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      The stillness of Earth’s moon was interrupted by a figure who appeared suddenly on the surface. The man walked carefully along the dusty terrain in his spacesuit, one that was exactly like the AZL suits worn on the Apollo 11 lunar walk. In contrast to his outfit, by his side was a different creature, humanoid and completely silver, without a single identifying characteristic. Unlike the man in the suit, the automaton had no need to fear the vacuum of space. The robot bent his arm out in front of his face and a holographic image appeared above his wrist. It displayed a variety of information that flashed in rapid succession, far too quick for the human eye to discern, but for the robot, it was a simple matter to observe and analyze every last bit of data as if casually reading a magazine. Strangely, without even the benefit of eyesight.

      The display vanished and he lowered his arm. “Transport was successful.” His voice had a definite tinny quality to it. “In the parlance of this era, the date is December Twenty-First, Two Thousand and Twelve.”

      From behind the visor of his helmet, the man smiled. “Of course it was successful. Was there ever any doubt?”

      “If I may query, what is the purpose of this garb?”

      “Oh this?” He moved about in the suit, looking down at it. “This, my dear Progenitor, is a classic. While wearing this, mankind took his first steps onto a world other than their own. It was a milestone in human evolution, and it serves as fitting a point as any for what comes next.”

      They continued to walk along the surface, the astronaut enjoying the feel of the moon’s low gravity as he jumped from one point to the next. Progenitor, however, simply followed along as normal, not comprehending his companion’s merriment.

      Just over the horizon, they found a four-wheeled vehicle, left abandoned for decades. And not far from it was a pole; attached to the top was a plain, white flag. The astronaut approached the flag, touching its fabric between his gloved fingers.

      “A place of historical significance. And from here, we can bring mankind into another turning point.” He faced his robotic companion. “Are we ready?”

      Progenitor nodded. “Are you certain of this? Unleashing such a force on this species could have disastrous consequences.”

      “We’ve both seen the future, my friend. If humanity is to survive, this action must be taken.”

      “Why this date?”

      The astronaut smiled again beneath his helmet. “There’s a long-standing myth that this particular day will mark the beginning of a new era. I’m partial to that kind of symmetry. Do you understand?”

      “I comprehend your words, yet the meaning escapes me.”

      “Then let’s just say I’m sentimental,” said the astronaut. “You can begin.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      The Progenitor held his arms out and stared up at the stars. He brought his legs together and slowly rose above the surface and remained there for several moments, seemingly doing nothing. His silver body began to pulse with a golden glow from within. Within moments, the Progenitor’s entire body was glowing, expanding ever-outward. A brilliant burst of energy shot forth from him, forming into a ball and growing larger as it traversed the distance from the Earth to the moon. Upon reaching the planet, the ball exploded into millions of small streaks of light, fading away as they pierced the Earth’s atmosphere.

      The Progenitor lowered back to the surface, facing the astronaut. “It is done. The energy will linger in the atmosphere and over time, will be absorbed by the human genome and encoded into the DNA.”

      “How long?” asked the astronaut.

      “This depends upon the individual. Some will develop new traits immediately. For others, it may take months or years. But for many, the transformation will remain dormant in their genetic code, perhaps for generations.”

      The astronaut frowned. “I suppose we can only work with what we’ve got. The important thing is that the new age has begun.”
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      “Erin! Erin!”

      The teenage girl picked up the remote for her digital speakers, pausing the hip hop music reverberating through her room. She shouted back through the closed door at her mother, “What?”

      “It’s almost half past, hurry up or you’ll be late!”

      “I’ll be down in a minute!”

      Hitting play on the remote, she stood in front of the full-length mirror, singing along with the music. As she ran a brush through her long, blond hair, she examined her features, and was generally pleased with the make-up application. She set down the brush and stopped singing just long enough to touch up her lip gloss. One last smile of appreciation and she took the MP3 player off the mount for the speakers, cutting the music off. She picked up her backpack, glancing at the poster of the female rapper she’d been singing along to, and rushed out the door.

      Erin ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her mother stood bent over the kitchen counter with an open newspaper spread out in front of her, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand. “You’re gonna be late…”

      “I’ve got plenty of time.” Erin opened the refrigerator and searched through the contents.

      “Traffic picks up around this time.”

      “I’ll take the side streets, stop worrying so much.” She took a bottled water and closed the door.

      “Okay, well—” Her mother gasped and the cup slipped from her fingers, breaking against the counter and drenching the newspaper in coffee.

      “Geez, Mom!” Erin glanced down at her blouse to make she didn’t get any coffee on it. She furrowed her brow as she noticed her hands suddenly appeared much darker than usual.

      Her mother’s mouth hung open, eyes fixed on her daughter. “E-Erin…?”

      “What? What’s wrong?” The difference in her voice now became noticeable. She swung her bag off her shoulder and reached inside, frantically grasping for her compact. She opened it and looked in the mirror, then—like mother, like daughter—dropped it with a startled gasp.

      Her appearance had inexplicably changed. No longer was she the blond-haired, blue-eyed high school student from the suburbs of Madison, Wisconsin. The hair color remained, but her skin had inexplicably become a light brown, and her facial features and body now resembled that of the pop star she’d just been singing along to. Her gaze was fixed on her hands, and they shifted again, reverting to their normal pigment. Picking up the compact from the floor, she inspected her features again—she was Erin Hastings once more. But the fear was still etched in her face.

      “Mom…what’s happening?”
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      The expectation of many would be that a Hawaiian resident would spend his day off on the pristine beaches of the Aloha State. But for Koji Asano, employed as a surfing instructor for the Hilton Hawaiian Village Resort, the beach simply reminded him of work. Although he enjoyed his job, and Japanese visitors allowed him to maintain a degree of speaking proficiency in his parents’ native language, on his time off, he preferred to stay away from the beaches.

      Seated at the bar of a Mexican restaurant slightly off-the-beaten-path in Waikiki, he sipped his beer and tapped his fingers against the wooden counter while he waited for his burrito. Mariachi music played through the restaurant’s speakers, and Koji unconsciously matched the rhythm with his tapping.

