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    A nationwide tragedy took away their son, and now they roam the country in search of those they feel were responsible for his death. Their goal is simple: catch and kill.
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    The family that slays together stays together


    — Popular saying

  


  Catch and Kill


  LUKE


  is pissed because, weirdly, the traffic is bumper to bumper. A shimmering sea of cars stretching all the way up I-75 to the horizon, as if everyone were driving straight into the sun.


  It isn’t supposed to be this way. Not in this direction at this time of day. Luke squints, trying to make out the problem ahead. An accident? Lane closed due to construction? Or something worse? The only reason he’s driving is because Joanne’s jaw hurts. Usually she prefers to be the one behind the wheel. But Luke questioned the wisdom of driving one-handed while holding an ice pack to her face.


  “You okay?” he asks.


  “Can’t you find a way around this mess?” she asks. “We shouldn’t be stuck here like this.”


  “There’s nowhere to go.”


  Luke wishes traffic were moving for a number of reasons. For one, they really need to get out of Atlanta as quickly as possible. But it would also give him something to do other than replay the last hour in his mind over and over again, wondering if they missed something.


  Memory’s a tricky thing. After a while, you can’t be sure if you’re inventing certain details, maybe subtracting others. Even now, his memories of that frenzied, 10-minute span inside the Shelby house seem to contradict one another.


  And that uncertainty triggers his obsession with all the tiny forensic details. Luke can’t help it; he’s a detail man. Always has been. Seeing the little things everyone else misses has always been the key to his success. Some of his patients, he knows, come to see him instead of an M.D. If something’s going wrong in the rest of the body, Luke is almost always able to see the earliest indications somewhere in the mouth. He’s sort of a modern-day soothsayer with a D.D.S. A toothsayer.


  So where’s that keen eye for detail now? Come on, think, buddy. You’ve got nothing better to do. You’re stuck in traffic.


  The wife—did she bite one of them? Scratch her nails across his arm?


  Did Luke step through the remnants of dinner and leave a boot print?


  Sure, they set everything on fire. But would fire be enough to erase all the traces of those they left behind?


  The car ahead of them lunges forward a few feet, then stops dead. Then it begins to roll forward a few more feet, and a few more. Luke grows hopeful. Here we go. Finally. But then, without warning, the taillights flash deep red and Luke stomps on the brake a little too hard. Joanne bucks in her seat. Almost immediately her hand goes to her mouth.


  “Ow!”


  “Sorry.”


  They crawl forward another few feet, then slam to another halt. This is insane. This is purgatory on asphalt. This, Luke thinks, will never, ever end.


  “I was wondering,” Luke finally says.


  “Wondering what?”


  “If we forgot something. You know, back at the Shelby house.”


  “What do you mean, forgot something?”


  Luke can hear the annoyance build in her voice. She hates it when he dances around the point. So he comes out and says it.


  “I mean something forensic. Like a hair, or skin under fingernails.”


  “The bitch didn’t claw at me. She got in a lucky punch.”


  It was a frenzied couple of minutes, that’s for sure. The idea was to catch the Shelbys right before they sat down to dinner. If somebody was going to kill us, when would they do it? Joanne had asked. Luke had understood what she was getting at right away. The best time to kill a distracted, childless couple is in the hurried time between arriving home from work and preparing dinner.


  So the two of them watched the Shelbys long enough to establish their pattern. They both arrived home between 5:45 and 6 p.m. The wife would open a bottle of wine or mix a pitcher of martinis while the husband took care of dinner—which either meant pulling something from the freezer and microwaving it or ordering something online. This meant that dinner a.) would be ready within ten minutes or b.) would not arrive before 6:30 at the earliest. Which was a generous window of time, considering most murders barely stretch beyond the 10-second mark.


  Tonight had been a wine-and-microwaved meal kind of night. Joanne knocked on the front door, doing her best to look like a concerned neighbor, while Luke went around back to the deck that led up from the pool area right to the kitchen. The distraction, and then the kill.


  The husband was the Evo. The rumor was that he could manipulate microwave and cell-phone radiation and wireless signals. He liked to impress people with his tricks at cocktail parties and barbecues, which is how Luke and Joanne first heard about him.


  (Pro-tip: if you’re an Evo, don’t show off to friends with Facebook accounts. No matter how cool you think you are.)


  And sure enough, there he was, standing in his fancy kitchen, his hands stretched out palms down over a frozen dinner resting on the counter. He looked like a faith healer trying to exorcise demons from his supper—eyes closed, hands trembling a little. The creepy thing was, the dinner was cooking under his hands. Plastic cover trembling, sauce bubbling. Luke could smell the heavy aroma of cheese, even through the glass.


  Luke saw the box on the counter and noticed that the couple was eating vegetarian tonight. Pasta, brie, and asparagus. Trying to keep the middle-aged flab off, he supposed. Well, consider the battle won. You two won’t gain another pound.


  Especially after you’re brain-dead.


  The hit went off just as planned—at first. Joanne knocked, distracting the wife, sending her to the front door. The moment she walked away, Luke slid open the deck door, startling Mr. Microwave. His hands shifted away from the frozen dinner, and the surface of the counter beneath them began to ripple.


  Luke lifted his gun and fired twice—two chest shots—before the guy could even think about raising his mitts and sending some of that heat Luke’s way.


  The double impact of the bullets sent the husband flying backwards. He reached out towards his half-cooked supper as though it might save him. His fingers caught the edge of the plastic tray and pulled it off the counter, sending cold pasta and congealed brie flying. Meanwhile, he smacked the back of his head on the edge of the Formica countertop on his way down. His body landed among the remains of his intended meal.


  Dinner’s ready, honey.


  Mrs. Shelby, however, was much more quick-witted than her husband. She’d just opened the front door when the shots rang out. The plan was for Joanne to do the same to the wife—take her out with two torso shots. But before Joanne could lift her gun, the wife slammed the door shut in her face. Joanne pulled the trigger anyway, firing through the door, with no way of knowing whether the bullets had found their target.


  She lowered her gun and blasted apart the doorknob, then kicked the door in.


  The wife was waiting for her.


  Knocked the gun out of her grip with one hand, then landed a lucky punch on the left side of Joanne’s jaw. Which just pissed her off. This Evo-harboring bitch was going down.


  But Luke had already cleared the distance between the kitchen and the living room. He took out Mrs. Shelby with a shot to the chest, and one more to the head just to be sure. As far as they knew, Mrs. Shelby didn’t have any powers. But that might just mean she was better at hiding them.


  Five minutes later the house was on fire and Luke and Joanne were peeling away from the scene of the crime … right into hideous traffic on I-75.


  So the double murder is fresh in his mind as they inch along the highway. Luke feels no remorse about the Shelbys. Maybe they were perfectly nice people, but that doesn’t change the fact that they were too dangerous to be allowed to live.


  But because the hit went a little sideways, he finds himself endlessly picking over each moment. In his haste to reach the wife, did he step through some of that brie and pasta crap on the linoleum floor? Perhaps even leave a useable shoe print that the police could trace back to him?


  (No, the fire would take care of that … right?)


  Round and round he goes until the sound of panic in Joanne’s voice snaps him out of it.


  “Oh, bloody hell,” she says.


  “What?”


  She’s craning her neck out the window to see down the road, but Luke’s view is obstructed by a delivery van.


  “What is it? I can’t see …”


  “A police checkpoint.”


  “Oh shit. Already? How is that even possible?”


  “Calm down,” she says. “We don’t know it’s for us.”


  “Should I try to find an exit?”


  Joanne looks. “There are no exits. Besides, that would look more than a little suspicious, don’t you think? Careening through traffic in a desperate bolt for a ramp?”


  “Maybe one of us really has to use the bathroom … Aw, shit! This is not good. Not good at all.”


  “Will you calm down?”


  As they edge towards the checkpoint—Luke can see it now—it’s impossible for him to remain calm. On the plus side, he’s no longer obsessing over the crime scene. Instead, he finds himself imagining ways they might escape a police checkpoint. There was the ram-our-way-through method, in the hope that the cops haven’t set up strips of spikes on the asphalt. There was also the shoot-our-way-out method, though they’d almost certainly be outmanned and outgunned.


  Or there was simply surrender and arrest. But that wasn’t a real option, because that would be admitting that everything—including his marriage—was over. This road trip is the only thing keeping it together.


  “We’ve got to do something,” Luke says.


  “Just wait until we’re closer,” Joanne says. “See what we’re up against.”


  “We’re up against the police, that’s what we’re up against!”


  But as they inch closer, they see that isn’t quite the case. Sure, it’s technically the Atlanta PD bringing traffic to a crawl. And they’re stopping every third car—or fourth. The selection seems random.


  Each cop, however, is accompanied by a worker in a lab coat holding a pouch of sterile swabs. A window goes down, and the lab rat hands the cotton swab to the driver—and the passengers, if any are present. Then the swab is handed back to check the result. The test seems to work fast.


  The test to see if anyone traveling along this highway happens to be an Evo.


  “What are they doing?” Joanne asks.


  “I’ve read about this,” Luke says. “They’ve just started doing it in major cities. Random searches for Evos.”


  “They can tell that with a swab of your cheek now, huh?”


  “Yeah. I wish we could get a hold of some of those testing kits. It would make our job a lot easier.”


  Job. As if this is what they do for a living.


  In a sense, though, it is.


  They lurch forward, three car lengths at a time, then one, then three again, since the cops only seem to be stopping every third or fourth car. They were probably told to make it random, but Luke can already tell that they’ve fallen into a predictable pattern. And with some quick counting, he realizes they’ll probably be fine.


  And they are. They pass through the checkpoint without a swab or even a lingering stare. No one suspects a thing. A cop waves them on. Luke stares at the boxes of Evo tests piled up on the side of the road, wishing he could grab one or two.


  They continue up the highway. All of Luke’s fretting about being arrested was for nothing.


  Of course, the point isn’t merely to stay free.


  The point is to stay free so they can find their next target.


  THE TARGET


  is late for work.


  Again.


  She doesn’t know she’s the Target. To her, she’s just another 16-year-old high school junior who—unless she pulls off a miracle in the next few minutes—is going to be looking for another after-school job in the near future.


  Mr. Baraniuk made that much clear during her last “employee evaluation.” If she’s late one more time, even by a single minute, she’s gone. And she can pretty much forget about a recommendation.


  Right now it’s 60 seconds until Mr. Baraniuk will be expecting her to appear in front of him, ready to don her apron and dish out candy by the pound to the working folks and tourists who stumble off Euclid Avenue looking for a sugar fix.


  Baraniuk’s Sweet Shoppe is inside Cleveland’s famed Arcade Building, built in 1890 as the first indoor shopping mall in America. (It’s true; the Target wrote a school report on it last year.) The Arcade is one of her favorite things about the city—well, when she isn’t running late. Five stories of Victorian splendor, with four balconies and a skylight that makes you stop and stare. It’s one of the most beautiful places in Cleveland.


  The only problem with this century-old marvel is that there are only two entrances: one on Euclid, and the other on Superior.


  And right this second—55 seconds before she’s officially late and officially fired—the Target is equidistant from both entrances.


  And screwed.


  If by some miracle, everything on the block ceased to exist except for the Target and the Sweet Shoppe, then she could make it to work with enough time to strap on her red-and-white checked apron and force out a smile.


  But between her location and the Sweet Shoppe there are a series of empty storefronts, victims of the economic downturn. Dusty mannequins, nicked wooden counters, forgotten signs about sales that happened years ago. Try plowing through that. You’d need a sledgehammer, a blowtorch, and a bulldozer.


  The thing is, the Target knows she can pull off a miracle. At least, a miracle by most people’s definition.


  But she promised herself a while back, after all of the stuff about Evos went public: no more miracles.


  Right now, though, does she have a choice?


  So the Target runs straight for the wall … and goes straight through it. To the outside observer, it would look like someone running into a shadow and disappearing. Only, this shadow is made of solid brick.


  There’s more to it than that, to be sure. But the Target doesn’t know how to explain it, or even the basic mechanics of how she does it. Last year, she cautiously asked her science teacher, Ms. Procaccia, about the physics, of, you know, stuff going through stuff.


  Ms. Procaccia explained that no object is truly solid. In fact, everything you see is mostly empty space between atoms. That said, the way those atoms are arranged prevents objects from flowing through each other. “Otherwise,” her teacher said with a smirk, “our bodies would fall right through the classroom floor and into the basement.”


  Oh, how the Target was tempted to plunge her fists through Ms. Procaccia’s desk and say, You mean like this?


  How does the Target not fall through the floor? She doesn’t know that, either. Her body seems perfectly normal and solid most of the time. But when she means it, when her mind is focused on it—just like you focus when you want to pick up a paper clip—she can pass through things like a wall or a door or even a concrete slab with ease.


  What does she feel? Butterflies in her stomach and a slight tingling all over her body. But nothing nasty or unpleasant. Rollercoasters are far worse in comparison.


  But here’s the thing.


  And it’s an important thing.


  (There’s always a thing, isn’t there?)


  The Target can’t pass through a living person—or any living thing, for that matter. No humans, no animals, no plant life. Once she walked through a tree in the wood, just to see what would happen. (Wood happen, ha ha.) Nothing at first. But when she visited the same spot a week later, the tree was dead and in the process of falling over. Sorry, tree.


  No living things—check.


  The Target does everything in her power to avoid them when phasing (that’s what she calls it) through objects. She may be an Evo, but she’s no killer.


  So when she emerges from a wall in a part of the Arcade that’s always empty—it’s a little alcove that used to lead to another store, but has been abandoned for years—she’s utterly horrified to find someone standing in the way.


  Oh, shit!


  She doesn’t have the time to register who might be standing there. All she can do is contort her body like crazy to avoid them.


  And for the most part, she does. (Chalk it up to another miracle.)


  Except …


  Except part of her elbow passes through the stranger’s wrist. There’s a horrible crunching noise as the intricate arrangement of bones are rudely snapped out of place. The man—now she sees that it’s a man standing there, an older man—howls in agony, looking down at his hand, and then up at The Target. His mouth is screaming, but his eyes are questioning, as if to ask, Now where in the hell did you come from?


  The Target can only skid to an awkward halt and mouth, I’m so sorry!


  But the older man is already in shock by this point, collapsing to the ground in a messy heap.


  A crowd quickly gathers around to see what the fuss is about. There are cell phones aloft, taking video, just in case this is the start of some disaster or outbreak. Or because it’s fun to post human misery online. Nothing ever really happens unless it appears on YouTube.


  The Target is so shaken up that she walks into the Sweet Shoppe a full two minutes late. Her boss is true to his word. She gets fired.


  JOANNE


  and Luke settle on a reasonable chain hotel in Knoxville for the night, enduring the withering stare of the proprietor. Yeah, I’m black. I know that’s a crime these days, especially around these parts, but all I want is a place to crash with my husband. I’ve had a long day, which included the double-murder of a nice suburban couple back in Atlanta, so why don’t you give me a bloody break?


  Joanne’s dead tired; she admits that.


  Plus her jaw is killing her. Ordinarily she’s stoic about things like this. If women have double the pain threshold of men, then Joanne has the pain threshold of a half-dozen women. Even natural childbirth left her wondering—is this what all the fuss is about?


