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Part One: Trouble
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Yet man is born unto trouble, as the sparks fly upward.

−Job 5:7
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Chapter One: June 5th, 1995

[image: ]




Alexander, Salim, and Raheem knew trouble was only a few moments away. All three boys stutter-stepped then froze after giving each other a quick glance. In a fraction of a second, the glance they shared without a word said, “Don’t run. If we run, we’re fucked. Just act like we’re supposed to be here.”

The three squad cars turned on their lights and came together in a line like football players getting into the 3-point stance after a huddle. They stopped inches from the boys’ legs. The black-and-whites had been around the corner. They hid slightly to the north of Steve’s Tacos. They were silently patrolling without headlamps until the first Crown Vic rounded the corner and spotted the boys.

It had been a pretty good night. Alexander as usual had grubbed a sixer of Premium Red cans from his neighbor’s garage. He had told his buddies upon revealing the sixer to them that they were now ready to, “get their groove on. It’s Friday.” 

They had met in the alley by Salim’s apartment and cracked the first of the cold ones about two hours ago. “Under the Lumber” they called these meetings situated below the four stories of wooden outdoor patios attached to the south side of Salim’s brick residence. The multiple levels of lumber cast a shadow concealing the boys from the orange high-pressure sodium streetlamp on the sidewalk at the end of the alley. They talked, they laughed, they enjoyed the warm early-summer air out of earshot of both parents and the less-reputable residents of Jensen Park, Chicago. 

Though Jaffe-94, aka “turboflu” had much of the city locked down, school was out. The sun lasted well after nine PM and led to dazzling solar light shows every night. Though the flares interrupted television, computer systems and even the radio, they still had power. Much of the northern United States seldom had power. But... girls were far more interesting now. The three young teenagers had plenty to discuss under the lumber with some cold suds.

The subject of much discussion was not the flu nor the northern lights that had reached Chicago. It was the chest of one Jennifer Farmer, a classmate who Raheem theorized had a pile of braziers that were outgrown over the school year ranging from “A” to “Double Dee.” 

Raheem’s theories consistently gave the boys a good ol’ dose of chuckles. Of course, boys of 16 and 17 had no frame of reference to determine if Miss Farmer’s hooters did indeed warrant what the boys referred to as a “Deuce-Deuce.” None of the little Jordanian boys knew “Deuce-Deuce” means, “22” and not, “Double-Dee.” None of the young boys whose parents emigrated from Jordan could accurately identify the precise measurements of the famed “deuce-deuce” bra. None had seen a pair of sweater-puppies for real. Salim suggested that little sisters in the bath and accidental walk-ins on Ommi​[1] didn’t count. 

Bathed in the headlamps and spotlights of the black and whites, Alexander, Salim and Raheem did not see the cops step onto the pavement. They did hear the doors open and counted six identical slams of front-seat Crown Victoria doors. 

Raheem estimated that though each boy drank two, 12-ounce warm Reds about an hour ago, the pigs would smell the barley water on them. It was a good thing he finished that smoke he had swiped from his old man’s pack. They might get busted for bad breath, but they would sure as shit be in it deep if the po-po reported to the ‘rents he had been smoking. 

Smoking AND drinking, aben​[2]?!? What should be your punishment for your dishonesty? Raheem heard his father say with his thick, Jordanian accent.

“A little late for a stroll in the neighborhood fellas.”

The tall cop on the far left spoke first. He stopped short of the boys so that his legs cast shadows on their skinny, slumped-shouldered frames. The other five cops joined him in a makeshift Red-Rover line. One by one, each officer placed his thumbs into his gun-belt. Raheem thought that stupid cowboy gesture must surely be taught at the Police Academy. They did it on TV. They did it that night. Television wasn’t always fiction.

“Just walking home, offic...”

Raheem lost all his air in a loud, boyish bellow as a huge white fist buried itself in his mid-section. He fell to his knees and then his side, scraping his knee on the sidewalk. He thought a cannonball, fired from a mysterious sniper on the rooftops, hit him right in the gut. As he tried aimlessly to draw in a breath, he heard his friend of 16 years cry out, 

“Raheem?”

“I didn’t ask what the fuck you were doing. I said what the fuck you were doing,” the tall silhouette explained. 

Salim, ever the quiet one, froze. He silently prayed to his creator that the big Chicago-accented brute would not do that him because he was convinced, he would spill 24 ounces of liquid onto the pavement from either his mouth or his penis. 

“We know you little kebab-vendors have been tagging the railyard office.”

There was too much to unpack in the cop’s last statement. It only increased the boys’ confusion, lack of movement and silence. Raheem continued to search for oxygen in a little ball on the filthy pavement. A million micro-processed questions ran through the minds of Salim and Alexander. 

Kebabs? Vendors? Tagging? Railyard? Is the punishment for spray-painting a punch to the gut? I’m not allowed to touch my father’s tools. How could I be trusted to be a vendor of anything? Aren’t kebabs Greek? 

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to go to work on Monday morning and to see that your workplace, that you built with your own hands, has been vandalized by a bunch of camel-fuckin’ ragheads?” A rhetorical question from the cop with the baseball cap.

“I stopped fucking camels a year ago,” rasped Raheem from the ground with part of his face in a puddle and part of it out. 

Salim gasped. If the consequence of tagging, which Salim had never done, was a punch to the gut, surely a wise-ass comment to these white devils was a death-sentence. This prompted “silhouette number two” to swiftly connect the toe of his dress shoe with Raheem’s front teeth. Raheem’s mouth and nose went numb as his head was jerked back violently. Three of the boy’s teeth were now hopelessly broken and hanging by threads as they pointed inward towards his throat. The world went gray and soft as Raheem struggled to estimate how much longer he had until he lost consciousness. 

“Stop! We haven’t done anything!” Cried Alexander. 

He made to move towards his friend, Raheem, on the ground when something slammed into his cheek and forced his face into the pavement. A hot blush swelled from the cop’s fist-print on Alexander’s cheek and the pavement met the opposite side of his face with a crack. He didn’t know it now, but Alexander’s skull had been broken on the left and right side. He also didn’t know he would never look the same again. Several surgeries would gain him some semblance of normalcy, but he would forever be reminded of this incident every time he saw his reflection. He was only trying to protect his smart-assed friend, Raheem. Alexander would never blame Raheem for his destroyed skull and face. It was a dirty cop, not Raheem that kicked him in the grill.  

Salim, the quiet one, slowly placed his hands on his head and sobbed as his only friends in the world laid on the pavement in ever-growing pools of their own blood. He prayed a little harder to his deity as they groaned in pain. He asked the almighty...

Please make it all stop and Raheem and Alex would be okay and we can go under the lumber and just watch the lights and please don’t let these pig-eaters hurt me and please just let it be over and please just make the guys that tagged the rail yard come strolling around the corner and they would be surprised by the cops and probably Greek and run and then the cops would chase them and then we could escape to the lumber...

The four remaining officers came closer. Their thumbs were out of their gun belts. Six massive figures making fists closed on the terrified boy who hadn’t yet been taught a lesson. From left to right; The tall sucker-puncher, the cop that used Raheem’s face for a soccer ball, skinny cop, short cop (Salim remembered that the short ones were always the meanest), middle-aged fat cop and cop with a baseball cap on the far right. 

“These little fuckers are full of shit. You know guys, over in the Gulf, none of them ever admitted to doing anything wrong. They always said it was someone else. They were only draftees that Saddam forced into service. Never an ounce of accountability,” complained the skinny one. 

Obviously, he knew the boys were not Greek, but Arabs. He didn’t know these boys’ parents were Jordanian and that all three boys were born about ten blocks from that very spot. Skinny Cop was born in Poland. The three brown boys were made in America.  There was much Skinny Cop didn’t know and probably too much that he believed. That seemed to be a running theme in America in 1995 with the flu killing millions and the light shows each night making it worse. But then, the boy’s biggest worry was that they were about to be beaten to death by six uniformed officers whose actual job was to protect them. 

Things were certainly not good in the hood.

“No shit. Like Kuwait fuckin’ invaded itself. Nobody came in there and stole all their property and raped all their women,” agreed tall sucker-puncher. 

It was starting to make sense to sRaheem, the sharpest of the three boys. Even with some broken teeth, some cracked ribs and a punctured lung, Raheem’s sharp mind still ran wild and concluded that what they had there was a group of Gulf War vets who thought themselves the liberators of Kuwait. 

Oil-rich, royal Kuwait. 

Raheem found some air and sighed. He tongued his desecrated grill and was not surprised to feel it was a mess. Not to mention the taste of salty pennies and the amount of hot liquid welling up in his mouth. He saw his second-oldest friend, Salim, frozen in place with tears running down both cheeks. Quiet, faithful, innocent, Salim. Raheem prayed the cops would keep their attention on him and not switch their focus to sweet Salim. The tearful boy he had played with since they were toddlers wouldn’t be able to handle a kick in the face.  

“It was Saddam, not us!” the shortest one exclaimed in a mocking middle eastern accent. 

Salim, still motionless and weeping quietly, received a visit from his old friend, Jippy. Jippy was the subconscious voice in Salim’s head that spoke to him from time to time. Jippy was the last remnant of his early childhood mind. He was a cartoon bear that graced the screen of Salim’s television on Saturday morning from 8:00 to 9:00 central daylight time. Jippy was Salim’s protector. 

Sometimes, Jippy lied to Salim. Jippy was Salim’s defense against trauma. He would only be around for another year, disappearing into the farthest corners of Salim’s mind when too many fantasies of boobies replaced him in the 16-year-old’s brain.

Hey, isn’t that the same silly accent those kids at school use when they tease you? That’s not so bad, is it? Those guys never really hurt you. Maybe these policemen will give you a simple warning. That wouldn’t be so bad for us, would it? They’re here to serve and protect, Salim. You should tell a policeman if you need help!

Salim urinated. 

The blatant unworldliness and ignorance of the typical American white man in a uniform now scared him far more than anything else in his 16-year-old world. This was scarier than the towel-closet ghost and the darkness monster that chased him after he ran to his bed from the light switch each night. Those two figments of his imagination would cease their abuse after tonight. Nothing would ever be as scary as what Salim would soon witness.

Frozen Salim watched the officers close in. The tall one with the Polish American drawl reminiscent of a late-night comedy sketch, slowly bent to his haunches. He was now over Alexander, whose face was askew and leaking fluid from his mouth, nose and left eye. Slowly, the middle-aged fat cop put one knee on the ground and gave a slight groan as his days from the 82nd Airborne Division reminded him to, Take it easy, man. You’re not 22 anymore.

Some laughs and good-natured ribbing erupted from the others. Something about splitting his trousers to give these ragheads what for. It didn’t matter. Salim had now lost his ability to hear English. His brain attempted to numb all his senses so that he would not lose his marbles at the sight of his two friends lying on the cold pavement. Their clothing, purchased from the boys’ section at the mall department store, was now soiled with their own liquids of multiple colors and sources. 

