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      Chronos found himself in the bowels of a massive airship called the Icarus. Seated before him was a man whose entire body was encased in the metal of his hoverchair. Only his wrinkled face was visible, which bore a thin, silver mustache above his withered lips and haunting eyes that sent a chill through the time traveler.

      “What did you say?” asked Chronos.

      “I said you are responsible for what has happened to this world,” said the old man, who had introduced himself as the Analyst.

      Chronos looked to the people who surrounded him, the members of the team called Vanguard—Sharkskin, Shift, Ink, and Talon. “No, that’s not right. I tried to stop the invasion!”

      “What the hell’s going on here?” Sharkskin pointed at Chronos. “You mean to tell me the world has gone to shit because of this guy?”

      “Of course not, that’s ridiculous!” said Chronos.

      “Then what’s the Analyst talking about?” asked Shift.

      “Your memories are open to me,” said the Analyst, his gaze never moving from Chronos. “The moment you set foot onto our ship, I scanned your mind. Now tell my team what I already know. Tell them where you come from.”

      Chronos looked at the people surrounding him and gave a nod. “I’m a time traveler from the twenty-fifth century.”

      Sharkskin chortled and Shift elbowed him in the side to get him to stop.

      “About forty years from today, the Kotharian empire will begin an invasion of Earth. It was quick and brutal. Our forces were virtually wiped out overnight.”

      “Uhh, gonna have to stop you there, buddy.” Ink was the one who spoke. She had long, dark hair tied behind her head. Her arms and back were exposed and lined with tattoos. “The Kotharians are here and they’ve been here since I was a baby.”

      “I know, which means something’s not right,” said Chronos.

      “Tell them about your history,” said the Analyst.

      “I was born in the camps. When I was fifteen, a resistance attack allowed me to escape. Naturally, I signed up with the rebels to try and fight off the Kotharians. But it wasn’t easy,” said Chronos. “Until we learned about the Chaknaar.”

      “That doesn’t make sense, we’ve known about the Chaknaar since before the invasion,” said Shift.

      “Please, Erin. Allow our visitor to finish,” said the Analyst.

      “Right, well the Kotharians have these psionic abilities and they’re gained through exposure to something they call the Chaknaar. We managed to get our hands on some of it and ran some trials. What we found was that if humans are exposed to it, they can also develop powers as well,” said Chronos. “Except it’s not completely compatible. The Chaknaar only worked on a small percentage of our test subjects. And the ones it did work on, their powers weren’t consistent, unlike the Kotharians.”

      Chronos gestured to his body, showing off his armor. “The Kotharians also developed the chronal emitter, which is incorporated into my suit. A prototype device that allows the wearer to travel through time. My mission was to go to the dawn of the twenty-first century and release our Chaknaar reserves throughout the Earth. Even if only a subset of humanity gained powers, that subset would probably be able to fend off the invasion. It was hoped that the decades between would allow the Chaknaar to spread, give people time to develop and learn how to use their abilities. But then we tried jumping forward and something happened. The chronal emitter was damaged somehow in the trip and we landed here, centuries before our own era. And then we saw that the invasion had already happened.”

      Sharkskin folded his arms across his broad chest. “So you’re saying you’re responsible for the Event?”

      “What’s the Event?” asked Chronos.

      “Decades ago, an anomalous gene was discovered in humanity, one that caused some of them to develop superhuman abilities,” said the Analyst. “We’ve referred to whatever caused this change as the Event.”

      “You said ‘we’?” Talon was the youngest of the group, possibly late teens. Her skin was pale and when transformed, she possessed wings and razor-sharp talons for fingers, much like her namesake.

      Chronos nodded. “When we raided a Kotharian facility, we found an artificial intelligence that had been enslaved by their human collaborators. We restored his autonomy and he joined our cause.”

      “An AI?” asked Shift, perking up. “What was his name?”

      “Actually, he couldn’t remember much from before the invasion,” said Chronos. “But he started calling himself the Progenitor. He’s the one who told us about the Chaknaar and helped us steal it. And he came back with me on the mission. But when we arrived here, we were attacked. He led the attackers away from me so I could escape, told me it was my duty to repair the chronal emitter and find out what’s going on here.”

      Chronos looked at each of the specials, gesturing to them as he spoke. “But this isn’t right. I mean, look at you guys. Clearly, we were successful. So how did this happen? And why did it happen so much earlier than it was supposed to?”

      The Analyst closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. “Chronos, do you believe in destiny?”

      He shook his head. “I believe in free will. Do you think I’d even make this trip if I didn’t believe the future couldn’t be changed?”

      “I’d say our current predicament is evidence against your beliefs,” said the Analyst. “Maybe there is no way to change the future. Maybe this is our destiny.”