  But mouth pain, that’s something else entirely.


  Especially when she tries to chew a lousy Caesar salad in a diner near their hotel. With every bite, the pain centers in her brain light up like a carnival display.


  “You should let me take a look at that,” Luke finally says.


  “I’ll be fine,” she says. “Just let me eat.”


  “You can hardly eat, and you haven’t had anything all day.”


 “I hate killing on a full stomach.”


  Luke looks like he wants to shush her, but then smiles instead. Gallows humor is the only kind they share these days.


  Back at the room Luke finally convinces her to let him take a look. This is what he does for a living, after all. He pulls out his black dental kit and takes out a mouth mirror. Shows it to her to reassure her.


  “See, nothing else, no picks, no probes, just a mirror. Let me have a look.”


  Joanne still can’t believe she fell in love with a dentist. To be sure, the stability of his profession was an attraction—she’d been with too many mooches and layabouts, so a guy who picked up the tab was a refreshing change. Let alone a guy who paid his taxes and laundered his own clothing on a regular basis. It felt good.


  “Open wide,” he says.


  The very act of opening her jaw even a little, however, sends paroxysms of pain throughout her entire face.


  “AHHHHH.”


  “Hold still.”


  “AHHHHHHHHH.”


  “Shhhh now … Ah, I see what happened. One of your crowns was knocked loose. Hold on a second. This won’t take long at all.”


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.”


  “This might hurt a bit …”


  Anyone messing with her teeth, even when it’s her husband, takes Joanne back to when she was a frightened little girl at the mercy of a dental surgeon with the DTs. To her, there is no worse pain than what can be inflicted on the teeth. (She couldn’t even bring herself to finish Marathon Man—one of Luke’s favorite movies, naturally. All dentists love that movie.)


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.”


  “There.”


  And like that, Luke has worked his magic, set things right, and she feels the pain recede with every breath. She reaches up and grabs his wrist, squeezes it. Luke smiles, puts down his tools, caresses her face. She closes her eyes and smiles back, then holds his hand tighter against her face, as if it’s a heating compress. He sighs.


  But Luke, as usual, is mistaking her touch for affection, and the truth is, she can’t bear to look at him right now. Joanne would clench her teeth if they didn’t still hurt. She wants to scream and lash out, sending all her deep reserves of pain out into the world. She can’t do that, because she’d end up seriously hurting her husband.


  So instead she decides to vent her rage another way.


  She rips off his belt, pops a button before he finally understands what she’s doing. He’s about to ask, Are you sure?, so she pulls his face closer, as if to tell him, Yes, I’m sure. Luke blindly fumbles at her clothes, but she’s already ahead of him. This is no time for a striptease. This is about shedding garments as quickly as possible.


  She feels his skin under her nails and tears at it as if she were digging her nails into her own flesh.


  LUKE


  doesn’t know what the hell that was all about.


  When’s the last time we acted like drunk teenagers? Luke can’t remember. The mission is everything. They’ve become like the worst kind of married couple, where everything fades away except for the business at the end. For most people, that means grappling with mortgages and credit-card debt and children’s schedules. Luke and Joanne have no debt; their only child no longer has a schedule. So all that’s left are the executions. That’s their business now.


  Luke sees the whole thing as a weird extension of his previous career. Dentists are widely feared—even more than cardiac surgeons who can crank open your ribcage to screw around with your heart, or neurosurgeons who can saw through your skull to play with your gray matter. Think about it: what those butchers do is far more ghastly. Yet, dentists are seen as the sadists.


  It isn’t about sadism, though. Not for Luke. His career as a dentist has been all about removing the unhealthy parts of a system so that the whole can thrive. No different than a diseased tooth. Evos are abscesses—infections at the root of humanity. Left unattended, the disease could spread until the whole mouth is at risk. Why would you forfeit the whole, when a little fix could save everything?


  What happened to their boy, Dennis, made that painfully, horribly clear.


  Now Luke and Joanne are resting in bed with the TV on. A mindless distraction so they don’t have to deal with the sudden silence in the room. There are no fancy channels; just the usual network fare. Supernatural shows, edgy sit-coms, procedurals, reality shows.


  But as the reality shows give way to the national news, one of the top stories turns out to be the Shelby double-murder. Just as Luke feared.


  “Oh, shit.”


  “What is it?” Joanne asks, half-mumbling. The brutal sex has made her sleepy.


  Oh, it all makes sense. Affluent couple, “savagely butchered” in their own home. But neighbors talk. Rumors about Mr. Shelby, claiming he was not quite what he appeared to be.


  “Shit,” Luke says again. “They’re going to connect the dots. I told you this couldn’t last forever. Sooner or later someone’s going to-”


  “Shhh,” Joanne says, fully awake now, “I’m trying to listen.”


  A neighbor of the Shelbys from the down the street dares to speak the word out loud. “I think he was an Evo.”


  “Wonderful,” Luke says.


  The reporter continues:


  “And sources close to the investigation believe this double-murder could be the work of …


  Luke stops breathing and waits for it. Waits for the reporter to say that some kind of forensic evidence has been left behind, which in turn has led the police to other similar crimes throughout the southeastern U.S. Maybe they’ve gone so far as to capture some of their movements on surveillance cameras. Or even discover their identities. Hell, maybe right now they’re breaking down the front door of their home in Buffalo …


  “ … the terrorist Mohinder Suresh.”


  Wait.


  What?


  Luke knows he should be relieved that their identities haven’t been revealed. But something about it bothers him.


  Mohinder Suresh hasn’t driven around for hundreds of miles. Mohinder Suresh hasn’t spent endless nights doing surveillance. Mohinder Suresh hasn’t kicked down those doors, or pulled the triggers.


  Mohinder Suresh. Please.


  And forget worrying about this stuff. He’s been driving himself crazy for nothing.


  “Why should we even bother cleaning up after ourselves?” Luke asks. “They’re going to credit it all to this Suresh guy anyway. In fact, we should start leaving notes. ‘You’re welcome, world. Love, Mohinder.’”


  “Forget it,” Joanne says. “How is this not a good thing? We’re not looking for fame. Have you forgotten why we’re doing this?”


  Of course Luke hasn’t forgotten.


  “Meanwhile,” Joanne continues, “we need to find a new target.”


  “What about L.A.? That El Vengador idiot is all but begging for someone to show up and put the barrel of a shotgun between the eye holes on his stupid mask.”


  “All the way out west for one Evo?” Joanne asks. “A waste of time. Plenty of them to deal with here. There are probably a dozen right here in Knoxville we don’t know about.”


  “Sure. But you know how hard it is to flush them out. They’re all frightened and have battened down the hatches.”


  Which makes their mission all the more difficult. It’s tough hunting monsters who look like ordinary people. Their hunt is based on Internet rumors and clues on social media, followed by laborious detective work.


  Before June 13th, plenty of people posted videos of their alleged powers. But after that horrible day, everything was pulled down. Real leads are few and far between.


  “We’ll find more,” Joanne says. “We always do.”


  “I wish we could get our hands on some of those swab kits. Sure would save us a lot of trouble.”


  Joanne pours herself a second nightcap, offers Luke one. He declines—booze is the last thing he needs right now—and climbs out of bed. He’s still too keyed-up to sleep. Besides, before long it’ll be 3 a.m. and he’ll be staring the ceiling, thinking about ways to find their next target, hoping to give Joanne something to look forward to. Without a target in their sights, she tends to get morose. Conversation withers. It’s like being married to a zombie. So why put it off?


  Joanne puts herself to bed with whiskey. Lucky her. Luke ends up staying awake all night, furiously tapping on their laptop.


  THE TARGET


  realizes that her life as she knows it is totally over.


  Oh, God, is it over.


  Being fired on the spot—after a lengthy and humiliating interlude of begging, all with the sickly scent of chocolate in the air—was bad enough. The Target had prided herself on being gainfully employed, just like her older brothers before her. They were able to maintain decent grade-point averages and sock away cash for community college. Her mother and grandmother expect the same from her.


  So having to explain to her mom why she was home early will be spectacularly shitty. I can’t afford to support you, too! her mother will yell. Why are you doing this to me? Mom rarely considers anything outside of her own needs to be important; she’s a narcissist supreme. (The Target had learned the term this year in psychology class; it’s the most useful thing she’s ever learned in school.)


  And then there’s the mountain of homework she has to plow through. (Though she has to admit, she’s kind of digging this week’s assigned reading—Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None.) Teachers never seem to care about how much work their colleagues assign; they act as if they were the only teachers in the universe. The Target supposes that they’re world-class narcissists, too.


  This day has sucked hard.


  She can’t stop thinking about that poor old man. Hopefully someone got him to a hospital, set his wrist.


  The tree’s on her mind, too. She’s murdered a tree and an old man’s wrist. Maybe the TV news is right. Maybe Evos should be stopped.


  To give herself a little mental break, she pushes her assignments aside and checks out YouTube for a while, mindlessly surfing from one video to the next. Some Lana Del Rey—her personal idol, and the only person who seems to get how truly dark it is out there. This, of course, leads to Lana Del Rey tribute videos featuring girls who fancy themselves decent singers (um, no). Which leads to kids goofing around, taking a “yoga challenge” in their parents’ living room with predictably destructive results. Kids unboxing electronic gadgets. Kids eating giant bowls of ramen noodles. Kids doing homework, just like the Target is supposed to be doing. Kids with normal lives, who probably hadn’t assaulted a senior citizen this afternoon.


  Then she sees her friends on Twitter buzzing about a certain video filmed that day in Cleveland, so of course she clicks over to check it out.


  And oh, God, is she sorry the moment she clicks the play button.


  Her entire soul goes numb. It’s like someone filmed her most secret, most intimate thoughts and then projected them on giant screens all over the planet.


  She can’t believe she was stupid enough to use her powers in public again.


  And she can’t believe someone just happened to be recording when she did.


  Shit!


  So now she’s barricaded herself in the half-bathroom downstairs near the mud room, cell phone in hand. She doesn’t want to watch it again, but she presses the little triangle anyway. Maybe if she plays it again, she’ll wake up and realize that this was all a bad dream, that a new school day was ahead of her and she still had her stupid job at the Sweet Shoppe.


  No such luck.


  The video plays.


  The grainy, jittery clip had been shot with a cell-phone camera. It’s super-shaky, in fact, and the quality isn’t too good. There’s a sweep of the first level of the Cleveland Arcade.


  And boom, there she goes, popping out of the wall. She sees the instant shock on her own face as she realizes she’s about to collide with the old man. Look how her body contorts to avoid that collision! (See, at least she was trying to do the right thing.) And then, finally, the awful moment where the man’s wrist breaks and she spins around, horrified, but keeps on running because she doesn’t know what else to do except try to make it to work on time.


  The Target can’t believe it’s up there for the whole city (the whole world!) to see. Who was the person holding that cell phone? No idea, because he or she didn’t turn it around for a reaction shot. Not even a little selfie moment. The action was focused on the Target and that old man.


  The account appears to be new (almost zero subscribers, and no other videos), and the handle is completely unfamiliar—COFFIN77. The one reassuring thing is that it can’t be somebody the Target knows—otherwise, they would have posted her name, right?


  The not-so-reassuring thing is that handle. COFFIN. One of her favorite movies of all time is David Fincher’s Zodiac. She absolutely loves the cat-and-mouse aspect of it. The letters, the clues, the manhunt … but most of all, the name the killer chose for himself, which is so deliciously creepy.


  Now, though, it feels weird, being on the other side of the equation. COFFIN. Ugh. Who would call themselves COFFIN?


  Did that mean they wanted to put her inside one?


  JOANNE


  hears a voice shouting at her, as if from the bottom of a deep, dark well:


  “Holy shit, honey, you’ve got to see this!”


  Joanne doesn’t know who’s speaking to her, but she knows the owner of that voice will soon be dead. No one would be stupid enough to wake her up like this, by shouting at her.


  “Joanne, come here.”


  Oh. Her husband. That’s who’s speaking to her. Luke Collins is extremely lucky that he’s married to her; otherwise, she’d be forced to blow his brains out.


  As Joanne rubs the haze out of her eyes, she sees that her husband is on the laptop, still wearing the same clothes as last night—ripped shirt and all.


  “You been up all night on that thing?” Joanne asks. “What, were you surfing porn?”


  “You’ve got to see this. It was posted online just a few hours ago. I think it’s legit.”


  Luke brings the laptop over to the bed, props it up on her belly, and then presses play on a YouTube clip. One minute, it’s just an ordinary mall. The next, a teenager materializes out of the wall, bumping into an elderly shopper who starts howling in agony.


  “Eh?” Luke asks.


  “What the hell is that supposed to be?”


  “Here, watch it again.”


  “No, what I’m saying is that it could be a fake,” Joanne says. “We’ve seen plenty of those before—kids looking for attention. Remember that little jerk who pretended he could defy gravity, but it turned out he was just using special effects? I wanted to wring his neck, even if he wasn’t an Evo.”


  “I thought the same thing, too. But look at the guy, the one she bumps into. For one thing, he’s in his 70s. Does he seem like the type to join a bunch of teenagers in pulling a prank?”


  “Could be. Lots of bored adults out there. But even if it is real, it’s an anonymous post. Impossible for us to track down whoever made it. Or where it was filmed.”


  “But that’s what I’ve been doing all night. Pinning down the location. It was killing me, but then it finally clicked.”


  “And …?”


  “It’s Cleveland.”


  “How can you possibly know that?”


  Luke reminds her that he attended a dental convention there back in 2012, and the convention hotel was part of something called the Arcade.


  “It’s the fanciest mall I’ve ever seen—right out of the Victorian era. So when I saw that clip, I knew I recognized the place. I just had to wrack my brains until I remembered.”


  Joanne feels that tingle again. The thrill of the hunt. She put herself to bed with booze last night because there was nothing to look forward to—not after the Shelby killings. Part of her wouldn’t have minded if she never woke up again.


  But she has to admit, this sounds good. Though she doesn’t want her husband to know she can be won over that easily.


  “You should get some sleep,” she says.


  “Cleveland is only six hours away. We can be there by mid-afternoon if we hurry up, shower, and leave soon.”


  “You want to go to Cleveland and what, hope to run into this girl? That’s ludicrous.”


  “This video was posted just last night. It’s the best chance we have. You know I’m good at this stuff.”


  Joanne has to admit, in his own nerdy, determined way, Luke is kind of good at this stuff.


  Still, a wife should never let her husband enjoy an easy victory.


  “I don’t know,” Joanne says. “I was sort of coming around to the idea of a long drive to L.A.”


  “Come on,” Luke says. “The rust belt is lovely this time of year.”


  THE TARGET


  wants to gag because breakfast is pan-fried greasy pork sausage. Fried eggs, sunny-side up (sort of). Hard toast, with Great Lake-sized pools of butter floating on the surface.


  If this world doesn’t kill her first, her grandmother’s cooking will.


  As usual, the Target politely begs off and searches the fridge for orange juice. Something that won’t instantly clog her veins.


  “That can’t be all you’re having,” her grandma says.


  “Grandma, for real?”


  “You need a good breakfast before school.”