      He could feel his stomach growling as he waited for his lunch. The smell of the seasoned meat being cooked in the back was stronger than it had been a moment ago, and his mouth started watering in response. Koji suddenly flinched, a screeching sound like nails on a chalkboard from outside. He stood from the barstool and glanced out the window overlooking the street, a taxi had skidded to a stop and the driver was screaming obscenities at the driver in front of him, who had stopped at a green light. Oddly enough, Koji could clearly make out every word as if he were standing right next to them.

      Koji cringed once more, hands going up to cover his ears. There were so many sounds from all over, and he felt like he was drowning in them. Accidentally scratching his face when he brought his hands to his ears, he could feel a trickle on his cheek, and he saw a speck of blood on the tip of his nail. More than that, the nail itself had grown. To call it a nail wasn’t even accurate, what was more accurate was to call it a claw.

      His nostrils were now being violated in the same manner as his ears. The scents from not only the kitchen, but also from the Korean restaurant next door, and the Hawaiian seafood restaurant across the street. All those scents intermingled and he lost his footing under the pressure, curling into a ball while his senses were rocked into overdrive.
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      “Step away from the shop with your hands behind your head—slowly!”

      Dominic Vaughn heard the voice come from beyond the car headlights that blinded him and he knew he was finished. The forty-something divorced manager he seduced must have awoken sooner than he thought, realized he’d taken her shop key, and called the police. Now he had to try and figure out how he would escape—if escape were even possible.

      “I repeat, walk towards me with your hands behind your head!”

      Dominic did as he was ordered, trying to take quick stock of his surroundings. This alley was a dead end and neither building had a fire escape he could scale. The blinding lights meant he had no idea how many officers were on the scene, but chances were high they’d just send one car to investigate. That meant two officers, and he could probably get away from them.

      As he approached, he saw he was right. Two officers, one car. The alley ended at a sidewalk and they were stopped just past that sidewalk on the asphalt. He would have enough space to get past them and hopefully manage to clear out quickly.

      “Thought you were pretty smart, huh?” asked one of the officers. He was middle-aged and a bit soft around the stomach, so he wouldn’t pose too much of a problem. The other guy, though, he was tall and broad-shouldered, probably played varsity football in high school. If Dominic Vaughn made a run for it, he’d need an escape route quickly, because this guy looked more than capable of running him down.

      The linebacker stepped behind Dominic and grabbed one of his hands, twisting it behind his back. Dominic cringed. He slapped one handcuff around Dominic’s wrist while the donut-muncher got right in the thief’s face with a cocky grin. He wanted to gloat, and Dominic took advantage of his lack of foresight, head-butting him.

      His partner reacted slowly, but Dominic twisted free from his grasp and darted down the street. The linebacker’s footsteps echoed behind him, increasing in volume—he was gaining. Dominic needed to take a chance down one of these alleys, but there was the risk of another dead end. If he didn’t though, the linebacker would definitely run him down within a matter of seconds.

      Dominic made his decision and took a sharp right, darting into the alley. The linebacker nearly stumbled to slow down. Dominic cursed when he saw that it was, indeed a dead end. Worse, he heard a familiar click from behind him. The linebacker now had his weapon drawn.

      “On your knees with your hands behind your head!”

      Dominic slowly dropped to his knees and muttered, “Well, this is just perfect.” He closed his eyes and waited for the linebacker to restrain him. The ground suddenly felt different. And he couldn’t hear the cop’s footsteps any more, and he was certainly not being restrained.

      Dominic opened his eyes. Wherever he was, it definitely was not the alley in the storefront plaza. He was in a park, kneeling on the grass. Dominic pulled off his mask, shaking out his chin-length, black hair. And the only thing he could say was, “What the hell just happened?”
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      The Cleveland Fire Department rushed to put out the blaze that had consumed the small townhouse. The call came in around eight o’clock at night, and they responded within a few minutes. The high-pressure hose was brought out to quell the flames stretching out above the roof. Neighbors vacated their homes and gathered around. Lieutenant Delgado was fortunately assisted in that by members of the Cleveland Police, who arrived to assist with forming a perimeter.

      “Tony!” Greg Nash of the police force ran up to him as Delgado’s men worked on the fire, quickly unfurling the hose and turning their water tanks on the blazing building. “Any idea what caused this?”

      Delgado shook his head. “Blaze grew so fast. We responded in record time, but it was an inferno out here.”

      “Any survivors?”

      Delgado motioned to the charred, smoking house. There were still flames inside. “In that? I don’t think⁠—”

      The twenty-year veteran firefighter was silenced as he saw a silhouette against the flames, running through the front door. It was a man, completely naked and hairless. His entire body was coated in carbon, making him nearly pitch black. He stumbled from the home, collapsing on the front lawn, coughing. One of the firefighters helped him up, getting him over to the ambulance. He was immediately covered with a blanket and given oxygen. A female paramedic examined his body while Delgado and Nash approached.

      “How is he?” asked Delgado.

      “Not a mark, sir. Some smoke inhalation, but that’s it.”

      Nash crinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?”

      “Burnt hair,” said Delgado without missing a beat, then to the man. “Are you alright? Any pains? Loss of sensation?”

      The man breathed from the oxygen tank while shaking his head. He took another few breaths and pulled the mask from his face. “Wh-what happened?”

      “We were hoping you could tell us, sir,” said Nash. “What’s your name?”

      “Clarence. Clarence Black.”

      Neither Delgado nor Nash felt the need to comment on how appropriate the surname presently was. “What’s the last thing you remember, Mr. Black?”

      “Just…watching the game. Cavaliers were g—” His speech was interrupted by a coughing fit. Clarence covered his mouth and then took another breath from the tank. “They were gettin’ the shit kicked out of them. I was yelling at the TV and then…”

      He trailed off and both Delgado and Nash watched him, waiting for him to continue. “Then what?” Delgado pressed.

      Clarence looked up at them and for the first time, both men noticed that not only was Clarence Black bald, but he had no eyebrows or lashes. “I got…hot.”
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      A “back to school” party at one of the University of Central Florida’s fraternity houses seemed like a good idea at the time to freshman Nina Murillo, but now she got the feeling that she had a bit too much to drink. Standing at around five-foot-two, the nineteen-year-old girl didn’t exactly have a body built for a high alcohol tolerance. And the guy she’d been talking to for the past hour was “nice” enough to keep refilling her cup whenever she got close to the bottom. He was a junior, she thought, but couldn’t remember his name. When the strawberry-blond frat boy handed her a fresh cup, she backed away while shaking her head.

