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    As the number of Evolved Humans increases, so does the pressure from the governments and people of the world. Father Mauricio begins searching for a way to help all Evos after befriending a troubled teenager who possesses a devastating secret. As a priest, it is Father Mauricio’s calling to protect the innocent and this includes the Evos who, by no fault of their own, find their lives and freedom being threatened.
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  A Matter of Trust


  “O Lord, may the glory of your Holy Spirit spread His protection like a cloud throughout the heavens above us,” the woman in the cramped back seat of the battered pickup prayed loudly.


  Louder than usual for that particular prayer, Mauricio Chavez noted sourly as he wrestled with the steering wheel. More than loud enough for him to hear even over the noise of the pickup’s engine and the crunching of the scrub brush they were driving through.


  As she no doubt intended. Maria was a good mother, but her strict Catholic upbringing colored everything she ever said or did.


  Usually Mauricio was okay with that. But there was a time and place for sentimental words and pious distractions. Driving in the middle of the night across the Mexican wilderness toward the U.S. border wasn’t one of them.


  Next to Mauricio, hanging on to the passenger armrest for dear life, his younger brother Paco was apparently thinking the same thing. “Hey, Madre, give it a rest, okay?” he called toward the back seat.


  “Don’t talk to your mother that way,” their father admonished from beside her.


  “Look —”


  “It’s all right, Paco,” Mauricio interrupted the boy. “We’re fine.”


  “She’s not distracting you?” Paco asked. “I mean, this road — this is a road, no?”


  Despite the tension, Mauricio had to smile. He’d been Paco’s age — seventeen — when he’d first ridden this route with Condor, and at the time he’d said almost the exact same words.


  No, it wasn’t much of a road. But after five years of smuggling Mexicans and Guatemalans and Hondurans across the border, Mauricio knew the area like the back of his hand.


  Or maybe he knew it like the ceiling of the church his parents had been dragging him to every Sunday since he was christened. The ceiling that he’d stared at while trying to ignore what the priest was saying.


  Granted, there’d been a few homilies he’d liked. He liked the story of the Transfiguration, and the cloud that came up and covered Jesus and a couple of the Apostles and then talked to them. That had been pretty neat. He always thought about that story when a fog or mist rolled in, wondering if it would talk to him.


  But then, he’d always liked clouds. As a boy, he would sometimes lie on the ground for hours, just staring up at them. He’d pretended he was up there, too, cool and aloof and serene, able to ignore the misery that filled the earth below.


  But the clouds were up there, and he was down here, and he’d quickly learned that there was only one way out of misery.


  Money.


  The truck bucked as it hit a particularly deep pothole. Paco yelped, and Mauricio smiled again. It was a bad pothole, but nothing like the pits on either side of it. As Condor liked to say, sometimes you had to take a slap to the head to avoid a kick to the stomach.


  “Be careful, Mauricio,” his father warned. “Condor will be furious if you wreck his truck.”


  “No hay problema,” Mauricio called back, his smile fading. Condor was going to be furious, all right, no matter what condition Mauricio brought the truck back in.


  Because he wasn’t supposed to have it in the first place. He certainly wasn’t supposed to be giving anyone a free pass out of Mexico. If the boss caught him, Mauricio was going to get that kick in the stomach, and worse.


  But he would take it. This was his family, and after five years he finally had the skill and the money to get them out of Mexico and start them on a new life. This was his shot, and he was taking it.


  Condor would hurt him when he brought back the truck. But he’d eventually cool down. And even if he made Mauricio work for nothing for the next two years, it’d be worth it. This was his family, and he would do whatever it took to protect them.


  Of course, once in the States, his mother would have to find a new church. It was a shame Mauricio would never be inside it long enough to memorize the ceiling pattern.


  Because once this was over, he’d be done with religion. Forever.


  A familiar stack of rocks flashed past. “We’re here,” he announced. “We’re in the United States.”


  The words were barely out of his mouth when everything went straight to hell.


  The two off-road vehicles that had been lying in wait just out of Mauricio’s view exploded into a blaze of headlights, flashing red lights, and ear-splitting sirens. Mauricio’s mother gasped something he didn’t catch — probably another plea to God — while Paco broke out into a terrified litany of curses.


  But it wouldn’t be God who got them out of this. Mauricio was already on it, kicking his speed to just below suicidal, daring the border cops to risk their lives matching it. If he could gain enough of a lead — and he knew he could — there was a spot a couple of miles ahead where his family could hide while he drew the pursuit away.


  The cops probably thought they knew this area. But Mauricio knew it better.


  It cost a few tense minutes, and probably what was left of the pickup’s suspension. But in the end the situation played out exactly as Mauricio had planned. “Get ready,” he called to the others as they approached the sloping turn he’d been aiming for. “I’m going to stop just past that curve and let you out. There’s a saw-tooth rock formation about fifteen meters off the road to the right — you can all hide there until the cops go past. I’ll lead them away and come back for you after I lose them. Do you understand?”


  “But what if you — ?” his mother began.


  “I said, do you understand?”


  “Yes,” his father said stiffly. “Be careful.”


  “I will,” Mauricio promised. “Ready?”


  He rocked around the curve, his wheels barely holding the road, and slammed on the brakes. “Go!”


  They tumbled out. Mauricio didn’t wait to see if they made it to the rocks, but took off again as soon as the doors were slammed shut. He had to get moving before the border cops figured out that they’d gained a little on him and wondered why.


  Unfortunately for them, it was the last bit of ground they would gain. The road was twisty and rough, and Mauricio was going to hit it as hard as he could.


  There was a reason rational people didn’t take certain chances. And if it hadn’t been his family back there counting on him to lose the cops and come back, instead of some poor peons who had paid in advance for their passage, Mauricio might not have hit the ravine curve quite as fast as he did.


  But it was his family. And he did take the risk.


  And he lost.


  It seemed to take hours for the truck to bounce and clatter its way down the rocky slope. Mauricio held on to whatever he could — the door handle, the steering wheel, the seatbelt strap — his brain spinning, his body thrown back and forth, his empty stomach heaving with dry retching.


  And then, suddenly, it was over. The pickup lay at the bottom of the ravine, inaccessible to the cops on the road above without rappelling lines or a helicopter. Mauricio lay inside the cab, his hips pinned to the seat by the steering wheel, the world outside as inaccessible to him as he was to the cops.


  The world he’d known was inaccessible. But the next world was fast approaching. Even as Mauricio tugged uselessly at the steering wheel, he could smell the lethal aroma of gasoline drifting in through the shattered windows. The fuel tank was leaking … and after that mad dash, there would be plenty of engine parts hot enough to ignite the fumes.


  Mauricio Chavez was about to die.


  He tugged once more at the wheel. Useless. He pushed the door. Useless.


  And with nothing else to do, he began to pray.


  O God. I haven’t been good. I’ve been evil. But I only wanted to help my family —


  He snarled to himself. This was not the time to be lying to God.


  Time to change tactics. If you’ll get me out of this, I swear to you I’ll change my life. I’ll go straight. I’ll quit Condor and the coyote business. I’ll — I’ll go to seminary and become a priest.


  The smell of gas was getting stronger. His mother’s favorite prayer echoed in his heart and mind —  O Lord, may the glory of your Holy Spirit spread His protection like a cloud throughout the heavens above me —


  Abruptly, he found himself floating. Floating. Inside the truck.


  And as far as he could tell, he no longer had a body.


  His first horrified thought was that he was already dead. A heart attack, maybe, before the truck could ignite and burn him to death. Was that God’s answer to his prayer? To give him a more painless death than Mauricio’s recklessness deserved?


  But this wasn’t heaven. It wasn’t purgatory. It certainly and thankfully wasn’t hell.


  Besides, if he was dead, where was his body? He was still in the truck, and there was no body trapped behind the wheel. Everything he’d heard about out-of-body experiences said that the actual body was still left there. Where had it gone?


  For that matter, with no body and no eyes, how was he even seeing any of this?


  And then he noticed something he hadn’t spotted before. In the faint reflected glow from the still-burning headlights he could see a cloud of white smoke or mist gathered around him.


  No. Not around him. The cloud of smoke was him.


  There was a warning crackle from the front of the truck. Shaking away his fear and confusion, Mauricio lunged toward the broken window.


  He was outside, floating rapidly up and away, before he belatedly realized that his lunge had actually worked. He continued onward, moving like a wisp of cloud before a summer thunderstorm, trying desperately to get away.


  He was above and past the two cop cars, their occupants now lined up along the ravine edge staring down at the wreck, when the pickup burst into flames.


  Mauricio didn’t wait to see what the cops would do. Especially since they really couldn’t do anything. Not now.


  He managed to calm down a little as he headed back to where he’d left his family, at least enough to experiment with this new form of existence. He could move at will, he discovered, with no more thought or effort than walking, though the sky was now as open to him as the ground. He could see and hear, though smell and touch seemed to elude him.


  He could also talk, just like the cloud in the Bible story. Somehow, that part freaked him out more than any of the rest of it.


  His biggest, most terrifying fear was that the change might be permanent, that he would forever be a disembodied cloud of mist. He tried over and over to return to human form, and each time he failed.


  But he kept at it. He couldn’t let his family see him like this. He certainly couldn’t guide them to safety in this form. Not even if he could convince them that it was truly him.


  And he probably couldn’t do that, for the simple reason that they wouldn’t stand still long enough to let him try.


  A voice from a cloud? His mother would drop to her knees and pray. His brother would run like the devil was after him. His father would probably have the heart attack his mother always worried about.


  Maybe they would be stronger than that, or smarter, or calmer. Maybe he should just go up to them and tell them what had happened.


  But he didn’t dare.


  And so, as he neared the saw-tooth rock he slowed his pace, still trying to become Mauricio Chavez again. Eventually, he found himself drifting in a wide circle with the saw-tooth rock just visible in the distance, unwilling to abandon his family but equally unwilling to face them.


  To face them with no face. Ironic. He would have laughed if he’d had a mouth to laugh with.


  It was probably an hour later when he suddenly turned back into human form.


  Unfortunately, he was a good three feet off the ground when it happened, and he twisted his ankle badly when he fell out of the sky onto the rocky soil below. For a moment he lay on his side, clutching the injured ankle and swearing softly. Then, he got gingerly to his feet and limped toward the saw-tooth rock.


  To find his family gone.


  He looked around, his heart thudding painfully in his newly-restored chest. There was no sign of them anywhere. He climbed up the side of the rock, cursing as every step threatened to rip his ankle apart. Still no one.


  Had they been caught by the border cops? But he had seen no indication of flashing lights on his long journey back from the wreck. More likely they’d just given up on him and had set off on their own.


  Maybe they’d seen the glow in the sky from his fiery wreck and believed he was dead.


  There was no way he could find them. Not in the middle of a nighttime wilderness. Not with an injured ankle. Not when they had this much of a head-start.


  At least, not as a human being.


  He tried praying first. God had given him this thing; surely He would show him how to make it work. But God had gone silent. Mauricio tried to recreate the fear he’d felt in the wrecked truck, and the terror of the knowledge that he was about to die. Nothing. He tried wishing, agonizing, bargaining, and threatening. Still nothing.


  Finally, a half-hour eternity later, he found the right combination of thought, emotion, and sheer willpower needed to make the change. He turned into mist and floated up into the sky, moving in a quick spiral path outward from the rock, fervently hoping that his family hadn’t gone the wrong direction.


  Spiral movement was strangely tricky, and he often found himself wobbling like he had the first few times he’d tried riding a two-wheeler bike. The height could be a little scary, too, especially when he momentarily forgot that he couldn’t fall. But at least his wrenched ankle didn’t hurt anymore.


  Ten minutes later, he found them.


  They hadn’t gone the wrong way after all, but had set off in the general direction of the town he’d been planning to take them to. Someone — Paco, probably — had clearly been paying attention when Mauricio originally told them they’d be heading northeast after they crossed the border. Someone else — his mother, probably — had then figured out from the stars which direction that was. They had indeed feared he was dead, and their outpouring of relief and love when he suddenly emerged from behind a large rock made him secretly ashamed of the lies he then spun for them about what had happened and how he’d escaped from the cops.


  But he had no choice. He didn’t dare tell them the truth. Not yet. Not until he could figure out whether this thing was a gift or a curse.


  The town was another six miles away, a long trek in the middle of the night. But they made it, and the border cops didn’t come back.


  Two weeks later, he had his family settled into the place he’d prepared for them, along with some money and a complete set of documents that one of Condor’s forgers, Diego, had created for them.


  And then, after promising he would visit as often as he could, he set off to find a seminary that would take him.


  Condor would be furious. But Mauricio couldn’t be distracted by such things.


  He’d made a deal with God. God had done His part.


  Time for Mauricio to do his.


  *


  Seminary was harder than he’d expected. Harder than anything he’d ever done in his entire life. But he was determined, and he kept at it. Eventually, he passed all the tests, and took all the vows, and Mauricio Chavez became Father Mauricio.


  For the next two decades he served the people of his various parishes, giving aid and counsel and comfort, striving to be Christ’s representative on earth, heeding the words of his bishop and the Vatican, and moving wherever the Church deemed his services were needed the most.


  He never told anyone about his power. Not his parents or brother, not his closest friends, or even in confession with his bishop. He only used it in secret, and just when there was a good and useful reason for it.


  Not that there weren’t plenty of such occasions. Early on, he developed the habit of checking every nook and cranny of each new church and rectory where he’d been assigned, and at least four times found buildups of lint and dust in the heating or laundry units that could easily have started fires. In the more gang-heavy parishes he sometimes used his gift to secretly follow one of his child or teenage parishioners home, staying high enough that he wouldn’t be noticed, making sure the young person he was escorting wasn’t bothered or molested along the way. A few of those times, when it was clear that trouble was brewing, he was able to slip away, change back into human form, and call the police to the scene.


  He tried to keep such rescues anonymous. But at least one cop figured out who was raising the alarms, and “Padre Vigilant” became a private nickname in certain circles.


  Some bishops liked that about Father Mauricio. Others disapproved, and got him transferred out of the diocese as quickly as they could.


  And as the years passed, he began to realize that he wasn’t alone.


  At first it was just rumors, stories about other people with strange powers and gifts. But then it was grainy pictures, and jumpy videos, and loud government denials.


  And then there was that massive explosion far above Long Island.


  Mauricio wasn’t sure what to make of that. The rumors and stories intensified afterward, though the government still denied anything was happening. But slowly, over the next few years, the rumors became more believable and the denials grew more hollow.


  Until that night in New York City when Claire Bennet dramatically revealed her awesome secret to the world.


  Over the next few months, as more people with abilities emerged from the shadows into public awareness, Mauricio toyed with the idea of similarly coming forward. But something always stopped him. Part of it was the Vatican, which was never more than lukewarm to the spiritual implications of such people and powers in the first place, and Mauricio’s concern that revealing his power might get him quietly forced from the priesthood.


  But most of it was the distressing roller-coaster ride of public opinion. There was an initial surge of interest in the Evolved Humans — or Evos, as commentators soon dubbed them — and their powers. Mauricio watched the debate closely, hoping that the Evos would eventually be accepted. But as the months went by, much of the interest darkened into suspicion. In some places — too many places — it darkened further into revulsion, fear, and hatred. It wasn’t long before those who’d revealed themselves were trying to regain their anonymity, while those who hadn’t left the shadows were making a concerted effort to stay there..


  And as the discussions and arguments continued to rage, Mauricio was transferred yet again, this time to All Saints Church in East Los Angeles.


  The neighborhood wasn’t a good one. Maybe someone was again trying to get Padre Vigilant out of his diocese, or maybe someone had noted the similarity of the area to the one that Mauricio had grown up in back in Mexico and figured he could handle himself there.


  It would be rough, Mauricio knew. But at All Saints he would be out of the political and social spotlight, and he would be where a good priest could make a real difference.


  All in all, it was a fair trade.


  *


  He was trying not to cry, of course. In Mauricio’s experience sixteen-year-old boys always tried not to cry. But even in the muffled acoustics of the confessional Mauricio could hear the sound of stifled tears in his voice. “Forgive me, Padre, for I have sinned.”


  Mauricio studied what he could see of the boy’s face through the grille as they went through the ritual exchange. It was Simon Navarro, he decided, one of the members of his parish. He didn’t know the boy well, but whenever he turned up at Mass or occasional youth events he always seemed to be hovering between apprehension and despair. Mauricio had tried a couple of times to draw him out on the reasons for his moodiness, but the boy always dodged his questions.


  But today might be different. There was a depth of misery in Simon’s voice that Mauricio had never heard there before. Maybe he was finally ready to talk.


  “I’ve been thinking, Padre, about killing myself.”


  Mauricio swallowed hard. Ready to talk, all right.


  Still, talking about suicide more often represented a cry for help than serious intent. “Tell me why,” he said encouragingly.


  “I’m hurting people,” Simon said, almost too softly to be heard. “You know? I’m — I almost killed someone.”


  “Was it an accident?”


  “Si pues,” Simon said. “I mean no. I mean — I meant to do it, but I didn’t mean for the vato to get hurt.”


  “I’m sure you didn’t,” Mauricio assured him. “Why don’t we start from the beginning? What happened, exactly?”


  Simon gave a long sniff, and Mauricio caught a glimpse of white as the boy pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his nose. “It was Angel Martinez,” he said. “He pulled —”


  “The Angel Martinez who was hit by a car?” Mauricio interrupted. The accident had happened a week ago, and he’d been called in by the teen’s mother to give last rites. Angel was out of the woods now, but it had been a close thing.


  “Yeah, him,” Simon said, sounding more miserable than ever. “He pulled a filero on me — you know? He was going to stab me. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.”


  “Yes, I know what he’s like,” Mauricio said with some frustration of his own. He’d hoped Martinez’s brush with death would bring him back to the straight and narrow, but the teen was already talking about rejoining his gang as soon as he was out of the hospital. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to push him into the street that way.”


  “I didn’t push him anywhere,” Simon insisted. “He ran there by himself. I just … I just made him blind.”


  Mauricio ran the words over twice in his brain. I made him blind. “You mean blind with anger?”


  “No, Padre. I made him blind. I just … I can make people blind.”


  And then Mauricio got it. “You’re an Evo.”


  “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” Simon asked anxiously. “My uncle says Evos are from the devil.”


  “I believe all gifts and talents come from God,” Mauricio said.


  “That’s what my jefa said once,” Simon said. “Before she …”


  “I know,” Mauricio said quickly. Simon’s mother had died in a horrific car accident two years ago, leaving the rest of his upbringing to his well-to-do but rigidly opinionated uncle. “Don’t worry — what you did to Angel wasn’t permanent. He was seeing fine when he came out of surgery.”


  “I know that,” Simon said. “It only lasts an hour. Either way, it only lasts an hour.”


  “What do you mean, either way?”


  He sensed the boy shrug. “I can make blind people see, too.”


  Mauricio felt his mouth drop open. “You can make blind people see?”