  The Target sighs. This is all she ever has, first thing in the morning. Her grandmother knows that. But every morning, she tries to feed her fried meat and carbs anyway. The old grande dame is used to cooking for a house full of hungry people. But with Mom working nights and her brothers in their own places now, the Target is the only person at the breakfast table most mornings.


  Her grandmother is now faced with more food than she knows what to do with. As usual, she’ll pack it up and take it over to their next-door neighbors, who have a gaggle of hungry kids. But the trip over there can wait. Grandma sits down and turns on the morning news.


  Which stops the Target’s heart all over again.


 That’s because the lead story is about a double-murder in Atlanta—a suspected Evo hate crime. And the likely assassin, “authorities say”: Mohinder Suresh, the genetics professor-turned-terrorist.


  A.k.a. the Boogeyman.


  The whole thing with Mohinder Suresh confuses the Target. At first, he was supposed to be on the Evos’ side—right? But now he’s supposedly hunting them down? Whatever. You can’t trust the media; it’s just one more lie heaped on a mountain of them. The only thing you can trust, the Target believes, is seeing something with your own eyes.


  Anyway, the Target knows that the idea of Mohinder Suresh coming after her personally is unlikely. There are hundreds, probably thousands of Evos hiding out across the country. And like anyone who’s about to take a plane right after news of a horrific airline crash, she’s probably suffering from crazy-irrational fears.


  But …


  But …


  But what if this Mohinder Suresh sees the clip online and comes looking for her? Sure, there are hundreds—probably—thousands of Evos out there … but how many have been stupid enough to let someone catch them using their powers in public?


  There are some things you can’t fix. Like the way you’re born. Your genetic makeup. Your gender. Whether or not you have powers.


  But there are some things you can control.


  The Target finishes her orange juice and walks the glass over to the sink. She looks down at the steaming breakfast she isn’t going to eat and makes up her mind.


  She needs to find out who posted the clip—and force them to take it down, no matter what.


  LUKE


  thinks Cleveland is ugly, dirty, and dying. It’s a classic Rust-Belt town where the boom is two full generations in the past and the outlook for the future is bleak at best. People stay because they can’t imagine a life anywhere else.


  Which, of course, reminds him of home.


  Luke does the navigation thing while Joanne drives. He’s been here before, but never in a car. They arrive just before rush hour, but end up caught in traffic anyway. Which is frustrating. Many of the Arcade shops close at 6 p.m., so if they don’t make it there soon, their hunt will be delayed until tomorrow. Luke knows Joanne doesn’t want to waste another night in a local hotel. She’s not even fully convinced the online clip is real.


  “There has to be a better way,” she says, glaring at the traffic through the windshield.


  “No, I-79 will get us downtown fairly quick,” Luke says. “Trust me, when the traffic starts moving …”


  “No, not that. I mean finding Evos. What if we did manage to steal a bunch of those swabs the cops had at the checkpoint? It would make our hunt a lot simpler.”


  “How? I know I said we should steal those kits, but I don’t see how we could use them. Unless we walk up to random strangers and ask if they wouldn’t mind us poking around in their mouths.”


  “You’re a dentist, duh. We could set up a free clinic.”


  “Sure,” Luke says. “And after maybe a thousand free teeth cleanings, we’ll run across the one dude who can fly.”


  “His mouth’s already open,” Joanne says. “Wouldn’t take much to kill him. The right amount of nitrous oxide, and-”


  She makes a POOF sound with her mouth that Luke finds strangely erotic. This is the freakish state of their marriage: snuffing out a life has become a turn-on. More gallows humor.


  “Well,” Luke says, “until we track down a truckload of Evo swabs, I say we stick to the plan at hand.”


  Joanne repeats the POOF noise, as if she can somehow sense this gets a rise out of him. She doesn’t smile much these days, but he knows this is her version of kidding around.


  They make it to the Cleveland Arcade by 5:35. The hallways are bustling with the after-work crowd, people running last-minute errands before the commute home. Luke glances around at the couples, feelings alternating between envy and pity. Envy because maybe they have kids waiting for them at home, and there will be dinner and video games to play and jokes to be had.


  Pity because they don’t know the real threat out there—the monsters that could bring civilization to a crashing halt.


  They pose as grief-stricken parents looking for their missing daughter. All they have is the best still from the YouTube clip, zoomed in on the Target’s pixelated face. The good news is that the race of the girl is somewhat indeterminate. Luke and Joanne could very well be her parents, even though they’re different races.


  The bad news is that the race of the girl is somewhat indeterminate, so they really don’t know much about who they’re hunting. If someone asks, “Is she light-skinned?”, they’ll have to fake it.


  Nobody seems to recognize the girl. Some people don’t even bother looking—they’re too wrapped up in their own personal dramas, or are worried about being the victim of some kind of sales pitch or scam. (Luke can’t blame them. He was the same way, back when he had a normal life.)


  But they know from experience that older Americans are more open to such questions. At the very least, the elderly like to have someone paying attention to them.


  At about five minutes until six, they finally strike minor pay dirt.


  An old woman, liver spots all over her face and hands, looks at the photo, looks at Luke and Joanne, looks at the photo, then finally says, “Doesn’t she work at the candy shop?”


  THE TARGET


  types a frantic message:


  I am a friend of the person in that video. Please take it down right away, it’s very important.


  She types this on a computer at the school library a minute after it opens. This is the only place where she’s (reasonably) sure she can keep things anonymous. A school IP, paired with an email anonymizer service (she likes Hide Me), should be enough. Chances are, this creep with the cell phone is just some anonymous dude who doesn’t know her name. She doesn’t want to inadvertently out herself.


  The only problem is, she needs to keep making excuses to go visit the library to see if there’s any response from


  COFFIN77.


  After first period, she run-walks back to the library, which is in the opposite direction of her next class. But she can log on quick, see if there’s a reply, then double back to class—and who cares if she’s a little late? It’s not as if she’s going to get fired from school.


  But all the computers are occupied, and the same goes after second period. This is so. Damn. Frustrating!


  So the Target decides to take a chance and check Hide Me from her phone. He won’t be able to track her through her phone, will he?


  She’s just going to have to take that chance.


  And after signing in …


  Nothing.


  Maybe the guy (or girl!) has already forwarded the clip to Mohinder Suresh. For all she knows, there’s a national tip line to rat out suspected Evos. There could be a S.W.A.T. team scrambling for Cleveland right now, looking for that silly girl who broke an old man’s wrist after walking straight through a wall.


  School drags on … forevvvvverrrrrr.


  When the end of the day finally arrives, however, the Target feels weird about heading straight home, where her Mom will probably take the opportunity to tell her how much she’s ruining her life. Usually, she’s racing for the Arcade, running like hell for the bus that will take her to Euclid Avenue—a bus that’s almost always behind schedule, leaving the Target behind schedule, too.


  Then it occurs to her: why not go there anyway?


  Think about it: the person she’s looking for (this COFFIN77 asshole) was almost certainly there, shooting video on their cell phone. Maybe they’re always at the Arcade, hanging out. Maybe they just got lucky while shooting random shit.


  And maybe if COFFIN77 recognizes her, it’ll show in their eyes. And then the Target will finally know their identity.


  Or at least, their face. And then maybe she could force this person to take down the video immediately.


  It’s worth the risk …


  JOANNE


  says the name to herself,


  “Marylou Winawer.”


  That’s their target? Seriously? She sounds like a bored Cleveland housewife, not an Evo who can walk through walls.


  But the owner of the candy store confirmed her identity, and even seemed to be glad to rat her out. Apparently she worked at the store until yesterday, when she arrived late (“for the goddamned last time,” the cranky old bastard told them). Joanne knew their “worried parents” routine wouldn’t fly with this guy, so instead they presented themselves as truant officers. The candy-shop owner didn’t seem surprised. “I knew that kid was trouble.” Even helpfully gave them Marylou’s home address.


  Back out in the car, they discuss strategy. This is always the part when Joanne starts to get excited. Thirty minutes ago, it was all just a fuzzy possibility. Now, it’s official. They’re on the hunt.


  Every Evo, however, has to be handled differently. There is no one-size-fits-all method of taking them out.


  “So, we’re dealing with an Evo who can walk through walls,” Luke says.


  “Hard to pin her down in a corner, I guess.”


  “Our best bet will be to get her out in the open. Maybe on her way to school?”


  “But then she could just dart into any building, right?”


  “Our handicap is that we don’t know Cleveland. And we’re on her home turf.”


  “You said you attended a convention here.”


  “I’ll be honest—I didn’t do much exploring. Especially not in the residential neighborhoods. Buffalo is depressing enough.”


  “Let’s at least go and take a look at where she lives. Maybe the right way will present itself.”


  Where Marylou Winawer lives turns out to be a neighborhood called Slavic Village. Luke does some of his usual nerdy online research and comes up with a plethora of facts that Joanne doesn’t give a shit about—but she feels compelled to humor him anyway.


  “Huh,” Luke says, reading from his phone. “This neighborhood used to be its own township, Newburgh, dating back to 1799. How crazy is that.”


  “Absolutely insane,” Joanne says.


  “Lots of Czech and Polish immigrants settled here in the late 1800s, but they didn’t start calling it Slavic Village until the 1970s. Is ‘Winawer’ Polish?”


  Does it even matter?


  Sometimes Joanne is astounded by Luke’s ability to geek out about the most random things. Who gives a high holy hoot about the history of Cleveland and its myriad peoples? Luke does, now that they’re here. While this comes in handy once in a while—like when he was able to identify the Cleveland Arcade from a random YouTube clip—it does get a little old.


  Joanne doesn’t to want to learn anything about this “vibrant yet struggling” neighborhood. She just wants to drive by the girl’s house to see what they’re up against.


  Pin down the best way to kill this freak, and then do it.


  Joanne says, “Hey. Can you get her phone number on that thing?”


  MARYLOU, a.k.a. THE TARGET


  went back to the scene of the crime, thinking, this is soooo stupid.


  And it was.


  Not only did she have the weird feeling that hundreds of eyes were on her, but she was afraid to look directly at anyone, fearful she’d find her tormentor. Because if she did—what would be her next move? Threaten to kick their ass until they took down the clip?


  Marylou was especially freaked out by the sight of any tourist holding a cell phone. At any moment they might spin around, aim the thing at her, and scream Gotcha, sucker!


  What had she been thinking? Oh, right—I don’t want to go home.


  While she was in the Arcade, Marylou thought about maybe slinking back to the candy shop and begging for her old job all over again. At least that way, maybe her mom would crawl down out of her ass.


  But as she approached the Sweet Shoppe, she saw that old man Baraniuk was talking to a couple—a white man, a black woman. They had the mannerisms of cops, and they were showing her ex-boss a photo.


  Oh, no.


  She told herself: Get a grip, girlfriend—these aren’t government agents looking for Evos. They’re probably just tourists looking for directions or something.


  But then why are they showing Baraniuk a photo?


  This had been a spectacularly shitty idea, Marylou decided, then hightailed it out of there. She didn’t even bother waiting for a bus. She wanted to walk all the way back to Slavic Village to clear her head, give herself time to think.


  So that’s what she’s doing now. Walking.


  She knows she’ll be late for dinner—but that’s part of the plan. Mom leaves at 7 for her 8 p.m.-to-8 a.m. shift at the hospital (it’s brutal, but the pay is better for the dehumanizing hours). If Marylou can waltz in the door after that, she’ll at least be able to avoid that drama. Her grandma will probably try to convince her to eat something meat-laden and greasy, but that happened every night.


  She’s almost home when she receives a text on her cell:


  I know who you are. I can help.


  Oh, God, she thinks. Who is this? How did this person get my number?


  She texts back:


  Do I know you?


  There’s no response for the longest time. Which is extremely disconcerting. In fact, she’s already at home and upstairs in her bedroom considering curling up into the fetal position for the rest of the night when her phone buzzes.


  Please wait for further instructions.


  LUKE


  drives them through Slavic Village to the address supplied by the guy at the Sweet Shoppe. He pulls into an empty space across the street.


  The houses on this block are hodge-podge, from all different time periods. The Winawer house, for instance, is one half of a duplex that was probably built over a hundred years ago. To the right is a newer Craftsman-style home that looks only 50 or 60 years old. In front of the house is a small yard, not exactly manicured. Clean enough, Luke supposes, but he wouldn’t want to raise a family there.


  I wonder what it looked like when it was Newburgh, circa 1799, he thinks.


  “This looks like a dump,” Joanne says. “We’re not dealing with suburban types like the Shelbys.”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Probably no alarm system. And this doesn’t look like a Town Watch kind of neighborhood.”


  “I don’t see bars on the windows,” Luke says, “like some of the other houses on this block. Family can’t afford them?”


  “So she’s a lower-middle-class girl,” Joanne says.


  “And she was using her powers in public. So she’s probably not very bright.”


  They continue checking out the house, playing detective.


  “So what now?” Luke asks. He knows that his wife likes to take the lead when planning these things.


  “We need a look inside that house,” Joanne says. “We can’t see much through the windows, bars or not.”


  It’s true. This place is nothing like the modern Shelby home, with its generously wide windows and those sliding doors out back by the pool. The windows are small (probably because it’s easier to trap heat that way), and even if they weren’t, the shades are drawn.


  “We need a ruse,” Luke says.


  Joanne looks around the car at their supplies. All of the weapons are in the trunk, for obvious reasons. Not much here except for some luggage, their laptop, bottles of water, snack wrappers, and Luke’s dental kit.


  Which Joanne pulls from the backseat and drops into his lap. Not exactly gently, either.


  “Huh,” he says. “What am I supposed to do with this? Pretend to be an itinerant dentist looking for stray cavities?”


  “No,” Joanne says. Then she proceeds to tell him exactly what he’s supposed to do with his dentist kit.


  A few minutes later he’s knocking on the front door of the Winawer home, trying to work up the right kind of patter. How many dozens of times have traveling salesmen knocked on their door at home? Luke should be an old pro at this. The thing is, both he and Joanne are kind of hard-asses when it comes to solicitations, and practically nobody makes it past the vestibule. Just once, Luke opened their door to an overheated young woman who was hawking a new energy provider; he gave her a cold glass of water. (She didn’t want to be knocking on his door anymore than Luke wanted to be answering it.)


  But now Luke has to get inside the house long enough to formulate an attack plan. That means his sales patter has to be convincing and confident.


  The door opens a few inches. There’s a thick chain connecting the door to the frame. Two pale, tired eyes peer out at him. The old lady behind the door is short, that’s for sure.


  “Yes? Can I help you?”


  “Good evening, ma’am, I’m Donny Sliwinski with Home Vanguard Services,” Luke says.


  The name Sliwinski came from the Slavic Village Wikipedia page about a 70s-era developer, and the business name was pulled directly out of his ass.


  The older woman, who looks Polish, doesn’t respond to the name at all. If she knows any Sliwinskis, she’s not letting on. Great.


  “I see you’ve got a chain lock, which is good,” Luke says. “But it’s nowhere near enough.”


  “What do you want? I’m not buying anything.”


  “My company is in Slavic Village tonight offering an amazing deal—over $2,000 worth of state-of-the-art home security equipment for free. In just five minutes, I can show you how to make your home more secure. And ma’am, no offense intended, but you could use something a bit more formidable than this chain. Do you know that crime is on the rise in this area?”


