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Chapter 1

 The Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency. DARPA. The headquarters was just
an unassuming little office building in Arlington, Virginia. It
honestly looked like it should be administrating health insurance
or something similarly innocuous. Those in the know, however, were
in general agreement that if something was going to end the human
race, it would either be defeated by or created by eggheads at
DARPA. They routinely recruited from the top research institutions
in the country. Their hefty Department of Defense payroll included
a legion of engineers, scientists, and contractors with the skills
to build anything you could imagine. An alphabet of BSs, MSs, PhDs,
CEs, EEs, and REs congregated under that roof, along with
practically any other combination of academic letters you could
think of. If it had to do with technology that could alter the
geopolitical landscape, it was envisioned, developed, financed, and
deployed from right here.

For a questionably stable scientific prodigy,
getting a phone call from DARPA was a dream come true. For a
psychologist like Adam Aiken, it was mostly just confusing.

Nonetheless, that’s precisely what had
happened. A crisp, businesslike voice had explained that the
government was seeking expertise in his precise area of
specialization, and there was a long-term consulting position open
if he would like to enter the interview process. This was still
more confusing because Adam had only just managed to secure his PhD
in psychology after four attempts. Unless the specialty they were
seeking was “defending an unpopular thesis” he wasn’t certain what
they hoped to learn from him. That said, he certainly wasn’t going
to turn down a government gig. One of the most useless members of
his graduating class had somehow bluffed his way into a government
grant and now spent most of the time since cashing checks and
conducting blind studies. Adam wouldn’t mind standing around with a
clipboard and a bottle of placebos if it would keep the student
loan bills under control.

Now he sat on a chair with a cushion that had
been crushed beyond usefulness at some point during the Reagan
administration, watching a fluorescent light flicker and wondering
if the mustard stain on the cuff of his one and only suit was
noticeable. Adam had been, until a few months ago, a career
student. His undergrad and post-graduate work started fairly well,
but he fell victim to an acute fascination with a certain
psychological phenomenon that was poorly viewed among his peers.
This was mostly due to the fact that his peers were in
near-universal agreement that the part he was most interested in
wasn’t even a psychological phenomenon. Hence the repeated attempts
to finalize his PhD. Through sheer stubbornness he’d been able to
get some of his early findings published in an Argentinian medical
journal, and he’d finally worn down the doctoral committee so that
he could enter the impenetrable job market at last.

The tak-tak-tak of an
obnoxiously loud keyboard filled the air as a military clerk with a
rigid posture and a precision crew cut did whatever it was that
military clerks did all day. He sat behind a waist-height wall made
of old-fashioned stained wood. A black and brass nameplate labeled
him Sergeant Roberts. Behind the starched, creased young man was a
frosted-glass door with the name General Siegel painted on it,
which hung nearly open. Inside the office beyond sat a gray-haired
soldier in a fairly impressive uniform. With nothing else to do,
Adam stared at the clerk as he typed with a mechanically steady
tempo without pausing or slowing. It was utterly hypnotic, and
though he couldn’t be sure, Adam was fairly certain Roberts hadn’t
blinked once.

“Um. I’m sorry, but the lady on the phone
said I should be here at 2 p.m.,” Adam said.

“That is correct, sir. Fourteen hundred,” the
clerk said with regimented politeness.

“It’s, uh, it’s like 2:07 p.m.”

“No, sir. The time is 1358.” He reached
forward and tapped a digital clock, black digits confirming his
statement. The fact that he knew the precise time while the clock
was facing away from him prompted Adam to add this to a
mental “this guy is a robot” tally.

“My watch says 2:07 p.m.”

“Your watch is incorrect, sir.”

“Are you sure? I set this on the cable box in
my hotel room this morning.”

“DARPA’s clocks are synchronized
cooperatively with the atomic clocks of the National Institute of
Standards and Technology and the US Naval Observatory. Our clocks
differ from Coordinated Universal Time by less than zero point
zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, one seconds.”

“I heard somewhere that the cable company has
to keep accurate time, by law. Are you suggesting they don’t know
what time it is?”

“No, sir. I am informing you that we get the
time from the government, and the government gets to decide what
time it is.”

“Oh… well, can I go in there now? It is
practically 2:00 p.m.”

“No, the time is 1359.”

Adam glanced up at the general, who did not
seem to be terribly busy. He sat in his office, alone, tapping the
eraser end of a pencil against his desk absentmindedly.