      “You can’t believe that,” said Shift. “If this is meant to happen, then why do we keep fighting?”

      “I’m wondering that myself.” The Analyst looked at Chronos. “You see, it was the Chaknaar that drew the Kotharians to us. They could detect its presence across the galaxies. They sent a scout, who confirmed their readings. And then the invasion came.”

      Chronos backed away. His heartbeat sped up and his breathing became labored. Vanguard stood around him, surrounding him. He knew what had happened here. He knew the cause of the invasion.

      “Don’t you see?” asked the Analyst. “You tried to prevent the invasion. But all you did was hasten it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Present

      

      

      Callum King hovered above the trees, tipping his head back and breathing in the morning air. He closed his eyes and felt the warm sun on his bare chest. The wind blew through his hair and beard, which had both gotten quite long in the months he’d been living on this island.

      When he opened his crystal-blue eyes, he looked down, watching through the treetops as the boar moved on the ground below. The man who had once been the Exemplar dove head-first towards his prey.

      His eyes flashed and beams of energy erupted from his pupils. But he missed and the boar scampered off in fear. Callum followed the creature, firing again. This time, the beams struck and the boar fell over onto its side.

      He easily lifted the dead animal with one hand and flew into the air again. Soaring across the island, Callum returned to the cave that had become his home since he first arrived here. There, he used his heat blasts to create a fire and began the work of preparing the boar for breakfast.

      “So this is what you’ve resorted to now?”

      Callum ignored the taunts from his subconscious. He bit into the boar’s roasted flesh. When the Hellhounds attacked Arcadia, the Ferryman opened a portal that enabled the Exemplar to escape. And he’d been here, on this remote island in the Pacific, ever since.

      “You listening to me, boy?”

      Callum groaned. “Shut up.”

      “Run and hide, like always.”

      It was just his mind playing tricks on him. Months of isolation. But still, Callum felt like he could hear the voice of his father. Like he could see the old man sitting on the other side of the fire, his judgmental eyes fixed on his son.

      “You’re weak, Cal,” his father said. “God gave you all this power and still you’re nothing more than a coward. Just like when you were a kid. You couldn’t stand up to the bullies then and you sure as hell can’t do it now.”

      “I said…” Callum held out his arm and a blast of energy rocketed from his palm. “Shut up!”

      The blast caused the hallucination to vanish and struck the cave wall, singing the rock. Callum went back to his food.

      “Pathetic.”

      Callum’s head dropped. He sighed and looked up, seeing his father now sitting beside him.

      “You were never man enough to stand up to me. Never man enough to stand up to those bullies,” said his father. “What was that name you called yourself? The Exemplar? Thought you’d be like one of those spandex-wearin’ sissies you always read about in those comics, didn’t you? And how’d that work out for you?”

      “I helped people,” said Callum. “Which is more than I can say for you, old man.”

      “Yeah, helped. You helped so much that Vanguard had to shut you down. Then you were used by that Khagan guy. Now that was a real man.”

      “What do you expect, Henry?”

      A new voice came, more feminine. Callum shook his head. “No, not you, Lily. Not you, too…”

      He believed he saw a woman standing in front of him with long, dark hair. She folded her arms over her chest. “You were never man enough for me, Cal. I only ever dated you out of pity. Stayed with you out of obligation. Until finally, I realized I couldn’t stay with such a loser any longer. Not without killing myself.”

      Callum dropped the food on the ground, his head sinking. He brought his hands up to his face, bringing them to rest on the side of his head. “What do you want me to do?”

      “We want you to be a man for once,” said Henry, appearing in front of Callum. “They took everything from you and you let them.”

      Lily sat by his side, draping her arm around his shoulders. “You’re powerful, Cal. More powerful than anyone. This world could be yours. You could finally have everything you deserve.”

      “All you gotta do is stop makin’ excuses for yourself,” said Henry. “All you gotta do is stand up and take what you want.”

      “I tried that once, it didn’t work. Tried to find a new way, tried to give people a home.”

      “And that failed, too,” said Lily. “These humans, they’re never going to let you just sit back and relax. They’re too afraid of you—all of you. Afraid of what you can do. So they try and keep you down. They force other specials to turn on their own kind.”

      Callum raised his head and looked at Lily. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it,” she said. “Months you were at Arcadia and nothing happened. Everything was peaceful. But then those two Vanguardians show up and next thing you know, Cerberus is tearing the island apart. Do you think that’s a coincidence?”

      “They wouldn’t…” said Callum. “Shift and Sharkskin…they’re good people. Just kids, really. They wouldn’t turn on us like that.”