  Or it’s about to be, Luke thinks.


  MARYLOU


  can hear her grandmother talking to someone downstairs, but she can’t see who. A male voice. Official-sounding, like he’s here on Very Important Business. But she doesn’t dare step out of her room to find out who it might be.


  What if it’s a government agent—one of the people she saw at the Sweet Shoppe?


  She’s tempted to crawl out of her window and sneak away into the night. Go to a friend’s house until she can figure out her next move. The problem is, none of her friends know her secret. Even back when Evos were a thing you could be in public, Marylou kept her powers to herself. She was already awkward and geeky. She didn’t want the freak label applied on top of that.


  So while it would be amazing to be somewhere else right now, how can she burden one of her friends with the horrible truth? Because sooner or later she’ll have to tell them what’s going on, and she doesn’t know if she can withstand the looks of withering judgment, the social banishment. Marylou can always hold on to the hope that at least one of her friends will accept her for who she is. To have that taken away … No, that would be too much.


  As she strains to hear the conversation downstairs, her cell phone beeps.


  A text message.


  JOANNE


  is watching as the old lady slams the door in her husband’s face.


  Nice.


  But when he turns to look back, their eyes lock as they hear the noise at the same time.


  The wail of police sirens—heading their way.


  What the hell?


  Okay, maybe the police are headed somewhere else. After all, as Luke noted (from his quickie Internet research), Slavic Village is a crime-ridden neighborhood.


  But Joanne knows better. There’s a tingling in her gut, an almost sixth sense she’s had since adolescence, a feeling that tells her: The coppers are coming for you.


  Luke knows it, too—but the hesitant look on his face tells her that he’s hoping for the best, that he believes the police are headed someplace else. That he can knock again and somehow salvage this outing.


  No, they’re headed this way—come on! Joanne screams in her mind.


  But Luke still hesitates. Even as Joanne waves him forward to cross the street and climb into the car so they can get the hell out of here. By the time he gets the message, the first Cleveland PD squad car has rounded the corner. Joanne can see it in her rearview mirror. Shit!


  Luke sees it, too. But now it’s his turn to wave her on, urging her to go, go, go.


  If she could scream in this split second, she’d be screaming: LUKE COLLINS, GET YOUR ASS IN THIS CAR RIGHT NOW!


  But instead he bolts across the porch, over the fence, then up the narrow space between the semi-detached Winawer home and that of its next-door neighbor. He leaps over a four-foot cyclone fence and disappears.


  Well. That’s something she didn’t expect.


  Joanne shifts into drive and slams a boot onto the accelerator, rocketing down the street. If the cops decide to pursue her, then fine. She’s been in car chases before, and she’s always prevailed.


  What worries her is Luke. What the hell is he thinking?


  MARYLOU


  is startled as she reads the text message at the same time she hears the sirens:


  You’re welcome.


  It takes a moment to unpack the meaning of that message. Thank you—for what? Are you the guy knocking at my door? Or are you a cop?


  She types:


  Who are you?


  More tomorrow. But don’t go to school. Pretend you’re sick.


  Why?


  The person at your door was here to kill you. The police scared him away.


  How do you know this?


  Because I’m the one who called the police.


  Well. That sort of brings it all into focus, doesn’t it?


  Either her mystery texter is on her side and is genuinely trying to protect her from government agents, or it’s Mohinder Suresh or whoever it is who likes to hunt down Evos for a living …


  … or maybe he’s messing with her mind just to get his (or her) jollies.


  None of these possibilities is appealing in the least.


  But when the cops knock on the front door and start to question her poor grandma, Marylou finally feels brave enough to venture downstairs. She sees her grandma, confused, trying to explain things to the cops. “He was selling home security systems,” she says, still troubled by the sight of badges and guns in her living room. “I told him I wasn’t interested and closed the door.”


  A few minutes earlier, one of the cops says, a dispatcher received an anonymous call that an old lady was being knifed to death at this address. “Why would someone say that?”


  Sadly, Marylou thinks she knows why.


  And she’s pretty sure that this “anonymous tipster” might go by the online handle COFFIN77.


  LUKE


  had only been thinking of his wife, of course.


  But now he’s seriously wondering: What the hell was I thinking?


  The narrow gap between the houses led to a backyard, and beyond that (over another fence) a small alley overgrown with weeds. On instinct, Luke bolted right, swatting plant stalks and broad leaves out of his path as he ran. He crossed a street and ducked down another alley, then decided to change it up and go left this time. Keep it random, in case there were a pack of uniforms on his trail.


  As it turned out, there were no cops in pursuit. And his trail was so random that Luke ended up behind a brick church with no earthly idea of where he was.


  So now he pulls out his phone, taps a mapping app, then calls his wife and asks her to pick him up.


  Not exactly the way he saw this night ending. However, he has learned something useful about the neighborhood: there are ways out if you need to split in a hurry.


  ***


  Back at a chain motel on the fringes of Cleveland, Joanne opens a fresh bottle of scotch. Luke has a tumbler, too.


  “We pushed it too hard,” Luke says.


  “You should have kicked your way in there,” Joanne says. “Taken her out while you could.”


  “Yeah, right. I think it was just the grandmother at home. I didn’t see the girl.”


  “I’m sure she was in there. And I think she saw us—because who else would have called the police?”


  Fair point.


  “Do you think she’ll run?” Luke asks.


  “I would,” Joanne says. “Absolutely. She might even be on the road right now.”


  “Ugh.”


  “But,” Joanne continues, “I think she’s young and scared and probably not willing to make a bold move like that. I say we go back to the house early tomorrow morning and see if she shows her face.”


  Luke notes the depth of scotch in his wife’s tumbler. At least four, maybe even five fingers’ worth. He wants to say: Maybe we should make this an early night, then. But he knows better. And he doesn’t want to get into an argument about it.


  Instead Luke dumps out the rest of his scotch and washes his own tumbler in the bathroom sink, then brushes his teeth. He fantasizes a little about what would have happened if he had kicked in the door, knocked down the old lady, and gone hunting. Sometimes he suspects Joanne wishes she were married to a bad-ass. More than the bad-ass he pretends to be.


  Luke takes out his laptop and does more research on the neighborhood. Calls up a map of the streets so he’ll know them better next time.


  Joanne drinks her scotch, pours herself another, then finally turns in. Which is Luke’s cue.


  He crawls into bed, spooning himself up against his wife, wondering if they could maybe go for a repeat of the previous night. He tucks his right arm under her pillow, then places his left hand on her hip.


  But Joanne’s body is stiff, unresponsive. Luke is tempted to glide his hand up her belly toward her breasts, but thinks better of it. There’s no reward tonight. Not for a job not-well-done.


  Tomorrow he’ll have to do better.


  JOANNE


  watches from across the street.


  It’s painfully early the next morning. The house is quiet. No sign of the Evo yet—not even in the upper windows. This is a school day; she should be heading for class in about an hour. Joanne’s head aches. She saw the judgment in her husband’s eyes the previous night: Why don’t you put down that drink and go to bed. It annoyed her that he could be confrontational with his eyes, but not his mouth. Come on, say it. Don’t be a pussy.


  So she ended up polishing off a good part of the bottle before finally turning in. You don’t understand, sweetheart, she wanted to tell his sleeping form. This is how I put myself to bed. Otherwise, I sit up all night thinking about him.


  Apparently, Luke was able to sleep just fine—which was also annoying.


  “Here,” he says now, handing her a cup of black coffee. They had bought four large cups at a fast-food drive-through. Anticipating a rough morning.


  “No, I’m fine.”


  “Drink it,” he insists. “It’ll make you more alert.”


  “If I drink another, I’ll have to find somewhere to pee.”


  “Hey, I’m standing guard, too.”


  “Then what happens if she walks out her front door—you come get me while I’m peeing in an alley somewhere? Meanwhile, she gets away.”


  “We don’t even know she’s here.”


  “No, we don’t.”


  They continue to watch the house. No one exits. No one enters.


  “I think it’s just her and the grandmother,” Luke says.


  “Yeah? How do you know?”


  “Why else would an old lady answer the door if, say, a mom or a dad were home? Also didn’t see any toys in the living room, so I’m ruling out little kids. I think she’s an only child or the youngest.”


  Joanne stares at the Winawer house with something like white-hot hate. If she could choose an Evo power, she’d pick one that could make things spontaneously combust.


  (Of course, that would be beside the point, wouldn’t it? She’d have to ask Luke to kill her, put her out of her own super-powered misery.)


  More minutes tick by. The neighborhood is sleepy. Some blue-collar workers shuffle past, headed for their white vans, but none of them pays much attention to Luke and Joanne. Probably think they’re a suburban couple here to buy drugs.


  Still nothing.


  “I say we kick in the door and drag this girl out of bed,” Joanne says. “Enough time-wasting. Every day we’re watching her house, it’s another day when hundreds of Evos walk around unpunished.”


  “What if she’s not inside?” Luke asks. “Then we’ve tipped our hand, and we really will have wasted our time.”


  As if we didn’t tip our hand last night, Joanne thinks.


  Then, across the street, the front door opens …


  MARYLOU


  would stay in her small bedroom forever if she could.


  No school


  No work.


  No social life.


  Nothing.


  Just meals sent up on a tray and electricity, and she’d be fine.


  On second thought: don’t even bother with the electricity.


  Because now she’s even too afraid to use her laptop. What if the people watching her have gotten hold of her IP address? They could theoretically track everything she types. She knew a boy in school, Iain, who was big on conspiracy theories. Even if only half the crap Iain talked about was true (“They put tracking devices in the water supply!”), then the world was a far scarier place than she had ever realized.


  But Marylou cannot stay in her room forever, of course. She needs help from the outside world.


  Last night someone tried to convince her that he (or she) could provide that help. But what did her would-be savior really do? Pick up a phone and file an anonymous tip? Hell, anyone could do that. It doesn’t mean she’s got a guardian angel out there.


  If she’s going to trust anyone, she needs to start trusting in herself.


  She can’t be the only Evo in this kind of situation. What do they do? Where do they hide? How do they go about their daily lives?


  Marylou knows the answers won’t come to her out of thin air, so she decides to risk it. She opens her laptop and starts searching. Better to do something than just sit here, scared out of her mind.


  She types into a search field:


  EVO ESCAPE


  There are a lot of hate sites out there, on top of the usual social-media postings with threats of violence and truly hideous memes-I LIKE EVOS JUST FINE / ESPECIALLY THE ONES POWERING MY FURNACE over photos of tortured and burned human bodies. Maybe they’re genuine Evos who have been scarified along the way, maybe they’re just random victims of unspeakable violence. Does it matter, either way?


  But there are other kinds of sites.


  One being a Hero Truther site, complete with positive stories about Evos—there’s a lot of love for The Cheerleader on this site—along with … yes! Discussion boards. Marylou has to cycle through seemingly endless topics until she finds the one she needs: TRAVELER’S AID, it’s called. She has to scroll down quite a bit until she understands what this is all about.


  Apparently, there’s an Evo “Underground Railroad.” Modes of travel, complete with safe houses, that can transport Evos around the country, avoiding known roadblocks and Evo-swabbing checkpoints. Nobody links to these places directly, of course, but the site tells you how to leave a message so that someone will get back to you with instructions.


  Marylou isn’t sure at first. The whole thing could be an elaborate trap, meant to ensnare naïve Evos such as herself.


  But what other choice does she have?


  She’s typing a message when there’s a quick knock at her door, which causes her to jump out of her skin.


  “Mary Louise?”


  Oh, thank goodness. It’s only her grandmother. Calling her by her two first names, which she hates—everyone else calls her Marylou, which she doesn’t hate quite as much.


  “Yes, Grandma?”


  “I know you’re not feeling well, so I’m going to run to the market for a few things. Will you be okay by yourself?”


  For a moment, Marylou thinks: Wait. I’ll just go with Grandma! The government hit men after me wouldn’t dare take out an innocent senior citizen, would they?


  But then she realizes: government hit men probably don’t give a shit. They might suspect that Marylou comes from a long line of super-powered people. They might track down and kill her whole family, just to be sure!


  Besides, she’s supposed to be sick.


  “I’ll be fine, Grandma,” she says as she types the words:


  I don’t know if this is real, but I could really, really use your help.


  LUKE


  watches as the old lady goes tottering out of the front door and down the stairs, a reusable shopping bag hanging from her forearm. Grandmother Winawer, headed to the market. He wants to call out to her to pick up some toothpaste for them. (They’re out.)


  “See?” Luke says. “I told you. Grandma’s the only one home.”


  Joanne says, “But you said the house was owned by an Elizabeth Winawer, 38 years old.” That was according to a real-estate website. It’s shocking, the kinds of records you can pull up just by entering a street address. “I think that one’s a little older.”


  “Okay, so the mom’s probably working nights.”


  “Which means she could be home at any moment.”


  “Right.”


  Joanne says, “Okay, here’s what we do.”


  Luke is glad to hear Joanne sounding positive. It’s the first time in days, the first time since Atlanta.


  “Go on.”


  “We split up. I take the front, you take the back.”


  “This plan is sounding familiar.”


  “Right,” Joanne says. “Just like the Shelbys. Difference is, this time, we set the house on fire first.”


  “What?”


  Joanne smiles. Makes that POOF sound with her lips again.


  “How does that help us?” Luke asks. “And don’t forget, we’re back to risking innocent lives. I thought we had agreed on that—no collateral damage.”


  “No risk to the innocent. We torch the place, then scream and yell to get their attention. When they come out, we make our move. I’ll stay in the front, you cover the back. If I see little Marylou come out with her family, I’ll play the role of concerned passerby and get her alone, then blam, a bullet in the brain when she least expects it.”


  “And if she comes out of the back, then it’s on me.”


  “Exactly. But remember—if she can walk through walls, you’ve got to cover the entire back of the house, not just the door.”


  Luke considers this. “The timing is tricky. What if the firemen arrive before we’ve killed her?”


  “We do some research. Find out the response time in this neighborhood. Maybe that means calling in a false report or two.”


  “Or maybe even test out our incendiary device.”


  “You want to start another fire? That’s so rock-and-roll of you.”


  Luke smiles. She likes it when he changes roles, becomes the proactive one. But he’s been giving it some thought ever since she said the word “fire.” They can’t approach this like they’re just trying to ignite the coals at a family barbecue. They need something with enough firepower to really attract attention.


  “Do you know how to make a Molotov cocktail?” Luke asks his wife.


  “Why would I?”


  “Hey, you used to run with a rough crowd. Who knows what kind of mischief you got up to with your mates.”


  She punches him. “You’re the bloody firebug.”


  No, I’m not, Luke thinks. Molotov cocktails are a little out of his area of expertise. Any recipe found online would be suspect. And even if he did find a reliable set of instructions, procuring the ingredients might raise some red flags. He’s sure the government has all sorts of silent alarms set for anyone foolish enough to go shopping for bomb parts. I’m not a terrorist. I’m a goddamned dentist.


  But wait …


  That’s it.


  He has his dental license. He has access to all the gear they need.


  “Come on, let’s go before Mom gets home,” Joanne says. “We take this bitch out tonight.”


  MARYLOU


  spends the day pretending to be sick.


