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    When she jumped off a Ferris wheel in Central Park and survived, Claire Bennet changed the world. Now “Evos” — Evolved Humans — are exposed.
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    12 June 2014


    A letter written by Claire Bennet on her laptop

  


  Dear Hammer:


  I’m writing this on my laptop while I’m 30,000 feet in the air in a private jet. Yes, it’s Angela’s jet. And no, I still won’t call her “Grandma.” Mom’s Mom is “Grandma.” Angela is “Angela.” I don’t care if her son was my biological father. Dad is Dad, my biological father was Nathan, my biological mother was Meredith, and Angela is Angela. And, of course, you’re Hammer, because of that stupid trench coat you always wear.


  God, you’re not even here, and I feel like we’re having the same stupid arguments about what to call family.


  I have no idea when you’ll see this letter, or even if you’ll care if and when you do. I’m going to upload it to Micah’s secure server. Hopefully you’ll see it there. Either way, though, I don’t know what’s going to happen in Odessa. It’s supposed to be a big summit about all of us who have powers or gifts or special genes or whatever the latest buzzword is. “Evos” seems to have stuck. I’ve hated that word ever since the President first used it, but I hate “gifted” even more. So I guess “Evos” it is.


  This summit is supposed to change everything, to make everything better, to give Evos a chance to make their voices heard. I want to be hopeful about it. When I jumped off that Ferris wheel four years ago, this was exactly the kind of thing I was hoping for.


  The reasons for it, though? Not so much. Honestly, if I knew then what I know now, I never would have jumped off that Ferris wheel. I would’ve let Hiro take me away along with everyone else. I wish I could just get Hiro to take me back in time and let me change it, stop myself from talking to the press that day.


  But even if I knew where Hiro was right now, he wouldn’t do it. He’s scared to death of stepping on butterflies. He says he’s given up time travel, because there are always side effects nobody expects.


  It’s funny, I never got that butterfly line of Hiro’s until the barge. Just before you and I met, I started reading. Before I was on the barge, I never read anything more complicated than a web page for fun. Books were just something I read for school. But Mohinder and Micah had stocked the barge with so many books, and I started reading them. Ray Bradbury. Ursula Le Guin. Sarah Orne Jewett. J.K. Rowling. Agatha Christie. And Mickey Spillane.


  Anyhow, there are times when I wish I could go back. But if I change the past, I don’t meet you—and in a lot of ways, I’d be okay with that. But if we don’t meet, then the twins don’t happen. I can’t risk that.


  They’re due soon. The twins, I mean. Muffin and Squeaker. Batman and Robin. Brad and Angelina. Hiro and Ando. One of these days, I’ll pick actual names for them.


  God, I hope my water doesn’t break during the summit, that would just be perfect.


  Anyhow, the main reason why I’m writing you this letter is because I need to tell you everything. Back on the barge, you always said you wanted to know about my life before Central Park. You kept telling me that I was a public figure after that, so you didn’t need to know about that.


  So I told you all about my life growing up in Odessa—the very same town I’m going to now—and then discovering my powers and going on the run and living in California and going to college and Sylar and Hiro and the Petrelli family and the Sullivan Carnival.


  You told me not to tell you anything about after that, because you said you knew it all.


  But you didn’t. You really, really didn’t.


  So I’m going to tell you. Maybe you’ll understand, then. Maybe you won’t. I don’t care, but I need you to know.


  2


  
    7 December 2010


    Central Park, New York City

  


  Noah Bennet watched as a couple of uniforms put Samuel Sullivan in the back of a blue-and-white. He’d be taken to the NYPD’s Central Park Precinct on the 86th Street Transverse to be held until he was released into federal custody. Lauren Ambrose would use her pull at the CIA to take care of that.


  He looked down at his daughter, Claire. “Is everyone safe?”


  Claire nodded as they walked through the Sullivan Brothers Carnival, which had somehow materialized in the middle of the Great Lawn. “Yeah, Hiro’s taking care of them, they’ll be fine.”


  Hiro Nakamura had used his teleportation powers to get the carnival’s customers and other employees out of harm’s way when Samuel had tried to start an earthquake.


  “Who’s taking Samuel?” Claire asked as the cop closed the blue-and-white’s door on a handcuffed Samuel. “Is it a new Company?”


  That prompted a smile from Noah. As far as he knew, the Company he worked for—under the guise of Primatech Paper—was defunct. Though he supposed the lone surviving founder, Angela Petrelli, would have kept the corporate entity intact just in case. Aloud, he just said, “An old one,” riffing on the CIA’s longstanding nickname. “Lauren called in some favors.”


  Noah noticed that Lauren was giving a formal statement to the press, the only civilians who were still around at this point.


  “What’s she telling them?” Claire sounded dubious.


  “There was a gas main rupture.”


  Rolling her eyes, Claire said, “Of course there was.”


  “And all the other stuff—the flying, the rumbling—all just special effects put on by a very gifted showman.”


  “You still can’t see it, can you?”


  That took Noah back. Claire had the patented teenager you-just-don’t-understand-Dad look on her face, but the tone of her words carried a seriousness that surprised him.


  No. That wasn’t fair. Claire had been through more than any twelve people and had not only survived, but thrived. She was one of the strongest people Noah had ever known, even discounting the regenerative powers that rendered her effectively invulnerable. It made Noah both incredibly proud to be her father and incredibly scared for what more she might have to go through.


  But he would protect her. That was what he had done from the moment Kaito Nakamura had handed the infant over to him on the roof of the Devaux Building in this very city eighteen years ago.


  He asked her, “See what?”


  “The future—one where we all get to live out in the open.”


  “Claire, you know how I feel about this.” He started to walk away. They’d had variations on this argument practically since the moment they were forced out of Odessa.


  But Claire was insistent. “How long can we keep this under wraps?”


  Before Noah could answer, he heard a gaggle of journalists approaching them. Lauren was strolling away, having apparently finished her prepared statement, but as usual that wasn’t enough for the media. Suddenly, Noah found a bevy of microphones shoved in his face, and he had to hold up his hand to avoid the glare reflecting off his horn-rimmed glasses from the camera lights. He blinked spots out of his eyes as the questions started coming.


  “Excuse me!”


  “You were witnesses. What happened?”


  One of the first things that Eric Thompson had drilled into Noah when he recruited him for the Company all those years ago was that, if by some strange happenstance he wound up speaking to members of the fourth estate, there were only four words he should ever say. And he said them now: “I have no comment.”


   Undaunted, another reporter turned to Claire. “Can you tell us what you saw here tonight?”


  Noah shot Claire a look, suddenly wishing he had Matt Parkman’s telepathy so he could transmit the words, Don’t say anything!


  Luckily, it seemed he only needed the look, as she just muttered, “What he said.”


  Proudly, Noah smiled and started to walk away.


  Of course, the reporters kept at it.


  “Miss, please, you have to have seen something.”


  “Are you sure, Miss?”


  “You look like you want to say something.”


  Noah turned around. Not only had Claire not moved, but that last reporter was right. She did look like she had something to say.


  Don’t say anything!


  “Actually, I do have something to say.”


  Noah winced. His mind immediately started weighing exit strategies—absolutely none of which would work in a huge public park while at least a dozen cameras, both video and still, were pointed right at him and Claire.


  So he tried a simple fatherly warning. “Claire.”


  She turned to look at him. “You’re right. People don’t change.” Then she walked over to the press. “You want to know what really happened here tonight? Keep the cameras on me.”


  And Noah watched in horror as his daughter ran over to the giant Ferris wheel—and started to climb it.


  Noah had seen the videos that Claire and her friend Zach had made of her testing her powers. One of them was of her jumping from a tremendous height and then getting up and walking away like it was nothing.


  It seemed she was re-creating that little experiment for a much wider audience.


  Lauren had noticed that the press hadn’t dispersed after her statement and saw what Claire was doing. She approached Noah. “What’s she doing?”


  “Breaking my heart,” was all Noah could say in reply.


  All eyes were riveted on Claire as she reached the top. Once she clambered to the very highest point of the wheel, she looked down. Noah wasn’t sure if she was looking right at him, but he certainly felt the power of her gaze.


  Every discussion, every argument, every disagreement, every talk they’d had—it had all been theoretical, academic. There was no question in Noah’s mind that the general public would need to be sheltered from the gifted people in their midst, as they had been for decades.


  His daughter was about to change that.


  The reporters all gasped audibly as Claire jumped off the wheel. She plummeted to the ground like a rocket, yet the fall seemed to be in slow-motion to Noah.


  With that one leap, Claire finally did the one thing that Sylar, the Company, Danko and his mercenaries, Ted Sprague, Arthur Petrelli, and Samuel and his carnies hadn’t managed to accomplish.


  Noah could no longer protect her.


  She landed on the grass and dirt with a sickening crunch. The journalists all looked horrified—but they all ran closer as well, and Noah wondered how many of them were concerned for Claire’s safety and how many just wanted to look at the body.


  But Claire was standing upright before any of them reached her. The act of standing shoved her dislocated left leg back into place, and then she grabbed her misshapen right arm with her left and snapped it into shape with a crack that echoed off the trees and carnival attractions.


  The reporters were openly gaping. All eyes were on Claire.


  Including, Noah realized, those of the other gifted people who had come to stop Samuel: Hiro and his friend Ando Masahashi, who were right behind Noah and Lauren, and Peter Petrelli, who was standing by one of the game booths—with Sylar. Noah almost gaped, wondering what the hell he was doing here, standing with Peter like they were old buddies.


  For her part, Claire was staring right into the cameras, unblinking as the lights shone in her face, already fully healed from the fall, her visage marred only by leftover blood.


  “My name is Claire Bennet, and this is attempt number …” She trailed off and chuckled. “I guess I’ve kind of lost count.”


  Noah sighed and then whispered to Lauren, “Come on.”


  “Don’t you—”


  “I know what she’s going to say. And I can’t stop her, not now. But I can minimize the damage.”


  He walked over to Hiro and Ando and spoke to them in Japanese. “We have to get out of here.”


  Ando actually replied in English. “What is she doing?”


  Somehow, Noah didn’t feel right giving Ando the same non-answer he’d given Lauren. “Falling on her sword. No sense in the rest of you being impaled alongside her. She’s made her choice to go public, but that doesn’t mean you have to.”


  Ando nodded, but Hiro was raptly watching Claire.


  “Hiro,” Ando prompted.


  Shaking his head, Hiro said in Japanese, “Yes, Mr. Bennet is correct—for now. But all those people I teleported to safety will not remain quiet about how they escaped the carnival.”


  Noah sighed. He hadn’t even considered that. The important thing had been to get the other carnies from Sullivan Brothers and the innocent attendees to safety. In the past, he’d been able to contain such sightings with help from Rene, but even the powerful Haitian couldn’t erase the memories of so many hundreds of people, assuming he could even find them all in a city this large.


  Peter and Sylar came over to them.


