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There once was a man selling spears and shields.

About his spears he said, ‘They are so sharp they can pierce anything!’

About his shields he boasted, ‘My shields are so solid, nothing can dent them.’

Then a customer asked him, ‘What if I were to throw your spear at your shield?’

The seller could not respond.

CHINESE PHILOSOPHICAL STORY FROM THE HAN FEIZI, 3RD CENTURY B.C.

What happens when the irresistible force meets the immoveable object?

UNKNOWN


SOMEWHERE IN THE ARCTIC CIRCLE

35 YEARS AGO

They found it half buried in the snow about a thousand miles from the North Pole, still steaming from its violent re-entry.

It was a satellite, its curved aluminium sides dented from innumerable debris strikes in the hellish Venusian atmosphere and charred black from the heat of re-entering Earth’s.

It lay at the end of a long straight trench that had been created by its high-velocity landing.

The two members of the search team who found it, Dr Cobalt from America and Sergeant Furin from Russia, were peering at it when abruptly a superhot panel on the side of the steaming satellite sprang open and the two of them were enveloped in a sudden cloud of gas.

They both coughed and gagged as they inhaled the strange gas before dropping to the snowy ground, unconscious.

When they awoke in their respective countries three months later, they would both be very different from their former selves.

They would be very different from every other human being on the planet.



35 YEARS LATER



WASHINGTON, D.C.

0900 HOURS, TODAY

The sonic boom he created over the capital made the whole city shake.

Anyone out on the streets—locals walking in parks, tourists standing outside the various memorials and museums of D.C.—all looked up to see him come rocket­ing out of the morning sky like a streaking red laser.

It was a sight every American had seen before on television—in Crimea, Ukraine, Hungary—but never, never, inside the borders of their own country.

A flying man dressed in red and wearing his signature hood over a grilled ceramic facemask.

He flew like a bullet over the Potomac before pausing to circle high above D.C.

The experts on TV figured he must have come most of the way under the surface of the Atlantic—probably on board a Russian nuclear submarine, during the past few days as America had been mourning the death of Cobalt—because he wasn’t picked up by Air Force radars until he was a few miles out of D.C. and it was too late.

It was 9:00 a.m., Monday.

Then he stopped circling, flew sharply downward and, flying at incredible speed, sliced off the top of the Washington Monument.

That was when all the onlookers began screaming and running for their lives.
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THE FURY OF RUSSIA



OFFICES OF THE JET PROPULSION LABORATORY, DOWNTOWN LOS ANGELES

0600 HOURS (0900 IN D.C.)

On the west coast, it was still early. Dawn was breaking. 

Cassie Cassowitz sat in her deserted office at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in L.A., tensely watching the live news from Washington, D.C. Her shift, the night shift, was almost over.

Cassie watched the decapitation of the Washington Monument with more horror than the average American citizen. And that was saying something.

On the TV, the commentators were speaking rapidly:

‘—After the sad death of Cobalt last week and the funeral yesterday, it didn’t take long for the Russians to strike—’ 

‘—He said he would do it and now he has. Cobalt’s long-time rival, the Fury of Russia, declared last Tuesday that when Cobalt was in the ground, he would attack America “immediately and without remorse”. He hit Washington, D.C. this morning at 9:00 a.m. local time—’

‘—The President has been moved to an undisclosed location after Air Force defences proved useless against the Fury—’

‘—the Vice President issued a statement from San Francisco where he was scheduled to attend a private fundraising dinner tonight: “I urge all Americans to pray for our brave heroes. May God give them the strength to save us from this evil man—”’

Cassie stared slack-jawed at the television. The Fury hadn’t even waited one whole day.

The great Cobalt’s funeral had only been yesterday.

Of course, it had been an enormous affair, a full state funeral with a horse-drawn carriage bearing the mighty hero’s coffin down the centre of D.C., flanked by hundreds of military personnel.

Cassie Cassowitz was 29 and an aerospace engineer working in J.P.L.’s satellite division. It was classified government work—spy sats—which made it perfect for her.

It kept her out of sight. It was also literally illegal for anyone to ask her questions. In addition, she worked the night shift, to keep her extra hidden from the world.

Today, like most days, she wore blue jeans and a white zippered pullover with the J.P.L. logo embroidered on the chest.

Just then, one of the TV commentators said something that seized Cassie’s attention.

‘—All eyes are now watching to see if D.C.’s resident hero, Cobalt Green, will appear—’

Her cell phone rang, making her jump. The screen read: TREY.

Cassie answered it. ‘Hey.’

‘You watching this?’ her husband asked. 

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Is Green in D.C.?’ 

‘Yeah.’

‘At the White House?’ Trey asked.

‘Pentagon,’ Cassie said. ‘Last I heard. You still at home?’

Trey said, ‘Yes, I woke up to see all this on the news.’

Then one of the newsreaders on the television exclaimed, ‘Wait! Wait! We have a visual on the Fury!’

And there he was on the TV, standing outside the Pentagon.

Dressed in Kremlin red from head to toe, his ballistic mesh bodysuit and Kevlar armour covering his enormous muscular frame.

The yellow hammer-and-sickle of his country’s past empire stood out proudly on his left breast and right shoulderplate.

He was a gigantic specimen of a man, at least six foot six, hulking, huge, like a professional wrestler. He’d been big before the incident in the Arctic had given him his powers, but he seemed even bigger now.

His head was covered by a dark maroon hood and a savage-looking carbon-ceramic facemask that doubled as an oxygen breather for high-altitude flying.

Right now, his mask’s visor was up, allowing the world to see his eyes, eyes that bulged with rage.

His name had once been Sergeant Nikolai Furin but for the last thirty-odd years he had been known by another name.

The Fury of Russia.

‘Come and face me, children of my rival!’ he bellowed at the front doors of the Pentagon. ‘The Fury of Russia has arrived and with me the day of your doom!’

Cassie watched the TV in silence, her cell phone still pressed dumbly to her ear.

What will Green do? she wondered.

Will he come out—

On the television, a figure dressed in Army fatigues emerged on foot from the Pentagon.

His uniform was augmented with lime-green armoured plates on the shoulders and chest. His helmet had a custom-made green-tinted visor.

Clean-cut and handsome, with a square jaw and movie-star eyes, his face was known across America: he’d featured in television ads for military recruitment, including a famous one that had screened during the Superbowl.

And even though he was six feet tall, broad-­shouldered and prodigiously fit, he looked tiny compared to the Fury.

‘I’m here, asshole,’ Cobalt Green said evenly.
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