  Mom comes home and gives her the third degree—checking her temperature, looking into her eyes, appraising the quality of her (admittedly fake) coughs. She doesn’t do this out of motherly concern for her youngest child. She’s thinking about much how this could possibly screw up her own schedule, especially if she has to take time off from the hospital.


  But Marylou assures her that she’ll be fine, she just needs a day of rest.


  Mom considers this, then narrows her eyes. “Someone bothering you at school?”


  God, I wish it were that simple.


  “No, nothing like that.”


  “Boy trouble?”


  Good question, Mom! I have no idea if it’s a boy or a girl who wants to murder me in cold blood.


  But instead she just says,


  “No!”


  Mom backs off, leaving Marylou to herself. Only after she departs does Marylou realize she would have preferred her mother to stay around a little bit longer. In case, you know, this is her last day alive.


  Before long it’s evening, and Mom heads back to the hospital. Grandma heads out, too, to an activity night at the senior center. Which is good, because if anything’s going to happen, she’d rather not have her family involved.


  Marylou starts when—at long last—a text arrives:


  Finally you’re thinking straight.


  She responds:


  Who is this?


  The reply:


  You asked for help. I’m here to give it.


  Do I know you?


  No. But you will soon.


  Yeah, Marylou thinks, but you could be anyone. Maybe the whole “Underground Railroad” is a honeypot. (Her conspiracy theorist pal Iain told her about those, too.) This could be a government agency trying to lure clueless Evos into a trap!


  I need to know who you are.


  Consider me a friend.


  A friend would tell me more.


  Okay, here’s more: I need some money to get you on the railroad.


  Money? This is something that honestly hadn’t occurred to her. But of course, if you’re going to ride the train, you need to pay for a ticket.


  How much?


  At least $10,000. Can you do that?


  Hell no, she can’t do that. That’s about $8,500 more than she has in her savings account—which is earmarked for college. (All of her Sweet Shoppe earnings to date, minus helping out with some bills around the house.)


  That’s a little expensive.


  Doesn’t have to be cash. A lot of us work on the barter system. Look around the house.


  For what? Marylou thinks. Something to steal? But instead just she thumbs,


  OK.


  Meet me in 30 minutes at Terminal City Tower. I know what you look like, so I’ll approach you.


  She hesitates, thumbs hovering over her phone. Thirty minutes? That’s not nearly enough time. And if she does go to meet this mysterious person, then what? Is she supposed to run away with him?


  (And the $10,000 she doesn’t have?)


  Yes, Marylou, that’s what he’s talking about. You’ve badly wanted to avoid this topic, but there’s no squirming around it now. You’re talking about leaving your family—possibly forever. Your grandma. Your mother. And even your stupid older brothers (who you will miss, even if they probably won’t even notice you’re gone). Your school. Your friends. Bye-bye to everybody and everything you’ve ever known here in Cleveland.


  The person on the other end of the text exchange can sense her hesitation.


  You don’t have much time. There are bad people closing in on you.


  What? Who!?


  Pack light and leave now.


  How do I know you’re not one of those bad people?


  Stay in your house and find out. But believe me—I want to help. I was just like you once, and I know exactly what you’re going through.


  She very badly wants to believe him. She needs a savior—a guardian angel.


  What do I call you?


  For now, call me COFFIN77.


  In other words, the one who posted the video in the first place. Outed her to the world.


  COFFIN77 works for the Evo Underground Railroad?


  JOANNE


  thinks: forget Molotov cocktails.


  When bad-ass dentists want to go on a rampage of mass destruction, they opt for the tools at hand. Namely, medical grade nitrous oxide—99.0% pure, and available at chemical-supply houses and gas companies everywhere. If you have a dental permit. Which Luke, of course, does.


  And you need a way to make it volatile enough to explode, which is easy—because Luke had to go through training sessions to ensure that his tanks wouldn’t explode, say, during a root canal, sending both D.D.S. and patient up in flames.


  The nerve-wracking part is carrying their improvised explosives up to the front porch. The tank isn’t heavy, but it feels unstable, like a loaded pistol with a hair trigger. No, it’s even more precarious than that. The jerry-rigged bomb in her hands feels like it has a quantum trigger. Look at it the wrong way, and two molecules will decide to collide. BOOM.


  Not that she doesn’t trust Luke’s scientific expertise. He was always the nerd of the family, the model of stability and rationality. But still … If what she’s carrying goes off prematurely, it’s goodbye revenge spree, goodbye husband, goodbye everything.


  Would that be so bad, she wonders? The past year has felt like a kind of limbo anyway. Her life with Luke and Dennis, that all made sense to her once. Even with Dennis’s condition. Even with the fantastical stories that Luke would tell their son—that felt like real life, the one she always thought she deserved.


  Then one day, it was all taken away from her. BOOM. Just like that.


  And the only thing that makes her feel better is this. Settling the score, one dead Evo at a time.


  Joanne quietly makes her way up the wooden porch steps, hoping no one is looking at her from inside the house. She places the tank next to a thick post that supports the wooden roof above the porch. This is an old house, built around the turn of the century during far more optimistic times. It’ll go up quick, with the wooden porch as the perfect kindling.


  Which means there can be no more hiding inside.


  Joanne nods from the porch. Luke makes his way around to the back of the house to take his position. The yards here are small, but there’s that central alley overgrown with weeds the size of small trees. Plenty of places to hide. Don’t screw this up, Luke, she thinks to herself. If the Evo gets away this time, they’ll never find her.


  She leans against their car and pulls out her cell phone. Yeah, Luke rigged the tank with a simple app. Press the button, the device wirelessly triggers a spark.


  Now Joanne hesitates. Not because she’s concerned about taking a human life. Forget that. This isn’t a human life we’re talking about here; this is an Evo. If those sons of bitches hadn’t come out, hadn’t decided to terrorize the world, then Dennis would still be alive. This would be an entirely different sort of family road trip.


  No, Joanne Collins hesitates because this is the only high she can feel now—the snuffing out of an Evo life. She prays that the little bitch will come out the front door, maybe partially on fire. She’ll savor every step the freak takes toward her, the time it takes to pull the trigger, and-most of all—the look on her face when the Evo realizes this is the end, and all the powers in the world can’t save her from her fate.


  She pushes the button.


  MARYLOU


  jumps at the sound of the explosion.


  At first she doesn’t want to believe it. It’s just a car backfiring. A kid playing around with fireworks. Happens all the time in this neighborhood.


  But then she makes her way to her mother’s bedroom at the front of the house, parts the curtains, and peers down toward the lawn. There’s a glow down there, as if someone has turned on a spotlight. Then sparks shooting through the air. And finally a full-on raging fire, consuming the porch like it’s a starving beast.


  Oh. Her mystery texter was right. She doesn’t have any time left, not even to pack! She has to leave right freakin’ now.


  All she can think to do is grab her phone (without a phone, she’s totally lost). She glances at the screen as she runs through the house. COFFIN77 has sent another text:


  Think smart. They have you surrounded.


  Marylou reaches the ground floor, sees the flames raging out by the front door. (Thank God Grandma and Mom aren’t here to see this, she thinks). She has no idea how big the fire might be—the entire porch might already be ablaze! Sure, she’s seen movies where people go leaping through a wall of flame, but those are just special effects, right? With her luck, she’d catch fire and burn to a crisp before she reached the end of the block.


  No, with her luck—she’d catch fire and get shot in the back as she tried to run.


  The only other way out is through the back door. But if COFFIN77 is to be believed, there’s already someone there waiting for her to run outside, guns most likely trained on the door itself. The moment she steps outside, she’s a sitting duck.


  And the longer she stays inside, the more she risks choking or burning to death in her own home.


  Which means Marylou has no choice but to use her powers.


  Where, though? She could phase through to the homes on either side. But if one of her neighbors happened to be standing in the way, she might kill them.


  The front porch isn’t an option, either. She can phase through brick and concrete; she’s not sure if the same applies to fire.


  Only once choice remains, and it’s probably the riskiest of them all.


  LUKE


  is reminded of the video games he and Dennis used to play.


  The two of them, standing in front of the TV with plastic controllers in their hands that were designed to feel like crossbows, waiting for something to emerge from the deep, dark woods.


  Step aside, Old Man, Dennis would say. I’ll take it from here.


  We’ll see about that, punk.


  Dennis laughing, because their banter was half the fun.


  The trick with that video game was to quickly determine whether the thing emerging from the woods was a fellow hero or a foul, evil, life-ending foe. (You only had three arrows, at best, before the EVIL THING would come at you and eat you.) So there had to be a split-second moment of evaluation and judgment before you pulled the plastic trigger. You were allowed three “hero kills” before you were ejected from the game.


  How many heroes have you and Mom killed, Old Man?


  And then, just like in the game, a figure emerges from the deep, dark woods. Or in this case, the back of the Winawer house.


  Luke knows he shouldn’t think, he should just squeeze the trigger.


  But he hesitates for a fraction of a second to get a closer look at the human being he’s about to gun down. Hero or evil monster? Old habits die hard, and this is vastly more difficult than a video game. She’s just a girl, maybe a few years older than Dennis would have been. The look on her face is one of extreme fear. The dad in Luke wants to scoop her up and tell her everything is going to be okay.


  Then Luke remembers why they’re doing this—she’s not a little girl, she’s THE TARGET—and finally he squeezes the trigger.


  But she’s taken advantage of his moment of hesitation and hurled herself away from the door, screaming. Luke’s bullet smacks against the back of the house, burying itself in the wall. He fires again, but the bullet intended for her chest instead slams into cement and wood—her body has already disappeared through the wall.


  If Luke weren’t so disappointed in himself for missing, he’d probably be awestruck. Deep down, he’s still that comic book geek who almost can’t believe his eyes when he sees an Evo use a power.


  “Joanne!” he yells. “She’s headed your way!”


  MARYLOU


  thinks to herself, COFFIN77 wasn’t lying holy shit there are people with guns setting my house on fire and trying to kill me what am I supposed to do—I have nowhere to run, no one to trust …


  And then she forces herself to take a deep breath—her grandmother always says that oxygen is the best way to feel a little smarter right quick—and take stock of her situation.


  If she can get out of the house and run fast enough—using her powers, because at this point, why the hell not?—she can make her way to the Terminal City Tower, where COFFIN77 said he’d meet her.


  Wait—why can’t he come rescue her, if he’s some big bad Underground Railroad guy with (presumably) Evo powers?


  Marylou pulls out her cell phone and crouches down as she thumbs a message:


  They’re shooting at me please help!


  The flames are now licking at the door. She doesn’t know how long she can stay here before the fire and smoke get real bad. Or the people with guns decide to come in after her.


  A reply arrives:


  I can only help you if you make it to Terminal City Tower.


  Gah! This is not much help at all.


  Please!


  I’ve done all I can. You have to RUN.


  Shit shit shit.


  Marylou steels herself. There’s no doubt someone (or a whole bunch of someones) is out front, waiting for her to come out. Guns at the ready.


  Well, it’s time to give them what they want …


  JOANNE


  is locked and loaded and ready for this little bitch to come popping out of the front of the house. Her powers probably let her walk through flames.


  But can she walk through a bullet?


  No, the front exit has to be the Evo’s next move. This is a street of semi-detached homes. She can’t phase over to the house next door, since she has no way of knowing whether she’d slam straight into one of her neighbors or otherwise call attention to herself. And running in the opposite direction would lead her to a fenced yard. By the time she could scale the four-foot cyclone fence, Joanne would have closed in and gunned her down like a caged animal.


  So no dice. The teenage Evo will no doubt try something dumb like rushing out the front door, leaping through the flaming porch, trying to use the element of surprise.


  Sweetheart, plenty of Evos before you have tried the same thing. You can ask them how it turned out when you see them in the afterlife.


  And sure enough, as Joanne watches, the front door slowwwwly creeks open.


  If this is her stealth move, then the little Evo bitch is going to have to move a little quicker.


  But then …


  No one comes out.


  The door stays open.


  What the hell?


  Joanne runs out from behind their car and clears the street within seconds. She keeps her gun down low—doing her best to keep it out of sight so as to maintain the ruse that she’s just a concerned passerby who’s stopped at a burning house to see if anyone needs help.


  But she’s prepared to lift it at a nanosecond’s notice to take out the Evo the moment she appears.


  She doesn’t, though. Is she hiding? Maybe that’s her plan. Crouch down and wait for Joanne to enter the burning house, then blast past her and run like hell.


  That’s not gonna work, either, honey.


  Joanne lifts her gun—screw the ruse—and starts firing into the living room.


  LUKE


  is startled to hear the


  POP POP POP POP POP POP


  sound of gunfire from the front of the house.


  “Joanne!” he yells after a moment, wondering what the hell is going on. Is it over? Should he run around to the front of the house so they can get the hell out of Cleveland?


  But nothing. No response.


  He wishes they had some kind of communication. Walkie-talkies are a pain in the ass when you’re holding and aiming a gun. But maybe some kind of Bluetooth or cellular thing. Especially if they’re not exactly worried about covering their tracks.


  Because all he can think right now is the worst: that Joanne fired and missed, allowing the Evo to run straight through his wife, crushing her internal organs as easily as she broke the wrist of that poor bastard in the mall.


  “JOANNE!”


  MARYLOU


  is not hiding on the first floor, waiting to rush past her attackers. Such a thing didn’t even occur to her.


  She’s not even on the second floor anymore.


  Instead she’s wriggled into the 24-inch crawlspace above their house—which, for the record, is incredibly freakin’ hot. And gross, full of ancient cobwebs and dust and sharp strands of fiberglass installed years before she was even born.


  But this is the only way out.


  Halfway through the crawlspace she hears the loud cracks of gunfire—why the hell are they shooting? She presses her hands against the wooden floor, feeling tiny sharp objects bore their way into her palms. If she survives this, she’s going to scrub her hands for a week.


  Marylou takes a deep breath—another hit of oxygen. She’s never tried this before. Whenever she’s walked through an inanimate object, she’s approached it like a diver slipping into a pool of water. Sometimes it’s a graceful entrance. Sometimes, it’s more like a belly flop. (Which might be how it works—part mental, part physical.) But the point is, whenever Marylou has used her power, she’s been propelling herself forward.


  What she’s about to attempt is something new, possibly something crazy: going backwards, and then upwards.


  She’s going to launch herself up, leaping through the roof-praying to God she’ll be able to jump with enough force to clear the entire roof, and not, like, get her foot caught in it or something. That would be a hell of a way to die: her foot wedged in the roof at the molecular level while the burning house below her cooks her alive.


  Marylou feels the warmth through the wood. No more hesitating. This has to happen now.


  “JOANNE!” a voice calls.


  One of my pursuers is named Joanne? she thinks. That’s oddly disappointing. If you have a pack of crazy killers on your trail, they should have names like Rex or Soulcrusher or Killer Joe or something. But Joanne? One of her friends’ moms is named Joanne.


  Enough procrastinating. Otherwise, Big Bad Joanne will figure out where she’s gone—and good luck ducking a flying bullet in a crawlspace.


  Marylou takes a deep breath, then pushes up as hard as she can. She feels that familiar, dizzying sensation of passing through a solid object. And now … yes! She’s through the roof!


