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  To my brother-in-law, for reigniting my spark.





  Issue 1: Arrival



— ✦ —

October 25, 2025. 4:17 PM. Rockefeller Park, Battery Park City.

Six metres above the lawn, Riyan Ghadifi rode a breeze he'd built himself. He'd been at it for ten minutes, nudging the October chill off a few hundred civilians who had no idea their Saturday afternoon was being climate-controlled. It was the kind of invisible care that defined his brand of heroism. Below him, Rockefeller Park was doing what the park always did on a good autumn afternoon: joggers, dog-walkers, tourists taking selfies with the Hudson at their backs. The light was the colour of the season, the air was clean, and as far as anyone on the ground knew, the only thing shaping the weather was the weather.

"I'm telling you, Able," Riyan's voice carried over the team comms, his Zimbabwean accent softening the edges of his words. "The new Star Destroyer sequel fails because it doesn't respect the fundamental geometry of the universe established in the original trilogy. The silhouette, the sense of scale; these things matter, isn't it?"

Near the park's entrance, Able Chen's seven-foot frame stood motionless, a statue of cobalt and white armor that drew curious glances from passersby. His optical sensors tracked seventeen separate data streams while simultaneously engaging in the debate. "Your assertion is based on emotional attachment to prior media, Riyan, not on quantifiable data. The sequel's ship designs are, by all engineering standards, superior in both form and function."

"Form and function without soul is just an appliance, my friend," Riyan countered with a soft chuckle. He guided a stray plastic bag into a nearby recycling bin with a precise gust of wind, the motion so subtle that no one noticed. "You can't reduce art to mathematics."

"Art is mathematics," Able replied flatly. "Beauty can be expressed as ratios. The golden ratio alone..."

"Can we please," Bedley Frakes cut in with the exasperation of a man who had heard this argument many times, "not have this debate again? We're supposed to be on a public relations stroll. Look friendly. Approachable. Not two nerds arguing about fictional spaceships."

The Beast was in his preferred semi-transformed state, the tall, reedy frame adorned with distinct lynx features that made him instantly recognizable. His tufted ears swivelled independently atop his head, one aimed at Riyan in the sky, the other tracking a hot dog vendor whose cart was listing to one side. The long tail, covered in spotted fur, twitched with barely contained energy, and he rocked from foot to foot on the grass. Standing still was a discipline he had never acquired.

"We are engaging with the public through accessible discourse," Able replied. The synthesized voice was flat by design, but the rhythm had an edge to it that Riyan had learned to read as defensive. "Multiple studies show that people respond positively to seeing heroes engaged in normal activities."

"Normal activities include eating, shopping, maybe playing football," Bedley said, waving at a group of children who squealed with delight at getting noticed. "Not debating the aerodynamics of imaginary warships."

"The Executor-class Star Dreadnought is based on actual physics," Able began.

"C'est pas vrai!" Bedley groaned.

From her position on a park bench, half-hidden behind a paperback thriller, Lieke Eveirsune smiled despite herself. The Dutch Druid had her boots planted firmly on the grass, maintaining constant contact with the earth even in this manicured urban park. She could feel the roots beneath the soil, the patient strength of the trees, the subtle vibrations of footsteps and traffic. It was grounding.

"Let them bicker," she said, her accent lilting and warm. "It's cute. Like watching toddlers argue about which crayon is best."

"I heard that," Able said.

"You were meant to," Lieke replied sweetly.

Nearby, emerging from a kiosk with a bottled water she didn't really need, Melissa Frey, maintained her customary watchful distance. The Portuguese Lady's dark eyes swept across the park; not with her physical sight, but with the sixth sense that came with her telepathic gifts. The minds around her created a gentle symphony of thoughts; contentment, mild anxiety about deadlines, anticipation of dinner plans, a child's excitement about seeing "real superheroes."

She kept her mental touch light, respectful. Privacy was sacred, she had learned long ago, even when it was so easy to violate. The team's minds were familiar presences by now: Riyan's steady compassion, Able's precision, Bedley chattering at himself in three languages at once, Lieke's low burn of purpose. And Terrance, always a pressure at the edge of any room he stood in.

The Warrior sat on a bench fifty yards away, ostensibly reading a newspaper. His eyes, hidden behind sunglasses, were doing something else. Twenty-four years of military training and enhanced combat did not simply turn off during a PR walk.

Melissa did not have to look to know what Terrance carried. The guilt over The Shattering sat in his mind like a stone in still water, disrupting every thought that passed near it. Ramses' betrayal. The deaths of their teammates. The call to imprison instead of execute. He blamed himself for all of it, and he wore that blame like a second skin.

She wanted to reach out, to soothe, but she knew better. Terrance wouldn't accept comfort. He wanted penance.

"Nothing to report," Bedley said, the drawl going out of his voice. "No signs of trouble. Lots of phones pointed at me. I think someone just started a TikTok." He flashed a brilliant smile at a cluster of teenagers. "Should I do the thing?"

"Please don't do the thing," Terrance said, with the weariness of a man who had seen "the thing" go viral more times than he cared to count.

"I'm doing the thing."

Bedley crouched low, his lynx tail high, and leapt straight up nearly five metres into the air, spun through a backflip, and landed in a superhero pose with one fist to the ground. The teenagers erupted in cheers.

"He did the thing," Lieke observed fondly.

"He always does the thing," Riyan sighed.

"Statistically speaking, 'the thing' has a 94% positive reception rate on social media," Able added. "From a public relations standpoint, it is immensely effective."

Then Bedley's animal senses caught it. His ears flattened against his skull mid-bow. His nostrils flared, pulling in air, analyzing. The scent hit him like a physical blow; sulfur and burnt ozone and something he didn't have a name for.

"Riyan," he said. The playfulness was gone. "Tell me you feel that."

Above, Riyan had already gone still, his meteorological senses detecting an atmospheric anomaly. The air pressure was wrong. The temperature was spiking in a localized area. The wind was being pulled toward a single point as if reality itself was inhaling.

Terrance's voice cut through the comms, already moving. "Everyone, eyes up."

The air above the park's central lawn began to shimmer, like heat rising from summer pavement. But this wasn't heat. A jagged tear split the fabric of reality, its edges glowing with a sickly violet light that throbbed with malevolent intent.

For a heartbeat, the park was silent. Joggers stopped mid-stride. Dogs ceased barking. Even the traffic on the nearby street quieted, as if the city itself held its breath.

