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Chapter 1

 


A sharp red tint spread across the skies, illuminating the night
side of the planet in a dull haze. It came not as a sudden, sharp,
flash, but a slow transitional glow which gently intruded, staying
less than a minute before fading at the same languid pace. It all
happened in silence, apart from the fear and commotion it caused
among those witnessing it.

 

*

 

“Wooooohooooo.”

The cry outside elicited a faint sigh form Mary York, along with
a long-suffering look at her husband, seated at the breakfast
table. He raised his eyes from the newspaper, offering only an
unhelpful shrug.

“What’s your son up to now?” She wiped her hands on a convenient
cloth.

“Why’s he only my son when he’s gettin’ on your nerves?”

“My son'd be in college by now.”

Another cry came from outside. “Mom. Pop. Come look at
this.”

With a sigh of resignation, Mary made her way towards the porch,
Jim following, with equal reluctance, in her wake. She stopped just
outside the door, her jaw, on the verge of haranguing her son,
slackened, and her eyes widened. Her husband had an equally bemused
look as he came to a stop alongside her.

Under the fresh Kansas dawn, their son stood before them holding
a creaking tractor above his head, a wide grin plastered over his
face. “Ah’m Superman.”

They stood staring at him for a long moment, until his father,
his wits recovering, broke the silence. “Sam, the tractor ain’t
designed to be held up like that. Put it down slowly before
it…”

With an agonizingly extended creak, the tractor tilted
backwards, as the parts firmly within Sam's grasp gave up their
hold on the rest of the vehicle with a loud snap, the bulk of it
thundering to the ground behind him.

“Never mind.” His father drew a hand over his face.

“Samuel,” his mother said, composing herself after jumping at
the tractor's crash. “What do you think you’re doing? Don’t we have
enough problems without you breaking the tractor?”

The grin, which had slipped with the tractor, faded completely,
replaced by an awkward abashment. Sam stared at the ground. “Sorry,
mom.” He looked up again, excitement cautiously edging back onto
his face. “But did you see. Ah lifted it. Hardly felt any weight to
it.” His glance around the yard got cut abruptly short.

“I saw it,” said Mary. “So don’t go looking for other heavy
stuff to go proving it on.” She shot a worried sidelong glance at
her husband, who merely shrugged in confusion, and turned back to
her son. “How… When did this happen?”

Sam shrugged, which his returning excitement almost turned into
a bounce. “Ah just felt different when I woke this mornin'.”

“Could it have something to do with the lights in the sky last
night?” said his father.

“What lights?” said Sam.

Mary sighed. “You’d sleep through a brass band trudging through
your room, wouldn’t you?”

A thought occurred to Sam. “Ah ain't adopted, am I?”

This met with a couple of bemused stares, before Mary
reluctantly asked, “why the hell would you think you’re
adopted?”

He shuffled his feet, awkwardly forcing himself to meet her
gaze. “Ah was just wondering if ah’d… y’know…” His eyes returned to
his feet, as his voice lost all conviction. “…arrived in a space
craft as a baby.”

She stared at him a long moment before answering. “No you didn’t
arrive in a space craft, you were brought to us by an eight foot
tall, walking, purple snake.”

His eyes shot up again. “Really?”

“No, you idiot. You came out of me after a few hours of pure
agony. God knows it really don’t seem worth it right now.”

Embarrassed, Sam's gaze dropped again, until another thought
engulfed his mind. He sprang up into the air, bouncing back down to
the ground after rising a foot. He tried again, punching the air
above him, with much the same result. He tried a third time, while
saying “up, up and away.”

Mary groaned and turned back to the house. “Tell your son
breakfast’ll be in ten minutes. After he’s cleared the tractor
away.”

 

*

 

The streets below had already started busying as Ana stared down
from her window, not bothering to turn as she heard Daniel make his
bleary way out of the bedroom. His path took him past the fridge,
where he poured himself a glass of orange juice.

Hearing him making his way over, she involuntarily tensed, and
had to stop herself flinching as he touched her arm, but moved
aside before he got any closer, manoeuvring to position one of the
chairs between them.

Dropping his hand, he shook his head. “What did I do this
time?”

