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The SHIELD Helicarrier. 

Calling it a technological wonder is an understatement. The entire thing is basically a flying military base. It's considered neutral ground - owing no allegiance to any single country. Instead, they report directly to the United Nations. 

Much to the chagrin of this old warhorse - Colonel Nicholas Fury. The chain-smoking, World War II-veteran, tough-as-nails Director of SHIELD. He doesn't like the current situation he's in. 

He's been ordered by the United Nations Security Council to form a team of superhumans. Gathered from different nations, this team would be sanctioned and funded by the United Nations, yet it was SHIELD's job to be their babysitters. 

Just another reason why Fury can't stand politics. 

The man sitting across from him is George Washington Bridge. A former mercenary who served as a member of the original Six Pack. He's also an agent of SHIELD and even served as Director in Fury's absence. Due to his connections to the mutant terrorist known as Cable, however, Bridge was assigned to a desk job in Washington, DC. 

That is, until now. Bridge was selected to head up Project: EXCALIBUR. 

Fury was consdeering things. It had been rather a busy day and he had just sent his other 'green' strikeforce on a mission. The difference here being that that team was his, was SHIELD through and through. This group were not, they were little more than very important passengers in his opinion, but he had to play the cards he'd been dealt. Of course, that meant he'd savour it so much more later on. 

He lit a cigar as he quickly flicked through the pages of the file to make sure all the information Bridge needed was there and handed it over to him. It had SHIELD's symbol on it, as well as the UN's, which was more prominent on the file, giving the reader no illusions as to who was calling the shots here. 

It read 'Project: EXCALIBUR' and had the words 'TOP SECRET' stamped on it. 

"So what gives?" Bridge asked. "What's the story with this Project, Fury?" as he opened up the file. 

"You've been chosen to head up a UN-sanctioned team," Fury replied, blowing smoke out, as he removed the cigar that would normally be fixed to his lips. "Think the Avengers with an international roster." 

"Who are the members?" 

"Take a look," Fury stated. "Each one represents a different country. Eight countries in total are represented, with you serving as the team commander." He put the cigar back in his mouth and waited for Bride to catch up to him with the file. 

Bridge opened up the files and looked through the descriptions of them. He mentally read off the eight countries - Britain, America, Russian, Japan, Germany, India, Israel, and Greece. Fury stood and switched off the lights. He held a remote in his hand and pressed a button on it. A monitor in front of them turned on. The first image was of a man in a navy-blue jumpsuit with the British flag across the chest. 

"First up is Union Jack," Fury began with the briefing, so that Bridge would be able to relate to the words and images before him. "His real name is Percival Rockford. He's the latest Union Jack. No powers whatsoever, but he's apparently got a strategic mind and he uses a lot o' weapons and gadgets in battle." He gave a smirk. "If he wasn't on the Project, we'd hire him an' give Tony Stark a run fer his money. 

Then he pressed a button on the remote and the image changed, but this time, it was a double-image. Bridge noted that the man on the left was dressed in a uniform similar to Captain America's, except it was black. The image beside it, though, showed a man dressed in blue and red, with a white star on his shirt, spiked, blonde hair, and red sunglasses. 

"Next is John Walker. He served as Captain America for a time, an' then took up the mantle of the USAgent once the real Cap reclaimed his title. Walker's served on the Avengers and Force Works. He was basically a cheap rip-off of Cap, complete with the shield. Now though, he's changed his look. More militant, usin' guns now. He's got tech in his gloves that can create an energy shield if he needs it." 

Fury pressed the button again, and the next image was an attractive young woman with long, blonde hair. She was dressed in a black bodysuit that showed off her figure. 

"Laynia Petrova," Fury stated. "Part o' th' Winter Guard, Russia's answer to the Avengers. She was also a member of th' Champions. Goes by th' name o' Darkstar. She's a mutant who can control an extra-dimensional energy source called th' Darkforce that gives her flight an' teleportation abilities. T' top it all off, she can manipulate an' project th' Darkforce however she likes." 

The next image came up. It was a young, Asian woman, couldn't have been more than 19 or 20. She was dressed in white and red, and Bridge noticed that there was something familiar about her. 