Then the rift split wider and they came pouring through like water from a broken dam. Creatures that defied easy description: slick obsidian skin stretched over wiry, elongated limbs that bent at angles anatomy should not allow. No faces, only smooth, featureless heads that ended in lamprey-like maws that opened to release high-pitched shrieks. They moved with horrifying, jerky speed, their five-fingered claws leaving deep gouges in the concrete pathways.

"Hostiles detected," Able's voice was preternaturally calm even as his chassis lit up with targeting arrays. "Threat level: Epsilon. Initiating combat protocols." A plasma cannon unfolded from his right forearm with mechanical precision.

"I am on it!" Lieke was already moving, her thick gloves slamming onto the ground. The earth responded to her will instantly. Stone pavers ripped themselves free from the walkway, reshaping mid-flight into jagged spikes that impaled the first wave of creatures. Black ichor sprayed across the grass. "We need civilians out. Now!"

"On it," Riyan said, already in motion. He dropped from the sky with wind coalescing around him into a miniature cyclone that buffeted the creatures back, buying precious seconds for panicked tourists to flee. He landed between the widening rift and the crowd, spreading his arms wide. The wind obeyed, creating a barrier of buffeting air. "Melissa, telekinetic sweep! Clear the perimeter!"

"Already on it, Doctor," Melissa's voice was steady, professional. She emerged from behind the kiosk, her white cloak billowing despite the lack of natural wind. Her hands extended, fingers splayed. An invisible force flattened a section of park fence, creating an emergency exit route. Simultaneously, her mind reached out, a mental shove that sent a dozen of the black beasts tumbling back into their own portal.

Terrance Vhimes was already inside the fray, his enchanted sword drawn. The blade caught the afternoon sun and threw it back gold, a pure colour against the violet corruption of the rift. He moved with the brutal efficiency of a man who had seen too much war, each motion economical and devastating. Punch, pivot, slash. A creature's claw raked across his arm, scoring a line in his military jacket but failing to scratch the skin beneath. He didn't flinch, didn't slow, just brought his sword down in a precise arc that split the creature from shoulder to hip.

"Standard formation!" he barked. "Able, suppressing fire! Lieke, containment! Riyan, keep them off the civilians! Melissa, I need eyes on that rift!"

The team shifted into position without a second order. They had been working together for years at this point. Able's plasma cannon sang, crimson beams carving through the creatures with a surgeon's economy. Lieke raised walls of earth and stone, funnelling the creatures into kill zones while shielding the last fleeing civilians.

Bedley was a blur of motion, his partial transformation giving him the lynx's speed and grace amplified to superhuman levels. He leapt and twisted, claws extending to rake through the creatures' tough hides. Dark filth stained his fur, but he was grinning, teeth bared in a feral expression that was equal parts joy and aggression.

But for every creature they felled, three more spilled from the rift. The violet glow intensified. The rift's perimeter expanded, the darkness beyond the rim like an ink blot in reality.

"They're endless!" Lieke grunted, sweat already beading on her forehead as she heaved another wall of earth up from the ground. The creatures scaled it with terrifying ease, claws finding purchase in the stone. "We can't hold this line forever!"

"This is unacceptable," Able stated, unleashing a sustained beam of energy that vaporized a score of beasts. His sensors were going haywire: temperature spiking, barometric pressure in freefall, the air itself being pulled toward the rift faster than his models could account for. "The atmospheric disturbance is expanding. Projection: full-dimensional breach in ten minutes. If that occurs, the entire island of Manhattan will be compromised."

"Ten minutes," Terrance growled, slamming two creatures' heads together with a sickening crunch. "That's an eternity in this line of work."

But even as he said it, he could see the truth. They were being overwhelmed, and the one thing that could close a rift like this was buried in a stasis cell under the Colorado Rockies.

They needed their seventh member. They needed the Power.

And that was when the sky split open a second time. Not the sickly violet of the rift, but blazing cyan, a light that was electric and alive.

It began with a sound. Deep, thrumming at a frequency that vibrated in bone and blood before it registered as sound at all. Then the light itself, carving through the autumn sky like a falling star, descending on jets of crackling energy that left ionized trails in the air.

The figure was encased in armor that drank the light and turned it back transformed. Two metres of matte-black plating covered powerful limbs, angular and aggressive in design. But it was the cyan lines that drew the eye, glowing circuitry that traced the armor's contours and pulsed in rhythm with an invisible heartbeat. The lines ran down the arms, across the chest, converging at the palms where the energy buildup was already visible. The figure descended toward the battle, and the team could only watch.

"What in the..." Bedley started.

"Identifying," said Able, his sensors working overtime. "Energy output is... the heat signature alone is beyond anything on my scale. That output is consistent with The Power. But that should not be possible. Ramses should still be in stasis."

The armored figure didn't land. It didn't join the fight. Instead, the figure hovered thirty feet above the rift, arms extended, palms facing the violet tear in reality. For a moment, absolutely nothing happened.

Then the world turned white.

Energy poured from the figure's hands. It was a torrent, not a blast, a wide volume of heat and light so bright it bleached colour from the world.

The energy poured into the rift. Immediately its edges wavered, the expansion halted. And then, it began to close.

The portal was being wrenched shut, compressed under more energy than any of them had seen channeled at once since Khalid Ramses.

The violet edges of the rift writhed and twisted, fighting back, but it was futile. The power being directed against it was absolute. The tear compressed, folded in on itself, reality knitting back together under that relentless assault. Creatures still partway through were bisected as the portal sealed, their halves falling to the ground in sprays of midnight blood.

Melissa gasped, one hand going to her temple. The psychic pressure was like standing next to a star. She could feel the mind behind that power; human, barely, a consciousness stretched thin by trauma and desperation.

The rift collapsed in on itself with a sound like thunder played backwards. A pulse of energy rippled out. Not destructive, but dissipating, the excess power bleeding harmlessly into the atmosphere. The violet light guttered and died. The sulfur stench began to fade. And in the sudden, shocking silence that followed, the armored figure descended.

He landed with surprising gentleness, the energy jets cutting out precisely as his feet touched grass. The cyan lines along his armor pulsed once, twice, then settled into a steady, softer glow. Steam rose from the joints, heat bleeding off from the massive energy expenditure.

For a long moment, nobody moved. The remaining creatures, cut off from their source, were being systematically eliminated by Able's targeting systems and Lieke's stone spears. But the team's attention was fixed entirely on the newcomer.

The helmet was featureless save for a single horizontal visor that glowed with the same cyan light as the rest of the armor. No mouth, no expression, just a blank luminous gaze. And yet exhaustion came off him in waves. How he held his shoulders. The fractional delay before he turned his head.

Terrance was the first to move, his sword still drawn, still ready. He approached slowly, carefully, the Warrior's caution overriding everything else. "Identify yourself," he commanded, his voice carrying across the destroyed park. "Now."

