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    This novelization is based on Tim Kring’s original drafts of the script for episode one of “Heroes Reborn” and includes content not seen in the TV show.


    A year after from the fateful events of the Odessa Summit, the world is a very different place. It’s certainly no longer friendly for Evolved Humans — or “Evos” — who are held responsible for what happened. If the government doesn’t find you, there are some tenacious and merciless Evo-hunters out there who will.
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    The Heroes Reborn event series consists of six short thrillers based on the fascinating characters and rich mythology of NBC’s world-wide hit TV series “Heroes”, and the highly anticipated “Heroes Reborn”. The new season picks up five years after the finale of the original series and finds those with special powers in a precarious and dangerous world where they are feared, persecuted and attacked.

  


  PROLOG


  Are we defined by that which makes us great — our ability to think, to hope, to love? Or are we doomed to answer to our weaknesses — our tendency to fear, to torment, to hate? In the end, perhaps it is both. For what is mankind if not a host of contradictions?


  
    — extract from ESCALATING EVOLUTION by Mohinder Suresh


    (unpublished)

  


  ODESSA, TEXAS — TWELVE MONTHS AGO


  It was a beautiful summer day as the monarch butterfly fluttered across the park, its orange and black wings a majestic sight in the sunshine. It flew just above the lush grass, flitting here and there before coming to rest on a park bench. The butterfly paused to bend and flex its wings, soaking up the mid-morning warmth.


  Someone else was on the bench, close to where the butterfly had landed. Noah Bennet looked every inch the company man in his grey suit and tie, wearing an old-fashioned pair of horn-rimmed glasses. He had an apple in one hand, uncertain whether to start eating. People had been gathering for hours. The summit was due to start at eleven. Once it was underway, he’d get few chances to eat for a while.


  Bennet sunk his teeth into the apple while checking his watch. 10:33 — not long now. A shadow fell across him, prompting Bennet to look up. A tall, dark-skinned man loomed over him. Known simply as “the Haitian” within Primatech, many feared his rare ability. Bennet considered Rene an ally, a trusted friend within the company. But that didn’t stop him from demanding answers as soon as Rene joined him on the bench.


  “Is she here?”


  Rene feigned hurt at his brusqueness. “What, no ‘hello’, no ‘how have you been’? We’ve been friends for too long, Noah.”


  Bennet had little time for niceties. “Sorry, I’m just —”


  “She’s on her way. But she wanted me to talk to you first. To prepare you.”


  “For what?”


  “This rift between you and Claire — it’s not healthy,” Rene replied. Father and daughter had not spoken in years, their relationship like a wound that never seemed to heal. Bennet knew the Haitian was holding something back about Claire, but didn’t push it — yet. Instead he gestured toward the nearby Primatech facility.


  “Why do you think I helped put this summit together? People have come here from all over the world —”


  “Sure,” Rene cut in, “to decide how people like me are supposed to live our lives. Where we can work, who we can marry.”


  “We all just want what’s best,” Bennet insisted, aware how weak that sounded.


  Rene shook his head. “History is full of people who thought they knew what was best for others …” He rose from the bench, adjusting his jacket.


  Bennet knew his friend was right, but he still had high hopes. The summit was a fresh start for all of humanity — evolved or not. But it also had a bleaker potential, should those involved fail to grasp this opportunity to embrace the future. They had to make the summit work, for the sake of all those like Claire. Thinking about her brought Bennet back to Rene’s unexplained remark. “What is it that she wanted you to prepare me for?”


  The Haitian opened his mouth to reply, but again avoided giving a direct answer. “Like I said, she’ll be here.” He strolled off, heading away from Primatech, where a temporary stadium capable of holding thousands had been erected.


  “Aren’t you going in?” Bennet called after him.


  “Never been much of a joiner.”


  Bennet smiled at that before taking a fresh bite of apple. He got up and strode toward Primatech headquarters, leaving his half-eaten snack on the bench.


  *


  The summit had attracted dignitaries and news media from around the world. Three days of discussions about evolved humans had also proven to be a magnet for spectators and protestors alike, forcing Primatech to double and then redouble its security detail. The whole event had blossomed in scale beyond all expectations, turning into a gathering unlike anything Odessa had ever seen.


  Most people were kept outside the perimeter — especially any protestors — but those with powers and their families were allowed into the company grounds. Even with entry restricted, a temporary grandstand was still needed to accommodate everyone. Bennet moved through the throng, marvelling at how many had made the journey to be part of this unique moment. It was Woodstock for Evos.


  A troop of dancers was performing for the crowd, shape-shifting as they twirled and spun, a rhythmic display of awe-inspiring abilities. Bennet admired their talents until his attention was attracted by a teenage girl dressed as a cheerleader. For a moment, until reality kicked in, he thought she was Claire. Nearly a decade had passed since his daughter last wore that uniform, cheering for other people’s achievements from the side-lines. She was a grown woman now.


  Bennet passed a father buying popcorn. Behind him, a giggling five-year-old boy was floating up into the air unaided. Bennet was about to call out a warning, but then realized that the boy was tethered by a cord. The father nonchalantly pulled his son back down to earth. Turning aside, Bennet almost bumped into someone invisible when a hipster with a goatee materialized out of thin air.


  Ahead of Bennet a couple ambled by arm in arm, their young son skipping in front of them, a firecracker of excitement. Bennet watched the father, who was beaming with pride. Fifty years ago, the fact that this couple was interracial would have been remarkable. Now it was probably the most ordinary thing about them. Bennet pressed on, passing a row of TV reporters talking to cameras about the imminent summit, their different accents and languages proof that the whole world was watching.


  “The eyes of the world have descended right here on little Odessa, Texas —”


  “— headquarters of Primatech, the global leader in Evo research.”


  “— as thousands arrive to lay the groundwork for a new and lasting peace between human and Evo —”


  “— a new dawn, a new beginning, and — one can only hope — a brave new world.”


  As Bennet cleared the media zone, a massive shadow fell across the compound. The air turned cold, almost as if an eclipse was blocking out the sun. Like everyone around him, Bennet looked up, searching for the cause. This was no naturally occurring phenomenon. It had to be the work of —


  A sudden, blinding white flash exploded out of nowhere, followed by another and another. Bennet only had time for a single thought: the explosions were totally silent. Then all was oblivion.


  *


  When Bennet came to, all he could hear was a muted hum — like a distant doorbell, ringing nonstop. Acrid smoke filled his nostrils, threatening to choke him. He opened his eyes and saw a world cracked apart, flakes of ash falling from the sky like grey snow. Bennet pulled himself up to a sitting position on the ground, wincing at the sudden pain the movement caused. Everything was a blur — glasses, where were his glasses?


  He reached out, feeling among the rubble and dust until his fingers closed round the familiar horn-rimmed frames. Clutching them, he rose groggily to his knees, then up to his feet. Finally, he put on his glasses. One lens was cracked, but that couldn’t disguise the apocalyptic chaos around him. It looked like a war zone, like bombs had gone off everywhere. He grimaced. That’s exactly what had happened, but who was responsible?


  Bennet turned in a slow circle, bearing witness to the pitiless devastation surrounding him. Scattered everywhere were the bodies of those laid low by the blast. Some looked unconscious, but with others it was obvious that they would never wake again. Blood stained the rubble crimson in far too many places. As the persistent ringing in his ears eased, Bennet could hear a growing chorus of pain and anguish from those still alive. So much suffering, so many people had lost someone they loved in the blink of —


  Bennet’s heart lurched. There, on the ground — the body of a cheerleader. No, not a body: a corpse. Bennet knew it wasn’t his daughter, but she was still someone’s child. The shock of seeing that poor girl snapped his thoughts into focus. He had to find his own child. He had to know where she was. He had to know if she was still alive.


  “Claire!” Nobody replied. “Claire!!!”


  SAINT-FELICIEN, QUEBEC — NINE MONTHS AGO


  The man was running for his life. He raced along the road, breathless and desperate in the darkness. He could hear a utility truck behind him, powerful hunting lights mounted on top of it, their beams trained on him. He could hear the shouts of his pursuers, calling to each other in French.


  As he ran, the man’s head jerked from side to side, looking for anyone who might help him. But they were at the edge of town, heading into darkness, with only trees on either side. The streetlights were getting further apart. Soon it would be just scrubland.


  The truck was catching up to him fast. He couldn’t stay on the road. He would have to risk going into the woods and hope to lose his pursuers. Hope was all he had left.


  The roar of a second vehicle joining the first made up his mind. He broke left and ran into the trees, weaving an erratic path between them, feet pounding the uneven ground. Bursting into a clearing, he stopped to get his bearings. But it was no use. He was lost.


  The fugitive bent forward, hands on his hips — panting, gasping for air. His hair was carefully groomed most days and, with his sculpted goatee, usually gave him the look of a hipster — but not here, not now. Instead his body was covered head to foot in white talc, and a pair of tighty-whitey underpants was his only protection from the cold evening air. This was no midnight run to the coffee shop.


  The roar of approaching engines meant the hunters had found a path through the woods. Shouted voices echoed in the darkness: “Par ici! Ici!” This way, they were calling. Here! Here! Summoning his strength, the man forced himself to move. He had to get away from them. He had to try. But no matter where he ran, escape seemed impossible. The search beams of the twin trucks stalking him were everywhere, angry French voices shouting over the roar of the engines. It was no good.


  Then the clouds overhead parted for a moment and moonlight glinted off a wide, shallow pond up ahead. He dashed forward and dove into the dank water. It was ice cold, but that didn’t matter. He scrubbed at his body, intent on washing off the talc. Suddenly, a voice close by was shouting: “Ici! Sous l’arbre!”


  Here. Under the trees. They’d found him.


  He was scrambling across the pond when both trucks roared up to the water’s edge. Glancing back, he could see men in hunting gear leaping from both vehicles, armed with rifles, some with dogs. One of them was carrying a big cargo net. They would throw it over him, trap him underneath it like a wild animal. He was cornered. Helpless.


  The hunted man saw faces in the searchlights. There was no pity here. No mercy.


  He turned, running toward the far side of the pond — and disappeared!


  The hunters gasped, spluttering curses at this impossibility.


  Water was still splashing up from invisible legs.


  But then their quarry got clear of the pond.


  All trace of him vanished in the night.


  YANQUING, CHINA — FOUR MONTHS AGO


  Everything was blue and white and bright. The harsh winter sun gleamed on a landscape of ice stretching as far as the eye could see. The frozen lake looked smooth from a distance, but the surface was uneven and treacherous for anyone on foot. Wave crests had turned to ice, white hazards that hampered anyone trying to cross this wasteland. So clear and blue was the sky, it was hard to distinguish where it met the horizon.


  Across the middle of this frozen wasteland lurched a single, solitary figure. His pale blue prison uniform marked him as a fugitive, while his shock of black hair was a stark contrast to the surrounding blue and white landscape. His progress was slow across the frozen lake. Exhaustion played a part in that, as well as malnutrition from a harsh prison diet.


  But the major cause of his fatigue was a fifty-pound circle of rusted metal. It was a disc usually found on a weightlifting barbell, but someone had run a chain through the hole in its center. The other end of the chain was welded to a crude metal shackle clamped tight round the fugitive’s right wrist. He dragged the weight behind him as he staggered forward, step after belligerent step. The edges of the shackle had rubbed against his wrist until it was raw and bloody, harsh metal slicing into the skin and flesh with each step he took. Finally, unable to carry on, the fugitive stopped.


  His breath fogged the air, white steam rising into the clear blue sky. How many miles had he trudged? How much further until he found sanctuary, someone who could remove this accursed millstone from his body? He sniffed the air, hoping for some scent that might offer a clue. But all he could smell was his own sweat and despair.


  As his breathing settled from a rasp to a less strenuous effort, a sound reached him. Mechanical. Urgent. Getting nearer. The fugitive knew that noise: snowmobiles. They were coming for him. They were close. He looked round, searching for cover. But there was no hiding place, not for miles. Only two possible escapes were left to him, and both involved the crude blade shoved into his belt.


  He had crafted it from a piece of sheared-off metal he found in the prison yard, binding bits of broken wood around it with scraps of cloth to create a handle. He could use the blade to cut his own throat and end this torment. Or he could use it to cut something else and set himself free. Ignoring the metal disc at his feet, he crouched down, face staring up into the sky. But when he snapped back upwards, his feet remained stuck on the icy surface, the accursed weight holding him down, keeping him prisoner.


  The fugitive turned to face the onrushing noise. Two military snowmobiles and an armored vehicle with snow tracks were speeding across the white expanse, headed straight for him. Even from this distance, he could make out their green camouflage and the red star emblem. They would be on him in less than a minute. They would take him back to that hellhole.


  He pulled the blade free from his belt, lifting it up in front of his face. He could see his exhausted features reflected in the metal, weary from having been a prison lifer. He had not asked to be like this, to be a freak, an outcast. How long could he go on fighting? But he had no time for self-pity now. The fugitive moved the blade’s edge down to his right forearm, pressing against the skin. If he was going to do this, it meant hacking through bone. If he was going to do this, the pain would be excruciating. If he was going to do this, it had to be now. Because if he wanted to live, there was no other option …


  *


  The soldiers gunned their machines forward, accelerating across the frozen lake. Up ahead, the fugitive had stopped, as if giving up on his doomed escape attempt. But as they grew closer, a horrific scream sliced through the air-the sound of a wounded animal, so loud it could be heard over their engines, an anguished cry of loss and suffering. Ahead of them, something fell away from the solitary figure. Something red.


  *


  Free at last, the fugitive crouched down on blood-spattered ice as the soldiers stopped behind him. Before they got within range, he hurled himself into the sky! His body rocketed toward the heavens, moving faster and faster, a shriek of triumph and pain rising with him. Within moments, he smashed through the sound barrier. A circle of vapor billowed in the blue sky as he flew away, headed east — away from China, away from his captors. Away to find a new life for himself in a brave new world.


  US-CANADIAN BORDER — SEVEN WEEKS AGO


  Tommy Clark was doing his best to keep it together, but his best wasn’t winning. It didn’t help that Tommy wasn’t his real name, no matter what it said in his passport. The photo — thin faced, wide-eyed, blessed with ears that stuck out too much — was him, alright. The stated age of sixteen was correct, too. But everything else in his passport was a lie, and it was stressing him out. This whole trip was stressing him out.


  Then there was his mom, Anne. Driving here had taken hours, and she’d spent every minute making him rehearse their story, over and over. Now that there were only four cars between them and the Canadian border checkpoint, Tommy’s mind had gone blank.


  “Let’s go through it again. Who are we visiting?”


  “Cousins.” Tommy wracked his brain for their names. “Ned and Tammy Cooper.”


  Anne drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. On edge, as usual. “Where?”


  “Bram … ford?”


  “Brampton!” She slammed a fist on the dash. Tommy watched her struggling not to yell at him. “Come on, Kevin, you’ve got to get the details right.”


  He held his passport open at the photo page. “This says ‘Tommy’.”


  Anne peered at it. “Right, you’re right. Tommy.”


  They weren’t ready, not even close — and certainly not for this. Rain beat down on the windscreen, making it hard to see the way ahead. Tommy bit his bottom lip. Maybe he could persuade his mom to turn back. It was worth a try, anyway. “‘Hero_Truther’ says that in other countries they shoot people like me in the streets.”


  “It’s Canada, not North Korea. You’ll be safe. Canadians are nice.”


  Tommy grimaced. “That’s what you said about people in Denver.”


  She ignored his comment, easing off the brake to roll forward as their queue edged closer to the checkpoint. There were four lines waiting to get through, but only two lanes open in the opposite direction. Seemed everybody wanted to visit Canada today.


  Tommy could feel panic rising inside him, like a fist trying to fight its way up to his mouth. They wouldn’t have to run if it wasn’t for him. Stupidest. Power. Ever. He swallowed hard, wiping sweaty palms on his jeans. “This is all my fault.”


  “No, it’s not. We have a chance at a new life,” his mom insisted. She reached out with her right hand to touch the side of his face, as if hoping to soothe his fears away. “If we can get to Saskatchewan —” She stopped, staring ahead. “What’s happening up there?”


  Tommy leaned forward, squinting to see through the rain. Armed guards were moving up and down the queues, glaring into the vehicles. One woman was standing beside her car near the front of the next queue over, mouth wide open as a border guard with latex gloves prepared a DNA swab.


