
  
  
      
        
          Unity

          The Merge #1

		      
          Lucas Flint

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Secret Identity Books

        

      

    


  
  Published by Secret Identity Books. An imprint of Annulus Publishing.   
Copyright © Lucas Flint 2025. All rights reserved.
Contact: luke@lucasflint.com
Cover design by Miblart
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, send an email to the above contact.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Read "The Merge: Rise of Paradigm" to find out the origin of Paradigm's powers and suit!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        MEMORIES OF THE MULTIVERSE 1: The Beginning of the End …
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        MEMORIES OF THE MULTIVERSE 2: WHAT IS THE MERGE?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        MEMORIES OF THE MULTIVERSE 3: THE END OF THE BEGINNING
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Read "The Merge: Rise of Paradigm" to find out the origin of Paradigm's powers and suit!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Join my Discord!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        More books by Lucas Flint
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Read "The Merge: Rise of Paradigm" to find out the origin of Paradigm's powers and suit!



[image: image-placeholder]
In this exclusive prequel short story, follow Justin Wright as he steals the Gate System and uses its fantastic yet dangerous powers to infiltrate the Destiny Corporation with the intent of finding out the truth about the mysterious Anomalies that have been attacking New Gold City over the last six months!
To read this story, subscribe to my weekly newsletter!
In addition to receiving your free copy of The Merge: Rise of Paradigm, newsletter subscribers also get:
	New release announcements before anyone else

	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books

	Exclusive deals

	Weekly updates every Saturday on upcoming books, projects, etc.

	And more!



So what are you waiting for? Subscribe to my newsletter today HERE!
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  1