The armored figure didn't respond immediately. Its head tilted slightly, as if processing the request. Then a voice emerged, synthesized and filtered through layers of technology, but undeniably human underneath. A man's voice, tired past the point where tired was a useful word.

"Joseph Starr," he said. "I'm... I'm the new Power."

There was a heartbeat of silence.

"That is impossible," Able stated, his usual clinical detachment cracking slightly. "Khalid Ramses is imprisoned in stasis at the Colorado Rockies Maximum Security Facility. He has been for seven years. The power cannot transfer until..."

"Until he dies, I know," the armored man, Joseph, finished quietly.

"When?" Melissa asked, her voice soft but urgent. She was already reaching out with her mind, trying to touch his thoughts, to verify, to understand. Instead, she encountered a wall of static and pain that made her recoil.

"A little under two days ago," Joseph said. "I felt it. The moment the power found me. I was in a...facility. Underground. They called it WICCED."

Bedley's ears flattened against his skull. "You were a test subject?"

"I was a prisoner," Joseph corrected, his filtered voice carrying an edge now. "For twenty-five years. They took me in 2000. Tried to... replicate what you have. What we have." He looked down at his armored hands. "But when the Power came to me, it freed my mind, burned through their drugs and their conditioning. For the first time in twenty-five years, my mind was my own."

"And you came here," Terrance said. It wasn't a question.

"Where else would I go?" Joseph asked. There was something almost plaintive in that synthesized voice. "You're The Seven. You're the only ones who would understand. The only ones who might..."

He was interrupted by a low, menacing growl. Terrance had closed the distance by a step, sword up, the set of his shoulders all threat.

"Stand down, Vhimes," Melissa said, her mind already reaching for him, trying to soothe the rising aggression before it could take over. "We have company."

— ✦ —

The next twenty minutes were controlled chaos.

First responders arrived in a cacophony of sirens; FDNY, NYPD, EMTs, their vehicles cordoning off the park even as the team worked to secure the scene. The remaining creatures had been neutralized, their corpses already dissolving into black ichor that evaporated in the afternoon sun, leaving nothing but scorch marks and the acrid smell of burnt sulfur.

Riyan moved through the injured civilians with practiced efficiency, his medical training taking over. The soft green glow of his PMC device illuminated each patient as he worked; a broken leg here, a gash there, shock and trauma everywhere. He murmured reassurances in that calm, accented voice, steady hands and technique doing what the paramedics couldn't yet reach.

"You're going to be fine," he told a woman whose arm hung at an unnatural angle. His wind magic supported the limb while he worked. "It's a clean break. Six weeks and you won't even remember this."

"The monsters..." she began, her voice shaking.

"Gone," Riyan said firmly. "We made sure of it. You are safe now."

Across the park, Bedley had shifted roles from combatant to crowd control with his characteristic ease. He was a natural performer, and right now the performance was "everything is under control." He worked the growing crowd of onlookers with easy charm, his lynx features softened into something less predatory, more approachable.

"Alright, folks, show's over for now!" he announced, spreading his arms wide. "The city's finest are on their way to help with cleanup. In the meantime..." He gestured dramatically toward the arriving paramedics, "how about a round of applause for the real heroes?"

The crowd, desperate for anything resembling normalcy after what they'd witnessed, erupted in applause. Bedley grinned for the cameras, even as his eyes tracked the perimeter, watching for any signs of additional threats.

"Smooth," Lieke muttered over the comms. She was working with Able to repair the damage, her hands pressed against cracked pavement, murmuring in Dutch as the earth responded to her will. Stone knitted back together. Displaced soil settled. The gouges left by claws began to fill in, smoothing over.

Able referrenced a map of the surrounding area, highlighting structural instabilities, gas leaks, and other potential hazards his sensors detected. "Gas line compromised at grid reference Delta-Seven," he reported crisply to the fire department liaison. "Recommend immediate evacuation of buildings in the red zone. Water main rupture at Charlie-Two. Three separate power conduits damaged but not critical."

New York had been here before. This wasn't the largest incursion the city had weathered, and the protocols were well-worn on both sides. Firefighters knew where to stand. Paramedics knew who to ask. The city and The Seven did what the city and The Seven did.

Through it all, Melissa held her role as the team's anchor, her telepathic presence a calming influence radiating outward in gentle waves. She did not intrude and did not control. She soothed. The panic that had gripped the crowd began to ebb, replaced by something closer to stunned relief. And through all of it, she kept a portion of her attention fixed on Joseph.

The armored figure stood apart from the activity, a silent sentinel that drew eyes despite obvious efforts to remain unobtrusive. He had moved to the edge of the park, near a stand of trees, and simply stood there. Watching. The cyan lines on his suit glowed with a steady rhythm.

Melissa could feel the turmoil inside him even through whatever shielding the armor provided. Guilt was the strongest of it, tangled with fear, threaded with a kind of desperate hope she had last felt in the minds of refugees. His was the mind of someone who had no idea what shape he was supposed to be now.

And watching him, never more than thirty feet away, was Terrance.

The Warrior hadn't sheathed his sword. His stance was still combat-ready, and his eyes hadn't left Joseph since the armored figure landed. Whatever Terrance was seeing, it wasn't the man in front of him.

"You're being too obvious," Melissa said softly, moving to stand beside Terrance.

"Good," Terrance replied, not taking his eyes off Joseph. "I want him to know he's being watched."

"He just saved our lives, and the city," she pointed out gently.

"So did Ramses. Once." The words were bitter. "Before he murdered the team and destroyed our headquarters."

Melissa wanted to argue, but she understood. Terrance was the lone survivor of Ramses' betrayal. He had made the call to imprison rather than execute seven years ago, and he had been paying for that decision every day since.

Finally, Terrance said, "We need to verify his story." Over a private comm channel, he spoke to Able. "Able, can you locate anything about this WICCED? And while you're at it, find out if there is any record of a Joseph Starr. Find out what happened at that facility."

"Already working on it," Able's voice crackled. "But this will take time."

"And what about Ramses?" Melissa asked. "If the power transferred, that means..."

"It means we need to contact the Colorado facility," Terrance finished grimly.

Then the news helicopters arrived. They came in a swarm; three, then five, then seven circling overhead like vultures drawn to carrion. Camera drones buzzed through the air, kept at a respectful distance by NYPD units but still close enough to capture every detail.

On the ground, reporters and camera crews pressed against the police barricades, shouting questions that blurred together into an incomprehensible wall of sound. Lights, cameras, microphones; the machinery of modern media descended on Rockefeller Park.