      “Sorry, think I better go back to the dorm…” Her words slurred a bit as she spoke.

      “Already? C’mon, it’s still early,” he said.

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Uh-uh. Definitely time to go sleep…” She opened her eyes and looked up, then amended her statement. “Make that…throw up…then sleep.”

      “One more drink.” He pushed the red, plastic cup towards her.

      Nina looked at the foamy head of the beer and reached for the cup, but then stood and said, “Nope, can’t. Had way too much already.”

      He stood as well, shrugging a bit. “What’s one more gonna hurt?”

      “No thanks.”

      He was exasperated when he said, “It’s just one. Christ’s sake…”

      Nina had grown irritated by his persistence. “I. Said. NO!” She placed her hands against his chest and pushed, just intending to put some distance between the two of them. But instead, the blond junior was knocked back so forcefully, he was thrown against the keg…on the other side of the room. The house went silent and Nina’s hands covered her mouth in shock. All eyes turned to her and once she noticed this, she ran out the front door. People easily parted for her, granting her a wide berth.

      One boy with a patchy beard and bloodshot eyes looked up from the couch, a rolled joint between his fingers. He stared at the knocked-over keg, which had begun leaking beer. “Dude…party foul.”
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      Leonard Thorne walked through the corridors of the West Wing, clad in a green military uniform, the silver eagle indicating his rank. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with silver hair cropped close to his head and a thick mustache. He was met by a man named Joseph Ramsey, who stood almost a full foot shorter than him. Ramsey wore a black suit with matching tie and a small pin portraying a waving US Flag affixed to his lapel. Thorne brought his legs together and raised his right hand to his forehead in salute.

      “Thank you for coming down here, Colonel,” said the Secretary of Defense. “The President requested you by name to help us deal with this matter.”

      “I still don’t quite understand what this matter actually is, Mr. Secretary.”

      “You’ll be briefed by the President himself.” Ramsey turned from Thorne and began walking. His stride was quick, but Thorne easily kept pace. “Frankly, this is a highly sensitive topic, and we still have no answers.”

      Ramsey led the way into the Oval Office, which was quite busy at the moment. Thorne took a mental stock of the people who were currently in the room. The White House Chief of Staff, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Directors of both the National Security Agency and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Secretaries of State, Homeland Security and, strangely enough, Health and Human Services. These men and women were seated on the couches in front of the desk of the President and standing before all of them was the Commander in Chief, Curtis Hayworth. Thorne noticed one other man, standing in the corner, whom he had never seen before.

      “Colonel, thank you for responding,” said Hayworth.

      “I serve at the pleasure of the President,” said Thorne. “Although if I may, I’m not exactly sure what this is in regards to.”

      The President gestured to the Secretary of Health and Human Services. “Amy, you wanna fill Col. Thorne in?”

      Amy Petersen rose, adjusting her thin glasses and flipping through the documents. “Over the past several months, there have been a number of…strange conditions reported.”

      “What sort of conditions?” Thorne looked at the military advisors. “Has there been some sort of biological attack?”

      “That’s what makes this so strange…the conditions aren’t necessarily harmful,” said Petersen.

      Thorne arched his eyebrows. “Pardon me, Madame Secretary, but what sort of conditions are we talking about?”

      Petersen sighed. “Well…there’s no clear pattern of symptoms. There are a multitude of different cases. To give you some examples, a man in Hawaii collapsed after being exposed to sensory overload. A man in Ohio walked out of a burning house covered in carbon and every bit of hair burnt off without a single injury. When he spoke to authorities, he said he was angry while watching a sporting event and then, and this is a direct quote, ‘got hot.’ That was when the fire erupted.”

      Thorne cocked an eyebrow. “It sounds like you’re suggesting this man’s anger triggered the fire.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Colonel. And there’s more. A woman in Washington fell into a coma, right after witnesses claim she said she could hear everyone’s thoughts. And a girl in Wisconsin…transformed…” Her voice began to trail off.

      “What do you mean ‘transformed’?” asked Thorne.

      Petersen handed the report to the Colonel. “She…well, changed…into a-a…” Petersen swallowed, almost as if she couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “…A popular singer.”

      Thorne looked up at her incredulously. He flipped through the report and read exactly what Petersen had. Then he read it again to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him.

      “And those are only a few of the cases that have been reported. And those are just in this country,” said Janet Skinner, the Secretary of State. “I’ve been speaking to our allies and this seems to be a global phenomenon.”

      Thorne handed Petersen the report. “So what exactly are we looking at here?”

      “We’ve got a man here who might be able to answer that question, Colonel,” said Hayworth. “I’d like you to meet Dr. Howard McCabe of the National Human Genome Research Institute. Doctor?”

      Howard McCabe was the man Thorne hadn’t recognized. He was bald, save for the thin, white beard, and was the only one not dressed in a suit, but rather slacks and a sweater-vest, with rimless glasses. “Thank you, Mr. President. We’ve examined DNA samples taken by several of these reported cases, and there seems to be a distinct change.”

      “What sort of change?” asked Thorne.

      “There’s been a new element introduced into the human population, something that seems to have altered us on a genetic level.”

      Thorne folded his arms across his chest. “How’s that possible? What caused it?”

      McCabe chuckled slightly as he shook his head. “I haven’t the first clue.”

      “Who cares how it happened?” asked Louis Walsh of the National Security Agency. “What we need to know is how do we reverse it?”

      McCabe shuffled his feet a little and stared down at his shoes. “Well…I don’t think that’s possible. You see, at the Institute, we’ve compared DNA samples of these…umm…I hesitate to use the word ‘infected’, but…”

      “It’s fine, Doctor. Continue,” said Hayworth.

      “Yes, well we’ve compared those samples to…ahem…normal samples and we’ve found remarkable similarities. Or to put it another way, the genetic trigger that’s responsible for these…symptoms…is now present in all of us, at least as far as we can tell. Humanity has undergone a radical change.”