You know, these guys aren’t all that bad. They’re just trying to find some bad kids that vandalized the property of an honest, hard-working businessman, Jippy told Salim. 

Jippy helped keep Salim sane, but again... sometimes told him lies. Jippy helped keep Salim’s mind safe. Not his body. Jippy would make truth for Salim. The protector voice continued, 

It’s just a case of mistaken identity. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time, buddy! Now that they’ve made their point, they’ll go back to the station and have a laugh while they talk to Barney Miller and that Chinese guy... Salmon? Flounder? Fish! That’s right, the Chinese guy on Barney Miller was Fish. He was always the funniest of them.

Despite his best efforts to escape to a safe place in his mind, Salim was still shaking, and cold sweat covered his brow. The cop closest to him said something. It sounded to Salim like the teacher from Charlie Brown,

What did he say? Is he talking to me? I’d better look at him and answer or I’m going to be next.

Salim escalated his consciousness a level or two so he could hear what was going on. He stayed safe behind the barricade in his mind guarded by the vigilant shield of Jippy the helpful dancing bear. The words started to slowly make more sense. 

Something about a desert. No, that can’t be it. We are pretty far from the desert. The Gulf? Iraq? That’s kinda close to Jordan. I went there a few years ago. It smelled different there.

Salim tried to work out what was happening. He correctly assessed that the short cop was saying something, but incorrectly concluded it was something about a prison. 

“You know one time we had all these Iraqi prisoners all lined-” 

A loud crash nearby. 

The short cop who was about to reminisce about his days in the service... disappeared. To Salim, it looked like he was pulled by his ankles straight up, smashing his mustachioed face on the pavement before being whipped up into the night sky. There was one less shadow on Salim as the now-missing short, dangerous cop no longer blocked light from the middle squad car’s headlamps. 

Salim squinted. 

“What the FUCK?!?” yelled Short Cops’ partner, Skinny Cop. 

The last word was several octaves higher than the first two. All five cops all looked up in unison.

The first cop, Tall Sucker Puncher, the one who suggested the boys had unnatural relations with camels, was slammed face first into the pavement. A weak scream escaped his lungs before he was dragged backwards on his belly and face between cars one and two. 

The remaining four officers all broke at the knees and quickly scanned the area, seeking the source of the invisible assault.

The face-kicker was forced sideways, his body closing like a hinge as he was slammed into Skinny Cop, Old Cop and Baseball Cap, his three remaining peers. The four fell together in a clump against the middle squad car. A headlamp was shattered, and Salim swore he saw the squad car buckle when the four officers were pushed into it. 

Salim heard the unmistakable sound of iron clattering on pavement. He had heard a pistol being dropped on television dozens of times when the bad guy was ordered to “drop it!” by Crockett and Tubbs on Miami Vice. Television again proved to be more than fiction.

Salim emptied what was left of 24 ounces of Premium Red onto the sidewalk. This time, from his mouth. The satisfying evacuation of his tumultuous stomach made Jippy declare, 

Hey! That’s nice! You should let it ALL out.

Salim did as he was told. 

The pile of police in front of the middle squad car squirmed and writhed. Eight arms and legs each tried to find purchase and return to an upright posture. Failing, the mass of bodies only got more entwined. Each of the four cops tried to move to a place where there was already another body. Hands and arms groped carelessly trying to find something to grab. Legs bent and extended kicking and scraping. 

Before the quartet of men in blue could straighten out, a nightmare happened. The world went dark. The squad cars’ headlamps, spotlights, and even the orange glowing streetlamp died. The lights all around the intersection near Steve’s Tacos were extinguished. 

Salim heard the mass of cop bodies continue to pull themselves apart. They succeeded and ceased being one mass. Four individual sets of feet were now scuffling, pivoting, scrambling.

Salim saw a new set of legs between the dead squad cars. The new set was not scrambling. This set made no noise. This set was long and tall and belonged to a dark being with big boots, a muscular torso and a face with no features. It silently strode toward the remaining officers, who began to regain their senses. 

Don’t worry Salim, ghosts don’t wear boots. It’s probably just a really big guy out for an evening stroll. Those grown-ups will be fine. Ghosts can’t hurt anybody, lied Jippy. 

The helpful dancing bear was wrong. Salim watched in horror as the blurry figure began to disassemble the four uniformed men. Salim heard punches land, kicks connect and bones snap as the dark thing began working over the four peace officers. One by one, bodies crumbled onto the pavement. 

Soccer Cop was thrown into a squad car windshield butt-first. He stuck half in and half out of the broken glass like he was about to take a dump on the center console. He would kick no more faces today. 

Skinny cop was abruptly launched toward the ground with such ferocity that his long body crumpled in on itself as it landed. The sickening thump of his face hitting the sidewalk was followed by the sound of his service loafers cluttering soon after.

Old Cop and Baseball Cap were slammed together clumsily, and they too were magically launched upward to disappear into the night sky. 

Silence. 

Salim could only hear the labored breathing of Alexander and Raheem. The sound of his friends still alive vanquished the lying Jippy back to the deep recesses of his subconscious. Salim went to Raheem first and tenderly helped his friend upward at the waist. 

“We gotta get Alexander and get the hell out of here, man,” Salim mustered, hoping his other friend was still one with the living. 

“You need to go to the hospital,” said a low, calm, adult voice. The ghost had spoken. 

Salim and Raheem froze. They looked toward the voice and saw only a shadow between two of the squad cars. The shadow of a thing that seemed to fade in and out of visibility with purposeful regularity. Like it pulsated back and forth between the surreal and the real. Reality, then obscurity. Clarity, then confusion as if the thing-man maintained a regular, heartbeat-like cadence of blur and focus. The backs of Salim and Raheem’s eyeballs pulsated in unison with the rhythmic beating of the dark thing’s clarity. It was difficult to look at and filled the boys with dread. Their limbs turned back to water balloons. 

Salim then recognized what he was seeing. His fear subsided immediately, but the pulsating in his head persisted as the thing crept closer. He and his friends had been saved by the Chameleon; The invisible protector of Jensen Park that preyed upon the predators. The TV was right again. He was real.

The blurry shape of a large man began to sharpen into focus. Still a silhouette in the darkness, Salim could see the Chameleon was favoring his right arm and had a slight limp. The shadow thing others in the neighborhood called the Chameleon, staggered closer and spit on the sidewalk. Salim glanced down to see the thing had spit blood that mixed with Raheem’s. He watched the two liquids mix, as if they were from the same species. 

The Chameleon was just a man. He was no ghost. Though he looked like one, he bled like any human. 

“Maybe you should go too,” suggested the shaken teenager, Salim.

“I don’t think that would work out too well for me, bud,” the wounded silhouette replied. 

The sound of a man groaning in agony above their heads forced the boys to look up. Darkness then ceased as all the lights near the intersection of West Walnut and North Sacramento Boulevard came back to life. Above, hanging from the orange high-pressure streetlamp were three bodies. Short Cop, Old Cop and Baseball Cap were bound by their ankles and swinging in unison slowly from a rope. Baseball Cap Cop had lost his cap. The three boys now dazed but conscious, saw his bald dome and realized why he donned the cap. 

The boys looked back toward the Chameleon. He had disappeared again. 

“I think the Chameleon just called you, ‘bud’, Salim,” croaked Raheem.

There’s no such thing as the Chameleon, buddy! interjected Jippy, cheerfully one last time.

They did see Face-Kicker Cop embedded in the windshield of the middle car. Skinny Cop was in a heap half on and half off the curb and Tall Sucker-Puncher’s unconscious legs were sticking out from behind the squad cars. Tall Sucker-Puncher Cop left a trail of blood and clear liquid on the pavement from the sidewalk to the street where his motionless body rested. Old Cop continued to groan from above. A drop of blood fell on Alexander’s broken face as if it were squeezed from the Aurora Borealis which had turned red and orange.

“I want Ommi,” groaned Alexander from the pavement.  
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Chapter Two: June 8th, 1995
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John knew trouble was moments away. He sat in a plastic-lined, steel-framed chair at a table covered with a thick sheet of metal. He was handcuffed to a bar bolted that was bolted to the heavy table that was bolted to the concrete floor. He was forced to sit as close as possible to the table edge, his elbows resting on the table’s dirty surface. 

He could see that the table was rarely cleaned. Remnants of coffee, soda and God-knows what were dried and crusted on the smooth sheet-metal surface. He surmised that the table was crawling with millions of remnants of the Jaffe-94 virus waiting to be picked up by a new host. From John’s perspective, the filthy animals that were in here before him likely weren’t accustomed to washing their hands regularly. 

“Well, this blows,” John muttered to himself. 

I had it coming. I’m reaping what I’ve sown.  

The room’s sea-foam green walls were bare except for a huge mirror to his left. A small camera over the single door pointed directly at him. John noticed the camera did not have a switch or a plug that a zealous Chicago PD detective could disable before reading him the riot act or beating him to a pulp with a phone book to avoid visible bruises. This was John’s first time in a police station, let alone an interrogation room. His only experiences with such places came from cop dramas he had seen on television. How he avoided arrest in his nineteen years was beyond him. Given his past behavior, he certainly should have seen the inside of a police station many times. It wasn’t like he was on the honor roll or the football team or the son of a city councilman. The absence of an on/off switch on the camera gave him a little comfort, as the rest of the room lived up to his perceptions of such ominous places, based on what he’d seen on TV.

Chicago’s finest are going to work me over like dough. ‘Fucked’ doesn’t begin to describe how much shit I’m in now.   

Through the wire-mesh reinforced square window in the steel door, he could see two white, middle-aged males conversing. Both wore cheap blazers, white shirts with buttons at the collar-tips and skinny striped neckties. John was a little disappointed that they were not in short-sleeved dress shirts with loose ties and shoulder-holstered pistols. One more stereotype from the boob-tube he was sad to see disproven. He was also disappointed that these cops did not even have mustaches, nor the obligatory bald spots in back. They both looked to John to be button-up types, like businessmen maybe, or middle managers who lived in the suburbs. Probably state university grads, perhaps veterans due to their short-cropped white-wall haircuts.. John thought to he’d be even more disappointed if either came in and didn’t say something fake-tough with that stereotypical Chicagoland accent like, 

“So you think yer a big shat, eh? Looks like we got ya dead ta rights, Mr... Zhang. Whudareyoo, some kinda ninja er’ somethin’? Betcha you even got wunna dem dare ninja trowin’ stares, dontcha?”

He smiled and quietly chuckled. He had been sitting there for what seemed ages. This would have been weird to John Zhang because punks that stole CDs from a newsstand didn’t get placed into interrogation rooms on TV. They were usually handcuffed to a sturdy chair between a hooker and mobster right next to a bank of desks with cops behind typewriters. 