"Tsunami. Her real name's Leyu Yoshida." 

"Yoshida?!" Bridge asked. "Does she have any connection to--" 

"Shiro Yoshida - Sunfire," Fury finished, pleased that Bridge still remembered some of the things and that being a desk jockey hadn't dulled him too much. "Yeah, she's his younger sister. But, whereas he can control fire, she can control water. From what I heard, though, she's just as hot headed. Must run in th' family." 

"Why didn't you choose Sunfire, then?" Bridge asked. "He's got more experience." 

"Two reasons," Fury stated. "One, we already got another fire-wielder on th' team. An' two, Shiro hasn't been seen in quite some time." There was the fact that he was also heading up the Clan Yashida and they were having a large say in Japan these days, but Fury figured Bridge didn't need to know that. 

He hit the remote. The next image was a man dressed in a navy jumpsuit, with the German flag on his chest. He wore some type of gauntlets on his hand, and his mask was open at the top, exposing his blonde hair. 

"Th' Hauptmann," Fury stated. "Real name, unknown. History, unknown. Man's a walkin' enigma. He can absorb kinetic energy an' either redirect it or use it to raise his own vitality. We're not even sure if he's a mutant or just a superhuman." 

Another image appeared, this one of an Indian man with short, black hair and a goatee, dressed in a gold and green uniform. 

"Here's our fire-wielder," Fury said. "Neal Shaara. He was a mutant who was bein' controlled by Fabian Cortez until recently. Used t'call himself Thunderbird. Now he goes by th' name o' Savitar." 

Fury pressed the remote again. The next person was another woman, older than Tsunami and Darkstar. She had short, black hair and wore a blue and yellow uniform. 

"Ruth Bat-Seraph - part o' Mossad, th' Israeli intelligence agency," Fury began. "Goes by Sabra. She's a mutant with superhuman speed an' agility, plus she's strong as hell. Went toe-t'-toe with th' Hulk if I recall. She's also got an anti-grav unit beneath her cape that lets her fly, an' her gauntlets can fire paralyzing blasts." 

The final image came up, this one was of a large, muscular man. He was dressed in white and blue, and had a small goatee. 

"Last but not least is th' latest hero on th' block," Fury said. "Niko Hrisalis - Hellios. He's got superhuman strength, speed, invulnerability, flight, an' he can fire solar energy from his hands or eyes. A real powerhouse, this one." 

Fury pressed another button and the monitor switched off. He turned the lights back on and looked at Bridge. 

"We've also got reserves," Fury said. "China's Collective Man, Canada's Guardian, Wakanda's Black Panther, an' a whole slew of others." 

"They're all powerhouses," Bridge noted. "They could probably take down the Avengers if they wanted to." 

"Don't ya think that th' UN would want to be standin' behind th' world's most-powerful superheroes?" 

"What I mean is, how do I fit in?" Bridge asked. "I'm nothing more than an ex-merc. Hell, you're probably in better shape to be the field commander than I am." 

"Bottom line is this, Bridge," Fury replied. "Th' UN doesn't trust you. They only made you field commander at my request." 

"You?" Bridge asked. "But why?" 

"'Cause you're th' only one I trust t' run this team right," Fury replied. "I got my own obligations t' tend to - I can't be bothered with playin' babysitter t' a bunch o' glorified gofers. There's only one reason that you were approved as field commander." 

"And what's that?" 

"You're not leavin' th' Helicarrier," Fury stated. 

"What?!" Bridge asked. "How's that possible?!" 

"Th' latest in cybertechnology," Fury replied. "You'll be pilotin' a robot battlesuit, similar t' Iron Man, directly from th' Helicarrier. You'll see what I mean once we get down there." 

"What's their status, though?" Bridge asked. 

"Not sure I follow you." 

"Are they full agents or what?" 

"No," Fury stated. "They'll be stationed in th' Helicarrier since it's considered neutral territory, but their SHIELD clearance has limitations. They've got our support, they're basically visitors - that's it." 

"If they're going to be forced to stay here, I think they should be made full agents," Bridge said. 

"Don't matter what you think," Fury replied. "Th' UN forced this on me, an' I'm playin' as nice as possible. But I'm not makin' 'em agents - they haven't earned that status. They're just a bunch o' government stooges sent here t' do th' UN's dirty work." 