      “You’re saying this is going to happen to all of us?” asked Ramsey.

      “No, not necessarily,” said McCabe. “What I’m saying is that it’s there. Whether or not it activates or remains dormant is something I can’t say. And I have no idea what could trigger activation.”

      Hayworth circled around his desk and slumped into his chair, but Walsh continued speaking. “Mr. President, we have to do something about this. There are people out there who now possess incredibly destructive power. If we don’t act now and⁠—”

      Hayworth banged his palm on the surface of his desk. “And what exactly would you have me do? Round up American citizens?”

      “Mr. President, they pose a threat to themselves and others,” said Walsh. “What else would you do?”

      “A quarantine might actually be an effective way to study them and see if a cure can be discovered,” said Petersen.

      “And what happens when they decide they don’t want to be quarantined?” asked Thorne. “How are you going to restrain someone who can melt the handcuffs?”

      “Let’s not forget the rest of the world,” said Ramsey. “Like Janet said, this isn’t restricted to the US.”

      “We could be looking at a new kind of arms race,” said Skinner. “Whatever response we make, it will have to be one that takes that into account, in addition to the civil rights of American citizens.”

      Hayworth rubbed his chin, turning his chair slightly so he could look out through the windows. The entire room of advisors grew silent as they waited for the President’s word on what sort of action was to be taken. Finally he said to all of them, “I’ve got a lot to think about. What we should do for the moment is review the information we have and consult with other world leaders. You’re all dismissed.”

      The room remained silent for another minute, and then the advisors all broke out into a noisy chatter, throwing their opinions all at once. Hayworth sighed and stood, then leaned over his desk and shouted, “Quiet!”

      The conversation came to an almost instant halt at the sound of the President’s deep baritone. Both palms supported his weight on the surface of his desk and he tilted his head up to stare at them all with steel-gray eyes. “You’re. All. Dismissed. And that’s final.”

      The advisors gathered their materials and papers and began to file out of the office. Thorne moved with them all as well, but Ramsey gripped his shoulder. When Thorne looked at the Secretary, Ramsey silently indicated it was better if the Colonel lingered a little bit longer. The room quickly emptied and Ramsey closed the door behind the last advisor.

      As of now, the only people in the Oval Office were Thorne, Ramsey, McCabe and the President. Hayworth sat back down and let out an alleviating sigh. He rubbed his eyes slightly, it was clear to Thorne that the man hadn’t gotten much sleep during all this.

      “Colonel, Doctor, I’d like the two of you to sit,” said Hayworth. Both Thorne and McCabe responded, each taking their seat on a separate couch. Ramsey crossed from the door to behind the President’s desk, hands stuffed in his pockets.

      “For what it’s worth, Colonel, I agree with you,” said Hayworth. “Internment of American citizens is a troubling prospect for a number of reasons, and history never regards it favorably. Even if I wanted to do it, like you said, you can’t keep people like this imprisoned for long. Plus, it’d be a veritable declaration of war for those nutcases in anti-government militias. And Dr. McCabe said there’s no guarantee of a way to reverse this.

      “That being said, it’s clear this development will pose a massive risk to global stability. We need a way to deal with potential super-powered threats, both at home and abroad.”

      The picture was beginning to come into focus for Leonard Thorne. All this time, he had trouble discerning exactly why he’d been summoned into this meeting. He held the rank of colonel, but his primary responsibility was the oversight of a classified research program that had been kept quiet for decades.

      “Mr. President, if the United States government began utilizing these people for military purposes, other countries will follow,” said Thorne. “And unlike weapons of mass destruction, no funding is necessary to dispatch these people across the world.”

      “You’re absolutely right, and that’s why we are going to work with the United Nations to draft a global treaty banning the military application of persons of mass destruction,” said Hayworth. “But to be honest, I don’t trust half the countries in the UN to abide by shit.”

      “What exactly are you suggesting?” asked Thorne.

      “Superhuman threats are inevitable. Not only from other nations, but also from terrorists. What America needs is a response team.” Hayworth gestured in McCabe’s direction with his hand as he spoke. “The Doctor and I have already discussed this and he’s onboard, but what I need is someone heading up this operation.”

      Thorne stroked the edges of his mustache. “And you think I’m that person?”

      “The Zenith Project,” said Ramsey. “With his help, you should have no trouble locating suitable candidates for this response team.”

      “Sir, wouldn’t America establishing its own superhuman response team directly violate a ban on persons of mass destruction?”

      “That’s why, like the Zenith Project, this will remain completely off-the-books,” said Hayworth. “The United States government is to have no public association with this organization. For all intents and purposes, you will be viewed as vigilantes.”

      “What sort of oversight?” asked Thorne.

      “You’ll be in operational command,” said Ramsey. “This is a Special Access Program and in order to maintain the highest level of plausible deniability, you will have no contact with any government personnel other than myself. You will report directly to me, and through specifically-designated secure channels only.”

      McCabe raised his hand slightly. “I have a question. Since we’re talking specifics now, what exactly will our jobs be?”

      “Given that you’re the closest thing we have to an expert, you’ll be there in an advisory capacity, Doctor. But Colonel Thorne’s calling the shots,” said Hayworth. “So what do you say, Colonel?”

      “There’s a few things we’ll need,” said Thorne. “Facilities, equipment, transportation…”

      Hayworth rested his chin on his hand as he listened to Thorne run down everything he believed he and McCabe would need in order to make this operation a success. “Yes, yes. Absolutely, you’ll get whatever you need.”

      “And there’s one more thing,” said Thorne. “If we’re going to have a team like this, I need permission to assign a human operative as field leader. A soldier of my own choosing.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Hayworth.

      “I need to know there’s someone on that team I can trust to carry out my orders,” said Thorne. “Are we agreed?”

      The President stood and extended his open hand across the desk. Thorne followed his lead and the two men shared a firm handshake. Hayworth smiled before saying, “Welcome to Operation: Vanguard, Colonel.”
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      After leaving the White House, Ramsey instructed Thorne to take McCabe to the Zenith Project. Thorne drove the two of them from Washington, DC into the state of Virginia. They had driven into the country, quite far off the beaten path, and Thorne hadn’t said a word since they got into his car.