“You tell me.” She fixed him in an even gaze.

After meeting her gaze a few moments, he looked away, putting
his glass down on the table. “I’m sorry, did I not read your mind?
Were you expecting breakfast in bed? Do you want to give me a clue
here?”

“Oh, you want a clue, do you?” Maintaining the calmness of her
voice, she didn’t bother keeping the ice from her tone. “Okay. How
about five six, long golden hair, and giggles girlishly at your
every word.” A look of feigned confusion hastily covered the flash
of panic which darted across his eyes. “Or maybe the redhead, with
the gaudy lipstick, you met at the gym. Do you need further
clues?”

He let the confused look drop, shaking his head. “How did you
find out?” His tone held a hint of anger, which set her further on
edge, but she managed to keep it from her face.

“Does it matter?” Ana decided to let him do the talking, so
she’d be less likely to lose her cool. She realized she’d folded
her arms, but refrained from unfolding them.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, that’s great. Keep your
defences up, detach yourself from any feelings the situation might
cause you. That’ll definitely help.”

“Oh, so it’s my fault for driving you into their beds, is
it?”

“I never said that. I…” He turned away a moment, affixing his
hands firmly on the windowsill. “I’m sorry. I never meant to…”

“Don’t.”

“I’m just trying to…”

“To justify your actions? To make it up to me? What does it
matter?”

“Will you just…”

“No. I won’t.” Ana turned away, unable to look at him any
longer, and headed for the door.

“Where are you going now?”

“Out.” Hesitating as she picked up her jacket, she didn’t turn
back. “Gather your stuff and be gone by the time I get back.” She
shut the door on his protestations.

 

*

 

The atmosphere in the club felt nowhere near as clammy at this
time of morning as it had been only hours ago, but the
oppressiveness caused by the armed thugs escorting him didn’t let
Billy fully appreciate the difference. The cleaners didn’t spare
them a glance as they laced their way through, being practised at
ignoring what went on there.

The lead thug, was it Johnny something, Billy couldn't recall,
led them up the familiar route to the sumptuous office overlooking
the dance floor, where Truman greeted Billy with a hard glare.
Offering a hopeful smile in response, Billy came to stand in front
of the desk, as Jimmy something handed Truman the envelope Billy
had offered upon being ‘greeted’. He didn’t need to turn to know
the other two thugs had taken up spots beside the door, joining the
one comfortably reclining on the sofa.

Before Truman had opened the envelope, Billy launched into his
practiced excuse. “Now it ain't all there Mr. Truman,” this drew an
even sharper glare from his host, before his attention returned to
counting the envelope's contents. “I’ve encountered a delay, which
I understand you don’t want to hear about, but it means I won’t
have the rest until Thursday. You’ve got half there, though, plus a
little extra as a gesture of goodwill, and you know that I’ll be
good for the rest.”

Having counted his money, Truman glared Billy into silence as he
returned it to the envelope. He handed it to the lead thug, who put
it into the open safe in the wall behind him. “What I know, Billy,
is that you’ve already had an extension on this loan, and that
you're, yet again, testing my patience.”

“And I’m…”

“I haven’t finished.” The darkening glower held Billy’s tongue.
“Yes, I know you’ll probably pay eventually, but you seem to have
gotten into the habit of paying late, and I’ve been lax in
prompting you, for which I blame myself. But I’m trying to run a
business here, and you’re eroding the image I want to project. Now
I like you Billy, really I do, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to
make an example of you, so those I don’t like don’t try taking
advantage.”

Feeling the thugs closing in behind him, as things seemed to
slip his control, Billy tried to think of an argument to get him
out of the inevitable, letting his mouth start and hoping his mind
would catch up. “Mr. Truman, I know…”

Truman didn't let him continue. “I’m sure if I let you talk,
you’d convince me not to do this. You’ve always been good at that.
Not so much on keeping the money you talk people out of,
unfortunately. But it ain't happening. Now the boys are going to
hurt you, and it’ll look nasty, but they won’t do lasting damage.
So be a good boy and take your beating.” He sat back as the thug by
his side moved towards Billy.