      “And yet, facts is facts,” said Henry. “C’mon, son. You can’t be that stupid, can you?”

      “There are no coincidences,” said Lily. “I bet they probably traded Arcadia for their own freedom.”

      “So what do you want me to do?” asked Callum.

      Lily and Henry stood and they both pointed off into the darkness. Callum rose from his seat and stepped into the dark, where their fingers pointed. The deeper he went into the cave, the darker it got. He held up a fist, and the energy he generated around it provided him with a makeshift torch.

      As he approached the spot, he saw his ex-wife and his father appear again. Between them was a small, rock pedestal. Resting on that was the blue and white costume he wore as the Exemplar.

      “Take what’s yours, son.”

      “Be the man we always hoped you could be.”

      Callum knelt down and reached for the white cape with one hand, the other still providing illumination. He felt the fabric beneath his fingers and thought about everything Cerberus had taken from him. And what if Vanguard was involved? What if they were responsible for the fall of Arcadia?

      He owed it to his people. He would have his vengeance.
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      A round, metal table with a giant V engraved into its surface now sat in the monitor room of Vanguard’s Atlas base. The entire team sat gathered around the table, and in the center of it was a holographic projection of a man dressed in a black uniform, a red circle with the silhouette of a three-headed hound emblazoned on his left pectoral and shoulders.

      “We’ve finally managed to reach an agreement with the Security Council,” said the hologram. It was Abram Zukov, the director of the international agency called Cerberus. “From this point on, Vanguard will act in consultation with Cerberus.”

      “So basically, we trade the White House for you?” asked Dominic Vaughn, who leaned back in his chair.

      “Not quite.” Colonel Leonard Thorne rested his elbows on the table, his fingers steepled together. “Despite the autonomy we were given, we were still working for the Hayworth administration. That’s no longer the case. Vanguard is completely autonomous, we just share intelligence with Cerberus.”

      “And vice versa,” said Zukov. He gestured to Jim Ellis, the man at the table in a black bodysuit. “As Jim is still a member of Cerberus, he will serve as the official liaison between us both.”

      Anita Jordan had her eyes fixed on the metal table. “What about J’Karra?”

      “You’re welcome to return to the Island and question her again, if you like,” said Zukov. “But I doubt you’ll fare much better than you have.”

      “Have to try,” said Anita. “She said something about retaliation. Whatever caused the Event also powers her people and apparently, they’re not big on the sharing. And once they find out that we’ve also been holding one of their scouting ships for decades…”

      “Zen, any progress on that front?” asked Thorne, turning to the artificially intelligent robot on the team.

      Zenith shook his head. “I’ve detected no transmissions made with J’Karra’s ship. I have been analyzing the technology in it, though. I believe we may be able to incorporate some aspects of it into the Icarus’ design.”

      “Like what?” Erin Hastings was the youngest member of the team, but since joining, she felt like she’d had to grow up fast. Everyone regarded the teenager as an adult in their midst now.

      “The cloaking device for one thing,” said Lee Parker, the team’s latest member and resident technology expert. “Kotharian stealth technology is unlike anything we’ve ever seen before. And the autopilot is so advanced, it borders on AI.”

      “The teleportation technology is another matter, I’m afraid,” said Zenith. “It will take some time to reverse-engineer that.”

      “No big, I like a challenge,” said Lee.

      “I will leave you all to talk,” said Zukov. “Paragon, when you wish to return to the Island, let me know and I’ll provide you with its current coordinates.”

      Anita gave a nod and the projection of Zukov vanished from the table.

      Koji Asano leaned forward, looking at Thorne. “Okay, so tell me the truth—are we cool with this whole arrangement or is it bad?”

      “Abram’s a good man, we can trust him,” said Jim.

      “And we need some sort of oversight,” said Thorne. “I don’t like having to answer to anyone, but the government knows where this base is. If we tried to go rogue, we’d have some difficulty in that area. It’s only Zenith’s quick-thinking that allowed us to claim the Icarus and Atlas as our own.”

      “How’d that work anyway?” asked Koji.

      “I knew President Lawson would need time to verify my claim that the Icarus and Atlas were indeed my own property,” said Zenith. “And in that time, I was able to falsify a paper trail as evidence.”

      “So you basically stole it from the government without them even knowing?” asked Dominic with a smirk. “I must be rubbing off on you.”

      “Let’s move on from Cerberus. We’ll keep an eye on them, but right now our biggest concern is J’Karra,” said Thorne. “She may be imprisoned and the fact that she didn’t send out a transmission is good news.”

      “Or so we think,” said Anita. “She’s got psychic powers. Maybe she was able to send out some sort of telepathic SOS. In which case, there’d be no real way to detect it.”