  “Oh, no,” Tommy whispered. “They’re swabbing.”


  Suddenly the woman bolted, abandoning her car and fleeing the surprised guard. She ran toward the border, but it was hopeless, the last act of a desperate person. Four guards came running over from the checkpoint, all of them armed. The woman only got a few yards before she was shot in the back with an orange dart. She crumpled to the wet road, her body twitching and convulsing as if she was having a fit. The guards surrounded her, weapons raised, ready to shoot her again — but she stayed down.


  Tommy turned to his mom, terrified. “What do we do? What do we do?”


  His mom was already putting the car in reverse.


  Tommy twisted round, searching for a way out. There were at least half a dozen cars behind them, the nearest one close to their bumper. They were stuck. Tommy heard his mother gasp, and faced front again. Two guards were marching toward them, faces grim and purposeful. Tommy sank down into his seat. This was it. This was the moment that the world found out who he was and what he was, what he could do —


  His mom shoved the car back into drive and hit the gas. They slammed straight into the car ahead, shunting it several feet forward. That gave her enough room to swing left, escaping the queue. Tires squealed in protest as they veered round on the road. Tommy clung on for dear life as they made a wild U-turn. His box of Ninth Wonder comics spilled across the back seat.


  Once they were facing south, his mom floored it, accelerating away from the guards, away from the checkpoint. Up ahead of them, a green and white RETURN TO U.S.A. sign directed them to bear left. Tommy risked a look back at the Canadian border. So much for a new life.


  *


  Special Agent Cole Cutler was making a routine visit to the border crossing when the Evo woman bolted. He corrected himself — Evolved Human was the preferred terminology at the Agency, though everybody still called them Evos. Made no difference to him. Finding and bringing them in, that was his job — plain and simple.


  He watched guards bring down the fleeing woman with brisk efficiency. Border crossings were only one hotspot among many, but it was good to see the system working so well. Cutler pulled some pistachios from a coat pocket and popped one in his mouth.


  Moments later, one of the queuing cars jumped out of line. The driver was in such a hurry that they clipped another vehicle before accelerating away. Cutler suspected there was an Evolved Human inside, but decided against ordering a full-scale pursuit. He preferred to be sure. Besides, the Evolved Humans might run, but they couldn’t hide forever.


  Cutler savored the salty tang of pistachio before spitting out fragments of shell, his remorseless gaze following the car as it sped into the distance. Catch you later.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Before June thirteenth, Odessa was a thriving city in central Texas, a bright and sunny place full of prosperous businesses, busy high schools, and happy families going about their normal lives. But a cowardly act of Evo terrorism reduced the Primatech building and the area immediately around it to a desolate wasteland, killing 2,343 people. Even today — one year on from that atrocity — it’s said that more than a thousand bodies are still entombed beneath the rubble. The rest of the city lives on, but its people have been left forever scarred by the terrible events of that day.


  In this special report, we are looking back at a year of mourning and anguish — for some, a year of persecution; for others, a year of justice. No matter your political or spiritual beliefs, the Odessa tragedy has forced us all to look at ourselves, to question our shared humanity. We have been asking, what makes us human? What binds us together, and what tears us apart? This magazine’s investigative team has spent the past three months asking a further question: why Odessa? We believe we’ve found the answer.


  “Evolved Humans” — or Evos, as they’re often called — have been living among us for decades, staying in the shadows, hiding their abilities. But that all changed in 2010 when a young woman called Claire Bennet outed her kind on live television in New York’s Central Park. Following that extraordinary moment, Primatech became the company most associated with Evos. Once steeped in secrecy, Primatech emerged to consult with governments around the world, training law enforcement agencies and helping to ease relations between human and Evos. That led to the company hosting a global summit on evolved humans, and the tragedy that followed.


  On June thirteenth of last year, the company opened the doors to its Odessa HQ for what was to be a three-day summit. Some saw it as a symbolic gesture, but people gathered from around the world, hoping to build a better future — a future in which humans and Evos could live together in peace. That peace would prove short-lived.


  
    — extract from THE ODESSA FILES, Enquiry magazine,


    June 2015 edition

  


  CHICAGO, ILLINOIS


  The woman ran as if it was a matter of life and death. Joggers were common enough in this suburb after dark, but they didn’t have her murderous hate in their eyes. They certainly didn’t have shotguns slung over their backs like her, or pistols in their hands.


  Joanne raced into a dead-end alley, her face full of the focused determination of a sprinter. She cut sideways to a fence and was over it in moments, slamming down hard on the other side. Pausing to catch her breath, she scanned the street ahead of her.


  Someone else was out running tonight but, like Joanne, he was no jogger. For a start, he was wearing a mechanic’s jumpsuit instead of athletic gear, and heavy work boots instead of running shoes. The crude Mohawk cut into his reddish hair gave him the look of a redneck, not a road racer. Sprinting as fast as he could, the man kept looking back over his shoulders, terror etched into his face. He was running scared. Literally.


  Joanne stepped out of the fence’s shadow so the streetlights caught her dark skin as he glanced back. She wanted him to see her coming. She wanted him to know terror.


  Brandishing her gun, Joanne set off in pursuit of her target, a smile on her face.


  *


  Luke parked his station wagon across from a church. He watched as a few people hurried into the building, none of them arriving together, all looking round before they ventured in through a side door. Furtive, ashamed of why they were there.


  Catching his own expression in the wing mirror, Luke realized it was much the same. Careworn creases were starting to collect at the corners of his brown eyes. He looked away, unable to meet his own gaze anymore. Not after all that had happened.


  Luke got out of the station wagon and dug a scrap of paper from his pocket. One word was scrawled across it: COCKROACH. After a final look round to see if anyone was watching, he headed across the street.


  *


  Missing double math had been no sacrifice, but the trek from Carbondale had taken forever. Even when Tommy got to Chicago, he needed to change buses twice to reach the church. Tommy knew they couldn’t exactly advertise, but did it have to be all the way out here? He gave a silent prayer of thanks for smartphone maps.


  Stop putting it off, Tommy told himself — just go in. You came this far, man up and do this. But his feet refused to move, and his hands were trembling. It took another person’s arrival to shake Tommy from his thoughts. The church exterior wasn’t well lit, but that didn’t prevent Tommy from recognizing the man who made his life miserable each and every week in gym class.


  “Coach Lewis?”


  The newcomer stopped, startled at hearing his own name. “Ah, jeez. You gotta be kidding me.” Coach Lewis glared at Tommy before stalking toward the church.


  Tommy shifted his backpack from one shoulder to the other and sighed. He never would have come if he’d known Coach was going to be here.


  *


  Caspar Abraham sat at a bus stop just up the road from the church. His appearance was quite incongruous, considering it was well after dark in this down-at-heel suburb. A light grey suit enveloped his generous frame, and a bowtie nestled beneath his greying goatee. He had a fresh red carnation in his jacket buttonhole and was sporting a brown trilby hat. Retro horn-rimmed glasses helped mask the fact that one of his eyes had an involuntary sideways twitch. Throw in the battered briefcase held tight on his lap, and he looked like a travelling salesman who had somehow wandered here from the 1950s.


  Despite all of that, nobody paid him the slightest bit of attention. The young man who had gotten off the bus less than a minute before nodded to him, but that was typical. Caspar seemed to blend into the background, leaving little trace of his presence even as people walked right by him. It suited his purposes, and it never failed to make him smile.


  Caspar watched the nervous young man hesitating outside the church. Finally, the teenager plucked up the courage to go in through the side entrance. Caspar remained at the bus stop, keeping his silent vigil.


  *


  Tommy approached a doorway in the church basement. He could still turn round and go home, it wasn’t too —


  An angry old man stepped out to confront him. “Password.”


  Startled, Tommy struggled to remember the word he had found online. “Cockroach?” The old guy glowered at him a moment before moving aside.


  Tommy went into the meeting room, but what he found there didn’t fill him with confidence. The walls and floor were various shades of green. That and the bleak overhead lighting gave the room a queasy, claustrophobic feel. A table against one wall was stacked with paper cups, and a filter coffeemaker was giving off an acrid smell. Eight folding chairs faced each other in a circle, but most people in the dingy room were gathered round a wall-mounted TV in one corner. Welcome to Evos Anonymous.


  Tommy moved closer to the others, wanting to see what had them clustered round the TV. It didn’t make for happy viewing. On screen were grainy images from the Odessa attack. Most of the footage came from cell phones, filmed by those who had survived June thirteenth. Tommy had seen it all before, far too many times: people running, sobbing. Smoke, chaos. And bodies. So many bodies.


  “Within hours, an Evo-Supremacist named Mohinder Suresh had claimed full responsibility for the attacks,” an authoritative voiceover announced. The Odessa film was replaced by a photo of an Indian man, his face calm with a certain professional detachment.


  Coach Lewis shut off the TV with an angry sneer. “Lies, all of it.”


  People starting taking their seats. Tommy picked the chair two places down from Coach Lewis, not wanting a face full of gym teacher. He slipped his backpack underneath the hard plastic chair and sat down. Between Tommy and the coach was a man in his thirties, hunched forward, hands clenched together as if praying or deep in thought. He had brown hair and a close-cropped beard. Looked sad, like he’d rather be somewhere else, but then wouldn’t they all? Tommy glanced round at the others, wondering what their powers were. Nobody offered to introduce themselves, so Tommy gave them nicknames in his head.


  Past Coach Lewis was a lady in a flowery dress, a brown jacket, and brown boots. She reminded Tommy a little of his mom, but older and even more worn down. Next to her was the angry old man who’d been guarding the door. He glared at everyone with suspicion, which didn’t make Tommy feel any more welcome, since they were sitting opposite each other. Beside the angry old man was an aging biker woman with a wild haircut and a face that had seen too many miles, then a Chinese guy with only one hand. His right arm ended in an ugly stump near where the wrist should have been. He didn’t look happy about it — or anything else, come to that.


  The last person, seated just to Tommy’s right, was a soccer-mom type with a designer jacket and handbag. One man didn’t sit down, a hipster dude with a goatee, checked shirt, and beanie hat. Instead he prowled the outside of the circle, nursing a cup of coffee, looking like he was ready to bolt for the door at any moment.


  Biker Woman was first to break the silence. “This is pathetic. Nine of us? How the hell are we supposed to fight back if we can’t even organize?”


  Fight back? That was news to Tommy. He thought this was an anonymous support group for people with powers. What had he gotten himself into here?


  “We gotta get creative,” Soccer Mom insisted. “There’s a guy in Los Angeles fighting back. Calls himself ‘El Vengador’.”


  Coach Lewis snorted. “Seriously, the dude in the Mexican wrestler costume? That’s a joke, right?”


  “Least he’s doing something.”


  Dress Lady leaned forward. “I hear he’s got a whole underground railroad out there. Fake IDs, fake blood samples. A way to disappear —”


  Beside her, Angry Old Man dismissed that with a sneer. “One guy! So what? Pretty soon they’ll have drones coming after us!”


  Biker Woman smirked. “Let ’em try.” She flexed a hand in the air, making it spark and crackle with electricity. Tommy couldn’t help envying her power.


  Chinese Guy held up his stump. “Where I’m from, they shoot people like us, dump the bodies in a ditch. At least this is America. You still have rights.”


  Soccer Mom shook her head. “You reading the same papers I am?”


  “June thirteenth changed everything,” Dress Lady said. “We’re third-class citizens now. The public’s scared to death of us.”


  Tommy could sense his gym teacher bristling through all of this. Sure enough, Coach Lewis couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “Most of these incidents have been isolated. Tulsa, Cedar Rapids — vigilantes, a few bad apples, that’s all.”


  “If the problem was just vigilantes,” Angry Old Man snapped, “the government wouldn’t be forcing us to register every time we move.”


  Hipster Dude slammed down his coffee on a folding table, anger bringing out the French in his accent. “You people don’t get it. It’s not the government or vigilantes we should be worried about. The ones really hurting us are in the shadows. They read our emails, track our cell phones — they know every click on our computers. There’s something else going on. They’re everywhere!”


  A long silence followed as he turned away from them, rant over. Tommy could feel his heart sinking. Things were even worse than he’d thought. Terrific.


  “So what are we supposed to do with that?” Coach Lewis hissed. “Chase ghosts?”


  Dress Lady had a suggestion. “My daughter and me, we heard about a place in North Saskatchewan where Evos can walk around in the open.”


  “My mom and I tried to get there, but they were swabbing people at the border.” Everyone turned to look at Tommy, waiting for him to continue. He’d spent so long keeping secrets, not talking to anyone but his mom about this. Now he was in a room full of people like him. They all knew how it felt to be different, to be an outsider. If he couldn’t talk here, where else could he go? Tommy swallowed hard before continuing.


  “We’re wanted in three states because I can’t really control my … power. We move a lot. Mom sleeps with a gun under her pillow, when she sleeps at all.” Words were tumbling out of him now. “We use fake IDs most of the time. I’m calling myself Tommy now.”


  “No names,” Angry Old Man snarled.


  Tommy stopped a moment, stung by the rebuke, but he had to finish this. “I came here because I thought someone could give me a few tips, maybe help me out a little?” He looked round the circle, desperate for someone, anyone, to respond. But all he got was silence. Nobody would meet his gaze, not even Coach Lewis, who knew him.


  It was Hipster Dude who finally spoke up. “Came to the wrong place, my friend.”


  As the others resumed arguing, Tommy felt a vibration in his pocket. Pulling out his cell, he swiped the screen. Rent check on the counter. Let landlord in.


  Crap. Unless he got home in time, his mom would figure out he’d gone AWOL. “Sorry, I gotta —” Tommy snatched at his backpack under the chair and half its contents spilled out: school books, pencils, papers. Blushing crimson, he rammed his stuff back into the bag before scurrying away through the double doors.


  *


  Tommy burst out of the church. His pace quickened when he saw a bus idling at the stop, ready to leave at any moment. Some old man in a suit was already there, maybe he —


  Tommy ran straight into the delivery guy, knocking him and his bicycle over. Cartons of Chinese food went flying, noodles spilling across the pavement.


  “I’m so sorry,” Tommy stammered, all too aware of the waiting bus. “Really sorry.” The engine began to rev as the vehicle prepared to leave. Tommy sprinted for the bus, banging on the side as it started pulling away. To his relief, the bus slowed down and opened its doors. He threw himself inside and clattered up the steps, gasping for breath.


  *


  Caspar watched the bus depart, a quiet smile of satisfaction on his pudgy features. But dark muttering from the other direction soon demanded his attention. The delivery guy was picking lo mein out of his slacker hairstyle, grumbling about stupid brats who didn’t look where they were going. Caspar’s eyes narrowed.


  *


  In the basement, any semblance of meaningful debate had degenerated into shouting.


  “Suresh? That terrorist! Hell, he’s the reason we’re in this basement!”


  “You can’t have a revolution without casualties! Resistance is our only answer!”


  “Exactly. We have to stop acting like victims. We’re the ones with powers!”


  “Face it, people, Suresh was right. We are the future of the human race.”


  Luke laughed out loud at that last comment. The others stopped to look at him.


  “The future? That’s a good one,” he said. “My wife and I brought our nine-year-old son Dennis to Odessa on June thirteenth to watch history being made. Sun was out, summer heat just rising. I’m watching my boy play outside on a sunny day, feeling free for the first time in his life.” Luke paused. Tears were running down his cheeks, but he didn’t wipe them away. “And I’m thinking about how he’s gonna be able to live a life without hate, without persecution. Just like any normal kid.”


  The pretty woman on his right leaned over to touch his arm, to comfort him.


  Luke bent forward, staring at the shabby floor. His hands squeezed into fists, knuckles whitening. “And then you people — you freaks — you ruined it for everyone.”


  Silence. His accusation soured the air, hardening the faces of those gathered. The old guy who’d been at the door spoke first. “Who the hell are you?”


  Before Luke could reply, the doors behind him flew open. A newcomer burst in, mechanic’s overalls drenched in sweat. “It’s a trap! They found us!”


  Joanne stalked in and shot the mechanic through the chest, his blood spattering those nearest. Luke rose from his chair to stand beside her, pulling out a concealed weapon, an eerie calm on his face. The couple opened fire, executing those nearest to them with brutal, merciless efficiency.