“But do I really need to—?”

At the exact instant the digits of the LCD
clock blinked over to 1400, the general leaned forward and tapped a
button on his phone. There was a tone, and a sharp voice broadcast
through a box on the clerk’s desk. “Has Dr. Aiken arrived?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Send him in.”

“Yes, sir.” The clerk addressed Adam: “The
general will see you now.”

“Oh, uh, thank you,” Adam said, gathering his
decrepit leather messenger bag.

The clerk depressed a buzzer on the desk, and
the gate in the low wall rattled and swung free. Adam pushed his
way through the half door, taking a quick glimpse aside to see if
the clerk’s chair had an extension cord, before passing through the
general’s door.

It was a small office, little more than a
desk with a scattering of yellow legal pads, a few
expensive-looking ballpoint pens and cheap-looking wooden pencils,
a complicated office phone, and a blotter. On the desk sat posed
pictures of a savagely traditional couple, the general and a
white-haired woman, who was presumably his wife. Scattered sparsely
across the walls were coldly worded commendations, awards, official
portraits, and press pictures of the general’s various career
highlights.

“Dr. Aiken,” he said, standing and offering a
bone-crushing handshake, “thank you for coming in on such short
notice.”

“Oh, uh, no problem. Anything to help out
good ol’ Uncle Sam, right?”

“Yes. If there’s one thing you college types
leap at, it’s a chance to suckle at the taxpayer’s teat,” the
general remarked.

Adam released a nervous laugh at what was
either a staggeringly blunt indictment of academia or an expertly
delivered bit of dry humor. The general’s expression did little to
clear things up, remaining flat and stern. Siegel had a straight
and carefully trimmed mustache and the sort of hard jaw and
down-turned mouth that didn’t seem quite complete without a cigar
chomped between yellowed teeth. His uniform was flawless and worn
in full, right down to the multicolor pins on the jacket.

“Close the door and take a seat,” the general
said. As Adam did as he was told, Siegel sat behind his desk and
swept away all but one pen and pad. “You’re probably wondering why
we asked you to fly all the way out here.”

“It did strike me as a little, uh,
unexpected.”

“It wasn’t my idea, I’ll tell you that. The
truth is, we have a project that needs some screening and
assessment. There are only three individuals in the nation with any
published papers on the topic. You’re number three, in case you
were wondering.”

“See, that’s why it was unexpected to me. The
only thing I’ve published is the first version of my meta-human
thesis.”

In lieu of a reply, Siegel opened a drawer
and removed the inevitable cigar from inside. He clamped it in his
teeth but neglected to light it.

“You’re going to screen and assess a group of
superheroes?” Aiken asked.

General Siegel cleared his throat loudly,
then leaned forward and pressed the intercom button on his phone.
“Has Dr. Aiken signed all of the proper paperwork?”

“Yes, sir,” came the clerk’s voice in
reply.

“Yes, Dr. Aiken, we are planning to screen
and assess a group of superheroes. Or rather”—he cleared his throat
again—“another one. And we are planning on having you do it. Until
Thursday, I was under the expectation I’d be working with Dr.
Richard Liefeld. Then three days ago we found out the marine brass
extended the exclusivity clause of his contract. Who would have
figured the jarheads would have the best bureaucrats? We have
deadlines to meet, though, so instead of Liefeld, we get you.”

Adam shuddered. Dr. Liefeld was the foremost
expert in the so-called meta-human condition. “Meta-human” was the
term scientists tended to use in situations where the general
public would use “superhero” or “super villain.” Dr. Liefeld had
been doing extensive physiological and psychological testing in the
area almost since the phenomenon was first discovered back in the
early 1960s, and his name became the byword for superhero science.
He was also part of the committee that had rejected Adam’s doctoral
thesis the first three times. Liefeld had been “unavoidably
detained” during the last thesis defense and could not attend,
which was almost certainly the only reason Aiken was able to squeak
through.

Siegel cleared his throat yet again, causing
Aiken’s mind to flash back to the term paper he’d written on
complex motor tics. The general pulled open a drawer and retrieved
a thick file folder and slapped it on the desk, flipping it open.
With another grinding throat evacuation, he began to dictate the
contents of the fact sheet within the file.

“Name: Adam Michael Aiken. Age: 28. Height: 6
feet. Hair: Black. Eyes: Brown. Weight: 200 pounds.” Siegel looked
doubtfully at the somewhat portly Aiken and made a note on the
file. “Birthplace: San Diego, California. Education: 9 years, UC
San Diego. No criminal record. No passport. Web-browsing habits
are… interesting.”