Nancy, are you streaming yet?” 
“Just a moment, Miss Lane. My camera should be online within the next few seconds and then I can start the stream.”
Alanna Lane, student journalist and aspiring online streamer, brushed a few strands of her dark hair behind her left ear nervously. Because it was the middle of the night, Alanna couldn’t see much other than the glowing blue eye of her AI drone hovering in the air before her, although the security lights on the other side of the fence behind her did provide some illumination, at least. “Fine, Nancy, but let me know when you start the stream. I promised all of my followers that I would be streaming tonight’s big investigation into the Destiny Corporation and I don’t want to be even one minute late. Okay?”
The small, cylinder-shaped drone, which Alanna had named Nancy, blinked her single blue eye once. “Yes, Miss Lane, I understand that your streaming career is important. You would not want to disappoint all five of your followers.”
Alanna cringed. She knew that Nancy, being an AI-powered drone, lacked the sarcasm that more expensive AI drone models had, but it sure felt like the drone understood the concept better than she let on sometimes. “You don’t have to put it like that.”
“How should I put it, Miss Lane? Across your various social media platforms, you only have five followers, two of which are bots, one of which is your father, and the other two are still undetermined but likely fake accounts created by spammers who will inevitably DM you to try to sell you something.”
“Everyone starts at the bottom, Nancy. Now just shut up and tell me when you are streaming.”
“I am streaming, Miss Lane.”
It took all of Alanna’s admittedly limited self-control not to rip off the microphone from her shirt and throw it at Nancy.
But as soon as Nancy said the stream had started, Alanna immediately went into what she called ‘streamer mode.’ She smiled and put her hands on her hips, gazing directly into Nancy’s camera. “Good morning, everyone! Or, uh, I mean, good night, since it’s midnight. Anyway, welcome to the Alanna Investigations Show, where I delve into all of the biggest secrets, rumors, and even conspiracies that plague New Gold City.
“For new viewers, I always intend to get to the bottom of every mystery, whether we are talking about the barking ghosts of Ninth Street or the mysterious and reclusive Miss Grady and her army of mutant cats. Normally I record episodes and post them online after the fact, but tonight we’re doing a special live episode! Isn’t that exciting?”
“It is, Miss Lane.”
“Shut up, Nancy. I wasn’t asking you.” Alanna rubbed her forehead, trying to regain her composure. “Anyway, you might be wondering what today’s special episode is going to be about. Am I going to sneak into the Maxwell Mansion and find out if the Maxwells really do bury the bodies of their deceased family members in the walls of their family house? Or am I going to enter Alexander Fry High School and find out just why the toilets in the boys’ room are so noisy?”
“Both of those would count as breaking and entering, Miss Lane, which are crimes.”
“Yes, Nancy, I know.” Alanna was starting to regret streaming. Either that, or she was starting to feel glad that she only had five followers. She turned her attention back to the drone’s camera. “But I’m not going to tackle either of those mysteries, and not just because they are technically, to use Nancy’s favorite term, ‘crimes,’ either.”
“That seems like a good enough reason not to do them, Miss Lane.”
Alanna’s right eye twitched, but remembering the best tips for streaming online she’d read about, kept her composure. She gestured at the massive building behind her. “Tonight, I am going to tackle the single biggest issue threatening all of New Gold City, the one that teens and adults alike can’t stop talking about: The Anomalies.”
As soon as that word left Alanna’s mouth, she felt a chill in the air, a chill that didn’t seem to have anything to do with the cold November night air. Nonetheless, she pulled her pink jacket tighter around her body and kept her composure. She’d heard rumors that even talking about Anomalies could sometimes summon them, but she had never seen any evidence of that herself. Just rumors kids told to scare each other.
That’s what Alanna told herself, despite the creeping feeling of dread rising up her spine.
Shaking her head slightly, Alanna leaned toward the camera, putting on her best mysterious expression. “But what is an Anomaly, you might ask? While I’m sure most of my viewers know what they are, at least if they live in New Gold City—”
“Most of your followers do, Miss Lane.”
“I know, Nancy, I know.” Alanna sighed. “Anyway, Anomalies are these mysterious creatures that have been popping up all over New Gold City over the last six months or so. They appear at random, cause chaos and destruction with their Warps, and then disappear as quickly as they appear. Most of the time they strike before the police can get there, and even when the police do get there in time, they usually can’t do anything about them. The collapse of the Jack McDonald Memorial Bridge last month has been attributed to an attack from a particularly dangerous Anomaly.
“What are the Anomalies? Where do they come from and where do they go? What happens to the things and places they ‘Warp’? Even the city’s top scientists, such as Dr. Mark Bartholomew Wright of Hernandez University’s Physics Department, are mystified by these strange creatures. Yours truly attempted to get a quote from Dr. Wright about the Anomalies, but he was simply too busy to respond to my messages, so I am only quoting based on what the local newspapers have quoted him saying.”
The actual truth was that when Alanna had reached out to Dr. Wright, he had told her that he didn’t have ‘time’ for a ‘make-believe’ journalist like her and told her to focus more on her studies than investigating something best left to adults.
That made Alanna think even less of Dr. Wright than she already did.