  Luke took aim at Coach Lewis, but the muscle-bound gym teacher slammed his hands together, creating a concussion wave that threw Luke and Joanne back toward the double doors. Coach Lewis pulled his hands apart, and a hot ball of living flame grew in the space between them, swirling and crackling with malevolent energy. Luke grabbed a fire extinguisher from a bracket on the wall and sprayed the contents at Coach Lewis. Having doused the fireball, he executed the coach with a shot to the head.


  Luke heard gunfire over his shoulder and saw Joanne shooting at thin air. But her bullets still found a target, blood spraying from where they hit. The Canadian hipster materialized as he fell to the floor, dying or already dead. Joanne nodded to Luke, then her eyes widened in surprise. He spun round to find the pretty woman who’d tried to comfort him now transforming into an ugly mass of craggy vines. One vine sprouted across the room, reaching for a window. Luke unfolded a portable hatchet from a sheath hidden behind his back. He swung the blade down into the nearest vine, hacking straight through the limb. The dismemberment shocked the woman back into human form. She writhed on the floor, blood spurting from her severed arm. Luke put his gun to her ear.


  “You were talking about El Vengador. Where do I find him?”


  Her face was pain and anguish and terror. “I don’t know. I swear.” Her denial sounded credible, but another vine grabbed a coffee urn, launching it at his head. Joanne deflected the urn with a chair. Luke pulled the trigger and all the vines fell to the floor.


  Then there was silence. After a minute of mayhem and bloodshed, the sudden quiet was unnerving. Luke wrinkled his nose at the stench of gunpowder. He looked over at Joanne. “What took you so long?”


  She shrugged, swiping blood from one of her shoes. Luke spied a white rectangle of paper on the floor, underneath the chair where the kid had been. He picked it up, turning the card over. There were ten squares on it, with holes punched through nine of them. Someone had drawn a red smiley face in the final space.


  “What’s that?” Joanne asked.


  “One of them got away. He dropped this.”


  She took the card and smiled. “‘Moe’s Ice Cream Parlor, Carbondale, Illinois.’ Hmm, one more and we get a free ice cream.”


  Blood from the man Luke had extinguished was flowing across the floor toward them. Luke pulled matches from a pocket and lit one. “This is for Dennis.” He dropped his match into the blood. It caught fire like gasoline as Luke and Joanne marched out.


  SAN PEDRO HARBOR, CALIFORNIA


  Charlie could see fog rolling in across the docks from his vantage point in the warehouse, but most of his energy was focused on not drowning. Two armed thugs had wrapped heavy chains around his ankles, tied rope around his wrists, and were using a pulley to dunk him in and out of a large tank of rusty water. They dropped him feet first into the liquid for several seconds before slowly, laboriously lifting him out again. Charlie choked, gasping for air.


  “Give up the Evos and we cut you down,” one thug snarled.


  “I told you,” Charlie spluttered between breaths, “I don’t know anything.”


  “Come on,” the other thug urged. “Where does the railroad lead?”


  “They just paid me to drive the truck, that’s all. I swear.” Charlie saw his captors exchange a look. Maybe they were finally starting to believe him.


  “Alright. We’re done here,” the second thug announced.


  The duo let go of the rope. Charlie plunged toward the water, but this time there was no way for his captors to pull him back out. He screamed and got a mouthful of water as he sank to the bottom of the tank.


  Bubbles rose around him, his frantic efforts to shake loose the chains or escape the ropes worse than useless. He was going to drown here, inside a forgotten warehouse on an abandoned pier, and all because he agreed to help some —


  A muffled scream reverberated through the tank, then another.


  Charlie looked up at the surface, hoping against hope for a miracle — and then it happened! A muscular arm plunged into the water, grabbed hold of the chains, and lifted him out of the tank.


  He tumbled to the warehouse floor like a wet fish, coughing water and bile. As he recovered, Charlie dared to look round. The thugs’ broken bodies were close by, but there was somebody else standing closer, casting a mighty shadow over all of them.


  Charlie rolled over to see his savior. He was tall, with a muscular frame clad in dark body armor and chiselled features hidden by a wrestling mask. Strong hands reached down, freeing Charlie from his chains.


  “Thank you, thank you!” Struggling to his feet, Charlie stumbled out of the warehouse. He expected his savior to follow, but instead the powerful figure stayed with the thugs. Charlie stopped by the doorway to watch.


  One thug was reaching for his discarded gun. A heavy boot smashed down on the weapon, crushing it underfoot. “Tell your bosses I know where they live.”


  The thug managed a croak. “Who … who are you?”


  “I’m El Vengador.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  We pride ourselves in providing students with an outstanding academic and athletic experience. The faculty and staff work collaboratively to provide an education that will prepare students for continued success throughout life. We truly believe this is the best high school in southern Illinois, and one of the best in the entire state. That’s why our motto is “Dedicated to Excellence”.


  — text from the Pinehearst High School homepage


  CARBONDALE, ILLINOIS


  It was dawn by the time Tommy got back from Chicago. His trek home had taken even longer, made worse by the lack of answers or hope at the meeting. Plus now he had the problem of facing Coach Lewis at school, both of them knowing the other’s secret. Like gym class wasn’t bad enough already.


  Tommy snuck in through his bedroom window. As he put his backpack down, he heard a noise in the hall. He threw himself into bed, grabbing a comic from the floor. Moments later, his mom burst in, a 9mm Glock in one hand. But by the time she’d turned on the light, Tommy was reading the latest issue of Ninth Wonders.


  “Dammit, Kevin! I thought you were a —”


  “It’s Tommy,” he reminded her for the millionth time. His mom let go of the trigger, her fingers white from gripping it so hard. “I know you’re stressed out, Mom, but maybe don’t bring the gun to your interview.”


  She smiled at the mention of her positive job prospect. Moving so often and using fake IDs meant getting paid under the counter most of the time, working two jobs to pay for things they used to afford on one salary. But an old friend had gotten her an interview and was helping smooth over the gaps in her resume.


  “I’ve got a good feeling about this,” she said. “Neonatal nurse, just like the old days. So I need you up in twenty. No, make it ten.”


  A wry smile crossed Tommy’s face as his mom started to leave the room. He was already dressed, so that should speed things up. But something was nagging at him. “That text you sent about the landlord. Sorry I didn’t —”


  “The what?” His mom paused in the hall, distracted.


  Tommy stopped himself from answering. Explaining would likely only lead to more questions, and that always spelled trouble. “Nothing. Never mind.”


  Nodding, she headed for the kitchen. So, if his mom hadn’t sent it, who had?


  AUSTIN, TEXAS


  Ted Barnes was waxing lyrical in the front passenger seat. “Memories are funny things. The good ones fill your life with meaning, with context, with clarity … while other memories can deceive.” Ted Barnes wasn’t his real name, but few people knew that.


  “They’re the dangerous ones that can hold you hostage. When you look back on the decisions you’ve made in life, the thing you don’t want to feel is regret, am I right?” He patted the dashboard. “That’s why this car makes so much sense.”


  The woman behind the steering wheel had no idea Ted’s real name was Noah Bennet. She couldn’t know he’d been part of extraordinary events involving people with incredible powers. Ted was just a guy with a charming — if hokey — sales pitch.


  Bennet smiled at her. “Gas mileage, safety, style, this one has it all … not to mention that new-car smell.” He turned to the bored child slurping from a juice box in the back seat. “What do you think?”


  Bennet noted a blue sedan outside the showroom. It had been lurking there all morning, a driver visible behind the tinted windows. Bennet reached to adjust his glasses so he could see the car better, a gesture borne of habit. But Ted Barnes didn’t wear glasses. He sat back in the passenger seat. “So, shall we start the paperwork?”


  The woman hesitated. “I’d like to check those safety stats first. You understand, don’t you, Mr Barnes? You probably have kids of your own.”


  Ted Barnes didn’t have kids, not yet. And Noah Bennet tried not to think too much about his daughter Claire, not after what had happened to her. It still hurt too much.


  LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


  Lisa Carpenter had made plenty of jackass moves in her twenty-seven years, but this was Hall of Shame stuff. Sure, Carlos Gutierrez was charming, and a war hero — not to mention the fact he had a smokin’ hot bod. But getting busy with him in the broom closet at Linderman Junior High — during a school day, no less — was definitely not her finest hour.


  Carlos kept pulling her closer, his body hard against her, his kisses urgent and wanting. She wanted him too, despite the warning bell ringing loud and clear in her head. What he said next didn’t help matters. “Linda, you’re amazing.”


  “It’s Lisa.”


  “Lisa, right. Sorry.”


  Then a real bell replaced the one in her thoughts — in fact, it was the school bell! Lisa pushed Carlos away, but he was eager to finish what they’d started.


  “We gotta stop.”


  “What? Why? What’s wrong?”


  “It’s lunchtime. You’re on in five.” Lisa was still rearranging her clothes when the closet door swung open. The school janitor stood outside. Now everyone would know she’d let the guest speaker jump her bones less than an hour after he’d arrived. Great.


  *


  Carlos stood by the podium in the school auditorium, gazing out at his audience. “Being a hero is not something you’re born with — it’s how you react to a life-or-death situation.” The words sounded noble, but he’d said them too many times. Could probably say the whole speech backwards by now.


  In front of him was a hall full of seventh graders, their body language ranging from boredom to awe. A twelve-year-old boy in a red-and-white striped t-shirt was soaking up every word from an aisle seat, enraptured and proud. Carlos took a sip from a Coke can atop the podium before continuing.


  “If you told me back when I was your age that I was gonna get a Medal of Valor for saving three soldiers from an ambush in Afghanistan …” Carlos paused, shaking his head for effect. “I’d have said you were nuts. But — here I am. So, I’d like to thank Principal Marks and Miss …” He glanced over at the woman by the wall. He’d been with her in that closet only twenty minutes earlier. What was her name again?


  “Carpenter,” she prompted, giving him a look that could freeze the sun.


  “Carpenter, right. I’d like to thank them for giving me such a warm welcome today.” Carlos smiled. “I’ll leave you with this last thought. It doesn’t matter how ordinary you think you are, or what kind of screw-up you think you’ve been.” Unseen by the audience, he emptied an airline booze bottle into his Coke. “We all have the potential to be heroes. It’s about what you do when the opportunity presents itself. Thank you.”


  Carlos raised his can in salutation and drank it dry during the half-hearted applause. The boy in the striped t-shirt clapped the loudest and longest by far. Carlos gave the boy a sly wink. Least he could do for his nephew Jose.


  CARBONDALE, ILLINOIS


  Tommy believed there were four rules for surviving any given day at Pinehearst. Don’t raise your hand in class. Don’t do anything that might get you noticed. Don’t make eye contact. And whatever else you do, don’t get on the wrong side of the school superstar.


  Brad was Pinehearst’s hero of the hallways — or an all-American asshole, depending on whom you asked. Half jock and half jerk, he probably had more athletic ability in one finger than Tommy possessed in his whole body. A professional sports star in the making — if you believed the hype — Brad already had an entourage of buddies hanging on his every word, laughing out loud at every lame joke. Tommy could’ve ignored all of that if Brad hadn’t been going out with Emily.


  Okay, sure, it was a cliché, but looking at her really did make Tommy’s heart skip a beat. Emily was cute, she was pretty, and she was kind to boot. She was always first to volunteer for any charity event or to talk other students into helping out with a bake sale or car wash for a good cause. So why on earth was she dating Brad?


  The question nagged at Tommy as he dawdled along a crowded hallway between classes. Three cheerleaders bounced past, all of them giggling about what a hunk Brad was. Banners for the Pinehearst Lions hung from the ceiling in between signs displaying the school’s proud motto, Dedicated to Excellence. Tommy had been through too many schools to pay much attention anymore. But he couldn’t help notice Emily further along the corridor, talking with Brad. The cronies were there in attendance, as usual. Brad leaned over Emily, whispering in her ear while he grabbed a handful of her ass.


  She slapped his hand away and jabbed an angry finger in his face. But the jerk just laughed at her, his buddies all joining in. Emily stalked off, angry and upset. Tommy watched her go, wishing he could help somehow. Then he noticed Brad staring at him. Oh, crap. Tommy turned away, angry at himself for having broken rules two, three, and four all at once. Brad marched over, his buddies close behind.


  “Like my girlfriend, do you?” Brad shoved Tommy’s face into a locker. “Think you can stare at my girlfriend?”


  “What? No, I wasn’t staring —” Brad slammed a fist into Tommy’s gut, doubling him over. He crumpled to the floor, all too aware of everyone in the hallway watching his humiliation. Instinct kicked in, and Tommy thrust out a hand, fingers stretching, power surging. He felt the world distorting, bending, as if time and space were being undone. Brad loomed over Tommy, the air rippling around him —


  No, he couldn’t, he mustn’t. He had to keep control.


  Tommy pulled the power back into himself, letting his body go limp. He even threw in a pathetic whimper of pain, knowing how much bullies liked to hear that. Sure enough, Brad gave a sneer of satisfaction. “Wuss.” He strolled away with his buddies, all of them laughing. Denied a spectacle, the crowd that had gathered to watch drifted off.


  Still cursing his own stupidity, Tommy got back to his feet and stumbled away, making sure to go in the opposite direction from Brad. Rounding the next corner, he found students crying and hugging each other. Tommy saw Chantelle, a smart girl who sat near him in biology, huddled with her friends.


  “— didn’t even know he was in Chicago.”


  Tommy saw Chantelle’s eyes were red. “Did something happen?”


  “Coach Lewis died in a fire last night. Him and six other people, all of them in a church basement.”


  Tommy stumbled backward, reeling at this — a church basement? But that meant …


  The bell rang and everyone headed for class, but he didn’t follow them. The last thing Tommy could face right now was algebra. Instead he bolted for the nearest door.


  CHIGACO, ILLINOIS


  Caspar strolled into the police precinct as if he owned the place, one hand gripping the handle of his battered briefcase. Nodding to the desk sergeant on his way past, he ambled onwards to an internal hallway. He straightened his bowtie and adjusted his hat before opening a door marked “Interview One”.


  The room was basic, even utilitarian, with scuffed walls, a plain table and two chairs — nothing more. Slouching in a seat by the table was the delivery guy Caspar had noticed outside the church the previous night. All the Chinese food Tommy had spilled over him was gone, but the sour attitude remained — no sweetness here. Caspar sat opposite the surly witness, hefting his briefcase up onto the table. It landed with a heavy thump.


  “Been here an hour,” the delivery guy complained. “Other guy told me to wait.”


  “Ah, waiting, yes.” Caspar smiled, one of his pupils twitching. “‘Too many people go through life waiting for things to happen instead of making them happen.’”


  “I don’t know what the hell that means.”


  Caspar sighed, weary of such ignorance. Pushing back both locks, he released the catches to open his briefcase. Inside were pennies, thousands of them — some dull and worn, others bright beneath the stark ceiling lights in the interview room. Caspar sifted through the coins, eventually selecting a shiny penny from among the multitude. He lifted it out and shut the briefcase, smiling at the surly slacker across the table.


  “Okay, so let’s talk about what you saw.”


  The guy leaned forward. “I’m riding down ‘H’ street with my delivery, and this little prick runs right into me! Twenty-eight bucks worth of food, all of it on the ground. Next thing I know, the brat’s jumping on a bus and taking off like his worthless little life depended on it.” He paused, licking his lips. “He came outta that church right before it caught fire. So I’m guessing he’s the one who killed all those people.”


  Caspar rolled the penny back and forth across his chubby fingers, considering the witness’s words. “And could you identify this ‘prick’ if you saw him again?”


  The delivery guy slid back in his seat, a sly smile playing about his lips. “Depends. Is there a reward if I can?”


  Casper slammed the penny down on its edge. With his other hand he flicked the coin so that it went spinning across the table. The delivery guy stared at it, mesmerized. Eventually the penny came to a stop in front of him, finishing heads up. The guy looked from the coin to Caspar, as if asking permission.


  “Go ahead.”


  The delivery guy picked up the penny, studying it, uncertainty in his face. “I don’t understand. What’s this for?”


  Casper couldn’t help smiling. “Penny for your thoughts.”


