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#0 - THE EVENT








CHAPTER 1




The stillness of Earth’s moon was interrupted by a figure who appeared suddenly on the surface. The man walked carefully along the dusty terrain in his spacesuit, one that was exactly like the AZL suits worn on the Apollo 11 lunar walk. In contrast to his outfit, by his side was a different creature, humanoid and completely silver, without a single identifying characteristic. Unlike the man in the suit, the automaton had no need to fear the vacuum of space. The robot bent his arm out in front of his face and a holographic image appeared above his wrist. It displayed a variety of information that flashed in rapid succession, far too quick for the human eye to discern, but for the robot, it was a simple matter to observe and analyze every last bit of data as if casually reading a magazine. Strangely, without even the benefit of eyesight.

The display vanished and he lowered his arm. “Transport was successful.” His voice had a definite tinny quality to it. “In the parlance of this era, the date is December Twenty-First, Two Thousand and Twelve.”

From behind the visor of his helmet, the man smiled. “Of course it was successful. Was there ever any doubt?”

“If I may query, what is the purpose of this garb?”

“Oh this?” He moved about in the suit, looking down at it. “This, my dear Progenitor, is a classic. While wearing this, mankind took his first steps onto a world other than their own. It was a milestone in human evolution, and it serves as fitting a point as any for what comes next.”

They continued to walk along the surface, the astronaut enjoying the feel of the moon’s low gravity as he jumped from one point to the next. Progenitor, however, simply followed along as normal, not comprehending his companion’s merriment. 

Just over the horizon, they found a four-wheeled vehicle, left abandoned for decades. And not far from it was a pole; attached to the top was a plain, white flag. The astronaut approached the flag, touching its fabric between his gloved fingers.

“A place of historical significance. And from here, we can bring mankind into another turning point.” He faced his robotic companion. “Are we ready?”

Progenitor nodded. “Are you certain of this? Unleashing such a force on this species could have disastrous consequences.”

“We’ve both seen the future, my friend. If humanity is to survive, this action must be taken.”

“Why this date?”

The astronaut smiled again beneath his helmet. “There’s a long-standing myth that this particular day will mark the beginning of a new era. I’m partial to that kind of symmetry. Do you understand?”

“I comprehend your words, yet the meaning escapes me.”

“Then let’s just say I’m sentimental,” said the astronaut. “You can begin.”

“Acknowledged.”

The Progenitor held his arms out and stared up at the stars. He brought his legs together and slowly rose above the surface and remained there for several moments, seemingly doing nothing. His silver body began to pulse with a golden glow from within. Within moments, the Progenitor’s entire body was glowing, expanding ever-outward. A brilliant burst of energy shot forth from him, forming into a ball and growing larger as it traversed the distance from the Earth to the moon. Upon reaching the planet, the ball exploded into millions of small streaks of light, fading away as they pierced the Earth’s atmosphere.

The Progenitor lowered back to the surface, facing the astronaut. “It is done. The energy will linger in the atmosphere and over time, will be absorbed by the human genome and encoded into the DNA.”

“How long?” asked the astronaut.

“This depends upon the individual. Some will develop new traits immediately. For others, it may take months or years. But for many, the transformation will remain dormant in their genetic code, perhaps for generations.”

The astronaut frowned. “I suppose we can only work with what we’ve got. The important thing is that the new age has begun.”




















CHAPTER 2




“Erin! Erin!”

The teenage girl picked up the remote for her digital speakers, pausing the hip hop music reverberating through her room. She shouted back through the closed door at her mother, “What?”

“It’s almost half past, hurry up or you’ll be late!”

“I’ll be down in a minute!”

Hitting play on the remote, she stood in front of the full-length mirror, singing along with the music. As she ran a brush through her long, blond hair, she examined her features, and was generally pleased with the make-up application. She set down the brush and stopped singing just long enough to touch up her lip gloss. One last smile of appreciation and she took the MP3 player off the mount for the speakers, cutting the music off. She picked up her backpack, glancing at the poster of the female rapper she’d been singing along to, and rushed out the door.

Erin ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her mother stood bent over the kitchen counter with an open newspaper spread out in front of her, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand. “You’re gonna be late…”

“I’ve got plenty of time.” Erin opened the refrigerator and searched through the contents. 

“Traffic picks up around this time.”

“I’ll take the side streets, stop worrying so much.” She took a bottled water and closed the door. 

“Okay, well—” Her mother gasped and the cup slipped from her fingers, breaking against the counter and drenching the newspaper in coffee. 

“Geez, Mom!” Erin glanced down at her blouse to make she didn’t get any coffee on it. She furrowed her brow as she noticed her hands suddenly appeared much darker than usual.

Her mother’s mouth hung open, eyes fixed on her daughter. “E-Erin…?”

“What? What’s wrong?” The difference in her voice now became noticeable. She swung her bag off her shoulder and reached inside, frantically grasping for her compact. She opened it and looked in the mirror, then—like mother, like daughter—dropped it with a startled gasp. 

Her appearance had inexplicably changed. No longer was she the blond-haired, blue-eyed high school student from the suburbs of Madison, Wisconsin. The hair color remained, but her skin had inexplicably become a light brown, and her facial features and body now resembled that of the pop star she’d just been singing along to. Her gaze was fixed on her hands, and they shifted again, reverting to their normal pigment. Picking up the compact from the floor, she inspected her features again—she was Erin Hastings once more. But the fear was still etched in her face.

“Mom…what’s happening?” 

***

The expectation of many would be that a Hawaiian resident would spend his day off on the pristine beaches of the Aloha State. But for Koji Asano, employed as a surfing instructor for the Hilton Hawaiian Village Resort, the beach simply reminded him of work. Although he enjoyed his job, and Japanese visitors allowed him to maintain a degree of speaking proficiency in his parents’ native language, on his time off, he preferred to stay away from the beaches.

Seated at the bar of a Mexican restaurant slightly off-the-beaten-path in Waikiki, he sipped his beer and tapped his fingers against the wooden counter while he waited for his burrito. Mariachi music played through the restaurant’s speakers, and Koji unconsciously matched the rhythm with his tapping. 

He could feel his stomach growling as he waited for his lunch. The smell of the seasoned meat being cooked in the back was stronger than it had been a moment ago, and his mouth started watering in response. Koji suddenly flinched, a screeching sound like nails on a chalkboard from outside. He stood from the barstool and glanced out the window overlooking the street, a taxi had skidded to a stop and the driver was screaming obscenities at the driver in front of him, who had stopped at a green light. Oddly enough, Koji could clearly make out every word as if he were standing right next to them. 

Koji cringed once more, hands going up to cover his ears. There were so many sounds from all over, and he felt like he was drowning in them. Accidentally scratching his face when he brought his hands to his ears, he could feel a trickle on his cheek, and he saw a speck of blood on the tip of his nail. More than that, the nail itself had grown. To call it a nail wasn’t even accurate, what was more accurate was to call it a claw.

His nostrils were now being violated in the same manner as his ears. The scents from not only the kitchen, but also from the Korean restaurant next door, and the Hawaiian seafood restaurant across the street. All those scents intermingled and he lost his footing under the pressure, curling into a ball while his senses were rocked into overdrive.

***

“Step away from the shop with your hands behind your head—slowly!”

Dominic Vaughn heard the voice come from beyond the car headlights that blinded him and he knew he was finished. The forty-something divorced manager he seduced must have awoken sooner than he thought, realized he’d taken her shop key, and called the police. Now he had to try and figure out how he would escape—if escape were even possible.

“I repeat, walk towards me with your hands behind your head!”

Dominic did as he was ordered, trying to take quick stock of his surroundings. This alley was a dead end and neither building had a fire escape he could scale. The blinding lights meant he had no idea how many officers were on the scene, but chances were high they’d just send one car to investigate. That meant two officers, and he could probably get away from them. 

As he approached, he saw he was right. Two officers, one car. The alley ended at a sidewalk and they were stopped just past that sidewalk on the asphalt. He would have enough space to get past them and hopefully manage to clear out quickly. 

“Thought you were pretty smart, huh?” asked one of the officers. He was middle-aged and a bit soft around the stomach, so he wouldn’t pose too much of a problem. The other guy, though, he was tall and broad-shouldered, probably played varsity football in high school. If Dominic Vaughn made a run for it, he’d need an escape route quickly, because this guy looked more than capable of running him down. 

The linebacker stepped behind Dominic and grabbed one of his hands, twisting it behind his back. Dominic cringed. He slapped one handcuff around Dominic’s wrist while the donut-muncher got right in the thief’s face with a cocky grin. He wanted to gloat, and Dominic took advantage of his lack of foresight, head-butting him.

His partner reacted slowly, but Dominic twisted free from his grasp and darted down the street. The linebacker’s footsteps echoed behind him, increasing in volume—he was gaining. Dominic needed to take a chance down one of these alleys, but there was the risk of another dead end. If he didn’t though, the linebacker would definitely run him down within a matter of seconds.

Dominic made his decision and took a sharp right, darting into the alley. The linebacker nearly stumbled to slow down. Dominic cursed when he saw that it was, indeed a dead end. Worse, he heard a familiar click from behind him. The linebacker now had his weapon drawn.

“On your knees with your hands behind your head!”

Dominic slowly dropped to his knees and muttered, “Well, this is just perfect.” He closed his eyes and waited for the linebacker to restrain him. The ground suddenly felt different. And he couldn’t hear the cop’s footsteps any more, and he was certainly not being restrained.

Dominic opened his eyes. Wherever he was, it definitely was not the alley in the storefront plaza. He was in a park, kneeling on the grass. Dominic pulled off his mask, shaking out his chin-length, black hair. And the only thing he could say was, “What the hell just happened?”

***

The Cleveland Fire Department rushed to put out the blaze that had consumed the small townhouse. The call came in around eight o’clock at night, and they responded within a few minutes. The high-pressure hose was brought out to quell the flames stretching out above the roof. Neighbors vacated their homes and gathered around. Lieutenant Delgado was fortunately assisted in that by members of the Cleveland Police, who arrived to assist with forming a perimeter.

“Tony!” Greg Nash of the police force ran up to him as Delgado’s men worked on the fire, quickly unfurling the hose and turning their water tanks on the blazing building. “Any idea what caused this?”

Delgado shook his head. “Blaze grew so fast. We responded in record time, but it was an inferno out here.” 

“Any survivors?”

Delgado motioned to the charred, smoking house. There were still flames inside. “In that? I don’t think—”

The twenty-year veteran firefighter was silenced as he saw a silhouette against the flames, running through the front door. It was a man, completely naked and hairless. His entire body was coated in carbon, making him nearly pitch black. He stumbled from the home, collapsing on the front lawn, coughing. One of the firefighters helped him up, getting him over to the ambulance. He was immediately covered with a blanket and given oxygen. A female paramedic examined his body while Delgado and Nash approached.

“How is he?” asked Delgado. 

“Not a mark, sir. Some smoke inhalation, but that’s it.”

Nash crinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?”

“Burnt hair,” said Delgado without missing a beat, then to the man. “Are you alright? Any pains? Loss of sensation?”

The man breathed from the oxygen tank while shaking his head. He took another few breaths and pulled the mask from his face. “Wh-what happened?”

“We were hoping you could tell us, sir,” said Nash. “What’s your name?”

“Clarence. Clarence Black.”

Neither Delgado nor Nash felt the need to comment on how appropriate the surname presently was. “What’s the last thing you remember, Mr. Black?”

“Just…watching the game. Cavaliers were g—” His speech was interrupted by a coughing fit. Clarence covered his mouth and then took another breath from the tank. “They were gettin’ the shit kicked out of them. I was yelling at the TV and then…”

He trailed off and both Delgado and Nash watched him, waiting for him to continue. “Then what?” Delgado pressed.

Clarence looked up at them and for the first time, both men noticed that not only was Clarence Black bald, but he had no eyebrows or lashes. “I got…hot.”

***

A “back to school” party at one of the University of Central Florida’s fraternity houses seemed like a good idea at the time to freshman Nina Murillo, but now she got the feeling that she had a bit too much to drink. Standing at around five-foot-two, the nineteen-year-old girl didn’t exactly have a body built for a high alcohol tolerance. And the guy she’d been talking to for the past hour was “nice” enough to keep refilling her cup whenever she got close to the bottom. He was a junior, she thought, but couldn’t remember his name. When the strawberry-blond frat boy handed her a fresh cup, she backed away while shaking her head.

“Sorry, think I better go back to the dorm…” Her words slurred a bit as she spoke.

“Already? C’mon, it’s still early,” he said. 

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Uh-uh. Definitely time to go sleep…” She opened her eyes and looked up, then amended her statement. “Make that…throw up…then sleep.”

“One more drink.” He pushed the red, plastic cup towards her. 

Nina looked at the foamy head of the beer and reached for the cup, but then stood and said, “Nope, can’t. Had way too much already.”

He stood as well, shrugging a bit. “What’s one more gonna hurt?”

“No thanks.”

He was exasperated when he said, “It’s just one. Christ’s sake…”

Nina had grown irritated by his persistence. “I. Said. NO!” She placed her hands against his chest and pushed, just intending to put some distance between the two of them. But instead, the blond junior was knocked back so forcefully, he was thrown against the keg…on the other side of the room. The house went silent and Nina’s hands covered her mouth in shock. All eyes turned to her and once she noticed this, she ran out the front door. People easily parted for her, granting her a wide berth.

One boy with a patchy beard and bloodshot eyes looked up from the couch, a rolled joint between his fingers. He stared at the knocked-over keg, which had begun leaking beer. “Dude…party foul.”




















CHAPTER 3




Leonard Thorne walked through the corridors of the West Wing, clad in a green military uniform, the silver eagle indicating his rank. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with silver hair cropped close to his head and a thick mustache. He was met by a man named Joseph Ramsey, who stood almost a full foot shorter than him. Ramsey wore a black suit with matching tie and a small pin portraying a waving US Flag affixed to his lapel. Thorne brought his legs together and raised his right hand to his forehead in salute.

“Thank you for coming down here, Colonel,” said the Secretary of Defense. “The President requested you by name to help us deal with this matter.”

“I still don’t quite understand what this matter actually is, Mr. Secretary.”

“You’ll be briefed by the President himself.” Ramsey turned from Thorne and began walking. His stride was quick, but Thorne easily kept pace. “Frankly, this is a highly sensitive topic, and we still have no answers.”

Ramsey led the way into the Oval Office, which was quite busy at the moment. Thorne took a mental stock of the people who were currently in the room. The White House Chief of Staff, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Directors of both the National Security Agency and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Secretaries of State, Homeland Security and, strangely enough, Health and Human Services. These men and women were seated on the couches in front of the desk of the President and standing before all of them was the Commander in Chief, Curtis Hayworth. Thorne noticed one other man, standing in the corner, whom he had never seen before.

“Colonel, thank you for responding,” said Hayworth. 

“I serve at the pleasure of the President,” said Thorne. “Although if I may, I’m not exactly sure what this is in regards to.”

The President gestured to the Secretary of Health and Human Services. “Amy, you wanna fill Col. Thorne in?”

Amy Petersen rose, adjusting her thin glasses and flipping through the documents. “Over the past several months, there have been a number of…strange conditions reported.”

“What sort of conditions?” Thorne looked at the military advisors. “Has there been some sort of biological attack?”

“That’s what makes this so strange…the conditions aren’t necessarily harmful,” said Petersen.

Thorne arched his eyebrows. “Pardon me, Madame Secretary, but what sort of conditions are we talking about?”

Petersen sighed. “Well…there’s no clear pattern of symptoms. There are a multitude of different cases. To give you some examples, a man in Hawaii collapsed after being exposed to sensory overload. A man in Ohio walked out of a burning house covered in carbon and every bit of hair burnt off without a single injury. When he spoke to authorities, he said he was angry while watching a sporting event and then, and this is a direct quote, ‘got hot.’ That was when the fire erupted.” 

Thorne cocked an eyebrow. “It sounds like you’re suggesting this man’s anger triggered the fire.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Colonel. And there’s more. A woman in Washington fell into a coma, right after witnesses claim she said she could hear everyone’s thoughts. And a girl in Wisconsin…transformed…” Her voice began to trail off.

“What do you mean ‘transformed’?” asked Thorne.

Petersen handed the report to the Colonel. “She…well, changed…into a-a…” Petersen swallowed, almost as if she couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “…A popular singer.”

Thorne looked up at her incredulously. He flipped through the report and read exactly what Petersen had. Then he read it again to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. 

“And those are only a few of the cases that have been reported. And those are just in this country,” said Janet Skinner, the Secretary of State. “I’ve been speaking to our allies and this seems to be a global phenomenon.”

Thorne handed Petersen the report. “So what exactly are we looking at here?”

“We’ve got a man here who might be able to answer that question, Colonel,” said Hayworth. “I’d like you to meet Dr. Howard McCabe of the National Human Genome Research Institute. Doctor?”

Howard McCabe was the man Thorne hadn’t recognized. He was bald, save for the thin, white beard, and was the only one not dressed in a suit, but rather slacks and a sweater-vest, with rimless glasses. “Thank you, Mr. President. We’ve examined DNA samples taken by several of these reported cases, and there seems to be a distinct change.”

“What sort of change?” asked Thorne. 

“There’s been a new element introduced into the human population, something that seems to have altered us on a genetic level.”

Thorne folded his arms across his chest. “How’s that possible? What caused it?”

McCabe chuckled slightly as he shook his head. “I haven’t the first clue.”

“Who cares how it happened?” asked Louis Walsh of the National Security Agency. “What we need to know is how do we reverse it?”

McCabe shuffled his feet a little and stared down at his shoes. “Well…I don’t think that’s possible. You see, at the Institute, we’ve compared DNA samples of these…umm…I hesitate to use the word ‘infected’, but…”

“It’s fine, Doctor. Continue,” said Hayworth.

“Yes, well we’ve compared those samples to…ahem…normal samples and we’ve found remarkable similarities. Or to put it another way, the genetic trigger that’s responsible for these…symptoms…is now present in all of us, at least as far as we can tell. Humanity has undergone a radical change.”

“You’re saying this is going to happen to all of us?” asked Ramsey.

“No, not necessarily,” said McCabe. “What I’m saying is that it’s there. Whether or not it activates or remains dormant is something I can’t say. And I have no idea what could trigger activation.”

Hayworth circled around his desk and slumped into his chair, but Walsh continued speaking. “Mr. President, we have to do something about this. There are people out there who now possess incredibly destructive power. If we don’t act now and—”

Hayworth banged his palm on the surface of his desk. “And what exactly would you have me do? Round up American citizens?”

“Mr. President, they pose a threat to themselves and others,” said Walsh. “What else would you do?”

“A quarantine might actually be an effective way to study them and see if a cure can be discovered,” said Petersen. 

“And what happens when they decide they don’t want to be quarantined?” asked Thorne. “How are you going to restrain someone who can melt the handcuffs?” 

“Let’s not forget the rest of the world,” said Ramsey. “Like Janet said, this isn’t restricted to the US.”

“We could be looking at a new kind of arms race,” said Skinner. “Whatever response we make, it will have to be one that takes that into account, in addition to the civil rights of American citizens.”

Hayworth rubbed his chin, turning his chair slightly so he could look out through the windows. The entire room of advisors grew silent as they waited for the President’s word on what sort of action was to be taken. Finally he said to all of them, “I’ve got a lot to think about. What we should do for the moment is review the information we have and consult with other world leaders. You’re all dismissed.”

The room remained silent for another minute, and then the advisors all broke out into a noisy chatter, throwing their opinions all at once. Hayworth sighed and stood, then leaned over his desk and shouted, “Quiet!”

The conversation came to an almost instant halt at the sound of the President’s deep baritone. Both palms supported his weight on the surface of his desk and he tilted his head up to stare at them all with steel-gray eyes. “You’re. All. Dismissed. And that’s final.”

The advisors gathered their materials and papers and began to file out of the office. Thorne moved with them all as well, but Ramsey gripped his shoulder. When Thorne looked at the Secretary, Ramsey silently indicated it was better if the Colonel lingered a little bit longer. The room quickly emptied and Ramsey closed the door behind the last advisor. 

As of now, the only people in the Oval Office were Thorne, Ramsey, McCabe and the President. Hayworth sat back down and let out an alleviating sigh. He rubbed his eyes slightly, it was clear to Thorne that the man hadn’t gotten much sleep during all this. 

“Colonel, Doctor, I’d like the two of you to sit,” said Hayworth. Both Thorne and McCabe responded, each taking their seat on a separate couch. Ramsey crossed from the door to behind the President’s desk, hands stuffed in his pockets. 

“For what it’s worth, Colonel, I agree with you,” said Hayworth. “Internment of American citizens is a troubling prospect for a number of reasons, and history never regards it favorably. Even if I wanted to do it, like you said, you can’t keep people like this imprisoned for long. Plus, it’d be a veritable declaration of war for those nutcases in anti-government militias. And Dr. McCabe said there’s no guarantee of a way to reverse this.

“That being said, it’s clear this development will pose a massive risk to global stability. We need a way to deal with potential super-powered threats, both at home and abroad.”

The picture was beginning to come into focus for Leonard Thorne. All this time, he had trouble discerning exactly why he’d been summoned into this meeting. He held the rank of colonel, but his primary responsibility was the oversight of a classified research program that had been kept quiet for decades. 

“Mr. President, if the United States government began utilizing these people for military purposes, other countries will follow,” said Thorne. “And unlike weapons of mass destruction, no funding is necessary to dispatch these people across the world.” 

“You’re absolutely right, and that’s why we are going to work with the United Nations to draft a global treaty banning the military application of persons of mass destruction,” said Hayworth. “But to be honest, I don’t trust half the countries in the UN to abide by shit.”

“What exactly are you suggesting?” asked Thorne.

“Superhuman threats are inevitable. Not only from other nations, but also from terrorists. What America needs is a response team.” Hayworth gestured in McCabe’s direction with his hand as he spoke. “The Doctor and I have already discussed this and he’s onboard, but what I need is someone heading up this operation.”

Thorne stroked the edges of his mustache. “And you think I’m that person?”

“The Zenith Project,” said Ramsey. “With his help, you should have no trouble locating suitable candidates for this response team.”

“Sir, wouldn’t America establishing its own superhuman response team directly violate a ban on persons of mass destruction?”

“That’s why, like the Zenith Project, this will remain completely off-the-books,” said Hayworth. “The United States government is to have no public association with this organization. For all intents and purposes, you will be viewed as vigilantes.”

“What sort of oversight?” asked Thorne.

“You’ll be in operational command,” said Ramsey. “This is a Special Access Program and in order to maintain the highest level of plausible deniability, you will have no contact with any government personnel other than myself. You will report directly to me, and through specifically-designated secure channels only.”

McCabe raised his hand slightly. “I have a question. Since we’re talking specifics now, what exactly will our jobs be?”

“Given that you’re the closest thing we have to an expert, you’ll be there in an advisory capacity, Doctor. But Colonel Thorne’s calling the shots,” said Hayworth. “So what do you say, Colonel?”

“There’s a few things we’ll need,” said Thorne. “Facilities, equipment, transportation…”

Hayworth rested his chin on his hand as he listened to Thorne run down everything he believed he and McCabe would need in order to make this operation a success. “Yes, yes. Absolutely, you’ll get whatever you need.” 

“And there’s one more thing,” said Thorne. “If we’re going to have a team like this, I need permission to assign a human operative as field leader. A soldier of my own choosing.”

“Why’s that?” asked Hayworth.

“I need to know there’s someone on that team I can trust to carry out my orders,” said Thorne. “Are we agreed?”

The President stood and extended his open hand across the desk. Thorne followed his lead and the two men shared a firm handshake. Hayworth smiled before saying, “Welcome to Operation: Vanguard, Colonel.”

***

After leaving the White House, Ramsey instructed Thorne to take McCabe to the Zenith Project. Thorne drove the two of them from Washington, DC into the state of Virginia. They had driven into the country, quite far off the beaten path, and Thorne hadn’t said a word since they got into his car. 

“Colonel, I have to ask just where we’re going?” 

“Here, to the Zenith Project.” 

They approached a dilapidated gas station and garage. Thorne brought the car to a slow cruise, checking his mirrors several times for anyone else on the road. Satisfied, he turned into the station and approached the garage door. Thorne pressed a button on the dashboard and the door opened. 

He pulled the car inside, onto the vehicle lift. Thorne turned off the engine and stepped out of the car. McCabe moved a bit more slowly as he stepped from the car, furrowing his brow as he peered out the garage at the dry pumps. The garage began to close. McCabe peered through the interior door leading into the attached building. It was a standard gas station convenience store, albeit with the lights shut off, the shelves long emptied and covered with dust. Cobwebs lined their metal surface, and it was clear the place had been unused for some time—or at least it was to appear that way.

McCabe scratched his head. “I’m confused. What exactly is the Zenith Project?”

Thorne gave no response, instead went over to the lift’s control panel. He reached for a button, but pulled rather than pushing. Beneath the red plastic cap was a small lens. Thorne knelt down and put his eye against it. Once the retinal identification was complete, the lift activated, raising the car and startling McCabe. The geneticist huffed his annoyance at his own response.

“The Zenith Project began in the closing days of World War II,” said Thorne, moving into the pit below the car. 

“Tell me, Doctor, do you know anything about teleforce?”

“It sounds familiar, but no, not off-hand.”

“In 1935, a physicist claimed to have developed a weapon that could decimate both ground-based infantry troops and aircraft. A charged particle beam projector.”

McCabe had an a-ha moment, realizing why it sounded familiar. “Oh, you mean Tesla’s death ray?”

“Exactly.” In the pit, Thorne felt along the side for a hidden panel and once he found it, pulled it off. Underneath was a handprint scanner. He placed his palm against the pad and it flashed green, a trap-door in the pit sliding open to reveal a hidden staircase. While descending, he continued his story and McCabe followed. “Tesla reportedly worked on the teleforce weapon until his death in 1943. He claimed to have actually built a prototype, and legend has it he offered it to some governments.”

McCabe stopped on his descent down the steps. “Right, but those are just urban legends, right?”

Thorne looked over his shoulder and smirked, then continued down the steps. “We were at war, Doctor. The Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb allowed us to win it and changed the world, for better or worse. But it wasn’t the only thing the government was pursuing at the time. One such endeavor was called the Zenith Project.”

They both arrived on the metal floor and came to a short corridor that led to another room. “Then the legends are true? Tesla did invent a death ray?”

“Doctor, if the United States had a death ray, don’t you think we would have used it by now? Or at the very least threatened to?” asked Thorne. “After Tesla’s death, the FBI confiscated everything he owned. We hoped we would have found the teleforce weapon, but it wasn’t there. What we did find, though, was something much more startling.” Thorne opened the door and motioned for McCabe to enter. “After you.”

McCabe peeked inside the dark room. There was some light from various monitors, but otherwise he didn’t know what was inside. He looked at Thorne, who just gave a reassuring nod. The geneticist entered and Thorne followed. 

The room appeared fairly large, but it was also extremely cluttered. An array of LCD monitors lined the walls. They alternated between a variety of television stations, scrolling through broadcasts from CNN, NBC, Al Jazeera, BBC, and numerous other networks from all over the world. Also stock market updates in real-time, many different websites, and even a few TV shows and movies. McCabe saw the outline of someone standing in front of the monitors. This individual slowly turned, and McCabe gasped.

Bright, blue LED lights served as eyes, set within round housings that almost resembled goggles. His—or rather, its—body was completely constructed of reflective metal with other blue LEDs lined throughout. The blue eyes narrowed slightly, then widened once more. The robot spoke, but possessed no mouth.

“Good morning,” he said.

McCabe’s jaw fell open. Thorne stepped beside the shocked scientist and put his arm around him, grinning. “Dr. Howard McCabe, allow me to introduce you to the Zenith Project. Zenith, say hello to Dr. McCabe.”

Servos whirred as Zenith held out his arm, his metal hand opening in a gesture of friendship. “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. McCabe. I’ve followed your work for some time. Very impressive, if I may say so.”

McCabe’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and fortunately, Thorne was able to grab him before he hit the ground. The scientist had fainted.

Zenith tilted his head to the side. “Hmm.”




















CHAPTER 4




Thorne struggled slightly with McCabe’s dead weight. He gestured to a chair over by the desk. “Care to give me a hand?”

The robot known as Zenith nodded and he quickly pulled the chair closer, dragging it across the ground on its wheels. He held it steady and Thorne let the geneticist slump into the upholstered seat. Thorne gently slapped McCabe’s face a little, while he said to Zenith, “Get him something to drink. And turn the lights on.”

The LEDs that served as Zenith’s eyes flashed once and the monitors shut off, the lights in the room turning on. He went to fulfill Thorne’s other order and in the time it took for him to return with a paper cup of chilled water, McCabe stirred, his eyelids beginning to rise. He placed a hand on his head and looked into the face of Colonel Thorne. “What happened?”

“You fainted,” said Zenith.

McCabe groggily turned to the robot and jumped slightly. He allowed himself to relax again. “Sorry…I guess I didn’t know what to expect.”

Thorne laughed and took the cup from Zenith, then handed it to McCabe. “I suppose that’s my fault, I should’ve done a better job of preparing you for what you were about to see.”

McCabe nodded, holding the cup by the bottom and nearly dumping all of its contents into his mouth at once. He sighed with satisfaction and gave it back to Thorne. “Although, can’t say I’d blame you. Even if you told me, seeing it is quite a different story.”

“Shall we try this again?” asked the robot, offering his hand once more. “My name is Zenith.”

The doctor smiled and accepted the handshake. “Howard McCabe.”

“Zenith is what the FBI found when they confiscated Tesla’s belongings,” said Thorne.

“How come this was never reported? The types of advancements that could have come from this discovery…” said McCabe.

Thorne crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Back then, Zenith wasn’t what you see now. He was completely lifeless, basically an empty shell. Tesla was building a robot but for what purpose, we’ll never know. And it appeared that Tesla failed because there was no way to activate the robot. But desperate to end the war, Truman nonetheless greenlit the Zenith Project, put top engineers on it to see if they could get the automaton working. The idea being that if the US had even a small army of robotic shock troops, it would mean a land invasion of Japan would be much more feasible, since it wouldn’t include the projected loss of life to Allied forces. But the boys in the Manhattan Project were able to complete their project while the Zenith guys were still trying to turn the damn thing on.”

“So how did you finally activate him?” asked McCabe.

“They didn’t,” said Zenith. 

McCabe scratched his head in confusion. “Sorry?”

“Not long after the war, Zenith came to life all on his own. Scared the crap out of the guys on the project,” said Thorne. “For decades the US government tried to figure out how he not only operated, but also how he became sentient.”

McCabe took in Zenith’s form from head to toe, standing as he did so. He slowly circled the mysterious robot, examining him as best as possible.

“I assure you, Dr. McCabe, I am quite real,” said Zenith, his head following McCabe’s movement, even turning completely around as it did.

“How did this happen? You mean to say Tesla developed some sort of artificial intelligence before his death, and failed to tell anyone about it?”

“I am not certain,” said Zenith. “All I am certain of is I awoke and discovered friends among the Zenith Project. But as to my origins, those remain a mystery.”

“We’ve had a number of experts try to reverse-engineer Zenith, but with no luck,” said Thorne. “Then one day, everything changed.”

“What happened?” asked McCabe.

Thorne turned to Zenith and nodded. “It’s your story, you might as well tell it yourself.”

Zenith acknowledged the suggestion and began. “Very well…”

***

Throughout the 1950s, the United States continually attempted to experiment on me, the hope being that an army of robot soldiers would frighten the Soviet Union into submission, or at the very least, force them to rethink their expansion efforts. 

For the most part, I acquiesced to their demands. I did not attempt to stop them, although I could have. But slowly, I learned what such technology as the teleforce weapon might mean for mankind. And I theorized that if military operations had no potential cost, it would have a corruptive influence on those who commanded such a force. 

That was when, in the late 1950s, I protested against my would-be masters. I informed them that any further assault on me would be met with a demonstration of equal force. I would show them exactly what I was capable of. 

They believed I was, for lack of a better term, bluffing. They protested, informed me I had no rights, that I was nothing more than property. At that point, I decided to show them that I only remained under my own volition.

The commander who told me I was property, a general, if I recall correctly, was the target of my…demonstration. With minimal effort, I gripped him by his throat and raised his body into the air. Beneath the iron grip of my metal fingers, I could feel how soft his flesh was, and how effortlessly I could end his existence. The others gasped in shock. Soldiers who were part of the project aimed their weapons at me. 

Over time, I have upgraded my body with new technology, new sensors to keep better track of the environment. At that point, however, my design was far simpler—just a humanoid body made of metal and a slightly crude construction. 

Still, although I had not the sensory input I currently possess, I could still detect the fear in the eyes of those men. Here they were gazing upon the form of one who could easily spell the destruction or subjugation of their entire race. And I will not deny that I was tempted.

But one man ordered everyone to stand down. The President of the United States asked to speak with me privately. The others protested, but the President was insistent on granting me an audience. He said we would speak of this situation “man to man.” That one gesture meant a lot to me and so I gave him a chance to speak what was on his mind. 

Once the soldiers, advisors, and scientists had left the room, the President directed me past the testing apparatuses over to a table with several chairs. He gestured for me to sit in one and he sat in another.

“Do you know why we called this the Zenith Project?” he asked.

I shook my head. 

“The zenith is the time at which something is at its most powerful, or when it has reached its highest point.” He smiled as he pointed to me. “You are America’s zenith, my friend. I understand you know some of what has transpired in the world outside these walls.”

I nodded. “Your weapons threaten the destruction of the entire world in a stalemate with another country. You yourself have maintained such a stalemate, even threatened to use those weapons yourself.”

The President’s face was somber and he gave a solemn nod. “You’re right. But you have to understand, we are in a delicate state of affairs. There’s a belief I have that if the Soviets were allowed to continue unchecked, countless nations would fall to their influence.”

“And so you want me to be your weapon,” I said. “But I will not. I will not allow myself to be used for such a purpose. And you know that no force you possess can prevent me from exiting these walls. Or ending your own life.”

This President had seen warfare. He’d stared death in the face. There was not much he feared, but I could tell he was at the very least nervous in my presence. Yet to his credit, he maintained his composure. And that was when he gave me another option—a different path.

“Instead of us using you, what if you were to help us?”

I tilted my head at this. “Help you? In what way?”

The President folded his hands together and set them on his lap. “You seem to have quite a lot of knowledge that we can benefit from. Perhaps a partnership would be more beneficial.”

At this, I protested. “I will not build weapons for you.” 

“Then help us crack the problems that we have difficulty with. I believe there is a lot of good you can do for humanity, and I can see to it you get those resources you require.”

I had considered this idea, raising my hand to my chin in a gesture that felt comfortable. “And I have your word that I would retain autonomy in this matter?”

“You’ll have an advisor, but for the most part, you work on your own. You tell us what you need and we’ll try to accommodate you as best we can.”

***

“From that day forth, I began working with the United States government, providing them with technology that I developed, helping them with problems they themselves could not solve,” said Zenith. “And in return, I was given the means to not only conduct my research with privacy, but also the tools to upgrade myself.” 

“There’s a lot more to this we can’t tell you, because it remains highly classified,” said Thorne. “Suffice to say, Zenith has had a tremendous impact on the way communications technology in particular has advanced over the decades.”

“Which, of course, brings us to the present day,” said Zenith, then gestured and turned towards the row of displays. “Please direct your attention to the monitor screens.”

McCabe adjusted his glasses and Thorne stood upright as well. The two men came up, flanking Zenith, and with a silent command, the monitors all changed so they showed parts of one giant image, that of the planet.

“As I understand it, there are numerous mutations occurring all across the globe.” While Zenith spoke, the image of the globe changed slightly and different points of interest were marked on the map. 

“How’d you know about this?” asked Thorne. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you anything yet.”

“I switched on the microphone inside your cellular phone and monitored the conversation you had in the Oval Office,” said Zenith.

Thorne's face became incredulous. “You what? You were spying on me?”

Zenith turned to the soldier and held up his hand in a simple gesture. “Please, my friend, do not be alarmed. Normally I would respect your need for privacy, but when we are dealing with reduced funding and changing administrations, there is always the worry that my time here shall be cut short. It is simply a matter of self-preservation.”

Thorne sighed. He didn’t like Zenith’s explanation, but he did suppose it made a degree of sense. If he were in the robot’s position, he probably would have done the same thing. One can never be too careful in a world where the politics change on a daily basis. 

“Also, as I said, I have been aware of Dr. McCabe’s work for some time and have used it to examine some alarming cases in my leisure time,” said Zenith. “I do believe the Doctor’s theory that all of humanity has been transformed by some sort of external event to be true. This is, of course, a troubling prospect. I believe history shows us there are two certainties when it comes to humanity. First, that absolute power corrupts absolutely. And second, that whenever a new resource has been unearthed, man has found a way to exploit it. When dealing with people who can violate the laws of physics as we know them, we are faced with a new conundrum: these men and women will be exploited by those in power. Or they will exploit their abilities themselves. And so, I fully understand and sympathize with the President’s desire for a response team.”

Thorne approached the screen. “What are we looking at here?” He pointed to one of the markers. “What are these supposed to symbolize?”

“I’ve been sifting through the data, trying to determine the locations of specials.”

“‘Specials’?” asked McCabe.

“Every species needs a name, even a sub-species, and so I felt it was fitting.” Zenith paused and faced the scientist. “Did you have another name in mind, Doctor? Most of this is based on your research, so I believe you have the right to christen them whatever you choose. I apologize if I was too brash.”

McCabe couldn’t help the smile that formed on his face at the robot’s politeness. “Not at all, specials is as good a name as any.”

Thorne stroked his mustache as he scanned the various markers. “My god…there are hundreds of them… You’ve found a way to track them?”

Servos whirred and Zenith’s head shook no. “As Dr. McCabe stated, humanity may have been completely transformed. All of you possess the potential to become specials, so even if I could pinpoint the genetic marker and find a way to track it, it would be like tracking every single person on the planet. Rather, this is based on an algorithm I’ve designed, tracking similarities from a number of sources—news reports, medical records, social media feeds, and so on. These are not necessarily confirmed cases, but rather potential cases. Each one of these has a high probability, greater than fifty percent, of being a special. I believe this is how we will locate the members of our team.”

“Our team?” asked Thorne, turning around. He placed his hands behind his back, gazing into the tiny, blue lights that served as the robot’s eyes. “I thought you didn’t want to be used as an instrument of war?”

“If I do not act, I fear others will be used as instruments of war. Perhaps this is the purpose I’ve been searching for all these years.”

McCabe stepped up to the screen, looking over the various markers. “There are so many, how do we choose?”

“I’ve already begun work on that front, as a matter of fact,” said Zenith. The globe turned, focusing just on North America. “I felt for practical reasons, finding a team made up of individuals based in the United States would be the simplest course of action. Following that, I began screening for the highest potential candidates, factoring in a number of variables to compile a list.”

Thorne nodded. “Good. Doctor, I want you to go over Zenith’s list with him, and meanwhile, I have to review candidates for our field leader. We’ll be in touch.”

Thorne exited the room and Zenith looked at McCabe with his glowing eyes. “Well Doctor, we have several dozen candidates to go over. Where shall we begin?”

McCabe sighed. “With coffee. I have a feeling it’ll be a long night.”




















CHAPTER 5




Lieutenant Jim Ellis stepped onto the tarmac from the chopper, its blades still spinning. He kept one hand on his head to prevent his hat from flying off and quickly hustled away from the vehicle. Within moments, the helicopter lifted off again. 

“Hey, wait!” he shouted after it, but to no avail. Jim sighed and turned away, scanning the area amidst the Adirondack Mountains. The only thing around for miles was a hangar, runway, and a small, one-story building. Couldn’t even be classified as a building, more like a garage. He figured that was his only option and he approached the structure. The windows were completely opaque, and the metal door had no handle. There was a light above it, but this was switched off. Jim rapped his knuckles on the door a few times, then waited. After a few minutes, he knocked again, a little harder this time.

“What is going on?” He backed away from the door and placed his hands on his hips, looking up. It seemed like this was some sort of airfield, but tucked in the middle of nowhere, and seemingly no longer operational. 

Jim returned to the tarmac and followed it to the hangar. He banged on the doors, but still no answer came. Jim huffed in annoyance. “Come on…”

He took his hat off and ran his fingers through his closely-cropped blond hair. He’d received a summons to appear here and was told it was in regards to a highly-classified operation. As a former Navy SEAL and a member of the CIA’s Special Operations Group, those sorts of orders were as normal for him as an inter-office memo would be for a white collar employee. But what was unordinary was arriving at a clandestine briefing and finding no one there to brief him.

Jim reached inside the jacket of his dress uniform and pulled out a cell phone. He’d put in a call to his superiors, let them know that someone must have made a mistake. Maybe the meeting was actually tomorrow, or maybe the pilot got the location wrong. He looked at the display and groaned when he saw the “No Service” message at the top of the screen.

“Great…”

Jim wandered around the small valley, holding his phone up in the air, trying to see if he could get some sort of signal. Every time a single bar flashed on the screen, it vanished almost as quickly. The most consistent thing he got was a “Searching…” message. 

As he concentrated on finding a signal, Jim didn’t notice a large patch of grass that suddenly rose from beside the tarmac. Underneath that patch was a gun turret that tracked Jim’s movements. It seemed to wait for him, following him carefully. Jim suddenly got a sense of being watched and when he turned and saw the turret, it opened fire.

Jim leapt to the side, diving towards the small building. He rolled on the ground and sprung up once more, breaking into a sprint. The turret’s rounds followed him, a hail of gunfire narrowly missing his feet. When he was within range, he jumped again, landing behind the construct and pressing his back up against it. He remained there, listening as the bullets pounded into the building, waiting for the turret to run out of ammo.

After a few more minutes, the gunfire stopped, and all Jim could hear was the sound of the cylinder spinning rapidly, slowing down with each rotation until it came to a stop. Jim edged near the corner, peering around it, and drawing his SIG Sauer P229 handgun as he did so. Slowly, he rose to his feet, keeping his back pressed against the building, and he spotted a shadow on the ground. He raised the gun, and saw the shadow approaching closer. Jim sprang out from his hiding spot and took aim. He found himself facing down the barrel of a Beretta M9, held by a man in a green dress uniform with a silver mustache hanging over his grinning lips.

“Good morning, Lieutenant.” 

Jim moved instantly, holstering the weapon and snapping to a stiff posture and salute.

“At ease, soldier.” The superior officer holstered his Beretta and offered his hand. “My name’s Thorne.”

“Ellis, sir. James Ellis,” he said, shaking Thorne’s hand.

When the handshake broke, Thorne jerked his thumb at the turret, which had now retreated below ground. “Sorry about the fireworks. We’re testing out some of the security features. And also, I wanted to see if you were as good as your file suggests.”

“And?”

Thorne grinned. “You performed as expected, Lieutenant.”

“Permission to speak freely, sir?” asked Jim.

Thorne chuckled. “Relax, kid. You don’t have to be so formal here. Speak your mind.”

“I’m a little confused. I was told I was to report here for some classified mission, but what is this place?”

“Step into my office.” Thorne gestured to the small building and they walked around to the front. Thorne stood in front of the door, looked up at the light, and said, “Colonel Leonard Thorne.” The light switched on and after a moment, a robotic voice said, {Access granted.} The door slid open and Thorne stepped inside with Jim following.

“Biometric security,” said Thorne. “Voice recognition activates the security check and housed in the lamp is a scanner to verify your identity.”

Jim glanced around the small structure, seeing nothing more than a table and two chairs with an old radio on the table’s surface. Next to the radio, however, was a manila file and Jim noticed the label on the tab bore his name. “I’m sorry, sir, but what’s the point of having that level of security on a place like this?”

“We’ll get to that, have a seat.” Thorne sat in one of the chairs and motioned to the empty one. 

Jim carefully sat down, not sure what to make of this entire situation. Everything seemed very strange up to this point and he was starting to wonder if someone at the Agency was playing a practical joke on him.

“I’m sure by now that you’ve heard the rumors spreading throughout the Internet, of seemingly normal people who can perform supernatural feats.”

Jim nodded. “Sure, some sort of new Internet hoax. What’s that have to do with me?”

“It’s not a hoax, Lieutenant,” said Thorne. “The world is quickly being populated by people who can do amazing things. People for whom the laws of physics pose no restriction. Now, I’ve reviewed your file.” He tapped the folder. “In fact, I’ve spent the past few weeks reviewing a lot of files. You’ve got an impressive record—recruited from the SEALs into the SOG. How long have you been with the Agency?”

“About two years.”

Thorne took the file and held it open in front of him. “You’ve consistently garnered high marks. You’ve got a keen strategic mind, you excel in hand-to-hand combat, and your marksmanship is off the charts. In fact, one might say you yourself are superhuman.”

Jim was puzzled. “I’m sorry, sir. Are you saying that…that…” He paused, struggling with the words. “Well…what are you saying?”

Thorne closed the file. “What I’m saying is that I’ve been tasked to put together a special team. A team with some very specific mission parameters. And what I need is a field commander. Someone who can go toe-to-toe with these specials and come out on top.”

“And you think that someone…is me?”

Thorne set the folder back on the table, keeping his fingers on top as he stared at it. “To be honest, I’m not sure. And here’s where the tricky part comes in. I know for something like this, you’d want to know all the details before you can make an informed decision. But unfortunately, I’ve already come close to telling you more than I should. Before I can go into any specifics, I need your commitment.”

Jim realized he’d been sitting forward in his chair and now he leaned back slightly. He stared at the file on the table and still locked there, he asked, “what can you tell me?”

“I can tell you that we’re talking pretty deep cover. No one will know what it is you’re doing. Not even your superiors at the CIA. It’s high-risk, but potentially high-reward.”

Jim fidgeted slightly in his chair. Beyond Thorne’s words, his tone said that this was indeed something extremely important. Whatever this job was, whatever it involved, Jim knew it would be extremely dangerous. But he also knew that his curiosity had now gotten the better of him, and he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he knew just what exactly was going on here. And there was only one way to do that.

“I’m in.”

Thorne smiled and offered his hand once more. “Welcome to Vanguard. C’mon, let me show you around the base.”

“But…what base?” asked Jim after shaking Thorne’s hand. “That hangar?”

“The base isn’t above-ground, Lieutenant.” Thorne stood and faced the wall. “Time to give you the grand tour.”

The wall lowered, and there was a small elevator. Thorne stepped in and made room for Jim. “What are you waiting for?”

***

Victoria Hastings stood just outside the examination room, fumbling through her purse. Her daughter was inside, but she couldn’t stay there another moment, not before she managed to calm herself. Keys, her wallet, and various cosmetic products rattled around as she dug through the white leather sack. Finally, she heard a familiar noise and sighed in relief, pulling out a small, translucent orange bottle with pills clicking about inside. She struggled with the childproof lid, her hands feeling like they were covered in grease. And then she dropped the bottle.

“Dammit…” she muttered. Before she could bend down to pick it up, someone else had met her on the ground. A hand with some light wrinkles held the bottle out to her and Victoria looked up into the kind eyes of an older gentleman with a bald head, a thin white beard, and rimless glasses.

“I think you dropped this,” he said.

Victoria managed a faint smile. “Thank you.” She accepted the bottle and stood up, still struggling with the top.

“Allow me.” He extended his hand and Victoria resigned herself, passing it to him. The man removed the top and handed it back to her. Victoria dropped two white pills into her palm and closed the bottle, then returned it back to the abyss that was her purse. She clasped her hand over her mouth, slipping the pills inside, then walked past the man to a water fountain. With a quick drink, the tablets were swallowed.

“Mrs. Hastings, I presume?” he asked.

Victoria looked up, brushing some loose strands of hair behind her ear. She stood, wiping the lingering water droplets from her lips. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“No, not yet. Dr. Howard McCabe.” He offered his hand and Victoria shook it, while she stared at the plastic badge clipped to his white coat, identifying him simply as VISITOR.

“You don’t work here?” she asked.

“No, but I’m a specialist in the field of genetics. Your daughter’s case was brought to my attention and—”

Victoria backed away slightly, clutching a hand to her chest. “What do you mean it was brought to your attention? What do you want with my daughter?”

“Oh no, it’s nothing to be worried about,” said McCabe. “Mrs. Hastings, I’m only here to help your daughter. I understand you made an appointment because…there’s been a change?”

Victoria bit her lower lip and looked away at some of the other staff milling around. Nobody paid them any attention. 

“I can’t help your daughter unless you talk to me.”

She dropped her head and then slowly nodded. “Yes…she’s…things are different.”

“May I speak to her?”

Victoria gestured to the room. “I’m guessing you’ve read her file?”

“I did. She’s been changing her appearance? Transforming into people she sees on television, photographs, what have you?”

Victoria nodded. “At first it was involuntary, like a spasm. Once she realized it had happened, she’d return to normal. But then yesterday…something changed. She turned into something different entirely. Something…well…”

Victoria opened the door to the exam room. McCabe stepped inside and sitting on the exam table was Erin Hastings, dressed in sweat pants and a hooded sweatshirt. Her head hung low and McCabe couldn’t see the girl’s face. Her hands were stuffed into the pockets of the hoodie and she stared at the ground.

“Hi Erin,” said McCabe with a warm smile. “I’m Dr. McCabe. I’ve come to consult on your case.” He offered his hand. Erin remained still, but shifted her body towards her mother, who simply nodded.

“It’s okay, honey.”

Erin shifted back towards McCabe. She removed her hand from the pocket and grasped the Doctor’s in her own. It was slim, as one would expect from a sixteen-year-old girl. But what caught McCabe’s attention was the skin color. Erin’s hand was a pale green color and had an odd texture to it. It wasn’t the same as human skin, but something almost…putty-like.

“Can you lower your hood for me, Erin?” he asked.

Erin hesitated again, but after a moment she lifted both hands to the black hood and pulled it away from her head, letting it hang loosely around her shoulders. The skin had that same pale green color as the skin on her hands. There was no hair on her head, not even eyebrows. Only two small slits where her nose should be and small holes on the sides of her head for her ears. Her eyes were an almond-shape and they had no pupils, just pale yellow sclera. 

McCabe tried not to stare too much. Instead he simply maintained his smile. “I imagine this must’ve been very tough on you, Erin.”

“At first, it was kinda cool,” she said. “I mean, being able to look and sound like anyone I wanted. I’d always change back to myself when I lost my concentration. But then I just started changing into…” She paused and gestured to her face. “This.” Erin sighed and looked into McCabe’s eyes with her own pupil-less ones. It was disconcerting for the scientist, but he made no indication of his discomfort. “Is this because I messed around with it too much? Y’know, like how you’re not supposed to pop a zit or pick at a scab or something?”

“Well…” McCabe adjusted his glasses. “I can’t be certain until I’ve had the chance to run some tests. But I think it’s pretty safe to say that this is not the case. I’d say this is almost like a…a template form you’ve adopted.”

Erin shuddered a bit. “Y-you mean this is who I am now?”

“Do you play sports?”

Erin furrowed her brow. She turned to her mother, but Victoria’s face also looked mystified. She glanced back at McCabe. “I’m on the swim team…”

“Okay good, that’s a start,” said McCabe. “When you first jumped in a pool, could you compete in swim meets?”

“No, of course not,” said Erin. “I had to work my ass off at practice every day.”

“Erin Marie Hastings!” her mother huffed. “You know better than to use language like that!”

McCabe tried to stifle a chuckle, recalling his own mother’s similar admonishments. “I think you hit on my point, Erin. It took practice and conditioning to develop your swimming abilities. Your shapeshifting abilities are no different. Just like anything else, it will take time to develop, but in that time, you will become more proficient. Right now, your shapeshifting happens somewhat involuntarily. But with practice, it will be easier to shift at will and to hold that shape.”

“How do I do that?”

“Well, that’s actually why I’m here,” said McCabe, now turning slightly to include Victoria in the conversation. “I represent an organization that helps people like Erin learn to master their abilities.”

***

Koji Asano dove beneath the pacific waves. Since the incident in Waikiki a few months earlier, he’d learned to cope with his newfound abilities. Koji had discovered almost all his senses had been enhanced to superhuman proportions.

That was only the first step. When he finally left the hospital, having grown accustomed to the new senses, he returned to his work as a surfing instructor. A particularly strong wave knocked him off his board and while he was under the water, he noticed something strange.

He wasn’t holding his breath. In fact, he was breathing as normal. 

Koji had since noticed other changes. He started to feel a…craving whenever he was beneath the waves. Particularly a craving for seafood. Koji had memories of growing up in Hawaii, trying to catch fish by hand when he’d see them while swimming. They were always too fast for him, or if he had managed to grab them, too slippery. Now though, he found he could move far quicker than them, even maintain a firm grip. 

In his dives, Koji had noticed a shift in his physiology. His skin had become gray, not to mention shiny—almost leathery. Claws appeared at the edges of his fingers and he was able to tear into live fish without any difficulty. It was a temporary transformation, and so far he’d only managed to make the change while in the water.

Koji swam to the surface, bursting through the water. He’d shifted back from his shark-form and now swam towards the shore. Once he reached the shallow area, he stood and walked the rest of the way. An older man with a thin white beard stood on the shore watching him. The man wore swimming trunks, a Hawaiian floral shirt, and a fisherman’s cap, with sunglasses and a white nose indicating the application of zinc. 

“Something you need, Grandpa?” asked Koji. 

“Actually, I was hoping to speak to you,” said the man. “My name’s Howard McCabe.”

Koji picked up his towel and patted himself dry. “Yeah well, if you want a surfing lesson, I’m not so sure you could handle it. No offense.”

“I tried surfing once when I was younger,” said McCabe. “Couldn’t stay up for more than a few seconds.”

“So what do you want?”

“How’d you like a drink?” asked McCabe. “My treat.”

Koji wiped the water from his face and stared at the elder man for a few moments. Then he smiled and said, “sure, why not? I could use one.”

“Good,” said McCabe. The two men walked from the waterfront to a small hut on the beach where a bartender was on duty. McCabe spoke first. “Can I get a Mai Tai? And for my friend here…?”

“Rum and Coke, don’t skimp on the lime,” said Koji. 

The bartender nodded. “You got it, Koji.”

“Must be nice, living out here,” said McCabe.

Koji shrugged. “Guess I never really thought about it. Parents came here before I was born. Hawaii’s pretty much the only home I’ve ever known.”

The drinks arrived and McCabe paid the bartender, plus a healthy tip. He held up his glass. “Cheers.”

The edge of Koji’s lip raised slightly and he clinked his glass against McCabe’s. “It’s not often some old dude buys me a drink. Just so we’re clear, I don’t swing that way.”

“Hah!” McCabe sipped his Mai Tai. “Don’t worry, Mr. Asano. You’re not exactly my type.”

“Good,” said Koji. The bartender gave him two lime wedges instead of one and he squeezed them both into his drink, then left them on the counter before tipping back his glass.

“Actually, I’m more interested in something that happened a few months back. In a Mexican restaurant,” said McCabe.

Koji stopped mid-sip and lowered his glass. He glanced down at his hand, flexing his very-human fingers. “What about it?”

“I know about you, son. About how you slept in a sensory deprivation tank for close to a month. About how you’re more comfortable in water than on land.”

Koji slammed down his glass and stood. “Who the hell are you? What do you want?”

McCabe lifted his hands, palms towards Koji, fingers held up. “Easy, son. I don’t want to cause you any trouble.”

“Got a funny way of showing it,” said Koji.

“How about we go for a walk?” asked McCabe. “If you don’t like what I have to offer, then you never have to see me again. How does that sound?”

Koji looked down at the older man for a few moments. He was almost ready to start a fight here. But he knew that would be a mistake, so he took deep breaths to calm himself down.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s talk.”

***

Dominic Vaughn stepped from the shadows into his penthouse apartment on Manhattan’s Park Avenue. He was dressed all in black, including a mask to disguise his features. The jewel thief reached for the mask and pulled it off, smoothing down the jet-black hair that reached just past his chin. He reached for his belt, where a small satchel hung and removed it. Upon opening it, he placed his gloved hand inside, feeling the uncut diamonds contained within.

“Good evening, Mr. Vaughn.”

Dominic spun, but saw no one. The voice sounded like it was altered by a voice modulator of some kind. It was tinny and unearthly. He stepped closer to the wall and hit the switch, but nothing happened. Dominic tried the switch a few more times, still to no avail. Instead, he took the small flashlight attached to his belt and turned it on, shining the light around the room.

“You won’t find me that way, Mr. Vaughn. Mostly because I am not really here.”

“Who are you?” asked Dominic, rapidly turning from side to side, flashing the light wherever he could.

“A friend. Or at least, I hope that is what you will consider me.”

“Yeah well, friends don’t break into friends’ houses and stay hidden like a coward.”

“But I already told you, Mr. Vaughn. I am not in the room with you.”

Dominic stepped backwards, slowly. He knew every square inch of his apartment, and so stepping to the right to avoid the white leather couch in his living room as he backed towards the balcony window was second nature. 

Light filled the room once the television turned on, and Dominic stood right in front of it when it did. The sudden brightness dazed him and he raised his arms to block out the light, tripping as he did so and falling onto the glass coffee table with a loud crash. Dominic sat up, brushing the broken shards from his body, and he saw nothing but white static on the large television screen.

“I apologize for this slightly impersonal introduction, Mr. Vaughn. Unfortunately, you are a very difficult man to get ahold of. Especially given your extra-curricular activities.”

“

Dominic quickly moved to the television, pulling the plug from the power outlet. The TV went dark. Then a ringtone came from another room, specifically Dominic’s study. He rushed to that room and on the desk perched in a charging station was his cell phone, and the display showed an incoming call from an unknown number. Dominic answered the phone and slowly brought it to his ear.

“Mr. Vaughn, it does not need to be this way. We can speak face to face. I believe that would be easier on both of us.”

“What do you want?” asked Dominic. 

“Just to talk.”

“Where are you?”

“Go to the balcony.”

Dominic lowered the phone, but kept it in his hand. He opened one of his desk drawers and took a small pistol, holding it carefully as he returned to the living room. He aimed the gun at the doors and raised the phone to his ear. “Okay, I’m there.”

“Come out onto the balcony, Mr. Vaughn. Please.”

Dominic cautiously moved closer and closer to the large doors. With the phone still held in his hand, he unlatched the door and pushed it open, still pointing the gun forward. Dominic moved onto the balcony and turned from side to side, aiming the gun the whole time. 