But it was not weird. He belonged there.

The truth was that they did not suspect that John was the kingpin in a series of newsstand thefts that plagued the city. John Zhang was handcuffed to a table bolted to the concrete in a tiny room with a camera and a two-way mirror because he had beaten the living shit out of four police officers when they cornered him outside his squat. The only reason he’d been caught was that a savvy veteran cop of twenty-two years had handcuffed himself to John amid the beating. That smart, dumb cop knew help was only a block away and there was no way this 110-pound kid could escape while handcuffed to a cop’s unconscious or even dead two-hundred-and-twenty-pound body. Though John was pissed that he got pinched and worried he would be put away for a life for giving four police officers the beating of their lives, he respected their tenacity. The balls to handcuff yourself to a person that was likely to kill you... 

That’s pretty diesel, he thought. 

Just then a frightening thought occurred to John. His heart skipped a beat.

Holy shit, they think I’m the Chameleon.

The nefarious protector of Jensen Park rarely made the news. Most people outside the small city west of Chicago thought the Chameleon was bullshit. But a few days ago, several police officers were beaten to a pulp not far from where John was squatting with several other punks. 

Prison shouldn’t be too bad, he thought as he continued a conversation with himself. “I mean, there’s got to be some respect given to a 110-pound Asian kid that sent four cops to the hospital. Not to mention the six a few nights ago.

Having given up hope of getting off with a slap on the wrist, John wondered if he would get his choice of cellmate. Probably a good idea to pick someone who’s not too rape-y. Maybe a white-collar criminal wrongfully accused of killing his wife and some tennis pro when he caught them in bed together. Maybe his new cellmate will open a library at the prison after writing a letter every week to some state board. He hoped prison was more “Shawshank” and “Good Fellas” and not so “Blood In, Blood Out” or “American Me.”

John was certainly guilty of giving four peace officers a beating they wouldn’t soon forget. But he sure as shit wasn’t the Chameleon. And that would be very difficult to explain to these men in uniform that zealously protected their brothers in blue. It was difficult for anyone to imagine how such a skinny, malnourished, Chinese kid gotten the best of four trained men.   

The door opened and the two detectives entered and quietly sat in chairs opposite his. Both men appeared to John to be in their late thirties. Neither spoke. Left man, the one with better posture opened a file folder and began to read. Right-side man pulled a soft pack of cigarettes from his blazer’s breast pocket and lit it with a fancy silver lighter. He puffed the lung-dart to life and then held the semi-squished soft pack towards John.

“What kind of weird act is this?” He thought. 

John shook his head briefly without a word as if to say, “No thanks, man... but I appreciate your kind, cancerous gesture.” 

Lefty continued to read and slowly flip through pages, sometimes flipping a group of papers and photographs that had been paper-clipped together. It wasn’t a hefty file, but it had some miles on it. John attempted to move his head slightly to the right to read the cover of the file folder. Righty watched this and said, 

“Something interesting there?”

“No sir.” John sat back up and then slouched as much as he could with his hands cuffed. It was his feeble attempt to show disregard for the two law men. 

Righty took a long drag and continued to look John up and down. John slowly and deliberately moved his eyes from Righty to Lefty as if to say, “You bore me.” Unfortunately for John, the gesture came off more as, “Grownups are so lame.” Lefty would have been reminded of the looks his teenage daughter gave him. But tis kid was no teenage girl, despite his brooding looks and snotty demeanor. This kid beat the tar out of four of his friends. This kid was probably who the Chicago PD codenamed, “Captain Justice.” This skinny punk wasn’t normal. 

John had surrendered to the fact that he was definitely and thoroughly fucked if he didn’t play his cards right. It was difficult for him to control his station. They had every reason to believe they had the Chameleon. Except John didn’t disappear and ride off into the sunset in a custom hotrod to the cheers of the common man like the chameleon often was said to have done.

A few more minutes of Lefty thumbing through papers with the occasional “Mmm-hmm.” Righty continued to smoke and stare. Though he was on the edge of breaking, the cop’s demeanor was starting to get comical. It was just like TV. John barely let a smirk cross his lips when Righty perked up again, waiting for any moment to call him out. 

“What’s so Goddamn cute, slick?”

John stayed silent. He knew he didn’t have to say a word. He knew any words he said were recorded and any words he said would certainly be used to verbally box him into a corner. Even the cops’ attempts to acknowledge a gesture would be used to their advantage and his disadvantage.

“Lawyer,” John said. 

Now John looked directly at Righty who only blankly stared back. Lefty looked up at John from over the folder, which John thought might be a prop and only contained the precincts’ bagel orders from this morning. Throw in a few glossy photos of previous suspects and voilà... A case file for someone with no case file. 

John looked at the scrapes and dried blood on his hands and black leather jacket. He was reminded that he was in some deep shit, now. 

Better stay the course and keep your damn mouth shut.

“Four concussions. Two compound fractures to arms, two to legs. Eighty-seven stitches. A herniated disc and six teeth. Four Chicago Peace Officers in the ER. Pretty good night, Johnny?” 

Lefty now closed the file and placed it on the metal table. It was his turn to play, “see who blinks first.”

“Lawyer,” John repeated. 

This time he looked at the mirror and the camera deliberately and said, “I’m exercising my right to an attorney. I will remain silent until...” 

Then the door opened. 

A short, squat cop with a short-sleeved dress shirt, tie, and shoulder holster poked his head in. Lefty and Righty turned around in their chairs to give the mustachioed, stereotypical TV cop their attention. 

“Finally... Cochise,” thought John self-assuredly. “They do exist.” 

Cochise mouthed the words, “He’s here,” and slowly popped back out and closed the door. 

Lefty and Righty shared a quick glance at each other. The door opened moments later. This time, a tall, slender, pale man with a much better suit silently strode into the room and gently closed the door. 

“Look at this dapper motherfucker,” thought John. “Hopefully this dude is my high-powered attorney from some prestigious firm doing his periodic civic duty to represent a turd like me, pro bono.” 

John watched as Lefty and Righty rose to greet the man. They did not exchange hands, nor did they make any indication that this new well-groomed man had any authority. However, John noticed they gave the man their full attention. They stood there as if waiting for the man to give an order. Nothing was said and they made no motions towards the man. John was reminded of soldiers in movies that stood at attention when an officer entered the room. This was slightly different. In the movies, the soldiers knew the officer, respected him, followed him. This looked more like... fear.

The tall man in the expensive suit had a dress shirt where the cuff was clipped together with a fancy device. John was nineteen, had long hair in the front and shaved in the back. He wore jeans with holes in them and black boots with a chain over the top. He wore a black leather jacket and a smelly punk rock tee-shirt. He was an orphan, penniless and homeless. John had no idea what a French cut shirt was nor a cufflink. The only thing John knew about cufflinks was that when an authority figure told you that you “had better start shitting Tiffany cufflinks,” it meant that you needed to shape up and behave. He knew the dapper man’s suit was infinitely more expensive than the cop’s. It fit his slight, but solid frame like a glove because it was custom-tailored. This was no cop and probably not a lawyer. Even John knew that a lawyer wanted to appeal to the everyman in the jury box, not intimidate them with a fashionable ensemble that reeked of power.

As he examined John with his powerful, mysterious gaze, the man in the nice suit reached up and flipped a switch on the back side of the camera with an audible, “click.” There was no red light that turned off, and no humming that stopped. It was clear what the man had done. He killed the camera, just like on TV. It was the dapper man’s intentions that now that eluded John. More confusing was the complete lack of reaction from Lefty and Righty.

“Sonovabitch,” thought John. “They DO kill the camera when the shit’s about to hit the fan.” 

“That will be all, gentlemen,” the tall man commanded. 

Not a request. Not demanding. Not impolite nor dismissive, simply... a command. A command given with conviction and without an ounce of belief there was a chance his order would be questioned. 

Righty and Lefty turned and departed through the door without so much a nod. Righty’s cigarette had burned to the filter in his hand and was knocked loose to the floor when he haphazardly bumped into the doorframe. Lefty forgot the would-be case file that was still on the table. 

The door closed and the pale, serious fellow continued to look through John. After a brief pause, the man slowly moved toward the table. He intentionally pulled the right chair backwards about six inches creating a loud, screeching, deliberate sound. 

John only stared, curious about the theatrical new character. 

Expensive Suit Man then gracefully lowered his body in one motion to the chair and sat upright with the poise of royalty. He linked his straight, long fingers with his thumbs pointing up and rested his hands on the edge of the table. He continued to look at John, expressionless.

“Who are you?” John started.

“What do you know of the Chameleon?” The man asked with conviction. 

His voice, cool, dry, empty; Without emotion, tone, inflection nor breath as if it were conjured from thin air rather than the result of air moving over vocal cords. His question burned through John’s mind as if it was shot like an arrow into his skull. John struggled to hide that he was now terrified. 

“The what?” 

“The Chicago Police Department call him, ‘Captain Justice’ like he’s the lead character in a comic book film adaptation,” the dapper man began. 

John couldn’t make the connection between what this guy was talking about, the Chameleon, and some stolen CDs. He furrowed his brow and parted his lips.

“Most fail to realize this moniker is actually mockery. You see, John... calling this man who beats trained, armed men to near death with his bare hands, ‘Captain Justice’ is an ironic insult.”

John sat quietly in disbelief; his tongue and lips moved but no sound came out.

“The ‘Chameleon’ is neither a Captain, nor does he uphold justice. He’s merely a nuisance that delivers pain and suffering to the real men of justice in this city.”

When this eloquent thing spoke, it was as if it was speaking a foreign language, and the sound was dubbed in perfect, unaccented English. His lips did not match the words coming from his mouth but the sound of his voice penetrated John’s mind to its very core. 

All John could think of was to say the word, “lawyer” again. 

However, when John tried to place his tongue on the roof of his mouth to make the ‘L’ sound for ‘Lawyer’, his tongue wouldn’t move.

“There will be no need for legal representation, John,” the man stated matter-of-factly, emphasizing his Christian name. 

The thing lowered its head but kept its laser-beam gaze on John’s eyes. Hearing his own given name spoken by this... being, John struggled to stop the flow of urine from his bladder. He was successful in stopping a deluge, but a few small drops topped the levee. 

“You will be released as soon as you answer my questions.”

“Okay,” said John involuntarily. 

His mind was racing, but his lips seemed to be moving on their own without his permission. In John’s head, a battle was raging between an invisible invader and his own conscious mind. The invader was winning. He was strolling further and further into the library of John’s memory. John tried to hold the man back from his slow strut deeper into his mind, but it was like trying to stop a big tank with a Volkswagen. He resisted with everything he had... but the invader continued to press its advance. 