Seeing little likelihood of changing Truman's mind, the man's
eyes displaying a hard-edged determination, Billy resigned himself
to the beating. At least he trusted Truman's boys were professional
enough to be true to Truman's word, and leave him without serious
damage. His mind started running through the opportunities that
might offer. A few scams came easily to mind.

His eyes focused on the lead thug, Billy heard the rustle of
movement from behind him and prepared himself for the first hit. He
felt only a light shove, but the thunderous explosion sent him
flinching forward.

His ears rang, but the sound of shattering glass pierced it, and
he opened his eyes to see Truman and the lead thug staring past
him. Turning, he found one of the thugs behind him was missing, as
was part of the window overlooking the dance floor. The cleaners
were looking up, their practiced ignorance forgotten for the
moment.

As Billy stood mutely in the middle of the room, the thugs drew
their guns, moving to either side of him, ensuring they didn’t have
each other in their line of fire, but keeping a cautious distance
from him. He turned back to Truman, who also had a gun in his
hand.

“What did you just do?” Truman sounded less confident, a hint of
tension in his angry tone.

Before Billy could determine the best way to play the situation,
a situation he found himself at a loss to explain, Truman’s nerves
got the better of him, and he opened fire, the thugs following
suit.

Billy saw what happened this time, at least to the bullets that
came at him from the front. They impacted against the air a couple
of inches from his body, which seemed to explode, hurling the
bullets back as fast as they'd arrived. He felt similar light pokes
from behind, so knew the thugs back there had also fired, but he
stood completely unharmed amidst the hail. His attackers didn’t
fare as well, as ricocheting bullets dropped Truman and Jimmy
something, and Billy turned to see the last standing thug making
for the door. He stopped short as police flooded down the
corridor.

A glance at the dance floor showed Billy more officers on the
way, and he assumed they’d probably have the building secured. And
must have had it under surveillance, and been about to raid, to
have arrived this quickly. Seeing no easy way out, even if he
didn’t necessarily need to worry about their guns, he quickly
abandoned his initial instinct to run. The remaining thug quickly
reached a similar conclusion, discarding his gun and dropping to
his knees with his hands on his head.

Billy raised his hands, adopting a look of, not entirely
insincere, relief as he greeted the new arrivals. They shouldn't
have anything on him, so hopefully he'd be able to talk his way
free. “Thank god you’re here, I was just minding my own business
when…” his tale get no further as the officers ordered him to his
knees, cuffing him and leading him away.










Chapter 2

 


Gathering the relevant notes from the clutter of his desk, Simon
spared a quick glance for the glass-enclosed conference room, where
Professor Reynolds had already begun the meeting. Navigating the
electric bustle of the room, he tried to ease his way into the
meeting with the minimum distraction, shrugging his apologies to
Reynolds, although the man didn’t interrupt his presentation.

Listening to the report, Simon didn’t think he’d missed much.
Reynolds' lecture seemed to be primarily for the government type
sat opposite. The man, in his thirties, with dark brown hair,
seemed at once focused on Reynolds' report, and uninterested in the
majority of it, recognizing it as padding for what they didn’t know
about the event. The man casually scribbled notes now and again,
his attention not leaving Reynolds. The other occupants of the
room, a couple he recognized from other departments, made decent
efforts at appearing interested.

Finishing, Reynolds turned to Simon. “Mr. Tremaine, what do you
have for us?”

“Little conclusive, sir.” He leafed through his notes, mainly to
avoid the government type’s gaze, which shifted to him. “The event
began at 01:57 EST, primarily centred over the eastern United
States, although the effect appears to have been visible globally.
It lasted until around 01:59 EST, with no further recurrence. We’ve
acquired initial readings of the energies from satellites, and are
in the process of analyzing them, but it's so unlike anything we’ve
had experience of that it’s unlikely we’ll be able to get anything
useful without further readings.”

The government type interrupted. “Did we have any warning of
their approach?”

“No sir…”

“Sorry, Matthew Montgomery, Department of Emergent Events.”

Simon nodded his greeting. “Mr. Montgomery. No, none of our deep
space scanning alerted us to anything like this, but we have people
rechecking to see if they can find any indicators which may have
been overlooked. We’ve determined the general approach vector, so
they should be able to give us an answer fairly soon.”