      “Colonel, I have to ask just where we’re going?”

      “Here, to the Zenith Project.”

      They approached a dilapidated gas station and garage. Thorne brought the car to a slow cruise, checking his mirrors several times for anyone else on the road. Satisfied, he turned into the station and approached the garage door. Thorne pressed a button on the dashboard and the door opened.

      He pulled the car inside, onto the vehicle lift. Thorne turned off the engine and stepped out of the car. McCabe moved a bit more slowly as he stepped from the car, furrowing his brow as he peered out the garage at the dry pumps. The garage began to close. McCabe peered through the interior door leading into the attached building. It was a standard gas station convenience store, albeit with the lights shut off, the shelves long emptied and covered with dust. Cobwebs lined their metal surface, and it was clear the place had been unused for some time—or at least it was to appear that way.

      McCabe scratched his head. “I’m confused. What exactly is the Zenith Project?”

      Thorne gave no response, instead went over to the lift’s control panel. He reached for a button, but pulled rather than pushing. Beneath the red plastic cap was a small lens. Thorne knelt down and put his eye against it. Once the retinal identification was complete, the lift activated, raising the car and startling McCabe. The geneticist huffed his annoyance at his own response.

      “The Zenith Project began in the closing days of World War II,” said Thorne, moving into the pit below the car.

      “Tell me, Doctor, do you know anything about teleforce?”

      “It sounds familiar, but no, not off-hand.”

      “In 1935, a physicist claimed to have developed a weapon that could decimate both ground-based infantry troops and aircraft. A charged particle beam projector.”

      McCabe had an a-ha moment, realizing why it sounded familiar. “Oh, you mean Tesla’s death ray?”

      “Exactly.” In the pit, Thorne felt along the side for a hidden panel and once he found it, pulled it off. Underneath was a handprint scanner. He placed his palm against the pad and it flashed green, a trap-door in the pit sliding open to reveal a hidden staircase. While descending, he continued his story and McCabe followed. “Tesla reportedly worked on the teleforce weapon until his death in 1943. He claimed to have actually built a prototype, and legend has it he offered it to some governments.”

      McCabe stopped on his descent down the steps. “Right, but those are just urban legends, right?”

      Thorne looked over his shoulder and smirked, then continued down the steps. “We were at war, Doctor. The Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb allowed us to win it and changed the world, for better or worse. But it wasn’t the only thing the government was pursuing at the time. One such endeavor was called the Zenith Project.”

      They both arrived on the metal floor and came to a short corridor that led to another room. “Then the legends are true? Tesla did invent a death ray?”

      “Doctor, if the United States had a death ray, don’t you think we would have used it by now? Or at the very least threatened to?” asked Thorne. “After Tesla’s death, the FBI confiscated everything he owned. We hoped we would have found the teleforce weapon, but it wasn’t there. What we did find, though, was something much more startling.” Thorne opened the door and motioned for McCabe to enter. “After you.”

      McCabe peeked inside the dark room. There was some light from various monitors, but otherwise he didn’t know what was inside. He looked at Thorne, who just gave a reassuring nod. The geneticist entered and Thorne followed.

      The room appeared fairly large, but it was also extremely cluttered. An array of LCD monitors lined the walls. They alternated between a variety of television stations, scrolling through broadcasts from CNN, NBC, Al Jazeera, BBC, and numerous other networks from all over the world. Also stock market updates in real-time, many different websites, and even a few TV shows and movies. McCabe saw the outline of someone standing in front of the monitors. This individual slowly turned, and McCabe gasped.

      Bright, blue LED lights served as eyes, set within round housings that almost resembled goggles. His—or rather, its—body was completely constructed of reflective metal with other blue LEDs lined throughout. The blue eyes narrowed slightly, then widened once more. The robot spoke, but possessed no mouth.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      McCabe’s jaw fell open. Thorne stepped beside the shocked scientist and put his arm around him, grinning. “Dr. Howard McCabe, allow me to introduce you to the Zenith Project. Zenith, say hello to Dr. McCabe.”

      Servos whirred as Zenith held out his arm, his metal hand opening in a gesture of friendship. “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. McCabe. I’ve followed your work for some time. Very impressive, if I may say so.”

      McCabe’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and fortunately, Thorne was able to grab him before he hit the ground. The scientist had fainted.

      Zenith tilted his head to the side. “Hmm.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorne struggled slightly with McCabe’s dead weight. He gestured to a chair over by the desk. “Care to give me a hand?”

      The robot known as Zenith nodded and he quickly pulled the chair closer, dragging it across the ground on its wheels. He held it steady and Thorne let the geneticist slump into the upholstered seat. Thorne gently slapped McCabe’s face a little, while he said to Zenith, “Get him something to drink. And turn the lights on.”

      The LEDs that served as Zenith’s eyes flashed once and the monitors shut off, the lights in the room turning on. He went to fulfill Thorne’s other order and in the time it took for him to return with a paper cup of chilled water, McCabe stirred, his eyelids beginning to rise. He placed a hand on his head and looked into the face of Colonel Thorne. “What happened?”

      “You fainted,” said Zenith.

      McCabe groggily turned to the robot and jumped slightly. He allowed himself to relax again. “Sorry…I guess I didn’t know what to expect.”

      Thorne laughed and took the cup from Zenith, then handed it to McCabe. “I suppose that’s my fault, I should’ve done a better job of preparing you for what you were about to see.”

      McCabe nodded, holding the cup by the bottom and nearly dumping all of its contents into his mouth at once. He sighed with satisfaction and gave it back to Thorne. “Although, can’t say I’d blame you. Even if you told me, seeing it is quite a different story.”

      “Shall we try this again?” asked the robot, offering his hand once more. “My name is Zenith.”

      The doctor smiled and accepted the handshake. “Howard McCabe.”

      “Zenith is what the FBI found when they confiscated Tesla’s belongings,” said Thorne.

      “How come this was never reported? The types of advancements that could have come from this discovery…” said McCabe.