“Web browsing? How do you know what websites
I’ve been visiting? And how exactly is that relevant?”

“You are interviewing for a position at the
DoD. That should answer both questions.” He flipped through a few
more pages. “Well, Dr. Aiken. Your personal history has been
thoroughly vetted, and at the very least you aren’t a threat to
national security. How much of an asset you’ll be remains to be
seen. It says here that you’ve done significant research on the
subject of the meta-human condition. I’ve dealt with enough of you
college boys to know that you write reports by the pound, so
frankly I haven’t got the time to listen to you summarize your
findings. Here’s the short version. As you know, a few decades ago
people started to show up with ‘special’ abilities. Most of those
abilities… hell, all of them, have been damn near useless so
far.”

Dr. Aiken nodded. As mysterious as the
appearance of meta-humans had been, more mysterious was the bizarre
assortment of powers they had been “blessed” with. The classics,
things like super strength, super speed, heat vision, and the like,
were nowhere to be found. In their place were things like the
ability to see through yarn, or the ability to cause spontaneous
dandruff. The most notable power currently belonged to a
meteorologist from Massachusetts with the ability to flawlessly
predict the weather for any town in the United States… as long as
the town’s name started with the letter G. Perhaps more
confounding than the dearth of worthwhile powers was the fact that
most of those who displayed those powers seemed blind to the fact
that they were little more than human curiosities. With few
exceptions, these people felt a compulsive need to use their powers
on as grand a stage as possible. Many were able to keep these
impulses under control, settling for being things—like
relocating to become the most successful weatherman in the history
of Gary, Indiana. The rest were more or less doomed to eventually
show up on the news after getting shot trying to foil a bank
robbery using their incredible ability to levitate raisins, making
it fortunate, then, that superpowers were relatively rare.

“Regardless,” Siegel continued, “those of us
in the military cannot ignore the facts. Eventually one of these
genetic misfits is going to show up with a worthwhile ability, and
when that happens, we want to know about it. Not only that, but in
their infinite wisdom, the strategists at the top of the food chain
decided that any soldier that can do something that another soldier
can’t has a strategic advantage. Each branch of the military has
been once again asked to identify and recruit a team of the most
stable and effective ‘enhanced individuals’ that we can find. The
marines have already started putting their team together. I’ve been
put in charge of the army’s equivalent team. Your job would be to
filter out the yahoos until we end up with a squad of eight
functional individuals. You think you can do that?”

“Uh… well, hopefully you’ll give me something
more official sounding than ‘yahoo filter’ to put on my CV,” Adam
said with another nervous laugh. It was met with the same
rock-solid gaze. “Yes, I can do that, sir.”

“Good.” The general leaned forward and tapped
the intercom. “Sergeant Roberts, get Dr. Aiken set up with a desk
downstairs and get him started. And get Private Summers down there
to assist him.”

“Wait, that’s it? I’ve got the job? I thought
the process would be, I don’t know, a little more stringent.”

“Like I said, Dr. Aiken, all branches of the
armed services are working on this. There are hundreds of eggheads
dedicated to trying to figure out how these ‘superheroes’ work, but
when it comes to how they think, the pickings are pretty slim. Now
get started. If there’s a super-soldier out there, I’ll be damned
if I let those leathernecks snap him up.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Adam said, standing
and turning to leave. “Gah!”

Sergeant Roberts stood in the doorway, a
laptop under one arm and an identification badge in the other hand.
There had been no whisper of a footstep to suggest he had
moved.

“Here is your secure laptop and your RFID
badge. Please follow me, sir.” Roberts turned and walked briskly
down the hallway, Aiken hastily in tow. As he walked, the sergeant
ran through a sequence of instructions. “You will be working in
Conference Room L until we can get you an office. When you boot the
laptop it will request that you select a password. Minimum sixteen
characters, at least one each of lowercase, uppercase, numeric, and
special characters. User name is last name, first initial. On the
laptop you will find a link to a server directory containing the
profiles of the individuals we are most interested in
interviewing.”

Aiken tried to keep track of the litany of
instructions while juggling his bag, a ruggedized aluminum laptop
that looked like it could stop a bullet, and a badge with his photo
on it.

“Hey, where did you get this picture of me?”
Dr. Aiken asked.