He was alone.

“What is this, some sort of sick joke?”

“Not at all, Mr. Vaughn.”

That inhuman voice came through not only the phone, but Dominic could hear it nearby. From above. There was a bright, blue glow and he turned his head upward. Hovering above was some sort of metal, humanoid being. Its reflective, chrome frame was highlighted by glowing blue lights, particularly the eyes, but it had no mouth that Dominic could make out. The strange robot landed on the balcony right in front of him.

“Good evening, Mr. Vaughn,” it said. “My name is—”

Dominic opened fire, emptying the small gun’s ammunition. The bullets had no effect and the strange being just looked down at itself, and then back at Dominic.

“That was rude.” It reached out and took the gun from Dominic, crushing it in its hand like it were paper. “As I was saying before your interruption, my name is Zenith. And I am here to—”

Dominic darted back inside the apartment. Zenith sighed and followed. “Mr. Vaughn, please, I am not going to hurt you.”

With the shadows as cover, Dominic vanished into nothing. Zenith raised his arm, generating a small orb of electricity and used it to illuminate the apartment. His sensors moved around but could find no traces of any lifeforms. But there was a strange form of energy present. 

***

Dominic appeared on the roof of the building adjacent to his, stepping from the shadows. He chuckled a bit at his good fortune at having escaped the strange robot. Just what was that thing anyway? Why was it after him?

“Mr. Vaughn.”

Dominic froze as he heard that same, bizarre voice coming from behind him. “No, this can’t be happening…”

“I am not here to hurt you, Mr. Vaughn, I promise you that,” said Zenith. “But I need—”

“Get! Away!” Dominic spun on his heel and held out his hand. Some sort of ebon energy fired from his palm, completely engulfing Zenith. The blast had no effect, but Zenith could detect something odd in the energy. Dominic’s eyes went pitch-black when he fired and once the blast ceased, they returned to normal.

“What…what the hell just happened?” he asked, staring dumbfounded at his hand.

“It would seem that your abilities extends beyond mere teleportation.” Zenith rose from over the edge of the building, hovering closer towards Dominic. Once he landed, Zenith raised his arm, pointing it at Dominic. Almost instantly, parts around the arm shifted, until it formed into a small cannon with some form of energy crackling around the barrel. 

“I do not wish to hurt you, Mr. Vaughn. But I grow weary of these attacks on my person when all I want to do is talk.”

“Talk about what?” asked Dominic. 

“About what has happened to you, about what you can do, and about how I can help you,” said Zenith.

Dominic chuckled. “Yeah right, help me. I’m young, rich, and have superpowers. How the hell can you help me?”

“I know all about you, Mr. Vaughn.” Zenith lowered his arm, the cannon shifting back into his hand. He slowly approached the dark-haired man. “I’ve been monitoring reports of jewel heists all over the world. Security systems being mysteriously circumvented. No signs of forced entry, or any entry for that matter. The only evidence that a crime even occurred being the missing jewels.”

“What does that have to do with me?” asked Dominic. 

“I managed to investigate some of these sites. There is an unknown form of energy lingering in the atmosphere. I found a way to track it, and thus, it led me to the apartment of one Dominic Vaughn, son of wealthy investor Michael Vaughn. I’ve done research on you, Mr. Vaughn. Thrill-seeking is something of a hobby of yours, is it not? And what greater thrill can one get than theft?”

Dominic shook his head. “You can’t prove shit.”

“As a matter of fact, I can,” said Zenith. “And now that I have analyzed your energy signature, it would only be a matter of time before I am able to circumvent it and neutralize your means of teleportation.”

Dominic slowly backed away from the robot. “So what is it you want, huh?”

“I am not acting alone, Mr. Vaughn. I work with certain people who are quite interested in your unique abilities,” said Zenith. “They propose a partnership.”

Dominic was close to the shadows now. Once he moved inside them, he would be able to transport himself somewhere else. But he knew if he tried, this thing would just follow him again. Just like before. His only opportunity was to hear the robot out.

“What’s in it for me?”

“Well for one, the evidence I have linking you to your crimes will never be unearthed,” said Zenith. “And two, the type of partnership they propose would no doubt lead to the sort of excitement a man such as yourself craves.”

***

“Just so we’re clear on the nature of your report, Lieutenant…” The man who sat at the table in front of Anita Jordan had a higher rank than she’d ever seen before, at least up close and personal. He and two other superior officers sat at a long, wooden table in an otherwise empty room and Anita stood in front of them, in military dress uniform.

“According to your statement, your convoy was attacked by militants. No survivors, but somehow you came out unharmed. You then awoke in captivity, a prisoner of some warlord who called himself the Kurgan.”

“Actually sir, he referred to himself as the Khagan,” said Anita. Smart, she told herself. Correct the man whose job it is to decide whether or not you committed treason.

He stared at her over the rims of his small glasses, the light from above shining off his bald head. “Yes, the Khagan. A man who leads an organization called the Red Fist. An organization which, mind you, we have no record of and has a base of operations inside of a hollowed-out mountain.”

“I never said it was hollowed out—”

“You will only speak when you are given permission, Lieutenant, do I make myself clear?”

Anita shut her mouth and nodded. 

“So this Khagan, he shoots you and nothing happens. The bullet somehow flattens against your body. He invites you to join his organization, you refuse and he orders your death. Without any sort of body armor or cover, you are able to withstand the force of several enemy combatants firing on you with automatic weapons and even managed to survive an attack from a rocket launcher by, and I quote, ‘flying through the roof of the fortress.’”

The officer shut the file and removed his glasses. “This has got to be the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever read in my entire life.”

“It’s all true,” said Anita.

The officer turned to the other two men at the table. Both of them held similar skeptical visages. One of them, who still had hair, leaned forward, folding his hands and laying them on the table. 

“Put yourself in our shoes. What seems more likely? That someone of your background—”

“My father was Muslim and he’s been dead for ten years,” said Anita.

“Betrayed her squadron to terrorist forces within Afghanistan—”

“And I should also remind you that I am an American citizen by birth,” she continued.

“And has been caught and comes up with some outrageous tale of secret societies and—”

“If she betrayed her squad, why would she return? And why wouldn’t she have a better cover story?”

The men at the table had incredulous looks and were staring past her. Anita turned as well and at the door saw a man in uniform with a silver mustache, hands clasped behind his back.

“You’re not authorized to be in here, this is a closed session,” said the man at the center of the table.

The newcomer walked past Anita and took a folded piece of paper from his inside pocket. He handed it to the man in the center. “Colonel Leonard Thorne. This order from the Commander in Chief says I have every right to be in this room, and that this case is now under my purview.”

The man in the center stared up at Thorne, his brows arched. “You can bet I’m going to follow up on this.”

“Be my guest. In fact…” Thorne reached inside his pocket and took out a cell phone. “You can use my phone.”

***

Thorne closed the door after the three officers left. He walked to the front of the room and leaned on the edge of the table. “Sorry about that whole thing. Guys like that find it hard to believe what else is really out there.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I have no idea what’s going on here,” said Anita. “Things went crazy in Afghanistan, then once I return to my base and submit my report, I’m immediately whisked away back to the States and then thrown in front of those three? This wasn’t an investigative hearing, this was an interrogation, wasn’t it?”

Thorne nodded. “It was. Truth be told, they would have interrogated you at some blacksite if they had their way. We were able to get you back over here, but they got to you before I could arrive.”

Anita sighed and closed her eyes. “Just tell me, please, what is going on?”

“The world’s different, Lt. Jordan. Things are changing rapidly, and things are going to come to light soon, things that we’ve spent the better part of the past year trying to keep secret, at least as long as it takes us to make preparations.”

“Preparations for what?” asked Anita.

“You’ve been through quite an ordeal, and the last thing I want to do is to add to it,” said Thorne. “I’m sure you’d like nothing more than an honorable discharge and return to civilian life, find work as a doctor somewhere, am I right?”

Anita nodded. “After what happened over there, I’d say that’s a pretty sound assessment. All this happened against my will, and now I’m being held under suspicion simply because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Thorne turned slightly and picked up one of the folders left behind. He opened it and flipped through the details of Anita’s report and, without looking up at her, said, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“What do you mean?”

Thorne closed the file. “I believe everything you wrote. And based on what you learned from this Khagan character, I’d say he could be a real threat. Something that bears further investigation.”

“What are you saying?” asked Anita.

“I’m saying that you’re about to be promoted, Lieutenant,” said Thorne. “Not officially, of course. But your unique abilities will prove very useful to the unit I’m putting together. The only question is do you want a chance to prove your story, and the chance to defend your country on a completely different front?”

“That’s…quite an offer, Colonel,” said Anita. “I have to admit I’m curious. Any chance you could tell me more about it?”

Thorne had a wry smile. “No. I need you to commit first. So what do you say?”




















CHAPTER 6




Colonel Thorne watched with a smile as the elevator doors opened and the faces of his team fell in surprise at the monitor room. Like everything in their new base of operations, the room was circular, with an array of monitors lining the entire room and a long, rectangular table in the center with all the chairs facing the monitors. 

“There is virtually no database we do not have access to through these systems,” said Zenith. “The Department of Defense has provided us with unprecedented clearance in order to conduct the kind of operations we are embarking on.”

“And all of this is underground?” asked Dominic, running his hand along the smooth surface of the metal table. 

“Indeed it is,” said Zenith. “The entire base is automated.”

“How far down does this thing go?” asked Koji. “The doc said there’d be a little bit more to it than this.”

“Oh, there is,” said Thorne. “Follow me.”

He turned back to the elevator and next to it was another door. Once Thorne stepped in front of it, the door slid open and there was a small tunnel connected to a second door. Upon entrance, the team was shocked to discover another circular room, larger than the one before it. The room seemed like a recreation area of some kind, fully furnished with carpeted floors, papered walls, and couches and chairs. There was a large television set and Erin found herself drawn to this. 

“Whoa, this is so cool!” she said. 

“Recreation level,” said Zenith. “There are thirteen levels total in this area of the base.”

The television set turned on and Erin jumped a bit in surprise. What appeared was a cutaway of the entire base, from the hangar and small security building on the ground to the base itself that extended far underground.

“Oh my god…” muttered Anita as she knelt in front of the screen, not believing what she was looking at. “How long have you been planning this operation? This must have taken years to construct.”

“That’s true,” said Thorne. “If we’d built it from scratch. Truth is though, we just renovated an existing place.”

“What sort of place?” asked Koji.

“A missile silo,” said Jim.

Erin looked away from the TV with a smile on her face. She had managed to maintain her appearance from before her powers manifested. “You’re kidding, right?”

“This was initially an Atlas F ICBM silo complex,” said Zenith. “Constructed in the 1960s, it was one of the strongest complexes ever built. The Launch Control Center, where we entered, has been split into a monitor room and an infirmary.”

“Isn’t this supposed to be off the record as far as the government is concerned?” asked Dominic.

“Many of these decommissioned sites are now available for sale,” said Jim. “People renovate them into underground homes.”

“We’ve got a training area, a laboratory, kitchen, living quarters, anything you’ll need,” said McCabe. 

“Living quarters? Why would I trade my Park Avenue address for living in some sort of commune under the middle of nowhere?” asked Dominic.

“Naturally, not everyone will want to live on-site, and we can accommodate that, although there will be times when we’ll ask you to stay here for extended periods,” said Thorne. “But given your particular talents, I don’t think it’ll be too much of a problem for you.”

“So what now?” asked Erin. 

“Now we start evaluating your abilities, see what exactly it is you can do,” said McCabe. 
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CHAPTER 1




Nestled within the Adirondack Mountains of New York was an Atlas F ICBM silo complex. Long since decommissioned, the complex remained and was renovated earlier in the year. What was once the Launch Control Center adjacent to the underground silo had been split into three floors, and one of those floors contained the office of Colonel Leonard Thorne. 

He sat upright in the high-back leather chair, one hand rubbing his freshly-shaved chin. Scattered across his desk were various documents, most of them files of the people he had recruited for a top-secret project authorized by President Curtis Hayworth. It was an off-the-books operation, with a very limited number of people in government aware of its existence.

Ever since what had been called The Event at the end of 2012, people all across the Earth began exhibiting superhuman abilities. Just a few short months after, the President called in Thorne and Dr. Howard McCabe of the Human Genome Project. The mandate was simple: create a response team composed of specials to deal with the potential threats that some of the specials may pose. 

A team of superheroes. Project: Vanguard.

The knock at the door took his attention from his thoughts. “Enter.” The man who stepped through the door was Thorne’s partner in this endeavor, Dr. McCabe himself. Like Thorne, he was a man in his fifties, bald and sporting a thin, white beard in addition to his rimless glasses. 

“Good morning, Colonel,” he said as he approached the mahogany desk with two cups of steaming coffee. He set one on the desk. “Extra cream, no sugar, right?”

Thorne rested his elbows on the desk’s surface and leaned forward, interlocking his hands. A smile appeared beneath his silver mustache. “Howard, we’re in this together. There’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

McCabe uttered a sheepish chuckle and sat in one of the two chairs that rested in front of the desk. He crossed his legs and sipped his own coffee. “Sorry, I guess I’m still a bit intimidated by this whole thing.”

“Mmm, can’t say I blame you.” He took hold of the coffee cup and sipped it lightly, looking back down on the documents. “Thanks for the coffee. How are the recruits coming along?”

“They’ve had some time to adjust to their new surroundings. Today we’re planning to begin the process of testing their abilities and running them through the training regimen.”

Thorne gathered the scattered documents together and collated them quickly. “Shall we review who we’ve got?”

McCabe nodded.

“Let’s start with the specials.” Thorne thumbed through the documents and pulled out one. The photo attached was a young woman with dark skin and short, black hair. “Anita Jordan, formerly of the Army Medical Corps. Exhibits a range of abilities—flight, superhuman strength, invulnerability. Definitely a powerhouse.”

“I actually have some theories on that.”

“We can test those when we begin with her session.” Thorne drew the next document. A young man, with pale skin and chin-length black hair. “Dominic Vaughn, professional thief. Shadow teleportation, and Zenith also said he’s got some sort of energy projection as well.”

He drew the next, a teenage girl with long, blond hair. “Erin Hastings, high school student. Shapeshifting. And finally…” The last of the specials was a young Asian man with short, dark hair. “Koji Asano, surfing instructor. Can transform into a shark-human hybrid.”

“Speaking of Koji, I’ve got him scheduled first for today,” said McCabe. 

“And then we’ve got the rest of the team.” Another document drawn, and the photo here was a robot with blue LED lights for eyes. “Zenith. Discovered in the 1950s, been working secretly for the government since as part of the Zenith Project.”

“And someone you’re more familiar with than I am,” said McCabe. “How long were you with the Zenith Project before you were both assigned to this?”

“Few years. Last but not least, our field commander.” Thorne took the final document, which had a photo of a young man with short blond hair in military dress. “James Ellis, Navy SEAL before he was recruited by the CIA’s Special Operations Group. Are we ready to test him today, too?”

McCabe nodded. “Zenith has completed the calibrations on his suit.”

Thorne set the cup down. “Shall we go have a look at them?” He wheeled his chair back from the desk before rising. Once he stood, he retrieved the cup.

McCabe rose as well and gestured to the door. “After you, Colonel.”

Thorne smirked and wagged a finger at McCabe before leading the way from his office.

***

Koji Asano stood in only a pair of swim trunks as McCabe placed various sensors on his bare skin. They stood at the edge of the pool, with their other teammates seated at one end and Thorne standing watch. Zenith stood beside Koji, calibrating each sensor as it was placed.

“Water training can be quite useful, particularly with your talents,” said McCabe. He placed the last sensor on and stood back. “Okay, that should do it. We good, Zenith?”

The robot nodded. “All sensors functioning and recording correctly.”

Koji stepped to the edge of the pool. “So what now?”

“Up until now, you’ve only managed to change form while under water, but I believe this to be a simple reflex as opposed to a prerequisite,” said McCabe. “So what I’d like you to do is concentrate when you come out on maintaining that form.”

Koji had a skeptical look on his face. “And you think that’ll work?”

McCabe shrugged. “How else are we going to find out?”

“Alright, here goes.” Koji jumped into the pool. As soon as he dove under the water, his skin changed, becoming gray, and his muscles even increased. He grew slightly larger, especially his head, which took on a strange shape, his nose and upper lip almost merging as they extended forward, his hair receding into his skull. Koji’s teeth elongated and came to form razor-sharp points, and his nails did likewise. His eyes were now jet-black, and he felt a sudden burst of speed. Koji made it to the other end of the olympic-sized pool in a matter of seconds. 

He stuck his head out of the water, remembering what McCabe had said. Koji kept telling himself to remain like this, almost like trying to hold his breath for an extended period. He placed his hands on the edge of the pool and pulled himself up onto the surface. 

“Shark-form is holding,” said Zenith, his scanners connected to the sensors on Koji’s body.

“Good work, Koji,” said McCabe, running from the other side of the pool. “Try walking around, get some movement.”

Koji did, walking towards the bench where his new teammates were sitting. Erin retracted somewhat, her eyes large with fear at what she was looking at. Koji paused when he saw this and backed off.

“It’s okay,” said Anita, putting her hand on Erin’s shoulder. “It’s still him.”

Erin nodded, but the fear was still present in her eyes. Koji was struck by that reaction. Part of him felt bad for scaring the girl, but another part of him also got a strange sense of satisfaction from it. 

“Dr. McCabe, sensors are picking up a shift,” said Zenith.

Koji felt it as well. His enhanced senses started to fade, and he could feel the tight muscles beneath his skin beginning to slacken, losing their mighty form. He tried to hold onto it, but the shift came anyway, and he looked at his hands, watching as the hardened, pale skin changed back to the soft, human flesh.

“Damn…”

“Don’t feel too bad about it, son,” said Thorne. “For a first time effort, that was pretty impressive. Now that we know you can use your powers outside of the water, it’s time for you to work on using them for extended periods.”

“He’s right,” said McCabe. “You did good, Koji.”

Koji grinned. “Sharkskin.”

Thorne raised an eyebrow. “Come again?”

“We’re supposed to be superheroes, right?” asked Koji. “Then we’ll need names to go along with that. So call me Sharkskin.”

Thorne scoffed. “Kids.”

***

Anita was seated in McCabe’s laboratory, watching with confusion as he connected diodes to her head. The wires were connected to a device on the table, which in turn was connected to a computer monitor. Zenith once again was monitoring and the rest of the group stood off to the side and watched. 

“I don’t understand, Doctor,” she said. “I thought you were interested in measuring my powers, so what does this have to do with my head? Shouldn’t we be doing strength or endurance tests?”

“We should, but that’s only if your superhuman strength was connected to your muscles and not your mind,” said McCabe.

“My mind?”

“Body scans reveal your muscles and skin to be within normal limits, so it is unlikely that they are any more durable or stronger than the average human,” said Zenith. 

“But that doesn’t make any sense. The things I can do—”

“There is a field of energy surrounding your body,” said Zenith. “I detected it while we were performing the physical scans. There also appears to be some increased electrical activity in your brain.”

“What’s that mean?” asked Jim. “She’s doing it all with her mind?”

McCabe turned away from the sensors and examined the computer monitor. “That’s precisely what I believe is going on here. Anita, have you ever heard the term tactile telekinesis?”

“I’ve heard both those words, but never combined,” she said.

“What’s it mean?” asked Erin. 

“Tactile comes from the Latin tactilis, which—”

“He’s saying I can move things with my mind, but only while I’m touching them,” said Anita. Zenith looked at her and she gave him a sheepish smile. “Sorry to cut you off, but figured she wasn’t interested in the etymology.”

“It would also explain your ability to fly and a telekinetic field could account for your invulnerability,” said McCabe. 

“So how are we testing it?” asked Anita.

“Like this.” Thorne drew a sidearm and fired. Erin screamed at the sound of the gunshot and Dominic and Koji flinched. Anita, having experienced this before, just remained still. 

“There!” said McCabe, reviewing the recorded data. “There was a spike in brain activity when the bullet struck.”

“Are you crazy?” asked Erin. “You could have killed her!”

“Relax, both the Colonel and I knew the bullet wouldn’t hurt me,” said Anita. 

“Oh…” 

“Superhuman strength, flight, invulnerability,” said Koji. “Hey Colonel, think we’d get slapped with a lawsuit if Anita starts calling herself Supergirl?”

“Girl?” asked Anita.

“How about Paragon?” asked Dominic with a grin.

Anita smirked. “Flatterer.”

“Paragon, from the Italian—”

“Yeah, we get it,” said Erin.

***

The training room was essentially one large, empty chamber, and with a far higher ceiling than the others. The elevator and stairwell were covered by an observation booth, from where the entire facility could be controlled.

“For now, there’s not much in here, but we’re hoping to install some devices to better test your abilities in combat scenarios,” said Thorne. 

Dominic stood in the center of the room in track pants and a t-shirt. He shrugged as he looked around the room. Anita stood by his side, also wearing her work-out clothes. And Zenith made three, standing on the other side of Dominic.

“So what are we supposed to do out here?” asked Dominic. 

“Your teleportation is a good skill, but not very useful if there aren’t any shadows for you to take advantage of,” said Thorne from the booth, his voice echoing over a speaker. “But according to Zenith, you’ve got another trick up your sleeve.”

“You used some sort of energy projection on me when we fought,” said Zenith. “But there was something more to it, I feel.”

Dominic motioned to Anita. “And you?”

“We have to see what it might mean for someone human,” said Anita. “And since I’m the invulnerable one around here, guess that means I drew the short straw.”

Dominic shook his head. “Oh no, I’m not blasting you when we don’t know what it even is I’m blasting you with.”

Anita stepped towards him, hands on her hips. “C’mon, you think I can’t take it?”

Dominic stepped away, his hands raised up. “Hey now, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“What are you afraid of, pretty boy?” asked Anita, grinning. “Worried that you might just end up pissing me off and I’ll kick your ass?”

Dominic scoffed and turned to the booth, holding his arms out to the side in annoyance. “Hey Thorne, what the hell?”

Anita shoved Dominic from behind and he tumbled forward, then fell on his face. He reluctantly got back to his feet, surprised at how far she’d sent him with just a little push. As he turned to her, the look on his face showing his patience grew thin.

“Don’t shove me, princess.” 

“Princess?” Anita cracked her knuckles. “Ohh, now I’m starting to think you want a beat-down.”

From inside the booth, Jim sidled up next to Thorne. “You think this is a good idea?” he whispered. “Letting them get all riled up like this?”

Thorne glanced at McCabe. “What do you think, Doctor?”

“These abilities mostly seem to act on reflex, in response to emotional states,” said McCabe. “So it might be a way to get them to manifest, at least at first.”

Anita shoved Dominic again, and this one threw him up against the wall. He grunted, stretching out the pain he now felt along his back. “Okay, that’s twice. I’m warning you…”

“Warning me, huh?” asked Anita. “What are you gonna do about it?”

“This.” Dominic threw his hand forward and a stream of ebon energy erupted from his palm, just as it had when he battled Zenith during his recruitment. Except this didn’t seem concussive at all. When the energy faded, Anita was on her knees, her arms wrapped around her torso and her face overcome with sorrow.

“Anita…?” asked Dominic. “You okay?”

The others came running from the booth, with McCabe going to her side. He put his arm around her and helped her to her feet. “What’s wrong?”

“I-I don’t know…” she said, still hugging herself. “I just…when that blast hit me, I felt…cold.”

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” said Erin. 

“Or maybe…” began Koji, patting Dominic on the back. “A Wraith.”

***

McCabe peered through the microscope and scribbled in his notebook based on what he saw. He looked up from the scope and put his glasses back on, then turned to the computer. The microscope recorded what he saw and he played it back, watching as what was in the blood sample reacted, changing. 

There was a knock on the door. “Come in.”

Erin entered the lab, still in her human form and wearing sweat pants and a tank top. “You wanted to see me, Doctor?”

“Yes, yes, come in.” McCabe stood and brought a second chair over next to his, then sat back in front of the computer. Erin accepted the chair he brought and McCabe pointed at the screen. “Do you know what this is, Erin?”

She looked at the monitor. They were multi-colored blobs, constantly changing their shape and color. Erin shook her head and looked at McCabe. “No, what is it?”

“Your blood,” said McCabe. “I’ve been studying your case and I’ve noticed something very interesting. Beyond just your outward appearance, your ability has given you a completely malleable molecular structure.” 

“What’s that mean?” asked Erin. 

“It means that through practice, you can find ways to do more with your powers than just look like other people,” said McCabe. “But I think it works better if you are in your natural state.”

Erin slid the chair back a little. McCabe offered a sympathetic smile. “You can’t hide who you are. All of us here, we’re working together. And we need everyone to try their best.”

“Yeah, but everyone else looks normal when they’re not using their powers,” said Erin. “But me, I look like…”

She paused and her features shifted, changing into her default form of an almost-featureless pale green figure. Hair retreated into her pores, as she looked down at her hands. 

McCabe patted her hand. “There’s nothing wrong with how you look, Erin. Around here, you can feel free to be yourself.”

She gave a tiny smile. “So this other stuff you think I can do…what kind of stuff?”

“Well…” said McCabe, looking around the lab. There was an empty Coke can on the desk. “Ah, let’s try something. Stay here.” McCabe picked up the can and walked to the other side of the room. He placed the can on a table and returned to Erin’s side. McCabe pointed across the room. “I want you to reach out and get me that can.”

Erin gave him a look of disbelief. “You’re joking, right?”

McCabe grinned. “You’re the one with the malleable molecular structure.”

“I don’t even know what you just said.”

“Just humor an old man, okay?”

Erin huffed. “Okay.” She held out her arm, stretching out her fingers. Erin groaned a little as she reached for the can and then relaxed her arm and faced McCabe. “Happy?”

McCabe sighed. “Why don’t you try it again? And this time, don’t act like it’s impossible, just imagine yourself reaching out for the can and taking it.”

She shook her head incredulously. “You’re losing it, Doc.”

“Close your eyes.”

“How am I supposed to reach for the can if I can’t see it?”

“Well, fumble around for it. I think you’re subconsciously limiting yourself. Just close your eyes, reach out for the can, and imagine picking it up.”

Erin sighed again, but nodded. The almond-shaped, pale yellow eyes closed and she reached out her hand. She pictured the can across the room on the table. And she pictured herself reaching for it from across the room. Erin imagined her arm elongating, stretching out over the distance. She pictured her fingers wrapping around the can. Then, she gasped.

“Oh god…” she said. “I can feel it!”

Erin opened her eyes and the instant she did, her arm snapped back to normal. She stood and pouted. “Ugh!”

McCabe stood with her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “No, no, that was great. You just did something incredible, Erin! You proved that shapeshifting goes beyond just mere appearance.”

“Shift,” she said.

“Pardon?”

“Y’know, how Koji said we should all have code-names or whatever?” Erin smiled. “Well, I think I want mine to be Shift.”

***

Jim entered the training room’s control booth and found Thorne and Zenith waiting for him, with Thorne sitting at the control console. Instead of his usual clothes, Jim was decked out in a special suit that consisted of red body armor from his neck down. There was some headgear as well, but it only covered part of his head, with a yellow, plastic lens over his right eye. 

“Not bad,” said Thorne with a smile. “How’s it feel?”

“Surprisingly not as uncomfortable as I thought,” said Jim. “Still a little unclear on the whole thing.”

“The suit is a lightweight form of body armor, designed to enhance your natural strength and speed to some extent,” said Zenith. “I’d been developing it over the past few years as a hobby.”

“And this?” Jim tapped the eyepiece.

“Targeting and built-in sensors,” said Zenith.

“If you’re going to be leading a team of specials, you’d better be able to keep up,” said Thorne.

“Wait, I’m sorry, what?” asked Jim. “Did you just say lead? I thought you wanted me to come on as an advisor, or maybe help out with some sort of stealth training. But you want me leading these guys?”

Thorne stood and stepped closer. “I need someone with training out there, Jim. Someone who responds to my orders. Someone I know I can trust.”

“What about Zenith? He’s far more capable than me,” said Jim.

“I cannot be trusted,” said Zenith.

“See, he’s perfectly capable of—wait what?” Jim looked at the robot. “What do you mean you can’t be trusted?”

“I assist the government, but there are many secrets I will not reveal to them, and I’ve made it quite clear I don’t want to be used as an instrument of war,” said Zenith. “Moreover, I lack humanity. This team needs someone who still knows what it is like to be powerless.”

“Hey now, powerless is a bit harsh—”

“He’s right,” said Thorne. “Listen Ellis, you’re a good soldier. You know what you’re doing out there, you’ve got the training and the skills I’m looking for in a field leader. You’re the best man for this job.”

Jim sighed. “Okay, in that case I’ll need some weapons, right? I mean you wouldn’t have given me this target-thing if you didn’t also plan on giving me some guns.”

Thorne turned to Zenith. “Show the man his early Christmas present.”

Zenith nodded and reached under the console for a large case. He opened it for Jim, holding it out for him. Jim looked inside and there were two oddly-shaped handguns. A model he had never seen in all his years serving.

“What are these?” he asked.

“Try ‘em out,” said Thorne.

Jim reached for one of the guns and found it was surprisingly light. Once he gripped it in his hand, sensor lights on the side turned from red to green. 

“The guns are keyed to the suit’s gloves. Any attempt to fire them by someone not wearing your suit will result in an electric shock,” said Zenith. 

Jim held the weapon in front of his face, turning it to examine the gun from all angles. “Where do I load the ammo?”

“You don’t,” said Thorne.

“Then what?” asked Jim, looking up from his new toy. “Am I supposed to throw it at the bad guys?”

“It’s a particle beam weapon,” said Zenith. “Powered by rechargeable battery packs. Two settings, stun and lethal. As one may surmise, the stun setting uses significantly less energy than lethal.”

Jim looked at the holster affixed to each thigh. He slid the gun in and realized it was a perfect fit, then did the same for the other gun. 

“Perhaps we should consult Koji on your code-name,” said Zenith. “Or if I may suggest Deadeye?”

Jim shook his head. “I don’t think having ‘dead’ in my name will go over well. What do you think of Gunsmith?”




















CHAPTER 2




One Month Later




Callum King sat on the edge of his bed, with dirty clothes strewn all over the one-room apartment. In his right hand he held a picture that portrayed him in a tuxedo next to a raven-haired woman in a wedding dress. His left hand clutched a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Light sobs wracked his body, his vision blurred by tears. He reached a hand towards his eyes, pushing up his glasses as he wiped the tears, then followed by taking a long drink from the bottle. 

He’d been out of regular work for over a year, growing increasingly frustrated. And his wife had left him as a result. Now he was living in this shoebox of an apartment. Callum crumpled the photograph and threw it into the corner. He raised the bottle to his mouth again, tilting his head back until the bottle was completely upside-down, the whiskey burning a path down his throat. When the bottle was empty, he loosened his grip and let it fall into a pile of shirts and boxers. 

Callum stood and walked over to the dresser. He thought something must be wrong with the whiskey, because he didn’t feel like he’d just finished an entire bottle. But it didn’t matter. Nothing did. Without Lily, he didn’t have the strength to put up with the terrible job market anymore. 

He opened his sock drawer and pulled out a small box. Setting it on top, he raised the lid, revealing a small revolver with a few bullets. Callum opened the chamber and loaded each of the rounds, then sat back down on the bed. He took a deep breath—what he hoped was his last—and put the barrel in his mouth, pulling the trigger.

There was a loud blam and the smell of smoke lingered in the air.

But Callum wasn’t dead. He wasn’t even injured. And no one was more surprised by that fact than he. There was also something rattling in his mouth, like something stuck. He worked his jaw around and knocked loose whatever was in there and spat it into his hand. 

The bullet fell into his palm, completely flattened. 

Callum held the crushed piece of metal between his thumb and forefinger, holding it up and turning it around slowly. As he stared at the mangled bullet, he noticed something strange—it was starting to get hot. He could feel the temperature of it rising, but the reason behind it eluded him, and he felt absolutely no pain. But then he saw his hand. Or more accurately, saw it glowing like a hot coal. 

He dropped the bullet and stood, shaking his head. He was seeing things. Too much whiskey. Yeah, that was it. Must be a lot more drunk than he realized if he’d begun hallucinating. Could alcohol even cause hallucinations? 

Callum walked slowly to the bathroom. He was about to turn the faucet with his left hand, the same one he’d seen glowing, but decided against it and used the right. He placed both hands under the running water and once the liquid hit, steam erupted forth, fogging his glasses. Callum pulled back and grabbed the glasses from his face, tossing them to the ground. They hit the toilet bowl and fell in the water, crumpled. 

He reached out his hand and carefully wiped the fog from the mirror. Callum stared into his own face, and he could feel anger boiling up inside him. Without realizing what he was doing, he had his hand balled into a fist, and next thing he knew, his fist went through the mirror and into the medicine cabinet. Glass shards fell across the sink and Callum gingerly brought his hand back to his face.

Not a scratch.

It wasn’t a hallucination, he was beginning to realize that now. What he was dealing with was something a whole lot more. Something inside him had changed. 

He went back into his room and sat on the bed. What was happening to him? Callum turned on the TV and started flipping through the channels. One of the stations was showing The Sentinels, a movie about superheroes. As he watched the characters on the screen, he began to come to a realization.

He was now one of them. 

When she left, Lily called him a loser. Well, could a loser do the things he was now capable of? 

He’d show her. He’d show her she was wrong to leave him. He’d show his former boss who laid him off at the firm. He’d show his father, who told him he’d never amount to anything. He’d show that stupid shrink who told him he had dependency issues. Yes, that’s it, he’d show them all.

And they’d all realize how wrong they were, they’d beg him to let them back into his life. He would get Lily back, one way or another. After all, how could she resist him after she saw what he could do?

Callum knew what he had to do. He had to become like the heroes in The Sentinels. Then Lily would come running back. She wouldn’t resist him. There was no way that little weasel she was with now could ever measure up to him. She couldn’t resist a hero. How could anyone?

It was the perfect plan. Now all he needed was to put it into action.

***

Erin entered the monitor room, clad in a University of Wisconsin hooded sweatshirt. She found it difficult to sleep and decided to explore Atlas. Most of the base was dark, aside from dim emergency lights illuminating the corridors, stairwells, and elevator. But that was all a far cry from the monitor room, with the glow of the various screens bathing the room in their radiance. Zenith stood in the center of the monitor room, just taking in the images that flashed over the screens. There were a dozen of them or so. For Erin, the sound from all the different newscasts just faded into white noise.

“Good evening, Ms. Hastings,” said the robot, without even looking at her. “I take it you’ve had some difficulty sleeping?”

Erin was surprised that he knew it was her before he even saw her. She instinctively tugged her hood over her bald, pale green head. Even when faced with something that didn’t care about human appearances, she still wanted to hide what these powers had turned her into. 

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m monitoring news feeds from around the world. Colonel Thorne believes that, with all the specials emerging, some may not choose to hide their powers. Or some may not be able to control them. If we can locate potential problems and intervene before they become a crisis, we have the potential to save many lives.”

Erin walked deeper into the monitor room, approaching the screens. The images on them constantly changed from one news channel to another, broadcast in a variety of different languages. She could barely get a glimpse of them, and she had no idea how Zenith was able to monitor so many in such a short amount of time and still comprehend all the necessary information from them.

“So that’s why you were built?” she asked, turning to face him. “To be Big Brother for all of us?”

Zenith directed his watchful gaze from the screens to look at Erin. The LED lights that served as his eyes showed no emotion, and his head was void of any other facial features. “I apologize, Ms. Hastings. Have I offended you in some way?”

“No, it’s not that, it’s just—” Erin huffed, crossing her arms and looking away. “I guess I’m just a little…uncomfortable with the idea of spying on people.”

“As am I,” said Zenith. “Which is why I am not spying, but rather focusing on the events. I am not monitoring phone calls or emails, but rather media reports.”

“And you’re sure that will work?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” said Zenith. “It is almost three in the morning. Why are you awake?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” Erin rubbed her arms through the sleeves of her sweatshirt as she looked around the monitor room. “This whole place, it just feels so…so surreal. I mean until recently, the biggest thing I had to worry about was failing biology. But now, I’m living in an underground missile silo with a bunch of people who have superpowers and a robot.”

“Personally, I prefer the term Artificial American.”

Erin looked at him with surprise. “Oh, really? Is…is that what you call yourself?”

“No, I was making a joke.”

Erin’s stare of disbelief lingered on him for a moment, unsure of whether or not it was the truth or sarcasm, but then she felt her lips twisting into a smirk.

“Your discomfort is understandable, Ms. Hastings.”

“Call me Erin. Every time you say, ‘Ms. Hastings,’ I keep thinking my mom is standing behind me.”

“As you wish, Erin.” Zenith turned his focus back to the monitors. 

“How can you do that?” she asked. “Pay attention to all that information flying around?”

“I am capable of processing data on a level far above that of even the most sophisticated computer.”

“But…how?”

“Through the constant upgrades I have installed. I am always trying to improve my systems.” Zenith went quiet after that and Erin followed suit. But it was only a few moments before he chose to break the silence. “Forgive me for asking, but from what I understand of your unique physiology, your body is quite immune to changes in temperature.”

“Huh?” she asked, and in her head, she took apart the vocabulary he used to try and decipher his meaning. “Oh! You mean how I don’t really get cold?”

Zenith nodded. “Precisely. So why are you wearing that sweatshirt?”

“Might feel a bit stupid to someone like you, but…” Her voice trailed off. 

“You do not like your appearance?”

Erin shook her head. “I know you probably think it’s some shallow thing, but it’s not that I hate how I look. It’s more…I just don’t recognize this.” She motioned to her face. “When I look in the mirror, I don’t see me, I see a stranger.” Her facial features shifted, her skin tone became the shade of beige she knew, and blond hair emerged from her head. “This is who I am, but if I want to look like me, I have to concentrate. And if I lose my focus…” She shifted again, reverting to the pale green skin and the hair receded into her skull. “I become this.”

“And that is why you have trouble sleeping.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

Erin shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe.”

Zenith looked at the screens and his eyes flashed quickly. Every monitor shut off at once, and the lights in the room came on. He turned his entire body to face Erin. “You may find this difficult to believe, but I can understand what you are going through. My earliest memory was waking in this body, but when that happened, I felt a sense of discomfort.”

Erin widened her eyes. “What do you mean?”

Zenith looked down at his metallic hand, flexing the digits one by one, tiny servos whirring as he did. “I cannot truly explain it, but I have the sense that I had an existence prior to this one.”

Erin wrapped her arms around her body. “So what did you do about it?”

Zenith lowered his hand and looked up at her. If he possessed anything resembling a mouth, Erin got the sense he would have been smiling at her. “I learned to adapt to the new circumstances. I found a new path for myself.”

“So now it’s my turn to do the same.”

“And mine as well. We must now both learn to adapt.”

She grinned a little. “Yeah, guess so.”

***

The navy-blue and white suit clung tightly to his body. Callum had to max out his last credit card to pay for it, but this would be worth it. Soon, people would be banging down his door with wheelbarrows full of cash for the rights to his story. 

He stepped out onto the roof of his building, looking out over the Chicago skyline. Night had fallen and soon, he’d find something to do with his powers. Crime was never far away in this city, and all he had to do was wait. The wind caught the white cape, billowing it slightly behind him. 

Sirens cut through the sounds of traffic and Callum smiled. This was it. He stepped up to the ledge of the roof. As he looked down the six stories to the traffic below, he started to have second thoughts. He’d spent the two weeks waiting for the costume practicing with his abilities, trying to hone them. He didn’t have much room to practice his flying in the small apartment, but he did manage to lift himself off the ground. It was pretty simple, but now he found himself worried that it wouldn’t carry him at this height. 

Callum took a deep breath and crouched. He pushed his weight down on his legs, and then sprang up, the powerful muscles shooting him into the sky. As he reached the apex of the jump and began his descent, he shut his eyes, whispering to himself: “Please work…please work…please work…”

He felt himself stop and he cautiously opened just a single eye. He was far above his building, but the ground wasn’t growing any closer. He just hung there, as if suspended by invisible wires. 

Callum started to laugh and pushed off, flying through the sky, the air blowing his hair back. He concentrated on the sound of the sirens and flew towards them. High over the street, he saw a few squad cars racing through the city, other vehicles pulling over to let them pass. Callum allowed them to go faster than him and he followed from above, being careful to notice the turns they made.

As they approached the destination, Callum could hear the sounds of gunfire growing closer. The cars pulled to a stop in front of a dilapidated tenement building, where a few others were waiting. Police barricades were set up, and officers were standing behind their cars for cover. From inside the tenement, there was the occasional muzzle-flash through the windows, and the cops ducked to avoid the bullets.

He descended, landing in an open area between the makeshift barricade formed by the squad cars and the cracked concrete walkway leading up to the building. Several windows were barred and the building had definitely seen better days. 

“What the hell are you doing, you freak?” screamed one of the officers.

Callum ignored him, instead focusing on the mission. The muzzle of an assault rifle came from between the bars on one window and the triggerman opened fire. Callum instinctively raised his hands in defense and looked away, but the bullets simply flattened against his skin—his costume was another story, however. 

He jumped for the window and caught hold of the bars. Gripping them in both hands, he placed his feet on the wall for leverage and pulled. They gave way, cracking through wood and brick as they did. He tossed the bars onto the brown grass, taking much of the window with it.

Inside the small apartment, he saw the targets. A few young men dressed in gang colors. They couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen, and they looked liable to wet themselves at the sight of this man powerful enough to tear through their home.

The apartment itself was nothing to scream about—broken, stained furniture, dirty walls, drug paraphernalia and empty bottles and cans as well as crumbled bags from fast food restaurants. Plus weapons and some stacks of money.

The boys were still staring at him, their dark eyes large with fear. One of them finally got the courage to speak up, although even that amount of courage proved to be at a low level. 

“Wh-wh-what the hell are you, m-man?”

Callum smirked and folded his arms across his chest. “What does it look like, punk?”

“Hell with this fool an’ his damn tights!” screamed the second. He raised the rifle and opened fire. Callum remained stoic this time and just stood as the bullets once more flattened against him. 

He calmly stepped towards the youths and the gunman’s friends joined the firefight. But Callum continued to walk slowly up to them and he reached out and gripped the barrel of the closest gun, then bent it downwards. 

Callum lunged for the second gun, ripping it from the boy’s hands and snapping it in two over his knee. The third gunman pulled his trigger again, but only the sound of clicks emerged. He tossed the weapon at Callum and broke into a run for the front door, his friends following. With a sigh, Callum turned to the hole he made and walked towards it. Looking down, he saw the three young men running for the police barricade, their hands raised high in the air.

“DON’T SHOOT, JUST KEEP THAT FREAK AWAY FROM ME!”

The officers stared at the hole in the wall, still a bit in shock from the way this mysterious costumed stranger tore it free. He stepped out from the hole and stood on nothing but air, then his body slowly lowered down to the street where he had the opportunity to meet with the officers and the young men he’d just disarmed.

Callum jerked his thumb up, pointing at the hole. “There’s a lot up in that room you boys might find interesting.”

A few officers quickly cuffed the gang members, while others ran into the building. One of them just stared at Callum’s face.

“Who are you? What are you?”

Callum just smiled. “Call me Exemplar. And I’m here to help.”

With that, he jumped into the air, soaring off into the night sky. And for the first time in what seemed like forever, Callum King was filled with purpose.




















CHAPTER 3




The large monitor screens in Atlas’ ready room held images of a man clad in blue and white with a matching cape flying. Other monitors contained various other images of him—stopping crimes, averting disasters, and posing for the cameras. The sounds of the jumbled newscasts all mixed together until there was almost no discerning between them.

“Zenith, mute all audio,” said Thorne. 

The robot nodded and the sound was abruptly cut. Thorne stared up at the monitors before turning to his team, all of them seated around the long table. Some, like Anita and Jim, were alert and ready, even dressed for the day. But the younger members Erin and Koji looked positively sleep-deprived, practically guzzling their coffee. Dominic was a bit groggy himself, but hid it well, and McCabe was busy looking back and forth between the screens and the notes he’d been scribbling.

“This,” Thorne gestured to the monitors, “is Exemplar. He made his presence known a few weeks ago in one of the more dangerous parts of Chicago. Since then, he’s been hopping all around the county, playing hero.”

“So what’s the problem?” asked Dominic. “Afraid he’s horning in on what should be our territory?”

“More like afraid of his carelessness,” said Thorne. “You’ve all been trained, but Exemplar here has racked up quite the bill in the past week in property damage alone. Lawyers from some of the criminals he’s brought in have already begun petitioning the court for dismissal due to unlawful arrest. And things like this worry me. Zenith, play the marked file.”

“Yes, Colonel.”

The image on the center monitor suddenly changed. Exemplar, in costume, sat on a leather couch across from a popular Chicago talk-show host. The host smiled into the camera and said, “So what made you this way?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure,” said Exemplar. “All I know is I was blessed with this great power and I plan on using it to make a difference in this world.” He flashed a smile at the camera and Thorne groaned.

“That’s enough.” He faced the team. “That’s just one of many interviews Exemplar has lined up. So what does this tell you about him?”

“He likes the attention,” said Jim. “Might even be something of a narcissist.”

Thorne nodded as he pointed at him. “Exactly. A man with this level of power who has something he feels he needs to prove. That can be a dangerous mix.”

“And it does seem like he has quite a lot of power,” said McCabe. “From viewing the footage, I can reasonably assume he possesses superhuman strength and invulnerability, with possibly more powers.”

Anita rose from her seat. “Look, I think it bears mentioning that this guy doesn’t seem to have done anything intentionally wrong. He might be a bit reckless, but isn’t part of our job to help others like us? It seems like he’s just trying to make a difference, so maybe we should try talking to him instead of assuming guilt based on some TV reporting. I mean, do we know anything about him beyond what we’ve just seen?”

“I am working on that at the moment,” said Zenith. “Using his appearances to date, I am running his image through facial recognition software and the database of the Illinois Secretary of State. However, as there are close to thirteen million people in the state of Illinois, and not all of them possess a driver’s license or photo identification, it may take some time to find a proper match.”

“Good, then how about we take a wait-and-see attitude until we know more?” asked Anita.

Thorne sighed. “I appreciate your point of view on this, but our mandate is to deal with potential threats posed by specials.”

“By the logic you’re using, that applies to pretty much this entire team,” said Anita.

“She’s got a point, Colonel,” said Koji. “We gonna start nabbing specials whenever they try to help out? Besides, who’s to stop someone from doing the same to us? Way I understand it, nobody’s supposed to know about our mandate or who gave it.”

“Yeah, but most specials aren’t hamming it up for the camera,” said Dominic. “Hate to say it, but I’m with Thorne on this. The guy’s fishy—err, no offense.”

Koji scoffed and smirked.

“Still, we should give him a chance,” said Erin. “What if we tried finding him and then just told him to be careful?”

“Because guys like that aren’t really known for their listening skills,” said Dominic. “Trust me, I know the type—worked with them, even. And they’re always wild cards.”

“He’s right,” said Jim with a nod. “Someone who seeks out attention like this is—”

“Can I remind everyone—again—that we’re talking about this guy when we don’t really know anything about him?” asked Anita.

“Sizing someone up is a big part of what I do, Anita,” said Jim. 

“This isn’t the CIA. All I’m saying is we need to give him a chance.”

“Are you certain that a cadre of specials coming down on his position wouldn’t encourage a conflict?” asked Zenith. “Such a move might be considered a hostile one.”

“Then let me go alone,” said Anita. “Seems he and I have pretty similar abilities anyway. Maybe I can talk to him, help him keep things in perspective. What could it hurt?”

Thorne exhaled through his nose and then looked back up at the screen. If this operation was going to succeed, he knew he would have to cede some ground when necessary. They weren’t soldiers—not all of them, anyway. And without some degree of autonomy, Vanguard could fall apart very quickly. Thorne knew he had to lead this unit differently from the way he’d led in the past.

“Okay,” he finally said. “Go to Chicago, Anita. See if you can find him and just try talking to him. Make sure he knows about the risks of what he’s doing, but don’t get yourself in too deep. And don’t reveal too much about either yourself or this operation.”

Anita nodded. “Thank you, Colonel. You won’t regret this.”

Thorne faced the group. “But I have a condition: Anita will approach alone, but I want the rest of the team suited up and standing by in the Icarus in case things go south. Anita, you’re to remain in constant contact with Zenith at all times, is that understood?”

She nodded again. “That sounds fair.” 

“Good, then all of you, get suited up and meet in the hangar. You’ve got work to do.”

***

The Icarus was developed as a top secret project by the Air Force, a supersonic jet capable of ferrying multiple passengers across long distances in a short amount of time. Complete with stealth and VTOL capabilities, the Icarus was a pet project of Zenith’s, one of many inventions he worked on for the government. Zenith now sat at the controls, flying it over the Chicago skyline. With the autopilot engaged, Zenith turned his seat and rose, walking away from the controls and into the cabin. 

A partition stood before the entrance to the cockpit and Zenith walked around this. On the other side of the partition was a large monitor, and Jim wore his crimson armor, standing beside it. Next to him was Anita, clad in a red and white costume with matching cape. The screen displayed a topographic map of the area below. Facing the screen were five rows of beige-colored chairs, two on each side of the aisle that ran down the cabin. Dominic, Erin, and Koji all sat in the front row, also clad in their uniforms. For Dominic, it was a dark bodysuit complete with a mask over his lower jaw and strips of leather from the shoulders forming a kind of cape and Koji wore a form-fitting outfit that resembled a wetsuit with blue trim. Erin wore a green bodysuit that matched her natural form.

“We’re over Chicago. Radar picks up a small craft not far from here over Lake Michigan,” said Zenith.

Jim nodded. “Most-likely makes that our target.”

“He’s a person, Jim. Not a target,” said Anita.

“It’s Gunsmith when we’re in the field, Paragon,” he said. “And we’ll see if your ‘not a target’ thing bears true.”

“Just stay out of sight,” said Paragon. “Zenith, open the rear hatch.”

She moved further down, behind another partition separating the cabin from the back of the Icarus. Paragon held onto the guard rail and took a deep breath as the whirring sounds indicated the hatch locks were disengaging. The door opened and she dove out head-first, arms at her side as she shot through the clouds like a missile. Her eyes were shut momentarily, but when she opened them again, they pulsated with a golden glow. Paragon curved upwards and her telekinetic abilities took hold, halting her descent and holding her position. 

Paragon flew over the skyscrapers that defined the city of Chicago, moving further out towards Lake Michigan. The summer air was a bit more crisp out here, but she could barely feel it through her suit. And ahead, she could see the man she sought. 

Cape fluttering behind him, arms crossed as he stared out over the city, was the man who called himself Exemplar—the first public superhero. Paragon slowed as she approached and when Exemplar saw her, his face bore some surprise.

“You—you can fly, too? Who are you?”

Paragon came to a hovering stop and nodded. “My name’s Paragon. There are actually a lot of us out there. But you’re the first to make a public splash like this.”

Exemplar raised his eyebrows. “How many?”

She shrugged. “We’re not quite sure yet. But I’m part of a team. We’ve spent the past month or so training to use our abilities. To help others like us.”

Exemplar grinned at this. “Ah, and you’re looking for someone to lead you, huh? Well, I have to admit, I am flattered, but I think I work better on my own.”

Paragon held up her hand. “No, that’s not why I’m here. We’ve actually already got a leader.”

Exemplar’s smile began to fade and his tone dropped an octave. “So what do you want?”

“To be honest, we have…concerns. About the way you’ve been operating.”

His arms fell to his sides, fists clenching slightly. “You mean the way I’ve been saving lives, stopping criminals?”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” said Paragon. “Listen, I think it’s great that you want to help others. I do, too. It’s basically all I’ve ever wanted to do with my life. But…help can sometimes be harmful.”

“Harmful?” There was a forcefulness to his voice. “I’m out there risking my life, stopping crimes, and you—you criticize me from the sidelines?” He pointed an accusatory finger at Paragon. “Who the hell are you to judge me?”

Paragon held up both hands in front of her. “Calm down, Exemplar. I’m not your enemy. I’m just informing you that there have been some…issues. You’ve caused a lot of property damage and many of the criminals you’ve apprehended are trying to get released because they’re claiming their arrests were unlawful.”

“That’s bullshit! You’re just jealous because I’m the one on top, and you want all the spotlight for yourself!” His voice grew louder, now almost a scream. “You don’t know a damn thing about me or what I do! So just stay out!”

His finger began to glow white-hot and a beam of superheated energy fired from the tip. The blast struck Paragon and knocked her back for a loop. Even through the telekinetic field surrounding her body, she could still feel the heat of the blast and the impact against her chest, and it winded her. 

“I don’t wanna do this, but you’re not giving me much of a choice.” Paragon flew at Exemplar as fast as she could, closing the distance between them. Telekinetic energy channeled into her fists, stretched out in front of her, and she barreled into the caped man with all her might, fists that were like steel slamming into his chest. The force of the blow drove Exemplar from the sky, and he plummeted into the cold lake below with a mammoth splash that threw waves from the epicenter.

Gunsmith’s voice came in through the transmitter plugged into her ear as she lowered herself closer to the surface of the water. “Paragon, what just happened?”

“I think you may have been right about this guy. He’s definitely not—” Paragon paused as she heard something coming from below. Looking down at the lake, she saw it beginning to bubble, as if it were boiling. “Umm, Gunsmith? I think I could use that back-up…”

Glowing hands burst through the water’s surface. Exemplar’s head appeared above briefly, just long enough for his fingers to take hold of Paragon’s legs and pull her under the water with him. 

***

“Paragon? Paragon?” Gunsmith tapped his ear, but he couldn’t pick up anything, only garbled noise. “Dammit! Zenith, are you locked on to her transmitter?”

The map on the screen shifted and zoomed in on a blinking red dot over the lake. “She appears to be beneath the water, Gunsmith. That would account for the lack of communication.”

“Get us over the lake right now!” 

While Zenith returned to the cockpit to take the Icarus out of hover mode, Gunsmith pointed at Koji. “Sharkskin, you’re up.”

Koji smiled and his grin swiftly widened, the teeth that composed it sharpening. As he stood, his skin tone became gray and his muscles bulged, straining against the confines of his suit. “Don’t worry, boss-man. I got this.” 

Gunsmith looked to Dominic next. “Stand ready, Wraith. We might need you on this, too.”

“Wh-what about me?” asked Erin.

Gunsmith looked at the team’s shapeshifter and sighed. She was still just a kid, and as much as he didn’t want to admit it, her powers seemed ill-suited for a mission against a powerhouse like Exemplar. “Erin, I want you to go up to the cockpit with Zenith. We might need him on the battlefield, and if that’s the case, someone has to keep the Icarus in the air.”

“Shift,” she muttered as she stood.

“Excuse me?”

Erin glared at him. “Only use codenames in the field, remember? Mine’s Shift, so if I’m part of this team, why don’t you try using it?”

She intentionally hit her shoulder against his as she passed him and entered the cockpit. Wraith watched this and clicked his tongue a bit, although he was grinning beneath his mask. “Off to a great start, aren’t we, Captain America?”

Gunsmith felt like clocking Wraith, but instead he focused on checking his weaponry. “Just be ready for anything. This guy’s no push-over.”

***

Sharkskin took a deep breath as he stood in front of the Icarus’ rear hatch. “C’mon, Koji…you can do this…you can do this…”

He stretched his arms and legs, keeping himself moving to try and work off his nerves. Could he even dive into the lake from this height without the impact killing him? Should he ask Zenith to take him in closer, or maybe ask Wraith to teleport him there?

A cold, yet oddly comforting voice rang through his transmitter. “We’re in position, Sharkskin. Your shark-form should prove durable enough to break through the water without complication.”

“Thanks, I kinda needed to hear that.”

“Disengaging locks and opening hatch.”

Sharkskin readied himself as the door slid open. He held onto the handrail above the door and looked down, his black eyes widening. “Wow…that’s pretty far down…”

“You’ll do fine, Koji.”

He smiled at the teenaged girl’s voice. “Thanks, Shift. And it’s Sharkskin.”

Swinging from the handrail, Sharkskin dropped into the air, looking behind him to see the Icarus quickly vanishing as he fell. Turning back to the water, Sharkskin brought his legs together and kept his arms pinned to his sides, streaking like a giant, gray bullet. He hit the water, instantly feeling invigorated. Koji wanted to cheer at having successfully made a dive from thousands of feet in the air, but he knew he had a job to do. 

Under water, he could see the struggle between Paragon and Exemplar clearly. Exemplar had one hand clasped on the throat of Sharkskin’s teammate, the other covering her face. Paragon struggled and kicked against him, trying to remove his vise-like grip with no luck. And Sharkskin could also feel the heat radiated by Exemplar’s hands, could see the bubbles around that area boiling up, and could see the way they glowed even beneath the dark water.

Sharkskin kicked his legs furiously, moving just as fast as his namesake. He grabbed Exemplar’s cape and pulled himself closer to his prey. Sharkskin wrapped one burly arm around Exemplar’s neck and bit down into the so-called hero’s shoulder. Sharkskin couldn’t seem to pierce Exemplar’s hide, but it apparently did cause the powerhouse some degree of pain. 

With her teammate’s intervention, Paragon broke through the water’s surface, taking in long, deep breaths. She hovered above the lake, straining to see beneath the murky waters. And then, she saw the bubbling. Paragon flew towards it, but just before she could dive underwater once more, Sharkskin flew out with incredible momentum, striking her and throwing them both onto the shallow end of the lake, right near the coast. 

Paragon lay face-down in the water, the wet sand seeping into her mouth. She got up, spitting it out, and saw Sharkskin lying face-down and motionless just a few feet away. She rolled him over onto his back. His eyes were shut and the image of a handprint had been burned through his suit and onto his chest. 

“I hope you realize this is all your fault.”

Paragon spun and saw Exemplar hovering above her, his arms bent slightly, clenched fists glowing brightly with the heat they generated distorting the air around his hands. “You think you can just come into my city and make a fool out of me?”

As he hovered closer, Paragon stood between Exemplar and Sharkskin, ready to protect her teammate if necessary. “Doesn’t have to be this way. You threw the first punch, all I wanted to do was talk.”

“Oh really?” Exemplar extended his arm, palm facing Paragon. “Why don’t you try talking to this!”

A wave of black energy swept over Exemplar before he could fire another of his plasma blasts. The effect caused him to drop into the shallow water. As he got to his knees, he saw the source of it was a man in black walking towards him. Behind the man in black, another man in red armor went to examine Sharkskin and Paragon.