  “But only for an hour.” Simon sighed. “Sometimes that’s worse. Vatos like Angel get really scared. But abuelos like old Senor Winslow get their hopes up and then get them smashed.”


  “Maybe they don’t have to,” Mauricio said, his mind racing. “How much practice have you had bringing back sight? How many times have you done it, I mean?”


  “Not a lot,” Simon said. “Senor Winslow. A couple of others.”


  “So maybe that one-hour limit is just because you haven’t mastered the skill?” Mauricio suggested.


  “It’s not a skill, Padre. It’s a curse. Aren’t you listening?”


  “Anything that reflects back on the miracles of Our Lord can hardly be called a curse,” Mauricio countered. “I’m guessing what you need most right now is practice.”


  “Sure,” Simon muttered. “Maybe I’ll run an ad on Craigslist.”


  “I was thinking something a bit more discreet,” Mauricio said with a smile. Simon was clearly pessimistic about the whole thing, but at least he wasn’t talking about suicide anymore. “Do you know Inez Bustamante?”


  “Who?”


  “Elena Gutierrez’s mother,” Mauricio said. “Oscar Gutierrez’s mother-in-law. Oscar runs the garage —”


  “Oh, yeah — I know him. Lot of bad vatos use his shop.”


  “That’s him,” Mauricio confirmed, trying to keep any hint of judgment out of his voice. Oscar was the sort of man who could stand up to the gangs if he wanted to, maybe set an example for the rest of the neighborhood. Instead, he seemed to go out of his way to be cooperative, even friendly, toward them.


  But it was a hard life out there. Oscar had a wife and son, and his brother Carlos was way over in Afghanistan. Like everyone else, the man was just trying to survive. “Inez doesn’t come to Mass much anymore,” he continued. “Lots of medical problems that keep her home. She’s also blind.”


  There was a long silence from the other side of the grille. “What if she tells? That’d be bad, you know?”


  “She won’t,” Mauricio assured him. “Not if we ask her not to.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes,” Mauricio said. “You can trust me. And her.”


  Simon huffed. “Yeah. Trust.”


  Mauricio kept silent, waiting for the teen to work it through. Considering Simon’s troubled past, he wasn’t surprised that trust didn’t come easy.


  “I guess I can try,” Simon said at last. “You’ll come with me, right?”


  “Of course,” Mauricio said. “Thank you — I know she’ll appreciate it. When do you want to do it?”


  “I don’t know. You know — whenever.”


  “Great,” Mauricio said. “I’ll talk to her this evening.”


  “Okay,” Simon said. “Padre … will this absolve me for … you know? Angel?”


  “It will indeed,” Mauricio promised. “I’ll call you tonight.”


  *


  “Let me get this straight,” Oscar Gutierrez rumbled, standing far too close to Mauricio. “You want to use some kind of new medical aparato on my mother-in-law? You won’t tell us what it is, and you won’t let us watch?”


  “You make it sound more mysterious than it really is,” Mauricio protested, fighting the urge to take a long step backwards. Oscar was several inches taller than he was, with a sheer presence that could fill a room to overflowing. “As I said, it’s experimental and the developer doesn’t want news of it getting out.”


  “So he wants to try it on my suegra?” Oscar demanded. “He thinks because we’re poor Hispanic folk we won’t sue if something goes wrong?”


  “Nothing will go wrong,” Mauricio said. “If I thought there was even a chance that it would, I wouldn’t have asked her to participate.”


  For about five of Mauricio’s rapid heartbeats Oscar just stared at him. “Inez says she wants to try it,” he said at last. “So I guess I’ve got no say. But.” He let the word hang in the air like a small black storm cloud. “I will check up on her after you’re done. Very closely.”


  “That’s fine,” Mauricio said. “Thank you.”


  For another two heartbeats Oscar stared at him. Then, spinning on his heel, he strode back to the bed where Inez was talking quietly with her daughter. Oscar spoke briefly to the two of them, and then he and Elena left the room. A moment later, Mauricio heard the apartment door close behind them.


  “Padre?” Inez called, her voice thin and raspy.


  “I’m here, Inez,” Mauricio assured her, hurrying to her side. “How are you feeling?”


  “Ready,” Inez said, a hopeful glint in her unseeing eyes. “Excited. How soon can we start?”


  “Right away,” Mauricio said, pulling out his cell phone and punching in the number of the phone he’d given Simon earlier that evening.


  Simon didn’t answer until the third ring. “Bueno?”


  “We’re ready,” Mauricio said, trying to read the boy’s tone. Probably still having doubts. “You in the stairwell?”


  “Yeah,” Simon said. “Fourth floor, si?”


  “Right — Apartment 403,” Mauricio said. “I’ll open the door for you.”


  Two minutes later, everything was ready. “How does it work?” Mauricio asked.


  In answer, Simon took a deep breath.


  “Oh, my,” Inez gasped. She blinked twice, her eyes darting around as if she was seeing the room for the first time. “Dios mio. Padre — it worked. It worked!” Her newly opened eyes came to rest on Simon’s face. “You must be Simon,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion. “Que Dios te bendiga, mijo.”


  Mauricio looked sideways at Simon. The teen’s face was a turmoil of emotions. Pleasure that he was able to give her such a gift, plus the bitter knowledge that the gift and her joy were only fleeting. “It won’t …” He broke off.


  “It won’t last,” she said gently. “Yes, Father Mauricio told me. Esta bien. Nothing in this life lasts. You need to learn to take joy wherever you find it, and drink to the fullest.” She smiled. “And I know just how to do that.”


  She turned and reached behind her pillow. To Mauricio’s surprise, she pulled out an embroidery hoop with an unfinished pattern in it. “I started this when Jose was born,” she said, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “My nietecito. It was going to be for his primera comunion. But things got busy, and I somehow never got back to it. And then my eyes …” She paused, her thin throat working. “But now I can work on it again,” she said in a stronger voice. She looked at Mauricio. “You won’t think me rude, will you?”


  “Not at all,” Mauricio assured her. “It’s your night. Do whatever you want.”


  “Gracias.” With a final smile at Simon, she settled down to her work.


  For a few minutes Mauricio watched, marveling at the skill still present in those old, thin fingers. Simon had already left the bedside and was staring out the narrow window at the blaze of city lights stretching into the darkness. With a final look at Inez, Mauricio walked over and joined him.


  Oscar had left the window open a couple of inches, and a cool April breeze was drifting in across the wide windowsill. “You did well, Simon,” Mauricio said quietly.


  “It’s only for an hour,” Simon said. Already his face had lost all of its earlier happiness and had settled into a gloom as dark as the night sky.


  “What happens if you try it again?”


  “You mean right away?” He shook his head. “Another fifteen minutes. Then five more. Then nada. You know?”


  “The blindness works the same way, I suppose?”


  Simon shot him a horrified look. “You think I’ve ever done that twice?”


  “No, of course not,” Mauricio said quickly. Stupid question. “If you can’t give her another hour right away, how soon can you do it?”


  “I don’t know,” Simon said. “I know I can do it a week later — I did that once with Senor Winslow. Maybe it would work again sooner. I don’t know.”


  “I’m surprised Mr. Winslow didn’t insist you keep coming around.”


  “Yeah.” Simon sighed. “He didn’t know it was me. The first time was … accidental. I was outside his house and it just happened. The second time I was trying to see if I could do it again.” He closed his eyes. “He cried afterwards. He cried so hard. I was all the way on the sidewalk, and I could still hear him.”


  Mauricio put his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Looks like our first job is to see how much longer you can stretch out that first hour,” he said. “Let’s try it again in three days, okay?”


  “I don’t know,” Simon muttered. “You think she’ll want to? I mean … it’s hard to lose it again.”


  Mauricio looked over at the woman bent over her embroidery, her face glowing with happiness. “She will,” he promised. “Trust me.”


  *


  An hour and three minutes later — Mauricio timed it — the darkness returned.


  If Inez was disheartened by her loss, she didn’t show it. She thanked Simon over and over, clutching his hand as if she wanted to kiss it, blessing him and his gift and imploring him to come see her again as soon as he could.


  Mauricio took secret amusement in watching how completely Simon was blown away by her gratitude and lack of despair or reproach. The boy assured her she was more than welcome, and promised he would be back as soon as Father Mauricio thought it was worth trying again.


  And as he and Mauricio left the apartment and headed toward the elevator there was a new and hopeful spring to his step.


  The guilt over what had happened to Angel Martinez would return, Mauricio knew. But at least now it would be tempered by the memory of Inez Bustamante’s glowing face and thankful attitude.


  He hoped it would be enough.


  *


  Four days turned out to be the magic number, and on that schedule Mauricio and Simon quickly became regular fixtures in Inez’s apartment. With every session Simon’s confidence grew, and as Inez’s embroidery progressed so did the boy’s power. As April turned to May and then to June the original hour and three minutes became an hour five, then an hour eight, then an hour twelve.


  Inez’s enthusiasm at her new lease on life began to spill over into other areas of her life as well. At the beginning Mauricio and Simon usually found her waiting for them all alone, but by June they often had to wait while newly made friends said their farewells and headed back to their own apartments.


  Gone were Simon’s thoughts of suicide, if they’d ever truly existed. He dropped by the church nearly every day on his way home from school to discuss his latest thoughts and ideas about how to increase his power. Even as the outside society continued to debate the whole Evolved Human question, inside All Saints Church the boy found a cocoon of safety and hope.


  But the comfortable situation wasn’t to last. It was late afternoon on Tuesday, June 10, when Mauricio got the call.


  *


  The family was already gathered around Inez’s bedside when he arrived, nearly twenty of them, including cousins, nieces, and in-laws. Mauricio remembered her mentioning her extended family once or twice during their visits, but he hadn’t realized there were so many of them in the immediate area.


  Oscar’s brother Carlos was conspicuous by his absence, despite the fact that he was freshly back from Afghanistan. Mauricio had heard rumors of some kind of unspecified trouble with his return, and was sorry that whatever military red tape was involved had kept the young man from his mother-in-law’s last moments.


  There were also a dozen of Inez’s friends present, some of whom Mauricio recognized from his and Simon’s secret visits. Behind and among them, the hospice nurse moved as quietly and unobtrusively as possible as she dealt with the final medical details. Inez lay in the middle of the bed, her face calm, her hands clutching those of her daughter and her grandson, speaking quiet words of encouragement and love.


  Oscar stood beside his wife, his face stolid, only his dark eyes showing his pain. He looked over as Mauricio came into the room; giving his wife’s hand a gentle squeeze, he worked his way through the quiet crowd to him. “Padre,” he said, holding out his hand. “Thank you for coming.”


  Mauricio gripped it, feeling the same ironic combination of strength and helplessness that he could see in the man’s face. Oscar was phenomenally strong, but his strength was useless here. “I’m glad I could be here,” Mauricio said. Letting go of Oscar’s hand, he stepped over to the dresser and laid out the oil and the purple stole for Inez’s last rites.


  He felt a brush of air as Oscar moved closer to him. “Can you call him?” he murmured in Mauricio’s ear. “Please? Can you get him here?”


  Startled, Mauricio turned around. “What?”


  “I know, Father,” Oscar murmured. “I know about Simon and his gift. You need to get him here.” He swallowed. “Inez should have a chance to look upon her family one last time.”


  Mauricio’s eyes flicked over Oscar’s shoulder at the crowd gathered around the bedside. But if they all saw Simon perform his miracle —


  His miracle. Perfect. Mauricio could simply call the opening of Inez’s eyes a miracle. Which, of course, it genuinely was.


  “You’re right,” he told Oscar. Pulling out his phone, he punched in Simon’s number.


  The call went straight to voicemail. He keyed off and tried again.


  “Trouble?” Oscar asked.


  “He must have turned it off,” Mauricio said. Voicemail again. “Simon, this is Father Mauricio. Call me as soon as you get this.”


  He closed the phone and put it away.


  “Why would he turn it off?” Oscar asked.


  “Because he’s not really supposed to have it,” Mauricio said, frowning. “I bought it for him so that we could coordinate our meetings with Inez.”


  Still, it struck him as a little odd that Simon would turn off the phone. A few days ago Mauricio had broached the idea of the two of them driving to Texas to attend the big Odessa Summit between Evos and normal humans at Primatech Paper this coming Friday. Simon had been hesitant, mostly because he would have to come up with some story to tell his uncle, and Mauricio had promised to find a reason that would satisfy him without the boy having to lie to his face. With only three days to go until the summit, Simon should be waiting by the phone for Mauricio’s call.


  Unless the boy really didn’t want to go to the summit.


  “I’ll try his home,” Mauricio continued, punching in another number. This one continued to ring with no answer and no voicemail.


  “Keep trying,” Oscar said. “Please.” Turning, he wove his way through the silent crowd and rejoined his wife.


  With a sigh, Mauricio put his phone away, picked up the oil and stole, and joined him.


  Two hours later, with Simon still nowhere to be found, Inez Bustamante passed from the world.


  Oscar never said a word as Inez’s friends and then her family said their farewells and gave their final hugs and drifted out of the apartment. But as he and his wife and son left, he gave Mauricio a parting look that cut the priest to the heart. Not a look of anger or blame, but simply one that spoke of an opportunity forever lost.


  Mauricio had no answer for him. God, he knew, was well aware of the futures of each of His children. Why hadn’t He arranged for Simon to get Mauricio’s message in time to offer Inez one final blessing? Or why hadn’t He allowed Inez to remain a while longer before taking her into His arms?


  Mauricio had no answer for Oscar. Nor did he have one for himself.


  *


  The funeral arrangements took most of the next day. Mauricio’s tentative hopes that he might still make it to Odessa faded, then vanished completely as Elena and Oscar decided on a Friday morning service. With Mauricio’s presence also required for Sunday Mass, and Odessa a good fifteen-hour drive away, holding the funeral on Friday meant there was no way for him to make the trip.


  The funeral was well attended, and as pleasant as such an occasion could ever be. Inez had lived a good, long life, so at least the tears of family and friends could be mixed with laughter and fond memories.


  Oscar was moving slowly, Mauricio noted, as if he’d hurt himself. Probably another accident at his auto shop — the man was constantly running afoul of some machine or tool. But Oscar didn’t talk about it, and Mauricio didn’t ask.


  Simon arrived late and sat all the way in the back. He left before the final prayer. Whether he shed any tears Mauricio couldn’t tell.


  It was only after the last of the family had left and Mauricio had retired to his office to finish his homily that he learned the Odessa Summit had been demolished by a series of massive explosions.


  Explosions that had obliterated the Primatech building and killed everyone for miles around it.


  For the rest of the afternoon and evening Mauricio remained glued to his television, his unpolished homily neglected, watching as details and names of confirmed casualties dribbled in. Claire Bennet was among the dead, as were many others who had become household names in the great Evo debate.


  And through it all, Mauricio felt the icy dampness of a California November fog on his skin and in his soul.


  He could have been there. Would have been there, had the Lord not taken Inez Bustamante when He had.


  Three days ago, Mauricio had dared to question God’s timing. Now, he was once again reminded that el Todopoderoso could be trusted to know what He was doing.


  *


  The dust of Odessa had barely settled when the backlash began.


  It started in the worst possible way. An Evo named Mohinder Suresh claimed responsibility for the attack in a bitter, rambling diatribe against humans and their prejudice. Politicians and governments the world over countered with condemnations and challenges of their own, a frenzy of anger that grew in pitch and volume as the world’s police and intelligence organizations failed to find and capture the self-proclaimed terrorist.


  Some nations responded by tacitly declaring open season on Evos, and reports of riots and lynchings began to fill news reports, opinion pieces, and blogs. The U.S. government’s response was less violent, but no less chilling: laws were quickly passed that required all Evos to register and submit to restrictions on travel and round-the-clock tracking.


  Mauricio watched in dread, all too aware of how closely the world’s response to Evos was beginning to mirror Hitler’s actions toward European Jews. He’d hoped humanity had matured in the eight decades since then. Apparently, it hadn’t.


  Worst of all was the fact that the Church itself was apparently less than interested in speaking out in support of the Evos. While any number of individual pastors, priests, and rabbis spoke out against this newest form of bigotry, the official proclamations from the Vatican were far less vigorous. There was no explicit statement that Evo powers were evil, but there was also no denunciation of those who by words and actions did make such pronouncements.


  For the first few weeks Mauricio held on to the hope that the Church’s public statements might be offset by quiet support for people whose only crime was an accident of birth and genetics. The Vatican might even unofficially authorize bishops and priests to offer sanctuary to Evos in danger, a step that would go a long way toward retaking the moral high ground.


  But in mid-September that hope was dashed. A set of confidential bulletins from the Santa Sede appeared in Mauricio’s email, declaring that some powers were indeed sinful and instructing priests to counsel any Evos who came to them to submit to the registration required by the new laws.


  The Pope himself made no such statements. But neither did he denounce them, either publicly or privately. All his encyclicals would say was that he was still studying the issue.


  For Mauricio, that was the final, crushing blow. The Church — his Church — seemed to be turning its back on the very outcasts their Lord had come to earth to seek out, nurture, and save. For a while he pondered sending such thoughts to Rome, with a suggestion that the issue required more thought and prayer than had evidently been applied.


  But it would be a futile gesture, and he knew it. At best, he would be ignored. At worse, he would be suspended or laicized, perhaps even excommunicated.


  Overnight, the world had changed for the worse. And like it or not, there was nothing one man could do to make a difference.


  *


  “Father Mauricio?” The deep, resonant voice came from outside Mauricio’s office door. “Father?”


  “In here,” Mauricio called back, his eyes and thoughts on the half-finished homily on his computer screen, trying to finish his current sentence before putting it aside to focus on whatever his unexpected visitor’s needs might be. “The door’s open.”


  He blinked as his brain belatedly caught up with him. His office door was unlocked, yes; but the outer church door was locked, and as far as he knew he was the only one with a key.


  A former priest who’d never returned his key? An exceptionally polite burglar? The door swung open —


  And a man wearing a Mexican wrestler’s mask and what looked like military body armor walked in.


  It took every bit of Mauricio’s willpower to stay seated at his desk instead of turning into mist and getting out as fast as he could. The man striding toward him was tall and muscular, his armored suit gleaming in the circle of light from the desk lamp. His gaudy mask covered everything except his eyes and mouth, rendering him completely anonymous. He stepped up to Mauricio’s desk and stood there, the dark eyes behind the mask gazing down at the priest.


  Mauricio’s mind was frozen like an Alaskan glacier … and with his brain temporarily unavailable, he said the first words that came into his head. “You actually walk the streets like that?”


  He winced as the sound of the words blasted away the mental frost. He held his breath, wondering if he would even see the blow coming that would flatten him against the wall. Turning into mist was starting to sound better and better.


  But the man merely chuckled, a rumbling even deeper than his voice. “I do indeed, Father,” he said. “My name is El Vengador. I stand by my people.”


  “I’m sure they’re glad of that,” Mauricio said. “Would you care to tell me how you got in?”


