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Chapter 1

			Non Sequitur prepared himself. Times like these were the true test of a hero. On one side of the door were him and his partner. On the other, a legion of creatures driven to the brink of madness by a cocktail of hormones that would kill an adult man. They’d been gathered together, feeding off each other’s hyperenhanced emotions until they were in a frenzy. They had been perfectly trained to spot weakness and prey upon it, each one desperate to assert its dominance, to ensure its place within the power structure lest it be forever shunned.

			He tightened the straps on his uniform. He’d been stripped of weapons before he’d entered this place. It was like they wanted him to be at the mercy of this horde. But he’d faced this threat a thousand times in the past few years. He was a pro. He was a hero. More than that, he was a superhero.

			His partner’s suit creaked as she stretched and limbered up. Unlike Non Sequitur’s red-and-white canvas-and-nylon outfit, which looked like a flashier version of otherwise standard military fatigues, his partner Nonsensica’s outfit evoked more “traditional” meta-human crime-fighter attire. Skintight latex with dazzling red-and-white patterning, the formfitting suit made the chunky combat boots and padded MMA gloves seem comically large, but to Nonsensica that was a plus. Superheroes belonged in the comics, after all. She turned to Non Sequitur and shot him a fiery gaze through her thick red-rimmed goggles.

			“Let’s do this thing,” she said, punching her palm.

			She kicked open the door in front of them. The low rumble of the crowd dropped to near silence as she and Non Sequitur marched out to the center of the auditorium. Bleachers encircled the combination basketball court and performance space, wild eyes watching and waiting to see what these so-called “heroes” could possibly do. For a moment the only sound was the squeak of their boots as they found their place in the center of the scuffed-up wooden floor.

			“I hate these high school gigs…” Non Sequitur muttered.

			“It’s all part of the job,” Nonsensica said out of the corner of her mouth. She clapped her hands and raised her voice. “All right! Are you ready to learn about safety!?” she projected.

			As with everything she did, Nonsensica poured so much enthusiasm and raw energy into the admittedly extremely lame opener that it almost got the crowd on her side. Almost. The first sound out of the audience was a snicker, and that broke the seal. Within moments the auditorium dissolved into a burbling mass of snide comments and side conversations.

			“Strong start,” Non Sequitur said.

			“Yeah, yeah. I didn’t write the script. Just be ready for it,” she said, adopting a combat-ready stance.

			A few seconds of rising chaos passed. Like clockwork, someone in the crowd got the bright idea to throw something. Usually it was a balled-up piece of paper. This time it was the icy remnants of some sort of coffee drink. The plastic cup spun through the air, headed straight for Nonsensica. She spotted it and stood firm. When it was inches from her face, it stopped. It didn’t bounce, it didn’t shatter. It didn’t poof out of existence. It just stopped, half-melted cubes sloshing about inside like someone had deftly caught the cup and held it in place.

			“Like I said, are you ready to learn about safety?” she said, eyes fixed on the confused senior who’d pitched the piece of trash. “Lesson one: safety is all about preparation.”

			Non Sequitur reached up and grabbed the cup, holding it in place for a second or two before pitching it into the garbage can beside the door. “Now, we happen to be superheroes. We have options if things start to go wrong,” he said. “But preparation is a superpower that everyone has.”

			“That’s right. So let’s start talking about how each and every one of you can—impostor shiver!” she snapped.

			A second would-be troublemaker had been winding up to toss a second bit of trash, no doubt hoping for another demonstration of genuine superpowers. He received one, in the form of a precision strike on the comprehension center of his brain. The two words were perfectly selected to force his brain to overextend itself in its attempts to connect them. He flinched from the mental effort, and the wad of paper slipped from his hand.

			“Tract perfume. Terminal plant!”

			Two more improvised projectiles either dropped away or flew well off course.

			“Look, I can scramble all your brains, or we can just get on with this,” she barked.

			The words carried a sharpness and authority that, combined with the clear ability to manipulate their minds in some way, was enough to convince even the most disorderly of students to settle down.

			“Good,” she said, squeakily crossing her arms. “So. Safety…”

			A soft chiming noise filled the arena. At first, Nonsensica visibly rankled, ready to give an earful to whoever hadn’t silenced their phone before the assembly began. Non Sequitur realized the chime was accompanied by a vibration in his pocket. He fetched his phone. The screen was flashing with an unassuming bit of text: GP Priority. Nonsensica pulled her own phone from her belt and found she had the same notification. She tapped the screen. A loading ring spun for three revolutions. It vanished, replaced with the emotionless and steady face of a military professional, labeled at the bottom in plain white text Sgt. Roberts.

			“We have a situation. Get yourself to a private location and prepare for a briefing,” he said.

			“We’re in the middle of the safety spiel,” Non Sequitur said.

			“This is a GP Priority-level event,” Roberts said.

			“On our way, Sarge!” Nonsensica tapped off the screen and turned to the crowd. “Sorry, citizens. We’ve got a world to save!”