Holy shit holy shit holy shit holy shit... no!

John’s conscious mind attempted to silently scream. his body froze, solid in place. Every muscle tightened and the room went hot. 

If he could see himself, John would have fainted. His skin had turned red, and his veins popped from his flesh as if he was being boiled alive. The creature in the expensive suit was in charge and John was simply along for the ride. 

The thing in the chair opposite the skinny boy sighed, then slicked back his well-groomed hair into place with his left hand. It gazed into John’s soul as it whispered...

“I know you’re not the Chameleon. But I know he was near when you were being arrested. He fled as you were being forced to the ground and read your rights. I want to know everything about that moment. You will tell me everything you remember and everything you do not remember. Then you will fall asleep and awaken remembering nothing of this experience.”

John’s muscles instantaneously released, and he exhaled violently. 

Before he could catch his breath and scream, the case file on the metal table erupted into flames. John flinched and attempted to pull away from the bright, hot fire, but his handcuffs dug deep grooves into his wrists. As the cover of the prop dossier burned, a photograph was revealed. Before it burned, John could see it was a black and white picture of a man in military style fatigues. The uniformed man looked off to the left of the camera and held what John knew to be an Uzi sub machine gun. Before it could be completely consumed by fire, John saw a date and description written in white type near the bottom of the photo...

MR. GREEN? OCTOBER 1966 IICTZ QUANG DUC

John obeyed the creature. He told the beast everything he remembered and things from deep within his library that he did not remember. The words that came out of his mouth told a story that was once on the shelves of his mind but had been removed by an unseen librarian. The thing knew he was not the Chameleon, but somehow pulled a memory from his mind that had been... erased? 

He told the thing of his memory of seeing a shadowy figure on the fire escape above him as he was arrested. That memory had somehow been suppressed. But this creature in an expensive suit pulled it out of him. He knew the Dewey Decimal System of John’s mind. He knew where the rare and prohibited section was located, and he possessed the key while John stood frozen in the lobby without his library card.

***
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JOHN ZHANG WOKE THE next day in the abandoned studio on his plastic-wrapped mattress and under his worn, stained sheet. As usual, his fellow squatters were gathered in a circle on the wood floor either sleeping or passed out. Their collective snores were a welcome reminder that he was amongst friends. 

John thought about his humble abode... 

“Do not bill them, abandoned buildings. It's nice to sleep when you got a ceiling.” 

John wondered why his entire body was sore and why he had blood on his knuckles. He remembered nothing of his short stay as a guest of the City of Chicago. He didn’t even remember getting back to the loft he was illegally sleeping in. Conveniently, he wrote it off as if it were nothing. Being sore all over and having blood on your knuckles...

“That’s just Tuesday,” he thought. 
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Chapter Three: December 6th, 1966
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Phineas knew trouble was only a few seconds away. He had stalked his target, an NVA Supply Officer for at least twenty clicks over the border into the Cambodian jungle. Now this officer was meeting three of the strangest-looking people he had ever seen, and they were in turn being stalked by five stranger people. This was definitely trouble. 

This feeling was experienced as frequently in Cambodia as it was in the II Corps’ region of South Vietnam. What was different about this excursion tracking an NVA officer across a row of hedges that marked the border between Cambodia and South Vietnam was that Phineas could not explain what he had witnessed. There was nothing strange about infiltrating across the border for Phineas other than he wasn’t supposed to. Cambodia was a sovereign nation at war with neither Vietnam, nor the United States. It’s not nice to bring your war into your neighbor’s yard. However, it was quite common for Phineas and his compatriots to secretly enter Cambodia to hunt the North Vietnamese Army. What was not common, was seeing one man crush another man’s skull by simply looking at him. 

No one at the A-105, 5th Special Forces camp, Kham Duc (also Camp Conroy) knew what Phineas was up to when he ‘crossed the wire’ to exit the relative safety of the camp. The soldiers there only knew not to ask him and not to stop him. It was common to see “Green Men” come and go into and out of the camp. Sometimes, he would be gone for weeks. Sometimes, no one knew if he was in the camp or not. 

Phineas slipped in and slipped out without being seen. 

Phineas came and went as he pleased. 

No one noticed. Not that they could even tell the difference between the three to four CIA Green Men who were always in the Camp. They certainly couldn’t pick out Phineas.

Only the Major, Phineas’ military contact, and his section chief, Redding, knew about “Bill”, Phineas’ code name. Redding and the Major were hardly ever in camp. “Bill” got his assignments by picking up a coded message from the duty radio operator. To the Corporal or Sergeant radio operator, it was nothing more than gibberish. Only a few lines of letters and numbers would tell Phineas exactly who to kill and where he could pick up their scent.

Months ago, when Phineas was stalking a target in the jungle, he learned to make himself fuzzy. Not like a stuffed toy or a peach, but fuzzy as in, hard to see. But Phineas didn’t need to make himself fuzzy to come and go without soldiers noticing. The soldiers of Camp Conroy had orders to ignore the CIA Green Men. As far as they were concerned, the Green Men didn’t exist. If you had asked anyone at Camp Conroy if excursions into Cambodia had occurred, they would have replied “nope.” If you had asked anyone at Camp Conroy if they knew any CIA officers, aka, Green Men, they would have lied. “Bill” and the other Green Men at Camp Conroy fought the war in the margins. 

Phineas frequently kept tabs on the remnants of the North Vietnamese Army’s 141st Regiment. This unit frequently crossed into Cambodia to regroup, move and re-attack. In May, the intelligence Phineas gathered for 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne and the 173rd Airborne Brigade led to Operation Austin IV, where the US and South Vietnamese pursued and attacked the 141st PAVN (People’s Army of Vietnam) Regiment attempting to cross into Cambodia. Altogether, the good ‘ole red, white and blue killed 110 soldiers and captured six while losing nine Americans. They were able to get the best of the North Vietnamese unit because of Bill and other Green Man intelligence. They wouldn’t admit it.

But the enemy’s 141st kept on going and kept on recruiting and kept on attacking and kept on going. Though celebrated in newspapers in the U.S., Operation Austin IV did little to slow down the North Vietnamese. 

Now, only a small contingent of South Vietnamese soldiers were garrisoned at the old French Fort near Kham Duc with detachment A-105 of the Green Berets. Of A-105, there was only a company or so lead by a Captain. At any given time, Kham Duc and Camp Conroy had about 80 men. There was a small airfield and a recon school to train the South Vietnamese. The small camp was surrounded by mountains, valleys, hills and rivers all swathed in thick jungle. A perfect place for the Green Men to do their thing and the perfect opportunity for the CIA to capitalize on Phineas’ ability to dispatch the bad guys without being seen. To the Company, Phineas was simply adept at camouflage, concealment and marksmanship. They had no idea they had hired a superhuman. 

At first, Phineas didn’t know he was superhuman. Only a long patrol into the jungle allowed him to discover his abilities. And being a Company man (CIA operative), Phineas (Bill) was also very adept at confidentiality.

On the 6th of December, Phineas was stalking a supply officer who was suspected of making runs into and out of Cambodia at the request of the North Vietnamese 141st. As he departed friendly lines, he hummed to himself, 


“But watch out now! I'm gonna get there. We'll be together. For just a little while. And then I'm gonna put you. Way down here!” 



It would take several hours to get the groovy tune out of his head. But he didn’t mind. It was a long walk. He had accepted that his job now was far better than being a Marine in an infantry company. He accepted that he had to do terrible things to people he had never met. He had done worse as a Marine. His youthful optimism persisted, and he simply accepted his new lot in life. At least in the jungle, alone, he was left alone. 

He didn’t expect to find anyone other than Vietnamese and Cambodians on his mission. Additionally, he didn’t expect to come across two groups of mysterians, forcing a giant question mark to pop into his brain. 

“What is really going on here?”

Ever since Phineas was recruited from the Marines into the CIA, he had seen some strange and horrifying things. But December 6th took the cake.

As one of the Green Men, Phineas had no problem stalking the khaki clad NVA officer through the Cambodian jungle. The supplier for the 141st didn’t appear to be carrying anything more than a knapsack and he was on foot. Phineas watched from 100-200 meters and was easily able to keep pace and concealment. At that moment, there was no need to make himself fuzzy. The amateur NVA officer wasn’t going to notice Phineas regardless of if he was fuzzy or not. The man he now stalked wasn’t accustomed to being in the jungle. He was a city boy. He left an obvious path of broken vegetation in his wake along with the lingering aroma of oil and garlic. 

He noticed the small man had picked up the pace and was less cautious after crossing the border. He seldom looked backwards, seldom stopped to listen and observe, and made fewer attempts to cover his tracks. This made it much easier for Phineas to track him but did not alter his attempts to conceal himself from this enemy.

Phineas tracked the officer like he was trained... deliberately, relentlessly, and with extreme consciousness. Because of the zeal and discipline Phineas maintained regardless of his target’s carelessness, he was able to spot a rendezvous party before being spotted himself. 

Taking a vantage point in brush along what he was trained was a ‘military crest​[3]’, Phineas found cover and concealment and watched the events unfold before even thinking about uncasing his rifle. There would be time for that after some observation. This situation was too confounding and therefore it was report-worthy. Best not break it up with the crack of the rifle and the death of one of the lead characters. 

The officer continued to move west away from Phineas’ position, down the hill toward a flat, somewhat open area. The officer had seen and was seen by a group of three individuals standing together near a U.S. Army Jeep. The middle of the flat area of earth between two ridges (Phineas being on the east ridge and another on the west) was occupied by an ancient-looking stone pyramid-like structure. Phineas was reminded of Aztec buildings that had been found in the jungles of Mexico. This stone structure had been reclaimed by the jungle, steeped in vines and trees and appeared to be missing its apex. From his vantage point on the hill above the strange group of people in the flat below and the stone building beyond, he could see the entire ordeal play out. They were not concealed by brush and vegetation, but Phineas was.

A trail had been recently blazed through the jungle that allowed the Jeep to enter this ancient place. More curious than finding an old stone temple in the middle of the Cambodian jungle that was mentioned in no briefing, on no maps, and absent from any history lesson Phineas received, was the nature of the three individuals.

There were two males and a female. None carried firearms. 

Through his heavily taped binocular (to avoid being spotted from the sun reflecting off the lenses) Phineas observed the female was of Asian descent. Lighter-skinned and taller than most of the people in this area of southeast Asia. Perhaps Korean or Japanese. She wore a loose-fitting green shirt and green trousers, much like the black pajamas worn by the Viet Cong. Her long, black hair was tied in a high bun which included three long needle-like hair pins. A long machete was tucked into a canvas belt at her waist as were several small pouched and shiny metallic objects. On closer inspection, Phineas determined these shiny metal objects to be throwing knives, and the machete was a full, curved sword. The woman wore no shoes, and her face and exposed extremities were zig-zagged with green camouflage paint. 

