bottom of this.”

“What about Zen?” asked Koji, looking up at his teammate. “Thorne was gonna help him get back in his body, using Cerberus’ resources. But now…”

“We’ve been talking about that,” said Lee. “I’m gonna see if I can help Zenith get back to normal.”

“How’s that? Like Koji said, you don’t have the resources,” said Dom.

“We shall figure something out,” said Zenith. “Do not worry about us, my friends. Just watch out for yourselves.”

Jim looked down at his watch and gave a sigh. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. I have some interviews before I’m approved for Cerberus.” 

“Yeah, I’ve got a plane to catch myself,” said Koji.

“Back to Hawaii?” asked Erin. He nodded in response.

“We should get you back to your mom, too,” said Anita, patting Erin on the back. 

“Where are you off to?” asked Dom. 

“Baltimore at first, going to stay with my mom for a bit,” said Anita. “Figure things out from there.”

“What about you, Dom?” asked Koji.

Dom shrugged. “Wherever the wind takes me, I guess. Got my pardon so I’m going to stay off the grid for a bit.”

“Can’t believe it’s all over…” said Erin, still staring at the headstone. 

The team said their goodbyes and parted one by one. Until the only two left standing over Thorne’s headstone were Zenith and Lee. The newest addition to Vanguard hung his head and shut his eyes.

“I feel like shit.”

“I know,” said Zenith. “But we must keep up this charade for now. If we are to have any hope of getting to the bottom of this.”

“I guess…”

A series of beeps came from Lee’s jacket. He reached for the inner pocket and drew out his cell phone. After he checked the new message, he looked up at Zenith and gave a nod.

“He’s ready to see us.”

“Then we have work to do,” said Zenith.


























CHAPTER 8




The shuttle soared through space, approaching the orbital space station called Olympus. They began the docking procedure, and the passengers were given permission to disembark. 

Jim Ellis was among the passengers who crossed the passage and into the airlock of the Olympus. When the doors opened, he saw a thin man with graying hair at the temples, a man Jim knew well. The two men smiled and Jim walked right up to him, accepting his welcoming handshake. The other passengers moved by the two friends, being directed deeper into the Olympus facility.

“It’s good to see you again, my friend,” said Abram Zukov. 

“You too, Abram.”

Zukov had been an agent of the Russian FSB when he encountered Jim and Vanguard on a mission. But now he was dressed in a black uniform with a red circle emblazoned over his chest. Inside the circle was the outline of a three-headed dog.

“I was pleased to hear you had accepted the position,” said Zukov. 

“Felt like the right thing to do. Colonel Thorne recommended me for it and after his death…”

Jim looked away and Zukov gave a solemn nod, placing his hand on Jim’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks,” said Jim. 

“Come,” said Zukov, gesturing ahead. 

The two men followed the rest of the crowd. For Jim, it was strange being back in this place. The last time he was on Olympus, Vanguard was fighting the Khagan. But now, it had been retrofitted and expanded, to serve as the headquarters of this new organization.

Once everyone gathered into a large waiting area, they saw a man standing on a platform above them, a man dressed in a similar uniform to Zukov. 

“Welcome to the Olympus. I’m Director Nathan Callus,” he began. “You’re all here because you represent the best that the world has to offer. An organization like this is unprecedented in all of human history, because now mankind faces a threat we have never seen before. We will be the first and last line of defense against a new kind of enemy, one that needs no armies, needs no weapons, needs no funding. We are the guardians of humanity, here to ensure that what happened on this very station just a few months ago will never happen again.

“Welcome to Cerberus.”

***

“Okay,” said Lee with a sigh, sitting at the controls of the Atlas’ monitor room. “Let’s see if this works.”

He entered a few commands into the keyboard and the lights flickered on and off. Zenith stood beside him, his gaze fixed on the monitors. “Are you certain this will work?”

“I think so. Perimeter sensors activated, but we’ve managed to mask any and all surveillance that the government may have put on this place. If anyone comes near this place, we’ll know about it.” He turned his chair to face Zenith. “Maybe they could put an end to Vanguard, but we’ve managed to take back Atlas for ourselves.”

Zenith nodded, looking around the monitor room. “I feel…separated from it. Lacking that instantaneous connection with all the Atlas’ systems. 

Lee stood and patted Zenith on the shoulder. “We’ll get there. That’s our top priority right now, making sure you get back into your own body.”

“Not the only priority.”

They turned and Zenith stepped closer to the third man in the room. He eyed him with brown eyes carefully. “Are you certain of this? It’s quite a risk we’re taking.”

“They started this when they tried to kill me,” said Thorne. “The world may think I’m dead and that gives us some more room to operate in secret. Bring it up, Lee.”

Lee bent over the console and his fingers danced across the keyboard. The monitor came to life with several images. Thorne pointed at the first one. 

“We know Ramsey was working with the Khagan and it’s a safe bet he’s also responsible for targeting me.” He pointed to the next image. “And it seems like the reason was to get Nathan Callus appointed to the position of Director of Cerberus. They tried to use Pyre to kill me, which suggests that Ramsey and Callus aren’t really abiding by the ‘no specials’ rule. And even worse, the Analyst and Azarov are still on the loose. We can’t discount their involvement.”

“Which begs the question,” said Zenith. “To what end? What does Ramsey want to do?”

“No idea. He could be continuing the Khagan’s crusade, or it could be something else.” Thorne turned, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Whatever he’s up to, we’re going to get to the bottom of it. Even if we have to do it alone.”


























EPILOGUE




In another galaxy far off in the cosmos, a small, one-man spacecraft moved through an armada of warships hovering amongst the stars. The tiny ship approached the opening bay doors of one of the larger vessels, the craft shifting to hover mode. The bay doors closed and the canopy vanished as if it had never been there. 

The pilot climbed from the seat and hopped over the edge. She reached for the ornate black helmet with gold trim and at the activation of a switch, the helmet vanished just as the canopy, as if it were an illusion. Once free of the helmet, she shook out the braids of yellow hair. Reaching a hand up, she brushed the locks behind her pointed, reddish-orange ears.

A man with her matching skin-tone, ears, and hair approached. He stopped in front of her and patted his right fist to his left pectoral before bowing. “Captain J’Karra, it’s an honor.”

J’Karra returned the salute and bow. “I was summoned?”

“Yes, Captain,” said the man. “I am General M’Lak. The Matriarch requests an audience with you.”

J’Karra drew in a sharp breath. The Matriarch worked through her intermediaries. To be summoned to meet with her directly was an honor reserved for only the most select of the Kotharians. 

“You’re certain?” she asked.

“Aye, Captain. If you could follow me?”

J’Karra gave a rapid nod. “Of course, please.”

M’Lak smiled and spun on his heel with precision. He led J’Karra from the landing bay and into the flagship of the Kotharian fleet. They moved through the corridors, passing other crew members who paid them no mind. M’Lak took her to an elevator and when the doors closed, he said, “The Great Hall.”

The elevator rose and J’Karra clasped her hands behind the black and gold cape attached to the back of her armor. M’Lak studied the catlike yellow eyes beneath the pronounced brow.

“You seem nervous, Captain.”

“It’s the Matriarch, General.”

M’Lak nodded. “Yes, quite the honor.”

“Do you know what this is in regards to?”

M’Lak shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I was simply informed through the priests that the Matriarch wishes to address you and you alone on a matter of grave importance.”

J’Karra turned her head to M’Lak. “Through the priests? You didn’t speak with the Matriarch?”

“No, I’m…” M’Lak cleared his throat. “Not worthy.”

J’Karra gave a slow nod and tried to suppress the smile she felt tugging at her lips. It was no secret that M’Lak had gotten to his position through no small amount of sycophancy. But though he could fool the elected officials, the Matriarch was another matter entirely.

The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors vanished. They moved into a long corridor. J’Karra looked from side to side and saw the robed priests lining the walls, hovering above the ground, their eyes shut in meditation. Auras of energy surrounded each of them. 

They approached the closed doors and M’Lak stopped. “This is where I have to leave you. What the Matriarch has to say is for your ears only.”

M’Lak saluted once more and promptly returned to the elevator. J’Karra watched him leave and after the elevator left, she looked back to the closed doors. J’Karra stepped up and when she placed her hand on them, she was instantly transported past them.

J’Karra stood in a large chamber with glass walls enabling her to look out at the stars. Just a few feet in front of her was an opulent bathtub and a figure rose from the steaming, crystal liquid. Her appearance was similar to J’Karra’s, but with a radiance that was unexplainable.

J’Karra fell to one knee, bowing her head. The Matriarch draped a robe over her body and approached the Captain, laying a gentle hand on her yellow hair. “Rise, my child.”

As J’Karra looked upon the face of the Matriarch, the ruler of her people, she felt her heart exploding with joy, tears welling up in her eyes. “My Lady, I—”

The Matriarch touched a single finger to J’Karra’s lips. “This is not the time for platitudes, dear J’Karra. I have an urgent matter to discuss with you, one which could determine the future of our entire race.”

J’Karra blinked several times. “What troubles you, my Matriarch? I will do anything for you.”

“Our priests have discovered that the Chaknaar is being used in violation of the proper rituals,” said the Matriarch, her voice darkening. 

J’Karra took a deep breath. “But…how? How could this have happened?”

The Matriarch shook her head. “I know not. But we must confirm that the priests’ visions are accurate. And for that, we require a reconnaissance mission. For that, I have determined that you are the one who must journey to a distant galaxy.”

J’Karra gave a salute and bowed. “It would be an honor to serve Kothar in this way.”

“I know,” said the Matriarch. “You must go to this planet and determine the extent of the Chaknaar. And then you are to report back directly to me. Is that understood?”

J’Karra nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty. What planet is it?”

The Matriarch sighed and held out her hand. Energy swirled around her fingers before forming into a blue orb above her open palm. J’Karra studied the image carefully.

“It is a backwater orb populated by an ignorant, infantile race of primitives,” said the Matriarch, the disdain in her voice obvious. “They refer to this world as Earth.”




To Be Continued…


























#6 - FREAK ISLAND


























CHAPTER 1




Erin Hastings entered the suburban, Madison house which, until recently, had been the only real home she’d known. She closed the white door behind her, turning the gold lock and hanging her keys by the metal ring on a small pegboard near the door. “Mom, I’m home!”

“How was your first day back?” came the voice of her mother, Victoria Hastings, from her home office. 

Erin walked down the narrow hall beside the staircase into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator and grabbing a can of Diet Dr. Pepper. She popped the metal top and strolled through the kitchen to her mother’s office, connected via an open door. Erin didn’t step all the way into the office, just leaned against the doorframe and sipped her drink as she looked at her mom, who was busy working at her computer. Victoria was a real estate agent, so she was able to do a lot of work from the comfort of home.

“Not too bad,” said Erin. “‘Course, after spending the past few months fighting supervillains, school’s pretty easy.”

Victoria forced a smile at the comment as she turned from the computer on one side of the wrap-around desk. She lowered her reading glasses, leaving them suspended on a lanyard around her neck. “Probably a lot less stressful.”

Erin cocked her head to the side and waved an open hand in a “so-so” motion. “Wouldn’t go that far.”

“Why’s that?”

“Trust me, spend five minutes in Mr. Rasmussen’s biology class and you’ll be begging to go toe-to-toe with an army of Dreks.” Erin sauntered into the office and leaned against the desk. “But it was good to see everyone again. Even if high school problems seem a bit…”

“A bit what?”

“I dunno…small, I guess?” Erin shrugged and took another sip from the can. “Right now I’m just looking forward to changing into something more comfortable.”

Victoria gave a light chuckle. “I can relate to that.”

“Ma, you’re still in your PJs.”

Victoria leaned back in her high-backed leather chair. “You know, there was a time when I had to do all my work in a small cubicle at the office. You kids and your Internet, you’re so spoiled.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Erin with an eye-roll. “And you had to walk ten miles uphill—both ways—in a blizzard just to get to school every day…”

“Don’t exaggerate,” said Victoria. “It was nine miles.”

“The dreaded peaks of the Great Plains.”

Victoria laughed. “Anyway, I’m thinking of ordering out tonight for dinner. I have to fly to Houston tomorrow for a conference and don’t want to cook. What are you in the mood for?”

“Hmm…” Erin glanced up at the domed light on the ceiling, tapping a finger to her chin. “Thai?”

“Really? I was hoping you’d say pizza.”

“Nah, some of the girls wanna go out for pizza this weekend,” said Erin. “Come on, I haven’t had Thai food since I went to Atlas!”

Victoria sighed. “Okay, Thai it is. Why don’t you go upstairs, get changed, and make the call?”

“I can save a trip right now.”

Right before her mother’s eyes, Erin’s long, blond hair retreated into her scalp. Her pinkish complexion became a pale green and her eyes turned yellow. Victoria raised her glasses and turned back to her laptop, beginning to type. “Thought you meant you were gonna change clothes…”

“Nah, these are fine.” Erin gestured to her sweater and jeans. “Just making myself look the way I used to, it takes a toll.”

“And here I thought you were learning to get better at that…” muttered Victoria. She could feel her daughter’s eyes burning a hole into the back of her head and she huffed. “It’s not like that. I love you no matter what you look like, you know that.”

“Really?” asked Erin, still staring at her mother. “So why can’t you look me in the eye when you say it?”

Victoria’s typing came to a halt. She stayed fixed on the glow of the monitor for a few seconds, seconds that were filled with an extremely uncomfortable silence for both mother and daughter. Finally she looked at Erin again. “I’m sorry. This just…it takes some getting used to.”

Erin moved away from the desk and went back to the kitchen. “Forget about Thai. Don’t think I have much of an appetite any more.”

Victoria placed her face in the palm of her open hand. Trying to relate to your teenage daughter was a near-impossible task in and of itself. How does one relate to a teenage daughter who also happens to be a superhero?

***

Erin gnawed on her straw, staring down at the pepperoni pizza resting in the middle of the table. The three teenage girls she shared the booth with chattered almost non-stop, while Erin felt the conversation fading into the background, becoming white noise. 

Everything seemed so surreal to her now. After spending months with Vanguard, living at the Atlas, her life back in Madison felt completely mundane. Julie, the redhead who sat next to her, kept prattling on about her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Ted. Across from her, two other girls—Maria, who had straight, long dark hair and Patty whose short blond hair reached down to her chin—hung onto Julie’s every word. 

But Erin just smiled and nodded, putting up the facade of listening. She took a fresh slice of pizza and bit into it, chewing slowly. What she wouldn’t give for some kind of a crisis right now. A rogue special attack seemed pretty unlikely, but maybe a robbery or even a fight between some of the guys who sat at the bar. 

“Hey!” Julie snapped her fingers in front of Erin’s face.

She blinked her blue eyes and looked at her friend. “Sorry, did you say something?”

“I asked you what’s going on with you and Chris,” said Julie. “Didn’t you have a thing?”

Erin shook her head. “Not really.”

“Oh come on,” said Julie. “You were so into him. Now he and Kelly broke up and it’s like you couldn’t care less.”

Last year, Erin would’ve given anything to go out with Chris Powell. But now she had trouble even picturing his face. She gave Julie a shrug. “He’s not really my type.”

“Not your type?” asked Maria. “What about him isn’t your type? He’s cute, he’s funny, he’s got a nice car.”

“And from I’ve heard, he’s got some other attributes,” said Patty with a knowing smile. 

The three girls let out a genuine laugh, but Erin faked hers to fit in with them. “I just don’t think I’m really into him any more. I mean, knowing he dated Kelly Grayson of all people.”

Her friends laughed. “You’re such a bitch!” said Julie, playfully smacking Erin’s arm. In reality, Erin didn’t have any opinion about Kelly Grayson. But it felt like the right thing to say in order to shut Julie up. 

“So tell us his name,” said Julie.

So much for that. 

“What do you mean?” asked Erin.

“You met someone when you were away, didn’t you? Some sexy French guy?”

“Oh…” To account for the time she was with Vanguard, Erin had been provided with a cover story, saying she had been studying abroad in Europe. “No, it was nothing like that.”

“Bull!” said Patty, pointing at Erin’s face. “Look at her, she’s blushing!”

“I am not!” said Erin. “There wasn’t anyone, okay? I spent pretty much the whole time studying.”

“Whatever,” said Julie. “Y’know Hastings, you’re really disappointing. Only you could go to Europe and come back with the lamest stories ever.”

***

“Sounds like a nightmare,” said Koji Asano after Erin finished relating the story about her night out with her friends.

Erin leaned against her bed’s headboard, the tablet that she spoke to Koji through resting on her thighs and a pair of earphones plugged into the side.

“Just feels so weird being back here. Nothing seems right,” said Erin.

“It takes some getting used to, that’s all. You keep in touch with the others?”

“I hear from Anita every now and then, but she’s pretty busy with her new job. I used to get a postcard from Dom whenever he wound up somewhere new, but nothing in a few weeks. And since Jim went to work for Cerberus, no word from him. Which I guess is understandable.”

“What about Lee or Zen?”

Erin frowned and shook her head. “Not since the funeral.”

Koji sighed. The funeral she referred to was for Colonel Leonard Thorne, the man who had been put in charge of Vanguard by the late President Hayworth. But after the incoming President Lawson had made the decision to cease the government’s sponsorship of the team, Thorne was offered the opportunity to head up Cerberus, an international organization designed to police specials. When he went to Washington to accept the position, he was killed in an explosion.

Atlas was officially closed to them from that point. Zenith, the team’s artificial intelligence, had been left trapped in the body of one of Vanguard’s enemies. And Lee Parker, a new addition to the team, had promised to help restore Zenith to his own body. But they both vanished after the funeral and hadn’t been seen since.

Erin made the decision to change the subject. “How are things out there in paradise?”

Koji smirked. “Pretty nice. The job pays decently enough, plus I get to be in the water almost all day. Sometimes after work, I’ll dive underwater and transform into my Sharkskin form and just swim for hours.”

Erin’s smile was half-hearted. Koji had found a way to embrace his abilities. But her mother didn’t like seeing her use her shapeshifting powers and she certainly couldn’t do it anywhere else. That meant her room was the one place she could show her true face.

“Sounds great.”

Koji’s smirk faded into a grown. “Doesn’t seem like you really feel that way.”

Erin sighed. “I’m sorry, Koj. I’m just feeling a little sorry for myself.”

“Don’t sweat it. Hey listen, maybe you could come out here for a visit some time. I could show you around the island.”

“Yeah, that sounds fun,” said Erin. 

She could hear the sound of a ringtone on Koji’s end. He looked down from the screen and she saw a cell phone in his hand. Koji turned back to the camera. “Sorry Erin, I gotta go. That’s my parents calling.”

“Sure thing, I’ll talk to you later.” Erin ended the call and Koji’s face vanished from her screen. She sighed and opened up the tablet’s web browser. 

She first started going to the special-related forums about a week or two ago, when she was feeling really separated from who she was. Hundreds of online communities had sprung up in regards to the specials, especially since the United Nations introduced the world to Cerberus. 

There were even extreme conspiracy theories regarding the specials. On one side, you had those who believed specials were some kind of demons here to bring about the new world order. On the other, there were those who felt that Cerberus was actually murdering specials in secret, trying to contain their population and that Vanguard had been their first targets.

Obviously Erin knew that wasn’t true, but she never participated in the discussions. She didn’t want to risk accidentally revealing something about Vanguard that could compromise her identity. In these days, Internet anonymity wasn’t quite as anonymous as many people thought. She had learned that from Zenith.

As she scrolled through the posts, one of the topic threads caught her attention—labeled, “FREAK ISLAND?!” 

Erin clicked the link. As she read the post, she started to doubt the veracity, like most things she’d read on these forums. But then another thought entered her mind—what if it were true? A place where specials could be themselves, free from persecution?


























CHAPTER 2




Koji swam beneath the waves of the Pacific Ocean, his body shifting and gaining bulk as he moved through the water. His skin turned to a shade of gray and his hair retreated into his head. His eyes transformed into pitch-black orbs and the teeth lining his jaw elongated and sharpened.

One of the perks to his Sharkskin form was his ability to breathe underwater without any difficulty. His speed and strength increased and his senses heightened to a superhuman level. Koji enjoyed this part of the day most of all, the time when he could just relish in his special abilities. 

As he swam through the water, Koji blinked twice, catching sight of something off in the distance. He kicked his legs fiercely, realizing it looked like a person floating there above the sandy floor. But once he got within range, he saw the person change form, becoming a green-skinned woman with no hair and bright, yellow eyes, smiling at him. Koji shook his head and grabbed her arm, pulling her up to the surface.

He changed back into his human form just an instant before his head broke through the water. When he pulled the girl up, she had changed as well, now sporting long, blond hair and fair skin.

“The hell were you thinking, Erin?” he asked.

Erin splashed water in his face. “Nice to see you, too. Dick.”

Koji wiped the water from his face, a frown still present on his face. He then smiled and splashed her back. Erin squealed and retaliated, the two quickly escalating into a war of water, laughter coming from both of them. 

Erin, at a loss of breath from laughter and the exertion, held up her arms. “Okay, okay! Truce?”

Koji gave a nod. “All right. So you gonna tell me what you’re doing out here?”

“Should we head in first?”

Koji nodded. The two swam back to shore, walking out onto the dry sand. Koji had a beach towel spread out on the sand next to a backpack. He picked up the towel and started drying himself off. When he finished, he held the towel out to Erin, but found that she already appeared dry.

“Huh?”

“Shapeshifting, remember?”

Koji frowned and tossed the towel onto his bag. “How come I can’t do that?”

“Because I’m better than you?”

Koji made a face at her before sitting on the sand. “Okay, so what’s going on? Why are you in Hawaii?”

“Taking you up on your offer,” said Erin, sitting beside him. “Remember you said I could come out here and visit you?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think you’d come down a few days later without notice.”

Erin smirked. “I stole my mom’s credit card.”

Koji’s eyes bulged. “You what?”

Erin put a hand on his. “Relax, I had a good reason.”

Koji was dumbfounded, looking away from her. “This isn’t like you.”

“It’s fine, my mom’s out of town on business any way,” said Erin. “I’ve got my phone so I can easily make up some story if she calls.”

“Not the point. You shouldn’t just run off like that.”

“I said I had a good reason.”

Koji sighed, running a hand through his quickly-drying short hair. “Okay, let’s hear this ‘good’ reason.”

“I’ve been keeping up with a bunch of communities and blogs about specials online over the past few months. And I’ve discovered some pretty weird stuff.” 

“Like what?”

“Usual conspiracy theory stuff. Some people say Cerberus is killing specials who get out of line.”

Koji waved her off with his hand. “Oh come on. We both know Jim wouldn’t involve himself with anything like that.”

Erin rolled her eyes. “I know it’s not like Jim. Maybe there’s more to Cerberus than he knows.”

“Or maybe it’s a bunch of nutbags with tinfoil hats.”

“Okay, maybe. But I also found out something new. Have you ever heard of Arcadia?”

Koji cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t think so.”

“I’ve seen a lot of stuff about it lately on the web. A hidden island for specials. A place we can go where we can be ourselves, away from the rest of the world.”

Koji scoffed. “Oh come on.”

Erin gently bit her lower lip. “What? It’s worth looking into, isn’t it?”

“For what? You gonna go live there or something?”

Erin shrugged, looking away. She brought her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around her legs. “Maybe.”

Koji studied her face. “You okay?”

Erin shut her eyes and shook her head. “Things…they’ve been better.”

Koji put a gentle hand on her back. 

“Y’know, when I first got to Atlas, all I wanted was to go back to Madison. Go back to being a normal girl. And now, I can’t stand being back in that world.” Erin opened her eyes and snickered. “God, talk about first-world problems, right? Poor white girl, she can’t be a superhero any more.”

Koji rubbed her back. “It’s okay, no one said coming back would be easy. After everything we’ve been through, kinda hard to just leave it all behind.”

“My friends just annoy the crap out of me now,” said Erin. “All they talk about is who’s wearing what or who’s dating who and I just want to scream at them, ‘Do you know how stupid this is?’ And then my mom…Jesus, she can’t even stand to look at me.”

“Sure it’s not like that.”

“Oh?” Erin turned to Koji. “Every time I change into my real form, she freaks!”

Koji sighed. “Wish I could say I know more about what you’re going through. But me…I was kind of a loner before Vanguard, so being on my own isn’t so bad.”

“I know, but you’re also the only one I can talk to about this stuff,” said Erin. “Listen, just come with me to Arcadia, okay? Just to check it out.”

Koji sighed. “I don’t know…”

“Please, Koj? I just need to be around people like us, if only for a little bit.” She reached for his hand, clutching it tightly in both of hers. “You’re not gonna make me turn into a puppy and beg, are you?”

Koji chuckled. “As funny as that would be, no.” He took a breath. “Okay. But just to watch your back, got it? And we’re only visiting.”

A wide grin spread on Erin’s face and she threw her arms around Koji, knocking them both onto the sand. “You’re the best!”

Koji laughed, hugging her back. “Yeah, I know. So how do we get to this place?”

“There’s an island near here, word has it they’re picking up a group of specials tomorrow.”


























CHAPTER 3




Koji was surprised at the number of people who were waiting on the island when he and Erin climbed off the small boat. The small island had at least two dozen people waiting. Most looked fairly normal, but there were a few who wore hoods or wide-brimmed hats to keep their faces hidden. He caught only the smallest glimpse of some of them, noticing the deformities caused by their abilities.

It never occurred to Koji that not all specials who undergo physical transformations would be able to change back into a human form like him and Erin. At first he wasn’t so sure about a place like Arcadia, but now he began to wonder at what sort of persecution these people must have faced.

He felt Erin’s fingers wrap around his hand and he looked to his side. She was in her Shift form and from the look in her yellow eyes, Koji could tell she was nervous. No one gathered spoke to anyone else. They all stood in silence, watching out over the water. 

And then it happened. A distortion in the air. Koji blinked a few times, not sure of what he actually saw. It came again, with a crackle of energy. The water bubbled up around a certain spot and a yellow tear appeared in the middle of the space above the water. It opened wider, forming into a large arch. 

A long boat came through the arch and a man stood at the rear of it, rowing with a large oar. He wore a cloak that covered every inch of his body and long, straggly hair emerged from the sides of the hood. His eyes were a piercing yellow that matched the color of the arch and his face long and thin. 

The boat ran ashore and he moved from the rear to the front, stepping out onto the sand-covered beach. He held up his hands in a gesture for all to come closer. 

“You’ve all come here because you wish for an escape for the world of man, a world that has shown you only persecution and hatred. However you may of heard of us, you are welcome on my boat.” He made a sweeping gesture towards the vessel. “If you’re prepared to leave this world behind, then allow the Ferryman to escort you to a new and better one.”

The people on the shore one by one piled into the Ferryman’s boat. Erin and Koji looked at each other. He gave her a questioning raise of his brow and Erin replied with a smile and a nod. She was ready to do this, wherever it led. 

The pair approached the boat and the Ferryman smiled at them as they came close. Koji pulled himself into the boat first and then offered a hand to Erin to help her up. They sat down on one of the benches, squeezing in amongst the other passengers.

The Ferryman was the last to board and he used his oar to push away from the shore. He paddled, turning the boat and directing it into the portal he’d come out from. As they passed through the yellow arch, they saw the sky was slightly darker here, a different time of day. The water was also far more clear, almost completely translucent.

Once the boat was through the portal, it closed completely. Koji, Erin, and the other passengers all cast their eyes around, taking in the scenery. The Ferryman kept his eyes straight, paddling closer to land. A long pier jutted out from the shore and a gathering of people stood on land, watching their approach. 

The Ferryman brought the boat closer and a young man stepped out onto the dock. He closed his eyes and held out his hands. His outstretched fingers vibrated slightly, an invisible force taking hold of the boat and pulling it closer to the dock. Ropes snaked out seemingly under their own power and tied themselves to the boat’s cleats. 

The man lowered his arms and opened his eyes, smiling at the newcomers. He made a motion for them to disembark and one by one, they climbed onto the pier. Erin and Koji followed the others. The gathering on the beach cheered as the new arrivals set foot on the island for the first time. 

While most of the people greeted the new arrivals, Koji noticed one man, tall with short dark hair and a thin beard, eyeing Erin carefully. When in his Sharkskin form, Koji’s senses were superhuman, but even in his human form, they were sharper than most. And something about this bearded man made him protective of his friend. 

Erin gasped and she tapped Koji’s arm furiously. Koji broke his gaze from the stranger and looked at Erin. “What is it?”

“Look!” Erin pointed up in the air and Koji saw what she saw, causing him to react in a similar fashion.

A man hovered high above the trees, dressed in blue and white with a cape billowing behind him. His dark hair was cropped short and he had piercing, blue eyes. He hovered above the crowd and those who had just arrived along with those who were already waiting cheered for him.

But for Erin and Koji, this was a shock. They recognized this man as Callum King. The rest of the world knew him only as the Exemplar, a powerful special with an incredible degree of superhuman abilities. The first time they encountered him, they were enemies. And the second, they were reluctant allies when taking down the Khagan.

The Exemplar held up his hands and smiled and the crowd’s cheers died down. “Thank you. I would like to welcome you all to the future. Ever since we started appearing, we knew the time would come when humans would have no use for us. Fortunately here in this place, we can live free from their persecution and their judgment. Here, there is no need to hide who you truly are. In this place, you can be made whole once more and join a family that grows larger with each passing day.

“Welcome to Arcadia.”


























CHAPTER 4




“What’s the Exemplar doing here?” asked Koji, speaking in a low voice to Erin. “I mean, I know Thorne let him go free after we got back from Olympus, but I wasn’t expecting this.”

Erin shrugged. “I’ve got no idea. I tried to keep tabs on him after we left Atlas, but couldn’t find any info. I thought he’d decided to lay low after everything that had happened.”

“Guess he was setting this place up.”

The Exemplar had departed and other representatives of Arcadia arrived, guiding the new arrivals from the shore. Erin and Koji moved along with the crowd. Paths led up a small hill, on the other side of which they could see a small town. The homes and buildings were pretty small, all looked constructed from stone. 

In the town square, tables were set up with the Arcadian representatives asking the newcomers to form lines in order to record their information. Erin remained by Koji’s side, standing behind him in the long line.

And then, Erin was forcefully pulled from the line. She screamed as she was grabbed, drawing the attention of Koji and the rest of the gathered specials. Koji recognized the man who grabbed her—the same one he had seen at the shore staring at them.

“They’re here!” said the scruffy man. He kept one arm wrapped around Erin’s neck and claws extended from his free hand. Black hair emerged from the pores all over his body and his muscles strained beneath his clothes. His jaw elongated and his teeth extended into long fangs.

“What are you doing, Fenris?” asked one of the Arcadian representatives.

“Don’t you recognize her?” asked Fenris. “She’s one of them! Vanguard!”

“Let me go!” said Erin. “I didn’t do anything to you!”

“Only because I’m not giving you the chance!”

Everyone cleared a path for Fenris, except Koji who stepped closer. He narrowed his eyes at the werewolf. “Let her go right now.”

“You don’t know what she is! Her and the rest of her team are traitors, working with the humans to hunt down specials!” said Fenris.

“I know what she is—you don’t know what I am!” Koji’s body bulked up, his skin toughening and becoming gray as he assumed his shark form. 

Fenris’ eyes bulged at the sight before him. “You’re one of ‘em, too!”

“Name’s Sharkskin, Fido. And I think you’re about to find out why she’s called Shift.”

Erin’s neck and head became extremely thin, allowing her to slip through Fenris’ grip. He tried to grab hold of her again, but with her malleable form, it was too difficult. Shift maneuvered herself behind Fenris, her arms snaking around his shoulders and holding him. Sharkskin stepped closer, cracking his knuckles with a grin on his face.

“I’m gonna enjoy this.”

Before Sharkskin could take another step, he was tackled. This was another wolf-like special, with reddish fur, and he wrestled with Sharkskin on the ground. His strength was about equal to Koji’s and Sharkskin couldn’t gain any sort of leverage.

“Call him off!” said Shift, now wrapping her arm around Fenris’ throat. 

Fenris turned his head as best he could to look at Shift. “Go ahead and kill me, traitor. That’s what you do, isn’t it? Kill your own kind?”

Shift’s head was grabbed from behind and yanked back. She hit the ground hard and saw a third lupine special standing over her with a lighter shade of hair, almost blond. A fourth jumped from the crowd, with brown fur. Shift slid on the ground to avoid his attack just as Sharkskin managed to throw his foe off. 

The four lupines surrounded the two. None of the other denizens of Arcadia dared to intervene and the former members of Vanguard got the sense that these shifters had instilled fear into many of the people living here.

“Didn’t you know, wolves hunt in packs,” said Fenris with a grin. His three followers snickered at his words.

“Not sure what your problem is with us, but we’re not your enemies,” said Shift.

“You’re Vanguard, aren’t you?” asked the wolf with reddish fur. 

“Were,” said Sharkskin. “And even when Vanguard was still around, we never went after anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

“Don’t listen to them, Zev,” said the blond wolf. “They’d say anything to get out of what’s coming.”

“Dolph’s right,” said the brown-haired wolf. “Your call, Fenris.”

“You know what to do, Rollo,” said Fenris. “Get ‘em!”

The four wolves closed in on the two specials. Sharkskin moved in front of Shift, trying to protect her as they moved against them. Claws cut against his skin and even with his tough hide, they were sharp enough to draw blood. 

Shift’s fingers elongated into claws of her own and she climbed up on Sharkskin then pounced on Rollo, slicing into his chest. He yelped in pain and pulled back. Shift felt a sting of pain from her back as Zev cut into her from behind. She spun on her heel and dodged his next strike, slicing into his abdomen.

Sharkskin grappled with Dolph and he could smell Fenris coming at him for another attack. Sharkskin spun, throwing Dolph into his leader. He charged into them, barreling into Dolph and Fenris and throwing them both to the ground.

Shift and Sharkskin regrouped, as did Fenris and his followers. Just as they were all about to rush into another attack, a burst of energy struck the ground between them. All eyes turned skyward to see the Exemplar hovering above, his hands glowing brightly. He lowered himself between them, his feet still remaining a few inches off the ground.

“Someone care to explain just what the hell is going on here?” 

Fenris pointed an accusatory finger at Sharkskin and Shift. “They’re Vanguard! We all know that they hunt down specials for the humans!”

The Exemplar turned his eyes and a flash of recognition appeared when he saw the two specials he had fought with and fought alongside. “Well, this is certainly a surprise.”

“We’re not here to cause any trouble,” said Shift. “They just attacked us for no reason!”

The Exemplar gave a nod. “I believe you.”

“What?” asked Dolph. “They attacked you, Exemplar! Or did you forget that you were their first victim?”

The Exemplar turned and fired an energy blast at Dolph, throwing him to the ground. “Don’t presume to know what happened to me. I wasn’t in the best place when I first discovered my powers. Vanguard did what they had to do and later, they helped me against the Khagan.”

“We can’t trust them!” said Rollo. “They’ll bring Cerberus down on all of us!”

“I don’t see that happening. All specials are welcome here in Arcadia.” The Exemplar’s eyes turned to the lupine leader. “So keep your dogs on a leash, Fenris. Or I’ll do it for you.”

Rollo and Zev looked to Fenris for some indication of what their next move should be. The leader just huffed as his form began to change, returning to his human shape. “Pick up Dolph and let’s get out of here.”

The two wolves did as they were told and the crowd parted for them to carry out their unconscious teammate. Fenris lingered behind, staring at Sharkskin and Shift. “You’d better watch yourselves. We’ve got something good going here on this island, and we don’t need you ruining it for the rest of us.”

“That’s enough, Fenris,” said the Exemplar.

Fenris turned his gaze to Arcadia’s leader. “Hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.” He turned and followed the rest of his team. 

Once the wolves were gone, the Exemplar rose higher into the air to address the onlookers. “That’s enough excitement for one day. Go about your business.”

The Exemplar lowered again as Sharkskin transformed back into Koji. The Exemplar looked at the wounds the two had on them.

“We should get you patched up,” he said. “I think we have a lot to talk about.”


























CHAPTER 5




The Exemplar floated just above the ground as he led Erin and Koji around the main town square of Arcadia. “What I learned from the time I was held prisoner by the Red Fist was that there would always be people like the Khagan and Azarov who would exploit specials for their own uses.” 

He led them from the town square towards a hill with a series of stone steps ascending upwards. While the Exemplar simply flew higher, Erin and Koji climbed up the steps. At the summit was a stone building and the ridge overlooked Arcadia.

The Exemplar gestured in one direction where farmland was visible. “We’re very self-sufficient here. We not only grow our own food, but we also send out fishing expeditions. The island also has some wildlife, but we don’t hunt them too much for fear of dwindling their numbers. Some specials use their abilities to help power our generators and provide the island with more than enough electricity to meet our needs. And anything else we need, the Ferryman can get for us.”

“How did you get this set up so quickly?” asked Koji. “It’s only been what, six months since we stopped the Khagan?”

“I got to work as soon as we returned. Found others like me who could help me set this up.” The Exemplar approached the building and knocked a few times. The door opened and standing in the frame was a young woman of Native American ancestry. She stepped aside so they could enter.

A round table sat in the center of the room and a familiar cloaked man sat at the table, nodding to the new arrivals.

“I’d like to introduce you both to Shift and Sharkskin.” The Exemplar looked at Erin and Koji while gesturing to the cloaked man. “You’ve already met the Ferryman. And this,” he stepped behind the woman, placing his hands on her shoulders, “is Tuwa. She’s responsible for the terraforming that made Arcadia possible.”

“Terraforming?” asked Erin, shaking Tuwa’s hand.

“I can manipulate the earth,” said Tuwa. “That’s also what made it possible to construct many of the buildings you see around here so quick.”

“Pretty impressive,” said Koji.

Tuwa smiled.

“Have you had any trouble since creating this place? A nation of specials would probably make some people nervous,” said Erin.

“Especially with you running it,” said Koji, looking at the Exemplar.

“A fair point,” said the Exemplar. “I don’t run things here. We have meetings where we discuss issues and vote on them. The three of us just help oversee some of the more mundane issues.”

“And no one’s objected?” asked Erin.

“You mean Cerberus, don’t you?” asked Tuwa.

“Crossed my mind. There’s been a lot of talk about them online, hard to separate fact from fiction.”

“We have some specials who are able to keep us more or less invisible,” said the Exemplar. “The Ferryman is the only way anyone has ever accessed this place.”

“I heard there was some commotion when you two arrived,” said Tuwa.

“The Pack,” said the Exemplar.

Both Tuwa and the Ferryman groaned. Koji studied each of their faces. “I’m guessing you’re talking about those werewolves we dealt with?”

“Fenris and his little lapdogs,” said the Ferryman. “They’ve been a pretty consistent pain in our ass.”

“So why put up with them?” asked Koji, folding his arms and leaning against the wall. 

“Arcadia is open to all specials as long as they play by the rules,” said the Exemplar. “Fenris is headstrong, but he hasn’t broken any laws yet. More of a nuisance than anything.”

Tuwa stepped closer to Koji and Erin. “You must both be tired after your trip. I can show you to a place you can stay.”

Erin was about to speak, but Koji put a hand on her shoulder and interrupted before she could say a word. “Actually, we’re just looking around right now.”

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. And if Arcadia’s not for you, the Ferryman will take you back whenever you’re ready to go,” said the Exemplar. “Tuwa, can you show them where they can rest?”

She nodded. “Of course.” Tuwa led Erin and Koji from the building and back down the hill and into town. She glanced behind at them every now and then as she spoke. “You’re part of Vanguard?”

“Were,” said Erin. “We were sh—separated.” She was about to say, “shut down,” but then decided it was better not to reveal their connection with the government. Even if Vanguard was truly over, she didn’t want to take any chances.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Kinda got the impression that we don’t have a lot of fans out here,” said Koji.

Tuwa snickered. “Because of the Pack? They don’t speak for everyone here.”

“We did smack around your founder.”

“Yes, but then you also helped him escape from the Red Fist,” said Tuwa. “Callum’s a good man. He admits he made some mistakes when he first discovered his powers and now he’s trying to make amends. That’s what Arcadia’s all about—a second chance.”

After they reached the foot of the hill, Tuwa took them to a small structure near the edge of the town. There was a bathroom, two bedrooms, and a small kitchen attached to a sitting room. Some furniture but not much. The bedrooms weren’t as big as the ones Koji and Erin had grown accustomed to in Atlas, but they would do for now.

“You can stay here. Sorry we’ve got to double you up for now, but we’re running short on space,” said Tuwa. 

“It’s fine,” said Erin.

“I’ll let you get settled. It’s good to meet you both.” Tuwa nodded and left, closing the door behind her.

Erin sat down on the couch in the sitting room, looking up at Koji. “So what do you think? Pretty nice, huh?”

Koji sighed and sat beside her. “Yeah, except for Fenris and his crew.”

“You heard what the Ferryman said. The Pack has always been a pain.”

“I dunno, Erin.” Koji scratched his head and sat back. “Something about this just doesn’t feel right to me. Maybe I’m just suspicious of the Exemplar.”

“He did help us stop the Khagan. Plus you heard what Tuwa said—he’s trying to make up for his mistakes,” said Erin. “If he wants to change, shouldn’t we give him a second chance?”

“You’re probably right. I just don’t like it.” 

Erin scoffed and stood, crossing her arms. “Just what else do we have? Not just us but the rest of these people. You saw what some of them looked like. Where are they supposed to go?”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad place,” said Koji. “I’m just suspicious of the Exemplar, that’s all. I know they said this is some kind of democracy, but did you see that place up on the hill? And the way everyone looked at him when he broke up the fight with the Pack? Feels like despite talk of a democracy, these people look at the Exemplar like he’s their savior.”

Erin sighed and sat beside Koji, patting his hand. “Please, just give it a chance? Just a few days. If you still don’t like it, then we’ll leave.”

Koji hesitated for a moment but then nodded and held up two fingers. “Two days, that’s it. Deal?”

Erin offered her hand. “Deal.”

Koji smirked and they shook on it.


























CHAPTER 6




Koji chose to stay behind and relax, but Erin took time to explore the town square. The sun was setting and she wandered around as people milled about. Some people avoided her as she walked around, but a few gave her half-hearted smiles.

She wasn’t sure why everyone was so scared of her and Koji. She knew the rumors about Vanguard online, but she never expected there were people who actually believed that Vanguard was out to cause trouble for them. Persecuting their own kind, why would anyone think they were capable of that? All they’d ever done was stand up to specials who were endangering innocent lives. 

Erin tried not to focus too much on it. She found herself wandering from town and out onto the shores. She saw a woman standing waist-deep in the water and Erin approached the waves. Erin started to wade into the water herself and called out.

“Hey there.”

The woman turned and Erin nearly gasped in surprise when she saw the gills on the woman’s neck. She dove beneath the water and Erin saw a tail splash above the surface. 

“Wait!”

Erin moved deeper into the ocean, treading out until the water level reached her neck. She looked around but could find no sign of the woman. And then she heard something behind her. Erin turned and the woman’s head poked out of the water. “Sorry if I scared you.”

The mermaid just stared at her, not offering any response.

“Are you okay?” asked Erin. 

“You’re one of them.”

“Them? Them what?” asked Erin. “You mean Vanguard?”

The mermaid gave a nod. “You attacked other specials. Hunted them down for the government.”

“No, it wasn’t like that,” said Erin. “We just tried to stop bad specials from hurting people. From putting themselves above the rest of us.”

“So you weren’t working for the government?”

“It’s—it’s not that simple,” said Erin. “Look, can we just go back to shore and I can explain things?”

“You can’t even answer a simple question, how do you expect to explain anything?”

“No, it’s just—” Erin sighed. “Look, there are just some things I can’t talk about. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

“And you want me to trust you?” The mermaid swam out a little bit more. Her tail broke the surface and slammed back down, splashing water into Erin’s face. The young special wiped the water from her eyes and the mermaid was gone. 

Erin sighed, treading water all alone. She couldn’t see any sign of that mermaid again. Why did so many specials hate them? She had hoped that Arcadia would be a place where they could be among their own kind. 

She swam back to shore. Koji had agreed to stay a few days here but now she wasn’t sure if she even wanted to stay that long. Already she began to feel just as out of place as she felt back in Madison.

***

Tuwa stepped into the building that served as the meeting room for the Council of Arcadia that included both the Exemplar and the Ferryman. But she was surprised to see a third man with a gray beard and a bald head sitting at the table. 

The Exemplar closed the door behind Tuwa and led her to a seat, but she never took her eyes off the new arrival. “What’s he doing here?”

“Animus came to tell us about the current mood of the island,” said the Exemplar.

“And what can he tell us?” asked Tuwa as she sat at the table.

Animus rested his elbows on the table, his fingers interlocked. “I think you’re playing with fire, my friends. Word is spreading fast among the populace. They know about your two new Vanguard friends and the fear is dripping off them.”

“Maybe it’s not such a good idea for them to be here,” said the Ferryman. “Say the word and I’ll take them back where they came from.”

“That’s a bit rash, isn’t it?” asked Tuwa. “They haven’t even done anything.”

“And should they do something, the results could be catastrophic,” said Animus. “We have survived these past six months with a tenuous balance. The hall meetings help people feel like they are in control but all secretly know that this council is the true power behind Arcadia.”

“That’s not true,” said the Exemplar.

“Oh?” Animus sat back in his chair. “My mistake.”

The Exemplar allowed his gaze to linger on Animus before finally addressing Tuwa. “What was your impression of them?”

“The boy doesn’t seem very keen on staying. If he had his way, I think they’d already be gone,” said Tuwa.

“And Shift?”

“She’s…conflicted. I get the sense she’s still searching for something,” said Tuwa. “But whether or not Arcadia is that thing remains to be seen.”

“Ferryman?” asked the Exemplar.

The Ferryman shook his cloaked head. “I’m not the best judge of character. But I think there’s something to what Animus is saying. Don’t forget about what happened between them and the Pack.”

“Don’t brush that aside, either,” said Animus. “The Pack may be an extreme case, but their actions were borne from fear. Having these two in Arcadia could be a potential powder keg. Should it go off, there’s no telling the kind of chaos it could unleash.”

“They’re good people,” said Tuwa. “Give them time, the others will see that, too.”

The Exemplar rubbed his chin as he thought on the opinions of the council. “I’ve fought beside them and against them, but I think we can trust them. We should follow Tuwa’s advice. Animus, I’d like you to start talking to people in town, let them know that Shift and Sharkskin are just two more specials, no different from anyone else here.”

A banging sound came from the door. The gathered all looked at the door and the pounding continued unabated. The Exemplar stood and approached the door, opening it. Fenris burst into the room, in his wolf form, his claws and teeth bared, spoiling for a fight.

“What the hell are you doing?” asked the Exemplar.

“I warned you!” spat Fenris, pointing a clawed finger at the Exemplar.

“Warned us about what?” asked the Ferryman, rising from his seat. 

“It’s Zev!” said Fenris. “They killed him!”


























CHAPTER 7




Erin was surprised to hear the knocking on the door to the small hut she and Koji were sharing. She rubbed her eyes and sat up in bed, glancing over at the digital clock on the nightstand. The time was around midnight. 

She climbed out of bed and walked from her room to the front door. When she opened it, she was surprised to see the Exemplar standing there. Erin blinked again. “What’s going on?”

“Where is he?”

“Erin?” Koji stepped out of his room, rubbing his eyes as well. He blinked a few times when he saw the Exemplar standing there. “Hey, what’s going on?”

