Exotics of Coast City: Templar

By Doug Roth

Coast City Courier


     fter the momentous changes that have rocked 

     the superhero world in recent weeks, such as the passage of the Keene Act, creation of F.O.R.C.E. and death of Captain Thunder, we have decided to resurrect this popular column with an interview with one of the current members of the KNIGHTS OF THE COASTS; the magic-wielding TEMPLAR.


Keen hero-spotters in Coast City have noticed something missing in the skies and streets of our fair city of late; any indication that our vigilant self-appointed protectors are still on patrol.  In my line of work, on the other hand, rumors keep popping up that link the name the Knights of the Coast with some of the most momentous events that have transpired in our society in recent history.  After some groundwork, I managed to arrange an interview with one of the current crop of Knights through Sally Juspeczyk, one-time employee of Edward Blake (aka Crucible), who has been acting as the defacto PR face of the Knights.


[Editor’s note: since the date this interview was conducted, Ms. Juspeczyk has left this post to take on a position offered her in Washington, D.C  No information is available on her replacement.]


The interview took place once more at Millennium Towers, home of the Crucible Inc. operations.  Since the last time I was here, a mere nine or ten months ago, the business has a substantial face change, looking more like the hawkish corporate entity it now is than the base for Crucible’s operations it once was.  Gone are the phone banks and support personnel, with the people remaining in the service of the Knights reduced to a staff of four on the 28th floor.  I commented on this to Ms. Juspeczyk, who smiled and acknowledged that the Knights of the Coast Foundation and activities of the city’s superheroes were no longer a primary concern of Crucible Inc.


“Frankly,” she stated, “we no longer need the personnel.  Now that the KOTC have their own base, with their own operations, most of our operation here was superfluous.  The Knights are also not as tied into the marketing side of things as they once were.  We’ve been able to farm out a lot of the merchandising stuff and reduce the need for a large in-house staff.”


She showed me into the meeting room, where the Knight who had agreed to meet me was waiting.  There awaited an average-sized older man, with graying temples and short, neatly-cropped beard whom I recognized from the news broadcasts to be the Knight known as Templar.  Dressed in a black turtleneck and slacks, he wouldn’t have drawn a second glance on the street below.  He introduced himself as Andrew Mathers in a thick Scottish drogue and gave me a firm handshake as we began. 


“What would you prefer I called you, Mr. Mathers?,” I asked, “Templar?”


He chuckled in a surprisingly resonant voice.   “No, that’s quite alright.  I see no point in using a silly pirate nickname here.  Call me Andrew.”

  
“Isn’t that a strange way to describe it?,” I probed,  “A ‘pirate nickname’?”


“Well, I can understand the historicity of the useage of handles amongst the paranormally inclined – or should I describe them as Exotics, as Senator Keene is wont to do – but all the same, I have trouble calling myself Templar with a straight face.  It is an occupational necessity that I have such a handle, that’s all.”


“Why that particular ‘handle’?”


“Well, the Knights Templar were an ancient order that sought to marry a military presence to monasticism.  In many respects, that is what I strive to also do.  Though,” he hastened to add, “my mission is not against those of other faiths or creeds, but against those who would willingly serve the cause of evil.”


“Monasticism?,” I inquired. “Are you a monk?”


Mathers waved this away.  “I used to be a minister – Presbyterian, actually.  I am no longer active as such, however.  You might say that my current calling is more of a non-denominational manner.” 


“Isn’t that interesting, an ex-minister,” I remarked.   “How is it that you ended up a superhero?”


“Don’t I look the part?,” he joked, making light of an age and appearance that was far from Herculean.  “Seriously, I am relatively new to the business, but my ‘origin story’ is far from unusual.  Historian with an interest in the occult finds mystic item and gains certain powers.  It came as an utter shock to me, but is all-too common in this field.”  While relating this story, I observed him unconsciously fiddling with a large gold signet ring, but he refused to confirm or deny whether it was the source of his powers when I asked him about it.


“What are your powers?,” I asked.


“They aren’t too different from that of the old Doctor Arcana,” he commented.  “I have a sense for mystical activity, and certain abilities that would once have been described as ‘magic’.  I also have some small aptitude – in detecting and dispelling attempts at mental control.”


“Such as we recently saw with that business at Multi-Spectral labs?,” I asked.