But Alanna chose not to mention that to her followers. She couldn’t undermine her own streaming career right off the bat by quoting from one of the city’s most respected citizens.
Despite that, Alanna couldn’t keep all of the bitterness out of her voice as she continued her speech to her audience. “Regardless, the presence of the Anomalies has proven too much for the New Gold City police to handle, so there has been talk of recruiting superheroes from other cities to help deal with the problem. But will that actually play out, given the current gridlock among the politically polarized City Council? Your guess is as good as mine. Even Brainstorm, New Gold City’s resident superhero, has been unable to deal with the Anomalies.”
Alanna honestly didn’t know how that decision would turn out. She just knew that her parents, both of whom followed politics far more closely than her, had talked about that particular decision for the past few months. She only threw it in to add intrigue to her current stream, though part of her hoped that they wouldn’t bring in supers.
If only so Alanna could avoid talking about her grandfather.
“But that’s all pointless background info that everyone already knows about by this point.”
“If that is the case, Miss Lane, then why did you bring any of it up?”
Alanna took a deep, deep breath. “Because you’ve gotta set the stage before the big show, Nancy. Anyway, the point is that no one knows for sure where the Anomalies came from or what their true goal is, if they even have one and aren’t just mindless monsters trying to destroy everything. But that’s where I come in.”
Alanna once again gestured at the big building behind her. “Right now, I am standing outside the main manufacturing plant of the Destiny Corporation, run and owned by the eccentric billionaire, Richard Plutarch. This particular manufacturing plant is where AI drone companions, among other high-tech tools and equipment, are built and shipped all over the country and the world. Lots of workers in New Gold City are employed here and the plant itself plays a crucial role in the economy of our city, so it’s pretty much the last place you would expect to have anything to do with the Anomalies, right?”
Alanna then leaned toward the camera dramatically. “Wrong! In fact, in recent days, there have been multiple rumors of Anomaly sightings in and around the plant. Some of the wilder ones even claim that Anomalies are being manufactured in this plant like some kind of bio-weapons, but I personally don’t believe that.
“Regardless, there have been enough rumors, both online and in real life, that I decided that I, yours truly, Alanna Lane of the Lane Investigations Show, should investigate them. And tonight, I hope to get to the very bottom of these rumors by entering the plant itself.”
Alanna then looked over her shoulder at the tall security fence surrounding the building and muttered, “If I can get past this fence, anyway …”
“What was that, Miss Lane? My audio receptors did not pick up on what you just said.”
Alanna turned her face back to the camera and smiled. “Nothing! I was just saying that I hoped all of my viewers would stick with me while I find answers, answers that could potentially save the city itself from the onslaught of these destructive, mysterious creatures.”
Alanna well and truly meant that. Sure, investigating the rumors of the Anomalies and their connection to the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant made for great streaming content, but she did care about New Gold City and the destructive acts of the Anomalies. It wasn’t too long ago that Alanna had personally witnessed the destruction of the Jack McDonald Memorial Bridge herself, the event that got her interested in the Anomalies in the first place.
Now did Alanna actually think she’d find any answers?
Well, she wasn’t sure.
The Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant was a massive facility with a lot of security. She had tried to get clearance to enter during the day, only for all of her requests to be rebuffed or ignored by the administration of the plant. It seemed like no one took her seriously just because she was a sixteen-year-old.
A short sixteen-year-old, Alanna remembered a particularly arrogant security guard calling her when she came to the front gates of the plant a few days ago.
Not my fault both of my parents are tiny, thought Alanna, a slight scowl crossing her features before she remembered she was on camera.
Putting on her ‘camera face,’ as she called it, Alanna began walking along the fence and gestured for Nancy to follow, which the AI drone did, dutifully floating after her as if borne on a wind only she could feel. “Now, viewers, our first obstacle is to find a way into the facility. It’s extremely well-protected, but also pretty old, so maybe I can find a hole in the fence big enough for me to—”
Alanna was interrupted by a crunch and a crash somewhere on the other side of the fence. She immediately came to a standstill, as did Nancy, hovering just behind her head, not making a noise. Alanna had gone silent as well, listening closely for the source of the crash.
But everything was silent again, making her think that maybe she’d imagined it. She opened her mouth to ask Nancy if she’d heard anything—her AI drone was usually unfortunately honest about things like that—before she heard another crash, followed by a roar and a grunt.
Instinctively, Alanna knew that had to be an Anomaly. It didn’t sound like a stray cat or dog or some other wild animal. And it seemed to be coming from inside the manufacturing plant.
Part of her wanted to turn and run. It was as if the universe itself was telling Alanna to avoid the building and go home where it was safe. She was no superhero like Statesman.
She shouldn’t be here.
But another part of her, bigger and stronger than her scared self, told her that this was her one opportunity to launch her streaming career to the moon and get some answers for her city, answers that might just save it from the Anomalies.