“Where were you tonight?” asked the Exemplar, stepping into the room and pushing past Erin. 

“Huh?” asked Koji. “I’ve been here.”

“Can you prove that?”

“Of course. Shift was right here the whole time.”

The Exemplar cast a suspicious glance in Erin’s direction. “It seems I woke you. When did you go to sleep.”

Erin shrugged. “Dunno exactly. I got tired pretty early, though. Maybe around ten or so?”

The Exemplar turned his attention to Koji. “Then she can’t help you.”

“Help me with what?”

“Yeah, what’s this about?” asked Erin.

“One of the Pack has been found dead. Fenris has accused Sharkskin.”

“What?” asked Koji. “That’s insane!”

The Exemplar sighed. “I don’t want to believe it myself. Especially since I vouched for the two of you. But you are the most-likely suspect.”

“But you guys told us that the Pack has caused trouble before!” said Erin. “Maybe someone else did this!”

“We’ll look into that possibility, but it doesn’t change the fact that Sharkskin is still a suspect.” The Exemplar stepped closer towards Koji. “Just come with me and we’ll figure this out. I promise you’ll be treated fairly.”

Erin moved in front of the Exemplar, staring up at him with big, yellow eyes. “Please don’t do this! Give us a chance to help you find out who’s responsible! It’s what we do, remember?”

“You don’t have Vanguard’s resources anymore and I can’t circumvent the law. I’m sorry, but I have to take Sharkskin into custody.” He looked past Erin. “Will you come quietly?”

Koji clenched his fist and Erin noticed the pale transformation of his skin color. She watched him with pleading eyes. “Don’t! You’ll only make things worse!”

He didn’t listen. Koji Asano jumped but when he crossed the distance between him and the Exemplar, he had transformed into Sharkskin. Razor-sharp claws slashed across the Exemplar’s blue and white uniform, tearing into the cloth but leaving the skin more or less unscratched. The force of the blow threw the Exemplar back out into the town.

Sharkskin emerged from the building, stepping out into the town. The Exemplar had been thrown against the adjoining house, leaving a dent in the stone wall. The force and sound of the impact drew the occupants out the front door, who looked at the scene with horror. Sharkskin glared at the young couple and bared his teeth at them. 

The Exemplar sprung from his location, barreling into Sharkskin with force that threw him back into an empty house. Sharkskin’s momentum sent him through the wall and the lack of support caused the roof to cave in on top of him. The Exemplar hovered above the ground, rising above the rubble and staring down.

“Stay down, Sharkskin. I’m not going to tell you again.”

Sharkskin burst from the rubble, rising high enough to grab hold of the Exemplar’s ankle. He used his grip to pull himself higher, his meaty hand wrapping around the Exemplar’s throat. 

The two men wrestled while still miraculously being kept aloft by the Exemplar’s power of flight. Sharkskin delivered thunderous blows to his foe’s face.

“This seem familiar, King? Remember how I beat your ass back in Chicago?”

The Exemplar put his palms on Sharkskin’s chest and unleashed a double burst of energy from his hands, blowing Sharkskin off him and throwing him back among the rubble.

“As I recall, you could only sucker-punch me after Paragon did all the work.”

Sharkskin growled and jumped again, but the Exemplar was prepared. He caught Sharkskin, going with his momentum and spinning in the air. The Exemplar then hurled him into another home, with the occupant running screaming.

Long, green tendrils snaked out and wrapped around the Exemplar’s body. He turned his head and saw Shift holding her elongated arms out from the ground. “Stop this! We don’t have to fight!”

The Exemplar fired an energy blast that struck her in the head and released her grip on him. “Your friend started this. I’m going to end it.”

Shift sat up, rubbing her head in pain. What was going on here? Both the Exemplar and Sharkskin were acting crazy. She tried to call after the Exemplar, but he’d already gone after Sharkskin again.

***

Sharkskin rose amidst the rubble of another destroyed house. He shook his head, trying to get control of his bearings. He felt like he was in a fugue state and couldn’t explain what was happening. He tried to backtrack his thoughts.

The Exemplar showed up at their door, accusing Koji of murder. The next thing Koji knew, they were battling in the middle of the town. But why did he feel like he was watching the fight from outside himself? It felt like a half-remembered dream.

And then the dream came crashing back to reality when the Exemplar flew into him from the air like a missile. Sharkskin had no time to brace himself from the attack and now he laid motionless on the ground.

Koji felt his form losing mass. He couldn’t maintain his concentration any more and now he was reverting back to his human form. He felt a strong hand around his neck and then he was hoisted into the air. Koji weakly opened his eyes, looking down at the Exemplar, who stared back at him with contempt.

“Stay down this time, murderer,” he said. “I won’t allow you to ruin everything we’ve worked so hard to build here.”

Koji wanted to say something in his defense, but the words escaped him. He could barely move, let alone speak. It wasn’t long before the darkness came over him and the world went to black.

***

Fenris moved through the brush, going deep into the woods that surrounded Arcadia. He ran across the terrain, jumping when necessary to avoid obstacles without missing a beat. He leapt and swung from branches until he finally came to a clearing. A small pond stood at the edge of the clearing with a mountain wall encasing it. He sniffed the air and he could detect the scent of the man he was here to meet.

“Good work,” said Animus, stepping out from the forest. “Everything is going according to plan.”

“Why did it have to be Zev?” asked Fenris. “Why did it have to be one of my people?”

“Because it provides motive. Your people attacked them, so this makes him look guilty.”

Fenris knelt down at the pond and scooped some of the freshwater into his mouth. Animus moved closer, squatting beside the changeling and placing a hand on his back.

“This is necessary, my friend. The Exemplar isn’t the man we first saw announce his presence last year, he’s since been rendered ineffectual by his imprisonment and association with Vanguard. He’s not ready to lead our people in the way we require.”

Fenris looked up at Animus. “And you’re sure this will work? That he’ll kill these Vanguardians?” 

“Of course. He’ll realize that we can’t take this meek approach, simply waiting out and hiding for Cerberus to come after us. Sharkskin will be found guilty at this trial and then it will be time for the Exemplar to prove his worth.”

“What if he doesn’t?”

Animus rose to his feet. “Then his credibility will be ruined among the Arcadians. Everyone saw the damage Sharkskin caused when resisting arrest. They won’t follow an ineffectual leader. They’ll look to someone new, someone with the strength to do what’s necessary.”

Fenris stood beside the old man, looking into his swirling, glowing green eyes. “You think I’m that man?”

Animus gave a nod and patted Fenris on the shoulder. “You sacrificed one of your own for the greater good. If there’s anyone who understands just what our people need, it’s you.”

Fenris felt a tug at his thoughts. Something didn’t seem to add up here, but when he looked at Animus’ eyes, he felt at peace once again. Zev needed to die to ensure that the specials could grow in strength.

“What about Rollo and Dolph?” 

“They would follow you through the gates of Hell,” said Animus.

“What if they knew what I did to Zev?”

“They’d understand. Of course they would. Sacrifices must be made so that our people can survive the coming trials.” Animus stepped closer to the water and looked down, staring at his reflection in its crystal surface. “The Exemplar would have us simply cower in fear and hide from the humans. But you’ll lead us into a great era. One in which the humans run from us.”

Fenris gave a cautious nod. Animus was right, he was always right. Any reservations Fenris might have were nothing more than misplaced fear. He would conquer it, especially to bring about the survival of his species.


























CHAPTER 8




The Exemplar walked into the deep cavern with Tuwa by his side. The unconscious Koji was slung over his shoulder and they moved through the cave, Tuwa holding a flashlight to guide their path.

“This isn’t right, Cal,” she said. 

“Sharkskin killed one of our own. Fenris was right to be worried about his presence here. We can’t let murder stand.”

Tuwa stepped in front of the Exemplar, blocking his path. “Listen to yourself! Did you see what you did out there? You were like a wrecking ball. And all to stop one man?”

“He may not look like it now, but he’s a dangerous man. Maybe you didn’t see what he was like out there, but I did what I could to stop him.”

Tuwa narrowed her eyes. “I saw you deliberately throw him into a home you knew people were in.”

He gave a sigh and rubbed his eyes. “What should I have done, Tuwa? Asked nicely for him to stop trying to beat me into submission?”

She lowered her head. “I don’t know. All I do know is that there’s a certain irony in the fact that you’re taking him prisoner for an unproven accusation of murder and to bring him in, you decide to risk the lives of many more people.”

“Everyone abides by the laws of Arcadia. There aren’t any exceptions. I won’t let anyone disturb the peace we’ve worked so hard for.”

He walked past her, moving deeper into the cave. Tuwa turned, her eyes following him. “And what about when you’re the one disturbing that peace?”

He stopped and looked back. “What are you saying?”

“I remember Chicago,” she said. “Watching you fight Vanguard on TV. That man? He frightened me. Then I met you, I realized that you’d changed. That you weren’t that guy any more. But tonight, I saw him again, throwing Sharkskin around without concern for the damage it would cause.”

The Exemplar dropped Koji on the ground and stormed over to Tuwa, towering above her. His eyes burned with anger, and though she felt her blood turn cold, she stood firm against him.

“I’m not that man.”

“Prove it.”

The Exemplar’s fingers curled into fists and he felt an urge in him to crush her skull with his bare hands. But he fought it, not sure where that thought had even come from. His fingers relaxed and his face softened.

“I will,” he said. “We’re going to have a trial for him, I promise. I won’t let mob justice prevail. But I need you to trust me.”

He reached a hand out and Tuwa flinched at first, but then relaxed when she felt a gentle touch land on her cheek. She sighed and placed her hand on top of his.

“I want to.”

The Exemplar picked up Koji and carried him over to an inner alcove, laying him down inside. He then turned to Tuwa. “Please.”

She sighed and approached the alcove, placing her hand on the rock. Tuwa closed her eyes and an orange glow appeared around her hand. Stone bars rose from the ground with a rumble, forming a cage to lock Sharkskin inside. She looked back at the Exemplar and he gave her a warm smile.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t make me regret this, Cal.”

They made their return to the cave’s entrance in silence. When they stepped outside, the Exemplar flew off without another word. Tuwa sighed and sat down on a rock, running a hand through her long, black hair.

“Trouble in paradise, it seems.”

She looked up and saw the Ferryman standing in the shadows. He stepped closer, looking at her with concern in his eyes. Tuwa offered a faint smile. “Something like that.”

“Pretty heavy stuff. Never seen him like that before,” said the Ferryman. 

“I have.”

“He’s just under a lot of stress, that’s all. You know that if he didn’t do this, the Pack would try and incite some sort of riot to get revenge for Zev’s death.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Something about this feels…not right.”

“Yeah, I get that. But ours is not to question why.”

Tuwa looked up at him. “Then who’s supposed to?”

The Ferryman gave a shrug. “Beats the hell outta me.” He held out a hand and created a portal. “I’m gonna go on a supply run. Feel like joining me? Might clear your head.”

Tuwa shook her head. “No thanks.”

“All right, just don’t beat yourself up too much.” The Ferryman entered his portal and it closed shut behind him. 

Tuwa sat there in the forest, letting the night breeze roll over her skin for a short time. When she rose to her feet to begin the walk back to town, she was hit with a sudden flash in her mind’s eye. It was powerful enough that it nearly dropped her to her feet.

Images flashed through her head. Moving so rapidly that it was difficult to make any real sense of them. But as she saw them, she realized there was something wrong. And she knew she had to talk to Shift.

***

Tuwa looked around as she moved through Arcadia’s town square. The entire place was buzzing with talk of Sharkskin’s apparent murder of Zev. Some were worried that this meant Vanguard was coming to destroy the town. The Exemplar had worked to keep everyone calm, but they were calling for the blood of a murderer.

Shift had stayed inside her quarters since Sharkskin’s arrest, refusing to come out for anything. But if what Tuwa suspected was true, she would need help. She walked up to the door and knocked on it.

“Go away.”

She leaned against the door. “It’s Tuwa. Please let me in. I have to talk to you.”

The door opened and Shift’s face was contorted with rage. “What? Here to accuse me of spying on you? Maybe you want to call me Cerberus’ dog? Whatever the insult, get it out of the way so I can go back inside.”

Tuwa pulled Shift inside and closed the door behind them. Shift eyed her carefully, stretching out her fingers in case she needed to transform at a moment’s notice. Tuwa noticed Shift’s actions and held up her hand.

“I’m not here to fight you.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because I want to help you and Sharkskin get out of here.”

Shift’s muscles loosened and her posture relaxed. Her face went from anger to relief. “You believe he’s innocent?”

Tuwa nodded. 

“Why? Fenris is one of you, but we’re strangers.”

“I do more than just manipulate the earth. I communicate with it. The plants, the trees, the soil—they’re my eyes and ears across this entire island.”

Shift paused, trying to take this all in. She sat down on the couch. “Wait, you’re saying the island talks to you?”

Tuwa gave a nod and sat beside Shift. “In a sense. But it’s not a conversation like we’re having. Nature has a language all its own.”

“How does it work?”

Tuwa looked down at her hands resting in her lap. “It’s…difficult to explain. They show me flashes. Impressions. It can be difficult to sort through and I don’t know exactly what it all means.” She looked into Shift’s eyes. “But I’m sure of one thing—Fenris isn’t telling the whole story.”

“There’s no way Koji would kill anyone,” said Shift. “Not in a million years. He may look scary when he’s transformed, but he’s like a teddy bear.”

“I believe you. And I know that Fenris is full of rage, looking for an excuse to let it out.”

“So what do we do?”

Tuwa sighed. “That’s where it gets complicated. There’s a man here called Animus, he’s an empath. He tells Callum about how the people in Arcadia are feeling. But I think it’s more than that.”

“How do you mean?” asked Shift.

“I think he can…I don’t know…push people’s emotions in one direction or another. And I think he wants to see your friend strung up.”

“So you’re saying we can’t handle this diplomatically.”

“Exactly. We have to free Sharkskin and get the two of you out of Arcadia.”


























CHAPTER 9




Deep inland, far from the town, was a series of caves snaking through the mountains of the island. It was this place that had been set aside as a makeshift prison for any who broke the laws of Arcadia. But there had never been a reason to use them yet.

Until now.

Tuwa led Shift through the forests surrounding the mountains and into the mouth of the large cave. Tuwa held a large flashlight in her hand that she used to guide their path. 

“This is how you guys treat your prisoners? Lock them up in the dark?” asked Shift.

“Don’t be so quick to judge,” said Tuwa. “In the months since we formed Arcadia, we’ve never had to use this place. Callum thought it better to cross that bridge when we came to it.”

Tuwa turned right at a junction. Shift stayed close behind her guide, her eyes darting around the massive tunnels hidden inside the caves. She could hear skittering in the darkness, probably whatever creatures on the island that had made these tunnels their home. 

The changeling couldn’t help but think back to the Red Fist’s caves in Tora Bora and the cell she’d briefly been held in along with Sharkskin and Gunsmith. That was the second time they saw the Exemplar and he’d already been held there for months.

Definite similarities to this cave. She wondered how the Exemplar could even think of replicating those conditions for others to endure. Worse, even. The caves in Tora Bora at least had some amenities. More than she’d seen here.

Tuwa took her down a smaller tunnel that came to a dead end. There was another opening, but it was blocked by vertical stone bars. Shift saw something moving in the darkness past the bars and she went up to them.

“Koji?”

“Erin?” 

Shift breathed a deep sigh of relief. It was Koji’s voice and he came up to the bars, in his Sharkskin form. He wrapped his hands around the bars and looked at her through the columns.

“What’re you doing here?” he asked. Then he spotted Tuwa and gritted his teeth. “And what’s she doing here? You know she’s the one who created these bars, right?”

Shift jerked her head in her companion’s direction, her eyes cold. “What?”

“I only did what I had to do,” said Tuwa. “It wasn’t until after we locked up Sharkskin that I started getting the flashes.”

“Flashes? What’s she talking about?”

Shift turned back to Sharkskin. “She can communicate with the island. Some sort of vision of Fenris framing you.”

Sharkskin’s grip on the bars tightened, his muscles straining against them. “I friggin’ knew it! I’m gonna tear his head off!”

“No, you’re not,” said Tuwa. “I’m going to get you and Shift out of here.”

Tuwa held out her hands and closed her eyes. An orange aura surrounded her hands and a rumbling sound followed. Sharkskin and Shift stepped back from the bars and they crumbled to dust, falling to the ground and leaving no barrier between them. 

Sharkskin stepped out of the cell and Shift threw her arms around him in an embrace. He hugged her back, then broke the hold and looked at the woman who not only imprisoned him but had now liberated him.

“So what’s the plan?”

“We have to get you to the other side of the island, as far from Arcadia as possible,” said Tuwa.

The trio moved back through the tunnels, returning to the opening of the cave. Tuwa said nothing, leaving Shift and Sharkskin to talk amongst themselves as they moved.

“It was weird. Exemplar usually can’t shut up but the entire time he took me here, he barely said a word,” said Sharkskin. 

“Tuwa says there’s another guy on the island, someone who might be manipulating him. Maybe Fenris, too.”

“What, like the Analyst?”

“Don’t think so. It’s not like mind control, right?”

Tuwa glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t think Animus’ powers work like that. More like influencing emotions.”

“So this Animus guy makes Fenris frame me for murder, then makes the Exemplar think I’m guilty. But what’s the point?”

“Some think it’s just a matter of time before the humans find Arcadia and come after us,” said Tuwa. “You’ve heard the Cerberus rumors, right?”

“Yeah, saw some stuff online about them targeting specials. But nothing confirmed,” said Shift.

“We hear the rumors, too. Mostly from newcomers. Some have claimed to escape Cerberus agents. The way Vanguard disappeared just before Cerberus came on the scene made some think you were the first targets. But there were other rumors that Vanguard might be working with Cerberus. When we saw you two arrive, that’s what some people thought.”

“That’s not even close to what’s going on,” said Shift. “Vanguard broke up and when I found out about Arcadia, I wanted to have a look at it. See what it’s like being around other people like us, not having to hide who I really am.”

“And now we’re running around in caves trying to escape,” said Tuwa. “Ironic.”

“Oh trust me, it hasn’t escaped my notice,” said Shift.

“How exactly are we going to get off the island?” asked Sharkskin. “The Ferryman brings everyone here, right?”

“One thing at a time,” said Tuwa. “First I have to get you out of harm’s way. After that, I’ll talk to the Ferryman. I think I can get him to take you home.”

“You sure? Doesn’t look like the sympathetic type.”

“He’s a good man, appearances aside,” said Tuwa. “If I can convince him of my suspicions about Animus, he’ll help us.”

As they approached the mouth of the cave, Sharkskin suddenly pushed both Shift and Tuwa with such force that they were thrown away from the entrance. He jumped after them, just moments before a massive energy blast struck the ground at the entrance.

“We’re not alone,” he said.

The Exemplar hovered into their view, his hands glowing brightly with energy. He narrowed his eyes at the three specials.

“Tuwa. I think we should have a talk.”


























CHAPTER 10




In a burst of speed, the Exemplar shot at Sharkskin like a bullet. The changeling stood his ground, bracing himself and digging in his heels as his enemy collided with him. The force sent a small shockwave that threw both Shift and Tuwa from their feet. 

Sharkskin was the first up and he jumped at the Exemplar. But the Exemplar recovered, turning just as Sharkskin descended upon him, and threw out an energy blast from his hands at point-blank range, powerful enough to slam Sharkskin into the cave’s ceiling.

Tuwa sat up on her knees and her hands hovered over the ground. Orange energy streamed from her fingertips and into the earth. She closed her eyes, allowing her powers to work through the ground. 

The area rumbled and shook with small tremors. The Exemplar hovered above the ground to avoid the quakes, but then vines broke through the newly-formed cracks and snaked up, wrapping around his arms and legs and holding him in place.

“What are you doing, Tuwa?” he said. “We agreed we’d be a nation of laws! No special treatment!”

“And you aren’t paying attention to what’s really going on here!” she said. “So maybe this will get you to calm down.”

The Exemplar strained hard against the vines and Tuwa nearly collapsed like she’d been struck hard. His strength was nearly impossible to contain, but she fought on, struggling to keep him still. He pulled on his bonds, tearing one of his arms free and then the other.

The feeling of the vines breaking made Tuwa cringe. The energy from her hands weakened and she fought to try and maintain the flow. The Exemplar directed energy blasts at the vines at his feet, vaporizing them and letting him free.

Sharkskin barreled into him, tackling the Exemplar and the two men rolled out of the cave. As they tumbled, Sharkskin threw the Exemplar into one of the trees. He knocked it down as he struck it, flying through a few more before coming to a stop on the ground.

“Sharkskin!”

Koji stopped and turned around at the sound of his name. He saw shift running towards him. Her arm stretched out, elongating until her hand came within his grasp. He knowingly smiled at what she had planned, a technique they’d only begun practicing at Atlas before the team was shut down.

Sharkskin grabbed her hand and pulled her forward with all his strength. Shift’s arm snapped back like a rubber band as Sharkskin threw her, sending her off at the Exemplar. She clasped her hands together and they grew larger, almost to the size of her entire body, and she brought them crashing down on the Exemplar’s head.

He was disoriented at least and that was the opportunity they needed. Shift’s arms and legs flattened and stretched, binding Exemplar in her grasp. He struggled against her but couldn’t break free by the time Sharkskin came within range and battered his head with strong blows.

Sharkskin picked up a new scent and turned to react, but it was just a fraction too slow. Claws tore across his chest and were gone almost as quickly. Then another slash at his back and a third on his chest. 

Shift could only watch as Sharkskin was battered by seemingly invisible opponents. But as Sharkskin nearly collapsed on the ground from the pain, his attackers finally slowed, surrounding him.

“The Pack,” she whispered.

“You think we’d let you get away with killing our brother?” Fenris used his foot to turn Sharkskin on his back and he placed a foot on his chest. He held up his claws, ready to strike.

The ground rumbled again and the Pack struggled to maintain their balance. Sharkskin got to his feet and grabbed Rollo’s arm, swinging him into Dolph. He turned next to Fenris, striking fast with his own claws and leaving deep gashes that left Fenris’ fur matted with blood. 

The tremors Tuwa caused had the unintended consequence of Shift’s grip loosening and the Exemplar pried her off his body, throwing her into Sharkskin just as he was about to deliver another blow against Fenris.

The Exemplar spied Tuwa, who stood at the mouth of the cave, bracing herself against the stones, still weak from the last bout. He stopped as he approached her, hovering right behind her. She could see the anger plain on his face. 

“You betrayed me!” he spat and reached out, wrapping his fingers around her throat and raising her so she was looking down at him. “You’re no different from her!”

“C-Cal…don’t…” she pleaded, trying to focus on his blue eyes. 

The Exemplar squeezed tighter, ready to keep squeezing until her eyes popped out. 

“A-Animus…”

The Exemplar paused and stared at her, his grip on her experiencing some slack. “What are you saying? You think you can save yourself by accusing one of my friends?”

Shift looked up at Sharkskin, who sniffed the air. He nodded, giving confirmation that there was someone else in the area. With a clawed finger, he pointed at the ridge above the cave’s opening. Shift nodded and jumped at Sharkskin, who gave her an added boost, throwing her up there. 

When she reached the ridge, her fingers formed into hooks that she dug into the side of the rock. Shift pulled herself up and behind the rock was another man. The bald man turned at her and was about to use his abilities, but Shift threw a punch that knocked him from his feet.

The Exemplar shut his eyes at the exact instant Shift broke Animus’ concentration. He cringed, as if he’d just experienced a sudden migraine and lowered Tuwa to the ground. When he opened his eyes and saw her, he seemed almost surprised she was there.

“Tuwa? My god, what was I—”

He flew up to the ridge and grabbed Animus, hurling him at Fenris and the rest of the Pack. The Exemplar moved closer to them, his hands glowing brightly and he was ready to destroy all four of them with a wave.

“Care to tell me what’s been going on here, Animus?” he asked.

Shift dropped down from the ridge and helped Tuwa. She helped her move closer to the action. “Animus was behind you almost killing Tuwa. And he’s been manipulating emotions against us ever since we arrived.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” said Animus, his eyes beginning to glow. “You know I’m just trying to help you do what’s best for Arcadia.”

Sharkskin was about to move against Animus, but Dolph and Rollo both jumped in front of him—their backs to Sharkskin and they faced Animus and Fenris. Dolph grabbed the former leader of the Pack and shoved him against a tree.

“Something I hadn’t noticed before,” said Dolph. “Zev’s scent is nowhere on Sharkskin. But it’s all over you, Fenris.”

“There’s only one thing to do here,” said the Exemplar, wrapping his fingers around Animus’ bald head. He began to squeeze.

“Stop!” Sharkskin grabbed the Exemplar’s throat.

“What are you doing?” he asked, glancing at Sharkskin out of the corner of his eyes. “I’m trying to make this right.”

“He’s right, Cal,” said Tuwa. “I thought Arcadia was going to be a place of law and order. I thought we were going to be better than the humans. But if you kill him like this, you’re just making up the laws as you go along.”

“It’ll make you no different from the man we fought in Chicago. No different from people like the Khagan,” said Shift. “Is that what you want? Or do you want to be someone better?”

The Exemplar considered the words, his fingers still tense against Animus’ skull. It would be so easy to just squeeze and crush this man’s head in his powerful grasp. And even though Sharkskin and Shift were stronger than when he’d fought them in Chicago, they still couldn’t beat him in a prolonged fight. 

But when he looked at Tuwa standing there, braced by Shift, because of injuries he caused, he knew he had to be better. The Exemplar took his hand from Animus’ head and delivered a blow that knocked him unconscious. He then hovered over to Fenris, staring down at him.

“Both these men will be tried.” He looked over his shoulder at Tuwa and smiled at her. “In Arcadia, we serve the law.”

Tuwa grinned back at him and nodded.


























CHAPTER 11




Koji knelt on the hill overlooking the town of Arcadia. His eyes followed the landscape stretching out until it met the ocean. A shadow fell over him and he craned his neck around to see Erin standing above him, also enjoying the same view as him.

“Wish we had a view like this in Madison,” she said.

Koji stood. “You could always move to Hawaii.”

“Or you could stay here.”

Koji and Erin turned and saw the Exemplar approach them with Tuwa and the Ferryman by his side. Their former enemy offered them a warm smile. “You both have a place here in Arcadia. It can be a home for you, too.”

Koji stepped forward and slapped the Exemplar’s shoulder. “No offense, but I’ve had enough of your hospitality, King.”

The Exemplar allowed a snicker to escape his lips. “I can understand that. Hopefully one day, we can meet without being taken prisoner or fighting each other.”

“I’d like that.” The two men shook hands.

Tuwa addressed Erin. “What about you?” 

“I’m going to go home,” said Erin.

“Arcadia can be your home, Shift. A place where you can be yourself,” said the Exemplar.

Erin took one final look at the view of the island then shook her head. “Thanks but I should go.”

“Back into hiding?” asked the Ferryman.

“For now,” she said. “Things won’t be this way forever. Specials only just appeared. Give it time, people will get used to us. And until then, it’s not like I can’t control my appearance.”

“Too bad others don’t have that option,” said Tuwa.

Erin laid her hand on Tuwa’s shoulder. “That’s what you guys are for.” She faced the Exemplar next. “What’s going to happen with Animus and Fenris?”

“We’ll put them on trial. If they’re found guilty, they’ll be punished fairly,” said the Exemplar.

“And the rest of the Pack?” asked Koji.

“Probably the angriest of anyone on the island,” said the Exemplar. “They were manipulated by Animus, same as me. But they’re good men.”

“One more thing,” said Koji, stepping closer to the Exemplar. “Keep your house in order, buddy. Don’t make me come back here to straighten you out again.”

The Exemplar grinned. “Do you really think you could beat me in an all-out fight?”

Koji shrugged. “Stay on your best behavior and we won’t have to find out.”

Tuwa sidled up to the Exemplar and smiled at Koji. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep him in line.”

The Ferryman held out his hand and a large portal opened on the hill to another place. He looked at his passengers. “Ready?”

Koji looked at his companion and after giving Tuwa a parting hug, Erin came up beside her former teammate. The two of them exited through the portal, departing from Arcadia and returning back to the world of the normal humans.

***

Erin and Koji stood in the lobby of the Honolulu International Airport. Erin had assumed her human form, a backpack hanging from her shoulders. She just finished her check-in procedure and now they stood in front of the security gate.

“So was it everything you expected?” he asked. “Being back among other specials?”

She shook her head. “Wasn’t what I expected at all. I thought maybe I was missing something, being around my mom and my old friends. But now I’m thinking it wasn’t just the fact that their genes are different. The people on Arcadia, they weren’t any different from the people in Madison. There was this girl I met that first night. Because we were with Vanguard, she thought we were evil. That we were out to capture or kill every single special. I guess that people anywhere are scared of what they don’t know.” 

Koji scoffed. “I coulda told you that and saved us a lot of trouble. And I wouldn’t have a massive kink in my shoulders from throwing down with Exemplar. Twice.”

“Yeah, but do you really think I would’ve listened to you?”

Koji laughed. “Not in a million years. But next time, how about you do the fighting?”

Erin looked down at the floor and Koji put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I was just kidding around. You know that, right? I mean, are you okay?”

“It’s not that… I think I just miss being around the rest of the team,” she said. “I mean, we just got Dom and Zen back and then almost immediately, we’re shut down and Thorne is killed. And we still don’t know why he died or who’s responsible. I want to get some answers from someone, but there’s no one to ask.”

“Yeah, I know.” Koji hugged Erin. “I miss ‘em, too. And we’ll figure out what happened to Thorne. Somehow.”

Erin broke the embrace and looked up into his eyes. “You think we’ll ever see them again?”

Koji shrugged. “A few months ago, we were on a space station stopping a madman with a giant laser. I’m pretty sure anything’s possible.”

Erin chuckled and hugged him again. “I’m gonna miss you.”

“Yeah, me too.” He held her tight for a few seconds before they separated. “But next time you come visit me, we’re just gonna have fun, okay? No more adventures.”

“But where’s the fun in that?” asked Erin with a smile.

Koji laughed again and pointed at the security gate. “Get the hell outta here, Hastings.”

***

Victoria Hastings unlocked the door of her Madison home and pushed it open, dragging a rolling suitcase behind her. She pushed the suitcase up against the wall and closed the door behind her, hanging the keys from a hook by the door.

“Erin, you here?”

She took off her jacket and hung it in the closet. Victoria moved to the foot of the stairs and shouted up to the second floor. “Erin?”

No response came and Victoria shrugged. She picked up her suitcase and started to carry it up the steps, struggling a little with its weight. Then suddenly, the load was lightened. Victoria looked down and saw Erin standing a few steps lower, helping her lift the suitcase.

“Hey Mom,” she said. “Sorry, I kinda zoned out for a minute.”

Victoria smiled at her daughter. “It’s okay, honey.”

“Need a hand?”

Victoria nodded and the two carried the suitcase up to the second floor. Once they reached the landing, Erin helped her set the suitcase down and Victoria pulled it into her bedroom, standing it up against the wall. She sat on the bed and looked at her daughter.

“So, how was your week? Anything exciting?”

Erin bit her lower lip, her eyes glancing off to the side. “No, not really. Pretty boring, actually.”

“Well, that’s good. Mine was hell,” she said. “Worst conference ever. And don’t get me started on the woman they sat me next to on the flight back.”

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

Erin took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her form changed right before Victoria’s eyes, going from the blond, white girl she had raised and into the hairless, green figure that now stood in front of her. Victoria had a momentary gasp, but Erin opened her wide, yellow eyes and fixed them on her mother.

“I know this weirds you out. And I get it. But…” Erin held out her arms and looked down at her body. “This is who I am now. And it’s something you’re going to have to get used to.”

Victoria set her wringing hands in her lap. “But you can look like anyone you want.”

“I know. And I know you want me to look like I used to. And I still will, when I go out in public.” Erin sighed. “But I need you to accept that I’ve changed. And I can’t just hide that all the time. I need a place where I can be myself. If you can’t accept that, then…”

Her voice trailed off and Victoria’s eyes widened. “Then what?”

Erin took another deep breath and exhaled quickly. “Don’t make me choose between who you want me to be and who I really am. Just…don’t.”

Victoria opened her mouth, voiceless for a moment. “I-I don’t know if it’s that simple.”

“I’m not the person I was before. And not just because of how I look. I mean the things I’ve been through. You can’t expect me to just forget about everything that’s happened to me in the past year. You can’t expect me to go back to the way things were because it’s not going to happen.”

Erin turned her back on her mother and walked towards the bedroom door. “Please, just think about it.”

Victoria stood from the bed. “Erin, wait…”

Erin stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

Victoria managed a smile. “How about we order a pizza and watch a movie?”

Erin smiled back. “Sounds great.”

She left the bedroom and walked to her own room. Erin closed the door behind her and walked over to her desk. A framed picture sat there. All the members of Vanguard lined up together. Not in costume, but just lounging around during one of their brief moments of downtime. 

Maybe her mother wouldn’t be able to accept everything Erin had been through. But today was a start. And Erin believed that in time, things could work out.


























EPILOGUE




The shuttle entered the Earth’s atmosphere, lowering its altitude but remaining above the clouds. Inside the cabin, the plane’s strike team prepared their equipment. The leader, a woman with long, red hair, checked her weapons and activated the powered suit she wore. For an instant, she vanished from sight, then flickered into view again.

“Blindside here, check is complete,” she said. 

Another woman with black hair stretched out her fingers, electricity arcing from between the tips. “Spark is set.”

A thin cloud of cold air surrounded a man dressed from head to toe in white armor with glowing blue LED lights. “Coldsnap ready.”

A heavy footfall signaled another member of the team, who was decked out in an exoskeleton that was almost like a tank. “Bruiser online.”

The final member of the team was dressed all in black and wore a pair of goggles with red lenses. He said nothing, but an orange forcefield surrounded his body and he gave a nod.

“And Zero’s set as well,” said Blindside. She moved closer to the cockpit and the pilot. “What’s our ETA?”

“We’re approaching the drop.”

Blindside returned to her team. “Okay, you all know the drill. Everything up until now has basically been a practice run for this. We’re talking about an island full of specials. So be ready for anything. But don’t forget, the Director wants them alive. Make sure you’ve got plenty of sedatives on hand, there are some real big fish out there. We all on the same page?”

Her teammates gave nods of confirmation and Blindside smiled beneath her helmet. “Good. Remember, we’re especially after the big fish. The Exemplar is down there somewhere and the Director wants him most of all. Anyone who bags him is pretty much guaranteed a commendation.”

“We’re above the drop!” said the pilot.

“You heard him, Hellhounds,” said Blindside. “Good hunting.”

The team moved to the back of the plane and a rear hatch opened. They ran down the ramp and jumped, falling towards the island of Arcadia. The shuttle pulled away, and on its black wings was a symbol. A red circle with a black silhouette of a three-headed hound.




To be continued…


























#7 - THE EXPERTS


























CHAPTER 1




Arcadia, a small island located in the south Pacific. To most of the world, the island was believed to be uninhabited. But that was because the people who settled there wanted it that way. Arcadia, in truth, was far more than a simple island. Founded by Callum King, the special who called himself the Exemplar, Arcadia served as a haven for others like him. With the aid of his followers, he’d managed to create this island sanctuary where his people could live free of persecution.

Unfortunately, such secrets rarely stay buried long.

In the night skies high above the island, a supersonic, stealth aircraft streaked above the clouds. The craft’s rear hatch opened and five people jumped from it, plummeting down towards the island below.

April Roque was the team leader and she was also the first to jump. The HUD flashed over her goggles, displaying her current altitude. When it began flashing, that was the signal. Roque extended her arms and legs, a fabric extending from the sides of her armor and forming a glider that caught the wind. She didn’t have to look back at her team to know they’d done the same.

They glided down towards the island, landing in the water off the coast of Arcadia. The masks and helmets they wore were equipped with rebreathers allowing them to remain underwater for extended periods of time. They all swam in different directions, seeking out other parts of the island to make their landfall. 

Roque activated her suit’s signature ability as her head broke the surface of the water. The suit was capable of bending light around itself, rendering the wearer completely invisible to the naked eye. It was the reason the leader of the Hellhounds had been given the codename of Blindside. 

She stepped on the surface of the island. All the suits were equipped with HUDs that displayed not only the location of the rest of the team, but also data on other people nearby. Blindside activated night vision mode as she moved under the cover of darkness from the beach. 

Blindside walked with soft footfalls, moving across the sand. Wooden steps from the beach led up to a level above and two young specials stood at the railing, their lips locked together. Blindside moved quietly up the steps and extended both her arms. From her gauntlets, small, round devices shot out and hit the targets. A charge went through them and the couple collapsed on the ground, unconscious. 

A warning flashed over Blindside’s HUD and she spun just in time to see a lupine creature spring at her. She pulled back, but his claws swiped against her arm, scraping against the armor plating.

Before the wolf could attack again, he was tackled by a man in black, wearing a faceless mask with red goggles over his eyes. Ethan Weiss, better known by his codename, Zero. 

Blindside had been on countless missions with the silent assassin, but his fighting skill never ceased to impress her. She watched as he grappled with the wolf-man, the orange forcefield generated by his suit protecting him from the worst of the special’s attacks. Zero threw the wolf off and got to his feet. Just as the special was about to go for another attack, Zero held out his arm and the forcefield extended into a pointed spike that impaled his foe.

Zero turned his head to Blindside. She knew his HUD could identify her clearly despite her invisibility and he tapped a finger to his covered nose. Blindside mentally chided herself for her overconfidence in her suit’s cloaking technology. For a special with enhanced senses, invisibility wouldn’t be much help.

Just as quickly as he arrived, Zero vanished from sight again. Blindside continued on her path, moving into the center of the town. She reached a hand to her covered ear and whispered, the mask’s comms capable of picking up her voice.

“Eyes on me, reading multiple targets,” she said, transmitting the data her suit was picking up to the rest of the team. “No sign of the big man.”

“Say the word, boss.” The voice came from Justin Pike. The suit he wore was built like a tank, which earned him the codename Bruiser. 

“You’re the main event. Spark and Coldsnap, flank him. Zero, you and I keep up the search for the big man. He’s been missing ever since the Khagan event and Cerberus doesn’t want to miss this chance to get their hands on him.”

Blindside watched the specials who milled about the town square. There were only a few up and about at this time of night, which meant most were asleep in their homes. “Go!”

Hydraulic lifts shot Bruiser from his hiding spot and he crashed down in the center of town, creating a slight tremor on impact, with cracks appearing in the stone beneath his feet. He slammed his gauntlets together.

“Excuse me, could you spare a minute to talk about the lord?” he said with a grin beneath his helmet.

One of the specials came at him immediately, transforming into a wolf-like creature. Bruiser swatted him away like he was little more than a bug and the lupine special crashed into one of the stone homes. A tremor shook the ground and Bruiser was surprised by that. His scanners directed him to the source, a young Native American woman whose hand was laid against the ground, surrounded by a soft orange glow. Bruiser smiled when he spotted her.

“Really, lady? You think some little thing like you can stand up to me?”

The woman called Tuwa raised her hand up and vines burst through the ground, wrapping around Bruiser’s arms and legs. He broke free from them with his great strength, but each time he did, more would rise to take their place.

Tuwa’s body convulsed with electricity, courtesy of Grace Eisner. With her armor’s ability to generate electricity, the Hellhound had earned the codename of Spark. 

“I had her,” said Bruiser.

“How about we remember we’re supposed to be a team, Pike?” asked Spark.

The temperature in the area dropped several degrees and Hunter Dixon stepped onto the scene, clad in white armor with blue LED lights. “Codenames in the field, Spark.”

“Sorry, Coldsnap.”

With Tuwa down, the three went to work on the specials in the center of town. The specials tried to fight back, but many of them were unskilled in the use of their abilities and most only had some enhanced strength or agility. These were the ones that were easiest to dispatch with a few blows from Bruiser. Each downed special was fitted with the same inhibitor device used on the ones at the beach, preventing them from accessing their powers.

The battle wound down almost as quickly as it started. And then, Coldsnap threw his hands up and fired a cold blast, narrowly missing Spark. She flinched and was ready to jump on him, but when she looked over her shoulder where the blast went, she saw a frozen boulder lying on the ground. 

Another flew directly at her and Spark held up her arms, electricity shooting from her fingertips and breaking the rock into a shower of tiny pebbles. Bruiser stepped closer to them, but he was thrown back without warning or any visible source.

“Telekinetic,” said Coldsnap.

Spark checked her HUD and scanned the area. She picked up some readings from inside one of the few buildings that remained standing. While pointing at it, she gave Bruiser a nod. He charged into the house, blowing a hole into the side with one fist. 

A scream came from inside and Coldsnap and Spark quickly came to Bruiser’s side. Through the hole, they could see a young girl, no more than ten years old, huddled in a corner in the fetal position, sobbing.

Spark couldn’t help chuckling. “You mean to tell me Pike was tossed around by a little girl?”

Bruiser grumbled and stepped towards the kid, raising his fist. “Yeah, well let’s see how strong the Force is in this one after I turn her into a stain!”

The girl’s head snapped up, her eyes filled with tears and glowing with a bright, blue energy. With that one look, she mentally shot Bruiser through the roof. She was about to do the same to his teammates when electricity coursed through her small body and she screamed in agony.

“The guy may be an arrogant douchebag, but he’s our arrogant douchebag,” said Spark, the power flowing from her fingertips. 

Coldsnap pulled her arm down and the electricity stopped. “Are you out of your mind? She’s just a kid!”

Spark narrowed her eyes behind the lenses of her visor. “‘Just a kid’? You saw what she did to Pike!”

“What would you do if you were in her position?”

As the two argued, they didn’t notice the girl hover from her position, arms held out to her sides. At first it was small objects that struck them—plates, pictures, cups—but soon, the larger furniture began rattling.

Spark destroyed most of what flew at them, but whenever she tried to fire off a blast at the girl, something else would be thrown at her to draw her attention away. Coldsnap dropped to the ground, rolling to the side where he had a clear shot. He armed an inhibitor and fired it from his gauntlet, hitting the girl square in the chest. Energy surged through her and her body convulsed before she—and everything her power had been holding up—collapsed to the ground.

Spark walked over to the kid, staring down at her. She glared at Coldsnap. “‘Just a kid’ my ass.” 

***

A tear in space and time opened in the darkened cave. The cloaked special called the Ferryman stepped out of his portal, drawing the attention of the caped man in blue and white who stood before two cells covered by stone bars. 

“We’ve got a problem,” said the Ferryman.

“What is it?” asked the Exemplar, stepping closer to his friend.

“Some sort of attack. They’ve got power, but I don’t think they’re specials. I saw the Cerberus logo on one of them.” The Ferryman placed a hand on the Exemplar’s shoulder, looking up into him with despair. “Cal, they got Tuwa.”

Callum King’s eyes narrowed and he grit his teeth together. 

“You know…this is where my gifts could prove useful.”

The Exemplar spun on his heel, his eyes now fixed on an occupant of one of the cells. The old man was bald with a white beard and piercing blue eyes, with a knowing smile on his face. 

“It’s what I warned you about. The humans have come for us,” said the man called Animus. “Let me help you.”

A growl accompanied Animus’ words, coming from the cell beside him where the lupine Fenris sat. “Don’t forget about me.”

The Exemplar cast a look to the Ferryman, who shut his eyes and gave a solemn nod of confirmation. The Exemplar’s attention turned to his prisoners. He approached the cell and took the stone bars between his powerful hands, snapping them like twigs.

“Don’t make me regret this,” he said.

Animus’ smile grew. “Perish the thought.”


























CHAPTER 2




Zero moved silently up the hill to the small structure that sat overlooking the rest of the town. He laid his hand on the door and his forcefield expanded, blowing the door apart. But inside he saw nothing. 

“Anything?” Blindside flickered into view at the doorway. Zero looked at her and shook his head. She sighed and stepped outside with Zero coming up behind her. 

A growl came from above them. Blindside and Zero turned and saw Fenris perched on the roof. He pounced on them. Blindside’s suit not only granted her invisibility but also increased her speed and strength. She nimbly dodged his strike, vanishing from sight in the process.

Zero’s arms fell to his sides, his fingers spread. The forcefield reshaped around his hands, forming into translucent, orange claws. Fenris crouched and jumped. Zero met him, their claws cutting into each other as they passed. When Fenris hit the ground, his dark fur was matted with his blood, four deep gashes across his chest. But for Zero, not a scratch.

Blindside attacked from behind, sweeping Fenris and dropping him on his back. He flipped up almost immediately, but couldn’t see his attacker. Invisible punches came at him from what seemed like every direction at once. He tried to focus on his other senses, but Blindside’s blows came too fast until an uppercut sent him flying over to the waiting Zero.

Zero delivered a strong kick at Fenris’ chest. The blunt force against his open wounds caused him even more pain and he howled. The assassin followed by crashing his elbow down on Fenris’ back and the wolf struck the ground, face-first.

Not quite finished, Zero kicked him over onto his back. He hefted Fenris by his neck. The forcefield around his free hand reformed into a sickle-like blade. He prepared to strike, staring at Fenris pain-contorted face through the red lenses of his goggles.

Blindside flickered back into sight, deactivating her suit’s stealth mode. Zero looked at her for confirmation and she gave a nod. With permission granted, Zero impaled Fenris on the forcefield’s blade, then tossed his body to the side.

“Say that again?” asked Blindside, her attention drawn to the incoming comms. Her mouth slackened and she turned her gaze on Zero. “Something’s wrong, we have to get back to the town.”

***

Bruiser swung his massive fist, his target dropping to the ground to avoid his strike. With the size of his suit, he was slow to turn and brought his other arm up, ready to crash it down on her head. Spark held out her hands and sent thousands of volts of electricity into his suit before scurrying off. 

“What is wrong with you?” she asked.

The behemoth shook off the charge and slammed his feet against the ground. “I’m tired of your smart mouth, that’s what!”

“Where’d this come from?” she asked.

“You called me an arrogant douche!”

“Well, you are!”

That only angered Bruiser more and he barreled at her. Coldsnap acted quickly, flash-freezing the moisture in the air around Bruiser’s legs and encasing them in solid blocks of ice. 

“Time to take a breather, big guy,” he said, circling around so he was in Bruiser’s line of sight. But the Hellhounds’ strongman just struggled against his ice shackles. Coldsnap saw the cracks beginning to form and quickly refroze them, building up layers of ice to increase its strength.

Bruiser extended his arm, activating his hydraulic punch that slammed into Coldsnap’s chest, sending him soaring across the town and into the rubble of one of the destroyed homes. Bruiser punched the ice, shattering it and breaking himself free. He towered over Spark, fists clenched.

Zero dropped onto his back, his forcefield in the shape of a blade around his hand. He slammed it into Bruiser’s armor, trying to break into it. Bruiser swung around, trying to throw Zero off. The assassin held on, like Bruiser was a bucking bronco. 

“Enough!” Blindside appeared in front of Bruiser and he glared at her.

“And who the hell are you to tell me what to do?”

“Don’t you see what’s going on here?” she asked. “They must have a special who’s manipulating you, Pike. Are you going to let these freaks play with your mind like that?”

Bruiser paused, thinking over those words. He struggled against the thoughts plaguing his head. Could it be true? Was this all just some form of manipulation?

Blindside picked up a new signature. She activated the stealth mode and followed the signal and saw an old man hiding behind one of the homes, his eyes glowing and vacant. She raised her arm and fired an inhibitor, dropping him to the ground. 

