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Vera Seer

Vera Seer stood by the Gemini Initiative’s boardroom window, her gaze fixated on the throng of protestors below. They held signs calling for superheroes to take the "cure" that Protogenus was hawking. 

Become Normal Again!

Unnatural and Dangerous!

Die Freaks Die! 

Protogenus claimed they had a serum that if a superhero drank it, they would revert back to their original DNA. That meant the Mercury variants who were mutated could become normal humans again. The Castor and Pollux variants who had been turned into superheroes against their will could go back to their normal lives. But all the superhero variants that had been created against their will by the now defunct Aethor Institute had spent ten years learning to deal with their mutations and their powers. Could they really go back to being a norm? 

As long as it was their decision, Vera supported it. But Protogenus was lobbying legislation to make it mandatory that all Aethor Institute-created supernaturals be given the cure. Of course, from what the Gemini Initiative discovered in their raids of the illegal Protogenus labs, the cure had a very low success rate. While some superheroes lost their powers, not all of them reverted back to their original DNA. Some died immediately. Some sickened and then died. It didn't work on some. But the few successes they’d had were being trotted out in front of the courts and on social media as being grateful and thankful for Protogenus for giving them their lives back.

What the populace didn't know was that when Protogenus kidnapped the supernaturals to test the cure on, they also cloned them. They cloned them so they could run more experiments. That was payment for the cure. You had to agree to having ten clones of you made. The only problem with that was the ten clones were not mindless lab animals. They were ten clones of you.

Protogenus had to be stopped, cure or not.

The Gemini Initiative was working on reverse engineering the cure from samples they had taken from the labs, but it was going to take longer than they had.

The murmur of voices from the nearby conference table pulled Vera out of her thoughts. She glanced over her shoulder at her fellow members of the Gemini Initiative as they discussed strategies to combat the looming threat. But something gnawed at Vera—a deep-rooted uncertainty that made her question the effectiveness of their plans. Was it a vision? A prophecy? Or just plain old pessimism?

"Vera," Grayson Spark, her boss and the head of the Gemini Initiative, said, "what do your latest visions tell us about Protogenus? Any weaknesses we can exploit?"

A shiver ran down Vera's spine as her mind drifted back to her recent visions—terrifying images of death and devastation caused by a new ray weapon Protogenus was developing to strip all superheroes of their powers. If her visions were true, and if Protogenus had the facility and the knowledge to do it, all they would have to do was open up with that ray weapon inside the Gemini Consulate or anywhere near a superhero, and the superhero would cease to be super.

She hesitated for a moment, trying to force details out of her vision. Her fingers traced the cool surface of the glass window. Nothing. She had nothing they could work with. "I... I've seen fragments, glimpses. I can’t pinpoint anything to give us an edge yet."

Grayson nodded, his expression somber. "Keep trying. We need every advantage we can get against Protogenus."

"Of course," she murmured, her voice barely audible. But as Grayson turned away to continue the meeting, Vera's mind raced with doubt and anxiety.

Her powers were not like her fellow superheroes’. They weren't lab-created like theirs—a secret she guarded fiercely. If the Gemini Initiative discovered that she was a norm that was born with the power of prophecy, they might not trust her. They could cast her aside or even lock her away in some mental institution like her parents had wanted to do when her predictions were wrong more than they were right.

Most of the superheroes in the Gemini Initiative hadn't chosen to become enhanced humans. They had been tricked by the Aethor Institute ten years ago. They drank a cocktail of drugs, thinking it would improve their health, give them a miracle cure, or have them lose weight or gain muscle. Instead, these human volunteers were lab rats. Those that didn't die were forever changed.

The door to the board room opened, and Vera stiffened. She didn't need superpowers to recognize Erik Prophet. Though they shared the same gift of premonition, and even though they both worked to benefit the Gemini Initiative, Vera still saw him as a rival. It didn’t help that he was hotter than hell.

His tall body was accentuated in a smart suit that drew attention to his strong shoulders and toned physique. His dark locks were disheveled casually, which added to his captivating brown eyes that peered into her soul. Much to her dismay, she felt her heart beat faster around him, an attraction she struggled to ignore.

Erik was a Pollux variant. The Aethor Institute had created three variants in their short time of operation. The first variant was called the Mercury strain. By all accounts, the Mercury variants were a dismal failure. They mutated, were ugly, half-insane, and nearly uncontrollable. The ones that could be controlled were negotiated with and brought on as super soldiers. But the Mercuries burnt out too fast, because they defaulted to violence and homicidal rages in stressful situations. They died quickly and spectacularly. 

The next strain that the Aethor Institute had come up with was the Castor variant. But the scientists overshot their mark trying to tame the violence that marred their first strain. For the most part, the Castors were pacifists, looking to do more cerebral pursuits than war. There was a very small market of people who wanted a Castor variant in their employ, and they didn’t have the deep pockets that the armies and governments who wanted soldiers had. So while the Castor variants were easier to control, subdue, and imprison, they were not in high demand. 