  “The bell tower,” El Vengador said, waving a hand upward. “The bell has been gone for, oh, at least the last two priests. But the outside is open to the air, and the trap door into the church still works.”


  “Yes,” Mauricio murmured. The trap door worked, all right. It was also secured from the inside by a massive padlock. The hasp was loose enough for someone from the outside to lift the door a couple of inches, but a potential intruder would barely be able to get a pair of fingers through the gap. “And my lock?”


  In answer, El Vengador reached into the equipment pouch at his waist and pulled out the lock.


  Or what was left of it. The U-shaped shackle had been twisted, stretched out like taffy, and finally broken. The body also showed signs of having been squeezed. “The hasp is mostly all right,” the big man added as he set the mangled lock on the edge of Mauricio’s desk. “I knew you’d want to secure it again.”


  “Thank you,” Mauricio murmured, gazing at his visitor with new understanding. Breaking the lock had taken tremendous strength. So had jumping up to the bell tower. “So when you say my people, you mean your fellow Evos?”


  “The Evos, yes,” El Vengador said. The words were straightforward and polite enough, but there was a hint of darkness beneath them. “But also the regular people — all of them — in the barrio. I don’t believe there should be an us and a them.” He cocked his head slightly. “Tell me, Father: does the Church believe in an us and a them?”


  And right here was where it could get ugly. “I’m sure you’ve heard many men of the cloth pleading for understanding, acceptance, and brotherly love,” Mauricio said, choosing his words carefully. “The voices speaking from the Vatican have so far been … somewhat less supportive. But I have no doubt that the Holy Father will eventually come out with a statement that will confirm the Evos as merely people with God-given talents.” He made a face. “The Vatican is not always quick to come to agreement in such matters.”


  “So I’ve noticed,” El Vengador said. “And you, Father? Where do you stand?”


  Mauricio took a deep breath. “I know an Evo,” he said. “He hasn’t registered, and I’ve not advised him to do so. Nor have I contacted the police or Homeland Security. Does that answer your question?”


  “It’s a partial answer,” El Vengador said. “You give me a negative. I ask also for a positive.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I want to know what you’re willing to do to protect people like Simon Navarro.”


  Mauricio felt his eyes widen. “You know about him?”


  “And about his power,” El Vengador confirmed. “I was holding on beneath the window, listening, when he first returned Inez Bustamante’s sight.”


  “No,” Mauricio said, frowning as he played back the memory of that night. “No, you couldn’t have been. I looked out that window. I would have seen your fingers on the sill.”


  “If I’d hung from the top,” El Vengador agreed. “I was instead holding on to the sides.” He crouched down and set his fingertips against the sides of Mauricio’s desk. His arm muscles flexed, just a bit, and the wood gave an ominous creak.


  “All right, yes, fine, I believe you,” Mauricio said hastily. The desk was an antique, an honored part of All Saints’ history, and it would cost a fortune to replace. “You were hanging and —” He broke off as a sudden thought struck him. The night of Inez’s death, and Oscar’s quiet request that Simon be called … “Oscar Gutierrez sent you, didn’t he, to check up on Simon and me? That’s how he knew about Simon’s power.”


  El Vengador inclined his head. “I ask again, Father. How far are you willing to go to protect Evos?”


  “How far are you asking me to go?”


  For a moment El Vengador studied his face. Then, the lips below the edge of the mask twitched in an odd smile. “I’ll be in touch,” he said. “In the meantime, you should consider Canada.”


  With that, he turned and was gone. Mauricio leaned across his desk toward the door, and thought he heard the sound of someone climbing the steps that led to the bell tower.


  For a few minutes afterward he simply sat in front of his computer, his train of thought completely derailed, waiting for his heart to slow down. Then, closing his homily, he logged on to the internet, pulled up a search engine, and typed in Evos Canada.


  It took a few minutes, but he finally found what he assumed El Vengador had been referring to. In the midst of all the simmering anger and fear around the world, a town in Saskatchewan had quietly announced that it would welcome Evo refugees with open arms. The only conditions were that the refugees’ powers would not be used for criminal purposes or to break any Canadian laws. Though it wasn’t explicitly stated, it was hinted that the enforcement of these rules would be handled by other Evos.


  To Mauricio, it sounded like the ideal solution. But another half-hour’s search revealed the carefully unpublicized fact that the U.S. government had already issued a prohibition on registered Evos leaving the country. For unregistered ones who tried to run, there were a half-dozen tests under development designed to catch them at the border and add them to Homeland Security’s trophy room. Another hour spent digging into the details left Mauricio with the clear impression that the new laws were as ironclad as anything he’d ever had to deal with.


  Which raised the question of why El Vengador had come to him in the first place.


  Had the Vatican set up some quiet escape route for priests to use? If so, Mauricio had heard nothing about it. Were clergy exempt from border testing? Again, there was no indication that would be the case. And he’d already seen that Rome wasn’t offering Evos any kind of sanctuary.


  He puzzled over the question for another week without finding an answer.


  At the end of the week, the answer found him.


  *


  It was just after lunch, and Mauricio was checking the votive candles at the side altar when the unexpected visitor arrived.


  Most people who stopped by All Saints in off-hours made a point of opening the big outer doors carefully and closing them quietly and reverently. Not this one. This one flung the outer door open with a rush of air and then yanked it shut with a resounding boom.


  Mauricio’s first thought was that the flinger and yanker was El Vengador, making an even more dramatic entrance than last time. But the person hurrying down the center aisle was a young Asian woman barely half El Vengador’s size. She spotted Mauricio as he stepped into her line of sight and veered toward him, picking up speed. “Help me,” she begged, her voice strained, her face tight. “Please. Help me.”


  “Of course,” Mauricio assured her. “What’s the matter?”


  “There’s a man,” she said, breathing heavily as she stumbled to a halt in front of him. Despite the cool autumn weather, her face was gleaming with sweat. She was about twenty-five, he estimated, clean and well fed. Not a street person, then, though her clothing looked overdue for a pass through a washing machine. “A man in a blue Ford Explorer. I think he’s following me.”


  “All right,” Mauricio said, gesturing toward his office and pulling out his cell phone. “You can wait in my office while I call the police.”


  “No — no police,” she said quickly.


  Mauricio paused with his finger poised. “Why not?”


  “The man might be from a … well, there are some people out there who don’t exactly like me,” she hedged. “Especially one group. I think he might be from them.”


  “I see,” Mauricio said. “Would this be a criminal group, by any chance?”


  “No, they’re not criminal,” she said. “At least, I don’t think so. But they have money. Lots of money.” She looked at him, her eyes pleading. “And I think they’re looking for me.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Please. Can you help me?”


  “Of course,” Mauricio said. “A blue Explorer, you said?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I saw him parking across the street when I was coming in.”


  “And you’re sure he’s following you?”


  “Well, no, not really,” she admitted. “But …”


  “It’s all right,” Mauricio soothed. She was probably imagining things. People with guilty consciences tended to think everyone they met was out to get them. “That door over there is my office. You can wait in there while I take a look.”


  She nodded and headed toward the office. “Be careful,” she warned over her shoulder. “They’re — I think they could be dangerous.”


  “It’ll be all right,” he called after her.


  He waited until she had closed the door behind her. Then, turning into mist, he flowed across the sanctuary and slipped out through the crack beneath the doors.


  The girl had been right about the blue Explorer. It was parked across the street, about fifty yards down from the church. A young blond man was seated inside, a light jacket zipped up to his chin, studying what looked like a tablet propped up on the steering wheel. Rising well above the level of traffic where he was less likely to be seen or hit by sudden air currents, Mauricio headed over to investigate.


  The man had lowered the driver’s side rear window a crack for air. Slipping a tendril of himself through it, Mauricio eased over the man’s shoulder for a look at his object of interest.


  It was a tablet, all right. Displayed on it were three of the Catholic churches in the area, accompanied by the names of their priests and support staff. At the top of the page was All Saints Church and one Father Mauricio Chavez.


  He also noted that there was a small but distinct bulge in the man’s right-hand jacket pocket.


  The man made a little grunting noise and closed the tablet’s case. He tucked it inside the messenger bag on the seat beside him, grabbed the bag’s strap, and opened the door.


  Mauricio quickly slipped back out of the window and sped across the street, again staying high. He reached the church, slipped under the door, and returned to human form, his newly reformed heart pounding in his chest. For a moment he wondered whether he should call the police, decided that if the man was looking for trouble there was no way the cops could arrive in time anyway, and took up a position a few feet inside the door.


  Unlike the Asian girl, the young man did open the door carefully and reverently. He was halfway inside when he caught sight of Mauricio standing silently in front of him. “Oh!” he said, twitching in surprise. “Sorry, Father — you startled me. Usually I have to go hunting to find the local priest.”


  “My job is to make it easy for those who are searching,” Mauricio said.


  The man frowned. “Was that a joke?”


  “Not really,” Mauricio said. “Can I help you?”


  “Let’s find out.” The man reached into his bulging jacket pocket. Mauricio braced himself, ready to turn into mist at an moment’s notice.


  “I’m Father Gunther Lindhurst,” he said, pulling out a thick wallet and flipping it open to an intricate ID card. “Special emissary from the Vatican.”


  “Ah,” Mauricio said, feeling some of the tension flow out of him.


  But only some of it. This was the same Vatican, after all, that had declared that certain Evo powers were evil.


  “I’ve been sent to investigate the Evo situation in Los Angeles,” Gunther continued. “I’ve been visiting the various churches, introducing myself, and asking for their assistance.”


  “I see,” Mauricio said stiffly. Did they know about Simon? More importantly, did they know about Simon’s connection with Mauricio and All Saints? “I’ll help in any way I can, of course.”


  “Thank you,” Gunther said, casually looking around. “Nice church. Especially for this area. Some nice woodwork over there.”


  “Thank you,” Mauricio said. An observant man, clearly. Not surprising, considering his job as an investigator.


  “Any Evo activity around here that you know of?” Gunther asked, bringing his eyes back to Mauricio. “I understand there’s someone who calls himself El Vengador who wanders around trying to discourage gang activity.”


  “I’ve heard of him,” Mauricio acknowledged carefully. Fortunately, El Vengador’s exploits were starting to come to public attention, so there was no need to lie. “From what I’ve heard, he’s good for the neighborhood.”


  Gunther smiled thinly. “If he’s an unregistered Evo, Father, he’s by definition not good for the neighborhood.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Not just perhaps,” Gunther said. “At any rate, I’ll be in the area for the next few weeks. Please contact me immediately if you witness any Evo powers, or even just hear rumors. At this point, I want to hear everything.” He reached into his wallet, pulled out a business card from a thick wad of them, and handed it to Mauricio. “And remember: it’s not me who’s asking, but the Vatican.” He smiled, a thin, humorless thing. “Have a good day, Father.”


  “And you,” Mauricio said. His smile, he guessed, wasn’t any warmer or more genuine than Gunther’s.


  Mauricio had expected the Asian girl to lock the office door behind her. To his surprise, she hadn’t.


  To his even greater surprise, she was sitting at his desk.


  Typing away diligently on his computer.


  “I found your car and your man,” he told her, frowning as he came around the side of the desk. Was that the California DMV’s website on the screen? It was definitely the DMV logo.


  Only this didn’t look like the public website, the one where people could renew their licenses or get information. It looked like something a lot more private and confidential.


  In fact, as he got closer he could see that it was a listing of California license plate numbers and their owners.


  She was running Father Gunther’s tags.


  “He wasn’t from any corporation,” Mauricio continued mechanically. She wasn’t supposed to be able to do this. Was she a cop? “But I think I’ve figured out why this corporation you’re worried about is after you.”


  “You have?” she asked, looking up over her shoulder at him. “Why?”


  “Because corporations frown on people hacking into their computer systems.” Mauricio nodded toward the screen. “So does the government.”


  “What, this?” she scoffed. “Don’t worry, I’m not changing anything. I just want to find out who that man is. Only according to this, his car doesn’t exist.”


  “His name’s Father Gunther Lindhurst, and he’s here from the Vatican,” Mauricio said. “And you’re not finding his plates because you got the number wrong. The last digit’s a three, not an eight.”


  She threw him an odd look, then turned back to the keyboard and made the correction. The DMV computer thought about it for a few seconds, then produced a new page.


  “Hertz rental,” she muttered. “Let’s see if you’re right about his name.” She worked the computer for another couple of minutes, and a new site came up, this one with the Hertz logo.


  “You’re very good at this,” Mauricio commented as she punched in Gunther’s plate number again. “You run Hertz tags a lot?”


  “I run everything a lot,” she said. “Looks like you’re two for two. Car was rented to a Gunther Lindhurst three days ago at LAX.”


  Mauricio nodded. “So you’re a hacker.”


  She looked up over her shoulder at him. “Boy, that sounded judgmental. Whatever happened to grace and forgiveness?”


  “They come packaged with confession and repentance,” Mauricio said. “So who exactly is looking for you?”


  She made a face. “It could be … oh, a lot of people.”


  “That’s helpful,” Mauricio said. “Let’s start with whoever you’ve stolen the most money from lately.”


  “I don’t steal money,” she protested. “Not anymore. At least, not right now. Mostly, I just hack into corporate building security systems to get in at night. Just to have someplace to sleep. I don’t steal anything.”


  “Except some food from the break room?” Mauricio suggested, nodding as the odd dichotomy between clean skin and dirty clothes finally made sense. “I suppose you sleep on the couches and shower in the president’s private bathroom. But even the fanciest CEO suite doesn’t have laundry facilities.”


  “Sometimes the staff area has one, if they work with messy stuff,” she said. “But mostly I have to get my clothes cleaned somewhere else.”


  “I see,” Mauricio said. “Tell me, how did you happen to come in here today?”


  “A man pulled me out of trouble a few nights ago,” she said. “A big man. He said that if I ever needed help I should come here.” She gestured toward the office door. “I really did think your Vatican guy was following me. Sorry.”


  “Not a problem,” Mauricio assured her. “I’m Father Mauricio, by the way. What’s your name?”


  “Kim,” she said. “Kim Pyon.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Mauricio said. “Tell me, was this big man wearing body armor and a Mexican wrestler’s mask?”


  “I don’t know what kind of mask it was,” Kim said. “But you got the armor right. You know him?”


  “He calls himself El Vengador,” Mauricio said. “Did he happen to mention Canada?”’


  “I don’t think so,” she said, frowning. “Why? You going there?”


  “No,” Mauricio said. “But a lot of Evos would like to.”


  She snorted. “There’s the magic word,” she said, closing the browser and standing up. “And I’m out of here. Sorry, but Evos are way too hot to touch these days.”


  “Relax,” Mauricio said, holding out a hand, palm outward. “You won’t have to deal with them. And you don’t have to leave. We have a sort of informal overnight setup down in the basement: a room with a cot, a bathroom and shower, even a small microwave, hotplate, and fridge. You’re welcome to stay for a while if you want.”


  “What about the rest of your staff?”


  “There are only two of them, they only come in a couple of days a week, and they don’t go down there unless I send them for something,” Mauricio said. “As long as you don’t feel an urge to start banging pots together, no one else will know.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Sounds great. What’s the catch?”


  “Remember I said a lot of Evos want to go to Canada? Well, they can’t. Not from here. Not if they’re registered. Even the unregistered ones will only be able to get out until Homeland Security comes up with a fast test to identify them.”


  “Which they’re already working on, I suppose?”


  “Like caffeinated beavers.” Mauricio lifted a finger. “But they can only act if the person in question is a U.S. citizen. If not, Homeland Security has no legal right to test them or detain them or anything else. I know — I’ve been reading up on it.”


  For a long moment Kim frowned at him. Then, abruptly, her face cleared. “I get it. You want me to break into foreign citizen lists and change them.”


  “More specifically, into foreign passport lists. I assume that once you’re in you can insert names and passport numbers into official government databases?”


  “Probably,” Kim said hesitantly. “You do realize the flaw in this whole plan, right? All the computer records in Bulgaria or wherever won’t do a bit of good if your Evo hasn’t got a real, physical passport to hand the border guard.”


  “Which is why we’ll also need a top-notch forger,” Mauricio said. “If we can get someone to make the passports, and you can get into the right computer to confirm that the documents match existing profiles in their database, we can do some real good here.”


  “Like the Underground Railroad back in the Civil War,” she murmured.


  “Exactly,” Mauricio said, nodding. “But as you said, before we can get it up and running, we need a forger.”


  “Let me guess. You want me to break into police databases and find one?”


  Mauricio winced. When she put it like that … “I don’t exactly want you to,” he hedged. “But I don’t see any other way.” He frowned as a sudden thought struck him. “Wait a minute — maybe there is. Let’s start by doing a search for Diego Rebasa.”


  “Who’s he?”


  “A forger I knew a couple of decades ago,” Mauricio said. “He worked for the man I ran people up here from Mexico for.”


  Kim’s eyes widened. “Whoa. You priests get around way more than I thought.”


  “It’s the repentance and forgiveness package,” Mauricio reminded her. “Can you do it?”


  “I can try,” she said. “You want me to use the computer here? Or would you rather I do it on a different machine?”


  “I’ve got a laptop you can take downstairs,” he said. “Though I suppose if it’s using the church Wi-Fi it doesn’t really matter which computer you use. If they trace it back here, I’m still sunk.”


  “Don’t worry, they won’t,” she assured him. “None of what I do will show up in your history, either. In case anybody looks.”


  Mauricio thought about Gunther. “Someone probably will,” he warned. “Would have been nice if El Vengador had laid all this out for us, instead of hoping you just happened to drop in someday. And then hoping we could figure it out before you took off again.”


  “I get the feeling he’s the kind of guy who plays his hand half under the table,” Kim said. “Only deals out the cards when he needs to, and then only to the people he wants to have them.”


  “Probably,” Mauricio said. “Though that kind of compartmentalization can lead to trouble down the road.” He took a deep breath. “Okay. Let me get the laptop and show you downstairs. There should be a robe down there, too.”


  “A robe?” she asked, suddenly wary again. “What for?”


  “For you,” he said. “Because the washer and dryer are at the rectory next door. I want to run your clothes through them.”


  “Ah. Right.” She looked down at her shirt. “Maybe even run them through twice.”


  *


  It sounded straightforward. Unfortunately, it wasn’t.


  Kim had no trouble getting into the LAPD’s criminal database. Or the FBI’s, the Treasury Department’s, or Homeland Security’s.


  But in the end, she found nothing. As far as official records were concerned, Diego Rebasa didn’t exist. Or more likely, he’d died sometime in the past twenty years.


  Still, even though Kim hadn’t found Diego, she’d turned up a lot of other possibilities. A sort-and-download of people with the word forger in their rap sheets netted a truly impressive list of names.


  The problem was that the police hadn’t been obliging enough to rank their criminals by competence level. That left no way to distinguish the true experts from those whose technique consisted of scrawling “20 Dollars” on pieces of green paper and hoping for the best.


  Worse, as Kim pointed out on the third day of their efforts, the absolute best forgers wouldn’t even show up in the database, because those would be the ones who’d never been caught.