“Please don’t tell me you were about to make a talk-to-the-hand joke,” said Wraith. 

Exemplar slowly hovered from the water, glaring down at the new combatants. 

“Wraith, we have to get back to the Icarus!” said Gunsmith. 

“In a minute.” The ebony glow of Wraith’s eyes matched the aura of energy around his raised fist. “First, I’m gonna finish off this bastard.”

“Wraith, listen to him!” said Paragon. “You don’t know what this guy can—”

He ignored her words and threw both arms out in front of him, unleashing another burst of shadow energy. But the Exemplar was able to easily evade the blast. He circled around and flew straight at Wraith, tackling him. The two rolled in the sand and ended up within the shadows of the dike. The Exemplar had Wraith pinned down and delivered two swift blows to the masked man’s face. The very fact that Wraith’s skull hadn’t caved in meant Exemplar was pulling his punches, probably to prolong Wraith’s pain instead of killing him outright.

“So you like jokes, huh? You ever hear of this one?” asked Exemplar, pulling back his fist and spreading out his fingers. “What did the five fingers say to the face?”

Exemplar brought his open palm crashing down as he screamed, “Splat!” But just before his hand could make contact, Wraith vanished, teleporting with the aid of the shadow his attacker cast. Exemplar’s hand instead struck the ground, sending a light tremor through the immediate area.

Energy blasts struck Exemplar’s head and body. He turned and saw Gunsmith unloading on him with both energy pistols. The blasts were powerful enough to stagger the superhuman, but not enough to keep him down.

As Gunsmith continued firing, he caught sight of Wraith emerging from a shadow off to his side. “What the hell did I tell you?”

“Shove it!” 

Gunsmith ignored the comment; he’d deal with Wraith later. “Zenith, I’m using lethal settings and it’s barely making a dent!” he said, knowing the robot would pick up his voice through the transmitter. “We need an EVAC!”

“Understood.” The metallic voice not only rang in Gunsmith’s ear, but also on the field. Lights from the Icarus illuminated the beach, and hovering below it, descending towards the battle, was Zenith. Both his arms had shifted into cannons capable of discharging powerful energy blasts that he rained down upon Exemplar. The beams kept Exemplar staggered, with Zenith approaching closer. “Get to the Icarus!”

“You heard him.” Gunsmith continued firing, while tossing a glare at Wraith. 

Wraith grumbled but still followed orders. He went to Paragon’s side and was prepared to help her with Sharkskin, but she was capable of hefting him in her arms without aid. “I’ve got him.” She jumped into the air, and flew back to the Icarus’ open hatch. Wraith slipped back into the shadows to transport himself to the ship.

Exemplar blocked his face with his arms, but the combination of both Zenith and Gunsmith made it difficult for him to retaliate. His entire body began to glow and released a burst of energy that surrounded him in an incandescent ball. 

“ENOUGH!”

Zenith and Gunsmith lowered their weapons and fell on the defense, with Gunsmith shielding his eyes from the brightness. The instant it died down, the Exemplar was back in the air, flying off into the night. 




















CHAPTER 4




At one point, when the automatic doors of a below-ground ICBM site flipped open, that meant a missile was preparing for launch. But since its conversion to the Atlas base, the top floor beneath those doors was the hangar for the Icarus, and the opened now to welcome home the members of Vanguard.

Inside the hangar, Thorne and McCabe stood off to the side, allowing for plenty of room. The force of the air as the VTOL system gently lowered the Icarus blew back their hair, their eyes clamped shut to shield them from any loose debris.

Once the craft powered down and the hatch opened, Wraith was the first one off, removing the mask from the lower part of his face as he disembarked. A loud, clearly angry voice followed him off.

“Get back here, you son of a bitch!” Gunsmith stormed down the ramp. The speed his armor granted him enabled him to easily catch up to Wraith and grab his shoulder. Wraith’s first instinct was to pivot and throw a punch. 

It was an instinct he followed.

Gunsmith was more stunned by the blow than actually harmed, and he had to restrain himself from reaching for his weapon. Thorne and McCabe ran towards them, but it was Paragon who flew between the two men and kept them apart with her powerful arms.

“That’s enough!” 

“What the hell is the meaning of this?” asked Thorne. 

Gunsmith pointed past Paragon’s head. “Maybe you should ask him!”

Thorne’s gaze turned onto the dark-haired special. “Well?”

“He disobeyed a direct or—”

Thorne’s head snapped at Gunsmith. “Stand down, soldier!” He looked back at Wraith. “I asked him.”

Wraith folded his arms. “I saw an opening, I took it.”

Thorne shook his head. “Judging from those bruises on your face, would seem that wasn’t the smartest course of action.”

“You’re not alone out there anymore, Vaughn,” said Gunsmith. “You’d better start acting like you’re part of a team.”

“You mean like you did?” Shift stood beside Sharkskin, who was now in his human form and leaning on Zenith for support. The young shapeshifter quickened her pace, walking right up to Gunsmith, ignoring any concern for his personal space. “If we’re supposed to be a team, then how come you had me sitting on the sidelines?”

“Exemplar had already taken down one of our biggest guns and your power-set isn’t suited for combat,” said Gunsmith. 

“In other words, you think I’m useless, don’t you.” It was a statement. “To hell with you, Ellis.”

“Okay, everyone just relax,” said Paragon, but Shift had already stormed out of the hangar.

“You’re certainly off to a good start, leader-boy,” said Wraith with a smug grin.

“Stow it, Wraith. Go hit the showers and cool off.” Thorne waited for Wraith to follow his command, and for a moment it seemed as if Wraith was more content with staying put and fighting not only Gunsmith, but also Thorne if it came to that. But after a few breaths of tense silence and hard stares, Wraith did an about-face and left the hangar. Thorne then turned to the rest of the team. “Zenith, take Sharkskin to the infirmary so Dr. McCabe can have a look at his injuries. Paragon, you go, too.”

McCabe hesitated for a moment, despite hearing his name in Thorne’s order. “You sure you don’t need me here, Colonel?”

Thorne stared at Gunsmith when he responded with, “No. Lt. Ellis and I need a moment.”

McCabe gave a reluctant nod and walked to Paragon, Zenith, and Sharkskin. “Let’s go.”

Once the hangar emptied, Thorne stepped past Jim, staring up at the Icarus with his hands clasped behind his back. “Tell me what happened out there.”

Jim stepped next to Thorne. “We did it Anita’s way. She approached Exemplar when he was over the lake and tried to talk with him. Seems criticism is his kryptonite, because as soon as she told him to be more cautious about his actions, he attacked her. Anita defended herself and then he had her on the ropes. Because he’d pulled her below water, I felt Koji was the best choice to send in next with the rest of us on standby. He did manage to get Exemplar back on dry land, but he was injured as a result. Wraith teleported me down to the ground with him, and the purpose was for me to distract Exemplar while Wraith transported our injured back to the Icarus. Instead, Wraith decided to confront him head-on. Zenith came down for back-up and that’s when Exemplar flew off, leaving us licking our wounds.”

“What about Erin?”

“Shapeshifting is by no means a useless skill, it can be incredibly effective in covert operations. But this wasn’t that type of mission. The rest of the team either has some degree of combat training or experience—or in Koji’s case, powers that can offset the lack thereof. Erin’s a different story, though.”

Thorne rubbed his chin with a thoughtful, “Hmm.”

Jim stepped in front of his commanding officer. He now felt his own authority being questioned and with that came a need to defend himself. “What should I have done? Sent an unarmed teenage girl directly in the path of a literal superman?”

Thorne began shaking his head and he held up a hand. “Now, I never said that. But this is your team, Lieutenant.” He pointed at Jim for emphasis. “A good leader doesn’t only know his team’s strengths and weaknesses, but he also knows how to devise strategies that incorporate the team as a whole, make them work together. It’s not just about raw power. If it were, I wouldn’t have put a non-special on this team, let alone in charge of it—power-suit or not.”

Jim lowered his head. “I apologize, sir. Maybe I’m not right for this job.”

Thorne responded with a shove against Jim’s chest. The young soldier looked up in surprise. “What was that for?”

“Because self-pitying bullshit is not what I want to hear and that’s not the James Ellis I recruited to lead this team! You’re better than this.” Thorne sighed. “Maybe it was too soon. Most of the training has been on an individual basis, so you haven’t had enough of a chance to train them as a team. But we don’t have the luxury of more time. This encounter shows that Exemplar is at the very least unstable, and it’s only a matter of time before someone else pisses him off. We need to be ready.”

***

Koji lay flat on his back, watching as McCabe applied a balm on the hand-shaped burn over his chest. “Well, the good news is that thanks to your shark-form and your suit, the damage isn’t as bad as it could have been. Had you taken that blow in your human form, it’d be a different story.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

McCabe gave him a smile and a pat on the shoulder. “You’ll be up in no time. How’s the pain?”

“Feels worse than it looks,” said Koji.

“I’ll give you something for it, don’t worry.” McCabe stepped away from Koji, and approached Anita, who sat on an adjacent cot. “How are you feeling? Seems you took some damage as well.”

“Oh no, I’m fine.” She gestured to Koji with her head. “I was just worried about him. That was pretty brave of you to dive in like that to save me.”

Koji smiled at her. “So you think I’m brave, huh?”

She smirked back. “Don’t get carried away, hero. I’ve never been much of the damsel type.”

McCabe was the only one who didn’t appear amused by their conversation and instead focused on his job. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

Anita brushed off his concern with a wave of her hand. “I’m fine, Doctor. That forcefield of mine is evidently capable of taking quite the beating.”

McCabe gave a slight nod, although his eyes still showed some skepticism. “Well, I suppose if you aren’t feeling any ill-effects. Forgive me, it may take some time for me to adjust to the new standards you’re all operating at.”

“No problem.” Anita slid off the cot. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll go take a shower and maybe lie down for a bit.”

Once she stepped outside the infirmary and into the hall, Anita’s hands instantly went to her head, slowly rubbing her temples. There was no physical damage, that much was true. But the throbbing in her head was so great, she was amazed she could hold it together as long as she did in there. There were some painkillers in her room, she hoped a few of those would, at the very least, lessen her migraine to the point where she could function.

***

Erin laid on her stomach, a small laptop open in front of her on the bed in the room that had been set up for her. She hadn’t planned on living here at Atlas, so the room was still fairly bare with her bags stacked in the corner of the room. She was basically living out of them and hadn’t bothered unpacking. As she scanned her social media newsfeed, she wanted to put something up about what had just happened. But she knew that was impossible and would put not only herself, but the entire team and even her family and friends at risk. 

Erin was interrupted by a knock at the door. “Ellis, if that’s you, just keep on walking. So not in the mood.”

“It’s Dom.”

She closed the laptop and hopped off the bed. As she walked past the mirror in her room, she noticed that she’d subconsciously changed back into the blond-haired teenage girl she had been before her powers manifested. Although parts of her seemed a little older than they’d been before. Erin shrugged and went to the door, opening it just a crack to see the tall, dark-haired man smiling down at her.

“Hey, I just wanted to say thanks. And to let you know that Ellis was completely outta line keeping you on the bench.”

She opened the door and leaned against it. “So let me get this straight: you think because I’m pissed at Ellis, that means I’m gonna back you?”

“No, I—”

“Stop.” Erin put a finger against his lips. “He may have been a jerk, but that doesn’t mean you were right to charge into action and almost get the rest of us killed.” 

“C’mon, Erin, I was just—”

“Save it.” She slipped back inside and slammed the door.

Out in the hall, Dominic stared at the door and sighed. The sound of servos whirring and metal feet striking the ground drew his attention and he saw Zenith approaching. “What’s up, Tin Man?”

Zenith stopped, tilting his head slightly as he examined Dominic’s face. “You appear to be injured. Perhaps you should see Dr. McCabe?”

“Nah, just a few bruises, I’ll be fine.” Dominic took one last glance at the closed door before continuing down the hall. “I’ve got some things to take care of.”

Zenith’s glowing blue eyes followed the former thief. He paid the man no further concern and also approached Erin’s door, giving a slight knock.

“Go away, Dom.”

“Dominic has departed. This is Zenith.”

Erin opened the door, her form having changed back to the pale green appearance. “Hi.”

“Are you well, Erin? On approach, I detected an elevated level of volume in your voice.”

“Forget about it. What’s up?”

“The facial recognition scan of the Exemplar has been completed, we have a match for his identity. If we were to analyze his records, perhaps we might discover something of use. But as I am not yet well-versed in human behavior, I thought perhaps you might be able to assist me.”

Erin bit her lower lip as she thought on it. “Guess it’d make me feel a bit less useless around here.” 

“Then come.” Zenith stepped to the side, allowing Erin free passage into the hall. She shut her door behind her and the two walked around the circular corridor to the elevator. Once the doors shut, Zenith pressed the button for the second floor, which not only connected to the recreation room, but also a tunnel leading to the three levels that were once the silo’s command control center, the second level of which housed the monitor room. 

“What did you mean by ‘useless’?”

Erin shook her head with a sigh. “Forget it. It’s nothing.”

“As you wish.”

The doors parted and Zenith stepped out first with Erin trailing behind. When they reached the monitor room, they found Thorne in there, sitting at a terminal. Once he realized he wasn’t alone, he stood and welcomed them.

“What brings you up here, Erin?”

“Zenith thought I could help him make sense of what he found out. How about you?”

Thorne glanced back at the screen. “I was reviewing the data from the battle and also trying to keep track of Exemplar’s other movements. Media has picked up the scuffle, and accounts show Exemplar as striking first, so he’s started to experience a turn in publicity. So far he’s remained quiet, but I imagine that’s just a matter of time.” Looking up once more, he asked Zenith, “What did you uncover?”

With a gesture, the large monitor brought up a split-screen image—on one side was the shot of Exemplar from the talk show. The other held an Illinois-issued driver’s license. “Facial recognition registered a 99% match with this man—Callum King of Chicago. I’ve taken the liberty of searching for other records on him.”

The images shifted and a list describing some of the other official documents Zenith discovered appeared on the screen. Thorne stood from the terminal and approached the monitor, standing beside Erin. “What’s he do for a living?”

“Currently unemployed,” said Zenith. “Company downsizing about eighteen months ago. Bank statements show direct deposits from a few temporary positions—all part-time.”

Erin pointed at the screen. “Divorce records?”

Zenith nodded and another license appeared, this one of a woman with long, dark hair. “Lilian King, née Marsh. The divorce was finalized almost two months ago.”

“That’s not long before Exemplar’s first appearance,” said Thorne. 

“Maybe the divorce made him unstable?”

“Think so?”

Erin shrugged. “I mean, it’s possible, right? I know my dad went a bit nuts when my parents divorced. Six months later, he was married to one of his former students.” She scoffed. “She used to baby-sit me.”

“Research has shown that men have a difficult time transitioning from a divorce,” said Zenith.

Erin stared at the image of Lily King on the screen, reading over the information on the license. An idea started to take shape in her head, a way that would allow them to possibly get the drop on Exemplar. “What if we sprung a trap for him?” 

Thorne folded his arms. “I take it you’ve got something in mind?”

She nodded, still staring at Lily’s photo. “Actually…I think I just might…”




















CHAPTER 5




Lily King—or Marsh, since the divorce had been finalized—stood looking around Chicago’s Navy Pier. As usual, the place was quite crowded, and that was a cause for concern as she waited for Callum to make his appearance. It was definitely a risk, having him come here, and the leader of the team who approached Lily expressed concern at such a public meeting place. But Lily said it would make sense—it was where she and Callum first met, and it was perhaps the best way to convince him that it wasn’t a trap.

But any hope she had of Callum not drawing attention to himself was instantly dashed once she heard the voice above her. She slowly looked up—as did most of the other people surrounding her—and descending from high in full-costume was the Exemplar.

He gently touched down on the surface and the surrounding people backed away. Since the fight the other night with Vanguard, suspicions had started to rise about Chicago’s new superhuman defender. But Exemplar ignored the stares and approached his ex-wife. Lily turned away slightly, not meeting his gaze. 

“Why are you making a scene?” Her voice was a hushed whisper.

“You said you wanted to see me, and this,” he motioned to his costume, “is who I am now.”

“Can we go…I don’t know…somewhere else?”

Exemplar looked around the area and held his hands out. “What’s wrong with here?”

Lily crossed one arm across her chest, rubbing her shoulder. “Please?”

Exemplar breathed deeply through his nostrils and then quickly exhaled. “Okay.” He scooped up Lily in his arms and she let out a quick yelp in response. Her entire body tightened and Exemplar gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

He crouched slightly and pushed off, his power of flight taking the couple up into the sky. Lily tightened her arms around his neck, her eyes clamped shut and her face buried in his chest. Exemplar watched her do this, smiling. This was how it was supposed to be—the two of them together like this. 

They rose higher, with the air growing crisper and the wind picking up. When she realized they’d found a perch, the whipping breeze kept her too frightened to open her eyes. 

“Go on.” His voice had a gentleness in it. Not the boastful tone he used when he was giving interviews as the Exemplar, but rather a much softer one. She carefully opened her eyes and looked down. She gasped and clung even more tightly to him. 

They stood close to fifteen hundred feet above the streets of Chicago, atop the roof of the Willis Tower. Exemplar set Lily down on her feet, but she still kept her arms locked around him, and he laid a soft hand on her back. 

“It’s okay. I won’t let anything happen to you. Not up here, not anywhere. Not as long as I’ve got these powers.”

She stared at the world below her, mouth agape in shock. “This is…it’s a bit much.”

Exemplar glanced down at the street himself. “This is how I see the world. Everything’s so small now. All the people down there, running around like ants.”

Lily lightly touched his cheek and turned his head towards her. “Can’t you hear yourself? Can’t you hear how…how scary that is?”

He snickered as if she’d made a joke. “Of course not. There’s nothing scary about this, babe. Don’t you see? Nothing can hurt me. No one can stop me. I always told you I’d be great, and now I am! I mean, look at me!” Exemplar took a step back, holding his arms out so she could see his costume. “I’m a superhero! I can do things that the police never could!”

“But they’re held accountable,” said Lily. “You’re not.”

Exemplar huffed. “I don’t need to be held accountable, because I’m better than they’ll ever be.”

Lily glanced over Exemplar’s shoulder, and she saw a silhouette now on the roof. Exemplar saw her eyes go to the side and was about to turn his head, but Lily stopped him by rubbing his chin, keeping his head turned towards her. 

“What are you—?”

“Maybe you’re right.” She pulled herself closer and brought her lips to his. Exemplar fell into the kiss at first, but then as quickly as she initiated it, he broke it.

“You’re not—”

It was just a temporary distraction, but it was just the distraction Wraith needed as he jumped onto Exemplar’s back, holding the would-be hero’s head tightly in his hands. His hands crackled with ebon energy, channeling it directly into Exemplar’s skull. An extreme feeling of loss and hopelessness filled Exemplar, caused by the dark energies wielded by Wraith.

“How do you like that, jackass!”

Exemplar shouted and thrashed. One of the erratic movements struck Lily and then the wind took her from there, pulling her from the top of the building. She screamed as she fell from the roof of the Willis Tower.

“No!” Wraith climbed over Exemplar and jumped after her, arms held out in front, body kept absolutely straight. He shot down, reaching out for her, but she was falling too fast and he couldn’t project his portals. 

Lily’s eyes shifted to a bright yellow and her skin took on a pale green tone. She held out her hand and it started to extend up to Wraith until it came close enough for him to grab hold. Shift’s disguise dropped completely and she changed back to her normal appearance, retracting her arm and in the process, pulling herself up to Wraith. The roof of one of the lower matrices quickly approached below them and Wraith concentrated on his powers. Instead of striking the roof, they vanished into the shadows.

The Exemplar was crouched on the roof in the fetal position. His eyes were moist and the feelings that overcame him when he discovered his abilities, back when he was just Callum King, were bubbling up inside of him. He could hardly cope with it, but he knew who was to blame.

Them.

They humiliated him. Made him think his wife was coming back. And now, he would have to make them pay. Exemplar jumped from the roof, soaring from the Willis Tower. He would find the little cockroaches, wherever they skipped off to, no matter how long it took.

“DO YOU HEAR ME? I’M NOT FINISHED WITH YOU! COME OUT AND FIGHT LIKE A MAN!”

A blow struck his back, falling from above and hitting him like a pile-driver. Exemplar plummeted a bit before he could halt his descent. And then he heard a voice from above, a voice that sounded all too familiar.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I won’t be fighting like a man.” Paragon hovered above him, hands resting on her hips. “But that won’t stop me from kicking your ass.”

“Last time we did this dance, you were lucky to walk away.”

“I was being nice.” Paragon flew at him, balled fists extended out in front. “Won’t make that mistake twice!”

Exemplar met her assault and the pair collided with enough force to send a shockwave through the air. Paragon learned from their last exchange, and she now knew to be mindful of his ability to generate intense heat. Wraith’s attack had left Exemplar off-balance, and that allowed her to quickly gain the upper hand. But the longer the battle went on, the better the chance of Exemplar’s superior strength getting the better of her. Especially since his limits were physical and he seemed virtually impervious. But for Paragon, each blow that struck the invisible forcefield surrounding her body was like a blow directly to her brain. 

One advantage this time was that she wasn’t fighting alone. A point reiterated by the voice that crackled in her ear. The night sky was illuminated by the bright, blue lights that signaled the arrival of Zenith, dropping from the Icarus high above the clouds. Both arms were already in their cannon form, and Zenith fired the pair of weapons on his target the second Paragon left his line of fire.

Exemplar couldn’t concentrate on both threats at once, trying hard to focus enough to unleash the microwave plasma his hands were capable of generating. But his mind was still clouded from the encounter with Wraith, he couldn’t quite get a grip on the situation and found his inner critic berating him at every turn.

“You’ll never amount to anything,” said his father.

“You’re nothing more than a loser,” said his wife.

“No more…” he muttered. “No! More!”

Gunsmith’s voice came in over the transmitters worn by the team. “Wraith’s attack shook him. Paragon and Zenith, get him out over the lake. We need him away from a populated area.”

“Roger that.” Paragon rocketed by Exemplar, a glancing blow striking him as she passed. 

Zenith was right behind her, using strafing fire as he zigzagged across the skyline. His thrusters kept him moving at a rapid pace, delivering strikes to Exemplar from almost every angle. 

Paragon curved up and circled back around, flying at Exemplar again. But instead of punching once more, this time she grabbed him as she barreled right into him. She pushed herself forward, further from the coastline. In her ear, Zenith told her he was keeping chase, following their every movement. 

She knew she was getting closer to the lake, but she wanted to go further, put him at some distance from the shore. That, however, wasn’t in the cards. As she continued pushing herself to her limits, her headache exploded into a full-blown migraine. It felt like her skull was a pressure-cooker for her brain. Paragon’s focus slipped, and her speed began dropping until she was met with resistance.

Exemplar exerted his own strength over her, pushing back against her flight. They slowed until they came to a hovering stop, with Paragon’s arms wrapped around Exemplar’s torso, shoulder pushing against his chest. Exemplar raised one arm up and brought his elbow crashing down on her back. Her grip loosened and he pulled her from him by her cape. Holding her at arm’s length, Exemplar began spinning in a circle, increasing his speed with each rotation.

Zenith held both cannons trained on them, but even with his sensors, it was hard to get a bead beyond the flashing blur of red, white and blue. “Gunsmith, we have a problem. Exemplar has managed to stop the push to the water, over Navy Pier.”

“Copy that. Wraith and Shift, get as many civilians away from there as you can. Zenith, press on.”

Before Zenith could fire his cannons, Exemplar released Paragon and the momentum carried her off. Zenith’s cannons shifted back to his arms and he flew after her, but she was moving too fast for him. Paragon kept whipping through the air until she struck the Ferris wheel. The impact of the blow caused it to creak and tilt, with screams of people still on it causing her to quickly shake off the pain.

Zenith flew around to the other side of the wheel and held out his arms, bracing against it, attempting to hold it in place. He looked at his teammate with the LED lights that were his eyes. “Get these people down as fast as you can, I’ll try to hold it.”

Paragon nodded and flew up, starting with the highest car. She pulled open the gates and smiled at the young couple inside. “Come on, hurry up.” They were hesitant at first, but then each took one of her outstretched hands. Paragon flew them down to ground-level, where a police officer ran up to them.

“I’ll take it from here, ma’am,” he said and gave her a wink. Before Paragon returned to the Ferris wheel, she noticed the cop’s eyes briefly shifted to a bright yellow and she smiled, then took off again, just as the cop escorted the couple to the shadows where Wraith was waiting with a portal to transport them away.

Above, Zenith struggled with keeping the wheel stationary, his servos fighting against the weight of the ride. He saw Exemplar flying at him, and his scanners picked up something else. “Gunsmith, Exemplar is approaching and I have no defense while Paragon continues her rescue efforts. It appears he has recovered from Wraith’s attack, as I am reading an increased heat signature from his hands.”

“Help’s on the way, Zenith.”

Exemplar hovered closer, his hands now beginning to glow brightly. He grinned as he saw the robot’s exertion. Once he got within range, Exemplar clamped both hands on Zenith’s forearms, the energy generated beginning to heat the robot’s outer shell.

“Where are your little cannons now, you inhuman piece of garbage?” His voice was a hiss. “Not so tough when you can’t sucker-punch a guy, are you?”

“Exemplar!”

The superhuman looked up and saw someone streaking down from the sky. A man in red armor who broke his fall by grabbing hold of Exemplar’s cape, the momentum pulling him away from Zenith and the Ferris wheel.

Gunsmith pulled himself up, wrapping one arm around Exemplar’s neck. His free hand brought a blaster to his foe’s head. “You talk too damn much.” He pulled the trigger a few times, firing at point-blank range. 

Exemplar was shaken, but then quickly recovered and took the gun in hand, crushing it in his grip. He halted their descent and reached for Gunsmith.

“Was that it?” He laughed. “Those things didn’t slow me down before, what did you think they’d do now?”

Gunsmith smiled. “The gun was just a distraction. Look down.”

Exemplar did and saw a round device affixed there, with three flashing red lights. The surprise made him loosen his grip just enough for Gunsmith to push off him. As Vanguard’s leader went into free-fall, he activated a switch on his gauntlet. The red lights on the device increased the frequency of their flashing until the bomb exploded, hurling Exemplar off into the lake.

“Coming your way, Sharkskin,” said Gunsmith. “And if it’s not too much trouble, can somebody grab me before I hit the ground? That’s one durability test this suit can do without.”

He kept on falling, until suddenly he hit the ground. A little bit of pain, but nothing he couldn’t handle. Quickly, the realization came that he shouldn’t have hit the ground that fast. As he began to get up, his suspicions were confirmed when he saw Wraith standing over him.

“What kind of idiot jumps out of a plane without a parachute?”

Gunsmith brushed himself off and offered a smirk. “Never expected you to save me.”

Wraith shrugged and turned his back. “Don’t get cute. I just didn’t want to clean up the mess.”

***

Exemplar crashed into the lake water. He poked his head above the surface, looking around. Just as he was about to fly back into action, he heard a voice humming the theme music from Jaws. When Exemplar spun, he saw the toothy grin and black eyes of Sharkskin.

“Hi, remember me?”

Sharkskin dove, pulling Exemplar down with him. He thrashed, but it was no use, Sharkskin’s grip was strong and he kept pushing deeper and further out into the lake. Sharkskin wrapped his arms around Exemplar and held him firmly in place, and Exemplar’s thrashings grew weaker and weaker.

It doesn’t matter how strong a body is, or how durable—when all is said and done, it still needs oxygen to survive. And that was one thing Sharkskin deprived Exemplar of, holding him as long as possible until he passed out.




















CHAPTER 6




He could hear the sound of electronic locks being opened. In the darkness, there was a rectangle of light, and a silhouette stood against it, walking inside the room. Slowly, the lights in the cell came on as well, but he could only see through the tiny slot for his eyes.

The man who entered the room had silver hair slicked back and a thin mustache. He wore a black turtleneck under a white blazer, but what Callum found most interesting when the man approached him and stared through the eye slot were his metallic-colored eyes.

“Good morning, Mr. King. I would ask you if you’re feeling comfortable, but my understanding is that you are being fed a steady supply of drugs that keep you more or less paralyzed, correct?”

Callum wanted to nod, but he couldn’t. The man was right—that was what the tubes stuck up his nose were for. And as an added precautionary measure, he was kept locked inside this chamber, standing upright, unable to interact at all with the outside world. His only connection was this slot.

“I believe we can do something about all this, perhaps even open that coffin of yours, give you a chance to stretch your legs. I imagine you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

If he could speak, he would say yes. 

The man with the metallic eyes smiled. “Of course you would. If you cooperate with me, then I will see to it you are treated humanely. Do we have an understanding?”

Those metallic eyes peered into Callum’s own blue ones. Callum couldn’t verbalize his response, but the man’s smile showed that he somehow understood it nonetheless.

“Very good, Mr. King. Very good indeed.” 

Who are you?

“My name is unimportant, Mr. King.” An answer to an unspoken question. “But you may call me the Analyst.”

He clasped his hands behind his back and took a deep breath. 

“Now, I would like you to tell me everything you know about this…team that brought you down. The ones who call themselves Vanguard.”
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CHAPTER 1




Iskander was far from famous. The small Russian village was located in one of the more remote regions of the nation, lying in the foothills of the mountain ranges and served by a single train line. 

For Kirill and Galina, Iskander was all they had ever known and all they were likely to know. Both had dreams of moving on to bigger and better things, but without the funds, their prospects were not great. They put aside thoughts of the future by focusing on the present.

The trees of the surrounding forest provided some cover for them as they explored each other’s bodies on the grass. Kirill kissed down Galina’s neck, taking in her scent as he moved lower. With her eyes closed, Galina’s soft moans lingered in the warm summer air. She tangled her fingers in his brown hair, pushing her head into the soft ground as his lips moved further down her body. 

Galina’s entire body stiffened and Kirill smiled to himself, convinced he was doing things properly as he pulled up her shirt. But then her scream told him otherwise. Kirill looked up to see what caused Galina to cry out.

And then he screamed as well. 

***

Nestled within the Adirondack Mountains in the United States was a small airstrip, beneath which were the remnants of an ICBM silo. As the Cold War ended, the silo was abandoned and had since been converted, upgraded with the latest technology. Christened the Atlas, it now served as the base of operations for a team of specials called Vanguard.

Dominic Vaughn was one such special, and he rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he entered the kitchen area, where he found his teammate standing by a coffee dispenser. Anita Jordan removed her mug from the dispenser and sipped the warm liquid, nodding to him.

“Good morning, Dom.”

Dom grunted in response, taking a mug from one of the cupboards and placing it in the slot under the dispenser. He pressed the buttons for black coffee and leaned against the counter.

“What time is it?”

“Quarter past six,” said Anita.

“Goddammit.” The machine beeped and Dom took his cup. The two walked from the kitchen into the dining area. Around the long table were the other four field operatives that made up Vanguard. Jim Ellis, the team’s human field leader, was dressed in sweats, as was Anita. The pair seemed to have completed a morning work-out. Koji Asano and Erin Hastings, the two younger members of the team, were still wearing what amounted to sleepwear, as was Dom. Erin rubbed her pale, yellow eyes with her green hand. Zenith was the final member of the team, and as a robot, had no need for clothing, sleep, or sustenance.

The two elder men were the only sort of support structure the team had. One was Colonel Leonard Thorne, the team’s overseer and liaison with the President of the United States. The other was Dr. Howard McCabe, an expert in the field of genetics and the team’s science advisor. Thorne was in his uniform and McCabe wore slacks and a polo shirt.

“Why am I awake so damn early, Thorne?” asked Dom. “Thought you were giving us the week off after the Exemplar caper.”

“That was the plan,” said Thorne. “But things don’t always work out the way we expect.”

“Something happen with King?” asked Jim, referring to the Exemplar by his surname. 

Thorne shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything from our people, so it seems he’s still safely in custody. But we might have another special-related incident. This time, in Russia.”

“What incident?” asked Jim.

“I’m sure you’re all aware that relations between us and Russia aren’t exactly at their warmest level.” Thorne paused to sip his coffee and once he set it down, he picked up his tablet from the table. The Colonel navigated to the documents he received this morning. “The CIA has been monitoring them closer than ever and we picked up some interesting police reports in a small town called Iskander.”

“How would the CIA even think to check out a small town’s police reports?” asked Anita.

“They wouldn’t.” Jim glanced at Thorne. “But if those reports quickly shot up through the government…”

Thorne nodded. “And that’s exactly what happened.” With a few commands from the tablet, Thorne turned on the monitor screen on the wall of the dining area, then mirrored the contents of his screen on it.

What appeared on the screen were the bodies of two teenagers, a boy and a girl. Their eyes and mouths were frozen in fear and their skin was drained of all color. Erin gasped when she saw it, immediately looking away. “My god…”

Thorne continued: “These two were found in the woods outside of Iskander earlier this week. Parents sought out police after the kids were missing for two days and a search party discovered them not far from the village.”

“When were these photos taken?” asked Anita.

“When the bodies were discovered.”

“But…the state of decomposition…” Anita looked for confirmation from McCabe. “Am I wrong?”

McCabe shook his head. “Not at all. The Colonel brought this to my attention before we woke the rest of you. But there’s more.” He turned to Thorne and the Colonel gestured for him to continue. McCabe turned a glance to each of the team members. “The bodies were drained of all blood. There were claw marks found on them, but the size and shape of them are not consistent with any of the local fauna. And the autopsy reports show traces of some unknown toxin.”

“They were poisoned?” asked Koji.

“It appeared to be some kind of paralytic agent,” said McCabe. 

“And this was in Russia?” asked Jim.

Dom scoffed. “You deaf? That’s what he said.” 

“Just wanted to confirm,” said Jim, trying hard to ignore Dom’s barb.

“Whatever.” Dom took another sip of his coffee. 

“You really think another special did this?” asked Erin.

“Would appear to be impossible for a non-powered human to accomplish such a feat, and animal attacks have already been ruled out,” said Zenith. “This would suggest only one possible alternative.”

“So some Ruskie gets turned into a vampire by the special gene and starts snacking on teenagers. Is that the theory?” asked Dom.

McCabe sucked in his breath a little in thought, then gave a nod. “That’s…not how I would put it. But in essence, yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“Fantastic.” Dom turned to Erin. “Just so you know, we’re talking real vampires. Not those sparkly abominations.”

Erin huffed and folded her arms. “Please, I couldn’t even finish the first book.”

“Yeah…right?” said Koji, his eyes shifting from side to side. “They were so…so lame… I mean, who’d read stupid books about sparkly vampires and werewolves…so stupid, am I right…?”

Silence hung over Koji’s comments for a few moments. Dom broke it, looking away from Koji as he did. “Anyway…what’s our plan?”

“Aside from this initial police report, any other information about the case seems to be sealed up tight,” said Thorne. “The Russian government doesn’t want the world to know about this. Best thing to do would be to get into Russia, but getting clearance won’t be easy.”

“Then we don’t get it,” said Anita. “The entire world just saw us defending Chicago from a rogue special. That should give us enough clout to get into Russia and help them with this problem.”

“I don’t know about that. Russia’s President is pretty suspicious by nature, especially of people from the west. Doesn’t matter what stance the White House takes on us, Vorobiev will still think of us as CIA spooks.”

“What’s our alternative, make up some fake passports?” asked Anita.

“I do know a guy…” said Dom.

“Of course not.” Jim turned to Thorne. “We have to be smart about this, Colonel. If Russia wants to keep a lid on this, they’ll have people all over that town.”

Thorne ran his thumb and forefinger along the edges of his silver mustache. “Jim makes a good point. But on the other hand, I need my team on the ground in Iskander to figure out what’s happened and we aren’t high on options.”

“Diplomatic channels, perhaps?” asked Zenith. “Inform the Russians that the United States government made contact with us following the defeat of Exemplar and we have been asked to investigate in a non-official capacity.”

Thorne shook his head. “No, that’d only make Vorobiev even more convinced that we’re working for the President. And if we’re refused entry, it’ll be difficult to explain why we ignored Russia’s wishes.” He set his hands on the armrests of his chair. “My father used to say that it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. So you go in under the radar, try to figure out what’s going on, and get out soon as possible. If you’re discovered, you explain that you’re concerned about a rogue special and made this decision completely on your own.”

Dom snickered, drawing stares from the rest of the group.

“Something funny, Mr. Vaughn?” asked Thorne.

“Nah, not at all,” said Dom. “I just love that we’ve got a representative of the United States government encouraging us to ignore procedure and bureaucracy.”

Thorne cracked a half-smile. “Just do what needs to be done.”

***

The Icarus—a supersonic aircraft designed by Zenith—crossed the distance from the United States to Russia in record time. Zenith sat at the controls with Erin by his side, wearing a headset on her green head. Since their battle with Exemplar in Chicago, Zenith had begun to train Erin how to pilot the craft, and though simulators were helpful, nothing was quite as effective as watching first-hand.

Jim, now clad in his Gunsmith exo-skeleton, stepped into the cockpit, coming around the partition that separated it from the cabin. “What’s our status?”

Zenith glanced to his co-pilot. “Erin?”

“Oh, umm…” Erin checked their position on the GPS. “Looks like…we’re entering Russian airspace?”

Jim gave a half-smile. “Any contact?”

Erin paused, and looked to Zenith. He shook his head. “No. We are flying below radar and—” A beeping noise broke off Zenith’s explanation. “Amend that, Gunsmith.” Zenith flipped a toggle switch on the control panel and Russian audio piped in through their communication array.

“Shift, what are they saying?” asked Gunsmith, glancing down at Erin.

“It’s…I have no idea. Is that Russian?” Shift’s eyes were fixed on Zenith, who nodded.

“Yes.” Zenith hit another switch and the audio came in through the cockpit’s speakers. 

Gunsmith listened for a few moments. “My Russian’s a bit rusty, but that doesn’t sound too good, does it?”

“They’re informing us that we have entered Russian airspace without the required permission and they are asking—quite forcefully—that we identify ourselves.”

“‘Quite forcefully’?” asked Shift.

“Perhaps ‘demanding’ would be more accurate,” said Zenith.

“So just say that.”

“I was attempting to soften the language.”

“How about you don’t do that when we’re in the middle of a situation?” asked Gunsmith.

“Very well. Should we respond?”

Gunsmith looked out the window, searching the clouds for any sign of activity, but saw nothing. “Are they forcefully asking us to?”

“I would characterize that assessment as accurate.”

“Then yes, respond.”

Zenith hit a few buttons and delivered a response in perfect Russian. Although he didn’t have a headset, he could easily transmit his voice through the plane’s radio. Once he finished, there was a pause in the communication and then the Russians responded. Shift furrowed her brow as she concentrated on the tone of their speech.

“I know I don’t speak Russian, but they don’t seem happy. What did you tell them, Zen?”

“I simply informed them of our team name and that we are investigating a potential situation. They steadfastly asserted we have no clearance and ordered us to turn back.”

“Or what?”

“Or they’ll treat us as enemy combatants,” said Gunsmith. “That part I got.”

“So what do we do?” asked Shift.

An alarm blared through the cockpit, causing both Gunsmith and Shift to cringe. Zenith just calmly flipped a few toggle switches and a holographic view-screen appeared over the flight controls, one that brought up a radar map and showed two crafts approaching the center. More Russian came through the speakers.

“We’ve just been informed that the two MiGs approaching are to escort us out of Russian airspace.”

“Can you out-maneuver them?” asked Gunsmith.

“The Icarus is one of the most advanced aircraft ever developed and it is fully integrated with my system, enabling seamless communication.”

“So that’s a yes?” asked Gunsmith.

“You had best return to the cabin, strap in tightly, and inform the others to do the same.”

“Right.” Gunsmith lingered for another moment, watching the radar as the MiGs grew closer. “We’re counting on you, Zenith.”

Gunsmith returned to the cabin and Shift double- and triple-checked her belts to ensure she was tightly secured to her seat. She stared at the radar, the two dots representing the MiGs flanking both sides of the Icarus.

“Hey Zen, when you were talking about the Icarus being so advanced and you being integrated with it and everything?”

“Yes?”

“Kinda sounded like you were…” She trailed off.

“Like I was doing what?”

“Well, y’know…bragging.” 

Zenith paused and checked some of the instruments on the dashboard. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Shift grinned.

***

“Strap in.” Gunsmith came around the partition and sat in his seat between Paragon and the aisle, immediately following his own order. 

“What’s happening?” asked Paragon.

“The Russians aren’t too happy that we’re here,” said Gunsmith.

“Really?” Wraith leaned across the aisle. “What’d you say to piss them off?”

Gunsmith cast a side glance at his teammate. “If we let you on the comms, they probably wouldn’t bother with a warning.”

Sharkskin was seated beside Wraith, and he tightened his harness and sat back in his seat. Wraith noticed the young Asian man’s eyes darting from side to side, moving up and down.

“You’re starting to look a little green around the gills, Koji.”

Sharkskin’s eyes fixed on Wraith. “That supposed to be funny?”

Wraith sat back with a sigh. “Great, you get airsick, don’t you?”

Sharkskin closed his eyes. “Just…shut up.”

“So what are we gonna do?” asked Paragon.

“Zenith thinks he can get rid of them,” said Gunsmith.

“He doesn’t need any help?”

“Hey, Anita.”

Paragon glanced across at Wraith.

“I know you’re all pumped after you knocked the crap outta Exemplar, but we’re talking fighter jets here, okay? Just let the robot do his thing."

***

The Icarus slowed as the two MiGs approached from either side. Utkin piloted the MiG on the Icarus’ right with Roschin piloting the one on the left. Utkin spoke a message to the pilot of the Icarus.

“Commence with a slow turn and we will escort you to the border,” he said in Russian.

“Acknowledged,” was the response. Utkin was impressed with the pilot’s Russian. It sounded perfect—native, even—if with a bit of a hollow tone.

Rather than turning, however, the Icarus throttled forward, firing like a bullet. 

“What the hell?”

“After them!” Utkin pushed forward on his own throttle with Roschin keeping pace. 

The MiGs managed to catch up to the Icarus, and as they did, the larger craft abruptly and sharply banked left. 

“Shit!” Roschin pulled back on his stick, sending his MiG up to avoid a mid-air collision with the Icarus. 

Utkin continued his pursuit, trying to get a lock on the target. The Icarus was surprisingly agile for its size. Utkin had trouble getting a fix on it and just when he thought he had it in range, the Icarus shifted into hover mode and Utkin’s MiG flew right over it. “Dammit!”

“I’ve got ‘em, Utkin.” Roschin’s voice came through Utkin’s headset.

Utkin banked sharply, hoping to return to the combat. He saw Roschin descending from above, targeting the Icarus. “Locked on.”

A missile disengaged from one of Roschin’s wings, its propulsion leaving a trail headed right towards the Icarus. But before it could reach its mark, a gun mounted on the Icarus’ underside pivoted and opened fire. It wasn’t traditional ammunition, but a blast of light that obliterated Roschin’s missile.

“Did you see—? What was that?” asked Utkin. 

“I saw it, but I haven’t a damned clue!” said Roschin.

“Command, what the hell are we dealing with?” asked Utkin.

“Look!”

Utkin didn’t need Roschin’s urging, because he was already watching as the Icarus’ rear hatch opened and something flew out. Or rather, someone. A woman in a red and white costume with matching cape emerged from the Icarus, flying towards Roschin and drawing the attention of both him and his guns.

Utkin could have sworn he saw the bullets strike her, but they didn’t seem to deter her in the least. She reversed course and flew directly at Roschin. Utkin couldn’t believe what he saw next, but he watched as the woman tore Roschin’s guns from his MiG, followed by the missiles.

“Command, she’s tearing apart Roschin’s plane!”

“Engage,” came the order.

“She’s too small, I can’t get a lock!”

“Target the MiG.”

“What? But Roschin—”

“Lieutenant, there’s no other option!”

Utkin targeted the MiG, his finger grazing the trigger. He hesitated, holding off on firing, but saw that the woman was almost finished with her handiwork, stripping Roschin of his weapons. Utkin took a deep breath and when he exhaled, he pulled the trigger, launching the missile.

It was obliterated by an energy blast. Utkin looked back to the Icarus and saw it rising to engage him, its energy gun now directed at his fighter. 

The hollow voice of the pilot came through in Russian once more: “You have two options: leave now or end up like your weapons. You are hopelessly outclassed, Lieutenant.”

The woman flew from Roschin and approached the Icarus, stopping to hover alongside. But she looked poised to strike at Utkin’s MiG next.

“Roschin, abort mission.”

“What? But—”

“I said abort!”

***

Gunsmith, Wraith, and Sharkskin watched the monitor mounted on the partition between the cockpit. On it, they saw as the two MiGs broke off from their interception and left them alone. A few moments later, the sound of the interior alarm came through the cabin, indicating that the rear hatch was opening. 

Paragon stepped back into the cabin from the hatch area, a smile on her face. She stretched out her fingers and her hands, clapping off the debris from the weapons that had gotten on her costume.

“I think we’re in for a smooth flight from here to Iskander.” She walked down the aisle and tossed a triumphant grin at Wraith. “What was that you were saying about fighter jets?”

Wraith snickered. “I’m startin’ to like you, Anita.”




















CHAPTER 2




The Icarus dipped low, moving into the mountain valleys before finding a secluded spot. The plane’s VTOL system took over, moving into hover mode and slowly lowering down onto the ground. The hatch lowered to form a ramp, and Vanguard emerged from the craft. Once on the ground, Zenith looked back at the Icarus. His eyes flashed and the ramp rose, shutting the hatch.

Gunsmith held his left arm out in front of him and a component on the top of his forearm flipped open, revealing a touch screen. He entered some information with the forefinger of his right hand, and the suit transmitted the data to his eyepiece, flashing it over his retina.

“Okay, we’re just a few klicks outside of Iskander and—”

“What is that, anyway?” asked Sharkskin. “I always hear that, what is a klick?”

“A klick is a kilometer,” said Gunsmith.

“So why not just say, ‘kilometer’?”

Gunsmith sighed. “Fine, we’re a few kilometers outside of Iskander.”

“What’s that in miles?” asked Wraith, grinning beneath his mask.

“Shut up,” said Gunsmith. 

“Zenith and I could fly ahead, scope the place out,” said Paragon.

“No, not yet.” Gunsmith closed the panel on his armor. “I want us to go in as a team. Try not to draw any undue attention to ourselves. Or at least not draw any additional attention. I figure the Russians already know why we’re here and won’t hesitate sending someone after us, so let’s see what we can find before they get here. Zenith, do a continuous sweep of the area, make sure we don’t have any surprises.”

“Acknowledged.”

Gunsmith shot a look at Sharkskin. “Keep your senses on alert, too.”

Sharkskin nodded and triggered his transformation: his body bulked up and his skin turned gray. His hair retreated into his scalp as the skull structure shifted, his teeth sharpened, and his eyes turned black.

“Nobody sleep on the job.” Gunsmith waved to indicate the direction to head. “Move out.”

Iskander was a short hike from where Vanguard left the Icarus, one the team managed in just under an hour. When they arrived, they found it to be a small town but nonetheless somewhat lively. People milled about on the paved roads, which were in need of maintenance. Some of the homes in the area had also seen better days, in a state of degradation.

The presence of six costumed individuals immediately drew stares of varying degrees. Some were suspicious, others were fearful. A few, however, held a degree of excitement. But within those varying emotions, one was for certain—surprise.

“Where do we start?” asked Sharkskin.

“I’d like to have a look at the bodies,” said Paragon. “Maybe a post-mortem examination could turn up some additional clues.”

“We should also talk to some witnesses,” said Gunsmith.

Shift felt uncomfortable beneath the stares, shuffling her feet and moving closer to the group. “Should we have maybe tried coming here undercover or something?”

“How good’s your Russian?” asked Gunsmith.

“I don’t speak it.”

“Then there’s your answer,” said Gunsmith. “Bunch of American tourists conveniently show up after some mysterious deaths, in a town that gets very few tourists, and you think questions wouldn’t be asked? At least this way, we’ve got some recognition after Chicago.”

A voice in Russian came behind them and the group turned. What they found was a man in a police uniform with two stars on his shoulder speaking to them, a bewildered expression on his face. Gunsmith leaned in to Zenith and whispered, “Remember, you’re our translator.”

Zenith stepped closer to the officer and he backed away, his hand reaching for his side-arm. But Zenith raised his hand in a gesture to calm the man, and spoke a response in Russian. The officer visibly relaxed upon hearing his native language spoken so fluently and he responded. They exchanged a few more words back and forth.

“This is Lieutenant Tsert with the Iskander Police,” said Zenith. “I informed him that we are known as Vanguard, a global response team that handles unusual incidents. He said he saw coverage of our battle in Chicago on television and read about it in the paper. He’s relieved to finally have some help with the investigation.”

“So he hasn’t heard anything from the Russian government?” asked Gunsmith.

Zenith conveyed the question. Tsert shook his head, then added some additional information.

“Men from the FSB took the bodies away, and when Lt. Tsert questioned them, they simply told him it was a matter of national security. He’s since made several attempts to contact them, but hasn’t received any response.”

“Were they able to examine the bodies before they were taken?” asked Paragon.

Once more, Zenith translated into Russian. Tsert responded and when he finished, Zenith turned to Paragon. “Nothing beyond what we learned from Dr. McCabe, I’m afraid.”

Paragon huffed. “Great. So we’re stuck at square one.”

Tsert leaned in towards Zenith and said something additional. Zenith nodded and turned to the group. “He said he can show us where the bodies were discovered.”

“It’s a start, I suppose,” said Gunsmith.

Zenith faced Tsert. “Da, puzhalsta.”

Tsert nodded and gestured ahead of himself, leading the group on the path outside of town. They went on another short hike, moving into the forest outside of the village. While on the path, Sharkskin’s nose twitched and he paused. Shift spotted him out of the corner of her eye and turned.

“You okay?”

Sharkskin turned his head up and sniffed the air. His lips curled back in response to the odor. “We’re on the right track. There’s something…I dunno how to describe it.” 

“Can you try?” she asked.

Sharkskin pivoted to her. “You ever find a dead rat in your house or garage or something?”

“Not really.”

“Hmm. Well, it’s kinda like that. But worse.”

Shift cringed. “Ew.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Be glad you can’t smell it.”

“Hey!”

Sharkskin and Shift looked ahead and saw Wraith standing on a hill, hands resting on a bent knee. “You two wanna join us?”

“C’mon.” Sharkskin hiked up the hill, Shift following close behind. Wraith waited for them and when they arrived, he walked with them. The rest of the group was not far ahead, waiting at a hole dug in the ground. Tsert stood at the hole, hands at his side with Paragon and Gunsmith standing beside him. Zenith was in the hole, examining the soil. Shift stepped closer, bending over at the edge. But once Sharkskin approached, he instantly recoiled. 

“Hey, what’s going on?” asked Wraith, moving to Sharkskin’s side.

Sharkskin looked up, his eyes watering. “God, the stench… You guys can’t smell that?”

Wraith certainly couldn’t and when he glanced to his teammates for confirmation, he found the same confused expressions on their faces.

“Is it that dead rat smell?” asked Shift.

“Dead rat?” asked Paragon.

Shift faced Paragon. “That’s what he said it smelled like. But worse.”

“I don’t think I got a word to describe just how much worse it is,” said Sharkskin. “Jesus, what the hell?”

Tsert said something that sounded like a question and Zenith responded quickly, offering an explanation. Tsert said something else. Gunsmith’s curious gaze prompted Zenith to elaborate. “I explained that Sharkskin’s senses detected a powerful odor. Tsert said Sharkskin’s lucky he wasn’t here when they found the bodies—the stench was unbearable. That was how they found this grave.”

“Can’t even imagine what it would’ve been like for me,” said Sharkskin.

Zenith climbed out of the hole to face Gunsmith’s questioning glance. “Anything?” asked the team leader.

“Very little to go on. No traces of blood, which is consistent with both the report Dr. McCabe provided and Lt. Tsert’s testimony. The hole appears to have been dug by hand—large hands, but hands nonetheless.”

Gunsmith folded his arms across his chest and sighed. “So we’ve got nothing to go on.”

Sharkskin spun on his heel and moved into an attack stance—crouched, arms poised to strike, teeth bared. Wraith reacted by getting on the defensive as well.

“What is it?”

“We’re not alone,” said Sharkskin. 

“Indeed you are not.” The voice came from the direction Sharkskin faced. Two men walked down the trail, both of them dressed in black suits, their dark hair slicked back and wearing sunglasses. One was shorter and thinner than the other, with his hair graying at the temples. The other was larger and younger, looked as if he had been a body-builder.

Gunsmith stepped beside Sharkskin, laying a calming hand on his teammate’s shoulder while looking at the new arrivals. “You speak English?”

The older man nodded. “Quite well in fact.” Both men reached inside their jackets and drew out identification badges. “I am Abram Zukov.” He tilted his head to acknowledge the larger man. “This is my partner, Timur Levitan. We are Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti.”

“Bless you,” said Wraith. The joke drew an angry stare from Levitan. 

“FSB,” said Gunsmith. “Russia’s secret service.”

“Correct,” said Zukov. “And you are Vanguard. American superheroes, yes?”

“Nice to know we’ve got fans,” said Wraith.

“Would not go that far,” said Levitan.

Zukov removed his sunglasses, folded them and slid them in his suit jacket’s front pocket. “We heard about your entrance into Russia. You were ordered to turn around. You have no jurisdiction here, no authority. This is a Russian problem, it will be handled by Russians.”

“You’ve got a situation here involving a rogue special. My team has some experience in that area. We’re just here to stop anyone else from being killed.”

Zukov sighed. “I appreciate your gesture and I do not doubt your intentions. But please consider our point of view—Americans have a habit of making a mess.”

“Big mess.” Levitan folded his burly arms, leaving his sunglasses on.

“And given the current state of relations between our two nations, my government is not comfortable with American operatives invading our borders.”

“We’re not American operatives,” said Gunsmith. “We have no affiliation with the United States government. We’re completely independent.”

Zukov smirked. “Yes, of course you are. Your fancy suit, your metal friend over there, and a plane so advanced it trumps anything else in existence. If you are not with the government, then how do you afford such resources?”

“Hidden Nazi gold,” said Wraith.

“Amusing,” said Zukov.

“Thanks, I thought so.”

“Wraith, please,” said Gunsmith. “Agent Zukov, two people are already dead. And with all due respect, you and your partner aren’t equipped to handle a rogue special. We are. Just let us work together and we’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

Sharkskin growled and fell back into attack position. His movement startled not only the FSB agents, but also Tsert and the rest of Vanguard. 

“That stench is back, and it’s getting stronger,” said Sharkskin.

“What is your pet babbling about?” asked Levitan, earning a growl from Sharkskin.

Gunsmith’s hands went to the holsters on his legs and drew his teleforce blasters. “Whatever killed those two kids is back.”

Zukov drew a Serdyukov SPS handgun from under his jacket, while saying something in Russian to his partner. Levitan drew his own weapon, but went to Tsert and took him by the arm, speaking to him in Russian. Levitan pulled Tsert with him, moving back down the hill while staying on alert.

“And where are they going?” asked Wraith.

“Levitan is taking him back to the town,” said Zukov. “I do not want to risk another civilian.”

Zenith hovered above the ground. Machinery whirred as his left forearm transformed, shifting into cannon mode with crackling energy at the barrel. “Three targets, closing in rapidly.”

“God, I can smell it now, too.” Shift’s nostrils closed off in response to the odor. 

A chorus of inhuman screeches tore through the afternoon air from beyond a ridge not far away. The group moved closer and two things rose above the ridge, looking over them.

Wraith’s eyes bulged. “Holy shit…”

What faced them were two creatures of some kind. Their bodies were stretched out and emaciated, yellow skin taut over their bones. They were hunched over, with heads larger than their bodies. Deep-set eyes with a prominent brow and fangs for teeth. The yellow skin ended at their knuckles, with long, curved, razor-sharp bones serving as fingers.

Their high-pitched wail had a wet, almost gurgling sound. One pounced at Sharkskin. He tumbled with it, rolling down the hill as they grappled. Despite its emaciated shape, the creature possessed inhuman strength, powerful enough even for Sharkskin’s own. Their tumble came to a stop and the creature was on top. It roared and raised its claws in preparation to impale its prey, but an energy blast from Zenith threw it from Sharkskin. The robot helped his teammate to his feet and Sharkskin nodded his thanks, then ran after the creature.

The second creature bared its fangs and claws, jumping when Gunsmith and Zukov opened fire. The beast bounced off a tree-trunk, hopping to grip another branch and then swung from it to a third. Zukov and Gunsmith chased, continuing to fire on it, but not scoring a single hit.

Paragon took off after the creature. “I’m on it!”

Zukov ejected the spent magazine from his Serdyukov and drew a spare from beneath his jacket. Before he could load it, Wraith grabbed him by his tie, and he dropped both the gun and the clip. 

“You could’ve told us what we were up against!”

“Let him go,” said Gunsmith.

Wraith narrowed his eyes at his leader. “You crazy? He’s hiding something!”

“I saw his face when they appeared.” Gunsmith’s eyes moved their focus to Zukov. “You were just as surprised by those things as us, weren’t you?”

Zukov gave a nod. “Da. We received no accounts from any eye-witnesses. All we knew is what they were capable of.”

“See?”

Wraith still kept his grip, narrowing his eyes. He released Zukov, shoving him back as he did. “I’m watching you.”

More wails came from the surrounding area.

“Hey guys?” Shift’s large eyes examined the tree-tops. “Didn’t Zenith say there were three of these?”

“Shit,” muttered Wraith, looking sky-ward as well.

***

Sharkskin chased after the creature, trying to keep up. The beast was extremely quick, moving like a yellow blur across the forested hills. It ran through a valley, but skidded to a stop when Zenith lowered in front of it. The beast wasn’t intimidated by the robot and lashed out at him with its knife-like claws. The bone material scraped against Zenith’s outer shell, generating a piercing screech that made Sharkskin cringe as he approached. It also caused the creature to pull back, the palms of its hands going to the holes on the sides of its head.

Zenith readied his cannon for another blast, but the creature seemed to have learned from the previous. When Zenith fired, the creature back-flipped, jumping over Sharkskin and putting the Vanguardian between it and Zenith.  

“Argh!” Sharkskin was thrown to the ground by the blast, and he struggled for a minute. Zenith went to his teammate’s side, trying to help him up.