So Alanna took a deep breath to steady her shaking, cold hands and shot a smile over her shoulder at Nancy. “Did you hear that, viewers? It sounds like we might have found one of our Anomalies already. Let’s investigate!”
“I am not so sure about that, Alanna,” said Nancy, her voice unusually concerned. “Anomalies are dangerous creatures. It might be wiser to turn around and go home, if the source of the commotion is, in fact, an Anomaly.”
Alanna rolled her eyes. “Nancy, how many viewers do we have now?”
“Right now? Approximately twenty. Why?”
Alanna blinked. Twenty was still small potatoes, but it was four times as many followers as she normally had. Looks like I’ve got an audience now.
“Then we’re staying,” replied Alanna. “I owe it to my audience, and to New Gold City itself, to find out if the Destiny Corporation is, in fact, connected to the Anomalies. So—”
Before Alanna could finish the really awesome mini-speech she’d just come up with on the spot, a loud boom came from the plant and something exploded out of the roof of one of the plant’s buildings. The object, whatever it was, flew in an arc up into the air, over the fence, toward—
“Run!” Alanna yelled.
She ran along the fence, panting hard, Nancy keeping up behind her without issue.
But Alanna didn’t get far before the object, whatever it was, crashed onto the ground behind her. The blast nearly knocked Alanna off her feet, forcing her to grab onto the ice-cold metal fence with her bare hands for support. Nancy was nearly knocked out of the air as well but quickly righted herself and turned around to record whatever had been blasted out of the plant, turning on her built-in flashlight to provide extra lighting. She had been using her night vision mode to film up until this point, but Nancy seemed to realize that Alanna needed more light to see by than the light from the security lights along the fence.
Alanna appreciated that. If an Anomaly had flown out of the plant, then this was their best chance to get it on camera. She let go of the fence and turned to see the Anomaly, despite her shaking hands and feet.
But the being she saw lying on the ground several feet away from her wasn’t an Anomaly at all.
Rather, it was a young man who couldn’t be that much older than her. He was covered from head to toe in a black bodysuit with glowing red lines, which conformed to the shape of his body, showing off his rather shapely muscles. Most of his face and head, other than his chin and scruffy brown hair, were covered by a mask. His eyes, which were currently closed, were uncovered, though again, they were closed, so she couldn’t actually see his eyes.
At least, not until the man groaned and sat up. Shaking his head, the man looked around at his surroundings until he spotted Alanna and frowned.
“What?” said the man—no, teenager, as his voice didn’t sound manly enough to Alanna to warrant calling him a man—in shock. “What are you doing here?”
Alanna blinked but didn’t miss a beat. “Actually, I was going to ask you that same question. You don’t look like an Anomaly.”
“Anomaly—?” the teenager looked around in alarm as if searching for a ghost. “Where is it? I saw it just a few minutes ago—”
“So there is an Anomaly here?” Alanna did a fist pump. “Score one for my journalistic instincts!”
The costumed teen stared at Alanna like she was crazy. “What are you going on about? This is a dangerous place, far too dangerous for a girl like you. You should leave.”
Nancy spoke up. “That’s what I told her.”
“Shut up, Nancy.” Alanna put her hands on her hips and looked at the costumed mystery man. “Pretty rich for a teenage boy like you to call me a girl. Self-awareness much?”
The costumed boy, as that was what Alanna decided this guy was, rose to his feet and scowled at her. “I’m no boy, I’m a superhero. And as a superhero, I say this place is no place for a normal girl like you.”
Alanna raised an eyebrow and looked him up and down, taking note of how tall he actually was. “Oh, yeah? Who are you, Mr. Superhero? I’ve never seen or heard of you before tonight.”
The superhero glared at her. “You want a name? Fine. Call me—”
Another roar from the plant, this one sounding much closer—too close for Alanna’s comfort—interrupted Mr. Superhero, drawing his and her attention back to the manufacturing plant itself.
That was when a creature straight out of Alanna’s nightmares rose out from the roof of the building that Mr. Superhero had been knocked out of, spreading its bat-like wings across the sky, silhouetted by the full moon of the November night.
And glaring down at both Mr. Superhero and Alanna with hateful red eyes.
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Justin’s night had already been going downhill even before he ran into that annoying girl and her far more rational AI drone. 
It should have been simple. Infiltrate the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant, discover if the source of the Anomalies was in there, and get out, ideally without being seen or noticed. Even more ideally, Justin hoped to actually capture an Anomaly and bring it back to his dad to study.
Things had started off well enough. With aid from his personal AI, Valerie, Justin had managed to infiltrate the plant without being spotted by guards or alerted by security systems. He’d even made it a fair bit of the way into the building, not quite finding the proof he needed but getting close.
Unfortunately, Justin then had the bad luck of running into one of those very Anomalies, and a particularly angry one at that. He supposed that he should have been happy to find an Anomaly here, as it provided evidence that the Destiny Corporation was, in fact, connected to the Anomalies in some way.
But it was hard to feel happy about having to come face to face with merciless monsters that didn’t even appear to belong in this reality, whose very presence seemed to warp the fabric of the universe itself.
And now I have a civilian to protect, too, thought Justin as he cracked his knuckles and his neck, which was stiff from the crash. How could tonight get any harder?