“Okay,” Montgomery nodded. “I don’t know how aware you are of
the reports of alleged physiological changes coinciding with this
event.”

“You mean people getting superpowers?” said Simon, drawing a
glare from Reynolds.

Montgomery restrained a smile. “The Department is trying to
avoid the use of that term. At last report there were twenty-seven
confirmed cases, and another six remain, as yet, unconfirmed. Of
these one is in intensive care, and two have died as a result of
the changes, one of them also causing five civilian casualties. Are
you in a position to offer us definitive evidence that the changes
were caused by the event you recorded, and, if so, any way to
locate others affected?”

“Not without research,” said Reynolds. “We've neither the
technology, nor the expertise, to examine the affected subjects
here, but we can work with wherever you get them looked at to try
and determine if these energies were the cause.”

Montgomery nodded. “A camp is being set up to examine the
subjects. We’d like you to provide some specialists to the unit, to
work on investigating the energies. If you could also provide us a
list of what equipment you’ll need, we’ll arrange to have it ready
when your people arrive.”

Simon’s gaze shot to Reynolds, who nodded to forestall the
inevitable request. To Montgomery he said, “I’m sure we can find
someone.”

 

*

 

After summarising the findings from his meetings for Director
Tallman, Matthew followed him into the meeting room, where the
other participants, most of whom he’d met or at least recognised,
had already taken their seats. Matthew took the vacant seat near
the far end of the table, as Tallman made his way to the head of
the table. The placement was undoubtedly so that one could watch
reactions while the other was talking, given his knowledge of
Tallman. Matthew didn't particularly like political issues, but was
certain this would become political, and equally certain that he
had little chance, or desire, to get out of it.

The door closed behind them, a hiss of air audible as it sealed,
and the faint hum of electronics in the wall confirming the room
was protected against eavesdropping.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” said Tallman. “I’m going to assume
we’ve all read the briefings on the current situation. This meeting
is considered highest classification, and the recording will be
classified as Alpha-Two security, with minutes going to those
present, the President, and the DNI. For the record, present are
George Tallman, Director of the Department of Emergent Events;
Matthew Montgomery, Senior Officer of the Department of Emergent
Events; General Alexander Carter, representing the Joint Chiefs of
Staff; Ian Blumas, representing the CIA; Deputy Director Brad
Walker, of the FBI; and Thomas Adamson, representing the White
House. The goal of this meeting is to determine the immediate
actions to be taken to address the current situation. Mr.
Montgomery has been in contact with scientific agencies, but it’ll
be some time before they’ll know whether or not they can locate all
the affected individuals. In the meantime the FBI is overseeing the
official effort to locate them.” He looked at Walker to
continue.

“Our local offices are being kept informed of the situation, and
are in constant contact with the local police departments,
responding immediately when instances are reported. For the moment
they’re escorting the victims to medical centres, where they’re
isolated and examined.”

“Medical centres,” said General Carter. “Is that wise? Wouldn’t
it be safer to lock them in secure cells?”

“We don’t want it to look like we’re arresting them, General.”
Adamson interrupted. While he seemed to be trying to be polite,
Matthew found his manner grating, and the comment hadn’t even been
aimed at him. Carter appeared to have a similar reaction. “Despite
a few of the… changes, to the ‘victims’ causing casualties, there
doesn’t seem to be as much fear of them as curiosity and
bewilderment, and our focus groups believe that if we’re seen as
imprisoning them, it could have a negative reaction from the
public.”

After an extended stare at Adamson, as though attempting to
identify his species, Carter replied. “And what effect do you think
it would have if one of them went on a rampage? We should be
getting them into secure facilities until we know what we’re
dealing with.”

Adamson bristled at this. “General, that's the exact kind of
breach of the laws that…”

Carter’s voice gained both volume and indifference. “Breach of
the law? The only thing you’re concerned about is how it’ll affect
the President’s ratings.”

“General,” said Walker. “I assure you our agents are taking all
precautions, and should any of the individuals refuse custody, they
will be restrained, with minimum use of force.” He forestalled
Adamson prepared protest, “provisions of the Patriot Act will allow
their detention, if necessary.” It seemed to mollify him.