"This is Emma Jones with Channel 7 News, and we're here at Rockefeller Park where what witnesses are calling a 'dimensional invasion' has just been thwarted by The Seven..."

"...reports of casualties are still coming in, but sources say The Seven responded within seconds..."

"...but the real story here is the seventh figure, this black and cyan armored individual who appears to have single-handedly closed the portal..."

Bedley groaned audibly. "Here we go."

"We need a statement," Able observed. "Media protocols require team spokesperson engagement within thirty minutes of a public incident."

"Leave it to me," Bedley said, already moving toward the barricade.

"Keep it brief," Terrance ordered. "Standard talking points. No mention of..." He gestured toward Joseph.

"Je m'en occupe," Bedley responded cheekily in his native tongue.

Bedley approached the media pen with the easy, confident stride that made him a natural in front of cameras. His lynx features were in full display; the tufted ears, the tail, the feline grace. He was, as always, exactly what the public wanted The Seven to be: accessible, heroic, just inhuman enough to be fascinating but not so alien as to be frightening.

The questions came in a barrage:

"Bedley! Can you tell us what those creatures were?"

"Is this connected to the dimensional anomaly in Tokyo last week?"

"Who's the new member? Where did he come from?"

"Can you confirm reports that this is a new Power?"

Bedley held up a hand, his smile never wavering. "Alright, alright, one at a time. First off; everyone okay? Great. Love to hear it. So here's what we know: approximately twenty minutes ago, a dimensional rift opened in this park. We don't yet know the source or the intent, but we can confirm it's been closed and the immediate threat has been neutralized."

He paused, letting that sink in, cameras flashing in a strobing rhythm.

"As for casualties; we have several injured civilians who are being transported to area hospitals. All injuries appear non-life-threatening thanks to the quick response from FDNY and our own Dr. Ghadifi." He gave a slight nod to Riyan, who was still working with the paramedics. "We also want to give a shout-out to NYPD for the excellent crowd control and to the civilians who remained calm and followed evacuation procedures."

"What about the seventh figure?" a reporter pressed. "Is that the new member of The Seven?"

Bedley's smile took on a slightly fixed quality. "We're not prepared to make any statements about team composition at this time. What I can tell you is that the rift was closed through the combined efforts of the entire team, and we're grateful for the assist from all parties involved."

"But is it true that..."

"That's all we have time for right now," Bedley said, backing away with a wave. "Full briefing will be available through official channels within 24 hours. Merci!"

He made his retreat amid a chorus of shouted follow-up questions, rejoining the team with a theatrical sigh. "They are going to make a whole production of this."

"Projected social media saturation: 87% within the hour," Able reported. "The armored figure is already trending on multiple platforms. Hashtags include: NewSeven, MysteryHero, and..." He paused. "CyanKnight."

"CyanKnight," Bedley repeated, testing the moniker. "Pas mal du tout. Better than some of the names they have given me."

"This isn't funny," Terrance growled. "We have no idea who he is, what he wants, or if we can trust him. And now the whole world is watching."

"Then maybe we should actually talk to him?" Lieke suggested, brushing stone dust from her hands. "Novel concept, I know."

Terrance's jaw worked. He knew she was right.

"Transport is inbound," Able announced. "ETA three minutes."

"Good," Terrance huffed. "We're taking this conversation somewhere private. Somewhere secure." He looked at Melissa. "Get him. Tell him we need to talk. Tell him it's not optional."

Melissa nodded and began walking toward Joseph. As she approached, she could feel his attention shift to her, that blank cyan visor tracking her movement.

"Joseph Starr," she said softly when she was close enough. "I am Melissa Frey, The Lady."

Joseph nodded, almost imperceptibly. "I know who you are," he said. That synthesized voice was quieter now, less filtered. "I watched. In the facility. They showed us footage. 'Training tapes', they called them. They wanted us to understand what we were supposed to become."

Melissa did not answer at once. Meu Deus, she thought, and the phrase surfaced the way Portuguese always did under pressure, ahead of English. "Joseph, we need you to come with us. We have questions. A lot of them. And I think you probably have just as many."

He looked past her, to where Terrance stood watching with hand still on his sword. "He doesn't trust me."

"He doesn't trust anyone," Melissa said gently. "Not anymore. The last person who held your power tried to destroy us all. So yes, you're going to have to earn it. But that starts with talking."

Joseph was silent for a long moment. Then, finally, he nodded. "I understand. I'll come. I'll answer whatever you need to know."

"Good," Melissa said. She hesitated, then added quietly, "And Joseph? Thank you. For what you did. You saved a lot of lives today."

The armored figure slumped slightly, the tension going out of that rigid posture. "It's what I'm supposed to do now, isn't it? That's what this power is for."

"That's what we try to do," Melissa agreed. "Come on. The transport will be here soon."

They walked back toward the team together. After being less than whole for seven years, they had their final member once again. Ramses was dead, and the questions that raised left them all with a quiet apprehension.

— ✦ —

The VTOL transport descended from the sky with a characteristic silence, its engines barely a whisper as it settled onto the cordoned-off section of park. The sleek black aircraft bore a stylized '7' logo on its tail, a symbol recognized worldwide.

The team boarded with familiar efficiency, each taking their assigned seats. The cabin was designed for both comfort and function; crash-resistant seating, integrated communication systems, emergency medical supplies, and enough armament to make a small military jealous.

Joseph boarded last, having to duck slightly to fit his armored frame through the door. As he turned sideways, Melissa caught a detail she hadn't noticed before: the number 16 stenciled in faded white on the back of each shoulder. Joseph stood for a moment, uncertainty visible even through the blank facade of his helmet, before Melissa gestured to an empty seat.

"That one's rated for heavy armor," she said. "Able uses it sometimes."

Joseph sat, and the seat's hydraulics adjusted with a soft hiss. The rest of the team occupied a rough semicircle around him; not quite hostile, but definitely vigilant.

The transport's doors sealed. The engines spooled up. And they were airborne, New York falling away beneath them as they climbed toward cruising altitude.

For a long moment, nobody spoke. The only sound was the muted hum of the engines and the quiet beep of Able's systems running diagnostics. Finally, Terrance broke the silence.

"Start from the beginning," he said. It was the voice he used to issue orders. "Who are you? Really?"

Joseph's helmet tilted slightly, as if he were considering the question from multiple angles. Then, with a soft hiss of releasing pressure, the faceplate began to retract, and what lay beneath made Lieke inhale sharply.