The only good thing about tonight was that the Red Gate—which had flight, the ability to generate red electricity from one’s body, and super strength and durability—had worked wonders. If Justin hadn’t been wearing the Gate System on this mission, he probably would have been killed when the bat-like Anomaly knocked him out of the building and definitely would have died when he crashed onto the ground outside the plant’s fence.
As it was, Justin felt bruised and tired, but he didn’t feel any broken bones or major injuries.
Of course, if Justin didn’t have the Gate System at all, then he wouldn’t have even come here. He wasn’t a superhero. Not really.
Even if that was what he’d told Alanna.
A cool female voice in his right ear said, “Body scans are complete. No major injuries or fractures have been identified.”
“Thanks, Val,” Justin said under his breath as he cracked his neck. “How much time do I have before the Red Gate runs out of power?”
“Approximately fifteen minutes, depending on power usage,” said Valerie, the AI powering his costume, said. “Fourteen if you use the Red Gate’s red electricity abilities.”
Justin scowled. Fifteen minutes didn’t seem like nearly enough time to take out the Anomaly and get home before his dad found out that Justin had decided to, ah, ‘borrow’ the Gate System without asking.
And Justin wasn’t sure what was scarier: The murderous, bat-like Anomaly that didn’t even know the meaning of the word ‘mercy’ or his dad when Justin did something that he definitely wasn’t allowed to do.
Unless I can get home before Dad does, it looks like I’ll be dying tonight either way, thought Justin. The only question is, would Dad or the Anomaly be more merciful in their killing?
“Look, viewers!” said the teenage girl, her excited voice breaking through Justin’s thoughts. She pointed at the bat-like Anomaly. “It’s a real Anomaly at the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant! Isn’t that the scariest thing you’ve ever seen?”
Justin glared at the girl. “Wait, are you streaming this? How many viewers do you have now?”
The girl gave Justin a rather unimpressed look, as if he was an annoying little kid asking her a bunch of dumb questions. “Relax, Mr. Superhero. It’s just twenty—”
“Thousand,” the AI drone, who Justin recalled hearing the girl refer to as Nancy, said. “Twenty-thousand people are currently watching the stream, Miss Lane.”
“Yeah,” said the girl, whose name was apparently Miss Lane, in a smug tone. “Just twenty-thousand—wait, Nancy, what the f—”
Miss Lane’s expletive was interrupted by an ear-piercing screech from the Anomaly. The screech forced Miss Lane to slap her hands over her ears and even made Justin cringe, though the earcoms in both of his ears, which were equipped with sound-dampeners, made it hurt his ears a whole lot less.
The Anomaly, seemingly bored of their squabbling, rushed toward them, flapping its massive wings rapidly, growling like a beast.
Justin shot Miss Lane a warning look. “Lady, you need to stop streaming to your twenty or twenty-thousand viewers and get the heck out of here. Now!”
“No, Nancy, don’t listen to him!” said Miss Lane urgently. She was now looking at her phone, because of course she was. “Keep streaming! Keep those numbers going up, up, up—”
Justin took off without looking at her again. He didn’t have time to take care of someone who clearly had no sense of self-preservation.
He just flew, without any visible means of propulsion, into the air straight toward the Anomaly, which was still heading directly toward them. In the back of his mind, Justin was still amazed by how the Red Gate gave him the power to fly like this.
If he hadn’t been in a battle for his life, Justin might have even taken a moment to relax and enjoy the sensation of the cold winter air on his exposed chin, the sensation of his body moving through the air as naturally as a fish through water.
But right now, Justin had an Anomaly to take care of.
Furrowing his brow Justin charged red electricity through his fist, which sparked and crackled like electricity from a live wire, and threw his fist directly at the Anomaly’s mouth—
Crunch.
Justin’s electric fist connected and sent the Anomaly flying off to the side uncontrollably. The Anomaly crashed through the fencing surrounding the manufacturing plant, smashing it to pieces underneath its weight. The Anomaly rolled onto its back, growling and gasping, but it was, frustratingly enough, still alive.
Justin fully intended to fix that problem.
“Justin,” said Val, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking, “wasn’t the original plan to capture an Anomaly alive so your father could study it later?”
Justin grimaced. Val was right, but he didn’t want to admit it. “Yeah, but this thing is starting to piss me off. And if it decides to go after that girl streamer, then I’ll have to kill it.”
Justin didn’t think he was wrong. That girl streamer, Miss Lane, was still where he’d left her. Her AI drone’s camera was focused mostly on him now, which was certainly a problem because this whole mission was supposed to be a secret.
Now the whole world is going to know about me, thought Justin. And Dad will, too, once he sees the chatter on social media.
But that was a problem for later. A growl below reminded Justin of a much more pertinent problem:
The Anomaly.
It had nearly recovered from its crash and was back on its feet already. Its body appeared to have stabilized, too, as it was no longer constantly shifting and glitching. That wasn’t good. A stable Anomaly was a strong Anomaly and the last thing Justin needed was for this already powerful Anomaly, which Val had rated as a Level Two on the Anomaly Threat Evaluation Scale, to become even more powerful.
Maybe I won’t be able to kill it after all, thought Justin, furrowing his brow.
Aloud, Justin said, “All right, Val, which Gate has the best powers for capturing an enemy with the least likelihood of killing it?”
“The Blue Gate,” said Val promptly. “With its access to a vast array of ice-related powers, it should have a power you can use to capture the Anomaly without lethally injuring it.”