The taller man, Caucasian, with long blonde hair in a ponytail was dressed similarly but wore canvas-covered military boots and carried a long rod or staff. He had many pouches, bandoliers and pockets affixed to his ensemble but appeared to carry no firearm. His white face and hands stuck out in the Cambodian jungle like a tic tac that had fallen into a pile of black jellybeans.  

The second male, a more serious-looking fellow, wore a black business-like dress suit. This shorter, paler man had jet black hair slicked to the scalp. Neither his nationality nor his genealogy could be discerned by Phineas. He appeared endlessly elegant in the humid, muddy, insect-ridden sweltering jungle which gave Phineas great pause. This last man simply watched the NVA officer approach without so much a gesture nor expression. His hands folded together, fingers clasped in front made Phineas believe this man was completely at ease, despite wearing an expensive suit in the sweltering jungle. It was indeed as strange sight to behold.

Even Phineas, an extremely successful Green Man who lived in the jungle like a native was perplexed by the man’s ability to disregard this oppressive climate and location in an expensive-looking suit. Dapper-man appeared to be unarmed too.

What a strange bunch to be supplying the North Vietnamese? Maybe Yakuza? Some Euro-Asian Anti-American Faction? Perhaps Chinese and Soviet special forces? 

Phineas’ thoughts turned to his mission briefings on foreign agents and groups in the area and came up empty. But... obviously these three strangers were in cahoots with the NVA and... (Phineas froze). 

Trouble appeared.

As Phineas slowly dropped his binoculars to get a look at the three oddballs with his naked eye, he noticed something else odd in the jungle below him. He put the binoculars back up to his face and pointed them downward between himself and the clearing with the Jeep and three strangers. Nested in the brush, hidden from the view of the three strangers, were a group of five people laying in the prone, watching the encounter unfold. 

This strange group were dressed equally puzzling as the three out-of-place visitors to this part of the Cambodian jungle. They were motionless as they observed the rendezvous. The thought crossed his mind that these could be U.S. Special Forces or Naval Special Operations Commandos. It was difficult to tell from the amount of brush they were hiding in, but Phineas noticed by their shapes there were two females and three males wearing a similar camouflage pattern, but one he had never seen. One of the females was possibly a negro. Phineas suspected such by her hair which was long and tied back into a bun that stuck out from underneath her full-brimmed camouflage boonie hat. Even long-haired hippies didn’t wear buns. The rest were lighter skinned except the largest male. He had a darker complexion, but didn’t appear to be as dark as the lady with the bun. The next largest, another pale Caucasian was sturdy and tall. The short male, another white man, couldn’t hide his ginger hair and fair complexion if he tried. Though his face was painted, the remnants of his red hair and pale skin could be seen slightly above his collar. 

From his vantage point, Phineas could see no weapons and the group appeared to only be carrying small amounts of personal gear, possibly canteens and small U.S.-issued military day-training backpacks. No major equipment, no ammunition, no survival gear. The five strangely camouflaged people hiding in the bush were watching the three strangers huddled around the jeep near the pyramid. The two groups were obviously adversaries. Just who the hell they were, was a mystery.

The unmistakable stench of trouble was only a few seconds away. Now it was time to go fuzzy.

Concentrating on his breathing, pulse and movement, Phineas pictured the jungle. He saw himself wrapped in vines and weeds, the jungle slowly encapsulating him. He pictured himself being completely swallowed by the vegetable, soil and rocks. 

He buried himself in his mind. 

Phineas took in a long, slow breath... and became fuzzy. Not quite invisible, not quite perceptible. If anyone had been looking directly at him, the backs of their eyeballs would start to ache, and they would get dizzy. They would see the shape of a man that blurred along the edges, blending, mixing, becoming the jungle. It was an unsettling thing to see. Most only saw it briefly, out of the corner of their eye. Dismissing the anomaly as merely a figment of imagination, most continued their routine. Some died. When this Green Man was fuzzy, it meant someone was in the sights of his rifle. 

Phineas could feel his pulse get faster and he concentrated on his breathing more to slow it down. When his pulse became too strong, the blur could be seen pulsating in time with his heart. Too much excitement... and he looked like a beating, camouflaged heart.

Once dim... Phineas made slow, deliberate moves to engage his Quantum Industries Ground Signal Scanner (QIGSS), a little toy he was issued by the CIA to monitor NVA radios. If any of these strange new players were using radios, the QIGSS would tell him the frequency, direction of the signal and allow him to listen in. It was a long shot, but it might help him ascertain who the bloody hell these people were. 

Phineas heard the audible click and static from the QIGSS in his left earpiece and slowly turned up the volume and gain switches without revealing his position. The day was without wind and silent. Any extra movement might be perceptible to others who might be looking in his direction. Even while fuzzy, he could still be seen. But it was difficult to perceive his shape as that of a man.  

As soon as Phineas turned up the gain, the tall blond pony-tail man with the staff looked up the ridge directly at him with alarm. Phineas froze. The other two oddballs near the Jeep followed his gaze, and a few urgent words were spoken between the Asian woman and the alarmed tall man. The pale fellow in the suit simply glanced up but kept his attention on the NVA officer who was now crouching and trying to see what had alerted the strange white man with the stick. 

The pale business suit man then slowly turned to the NVA officer and stared. The NVA officer grabbed his head as if he suffered the worst sudden migraine in history. He gripped his head, covered his ears and fell to his knees. Phineas could hear the man screaming as the sound echoed off the crop-topped pyramid and the surrounding hills. The man’s helmet fell to the ground in front of him as he curled up into a ball and continued screaming. Phineas swore he could see blood coming out of the man’s ears and nose as he collapsed. 

What was more disturbing was the Pale Man, who only looked on without the slightest hint of concern. Pale Man then returned his gaze to Phineas but wasn’t looking directly at him. He couldn’t see Phineas. He appeared to be scanning the ridge. 

Phineas turned his attention back to the tall white man and the Asian lady. Tall white man now had his staff pointed directly at Phineas, three-hundred meters away. Asian lady was slightly behind tall man, scanning and struggling to see what the hell tall blondie was focused on. Phineas was quite well concealed and in good cover AND fuzzy. There was no way in hell that guy pinpointed him out of the thick canopy on this huge ridge several hundred meters away while he was fuzzy. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Phineas cursed to himself. 

Through the lenses of the German-made binoculars Phineas wore, he saw an eerie disruption in the air surrounding the tall man’s staff as it pointed directly at his position from below. It reminded Phineas of observing the impact of a large-caliber bullet leaving the barrel of his rifle. When firing his .300 custom Winchester heavy barrel, the rounds briefly disrupted and compressed, then collapsed the air as the projectile flew at over 2,800 feet per second towards its target. The tall man’s straight, black staff did the exact same thing, but more perceptible. The disruption quickly closed the 300 meters towards Phineas and then dissipated. 

Immediately, Phineas’ earpiece squawked then screeched. His hip became hot as he heard a sizzle emanating from his QIGSS device. He fought the urge to reach up to his ear and pull the squealing earpiece out of his head and throw it as far as he could. However, the slightest movement would surely confirm to these weird jungle-visitors that he was indeed there, real, spying on them, et cetera. 

“Can I hack it?” Phineas thought to himself, wondering if he had the discipline and the toughness to endure the ear-splitting screech and the small device now burning his hip. 

The sound deafened him and the heat from the QIGSS burned through his canvas webbing and trousers into his thigh. He smelled smoke and realized the QIGSS was on fire. Surely now, his position was compromised. The blonde man had somehow used his black stick to fry the QIGSS.

It was time to move and move quickly. Phineas dropped his binoculars and moved to pull the QIGSS out of its green canvass holster and off his thigh, pulling the cord with it to rip the earpiece out of his ear in one swift movement. As he motioned to toss the smoking device and its holster away from him and behind a tree, he looked up to see the woman standing next to the Pale Man 300 meters to the west and 20 meters below him with her hand extended directly towards his position. She was calling out his position to the man in the suit. 

His pulse quickened then stopped. He was no longer fuzzy, and his chest felt like a 500-pound weight was dropped on it from a rooftop. The Pale Man was looking directly at him, cursing him with some unknown power. The world began to close in on the Green Man and he instinctively clicked the selector switch on his rifle from “Safe” to “Fire.” He gripped the receiver tightly and began to take aim. But he was too late. 

The last thing Phineas saw before he passed out was the surprised look on the three stranger’s faces when five camouflaged figures leapt from the jungle towards them.

***
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MARIYA AND EMMELINE faced each other in a small, white-walled room. Behind the French African woman was a large pane of glass. A two-way mirror that revealed another room in which the CIA man was now resting. Behind the Ukrainian woman, the heavy steel door that opened into the main hall of sub-level 6. They were 300 feet below the surface of the Nevada desert. 

“You will need to rest and heal, Mariya,” said Emmeline Amadou to her friend and teammate. “I know you want to get back out there and find the Lotus, but she will emerge as she always does.”

Mariya Kupriy, also known by the members of her team as “Miss Marble,” was certainly eager to get out of the secret base and get back to hunting the elusive Japanese assassin that had somehow managed to break one of her arms and lacerate the other. She was angry that the Lotus had bested her. She was angry that she was wounded. She was angry that she was being sidelined. But the boss was right. She would need to rest, heal, and then train harder if she was going to be of any use when they faced the Disaster Masters in the field again.

“Of course,” she replied to her friend, accepting her fate on the sidelines. At least, for the time being. Miss Marble knew the more she rested and faster she healed, the sooner she could get back out in the world and face the Lotus again. She vowed to make that sword-wielding Japanese harlot pay for what she did. Mariya thought about how she would turn to stone as she was about to land a punch to the Lotus’ perfect, stupid face. Her rock-solid fist devasting the skull of her opponent with abandon. The vision was enough to get her to smile.

“You’re okay with this?” Asked Emmeline.

“No. No, I am not,” said Mariya. “But I know if rest, I can heal. Then smash that bitch face next time we find.”

The two super-human warriors exited the room. They no longer spoke about the Japanese assassin they had been hunting for several years. They didn’t speak of her new associates, the two mysterious white men they fought in the jungle. They didn’t even speak of the mysterious CIA man now resting next door that Emmeline was positive she saw disappear. 

The Lotus would have killed the CIA man in the room next door if Mariya hadn’t shielded him. They both now knew the CIA man was Phineas Brand. He went by “Bill” in the field. They had been keeping track of Phineas since he tested positive on the Griggman-Johnson blood test that was given to him in boot camp several years prior. They didn’t speak about it, but the two women shocked to have found him by accident. And to have found him so close to one of the Temples. 

He had no idea what he was about to get in to.

***
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PHINEAS AWOKE. 

Comfortable. Stable. 