      “You’re right,” said Thorne. “See what you can get out of her when you go to the Island. Hopefully she’ll be a bit more accommodating.”

      “Will do.”

      “We still have other threats to worry about,” said Jim. “Chief among them being Joseph Ramsey.”

      “Unfortunately, the Secretary’s been very quiet lately,” said Zenith.

      “Probably figures we know he’s up to something,” said Dom.

      “Zen and I are monitoring every call and email he sends or receives,” said Lee. “If he does something, we’ll know about it. But so far, zip.”

      “I’m more worried about this invasion thing Anita mentioned,” said Erin. “Shouldn’t we be preparing for something like this?”

      “The Security Council knows about it and Cerberus and the world’s space agencies are sending out probes to monitor the solar system. But unless we know something more, there’s not a whole lot we can do,” said Jim.

      “Does seem like the number of threats we have to worry about is increasing exponentially…” muttered Thorne.

      “At least now we have back-up,” said Jim. “With Cerberus on our side, we’re not alone in this anymore.”

      “Assuming they can be trusted.”

      “Anita…”

      Anita held up her hand. “Now look, I know you think they’re above-board. But I have to be honest, they still make me nervous. I haven’t forgotten what they did to me when Callus was running the show. Who knows how many anti-special sympathizers are still infesting that organization?”

      “What do you expect us to do, fire everyone and start over?” asked Jim.

      “Sounds like a good start to me,” said Dom.

      “It’s not realistic,” said Jim.

      “Zukov is still only the interim director. That limits his power, and Ramsey will likely do everything in his power to drag out that confirmation process,” said Thorne. “But an internal review doesn’t seem like it’d be beyond his scope.”

      Jim sighed. “I’ll see what I can do, okay? But just as long as you remember that Cerberus is not the same organization it was under Callus. The Hellhounds unit has been completely decommissioned and they’ve been imprisoned for their crimes.”

      “So we’re told…” muttered Dom.

      “Let’s hit pause on this conversation,” said Thorne, holding up his hand. “I think we’re all under a lot of stress after everything that’s happened. Until we know more, there’s nothing we can really do except keep up our daily routine. So those of you with assignments, keep at ‘em.”

      He pointed at Lee and Zenith. “That means incorporating this Kotharian tech into our arsenal.” His finger moved to Anita. “Find out what J’Karra knows.” Then to Jim. “Talk to Zukov about looking at his people.”

      Thorne looked at Dom, Koji, and Erin. “As for you three, I want you to keep up with your training. It’s when things are quiet that we should be worried.”
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      Hawaii was Callum’s first stop on his return to America. He would need to find a place to stay, get cleaned up, and figure out his next move. But to do that, he needed money.

      It was late at night and he stood on a building opposite a bank, staring down at the ATM machine located outside. He looked around to ensure there were no bystanders and fixed his gaze on the machine.

      Beams fired from his pupils, slamming into the machine and destroying it. An alarm went off and the ATM’s cash reserves were left open for the taking. Callum jumped from the building and swooped down, gathering as many of the bills into a bag as he could.

      “Hey!”

      Callum looked over his shoulder to see a security guard standing over him, aiming a gun at his head. The special took the gun from the young guard and bent the barrel upwards. The guard just stared at the gun in shock and slowly began to back away.

      “Run,” said Callum, his eyes flashing with energy.

      The guard dropped the gun and immediately ran off. Callum finished taking as much as he needed and flew away. It would be enough to get him a hotel room, a place where he could finally have a nice, long shower. Sleep in a real bed instead of lying atop a pile of leaves. Order some decent food he didn’t have to catch himself.

      Callum flew to another of the islands where he checked into a hotel under a false name. The concierge who asked him for ID quickly went silent after Callum handed her a hundred dollar bill.

      He went up to the room and took a long shower. He’d bathed on the island, but it wasn’t the same as this. Being able to control the temperature of the water was like heaven after that and he forgot how much he’d missed soap.

      After the shower, Callum settled his naked body between the sheets. The mattress may have been the most comfortable thing he’d ever laid on and with the window open, he got the feeling of a nice sea breeze blowing in. Sleep came quickly to him.

      When he woke the next day, he was surprised to see that he’d slept for almost twelve hours. Callum sat up in bed and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He laid back against the headboard and reached for the remote control on the nightstand. Navigating from the hotel menu, he began flipping through the channels. He stopped on a political pundit show.

      The middle-aged man had a smile like a used car salesman and perfectly coifed, brown hair. In the corner of the screen was an image of two logos—the one for Cerberus and the one for Vanguard.

      “Cerberus,” said Eric Fox, the show’s host. “This is an organization supposedly founded to protect humanity from the threat posed by these so-called specials. And yet, now they’ve just announced an alliance with Vanguard, a team of vigilantes with powers.”