Justin nodded. “Blue Gate. Gotcha. What will that do to my power supply?”
“Surprisingly little,” replied Val. “It might take another thirty seconds off your Super Energy supply, but the Blue Gate is actually more energy efficient than the Red Gate by about thirty percent. It is slightly weaker, however, so be careful when fighting an enemy directly while using it.”
That didn’t sound like a problem to Justin. He reached down toward his belt to change the dial to the Blue Gate, only to hear a scream below. He whipped his head in the direction of the high-pitched scream and cursed.
What looked like another Anomaly—where had that one come from?—was cornering Miss Lane and her drone against the remainder of the fence. This Anomaly resembled a two-headed snake, with one of its heads looking like a horned snake, while the other resembled a purple wolf. Justin hadn’t even sensed that Anomaly.
That was bad because Justin was usually good at sensing them before they appeared. It was his ‘gift,’ so to speak, and one of the reasons he’d made it his mission to solve the Anomaly problem that no one else seemed capable of solving.
Justin didn’t have time to ask Val to analyze this particular Anomaly. He turned and flew toward the snake Anomaly, pushing himself to fly faster than ever.
Miss Lane was screaming and kicking wildly at the Anomaly, but none of her efforts to fight off the Anomaly seemed to do anything to stop it. Nancy floated uselessly beside her, recording the encounter but clearly lacking the means to fight back or protect her owner. Both of its heads hissed and growled as the Anomaly drew closer and closer to Miss Lane, acidic spit leaking out of the corners of its mouth.  
Perhaps that was why it didn't notice Justin until he slammed both of his fists down on each of its heads. Its heads crashed into the pavement with a couple of loud cracks as Justin landed on its body, pinning its necks to the ground with his feet.
Justin shot Miss Lane another warning glare. “Miss, what did I tell you about leaving the area? This place is way too dangerous for mere civilians like you.”
Justin was fully aware that Miss Lane was probably no older than he was, but because he needed to keep his identity a secret, he decided to play up the superhero angle and pretend like he was a lot older than her. It helped that he felt like his costume made him look older than he was, too.
To her credit, Miss Lane did look very frightened. Her eyes were on the Anomaly under Justin's feet as if she could not believe she had come this close to death.
That wasn't surprising; most people never got this close to an Anomaly without getting killed or seriously injured. Justin was actually surprised that she didn't seem as scared as she should have been. Either she didn't quite comprehend just how dangerous the situation was, or she was a lot braver than he thought.
But then Miss Lane shook her head and looked at Justin again defiantly. “No way, Mr. Superhero! My viewers—the people of New Gold City—deserve to know the truth about the Anomalies, and I am going to do my darnedest to give it to them, no matter what. You'll just have to deal with that.”
Justin had to admit that, despite his frustrations with the girl, she did look rather cute when she glared at him and defiantly declared that she wanted the truth behind the Anomalies as well. It made him think of her a little better, as he had thought that she was just another attention-seeking streamer looking to gain clout on the Internet by doing stupid stuff.
But Justin's thoughts were interrupted by the loud flapping of wings behind him, and he looked over his shoulder in time to see the first Anomaly—the one that resembled a bat—hurtling toward him with its claws outstretched. Justin immediately whirled around and caught its claws, but then, with one flap of its wings, the bat-like Anomaly flew into the air with Justin still hanging on tightly to its feet.
Crying out in surprise, Justin immediately let go of the Anomaly, only for it to slash at his chest with its claws. One of its claws slashed through his chest and ripped through the spandex covering it, digging into the flesh underneath and making his chest bleed. Justin cried out again as the chest wound opened up, spilling blood all over his costume.
But the Level Two Anomaly wasn't done yet. It opened its mouth and unleashed a sonic scream on Justin, which smashed into his body and sent him flying toward the ground again. He smashed into the pavement harder than the last time, lying on his back, his head spinning from the impact of the crash.
Nonetheless, Justin could hear Val's voice in his right ear saying, “Analysis of your body complete. The chest wound opened by the Level Two Anomaly is the only major injury that my systems detect. To expedite the healing process, I recommend switching to the White Gate, which has a healing factor that should heal your chest wound in a reasonable time frame.”
Justin groaned. He felt his chest, which was sticky and slick with his own blood, and grimaced. “Thanks, Val, but I can't worry about myself right now. The streamer girl—she is still in—”
Justin was interrupted yet again by another shriek from above, and he looked up to see the Level Two Anomaly hurtling toward him again. He heard another growl nearby and looked to the right to see that the two-headed snake Anomaly he had defeated already was also slithering toward him, both of its heads snapping and snarling at him. Val instantly identified that Anomaly as a Level One Anomaly, but that didn't make the situation any better.
Justin tried to rise to his feet, but between his chest wound and the beating he had already taken from the Level Two Anomaly, he could barely stand on his own two feet. He realized that he was going to need to switch Gates to deal with both of the Anomalies, but he would have to do it fast before they got upon him.