"They should have our trust." 

"They haven't earned our trust," Fury stated. "An' this matter's not up f'r debate, Commander." 

Bridge sighed. He could tell by Fury's tone that he was backed into a corner with this operation. Nick was a good man - Bridge knew that, but even he had his limits. Besides, once Fury set his mind on something, changing it was damn-near impossible. 

"C'mon," Fury ordered. "I'll show ya what I'm talkin' about." 


"I don't believe this..." John Walker muttered. "I get a notice from SHIELD telling me t' report to the Helicarrier ASAP, and they leave me here in a waiting room for an hour..." 

"You're not the only one, mate," the Union Jack stated. "Blokes woke me up at the crack o' dawn." 

"This is inexcusable is what it is!" Tsunami exclaimed. "Who the hell do they think they are?! I could be doing much more productive things with my time." 

"Do us all a favor, child," Sabra stated from her seat. "Sit down and be silent." 

"I am far from a child!" Tsunami muttered through clenched teeth. 

"Young children in Kefalonia behave better than you," Hellios stated. "Just shut up." 

"I think that's quite enough," Neal Shaara said, standing up. "None of us are here by choice. We received orders from our respective governments to report here. Once SHIELD is ready to talk to us, they will." 

"Trying to get on their good side, Thunderbird?" Darkstar asked from her seat. "From what I've read in the Winter Guard's files, you're wanted in the States for terrorism. You're only present so you can pay your debt." 

"My name is Savitar," Neal replied. "And my past is none of your concern." 

The only one who remained silent was the Hauptmann who stood in a corner of the room, his arms folded. 

Barely here an hour and they already want to kill each other... he thought to himself. Yes, setting up an international team was a wonderful idea... 


"These losers are supposed to be the best the world has to offer," chuckled one man, looking down at them, through the darkened glass, not really caring if they could see him or not. "Christ, we're screwed." 

"We, Commander?" the raven haired woman next to him asked, a trace of cynicism in her voice. 

"As in the world, babe, as in the world." She shot him a look and his grin got wider. 

"You actually care about the world?" 

"I live here, I don't want idiots like that ruining it. Just imagine this lot - the X-Men on steroids. There won't be a planet left..." 

"I believe these are more akin to the Avengers than the X-Men, sir," she said. 

"Don't they wish," muttered her commanding officer. "Anyway, we can't spend all day watching these idiots argue with each other. Though maybe I can spare ten minutes later on." 

"You think we'll have a chance after the Colonel's briefing?" 

"I'll make time, Lydia," he replied. "Now let's go practice that move Siryn devised. Well, Cable devised and she borrowed..." He walked away from the glass and Lydia Del Ruiz watched Pete Wisdom head towards the training bay, wondering if telling him about this little gathering was such a good idea.* 

[ *For more on Pete Wisdom and Lydia Del Ruiz, check out current issues of X-Force - Dino, handling shameless plugs for David ] 


"Colonel Fury... Commander Bridge... welcome," a scientist stated as the two men entered. 

"We're here t' get Bridge familiar with th' battlesuit," Fury stated. 

"Of course," the scientist said, walking over to a control panel. He activated a couple of switches, and a large, metal cylinder in the center of the room opened up. Inside was a humanoid red and black robot. 

"Gentlemen, I give you Project: ARMORY." 

"Armory, huh?" Bridge asked, looking at the drone. "Has a nice ring to it I suppose..." 

"This way, Commander Bridge, I'll show you the controls." 

The scientist led the way to what appeared to be a giant glass dome. A door on the side opened and the scientist led Bridge into it. What was there was directly out of a sci-fi movie. A large chair sat in the middle, and all around it were sophisticated controls. The scientist motioned to the chair, and Bridge took a seat. 

"Now, let's go over the controls," the scientist stated. He pointed to a switch. "Press that." 

Bridge did as he was told. 

<< VOICE AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED >> 

"I'll handle it this time," the scientist stated. "Dr. Brad Horton - activate ARMORY controls, code alpha-beta-gamma." 