  Before Noah or anyone else could speak, Peter held up both hands. “I know what you’re gonna say, but Sylar’s—well, he’s changed. He saved a woman’s life today.”


  “Ando and I saved many hundreds of lives.” Hiro sounded almost petulant.


  Lauren finally jumped in. “We can argue over who saved who later. Right now, all eyes are on Claire, and she seems to want it that way. The rest of you need to get far away from here.”


  Sylar nodded. “She’s right. It may be a brave new world out there, but I for one would rather face it on my terms, not the media’s.”


  “If Claire’s family tree comes out, it’s gonna be a mess,” Peter said.


  “It’s a mess for later,” Noah said. “For now, we need to join hands so Hiro can take us far away from here.”


   As everyone did as he had advised, Noah heard his daughter say, “I can’t tell you where we came from, but I can tell you where we are: here. Most of us are just people trying to live normal lives, no different from anyone else. I was a cheerleader in high school. And I’ve gotten to help save the world. It’s about time people knew that I did that. And also—”


  Whatever else Claire was going to say was lost as Hiro grimaced and Central Park disappeared …


  3


  
    25 January 2011


    The White House, Washington, DC

  


  On the one hand, Claire’s heart was beating so hard inside her chest that she felt like her ribcage would explode. Here she was, a simple girl from Texas, standing in the Oval Office, meeting the President of the United States.


  On the other hand, after being killed during an attempted rape and waking up on an autopsy table with her entire chest cut open, running into a burning building, getting shot, having her brain sliced open, and watching more people than she cared to think about die, from Jackie to her birth mother to her first college roommate, this kind of felt anticlimactic.


  The large oval-shaped room sported two couches facing each other perpendicular to a large easy chair, with two more chairs facing it. Behind the easy chair was the President’s desk, where the commander-in-chief was sitting as Claire entered, surrounded by a half-dozen Secret Service agents and several men and women in suits. The only one of them she recognized was the Vice President.


  The President got up from his chair and smiled. “So—you’re the young woman who changed the world.”


  Claire glanced nervously from side to side. “I guess?”


  Walking around to the other side of the desk, the President approached Claire, who was standing behind one of the couches. He was even taller in person than he seemed on camera, and he practically loomed over her now. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ms. Bennet. You’ve created quite a stir. Luckily, it’s one we were prepared for.”


  “Actually,” she said very quietly—she felt weird correcting the President, but this was important—”it’s Ms. Petrelli. I’m going by Claire Petrelli now.”


  “Well, the late Senator Petrelli is the reason why we were so well prepared for this.”


  Claire nodded. “Building 26.”


  “Yes.” The President frowned. “How much do you know about that, Ms. B— er, Ms. Petrelli?”


  “I know everything about it. My father worked for it, and my biological father was Senator Petrelli.”


  One of the men in suits stepped forward. “The President is asking because your name wasn’t in the files that the senator provided. And they were quite comprehensive.”


  “My father—” Claire smiled. “Both my fathers—have been very protective of me. Especially my adopted father. It’s to protect him—as well as my mother and brother—that I changed my name. If the press wants to go after my family, let them go after the Petrellis. They can handle it.”


  The President nodded. “No doubt. In any case, I’m glad you’re here to be one of my Lenny Skutniks for the State of the Union.”


  Claire blinked. “I’m sorry?”


  One of the women came to Claire’s rescue. “Lenny Skutnik was the first special guest in the gallery back in ‘82. He rescued a woman from the Potomac—dove right in and swam after her and kept her from drowning.”


  Nodding, Claire smiled. “A real hero.”


  The Vice President said, “President Reagan invited him to sit up in the box, and since then, every State of the Union’s had a guest. Including, now, you, Ms. Petrelli.”


  “I’m honored.”


  “You should be,” the President said. “What you did took tremendous courage. I know it hasn’t been easy, answering the same questions over and over again. Not to mention all the medical tests.”


  “Actually, those have been fine.” She smiled. “It’s always kind of fun to watch another doctor stare in surprise every time I heal right in front of them.”


  “You can rest assured, Ms. Petrelli, that your bravery hasn’t gone unnoticed. The reason why I invited you here today to be my guest at the State of the Union is because you and people like you are a big part of my speech.”


  That made Claire more than a little nervous. Are they opening Building 26 for business again? Something worse?


  “Don’t worry,” the President added quickly. “It’s nothing you need to be afraid of. I pride myself on not making the same mistake twice.”


  The Vice President grinned. “We prefer to make newer, more interesting mistakes.”


  Several in the room chuckled at that. Claire, though, was not one of them.


  The Vice President continued. “Besides, the cover-ups aren’t really tenable anymore, you know?”


  “Not that I think you’re wrong or anything, sir,” Claire said slowly, “but why do you say that?”


  “Central Park is built on a very large swamp. There are no gas lines under it.”


  Claire winced. Lauren had probably had no idea of that when she came up with the cover story—which, to be fair, she had had to do on the fly. But it was just another indicator to Claire that she had done the right thing.


  A short young man walked into the office. “Sir, it’s time.”


  The President nodded and moved toward the door. “Who’s the designated survivor this year?”


  One of the women said, “The Housing Secretary.”


  Smiling, the President said, “Lucky him.”


  This much Claire did remember from school: one member of the Cabinet was left in the White House during the State of the Union in case something happened to the House Chamber, since pretty much the entire government would be together in one building. She also knew that, since 2001, certain members of Congress spent the evening in undisclosed locations for similar reasons.


  At the time she’d learned about the practice, Claire had thought it to be absurdly paranoid. Now, though, she realized it seemed like something her father would have come up with …


  Ten more Secret Service agents met them outside the Oval Office, and they all moved swiftly through the corridors of the White House.


  The President was talking to one of the women. “Did we get the final notes on the budget section?”


  “Amazingly, they said it was fine as is.”


  “Really?”


  “No one was more surprised than me, Mr. President.”


  Claire realized that, of the sixteen Secret Service agents that were surrounding this group of people, four of them were very close to her.


  Are they here to protect me? Or to protect everyone else from me?


  She was pretty sure it was the latter.


  The four agents maneuvered her toward a long line of limousines parked outside the White House, and guided her into one of them. She was seated across from a man in a suit and a man dressed like an airline pilot. One of the agents took the seat next to her.


  The man in the suit said, “You’re the indestructible girl.”


  “I guess so, yeah.”


  “So you’re real.”


  Claire rolled her eyes. “Please don’t ask me to cut myself.”


  He held up both hands. “No, no, I believe you. I mean, if you’re sitting in the President’s box for the State of the Union, then this isn’t just a crazy gag. I figured it was some stunt for a new movie or something.”


  The airline pilot was just staring out the window as the limo slowly pulled out. Sirens blared through the air and red-white-and-blue lights strobed across the car’s windows as they drove down 15th Street. Claire found it almost hypnotic.


  She reached into her purse and pulled out her phone, hoping there might be a text from Gretchen Berg.


  There was nothing new. There hadn’t been anything new since the two texts her former best friend had sent on the 14th of December. The first was a picture she’d taken of some tabloid or other on a supermarket rack. A picture of Claire and Gretchen on the campus of Arlington University was splashed across the front page with the headline, “INDESTRUCTIBLE GIRL IN LOVE NEST WITH CO-ED.”


  The second text read, “How could you do this to me Claire? They won’t leave me alone! I never want to see you again!”


  Under that were about thirty texts from Claire, all trying to get Gretchen to relent and respond.


  Still no reply.


  She sent another: “Please text me, Gretch, let me know you’re okay? PLEASE?”


  It only took a few minutes to arrive at the Capitol. Five more Secret Service agents joined the one in the car to escort the three of them inside to the President’s box, which overlooked the House Chamber. The room was huge, all wood paneling, and quite lovely. Watching the speech on a computer monitor—which Claire had only done once, and then just because of a homework assignment—didn’t give one an appreciation for how big the chamber was.


  Two sections of seats were empty, and of the three seats on the main dais, only one was occupied—by the Speaker of the House. The President would sit in front of her, with the Vice President on her right.


  The airline pilot and the other guy sat to Claire’s right. To her left were the First Lady and the President’s children. The First Lady smiled at her and said, “Welcome.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You look nervous.”


  “Really?” She chuckled. “I don’t feel nervous. I feel—” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I feel. This is really not what I expected my life to be like.”


  Raising an eyebrow, the First Lady asked, “You mean before or after you realized you couldn’t be hurt?”


  “Both.” Claire looked away. “And I can get hurt—just not physically.”


  A voice from below cried out, “Madame Speaker, the Vice President of the United States, and the United States Senate!”


  The Vice President entered and sat down next to the Speaker as about a hundred people filed in to sit in one of the unoccupied sections. Claire figured that it wouldn’t be quite all one hundred senators, and sure enough, four seats were empty.


  After that, the Dean of the Diplomatic Corps was announced, followed by the Chief Justice, the rest of the Supreme Court, and the Cabinet. The one time Claire had watched the State of the Union, it had been on YouTube, and it had started with the President’s actual speech, so she’d never seen the preliminaries before.


  It took about a half hour for everyone to be introduced and seated, and then finally came the words they’d all been waiting for: “Madame Speaker, the President of the United States.”


  It took quite a while for the President to make his way down the aisle, shaking hands and smiling and thanking people amidst thunderous applause.


  When he finally made it to the dais, the Speaker formally introduced him, which led to more applause, and then at last the President began to speak.


  The speech started with a litany of clichés and platitudes that Claire found herself utterly incapable of paying attention to. She briefly considered checking her phone to see if she’d heard from Gretchen, then decided against it. It’s not like today’s going to be any different. Gretchen had been her best friend, and Claire probably wouldn’t have made it through the early days of college without her. But Claire had also gone public without consulting her—or even warning her.


  Now the President was talking about the airline pilot, who had apparently rescued several passengers after an emergency landing in the Atlantic Ocean. After the applause for him had died down, he glanced at her. Claire squirmed in her seat.


  “Also with us is Ms. Claire Petrelli.”


  Claire noticed that the President paused before saying her last name. No doubt the notes in front of him and the teleprompter both said “Bennet.”


  “I’m sure you’ve all seen the video of Claire’s dramatic jump off of a Ferris wheel, and I’m sure you’ve seen the interviews she’s done in the month and a half since. But Claire is not unique—and she is not a freak, either. Claire is one of hundreds, possibly thousands, of evolved humans who walk among us. These ‘Evos’ have kept themselves hidden because they live in fear. Now you might think they have little reason to be afraid. These are people who can fly, who can move at supersonic speeds, who can teleport from place to place, who can change the course of mighty rivers. But they’re also people who are different.


  “This country’s history has been marred by an inability to accept that which is different, but it’s also been blessed with an ability to move past that. People with skin the same color as me came here in bondage. The Constitution of the United States, as originally written, considered people who looked like me to be only three-fifths of a person. When immigrants from Western Europe, from Latin America, from Eastern Europe came over here, they were initially viewed with distrust and not considered ‘real’ Americans.