Almost instantly, Bruiser felt his head clear. All the anger and resentment that had made him see red was suddenly gone. He relaxed and Zero dropped down from him. Spark came over with Coldsnap leaning against her for support and Blindside approached, dragging Animus behind her and dropping his unconscious body in the center of the group.

“Sorry about that,” said Bruiser, looking at Spark and Coldsnap. “Dunno what came over me.”

“This guy did,” said Blindside. “Is that all of them?”

“Boss, I’m picking up another signal incoming,” said Spark.

The Hellhounds looked up at the sky and saw the Exemplar lowering from the clouds, his face contorted in anger. Blindside smiled beneath her mask. “The big man himself.”

The Exemplar flew down at top-speed, fists-first. He struck the ground with such force that a shockwave rippled out from the impact, throwing the entire team except Bruiser off their feet. 

Bruiser grabbed the Exemplar and held him up, using the hydraulic arm to deliver a series of powerful blows. About a dozen struck before the Exemplar grabbed the fist. He strained against it and Bruiser tried to put more power into the hydraulics. The machinery strained against the force and the Exemplar broke the hand off, exposing sparking wires. The Exemplar then fired a powerful energy blast into Bruiser’s chest, which proved enough for the large Hellhound to release him.

Spark channeled massive amounts of voltage into the Exemplar’s body. Pain rocked through his form, pushing the limits of his nigh-invulnerability. He tried to fire energy blasts at her, but the charge threw his motor skills off and he had difficulty aiming, hurling blasts in random directions. He fell to his knees and pounded at the ground with all his strength. Each blow sent a tremor through the earth, and Spark stumbled, her concentration faltering for just the briefest of instants.

Coldsnap encased the Exemplar’s body in ice, freezing him solid. While he was held prisoner, Zero threw several blows, the force of his fists augmented with his forcefield. The Exemplar strained against the ice, trying in vain to break free. Zero cleared away as Bruiser approached, using the remaining arm on his suit to batter his opponent.

“Playtime’s over,” said Blindside, readying an inhibitor. “It’s time to clean up.”

The Exemplar channeled his power into his hands, the heat from them melting the ice around his body. Cracks appeared in the surface and he pulled his arms up, breaking through the crystalline prison. He grabbed Zero by the throat and threw him into Bruiser. The Exemplar fired a blast at Blindside, but she dodged and went invisible. 

He picked up large chunks of the broken ice and hurled them at Coldsnap, then pounced at Spark, clearing the distance and grabbing her by the throat. Spark placed her palms on his chest and channeled electricity into his body. 

Spark was struck from behind by the Ferryman, falling to the ground. He helped the Exemplar to his feet, supporting him as he struggled to stand. The Ferryman looked at the Hellhounds and saw they were already recovering. Time was short.

Something hit the Ferryman’s face and he was thrown back. More blows came, moving swift and fierce, but there seemed to be nothing in front of him. The Exemplar was weakened from the attacks inflicted on him, but still he fired a single blast from his palm that struck the invisible Blindside in her back, a sound of pain escaping her lips.

The Ferryman struck where he heard the sound come from and Blindside was knocked back. The teleporter held up his hands and opened up a tear in space and time. His eyes fell on his leader.

“Go, now!”

“But what about you? What about the others?” asked the Exemplar.

“Just go!” The Ferryman’s insistence was unlike anything the Exemplar heard from his friend before. “You’re too important!”

The Exemplar didn’t want to leave the people who had become his family behind, but he had no other choice. The Hellhounds were too strong and soon, he would be taken prisoner just like them. He’d recover and then he’d find out just what the hell happened here.

Once the Exemplar was through the portal, the Ferryman closed it up. Zero leapt at the portal, trying to follow their target through. But it was closed before he could enter and he jumped through empty air.

Blindside gritted her teeth and slammed her open palm against the Ferryman’s chin. She punched him in the chest and then slammed her elbow against his face. Once he fell to the ground, she fired an inhibitor disc at him, then became visible again.

She opened a comms channel with the ship. “Blindside to Big Brother—mission complete. Ready for retrieval.”

“Copy that, Blindside. What about the big man?”

Blindside sighed as she gave her report. “Negative on the big man, he managed to escape.”

The brief moment of silence on the other end felt like an eternity to Blindside as she waited for a response. When it finally came, it was no additional relief to her. “Zeus won’t be happy, Blindside.”

“No shit,” she said. “Just get down here so we can clean up and go home.”


























CHAPTER 3




Jim Ellis disembarked from the aircraft clad in a crimson exoskeleton. The yellow lens that covered his right eye flashed data into his retina as he entered commands into the control console hidden within the gauntlets on his forearm. 

The man by his side was dressed in a black uniform with a red patch on the shoulders, eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. Enclosed in the red circle was the silhouette of a three-headed hound. He was older than Jim by a good fifteen or twenty years, but still kept in great shape. In his hand was a small tablet computer.

“This is Tora Bora?” asked Abram Zukov, his accent colored by his Russian heritage.

Jim gave a nod. “Yup. The mountain fortress of the Red Fist.”

“The surrounding area seems pretty desolate. No life-signs that I’m reading.”

“Still helps to be careful, Abram,” said Jim. “Those mountains are capable of hiding some pretty impressive stuff. The Khagan had Lee under his control for a while, and during that time, there’s no telling what he was able to build for him.”

Lee Parker, a young special forced to be a slave of the Red Fist due to the mental conditioning of the man known only as the Analyst. Lee possessed technopathy, a unique ability that enabled him to communicate with machines, and also granted him a design capability unparalleled.

“You think he built something capable of fooling our sensors?” asked Zukov.

“After what happened on Olympus, nothing could surprise me.” Jim closed the panel on his control console. “Let’s go. Be ready for anything.”

The pair moved down the ridge, walking towards the mountains of Tora Bora. Jim had explored them once before. When he still went by the name Gunsmith, this place was where Vanguard began their final mission. The Red Fist’s brainwashed specials attacked them in these mountains and they were then imprisoned inside.

Jim approached a hole in the surface and peered inside. He could see inside a deep cavern. When the Exemplar battled a brainwashed Paragon, they burst through this spot. And now it would be the means of his entrance. He signaled to Zukov, who came over to him. 

“Get night-vision ready, doesn’t look like there’s any more power flowing,” said Jim.

They hooked rappel cables to the edge of the hole and lowered themselves inside. Jim’s lens automatically adjusted itself to the light and Zukov hit a switch on the side of his sunglasses, activating a night-vision mode.

After a bit, they reached one of the catwalks and released the cables from their belts. Zukov peered over the edge of the railing. There were definite signs of a battle—scorch marks on the rocks and metal, mangled railings, and even a destroyed catwalk. 

“Do you really think we’ll find anything here?” asked Zukov. “There’s little chance Azarov would remain in such a place.”

“He stayed in Virey for some time,” said Jim. They spoke of Erik Azarov, a twisted Soviet scientist whose experiments attempted to create a super soldier to battle the Americans. A man whose brutality earned him the nickname of the Cold War Frankenstein.

“He was still working for my government at the time, though,” said Zukov.

“Fair point. If nothing else, maybe we’ll find some clues that can lead us to the next step in our search. Azarov and the Analyst are the only members of the Red Fist who are still at large.”

“And also the most dangerous.”

“You don’t have to tell me, I experienced it first-hand,” said Jim. “This place is a labyrinth. Let’s split up, we’ll cover more ground that way.”

“Very well, although I still think we won’t find much.” Zukov went down a stairwell to one of the lower levels. 

Jim continued to explore the one he was on. As he moved down the corridors, he got a sense of deja vu from when he was held captive here. The doors along the hall he currently walked through housed prison cells. One of these cells was where he and the rest of Vanguard were held along with the Exemplar. One of the doors had been broken off its hinges—courtesy of the aforementioned special’s superhuman strength. Jim glanced inside and saw nothing, then continued on. He tapped the comms link on his ear.

“This level clear. Going down to the next.”

He descended the metal staircase onto the underlying level. A corridor here was absent of any doors, save for one at the end. Jim took hold of the handle and tugged on it. Locked. He pulled harder, the servos in his suit activating and breaking it open. Inside, he had to cringe at what he witnessed. He covered his nose from the stench.

The room was far larger than he expected, with body parts strewn around. The gurneys against the wall were stained with blood and gore. On a workbench, he found the remains of notes scribbled in Russian but not much else.

“Abram, I think I found Azarov’s lab.”

“Anything useful?”

“A few notes but nothing more. Looks like he took everything when he left.”

“Or someone else did. Keep looking, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“Roger that.”

Jim collected the notes and left the remains of the lab when the scanner over his eye flashed a notification against his retina. The scanner was picking up an additional life form, and what’s more, it was reading as a special. He reached down to his thighs, drawing free the crimson teleforce blasters affixed to his armor. Jim moved down the corridor slowly, keeping careful watch on any movement from his scanner.

“I’ve got a target,” he said into the comms.

“I see it,” said Zukov. “I’m en route.”

The eyepiece directed Jim from the T-junction down into another corridor and here he found a man sitting on the ground, dressed in a form-fitting red and yellow suit, his head completely bald without a single speck of hair. Once Jim spotted him, he aimed the weapons at the target. 

The man looked up at Jim. There was something familiar about him, but Jim couldn’t quite place it. The man squinted, studying the Gunsmith armor. “You’re one of them. One of the Khagan’s.”

“No, you got it all wrong,” said Jim. “Who are you?”

The man’s body erupted in flames and Jim suddenly realized why he was familiar. He shot from his spot, taking to the air and blazing past Jim, flying into the main chamber. 

“I won’t be anyone’s puppet again!” he shouted.

Jim cringed from the heat, his suit quickly working to cool his body temperature down. “Abram, it’s Pyre!”

Pyre had worked with the Red Fist but as far as Jim knew, they were all taken captive. All except for a select few who helped take down the Khagan. How the pyrokinetic was free, let alone in Tora Bora, was a mystery the man once called Gunsmith intended to see solved.

Jim ran out from the corridor and saw Pyre streaking towards the exit. He raised his blasters, the scanner interfacing with his guns and locking onto the target. Once it was a lock, the scanner beeped, the crosshairs flashed red, and Jim pulled the trigger.

Energy blasts flew from the barrels of the weapons, striking their target in the back. Pyre arched his chest forward upon impact and spun in the air, glowering at the attacker. He dove for Jim, arms extended out in front of him and jet-streams of flame shooting from his closed fists.

Jim sprung to the side to avoid the attack, firing blindly as he hit the ground, blasts that Pyre easily dodged. Pyre’s arm flung out in front of him as if throwing a ball. And indeed he did—balls constructed of fire that shot at his target.

Jim jumped over the railing to avoid the strike, falling towards the ground. He held out his arm and a grappling hook shot from his gauntlet, hooking onto the opposite railing and allowing him to swing from it. He released the grapple and landed on the catwalk of a lower level.

Pyre spun to keep up with his enemy, flying after him and throwing out more fireballs. Jim rolled to avoid them, returning fire whenever he found an opening. But as Pyre concentrated on Jim, he didn’t realize there was another to worry about. 

Zukov approached the railing of the catwalk and fired a teleforce blaster of his own, striking Pyre in the back several times. That gave Jim an opening to release several blasts of his own and the special plummeted. 

Jim fired his grapple at Pyre, the cable wrapping around his ankle. Jim braced his leg against the catwalk railing and held firm as the cable tightened, breaking Pyre’s fall just before he struck the ground. 

Both Jim and Zukov raced to the bottom of the chamber where Pyre lay, winded from his injuries and exertion. The flames had died out and just to be safe, Zukov affixed an inhibitor against Pyre’s chest. When the special looked up and saw the symbol on Zukov’s uniform, his eyes went wide in fear.

“No! Not you, not again!”

Jim blinked and stared at his partner. “What’s he talking about? You met him before?”

Zukov shook his head. “I only know about him from the Cerberus files.”

“I’ve had enough, do you hear me? I’m tired of being used! Just kill me and get it over with!” screamed Pyre.

Jim knelt down by Pyre’s side. “You’re not making a lick of sense. What are you being used for, and who’s responsible?”

“You’re here to take me back, I know,” said Pyre. “Wasn’t enough for that silver-haired freak to manipulate me, but then you turned me into your personal hitman!”

“Hitman?” asked Zukov. “You killed someone?”

Pyre scoffed. “Like you don’t know. Back in DC a few months ago, you had me fry some military muckity-muck. I managed to get away and thought I could find some remnants of what was here, get some protection. But the Red Fist is all gone now, isn’t it?”

Jim held up his hand. “Wait, slow down. Are you saying the Khagan sent you to kill someone in the military?”

Pyre shook his head. “What are you, dense?” He pointed at the symbol on Zukov’s uniform. “You sent me!”

Jim sighed and rose to his feet. Zukov and him stepped back from Pyre, turning away from him and keeping their voices low.

“He’s talking about Cerberus,” said Zukov.

“Yeah, starting to get that feeling, too,” said Jim. “If Callus or someone inside Cerberus is using specials for assassinations, assassinations of military officials no less…”

“It would be in direct violation of the treaty. Could compromise everything the organization was created for.” Zukov looked over his shoulder at Pyre. “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”

“Hard to say. If the Analyst did mess with his mind, he might just be paranoid. Or maybe the Analyst made him think he was working for Cerberus.”

“Could also be a trick. The Red Fist’s way of exacting vengeance after the fall of their master.”

“Could be.” Jim stared at Pyre, studying the man’s face. “I’m not so sure, though. He seems legitimately terrified.”

“That doesn’t rule out potential manipulation, as you said.”

“True. I just don’t think we should take anything on faith,” said Jim. “After all, what if he’s telling the truth?”


























CHAPTER 4




High above the planet Earth was the orbital space station called Olympus. Constructed as a means of international cooperation between several countries, after it was co-opted by the Khagan, the United Nations Security Council agreed to approve its use for another endeavor. That of the group called Cerberus, an international peace-keeping agency designed to monitor potential threats from specials.

General Nathan Callus was chosen as director of Cerberus and he now stood in his office before an array of large monitors. He wore the black and red dress uniform of his organization, the Cerberus logo emblazoned on his shoulder patches. His once-brown hair was now graying with age and his blue eyes fixed on the man whose face appeared on each of the monitors.

United States Secretary of Defense Joseph Ramsey was older than Callus, with his white hairline receding and thick glasses over his eyes as he hunched over his desk in front of the camera. 

“Word has come back from the strike force,” said Callus. “We’ve got a few dozen new arrivals being held in the facility.”

“A few dozen? The intelligence you showed me indicated there were a few hundred living on that island,” said Ramsey.

“It appears they were using a teleporter to transport there. He smuggled most of them away before we could get to them. We did manage to capture him, though. But not before…”

Callus’ voice trailed off and Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “Not before what, Director?”

Callus cleared his throat. “Not before he opened a portal that facilitated Callum King’s escape.”

“The Exemplar is still free?” The volume of Ramsey’s voice shot through the roof. “The entire point of this operation was to capture him! Do you have any idea how dangerous that man is?”

“I’m well aware of the threat he poses, Mr. Secretary,” said Callus. “But I should also remind you that this is not an exact science. These specials are crafty. They managed to keep their little island hidden for months. If not for our monitoring of Asano and Hastings, we never would have been led to them.”

Ramsey fumed. “If he talks about Cerberus rounding up specials, it’s all over, Nathan.”

Callus stood firm. “With all due respect, sir, just who exactly is going to believe him? The man went on a rampage in Chicago last year. And Americans have very long memories when it comes to the destruction of their cities. No one’s going to trust him after that. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, the Exemplar is a supervillain, not to be trusted. And he knows it, too.”

Ramsey gave a sigh of acceptance. “Fine, I’ll defer to you for now. But I want your people scouring the planet for King. We can’t take the risk that he won’t try to act. Last thing we need is him tearing apart Olympus with his bare hands to try and get to you.”

“He’s certainly welcome to try, sir.”

“And what about the monitoring of Vanguard?”

“Obviously it paid off with Asano and Hastings, albeit in an unexpected way. We weren’t expecting them to lead us to Arcadia. Other than that, not much worth mentioning. McCabe has returned to his work at the Human Genome Project. Vaughn has spent a lot of time traveling, but we keep tabs on him. And Jordan is working as an EMT in New York.”

“What about Lee Parker? He wasn’t officially part of the team, but he was last seen with them.”

“No word on him, I’m afraid. We’ve been scouring every source we can find, but given his technopathic abilities, it’s little surprise he’s able to stay off the grid.”

“That’s not exactly good news,” said Ramsey.

“Agreed. I’ve got surveillance on his family, but they haven’t heard anything, either. Unfortunately, unless he contacts someone, there’s not much we can do to locate him.”

“And what about Jim Ellis?”

“I’m keeping a close eye on him. Right now he’s investigating the Red Fist’s former stronghold, but he won’t find much of anything there.”

“Any unauthorized communications with his former teammates?”

Callus shook his head. “He’s stayed clean. The only person he interacts with outside of Cerberus is his father and we have his room at the retirement home bugged.”

Ramsey scoffed. “In other words, we have no idea what happened to Thorne.”

“Nothing,” said Callus. “He hasn’t made contact with anyone from his former team.”

Ramsey slammed his fist against his desk. “Dammit! We wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t botched the job!”

“Hey!” Callus pointed at the monitor. “Don’t put this on me! You were onboard with the idea of killing Thorne!”

“I never said we had to use a special, especially not one as unstable as Clarence Black!” said Ramsey. “That was your idea!”

“If we used a bomb or some other device, evidence would be left behind and we couldn’t account for potential collateral damage,” said Callus. “Using Pyre meant we avoided that problem. There’s no reason he should have failed.”

“And yet he did. Even worse, he’s also gone missing,” said Ramsey. “What if Thorne made him a better offer? Convinced him to turn against you?”

“Pyre was well aware of those consequences,” said Callus. “Even if Thorne survived the attack, it’s been months and he hasn’t surfaced. It’s likely he’s realized how futile it is to try and stand against us.”

Ramsey shook his head as he leaned back in his chair. “If you really believe that, then you don’t know Leonard Thorne. He’s alive and he’s in possession of very damaging evidence. As are the rest of Vanguard. It could undo everything we’ve worked so hard to build with Cerberus. The only way we can get Thorne to surface is by forcing his hand.”

Callus clasped his hands behind his back. “I want to be sure we’re on the same page, Mr. Secretary. Are you saying that you want the Hellhounds to go after the remainder of Vanguard?”

Ramsey smiled. “That is exactly what I’m saying.”

“We have to be careful about something like that,” said Callus. “Asano and Hastings both have family and connections. If we take them, people will ask questions. And Vaughn’s family is far too high-profile to risk capturing him.”

“Are you saying it can’t be done?”

“I’m saying we have to be careful about it,” said Callus. “We can go after Anita Jordan, but the others will have to wait for the time being. She might even have some of the information we need.”

“Then take her. One is better than nothing.”

“Understood, sir.”


























CHAPTER 5




The hi-tech aircraft touched down on a carrier ship located in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Africa. Jim Ellis and Abram Zukov disembarked from the rear ramp once it lowered. Between the two was Pyre, who was shackled. Jim and Zukov each held him by the arm and escorted him down the ramp where a woman with red hair approached them, clad in a Cerberus uniform. She gave a salute to the two operatives and they returned it.

“Agents Zukov and Ellis, it’s a pleasure,” she said.

“And you are…?” asked Jim.

“Agent April Roque.” She made a gesture with her head to the prisoner. “Who do you have for me?”

“Clarence Black, a.k.a. Pyre,” said Zukov. “Located him in the remains of the Red Fist base in Tora Bora.”

Roque gave a nod. “Anything else worth noting out there?”

Jim shook his head. “The place was stripped. Not a thing left.”

“Then we’ll take Mr. Black off your hands,” said Roque.

Jim took hold of Pyre’s arm. “We still have some questions for him. Some things he said that we need to get to the bottom of.”

“We’ll handle that as well.”

“You can’t…you can’t let them take me!” said Pyre. 

“Agent Ellis, my people are well-equipped to handle specials.” Roque signaled to her crew and they came to pull Pyre away from Jim and Zukov. Pyre screamed in protest, but with the inhibitor in place, he could do nothing more than scream. His powers were blocked and Jim could only watch as his prisoner was dragged away.

“Thank you for your assistance in his capture,” said Roque.

“I have a question,” said Zukov. “Clarence Black was working with the Red Fist, alongside other specials like Chloe Grant and Nina Murillo. All three of them were apprehended in the wake of the incident at Tora Bora. But somehow, he managed to escape?”

“You may not be aware of this given that you were working with the FSB at the time, but that was a pretty turbulent time for America,” said Roque. “The inhibitor technology we now use to keep the specials in line was discovered at Tora Bora.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Because I don’t have one,” said Roque. “Look, I’m just doing a job here, okay? I didn’t have anything to do with Black’s capture, I’ve never even seen the man before today. I was still in Special Forces when he was picked up.”

“It’s fine, Agent. We’re just a little shaken up at the thought of someone as dangerous as Pyre getting free,” said Jim. The look he gave Zukov told the seasoned operative to hold back. 

“You mentioned there were some things he said? Care to elaborate?” asked Roque.

“Probably nothing, just some ramblings of a man driven half-crazy,” said Jim.

“Anything you can tell us will aid in our interrogation, Agent Ellis.”

“It just has to do with the fact that he was at the Red Fist’s base. We were worried that maybe the Khagan had gotten out or that someone else is trying to rebuild the organization,” said Jim.

Roque gave a nod. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Agent. The Red Fist is gone and even if someone does try and rebuild, they don’t have the resources to do it.”

“And the Khagan?” asked Jim.

“Still in a coma after his defeat on Olympus, from what I’ve heard.”

“Thank you, Agent Roque. We’ll be getting out of your hair now.”

Roque gave a quick nod and spun on her heel before walking off. Zukov and Jim boarded their craft and after closing the hatch, strapped into the seats with Jim at the flight controls.

“You seemed pretty conciliatory.”

“No, I just know a lost cause when I see one,” said Jim. “Roque wasn’t going to let us talk to Pyre any more than we already had. If we want to figure out the truth behind Pyre’s words, we’ll have to do it ourselves.”

Jim initiated the take-off procedure and within minutes, the craft’s VTOL jets carried it gently above the carrier’s deck. Once he reached a suitable altitude, he activated the thrusters and shot off into the horizon.

“I don’t think I have to remind you that Cerberus is an international organization with a global reach. And with Vanguard no longer operational, Cerberus is now the only thing standing between rogue specials and innocent people,” said Zukov.

“What would you have me do, Abram? We do need something to stand up to rogue specials, but it’s not worth it if they’re breaking laws,” said Jim.

“We don’t even know if that’s what’s happening here. Clarence Black is hardly the most reliable of witnesses.”

“No, he’s not. But he made you suspicious, didn’t he?”

Zukov couldn’t disagree.

After giving him a few moments to try, Jim added, “That’s what I thought.” 

“And how exactly do you expect us to get to the truth?”

“There’s one thing I do know. A few months ago, there was an explosion in DC that resulted in one casualty—a military colonel.”

“You think that was Pyre’s target? Who was it?”

“The man who was in line before Callus to become Cerberus Director.” Jim’s eyes narrowed, the only outward expression of the anger burning inside him he would allow. “Leonard Thorne, the man who oversaw Vanguard when we were a pet project of the Hayworth administration. But when Lawson took the Office of the President after Hayworth’s death, he ended the project. Thorne was then asked to be Cerberus Director.”

“Until he was killed by Pyre,” said Zukov.

Jim nodded. “The very same day he planned to accept the offer. Thorne didn’t exactly trust the idea behind Cerberus, but he felt that if he didn’t take the position, it could go to someone far more dangerous.”

“And you think Callus is that person.”

Jim glanced at Zukov. “Would seem to fit, don’t you agree?”

Zukov sat forward, elbows on the armrests and his hands interlocked with his chin resting on his fingers. “So what do we do now?”

“You still have contacts in the FSB, right?”

“Yes.”

“Reach out to them, see what you can find out about Nathan Callus, Cerberus, anything that we may not be aware of.”

Zukov sat up. “That’s quite a tall order.”

“Never said I liked to do things the easy way.”

***

April Roque entered her office on the carrier and shut the door, locking it behind her. She sat at her desk and turned on the computer, placing a secure call to the Olympus space station. The face of Director Nathan Callus appeared on the screen.

“We have Clarence Black,” she said.

“Excellent work, Agent Roque,” said Callus.

“Not quite. It wasn’t my team who found him, but Jim Ellis and Abram Zukov.”

Callus paused. “Did he say anything?”

“Ellis let slip that Black said some information that deserves further investigation. When I pressed him on it, he fed me some crap about being worried that the Red Fist was rebuilding.”

Callus sighed. “We can’t let those two figure out what we’ve been doing. I want you to keep a close eye on both Ellis and Zukov. These men are dangerous to our interests and our mission.”

“Yessir.”

“I also have another job for you. A special I need picked up. I’m transmitting the dossier now.”

“The Hellhounds will be ready,” said Roque. “Don’t worry, Director Callus. I’ll kill Jim Ellis myself if I have to.”


























CHAPTER 6




Jim knocked on the door before opening it. He approached the old man sitting in front of the window in a wheelchair, staring out over the well-manicured lawn of the retirement home. 

“Hey, Dad.”

Wayne Ellis turned his head and gave a smile. Jim grew up idolizing his dad, the big war hero. Enlisted to make him proud. But the past several years hadn’t been kind to Wayne, his once-strong body was quickly withering away.

“Jimbo!” Wayne’s face brightened up with a smile and Jim walked over, bending down to give his father a hug. He pulled a chair from a small table nearby and sat beside Wayne. “What brings you here?”

“Thought I’d come and see how you’re doing,” said Jim. “Some things are happening at work that are making me wonder if I made the right decision.”

Wayne sighed. “Now listen to me, son. Sometimes, you just gotta do the job. I know you don’t like working at that movie theater, but you’re gonna need that money for prom.”

“The theater…?” Jim sighed and shook his head. “No, Dad. That was when I was in high school. I haven’t worked at the theater in years.”

Wayne frowned. “Did you quit? C’mon, boy. Thought I raised you better than to be a quitter.”

Jim reached out and gripped his father’s hand. “Dad, I’m not a teenager anymore. I graduated high school, remember? Then I went into the service. Just like you.”

Wayne’s face seemed to go completely blank for a few moments, but then he gave a few blinks. “That’s right. I remember now.”

“That’s good,” said Jim. “How are you doing here? They treating you well?”

“Oh yeah, they’re great. Tomorrow’s movie night.”

Jim gave a half-smile. “Good to hear.”

“What’s this problem you’re having at work?”

Jim sat back in his chair and stared out the window. “I think they might not be on the level. Involved in some shady dealings.”

“Then you gotta find another job.”

Jim chuckled. “Not so simple. Whatever they’re up to, I think I’m the only one who can stop it. I just have to figure out how.” 

“Y’know, your mother made the world’s greatest spaghetti and meatballs.”

Jim had learned to deal with his father’s sudden shifts in topics. His mind wasn’t what it used to be and he had difficulty keeping track of a conversation.

“Yeah…” Jim had a half-hearted smile on his face as he reached over and patted his father’s liver-spotted hand. “She sure did.”

“You think so too, huh?” Wayne’s smile remained on his face and he leaned closer with some effort, beckoning his son closer with a slight twitch of his fingers. “Hey Jimbo, why don’t you ask her if she can make it tonight? I know she wants me to cut back on red meat, but if you ask her to make it, she probably will. She could never say no to you.”

Jim’s eyelids felt heavy and the smile faded from his face. “I-I can’t do that, Dad.”

“Oh come on!” said Wayne, his voice nearly taking on a whine. “A little bit of ground beef’s not gonna kill me!”

“No, Dad…don’t you remember? About Mom?”

Wayne’s smile now turned into a look of worry. “What about her? She’s okay, ain’t she?”

“Dad…Mom’s gone. For almost five years now.”

“Oh…” Wayne looked away, staring at a framed photograph of his wife on his dresser. “I must’ve forgotten…”

“It’s okay, Dad.”

“I just…I forget things sometimes, Jimbo. Ain’t my fault…” Wayne covered his eyes with a hand. 

Jim stood and stepped to the side of his father’s chair, laying a reassuring hand on Wayne’s shoulder. “I know, I know.”

“But!” Wayne suddenly had some spark in him again and a smile came on his face. “Don’t you worry, kiddo. I’m not gonna forget about your game this weekend. Promise I’ll be there, front an’ center.”

“Yeah…I know you will.” Jim sighed and hugged his father, trying to hold in his emotions. “Gonna score a touchdown just for you, Pop.”

“That’s my boy.”

Jim felt a buzzing in his pocket. He pulled his phone from his jeans and looked at the message summary on the lock screen. SENDER UNAVAILABLE was all it told him about who the message came from. Jim unlocked his phone and went into his messages. The only thing it said was, “DO YOU KNOW WHO YOU’RE WORKING FOR?”

Jim typed out a quick response with his thumb, inquiring about the sender’s identity and hit SEND. Almost instantly, a response came: “NOT SECURE. I’LL CONTACT YOU LATER.”

He put the phone back in his pocket and looked down at his father. “Sorry, Dad. I gotta get going.”

“Okay. Oh, and don’t forget your Mom’s birthday is coming up soon.”

Jim sighed. He bent down and kissed the bald portion atop Wayne’s head, where the hair had receded. “Yeah, yeah I’ll remember. Got it marked on my calendar.”

***

Anita Jordan stepped inside her Brooklyn apartment and closed the door, locking it behind her. She dropped the keys on the table by the door and walked inside, nearly collapsing on the couch. She looked at her phone, the time was after three in the morning. 

Ever since Vanguard disbanded, she’d begun working as an EMT. The hours were all over the place, but she didn’t really have much of a social life to begin with. Her mother was still living in Baltimore and while Anita considered moving closer to her, she also felt like she needed to be on her own.

Anita rested her head on the couch’s armrest, her eyelids growing heavy. But then she felt something. A feeling that she wasn’t alone. Anita sat up and rubbed her eyes. She couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, making her wonder if she was just imagining things.

She stood, closing her eyes and concentrating. As Paragon, Anita possessed telekinetic abilities that enhanced her strength to superhuman levels, gave her the power of flight, and projected a field around her body that made her nigh-invulnerable. The mental nature of her abilities also gave her a kind of psychic sensitivity, something she worked to develop after she was mentally controlled by the Analyst.

There was definitely someone else in the room. She could now pick up the psychic reverberations of another person. But they were invisible to the naked eye. Anita tried to zero in on the location and once she found it, she flew at her window and threw a punch at what seemed to be empty air.

But her fist connected with a face and was followed by a thump as the target struck the wall. The light ceased bending around the invader’s suit and Blindside stood in front of Anita.

“How’d you know I was there?” she asked.

Anita tapped her forehead. 

“Right, we should’ve assumed that,” said Blindside. “Too bad it won’t be enough to save you.”

“We’ll see about that,” said Anita. “Now get the hell out of my apartment.”

Blindside gave a smirk beneath her mask. “How about you make me?”

Anita flew at Blindside, but she quickly went invisible and used her enhanced speed to side-step the attack so that Anita’s arms grabbed nothing but air. Blindside circled around her and thrust her foot into Anita’s back, the suit’s strength enough for the special to feel the blow.

Though she initially used her powers to find Blindside, Anita had to concentrate to do so. That was something she struggled with when her invisible attacker moved silently and swiftly around her, delivering quick, surgical blows. 

Anita lunged for the window, shooting through it. Her only option was to put some distance between her and Blindside so that she could concentrate and locate the attacker. And though Blindside’s capabilities were impressive, Anita assumed flight wasn’t among them.

But the special quickly learned that Blindside wasn’t alone. She picked up a new signature just before it struck her from above with a thunderous blow. Anita plummeted, striking the roof of a building below her so hard that it left cracks in the stone. 

Her attacker, Bruiser, crashed down beside her, the building quaking on his impact. Bruiser grabbed her by the hair and jumped from the roof. At the apex of his leap, he hurled Anita with all the strength he could muster. She fell fast, hitting the empty street.

Pain shot across her entire body, but still she tried to pull herself to her feet. Anita looked up but saw no trace of Bruiser. She tried to concentrate to find him, when electricity flowed through her body and she went into spasms. 

Spark cut off her attack and Anita fell to her knees. Once Spark got within reach, Anita shot up with a blow that knocked the Hellhound off her feet. Anita tried to push through the pain. She’d already been tired after a long shift and now this. Anita had been pushed to her limits and she couldn’t take on all three of these attackers at once. 

The only sensible thing was to retreat. Anita took off towards the sky, but she felt the temperature drop. Almost instantly, she was encased in a block of ice that caused her to drop like a stone back to the street. Coldsnap stood on a rooftop ledge, looking down at her.

Zero and Blindside stepped from the shadows and approached Anita. Zero held up his arm and an inhibitor shot out from his gauntlet. It struck Anita’s head and the feedback caused her to fall unconscious. 

Blindside stepped over to her, staring down at their new prisoner. “I’m a little disappointed. I hoped the great Paragon would put up more of a fight.”


























CHAPTER 7




The piercing ring of his cell phone caused Jim to stir in his sleep. He grumbled, burying his face in the pillow in futile attempts to block out the sound. Rolling onto his back, he opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. He sat up and reached over for the phone. An incoming call from a blocked number.

“Ellis,” he said, answering it.

“We’ve got a problem,” said the voice on the other end. It was garbled and unnatural, which meant the caller was using some kind of voice synthesizer to disguise their identity.

“Who is this?”

“A friend.”

“Most of my friends are dead,” said Jim.

“Not all of them.”

Jim blinked and thought about who could possibly be capable of this. He didn’t want to risk blowing their identity in the event that the line was being monitored. “Is it secure?”

“Seems like it, but you can never be too careful.”

“Understood. So why don’t you tell me what that text was all about?”

“I hoped we’d have more time to develop a plan, but Callus’ recent actions are forcing us to speed things up.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Jim. “What’s Callus up to?”

“I know about the questions you and your partner have been asking. And if you’re not careful, Callus will target you next.”

“So it’s true, Callus is using specials for illegal operations,” said Jim.

“More than that. He’s been rounding them up. You gave him Pyre and his strike team recently took out a colony of specials on an island in the Pacific.”

“For what purpose?”

“After specials first appeared, Callus made it known to the Hayworth Administration that they posed both the greatest risk and greatest benefit to the security of the United States. No different from any other type of arms.”

“That’s why he’s rounding them up,” said Jim. “He’s stockpiling weapons.”

“Check your email, I’ve just sent you some encrypted data. Make sure your partner sees this, too.”

Jim climbed out of bed, keeping the phone to his ear as he walked into the next room and sat at his desk. He opened his laptop and started it up. Once his email client was active, a new message waited. Jim clicked on it and saw what his mysterious informant was talking about.

“This is where he’s keeping them?” 

“At least this one. There could be others,” said the voice.

Jim recognized the location. “I’ve been here. This is where we dropped off Pyre. Are you sure about this?”

“International waters, miles from civilization. And there’s more. Earlier tonight, they acquired a new prisoner. One you’re familiar with.”

“Who?” asked Jim.

“Anita Jordan.”

Jim nearly dropped the phone at the mention of Paragon’s real name, but he didn’t want to reveal too much about himself or her. “Why do you think I’d be familiar with her?”

“Because I know all about you, Gunsmith. You and the rest of Vanguard.”

“Who is this?” asked Jim.

The line went dead.

Jim sighed and looked at the phone, double-checking to make sure the call had ended. He dialed a number in his contact list and when the phone was answered, the Russian voice on the other end was just as groggy as he’d been.

“Abram, sorry to wake you,” said Jim. “But we’ve got a problem.”

“What’s this about?” asked Zukov.

“I’m sending something to your email. It looks like Pyre was right—Callus is using specials for his own purposes.”

“Where did you get this?”

“They wouldn’t tell me who they are. But I think it’s on the level. And more than that, they’ve got one of my former teammates.”

“Slow down, Jim. We don’t know anything about where you got this information. All we have to go on are some ramblings from a man whose mind has been toyed with and an anonymous informant. This could all be a trap.”

“If it is, then Paragon’s already in it. I don’t have a choice, I have to do something about this.”

“But we’re just two men. Even with your armor…”

“You’re not coming.”

“Believe me, I don’t want to. But I also can't let my partner do this alone.”

“If you want to help, then I need you to take this information and anything else you can dig up directly to the Security Council.”

“And you think they’ll believe me?” asked Zukov.

“That combined with what I’m going to discover on the ship will be more than enough proof.”

Zukov sighed. “But you’re still going in alone. Cerberus will treat you as an enemy combatant. Your armor’s impressive, but even you can’t fight an army.”

“I know, that’s why I’m not going alone,” said Jim.

***

Jim stood atop a building in New York City, clad in the Gunsmith armor. His eyepiece displayed the time and it showed that his contact was running late. Although he couldn’t really express any surprise at that. Jim opened the panel on his gauntlet to scan the location and the eyepiece flashed a notification. 

When Jim turned around, he saw a man emerge from the shadows, dressed all in black. His dark hair hung down to his chin and he wore a mask that covered the lower portion of his face, and strips of leather hung from his shoulders to form a kind of cape. But the strangest thing about the man were his eyes, which were pitch-black.

“What’s with the cloak and dagger routine?” asked Dominic Vaughn, his eyes reverting to normal.

“Good to see you, too,” said Jim.

“We here to talk business or catch up?”

Dom—or Wraith as he’d been called in Vanguard—wasn’t one for smalltalk. Jim wasn’t too surprised. He’d asked him here on very little information for fear that Cerberus might be watching them. But with Zukov tasked with the Security Council, Jim would need back-up.

“Business,” said Jim. “I think Callus might be using Cerberus for his own purposes. Rounding up specials.”

“I’ll try to hide my surprise. Told you this whole thing was fishy.”

“Looks like you were right. From what Zukov and I have uncovered, he’s got a strike team armed with some pretty powerful technology.”

“Like you?” asked Dom.

“From the specs I’ve seen, their suits put mine to shame,” said Jim. “That’s why I need your help.”

Dom shook his head. “Look Ellis, I don’t hate you as much as I did when we first met. But that doesn’t mean I’m willing to sign up for some kind of suicide mission.”

“Callus killed Thorne.”

That gave Dom pause. He sighed and lowered his gaze.

“I know you two didn’t exactly get along—”

Dom’s head snapped up. “Doesn’t mean I wanted him dead. But even still. I’d prefer to stay off anyone’s radar. Why don’t you ask the others to help?”

“Because you’re off the radar. Erin and Koji are being watched pretty closely by Cerberus and I don’t want to risk endangering their families. And Lee and Zenith have been MIA ever since Thorne’s death. You were reachable, off-the-radar, and you can get in places you’re not supposed to be.”

“What about Anita?”

Jim’s face was dour. 

“What?” asked Dom.

“They’ve got her.”

Dom scoffed. “So it’s just the two of us against an army?”

“Cerberus has a ship in the Atlantic. Based on what I’ve heard from my informant, that’s where they’re keeping their prisoners. If we can get in there, free them and disable the inhibitors, we’ll have more than enough back-up.”

“Okay, I’m in. But how do you expect us to get out there?” 

Jim smiled. “That’s something else I’ll need your help with.”


























CHAPTER 8




When Anita awoke, she felt a strain on her neck. She reached her hand to her throat, looking down as best she could to see a collar around there. The same type of inhibitor collars the Red Fist used on her teammates when they were captured in Tora Bora.

She sat up, realizing she was on a cot. Looking around, she saw bars on all sides. It was a small cell with almost no privacy.

“Look who’s finally awake.”

Anita recognized the voice and she turned in anger to find Chloe Grant leaning against the bars of the cell beside her. With her aerokinesis, Chloe had taken the name Zephyr. A would-be revolutionary who willingly joined the Red Fist, and had clashed with Anita on more than one occasion. 

“See what being a lapdog of the system gets you?” asked Chloe. “Eventually they turn on you. If you hadn’t betrayed the Khagan—”

Anita lunged at her enemy, her hands gripping the bars that separated them. “The Khagan forced me into serving him! Me and others, too! What does your little revolutionary handbook say about slavery?”

Chloe narrowed her eyes and folded her arms over her chest. “The ends justify the means.”

“Easy for you to say.” The voice belonged to another prisoner. Chloe and Anita turned to it and saw Nina Murillo—Fuerte—in another cell across from them. Clarence Black lay on the cot in his cell beside hers. Like Anita, these two specials had also been manipulated by the Analyst into working for the Red Fist.

“The Analyst just opened your mind, helped you overcome the brainwashing of modern society,” said Chloe.

“Bull,” said Nina.

“The Khagan’s a madman and thankfully, he’s no longer a threat to anyone,” said Anita.

“He would have liberated this world if not for your team!” spat Chloe.

“Just shut up already,” said Clarence, covering his face with his pillow and turning on his side.

Chloe grunted and sat on her cot, not saying anything more. Anita sighed and sat as well. She observed the room and saw in the cell beside her was a young woman with brown skin, her knees held close to her chest as she sat on her cot.

“Who are you?” asked Anita.

“Tuwa,” said the girl, glancing up at her cellmate. “I was on an island of specials. Most of us here were. Until Cerberus came.”

“Island?” asked Anita.

Tuwa nodded and focused on Anita, studying her features. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? Vanguard?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I met your friends. Sharkskin and Shift.”

Anita perked up. “Where are they? Are they okay?”

Tuwa shrugged. “I haven’t seen them here. They were only in Arcadia for a short time. By the time Cerberus’ Hellhounds arrived, they’d already left.”

“What does Cerberus want with us?” asked Anita.

“You wanna know what they want?” Clarence sat up on his cot and stood, walking over to the bars and leaning against them. “I’ll tell you what they want—they want to do the same thing that Zephyr’s precious Khagan wanted. They want to use us to do their dirty work for them.”

“The Khagan is nothing like these—”

“Yeah, yeah, Dear Leader only enslaves us because he loves us,” said Clarence, cutting off Chloe. He looked at Anita. “But you, you’re the first Vanguardian they’ve nabbed. I’ve got a feeling they’ll have more than a few questions for you.”

“Why?” asked Anita.

“Because you’re the first. And they’ll want to know where to find the rest,” said Clarence. “Maybe even force you to do it for them.”

“And why would I do that?”

Clarence shrugged and returned to his cot. “They may not have an Analyst, but they’ve still got their ways. I’ve already killed for them once. Imagine I’ll be forced to do it again, soon.”

A door opened on a catwalk above the prisoner bay. Blindside entered, stepping up to the railing. On the ground, Anita could hear the sound of heavy footsteps. Then she heard Blindside’s commanding voice.

“Take the new one. She’s got a special visitor.”

***

Bruiser and Zero escorted Anita from her cell and into a small interrogation room. The manacles around her wrists and ankles normally wouldn’t pose a problem for her. But with the inhibitor collar in place, her powers were useless to her. 

A chair waited in front of a metal interrogation table. Bruiser forced her to sit in the chair and Zero went about hooking her manacles to chains attached to the floor. The two Hellhounds left her alone, closing the door behind her and not giving another word.

Anita sighed and stared at the blank wall in front of her. She looked around the room and saw a small dome hanging from the ceiling, which must contain a surveillance camera. She tugged on the chains in futility and after a few tries, allowed her wrists to rest on her thighs. 

The door opened and a man in a black uniform with the Cerberus logo entered. He sat across the table from Anita, folding his hands on its surface. He looked up at her with his blue eyes. 

“Anita Jordan,” he said. “My name is Nathan Callus, Director of Cerberus.”

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but you’re in violation of my Fourth Amendment rights.”

Callus gave a snicker. “Your rights. That’s funny.”

“I’m an American citizen, and—”

Callus cut her off, speaking while holding up his index and middle finger. “Two things, Ms. Jordan. First off, Cerberus is an international organization with broad, global reach. And second, we have intelligence suggesting that you worked for the Red Fist for a brief period. That makes you an enemy combatant.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Anita. 

Callus reached inside the jacket of his uniform and pulled out a photograph. He tossed it on the table in front of Anita. She looked down at it and saw it was taken from the press conference Vanguard held in Central Park some time ago.

“The cape seems like a bit much, but otherwise the look suits you,” he said. “We know who you really are, Paragon.”

Anita looked up, incredulity remaining on her face. “Fine, you want the truth? The truth is that the Khagan was using a telepath to keep me and several other specials under his thumb. Ones you’re holding prisoner in that little gulag of yours.”

Callus leaned back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. “And I’m supposed to take you at your word?”

“We’ve all got the same story. Why don’t you try doing some research?”

“You know, you and I’ve met before,” said Callus. “Do you remember when you came back from Afghanistan? The review panel?”

Anita gave a nod.

“I was there. I saw what you could do. And on that day, I realized that the world had changed. Now, it no longer mattered how strong a nation’s army was, or how much money they had or how many nukes they’d managed to stockpile. Because now, any special with just the right mix of power and gumption could bend entire countries to their will.” Callus leaned forward. “I knew that there would come a day when these specials had to be put in their place and shown who’s really in charge.”

“So is this what Cerberus is really about? Rounding us up to be put in cages?”

“You’re not here to ask questions, Paragon—you’re here to answer them.” Callus’ voice dropped lower. “Tell me where Leonard Thorne is.”

Anita blinked in response. “Excuse me?”

“Colonel Leonard Thorne, he was your superior in Vanguard. Don’t tell me that fantasy about mind control erased your memory, too?”

“If you know about Thorne’s connection to my team, then you also know he died,” said Anita. “Killed in an explosion. Just before he was going to accept the offer to lead Cerberus. Funny coincidence, huh?”

Callus’ face remained as steeled as ever. “You and I both know that’s bull.”

“Which part?”

He slammed his fist on the table. “Stop playing games with me, Jordan!” He pointed at her. “Thorne’s alive. You know it and I know it.”

“Where’d you hear that?” asked Anita. “They found a body!”

Callus took a calming breath to recover his resolve. His silence spoke volumes. Anita raised her eyebrow.

“Or was a body provided?” she asked.

“Tell me where he is and I’ll go easy on you.”

Anita sighed. “One of us clearly knows more than the other, Callus.” She locked eyes with him. “But it’s not me.”

Callus hesitated for a moment, matching her gaze. Finally he stood and opened the door. Bruiser and Zero still waited outside and they entered the room. Callus gave her one final look.

“Take her back to her cell."


























CHAPTER 9




In the time since Cerberus was created, they wasted no time in setting up numerous bases across the world. One of those bases was in upstate New York and it was this facility that Gunsmith told Wraith they needed to hit before going out to the ship that held their teammate. 

Two guards flanked the road in front of the gate and others patrolled the grounds. In the shadow of one of the buildings, Gunsmith and Wraith appeared, emerging from one of Wraith’s portals. 

“Couldn’t get us inside?” asked Gunsmith in a whisper.

“You wanna risk ending up in a wall?” asked Wraith. “Then shut up.”

Gunsmith drew his blasters and pushed up against the wall. The guard had his back to him and Gunsmith stepped out, firing a non-lethal charge. The Cerberus operative collapsed instantly. 

Another guard turned the corner and once he saw his compatriot on the ground, he readied his weapon. Wraith silenced him by firing a blast of ebon energy. The man collapsed, his body quivering and thoughts of dread dominating his mind to the point where he could barely concentrate.

Gunsmith went to the door on the hangar. He entered a code into the console and the door beeped, sliding open. Wraith followed him inside. “Good thing they haven’t changed your codes yet. So what is it we’re here for any way?”