  It was frustrating. Every day, it seemed, there were new stories about Evos: running for the border, running amok, or just running. Most of the top politicians, on both sides of the aisle, were united in their firm support of Evo registration. Across the world, official and unofficial action against Evos was increasing, and while social and religious leaders warned against the dangers of mob violence, there was little anyone could do to stop it. In some places, a single, unsupported accusation that someone was an Evo could get that person killed.


  Particularly worrisome to Mauricio were rumors of a vigilante couple — a Caucasian man and an African-American woman — who were actively hunting down Evos and murdering them. That kind of publicity inevitably led to copycat killings, and that was something the world absolutely didn’t need right now.


  It also didn’t help that there were a handful of Evos who did use their powers to rob, terrorize, or murder. Highly-publicized crimes like those just fanned the flames higher.


  Canada, and that one enlightened part of Saskatchewan, seemed to be the Evos’ only hope. The problem was, Mauricio couldn’t seem to gather all the pieces he needed to get them there.


  *


  “Maybe we should try something different,” Kim said when Mauricio came down to her basement apartment at noon to bring her a sandwich and check on her progress. “Instead of a regular forger, maybe we should try looking for an Evo forger.”


  “Why would that be better?” Mauricio asked. “And what makes you think there is such an animal?”


  “Nothing, really,” Kim said. “But I’ve been thinking. The Renautas Corporation has been making lists of Evos for a while. All I need to do —”


  “Wait a minute,” Mauricio interjected. “Are you talking about the Renautas Corporation? The behemoth that gobbles up other companies like potato chips?”


  “You know any other companies by that name?” Kim asked dryly. “Anyway, like I said, they’ve got lists of Evos. Maybe I can pull those lists and cross-reference with the police and FBI files and look for a match.”


  “Let me guess,” Mauricio said. A few more pieces of the Kim Pyon puzzle were falling into place. “You know about the Renautas lists because you’ve already been inside their computers. They’re the people with lots of money you mentioned the first time you came in here, aren’t they?”


  “Well … yes,” she conceded. “But they didn’t spot me.”


  “Are you sure?” Mauricio countered. “What if they’ve got some kind of Evo computer expert on their payroll?”


  Kim’s eyes went a little flat. “Ouch,” she said in a suddenly subdued voice. “I never thought of … Wait — wouldn’t they have to register someone like that?”


  “Who says they haven’t?” Mauricio pointed out. “The only way to know for sure would be to get into the government’s own Evo registration files. And don’t try that, at least not from here. If anyone would have Evos guarding their computers, it would be the government.”


  “Yeah, they would,” she said sourly. “Hypocrites.” She pursed her lips. “I still think Renautas is worth trying. But you’re right, we can’t do it from here. An internet café, maybe?”


  “A bit obvious,” Mauricio pointed out. “Not to mention right out in the open.”


  “Open’s not too bad if — no, wait.” A small smile twitched suddenly at the corners of her lips. “Never mind — I’ve got it.” She closed the laptop. “You’ve got a car, right?”


  “Yes,” Mauricio said. There was something about that smile that sent an unpleasant tingle up the back of his neck. “Where are we going?”


  “A little Thai place on Pennsylvania,” she said, stuffing the laptop into a messenger bag Mauricio had given her.


  “Let me guess,” Mauricio said, a hollow feeling forming in the pit of his stomach. “The part of Pennsylvania right down the street from the Hollenbeck Community Police Station?”


  “Bingo.” She cocked her head at the look on his face. “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun.”


  “Right,” Mauricio said with a sigh. “I can hardly wait.”


  *


  The Thai place was bigger than Mauricio had expected: long and relatively narrow, with large windows on the street side, and filled to the brim with lunchtime diners. Mauricio had hoped to get a table by an inside wall, where they’d at least be somewhat hidden from the view of passing vehicles and pedestrians.


  Kim, naturally, had other ideas. Tipping the receptionist twenty dollars of Mauricio’s money, she got them a two-person table right by a window.


  “Because if someone comes for me, I want to see him before he gets inside,” she said when Mauricio asked her about it. “They won’t know who the hacker is until they can take a look at everyone. If I see them first, we’ll have time to slip out the back before they make us.”


  Unless they already know who to look for. With an effort, Mauricio held his tongue. It sounded crazy to him, but Kim was the expert in these things.


  A harried-looking waiter hurried up. They gave him their order, Kim choosing something for Mauricio that she promised would be easy on his stomach.


  The minute the waiter’s back was turned, she opened the laptop and got to work.


  Mauricio sat across from her, dividing his attention between her furrowed forehead and the traffic passing by outside, wondering how he’d let her talk him into this. Yes, they needed the information, and so far they’d been spinning their wheels. But hacking a major corporation like Renautas via a police system was just begging for trouble. He could see the station just down the street, and all the cops wandering in and out the front door. Police cars pulled briskly out of the station parking lot, merging into the flow of traffic —


  Mauricio froze. Coming toward them, moving slowly as though the driver was looking for an empty parking space, was a blue Ford Explorer.


  It was Father Gunther Lindhurst.


  “We have to go,” Mauricio murmured, reaching across the table and taking Kim’s arm.


  To his consternation, she shrugged off his hand. “Not yet,” she muttered. “I’m in. I just need to find the right files.”


  “It’s Father Gunther,” Mauricio bit out, trying in vain to get another grip on her arm. “If he sees us —”


  “If he sees you, you mean,” Kim cut him off, pausing in her work for a quick look out the window. “He wasn’t chasing me, remember?”


  Mauricio clenched his teeth. No, Gunther hadn’t been following her. But he had presumably seen her go into All Saints. If he spotted her here, he might find her presence in this neighborhood odd enough to investigate further.


  “That door back there should be the kitchen or a storage area,” she said, flicking a finger at the wall behind Mauricio’s chair. “Go on — make yourself scarce.”


  Mauricio glared at Gunther’s car as it eased its way into a space right across the street from the restaurant. Now what?


  Mauricio was bigger than Kim. He could certainly haul her bodily out of her chair and out of the restaurant, whether she wanted to go or not. But that kind of scene would draw attention, which was exactly what they were trying to avoid.


  Should he leave? Kim had a point — his face was probably more recognizable than hers, especially after that brief chat back at the church. Mauricio could use the back door, turn into mist, and get out through a vent or something. It would be risky to travel along a crowded street in broad daylight, but there was a fair chance he could make it to Gunther without anyone spotting him.


  Then what? Turn back to human, strike up a conversation, and hope he could steer Gunther away from the restaurant? But if Gunther spotted Kim and started wondering about her and Mauricio being in the same place at the same time …


  He paused as a sudden thought occurred to him. He was visible in daylight because sunlight reflected off the particles that made up his mist form. That was just basic physics.


  And if he reflected sunlight …


  It was crazy. But it might work.


  “Hurry it up,” he murmured to Kim as he stood and backed toward the service door. Gunther had nearly finished shoehorning his car into the space. Mauricio pushed open the door and let it swing closed behind him, turning into mist and slipping through the gap just before it closed. He headed straight up to the ceiling and, staying out of the light as much as he could, returned to Kim’s table.


  Lowering himself from the ceiling as inconspicuously as he could, he spread himself evenly across the window, filling the entire pane of glass that separated Kim from the world outside.


  The Explorer’s door opened and Gunther stepped out. For a moment he stood beside the vehicle, giving the area the same kind of quick but careful look that he’d given All Saints on his first visit. His eyes swept across Kim’s window …


  And kept moving.


  Mauricio watched the other priest closely, almost afraid to believe the trick had worked. But it had. Whether Gunther thought the haziness of the view through that particular window was due to an extra layer of dust or just some trick of the light and angle, he apparently attached no significance to it. A moment later, his informal surveillance completed, he made his way to the sidewalk and headed in the direction of the police station.


  Kim, her full attention on her work, never saw a thing.


  Mauricio waited until Gunther was a good half block away. Then, returning to the service door, he slipped through the crack beneath it, turned back into his human form, and rejoined Kim.


  She looked up as he loomed suddenly over her. “Back already?” she asked. She glanced out the window again. “Is he gone?”


  “For now,” Mauricio said, reaching out to take hold of the laptop screen. “And we’re not giving him any more chances. Close down and let’s get out of here.”


  “I’m not finished,” Kim protested, prying at his fingers.


  “Yes, you are,” Mauricio said firmly. “Close down, or I’ll do it.”


  Kim glared at him. But she obediently lowered her eyes to the computer and tapped out a final sequence. “Okay.”


  Mauricio closed the laptop and tucked it under his arm. “Come on,” he said, pulling out his wallet and dropping some money on the table.


  “What about lunch?” Kim asked as he led her past the crowded tables to the main door. “We never got our food.”


  “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “There’s a sandwich with your name on it back at the church.”


  *


  Three hours of sifting and cross-referencing later, Kim admitted defeat.


  “Sorry,” she said, scowling at the screen. “If Renautas has any sublisting of Evo criminals, I couldn’t find it.”


  “So we have nothing?” Mauricio asked.


  Kim lifted a finger. “Maybe not. Renautas has a handle on a few places they think Evos might hang out. Very preliminary stuff — mostly just rumors — and they’re just starting to look into it. I could go to one of them, see if I can find an Evo or two, and ask if any of them knows a forger.”


  “Sounds like an invitation to get grabbed,” Mauricio said. “A whole nest of Evos would be awfully tempting for the authorities.”


  “Oh, these aren’t Evo clubs,” she assured him. “Most of the people who go there are normal humans. Makes it easier for Evos to blend in. And like I said, it doesn’t look like Renautas has really started any serious surveillance yet. You want me to go check it out?”


  Mauricio chewed at his lip. He’d had enough experience with the Church’s bureaucracy and reports to know that just because the records weren’t showing any significant attention didn’t mean the people who filed stuff in those records weren’t already on the case.


  But they still needed a forger. This might at least give them a lead. “Fine,” he said. “But we both go.”


  “Seriously?” Kim ran a critical eye over him. “Don’t take this wrong, Father, but the club that’s our best shot is mostly for teens and twenty-somethings. You don’t exactly look like a hipster.”


  “You’d be surprised how good I look when I take this off,” Mauricio said, tapping his clerical collar. “Either way, you’re not going alone.”


  “Okay,” Kim said with a sigh. “I guess I can always pretend I don’t know you.”


  *


  Mauricio had never heard of La Basa. But the rest of L.A. apparently had. He had to park four blocks away, and even at the relatively early hour of eight o’clock the street outside the black-draped entrance was crowded enough to be Times Square on New Year’s Eve. “So this is it?” he murmured to Kim.


  “This is it.” She shot him a sideways glance. “It’s not too late to back out. I can do this by myself.”


  For a minute Mauricio was sorely tempted. Even out here the salsa music and over-amplified bass spilling out the door were verging on the uncomfortable. God alone knew what it would be like inside. As Kim had predicted, the crowd leaned heavily to the youthful side, which would make a forty-nine-year-old man all the more noticeable in contrast. Not exactly the ideal way to keep a low profile on what was supposed to be a secret mission.


  And while most of the crowd seemed fun-loving and harmless, he could see a few knots of darker types scattered around. Maybe Evos; maybe punk rockers; maybe gang-bangers.


  Mauricio knew the feel of bad neighborhoods and bad situations. This place was rapidly taking on that vibe.


  Kim was still waiting for an answer. Squaring his shoulders, Mauricio gave her a quick smile. “I’m okay,” he said. “Let’s do this.”


  There were two lines of people waiting along the sides of the building: those with tickets, he assumed, and those without. Both groups seemed irritated at the slow progress of the lines, and a good half of them were smoking or drinking. Most of the rest were on their phones, chatting with friends or possibly trying to find a less crowded club. The rest of the people filling the street like a sort of block party were apparently a third group: those who’d given up on getting in-or had never planned on it in the first place-and were simply taking advantage of the free music to hold their own open-air get-togethers. The door itself was guarded by a half-dozen bouncer types, all of them massive, all of them dressed in black, all of them with professionally blank expressions. Gazing uneasily at the lines, Mauricio wondered how long this was going to take.


  Not long at all, as it turned out. Kim didn’t head for either of the lines, but simply walked up to the biggest of the bouncers. “Kim Pyon and escort,” she called loudly enough to be heard over the music as she held up her phone. “We’re on the VIP list.”


  The bouncer looked at her, looked at Mauricio a couple of seconds longer, than pulled a scanner from his jacket pocket and held it up to Kim’s phone. A small light flashed and he peered at it a moment. Then, with another long look at Mauricio, he nodded toward the doorway behind him. Kim gave him a smile, took Mauricio’s arm, and slipped carefully around the man’s massive shoulders and through the doorway.


  Inside, it was every bit as loud as Mauricio had feared. And then some. “Don’t tell me,” he called to Kim over the racket.


  “Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to wait in line.” She looked at him, her lip twitching as she seemed to suddenly remember who she was with. “Sorry.”


  “I’ve heard worse,” Mauricio assured her, looking around. The room they’d entered was bigger than he’d expected from what he’d seen outside — clearly, the club extended sideways into what he’d assumed were separate buildings. The center space was dominated by a dance floor, which was flanked on its four sides by two long bars, an area for the DJ and his sound equipment, and a large stage currently featuring six barely-clad girls gyrating to the beat in front of a screen with an eye-prickling light show. In sharp contrast with the light show, the rest of the room was fairly dim, lit mostly by strobing flashes of different colors from lights in the atrium-style ceiling two stories above the dance floor.


  In the room’s four corners were archways that led back into smaller, more private areas with even murkier lighting. Mauricio was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what was going on back there. A balcony wrapped around the entire center room, midway between the dance floor and the ceiling, with tables and chairs for patrons who wanted to take a breather or an alcohol break or just watch the activity below. From Mauricio’s current vantage point, he could see hints of more archways and more private rooms up there.


  And there were people. Lots of people. Everywhere.


  “So,” Kim called. “How do you want to play this?”


  “It was your idea,” Mauricio reminded her.


  “Right.” She did a slow circle, taking everything in. “Well, I suppose we could start by looking for people in groups who don’t seem to fit in.”


  Mauricio eyed the kids gyrating on the dance floor. All of them seemed to be dressed pretty much the same: bizarrely. “Good luck with that.”


  “Well, that’s what I’m going to do,” she said. Even over the noise he could hear the scorn in her voice. “Maybe you should look for someone built like that El Vengador character. Anyone like that’s bound to be an Evo.”


  A couple of heads turned in their direction. Wincing, Mauricio took Kim’s arm and pulled her deeper into the milling crowd. “Let’s try not to use the E-word in public, shall we?”


  “Right,” Kim said. “Sorry.”


  “And I’m thinking we should stick together,” Mauricio continued, looking around. Like a needle in a haystack, the old cliché whispered through his mind. A needle, moreover, that was trying very hard not to be found.


  He frowned. Had someone just called his name? He looked around, started to turn —


  And started as a hand snaked out of the crowd and grabbed his arm. “Padre!” a voice shouted. “Padre Mauricio!”


  Mauricio exhaled a relieved puff of air. It was only Simon Navarro. “What are you doing here?” the teen called out.


  “A friend invited me,” Mauricio called back.


  “One of your friends?”


  “It’s not exactly my usual music,” Mauricio conceded. “But I thought about all the people here who need to be saved.” He gestured. “What about you? I would think your uncle would frown on places like this.”


  Simon’s throat worked. “Not any more. God, Padre — you don’t know?”


  “Know what?”


  “My tio —” Simon broke off. “Come on — we can talk better outside. You know?”


  “Just a second.” Mauricio looked around. But his brief pause and moment of inattention had allowed Kim to disappear into the crowd.


  Still, she was used to taking care of herself. She should be all right alone for a few minutes. “Never mind,” he said to Simon. “Lead the way.”


  Earlier, before they’d entered the club, Mauricio had found the noise spilling into the street painfully loud. Now, as he left the even louder environment inside, the decibel level outside seemed almost calm by comparison. Simon worked his way deftly through the knots of people chatting or smoking as they waited their turn to get in. Mauricio, for his part, struggled to keep up, trying not to bowl anyone over.


  They’d made it to the outer edge of the crowd before Simon finally stopped and spun back to face Mauricio. “You didn’t know?” he demanded. “My tio died in a car crash, and you didn’t know?”


  Mauricio felt his eyes widen. He’d been so focused on Kim and their underground railroad project for the past few days that he’d totally neglected both his phone messages and his emails. “Simon, I’m so sorry,” he said. “When did this happen?”


  “Last night.” Simon sniffed loudly and swiped his sleeve across his eyes. “I thought you’d call.” He dug the phone Mauricio had given him out of his pocket and waved it accusingly in Mauricio’s face. “You should have called!”


  “I know,” Mauricio said. Behind Simon, one of the small clusters of people was starting to notice their conversation. It wasn’t one of the harmless-looking groups, either. Gang-bangers for sure. “Look, let’s head back to the —”


  “Why didn’t you call?” Simon cut him off. He took a step backward toward the gang-bangers. “They threw me out. You know? My own primos. They threw me out. I had no place to go.”


  “You could have come back to the church,” Mauricio said, taking a step toward him. The boy was gesturing wildly, his swinging arms coming dangerously close to the people behind him. “Come back — we’ll talk.”


  “What could I do but come here?” Simon raged on. “I thought there might be a vato here who could help me. You know? Only there’s no one. No one anywhere.” He waved his arm over his shoulder in emphasis.


  And as he did so, the back of his hand slapped against the cheek of the man directly behind him.


  It wasn’t a hard blow. But it was hard enough. Even as Simon spun around to see what he’d hit he was thrown off balance as the man spat a curse and slammed the heel of his hand against the teen’s chest.


  Simon gasped something and tried to scramble away. But his feet were tangled up with each other, and the man was coming toward him. The man’s hand dipped into his side pocket —


  And suddenly he was holding a knife.


  “No!” Mauricio barked, hurrying forward and trying to put himself between them. “Please don’t — he didn’t mean it. Come on, I’ll make it up to you.”


  The gang-banger didn’t even slow down. “Out of the way, ruco,” he snarled, not taking his eyes off Simon as he shoved Mauricio aside. Mauricio took a couple of quick steps sideways and again tried to get between Simon and the knife. This time the gang-banger backhanded him across his cheek, sending a dazzling haze of pain across his face and nearly knocking him off his feet. “Por favor!” Mauricio pleaded, fighting for balance as he fought against the pain. “It was an accident.”


  The gang-banger spared him a single, burning glare, then started to turn his eyes back to Simon.


  And without warning he jerked to a halt, his mouth dropping open, his arms and torso twitching violently, his eyes going wide.


  Wide … but unseeing.


  Simon had blinded him.


  Not just him, either. A quick look at the man’s companions showed that Simon had used his power against all of them.


  Mauricio mouthed a word he hadn’t used since his days running the border. The gang-banger’s knife was slashing back and forth now as his bewilderment and growing panic began to degenerate into fear and paranoia. His flailing attack caught one of his buddies across the upper left arm.