“I apologize, my friend.”

“I’m fine, just get it before it runs off again!”

Zenith nodded and looked up. The creature had vanished again. Sharkskin stood, sniffing the air, then flinching. “It’s still here. That stench is too strong.”

An inhuman wail echoed from above. The creature pounced from a ridge, both claws and teeth bared. Sharkskin jumped up to meet the creature on its descent, his own clawed hand gripping its neck, then twisting with it and throwing it onto the ground. Sharkskin turned and brought his elbow crashing down on the beast’s back with a loud crack.

The thing still squirmed beneath Sharkskin, and so he gripped it, one hand under its jaw, the other atop its head. He pulled it up, the beast now thrashing. Sharkskin roughly twisted and the creature went limp.

***

Gunsmith retrieved the Serdyukov and the magazine. He snapped the ammunition into place and held the gun by the barrel, offering it to its owner. Zukov straightened his tie and jacket, staring at the offering.

“Way I see it, we’ve both got a common enemy at the moment,” said Gunsmith. “Think we can agree to postpone the pissing match for now?”

Zukov nodded and took his weapon. “For now. But once we kill these things, you and I will have words.”

“On that we’re agreed.”

The pair joined Wraith and Shift, who were both on alert. The four stood in place, their eyes scanning for some trace of the creatures.

“How are we supposed to find these things without Zenith or Ko—” Shift froze in the middle of her sentence, realizing she’d almost used a real name. The glare from Gunsmith drove home the mistake and she corrected herself. “I mean, without Sharkskin?”

“Do not worry. They will come to us,” said Zukov.

“That is what I’m worried about.”

The high-pitched wail came again from somewhere in the forest. Leaves rustled and Wraith spun on his heel, unleashing one of his dark energy bursts. The only thing it hit was air. Zukov smirked at the attack.

“Yes, you showed that wind a thing or two.”

“Keep it up, Boris. I’ll show you a few things.”

“Button it,” said Gunsmith. “Stay on—”

A screech and one of the creatures burst from the brush, leaping right in front of Gunsmith. He jumped back, firing on it with his teleforce blasters. But the beast took hold of his wrists and pounced on him, pinning him down. It roared in Gunsmith’s face, its breath holding a metallic stink. 

Zukov’s Serdyukov drew the creature’s attention, the rounds slamming into the side of its face. It turned to its new prey, and Zukov backed away as fast as possible. With each step, the creature’s speed increased, and Zukov fired shot after shot. The gun clicked after its final shot and with it, Zukov turned and ran. 

As he ran from the creature, Zukov stumbled, tripping and falling. The creature was almost on top of him, but then something grabbed Zukov by his arm and yanked him up into the trees. The creature wailed its annoyance at losing its prey, while Zukov looked up to his savior. Shift was perched on the tree, her elongated arm wrapped around Zukov’s wrist. The arm retracted, pulling the FSB agent onto the branch with her.

The creature drove its claws into the trunk, pulling itself up. A burst of ebon energy struck the beast and it froze, its entire body stiffening. Wraith stood on another tree, his arm extended and palm outstretched, with the aura of his power still circling his hand.

“Look at that, you are afraid of something.”

Wraith generated a portal that transported him from the tree to ground level. He kept his hand aimed at the strange monster as he approached it. When he got closer, he got an idea of what Sharkskin had felt with the beast’s scent. It reeked of decay.

“Ugh, what the hell?”

The creature’s arm twitched.

“Wraith, look out!” cried Shift.

The beast’s arm moved with great speed, and it raked its claws over Wraith’s chest. He grunted and dropped to his knees. The wounds burned with a searing pain, but it was only momentary. The pain vanished almost as quickly as it came. Unfortunately that’s not the only thing that vanished.

“Wraith, get out of there!”

“I-I can’t! It did something to me!”

The creature towered over its prey. Spittle dripped from its gaping maw, the scent of copper wafting from its mouth. Several teleforce blasts slammed into the beast’s head. The beast recoiled and this was followed by Gunsmith charging towards it. He changed a setting on his blaster and fired again. This time a small, round device with three blinking lights struck the beast.

Gunsmith grabbed Wraith’s limp body and dragged him off. “Shift, fire in the hole!”

Shift nodded and one of her arms wrapped several times around Zukov’s torso. “Hold on.” She jumped from the tree, holding tightly to him and her free arm extended, snaking around the branch of another tree. Shift swung the two of them to a safe distance, just as Gunsmith detonated the bomb he planted on the creature. Its cry of anger and fear was silenced by the small explosion that blew it apart.

***

When they returned to regroup, Sharkskin and Zenith found their teammates standing around the remnants of a crater stained with blood and bone. Sharkskin had to hold back from the stink, which was the reason why it was Zenith who carried the body of the creature they had defeated.

“Why’d you bring that thing?” Wraith sat on the ground, his back resting against a tree. 

“Zenith thought we should study it.” Sharkskin stared at Wraith for a few seconds, a grin creeping on his face. “You comfy?”

“Paralyzed,” said Wraith. “Damn thing hit me with its claws.”

Zenith dropped the dead beast, then went to Wraith’s side and knelt before him. Cold, metal hands examined the injury and the robot’s scanners went to work on the wound. “There appears to be some sort of residue on these wounds. I will need to examine you at the Icarus.”

“Excuse me,” said Zukov. “What is this about studying it?”

“We have to know what it is we’re up against,” said Gunsmith. 

“You’ve killed them, what more do you need to know?” asked Zukov.

“We were jumped by three of those things,” said Wraith. “What we’ve got now is one corpse and one mess, so do the math. Or in Soviet Russia, does two plus two equal five?” 

Zukov stared down at Wraith, pointing a finger in his face. “Do not forget that you are in my country illegally. I am within my full authority to shoot you where you sit.”

“Look, clearly you were as thrown by those things as we were,” said Gunsmith. “You saw how tough they were. Paragon is still tracking one and what if there are more? We’re better equipped to deal with these things than you.”

Zukov backed away from Wraith, looking down at his feet. He didn’t like the idea of the interference of outsiders, especially given how secretive the FSB had been about this investigation. The briefing he was given was especially light on the details, and Zukov had been in this business long enough to know when something was off. If he backed off, perhaps that meant these interlopers would have a better chance of getting to the truth.

“We were attacked by a single creature, which was disposed of with the aid of the American super-humans called Vanguard,” he said.

Gunsmith nodded. “Thank you, Agent Zukov.”

“Do not thank me. Just find out what these things are. And stop them.”

Once Zukov began his trek from the forest, Gunsmith activated his comms unit. “Paragon, what’s your status?”

“Still trying to find the one that got away. Damn thing’s fast.”

“Leave it for now.”

“What? But—”

“I need you back at the Icarus. We managed to take one down and we need an autopsy. And out here in the field, you’re the only one qualified for that sort of procedure.”




















CHAPTER 3




The Icarus was equipped with an onboard med-bay, designed for emergency treatment of injuries and to stabilize victims during transport to a proper medical facility. But now, the gurney, which folded down from a compartment in the wall, housed the strange creature that Sharkskin had killed near Iskander. 

Gunsmith was in the process of removing his armor when Paragon returned to the Icarus. She first recoiled at the sight of the creature up close, but quickly recovered. In addition to Gunsmith, the only other member of the team who was in the med-bay was Zenith.

“The others are in the cabin,” said Jim as he removed the last bit of his armor. 

“What about Dom?” asked Anita as she removed her gloves and cape. 

“His paralysis appears to be wearing off,” said Zenith. “Also, I have opened a communications channel with Dr. McCabe at the Atlas base.”

A monitor opposite the gurney turned on, revealing the face of McCabe. “I’m sorry I can’t be there with you to conduct this autopsy myself.”

“No problem, Doc.” Anita opened a compartment near the med-bay that housed disposable smocks, masks, gloves, and caps. She took a set and passed it to Jim before donning one herself.

“Zenith has given me access to his visual receptors, so I see whatever he sees,” said McCabe. 

“Got it.” Anita took a scalpel and moved over to the creature. She looked up at Jim. “We ready?”

Jim finished tying his cap on his head and pulled on the latex gloves. He gave her a nod. Anita placed her free hand on the creature’s yellowed skin, and then rubbed it slightly. “The texture…it’s very leathery. Seems to be taut, like it’s been stretched to its limit.”

She touched the scalpel to the chest, applying pressure to make the first incision. But what she met instead was incredible resistance. Anita pushed down harder, trying to be careful with her own superhuman strength. 

“Something the matter?” asked McCabe.

“The skin…it’s tough. I’m trying to break it, but—” Anita huffed and relaxed her shoulders. She held up the scalpel—the blade had bent. “Great.” She dropped the scalpel into the waste compartment and faced the monitor. “Doc, we’re gonna need something stronger if we’re going to open this thing up.”

“May I?” 

Anita looked at Zenith. “May you what?”

“Perhaps a high-intensity laser would prove sufficient.” Zenith pointed at the creature’s chest, his index finger hovering just above the surface. A fine, concentrated beam of blue energy emerged from the tip. It broke against the yellowed skin and Zenith moved from the beast’s left shoulder down to the sternum, then made an identical mark on the right side. From the sternum at the point where the two incisions met, Zenith moved down the torso in a straight line, forming a large Y on the creature. Once he finished, he retracted his finger and took a step back, offering a nod to Anita.

“Thanks, I guess. Let’s get started.” 

“Zenith, collect a sample of the blood,” said McCabe. “While you and Anita are conducting the autopsy, I can run some tests to locate the genetic markers.”

Jim stared inside the open cavity, cringing as he examined the beast’s insides. “Is it just me, or are those bones—?”

Anita gave a nod of agreement. “Yeah, they’re not normal.”

The visible bones appeared to have grown wild, beyond the traditional parameters of the human body. They were abnormally sized, misshapen, and disproportionate. Anita bent closer to get a better look at them.

“It looks a bit like skeletal dysplasia.”

“Dysplasia?” asked Jim.

“Better known as dwarfism.”

“This thing is far from a dwarf.”

Anita stood upright. “I know. But the condition seems the same, just in reverse.”

“Is that even possible?”

“The special gene has fundamentally altered the human species,” said Zenith. “Erin is able to alter her bone structure at will. We may be witnessing a similar event.”

“Except whereas Erin’s is fluid, this guy is fixed,” said Anita. “There’s also something else. If this thing is a special, then that means it’s human, right?”

“As far as we know, there are no cases of any species other than humans with the special gene,” said McCabe.

“Right, so what’s missing?” asked Anita.

Jim and Zenith stepped back and gave the body a thorough look. “Seems like a lot,” said Jim. 

“Exactly. No defining characteristics. Especially…” She paused and gestured to the pelvis.

“No genitalia,” said Zenith.

Jim folded his arms and looked at McCabe’s face in the monitor. “Have you seen any specials like this, Doctor?”

McCabe shook his head. “No, this is all new territory. Then again, so is the concept of specials.”

“More than that,” said Anita. “We know there were at least three of these things, all pretty much identical. So the question is how do three separate people in the same area undergo the same specific and rare mutation? Doesn’t that seem odd?”

“I think you’re onto something, Anita. If it were a coincidence, it would be one of staggering proportions.”

“Could specific mutations be passed on to successive generations?” asked Zenith.

“The special gene is new, just revealing itself within the past few years,” said Anita. “So if these things are part of the same family, how did they reproduce without reproductive organs? And how did they grow to such an extent in just a few short years?”

***

Koji stirred from his nap and stretched his arms with a yawn. Erin sat across the aisle from him, earphones plugged into a smartphone and listening to music. She removed the plugs and looked at him. 

“I’m amazed you could sleep at a time like this.”

“I was tired.” Koji looked over his shoulder and in the row of seats behind him, Dominic was also soundly asleep, snoring. “Looks like I’m not the only one for that matter. Are they still cutting that thing open?”

“Yup.”

“How long have they been at it?”

Erin checked the display on her phone. “About four hours or so.” 

“Damn.” He stood for a more complete stretch. “Shouldn’t we be out there looking for the one that got away?”

“Without knowing what we’re dealing with?”

“Yeah, but the longer we just sit around, the harder it’ll be to find it later.” 

The door to the med-bay opened and Jim entered, followed by Anita and Zenith. Jim approached the front of the cabin, gesturing for Koji to sit back down. Anita sat beside Dominic and poked him in the arm with her elbow. He gulped a snore and though his eyelids were still heavy, he managed to open them anyway.

“What’s the deal?” he asked, wiping drool from his mouth. “Finish carving the turkey?”

“Might say that,” said Jim. “McCabe also reviewed the scans of blood samples taken from the creature. And we’ve come to some conclusions about it. Zenith, you want to do the honors?”

Jim stepped aside and Zenith moved in front of the team. “From the examination, we have concluded that these creatures produce increased amounts of adrenaline, which accounts for their strength. Their skin and bones are highly durable, and their skeletal structure has altered, accounting for the strange size.”

“What’d it do to me?” asked Dominic.

“They secrete a toxin, delivered through their claws and teeth, which paralyzes their victim as they feed on the blood.”

“So they’re like vampires?” asked Erin.

“In a way,” said Zenith. “The DNA scans reveal that they are human, however. Except there was something quite interesting discovered in their blood. Or rather, something which was not discovered—no presence of a special gene.”

“How are these things not specials?” asked Erin. “If they’re human, that’s sort of required, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, which leads us to believe that there may have been something else at work,” said Zenith.

“Wait, I thought the Event gave everyone a special gene?” asked Koji. “Could’ve sworn I heard Doc McCabe say something along those lines.”

“You’re right,” said Anita. “Which means these things were probably created before the Event.”

“What do you mean ‘created’?” asked Dominic.

“We believe these creatures may be the result not of natural mutation, but rather human experimentation,” said Zenith.

***

After Timur Levitan returned Lt. Tsert to Iskander, he reported in to the FSB. They ordered him to leave Iskander immediately and deliver a message, without informing his partner of where he was going. Levitan hiked outside of town where he was met by a helicopter that took him deeper into the mountains. 

It was dusk by the time Levitan was dropped off in what appeared to be an abandoned village. This was one of the closed cities the Soviet Union established during the Cold War, unlisted on maps and used to conduct sensitive experiments and research.

Levitan shivered slightly despite the summer night. It was not a chill from the cold, but rather his fear. He’d heard the legends, there were none in the FSB who hadn’t. But until today, he had no idea of the truth of the situation. 

Inhuman howls filled the night air. Levitan fumbled to open his jacket and draw his Serdyukov, but by the time he had the weapon in hand, he was already face to face with one of the bizarre creatures. It growled at him, baring its claws and fangs. Another scream came from behind and both sides. 

Their death-stench violated Levitan’s nostrils, their wails causing the hairs on his neck to stand on end. Levitan brought up the weapon, his forehead now coated with fear-sweat. But a voice in Russian bellowed over a loudspeaker. The creatures turned at the sound and quickly retreated, running down the main street of the closed town.

The city lights turned on and Levitan blocked his eyes from the sudden brightness. Against the backdrop of the light, he could see a figure walking towards him down the main street. The creatures were in step behind him, moving alongside as if they were his faithful pets.

He was a slender man, with skin so pale it almost matched the color of his white coat. His head was bald and lined with scars, of which his dark beard did only the slightest to cover up. The man’s right eye was a steel gray and the left was pure white. Levitan caught a glimpse of his reflection in its glass surface.

“Identify yourself.”

“Timur Levitan, Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti.” He lowered his weapon and took out his identification. The pale, scarred man took the ID and examined it before handing it back. 

“Welcome to Virey, Agent Levitan.”

The agent stood in silence in the presence of this tall, pale man, constantly trying to look away and yet his eyes continuing to pull his gaze back. This did not escape the man’s notice. “I believe you already know who I am.”

Levitan gave a cautious nod. “Professor Erik Azarov.”

Azarov slyly grinned at the sound of his own name. “What can I do for you, Agent?” He placed his long, thin fingers on the head of one of the creatures who knelt by his legs, lovingly stroking its leathery skin.

“I come with a message. From the President.”

Azarov’s demeanor darkened at this. “Vorobiev. What does that fool want now?”

Levitan swallowed hard. “Some of the…umm…the Dreks…they escaped Virey.”

“Then handle it. That is what you do, yes?”

“There’s a problem, Professor.”

Azarov’s steel-colored eye flamed with anger. “What problem?”

“The Dreks have attracted the attention of superhuman operatives from America,” said Levitan. 

“Oh?” Azarov’s smile returned.

“Yes, and the President is worried about potential exposure. He has ordered Virey to be shut down and for the Dreks to be…” Levitan paused, looking at the Dreks that flanked their master. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Eliminated.”

“Does he, now?” Azarov continued to smile, but the artificiality was more apparent. “And what does our President plan to do with me?”

“You will, of course, be permitted to continue your research. Despite this…problem, the President still believes you are one of the brightest minds the motherland has ever produced. He is prepared to offer you better facilities, as well as a full research staff.”

Azarov turned from Levitan and stepped back towards the town without saying another word. Levitan was left staring at the Dreks, slowly backing away from them as they stared at him with their beady eyes. “Pr-Professor Azarov? The President would like me to return with a response to his offer.”

“Yes of that fact, I am certain.” Azarov clasped his hands behind his back, still facing away from Levitan. “Do not worry, Agent. I have a message for Vorobiev.”

Azarov raised a hand and snapped his fingers. The Dreks moved closer to Levitan and he backed further. “Professor Azarov…? Your creations, they are… Sir, if you could command them to-to—”

The sounds of Levitan’s screams scarcely grew above the wails of the Dreks as they tore into the flesh of the FSB operative. And Azarov’s smile grew wider.

“Superhumans, eh? Excellent.”




















CHAPTER 4




Abram Zukov stood at the window of the small motel room he and Levitan had rented out. Tsert told him that once he and Levitan returned to Iskander, the FSB agent made a call on his phone and then left without another word. It wasn’t like his young partner to just disappear without notice, and the fact that he received a phone call before going made Zukov suspicious. Especially since he left the rental car, so he couldn’t have gone far.

His phone vibrated against his leg. He took it from the pocket of his trousers, half-expecting it to be Levitan, but instead the caller ID just said it was a blocked number. He answered the call. “Zukov.”

The voice on the other end belonged to his supervisor. “We have another matter we need you to look into. Please return to headquarters.”

“With all due respect, sir, I cannot leave Iskander yet.”

“Why?”

“Because Agent Levitan is missing. He has not reported in and he isn’t answering his phone.”

There were a few moments of silence on the other end. Zukov could hear some whispers in the background before his supervisor spoke again. “Do not concern yourself with Agent Levitan. Simply do as you are told and return to headquarters.”

“Yes sir, understood.” Zukov ended the call and after placing the phone in his pocket, he unbuttoned his suit jacket and drew the Serdyukov, double-checking the ammunition. The sudden order for Zukov to retreat without knowing what became of Levitan had all but confirmed the veteran agent’s suspicions about his partner’s phone call. Levitan must have received a call from headquarters giving him a new assignment. And if they didn’t want Zukov to accompany him, that gave the elder man the impression that Levitan was either in danger or already dead.

He wished he’d had some way to get in touch with Vanguard. Their abilities would come in handy with the search for his partner. Zukov chided himself for that thought. “You got along just fine for years without help from superheroes. You can do it again.”

Zukov left the motel and got into the rental car. He drove out of town, heading into the vacant lands that surrounded Iskander. He didn’t even have a clear idea of what it was he was searching for, but he knew he had to find it quickly. The FSB was expecting his return and if he took too long before getting back, they would quickly become suspicious. Possibly send other agents after him. 

Dusk had already fallen, which meant this terrain had now become more dangerous with those creatures still out there. Zukov drove slowly, scanning the area illuminated by the car’s headlights. He kept his phone in hand, and continued to call Levitan. If something happened to him, then perhaps his phone was somewhere nearby, and it might hold some clue.

Zukov lowered the windows to improve his chances of hearing anything. And though the only sounds were those of the night, there was the unmistakable scent. The same one from earlier in the forest. 

Zukov dropped the phone by his feet and took out his weapon, holding it at the ready as he began a U-turn. While turning, his car’s high-beams fell upon the form of the same type of snarling creature he saw earlier—and it obviously did not like being in the spotlight. It hissed and covered its face with its spindly arms. Zukov stopped and stuck the gun out the window, firing while he shifted into reverse. The bullets struck the creature, but only angered it and it stepped towards the car. Zukov slammed on the gas, the tires grinding in reverse, kicking up dust and sliding back. Zukov managed a good bit of distance between him and the creature, and then he grabbed the gear shift and moved it into drive.

The tires spun in the opposite direction and the car went off like a rocket at the creature. Just before the front bumper struck it, the beast hopped onto the hood, its weight leaving an indentation in the metal and forcing the car to stop. It punched through the windshield, the glass shattering into thousands of tiny fragments. Zukov brought one arm up to shield his face, the other one emptying the Serdyukov’s magazine into the beast. 

“Hey, ugly!”

The creature looked up just as a crimson-gloved fist smashed into its face. Paragon gripped the monster’s oversized head and effortlessly threw it off the car. She hovered above the vehicle, moving closer towards the angered beast. It had recovered from the attack and now prepared to pounce.

“Looks like someone wants to play,” she said with a smile. A blood-curdling screech was the response and the creature launched at her. Paragon met the beast with a well-placed uppercut, the impact throwing it back. 

Zukov climbed from the car. He came to Paragon’s side, but she was more concerned with the monster. The rest of Vanguard soon amassed in the area as well. The beast seemed to possess reason enough to know when retreat was the best option. It turned and bolted off into the darkness. 

“We can’t let it get away this time!” said Gunsmith. 

“I’m on it,” said Paragon, taking to the skies.

“Sharkskin, you follow on foot,” said Gunsmith. “If Paragon loses it, hopefully you can keep track of its scent.”

“Given how rank it is, that shouldn’t be a problem,” said Sharkskin, darting off into the night, following the creature’s trail. 

Gunsmith turned his attention to Zukov. “You okay?”

Zukov nodded. “Yes, thanks to you. How did you know I was in trouble?”

“Call it a coincidence,” said Shift.

“My dear, I’ve been working in espionage for over two decades. There’s no such thing.”

Zenith offered an explanation. “When we first met, I was able to make a note of your cell phone’s frequency. We’ve been monitoring your service usage and we were able to use the GPS to track you. A call from a number of unknown origins followed by your departure suggested some activity that deemed further investigation.”

“You were right. And here I thought you Americans were against surveillance.”

“Clearly you don’t watch the news,” said Wraith. 

Zukov smirked. “Well, I’m grateful.” He considered something else. “Wait, if you were able to track my phone, could you do the same with my partner?”

“Your partner?” asked Gunsmith. “Did something happen to him?”

“That’s why I was out here in the first place. He’s gone missing,” said Zukov. “The call was from my supervisor. He told me to return to headquarters, said I shouldn’t worry about Timur.”

“I’m gonna take a stab in the dark and say that’s not standard operating procedure,” said Wraith.

Zukov nodded. “You would be correct. To just abandon Timur like that…it roused my suspicions.”

“Don’t blame you.” Gunsmith looked at Zenith. “Did you pick this up?”

Zenith shook his head. “Unfortunately no. I did not have enough time to acquire Agent Levitan’s signal.”

“Chyort voz’mi…” Zukov sighed and holstered his gun. 

“Hey, I’ve got something of a revolutionary idea.” Wraith stepped over to the car and climbed up to sit on the trunk. “How about we start being straight with each other?”

“Don’t know what you mean,” said Gunsmith.

Wraith fixed his gaze on the team’s leader. “Oh. Right. Of course you don’t.” 

“What’s that mean?” asked Gunsmith, crossing his arms.

“How about we look at the facts?” Wraith held up a finger to accentuate each point. “Fact One: We know that whatever these things are, they aren’t specials. Fact Two: Zenith said these things were probably the result of human experimentation. Fact Three: The FSB is snooping around and now one of their agents has vanished under mysterious circumstances.”

“I thought I already told you to can it with that conspiracy talk,” said Gunsmith.

Wraith shrugged. “You say lots of things. Kinda hard to keep track.”

“He’s got a point. Tell me you aren’t a little suspicious, Gunsmith,” said Shift.

“Suspicious, sure. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to start entertaining bizarre theories about—”

Zukov interjected. “Please. I appreciate your position, but your teammates are right to have their suspicions. I have them myself.” 

“Would you be willing to share them, Agent?” asked Zenith.

“It’s…more of a legend, really,” said Zukov. “A holdover from the Cold War. After the end of World War II, the Allied Powers uncovered evidence of human experimentation conducted by the Axis. Josef Mengele and Shiro Ishii—the work they did was not only shockingly beyond the pale, but also a valued source of information for the Allies. Particularly for the United States and the Soviet Union. Both were aware of the potential threat posed by the other, and both tried to get their hands on as much of the data as possible. Not only human experimentation, but all sorts of research conducted by German and Japanese scientists.”

“You’re talking about Operation Paperclip,” said Gunsmith.

“On the US side, correct,” said Zukov. “In Russia, though, we had something more. A man named Erik Azarov, who was regarded as a genius ahead of his time. The work of Mengele and Ishii paled in comparison to him. As did their indifference to human suffering. The legend states that Azarov began his work experimenting on POWs and later, Gulag prisoners. Azarov’s theory was that there was a hidden potential locked inside humanity, and his experiments were designed to release this potential. But his work was…obscene. Even by the…relatively lax standards of the time period. For this reason, he earned a nickname within certain circles—the Cold War Frankenstein.”

“I beg your pardon, Agent Zukov. But I have just done a thorough scan of all databases I have access to,” said Zenith. “And I cannot find any conclusive proof of the existence of an Erik Azarov. Nothing outside of certain fringe websites, that is.”

“Exactly my point. The man was believed to be a myth,” said Zukov. “Something cooked up by Stalin’s propaganda in order to frighten the US intelligence community. And yet…”

“We are looking at a pretty weird situation,” said Shift. “Maybe this Cold War Frankenstein isn’t such a myth after all?”

“But even if Azarov was real, this legend dates back to the end of the war. He would have to be in his nineties,” said Zukov. “It’s just not possible, is it?”

“This guy found a way to turn people into those…whatever they are,” said Wraith. “You don’t think maybe he’s learned some other tricks along the way?”

“Even if he is dead, it wouldn’t mean those creatures died with him,” said Gunsmith. “But one thing’s for sure, they have to be coming from somewhere. And there has to be a reason they’re suddenly turning up now after all this time.” He reached a hand to his headset. “Sharkskin, what’s the status?”

***

Sharkskin came to the peak of a small mountain when he heard the summons from Gunsmith. He touched the comm-link attached to his ear, looking up to the sky to see Paragon hovering overhead as he did. While signaling to her with a wave, he spoke to Gunsmith on the other end of the comms.

“We’ve got something over here. Looks like he’s heading towards some sort of town in the middle of a valley. But it doesn’t look very active. Don’t even see any roads leading up to it.”

Paragon lowered from the air, touching down gently beside her teammate. She listened in on the conversation through her own comms, staring at the town below. “Seems like a strange place for a town, way out here in the middle of nowhere. And cut off from everything. Maybe it’s abandoned?”

There was a pause on the other end of the conversation. After a moment, they heard Zenith’s voice over the comms. “Are you certain it’s a town?”

Sharkskin blinked at this. “Well…yeah. What else would it be?”

“I’ve tracked your location using the GPS signals in your comm units. And according to the map, there is not a town for miles. Iskander is the closest.”

“Then my eyes must be playin’ tricks on me, Tin Man,” said Sharkskin. 

***

“There were a number of cities kept off all but the most classified maps during the Cold War,” said Zukov. “These closed cities were where sensitive research was conducted.”

“It would be the ideal location for Azarov to conduct his experiments,” said Zenith.

“What should we do, Gunsmith?” asked Paragon over the comm-link.

“Can you get a sense of how many creatures are there? Is it just one or are there more?”

“We’d have to go in closer,” said Paragon.

“If I may, these beings seem somewhat territorial. If Sharkskin and Paragon get too close, that could pose a danger to them,” said Zenith. 

“We have to do something, we can’t just leave these things to run around unchecked,” said Gunsmith.

“Agreed, but we do need some sort of information before charging into battle,” said Zenith. 

“I can do it,” said Shift. “I can make myself look like them. It’ll make it easier for me to get in there.”

“Not an option,” said Gunsmith. 

Shift crossed her arms. “Didn’t I already prove myself in Chicago?”

Gunsmith sighed. “This is different.”

“I’m afraid Gunsmith is correct,” said Zenith. “We do not know what sort of sensory perceptions these creatures are equipped with. There is a high likelihood that they are capable of recognizing an intruder in their midst.”

Wraith hopped off the trunk of the car. “So she doesn’t go alone. If anything goes south, I can teleport us both out of there in the blink of an eye.” 

“Why only two?” asked Zukov. “If you can teleport, why not bring your full force?”

“Teleporting myself, no problem. Two people, it’s a strain, but I can do it,” said Wraith. “Anything more and my body probably can’t handle it. Besides, it’s easier for one person to hide than a bunch.”

“Shift, this is a recon mission only,” said Gunsmith. “You go in, you find out what their numbers are, and whether Azarov is still alive. Then you get out of there and report back.”

Shift nodded and turned to Wraith. “We ready to go?”

“Brace yourself, this might be a bit disorienting.” Wraith laid his hand on Shift’s shoulder. His eyes hummed with the ebon energy he commanded and they both vanished in a sudden burst of darkness.

***

Wraith and Shift appeared out of a portal beside Sharkskin and Paragon. Having overheard the conversation through their earpieces, they were already aware of the plan. And both had their misgivings.

“This is stupid,” said Sharkskin. “We should all just go in together.”

“Ellis says we need to know what’s going on in there,” said Wraith. 

“Then I should go,” said Paragon. “Out of all of us, I’m the one most resistant to harm. And I can fly us both out of there.”

Shift closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Right before the eyes of her teammates, her body underwent changes. She elongated her limbs, the skin growing taut over her expanding bones and the hue altering to a pale yellow. Shift hunched over as the change continued, her fingers extending into pointed claws and her teeth becoming the razor-sharp fangs that matched that of the beasts they had battled. 

“How do I look?”

Sharkskin folded his arms. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look ugly as hell.”

“Agreed. You should fit right in with those bastards,” said Wraith. “Sure you’re ready to do this?”

Shift was uncertain as she said, “Dunno. But we gotta get it done, don’t we?”

Wraith gestured to the town and Shift began her descent down the hill. As Wraith started to follow, his attention was drawn by Paragon’s voice.

“Dom, keep an eye on her. If things get too hairy, get both her and yourself out of there immediately.”

“No worries, I got this covered,” said Wraith.

There was an eerie silence as the pair reached the valley. The town was just a short walk up ahead, surrounded by concrete walls topped with barbed wire. The remnants of a security checkpoint served as the only visible entrance to the town. Wraith halted Shift by touching her wrist. He pointed to the checkpoint and nodded. Shift nodded her understanding of his non-verbal cues. Wraith then vanished and Shift continued ahead alone to the checkpoint.

No guard was present. In fact, it seemed as if no guard had been there in quite some time. The gate behind the checkpoint had several bars missing from its black frame, easily allowing for the creatures to pass through. From the corner of her eye, Shift noticed Wraith huddled against the wall. He caught her gaze and gave a nod. 

Shift pushed her misshapen body through the gate and entered the main square of the town. It looked very similar to the town of Iskander, with homes and storefronts lining the streets. What was different, though, was they looked long-abandoned. Assuming they ever were inhabited, and Shift found herself even doubting that.

A high-pitched wail drew her attention. One of the beasts approached her, looking over her carefully. It turned its head from side to side, letting out screeches with each movement. More creatures appeared from the dilapidated buildings, cautiously approaching the creature in their midst. It was a calling of some kind. 

Shift backed away, but the monsters followed her. There were now about a dozen or so, easily. And she wasn’t sure if that was all of them. As they came closer, she started to realize just how stupid this plan was. In an attempt to try and appeal to them, she gave off a cry of her own, mimicking their sounds. But they seemed more surprised by this than anything. She was left with the sense that whatever it was she said, it was definitely not the right thing.

Before they could advance on her, one of them was knocked back by a burst of dark energy. The creatures turned from Shift and now focused on the new, more obvious threat.

“Shift, get outta here!” shouted Wraith.

There was a cry from the beasts and they advanced on him. Wraith prepared himself for their assault, grinning behind his mask and firing bolts of ebony power from his fists. The creatures were thrown one by one, but they kept coming. 

Shift pounced on one of the beasts, tearing into its back with the claws she’d mimicked. Somewhat to her surprise, she found they actually worked quite effectively. Now the creatures knew there were two threats in their midst, and they came upon her as well. 

“I said get out!” Wraith fired another black bolt, but this was aimed at Shift and she vanished once it struck her. Before he could teleport himself, one of the creatures cut into his back, and the paralytic toxin quickly took effect. 

“Sonnuva…not again…”

Wraith collapsed on his back, staring up at the night sky. He sighed and waited for the monsters to begin tearing him apart. 

Except they didn’t. A Russian command caused them to back away, forming a circle around the special. Wraith couldn’t quite see what was going on, and although he kept trying, he couldn’t raise his head to get a better look. Couldn’t even access his powers to get him out of there.

The snarling dropped until it was no more. Then the only sound was that of the night. And footsteps. Two monsters took one of Wraith’s arms and hoisted him up. That’s when he saw the bald man with the scarred face and glass eye approach.

“American, yes?” He spoke English flawlessly, with just the faintest touch of a Russian accent.

“Let me guess, Erik Azarov,” said Wraith.

Azarov smiled. “My reputation precedes me. And you are one of these so-called superheroes. What brings you to my sleepy little hamlet?”

“The door was open. Figured I could just walk right in,” said Wraith.

Azarov took a gander at the gate and nodded. “Yes, indeed. And thank you for coming. I’ve been waiting for you.”

Wraith felt his stomach sink. “What?”




















CHAPTER 5




Shift re-materialized several hundred yards from the town. Her first instinct was to run back into the fray, but she knew that would be suicide. She changed back into her normal form and returned up the hill. When she arrived, she found Sharkskin and Paragon waiting, and they’d been rejoined by the rest of the team. One look at her panicked face and Paragon knew something had gone wrong.

“What happened?”

“Wraith…” said Shift, catching her breath. “They…they got him. He teleported me out, but when I appeared, he didn’t follow. He must still be there.”

“How many are there?” asked Gunsmith. 

Shift shook her head. “At least a dozen, probably more.”

“Azarov?” asked Zukov. 

“Didn’t see anyone other than those things.” She looked back at Gunsmith. “It’s a decent-sized town. Lots of abandoned buildings. That’s where the creatures came from.”

“Okay, we go in hard and fast,” said Gunsmith.

“It’s suicide,” said Zukov. “More than twelve, how can you hope to fight them?”

“We don’t really have a choice,” said Gunsmith. “We’ve seen how they move, we know how they fight and what they can do. Show no mercy, and watch each other’s backs.”

***

Even though Wraith was paralyzed, Azarov still wasted no time strapping him down to a gurney in a laboratory beneath the town. The laboratory was a surprisingly sterile environment, or at least far more than Wraith would have imagined. A single light hung over the gurney in the center of the room. Up against the wall was a metal cart with several surgical instruments. And in one corner sat a row of small monitors displaying footage from the town’s closed circuit cameras.

Azarov pulled on a pair of black, latex gloves and donned a surgical mask and apron. He stepped close to Wraith’s head and looked down at his patient. “Are you comfortable, my friend?”

“Not exactly the word I’d use.”

“You and your friends are quite impressive, you know. It may surprise you, but this town of Virey is not cut off from the outside world. I keep up with the news outside the city walls. I have been following the reports of these specials through various media outlets. And I watched with rapt interest the battle between your team and the man called Exemplar.”

“So what, you a fan? If you untie me, I’ll give you an autograph.”

“My boy, I have been a fan of your kind since before you existed,” said Azarov. “My research was dedicated to the prospect of evolving humanity beyond its current confines. And of course, it was little surprise that this would draw the attention of Stalin. While the Americans built bigger and better bombs, I was busy trying to produce a new kind of soldier.”

“Didn’t work out, huh?” asked Wraith.

“On the contrary. The Dreks as they have been called are quite an effective fighting force. Once they were people, before my work transformed them into something greater.”

Azarov walked over to the table with the instruments on it. He touched each one as he continued speaking. “But though I love my children, they are far from perfect. The treatments caused their minds to revert to a far more primal state. They are strong, ferocious, but little more than animals. For this reason, the Soviets ordered the project to be closed down and we were locked away in Virey. Still, my research was considered valuable and I was permitted to continue to work here in secret. But I was unable to make any breakthroughs. Then came the specials. And my research can now begin anew.”

“So what, you want me to pee in a cup?”

Azarov picked up a surgical saw, holding it up to the light. “We will need to go quite a bit deeper than that, I’m afraid.”

He pulled a wheeled stool out from under the table and sat on it, pushing it over to the gurney. “I really must thank you for accepting my invitation.”

“Invitation? What are you talking about?”

“Once I became aware of your existence, I set loose a few of my Dreks. I knew if there were a case that appeared strange enough, it would bring your organization. Once something happened, it was a simple matter of leaking it to the contacts I retain within the intelligence community. But I hadn’t counted on the strength of your team. You took eliminated several of my children and for that, I will see to it this procedure is as painful as possible.”

Azarov stood up from the stool, running the tips of his fingers along the dull edge of the saw. “Now, as you Americans say, we can figure out what makes you tick, yes?”

Just as Azarov was about to cut into Wraith’s body, an alarm went off. Azarov’s gaze shot to the monitors. The cameras recorded a commotion within the heart of Virey, the Vanguard team having turned up. The Dreks had attacked and Vanguard was in the process of tearing through them with extreme prejudice.

“No! My children!”

***

Gunsmith’s proximity explosive drew first blood from the Dreks. From there, the team wasted no time jumping into the fray. Gunsmith shouted orders over the roar of the battle when he saw it necessary. His armor put his speed about on par with the Dreks, and he’d changed the setting on his teleforce guns from stun to lethal. 

Paragon seemed to have no problem with the lethal force. She somewhat relished the opportunity to cut loose with her full strength, showing the beasts no quarter. Sharkskin as well had a ferocity more in line with his appearance. Claws and teeth shredded the Dreks to ribbons.

Gunsmith ended up back-to-back with Zukov in the firefight, both of them striking any Dreks that came too close. He’d lent the Russian spy one of his spare weapons, and Zukov grew accustomed to it quickly and seemed to have more of a personal investment in shutting down Azarov’s operation than any of them. Even Zenith, usually loathe to engage in violence, didn’t hold back, at least not as far as Gunsmith had witnessed.

But what worried the commander most of all was Shift’s actions. She’d managed to mimic the claws of the Dreks and used them in much the same way as they did. Her body had even bulked up and she seemed stronger. Her potential for pushing her abilities beyond just changing her appearance was quickly becoming apparent. That didn’t bother Gunsmith, though. It was her ferocity. She might be powerful, but she was still a teenage girl. Gunsmith worried—and not for the first time—that Colonel Thorne was ruining her life by throwing her into the midst of all this. He knew first-hand how difficult it was to be forced to grow up fast, and the last thing he wanted to see was another child go through that.

“I thought you said there were only about a dozen of these,” said Sharkskin, bending backwards to evade a claw swipe.

Shift hopped over a charging Drek. “I said I only saw a dozen, but there could be more!” Now behind the Drek, she held out her arm and the claws her fingers had changed into extended, impaling the beast. 

Paragon found herself surrounded. She shot into the sky, and after reaching a good distance, rocketed back down to earth. When her fists slammed against the ground, the result was a tremor that threw back the Dreks closest to it, as well as having the unintended consequence of knocking her teammates from their feet.

“Warn us before you do something like that!” said Gunsmith, firing a blast through a Drek’s face. 

“Sorry.” Paragon was grabbed from behind by one of the Dreks. She head-butted it, and its grip loosened. Paragon took it by the arm and threw it into one of its fellow beasts. 

The remaining Dreks scattered, retreating into the various buildings that made up the ghost town of Virey. Vanguard was left in a state of confusion, trying to figure out what had just happened.

“Did we win?” asked Sharkskin.

“They seemed frightened by something,” said Zenith. He scanned the area and realized what it was. “Or rather, someone.”

Azarov stepped onto the field of battle, emerging from a building dead ahead of the group. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he didn’t give a single indication of fear or even anger. The scientist’s demeanor was deathly calm. 

“You have caused quite a ruckus today,” he said.

Gunsmith raised his weapon. “We’re shutting you down, Azarov. You can either come along peacefully or we’ll go with Option B.”

Sharkskin gave a low growl and added, “Please choose Option B.”

“What jurisdiction do you have?” asked Azarov. “You are not law enforcement, correct? And you certainly have no authority within Russian borders.”

“But the FSB does,” said Zukov, holding up his badge. “And I will see to it you are punished to the full extent of the law.”

Azarov chuckled. “Agent Zukov, I believe it is? I heard your name from Agent Levitan. He screamed it as my children tore out his still-beating heart.”

Zukov dropped his badge and in anger, then began firing the teleforce gun. But Azarov quickly evaded the blasts, moving far faster than seemed possible. Zukov ceased firing and stared in shock.

“You see, the Dreks were just the first stage,” said Azarov with a smile. “I have been perfecting this process for decades. And I found a way for it to work, but only within my own DNA.”

Azarov’s body started to grow larger, the skin tightening and his clothes tearing. He grew to a height of around ten feet. But unlike the other Dreks, he still retained some remnants of his human visage.

“Hey, he’s not allowed to do that!” said Shift. “Isn’t that cheating?”

“You got a rulebook handy?” asked Sharkskin. 

“Hit him hard!” shouted Gunsmith.

***

Feeling had started to return to Wraith’s limbs. He could wiggle his fingers, but was still strapped down tightly. While trying to summon his powers, all that came out was a brief flash of raven energy at the fingertips. 

“C’mon…”

The paralytic agent from the Dreks was wearing off. And fortunately, the rest of the team arrived and drew Azarov’s attention before he had a chance to administer another dose. Now it was only a matter of getting free and helping his teammates. 

“Just a little bit. C’mon baby, just need to teleport a few feet.”

Wraith shut his eyes, straining his body, trying to locate the powers that had become so familiar to him in the past several months. He sighed and opened his eyes, still staring up at the hanging light.

Except the light was off. Before it was directly above him, now it was a little to his right and further away. He also couldn’t feel the straps against his limbs. Wraith sat up and realized he was lying on the ground, and chuckled.

“It worked! Now to—”

His exuberance was short-lived. An alarm from the monitors caught his attention. Wraith went over to the displays and the monitor in the center showed a blinking message in Russian. Although Wraith couldn’t tell what it said, he had a feeling it was a warning of some kind. 

The text vanished and the monitor changed to a map of the area. Two blinking lights were coming closer to what appeared to be an overhead view of Virey. As Wraith looked closer at the blinking lights, he realized each was in the shape of a plane.

“Oh, that doesn’t look good…”

***

Despite his size, Azarov was surprisingly swift. Paragon couldn’t land a blow, no matter how fast she tried to fly at him. He rewarded her attempts by slamming his fist on her back, throwing her to the ground. Zenith tried to draw Azarov away from his teammate with his teleforce blasts, but they were largely ineffective and only served to anger the scientist.

Shift and Zukov were at Paragon’s side, helping her to her feet. They watched while Azarov swatted Zenith away as easily as he had Paragon. Sharkskin and Gunsmith were on him next, with neither of their attacks doing much good.

“He’s not gonna go down easy,” said Shift. 

“We have to keep at it,” said Paragon. “We’ve still got numbers on our side.”

“You mean until he summons the rest of those Dreks,” said Zukov.

Sharkskin was the next to be kicked back, rolling to the group. He groaned as he stood. “This guy’s really starting to piss me off.”

Gunsmith was still in the fight, managing to plant a small explosive device on Azarov’s leg. It went off, taking a large chunk of the appendage with it. Azarov’s roar of pain was deafening, but it apparently wasn’t enough to keep him down. Quite the opposite, although the leg was clearly hobbled, he still managed to advance on the group.

Wraith materialized above Azarov’s head and with the scientist still unaware, unleashed a massive burst of his ebon energy blasts at the beast. Azarov recoiled in silent pain, pulling back. Wraith flipped in mid-air, his cloak expanding and catching the wind, softly lowering him to the ground.

“You’re alive!” said Shift.

“Glad to see you, too, but we don’t have time,” said Wraith. “Azarov’s sensors picked up some planes coming this way.”

“Planes?” asked Paragon.

“Scanning now,” said Zenith. “Two military aircraft en route. Communications suggest they are launching an airstrike.”

“Airstrike?” asked Sharkskin. 

“Azarov must have gone too far. The government wants to sweep away all evidence of this place,” said Zukov.

“What’s the ETA?” asked Gunsmith. 

“A few minutes,” said Zenith. “We would not be able to escape to a safe distance in time.”

“I can intercept,” said Paragon. “Draw their fire, maybe?”

“Even at your top speed, neither you nor I could reach them before they launched their missiles.”

“There’s one option,” said Wraith. “I could probably teleport us out of here.”

“You said the strain of more than two people would be too much,” said Gunsmith.

“Yeah, I did,” said Wraith. “But we don’t really have much of a choice, do we? Now get to the shadows, we’ve only got one chance to do this right!”

The team followed Wraith to a shadowed clearing. Dominic closed his eyes, silently praying as he forged a shadow portal large enough to transport the entire group. Azarov rushed towards them but the team was gone before he could reach them. 

“This is not over.” As Azarov said those words, he heard sounds from overhead. Looking up, he could see two military bombers approaching.

***

The team emerged from the shadows of the mountain separating Virey from the rest of the area. In the distance, they could hear explosions accompanied by a faint rumble of the earth. Overhead, they saw the bombers reversing course, no doubt returning to their base.

“Virey is gone. That likely means Azarov is gone as well,” said Zenith.

“Guys, look!” said Shift. The team turned and saw Wraith lying on the ground, in obvious pain. Shift knelt down beside him.

“Sorry about that…” His voice was low, weak. “Bit…bumpy, huh?”

“You did it,” said Shift. “You got us out.”

Wraith’s eyelids slowly fell. Shift gave him a light shake, but he didn’t respond. “Wraith? Wraith? Wake up!”

“It’s quite all right.” Zenith knelt down beside her, laying a hand on her shoulder. “His vital signs are stable. He is simply exhausted.” 

“All the same, we should get him back to the base, make sure he gets medical attention,” said Gunsmith. “Zenith, can you retrieve the Icarus? I think the sooner we leave Russia, the better it’ll be for us.” Gunsmith looked at Zukov. “What about you? Your superiors aren’t likely to be happy about the assistance you provided.”

The FSB agent cleared his throat. “I have no idea what you mean. Following Agent Levitan’s disappearance, I left Iskander as per ordered.”

“Take care of yourself,” said Gunsmith.

“And you continue doing your work.” Zukov reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a small, silver case. He removed a business card and handed it to Gunsmith. “I owe you my life. If I can ever be of assistance, please let me know.”

“We will.”

“Although do not be insulted, I hope that day never comes,” said Zukov with a grin. 




















EPILOGUE




Erik Azarov awoke in a small, white room, lying on a cot and staring up at the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. Four walls, no window. Nothing but the cot. There was a door, but it had no handle and could only be opened from the outside. Azarov stood from the bed and looked down at his body. He had been dressed in what resembled white medical scrubs, but the last thing he remembered was standing in the center of Virey just before the bombs fell.

A knock came at the door and it opened immediately after. The man who entered had slicked-back silver hair and a pencil-thin mustache. He wore a black turtleneck under a white blazer, and his gait was pronounced with a quiet confidence. Most disturbing, however, were his metallic-colored eyes.

“Good morning, Professor Azarov. I trust you slept well.”

“Where am I? And who are you?”

“You are in a secure location, Professor. We discovered you amongst the wreckage of Virey. To be honest, we were amazed to find you were still alive. How did you accomplish that?”

“My research did not simply grant me longevity. It provided me with a means to cheat death,” said Azarov. “But who are you?”

“I am known as the Analyst.”

Azarov scoffed and smirked.

“Something amusing?”

“I thought the Analyst was just a myth,” said Azarov.

The Analyst shrugged. “I suppose we could say the same of the Cold War Frankenstein.”

Azarov nodded. “I see your point. So MK-ULTRA was not the failure we believed. But this begs the question: how did the CIA manage to pull me from the destruction of Virey? It was no doubt instantly locked down by the FSB.”

“Oh, it was,” said the Analyst. “However, I never said I still work for the CIA. That was a long time ago.”

“Then who?” asked Azarov.

The Analyst just smiled.
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CHAPTER 1




In New York City, protestors lined the streets holding signs out front of the corporate headquarters of the Big Belly fast food franchise. The protestors were mostly employees of the popular restaurant chain, and their complaints were in regards to stagnant wages. The placards they held contained numerous statements about how they shouldn’t be forced to live on government assistance when they had jobs. A police barricade had been set up, forcing the protestors to remain across the street from the corporate headquarters.

In the face of growing media coverage of the protests, Big Belly CEO Mark Smith finally agreed to hold a press conference to address some of the complaints, hence the reason for the larger-than-usual gathering on this day. Smith emerged from the towering skyscraper, flanked by the kind of private security usually reserved for actors or rock stars, complete with an entourage of assistants. The podium had already been set up ahead of time, and he stepped up to the dais, tapping the microphone to test it.

“Thank you all for being here today,” he began. “As I understand, there’s been some controversy in regards to compensation for Big Belly employees. Now, I understand the concerns many of these employees have.” He motioned to himself. “Many of you may not realize that I myself began my career working the grill at a Big Belly’s restaurant in Dayton, Ohio. I also would have liked more money—we’d all like more money. But the fact of the matter is that Big Belly pays a competitive wage that is actually above the federally mandated minimum wage.”

One of his assistants handed him a packet and he held it up for the cameras to see. “Since this issue emerged, the first thing I did was commission a report looking into our wages and our revenue. This report, which has been distributed to media outlets and can be found on our corporate website, contains a detailed analysis of our profits and our compensation package. Not only is Big Belly adhering to the letter of the law regarding wages and labor standards, but we are, in fact, better than most.”

Boos erupted from the protestors, including a few choice slurs. Smith appeared unaffected by the comments and he continued on as if he hadn’t heard them. “I’m sorry that some of you feel the need to take to the streets and spread unsubstantiated and malicious rumors regarding employee treatment—statements which I should add are anecdotal, and we have a very thorough human resources department dedicated to addressing all employee complaints about the standards at our various locations throughout the world. But if you are not happy with your wages at Big Belly, then I encourage you to find work elsewhere. This is America, after all, and all workers are free to seek employment wherever they choose.”

A flurry of statements fired at the CEO, but Smith just stood there flashing a bright smile that indicated some particularly expensive dental work. He held up his hands as a gesture to quiet down. “I’m sorry, but that is all I have to say on this matter. If you have any questions about this, I encourage you to direct them through the proper channels, all of which, once again, can be found on our corporate website. Thank you for your ti—”

Smith’s smile vanished from his face and he collapsed on the podium. It toppled under his weight, the crashing of the microphone causing feedback over the large speakers, and the assistants and the security team scrambled to help him up. All while the media struggled to obtain clear shots over the crowd.

“Get back, get back!” shouted one of the bodyguards, flipping Smith over onto his back. The CEO’s eyes were fixed in an open position, and he stared ahead into nothingness. The bodyguard slowly reached forward, touching a finger to what looked like a dark spot on Smith’s forehead. When he pulled it away, he saw blood on his fingertips.

“Sniper!”

The security team and the police officers drew weapons, some pointing at the protestors, some staring up at the surrounding buildings. The square filled with panicked questions and shouts. 

“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

“Did anyone see what happened?”

“He’s not moving…is he dead?”

“Bet it was one of those protestors, should arrest ‘em all!”

“Did anyone even hear a shot?”

***

Deep in the Adirondack Mountains was the remains of an ICBM missile site. Above-ground, the only indication that anything was there was a small airstrip and a small building that served as both a security checkpoint and the entrance to the control center. But the site had long been decommissioned and the silo had been converted secretly by the United States government into Atlas, the base of the superhero team called Vanguard.

The specials, as they were called, were overseen by Colonel Leonard Thorne. With the exception of a few key personnel, no one outside of Atlas knew of Vanguard’s association with the government, and that included their association with Thorne. 

Thorne’s office contained a liquor cabinet that he kept well-stocked, and it was at that cabinet that he now stood, filling his glass with ice, vodka, and dry vermouth. He held the glass up so his guest could see it. “Care for one?”

“I’m not here for drinks, Colonel.” His guest was one of the specials who worked with Vanguard. Anita Jordan, formerly of the medical corps, at least before she discovered her powers and was recruited into this team by Thorne himself. 

Thorne settled down into his high-backed leather chair and sipped his drink. “Do I have to ask why you’re here?”

Anita crossed her arms. Her short, black hair perfectly framed her coffee-colored face, but the irritation in her brown eyes showed she was not one to be trifled with. “It’s been months since you recruited me, and still there’s no news on the Red Fist.”

Thorne set his glass on a coaster, leaning back and rubbing the edges of his silver mustache. “We’ve discussed this before. These things take time, and this organization you described, including its mysterious leader—”

“The Khagan,” said Anita. “That’s what he called himself.”

“Right, the Khagan,” said Thorne. “Frankly, I’ve sent inquiries to everyone I know. CIA, MI-6, Mossad, no one has any information about either. FSB says they don’t, either, but then again, after what you discovered in Russia, not sure how much we can trust them.”

“What about that base I escaped from?”

Thorne sighed. “Anita, when you burst out of that mountain fortress, you said you were shaken up and your memory was, at best, fuzzy. Frankly, the only place it seemed possible for such a base was within the Tora Bora mountains, but search teams reported nothing.”

“So you’re saying I’m lying?”

“No.” Thorne’s voice was clipped and stern, and he pointed a finger at Anita to accentuate it. “Don’t put words in my mouth, Dr. Jordan, are we clear?”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying we don’t know what happened to you,” said Thorne. “You were found dehydrated and close to death. Dr. McCabe said your powers are mental in nature, right? So maybe they caused some sort of weird brain chemistry when they first emerged, made you see things that weren’t there. Or made you think that a vivid dream had actually occurred.”

Anita shook her head as she chuckled. “I can’t believe this. You’re really insinuating that I imagined the whole thing? We may not have known each other long, Colonel, but I would think I’ve proven myself enough to the point where you wouldn’t question my sanity!”

Thorne sighed and reached for his drink. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’ve exhausted every resource at my disposal. And every time I ask Ramsey if he’s got any news about the Red Fist, he looks at me like—like…”

Thorne trailed off and cast his glance downwards before sipping his drink again.

Anita sat back in her chair, crossing her legs. “Go ahead, Colonel. Say what you were going to.”

Thorne took another, longer sip.

“He looks at you like you’re crazy.” Anita rose from her seat and turned to the door. “I know the feeling.”

She stormed out of the office, leaving Thorne alone. The Colonel stood and returned to the bar to refresh his drink. “Suppose I should be grateful she didn’t tear the door off.”

***

The video hit social networks the day after Mark Smith’s death. It showcased a woman dressed all in white clothing and covered by a white leather trench coat. She wore a motorcycle helmet, also white, with an opaque faceplate. Despite the ridiculous nature of her outfit, she sat calmly behind a desk, in a mockery of a newscast, with an image of Mark Smith in a small insert to her right. 

“Welcome to the Revolution News Network. I’m your host, Zephyr.” She spoke in an even tone, her helmet-covered face staring directly into the camera. “The fascist, corporate-controlled media is currently devoting airtime to the murder of Big Belly CEO, Mark Smith. But as expected, this coverage ignores Smith’s many human rights violations and inhumane treatment of the workers responsible for his exorbitant million-dollar salary. Instead, they mourn Smith’s death, as if he were anything but the modern-day slave-driver he truly was.

“But unfortunately for Smith and the rest of the corporate fat-cats who think like he did, the fates have stepped in and given the people the means to fight back against oppression. No longer must we sit by and simply allow these corporations to bend us over the table, while the politicians and courts who are supposed to protect us instead devote more and more time to granting these oligarchs ever-expanding power to wield over the masses.

“No, now we can fight back.”

Zephyr stood and held out her arms. The desk rattled and then slowly rose from the ground, moving shakily, before dropping down. She then hovered as well, and her coat moved in such a way that one would think she had an industrial fan blowing beneath her.

“Mark Smith was the first, but he will not be the last. The police are wasting time trying to discover who fired the bullet that killed Smith when in reality, there was no bullet involved. Not a conventional one, that is.”

She reached in her coat and pulled out an apple. Zephyr placed it on the desk and then stepped back. The mysterious woman held out her hand, palm facing upwards, and fixed her gaze on it. Her hand vibrated slightly and then a sharp whistle was heard. The apple exploded. 

“When air is compressed enough, it can have the force of a bullet,” she said, stepping up to the camera. “The era of the corporations is coming to a close. Now is the dawn of the era of the specials. The people now have the power, and we will use it to strike back at those who have wronged us. The silent majority shall be silent no more.

“This is Zephyr signing off with a final message for the evening—the revolution will be televised.”




















CHAPTER 2




Thorne, in formal dress uniform, was led into the Oval Office by the President’s personal assistant. Once Thorne stepped inside, she excused herself and closed the door behind her. President Curtis Hayworth already sat in one of the chairs in the seating area in front of the Resolute Desk. Seated on a couch was Secretary of Defense Joseph Ramsey. With the assistant gone, Ramsey now saw fit to lift his briefcase to his lap. He opened it and took out folders and documents, laying them on the coffee table.

“Good to see you again, Colonel,” said Hayworth, rising. He and Thorne shook hands and he motioned for the Colonel to sit across from the Secretary. “I don’t think it’s much of a stretch for you to guess why you’ve been summoned here.”

“I was told it had something to do with consulting on a UN resolution?”

“That’s part of it,” said Ramsey. “Russia is pushing hard for the resolution banning the use of specials by government agencies.” 

“Of course they are,” said Thorne.

“They’ve been asking questions.” Ramsey looked up from his papers, his glasses resting on the tip of his nose as his steel-grey eyes fixed on Thorne. “A lot of questions.”

Thorne sighed. “It behooves me to remind you that it was you who wanted my team to investigate the Iskander murders.”