      Fox sighed and rubbed his chin. “Folks, it’s bad enough that we’ve entrusted our security to the United Nations, but now we find that this organization—which is already on its second director after less than a year of operation—is working with the freaks they’re supposed to protect us from? Does anyone else see a conflict of interest here or is it just me?”

      Callum narrowed his eyes. Vanguard was working with Cerberus now?

      “So much for your trusted friends.”

      Callum looked over to the window and saw his father standing there with his arms folded. “I’m sure they have their reasons.”

      “That whole theory about them selling you out is starting to look more and more likely, kid,” said Henry.

      “You can’t count on Vanguard anymore,” said Lily, who appeared beside him in bed. “Now you can only rely on yourself. Are you willing to do what’s necessary? To get justice for your people?”

      Callum shook his head. “Quiet. Just let me watch.” He pointed the remote at the TV and turned up the volume.

      “The United States needs their own version of Cerberus,” said Fox. “We need to register these specials, monitor them. If my neighbor blows things up when he gets angry, that’s something I deserve to know!”

      “He’s a bigot,” said Callum. “People like that are why I founded Arcadia in the first place.”

      “Arcadia’s gone, thanks to Cerberus,” said Lily. “The question is what are you going to do about it?”

      Callum turned off the TV and rose from the bed. He walked over to his bag and fished through the stacks of money until he found the folded blue and white costume.

      “You’re right,” he said. “I have to be a symbol for my people. Show them that we can’t let the humans keep us down.”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like a real man,” said Henry. “The kind of man I’d be proud to call my son.”

      “The kind of man I always wanted you to be,” said Lily.

      Callum pulled the blue and white costume over his body. He stood in front of the full-length mirror, placing his hands on his hips and admiring the pose he struck.

      “There’s a problem,” he said, looking at his father and ex-wife. “Cerberus’ headquarters is above the planet. I can’t fly out into space.”

      “No, but they have other locations all throughout the world, don’t they?” asked Lily. “You can attack one of those, let them know you mean business.”

      “And if Vanguard intervenes?”

      “Then you deal with them, too,” said Henry. “Don’t forget, they’re traitors to your cause. They’ve turned against you and yours.”

      “You’re right,” said Callum, staring at himself in the mirror. “I’ll make sure they pay for what they’ve done to us.”

      He turned from the mirror and jumped right into flight. Callum burst through the glass window of his hotel room and soared high above the grounds. He knew the closest Cerberus base was on the west coast and he’d make that his first target.

      The Exemplar was back and this time, there would be no stopping him. No reasoning with him. He was about to declare war on enemies of his people everywhere, no matter how powerful they were or how large their numbers.
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      Paragon flew towards the massive carrier ship in the north Atlantic. She landed softly on the deck, the red and white cape she wore fluttering about her body and matching uniform. Armed Cerberus agents were waiting for her, a few clad in the same type of armor worn by Gunsmith. But though their weapons remained holstered, Paragon still felt uneasy around them. It wasn’t too long ago that she was held prisoner on this very ship.

      The soldiers parted for a man to walk towards them. He was bald, with a thin silver beard lining his face and wore wire-framed glasses. Unlike the other agents, he was dressed in a suit and had a Cerberus pin affixed to his lapel.

      “Good to see you again, Paragon,” he said with a smile when he approached.

      “You too, Dr. McCabe,” she replied and shook his hand.

      “You’re all dismissed,” said McCabe, to the soldiers and they parted at his word without comment.

      McCabe led Paragon to the elevator entrance. Once inside the lift, he raised his glasses and put his eye up to the scanner. A light flashed into his eye and then he spoke: “Warden Howard McCabe, maximum security level.”

      “Identity confirmed,” said the elevator’s robotic voice and the elevator began its descent.

      “Still sounds weird saying that,” said McCabe.

      “What, warden?” asked Paragon. “I’m a little surprised you accepted the job, to be honest.”

      “Just as surprised as I was when it was offered to me,” said McCabe. “But this gives me a chance to monitor the specials present here, find ways to neutralize the dangerous ones. And also allows me to make sure they aren’t being mistreated.”

      “I suppose it’s better you than someone else. This place just gives me chills is all.”

      “I know how you feel.”

      “You’re missed back at Atlas,” she said, casting a glance at him. “I think Thorne misses you the most. Now he doesn’t really have anyone to talk to. Of course, he won’t say anything about it.”

      “That’s just his way. How are the others?”