  “But we’ve been able to move past that. I’m not three-fifths of a person anymore, I’m the President of the United States. Women can own property and vote. You don’t see employment ads reading, ‘Irish need not apply.’ Not that we’re all there—we still have a long way to go, and that is why these ‘Evos’ have felt the need to stay in the shadows. This administration was recently made aware of the existence of ‘Evos,’ thanks in part to the late Senator Nathan Petrelli. Mistakes were made, primarily by a rogue agent who has since passed away. I can assure you that the same mistakes will not be made twice. Evos are people, just like us—just like my ancestors who came to this country in chains, just like so many of your ancestors who came in boats or planes hoping for a better life. The American dream isn’t just for white people, it isn’t just for landowners, it isn’t just for men, it isn’t just for heterosexuals—and it isn’t just for people who don’t have strange powers. It’s for everyone.


  “Which is why I’m going to urge Congress to pass the Evo Registration Act. Let me emphasize that this is not going to be a mandatory registration. What the act will do, assuming it is passed, is empower the Department of Homeland Security to collect information. Any Evos out there who wish to register with the government may do so—but those who do not may choose not to, with no fear of reprisal. In addition, any Evos who are convicted of a crime will be compelled to register as well. It is our hope that law-enforcement agencies will be able to use this information to keep all Americans—Evo or not—safe.”


  Claire just stared straight ahead. She hadn’t expected this, and wasn’t sure how she felt about it.


  She had wanted to live out in the open. At least the President had made it clear that they weren’t going to do what Emil Danko—the rogue agent the President had referred to—did, making warrantless arrests followed by imprisonment without trial. If Danko had had his way, all the gifted people—what did he call them, “Evos”?—would be rounded up into prisons. Even the ones who hadn’t done anything wrong.


  But the President said that this new law would be voluntary. She hoped that would be the right thing.


  The speech went on, but she barely noticed any of it. A small voice in her head that sounded a lot like her father said, You wanted to go public, Claire-Bear—this is what happens.


  4


  
    9 February 2011


    The Bennet apartment, Arlington, VA

  


  Noah Bennet came home just before nine in the evening, his third twelve-hour day in a row. Thanks to a recommendation from Lauren, the Department of Homeland Security had hired him as a consultant. Ever since Congress had passed the Evo Registration Act, DHS had been setting up registration centers in major cities throughout the country. Noah had so much experience dealing with special people—or “Evos,” since it seemed that the neologism of the President’s speechwriters had caught on—that his advice had proven highly useful, both in terms of what to test for and how to defend against their powers if needed.


  For now, Noah’s work was strictly advisory, but his boss had promised that he would be sent out into the field to check out the registration centers in person.


  On the one hand, it was good to be doing something. While Noah had no real money issues—whatever else one could say about the Company, they had a fantastic retirement plan, and Noah’s two decades working for them had given him a nice big 401(K) he could easily live off of for the rest of his life.


  But while he could survive without having to work, he hardly could call that living. He needed something to do.


  Luckily, DHS needed his help. They had no idea what they were doing. Everyone Homeland had assigned to the project got their knowledge of Evos from comic books and movies—Noah was the only one with first-hand experience.


  It would be strange, though, to go into the field and not bag-and-tag.


  He fell more than sat on his couch and stabbed at the television remote.


  The box was already set on one of the twenty-four-hour news stations. A woman in a maroon suit was, irony of ironies, discussing the Evo situation.


  “—passed by Congress, and soon we’ll be seeing registration centers opening up all over the country. So far, public opinion has been refreshingly positive, and a lot more Evos have been coming out of the closet—or, I guess maybe it’d be better to say coming out of the phone booth? Anyhow, ever since Claire Petrelli’s big jump here in New York, we’ve seen a bunch more Evos be more public with their abilities. Not to mention a few old news stories that make a lot more sense now. But it still hasn’t been determined who, exactly, the two Asian men were who apparently teleported the attendees of the Sullivan Brothers Carnival out of Central Park on that night in December. The Internet has taken to nicknaming them Tetsuo and Kineda, after the two main characters in Akira.


  “But it’s not all happy shiny news. The head of that carnival was a man named Samuel Sullivan, and even as Claire Petrelli has been appearing on TV and radio and YouTube, Sullivan has been languishing in a prison without trial.”


  Noah winced. How had they found out about that?


  The camera switched to a two-shot, revealing that there was a wheelchair-bound guest sitting across from the newswoman. The guest was an older man with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a slightly rumpled suit. As she introduced him, he pushed his large, plastic-framed glasses up his nose.


  “With me is the lawyer for the Sullivan Brothers Carnival, Jacob Kurtzberg.”


  And that answered Noah’s question. For all the peculiarities surrounding it, the carnival was still a business, and that usually meant some manner of legal representation.


  Kurtzberg said, “Thank you for having me.”


  “Jacob, can you tell us, please, what’s happened to your client?”


  “Well, technically, the carnival is my client, but Samuel Sullivan is the legal owner of the carnival, and he was detained on the 7th of December of last year. He was arrested and brought to the NYPD’s Central Park Precinct, and then he was remanded into federal custody. He has not been arraigned, he has not been permitted to consult with his attorney, to wit, me. In fact, I can’t even get a straight answer when I ask where he’s being held.”


  “What was he charged with when he was arrested?”


  “I don’t even know that!” Kurtzberg had raised his voice but immediately got himself under control, clearing his throat. “Honestly? The only charge they can make stick is setting up the carnival without a permit, which is a misdemeanor. The carnival will happily pay the fine and make whatever other restitution the city of New York demands. But no such demands have been made. No such anything has been made.”


  Angrily, Noah stabbed at the MUTE button on the remote. He took out his cell phone and contemplated calling the office.


  No. You’re just a consultant. And this isn’t your problem.


  Instead, he called Kojin Sushi and made a takeout order. He supposed he could have had it delivered, but considering that the Japanese restaurant in question was located on the ground floor of his very apartment building, such a request seemed the height of laziness.


  Once he’d ordered the shrimp tempura appetizer and a sushi dinner, he got up and walked over to the refrigerator to pour himself a glass of water from the filtered pitcher he kept there.


  Only after returning to the couch did he un-mute the TV, mostly because Kurtzberg was done talking and the camera was centered on the newswoman. To Noah’s horror, there was an image of Claire behind her. What now?


  When he hit the MUTE button once again, the woman’s voice filled the room. “—which tonight aired some old video footage of Claire Petrelli testing out her powers while wearing, of all things, a cheerleader uniform.”


  His heart sinking, Noah watched as the screen cut to one of the videos that Claire and her friend Zach had made: her jumping off an abandoned refinery on the outskirts of Odessa.


  The newswoman was talking over the video roll. “The source of the video has only been identified by his online handle of ‘Hellbee,’ and—”


  Angrily, Noah turned the television off. He knew exactly who “Hellbee” was.


  Snatching his phone out of his pocket, he called his ex-wife at home.


  Naturally, Doug answered the phone. Because Noah’s day hadn’t been crappy enough.


  “Douglas residence, go for Doug.”


  Noah forced himself to take a deep breath to center himself before responding. “Hi, Doug, it’s Noah. Is Sandra around?”


  “Oh, hey, Noah! Good to hear from you! Hey, that daughter of yours keeps showing up on my TV. She’s made quite the stir, hasn’t she? And to think, she’s actually my step-daughter now. I gotta say, I’ve never been this close to anyone famous.”


  While imagining all the ways in which he could kill Doug and dispose of the body such that it would never be found, Noah very quietly said, “That’s nice, Doug. May I please speak to Sandra?”


  “Oh, of course, not a problem. Hang on a sec.”


  After the clunk of the receiver being put down, Noah waited several seconds, hearing distant, indistinct voices in the background.


  “Yes, Noah?”


  “Have you talked to Lyle lately?”


  “Not since the semester started, why?”


  “I just discovered that some gossip show aired Claire’s old tapes that she and Zach made. The person who gave them the tapes has the Internet handle ‘Hellbee.’“


  At first, Sandra said nothing, but Noah could tell that she was turning it over in her mind, trying to figure out a way that it couldn’t be Lyle. But she was probably also thinking of the bee with devil horns that Lyle had been doodling ever since he was eleven, when he realized that his initials were a homonym for the nickname. It was his go-to username on all social media.


  Finally, Sandra said, “Let me talk to him.”


  “You sure? Because I’m perfectly happy to drive to his dorm and talk to him myself.”


  “Noah Bennet, you will do no such thing. Lyle’s your son, not one of those Evos you like to bag and tag.”


  He sighed. “I’m not doing that anymore, Sandra, we’re just—”


  “I don’t care, Noah. Really, I don’t. The only people I care about are Doug, Claire, and Lyle. Doug’s doing fine, I’ll deal with Lyle, and as for Claire—well, I just need to turn on the TV to see how she’s doing, don’t I?”


  “Believe me, that wasn’t my idea,” Noah said weakly. Sandra certainly was getting all her digs in tonight.


  “Oh, I know that much, Noah. You’ve had plenty of stupid ideas in your time, but even you’re not that crazy. And speaking of stupid ideas, why is Claire going by ‘Petrelli’ now?”


  “It’s for our protection.” Noah tried very hard to sound like he believed that.


  Sandra replied with the bitterest laugh he’d ever heard from her. “Right! Because lying to protect the Bennet family has always turned out so well!”


  Noah took off his horn-rims and set them down on the end table, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Sandra, I—”


  “I’ll talk to you later, Noah. As soon as I’ve talked to Lyle, I’ll fill you in.”


  And then she hung up.


  Noah took the phone away from his ear and just stared at it, as if it would provide answers to how, exactly, his life got so screwed up.


  There were times when he wondered what would have happened if he had done as Kaito Nakamura had instructed and simply treated the child of Meredith Gordon and Nathan Petrelli as a Company asset. If he had reported her abilities to the Company when they manifested and given her back to them, just as Kaito had instructed all those years ago. If he had been a good Company man instead of a loving father.


  Then he remembered Elle Bishop. Her father—one of the founders—had given his daughter over to be used by the Company, and she had grown up to become quite the sociopath.


  No, he had made the right choice. Regardless of the consequences, Claire had grown into a brilliant, compassionate, amazing young woman, and twenty years in the Company told him that she never would have been allowed to do that under their thumb.


  Shaking his head, he put the phone in his pocket and went downstairs to get his dinner.


  5


  
    6 September 2011


    Union Wells High School, Odessa, TX

  


  Claire never thought she’d set foot in this school again. In fact, she never thought she’d set foot in her hometown again. The last time she had been there was when she confronted Sylar on Level 5 of the Company’s headquarters located under Primatech Paper.


  Yet here she was, stepping out of a town car that had parked right in front of her former high school. Hanging across the building’s façade was a huge banner with her picture on it, which read: WELCOME TO UNION WELLS HIGH SCHOOL, THE SCHOOL OF CLAIRE PETRELLI.