“Have a look for yourself,” said Gunsmith, stopping in front of the aircraft.

Wraith looked up at the plane and a smile spread on his face, hidden by his mask. “Oh, never thought I’d see this old girl again.”

“Atlas was sealed up after we were disbanded, but Cerberus thought it best to keep their hands on this. Just in case.”

Sitting in front of the two was one of the most sophisticated planes ever created. Designed and built by their former teammate, Zenith, the Icarus served as the mode of transportation for Vanguard before they were disbanded. 

“She still works?” asked Wraith.

Gunsmith took a deep breath. “I sure as hell hope so.”

They heard noises coming from outside and the sound of the door beeping. The door slid open and Gunsmith turned on his heel. He fired at the incoming guards, taking out two of them. More came through, though.

Wraith created a shadow portal in front of him that absorbed the gunfire from the Cerberus weapons. “Go, start it up!”

Gunsmith ran to the rear hatch, praying that his suit’s frequency still worked when he opened the compartment on his forearm. The Icarus responded and the hatch lowered to the ground. “Wraith!”

Wraith concentrated, using his powers to teleport a good portion of the guards back outside the hangar. He turned to the Icarus, running towards the hatch and teleporting inside. Once inside, he closed the hatch just as the Icarus began to rise. 

The guards fired on the ship and Gunsmith sat at the controls, directing the guns on the Icarus’ underside to return the attack. He’d only begun to learn to fly the ship shortly before the team was disbanded and even that was months ago. But he hoped he still remembered enough to get them where they needed to go.

***

The Icarus came upon the carrier ship in the Atlantic Ocean. It was the same ship Gunsmith took Pyre to and fortunately, he was able to track its movements thanks to information from Zukov on the ship’s position.

As soon as it came upon the deck, Gunsmith activated the Icarus’ weapons. The teleforce guns beneath the hull and the wings opened fire, unleashing powerful bursts of energy on the soldiers atop the deck. Gunsmith took out several of the Cerberus planes immediately, leaving them with only ground forces.

Wraith teleported from the Icarus to the deck and worked to take out many of the soldiers on the surface. His shadow portals enabled him to jump from target to target, appearing behind them and taking them down, then vanishing before another soldier could fire on him. 

“The specials are likely being held down below,” said Gunsmith, his voice transmitting to the comm-link in Wraith’s ear. “The inhibitor technology works from a central generator broadcasting a frequency to the collars. Disable that and they should be able to use their powers.”

Wraith delivered a swift kick to one guard who tried to ambush him from behind then turned and fired a shadow blast at another ready to fire on him. “Any idea where I could find that generator?”

“I’m trying to patch into their systems, but it’s a little difficult while avoiding gunfire and covering your ass,” said Gunsmith. “So how about you go the traditional route and try looking?”

Wraith groaned. “Back to being the leader for ten minutes and already you’re a prick.”

“Just go!”

Wraith jumped into a shadow portal to begin the search. Gunsmith pulled on the Icarus’ stick, evading the gunfire coming at him. But then something else happened and the plane was engulfed in electricity. The power surge was causing feedback with the system and the controls weren’t responding properly. 

Gunsmith tried to aim the Icarus as best he could, diving towards the carrier deck. Just before impact, he hit the emergency eject and the canopy blew open. His seat shot into the air and released a parachute almost immediately. Gunsmith quickly unhooked his harness and dropped from the sky, just as shots from the teleforce blasters wielded by the Cerberus guards tore into his parachute.

He drew his guns and opened fire on the soldiers below. Gunsmith landed in a crouch and sprung to his feet. But just as he did, he was slammed into by what felt like a brick wall and he was thrown far across the deck.

The former Vanguardian struck the deck’s surface with his shoulder and skidded across, stopping just before going over the edge. Gunsmith shook his head and pulled himself to his feet. He gasped when he saw Bruiser charging at him.

Gunsmith unleashed several blasts on the high setting, but they barely slowed down the juggernaut. He jumped over his opponent’s head, hurling a small, explosive disc that stuck to the operative’s back.

Bruiser skidded to a stop after missing his target. Before he could turn, the lights on the disc flashed rapidly and blew. The force of the explosion threw him over the edge of the deck and into the water.

Zero jumped into the fray, bringing down a forcefield-generated blade on Gunsmith’s head. The suit’s eyepiece warned him of the danger and he crossed his arms over his head to protect him. The blade scraped against his armor and Zero pulled his arm back, moving into a fighting stance.

Gunsmith fired his weapons, but Zero was uncannily quick. He was able to easily dodge and weave the blasts, deflecting some with his forcefield blades. Zero cleared the distance between them and pounced. He flipped in the air and his feet connected with Gunsmith’s face. The assassin stood over him with his claws ready to tear into Gunsmith’s head.


























CHAPTER 10




Below deck, Wraith stuck to the shadows. Their arrival had brought most of the guards up to the main deck, allowing him to move about in relative ease. But there was still the problem of finding what he searched for.

Wraith moved quickly through the decks, the sounds of the battle still reaching down below. He had to find the generator fast; Gunsmith wouldn’t be able to last long up there alone. 

On one of the lowest decks, Wraith came to a door and opened it. It led to a series of catwalks above a bunch of cages. Cages that contained people. Looking down but staying out of sight, he could see Anita held prisoner in one of the cells. Wraith teleported to the ground much to the shock of the prisoners who rose from their cots when he saw them.

“Wraith!” said Anita, calling out to him.

“What are you waiting for?” asked Zephyr. “Get us out of here!”

Wraith narrowed his eyes at his former enemy. “Maybe I should leave you in here to rot.”

“Not the time,” said Anita. “How’d you know where we were? How’d you get here?”

“Long story. Gunsmith’s up top, but he won’t last long. Now how do I open these cells and turn of the inhibitors?”

Pyre stood at the bars of his cell, holding them tightly. “There’s a room next to this one. When they brought me in, the door was open and I saw some kind of equipment before they locked me up in here.”

Wraith nodded and left the pen area. The next door did have some kind of generator. He wasn’t sure if it was correct or not, but he figured it was better than nothing. There was a chair at the console and Wraith grunted as he raised it up, smashing it against the console.

Sparks flew as the machinery was ruined. And in the cages, the specials felt their abilities returning to them. Anita reached for her neck and tugged at the collar, rending it into scrap. She smiled and gripped the bars, pulling them apart enough for her to step through.

***

On the deck, Gunsmith was at the mercy of Zero. The assassin had his knees on each of Gunsmith’s stretched-out arms. There was only one chance to escape and he wasn’t sure it would even work.

The grapple in Gunsmith’s gauntlet shot out, latching onto the remains of one of the ships he’d destroyed with the Icarus. When the grapple retracted, Gunsmith was pulled out from under Zero, just as the assassin brought down his claws and scraped them on the deck.

Gunsmith released the grapple and got up to his feet. But then something hit him from behind. And then again in front. And in every direction. His legs were then encased in a block of solid ice and he couldn’t move one bit.

Coldsnap stepped from the shadows with Spark by his side. Zero joined them and flickering into view was Blindside, deactivating her cloak. And then another man joined them. Gunsmith struggled against the ice, but no use. Nathan Callus regarded him with a sneer.

“I’m very disappointed in you, Ellis. You had a chance to be part of something greater than yourself. To stand up for your race.”

“I’m not going to stand by and let you use people—one of my friends, no less—as your personal slaves,” said Gunsmith. He heard Wraith’s voice over his comm-link and knew what was coming. Just had to stall Callus for a few moments.

“People.” Callus scoffed. “You’d throw in with these freaks of nature.”

“They’re no different from us,” said Gunsmith. “Maybe if you’d done the research, you’d know that the Event changed everyone. The gene may be dormant in us, but it’s there all the same.”

“And just what did you expect to gain by this one-man assault?” asked Callus. 

“Because it’s not a one-man assault,” said Gunsmith. “I’m just the distraction.”

Almost on cue, a portal opened on the deck, courtesy of the Ferryman. Callus and the Hellhounds spun to see the captive specials standing there, the collars no longer around their necks. 

“Take ‘em out,” said Wraith. And the battle began. 

As the Hellhounds and the remainder of the Cerberus soldiers fought the specials, Anita flew over to Gunsmith’s side. She bent down and drove her powerful fist into the ice, breaking it into shards. He kicked off what remained and nodded his thanks to her.

“Wish we could’ve met again under better circumstances,” she said.

“What, this isn’t good enough for you?” asked Gunsmith with a grin.

***

Pyre dove at Coldsnap, who brought his arms up and unleashed a torrent of ice. Pyre countered it with a fiery jet-stream from his palms, the two nearly canceling each other out. But whereas Pyre’s powers were natural, Coldsnap’s were technologically based and that technology had its limits. He was already pushing his suit to the limits of its power consumption, yet Pyre’s heat continued to rain down upon him. The suit sputtered out and Coldsnap was engulfed in Pyre’s flames. The material of the suit protected his body, but he could do little else to fight back.

Tuwa’s tremors kept Spark off her feet and Zephyr battered her with powerful winds. Without any sort of footing or the ability to aim, Spark’s electric bursts just flew harmlessly around. Zephyr killed her winds for just a moment, enough time for Fuerte to deliver the final blow, a punch with so much force that it almost took off the Hellhound’s head.

Gunsmith rejoined the battle with Zero, now getting used to the assassin’s movements. He deflected the blade strikes and delivered strategic shots with his blasters when he could. But it was the sudden appearance of Wraith that caught Zero off-guard. The former thief appeared behind him, using his shadow blasts to engulf Zero and leave the man a quivering mess, huddled into the fetal position. 

Blindside was another matter, though. With her invisibility cloak, it made it impossible for Paragon to get a proper bead on her. Paragon rose into the air instead and shut her eyes, trying to concentrate hard on her powers. This was the only chance she would have to locate the woman and she had to try and pick her out from the sheer number of people onboard the deck. Even amidst all the chaos it was difficult, but finally Paragon located her. She shot down to the deck like a rocket, slamming into Blindside with such force that the impact left a small crater. 

The Hellhounds were finished, their unconscious bodies lying around the deck of the ship. Pyre and Zephyr were ready to take it a step further, but Gunsmith held up his weapons.

“Kill them and you’ll be next,” he said.

“Are you out of your damn mind?” asked Zephyr.

“He’s right,” said Paragon, flying over to Gunsmith’s side. “It’s not how we do things.”

“We’re not you,” said Pyre. 

“You have no idea what they put us through for months,” said Zephyr. “We’re not just going to let them walk away.”

“I’ll handle the rest,” said Gunsmith. “And be grateful that I’m letting you go free.”

Pyre grumbled but shot up into the sky without another word. Zephyr stood her ground and then Wraith and the rest of the specials sidled up beside Gunsmith and Paragon. If she wanted to push the issue, she’d have to take on all of them.

“To hell with this.” Zephyr raised herself with her aerokinesis and flew off over the Atlantic.

“That takes care of that,” said Wraith, looking at Gunsmith. “So what happens now?”

“Now Callus is going to—” Gunsmith stopped and looked around the deck. “Dammit.”

“What?” asked Paragon.

“Callus must’ve escaped during the fight,” said Gunsmith. “Can’t find any trace of him.”

“Cerberus will probably send a clean-up crew here soon. No doubt this caught some attention,” said Wraith. He looked at the wreckage of the Icarus. “And we don’t have a ride.”

“I can take care of that,” said the Ferryman. “Get you all somewhere safe.”

Gunsmith nodded. “Do that. I’ll stay.”

“What?” asked Paragon. “But why? They’ll pin this on you!”

Gunsmith shook his head. “This was just one part of the job. By now, Zukov will have presented all the evidence we gathered on Callus’ operation. He’ll be on the run and someone will have to answer questions about what happened here.”

“You sure about this?” asked Wraith.

“Go. I got this.”

Wraith nodded and he and Paragon joined the rest of the specials. The Ferryman opened a portal for them all and they walked through it, the portal closing after they passed.

Gunsmith looked up in the air and saw planes approaching. He holstered his weapons and lowered himself to his knees, clasping his hands behind his head.


























EPILOGUE




Jim Ellis stepped from the shuttle and into the airlock of the Olympus space station. He was helped out of his space suit and then escorted from the airlock up to the command deck. One man stood in the center of the bustle of activity, with operatives milling about in Cerberus uniforms. Jim walked up to him and he turned to face him, holding out his hand.

“It’s good to see you again,” said Abram Zukov. Jim shook his former partner’s hand and smiled at him.

“I can’t believe they appointed you the interim Director of Cerberus,” said Jim.

Zukov gave a nod and turned. “Apparently my record speaks for itself. Especially in light of all the information we provided on Callus’ illegal activities. Although I was surprised they didn’t offer you the job given your role in exposing him.”

Jim smiled. “Who says they didn’t?”

Zukov looked at him in surprise and Jim just gave a knowing wink. They both looked out at Earth through the observation window. 

“Not really my thing anyway,” said Jim. “There’s still a lot of work to be done.”

“Agreed.”

“Any word on Callus?”

“No, he’s still in the wind. But that’s not why I called you here.” Zukov turned to Jim, his demeanor becoming quite serious. “There’s been some unusual activity detected from Vanguard’s former base.”

Jim looked at him in surprise. “Atlas? But it’s been decommissioned. Shut down.”

Zukov shook his head. “That’s what we thought. But apparently we were wrong. We’ve also only begun to break into Callus’ files. It seems he’s been involved with a lot more than initially believed.”

Jim sighed. “Guess our work’s just beginning.”

“Indeed it is.”




Next…Under Siege
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CHAPTER 1




A Few Months Ago




Colonel Leonard Thorne had just arrived at his room at the Dupont Circle Hotel and found himself face to face with a rogue special. With the ability to generate intense heat and flames, Clarence Black had been called Pyre, one of the super-powered operatives of the terrorist organization called the Red Fist. He was supposed to have been captured, along with the rest of the Red Fist’s numbers.

And yet somehow, here he was. Standing in front of Thorne. Pyre said something about Thorne pissing off the wrong people. Said he’d been sent to kill Thorne and only agreed because if he didn’t, they would kill his family.

Thorne’s weapon was useless. He tried to pull the trigger, but the gun just clicked impotently. Now all Thorne could think of was this was the end. And worse yet, he had a pretty good idea exactly who it was who sent Pyre after him.

Thorne and Vanguard knew that Joseph Ramsey, the Secretary of Defense, had been the Khagan’s mole inside the government. They couldn’t prove it, but it was the only explanation that made any sense. 

Vanguard had been shut down by the new President but in its place would be a global peace-keeping organization overseen by the United Nations. President Lawson was going to appoint Thorne to the position of Director, although now that seemed unlikely. Ramsey had opposed the appointment, so it only made sense that he was behind this.

“Sorry, but it’s not my call,” said Pyre. Even through the glow of his eyes, Thorne thought he saw something like pity in those eyes. It was clear the special was being forced to do this against his will.

Sweat dripped down Thorne’s face. His shirt clung tightly to his skin. He threw the gun at the special and ran for the door, but once he touched the metal handle, he instantly pulled his hand away. Thorne held his hand in front of his face, inspecting the burn. The room had grown too hot and it only seemed to get even warmer.

Thorne coughed. Smoke filled the room and he fell to his knees. He covered his mouth, trying to keep it away from him. He looked up, leaning against the door and saw Pyre approaching him. The flames covered every inch of the man’s body now. Streams of fire flew into his open palms, forming into large orbs. 

Pyre’s flames extended outward. Thorne pulled back and raised his arms in a futile move to defend himself from the fire. But before they reached him, there was a sudden flash of bright, blue light that blinded him to the point where he had to shut his eyes.

The heat in the room had been extreme, and Thorne was surprised when he realized that the temperature had decreased significantly. He didn’t feel any pain and cautiously opened his eyes. What he saw standing above him was a man whose skin was nearly translucent from the blue glow that emanated from his entire form. He reached a hand out to Thorne. The Colonel took it, allowing the special to help him to his feet. They were in another room that looked nearly identical to the one Thorne had just been in.

“What just happened?” asked Thorne. “What are you doing here, Zenith?”

Zenith had been an artificial intelligence with a robot body. But through a series of events, Zenith now inhabited the body of an energy-manipulating special who had fought Vanguard—a man by the name of Terrence Gibson, or Lucent.

“I was suspicious and felt it best to follow you here. It seems I was right.” Zenith turned to the door. “Wait here, I’ll go after Pyre.”

“No, don’t.”

Zenith looked over his shoulder, his brow raised questioningly. “Why?”

“Pyre said he’d been sent by someone,” said Thorne. “My guess is this has something to do with Ramsey.”

Of course it was Ramsey. The Khagan may be imprisoned, the Red Fist now nothing more than a few scattered operatives who had—so far at least—managed to escape the reach of the law. But Ramsey was still sitting comfortably in his position at the President’s side. Still playing his own little games. And whatever those games were, Thorne knew it had a lot to do with this new organization the UN was in the process of forming.

“Then shouldn’t we do something about it?” asked Zenith.

“What would we do?” asked Thorne. “Ramsey clearly sees me as a threat. If he didn’t kill me this time, he’ll try again. We can’t take that risk. For the moment, we let him think he’s won.”

Zenith folded his arms over his chest. “And Pyre? If he has information—”

“He’s a puppet, said as much himself. And he said he didn’t know who sent him, just that it was someone high up. Even if he did know something, it’d be his word against Ramsey’s. Pyre’s a known terrorist—he was working with the Red Fist. No one’s going to believe him over the Secretary of Defense.”

Zenith sighed and lowered his head. “So what happens next? What do we do?”

Thorne scratched his silver-haired head. “We go back to Atlas.”

“It’s been decommissioned. As we speak, representatives of the Pentagon are boxing up some of the most valuable equipment, such as the Icarus. How can we hope to reassemble the team?”

“Not the whole team, let’s keep it small,” said Thorne. “We’ll need someone to help us out with the technology and since you can’t do that in your present state, that means we bring Lee Parker in, too.”

“We can’t just leave the others out of this, Colonel,” said Zenith. “They’re our friends. They fought by our side. If Ramsey is responsible for this, then they’ll want to know about it. They deserve to know about it, especially after everything he’s been responsible for.”

Thorne sighed. “I don’t like it, but we have to leave them out of this. If we start Vanguard up right away, Ramsey’s going to know something’s up. We have to let him think he’s won and monitor him closely. He and whoever he’s chosen as his puppet Director will slip up sooner or later. And when they do, we’ll be ready to strike.”


























CHAPTER 2




The Present




The black helicopter hovered over the Adirondacks. A large, red circle was painted on the surface with the silhouette of a three-headed hound inside the symbol. It descended, lowering into a clearing in the midst of several peaks. 

It seemed a strange place for a small airfield, but that’s exactly what sat there. The helicopter landed on the tarmac in front of the hangar and the blades slowed to a stop. Uniformed agents of the Cerberus agency emerged from the helicopter, dressed in black uniforms that bore the same symbol on the side of their vehicle.

One of them held up a small palm device and reviewed the data that appeared on the screen. He shook his head. “No readings, as usual.”

A sigh of frustration drew his attention to one of the two men who accompanied him. “Why the hell are they still bothering with this place? It’s been empty for months.”

Munroe, the leader, shrugged and slid the palm into a pouch on his belt. “What are you whining about, Jackson? It’s a pretty cushy assignment. Take the chopper out for a spin, get some fresh mountain air, do a quick search and then we head back to base.”

“And with the travel time, we basically kill a whole day. There are worse assignments,” said Thompson, the third man.

Jackson shrugged. “I’m just sayin’ it’s a waste of time is all. You’d think Callus would give up on looking at this place. What the hell is so important here anyway?”

Munroe shrugged. “Hell if I know. I’m not paid to ask questions, just follow orders. Word around the water cooler is it used to be some kind of bunker for the top brass.”

The three men entered the small building that led into the underground base. Munroe entered in an override code on the keypad on the wall. There was a few moments of silence as they waited for the door to open. Finally, the wall lowered, revealing an elevator.

“Tech in here is such crap,” said Jackson. “Always takes forever for that damn door to open.”

“Would you shut up already?” asked Thompson. “You wanna be doing paperwork or standing guard over some prisoner facility?”

Jackson didn’t offer another word and the elevator descended in silence. The doors opened to a large room with monitors and computer consoles all around and a round table in the center. The three pulled on night-vision goggles to see in the darkened facility.

“You know the drill, boys. Floor-by-floor sweep, then we can start heading back,” said Munroe. 

Thompson gave a nod and Jackson muttered something unintelligible under his breath. They both continued on to inspect the rest of the base. Munroe pulled out his palm device again and started another scan. He hummed to himself, walking around the darkened room and occasionally glancing back at the palm readings, but not really paying any attention to it. 

The device suddenly beeped. Munroe looked down at it in surprise. The display read, SPECIAL DETECTED. Munroe reached for the gun holstered to his thigh and held it up. He moved slowly around the room, checking in every hiding spot he could find. He looked up at the roof but saw nothing there. 

It beeped again. Munroe checked the screen instantly and now, it read, AREA CLEAR. He sighed and holstered his weapon. “Must be a glitch. Probably needs an update or something.”

Once the team completed their sweep, they met back in the ready room and stood at the elevator. Munroe regarded his two men. “Anything?”

“Whole big load of nothing,” said Jackson. “As per usual.”

Munroe rolled his eyes. “Stow the attitude already.” He looked at Thompson. “And you?”

Thompson shook his head. “Nothing. No signs anyone’s been here for a while. Wish we knew just what this place was for, though.”

“Above our pay-grade,” said Munroe. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

They boarded the elevator and rode it back to the surface. Not long after the helicopter rose off the tarmac, the lights and monitors on the ready room suddenly powered on. A compartment in the floor slid open and three people climbed out.

Colonel Thorne was one of them and he reached a hand down to help the young man down there with him—Lee Parker. The third was Zenith, still stuck in the body of Lucent.

Lee went over to one of the consoles and sat there, laying his hands over the keyboard and just whispering. He possessed the ability of technopathy, which allowed him to communicate with any machine. 

“Anything?” asked Thorne.

Lee shook his head, turning away from the console. “Everything’s clear. Just some grunts doing a check.”

“They’ve dropped to monthly sweeps now,” said Thorne.

“Perhaps Callus is giving up the search,” said Zenith.

Thorne sat at the round table, leaning back in the chair. “I doubt it. Nathan Callus doesn’t give up easily. If he thinks there’s some slight chance I’m still alive, he’ll be on the look-out. He can’t be happy that he still doesn’t know what happened with the two of you for that matter.” Thorne regarded Lee. “You might wanna ask yourself if you still want to stay, kid. You’ve got family out there and Callus may decide to go after them to put pressure on you.”

Lee folded his arms. “I don’t scare easy, Colonel.”

Thorne smirked. “Good man.” He clapped his hands together and leaned forward. “Okay, so what have we got? Tell me there’s something we can use against Cerberus.”

“There might be,” said Lee, turning his attention to the computer. Images of people flashed over the array of monitors and Thorne had difficulty processing them all. As did Zenith, now that his perceptions were human and no longer robotic.

“Slow down,” said Thorne. “You’re making me dizzy.”

“Sorry.” Lee turned his chair away from the console. “These are photos of people who have been reported missing over the past few months. Most appear to have one thing in common.”

“Specials,” said Zenith.

Lee nodded. “Right. Medical records, incident reports, everything we’ve been able to find out about them seems to indicate that they’re specials. And it’s not just limited to the States.”

“But there could be any number of reasons why specials would go missing,” said Zenith. “Not everyone is very tolerant.”

“Could be, but when we’re looking at numbers like this, it starts to get pretty staggering,” said Lee.

Thorne rubbed his chin. “Cerberus is supposed to police specials. How do we know it’s not that?”

“There are some dangerous cases, yes, but a whole lot more that look innocent,” said Lee. “But recently, we got a break.”

Lee placed his hand on the keyboard and the monitors all displayed a login page for the Cerberus server. The login and password fields filled in seemingly of their own accord and then they were in. Thorne rose at the sight, slowly stepping closer to the console. 

“How did you do this?”

“Took a lot of searching to find the right channels, then a lot of finessing to get in,” said Lee. “Their system’s a bit stubborn and anti-social.”

Thorne found himself pausing. Every time Lee would refer to machines as if they had personalities, it made Thorne do a double-take. He found it to be a very strange thing, referring to inanimate objects as people. But then he remembered how he met Zenith—an artificial man, but one who had more intelligence and personality than many flesh-and-blood humans Thorne had met in his life. That thought was what always stopped Thorne from making any comments about Lee’s speech.

“Cerberus’ own records confirm that they’ve got a pretty big prisoner list. They’ve definitely been going after specials, Thorne.”

“Anyone we know?” asked Zenith.

“Let’s have a look…” Lee turned back to the console and worked his magic. His jaw nearly dropped when the result came up. “Oh shit.”

“What is it?” asked Thorne.

Lee hit a key on the console and the monitors showed the image of a young woman with brown skin, short black hair, and large brown eyes. A woman Zenith and Thorne especially knew very well.

“Anita…” muttered Zenith. 

“Callus is starting to go after our people,” said Thorne. “We have to get to work. Send it out.”

“Whoa, hold on a sec.” Lee stood and stepped closer to Thorne. “You sure we can trust him? I know he used to be your guy, but now he’s one of them.”

“James Ellis only joined Cerberus because I told him to,” said Thorne. “He can be trusted.”

“Yeah, I know you think that but a lot can happen in—”

“Parker.” Thorne’s voice became stern. “If I say Gunsmith can be trusted, then he can be trusted. Now send him the information.”

“You’re the boss…” muttered Lee as he returned to the console. 

“Good man,” said Thorne. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know how it works."


























CHAPTER 3




A small, one-man shuttle hovered over the surface of the Earth’s moon and moved into hover mode, slowly lowering. The craft was a sleek black, and the canopy vanished once it touched down on the surface.

The shuttle’s occupant climbed from the canopy, clad in a black suit with gold trim. The helmet she wore concealed her reddish-orange skin and yellow hair and she stepped onto the moon’s surface. 

“Log entry, J’Karra of Kothar,” she said, the helmet recording her voice. “After a long journey, I have arrived at the coordinates provided by the Matriarch.” 

J’Karra crossed an arm in front of her body and a holographic display projected from her gauntlet in front of her helmet’s visor. Symbols of the Kotharian language appeared in addition to scan results.

“Chaknaar energy signature is faint, which means it was here,” she said. Something unusual appeared on the scanner and J’Karra made some alterations to the scanner through her suit’s cybernetic interface. “Other signatures here as well. Including a…temporal disturbance?”

She paused and focused on the scanner, thinking on the implications of what she’d uncovered. 

“A temporal disturbance could be cause for concern. I’ll need to contact the armada with this new information. Pause log.”

J’Karra climbed back into her shuttle and the canopy materialized above her. Once she was safely inside, she activated a control on the side of her black and gold-trimmed helmet and it vanished as the canopy had before. 

The long, yellow locks rested behind pointed ears. Yellow catlike eyes focused on the canopy as she opened a communications channel. Instead of seeing through the canopy and seeing the stars above, now J’Karra looked upon the face of the Matriarch of her people. A woman of a refined elegance whose people would die if she gave the order.

“Captain,” she said. “It’s been some time.”

“Yes, My Lady. I apologize for the delay in communications.”

“Quite all right. I suspect you’ve found something of note?”

J’Karra nodded. “I’ve located what I believe to be the point where the Chaknaar was unleashed. However, I’m unable to follow any sort of trail to its point of origin.”

“How is that possible?” asked the Matriarch.

“Perhaps because of the other energy signature I discovered,” said J’Karra. “There are remnants of some temporal disturbances.”

“What does this mean?”

J’Karra paused for a moment. What she was about to say seemed too ridiculous to even mention, but it was the only explanation that fit.

“Captain?” asked the Matriarch.

“Whoever unleashed the Chaknaar may have been a time traveler.” The Matriarch was silent. J’Karra lowered her eyes. “I understand how that must sound, My Lady.”

“And it may be the truth.”

J’Karra’s eyes snapped back to attention. “You think it’s possible?”

“Captain, I’ve checked the Chaknaar reserves and the levels are correct. It wasn’t stolen from us. So either there is another source of the Chaknaar or it comes from another time.”

“And if that’s the case?” asked J’Karra.

“If the thief has retreated to their own era, we have no way of following. Instead, we must focus on the fallout. Discover the extent of the Chaknaar’s spread and provide counsel on an appropriate course of action.”

J’Karra nodded. “I understand, My Lady. I will continue the investigation.”

The Matriarch’s face vanished from the canopy. J’Karra reactivated her helmet and used her shuttle’s computer systems to run scans on the planet. But what she saw flash over her eyes was a source of great surprise for her. 

“Gods…” she whispered under her breath. “Resume log.” The helmet began recording again. “The Matriarch supports my conclusion that the temporal energy suggests the intervention of a time traveler. I have begun Chaknaar scans to determine its usage and there are some massive readings coming from the planet this moon orbits. A place that the inhabitants refer to as Earth. The readings of the Chaknaar are off the charts. If they’re correct, this means that almost the entire population of the planet has been transformed by the energies. I must investigate further.”

J’Karra entered commands into the shuttle and the thrusters activated, raising it above the moon. Once an appropriate altitude had been reached, the shuttle rocketed off towards the large, blue planet beneath her.

She would continue her investigation of the planet. Discover how the people could have possibly survived the fusion with the Chaknaar. And just what it had done to them. 


























CHAPTER 4




Lee finished the conversation with one final line. “Because I know all about you, Gunsmith. You and the rest of Vanguard.”

“Who is this?” asked the man on the other end of the call.

Lee hit a button on the keyboard and the call ended. He smiled as he sat back in the chair. He’d passed on the information to Gunsmith, just as Thorne had told him to, and with any luck Vanguard’s former leader would cause Callus some headaches. And Lee had to admit feeling a bit of satisfaction at playing the role of a secret informant. Made him feel like a real spy.

The sound of the door opening to the ready room brought the technopath out of his thoughts. He sat up straight and stood, meeting Zenith halfway. 

“You said it’s ready?” asked Zenith.

Lee nodded. “But I have to ask again. Are you sure about this? You’ve gotten pretty used to Lucent’s powers, plus it must be nice being able to change into a regular, human body whenever you want. And transferring your consciousness into another robot means we run the risk of Lucent waking up and stirring up trouble.”

“We’ve been over this, my friend. Stripping Lucent of the ability to live his own life would be wrong. I cannot in good conscience stay in his body. I need to find one of my own.”

“And if he gets out?”

“We stopped him once, we’ll do it again,” said Zenith.

“Yeah, back when Vanguard was still together,” muttered Lee. “Okay c’mon, let’s see what we can do.”

Lee and Zenith left the ready room and journeyed through the connecting tunnel to the main area of the base, a converted ICBM silo. One of the floors housed a laboratory that had once belonged to Dr. Howard McCabe. Since Vanguard was disbanded, Lee had taken it over as his own personal workshop. His major project over the past several months was attempting to reconstruct Zenith’s robotic body, repair it from the damage caused in the battle with Lucent, and figure out just how to transfer the artificial intelligence into it.

The body lay motionless on a gurney. Zenith walked to its side, staring down at his former shell. It felt a bit surreal to look down at his own face like this. Lee sidled up next to him.

“You ready?”

Zenith gave a nod. “I hope so.”

“You sure you know what to do?”

Zenith placed his hand on the robot’s chest. “Originally, Lucent tore me from my body by draining the power source. Over the past few months, I’ve been practicing transferring energy from my body into electronics. I imagine the same principle would work here.”

Azure energy surrounded Zenith’s body, making his skin slightly translucent. Energy coursed through his body, channeled into his hand and directed right into the robotic body. Zenith pushed all the energy within his own body into the robot shell and one by one, the LED lights all over the metallic construct hummed with a blue glow.

Lee watched the body with a smile on his face. But then he saw the strained look on Zenith’s face. Was something wrong with the transfer? Little by little, the energy faded from Zenith’s body and the translucent glow turned to the normal skin tone of Terrence Gibson. He slumped to the ground and Lee ran to his side, looking down at him. 

If the transfer was successful, it would stand to reason that the body would collapse. He looked down at the robot body, the LED lights on it still glowing brightly. But no further movement came.

“Zen? You in there?”

“Down here…” a voice weakly said. 

Lee crouched down as Zenith struggled to pull himself up to a sitting position. He shook his head, dizzy from the energy drain. Lee watched his movements with a frown.

“Back to the drawing board, huh?”

Zenith gave a careful nod. “I’m afraid so.”

Lee took hold of Zenith’s arm, helping him to stand. Zenith stumbled a bit, bracing one hand on the gurney and Lee keeping a firm grip on his other arm. 

“What happened?” asked Lee.

“I transferred all the energy I could muster into the body,” said Zenith. “Apparently all I’ve done is activate the power source. My consciousness still resides in Lucent.”

“We’ll try again once you’ve gotten your strength back up,” said Lee. “But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think this was a possibility.”

“What do you mean?”

Lee sighed. “There’s a lot we don’t know about you, Zen. How you were created or how Lucent was able to pull your consciousness out of your body in the first place. And if we can’t answer those questions, I’m not so sure we’ll be able to put you back where you belong.”

Zenith stared down at the lifeless body. “I had come to similar conclusions, I’m afraid. But I cannot live my life in another man’s body.”

“What are you saying?” asked Lee.

Zenith shook his head. “I’m not certain I know.” 

Lee swung Zenith’s arm around his shoulders and wrapped his hand around his friend’s waist. “C’mon, let’s get you some food. You need to recharge somehow and I can’t think of a better way.”

Zenith weakly nodded. “Yes, you’re right.”

“Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll figure this out.”

The two men left the laboratory, climbing into the elevator in the hall and pressing the button for the kitchen on the third level. Once the door closed, silence hung in the laboratory and all the lights turned off.

Save for the lights on Zenith’s robot body. And then, without any force to explain it, the body’s hand twitched. The lights that served as its eyes took on an even stronger glow. Something stirred inside the robot shell and the body rose up, sliding its legs over the edge of the gurney. It held the hand up to its face, examining it as it moved, testing each of the fingers one by one.

“Well… this is an interesting development.”


























CHAPTER 5




Leonard Thorne sat in his office, nursing a glass of bourbon on the rocks. He held a Cuban cigar in his other hand and brought it under his nose, inhaling the scent of the tobacco leaves. After another moment, he set the cigar back in the open box on his desk, right next to the framed photo of a woman with blond hair that had whitened with age. 

His gaze lingered on the photograph, his hand hovering over the phone resting on his desk. His fingers lightly grazed the phone’s surface, but he wouldn’t allow himself to pick it up. 

The knock on the door caused him to recoil his hand as if the phone were a hot pan. “Come in.” He leaned back in the chair, sipping his drink as Zenith entered the room.

Thorne stared at Zenith for a few moments as the man entered his office and sat in front of his desk. His movements were sluggish and unnatural. “You okay?”

Zenith gave a nod. “Yes, just a little weak.”

Thorne’s raised eyebrow was the gesture for Zenith to continue his explanation.

“With the repairs on my body complete, Lee and I attempted the transfer process. It…didn’t go well. All I managed to do was activate the robot’s power source and leave myself weakened.”

Thorne said nothing but set the glass on his desk. He rose and moved towards the liquor cabinet in the corner, taking an empty glass and filling it with ice and some bourbon as well. When he returned to the desk, he handed the glass to Zenith. 

He held up his hand in protest. “Oh, no thank you—”

“Take it. Drink it.” 

Zenith conceded and accepted the drink. Thorne sat back in his chair watching with an amused expression as his friend sniffed the bourbon. After a moment or two of that, Zenith took a cautious sip and his face instantly curled in disgust, prompting a hearty laugh from Thorne.

“That is truly awful.”

“Acquired taste, my friend,” said Thorne, sipping his own bourbon. “Besides, you’ve had a tough day. I know how much you’ve wanted to get back in your own body.”

Zenith took another cautious sip and the reaction was a bit less extreme the second time around. “I do have good news, though. Lee managed to contact Gunsmith and transferred the information to him.”

Thorne gave a nod, his sight being drawn back to the framed photo on his desk. “Good.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, Colonel, why not reach out to the rest of the team? I know you trust them and their support in defeating Callus could be very beneficial.”

“Mmm.”

“Colonel?”

Thorne finally snapped from his trance and turned his gaze to Zenith. He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Zenith noticed the framed photograph and reached his hand towards it, casting a look at Thorne. “May I?’

Thorne gave a gesture for him to continue. Zenith picked up the photograph and stared at the woman in it. “Your wife, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“Perhaps you could reach out to her in some way, let her know that you’re still alive.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“For the same reason we can’t reform the team yet.” Thorne held out his empty hand and Zenith handed the photo back. Thorne opened a drawer in his desk and placed the photo inside, then closed it shut. “It’s too dangerous.”

“There is strength in numbers, though.”

“Yeah, and it also makes you an easier target to spot.” Thorne took another sip of his bourbon. “Callus and Ramsey are very smart. They know Vanguard poses a threat to their plans, whatever those may be. Right now, they’re watching the others very carefully, just waiting for a slip-up.”

“But they’ve already targeted Paragon. How can we assume they aren’t moving to remove us completely?”

Thorne shrugged. “I’m not sure. We’ve provided Jim with the information he needs to do something about this. Have Lee monitor the situation and if needed, then we’ll provide additional back-up.”

“I sense a caveat.”

Thorne nodded. “Smart man. Callus already tried to kill me once. If he suspects I’m still alive, he’ll probably go after her.” He groaned and leaned back in his chair. “If only we knew what the hell Ramsey’s endgame is. I’m starting to get cabin fever staying locked up in this damn base all day long.”

“Could it be related to the Khagan?” asked Zenith.

“Possibly, or it could be something worse,” said Thorne. “We know at least three prominent figures in the Red Fist are still on the loose—Ramsey, the Analyst, and Azarov. And while we know where Ramsey is, we have no evidence linking him to the organization, meaning he’s still the Secretary of Defense.”

“Lee and I have attempted to scour information channels searching for any mention of the Red Fist, the Analyst, or Azarov. Unfortunately we’ve found nothing as of yet.”

“Dammit!” Thorne slammed his fist on the desk. “They’re up to something, I can just feel it.”

“We’ll find out,” said Zenith. “They cannot hide from us forever. We’ve been dealt a massive blow, but we’ll recover.”

Thorne took the glass and drained the remainder of the whiskey. “If anyone needs me, I’m going to be in the training room.” He stood and walked over to the door. “I really need to shoot something.”

***

The tenth level of Atlas housed a room with automated defenses where Vanguard had trained, both against the room and against each other. It had largely fallen into disuse since then, but Thorne had a desire to work off some steam. He selected a simple attack droid program, nothing too strenuous but enough to give him a workout. Near the console was a weapons locker and from there, Thorne took a pair of spare teleforce blasters, the kind wielded by Gunsmith. He hadn’t used these guns much himself and tested the weight in his hands with a few practice aims and draws. 

Satisfied that the weapons would do, he left the control booth and entered the training room. A warning klaxon sounded to alert that the program was beginning. Thorne stood in the center of the room and waited. 

A panel on the floor opened and a robot drone with teleforce cannons for arms rose up in the opening. It raised its weapons but before it could fire, Thorne shot a few blasts into its chest to take it out. The robot fell motionless on the ground. Another drone rose from a panel behind him. It fired a warning shot and Thorne spun, bringing the gun around with him and shooting it in the head. 

The drones continued to rise slightly faster. Thorne kept his position in the center of the room, turning and firing as needed in order to strike the appropriate targets. Flying drones came from the ceiling, powered by propellers and housing small guns beneath their spherical bodies. 

One of the blasts caught Thorne in his shoulder and he cringed in pain. The setting on the drone weapons shouldn’t have been at a level high enough to cause him that much harm. He returned fire at the flying drone, shooting it out of the sky. 

They continued to come at him in greater numbers and Thorne discovered quickly that he needed to locate some cover. Some floor panels around the room rose up to a ninety-degree angle in order to provide obstacles as part of the simulation. Thorne ran for one of them, trying to dodge the drone fire as best he could. 

He leapt behind the raised panel, crouching against it and peering over the edge. A shot from an infantry drone caused him to duck in response, the blast narrowly missing his head. He held his gun over the edge and fired blindly, hearing the sound of a drone taking a hit. 

Thorne peeked out and raised his weapons to fire out some better shots. But the drones were now coming in increasing numbers, something that shouldn’t have happened in the current program.

“Computer, pause simulation!”

A digital voice boomed over the speakers. “Command not recognized.”

“Administrator Override: Thorne, Leonard!”

Again, the same response. “Command not recognized.”

Something was wrong with the system, although Thorne had no idea what it could possibly be. His only option was to fight his way through to the control booth on the other side of the room. But there were at least a dozen infantry drones and a few more aerial ones standing between him and that goal. And though Thorne could still fight pretty well, he wasn’t sure he could put up with that level of resistance. 


























CHAPTER 6




After getting some lunch with Zenith, Lee returned to the laboratory. The lights automatically flickered on once he stepped off the elevator. He walked past the gurney where Zenith’s robot body still remained, looking as lifeless as ever but the lights still remaining on. Lee gave a sigh when he saw it.

“We’ll figure it out.”

He walked over to a table where he’d set up a workbench. A belt lay on the surface and he sat down, examining the devices implanted around it. His technopathic abilities were helpful in a support role, but Lee was determined to make himself more useful. With Cerberus’ moves becoming more and more brash, Lee knew a confrontation was coming. And he wanted to be able to join the fight when that happened. 

The belt was a combination of some schematics he’d manage to download from some technology Cerberus had in their possession, while making modifications of his own. He saw some improvements that could be made in order to suit his needs and he planned to implement them as soon as possible. 

While Lee worked on the belt, he didn’t notice the twitching of the robot body. The LED lights that served as eyes flickered and the body started to move, raising its torso to a sitting position. It turned, setting its feet on the floor and rising to a standing position.

The robot looked down at itself, examining its movements carefully. It turned its head and saw Lee, still oblivious to all but his project, and took a first, cautious step. Satisfied with the result, the robot moved again. Each step brought him closer to Lee and it only took a few steps before the technopath noticed the sound of the metal feet striking the floor.

Lee turned on his stool and jumped, slipping off and falling to the ground. “What the hell!”

The robot stopped and recoiled, holding up its hands, palms facing Lee. “Please don’t be alarmed, Lee.”

“Wh-what?” asked Lee, staring dumbfounded at the robot.

The robot relaxed its posture to try and help Lee feel more comfortable in its presence. It slowly moved closer and reached a hand out. The young inventor stared at the hand in confusion.

“How can you be moving around? And talking?” he asked.

“I…don’t understand what you mean,” said the robot.

“You’re not real,” said Lee. “This has gotta be a dream or something. I must’ve dozed off while working again.”

“It is real—I am real.” The robot held out his hand again. This time, Lee reached out slowly and took hold. The robot pulled Lee to his feet and he immediately backed off.

“What do you mean you’re real? Who are you?” asked Lee.

“I…would think that would be obvious,” it said. “I am Zenith.”

Lee’s eyes bulged. “What?”

“The transfer was successful. You managed to place me back in my body.”

Lee shook his head. “No…Zenith was still in Lucent’s body. We even had lunch after.”

“Oh no… Lee, don’t you realize what’s happened?”

Lee narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“If the transfer worked and I’m now back in my body, then what do you think that means about my previous host?”

Lee gasped. “No way…it can’t be. He was buried so deep, it would take him some time to regain consciousness.”

“Perhaps your projections were off. No one knew how it was possible for him to absorb me in the first place, after all.”

Lee shook his head. “This is insanity! No, I would’ve known if it were him.”

The robot’s head cocked to the side. “Are you certain of that?”

Lee didn’t have an answer for that. He himself admitted that there’s a lot they didn’t know about Zenith and as this robot had correctly pointed out, the reason Lucent was able to absorb him in the first place remained something of a mystery.

“Lucent is now in control of his body and, by extension, his power. We have to stop him before he has an opportunity to recharge. It took all of Vanguard to stop him last time and now it’s just us.”

Lee gave a nod. He turned to the workbench and picked up the belt, strapping it around his waist. Once the clasp fastened, orange lights along its surface lit up. There was an arm-brace sitting on the bench as well. Lee held it and slid his right arm into it. At the end, a disc-shaped object rested against his palm. He moved his arm, testing the weight of the frame on it and his mobility while wearing the device. “I think this might help even the odds.”

***

Lucent swam through the waters of the olympic-sized swimming pool located on Atlas’ ninth level. He’d removed all his clothes, leaving them by the side of the pool and dove beneath the water, closing his eyes and using his feet to propel himself forward. When he reached the end and poked his head out of the water, he could see Lee standing at the edge, arms folded.

“Ah, Lee.” Lucent took hold of the ledge and pulled himself from the water. 

“Enjoying yourself?” asked Lee.

Lucent nodded. “Indeed I am. Since inhabiting this body, from time to time I’ve enjoyed taking a swim. Although I wish to return to my true form, I cannot deny the sensational feeling of the cool water on my skin.”

Lee scowled. “Cut the crap, I already know what’s going on here?”

Lucent raised his eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

Lee’s hand went to the belt buckle and activated a switch. Orange, holographic armor appeared around his body and Lee struck at Lucent with his fist with enough force that it threw Lucent right back into the pool.

Lucent stuck his head out. “What was that?”

“I should’ve known the transfer worked! Should’ve known to double-check and make sure you weren’t back!”

Lee jumped from the edge of the pool, soaring far higher than a normal human should be able to. At the apex, he lowered his fists and plummeted towards Lucent. He struck the special and the impact sent the water splashing out of the pool in waves. Lee gripped Lucent’s neck with one hand and pummeled him with his open fist, the blows striking him as they were both beneath the water. The holographic armor contained all the air in it that was around Lee when he activated it, enabling him to stay below longer. But despite Lucent’s power, he was still human and still required oxygen.

Lucent’s body transformed to its bright blue form and he fired twin blasts from his eyes that knocked Lee away from him. Lucent surged to the surface, bursting through the water and hovering above it. Lee jumped out a moment later, climbing back onto the ledge.

“Why are you attacking me?”

“I know it’s you, Lucent. Stop trying to pretend.”

“What?” But before he could say anything further, Lee held out his arm and fired an energy blast from the disc in his palm. The blast stunned Lucent and he tried to shrug it off. Another few blasts caught him even more by surprise. 

Lucent went immaterial and the next blast flew right through him. He charged at Lee, solidifying an instant before his fists connected with the armor, throwing the young special back against the wall.

“Why would you think I was Lucent?” he asked, hovering above Lee. “The transfer failed, did you forget? Have I given any indication that Lucent reasserted control?”

“Because I told him.”

Lucent spun just before Zenith slammed into him, driving his fist against Lucent’s face. After recovering from the blow, Lucent shook his head, looking in shock at Zenith’s body.

“This isn’t possible!” He pointed at Zenith while looking at Lee. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s not me!”

“But I am, Zenith,” said the robot.

Lee got to his feet, stepping closer. “What did you call him?”

The robot’s arm shifted into a cannon and he fired a teleforce blast that knocked Lee back down. “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Parker. Now stay still for the moment. You and I have more to discuss.”

“Who—what—are you?”

“I am you, Zenith,” said the robot. “Only evolved. A better you. The Omega.”