  For a beautiful moment, she’s suspended in mid-air above her childhood home, which is ablaze.


  But then she starts to fall.


  And for a moment, she is very concerned that she’s going to phase right back through the roof and land in the crawlspace. Or worse—phase through the floor of the crawlspace, and then the second floor, and maybe even her living-room floor, all the way down into the basement.


  Please let there be solid ground beneath my hands and knees.


  And …


  There is.


  Her landing is hard, don’t get her wrong. The tar feels tacky, and one of her knees collides with a small rock, which kills.


  But at least she’s still on the roof.


  JOANNE


  leaps over the flames and enters the house, gun raised, wondering if she’s playing right into the Evo’s hands.


  The house isn’t large. She’s able to check the living room, dining room, and small kitchen with quick efficient sweeps. Dumpy furniture, probably second-hand, though everything is neat and orderly. Not that it will matter for very long, once the fire spreads inside.


  An empty first floor means the Evo has either gone down to the basement—which would be a very stupid move—or upstairs. Another stupid move. Basements are death traps, and smoke rises. Maybe she won’t even have to use a bullet. If the bitch holes up in an upstairs closet, the fumes will do Joanne’s job for her.


  Either way, she needs Luke’s eyes on this.


  Cautiously, she moves to the back door. Grabs the knob. Opens it as she shouts, “Don’t shoot!”


  LUKE


  doesn’t shoot.


  But he’s surprised to see Joanne standing there in the house, gun in hand. Did she finish off the Evo? If not, what the hell is she doing?


  Which is when Joanne gestures with her weapon. Up. Look up.


  Luke finally gets it, and complies, readying his own weapon in case he sees the Evo in one of the second-floor windows.


  He doesn’t. Not even when he moves around to the side of the house, where he has a decent view of the bedroom and bathroom windows. She could be crouching down behind them—but that’s a weak-ass strategy if you’re trapped in a burning house that will soon be full of smoke.


  “Anything?” Joanne.


  Luke is about to reply “No” when he sees it. A head, bobbing. Not on the second floor, but up on the roof.


  MARYLOU


  stands up and looks at the neighbors’ house across the way. There’s too great a gap between the houses for her to leap roof-to-roof. That’s not her kind of power, anyway, though she wishes she had it. In fact, she wishes she had the power to fly and turn invisible. No one would ever see her again.


  No, she’s going to have to do this the old-fashioned way—using gravity. And okay, her powers, too.


  The good thing is, she doesn’t have to leap blindly into her neighbors’ house. She can see into their darkened windows. And, thank God, they’re not home.


  JOANNE


  follows her husband’s line of sight and sees her, too—the teenager up on the roof, rocking back and forth, preparing to move.


  She lifts her gun and fires at the same moment that


  LUKE


  fires and


  MARYLOU


  takes off running, which means Joanne’s bullet sails through the space where Marylou’s head had been a second ago, and Luke’s shot is off, too, lodging itself in the metal gutter instead of the Evo.


  But the twin shots unnerve her—and the last thing you want when you’re about to make a difficult leap across a chasm and straight into a brick wall is to be unnerved.


  She feels her feet stumble a bit even as she wills them to pick up speed. Come on—you have to make this leap now, there are no do-overs like in grade school. The two people with guns (howya doing Joanne?) won’t give you a time-out, let you regain your composure and try the leap again. It has to work now.


  So she pumps her legs like crazy and launches herself from the edge of the roof, her body like an asteroid that’s been caught by the Earth’s atmosphere and is being drawn in for a brutal hug …


  JOANNE


  thinks for a minute that maybe this Evo can walk through walls AND fly, just like that crazy politician from all those years ago. So she aims high, squeezing off three shots in quick succession, hoping to catch her as she ascends—because if she flies away, they’ve lost their chance forever. And they’ll be spending the rest of their killing spree constantly checking the skies, wondering if she’s about to descend on some super-powered revenge kick.


  BLAM BLAM BLAM


  LUKE


  squeezes off two shots as well. He doesn’t think the Evo can fly—the thought doesn’t even cross his mind. But he’s also trying to anticipate what she’s trying to do, and the most logical thing would be to leap down to the neighbors’ lawn, landing as softly as possible so that her legs will still be able to carry her toward the street and far, far away.


  But the thing is …


  MARYLOU


  isn’t trying to fly, nor is she aiming to land on the lawn below.


  Her goal is to hurl herself toward her neighbors’ house, then use her powers to pass harmlessly (oh, God, please let this be the case) through the brick wall and onto the carpeted floor of a second-story bedroom.


  This, however, is not the case. Gravity is much too strong.


  Gravity pulls her down much quicker than she had estimated, and the best she can do is shield her face with her arms as she plummets toward a set of kitchen windows.


  So while the gravity factor is a good thing—her pursuers’ bullets fly harmlessly around her falling body—Marylou is uncertain about what will happen when her body tries to pass through solid panes of glass, as well as the aluminum frames that hold them in place. She’s never tried this before. In fact, she’s made a point of sticking to one type of barrier (wood, brick, concrete) when using her powers. Maybe she’s only good at phasing through one type of material at a time.


  She grits her teeth and braces for impact …


  Both JOANNE and LUKE


 watch as their Target passes through the side of the house like smoke through a screen door. Effortlessly, easily. They don’t even hear the impact on the other side.


  The two look at each other, as if needing to confirm what they’ve both witnessed.


  Then Joanne starts running for the neighbors’ house, with Luke in close pursuit.


  MARYLOU


  wakes up on the unfinished basement floor of her neighbors’ home, heaving, trying to suck some air back into her lungs.


  What the hell just happened?


  It takes her a minute to figure it out—that she is indeed able to phase through different kinds of non-living material, such as glass and aluminum. But she also apparently phased through the linoleum and wood that comprised her neighbors’ kitchen floor.


  Only the concrete of the house’s foundation stopped her descent. Most likely because her subconscious mind realized that it was time to put on the brakes; otherwise, her body would have continued to fall through the foundation and down into the Earth itself until it reached a pocket of magma, where it would have burst into flames, and that would have been the end of Marylou Winawer.


  Of course, her present predicament is not much better.


  That’s because now she’s in a basement with only one staircase leading up to the ground floor, as well as a few small windows through which she could (maybe) scramble through to get to the front yard.


  Not the best place to be with two gunmen looking to off you.


  So Marylou needs to find a way out, pronto. Just as soon as she can breathe again. And make sure she didn’t break any important bones upon impact.


  As she sits up experimentally, she hears something strangely familiar.


  Once she realizes what she’s hearing, she can breathe a lot easier.


  LUKE


  hears the same loud wail. “Crap. The fire department.”


  Joanne is pissed. “You said we’d have a 10-minute window.”


  “Someone must have called it in right away. So what do we do?”


  They don’t even have to say the words. Either they break into the house, find the girl, kill her, then make their way out of the house before the trucks pull up … or they don’t. They would risk arrest. And this whole trip would be over, and they’d be left to face some grim realities they’ve been avoiding for a good long while now.


  “Shit,” Joanne says, as she realizes they have to go.


  “It’s the only call,” Luke says. “There’s no other option.”


  “Goddamnit!”


  They race through the narrow passage to the front yard and pull away from the Winawer house just as the fire truck comes into sight in their rearview mirror.


  JOANNE


  is even more pissed now. Pissed at the Evo, pissed at the plan, pissed at Cleveland, pissed at themselves.


  Pissed at this whole situation.


  All of this build-up—the preparation, the plotting, the endless driving—it’s all manageable if there’s a pay-off at the end. A cathartic release. A revengegasm. The girl getting away after all that is like a case of blue balls for her soul.


  They have to find her. Otherwise, this failure is going to nag at them for the long haul.


  Not to mention that the girl must have been able to get a decent look at both of them. For the first time, Joanne is confronted with the awful idea that maybe this can’t go on forever. That perhaps a sketch artist will plaster their faces all over the Internet, and it will only be a matter of time before they’re brought to justice.


  That’s not an option. She didn’t promise Dennis she’d try to avenge him. Goddamnit, she’s not going to let her boy down again.


  MARYLOU


  says a silent prayer, thanking whatever Higher Power that was responsible for the sirens, and then feels the buzz of her cell phone in her pocket. Somehow, her phone has survived the ordeal that she’s just put her body through.


  She moans a little as she twists herself around to pull out her cell, which has a new text waiting for her:


  You’re welcome. Now GO.


  Huh.


  So COFFIN77 really is looking out for her. He’s been right this whole time. Looks like he’s her only hope for a future longer than a few minutes.


  Marylou climbs to her feet slowly and awkwardly, feeling a dozen different stabbing pains all over her torso and limbs. They say you should let your body go loose when you’re falling from a great height. But that advice probably doesn’t apply to situations in which you’re phasing through two solid surfaces and landing on a concrete slab. She can almost forgive her body for not adjusting.


  (She also wishes she had the powers of Claire Bennet, the infamous Cheerleader who seemed to be able to walk away from anything. Well, almost anything …)


  She trots up the creaky wooden basement stairs. The door at the top is closed (and with her luck, locked). But that doesn’t matter to a girl like her. She can slip through any door she wants to. When her neighbors, the Buchanskys, return home later, they’re going to stare in shock at the smoldering ruins of the house next door, maybe feel a little guilty that their own home was spared. They’ll never know that they could have returned home to a corpse in the basement.


  Still, Marylou is careful as she leaves through the back wall and heads for the alley behind their houses. The fire trucks should have scared the gunmen away by now, but who knows.


  They could be deranged and determined types who think they have nothing left to lose.


  LUKE


  tries to stay rational about the whole thing.


  They’re a couple miles away from Slavic Village now, having peeled away right before the fire trucks turned onto the block. Looky-loos probably saw their car—probably saw the whole thing, but what does it matter? They’ll just blame it on Mohinder Suresh.


  Now they’re on 9th Street near Progressive Field, after making a pit stop at a local convenience store for coffee (his) and a six-pack of Great Lakes Eliot Ness lager (hers). The name strikes Luke as funny, given their current outlaw status. Joanne doesn’t seem to see the humor, though. She’s gone to a dark place. The place they desperately try to avoid.


  This whole road trip is about avoiding those dark places, and Luke refuses to surrender to them that easily.


  “This isn’t over yet,” he says.


  Joanne interrupts a long pull at her beer to give him a sideways death glance. “You’ve got to be kidding, right?”


  “Seriously.”


  “She could be anywhere.”


  “Hear me out,” Luke says. “She has no driver’s license. She’s desperately afraid of being outed, so she’s not going to go to a friend’s house—otherwise, she would have already been there, hiding. That means she’s on foot, and has a limited number of options for leaving town.”


  “Who says she’s leaving town?” Joanne asks.


  “Wouldn’t you? If there were two armed killers hunting you, dogging your every move?”


  “If I were an Evo, I’d put a bloody gun to my head and end my suffering.”


  “Well,” Luke says, “good thing you’re not. But back to her options. She’s got trains, buses, or planes. I doubt she has the cash on hand for a flight, so that leaves trains and buses. No matter what, she’s going to have to make her way downtown to catch one of them.”


  “She’s probably there already.”


  “Maybe. But we have a car. She’s on foot—and probably taking a circuitous route. So let’s drive around and see if we can pick up her trail.”


  Luke isn’t sure he can bring her back from the abyss this time. So he’s practically elated when his wife says,


  “You drive. I’ll look.”


  MARYLOU


  is exhausted by the time she approaches Terminal Tower, the tallest landmark in downtown Cleveland.


  She’s walked from home to the Tower a billion times, but never like tonight. Looking over her shoulder like her neck was on a pivot, she darted up and down blocks both familiar and strange, trying to make sure nobody was following her. Did she phase through wooden fences and brick walls to further obscure her path?


  Hell yes, she did.


  Marylou wishes she’d gotten a better look at the car. Because any car that comes within 50 yards of her instantly turns into The Death Car, and the pounding in her veins is almost unbearable.


  She wouldn’t even have time to react if they saw her first and opened fire.


  Making matters worse is the ticking clock that COFFIN77 has given her. Every few minutes he’s texted her:


  Are you close?


  And then:


  I can’t wait here forever.


  And then:


  You need to be here within five minutes or I can’t help you.


  You’re not helping as it is, buddy.


  But then, at long last, she’s making her way across Public Square and past the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument—figuring that the cast-iron boys might provide adequate cover if shots ring out.


  She looks both ways before crossing the street, heading toward Terminal Tower. And her new life.


  JOANNE


  spots her first.


  Goddamnit, Luke was right.


  There she is, looking both ways before crossing the street, just like a good little girl. Joanne remembers when she was that age, about 16 years old, back in Manchester. Back then she didn’t give a damn about looking either way when she crossed a street. A car hit her? She’d get right back up and kick the driver’s ass.


  But go ahead, Marylou Winawer. Be cautious.


  Caution’s about to get you killed.


  “Stop the car,” she tells her husband.


  Luke, to his credit, doesn’t question her. He pulls over to the side of the square. “You see her?”


  “Cover me,” she says, without explaining exactly what she means by that. Joanne pops open the passenger door and launches herself out of her seat in one fluid motion. She makes her way across the square in a kind of jogging-walk, her hand on the gun in her jacket pocket. She doesn’t want to draw anyone’s attention until it’s absolutely necessary.


  We can end this right here, she thinks. Outside, in the confusion of rush-hour traffic. One bullet to the brain, and everybody will think it’s just a car backfiring. That is, until they see the corpse. And by that time, Luke will have swung back around for her and they’ll be headed out of this depressing city.


  Joanne clears the distance between them in a matter of seconds.


  The Target, meanwhile, is waiting for a bus to finish passing through the yellow light so she can cross. She has no idea that she’s about to die.


  MARYLOU


  thinks this bus is slowing down on purpose, just to make her exit that much more excruciating. The whole city’s turned against her. She’s not going to miss Cleveland, she tells herself. Not one bit.


  By reflex, she turns to take one last look at the town she’s leaving behind—quite possibly forever. She’s spent every day since her birth in this city. Cleveland is her entire world. So it’s only natural to take one last mental snapshot to remind herself of her old life.


  But instead of a snapshot, she gets a close-up.


  Of the woman.


  With the gun.


  Oh, shit, it’s—


  JOANNE


  pulls the gun out of her pocket and aims, knowing the girl’s run out of places to hide. Go to the left, boom. Go to the right, boom. Head toward the bus and it’s El Squisho. (She can only walk through walls, right?)


  So just stand there—yeah, just like that, frozen in shock. I’m coming for you, you Evo bitch.


  But wouldn’t you know it—


  MARYLOU


  runs toward the bus in a kind of crouching sprint. She doesn’t know if she can pull this off. But she’s dead if she doesn’t try.


  Cleveland transit buses are like most city buses—the passenger seats are raised a bit above street level, so that you can look down at your fellow citizens while they’re looking down at you (look at that loser, riding the bus).


  The bus is packed-it’s rush hour. So normally, phasing through the bus would mean a world of pain for all those passengers minding their own business. A matched set of broken legs, possibly worse, as she phases through them. Marylou can’t do that to a bunch of innocent people.


  What she can do is crouch low enough so that she passes through the engine and lower workings of the moving bus, praying that she’s clear of the human beings inside.


