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The Story So Far…


My name is Axel.
No last name. No middle name. Just Axel. 
If people ask me my surname, I tell them it’s Smith. I know that’s not original, but it sounds so phony people never guess it really is fictitious. There’s a good reason I don’t have a last name, and here it is.
Okay. Deep breath.
I was part of a secret experiment carried out by an organization known as The Agency. This organization works with an alien race known as The Bakari. They’ve been here on Earth for thousands of years. The experiment was known as The Alpha Project, and their goal was to create superheroes. 
Why? The Bakari don’t want to interfere in human affairs, but neither do they want to see us destroy ourselves. One day humanity will join the intergalactic club. They’re still waiting for us to develop enough as a species for that day to arrive. 
During the process, they wiped my memory, and they gave me incredible powers. I can manipulate air. I can compress it and turn it into a shield or a weapon. I can shape it into an invisible glider on which I can fly, or I can create a vacuum, leaving someone else struggling for breath.
So, don’t make me mad. 
And here’s the rest of it. I’m seventeen (I think—it’s hard to know when you have no memory) with brown hair, brown eyes, and a small scar on the left side of my chin. I’m a native of the old US of A, but don’t ask me which part because I don’t know. 
My looks won’t put me on the front cover of any magazines, but I’m also not ugly either. 
Oh, and I’m not alone. 
There’s Chad. He’s about the same age, but he’s from Norway. He can create fire and ice. Also, he’s a pain, but more on that later. His sister, Ebony, looks about the same age. Like her brother, she has blonde hair and blue eyes. She’s attractive and can transmute objects to any substance she wants. That’s handy if you want to turn coal into diamonds, and you don’t have twenty million years to spare. 
Next on the list is Brodie. She’s an Australian with red hair and a pretty face. She’s my girlfriend. Kind of. In a way.
Confused?
Me too. 
Then there’s Dan. He’s a few years younger. Probably about fourteen. He’s Chinese, but he speaks perfect English. He can manipulate metals with his mind. He also has some psychic abilities. So, if one of us is in pain—he’s the first to know. He can manipulate people’s minds too. If you were playing poker against him, you would probably want to double-check your cards. Maybe those aren’t three six’s you’re carrying. 
They could be aces.
And then there’s Ferdy. How would I describe Ferdy? Let’s see. Like Dan, he’s younger, but the really incredible thing about Ferdy is that he’s an autistic savant. He has a brain like a computer, but he finds it hard to communicate with other people. He can remember amazing facts and do incredible calculations in his head, but he’s often lost in his own world. We do our best to draw him out as part of the gang.
Oh, I forgot something. 
Ferdy has super strength and can lift a bus.
So, don’t make him mad either. 
And that’s us. We’re teenage superheroes, but we’re trying to lie low and get our lives back together. The Agency gave us a campervan—actually, we stole it from them—and we’re renting a house outside Las Vegas. We left The Agency, but agreed they could call on us for help if required. 
The people at The Agency aren’t our friends, but we hope they’re not our enemies either. If they leave us alone, we’ll do the same. 
So, that’s us. 
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Everything was fine until someone decided to blow up the plane. 
I was sitting near the back. One of those Air Crash Investigation shows said that passengers sitting toward the rear have a better chance of surviving an air crash. Call me afraid. Call me a coward. Call me whatever you want. So what if I have superpowers? It doesn’t mean I’m invincible. 
We were returning from Dallas on yet another one of our trips to discover our origins. When we left The Agency, we took with us an encrypted book containing some formulas and addresses from across the planet. So far, we’d visited about twenty places, expecting to discover that we’d lived at one of them. 
So far, we’d turned up exactly—nothing. Some addresses were residential homes. Others were businesses. A couple were factories. We could find no link between us and the addresses. 
We hadn’t given up hope, but we felt discouraged. One scientist at The Agency—Doctor Sokolov—told me some crucial information with her dying breath. She told me I had a brother. 
Somewhere out there I had a family member. All I had to do was find him. 
I glanced around the plane. Dan sat beside the window. We’d taken a lot of flights over the last few months—ever since we’d gained our superpowers—and he always grabbed the window seat. Watching the world fly by held no great allure for me. 
I’d done plenty of flying, but most of it was without an airplane. 
The jet was traveling from Dallas to Las Vegas. I was sitting next to Dan while Brodie, Ebony, and Chad were near the wings. It was a typical flight. Flying in a plane is dull when you’ve flown without one. I’d watched most of an in-flight movie. Then I’d moved onto a book. Finally, I’d tried closing my eyes to grab forty winks.