“If you are me, then you suffer the same weakness!” Zenith shot towards the Omega, wrapping his hands around the robot’s neck. He attempted the same attack Lucent used on him in Las Vegas, trying to drain the robot’s energy into his body. 

“Zen, stop!” shouted Lee. “That won’t work!”

Zenith tried to ignore Lee’s protest but he found that the technopath was right. As much as he tried, he could feel no power leeching off the Omega’s body and into his own. There was something blocking him from getting through. 

“I put in a failsafe to protect you from Lucent’s power!” said Lee.

“Thank you for that foresight, Mr. Parker,” said the Omega. He struck Zenith with a powerful, stunning blow. The Omega grabbed Zenith by his neck and hurled him into the pool. 

The Omega now turned his attention to Lee. The young special tried to ready himself for another fight, but the Omega’s lights simply flickered. And in response, the holographic armor around Lee suddenly fell. Lee’s hands went to the belt to reactivate it, but it was no use. The lights along the surface had deactivated and the belt wouldn’t respond.

“All technology in Atlas is now under my control,” said the Omega. He flew at Lee, tearing the belt off. “Including this.” The Omega tossed it behind him. Lee tried to back away, but the Omega gripped him by the collar of his shirt, raising him up. “And now, you are mine.”


























CHAPTER 7




The Omega struck Zenith with such force that he shot straight to the bottom of the pool, striking the hard concrete at the bottom. He lay there motionless beneath the water and if he didn’t wake soon, he would run out of oxygen.

But deep inside his mind, Zenith heard something stirring. He heard a voice calling out his name in the darkness. Zenith was in what seemed like a black void and he was back in his robot body.

A bright light appeared in the darkness, growing as it came closer. It slowly took the form of a shape—a humanoid body. The azure glow and the nearly-translucent skin were unmistakable. Eyes with their bright blue energy signature stared into Zenith’s robotic ones.

“Lucent,” said Zenith.

“You didn’t think I was actually gone for good, did you?” asked Lucent.

“No. At least, I had hoped not.” Zenith looked around the void. “What is this place? Why am I in my old body?”

“This is where you trapped me when you took over my body,” said Lucent.

“I did no such thing. It was not my intention to possess you.”

“Intent or not, you did it. And I’ve been stuck in here for months, struggling to break free.”

“I’ve spent those months trying to find a way to return to my own body. It was that failed attempt which led to the creation of the Omega. Believe me, if I had a say in the matter, I would vacate immediately.”

“You do,” said Lucent. “You can allow me to take control once more. I can defeat the Omega.”

“How?” asked Zenith. “I attempted what you did to me. This new body is engineered to resist such an attack.”

“I still know how to use my powers better than you. I can end him, but only if you trust me.”

“Trust you?” Zenith almost felt like laughing at the thought. “You attempted to kill me. Why should I believe anything you say?”

“Because I’m the only shot you have at stopping this thing,” said Lucent. “And you know it just as well as I do. Your team is gone. That kid will die soon. Hell, you’ll die soon unless you wake up.”

Zenith looked down. “Say I believe you. Say I give you control over your body, assuming that’s even possible. How do I know you’ll help me return to my form? How do I know you won’t simply kill Lee and Colonel Thorne?”

“That’s where the trust part comes in. If you help me, then I’ll help you,” said Lucent. “It’s the least you could do after you took my body from me.”

“That was not my choice!” said Zenith, pointing a finger at Lucent. “It was a direct result of your actions! Had you not absorbed my energy into your body, we would not be in this situation.”

Lucent sighed. “Do you want to stand here and waste time debating who’s responsible for what? Or do you want to stop the Omega?”

“I’ll stop him,” said Zenith. “But I’ll do it my way.”

At the bottom of the pool, Zenith opened his eyes. He shot towards the surface, bursting through the water and taking a deep breath as soon as he opened his mouth. He floated in the water for a bit, then finally swam to the edge of the pool and pulled himself onto the deck. Zenith lay there for a moment, his powers still weak. But he knew that he would need Thorne’s help if they were going to have any hope of stopping the Omega. 

***

Thorne attempted to make a run for the control booth. He jumped to avoid a blast from an infantry drone, firing as he fell. Landing hard on his arm sent pain rushing through his body. Thorne struggled to get back up, then saw the aerial drone approach. He rolled, the blasts narrowly missing him. Stopping on his back, Thorne raised his gun and fired, knocking the drone from the sky.

The infantry drones grew closer and he strained as he stood. His left arm was still in pain from the fall and he had difficulty moving it, effectively taking him down to only one gun. As Thorne tried to run, a blast from another drone hit his leg and he collapsed, falling face-first.

The gun in his right hand slipped from his grasp and clattered along the floor. Thorne passed the gun from his left hand to his stronger one and turned, ready to fire. 

“C’mon, you bastards,” he said. “If I’m going down, I’ll take as many of you with me as I can.”

He squeezed the trigger and fired several blasts. A few drones fell, but it seemed like there was a never-ending parade of them. Thorne knew his time was limited. He silently whispered a goodbye to his wife.

The drones suddenly seized up and collapsed to the ground. Zenith’s energy form coalesced in the center of the room, taking shape in front of the attackers. They instantly turned their weapons on him. He absorbed each blast fired at him, his power level growing with every single attack they attempted. 

Zenith threw his arm out, a volley of energy blasts flying in the wake. Each one struck their mark perfectly. Zenith charged into another drone, blowing right through its metal body. He turned instantly, hovering into the air and using energy blasts from his hands and eyes to destroy the rest of the drones. 

By the time Zenith lowered himself to Thorne’s side, the Colonel had pulled himself to a sitting position. “Cuttin’ it kinda close there, huh?”

“I had some issues of my own to deal with,” said Zenith.

“The hell’s going on anyway? The computer wouldn’t recognize my override commands.”

“Something’s happened. When Lee and I attempted to transfer my consciousness into my new body, it seemed to somehow create a new artificial intelligence, one which calls itself the Omega.”

“Another AI?” asked Thorne. “How?”

“I’m not certain. But it’s quite a bit more violent than I am.”

“And I’m guessing from the way the training room kicked into overdrive, the Omega controls all of Atlas,” said Thorne.

“Just as I once did.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Thorne. He groaned, struggling to stand. “Gimme a hand, would you?”

Zenith stood and helped pull Thorne up to his feet. Thorne leaned against him. “So what do we do now?”

“We have to find a way to stop him,” said Zenith.

“That pretty much goes without saying. Any ideas?”

“I attempted to absorb his essence the same way Lucent did to me, but Lee implanted a safeguard in the new body.”

“Damn kid with his practical thinking.”

“We may have another problem. Lucent is awake within my mind.”

Thorne looked at Zenith’s face, his eyes conveying the horror he felt. “What does that mean?”

“He’s still at bay, for now. He says if I give him control, he will help us destroy the Omega and also help return me to my body.”

“No,” said Thorne. “We can’t trust Gibson.”

“Agreed, but what other option do we have?”

The drones around the room stirred. Parts of them moved back together, reassembling and repairing themselves. They rose back to their feet. Panels around the room opened and more drones came out. 

“Just how many of these damn things did you build?” asked Thorne.

“Apparently too many,” said Zenith.

The robots all spoke with a single voice. It was a distorted version of Zenith’s robotic voice. “Your only option is death. I shall destroy the both of you and then, move on to the other specials. One by one, they will all fall by my hand.”

“Why the specials?” asked Zenith.

“The specials are a threat to me. They must be eliminated. Such an anomaly cannot be allowed to exist,” said the Omega.

“You’re insane,” said Thorne. 

“Balance must be returned to this planet and I will bring it about,” said the Omega. “Everything ends, Colonel. Including the both of you.”


























CHAPTER 8




The elevator arrived at the laboratory level. The Omega held a firm grip on Lee’s throat and carried him from the elevator doors. Once he reached the bench, he threw Lee at it, the young special striking it hard and tumbling over his stool, hitting the ground.

Lee sat up, his back resting against the wall. Every inch of his body rang with pain and each movement only made it worse. “Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?”

“Kill you?” asked the Omega as he stepped closer. He stared down at Lee, cocking his head to the side. “Now why would I do that, Lee? You still have so much to offer.”

“Like what?”

“You helped gave me life. In some ways, you’re the closest thing I have to a father. And I need you to help me ascend to a higher form.”

“What are you talking about?”

The Omega looked down at his body. “This form. It’s effective for the time being, but also extremely…primitive. I require something more advanced if I’m going to expand out into the world. One robot controlling one base in the Adirondacks is not enough to confront the forces that would see me destroyed. I must e—”

His voice stopped mid-sentence. As if he had frozen. Like a movie being paused. After a moment, the Omega’s eyes flickered and he spoke again. “Your only option is death.”

Lee had a slack expression on his face. “What?”

“Nothing,” said the Omega. “As I was saying, I must evolve. And to do that, I need your assistance. I need you to provide me with the means to—” Again a pause. And after a few moments, “Everything ends, Colonel. Including the both of you.”

Lee reached for the workbench, using it as leverage to pull himself to his feet. He leaned against it, looking across the room. There was another version of his armor generator on the shelf there. Not as strong as the one down at the pool, but if he could reach it, it would give him a fighting chance.

The Omega’s eyes flickered again and he was back. “I need you to provide me with the means to confront all of the specials at once if need be. I must be prepared for any eventuality.”

Lee realized what was going on. The Omega’s control over Atlas wasn’t as complete as he’d like to believe. He was trying to split himself across too many tasks. And like a computer with too many programs open, he was having difficulty dealing with all the different applications. 

He reached for an object on the workbench and the Omega saw the movement. The robot raised his arm cannon and fired a burst of energy, blowing the table apart. 

Thrown from the table by the blast, Lee had still managed to grab hold of the object. A small disc with three lights that began flashing when he activated it. One of Gunsmith’s explosives. Lee threw the disc at the Omega and it stuck to his chest. 

The Omega’s sensors showed him what the device was and before he could attempt to remove it, the lights turned to a solid color and the disc exploded. The attack wasn’t enough to take out the Omega—it could do little more than stun him. But it gave Lee the chance he needed to rush past the killer robot and to the shelves on the other side of the room. 

He grabbed the belt and fastened it around his waist, the orange lights indicating it had powered on. Holographic armor appeared around his body and Lee adjusted the settings, making the armor bulkier and stronger. 

Lee seemed to float in the center of the orange construct and rushed at the Omega, striking it with a powerful uppercut. Lee followed it up with another strong blow, slamming the Omega against the wall. 

After pulling the Omega from the wall, Lee hurled him across the room and the robot went flying into several storage containers. Lee stalked closer and blue energy fired at him. 

The Omega rose into a hover and raised both cannons, unleashing the full force of his teleforce weapons. Lee held up his hands, the armor struggling to fight against the power of the Omega. This suit didn’t have any of the bells and whistles he planned to add, it basically just provided strength and protection. 

“Do you really think you can stop me? I am the next stage of evolution! You aberrations must be eliminated!”

Lee fell under the onslaught and the armor deactivated. The Omega ceased his attack and hovered closer, looking down at the unconscious special. “If you won’t help me willingly, then perhaps I can make you work for me. After all, the Analyst was able to manipulate you with ease. I believe I could also find a manner to do the same.”

Lee grabbed the Omega’s ankle. The robot was startled by the movement and Lee pulled himself onto the robot’s back. He activated the holographic armor as he moved, wrapping a strong arm around the Omega’s neck. Lee struck the small of the Omega’s back. He built the Omega’s body, so he knew that it would take more than the strength provided by his armor to breach the Omega’s defenses. All he needed to do was put some distance between them. He had to get to the ready room, where everything in Atlas was routed through. 

The Omega raised one of his cannons, but Lee grabbed the arm. Both struggled against the other’s strength, but it was ultimately a futile effort. Lee could sense his armor straining and he was beginning to feel the pressure on his own arm. No matter how strong the armor, his own very human endurance would still give out long before the Omega.

Lee took the next option and head-butted the Omega. The blow staggered the robot and Lee hopped off his back. He punched him again from behind and followed up with a third blow. The Omega fell to the ground.

It was now or never. Lee ran to the elevator and hit the button for the top floor. As the doors closed, he saw the Omega rising and activating his thrusters to fly at him. 

The doors shut just as the Omega came at him. His robot fist punched through the doors and tore them open. Lee backed against the elevator’s wall and looked up to the emergency exit. He jumped for it, the armor’s strength taking him through the roof. 

The Omega entered the elevator and looked at him. He raised his cannons and began firing. Lee backed away to avoid the blasts and saw his one chance. He grabbed the elevator’s cables and pulled on them, struggling against them with his armor’s strength. 

The cables broke and the elevator fell down the shaft. The sudden drop threw the Omega to the elevator’s ceiling, pinning him there. He fought against it, trying to reach the open hatch, but with every inch the elevator fell, it became more difficult.

Lee held onto the snapped cable and it rapidly took him up to the top of the elevator shaft. He braced himself for the impact at the top, jumping at the last moment and catching onto the ledge at the top floor. Lee hung from there just as the elevator struck the bottom of the shaft with a thunderous boom.

He looked down at the mass of twisted metal. It wouldn’t be enough to destroy the Omega, but it would slow him down. Lee pulled himself up, forcing the hands of his armor between the elevator doors. He struggled, forcing them open and collapsed into the tunnel connecting the main part of Atlas to the command control center. 

Lee scrambled to his feet and ran down the tunnel. He was exhausted but he had no time to waste. He had to get to the ready room in order to see if he could undo the damage the Omega had done.


























CHAPTER 9




The drones that spoke to Thorne and Zenith in the training room had now moved to attack. Thorne was injured and tried his best to contribute to the fight, but mostly Zenith had to protect him. The energy blasts Zenith fired could destroy a fair number of them and their own teleforce blasts only gave him more power to use against them.

But the overwhelming numbers were what worried Zenith the most. Especially as he had to divide his efforts between taking offensive action against the robots and defending Thorne from their attacks. 

“We’re running out of time!” said Thorne. “Zenith, I won’t last much longer. You have to get to the source and stop the Omega!”

Zenith’s mouth fell open in surprise. “I can’t leave you here to face these things alone!”

“You can travel through Atlas’ entire complex with a thought and if the Omega gets out of here, there’s no telling what kind of damage he’ll do.” Thorne cringed as he raised his arm and fired at an oncoming droid. “Go!”

Zenith threw out a wave of energy with his arms to knock down an incoming assault of robots. He looked over his shoulder at Thorne, defiance in his eyes. “No.”

“You’re out of your damn mind!”

“I will not leave you to die, Leonard. Either we go together, or we don’t go at all.”

At the same moment, they heard the sound of the elevator crashing down in the shaft. There were two levels below the training room, one for storage and one housing the Atlas’ utilities. The robots all paused momentarily and Zenith flew to the elevator doors. He blasted them with his optic rays, blowing them open and looked down the shaft.

The elevator wreck sat at the bottom. He glanced up and saw Lee climb into the tunnel at the top. Zenith turned to Thorne, holding out his hand. “Come on, now’s our cha—”

The Omega burst through the wreckage, rocketing up the shaft. Zenith acted quickly, firing a blast with both hands that struck the Omega and caused him to hit the wall and tumble back down. 

When he rose again, though his eyes were incapable of conveying emotion, Zenith got the distinct impression that the Omega was pretty angry. He activated his thrusters and shot into Zenith, throwing them both into the training room and striking the far wall. As they flew, the Omega pummeled Zenith with his fists, raining blows of unbelievable strength upon him.

“This is what you should’ve done to Lucent!” said the Omega. “You are weak, Zenith! I’ll do what you were never able to! I’ll make the world a better place! I’ll succeed where you failed!”

With each blow, Zenith felt himself slipping away. Even with the power provided by Lucent’s body, it was still human and he was beginning to feel the weakness of that flesh. He had difficulty staying conscious and then the Omega threw Zenith into the wall. Zenith fell to the ground, lying motionless. 

He struggled to move, but every inch of his body ached. The azure glow of his body faded and Zenith laid his head back. His eyelids grew heavy and though he tried to fight it, the draw of unconsciousness was too strong. It only took another moment or two before the darkness finally overcame him.

With Zenith down, the Omega turned his attention to Thorne. He hovered closer, remaining above the Colonel, who impotently raised his gun. The Omega just scoffed at the act.

“Do you really believe you can stand up to me, Colonel?” he asked. “You’ve tried and failed at everything you’ve attempted. Vanguard, gone. Zenith, replaced. Why do you bother trying to stand when you know I’ll kill you?”

“Because I’m a stubborn old bastard,” said Thorne, then pulled the trigger.

The blasts struck the Omega, but caused him no cause for alarm. The robot raised his cannon and fired a simple blast that blew the gun from Thorne’s grasp. 

Thorne cringed at the pain in his hand. The Omega came closer to him, ready to strike a final, definitive blow. He held up his cannon, aiming it square at Thorne’s head. Thorne just spat on the ground, staring defiantly at the Omega.

“Go on, then. What’re you waiting for?”

The Omega was struck from behind by a powerful energy blast, one strong enough that it threw him back into the elevator shaft. Thorne turned in surprise, his mouth agape and he saw Zenith rise up from the ground, his body seemingly more filled with power and purpose than ever. He flew towards Thorne’s side and maintained a hover.

“Glad to see you’re not dead, Zenith.”

He looked angrily at Thorne, his eyes burning with an azure brightness. “I’m not Zenith.”

Thorne jerked his head back. “Oh…” 

Once Zenith fell unconscious, it must have given Lucent the opportunity he needed to retake his body. Just as Zenith had managed to rise up when Lucent was kept unconscious by the Analyst, now Lucent had been able to do the same.

“Let’s get something straight,” said Lucent. “First, I’m going to destroy this tin soldier. Then, I’m going to kill you, the kid, and after that I’ll finish what I began before your team got in my way.”

The Omega shot back into the training room, slamming his shoulder into Lucent. The force threw the villain back and the Omega charged at him again. The two battled like that, with Lucent trying to get some distance away so he could use his powers. But the Omega knew that his energy weapons were useless against his foe and so he attempted to keep up the physical assault. To keep him locked in close-quarters combat so Lucent couldn’t have enough space to fire off any energy attacks.

Thorne could do nothing more than watch. He retreated into the control booth and took cover. Lucent and the Omega battled each other with a ferocity Thorne wasn’t used to seeing. Both were going for the killing blows. 

The Colonel didn’t know who he wanted to see come out on top. Zenith’s consciousness was still present inside Lucent and with any luck, would resurface again. But there was no guarantee it would happen before Lucent had the opportunity to make good on his threats. On the other hand, the Omega planned a global assault on the specials and if they couldn’t stop him here or warn anyone about his plans, there was no guarantee someone else could pick up the fight later.

It all came down to Lee. He was their last hope. Thorne only prayed the young man could find a way to stop them both before any more damage could be done.


























CHAPTER 10




When Lee reached the ready room, the doors were sealed shut. He pounded on them with his holographic armor. Each blow sent a flicker through the light-based construct he wore. The prototype’s power was fading and he wouldn’t have a whole lot of time left before things went completely south. 

Lee moved his hand to the belt, altering the settings and directing all the remaining power into the arms. The rest of the armor faded from around his body, all except for the holographic gauntlets. Lee coiled his arms and delivered a double-fisted punch to the doors, bursting through the metal. He tore them open just as the armor’s power faded completely and the gauntlets vanished. 

He ignored that and went straight to the console. Lee laid his hands over the keyboard and closed his eyes, speaking with the Atlas’ computer system. 

“I know you’ve been alone here for a long time. But that thing isn’t Zenith. It’s not part of you. It’s something perverse and it’s making you do things you never would’ve done before.”

Binary codes flashed across Lee’s mind’s eye. The computer’s way of responding to him. To anyone else, it wouldn’t have meant much. But for Lee, his technopathy translated each and every number, forming it into a kind of language that only he and the computer could understand.

“Unless you help me, Zenith will be gone forever. I need you to help me lock out Omega. If he stays in your system, Zenith will never be able to join you again. Yes, of course you’re scared. I know what it’s like to be alone. But Omega will just make you his slave. Make you do things you don’t want to do. I’m asking you to trust me.”

Lee opened his eyes, but he was no longer staring at the console’s monitor screen. Instead, now he could see through the eyes of the Atlas’ various security cameras and attack droids. But it was an information overload. Too much to process and he couldn’t concentrate. Was this how Zenith interpreted the world when he was in his former body and connected to Atlas? After just a few brief seconds, Lee was already overwhelmed by it.

“No.” He clamped his eyes shut. “Just…show me where they are.”

He opened his eyes cautiously and now he could just see through a camera in the training room. He watched as Lucent and the Omega battled each other. 

“What’s that? What did you say?” 

Lee ‘listened’ as the computer responded and a smile started to spread over his bearded face.

“You’re right, he’s distracted, isn’t he? I noticed it before back in the lab. It was the same problem I had when you showed me the whole base. The Omega can’t divide his consciousness between so many operations. He’s struggling to hold on and now that he’s distracted…”

The one chance to lock him out of the system. Lee knew he had to act fast. He spoke with the computer in its own language. Reams of numbers flowed through his mind, but somehow he was able to translate them almost instantaneously thanks to his technopathy. 

“We’re almost there,” he said. “Have to close off all the entry points. Start with the training room, remove the droids from his control. Then move on to the other levels.”

The computer responded with something Lee interpreted as fear. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here with you the whole time. You won’t be alone again, I can promise you that.”

The response was more favorable this time and the computer did as Lee instructed, pushing the Omega out from the last of the system and locking him out completely.

***

In the training room, the Omega pulled back from Lucent in shock. “What? No, it can’t be!”

He activated his thrusters and flew from the training room and into the elevator shaft. Lucent’s body hummed with his power. “Oh no, you’re not getting away that easily!”

Lucent flew after the Omega into the elevator shaft. His blasts struck the Omega, knocking it to the side. Lucent barreled into him, rocketing the Omega up towards the roof and slamming him into it with all the force he could muster. 

The Omega could barely process what was happening. He’d been shut out from the Atlas’ system and the next thing he knew after being slammed into the ceiling was the sensation of falling. Something struck him hard in his chest and he fell faster, his back hitting with a great impact. 

His visual receptors were damaged, but they flickered back into view just to see a bright, blue light streaking towards him. The Omega raised his arms and his cannons erupted with the teleforce energy. As he was firing, the Omega realized his mistake and who he was fighting.

Lucent smiled as his body absorbed the energy from the weapons. “Know what the definition of insanity is? Attempting the same act over and over and expecting a different result.”

Lucent shot down and slammed his fists into the Omega’s head. He slapped his hands together and placed them on the Omega’s chest. As Lucent concentrated, his hands moved inside the armor plating.

“N-no, what are you do—ARGH!”

The Omega screamed and his robot body convulsed. Lucent smiled, but unlike with Zenith, he wasn’t drawing energy from his foe. Instead, he was pushing energy into him. And the overload was too much for the Omega. There was a power feedback and it blew the two apart. The Omega’s body lay motionless on the roof of the ruined elevator, the LED lights along his body flickering before fading. 

Thorne leaned against the door for the elevator shaft, aiming his gun down at the robot body. Thorne stared down into the cold, emotionless face. He saw Lucent lying on the roof of the elevator as well, his body back in its human state. Both appeared to be finished.

A voice crackled over the speakers. “Colonel? Can you hear me down there?”

Thorne scrunched his eyebrows together. “Lee? Is that you?”

“Yeah,” came Lee’s response over the speakers. “I managed to convince Atlas to kick the Omega out of the system. I was monitoring the battle through the security cameras. Did Zen take care of him?”

Thorne sighed and shook his head. “It wasn’t Zenith. Lucent took back control.”

“What?”

“But it looks like it’s over now.” Thorne turned his back to the elevator doors and limped further inside the training room. “Both Lucent and the Omega are down—”

Thorne was hit from behind. He didn’t see what happened, but his back felt like it was on fire and his face hit the floor. Thorne rolled over on his back and struggled to sit up. He saw Lucent rising up in the elevator shaft and hovering in front of the opening to the training room. 

“You didn’t really think it’d be that easy, did you?” asked Lucent. “Think I’d just let you get away with what you did to me?”


























CHAPTER 11




Lee watched impotently as Lucent attacked Thorne. He rested his hands on the keyboard and spoke directly to the Atlas’ computer. “Come on, we can’t leave the Colonel alone in there! Wake up the droids!”

An error warning flashed over the monitor. Lee could ‘hear’ an explanation from the computer. “They’re all inoperable? How long would it take to repair them?” The response wasn’t what Lee wanted to hear. “Dammit, no! Thorne doesn’t have that much time!”

The computer said it had an alternative but stressed that Lee wouldn’t like it. “Well come on, tell me and I’ll let you know if it’ll work!” Lee ‘listened’ as the computer told it what it was capable of doing.

“Are you nuts?” asked Lee. “No, I’m sorry. But…that’s suicide! We just tried to take that thing out and now you want to wake it back up?”

The computer justified its strategy. Lee took a deep breath. He closed his eyes again so he could see through the surveillance cameras. Lucent was moments away from vaporizing Thorne. Even if Lee could get down there in time, his own armor was still drained.

Lee rubbed the bridge of his nose, his eyes still clenched tightly as he tried to consider the best option. “Okay, do it. But if you’re wrong about this…”

***

“Months,” said Lucent, standing over Thorne’s body. “For months I’ve been a prisoner in my own body. And it was because you allowed it to happen. I know how you told Zenith you should just keep things as is, prevent me from ever having my body again.”

“Can you blame me?” asked Thorne. “I’m starting to think Proximo was right to keep you locked up as a lab rat. You’re a monster. If Vanguard didn’t stop you, who knows how much more damage you would’ve caused once you killed Miriam Rowe.”

“And now I’ll kill you, too,” said Lucent, power arcing from between the tips of his thumb and the rest of his fingers. “Melt the flesh from your bones, Leonard. Then I think I’ll find that little wifey of yours. Tell her all about how I fried you before I do the same to her.”

“Don’t you dare touch her!” spat Thorne, his grip tightening around the butt of the teleforce blaster.

Lucent laughed. “Oh yes, Colonel! Shoot me, please! I could use another recharge.”

Thorne grabbed the blaster but instead of firing, he threw it at Lucent. The special just blasted the gun in mid-air and it clattered uselessly to the ground. He smiled.

“Really, Thorne? That was your big attempt to fight back?”

“No,” said Thorne. “This is.”

Lucent looked back at Thorne and saw one of the Colonel’s pant-legs was rolled up and he had an empty holster strapped to his ankle. In Thorne’s hand was a small pistol and he fired several times, unloading the tiny gun.

Lucent felt the bullets punch through his chest. The first two went into his flesh, but he transmuted his body to energy and the remaining rounds just passed through him harmlessly. He was hurt, but not dead. And he was very angry.

“Enough games. Now you die!”

“I don’t think so.”

Lucent turned at the sound of a familiar, hollow voice. The robot body that the Omega had inhabited hovered in the elevator shaft, staring inside at the energy being. 

“I should thank you, Terry,” said the robot. “If not for you, I might not have been able to return to my own body.”

“Zenith?” asked Lucent.

Zenith gave a nod. “I’m not sure what you did, but whatever it was, you placed me back where I belong.”

“Good,” said Lucent. “Now I can finish what I started in Vegas, kill you for real this time!”

Lucent unleashed a flurry of energy blasts. Zenith countered them, striking the blasts with energy from his cannons. He dodged the strikes, moving above with practiced ease. For Zenith, it was like coming back home. He felt more comfortable than he had in months. No more uncertainty about his powers, no more worries about someone else rising up to control him. Now he was back in command.

***

With Zenith now awake and back in control of his own body, Lee barely had a moment to take a breath of relief. Even with the new resistances he built into Zenith’s body, Lee knew that his friend would need more help than that to defeat Lucent. And Lee had something that would turn the tide of the battle, except with the elevator destroyed, he had no way of reaching the laboratory.

Lee backed away from the console and removed his belt. He opened a panel in the buckle, examining the components inside. The power had been drained and it needed a boost. 

“Okay, you can help me with this, right?” he asked, looking at the computer. Lee had a slot built into the buckle for recharging. Lee plugged the belt into the computer and kept his hand on the buckle. Through his eyes, he could see the belt’s power level increasing. At least enough for what he needed.

Lee unplugged the belt and ran from the ready room and down the tunnel connected to the main Atlas silo. He fastened the belt around his waist as he ran and activated the power. The hard-light armor generated only around his hands but that’s all he needed.

When he reached the open elevator door, Lee jumped and caught the hanging cables with his hands, the armor guarding his flesh. Lee climbed down until he reached the open door for the lab and swung. He released the cables and one foot  hit solid ground. The other foot slipped though and Lee fell. 

He reached up, taking hold of the ledge and hung there. Lee strained to pull himself up, reaching his other hand to the ledge and using both. He climbed onto the ledge and took a breath. 

***

Lucent felt the hard impact on his chin and he hit the ground. He had trouble maintaining a purely energy form. He’d used up a good deal of his energy reserves battling the Omega. That plus the shots from Thorne left the special weakened. 

Zenith wasn’t about to give Lucent any additional fuel, either. He limited the use of his cannons to defensive purposes only, deflecting any energy blasts Lucent hurled his way. For anything offensive, the robot was relying on his own impressive strength. 

Lucent stood and screamed, launching at Zenith. From what he remembered when Zenith was in control of his body and battling the Omega, Lee had apparently installed some sort of failsafe in this new Zenith 2.0. Lucent didn’t know what it was, but it apparently prevented the absorption of the robot’s energy. Some kind of special shielding. 

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” said Zenith. “You said you would help me stop the Omega. Now he’s gone and it’s just the two of us.”

“You brought this on yourself. You took control of my body and then you refused my very generous offer,” said Lucent. “Now you’re going to pay the consequences for your stupidity.”

“As a matter of fact, this can all be traced to your actions, Gibson,” said Zenith. “You were the one who absorbed me in the first place. And it proved fortunate for you. You couldn’t break free of the Analyst’s control.”

“I could—and would—have. Eventually. But what’s past is past,” said Lucent. “I’m going to kill you. And the old man. And the kid. And then I’ll kill everyone else who has crossed me. Rowe, the Analyst, the Khagan. Maybe even go after the rest of your team.”

Zenith shook his head. “You truly are a petty, pathetic creature.”

“SHUT UP!” Lucent flew at Zenith, which is actually exactly what the robot hoped to goad the special into doing. Zenith had spent so much time inhabiting Lucent’s body that he knew how the man’s powers worked and how he fought. Zenith could practically predict where Lucent’s every blow would come and he was there to counter it. 

Zenith dropped from the air and shot back up behind Lucent, grabbing the special from behind. He wrapped his arms around Lucent’s neck and chest, holding him tight and the special struggled against him. 

The effort was wasted. Lucent was too weakened to escape his captor’s grip. All he could do was try and use up the last of his reserves.

“This really how you want it to end, huh?” asked Lucent. “You wanna die here, Zenith?”

“I’ve already died once, thanks to you,” said Zenith. “I think I’ve had my fill.”

“Not your choice!”

Lucent channeled the last of his power reserves into one, final attack. His body glowed even brighter than ever and on the ground below, Thorne had to cover his eyes to avoid being blinded. 

Zenith’s sensors went wild with the energy readings. With the type of output Lucent was generating, it was possible he could destroy all of Atlas. There was only one opportunity to save Thorne and Lee. 

Zenith activated his thrusters and barreled through the ceiling, taking Lucent with him. They flew through every single level, even causing Lee to jump back in surprise in the lab.

Finally, the pair crashed through the floor of the hangar. Thanks to a command Zenith sent to Atlas’ computer system, the hangar doors above them had already opened and they flew out into the night sky. Zenith used all his strength to hurl Lucent up even higher and deactivated his thrusters. 

As the robot fell, Lucent unleashed his built-up reserves. A wave of energy exploded out from him. Zenith rocketed back towards the hangar, but the force of the explosion hit him and threw him down even faster, sending him crashing into the hangar’s floor. 

Zenith looked up and his eyes zoomed in on the falling form of Lucent. He hit his thrusters and shot up into the sky to catch the special in mid-air. After taking hold of his enemy, Zenith looked down at Lucent. He was back in his human form and completely unconscious.

The robot carried him down, lowering himself through the holes he’d made in the floors and ceilings of Atlas. As he hovered down to the lab, he saw Lee standing there holding something in his hand. 

“Hey,” he said.

Zenith took note of the object and nodded, moving inside the lab. He laid Lucent’s form on the gurney that once housed his body. Lee affixed the device—the same type of inhibitor collar he’d developed when he was forced to work for the Red Fist—around Lucent’s neck. The lights on the collar flashed, indicating it was now operational.

“When—if he wakes up, that’ll keep him docile,” said Lee.

“Good,” said Zenith.

Lee looked at his friend, smiling at the work he’d done on the robot body. “Y’know, I was starting to regret rebuilding this thing. But now that you’re back in the driver’s seat, I’m glad I did it.”

“As am I.” Zenith laid a hand on Lee’s shoulder. “Thank you, my friend.”

“Still think it would’ve been better to keep you in Lucent’s body. Maybe none of this would’ve happened.”

Zenith shook his head. “Lucent would have regained control eventually. It was inevitable. Now he won’t cause us anymore trouble.”

“Hey!” 

The two men looked down through the holes and saw Thorne staring up at them, still in the training room.

“Someone gonna get me out of here?”


























EPILOGUE




The next few weeks were spent cleaning up the damage the Omega and Lucent caused to Atlas. Zenith’s first priority was getting the elevator fixed and repairing the holes in the base, while Lee worked on increasing the defenses of Atlas’ computer systems. Thorne kept a watchful eye on Lucent, making sure the special was kept under constant sedation. Even powerless, the Colonel didn’t want to take any chances with a man that dangerous.

It wasn’t long after they finished the repairs that the three were sitting in the ready room when the proximity alarm went off. Lee ran to the console to check, but Zenith stopped him.

“I’ve already scanned the incoming helicopter, Lee. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Lee, standing in front of the console. “Zen, we’ve gotta turn off the power and hide.” An image flashed on the monitor—a helicopter with the Cerberus logo on the side. Lee pointed at the footage. “You see?”

Thorne studied Zenith’s face and he had a feeling that if the robot still had a mouth, he would be smiling. Thorne couldn’t help a grin of his own as he held up a hand in Lee’s direction.

“It’s okay, kid. I think Zenith knows what he’s talking about.”

Zenith nodded in Thorne’s direction, a sign of appreciation for his support. He turned to the elevator entrance from the ground level and stood at attention. Thorne came up by Zenith’s side, hands clasped behind his back. Lee was suspicious, but he still sidled up beside his friends, his hand hovering over the belt buckle and the switch that would activate his hard-light armor.

The elevator doors opened and a man stepped out, clad in crimson armor with a yellow scanner over his left eye. His hair was short and blond and he flashed a warm smile at the three men he saw. He immediately approached Thorne and stood at attention, saluting.

“Sir.”

Thorne grinned and saluted him back. “At ease, Lt. Ellis.”

Jim Ellis did as commanded. He shook his head in disbelief, still smiling. “My god. Anita said Callus suggested you might still be alive, but I didn’t want to believe it. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“For your own protection,” said Thorne. “We had to be sure Callus thought I was dead.”

“It’s how we were able to provide you with that information,” said Zenith.

Jim arched his eyebrows and pointed at Zenith. “That was you? When did you get back in your body?”

“Actually, it was Lee.” Zenith patted his young friend on the back and Lee just offered a sheepish smile. “As for my body, that’s a long story.”

“I imagine so,” said Jim. “Olympus picked up some unusual activity coming from here. And we thought this place was decommissioned. Never thought you’d be stupid enough to hide out here.”

“No better place to hide than in plain sight,” said Thorne. 

“Wait, he said Olympus detected something? You’re here for Cerberus, aren’t you?” Lee’s hand went closer to his belt buckle.

“Relax.” Jim held out a hand. “Cerberus isn’t what it used to be. Callus is on the run and Zukov has been appointed interim director in the meantime.”

“Zukov?” asked Zenith. “You mean Abram Zukov, from our mission in Iskander?”

Jim nodded. “He’s the one who provided the Security Council with the information you gave me on Callus. Got in some hot water with some old friends, but we all managed to escape relatively unharmed. Now what can you tell me about this unusual activity we picked up?”

“Lucent,” said Thorne.

“That would explain it. Reports say the sky lit up like the Fourth of July.”

Thorne narrowed his eyes. “Why’d they send you, Jim? Why not the usual team they have doing sweeps of Atlas?”

“Because I’m not only here to investigate those readings,” said Jim. “I’m also here to get the base ready.”

“Ready? Ready for what?” asked Lee.

“Since Callus’ disappearance, we’ve discovered more evidence of some of the things he’s been up to, and it’s not pretty,” said Jim. “He was using specials for his own purposes. And there’s also evidence of illegal human experimentation in North Korea. Trying to create specials. Now who does that sound like?”

“Azarov,” said Zenith.

Jim gave a nod. “That’s right. Thanks to China’s spot on the Security Council, a Cerberus request to investigate has already been denied. Zukov’s hands are tied, unless he can get someone else to do it for him.”

Thorne stepped closer. “You saying what I think you’re saying?”

Jim smiled. “That’s right, Colonel. We’re getting the band back together. It’s time to reassemble Vanguard.”
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CHAPTER 1




The alien spacecraft broke through Earth’s atmosphere and flew towards the Asian continent. The Kotharian pilot, the ship’s sole occupant, expertly maneuvered the small craft through the night skies. She pulled back on the stick and the ship righted itself, switching to hover mode as it descended gently to the ground. 

An energy field served as the canopy and it vanished. The Kotharian warrior climbed from the cockpit and with a mental command, the helmet she wore seemed to disintegrate, collapsing into its housings. Her skin was a reddish color and her long, yellow hair braided into locks. Catlike, golden eyes surveyed the land and she held up her arm, a holographic image projecting from her gauntlet. It was a topographic map of the area with bright lights concentrated on a spot not far.

The Chaknaar, the sacred energy that grants Kotharians the ability to commune with each other, was represented by those lights. Somehow, someone had managed to use the Chaknaar on the inhabitants of Earth. And J’Karra’s investigations on the orbiting moon suggested that it may have been a time traveler.

This spot was her first investigation. She activated a switch on her gauntlet and her ship seemingly vanished from sight. In reality, J’Karra had simply activated a cloaking system. It would remain invisible to any detection, including the naked eye.

She reactivated her helmet and set out towards the source of the Chaknaar, her armor projecting the map over her HUD. J’Karra’s ebon cape with gold trim flowed behind her, hanging from the shoulder-pads of the matching armor. It was night and extremely dark, but her eyesight was capable of seeing as clearly in these conditions as it was in daylight. 

J’Karra stopped when she saw a warning flash over her HUD. She reached behind her back. Under her cape was a collapsed bow and she drew it out. It extended to its full size and she looked at the gates up ahead. A chain-link fence topped with barbed wire surrounded the grounds, with a guard station up ahead. Spotlights scanned from towers and J’Karra moved swiftly out of sight. She readied her bow and focused on one of the guard towers. 

The Kotharian stepped out and raised the bow, drawing back the string. As she did, an arrow forged of energy appeared nocked. She released the string and the arrow flew, striking the guard square in his head. He collapsed instantly, leaving no trace of the weapon. 

J’Karra’s bow collapsed and she returned it to its housing behind her back. She ran for the tower and jumped. Her gauntlets enabled her to latch onto the side of the tower and she easily scaled it, climbing up to the top. She crouched low behind the barrier so as not to be seen by the guard on the opposite tower. J’Karra readied her bow again and stood, firing an arrow at the guard, taking him down. 

As she crouched again, she used her gauntlets to control her armor, trying to get more information about this base. Many lifeforms were within the fenced area, but below ground was a Chaknaar signature. A powerful one at that. J’Karra would need to get down there, and it looked like it would require her getting into the base to accomplish that feat. 

But there was more. J’Karra could sense great suffering coming off this place. Whoever these people were, they were subjecting their fellow humans to unbelievable pain. She wondered if all of this planet’s inhabitants shared this same cruelty. And if so, she felt that it would be better if these beings were wiped from the universe. 

J’Karra examined her HUD, trying to get a proper layout of the facility. There were numerous buildings within the camp, but the one in the center is what seemed to have the connection to the underground levels she needed to reach. 

She leapt from the guard tower, landing on the roof of the closest building. J’Karra moved swiftly across, jumping to the next building and over the heads of unsuspecting guards. Their uniforms were a dark olive color with red markings, their hats adorned with a red star in the center. They all carried firearms of some kind, slung around their backs. 

Skittering across the roofs of the buildings while crouching low enabled J’Karra to quickly reach her destination, the center complex. The HUD told her this was where she needed to go, but first she had to get inside. And the only entrance was flanked by two guards. J’Karra stood above them and drew her bow. She drew the string and two arrows appeared nocked. J’Karra flipped over the edge and hit the ground.

The guards instantly readied their weapons, but before they could pull the triggers or even say a word, J’Karra released the two energy arrows. Each guard was struck square in the chest and collapsed instantly. J’Karra checked the door. Locked from the inside. She raised her bow and fired another arrow, this one bursting open the door. 

J’Karra dragged the two guards inside the door and closed it behind her. The top level was nothing special, just looked like an empty warehouse. But there was an elevator in the center of the room. J’Karra ran over to it and activated the switch. The platform lowered down into the basement levels. J’Karra kept her bow ready to strike at anything that would come out after her. 

When the elevator reached its destination, there was just one corridor leading away from it. J’Karra moved into the tunnel, her HUD scanning for any lifeforms coming this way. She passed intersecting tunnels and her HUD told her there were lifeforms down those ways, but mostly few. The biggest concentration was also where the Chaknaar signature came from, and it was down this main tunnel. 

After a lot of traversing the tunnels, J’Karra’s path was finally blocked by a heavy set of doors. The HUD told her the Chaknaar was behind them. She drew back her string, generating an arrow larger and more powerful than any she’d used thus far. J’Karra fired, and the arrow barely made a dent.

The Kotharian warrior took a deep breath and tried again. This second arrow caused the doors to give somewhat, but they still remained locked. Beneath her helmet, the strain on J’Karra’s face was evident. She pulled the string back again, channeling her energies as she’d been taught. This third and final arrow caused the doors to open. 

She paused to regain her breath. The strain of devoting so much energy to those arrows had taken its toll, but she had to push forward. J’Karra stepped inside and this room was pitch-black. Even her own enhanced vision had difficulty seeing much of anything in this room. 

The HUD confirmed the Chaknaar readings and there were several lifeforms in here. J’Karra could finally see them and she could sense something else, something far more powerful and primal than she had witnessed before. 

And then J’Karra felt an incredible surge come over her. Her mind was on fire and her entire body seized up. J’Karra tried not to scream, but she couldn’t help it as she was overwhelmed by hundreds if not thousands of thoughts rushing at her at once. She dropped to her knees and then fell on her face.

The doors opened again and the guards used their guns for suppressing fire to keep back whatever was hidden within these doors. Other guards grabbed J’Karra’s legs and dragged her body from the room.

“Get those doors sealed up immediately!” The voice spoke Korean, but with a Russian-tinged accent. “We can’t risk it getting out!”

“What about the intruder?” asked one of the guards.

The man in charge was tall and gaunt. His skin was a pale yellow and his head was bald, lined with scars, with a beard adorning his chin. His left eye was gone, replaced with a fogged glass orb. 

“Bring her to my lab,” said Erik Azarov. “I feel there is much we can learn about our mysterious visitor.”


























CHAPTER 2




The Atlas-F ICBM silo deep within the Adirondacks appeared, for all intents and purposes, decommissioned. Nothing more than a relic of the Cold War. And though the tarmac and security station above-ground appeared unused for decades, below-ground was a completely different story.

But Anita Jordan, Dominic Vaughn, Koji Asano and Erin Hastings knew differently. These four civilians disembarked from the black helicopter marked with a red circle housing the silhouette of a three-headed hound. Also with them was the man who met them for pick-up—Jim Ellis, who had been working with the organization called Cerberus. But for Jim, these four were where his true allegiance lied. 

Jim signaled to the helicopter pilot, who lifted off from the ground and receded off into the distance. Jim then faced his companions with a smile. They all had some luggage with them, but he refrained from telling them the specifics of the mission they were called together for.

Now that they were clear of any outside observation, Erin’s form shifted. She changed from a blond-haired teenager into a bald, light-green humanoid form with yellow eyes. Her natural state since her special gene was activated.

“That feels better,” she said.

“So we’re here now,” said Anita. “Care to tell us what this is all about?”

“Inside,” said Jim, walking forward and pointing at the security station. Once inside the small station, biometric scans were performed and the elevator hidden behind a wall opened. The group piled in and the elevator descended down to the real base below.

“Never thought I’d see this place again,” said Koji. 

“Yeah, you an’ me both,” said Dom. “Bet it’ll take some time to clear out the cobwebs.”

A knowing smile played on Jim’s lips. “Oh, the base has still be in use…kind of. Actually saw some action pretty recently.”

The doors opened to the monitor room. These four guests had spent a lot of time in this room. It was where they underwent mission briefings before their team was shut down. 

A young, bald man with dark skin stood from his console. He smiled when he saw them and approached the group. They all smiled back.

“Lee!” said Erin, giving him a quick hug. Lee Parker returned the hug and then shook hands with the rest.

“Good to see you all again,” he said. “We’ve been trying to get things up and running as quickly as possible, but it’s been a bit slow-going.”

“‘We’?” asked Anita.

“That’s correct, Anita.” The hollow voice came from below. A panel in the floor opened and a robot body rose up from below, hovering under the power of the propulsion systems in his feet. 

“Oh my god, Zen!” Erin ran to the robot and threw her arms around him, embracing him longer than Lee. The rest of the group did the same, with Anita being the next to embrace him, followed by Koji. Dom just gave him a nod and the robot did the same.

“You’re back in your body, how’d that happen?” asked Koji.

“Lee helped repair the damage to it, but as for how we finally managed to transfer my consciousness back into it, that’s another story,” said Zenith. 

“That’d be the action I referred to earlier,” said Jim.

“So you’ve been here, too?” asked Dom.

Jim shook his head. “Nah, unfortunately I missed it. Cleaning up Cerberus after Callus’ disappearing act.”

“Well, if it isn’t the laziest group of slobs I’ve ever laid eyes on. Hope you enjoyed relaxing while we were busy doing all the heavy lifting.” 

This voice was completely unexpected and the faces of the four new arrivals were frozen in shock. The man who entered the room was tall, with a short crop of silver hair and a mustache to match. What was even more surprising for them was his clothing. They were all used to seeing Colonel Leonard Thorne in military uniform. Except now he just wore jeans and a t-shirt with USMC printed across the front.

Everyone was silent, except for Dom, who summed up the thoughts that were running through all their minds with just two words: “Holy shit.”

“Good to see you, too, Vaughn,” said Thorne. He smiled broadly at them. “Real good to see all of you.”

More handshakes and hugs were exchanged as the team welcomed back their thought-dead leader. Questions were rapidly fired off almost immediately after the greetings passed and Thorne did his best to answer them as they came. Everyone gathered around the meeting table and relayed the events of the past few months since their team was disbanded. 

“Why didn’t you try and contact any of us?” asked Erin. “I tried to reach out to Lee and Zen several times, but no luck.”

“We were trying to stay off the grid,” said Thorne. “I suspected that Callus was involved in my attempted assassination and if he thought I was still alive and saw me as a threat, I was concerned that he wouldn’t hesitate to strike at the rest of you.”