      Paragon nodded. “Good. Everyone’s getting back into the swing of things. Erin is dividing her time between Atlas and Madison, although mostly Zenith is handling her education. Dom doesn’t want to live on the grounds, so he comes in as needed. With the new arrangement, Jim still has to make a monthly jaunt up to Olympus. And Lee and Koji have settled in, although Koji is always complaining about the weather up in the Adirondacks.”

      McCabe gave a chuckle. “No surprise there. Don’t care much for it myself. And you?”

      She shrugged. “I’m doing okay. Been practicing to increase my psychic abilities.”

      “Any luck?”

      “A little. J’Karra unlocked something in me, but it’s hard to push them without that connection.”

      “And the nightmares?”

      Paragon lowered her head and shut her eyes. “Unfortunately still having those. That’s why I’m here today.”

      “I know, Abram told me about the interrogation.”

      The elevator stopped at its destination and the doors opened. McCabe gave Paragon a final look.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      Paragon’s nod was a hesitant one. “Someone needs to talk to her. And I don’t think she’ll say a word to anyone who isn’t me.” She took the first steps into the corridor and McCabe kept pace by her side.

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s the connection we established back in North Korea. Ever since then, it’s like there’s some kind of bond between us.” Paragon noticed McCabe’s flinch in response to that statement as he stopped. She stopped as well and added, “I know how that sounds.”

      McCabe gave her a stern look. “I don’t think you do.”

      She sighed. “I can’t really explain it. We’ve seen each other’s lives. There’s some kind of understanding between us.”

      McCabe took a breath and kept walking. This was one of the lowest levels of the Island, the cells for the most-dangerous specials. But almost all the cells were empty. As they passed by, Paragon looked at the empty cells. Only one was occupied, with the glass opaque. Paragon knew from her last visit that it housed Lucent, another of Vanguard’s enemies.

      She was led to the only other cell with opaque glass. McCabe entered a command into the keypad and the glass turned from opaque to translucent, revealing J’Karra sitting cross-legged on the floor, her back to the glass.

      “Could you leave us alone?” asked Paragon.

      McCabe pointed at the surveillance cameras. “I’ll be watching if you need anything.”

      She gave a small smile. “Thanks.”

      Paragon waited for McCabe to return to the elevator. Once the doors closed, she pressed the button to activate the two-way microphone that allowed them to hear each other through the glass.

      “J’Karra.”

      The alien warrior rose slowly and turned. Her skin was a reddish-orange color and her hair bright yellow, hanging in long braids, the tips of her pointed ears sticking out through the mass. Her eyes were golden and catlike and she was dressed in a simple, orange jumpsuit that nearly matched her skin-tone.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I came to check up on you. How are they treating you?”

      J’Karra stood tall, raising her chin. “I am provided with sustenance. My cell is equipped with sanitation facilities to relieve myself and I am allowed to bathe once a day. Under armed guard. They have also offered me reading material. It’s helped me better understand the nature of your people.”

      “What have you learned so far?”

      “That you are volatile creatures. A mass of contradictions and emotions.”

      “You mean like the emotion you felt when you found out about Roswell?”

      J’Karra offered no response.

      “I’m not here to fight. I want to know more about what you told me,” said Paragon. “About retaliation. About the invasion.”

      “It’s inevitable.”

      “Zenith and Sentinel checked your ship. They found no record of any log transmission. So did you really send them?”

      “No matter how advanced your robot is and how intelligent your friend, they’re still not Kotharian. There are ways to hide those transmissions. You would not be able to find any record of what I sent.”

      “And what about this invasion?” asked Paragon. “What can we expect?”

      “You’ve seen my memories, yes?”

      Paragon nodded.

      “Then you know. A Kotharian’s fate is decided at birth. The role they’ll play in our society. Those destined to be warriors are taken from their families, raised in the academy. Exposed to the Chaknaar so they can fully unlock the nature of their powers and abilities. I have known how to use my abilities to make war since I was a child and I have only grown more powerful in the years since.”

      “But we stopped you,” said Paragon. “I stopped you.”

      “Yes, but it took your whole team and I was but one. Imagine an army of people like me,” said J’Karra. “The only reason I tell you this is so you know—regardless of how many ‘specials’ there are, regardless of how much you train or how much you prepare, you have already lost the war.”
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      The closest Cerberus base was located in the Mojave Desert and that was the Exemplar’s next stop. He hovered far above the base, looking down on it. His arms were folded over his broad chest, the blue and white cape billowing in the wind.

      “What are you waiting for?” he heard Henry’s voice in his head. “Go down there. Kick some ass and show ‘em what you’re made of.”

      The Exemplar flew straight towards the center of the base, his hands slamming into the ground and sending out a massive shockwave that knocked anyone in the immediate vicinity off their feet.

      “We’re under attack!” screamed one of the Cerberus agents.