  *


  Detective Griffin was not having a good day. He’d been dragged out of bed after a late shift when firefighters found seven bodies in the basement meeting room of a burnt-out suburban church. Any hope it might be a freak accident — an electrical blaze trapping the local AA meeting, for instance — was abandoned as more and more evidence emerged from the embers. Bullet casings at the scene and bullet holes in the bodies suggested a shoot-out, but no guns were found in the smouldering rubble.


  Several of the bodies had been killed at point-blank range, execution style. One victim — most likely female, though an autopsy would be needed to confirm that — had lost an arm, apparently hacked off with an axe or similar weapon, suggesting the incident had involved torture. The number of bodies implied multiple shooters, but there was no CCTV in or around the church to confirm that. Fire investigators had ruled out an electrical source for the blaze, but had been unable to find any trace of accelerants or an incendiary device, so the actual cause remained a mystery.


  As for motive? Detective Griffin knew he was striking out there, too. The ruthless nature of the slayings suggested organized crime, but the disparate characteristics of those killed contradicted that. So far they had identified a Chinese immigrant missing part of an arm, a guy from Canada, a couple of suburban moms, and a Carbondale gym teacher.


  If Griffin could find out what the hell they were all doing in the church basement, that would go a long way to unlocking the puzzle. His gut was saying hate crime of some sort — the attack had been so fierce, so brutal, what else could it be? But who had reason or cause to hate such a diverse group of people?


  Going house to house had gotten the investigators nowhere, with the locals unable or unwilling to remember seeing anyone or anything unusual until the fire had already engulfed the church. Then, finally, a witness had walked into the police precinct claiming to have collided with a teenager fleeing the scene minutes before the blaze. Griffin was still at the church when he got word, and it took him an hour to return to the precinct, his clothes rumpled and stinking of smoke. No matter, this was a breakthrough — he could feel it.


  The detective paused to grab a coffee and splash water on his face before heading for the interview room; he didn’t want to be yawning in front of an eyewitness. Rounding a corner, Griffin noticed an odd figure coming in the opposite direction — a heavy-set man in a suit with a red carnation in the buttonhole and a bowtie beneath his greying goatee. The stranger was carrying an old briefcase and raised his trilby hat to the detective as they passed each other. Griffin kept walking, trying to remember whether he’d ever seen the man inside the precinct before. But by the time he reached the door to the interview room, Griffin couldn’t seem to remember what the guy looked like. Didn’t matter, anyways. Griffin bustled inside and sat down opposite the witness.


  “Alright, so let’s see if we can get a description of this kid.”


  The witness stared at him as if waking up from a dream. “Kid? Sorry, I don’t remember any kid.” He blinked twice. “What were we talking about again?”


  Detective Griffin breathed out, exasperated. Yep, this was turning into a very bad day indeed.


  AUSTIN, TEXAS


  Bennet was finishing up paperwork at his desk. It had taken some time to work through all the safety statistics, but Bennet was a patient man and he had won the mom over in the end, even with two kids in tow. Too many of his colleagues wanted a quick sale, the easy bucks. Bennet knew better — anything worth having needed a little more effort.


  He completed the final document, remembering at the last moment to sign himself as Ted Barnes. It was a nondescript name for an everyday guy, the kind of guy who blended in, someone everybody trusted and nobody doubted. You could depend on him.


  “Making us look bad, Ted.”


  One of the other salesmen was leaning over the cubicle, shaking his head at Bennet. Errol Rivera had been top dog at the dealership before Ted arrived, but he didn’t seem to mind being usurped by such a stand-up guy, at least not anymore. There’d been some tension at first, but Bennet had smoothed that out by keeping well away from Errol’s best clients and even throwing a few juicy opportunities his way. They even went for the occasional beer and ribs sometimes after a big sales day.


  “Friedkin says you’re a lock for Employee of the Month again,” Rivera grumbled, but with a good-natured smile on his face.


  “No trick,” Bennet insisted. “Bag and tag, that’s all.”


  “There’s a trick. I’ll figure it out.” Rivera jerked a thumb at the main doors. “Oh, and your favorite customer’s here to see you.” He ambled away, smirking.


  Bennet stood up, smoothing his tie. A beautiful redhead in her late thirties was coming into the showroom. Seeing Bennet, she sashayed over, a flirty smile on her lips.


  “Can I help you, Miss?”


  She leaned against the edge of his desk, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I was hoping you could take me out for a little test drive.”


  Bennet let his gaze savor the new arrival’s lithe body, responding to her flirting with a twinkle of his own. “Depends on how fast and how far you’re willing to go.”


  She moved round the desk, placing her left hand on his chest as she whispered in his ear with a husky voice. “Pretty far … pretty fast.”


  Bennet couldn’t help noticing the prominent engagement ring on her finger. “Sure your fiancé won’t mind?”


  “I won’t tell if you won’t,” she promised. Julia kissed him, her arms pulling Bennet close, her body pressing itself into his embrace.


  “Hey, you two — get a room!” Rivera called from across the showroom.


  Smiling, Julia broke away from Bennet to pull a stack of brochures from her purse. She spread them out on the desk. Each one was for different aspects of an elaborate wedding. “So: if we can knock off the cake tasting, the band audition, and the gift registrations this week, we’re way ahead of schedule.”


  Bennet nodded and smiled. It wouldn’t be the first marriage for either of them, but Julia still had regrets about a Las Vegas special with husband number one. This time was going to be different. This time was going to be perfect — come hell or high water.


  Bennet loved everything about Julia, from the way her eyes sparkled when she was excited to the freckles on her shoulders from too many summers spent outdoors as a kid. But the level of planning she had devoted to their wedding day was more than some armies managed before invading another country. So he’d become adept at listening to half of what she was saying while letting his mind work on other things. Like why that blue sedan was parked across the street from the dealership …


  *


  The stack of files was threatening to spill off the front passenger seat of the blue sedan. Each one had a photo clipped to its front, names alongside the pictures — Mohinder Suresh, Angela Petrelli, Matt Parkman — and a corporate stamp: PRIMATECH — Evolved Human Research Program. The corners of every file were dog-eared, evidence they had been examined again and again.


  The driver was re-reading another file. Like the others, the subject’s name was beside his photo: Noah Bennet. He looked just like the salesman in the showroom across the road, but for two differences. The man in the photo was younger by at least half a decade, and he wore horn-rimmed glasses. They suited him. Almost looked like a part of him. Those details aside, Noah Bennet and Ted Barnes could be identical twins — or the same man.


  *


  As Bennet watched the blue sedan drive away, Julia was still outlining the wedding masterplan. “For the registry, I thought we should start with china. I think I just want to go white. All white.” Bennet realized she had paused. “Are you even listening to me, Ted?”


  He smiled. “Of course I am. White china it is.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  #Evernow = impossible! Cannot beat Bandit Leader. Some1 tell me how 2! Is there a cheat/hack 2 reach #finalbossbattle? Pls x infinity!!!!!


  — online message written by @gamergirl1999x


  TOKYO, JAPAN


  You are surrounded, evil bandits closing in from every side. You are exhausted, spent from battling the armies of your sworn enemy — the evil shogun. You clasp both hands to the handle of your blade, lowering your head. It is over, you can fight no more — or so you want it to seem. The bandits surge forward, eager to please their unseen master. Suddenly you leap into the air, eluding their deadly advance!


  As you come back down, you spin round in a circle, your weapon now a whirling blade of death, cutting through bandit after bandit, devastating their ranks. Within moments, they are all dead or dying, writhing on the cobbled path — all but one. Only the bandit leader remains, a warrior so malevolent he has never been beaten.


  You advance on your foe and bow to him. This show of respect seems to surprise the bandit leader. No combatant has ever done him the honor of bowing first. It is a sign of mutual respect and civility that cannot go unacknowledged. The bandit leader returns the bow, a reflexive action that leaves him vulnerable. In that instant, you see an opening and take it, hurling your weapon at the bandit. It is an act of madness, leaving you with no blade and no defense against this impossible foe. For an agonizing moment, nothing happens. Then the bandit leader’s head topples off and his body falls over!


  *


  Ren Shimosawa stared at his TV in disbelief. He had played through the videogame again and again since downloading it, each time coming undone when face to face with the bandit leader. Every attack, every strategy had failed. Having his samurai bow was meant as a delaying tactic after forty-five — no, forty-six — hours of non-stop playing. Had he stumbled across a way to defeat the unbeatable foe?


  The whole screen lit up, filled with a blaze of color and graphics.


  He’d done it. He’d actually done it.


  Dropping the controller, Ren leapt to his feet.


  “Yata!”


  The young Japanese gamer bounced round his apartment, crushing abandoned food boxes under his feet, hands punching the air in triumph. So elaborate was Ren’s victory dance, he almost missed the words scrolling across his TV screen. But the kanji characters flashed off and on, catching the corner of his eye. Ren lunged for a pen and paper, scribbling down the message before it disappeared.


  Having defeated the bandit leader, Ren was eager to continue playing. Gamers around the world were racing one another to complete Evernow, but Ren was the first to get this far. Everyone online agreed that killing the bandit leader was so hard, it must be the precursor to an epic final boss battle. Ren cracked his knuckles one by one, licking his lips at the prospect of facing the evil shogun in digital combat.


  There was one problem: the game had shut down. The controller was working fine, the console was fully functional, the TV remained unaffected — but the game wouldn’t play. Ren tried switching all his devices off and on again, jiggling all the connections, even downloading a fresh copy of the game to start again from scratch — still nothing. It was as if the game had a mind of its own, as if it refused to let Ren continue until he had performed the task stated in the on-screen message. And that meant going outside.


  Ren sniffed his armpits. Maybe take a shower first.


  *


  Forty-nine minutes later, Ren was in an elevator heading up to the seventh floor of an apartment building. He had followed the message’s explicit instructions, not talking to anyone else and staying off all social media. For someone who lived and died by the page views on his video channel, this was close to torture. But when he told his subscribers about beating the bandit leader and revealed what came next, those numbers would go crazy.


  Ren used the elevator doors as a mirror to check his thick black hair, pulling it forward over his ears and forehead. The shower had taken three minutes, getting his hair right much longer. He had no idea what was waiting at his destination, but Ren wanted to look his best for it. The doors opened and he ventured out, cautious. A few steps down the hallway was a door marked #732. Ren double-checked his instructions — this was it.


  He knocked at the door, firm and resolute, not noticing it was already ajar. The force of his knock pushed it open, revealing a silent apartment beyond. Ren frowned. Who leaves their front door unlocked, let alone open? He leaned close, calling out in Japanese: “Hello? Anyone here?” No reply. He stepped across the threshold, nerves jangling.


  The apartment was quiet, almost eerie in its stillness. The interior was cluttered yet neat, hundreds of empty food boxes stacked along one wall. Dozens of origami dragons were organized in rows along a countertop, their intricate folds mute evidence of a focused mind and precise, delicate fingers. Ren wondered if whoever lived here had a cleaner, and whether they might be willing to tackle his garbage dump of an apartment.


  A scream burst from behind a doorway in the apartment, followed by a powerful guitar riff — there was somebody here! Ren strode toward the source, eager for answers. Instead he found himself entering a young woman’s bedroom with pink-patterned walls. Pride of place in the room was given to a music center that was booming out shrieking chords and piercing vocals. Sitting facing the sound system was a young woman dressed all in red, a hoodie hiding most of her face. All her focus was bent on achieving the perfect final fold for another origami dragon.


  Ren shouted to be heard over the music. “Hello!? ’Scuse me.”


  The young woman spun round, her surprise turning to anger. “Who are you?”


  Ren stumbled over his response, struck by her beauty and the fire in her gaze. She had jet-black hair with neatly trimmed bangs, but the rest was long and straight, spilling out from inside her hoodie. He had marched into her bedroom uninvited. How on earth could he explain this behavior? “I am Ren Shimosawa … and I think I’m supposed to be here.” Oh yeah, that should definitely impress her. Watch out, genius at work. Despite his feeble opening, her expression softened. Maybe there was still hope …


  “I’m sure you’re not.”


  Guess again. But he pressed on regardless. “I’m a gamer.”


  “A what?”


  “I play … games.” Ren almost blushed with embarrassment. Saying that out loud, it sounded childish, even ridiculous. He almost never met people who didn’t already know his achievements. Having to explain himself like this wasn’t what he had expected, but there was no point backing out now. “I’m actually quite famous — well, internet famous. Anyway, I’ve been playing a game called Evernow for four straight days. No one has beaten this game. But I have gotten the farthest.”


  “Evernow?” She said the word as if it had meaning, something distant and elusive.


  Encouraged, Ren pressed on. “I finally reached the second-to-last level and unlocked a secret message — it was this address!” He showed her the piece of paper on which he had scrawled the apartment number. But after reading it, she backed away.


  “No. That’s impossible.”


  As she retreated, light caught her face at a particular angle that set Ren’s mind racing. There was something familiar about this young woman. “Wait, do I know you?”


  She shook her head.


  Ren persisted with his questions. “What school do you go to?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “How can you not know what —”


  “You have to go,” she insisted, pushing him out of her room. “Now. I’m not supposed to let anyone inside.”


  “I swear I’ve seen you —” Ren’s protests died in his mouth as he spied an ornate Shoji door down the hall. It felt as if the screen was calling out to be pushed aside. But before he could respond, the young woman was standing in front of him, propelling him back to the front door. She pulled it open and shoved him out into the hall.


  “Please, don’t come back.”


  The apartment door slammed in Ren’s face, but he didn’t move. His mind was still racing, searching every scrap of recent experience, desperate to remember where he had seen the young woman before. Her look, he recognized it from somewhere —


  Of course! That’s how he knew her face!


  Ren sprinted to the elevator, stabbing a finger at the call button. He needed to reach his apartment as soon as possible. To get back into apartment #732, he needed proof.


  CARBONDALE, ILLINOIS


  Tommy shoved the textbooks into his locker and shut the door, glad another school day was nearly over. He’d been exhausted before it began, thanks to that fruitless round trip to Chicago. Throw in a close encounter with Brad’s fist, not to mention hearing about what had happened to the people from the meeting — it hadn’t exactly been one for the yearbook. He closed his locker and secured it with a combination padlock. Better safe than —


  “Hey, you’re the ice-cream junkie, right?”


  Tommy actually jumped, startled by the warm voice close behind him. He spun round to find Emily smiling at him, no doubt amused by his reaction. “What?”


  “You’re at Moe’s all the time.”


  “Oh. Yeah, I guess I like ice cream.” Tommy winced inwardly. Had he really just said that? What a dork. But it sounded better than the truth: I’ve got the hots for you, Emily, and my ice-cream addiction is a cover story so I can see you outside school.


  “So it’s not because of me,” she teased.


  Tommy laughed, struggling to keep the panic off his face.


  “Just messing with you.” Emily play-punched him in the arm. “I’m the one who drew the happy face on your punch card.”


  He nodded, not trusting himself to reply out loud.


  “Hey, you know what? We need a new scooper. You should come in to the parlor. They’re letting me do the interviews.” She gave him a conspiratorial wink.


  “Okay. Yeah. Maybe.”


  Emily looked round to see if anyone was watching before moving a step closer, her face more serious. “Look, I heard what Brad did to you during the break. I’m sorry.”


  “Why? You didn’t do it.”


  “I know. Brad acts like a tough guy but he’s not. He’s just …”


  Tommy finished the thought for her. “A total narcissistic jerk?”


  She smiled. “Sometimes. Yeah.” But worry furrowed her brow again. “Did you hear what they’re saying about Coach Lewis? He might have been an Evo.”


  Play dumb. Play dumb. “An Evo?”


  “You know — evolved. Had powers.”


  “Really?”


  Emily scrunched up her nose as if smelling something bad. “He always seemed a little bit pervy to me.” Tommy shrugged, not sure why she was sharing so much with him. “Well, I gotta take off — French Club meeting.”


  Emily brushed past him as she left, and Tommy caught a hint of her scent — warm and lush, like a hot summer’s day. She called back to him as she walked down the corridor. “Seriously, you should come by for that job.”


  Tommy was going to say something back, something witty and intelligent, guaranteed to impress. But while he was still thinking up a suitable reply, Emily ran into Brad at the far end of the hall. The jock slid a possessive arm round her, pulling Emily close as they walked away.


  A bleep from his pocket saved Tommy from having to watch any more of that. He pulled out his cell phone and swiped the screen. It revealed a text message from an unknown number: Don’t trust anyone. Tommy looked round, but he was all alone.