  She was met by the principal of the school, a very tall woman named Laurie Prichard. Claire looked up at her as they approached the entrance together. “You do know I didn’t actually graduate from here, right?”


  Ms. Prichard smiled, showing perfect white teeth. “Let’s just keep that to ourselves, shall we? It’s been a huge help for recruitment and alumni donations, both of which took a big hit after that homicide when you were here. We need all the help we can get.”


  “No, that’s fine—I guess.” It wasn’t really Claire’s concern, in any case. And she could understand how enrollment might be an issue on a campus where someone had been killed. Lots of students transferred out after Jackie Wilcox was killed by Sylar. Including, now that she thought about it, Claire herself.


  The principal led her through the hallways, which were surprisingly empty. Noticing Claire’s confusion, Ms. Prichard said, “Everyone’s already out in the bleachers, waiting for you.”


  Claire nodded. After her starring role in the State of the Union address, she had been forced to hire a publicist, an intense young woman named Danielle Katz, as the requests for personal appearances were becoming overwhelming. Which was good, as Claire never would have heard from her former high school if Ms. Prichard hadn’t been able to contact Danielle. Luckily, Danielle was on the ball enough to recognize Union Wells for what it was, and sent that particular request straight up the ladder to Claire herself.


  As they turned toward the exit to the football field, Claire noticed a bulletin board filled with pictures of cheerleaders in the oh-so-familiar red-and-white uniform.


  Peering closely, she saw a sign at the top of the bulletin board that read, JACKIE WILCOX MEMORIAL CHEER SQUAD. And the uniforms did have one new feature: a black band on the right arm.


  Nodding appreciatively, she followed Ms. Prichard as the principal pushed the metal bar that unlatched the door leading out to the football field. Even before the door opened, she could hear the noise of the kids sitting in the bleachers.


  Walking out to the hundred-yard expanse of grass, Claire saw that the bleachers were filled with students, and a podium had been set up in the home goal area just under the uprights. Behind the podium there were a bunch of assorted adults sitting in folding chairs. Claire recognized some of them as teachers she’d had when she was a student here.


  A giant red ribbon stretched across the goal line, held up by poles that had been stuck into the ground.


  And above the scoreboard in big black letters were the words, PETRELLI FIELD.


  As Claire walked toward the home goal, a smattering of applause started somewhere in the bleachers. It slowly grew into a huge standing ovation.


  She shook her head.


  Ms. Prichard whisper-shouted over the din of the applause. “What’s wrong?”


  “I still don’t get why they’re applauding.”


  One person shouted, “We love you, Claire!”


  There were two empty chairs next to the podium, and Claire sat in one of them while Ms. Prichard approached the microphone.


  “Okay, settle down,” she said into the mic. She could barely be heard over the crowd, but the noise level decreased quickly as the principal glared at the bleachers.


  Claire couldn’t help but smile. The really talented teachers had teenager-silencing abilities that to Claire seemed to be as much a super-power as her invulnerability, and obviously Ms. Prichard was one of those. The bleachers were dead quiet within ten seconds.


  “Today, we’re honoring one of our most distinguished alumni. Claire Petrelli has shown tremendous courage in revealing her abilities to the public. She’s become the face of the Evo movement, and I am proud to have her here to inaugurate our newly remodeled football field. Claire was a cheerleader on the old field, and here she is to cut the ribbon for the new one. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls—Claire Petrelli.”


  The applause started again, with many of the kids standing up as well.


  Claire smiled as she adjusted the microphone downward so it was closer to her face. “Thank you,” she said, hoping it would make the crowd quiet down.


  It didn’t. She didn’t have Ms. Prichard’s power.


  So she waited them out.


  Eventually, they all stopped clapping and sat down, and she said, “Thank you” again. “I’m flattered by all this clapping, but I’m not really sure why you’re doing it.”


  One person screamed, “’Cause you’re awesome!”


  Several kids cheered at that.


  “The thing is, I’m not. I’m just a girl—I was a cheerleader here, just like lots of other girls. I went to class, I did my homework—mostly.” She smiled, and several people laughed—even Ms. Prichard. “I had friends, I went to parties, I went to dances, and I cheered on the football team—just like lots of other girls.”


  She looked down at her notes, and took a deep breath.


  “Last week, a woman in Hammond, Louisiana, who’s able to stretch out parts of her body like a rubber band rescued a little girl and a cat from a tree. Two weeks ago, a man in Baskerville, Virginia, who can hear a lot better than most people heard a couple crying for help in an abandoned building and called 911. They’d been trapped for three days, but he was the only one who heard them. Last month, after a big rainstorm in Pueblo, Colorado, a man with tremendous speed cleaned out his neighbor’s basement before the water damage got too bad. And just yesterday in Warren, Michigan, a woman stopped a purse snatcher by creating an oil slick out of nothing. All of these are also just normal people who happen to be Evos.”


  Claire looked up at the sign above the scoreboard and sighed.


  “I know it’s called Petrelli Field after me, but as far as I’m concerned, this field is named after my father, Senator Nathan Petrelli, and my uncle, Peter Petrelli. They were real heroes who tried to make the world a better place. My father died for it. Peter saved my life, more than once. I hope that this new field will be a symbol for the new hope that everyone can live in peace together.”


  Turning to look at Ms. Prichard, Claire saw the principal nod and get up from her folding chair. She joined Claire at the podium and brandished a large pair of scissors. One of the handles was red, the other white.


  Claire shook her head. Even the scissors are the school colors.


  Together, Claire and Ms. Prichard walked up to the big red ribbon that stretched across the goal line. The principal handed Claire the scissors, and Claire cut the ribbon with a flourish. The two ends slowly fluttered to the grass, and the crowd once again cheered.


  After the ceremony, Claire was brought over to a small table in the sun where students could come and meet her and ask for her autograph and have pictures taken with her. It felt like it took forever, though it turned out to only be an hour. She kept answering the same questions over and over again.


  The one she got asked the most was, of course, “Can you hurt yourself and then heal for us?” Or something like that. Someone always asked that—usually a lot of someones.


  At this point, Claire’s stock answer was, “There are, like, a million videos on YouTube. Just watch one of them.”


  “But it’s not the same!” Which was what a lot of the someones said. But Claire was insistent.


  Eventually, the kids all went back to class and Claire was free to go. Ms. Prichard walked her back to the town car, which was still parked in front of the school.


  “Thank you again, Claire. This really meant a lot to the kids—and to the school.”


  Claire gave the woman her brightest smile. “It was my pleasure, Ms. Prichard.” She even mostly meant it.


  After shaking the principal’s hand, she climbed into the car.


  “Airport?” the driver asked.


  Nodding, Claire said, “Please.” She’d flown in the previous night and stayed overnight at one of the hotels near the airport. Now she was flying to New York to meet with some doctors who wanted to test her blood.


  There’d been a lot of that. To Claire’s mind, this whole insanity would be worth it if scientists could find a way to use her blood’s healing properties to help people.


  As the town car drove down the streets she grew up on, Claire found herself thinking about Peter. She hadn’t heard hide nor hair from him since Central Park. In fact, she’d barely seen him then, as she had been busy trying to convince the other carnies of Samuel’s true, nasty nature.


  In fact, what really surprised her was how few of the Evos she actually knew had joined her in coming out. She would have thought that Hiro at the very least would embrace going public. But he and Ando had remained underground, as had Peter and his mother, Matt Parkman, Mohinder, Tracy, and the others. Claire wasn’t really sure why—maybe just because they’d all been through so much.


  Still and all, she figured she’d take another shot at calling Peter. It would probably do as much good as texting Gretchen had—she had finally given up on that sometime in April—but she had to try. Peter was too important to her.


  Naturally, she got his voicemail. “You’ve reached Peter’s phone. Please leave a message.”


  “Hi, Peter, it’s Claire. Again. Look, it’s been nine months, and I haven’t heard a word. I’ve tried asking your mother where you are, but you know how she is. For someone who can see the future, she sucks at giving straight answers. Anyhow, I just want—I just need to know you’re okay. Look, you don’t have to tell me where you are, just let me know that you’re alive and okay. Please? Things really are better now that we’re out in the open. I just spent an hour being told by a bunch of high school kids how cool I am. Just please? Call me?” She let out a long breath, said, “Bye,” and ended the call.


  6


  
    12 September 2011


    Excerpt from NBC 5 News at 10, Chicago, IL

  


  “Breaking news, now, on the house fire on 43rd Street in Canaryville. NBC 5 has obtained exclusive footage from the security camera in Frankie’s Pizza Shop, located across the street from the house in question. The image is a bit pixelated, but you can see that there is a human figure who suddenly—wait for it—there it is, he catches fire. The fire then spreads to the rest of the house, as you can see. There’s also this segment where the same figure is seen running away from the building, still on fire. This is more and more looking like a case of arson caused by an Evo. Chicago Police Department spokeswoman Bethany Mazursky had this to say …”


  “The arson investigation is ongoing, so we cannot comment specifically. However, the possibility of Evo involvement means we are in contact with the Department of Homeland Security—but right now, that’s only a possibility. We are investigating all possibilities, just as we do for every case.”


  “Here now in our studio is Gregory Quaye, Alderman of Ward 4. Alderman, thank you for joining us.”


  “Yes, thank you for having me.”


  “Alderman, you recently spoke out, along with the governor, both Illinois senators, half a dozen other aldermen, and four of Chicago’s congressmen about the inadequacies of the Evo Registration Act.”


  “Yes, I did. And this incident in my ward speaks to why we’re so concerned. And yes, that’s just the latest incident. In Miami last week, there was an attempted drive-by—but the intended target instead killed the gunman by electrocuting him with his fingers. There’s a couple of thieves in New York who can walk through walls and are robbing people blind. There’s a man in Seattle who’s walking up to people, telling them to give him their money, and they do, without remembering it a minute later. And right here in Chicago last month, a woman on Diversey touched a car and made it disintegrate, just so she could get a parking spot. For that matter, we still don’t know what really happened in New York last year with that carnival that appeared out of nowhere. Yes, the Petrelli girl’s done a nice job of distracting us from the questions that still haven’t been answered, like the earthquake. But in light of these events, the federal government needs to take a harder tack with Evos before more harm is done. It’s a small miracle that nobody died in that fire, but the Evo responsible for it is still out there and still dangerous. And yes, we need more than simple voluntary registration. Laws regarding firearms have always had to change to accommodate new guns appearing on the market, and this is no different. Evos are, for all intents and purposes, weapons, and we need to regulate the use of those weapons before more people get hurt.”


  “Thank you, Alderman. When we come back, sports with Steve, looking at what the Bears did yesterday, what the Cubs did tonight, and what the Sox hope to do tomorrow.”


  7


  
    20 September 2011


    Crowne Plaza Hotel, McLean, VA

  


  It was with a smile on his face that Jacob Kurtzberg wheeled himself out of the elevator and toward his hotel room. After months and months of being stonewalled, he had finally been able to make his case before a judge, across from an Assistant U.S. Attorney who tried and failed to argue that Samuel Sullivan was a national security risk.