      The Exemplar stood still as the agents quickly tried to retaliate, opening fire on him with their weapons. He laughed as their bullets ricocheted off his durable skin. The Exemplar’s hands began to glow bright yellow and he hurled off several blasts of heat at his attackers.

      The guns melted under his blast and he moved through the crowd of soldiers. Although speed wasn’t one of his powers, he had still managed to move remarkably fast between them. The Exemplar took weapons and tossed away Cerberus soldiers. He bent the weapons or broke them apart, leaving them lying useless on the ground.

      Klaxons on the base sounded and the Exemplar knew that reinforcements were coming. He looked to one of the barracks and saw four operatives charging out, wearing the same armor as Gunsmith used.

      The armored soldiers held up their teleforce rifles and fired. The energy blasts from the weapons were far more dangerous to the Exemplar than bullets. But even still, he managed to hold his ground as the barrage struck him.

      “Maximum setting!” cried the leader of the armored unit. When he fired again, this time the blast was strong enough to knock the Exemplar off his feet and send him flying back into the side of a tank. More blasts followed from the other three and it seemed like the Exemplar would be down for the count.

      He slumped to the ground, his costume torn in places with scorch marks on his skin. The leader of the armored division slowly inched towards him, the rifle held at the ready. The Exemplar opened his eyes as the man came within range and his irises turned from a soft, blue color to a bright yellow.

      The optic beams engulfed the leader, who turned away immediately to prevent his exposed face from being damaged. The armor protected the rest of his body from the Exemplar’s attack, but it also interfered with the armor’s capabilities and he found it difficult to access the systems.

      The Exemplar turned his back as the other armored soldiers fired on him again. He took hold of the tank in both hands and raised it above his head, his feet rising off the ground. He hovered above them and the soldiers stopped, simply watching in horror as he held the tank several feet in the air above him.

      “Go on, kid. Do it!” shouted his father, the voice echoing in his head.

      He threw the tank and the soldiers scattered just before it crashed to the ground. The Exemplar flew down after them. He descended upon one of the armored soldiers, who was blown away by the impact. The Exemplar caught him in the air and began tearing components of his armor off. He could hear the armor screaming “SYSTEM ERROR” into the soldier’s ear and when he was through, he deposited the incapacitated operative on the ground.

      There were two of them left now. One of them hurled some kind of disc. The Exemplar held up his arm to block it and the disc attached itself to his forearm. He looked at the disc and saw the three rapidly blinking lights. The Exemplar knew from experience what it was and he pulled it off his arm and held it between his hands. It exploded in his grasp, but with his hands clasped together, he contained it and prevent it from harming him.

      The other soldier tried to fire something from his gauntlet. Another kind of disc, but the Exemplar had seen this. The Hellhounds used them when they attacked Arcadia. Inhibitors designed to block his powers. The Exemplar fired off a blast of energy, melting the inhibitors to slag.

      He flew over to one of the jeeps and smashed his hands into it, tearing it into two chunks. The Exemplar took one of the chunks and fashioned it into a shield that he used to deflect the teleforce blasts the final soldiers tried to stop him with.

      The soldiers still fired on him even as the Exemplar flew higher into the air. His makeshift shield protected him from the teleforce blasts, even on their highest setting. The Exemplar dove with the shield in front of him and rammed into the ground, creating another shockwave just a few feet from the soldiers.

      One of the soldiers got up first and tried to pounce on the Exemplar, slamming his elbow on the special’s back. The enhanced strength was enough to stun the Exemplar, but only for a moment. As the commando went for another blow, the Exemplar took hold of his attacker’s hand, catching it in his palm. The Exemplar squeezed, his strength testing the limits of the armor’s durability. The soldier began to scream and then the Exemplar placed his free hand flat against his enemy’s chest. He fired a blast at point-blank range, taking out the third.

      Only one of the armored division remained and he struggled to raise his weapon. The Exemplar watched him, narrowing his eyes. He could see the soldier was nervous, the gun shaking just a bit.

      “I thought you were supposed to be able to stop rogue specials.” The Exemplar extended his arms to the side, gesturing at the damage he’d done to the base. “But look around. All it took was one to tear you apart.”

      The soldier swallowed hard, his finger tense on the trigger.

      The Exemplar shook his head. “I wouldn’t do it, buddy. You know it won’t stop me.”

      The rifle clattered to the ground.

      The Exemplar came closer to the soldier, staring him down. “That’s good. Now, take off that armor and bring me to whoever’s in charge here.”

      “What do you want?” asked the soldier.

      The Exemplar smiled. “A press conference.”
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      “C’mon, you can do it!”