  EAST L.A., CALIFORNIA


  The neighborhood had gotten worse since Carlos last paid a visit, if that was possible. Street after street, all he saw were run-down bodegas and payday loan centers. The few moments of beauty came from elaborate graffiti murals spray-painted on cement block walls and abandoned storefronts. As Carlos strolled beside his nephew, one particular mural caught his eye. Elaborate lettering asked: “Where are the Heroes?” Good question.


  Jose had badgered Carlos into walking him home after school. The boy was proud to be associated with his war hero uncle, but that didn’t stop him from giving Carlos the third degree. “How come you don’t ever stay with us?”


  “They cover my hotels when I do these speaking tours, so —”


  “But my Dad wouldn’t mind if you did,” Jose persisted.


  “I don’t know. Think he’s still pretty sore at me.”


  “Maybe he’s over it — now that you’re a hero.”


  They were within sight of an auto repair shop. A careworn sign hanging over the entrance proclaimed the premises as those of Gutierrez and Sons. Past the sign, Carlos could see the neon emblem of a dive bar. That felt more like home these days. He slipped into Spanish as they ambled closer to the garage. “Yeah, well, sometimes heroes aren’t as heroic as you think they are.”


  Jose wouldn’t hear of it. “But you are! You’re like El Vengador!”


  Carlos had a blurry memory of seeing a guy in a luchador’s mask on the news — Vigilante Troubles City, something like that. “He’s one of those Evos, right?”


  “They’re not all bad. El Vengador’s the only one taking care of this neighborhood — the only one the gangbangers are scared of.”


  Carlos saw his brother emerge from the garage, wiping oily hands on a rag, grease stains covering much of the mechanic’s overalls. Oscar was only a few years older, but he resembled Pop more and more every day — rugged, diligent, steady. Carlos had gotten their mom’s good looks and her tendency to flee commitment.


  Oscar pointed a finger at his son. “I’ve heard enough about El Vengador — I’ve seen enough, too.” He gestured at the garage wall, where someone had painted a crude version of a luchador’s mask. “That yours, Jose?”


  “Yes, but people need to know he’s not in hiding like the rest of them —”


  “No,” Oscar snapped. “People need to come to a garage without graffiti on the wall.” He nodded to a bucket of paint and roller brush under the tag. “Now clean it up.”


  Carlos almost laughed at the sight of his nephew trudging toward the paint, sulky reluctance obvious in every step. He recognized so much of himself from way back when in Jose. “So, the kid’s got a hero, someone to look up to — what’s the problem?”


  “El Vengador isn’t everyone’s hero. The tag is bad for business. Besides —” Carlos felt the full force of his brother’s glare “— why does Jose need some caped crusader to idolize when he’s got Tio Carlos, Uncle Carlos the war hero?” Oscar stalked back into the garage, where a mini-van was waiting with its hood up. Carlos followed, glancing at the engine.


  “Think she’s a lost cause,” Oscar admitted. “Transmission’s shot.”


  Carlos leaned in for a closer look. Oscar was a decent mechanic, good on routine jobs, but Carlos was the one with the gift. Sure enough, he spotted the real problem in moments. “You just need to replace the vacuum lines to the modulator valve.”


  His brother slipped into Spanish, like he always did when angry. “You telling me my job? ’Cause unless you’re ready to pick up a wrench …”


  Carlos backed off, hands held up in surrender, shaking his head. “Hey, I told Pop to paint over the ‘s’ in the word ‘Sons’ years ago.”


  Oscar jabbed a finger at him. “War hero or not, you broke his heart.”


  A black Charger with tinted windows rumbled to a halt outside the garage door, blasting music so loud the brothers’ argument couldn’t escalate any further. After idling for a few moments, the cacophony died and a skinhead gangbanger got out from behind the wheel, his brown arms adorned with plenty of ink that announced his affiliations. Sauntering a few steps toward Oscar, the newcomer tossed his keys to the mechanic.


  “Oye, need me some new rims,” he announced in Spanish. “Pronto.”


  Oscar nodded. “You got it, Pelon. One car before you —”


  “Bump me up, bitch,” the gangbanger scowled. “Ain’t no one going before me.”


  Carlos mentally prepared himself for violence. Nobody spoke to Oscar like that and got away with it — nobody. But instead of bristling for a fight, his brother was giving in to this punk.


  “You’re right,” Oscar smiled, all meek and mild. “No problem.”


  Nodding, Pelon strutted away to a low-rider that was waiting for him at the curb. Once he was inside, it rolled away, music blasting out at ear-splitting volume. Carlos waited for the din to die down before taking his older brother to task.


  “Look who’s breaking Pop’s heart now. He would’ve stood up to those guys.” Carlos could see the muscles in his brother’s jaw rippling, anger close to boiling over.


  “Things are more complicated than when Pop was around. All I know is one of us is still here, trying to keep the family business open. The other one’s not.”


  They glared at each other, but Carlos had no interest in playing Prodigal Son while Oscar claimed the moral high ground. Neither of them was any kind of hero — maybe they never had been. Carlos strode away from the garage. “Like it was ever gonna be fifty-fifty.”


  “That’s it, walk away!” Oscar shouted. “You’re real good at that, ‘hero-man’!”


  AUSTIN, TEXAS


  Bennet washed dishes at the sink of his tract home while Julia sifted paperwork at the dining table. He didn’t recall wedding planning being such an all-consuming effort the last time he got married, but Julia was devoting an hour to the task most nights. What made her happy made him happy, although Julia wasn’t sounding happy tonight. “I don’t know. If this thing gets to be over seventy-five guests, we might have to rent a tent,” she sighed.


  “Sure it’s not too late for us to elope?”


  She padded over to the sink and slipped her arms around Bennet, pulling him into a hug. “Sorry, my friend, you’ve already been roped and tied.”


  Much as he enjoyed her attention, Bennet’s focus was torn away by movement outside. That same damn blue sedan was parked across the street, but this time the driver was getting out from behind the tinted windows. He scuttled toward the house, doing his best to stay hidden as rain lashed the street.


  Julia wanted a kiss, but Bennet laid a finger on her sweet lips. “Hold that thought.”


  “Why? What is it?”


  He didn’t answer, heading for the outside door instead.


  *


  After watching Bennet from a safe distance all day, Quentin Frady finally mustered the courage to move in for a closer look. Locking his sedan, he pulled his blue hoodie up over his head as protection against the rain and to keep his face hidden. Quentin had seen Bennet going into the tract house with a beautiful redhead and bags full of groceries. Did she even know that Noah Bennet was his real name, or was she in love with friendly car salesman Ted Barnes?


  That didn’t matter now. Quentin had plenty of evidence, but he needed a witness, someone who had been there during the events of June thirteenth. What better person to spill what really had happened that day than Primatech’s own Evo control guy?


  Quentin patted the messenger bag slung over his shoulder, checking that he’d brought the evidence with him. Judging by the files, Noah Bennet was not an easy man to pin down, let alone turn against his masters. But Quentin had the truth on his side, and that was more powerful than lies and corruption and cover-ups.


  He took a deep breath, preparing to edge even closer, when suddenly Bennet came out of the house. He strolled down the pavement as if going for an evening walk in the rain, a man without a care in the world. Quentin followed, careful to keep his footsteps in time with those of Bennet. He didn’t see the garbage bag until he tripped over it, sending him sprawling onto the ground. By the time he had scrambled back up again, Bennet was gone. Vanished, disappeared — but that was impossible. Where had he — ?


  *


  “First rule of tailing someone,” Bennet snarled as he advanced on the shadowy male figure, “is know how to tail someone!” He grabbed hold of the man’s blue sweatshirt and shoved his stalker back against a lamppost. The guy was a mess — short, overweight, unkempt, and twitchy, with ginger hair and a beard. His breath stank of coffee, and his eyes were wide as saucers. A frayed messenger bag hung heavily from one shoulder. This was no elite operative. This was an amateur. “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “Answers,” Quentin said. “To know what really happened on June thirteenth.”


  “What’s that got to do with me?”


  “You’re Noah Bennet. You knew all of those people.”


  So, an amateur with some knowledge. Bennet shoved a forearm against the guy’s throat, pushing in hard to emphasize his control. “Who do you work for?”


  “I worked at Renautas,” was the gasped reply, “but not for them. And I know you worked for Primatech.”


  “I sold paper.”


  “Sure, along with bagging and tagging and keeping ‘powers’ under wraps.”


  “And you know about this how?”


  “Because Renautas secretly owned Primatech.”


  Bennet shook his head. “Primatech’s dead. Nothing but a hole in the ground.”


  “Unless it’s not,” Quentin replied, between gasps for air. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ve found things I wasn’t supposed to find.”


  Bennet eased off a little, let his captive get enough air to explain. “I’m listening.”


  “There’s something coming. Something huge heading this way — and Renautas is at the wheel. June thirteenth was the beginning, I just don’t know of what.”


  Bennet stared into his captive’s eyes. The guy believed what he was selling, but it might as well have been Greek for all the sense it made. After June thirteenth, Bennet had searched long and hard for answers to explain what had happened. But all he’d found were crazy conspiracy theorists. They even had a self-aggrandizing name for themselves.


  “Lemme guess,” Bennet sneered. “You’re a Truther.”


  “That has nothing to do with it,” his stalker insisted. “But come on, man, you really think Mohinder Suresh was behind that attack?” Quentin laughed, as if the answer should be obvious to a five-year-old, let alone a grown man. “He’s a patsy.”


  “I saw what everyone else saw. I know what everyone else knows.” Bennet let go of his stalker. The man fumbled in his messenger bag for a ragged paper document, at least three hundred pages long. Bennet recognized the title: Escalating Evolution.


  “This is Suresh’s manuscript,” the stalker said, full of pride. “Never published.”


  “How did you find —”


  “It’s all in here. The Evos, these powers … he says their numbers are increasing. Escalating! But he doesn’t say why. Are they here to take over, like the government and the media keep telling us? No.” Quentin leaned close, his ragged voice dropping to a whisper. “I think they’re here to save us!”


  Bennet almost laughed. “Then where are they? Look around.” He gestured at the rest of the empty street. “You see any people with powers around here? They’re gone. Hiding. Dead. If they were here to save us, trust me, I’d know.” Bennet shoved his stalker into the road. The guy struggled a little, but it was no contest. Suddenly sirens filled the air and flashing red lights illuminated the street. A police car squealed to a halt, and two cops jumped out of it, drawing their weapons.


  “You called the cops?”


  Bennet shook his head, bemused. Julia ran out of the house, pointing at Quentin. “That’s him! That’s the guy!”


  The nearest cop waved his gun. “On the ground, hands over your head!”


  Quentin dropped to his knees in the street, hands raised as the cops approached. “June thirteenth didn’t happen like they say it did!”


  “I’ve been over that day a thousand times,” Bennet replied. “It’s the day my daughter died. You don’t forget a day like that.”


  “You do if someone didn’t want you to remember it!” The cops snapped handcuffs round Quentin’s wrists before pulling him back to his feet. As they led him to their squad car, he called back over his shoulder. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you!”


  Bennet’s mind was spinning as he watched the police car drive away. What if this crazy story was the truth? What if his memories about June thirteenth were wrong? The implications were staggering and terrifying in equal measure.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Speed traps on I-57 have proven effective in cutting motorized fatalities for the county, according to Highway Patrolman Vincent Mortimer. “We’ve seen a big drop in deaths due to folks driving too fast,” he said yesterday. “Most locals know better than to speed along this stretch of interstate now. There’s still a few tourists who come through thinking the law don’t apply to them, but we show them the error of their ways.”


  — Marion County Sentinel, Illinois


  INTERSTATE 57, ILLINOIS


  Luke stared at the ice cream parlor punch card in his hands, the one he’d found on the church basement floor. His fingers caressed the holes perforating the creased card, while his gaze fixed on the red-ink happy face drawn in the tenth and final box. It looked so friendly, so affectionate. What did it say about the kid who dropped the card, if he inspired such a response from the person serving him at Moe’s? And what did it say about Luke and Joanne, driving through the night to find and kill him?


  “You’ve been pretty quiet since we left Chicago. Something wrong?” Joanne was behind the steering wheel, her eyes fixed on the long, straight, empty road ahead.


  Luke shrugged. “Nothing. Just … This kid we’re looking for … I was just …”


  “Just what?” She turned to stare at him, disapproval obvious in her eyes.


  “Thinking, that’s all …”


  “Well do me a favor and don’t. The mission’s pure. We’re on the side of the angels here, remember that. We don’t need to ‘think’.” But her calm insistence was shaken moments later by a siren and flashing red light behind them. “Dammit.”


  Luke glanced in the wing mirror. A highway patrol vehicle was catching up to them fast. Trying to outrace it was not an option in their suburban station wagon. For better or worse, they would have to try and talk their way out of this.


  *


  Patrolman Vincent Mortimer was about ready to sign off for the night when the station wagon blew past him on I-57, hitting ninety-three on the radar. Didn’t these people pay any attention to all the warning signs about speed traps in the area? Instead of heading home to Avril and a warm bed, now he had to beat the devil chasing down these fools. Well, at least it gave him a chance to test the acceleration on his new patrol car. Let’s see how long it took to catch up to them.


  The answer was not long at all. The station wagon had been going flat out when it passed, but his car had more than enough gun to overtake it within a few miles. Mortimer let them know he was coming by hitting the lights and music, intrigued to see how they would react. But this was no hot pursuit, no high-speed chase. In less than a minute, the station wagon pulled over to the side of the interstate, the driver and passenger meek as church mice.


  Mortimer called in the registration, checking to see if there were any outstanding warrants or warnings about the vehicle. If it were local, he might have thought it was teenagers stealing their folks’ car. But it had New York plates, so either the driver was a long way from home or the car had been stolen. Family station wagon wasn’t exactly the ride of first choice for carjackers and thieves.


  The radio crackled into life. “Car is registered to a Luke Collins of Buffalo, New York. No outstanding warrants, no theft reported.”


  “Thanks, Maisie.”


  Mortimer got out of his vehicle and ambled along the gravel toward the station wagon, one hand resting on the gun holstered at his hip. He pulled a small flashlight from his belt, clicking it on as he reached the driver’s side. The window rolled down to reveal an African-American woman behind the wheel, a white male in the passenger seat. They both seemed a little tense, but that was normal in the circumstances — Mortimer would be more worried if they were too relaxed. That always spelled trouble with a capital T.


  “You folks know why I pulled you over?”


  The woman nodded. “Speeding. My sister’s having a baby in Carbondale, her first. You know how it is, Officer.”


  Mortimer focused his attention on the license and registration she was holding out: Joanne Collins, also from Buffalo, New York. Looked like these two were husband and wife. “Carbondale, huh? Must be in a pretty big hurry to get there.”


  “Yes, sir, I suppose we are.”


  Mortimer returned her documents, still puzzling these two out. He used his flashlight to illuminate the station wagon’s interior. The couple seemed regular enough, but there was something off about the pair of them. He let his flashlight beam slide back behind them, checking if they had any kids or —


  What. The. Heck?


  The back seat was stacked with half the stock of a small hardware store — coils of rope, rolls of duct tape, two gas cans and a hatchet. The hairs on Mortimer’s neck were standing up. Something was very wrong with this picture. He moved back to the driver’s window, pointing his flashlight beam full in Joanne’s face.


  “This stuff you got back here — someone might get the wrong impression. Unless you got an explanation for it.” Mortimer waited, letting silence do its work. Back at the academy, his instructors had once said that if you asked a question, the average person could last about seven seconds before they felt compelled to answer. Sure enough, this couple were no different. After exchanging a look with his partner, the passenger leaned across to answer, smiling up at Mortimer.


  “Yes, sir, we do indeed. I guess you could say we’re on kind of a killing spree.” The guy looked at his partner. “Right, sweetheart?” He turned back to Mortimer. “Evos. Powered people. We track ‘em down, one at a time — although we prefer to find a nest. Then we shoot ‘em in the head and burn all the evidence.” He sat back.


  Joanne gave a shrug, her face a picture of innocence. “It’s just how we roll.”