The face was human, unmistakably so, but it was a canvas of trauma. Burn scars traced patterns across the left side, old but extensive. Surgical scars cut precise lines through his scalp where his hair grew in uneven patches. His eyes were steel-grey, still sharp, and a long way from rested. He looked to be in his mid-forties, though the scars made it hard to tell.

But it was the circuitry that drew attention. Fine lines of tech embedded just under the skin, running from his temples down his neck, disappearing into the collar of the armor. The work was neither crude nor obvious. It had simply become part of him.

"My name is Joseph Starr," he said, his natural voice rougher than the synthesized version, carrying the rasp of someone who'd screamed too much. "I was born in 1980. I was in my third year of college. I had a girlfriend. And friends. A cat named Tony. I was..." He paused. "I was happy."

"I was taken," he continued. "I remember black vans, and men in suits. No explanation. I woke up in a cell underground. They called it the WICCED program. Weaponized Integrity through Controlled Circumstances, Enhancements, and Dosage." The acronym came out bitter. "Fancy words for human experimentation."

"They were trying to replicate our powers," Able stated.

Joseph nodded. "The Power, specifically. They thought if they could understand how the magic worked, they could reproduce it through science. Bypass the need for... selection." He touched the circuitry at his temple. "They failed. Thousands of iterations. Thousands of subjects. Most died. Some went mad. A handful survived in various states of... modification."

"Jesus," Bedley whispered.

"I was subject six thousand, one hundred and four," Joseph said flatly. "They used me for neural integration testing. Tried to create a technological bridge to access dimensional energy. It didn't work. But it left me changed." He gestured to his scarred face. "Connected to their systems, a puppet with my strings directly wired to their computers."

Melissa felt sick. She had brushed minds that had been through torture before. She had never brushed one that had been through what the words six thousand, one hundred and four implied.

"Two days ago," Joseph continued, "something changed. I felt it, like lightning in my bones, like the sun suddenly existing inside my chest. The Power found me. And when it did, it burned through their conditioning like tissue paper. For the first time in twenty-five years, my mind was my own."

His grey eyes met Terrance's. "I used that power to escape. I destroyed the facility on my way out. I don't know how many people I killed. I don't know if anyone else got out. I just knew I had to run, and the only place I could think to go was..."

"To us," Melissa finished the hanging thought.

Joseph nodded. "You are The Seven. You're the only ones who might understand what this power means. What it demands. What it costs." He looked down at his hands. "I felt the portal opening. Felt it like a wound in reality. I had to help. Had to use this for something good, after everything it took from me."

The cabin fell silent again, the team processing this revelation.

It was Riyan who spoke next, his voice gentle. "Your scars. The burns. When did those happen?"

"I...can't remember," Joseph said quietly. "There is so much of it, it all blurred together eventually. There were energy discharge experiments. They tried to force my body to channel power it didn't have. The overload nearly killed me. Would have, probably, if they hadn't needed me for the next round of testing."

Riyan had gone very still. He had seen torture in casualty wards in London and in clinics outside Harare, and none of it had ever been described to him as calmly as Joseph was describing it now.

"You said you destroyed the facility." Able's voice remained flat and clinical. "Where was it located?"

"Nevada. Underground. About forty miles northwest of Las Vegas. Or it was. Now it's just a crater."

Able's optical sensors flickered as he accessed satellite data. "Confirmed. Seismic event registered in that region fifty hours ago. Local authorities attributed it to an underground gas pocket ignition."

"That wasn't gas," Joseph said with a hint of satisfaction in his voice. "That was me."

Lieke leaned forward. "And Ramses? Do you know what happened to him?"

Joseph shook his head. "No. All I know is what I felt. The moment the magic found me. There was..." He struggled for words. "It was instantaneous. And intense."

"For you to be the new Power, it means he's dead," Terrance said.

"That's how it works," Melissa added softly. "What the public doesn't know. When one of us dies, the magic chooses a replacement. Always seven, always one of the roles to serve."

Terrance turned his attention to Able. "Chen, get me General Madsen. He needs to explain how the most important prisoner of the twenty first century is dead under his watch. Oh, and see if you can reach anyone at the Colorado facility. If Ramses died while in containment, someone's head is going to roll."

The pause stretched. Then Able's digital voice reported, "Neither the General nor the Colorado Rockies facility is responding. Complete communication blackout."

The team went very still at that, all of them at once.

"Status on the prisoners?" Terrance asked, though he already knew the answer.

"Unknown. It appears there was a system-wide failure approximately sixty-four hours ago."

Terrance looked around the cabin. The team already understood what silence from Cheyenne meant. His gaze landed last on Joseph, silent in the armored seat, and he made the call.

"Divert us to the Rockies," Terrance said. "ASAP."

"Acknowledged." Able Chen input the new coordinates. The transport banked hard, engines roaring as it accelerated to supersonic speeds, racing toward Colorado and whatever nightmare awaited them there.

"Keep trying the general," Terrance ordered as he stared at his team, concern creeping into his expression. "Able, let me know the moment you have something."

Joseph sat silent, armored hands clenched in his lap, the cyan lines glowing steadily. Around him, The Seven worked. He was one of them now, whether Terrance liked it or not, and this was what the job looked like from the inside.

— ✦ —




  Issue 2: The Breach



— ✦ —

October 25, 2025. 4:02 PM, Mountain Time. En Route to Colorado.

The transport shuddered as it broke the sound barrier, the windows rattling in their frames. The landscape below blurred into a green and brown smear, the world outside distant and irrelevant as the team processed what they were flying toward.

Melissa sat with her eyes closed, her face pale with concentration, reaching out across the miles with her telepathy, searching for any trace of the facility personnel.

"Nothing," she whispered finally, a bead of sweat tracing down her brow. "I can't find anyone. Four hundred minds and there's just... a void. An echo of fear. And something else. Something that feels... hungry."

"Not a single one?" Lieke's hands were clenched tight on the armrests, her posture rigid. But it wasn't solely due to her fear of flying at the moment.

Melissa only shook her head. She didn't have a Portuguese word for what she had touched, let alone an English one.

Able stood motionless at the ship's console, interfacing with The Watchtower. He grunted in annoyance, a purely involuntary sound to come out of the machine body. "A military task force out of Fort Carson is reporting en route. They will maintain a five-mile standby perimeter as per protocol. However, I am unable to reach General Madsen or the Cheyenne Complex."

Able paused as he shifted his focus. "I have also been attempting to access the facility's security systems remotely. The network is... compromised. Firewalls are down. Most cameras are offline. I am receiving fragmented transmissions only."

"What kind of fragments?" Terrance asked in a tight voice.

"Static. Energy discharges consistent with high-powered plasma weapons. And... screaming." Able's pause was longer than his processors required. "The audio cuts out abruptly 47 minutes after the initial breach."