			* * *

			Six Hours Earlier…

			“Do we have all the data?” Dr. Aiken said, anxiously flipping through pages of information on the screen of his tablet.

			“You’re looking at it, Doctor,” said Pvt. Summers as she kept pace beside him, marching down the corridor in the DARPA headquarters.

			“Right, but all of it. Gen. Siegel is a master of the pop quiz. Remember last time when he asked about calorie intake in comparison to apparent power output?”

			“We’ve got it all in there. Exercise routine, favorite music, everything,” Summers said. “Here, have a coffee. It’ll calm you down.”

			She held out a steaming to-go cup. He waved it off.

			“Not yet. You’re the only person I know who coffee calms down. We ought to screen you for the meta-human gene. Maybe you’re The Caffeinator or Ms. Coffee in your free time.”

			“Already got the screening. Standard procedure for all DARPA staff. Negative. I’d go with The Caffeinator though. Ms. Coffee seems arch to me.”

			The pair reached the door to Gen. Siegel’s office suite and stopped. Dr. Aiken glanced to Pvt. Summers. She held up her arm. They both focused on the seconds on her watch ticking by.

			“Five… four… three… and… 0900,” she said.

			The very instant the hour-indicator rolled over on Pvt. Summers’s watch, Sgt. Roberts opened the door. He gave them a stiff nod of acknowledgement for their punctuality.

			“Gen. Siegel will see you now,” he said.

			Dr. Aiken hastily stepped past him and headed for the door to the general’s actual office. “Every time I do that, I feel like a dog jumping through a hoop,” he whispered.

			“The man likes procedure. It’s a military thing,” she whispered back.

			“At least dogs get treats for jumping through hoops.”

			They entered his office and took a seat. Gen. Siegel was the sort of man who probably should have been assigned his uniform and rank at birth. No one capable of a crewcut that ruthlessly straight and having a jawline that rugged and square could ever be anything but an angry CO. Today, though, the perpetually smoldering anger was uncharacteristically subdued. The unlit cigar in his mouth had barely been chewed.

			“Doctor. Private,” he said steadily.

			“General,” they each said in return.

			“Let’s have it,” he said.

			Aiken nodded and glanced at his notes. “We’ve seen very little noteworthy change in the team since our last briefing two weeks ago. As you know, Bomb Sniffer requested a transfer from active duty to the support team, specifically as a communications coordinator. This isn’t, strictly speaking, a role that is enhanced by her powers, but she’s shown a strong aptitude. We’ve seen a marked improvement in her mental state, particularly a decline in anxiety, and her rapport with the team has been an asset. I’m recommending her to replace Sgt. Roberts for all project-based communications going forward.”

			“I’ll take it under advisement. What else?”

			Aiken rolled the notes forward. “I’ve heard from the team of analysts in prison that Chester St. John’s mind has only become more thoroughly set into the supervillain archetype. I’m worried that placing supervillain-type meta-humans in special custody only reinforces their villainous mindset.”

			“Are you suggesting we should move a master manipulator from special detention to general population? I’m not the psychologist here, but that sounds like a recipe for a prison break.”

			“I certainly agree that special accommodations need to be made to prevent St. John from using his powers to escape, but investigation into alternate means is probably called for. If we can address his psychological drive toward villainy, in the long run it will markedly improve matters.”

			Siegel drummed the desk. “I’ll take it under advisement. Next?”

			“Um… Johnny On the Spot scored us another PR win. He crossed the street without looking, which caused a school bus to slam on the brakes and narrowly avert a runaway semitruck that burst through the intersection at the same moment. It was caught on camera, of course, and people are eating it up as an act of heroism. As usual, there is also a low buzz on social media suggesting these things are staged. We’d like permission to return Johnny to military housing to try to keep him out of the spotlight for a few months. Just long enough to let those claims die down.”

			“I’ll take it under advisement,” the general said.

			Dr. Aiken furrowed his brow. “With all due respect, sir, you’re taking an unusually large number of things under advisement today.”

			“You’re my advisor, aren’t you? Next.”

			“The only other thing I’ve got is our continuing youth outreach program with Nonsensica and Non Sequitur. We’ve been getting generally positive responses from students and staff. They’re really proving to be a positive face to the project. I would recommend expanding to colleges.”

			“I’ll take it under advisement. That’s all?”

			“That’s my briefing, yes,” Aiken said, tapping his notes closed and preparing to stand.

			“You aren’t dismissed,” Siegel said, sternness returning to his voice. “Do you know what today is, Doctor?”

			He blinked and glanced at Summers. She shrugged.

			“The morning of our semimonthly project briefing?” Aiken guessed.

			“Today is the day of our quarterly budget assessment.”

			“Oh.”