By now they had taken a turn into the
stairwell, and the act of speaking while navigating steps and
trying to wrangle his other equipment finally overtaxed Aiken’s
already lackluster coordination. He stumbled on the final step,
launching the laptop. Roberts stopped, turned, and neatly caught
the device with one hand while holding the door at the landing open
with the other.

“The photo was taken at the door while you
were waiting to be allowed inside. It is a part of our automated
visitor identification system.” He handed the laptop back. “Please
be careful with government property, sir.”

“Uh, thanks. Yes, I’ll do that. Sorry.
Listen, I might need you to repeat some of that stuff. What was the
deal with the password?”

Roberts pulled a small white card from his
pocket. “All relevant information can be found on this card. If you
require any additional assistance, I can be reached at extension
23838. That is also indicated on the card. Conference Room L is the
first door on the right. Restrooms are at the end of the hall. All
rooms are card locked. Attempted entry to unauthorized areas will
be logged and investigated. Take a seat in any available chair in
the conference room. We would like an initial assessment of the
priority applicants by 1600. The young woman approaching from your
right is Private First Class Jordan Summers. She will be assisting
you.”

With that Sergeant Roberts stepped back into
the stairwell. Dr. Aiken was left in a sterile white hallway, arms
heavy and head spinning. The woman Roberts had indicated—a
plain-faced young woman with a sharp uniform, short dark hair, and
a sunny smile—stepped up to him. Under one arm she carried a
clipboard, and in each hand, a steaming paper cup.

“Dr. Aiken?” she asked.

“Uh, yes.”

“I’m Private Summers. I’ll be assisting
you.”

“Yeah, the sergeant mentioned that. Um, nice
to meet you. I apologize, things are going awfully quickly. What
exactly is going on here?”

Her expression turned a bit sympathetic. “You
just got recruited into the Guardian Project. And until you get up
to speed, ‘What is going on here?’ is probably going to be a pretty
popular question. Here. Coffee helps. Follow me and we’ll get you
started.”


Chapter 2

 After a few
minutes, Adam’s old friend caffeine had finished wrapping his brain
in its jittery embrace. Thus energized, he and his new assistant
managed to fight their way through the security red tape and began
to sift through the data. In that time he discovered to his delight
that Private Summers was the first person he had encountered since
his arrival at DARPA headquarters who behaved like an everyday
human being. She was bright and friendly, though perhaps a touch
overeager.

“Jeez… I didn’t realize how long the military
has been keeping an eye on the meta-human condition,” Aiken said.
“You have files going back to 1965.”

“Didn’t you read the briefing once you got
codeword clearance for the Guardian Project?” she asked.

“I’m not even sure what codeword clearance
is. I only got here this afternoon. I thought I was interviewing
for a job to babysit some drug trials or something.”

“Wow. They really did fast-track you.
Well, here are the key points then. First, codeword clearance means
that you are cleared to know any classified data relevant to this
specific project. You have it, or else I would have my gun drawn
demanding that you lay down on the ground with your hands behind
your head until you are removed from this secure location.”

“I see,” he said, glancing down to notice for
the first time that she had a sidearm clipped to her belt.

“But since you’ve got codeword clearance, you
can open up that little file there labeled ‘The Guardian Project’
and read the briefing.”

He did as instructed and was treated to a
document approximately eighty pages long, with cross-referenced
footnotes at the bottom of every page.

“Wow. I expected a briefing to be…”

“Brief? Not hardly. It is just one of many
situations where the military has taken some liberties with the
language. Don’t get me started on ‘friendly fire,’ ‘civil war,’ and
‘sunshine units.’”

“What are sunshine units?”

“That’s what they used to use to measure the
deadliness of nuclear fallout. Anyway, would you like me to
summarize the briefing?”

“Please. As it is, I’ve got less than two
hours to get an assessment done.”

“My pleasure. The Department of Defense has
been studying meta-humans since their discovery in order to
determine what, if any, value they might have on the battlefield.
The general consensus for most of that time was that there had yet
to be, and was unlikely to ever be, a meta-human with both
abilities directly applicable to combat operations and the mental
stability to function properly in a military environment. Then, in
the early 1980s, military intelligence determined that the Soviets
had been doing extensive testing of their own and had begun to
assemble a squadron of their most promising prospects. Not to be
outdone, we followed suit. There have been three attempts since
then, each with varying levels of success, to form a functional and
effective meta-human task force. The most recent attempt was just
two years ago, but the funding for the project was cut. That’s when
it got moved over to the DARPA umbrella. Analysis of the previous
failures has determined that the most militarily useful meta-human
abilities seem to have a strong link to mental instability. Your
job is to screen our potential recruits for the perfect balance of
sanity and utility. And my job is to assist you. How am I
doing so far?”