<< AUTHORIZATION ACCEPTED - ACTIVATING ARMORY CONTROLS >> 

A compartment opened in the control panel, and a helmet was raised. 

"This is the main source of the Armory controls," Horton stated, holding the helmet. "It's controlled cybernetically." 

Horton placed the helmet on Bridge's head. 

"Activate ARMORY system, code pi-omega-pi." 

All of a sudden, the darkness inside the helmet was illuminated. On the other side of the room, Fury watched as the Armory battlesuit lit up with bright green LED lights. 

The helmet Bridge wore transmitted the images that the Armory suit saw directly into Bridge's retina. His vision became Armory's. 

"Let's try some basic commands," Horton stated. "You control the suit through your mind. Basically, the rest of your body has now been cut-off. So, if you send an impulse from your brain to your legs to, say walk, then the suit will walk as long as you're wearing the helmet. 

"What about the controls?" Bridge asked, and the Armory suit repeated the phrase. 

"The manual controls are active in case the neuro-controls fail," Horton replied. "They're mainly here as a failsafe." 

"Then let's get this show on the road," Bridge stated. The suit stepped off of the platform it was standing on, and looked at Fury. 

"Ya in there, Bridge?" Fury asked, looking into the eyes of the robot. 

"In a manner of speaking," Armory replied. "Hey doc, what can this suit do?" 

"It has a vast weapons' array," Horton replied. "Here, let me show you. ARMORY Weapons System, code epsilon-kappa-xi." 

Bridge was practically thrown off his feet as a list of the weapons systems were projected into his retina, appearing over the images he received from Armory's visual receptors. 

"This thing rocks!" Armory exclaimed. He turned to Bridge. "I'm startin' to feel a lot better about this job..." 

Fury grinned and took a drag on his cigar. He had a few things to do today but he was looking forward to the next part of this little task. 

"You ready t' meet yer team?" 

Armory looked down at his robotic body, moving his arms around as if he was amazed by the mundane tasks. He then looked up at Fury again. 

"Let's do it." 


NEXT ISSUE: Excalibur is assembled, and the team receives their first mission!! 


SWORDSTROKES

Well, welcome to the second installment of Excalibur. This book's getting off to a good start, and I'm having a lot of fun writing it. Remember, if you have any questions or comments, send them via e-mail to either me (Thor292@aol.com) or David (dewheatley@yahoo.com). Or, you can post your comments on Marvel 2000's message board.
-Dino Pollard July 16, 2001 

Well, the issue was kind of short, but M2K's Excalibur is most certainly off to a promising start. The concept of a team sanctioned by the U.N. isn't exactly a new one, but pulling heroes from all over the globe certainly is. I like it a lot. Knowing Dave and Dino's certain style of writing, I'm sure there's going be a lot of clashing in this title with the cast. I know who the team is going to consist of (or at least, mostly I do) and I'm looking forward to the clash of personality and culture more than anything else in this book. 

G.W. Bridge was a good choice for leader of this team. Everything that was involved with this issue was well-done and portrayed in a fairly realistic manner. I'm a bit unsatisfied with the length, as this seemed like more of a "zero" issue than it did a #1, but that's really my only complaint. 

On another related note, Dino's "author's notes" were particularly intriguing. I wish Dino could have convinced Adnan to run with the War Machine thing he wanted to do. Instead of apprehending and arresting Parnell though, it would have been good if Bridge recruited him. That would put a real American presence on the team that would clash with the others. I'd like to see Bridge use his own armor and perhaps have it disabled somehow and the feedback damage his ability to use it. Then bring in Parnell as War Machine as a replacement once Adnan is done with him. That could work and it's just a thought I had. At any rate, good job D & D. Look forward to the next installment. 

Mike III 

Mike seems to have a tendency to plot out a book when he reviews it ^_^ 

But anyway, there would be little point for Parnell Jacobs to be on the team. One, we already have an American presence - USAgent. In fact, I was always going to have either USAgent or Citizen V on the team. I never intended for War Machine to be the American presence. 

As for the future, Dave and I won't have War Machine on the team. There's not much reasoning behind it. It would just be redundant. We've already got an armored hero, and we've also got an American hero, so War Machine wouldn't serve a purpose. 

Other than that, glad you're enjoying the series. 