			“So far what you’ve told me is one of our soldiers is simultaneously praised for preventing and accused of causing disasters. You’ve reminded me that the one unqualified success the team has achieved—which just so happens to be the defeat of a member of our own organization—remains a potential threat. And you’ve told me that the main skills we’ve built via our training program have been teaching adolescents how to avoid household accidents. Do you know what our budget is, Dr. Aiken?”

			“I don’t, sir.”

			“I do. And in three hours I suspect it’ll be cut in half, or eliminated entirely, unless I can give the directors something more than what you’ve just given me. It is frankly astounding we haven’t been shuttered already. This was supposed to be a secret recruitment initiative to form a military team of meta-humans. But that’s now how it happened, is it Aiken?”

			“No, sir.”

			“No. What happened was word got out, immediately, and the whole thing turned into an intensely public cattle-call of maladjusted ‘superheroes.’ It was a reality show by the end of it. That’s not just a reason to defund the project, but dismiss all involved. If I were to guess, the only reason we’re still on the budget is as a publicity tool, but publicity isn’t a reason to keep a military squad together. We need to prove utility. We need to prove results. Give me something.”

			Aiken opened a different file. “I can give you some updates on my personal research, but it’s a bit dry and so far inconclusive.”

			“What about the enhancement project?”

			“Sir, I told you at the time that—”

			The general thumped the desk and clenched his jaw. It was almost comforting to see him slide into the more familiar “barking commanding officer” role.

			“Six months ago I instructed you to look into the possibility of improving the powers of our team. We need better utility. Something to justify the continuity of the project. Right now we have a guy who grows grass on the ass of people who thank him. And that’s one of our top guys!”

			“Uh… he grows grass on the ass of people whom he thanks, sir,” Aiken corrected.

			“Explain to me how that makes a difference. But if we’re so interested in accuracy, let’s run the list, shall we? Nonsensica: able to make people flinch by speaking random words. Non Sequitur: able to have the result of an action precede its cause by up to thirty seconds. Phosphor: able to pull endless fluorescent bulbs from his bag. Chloroplast: with the power of photosynthesis. Bomb Sniffer: able to detect explosives via their scent. The Number: able to compel people to dance if they hear the same music as him. And Gracias: able to make grass grow on the posterior of people whom he thanks. And that’s it! That’s the mighty team of heroes.”

			Aiken tipped his head and squinted his eyes. “That’s seven. Aren’t there eight?”

			The general flipped through his notes and found a Post-it. “Ah, yes. The Afterthought: with the power to be forgotten. Frankly, if it wasn’t for their discipline problems, I’d pull in some of the backup squad. Undo has the ability to undo a prior action. That has endless applications. But only your eight team members have shown any real aptitude as soldiers, and I can’t keep claiming that the American taxpayers should be funneling money into this project when the best we can offer is Johnny-on-the-Spot, a dope who lucks his way into situations that benefit him.”

			“I suppose that’s more of a politician thing than a military one,” Summers said.

			“Lord help us if that idiot ever runs for office…” Siegel said. “Can we get actual worthwhile powers out of these people?”

			Aiken cleared his throat. “First, we need to reestablish some basic information about meta-humans and their nature. All superpowers share a common mechanism. They are psychic in nature, and are made possible by an evolutionary adaptation present in a small percentage of the populace called the Liefeld lobe of the brain. Superpowers manifest for two reasons, usually in conjunction: self-defense and wish fulfillment. The reason so many heroic origins involve near disaster or tragedy is because in a moment of psychological or physical stress, a mind with an active Liefeld lobe will concoct a means to defend itself from the source of that stress. Lightning strikes, chemical spills, animal bites. Most of them won’t be life threatening, but they’ll strike at just the right moment of physical or psychological vulnerability and the lobe will activate. That’s the self-defense aspect. The wish fulfillment is less about offering a would-be hero any particularly potent power, but more about making that individual somehow distinctive. That covers natural-power occurrence and behavior.”

			Siegel looked at him impassively. For the moment, though he was keeping his patience in check, Aiken could see the smoldering in his leaden gaze.

			“It isn’t unheard of for the nature or potency of powers to change, though it is rare. We have done our best to measure the exact parameters of the powers displayed by our operatives, and we have observed sometimes substantial increases in those abilities when the heroes are stressed.”

			“Then we only need to stress them,” the general said. “Work those powers like a muscle.”

			“I’m afraid not. There’s never been any indication that the enhanced powers retained their elevated potency much longer than necessary to deal with the present threat. Or that repeated application allowed further enhancement. We’ve seen this most markedly in Nonsensica. The so-called ‘mental short circuits’ she produces in her targets can actually be measured quite precisely in an MRI, and to a lesser degree with a polygraph or an EKG. When she is instructed to try to ‘set a record’ or otherwise exceed her usual parameters, she’s able to do it seventy-three percent of the time on average. She can only achieve it twenty percent of the time when she’s not aware of her own performance, but she can do it ninety-eight percent of the time when she’s given real-time feedback. A hero can, to oversimplify it, choose to be more powerful if it would fulfill the psychological need the powers manifested to serve.”