  On a good day, she would never try something this crazy. The innards of a bus are complex. Steel, plastic, chemicals, and God knows what else. For all she knows, her phasing body will get hung up on some random object, ripping into her, possibly killing her.


  But this is not a good day.


  This is the opposite of a good day, in fact.


  So she runs.


  Just as—


  JOANNE


  opens fire, three times.


  But the girl disappears at the exact moment her bullets strike the side of the bus, making a horrible clanging noise.


  Everyone in the immediate vicinity looks around, wondering where that awful racket is coming from. Joanne curses and tucks the gun back into her pocket before someone can point at her and yell. She tries to look curious, too, as if she’s just another Clevelander on the way home, trying to figure out the source of those three loud bangs.


  Please let the bus pull away to reveal the Evo’s broken, mangled corpse. Please let the bus pull away to reveal her broken, mangled corpse. Please let the bus pull—


  The bus pulls away, but—


  MARYLOU


  is confused by her surroundings—the sounds, the toxic smells, the rushing wind, the heat. For a brief moment she wonders if she’s died and gone to hell because of how bad this all feels. There are no butterflies in her stomach; there are angry, rabid moths doing Kamikaze dives at her internal organs. She wants to crouch down, cover her head with her arms, and pray that this doesn’t go on for an eternity.


  And then—


  —and then she’s running into the street on the other side of the moving bus, alive and well, much to her surprise. She doesn’t stop moving, but slowly realizes that wow, she somehow did that. A car horn angrily honks at her—get out of the way, you stupid kid! Marylou holds up her hands by way of apology, still stunned that she made it out of that thing alive. The car honks again. Marylou jogs to the sidewalk, feels the car speed angrily past her.


  As the bus moves out of the way, Marylou can see that crazy lady Joanne across the street, her hands stuffed in her pockets, acting all innocent. But the fury in her eyes is hot enough to light charcoal briquettes.


  Marylou can’t resist. She gives her buddy Joanne a double middle-finger salute, then runs through the front entrance of Terminal Tower.


  LUKE


  catches up with Joanne by the time she’s halfway across the street. He doesn’t have to ask what happened. He saw the whole thing. And he still can’t believe it.


  “Did you see what she did?” Joanne says. “Holy hell!”


  “Look, there’s two of us,” he says, “and one of her. No way is she leaving this city alive.”


  “Yeah, there’s two of us,” Joanne says, “but the one of her can walk through walls.”


  They burst through the doors and take a moment to orient themselves. The Terminal Tower mall is like the Cleveland Arcade on steroids. Multiple levels, jammed with people, stores, hallways, stairwells, the works. Coffee shops, fast-food outlets, clothing retailers, greeting-card stores. All designed to cater to the after-work crowd. At one time, this building was the fourth-largest skyscraper in the world—followed by three buildings in Manhattan you might have heard of. For decades it’s been the focal point of the city, and it’s where you go if you want to leave the city by rail.


  Which is no doubt what Marylou Winawer has in mind. Somewhere in this massive, sprawling complex, their Target is about to board a train.


  “I think I’ve figured out her weakness,” Luke says. “I saw it, just now.”


  “What do you mean? What weakness?”


  “Did you notice how she crouched down when she went through that bus?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why would she do that, unless she were avoiding something? And remember in the original video, when she collided with the old man, and it looked like she broke his wrist?”


  Joanne nods as she gets it. “She can’t walk through people without hurting them.”


  “Or killing them. So she avoids it all costs.”


  “Great. An Evo with a conscience.”


  “But think about it. This mall is full of people right now. She’ll be using her powers sparingly. If at all.”


  “And if she needs to catch a particular train, she can’t just disappear. If we split up and search each floor quickly, we’ll be able to nail her.”


  “Discreetly,” Luke says.


  “Yeah,” Joanne replies. “I’ll be discreet as hell. Right up until the moment she stops breathing.”


  “I mean it. If you have a shot, take it, of course. Just remember we have to get out of here alive—otherwise, our mission ends tonight. We can’t turn this thing into the Wild West.”


  “Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and a stray bullet will hit another Evo.”


  “Joanne—seriously!?”


  “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Now come on, or we’ll lose her.”


  MARYLOU


  has a serious problem: There are people EVERYWHERE.


  Every time she turns to make an escape—BAM. There are people in her way. She can’t pass through them without seriously messing them up. That poor tree and the old man in the Cleveland Arcade were enough. She doesn’t want to add to her body count.


  But she also knows that Crazy Joanne won’t stop pursuing her.


  Marylou is looking up at them now, on a level above her. Joanne and the other guy—the white guy who was hiding in her backyard. She wonders about them. What makes you take a job where you go around killing children? If it actually is a job. Maybe for these psychos, it’s a hobby.


  They look like such ordinary people, Marylou thinks. She studies their faces long enough to know them by sight—but then turns around and quickly walks away before they catch her staring. You don’t have to be an Evo to have the kind of sixth sense that tells you someone is looking at you.


  Which brings her to the other serious problem: she has no idea what COFFIN77, her would-be savior, looks like.


  How can she hide from two killers in a crowded mall—while at the same time being conspicuous enough so that some random dude will be able to spot her? (She’s sure it’s a dude, because only a dude would be bone-headed enough to come up with this plan.)


  Marylou descends one more level, moving toward the ticket booths for the various rail lines. It would make sense that he’d be down here. Beyond these gates, sets of stairs take you down to the train tracks, and from there, freedom.


  She scans the crowd, looking for someone looking at her—any tiny sign of recognition.


  And she finds it!


  Unfortunately, it’s—


  JOANNE


  is pulling the gun out of her pocket, running now, trying to clear the distance between them, pushing people aside, pretending like she’s a cop on a manhunt. Luke’s words are still ringing in her ears—don’t make this the Wild West. It’s good and sensible advice. But the urge to kill is so strong and—


  MARYLOU


  spins and runs toward the escalator, the one full of people coming down. She races upward, darting around them, ignoring the curses and yells (you crazy kid!), praying that Joanne wouldn’t be reckless enough to shoot at her in a crowd of people—


  (Are you forgetting, kid, that she opened fire on a bus not five minutes ago? That she burned down your poor mother’s house just to get at you?)


  —but she manages to reach the top of the escalator unharmed. As Marylou dashes to the other set of escalators, the one that will take her to the next level up, she catches a glimpse of Crazy Joanne tucking the gun back into her pocket, trying to stay in stealth mode.


  Does anybody see this? This crazy woman trying to mow down a teenager? Now she knows how Sarah Connor felt in the Terminator movies. Everybody oblivious while the killing machines close in …


  Which gives her an idea: find a cop. Tell him Crazy Joanne is after her, along with a white dude. She’s not a killer robot from the future. She’s a flesh-and-blood human being who’s trying to execute an innocent Clevelander.


  But then Marylou reconsiders. If Joanne and her buddy are with the government, then what’s a cop going to do? A federal badge trumps a local one, right? For all she knows, maybe cops have been given carte blanche to kill Evos on sight, too. Nobody’s walking around wearing EVO LIVES MATTER t-shirts.


  No cops, Marylou thinks. The only sensible thing to do is keep moving. Look for COFFIN77 and pray he’s experienced enough to get her out of here without getting either of them shot.


  She reaches the next level and finds herself in the middle of a throng of commuters, none of them giving her a second glance. Why would they? They’ve got their own problems and worries to deal with.


  Since there are so many people, Marylou takes a chance. She backs up against a support column—thick, marble—and pulls out her cell phone. Maybe COFFIN77 has left her a new message that she missed in all the excitement of almost getting shot and running through a moving bus.


  And there is indeed a message waiting for her.


  But she barely has time to register its meaning before she hears a shrill cry—


  “LUKE!”


  who turns around at the sound of his wife’s voice and sees the girl leaning against a marble column, looking at her cell phone.


  Young people. Always looking at their phones. Oblivious to the world.


  Luke is able to make it in four long strides, by which point he has the gun out of his pocket, not caring who might see. Because this is going to end right now. He’ll be Joanne’s hero again. Who knows what will happen when they get back to the hotel tonight.


  And now the girl is looking up from her phone, staring straight at him, frozen in fear. Here we go.


  And then—


  MARYLOU


  pushes herself back into the marble column, phasing completely through it, protecting her from any bullet that might be headed her way.


  It feels so solid and cold.


  But this simple movement has two unintended consequences.


  One: her cell phone, which is currently in her hand, doesn’t phase through the marble with her. It slips from her fingertips and makes a clacking sound as it smacks into marble, then falls and clatters on the ground.


  Marylou has no idea why it didn’t go through with her—after all, her clothes and shoes and earrings and such always merrily accompany her through inanimate surfaces. Maybe because she was holding it, and her body has some kind of phasing force field around it that only protects what she’s wearing and the contents of her pockets?


  But she barely has time to consider the ramifications, because of the second unintended consequence:


  Her, falling.


  See, on the other side of the marble column is a metal guard rail, which she also phases through. But beyond that …


  Nothing.


  Marylou tumbles through the air for an eternity before she lands hard on her back, all of the air squeezed out of her lungs for the second time tonight. This is even worse than the crash-landing in her neighbor’s basement because the floor is hard, unforgiving tile, and her leg has slammed right into an old lady’s walker. The senior citizen herself was spared, but the pain in Marylou’s leg is agonizing.


  “Oh, my word,” the old lady says, trying to help her up. “What happened to you?”


  Lady, I wish I could tell you.


  she wants to say, all hard-bitten and callous, but the truth is, the old Polish grandmother here reminds Marylou of her own grandma, who’s probably just discovered that her home and all of her possessions have burned to the ground. All because of her.


  But Marylou can’t move, can’t speak, can’t even cry right now, the pain is that bad. The physical pain, but also the mental anguish—that she was so close, and now some dumb evil woman named—


  JOANNE


  is going to finish her.


  Just one level up. Joanne saw the Evo pop out of the marble column, phase through the gate and stumble into thin air. She heard the landing and the astonishment of the crowd around her.


  Now all she has to do is take the stairs to the next level and pretend to be a first responder. She wouldn’t even need the gun. She could pretend to check for head and neck damage, tell people to back away, then administer some serious damage of her own. She fantasizes about the kind of sound it’ll make when the neck cracks. She imagines that the Evo will make one last-ditch escape attempt and try to melt through the floor, but Joanne won’t let go, and the cracking will be all the more pleasurable because she’ll be able to see the panicked look in her eyes.


  LUKE


  picks up the Evo’s cell phone, which now has a cracked screen but still appears to be functional. He knows he shouldn’t bother, but the would-be detective in him can’t resist taking a look.


  There’s a text message on the screen from someone named COFFIN77:


  Meet me at Traveler’s Aid on the lower level now


  The Evo has help! Probably has had help this entire time. And then he thinks about the police showing up … just in time. The fire department showing up … way ahead of time.


  “Damnit,” Luke mutters to himself as he runs for the stairs. It’s not two against one. It could be two of them versus an entire Evo network!


  MARYLOU


  ignores the pain, rolls over, and starts to pull herself forward until she’s crawling like a baby, much to the dismay and shock of the onlookers. You shouldn’t move, miss! Yeah, well, you’d move your ass, too, if you were being hunted by Luke and Joanne.


  She may not have her phone, but she remembers the last text message that came through.


  Meet me at Traveler’s Aid on the lower level now


  Please let this guy have guns or backup or an Evo army or something—or failing that, a quick way out of here.


  Marylou climbs to her feet just as—


  JOANNE


  reaches the next level up and sees that the Evo has gone down a level.


  Shit! How did she recover so quickly? But then again, Joanne remembers being that age. Sixteen. You think you’re invincible when you’re that young. God knows she was in scrapes far worse than a fall when she was that age, and it’s a minor miracle that she made it to adulthood.


  Joanne is sorely tempted to take her shot now, but thinks better of it. Too many people. The gun stays in her pocket. She’s about to go running after the Target when she hears Luke yelling for her.


  “Wait—I know where she’s going.”


  Joanne stares at her husband. “How could you possibly know that?”


  He shows her the phone with the cracked screen. “I think we’ve stumbled onto something a lot bigger than we realized.”


  MARYLOU


  is limping. Her kneecap feels like someone’s jabbing a steak knife into it with every step, but she finally reaches the Traveler’s Aid kiosk near the entrance to the regional rail line. And sure enough, there’s a stocky man standing there, staring at her, smirking at her.


  “Miss Winawer, at long last?”


  “You’re Coff-“


  “Shhhh,” he says, cutting her off. “Not out in the open. Come on, hurry.”


  Marylou follows him, still limping. This guy isn’t what she expected, not at all. COFFIN77 looks like any number of pasty, doughy white dudes she (used to) see at the Sweet Shoppe in the Cleveland Arcade. Pretending to pick up a pound of buttercreams for a girlfriend (hah) or a mother (maybe as payment for living in her basement). He smells musty, like he doesn’t see much sunlight or fresh air on a regular basis. A ratty overcoat is draped over his burly frame, and it probably hasn’t been laundered since he purchased it.


  This is her savior? The man who’s going to protect her and get her out of town?


  Turns out he’s leading her to a ticket booth—Amtrak. The national rail network.


  “Do you have it on you?” he asks.


  “What? My phone?”


  “No,” COFFIN77 says, exasperated. “The ten grand, kid.”


  Crap. Marylou has forgotten all about that. She thinks about how she should explain that she didn’t exactly have time to root through her mother’s jewelry box after her house was set on fire and Luke and Joanne started using her for target practice.


  “Not in cash,” she says, stalling for time.


  “Well, gimme what you got. I’ll front you the ticket to L.A.”


 “L.A.?”


  COFFIN77 grins. “That’s where you’re headed. To the loving arms of El Vengador. He’s the only who can protect you. I’m just here to point you in the right direction. Don’t you know this is how the Underground Railroad works?”


  This isn’t what Marylou wants to hear, because she needs protection now.


  Suddenly it becomes clear to Marylou what this is all about. This guy is no Evo activist. He’s a con artist. He waits to catch an Evo stupid enough to use their powers in public (hello, ding ding ding, we have a winner), and then he outs them, forcing them to put their fate—and money—into his hands in the hopes of “safe passage.” Basically, ten grand for an Amtrak ticket and a finger pointed westward … to El Vengador? Seriously? He’s on the news all the time. Everybody knows about El Vengador!


  But then how did this COFFIN77 become part of the Evo Underground Railroad?


  This guy isn’t from the Evo Underground Railroad, she realizes. He just let you assume that he was.


  “Look, I hid my mother’s engagement ring upstairs,” she says. “I didn’t know if you’d show up, and I didn’t want to get mugged with it on me.”


  “Smart thinking,” COFFIN77 says. “You’re going to be fine if you keep your head on straight.”


  “Here’s the thing, though,” she says, leaning close to the creepazoid. “Those two people followed me here from the house. I need you to keep them busy while I go after the ring.”


  The man who calls himself—


  COFFIN77


  agrees. “With pleasure, kid. Now go! Your train leaves in 15 minutes.”


  COFFIN77 knows all about the hard-ass couple who have been stalking poor Marylou Winawer. At first, he thought they were cops, and that they were onto him.