Then Justin heard footsteps rushing toward him, and that girl, Miss Lane, appeared between him and the Level Two Anomaly. She held her arms out to either side, staring down the oncoming Level Two Anomaly with a mixture of fear and determination in her body language. She was shaking, but it clearly had nothing to do with the cold.
Justin stared at her back in disbelief. “What are you doing? You are going to get yourself killed!”
Miss Lane looked over her shoulder at Justin defiantly. “You saved me, so I am going to save you. Now do something, Mr. Superhero! Or are you just going to sit there like a little kid and pout?”
Justin didn't know if he should be infuriated by the girl for putting herself in danger for no good reason, or if he should admire her for her bravery despite the fact that she clearly had no powers or fighting skills at all herself.
Nonetheless, Justin reached down and switched the dial on his belt to the Blue Gate.
Justin's utility belt glowed blue like ice, and Justin stood up. As he rose to his feet, the belt split in two. One half went down to his legs, while the other half moved up over the upper half of his body, including his torso, arms, and head. The Super Energy generated by the Gate System crackled blue along Justin's body. It didn’t feel hot like when he used the Red Gate, but rather ice-cold.
A second later, both halves of his utility belt connected again at his waist, but Justin wasn't in his red-and-black costume anymore. Instead, he was in a blue-and-white costume with a snowflake design on the chest. He felt cold power rushing through his body that was remarkably different from the electrical energy that the Red Gate had given him. The cold seemed to dampen the pain from his chest wound, too, although it didn't actually heal it.
That was fine by Justin. He would get it looked at later.
A gasp from Miss Lane brought Justin back to reality, and he saw her staring at him with big eyes. “Whoa! Did your costume just change color? And what's with the snowflake design?”
Justin didn't have time to answer her questions because both of the Anomalies were nearly upon them now. The Level Two Anomaly was just half a yard ahead of them, while the Level One Anomaly was even closer.
But time seemed to slow around Justin as his body filled with the Super Energy to activate the powers of the Blue Gate. And he knew exactly what to do. 
Shoving Miss Lane behind him, Justin held out his hands toward the two Anomalies and caught them by their necks, stopping them in their tracks. He even managed to grab the twin necks of the two-headed snake, making both of the Anomalies cry out in surprise.
Then Justin glared at the Anomalies and said:
“Freeze.” 
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Cold energy exploded from the palms of his hands and instantly encased both of the Anomalies. The monsters tried to escape, but they were simply far, far too slow. 
A breath later, the Anomalies were frozen solid, their expressions forever stuck in grimaces of fear and pain.
Breathing hard, Justin let go of their necks and staggered backward, his hands on his knees as he shook. He hadn’t used the Blue Gate very much before now and found that it took a lot out of him, similar to the first time he used the Red Gate.
He’d get used to it.
Still, Justin asked Val, every word a struggle, “Val, how much time do I have left now?”
Val, of course, didn’t sound tired at all when she answered, “Approximately ten minutes. The Blue Gate also has flight capabilities, although they are significantly more limited than the flight capabilities of the Red Gate, so it should be able to get you home before your father notices.”
Justin nodded. That was good to hear. He hadn’t been sure how much Super Energy he would use up freezing the two Anomalies at once, but he was glad that it hadn’t been as energy-intensive as he had feared. Otherwise, he’d have to walk back home and that would both take a long time and be really awkward.
Especially if he had to walk with that Miss Lane girl.
But then Justin realized that he still needed to haul at least one of the Anomalies back home with him. He looked at the two frozen Anomalies, trying to decide which one was lighter than the other, before he heard Miss Lane behind him say, her voice slightly trembling, “Mr. Superhero? Are you okay?”
Panting hard, Justin looked over his shoulder at Miss Lane. She was still sitting on the ground where he had shoved her protectively behind him, thankfully uninjured as far as he could tell. She was looking at him with what appeared to be genuine concern for his health, which took him aback slightly because he hadn’t thought she cared about him at all.
Scratching the back of his head, Justin said, “Ah, I am fine, Miss Lane. How are you?”
Miss Lane slowly rose to her feet, never taking her eyes off Justin or the Anomalies. “I am okay, thanks to you, but how did you do that?”
Justin blinked. “Do what?”
Miss Lane spread her arms wide. “Change your costume and powers on the spot like that! I’ve never heard of a superhero who can do that before. Does it have to do with that high-tech utility belt you’re wearing?”
Miss Lane pointed at the utility belt around Justin’s waist. Justin had forgotten that Miss Lane didn’t know that his utility belt was actually part of his father’s Gate System, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell her that now—not when he was almost out of Super Energy as it was. Especially if her drone, Nancy, was still filming the encounter for the entire Internet to see. Out of the corner of his eye, Justin saw Nancy floating nearby still, her singular blue eye focused on him and Miss Lane.
Justin shook his head and turned back toward the Level Two Anomaly, which he figured was probably the lightest of the two because it was more like a bat than the other. “Sorry, that’s classified information. I need to leave with one of the Anomalies, so I suggest that you take advantage of the fact that you are still living and breathing to go back home and forget about this entire encounter. You need to stay safe.”
Justin felt Miss Lane’s hand grab his shoulder, and he looked over at her again. She did not look impressed by his orders.