  Mortimer stared at them, counting Mississippis in his head, but this time the couple didn’t crack, holding his gaze without blinking. After ten Mississippis, Mortimer lowered his flashlight and smiled at these two odd fish. “Of course it is.” He forced a laugh, as if joining in with their joke. “You two just watch your speed from now on, you hear?” Mortimer edged a hand toward his gun, aware that Joanne was staring at him.


  “You betcha, Officer.”


  Then everything was a blur — the sound of a gunshot, the shriek of protesting metal, and something smashing one of Mortimer’s legs out from under him. He hit the gravel hard, sidearm bouncing out of his reach. Pain exploded through his body, forcing a scream of anguish. It got worse when he looked down at the bloody mess where his knee had been. He could see clear through the joint, splinters of stark white bone jutting from the gaping hole, crimson spurting out across the gravel. He would never walk unaided again, assuming he survived the next few minutes.


  Instinct took over as adrenalin pumped through him, willing him into action. The sidearm, he needed his sidearm. Twisting round, he spied it a few feet away. Mortimer stretched out an arm, clawing with his fingers, desperate to reach the —


  “You have a nice day,” Joanne said.


  The last things Mortimer heard were another gunshot and tires squealing as the station wagon sped away. Then the darkness claimed him.


  TOKYO, JAPAN


  Ren’s quest was destroying his apartment. Shelving units had been emptied across the floor, games and books spilling across every available surface. A thief ransacking the apartment would have been tidier, but Ren didn’t care. He had to find it, he had to —


  “Of course!” Abandoning his fruitless search under the bed, he clambered across to his desk, feet slipping and sliding on unstable piles of debris. By comparison with the rest of his apartment, the desk was an oasis of calm, if still not exactly tidy. Ren shoved his state-of-the-art computer to one side, groping behind it with both hands. He couldn’t see what was back there, but a jangling memory told him he should find —


  “Aha!” His fingers closed around a video game manual, pulling it free of the nest of writhing cables where it had fallen and lain forgotten. He stared at the cover, a broad smile of triumph spreading across his face. “I knew it!”


  *


  Miko did her best to ignore all the banging and shouting coming from the front door of her apartment. But when the building supervisor rang to say that her neighbors were planning to lodge a formal complaint, she had no choice. Bracing herself, Miko opened the door.


  Standing outside was the stranger — Ren something? — who had invaded her apartment before. Despite her frustration with him, Miko had to admit he was kind of cute. He was almost bouncing up and down on the spot with excitement, like an anime character with ants in their pants. “You’re the Katana Girl!” he shouted. “I can prove it!”


  “Katana Girl?”


  Ren thrust a computer game manual at her, the word Evernow emblazoned across it in English. She took the manual and studied the cover — it was like looking in a mirror. A female warrior was posing in the center, a long red ribbon tied in her black hair, brandishing a fearsome sword in one hand. The character resembled Miko in almost every detail. The likeness was uncanny.


  “No player has ever figured out how to unlock her,” Ren babbled, coming into the apartment and closing the front door behind him. But Miko’s attention was still fixed on the manual. She swept back her hoodie, revealing the long red ribbon tied in her black hair. “You have the same eyes, the same mouth — even the red bow!”


  Miko shook her head, dismissing the coincidence. “I always wear this. My father gave it to me —”


  “Katana Girl’s father gave her a red bow, too!”


  She turned away, hiding her feelings. “I’m nothing like your Katana Girl.” But this stranger wouldn’t give up. He followed her across the room, flipping through the manual to show page after page of concept art from the game — Katana Girl kicking ass, Katana Girl in a parallel future Tokyo, Katana Girl fighting in a world reclaimed by nature.


  “You see? She swore vengeance on those who kidnapped her father.”


  That forced Miko to pay attention. How did he know about that, how could he?


  Ren kept babbling on. “Her sword is the key — hidden under the floor of her father’s study! It transforms her into a deadly warrior.” He pointed to a page in the manual showing a close-up of Katana Girl’s sword. A glyph was apparent on the hilt, etched in a narrow S shape. Two short horizontal bars jutted out to the left from the bottom curve of the S, while a single horizontal bar stuck out to the right from the upper curve. The glyph resembled a broken strand of DNA helix, but different from any found in most normal humans.


  Seeing that shook Miko to the core. “Leave. Now!”


  Her anger stopped Ren in his tracks. All the boyish enthusiasm drained from his face, replaced by disappointment. “But … what did I — ?”


  “I said GO!”


  Ren retreated from her, bowing in meek obedience. Pausing only to leave the game manual on a nearby shelf, he strode out of the apartment. She closed the front door after him, locking and bolting it. Her breath was coming in short gasps, spots dancing in front of her eyes. How could this be possible? How could —


  Miko snatched up the manual, flicking through the pages, searching, searching. She found it on the back page — a photo of a man smiling, his name and significance defined in a single line underneath: HACHIRO OTOMO, game designer of Evernow. On a desk behind him were various origami shapes. Many of them were dragons.


  AUSTIN, TEXAS


  Bennet lay in bed, awake even though midnight was a memory now. Beside him Julia was sound asleep, her slumber undisturbed by the events of a few hours earlier. But Bennet could find no rest. His mind was racing, still troubled by the stalker’s wild claim.


  Few people could forget where they were or what they were doing the previous June thirteenth. For those who had been in Odessa that fateful day, the terrible events were liable to haunt them to the grave. Bennet had been near the epicenter of it all, so his memory of what had happened couldn’t be false — could it?


  But he knew how easy it was to erase people’s fragile grasp of the past, to tear away the most shocking scenes they had ever witnessed and turn them into smoke, gone forever in a moment. Bennet had made that happen to others with the help of an old ally. Could he have been subjected to the same treatment? And, if so, who had ordered it? There was no use staying in bed any longer; he wouldn’t sleep tonight. He had to know. If there was the slightest chance his memory of June thirteenth had been altered or rewritten, he had to find out. He needed the truth — whatever it might be.


  Bennet slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb Julia. He crept through the house to the dining room, where a painting of the stars and stripes was prominently displayed beneath a wall light. Lifting the painting away revealed a large hole in the drywall. Bennet paused a moment, knowing that reaching inside the hole was liable to undo nearly a year of hard work establishing himself as Ted Barnes, friendly car salesman. But if he wanted answers — and he did — that was a necessary risk. He stretched a hand into the blackness and pulled out a dusty, neglected duffel bag.


  Unzipping it, Bennet lifted out the contents one by one and placed them on the dining table. This was his go-bag, with all the trappings from that former life at Primatech: five bundles of cash, each containing a thousand dollars, two handguns, and a pair of passports in different names. Also in the bag was a tattered leather datebook. Bennet flipped through it, looking for clues in his meticulous handwritten entries. Each day was an hour-by-hour observation log — “No vehicles parked in driveway, subject spotted through kitchen window”.


  But the page marked June thirteenth was blank, untouched. The datebook had been packed with information for the preceding days, weeks and months, but June thirteenth was empty, a void offering no information and no answers. Bennet skimmed the remaining pages — nothing. His entries stopped the day before Odessa happened. But as he flipped back to that date, something fell from the page for June fourteenth — a business card. It settled on the table face up, two words on it: Lumiere Ophthalmology.


  Bennet picked it up for a closer look. For a business card, it was lacking in any useful contact details. Turning it over, he found a short message handwritten across the back: See More Clearly. This didn’t ring any bells at all, certainly stirred no memories.


  He repacked the duffel bag and took it with him to the study. A quick web search on his laptop got a match. It seemed Lumiere Ophthalmology specialized in Lasik eye surgery. But something didn’t add up. The business was listed on Yelp, but it had no comments, no reviews of its services — and not even a phone number, just an address. There was one further piece of information at the end of the listing: Lumiere had relocated from Odessa to Dallas in the last twelve months.


  Bennet had seen too much in his time to believe in coincidences. He jotted down the Dallas address on a slip of paper. Out of habit, he destroyed the three pages below it on the pad and also deleted his search history from the laptop. “Better safe than sorry” was his philosophy. It had kept him alive this long, so why stop now? Dallas was about three hours’ drive from Austin, especially at this early hour. He could be at the office of Lumiere Ophthalmology by the time it opened.


  EAST L.A., CALIFORNIA


  Carlos could never sleep the first night in a strange bed. The second night wasn’t much better — or the third. Fact was, he didn’t sleep much at all these days. It wasn’t getting to sleep that troubled him, but the dreams that came when he did. Nightmares, if he was honest with himself, which was something Carlos did his best to avoid.


  One time he tried describing his nightmares to the counsellor provided by a local veterans’ association, but she hadn’t been there, hadn’t seen what he’d seen. Really talking about what it was like in Afghanistan — not the prepared speech he performed for impressionable, willing audiences on demand, but really talking about it — well, that was impossible unless the other person had been there. It didn’t make the talking any easier, but at least the silences were understood.


  When sleep wouldn’t come, or when he couldn’t face what was lurking in his subconscious, Carlos turned to an old friend: drink. After the argument with Oscar he had gone back to the hotel room, prowling around there for a few hours. Eventually he went for a walk round the old neighborhood. It took a while to find, but there was a liquor store still open on one street. He exchanged two crumpled bills for a bottle in a brown bag with a screwtop lid. As soon as he was outside, Carlos opened the bottle and took a long pull. The familiar burning at the back of his throat felt good.


  He ambled along the street, nursing his bottle, avoiding the gaze of other pedestrians. Anyone out at this time of night was either trouble or troubled, and Carlos had had more than enough of both. He stopped outside an electronics store, the windows covered by thin mesh screens to protect them. Peering through gaps in the wire, he could make out a local news channel playing on one of the TV screens.


  Some guy was ranting into a microphone with what looked like his wife and two young daughters beside him. In the background was a flock of protestors brandishing signs with religious symbols on them. “God Hates Powers” read one, “God is the Only Power” another. A headline across the bottom of the screen provided context for the images: EL VENGADOR VICTIM SPEAKS. The interview footage was replaced with a fearsome and brutal artist’s impression of what El Vengador looked like.


  Carlos took another long pull from his bottle, fascinated by the spectacle. Jose hero-worshipped El Vengador, but the news made him look like a menace. Which one of them was closest to the truth? It didn’t matter to Carlos, but he wouldn’t want to be the guy in the luchador’s mask when the police finally caught up to El Vengador.


  A woman’s scream in the distance snapped his attention away from the news. Yes, the neighborhood had definitely gotten worse. Carlos took another drink from his bottle, hoping that the woman found some refuge from whatever was troubling her.


  *


  El Vengador stood on the rooftop, watching over the streets he called home. Police patrols were few and far between in this part of East L.A., what with the war on drugs, gang conflicts, and Homeland Security consuming most of law enforcement’s time and resources. The concerns of ordinary citizens, the people who did the living and the dying round here, didn’t get the attention they deserved — and they certainly didn’t get any protection. If someone had to wear a mask to reclaim a few blocks for the good, decent people of this area, so be it.


  He had heard screaming and the sounds of pursuit, coming closer. He had chosen this rooftop for the overview it gave of local streets and alleyways. His keen eyes spied movement — a young woman running, two men in hoodies pursuing her. She darted down the alleyway below El Vengador, dashing through puddles and dodging round piles of garbage. But those hunting her were closing in fast. It was only a matter of time before she became another crime statistic.


  El Vengador leapt from the rooftop, plummeting to the alley below. He dropped into a crouch as he hit the roof of an abandoned car, its chassis and his body armor absorbing most of the impact. The car’s windows exploded outward, showering the men with glass. They spun round, their original target forgotten for now. Good. He wanted the scum to see his mask, to know that this neighborhood was under his protection.


  One of the predators reached for a gun, but El Vengador was on him in a flash. Powerful hands grabbed the thug and hurled him forty feet! He flew face-first into a wall, hitting it with a wet smack. His body slid to the ground, leaving a bloody smear on the bricks.


  The second predator refused to back down, slashing a blade through the air — a foolish decision. El Vengador grabbed the assailant and flung him into a nearby dumpster. The thug slammed into the heavy metalwork so hard it crumpled, like a fist punching aluminium foil. He twitched once but did not move again. The fight was over within moments.


  El Vengador nodded in satisfaction. But where was the woman he had sought to protect? Before he could turn to look for her, gunfire lit up the alleyway. El Vengador felt two bullets slamming into his armor, but it was strong enough to withstand them. As he twisted round to confront the shooter, another bullet struck him. This one found a narrow gap in his armor, piercing a joint to plunge deep into his side.


  El Vengador crumpled to one knee, pain searing through him. His shooter emerged from the shadows, smirking — it was the woman he’d been fighting to protect! The whole thing had been staged, a lure for the local hero, and El Vengador had fallen for it. His assassin came closer, not wanting to botch her kill shot.


  Gritting his teeth against the pain, El Vengador snapped one hand forward, sliding a concealed knife into his palm. Before the assassin realized what was happening, the blade had buried itself in her throat. She fell backwards, choking on her own blood.


  El Vengador winced as he got back to his feet. Fingertips reached between the plates of body armor, feeling for the gunshot wound. They came away bloody. He had to get off the streets, had to get home — before it was too late.


  The distant wail of a police siren approached, as if mocking him. El Vengador clenched his jaw beneath the luchador’s mask, strength seeping from his body with each step as he staggered away into the darkness.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Few people visit the site of last year’s atrocity. State authorities have positioned heavy barriers across approach roads to discourage catastrophe sightseers, the curious and the ghoulish. Forbidding signs on chain-link fences warn of the dangers still lurking in the rubble. Like the disasters at Chernobyl and Fukushima, what happened at Primatech seems to have a half-life that extends well beyond the original tragedy.


  Our investigative team felt obliged to visit the blast site, to see for ourselves what remained. We had no wish to dishonor the memory of those lost on June thirteenth, nor to desecrate what has become the final resting place for so many lost that day. But a trip to the center of the atrocity seemed necessary, even essential.


  We never reached Primatech. Like many others, we were turned back short of our destination. Federal agencies say they are still working to understand what happened and to make the site safe. All we could see of Primatech were ruins. Massive remnants of broken cement on the horizon resembled a child’s broken toys. Beyond that — nothing.


  The perimeter of the blast site is now empty and eerie, the hinterland of a terrible desolation. If we needed proof that the aftermath of June thirteenth still resonates in this place, we found it on the roadside. Dozens of dead pigeons litter the landscape, their bodies left untouched by other animals. No living creature goes near Primatech now. Even birds will not fly over what is left of that unfortunate site.


  
    — extract from THE ODESSA FILES, Enquiry magazine,


    June 2015 edition

  


  INTERSTATE 35, TEXAS


  Bennet watched the sun come up as he drove north toward Dallas. He should have been tired — in fact, he should have been exhausted. No sleep to speak of, leaving his home in Austin before dawn to trek hundreds of miles on what was most likely a wild goose chase. It was foolhardy behavior at best, but at the same time it made him feel alive.


  Ever since that day in Odessa, he seemed to have been sleepwalking through life, his thoughts a quiet fog. Falling for Julia was the one shining light in the last twelve months, a beacon to help him get past the grief and trauma of what had happened on June thirteenth. Bennet had attributed his numbness to loss, similar to the way scar tissue over a wound leaves an area that is never quite as responsive as it used to be. That was how he had felt, numb all over and missing something vital. But what if Claire’s passing was not the only loss he had suffered as a result of the events in Odessa?


  He had been back there only once, and that day he’d vowed never to return. The hurt was too strong, the loss too raw. Now, as he passed a sign announcing fifty-seven miles to Dallas, Bennet wondered what he might learn about that day. One year on from June thirteenth, it was time to push past the pain and discover the truth. He pressed his foot to the gas, eager for answers.


  EAST L.A., CALIFORNIA


  Carlos stared up at the Gutierrez and Sons sign, his fingers failing to massage away the hangover lurking behind both eyes. A long night of thinking and drinking had done him little good, so he had come back to the place that had been his home for so many childhood years. The garage had been a kind of playground for him and Oscar, with Pop a constant presence in the background. Maybe here Carlos could feel useful again — assuming Oscar forgave all his misdeeds and misdemeanors. It was a big ask.


  He lurched toward the garage door, fumbling with the many keys on his chain. Eventually his fingers settled on the right one, and he reached out to the lock — but the door was already open. Carlos frowned. His brother never, ever left the garage unlocked overnight. The Gutierrez family still commanded respect from most people round here, but that didn’t make them invulnerable. Petty thefts and break-ins by junkies looking to score anything they could sell or exchange for a hit were the price of doing business.