“If I may point out, General,” said Matthew. “While these
individuals may prove a threat, they could equally prove to be
assets, should the changes which have occurred prove to be
permanent. If we take a heavy-handed approach with them now, they
may be less likely to cooperate later on.”

“So why not conscript them straight off?”

“The administration doesn’t…” Adamson began.

“Why is this considered a political matter, anyway?” said
Blumas. “Surely it’s initially a security matter.”

“Everything’s political,” said Adamson. “And we'd prefer not to
be seen to be treating victims of this event in an inhumane
manner.”

“If I may, gentlemen,” said Tallman in a soothing tone. “We have
reactivated a former military camp, in an isolated location, where
we’re intending to relocate the subjects, hopefully within the next
day or so. We’ve already requisitioned the necessary equipment and
staff, and intend to keep a discrete military presence. We're also
intending to notify the press, and allow them a degree of access,
so as to ease publics concerns. Does this address your issues in
the short term?”

Reluctant nods of assent came from Carter and Adamson.

“Do we know if this has been a worldwide effect?” said
Carter.

Blumas paged through his notes as he replied. “I’ve had reports
of one definite case, in Italy.” He found the report he’d been
looking for. “And, apparently, one of our troops in Iraq.”

“How did you know about that before me?” said Carter,
indignant.

“The report came in as I arrived, and you were already here, so
I’d assume you were just out of communication. We’ve also had five
unconfirmed reports, but, taking the number of cases here, the
calculations if this effect occurred globally…”

Matthew interrupted. “That’s not necessarily accurate. Our
scientific advisors say the effect occurred primarily above North
America, so it could be a mistake to calculate based on an even
dispersion.”

Blumas nodded, making a note, and Carter replied. “Good. That
means that if they are useful assets, we’d possibly have a numeric
superiority.”

Tallman took advantage of the momentary lull. “Focussing on the
immediate concerns, all resources will initially need to be applied
to the location and securing of the victims.” He looked to
Walker.

“The FBI are directing all available resources to the task, but
unless the scientists can find some way to locate them, we’re stuck
responding. We've also got people performing background checks on
the identified individuals, which will be forwarded to the
operation.”

Adamson leaned forward to interrupt again, and Matthew
suppressed a groan, predicting a long meeting ahead of him.

 

*

 

Exiting the Department building a long hour later, Matthew had
his phone to his ear as he held for the commander of the air force
base from which he would be catching a flight. The driver assigned
to take him got out of a nearby car, moving to open the rear door
as Matthew approached.

The situation had already become as political as he'd worried it
would, and he was sure Carter would keep pushing to have it brought
under military control.

His attention briefly flitted to a woman sauntering along the
street, staring at the people around her, causing a few to give her
a wide berth. Smartly dressed, with short cut black hair, and dark
skin, she didn’t appear to be causing problems, but when she fixed
her gaze on him, Matthew looked away, focussing on his car. He came
to an abrupt halt a moment later, as she stepped directly in his
path, staring at him.

After a moment, she offered her hand and spoke. “Anastasia
Miller. I believe I’m one of the people you’re looking for.”

Matthew stared wordlessly for a moment before the voice on the
phone broke the spell. “Yes. Hello, Colonel. Have you received…
Good. There’ll be an additional passenger. Thank you.” Pocketing
the phone, he shook the still-proffered hand. “Matthew Montgomery.
Pleased to meet you.”










Chapter 3

 


Marching into the office with a crisp efficiency, the soldier
came to a practised halt directly in front of the desk, snapping
off a quick salute before standing at ‘ease’.

Matthew looked up from his notes. “That’s not necessary, Private
Watson, I have no military rank. Please, take a seat.”

Sitting, Mark Watson retained his rigid stance, his eyes fixed
on the wall behind Matthew.