			“Then why don’t these idiots just choose to be something worthwhile? We did that whole competition to get them a place on the team. They must have known that a little superstrength or some laser vision would have clinched it for them.”

			“Because it’s not a conscious decision. And again, it’s only to do with the need that the power manifested to serve. Nonsensica fully understands the nature of her powers. They are a part of her identity, and if they were to change their nature, she would be abandoning her identity. But she also has a foundational need to prove herself. So if it is within her abilities to achieve her goal with her powers, even if doing so would exceed their base levels, she will do so. … Usually.”

			“I don’t like when my researchers start adding qualifiers to their reports, Doctor.”

			“This is psychology, General. None of it is set in stone. She also has to believe she can achieve it. If she lacks the confidence to achieve her goal, even if her powers would be able to facilitate it, she could easily fall short. The same mechanisms that can enhance powers can weaken them. It’s the theorized operating principle behind the frequent pairing of powers with weaknesses.”

			“Are you telling me I need to start handing out magic feathers and security blankets if I want my team to perform properly?”

			“I’m saying that mental health is an important component to powers with a mental origin. Which is to say, all powers.”

			The general ground his teeth, causing the cigar to mash and droop. “You said self-defense is part of it. Can’t we just place these people in danger? Put them in situations that they’d need better powers to get out of?”

			“I would advise against it. First, the threat would have to be genuine, or at least appear to be so. If they even suspected the threat wasn’t real, it would have no impact on their powers.”

			“So we really put a gun to their heads to make them bulletproof.”

			“General, even if we set aside the ethical ramifications of that—”

			“We are a semisecret military research program. Setting aside the ethical ramifications is what we do best,” Siegel said.

			“It probably wouldn’t work.”

			“Why the hell not?”

			“Because this is a hero complex. And self-sacrifice would for many of these people be seen as a fulfillment of their role as a hero. There may be a more reliable means to cause temporary or permanent power enhancement if self-sacrifice isn’t a possible means to succeed, but the number of variables is just too great. We’re talking about juggling the safety of the individual or those around them, plus the confidence and dedication of the individual. And even if we succeed, we may not like the results.”

			“You give me someone with superspeed or weather control and I assure you, I’ll like the results.”

			“As I’ve said, the powers are a part of the meta-human’s identity. If the powers change, it could cause something of an identity crisis. When we’re dealing with people whose minds can influence the world around them in physics-defying ways, any mental instability is not to be taken lightly, and certainly not to be caused purposely.”

			Siegel huffed a breath. “So to summarize your six months of research?”

			“I believe our heroes will rise to the challenge, if they are challenged. But they are who they are, and it would be unwise to attempt to change them.”

			“General. Priority dispatch in the secure text channel,” Sgt. Roberts interjected.

			“Holy hell!” Aiken yelped, nearly sliding out of his chair.

			As far as he knew, the door had been shut behind him and Roberts was at his desk until seven microseconds before he’d uttered the update. The man was a wizard when it came to arriving silently and unannounced. The doctor looked to Summers, who had handled the sudden appearance only slightly better, which was fortunate since a similar leap would have doused all involved with the contents of two steaming-hot coffees.

			“Are you sure everybody gets checked for the meta-gene?” Aiken whispered to Summers.

			“You have access to his file,” Summers said. “You could double-check.”

			Aiken turned to the general. He’d tapped out something on his keyboard and was now staring at something on his screen. Though the doctor couldn’t see what the general was reading, something about the military man’s demeanor was unsettling. Until this moment, Dr. Aiken had only ever seen three emotional states from this man: open rage, barely restrained rage, and on one notable occasion, pride. Right now, there was a steadiness and clarity to his expression.

			“Dr. Aiken, how many members of the team can you get here by 1600?” he said calmly.

			“Bomb Sniffer is already in the complex. As are…” He glanced at Summers.

			“Phosphor, Gracias, and Chloroplast. The rest are on leave or on assignment,” she said.

			“Get a core team together. As many of them as you think can handle a global priority assignment. A team, B team. Anyone with codeword clearance and enough stability to follow some very tough orders. Top priority. Roberts, book us a conference room, and tell logistics to crack open the emergency travel budget,” he instructed.

			Roberts slipped from the room.

			“What’s this all about?”

			“We’ve been summoned by the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff. An egg we’ve been watching has just hatched. We’d hoped we had more time. Just have everyone here and ready for overseas deployment. This is the big one. Get moving. I’ve got calls to make.”