I opened my eyes and glanced at my watch. Thirty minutes till we were due to land. Not my idea of fun. Then Dan sat forward and rubbed his forehead.
‘Everything okay?’ I asked.
He didn’t answer for a moment. ‘Yeah.’
He didn’t sound all right.
‘I’ve got one of those headaches,’ he said. 
I knew what he meant by those headaches. 
The Alpha Project had left Dan with an odd set of abilities. Not only could he control metal objects, but he could also manipulate people’s minds like in Star Wars. You know, like those old Jedi mind tricks. He could pick up the feelings and thoughts of other people. It had begun with us, but over recent months he’d heard the thoughts of other people too. 
‘What can you hear?’ I asked him quietly. 
He said nothing for the longest time. ‘A guy,’ he said. ‘He’s got…bad thoughts.’
Bad thoughts. That could mean anything from being a serial killer to painting graffiti on city buildings. 
‘He’s got…’ Dan stopped. ‘He’s carrying a weapon.’
I looked across the rows of seats before us. This was a 747 carrying a full load of passengers. From memory, that was around four hundred and fifty passengers. Air marshals weren’t unusual on flights. Not only were they authorized to carry a gun, but allowed to use them in case of emergencies.
‘He’s carrying a bomb,’ Dan whispered. 
‘Wassat?’ 
Dan looked up at me with fear in his eyes. ‘He’s carrying a bomb around his waist. I think he…killed his wife this morning. I can see blood—lots of it. He’s been planning this for ages. This morning…this morning was the trigger.’
I swallowed. ‘Who is it?’ 
Dan shook his head. ‘I have no idea.’
‘You’ve got to focus,’ I said. ‘You’ve done it before.’
He had done it before. He’d picked out the thoughts of a woman who had robbed a bank. Unfortunately, it had taken almost half an hour and left him with a blinding headache. 
‘I’m not sure—’
‘Just try. I’ll tell the others.’
Heading down the aisle, I maneuvered around children and their parents heading to the restrooms, and flight attendants trying to force-feed the passengers. I could just make out Brodie’s red hair. She and Chad were sitting on the window side with Ebony on the other side of the aisle, chatting to Ferdy. She’d taken a liking to him and seemed to have made it her personal mission to draw him out of his shell.
I wasn’t too sure how much success she was having. Ferdy was autistic, but without professional advice, it was hard to work out what was best. So far, everything we knew about autism was from the internet. 
Chad and Brodie’s heads were close to each other, so close in fact that I thought, for one horrible split second, that they were kissing. 
Don’t be stupid, I thought. 
I needed to speak to them in private, but jumbo jets aren’t famous for their privacy. Kneeling next to Brodie, I gripped her armrest and bent low. 
‘Hey guys,’ I said. ‘We need to talk.’
Brodie turned to me, laughing. ‘Axel!’ she said. ‘Chad was just telling me the funniest story.’
‘I’m sure. Look, Dan just told me—’
‘Why are you looking so serious, Mister Leader?’ Chad asked. ‘Is the plane taking too long?’
There are times I really hated Chad. Sometimes I think he was put on this Earth to drive me crazy. Sure, he was a friend, but I still wanted to kill him sometimes. 
I spoke in a hushed tone. ‘Dan thinks someone has a bomb on this plane.’
Well, that sort of information would put a dampener on most conversations.
‘What?’ The smile fell from Brodie’s face. ‘Who?’
‘He’s trying to work that out.’
‘What do you suggest?’ Chad asked. ‘Should we tell the crew?’
‘Tell them what?’ I asked. ‘That Dan can read minds? And there’s a loony about to blow up the plane?’
‘What do we know?’ Brodie asked.
‘It’s a man,’ I said. ‘That’s all.’
‘That narrows it down to roughly half the passengers.’ 
‘Probably less,’ Chad said. ‘Children are maybe five or ten percent.’
I nodded. 
‘We need to do a search,’ Brodie suggested. ‘See if we can spot him ourselves.’
‘He won’t be wearing a sign,’ Chad said. 
‘No, but he might be nervous.’ 
He might be nervous? I knew I was. Glancing about, I saw Ebony watching us curiously. I leaned close to Brodie. ‘Tell Ebony what’s happening,’ I said. ‘It’s probably best to leave Ferdy where he is. I’ll see if Dan knows anything more.’