Bedley's lynx tail twitched nervously. "Plasma weapons? I thought that place was built to contain Ramses. Security wouldn't be using energy weapons."

"It isn't just Ramses," Melissa said quietly. "The Colorado facility holds other... subjects. Things deemed too dangerous for conventional prisons. Things that required the kind of containment only a facility designed for a Power-level threat could provide. Things we couldn't risk returning to the world."

"Other subjects..." Joseph repeated from his seat, his scarred face unreadable behind the partially retracted faceplate. "What kind of other subjects?"

Terrance didn't answer immediately. After several seconds of tense silence he finally rattled off a list. "A supernatural being of darkness. An inter-dimensional entity that came out of a rift in '03. A mimic that can perfectly emulate its victim. And a hive of supposedly sentient nano-machines that claim to be benign."

As they descended through the cloud cover, the Rocky Mountains rose to meet them; a jagged wall of stone and ice. The facility was hidden deep within the range, a fortress built to withstand the end of the world. It had not lasted the day. The main entrance, a reinforced steel door designed to withstand a nuclear blast, was simply gone. In its place was a gaping hole, edges warped and jagged where something had burned through three feet of solid steel.

"C'est pas possible," Bedley whispered.

The transport landed in a clearing a few hundred yards from the entrance, the engines kicking up a cloud of snow and debris. The doors slid open with a hiss, revealing a scene of carnage. The ground was littered with the bodies of guards, their faces frozen in masks of terror, their bodies torn apart. Riyan was the first out, his physician's instincts overriding caution. He knelt beside the nearest body, the PMC on his wrist already casting diagnostic light across the guard's chest. After a moment he stood, his face grim.

"Dead. No vitals, no neural activity. It's like every trace of bioelectric energy was just... drained out of her."

Lieke pressed her hands to the frozen ground, her Druid senses reaching out. "The earth here is... wrong. Corrupted. Something passed through this place that shouldn't exist in our reality."

Terrance surveyed the scene with a warrior's eye, cataloguing every spent shell casing, the distance between every corpse. When he was certain he had an accurate idea of what had transpired, he began moving for the yawning entry. "Able, you're staying with the transport."

The massive robot's head tilted slightly. "I can provide tactical support..."

"You're seven feet tall and weigh a literal ton," Terrance interrupted. "Look at that entrance. You won't fit through most of the facility corridors, and we can't risk you collapsing floors or getting stuck. We need you here maintaining comms and monitoring our position."

Able processed this for a moment, then nodded. "Understood. I will establish an overwatch position and maintain continuous surveillance."

"Joseph," Terrance turned to the new Power. "You're staying with Able."

The armored figure went very still. "I can help..."

"I don't know you," Terrance said flatly. "I don't trust you. And I'm not taking someone I don't trust into a compromised facility where the previous Power holder was being held. You stay. Able keeps an eye on you. That's an order."

Joseph's hands clenched into fists, the cyan lines on his suit flaring up. For a tense moment, no one knew whether the new guy was going to comply, or start blasting. Then, slowly, he nodded. "Understood," he said quietly. "I'll wait."

Melissa caught Terrance's eye. He ignored her. "Everyone else, standard formation. Lieke, you're on point with earth sense. Riyan, stay close. If anyone's alive in there, we'll need you. Bedley, you're our tracker. Mel, I need you scanning for any minds, hostile or otherwise. I'll take rear guard."

The team moved toward the ruined entrance, weapons ready. Behind them, Joseph stood beside Able's towering form, watching them disappear into the darkness.

"He doesn't trust you," Able observed.

"I know," Joseph said, more than a little annoyed. "I guess I'd be suspicious too. The last person who held this power tried to destroy everything."

"But you are not Khalid Ramses," Able stated, placing a massive metallic hand on his shoulder.

"No," Joseph agreed. "But he doesn't know that yet."

— ✦ —

The interior of the facility was worse than the exterior had suggested. Emergency lighting cast everything in hellish red. The walls were scorched black in places, showing patterns of intense heat exposure. Plasma burns, Terrance recognized immediately; clean, precise holes melted through reinforced concrete and steel. The bodies were everywhere. Security personnel, scientists, medical staff. Some had been killed by whatever had drained the guards outside. Others showed signs of violence; claw marks, burns, crushing trauma. A few looked like they'd simply died of terror, their faces locked in expressions of primal fear.

"This wasn't just a breach," Bedley said, his usual humor completely absent. "This was a massacre."

Lieke knelt beside a blast door that had been torn open from the inside, running her fingers along the twisted metal. "Multiple different forces at work here. This one was torn by something with incredible strength. These burns are from directed energy weapons. And these..." She pointed to claw marks gouged deep into concrete. "These are organic. Something with claws."

"The containment cells," Riyan said quietly. "If the power failed, the automatic failsafes would have locked down the entire facility. It's possible not everything got free."

Lieke's brow knit in concentration. "No. The entire structure has been violated. Whoever is responsible for this made sure to cause as much chaos as possible."

They pressed deeper into the facility, descending level by level. Each floor was worse than the last, and the evidence of multiple threats loose at once piled up. On the second floor they found the first group of non-combatants. The break room had been barricaded from the inside, furniture piled against the door. It hadn't been enough. Something had torn through the makeshift barrier. Inside, six people huddled in the corner, eyes wide and unseeing, mouths open in silent screams.

"The fear-eater," Terrance said grimly. "It feeds on terror until the victim's heart stops. Subjects remain conscious the entire time."

Riyan looked away, his Hippocratic oath warring with the reality that there was nothing he could have done. Melissa shuddered, feeling the psychic residue of their final moments. "We need to keep moving. The 'thing' that did this is still active."

They encountered the first hostile on the fourth floor. Bedley's ears swiveled, catching the sound first. Wet, labored breathing that echoed down a side corridor. His hand went up in a fist, the team freezing instantly. Then it emerged from the shadows. Black-skinned, vaguely humanoid, covered in a substance that absorbed the light. Its limbs were too long, joints bending at wrong angles. Where its head should be was a smooth, featureless expanse. Whatever it used instead of eyes was tracking them.

"What the hell is that?" Riyan breathed.

The creature lunged. Terrance met it head-on, his enchanted sword blazing with golden light. The blade caught the creature mid-leap, cleaving through its torso. Black ichor sprayed across the walls as it fell, twitching.

"There will be more," Melissa warned, her telepathy picking up... something. Not quite minds. More like hunger given shape. "I can feel them. Scattered throughout the facility."