Mathers grunted.  “Yes, that was a pretty blatant example of the sort.”


I asked him if he could demonstrate his abilities, but he seemed reluctant.  “I’m afraid I didn’t really come prepared for a demonstration.  In any event, most of what I can do isn’t readily apparent to the naked eye,” he explained.  “There’s precious little that is at all showy.  However,” he continued,” there is one small spell I can cast at this time.”  He concentrated for a few seconds, raised his arms and spoke the words ‘fiat lux’ in an unearthly voice.  The room was instantly filled with an intense golden light, that faded as he lowered his arms.


Moving on, I asked him how long he had been with the Knights of the Coast.  He mentally calculated before responding.  “Only about six weeks now.  I would have sworn it was longer than that.”  He appeared bemused by this.


“A lot has gone on in that time?”


“Very much so,” he admitted.  “That business with the Justice Machine in South America, the… Multi-Spectral labs thing, and now that additional affair involving the Crimson Claw.”


“So the Knights were involved in that,” I exclaimed.  My sources in the Justice Department claimed this to be the case, but all the official sources credit F.O.R.C.E.”


“Yes, didn’t they just,” replied Templar grumpily.


“You disagree then, I take it?,” I asked, hoping for a scoop on what really went down there.


“Well, I don’t want to imply any disrespect for the F.O.R.C.E. boys,” he began.  “They certainly have more than their share of courage, going up against supervillains with little more than the latest popguns.  They are, however, woefully unprepared to deal with opponents that are supernatural in nature.”


“I take it the Crimson Claw falls into that category?”


“Absolutely,” replied Templar.  “It was in no way human, and had it have succeeded…”  He refused to say further.


“How come none of this has made it into the press?,” I asked.  None of the official reports say anything other than that the Claw was defeated and most of his organization taken into custody, while a number of captive superheroes were freed.”


“It hasn’t made press because certain individuals are attempting to follow an agenda that makes F.O.R.C.E. look good,” he replied bitterly.  “They were only involved in the wrapup of the affair, taking people into custody after we called them in.  To the best of my knowledge no member of  F.O.R.C.E. ever saw the Claw, or any of his direct servants.  They only encountered his dupes and victims.”


“But you did?”, I pressed eagerly.  “You were there when Captain Thunder died?!?”


I saw a flash of some emotion cross his face at this, and he looked down for a long moment before answering, his hands trembling slightly.


“Yes, I saw Thunder die,” he said softly.  “I’m not going to say too much about it other than he gave his life to protect this society and this world.  Despite all they had done to him.  It was his final act that sealed the defeat of the Claw, and drove him from this plane of existence.” 

 
He refused to divulge any further details, and needed some moments to compose himself before we continued.


“You’ve spoken on behalf of Captain Thunder on a number of occasions, were at his memorial ceremony in Salt Lake City, even testified on his behalf at his trial.  Yet when you joined the Knights they were implacably opposed to this man when he headed the Justice Machine.  Is this not a curious dichotomy? , “I asked.


“I don’t see it that way,” responded Templar.  “I’ve stated on a number of occasions – including before the Senatorial Committee that judged him – that he was not morally responsible for his actions towards the end of March.  He had no more control over what he did while under the influence of Avatar than a robot does for its behavior.”


I had to defend the administration a bit on that one.  “Well, mind control is a new – and scary – thing to wrap one’s mind around (no pun intended).  All our laws are predicated about a person being responsible for his own decisions.  Given that we have seen no less than two major events involving controlled heroes in the past couple of months, how would you expect them to respond?”


“I don’t know,” replied Mathers.  “I can sympathize with their plight.  On the other hand, they appear to have done little to increase their ability to detect such cases.  There are a number of individuals around – myself included – who might be able to distinguish between real and imaginary cases of mental domination.  Then too, the Senators I spoke to in Washington were more concerned with grandstanding than they were in honestly assessing the guilt or innocence the former members of the Hero Collective.  Years of service to this country were all cast aside as if they meant nothing, all to promote this so-called Keene Act.”


“I take it you are not a fan of the Act?,” I responded, regarding the recent legislation that gave rise to F.O.R.C.E. and also set guidelines requiring the registration and control of the use of “Exotic abilities”.


