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Prologue
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Ten years ago

Brynn

The ceiling that fell on her head would have killed a normal human.  Brynn Davis hadn’t been a norm in a long time.  It stunned her, though, so she lay there underneath the rubble and wondered if this was where she would die.  At least she would die free.  Closing her eyes, she tried to drown out the screams and the explosions, hoping that the end would come quickly.

It didn’t.

The lab where they created and kept the Castor variants like her hadn’t been the first place that was attacked.  Castors were the first strain that the Aethor Institute had created by having them drink a milkshake filled with things that had changed their DNA.  The Castor strains were deemed a failure because they didn’t want to go to war.

But they were still useful in other ways.  There was always another experiment or another data point to cover.

The Castors hadn’t even known something was going on until the Mercury variants seized control of the office building and then announced over the PA system what their plan was.

“The experiments end today.  The Mercury variants are coming for every last norm in the institute.  You will pay for what you have done to us.  If the other supernatural variants want to join us, we will accept your fealty.  If you aid or assist the norms in anyway, you will die with them.  If you choose not to kill the norms, you will die with them.”

Brynn didn’t want to kill anyone.  She wanted to go home, even if she wasn’t sure if home was still there for her.  It had been five years since she had been free to come and go out of the Aethor Institute.  Within that time, her landlord surely had evicted her.  Brynn hoped that her parents hadn’t declared her legally dead.  She hoped that they had never stopped looking for her.

After an eternity and even more brick, iron and wood piled on top of her, Brynn realized that she was very much alive.  It took a while to unbury herself, even with her super strength, but when she did, the Aethor Institute was no more.

She didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.  So she did both.

And when she stopped shaking, she realized that she was all alone amidst the destruction.  She tore through the rubble trying to find any survivors.  But there weren’t any.  She was alone.

Brynn ran then.  She didn’t have super speed, but she had endurance and the driving need to get away from this nightmare.  The Aethor Institute was situated out in the countryside of upper state New York.  It took a few hours, but she eventually came to the interstate.  Too afraid to hitch hike, she kept to the woods and followed the highway until she came to a truck stop.

Brynn had never seen a more beautiful sight.  But she had no money to buy food and she was starving.  She didn’t have access to a phone to call her parents.  There were state police everywhere, though.  Maybe they could help her.

“Excuse me,” she said.

“Are you one of them?”  One of the staties pointed a gun at her.  

She held up her hands in defense.

“I’m from the Aethor Institute,” she said.  “I want to...”

Three taser bolts hit her from all four sides and she tumbled to the ground in agony. 

“...call my parents,” she moaned out, pain arcing through her tortured body.

“Are you a supe?”

Brynn nodded.  “I es...scap...ped.”  Her teeth chattered and it was hard to talk.

They tased her again.  As she jerked and wept, they cuffed her and threw her in the back of the police car.  This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.  When the police moved away from the car, Brynn snapped the cuffs.  She was dizzy.  Her chest was on fire.  

She was so tired.  So hungry.  In too much pain to think.

Then she smelled something delicious.  Coffee.  Fumbling into the front seat, she grabbed the to-go cup and drained it in several long swallow.  Five years.  It had been five years since she had tasted coffee.

Then she noticed the cop had left his lunch in the front seat.  Reaching over, she snagged the lunch box and wolfed down the contents.  Brynn didn’t even know what she was eating. She forced herself to chew more slowly.  She devoured the rest of the sandwich and chips. She gnawed on the apple until it was stem and seeds.

She could breathe again. Resting her head against the window, Brynn knew she couldn’t go back to a cell.  Even if she could probably break out of this one.  The meal had been small, but it would give her enough energy to use her super powers to escape.  She wished it didn’t have to be this way.

Kicking the car door off the hinges, Brynn darted out and headed for the tree line.  She heard shouts and gunfire behind her, but they couldn’t catch her.  She kept on running.

Peter

Peter Strong punched at the door of his cage, hoping he’d weaken it enough to get out.  Why he thought that this time would be any different, he didn’t know.  But it was either that or wait to die while the building came apart around him.

A laser blast blew the door to his lab off the hinges, and three Mercury variants stormed in.

“Pollux lab,” one sneered.

“You,” the leader said. “Join us or die.”

“Get me out of here and I’ll bash through any wall that isn’t made out of reinforced titanium,” Peter said.

The leader touched a button on his goggles and a laser beam sheared through the door. Peter barely had enough time to jump away.  The red beam singed his arm when he wasn’t fast enough.  Melted, the door sagged. Peter kicked it off its hinges.

“Make a hole in that wall,” the commander said.

Peter ran at it full tilt and hit it with his shoulder.  He barely felt the plaster and wood give away.  

“Let us out,” Three men and two women shouted when he burst through to the next room.  They were in cages, but unlike his, they weren’t reinforced.  As the Mercury variants came through the hole he made, Peter freed the five supes inside.

“More Pollux variants,” the same one said in the same disgusted tone.

“Join us or die.”

“Just get us out of here and we’ll do anything.”

That seemed to be the theme of the day as they went from room to room via the walls when the doors wouldn’t budge.  But then a rolling explosion shook the building and it started to collapse around them.

“We still have people to free,” Peter said.

“Move or die,” the Mercury variant said, shoving him.

Peter, even with his super strength, went sprawling several feet.  Mercury variants were the elite soldiers, super strong—but mostly super psychotic. The Pollux strain variants were a step down in lethality, but a step up in sanity.  Peter didn’t argue with them.  You don’t argue with crazy, and he needed to be free of the Aethor Institute.

Getting free of the Mercury variants, however, was going to take some time.
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Chapter One
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Ten years later

Brynn 

Brynn tasted blood as she took a nasty left hook to the jaw.  She had mixed feelings.  One the one hand, it was nice not to have to worry about injuring a norm in the underground mixed martial arts competition she was participating in.  On the other hand, other supernaturals hit like a train.  The woman she was facing off against was probably a Pollux variant because Brynn was the only Castor variant that she knew that liked to throw hands to blow off steam.  When you had been pumped full of chemicals that changed your DNA and made you superhero strong and superpowered reflexes, you couldn’t just meditate away a bad day.
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