  Carlos pushed the door open and went inside. “Oscar?!”


  No reply. The place looked empty, nobody around. So much for starting over.


  He turned to go and his boot slipped on the cement. But it wasn’t spilled grease or oil — it was red. It was blood. Carlos crouched for a closer look — the blood was still wet. He had seen enough of it in Afghanistan to know that it was fresh. A trail of drops led from the door to a hydraulic lift, where a muscle car was raised up in the air.


  As Carlos got closer, he saw a metal staircase hidden in the access well beneath the lift, descending into darkness beneath the garage. Madre de Dios, how long had that been there? He crept nearer, wary of what he might find but curious, too. The blood drops continued down the steps, increasing in frequency. Someone had lost a lot of blood getting down these steps. Careful not to slip, Carlos clambered down the metal staircase.


  As he descended, the space around him opened out into an underground chamber with circular brick tunnels leading away from it in different directions. Judging by the smell, they probably ran into the city sewers. There was a workbench with a police scanner on it and strange gadgetry he didn’t recognize. Mounted on one wall was a collection of weapons and blades. Close by was a battered championship wrestling belt, its familiarity nagging at Carlos — he’d seen it before, but where? On another wall, a cat’s cradle of red yarn was strung between dozens of different names and pictures. Shafts of light streamed down through glass bricks overhead. The torso of a mannequin hung on chains from the ceiling, a dark jacket covered in body armor draped over it. The chamber had the look of a secret lair.


  A moan of pain from the gloom around the workbench made Carlos realize that someone was slumped over it. No, not someone — his brother! Oscar struggled to his feet, clutching a hand to his side, blood staining his fingers. He managed a weak smile.


  “I don’t understand …” Carlos whispered.


  “World’s gone mad since June thirteenth. I’m just trying to make a difference.”


  On the floor between them was a discarded luchador’s mask, the same one Carlos had seen depicted on the news. “Are you … Are you telling me that you —”


  “We all have secrets.” Sweat was pouring down Oscar’s face, and his breath came in short gasps. He moved a hand aside, revealing a bullet wound. Carlos saw his brother’s knees buckle and he lunged forward, catching Oscar as he fell to the dusty floor. Carlos forced a hand against the wound, applying pressure, but it was no good. Blood spilled through his fingers, warm and red and all too familiar.


  “It was a trap,” Oscar whispered between breaths. “They knew I was coming.”


  “Who?”


  “It’s all there.” A trembling finger pointed at the string map and a nearby computer. “Carlos, listen to me. Jose really looks up to you. He’s gonna need a strong hand, so you gotta —”


  “The hell you talking about? We’re getting you an ambulance.”


  Oscar clutched at Carlos, coughing blood. “It’s not just Jose. There are others.”


  “Others? What others?”


  “Someone like you … You can put on the mask —”


  “I can’t do anything! I’m … everything they say about me, the medal, all of it —” But Oscar went into a seizure, and Carlos never got to finish his confession. Oscar’s grip on him tightened, eyes widening, face twitching in agony and anguish.


  And then he was gone.


  “No! Oscar, no!” Carlos shook his brother, willing his sibling to live, to survive, but to no avail. He had arrived too late, just like in Afghanistan. Then he had been called a hero. Now he was the brother who had abandoned his family, and nobody gave out medals for that. Carlos buried his face in Oscar’s hair, clutching his dead brother closer. His gaze slid over to the abandoned mask, the emblem of the mighty El Vengador. He could never put that on. He couldn’t.


  CARBONDALE, ILLINOIS


  Tommy couldn’t remember the last time he had sweated this much. His first job interview was nerve-wracking enough, but being with Emily in the tiny back office at Moe’s Ice Cream Parlor, the two of them sandwiched so close together that their knees were touching? That was stress on top of stress. Like a big old stress sandwich, with extra slices of stress in it and maybe a little more stress on the side. Stop babbling in your head, just concentrate and smile. But don’t smile too much. Wouldn’t want to freak her out.


  “You feeling okay?” Emily asked.


  “Yes, fine. Great. Terrific, in fact. Couldn’t be better,” Tommy stammered.


  She laughed, but it was sympathetic, not mocking. “It’s okay to be nervous. I remember when I was sitting where you are. My heart was pounding something awful.”


  Tommy nodded, not trusting himself to answer.


  Emily scanned through the long, long list of previous addresses on his job application. “Wow. What are you, like, from some weird nomadic tribe?”


  “I am, as a matter of fact.” Tommy loved the fact that she had a sense of humor. Almost as much as he loved her cute-as-a-button nose. “Is that a problem?”


  She shook her head, smiling. “Okay, enough joking around. Let’s start this interview for real.” Emily’s face got very serious. “Can you scoop ice cream?”


  Spooked by her sudden change in demeanor, Tommy paused before answering. Was this a trick question? No, that didn’t make any sense. Maybe it was a test. Of course it’s a test, idiot, you’re at a job interview. Just tell the truth! “Um … yes?”


  Emily beamed with delight. “Congratulations! You’re hired. Welcome to Moe’s.”


  “Wow, thanks so much. My mom’s going to be really excited.” Good grief. Who talks about their mom at a moment like this? Yeesh! But somehow, despite everything, Emily was still smiling — almost as if she liked him.


  “Great. I’ll get you a uniform, you can start tomorrow.” She stood up, reaching for the closet door, but Tommy’s chair was in the way. “How about you wait for me out by the counter, and I’ll bring some uniforms out for you to try on?”


  *


  Joanne sipped her Coke through a straw while her husband stared off at nothing, his coffee going cold on the laminated red table between them. The silences were getting longer, his thoughts elsewhere more often these days. Losing her son had been the worst day of Joanne’s life, but at least that had been quick. Luke seemed to be drifting away from her, piece by piece, little by little. She put down her glass.


  “You alright?”


  Luke looked up at her, but he still seemed detached and distant, despite being only an arm’s length away from her. “Yeah, it’s just … This kid we’re looking for …” He twisted his coffee cup round on its saucer. “Maybe he didn’t even notice us the other night. Maybe we’re wasting —”


  “The kid has powers,” Joanne snapped, anger surging deep inside her, the same burning rage that had fuelled their crusade since Odessa. “He can identify us. He can certainly identify you. So we’re gonna finish what we came here to do.”


  Luke was chewing on his bottom lip. Never a good sign. Joanne softened her tone, determined to win him round, to get her husband back by her side. “Then we can head to Los Angeles, see if we can find this Mexican wrestler. You’ve always wanted to visit L.A. — well, this’ll be our chance, okay?” Luke nodded. Not much of an endorsement.


  Joanne looked away from him, her attention caught by a newspaper folded on the table. The headline did nothing for her blood pressure: EVOS BEHIND CHURCH FIRE — Suresh Claims Responsibility. A wild-eyed photo of Mohinder Suresh flanked the article, making him look every bit a brown-skinned evil Evo terrorist.


  “Unbelievable. We do all the hard work and that son of a bitch gets all the credit,” she fumed. But Luke showed little annoyance, looking more curious than anything else.


  “That’s the second time. One time might be a mistake, but not two.”


  Joanne checked her watch. They’d been in this 1950s-themed place for an hour, and there were only so many times she could hear Rock Around the Clock before putting a bullet through the jukebox. The place was clean and seemed popular enough with the locals, but its green walls and red leather seats were gonna give her a migraine, and soon. “When’s this little prick gonna show up?”


  Luke shrugged. It took all her strength not to reach across and slap some sense into him. She stood up instead, eyes searching for the bathroom. “Gotta pee.” Joanne stalked away from the booth, not noticing the slender teenage boy emerging from the Staff Only doorway. The sooner they got this done and moved on, the better.


  *


  Tommy waited by the ice-cream counter, beaming at having gotten the job. For the first time in a long while, he was doing something normal, something ordinary. He peered over the counter, trying to imagine himself on the other side, serving a customer. But a punch card on the counter caught his eye. All ten squares had holes in them, so the card was complete. But in the last square, the hole had been punched through and a happy face drawn in red ink. That was his card, and somebody had redeemed it! But he had lost it when he went to —


  “I got three sizes.” Emily bustled in through the Staff Only door, carrying a selection of uniforms. All were bright white and green, with more white and green in the candy stripes running up the sides. “You can try them on in the men’s room.”


  “Okay, sure,” Tommy said. “Just give me a second. I’ll be right back.” He scanned the parlor, searching the faces of all the customers. There, at that booth. It couldn’t be, but it was — the guy who’d been sitting next to him at the Evo meeting. Tommy strode over and the man looked it up, surprise all over his face. Surprise, and something else. He glanced sideways, as though he’d been expecting someone else.


  “Can’t believe you got out alive,” Tommy whispered, slipping into the bench seat on the opposite side of the booth. “So, what happened? All I know is the place burned down. Did you get the same text I did?”


  The guy shook his head. “What do you think happened?”


  Good question. Tommy had been going over it ever since and still didn’t have a good explanation. But he knew one thing for sure. “I think we shouldn’t talk about it in public.”


  “Good idea,” interjected a woman’s voice. An African-American woman was heading for them, sly satisfaction on her face. As she reached the booth, the woman parted her leather jacket, revealing a pistol tucked into black jeans. “Let’s go. Move.”


  *


  Emily sorted through the uniforms while she waited for Tommy. He certainly wouldn’t need a large, those were closer to tents than shirts. Even the medium might be big on him. He was a good height, but she wouldn’t exactly call him muscle-bound. Emily kind of liked the fact that Tommy wasn’t obsessed with working out and proving his manliness, unlike some people she could name. In fact, she almost wished —


  Then the strangest thing happened. Tommy marched right past her with two customers, a white guy in front and an African-American woman behind. He didn’t even look at Emily, let alone explain where he was going. Stranger still, all three of them went out the back door of the parlor, which led into the alley behind it. Emily abandoned the uniforms and hurried round the counter after them.


  By the time she reached the alley, the three of them were headed toward a station wagon. Emily ran after Tommy, calling out to him. “Hey, you forgot to try on —”


  The words died in her throat when she saw the gun. The man had a pistol in one hand, his other keeping a tight grip on Tommy’s left arm. Tommy was as white as a ghost, pure terror in his eyes. The woman swivelled round, aiming her pistol at Emily.


  “Looks like both of you are going for a little ride,” the man muttered.


  Then things really got strange. Tommy grabbed hold of the woman, his face all fierce like he was concentrating on something really hard. The gun pointing at Emily vibrated in the woman’s hand, then sort of vanished into itself, like it was being sucked through a tiny hole in reality. A moment later it was just … gone.


  The woman swung round to Tommy and the same thing happened to her. One second she was standing there, reality vibrating and warping all around her — then she was gone, too. Tommy turned to the man, staring at him. Emily blinked. When she opened her eyes again, the guy was nowhere to be seen. In the space of a few seconds, two people had disappeared in front of her eyes. It was like a terrifying kind of magic — and Tommy was the magician!


  No, there was no such thing as magic. But that meant Tommy was —


  Emily found herself staring at him, at the spaces where those people had been. And then he was running away from her, going flat out. Before she could react, he was round the corner and gone. Only then did the pieces slot together. Tommy Clark had powers. He was one of them. The boy she had a crush on … was an Evo!


  *


  By the time Emily got her breath back, Tommy had gone. But she had an advantage over him — she had her own car. Sure, it was just a beat-up, seen-better-days VW Beetle, but it had four wheels and got her around Carbondale. Emily ran back into Moe’s, got her friend Monica to cover her shift, and grabbed her car keys from the staff room.


  As she drove up and down the streets around Moe’s, Emily thought back over what she had just witnessed. Tommy had a power, but he wasn’t dangerous like the people they were always talking about on the news. He could have done what he did at any time, but instead he used his power to protect her — to save her. Tommy was an Evo, but he was no terrorist. She had to find him. She had to thank him.


  She spied Tommy a few minutes later, hurrying down the sidewalk as if the whole world was weighing down on his shoulders. She’d seen him like that in the hallway at school. It was one of the things that caught her eye. Brad seemed so sure of himself, so arrogant. That was attractive at first, but acting like he owned her got old real quick. She’d never seen that from Tommy. He wasn’t a doormat, but he wasn’t a jerk either.


  Emily pulled over in front of him and jumped out of the car. Tommy kept walking, not making eye contact. “Hey!” Finally he stopped. Looked at her. She could see tears in his eyes, and it broke her heart a little. “Where are you going?”


  “Where do you think? Home. To pack up and leave, like we always do.” Tommy shook his head. “I am such an idiot. Thinking I could actually have a normal life here.” He stared at her, and his eyes seemed to dig into her soul. Was that part of his powers, making her care for him? “I’m just … I’m sorry.”


  And then he was walking away from her again. Emily ran after him to catch up. “Those people — where did they go?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know where any of it goes. Oblivion, for all I know. How’s that for the worst power ever? I can make things disappear, but I can’t find them again.”


  Emily stopped, determined to talk some sense into Tommy. “It was self-defense. She had a gun, they both did. They were going to hurt you.” But he kept walking, getting yards ahead of her. “You saved my life.” Still no response. “Tommy!”


  Finally, he stopped, turning to face her. Emily smiled at him.


  “Your secret — it’s safe with me.”


  EAST L.A., CALIFORNIA


  Something Carlos read for school long ago kept nagging at him as he clambered up to the roof of Oscar’s apartment: Neighbors bring food with death and flowers with sickness and little things in between. True, very true. All the relatives and neighbors were down in the kitchen, mourning the murder of his brother with bowls and dishes full of food. It was the way of things, but it didn’t make the loss any easier to bear.


  Jose had gone missing an hour earlier, but Carlos knew where to find him. It was the same place he had always hidden as a boy — up on the roof of the apartment building. The view across the East L.A. skyline wasn’t anything special, but it was a good place to think, to rage — or to mourn. Sure enough, Jose was sitting on the edge, legs hanging over the side. Carlos sunk down beside him, putting a plate of food between them.


  “Your Aunt Carmen made tamales.”


  The boy glared at him, anger burning in those eyes, burning through the pain. Carlos knew better than to say anything more. That much rage needed something to attack, to accuse, to blame. Jose would vent when he was ready.


  “Why didn’t El Vengador stop them from killing my dad?” Jose snarled at last.


  Carlos knew what Jose must never know, that Oscar was El Vengador. For his nephew’s safety, that had to remain a secret. “Maybe he tried.”


  “Not hard enough.”


  “Who knows what really happened.”


  Jose shook his head, full of fury and righteous anger. “What good is a hero if he’s not gonna help people when they need him most? You would have!”


  Carlos wished that were true-oh, how he wished it were true.


  His nephew stood up, hands balled into fists, knuckles turning white. “They killed my dad, and El Vengador’s not even gonna do anything about it.” He stalked away, thudding down the steps, leaving Carlos to stare out over the neighborhood. These were the streets his brother had fought to protect, and look where that had led.


  Jose was right about one thing: Oscar’s murder had to be avenged, somehow. But Carlos didn’t know if he had what it took to be that avenger — to become El Vengador.


  CHAPTER SIX


  At Lumiere, our board-certified ophthalmologists are among the most respected Lasik surgeons in Texas. We use advanced technology lens implants to correct complex issues such as astigmatism and near-vision focusing problems. Laser Eye Surgery for vision correction is performed right in the comfort and convenience of our office. The friendly and professional team of surgical care specialists and administrative staff will give you top-notch eye care. If you want to see clearly, come and see us!


  — text from the Lumiere Ophthalmology homepage


  DALLAS, TEXAS


  Bennet arrived early in the city, his eagerness for answers getting the better of him. He had phoned home to smooth things over with Julia, reassuring her that yes, he’d be back later in the day, or that night at the latest. Truth be told, Bennet had no idea when — or even if — he would return to Austin. It would hinge on what he found at Lumiere Ophthalmology.


  The Lasik surgery clinic was at the end of a long corridor, its name etched into a clear glass door panel beneath a pair-of-spectacles logo. Bennet looked through the door before entering, his old instincts kicking in. It was a drab, innocuous waiting room with a receptionist in a red-and-white sleeveless gingham top behind the counter. Bennet stepped inside, still cautious, still careful.


  “Can I help you?” the receptionist asked, concern in her face.