			* * *

			Dr. Aiken marched back and forth at the head of a conference table easily large enough to seat forty people. The call had gone out, a few hours had passed, and soon they would be assembled. Pvt. Summers leaned against the wall behind him, notebook in hand, ready to take notes. A curious-looking group of people had assembled at the table. Phosphor, the eldest of the group, was sitting near the head of the table. A few months of steady income and a military training regimen had toned him up slightly, but he was otherwise the same middle-aged former janitor he’d always been, complete with the beat-up messenger bag full of fluorescent tubes that was, as far as he was concerned, the source of his power. Bomb Sniffer, now officially old enough to be part of the team, was seated beside him with a rather impressive-looking laptop set up before her. Gracias was, as always, joined by his reluctant partner Chloroplast. Most of the heroes were dressed in some variation of red-and-white-camo military gear. The one exception was Chloroplast, who wore a mesh shirt and shorts that were just shy of scandalous, the better to reveal every inch of green skin he could to soak up the sun’s rays. Despite the fact all it would really allow him to do was skip lunch, like most of the team he was keen to put his powers to use whenever possible.

			“I wish they’d let me weigh in on the uniforms,” Gracias said. “Since when does a hero team have to wear matching costumes? Nobody does that.”

			“The X-Men wear matching uniforms in the comic books,” Chloroplast said.

			“Sure, sometimes,” Gracias said. “But there’s always the exception even then. They let Beast wear just his skivvies, right?”

			“Not until after he got blue and hairy,” Pvt. Summers pointed out.

			“Okay, see? So if you’re a weird color, you get to be basically naked. That explains my man Chloroplast here. But we’re Team Green. I should be allowed to wear green. Team within a team, you know.”

			“They’re uniforms,” Phosphor said. “I think they’re supposed to match. Wouldn’t be very uniform otherwise.”

			“I got grass powers! You’re telling me the guy with grass powers has to wear red and white? Whoever heard of red-and-white grass? And we’re the official superhero team of the US Army. Where’s the blue, huh?”

			“Yeah. At least there’s blue grass,” Bomb Sniffer suggested.

			“She gets it!” Gracias said, pointing in her direction.

			The door burst open, and Nonsensica and Non Sequitur rushed in.

			“We didn’t miss the mission briefing, did we?” Nonsensica said, adjusting her slightly askew goggles. “I had a heck of a time talking my way out of a speeding ticket. The cops do not respect secret identities, even when you have a government pass.”

			“Hey, you two!” Gracias said, jumping to his feet and trotting around the table to give them each a fist bump. “Been forever since they got the whole team together.”

			“It’ll be a while longer,” Dr. Aiken said. “The Number couldn’t get here until tomorrow. We’ll have to catch him up when he arrives.”

			“But that’s it, though, right? We’re one man shy of the whole crew,” Gracias said.

			Bomb Sniffer counted. “With him, I count seven. We’re The Other Eight. Who else are we missing?”

			Nonsensica grabbed a coffee from the center of the table while the group attempted to fill the missing gap.

			“It’s not Primadonna, is it?” Phosphor suggested.

			“No. She’s still on the other team,” Dr. Aiken said. “Best to separate similar powers when possible. The Number is our dance-based hero.”

			“If Undo wasn’t such a jerk, I’d’ve figured he’d be on the team by now. Decent powers on that guy,” Chloroplast said.

			Pvt. Summers scratched her head. She flipped through her pad and quickly came upon a yellow sticky note. “It’s Afterthought,” she said.

			“Afterthought,” the team said in unified realization.

			“I don’t suppose we remembered to invite him,” Aiken said under his breath.

			“I’ll get on that,” Summers said quickly.

			“Whatever it is, it can wait,” announced Gen. Siegel, appearing in the doorway just before she could duck out.

			Sgt. Roberts trailed two steps behind him, arms heaped with folders, each sealed with red tape. He placed them on the desk and popped a panel in the center of the conference table, revealing a series of ports. He plugged a thumb drive into one of them.

			“Lock the door and drop the screen,” Siegel instructed.

			Roberts did as he was instructed. A tap at a keyboard beside the door sealed the room, and a toggle switch on the opposite side of the door brought down a retractable projection screen. When it was fully deployed, an image faded into view. It simply read Department of Defense Classified Data.

			“Chances are the whole world will know about this before too much longer, but for now, this is top secret. None of this leaves this room. Understood?”

			Gracias rubbed his hands together. “Oh, baby. We’re into the good stuff.”

			Roberts clicked to the first slide of the data. It was a scan of a heavily redacted document written in Cyrillic characters. As he spoke, slides clicked by, illustrating some of his claims with spy photos and other stolen documents.

			“In the early nineteen sixties, the Soviet Union launched what we believe to be the first modern attempt at incorporating meta-humans into an active military. They called it Red Polaris. It was a multipronged attempt to recruit, indoctrinate, or create heroes that suited their needs. It was not a pronounced success but served as the inspiration for, and in some cases the framework of, multiple other such programs. Germany had the Clear Gate Initiative. France and England had a joint project they called Iridium Shield. We had the Guardian Project. China had Operation Dǐngjiān. When the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union broke up, several of their researchers took their findings and methodology to the highest bidder. This gave rise to a handful of second-generation meta-human operations. Red Polaris 2 in Russia. The White Crescent Program in Iran. And something which came to be called The Icon Project. We have been able to confirm the collapse or dissolution of each of these programs except for the last. The Icon Project seemed to have vanished, but we couldn’t confirm its failure.”