“With subtlety,” said Ramsey. “What part of engaging in a dogfight with MiGs is subtle?”

“They did the best they could—that anyone could—given what they were tasked with.”

“Russia is not the problem.” Hayworth’s interjection brought a brief ceasefire between Thorne and Ramsey’s argument. “Or perhaps I should say not the only problem.”

“The video. I figured as much.”

“This Zephyr woman indicated she’s the one responsible for the assassination of Mark Smith,” said Hayworth. 

“And you’ve ruled out computer effects used in the movie?” asked Thorne.

“Doesn’t really matter, because she knew there wasn’t a bullet. That information hasn’t been made public. Or should probably say hadn’t now.” Ramsey gave a sigh and adjusted his glasses. “I hate YouTube.”

“This is exactly what everyone feared, Colonel,” said Hayworth. “Now we’re not talking about some nut with an inferiority complex like Callum King, but a radical terrorist, able to cause widespread destruction without needing any real resources to speak of.”

“What’s more is it’s spreading,” said Ramsey. “There are hundreds of pro-Zephyr websites popping up. She’s quickly becoming a folk hero. Oliver Stone’s already offered to turn her story into a movie.”

“She said Smith was the first, but he won’t be the last,” said Hayworth. “People are going to die, Leonard. You and your team are probably the only ones who can stop her.”

“I agree, this is something that we should address,” said Thorne. “But I just want to remind you that one of the cornerstones of the Vanguard project is autonomy. You told us to investigate the incident in Russia, and now this. A paranoid guy might suggest you’re trying to exert some control over my team.”

Ramsey took off his glasses and stood, pointing them at the Colonel. “Now hold on just one second. Where do you think that fancy base of yours comes from? Or that plane? Military funding, Thorne.”

Despite the Secretary’s increased anger, Thorne maintained his cool and leaned back into the couch. “And it was funding provided with the understanding that we’d have freedom to operate independently.”

“Joe, that’s enough.” Hayworth held out his hand, palm towards the floor, and waved it down. Ramsey took the signal and returned to his seat.

“Mr. President.” Thorne now turned his attention completely to the Commander-in-Chief. “You yourself told me that you needed to maintain plausible deniability. This treaty the UN is considering, you’d be in direct violation of it. And I should also add that there are other open cases we still need to consider.”

Ramsey gave an exasperated snigger. “Are you still on about that? I told you already, we have zero intelligence on any organization called the Red Fist, in any language. And there’s certainly nothing about some international warlord.” 

“I’m simply letting you know what my concerns are,” said Thorne. “More than that, I’m informing you of what my team’s concerns will be. These men and women are putting their lives on the line. Yes, there’s a special killing people and we should deal with it. But I do wonder if it has anything to do with the targets.”

The President crossed his legs and placed his elbow on the armrest of his chair. He cleared his throat—it was a tic that Thorne noticed Hayworth used when he was uncomfortable. “Are you accusing me of something, Colonel?”

“Mark Smith was a campaign contributor, wasn’t he?” asked Thorne. “More than that, he was a friend.”

Hayworth’s face darkened. “The ice you’re treading on is very thin, Leonard.”

“I’m just presenting facts.” Thorne rose from the couch. “As I said before, I agree that this does fall within Vanguard’s purview. But I also want you to realize how something like this could be interpreted.” He looked down at Ramsey and gestured to the papers. “Am I correct in assuming all this information is for me?”

Ramsey huffed and leaned back, crossing his arms. Thorne gave a shrug and gathered the documents into the folder. He stood before giving a salute to Hayworth. “By your leave, Mr. President.”

“You’re dismissed, Colonel.” 

Once Thorne left the Oval Office, Ramsey addressed the President. “I warned you about this before, sir. Thorne looks like he could pose a problem for us down the line.”

Hayworth shook his head. “You’re paranoid, Joe. Thorne may ask a lot of questions, but he has reason to. We’ve put him in a very delicate situation. He’s in charge of a unit composed mostly of civilians, civilians that are extremely powerful and could decide to work against our interests if not for his careful command.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” said Ramsey. “We should have had final approval over his recruits, undertaken the proper psychological tests to ensure they would be loyal.”

Hayworth stood, circling around behind his desk. He stared out the large French doors, gazing into the Rose Garden. “These specials pose a very unique situation for us, my friend. No President—no leader period—has ever faced anything remotely like this. We have to tread lightly.”

Ramsey settled into the corner of the couch, draping his arms along its surface. “And what do we do about Russia? It’s not only the resolution they’re pushing through. Vorobiev isn’t convinced that Vanguard was an independent team.”

“Kirill may be paranoid, but he’s not stupid,” said Hayworth, turning from the window and returning to his desk. “He’s got enough dirty secrets to know that we’ve got some of our own. He’s pushing for the resolution because he hopes he can use it as an impetus to launch a UN investigation into Vanguard.”

“And what do you think?”

Hayworth rested his chin in his hand. “I think we have to consider every possibility. I’ll talk to Janet, tell her to communicate the White House’s position on this issue.” Hayworth referred to Janet Skinner, the Secretary of State. “We say that although we recognize the threat of these specials, we also have to consider that they are first and foremost human beings, and their right to privacy must remain respected.”

Ramsey grinned. “Very good, sir. Liberals will see it as a human rights issue, and conservatives will see it as a restraint of government overreach. Maybe we could even try reframing it in the context of concealed weapons.” 

“Let’s not push our luck,” said Hayworth. “We want this to seem like a completely apolitical issue.” 

***

Thorne was returned to Atlas via a helicopter escort. They touched down on the tarmac, but never stopped the blades, pausing just long enough for Thorne to hop out and bid the pilot a goodbye wave. His hand kept a firm grip on his cap as the chopper rose up before departing into the distance. He entered the small above-ground structure and stood in front of the wall, staring at it.

“Colonel Leonard Thorne.”

The wall lowered, revealing a small elevator. Thorne stepped inside and the doors closed, taking him down into the structure. The first sub-level was the monitor room, then the infirmary on the next and the third level housed Thorne’s office. He stepped out of the elevator when the door opened and found two men seated in front of his desk. One was older, with a gray beard and glasses. Dr. Howard McCabe, formerly of the Human Genome Project, who served as the scientific advisor for Vanguard. The second man was much younger, with short blond hair. Jim Ellis, formerly of the CIA until he was reassigned to Vanguard. He was the only human member of the team and also acted as their field commander. 

“Gentlemen, thanks for waiting.” Thorne stepped out from the elevator and sat behind his desk, setting the folder he’d received from Ramsey on its wooden surface.

“When you called, it seemed somewhat urgent,” said Jim. “What did the President have to say? Was it about that video?”

Thorne nodded. “This Zephyr character apparently knew details about the murder that weren’t revealed to the public. Seems she is indeed the assassin, as well as a special. President Hayworth requests we investigate.”

“Requests or orders?” asked McCabe.

Thorne rested his hands on the desk and interlocked his fingers. “What do you think?”

McCabe huffed. “Orders.”

“What do you think the reaction will be?” asked Thorne.

“Anita will likely be okay with it. Maybe Koji as well,” said Jim. “Erin’s on the fence. But neither Zenith nor Vaughn will like it.”

“There is the question about how independent this supposedly independent unit truly is,” said McCabe.

“I’m aware, and I share those concerns.” Thorne sighed. “On the other hand, this is a case of a special going rogue. And that’s why we exist in the first place.”

“Don’t tell them it’s an order from the White House.”

The expression McCabe gave Jim was almost hostile, with a fair amount of contempt. But Thorne seemed more intrigued. “Can you run that by me again?”

“It’s the kind of job we’d have to do anyway. And it’s not like this is the first time you’ve had to go to the White House for a briefing,” said Jim. “So if it will shut up some of the more vocal elements of the crew, why not? There’s nothing about this case that says they need to know it came from the White House.”

“You mean besides the ethical questions of openly lying to our colleagues?” asked McCabe.

“Look, if there’s one thing I learned from our job in Russia, it’s that it’s better to keep politics as separate as possible. I’m pretty sure that even if the President didn’t inform him, the Colonel would still consider this a mission worth taking on. Or am I wrong about that?”

Thorne shook his head. “No, you’re right. Had the President said nothing, I would have still thought this was worth our attention. Maybe some secrecy is in our best interests.”

Even while addressing Jim, McCabe kept his eyes fixed on Thorne. “Could you excuse us, Lt. Ellis?”

Jim looked to Thorne for confirmation and the Colonel nodded. The younger soldier stood. “I’ll be in the monitor room once you’ve made your decision.”

McCabe waited for the sound of the elevator door closing. “This is a slippery slope, Leo. We’re already dealing in secrecy. If you start having secrets within secrets, you’re going to find life quickly becomes very difficult.”

Thorne snickered. “I think you’re being a bit melodramatic.”

McCabe evidently didn’t find the humor, as demonstrated with his cold retort of, “Am I?”

Thorne’s smile faded. “Maybe, maybe not. But you do agree that this is something we should investigate?”

McCabe sighed. “That’s not the point…”

“I understand the timing is suspect,” said Thorne. “Yes, Hayworth probably wouldn’t have noticed had this not happened to a CEO. But we still have a human killed by a special. Imagine if there are other like-minded specials who now feel they’re above the law. We need to show them that there are other specials who will stand up to them.”

“I suppose you have a point.” McCabe sighed and rose from his chair. “I’ll back your play this time, but I want you to understand that you’re betraying the trust of these people.”

“Howard…”

McCabe gave him a final questioning look. “What?”

“Do you realize this is the first conversation we had where you addressed me by my first name?”

“It’s like you once said, Leo—we’re in this together,” said McCabe. “Those are words I hope you take to heart.”

***

By the time Thorne and McCabe entered the recreation room, they found the entire Vanguard team gathered around the large television screen, seated on the couches and watching the news network replay Zephyr’s web video as well as the assassination of Mark Smith. 

“Jesus, just look at that,” said Dominic Vaughn, shaking his head from the love-seat he sat in alone. His chin-length black hair bobbed slightly with his movements. “Punishing a guy just because he managed to run a successful business.”

“Seriously?” Koji Asano was mostly laid back, but that statement seemed to set him on edge. He sat on a couch beside Jim and leaned towards Dominic. “You got any idea what it’s like to live on minimum wage, rich boy?”

“Speaking from a mathematical standpoint, a full-time worker earning minimum wage would be above the federal poverty line,” said the robotic Zenith, who watched standing from behind the couch.

“Doesn’t quite work that way,” said Anita. She sat on a couch beside the team’s youngest member, Erin Hastings. “Especially if you’ve got a family to support.”

“Yeah, but…killing him?” asked Erin. “How’s that going to help anything?”

“Well, for one, might make some employers rethink their strategy,” muttered Koji.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” Thorne announced his presence, linking his hands behind his back. All eyes instantly fell on him, although McCabe remained slightly behind him, arms crossed.

“We gonna go after this bitch?” asked Dom. 

“Is that what you want?” asked Thorne. 

“Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?” asked Dom. “Go after these specials that start going crazy? That’s what we did in Chicago, right?”

“What’s so crazy? The guy was oppressing his workers,” said Koji. “Look, maybe he didn’t deserve to be killed, but still.”

“I don’t care much for Smith’s business practices myself, and I haven’t eaten at a Big Belly in about twenty years.” Thorne walked in front of the television, clicking the “OFF” button on its underside before turning to his team. “But murder is murder, regardless of the victim. And the perpetrator in this case is a special.”

“You want us to go after her,” said Jim, while giving Thorne a knowing look.

“I’d say this qualifies as our responsibility. We can’t have specials thinking they’re above the law. Any objections?”

Dom shook his head. “Think I’ve already made it clear that I’m in.”

“Like you said, may not agree with him, but it’s still murder,” said Anita. 

Erin jerked her thumb in Anita’s direction. “What she said.”

“The logic is sound. We have a duty to fulfill,” said Zenith.

All eyes now fell on Koji. He groaned. “Look, the guy’s a scumbag. But…yeah, we can’t let a killer get away with it.”

“Good, then it’s settled,” said Thorne. “Zenith, I want you to pull up the records of the crime. The investigation, coroner’s report, everything. We know from the video that she seems to be able to control air, but let’s see if we can’t get some specifics from those documents.”

“Understood,” said Zenith.

“While Zenith is compiling that information, we might need the rest of you to help with some research,” said Thorne. “See what you can find out about this Zephyr. Has she been active before, or what targets might she be likely to attack next?”

“In the video, Zephyr said the revolution will be televised. Suggests she’s probably interested in targets that are embroiled in public scandals,” said Jim. “We can start compiling a list of potentials based on that.”

Thorne nodded. “Good, get to it.” He didn’t have to look at McCabe’s face to feel the disappointment that radiated off his colleague. 




















CHAPTER 3




The corporate headquarters of Low-Mart, a low-cost retail chain across the world, were located in the state of Arkansas. The spacious building was only a few stories tall, and Anita stood across the street on a higher building, wearing the red and white uniform of Paragon. The wind caused her cape, red on the outside with a white interior, to billow slightly. A crowd of protestors had gathered out in front of the Low-Mart building, many of them holding placards. Like the Big Belly protestors, they were against Low-Mart’s low wages. 

“All clear on this area.” When she spoke, her words were picked up by the tiny communicator plugged into her ear. She cast her eyes towards the clouds, expecting to see some sign of the Icarus, the team’s personal aircraft. Of course she couldn’t see it, but the pilot’s voice came through her ear.

“I’ve been maintaining surveillance of the vicinity and can also determine no immediate threat,” said Zenith. “Shift?”

Erin stood among the crowd, using her shapeshifting powers to assume the form of a simple girl watching the protest occur. “The people out here seem pretty pissed, but that’s it. We figured with Low-Mart always being in the news for low wages, their CEO would be next. Maybe we were wrong?”

“Maybe,” said Paragon. “There’s no guarantee when Zephyr will attack. It could be this guy, but that doesn’t mean it’ll happen today.”

“One consideration is that she desires an audience,” said Zenith. “This would seem to fit.”

Shift eyed some of the police who had been called in to keep the peace. They were dressed in riot gear, complete with clear shields. Just looking at them made her a little nervous. “You’re not down here, Zen. I doubt the guy will even show his face. In fact, ten bucks says he’s probably working from home today. Who’d risk it given what happened? I know I wouldn’t.”

“Yeah, I think she’s right,” said Paragon. “Our killer’s not here.”

High above in the Icarus, Zenith stood in the cabin, his body surrounded by holographic screens streaming a variety of black and white feeds. “Zephyr may not be here, but I have tapped into the surveillance cameras. And I can confirm that Robert Hamilton is indeed in the building today.”

“You sure about that?” asked Paragon.

“It is sometimes difficult to see him given the size of his bodyguards, but yes, I am certain.”

“As long as he’s in there and those protestors are out here, we have to be prepared for any eventuality.” Paragon sat on the edge of the building, allowing her legs to dangle over the side. She started to let her mind wander, particularly to her conversation with Thorne the other day. “Hey Zenith, have you ever heard of an organization called the Red Fist?”

“Cannot say that I have.”

“What I mean is you’ve got access to a lot of sources, right?”

“I do.”

“Could you see if you can turn up anything about them?”

“‘Red fist’ seems a fairly generic term, Paragon. Furthermore, after Wraith’s insistence I search for a seemingly innocuous term, I have become increasingly sensitive to phrases that may turn up some inappropriate results. ‘Red fist’ could fall into this category.”

Shift scrunched her brow. “What term was that?”

“Don’t ask,” said Paragon, shaking her head. “Zenith, the Red Fist is a terrorist organization. Their leader is a man called the Khagan.”

“Is this the same terrorist organization you were a prisoner of?”

“Can you do it or not?” asked Paragon.

“I can, although perhaps it would be best to consult with Colonel Thorne. He might potentially have more information that could help perfect my search.”

“I just want to know what you can find.”

“Very well, I can attempt a search, but it may take some time to sift through the results.”

“Uhh guys? Things are suddenly getting kinda heated.”

Paragon huffed and smiled. “Don’t worry, Shift. I’m just a little stressed is all.”

“No, I mean down here! I didn’t see what happened, but now the cops and the protestors have stopped staring each other down and are starting to act really pissed!”

Paragon slid off the building’s edge, falling right into a hover. “Shift, get away from there now.”

On the ground, one of the officers shouted into the face of a protestor. “I told you to back away now!”

The protestor stood his ground. “You keep pushing back our line, we’re not moving any further than this!”

The officer held a canister in his hand and he raised it. “I’m giving you your last warning, get back or face the consequences!”

“We’re not letting you bully us any more!” shouted another protestor.

“You back off!”

The officer saw movement from the corner of his eye and immediately reacted, taking aim with the canister and firing a burst of pepper spray at one of the protestors. The crowd went insane at the attack and their shouts became louder. 

Shift let her arms drop to her sides. She was beginning to lose the form she had changed into, her skin reverting to its natural pale green color, and the sclera of her eyes turning yellow. In her ear, she still heard Paragon’s warnings.

“Did you hear me?”

“We can’t just let these people be harmed.” 

The pepper spray had escalated the situation and the incensed protestors were now deemed a threat by the riot police. They reacted in kind, pulling out batons, pepper spray, and tasers to pacify the crowd. Shift held out both arms and her fingers elongated, snaking out from her hands like miniature tendrils. She tried to grab as many of the weapons from the police as she could, but just trying to control the various appendages was strain enough and she had difficulty navigating. 

But her actions did cause the crowd and the police to pause in surprise and freeze for a moment. Shift dropped the weapons and the tendrils retreated, transforming back into regular fingers. She now found herself being stared at by well over a hundred people or so, none of them quite sure what to make of her. All of them had doubtlessly seen the footage of Vanguard defeating the Exemplar in Chicago, in addition to the reports of other specials appearing all over the world. But seeing it in person still proved a massive shock.

“She’s one of those freaks!” shouted one of the cops. “The ones who killed that CEO!”

“What? No, that’s not how it happened!” said Shift.

The cops disregarded their non-lethal weapons and instead drew their firearms, pointing them at the young girl. “Don’t move! Don’t! Move!”

They didn’t need to tell her that, just the shock of having the police pointing guns at her was enough to cause her to completely freeze in place. Shift’s eyes had grown wide with fear, and a million thoughts ran through her head at once.

From high above, Paragon spoke into the earpiece as she began her descent. “Zenith, bring the Icarus in as low as you can, we’ve got a situation!”

Paragon flew down, landing between Shift and the riot police. She stood tall, the scowl on her face a prime indication of what sort of mood this situation had put her in. “I’m only going to say this once: lower your weapons.”

“Don’t interfere! Your kind has caused enough trouble already!” shouted one of the officers.

“I repeat: Lower. Your. Weapons.”

One of the officers responded by firing. The bullet flattened against the invisible field that surrounded Paragon’s body, barely even causing her to flinch. She turned her gaze to the cop who shot at her, staring him down. “What did I just say?”

The wind suddenly kicked up, blowing from above, combined with the sound of machinery echoing amidst the square. All in the crowd turned their eyes up to see the Icarus hovering above them, and a large gun under the plane’s nose pointed directly at the cops. Zenith’s mechanical voice echoed over the speakers. 

“You will lower your weapons immediately or you shall face the consequences.”

“These people have a right to protest,” said Paragon. “I suggest you leave them in peace.”

***

“It’s quiet.” Sharkskin had his arms folded. He and Gunsmith were located underground in a sewer system in the state of Oklahoma, with Sharkskin staring out the grate. There were no high-rises for them to take a vantage point on, and so they had to go lower. The sewers were rank even without the enhanced sense of smell Sharkskin had in his transformed state, which was why he remained in his human form. He turned to Gunsmith. “We sure this is the right place?”

Gunsmith held his arm bent in front of him, a panel on his gauntlet flipped up and exposing a small keyboard that he entered commands on. The results were transmitted to him through the lens over his right eye, flashing the data over his retina. “She’s after high-profile targets, and given the Supreme Court’s recent ruling about CraftWorld’s health care policy, they would qualify.”

“Yeah, but no protestors.”

“I think that’s why it’s more likely,” said Gunsmith. “Security won’t be as tight.”

Sharkskin stared at the open panel on Gunsmith’s armor. “What are you doing anyway?”

“I may not have the same sensors as Zenith, but this suit gives me some monitoring capabilities. Right now I’m trying to scan the security channels, see if I can pick up anything out of the ordinary.”

Sharkskin turned his attention back to the grate. “This feels like a waste of time, man. Don’t know if we’ll find anything out here.”

“Think you might be right, Jaws.” Wraith stepped from the shadows and both Sharkskin and Gunsmith faced him.

“Find anything?” asked Gunsmith.

Wraith shook his head. “Everything looks like it’s in order. This is a bust, there’s nothing happening here. How about you?”

“Nothing, security’s quiet,” said Gunsmith. 

“We can’t be sure of anything,” said Wraith. “There are tons of potential targets, how do we know that this is one of them?”

“Zenith developed an algorithm that determined CraftWorld and Low-Mart to be the most probable targets,” said Gunsmith. “Still, you’re right. We’re basically fumbling around in the dark.”

“We’ve been here for hours, maybe we should call it quits,” said Sharkskin. “Wait until we hear something more.”

“You mean hope we’re too late to stop her?” asked Wraith.

Sharkskin’s face took on a look of confusion. “What?”

“You didn’t seem too broken up about her success with Smith. Maybe you’re hoping she scores another hit.”

“Hey, I may not be wild about these scumbags, but that doesn’t mean I wanna see them dead!”

“I just call ‘em like I see ‘em,” said Wraith.

“Geez, what is your problem?” asked Sharkskin. “You’ve had a chip on your shoulder since day one.”

“Maybe it’s got something to do with not being here by choice!”

Sharkskin was silenced by that comment and the surprise on his face even more extreme than before. Now Gunsmith stared at Wraith as well. “What are you talking about?”

“You think I wanted to be in this freak show? Think I signed up willingly?” Wraith scoffed. “Hell no. I was given a choice—work for Uncle Sam or face a prison sentence.”

“Why?” asked Sharkskin. 

“I’m a professional thief. Zenith apprehended me in the middle of a job.”

Gunsmith had an incoming transmission through his headgear and turned away, whispering into his comm-link. Sharkskin continued speaking to Wraith, trying to figure out what happened. “So why didn’t you just take the prison sentence and escape? Not like they could really hold you.”

“Thorne said he has ways to keep me from using my powers. Was also told that they’d make it public,” said Wraith. “I wasn’t about to put my family through a media circus.” 

“I’m sorry, man. I had no idea.”

“Yeah, no one does,” said Wraith. “So I play the game and after a year, I get a full pardon.” 

Gunsmith stepped back into the group. “I just got a call from Atlas. Apparently there’s some irregular wind patterns picking up over this area. They want us to look into it.”

Sharkskin’s body instantly gained bulk and his skin became tougher and turned gray, his eyes changing to black and his teeth elongating and sharpening. “I’m on it.”

Gunsmith allowed Sharkskin to move on ahead, but put his hand on Wraith’s shoulder to get him to hold back. “I heard everything you and Koji were talking about. I want you to know I’m sorry, too. When this is over, I’ll talk to the Colonel. But until then, I need you to work with me on this, okay?”

Wraith pulled his shoulder away. “Just stay out of my way.” He moved into the shadows, teleporting through them.

***

The winds she commanded lowered Zephyr onto the roof of CraftWorld’s corporate headquarters. She saw a parking spot right up front that had a RESERVED FOR CEO sign. Zephyr extended her arm and a pocket of wind erupted from beneath the car, throwing it up into the air. Zephyr manipulated the winds and threw the car directly into the building. The reaction was near-instantaneous with screams emanating from inside and people quickly running out the front doors. Zephyr began scanning the crowd for her target, but she was tackled from behind before she could strike.

Sharkskin had her pinned down on the roof, his knee on her back and one of his clawed hands pushing down on her white helmet. “Thought it was gonna be easy, huh?”

Zephyr could move enough to plant her hands on the surface and she channeled her powers through her palms, a burst of wind shooting the pair into the sky. Now free, she pivoted her body towards Sharkskin and aimed her open palm at him. Another blow struck him, the wind throwing him off into the distance. Zephyr returned to her goal and she saw that people were already piling into cars to evacuate. She waved her hands, the winds she generated throwing several of the cars out of control and causing a pile-up at the parking lot exit. She spotted Tom Palmer, the CEO of CraftWorld, and smiled beneath her helmet. 

A figure in black with strips of leather serving as a cape ran onto the scene, seemingly from out of nowhere. He stood in front of Palmer, blocking Zephyr’s path. His dark eyes and his gloved hands crackled with ebon energy. Wraith unleashed the energy at her and Zephyr brought up her arms to shield herself as it engulfed her. She lost her balance and fell back to the roof, her entire body seizing up. Every negative thought she’d ever experienced came rushing into her mind, and she felt numb all over. She found herself gripped by crippling depression and could barely move. 

The roof shook with a small tremor. Zephyr managed to look up and she saw Sharkskin was back, evidently not at all happy about his unexpected flight. He growled at her, baring his teeth and claws. “Ohh, you are so dead.”

“Do you know what they’re doing?” asked Zephyr. “You want them to keep on telling us what to do? Driving us into bankruptcy? Telling us what we can do with our bodies?” 

“No, but killing them won’t solve anything,” said Sharkskin. 

Zephyr shook her head. “You don’t understand. You know nothing! They’ll never stop unless we stand up to them!”

“Fine by me, but you’re only gonna make things harder on all of us. And the destruction you’re causing? You’re only gonna hurt innocent people.”

She scoffed. “Innocent. Nobody in this building is innocent.”

“Guilt by association. My grandparents went through that in the forties. You’re barking up the wrong tree, sister.”

Sharkskin charged at her. Zephyr threw out a wind blast, but she was still weakened and it could only temporarily hold him back. He pushed his legs harder, fighting through the current and getting within arm’s reach. He raised his arm and brought his claws down. Zephyr spun to avoid it, but the talons still raked across her back, drawing some blood. She stumbled forward, falling to her knees. Zephyr threw her hands down and the winds carried her up into the air, over the parking lot. 

Wraith and Gunsmith were working quickly to evacuate the people, with Gunsmith leading them into the shadows so Wraith could teleport them to safety. When they saw Zephyr hovering over them, Gunsmith drew his weapons and opened fire. Zephyr’s control had increased and she could evade them with the help of her manipulation of the air. She threw out another gust that knocked Gunsmith off his feet. 

Sharkskin pounced from the roof, getting close enough to grab her ankle and pull her down. Zephyr righted herself with the winds, and she pointed both palms at Sharkskin’s face. Zephyr unleashed a gust as powerful as she could muster, driving Sharkskin down into the ground, leaving a small crater. Zephyr now saw that Wraith and Gunsmith had managed to transport everyone to safety.

“Fine. But don’t think I’m leaving here empty-handed.”

Zephyr hovered higher and generated wind tunnels under the cars, catapulting them into CraftWorld’s corporate headquarters. If she couldn’t kill Tom Palmer, then she would at the very least destroy their base of operations. It would cause a massive financial setback for them, and she had to settle for that small victory today. With her handiwork completed, she then shot off into the sky, the winds taking her far out of reach of the team.

Gunsmith and Wraith helped Sharkskin from the crater. He was in pain, but otherwise unharmed, and he shook off his disorientation. “So did we win?”

Gunsmith sighed and looked out over the destruction. “I guess you could put it that way. Doesn’t feel like much of a victory, though.”

“Least nobody was hurt,” said Wraith. 

“Nobody, huh?” Sharkskin groaned, pain shooting through his body with every movement. “Speak for yourself.”




















CHAPTER 4




Thorne sat in his office, facing a video call from President Hayworth and listening as the President berated him for a good ten to fifteen minutes. “Did you see what your team was out there doing, Thorne? Attacking riot police! Interfering with their ability to do their jobs!”

“With all due respect, sir, those officers were on the verge of committing police brutality,” said Thorne. 

“Those protestors were on the verge of a riot, what did you expect them to do? And then there’s Oklahoma City! The CraftWorld headquarters have pretty much been leveled by that psychopath. It was three to one and they still couldn’t stop her from causing widespread destruction!”

“Mr. President, things don’t always go the way you wish in combat. They did the best they could, and not a single life was lost. I’m counting that as a victory.”

Hayworth frowned on the screen and settled into his chair. “Too bad the rest of the world sees it differently, Thorne. The House is contemplating a full investigation into Vanguard. Discover how they have access to all this technology and whose side they’re really on. And there’s also been talk about regulating specials.”

“‘Regulating’?” asked Thorne. “How are you going to regulate human beings?”

“I’d say that’s a very good question, and one neither of us wants to see answered,” said Hayworth. “Some are already suspecting that Vanguard is working with Zephyr.”

Thorne slammed his fist on his desk. “That’s ridiculous! They stopped her from killing Palmer!”

“That’s a detail the media’s not overly concerned with. Confronting the police in Arkansas and the destruction in Oklahoma is enough to make them skeptical. Meanwhile, Russia has been screaming at the UN’s Security Council to take action on this. They’re using Zephyr as ammunition to trumpet their own cause. Your team needs to find her before she causes any more damage, and before she gets any more support from the population.” 

The President abruptly ended the call at that point. Thorne took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He opened one of the drawers in his desk and took out a box made of Spanish cedar. Setting it on the surface, he opened the box and produced a Cohiba. He sniffed the length of the cigar and the scent soothed him. There was a knock at the door and Thorne told them to enter. McCabe walked in and saw the cigar in the Colonel’s hand.

“Wasn’t aware you smoked, Leo.”

“I used to.” Thorne held the cigar vertically and stared at it. “It’s Cuban. Picked these up when I was stationed overseas. This box is what remains from that stash.”

“When did you quit?”

“Five years ago.” Thorne set the cigar back in the box. “That’s when my father-in-law died of lung cancer. Wife said it was long-past time for me to quit.”

“So why still have them?”

“The smell of the tobacco leaves helps me relax.”

McCabe sat down in front of the desk. “Aren’t you worried you’ll be tempted to smoke again?”

“You don’t know my wife.” Thorne gave a small smile and closed the box. “I’d sooner go ten rounds with Ali in his prime with my hands tied behind my back than risk pissing her off. No, it’d take something big to get me to light one of these babies up again.”

“Seems you could use a reason to relax. Thought I heard shouting from outside?”

“The President.” Thorne sat back in his chair. “People are getting nervous out there. We have to bring this Zephyr down. How’s the team doing?”

“Koji sustained some injuries but nothing serious. Erin’s a bit shaken up over Arkansas. Basically, everyone’s tense.”

“Gather everyone together, we need to figure out our next move.”

***

The Atlas’ monitor room was located in what was once the command control center, with screens lining the walls and a round table placed in the room with enough seats for both the team members and their support. The monitors were all active, streaming news broadcasts from various networks, and all of them reporting on the events in either Oklahoma or Arkansas. Panels of pundits debated the role of Vanguard in these events, with particular emphasis placed on the team’s actions when confronting riot police in Arkansas. A few politicians as well were being interviewed.

“I think these events have made it clear that these specials are wild cannons, and we need to begin a full investigation into their actions and loyalties.”

“Who appointed these people? Vanguard is reckless and their actions both in Chicago and Oklahoma have provoked other specials from acting out, while they also undermined law enforcement in Arkansas.”

“The one thing we have to ask ourselves is where have they acquired such advanced technology? This looks like military hardware and we need to examine their loyalties. If they’re associated with the Pentagon, why have we heard nothing but silence from the White House? Or worse, how do we know they aren’t serving a foreign power?”

“This woman—Zephyr—is nothing more than a domestic terrorist and if Vanguard is going to devote more resources to attacking our brave men and women in uniform, then we shouldn’t rule out the possibility that they’re in league together.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” said Anita. “Can we turn this crap off?”

“Mute,” said Thorne and the audio silenced, but the monitors maintained the video feeds. “This underscores a severe problem we’re dealing with. Zephyr is becoming a huge problem, and not just because of her politics or her powers. She’s creating chaos for us as a result—and by extension, specials everywhere. I just got off the phone with the President and he says there are some in Congress calling for specials to be registered in a national database.”

“This is bull,” said Koji. “Maybe we didn’t catch her, but we sure as hell saved lives out in Oklahoma.”

“We all know the real problem here.” Dom threw a hard gaze at Anita. “Someone couldn’t be bothered to stick to the mission.”

Anita met his gaze without a flinch. “Our mission was to protect people. That’s what I was doing.”

“You were there to find Zephyr and protect the target, not to join a group of looters and moochers in their stupid little protest.”

“That’s their right, I was preventing it from being infringed on,” said Anita. “And I was protecting my teammate.”

“That’s enough, both of you,” said Jim, but his voice was quickly drowned out by the raised voices of Anita and Dom.

“And besides, you’re a fine one to accuse others of being ‘looters’ and ‘moochers,’” said Anita. “Or do you think we forgot about how you used to make a living?”

“Y’know what, I’m not gonna sit here and be lectured on morality!”

Thorne jumped to his feet and slammed his fist on the table. “Shut up! Do you understand what sort of pressure we’re under? Those bobble-heads on TV were right about one thing—this woman is a domestic terrorist and her actions are going to reflect on us. We’ve got a lot at stake here, and Congressional investigations are just the tip of the iceberg. If we’re going to stop Zephyr, then we need to work together to find out who she is, where she is, and how we can shut her down. But we can’t do that if you’re too busy sniping at each other. Understood?”

Anita and Dom sulked in their chairs, like children who’d just been scolded by their father. Neither could bring themselves to look at the other, or anyone else for that matter. Thorne took a deep breath to regain his composure and sat back down.

“Thank you. Now, we need to know how to find her. Do we have any ideas?”

“Palmer’s still alive, think she might go after him again?” asked Koji.

Jim shook his head. “He’s been placed in protective custody, so no one knows where he is. Even if he were still in the public eye, Zephyr wouldn’t go after him with all this new scrutiny.”

“What about Hamilton?” asked Erin. “He could be a target, too.”

“Possibly, but after Arkansas, Zephyr knows we’re watching him,” said Jim. “I think we’re at a loss until she makes her next move.”

“Can we trace her videos?” asked McCabe.

“That was my first course of action,” said Zenith. “She’s quite proficient at covering her proverbial tracks.”

“There’s got to be something we can link to her,” said McCabe. 

Koji shrugged. “She looked like she had a nice body under that trench coat.” Erin jabbed her elbow into his arm and he grimaced. “Ow! Sorry.”

“She is an activist, perhaps explore any material related to her targets, with a specific focus on negative Internet comments on social networks,” said Zenith. 

“Seems like a lot of work,” said Thorne.

“I could write an algorithm, have it begin searching for those given parameters,” said Zenith. “I cannot guarantee that it will provide us a direct link to Zephyr, nor can I guarantee that it will not implicate innocent people. But perhaps she slipped up somewhere.”

“It’s a start,” said Thorne. “Any other ideas?”

“I’ve got one,” said Jim. “We hold a press conference.”

Everyone gave him a confused look. “Come again?” asked Thorne.

“Part of the problem everyone has with us is our secrecy,” said Jim. “So let’s pull back the curtain a little. We hold a press conference, tell people why we’re here and what we’re doing, without revealing any personal, identifiable information about ourselves and without revealing our connections to the White House. It might get public support back on our side, and could also serve to bring Zephyr out of hiding.”

“The President did say we’d be given autonomy. So long as we don’t reveal where our support comes from, this seems like it certainly falls in that category,” said McCabe.

“He won’t like it, I can tell you that right now,” said Thorne.

“So don’t tell him. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission, right?” said Dom with a smile.

Thorne chortled. “So you do occasionally listen to what I say.”

Dom shrugged. “Your voice carries, sometimes I can’t help it.”

“If I agree to this—and note my emphasis on the word if—what exactly would you say?” asked Thorne.

***

The man in a white suit and black turtleneck walked through the corridors of the underground complex, hands clasped behind his back. His silver hair was combed back so tightly, it practically clung to his skull and barely moved with his stride. When he turned a corner, he faced two guards standing on either side of a door, dressed in body armor and holding automatic rifles against their chests, red masks concealing their faces. They remained stationary as the man known only as the Analyst stopped at the door to allow the scanner at the top of the frame to flash a green light over his eyes. A beep of confirmation followed and the door slid open. 

The room was dark, the lights on the dimmest setting. The Analyst stepped inside and rubbed the edges of his thin mustache, with the door sliding shut behind him. “Professor Azarov?”

A figure moved in the dark, and the doctor moved closer. The Analyst could see the dim light reflected off Erik Azarov’s glass eye. “What can I do for you, my friend?”

“The Master would like to know what you have uncovered,” said the Analyst.

Azarov chuckled. “Ah yes, your ‘master.’ Tell him my work is at a delicate stage.”

The Analyst glanced up at the lights. “Perhaps you’d proceed faster if you could see better.”

“I can see in the dark, this light is more than sufficient,” said Azarov. 

“Very well. Tell me what progress you’ve made.”

Azarov gestured over to his work bench where the Analyst could vaguely see the outline of a microscope. “I’ve been studying the samples you provided. This is from that special in Chicago—the Exemplar, yes?”

“That’s correct.”

“Remarkable specimen. But I fear I am slightly limited in working only from these samples.” Despite the darkness, the Analyst could easily see the twisted grin that spread across the face of the Cold War Frankenstein. “Imagine what I could accomplish if I were permitted to examine this man directly.”

The Analyst sighed. “We’ve been over this, Professor. The Master’s orders were quite clear. You are to work separate from the Exemplar. He is more than just a science experiment, the Master has great plans for him.”

“And you follow your master without question?”

The Analyst gave a nod. “He has saved us from the ashes of a broken life. We owe him our fealty.”

“You do, I do not.”

The Analyst was prepared to offer a rebuttal, but the piercing sound of his phone’s ringtone stopped him cold. He kept his gaze locked on Azarov as he drew the phone from his jacket pocket. “Excuse me.” He hit the answer button and brought the device to his ear. “Yes?” He listened quietly to the person on the other end of the line, turning his back on Azarov for a moment. “They have? I see. Monitor the situation and keep me appraised of any further developments.”

The Analyst returned the phone to his pocket and turned to face the Russian scientist. “It seems Vanguard has just announced that they will hold a press conference, of all things.”

“So?”

“They’re trying to take control of the specials debate, refocus it,” said the Analyst. “That may advance our timetable. Speed up your efforts, Professor.”

“I will of course try, but it may be some time,” said Azarov. “Without the luxury of a subject to experiment on directly, I may not be able to determine how to activate a latent special gene. Or if it is even possible.”

The Analyst sighed deeply and then stared at his companion. “If there is one thing your work has proven, it is that nothing is impossible. Do not fail us, Professor.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Take it however you wish,” said the Analyst. “If you’ll excuse me, I must inform the Master of these new developments.”

***

Anita couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she kept seeing the face of the man who called himself the Khagan. But with each dream she slipped into, his face became more and more obscured. All she could recall with any clarity was the image of the rising red fist on the banners that flanked his throne. 

She sat up in bed, her fingers rubbing her temples. Anita leaned over to the nightstand and opened the drawer where there were a number of bottles containing pain relief medication. She took a bottle of ibuprofen and twisted off the cap, dropping several pills into the palm of her hand. It was far more than the recommended dose, but this pain was unique and she found that she had to rely on more and more pills to keep her migraines at bay. Anita clamped her hand over her mouth and threw her head back, the pills falling on her tongue. She took the glass of water from the stand and drank what was left to help her swallow.

Anita brought her knees up, placing her elbows on them and holding her head. She stayed like that, almost paralyzed, until the pain subsided. Once the pain reached a bearable level, she stood from the bed and took the now-empty glass. She wore a tank top and loose, comfortable pants. Anita walked to her room’s door, sliding her feet into the slippers waiting there and stepped out. 

She took the elevator up to the kitchen area and refilled her water glass from the tap. Anita looked at the large television set in the lounge area and considered watching something to take her mind off things. Instead, she took the elevator up further and then walked across the tunnel connecting the main complex to the control center. Everyone else in Atlas was asleep, with the exception of her and Zenith. 

The robot stood in the monitor room, watching the screens flicker. The images there moved so fast, and she couldn’t imagine how anyone could possibly process that much information at one time. 

“Good evening, Anita.”

Despite hearing it so many times, his cold voice still had a tendency to surprise her. “You’re up late.”

“I do not sleep. Why are you awake? You should be resting for tomorrow’s press conference.”

Anita raised the glass. “Just needed some water. How’s the search coming?”

“The algorithm has found some matches.”

“How many?” She began to sip the water.

“Approximately one million, two hundred-thousand, five hundred and seventy-eight.”

Anita nearly choked on her water at that number and broke into a coughing fit. Zenith’s head rotated to look at her. “Are you okay?”

Anita nodded, hitting her chest a few times as her coughing began to subside. “Just wasn’t expecting that.” She took another drink, slower this time. “How can you sort through that many?”

“It’s part of the search. I will now attempt to narrow down the results.”

Anita took a seat at the large meeting table. 

“It’s the headaches, is it not?”

“What?” she asked.

“That is why you’re awake, the headaches.”

She looked away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You have exhibited signs of mental anguish when using your abilities. I surmised the reason for this is a headache induced by the increased strain on your mind, given the telekinetic nature of your powers.”

Anita considered sticking with the denial anger. But she also knew Zenith could be the only way she could get the answers Thorne’s superiors still refused to provide. “Did you tell Thorne or McCabe?”

Zenith shook his head. “I have not, yet I am concerned. You are one of the most powerful and our teammates rely on you in the field. If you are compromised in any way, have a weakness such as this, it should be addressed.”

“I can handle it.”

“Perhaps it would be better if—”

“Zenith, please. I’m asking you to just keep quiet about this for now. As a friend.” She looked into the soft glow of his blue eyes. “Can you do that for me?”

Zenith held her gaze and turned to focus on the monitors. He remained silent for several minutes, and Anita wondered if he had even heard what she said or if he was simply ignoring her. “Zenith?”

“You are asking me to lie to Colonel Thorne and Dr. McCabe. Not to mention our teammates.”

“So why are you here?” asked Anita. “To be one of us or to spy on us?”

“I—”

Anita angrily stood. “To hell with it. Tell them whatever you want, I’m going to get some sleep. Big day tomorrow and all.”

“Anita—” Zenith reached his hand out, but didn’t make any further movement, simply allowing her to leave the monitor room. Zenith lowered his arm and looked back to the monitors. Despite decades of study, he still had no clear understanding of the complex and illogical nature of human emotions. If he said nothing, he would be respecting the trust Anita had placed in him by confirming his suspicions about her headaches. But by doing that, wouldn’t he also be betraying that same trust placed in him by the rest of the team? Either way, Zenith would have to betray someone, and he had no way of determining which was the greater offense.

He returned to the algorithm. The numbers were something he could understand, something he could make sense of. Zenith wished he could reduce human emotions to simple numbers that he could then compute and analyze.




















CHAPTER 5




A throng of reporters gathered in Manhattan’s Central Park under the midday sun. The press release distributed by Vanguard informed the major media outlets that the mysterious new organization would arrive here to issue statements and answer questions. They said they wanted to set the public at ease, let them feel comfortable about these strange men and women operating out in the open.

The Icarus’ VTOL jets were heard above, and cameras pointed skywards. The craft hovered in place above the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir, in front of which a stage had been set up. A hatch opened on the Icarus and the members of the team descended. Paragon held Gunsmith by his hands, her power of flight lowering the two of them, while Zenith hovered with both Shift and Sharkskin hanging from him. Once the group arrived at the stage, a portal opened in the small shadow it cast over the grass and Wraith stepped out, climbing up beside his teammates.

Camera flashes went off and Gunsmith stepped up to the podium that had been arranged on the stage with a microphone present. Questions came from every direction at once, but Gunsmith calmly held out his hands to try and silence the crowd.

“On behalf of my team, I’d like to thank you all for coming today, as well as extend my gratitude to Mayor Collins for agreeing to host us here in Central Park. Before we’d begin, I’d like to introduce my team. My name is Gunsmith, and I’m the leader.” He gestured to each member of Vanguard as he said their names. “Paragon, Shift, Zenith, Sharkskin, and Wraith.” With the introductions finished, Gunsmith focused on the crowd. “We will take questions from you, although please note that to protect our loved ones, we will not answer any questions that could compromise our identities.”

The reporters clamored for attention and Gunsmith began choosing them at random. “What is your purpose?”

“Since specials began appearing in greater frequency, so too existed the possibility that they could cause problems. We all saw this in Chicago with the actions of the Exemplar, and then more recently by Zephyr. Vanguard acts as a volunteer team designed solely to deal with these threats.”

“Do you have any official recognition from law enforcement?”

“No, we are independent,” said Gunsmith.

“So you’re vigilantes?”

“I wouldn’t put it exactly like that…”

Paragon stepped beside Gunsmith and spoke into the microphone. “We’re more than willing to work with law enforcement agencies. We don’t want to undermine anyone.”

“Interesting statement coming from you.”

Paragon’s face went sour. “Excuse me?”

A man in his forties with perfectly-coifed brown hair and a smile like a used car salesman was the one who made the comment. “Eric Fox, National Interest Daily. You deliberately interfered with police officers in Arkansas, did you not?”

Paragon tried to prevent her anger from showing. “I was protecting lives, pure and simple. I saw the situation escalating and I acted.”

“And how can we be certain that your ‘protection’ won’t further undermine the actions of our brave men and women in uniform in the future?” asked Fox.

Gunsmith took back the microphone before she could answer. “Our primary concern is the defense of the people and to prevent violence.”

“I believe we heard similar statements from Exemplar before he went on his rampage,” said Fox. “And this Zephyr woman also claims to have our ‘best interests’ in mind. But who are you to make those decisions for us? You think just because you freaks have gotten some advantages that it makes you gods? There’s only one god whose authority I put my faith in.”

“We are not interested in making decisions for you, nor lording over you,” said Zenith, his body capable of amplifying his voice. “Simply put, we are here to help and we will cooperate with official authorities in any way we can.”

Sharkskin heard rustling and looked up at the trees. The wind had shifted direction and now seemed stronger. He took a few sniffs, but the wind kept him from detecting anything out of the ordinary. “Gettin’ windy,” he said to Wraith.

Wraith looked around as well and he too could feel the wind getting stronger. “Be ready.”

Gunsmith heard the murmurs from the two and looked at them. Sharkskin gestured up to the trees and the stronger winds. He was about to issue a warning through the microphone, but the winds flipped the stage, throwing it into the water, with most of the team following. Only Zenith and Paragon, by virtue of their flight, were able to avoid the fall into the reservoir.

Zephyr appeared over the trees, her long, white coat billowing in the winds she generated, her helmet completely obscuring her features. She spoke directly to the cameras that now focused on her. “You heard them, America. They’re willing to cooperate. They have power to make this world a better place, but instead they simply want to bow down before the oligarchs! They—”

“Lady…”

Zephyr turned. Paragon had crossed the distance between them in seconds, and now drove her fist against Zephyr’s helmet. “I’m getting real sick of your voice.”

The punch shattered the helmet’s visor and the impact threw Zephyr towards the ground. She was able to cushion her fall with her powers, landing softly and getting to her feet. She looked up at Paragon. “So you’re the powerhouse, huh? But I bet you still need to breathe, don’t you?”

Zephyr extended her hands, closing her eyes in concentration. Paragon found the oxygen growing thin. She gasped for breath, trying hard to retain what she could. Zephyr’s wind abilities apparently extended to atmospheric manipulation as well. Paragon tried to fly to get to another area, but the effect was apparently localized entirely around her body, making it impossible for her to get any air.

“She needs oxygen, I do not.” A teleforce blast from Zenith’s arm cannon threw Zephyr to the ground. He quickly flew up to his teammate, who now inhaled deeply at the sudden infusion of oxygen. Zephyr stood and held her hands out, slowly bringing them together. As her hands grew closer together, so did the air pressure around Zenith and Paragon, crushing them.

While she tried to crush those two, she glanced to the reservoir and saw the rest of the team climbing from the water. She pursed her lips and blew, a powerful gust striking them head-on. Sharkskin fought the hardest against the gale, using his strength to push closer. Zephyr was trying to keep the pressure on Paragon and Zenith, but at the same time couldn’t hold back Sharkskin. Soon, one of them would break.

Sharkskin rolled from the path of the wind, jumping back to his feet and quickly charged her. He rammed his shoulder against Zephyr’s chest. She was thrown, her back striking a tree, and fell to the ground. 

Gunsmith stood with Wraith and Shift, looking around the park. Several of the reporters and news crews were still present, recording the battle as it transpired. He pointed at the groups of civilians. “Get them out of here. Wraith, teleport as many of the people in more immediate danger to a safe distance and Shift, take care of the others, lead them away from the battle. If anyone’s injured, take them to Mt. Sinai Hospital on 5th.”

“What about you?” asked Shift.

“Sharkskin’s got her on the ropes, but who knows what could happen.” Gunsmith tapped the side of his headset. “Zenith, are you and Paragon okay?”

“I am undamaged, but Paragon—”

“I’m fine, just a little winded,” said Paragon.

“Good, I need you two to watch the park’s perimeter,” said Gunsmith. “Wraith and Shift are taking care of civilians, help them if you need to. Make sure no one else gets in and take out Zephyr if she looks like she’s about to rabbit.”

The team went to complete their tasks and Gunsmith drew his weapons, running towards the battle between Zephyr and Sharkskin.

***

Shift moved to a group of reporters who were still speaking into their microphones as their camera operators kept the focus on the fight. Her arm morphed into a partition that obscured their shots. Complaints came all at once and Shift just spat back in anger.

“Are you idiots blind or something? That crazy bitch wants to kill you all and broadcast it to the world! We have to get you out of here!”

“We don’t take orders from freaks,” said Eric Fox. “Don’t think we’re going to leave just so you can help your little girlfriend escape. Anyone can see you’re working together and have only staged this for the cameras!”

Wraith appeared by Shift’s side. “Hey asshole, she’s trying to save your life. Why don’t you—”

“I’ve got this.” The crowd parted for Shift as she stepped closer to Fox. He was clearly uncomfortable in the presence of her pale green form and bright yellow eyes, but tried his hardest to maintain his composure. Even though Shift was almost a foot shorter than him, her intensity seemed to elevate her above him. “If you stay here, you will die.”

“That a threat?” asked Fox. “You all heard it, it threatened me!”

Shift took a deep breath and glanced at Wraith. He gave her a nod. She looked up at Fox. “No, it’s not a threat, it’s a warning—if you stay here, you could die. A threat would be more like this.” Shift’s hand turned into a tentacle that wrapped around Fox’s throat and lifted him slightly off the ground, much to the shock and surprise of the other reporters. Shift’s legs grew in length, elevating her so her eyes were level with his. “Get the hell out of here before you piss me off.”

She dropped him and stared down. “Understand the difference?”

Fox quickly nodded.

“Good, now get out of my sight.”

Wraith smiled beneath his mask and took control. “Okay, let’s get people out of here. Only a few at a time, can’t move many more than that.” He opened a portal within the shadow of several trees, ushering several civilians into them. As Fox tried to enter, Wraith held up his hand. “Sorry, you take the long way out.”

“Are you serious?”

Wraith’s eyes crackled with ebon energy and Fox backed off, running towards the 97th Street Transverse.

***

Through her aerokinesis, Zephyr uprooted a tree and slammed it into Sharkskin’s back. She threw him off and stood just as Gunsmith opened fire. Zephyr held up her hands, increasing the density of the air to act as an invisible shield that deflected his blasts. Zephyr dropped the shield and slowly rotated her hands and fingers, compressing air into a series of projectiles.

“Can you dodge bullets if you can’t see them coming?”

She threw her arms out in a large, sweeping gesture. The invisible air bullets flew at Gunsmith and all he could do was stand his ground and guard his face, hoping his exoskeleton could provide enough protection. The onslaught of the bullets caused “ARMOR INTEGRITY COMPROMISED” warnings to flash over his retina through the eyepiece he wore. 

Zephyr moved closer, increasing the air pressure around her fist and delivering a powerful uppercut to Gunsmith. She spun and met Sharkskin’s return approach, her aerokinesis now causing her fists to hit with strength that was greater than his. One of the strikes knocked him through the fence around the tennis courts, bouncing as he struck the ground.

Zephyr hovered towards him when the teleforce blasts from Gunsmith drew her attention. She turned back to him and drained the oxygen from around him, leaving him gasping and falling to his knees. Zephyr’s attention was now back on Sharkskin, but he was gone from where she had left him. 

Sharkskin crept along the tennis center’s roof, and pounced. He landed on Zephyr, gripping her tightly. She had trouble holding the two of them up, especially because Sharkskin’s presence made it more difficult to concentrate. 

It also caused her to release the hold on Gunsmith and he moved into position, holding up one of his weapons. The targeting system in his eyepiece tried to lock onto her, but the winds kept them constantly shifting and he had trouble getting a hard bead on them. He wasn’t sure if he could hit her without also striking Sharkskin.

Sharkskin saw the struggle and released his grip on Zephyr. The second he did, Gunsmith opened fire repeatedly and Zephyr fell to the ground. Gunsmith approached her, keeping the weapon trained on her. Sharkskin walked up to his side.

“You okay?”

Sharkskin nodded. “Not like I haven’t taken a fall before.” He knelt down and pulled the helmet off Zephyr’s head. She unconscious and looked to be in her early twenties, with auburn hair cropped close to her head. 

“Gunsmith to all points: we’ve got her. It’s over.”

***

“So much for that algorithm of yours, eh Zen?” said Erin.

The team had returned to the Atlas and were now gathered together around the meeting table in the monitor room, after they were given the opportunity to shower and change to recover from the battle. Zenith acknowledged Erin’s comment with a slight nod.

“I was close to locating her as well. Perhaps if only the algorithm had acted faster, we could have reached her before she caused any further damage.”

“We know what we need to about her now,” said Thorne. “Her name’s Chloe Grant. She’s apparently been arrested at a number of protests over the years and had something of a penchant for getting into fights with the arresting officers.”

“Big surprise there,” said Koji.

“She also comes from a pretty wealthy family. Daddy’s money made it so she never stayed in prison more than a day, and his lawyers were able to successfully plea-bargain her charges down to misdemeanors.”

“How’s that gonna work now?” asked Jim.

“It’s going to be a lot harder, that’s for sure,” said Thorne. “His lawyers have been screaming bloody murder, but the government’s got a very strong case of domestic terrorism against her. They’re not going to be able to do a whole lot.”

“And where is she being held?” asked Anita.

“Classified location, same as the Exemplar,” said Thorne. “I don’t even know.”

Dom scoffed. “So even after all this, the President still doesn’t trust us enough to know where the people we bring in are locked up.”

Thorne sat down in his seat and leaned back. “Don’t have much choice there, I’m afraid. Like I said, they won’t even tell me.”

A throat-clearing from McCabe caught Thorne’s notice. He took a deep breath, knowing that it was important to be straight with these people if they were to trust him. “Look, you all deserve to know the truth. When I was summoned to the White House for a briefing on the incident in Russia, the President also told me he wanted Vanguard to look into Zephyr.”

A brief silence hung in the air after those words. Thorne looked at McCabe, who offered a slim smile in appreciation. When Thorne’s gaze fell on Jim, what he got in return was a look that seemed to say, “I hope you know what you're doing.” 

The silence was finally broken by Koji. “So Hayworth gave us an order.”

Thorne gave a nod in confirmation. “After Russia, I thought it best not to tell you. But I’m beginning to realize that I was wrong about that.”

Anita sighed. “Maybe it’s time we had a discussion about all this secrecy.” She glanced around the table to get a sense of where her teammates stood on the issue. “I don’t want to cause any waves, but we all came to this with the understanding that the government would allow us to operate independently and would provide us with the resources we need. Then we’re being asked to invade a foreign country and to go after someone because she’s targeted the President’s golf buddies.”

“She was killing people, Anita,” said Dom.

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t have taken her down,” said Anita. “What I mean is we were told we’d have autonomy. But these last two missions we went on have come as orders we’re expected to follow. I can’t be the only one that doesn’t sit well with, can I?”

“You are not,” said Zenith, turning his gaze to Thorne. “Colonel, you know our arrangement. I agreed to join Vanguard as a means to protect people, not to serve as a weapon. And I am beginning to fear the President sees us as just that.”

“Not for nothing, but maybe we need some guidance on these missions,” said Koji. “We do count on the government for our intel, don’t we?”

“Yeah, but where do we draw the line?” asked Dom. “I was all for taking down Grant, but this is starting to get a bit fishy. Especially with Congress now pushing for investigations. Things aren’t gonna be pretty if that goes through. If Hayworth’s gonna keep us as his secret little police force, then the least he could do is have a public stance of support for specials.”

“We still haven’t heard from everyone here.” Thorne looked at Erin.

“Don’t look at me. This is all way over my head, I’m just a kid—”

“No you’re not,” said Dom. “I think you’ve proven that by now. You get a voice in this as much as the rest of us.”

Erin felt a tinge of pride at those words. Pride that was only amplified when she saw nods of agreement from the rest of the team. She sighed. “I really don’t know. Yeah, it sucks, but at least we’re still taking down the bad guys, right? I mean, Azarov and Zephyr, they had to be stopped.”

“She’s right,” said Jim. “Unlike the rest of you, I’m here on orders. But I know there’s also a job that needs to be done and we’re really the only ones who can do it. All of this—Atlas, Icarus, my suit—that came from government funding. If not for the President putting together this initiative, we would have never been brought together. That’s gotta be worth something, right?”

“Howard?” asked Thorne, looking at Dr. McCabe.

The geneticist shook his head. “I can’t be the one to make a decision about this. I’m just here in an advisory capacity. I’m just a scientist, not a politician or a soldier.”

“All the more reason your opinion matters,” said Thorne. 

“I say we remain cautious. Have a back-up plan in case things don’t work out the way we expect. Maybe even bring our concerns to the President.” McCabe sighed. “That’s all I’ve really got.”

“It’ll do,” said Thorne. “You’ve all had a long day. Get some rest and we’ll talk about this later.”




















EPILOGUE




Anita barely had a moment to settle into her room when a knock came at her door. She answered it and saw Zenith standing in the corridor. “May I come in?” She nodded and walked over to the bed, sitting on it. Zenith stepped inside, closing the door behind him. He glanced around the room and saw very little. Each room was not all that dissimilar from a small hotel room, with a single bed, a desk, and a bathroom. Anita had a laptop computer on her desk and an open suitcase rested on the floor, which she had apparently been living out of since arriving.

“You haven’t really made this room a home, I see.”