      Thorne crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Back then, Zenith wasn’t what you see now. He was completely lifeless, basically an empty shell. Tesla was building a robot but for what purpose, we’ll never know. And it appeared that Tesla failed because there was no way to activate the robot. But desperate to end the war, Truman nonetheless greenlit the Zenith Project, put top engineers on it to see if they could get the automaton working. The idea being that if the US had even a small army of robotic shock troops, it would mean a land invasion of Japan would be much more feasible, since it wouldn’t include the projected loss of life to Allied forces. But the boys in the Manhattan Project were able to complete their project while the Zenith guys were still trying to turn the damn thing on.”

      “So how did you finally activate him?” asked McCabe.

      “They didn’t,” said Zenith.

      McCabe scratched his head in confusion. “Sorry?”

      “Not long after the war, Zenith came to life all on his own. Scared the crap out of the guys on the project,” said Thorne. “For decades the US government tried to figure out how he not only operated, but also how he became sentient.”

      McCabe took in Zenith’s form from head to toe, standing as he did so. He slowly circled the mysterious robot, examining him as best as possible.

      “I assure you, Dr. McCabe, I am quite real,” said Zenith, his head following McCabe’s movement, even turning completely around as it did.

      “How did this happen? You mean to say Tesla developed some sort of artificial intelligence before his death, and failed to tell anyone about it?”

      “I am not certain,” said Zenith. “All I am certain of is I awoke and discovered friends among the Zenith Project. But as to my origins, those remain a mystery.”

      “We’ve had a number of experts try to reverse-engineer Zenith, but with no luck,” said Thorne. “Then one day, everything changed.”

      “What happened?” asked McCabe.

      Thorne turned to Zenith and nodded. “It’s your story, you might as well tell it yourself.”

      Zenith acknowledged the suggestion and began. “Very well…”
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      Throughout the 1950s, the United States continually attempted to experiment on me, the hope being that an army of robot soldiers would frighten the Soviet Union into submission, or at the very least, force them to rethink their expansion efforts.

      For the most part, I acquiesced to their demands. I did not attempt to stop them, although I could have. But slowly, I learned what such technology as the teleforce weapon might mean for mankind. And I theorized that if military operations had no potential cost, it would have a corruptive influence on those who commanded such a force.

      That was when, in the late 1950s, I protested against my would-be masters. I informed them that any further assault on me would be met with a demonstration of equal force. I would show them exactly what I was capable of.

      They believed I was, for lack of a better term, bluffing. They protested, informed me I had no rights, that I was nothing more than property. At that point, I decided to show them that I only remained under my own volition.

      The commander who told me I was property, a general, if I recall correctly, was the target of my…demonstration. With minimal effort, I gripped him by his throat and raised his body into the air. Beneath the iron grip of my metal fingers, I could feel how soft his flesh was, and how effortlessly I could end his existence. The others gasped in shock. Soldiers who were part of the project aimed their weapons at me.

      Over time, I have upgraded my body with new technology, new sensors to keep better track of the environment. At that point, however, my design was far simpler—just a humanoid body made of metal and a slightly crude construction.

      Still, although I had not the sensory input I currently possess, I could still detect the fear in the eyes of those men. Here they were gazing upon the form of one who could easily spell the destruction or subjugation of their entire race. And I will not deny that I was tempted.

      But one man ordered everyone to stand down. The President of the United States asked to speak with me privately. The others protested, but the President was insistent on granting me an audience. He said we would speak of this situation “man to man.” That one gesture meant a lot to me and so I gave him a chance to speak what was on his mind.

      Once the soldiers, advisors, and scientists had left the room, the President directed me past the testing apparatuses over to a table with several chairs. He gestured for me to sit in one and he sat in another.

      “Do you know why we called this the Zenith Project?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “The zenith is the time at which something is at its most powerful, or when it has reached its highest point.” He smiled as he pointed to me. “You are America’s zenith, my friend. I understand you know some of what has transpired in the world outside these walls.”

      I nodded. “Your weapons threaten the destruction of the entire world in a stalemate with another country. You yourself have maintained such a stalemate, even threatened to use those weapons yourself.”

      The President’s face was somber and he gave a solemn nod. “You’re right. But you have to understand, we are in a delicate state of affairs. There’s a belief I have that if the Soviets were allowed to continue unchecked, countless nations would fall to their influence.”

      “And so you want me to be your weapon,” I said. “But I will not. I will not allow myself to be used for such a purpose. And you know that no force you possess can prevent me from exiting these walls. Or ending your own life.”

      This President had seen warfare. He’d stared death in the face. There was not much he feared, but I could tell he was at the very least nervous in my presence. Yet to his credit, he maintained his composure. And that was when he gave me another option—a different path.

      “Instead of us using you, what if you were to help us?”

      I tilted my head at this. “Help you? In what way?”

      The President folded his hands together and set them on his lap. “You seem to have quite a lot of knowledge that we can benefit from. Perhaps a partnership would be more beneficial.”

      At this, I protested. “I will not build weapons for you.”

      “Then help us crack the problems that we have difficulty with. I believe there is a lot of good you can do for humanity, and I can see to it you get those resources you require.”

      I had considered this idea, raising my hand to my chin in a gesture that felt comfortable. “And I have your word that I would retain autonomy in this matter?”

      “You’ll have an advisor, but for the most part, you work on your own. You tell us what you need and we’ll try to accommodate you as best we can.”
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      “From that day forth, I began working with the United States government, providing them with technology that I developed, helping them with problems they themselves could not solve,” said Zenith. “And in return, I was given the means to not only conduct my research with privacy, but also the tools to upgrade myself.”

      “There’s a lot more to this we can’t tell you, because it remains highly classified,” said Thorne. “Suffice to say, Zenith has had a tremendous impact on the way communications technology in particular has advanced over the decades.”

      “Which, of course, brings us to the present day,” said Zenith, then gestured and turned towards the row of displays. “Please direct your attention to the monitor screens.”

      McCabe adjusted his glasses and Thorne stood upright as well. The two men came up, flanking Zenith, and with a silent command, the monitors all changed so they showed parts of one giant image, that of the planet.

      “As I understand it, there are numerous mutations occurring all across the globe.” While Zenith spoke, the image of the globe changed slightly and different points of interest were marked on the map.

      “How’d you know about this?” asked Thorne. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you anything yet.”

      “I switched on the microphone inside your cellular phone and monitored the conversation you had in the Oval Office,” said Zenith.