  The other man jerked back with some vicious curses of his own. He grabbed for his pocket, pulled out a knife and snapped it open, and suddenly there were two blades sweeping randomly through the night air. “It’s all right,” Mauricio called, trying to get between the knives and a nearby group of young people who hadn’t yet noticed the threat behind them. “You — all of you — go,” he snapped, shoving the two nearest girls out of reach of the knives. “Por favor — put the knives down —”


  He barely managed to get out of the way as both men jabbed their weapons in the direction of his voice. “You’ll be all right in an hour,” Mauricio finished, getting the words out as fast as he could. Simon was standing a couple of feet out of stabbing range, his face wooden as he surveyed his handiwork. Mauricio circled warily around the flailing knives and pulled the boy back into the throng of people.


  “Lo siento,” Simon said when they were once again in the relative anonymity of the milling crowd. “Sorry. I just —”


  “It’s all right,” Mauricio said, keeping a tight hold on his temper.


  But it wasn’t all right. Not by a long shot. The gang-bangers had gotten a solid look at Simon before he’d blinded them, and once their vision cleared Mauricio had no doubt they’d come looking for the kid who’d done that to them. Worse, with Simon’s home situation suddenly up in the air, the boy had nowhere to go except the streets.


  Even at the best of times, life on the streets was dangerous. Right now, sleeping out in the open — especially in this neighborhood — would be a death sentence.


  Which left Mauricio only one option. “You have anywhere you can go tonight?” he asked, just to be sure.


  “No.” Simon pointed toward the club door. “That’s why I came to the club. I hoped I could find an Ev — could find someone like me who would let me crash with them for a few days.”


  Mauricio sighed. “Fine,” he said. “Once we’re finished here, you can come back with us. There’s a guest bedroom in the rectory — you can sleep there for now.”


  “Really?” Simon breathed. “Gracias, Padre. I really appreciate it.” He pointed at the club again. “You say you’re doing something here? What is it? Can I help?”


  “I don’t know,” Mauricio said hesitantly. The more people he pulled into this underground railroad thing, the greater the chance that someone would talk.


  Still, he and Kim had been prepared to talk to total strangers about their situation. At least Simon was a known quantity. “I’m looking for a forger,” he said, lowering his voice. “Someone who can make falsified documents. You know any Evos who can do that?”


  “I don’t know any Evos,” Simon said, scratching thoughtfully at his cheek. “But there’s a moyo named Jackson Tarbell who I heard works for a guy who does documents.”


  “Really?” Mauricio asked, a hint of cautious excitement tingling down his spine. “Is Jackson in there?”


  “I think so,” Simon said. “He was at the bar a couple of hours ago. Come on, we’ll go see.”


  “Assuming we can get back in,” Mauricio cautioned, eyeing the group of bouncers dubiously. “Let’s hope they remember me.”


  “Hey!” a voice called from beside him. Mauricio turned, tensing —


  “What happened?” Kim asked as she walked up to them. “Music get to you?”


  “I needed to talk to Simon,” Mauricio said. “Simon, this is Kim. Kim; Simon.”


  “Yeah, it’s a little loud for conversation in there,” Kim agreed. “But don’t do that again, okay? I was afraid you’d been grabbed by the cops.”


  “There are placas?” Simon asked anxiously. “Where?”


  “There, for starters,” Kim said nodding toward the edge of the crowd Mauricio and Simon had just left. “That gray sedan, parked third back on the left side of the street? Those two guys sitting in it are cops.”


  Mauricio’s mouth had gone suddenly dry. “You sure?” he asked carefully, peering through the crowd at the car Kim had identified.


  “Positive,” she said. “I’ve seen that car and those two guys before. Don’t worry — they’re just there to watch for trouble.”


  Mauricio took a deep breath, the muscle tension that had been fading away suddenly reversing direction.


  Because Kim was wrong. The gang-banger who’d pulled the knife on Simon had been in full view of that car. Cops who’d been tasked with keeping order should have been charging toward the scene well before Simon was forced to use his power.


  But they hadn’t even opened their doors. Which meant they were there for some purpose other than keeping order.


  Looking for Evos?


  Possibly. Kim had warned him that Renautas suspected La Basa was frequented by Evos. If Renautas knew about the place, then the government probably did, too. Maybe the cops were trying to spot evidence of powers.


  In which case, depending on how observant they were, Simon’s picture might already be wending its way through a facial-recognition computer somewhere. Mauricio’s might be, too.


  Or else the cops were setting up for a raid.


  “Jackson’s going to have to wait,” he said, digging out his car keys. “You two need to get back to the church — right now. Kim, you know how to drive?”


  “Sure,” Kim said, her eyes narrowing. “What’s going on?”


  “I think we’re about to get raided,” he said, handing her the keys. “Go on, get out of here.”


  “What about you?” Kim asked, fingering the keys.


  “I’ll get a cab or something.” More likely, he would just turn into mist and float home. But of course he couldn’t tell her that. “Don’t worry, I’ll be all right.”


  “Come on, chica,” Simon urged, tugging at Kim’s sleeve. “You heard him — it’s not safe. Let’s go.”


  Kim gave Mauricio one final, lingering look. Then, spinning around, she headed away through the crowd, Simon close behind her.


  Mauricio waited until they were out of sight. Then, again trying not to knock anyone over, he headed toward a cross street angling away from the club.


  The street was lined with cars, but none of them seemed to have cops sitting in them. The far end of the block wasn’t cordoned off, either. Apparently, whoever was setting up the barricade was doing it slowly and casually, with small steps designed not to give the show away. Mauricio still had time.


  Though time to do what, he still hadn’t figured out.


  Looking around carefully to make sure he wasn’t being observed, he turned into mist and headed back toward the club.


  In broad daylight, he could be seen in his mist form. At night, though, as long as he stayed out of the full glare of streetlights or headlights, he was as good as invisible. Staying well above the crowd, he circled the building, looking for a way in.


  An opportunity presented itself almost at once: a side window on the third floor with the upper part open a few inches. The room behind the window was dark, but given the murkiness of the club’s back rooms, that didn’t necessarily mean anything.


  For that matter, he didn’t even know if this floor was part of the club. It could just as easily be apartments or something else that just happened to share the same building. Either way, he needed to be careful. Alert for signs of life, he slipped through the cracked window.


  Straight into an X-rated movie.


  Or possibly several of them. There were at least five couples grunting and gyrating on the giant mattress that covered half the floor.


  Mauricio flowed across the room, wishing he could at least look away from the display. But he couldn’t. Like a hologram, where each piece somehow held the entire picture, each bit of his cloud form seemed to be all of him: eyes, ears, heart, and mind. As long as any part of the cloud was in the room, there was no way for him to turn a blind eye. All he could do was get out as quickly as possible.


  The hallway outside was better lit than the orgy room had been, but it was still darker than the dance floor in the club below. He moved through the gloom, searching for a way down into the main part of the building. Along the way he passed an open door leading into another room, this one featuring an even more horrific orgy of drug use. Again wishing he could close his eyes, he hurried past.


  Finally, following the sound of the music, he reached a thick door with just enough room beneath it for him to get through. As he moved out of the private area the heavy beat of the music once again slammed into him with full force, fully as uncomfortable as it had been when he had physical ears.


  At least the raid hadn’t started yet. The dancers, drinkers, and music were just the way Mauricio had left them, with no hint of trouble.


  But that was an illusion. By the time the trap was sprung, it would be so airtight that not a single Evo would escape the net.


  Assuming that the Evos were indeed the target.


  Mauricio paused, hovering against the ceiling beside one of the pulsing strobe lights as that thought suddenly struck him. Given what he’d seen on the third floor, was it possible that the drug dealers up there were the actual targets?


  In which case, the raid would have his complete blessing. He’d seen what those drugs did to the kids and adults in his parish. Anything that would get even a small percentage of that poison off the streets would be a good thing.


  But it was a false hope, and deep down he knew it. Drugs and drug use were low on every official priority list these days. No, the raid was for Evos, all right. And he had to stop it.


  But how? El Vengador could probably neutralize every police car in the gathering cordon, tossing the cops into the next block or just flipping each vehicle up on its side. But Mauricio couldn’t do anything like that.


  Should he call in a bomb threat at the other end of the city and hope that the cops assigned to the raid would be diverted to the more immediate threat?


  Again, not an option. A bomb threat might draw away some of the cops outside La Basa, but a lot of the response would probably be requisitioned from elsewhere in the city, leaving other neighborhoods unprotected. Besides, with modern electronic equipment, no matter how he called in the warning they would likely be able to trace it back to him.


  No, his best move — his only move, really — was to get the Evos out of here before the cordon could be completed.


  He looked down at the DJ’s area. It would be simple enough for him to float down there, turn back into human form, and use the sound system to call out a warning to the Evos to get out.


  But they might not believe him. And even if they did, if the Evos were the only ones who left, the police spotters would have their job done for them.


  No, if Mauricio got anyone out, he had to get everyone out.


  And then, as the strobe beside him began lighting up the dance floor again, he spotted something he hadn’t noticed before.


  A ceiling-mounted smoke detector.


  He spent the next couple of minutes flying around the club, locating all the detectors. A single alarm going off might be seen as a glitch and ignored. All of them going off in rapid succession would hopefully do the trick.


  Finally, he was ready. Steeling himself, he gathered himself into a tight, dense mass.


  And like an insubstantial skier running a bizarre slalom course, he was off.


  He’d thought the music was loud. It was nothing compared to the smoke alarms. Especially since he was right there, flowing through the detector, when each of them went off.


  He was halfway through his planned course when the music was suddenly cut off. He’d nearly finished when the mass exodus began.


  Or rather, the mad scramble.


  Mauricio had hoped the kids would leave in some kind of nervous but relatively calm order. Not even close. The screams and shouts were audible even over the blaring alarms as the patrons shoved and clawed their way through the exits.


  Mauricio gazed down at the chaos, once again unable to look away, aching with the cold knowledge that he was responsible. He’d done it for good reasons, but it was still all on him.


  And having engineered a potentially lethal situation, there was no earthly way for him to stop it.


  Slowly, the shouts and screams faded as more and more people made it out through the doors. Every time he caught a glimpse of the floor by the exits he felt himself tensing with new apprehension, wondering if he would see the bodies of those who’d been trampled in the frenzy. But he could see no mangled figures, at least not from his position by the ceiling.


  Moving down to the balcony level would probably give him a better view. But he was too afraid of what he might see to go any closer.


  Finally, they were all out … and with an overwhelming sense of relief he saw that, by incredible luck and the pure grace of God, there were no dead or dying bodies stretched out across the floor.


  And with that settled, it was time to see if he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do. Retracing his path through the upper floors — the occupants in the private rooms, he noted, had also made their escape — he slipped through the open window and out into the Los Angeles night.


  It was everything he could have hoped for. Maybe a third of the people who’d been inside and outside the club were still hanging around, watching from a safe distance. The rest were streaming down the streets and alleyways, heading for cars or buses or apartments.


  Hopefully, all the Evos were among them.


  Rising a little higher, Mauricio oriented himself above the city streets and headed for home. He had saved them.


  This time.


  *


  Kim was cooking her morning egg on the hotplate when Mauricio and Simon arrived from the rectory. “Good morning,” Mauricio greeted her. “I hope you slept well.”


  “Mostly,” Kim said. “Some weird dreams. I see you got home safely. Keys are by the laptop.”


  “Thanks,” Mauricio said, stepping over to the desk and picking them up. On the laptop’s screen, he saw, was a picture of a sullen-looking man, his dark eyes staring accusingly. “Jackson Tarbell?”


  “One of them,” Kim said. “I put together a slideshow of every Jackson Tarbell in the L.A. area, or at least the ones in the DMV database.”


  “Thanks.” Mauricio caught Simon’s eye and gestured to the desk chair. “Simon? You’re up.”


  “Just a second,” Simon said, peering at the neat row of bacon slices Kim had set to drain on a folded paper towel. He chose one and stuffed it into his mouth, snagging another paper towel and wiping his fingers as he headed for the desk.


  Kim watched in silence, her eyes following him until he sat down and started scrolling through her slide show. Then she shifted her attention to Mauricio. “I presume you heard the news this morning?”


  “You mean the border-tightening announcement?” Mauricio asked. “All the more reason we need to get our railroad up and running.”


  “No, I mean someone setting off the smoke alarms at the club last night,” Kim said.


  “Oh. Yes. Yes, I did.”


  “Crazy, huh?” she persisted. “And weird timing. You know — right after Simon and I left?”


  “God works in mysterious ways,” Mauricio said, forcing himself to meet her gaze. His initial relief at not seeing any bodies on the floor last night had been tempered somewhat by the morning’s reports of bruises, lacerations, and a few broken bones.


  Still, no one had died, and the injuries were for the most part minor. And there was nothing on the news about any Evos being nabbed.


  Though of course there wouldn’t be any such reports, whether it had happened or not.


  “It’s not God’s timing I’m worried about,” she said. “Let me put it another way: are they going to find your fingerprints on the fire alarm?”


  “No, of course not,” Mauricio said, putting some offended dignity into his voice, relieved that she’d phrased the question in a way that didn’t require him to lie.


  “I hope you’re right,” Kim said, clearly not convinced. “I’ve got enough people sniffing at my rear without adding the city’s arson squad to the list.”


  “We’ll try to keep it that way,” Mauricio assured her. “Simon? Anything?”


  “Only Jackson Tarbell,” Simon said, gesturing to the screen. “Orale!”


  “That’s him?” Mauricio asked as he and Kim walked over.


  “That’s him,” Simon confirmed. “Corona, huh? How far away is that?”


  Mauricio leaned over Simon’s shoulder for a closer look at the screen. “About forty-five minutes in good traffic,” he said, making a quick mental calculation. “Maybe two hours in bad.”


  “If that’s really his address,” Kim warned, peering over Simon’s other shoulder.


  “Why not?” Simon countered. “This vato’s clean — trust me. Placas won’t be looking for him. Just maybe his partner.”


  Behind his back, Mauricio caught Kim’s eye and raised his eyebrows questioningly. The cops might not be interested in Jackson, but Renautas very well could be.


  But she shook her head. Not on any of their lists, she mouthed silently.


  At least, not on the lists she’d been able to look at. But there was no point in complicating things any more than they already were. As Mauricio had learned in his coyote days, a certain level of paranoia was useful in helping a person dodge potential trouble. Too much paranoia, and a person would spend his life hiding under his bed. “Let’s find out,” he said. “You up for a drive, Simon?”


  The boy shrugged. “Vamos pues.”


  “Good,” Mauricio said. “Let me go upstairs and take care of a few things —” like checking my messages and emails, he thought with a twinge of guilt “ — and then we’ll go. And don’t eat any more of Kim’s bacon. You had plenty of breakfast already.”


  After missing out on the news of Simon’s uncle’s death, he found himself approaching his phone and computer with a certain dread. Fortunately, there were no urgent or traumatic emails or voice messages waiting for him. There was a follow-up note from Simon’s uncle’s brother, informing him that the funeral would be held at the church the brother attended instead of All Saints and hoping Mauricio wouldn’t feel slighted or offended. Mauricio sent a return message assuring him that he was fine with the decision, offering his condolences, and urging them to contact him again if there was any way he could help. After that he cleared out a few more emails, did a quick proofreading of the Sunday Mass bulletin, and closed down the computer.


  And with that, he was ready. For a moment he considered changing clothes, wondering whether clerical garb would help or hinder this first contact with Jackson and his forger friend. But this was who he was, and the forger should probably know the truth right from the start.


  He had just checked his cell phone to make sure it was charged when he heard the sound of someone pounding on the church door.


  The police! was his first, guilty thought. But surely there wasn’t any way for anyone to connect him with last night’s nightclub incident.


  Unless the cops who’d witnessed the assault on him and Simon had seen his face, tracked him down, and were here to ask a few pointed questions.


  Even worse, one of them might have seen him turn into mist.


  The pounding came again, louder this time.


  There was nothing to do but let them in. Mauricio left his office, walked across the church, and unlocked the door. Steeling himself, he swung it open.


  And felt a flash of relief. It wasn’t the police after all.


  “Father Mauricio,” Father Gunther greeted him. He was smiling genially, but there was a hardness around his eyes. “I was afraid you were sleeping in. May I?”


  “Certainly,” Mauricio said, stepping aside. “Is there a problem?”


  “Possibly,” Gunther said, reaching back to pull the door closed behind him. “Did you hear about that nightclub panic last night?”


  “That — ? Oh. Right,” Mauricio said. “La Basa. Someone pulled a fire alarm?”


  “That’s the place,” Gunther said, looking casually around the sanctuary. “And a whole bunch of people scrambled out the exits. Including, apparently, some dangerous Evos.”


  Mauricio felt his skin prickling. “Did the police catch them?”


  “No idea,” Gunther said. “But I did hear some disturbing news this morning from one of the other priests in the area. Apparently, he got to his church this morning to discover someone had broken in and spent the night there.”


  “You’re kidding,” Mauricio said, for once not having to pretend he was startled. “Where was it? Was the priest hurt?”


  “Fortunately, no,” Gunther said. “The fugitive — or whoever it was — apparently just wanted a place to crash for the night. But it seemed prudent to check the rest of the churches in the East L.A. area. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Yes, of course,” Mauricio said, feeling his chest tightening. And Kim and Simon were right below them in the basement. He had to find a way to get them out of there before Gunther found them. “How can I help?”


  “Let’s start with a grand tour,” Gunther said, turning and again looking around the church.


  With his visitor’s back turned, Mauricio slipped a hand into his pocket and activated his cell phone. He didn’t know if Simon had his own phone with him, and even if he did Mauricio could hardly give him a warning with Gunther standing five feet away.


  But there might be another way.


  “Let’s start with the bell tower,” he suggested. “I’ve heard stories about kids climbing up the outside of the church. Before my time, but I’m told it can be done.”


  “Hard to get to, and not at all obvious,” Gunther said, nodding. “A perfect route for a clever person. Is there a way into the church proper from there?”


  “There’s a trap door,” Mauricio said. “Let’s see if the lock’s been tampered with.”


  “All right,” Gunther said, nodding. “Which way?”


  “There,” Mauricio said, pointing toward the door that led to the library and classrooms. “We can look in on the classrooms along the way.”


  And with Gunther’s back again turned, he surreptitiously punched the church’s phone number into his cell.


  They’d gotten three steps when his office phone began to ring. “Sorry — I need to take that,” Mauricio said, shifting direction toward the office. “One of my parishioners died the day before yesterday — this might be about that. The stairs to the bell tower are at the end of that hallway if you want to head on up.”


  “No, that’s all right,” Gunther said, falling into step beside him. “I’ll wait for you.”


  Mauricio clenched his teeth. He should have guessed that Gunther wouldn’t let him out of his sight.


  And now, there was only one way left to pull this off.


  They reached the office, and Mauricio stepped inside. “I’ll just be a minute,” he promised, starting to close the door behind him.


  Gunther caught the door before it could close. “Take your time.”