"Then we move fast," Terrance ordered. "Ramses' cell is on Omega Level, lowest floor. We get down there, figure out what happened, and get out before-"

More breathing answered him, from every direction.

"Run," Terrance said.

The stairwell down to Omega Level was a charnel house. More plasma burns scarred the walls. These were different from the ones above: focused, controlled, all from a single source. Someone had moved through here with precision and purpose. The bodies here were not facility security. They wore matching black tactical gear with no insignia, and they had come in armed, organized, and in numbers. Plasma rifles lay beside some of them, drawn but unfired. Whoever killed them had gone through the whole team in seconds.

"Who are these people?" Lieke wondered, examining one of the corpses. The cause of death was obvious, a plasma burn through the chest, precise and instantly lethal.

"The ones who broke in?" Terrance asked. "This wasn't a random raid. Someone came here for something specific."

Melissa's eyes went wide. "Terrance, I'm picking up something. It's... alive, barely."

They found her in the central corridor of Omega Level, propped against a wall in a pool of her own blood. A woman in tactical gear, one arm twisted at an unnatural angle, a plasma burn across her midsection that had cauterized the wound and prevented her from bleeding out. She was barely still breathing.

Riyan was beside her instantly, the PMC's green light washing over her as he worked to stabilize her failing body. "She's lost massive amounts of blood. Internal organs are shutting down. I can keep her alive for a minute, perhaps, but..."

The woman's eyes fluttered open. They briefly focused on Terrance.

"You..." she whispered. "Seven..."

"Who sent you?" Terrance demanded, kneeling beside her. "Who are you working for?"

"Doesn't... matter..." She coughed, her body convulsing. "He... turned on us...took...the body."

"He? You mean Ramses got out? Who else?" Melissa leaned closer. She knew it would be faster to just reach into the woman's head and witness it replayed in her memories. But it wasn't worth the risk of still being in the woman's mind when she passed.

"The... boy..." Her eyes were glazing over. "Wicked. Sorry..."

"What boy?" Terrance pressed. "Tell me!"

But she was gone, eyes staring at nothing, her final breath rattling in her chest.

Riyan sat back, shaking his head. "I'm sorry. She was too far gone."

Terrance stood, his face carved from stone. He began sprinting down the corridor. "Ramses' cell! Now!"

They found it at the far end of the level; Cell Block Omega, the most heavily reinforced section of the entire facility. The door that should have required three separate authorization codes and a retinal scan had a massive hole melted through it. Inside, the stasis pod that had held Khalid Ramses for seven years stood open, its containment field dark, the interior scorched. Frost covered every surface; the pod had been frozen when it opened, the rapid temperature change causing the metal to crack. And it was empty.

"He's gone?" Lieke was in shock.

"The security feed," Bedley suggested. He was standing just outside the ruined door, looking at a blasted, melted camera. "We can check that. It should have a local backup."

Terrance nodded grimly and began moving back the way they had come. "There will be a control center on this level. Let's move."

The team moved deeper into the facility, their steps echoing in the unnerving silence. The air grew colder, the emergency lighting pulsing with a slow, steady rhythm. They found the control room. The door was torn off its track, monitors and consoles reduced to shattered glass and sparking wires. And in the center of the room, a single, hulking figure stood over the broken remains of the site's staff, its massive fists coated with dried blood. It was barely humanoid, a mountain of muscle and rage, its skin a mottled gray, its eyes burning like two dim, red lights. When it saw them it roared, a sound that was more of a seismic vibration than a vocalization, and charged.

Bedley let out a feline yowl and shifted, his body coalescing into a massive grizzly bear. He met the creature head-on, and they collided in a whirlwind of fang and claw. Lieke was right behind him, her hands pressed against the floor, the earth responding to her call. "Stone, rise," she whispered, and the ground beneath the creature erupted, a fist of rock and soil that wrapped around its legs, holding it fast. The thing roared, its muscles straining, the stone cracking under the pressure.

"Mel, now!" Terrance commanded.

Melissa reached out, her consciousness shaped into a spear, plunging into the thing's mind. What she found was a vortex of pain and rage, a wall of pure agony. She stumbled back. "There's nothing left," she gasped, her face pale, her hands shaking. "It's hollow. Just... pain."

The brute, having sensed Melissa's intrusion, bellowed another earth-shaking roar. The creature heaved against the stone holding its legs, shattering the restraints and breaking itself free. Bedley seized on the distraction to take a swipe, scoring a gash across its chest. But the brute didn't falter. It turned on the telepath with a singular intent. Bedley slammed into its side, managing to drop it to the floor as his massive bear body toppled down, pinning it for a brief moment.

That was the opening Terrance needed. The sword came up in a gold-lit arc, then down in a clean, efficient cut. The goliath stilled, its head severed from its body, its massive form no longer struggling under Bedley.

The room fell silent, the only sound the crackle of sparking wires and the team's heavy breathing. In the aftermath, Riyan began checking the bodies of the people scattered around the room. Terrance cleaned and inspected his weapon for any damage. Bedley returned to his more comfortable lynx-hybrid form. Lieke went to Melissa, who was staring at the brute's head.

"I saw it," she whispered with a voice full of sorrow. "It was... human. It used to be human."

"The creature?" Lieke asked, holding her close.

Melissa could only nod. She turned to Terrance, her composure returning gradually. "Vhimes, I think those things from New York are related to this... person. Their minds all felt the same; pain, rage, and a... a drive to spread it."

As Melissa talked, Riyan was searching the corpses for identification. "Doctor Sikka," he murmured as he slipped the name badge into a secure pocket on his flight suit. "Doctor Caulan, Doctor Weiss," he continued. "Do not worry, you will be remembered."

At the mention that the black monsters may be formerly human, his attention came back to the team. "Eish, are you sure?!"

Melissa shook her head slowly. "I'm not, Doctor. But, it feels right. That big one, I was able to get in deep. I saw... I think I saw memories. Just bits and pieces, tattered shreds, but..."

"It's okay, Mel. We believe you." Lieke put a comforting hand on her shoulder. "It's just so... monstrous."

Terrance's face was grim. "Riyan, do you have everything you were looking for?"

"Yes, Vhimes," Riyan said as he moved to one of the few intact consoles, his hands working the controls. The screen flickered to life, showing crystal clear footage of the gaping hole in the doorway. The footage was time stamped from a day before. They needed to go back further. Riyan brought up the footage from two days ago, guessing the approximate time based on what Joseph had said to them about his imbuing.

The camera showed the exterior of the cell, the massive reinforced door still intact. The timestamp read 04:47:23. Then, at 04:47:31, a figure stepped into frame.