She’d told everyone that she was a Castor variant, and they believed her. And as long as she spooked the supes that could read minds in the Gemini Initiative enough so they didn't look too closely at her, she could keep up that lie. But lately, she didn't even have to try to be creepy. She just was with all the gloom and doom prophecies that were coming to her.

"Grayson," Erik said, leaning against the edge of the table, his smirk betraying a hint of arrogance. "I've had another vision, one that needs immediate attention. This one is specific and relevant.”

Oh, up yours. It felt as though every time Erik spoke, he was trying to undermine her in front of their boss. Undeterred by their second failure, the last strain that the Aethor Institute had created before the coup that destroyed them was the Pollux variants. The Pollux variants were supposed to be a combination of both Castor and Mercury, and in that effect was a qualified success. Pollux variants were a pain in the ass, having the most obnoxious qualities of the other two variants. Erik was a prime example.

"What's this groundbreaking revelation you've discovered?" Vera asked, crossing her arms defensively. 

Erik raised an eyebrow, clearly amused by her hostility. "I saw a Protogenus agent disguised among the protestors. We need to act fast if we want to intercept him."

Had that been what she was trying to manifest before when she felt uneasy? Now that the Aethor Institute was defunct, Protogenus was the new bogeyman. They were made up of the surviving scientists from the Aethor Institute who hid from the Mercury variants when they rose up and slaughtered everyone. The Mercury variants had started a war between the Aethor Institute and any variants who supported them. It had been thought that both groups had mutually destroyed each other, but in the past year or so, Mercury variants were coming out of hiding, and Protogenus was kidnapping supernaturals to experiment on.

“Where’s the agent?” she asked, staring down into the crowd.

"Can’t you see him?" Erik said, joining her by the window.

"No. All I see is death."

"You're in a cheerful mood this morning."

Standing next to Erik felt like thousands of bees buzzing and crawling all over her skin. Vera could never see her own future, but she had a feeling that Erik was a part of it. Not for the first time, she tried to get a vision about his future. But like most of her visions lately, all she saw was violence and blood. She rested her forehead against the windowpane. She was so damned tired, and it felt like defeat. 

“Which one is it?” Grayson joined them at the window.

“That one,” Erik pointed. “Red ball cap. Blue jacket. He’s carrying a weapon.”

“The cure ray?” Vera asked, horrified.

“Glock nineteen,” he said with a mocking smile.

“You couldn’t possibly have seen that in your vision,” she said.

“Either way, I’m not going to risk bringing him in here for questioning without some mind control in place,” Grayson said. “Get Rick Charming on the line,” he called over his shoulder. “See if he or Ari can convince Red Ball Cap to go grab a cup of coffee or something.” 

Dean Racer, whose powers included super speed, rushed out of the room to make the call.

“In the meantime, double the guard at the door. No one in or out until Red Ball Cap has been neutralized. Good work, Erik.” Grayson clapped him on the back. “I’m going to need the two of you to concentrate on Protogenus and let me know what you see.”

“Right now?” Vera said.

“No time like the present,” Grayson said.

She hated performing under pressure and with an audience. “Very well. Clear the room down to just the most necessary observers.”

Grayson nodded and went back to the table to end his meeting.

Vera’s breath fogged up the window as she leaned in closet to get a better look at the protestors below. Red Ball Cap still didn’t ping any of her instincts, but she recognized a few plainclothes superheroes that had moved in for crowd control. 

The world outside felt chaotic and hostile, and it was slowly leeching into this room. Darkness flirted at the edge of her vision. She didn’t want another one. Not yet. Not until everyone had left the room.

Please go away, she thought.

"I just got here," Erik said.

Vera hadn't thought she’d said the words aloud. "I wasn't talking to you." But she wouldn't mourn if he left her alone.

“Is this a new power? Talking to invisible people? Or are you finally going batshit crazy like everyone says you are?"

Anger, hot and cleansing, flashed through her, and she glared up at him. "If you saw the things I saw, it would drive you batshit crazy too."

That's the thing," he said. "I don't see the things that you do. I don't see blood and violence in every situation. Sure, there are outcomes to every situation that could end that way. But just because you've foreseen it doesn't mean it will come true."

"It doesn't mean that it won't. And I have a better track record with predictions than you do." She forced herself to look at him, her chin raised. 

“It’s not a competition,” he said.

“Isn’t it?”

“I don’t mean it to be.” Erik's voice was low, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine. He swayed closer. Their shoulders were nearly touching as they continued to look out at the throng of people calling for the superhero cure.

"You have a strange way of showing it then," she replied, trying to keep her tone neutral despite the butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

"I just want to help. I’m not the only one worried about what these visions are doing to your psyche."

His words held an underlying sincerity that made her chest tighten. It deepened her fear that her powers weren’t equal to his lab-created ones. If the Gemini Initiative found out she wasn't a product of the Aethor Institute, everything could come crashing down around her. If they thought she was pretending to see things or worse, going mad, Protogenus might get away with their evil plans.
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