“So, Private Watson, I understand from the report that you have
an impressive range of abilities. Flight, enhanced strength,
enhanced durability, and enhanced senses.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The initial report puts the flight down to some form of
unconscious graviton manipulation, which I in no way understand,
but of which the scientists seem confident. The rest they’re not
even willing to speculate on until they’ve done further tests, but
you seem to have undergone a radical physical alteration.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The initial manifestation of your powers occurred during a raid
on an insurgent base, during which you flew a bomb, which would
otherwise have killed a number of your squad, into the air, where
it exploded without other casualties. Apart from throwing you to
the ground, two hundred feet below.” Watson said nothing. “Have you
had further practice with the flying since then?”

“Only when ordered to during the evaluation, sir. I was ordered
not to use these abilities until they're fully tested.”

Matthew nodded, putting aside the notes. “Okay, Mark, we’re
going to ask you to remain here for the remainder of the testing
period, so that we can hopefully get a better idea of how these
abilities manifested, and whether or not they pose a serious risk,
either to yourself or others. Is this acceptable?”

Watson’s eyes flickered uncertainly. “Sir, I’ve been ordered to
remain here until you reassign me to active duty.”

“Okay.” Matthew glanced at his notes, uncomfortable with the
effect his next words would have. “We should probably discuss
what’ll happen after this evaluation. Provided your powers don’t
present a serious threat, you'll be made an offer, either to join
the program we’re assembling for powered individuals, or to return
to your previous life, with regular assessments of your abilities.
Due to emergency UN treaties, it’s unlikely you’ll be permitted to
return to front line service in the army.” Watson’s face exhibited
the distress Matthew had expected. “I understand that, coming from
a military family, this isn’t what you want to hear, but I’m afraid
you’d be limited to non-combat duties, and severely limited in
where you can be assigned. Now the program we’re setting up would
involve you learning the extent of your abilities, and using them
as part of an emergency response unit, helping deal with national
emergencies or natural disasters worldwide. The exact parameters of
the operation have yet to be fully clarified. You don’t need to
make a decision yet, and it’d probably be better if you slept on
it, to get more acclimatised to your new situation. Okay?”

“Yes, sir,” said Watson, automatically, and in a distracted
tone.

Given his profile it wasn't surprising the news had thrown him,
and Matthew really wished he hadn't had to be the one to tell him.
That should have come from his CO, or at least someone from human
resources. Matthew just felt awkward doing such things. His role
had previously been more of an organizer than a manager. He pushed
on, since he still had a number of interviews to get through. “All
the subjects have been assigned codenames, and the focus group has
decided yours should be Paragon. Is this acceptable?”

Unsurprisingly, it was.

 

*

 

Matthew ushered his next interviewee to the seat. “Please take a
seat, Mr. Bellini.”

Radiating a cautious mistrust, Andwar Bellini took the seat,
folding his arms as he stared at Matthew. “How long will we be held
here?” His tone held a hint of aggression which his file would put
down to a mistrust of authority. A history of social activism
indicated the recent confinement would have left him in an
adversarial mood.

“Hopefully it should only be a couple more days until we’re sure
the changes you’ve undergone aren't a danger to yourself or
others.”

“And then we’ll be allowed to get back to our lives?” He didn’t
disguise his scepticism.

“We'd offer you the option of remaining, so we can perform a
full examination of your abilities, and the opportunity to become
part of a unit that would be dispatched to aid in emergencies.”

“What kind of emergencies? Would it be used for military or
police actions?”

“UN treaties, still under discussion, should prevent you being
dispatched to support military operations abroad.”

“What about domestic actions?”

“That has yet to be clarified, but it’s likely to only be in
extreme circumstances, and all operations will be voluntary. We’re
anticipating the majority being humanitarian or charitable.”

Andy snorted his disbelief, his glare never leaving Matthew.
“And what happens if I choose not to join this program?”

“Then you'd be free to leave, although we would need to perform
regular check-ups, at intervals to be decided, to monitor your
condition, and would need to be informed of any changes in your
circumstances.”

“So basically I’d be a prisoner without you having to pay for my
upkeep?”

“There'd be no controls over your movement and lifestyle other
than those stated.”

“You know I’m not an American citizen, right?”