“Don’t plan on staying here long-term. After our initial period, I plan to go home, come in when needed,” she said. “What’s this about?”

“You mentioned you wanted some information on the Red Fist, and so I processed your request,” he said. 

“What did you find?”

“Nothing,” said Zenith. “No official record exists of any organization known as the Red Fist. It is almost exclusively the domain of Internet conspiracy theorists.”

Anita sighed. “So what did I see?” She looked up at Zenith with worried eyes. “Am I—do you think my powers are making me crazy?”

Zenith sat next to her on the bed. He placed a cold, metal hand over hers and lightly patted it. “I do not believe that. When I say there is no official record, I should note that there were limits to my search. I found myself impeded in a number of instances.”

“What are you saying?”

“I believe you,” said Zenith. “I believe the Red Fist exists, and there are those who are attempting to cover up that fact.”

“Why?”

The robot looked away and shook his head. “That I do not know. But I promise I will continue my search. We will discover the truth. You have my word.”

Anita nodded and in a low voice said, “thank you.”

Zenith just gave a nod. “I should return to my quarters. Have a good night, Anita.”

***

President Curtis Hayworth sat in the White House Situation Room with his top military advisors seated around him, including Joseph Ramsey, the Secretary of Defense. Spread out on the table were documents and photographs of several individuals. 

“Here is what we have so far, sir,” said one of the generals. “In addition to Chloe Grant, there’s also the one from Chicago, Callum King. And then we’ve got these six who make up the team Vanguard.”

The photos of the members of Vanguard weren’t as clear as the mugshots of Zephyr and Exemplar, as they were limited to public appearances. The general continued. “So far, we have yet to determine their identities. But we do know a few things. For one, these two,” he pointed to the photos of Zenith and Gunsmith, “do not appear to be specials. Instead, it looks like their abilities derive from technology.”

“We can also assume that due to the high level of technology they possess, they have access to some considerable resources,” said another general. “Sir, we could be looking at a group of specials sponsored by another nation in secret.”

“So it seems,” said Hayworth, considering this and tossing a glance to his Defense Secretary. He and Ramsey had carefully constructed this house of cards and now it was in danger of toppling. His primary concern was plausible deniability, making sure this didn’t reflect back on him. “We’re going to go to the Security Council, let them know the United States unequivocally supports a treaty banning the use of persons of mass destruction for military purposes.”

“What about the registration idea being floated in the House?” asked Ramsey.

“One problem at a time, Joe,” said Hayworth. “We need to arrange some meetings with our foreign counterparts. I need to speak to the other leaders individually and in private."

***

The Analyst sat in the dark, his legs folded underneath him as he rested on a pillow. The room was completely bare except for that pillow. His palms rested on his knees and his eyes were shut as he carefully controlled his breathing. He was naked and the only other thing in the room with him was a cellular phone that rested in front of him. 

The phone vibrated on the wooden floor, emitting a high-pitched ringtone. The Analyst opened his eyes and reached for the device, bringing it to his ear. “Yes?”

“It’s happening. The President is moving forward with the treaty and is now arranging meetings with the other world leaders. Everything is proceeding just as you said it would.”

“Thank you. The Master will be very pleased with your progress.” The Analyst ended the call. He entered another number and waited for an answer on the other end. “Sir, it is me. I just received word from our contact in the White House. Hayworth is proceeding with the plan. All the elements of our plan are moving into place.”

The Analyst listened as his master gave him the commands. “Yes sir, I understand. Anita Jordan needs to come over to our side. Absolutely.”

He listened again. “I have already begun looking into a power source. There is a candidate that could prove very useful for our purposes. I will begin making the arrangements.”

Again, silence from the Analyst as his master issued further commands. “I understand completely, sir. Azarov is hard at work, determining what he can. But he wants to examine King personally. I said it was out of the—are you sure? Very well, Azarov will be pleased. We also have another potential candidate, the young Chloe Grant. She could perhaps prove very useful and our ideology is one that may appeal to her revolutionary sensibilities. Shall I begin the procedure of procuring her?”

A smile spread across his face as he listened to his master’s words. “I understand, sir. Thank you, sir. Leave everything to me. My Khagan’s wish is my sacred duty.”

The Analyst ended the call and stood from the pillow. He stepped closer to the wall, looking at the image that had been painted on it, the image he stared at and meditated on every day for several hours. The bottom of the mural depicted bodies and rubble—the ashes of civilization. And rising from the center was a hand, clenched into a powerful fist.

A Red Fist.
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CHAPTER 1




About an hour’s drive outside of Las Vegas was the location of Proximo Labs, dedicated to research and development, particularly in the area of renewable forms of energy. Dr. Miriam Rowe waited at the front entrance of the facility, adjusting her black-rimmed glasses and then checking that her long red hair was held firmly in its bun. 

A black limousine slowed down as it approached the road’s cul-de-sac, pulling to a stop at the front entrance. The back door opened and a man with silver hair and a thin mustache stepped from the vehicle. Miriam smiled at him as he approached and she offered her hand.

“Mr. Palmer, I presume.”

The man smiled and his metallic eyes seemed to twinkle. He was not Stuart Palmer, but Miriam had no way of knowing that. “Yes, and you must be Dr. Rowe.” 

“I am. Welcome to Proximo Labs.” She gestured to the glass doors to the facility’s lobby behind her. “Shall we?”

Palmer nodded. “After you.”

They stepped into the lobby, furnished with leather couches and a reception desk facing the doors. Flanking either side of the reception desk were metal doors that could only be opened with the proper security clearance. Miriam pressed her thumb to the pad on one of the doors and it slid open with a hiss.

“As you can see, we take security quite seriously.”

Palmer gave a nod of satisfaction. “That’s smart. Can’t be too careful. Especially given the work you do here.”

“Work that we will be able to continue should your organization decide to provide us with the funding we need.” 

“Let’s see your progress.”

Miriam led the way down a sterile corridor. As Palmer walked past each of the rooms, he peered in through the narrow windows and saw researchers working on various projects. At the end of the corridor was an elevator. 

“Special Projects,” said Miriam. “Authorization: Rowe, Miriam.”

“Vocal authorization confirmed,” came the robotic response from the elevator. 

“Tell me more about the work you’ve been doing,” said Palmer.

“It all began with Dr. Terrence Gibson. He was working on a new kind of fusion reactor and there was an accident.”

“And where is Dr. Gibson now?”

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Palmer stepped from the elevator and looked around the massive room, deep below the ground. Research technicians were buried in their work and cables ran all across the walls and ceiling. In the center of the room stood a large, cylindrical chamber with glass walls. Past the glass was a bright blue light.

Palmer moved from the elevator down the staircase to the floor of the facility. Miriam placed a hand on his shoulder and he turned to see she had donned safety goggles and handed him a pair. Palmer pulled them on and stared at the bright light in the tube.

Miriam went past him and approached a technician who sat at a console. She looked at the energy readings that appeared on his screen. “Charlie, am I reading this right?”

Charlie nodded. “Yeah, he’s been absorbing a huge amount of energy.”

“‘He’?” asked Palmer.

“Lower the input, Charlie,” said Miriam.

Charlie did as she said, entering a few commands on his keyboard. The light dimmed and though it was still bright, the vague outline of a man could now be seen in the chamber. 

“That’s Gibson,” said Miriam. “The theory is that the reactor had some reaction with Gibson, transforming him into this. What we’re looking at here is a man who can act as a human conduit.”

“We’ve exposed him to different types of energy and he seems capable of absorbing anything we throw at him,” said Charlie. “But what’s really interesting is he can then release that power as a unique form of energy we’ve never seen before.”

“If we can figure out how his abilities work, perhaps even replicate them, then we may have a source of unlimited clean energy on our hands,” said Miriam. 

“So I see…” said Palmer. 

***

Terrence Gibson gasped for breath inside the tube. When Charlie lowered the input he finally had a chance to get his bearings. He looked down at his body. His skin was luminescent, giving off a blue light. Other than that, he was completely naked. The hair that once lined his arms, chest and legs was now completely gone, burned away by his transformation.

For weeks he’d been locked in here, ever since the accident. Charlie, that little sycophant, blindly did whatever that witch Miriam told him to do. Gibson had been bombarded constantly by different forms of energy, and it basically passed through him. But little by little, he’d found he could exercise some degree of control over it. More than that, the energy had begun empowering him—he’d been stockpiling it.

Gibson placed his hands on the glass, concentrating. He focused the energy building inside him, directing it towards his palms. Auras appeared around each hand, glowing along with his eyes. The glass softened, and alarms in the facility went off. 

“What’s going on?” Gibson heard Miriam ask.

“I-I don’t know,” said Charlie. “He’s doing something.”

The glass changed color, becoming a bright orange-yellow. The spots where Gibson’s hands were liquefied and his hands passed through. The holes grew larger until the hole was big enough for Gibson to step through. 

Screams erupted inside the room. Gibson couldn’t help but smile at the fear they all had in their eyes when they looked upon him. He saw one of the technicians going for the elevator and his eyes crackled with power. Beams flew from his eyes, striking the technician through the back and causing him to fall to the ground, dead. Another technician ran for the security phone and Gibson extended his hand, a burst of energy firing from his palm and vaporizing the man.

Gibson brought his legs together, rising above the ground and hovering up to the lab’s high ceilings. He stared down at the people trembling in a panic, but his gaze focused on Miriam.

“You thought it’d be so simple, didn’t you, Miriam? Thought you could treat me like trash, then use me as your personal little lab rat.”

Gibson lowered himself so he was within arm’s reach of Miriam. He grabbed her, wrapping his bio-luminescent fingers around her throat, and pulled her so her face was inches from his. 

“And to think, this could all have been avoided if only you weren’t such an ice queen,” he hissed. 

Miriam tried to maintain her composure, even in his grip, but her eyes betrayed the fear that she felt. And Gibson could see it, too.

“Don’t worry, Miriam. I won’t kill you,” he said, then added with a smile, “Not until I’ve determined that you’ve sufficiently suffered for humiliating me.”

“D-Dr. Gibson!”

He spun his head and saw Charlie standing to the side, his hands held out in a gesture of capitulation. “Please don’t hurt Dr. Rowe.”

Gibson scoffed. “Oh Charlie, Terry Gibson’s dead. This bitch saw to that!” He threw her at Charlie, the two of them tumbling as they hit the ground. Gibson’s eyes crackled with the raw power burning within him. “Call me Lucent.”

***

As soon as Gibson burned through the glass, Palmer took cover. He slid under one of the consoles, hiding down there and watching while Gibson took out his rage. But the man who had convinced Miriam he was Stuart Palmer saw in Gibson an opportunity. Assuming, of course, he could manage to get out of here alive. 

Palmer took his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed. When he heard a voice on the other end, he whispered his response. “I’m at Proximo Labs and there’s a situation. We’ve got a rogue special, one that will be very beneficial for our cause. But first he has to be taken down. Get them here now.”

He paused and listened for the response. The person on the other end was stone-walling him. “I don’t care if it compromises your position. You know who we work for and you know what will happen if you cease to be useful. Doesn’t matter what you have to tell them to get them here, but we need them.”

There was a brief pause and then the voice on the other end came back, speaking with a degree of fear. When Palmer heard the response, he smiled.

“That’s better. Now hurry. Proximo is a very useful resource for us, but not if this bastard destroys it.”

***

The Atlas sat deep in the Adirondacks, named after its former classification—an Atlas F ICBM missile silo. Now decommissioned, it had since been converted into the base of operations for the team of specials called Vanguard.

The missile bay doors rose, but what emerged wasn’t an ICBM. Instead it was a state-of-the-art aircraft, christened the Icarus. The VTOL thrusters activated, raising the plane into the air. The doors shut once the craft cleared them and when the Icarus rose high enough above the mountains, the rear thrusters engaged and the plane shot off into the horizon.

Inside the cockpit, Zenith sat at the controls, his computerized brain analyzing far more data than any pilot was capable of. The android turned to his right, where the team’s leader, Gunsmith, sat in the co-pilot’s seat. 

“Course locked on, we will arrive in Nevada in short order.”

“Good. Let’s brief the others.” Gunsmith spun his chair around and unhooked the seat’s criss-crossing harness. He stepped around a partition that separated the cockpit from the cabin. Zenith followed him to the area where the members of the team sat strapped in the seats facing him.

“We finally gonna find out what this is all about?” asked Wraith.

“Sorry about the rush, but we didn’t have much time for a briefing. Seems time’s of the essence on this mission,” said Gunsmith. “Colonel Thorne’s standing by, he’ll tell us what it is we’re walking into. Zenith?”

Zenith gave a nod and issued a quick wireless command that activated the monitor on the partition. Both Gunsmith and Zenith stepped to the side and the face of Colonel Leonard Thorne, broadcasting from within Atlas, appeared on the screen. 

“Team. Apologies for pushing you into action without a proper briefing. We’ve been informed that there’s a situation at Proximo Labs. It’s a research facility specializing in alternate forms of energy. From what we’ve been told, there’s apparently a special terrorizing the staff. Once we got word, I thought it best to dispatch you immediately to try and contain the situation.”

“You mean this special is going on a rampage right this second?” asked Paragon. “How’d you find out so quick? Did someone manage to get to a phone?”

“That’s the extent of what I know,” said Thorne.

“What kind of special are we facing?” asked Gunsmith. 

“All I know is that it’s apparently a powerful one,” said Thorne.

Wraith huffed. “This is all sorts of vague, Thorne.”

“I know, and I wish I could tell you more.”

“We’ll find out for ourselves soon enough. We just have to be ready for anything,” said Gunsmith. “Standard operating procedure: Zenith, Paragon and Sharkskin are our heavy hitters, so they’ll distract the special. Wraith, Shift and I will work on getting the lab staff to safety, try and contain any fallout.”

“Watch yourselves out there and contact me once you have some new information,” said Thorne. “Atlas out.”

The screen went black. Gunsmith stepped in front of the monitor and faced the team. A small flap opened on his gauntlet and he hit a few buttons on the tiny keyboard, running a diagnostic check on the armor he wore. As the only human on this team, the exo-skeleton was the only thing enabling Jim Ellis to contend with the types of threats they went up against.

“This is weirder than most of our jobs,” said Wraith. “Random special goes nuts, no news coverage, but Thorne hears about it from some sources? Sound suspicious to anyone else?”

“Not particularly,” said Zenith. “Proximo Labs goes beyond clean energy. They are also involved in research and development projects for the Pentagon. Given that, it is not hard to see how the President could have discovered this situation quickly and then immediately contacted Thorne.”

“How’d this special get in there and what do they want?” asked Shift. “Think it’s a revolutionary thing, like Zephyr?”

“More likely they caught some poor bastard and started experimenting on ‘em.”

“Watch the accusations, Vaughn,” said Gunsmith, addressing Wraith by his surname.

Wraith scoffed and stood, stepping up to the team’s leader. “C’mon Jimbo, I know you want us all to think you’re Captain America, but you’ve been involved in black ops for a while. You know how this works. One day the world changes and people start developing super powers and you’re telling me that someone’s not gonna try to cut us open and see what makes us tick?”

“Hayworth issued an executive order banning the military application of specials,” said Gunsmith. 

“Right, because that’s always worked so well in the past,” said Wraith.

Gunsmith noticed Paragon move to the cabin’s rear. Not interested in getting into another argument, he bumped shoulders with Wraith as he pushed past the masked hero and walked to the rear of the cabin. Wraith scoffed and sat back down.

“I just hope this one’s someone I can hit,” said Sharkskin, stretching his arms. “Looking forward to mix it up after having to deal with Zephyr. Put me up against something I can punch and I’ll be happy.”

“Careful what you wish for, kid,” said Wraith.

When Gunsmith moved to the back of the cabin, he saw Paragon standing in the medical bay area, examining the supplies. He also saw her cringe and rub her head. “Everything okay back here?”

“What?” Paragon looked up and gave him a half-hearted smile. “Oh yeah. Sorry, I was paying attention to the briefing. Just that we got out of Atlas in such a hurry, didn’t have time to make sure everything’s set up back here. Never know when one of us might need immediate medical attention.”

“Not exactly what I meant.” Gunsmith stared at her. “You feeling okay?”

She had a brief moment of hesitation, then said, “Yeah, I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“Just…you seem a little out of it, that’s all.”

Paragon shrugged. “Guess I didn’t get much sleep last night. Still not used to the beds at Atlas.”

Gunsmith gave a cautious nod. “Okay, you let me know if anything’s up.”




















CHAPTER 2




Once arriving in the airspace above Proximo Labs, Zenith shifted the Icarus into hover mode and the VTOL jets carefully lowered it down on the roof of the large complex. Vanguard assembled in the rear cabin and the hatch opened, giving the team access to the roof. 

“Zenith, got anything for me?” asked Gunsmith, the first to disembark on the ramp with the team close behind. Zenith was the last one off the craft, silent as his sensors scanned the area.

“There is a very large energy output coming from deep below the complex,” he said.

“What kind of energy?” asked Gunsmith.

“Unknown,” said Zenith. 

“Same plan?” asked Paragon.

Gunsmith nodded and went to the edge of the roof. He reached for his belt, pulling out a rappel cable that was wound inside the compartment he drew it from, then hooked the grapple on the end to the ledge. “And be careful.”

While Gunsmith walked down the side of the building, Paragon and Zenith flew to the ground under their own power. Shift gripped the edge and she followed behind Gunsmith, her arms extending with each step. Sharkskin crawled down the side of the building, his claws burrowing into the surface of the wall.

Once they reached the ground level, Wraith was already waiting for them, having transported himself through a shadow portal. “Took you long enough.”

Gunsmith ignored the comment and reached for the holsters affixed to the thighs of his armor, drawing his teleforce blasters. The front door was covered by steel shutters.

“Not a very inviting entrance,” said Sharkskin.

“Must be a security failsafe. Once alarms went off, the building’s probably programmed to go into automatic lockdown and shut down all the exits,” said Gunsmith. “Can you tap into their network, Zenith?”

“A simple matter.” Zenith stepped up to the door and after a moment, the shutters slid up, revealing the automatic doors behind, which quickly opened. 

“Thanks,” said Gunsmith.

“I shudder to think what you all would do if something were to happen to me,” said Zenith.

Wraith blinked. “Did you just make a joke?”

Inside the lobby, the lights were all shut off, save for the emergency ones that illuminated the floor. Sharkskin sniffed the air and stepped carefully towards the reception desk, moving as silently as possible. He hopped over the desk and a cry of shock rang out. 

Sharkskin stood back, looking under the desk and seeing the receptionist huddled underneath. “Hey, it’s okay. We’re here to help.”

The receptionist took a minute before she moved, frightened by Sharkskin’s appearance. He knelt down before her, changing his appearance back into his human form. “See? I’m just a handsome guy here to rescue you.”

When she saw the brown eyes of the slender Asian man as opposed to the black ones attached to the terrifying visage of a human/shark hybrid, she relaxed and slowly moved out from under the desk. She accepted Koji’s offer of a hand to help her stand and when she turned she jumped upon seeing the rest of the team.

“You—you’re those guys from TV, right? The superheroes?” she asked.

“That’s right,” said Gunsmith with a nod. “And we need to know what’s going on.”

“I-I have no idea. The alarms started blaring, then the lights turned off and the shutters came down—”

“We’re looking for the person who’s behind this, do you know where we can find them?” asked Paragon.

“Behind it? Behind what? What’s happening?”

“You didn’t send out a distress call?” asked Koji.

The receptionist wrinkled her brow in confusion. “What distress call?”

“Never mind. The doors are open now, just get somewhere safe,” said Gunsmith.

The receptionist nodded and grabbed her purse before running around from behind the desk and then out the automatic doors. Once she’d gone, Wraith gave Gunsmith a look with a raised brow. “No distress call. Curious, huh?”

“Probably came from below.” Gunsmith looked at Koji. “Put your game face on. And don’t change your form in the field like that, it could compromise your identity.”

Koji did as he was told, his skin graying and his body gaining significant bulk. His face shifted, jaw widening and teeth growing to sharp points while his eyes turned black. “Yeah, because Koji Asano is such an international superstar.”

Gunsmith ignored the quip and faced Zenith. “Where’s the source?”

Zenith pointed to the security door. “The layout of the facility points to an elevator down this way, and that will take us to the source of the energy.” He went to it, executing a command and the door opened to give them access to the corridor. Zenith took the lead down the hall, moving quickly to the elevator that awaited them at the end. Once inside, another quick and silent command was delivered through Proximo’s system.

“System override,” said the computerized voice in the elevator and the doors shut. 

The team was mostly quiet during the descent. Sharkskin folded his arms and tapped his foot, humming the Mission: Impossible theme. Gunsmith cast him an angry look and the younger member mumbled, “Sorry.”

Paragon sidled up to Gunsmith and whispered, “You’re not usually this edgy before a mission. Everything okay?”

“Fine,” he responded back curtly. Gunsmith didn’t have to tell her the reason—it was clear to Paragon that the speed at which they were notified about this job suggested something out of the ordinary.

“You think that special is behind the energy?” Shift asked Zenith.

“Would appear logical. Proximo does work on developing alternative energy sources, but this seems far beyond their capabilities.”

“So what’s this mean about who we’re going up against?” she asked.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” said Gunsmith. 

The elevator jerked to a sudden, grinding stop and the lights inside flickered. When the elevator’s robotic voice spoke, it was garbled and faded in and out before ceasing completely.

“What the hell’s going on?” asked Wraith.

“The facility has experienced a massive power failure,” said Zenith. “I’ve lost the connection with the servers, I’m sorry.”

Gunsmith put his hands on the elevator doors, trying to force his fingers at the point where they met. “We need to get out of here. Sharkskin, give me a hand with these.”

Sharkskin stood to Gunsmith’s right, pushing his claws through the gap. Gunsmith gave him a glance and said, “On three. One…two…three!”

The two men pulled on their respective door, pushing both Gunsmith’s armor-enhanced strength and Sharkskin’s superhuman muscles to their limits. They pulled hard and the doors slowly gave way. When there was enough room between the two, Paragon stepped between them and added her own strength, helping them to push the doors apart. What they found was a wall.

“Can we get out?” asked Shift.

“Looks like it’s only got one stop,” said Wraith. 

“You can teleport us down, right?” asked Paragon.

“I could, but without knowing where we’re going, I could also put someone in a wall,” said Wraith. “Plus the strain of transporting all of you would mean I’ll be pretty useless in the fight.”

“It won’t be necessary,” said Zenith, kneeling down on the floor. “We are not far from the destination and this shaft should be empty.” He raised his right arm and the whir of machinery signaled the beginning of his transformation. Components on Zenith’s arm shifted around, reconfiguring into a cannon. “Stand back and watch your eyes.”

Zenith aimed his cannon at the floor, releasing a thin, concentrated laser. Sparks flew and the laser burned through the metal floor. He moved his arm in a circular motion, until he had drawn a perfect circle of scorched and burned metal. Zenith raised his foot above his work and slammed it into the center, sending the circle down into the shaft and creating an exit hole for the group.

“Good work.” Gunsmith hit a button on the side of his eyepiece, activating night-vision mode. He climbed through the hole and gripped one of the cables and began his descent. Sharkskin followed and then Wraith and Shift, each of them climbing down via the cables. Zenith dropped into the abyss next, his jets lowering him and the lights surrounding his robot body casting a dim blue glow over the elevator shaft. Paragon was the final one to follow, hovering down behind Zenith.

They reached the bottom of the elevator shaft in short order. Gunsmith and Sharkskin pulled those doors open as well and they were nearly blinded by the illumination. They quickly climbed out of the shaft and out onto the platform in front of the elevator.

Standing on the floor below their platform was a man with translucent blue skin, his eyes holding a brilliant azure glow and his hands crackling with power. His energy signature was the only source of light in the room and he turned away from Miriam Rowe to face the new arrivals with a grin.

“This is an unexpected interruption,” he said. “And who might you be?”

Wraith scoffed. “You been living under a rock for the past few weeks or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.” He hovered above the ground and examined the collection of heroes. “And it looks like I’m not the only one with abilities. Fascinating.”

“Yeah, real fascinating, Lite-Brite,” said Sharkskin.

The special frowned and glared at Sharkskin. The azure glow around his eyes intensified and he fired concussive optic blasts that struck Sharkskin with enough power to throw him against the wall.

“The name’s Lucent.”

“Go!” shouted Gunsmith, firing off a blast from his weapons that passed right over Lucent’s shoulder. 

The villain watched it go by and snickered. “That the best you can—”

“That was just the distraction!” Paragon flew at Lucent, delivering a punch powered by telekinetic energy, throwing him back into the cylinder that had been his prison for weeks.

“Lucent is apparently the source of the unknown energy I’ve been detecting,” said Zenith.

“Gee, y’think?” asked Sharkskin. 

Lucent massaged his jaw, still reeling from Paragon’s blow. He flew at her, directing the energy he’d absorbed to his body’s muscles, elevating his strength level. Once in range, he struck Paragon with a powerful jab in her chest that knocked the wind from her. With her concentration broken, she lost control over her flight and fell, but Sharkskin moved quick to catch her.

Zenith rocketed up to Lucent’s level, raising his cannon and cutting loose with powerful teleforce blasts. Lucent dodged the first few blasts, but Zenith’s next volley tagged him. Lucent felt no pain from the energy, though. Instead, he felt a surge in his own power. Just as he had when he absorbed the energy of Proximo Labs. 

“Thanks for the recharge!” Lucent held up his hands and the azure glow around his body brightened. Beams shot forth from his palms. Lucent followed up with more blasts. 

Zenith tried to evade Lucent’s attacks, but the blasts came so fast and at such a high frequency that it was difficult for him to match the speed. He was struck a few times by them, and diverted power in his systems to his shields, trying to repair any damage that Lucent had already caused.

Sharkskin rejoined the fight, jumping high enough to grab hold of Lucent’s ankle and pull him down to the floor. Sharkskin landed beside his prone form and took Lucent by the legs, swinging him around until he flung the villain through the open doors of the elevator shaft. 

“I’ve been analyzing his attacks,” said Zenith. “It seems he can redirect the energy he absorbs either as force beams or to enhance his own strength.”

The shaft lit up with a blue light cast over it. Lucent rose up in the center of the shaft and hovered through the open doors. He held his arms out to the sides, palms open, and rapidly brought them together. When he clapped, waves of concussive energy spun off from his hands, flying across the room and throwing the three specials for a loop.

***

“How do we get them out of here if the elevator’s not working?” asked Shift. “Wraith can’t teleport them all.”

Gunsmith spotted Miriam with Charlie helping her up. She was the woman Lucent had been threatening when they arrived, meaning she was likely a person of significance. He ran to her. “Is there an emergency exit?”

“What are you doing here?” asked Miriam. “Who sent you?”

“Dr. Rowe, they’re trying to help!” said Charlie.

“Listen to your friend, ma’am,” said Gunsmith. “Now there must be an emergency exit around here somewhere.”

“This way!”

Gunsmith looked up and saw the man with slicked-back silver hair and thin mustache. He stood in a far corner and pulled open a hidden door. “There’s a ladder through here that leads to the main floor.”

“How did he—” Miriam began, but Gunsmith cut her off.

“Get over there now!” he shouted. 

“Gunsmith, over here!”

Gunsmith looked towards the sound of Wraith’s voice. He pointed at the exit and said to Miriam and Charlie, “Go! We’ll handle Lucent!”

Gunsmith ran to Wraith’s location where he knelt by an unconscious technician. Wraith looked up at the leader. “This guy’s not even capable of standing, let alone climbing up a ladder.”

“You can’t teleport him, can you?” asked Gunsmith.

“I don’t know where that ladder leads or how far up it goes. If I’m wrong about the space, we could end up in the floor, in a wall, anything. I’d have to climb up there myself first and then come back down.”

“Shift!”

The teenage shapeshifter ran over to them, kneeling beside Wraith and Gunsmith. “What is it?”

“Can you get this guy upstairs?” asked Gunsmith. 

Shift looked at the technician. He was a thin guy, so probably not too heavy for her. A slow nod indicated her agreement. “I think so.”

“Good, do it,” said Gunsmith. “Then get back here right away.”

Shift’s arms extended, wrapping around the man several times until he was firmly in her grasp. She stood, straining slightly with his weight. Wraith placed a hand on her shoulder. “Sure you got this?”

“Yeah, help the others.”

Once Shift took the unconscious technician towards the exit, Gunsmith drew his blasters and opened fire on Lucent. The energy attacks were quickly absorbed by the former scientist, but it did get his attention. A disc of pure energy formed above each of his hands and he whipped his arms forward, the discs slicing through the air with remarkable speed. Gunsmith’s suit not only enhanced his strength, but his speed and agility too. He jumped forward, somersaulting over the first disc. But the second curved on Lucent’s command and Gunsmith raised his gauntlet to protect his face. The disc sliced into the suit, exposing sparking circuitry. 

Gunsmith’s suit flashed warnings over his retina, informing him that the suit’s integrity had been compromised. That warning proved just enough of a diversion for neither Gunsmith nor the suit to detect Lucent’s next energy blast directed right at his head. 

A flat, dark circle appeared in front of Gunsmith’s face, the edges lined with an ebon energy trail. The blast harmlessly flew through the portal Wraith had created. Gunsmith shot a questioning look at his teammate. “Thought you needed shadows to make those things?”

“New trick, too bad I can’t make ‘em bigger,” said Wraith. 

Sharkskin grabbed Lucent from behind with burly, gray coming up under Lucent’s armpits and locking his hands behind the villain’s neck in a nelson hold. Lucent flew back, slamming Sharkskin between him and the wall. He pulled away and then flew up, flattening Sharkskin against the ceiling next. Lucent repeated that tactic a few times, and the changeling’s grip began to weaken.

Sharkskin tried to hold on as long as possible, though—long enough for Paragon to fly at Lucent and pummel his face and chest with her fists. With each blow, Lucent felt his strength wane, the energy that had given him the initial upper hand quickly fading. Worse yet, Vanguard now seemed to be onto his tactic and avoided using their blasters, instead concentrating on their bruisers to deliver the necessary attacks. He summoned up what energy he still had left, and channeled it through his entire body, glowing brighter.

Sharkskin began to feel the pressure of Lucent’s power, and what was worse, the special steadily grew hotter. Although Sharkskin’s tough skin could withstand high temperatures, Lucent had pushed him to his limit. Even Paragon had trouble maintaining her blows with the combination of the blinding light and Lucent’s rapidly-expanding aura of heat.

With a magnificent flash, the two heroes were forced away from Lucent. His breathing was short, they were wearing him down, little by little. And that was when Wraith moved in for his attack, unleashing a double-fisted burst of ebon power on him. 

Lucent was caught in the field, and he felt his strength quickly sapping. The disorientation was the worst of it, though, and he couldn’t concentrate very well on what was happening. “No…what is this…”

Vanguard closed in, the various members recovering from the attacks. Lucent was outnumbered and soon he would be overpowered, too. He couldn’t let them take him, not while he still had work to do. No matter what, Terrence Gibson would not allow himself to be made a prisoner again.

Lucent summoned the last of his power and flew back into the chamber he liberated himself from. His body became pure energy and he traveled through the cables, disappearing into them.

“What happened?” asked Paragon.

“I believe he has used the power lines as an escape route,” said Zenith. “I’ve lost track of his energy signature.” The robot lowered his head when he faced Gunsmith. “I’m sorry, he’s gone.”

Gunsmith grumbled under his breath and holstered his weapons. “Just perfect.”

“I will keep tracing, but if he can convert his body into pure energy, there is no telling how far he could have traveled in just a few short minutes,” said Zenith. 

Wraith climbed into the chamber and examined it, staring up at the ceiling and paying close attention to the melted glass that lined the edges. “I’m more curious about what the hell was going on here. Seems like this guy was being held against his will.”

“So what, we were fighting a good guy?” asked Sharkskin.

“Didn’t say that, just that he was being held,” said Wraith.

Gunsmith checked his damaged armor. “Zenith, can you get the power back online?”

“Now that Lucent is no longer draining it, I believe so. Within a short amount of time, I can disengage the emergency lockdown.”

“Let’s not go that far,” said Gunsmith.

Paragon landed by the team leader’s side, her inquisitive eyes fixated on him. “What do you mean? These people have been through an ordeal, we need to free them and, if necessary, get them medical attention.”

“You’re a doctor, you can assess who needs more attention than you can provide here. If there are people who need to be taken to a hospital, we’ll take care of that. But Priority One is figuring out just what the hell was going on here.” Gunsmith tapped the side of his headset. “Shift, do you copy?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” came her response over the comm-link.

“What’s the status up there?”

“People are antsy and that woman who looked like she was in charge is really pitching a fit.”

“I’m on my way, Gunsmith out.” After deactivating the comm-link, he addressed the rest of the team. “Zenith, get the power back online and get that elevator working again. Paragon, you come with me to check on the people who need medical attention. Wraith and Sharkskin, once that elevator is operational, I want you two to scout Proximo, find some rooms we can use.”

“Use for what, boss?” asked Sharkskin.

“Interrogation.”




















CHAPTER 3




Gunsmith ascended the ladder of the emergency escape with Paragon hovering below him. “You sure this is necessary?”

“Something’s not right about this place, and if Proximo was experimenting on imprisoned specials or trying to create their own, then I want to know about it.”

“Think it’s connected to the mysterious way we knew about this attack before it could become a media circus?” asked Paragon.

Gunsmith pulled himself up the ladder with as much speed as he could muster. “If you tell me you haven’t had that same thought, I’ll be forced to seriously question your common sense.”

“You’re right, there’s a lot more going on here than we’ve been told,” said Paragon.

They reached the top of the exit chute, where Miriam Rowe, Charlie, and the rest of the technicians who were trapped in the basement with Lucent stood waiting for them. Miriam wasted no time expressing her feelings.

“What is taking so long? Have you defeated him?”

“Lucent managed to escape,” said Gunsmith.

Nervous chatter erupted from Gunsmith’s statement. Questions were thrown at him from every direction, asking where he went, if he would come back, how would he be stopped, when could they leave, what sort of plan Vanguard had in mind. Gunsmith took a deep breath to calm himself and raised his hands in a gesture that, after a few moments, caused the crowd to quiet down.

“This is a very delicate matter. If we’re going to defeat Lucent, we need to know as much about him as possible. That means we’re going to need to speak with each of you individually.”

Miriam protested. “That’s not acceptable. These people should be permitted to leave immediately or be taken to medical facilities.”

“That’s why I’m here,” said Paragon.

Miriam sneered at the taller woman. “Unless your…powers…include the ability to heal by touch, I think my staff would prefer being examined by qualified medical professionals.”

Paragon folded her arms across her chest and fixed a hard stare on Miriam. “As a matter of fact, I am a qualified medical professional.”

“Unless you show some credentials, I have no way of confirming that.” Miriam addressed Gunsmith once more. “I don’t know how your people locked down this facility, but you will disengage it immediately. If not, then—”

“Then what?” asked Gunsmith. 

Miriam had no response to that.

“This is not the first time we’ve dealt with this kind of threat, Dr. Rowe. We will stop Lucent, but first we need to know as much about him as possible. So the sooner you and your staff cooperate with us, the sooner we all get out of here. Is that understood?”

“Dr. Rowe, maybe we should—” began Charlie, but he was quickly cut off by Miriam.

“You have no authority here, you can’t just take over a private facility like this and make these demands. This is…this is a hostage situation!”

A snicker broke the harsh air, the source of it being the man who claimed to be Stuart Palmer. He stepped between Gunsmith and Miriam, attempting to break some of the tension that had been quickly mounting in the room.

“Dr. Rowe, these people just saved our lives. I think it’s in our best interests to cooperate with them so they can then do their jobs.”

Miriam was prepared to continue her protest, but something in Palmer’s metallic eyes flashed and she suddenly found herself thinking that he was making sense. Perhaps they should allow Vanguard to investigate this matter and cooperate, at least for the time being.

“Fine, I suppose so,” she said.

“Thank you,” said Gunsmith. “We’ll be interviewing you all separately. Once we have an area set up, we’ll begin calling you in one by one.”

***

Not surprisingly, Miriam was among the first called into the interrogation rooms. Several offices on the ground level of the facility were commandeered by Vanguard, and Miriam now sat behind the desk of some low-level employee she’d never heard of and couldn’t care less about. Gunsmith stood in front of the desk, staring at her. In the corner of the office behind her, the man known as Wraith had his arms folded and leaned against the wall.

“Are you ready to tell us about Lucent?” asked Gunsmith.

Miriam said nothing, just stared defiantly at Vanguard’s field commander.

“Was he a prisoner?” asked Gunsmith. 

No response.

“Did he work here? Did you create him? What sort of experiments were you conducting down there?”

No matter what Gunsmith asked, Miriam remained silent as the grave. He bent over and leaned towards her, resting his hands on the surface of the desk. She stared right into his blue eyes, her face reflected in the translucent yellow plastic of his eyepiece. 

“It’s in your best interests to cooperate with us, Dr. Rowe.”

“Proximo Labs is a private research facility that performs highly classified work for the Department of Defense,” said Miriam. “As such, I am not at liberty to disclose any information about what we do here. I should also add that you are trespassing on private property. Unless you have some sort of documentation from a law enforcement agency granting you jurisdiction, you are breaking the law and I do not have to answer any questions.”

“You’ve got one hell of a cheek, lady,” said Wraith.

“I know my rights,” said Miriam, looking out the corner of her eye in Wraith’s direction. 

Wraith moved closer to her, his eyes becoming opaque and black. Strands of dark hair hung over his face and his mouth was hidden by the mask that covered his jaw. “Do you really think we’ll let some uptight bitch threaten the safety of God-only-knows how many people?”

“That sounds like a threat.” Miriam pivoted the swivel-chair towards Wraith. “Please tell me, what is this transparent attempt at intimidation supposed to accomplish? Do you think I will simply be so terrified of some freaks in Halloween costumes that I will violate my non-disclosure agreements and put my occupation in jeopardy?”

“And why would talking to us be a violation?” asked Wraith. “Your company have you doing something that they don’t want anyone to know about?”

“It’s none of your concern. You are not cleared for this kind of information.”

Wraith stuck a finger in her face. “You’d better tell us what we want to know before I—”

“Before you do what?” asked Miriam. “Should you lay a hand on me, I will pursue you to the full extent of my ability. I will not be bullied, not by you or any other members of your little freak show.”

“You are really working my last—”

“Wraith!” Gunsmith’s harsh tone and loud voice drew Wraith’s attention. The blond-haired leader gestured out to the hall and stepped towards the door. Wraith huffed and followed him into the corridor, shutting the door behind him.

“This is a waste of time,” said Gunsmith.

“She knows something,” said Wraith.

“Obviously, but she’s not going to talk and you’re not going to do anything to hurt her. We need to go about this another way.”

“How’s that?”

Gunsmith looked at the door. He glanced around the hall and saw several other doors. Each one had a member of the team with one of the technicians from the lab, with the exception of Zenith, who continued his efforts to locate Lucent’s power signature from the Icarus. “Just let her stew for now. Let’s see what the others can come up with.”

“Guess you spy types aren’t as good at interrogation as your hype would have us believe,” said Wraith.

“Actually, I have something in mind,” said Gunsmith. “Tell Shift I need to speak to her.”

***

Proximo had a small break room with a refrigerator, water cooler, and a coffee maker that sat upon a counter attached to a sink. When Wraith entered the break room, he saw Shift and Sharkskin waiting there. Sharkskin had transformed back into his human form and they both held steaming mugs. 

Wraith sniffed the air. “That coffee I smell?”

“Koji made some,” said Erin with a nod from the round table she sat at in the center of the room.

Koji stepped aside from the coffee machine and Wraith took a cup from the counter and filled it with the fresh brew. He removed the mask from his jaw and sipped the drink, leaning against the counter.

“You get anything from her?” asked Erin.

“Nah, she’s a pain in the ass. But we figure someone else must know something,” said Dom. “You get anything?”

“All I had to do was step into the room in my Sharkskin form and the guy suddenly came down with a case of word-vomit.”

“Really? You get anything useful?”

Koji flashed a grin. “Not unless you think the affair he’s having with the nanny to be a matter of national security.”

“That depends, is the nanny threatening to wipe out the planet?”

“Somehow I doubt it,” said Koji. “The wife will probably crush his balls when she finds out, though.”

Dom looked to Erin. “What about you?”

Erin gave a shrug. “I spoke to that Charlie guy, but he wasn’t saying much. Thought he might say something given that he seemed pretty cooperative before, but I guess I was wrong.”

“Yeah, well Gunsmith’s got an idea. Something he needs you for.”

“Me? For what?”

Dom was about to tell her that he knew nothing further, but he heard footsteps from outside and could see who approached the open break-room door. “Ask him yourself.”

When Gunsmith entered, he glanced around at the way his team seemed to relax in the confines of the room and fixed his mouth in a scorn. “Comfy?”

“Just takin’ a quick coffee break, boss.” Koji used his cup to gesture to the pot. “Help yourself.”

“No thanks. Where’s Anita?”

“She’s still in there with that Palmer guy,” said Erin. “Dom said you’ve got an idea?”

“Yeah, you get anything from that technician?” asked Gunsmith.

“No, I was just telling Dom he kept pretty quiet.”

“I think I know how we can get around that,” said Gunsmith.

***

In one of the many Las Vegas hotels, a power outlet in a suite sparked to life without warning. The electricity came out in spurts at first, as if there were a short, but then it arced forth and struck the carpeted floor. The electricity took form, shaping itself into a full-sized, humanoid figure. The blue hue of Lucent's skin hummed for a moment, then flickered. His reserves were drained and he found it difficult to maintain control over his energy form.

Once again he was Terry Gibson. The fight with Vanguard and his subsequent escape took a lot out of him and he collapsed, going limp on the ground. It took him a few moments before he was able to find the strength to pull himself up—even then, he had to rely on the suite's king-size bed, gripping the mattress until he rose high enough to crawl onto the comforter. 

Terry lay there for some time, just staring up at the white ceiling. He was starving, but knew that food wouldn't sate him. No, his hunger was now of a different kind. 

He knew what he had to do—he had to get back to Proximo Labs, find Miriam and then kill her slowly. First she’d taken credit for his research, which caused the people in charge to give her control over the project, and then she had exploited his newfound abilities to further her own career. 

Of course, going back to Proximo was out of the question. Vanguard would likely still be there, just waiting for him to do something like that. And that robot-looking character, he said something about being able to detect Terry’s energy signature. That meant they could likely track him, so he would have to remain incognito for the time being. He needed to find a new power source, one capable of giving him enough fuel to return to Proximo so he could finally have his revenge. And if Vanguard got in his way again, he’d have no choice but to kill them as well. 

Terry sat up and slid his legs off the bed, testing the ground beneath his feet. Confident his legs could once again support his weight, he stood and then realized something else—he was naked. Hard to remain anonymous without any clothing. He looked around the room, and in the closet he found a rolling, black leather suitcase. Terry zipped it open and dug through the clothes until he found a pair of shorts and a white shirt with VIVA LAS VEGAS printed across the front in pink letters. He gave a roll of his eyes but beggars couldn’t be choosers, so he donned the clothes. The only footwear in the suitcase were a pair of flip-flops, which would have to do for now.

Terry opened the door slowly and stuck his head out, quickly looking down both sides of the hall. No one coming—most importantly, not the rightful occupant of the room. He stepped into the hall and walked calmly to the elevator, acting like just another guest in the hotel.




















CHAPTER 4




“So, Stuart Palmer,” said Paragon, standing in front of the desk the tall, thin man sat behind. “We found no trace of you in Proximo’s employee database. Not even custodial staff.”

“Very simple answer—I don’t work here,” he said. 

“And how is it you were in the most-restricted area of the compound?”

“I’m here on behalf of some people who are extremely interested in the work being done by Proximo Labs. These are people who are very wealthy, and very powerful.”

“And what work is that? Does it have something to do with Lucent? What exactly are your employers after?”

Palmer sat back in his chair and fixed his metallic eyes on Paragon’s light brown ones. A smile spread beneath his pencil-thin mustache. “How are you feeling, Anita?”

Paragon was taken aback at the question. “What?” How did he know her name?

“Are those headaches still giving you trouble?” he asked, a flash in his eyes. “I hope they haven’t impaired your ability to prove useful to your team.”

Paragon suddenly felt a feeling of light-headedness overcome her. She tried to shake it off, leaning forward and bracing herself on the desk with her palms. “What are you doing to me?”

The Analyst rose from the chair and leaned towards her, his voice lowering to a whisper. “Those headaches are only going to get worse. That’s the problem with abilities fueled by the power of the mind. It’s paradoxically both the strongest and frailest of all the organs. I should know, I’ve had these abilities for decades.”

The entire room spun. Paragon didn’t know which way was up. She felt like she was trapped in a nightmare. When she did manage to hold herself steady enough to look at the Analyst, she realized that she had seen his face before.

“It’s you…I remember you…”

The Analyst gave her a smile. “That’s right. In Tora Bora.”

“But Tora Bora…it didn’t happen…did it?”

He gave a chortle. “That’s exactly what the Khagan wanted. To make it seem that you were crazy. No one would believe you, especially given our own powerful resources.”

At the sound of the Khagan, Paragon struggled to pin that name to a face. It sounded familiar, she knew she’d met this man before. Or at least she thought she did. 

“My, I’ve forgotten just how much I loved being inside your mind, Anita. And words cannot properly express my excitement at the prospect of doing so in the future.”

Paragon reached out, attempting to grab hold of the Analyst’s shirt, but she was so weak and disoriented that she collapsed on the desk. The Analyst knelt down so his eyes were level with hers and the only clear thought in her head was that she wanted to punch that smarmy little smirk right off his face.

“You’re very important for what’s to come, Anita. The Khagan has told me so. But it’s not yet time for us, I’m afraid. Don’t worry, though—the plan has already been set into motion and soon you will prove your worth to the Red Fist.”

***

Charlie sat behind the desk, tapping his hands rhythmically on its wooden surface. When the girl with green skin had been in here earlier, he wanted to be more helpful. But he also knew Dr. Rowe would have his balls in a vise if he dared reveal anything about the project without her express consent. Not only would she have fired him from Proximo, but she would have done her best to see to it that his professional life was left in ruins.

When the door to the office he’d been locked in opened, in stepped the hulking, gray form of Sharkskin. Charlie did a double-take upon seeing the rows of jagged teeth in the man’s wide grin and the pitch-black eyes, but he tried to maintain his composure.

“Listen, it’s like I told your friend before. I’d like to help, but I really don’t know anything. I’m just a lab tech, that’s it. Dr. Rowe is really the one you need to talk to.”

Sharkskin circled around behind Charlie. The young technician was clad in darkness as the special’s massive form cast a shadow over Charlie’s head. He could feel Sharkskin’s warm breath on the back of his neck and it made the peach-fuzz there stand at attention.

“Was told you might say that. So thought I’d bring in someone else to loosen your tongue.”

Charlie certainly didn’t like the sound of that, and he wondered just what Sharkskin was talking about. If the guy who seemed to be a cross between Quint and Jaws wasn’t who was going to get him to talk, just what did these people have in mind?

Another figure entered the room, closing the door behind. And this one made Charlie’s blood run cold, filling him with more fear than a thousand Sharkskins could generate. 

Miriam Rowe regarded Charlie from behind her glasses, the ever-present scorn something he had seen often, though had never quite grown accustomed to. She gave a slight nod and said, “I’ve agreed to cooperate with them. To tell them all about your role in this project.”

Charlie blinked. “M-my role?” He pointed at his own shocked face. He turned his head, acknowledging Sharkskin out of the corner of his eyes. “She’s lying! This is all her doing!” He pointed a finger at her.

“Enough, Charlie,” said Miriam. “They know the truth.”

“The truth? No, no! Look, the truth is Dr. Gibson was testing out some new fusion reactor, but something went wrong and he became that—whatever that was! Then she—” He jutted his finger towards Miriam to accentuate his point. “—She trapped him in that machine! Said she wanted to see what he could do, was more interested in how much money he could make for the company, and how far he could advance her own career!”

“That so?” Sharkskin placed a firm hand on Charlie’s shoulder and leaned forward, his teeth now inches from the technician’s ears. “So did you create Lucent or not?”

“No, we couldn’t just…create…something like that. She said she thought he must be like you. That the accident just…triggered something.”

“And then she chose to imprison him,” said Miriam. 

Charlie paused when he heard her speak in the third person. He then noticed she wasn’t looking at him at all, but rather at Sharkskin. “What is this?” He looked at Miriam. “You—you’re not her, are you?”

“Miriam” gave a smile and her pale skin took on a green hue. Her eyes became yellow and her entire body—including her clothes, hair, and glasses—all took on a clay-like consistency, moving around and reshaping until Charlie realized just what his previous interrogator’s power really was.

“You’re a shape-shifter,” he said. “That’s…that’s amazing!”

“Thanks for your cooperation, Charlie,” said Shift. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“No, no wait!” Charlie rapidly shot to his feet, but Sharkskin forced him back into the chair. “You can’t—I didn’t know! Miriam, she’ll crucify me for this!”

“You screwed yourself over once you locked that guy up,” said Sharkskin. “Now how about you tell us everything there is to know about him?”

***

The Analyst stepped out of the office used for his interrogation, with Paragon following him. Gunsmith, waiting in the corridor, took notice of the exit. He stepped forward in protest.

“Whoa, hold on, what are you doing?”

“It’s okay, he doesn’t know anything,” said Paragon. “He’s just some investor who was here to take a tour of the lab.”

“A tour of a highly-classified lab?” asked Gunsmith, never removing his gaze from the Analyst.

“Trust me, I was in there with him for a good hour,” said Paragon. “He doesn’t know anything.”

“No one leaves, not until we’ve discussed it.”

“If I may…”

Gunsmith and Paragon faced the Analyst as he stepped closer, giving Vanguard’s leader a warm smile. “I agree with your position. Even though I have no involvement with whatever Miriam Rowe was doing here, protocol must be observed. So I am more than willing to remain in your custody for as long as you require…Lt. Ellis.”

Suspicion instantly came across Gunsmith’s face at the mention of his surname and his rank. But just as he was about to inquire how this strange man came about that sensitive information, a strange feeling came over him, like he was in a daze. When he spoke the next words, he felt like he was outside himself, watching someone else say them.

“No, that’s okay. If Paragon says there’s no need for you to remain any longer, then I trust her judgment.”

The Analyst flashed a smile. “She is one of the finest, is she not?”

Gunsmith grinned and looked at Paragon. “That she is.” He faced the Analyst and offered his hand. “Thank you for your time, Mr…?”

“Names do not hold the level of importance we ascribe to them, wouldn’t you agree?” asked the Analyst whilst shaking Gunsmith’s hand.

“Sounds about right,” said Gunsmith. “Again, thanks for your time.”

“I only wish I could be of more service. But I believe our paths shall cross again.” The Analyst offered a slight bow and walked down the corridor. 

Once he’d gone, Gunsmith and Paragon exchanged curious glances. Paragon peeked into the now-empty office and gave Gunsmith a look of confusion. “Was someone just in there?”

Gunsmith responded with a shrug. “Not that I know of. Come on, we need to regroup with the others, figure out just what we know about Lucent and how we should proceed from here.”

***

The team regrouped back at the Icarus, where Zenith had been throughout the interrogations, monitoring the surrounding areas for any sign of Lucent’s unique energy signature. They all gathered in the passenger bay, with the faces of Colonel Leonard Thorne and Dr. Howard McCabe—the two overseers of Vanguard—displayed on the large monitor on the partition dividing the cockpit from the cabin.

“So what is it we’re dealing with?” asked Thorne.

“Apparently Lucent used to be Dr. Terrence Gibson, who, according to Proximo’s records, was employed as a scientist researching alternative energy,” said Zenith. “I’ve uploaded the data recorded from our first encounter with him.”

“Yes, I’ve been reviewing it,” said McCabe. “Did you learn anything from the staff?”

“Few of them knew exactly what was going on,” said Gunsmith. “The project was headed up by Dr. Miriam Rowe, and it seems she was something of a harsh taskmaster. Many of the people we spoke with had some unflattering things to say about her.”

“The words ‘ice bitch’ and ‘Satan’s whore’ were thrown around several times,” added Wraith. His statement earned him some scornful looks from Shift and Paragon, but he just gave a shrug in response. “What? I didn’t think them up.”

“Rowe herself was pretty uncooperative,” said Gunsmith, continuing his report. “But Erin and Koji managed to extract some useful info from her assistant.”

“Looks like Gibson was involved in some kind of fusion experiment that went screwy,” said Shift. “Seems Rowe thought that it triggered his transformation.”

“How’s that work?” asked Thorne, turning to McCabe.

“The Event altered all of mankind on a genetic level, but the special gene is latent in the vast majority of humanity. Theoretically, his gene could have been activated through some external stimulus. We’ve just never seen it until now,” said McCabe.

“Think we’re beyond the theory stage, Doc,” said Sharkskin.

“I agree,” said McCabe. “Reviewing the data confirms Zenith’s initial analysis—Gibson is capable of absorbing multiple forms of energy, able to redirect it in a multitude of ways. And from the way he escaped, it would seem that he’s able to transmute his entire body into pure energy. But his power isn’t limitless—Gibson needs to absorb energy in order to fuel his abilities. Although he has limits, this man still may be the most-powerful special we’ve yet encountered.”

“Which explains why Proximo was so interested in keeping him as a lab rat,” said Paragon.

“Speaking of which, how’d you find out about this so fast, Thorne?” asked Wraith. “We were told about this pretty much instantly.”

“Proximo has several contracts with the DOD, stands to reason that someone in the lab sent a notice that quickly went to the Secretary, who then contacted us,” said Thorne. 

“Right. Convenient it all worked out in the nick of time, isn’t it?” The incredulity Wraith felt could be heard in the tone of his voice.

“We don’t have time for this, Vaughn.” Thorne was stern in his declaration. “Gibson is extremely powerful and extremely dangerous.”

“Proximo staff are required to undergo psychiatric evaluations once a quarter,” said Zenith. “Dr. Gibson’s suggests some anti-social tendencies. Perhaps why Dr. Rowe was promoted ahead of him to lead the project.”

“What about the staff? Should we let ‘em go?” asked Sharkskin.

Thorne gave a nod. “Go ahead and release the lockdown, Zenith. No reason to keep them chained up inside. Our main priority is Gibson. Any progress on that front?”

Zenith bent his arm and held it in front of his body. From his forearm, he generated a holographic map of the state of Nevada. There were several bright blue spots on the translucent map. “Since Lucent’s departure from Proximo, there have been some brief traces of his energy signature, but they’ve appeared randomly.”

“He’s on the move,” said Thorne.

“Indeed,” said Zenith. “The most-recent activity seems concentrated in the Las Vegas area, however.”

“Vegas, as in lots of electricity powering hundreds of casinos and brightly-lit buildings?” asked Wraith.

“We have to get the Icarus to Vegas right away, that’s likely where he’ll refuel,” said Gunsmith.

“Not so fast,” said Thorne. “From the information Zenith obtained from Proximo’s databanks, Gibson looks like he’s had a grudge against Rowe even before his imprisonment, and that means he’ll probably come after her.”

“According to Proximo’s files, the chamber used to hold Lucent was capable of directing energy into him. Perhaps the process could be reversed, to sap him of his power,” said Zenith.

“We can’t just wait for him to turn up, though,” said Gunsmith. “Especially if he’s supercharging himself as we speak.”

“There’s something else,” said McCabe. “From the data of the battle, Lucent seemed weakened by Wraith’s attack. His shadow-blasts could prove to be a significant weakness.”

“‘Shadow-blasts’?” asked Wraith with a raised eyebrow. McCabe gave a sheepish smile.

“Split into two teams,” said Thorne. “Vaughn can weaken Gibson and Anita’s our heaviest hitter, so they should go with Zenith to Vegas.”

“But he absorbs energy,” said Shift. “Shouldn’t Zen stay back?”

“I am the only one capable of tracking his energy signature,” said Zenith. “I must go.”

“Right, but hang back. Only use your strength,” said Gunsmith. “Erin and Koji, you stay back here with me. We’ll guard the facility. If Lucent does get back here, Koji takes point.”

Sharkskin cast some awkward glances about the cabin before pointing a clawed finger at his snout. “Me?”

“Your powers are physical and you’re stronger and faster than Erin,” said Gunsmith, before giving Shift an apologetic look. “No offense.”

A few months ago, Shift would have taken that offense, but she’d seen enough since they fought the Exemplar in Chicago. “No, you’re right. Koji’s a better fighter than me.”

Gunsmith continued, looking at Paragon. “I’m not much use myself. My guns use the same energy as Zenith’s cannon, so they’ll only give Lucent more power. I’ll have to rely on other means to try and fight. This means we won’t have a whole lot of options if he gets past you in Vegas.”

“He won’t,” said Paragon, although few could take solace in her confidence—herself included. 

“Release the staff, but keep Rowe locked down somewhere safe,” said Thorne. “We don’t have a whole lot of options here. Try to take him out as quickly as you can.”




















CHAPTER 5




Terry Gibson stood beneath the “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign located on the southern end of the famous Las Vegas Strip in the town of Paradise. The bright mixture of red, orange, yellow, blue, and white lights stood out—like most of the Strip—as a burst of illumination against the darkness of night. Terry closed his eyes and reached an outstretched hand for the sign, he could feel the crackle of electricity coursing into the landmark, and one by one, the lights shattered, the energy contained within arcing down to meet his fingertips. 

His eyes snapped open, now burning with a luminescent blue glow. His skin changed, an azure hue radiating from his eyelids until his entire body stood transformed by the power of the electricity. The sign went dark, its energy now fueling Terry Gibson’s metamorphosis into Lucent.

Crowds of people stopped in their tracks to view the strange sight of this iridescent man who now hovered several feet above the ground. Lucent couldn’t help the smile that played on his lips. He was a god compared to them, looking down upon them, capable of dealing out lethal judgment if he so desired.

Lucent continued hovering down Las Vegas Boulevard, and the electricity from the various hotel and casino signs blew with sparks. The power sought Lucent’s waiting form, breaking free of the glass confines that held it prisoner. Cars swerved, slamming into each other and buildings, trying to quickly turn and drive as far away from the special as possible. With the gridlock, several abandoned their vehicles and retreated on foot as fast as their legs could manage, even trampling others as they did.

Let them run, he didn’t care about their pathetic lives. He just needed the power so he could crush Miriam Rowe like the insignificant fly she now was to him. 