I headed for the rear. As I wandered past everyone, I scanned their faces for signs of guilt. Did any of the men look like they had just murdered their wives? It looked like one guy was currently engaged in a furious discussion with his partner; they seemed to want to kill each other. Another guy was staring into space with an odd expression. 
But how odd, exactly? Did he look psychotic odd?
Then there was the guy sitting next to the window who was nervously wiping his face. Why is he nervous? Was he afraid of flying? Or afraid because he was about to blow up the plane? By the time I reached Dan, I was more confused than ever, and he looked unwell. 
‘Any luck?’ I asked. 
‘Not much. I’ve got a splitting headache and…’
‘And what?’
He shook his head. ‘I think the guy’s carrying more than a bomb,’ he said. ‘I think he’s also got a gun.’
A gun? How was that possible? Ever since 9/11, security on all domestic flights had been ramped up to the max. How could someone smuggle a gun and a bomb on board a plane? It was impossible unless they had an exemption to carry a weapon on a plane, and the only person allowed to do that would be—
‘Dan,’ I said urgently. ‘Could the person be a sky marshal?’
‘A sky marshal?’
‘Yes. You know. They’re kind of a police officer allowed to carry weapons on planes. They’re supposed to look after security, but—’
But the person could have lost their mind. 
Dan nodded slowly. ‘I think you’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m getting a sense that he always carries a gun. I think he is some kind of cop.’
I glanced over the rows of seats. Ebony and Brodie were working their way up the aisle closest to us, surreptitiously examining the passengers. Chad was searching the other aisle. He wasn’t so secretive. Actually, he looked like he wanted to fight someone. 
Well, he often looked like that. 
I grabbed Dan’s arm. ‘Just follow my lead,’ I said. ‘Try to get into the flight attendant’s head when I ask about sky marshals.’
‘What?’
I dragged him with me. We pushed past a man and his son returning from the restroom and cornered a slim air stewardess in one of the galley alcoves. Her name tag read Kelly.
‘Excuse me, Miss,’ I said.
‘Yes?’ 
She looked at us curiously. 
‘I’m just trying to settle an argument with my friend,’ I said hurriedly. ‘We were having a conversation about sky marshals.’
I glanced at Dan. He was focusing intently on the girl. Slowly, he turned around and looked back toward the rear of the aircraft. 
‘Yes?’ 
I made up a story about how I thought women weren’t allowed to be sky marshals. The girl assured me the role wasn’t gender-specific. I barely heard what she was saying. I was hoping she was doing exactly what I intended; flight crews always knew the identities of armed passengers. Here, it would be the sky marshal. 
After a few seconds, I nodded, gripped Dan’s arm, and dragged us away.
‘Speak to me,’ I said. 
‘It’s him,’ Dan said, nodding to a man in a gray business suit who had just left his seat. He was slowly making his way to the back. I hadn’t noticed him when I scanned the passengers. He was just another ordinary looking guy. Reaching the back restrooms next to the rear door, his eyes settled on me.
Uh oh. 
He knew. It must have been something in my face. Possibly a look of pure, naked fear. Whatever it was, he immediately looked alarmed and reached into his pocket. 
‘Brodie!’ I yelled. ‘It’s him!’
She turned at the sound of my voice, followed my outstretched arm with her eyes, and started toward the man. He dragged out a gun and pointed it wildly. 
He fired. 
I saw Brodie’s hand move faster than the eye can see. Reaching to her right, she spun around one hundred and eighty degrees like a drunk ballet dancer. Grabbing an armrest for support, she opened her clenched fist. 
She’d caught the bullet.
People screamed as the man rifled through his pockets. I shoved a man out of the way. I needed to create a wall of air as a shield, but everything was happening too fast. A woman leaped up in front of me. Someone else fell into the aisle as they tried to escape from the chaos. 
The man took a step back. The look on his face was one of amazing calm. He looked kind of relieved. 
That’s when he detonated the bomb. 
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General Solomon Wolff shaded his eyes as he stepped from the plane onto the boarding ramp and peered across the tarmac. It was a hot day in Dubai, but this country was known for its heat. It didn’t rain often, and it was common for the average temperature to reach boiling point in August. 
As luck would have it, this was August. 
Wolff didn’t let small things like the heat concern him. He was a mercenary, and men like him often enjoyed difficulty as much as they did comfort. Sometimes he thought he preferred it more. Heat and discomfort kept him on his toes. He’d seen too many comrades grow relaxed, and that was when they made mistakes.
And mistakes in his line of work usually led to death. 
