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        The Future

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

      “Chronos, my sensors are detecting hostiles!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But nothing happened.

      “Uhh…we’ve got a problem…”

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

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

      “We are trapped?” asked the Progenitor.

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

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

      “What are you doing?” asked Chronos.

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

      “What? What about you?”

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

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

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

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Once-great, huh?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “To be honest, yes.”

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

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

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

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

      “Then what happened?” asked Bosley.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But…?” asked Thorne.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You’re certain of this, sir?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Thorne sighed and stood from his seat. “Well, it seems you’ve made your decision. I’ll take your offer under consideration but in the meantime, I have some people to talk to.”
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      Paragon saw Lucent race past Gunsmith and Sharkskin, coming straight for her. She clenched her fists and charged at the energy-manipulating special, delivering a powerful uppercut as she came within range of him. Lucent went flying, his body moving in an arc and falling hard on his back.

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

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

      “Hey, no fair!” he protested.

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

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

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

      “Remember me?” he said with a smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We don’t know that,” said Koji.

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

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

      Jim groaned. “Figured as much.”

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

      Jim raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “Twenty minutes,” said Thorne.

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Calm down,” said Anita.

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

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

      Thorne sighed. “I really don’t know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      “I know my rights,” said Chloe.

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

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

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

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

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

      “And if I don’t?” asked Chloe.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I thought you hated the specials?”

      “I do, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have their uses.” Callus stared at Pyre. “Nuclear weapons are a threat to our security, but they also helped us end World War II. These specials are no different. Every weapon just needs someone who knows how to use it properly.”
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      Lee, McCabe, and Zenith looked down at the metal body that lay on the gurney between them in McCabe’s laboratory. The geneticist was the one to ask the question that the young special didn’t want to answer.

      “You think this will work?”

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

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

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

      “It’s just…” Lee sighed.

      “Please, tell me,” said Zenith.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You okay, son?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’re you gonna do?” asked Lee.

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

      “And you?” Lee turned to Zenith.

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And your head?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And you have.”

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

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

      Anita shook her head. “That’s bull.”

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

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

      Erin lowered her gaze. “No…”

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s not really our choice.”

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      “What’d I do this time?”

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

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

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

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

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

      Dom nodded. “Seems like.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Dom grinned. “Exactly.”

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

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

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

      “Think that’ll be enough for you?”

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “Sure, bourbon would be great.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Or mine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Thorne rose from his chair, setting the glass down on the desk’s surface. He took Jim’s hand in his own. “Absolutely. Let’s show those guys down at the UN how we do things.”
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      Thorne was escorted by car from the Ronald Reagan National Airport to the Dupont Circle Hotel in Washington, DC. He stepped out of the car and the driver handed him his bag, retrieved from the trunk. Thorne quickly checked into the hotel and took the elevator up to his room on the top floor.

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

      “Turn around. Slowly.”

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

      “Pyre,” he replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Sorry, but it’s not my call.”

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