“We’re aware that you’re here on a student visa, which will be
upgraded should you choose to join, and the British government have
no problems with your involvement. They've only detected two other
cases of British citizens being affected, and we’ll have a larger
budget for investigating the subject, and an agreement to share our
findings.” With no immediate response, Matthew continued. “The
initial report shows you have similar flight abilities to Paragon,
via some kind of…”

“…Unconscious graviton manipulation, yes I’m aware of the
results. And are we all being given ‘codenames’?”

Matthew nodded. “It’s been decided that it would be good from a
public relations standpoint, and if members want their identities
protected.”

“So what’s mine?”

“The focus group has decided on Icarus.”

“Icarus?” said Bellini, incredulous.

“Yes. Do you…”

“They decided to call me Icarus. Why not Daedalus? Or do they
just want me to crash and burn?”

“So, can I take it you don’t like the codename?”

“It’s kind of just asking for trouble, don’t you think?”

Matthew shrugged his agreement. “I suppose so.”

“I’ll take Daedalus then.” His scepticism seemed to have
evaporated now, a guarded enthusiasm replacing it.

Matthew stared at him a moment. “I, uh, suppose that would be
okay.”

Caution edged back into his voice as a thought occurred to him.
“Do we have to wear costumes?”

“It’s under discussion, and it looks like uniforms will be
designed, to make you identifiable to the public, with allowance
for limited personalisation, to allow for identification of the
public members of the Project.”

“Public members?”

“The Project will be split into those willing to have their
identities publicly known, and those who wish anonymity, with the
anonymous members not generally assigned to public operations, or
PR events. These things are still being clarified, though, and are
open to input. Now, I’m sure you’d like time to decide whether or
not to accept…”

“I’ll do it.”

Matthew stared at him for a moment. “You’ll…join the
program?”

“Sure.”

 

*

 

“Please have a seat Ms. Miller,” said Matthew, with a smile
which she returned.

“Ana, please.”

“Ana. So the initial report says that you have some form of
telepathic ability.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Although it doesn’t appear to work in the same way as that of
the other three identified telepaths, nor does it seem to allow you
to interface as easily with them as they do with each other.”

“It gives me a headache being around them, and vice versa.
There's also some kind of static when they try to contact or read
me.”

“You're not limited to your targets current thoughts.”

“Not that I can’t see them, though.” She stared intently at him,
with a faint smile.

He looked down at his notes. “The, ah… We’re offering the
subjects the…”

“I’m aware of the program, and I’m willing to join, although I’m
not sure what use my abilities would be as part of an emergency
response team.”

“We’re also considering, should you be willing, having our
telepaths assist law enforcement officials and homeland security.
It’s felt that you could be a great boon in these areas, although
obviously we’d try and limit you to important cases, since I’ve no
doubt the stress from that kind of thing would be
considerable.”

“Okay.”

After a moment Matthew looked back at his notes. “We have been
assigning codenames to…”

“Tenebrous.”

He looked up. “I’m sorry?”

“Tenebrous. That’s the codename I’ll be taking.”

“Uh, okay. May I ask why?”

“It’s a secret.”

 

*

 

“Take a seat.” Matthew didn’t bother looking up from his notes.
“William Norman,…”

“Call me Billy.” Billy offered a smile.

Matthew offered an even stare in return. “Mr. Norman…”

“Let me stop you there, if I may. I’ve heard the opportunity
you’re offering, and while it's tempting, I don’t think its right
for me.”

Matthew sat back to regard him more fully. “I see.”

“So when will I be able to return to my life?”

“The primary testing should be complete within a few days, after
which you would be turned over to the police.”

“What? No wait, I explained to the police at the time…”

“Yes, I’ve reviewed your statement. As well as the recordings
from the surveillance in Mr. Truman’s office the last few times you
visited. I’m afraid he’d been under surveillance for a while, and
you would have soon been arrested in their sweep up. As with all
other affected individuals, the FBI did a very thorough background
check on you, so they have quite enough to ensure your conviction
for a good number of years.”

Billy reclined in the chair. “But joining the program would get
me out of this?”

“Think of it as community service.”

“And how long would I have to serve the community?”

“That is yet to be decided, and would be dependant on your
performance and attitude.”

“Then it looks like you’ve got me at a disadvantage.”