  Judge Ventura was having none of that. Even if Samuel was a terrorist, he had a right to counsel, not to mention a right to be charged, which he hadn’t been. Jacob had also made it clear to the AUSA that he would continue to be very public on the subject—he’d been appearing on every television show that would have him, from national cable news to local network news and back again, trying to get justice for his client—and that the Supreme Court would be his next stop.


  The truth of the matter was that Jacob knew that Samuel was guilty as sin. Samuel was indeed an Evo, and Jacob was morally certain that Samuel had killed his brother Joseph and also Lydia, not to mention destroying an entire town and trying to do the same to New York City.


  But what Jacob was morally certain about didn’t matter. You convict people based on moral certainty, you get the Salem Witch Trials. In a civilized society, what mattered was what you could prove in a court of law. And the only thing they could actually prove was that he had set up the carnival without a permit. For that, Samuel had been held in a hole somewhere here in D.C. for nine months.


  Not for much longer, though. Judge Ventura had ordered the AUSA to produce Samuel for a meeting with counsel, to which he was entitled under the law. An hour after leaving the courthouse, Jacob got a text saying that Samuel would be in an interrogation room in the District 3 headquarters of Metro PD first thing in the morning. It meant he’d have to schlep over to V Street, but he’d just call a car service like usual. The carnival was paying for it, in any case …


  He arrived at the door to his room, pulled out his keycard, and pushed it into the slot. After the light turned green and the lock clicked, Jacob pushed the handle downward, and the extra-wide door opened automatically.


  Before he could wheel himself in, however, he felt a breeze and saw a blur shoot past him.


  “What the—?”


  He wheeled himself in to see Edgar standing in the middle of the hotel room, his trademark knives gripped in his hands.


  “Edgar? What are you doing here?”


  “Heard you were gettin’ Samuel outta prison.”


  “Of course I am. That’s my job.” Jacob hadn’t even seen Edgar since the mess in New York. Last he’d heard, Samuel had accused Edgar of killing Joseph.


  “Well, you’re doin’ it too well to suit me.”


  Another blur, and Jacob looked down in shock to see blood pouring from his throat, staining his suit, gushing onto the metal arms of his wheelchair. The pain didn’t actually come for a second or two, but then it was everywhere, all over his body.


  He fell forward, barely feeling it as he collapsed onto the carpeted floor, blood now pooling under him.


  “I—” he managed to croak out.


  The last words Jacob heard were: “Samuel’s stayin’ in his hole for’s long as possible. Forever’d be best.”


  8


  
    1 October 2011


    The White House, Washington, D.C.

  


  Noah fidgeted as he sat outside the Oval Office.


  Next to him, Angela Petrelli was smiling. “Is something wrong, Noah?”


  He glanced over at the closed door on the curved wall. “Just not used to this level of—well, publicity. I’m more comfortable in the shadows. We always did things in secret, under the radar. That was the point. And we did it well. This …” He shook his head.


  “Those days, I’m afraid, are long gone, thanks to Claire. The toothpaste is out of the tube.”


  The woman on the other side of Angela, whom Noah did not know, said, “It was always going to end up this way. It’s a wonder you kept it under wraps as long as you did, but there are just too many Evos now. The Company was never big enough to handle so many.”


  Noah leaned forward to try to get a better look at the woman. “I’m sorry, you are …?”


  Before she could answer, the door to the Oval Office opened, and a young man said, “The President’s ready for you three now.”


  With a heavy sigh, Noah stood up. Angela and the other woman did the same.


  As they walked toward the door, Noah whispered, “Do you have any idea what this is about?”


  “Yes.” That was all Angela would say.


  Working for DHS had its issues, but one thing Noah did not miss from his Company days was Angela’s tiresomely enigmatic nature.


  Noah had only seen the Oval Office on television. Oddly, it seemed smaller in real life, with the furniture kind of crammed together.


  The President was sitting in an easy chair, with the Vice President and the chief of staff seated to his left. The young man who’d brought them in indicated the couch on the President’s right for the three of them. Noah sat farthest from the President, while Angela sat in the middle, leaving the other woman to sit nearest the commander-in-chief. That suited Noah fine.


   Without any preamble, the President started talking. “Even as we speak, Congress is voting on an amendment to the Evo Act that will make registration mandatory.”


  Noah tensed. This was a game-changer, to say the least. Though given the reports they’d been getting, he couldn’t bring himself to be surprised.


  The Vice President said, “This changes how the registration centers will be operating. And since not registering will be a felony, it will also require a level of enforcement that was not previously necessary.”


  The President looked right at Angela. “Now, DHS could start from scratch on this. Mr. Bennet here has done excellent work to bring Homeland up to speed, but this will require an entirely new mandate. I think it’ll be much easier on everyone if we outsource this to a company that already has extensive background and experience in these matters.”


  The chief of staff then spoke up. “We did our due diligence on ‘Primatech Paper,’ Ms. Petrelli. It was fascinating reading. Turns out that all twelve of you who founded the company had equal ownership shares. And when someone dies, all that person’s shares go not to, say, their heirs, but instead to the surviving shareholders.”


  Noah turned to stare at Angela. He knew for a fact that the other eleven founders of the Company were deceased.


  “Which means in real terms,” the Vice President said, “that you’re the sole owner of the company—lock, stock, and Level 5.”


  That caused Noah to wince. If the Vice President knew about Level 5, then their security was severely compromised. Either that, or Nathan had revealed a lot more to the President than Noah had realized.


  Angela gave that irritating half-smile of hers, hands rested calmly on her lap. “Your intelligence with regard to the ownership structure of the Company is quite accurate, Mr. Vice President.”


  “Thanks,” the Vice President said dryly.


  The President leaned forward. “Ms. Petrelli, the U.S. government would like to contract Primatech Paper to enforce the amended Evo Act.”


  “The Company is inactive, Mr. President,” Angela said. “The files and resources and personnel are all scattered to the nine winds. It would take tremendous time, effort, and capital to bring the Company back up to fighting strength, as it were. I’m not sure this is the best idea.”


  Noah frowned. Angela wasn’t actually refusing. What is she playing at? That was a question he had often asked himself when dealing with Angela or her late husband.


  The chief of staff leaned back on the couch. “Ms. Petrelli, a minute ago you remarked on how good our intelligence is with regard to your company. You were correct—in fact, it’s so good that we’re quite familiar with the overwhelming number of felonies committed by Primatech’s personnel. Breaking and entering. Kidnapping. Attempted murder. Assault. Fraud.”


  “Fraud’s a misdemeanor,” the woman next to Angela said.


  That got a smile out of the chief of staff, but it wasn’t a particularly pleasant one. “The point, Ms. Petrelli, is that you can accept the President’s offer, or I can walk over to my office and make a call to the Attorney General. I guarantee you’ll spend the rest of your life in prison, and it will not be a minimum-security prison, either.”


  Angela turned to look at the President. “So it’s blackmail?”


  Noah managed not to snort. The President was up for reelection next year. If he didn’t get a handle on the Evo situation soon, he wouldn’t stand a chance in hell of winning a second term.


  “It’s you being offered a choice,” the President said. “Make it now, please.”


  “Actually, I made it already nine days ago. Since you seem to know all about the Company, I assume you know what my particular ‘Evo’ ability is.” Angela used air quotes and a tone of purest derision when she uttered the term “Evo.” “You see, on the 21st of September, I woke up from a dream. In that dream, I saw this very meeting happening. And then I turned on the television to see a news story about the death of Jacob Kurtzberg, at which point I knew why this meeting would be happening. Given that Mr. Kurtzberg’s murder has dominated the news for the past week and a half, it was inevitable that your little law was going to need changing. However, my interest in running the day-to-day of the Company is very close to nil. In the past, I had colleagues who were happy to be administrators, but they’re all, as you know, quite dead. However, since I knew this meeting was coming, I took steps.”


  The chief of staff said, “You listed Ms. Kravid here as your business partner when you checked in with security, but she’s not on Primatech’s org chart. I assume she’s one of the steps you took?”


  “Yes. As I’m sure you all know, Erica Kravid is the head of Renautas. Just yesterday, I finalized the deal whereby Renautas bought the Company. She is now in charge.”


  “And,” Kravid said quickly, “I’m more than happy to take on the contract. Renautas is very interested in the many possibilities inherent in these Evo powers. These people can change the world in so many ways, and they’ve been hiding—even after that blond girl made it possible for them to come out of the phone booth, so to speak. With this new law, we’ll have unfettered access to them. We can cure diseases, we can make all manner of scientific breakthroughs, we can protect the environment—we can do so much. Mr. President, I relish this opportunity.”


  “Good.” The President leaned back in his chair. “Mr. Bennet, you’re probably wondering why you were invited to this meeting.”


  In fact, Noah had been hoping that his presence would go unnoticed. In response, he simply said, “Yes, sir.”


  “I want you to be a part of this. You worked for Primatech in the past, and you’ve been invaluable to Homeland. The Secretary’s reports have been frankly gushing. Since you’ve done a great deal of the work setting up the registration centers, and since you have experience with field work of the type that will be required, I want you to play a role.” He turned his gaze on Kravid. “I assume, Ms. Kravid, that having Mr. Bennet on board will be acceptable.”


  Noah noted that the President had not phrased that as a question. Which was one of the reasons why he didn’t object.


  Kravid smiled. “Of course, Mr. President. I’d be a fool not to make use of Mr. Bennet’s experience.”


  “Good.” The President stood up. “The vote should be completed tonight, and I’ll sign the bill in the morning. Thank you all.”


  “Thank you, Mr. President,” Kravid said as she rose to her feet.


  Once they had left the Oval Office and were standing in one of the White House hallways, Kravid offered her hand to Noah. “Mr. Bennet, I’m Erica Kravid. It’s truly a pleasure to meet you. I’ve read quite a bit about you, and I’m looking forward to having you on my team.”


  “I’m looking forward to it as well. Consulting is nice, but—I prefer to get my hands dirty. Field work is where I’m at my best.”


  Kravid smiled. “That would explain why you didn’t object to the President all but ordering you to work for me.”


  “Oh,” Angela said, “Noah’s good at following instructions.”


  The young man who’d brought them into the Oval Office reappeared. “If you’ll come this way, please?”


  Noah nodded, recognizing that they were being escorted out.


  “Are you free this afternoon, Mr. Bennet?” Kravid asked as they walked through the West Wing toward the exit. “We have a lot to discuss, and I’d like to get started as soon as possible.”


  “Absolutely,” Noah said. “Besides, this law is the right way to go. Evos have been hiding for too long—it’s become second nature to them. They need to be brought out into the open.”


  Angela shot Noah a look. “I’m surprised to hear you say that, Noah. You were always so gung-ho about keeping things secret.”