His breathing was slow and methodical, his pulse low and rhythmic. He was on his back in a bed. The jungle had vanished, and its sounds, smells, air, and temperature had been traded in for silence, sterility, coolness. 

Phineas realized something most dire had happened and he instantaneously leapt from being semi-conscious to ultra-aware. He immediately realized he had been wounded in combat and was possibly captured by the enemy. There was no-way friendly forces would extract him from Cambodia. He was in deep trouble.

Expertly, he maintained his breathing and calmed himself. He planned in his head to slowly open one eye enough to get a handle on his surroundings. He may need to fight his way out of here sooner rather than later. The NVA weren’t known for their hospitality towards prisoners. 

Damn, the sheets were soft. That didn’t make... 

This wasn’t a military hospital. 

“Welcome back, Mr. Green,” said the soothing voice of an American woman with a midwestern accent, maybe Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa, in her maybe 30’s, 40’s, 50’s. 

When someone speaks in your native tongue, only a few words reveal everything. 

Phineas moved slightly to determine if he had been restrained. Just enough movement to be dismissed by anyone watching for a simple fidget to get comfortable. Not enough to alarm anyone that he was fully conscious.

He felt nothing holding him down.

He moved a little more and was surprised to see he had a full range of motion. He couldn’t feel the pull of being bound by ropes, shackles, cuffs, anything. He was not restrained. 

He opened his eyes and confirmed he was not in the jungle. He was in a room with a tiled ceiling, interspersed with fluorescent lights that were not on. The light in the room came from an incandescent lamp to his right. An amber-haired woman in a nurse’s uniform (probably 30’s) stood to his left as she wrote something in pencil on a clipboard. 

“We were worried about you.” 

Nope... Wisconsin. The “about” gave the redhead away.

Phineas desperately wanted to know where he was and how he got there. He stopped himself from asking, “Where am I?” This silly question was asked far too often in the movies by a groggy person waking up in an unfamiliar place. He refused to be such a square.  

It also irritated Phineas to no end when a dying soldier in the movies said, “I’m so cold.” Phineas had seen many young men die. They don’t claim to be cold. They cry for their mothers. There was no way he was going to be a victim nor a cliché. They don’t train Marines to accept good treatment from the enemy. And they don’t train Green Men at Langley to speak unnecessarily. 

Deny the enemy of all information. Stay silent.

“I know you can hear me, and I know who you are... Bill,” the nurse proclaimed. 

Phineas simply looked at her in the eyes and tried to give no response, verbal nor non-verbal. 

Bide your time. Gather as much information as possible. Plan your escape, for months if necessary. Keep the faith. Hide everything. She sounds like she’s from Madison, but I could be in Moscow already. 

Phineas mentally took a tally of the lessons he learned in evasion, capture, and resistance training. He did not think he would ever need to recall this training, so it was a good idea to lay silently and take inventory of everything he had learned. 

Do not show this woman any reaction that she knows your pseudonym, Bill. 

But what does that mean? 

If she knew he went by ‘Bill’, she at least knew something about the Company, the CIA. There were approximately twenty to eighty people at Kham Duc, Camp Conroy, and the 173rd Airborne. Only a handful knew to call him, “Bill.” 

In operations prior to “Bill”, Phineas was called “Amos.” This is how the Company attempted mislead all interested parties in gathering a case against anyone “caught” doing their job... which was usually illegal. In conclusion, it was safe to say this medical professional from Wisconsin only knew of his exploits for the past 18 months.

“I’ll bring you something to eat. After that, I suggest you limber up. Put on your uniform and mentally prepare yourself. You’re about to learn some strange truths about our world. Some people don’t take it well,” explained Nurse Wisconsin. 

Where am I?

It was no use. Phineas had to say it to himself. She had said, “Mentally prepare yourself. Strange truths about our world?” 

I’m in bigger trouble than Moscow.

Using only his eyes, Phineas scanned the room but kept his attention on the nurse. She placed her pencil under the clip in her clipboard, shoved it under her right arm and turned to move towards the only door in the room. Phineas saw what could only be a two-way mirror on the right wall beyond the bedstand and lamp. Near the mirror, a small couch with a neatly folded green set of clothing, his boots, socks and something else he couldn’t make out. To the left, a bare wall. 

There was no artwork, posters, nor reference aids taped to the wall. In a hospital, you normally saw printouts of instructions for the staff and nurses taped to the walls near equipment. Lists, phone numbers, steps for doing CPR, procedures, etc. There was nothing like that in this clean, plain room. There were no light switches or power outlets either.

The door appeared to be bare stainless steel with no handles nor locks on the inside. Some handprints near where a doorknob should be indicated that pushing the door opened it. As the nurse moved to the door, she placed her hand on the steel and turned slightly towards Phineas to halfway face him. 

“On a personal note... I hope you do well.” The redhead smiled at the Green Man sincerely. “My father was a Marine. They could use a few good men on the team.” She turned to push on the heavy-looking door. 

“You won’t see me again, Phineas. Goodbye.” 

Many more questions now plagued the Green Man as Nurse Wisconsin turned back to the door.

They knew more about him than what he had done in the last 18 months. They knew his military background and his Christian name. Is there a they? One amber-haired nurse from Waukesha couldn’t run a facility like this. And very few people in the world knew who Phineas was, where he’s from, what he does for a living. And the few that did know those things were sworn to never tell a soul, not even to the top officials in the Company nor the highest offices of the US Government. 

Phineas contemplated the possibilities as he heard the door buzz and click. The nurse gave a slight nod as she pushed to door open, exited and walked to the right down a corridor. Phineas saw white walls in the corridor beyond the steel door but no other rooms on the opposite side. The door shut itself. Phineas pulled back the comfy-clean white sheets and poofy comforter and placed his bare feet on the concrete floor. As he sat up in bed, he looked around the room.

The lamp was welded to the steel bedside table. What should have been a light bulb inside the lamp was more of a spherical orb. There was no power switch. There was no power cord. The bed itself seemed to be one piece of steel. The mattress felt as if it were comprised of feathers and some other foamy material. There would be no opening of the mattress to harvest springs that could be fashioned into a weapon. No table legs, nothing on the wall, nothing on the bed that could be disassembled, nothing that would aid Phineas in his escape from this odd hospital. 

No Soviet, Chinese, Vietnamese, Indian, Pakistani, Saudi, Israeli nor Cuban intelligence agency could have ever possibly ascertained his Christian name. Not even the top people at Langley knew who the Green Men were. Phineas thought through this conundrum very carefully as he began to stretch his limbs and then perform the Marine Corps daily seven exercises in the nude. He was certainly in trouble. He needed to limber up, as Nurse Wisconsin suggested. For what, he didn’t know. 

They were making an effort to appear friendly. 

Phineas didn’t buy it.  

He made special care to give the perverts behind the mirror a good show when doing squat thrusts. They obviously got a show when they removed his uniform and placed him in this bed. Why not give them an encore? 

Phineas walked to the couch and picked up the green uniform that had been left there. It was a one-piece jumpsuit like a flight suit. There were also a pair of elastic green underpants, synthetic socks, a stretchy undershirt and his own green jungle boots. The green jumpsuit looked too small to fit but had been embedded with strips of elastic in the joints. 

As he put on the form-fitting olive-drab ‘skinsuit’ the thought occurred to him that they might know he can become fuzzy. They might know what else he can do. Not even Langley knew about his ability to become partially invisible, nor his physical limits, which were much higher than his peers. During his training at Fort Hart, Phineas captured his instructor’s flag in a nighttime training raid by swimming along the bottom of the bay for over a mile. The training cadre asked him multiple times how he was able to infiltrate their post. True to his previous training, he simply answered, 

“We deprive the enemy of all intelligence.” 

This was an acceptable answer for the Company.

As soon as Phineas had laced his boots and stood up, the steel door buzzed and clicked. It was the very second that the door clicked that Phineas made the decision to go along with what was planned. There were forces at bay here that could not be explained. He wanted to know more. 

Gather intelligence.

His internal risk assessment was that there was a greater chance that he was being held by an organization with greater resources than the Company. There was also a good chance they wanted to see what else he could do. They were taking no chances with this prison-like hospital room, but they also sent in a 105-pound female Wisconsinite to his room armed with only a pencil when they knew he was fully conscious and unrestrained. They knew more about Phineas than the Company. They had built a room that defied anything Phineas knew about construction technology. 

Something “next-level” was going on here.

The door opened toward the inside and Phineas immediately recognized one of the males from the party-of-five that disrupted his mission. This tall, slightly heavyset man, a Pacific Islander Phineas guessed, wore an identical jumpsuit, but with navy blue accents sewn into the ensemble in various places. Phineas guessed they were some type of identifier. His boots were black canvas with a thin sole, and he wore strange black gloves with the fingertips removed. Phineas could see that there was a type of elastic webbing between the thumb and forefinger of the glove, for what Phineas had no idea. 

The tall Islander with a shaved head did not say, “Aloha” as Phineas would have guessed. He looked at Phineas for perhaps two or three seconds and placed his hands on his hips. 

“Fits good,” he said. He nodded and gave Phineas a smile. “It’s time, man. Follow me.”

The Samoan giant opened the door wider and held it open, expecting Phineas to pass by him. 

“I guess there will be no chow,” thought Phineas. “The big guy in the stretchy uniform wanted to get this show on the road.” 

With the big man’s solar plexus and genitals exposed like this, holding a heavy door open, Phineas thought he could have easily ended the exposed Samoan and made his escape. He quickly concluded this would be a bad idea. He had not observed enough of this warspace, his enemy, nor the situation to successfully make an exfil. Being an excellent reader of body language, Phineas determined this massive brown man was:

1) Not scared. Rather, he was pleased to meet Phineas.

2) Not wanting to harm Phineas and...

3) Possibly very difficult to overpower, anyways. So... 1 and 2 were moot. 

There were too many unknown variables at play to warrant burying his fist in the man’s xyphoid process, chopping his throat and then putting a knee into his groin. Phineas passed by the big man peacefully and allowed him to shut the door. He then followed the man down a long, featureless corridor. 

The Samoan walked with purpose towards what appeared to be... nothing. The pristine white walls of the corridor had no doors, no fittings, no seams. The construction of this place seemed impossible except that the ceiling had fluorescent lighting. After what Phineas counted was 67 paces or 90 meters, the large man with the green jumpsuit stopped, turned left and faced the wall. He placed his hand on the smooth, white surface which then lit up with blue light around his fingertips. 

The wall opened inward as a ten-foot rectangular section pulled itself inward. There was no sound of machinery, locks, clicks, servos... nothing. The seamless wall simply pulled in on itself and then pivoted on an unseen hinge to the right. 

How the hell is that possible? The wall looked like one flat piece. How did the big guy know where to touch? There were no signs, placards, or any indication a button was there hiding.