“Very, very well.”

“Great! Well, let’s keep the ball rolling.”
She rubbed her hands together. “I haven’t been given any literature
on you or your research. What do I need to know to help you sift
through these records?”

Adam thought for a moment. After spending the
last few years trying to figure out how to pad out his findings and
beliefs into something that had enough pages to pass muster with
his professors, the concept of paring it down to the essentials was
a bit foreign. “Well, I suppose the first thing you need to
understand is that technically there is no such thing as a sane
meta-human.”

“That would certainly explain the low success
rate of this project so far.”

“It all comes down to brain structure. The
meta-human condition, from a psychological perspective, is a
collection of functional mental disorders. Varying degrees of
delusion and obsession, mostly. About twenty years ago researchers
discovered that all true meta-humans share a gene, and—”

“Actually, if you read the briefing, you’ll
learn that the gene was discovered almost thirty years ago. The
information was suppressed until an independent civilian
investigation rediscovered it in 1992 as part of the Human Genome
Project.”

“Really?”

“Yep. If you hang out at DARPA long enough,
you’ll start to learn just how many times the wheel has had to be
reinvented for the sake of national security. I’ve only been on two
projects so far, and it is already mind-blowing. Go on though.”

“Well,” he said, glancing uncertainly at the
briefing for a moment, “most meta-humans that I’ve worked with
share a few things. The first is the gene. The second is an unusual
amount of brain activity in the”—his expression
soured—“Liefeld lobe of the brain. The third is an inciting
factor, a so-called ‘origin.’ The standing theory is that people
who have this gene are susceptible to various environmental
stimuli, and once exposed to the stimuli, develop abilities that
are regulated and controlled by the Liefeld lobe. Conversely, I
believe that these people are born with a sort of…
superpower wild card, and the origin is just the psychological kick
that makes the decision of what the powers will be. It is like a
phobia. Babies aren’t born afraid of water, but if a traumatic
enough experience occurs, they can develop hydrophobia as adults.
So… what is it now?”

Summers was nodding with a smirk on her face.
“A Chinese scientist theorized that back in 1995. Intelligence
managed to ‘secure’ enough of his research to confirm it shortly
after. Meta-human powers are all of a psychic nature, and the
origin is just the mental excuse to start using them.”

“Yes! I knew it!” he declared, pumping his
fists. “It makes so much sense that it would be psychological! I
mean, why else would the power and the personality match so closely
most of the time? Why else do the powers have such a strong
tendency to play off of the person’s name?! Hahaha! I… wait. Did
Dr. Liefeld know about that?”

“Of course he did; he’s been a part of all
three prior attempts at the Guardian Project.”

“So that asshole has been rejecting my thesis
even though he knows it’s accurate?!”

“If it makes you feel any better, he was
probably under government pressure to do it.”

“Yeah, but he probably enjoyed it anyway.”
Aiken looked at the clock. “No time to mope about it, I guess.
Okay, we’ll split these profiles up. Here’s what we’re looking for.
The meta-human condition has a way of amplifying personality
traits. Almost all of these people are going to have delusions of
grandeur, generally that they have a higher purpose or great
responsibility. We want to find people who feel that their high
purpose is justice or protection. Firemen, police officers,
enlisted soldiers, anyone with a dangerous but useful job like that
is a good sign. Charity work, signs of self-sacrifice, and having
younger siblings are usually a good sign that they’ve developed an
instinct to protect and aid. We want to see confidence, too. That
usually goes hand in hand with the more useful, or at least, more
impressive, powers. Red-flag anyone who seems to have a
preoccupation with control. Politicians, management types. Ambition
is good, but the wrong sort of ambition mixed with superpowers
equals super villain. Make sense?”

“I think I follow.”

“Okay, good. Oh, and above all, we should be
picking people based on mental status first and powers second. The
last thing we need is to get our heart set on someone with the
power of flight only to discover that it is a manifestation of his
belief that the rest of humanity is beneath him. Put a rifle in
that guy’s hand, and he is liable to decide it is time to start
thinning the herd.”