  “Yes, I …” Bennet realized he hadn’t thought through how to play this, but bumbling middle-aged guy usually did the trick. “I’m sorry, I know this is an odd question, but … have I been here before?”


  “I don’t believe so, no.”


  The receptionist seemed uncertain how to deal with visitors. That might give him an opening. He threw in the name on her staff badge for good measure. “Dahlia, could you do me a favor and check your records? The name is —” Bennet stopped himself from saying Ted Barnes just in time. Boy, was he rusty. “Bennet. Noah Bennet.”


  Dahlia nodded, opening a file cabinet beside her knees to look inside. While she was distracted, Bennet glanced at the patient registry form attached to the clipboard on her desk — it was empty. He studied the rest of the waiting room. There were magazines on a coffee table in one corner. Bennet recognized the cover of one. That same issue was on top of a pile in his garage destined for the recycling bin. It was eight months old, but the copy on the table looked brand new, even untouched. In fact, all of the magazines appeared unread —


  “I’m sorry, there’s nothing under Bennet,” Dahlia announced, interrupting his train of thought. “Maybe if you remembered the doctor’s name.”


  Bennet smiled. “I wish I could.” He pulled the Lumiere Ophthalmology card from a suit pocket, turning it over in his hands. “‘See more clearly’.”


  “Sorry, we have no doctor named Seymour.”


  “Oh, no. That’s just what’s written on the back of the card.” He held it up for her to see, but Dahlia was already staring at him. Bennet felt the hairs on his neck prickling.


  Dahlia sprang up from her chair, aiming a pistol at Bennet’s head. He laughed. So his instincts weren’t completely rusty. “I knew something seemed off about this place.”


  “It’s okay,” a familiar voice said. “He’s a friend.” Bennet twisted round to find one of his most trusted allies standing in a doorway.


  “Rene?”


  “There’s a bench across the street,” Rene replied. “Wait for me there.”


  Bennet nodded, his mind racing twenty to the dozen. As he left the waiting room, Bennet glimpsed the room from which the Haitian had emerged. Inside were half a dozen people on computers. Lumiere Ophthalmology was no medical center — it was a control room of some kind. So why was Rene there, and who was he working for now?


  TOKYO, JAPAN


  Miko had done her best to ignore Ren’s wild claims, to push them out of her mind, but it was no use. His words had struck a chord in her, chiming again and again until she could ignore it no longer. Now she was standing before the Shoji door in her apartment, the threshold to her father’s study, a place she had revered and avoided for so long.


  Her eyes slid down to the Evernow manual in her right hand. There was no denying the resemblance she had to Katana Girl — or that Katana Girl had to her. Miko wished her father was there so she could ask him which came first — the daughter, or the character? But she was alone in the apartment. She had to find her own answers, her own truth. She couldn’t hide away in the shadows any longer.


  Miko slid the paper-panelled door to one side, revealing the room beyond. Aspects of it were a throwback to Japan of the past — ornate artwork decorating the walls, shapes and swirls in the architecture and furniture, her father’s origami dragons on the desk, a low table with curved legs. But there were also modern touches, intricate level designs for a video game on one wall, electric lanterns hanging from the ceiling.


  Mustering her courage, Miko crossed the threshold. She moved round the study, searching for proof: something that would disprove Ren’s words, or validate them. Her sword is the key. But Miko could see no sword, nothing that even resembled a … there, on the wall, an empty sword mount. She looked at the Evernow manual again. What had he said? Hidden under the floor of her father’s study.


  Miko studied the floor. Wide panels stretched across it in one direction, east to west, supported by thick wooden beams that ran north to south, cutting between the panels. It all appeared uniform, regular, even ordinary — except for a thin wooden panel in the middle of the room. Moving closer, Miko saw small circular notches cut into the ends of the panel. They were finger holes! She knelt in front of the panel, setting the game manual by her knees. The wood was a tight fit, not wanting to be lifted out, but her deft touch persuaded it. Miko moved the panel aside, gasping when she saw what lay beneath it.


  A sword!


  Still in its scabbard, the sword was nestled in a hidden compartment under the study floor — just as Ren had said. It had a glyph on the hilt, a narrow S with three horizontal strokes, exactly like the symbol he had shown her in the manual. But there was more: a note lay atop the sword, waiting to be read. Miko unfolded the paper and read the handwritten Japanese kanji: Save me … The sword is the key.


  She put the note beside the game manual and carefully lifted the sword from its resting place. Miko held it out in front of her, staring at the weapon with reverential awe. Though it was still in its scabbard, holding the sword felt … natural. As if it belonged in her hands. As if it were part of her, an extension of her will. As if this sword was the thing she had been missing all these years, the solution to an absence deep inside her.


  As if she was born to wield this weapon.


  Miko raised the sword above her head, right hand on the hilt, left hand clasping the scabbard. Holding her breath, she pulled the sword free. As she did, a feeling like an electric shock surged through her. Transfixed, she saw the weapon and her body transforming, changing from flesh and bone and metal into digitized pixels! She opened her mouth to cry out and —


  — found herself transported to another world, another reality! No longer in her father’s study, she was kneeling atop a rusty train carriage, abandoned and incongruous in a vast, overgrown park. Her body had changed, too. She was taller, stronger — more powerful. Instead of flesh and fears, she was made of pixels, energy, and steely resolve!


  Miko rose to her feet, overwhelmed by a thousand different sensations, not even noticing as her left hand slipped the scabbard over her shoulder and clipped it to her back. Her mind was too busy rebelling at this impossibility — what had just happened?


  She turned in a slow circle, absorbing her new surroundings. The sky was alive with swirls of orange and red. There were tower blocks in the distance, beyond the boundaries of the vast, neglected park. Closer stood a tall building with the distinctive curved roof of a pagoda, but several stories in height. Blossom-laden cherry trees dotted the edge of the lush green clearing around the neglected carriage. Vines reached up from below, ensnaring it with their tendrils.


  Something about this place nagged at Miko. She had seen it before, but where? Of course — the game manual! This place, it was a scene from Evernow. Had she somehow been pulled into the game? That would explain her lithe, elongated body, the new strength in her arms and legs. Even her clothes fit better! Had she become the hero of Evernow? Was she now Katana Girl? No, it was madness, an impossibility.


  The sound of a sword sliding from its scabbard and a cry of attack forced Miko to abandon thinking for instinct. Three evil bandits in medieval Japanese armor leapt high into the air, their swords already drawn. Miko ran toward them, her blade pulled back, ready to repel their attack. She locked swords with the lead bandit as he landed on the carriage roof, the other two just behind him. Miko parried the leader’s next thrust, then kicked him in the gut, propelling him sideways off the carriage.


  No sooner had he fallen than the other two were upon Miko. One strode past her, a slash of his blade forcing her to twist round in defense, while the other moved to attack her back. She raised her sword over her head, blocking the bandit behind from cutting her in two. At the same time she lashed out with one leg, kicking the bandit in front of her backwards. Then she spun round in a circle, her sword bisecting the armor of both bandits, slicing each man apart. Their corpses fell from the carriage, vanquished. But the lead bandit was back, leaping up onto the carriage, sword clasped in both hands.


  He ran at Miko, face hidden behind the grinning, skeletal mask strapped to his shaven head. The bandit swung his sword sideways through the air, but Miko bent over backwards to avoid the slashing blade. The bandit continued his attack, swinging the sword up over his head and bringing it straight down where Miko was standing. But she had already danced back out of the way, and the blade buried itself in the carriage roof. Miko ran forwards, stepping on the bandit’s sword to hurl herself up into the air! She flew high above his head, somersaulting over the bandit to land behind him.


  Miko dropped into a crouch, one knee on the rusted red metalwork as the bandit leader pulled his sword free. He charged at her, eager to finish the duel. Miko lowered her sword behind her back, blocking his clumsy attack. She raised the blade once more and then plunged it straight through the bandit’s stomach — a mortal wound!


  “You will … never save him,” the bandit sneered.


  His words stung Miko for a moment, then her face hardened with hatred as she ripped her sword free. Leaping into the air, Miko spun round and sliced the bandit’s head clean from his body! He tumbled off the roof, leaving Miko triumphant.


  She had been reborn as Katana Girl, warrior princess in the strange world of Evernow. She was strong, confident, even dangerous. She was now … a hero!


  DALLAS, TEXAS


  Bennet waited on the bench in the shadows beneath an overpass. Getting older had taught him a few things, like the value of patience and how a delay could still be valuable. It gave you time to think, to reflect. He wasn’t sure if any of that qualified as wisdom, but planning ahead had proven useful over the years. He didn’t have any special powers, and he certainly wasn’t an evolved human. All he had were his wits, his experience, and his instincts. They had gotten him this far in one piece.


  Twenty minutes had passed by the time Rene emerged from across the street. He was sharply dressed, as always — light grey suit, pale blue shirt, a Haitian emblem hanging round his neck. As usual, his face betrayed little emotion. Inscrutable, some would call him, even cold. To Bennet, it was just the way his old friend looked. A hard man to read, but somebody you could trust with your life.


  Rene was carrying a manila envelope, little bigger than a paperback. The Haitian sat down beside Bennet. They had shared a park bench just minutes before the explosion at Primatech, twelve months ago. Now here they were again, side by side.


  “You have been more than a friend over the years, Noah. You’ve been a mentor.”


  “Thank you, Rene. But now I’m coming to you for help.”


  The Haitian nodded, an unusual sadness in his expression as he handed Bennet the manila envelope. “You left these behind the last time I saw you.”


  Bennet lifted back the unsealed flap, letting the envelope’s contents slide into his hand — a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. He stared at them, a little surprised by how one simple object could trigger so many memories. Sitting at the counter in his kitchen with Claire when she was thirteen or fourteen, choosing a pair of glasses with her help. The moment just before a bullet exploded through one lens, such a close brush with death. So many moments, they all came flooding back to him.


  He put the glasses on and looked round. Everything was that little bit crisper, clearer. For the first time in a long time, Bennet felt whole again. Complete. He smiled.


  “Didn’t know what I was missing.”


  Suddenly a narrow line passed in front of his eyes, moving downwards. No, not a line — a garrotte! It snapped into his neck, wrapping around him, choking him! Bennet grabbed at the garrotte, trying to force his fingers between it and his throat — but without success. His windpipe was being crushed, cutting off his air supply. He could feel blood pounding in both ears, his brain was crying out for oxygen. Unless he did something to change that in the next few moments, he was a dead man.


  Bennet reached back, fingers clawing at Rene. He managed to get both hands on the Haitian, gripping the collar of his jacket. Bennet leaned back a moment, then pulled Rene forward with all his strength. The Haitian tumbled over Bennet’s shoulders — but Rene still wouldn’t let go of the garrotte! The pair of them fell to the ground, locked in a death grip with Rene underneath. Neither one of them was willing to give an inch. In the struggle, Bennet managed to slip three fingers under the garrotte, easing the pressure on his neck the tiniest amount and letting some air back into his lungs.


  His other hand reached for the gun hidden behind his suit jacket, but Rene knew him too well, knew just where Bennet kept his pistol. The Haitian grabbed Bennet’s wrist as he pulled the gun free. They battled for control of the weapon, rolling across the ground, fingers desperate to close round the trigger —


  BLAM!


  The noise was shocking, so close and so loud, echoing beneath the overpass.


  For a moment, Bennet didn’t know who had been shot. Adrenalin was pumping so hard through his body that he couldn’t feel a thing. He pushed Rene away and the Haitian rolled to one side, his body limp. A dark crimson stain was blossoming on his chest. Bennet scrambled to his knees, already reaching for his cell phone.


  “Oh my God — Dammit, Rene … What the hell were you — ? Hold on, I’ll call —”


  “No.” The Haitian grabbed Bennet’s arm, stopping him.


  Bennet sank back on his haunches, breath still coming in short gasps. He shook his head, unable to understand. “Why were you trying to kill me?”


  Rene gritted his teeth, pain stretched across his face. “You told me to.”


  “What?!”


  “You made a perfect plan … You needed to forget.”


  Bennet frowned. He had no recollection of that conversation, couldn’t imagine why he would ever give his friend such an order. That meant there was only one possible explanation. “You wiped my memory.”


  Rene nodded, wincing as he did.


  Bennet looked up at the overpass. Of course, it had to be true. That explained so much. He’d never been a person to trust others easily, always suspicious by nature. Now it seemed he couldn’t even trust his own memories. How much of his recollection from June thirteenth was true? Only one man had the answers, and that man was dying on the ground beside him.


  “What did I need to forget? What?!”


  “Not what. Who.” The Haitian’s eyelids were fluttering. Blood spilled out beneath him, forming a crimson pool on the cement. “It’s coming,” Rene whispered. “It’s coming.”


  Bennet leaned closer, putting his ear next to the Haitian’s mouth. All he heard was the last breath leaving his friend. “Rene? Rene? No!” He grabbed the dead man’s lapels, shaking him. “Who did I need to forget? Rene!” But it was no use.


  He let the body sink back to the ground. His own head fell forward on his chest, numbed by the speed at which everything was unravelling. The day before, he had been certain about so many things. Now one of his few true allies in the world was dead beside him, dead by his hand. Twenty-four hours earlier, he had known beyond any shadow of a doubt what had happened on June thirteenth. Now all he had were doubts and gaps and questions — and precious little hope of finding the truth.


  Bennet pulled himself upright, Rene’s body sprawled at his feet. Years of training took over, his mind casting aside grief to form a new plan. What did he know for certain? That whatever was coming — and it must be something big for him to have entrusted Rene with such a deadly order — involved Renautas. That he had devised a plan to stop Renautas, and the thing most likely to sabotage that plan was his own intervention.


  So what should he do now? Trust his younger self to have put in motion all that was required? Or should he risk undoing that strategy — a strategy that had just cost the life of a close and trusted friend — by investigating further? For Rene’s death to mean something, Bennet could not simply return to his life as Ted Barnes, selling cars and singing a happy tune in his head while hoping against hope that everything would be okay.


  Nope, that wasn’t him at all. What he needed was information, and the most likely source for that was sitting in a police cell back in Austin, cooling his heels after being arrested outside the home of car salesman Ted Barnes.


  Bennet took one last look at Rene, burning the memory into his mind before setting off on a quest for the truth. He made a silent promise to his old friend. This was not the end. This was just the beginning.


  EPILOG


  Where does it come from, this fear, this quest? This need to hide in a simpler past when the future cannot be avoided. The planet is changing, no matter how we deny it. An imperative. So the question arises — how do we ensure our survival in the dark days to come? Who will live, who will die? And who among us shall inherit this brave new world?


  
    — extract from ESCALATING EVOLUTION by Mohinder Suresh


    (unpublished)

  


  THE ARCTIC CIRCLE


  The monarch butterfly had no right to be this far north. There was no logic in a creature with such delicate black and orange wings flying through the air above a landscape made of ice and snow. In normal circumstances, the butterfly would have frozen long before reaching this point on the planet — but these were not normal circumstances.


  The monarch fluttered across the sky, dropping down to land on the shoulder of a solitary figure facing the distant horizon, clad in a sealskin parka, head and face hidden beneath a fur-lined hood. The lone figure raised its arms, as if preparing to conduct an orchestra. Startled, the butterfly rose back into the incongruously warm air and flew away, borne on a glorious thermal.


  Gloved hands gestured at the sky and the sky responded, clouds swirling in vibrant hues, curling and building into an aurora borealis that rose from the horizon. The hands caressed the air again and again, each movement coaxing a corresponding swirl of spectacular color in the sky. The slightest movements by the solitary figure created a powerful response from the clouds, the very air at one with its commands.


  Above the horizon, the air became red and pink, swirling the clouds into new shapes. But the center of this incredible light show remained empty, untouched, a void. To the naked eye, it looked like an eclipse, that moment when a heavenly object passes between the earth and the sun, a corona appearing round the central circle of darkness.


  The figure turned away from the horizon. It was a teenage girl called Malina, her long blond hair spilling out of her parka’s hood. There was beauty in her face, even prettiness, but a haunted look to her eyes. Malina bore a mighty power, but she also had a mighty responsibility to fulfill, a powerful weight on such young shoulders.


  She called back to someone in the distance: “It’s happening faster than we thought.” Malina bit her bottom lip before continuing, the strain of commanding the heavens all too evident. “I don’t know if I can control it much longer.”


  TO BE CONTINUED …
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