The Islander walked in and gave Phineas a backward glance as if to say, “Well... come on, man.”

Phineas followed the man into a large space. It was a huge, square room, about the size of a football field. The walls here were higher, possibly 40 feet with the same tiled fluorescent lights. Again, the walls seemed spotless, featureless, seamless and completely white. The floor, however, was entirely made up of... the jungle. There were huge trees and brush, high grasses, gentle sloping swaths of earth and a muddy water feature that separated this half of the space with another. It appeared to Phineas to be a training area of sorts made up to look, and smell, like the jungle. 

But these were not plastic trees and astroturf. This was the real thing. Real dirt, mud, grass, water. The only thing that gave away the deception was the ceiling and the walls. If you looked to the ground, you would be convinced you were in Cambodia. 

As Phineas followed the Samoan into the space, he could see four individuals on the opposite bank of the false river. They were facing each other in conversation. Once they noticed Phineas enter, they stopped and turned toward the river.  

“It’s okay, man. Just come with me,” said the large Islander in the blue-trimmed OD jumpsuit. 

He continued toward the “river.” Phineas followed about three paces back and to the left. Phineas recognized the negro woman from his last mission. The tall Caucasian, the short ginger man and the blonde lady were standing together, appearing to be listening to what the negro woman was saying. 

Was she the leader?

All four were wearing identical jumpsuits to Pacific Man. Olive drab, tight, color-coded. The negro woman’s uniform was trimmed with yellow-gold piping instead of blue. She spied him carefully and turned her attention away from her comrades and toward the river that somehow flowed from left to right despite there being walls. 

The river seemed to appear from the wall on the left and disappear on the wall to the right. To the right of the yellow-piped, serious looking woman was another woman. This one had red highlights on her jumpsuit and golden-blond hair tied in a knot on the back of her head. Her cheeks and jawline suggested Slavic ancestry, of which Phineas was very familiar. He also noticed Red Lady had a few cuts on her face and was favoring her right leg. 

Next to red lady was the slight ginger with the pale skin. He wore white highlights and did not look like much of a fighter. Phineas thought he might be the brains of this operation. Like the Giant Filipino, his red hair was trimmed short but showed signs of premature balding. 

Lastly, a tall, blonde Scandinavian man with the same haircut. He wore orange highlights on his stretchy green suit. Phineas wondered to himself why the ginger Welshman wasn’t orange. That would be far-less confusing. The Viking guy should be yellow with his ridiculous blonde hair and the Negro lady should be black. It made sense the commie from the Soviet Union is red, but obviously there was something else beyond this pallet. This wasn’t the type of A-Team Phineas was used to working with. This multi-colored group of strangers looked to Phineas as if they were going to crew the starship Enterprise with their color-coded outfits and multiple nationalities.  

Navy-blue big guy continued walking toward the river. Phineas followed, but stopped abruptly when the water began to part like the Red Sea. The big Islander continued to walk toward the river like Moses. Unlike Heston, had no staff and did not hold up his arms. The river parted on its own. Phineas watched in amazement and began walking again, looking closely at the suspended water in his downward stroll through a now-dry riverbed. As soon as the two walked upward to the opposite side, the water immediately collapsed with a giant splash. Phineas flinched slightly and despite his years of training, discipline and self-control, exclaimed a quiet whisper. 

“Wow!”  

“Me and Marble won’t be joining you until we’re 100%,” said the would-be Moses. 

The red-trimmed lady with cuts and stitches moved to stand side-by-side with Navy-Blue Islander. 

“Oh... uh, I’m Mr. Neptune,” said the giant man as he touched his chest. 

Neptune...

“Did you do that to the water?” Phineas couldn’t help himself. 

With a groovy code-name like “Neptune” he simply had to know if this big Pacific Islander could move water. With what Phineas could do, he had very little trouble believing what he had seen. He could nearly turn invisible. He was also very strong and could hold his breath far longer than he should be able to. Maybe these people knew that. Maybe they could do similar things. 

Now... he was excited. He wanted desperately to confirm there were others like him.

“Yeah. It listens to me,” Mr. Neptune said with an effervescent, boyish smile. 

“Okay, so you’re obviously blue. You can move water. And you’re from the Pacific Islands somewhere I can’t place,” Phineas asked cautiously. 

He quickly wondered how much he could get out of these five enigmatic, color-coded, UN Ambassadors. How much would they give him until they revealed their intentions? 

“I’m from Columbus, Ohio,” explained Mr. Neptune. “I always thought I was Hawaiian, but I don’t really know.” 

The immediately likeable big Ohioan turned to his peers. 

“Umm, this is Miss Marble. She’s from Ukraine.” Neptune pointed at the blonde with the cuts and bruises. She nodded slightly. 

“Missus Akono Nan is from Lome, Togo.” Neptune pointed at the gold/yellow-clad negro woman. She simply stared and said nothing. “That’s in Africa,” the boyish giant needlessly explained. Phineas got the impression she was getting impatient.  

“How about we get to brass tacks, Neptune?” the slight, white-highlighted ginger said with the thick heaping accent of a Welshman. 

Neptune took a half step back and closed his lips. Phineas read the situation as; despite his enormity, Neptune, possibly a few years younger than the rest of this crew, was not in charge. 

“We know you can conceal yourself. We’ve known for years what you are. What we don’t know, Phineas, is what else you can do,” the Welshman interjected. 

As soon as Mr. White finished his quasi-question, the Orange-tipped Viking opened his hands with his fingers pointed toward the ground. Tall grasses and vines began to shoot towards Phineas with lightning speed from every direction. In seconds, he was nearly mummified with plant life. The vines hoisted him about ten feet into the air and began to squeeze. Before his face was covered with vines, Phineas saw the orange Scandinavian point one strained hand towards him and the other toward the riverbed. 

Phineas was not in the least concerned. He could stay underwater quite comfortably for a very long time. His feelings turned from giddy curiosity to the purest form of joy. He grinned a 100-mile-wide smile under the cover of hundreds of vines and grasses as he whispered, 

“Far out...”

The five, color-coded oddities placed their arms over their faces in unison as the vines and branches that encapsulated Phineas exploded outward, freeing him. He wasn’t faster than a bullet nor more powerful than a steaming locomotive, but he could lift and hold a small car up long enough for its tire to be changed. This power, he didn’t discover until after he had mastered the fuzzy ability. He had kept these strange abilities hidden from every human he ever knew. They itched and swelled, waiting desperately to be exposed and popped. It was finally time for him to exert himself to his limits, which were still unknown to even himself.

He landed on the riverbed with a roll, lunged at the orange agronomist Viking and head-butted him in the nose. The orange-coded Scandinavian who would later become the best of friends with Phineas (and whose name was ‘Mr. Autumn’) fell backward and landed with a thud in the sand and grass, unconscious and bleeding from the face. 

Phineas turned back toward the four still standing who had now all crouched in involuntary defensive postures. They looked surprised, but Phineas correctly guessed this strange group was quite accustomed to being surprised.

This certainly was some next-level stuff.

“There’s more,” said Mr. Green. 
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Chapter Four: August 9, 1967
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Mr. Green knew trouble was only a few moments away. Dr. Alice Pedersen only came to talk directly to the entire team when something terrible had happened, most likely perpetrated by the group Neptune called, “The Disaster Masters.” Doctor Pedersen, also known as Defilade (Mr. Green did not know why) entered the infirmary with Neptune, Autumn, Marble, and White. Mrs. Akono Nan was already sitting in a chair next to Green’s bed. 

The Gold-Clad superwoman from Togo was always the first to come visit Green after he woke up in the infirmary. That’s not to say the others didn’t like him... well, maybe Mr. White didn’t like him, but he disliked everyone. Nan was the most motherly of the “The Squad.” She was the only married member of the team, the only parent, and was the unspoken leader. It may also have been that Green made a conscious effort to speak her native French to her when no one else did. Green’s French wasn’t the best, but Nan appreciated the effort... and she liked the quiet, modest Mr. Green. 

This wasn’t the first time Green (Phineas) ended up in a hospital bed after arriving at Camp Holland 600 feet below the Nevada desert. Since arriving at the extremely technologically advanced, top secret, notoriously white-walled military facility, Green had found himself in the infirmary at least six times. His toughest training opponent... Red. 

Miss Marble, like her namesake, had the ability to make her body as hard as marble. Green had been put back into a hospital bed four times by Marble. Three times because she hit him and broke an arm, both legs or his face, and once because Green went in for a low-tackle and dislocated his shoulder and broke both collarbones. Fighting a rock proved difficult, problematic. 

Since April, Green had been asked to join what Neptune called “The Squad,” had trained like a maniac daily, practiced joint fighting maneuvers, been drowned, suffocated, burnt, poisoned, irradiated, bitten, and broken. It was the best few months of his entire life. 

Each time Phineas was sent to the infirmary, Mr. White the cranky Welshman (who Phineas thought was a whiter shade of pale) attempted to heal him. To White’s dismay, Green was difficult to heal. Miss Marble had broken his left femur. White tried again to put things back into order in Green’s broken body, but it was no use. Phineas inexplicably couldn’t be healed with White’s abilities. No one could figure out why. Phineas was the only person White couldn’t heal using his powers. Luckily, Phineas could heal significantly faster than a normal human. Everyone in the Squad seemed to have this ability. But none were imperviously to injury.

White was also a bit useless to Mr. Green when Mr. Neptune drowned him. Neptune had to use his own power to remove the water from Phineas’ lungs before the Squad could resuscitate him. Even though Phineas could hold his breath for a very long time, he would drown if someone were to... force... water into his lungs.

It didn’t take much to get Phineas to join “The Squad.” After the first test of his abilities, he agreed to join from a hospital bed. After escaping Mr. Autumn’s vines, he received a concussion from Mrs. Akono Nan, who was much stronger. Akoko Nan came to see Phineas in the infirmary and offered the job. The nice negro lady from Togo told him, 

“Réfléchissez à votre réponse,” (Think about it).  

He thought about it for two seconds. 

“Je veux entrer,” (I want in) was his response before passing out again. 

He was convinced it was the right choice as soon as he saw Mr. Neptune part the waters in the training room. The technological wonders of the facility, the incredible abilities of “The Squad,” and the general trust and freedom Phineas was given sealed the deal. He didn’t know the mission, who he was working for or why. He knew that a facility this advanced that housed people like him would be the right place for him. He wouldn’t learn until this day what he was really up against. 

Back in February, the Leadership Team which consisted of six civilian scientists and military officers from NATO nations briefed Phineas on the nature of the facility and the team of turbo-charged agents. The Leadership Team didn’t use nomenclature or code names. They kept everything extremely generic and plain... non-descriptive. 

The Facility. The Team. The Leadership Team. The Support Team. The Medical Team. The Enemy. 