  He shrugged. “Like you said before, the toothpaste is out of the tube. There’s nothing we can do about it now, so we have to make the best of the situation.” Then he smiled ruefully. “Besides, I was only gung-ho because that’s what I was told to be. Like you also said, I’m good at following instructions.”


  “Mostly.” That damned half-smile again.


  “Either way,” Kravid said, “it’s a brave new world out there, and Renautas is going to be at the forefront of it, I can promise you that.”


  9


  
    17 October 2011


    Transcript from Inside the Beltway with Christine Harbough

  


  CHRISTINE HARBOUGH: Good evening, I’m Christine Harbough, coming to you live from Washington. Everyone’s talking about Evos these days, especially with the new amendment to the Evo Act that means that all these people with strange powers beyond those of mortal men will have to register with the government. In the week since the amendment was passed in Congress, we’ve seen the capture of an Evo in Wilmington, Delaware, who nearly set fire to an entire city block. The question is, what does the most famous Evo have to say about all this, and we’ve got her here tonight. Claire Petrelli, welcome.


  CLAIRE PETRELLI: Thank you, Christine.


  CHRISTINE: So what do you think of this new wrinkle on the Evo Act?


  CLAIRE: I gotta say, I’m not thrilled about it. The whole reason why I went public was so that we could all be who we are to everyone. So that people wouldn’t have to hide who they are. But it goes both ways. I went public because I wanted to. I know plenty of Evos—some of whom are good friends of mine—who have not gone public. Now they have to, and that’s totally not fair.


  CHRISTINE: Well, I think the people who’ve been assaulted or had crimes committed against them by Evos would beg to differ.


  CLAIRE: Look, I’m not saying that criminals shouldn’t be prosecuted. What I am saying is that all Evos shouldn’t be punished because of the actions of a few. That’s the sort of attitude that led to putting Japanese-Americans in internment camps during World War II. Is that really what we want to do again?


  CHRISTINE: That’s not a bad point, Claire, but nobody’s talking about internment camps, they’re talking about registration. Same way you’re supposed to register a handgun or a sniper rifle.


  CLAIRE: I’ve heard that argument before, and it’s totally bogus. Look, my power isn’t a weapon. I can’t hurt anybody, all I can do is not get permanently hurt by someone else. How’s that a weapon? I met someone last month who’s technically an Evo. You know what she can do? Turn things different colors. It’s not even permanent—she can only change the color while she’s concentrating. Why should she have to register that with the government if she doesn’t want to?


  CHRISTINE: Yeah, but where do you draw the line? Okay, it should just be Evos who have actual dangerous powers, like ones who can blow things up or set themselves on fire or move things with their mind. But who decides what’s dangerous?


  CLAIRE: Where you should draw the line is in forcing people to do it. Or, I guess, not forcing them. The act was fine the way it was originally written because it gave people the choice.


  CHRISTINE: Speaking of choices, you’re heading to Walter Reed tomorrow?


  CLAIRE: Yeah, I’ve got another appointment with a geneticist, Dr. Deng Hsu. We’ve been trying to figure out ways to make my healing ability transferable. They’ve actually been able to use a transfusion of my blood to heal people, but it only works with people who have the same blood type as me, and even then it doesn’t always do everything we hope for. But we’re still trying, and Dr. Hsu is optimistic that we can figure it out.


  CHRISTINE: So you don’t mind being experimented on?


  CLAIRE: It’s my choice. I want to help people. Like I said, I can’t use my power to do much—it’s mostly defensive. But the one thing my power can fight is disease and injury. And since it’s not a secret anymore, I can do what I can to try to save the world.


  CHRISTINE: Well, I hope that works out for you. Claire Petrelli, the face of the Evos, thanks for coming on.


  CLAIRE: Thanks for having me.


  CHRISTINE: Up next, the President’s reelection strategy, as well as the slew of candidates lining up to oppose him. You’re watching Inside the Beltway.
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    18 October 2011


    The Petrelli house, Vienna, VA

  


  Claire felt personally betrayed that, after everything the President had said in private to her in the Oval Office and in public to the whole world at the State of the Union, he had gone and changed the law. To be fair, there had been intense pressure to make the change even before the carnival’s lawyer was killed, and it went into overdrive after that.


  However, the day after the lawyer was killed, two Secret Service agents showed up at the house she was living in, saying that they were her new protection detail, by order of the President.


  At the time, her response had been, “Um, okay, but if anyone shoots at us, I’m gonna come out of it better than you guys.”


  The agents hadn’t laughed.


  And so she accepted that two agents of the U.S. Treasury Department were going to be her constant companions. When she had let her father know via e-mail, his response had been: “That’s the best news I’ve heard all year.”


  If nothing else, the number of paparazzi stalking her had gone down a lot since the protection detail started.


  She had just finished doing an interview with a local station that would air on their five o’clock news, and had returned to the house in the suburbs. The large house on Fox Rest Lane was owned by the Petrelli family. Nathan had used it as his D.C.-area residence when Congress was in session, but it had been unoccupied since his death.


  Right now, Agents Ana Hopwood and Bekenya Uduwana were on duty. The former stayed outside on the front porch, while the latter came inside with Claire.


  Uduwana checked through the entire house and declared it to be clear.


  “I’m gonna go take a nap,” Claire said. “You and Ana can help yourselves to the kitchen.”


  “Thanks, ma’am,” Uduwana said as she took a seat in the large living room.


  Claire knew that neither of them would take her up on the offer—they never ate or drank anything while on duty except during specific break times, and then only one of them did so at a time. And it was always food and drink they had brought themselves. That had been true of every pair of agents she’d encountered. It was especially hilarious given that Angela paid someone to keep the kitchen well stocked at all times, and the provisions in the house were a lot nicer than the junk the agents brought for themselves.


  She poured herself a glass of water and brought it upstairs to the bedroom.


  As soon as she closed the door behind her, a voice said, “Claire, please, don’t scream.”


  Whirling around, she saw Peter Petrelli—and Sylar!


  “What the hell are you—”


  Sylar put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. We don’t want to get the agents all upset now, do we?”


  “How did—” She shook her head. “How’d you get in here? Agent Uduwana checked the house!”


  Sylar turned to look at Peter. “How soon they forget.” He looked back at Claire. “Come on, Claire, you know what we can do. Do you really think getting past a couple of Secret Service agents is much of a challenge?”


  Claire glared at Sylar, unable to keep the disgust off her face. Not that she was particularly motivated to. “Let’s find out.”


  Peter held up a hand. “Claire, wait! We just want to talk to you.”


  “Oh, ‘we’ do, do ‘we’? I haven’t heard from you for months, you ignore every text, every voice message, every e-mail, and when I do finally get to talk to you, you’re with him?”


  “Look, I know you and Sylar have a history, but—”


  “’History’? That’s what you call it?” Claire was livid, but kept her voice down only because alerting the agents would just make things worse. Ana and Bekenya were good, but they were no match for Sylar. “He sliced my head open. He’s killed dozens of people, including your brother!”


  Peter sighed. “I can explain it, and I will, I promise, but first you have to listen to me—do not let them experiment on you.”


  “Nobody’s experimenting on me, they’re doing tests on my blood.”


  Sylar snorted. “I’m sure they were very convincing when they told you that.”


  Peter shot Sylar a look. “Nothing good will come of this, Claire. You can’t let them. It’ll be Dad all over again.”


  Claire knew that Arthur Petrelli had funded Mohinder Suresh’s experiments on Evos. “This isn’t the same thing. Your father’s work was done in secret. Everybody knows what I’m doing—it makes it a lot harder to hide things.”


  “You really believe that?” Sylar asked in a patronizing tone.


  “I’m telling you, this is a mistake, Claire.” Peter moved closer and gave her his best sincere look.


  But Claire wasn’t buying it—not with that bastard standing right next to him like he was his bestie. “And I’m telling you both to get out of my house.”


  Peter smiled, arms raised, palms up. “It’s a Petrelli house, Claire. I’ve got as much right to it as you do.”


  She shrugged. “Fine, I’ll just let the agents know you snuck in. That’ll go over great.”


  Now one of those hands was held up, palm toward Claire. “No! No, it’s okay. Look, we just wanted to warn you that—”


  “Fine. You warned me. You can leave now.”


  Claire tensed. She was sure that this was the point where Sylar would do something insane.


  But instead, he simply put a hand on Peter’s shoulder. “I told you this was a bad idea, Peter. Let’s go.”


  With that, the two of them shot out the window—which Claire had only just realized was open.


  That explains how they got in, anyhow.


  At least now she knew why she hadn’t heard from Peter. And as long as he was hanging out with Sylar, she was just as happy to keep it that way …
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    25 October 2011


    Excerpt from New York 1 broadcast, New York, NY

  


  “I’m standing right now in front of the Petrelli for Congress offices on Third Avenue and 62nd Street. It was from this office that Nathan Petrelli made his run for Representative of New York’s 14th Congressional District. The office was shuttered when Petrelli won the election but then withdrew for personal reasons. Petrelli was later appointed by Governor Malden to be the junior senator from New York to replace Senator Dickinson when he passed away. Petrelli himself died last year. For that entire time, these offices have been closed—but today members of the media were invited to a press conference being held by Peter Petrelli, the late senator’s younger brother. The younger Petrelli has a history of depression that became tabloid fodder during his older brother’s campaign, but lately he’s been working as an EMT here in New York. And now someone’s coming out of the front door—and it’s Mr. Petrelli. Let’s listen.”


  “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, thank you for coming. My brother, rest his soul, believed in the fundamental human rights of all people. He believed not only in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, but also in Amnesty International’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights. I know if he was alive today, he would have voted for the Evo Registration Act back in January—and he would’ve voted against it last week. As it’s been rewritten, the Evo Act is wrong. The Universal Declaration states that every human being is entitled to basic human rights, such as equal protection and freedom from discrimination, without distinction of any kind, such as on the basis of race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, or other status. The Evo Act as it’s been rewritten violates the Constitution and violates the Declaration. I will not be registering with the Department of Homeland Security. I have many friends who are also Evos, and they will not be registering with the Department of Homeland Security. We will not stand by and be discriminated against.”


  “Tell me you got that—ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Petrelli just grimaced for a second, and then he literally disappeared. I’ve never seen anything like it, though I guess it confirms that he’s an Evo. Once again, Peter Petrelli, the younger brother of the late Senator Nathan Petrelli, is an Evo, and has just declared war on the rewritten Evo Act. He claims to speak for many Evos when he says he won’t abide by it, and quoted Amnesty International’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights to support his argument. It looks like the lines between Evos and us regular humans are being drawn.”
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    4 November 2011


    Place de la Concorde, Paris, France

  


  Antoine Mercier stood in front of the Rue Royale, right by the obelisk that was the centerpiece of the Place de la Concorde, chanting, “Je ne vais pas déclarer!” over and over again, together with several others. One of the people nearby was holding a sign with those words in French, another in Spanish, a third in German.


  “Je ne vais pas déclarer!”