			Sgt. Roberts clicked a new slide, showing a map of East Asia.

			“In 1997, an unrelated conflict over a small piece of land straddling the Yalu River had been simmering for decades. Both North Korea and China laid claim to the land. It was home to approximately seven thousand people and, more importantly for the two nations involved, an aging nuclear power plant. Neither of the governments involved wanted to cede the land to the other, but they also didn’t want the obligation of sunsetting the power plant or the lost face of handing over nuclear technology. Negotiations began in December, and by 1999 the decision had been made to slough off the region entirely. The city and a few kilometers of surrounding land were disincorporated from both North Korea and China. It is not officially recognized by any global governing body, serving instead as a functionally independent city-state, the Chinese-North Korean Disincorporated Zone or ChiNoKo.”

			Gracias snorted. “Like Texarkana.”

			“No comments from the peanut gallery,” the general said. “ChiNoKo has been a thorn in the side of global politics since its creation. While it has been too small to draw much international press, the fact that it falls under no legal jurisdiction of any kind means that it has served as a safe haven for all manner of international criminal activity. It’s been kept safe from retaliation both by its proximity to two nations the world would rather not antagonize and because the locals know all too well their continued existence depends upon them avoiding any sort of genuine wrath turned in their direction. Any operation that drew the concern of either China, North Korea, or any of its allies was swiftly snuffed by the locals for fear of retaliation. All, we have learned, except one.”

			“It was The Icon Project, wasn’t it?” Phosphor said.

			“Glad to see someone’s paying attention,” the general said.

			“Oh, from me it’s the peanut gallery, but from him it’s a gold star and a pat on the head. I see how it is,” Gracias said.

			Siegel glared at him.

			“… sir,” Gracias added.

			“A few months ago, a member of the Guardian Project was able to acquire intelligence from a protected North Korean database. It was spotty, but it suggested that The Icon Project had been operating at a level of such high secrecy that even the committee that negotiated the formation of ChiNoKo didn’t know that it was the location of the ongoing meta-human project. The location of the territory has made detailed surveillance impossible, but we’ve done our best.”

			“This is a lot of information in a hurry,” Non Sequitur said.

			“We’re just about at the end of it. Two weeks ago, there was a minor radiological incident. Radiation sensors in China detected a brief period of slightly elevated radiation. A spike of zero point zero three millirems for a period of two hours. It is believed this was part of a safety drill. Regardless of what caused it, within seven hours the entire region was in lockdown. A few hours ago, we received a message from our counterparts in the Chinese military that a meta-human event has occurred. They are requesting aid in the form of advisors and meta-human peacekeepers.”

			“That’s us!” Gracias said.

			“I prefer ‘crime fighter,’ but keeping the peace works for me,” Nonsensica said.

			“In a frankly unprecedented amount of cooperation, China has granted us supervised access to their side of the ChiNoKo border. Dr. Aiken and Dr. Liefeld, each with their own assistants, have been specifically requested.”

			“Liefeld is going to be there?” Aiken said, wincing a bit.

			“He’s the world’s foremost expert in the meta-human condition,” the general said. “We are making any and all meta-humans in the program available to the two of you. They will be permitted on the Chinese mainland pending clearance by their security bureau. The people in this room have already been cleared. You’ll all be on a plane tomorrow morning. Any questions?”

			“What do we know about the supervillain responsible for whatever happened?” Nonsensica asked.

			“Nothing. We’ve only been in contact with the Chinese military, so we can assume whatever happened had to have been on the Chinese border. Everything else has been kept under strict secrecy. We don’t know how many individuals were responsible. We don’t know what their powers are, if any. We don’t know what their demands are.”

			“I don’t like it,” Chloroplast said.

			“You don’t like anything,” Gracias said.

			“I don’t think it’s unreasonable to dislike the idea of getting on a plane and flying halfway around the globe to fight some number of supervillains we don’t know anything about.”

			“That’s what heroes do!” Nonsensica said.

			“I’m not arguing that. I’m just saying I don’t like it,” Chloroplast said.

			“Eh, you’re just the brooding hero-type. Every team needs one. You’re the Batman.”

			“I always sort of considered Phosphor to be the Batman. His powers are kind of gadget based, and he’s old and wise,” Bomb Sniffer said.

			“Well thanks, folks,” Phosphor said with the utmost of humility.

			“None of you are Batman,” Gen. Siegel snapped. He turned to Roberts. “He’s the billionaire, right?”

			Roberts nodded.

			“Right. We don’t need a Batman. There’s plenty of billionaires giving us their two cents on how to run things, and I’ve yet to meet one who would be worth listening to even with his bank account. And I can’t believe you’ve got me talking about comic book heroes. First plane leaves in six hours. Make whatever plans you need to make and be on it. We’ll ship over any additional gear and personnel on a second flight once we have a proper assessment. Doctor, I want a psychological profile on the target by the time we arrive.”