With a deep frown and a raised eyebrow, Miss Lane asked, “That is all you’re going to say to me, Mr. Superhero? I helped save your life just now. Don’t you know how to say thank you?”
Once again, Justin felt torn between admiring her willingness to talk back to him when he was clearly much stronger than her, or being irritated that she was wasting precious minutes he could have been using to fly the Level Two Anomaly home for further research. He decided to go with the latter feeling for now, mostly in a vain effort to see if he could convince her that she should still go home.
Shrugging off her hand, Justin turned around to face her again and put his hands on his hips, looking down at Miss Lane with his own eyebrow raised. It was easy because she was nearly a head shorter than he was. “Listen, Miss Lane, while I appreciate your help, I really didn’t need it. I had the situation under control myself, so it wasn’t like I would have died without your help or anything. Frankly, you were almost a liability back there.”
Miss Lane put her hands on her hips, too, in a clear effort to mimic Justin, which both annoyed and amused him at the same time. “Who are you calling a liability? Do you want my rabid fan base online to cancel you for making fun of me?”
Justin put on a mock thoughtful face. “What was it that your drone said? Your fan base of, like, twenty? Yeah, that’s really scary, especially after almost being killed by an Anomaly. Two Anomalies, actually.”
Miss Lane snorted. “Actually, over 20,000 people are currently watching this stream. Isn’t that right, Nancy?”
“That is correct, Miss Lane,” said Nancy. “And it has been steadily climbing by a couple thousand new viewers every couple of minutes or so. If it keeps up at this rate, then this will easily be your most-watched stream of all time and perhaps the most-watched livestream in New Gold City for the week.”
Justin started. He had forgotten that almost two percent of the population of the city was watching this stream right now. He had no idea how such a small-time streamer like Miss Lane had somehow managed to gain so many viewers in one night, but that was another reminder that he couldn’t dilly-dally. He needed to just grab one of the Anomalies and go.
Shaking his head, Justin turned away from Miss Lane again, walked over to the Level Two Anomaly, and picked it up, putting it on his shoulders. It weighed a ton, especially frozen, but fortunately, the Blue Gate also had super strength as one of its powers, so he was able to carry the Level Two Anomaly with only a minimal amount of effort.
“Val,” said Justin as he turned in the direction he assumed was home, “chart a course back to Dad’s lab. Make sure it is the quickest way there, and let me know if I need to take an alternate route to avoid detection from public security cameras or anything like that.”
“Certainly, Justin,” said Val. “I have already charted the ideal path for you to take home that will minimize your chances of detection by other people. Even better, the flight path is only three minutes, meaning that if you leave now, then you should return to the lab with minutes to spare on the Gate System.”
Justin nodded, smiling. “Thanks, Val. You’re the—”
A sharp pain stabbed like a knife in the back of Justin’s head, making him grunt and drop the Level Two Anomaly onto the ground before him. He fell to his hands and knees, groaning as the sharp pain grew sharper and sharper with each passing second. It felt like someone was ripping a knife through his brain.
“Mr. Superhero?” said Miss Lane behind him in a hesitant voice. “Are you okay—?”
Justin, however, ignored her. He recognized the sharp pain all too well. It was the same sharp pain he felt whenever an Anomaly was about to come into existence nearby, but that made no sense. There were already two Anomalies in the area. Was a third one about to come into existence?
That would be record-breaking.
And not in a good way, either.
But then, as quickly as it came, the pain went away.
At the same time, however, it was replaced with the feeling that someone was watching him. A feeling that had nothing at all to do with either Miss Lane or Nancy.
Slowly, Justin raised his head and looked toward the Destiny Corporation manufacturing plant.
A figure stood on the roof of one of the buildings that made up the plant. Even from a distance, the figure, cloaked in shadow, looked taller than Justin. His dark cloak billowed in the wind at his feet, while his face, draped in darkness, stared right back at Justin. He thought that the mysterious figure was wearing some kind of face plate, but it was difficult to tell from a distance.
One thing was sure, though:
The figure practically radiated Anomaly energy.
“Val, can you analyze that person on that rooftop over there?” asked Justin as he slowly rose to his feet, rubbing the back of his head where the pain had struck. “Using the Anomaly Threat Evaluation System.”
“Certainly, Justin,” said Val. “With a margin of error of two percent, I would place the figure as a Level Four Anomaly. Possibly as high as Level Five, though without sufficient data, it’s impossible to say for sure if the figure is that strong.”
Justin’s heart froze in his chest. “He’s a Level Five Anomaly?”
“Who is?” Miss Lane looked up at the cloaked figure on the rooftop of the plant in the distance and squinted. “That guy? Who is he?”
Justin shook his head as his heart started hammering inside him. “No idea, but he’s dangerous. We need to—”
Again, Justin stopped speaking abruptly.
Mostly because the Level Five Anomaly had disappeared from the rooftop.
“Val, where did he go?” said Justin, putting a hand on his earcom as he rotated on the spot, looking in vain for the Anomaly. “The Level Five Anomaly. Where did he go?”
“My sensors are searching the area for any sign of the Anomaly, but unfortunately, I cannot detect him,” said Val, “which is strange as my sensors are designed to pick up Anomalies through at least Level Six. Either my sensors are malfunctioning or the
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