  The plaza was filled with people protesting the European Union’s passing of Droit d’Évolué Déclarer. Some were Evos openly displaying their powers, like the woman who was flying and the man who was setting off fireworks from the tips of his fingers. Others were normal people who had joined the group in solidarity. Antoine couldn’t always tell, of course. His mentor—a secretive, but brilliant Anglais named Claude—had always told him that the reason why normal people feared Evos was because they generally looked just like normal people, until they used their powers.


  “Je ne vais pas déclarer!”


  In Antoine’s case, he could manipulate light. Claude had shown him how to make himself invisible by bending light waves around himself, a skill Claude himself had. However, Claude was limited to that invisibility (though it wasn’t much of a limitation, truth be told). Antoine could also create light shows and make lasers and change the colors of things. It was actually fun, but totally harmless—well, except for the laser part. He saw no reason to tell the government about his private life.


  “Je ne vais pas déclarer!”


  And then the gendarmes showed up, dressed in riot gear.


  In French, one of the police said into a megaphone: “This is an illegal gathering! Disperse immediately!”


  “Je ne vais pas déclarer!”


  Two women flew up into the air, arm in arm. Antoine figured that one of them could fly and was carrying the other.


  One of the women spoke in German, her voice projecting louder than the megaphone. “We will not surrender! The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!” Then in French, she repeated, “The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!” Then in Italian, then in English. She also said something in a language he didn’t recognize, though he could make out the word “Petrelli.”


  The people around them all started shouting, “The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!”


  Peter Petrelli’s speech in New York had gotten billions of hits on YouTube and had become the rallying cry of Evos throughout Europe—and elsewhere, but Antoine didn’t much care about what went on outside his home. Petrelli had galvanized Evos all over the world by quoting the Declaration of Human Rights. Americans usually just talked about their own country as if it were the only one in the world. Petrelli recognized that there was a world beyond the United States.


  And then, when the EU fell into line behind the U.S., just like it always did, by passing a similar law, the Evos—and the other people—of the EU responded.


  The gendarmes were unimpressed with the human amplifier. “Disperse immediately!”


  Antoine used his powers to pull the light reflecting off of the parts of the Place he couldn’t see into his own line of sight, so that he could observe the whole scene. There were snipers set up on the roofs of the buildings on the Rue Royale and other officers coming from all sides. They were being surrounded.


  “Oh, this isn’t good,” he muttered to himself in French.


  Next to him, a British girl asked in English, “What is it?”


  “They’re surrounding us,” he said in her language. “This will end poorly.”


  “Let ‘em try, yeah?” The girl held up her right hand, which started to glow.


  In French, the gendarme with the megaphone said, “If you do not disperse, we will be forced to take action.”


  But he could barely be heard over the multilingual chant of, “The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!”


  “Disperse immediately!”


  “Je ne vais pas déclarer!”


  “The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!”


  “If you do not disperse now, we will open fire!”


  “The Petrelli Movement will not be stopped!”


  Thanks to his bending of the light, Antoine could see the sniper on the nearest rooftop, and he could also see the girl next to him.


  So he knew that they both acted at the same time.


  The sniper fired his rifle just as the British girl let loose with a stream of heat from her hand.


  And then the girl right beside her fell over, and with a shock, Antoine realized that the sniper had seen the girl’s glowing hand and had fired at her to keep her from using her powers.


  Too late, as it happened. The stream of heat engulfed two of the gendarmes, who immediately caught fire and went screaming and running through the Place.


  Chaos erupted a moment later as the police opened fire and several Evos used their powers.


  Antoine was one of the latter. He reached out with his power and forced the light to bend around several of the weapons being held by the police. The guns were still there, just no longer visible, which at least got some of them to stop shooting for a moment.


  Fireworks exploded under two of the policemen, and three of the gendarmes found their riot gear turned to stone, trapping them in their own clothes.


  One of the things Claude had drilled into him from the get-go was that when things got bad, get out. Since Antoine could make himself invisible, he bent the light around himself so that no one could see him and then got far away from the Place de la Concorde as quickly as he could.


  As he ran, he heard the sounds of gunfire and of various powers being used, and he heard the screams of the wounded on both sides.


  He no longer heard any chants.
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    15 November 2011


    A guest editorial in Washingtonian Magazine by Claire Petrelli

  


  The tragedy in Paris earlier this month was one of the worst events of recent history. And it never should have happened.


  There are serious problems with human-Evo relations, not just in our country, but all over the world. Paris proved that. But violence is not the solution to the problem.


  All the riot in the Place de la Concorde accomplished was to make things worse.


  Ever since his speech in New York, my uncle, Peter Petrelli, has been the unofficial spokesman for what everyone now is calling “the Petrelli Movement.” But this is one Petrelli who doesn’t endorse it.


  I love my uncle. I do. He’s done a lot of good over the years, as a hospice nurse, as an EMT, and as an Evo. He’s stayed under the radar until now. Very few people know how much good he’s done, how many lives he’s saved.


  But what he’s doing now is wrong, and it needs to stop.


  It’s not going to be easy. But Evos are here to stay, and everyone has to accept that. I agree with Peter on many things. The Evo Act as it was originally passed in January was perfect. The amendments are wrong, and I’ve said so, in public and in private. I’ve even been lucky enough to be able to express my reservations to the President himself. At the very least, I can attest that there’s a dialogue going on.


  This so-called “Petrelli Movement” isn’t a dialogue. It’s a screaming match. And then it’s a fight. When Peter gave his speech in New York last month, it was like lighting the fuse on a stick of dynamite. And now it’s blowing up in all our faces.


  We need to live in peace with one another. The reason why I’ve been open about being an Evo is to show that it can work. But also it’s important that people who want to stay hidden can do that, too.


  The United States has been a leader in the world ever since the early twentieth century. And we need to be the leader now, and that means not treating Evos like second-class citizens. It means letting us live our lives like normal people, not forcing us to register, not forcing us to let the government keep track of us.


  If we act like we care about the rights of all our citizens, the rest of the world will follow suit. The Droit d’Évolué Déclarer only passed in the European Union because of the amendments to the Evo Registration Act here.


  A couple of years ago, my father, Senator Nathan Petrelli, started a program that was much worse than what’s happening now. Evos were being rounded up and held without warrants and without due process. We just were kidnapped and locked away without anyone knowing what had happened to us or why.


  Nobody really knows about this program, even now. There were some news stories, but they quieted down pretty quick because there was no evidence. And that’s the worst thing. Because nobody knew we were even there in the first place, nobody knew we were being treated this way.


  At the very least, that can’t happen anymore. That’s why I revealed myself last year, and why I’ve stayed in the public eye. The people who want us locked up, want us put away, can’t treat us that way anymore.


  But they can still treat us like second-class citizens. This has to stop.


  And I believe it will. The history of our country is one in which people are gradually granted more rights than they had before. The Founding Fathers wanted more rights than they had under King George. After the Civil War, people with darker skin came to have the same rights as those with lighter skin, although the struggle was long and hard. In 1920, women won the right to vote. And now we’re seeing homosexuals get the same rights as heterosexuals.


  We have to do the same for Evos. We have to be treated like people. Not like non-humans. Peter was right about one other thing: whether it’s the Constitution or the Declaration of Human Rights, we are still human and we still deserve the same rights as everyone else.


  So today I’m asking—no, I’m begging. Please, stop the violence. If you’re part of the Petrelli Movement, please don’t use violence to resolve the problems you’re having. And if you’re a member of the government of any nation, from the President of the United States to the Council of the European Union to all other governments throughout the world, please do not make registration of Evos mandatory. Let us have our choice.


  This article was written with the assistance of Washingtonian reporter Sabrina Piazza.
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    24 November 2011


    The French house, Brentwood, MO

  


  A year ago, Noah Bennet had hosted the world’s most awkward Thanksgiving dinner. It had been, he knew, a pathetic attempt at normalcy in a life that had stopped being normal the moment his first wife was killed by an Evo while pregnant with their child. Even his second marriage had started out as a sham, a cover to make his life look more normal than it really was.


  Hardly a surprise that Sandra left him. The only surprise was that it took her so long.


  But he tried. He got Sandra and Doug and Claire and Claire’s roommate, as well as Lauren (who had saved his ass with regard to food preparation), to all show up. It actually wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been, but it was still pretty dreadful, all things considered.


  Noah had put the Thanksgiving dinner together because the Company had been disbanded, leaving him with nothing but his family. However, with Sandra gone, Lyle gone with her, and Claire off to college, he didn’t even have that.


  Now it was a year later, and he was back out in the field, doing what he had believed a year ago to be impossible: bagging and tagging. Well, tagging, anyhow, and only bagging if they resisted. It was an interesting change.


  Erica Kravid had not accepted all of Noah’s recommendations. But Noah had to give her credit for at least listening to all of them and giving them a fair hearing. And one suggestion she embraced wholeheartedly was the Company’s “one of us, one of them” policy for field work.


  “If you’re going after Evos,” he had said to her in one of their many meetings following that fateful morning in the Oval Office, “you need to have an Evo around in case things get ugly. Some of these people are incredibly dangerous. They might be more compliant if they see one of their own helping out.”


  “One of us” were recruited from FBI, NSA, CIA, DHS, ICE, and various police departments. “One of them” were all registered Evos who had volunteered or, in some cases, been recruited. In fact, some of the latter came from the same pool as the former—Matt Parkman hadn’t been the only law-enforcement type to develop powers. Indeed, Noah had suggested recruiting Parkman, but Erica had told him that he’d declined.


  Lauren had also been tapped, but she, too, declined, saying that the whole nonsense with the Sullivan Brothers Carnival, culminating in Claire’s coming-out in Central Park, had pretty much put her off of Evos. She was happy to stay in the CIA and gather intelligence on foreign nations “like a normal spook.”


  Noah envied her the choice. But as last Thanksgiving had shown him, he wasn’t really good at anything else but this.


  His partner was a very large and very intelligent man named Caspar Abraham. His powers related to memory, though unlike, say, Rene, he didn’t eliminate them so much as transfer them to inanimate objects. He chose to use pennies as his repository, mostly so he could make “penny for your thoughts” jokes.


  Noah expected to stop wincing at that any day now.


  As Noah drove the rental car through the tree-lined streets of a St. Louis suburb, Caspar was finishing up a phone call. “Yes, of course. I’ll be home tomorrow, and I’ve already made the reservations at Giovanni’s. I’ll make this up to you, sweetheart. Love you too. Bye.”


  Noah smiled. “Gladys is pissed, huh?”


  Caspar shrugged. “I warned her when I took the job that the hours would be—inconsistent. That weekends and holidays were fair game. Guess she either didn’t believe me or just didn’t think it through.”


  Noah pulled up in front of the house of their target, a building that reminded Noah far too much of the house in Odessa. It was your standard two-level house of the type that had been built during the great suburban migration of the 1950s.


  Looking up and down the street, Caspar said, “I hate suburbia.”


  Noah shot him a look. “Why?”