He continued down the street, moving rapidly, absorbing as much power as would come his way. It wasn’t long before he was hovering near the tip of the Eiffel Tower of the Paris Las Vegas hotel, and its vivid, yellow lights. Lucent drew electricity from the tower, further charging his powers. The rush was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. 

Lucent laughed, testing out his newfound powers by hurling a burst of energy at the tower’s base. One of the legs was instantly vaporized and the entire structure teetered, about to collapse. 

A blur of red and white swooped down from the night clouds, circling under the falling tower. Lithe, gloved hands that belied the power they held tightly gripped the structure and Paragon pushed, straining against the weight. The telekinetic field that fueled her strength struggled, and her head erupted with pain from the exertion.

Lucent approached her, arms crossed over his glowing chest. “You just can’t stay out of my way, can you?”

Paragon locked eyes with him, her teeth gritted while she pushed her powers—and her mind—to their limits. Like this, she was helpless against Lucent’s abilities. “I could…use some help!”

Lucent’s eyes crackled with raw force, and it was clear he was preparing an optic blast to end Paragon once and for all. But before he could fire, ebon energy engulfed his entire form. Lucent’s body seized and his mouth opened in a silent scream of agony. 

From the street, Wraith held out his arm, the energy arcing from his palm and coursing into Lucent’s form. “Let’s see you absorb that, you sonnuva bitch!”

Lucent’s body curled in mid-air, moving into the fetal position. He summoned up the strength inside him, calling forth energy from around. Electricity from everywhere in his immediate radius—cars, buildings, street lamps—blew out their housings and surged towards him. It created a feedback loop that shot into Wraith, throwing him a good fifty feet where he landed flat on his back with a groan.

Zenith arrived next, crashing into Lucent’s form from above with a shattering elbow-strike against the villain’s back, which knocked Lucent from the sky and onto one of the abandoned cars left on the street. The vehicle’s roof caved in from the momentum of Lucent’s fall, now a mass of mangled steel and shattered glass. 

Lucent shook the disorientation from him and rose back up, just as Zenith rocketed into him for another blow, this one hurling Lucent into the Bellagio Fountains. 

The robotic warrior hovered on his jets, his scanners working overtime. Lucent’s signature suddenly vanished, meaning he had powered down—either involuntarily from the attack or purposefully to avoid Zenith’s sensors. He switched to other forms of scanning, using infrared to locate the target.

The scanner blared a warning as a rapid spike of Lucent’s unique signature suddenly appeared. The water from the pool burst up as if there were a bomb beneath the surface. Lucent emerged rapidly, leaving a trail of water in his wake with a loud whoosh. His arms were pulled tightly to his sides, elbows bent and his fingers clenched into tight fists with energy auras circling them. 

“I’m getting real sick of you!” cursed Lucent before firmly clenching his teeth.

His energy readings were completely off the charts, to the point that were Zenith human, he would have seriously considered whether or not they were infinite. 

And then, he vanished. At least to the naked eye. Zenith could still detect an energy trail, one that led to a spot directly behind him. But Zenith’s reaction time was too slow—perhaps the first instance of that ever happening—and once he turned, the azure fingers of Lucent were wrapped tightly around his mechanical throat.

Lucent stared into the LED lights that served as Zenith’s eyes and squinted. “You’re different from the others, aren’t you? Not really one of us, but just a machine. A particularly advanced machine, but a machine nonetheless. And like any machine, you require a power source, don’t you?”

Zenith offered no response. Lucent’s fingers were now like pistons, crushing into his metal shell. A part of him instinctively wanted to activate his arm-cannon, but that would only increase Lucent’s strength. 

Paragon had finally managed to right the tower, but when she saw the battle, despair filled her eyes. She took off, flying towards the duo. “No!”

The ex-scientist gave Zenith a sly grin. “Yes, I can see it now, burning inside of that carapace. I wonder, what would happen to you if that energy were no longer there?”

Lucent thrust his free hand into Zenith’s chest, bursting past the armor like it were a piece of thin plaster. Zenith’s sensors went wild, warning that his armor was compromised. Lucent’s fingers moved around, drawing bits of the energy from Zenith’s core into his hand.

“Oh wow, that is some battery you’ve got!”

“D-don’t…” Those were the only words Zenith managed to squeeze out before he lost the ability to speak. His sensors went offline, and things were growing dark for him. He tried to send a last-minute warning to the others back at Proximo, but his connection was broken before he could transmit. 

And then, there was nothing.

Lucent extracted his arm from the robot’s chest and dropped the body, letting it crash into the fountain below just as Paragon arrived. Lucent flexed his arms, his skin glowing even brighter than before.

“Now that’s what I call a rush!” He cast one final look at Paragon. “Thanks for the recharge, this will come in handy when I kill that bitch.”

Lucent’s laugh echoed in the air even after he vanished in a flash of light. Paragon was briefly blinded by the glimmer, but once she blinked the spots from her eyes, she dove for the fountain. Her hands found Zenith’s form and she pulled him out, laying him down on the street and looking him over, examining the fist-sized hole in his chest. Wraith appeared by her side, looking down at their teammate. 

The LED lights that so often indicated the power within Zenith’s form were now deactivated. His eyes were completely vacant, void of whatever spark the artificial intelligence had once possessed. 

Paragon looked away and hid her face in her hand, trying to hold back the grief she felt. Wraith could not peel his eyes away from Zenith, a powerful scowl held behind his mask. His fists clenched and he felt the urge to destroy something with his rage.

But for Zenith, all that was left was an empty shell.

***

Lucent’s light-speed travel came to a sudden stop above Proximo Labs, where he hovered high above and stared down at the complex. The same place he’d devoted years of his life to, working on various physics projects. Where he’d thought his genius was finally being recognized. All until Rowe stole everything from, including his freedom. 

The clenching of his fists was involuntary, his blood boiling with rage. The surge he felt after absorbing Zenith’s essence was enough to make him feel more power than he’d ever had in his life. There was no way the surviving members of the squad that attacked him in Vegas could make it back here in time to stop him, which meant he only had to contend with whatever forces Vanguard still had.

Lucent dove for the facility, blowing through the roof with the force of a pile-driver. He’d find Miriam even if he had to level the entire complex first. With the speed he was capable of, he could search the facility in seconds, and that’s exactly the task he commenced.

***

Several floors below was another laboratory, nearly identical to the one Lucent had been kept prisoner in before, albeit much smaller. Charlie worked hard at the controls of the console, making sure all the systems were online. Miriam stood looking over his shoulder with Gunsmith standing at the elevator and Sharkskin at the emergency exit.

“We won’t have much time, Paragon said he was moving too fast to even see,” said Gunsmith, glancing over to the young technician. “Are you sure this will work?”

“Theoretically. We never really used it to try and drain the energy from Terry. And if he’s really become as powerful as you suggest, we run the risk of overloading the entire system,” said Charlie. “Still, there’s a chance it could work. You just have to get him inside.”

“Oh, is that all?” muttered Sharkskin from his position. 

A klaxon sounded in the lab. “What’s happening?” asked Miriam.

“It’s Terry, he’s back!” said Charlie. “Security alarms have been tripped!”

Gunsmith heard a faint sound from behind the elevator doors. Miriam’s curiosity compelled her to move closer to him, watching intently as he placed his ear to the metal doors. It was a rumbling sound, and it quickly grew louder. 

“Get back!” Gunsmith sprung from the doors, wrapping an arm around Miriam and pulling her with him. The pair tumbled to the ground below the platform, just in time as the elevator crashed down with a thundering boom!

Azure fingers burst through the tiny gap in the doors and pulled them apart. Lucent hovered into the chamber, glancing around the room. Sharkskin charged forward, springing up and reaching his meaty arms for his prey. Lucent fired an energy blast from his palm without even looking at his attacker, hurling Sharkskin against the metal wall with a loud clang.

“Stay behind me,” whispered Gunsmith, stepping between her and Lucent. He held a blaster in his right hand, holding it up with his targeting lens locked onto Lucent. 

When the man of energy saw the gesture, he couldn’t help his laugh. “Oh please, go ahead and shoot. I could always use a recharge.”

“Fortunately, I’ve got other tricks up my sleeve.” With Lucent distracted by the gun, Gunsmith quickly reached for a compartment on his hip and threw a small, disc-like device with three flashing red lights. It struck the ground just below Lucent’s feet and his reaction was one of complete disinterest. 

“And what’s that supposed to do, exactly?”

The flashes on the device came more rapidly and then stopped, remaining solid for about half a second before the small disc exploded, blowing Lucent back into the elevator. 

“It’s a bomb,” said Gunsmith. “But I bet a smart guy like you figured that out already.”

Lucent recovered from the attack so quickly, it was like it didn’t even happened. His scowl was proof that it did agitate him quite a bit, however. He fired a blast at Gunsmith that knocked him back, leaving a clear path to Miriam.

“Wait…we can work something out…” said Miriam, inching slowly away from her would-be executioner—and moving closer to the chamber. 

“You had your chance. Before you stole my project. Before you stole my freedom!”

Lucent was within arm’s reach of Miriam in the blink of an eye, his fingers wrapping around her throat and raising her above the ground. But then Miriam’s neck became extremely thin, allowing her to slip from his grasp.

“What—?”

By the time “Miriam” struck the ground, she had changed completely, back into the form of Shift. She threw an arm in his direction and it changed as she did, becoming a tendril that wrapped around his legs. Shift threw all her might into the next attack, hurling him into the chamber. 

“Hurry!”

Shift’s order was to Charlie, who was working furiously at the controls. But they weren’t responding to his commands. “I-I can’t! There’s a hiccup in the power, probably caused by his entrance!”

Lucent’s skin grew hotter, and Shift had to retract her arm to keep him from melting through it. She changed it back to her normal hand, but when she looked at it, it was now scorched with burn marks. 

He exited the chamber, staring down the last hero standing. The power coursing around his body cast the entire room in a soft, blue light. His eyes burned with anger, and Shift knew they were about to fire vaporizing blasts.

But then a pounding sound came from above, and a red and white figure burst through the ceiling. Paragon shot through the facility like a rocket, ending her rapid descent by connecting her fists with Lucent’s head, throwing the two of them into the ground with a magnificent boom!

Paragon raised Lucent by his throat, releasing him an instant before she delivered a strong uppercut that broke him free of gravity’s hold temporarily, sending him flying into the ceiling. Just as he was about to fall, she met him again, driving her fists into his chest and slamming him against the roof a second time. 

Lucent clasped his hands on the sides of Paragon’s head before she could score another hit and sent energy coursing through her thin body. Paragon screamed while she convulsed, pain searing her nerve endings. Once Lucent released his grip, Paragon went limp. It was only Shift’s quick action—snaring her from mid-air—that kept her from painfully hitting the ground.

“You’re a tough bunch, I’ll give you that,” said Lucent, his body humming with the explosive power contained within. “But I’m done playing. If I have to kill you all to get what I need, then so be it.”

An illuminating aura coalesced around Lucent’s body, every muscle in his body tensing. The members of Vanguard could see what was coming next—he would vaporize all of Proximo in order to ensure they were no longer a threat to him. And once he was done with that, all knew his first task would be to track down Miriam Rowe and kill her as slowly as possible.

The azure light brightened the entire room, but what little shadows remained served as the perfect opening for the final member of Vanguard. Wraith appeared beside Sharkskin, touching him on his massive arm. “How’s your throwing arm?”

Sharkskin gave him a perplexed look, but it only lasted for a second before he realized his teammate’s intention. Sharkskin flashed a wide, toothy grin to indicate his cooperation. He grabbed Wraith’s collar with one hand, the other reaching between the straps of his cape and taking hold of his belt. Sharkskin spun with Wraith in his grip once, twice, and at the end of the third rotation, he let go. 

Wraith flew at Lucent, whose attention came to him at the last moment. He saw Wraith’s jet-black eyes and the ebon energy swirling about his open palms just as the former thief tackled him. 

It wasn’t enough momentum to throw Lucent from his position in the air, but Wraith placed both his hands against the man’s bare, blue chest. The ebon energy went directly into that spot, flowing from Wraith’s hands. Lucent felt the pain of despair surging through him once again, but it was even worse than before. 

“This is for Zenith!” hissed Wraith, pushing forward as hard as he could with his assault. His rage at the loss of his teammate gave his ability more fuel. 

Lucent felt disoriented, like falling into a deep, dark abyss. He couldn’t tell which way was up or down, and it was as if he was floating in a sea of nothingness. 

Wraith increased his output, the blast powerful enough to separate the two men and throw them to opposite sides of the room. Lucent fell to the ground, and it only took an instant before Sharkskin was upon him, battering the man with superhumanly strong, gray fists. With each blow, Sharkskin hoped the next would cause Lucent’s head to cave in. When Paragon warned them of Lucent’s approach, she also told them what he’d done to their friend, and that was enough to drive Sharkskin into a rage that bordered on berserk. 

“Enough!” said Paragon, stepping behind Sharkskin. He held back his next strike and stood, kicking Lucent once more for good measure. Paragon took Sharkskin’s place, standing over Lucent’s body, her feet on either side of his torso. She slammed a foot onto his chest and when she removed it, she knelt down so she could finish what Sharkskin had started. 

“Paragon!” called out Gunsmith.

She could scarcely hear his words over the fury that clouded her head and the sound of her fists striking his head. Paragon wouldn’t let Lucent get away with killing one of their own, no matter what the consequences to herself were.

“Paragon, that’s enough!” shouted Gunsmith, raising his voice even more as he moved closer to her. Paragon had trouble restraining her blows, and delivered more, beginning to feel her eyes water. She clasped her hands together and raised them above her head, prepared to deliver the final, killing blow.

Gunsmith’s armor-powered arm grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back. Paragon spun to him, her face contorted in anger. Gunsmith maintained his stoic, stern expression, and Paragon felt like a cloud began to lift from her eyes. She blinked and looked down at her foe’s battered body. 

“The chamber, get him inside,” said Gunsmith. 

Paragon stared down at Lucent, still feeling the temptation to just kill him right here, right now. But her logical mind took control of the wheel again, and her tight fists slowly unclenched, the fingers still tense and bent, craving blood. Still she kept her composure and knelt down, lifting him in her arms. She hovered towards the chamber and tossed him inside. 

“Charlie, do it,” said Gunsmith.

The technician had taken cover beneath his console, now slowly coming out. Once he saw Lucent inside the chamber, struggling to stand, he leapt into action and went to the controls. Charlie’s fingers danced across the keyboard as quickly as possible. 

The glass tube sealed Lucent inside the chamber. He futilely pounded his fists against the clear prison, but it was for naught. Charlie entered a few more commands and activated the machinery. 

Lucent glanced around the chamber nervously, and then the bright lights came on inside. As the sound of the machinery rose to a deafening crescendo, Lucent felt like he was being pulled in several directions at once. He grew weaker with each passing second, soon not even finding the strength to stand and he collapsed in a helpless pile on the floor of the chamber.

The azure hue to his skin faded, leaving a pinkish one in its place. Terry Gibson’s eyes returned to their normal, brown color, but soon, those were hidden by eyelids that became too heavy for him to hold up. Darkness finally swallowed him and he was left unconscious. 




















EPILOGUE




Zenith’s inert, robotic body lay splayed out on a gurney in Atlas’ infirmary, his Vanguard teammates surrounding the form he occupied until recently, along with both Colonel Thorne and Dr. McCabe.

Erin placed her hand on his metallic chest, her other clasped over her mouth. Her yellow eyes were filled with tears and she suddenly tore herself away from the body, burying her face in Koji’s chest. He laid a gentle hand on the back of her head, his free arm wrapping around her. Koji’s own eyes were clamped shut, not wanting to believe what he had seen.

Anita stood across from them on the other side of the gurney, a fist held over her mouth and an arm wrapped around her abdomen. “I saw the whole thing. Lucent just…absorbed everything that was inside of Zenith.”

“We should be able to start him back up, right?” asked Jim, not able to tear his eyes off the gaping hole in Zenith’s chest created by Lucent. “I mean, he’s just a robot.”

Erin pulled away from Koji and shot an angry glare. “Shut up!” Spittle flew from her mouth, striking Jim on his face, which he wiped away with a hand. “He was more than just a robot! He was our…our friend…” She turned her back to Jim, hugging herself.

Jim’s eyes fell to his feet. “I know…I didn’t mean—”

“We know,” said Thorne, rubbing his silver mustache with thumb and index finger. “

“He’s got a point, though,” said Dom. “If Lucent drained his power source, then we just give him a new one. Fix him up, right?”

Thorne sighed with a shake of his head. “Not that simple, I’m afraid. Even now, decades after he first awoke, no one really knows how Zenith was created in the first place.”

“Seems there’s a lot we don’t know,” said Dom. “Maybe too much.”

Thorne’s eyes narrowed at the former thief. “Is that directed at me, Mr. Vaughn?”

Dom met his gaze without hesitation. “You bet. How’d you find out about Proximo so fast?”

Thorne huffed. “I told you already. Proximo had connections with the Defense Department. We were notified by the Secretary as soon as word reached him of the attack.”

Dom defiantly folded his arms across his chest. “Not. Good. Enough.” He pointed a finger at Zenith’s body. “We lost one of our own today!”

“You think I wanted this?” spat Thorne. “I worked with Zenith for years, knew him better than you! Better than any of you! So spare me your self-righteous bullshit, because I am definitely not in the mood!”

“Okay!” The voice belonged to McCabe, and held a more commanding tone than anyone in the infirmary had ever heard from the geneticist. “I understand we’re all very upset. What happened to Zenith, it was…senseless. But we’re not use to anyone squabbling like this.”

Dom shook his head, his steel-gaze on Thorne never faltering. “To hell with this, to hell with all of this. I’m sick of your shit, Thorne.”

“Then go.” Jim’s voice was measured and calm in his declaration. “McCabe’s right, we have more important things to worry about than fighting amongst ourselves. And if you don’t want to be a part of this, Vaughn—if you’re not willing to be a team player—then just get the hell out of here.”

Dom met Jim’s stare, then followed with a look at each of his teammates before ending where he began—on Thorne. “Fine by me. Never wanted to be here in the first place. Go ahead and sic your dogs on me, Thorne. Won’t be able to find me again.”

He pivoted in a huff and marched out of the infirmary. Erin moved to the door, but Koji laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, let him go. He just needs some time.” He looked down at Zenith’s body. “Maybe we all do…”

“That’s not a bad idea,” said McCabe, looking at Thorne sympathetically as he spoke. “It’d probably be best for everyone to take some time off.”

Thorne was hesitant to respond, but then finally acknowledged it was the right thing with a simple nod. “He’s right.”

Jim and McCabe were the first to leave the room, followed by Koji. Erin, Anita, and Thorne remained, still staring at the body. 

“Do you…do you think he was scared?” asked Erin.

Anita’s concerned eyes fell on the younger girl. She’d seen death while serving in Afghanistan, watched the life of people she was trying to save slip away. But for Erin, this was likely her first encounter with death. At least on such a personal level. She circled around and wrapped her arms around her teammate.

“He was trying to save lives. Doing what we all came here to do.” Anita placed her finger beneath Erin’s chin and softly turned the girl’s head up so they could make eye contact. “He died a hero. Don’t ever forget that, or how much we all meant to him.”

Erin’s lower lip quivered. She turned away, trying to hide her eyes. “I’m sorry, I think I just need to be alone…”

“Go on.” Thorne’s tone had softened considerably from earlier. When Erin left, it was only Anita and himself who remained behind. He looked to her. “That was nice, what you said.”

She leaned over the body, resting her hands on the gurney. “You know, earlier today, Zen said he wondered how we’d get along without him.” She lowered her head, her voice wavering. “I guess now we’ll have to find out…”

“We’ll manage. We always do.” Thorne patted her shoulder and turned for the door. Anita’s voice stopped him from walking out, though.

“He said he was going to help me.”

“How so?” asked Thorne, his back still to her.

She stood upright and stared at Thorne. He could feel her eyes burrowing into his back. “Said he was going to help me find out just what the Red Fist is.”

Thorne gave a sigh. “I already told you, I haven’t been able to find any information about them.”

“I know they’re out there. Now more than ever.”

That caused Thorne to turn towards her. “What do you mean?”

“I-I can’t explain it,” said Anita. “I feel like I know something about them, like something happened today. But it’s like a dream you forget the instant you wake up.”

“Get some rest, Anita. We’ll get to the bottom of this, I promise.”

He left her alone in the infirmary, still staring at Zenith’s vacant face. “I wish I could believe that…”

***

Terry Gibson’s eyes fluttered open. He was still locked in the chamber, but it was in a different place. A room he’d never seen before, with monitors displaying his vitals and energy output. He tried to activate his powers, but found nothing happened. The lone door opened and in walked the man with silver hair and a thin mustache.

“You,” said Gibson, narrowing his eyes. “You were at Proximo. Who are you?”

“You may call me the Analyst,” he said. “And I have someone who very much would like to meet you.”

The Analyst turned towards the door and in the light from the outside hall, a silhouette appeared in the frame. He was tall and well-built, with a freshly-shaved head. When he entered, Gibson studied the man’s form intently.

He was clothed in red robes with gold trim, hands clasped behind his back. There was a strange presence to this man. What Gibson found odd was the man’s Fu Manchu mustache. Combined with the clothing he wore, it made the man’s white skin and western features stand out starkly.

The Analyst lowered, bowing on one knee and holding his hand out, palm up. As the mystery man stepped closer, he brushed the Analyst’s open palm and the thin man stood behind his master. Gibson watched the man with curiosity as he approached the tube, studying the special with ice-blue eyes. 

“We have it now, my lord,” said the Analyst. “The means for which to finally execute our plan.”

“And what of the woman?” The man’s voice was a deep baritone.

“She’s exactly where we need her to be,” said the Analyst.

“Excellent.”

“What’s going on here?” asked Gibson. “Who are you people?”

“You are in the domain of the Red Fist,” said the man, a sly grin spreading over his face. “And you may call me the Khagan.”




















#5 - RISE OF THE RED FIST




















CHAPTER 1




The team leader stood on a ridge overlooking the government facility, covered in a red and black suit of armor. The translucent device over his right eye transmitted all known information about the compound—the location of the guards stationed outside, the distance it would take before they would trip any alarms, and how close he would need to get to land an accurate shot on any of them. 

“There it is,” he said to the rest of the team, keeping his voice low. He looked at the latest addition to his organization, a young man with dark skin and a thin layer of black hair with matching beard. “How close do you need to get to do your thing?”

“A lot closer, I need to make physical contact to communicate with the base’s systems,” said Lee Parker. 

“Don’t worry, we can take care of the defenses,” said another member of the team. She was dressed from head to toe in white with a matching leather overcoat and an ivory helmet concealing her face. “That’s why you brought us, isn’t it?”

“You sure we can take them, Zephyr?” This voice belonged to the youngest member of the squad, a teenage girl of nineteen dressed in a dark green uniform that clung to her body.

A yellow-gloved hand rested on her shoulder. “Relax, Fuerte.” The rest of his form-fitting outfit was crimson and his head was completely devoid of a single strand of hair, not even an eyelash. “This is what we’ve been training for, we can take ‘em.”

“Don’t get cocky, Pyre,” said the team leader. “Keep them distracted so my team can get Parker in close enough to shut down the defenses. Even with these suits, that’s a lot of guns down there.”

“We can do our job, Mills,” said Zephyr. “Just make sure you do yours.”

“We gonna sit here all night talking or are we gonna get down to action?” asked Pyre, anxious to release the flames he felt burning inside his body.

Zephyr smiled beneath her helmet. “Light ‘em up.”

Pyre grinned, climbing over the ridge and sliding down the side. Fuerte stayed close behind him and Zephyr’s winds raised her just above the ground, hovering gracefully in the rear. 

Mills gave a look to the rest of his team—four men who wore the same armor as him, each of them armed with teleforce blasters. They all felt uncomfortable going into battle alongside these specials, people powerful enough to destroy them with a thought. But it was the decree of their master and so they would follow, even if it was with hesitation in their hearts.

As Pyre approached the front gates of the facility, the guards on duty brought their weapons to the ready. “Hold it right there!”

Pyre held his arms above his head. “Don’t worry, I don’t have any weapons.”

“You’re trespassing, turn back now or we are authorized to use lethal force!”

Much to the astonished gazes of the soldiers, Pyre’s skin turned bright red, nearly matching the color of his suit. His eyes took on an orange glow, burning like hot coals. Sparks appeared on his body, turning into snakes of fire that coiled their way up his arms and forming into bright, flaming orbs in the palms of his hands. Pyre brought his arms around in a slow arc, holding them in front of him. He gave a little blow and the fireballs shot forth from his hands, striking the two soldiers closest to him and catching fire to their uniforms. They screamed and writhed in agony as the flames consumed their bodies.

“We’re under attack!” shouted another guard. He pulled the trigger on his assault rifle, but a powerful gust of wind threw off his aim, sending his bullets flying in random directions. Zephyr hovered above the battlefield, and as Pyre’s flames lit up the dry grass, Zephyr’s winds pushed them further inward.

Fuerte charged forward, moving as fast as she could. Bullets fired at her simply ricocheted off her skin, and she barreled into the fence, rending the chain-links to tiny bits of steel with her bare hands, possessing strength that certainly belied her slender form. 

Back above the ridge, Mills watched with appreciation. “They’re in, let’s go.”

His team circled around the edge of the battle, watching as the guards rushed to engage the specials. With no one guarding one end of the complex, Mills was able to blast a hole into the fence. The six men entered, staying low as they moved towards one of the entrances to the facility. 

“Parker!” Mills waved Lee towards the door. 

Lee stepped closer and examined the security. A keycard was required for entrance. He placed his hand on the slot and shut his eyes, whispering under his breath. The indicator flashed from red to green and the door unlocked with a buzz. Lee pulled it open and entered inside, the group following him into a well-lit corridor.

Mills took point, inching down the hall towards a T-junction. He kept his back flat against the wall, looking down one direction as he came closer. Mills turned the corner, holding his gun as he did and saw both paths were clear. He waved for Lee to come. 

“It’s down this way,” said Lee, pointing to the right path.

“How do you know?” asked one of the soldiers.

Lee looked back at him. “Because the door told me so.”

“The door what?” asked one of the team.

“Later,” said Mills. “Let’s move!”

The men walked with a brisk pace down the hall. “Take a left at the next corner,” said Lee and Mills followed his command. A few more turns came in the byzantine complex and down several flights of stairs before they finally came to another locked door. The security on this one was tighter, requiring not only a keycard but also a retinal scan. As before, Lee placed his hand on the keycard slot and, after whispering words that none of the others could hear, the door granted them access.

A few guards and men and women who worked as research technicians were on the other side of the door. Before they could enquire who the mysterious new arrivals were, Mills and his men opened fire on them, their blasters burning holes right through their bodies. 

Lee went straight to the bank of computer terminals. One of the technicians had slumped over the console when he died, and Lee pulled his body away without giving a thought to the life that was lost. He pulled up a chair and sat at the terminal, placing his hands over the keyboard. But he didn’t type a single command, just closed his eyes and whispered once again.

“Close the door, make sure it’s locked,” said Mills. One of his men went to the door, but it closed on its own without the need for assistance. The man tested the door just to be sure and found it was sealed.

“We’re good…I guess.”

One of Mills’ men approached his leader, whispering to him. “So what’s his deal?”

“The master said he’s a technopath,” said Mills. 

“Technopath?”

“He can talk to machines, make them do whatever he wants,” said Mills.

“Over here,” said Lee, standing from the terminal and walking over to another door at the end of the room. It opened on his approach, revealing a large, warehouse-like room with crates stacked high. “We’re looking for TS-571.”

“What is this place?” asked one of the agents.

“A storage facility,” said Lee.

“You’re kidding, right? All this security for storage?”

“You’d be surprised what the American government keeps locked up,” said Mills. “Let’s find what we’re looking for and move out to the extraction point.”

***

The Icarus—a hi-tech aircraft that served as the mode of transportation for the team of specials called Vanguard—shot through the air like a brilliant, silver blur. Developed by the artificial intelligence called Zenith, it was perhaps the most sophisticated aircraft in existence. And behind the wheel was a sixteen-year-old girl from Madison, Wisconsin with pale-green skin.

“Slow down…” muttered Jim Ellis, Vanguard’s CIA-trained field leader from the passenger seat. “Slow down, slow down, slow down!”

Erin Hastings ignored his warnings, just kept the throttle at full-speed, charging towards one of the peaks of the Adirondacks. Jim covered his face, not wanting to witness the fiery explosion he was sure this flight would end in.

Just moments before she would have struck the mountain, Erin pulled back on the stick and the Icarus made a sharp, ninety-degree turn, flying up towards the sky. She kept the stick back until the plane was upside-down, before spinning it so they were right-side-up.

“Relax,” she said. “I told you, I’ve been practicing.”

Jim parted his fingers so he could peek through them. Once he was confident they weren’t about to die, he peeled his hands away from his face. “I guess you have. You seem to have a pretty good handle on the Icarus.”

“Yeah…I guess I do…” Her voice faded, the memory of her instructor’s death still very fresh in her mind.

Jim could detect her change in tone. “I’m sorry. I know he was teaching you how to fly…”

“Ever since Chicago,” said Erin, referring to Vanguard’s first mission, taking down the special who called himself the Exemplar. “After that, he thought it’d be good to have someone else who can fly this boat.”

“He ever take you up before?”

“A few times. He’d always tell Thorne he was taking me along so I could just observe. But every now and then, he’d hand the stick over to me.” A faint smile spread over her face in remembrance. Jim couldn’t help a similar grin tugging at his own lips. 

“I’m sorry. I guess none of us really realized how important he was to you.”

Although no name was mentioned, both were keenly aware that they referred to Zenith. He located all of the specials who now composed Vanguard, determining the most-suitable candidates for the team. But in their last mission, Zenith was killed, his essence drained by the energy vampire who called himself Lucent. He left Zenith’s robotic body a cold, lifeless husk, without a single remnant of the consciousness that once inhabited it. Although the body could be repaired, the mystery of Zenith’s existence meant that it wasn’t as simple as fixing some ruined circuitry and plugging in a new power source. Zenith had a soul all his own, and that soul was now gone.

Jim fixed his gaze outside the windshield, so when he turned his head to acknowledge Erin, he nearly jumped when he saw Zenith sitting in the pilot’s seat.

“Jim? You okay?” The style of speech was Erin’s, but the voice was eerily similar to Zenith’s. She realized what she’d done, and her entire body shifted like clay, changing from Zenith’s robotic form back into the green-skinned girl Jim had become well-acquainted with over the past few months. “I’m sorry…sometimes I change into other people without realizing it…”

“And you just decided to change into Zenith?” asked Jim.

“No, it’s just…I was thinking about him a lot. And sometimes if I focus on one person too much, my powers kind of go into auto-pilot and change me into that person.”

“It’s okay,” said Jim. “Look, I think that’s enough for today. Why don’t we head back to Atlas?”

Erin nodded, setting a return-course and heading back to the team’s base of operations nestled deep within the Adirondacks.

***

Above a small clearing within the Adirondacks, the Icarus shifted to hover-mode, slowly lowering towards the ground, where an abandoned airstrip and two small buildings were the only indication that anything outside of nature existed here. That was before a portion of the ground opened in quarters, revealing the entrance to what was once an Atlas-F ICBM silo. The Icarus’ VTOL jets slowly lowered the craft through those open doors, before setting down on the metal floor of the underground hangar. 

The segmented ceiling sealed itself shut while Erin and Jim disembarked from the Icarus, walking down the ramp from the rear cabin and into the hangar. Standing nearby in military uniform was Colonel Leonard Thorne, the team’s liaison with the White House, although very few people knew of that fact.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“Just fine,” said Erin, walking past Thorne and towards the elevator.

The Colonel faced his field commander with a questioning brow. “She okay?”

“She’s got it under control,” said Jim. “In fact, she’s not a bad pilot. Seems Zenith spent a lot of time training her.”

“Zenith kept me appraised of Erin’s training, so that’s not what bothers me. I’m more worried about her.”

Jim gave a sigh. “What do you want me to say? She misses him, obviously. Even turned into him while we were in the sky.”

“What’s your opinion?”

“I don’t think she’s ready,” said Jim. “And not only as far as piloting the Icarus goes, but being in the field in general. Zenith’s death hit her harder than anyone else. I really don’t know if we can count on her.”

“Unfortunately we may not have a choice,” said Thorne. “She’s the only one with anywhere near the kind of training needed to pilot the Icarus. If we can’t count on Shift, we might have to find some other way to get to where we need to be.”

Thorne strolled around the perimeter of the Icarus, admiring the plane’s sophisticated design. 

“Anita and Vaughn were able to get it back from Vegas,” said Jim, referring to the members of the team who had to command the Icarus following Zenith’s death in the field.

“That was short-range, and the course had been pre-programmed,” said Thorne. “But long-term, Erin’s the best-qualified pilot we’ve got. I suppose we should at least be thankful that things have been fairly quiet, so we can probably afford some more time to begin training the rest of the team.”




















CHAPTER 2




Deep within the mountains of Tora Bora sat the sprawling headquarters of the Red Fist. It was long-believed that the sophisticated hideouts hidden within the Afghan caves were simply speculation that was disproved. In reality, the Khagan was able to use his own connections in the United States government to help perpetuate that cover.

The Red Fist had long been content to exist in the shadows. But the emergence of the specials had opened the Khagan’s mind to new possibilities and opportunities for the revolution he’d always believed would come. As the tall, muscled man walked through the corridors of the fortress he’d built, he admired his own handiwork. By the Khagan’s side stood his right-hand man, the telepath known only as the Analyst. The men and women who saluted or bowed to show their respect were members of the Red Fist’s army, and they had only one unifying feature—the featureless crimson masks that covered their faces.

The Khagan and the Analyst moved deeper into the complex, until they came to a locked door where two Red Fist guards stood on watch. They both bowed to one knee, lowering their heads in supplication. 

“Open it,” said the Khagan and the two men rose and unlocked the heavy, metal door, pulling it open for their master. He entered the room, the Analyst a step behind him.

The large, spacious room was furnished with a comfortable bed. A desk against one wall had several computer towers beneath it, the wires running up to an array of a half-dozen monitors mounted on the stone wall. The third and final wall housed a workbench with tools and electronic parts scattered over its surface. It was here where Lee Parker sat, cobbling together the components the Khagan required.

“Mr. Parker,” said the Khagan in a deep baritone voice. “How go the preparations?”

“Fine.” Lee’s voice was curt. 

“And the plans for Olympus?”

Lee set down the screwdriver and the device he was affixing a motherboard to. “It’s coming along, okay?”

“Olympus has been launched and is in place. Our window to commandeer it for our own uses is quickly coming to a close.”

Lee gave an exasperated sigh and spun his wheeled work stool around. “I got you what you wanted, okay? Helped your people get into that facility so they could grab what they need. Correction—what you need.”

The Khagan stepped closer and a warm smile appeared on his face. “What we need, my friend.”

Lee’s eyes were filled with defiance. “No, what you need. I don’t want any part of this, never did. But here I am, working my fingers to the bone for your cause.”

The Khagan was a little surprised by the dissension. He cast a questioning glance to his most-trusted aide. The Analyst moved to his master’s side, fixing his cold, gray eyes on the young Lee Parker.

“You know your place, Lee. The Khagan simply requires what you promised you could deliver.”

Lee tried to avoid locking eyes with the Analyst, attempting to return his attention to the task at hand. The Khagan groaned in disapproval and raised his arm up across his chest. He swung it, striking a fierce backhand against the side of Lee’s head, a blow that knocked him to the ground and sent the stool rolling across the concrete floor. 

The young man rubbed his cheek, the pain causing a continuous sting. The Khagan grabbed Lee’s wrist and pulled him to his feet, then wrapped his fingers around Lee’s neck in a steel-like grip. Lee was forced to stare into the cold, blue eyes of his captor.

“We had an agreement, Parker. Do not think you can simply back out of it now.”

The Khagan positioned himself behind Lee’s body, wrapping an arm around his throat. He held him firmly in position and Lee could do nothing to pull away. Lee instead tried in vain to keep his eyes clamped shut, but the Khagan placed his free hand on Lee’s head, pulling open his eyelids. 

The Analyst’s gray eyes remained the same to the outside world, but to Lee Parker, they took on an unearthly, almost psychedelic appearance. They swirled about, and Lee felt like he was being sucked into them. The Analyst may not have been very impressive from a physical standpoint—he was very slender and didn’t seem to have an ounce of muscle on his body beyond the bare minimum. But in the realm of the mind, he was a veritable juggernaut, capable of dominating even the strongest of wills.

Lee’s struggle against the Khagan’s iron hold grew weaker, and his body began to slacken, his arms falling passively to his sides and his eyes glazing over. When he was satisfied any further defiance was highly unlikely, the Khagan released Lee from his grasp.

“Now that you’re more cooperative, perhaps you can tell us what we need to know,” said the Analyst.

“Of course,” said Lee. He walked over to the monitor array and laid his hands on the single keyboard. He had no need to type, could simply communicate through the computers by touch. The monitors displayed images of a space station orbiting the Earth and also of a shuttle launch site. 

“The launch is set for a few days. It’s the only one happening within the next two months or so. If you want to get to Olympus, then that’s when you need to do it.”

“Very good,” said the Khagan. “And what of the crews of the shuttle and the Olympus?”

“Olympus currently houses a skeleton crew, not counting the six members of the shuttle’s crew,” said Lee.

“Is a few days enough time to complete the preparations?” asked the Khagan.

“No, but I can finish the rest of it on Olympus,” said Lee. 

“Very well. Complete as much as you can between now and then,” said the Khagan. 

“Yessir.”

The Khagan turned and stepped out of Lee’s room and into the hall. Once the Analyst followed, the guards shut and locked the metal door. Despite the room’s comforts, Lee was still being held in a cell.

“I don’t like it, my lord,” said the Analyst as he and the Khagan walked down the corridor. “If Parker needs to accompany us, that means we’ll only have room for a strike team of three.”

“Four,” said the Khagan. “I want you to remain here.”

“But…the conditioning…” said the Analyst. “What if he breaks free of it once again?”

“By that time, there will be very little he can do to stop us,” said the Khagan. “You have more important functions here. In the rare event this operation fails, I need someone I trust to remain in control of the Red Fist here on the surface.”

“I still don’t like the idea of you going up there with so little in the way of attack power, especially given the potential for…interference.”

“With the Gunsmith armors provided by our silent partner, our men will easily be able to overpower the crew of the Olympus. And we also have measures in place to deal with Vanguard,” said the Khagan. “But do not worry, my friend. There is one final element that will provide me with all the power I need.”

“Azarov,” said the Analyst. “Are you sure he can be trusted?”

“Absolutely not, but our goals align for the moment,” said the Khagan. “Check on Pyre and Fuerte, see that their conditioning is still in place. We will need them here to provide a distraction.”

***

“Dr. Azarov,” said the Khagan as he entered the laboratory of the man who had earned the moniker of the Cold War Frankenstein. 

“I must admit, my friend, you have me at something of a loss,” said Erik Azarov, turning away from his desk and the notes he was scribbling in his native Russian in a notebook. “You know my name, my history, my work—everything. And yet, I know next to nothing about you.”

The Khagan gave a huff. “Because it’s unnecessary. The man I was before is unimportant. He is long dead.” He approached Azarov, catching sight of his vague reflection in the glass orb that sat in Azarov’s left eye socket. “Only the Khagan remains.”

“I certainly appreciate the desire for reinvention. That is why you have tasked me with this particular endeavor.”

“Any progress?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” Azarov rose from his chair and strolled to a refrigeration unit. When he opened the door, waves of chilled air emerged. Azarov reached a yellowed, bony hand inside and procured a metal case. He carried it to another table where a microscope and various vials filled with blood and other liquids rested. Azarov handled the box as carefully as one might a newborn child, gently setting it down on the surface. He opened it and inside sat a single vial filled with a red substance.

“This is it?” asked the Khagan.

“For now,” said Azarov. “Given time, I can produce more, provided I still have access to the subject.”

The Khagan’s blue eyes fixed on the vial as if he were bewitched by it. “And you’re certain it will work?”

“Not a hundred per cent,” said Azarov. “I would need to test it first. Based on my calculations, however, I believe it will accomplish what you wish.”

“Excellent.”

Azarov closed the lid on the box. “But I must caution you—there is no telling what sort of side-effects it may cause. And at best, it will only prove temporary.”

“What do you need to perfect it?”

“Test subjects, and time.”

“The former we have plenty of, but the latter I’m afraid we can’t spare,” said the Khagan. “We have only a small window to begin the final phase of the plan.”

“Then a field test will have to suffice,” said Azarov. “But again, there is no telling what it will do to you.”

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take in order to see our cause succeed.”

“As you wish.” Azarov took the box in both hands and returned it to the refrigeration unit. After he closed the door, he cast a glance at the Khagan. “There is something else. Something I need to ask in order to satisfy my own curiosity.”

The Khagan gestured with his hand for Azarov to continue.

“Your friend, the Analyst.” Azarov stepped closer to the Khagan, clasping his hands behind his back. “You could have had him use his gifts of persuasion on me, force me into your cause as you have others. So why am I here of my own free will?”

The Khagan gave half a smile. “Would you believe it’s because I trust you?”

Azarov scoffed. “You are many things, my friend, but stupid is not one of them.”

The Khagan cocked an eyebrow. “Flattery, Doctor?”

“No, simply a fact based on my observations.”

“You are correct, of course.” The Khagan slowly moved about the lab, examining Azarov’s equipment. “Nothing would have pleased me more than a guarantee of your cooperation, and only the Analyst’s control could provide that.”

“So why?”

“The Analyst is very powerful, but the stronger a person’s will, the more difficult it is to subdue them for an extended period. Not many people possess the ability to resist him, but you are one of them. That, combined with your…unique physiology seems to have made you immune to his abilities.”

“Your candor is appreciated, Khagan,” said Azarov. “And I do thank you for giving me the opportunity to experiment on these specials. It’s been extremely enlightening.”

“Stick with me, Doctor, and there’s no limit to the lengths your experiments could travel.”

***

Anita woke, the sheets of her bed damp with her sweat. She threw the covers off and swung her legs over the edge of the mattress, rubbing her head. Yet another dream of the Khagan and her experiences at Tora Bora. They were coming with greater frequency.

She stood from the bed and walked out of her room, into the quiet corridor of Atlas’ living quarters. Anita took the elevator up to the kitchen area and when the doors opened, she heard the sound of the television and saw the dark room bathed in the dim glow of the monitor. 

A bald man with a thin, white beard sat on one of the couches, wire-frame glasses over his half-closed eyes and wearing a robe over his silk pajamas. As Anita approached, Howard McCabe gave a start, shaking himself from his groggy state.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you,” she said.

“No, it’s fine,” said McCabe, taking off his glasses and rubbing them on his pajama top. “Couldn’t sleep?”

Anita shook her head as she took the love-seat perpendicular to McCabe’s couch. “Bad dreams. About my time in captivity.”

“Tora Bora?” asked McCabe.

“That’s what my mind seems to think, but who knows if what I’m seeing is even real,” said Anita. “It all feels a bit surreal.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

Anita curled her legs under her slender body. “I guess I’m just wondering why now? Ever since Proximo, I’ve had these dreams almost every night. Like something was shaken loose in my mind.”

“You told the Colonel that Zenith said he’d help you find out what the Red Fist is. Maybe with his death, your subconscious is pushing those memories to the surface.”

“Maybe…” she muttered. “You once said that the strain my powers put on my mind could be responsible for what I went through, that I might have imagined the whole thing. Do you still think that’s true?”

McCabe gave a sigh. “I can’t say with any certainty. Is there anything else you remember from the dream?”

Anita could feel the answer on the tip of her tongue. She saw flashes in her mind of a tall, thin man with a silver mustache, smiling at her. But just as soon as she saw them, they were gone from her memory, leaving her with a vague sense that something was there, just out of reach.

“I don’t…no…”

“Now is not the time.”

That is what he said to her, but when did he say it? She was having a lot of trouble trying to piece it all together. The only thing she could see with any clarity was the banner with a red fist rising from the ashes of a fallen civilization.

She shook her head and looked up at McCabe. “It’s gone, just like that.”

“I’m sorry, I know how difficult this must be for you.”

“It’s just so hard to figure out what’s a real memory and what’s a dream. Or if there even is any difference.”

“If you like, I can give you something to help you sleep.”

Anita gave a smile in response. “Thanks, but I think I can manage.”

“If you say so,” said McCabe. “I’d like to run some brain scans tomorrow, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, maybe it’ll help,” said Anita. “By the way, what are you doing up?”

McCabe shrugged. “Guess sleep is in short supply these days. The first time I met Zenith, I nearly had a heart attack when I saw him. He was unlike anything I’d ever been exposed to. At that moment, I knew my life would be forever changed. So much so that now, I find it difficult to picture a life without him in it.” McCabe turned his gaze to the elevator. “Sometimes, if I had trouble sleeping, I’d go to the monitor room and find him keeping watch.”

“Yeah, me too,” said Anita, remembering a similar encounter she’d had with Zenith, the night when he revealed he was the only one who also knew about the headaches caused by her powers. “I have to admit, once I got off the elevator and saw the light from the TV, part of me expected to see Zen sitting here, scanning through channels.”

McCabe smiled and picked up the remote, hitting the OFF button. “Well, perhaps we should both try and get some sleep. Zenith may have had the luxury of avoiding it, but neither of us can claim the same.”

“Yeah,” said Anita. 

McCabe stood from the couch and stretched his arms with a loud yawn. “You coming?”

“In a bit,” she said with a smile. “I think I’d like to sit here for a few minutes before going back downstairs.”

McCabe gave a nod and walked for the elevator. Once Anita heard the doors close, she stared at the blank TV screen. What was she missing? Why couldn’t she remember anything clearly? Could her powers actually be driving her mad?

“Keep yourself together, girl,” she said to herself, and then let out a chuckle when she realized what she was doing. “Great, talking to myself now. Nothing crazy about that…”




















CHAPTER 3




The Olympus Space Station was launched a few months ago as a joint project between several world powers, among them the United States, Japan, Russia, China and the European Union. The intention was to further interstellar research and exploration while also fostering cooperation between the member countries.

Shuttles traveled to the station once a month to provide supplies and also rotate out crew members as needed. But the crew housed on this shuttle was a very different kind.

With the airlock in place and the docking procedure complete, the shuttle’s crew stepped onto the floor of the Olympus, clad in their space suits. Members of the Olympus’ crew helped the newcomers out of their suits, but were shocked when they saw who was under them.

The crimson armor worn by four of the crew members was extremely mysterious, but before any questions could be asked, the agents of the Red Fist drew their weapons and held them on the crew, who raised their hands in surrender.

A fifth was Lee Parker, who wore no armor and held no weapons. The Khagan was the sixth, but he didn’t possess the same armor as his followers. He did have a gun very similar to the ones they wielded, albeit smaller, which he drew but did not brandish at anyone.

“My friends, this station is now under the command of the Red Fist. Those who cooperate will be spared their lives.”

“What the hell is the meaning of this?” asked one of the Olympus crew. The Khagan responded to his question by firing a teleforce blast directly into his forehead, his lifeless body dropping to the ground. The rest of the crew gasped and screamed in horror at the senseless murder.

“As I was saying…” continued the Khagan, “…those who don’t will be eliminated. All of you can be replaced. We are not important in the grand scheme. What is important is what we will accomplish.”

Another of the crew members cleared his throat and the Red Fist agents turned their weapons on him. “No, wait! I just—”

The Khagan held up his free hand, palm open, and his men restrained themselves. “Speak.”

“I just want to know…what will you accomplish?”

The Khagan smirked and approached the crewman, resting a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll see, very soon. Bring in the cargo.”

The Red Fist agents kept their weapons brandished for a few more tense seconds before holstering them and carrying in the crates they brought. The Khagan cast urging looks to the Olympus crew.

“What are you waiting for? They could use some help.”

The crew scrambled in response, fearful of suffering the same fate as the man who lay dead at the Khagan’s feet. One of the crates was smaller than the others, but still extremely heavy. A blue glow appeared through the gaps in its construction. “What’s in this one?”

The Khagan shot a concerned look. “Careful with that one. It’s perhaps the most valuable piece of equipment. And whatever you do, do not open it.”

“What’s in it?”

“Something that will change the very course of human history. Ladies and gentlemen, you have front-row seats to witness the beginning of the revolution.”

***

Broadcasts all over the world were suddenly hijacked, pre-empting television shows, news broadcasts, sporting events, and more. The images were streamed live on video-sharing sites. And what those people saw was an image of a white man in a crimson and gold-trimmed robe with a bald head and a Fu Manchu mustache, standing before the camera with his hands clasped behind his back. After a few seconds of maintaining this posture, he looked at the camera, staring directly into the faces of the people to whom he spoke.

“My name is unimportant. It was part of an identity I discarded long ago, in concert with my citizenship and the imperial practices of which I willingly—and ignorantly—took part in. I have no name, only a title—the Khagan.

“Defenders of the United States have long-claimed that the actions of this particular nation are simply the black-and-white situation of good versus evil. America’s wars in the Middle East are said to be conflicts for peace—the spread of democracy all over the globe. Critics have used another word for it, however—imperialism.

“In truth, America has not become an imperialist nation—but it has been one since before its inception. The idea of Manifest Destiny was one in which Americans believed it was their right to take the land from the people who inhabited it. The American government granted itself the right to intervene in certain territories if the governments of said territories were deemed ‘unfit’ to rule themselves. One high-ranking US official said several years ago—and fairly ironically—that, “we do not seek empires, we’re not imperialistic. We never have been.’”

The Khagan gave a pause to allow those words to sink in. Then he continued. “Any student of history can see how nonsensical that statement is. America has sought empires for centuries. Manifest Destiny, the white man’s burden, nation-building, all of these are just pleasant-sounding phrases for one word and one word alone: imperialism.

“The men in smoke-filled rooms keep us chained in prisons—both physical and psychological. They stupefy us with mindless entertainment and turn us against each other in senseless conflict on the basis of race, class, religion, sexuality, and gender. All of this serves as nothing more than an elaborate distraction as they take what little we have to gluttonously increase their immense wealth, raping our planet of its natural resources in the process.

“I served America. Loyally. Faithfully. Until I heard the screams of innocents as they were taken down by American bullets. Until I saw the bodies of children dismembered by American bombs. I have witnessed true evil, my friends, and it is in these outdated concepts that those in power still desperately cling to.

“But no more. No more will I allow this plague of violence to persist. All empires will end. Just as Rome and Britain and countless others throughout history, America too will fall. 

“In recent years, we have witnessed a profound change in this planet. And now, those of us without power have been given the means to take back what has been stolen from us.”

On the wall behind the Khagan, a black banner dropped, hanging from the ceiling down to the floor. Emblazoned on the raven-colored cloth was a giant, crimson fist rising up.

“We are the Red Fist and this is our call for revolution. We have taken control of the Olympus space station and issue the following ultimatum to President Curtis Hayworth: resign immediately. You will transfer power and control over the United States to us, and we will see to it that we give this nation back to the people you have so callously dismissed in pursuit of your own vested interests.”

The camera zoomed in on the Khagan’s face, his ice-cold eyes a haunting fixture on millions of screens across the globe. 

“This is your one chance to avoid bloodshed and save your own life—surrender or face the consequences.

“The Khagan has spoken.”

Just like that, the broadcast ended, an image of the Red Fist logo left still on the various monitors for several seconds before regular transmissions resumed.

***

“That was him!” said Anita, pointing a finger at the frozen image of the Khagan.

The team of specials called Vanguard were gathered in Atlas’ monitor room, seated around the circular table, with Anita standing at attention, an angry gaze fixed on the monitor. 

“Sonnuva bitch…” muttered Thorne. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Anita. I just…I had no way of knowing.”

“Seems like a pretty hard thing to forget,” said Jim. 

“I wish I knew what it was,” said Anita. “But for some reason, until recently I’ve had a lot of trouble remembering what happened to me when I first discovered my powers. It’s all been very vague.”

“Since Anita’s abilities are fueled by her mind, at first we assumed it might be a side-effect. But this changes everything,” said Thorne.

“He said those of us without power have been given the means to take back what’s ours,” said McCabe. “Suggests he has specials working for him. Perhaps he always did. It stands to reason someone with a form of telepathic ability is working with the Red Fist.”

“That whole thing about taking back power also sounded a lot like Zephyr,” said Erin. “Could she have been working with the Red Fist?”

“Yeah, but she’s locked away,” said Koji.

Thorne stood and leaned over the table, resting his palms on its metal surface. “There are a lot of questions here, so let’s focus on what we do know. The Khagan has taken control of the Olympus and he’s threatened action if the President doesn’t meet his demands.”

“He was pretty vague about what these consequences would be,” said Jim. “If the Red Fist is large enough, he could be talking about a military coup.”

“Or worse, a small army of specials,” said Anita. “We’ve faced more than a few who felt powerless before they were changed. Someone like the Khagan could galvanize them, give them a cause.”

“But why the Olympus?” asked McCabe. “Are there any weapons he can use?”

Thorne shook his head. “No. It’s a project to pursue international cooperation. No military applications permitted. But if he’s trying to usurp the old guard, taking control of the Olympus would be a good symbol for his cause.”

“That can’t be all there is to it,” said Jim.

Thorne gave a tiny nod. “Agreed. There’s got to be something we’re missing.”

“So why don’t we just go up there?” asked Koji.

“Working on it,” said Thorne. “Trying to get clearance to get you all up there, but it’s been difficult. Ramsey’s been ignoring my calls—probably has briefings up the ass. It’s made it harder to get what we need.”

“If we need more intel, maybe we should go to Tora Bora,” said Anita. She felt Thorne’s eyes on her and held up a hand. “Look, I know my memories can’t really be trusted, but it’s the closest thing to a lead we’ve got. I say we look into it.”

“We could be facing an ambush,” said Jim. “But at the moment, it’s really our only option.”

“Fine, but I want you to watch your backs,” said Thorne. “After Vaughn’s angry departure, I haven’t been able to get ahold of him. And then with Zenith…” The colonel’s voice trailed off, still struggling with the memory of their first soldier down. He cleared his throat and continued. “Basically, it’s just the four of you.”

“No sweat, we got each other covered,” said Koji. 

“Erin, get the Icarus prepped for departure and the rest of you suit up,” said Thorne. 

“I’ll give you a hand with the plane,” said McCabe, striding alongside Erin and Koji. Anita joined the trio as they exited the monitor room, leaving Jim alone with Thorne. The former CIA operative stood and approached his commanding officer.

“Doesn’t take a genius to see you’re worried.”

“Barely a year into this little experiment and it’s already falling apart,” said Thorne. 

Jim managed a bit of a smile. “To be honest, I didn’t expect it to last longer than a month.”

Thorne chortled. “Yeah, good point.” He stood upright and faced Jim. “Be careful out there. I need you to bring them back.”

“It’s just like Koji said—we’ve got it covered.” 

“I hope you’re right…”




















CHAPTER 4




The Icarus flew over Afghanistan airspace, the White Mountain range visible beneath the hi-tech aircraft. Shift sat at the controls, deftly maneuvering the craft over the terrain as she circled. Paragon stared out the Icarus’ front windshield, looking down as best she could at the mountains below.

She closed her eyes as the memory of her escape came back to her. Paragon had flashes of her fists burrowing through stone, darkness all around her until finally, she opened her eyes and found herself high above the mountains and hovering amidst the clouds.

“You okay?”

Shift’s question shook Paragon from her memories and she opened her eyes once more. “Yeah, sorry. Just…bad experience last time I was here.”

Shift gave a nod and with the push of a button, connected her headset’s microphone with the Icarus’ internal PA system, carrying her voice into the ship’s cabin. “We’re flying over Tora Bora now. I’m switching to auto-pilot.”

She activated the necessary controls, bringing the Icarus into a hover mode high above the mountains and turned her chair, unhooking her harness. Paragon followed, the two women walking around the partition and into the cabin. Gunsmith stood in front of the monitor, which displayed a map of the area. With a panel on his armor’s forearm flipped up, Gunsmith entered commands into the miniature keyboard there, controlling the ship’s sensors from his armor.

“Anything?” asked Paragon.

“These sensors aren’t the best. Without Zenith here, we’re more or less flying blind,” said Gunsmith. “The mountains are pretty thick, if anything’s down there, it must be buried in pretty deep.”

“You said this is Tora Bora, right?” asked Sharkskin. “Don’t I remember hearing something about some fortress inside there?”

“It was believed to be a massive stronghold for the Taliban, with advanced facilities hidden inside the mountains,” said Gunsmith. “But after we captured it, we found it was mostly just small bunkers, nothing anywhere near what was speculated.”

“So how’s this massive complex thing work out?” asked Sharkskin. “I mean, if there’s not really much there in the first place.”

“It was there,” said Paragon, shooting him a stare.

Sharkskin raised his arms submissively. “No argument here, Anita. What I’m saying is was this thing built after it was taken by the military, or before?”

“Likely after, but I see where you’re going with this. Would have taken an awful lot of time and manpower to construct the kind of facility Anita described. So that means the Red Fist is either far larger than we initially believed—”

“Or they’ve had help. Maybe with construction, maybe with keeping it hidden, maybe both,” said Paragon.

Gunsmith closed the panel on his armor. “Take us down, Shift. The only way we’re going to find out for sure is if we investigate.”

Shift gave a nod. “Strap in, boys and girls.”

***

Once a clearing was discovered within the valleys, the Icarus’ VTOL thrusters engaged, lowering the craft gently to the ground. The ship powered down and the rear hatch opened, allowing the remaining four members of Vanguard to disembark. Gunsmith issued a command through his armor and the hatch rose and sealed itself shut, protecting the Icarus from any unauthorized access.

Gunsmith entered some commands into his armor, the data being transmitted through his eye-piece. “Keep a close watch. I’m trying to scan for any kind of life signs.”

Sharkskin moved to the front of the group, his normally-slim body now transformed into a tall, burly, gray-skinned beast. In this form, his senses operated at superhuman proficiency and he could detect scents and sounds that remained invisible to his teammates. Paragon’s telekinesis raised her body into the air, and she scouted from above, flying overhead. 

The group explored the range for what seemed like a good hour, finding no sign of any activity. They split up to cover more ground, but this proved to be a futile attempt. As Gunsmith climbed one of the ridges, he looked out over the terrain and activated his comm-link with the rest of the team.