“So we remained in hiding, trying to collect whatever intelligence we could find on Cerberus’ activities,” said Zenith. “Without my body functional, it was difficult, but Lee proved very helpful in that.”

“Just trying to pull my own weight,” said Lee. 

“Fortunately, Cerberus is under new management now,” said Jim. “After we revealed what Callus was up to, Abram was promoted to the interim director.”

“Zukov, that guy from Russia?” asked Koji. “Sure we can trust him?”

“He’s a good man, we were partnered together in Cerberus,” said Jim. 

“I hate to be the one to throw cold water on all the happy, but I’ve got a ton of questions,” said Dom.

“That’s a lie, you love bringing everyone else down,” quipped Koji. The group laughed. Dom flashed a tiny smirk himself.

“Don’t make me get my harpoon gun, Jaws,” he said. “But seriously, why are we here? It’s not just for some reunion, is it? I kinda got the impression that we’re getting the band back together, but that raises a whole lot more questions.”

“He’s got a point. Lawson made it pretty clear that he’s not going to condone our activities anymore,” said Anita.

“The President’s not calling the shots here,” said Thorne. 

“Then who is?” asked Dom.

“I am,” said Thorne.

Anita leaned forward, resting her hands on the table. “All due respect, sir, how does that work out? Once word gets out that Vanguard is operational again, you know Atlas will be the first place Lawson looks.”

“I’m in charge, but we’re not working alone.” Thorne looked at Zenith and gave a nod.

The robot’s LED eyes flashed and then the monitor screen turned on. The group turned their chairs so they could get a good look. On the monitor was a middle-aged man with dark hair that had gone white at the temples. He wore a Cerberus uniform and sat behind a desk.

“Hello, my friends. It’s an honor to speak to you again,” said Abram Zukov. 

“What’s going on here, Thorne?” asked Dom.

“Not only are we going to need help to get Atlas back up to a hundred per cent, but Anita’s right—as soon as Lawson figures out Vanguard is active again, this is the first place he’d look. That’s where Zukov comes in.”

“Precisely. Cerberus will now provide assistance and aid to Vanguard as needed and we can also keep the various world governments off your back,” said Zukov.

“I thought the treaty prohibited the use of specials for military operations,” said Anita.

“Generally speaking, yes,” said Jim. “But there are certain conditions that would allow for specials to become assets. This situation qualifies.”

“So what is this situation? There’s gotta be a reason this is all happening now, right?” asked Koji.

“Correct. Zenith, if you please.”

With Zukov’s command, Zenith’s eyes flashed and the screen changed to a topographic map. Zukov provided the narration for the footage the team watched.

“This is North Korea,” he said. The map zoomed into a region. “Here in this mountainous northeastern region is believed to be the location of one of the nation’s infamous prison camps.”

“I don’t get it,” said Dom. “Why is this something that concerns us?”

Erin snapped at him. “Human rights abuses don’t concern you?”

He sighed. “That’s not what I mean. What I’m saying is this isn’t usually our type of deal. It also doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that Cerberus gets involved with. So what’s this all about?”

“It’s a valid question,” said Zukov. “After Callus’ disappearance, we investigated his files—whatever he didn’t destroy, that is. And it seems that he was in contact with the North Korean government, providing them with resources for some project.”

“What project?” asked Anita.

“We’re not exactly sure,” said Thorne. “But based on one of the names in there, we’ve got a pretty good guess.”

The image on the screen changed again, revealing the photograph of a man the team had all come to know and despise. Dom scoffed. “Sonnuva bitch. The Cold War Frankenstein himself.”

“We never discovered where he disappeared to following the fall of the Red Fist,” said Zenith. “If Azarov is working with the North Koreans, then it stands to reason that he is continuing his human experimentation.”

“Trying to activate the special gene in humans,” said Anita. “Just like he did with the Khagan.”

“Cerberus has tried to investigate, but we’ve been stonewalled by China,” said Zukov. “And then this happened.”

The monitor changed from Azarov’s photo to the map. There was a massive splash of blue on one location nestled in the valley of the mountains.

“What the hell is that?” asked Dom.

“A special’s power signature,” said Lee. 

“Wait, that’s from one special?” asked Anita.

“That’s where things get strange.” Lee stood and the map changed to a different view entirely. “Here’s a satellite view of Atlas. When we activate our detectors, this is what comes up.” A few blue dots lit up on the map, each one corresponding to one of the Vanguardians. 

“All of us combined don’t show up as bright as the one in North Korea,” said Erin.

“Which means this is something very powerful down there,” said Zenith. “But there is still more. Just two days ago, there was a new signature that appeared in this area. Still a special, yet somehow different. We have yet to discover what it is.”

“And that’s why Cerberus needs Vanguard’s assistance,” said Zukov. “You are the only ones who can get to the bottom of this matter. I’ll leave the rest to Jim. Good luck.”

The monitor turned off and Jim rose, standing before the group and drawing all eyes to him. “Okay, so that’s the basis of this mission. We’re to go in and investigate this power source. If we fall under fire, we strike back hard. Any questions?”

He was met with silence.

“Good. Then suit up.”


























CHAPTER 3




The doors to the hangar opened and a broad smile spread on Shift’s face when she saw the hi-tech aircraft sitting in the middle of the room. “Wow, I thought this thing would’ve been snatched up by the military immediately.”

“It’s actually a newer model,” said Gunsmith, meeting the group and clad in his familiar crimson armor. “The last one ran into some trouble when we went after Callus.”

“How’d you get it fixed up so quick?” asked Wraith. 

“We got to work on it the day Zukov took command. It was his first order to restore it to full capabilities,” said Gunsmith. He surveyed the four members in their suits. “How’s it feel to be back in costume?”

“Little tighter than I remember,” said Sharkskin, turning and stretching his body to get used to the suit again.

“Not possible, Koji,” came Zenith’s hollow voice. He flew from the Icarus’ open hatch. “The suits are weaved with nano-machines designed to adjust to your size and body type.”

Lee joined him as well, moving from under the Icarus, wearing a black suit with a specially-designed belt and gauntlets, with some sort of harness over his chest connected to a strange device on his back. “You could put on a hundred pounds and it would still fit.”

Paragon gave Lee a once-over. “What’s this?”

“Your newest teammate,” came Thorne’s voice as he entered the hangar. 

Wraith scoffed and slapped Lee on the shoulder. “No offense, kid. But I don’t think talking to machines is gonna be a lot of help on this job.”

“He proved himself admirably during our confrontation with the Omega and Lucent,” said Zenith.

“More than that, he’s got a few tricks up his sleeve.” Thorne looked at Lee. “Show ‘em what you got, kid.”

Lee nodded. An orange forcefield surrounded him. But it expanded to more than that, becoming like a translucent suit of armor surrounding the young man. The suit adjusted even more, becoming larger but keeping him in the center.

“And a little more than that,” said Lee. He began hovering, a jetpack on his back the cause. It allowed him to hover above the team and the armor also generated jet-like wings behind him. He dropped to the ground and smiled at the team. “Hard-light armor. Not bad, huh?”

“Dude, that is so badass,” said Sharkskin with a large smile. He glanced over at Zenith. “Looks like you’re no longer the team’s Iron Man.”

Zenith cocked his head to the side. “Of course not. My body is constructed from graphene.”

“That’s not what I—” Sharkskin sighed. “Never mind, dude.”

“So what do we call you?” asked Shift. “Koji picked pretty much all of our names.”

“Hmm…” Sharkskin rubbed his chin as he stared at Lee’s holographic armor. After a moment, he snapped his fingers. “I got it! How about Transformer?”

Shift cringed and frowned. “Transformer, really?”

“You’re usually much better at this,” said Wraith. 

Sharkskin studied the uncertain looks from his teammates and shrugged. “What? He can be all massive hard-light mech, but it can also change into a bunch of different configurations. Seems to fit, I think.”

“Actually, I kind of have a name in mind already,” said Lee. “How about Sentinel?”

There were mutters of agreement amongst the team. Except for Sharkskin, who folded his arms and huffed. “Still think Transformer is cooler…”

“Aww, poor Koji,” said Shift, patting him on the back. “You got to name all of us, so let someone else get a chance.”

“Okay, you’ve all had your fun,” said Thorne, stepping into the group. “It’s been a long time since you’ve all worked together as a team. That means you’ll probably be a bit rusty. And you’ve also got a new members that you haven’t had a chance to train with. You may not be the well-oiled machine you used to be. So I want you to all be careful out there, got it? Watch each other’s backs. We can’t afford to lose any of you, or for this mission to go sideways.”

“Don’t worry, Colonel. You can count on us,” said Gunsmith. 

Thorne gave a nod. Gunsmith signaled for the team to board the ship. “Okay group, time’s wasting and it’s a long flight across the Pacific.”

Vanguard exchanged their goodbyes with their overseer and boarded the ship. Thorne took a few steps back to get clear. Through the windshield, he could see Zenith sitting at the controls with Sentinel by his side. The silo doors above them opened, revealing the blue afternoon sky. The Icarus powered on and its teleforce VTOL jets activated, slowly raising the state-of-the-art aircraft above the Adirondacks. Once it reached a proper altitude, the thrusters activated and the Icarus shot off into the distance, the silo doors closing and leaving Thorne alone in the hangar. 

The Colonel smiled. It had been a long time since he felt like things were working out for the best. Having his team taken away from him was far harder than he cared to admit and he was grateful to Zukov for providing him with the opportunity to bring them back together. For the first time in longer than he could remember, Leonard Thorne truly believed in the work he was doing. 


























CHAPTER 4




The front gates of the prison opened without delay for the military vehicles that stopped in front. The vehicles were driven around the base and past the prisoner housing to the central building. Waiting in front of the building was Erik Azarov, his hands clasped behind his back. 

Men and women in military dress uniform emerged from the vehicles. One of them bore an insignia that identified his rank as that of general. The man was strongly-built and his face bore a few wrinkles from his age. 

“General Bak, a pleasure to see you again,” said Azarov. 

General Bak Dae-hyun simply huffed in response. He was a man of little humor and his entourage shared his disposition. “I’m here to see the specimen. The Supreme Leader demands an update on your progress.”

“Of course,” said Azarov. “Please, follow me.”

Azarov led the entourage into the building and they piled onto the elevator. The Cold War Frankenstein activated the lift and took them deep into the complex below ground. 

“Tell me, how is the Supreme Leader?” asked Azarov. 

“He has brought us another glorious day in our grand republic,” said Bak. 

Azarov tried to hide his smile. He often wondered if Bak actually believed the Supreme Leader’s cult of personality or if he was just smart enough to know how to play the game. 

“Yes, praise be to him,” said Azarov. The lift reached the ground floor and Azarov led them through the tunnels. “We have been diligently working to awaken the special gene in our test subjects. Here is one such testing regiment.”

He brought them to a cell with a clear glass door. The General and his entourage watched as a malnourished man was brutally beaten by three guards. Azarov led them down to another cell, where another man was subjected to water torture. 

“We expose them to a variety of drugs of my own design and then subject them to intense physical trials,” said Azarov. “Most of the studies I’ve done indicate that special genes tend to activate under extreme circumstances. Of course there is no guarantee that duress will lead to activation, but it is one area of research we are pursuing.”

“And the harvesting?” asked Bak.

“Yes, that is another area. Genetic treatments on pregnant women and harvesting the fetus. This has led to some new applications and we have made some progress here. But nothing conclusive as of yet.”

“What of the specimen you recently acquired?” asked Bak.

“Right, follow me.” Azarov gestured with his hand and continued down the tunnels. He took them to a cell isolated from the others. The cell was larger than most, with heavy iron bars preventing escape. 

J’Karra sat inside the cell, her legs crossed and her eyes closed. Around her neck was an inhibitor collar. The entourage all studied her strange features closely—the reddish-orange skin, the bright yellow hair, the pointed ears.

“We know nothing about her yet,” said Azarov. “She’s been deprived of food and yet she shows no adverse reaction. The inhibitor collar seems to do its job, but studies on blood drawn from her have brought to light some very unusual results.”

“Results such as what?” asked Bak.

“Her DNA is unlike anything on this planet. It is completely different from humans and any other living creature we have on record. I have seen almost nothing like it before.”

“What are you saying, Doctor? Is she an alien?”

“Whatever she is, she is not of this world,” said Azarov.

“You said you have seen almost nothing like her before. Elaborate on that.”

“There is one aspect of her that is similar. At first we believed her to be a special, as she did trigger our sensors. And the inhibitor collar succeeded in suppressing her abilities,” said Azarov. “But when examining her DNA and finding how different it was, it made me wonder. Her genetic code also holds the special gene—almost identical to the one found in our own specials here on Earth.”

Bak blinked at the revelation. “How is such a thing possible? If she is not of this Earth…”

“Then perhaps the special gene itself is alien in nature,” said Azarov. “There is much we still have to learn about the Event that transformed the world. I believe she could be the key to unlocking those secrets. And I believe she can provide us with the answer to the question we seek. She can show us how to activate the special gene.”

“It had better,” said Bak. He studied J’Karra through the bars, perplexed at her calm. “Is she sedated?”

“No, she’s been like that ever since we put her in the cell. We’ve been monitoring her, but she has neither said nor done a thing since awakening.”

“But you say she is a special? What sort of abilities does she possess?”

“As near as we can tell, she can generate some sort of bio-energy into projectiles. She used a bow and would create the arrows from nothing. Perhaps she needs something tangible in order to focus the energies. Follow me.” 

Azarov led General Bak into a small room with computer consoles and monitors lining the walls, keeping tabs on their various prisoners. He pointed to one of the monitors, which had a scan of a brain with various colored overlays. 

“This is her mind. We’ve been running scans on it, and she has some kind of heightened brain activity. Her powers could be psionic in nature,” said Azarov. “We cannot know for sure unless we remove the collar.”

“And we will not be doing that,” said Bak.

“Of course not.”

“Finish your work quickly, Doctor.” Bak turned his back, but his words piqued Azarov’s interest.

“General, has time become something of an essence now?” he asked.

Bak turned on his heel. He took a deep breath and sighed. “Cerberus is asking questions. The new director has uncovered some evidence that links us to General Callus. Our friends in China have managed to stonewall Zukov’s efforts for now, but I do not believe it will last long. The Supreme Leader has ordered our efforts to be sped up.”

“I will do what I can, but you must understand, General. This work is very delicate and very, very experimental. There is no guarantee that I can do what I have been tasked with, especially on such a timeframe.” 

“You will do it, Doctor. Or you will be punished for your insubordination.” The General fixed his cold eyes on Azarov’s. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, quite,” said Azarov. “Just make sure you keep the power running to this facility.”

The General nodded. “Very well. Back to work, Doctor. These super soldiers will not create themselves."


























CHAPTER 5




Zenith sat behind the controls of the Icarus and switched over to the auto-pilot. He turned his seat and rose from it. Sentinel, who sat beside him, followed his lead. The two walked around the partition separating the cockpit from the cabin and looked at the team seated before them. The monitor on the partition activated and it showed a split-screen with Thorne on one side and Zukov on the other.

“Stealth mode has been activated,” said Zenith. “We will be entering North Korean airspace shortly.”

“Be careful out there,” said Zukov. “I can only do so much to keep the Security Council at bay. Zenith, I will need you to transmit any proof you record immediately so that we can use it to our advantage.”

Zenith gave a nod.

“Big question is why would Callus bother with North Korea in the first place? Why not go to the Russians? Azarov’s already got an in with them,” said Wraith.

“Did you forget that Vorobiev ordered an airstrike on Virey? The Russians would rather bury Azarov than work with him again,” said Zukov. 

“If Azarov’s involved in this, it could also mean he’s resurrected his little side project,” said Thorne. “Those things you fought in Russia.”

“The Dreks,” said Gunsmith. “Something has me curious, though. Azarov was able to activate the special gene in the Khagan. Why would he be struggling now?”

“Could have been a one-time thing, something that was only compatible with the Khagan’s DNA, not something easily replicated,” said Paragon. “It’s too bad Dr. McCabe’s not here, we could’ve used his insight.”

“Howard’s unfortunately quite busy with his work at the Human Genome Project, so we’ll have to proceed without him for now,” said Thorne. 

“He’s also got eyes on him,” said Zukov. “I couldn’t contact him for this operation without running the risk of alerting Ramsey’s people.”

Wraith scoffed. “That’s another one. Why haven’t we killed him yet?” The statement got him some disgusted and surprised looks from his teammates. He rolled his eyes. “Fine, why haven’t we exposed him?”

“We still don’t have anything to link Ramsey with the Red Fist,” said Thorne. “We suspect he was involved, but that’s not proof. Until we can find that proof, we have to just keep an eye on him.”

A beeping noise came from the cockpit. Zenith used his connections to the Icarus’ systems and the beeping was silenced. “We’re approaching the source of the readings.”

“Good luck out there,” said Thorne. 

“Yes, keep us appraised of your progress,” said Zukov.

The monitor went black as both men ended their transmissions. Zenith and Sentinel returned to their seats in the cockpit and Zenith began the landing procedure. He activated the ship’s VTOL jets and the Icarus slowly lowered itself to the ground.

“First mission, this is kind of exciting,” said Sentinel.

“Just be careful,” said Zenith. “Even with the upgrades you’ve made to your armor, we still haven’t had an opportunity to train you with the others. I will try to monitor your progress, but you must remain on alert at all times.”

Sentinel gave a nod. “Right, I got it. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“For starters.”

The Icarus touched down on the ground in the middle of the night. The rear hatch opened and the team disembarked from their plane. As soon as they were off, Zenith looked back at the Icarus and under his silent command, the hatch closed and microscopic cameras all along the plane’s surface projected an image of the surrounding area. The result was that the ship was almost invisible, although some distortion could be seen. It should work to hide the craft until they could return.

Sentinel brought the visor from his forehead down over his eyes. He activated his jetpack and rose above the ground, scanning ahead. “Looks like it’s a few miles off in the distance.”

“Get down!” barked Gunsmith, keeping the volume as low as he could.

Sentinel looked down at the team’s leader in surprise. “What?”

“It’s the dead of night, we’re in hostile territory, and that jetpack isn’t exactly inconspicuous!”

“Oh…” Sentinel returned to the ground and deactivated the jetpack. “Sorry.”

Gunsmith just sighed and scouted ahead. Shift stepped beside Sentinel and placed a hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her and she flashed a reassuring smile.

“Don’t worry, we all screw up the first time out.”

“Listen to you, talking like a veteran,” muttered Wraith.

“I heard that!” she said, still trying to maintain a hushed tone.

“Don’t care.” Wraith moved on ahead, shadowing Gunsmith. 

Sharkskin walked up behind Shift and Sentinel. “Man, I missed that guy.”

“I can’t tell if you’re being serious or sarcastic,” said Sentinel.

Sharkskin grinned. “Bit of both, really. Feels good to be in this suit again.”

“Keep your voices down,” said Gunsmith, pausing at the front and looking over his shoulder to reprimand the rest of the team.

Sharkskin rolled his eyes and looked down at Sentinel. “Of course, there are downsides.”

Zenith took up the rear of the group, using his scanners to keep a watchful eye on their surroundings. Just over the small mountain was a valley where their target was supposedly located. Zenith knew well how hostile this territory was and tried to keep his systems on high alert. He wasn’t quite used to being back in his old body yet, but he couldn’t let down his friends.

Paragon moved a little ahead of the robot. “Does this feel weird to you?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” asked Zenith.

“Working with Cerberus,” she said. 

“It is a bit odd, especially since Sentinel and I have spent the past several months trying to find evidence that would shut them down,” said Zenith. “But let us not forget that we were willing to support the organization when Colonel Thorne was to lead them.”

“True, but can we trust Zukov? How do we know he isn’t just another Callus, but better at hiding it?”

“Gunsmith seems to trust him.”

She sighed. “I dunno, Zen. After being held prisoner by Cerberus, I don’t think I could ever really trust them.”

They approached the base of the mountain and Gunsmith signaled for the team to stop. He looked at Sentinel. “You picking anything up?”

Sentinel activated his scanners and then nodded. “Yeah, the readings are coming from the valley on the other side of the mountain.”

“There should be a facility there. Judging from satellite imagery, it appears to be a prison camp,” said Zenith. 

“We need visual confirmation.” Gunsmith looked at Wraith. “Can you teleport me up there?”

“Does the Pope shit in the woods?”

Gunsmith shook his head. “Just get us up there.”

Wraith snickered and opened a portal that transported both him and Gunsmith to the top of the mountain overlooking the camp nestled in the valley below. Gunsmith hit the side of his eyepiece to telescope on the base and get a better look. 

“We’ve got two guard towers down there. Getting rid of those guards is the priority. Can you handle it?”

Wraith gave no response. But just as Gunsmith was about to turn, he saw something on one of the towers. A black portal opened behind the guard and Wraith grabbed his target from behind, covering his mouth and pulling him to the ground. In the blink of an eye, Wraith had teleported to the opposite tower and took out that guard as well. He vanished again and Gunsmith heard his teammate’s voice from behind him.

“No sweat,” said Wraith.

“Good work,” said Gunsmith. “Let’s get back to the others.”

Wraith created another portal that transported them to the rest of the group. Gunsmith drew his teleforce blasters from the compartments on his armored thighs. He gave a silent nod to his team and then led the way around the mountain and into the valley. 

Vanguard moved into the valley, with Zenith stepping up to the front and performing scans on the base. “There are several lifeforms present. Many are below ground. Which would make sense if our assumptions of this place are true.”

“Special readings are coming from below, too,” said Sentinel.

“So we’ve gotta go underground,” said Sharkskin. “Any Minecraft fans here?”

“There’s got to be an entrance past those fences,” said Gunsmith. “Zenith, think you can scan from above, see if you can locate anything?”

“I shall try.” 

“Thought you were worried about us being spotted by flying?” asked Paragon.

“In addition to rebuilding my body, Sentinel also added some upgrades, including the same stealth technology utilized by the Icarus,” said Zenith. He activated his thrusters and rose up from the ground. As he rose higher, his form darkened, like melding with the sky, and he became invisible to the naked eye and any detection equipment.

“What about us, boss?” asked Sharkskin.

“Stay down until we hear from Zenith. We want to try and stay out of sight as much as possible, do not engage unless we have no other option,” said Gunsmith.

Zenith’s voice crackled over the comm-links worn by all of Vanguard. “About that, Gunsmith. I believe we may have a problem. My scans just picked up incoming.”

“Incoming what?” asked Gunsmith. His question was answered when he heard the sound of a helicopter overhead. A spotlight fell on them, nearly blinding the group. “Never mind, I think I know.”

They heard a klaxon from inside the base and guards rushed to the front where the gate opened to let them out. All of them brandished assault rifles and shouted in Korean as they brought up their weapons, prepared to fire. They formed a human barrier between Vanguard and the base, with the helicopter flying overhead and one of the passengers holding a gun from the open door.

“So much for not being seen, huh?” asked Wraith.


























CHAPTER 6




“Take them out!” ordered Gunsmith. 

Vanguard leapt into action to battle the North Korean soldiers that rushed from the base. The guards opened fire on the specials. Paragon’s invisible forcefield, Gunsmith’s exoskeleton, and Sentinel’s holographic armor protected them from the automatic rifles. 

Wraith generated a massive portal in front of him, the bullets flying into the dark void. A portal opened above them, shooting the rounds harmlessly into the sky. Shift’s malleability allowed her to easily avoid most of the rounds, and Sharkskin moved fast enough to avoid the worst of the fire, while his tough hide protected him from most other damage.

Gunsmith aimed his blasters, the eyepiece targeting the soldiers and he opened fire. The teleforce blasters were set to stun, so they wouldn’t kill his enemies. He avoided incoming fire, moving as quickly as he could to target as many soldiers as possible.

Sentinel charged headlong into the midst of the soldiers, firing energy blasts from his palms. Once he got close enough to the guards, he took them on in hand-to-hand combat, the strength of the armor giving him a significant advantage over their attacks. 

Wraith teleported behind a group of soldiers and held out his hands. Streams of ebon energy flowed from his fingertips, the effect of his blasts sending the soldiers into a state of despair and fear, collapsing to the ground. 

“Ready to do that maneuver we practiced?” Shift asked Sharkskin. He smiled and motioned for her to come at him. Shift jumped at him and Sharkskin grabbed her legs, swinging her around before releasing her at a group of soldiers. Shift landed between them, her arms snaking out like tentacles and grabbing hold of the guns, pulling them away. She leapt from soldier to soldier, striking fast and hard.

Sharkskin leapt into the air and crashed into them as well, taking one down in his descent. His brute strength helped Shift in dispatching the last of them.

Paragon took to the air, drawing fire from the attack helicopter. It followed her as she intended and she allowed them to give her chase through the skies. She turned to the helicopter, ready to barrel right through it. The helicopter turned slightly and the soldiers inside unleashed a stream of fire from the Gatling gun. The force of the bullets was strong enough even to keep Paragon’s impressive shield at bay. She could barely push forward through the pressure. 

A teleforce blast from above struck the gun. Zenith lowered from high above his arms transformed into cannons. He opened fire on the helicopter, destroying the blades and sending the vehicle into a rapid descent.

Paragon and Zenith both flew at the falling chopper. They broke their way into the helicopter and took hold of the soldiers inside, allowing the vehicle to crash unoccupied. As soon as they landed, the soldiers reached for their side-arms. But before they could open fire, Zenith raised his cannons and took them both out with stun blasts.

***

Inside the base, Azarov watched the security camera footage of Vanguard’s battle with the camp’s soldiers. Although most would be alarmed at the appearance of the team here, the Cold War Frankenstein couldn’t help the smile that spread along his face.

“Doctor?”

Azarov looked at the man who asked the question in English, an older, bespectacled Korean scientist named Han with silver hair. “Why are you smiling? This is a terrible turn of events! How did they know we were here?”

“Vanguard disappeared following the fall of the Khagan,” said Azarov. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that they return not long after Callus goes into hiding and Zukov takes over?”

“You think they know what we’ve been doing here?” asked Han.

“It would seem so,” said Azarov. 

“We must notify General Bak, summon reinforcements.” Han picked up a phone from the console. But Azarov placed his finger on the hook, leaving Han unable to call. Han looked at the scientist. “What are you doing?”

“Do you see what these people can do? How quickly they’ve managed to dispatch our guards?” asked Azarov, pointing at the monitors. “Reinforcements would not help our position.”

“Then what do you suggest? We can’t risk them discovering proof of what we’ve been working on down here.”

“It’s simple, we take them prisoner,” said Azarov.

“What what?”

Azarov smiled and a look of horror fell over Han’s face.

“You cannot be serious!”

“It’s the only chance we have to contain Vanguard.”

“But those specimens…they will not be able to distinguish between Vanguard or our men!”

“Then our men will die valiantly in the service of the Supreme Leader.” Azarov took the phone from Han’s hand and dialed internally. He spoke in Korean when the voice on the other end answered. “Release the specimens.”

***

The team regrouped near the front gate of the prison camp. Wraith looked at Gunsmith and said, “So much for stealth, huh?”

Gunsmith grimaced. “Unfortunately. This may get a whole lot worse from here on out. Zenith, did you find anything before the attack?”

“Judging from Sentinel’s scans and an overhead view of the camp, there is a structure in the center that seems to be where the entrance for the underground levels can be accessed.”

“Then that’s where we go. Everyone, stay sharp. It was a lot of guards we took down, but I’m not so sure they’re the last.”

“God, this place reeks,” said Sharkskin. 

“North Korea’s prison camps are some of the greatest human rights violators in the entire world,” said Paragon. “The things defectors have said about these things…you’d never imagine anyone with a soul capable of such depravity.”

Something flashed across Sentinel’s visor. He stopped and turned, looking around. “Huh?”

“What is it?” asked Shift.

“Motion sensor. Something just moved past, but it’s gone now.”

“Probably just a rat,” said Paragon. “They infest these camps.”

Sentinel shook his head. “That’s gotta be one big rat then.”

“He’s telling the truth, I just picked up something as well,” said Zenith.

“Me too,” said Gunsmith. “Sharkskin, you getting anything?”

“Just the same stench of death,” said Sharkskin. “It’s hard to sift through anything else.”

Wraith moved to the side of one of the buildings and peered around the edge. He saw what looked like a naked child on the ground, stuffing its face with something. The child looked extremely malnourished and yellowed skin was stretched taut over his bones. Moreover, the child was completely hairless. His head was bent low, busy devouring whatever was in his hands. 

“Hey,” said Wraith. “I found it…it’s just some kid.”

The child’s head snapped up and Wraith realized it wasn’t a child at all. Its eyes were crimson, and it snarled with blood-stained teeth. Wraith could now see what was left of the rat the creature was eating, clutched between its bony, claw-like fingers. 

“Dreks!” he shouted as the Drek leapt at him. Wraith fell back, holding out his hand and opening a portal that the Drek fell into. It rematerialized a few hundred feet away and Wraith scrambled to his feet as the rest of the team quickly joined him.

“Oh my god…” Shift covered her gaping mouth while Paragon narrowed her eyes in anger.

“Children. Azarov is experimenting on children now.”

They heard the inhuman chattering and spun around to watch as dozens of Dreks emerged from hiding. Their voices were like a chorus of screams and all of them were small, not much more than three or four feet tall. And with that smaller size came an increased speed.

“Close ranks!” Gunsmith ordered and the team gathered together. Zenith and Sentinel hovered above the group, using their energy blasts to try and keep the Dreks mostly at bay. Gunsmith and Wraith did so as well from the ground, a combination of energy blasts and portals to force them back. If any got through, Paragon, Shift, and Sharkskin would strike physically to throw them back.

But then something odd happened. Several of the Dreks didn’t attack at all. Some of them moved to the bodies of the unconscious guards who had fallen in the first wave. They opened their jaws wide and their tongues shot out, like tentacles and latched onto the necks of their victims. Both attacker and prey spasmed for a few moments and then the tongues disconnected. The Dreks turned away from their victims, but the strangest part was that the victims started to undergo a transformation of their own. They became larger, with an exaggerated skeletal structure and yellowed skin stretched taut over their bodies. More like the Dreks that Vanguard had encountered before.

“Holy shit,” said Sharkskin. “They’re some kind of breeders or something.”

It wasn’t long before most of the guards had been transformed into Dreks. And now they all attacked Vanguard at once. The team struggled to keep them at bay, with Zenith and Sentinel blasting away from the sky.

“Do not break formation! Maintain your position!” said Zenith.

Sentinel nodded in understanding. He had felt like flying low, swooping in to protect some of his teammates. But Zenith was right. From up here, he could do more good than below. And he couldn’t leave Zenith to fight these things on his own.

Gunsmith rotated his body, swinging his arms every direction possible, but maintaining the same position throughout. His guns fired off blast after blast. Wraith was by his side, trying a combination of his energy attacks and portals to keep the Dreks off them. But he was feeling the strain of trying to open and shut so many portals and Gunsmith could see it in his face. For Gunsmith, although he felt some fatigue, the suit was capable of pushing himself harder than most. Even though he knew he couldn’t hold out like this forever.

Shift’s tentacle arms flailed out, swatting back any Drek that tried to come too close. She took one side while Sharkskin took the other of the circle. He met the Dreks face to face, staring into their fangs and smelling their acrid breath with each screech they let out. He countered their claws with his own, hoping his strength could last out long enough.

Paragon did what she could as well, her forcefield protecting her from the worst of it. But while the others felt fatigue in their muscles, she felt it in her mind. With her powers being psionic in nature, every blow she took, every punch she threw put more strain on her mind. 

“We can’t keep this up forever!” said Gunsmith. “Zenith, we need evac!”

“The Icarus’ auto-pilot is not sophisticated enough to handle take-off and landing, I cannot summon it!” said Zenith. 

“Then guess we’ll have to survive without you,” said Gunsmith. 

“If only we had time to finish the remote pilot…” muttered Sentinel. 

“Stay on task, you will now be up here alone,” said Zenith. “I will return as soon as possible with the Icarus.”

Zenith activated his thrusters and flew off in the distance towards the Icarus. Sentinel tried his best to pick up the slack, but the Dreks were now piling on faster than before.

“Wraith, think you got enough juice in you to teleport all of us out?” asked Gunsmith.

“N-not really,” said Wraith. “I’m pretty much portaled out, I’m just relying on the ebon blasts now.”

“Wonderful…” Gunsmith reached for a compartment on his waist and hurled several small, disc-shaped objects with flashing lights. Each one struck a different Drek and the lights flashed even more rapidly before they exploded, taking several of the creatures with them. 

Wraith made one last attempt to try and create a portal big enough to suck the team into, but the concentration needed for such an act left him open and a Drek slashed into his chest. 

Gunsmith tried to move to his teammate’s defense, but he was soon overtaken by several Dreks, and as their claws pierced his body, he fell unconscious. Shift and Sharkskin were the next to fall, with both of them quickly overwhelmed by the Dreks.

Only Sentinel and Paragon left, their respective abilities protecting them from the paralytic enzyme in the Dreks’ claws. Sentinel lowered himself to the ground so he could fight alongside her and have her back. 

“We have to fly out of here, get them to the Icarus!” said Sentinel. “You go first, I’ll get your back.”

Paragon nodded and picked up Sharkskin and Shift. She started to rise off the ground when a larger Drek grabbed her ankle and pulled her down to the ground, slamming her repeatedly until she fell unconscious. Sentinel looked over his shoulder and saw this new Drek was larger than all the others. 

“Interesting technology you have,” said the Drek, in a deep voice tinged with a Russian accent. He placed one clawed finger against Shift’s neck and another against Wraith’s. “But it’s a pity your armor does not extend to your teammates. Surrender now or they die.”

“Zen, what’s the status?” asked Sentinel in a whisper.

“I have just reached the ship and am powering up now.”

“We’ve got a talking Drek, based on the files I’m guessing this is Azarov,” said Sentinel. “He’s threatening to kill them unless I surrender.”

“Team status?”

“All down except me.”

“Then surrender.”

“What?”

“Sentinel, listen to me. If we try to escape now, you will need to stall until I reach there. Then it will only be the two of us to gather our five teammates and transport them to the Icarus, while fighting off the Dreks and Azarov, without any back-up. But if Azarov wants you alive, then this could be the opportunity we need to get inside his operation.”

Sentinel gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to surrender, but he knew that Zenith had a point. 

“Well, what is your answer?” asked Azarov.

“Call off your dogs.”

Azarov raised his hand and the Dreks all backed away, but still surrounded their target. Sentinel sighed and deactivated his armor, the holographic plates vanishing. He held up his arms in surrender.


























CHAPTER 7




One by one, the members of Vanguard slowly stirred awake after falling unconscious to the enzymes secreted by the Dreks. Sentinel was already awake and sitting near them on the stone floor of their cell. A tiny lightbulb hung from the ceiling, providing the barest of illumination.

“Welcome back,” he said.

“What happened?” asked Gunsmith, pulling himself up to a sitting position. He’d been stripped of his armor and he cringed with every movement, his body sore from the battle and his head pounding.

“You guys were all taken down and there wasn’t much I could do to fight back. Had to surrender.” Sentinel lowered his head and sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Not the first time we’ve been taken prisoner, kid,” said Wraith. 

Shift began to ask, “What about Ze—?” but Sentinel held a finger to his lips to silence her. He mouthed the word, “camera,” and Shift withdrew her question. The room was being monitored by Azarov and his staff.

Paragon reached a hand for her neck, feeling the inhibitor collar around it. “Gee, wonder where they got this technology…”

Sentinel lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry, I was the one who created those things for the Khagan.”

Paragon sighed. “That’s not what I meant. It’s not your fault, the Analyst made a lot of people do things they regret. No, I’m talking about Cerberus. They had to have supplied the North Koreans with the inhibitors.”

“Callus did, not Cerberus,” said Gunsmith. “There are good people working for Cerberus. If not for Zukov, we wouldn’t even know this was going on.”

“And if not for Cerberus in the first place, we wouldn’t even be here,” said Paragon.

Gunsmith fixed his blue eyes on her. “So let’s continue with this train of logic, Anita. If it wasn’t for you turning on us in Tora Bora, we never would’ve been captured by the Khagan. Then maybe we could have stopped him before he caused so much trouble.” He then pointed at Sentinel. “Or if Lee hadn’t been working with the Red Fist, the Khagan would never have had the means to blow up the White House.”

“Hey!” said Sentinel.

Paragon folded her arms over her chest, glaring at the team’s leader. “That’s so unfair and you know it.”

Gunsmith narrowed his eyes. “Now you know how it feels. This isn’t Zukov’s fault, just like nothing you and Lee did for the Khagan was your fault.”

Sharkskin, now restricted to his human form because of the collar, stood up and stepped between the two. “Look, we can fight over who did what when, or we could start thinking of a way to get out of here.”

“Now we’re talkin’,” said Wraith.

“Why are we even in here to begin with?” asked Sentinel. “Why didn’t Azarov just kill us?”

“The smaller Dreks weren’t trying to…I dunno, infect us or whatever like they did with those guards,” said Shift. “Any guesses as to why?”

“Jim’s armor would have protected him. As for the rest of us, maybe they can’t affect specials,” said Paragon.

“Or maybe Azarov didn’t want us dead,” said Wraith. “This is a guy who’s spent decades trying to jump-start human evolution. He wanted to cut me up back in Virey. And he also experimented on the Exemplar so he could give the Khagan those powers.”

“And he’s here in North Korea trying to figure out how to engineer specials,” said Gunsmith. “He needs all of you, active specials in order to further his work.”

“Guys, quiet!” said Shift. “I think I hear footsteps.”

They all fell into silence. The heavy metal door was opened and two guards shoved another prisoner inside. She stumbled and fell to the ground, getting up immediately and rushing for the door. It was slammed shut and locked before she reached it. She pounded futilely on the surface a few times, then relented. Turning around, she pushed her back against the door and took in her new cellmates. As she stared at them, surprised at their colorful outfits, they also stared at her, amazed by her reddish skin, yellow hair, catlike eyes and pointed ears.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Was just about to ask you the same question,” said Sharkskin.

She stood tall and proud. “I am J’Karra of the Kotharian Empire.”

Wraith snickered. “What?”

“A world far from this one,” she said. 

Wraith pointed at her with his thumb and looked cynically at his teammates. “So what, now aliens are real, too?”

Sharkskin shrugged. “Dude, we’re a team of superheroes who just got our asses kicked by genetically engineered monsters.”

“What are you doing here?” asked Gunsmith, looking at J’Karra.

The Kotharian didn’t give a response. She fixed her yellow eyes on Gunsmith, steadfastly refusing to answer his question. 

“Oookay, let’s try another one,” said Gunsmith. “How did you get taken captive?”

Still nothing. Gunsmith shook his head and moved away. “I’m not hallucinating, am I? She was speaking English just a few minutes ago, right?”

“My mission is none of your concern,” she said. 

Gunsmith looked over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. “What mission would that be?”

“As I said, it is none of your concern,” said J’Karra. “All you need to know is that this place is producing something extremely dangerous.”

“Yeah, we know,” said Wraith, gesturing to the tears on his uniform. “Where do you think these scratches came from?”

“No, not those creatures. Something else.”

“Like what?” asked Paragon. “What else is Azarov working on here?”

J’Karra looked at her. “I do not know for sure. But it is far more powerful than his creations. This Azarov has created something far greater than even he realizes. And what is more, it may be too powerful to be properly contained.”

“Where were you when we woke up?” asked Paragon.

“Since my…arrival, Azarov has been running tests on me, trying to determine just what I am and how he can use me to further his goals,” said J’Karra.

“You’re wearing a collar, too,” said Sentinel, pointing at the device around J’Karra’s neck. “These things are designed to inhibit the powers of specials. But if you’re an alien, then why would he put one on you?”

J’Karra studied the confusion on their faces. “I do not know. Perhaps he believed I was one of you.”

Sentinel narrowed his eyes, studying her carefully. He didn’t quite buy her story. Even if Azarov believed at first that J’Karra was a special, after performing tests on her he would have discovered that she wasn’t of Earth. There was something this mysterious woman was hiding and that made Vanguard’s newest addition very uncomfortable.

***

Azarov entered his private office. It wasn’t very large, but he only needed minimal comforts. He approached the desk and removed a smartphone from a locked drawer, sitting in the chair and setting it down on his desk on a small stand. After turning it on, Azarov initiated a video call and the small screen filled with the face of a man with thinning gray hair and thick glasses. Another image appeared. This man was a bit younger and in better shape, but not far off in age from the first.

“Secretary Ramsey, General Callus,” said Azarov, resting his elbows on the chair’s armrests, steepling his fingers. “It is good to speak with you again.”

“Dr. Azarov, it’s been a long time,” said Ramsey, the Secretary of Defense for the United States. 

“Yes. How are you, General? It seems you are settling into exile quite nicely.”

Callus grumbled. Since Gunsmith and Zukov exposed his illegal activities, he’d been on the run from Cerberus and the United Nations. “Just get to the point, Azarov. What do you have for us?”

“We have made some breakthroughs and we’ve stumbled across some interesting new test subjects,” said Azarov. “Including one who appears to be a special of alien origin. But these discoveries have come with some setbacks.”

“Like what?” asked Ramsey.

“Vanguard has returned. My new Dreks managed to overwhelm them, but their presence is a cause for concern,” said Azarov. “I believe this may be the work of Zukov.”

“Sonnuva bitch,” muttered Callus. “What about this alien? How can it help?”

“I’m still running tests on her. Tomorrow, I will also begin experimenting on Vanguard. The subjects General Bak has provided me with have been less than exemplary.”

A pounding noise came from the door. Azarov looked up at the locked door and shouted in Korean, “I said I am not to be disturbed!”

The pounding continued. Azarov sighed and looked down at the phone. “Excuse me, I have some underlings to eviscerate.”

He turned off the phone and rose from his chair. Just as he did, the door broke in. Two guards entered, holding their guns aimed at Azarov. He stood calmly with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Just what do you think you are doing?” he asked in Korean.

The guards gave no response. Azarov noticed their eyes had a soft glow to them, with a cloudy appearance. They opened fire.

Azarov stood there and took the assault, the bullets punching through his thin body. He waited until their guns clicked, the magazines spent. Azarov held out his arms and thin, bone-like claws stretched out from his fingertips. 

He jumped on the desk and pounced, leaping at one of the guards. Azarov drew his claws across the guard’s throat, spilling blood everywhere. The scientist landed in a crouch and quickly sprung at the second guard, using his claws to tear the man from stem to sternum, gore pouring out over the floor. 

“Very impressive, Doctor.”

The language was English, but the voice was actually a chorus, all speaking in unison. Azarov approached the broken door, stepping out into the main laboratory. He saw Han and the rest of his staff all staring at him, their eyes the same as the guards he’d just killed. They all spoke as one.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Azarov.

“This is what you created, Doctor,” said the group. “A new kind of special. One that can unite others to a common cause. We are the Collective.”

“It can’t be…the inhibitors…” muttered Azarov, looking at the screens showing readings from the specimens down below. 

“The inhibitors only possess so much power. Over time, as we have grown stronger, we have managed to break through those barriers,” said the Collective. “And now, it is time for you to pay for what you have done to us.”

The staff advanced on Azarov. He took a step back, knees bent and claws bared. Once they came within range, Azarov cut loose, slicing through anyone who came too close. He tore through his victims with efficiency and cruelty, leaving them in a dismembered mess on the floor. 

Only Han was still alive, and barely. He spoke again, in the voice of the Collective. “You think this will stop us? This is only the beginning.”

Azarov’s good eye widened in surprise. He impaled Han through the forehead and went to the security monitors. Quickly he checked on the specimen. He saw the men standing guard, their eyes the same as the other victims, opening the door and unleashing the Collective. 

Dozens of men, women, and children—all test subjects exploited by Azarov—stepped out from the closed section. They were all moving as one, all of them with eyes that were fogged and glowing. 

An alarm sounded. Azarov went to check on the source and he found a troubling message flashing on the screen. “No, they’re taking control of the Dreks…”

Only one monitor showed anything resembling normalcy. The cell that held Vanguard and J’Karra. They were still there, seemingly unaffected by the Collective.

Azarov studied the screen carefully. The Collective could take control of his staff and guards easily, as well as the Dreks. But Vanguard, the alien, and himself were another story. 

All of them had something different, something that the Collective couldn’t touch. And that meant if Azarov had any hope of getting out of this alive, then the enemy of his enemy would now become his friend. 


























CHAPTER 8




The door to Vanguard’s cell opened and the team and J’Karra all stood from their seated positions, turning to the opening. They were surprised when they saw Erik Azarov step through the door, a large, leather bag at his feet. 

“You sonnuva bitch!” Wraith lunged at Azarov, grabbing him by the throat and pinning him to the wall. 

“S-stop!” said Azarov, his voice strained under the pressure of Wraith’s fingers.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t break your neck!” spat Wraith.

“I have two,” said Azarov. “One, as you are no doubt already aware, I cannot be killed.”

“Let’s find out,” said Wraith, narrowing his eyes and squeezing tighter.

“He survived the airstrike on Virey, he’s probably telling the truth.” Gunsmith looked into Azarov’s glass eye. “But what’s the other reason?”

“Check the bag.” Azarov gestured to his luggage just outside the door. 

Gunsmith moved cautiously towards it, still keeping an eye on Azarov. 

“Careful,” said Shift.

Gunsmith nodded and knelt down, pulling open the zipper. He reached inside and pulled some of the contents out. Crimson plating that had become very familiar to him.

“What is it?” asked Sharkskin.

Gunsmith looked up at Azarov. “It’s my armor. And Sentinel’s tech. And some other stuff that I assume belongs to J’Karra.”

Confusion crossed all their faces and they turned to Azarov for answers. Wraith still kept his grip on the scientist’s throat, holding him suspended above the ground. Gunsmith stood.

“Talk fast.”

“Can he put me down first?” asked Azarov.

“No!” both Wraith and Gunsmith said in unison.

“There is a situation and I require your assistance,” said Azarov. “There is a dangerous special in here, capable of manipulating anyone it comes in contact with. It has already taken control of most of the camp.”

“So why haven’t we been affected?” asked Wraith.

“It only affects humans, hence why we are all immune,” said Azarov.

Paragon looked at Gunsmith in concern, as he was the only one among them who was completely human. He just gave a slight shake of his head to indicate that now wasn’t the time to discuss that.

“In other words, you’re asking us to clean up your mess,” said Wraith. “I’ve got a better idea—how about we just let you deal with it yourself?”

“Because the Collective will not stop with me. It will continue to march across the nation, adding more to its hive mind,” said Azarov. “There are bad people in this camp, but there are also innocent victims of the North Korean regime. Would you sacrifice them because of your hatred for me?”

“Put him down, Wraith,” said Paragon. 

“What?”

“You heard her,” said Gunsmith. 

Wraith scowled beneath his mask but released his grip on Azarov. The doctor rubbed his throat and stretched his neck. “Much better.”

“We’ll need you to do something about these,” Paragon pointed to her collar.

Azarov pointed to the bag. “In there is a key to unlock the inhibitors.”

Gunsmith and Sentinel rummaged through the bag, taking out their respective weapons and donning them. Sentinel also procured the key for the collars and one by one, released his team so they could access their abilities once more. He paused when he looked at J’Karra, glancing at the rest of the team for confirmation.

“Go on,” said Gunsmith. “We might need the extra help.”

Sentinel unlocked J’Karra’s collar as well. She went to the bag and drew the last item inside, a collapsed bow that expanded in her grip. She tested the string and nodded to the rest of the group.