“Speaking only on behalf of myself, not the group, I find it unnecessarily divisive at a time when regular people and paranorms alike face incredible threats to our way of life.  The only people who are truly limited by this are those who would otherwise follow the law of the land.  They are handcuffing the law-abiding in our ability to deal with those who look upon such laws with disdain.”


“You said ‘speaking only for yourself’.  What do your fellow Knights think about the act?”


“Well, I’m not really in a good position to speak for them,” replied Templar.  “I can say that certain members of the team have already registered themselves, and that we are willingly working in conjunction with a representative of the Department of Justice to try to earn the proper accreditation for our activities.”


“Have you registered yourself?,” I probed.


Mathers smiled slightly.  “Not yet.  I’ve been busy, you might say.  As I understand it, I’ve got a number of months before I must.”


“Well, it wasn’t my intent to make the Keene Act the primary subject of this interview,” I remarked, attempting to return to the more interesting topic of the group as a whole.  “What can you tell me about what is up with the Knights nowadays?”


“Well, as you have no doubt heard, Phoenix has stepped down as group leader to take a position on the Overwatch Committee concerning paranormal affairs.  We are very proud that one of our own has been recognized in such a manner and hope that he plays a strong role in shaping the governments continued approach to the paranormal question.  At the same time, Washington’s gain is our loss.  Phoenix really was the heart and soul of the organization and we will miss him.”


“There seems to be an extraordinarily high turnover rate amongst the group,” I remarked.  “Crucible dead, Tribunal and Oberon gone, and now Phoenix.  Who all is left?”


“Well, you missed the departure of Perseus (who I never formally met), and Wraith, who has disappeared – no joke,” he added as I started to chuckle.  “Seriously, we are concerned about Wraith so should anyone have information on his whereabouts, we are all ears.  The group is still composed of Sub-Zero, Hazardman and Cipher, who have been with it pretty much from the start.  There is also myself and Starseed, who used to call himself Battosai. Then there is the DoJ representative I mentioned, Agent DeSalvo, and a paroled former supervillain under his custody whose nom de guerre is Hydro.”


“That’s quite the list.  Why the turnover?”


“Some of it is the nature of the business,” admitted Mathers.  “In my experience superheroes are naturally hotheaded, independent sorts who don’t always play well with others.  We are also not immune to politics, and issues such as the Keene Act have caused some division within the group.  Then there are individual goals to take into account.”


“Another factor to keep in mind is that this group has been through all sorts of hell in the short time of its existence, so there is a degree of battle fatigue at work.   This is no longer the carefree days of yore when there was an element of sport to the game.  Today the stakes are immeasurably higher, the consequences of failure worse, and our support from civilians and government a lot less stable.  With the disintegration of the Hero Collective, we are also finding ourselves acting a lot more regionally, and less locally.  In short, this is a very stressful time to be a Knight of the Coast, and when you get right down to it, we are all human.  We are not immune to such stresses.”


“You mention public support,” I note.  “What is your thoughts on the sudden increase in popularity of groups like the Friends of Humanity, People for People, or our very own Citizens United Against Paranormal Vigilantism?”

“Hmph.  I can sympathize with them,” claimed Mathers, looking not-at-all sympathetic, “but I think that their efforts are ill-placed.  They blame us for misfortunes that are beyond our control and berate us when we fail to live up their unrealistic expectations.  Look at the people cheering the death of Captain Thunder.  Do they seriously believe that they are safer in a world without a Thunder to stand up and take the axe that is meant for them?!?”


“Like it or not,” he went on, “norm and paranorm, hero and villain, we are all human.  Rather than focusing on the differences between us, we should look instead at the commonality of experience and culture that we all belong to.”

“Those our bold words,” I replied.  “Don’t you think that they fly in the face of human nature, however?  We have always invented barriers;  between tribes, between races, between nations.  And none of these are as significant as the gulf that separates one such as myself from the Captain Thunder’s of the world.”


“I’d like to think that human nature can be changed,” retorted Mathers.  “Besides, if history has taught us anything, the gap between so-called ‘normal’ people and Exotics is perilously thin.  You find an ancient artifact, have an accident with strange chemicals or otherwise experience a metamorphosing event and one day you too may be one of ‘us’.”


Is the line between us so thin?  Can we overcome the seemingly irreconcilable differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’?    Do I have an unexpected future as a caped crusader ahead of me?

     Only time will tell. 
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