  Because sure, he’s been keeping tabs on his investment. Following Miss Winawer home from the Arcade the day she was dumb enough to use her little powers in public. He’s done this twice before, but was never lucky enough to catch anything on video. That made it easy.


  But what interests him now are Miss Winawer’s would-be killers.


  He happened upon them the previous night when he was strolling through Slavic Village, hoping to find an inconspicuous place to watch the girl’s house. Imagine his surprise when he saw someone else watching the house, too! Then they tried the con with the security company (a smart idea; he’d have to remember that one), which gave him an idea. A way to earn the Winawer girl’s trust.


  Even after the cops scared them off, they came back. Big time. They torched her house and opened fire like they were in Syria, not Cleveland. Then they tracked their quarry all the way here, to Terminal Tower. Clearly, they’re desperate. For some reason, they want this Evo dead, and now.


  To a guy like COFFIN77, there’s nothing better than desperation. You can work with something like that.


  JOANNE


  and Luke watch the unlikely pair from the next level up. From the Traveler’s Aid station to the Amtrak ticket counter, and now they’re … splitting up?


  “What did he give her?” she asks. “A ticket?”


  “No, nothing that I could see.”


  “So where is she going?”


  They eyeball the pair as they go their separate ways. The burly man strolls around, hands in pockets, taking in the scene, la-dee-dah—which makes it painfully obvious he’s doing some ham-fisted surveillance.


  “The little bitch told him about us,” Joanne says.


  “Yeah—but look at where she’s going,” Luke says.


  Marylou Winawer, taking great care to make sure that her burly friend isn’t watching, slips through a turnstile. And not because she paid for a ticket and ran it through the scanner. No, her hips literally melt through the metal spokes, with no one the wiser. Luke supposes she never, ever pays to ride public transportation. Handy power, that.


  “Damn, she’s headed for the tracks!” Joanne snarls.


  Husband and wife bolt down to the bottommost level, not caring who might be in their way. Women, children, the elderly—they don’t give a shit. All that matters is reaching the Winawer girl before she boards one of those trains. Once she leaves the city, she’ll be nearly impossible to track, unless they want to stay glued to YouTube for the next month, hoping that someone will post a video of her screwing up again. Not bloody likely.


  As they run across the concourse, looking like a harried couple desperately trying to reach their train in time, a burly man approaches. He puts himself squarely in their path, trying to get them to slow down for a second.


  “Excuse me, but I think I can help y—”


  BAM—Joanne throws an elbow into the man’s jaw, sending him spinning like a top until he collapses in a heap on the ground. Luke can’t help but smile. He’s seriously impressed.


  “Not now,” Joanne gasps as they head for the turnstiles and leap over them.


  A transit cop sees them, shouts “Hey!”, and darts after them. Great.


  LUKE


  half-turns as he runs and pulls the gun from his jacket pocket, along with the photostat dental license he carries everywhere.


  “Police!” he shouts at the transit cop, flashing his gun and “badge” before turning back around and following Joanne down to the track level.


  Luke doesn’t bother waiting to see if the transit cop has bought the ruse. Does it really matter? He’s come to learn that all you need is a certain amount of confidence to pull off any charade, no matter how ludicrous. Everyone wants to trust and believe in authority figures. Even fellow authority figures.


  “Let’s split up,” Joanne says. “Search each train if we have to.”


  Luke had been afraid she was going to say that. There are a dozen train lines down here, easy. He wishes he had 60 seconds to scan a schedule and figure out which one might be Marylou’s.


  Hold on—she had been lingering by the Amtrak booth. That makes sense. The girl wouldn’t head to a nearby suburb. She would be headed far, far away from here.


  So Luke searches for the familiar logo and starts down the length of a train, peering into the windows, hoping to catch a glimpse of the top of her head. He’s got a good angle for it. The tops of the seats are clearly visible through the windows, and even if she were to crouch down, he’ll still see her. And if she were crouching down that much, she’d draw attention to herself on the train.


  And his hunch is right. Because about six feet away—


  MARYLOU


  emerges from within the guts of an Amtrak locomotive to realize she’s right behind Luke—with his back to her.


  Holy shit.


  She watches as he steadily makes his way down the length of the train, looking into the windows, then checking his footing, then back to the windows, then back to his footing. Methodical. Careful. Relentless.


  Marylou finds herself following along in his wake, fearful of disturbing the strange equilibrium between them. As long as she stays behind him, he can’t see her and shoot her, right? He thinks she’s already on the train.


  But then another thought occurs to her:


  She could phase through him right now and kill him if she wanted.


  Why wouldn’t she? This jerk and his pal Crazy Joanne have been trying to kill her all day. Who would blame her for taking him out?


  All it would take is a running start, then BOOM, blast right through his body and enjoy the cracking sound of dozens of broken bones upon impact, piercing and slashing away at his internal organs. He’d bleed out before his partner Joanne could reach him.


  Even if she did—Marylou would run straight through her, too. And enjoy it even more. Imagine the look on her face.


  But no.


  That’s not the kind of girl she is.


  The tree and the old man’s wrist—that was enough.


  Marylou Winawer is a good guy—an Evo who can help people. Maybe she’s not a hero, because right now she’s trying to save her own skin. But who knows? Maybe one day she’ll be in a position to help. At the very least, she knows she’s not a killer. She’ll never stoop to their level, no matter how desperate things look.


  As if the heavens have decided to put in their two cents, there is the sudden loud hiss of a train preparing to depart. Right on the next track. A local train. Almost fully packed with commuters.


  Marylou turns to see it moving.


  So does—


  LUKE


  who is startled by the noise at first, but then realizes what it is.


  And then he realizes that their Target is standing just a few feet behind him. They lock eyes.


  Luke lifts his gun and opens fire. The echo of the shots through the train tunnels makes each one sound like a cannon blast.


  But—


  MARYLOU


  does not run.


  She stands her ground, as they say in the media these days.


  And though she’s not moving, she imagines that she’s moving forward at great velocity. The bullets Luke fired are standing still, just hanging in the air. In fact, they’re not even bullets. They’re tiny, oddly-shaped walls. And Marylou can walk through walls of any size, right? Hell, she was able to phase through a moving bus. What are bullets to her?


  While she doesn’t know how her powers work, if it’s the space between atoms that she’s subconsciously exploiting, one thing is clear:


  Bullets can’t hurt her.


  Not if she doesn’t want them to.


  They sail through her body and smack into the moving train behind her, and nothing’s more exhilarating.


  The moving train …


  LUKE


  knows that Dennis would not be proud. (Nice shooting, old man!) But he doesn’t understand. How could he have missed at such close range? With the Target not even moving?


  The Target smiles and tells him, “You missed.”


  Luke takes a step forward, raises his gun, and fires again—and this time he sees what’s happening.


  The bullet, sailing right through her not-quite-solid body.


  Joanne runs down the track firing her gun before Luke has the chance to tell her not to bother. He wants to stop and explain, but he has the feeling Joanne won’t be interested. Let her figure it out just as he did.


  Not one of her bullets hits home, no matter how close Joanne gets, even though she fires until she starts dry-clicking.


  When the gun smoke clears a little, the Evo is just standing there, staring at both of them.


  “Listen to me,” the Target says. “If I see either of you two on my trail again, I won’t hold back. Bullets can’t hurt me. But I can seriously mess you up. You don’t want a demonstration, do you?”


  Luke and Joanne look at each other, both at a loss for words. This is something they hadn’t considered. A bulletproof Evo. How do you kill something you can’t shoot?


  They turn their attention back just in time to see their Target, Marylou Winawer, leap through the moving train, carefully choosing a seat with no passengers. They feel like parents seeing their kid off to college, wondering if she’ll look back at them. She does, in fact. She gives them a double middle-finger salute before settling down into a seat, her back to them.


  The train roars down the track, picking up speed, whisking its passengers away from Terminal Tower.


  “Okay, that just happened,” Luke says.


  “Yes, it did.”


  All of that chasing, that planning … It’s a crushing letdown. Luke is worried about how Joanne’s going to take it. They’ve encountered powerful Evos before, and no doubt they’ll find others with more serious powers—but this means that they’ll have to rethink their entire strategy.


  Joanne surprises him, though, by nudging his shoulder. She’s not depressed. She’s too busy plotting something.


  “How about we take care of some unfinished business upstairs?”


  It takes Luke an embarrassingly long time to realize she’s not talking about sex. She means Marylou’s burly helper.


  MARYLOU


  eases back into her seat and takes a quick inventory of what she has.


  It doesn’t take long. In fact, it would be easier to list the things she doesn’t have:


  Cell phone.


  Jacket.


  House keys.


  Money.


  A destination in mind.


  Her 16-year-old life has been pared down to the bare essentials: the clothes on her back, the shoes on her feet, and nothing else.


  Well, there’s her powers.


  Luke and Joanne didn’t manage to take those away from her.


  Everything else? Well, yeah.


  Even if her house hasn’t been burned to the ground, it’s not going to be livable for a long while. Fortunately, Marylou’s older brothers have places elsewhere in the city. Mom and Grandma won’t be homeless. All of their possessions might be gone, but how important are they? What matters is that they’re safe and alive.


  And maybe someday they’ll understand. Maybe even be proud of Marylou for what she did tonight.


  The ticket-taker comes ambling down the aisle, punching holes in his ticket pad, making change and saying “good evening” to the regulars. Marylou stands up and heads for the back of the train, nervous at first … but then she realizes how she can pull this off. Because she has her powers. She can easily slip into maintenance closets and other hidden compartments and hide for as long as necessary. She can slip onto other trains undetected—if she’s smart about it. She can sneak into the dining car and take whatever she likes.


  She can do this all the way to L.A.


  Maybe COFFIN77 wasn’t so useless, after all.


  And maybe El Vengador could use an Evo like her.


  COFFIN77


  is applying a cup of ice to his (surely) bruised jaw, realizing that the girl isn’t coming back with that ring.


  Damn.


  Gotta remember, next time—get the payment as early as possible. Don’t give them the wiggle room. Maybe even insist on payment before the train station. He used to like to run this con at airports—that is, until the government started swabbing at check-in. Trains were the only way now. But as this little girl showed him, it was far too easy to give him the slip in a train station.


  He’s about to go home when he sees the killers approach him. The black chick who cold-cocked him in the face. The white dude, looking like he’s lost a puppy.


  For a minute, he thinks he should run. Maybe even call for the cops.


  But wait …


  They’re clearly not happy. Which means the Evo got away. And COFFIN77—whose real name is Bobby Ayres—sees a way to make a nice payday after all.


  “That was a nice one, with the transit cop,” he tells the white guy when’s he’s close enough. “What, did you get that from a Cracker Jack box?”


  The white guy just nods. But his partner says,


  “Sorry about the crack on the face. Thought you were trying to stop us from catching her.”


  “Stop you? Hey, I was only trying to help.”


  “Oh, yeah? So you’re not one of those Evo activists?”


  “Hell no,” Ayers says. “I hate the freaky bastards. No, I like to take them for everything they’ve got before running them out of my town. But I’m guessing you two have a different way of handling them.”


  The black chick smiles. “You might say that.”


  “Well, I like your style.”


  “Hey, I’m Luke,” the white guy says. “This is my wife, Joanne.”


  Oh, Ayres thinks. One of those liberal couples, huh? Then it’ll be even sweeter to fleece these obnoxious pricks.


  “Call me COFFIN77,” Ayres says.


  “That your code name?”


  “Of sorts. More like an online handle. Took it from an abolitionist, Levi Coffin, who died back in 1877. Makes the Evos trust me—like I’m serious about their cause. It’s even better if they do a little digging and figure it out for themselves.”


  “Nice one,” Luke says, and Ayres isn’t sure if he’s mocking him or not.


  “You know a lot about this Evo Underground Railroad?” Joanne asks.


  “More than anyone in this city.”


  Luke smiles. “Can we buy you a cup of coffee? Maybe a bite to eat?”


  “Not sure how much biting I’m going to be doing tonight,” Ayres says. “You nailed me pretty good, Joanne.”


  “Well, then, today’s your lucky day,” Joanne says.


  “How’s that?”


  Luke claps him on the shoulder. “Because I’m a dentist.”


  The husband and wife lead him upstairs and across the street to Public Square. As they round the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument, Ayres starts doing some mental calculations. How much should he ask per Evo name? He can’t make it sound like he has dozens. He can reliably fake three or four—at least long enough for him to cash out and move on. Maybe five grand a head? That would mean 15 or 20 large, which would be a nice cushion for a long while.


  Bobby Ayres is mentally depositing the cash into his savings account when the world, inexplicably, goes black.


  JOANNE


  says, “What an asshole.”


  Together, they quickly bind and gag him and shove him into the trunk of their car. It’s is still parked on the square—no tickets, even. Maybe it’s their lucky night, too.


  “If this guy knows even a little about the underground Evo network, it’s worth the risk. Who knows? Maybe he’ll be able to finger an entire nest of the bastards.”


  “Smart thinking,” Luke says.


  “We’ve got to stop working piecemeal,” she says. “It’s a waste of our time.”


  “Agreed. So I’m guessing you want to steal some swab kits from a checkpoint somewhere?”


  “Not exactly. I think we have everything we need in this car.”


  “Yeah?”


  Luke starts to slam down the lid, but Joanne stops him.


  “Wait—isn’t your dental kit back there?”


  LUKE


  finds them another motel room, this one on the western outskirts of Cleveland. Part of a national chain. Totally anonymous. Free breakfast included, with premium cable and in-room refrigerators. This time, Luke books two adjoining rooms. And requests that they be on the far side of the building, near the constant thrum of the interstate.


  “Don’t tell anybody,” he tells the college-age front-desk manager, “but my wife snores like a chainsaw trying to cut through a brick wall. So I give her one room, and I take the other, near the highway, which helps drown out the noise.”


  The manager smiles, probably thinking to himself, Man, marriage sucks.


  They drag a punch-drunk Bobby Ayres into the room at the far end, then securely fasten him to a study desk chair with zip ties. The only other things in the room: a fresh bucket of ice and Luke’s dental kit.


  Luke tells Joanne he can handle this. He knows what to look for, after all.


  “I may suck at moving targets,” he says, “but I’m still the best dentist in the family.”


  Joanne fishes the guy’s driver’s license out of his wallet and reads the name. “Do you really think Bobby Ayres here needs a good dentist?”


  Luke sees her point.


  Soon, his wife is alone in the room with Bobby. Luke stands outside to keep watch, making sure that nobody wandering by in search of a cold soda pop at midnight hears the horrible whimpering—and then, the bloodcurdling screams—coming from the room at the end of the row.


  After a while, the punishment begins.


  And oh, is it horrible. Luke can only imagine what she’s doing in there. He gave her a few basic pointers, but she was impatient. I want to learn on the job, she said.


  They agreed, though, on a tag-team approach. Joanne would do the damage; Luke would do his best to patch it up. Just like in Marathon Man. You dip a man in hell for a while, then you yank him out and give him a few minutes on the beaches of heaven.


  Luke can’t help but wonder what hell will be like for the burly man. Which tooth Joanne’s selected, and how she’s planning on digging it loose. How far she’ll go.


  He wonders how far he’ll follow. And if it will ever be far enough.


  TO BE CONTINUED …
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