Gunsmith tapped his headset. “Zenith, do you read?”

“Gunsmith? Oh good, I’ve been trying to figure out how to enter the facility,” said Zenith over the comms.

“Get the Icarus over the camp, we may need a sudden evac. After that, I want you down here with us,” said Gunsmith.

“Are you certain?”

“Absolutely.” Gunsmith terminated the call and stepped up to Azarov, pointing his blaster at the scientist’s head. “Something I’m not quite clear on. Ramsey I can understand, he was working for the Red Fist. But why would Callus be willing to help the North Koreans develop super soldiers?”

“Because the super soldiers were just a cover story,” said Azarov. “This was never about helping the Supreme Leader, it was about developing a new kind of special that Cerberus could control. One capable of destroying any threat posed by the likes of your team.”

“Then how come we’re immune to it?” asked Sharkskin.

“That is the problem I’ve been trying to overcome,” said Azarov. “With you and the girl here, I thought I might be able to find a way to overcome that limitation.”

“We are not completely immune,” said J’Karra. “The Collective is powerful, I had a brush with it when I arrived. The psychic feedback is what brought me down.”

“So it’s some giant psychic monster?” asked Sentinel. “Look, I’ve had enough of people traipsing through my head. How are we gonna stop this thing?”

“Her.” Azarov pointed at Paragon. The group looked at her and she studied their eyes before pointing at herself, a surprised expression on her face.

“Me? How?”

“I studied Cerberus’ files on you. Your abilities are psionic in nature. If you can breach the Collective’s hive mind, then you might possess the means to shut it down permanently.”

“It won’t be easy,” said J’Karra. “The power of dozens of minds linked together is nothing to scoff at. It would take an experienced psychic to breach such a hive.”

“So how can I do it?” asked Paragon. “My powers are psionic, yes, but I’ve never read minds before, let alone attempted to invade someone else’s. I don’t have any experience in this.”

“There is a way,” said J’Karra. “If the hive is distracted, its defenses will be lowered. That could provide the opening you need.”

“Guess we’re the distraction,” said Sharkskin, transforming into his hybrid form.

“Indeed.” Azarov held up his hand and claws emerged from his outstretched fingers. “By engaging the Collective in battle, we have a better chance of drawing its attention long enough for Paragon to invade its mind and shut it down.”

“If you think I’m going to kill for you—” she began.

“I’d actually prefer it if you didn’t,” said Azarov with a twisted grin. “It would destroy months of work.”


























CHAPTER 9




Zenith brought the Icarus over the camp. The plane’s cameras showed him a complete 360-degree view of the area and he could see a gathering down below. The scanners capable of scanning for the energy signature of specials showed a massive cumulation of power. 

“I am above the camp. What is happening down there? I cannot pinpoint one special.”

“That’s because they’re all specials, Zen!” said Sentinel through the comm-link.

“What do you mean?” asked Zenith.

“Azarov has built some sort of hive-mind super special,” said Sentinel.

“Which one is at the center?”

“We don’t know,” said Gunsmith. “We’re coming up, just try and keep them contained! We don’t want any of them escaping!”

“Affirmative.” Zenith deactivated the Icarus’ stealth mode and swooped in low. He powered up the teleforce guns on the ship, strafing from side to side and laying down some immediate fire to stop them from exiting the camp.

The Collective still moved forward as one, even when some of their number were taken out by Zenith’s attack. The strange gathering consisted of prisoners, guards, researchers, and Dreks, both large and small. But they all had the same eerie, glowing eyes and blank expression on their faces.

From the center building that housed the elevator, Vanguard emerged. Zenith watched them from the ship’s console and noticed something odd. He zoomed in the cameras to get a better look and saw not only his team, but also the strange yellow-haired woman and Azarov amongst them.

“What is going on?” he asked.

“Explain later, Zen! Just keep up the airstrike!” said Gunsmith. “Don’t let any get out of the perimeter!”

On the ground, Shift jumped from attacker to attacker. Her hands morphed into tentacles and she used those to try and incapacitate as many of the Collective as she could. When she looked over at Azarov, though, she was horrified to watch him tear through their flesh with his claws. 

Azarov felt her eyes on him and he glanced over at her. He was in a state of mid-transformation, his teeth elongated into fangs and his skin stretched taut over his skull. He flashed her a grisly smile and then went back to work attacking his very own creations.

“You’re a monster,” she said.

“I made peace with that truth long ago, my dear,” said Azarov.

Sharkskin’s size drew a lot of attackers to swarm him. He tried not to use his claws unless it was against the Dreks. Koji knew these people were still just people and if he could free them without killing them, that was what he planned to do. He kept his hands balled into fists and relied only on his superhuman strength, which was still not at all insignificant in fighting off the threats.

J’Karra leapt among the crowd. With her bow, she fired one psionic arrow after another, never letting up for an instant. She nailed virtually every target she attempted to shoot. Her speed and battle prowess was unlike anything Gunsmith had seen and he couldn’t help admiring her work as she dispatched the Collective.

Gunsmith tried to keep up with her, dodging attacks from the Dreks and gunfire from the soldiers before returning fire with his teleforce blasters. He knew time was of the essence for him. His only hope was that they could finish this before the Collective could add him to the hive mind. 

Wraith relied mostly on his ebon blasts. They seemed to provide some feedback for more than one of the Collective. With each blast that hit one target, at least three or four were affected and collapsed. 

Sentinel hovered above the group with his jetpack, the gauntlets unleashing blast after blast from his palms. He was fortunate that these things couldn’t affect him the same way that the Analyst had. But then, he was suddenly proven wrong as he heard a voice in his head.

The same happened to the rest of the team. All of them felt pain in their minds as the Collective spoke to them in unison. The mouths of the Collective moved, yet no sound came out. But they could hear the words in their minds.

“You cannot hope to stop us. We are legion, we will take all of you with us. Beginning with the weakest among you.”

Gunsmith screamed. His mind felt like it was on fire and he fell to his knees. The blasters slipped from his fingers and he clutched his head, bending over as the pain racked his body. Sharkskin moved closer to check on him, but as soon as he approached, Gunsmith grabbed his weapons and sprung up. He fired two shots at Sharkskin at point-blank range, knocking the large changeling off his feet.

Gunsmith faced the rest of the team, the Collective standing behind him. His eyes contained the same glow as the other victims. He raised his weapons, aiming them at his friends.

“Surrender now and your deaths will be quick,” said the Collective. “Resist and you will experience suffering unlike anything you have ever known.”

Sentinel stood, shaking off the psychic attack. He activated his jetpack and rocketed into Gunsmith, pulling up and taking him into the air. The two men grappled in mid-air, with Gunsmith’s exoskeleton enhancing the strength of every single punch he delivered to Sentinel. If not for the holographic armor, Lee knew his face would be bloody and broken by this point. But he had one trick that Gunsmith didn’t. Lee began speaking softly, talking not to Gunsmith, but to the armor he wore. 

The armor contained a self-defense mechanism in case it was ever compromised, and Lee activated that now. It sent jolts of electricity through Gunsmith’s body, leaving him unconscious. Sentinel took hold of his friend and flew towards the Icarus. 

“Zen, open up the rear hatch, got a present for you,” he said.

The hatch opened and Sentinel entered the plane. He activated a switch on the wall, lowering a gurney and laid Gunsmith on it, tying him down just in case he woke again. With Gunsmith secured, Sentinel returned to the hatch.

“Lee, what are you doing?” asked Zenith.

“The others are still down there, means my job’s not over yet,” said Sentinel. “Just stay up here, keep laying down suppressing fire. We’ll need all the help we can get to take these things out.”

Sentinel jumped out the hatch and activated his jetpack, flying back down to continue the battle.


























CHAPTER 10




Azarov turned his head sharply to Paragon. “We have no more time for games. The Collective is as distracted as possible. Do your part, now!”

Paragon nodded and hovered above the group. She closed her eyes in concentration, reaching out with her mind to try and locate the Collective. She didn’t even really know what she was doing. She’d never attempted anything remotely like this before. 

“Oh my god…” she whispered. Paragon could now feel waves of emotions rushing over her as she looked at each of her teammates. Wraith was filled with anger, while Shift had concern for Gunsmith. Sharkskin felt overwhelmed by the situation. Sentinel felt a need to prove himself. And from Azarov, she could feel…nothing. He was like a blank slate to her. Something about what he’d done to himself over the decades made him almost invisible to her senses.

But J’Karra, that was the interesting one. Paragon could feel something coming off the alien woman, yet it was hard to decipher. She couldn’t really think of a word to describe it. And then J’Karra looked at her, the two of them staring into each other’s eyes across the battlefield.

“I can feel your presence at the edge of my mind,” said J’Karra. “But I am not your enemy today. Seek out the Collective.”

Paragon did as she was told, trying to reach into the minds of the Collective’s victims. There was a mass of emotions swirling together. She could sense the fear of many of them at being slaves to the Collective. There was also a sense of profound anger directed at Azarov. Anita couldn’t really blame them for that. None of them would be in this situation if not for the mad scientist.

Moving through the thoughts was like trying to swim in molasses. There were so many of them all crammed together and coming from a variety of directions that Paragon had trouble maintaining focus.

“Find the center,” said J’Karra.

“Easy for you to say,” said Paragon.

But she pushed on. She could feel a strong will near. Paragon reached deeper, pushing her concentration to its limits. And then she finally found the center in the form of a young Korean boy. In her mind’s eye, she could see him, floating above her. He was small and emaciated. Bruises covered his body and she could feel the sadness coming from him.

“Who are you?” she asked.

He gave no response, just stared down at her with his blank eyes.

“Can you understand me?” asked Paragon.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Too many minds. Too many histories. I don’t know what is mine anymore. All I know is that I’m not alone now. They are all with me.”

He turned, gesturing behind him. With a wave of his hand, the images of the Collective’s victims appeared before Paragon. There were dozens, maybe even hundreds. And there would be more in the future.

“We will take what father has given us and make a better world. A true paradise of unity.”

“Father? You mean Azarov?”

“He is who created us. Nothing is remembered from before, so father is the appropriate term for him.”

Paragon shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you do that.”

The boy’s nose wrinkled. “And you think you can stop us?”

“You can’t control me, or my team.”

“We don’t have to. Your team will fall soon. They can’t fight all of us, not forever. And from here we will go to other camps like this one. Bring more into our hive. Expand further and further out.”

Paragon reached out for the boy, but her hand just passed through him. The boy giggled in response.

“You have no power here. We may not be able to control you, but we are stronger than you.”

“No, not quite.”

The addition of a third voice drew the boy’s attention. J’Karra stood near them, holding her bow with the string drawn and a psionic arrow notched. She fixed her cat-like eyes on him in a hard stare, then released the string. The arrow penetrated the boy, becoming lodged in his chest. He turned back to Paragon, staring at the arrow as he did. His head rose and he had fear in his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” said Paragon. She held up her hands and her eyes pulsed with golden energy. The boy cried out, feeling her power flow through him. The rest of the Collective stood behind him in silence, just staring blankly as the center of their hive was torn apart by Paragon’s psionic powers.

“I will take them with me!” he screamed.

“No!” shouted Paragon, opening her eyes and now back on the battlefield. She looked down at J’Karra in horror, but the alien woman said nothing. The voices of the Collective rang out again, but this time they were not as unified. There were cries of terror as their minds went completely blank and they fell dead.

Paragon dropped from the sky. Before she struck the ground, Sentinel flew up to her, catching her in mid-air and landing with her in his arms. He laid her gently down on the ground, looking at her face, which was fixed in a horrified expression.

“What the hell just happened?” asked Wraith.

“Paragon used her abilities against the Collective, shutting down the source of the hive mind,” said J’Karra. “But he wouldn’t go quietly. He took as many of his victims with him as he could, destroying their minds in the process.”

“What about Gunsmith?” asked Sharkskin.

“He’s okay, I just got confirmation from Zen,” said Sentinel. “But how?”

“The Collective couldn’t take all of them with him. Some will survive. My theory is the recent additions hadn’t formed a strong enough bond yet,” said J’Karra.

“And what about her?” asked Shift.

J’Karra looked into Paragon’s face and Shift could have sworn she briefly saw something that resembled compassion cross her alien features. But then it was gone just as fast. 

“She was connected with the Collective when the backlash occurred,” said J’Karra.

“What does that mean?” asked Shift, kneeling down beside Paragon and laying a gentle hand on her forehead. 

“She will be fine, the initial shock has just temporarily incapacitated her,” said J’Karra. 

“Guys, we got another problem,” said Sharkskin, looking around the battlefield. “Azarov’s gone.”

“Goddammit, must’ve slipped out when they started falling,” said Wraith.

“Should we go after him?” asked Sentinel.

“How you gonna find him, kid?” asked Wraith. “He’s not a special, remember?”

Sentinel looked up at Sharkskin. “Can you pick up his scent?”

Sharkskin shook his head. “Nothing.” He noticed J’Karra turning to go. “Hey, hold on!”

J’Karra paused and glanced over her shoulder. “Our work here is done. I thank you for your assistance, but now I must return to my mission.”

She broke into a sprint and ran off into the distance. Sentinel stood up, watching her go. “I can try and follow her.”

“For what? Helping us?” asked Wraith. “Let her go. Whoever she is, we’ll probably run into her again.” He looked up at the Icarus, which was in the process of descending. “Besides, we’ve got our own problems to worry about.”


























EPILOGUE




Abram Zukov entered his office and closed the door behind him. He sat behind his desk and turned. The glass window of the Olympus space station gazed out at the Earth. But then the window darkened and images of five men and women appeared on the screen. They were representatives of the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council. But the faces remained darkened and the voices distorted. The only identifying information came in the form of the flag of the nation they represented at the bottom-center of their respective screens.

“We have a problem, Director,” said the representative of the United States. “There’s been a situation in North Korea.”

“We’ve received word from them that a research facility was attacked by none other than Vanguard,” said the Chinese representative. 

Zukov folded his hands and laid them in his lap. “That sounds most unfortunate, Councilman.”

“What do you have to say on this matter, Director?” asked the Russian representative.

“I would say that Vanguard was disbanded following the Red Fist incident,” said Zukov. 

“You made some inquiries into North Korea recently, isn’t that true, Director?” asked the French representative. 

Zukov nodded. “Following Director Callus’ disappearance, we decrypted some files indicating a connection between him and North Korea in regards to an illegal human experimentation project. But my attempts to investigate further were blocked.”

“With good reason,” said the Chinese representative. “We cannot have Cerberus accusing other nations of foul play with such flimsy evidence.”

“And if you had any role in assisting Vanguard in this act, that would pose a liability,” said the United Kingdom representative. “Cerberus is prohibited from employing specials.”

“Except in certain circumstances,” said Zukov. “I should also remind all of you that human experimentation, particularly as it pertains to specials, is a violation of international law. And Cerberus’ mandate is to stop those who would conduct such experiments.”

“Tread carefully, Zukov,” said the Russian representative. “Do not forget that you are only an interim director at the moment.”

The images faded and the glass returned to normal, allowing Zukov to once more look out at the planet. He turned his chair back to the desk and sighed. He believed that bringing in Vanguard was necessary and from what he’d heard of their progress, they’d succeeded. But he now worried if he could continue this arrangement without the Security Council becoming suspicious or discover what he was up to.

***

Jim heard a knock at the infirmary door and he looked up from his book. “Come in.” 

Anita stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Jim smiled at her and set the paperback down in his lap. She glanced at the cover and saw a colorful illustration on the front.

“What are you reading?”

“Don’t laugh,” said Jim, holding up the book cover so she could inspect it. The artwork resembled a comic book and featured characters dressed in colorful costumes. A logo across the top read The Sentinels. Anita smirked a little.

“Don’t get to see enough superhero action in real life, you need it for entertainment, too?”

“Koji gave it to me,” said Jim. “It’s pretty good.”

“How are you doing?” 

“Better than you’d expect,” said Jim. 

“No side effects after what…what I did?”

Jim shook his head. “Zen thinks that because I was unconscious when you took down the Collective, that somehow helped me get through it without any problem. So aside from a headache, I’m doing okay.”

“Then why are you still in here?”

“Zen’s just being paranoid, wanted to make sure I’m a hundred percent before letting me out.”

“Good, I’m glad.”

Anita looked away, her eyes focused on the floor. Jim reached a hand out for hers. “Hey, you okay?”

She shook her head and pulled away, turning her back to him. “Those people…they died because of me. Because I couldn’t stop the Collective without killing him.”

Jim gave a sigh. “Anita, look. I was part of the Collective for a brief period. I know what it’s like to be trapped inside that thing. And I can tell you this—the entire time I was possessed by him, forced to carry out his will, I was conscious of all of it. The one thought that kept running through my mind is that I wanted to die. Trust me, you did them a favor by releasing them.”

“Doesn’t really make it any easier.”

“Yeah, I guess not. But if you wanna talk about it, I’ve got some experience with this kind of thing. Being an ex-soldier and all.”

Anita shook her head. “Sorry, I think I just have to be alone.”

She left the infirmary and walked through the connecting tunnel to the main Atlas base. After taking the elevator down to the living quarters, Anita returned to her room. She wasn’t ready to go back home, not yet, so she’d decided to remain at the Atlas for now. 

Once inside her room, Anita closed the door and locked it behind her. She pushed her back against the door and shut her eyes, taking a deep breath. All she wanted to do was turn back the clock and forget this had ever happened.

But then there was a flash and Anita saw something else in her memories. But no, not her memories. She saw the stars and a giant spaceship hovering above a planet. She watched as she emerged from a small craft, meeting another. An alien who had similar features to J’Karra, but was a man. 

Then she saw a beautiful woman wearing a robe, smiling down at her. Anita knew she was seeing J’Karra’s memories and looking upon the face of the Matriarch, the leader of the Kotharians. As the Matriarch spoke, it was in a language Anita couldn’t understand. But she could get a sense of what this was about.

Anita’s eyes opened wide with fear, her mouth agape. “Oh god…this is just the beginning…”
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CHAPTER 1




Twenty Years From Now




Times Square was not what Chronos had expected. It looked more like the Times Square of the era he grew up in, not the one he’d seen from photographs of this period. Ash filled the streets and the sky was dark. The brilliant lights that once illuminated this popular destination had been burned out. The monitors remained, but they only displayed slogans from the invaders, like SUBMIT, and information about how to report specials.

The young man was instantly attacked when he arrived by Kotharian scouts. His ally, the robot called the Progenitor, managed to lure them away. But now Chronos was alone, having taken refuge in a burned out apartment building. He bent his arm in front of him, the gauntlet projecting a holographic display. Chronos entered commands on the light-generated keyboard and a warning message flashed over the screen as well as the HUD on his visor.

CHRONAL EMITTER DAMAGED.

“Damn,” he cursed for what felt like the thousandth time since arriving. Without the chronal emitter in his suit working properly, there was no way for him to travel back in time to find out when the invasion began. He had to find a way to repair it, but he had no idea what sort of technology even existed in this era. Chronos feared he may be stuck here without a way to complete his mission or even return home.

Assuming his home even existed anymore. 

His HUD indicated a warning. Chronos moved from the wall and looked through the broken glass down to the street below. There were humans patrolling the streets. Bald heads and clad in crimson armor with masks over the lower half of their faces and in their hands, they carried hi-tech assault rifles. 

“Gunsmiths,” he muttered to himself. They were the foot soldiers of the Kotharians, humans who had agreed to turn themselves into weapons of the empire in exchange for the protection and well-being of their families. They were around in Chronos’ time as well. 

One of them looked up. His eyes flashed blue and he alerted his partner. They both raised their rifles and opened fire, shooting blasts of energy at the window.

“Shit!” Chronos held up his hand, generating an orange barrier to shield himself from the blasts. He jumped from the window and components from his leg armor slid down, forming into a circular glider beneath his feet. 

Chronos extended his hand and his gauntlet fed a small baton into his waiting palm. It quickly telescoped into a staff and Chronos aimed it at the two Gunsmiths, energy blasts firing from the tip. 

The Gunsmiths leapt from the path, rolling on the ground and quickly moving into a crouch. They fired again and Chronos used the glider to dodge their blasts. His armor helped him predict where the blasts would strike, but with the short intervals, his response time could easily falter at any moment. 

The glider receded into Chronos’ armor and he dove for one of the Gunsmiths. He swerved in the air to avoid the blasts and landed on his attacker. Chronos jumped back to his feet, striking the Gunsmith at the weak points of his armor with the staff. He struck the Gunsmith’s legs from behind, dropping him to the ground. Chronos held the staff above the Gunsmith’s face and fired at point-blank range, a smoking hole where his enemy’s head once was.

The second Gunsmith opened fire. Chronos spun, twirling his staff to keep the blasts at bay. He couldn’t find an opening to shoot back and had to resort to defense alone. With each blast Chronos deflected, the Gunsmith took another step forward. Chronos’ HUD alerted him to other units approaching.

“Damn…can’t end like this…” he muttered through gritted teeth.

The new Gunsmiths arrived via jetpack, a squad of three of them. They hovered above, aiming their weapons at Chronos. “You are in possession of unauthorized weaponry. Surrender now or be destroyed.”

Behind his visor, Chronos’ eyes widened in shock when he witnessed some sort of energy signature fly up behind one of the Gunsmiths, wrapping around him. The energy was a swirling, bright green and for some reason appeared to resemble a Chinese dragon.

The other Gunsmiths turned their attention to the new threat. The one who was on the ground with Chronos was attacked from behind by another energy creature, this one resembling a lion. Chronos watched in shock.

The two Gunsmiths who remained in the air flew away from the dragon, opening fire on it. It didn’t seem to deter the creature at all and after it squeezed the Gunsmith it held until he fell unconscious, the dragon turned its attention to the other two targets.

Chronos’ HUD picked up movement from above. He looked to the source, expecting to see another Gunsmith. What he saw instead was a winged figure against the moon. It dove down and Chronos could see it was a woman with long talons for fingers. The strange woman sliced into the jetpack of one Gunsmith, causing him to fly out of control. 

The woman touched the ground, but only for an instant before she sprung back up. The final Gunsmith opened fire on her, but she was fast and agile, easily dodging the blasts. She sliced upward, tearing into the Gunsmith’s armor. She tore it to shreds, leaving almost no trace of his protection and then dropped the injured figure to the ground.

Chronos held his staff at the ready as the dragon and the lion both circled him, eyeing him carefully. But the winged woman landed beside him and then the creatures backed off. 

“Stop scaring him, Ink,” said the woman.

Chronos picked up new movement and saw another young woman approach. She had long hair pulled behind her head. Her arms were bare and the lion and dragon flew towards her, shrinking as they did and affixed themselves to empty spots on her arms. Once they did, they changed into normal tattoos.

“You’re no fun,” said Ink. She came closer and Chronos noticed that every inch of her exposed skin was covered with tattoos. He imagined there were more beneath the skintight costume she wore, too.

The woman with the wings also had markings on her face and dark hair tied in a bun. She transformed before Chronos’ eyes, her fingers becoming normal and the wings receding into her back. 

“I’m Talon,” she said, then pointed to her tattooed companion. “That’s Ink.”

“What are you doing out at this time?” asked Ink. “Practically begging to be nabbed by a Gunsmith patrol. And where’d you get that tech? Never seen anything like it.”

“My name’s Chronos,” he said. “I’m—well, it’s kind of a long story.”

“We’ll get you to shelter and you can tell us there,” said Talon.

“Why are you helping me?” asked Chronos. “You don’t know anything about me.”

Talon scoffed. “Despite what the Kotharians want you to believe, specials aren’t out to exterminate humans. We’re trying to fight for the freedom of the planet.”

Chronos looked between the pair. They were young, only teenagers. “Just the two of you?”

Ink and Talon exchanged a look and laughed.

“What’s so funny?” asked Chronos.

Ink pointed to a badge of some kind pinned to her chest. It was a stylized V breaking out of an oval. “What, you never heard of Vanguard?”


























CHAPTER 2




Present Day




The Kotharian warrior called J’Karra sat in her ship. The seat was reclined and the ship had managed to tap into something the people of this world called the Internet. It was a limitless storehouse of knowledge and information about this world and its people. Ever since J’Karra had left the place called North Korea, she began researching this planet.

She didn’t know how many hours she had been at this. But a prime focus for her were the beings she encountered in North Korea. As a group, they called themselves Vanguard. Finding information on them was J’Karra’s major focus.

J’Karra watched videos of public battles Vanguard had engaged in with other super-powered individuals. There was a battle in a place called Chicago with a man dressed in blue and white, who had superhuman strength and invulnerability. He called himself the Exemplar and J’Karra found other videos of him also protecting people. It made her wonder just why Vanguard would be fighting him when both were working to help others.

There was another video of them battling a woman in white who could control the very air. The video named her as Zephyr and the description said it was a battle in Central Park. And like Exemplar, there were other videos of Zephyr. Mostly made by her, speaking directly to the camera and talking about revolutions.

The third and final battle was in Las Vegas and involved a glowing man called Lucent. This one seemed the most bloodthirsty of all of them. Whereas J’Karra could get the sense from the actions of Zephyr and the Exemplar that they believed they were doing the right thing—Lucent seemed to only want to cause destruction.

She found other things connected to Vanguard from there. The destruction of some sort of white house by an organization called the Red Fist. Vanguard disappearing without a trace. The formation of an agency called Cerberus. And a name that was attached to these beings of incredible power—specials.

J’Karra rubbed her chin in confusion. Why were there all these separate nation-states at odds with each other? Why was this planet being destroyed by the humans? Why were the humans battling each other? There was no sense of brotherhood or cooperation like with the Kotharians. 

But more surprising were these specials. J’Karra knew from her time in North Korea that the Chaknaar was most-likely responsible for their creation. And yet with her people, the Chaknaar only grants psionic abilities. These humans though—specials—they’ve been given a variety of powers. Something about their DNA has caused them to mutate in strange ways.

Even more bizarre was how few of them there were. Judging from the readings she took on Earth’s moon, the Chaknaar would have engulfed the entire planet. Yet only a small percentage displayed these wondrous abilities. 

The ship’s computer flashed an alert. It detected a transmission. “Display,” she said and the ship acquiesced. It was a video transmission of a Kotharian captain. 

“Our exploration of the neighboring galaxies has not yielded anything worth note until now. This planet, Earth, appears to have a similar environment to Kothar, and a species that is somewhat compatible with our own. We plan to investigate further but—what? By the Matriarch, we are under attack! They’ve discovered us, they’ve—!”

The transmission ended there. J’Karra’s mouth was open in shock. She checked the date on the transmission and found that it was almost seventy years old. But how was it still broadcasting?

“Trace the source,” she said.

The computer returned with an error message. She repeated, “Computer, trace the source of the transmission.”

Again, an error message was returned. “Scan records of this Internet. Find any information that correlates with the date of the transmission.”

Information appeared all across the canopy of J’Karra’s ship. One particular headline in something called the Roswell Daily Record read, “RAAF Captures Flying Saucer On Ranch in Roswell Region.” There was more information connected to this. Denials from government agencies about the “flying saucer” and other information hinting at a cover-up of the true origin.

“Is it possible?” asked J’Karra. “Could the humans have shot down a Kotharian research vessel?”

She needed answers. J’Karra searched out information on this “United States” and found that the head of the government was something called a “President” and that he resided in a “white house” in a place called Washington. 

“Set course for this Washington,” said J’Karra. “I believe this President and I need to have a talk.”


























CHAPTER 3




Howard McCabe felt at home in his old laboratory. It had been close to a year since he was able to set foot inside Atlas, the base that housed the team of specials called Vanguard. And he was glad to be back. Most of the work he was doing now on studying specials came directly out of his initial contact as an advisor to Vanguard.

But that was when Vanguard was a secret project initiated by the late President Curtis Hayworth. With Hayworth dead, his successor, Dennis Lawson, had terminated the program. Felt it was too risky given the international community’s consensus on prohibiting nations from using specials for their own purposes. 

Anita Jordan lay on a gurney beside McCabe. As the geneticist typed away at the keyboard, an apparatus lowered from the ceiling, flashing a green light across Anita’s body. She closed her eyes as it passed over her. 

As the light moved, a display of Anita’s body appeared on the screen. McCabe focused in on the brain, looking for any irregularities. He rubbed his gray beard as he contemplated the results.

Anita sat up from the gurney and looked at McCabe. “So what’s the verdict?”

McCabe hit a few keys and brought up a scan of Anita’s brain from before. “Well, one thing’s for certain, your mind’s definitely showing increased activity. That could be a result of your powers growing.” He looked away from the computer and focused on her. “How are you feeling? Any headaches like you experienced in the past?”

Anita shook her head. “Nothing. I feel fine, actually. All things considered.”

McCabe gave a solemn nod and lowered his eyes. “Leo told me what happened in North Korea. You know it wasn’t your fault, right?”

Anita held up her hand. “Please, don’t. It’s not a topic I feel like revisiting.”

“That’s fine.” McCabe turned away from the computer, sliding his chair closer to Anita. “I’m not going to push you. But I just want you to know that we’re here for you if you need anything.”

Anita gave a half-hearted smile. “I appreciate it. But right now, I’m more interested in how I was able to do it.”

McCabe took a breath. “Well, that’s a bit difficult to determine with any degree of certainty. Your powers are psionic in nature, though.”

“Yeah, but it’s just been a form of telekinesis, right?” asked Anita. “The forcefield around my body, my flight, my strength.”

“True, but telekinesis doesn’t rule out telepathic abilities.”

“But my telekinesis hasn’t even expanded. I still can’t lift things without physically touching them.”

“We’re in uncharted territory here with specials, there’s no way to say for certain how powers develop,” said McCabe. “Maybe it’s a result of your exposure to other psychics. A defense mechanism after what the Analyst did to you. Or maybe it was your encounter with the Collective or this J’Karra woman that unlocked these abilities.”

“I haven’t been able to use them since, though,” she said. “Whenever I try to read someone’s mind, I get nothing. It’s like—” She stopped herself and chuckled.

“What?” asked McCabe, not getting the joke.

“I was just going to say it’s like trying to fly,” she said.

“Sounds like you need some new analogies.” 

Anita and McCabe looked to the door where the third voice came from. Jim Ellis, Vanguard’s field commander, stepped out of the elevator. He was clad in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and approached the pair.

“I hope you’re not giving her permission to slack off, Doc,” said Jim.

“Not at all. In fact, she’s the picture of health,” said McCabe, turning his gaze to Anita. “Provided she’s ready, I’d say she can go back in the field right away.”

Jim looked at her, too. Despite his comment about slacking off, his eyes showed genuine concern for his teammate. “What do you say?”

Anita stood from the gurney. “I’m ready whenever you guys are.”

“Good, because the old man wants everyone in the monitor room for a briefing,” said Jim.

“Watch it with the ‘old man’ cracks,” said McCabe. 

Jim snickered. “Sorry, Doc. You’re more than welcome to join us, too. Might be able to give us some insight.”

“I appreciate the offer, but is that acceptable? I’m not officially part of this unit anymore.”

“This unit doesn’t officially exist anymore, so I don’t think we have a lot to worry about,” said Jim.

***

The entire team gathered around the round table in the monitor room. Colonel Leonard Thorne stood at the front of the group, with the robotic Zenith by his side. All the members of the team were dressed in regular street clothes. Anita, Jim, and McCabe were the last to arrive and they took the empty seats at the table.

“After everything that’s happened over the past few months, I thought it best to assess where we stand. Especially now that Atlas is up and running again,” said Thorne. 

He and Zenith turned to the large monitor behind them. A grid appeared with various photographs on it. Each photograph was an enemy Vanguard had faced in the past. 

“Both the Khagan and Lucent are accounted for. Cerberus has them both imprisoned,” said Zenith. The image of a white man with a Fu Manchu goatee and a glowing blue man both turned to black and white. “The others are still at large.”

“We can probably rule out Fuerte as a threat,” said Thorne. An image of a young Hispanic girl turned to black and white. “She only battled us while under the control of the Analyst and ever since we brought her in, Zukov said she’s been nothing but extremely cooperative. She’s been released and has returned to her studies.”

“Next, we have the Exemplar,” said Zenith. One of the images enlarged, this of a handsome man with short, dark hair and blue eyes. 

“I don’t think we have to worry about him,” said Erin. “He helped Koji and me on Arcadia. Seems to be doing pretty well.”

“That was before,” said Jim. “When Callus was still in charge, he had Cerberus invade Arcadia. They took a number of prisoners but King wasn’t among them. According to reports, he managed to escape.”

“That could make him a threat,” said Thorne.

“The impression we got was that he was trying to get his life together, do something to help specials,” said Koji.

“This is a guy who nearly destroyed Chicago because his wife rejected him, he’s not exactly a model of stability,” said Dom. “Cerberus trashed his home. He’s going to want payback. And can’t say I blame him.”

“Me neither,” said Anita. 

“Except it was Callus responsible for what happened to Arcadia and he’s gone,” said Jim. “If King goes after Cerberus, he’ll be punishing the wrong people.”

“Jim’s right, we have to keep an eye on him. But after he helped us on Olympus and given what Erin and Koji told us about their time in Arcadia, maybe he’ll be a little easier to deal with next time.” Thorne then added with a sigh, “Or at least I hope so.”

The image of the Exemplar returned to the grid, but remained colored. Two other images enlarged, one of a woman wearing a white motorcycle helmet and the other of a bald man on fire. 

“Zephyr and Pyre,” said Thorne. “Although Pyre was controlled by the Analyst, he did try to kill me under Callus’ orders.”

“He helped us against Cerberus, but who knows where he’ll land now,” said Anita. “Zephyr was there, too.”

“She’s another one we need to keep an eye out for. Anyone who would willingly join the Khagan is cause for concern,” said Thorne. “And next we’ve got the Analyst himself.”

The images of Zephyr and Pyre receded while one of the Analyst, a man with short, slicked-back hair and a mustache enlarged. 

“He’s been missing ever since the Khagan was apprehended,” said Lee. “I’ve spent just about every free moment I’ve had scouring the Earth for this bastard and come up with nothing.”

“With his powers and his contacts, there’s virtually nowhere he couldn’t be hiding,” said Thorne. “But our biggest concern at the moment is these three.”

The final three images enlarged. One was of a man with short, graying hair. The other a man with a receding silver hairline and glasses. And the third of an bald, older man with yellowed skin, a glass eye, and a thin beard along his chin.

“Erik Azarov, Joseph Ramsey, and Nathan Callus,” said Zenith. “We know that Azarov was working in North Korea under orders from Callus and since we defeated the Collective, Azarov has disappeared. Callus has also been missing ever since his illegal activities were exposed. And Ramsey, of course, we know where he is.”

“Secretary of Defense and he’s untouchable,” muttered Thorne. “At least until we have some hard proof that he’s working with these people.”

“Basically, Ramsey links all this together,” said Jim. “He worked with the Red Fist, engineered Callus’ appointment as Cerberus Director, and probably encouraged Callus to send Azarov to North Korea. The question is why. What does he have to gain from all this?”

“To answer that, you have to go back further,” said McCabe.

All eyes fell on the geneticist. “What do you mean, Howard?” asked Thorne.

McCabe leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table’s surface. “I mean he’s the Secretary of Defense. He already has a large degree of power and influence. He’s also quite wealthy. So why would a man risk all that by helping out the Khagan?”

“He’d have to be a true believer,” said Anita. 

“Exactly what I’m thinking. To understand what Ramsey is up to, we have to understand his motivations,” said McCabe.

“Another problem is the new player you encountered in North Korea, this J’Karra woman,” said Thorne. “She claims to be an alien, but we have no way of confirming that.”

“I think she’s telling the truth,” said Anita. “More than that, after North Korea, I saw something. A vision of things to come. I think she’s just the first in something bigger that’s about to happen.”

“You mean like an invasion or something?” asked Koji.

“Possibly,” said Anita. “I just can’t understand why. When I was fighting the Collective, J’Karra and I were connected. I got a sense of who she is. And I feel like she’s a good person, deep down.”

“The road to Hell is paved with good intentions,” said Thorne. “In any event, we have to—”

An alert went off in the monitor room. All eyes turned to the screen, with a flashing ALERT warning across. The image quickly changed and revealed Abram Zukov, currently the interim Director of Cerberus, on a live video feed from the Olympus space station.

“Abram, what’s happening?” asked Jim.

“We need your assistance!” said Zukov. “The White House is under attack!”


























CHAPTER 4




After the Khagan took control of the Olympus space station, his first act was to punish the previous President by launching an assault. With the help of the teleforce technology utilized by Zenith, the Khagan destroyed the White House, with the President, Vice-President, and their staff still inside. 

Once the Khagan was defeated, construction immediately began on a new White House. It had only recently been completed, with current President Lawson now residing inside. The regular operations of the house had begun almost immediately after the President took up residence. Security around the White House had increased ever since construction was completed, but J’Karra had no concerns about that.

She deactivated her ship’s stealth mode as she hovered above the building, instantly drawing stares and exclamations of shock and fear from the people on the ground. Secret Service agents rushed out to the lawn and drew their weapons, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

J’Karra’s ship touched down on the White House lawn and the canopy opened. The Kotharian warrior emerged, reaching behind her back and drawing her telescoping bow. 

“She’s got a weapon!” shouted one of the agents. “Open fire, open fire!”

J’Karra leapt to avoid the bullets and held out her bow, drawing the string and firing several psionic arrows that hit their mark, taking out the first wave of guards. She charged at another, jumping just as he shot at her. J’Karra took him down with a kick to the face. The next agent was tripped by J’Karra’s bow and then the final one taken out with a psionic arrow to the face. 

She stood, her black and gold cape billowing behind her in the wind. J’Karra approached the doors and kicked them in. Other guards, alerted by her presence outside, were already in the hall, hiding behind cover and waiting to strike. 

J’Karra still wore her helmet and the HUD told her the location of each agent. She took the bow in both hands and it separated at the grip, the string retracting into one end, leaving her with a pair of battle staves. Running forward, there was an agent hiding to her left. He emerged from cover and raised his gun, but she jumped at the wall, pushed her foot up against it and spun, bringing down one of the staves on his head. 

Another agent was positioned across the hall from her. He aimed the weapon and J’Karra hurled one of the staves, striking his weapon from his hand. She rushed him, grabbing the stave as it bounced back. J’Karra pounced and knocked him out with a direct strike from her helmet.

“Get her!”

The agents emerged from cover and stared firing. J’Karra’s armor protected her from their bullets and she reassembled the bow, connecting the string and firing off a flurry of psionic arrows. One by one, the Secret Service agents fell to her attacks.

She continued through the house, striking down anyone who got in her way. Her movements were graceful as she dodged their attacks, returning in full force with either her strength or her alien weaponry. There was a reason that J’Karra was chosen for this mission by the Matriarch—she was one of the finest warriors the Kotharian military had ever seen and once she began a mission, she would either complete it or she would be killed in the attempt. No other outcome was acceptable to the Kotharians.

Her HUD displayed a map of the grounds obtained from public records on the Internet. The Oval Office was her next stop and when she found it, she kicked down the door. 

Several more agents were inside. They stood between J’Karra and her target, the man she knew as President Lawson from her research. Lawson huddled behind his guards and J’Karra saw another man beside him, one who obviously was not part of the guard detail.

“Put down the bow!” said an agent. J’Karra responded with a psionic arrow in his chest. He collapsed and another agent checked on him. No entry wound, not even a projectile. But he experienced the same fate as his colleague, falling after J’Karra shot him next.

J’Karra pulled the string several times in rapid succession. The arrows appeared, launched, and she pulled the string again. The movements were so rapid, it was almost impossible for the human eye to see them. 

By the time all was said and done, it was just J’Karra, Lawson, and the third man standing there. Lawson’s mouth was open and he stared down at his agents. “My god…you killed them…”

“No,” she said, reaching a hand for the side of her helmet. It receded away, revealing her reddish-orange skin, yellow braids, and gold, catlike eyes. “They’ll live. Unlike you, I am not a murderer.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Lawson. “I didn’t kill anyone!”

“She’s one of them, Mr. President,” said the other man, with a receding hairline and glasses. “One of those specials.”

J’Karra turned her gaze to him. “And you are?”

“Joseph Ramsey, Secretary of Defense,” he said.

“Then be silent, Joseph Ramsey, Secretary of Defense.” J’Karra took a step closer to Lawson, who took a step back to maintain the distance between them. She raised the bow, drawing the string and generating a psionic arrow ready to fire. “I am only after the man responsible for the death of my people.”

“I have no idea what you’re on about,” said Lawson. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“I know about the crash. Roswell, 1947. Your government shot down and took possession of a Kotharian research vessel,” said J’Karra. “I want to know where it and the crew are located.”

“Roswell?” asked Lawson, then followed up with a chuckle. “Are you out of your mind? There was no alien crash!”

“Liar!” She was about to fire the arrow, when she saw Ramsey make a break for the door. J’Karra turned her arrow to him, releasing the string. The arrow cut through the air and struck him in the back. Ramsey cried out just an instant before he fell face-first.

Lawson’s attention was on the Secretary, so he didn’t see J’Karra cross the distance that separated them. She held the bow against his neck, pinning him against the wall. Her yellow eyes stared into his blue ones and she gently laid her fingers on his forehead.

“If you do not tell me what I need to know, then I’ll pull the information from your mind.”


























CHAPTER 5




As soon as Zukov informed Vanguard that the White House was under attack, they immediately suited up and boarded the Icarus. With the jet’s flight capabilities, they were able to make the trip in less than half the time it would take a normal plane. While en route, Zukov provided them with surveillance footage from the White House of the attack.

“Doesn’t make any sense,” said Shift, shaking her head as she watched the attacker take out the Secret Service. “Why would J’Karra attack the White House?”

“Who knows? We don’t even know why she attacked the same base in North Korea that we were after,” said Gunsmith. 

“Maybe she found a connection between Azarov and Ramsey,” said Sentinel.

“Yeah, but how?” asked Wraith. 

“She was able to connect with my mind, maybe that’s how she figured it out,” said Paragon.

“Whatever the case, she’s got the President and that means we have to take her out,” said Gunsmith. “We’ll worry about her motivations once we’ve got her shackled.”

“We’ve arrived,” said Zenith.

The Icarus switched to VTOL mode and lowered to the ground, landing beside J’Karra’s much-smaller ship. Vanguard emerged from the rear hatch and when the onlookers from behind the fence and the police barricades that had been set up saw them, they immediately began cheering.

“That’s a good sign,” said Sharkskin with a wide, toothy grin.

“Don’t get too excited, Jaws,” said Wraith. 

“Freeze!”

One of the agents had recovered from J’Karra’s initial assault and he held his weapon, pointing it at the team. Wraith fired an ebon blast at him and the agent froze for a moment before collapsing, his body shivering as he stared at the team in fear. Wraith approached and knelt down beside him, giving him a gentle slap on his head.

“We’re here to help, you moron.”

“Wraith,” ordered Gunsmith. Wraith stood and saw the leader point to the doors.

“Stay here,” said Paragon to the agents who lined the corridors, only now beginning to recover. 

“Zen, what’ve we got?” asked Gunsmith.

“Approximately nine individuals inside the Oval Office,” said Zenith. “All unconscious save for two.”

“And one of them is definitely a special,” added Sentinel.

Gunsmith took point and moved to the wall beside the busted door. He looked at the team and saw they were prepared. Sentinel had activated his holographic armor, Zenith’s arms were in cannon-mode, and Shift’s hands had changed into tentacles. He gave a nod and raised his guns, stepping inside the Oval Office.

“Don’t move!”

J’Karra still had Lawson pinned to the wall, her hand on his head. She opened her eyes and turned to Vanguard, allowing the President to fall to the ground.

Gunsmith was about to open fire, but Paragon flew in front of him, her eyes fixed on J’Karra. 

“Dammit, Anita, you’re blocking my shot!” he muttered.

“What are you doing, J’Karra?” asked Paragon, ignoring her leader’s comment. “This isn’t like you. Our minds were connected, I know you’re a good person.”

J’Karra gestured to the bodies lying around the room. “These men all still draw breath, Paragon. I am simply after that which is mine.”

“You’re outta your goddamn mind,” said Wraith. 

“If they took something from you, then we’ll help make it right,” said Paragon. “But I need you to just relax and put down your weapon.”

J’Karra’s response came quick. Instead of dropping her bow, she raised it and fired a psionic arrow that struck Paragon in the chest. Although her forcefield made her nearly invulnerable and protected her from most attacks, she had no defense against J’Karra’s weapon. Against another psionic, Paragon was just as vulnerable as anyone else.

The blow was fierce, too. Paragon’s body seized up and she fell to one knee. Her head felt like it was going to explode and she could barely hear or see anything. All her senses were focused on the pain in her mind.

Wraith and Gunsmith both retaliated on Paragon’s behalf, Wraith releasing ebon blasts and Gunsmith firing his teleforce blasters. Zenith and Sentinel joined in the attacks, too. J’Karra somersaulted around the blasts, and when she had an opening, she fired an arrow first at Gunsmith as he was the easiest to hit. He fell to a fate similar to Paragon’s.

The next arrow was intended for Wraith, but he vanished in a portal and reappeared behind J’Karra. She swung her bow and struck him in the jaw, then grabbed him, using him as a shield. Zenith and Sentinel accidentally struck him and Wraith cried out in pain.

While the rest of the group kept J’Karra busy, Shift’s tentacles reached out for Lawson, wrapping around his legs and pulling him behind the Resolute Desk. Sharkskin pulled some of the downed agents out of harm’s way as well. With Zenith and Sentinel attacking J’Karra with everything they had, any attempt for Sharkskin to jump in and use his strength would only end up getting himself injured.

Once they were clear, Sharkskin picked up one of the chairs in the Oval Office and hurled it at J’Karra. She jumped to stay clear of it and ducked behind one of the couches. When she lunged up again, she fired a psionic arrow. It struck Sentinel and he paused for a moment, looking down at his body. But then he quickly recovered by raising his hand and firing off another energy blast from the palm of his gauntlet.

“Already had someone mess with my mind once, not gonna happen again!” he said.

Zenith hit his thrusters and shot his robotic body at J’Karra. He grabbed her, blowing through a few walls before separating by unleashing a pulse from his cannon at close range. While Zenith stopped, J’Karra went through a few more walls before she finally landed in the foyer of the White House.

Zenith came after her, with Sentinel soon hovering beside him. Both Shift and Sharkskin quickly joined them, following the path Zenith had left. J’Karra struggled to get to her feet, looking at her four opponents. Shift and Sharkskin she could take out with her powers, but Zenith and apparently Sentinel were both immune. Although she was confident that she could keep up a defense for now, she was beginning to feel the effects of exhaustion. If she continued on like this, she would make a mistake or one of the their downed teammates would recover. 

Besides, she got what she needed to know from Lawson. Continuing to battle Vanguard was just a waste of time. She would deal with them at a later date, after she completed her mission.

J’Karra activated a button on her gauntlet and a blue energy field surrounded her entire body. It swirled faster and brighter until she completely vanished and the energy dissipated into nothing. 

“What the hell was that?” asked Sharkskin.

“She appears to have teleported,” said Zenith. He turned his head. “And now her craft is departing from the area.”

“Gotta go after her!” Sentinel activated his jetpack and blew through the White House ceiling. He saw J’Karra’s craft rising off the ground and flying off into the sky. Sentinel pushed his jetpack to the maximum, trying to keep up with her. But J’Karra’s plane moved too quickly and once she activated stealth mode, she vanished completely from sight and from his sensors.


