			“But we don’t know anything about—”

			“No excuses! This is your first real assignment. I’m not asking you to make me proud. I just want you to get it done.”

			He stormed out of the room, Roberts in tow.

			“He’s pretty bad at pep talks,” Bomb Sniffer said.

			All eyes turned to Aiken. He raised his eyebrows and blew out a shaky breath of air. “I hate to break it to you, but I’m not exactly a pro at pep talks either. But over the last few months, the people in this room, plus The Number and…” He snapped his fingers. “Who’s the other guy?”

			“There’s another guy?” Gracias said.

			Summers flipped to the sticky note again. “Afterthought.”

			“Right, and him,” Aiken said. “You’re the best of the best. Some of the other team have powers that score as good or better than yours, but you’ve consistently outperformed them. You’ve all been building your skills. Daily exercise routines. Combat training. Power-specific drills. Non Sequitur, how many different types of locks have you learned to disassemble and reassemble?”

			“Somewhere around two hundred,” Non Sequitur said.

			“And Bomb Sniffer, how’s the resolution of your explosive tracking?”

			“We’ve got it down to three yards in terms of distance and five degrees in terms of spread,” she said.

			“Exactly. You were the best we could find, and you’ve gotten better. The US Army and the Chinese Army both believe you’ll be an asset. So let’s get out there and prove them right.” He tugged at his shirt. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I have to figure out how to produce a psychological profile on a mysterious operative who was probably in North Korea and/or China at one point and who may or may not be a group of people.”

			“Right, so…” Gracias paused. “Oh, man. We never came up with a rallying cry for The Other Eight.”

			“I thought we agreed ‘Eight is Great’ was the winner,” Phosphor said.

			“That’s a Sesame Street song,” Bomb Sniffer said.

			“So? Sesame Street is the bomb!” Gracias said. “Oh, hey. That should be your catch phrase. I’m the Bomb.”

			“But I’m not the bomb. I sniff out the bomb.”

			“Sure but—”

			“We’ll figure it out later! I don’t know about you guys, but I’ve got some gear to pack. I’m gonna need my stealth suit. Two extra sets of my trademark non-chucks. Those night-vision goggles I bought. The Other Eight have arrived, baby!” Nonsensica crowed.

			




Chapter 2

			“When the heck are we going to arrive…” Nonsensica moped.

			In a rare occurrence, Nonsensica had opted not to wear her full superhero suit during the ride. She and Non Sequitur had been all over the US doing their public outreach events and they were perpetually stuck in coach. At the time, it seemed like just about the worst way to travel, but with each flight at least providing them with a cushioned seat and air-conditioning, she was willing to stew in her rubber bodysuit in order to keep up appearances. As it so happened, military transportation accommodations were considerably less luxurious. It would have been one thing if they’d been stuck on a standard international flight. At the moment the whole team would agree that the extra legroom a Boeing C-17 Globemaster III provided wasn’t worth the fact that the aircraft provided precisely the same creature comforts to the passengers as it provided to the cargo heaped at their feet. Thus, most of the team wore standard military fatigues. Not even their special red-and-white ones. At the moment, they were soldiers and little else. No sense putting on the whole superhero show. Nonsensica had thrown in her trademark goggles to preserve her secret identity. Just about the only one who seemed to be handling the trip completely in stride was Chloroplast, though that was mainly because he’d been asleep since they’d reached the Pacific Ocean. Their only major stop had been in California to pick up The Number from his day job running an exercise/dance studio. For his part, The Number had spent most of the flight with headphones on, jotting down choreography notes.

			“Hey, look at the bright side,” Non Sequitur said. “Now we know what it’s like to be in the luggage section of a normal plane.”

			“I think it’s cool,” Gracias said. “We’re literally in the rear with the gear.”

			“Being in the rear with the gear isn’t cool,” Nonsensica said.

			“Speak for yourself. That’s exactly the assignment I requested,” Bomb Sniffer said.

			“Come on,” Nonsensica said. “You’re telling me you tried out for, and got onto, a superhero team and now all you want to do is be a glorified tech support agent?”

			“First off, a glorified tech support agent is better than a not glorified tech support agent. And second, I sniff out bombs! That’s my power! It’s by definition a support power. You need me to help find a bomb, great! I’ll be out there with my nose to the grindstone. Literally.”

			“Nice,” Gracias said.

			“When push comes to shove, I’m sure she’ll be in there pushing and shoving with the rest of us, right, Sniffer?” Phosphor said.

			“I’ll do what I have to do. I’m a hero. I’m just not quite as super as the rest of you.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Gracias said.

			He gave Chloroplast a shove. All it managed to do was produce a briefly more intense snore from his partner.

			“At least you haven’t been asleep for twenty hours because the windows in this plane are too small to get enough sunlight,” he said. “I always kind of thought showing all that skin was a fashion choice.”