It was a young man, maybe sixteen or seventeen years old. He was wearing black clothes; casual attire that stood out against the backdrop of violence. His hands crackled with harsh red light, pulsing between his fingers. The boy raised one hand toward the door. The light coalesced, forming a sphere of brilliant intensity. Then he released it. The plasma bolt hit the door with enough force to shake the camera. Metal glowed white-hot as the sphere pushed against the door, then melted, running like white-hot water. The boy held the sphere in place, keeping the energy output high as it slowly breached the barrier. Then, eventually, the door collapsed inward. The boy stepped through the molten gap.

For forty-three seconds, the camera showed only smoke and the glow of energy discharges from inside the cell. Then the boy emerged, dragging a body behind him. It was Ramses. He was either unconscious or dead, because his body was limp, frost still clinging to his skin and hair. The boy hauled him like a sack of grain, one hand gripping the back of Ramses's shirt, energy crackling around his fingers.

The boy looked directly at the camera and smiled. Then he raised his free hand and fired. The screen went dark.

The team stood in silence, processing what they had witnessed.

"That energy," Lieke said quietly. "That was..."

"Like Joseph's," Terrance finished. "Exactly like Joseph's. And Ramses."

"But Joseph didn't do this," Riyan said firmly. "Clearly. That kid looks nothing like him, isn't it?"

"Then how do they both have the same power?" Bedley demanded. "I thought there was only one of each. That's the whole point, right? Seven powers, seven people."

Terrance's hand was on his sword hilt, knuckles white. "I don't know. But we need to find out. Able, are you getting this?"

The comms crackled to life. "Affirmative. I am downloading all security footage. This raises significant questions about-"

An inhuman scream from deep in the facility interrupted their speculation. Then another scream followed. Then a dozen more, overlapping, creating a chorus of bloodthirsty shrieks.

"The creatures," Melissa gasped. "They're converging on our position!"

Terrance's sword was in his hand instantly. "Fighting retreat. Back to the stairs. We've got what we came for. Move!"

They ran for the exit as the facility came alive with the sounds of pursuit.

The black creatures poured from side corridors and doorways, their eyeless faces tracking the team's movement without error. There were dozens of them now, moving with coordinated purpose. Lieke used stone and earth, collapsing corridors and choking doorways, buying them breathing room. Bedley took the lead, shifting into full lynx form, his claws and teeth tearing through black flesh. Terrance's sword blazed with each swing, cutting through two or three creatures at once. But for every one they killed, more came.

"They're herding us!" Melissa's telepathic voice reached them over the chaos. Her telekinesis was fully focused on maintaining a protective field around the team to hold back the creatures. "They are pushing us toward the east wing!"

"Why?" Riyan called back, razor winds slicing through creatures that got too close.

They got their answer when they burst through a doorway into a larger chamber and found themselves face to face with something worse. The temperature inside had plummeted. Their breath misted in the air. Frost had spread across the walls in intricate, impossible patterns. And in the center of the chamber, something dark was undulating.

It had no physical form, not really. It was smoke and shadow, a mass of darkness that moved with terrible purpose. Where it passed, the air itself went dead, sound falling away into crushing silence. But within that darkness, there were eyes burning with cold, malevolent intelligence. The facility files had called it the Wraith Lord.

The pursuing creatures stopped their advance. As one, they turned toward the Wraith Lord, their eyeless faces tilting in what might have been recognition. Or obedience.

"It's controlling them," Melissa gasped, her psychic senses reeling from the thing's presence. "They're responding to the strongest supernatural presence in their vicinity. And right now, that's..."

The Wraith Lord spoke. The voice that came from the darkness was the sound of final breaths, of graves opening. "FLESH. WARM. MINE."

It surged forward, and the black creatures moved with it.

— ✦ —

Outside, Joseph and Able monitored the situation as best as they could. Joseph, lacking one of the team's comms, stood beside the massive robot, listening to the chatter from below. The sounds of combat had been getting worse; shouts, screams, the crash of Lieke's earth walls, Melissa's psychic warnings. Then, suddenly, nothing but static.

"Able," Joseph said, his voice tight. "What happened? Why did we lose them?"

The Erudite's posture was rigid as a robot, but Joseph could still sense his annoyance. "The facility is designed to foil outside parties. I am functionally blind out here."

Joseph's hands clenched into fists. "I can't just stand out here. I'm going in."

Before he could take a step, a voice called out from the facility entrance. "Able! Able, thank god!"

It was Bedley. His lynx ears were flattened against his skull, his clothing torn and bloodied. One arm hung limply at his side. He made it ten steps before he fell to one knee in the snow, breathing hard.

Joseph was moving, rushing to the fallen Beast's side. "Bedley! What happened? Where are the others?"

"Trapped," Bedley gasped, his face twisted in pain. "The East wing. There's something down there, something terrible. It... it killed the lights. Comms went down. Terrance sent me to get you."

Able approached more slowly, his sensors scanning. "Your injuries are consistent with blunt force trauma and lacerations. However..."

"There's no time for a medical exam!" Bedley snapped, struggling to his feet. "They need help! That thing, it's controlling those black creatures. They're everywhere. Melissa tried to read its mind and it... it hurt her. Bad."

Joseph's power surged, responding to his anger and fear. "Then let's go. Able, with me."

"Wait." Able's tone was different now. Sharper. "Joseph, remain where you are."

Joseph stopped, confused. "What? Able, they need us."

"Bedley," Able said, his weapons systems unfolding with a series of mechanical clicks. "What was the last thing Terrance said to you before you left?"

Bedley blinked once before his expression shifted to irritation. "Are you seriously doing a security check right now? He said, 'Get topside and bring back help.' Now can we please-"

"Incorrect," Able said. His plasma cannon hummed to life as he raised his arm, targeting Bedley's chest. "Terrance specifically ordered all team members to remain together. He would never send someone alone, especially not through a compromised facility with multiple hostile entities."

"Also," Able continued, "your thermal signature is incorrect. Bedley's core temperature runs 0.4 degrees Celsius higher than baseline human due to his Beast metabolism. You are precisely 37 degrees."

Bedley's pained expression melted away, replaced by something far more calculating. "Smart robot."

Joseph stepped back, energy crackling around his hands. "What are you?"

The thing wearing Bedley's face smiled, but there was no warmth to it. Its form began to shift, features melting like wax. The lynx ears absorbed back into the skull. The blood and tears in the uniform smoothed over, then disappeared entirely. The body elongated, grew taller, broader. Within a heartbeat, Bedley was gone. In his place stood a perfect copy of Joseph; black and cyan armor, scarred face, grey eyes, every detail exact.
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