“Roger,” she said with a nod. “Hero first,
super second. Let’s get to it.”


Chapter 3

 General Siegel
himself handpicked the first round of potential recruits that Aiken
and Summers had been asked to assess, and it was clear what he’d
been after. Of nearly three hundred profiles, no less than fifty
had been observed to have powers that at least partially resembled
the roles of modern soldiers. The most promising had been a set of
triplets who were telepathically linked, a man with perfect night
vision, and a young girl who could smell explosives from a range of
over thirty miles. A bit more research turned up all sorts of
warning signs, including the tendency for the triplets to use their
powers to cheat at blackjack, the three warnings “The Owl” had
received for voyeurism, and the unnervingly large stockpile of
fireworks that the bomb-sniffing girl had accumulated. Finally they
had settled upon someone who, at the very least, was unlikely to
cause any harm to the team.

“Francis Modell,” Aiken said, shaking hands
with a fit twenty-three-year-old man. “Thanks for coming in.”

“No problem,” he said. “They said you wanted
me to interview for a job?”

“More or less. As I learned a few weeks ago,
the way things work around here is that by the time you walk in
that door, most of the decision has been made. We’re just going to
go through a few formalities and then see if you are interested.
Before we begin, I trust you read and understood that stack of
papers we had you sign. Everything you hear in this office, or in
this building for that matter, is of the utmost security and does
not leave these walls.”

“Yes, sir. I understand that.”

“Great. Sit down; I’ve got a few
questions.”

The young man took a seat in a creaky wooden
office chair on the opposite side of Aiken’s desk. Office space was
scarce in the DARPA HQ, but they’d managed to find him a room with
enough space for two desks, three office chairs, a few filing
cabinets, and a water cooler. It was a shade cramped, but it beat
working in the conference room. Private Summers worked from the
desk nearest to the door, and right now was on one of her
thrice-daily coffee runs. Aiken felt a bit odd about a member of
the armed forces getting him coffee, until he realized that it was
just an excuse for her to feed her own caffeine habit on the
company dime. She walked in with a cardboard container with a spout
on the end and set down a stack of cups, cheerfully pouring out one
for each of them.

“Thank you, Private Summers. Now, Mr. Modell,
I see that you work for the sheriff’s department. Four years so
far, generally positive record.”

“That’s right.”

“Middle child in a family of seven. Must have
been interesting growing up with so many siblings.”

“Heh, you get used to it.”

“And if I understand this correctly, you have
the ability to”—Aiken flipped through his file—“voluntarily
transmit your thoughts as radio waves.”

Francis smiled and looked down, radiating the
same sort of humility-tempered pride one might show if someone had
made mention of the Nobel Prize he or she had on their mantle.
“That’s right. Folks around the office call me FM.”

“Naturally,” Aiken remarked.

“I don’t like to brag, but it has come in
pretty handy on the job. We don’t have much money for radios, so it
can be a real lifesaver when you can just think out an all-points
bulletin. It is the craziest thing, too. If I go easy on it, it is
just nearby radios that pick it up, but if I really push hard, it
is like anything transmitting FM sort of repeats it.”

“I’ll bet. Perhaps you could give us a little
demonstration?”

Without being asked, Private Summers produced
a battery-operated radio and flicked it on. “Any particular
station, Mr. Modell?”

“Sure, 99.1 or thereabouts. FM, of
course.”

“Let’s keep this small. We don’t want
everyone in the DC area hearing what’s on your mind.”

“Sure.”

She tuned to the station. After a few seconds
of a news broadcast about the previous night’s sports scores, the
transmission dropped to silence. A moment later, “Testing, testing,
one, two, three. A proper cup of coffee in a copper coffee pot.”
The voice was FM’s own, and as clear as a bell. The radio then
snapped back to the sports report.

Aiken turned to Summers, who widened her
smile a bit and enthusiastically nodded.

“Well, Mr. Modell. I’d say I’m satisfied. The
military has asked me to screen the mental status of the first
round of potential recruits for what can only be called a team of
‘super-soldiers,’ and I’m pleased to say that I’m willing to give
you my recommendation. Does that sound like something you would
like to be a part of?”

“Really? Gosh, sir, that would be… that would
be a dream come true. Where do I sign up?!”

“You already are signed up. Here is a card
with the address and phone number to our testing facility. For
security purposes I’ve been told to have you memorize it. Report
there in three weeks for the next round of tests. See you
then.”