      Erin stood on the diving board above the Olympic-sized swimming pool. Koji paddled in the water in his Sharkskin form, looking up at her. She shook her head. “I don’t know about this…”

      “Oh come on! Don’t make me come up there and push you.”

      She took a deep breath and ran down the length of the board. When she reached the end, she jumped once and bounced, flipping into the air and diving into the water.

      Once underwater, her body began to change. Her legs merged together, becoming akin to a mermaid’s tail. Gills formed on the sides of her neck and she started swimming through the water. Her first instinct was to hold her breath, but she attempted to breathe through the gills and was surprised to find that she could.

      Koji swam beside her, a wide grin on his face. He spoke to her, and though the voice was garbled because of the water, she could make out what he said: “Race you!”

      Erin smiled and nodded. The two young specials swam across the length of the pool. She flapped her tail as fast as she could, but found even in this state, Koji still had the edge in speed. He pulled ahead of her easily, but she didn’t mind. She tried to paddle faster to catch up to him.

      Her instincts kept telling her to go up for air, but she fought to ignore them. After all, she now found a new way to transform her body. If she could do something like this in order to give herself the power to breathe underwater, it made her wonder just what the limits of her powers were.

      Erin stopped in mid-stroke. Pain shot through her muscles and her tail split back into two legs. She could also feel the gills on her neck closing up and she now struggled for air. She screamed beneath the water and the sound reached Koji.

      In a flash, he swam back to her, taking her in his arms and swimming up to the surface. Koji broke through the water and a coughing fit took over Erin. Koji paddled to the edge of the pool and over to the ladder. He climbed out, keeping one arm wrapped around her and carrying her out.

      Gently, he laid her down on the floor. She coughed a few more times, but it mostly subsided now. Koji looked down at her with concerned eyes while he reverted to his human form. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, trying to rise up. “I guess I pushed myself too much. That’s the first time I ever attempted a transformation like that.”

      Koji helped her sit up and kept his hand on her back. He looked down. “I’m sorry, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

      Erin placed her hand on his chin, tilting it up. “No, nothing like that. I’m glad you did, really. I may not have even thought to try it otherwise.”

      “So now we know you can do a lot more with your shifting than you thought. What’s it feel like?”

      “Hard to explain. It’s kind of like holding a muscle. Depending on the muscle, it can be easy or it can be tiring.”

      “What about when you shift into the way you looked before the Event?”

      “That got easier over time. Changing into other people, it’s more or less pretty simple. But hold a shape too long, and I start to get worn out. When I went back to school in Madison, I’d have to go to the bathroom two or three times and release my form.”

      “And something like what we tried?” asked Koji.

      “That’s on the more extreme end, takes a lot more muscle control, a lot more concentration.”

      “How do you feel now?”

      Erin stretched out her arms. “Like I just got done with a full-body workout and then some. But it was worth it to learn a little more about my powers.”

      She crawled over to the edge of the pool and sat down, sticking her legs in the water. Koji came and sat beside her.

      “How’s it feel to be homeschooled?” he asked.

      She snickered. “It’s not bad. Zen’s actually a pretty good teacher. Sometimes I have to tell him to slow down a little, though. We were supposed to be doing some basic physics last week, but he kept taking it into realms that I knew nothing about.”

      “Like what?”

      “I dunno, but he was talking about wireless electricity or something,” she said. “I kinda glazed over and I guess when he saw the look on my face, he realized he’d gotten carried away.”

      Koji chuckled.

      “How about you?” asked Erin. “You okay living out of Atlas again?”

      He shrugged. “It’s definitely bigger than my place back in Hawaii was. And it’s cool having everyone around again. But a pool’s a poor substitute for the ocean.”

      “Well, I’m glad you decided to stay here.”

      Erin realized she’d placed her hand on top of Koji’s. She looked at him and saw he had noticed it, too. Koji’s eyes met hers and they stared at each other for a several moments in silence. Erin tried to open her mouth to speak a few times, but every time she did, no words came out.

      Their heads were suddenly closer together. And moving in closer still. Erin closed her eyes, her heartbeat increasing. Their lips lightly brushed against each other.

      “Guys?”

      Erin and Koji both pulled away from each other instantly and she stared at the surface of the water. Koji stood from the edge to see who interrupted them. She heard Lee’s voice and looked up.

      “What’s going on?” asked Koji.

      “Something bad’s going down, Colonel wants all of us upstairs right away,” said Lee. “Erin? You…okay?”

      Erin practically jumped up from the edge of the pool. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Lee studied her face. “You look like you’re blushing.”

      “I—”

      “It’s nothing,” said Koji. “I just got through telling her a dirty joke and she got a little embarrassed.”

      Lee nodded, apparently satisfied with that. “So we should get moving.”
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