  “Conversations in this church are private,” Mauricio said firmly. “If I may …?”


  Gunther pursed his lips, but obediently took a step backwards. Mauricio closed the door and crossed to the ringing phone. He picked up the handset, simultaneously shutting off his cell. “Father Mauricio,” he said, loudly enough for someone pressing his ear against the door to hear.


  He waited long enough for his imaginary caller to utter a few sentences. “Yes, I understand,” he said, setting the handset quietly down on the desk. “Let me grab a pencil … okay. Can you repeat that?”


  And with a final look at the closed door, he turned into mist.


  He’d studied the church’s ventilation system when he was first assigned to the parish, and had traveled the ducts several times since then. It took him less than ten seconds to make his way from the office to the vent just outside the basement room door. He slipped through, reformed into human shape —


  “Get out of here,” he whispered loudly to Kim and Simon. “The back stairs — that door over there.”


  “Que paso?” Simon asked as they both turned to look at him. “The placas?”


  “Just go,” Mauricio said. “There’s a hedge behind the church —”


  “Yeah, I saw it,” Kim cut him off. “I’ll get us clear.”


  “Make it fast.” Stepping away from the doorway and out of their sight, Mauricio turned back into mist and made his way back through the vents to the office.


  The door was still closed. Taking human form again, he picked up the phone. “Yes, I’ve got it,” he said. “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll call you later.”


  He hung up the phone, tore a piece of paper from his notepad, and folded it in half as he walked over to the door.


  Gunther was waiting just outside, looking nothing like a man who might have been eavesdropping. “Everything all right?”


  “As well as can be expected,” Mauricio said, slipping the folded paper into his jacket pocket. “Thank you for your patience. Let me show you to the bell tower.”


  “On second thought, let’s do this from the other direction,” Gunther said, putting out an arm to block Mauricio’s path. “I assume All Saints has a basement. We’ll start there.”


  Mauricio took a careful breath. “Certainly. This way.”


  The whole way down the stairs to the basement room door he desperately hoped that he’d given Kim and Simon enough time to get out. To his surprise, not only had the two of them vanished, but so had the laptop, Kim’s breakfast, the robe he’d given her, the frying pan, and even the hotplate.


  “Nice little hideaway you’ve got here,” Gunther commented, glancing at the cot as he walked over to the bathroom. “Shower and everything. All the comforts of home.”


  “Sometimes one of our members needs a temporary place to stay,” Mauricio explained. Kim’s breakfast might be gone, but the scent of bacon lingered on. “The previous priest had this room set up for such occasions.”


  “You use it often?” Gunther frowned, sniffing at the air. “What’s that smell?”


  “Some kind of mold in the vents, the heating people think,” Mauricio said. “They’ve tried three times to get rid of it, but it’s still there.”


  “Smells familiar,” Gunther said, sniffing a little harder.


  “I’ve heard it called everything from a wood fire to maple syrup,” Mauricio said. “Of course, most of the people who stay here don’t complain about the lack of five-star ambiance.”


  “Do they give out no-star ratings?” Gunther said dryly. “Still beats sleeping on the streets. Anything else down here?”


  “The furnace and AC units are behind us on the left, and there’s a big storage room on the right,” Mauricio said, gesturing back toward the door. “They’re on the other side of the stairs.”


  “Okay,” Gunther said. “We’ll take a look, then head back upstairs.”


  Gunther’s inspection was quick but thorough. Mauricio watched him as closely as he could, but saw no indications of suspicion. The most precarious moment was in the bell tower, where the trap-door hasp was still slightly bent from El Vengador’s nighttime visit a couple of weeks earlier. But Gunther merely glanced at the hasp and the new lock Mauricio had installed and asked no questions.


  Half an hour after his arrival, with the tour finally over, Gunther thanked Mauricio for his time and left.


  Mauricio sat in his office for ten minutes after that, his hands shaking with reaction. If Gunther had found Simon and started questioning him … but there was nothing to be gained by dwelling on that.


  His cell phone vibrated suddenly in his pocket, sparking a reflexive jerk. He pulled it out, muscles tensing.


  But it was only Simon. Shaking his head with annoyance at his own reaction, Mauricio tapped the button and held the phone to his ear. “You two all right?”


  “So far,” Simon said. “What’s going on? Can we come back in yet?”


  “I don’t know,” Mauricio said. “Let me check, and I’ll call you back.”


  He closed the phone, put it back in his pocket, and again turned into mist.


  Five minutes later, after a quick but careful survey of the neighborhood confirmed that Gunther had truly left, he called Kim and Simon back inside.


  “You think he was looking for us?” Kim asked as she set the laptop back on the desk.


  “Probably not specifically,” Mauricio said, taking the hotplate and frying pan from the collection of items Simon had staggered in with. “But he was definitely looking for someone or something.”


  “Que onda with our road trip, then?” Simon asked, dumping the rest of his stuff onto Kim’s cot.


  “On hold, I’m afraid,” Mauricio said. “Until Father Gunther turns his attention elsewhere, there’s no telling where or when he might pop up. I don’t want him to see us together right now.”


  “That won’t be a problem,” Kim said, a studiously casual expression on her face. “In fact, I’ll bet you ten dollars he’ll be spending his afternoon and evening in a holding cell somewhere.”


  Mauricio felt his eyes narrow. “Kim, what did you do?”


  “Nothing serious,” she said. “I just put out a BOLO for his car in connection with a B and E in Chinatown last night.”


  “A what and a what?” Simon asked, frowning. “If you can’t talk Spanish, chica, at least talk English.”


  “A BOLO is a be-on-lookout alert,” Mauricio said, frowning hard at Kim. “B and E is breaking and entering. Kim —”


  “I know, I know,” she said. “Dangerous and I shouldn’t have used the church’s Wi-Fi to do it. But you have to admit it was clever.”


  “Only if he doesn’t figure out who fingered him.”


  “He won’t,” she assured him. “Besides, I thought you priests all had this turn-the-other-cheek thing.”


  “Most of us do,” Mauricio agreed, frowning to himself. He’d known a lot of priests, both in seminary and during his years in the ministry. And while they’d come in all sizes, shapes, and personalities, they’d all had that underlying sense of nurturing or compassion that he’d always considered a vital part of their holy calling.


  All of them except Gunther.


  It was more than just a lack of empathy. There was an active hardness about Gunther’s face and eyes, a hint of darkness that never quite disappeared. Even when he was smiling the darkness was still there, just beneath the surface.


  But of course Gunther wasn’t a normal priest. His skills and aptitudes would naturally be different from those of the other priests Mauricio had known.


  “I don’t suppose there’s any way to tell if and when he gets picked up?” he asked Kim.


  She shrugged. “I’d just need to hack the police system again. One more thing. I checked Jackson’s address, and it turns out he lives in a four-story apartment building above a copy shop.”


  “Clever vato, eh?” Simon put in. “Any paper or ink he needs gets delivered to the shop. Perfect cover.”


  “Of course, that means security cams,” Kim warned. “And they don’t close until seven, so you’ll probably want to wait until then to make your move.”


  Mauricio sighed. Why, he wondered bleakly, did each step of this process seem more complicated than the last one? “Okay,” he said. “We’ll hang out here for a while, and head out later this afternoon.”


  “Just about in time for rush hour?” Kim suggested.


  “Just about,” Mauricio agreed. “Let’s just hope he’s home.”


  *


  The drive to Corona took about an hour and a half, nicely midway between Mauricio’s two original time estimates. He and Simon were still fifteen minutes out when Kim called with the news that Gunther had just been picked up via the BOLO she’d inserted into the LAPD computer system.


  Kim was maliciously pleased that her trick had worked. Simon openly crowed at the result. Mauricio was merely relieved that he had one less thing to worry about for the evening. Certainly he had plenty of others.


  The copy shop closed at seven. Five minutes after that, Mauricio and Simon were standing at the apartment building’s back door.


  The good news was that there were no cameras watching the rear of the building. The bad news was that the door was protected by a heavy wrought-iron gate that was securely locked.


  “I don’t suppose you know Jackson well enough for him to let you in,” Mauricio suggested, eyeing the line of intercom buttons set into the wall outside the gate.


  “Don’t be loco,” Simon said with a snort. “But I guess we have to try.”


  “Let’s try one other thing first,” Mauricio said. “Go around to the front and see if that door’s locked. It might not be.”


  “It’s got cameras on it,” Simon pointed out.


  “Just keep your head bowed low,” Mauricio said. “Chin to your chest. You’ll be all right.”


  “Si, that should work,” Simon said sarcastically.


  “Just try,” Mauricio said.


  Simon gave a theatrical sigh. “If I’m not back in five minutes it means I got in.”


  Mauricio waited until the teen had disappeared around the corner of the building. Then, turning into mist, he slipped through the bars of the gate, under the heavy wooden door, and into the small foyer.


  He was standing outside again, the gate and door both unlocked and open, when Simon returned. “Hey, machin,” the teen said incredulously. “What, he opened for you?”


  “Someone else did,” Mauricio said. It wasn’t exactly a lie. “Come on.”


  Jackson’s apartment was on the third floor. “Someone else going to open this one, too?” Simon asked as they reached the door.


  “We’ll just try knocking,” Mauricio said.


  He did. After a short pause, he knocked again. This time there was the soft double-click of a pair of locks. The door opened wide —


  “Que onda, Jackson,” Simon greeted the big African-American man who all but filled the doorway. “I’m Simon Navarro — we met at La Basa awhile back. I’m the vato who —”


  “How’d you get in here?” Jackson demanded, looking back and forth between them.


  “We need to talk to your guey,” Simon said. “You know? The forger who lives —”


  The sentence ended in a gasp as Jackson reached out, grabbed Simon’s shirt, and pulled him bodily into the apartment. He shoved the door closed; moving fast, Mauricio managed to slip inside before the door thundered shut behind him.


  They were, he discovered as he regained his balance, in a large living room. From one side, an archway led to a small kitchen; from the other side, a hallway headed toward the rear of the apartment. The living room was only sparsely furnished, with a couch, a couple of leather club chairs, a coffee table in the middle of the room, and a professional drafting table in the back corner.


  Plus lights. Lots of lights. A pair of balanced-arm lamps were clamped to the drafting table, there were floor lamps at each corner of every piece of furniture, the ceiling sported three overhead lamps, and there were four rows of track lighting along the upper walls. All were equipped with high-wattage incandescent bulbs, and all of them were blazing at full power. Briefly, Mauricio wondered what kind of eye trouble the forger had that required this much light for him to work.


  “It’s cool — it’s cool,” Simon said hastily, his voice coming out in a frightened squeak as Jackson dragged him across the room and tossed him into one of the club chairs. “It’s business. You know? We’re just here to do business.”


  “The boss does business his way, not yours,” Jackson growled. “Who sent you?”


  “No one sent us,” Mauricio said. “Like Simon said, we’re just here on business.”


  “And he sure as hell doesn’t do business with priests,” Jackson snapped. He stretched out his hand toward Mauricio —


  And Mauricio’s chest suddenly blazed with heat.


  Reflexively, he dropped into a crouch and half-dived, half-rolled to the side. “That was your warning,” Jackson said, throwing a look over his shoulder to make sure Simon was staying put. “One last chance. Who sent — ?”


  Suddenly he stiffened, his voice cracking in mid-threat, his eyes widening.


  “That was your warning, puto,” Simon spat out. “Now, knock it off and let us —”


  He barely made it out of the chair in time as Jackson sent another bolt of heat arrowing toward him, blasting the cushions into a smoldering blaze of smoke and flame. “Jackson …” Mauricio began, taking a step across the room toward the fire extinguisher fastened to the wall by the kitchen door —


  And also just managed to get out of the way as Jackson sent another blast in his direction. There was a loud crackle, and Mauricio looked back to see a circle of blackened and smoldering drywall behind the spot where he’d been standing. “Please —”


  “Enough,” a clipped voice came from the hallway.


  Mauricio turned to look. An elderly man was standing there, wrapped in a black-and-burgundy smoking jacket and silk pajama pants, one hand resting casually in the jacket’s side pocket. He gestured to Jackson, his eyes on Mauricio. “You made a mess, Jackson. Fix it.”


  “I can’t,” the big man said, his voice trembling. “I can’t see.”


  “Really?” The old man looked at Mauricio and raised his eyebrows. “You?”


  Mauricio shook his head. “May I?” he asked, gesturing toward the fire extinguisher.


  The old man seemed to think about it, then nodded. Mauricio crossed the room, pulled the canister from the wall, and took it over to the chair. A handful of cold blasts later, the fire was out. He directed a couple of blasts at the damaged wall, then gave the chair two more shots, just to be sure. “You have very forgiving smoke detectors,” he commented as he set the canister down on the floor beside the chair.


  “We don’t have any smoke detectors,” the old man corrected him. “Exhaust fans do a better job and don’t disturb the neighbors. You don’t remember me, do you?”


  Mauricio frowned. Now that he mentioned it, his voice —


  His voice? “Diego?” he breathed. “Diego Rebasa?”


  “Very good,” the old man — Diego — said. “I certainly remember you, Mauricio. I don’t suppose you have any idea what Condor did to all of us when you took his truck and ran off.”


  Mauricio winced. For twenty years he’d been trying to put Condor and his insane temper out of his mind. Now, it all came flooding back. “None of you were responsible,” he said. “It was all me.”


  “You think that made any difference?” Diego retorted. “You think that —” he waved at Mauricio’s clerical collar “ — makes any difference now?”


  Mauricio sighed. No, nothing would have made a difference. Not to Condor. “For whatever it’s worth, Diego, I’m sorry.”


  “It’s worth nothing,” Diego said flatly. “So, fine; you’re here. State your business, then get out.”


  Mauricio glanced at Simon. The teen was still crouched on the floor where he’d landed after dodging Jackson’s heat blast, clearly afraid to risk drawing any more attention to himself. “I’m trying to set up an escape route for Evos who want to leave the U.S. and go to Canada,” Mauricio said, looking back at Diego. “We need someone to forge foreign passports and documents so they can cross the border without being —”


  “No,” Diego said.


  Mauricio stared at him. “Don’t you at least want to hear the details?”


  “Twenty years ago, you ran out on us,” Diego said. “That’s the only detail I care about. Now fix Jackson’s eyes and get out.”


  “Diego —”


  “Or just keep talking,” Diego offered. “There’s more than enough light in here for Jackson to burn you to a cinder right where you stand.”


  Mauricio swallowed. Anger, a lingering bitterness … and a dead end.


  And ultimately, it was Mauricio’s fault. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry, Diego, for everything. Don’t worry, Jackson’s sight will come back by itself in about an hour.”


  “It had better,” Diego warned. “Otherwise, I’m hunting you down.”


  “No need,” Mauricio said. “I’m at All Saints Church. If you change your mind —”


  “Good-bye, Mauricio. Don’t come back.”


  Five minutes later, Mauricio and Simon were back in the car. “Now what?” Simon asked.


  “I don’t know,” Mauricio admitted, resting his hands on the steering wheel and staring out the windshield at the apartment building half a block away. “I really just don’t know.”


  “Yeah.” Simon was silent a moment. “You know, Padre, they say the best thing you can do when you’ve had a big disappointment is eat.”


  Mauricio snorted. “Actually, that’s the worst thing you can do.”


  “Not if you’re hungry,” Simon said. “I don’t know about you, but I haven’t eaten since that slice of bacon I got from Kim this morning.”


  “The slice of bacon you stole from Kim.”


  “I just don’t want her getting fat. Forget her, huh? I’m hungry.”


  “I know,” Mauricio said apologetically. With the day’s focus first on Kim’s hacking, then Gunther’s unexpected visit, then their drive to Jackson’s apartment, they’d somehow missed lunch. “Fine. Let me call Kim and bring her up to speed, and then we’ll find a place to eat.”


  *


  Mauricio had noticed a café tucked away just off the street half a block from Diego’s building. Over Simon’s objections — the teen wanted a burger joint — they went there.


  The café was crowded, and the service was slow. But once the food finally arrived, it proved decent enough.


  “So why here?” Simon asked as he finished off his second slice of pie. “You thinking Diego might change his mind?”


  Mauricio pursed his lips. “Is it that obvious?”


  “We can see their apartment from here,” Simon pointed out. “They said twenty minutes for a table, and you didn’t leave and go somewhere else. No, Padre, you wanted here. And —” he checked his watch “ — Jackson’s eyes came back fifteen minutes ago. You’re going to go talk to them again, aren’t you?”


  “I have to try,” Mauricio said, feeling a tiredness that went straight to the bone. Diego would never agree, he knew. In fact, there was every chance he’d turn Jackson loose on him.


  But he couldn’t just give up. This underground railroad was too important for too many people. “He probably won’t listen. But I have to try.”


  “There are other forgers out there, you know.”


  “But probably not many with as much incentive as Diego,” Mauricio pointed out. “He’s got an Evo friend — he knows what’s at stake. More than that, we know he won’t betray us, because if he did Jackson would be scooped up with everyone else. If he won’t help us …” He shook his head.


  “Maybe it’s not us he won’t help,” Simon said. “Maybe it’s just you.”


  “That thought has not escaped me,” Mauricio admitted. “The problem is that if I back out, who’ll run things? Kim?”


  “Or me,” Simon suggested, turning his head to peer out the window beside them. “’Course, we’ll need a bigger canton to make it work. A real house, maybe. And lots of lana —” He broke off, his eyes narrowing. “That’s funny.”


  “What is?” Mauricio asked, trying to follow his gaze. The sky had darkened and the streetlights had come on while they’d been eating, and the car and pedestrian traffic had thinned down to the city’s normal mid-evening levels.


  “Diego’s building,” Simon said. “It’s gone dark.”


  Mauricio focused on the apartment building. Sure enough, there were no lights showing in any of the windows. At the same time, the buildings on either side seemed to have normal power and lighting.


  And of all the apartments in the neighborhood, Jackson Tarbell’s would be the least likely to have all its lights turned off. Not with his power apparently dependent on having them blazing away.


  Which could only mean one thing.


  “Go to the car,” he muttered to Simon, digging out his keys and sliding them across the table. He glanced at the bill, took out enough cash to cover their meals and a decent tip, and laid it on the table.


  “You think it’s the placas?” Simon asked as they headed for the door.


  “Only one way to find out,” Mauricio said. “Get in the car and lock the doors. And don’t leave until I’m back.”


  Their car was parked down the street to the right of the café’s entrance. Once outside, Simon turned right and Mauricio turned left


  And the moment Mauricio was around the corner, he turned into mist and headed for Diego’s building.


  The cordon around La Basa the previous night had consisted mostly of unmarked cars. But as Mauricio was heading for home after chasing everyone out, he’d also noted a dozen or more black-and-whites forming a backup barricade a couple of blocks further out. That alone had made it clear that the raid was an official government action.


  Not so here. There was no double ring, no marked cars; in fact, no obvious indication that a raid was even underway. More significantly, none of the vehicles on either side of the street or in the small adjacent parking lots carried government tags.