“Congratulations, Mr. Modell. Just head out
to the hall there, and when you’re ready, hand that card over to
the guard at the security checkpoint, and he’ll take you outside,”
Summers said.

“Thank you so much for the opportunity, sir.
You won’t regret this,” Modell said, shaking Aiken’s hand
vigorously. “You too, Miss Summers.”

“Welcome aboard!” she said, matching his
enthusiasm.

The grinning man marched out of the office.
Dr. Aiken released a sigh.

“Well, that’s one down, who knows how many to
go.”

“I think we picked a winner, Dr. Aiken.
General Siegel is going to like him.”

“I hope so. It is like a needle in a haystack
finding people who won’t degenerate into wearing their underwear on
the outside,” he said, sipping at his coffee.

She paced around and took a seat, beginning
to type up the official e-mail announcing the first selection.
There was a pop and hiss from the radio, then silence, then a
voice: “Phone number, 555-883-9329. Gosh. The army is putting
together a superhero team, and they want me on it. Let’s see.
Service Road 7, eight miles past…”

Private Summers sprang to her feet and
sprinted after FM, Aiken in hot pursuit, as the voice on the radio
ran through the rest of the address and began to repeat the phone
number.

“Mr. Modell! Are you aware that you’re
broadcasting?” Summers asked urgently.

“Am I?” he said. “Oh, gosh, I’m awfully
sorry. When I get excited it sort of goes off on its own.”

Summers shot Aiken a nervous look. “And when
that happens, is that usually a little range or a big range?”

“Sometimes it is pretty big,” he said, the
color gone from his face.

Summers turned to Aiken again. “Uh-oh.”

“Maybe it was small this time,” the doctor
said hopefully.

The radio flicked back to news. “With a
game-ending walk-off home run. … Thanks, Dan. We’ve got some
breaking news for you now. We are getting reports from many of our
listeners of a bizarre message that was just broadcast. We are
working on getting a recording of the broadcast, but until then, a
transcript is as follows: 555-883-9329…”

Aiken swallowed. “This isn’t going to end
well.”


Chapter 4

 “You let a
walking, talking security leak into a top secret facility! What
did you expect to happen?” raged General Siegel, the unlit
cigar waggling with his words.

For the last fifteen minutes, the general had
been screaming at Aiken and Summers. For the first few minutes it
was terrifying and humiliating, but after ten minutes, even Aiken
had to admire the knack he had for screaming at subordinates. If
Siegel hadn’t been a general, he would have had to become the
editor of a newspaper or the chief of a loose-cannon cop, because
clearly barking at underlings from the other side of a desk was his
calling in life. It was a thing to behold. His face had turned an
impressive shade of red, and he’d bitten through his cigar twice.
Finally, after a quarter of an hour of unbroken anger, he had to
take a moment to keep the throbbing vein on his temple from
rupturing.

“With all due respect, sir,” Aiken said
nervously, “I was only supposed to assess their mental state. You
picked the first round of assessments, and it was your security
crew that gave him the thumbs-up for the interview. How was I
supposed to know he suffered from power incontinence?”

“What is power incontinence?”

“It’s, uh, it’s an informal term for when a
meta-human can’t rein in their powers completely.”

“Well, that is exactly the sort of
phenomenon you should have shared with my security team!”

“If you’ve dealt with this whole process
three times before, I would have thought you’d be aware of it.”

“No excuses! This is a massive security
breach. That number that leaked has already received six hundred
phone calls. Some idiot made a video on the web with the news, and
it is spreading like a disease.”

“I believe it is called going viral, sir,”
Summers helpfully supplied.

“I’ve had it up to here with jargon!
That’s it. I’m pulling the plug on this mess.”

“I…” Aiken swallowed hard and gathered what
little intestinal fortitude he could muster. “I really think you
should rethink that, sir. This sort of large-scale recognition of
the role of meta-humans in national defense is exactly the sort of
thing that would appeal to the hero types out there. I admit it
will cast a pretty wide net, and I’m sure we’ll get more than our
share of lunatics, but we’ll also get just about every superhero in
the country knocking down our door. If there is a genuine
super-soldier to be found, you will find him or her.”

“This is a top secret project, or at least it
was. This is not how the military does things!”

“Perhaps you should give it a try, sir,”
Summers calmly suggested. “Have you been paying attention to the
comments and Internet buzz this has churned up? A lot of it is
positive.”

“Precisely,” came a voice from outside the
door of the
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