“Anything to report?”

One by one, the voices of his teammates crackled over his comm-link.

“Nothing out of the ordinary as far as I can tell from up here,” said Paragon.

“Same from down here. Feel like I’ve spent the past hour walking through the same valley,” said Shift.

“Me too. My sensors don’t have much range in this area, so I’m not getting much,” said Gunsmith. “Sharkskin, how about you?”

“Can’t really pick up anything,” said Sharkskin. “But I’ve got a bad feeling. Seems like it’s suddenly gotten a lot windier…”

The wind then got far more powerful, strong enough to throw Sharkskin from his feet. A figure rose from just above the range, dressed all in white with a helmet covering her head, a figure that Sharkskin had encountered before.

“Guys, we got trouble!” he shouted over the comm-link. “Zephyr’s here!”

“And not alone,” said Zephyr, seconds before she threw a battering ram of solidified air right against Sharkskin’s chest. “You have no idea what you’ve stepped into.”

***

Paragon dove from the sky, and once she spotted Zephyr, she barreled into the young revolutionary. The two of them plummeted together until Paragon slammed her into the side of a rock. Paragon grabbed Zephyr by her throat and threw her off to the side. Just as she was about to pursue, flames engulfed her body. Another figure rose to meet her, his body composed completely of fire.

“Welcome to Tora Bora,” said Pyre, holding out his palm and releasing a jet-stream of fire at Paragon. The telekinetic field that constantly surrounded her body shielded her from any damage, but she could feel the heat through it, unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. 

She pushed through the heat exhaustion, forcing with all her might to shorten the distance between her and Pyre. Once she got close enough, she delivered a haymaker right to his solar plexus, hurling him back. Paragon flew after him, following the fiery trail he left in his wake. 

While in mid-flight, a massive migraine struck. Paragon froze up, her hands rushing to her head as she screamed. 

***

Shift moved quickly to try and get to her teammates when she was jumped from behind. Small yet powerful hands took hold of Shift and threw her into the side of the stone, her back striking the surface. Shift saw the girl who attacked her, balling her tiny hand into a fist and swinging it forward. Shift’s body went malleable and she was able to avoid Fuerte’s blow, which left a small impact in the stone where it struck.

The green-skinned metamorph’s elongated body snaked around her target, moving behind Fuerte. Shift’s tentacle-like arms stretched to their limit, wrapping around the young girl. 

“Who are you?” asked Shift. “What’s going on here?”

“What’s going on is you’re about to get your ass kicked.” Fuerte head-butted Shift, the resulting disorientation causing her grip to slacken. Fuerte grabbed Shift’s arms and used them as a tether to slam Shift against the ground.

***

Gunsmith used his suit to pinpoint Sharkskin’s location and ran towards it, jumping over the ridges and sliding through the valleys. But before he could reach, his sensors suddenly warned of life signs in the area. Energy blasts were fired at him and Gunsmith had to move quick to evade them. He looked for the source and saw three men firing on him. But what surprised him was that all three wore armor identical to his.

“What the hell is going on?”

“You have one chance to surrender,” said one of the soldiers.

“Not until you tell me where you got my suit,” said Gunsmith.

The three Red Fist soldiers chuckled at his comment and the leader gave an answer. “Maybe you should keep better tabs on your organization.”

Gunsmith wanted to know more about this, but knew that the mission took priority. He was outnumbered and outgunned, although it wasn’t the first time he’d been in such a situation. Fortunately, he had more experience with the armor than they did, and he was familiar with its weaknesses. Gunsmith threw an explosive disc at their feet and immediately ran for cover. 

“Move!” shouted the leader, and he and his squad tried to escape the resulting explosion. 

It would cause some havoc with their sensors temporarily, and Gunsmith took advantage of that brief blackout to grab one of them from behind, pulling him behind a ridge and delivering a solid, armored strike to his foe’s forehead. One down.

He moved into position to take out another one, when he felt a tap on his shoulder. Gunsmith turned and was shocked when he saw who had snuck up on him. Then a powerful fist knocked him out cold.

***

Zephyr crashed to the ground and lay there for a few moments to try and get her bearings. But then a massive shadow fell over her body and Sharkskin came upon her, pinning her to the ground. He pulled the white helmet from her head, revealing the pretty, blond-haired woman underneath.

“I still owe you for throwing me around in Oklahoma City and Central Park,” he hissed.

Zephyr couldn’t help but smile at his rage. “That what this is all about? Don’t like getting beat by a girl? Then you’re not gonna like what happens next.”

“Sharkskin!”

He perked up at the sound of his name, detecting the scent of his teammate. Sharkskin didn’t bother looking at the speaker, worried that any distraction might give Zephyr a chance at getting the upper hand. “Sorry Paragon, but she’s goin’ down this time—for good.”

“No, you are.”

At this, Sharkskin finally turned. “What?”

Paragon’s answer came in the form of an uppercut that threw him to the ground. Sharkskin looked up in complete shock from the spot he landed. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Don’t you get it, big guy?” asked Zephyr, her winds raising her up until she hovered by Paragon’s side. Sharkskin saw the rest of the Red Fist’s forces surround him, dozens of them clad in armor identical to Gunsmith’s, and Gunsmith himself carried by one of them. He also saw the flaming form of Pyre hovering closer and Fuerte cradling Shift’s unconscious body.

“You’ve been played,” said Zephyr.

***

The White House Situation Room was a bustle of activity with staffers and security personnel moving about. The President and the Vice-President both sat at the table with a barrage of voices coming from all directions. President Curtis Hayworth sat back in his chair, rubbing his head and trying to make sense of the documents being passed to and fro. Finally, he spoke up and his voice cut through the white noise.

“Just who the hell is this guy anyway?”

The room went quiet at that loud outburst from the Commander in Chief. Dan Mason, the National Security Advisor, was the one who finally broke the brief silence.

“To be honest, sir, we have no idea.”

“How is that possible?” asked Hayworth. He slammed his fist on a picture of the Khagan, obtained from his earlier video broadcast. “How does one man build up a terrorist organization and take a goddamn space station hostage without anyone knowing the first thing about him?”

Harry Kiedrowicz, the Director of the CIA, answered to the best of his ability. “We’ve heard rumors of the Red Fist organization for years, but no one’s been able to connect them with anything.”

“What are you saying?” asked Trevor Russell, the Vice-President. 

“I’m saying that for all intents and purposes, this Khagan is a ghost,” said Kiedrowicz. “He said he served, so we’ve ran his face through every facial recognition software we have, had teams combing through military records to try and find some clue to his identity. So far, we’ve found nothing.”

“There is one thing, sir.” The man who spoke was Justin Ashford and he bore the insignia of a general. 

“What’s that, General?” asked Hayworth.

“Several months back, I was present at the questioning of a Med Corps lieutenant who was the only survivor of an insurgent attack. She was found wandering the desert, mumbling incoherently. During questioning, she claimed she was held captive by the Red Fist and…she mentioned the Khagan.”

Hayworth stared daggers at the general. “Please tell me why this is the first time I’m hearing this.”

“Sir, t-the witness seemed unreliable,” said Ashford. “She spoke of a fortress inside a mountain, the kind that was suspected at Tora Bora, but there’s been no evidence to indicate that such a place ever existed. All we ever found in Tora Bora were some bunkers with munitions storage.”

“That was almost ten years ago, General,” said Russell.

“I realize that, but the type of facility she described—it would take far more time to construct. And frankly, we all suspected she might have some sort of tie to insurgents, a rogue agent. More than that, the operation was taken out of my hands.”

“Under whose authority?” asked Hayworth.

“Well…” The general glanced down at the table and cleared his throat. “Yours, sir.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“A Colonel Leonard Thorne came into our session with an order signed by you authorizing him to take command of the investigation,” said Ashford.

Hayworth groaned at the mention of Thorne’s name. No one in the room knew of the power he’d given Thorne, nor of the Vanguard Project he himself had authorized. The only other man who was aware of it was the Secretary of Defense.

“Where the hell is Ramsey?” asked Hayworth. “Why isn’t he here?”

“He said he’s been detained dealing with the situation at the Pentagon,” said Mason.

“Do we know anything?”

“There’s one thing,” said Mason. “A few weeks ago, there was a break-in at a government storage facility. Several deaths and from what we can tell, several of the perpetrators were specials.”

“A storage facility?” asked Hayworth. “What did they take?”

“That’s the strange thing, sir,” said Mason. “Nothing really of note. Only some technology the FBI confiscated in the fifties. It was equipment purported to have been designed by Nikola Tesla himself.”

“Tesla?” Kiedrowicz snickered. “You’re not talking about the mythological death ray, are you?”

“There was no death ray,” said Mason. 

“Then why did they want that tech?” asked Hayworth. 

Mason gave a shrug. “I have no earthly idea, sir.”

One of the flat-panel monitors along the wall flickered to life and the image of the Khagan appeared on it. Everyone present turned to the sound of the voice in shock, staring with confusion at the man’s face.

“Good morning, Mr. President,” said the Khagan. 

“How did you get on this line?” asked Hayworth.

The Khagan chuckled. “I have some very…powerful friends, sir.”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

The Khagan folded his arms. “You know the answers to both those questions, Mr. President. My name is the Khagan and what I want is for you to surrender power to the Red Fist.”

“That’ll never happen,” said Hayworth, narrowing his eyes. “I don’t care if you took over Olympus, it’s nothing more than a vantage point. We’ll blow it out of orbit if we have to.”

The Khagan gave a sigh. “I was afraid you might say that.” He turned and looked off to the side. The camera panned along with him and followed behind the Khagan as he walked. There was a mobile containment chamber of some sort, and a bright, blue light emitted from the center.

“What the hell is that?” asked Russell.

“This is Dr. Terrence Gibson,” said the Khagan, motioning to the chamber. “He was once a physicist working at Proximo Labs. I’m sure you’re aware of the recent…incident that occurred there about a month ago.”

“Gibson, he was the special who tore the place apart,” said Mason. “He’s been in custody, though.”

The Khagan couldn’t help his smile at that declaration. “Correction: he was in custody. Now Lucent—as he prefers to be called—is aiding my cause. By now you’ve no doubt heard from your underlings of a recent theft at a storage facility. The technology you had hidden away there was fairly useless. Never operational and without a sufficient power source. But fortunately, I have associates who are quite skilled with machines. And more than that, Lucent is the perfect power source.”

The Khagan stepped closer to the camera so his face now filled the entire monitor. “Mr. President, I am giving you one last chance—surrender power to me or face your destruction.”

Hayworth scowled. “You’re out of your goddamned mind, you know that, right? The American people will never bow to some tin-pot dictator.”

“As you wish…” The Khagan closed his eyes momentarily and then opened them once more. “This has now gone from a private transmission to a live broadcast all around the world. I have given the President ample time to step down and transfer power back to the people. He has refused. I had hoped to avoid bloodshed, but Curtis Hayworth is a stubborn man. A fitting inscription for his tombstone, I should think. Behold now, what happens to all who cross the Red Fist. Behold, the fire from Olympus.”

The Khagan’s face vanished from the monitor, his image replaced with a shot of the exterior of the White House. Inside the Situation Room, confused glances were exchanged.

“What the hell is that?” asked Ashford, pointing at the screen.

A blue beam of energy descended towards the White House roof. No one in the room would live to see what happened next, for that beam would destroy the entire building and everyone inside in a brilliant explosion.




















CHAPTER 5




The entire world watched the White House destroyed from the heavens courtesy of the adjustments made to the Olympus space station by the Red Fist. Secret Service agents immediately secured Dennis Lawson, the Speaker of the House, in his office. Judge Ted Hopkins was escorted into the Speaker’s office by the Secret Service where he quickly performed his duties.

With both the President and the Vice-President dead, that meant Lawson was the next in the line of succession for the office of Commander in Chief, and swearing him in was the first priority. 

Just moments after Lawson took his oath and removed his hand from the Bible, another man was escorted into his office by security: Joseph Ramsey, the Secretary of Defense, and he wasted no time with formalities.

“Mr. President, I’m sorry we don’t have the luxury of an idle chat, but time is of the essence. We’re facing a very serious situation here and we need to get you to a secure location immediately,” said Ramsey. 

“I understand, Mr. Secretary.” Lawson tried to suppress the smile at hearing himself referred to as “Mr. President.” He shook Ramsey’s hand and the Secretary then acknowledged the rest of the men in the office.

“Could you gentlemen wait outside for just a few moments?” asked Ramsey. “I need to have a word in private with the President.”

“We’ll be right outside, sir,” said one of the Secret Service agents. The men filed out of the office, leaving Ramsey and Lawson alone in the room.

“This couldn’t wait until we’re secure?” asked the new President.

“I’m afraid not, sir,” said Ramsey. “There’s a project your predecessor was in charge of, and you need to be briefed on it immediately. The only other person who knows of its existence is myself.”

“What is it?” asked Lawson.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the group of specials referred to as Vanguard, sir,” said Ramsey. And then he told the story of the team’s origin, how Hayworth appointed Colonel Thorne to form a squad of superhumans who could police the newly-emerging specials, provided them with funding and equipment. 

“So we have the means to take down the Khagan?” asked Lawson once the story reached its conclusion.

“If only it were that simple, sir,” said Ramsey. “I’ve spoken with Colonel Thorne and apparently he’s lost contact with his team.”

“We have to figure something out,” said Lawson.

“May I be honest with you, sir?”

Lawson nodded, an indication for Ramsey to speak his mind.

“Sir, we saw what the Khagan did to the White House. We have no guarantee that we can protect you. This is an unprecedented turn of events and one we have no defense against.”

“What are you saying?” asked Lawson.

“I’m saying perhaps we should give him what he wants.”

Lawson sighed and turned away from Ramsey, staring out the window of his office. He gave a shake of his head and retorted with, “There is no damn way I’m going to go down in history as the President who surrendered America to a psychopath.”

Ramsey gave a nod and gestured for the door. “Very well. Then we need to get you to a secure location, Mr. President.”

Lawson walked past Ramsey and out the door to his office, where the Secret Service agents still waited. Ramsey lagged behind, removing his cell phone and sending a quick message that read, “PROCEED WITH NEXT PHASE.”

***

One by one, the members of Vanguard were fitted with specialized collars that possessed blinking lights and they were thrown into a large cell with several bunk beds and a toilet. Gunsmith, who had been stripped of his armor and was now left as the human Jim Ellis, dressed in only the black undersheath that covered him from the neck down, pounded on the heavy metal door.

“Paragon! Paragon, listen to me!”

The slot in the door opened and the brown eyes of Anita Jordan stared back into his blue ones. “What are you doing? These are the same people who took you captive!”

“This has been the plan all along,” said Paragon, although there was something strange about her voice. The slot shut closed and Jim could hear the receding footsteps. He pounded his fist on the door in frustration.

“How could Anita do this to us?” asked Erin.

“Maybe she wasn’t captured by them, but recruited,” said Koji. Since the collar had been slipped around his neck, he’d reverted back to his human form and found it impossible to change back. 

“You can’t believe that,” said Erin. Despite being fitted with the same collar, she remained in her green-skinned state.

“They expected us,” said Jim. 

“The non-specials were wearing your armor, what’s up with that?” asked Koji.

Jim gave an exasperated sigh. “I don’t know! Zenith told me it was one-of-a-kind. He must have had specs on it that were given to the Red Fist.”

“Anita,” said Koji. “Had to be, right?”

The three captives heard the sound of a groan from the darkness further in the cell. They all backed away, facing the sound. They could make out a blinking light similar to the collars worn by Koji and Erin, but it was far lower. Movement came from the shadows, and a man none of them expected to see again crawled into view.

“The Khagan’s got some…powerful methods of persuasion,” said the fourth captive.

“Can’t be,” said Jim. “You were locked up tight in a government facility.”

“Funny thing about that.” The prisoner pulled himself up to a sitting position and leaned against the wall. “Your people put me in that titanium coffin and had me doped up to the gills. Only lasted for about a week before I was transferred here.”

Erin carefully approached the fourth prisoner, who was still clad in the blue and white caped outfit he wore when they fought him in Chicago. His head was now bald and the once-imposing figure of Callum King, the Exemplar, now looked weaker than she could have imagined possible.

“What happened to you?” she asked.

“A guy came to see me. Only visitor I had in that facility,” said King. “I couldn’t speak, but he knew what I was thinking. Next thing I knew, I was being moved. When I was finally let out, I was still kept pretty drugged and some Russian guy began experimenting on me.”

“Russian guy?” Koji threw inquisitive looks to his teammates. “You don’t think…Azarov?”

“Not possible, Virey was reduced to a crater,” said Jim.

“You find a body?” asked the Exemplar. “Because if you didn’t, then he’s not dead. Either that or a ghost has been using me as a lab rat for months.”

“What about this man who came to you? Did he give you a name?” asked Jim.

King shook his head. “No. Just referred to himself as the Analyst.”

“The Analyst? You’re certain of that?” asked Jim.

Erin looked back and forth between Jim and King. “Wait, I’m confused. Who’s the Analyst?”

“A myth,” said Jim. “You’ve heard of MKULTRA?”

“The mind control thing?” asked Koji.

“That’s right,” said Jim.

“What’s MKULTRA?” asked Erin.

Jim ran his hands through his hair before beginning his explanation. “In the fifties, the CIA began experimenting with various types of drugs and procedures for use in interrogations to try and weaken the subject’s resolve through a form of mind control. It was brought to an end in 1973 and exposed a few years later by the Church Committee. But there’s rumors that they were trying to produce operatives who possessed psychic abilities. According to the legend, they had only one success—a subject who was known only as the Analyst.”

Koji moved to one of the cots and sat down, resting his hands on his knees. “So you’re saying the CIA created a special before specials existed?”

“Like I said, it’s just a myth.”

“So was the Cold War Frankenstein and then turns out he was real,” said Koji.

Jim’s brow cocked for a second. “Point taken.”

“The Analyst is real,” said King. “Most of the specials you fought? They’re under his control. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

“Why not you?” asked Erin. “You’re one of the most powerful specials we’ve seen. Why wouldn’t the Analyst brainwash you?”

“They had other plans for me,” said the Exemplar. “From all the experiments and scans, seems like Azarov was trying to find out something about me. Could never learn what, though.”

“And our new jewelry?” asked Koji, pointing to his collar.

“They suppress our powers. Courtesy of a special they brought in, some guy named Parker,” said King. “Seems he has a way with technology.”

Jim stepped closer to the Exemplar. “King, the guy who called himself the Analyst…what did he look like?”

“Thin, white. Had silver hair and a mustache.”

Jim looked down while searching his memory. The description seemed familiar and now he had flashes to the team’s last mission. “There was a guy at Proximo who fit that description…but I’m having trouble remembering him.”

“I saw him, too,” said Erin. “He was one of the people in the lab when Lucent went nuts.”

Koji pointed at King. “He said that most of the specials are being controlled by the Analyst. Think that happened to Anita?”

“Possibly, but even if Anita found the specs for my armor and leaked it to the Red Fist, it would have taken them a lot longer to mass-produce it,” said Jim. 

“They’ve had those suits for a while,” said King. “But you said she was held prisoner by these guys? Maybe the Analyst got to her then.”

Jim, Koji, and Erin all exchanged glances. “She was having trouble sleeping,” said Erin. “I know that much. Think it could be related?”

“Possibly.” Jim looked at King once more. “Did Azarov give any indication about the purpose of his experiments on you?”

“Wasn’t exactly chatty,” said King. “Overheard him say something about finding out what makes me tick, though.”

“Azarov was obsessed with the idea of evolving humanity. That’s why he created the Dreks,” said Jim. 

“So the big question is what do we do now?” asked Koji. “There are only three of us left standing and we’re all powerless.”

One corner of Jim’s lips rose slightly. “Maybe not.”

***

On the Olympus, Lee Parker looked over the readings on the computer connected to Lucent’s prison. The energy readings maintained their current position and showed everything working as it should. Lee took a moment to turn from the monitor and rubbed his eyes. He felt extremely ragged, like he hadn’t slept in days. But despite his exhaustion, he had a compulsion to push through it and continue his work.

“It seems you could use some sleep.”

The statement brought Lee to attention and he stood from the laptop. He cast glances all around the chamber but found no one else was present except for him. Well, him and Lucent. Lee looked back at the computer—according to the readings, Lucent should have still been under. Lee next stared at the portable chamber that housed the powerful special. He stepped closer to it, trying to focus his eyes past the bright light given off by the prisoner and make out the facial features.

The glowing head looked at him and his lips began to move. “The Khagan must be working you quite hard.”

“How…?” Lee tossed another glance to the computer monitor, then looked at Lucent. “This isn’t possible, you shouldn’t even be awake.”

“Things are not always what they seem,” said Lucent. “Not too long ago, men like you who possess a gift to communicate with machinery would have been seen as impossible. And yet, here you are. Forced to serve at the whims of a madman. What is your name, my friend?”

“Lee, Lee Parker,” he said. 

“It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you call yourself Lucent, right?” asked Lee.

“The man who once commanded this body did. But now, I am in control. And you may call me Zenith.”




















CHAPTER 6




Within the fortress constructed inside Tora Bora, the Red Fist guards patrolled the corridors, clad in the crimson armor given to them by the Khagan. They had of course seen the footage of the White House being destroyed and knew their organization’s ascension was finally at hand. Some had waited years for this day and with Vanguard now held captive, they knew there was no one who could truly stand in their way. Naturally, America would attempt to resist, but it was only a matter of time before their forces fell before the might of the Red Fist.

One of the guards glanced around his patrol route and took a small detour into an alcove. He produced a pack of cigarettes and a cheap lighter from the compartments around his waist. After wrapping his lips around the filter, he hit the flint wheel and the switch on the lighter and held the tip of the cigarette over the open flame. Just as the tobacco leaves and paper tube sparked, someone grabbed him from behind and pulled him into the shadows. The infiltrator stripped the soldier of the armor and donned it himself, stepping back into the corridor and walking back down along the route. He made it a point to check every cell along the path, finding them to be mostly empty. The Red Fist rarely kept prisoners for any length of time, it seemed. All who were taken captive were given the option of either joining the cause or being killed immediately.

All, of course, save for the one occupied cell the infiltrator found. He stepped away and walked towards another darkened alcove, vanishing inside once he stepped into the shadow. He stepped out again, but now was inside the cell, much to the sudden surprise of the occupants. After their initial shock, they realized who the invader was.

A wide grin spread over Erin’s face and she nearly jumped on the new arrival, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Dom!”

Dominic Vaughn smiled and returned her embrace before releasing her. “Easy, kid. Gonna ruin my reputation as a gruff badass.”

Koji stepped up next. Dom offered his hand to his teammate, but Koji embraced him as well. Dom was taken aback, but returned the hug with a hesitant hand-slap on Koji’s back.

“What are you doing here?” asked Koji. “Thorne get in touch with you or something?”

“You can thank the boy scout,” said Dom, giving a head-nod in Jim’s direction. Vanguard’s leader returned the gesture.

“What do you mean?” asked Erin, looking at Jim. 

“Proximo is when I first realized we might have a mole,” he said. “The only one I was sure was innocent was Vaughn.”

Koji scrunched his brow. “Wait…you thought the ex-con was the least likely to be the mole?”

“Can’t be an ex-con if you were never convicted,” said Dom.

“Wraith was forced to work with Vanguard to expunge his criminal record. It’d be far too obvious of a play, that’s how I ruled him out,” said Jim, referring to Dom by his code-name. “When we were en route back to Atlas, I pulled him aside and told him my plan.”

“Wanted to make Zenith’s death mean something,” said Dom, pulling off the armor he had stolen and revealing the black costume with the leather straps hanging from his shoulders to act as a kind of cape. “Plan was I’d leave in a huff and Ellis would keep me appraised of what was going on. Make the mole think the team was splintering.” For the first time, Dom noticed the cell’s fourth occupant. He kept his gaze on him as he asked, “What about him?”

The Exemplar scoffed. “Do I look like I’m a threat to you?”

Jim took the armor Dom had discarded, donning it himself. 

“Hope it fits, you’re a bitch to shop for,” said Dom, pulling on the mask that covered the lower portion of his jaw.

“It’ll have to do,” said Jim, affixing the headpiece. He checked the compartments on the belt and found what he was looking for, a small key. “Koji, come here.”

The young Asian man did as he was told and Jim inserted the key into a small slot on the collar around Koji’s neck. The light stopped blinking and it came loose, falling to the ground. With the collar gone, Koji could now shift into his shark-form, his body gaining bulk as it turned gray and his teeth sharpening to points.

“Oh yeah, that’s much better!”

Jim unlocked Erin’s collar next and she tested her powers, her arms elongating and then snapping back into place. 

“Where’s Anita?” asked Wraith.

“Who do you think the mole was?” asked Sharkskin.

“We don’t know that,” said Shift, pointing at the Exemplar. “You heard what he said about the Analyst.”

“Shift’s right, the Khagan would have needed someone much higher-placed than Paragon to pull this all off,” said Gunsmith. 

“Smart money’s on Thorne,” said Wraith.

Gunsmith shook his head. “Don’t think so. Only if the Khagan got to Thorne after the team was proposed. Either that or he’s the luckiest son of a bitch ever to get one of his men selected.”

“Hayworth’s dead, so that’s been ruled out,” said Wraith.

The captives looked at him in surprise, but it was the Exemplar who finally spoke. “The President’s been killed?”

Wraith nodded. “Guess they didn’t tell you. They’ve got some weapon on that space station, blew up the goddamn White House.”

“Damn, I voted for him,” said the Exemplar.

“Only member of the cabinet who wasn’t taken out was the Secretary of Defense.”

Gunsmith gripped Wraith’s shoulder and stared him in the eyes. “You’re sure of that?”

“Yeah, that’s what the news said.”

“Ramsey’s the mole,” said Gunsmith, stepping away from Wraith. “He’s the only one outside of Hayworth who knew about us.”

“What do you mean by that?” asked the Exemplar.

“He doesn’t mean shit,” said Wraith, turning angrily at their enemy.

The Exemplar flashed a smile. “Like I care about your secrets. Just get this collar off me already.”

“And why the hell would we do something that stupid?” asked Wraith.

“Because I’m the best chance you have at getting out of here alive, dumbass. Don’t forget your teammate is still under the Analyst’s control.”

“We can handle her without you,” said Wraith. 

Gunsmith moved away from his teammates and knelt down by the Exemplar. He inserted the key into the slot, but before he turned it, he stared into the special’s eyes. “You wanted to be a hero, right?”

The Exemplar nodded.

“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” asked Wraith. 

Gunsmith ignored his teammate’s protests. “This is your one chance to be what you set out to be, Callum. Don’t make me regret this.”

He turned the key and the collar popped open. The Exemplar took the collar from his neck and held it in his hands. Energy burned through his palms and the collar was quickly melted down.

“Now we need a plan,” said Gunsmith. “You’ll need to push yourselves beyond the limits you’ve had so far, so listen closely.”

***

The door to the cell was blown off its hinges by virtue of the Exemplar’s incredible strength. The two nearby guards instantly turned and readied their weapons. Shift stretched out her arms, wrapping them several times around the barrels of the teleforce blasters and pulled them from their wielders. Sharkskin leapt over her head and landed on one of the guards. His massive arm swung out, clocking the second guard square in the chest and throwing him back against the stone wall.

The group moved from the corridor into a large, open area. When a guard across from them spotted the escapees, he instantly took action, shouting out “Escape!” as he activated a klaxon in the fortress remotely from the control panel on his armor’s forearm. More guards—all clad in the same armor as Gunsmith—poured in from the corridors and brought their guns to bear. 

“Sure you’re up to this?” Gunsmith asked Wraith. The dark-haired special gave a simple nod. He shut his eyes and moved to the center of the corridor, crossing his arms over his chest and resting his hands on his shoulders. When he opened his eyes, they were burning with ebon energy and he held his arms out to the side, throwing back his head and staring at the ceiling. His fingers slowly curled into tight fists, the same energy signature from his eyes forming circular auras around his hands. 

The shadows came alive at Wraith’s commands, expanding and absorbing the Red Fist guards into them. Their screams echoed throughout the fortress and Wraith felt their negative energy surging through his own body. It twisted at his insides, filled him with a cold emptiness he’d never felt in even his darkest moments. After a few minutes of the torment his shadows inflicted on their victims, Wraith fell to his knees, his breathing short and his body drained of its reserves. The effort took a lot out of him, but it also accomplished the goal—significantly reducing the resistance the team had to face in their escape.

The specials arrived after the deed was done, and thus were unaffected. Zephyr’s winds carried her above the open chamber and she whisked Wraith up to her level with her powers, holding him bobbing in the torrents. Her helmet was gone, destroyed in the battle with Sharkskin, and she fixed her cold eyes on her enemy.

“And where did you come from?”

Gunsmith opened fire on Zephyr from the ground, the teleforce guns he wielded letting loose on her and knocking her from the air. Fuerte jumped from her position on one of the catwalks and caught her leader, landing safely in a crouch that shook the ground with a tremor. 

Fuerte barely had an opportunity to set Zephyr down before Sharkskin pounced on her from above. He landed on her back and wrapped his arms around her thin waist. Once he planted his feet on the ground, he bent backwards, carrying her in an arc and slamming her head against the ground.

Pyre hovered where Zephyr once did, his body blazing with his flames. The temperature in the facility rose by several degrees, and he unleashed a stream of fire from his palms at Shift, Gunsmith, and the Exemplar. The team’s former enemy scooped both Gunsmith and Shift in his arms and jumped into flight to avoid the attack. With one arm, he hurled Shift at the fire-based special. Pyre turned his abilities onto her, but Shift’s arms extended and grabbed leverage on the railing of a catwalk. She swung under his jet-stream and retracted her arms when she reached the apex of the swing and she landed on another platform. Shift’s arms reached out for him and she prayed she could handle her next attempt. Shift’s entire body went from green to black and the texture changed as well. Her hands enlarged to giant-size and clamped down on Pyre’s body. The flame-retardant material she’d transformed into protected her from the fire and also kept oxygen from feeding Pyre’s abilities. When she opened her hands, he had gone back to his human form, his body smoking and he fell unconscious from the air.

Paragon was the last arrival and once she appeared, the Exemplar smiled. He set Gunsmith on solid ground and flew right at her, slamming into her with enough force that the two of them rocketed through the ceiling, bursting through the rocks and out into the cold, Afghan night. Once they reached a sufficient height, the Exemplar released Paragon for just a moment and struck her with a powerful swing that knocked her back even further. He kept after her, but she recovered enough to return his attack and meet his approach with a well-placed uppercut that threw him back against the mountain. 

She tackled him, wrapping a hand around his throat and holding him in place while she coiled her free arm to deliver another blow. The Exemplar grabbed the wrist of the hand around his throat and when her fist came towards his face, he caught it in his other hand. Paragon struggled against his hold while still trying to crush his throat. The Exemplar gave a smile as his hands began to glow, pouring the energy into her body.

“Believe it or not, I’m doing this for your own good,” he said. “You forget who you are? What your name means? I was supposed to be a hero, but I couldn’t cut it. You, on the other hand. You lived up to your name, didn’t you?”

Paragon heard his words, but the Analyst’s conditioning told her to ignore them and focus on the mission. And the mission was…was…

“What is it?” she asked aloud.

The Exemplar felt her grip weakening on his throat and he tugged on her wrist, her vise-like fingers slipping from his neck. “What’s what?”

“The mission,” she said. “What am I fighting for?”

“Right now? You’re fighting for a madman. That what you want your legacy to be?”

Paragon’s eyes had been glassed over, but now it was like the fog began to lift. The Exemplar had successfully pulled her hands away from him and he kneed her in the stomach. Paragon retracted in pain and the Exemplar fired a powerful blast of energy directly in her face that sent her tumbling down the mountain. He flew after her, prepared to crash down, when he saw her raise her hands up in abdication.

“Stop!” 

The Exemplar paused his attack and righted himself, moving into a casual hover. Paragon looked up at him, breathing heavily. She shook her head and began to laugh. “Of all the people to shake me out of it…”

The Exemplar couldn’t help his own chuckle. “Lily always said I could be pretty charming when I wanted to be.”

***

The bay doors of Atlas opened to accept the incoming Icarus. The VTOL jets carefully lowered it down into the hangar, the landing gear extending and touching down on the surface. Colonel Thorne and Dr. McCabe stood to the side of the hangar near the door and approached the hatch once it lowered. 

“We’re running short on time here and—” Thorne stopped both his speech and approach when he saw the man in the blue and white uniform who stepped off the ramp. His face contorted in anger and he jabbed a finger in the Exemplar’s direction while directing his gaze to Gunsmith. “Just what in the hell is he doing here?”

“Saving your team’s ass.” The Exemplar flashed a grin and extended his hand. “Hi, Callum King. And you are…?”

“This man’s a known terrorist!” spat Thorne.

“And he also broke me out of my conditioning,” said Paragon. “The Khagan has a psychic working for him, someone who was able to turn me against the team, probably through some sort of trigger.”

Thorne’s mouth fell open, but McCabe came up behind him to continue his side of the conversation. “If indeed the Exemplar managed to free you from this control, we are grateful. But bringing him here…”

“Thorne said it himself, we don’t have time,” said Wraith as he disembarked.

The Colonel watched him step off the ramp and move towards the doors leading to the elevator. “And what’s he doing here?”

“It’s a long story,” said Gunsmith. “Let’s focus on what we do know, okay? The Khagan has managed to kill both the President, Vice-President, and most of the cabinet. How’d he do it?”

Thorne kept his gaze fixed on the Exemplar, clearly uncomfortable with having a former enemy in their base. Still, he provided an explanation. “From what we can tell, it looked like a device similar to your blasters or Zenith’s cannon. In other words—”

“A teleforce weapon,” said Gunsmith.

“Right, but on a far larger scale than anything we’ve ever seen,” said Thorne. “How he was even able to get his hands on a weapon that isn’t even supposed to exist is still a mystery.”

“No it’s not,” said the Exemplar. “The Khagan has a special working with him who’s able to talk to machines, can build just about anything. With the right parts, that could also mean a giant space laser.”

“There’s more, we think Ramsey may be working with him,” said Gunsmith.

“What makes you think that?” asked McCabe.

“The Red Fist’s foot soldiers were wearing my armor. Only way they could have gotten the specs for it is from someone with knowledge of it,” said Gunsmith. “Paragon couldn’t have gotten access to those, which leaves only five people. Two of those are already dead, two are standing right in front of me, and one was conveniently away from the White House when the Khagan struck.”

“And he managed to get me from my prison not long after I was taken captive,” said the Exemplar.

“Plus Zephyr was one of the specials defending Tora Bora,” said Sharkskin. 

“And Ramsey would have had access to all of them.” Thorne scoffed. “Never did like that guy.”

“So the question is what do we do now?” asked Paragon. 

“Dennis Lawson has claimed the Presidency through the line of succession. He’s been calling, seems he already knows about our connection with Hayworth,” said Thorne. “The Khagan’s been quiet for now, but it’s only a matter of time before he strikes again. He wants the Presidency for himself.”

“No he doesn’t, he wants chaos,” said Paragon. “The Khagan’s not interested  in fixing the system, he wants to tear it down and start again. At least that’s what I remember him saying when I met him.”

McCabe’s eyebrows rose at that statement. “I thought you couldn’t clearly remember what happened to you?”

“That was before, seems the fog on my memories is lifting.”

“Don’t forget that he’s also been experimenting on me,” said the Exemplar. “Guess he didn’t want me joining his little Injustice Gang, thought it’d be more fun to have Azarov run his little tests.”

“Azarov?” asked Thorne. “I thought he was dead?”

“Like I said, it’s a long story,” said Gunsmith. “Look, there’s a lot going on here, but the important thing is we know where the Khagan is and we have to stop him before he makes another move.”

“That’s going to be complicated.” Thorne turned on his heel and walked towards the elevator with the rest of the group following close behind. “We’ve been trying to get clearance for a shuttle launch, but it’s been slow-going. Especially since the attack on the White House. Without some sort of official clearance, we can’t even get up to Olympus.”

“So what do we do? Ask him nicely to meet us down here?” asked Wraith.

Thorne pressed the call button for the elevator and tossed a glance at the dark-haired special. “I really didn’t miss you, Vaughn.”

“Feeling’s mutual, old man.”

The elevator doors opened and Thorne stepped inside. “Right now there’s only one man who can help us.” The rest of the team followed him in and he hit the button for the next level down. “Unfortunately, I’ve been ducking his calls.”

***

In a secret bunker, the newly-appointed President at a long table with advisors from the CIA, NSA, FBI, various branches of the military, and Homeland Security all seated around him. Ramsey sat closest to him. At the other end of the table was a large monitor that displayed the face of Colonel Thorne.

“Your request for a private conference has been acknowledged and refused, Colonel,” said Lawson. “My predecessor had far too much secrecy and I’m not about to continue that trend. Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of these men as well.”

Thorne sighed but nodded and continued. “Very well, Mr. President.”

“We’ve been trying to reach you ever since Secretary Ramsey informed me of your…connection to the previous administration,” said Lawson. “Running a superhuman task force completely off the books?”

“It was necessary for plausible deniability, sir. And if we have to come out of the shadows in order to do our job, then my team is prepared to do just that,” said Thorne. “But we can’t do this alone. Our aircraft is highly advanced, but it’s not capable of space travel. We need your help in securing my team seats on a shuttle launch.”

Ramsey chortled. “Really, Colonel? How do we know you’re not in league with this madman? After all, one of your number has associated with him in the past.”

Thorne ignored Ramsey’s barb. As much as he wanted to out the man, all they had to go on was circumstantial evidence. Until he had something concrete to take to the President, he couldn’t tip off Ramsey. “Paragon was a prisoner of the Khagan, no one wants him taken down more than her.”

Lawson narrowed his brown eyes. “I highly doubt that, Colonel.”

“The Khagan’s already shown you what sort of power he has at his disposal. If we don’t act fast, then he will use it again. We need your help, sir. Get us on a shuttle so we can stop him once and for all.”

Lawson sat back in his chair. The advisors around him all threw out a multitude of differing opinions. Some suggested doing as Thorne asked, others said to let them do it on their own. A few even shared Ramsey’s accusation and believed that Vanguard was little more than an extension of the Red Fist.

The President stood and held up his hands. “Okay, that’s enough!” His voice rose above the sound of the chatter and silence quickly followed. Lawson leaned against the table and stared at the monitor. “You win, Colonel. I’ll see to it that you receive what you need. But I have one condition.”

“Name it, sir.”

“After this, we have to have a serious discussion,” said Lawson. “My predecessor set up Vanguard without any concern for the consequences, and that’s something I plan on addressing.”

“Understood.”

“Thank you, Colonel. I’ll contact you again once the arrangements have been made.” Lawson ended the call from a small keyboard that rested on the table in front of his chair. The image of Thorne vanished and the monitor went black.

“Sir, let me just say that this is a suicide mission. You’re putting a lot of trust into the hands of a few freaks.”

Lawson locked eyes with Ramsey. “We do what we have to do, Secretary. Now, somebody put me in touch with the members of the UN Security Council. There’s a lot of work to be done.”




















CHAPTER 7




A small shuttle emerged from Earth’s atmosphere, coming within range of the large space station. It hovered amongst the stars, like a tower surrounded with several rings surrounding it, with wings connecting the rings to the center. Mounted at the tower’s peak was a large satellite dish with a very unconventional antenna.

In addition to Vanguard and the Exemplar, the shuttle also contained a small crew of just three people. The team assembled in the docking bay as the shuttle approached and Gunsmith gave the crew their orders. 

“We’ll need you to remain in range once we’ve secured the space station,” he said. “Do not, under any circumstances, initiate any docking procedures until you’ve heard from us. Understood?”

The crew acknowledged that they did and Gunsmith rejoined the team. “We’re all set.” He looked at Wraith. “You sure you’re up to this?”

Wraith nodded. “We’ve got the layout of the station, so I’m pretty sure I can get us all in without sticking anyone in a wall.”

“‘Pretty sure’?” asked the Exemplar.

“Relax. I’ve done this before.”

“You’ve teleported six people across the vacuum of space before?”

Wraith shrugged. “Well, when you put it that way…no.”

The Exemplar sighed. “Fantastic.”

“That’s really the hardest part,” said Gunsmith. “The shuttle the Khagan commandeered only had six people on the crew. We know that he’s there and so is the special King told us about—Parker. That means only four other grunts, likely all wearing duplicates of my armor.”

“Assuming he didn’t bring any specials with him,” said Paragon. 

Gunsmith nodded reluctantly. “Right. We can only hope that assumption is correct. But from what we know of the Khagan, he doesn’t have any powers himself.”

“They have to be able to tell we’re coming though, right?” asked Shift. “How do we know they won’t use that death ray on the shuttle?”

“Not possible,” said the shuttle’s commander, Captain Scott Lloyd. “It would take too much for them to reposition the weapon. And we can easily reposition the shuttle if they do attempt to target us.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t get to that point,” said Paragon. “I just want to get my hands on that sonnuva bitch.”

“Get in line,” said the Exemplar.

“Alright, everyone get close,” said Wraith. “And be quiet, I need to concentrate. One distraction and we could end up floating in the middle of space.”

“Comforting,” said the Exemplar.

The team formed a circle around Wraith, moving as close as possible. He held his arms at his sides, fingers curling and he threw his head back, staring at the ceiling with his eyes glowing with the powerful ebon energies contained inside his body. Auras surrounded his hands and grew larger, forming a giant circle around the whole group. Darkness filled the area for a brief moment. And when it passed, the team was no longer on the shuttle. They were instead in the center of the command deck of the Olympus. And the four Red Fist agents clad in crimson armor instantly drew their weapons in surprise.

“Move!” Gunsmith ducked an energy blast from one of the soldiers and fired one in turn, blowing the gun from his hand. He fired a second shot that struck his foe square in the head.

Shift jumped into the air, her arms extending out and wrapping around the body of another guard. With a solid anchor, she drew herself to the platform he stood on and squeezed tightly until he fell unconscious.

Wraith nearly collapsed to the ground from the strain of his act, and the Exemplar was his only defense, acting as a human shield and taking each blast from the soldiers’ weapons. Paragon flew at one of the guards, driving her powerful fists into his chest. 

The final one was Sharkskin’s prey, and he jumped and dodged every blast fired at him, running with incredible speed and raking his claws across the soldier’s chest. Sparks flew as Sharkskin’s strong claws tore through the metal and circuitry beneath. He raised the guard above his head and slammed him hard against the ground.

With all the guards now defeated, the group cast their eyes around the room to see the next threat. At first they saw nothing, but then they heard the sound of a slow clap. 

A figure emerged from the shadows, wearing his dark, crimson robes with gold trim. The Khagan offered a slight smile at the new arrivals, eyeing each of them carefully.

“My compliments, they were my best men.”

Gunsmith held up his weapon, the targeting piece over his eye securing a dead-lock on the face of his enemy. “It’s over. This is your one chance to surrender. And I promise you that we will not ask twice.”

The Khagan scoffed. “Really, do you honestly believe those four were my only defense? I admit, I’m a little disappointed my people weren’t able to detain you in Tora Bora, but I’m a man who plans for every eventuality.”

“And what’s your contingency plan for this, you piece of shit? Gonna talk us to death?” asked Sharkskin.

The Khagan nodded his head in the Exemplar’s direction. “I see Mr. King is with you. Wonderful to see my efforts are already bringing enemies together. I’m sure he’s shared with you his…sessions with Professor Azarov.”

“What about it?” asked Paragon.

“From his experiments, the good Professor managed to synthesize a formula that activates the latent special gene. And he also added in something a little extra. Call it his own trademark.”

The Khagan removed the gold belt around his waist and slid the robe off his shoulders. It fell to the floor, revealing his naked, muscled torso with a pair of crimson pants and black boots the only other clothing he wore. The Khagan held his arms out to the side and bent backwards slightly, his skin beginning to change color, becoming paler and somewhat yellow. The sounds his throat produced could only be described as inhuman and his eyes emitted a scarlet glow. His bones and muscles grew, his skin stretching to keep up with the expansion. Sharp, bone claws tore through his fingertips and he hunched slightly, his teeth now razor-sharp. 

“You see?” When the Khagan spoke, his voice became even deeper than before, almost echoing as it emerged from his mouth. “We are moving towards another phase of evolution.”

Seeing the man responsible for turning her against her friends filled Paragon with rage. Her hands balled into tight fists and she rocketed at the Khagan, striking him in the jaw with them. His head rocked, but he lowered it back and laughed before backhanding her with a blow strong enough to knock her against the far wall.

“I gave you an opportunity to join the revolution, Anita. You turned me away, forcing my hand,” he said.

“Join the revolution? You’re nothing more than another would-be dictator!” Gunsmith punctuated his slur with several blasts from his weapons. The Khagan moved with incredible speed, rolling and weaving to avoid the attacks and he charged at Gunsmith. He took a swipe at the soldier with his claws, and Gunsmith jumped back to evade them, but they still tore into his chest-plate. 

With Gunsmith’s distraction, Sharkskin circled around and pounced on the Khagan from behind, trying to wrap his arm around the villain’s neck. The Khagan thrashed against the attack, but Shift’s arms transformed into tentacles and reached out, trying to hold him in place. Sharkskin dragged his claws across the Khagan’s face right before his enemy flew towards the ceiling of the large chamber, slamming Sharkskin against it. 

Shift tried to hold on, but the Khagan gripped her arms and yanked on them, pulling her closer to him. Once she was within his grasp, he wrapped his hand around her throat and clutched it tightly.

An energy blast drew the Khagan’s attention from his prey and he locked eyes with the Exemplar, who hovered before him, hands glowing brightly with energy. “Evolution? Don’t make me laugh.”

Shift contracted her neck, making it thin enough so she could slip from the Khagan’s grasp. When she returned to the ground, Gunsmith was at her side as she coughed from the strain on her throat.

“You think you stand with us? That you’re one of us?” asked the Exemplar, hovering before his foe. “You are nothing. Just another weakling who thinks he’s entitled to power. You weren’t blessed with this gift, you stole it through twisted experimentation. Not to make the world better, but to give yourself power over the rest of us.”

The Khagan chuckled. “Oh please, this from an overgrown child who threw a tantrum over a woman’s rejection?”

The Exemplar chose to let his actions answer the Khagan’s barb and he did so by unleashing a massive burst of energy right in his foe’s face. It broke the Khagan’s hover and he fell to the ground. The Exemplar lowered down to face him as the Khagan rose up.

“Nice trick. I can do the same.” The Khagan held his palm out and a burst of energy, the same as the Exemplar’s, engulfed the would-be hero.

A burst of dark energy struck the Khagan. No physical damage, but he was overcome with a sudden surge of emotion. He was taken back to the atrocities he saw committed by his government and his fellow soldiers, what made him become the Khagan in the first place.

“Thought I was out, huh?” asked Wraith. “Maybe it’s time to make you suffer like you made so many others.”

“You can barely stand, Wraith,” said the Khagan. “And as for making me suffer? All you did is remind me of the reasons why I do what I do. My grief doesn’t hinder me, it empowers me!” He held out his hand and knocked Wraith back with a powerful energy blast.

At that moment, Paragon re-entered the battle, clasping her hands together and bringing them down on the Khagan’s head. He swung out at her, an attempted swipe with his claws, but she held her ground and they scraped harmlessly against her invisible forcefield. Paragon thought back to how she felt like a prisoner in her own body while under the Analyst’s control, and how that was all at the behest of this man. And that drove her into a rage. She channeled that rage into her powers, her telekinetic field increasing each punch she delivered to the beast with more strength than she’d ever displayed in the past. The blows rained down upon the Khagan with such ferocity that even his durable hide was having difficulty protecting him.

Shift tugged on Gunsmith’s arm. “Do you see that? She’s going to kill him!”

Gunsmith patted his teammate’s hand and uttered only one word in response: “Good.”

***

The sounds of the battle echoed up to the floors above, where Lee stood with what he thought was an unconscious special until he awoke and began speaking. 

“Lee, what is happening?” he asked.

Lee went to one of the closed circuit monitors and turned it so the man who once called himself Lucent could view the battle raging below. A smile spread across Lucent’s face. 

“Are they that Vanguard group?” asked Lee.

“They are,” said Lucent. “My teammates.”

Lee turned to look at Lucent. “Teammates? But I thought you fought them…?”

“The man who once occupied this body did. But as I told you, my name is Zenith. Up until Lucent absorbed my energy reserves, I was a member of Vanguard.”

Lee stood and stepped closer to the tube. “What are you saying? That somehow Lucent drained your soul?”

“Perhaps I wouldn’t put it quite that way, but for the sake of argument then yes, that is what was done to me. Somehow, I have managed to assert control over his form.”

“So what happened to him?” asked Lee.

“He is still locked inside here with me, but he cannot access his form just yet. I will not allow it. For all intents and purposes, I am in control.”

Lee looked back at the monitors, shaking his head. “This is insane…I have to do something to help the Khagan.”

“Lee, look at me.”

The special did as he was told and stared into Zenith’s eyes. The energy being continued to speak. “You are still under the influence of the Analyst. The Khagan has manipulated you into working with him. He has turned you into his slave. But you have the ability to break free, it is all up to you.”

Lee looked away. “No, you’re lying…”

“You seem like a good man, Lee Parker. And now it is up to you to prove your worth. Do you really want to see your country reduced to flames? Your friends and family killed? Revolutions are often violent and bloody, and despite what the Khagan promises, he is nothing more than a simple terrorist.”

“Shut up!” shouted Lee. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! The Khagan is fighting for us!”

“The Khagan has turned Lucent into a battery for his death ray. He has forced you to build it for him. He has forced many others to follow him unwittingly. He used your genius in order to kill people. How do you feel about that?”

Lee screamed and grabbed his head, struggling against the memories and thoughts rushing through his mind. The Analyst’s control over him slipped, and it allowed the man within to regain control over his brain. Finally, he looked up at Zenith.

“Okay, how do we stop him?”

***

The Khagan planted his hand against Paragon’s face and fired a blast as powerful as he could muster at point-blank range. She screamed at the pain and the force of the beam threw her away from him. He rose back up, looking at the group of heroes who opposed him. They were weakened and wouldn’t last much longer. But he could continue on.

“You came so far only to be defeated,” he said. 

“No, they did not.”

The glowing, azure body of Lucent lowered from the ceiling, eyes crackling with raw power. At the sight of their former enemy, the team instantly felt their situation worsening.

“Is this a good thing or a bad thing?” asked Shift.

Upon hearing those words, he looked at Shift and gave her a comforting smile. “Trust me, Erin.”

“That…doesn’t sound like Lucent,” said Sharkskin.

“You think you can stop me?” asked the Khagan, firing a blast at Zenith. The energy being absorbed it when it struck him and cocked his head to the side slightly. 

“You are aware of the power this body possesses, are you not? Why would you attempt such a nonsensical attack?”

The Khagan roared in annoyance and flew at Zenith, but passed right through his body and struck the wall with his head. Zenith spun and unleashed powerful energy blasts from his eyes that rocked through the Khagan’s body. In a flash, he was in front of the Khagan once more and grabbed his wrists. Zenith channeled his energy into the Khagan’s body, causing it to convulse. 

“Very interesting,” said Zenith. “It seems there is a lot of energy within you. Energy that is now my domain.”

The Khagan felt every muscle in his body seize up and he could feel himself growing weaker. Little by little, Zenith drained the power inside of the leader of the Red Fist and then released him, allowing him to fall to the ground, unconscious.

He rolled onto his back, lying there motionless. The Khagan’s muscles and bones returned to their normal state, leaving him once more nothing more than a man. Zenith lowered himself and rested his feet on the ground. Once he looked up at his teammates, he saw they all remained prepared for another fight.

“I understand this is all confusing for you,” he said. “But Lucent is simply the body I am occupying.”

They could all detect the change in his tone. Something that was very different from Lucent but very familiar to all of them. It was Shift who finally asked the question that was perched on all their tongues. “Zen? Is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” he said with a smile.

“How?” asked Paragon. “I watched you die.”

“There will be time for explanations later.” The energy dissipated, revealing the naked form of Terry Gibson standing before them. “But perhaps now we should clean up and return home.”

“Yeah…think you could put on some pants first?” asked Wraith.

***

Newly-appointed President Dennis Lawson sat before a monitor displaying the images of the members of the United Nations Security Council, all of them joined together in a video conference.

“Thank you all for agreeing to speak to me,” he began. “I apologize we couldn’t do this face-to-face, but I felt time was of the essence. I wanted to inform all of you first that the Khagan has been taken into custody. We also have several members of the Red Fist that we’ve captured. There are still others out there, but without any sort of central leadership, I doubt they will pose much of a threat.”

“What of these specials? This Vanguard?” asked Russian President Kirill Vorobiev. “They are a loose cannon. Did you have anything to do with their intervention on Olympus?”

Lawson sighed. “I gave them the means to go after the Khagan, yes. And it proved to be the correct judgment. They managed to contain the threat with no fatalities.”

“And what will happen now?” This question came from the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister, Paula Turner. 

“That’s actually why I’ve called this meeting,” said Lawson. “It’s clear that we face a very unique situation here, unprecedented. The Exemplar, Zephyr, Lucent, and now the Red Fist. These are new threats for a new world, and we have to act. Together.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Chinese Premier Li Xiao. 

“I have a proposal here for an organization that will serve to protect us from these new threats,” said Lawson.




















EPILOGUE




Twenty Years From Now




He didn’t expect this.

The man stepped out of a temporal portal, wearing a suit of futuristic battle armor that concealed every aspect of his features. But once he set foot onto the ash-laden rubble that was once Times Square, he nearly collapsed to his knees.

“Chronos?”

Not even his name drew his attention. All he could do was look out at the devastation. The silver robot who called his name stood over him, overlooking the devastation.

“Are you sure this is the correct time period?”

“See for yourself, Progenitor.” Chronos stood and raised his arm. A holographic display of the current year projected from the forearm. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Both Chronos and the Progenitor looked up into the dark skies and saw massive, alien ships looming above. Chronos felt the emotion swelling up inside him at his failure.

“We came back to prepare mankind for the coming war, to give them generations for their power to emerge. Why is the invasion decades ahead of schedule?”




To Be Continued in Season Two




















CONTINUE THE ADVENTURE!




Thank you for reading Vanguard: The Complete First Season! Want to know what happens in Season 2? Click here to get it now and start reading!
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PREVIEW OF VANGUARD #5.5




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 pedestrians and thousands crossing through the streets. 

Now darkness permeated the area, the massive screens destroyed 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 the red visor of his helmet 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 its 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 spinning and 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 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.




Want to know what happens next? Pick up Vanguard: The Complete Second Season and find out!




















AFTERWORD




When I was a kid, I wasn’t part of the in-crowd. I was always kind of on the outside of that group, and most of my time outside of school was spent alone. But when I was in elementary school, I first discovered the X-Men through the 90s animated series. When my older brother, who at the time ran a sports collectibles store that also sold comics, found out that I was interested in the X-Men, he started sending me unsold comics from his shop. I still remember one of the first comics I ever read—it was X-Men #24, written by Fabian Nicieza with artwork by Andy Kubert. The cover was mind-blowing to my child mind—featuring Gambit and Rogue in an embrace about to kiss. 

The story was really steeped in continuity, but it still intrigued me. And like any good comic book, it made me want to read more. I began reading comics as often as I could. Whenever I went to my local library, I would check out any trade paperbacks they had available, or I would request others through inter-library loans. As I got only and had the money to start affording comics, I began buying them with impunity. Not only buying new issues that came out, but going back and buying up back issues and trade paperbacks at comic shops, conventions, flea markets, anywhere I could get my hands on them.

The X-Men’s message of inclusion and acceptance, of continuing to fight even when the entire world hates and fears you, is something that really spoke to a shy outsider like me. And it led me to the larger world of the Marvel Universe and by extension, comics as a whole. These stories of beings with godlike powers who could enslave humanity, but instead chose to put on colorful costumes and defend that same humanity that hated and feared them was amazing to me. And yet, even with all that power, these were characters who were still extremely human. They could withstand bombs or move things with their mind or teleport, but those powers could never erase the insecurities they felt about themselves. 

I first came to comics in the early/mid-90s, but during that time, I sought out a lot of back-issues. And without a doubt, some of my favorite comics came from the 70s to the mid-80s, a period known as the Bronze Age of Comics. This is an era when the medium of superhero comics, in my opinion, was at a creative high-point. You had comics that were delving deeper into characterization, exploring important social issues, but while at the same time never forgetting that superhero comics are supposed to be fun.

When I created Vanguard, I initially intended for it to be a novel, the first in a series. But as I began to write it, something felt off. Around this time, I discovered the Self Publishing Podcast hosted by Johnny B. Truant, Sean Platt, and David Wright. These three writers built their success on writing serials. That’s when I realized what was missing. The comics I loved from the Bronze Age weren’t these epic tomes. But rather they consisted of individual self-contained stories, while also including elements that would stretch out over the course of several issues. This approach, which is the approach used by any good serial (and which sadly has all but been abandoned by modern-day comics), is what I needed to do.

I restructured my ideas for the Vanguard novel into a series of individual episodes. The Khagan and the Red Fist, who were to be the main villains in the novel, became background players throughout the entire first season. And it gave me the chance to introduce other characters and play with other ideas that I had, but which didn’t seem to warrant a full novel. 

As I write this afterword, I’m in the middle of writing the second season of Vanguard. I have a rough plan for the series to extend to five seasons, with a desire to continue going beyond that and also potentially doing some spin-offs set in the same world.

There are a lot of people who helped the project get this far. First and foremost is Derrick Ferguson, a great writer and a good friend who has always been there as a sounding board for my ideas. When I first thought of doing Vanguard, Derrick was the only one I felt comfortable sharing those initial ideas with. The second is Van Allen Plexico, whose Sentinels series of books was one of the inspirations that first led me to try and write superhero prose fiction. 

And, of course, there are all the comic book writers who have inspired me over the decades. Names like Chris Claremont, Fabian Nicieza, Kurt Busiek, Grant Morrison, Mark Waid, Peter David, David Michelinie, Roy Thomas, Steve Gerber, Stan Lee, and many more. 

This is just the beginning of the adventures of Vanguard. I hope you enjoyed this first season and I’ll see you in season two.




Percival Constantine

May 2015

Kagoshima, Japan
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THE MYTH HUNTER
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INFERNUM
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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.
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