He walked down the passenger stairs and spotted a limousine on the tarmac. A man in a headscarf was waiting for him with a sign. Printed across it in white letters was a single word:
Phillips
This was the name he was currently using, and just the latest of many names he’d used over the years. He nodded to the driver. The man opened the back door, and Wolff climbed in. The vehicle was decorated in leather and gold-colored metal. He peered a little closer. 
I believe that is actually gold. 
They drove through the shopping district in Dubai. This country was a place of extremes. People still rode camels here, although others just as happily drove vehicles. The predominant religion was the Muslim faith, and here women wore the traditional clothing, the abaya, a black ankle-length gown that covered the head. This was a place of immense wealth, and money created freedom: the freedom to build, the freedom to control.
One sign of that freedom dominated the landscape directly in front of Wolff. The world’s tallest building—the Burj Khalifa—rose directly from the city before him. Wolff felt a tiny sense of pride that he was about to attend a meeting in this structure. He stifled the emotion. Pride was a weakness and a weakness that could kill. He forced himself to look out impassively at the passing streets. 
The vehicle drew closer to the building. 
‘Excuse me,’ Wolff said. 
‘Yes, sir?’
‘I’ll walk the last few feet. Thank you.’
The car drew to a halt, and Wolff once more stepped out into the terrible heat. He looked up at the Burj Khalifa. This was a fantastic structure. Not only was it the world’s tallest skyscraper, but it also held records for the highest restaurant, highest mosque, and highest nightclub. 
Amusingly, it held the record for the world’s second highest swimming pool, but Wolff doubted the building’s owners lost any sleep over it. 
A man met him in the lobby. He wore a suit, and unlike many other people Wolff had seen here, he didn’t appear to be an Arab. Wolff suspected he was European. 
‘Mister Phillips?’ the man said. 
‘Yes?’
‘I am Jean-Pierre Bertrand,’ he said, shaking hands with Wolff. ‘I notice you examining the building from the outside.’
‘It’s most impressive.’ 
‘It is,’ Bertrand said. ‘Our meeting will take place on the one hundred and thirtieth floor. I think you will find it a most incredible view.’
Wolff nodded. Bertrand led him through to an elevator. The attendant pushed a button, and they ascended at great speed.
That’s right, Wolff thought. This structure also holds the record for the world’s fastest elevators. 
Another record broken.
The elevator came to a precise halt. Bertrand led him out into a foyer, and they passed two businessmen leaving a meeting. They were probably reputable. Most of the dealings that took place in this structure were reputable. 
Most meetings. 
Some, like the one he was about to attend, couldn’t be called reputable by any stretch of the imagination. As a matter of fact, disreputable would be putting it kindly. Wolff was ready to meet with an individual who would make any Interpol or FBI agent’s mouth water with anticipation.
Arriving at a suite, Bertrand knocked on the door three times. After a moment, it opened, and a servant showed them into a room that had a spectacular view of the entire Gulf of Oman.
This is where my life has brought me, Wolff thought. To the top of the world.
He was aware of the pride he felt but allowed himself to enjoy it for a few seconds. 
‘Impressive, is it not?’ a voice said from behind. 
Wolff turned slowly. The man who had appeared behind him was of average build with brown hair and eyes. Possibly about forty years of age. Clean-shaven. No distinguishing marks of any noticeable kind. 
‘I’m sure you know who I am,’ the man said. 
‘I do,’ Wolff replied. ‘You are Mercer Todd. I believe you hold the number three position on the FBI’s most-wanted list.’
Todd inclined his head. ‘A dubious honor. There are sadists and serial killers on that list. I’m not that kind of man.’ He smiled. ‘However, I sometimes make use of the services of men who are.’
Wolff nodded and said nothing.
‘Please take a seat,’ Todd said. ‘Would you like a drink?’
‘Water would be fine.’
The men sat facing each other, but still had a view of the gulf. A glass arrived for Wolff, but he noticed Todd didn’t have a drink. 
‘I understand you are a man who can get things,’ Todd said. 
‘I have been known to be able to acquire certain things under the right circumstances,’ Wolff said. ‘And for the right price.’
Todd named a price. It was a lot of money. It occurred to Wolff that he never would have thought his services could be considered so valuable. One hundred million dollars was a lot in anyone’s terms. This meant the task wouldn’t be easy, but he wasn’t hired to carry out easy assignments. 
‘You’ve named your price,’ Wolff said. ‘Perhaps you should name the thing you require.’