Phineas didn’t care enough to ask more questions, and the Leadership Team didn’t give much information. From the brief, Phineas learned that the Organization was assembled by the top intelligence agencies of the big NATO nations. Even the CIA didn’t know who they were. Only hand-picked individuals from NATO countries were invited to the Facility (Camp Holland) to work on operations for the team. 

The CIA had listed Phineas Brand as KIA​[4] in South Vietnam. He even got a star at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virgina. The Memorial Wall was in the original headquarters building lobby on the north wall. Each agent lost in the field received a carved star. No one in Langley could recall who Phineas was as they watched the maintenance team carve his star into concrete in Virginia.

Phineas also gleaned that all the fancy code-names were the work of Mr. Neptune. The youngest, but largest member of the team gave “code-words” to all the elements of the operation. He called the team, “The Squad.” He called the facility, “Jericho,” and he gave all the members of the team their corresponding nicknames. Countless times the Leadership Team told him to stop naming things and people. It was bad information security. But giddy Mr. Neptune persisted, and the names stuck. It was hard to discourage the over-sized, water-loving, plucky young Ohioan. 

And so, on a summer day 300 feet below the Nevada desert, trouble came to Mr. Green’s hospital bed. Dr. Pedersen from the Leadership Team, whom Neptune had awarded the codename, Defilade, approached Mr. Green and Mrs. Akono Nan with Neptune, Marble, and White in tow. Mr. Autumn was absent. 

Mr. Green later discovered that a young Corporal Eugene Griggs of the United States Marine Corps had been teaching Mr. Neptune about military tactics. So, the giddy young Buckeye nicknamed Dr. Pedersen “Defilade” (using obstacles to cover and conceal yourself from the enemy) and Dr. Jansen “Enfilade” (being out in the open, exposed to enemy fire). Dr. Pedersen is very short. She can easily hide behind most objects. Dr. Jansen, the Scandinavian scientist, is very tall and can’t hide behind anything. Pedersen is en defilade, Jansen is en enfilade. In the years to come, Pedersen would research the meaning of the nickname given to her by Mr. Neptune but would fail to make the connection.

The room became uncomfortably quiet. Phineas correctly guessed Defilade was about to lay some heavy stuff on him and the team. The last time Defilade showed up in person to the training room (“The Horseshoe” according to Mr. Neptune) the Squad had been sent to Yemen to keep an eye on Mad Mitch’s troops during Operation Stirling Castle. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders were tasked with retrieving the bodies of British troops killed in the Crater district of Aden. The Squad was sent alongside the troops to ensure Mad Mitch didn’t massacre the Arab Armed Police in revenge for ambushing her Majesty’s troops. Typically, the Squad didn’t engage in combat, but rather ensured things didn’t get out of hand. To Her Majesty’s Soldiers, the Squad appeared to be a civilian team of UN analysts. 

Sometimes they were reporters. Sometimes they were civilian contractors. Sometimes they were ambulance crews. They were always using the cover of people who had access to the action. Few people ever saw the Squad in action.  

“It’s time you learned more about the group Mr. Neptune refers to as The Disaster Masters,” said Dr. Pedersen. 

This comment was aimed mostly at Mr. Green. It appeared everyone else in the room knew more about them than him. 

Since joining The Squad, Phineas had not been told who the three mysterious belligerents in the Cambodian jungle were. His team members never talked about them, not even his new friend, Nan. Phineas, ever the Green Man, the CIA man, the Marine, assumed correctly he would be told when it was necessary. 

Defilade took a big breath and pushed her short black locks out of her face. A biologist by trade, Dr. Pedersen conducted groundbreaking research on genetic variation at Johns Hopkins. She never expected she would be invited to a leadership team overseeing a secret organization based under the Nevada desert. She pushed up her spectacles and attempted to look and sound as professional as possible, a feat she never quite pulled off. It wasn’t as obvious to the Squad as it was to Phineas, who had a knack for reading these things in people, that the demure 56-year-old physician was finally rattled by something. 

“The group of three you observed in Southeast Asia...” she started but was interrupted by a loud, deliberate, “Ahem!” by Neptune. 

She continued, “I’m sorry... the Disaster Masters. They are a group with abilities like your own.” 

Defilade paused and changed her tone from serious to annoyed. She glared at Mr. Neptune. “And why are we calling them this, Mr. Neptune? Shouldn’t we give them a term that doesn’t denote mastery?”

“Because they’re super-bad and the Disaster Masters sounds super-evil. Like they’re planning nefarious acts around the globe from a secret lair in a volcano, Doc,” explained Neptune enthusiastically. 

“We live in a secret lair under a volcano,” argued Mr. White, arms folded. 

“Yeah man, but it’s a stink-volcano. Really bad villains live under a live volcano and plan evil stuff. And they wear really groovy suits like Absence and have far-out weapons like True Zero, man. Spectrum is the name of our super-group, by the way,” Neptune attempted to explain to Mr. Green. 

“Extinct volcano, not stink volcano. And Spectrum sounds an awful lot like Spectre from the Bond movies. Are you sure you know who the good guys are, Peter?” 

Mr. White now amused unfolded his arms and placed his hands on his hips.  

“Yeah, man! Us! We’re the good-guys and we’re Spectrum because we all got a color code name and colored tabs and stuff on our uniforms,” insisted the giant maybe-Hawaiian.  

“Oh, mon dieu! We only have color tabs on our training suits, so they don’t get mixed up in the laundry. Can we please let the good doctor finish, Neptune? White? This is très important!” scolded Mrs. Akoko Nan. 

Mr. Neptune’s smile faded, and he straightened up. 

“Right on, Nan. Sorry, Defilade.”

Dr. Alice (Defilade) Pedersen laid it all out for Phineas. They knew about only three advanced humans. These three periodically work for groups of ill-repute in the world; The KGB, Red Army Faction, The National Liberation Front, The YYA, The People’s Army of Jutland, and others. Their ideology is difficult to place due to their work with opposing terrorist factions. Perhaps, they don’t have an ideology... which makes it more difficult to predict their operations. They have a great deal of resources and abilities compared to the Squad. However, each time the Squad was able to catch up to them, they were defeated, and the Disaster Masters were able to escape. 

It was revealed to Phineas that this group of three had abilities that rivaled their own and more muscle was needed. Phineas was identified years ago as potential muscle when his blood was tested at the Marine Corps Recruit Depot at Parris Island, South Carolina. The Leadership Team was aware of him and kept tabs on his career progression. However, they lost him for a few months after he was classified as a Green Man. Departmentalization is a problem for even the most powerful multi-national top-secret organizations.

“It is not a fact we hide, my friend. We are outclassed in every category. We must accept it,” Mr. Autumn added as he entered the room, late. 

“Leave it to the Finn to hash-out the brutal truth,” thought Phineas. Autumn always told it how it was. The truth was... The “Disaster Masters” were tougher than “The Squad.”

“We just wanted you to know what you were up against before we deploy you to make contact with them in Australia,” admitted Defilade. 

What came next was a two-hour re-cap of all the times the Squad had been outsmarted, beaten or embarrassed by the Disaster Masters. When it was all over, the group remained silent for some time. By the time it was over, the whole Squad was sitting on the edges of Phineas’ hospital bed. 

Neptune looked like someone had taken the wind out of his sails when Autumn spoke the hairy truth. Phineas realized months ago that the young Samoan from Ohio desperately wanted to be some type of James Bond organization fighting super-villains. He was disappointed that the good guys got beat consistently in the real world. 

Miss Marble looked at the floor. Phineas had learned all about how Marble got banged up after their last encounter with the three belligerents. It is quite difficult to fight a rock. But the Disaster Masters had done it well where Phineas continually failed. This is where Phineas realized he may be in over his head. If the three villains managed to break her bones, what chance did he have against them? Miss Marble sent Phineas to the infirmary like clockwork.

Mr. White and Mr. Autumn continued to brood. 

Mrs. Akoko Nan then broke the silence and looked at Phineas...

“But now we have you, mon ami.”

Phineas nervously smiled. He deducted that Akoko Nan’s optimism was misplaced. He didn’t believe his contributions to The Squad would matter much. The beatings he took regularly from the Squad were the worst things he had endured in his short life thus far. How the hell was he supposed to help shift the balance in their favor?
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Chapter Five: June 9, 1996
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“Reach into his mind, John,” said The Chameleon as he held the officer against the cold bricks. “Open the door.” 

“He’s scared,” said John.

“They always are. The truth is easier to discover that way,” explained Phineas. The Chameleon, whose real name was Phineas Brand, had trapped the young cop in an alley off Broadway. They had caught him and his now unconscious partner in the act of taking a bribe from one of Gallo’s goons. The frightened younger cop gasped for air as his partner, already sitting on the ground with his back to the bricks, fell over. Phineas had placed the older cop up against the alley wall between a stack of wooden pallets and a metal garbage can with no lid. Before he fell over, he looked as if he had fallen asleep sitting against the wall. In appearance, only his uniform prevented him from looking like a passed-out wino. John briefly glanced at the unconscious officer watching his face come to rest on the pavement, one arm tucked under his body, the other at his waist.

“Ignore him. He’s fine. Concentrate on this one,” Phineas directed his sidekick back to the cop that was still cognizant. Officer Dan Garner was held a few inches off the ground by the tall, camouflaged superhero. The cop’s face had a cut near his hairline that slowly trickled blood. His rasping breath caused a few short strings of spittle to form between his lips and the Chameleon’s forearm. His expression was a mixture of anger and fear. 

The two camouflaged vigilantes had ambushed the two officers in the darkened passage between two five-story residences. Their radios had been fried by the vigilante’s EMP emitter, preventing them from calling for backup. The younger cop, now held a few inches off the ground by the Chameleon, still had the half-sized manila envelope full of hundred-dollar bills clutched in his right hand. 

A pair of Ben Franklins fell from the package and fluttered to rest on Phineas’ boot.

The two members of Chicago’s finest had put up a short, but futile fight. The older cop had unholstered his service pistol, but it was quickly knocked from his hand by the Chameleon’s apprentice. The younger officer had brandished his nightstick and broke it over the Chameleon’s back, who quickly turned and landed a haymaker against the officer’s right cheek. John had backhanded the older cop, connecting the meaty potion of his semi-closed fist with the older cop’s temple. He had quickly lost consciousness and slumped to the concrete. 

The Chameleon’s apprentice, John, still saw the veteran cop’s eyes glaze over in his head. It was a sickening sight. He didn’t feel right about striking a man in his fifties. The cop he had knocked out was old enough to be his father. His gold name plate identified him as “Sgt. T Willis.” He was approaching that age where a beat on the streets would be too much for his old body to bear. He was probably getting near the point of being assigned a desk job. Home at night with his wife, safe. The poor guy prob...
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