      Thorne's face became incredulous. “You what? You were spying on me?”

      Zenith turned to the soldier and held up his hand in a simple gesture. “Please, my friend, do not be alarmed. Normally I would respect your need for privacy, but when we are dealing with reduced funding and changing administrations, there is always the worry that my time here shall be cut short. It is simply a matter of self-preservation.”

      Thorne sighed. He didn’t like Zenith’s explanation, but he did suppose it made a degree of sense. If he were in the robot’s position, he probably would have done the same thing. One can never be too careful in a world where the politics change on a daily basis.

      “Also, as I said, I have been aware of Dr. McCabe’s work for some time and have used it to examine some alarming cases in my leisure time,” said Zenith. “I do believe the Doctor’s theory that all of humanity has been transformed by some sort of external event to be true. This is, of course, a troubling prospect. I believe history shows us there are two certainties when it comes to humanity. First, that absolute power corrupts absolutely. And second, that whenever a new resource has been unearthed, man has found a way to exploit it. When dealing with people who can violate the laws of physics as we know them, we are faced with a new conundrum: these men and women will be exploited by those in power. Or they will exploit their abilities themselves. And so, I fully understand and sympathize with the President’s desire for a response team.”

      Thorne approached the screen. “What are we looking at here?” He pointed to one of the markers. “What are these supposed to symbolize?”

      “I’ve been sifting through the data, trying to determine the locations of specials.”

      “‘Specials’?” asked McCabe.

      “Every species needs a name, even a sub-species, and so I felt it was fitting.” Zenith paused and faced the scientist. “Did you have another name in mind, Doctor? Most of this is based on your research, so I believe you have the right to christen them whatever you choose. I apologize if I was too brash.”

      McCabe couldn’t help the smile that formed on his face at the robot’s politeness. “Not at all, specials is as good a name as any.”

      Thorne stroked his mustache as he scanned the various markers. “My god…there are hundreds of them… You’ve found a way to track them?”

      Servos whirred and Zenith’s head shook no. “As Dr. McCabe stated, humanity may have been completely transformed. All of you possess the potential to become specials, so even if I could pinpoint the genetic marker and find a way to track it, it would be like tracking every single person on the planet. Rather, this is based on an algorithm I’ve designed, tracking similarities from a number of sources—news reports, medical records, social media feeds, and so on. These are not necessarily confirmed cases, but rather potential cases. Each one of these has a high probability, greater than fifty percent, of being a special. I believe this is how we will locate the members of our team.”

      “Our team?” asked Thorne, turning around. He placed his hands behind his back, gazing into the tiny, blue lights that served as the robot’s eyes. “I thought you didn’t want to be used as an instrument of war?”

      “If I do not act, I fear others will be used as instruments of war. Perhaps this is the purpose I’ve been searching for all these years.”

      McCabe stepped up to the screen, looking over the various markers. “There are so many, how do we choose?”

      “I’ve already begun work on that front, as a matter of fact,” said Zenith. The globe turned, focusing just on North America. “I felt for practical reasons, finding a team made up of individuals based in the United States would be the simplest course of action. Following that, I began screening for the highest potential candidates, factoring in a number of variables to compile a list.”

      Thorne nodded. “Good. Doctor, I want you to go over Zenith’s list with him, and meanwhile, I have to review candidates for our field leader. We’ll be in touch.”

      Thorne exited the room and Zenith looked at McCabe with his glowing eyes. “Well Doctor, we have several dozen candidates to go over. Where shall we begin?”

      McCabe sighed. “With coffee. I have a feeling it’ll be a long night.”
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      Lieutenant Jim Ellis stepped onto the tarmac from the chopper, its blades still spinning. He kept one hand on his head to prevent his hat from flying off and quickly hustled away from the vehicle. Within moments, the helicopter lifted off again.

      “Hey, wait!” he shouted after it, but to no avail. Jim sighed and turned away, scanning the area amidst the Adirondack Mountains. The only thing around for miles was a hangar, runway, and a small, one-story building. Couldn’t even be classified as a building, more like a garage. He figured that was his only option and he approached the structure. The windows were completely opaque, and the metal door had no handle. There was a light above it, but this was switched off. Jim rapped his knuckles on the door a few times, then waited. After a few minutes, he knocked again, a little harder this time.

      “What is going on?” He backed away from the door and placed his hands on his hips, looking up. It seemed like this was some sort of airfield, but tucked in the middle of nowhere, and seemingly no longer operational.

      Jim returned to the tarmac and followed it to the hangar. He banged on the doors, but still no answer came. Jim huffed in annoyance. “Come on…”

      He took his hat off and ran his fingers through his closely-cropped blond hair. He’d received a summons to appear here and was told it was in regards to a highly-classified operation. As a former Navy SEAL and a member of the CIA’s Special Operations Group, those sorts of orders were as normal for him as an inter-office memo would be for a white collar employee. But what was unordinary was arriving at a clandestine briefing and finding no one there to brief him.

      Jim reached inside the jacket of his dress uniform and pulled out a cell phone. He’d put in a call to his superiors, let them know that someone must have made a mistake. Maybe the meeting was actually tomorrow, or maybe the pilot got the location wrong. He looked at the display and groaned when he saw the “No Service” message at the top of the screen.

      “Great…”

      Jim wandered around the small valley, holding his phone up in the air, trying to see if he could get some sort of signal. Every time a single bar flashed on the screen, it vanished almost as quickly. The most consistent thing he got was a “Searching…” message.

      As he concentrated on finding a signal, Jim didn’t notice a large patch of grass that suddenly rose from beside the tarmac. Underneath that patch was a gun turret that tracked Jim’s movements. It seemed to wait for him, following him carefully. Jim suddenly got a sense of being watched and when he turned and saw the turret, it opened fire.

      Jim leapt to the side, diving towards the small building. He rolled on the ground and sprung up once more, breaking into a sprint. The turret’s rounds followed him, a hail of gunfire narrowly missing his feet. When he was within range, he jumped again, landing behind the construct and pressing his back up against it. He remained there, listening as the bullets pounded into the building, waiting for the turret to run out of ammo.