Todd nodded. ‘I need you to kidnap someone for me,’ he said. ‘A child. A very important child.’
Wolff said nothing. For one hundred million dollars, he imagined it must be the child of a president—possibly the American President—or a prime minister. He asked if this were the case.
The man who rated the number three position on the FBI’s most-wanted list smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. 
‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘The child is not famous. Not yet. But he will be.’
Todd told him the child’s identity.
It wasn’t often that Wolff doubted if he could achieve his task, but this was one of those rare times. He sat for a long moment, considering the offer. One hundred million dollars. It was a lot of money, but he knew he’d be earning every cent. He hadn’t met this child, but he’d dealt with his friends. They were possibly the most challenging adversaries he’d ever faced.
He’d need help to make this mission work. 
‘They’re sharing a group household,’ Todd continued. ‘It’s under the name of Smith.’
Wolff nodded. ‘Where?’ 
‘A house outside of Las Vegas.’
Wolff sighed to himself. 
Of course, he thought. More desert. 
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The blast took out the passenger door to the bomber’s left as well as the restroom to his right; it disintegrated into debris as did three seats. A roar filled the compartment as the air was sucked out of the aircraft, and a fine mist filled the cabin. People screamed as oxygen masks fell from the ceiling. 
It was mayhem. Absolute mayhem.
The plane lurched to one side. I saw the vacuum of air dragging a man helplessly along the aisle toward the breach in the cabin. Another passenger grabbed hold of him. At the same time, I realized the front of the aircraft seemed to drop; the plane was going into a dive. I had to seal the breach in the hull with a shield. Unfortunately, the plane pitched to the right as I tried to focus on the breach. 
Both Dan and I were thrown sideways into the laps of a married couple who were desperately scrambling to work out how to position the oxygen masks. One was trying to place it on their young daughter; the girl’s face was filled with absolute terror.
The instructions always tell you to put the mask on yourself first, I thought. Then help younger children. Don’t people read the instruction cards? 
People didn’t always think well in a panic. Fortunately, I had my ability to control air, so I created an air bubble around myself and Dan. We could breathe—for now. I grabbed one of the masks and positioned it over the man’s face while Dan helped to aid the girl. 
He gave us a grateful look as the air began to flow. Regaining my feet, I realized the plane was now rising again. For a few seconds, it seemed level. Then the nose continued to rise too steeply. 
‘The pilots must be trying to get control of the plane,’ I yelled to Dan.
‘You’ve got to seal the hole,’ Dan said.
I tried to focus on creating a shield in the hull. Usually, when I created shields, I could see them as a faint out-of-focus bubble. I held out my hand and focused hard on knitting the air molecules together that would create the barrier. Nothing happened. 
‘Come on,’ I groaned in desperation. ‘Work!’
Still, the shield wouldn’t form.
What’s wrong with my powers? 
Before I could worry about this more, a crack appeared in the hull beside the breach. It looked like the plane was starting to tear apart. 
I had to seal that hole in the hull, but nothing was happening. 
‘Take a breath!’ I told Dan.
He looked at me in confusion but followed my order. I dropped the air bubbles around us and put all my focus into creating the shield. The hull continued to tear, ripping into a window next to an elderly woman.
My shield isn’t forming! 
Casting a despairing look across the rows of seats, I saw Chad staring at me in confusion. The preferred option was for me to create one of my shields. It was invisible, and while people might wonder later how the plane held together, it would forever remain a mystery. 
The second option was Chad. 
With my powers out of commission, it was time for option two. 
I nodded to Chad, and he immediately pointed at the break in the hull. Ice started to form at its edges. Within seconds it had crept across the gap and covered the opening. The terrible screaming wind that had filled the cabin dropped away to silence. Even the cold subsided. The temperature outside the hull had probably been below zero. Now it was slowly starting to rise.
A groan sounded throughout the entire plane. Chad had sealed the breach, but it sounded like irreversible damage had been done to the fuselage of the aircraft. The plane would rip apart in seconds. I caught the eye of the stewardess we’d just spoken to—Kelly—and she opened her eyes in horror. Someone came racing down the aisle, pushing Kelly out of the way and almost knocking me over. 
Ebony.
I instantly realized what she intended to do. I chased her down the aisle. She positioned herself next to the icy barrier that her brother had created. 
‘What are you making?’ I asked.
‘Titanium.’
She placed her hand against the ice, and the barrier immediately began to change color. It was changing to a shade of dull silver. Within moments Ebony had
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