Matthew returned to his notes. “The initial assessment describes
your ability as a ‘blast field’, a force field completely
surrounding your body, about an inch or so from the surface of your
skin, which only activates when anything approaches you at greater
than a certain velocity, resulting in an explosion on the surface
of the field.” He looked at Billy.

“That's what they tell me.”

“And it also appears to interfere with our telepaths, throwing
up a static they can’t seem to get through.”

“Bonus.” Billy smiled.

Matthew didn't, growing irritated by the practised nonchalance.
Billy was a con man, so he was determined to keep a suspicious eye
and ear on everything he did and said. “The focus group has decided
on the codename Blast, if this is acceptable to you?”

He considered it a moment. “Like the sound of it.”

“How gratifying. That’ll be all for now.”

 

*

 

“Please have a seat Mr. Mendes.”

“Thanks,” said Benito, taking a seat. “And no thanks. And
Hephaestus.”

“I’m sorry?”

Benito’s eyes darted around the office, his fingers tapping
nervously on the chair arm. “I’m not interested in joining the
program full time, but I’ll be available as an…independent
contractor, on any interesting projects, such as examining the
source of our powers. By the way, I’ve built a handheld detector of
the energies that infused us, so you can detect empowered
individuals, but only over short distances at the moment. I’m sure
your people can expand on that. Anyway, consider the detector a
free sampler for our future relationship.”

“Uh, thanks. You know we can probably offer you a good job…
”

“Not as good as I could get in the private sector, and I’d
rather choose my own projects, not be limited by nationalist
policies. No offence, but I’ve got some ideas for reclaiming
drought stricken areas, and that’s not really going to be high on
the agenda if I was working for you now, is it?”

“Probably not,” said Matthew. Given the breathtaking inventions
Mendes had come up with over the last few days, the government
would probably be heavily leaning on him to have Mendes focus his
work on technology with military applications. His working
independently could be better for the world.

“Besides, I wouldn’t be one of the more public members of the
groups, not having flashy powers, so I wouldn’t be getting as much
of the fame and girls.” He flashed a toothy grin.

“And you want Hephaestus as your codename?”

“Correct. I assume it’s not just Project member who get to have
codenames?”

“No, that’s fine.” Matthew grasped for something else to cover,
finding nothing. “Uh, okay. Thank you.”

 

*

 

“I wanna be Superman.” Sam barely contained his wide-eyed
excitement as he took the seat, although recent experience made him
cautious as he put his weight on it, but the chair seemed to
support him without too much protest.

Matthew looked up. “I’m sorry?”

“My codename. I heard we’re getting codenames, and I wanna be
Superman.”

Switching his mind to keep up with Sam, Matthew replied. “I’m
afraid that won’t be possible, due to copyright laws. And if you
don’t stop calling yourself that you’ll be opening yourself up to
possible litigation.” Sam’s face slipped into bemused
disappointment, so Matthew pushed on. “The analysis shows that you
have enhanced strength, the exact limits of which we’re currently
unable to measure, and a high level of invulnerability. These are
being partly attributed to a massive increase of your body density.
Now are you familiar with the program being set up?”

Sam brightened. “You mean the superhe…?”

“Yes, but we're not calling it that. Again, copyright issues. Do
you want to…”

“Hell, yeah.”

“Good.”

“Will I get on TV?”

“A number of the more public members will be introduced in a
press conference, and I think it safe to say you’ll definitely get
on TV.”

Sam let out a holler of joy.

Allowing him a moment to calm down, or at least quieten down,
Matthew continued. “So, the focus group believes Achilles would be
a good codename for you.”

His face dropped a bit, not quite giving up on a glimmer of
hope. “Are you sure I can’t be Superman?”

“Yes, Sam. Beside you can’t fly, which I’d have thought would be
a fairly important part of being Superman.”

Sam brightened up. “What if I learn?”

Matthew stared with a growing wariness. Fairly certain he knew
the oncoming answer, he nevertheless asked the question. “Learn to
what?”

“To fly.”

“You’re expecting to be able to learn to fly?”

He nodded excitedly. “Mark and Andy can, so I don’t see why I
can’t learn.”

Matthew kept his pleasant smile fixed firmly in place.
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