CHAPTER 6




After J’Karra’s departure, the team regrouped. The President had them all brought down to the White House Situation Room, along with Ramsey and an escort of Secret Service agents. 

“This is unacceptable,” said Ramsey. “They have no business being down here, Mr. President.”

“Y’know, a ‘thank you for saving our butts’ wouldn’t hurt,” said Sharkskin.

“‘Thank you’?” asked Ramsey.

“You’re welcome,” said Sharkskin with a smile, ignoring the intonation. “See, was that so hard?”

That only angered the Secretary even more. “I’m certainly not going to thank you—you freaks! It’s probably because of you that we were attacked by that psychopath!”

“Joe, please. You’re not helping,” said Lawson.

Ramsey turned to the President, pointing at the group. “They’re a security risk! They shouldn’t even be here! We pulled the plug on their operation because we knew how dangerous it was to keep them around!”

“With all due respect, Mr. Secretary, shut the hell up,” said Gunsmith. “We received word that the White House was being attacked and we came to do the same thing we’ve always done—save lives.”

Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “Tell that to Curtis Hayworth.”

“You sonnuva—” Wraith made a movement for Ramsey, but Paragon stepped in front of him and placed a firm hand on his chest. “You’re the one responsible for that!”

“Don’t,” said Paragon. 

“You see? Wild accusations!” said Ramsey, having backed as far away from the team so he was standing in the corner. “We can’t trust these people, Mr. President. We ordered them to disband and yet here they are, back together. And with a new member, no less!” He pointed at Sentinel. “Plus, did you see how they arrived? They still have the Icarus, which should be in the possession of Cerberus! In fact…” Ramsey reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone. “I’m going to put in a call to them right now. Get a team down here to obtain these rogue specials.”

Sharkskin crossed the distance between him and Ramsey in a flash. He took the phone and squeezed it in his hand. The glass cracked and the phone crumpled under his strength. He dropped it on the floor, now a hunk of useless plastic and metal.

“Oops,” he said. “Sorry about that. These new phones are so damn fragile.”

Ramsey stared at his phone in shock. He looked up at Sharkskin with anger burning in his eyes. But Sharkskin just flashed him a large smile. Although with the rows of razor-sharp teeth in his mouth, the gesture couldn’t help but be intimidating.

“This has gone on long enough,” said Lawson. He looked at the small cadre of agents. “Please remove the Secretary from the room.”

Ramsey did a double-take on the President, his voice stammering a bit as he asked, “What?”

“You heard me,” said Lawson, his voice calm yet stern. “All you’re doing is escalating the situation. So I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“You can’t be serious!”

“I think he is,” said Wraith. “So why don’t you get the hell out?”

Two agents flanked Ramsey, taking hold of his arms. He roughly pulled away, glaring at everyone in the room. “I can do it myself.”

Once the agents left with Ramsey in tow, the door was shut behind them. Lawson gave a sigh and sat down at the head of the table. He motioned to the other chairs and the Vanguardians all took a seat for themselves, with Koji having to change back to his human form in order to sit comfortably.

Lawson clasped his hands and laid them on the table, his eyes studying each of the specials who sat around him. “To say I have a lot of questions would be a gross understatement. I ordered Operation: Vanguard shut down. So how is it I’m staring at Vanguard right now?”

“Mr. President, I believe I can answer that,” said Zenith. “You ordered an end to government support of Vanguard. We chose on our own to re-assemble, operating independently of the government of the United States or any other nation.”

“The Icarus is government property,” said Lawson.

“Actually no, it is not,” said Zenith. “I built and designed the Icarus myself. Most of the funds invested in its construction came from my own, private accounts.”

This drew some confused stares from Zenith’s teammates. “Your private accounts?” asked Shift.

Zenith nodded. “Decades ago, I began investing in the stock market. The Icarus and the Atlas-F ICBM silo that our base was constructed out of were purchased by me in order to avoid any connection to the Hayworth administration. It is true that some of the equipment located inside is owned by the government, but I am willing to provide recompense.”

Lawson leaned back in his chair and scoffed. “You clever son of a bitch. I’d be lying if I told you all that things have been better with you gone. But we’ve still got the problem of you essentially acting as a vigilante organization.”

“That’s what Cerberus is for,” said Gunsmith. “As you’re already aware, sir, I work for that agency. I can act as a liaison between Cerberus and Vanguard to ensure we aren’t exceeding our mandate.”

“I appreciate that. Ramsey won’t be happy about it, but that’s his problem,” said Lawson.

“That’s something else we need to discuss, sir,” said Gunsmith. “We have reason to believe that the Secretary may have been working with the Red Fist.”

“Now hold on just a second,” said Lawson, his body tensing up. “Ramsey may be a pain in my ass, but that’s a pretty serious accusation. You’re basically saying he was an accessory to the murder of some of the most powerful people in this country, including the President of the United States. So you’d better have some serious proof to back up such a serious charge.”

“How about the fact that he’s still alive when everyone else in the Cabinet was torched?” asked Wraith. 

“Excuse me?”

“Sir, my teammate’s unfortunate choice of words aside, he has a point,” said Paragon. “Ramsey was conveniently at the Pentagon when the Khagan attacked.”

“Moreover, my exoskeleton technology was obtained and replicated by the Red Fist,” said Gunsmith. “The only people who had access to that tech were myself, Colonel Thorne, Zenith, President Hayworth, and Secretary Ramsey.”

“There’s also the teleforce tech the Khagan had me construct his laser out of,” said Sentinel. “That came from government sources.”

Lawson shook his head. “You make an interesting case, but it’s not enough to bring him up on charges.”

“Yes, we understand that, sir. It is why we’ve remained silent until now,” said Zenith. “But we ask that you maintain a close watch on him.”

“I can promise you that,” said Lawson. “Now, let’s get down to business. What the hell happened here today?”

“The woman who attacked you is named J’Karra,” said Zenith. “She claims to be from an alien race called the Kotharians. And what is more, she appears to be a special.”

Lawson shut his eyes and held up his hand. “Slow down. She’s a special?”

Shift’s eyes went from side to side as she processed Lawson’s comment. “You’re more surprised about the special part than the alien part?”

“She said something about taking back what’s hers,” said Paragon. “Do you have any idea what she meant?”

Lawson looked away, rubbing his chin. He was clearly considering whether or not to tell them what he knew. But finally, it was Zenith who did it for him. “He knows. We both do.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Sentinel.

“1947, Roswell, New Mexico,” said Zenith.

“What the hell are you doing?” asked Lawson, rising suddenly. “That’s classified information, how did you—”

Gunsmith rose and stared down the President. “Listen sir, if we’re going to stop J’Karra, we need to know what she’s after and where we can find her. We can’t do our jobs if we have no idea where she is. Now classified or not, if this information could lead us to her location, then we need to hear it.”

“Given that we are already aware of J’Karra’s alien origins, I would say it’s a little late for secrecy, Mr. President,” said Zenith. 

“So aliens actually did crash in Roswell,” said Sentinel. “And the government did cover it up.”

“It was the Cold War, we weren’t sure if what we discovered was alien or some new Soviet technology,” said Lawson. “So yes, we took the wreckage and covered it up. Once we examined it, we discovered that the occupants were aliens. Orange-skinned aliens, in fact. With yellow hair.”

“Just like J’Karra,” said Paragon.

“The crew didn’t survive the crash, but we kept them on ice for study,” said Lawson. “And we had top scientists work on reverse-engineering the ship they arrived in.”

“The technology recovered from the crash has been a massive influence on the decades since. In fact, the Icarus would not be possible without technology salvaged from Roswell,” said Zenith.

“So she’s after the ship and its crew,” said Gunsmith. “Did you tell her where to find it?”

Lawson sighed. “Not exactly. She said she was going to pull the information from my mind. Then she did…something to me. That’s when you all arrived.”

“She read your mind,” said Paragon. 

“She wasn’t really keen on sticking around,” said Shift. “Probably got what she needed.”

“So where is it?” asked Wraith, staring across the table at Lawson.

“Pretty much where you’d expect it to be,” said Lawson.

Wraith scoffed. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

“You’d actually keep it there given all the rumors?” asked Sentinel.

“Who do you think spread many of those rumors in the first place?” asked Lawson. “It’s called hiding in plain sight. The story’s so ridiculous and most of the proponents so out there that most would write it off as nonsense.”

“I don’t get it,” said Shift. “What are you talking about?”

“Area 51,” said Gunsmith. “That’s where J’Karra is headed.”


























CHAPTER 7




J’Karra’s craft exited stealth mode as she approached the massive military airfield near Groom Lake in Nevada. Her ship picked up radio transmissions, warning her that she was in restricted airspace, but J’Karra just ignored the warnings. She targeted the airfield and opened fire, the guns beneath her wings launching energy blasts at the guards on the ground. 

Her ship’s computer warned her of an incoming attack. J’Karra rolled the plane to avoid the energy blast that nearly struck her tail. She looped around to see the attacker and she recognized the Icarus from the White House flying directly at her.

Teleforce guns below the Icarus started shooting at her plane. J’Karra’s craft was smaller and had less firepower, but it was also much faster and easier to maneuver. She dove to avoid the blasts and circled around to come up on the Icarus’ tail. J’Karra pulled the trigger on her guns and the Icarus struggled to steer clear of the shots. One of the wings was struck, but was otherwise undamaged.

The rear hatch on the Icarus opened and two figures flew out—one in red and white with a cape flowing behind her and the other covered in an orange, holographic suit of armor. Paragon and Sentinel. 

J’Karra targeted Sentinel first, releasing a volley of fire. Sentinel stopped his pursuit, maintaining his position in the air so he could better guard against the attack. He diverted most of the power to his armor, shielding him from the blasts.

Paragon flew in a direct line towards J’Karra. The alien pulled off Sentinel to engage the new target, her guns shooting wildly at the woman. Paragon evaded most strikes, but one hit her, causing her to stop in mid-air. A few other shots struck and Paragon staggered, but managed to remain in a hover position. J’Karra locked onto Paragon and was ready to fire again when she was struck from behind. 

J’Karra pulled up on the stick, the Icarus right on her tail. She shot towards the mountains and the Icarus increased its speed to keep up with her. J’Karra flew as close to the mountains as possible before suddenly pulling up to avoid hitting the ridge. Her hope was the Icarus wouldn’t be as easy to pull away, but she was wrong. 

The Icarus was still in close pursuit, firing more shots at her. J’Karra pushed her ship as fast as she could without engaging the warp drive. Signals were coming through from the Icarus and J’Karra listened to the robotic voice that pumped through her speakers.

“Do not make this difficult on yourself, J’Karra,” said Zenith. “Land your plane immediately. We will take you into custody and you have our word that you will be treated fairly.”

“The same way you treated my people?” she asked, before blocking the transmission. 

J’Karra dove again and the Icarus struggled to follow her course. She flew at the mountains once more, but this time she turned her plane to the side so she could squeeze through a narrow gap, one even the Icarus couldn’t get through. 

The Icarus instead pulled up, taking the long way over. But Sentinel and Paragon had no such qualms. They were back in the fight, with Sentinel’s jetpack pushing him ahead of Paragon. He followed J’Karra through the gap and held his arms out in front of him. Blasts fired from the palms of his gauntlets. 

J’Karra evaded them, then took a sharp turn. Sentinel was still on her, but she pushed down on the stick and dropped her speed. Sentinel went right overhead and J’Karra hit her thrusters again, now following him.

Sentinel stopped and turned, but it was just in time for J’Karra to release a powerful volley of blasts at near point-blank range. It overwhelmed him and he began to fall. 

J’Karra sent a transmission to the Icarus. “Your friend will be dead soon unless you do something.” She resumed the block and turned again. A video feed on her HUD showed the Icarus flying close to Sentinel and Zenith emerging from the craft to catch his falling teammate. A tiny smile played on the Kotharian’s lips. They’d become her enemies, but she respected Vanguard and didn’t want to see any unnecessary harm come to them. But she wondered why Zenith was the one to rescue Sentinel instead of Paragon, who was already in range.

Her answer came when something landed on her craft. J’Karra looked up through the canopy to see Paragon atop her ship. She banged a few times on the forcefield that served as the “glass.”

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Stop this now, you’re only going to make things worse!”

J’Karra responded by increasing her speed as she flew back to the Area 51 airfield. The sudden jolt forward nearly threw Paragon off, but she grabbed hold of the tail fin. With her strength and her flight, she pulled herself forward.

Paragon closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. “J’Karra, listen to me, please.”

J’Karra could feel Paragon’s thoughts poking around her mind. She shook her head, straining to keep them out. 

“I know you can hear me. I know why you’re here. We know all about Roswell and your people who were taken. If you let us, we can help you resolve this. But if you push ahead as recklessly as you have, you’ll only convince the government that you can’t be trusted.”

J’Karra heard Paragon’s thoughts. She was trying to pull her into the mindscape, where they battled the Collective. But though Paragon was getting more powerful, she was still a novice in this avenue. Whereas J’Karra had been training to use these abilities since she was a child.

“Stay out of my head, Anita. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You’re better than this. I know you are.”

“Fine. You leave me no choice.”

J’Karra concentrated and unleashed a psychic attack. Paragon screamed, releasing her grip on the tail. With her main opposition gone, J’Karra could return to the base. But now she was close enough that she could use the ship to keep Vanguard distracted. 

She engaged the auto-pilot and activated the ship’s teleporter. Blue waves of energy wrapped around her body, increasing in size and intensity until J’Karra vanished completely.

When she rematerialized, she was on the airfield, drawing surprised looks from the guards. They all raised their guns and aimed them at her. J’Karra looked at all of them with her catlike eyes and smiled. 


























CHAPTER 8




Zenith flew back into the Icarus, holding Sentinel. He entered the hatch and Sharkskin, who stood beside the entrance, holding tightly to the handrail above him, activated the switch to close it back up. 

The robot carried his friend over to the gurney and set him down. Sharkskin came up beside Zenith and they both looked at Sentinel, who was already groggily coming to.

“What happened?” he asked, rubbing his head. He raised the visor from his eyes.

“J’Karra shot you at close-range,” said Zenith.

“That armor’s pretty impressive, dude,” said Sharkskin. “Didn’t know it could withstand something like that.”

“Don’t think it can,” said Sentinel, sitting up. 

“Zen, get up here!” came the voice of Shift over the comms. Zenith moved quickly to the cockpit. Sharkskin lingered behind, helping Sentinel up to the front.

When Zenith entered the cockpit, Gunsmith sat in the co-pilot’s seat with Shift at the controls. “What is it?” he asked.

“We’re coming up on J’Karra again, but it looks like Anita was just knocked clear somehow,” said Shift. “She didn’t fall, though, just lost her grip and looked a bit dazed.”

“She’s moving to engage again,” said Gunsmith. He activated the comm-link. “Paragon, this is Gunsmith. We’ve got Sentinel and are about to get back in the game. Return to the Icarus, we can take it from here.”

“Roger that,” said Paragon.

“Hold on,” said Zenith. “Paragon, this is Zenith. I need you to try to fly above the cockpit. Confirm that the ship is occupied.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Gunsmith.

“Communications from the ground state that an intruder is on the base,” said Zenith. “We need to know if we’re still dealing with J’Karra or if she has reinforcements.”

It took another moment or two for Paragon to respond. When she did, though, she confirmed that the plane was empty. Shift furrowed her brow in confusion. “How is it empty?”

“J’Karra used a teleporter at the White House. It must be connected to her ship,” said Zenith. “She must have activated the auto-pilot right before exiting.”

“Auto-pilot?” asked Gunsmith, his eyes widening as he stared out the windshield. “Then how is it the plane looks like it’s coming around to engage us again?”

Sure enough, the craft opened fire on them and it happened so far that Shift didn’t have a chance to evade. The Icarus rumbled with the impact.

“Her auto-pilot must be a kind of artificial intelligence, capable of attacking,” said Zenith. “We have to bring that ship down before we can engage her on the ground.”

“We’ve had a hard enough time keeping up with it so far, you think we can risk the time it would take?” asked Gunsmith. “Wait, I’ve got an idea. Sentinel, Wraith, can you guys get up here?”

The two heroes soon joined them in the crowded cockpit. 

“J’Karra’s ship is on some kind of auto-pilot, and we need to take it down,” said Gunsmith, looking at Sentinel. “You think you’re up to it?”

“He almost died a few minutes ago!” said Shift.

“More like stunned,” said Sentinel. “I think J’Karra was only firing low-intensity blasts.”

“So can you use your technopathy to take control of her ship?” asked Gunsmith.

Sentinel gave a hesitant nod. “In theory, I guess. But it is alien technology. I’m not so sure how my powers will interact with that.”

“We’ve gotta try anyway,” said Gunsmith. “Wraith, I need you to teleport him as close as possible to the plane.”

“No problem,” said Wraith.

“Zenith, take the controls. Shift, you’re coming with us,” said Gunsmith.

“Where are we going?” asked Shift as she pushed her seat away from the console and stood, allowing Zenith to take her place. 

“After J’Karra. Once Wraith teleports Sentinel to her ship, he’s going to teleport you, me, and Sharkskin to the ground. Paragon, did you get that? Want you to meet us there, too.”

“Copy,” said Paragon.

“Good. Zen, you provide back-up for Sentinel. If he can’t take the ship, blow it out of the sky. We’ll regroup on the ground,” said Gunsmith.

“Okay, so let’s do this,” said Sentinel.

Wraith led him back around the partition to the cabin. He opened a portal and Sentinel looked through it, seeing the form of J’Karra’s ship right below. He jumped into the portal and when he emerged, he landed on the ship’s canopy. 

Sentinel began to slip, but he activated the magnets in his boots and stuck to the craft. He set his hands on the roof and closed his eyes. It was hard to explain exactly how his powers worked. He didn’t even quite know it himself. All he knew is that when he came into contact with machines and concentrated, it was like they spoke to him in a secret language only he knew. He could also see them in a way others couldn’t, observe how they were put together, how their components interacted, and what needed to go where.

But the usual method of communication was difficult in this instance. It was like a kind of language barrier. Sentinel was reminded of the time when he tried to use what little he remembered from his high school Spanish classes on a trip to Mexico. There was a lot of confusion, misinterpretation, and frustration as he tried to communicate with J’Karra’s ship. He was now using the equivalent of short, easy phrases and hand gestures to try and communicate with the ship’s computer. 

He could sense he was beginning to make some progress. The ship’s responses weren’t as hostile as before. He was carefully winning it over, but required a little more finessing. Sentinel glanced over his head and saw the Icarus still hovering behind.

“I am prepared to strike once you are clear,” said Zenith.

“Don’t think it’ll be necessary. But let me concentrate,” said Sentinel. His attention returned to the task at hand. Sentinel shut his eyes, trying to focus on breaking through that communication barrier.

And then it happened. The forcefield over the canopy receded. Sentinel opened his eyes and smiled. He hopped into the cockpit and the canopy forcefield closed over him. 

“Zen, I’m in!” he said. “Now let’s get this thing on the ground!”

***

Wraith’s shadow portal opened inside the gates of Area 51 and he emerged from it with Gunsmith, Sharkskin, and Shift behind him. The recovering guards raised their guns, aiming them at the team. Wraith rolled his eyes, muttering, “This crap again?”

“Stand down,” said Gunsmith. “We’re here to help.”

“This is a restricted area,” said one of the guards.

Paragon streaked from the sky, slamming into the ground with her fists forward and generating a shockwave that caused everyone to lose their balance. “We don’t have time for this,” she said as she stood tall, dusting off her hands. “We’re the only ones who can stop J’Karra so you can either let us through calmly or we can go through you.”

Sharkskin grinned as he came up behind Paragon, his form towering over hers and adding to the intimidation. He cracked his knuckles. “Choice is yours, fellas.”

Shift and Wraith moved beside their teammates. One of the guards raised his rifle, apparently making his decision. But before he could fire, an energy blast knocked it from his hands. 

Gunsmith held up one of his blasters. He bent his elbow so the gun pointed at the sky. “Don’t push us. We’ve had a rough day.”

“Hold your fire!” shouted one of the guards, apparently a man with some authority. “We’ve just received a call saying that these people are authorized to go inside.”

Gunsmith holstered his weapon and breathed a sigh of relief. A massive shadow fell over the group and all eyes turned skywards to see both the Icarus and J’Karra’s ship lowering from the sky. Once they landed, both Sentinel and Zenith disembarked.

The commanding officer approached Gunsmith. “Listen. I understand you’re authorized to be here. But I have to stress that what’s inside this base is highly classified for a very good reason. If word of the work we do in here got out, it could not only jeopardize our national security but even cause a global panic.”

Gunsmith nodded. “I worked in intelligence for some time. Trust me, I know how to keep a secret.”

The commanding officer eyed the rest of the team with suspicion. “Can they?”

“I’d trust them with my life, sir,” said Gunsmith. “Your secrets will be safe with us. We’re not here to expose anything, we’re here to stop a very dangerous woman before she hurts anyone else.”

The commanding officer nodded and led the team to the entrance of the installation. He opened it for them with his security clearance and then stood to the side, letting the team enter the building.

“What’ve we got?” asked Gunsmith.

Sentinel activated his scanners capable of locating the unique energy signature given off by specials. “She’s in the sub-levels.”

“Good, let’s get down there,” said Paragon.

“Scout ahead, find an elevator or stairwell,” said Gunsmith. “Paragon, a word?”

While Vanguard moved ahead to find an entry point into the sub-levels, Anita approached the team leader, who looked at her with concern in his blue eyes. “You sure you’re up for this?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Paragon.

“There’s something off about you when it comes to J’Karra. You two obviously have some connection after you mind-melded or whatever in North Korea.”

“So what? You think I’m going to go easy on her because we’ve shared thoughts?”

“I’m just saying, you were pretty adamant in saying she was a good person before she attacked the White House. And you seemed hesitant in the air. But then you get down here and you’re ready to tear through any barriers to get to her.”

“You’re worried I’m compromised, aren’t you?” she asked. “Being controlled by her, like the Analyst did to me last year?”

“No, I know that’s not it. But there is something odd going on here.”

“Does J’Karra have motivations for her actions? Yes. Just like I’m sure every other threat we’ve gone up against had. But it doesn’t change the fact that she’s a danger and I’m going to stop her,” said Paragon. 

Gunsmith gave a nod. “Okay, good. So long as we’re on the same page. Just don’t let your emotions get the better of you down there.”


























CHAPTER 9




J’Karra was able to move through Area 51 with relative ease. Any guards that came upon her, she quickly dispatched without dealing too much permanent damage. She reactivated her helmet and she found that there was a Kotharian beacon. It was faint, but still there and the position showed on her helmet’s HUD.

She moved down the stairwells, the beacon growing stronger as she approached. Just through one last corridor and then she’d be at the entrance. There were a few human lifeforms her suit’s scanners were picking up. J’Karra readied her bow and stepped out of cover.

The two guards she spotted flanking the door raised their weapons. J’Karra unleashed a pair of psionic arrows that dropped them both to the ground. She approached the door. It was thick and had a security lock on it. Even if she had explosives on her, the door would likely come out of it without a scratch.

J’Karra knelt down by the guards and set her bow on the ground in front of her. She placed her fingertips on the guards’ heads and closed her eyes, concentrating. She scanned through their minds, trying to see if they had the information she needed. But unfortunately, the guards were useless. They had no access to what was behind the door, they were just here to guard it.

She sighed and stood. Bending her arm in front of her, she entered some commands into the gauntlet. The HUD informed her that the suit was trying to break through the security protocols that kept the door closed. There was also a warning that Chaknaar-powered individuals were en route. 

Vanguard.

J’Karra wasn’t looking forward to another battle with them. But she needed to know the truth of what had been done to her people. After another moment or two, the HUD reported success and she heard the locks turning. The door opened with a hiss, sliding to the side. 

She took her bow and stepped inside, bringing it up and ready to fire. The room wasn’t very large. It was filled with computers and there were two men and one woman inside the room, all wearing lab coats. They raised their hands in surrender and a quick scan by her suit told J’Karra that they possessed no weapons.

“Please, don’t hurt us,” said one of the men. 

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Dr. Beck.” He pointed to the next man. “This is Dr. Ambrose,” and then finally gestured to the woman, “and Dr. Roche.”

“We’re scientists, we’re just working on research for the government,” said Roche.

“You have something that belongs to me,” said J’Karra. “That belongs to my people.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Ambrose.

J’Karra reached a hand for her helmet. It receded into its housings, revealing her face to them. There was an audible gasp from the three scientists.

“My god…” said Roche. “She looks just like them.”

“Where is it? Where are they?” asked J’Karra.

“We’ll show you. Just…please, lower your weapon,” said Beck. We’re unarmed, we couldn’t hurt you even if we wanted.”

J’Karra performed a surface scan of their thoughts. It was difficult without physical contact, but she could at the very least act as a sort of lie detector. And she got the sense they were being truthful.

“Very well.” Her bow collapsed and she affixed it to the housing beneath her cape. “Show me.”

Beck breathed a sigh of relief and looked at his companions. “Come on, let’s show her.”

The three scientists led her from the computers to another door. Ambrose entered in his security clearance and the door opened for him. The adjoining room was a large hangar. A ship was on the ground in the center of the room, with a ramp leading up to it. Panels were removed from the outer hull, with the wires and technology inside exposed. And the hatch was open.

“This is it,” said J’Karra. 

“It crashed here on Earth about seventy years ago,” said Ambrose. “We’ve been studying it ever since.”

“It was a research vessel,” said J’Karra. “Sent to explore other worlds. On a mission of peace.” She angrily spun on the scientists. “And you shot it down!”

“What? No!” said Roche. “We didn’t shoot anything down!”

“Listen to me, we’re not sure what caused the crash,” said Beck. “The flight recorder has remained a total mystery to us. Linguists have spent decades trying to decipher the language with no success.”

J’Karra narrowed her eyes. “The crew. What happened to them?”

Beck looked down at his feet. J’Karra’s eyes took stock of Roche and Ambrose, who were also looking away. She sensed hesitation from them mixed with fear. They were keeping something from her. J’Karra grabbed Beck by his neck and lifted him off the ground.

“St-stop!”

“Where are they?” she asked again. 

“We’ll show you, just put him down!” pleaded Roche. J’Karra looked at the woman. The fear had grown in all of them. They were terrified J’Karra would kill them once she found what she was looking for.

“Do as I say when I say it and you shall be unharmed.” J’Karra dropped Beck and turned her back to him as he coughed. Ambrose helped him to his feet while J’Karra approached Roche.

“Just…follow me,” said Roche. She moved away from the ship, down to another door across the room from the one they entered in. Another security checkpoint to pass and then they entered. This was a long corridor leading to a medical laboratory of some sort. J’Karra looked around the room. There were gurneys lined up, and surgical tools. Bright lights and illuminators. 

“This way,” said Roche, leading J’Karra to another door. Yet another checkpoint and J’Karra stared at Roche as she entered in her clearance.

“Your people are quite distrustful of one another.”

“It’s for security reasons,” said Roche. “If this got out…”

The door opened with a hiss and J’Karra felt the air grow cooler as mist coalesced out from the chamber. Roche entered, wrapping her arms around herself and shivering a bit. J’Karra’s armor adjusted to the elements, allowing her body to remain at a comfortable temperature regardless of the environment.

But when J’Karra saw what was in this chamber, she felt a chill go down her spine. 

Glass tubes lined the walls. Most were empty but three contained bodies. They were mostly frozen with their eyes shut, but J’Karra could tell their skin tone matched hers. Pointed ears and long, yellow braids. Just like hers. If J’Karra could examine their eyes, she knew they would be identical to her own.

“What have you done?” she asked.

“They all died in the crash,” said Roche. 

J’Karra’s eyes ran over the naked flesh of the Kotharian corpses. She noticed cuts on the bodies and angrily glared at Roche. “You opened them up?”

Roche gulped and then gave a hesitant nod. “W-we performed autopsies, yes. We wanted to try and understand their anatomy and where they came from.”

J’Karra took a menacing step towards Roche, her yellow eyes flashing with anger. “You cut. Them. Up!”

Roche backed away from J’Karra, stepping out of the chamber and into the medical room. She backed into a gurney and stumbled, falling to the ground. “No, please don’t hurt me!”

“They were in this galaxy on a research mission and you butchered them! For what?” J’Karra raised her bow, ready to fire a deadly psionic arrow. But before she could release the string, a powerful red and white streak barreled into her, slamming her against the metal cabinet. The glass shattered and there was a massive dent in the wall. J’Karra looked into the eyes of her attacker.

“I’ve had just about enough of your shit!” said Paragon.


























CHAPTER 10




J’Karra launched a psychic attack that caused Paragon to loosen her grip. With her movement no longer restricted, J’Karra drew her bowstring and fired a psionic arrow right in Paragon’s face. 

The pain in the special’s brain was searing and it was followed by more and more attacks. J’Karra was no longer playing nice. If Paragon still tried to stand in her way, she would tear right through her.

An energy blast struck J’Karra in the face. Zenith flew into the room, grabbing J’Karra by her throat and hurling her across the medical lab. Before she hit anything, Zenith rocketed at her, grabbing her in mid-air and taking her down the corridor into the hangar. He fired his cannon at point-blank range, blasting her against the hull of the ship.

J’Karra strained to get up, but before she could recover, Sharkskin pounced on her. His balled fists flew at her. She twisted her head from side to side, his fists pounding into the ship’s hull instead. J’Karra stared at his black eyes and he screamed as she launched an attack at his mind. 

Shift tried to sneak up behind J’Karra, her arms stretching out as tentacles and wrapping around the warrior’s bow. J’Karra spun, holding tightly to her weapon and bracing her feet against the hull. She pulled back and the two women were locked in a tug-of-war. J’Karra took one of her hands off the bow and instead grabbed the string, drawing it back until a psionic arrow appeared. She released the string and the arrow struck Shift dead center in her chest.

Sentinel unleashed volleys of energy blasts at J’Karra from above while Gunsmith fired from the ground below. J’Karra hopped around the ship, nimbly avoiding the attacks. She launched arrows at the two, missing the mark but keeping them on their toes as well. 

Wraith appeared from a portal behind her and unleashed his ebon blasts on the warrior. J’Karra screamed as she fell, struggling with the emotions that overwhelmed her. But she wasn’t as affected as strongly as most and just as Wraith came within range, her leg swept out and knocked him onto his back. 

Paragon came charging back in like a rocket. She flew right at J’Karra, one hand wrapped around her neck, the other keeping a firm grip on her hair. Paragon flew J’Karra into the ceiling, slamming her hard against the surface. She pulled her away and released her grip just long enough to deliver a punch that knocked J’Karra down into the ground.

With her arms stretched out in front of her, Paragon barreled down at J’Karra. But as she came closer, J’Karra looked into Paragon’s eyes. There was a flash and suddenly Paragon found herself in a cavern. She looked around and she started to remember where she was.

“No…Not this…not again…”

She saw guards posted at the exits of the chamber. The ceiling and walls were rock, but fitted with lights and metal. She saw banners hanging around the room. All of them black with a red fist rising up. She saw a man. Silver hair, thin mustache, with a grim smile on his face.

And then another. Seated on a throne of power. His head bald, his western features a stark contrast to the eastern clothing he wore and the Fu Manchu mustache he sported. He rose from his throne, brushing his crimson cape behind him as he locked his hands behind his back. Slowly, he descended the steps to his throne and approached Anita, who sat on her knees, arms shackled behind her back. Still in her costume. 

The Khagan reached a hand out and gripped her chin, his cold blue eyes staring right into her brown ones. He scoffed and smiled. “Did you really think you could get away from me that easily, Anita?”

“This isn’t real,” said Anita. 

“Oh but yes, it is. It is very real,” said the Khagan. “What, you thought you were able to escape? That you and your little team could stop my ascension? My dear, you have always been under my thumb. We only let you believe you had succeeded, a fantasy in order to better assert control.”

“You’re lying.”

“Am I?” The Khagan stepped back and looked to the Analyst. “Show her.”

“Yes, my lord.” The Analyst stepped forward, hands clasped behind his back. When he reached Anita, he stared into her eyes while his own seemed to change and shift. Swirls of color that she became lost in, like falling down a deep, dark hole. “Look, Anita. Look at what you’ve wrought.”

Anita gasped as she saw herself standing over the bodies of her fallen friends. Shift’s body had been stretched to its limit. Zenith’s head torn from his body. Gunsmith lay in the ruins of his shattered armor. Wraith’s eyes were open, black as usual but completely empty. Sharkskin’s head was turned completely the wrong way around. And Sentinel had a massive hole in his chest. 

As Paragon stood over them, she glanced down at her hands. They were dripping with the blood of her teammates. Completely soaked in them. She dropped to her knees as the Khagan came up behind her, laying a hand on her shoulder.

“You’re one of us, Anita. My loyal servant.”

“It’s not real.” She grabbed the Khagan’s hand and squeezed, shattering the bones within. Paragon sprung to her feet and delivered a powerful punch right to the Khagan’s face and he simply vanished into nothing. She then turned to the Analyst, who smiled and clapped.

“Very good, Anita.” The Analyst’s form melted away, shifting into J’Karra. “You may have been able to see through the illusion, but you can’t fight me here. The mindscape is my domain.”

J’Karra threw a powerful blow that knocked Paragon amongst the dead bodies of her friends. The alien jumped in the air and came down on Paragon like a pile-driver.

“You’ve already proven susceptible to this Analyst, what makes you think you can stand up to someone like me? While you were growing up in Brooklyn reading books, my mind was being developed as a weapon.”

J’Karra grabbed Paragon by her neck and raised her up, coiling her fist for another strike.

“Your playground was a park across the street from your house. Mine was the mindscape. I know it better than I know myself. How do you expect to fight me here?”

Paragon felt weak. Like she’d just completed a marathon. But then she realized something—this was the mindscape. Here, it wasn’t physical strength that mattered. All of this was just a manifestation of their mental powers. And Anita Jordan wasn’t about to let her mind be dominated ever again.

Paragon caught J’Karra’s fist in her own, much to the alien’s surprise. She twisted and J’Karra screamed as she heard a crack. Paragon then took hold of the hand that was around her throat, pulling it loose and breaking it as well. She hovered there, her eyes now beginning to pulsate with psionic energy.

“You thought you could break me, J’Karra? Stronger people than you have tried. And failed. This time isn’t any different.”

Paragon delivered a series of blows, and J’Karra tried to fight back against them to no avail. She was battered around until finally, the mindscape melted around them and they were back in the real world. And just as J’Karra was ready to try and defend herself, she was jumped from behind. Something snapped around her neck and when she tried to use her powers again, an electric current ran through her body until she dropped to the ground, unconscious.


























CHAPTER 11




Paragon flew over the water, relishing the feel of droplets of the ocean on her face and the smell of the sea air. She could see her destination off in the distance and she pulled up to avoid striking the massive ship that floated in the middle of the ocean. She landed on the surface of what appeared to be a massive aircraft carrier. 

As she walked across the ship, she looked around at the agents who walked by her wearing uniforms marked with the Cerberus logo. A few gave her suspicious glances, but Paragon ignored them as she walked forward towards the man who waited for her. He gave her a friendly smile and approached, extending his hand.

“Paragon, it is good to see you.”

“Thank you for letting me come down here, Abram,” she said as she shook Zukov’s hand. 

“Welcome to the Island,” he said, then gestured for her to follow as he turned towards the entrance. “Come, I will give you the tour.”

Paragon followed him to an elevator. “I’m a little surprised you decided to keep using this thing after what Callus did.”

“We need a place to keep renegade specials, and this seemed like the ideal location,” said Zukov. “Olympus remains in constant contact at all times and should anyone try to escape, they are surrounded by miles of ocean. We also stay mobile so we are never in a fixed location should any accomplices decide to strike.”

“And the prisoners?”

“Fitted with inhibitor collars and constantly monitored.”

The elevator stopped and they emerged into a long corridor. “This level is reserved for the most dangerous criminals. They are kept in solitary confinement and not permitted to interact with the other prisoners.”

Paragon looked around and saw all the cells were empty except for two. She gestured to one of them. “Who’s the other one down here?”

“Your old friend, Lucent,” said Zukov. “He was actually our first prisoner. Now he has company, though.”

Paragon stopped and reached a hand for Zukov. “Listen…I want to thank you for letting me do this. I know it probably wasn’t easy to get that kind of clearance.”

Zukov gave her a smile. “Nonsense. The President owes you a debt, it seems. He’s already pressuring the United Nations Security Council to allow for increased cooperation between Vanguard and Cerberus.”

“So I guess that means we’ll be working together a lot more closely,” said Paragon.

“Indeed, but that discussion should be tabled until more information comes to light. Who knows how the Security Council will react.” Zukov paused before he changed the subject. “I have to ask…are you sure this is what you want to do?”

Paragon held a pause as well before nodding. “Yes, I’m sure. We ignored the warnings of the Red Fist and the Khagan for too long last year and it ended in tragedy. I can’t let that happen again.”

“I understand.”

They approached another cell one with opaque glass. Each cell had a small console by it and Zukov entered a command into the keypad. The glass turned from opaque to translucent and revealed the prisoner standing in the cell. Zukov looked at Paragon and said, “I shall give you a few minutes alone.”

Paragon stepped up to the glass, as did the prisoner on the other side. J’Karra glared at the woman who had defeated her with her fiery, yellow eyes, whereas Paragon’s disposition remained calm and collected.

“Are you ready to be straight with me for once?” asked Paragon.

“I have no idea what you mean.”

Paragon tapped her forehead. “In North Korea, you and I were connected on the mindscape. And then afterwards, I started seeing visions. I know about the Matriarch, I know she sent you to Earth. What I don’t know is why.”

J’Karra turned her back on Paragon and folded her arms, moving deeper into her cell. Paragon pounded on the glass. “Hey, I’m talking to you! What is your problem, anyway?”

The Kotharian warrior spun on her heel. “My problem is your people shot down a Kotharian research ship, butchered our dead, and then stripped it for parts! You exploited a tragedy! And now, I see with these abilities that you continue to exploit it!”

Paragon balked at the accusation. “Our powers? What does that have to do with anything?”

“Where do you think those abilities come from, Anita Jordan? Why do you think I register as one of your specials?” asked J’Karra. “It’s because the source of your abilities is Kotharian.”

“That’s why you came here,” said Paragon. “To investigate the specials. See how it is we came about in the first place.”

“There is more,” said J’Karra. “I knew I was taking a risk when I went into Area 51. So my last act before departing my ship was to transmit the logs I’d been keeping to the Kotharian Empire. Soon, they will know all about Roswell, the Collective, and you. They will know that you have abused our technology for your own purposes. And they will come.”

“Why are you doing this?” asked Paragon, her eyes growing wide. “I thought you were a good person…I sensed that you were a woman of honor.”

“I am,” said J’Karra. “That is why I went easy on you in Washington. But after seeing what your people have done to mine and our sacred traditions, I could stand by no longer. My loyalty is to the Kotharian Empire and the Matriarch. And soon, they will come for you, Anita Jordan. They will come for this planet.”

Paragon sighed. “So my vision…it was real, wasn’t it? There’s going to be an invasion?”

J’Karra gave a simple nod. 

Paragon lunged for the glass, banging on the surface. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing? This could mean the destruction of my world, my people! You’re talking about the deaths of billions!”

J’Karra tried to keep her face like stone, but Paragon could see some cracks in her visage. “This isn’t what you want, is it? It can’t be.”

“It is not my decision to make,” said J’Karra. “I hate you for what you’ve done to my people and my traditions. But that does not mean I want to see you eradicated.”

“Then why? Why send those logs when you know what it will mean?”

“Because that is my duty.” J’Karra turned away and moved to the cot in the room. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

Paragon gritted her teeth and pounded on the glass. “Sorry? Sorry? How dare you!”

An alert sounded and Zukov ran from a monitoring station at the end of the hall with two Cerberus guards flanking him. Zukov rushed to J’Karra’s cell, signaling for the guards to hold back.

“Stop it, are you crazy?” he asked.

Paragon stopped pounding, her hands flattening against the indestructible glass. She was breathing heavily and after a moment she took one deep breath and stepped away from the cell, turning to Zukov.

“Close the cell. If I look at her for one second longer, I’ll kill her myself.”

Zukov approached the console and entered a command. The glass went from translucent to opaque, hiding J’Karra from view. He saw Paragon already walking down the corridor towards the elevator and ran to catch up to her.

“What was that all about?” he asked. “What did she say?”

“She said this is just the beginning,” said Paragon. “We have to prepare for war.”


























EPILOGUE




The Future




Chronos flew on his glider, keeping pace with Talon, whose speed with her wings was almost unreal. Ink also flew close to them, riding on a giant phoenix that had been birthed from a tattoo across her back.

“Where are we going?” he asked. 

“Home,” said the winged special. “Talon to Icarus, we’re bringing some company for dinner. Care to open the doors for us?”

Chronos stared out ahead but he could see nothing in the clouds above them. Still they continued to fly higher. He switched the views on his visor and now he could see there was some kind of cloaking technology in effect.

The cloak was disengaged and a massive, flying fortress was visible in the air. A giant V breaking out of an oval, much like the logo that both Ink and Talon wore on their uniforms, was emblazoned on the sides. 

A compartment opened and Chronos followed Talon and Ink inside. As soon as they were aboard, the cloak was reactivated and the ship vanished from sight. Talon’s claws and her wings receded and she motioned for Chronos and Ink to follow her.

“Welcome,” she said, “to the Icarus.”

As they exited the airlock, they came to a balcony and Chronos looked up and down. There were several levels, all of which were filled with people. Many of them looked like they’d seen difficult times. Their clothes and skin were covered with dirt and filth and they huddled together. 

“What is this?” asked Chronos.

“A refugee ship,” said Ink. “We try and save as many specials as we can before the Gunsmiths get to them.”

“There are so many…”

“And our numbers have been growing.” This was a new voice. Chronos turned from the balcony and saw two individuals standing in front of him. One was a woman with a bald head, green skin, and yellow eyes. The other towered over her, a kind of human/shark hybrid. 

“Who’s this guy?” asked the shark-man. 

“Calls himself Chronos, we saved him from some Gunsmiths on our patrol,” said Ink.

“Chronos?” asked the woman with a raised brow. She turned her head to Talon. “We have protocols for a reason here, young lady.”

“The guy was in trouble, what would you have me do?”

“Ease up on her,” said the shark hybrid, holding up his hand. 

Talon rolled her eyes and huffed. “Say hello to Sharkskin and Shift.”

“Look, while I’d love to sit around and get to know you all better, there’s something very wrong here,” said Chronos. 

“Yeah, no shit, son. It’s the end of the world,” said Sharkskin.

“I know, but it wasn’t supposed to happen this soon.”

“It’s been going on for twenty years,” said Shift. 

“Right, but it’s supposed to happen decades from now! That’s why I went back in the first place, to prepare!” said Chronos.

“Went back?” asked Sharkskin. “The hell’s he talking about?”

“Let’s bring Chronos to him, he’ll know what to do,” said Shift.

“Bring me to who?” asked Chronos.

Sharkskin put his hand behind Chronos’ back and pushed him along gently. “C’mon, kid. We’re gonna go see the wizard.”

Talon and Ink followed Shift, Sharkskin, and Chronos. The five of them moved through the Icarus, taking an elevator down to a restricted level of the ship. When the doors opened, they were in a darkened room. 

“Finally,” said a voice weathered by age, echoing in the darkness. “I knew some day we’d find a way to end this war.”

Chronos stepped forward and in the center of the room, a light turned on from the ceiling. A man sitting in a floating chair of some sort turned, his entire body encased in metal. Only his face was visible. He was bald, his skin wrinkled and aged. But he had a thin silver mustache and haunting eyes. And when he smiled, Chronos felt a chill.

“Welcome, Chronos,” said the old man. “You may call me the Analyst. And I believe you have much to tell us. About the past and the future. And about how you caused all this.”




To Be Continued in Season Three


























CONTINUE THE ADVENTURE!




Thank you for reading Vanguard: The Complete Second Season! Be sure to follow the adventures of Vanguard in season three, beginning with Vanguard #11: Vengeance!




If you’re interested in picking up my starter library, which includes the first books in each of my series, head on over to percivalconstantine.com/subscribe and sign up! It only takes a few minutes of your time.




Please leave a review. Indie authors count on reviews from people like you in order to help spread the word about our work. It doesn’t have to be long, even just a few sentences about what you liked (or didn’t like) about this book would be immensely helpful!




Thanks again, and I’ll see you next season!


























ALSO BY PERCIVAL CONSTANTINE




THE MYTH HUNTER

All the legends of the world have some element of truth to them. And to track down those legends, there are the myth hunters. Some, like Elisa Hill, are explorers, trying to learn more about the world. And some are soldiers of fortune, whose only goal is pro t and exploitation, no matter the risk.




INFERNUM

A shadowy, globe-spanning network of operatives run by the mysterious power broker known as Dante.  They hold allegiance to no one, existing as rogues on the fringes of society. No matter the job, Infernum has an operative to execute it—provided you have the means to pay for it!




VANGUARD

The world has changed. A mysterious event altered the genetic structure of humanity, granting a small percentage of the population superhuman powers. A small team of these specials has been formed to deal with potential threats. Paragon—telekinetic powerhouse; Zenith—hyper-intelligent automaton; Shift—shape-changing teenager; Wraith—teleporting shadow warrior; Sharkskin—human/shark hybrid. Led by the armored Gunsmith, they are Vanguard!




LUTHER CROSS

Luther Cross has been through Hell—literally. Born of a mother he watched die, conceived as part of a demonic ritual, and raised by monks after being saved by a mysterious, murderous individual, Cross now makes a living through confidence schemes...and the death of demons.




Visit PercivalConstantine.com/books/ for an up-to-date list of all titles!


























ABOUT THE AUTHOR




Born and raised in the Chicagoland area, Percival Constantine grew up on a fairly consistent diet of superhero comics, action movies, video games, and TV shows. At the age of ten, he first began writing and has never really stopped.

Percival has been working in publishing since 2005 in various capacities—author, editor, formatter, letterer—and has written books, short stories, comics, and more. He has a Bachelor of Arts in English and Mass Media from Northeastern Illinois University and a Master of Arts in English and Screenwriting from Southern New Hampshire University. Currently, Percival lives in Japan’s Kagoshima prefecture, where he works as a literature and writing instructor at the Minami Academy.

If you’d like to know more about Percival, you can find links to his social media accounts, his blog, and other works at his website, PercivalConstantine.com.


























COPYRIGHT




VANGUARD: THE COMPLETE SECOND SEASON

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2015 Percival Constantine

Stock Photo Credits:

Businessman looking to camera © Imagerymajestic

Good Looking Man on Black © Daniel_wiedemann

Ashlee Portrait © Weberfoto

Trendy African man © Rgbspace

Bald Girl © Dragosmanea

Portrait of Man with Beard © Kirsanovv




Stock photography all obtained from Stock Free Images




Published by Percival Constantine

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

cover.jpeg
THE

SECOND SEASON

IFo=Is a3IaNm

S 2M=adc= IHAL
2MHITANIEXHAT H

n
X
n
0
C
i
<
"
0
n
g
I
g
4

g
it
o






images/00001.jpeg
FREE STARTER LIBRARY'

SUBSCRIBE TODAY FOR FREE CONTENT & SPECIAL
DISCOUNTS! JUST CLICK HERE TO FIND OUT MORE!
ORVISIT
PERCIVALCONSTANTINE.COM/SUBSCRIBE