      After a few more minutes, the gunfire stopped, and all Jim could hear was the sound of the cylinder spinning rapidly, slowing down with each rotation until it came to a stop. Jim edged near the corner, peering around it, and drawing his SIG Sauer P229 handgun as he did so. Slowly, he rose to his feet, keeping his back pressed against the building, and he spotted a shadow on the ground. He raised the gun, and saw the shadow approaching closer. Jim sprang out from his hiding spot and took aim. He found himself facing down the barrel of a Beretta M9, held by a man in a green dress uniform with a silver mustache hanging over his grinning lips.

      “Good morning, Lieutenant.”

      Jim moved instantly, holstering the weapon and snapping to a stiff posture and salute.

      “At ease, soldier.” The superior officer holstered his Beretta and offered his hand. “My name’s Thorne.”

      “Ellis, sir. James Ellis,” he said, shaking Thorne’s hand.

      When the handshake broke, Thorne jerked his thumb at the turret, which had now retreated below ground. “Sorry about the fireworks. We’re testing out some of the security features. And also, I wanted to see if you were as good as your file suggests.”

      “And?”

      Thorne grinned. “You performed as expected, Lieutenant.”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?” asked Jim.

      Thorne chuckled. “Relax, kid. You don’t have to be so formal here. Speak your mind.”

      “I’m a little confused. I was told I was to report here for some classified mission, but what is this place?”

      “Step into my office.” Thorne gestured to the small building and they walked around to the front. Thorne stood in front of the door, looked up at the light, and said, “Colonel Leonard Thorne.” The light switched on and after a moment, a robotic voice said, {Access granted.} The door slid open and Thorne stepped inside with Jim following.

      “Biometric security,” said Thorne. “Voice recognition activates the security check and housed in the lamp is a scanner to verify your identity.”

      Jim glanced around the small structure, seeing nothing more than a table and two chairs with an old radio on the table’s surface. Next to the radio, however, was a manila file and Jim noticed the label on the tab bore his name. “I’m sorry, sir, but what’s the point of having that level of security on a place like this?”

      “We’ll get to that, have a seat.” Thorne sat in one of the chairs and motioned to the empty one.

      Jim carefully sat down, not sure what to make of this entire situation. Everything seemed very strange up to this point and he was starting to wonder if someone at the Agency was playing a practical joke on him.

      “I’m sure by now that you’ve heard the rumors spreading throughout the Internet, of seemingly normal people who can perform supernatural feats.”

      Jim nodded. “Sure, some sort of new Internet hoax. What’s that have to do with me?”

      “It’s not a hoax, Lieutenant,” said Thorne. “The world is quickly being populated by people who can do amazing things. People for whom the laws of physics pose no restriction. Now, I’ve reviewed your file.” He tapped the folder. “In fact, I’ve spent the past few weeks reviewing a lot of files. You’ve got an impressive record—recruited from the SEALs into the SOG. How long have you been with the Agency?”

      “About two years.”

      Thorne took the file and held it open in front of him. “You’ve consistently garnered high marks. You’ve got a keen strategic mind, you excel in hand-to-hand combat, and your marksmanship is off the charts. In fact, one might say you yourself are superhuman.”

      Jim was puzzled. “I’m sorry, sir. Are you saying that…that…” He paused, struggling with the words. “Well…what are you saying?”

      Thorne closed the file. “What I’m saying is that I’ve been tasked to put together a special team. A team with some very specific mission parameters. And what I need is a field commander. Someone who can go toe-to-toe with these specials and come out on top.”

      “And you think that someone…is me?”

      Thorne set the folder back on the table, keeping his fingers on top as he stared at it. “To be honest, I’m not sure. And here’s where the tricky part comes in. I know for something like this, you’d want to know all the details before you can make an informed decision. But unfortunately, I’ve already come close to telling you more than I should. Before I can go into any specifics, I need your commitment.”

      Jim realized he’d been sitting forward in his chair and now he leaned back slightly. He stared at the file on the table and still locked there, he asked, “what can you tell me?”

      “I can tell you that we’re talking pretty deep cover. No one will know what it is you’re doing. Not even your superiors at the CIA. It’s high-risk, but potentially high-reward.”

      Jim fidgeted slightly in his chair. Beyond Thorne’s words, his tone said that this was indeed something extremely important. Whatever this job was, whatever it involved, Jim knew it would be extremely dangerous. But he also knew that his curiosity had now gotten the better of him, and he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he knew just what exactly was going on here. And there was only one way to do that.

      “I’m in.”

      Thorne smiled and offered his hand once more. “Welcome to Vanguard. C’mon, let me show you around the base.”

      “But…what base?” asked Jim after shaking Thorne’s hand. “That hangar?”

      “The base isn’t above-ground, Lieutenant.” Thorne stood and faced the wall. “Time to give you the grand tour.”

      The wall lowered, and there was a small elevator. Thorne stepped in and made room for Jim. “What are you waiting for?”
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      Victoria Hastings stood just outside the examination room, fumbling through her purse. Her daughter was inside, but she couldn’t stay there another moment, not before she managed to calm herself. Keys, her wallet, and various cosmetic products rattled around as she dug through the white leather sack. Finally, she heard a familiar noise and sighed in relief, pulling out a small, translucent orange bottle with pills clicking about inside. She struggled with the childproof lid, her hands feeling like they were covered in grease. And then she dropped the bottle.

      “Dammit…” she muttered. Before she could bend down to pick it up, someone else had met her on the ground. A hand with some light wrinkles held the bottle out to her and Victoria looked up into the kind eyes of an older gentleman with a bald head, a thin white beard, and rimless glasses.

      “I think you dropped this,” he said.

      Victoria managed a faint smile. “Thank you.” She accepted the bottle and stood up, still struggling with the top.

      “Allow me.” He extended his hand and Victoria resigned herself, passing it to him. The man removed the top and handed it back to her. Victoria dropped two white pills into her palm and closed the bottle, then returned it back to the abyss that was her purse. She clasped her hand over her mouth, slipping the pills inside, then walked past the man to a water fountain. With a quick drink, the tablets were swallowed.

      “Mrs. Hastings, I presume?” he asked.

      Victoria looked up, brushing some loose strands of hair behind her ear. She stood, wiping the lingering water droplets from her lips. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
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