			“I think he’s faking it. Building the brand, you know?” Nonsensica said.

			Gracias clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “All right. So we’re going to be butting heads with another supervillain, or supervillains. What sort of powers you figure they’ll have?”

			“I’m betting it’s going to be one person, first off,” Nonsensica said. “At least, one person in charge. Maybe some lackeys we’ll have to boot our way through, but evil is all about consolidating power.”

			“I’m betting it’s a superteam,” Gracias said. “One of those deals where we’ll all have to face our evil opposite. I’m gonna have to butt heads with someone called the Weed Whacker or something. Mark my words.”

			“I’m with Nonsensica on this one,” Non Sequitur said. “A little city-state no one’s ever heard of? This smells like a banana republic situation.”

			“… So, like… selling pants?” Gracias said.

			“No, like a tin-pot dictator,” Non Sequitur amended.

			“Ooooh. So magnet powers,” Gracias said with a nod. “That’s a good guess.”

			“No, I…” Non Sequitur shook his head. “The point is, I think we’re dealing with someone with delusions of grandeur who took control of his little city and wants to rule the world.”

			“Yeah, yeah. You get someone with delusions of grandeur and you’re going to need the world’s most powerful superhero team to defeat them, for sure,” Gracias said.

			“Still doesn’t tell us what powers they’ll have, though,” Phosphor said. “This must be a real heavy hitter if the army needs us.”

			“Eh, it’s probably just a hostage situation. Or maybe a doomsday device,” Nonsensica said. “Can’t just send in the troops. You’ll need something a little more elegant and precise. A crack team of heroes.”

			The door to the forward section of the plane opened, and Dr. Aiken stepped through.

			“Forty minutes to landing,” he said. “We’re actually going to be touching down on a temporary airfield they constructed twenty miles northeast of the border of ChiNoKo.”

			“They built a whole new airport for us?” Non Sequitur said.

			“A landing strip, anyway. Evidently they foresee the need to get huge numbers of troops and huge amounts of equipment to the border quickly.”

			“This really is a big one,” Phosphor said.

			“The Chinese government has provided an interpreter fluent in regional dialects of Cantonese and Korean, but apparently most of the people we’ll be dealing with directly will speak English,” Aiken said.

			“I sort of figured Nonsensica would be our language expert,” Gracias said.

			“I’m Chinese American. Accent on the American. You’re Mexican American. Do you speak Spanish?” Nonsensica said.

			“¡Por supuesto que sí! Mi papá se aseguró de que hablara con fluidez. Es muy útil.”

			She blinked at him. “Okay… Well, I only know enough Chinese to understand my grandmother when she yells at me for not knowing enough Chinese.”

			Aiken continued. “We’ll be going right to the front from the airstrip to what they’re calling the forward operating base for a quick briefing on any new developments and whatever intelligence they couldn’t give us before we arrived, then it’s straight to the front to see the state of things.”

			“The front?” Phosphor said. “As in, this is war?”

			“I’m just telling you what they told me. I’m here to weigh in on the psychology, not the terminology,” Aiken said.

			“Have you made any progress with that?” Non Sequitur asked.

			“What progress is there to make? We know next to nothing.”

			“You’ve been working on it for a solid twenty-four hours,” Nonsensica said. “You must have come up with something.”

			“I can theorize, but this should be taken with a heap of salt,” Aiken said. “If I were to be pressed right now to make predictions regarding the potential perpetrators, and I’m sure I will be as soon as we land, I’d say this. This person is the result of a government program, and if there’s been no formal declaration of war, then something’s gone wrong. Based upon the materials they’ve given me on how similar programs to The Icon Project have gone, this was a long-term project, so this person or group of people is likely to have a view of the world that’s been manipulated by the project’s organizers. They will have an incomplete worldview and will be taking orders from someone not out of duty but out of some sort of ingrained loyalty designed specifically as a means of control.”

			“That’s it?” Phosphor said.

			“Even that is a bit much. More speculation than I’d be willing to make solid decisions on.” He flipped down one of the collapsible chairs along the side of the plane and took a seat to strap in. “Now as for Liefeld, I’m sure he’ll have all sorts of definitive statements to make. That guy is nothing if not certain about stuff.”

			“Oh, yeah. Dr. Liefeld,” Non Sequitur said. “He’s sort of your big rival, right?”

			“No. Saying he’s my rival is overstating my role in history. He’s the expert on the meta-human condition, and I’m the guy you get when you can’t get him. I’m the ‘is Pepsi okay?’ to Liefeld’s ‘I’ll have a Coke,’” Aiken said.

			“Oof,” Nonsensica said.

			“How come you ended up with Earth’s finest team of heroes, and he’s just this shadowy figure in the shadows?” Gracias said.

			“Because he comes at the meta-human condition from the biological point of view. Brain structure. Gene mapping. Power measurement
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