  This wasn’t a police operation. This was someone else.


  Renautas?


  For the moment, though, the who of it didn’t matter. All Mauricio cared about was getting Diego and Jackson out before it was too late. Floating up along the side of the building, he headed toward what should be the apartment’s rear windows —


  And dodged reflexively back as a six-inch-diameter black tube dropped straight out of the sky past him.


  It took him a confused second to realize that the tube wasn’t just falling past him, but was somehow also still sitting there in front of him. It took another, longer second to realize that what he was seeing was a telescoping fire-escape pole, installed under the building’s eaves and just now triggered.


  A moment later he was once again forced to dodge sideways as Jackson slid past him down the pole, with Diego five seconds behind him.


  Only it was too late, Mauricio realized with a sinking feeling as the two men reached the pavement and took off at a fast walk down the street. The raiders in the building wouldn’t be caught off-guard by such a simple escape ploy. They would have left plenty of backup waiting on the streets below.


  And they had. Jackson and Diego had gone barely ten yards when a pair of cars driving at opposite ends of the block suddenly made sharp ninety-degree turns, screeching to a simultaneous halt perpendicular to the street, sealing off traffic along the entire block. Even as the handful of cars caught in the trap squealed to panic-stops, a half-dozen of the vehicles parked along the curbs hit their lights and pulled out into the street, all of them swiveling toward the two fugitives. Jackson and Diego came to a sudden, jerky halt, and the cars began disgorging men waving handguns and big flashlights.


  It was a tactic Mauricio had seen many times before, usually sprung on some coyote whose luck had run dry. The attacker surrounded the target with people and guns, then threw as much light in their eyes as possible to dazzle them and keep them from getting a good view of the situation. It was a classic and time-worn technique, and if executed properly it nearly always worked.


  Only in this case …


  In the center of the blaze of light, Jackson made a horizontal sweeping gesture with his arms. The flashlights within that arc jerked abruptly, wavering off their targets as a smattering of shouts of surprise and pain drifted up to Mauricio. Jackson didn’t wait for the freshly burned assailants to recover; spinning on his heel, he repeated the gesture at the semicircle behind him, generating a second wave of jerking lights and outraged snarls.


  Someone in the group barked an order. In the reflected glare from the still-twitching lights, Mauricio saw the entire group raise their guns from standby to fully aimed.


  Fully aimed. All of them.


  Around the entire circle.


  Mauricio had to stop it. Somehow, whether by shouted warning or physical action, he had to stop it. Men were about to be hurt, maybe even killed, and he couldn’t just stand by and do nothing.


  But hard on the heels of that thought was the realization that it was already too late. He was up here, the drama was down there, and there was nothing he could do in time.


  And so he floated above the ground, watching helplessly as the neatly orchestrated raid went straight to hell.


  Again, Jackson waved a hand toward the men still converging on them. But this time, instead of simply spinning around to target the rear half of the group, he executed a corkscrew-like maneuver that sent him dropping into a crouch as he spun. Diego was right with him, dropping flat on his stomach on the ground as Jackson waved at the men behind them.


  And in a rapid-fire staccato of ear-shattering blasts, the heat-triggered rounds chambered in each of the guns went off.


  Causing each man to unintentionally shoot the man directly across the circle from him.


  Once again screams and shouts rose into the night air, though after the stuttering thunderclap of the massive volley the cries of the wounded seemed almost subdued by comparison. The flashlight beams swung crazily as the men holding them dropped to the ground, their lights and guns lying where they fell or skittering for a few feet across the pavement. In the still-steady glow of the car headlights Mauricio could see the injured clutching at arms or legs or torsos, some of them writhing in pain, others perhaps already slipping toward death. A couple of the men clutched bloody hands where bullets from their guns’ magazines had also ignited, blasting through the weapons’ grips to shatter hands and fingers.


  And as for Jackson and Diego …


  Mauricio tensed. The two fugitives should have been back up and running by now. But they weren’t. Instead, Diego was crouching over Jackson, who was lying in a curled pretzel-shape on his side, both hands gripping his torso just above his left hip.


  Hands that were bright red with blood.


  Somewhere, in all the chaos of the melee, one of the guns had ended up pointed at the fugitives when Jackson ignited the bullets.


  Diego looked up as Mauricio strode through the broken circle, doing a double-take as he saw who it was. “Mauricio? What the hell — ?”


  “How bad is it?” Mauricio asked, dropping to one knee beside Jackson.


  “Not too bad,” Jackson panted. His eyes, too, were narrowed as he looked at Mauricio. “Our car’s … in the garage …”


  “Back there,” Diego finished for him.


  Mauricio nodded. Unfortunately, the garage was within the barrier created by the two sideways cars at the ends of the block. No escape that way.


  And speaking of the barrier cars, after what had just happened their occupants were almost certainly heading their way. “Come on,” he said, getting a grip on Jackson’s left arm and levering him to his feet.


  For a second Diego just stared. Then he scrambled to his feet and got under the big man’s other arm. “My car’s half a block away on the other side of the building,” Mauricio continued. “If we can get to it before they block that street, too, there’s a chance we can get out of here.”


  “We’ll get to it,” Diego promised darkly.


  From the direction of one of the blocking cars came a shouted order to stop. Mauricio looked over Jackson’s shoulder and saw a pair of shadowy figures charging toward them, flashlights bobbling in time with their pace. He tensed, his own pace wavering as he automatically started to comply with the order —


  He had almost lurched to a halt when Jackson lifted his arm from Diego’s shoulder long enough to make a gesture. The distant shouts became bellows of pain as the newcomers’ lights and guns went flying. “Like I said, we’ll get to it,” Diego repeated. “Or we’ll light up the night trying. Come on, Jackson — move it.”


  *


  Earlier that day, Mauricio had estimated that Jackson’s apartment would be a forty-five-minute drive in good traffic.


  With an injured man bleeding in the back seat, he made the return trip in thirty minutes flat.


  Mauricio had had Simon call ahead, and Kim had the church basement ready.


  “There’s all the first-aid stuff,” she said, pointing to the desk that she’d moved across the room to the head of the cot. The cot itself had been covered with a couple of cheap plastic tablecloths, Mauricio noted as he and Diego eased Jackson down onto it, with the tablecloths further covered by blankets to absorb any additional blood.


  Blood which Jackson really didn’t have to spare. Diego had managed to stop the worst of the bleeding during the wild drive back, but along the way the big man had slowly stopped cursing, then talking, then even groaning. The walk in from the car had been a nightmare all its own, with Jackson barely able to help with the move, and Mauricio and Diego nearly dropping him twice as they maneuvered him down the back stairs into the basement.


  Now, with the injured man’s eyes closed to slits and the makeshift bandages from the car wet with seeping blood, Mauricio wondered if it was already too late to save him.


  But they had to try. “First thing is to clean the wound,” he said, surveying the array of medical gear Kim had laid out on the desk. Along with everything from the church’s first-aid kit, she’d made a quick run to the drugstore down the street and picked up more bandages, antiseptic spray, and a couple of rolls of gauze. “Diego?”


  “Don’t look at me,” Diego said, his voice strained. “My medical training stops at treating paper cuts.”


  “Right,” Mauricio said, clenching his teeth as he picked up the antiseptic and one of the rolls of gauze. His own medical training consisted of a three-hour first-aid course the church had made him take fifteen years ago.


  But he was all they had. Sending up a quick, silent prayer, he turned back to the cot. “Simon, grab that floor lamp and bring it over here. Kim, angle the desk lamp in this direction. Let’s see exactly what we’ve got.”


  The wound wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. But it was bad enough. The bullet had been a through-and-through, leaving entry and exit wounds through Jackson’s lateral muscles. An inch further left and it would have been barely a graze; two inches further left and it would have missed him completely.


  Two inches further right, and it probably would have taken out his kidney. Mauricio sent up another prayer, this one a prayer of thanks.


  As he’d already noted, the two wounds were still seeping blood through their coverings. Removing those coverings increased the flow from seepage to a trickle. Mauricio cleaned the entry and exit holes as best he could, which briefly brought Jackson out of his stupor long enough to groan. He gave each wound a hefty dose of antiseptic spray and sealed them with bandages, which he then strapped into place with strips of gauze.


  And with that, he’d done all he could.


  “Is he going to make it?” Diego asked quietly from the bathroom doorway as Mauricio washed his hands in the sink.


  “I don’t know,” Mauricio said. “He’s lost a lot of blood. On the plus side, there’s no bullet lodged in there and nothing but muscle got damaged. If he makes it through the night, I’d say he’s got a good chance.”


  “Yeah.”


  Mauricio went back to his washing. Blood, he’d long ago learned, was hard to get off. This much blood was very hard to get off.


  But with persistence and a lot of soap, he managed it. “Why did you come back?” Diego asked as Mauricio toweled his hands dry. “I’d already told you I wasn’t going to help.”


  “I know,” Mauricio said. “But I’ve always believed that people deserve a second chance.”


  Diego snorted. “You talking about me? Or about you?”


  “A little of both,” Mauricio admitted. “Look. When I decided to leave Condor’s organization, it was for what I considered to be good reasons. I thought about what the consequences might be for me, but I never thought about what they might be for you and the others. For that I’m both embarrassed and deeply sorry.”


  “Yeah,” Diego said. “Well, it looks like we’re going to have some time together. I want to hear about this grand epiphany, or whatever it was.”


  “Of course,” Mauricio said. “You’ve earned it.”


  “Father Mauricio?” Kim called from the other room, her voice strained. “You need to come out here. Right now.”


  Diego was already out the door and heading across the room toward the cot. Mauricio dropped the towel in the sink and followed.


  His first thought was that Jackson must have taken a turn for the worse. But the big man was still just lying there, his eyes fluttering as he drifted in and out of consciousness, his chest moving slowly up and down with steady breaths. Kim and Simon were standing a little way past the bathroom door by the makeshift kitchen, their backs stiff, their eyes on the door that led out of the room toward the stairs up to the main part of the church. Frowning, Mauricio followed their gaze.


  Father Gunther was standing just inside the open door. Motionless and silent.


  A gun held casually in his hand.


  Mauricio stumbled to a confused halt. “Gunther,” he breathed. “What are you …?”


  “Hello, Mauricio,” Gunther said coolly. His eyes darted to his right, to Kim and Simon, then to his left, to Jackson, and then back to Mauricio. “I see you’ve collected a few friends for me. Excellent.”


  “He’s hurt,” Diego said, nodding toward Jackson. Like Mauricio, he’d stopped midway across the room when he spotted Gunther and the gun. Now, cautiously, he started walking again, heading toward the cot.


  Mauricio tensed, wondering if Gunther would shoot him. But the other priest merely watched Diego without comment. “What do you want?” Mauricio asked as Diego reached the cot and dropped to one knee beside it.


  “You want money?” Diego put in before Gunther could answer. “I have money.”


  “I’m sure you do,” Gunther said. Reaching behind him with his free hand, he pulled the door closed. “But I doubt you can match my current employer’s bankroll.” He gestured to Kim and Simon. “You two. Go over by the good Father.”


  Silently, they obeyed, Kim coming to a halt close beside Mauricio, Simon stopping a couple of feet away from her. “Let me guess,” Mauricio said. “You’re angry about the BOLO and getting hauled in.”


  “Oh, no, not at all,” Gunther assured him. “As a matter of fact, as far as the police are concerned, I’m still in custody.” He smiled at Kim. “You’re not the only one who can manipulate databases, Ms. Pyon. No, actually, being on their blotter gives me a perfect alibi if anyone should start to wonder afterward.”


  “Wonder about what?” Mauricio said. “If it’s me you’re looking for, I’m right here. You can let the others go.”


  “Don’t make me laugh,” Gunther said contemptuously. “You’re just the conduit. These —” he gestured at the others “ — are the prizes.” He cocked his head. “Or so I assume.”


  Mauricio frowned at Kim. “So you were following her?”


  “Of course,” Gunther said, smiling again. “And I will say, you’ve led me a merry chase. First that thing in Hollywood a couple of weeks ago, then sneaking into the church here, then the hack into the police station database — they’re still trying to figure out how you pulled that one off — and finally La Basa last night. I was always close, but never quite in position to grab you. This time, I am. So. Let’s find out what your power is.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kim said, her voice starting to shake. “I’m just a hacker. I don’t have any power.”


  “I hope that’s not true,” Gunther said. “I’d hate to have gone to all this trouble for nothing.” Keeping his gun leveled, he lifted his other hand and held it out toward her.


  Kim stepped closer to Mauricio and gripped his arm. “Father?” she whispered.


  “Gunther, please,” Mauricio said. “Whatever you’re planning —”


  “You especially should appreciate this, Mauricio,” Gunther said. “One of your old Catholic requiem melodies, of all things, seems to work best for me.” He took a deep breath.


  And to Mauricio’s astonishment, he began to sing.


  Quietly at first, but gradually increasing in volume. And as he’d already indicated, the words and tune were very familiar:


  “Dies irae, dies illa, solvet saeclum in favilla, teste David cum Sibylla …”


  Mauricio caught his breath. It was the ancient “Day of Wrath”: Day of wrath and doom impending. David's word with Sibyl's blending, Heaven and earth in ashes ending …


  And then, without warning, the pressure of Kim’s grip on Mauricio’s arm shifted. He turned his head —


  To find her floating six inches off the floor.


  Gunther stopped singing. Kim hovered a moment longer, then settled back onto the floor. “Excellent,” Gunther said, smiling. “A flyer. They do so like fliers.”


  “I don’t understand,” Mauricio said, looking from Kim to Gunther and then back to Kim. “Kim?”


  “I’m sorry, Father,” she murmured, a pained expression on her face. “I couldn’t — I didn’t want to tell you.” She looked at Gunther. “How did you do that?”


  “Quite easily,” Gunther said. “My power happens to be forcing other powers to manifest. It’s why I’m so good at my job.”


  “You’re an Evo?” Mauricio asked, thoroughly confused now. “And the Vatican knows about this?”


  “The Vatican?” Gunther snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. The Vatican doesn’t pay nearly well enough for me to hunt Evos for them. No, I work for someone with considerably deeper pockets.”


  “Renautas?” Kim asked.


  “Hardly,” Gunther said, his lip twisting. “Actually, they’re the competition. Let’s see; who’s next? Don’t worry, it won’t be him,” he assured Diego, nodding toward Jackson. “We wouldn’t want to strain him, now, would we? Anyway, from the frantic reports still clogging the police and FBI systems, I’m pretty sure I know what his power is. And yes: once he’s healed my employers will definitely want to meet with him.”


  His eyes turned back to Simon. “You, I think.” He leveled a finger at the teen and began singing. “Dies irae, dies illa, solvet saeclum in favilla —”


  And without warning, the world went black.


  Gunther broke off his song with a startled curse. “What the hell —”


  And broke off with another curse. “God —”


  “Shut your mouth, guero,” Simon’s voice came blackly from somewhere across the room to Mauricio’s left. “There’s a padre here.” There was a sudden scuffling of feet. “Don’t be stupid,” he added. “You’re blind, you know? I can see, and I’ve got this little gun of yours … So just stand there and shut your mouth while I figure this out.”


  “It’s all right, Simon,” Mauricio said, feeling a stirring of hope. “I can help you. Get your phone —”


  “You shut your mouth, too, Padre,” Simon cut him off. “Let me think. Let me think … Okay. Okay. Diego, Gunther — you’re the ones I need to talk to.”


  “What about?” Diego asked.


  “I’m looking to trade up,” Simon said. “Find a new casa — a new place to live. And someone with money.”


  “What in God’s name are you talking about?” Diego demanded.


  “What do you think?” Simon’s voice had changed to something dark and bitter. “Okay, so I got the padre to let me stay here. But he’s a priest — he’s got nothing.”


  “You had your uncle,” Mauricio said, frowning. “He had money.”


  “And he hated me,” Simon retorted. “Or he would have. He’d just about figured it out, too.”


  “Figured what out?”


  “What do you think? What I am. You know? What I am.”


  “Ah,” Mauricio said. “And your mother? Did she figure it out, too?”


  Simon snorted loudly. “You think she ever figured out anything in her life? She was stupid. And she had nothing. My tio had money. I knew he’d take me in if I didn’t have anywhere else. Just like you did, Padre.”


  “It’s called compassion,” Mauricio said mechanically, the world suddenly tilting around him as everything Simon had ever said or done ran at dizzying speed through his mind. The poor, lost, helpless boy, transformed in an instant into something cold and manipulating. “You killed them, didn’t you? Both of them.”


  Beside Mauricio, Kim inhaled sharply. “You killed your own mother?”


  “Who asked you, chica?” Simon demanded scornfully. “You want to make it in East Los, you do what you have to. So I go madre to tio to padre — madre to padre; funny. And now I go up again. Someday, I reach the top.”


  “How did you do it?” Mauricio asked, driven by some obscure need to make absolutely sure the boy wasn’t lying just to puff himself up. “Did you blind your uncle while he was driving?”


  “No, that’s how I did my madre,” Simon corrected him calmly. “My tio was too slow and careful for that. If he’d suddenly gone blind, he’d have hit the brakes and stopped.”


  “So what did you do?”


  “I blinded a driver coming toward him,” Simon said. “A quick little T-bone — you know? And that was it.”


  Mauricio swallowed. “And Angel?”


  “Who?”


  “Angel Martinez. The boy who ran into traffic after you blinded him.”


  “Oh. Him. No, you were right. Everyone was right. He was messing with me, so I blinded him and shoved him into the street.”


  “Only he didn’t die like you’d expected.”


  “He was tougher than I thought,” Simon admitted. “I knew if he remembered afterward I’d need someplace to run. Hey, but the big stupid trusting padre would hide me, no? That’s why I came to you first.”


  Mauricio felt his stomach tighten. “Maybe.”


  “But now you don’t have to anymore,” Simon said. “Now I’ve got two other people who want me. You do want me, right?”


  “I’m sure we do,” Gunther said calmly. “Tell us about your power.”


  “Okay, it’s like this,” Simon said. “I can blind people for an hour at a time. I can also make blind people see, but you probably don’t care about that. So what will you give me to work for you? Diego? You start.”


  Kim’s fingers tightened a little harder around Mauricio’s arm. He reached over with his free hand and wrapped it reassuringly around hers.


  “All right,” Diego said warily. “I’m a forger. I make a good living and can offer you a very comfortable life. The only real danger is from the authorities. Sometimes there’s a pushy rival, but Jackson can usually chase those away before they make any real trouble. Having you on my team would eliminate both those problems.”


  “Okay,” Simon agreed. “Gunther?”


  “Comfort is all fine and good,” Gunther said, his voice smooth and persuasive. “But a man like you shouldn’t settle for just comfort.”


  “So what you got that’s better than comfort and money?”


  “Power,” Gunther said flatly. “When my people take over — and they will — you’ll have everything you’ve ever dreamed of. Power, wealth, respect — everything.”


  “Sounds good,” Simon said. “But you know, there’s a problem. The way you talked before it was like you were collecting Evos for these gringos, whether we wanted to go or not. Like we were going to be slaves.”


  “Not at all,” Gunther said. “As I said, my organization needs you to help take over. They’d be fools to then turn against the very people who got them there.”


  “So you’re saying I’d have power?”


  “Absolutely,” Gunther said. His voice was still dripping with assurance.


  But to Mauricio’s ear his tone was starting to crack a little around the edges. Perhaps he was beginning to suspect that Simon was playing him. “All the power you want,” Gunther continued. “I guarantee it.”


  Simon laughed. It was the coldest sound Mauricio had ever heard. “You guarantee it?” he echoed. “You, who told us you were a padre, and then told us you were picking us up off the streets like stray dogs? I’m supposed to believe you’ll just give all this power to some poor street Chicano?”


  “Fine, don’t believe it,” Gunther said. “Actually, I like a man who doesn’t simply swallow what he’s being fed. Let me prove it.”


  “How?”


  “Let me take you to my people. You can talk to them and see first-hand what they’re offering. If you don’t like it, you can walk away.”


  “Hey, I can walk right now,” Simon said. “I walk, and you get nada. How does that sound?”


  “It sounds stupid,” Gunther growled. “Because they’ll find you. They’ll find you, and they’ll make you work for them.”


  “No, they won’t,” Simon said. “Because they don’t know about me. You know why they don’t know about me?”


  Suddenly, the room exploded with a violent crack. Mauricio jerked, trying to figure out what the sound could have been —


  And then, even through the ringing in his ears, came the thud of something heavy hitting the floor.


  “Because you’re not going to tell them,” Simon said, his voice faintly audible throughover the ringing. “Hey, that was a lot quieter than I thought. This is one fancy gun.”


  “My God,” Kim said, her voice shaking, her fingernails biting into Mauricio’s arm. “You shot him?”


  “Hey, chill, chica,” Simon said scornfully. “He was going to make you a slave, too.”


  “But you can’t —” She broke off as Mauricio squeezed her hand warningly.


  “So, Diego — you got a deal,” Simon continued. “You got me.”


  “I’m so pleased,” Diego said, his voice under tight control. “What about Mauricio and the girl?”


  “What do you care?”


  “I thought we could take them with us,” Diego said. “A girl who can fly could be very useful to have around.”


  “And the padre?”


  “He could be our spiritual advisor,” Diego said, his voice tinged with dark sarcasm. “At the very least, I want to hear why he ran out on us.”


  “Oh, hey, that’s right,” Simon said. “How about it, Padre? You want to do it again?”


  “What do you mean?” Mauricio asked.


  From across the room came the sound of the door opening. “I mean the door’s open,” the teen said. “You can go — just you — right now. You want to? Go ahead.”


  Mauricio smiled, tasting the irony of the whole thing. He didn’t need an open door to escape. All he needed to do was turn into mist, slip into the vent above the door, and he would be free. And there was nothing Simon could do to stop him.


  But it would mean leaving Kim and the others behind. And that was something he would never do again.


  “I appreciate the offer,” he said. “But I’m a priest. My job is to care for God’s people.”


  Simon snorted. “You think Evos are God’s people? Even the Vatican doesn’t —”


  Without warning, Kim suddenly pulled her hand away from Mauricio’s arm and out of his grip. There was a sudden movement of air beside him.


  “Mierda!” Simon snapped. There was the sound of quick footsteps, a dull thud, a stifled gasp of pain.


  And then silence. “Kim?” Mauricio called into the darkness, his heart thudding painfully. He groped to the side, but Kim was no longer there. “Kim!”


  “I’m okay,” her dull voice came from somewhere near the door. “He — I’m sorry, Father.”


  “Simon?” Mauricio asked carefully.


  “Oh, relax,” Simon growled. More footsteps, followed by the sound of the door closing again. “I just slapped the puta with the side of the gun. You really think you could get past me?”


  “If we’d been upstairs you’d never have had a chance,” she shot back.


  “Because of the high ceiling?” Simon asked. “Yeah — up there I would have had to shoot you. You know she could fly, Padre?”


  “No,” Mauricio said. “It wouldn’t have made any difference if I had.”


  “No, all you wanted was for her to hack computers for you.”


  “Which is a skill you still need,” Mauricio pointed out. “Diego was right — you need her.”


  “She’s a hacker, too?” Diego asked, picking up on Mauricio’s cue. “Even better. Come on, Simon — let’s bring her along, okay?”


  “And the padre?”


  “Just leave him here,” Diego said. “He can figure out how to sell this — this other thing — to the cops.”


  Mauricio held his breath. If Simon bought it — if he let Diego and Jackson take Kim out of here —


  “Yeah, not gonna work,” Simon said regretfully. “He won’t just let me walk away. And the chica will be gone as soon as we hit open air. No, it’s just going to be you and me and Jackson.”


  Turn into mist, a small voice at the back of Mauricio’s mind urged. He doesn’t know you can do that. Turn into mist, get out of here, and call the police.


  Only he couldn’t. The moment he escaped Simon would kill everyone in the room and run. And whether he got caught later or not, Kim and the others would still be dead. There had to be another way.


  And then, the flicker of an idea drifted across his mind. Turn into mist …


  It was a desperate idea. A desperate, dangerous idea.


  But it was all he had.


  “It won’t work, Simon,” he said. “You kill Kim and me and the police will hunt you down.”


  “Hey, this is East Los,” Simon growled. “People get shot all the time.”


  “Priests don’t,” Mauricio pointed out. “Not in their own church basements. It’s not like a murder-sui —” He broke off abruptly, wincing.


  “What you say? A murder-suicide?” Simon finished his sentence for him. “Let me guess. You want me to put the gun in your hand so the stuff they talk about on TV will be on your sleeve?”


  “You’re wasting time,” Mauricio said between stiff lips. “If you’re going to be stupid enough to shoot us, get it over with.”


  “Sure, okay.” There was the sound of quiet footsteps coming toward Mauricio, then circling around to his right —


  And suddenly a foot slammed down on the back of Mauricio’s right knee, sending a jolt of pain through the leg as he went sprawling to the floor. He clenched his teeth against the agony.


  “See, now we skip the part where you try to jump me,” Simon said. Mauricio winced again as a knee pressed down on his back with Simon’s full weight behind it. “Give me your hand,” the teen ordered. “Come on. Give it, or I’ll wreck your other leg. Makes no difference to me what they think Gunther did to you before you shot him.”


  Mauricio lifted his arm. A hand closed tightly around his wrist, locking it in place, while another hand pressed the hard metal of a gun grip into his hand. Mauricio closed his fingers around the weapon —


  And turned into mist.


  And suddenly, he could see again.


  The scene laid out in front of him was exactly how he’d envisioned it. Jackson was still on the cot to his right, propped up on one elbow, pain in his open but unseeing eyes. Diego was crouched beside him, his hand gripping the edge of the cot, his head turning back and forth as he tried to sort out what was happening. Kim was sitting on the floor halfway to the closed door, her hand pressed against the side of her head. Simon was staring up at him, eyes wide with disbelief, his hand rubbing his knee where it had slammed into the floor when Mauricio vanished from beneath him.


  And to Mauricio’s left, midway between the cot and the bathroom, was Gunther, his shirt soaked with blood.


  Dead.


  “Maldito,” Simon breathed, still staring at him. “What the — ?”


  “Diego, Kim, I’ve got the gun,” Mauricio called. “Kim, I need you —”


  “And it talks, too,” Simon said. “Hey, you’re just full of surprises, Padre.”


  “Kim, I need you to get to Gunther’s body and see if he’s got any restraints,” Mauricio continued, ignoring Simon. “Handcuffs, cable ties —”


  “Hold it, Dusty,” Simon cut him off. “You think you won? Because unless you can shoot like that, I’m still in charge.”


  “How do you figure that?” Mauricio asked.


  “Like this.” Keeping a wary eye on Mauricio, Simon backed over to Kim. He stepped behind her and caught hold of her arm. “On your feet, chica,” he ordered. His other hand slipped around behind her.


  Mauricio tensed. Simon’s other hand was no longer empty, but was gripping a switchblade.


  A switchblade that was now pressing against the side of Kim’s neck. “So don’t try anything stupid,” Simon added quietly.


  Kim’s hands had been starting to curl into claws, ready to gouge at her unseen captor. Now, with the blade against her neck, her hands reluctantly went limp again. Slowly, she got to her feet and stood motionless. “So now you see — do you see like that?” Simon interrupted himself.


  “We can still make a deal,” Mauricio told him. “Let the rest of them go. I’ll come back, and you can do whatever you want to me.”


  “You don’t listen so good, do you?” Simon growled. “I don’t do this because I like it. I do this to make my future.”


  “Kim has a future, too.”


  “Not if I say she doesn’t.”


  Mauricio focused on the air vent behind Simon and Kim, trying desperately to think. If he left the room just long enough to turn back into human form and drop the gun somewhere out of Simon’s reach …


  No. It was way too bright down here for him to sneak past Simon without being seen. The minute it looked like he was trying to get out, Kim would be dead.


  Could he turn back and threaten Simon with the gun? But as soon as he changed he would be blind again. Not to mention half crippled from Simon’s kick.


  Another thought struck him: the church’s breaker box was also in here. If he could cut off power to the room and douse the lights, at least he and Simon would both be blind. And he would still have the gun.


  But no. The minute Mauricio headed toward the box Simon would figure out what he was doing. He’d be standing ready with his knife for the moment Mauricio became human again.


  “Could you ease up a little with that thing?” Kim asked, her voice shaking. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”


  “Relax, chica,” Simon soothed. “As long as the padre behaves you’ll be fine.” But he nevertheless wrapped his left arm securely around her chest and lifted the knife a couple of inches away from her neck. “Okay?”


  Kim took a deep breath. “Yes. Thank you.”


  And without warning, she shot straight up from the floor, flying toward the low ceiling, carrying a startled Simon up with her. Mauricio tensed.


  At the last second Simon let go, dropping back to the floor. Kim slammed into the ceiling with an agonizing thud, her head twisting sharply sideways with the impact. She dropped back to the floor — not flew, but dropped — and lay still.


  For a couple of seconds Simon stared at her, his breath coming in short gasps. Then his eyes snapped back to the cloud floating above him. “Don’t,” he warned.


  “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Mauricio assured him, silently cursing himself. Kim’s failed effort had nevertheless bought him a few crucial seconds of confusion in which he could have made a move. Instead, he’d been so startled that he’d wasted her gift. “Simon —”


  “Shut it.” Simon huffed out a breath, dropping his gaze again to the unconscious woman. “You know, if she’d tried flying me into the wall it would have worked.” He shrugged. “I’d have killed her on the way, but she might have knocked me out.” He looked back at Mauricio. “So now it’s just you and me.”


  Mauricio focused on Jackson and Diego. Neither had moved, but both were listening intently to what was happening.


  And in their faces, he could tell they’d figured out what Mauricio already knew.


  They might survive the night. But sooner or later Simon would see a chance to move up again on the perceived ladder of his future.


  And when that happened, both of them would be in the boy’s way. Just as surely as Mauricio and Kim were in his way now.


  The question was whether they were ready to do what had to be done. If they were, Mauricio still had one chance left.


  “There must be another way,” he said, floating down from the ceiling to Simon’s eye level. “Some way we can all walk out of here and you can still get what you want.”


  “Sure,” Simon said, frowning at him. “Don’t come too close, hey?”


  “I’m not,” Mauricio assured him. Slowly, he began drifting to the side, toward where Gunther’s body lay halfway across the room. “Let’s talk, shall we? What you want —”


  “I said not too close,” Simon snapped, straddling Kim’s unconscious form and pointing his knife warningly down toward her.


  “Easy,” Mauricio said hastily. He moved further back from the two of them, continuing to drift to the side and closer to Gunther. Another couple of feet, and he would be in position. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


  “Yeah, sure,” Simon said. “If you’re trying to stall, forget it. No one’s coming about that shot. Not in this barrio.”


  “I know,” Mauricio said. He was nearly above Gunther’s body now. “Tell me, Simon: did you ever pay attention in church? Or were you always just sitting there figuring out your next move?”


  “Get away from him,” Simon ordered.


  “What?”


  “I said get away from him,” Simon repeated. “I heard what you said before. You think he’s got something you can use on me. Try it, and the chica dies.”


  “I’m not trying anything,” Mauricio promised.


  “Then back off. Now.”


  “Whatever you say,” Mauricio said. He floated away from Gunther’s body and eased a little more to the side. “You haven’t answered my question.”


  “What, church?” Simon snorted. “Yeah, I listened sometimes. You going to tell me the part that talks about murder?”


  “I was thinking more of the verses about sheep,” Mauricio said. “Especially the ones about the sheep hearing their Master’s voice and obeying Him.”


  “Yeah, like you’re the Master,” Simon scoffed. “And I’m not a sheep.”


  “No, of course not,” Mauricio said. Nearly there … “I was also thinking about idols and false gods. Wealth and power can be idols, you know. A lot of people in our world struggle with that. So did the kings of Israel. Do you remember the story of Elijah and King Ahab?”


  “Never heard it.”


  “Too bad,” Mauricio said, moving the last remaining few inches. “It’s a good story. It was up on Mount Carmel. Elijah assembled the prophets of Baal and built an altar to God.”


  And finally he was ready. Gunther’s body was two feet to his right. Simon was in front of him, still standing over Kim. Directly behind Simon were Diego and Jackson.


  “And when all was ready,” Mauricio called as loudly as he could, “Elijah stood behind the altar — directly behind it — and stretched out his hand, and called down fire from the Lord.”


  Perhaps in that final second Simon realized what was about to happen. But it was too late. Half propped up on the cot, directed by the sound of Mauricio’s voice, Jackson stretched out his hand —


  A strangled scream filled the room as Simon’s back burst into flame.


  And once again, Mauricio wished that he could close his eyes.


  *


  Simon had been wrong about no one caring enough to investigate a gunshot in the vicinity of All Saints Church. There was, in fact, someone who did.


  “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” El Vengador apologized as he carefully wrapped a bandage around Mauricio’s throbbing leg.


  “I’m sorry, too,” Mauricio said, clenching his teeth against the pain. But at least he could see again. “We could have used you.”


  “So I hear,” El Vengador said. “Kim and Diego told me about it.”


  “Are they all right?”


  “Define all right,” the big man said, the lips below his mask twitching in a wry smile.


  “Sorry,” Mauricio said. “Poor choice of words.”


  “But I think they’ll be all right,” El Vengador continued. “Jackson’s lost a lot of blood, but he seems to be stable. I have a doctor who’ll take a look, no questions asked. Diego will call him after he has them settled somewhere safe. The doctor will look at Kim, too. She might have a slight concussion, but I think she’ll be okay.” He cocked his head thoughtfully. “They’re all very confused about what happened there at the end. Jackson was sure he was going to fry you along with Simon. But you’re not even singed.”


  “I was on Simon’s far side.”


  “That’s what he figured you were trying to tell him,” El Vengador said. “Still a little confusing.”


  Mauricio shrugged. “What are we going to do with the bodies?”


  “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”


  “Not now. Maybe later.”


  “Fine.” El Vengador finished tying off the bandage. “Well, Gunther’s the easy one. We’ll drop the body and his gun near the morgue. They can try to figure out how he got himself shot when the computer says he’s still in police custody.”


  Mauricio winced. “That’s going to be a little hard on the police, isn’t it? This one’s hardly their fault.”


  “Maybe,” El Vengador said, his voice darkening. “The way I see it, anything that gets Gunther’s people and the cops chasing each other is a good thing for us.” He looked over at Gunther’s body, now covered with one of Jackson’s bloody blankets. “Any idea who he was working for?”


  “He said it wasn’t Renautas,” Mauricio said. “That’s all I know.”


  “The Renautas Corporation?”


  Mauricio nodded. “Kim told me they were making lists of Evos. I don’t know anything more.”


  “Hmm,” El Vengador murmured. “Okay. We might want to look into that.”


  Mauricio braced himself. “And Simon?”


  El Vengador was silent a moment. “Seems to me that as far as the world is concerned, he’s a runaway.”


  “Not exactly,” Mauricio said. “He was thrown out by his cousins.”


  “After he murdered their father.”


  Mauricio grimaced. “True.”


  “So I’m thinking we bury him out in the hills,” El Vengador said. “Just you and me.”


  Mauricio sighed. It wasn’t right. But all things considered, it was probably the best they could do. “Would it be okay if I said a service?”


  “Of course,” El Vengador said. “We can go tonight, if you’re up to it.”


  Mauricio got carefully to his feet. His leg ached horribly, but he was able to limp a couple of steps on it. “I may need a cane,” he warned. “And you’ll have to do all the heavy lifting.”


  “No problem,” El Vengador said, taking his arm and helping him hobble toward the back stairs. “I’ll get you to your car, then come back for the others. After we’re done, we’ll take the car to Oscar Gutierrez’s shop. He’ll know how to clean out the blood.”


  “You think we can trust him?”


  “He knew about Simon and didn’t turn him in,” El Vengador pointed out. “I think we can trust him on this, too.”


  “Yes,” Mauricio murmured. Trust …


  “I know you’re doubting yourself right now, Padre,” El Vengador said as they reached the stairs. “But don’t.”


  “Why not?” Mauricio said, hearing the bitterness in his voice. “Two people are dead because of me. Three, if you count Simon’s uncle. I need to be less trusting.”


  “You don’t need to trust less.” Adjusting his grip on Mauricio’s arm, El Vengador started the two of them up the stairs. “You just need to trust fewer.”


  Mauricio snorted. “If this is a grammar lesson, your timing stinks.”


  “It’s not about grammar,” El Vengador said. “You may need to trust fewer people. But once you find the ones worth trusting, you can give them as much as you’ve got.”


  “People like you?”


  “People like me,” El Vengador confirmed.


  “Uh-huh,” Mauricio said. “You know, trust needs to work both ways. I’ve confessed my involvement in two killings, and you won’t even show me your face.”


  El Vengador flashed him a smile. “Let’s just say you’re still on probation,” he said. “We’ll get around to that.”


  “I look forward to it.”


  “I’m sure you do,” El Vengador said. “In the meantime, there’s an underground railroad to get running. With Kim and Diego handling the documents — did Diego tell you he’s decided to help?”


  “No,” Mauricio said, blinking in surprise. “Last I heard he was a solid no.”


  “Because he didn’t trust you,” El Vengador said. “After tonight, he does. Like you said, trust runs in both directions. Watch this last step.”


  They negotiated the final step, and with his free hand El Vengador pushed open the door. A wave of cold air flowed over Mauricio, sending a shiver down his back. “It’s still an uncertain world,” he pointed out.


  “It’ll always be an uncertain world,” El Vengador said. “But that’s all right. Because we’ll always have people like you.”


  Mauricio smiled. “Priests?”


  The big man put his free hand on Mauricio’s shoulder. “Heroes.”


  TO BE CONTINUED …
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