  “Intellectually, I know I’m in Missouri, because we flew into Lambert. But if you’d put me into a coma back in D.C. and then woke me up here, I’d have absolutely no idea where I was. This looks just like every other suburban street in the country. Now, if you woke me in New York or San Francisco or Chicago or Dallas or in St. Louis proper, I’d know immediately where I was. Cities have personalities, they have character. This? It’s like that Pete Seeger song, little boxes made of ticky-tack.” Caspar shook his head and smiled beneath his salt-and-pepper goatee. “Sorry. Arguments with Gladys always make me philosophical.”


  Frowning, Noah said, “That didn’t sound like an argument to me.”


  “Gladys is very controlled. It’s one of the things I love about her, honestly, that she doesn’t fly off the handle. If you’d heard her side of the conversation, you’d have noticed how terse she was, how clipped. That’s how I know she’s pissed. Trust me, that was an argument, and I didn’t win.”


  Remembering his own shouting matches with Sandra, particularly once she realized how many times Noah had had Rene alter her memories, Noah had to admit to himself that Caspar and Gladys’s version of marital distress was a lot more civilized.


  But he said nothing aloud. Sandra was the past, and he needed to focus on the present.


  Caspar got out of the passenger side and then opened the back door to retrieve the briefcase in which he kept his penny supply. “So what’s this one’s name, again?”


  “Alexander French.” He retrieved the manila folder from the back seat. “This is the Company’s file on him. We never got around to tagging him. As far as we could tell, his only ability was to see very far. Not a big priority.”


  “Well, let’s just hope he isn’t away visiting family for Thanksgiving.” Caspar headed toward the front door.


  Noah followed, hearing a susurrus of voices from inside. “Looks like our guy is the host.”


  “Lucky us.” Caspar rang the doorbell.


  After a moment, the door opened to reveal a white male in his thirties or forties with perfectly combed hair, wearing a polo shirt, Dockers, and white sneakers.


  With a big smile on his face, the man said, “Happy Thanksgiving! What can I do for you folks?”


  “Are you Alexander French?”


  “Absolutely. And you are?”


  Reaching into his jacket pocket, Caspar pulled out his ID. Belatedly, Noah did likewise. The hardest adjustment he had had to make in working as a government contractor as opposed to the Company was that he was now on official business and had actual legal authority.


  “My name is Caspar Abraham, and this is Noah Bennet. We’re with Renautas, a company that’s been contracted by the U.S. government.”


  French’s eyes went wide. “Wow. Well, I can’t imagine what the government would need with me, but why don’t you come in? We haven’t sat down to dinner yet, but I’m sure Eleanor can scare you up some hors d’oeuvres.” He pronounced the last two words closer to “horse’s doovers” than the actual pronunciation.


  Noah heard the clacking of claws on linoleum and recognized it instantly as the tread of a dog. This one was heavier and slower than Mr. Muggles, though. Peering over French’s shoulder, he saw a big Golden Retriever ambling up toward the door.


  French turned and said, “Scooter, sit!”


  The dog whined softly and then sat on the foyer floor.


  “Good dog!” He turned back to Noah and Caspar. “Sorry about that. Ol’ Scooter-pie here always thinks that anyone who walks in the door is here to see him. Come on in.”


  Scooter raised his head when they entered, and he looked right at Noah.


  Unable to resist, Noah knelt down and pet the dog. Scooter immediately lay down on the floor.


  “He likes you, Mr. Bennet! But that’s not surprising, Scooter likes everyone.” French closed the door behind them. “Now then, what I can do for you boys?”


  Noah actually smiled. Mr. Muggles had always been Sandra’s, to the point of obsession, but he had to admit that he missed the unconditional love that a dog would give a human in exchange for a simple belly rub.


  Love—conditional or otherwise—had been in short supply in Noah’s life.


  From his kneeling position, Noah said, “Mr. French, are you familiar with the term ‘Evolved Human,’ or ‘Evo’?”


  “Oh sure, like those folks in Paris that went all crazy. Matter of fact, we had an Evo around here lately.”


  A woman walked into the foyer from the living room, which Noah could now see was filled with people of varying ages sitting on the couch, one of several chairs, or the floor. A large flat-screen TV was attached to the wall. Noah couldn’t see the screen from this angle, but based on the brass-band noise coming from the living room, they were probably watching the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.


  The woman passed in front of a professionally taken photograph of French, her, Scooter, and a little boy. Noah guessed that this was Eleanor.


  “What’s going on, Alex?” she asked.


  “Ellie, these gents are from the government, if you can believe that. They’re asking about Evos. Who was that guy who broke into the Home Depot last week?”


  “It wasn’t a guy, it was old Karen Eriksen, and it wasn’t the Home Depot, it was the church.”


  Noah winced. He knew that name from a report that had crossed his desk.


  French snapped his fingers. “Right, right. Well, anyhow, Karen went and tore up the church. She didn’t mean to, but she really didn’t know her own strength. Come to think of it, I didn’t see her this past Sunday.”


  Noah stood up, prompting a minor yelp from Scooter. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I’m afraid Ms. Eriksen had to be hospitalized following the incident. She died of a heart attack a week ago.”


  “Oh, that’s horrible!” French put his hand to his mouth.


  But Eleanor was frowning. “Mind telling me how you know that?”


  Caspar answered her. “Ms. Eriksen was registered with the Department of Homeland Security, ma’am, as all Evos are required by law to be.”


  “Which,” Noah added, “is why we’re here. Mr. French, I’m afraid that you’re also an Evo, and you are as yet unregistered.”


  “I beg your pardon?” French sounded genuinely surprised.


  “You haven’t noticed yourself manifesting any strange powers?” Caspar asked.


  Eleanor gave him a gentle slap on his arm. “Now, Alex, I told you that your vision was getting better.”


  “Well, sure, Ellie, but I thought that was just ‘cause I eat so many carrots.”


  Caspar regarded French curiously. “How far can you see, Mr. French?”


  “Er, well, I didn’t want to say anything, but I’m guessing that’s a rental car you’re driving? You ought to let those fellas at the office know that there’s a ding just below the gas tank.”


  Noah and Caspar exchanged glances. Noah had actually spotted that particular dent, but he’d had to peer very closely at the car to see it. He had asked the rental agent to make a note of it so they wouldn’t be penalized for it when they returned the car.


  “Look, I don’t want to stop you boys from doing your job, and I certainly don’t want to be doing anything illegal. Believe you me, if I’d known I was one of those Evo people, I’d have signed right up—or whatever it is I’m supposed to do.”


  “You’re not that far off,” Caspar said. “We have some paperwork we’ll need you to fill out, and you’ll need to make an appointment at the nearest registration center. There’s one in St. Louis you can go to.”


  “That shouldn’t be a problem at all. Look, I’ve got a little den in the back of the house. Normally I’d say, let’s do this in the dining room or the kitchen, but the dining room table’s all nice and set up for dinner as soon as the parade’s over, and I think Ellie’d kill me if we invaded her kitchen. So why not step this way and we can take care of business?”


  Noah nodded. “Yes, thank you, Mr. French, that would be excellent.”


  French led them through the living room, stepping over children running around—one of whom was the boy in the picture, the others looking similar enough to obviously be related—and said, “Don’t mind us, folks. These gents are here to take care of some paperwork. We’ll be done in a jiff.”


  “Geez, who does paperwork on Thanksgiving?” an older man asked from the couch.


  As they moved through the living room, Noah caught a glimpse of the TV screen and nearly stumbled in surprise.


  Standing on one of the floats, waving at the crowd on Fifth Avenue, surrounded by people in full-body costumes that seemed to represent some manner of animated creature Noah didn’t recognize, was Claire.


  A chyron at the bottom of the screen read: CLAIRE PETRELLI, EVO ACTIVIST.


  Noah also noticed that there was a man standing unobtrusively in a corner of the float who had the unmistakable look of a bodyguard. He was grateful, at least, that she seemed to have some kind of security detail, and he wondered who was providing it. Knowing Angela, it was probably her.


  The older man on the couch snorted again. “Dunno why she gets to be on a float. Lousy freak show.”


  Noah just stood and stared at the screen.


  Caspar put a hand on his shoulder. “You okay, Noah?”


  “Hmm?” He turned and stared at Caspar as if he had no idea who the man was. And for a second, he didn’t. For a second, it was a year ago, and Claire was in his apartment, and they were eating a mediocre turkey, and …


  He shook his head. “I’m fine. Sorry, just drifted away for a second. Let’s go get this man signed up.”
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    4 December 2011


    The Petrelli house, Vienna, VA

  


  Claire had started to take bets on the “second string” of her security detail.


  Agents Hopwood and Uduwana remained the primary agents assigned to her, and they worked five eight-hour shifts a week, Tuesday through Saturday, ten to six. However, the agents working the six to two and overnight two to ten shifts rotated every week, as did those who worked the Sunday and Monday “weekend.”


  The bets took the form of what the new rotation would bring. Would the agents be tall or short? Male or female? Friendly or terse? What race? Most had been either white or black, with a few Latinos and one Asian woman, who had a weekend day shift.


  The second-string shifts were staggered so that they changed at different times, but Sunday always meant a new weekend day-shift pair while Ana and Bekenya went off to do whatever Secret Service agents did on their weekends. Bekenya, she knew, would spend time with her wife and daughter, and also volunteer at a karate dojo. As for Ana, Claire had no idea—Agent Hopwood was one of the terse ones.


  On this particular Sunday, she bet that it would be a new pair that she’d never seen before.


  She lost. A black sedan pulled up to the house on Fox Rest Lane and out came Agents Arbucci and Rodriguez, who’d been her day-shift detail over Halloween weekend. They’d been kept pretty busy, as Claire had spent much of that weekend doing appearances and events for various children’s charities.


  After they formally relieved the overnight pair, Claire smiled at them. “Didn’t think I’d see you two again after Halloween.”


  “You kidding?” Naomi Rodriguez said. “You were easy. Last year I had to do the President’s kids trick-or-treating. That’s a nightmare. Watching you talk to a buncha kids in a hospital is a cakewalk. Anyhow, you’re clear today, right?”


  “Yes,” Claire said emphatically. “I’ve been going nonstop since Thanksgiving. And tomorrow I’m back with Dr. Hsu, and then it’s more appearances through to New Year’s. I want today to be a day of rest. Just me, the couch, and Netflix.”


  Rodriguez smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”


  However, Nick Arbucci was frowning. “Who’s Dr. Shoe?”


  Smacking Arbucci on the arm, Rodriguez said, “You remember, that geneticist who’s checking out her blood?”


  “Oh, yeah, right,” Arbucci said weakly.


  “You okay, Nicky?” Rodriguez sounded concerned.


  “Nah, I’m fine. Not enough caffeine this morning.”


  “It’s your own damn fault for not ordering the double latte like usual. Tell you what, you stay inside and caffeinate, I’ll do the perimeter.”


  Arbucci nodded.


  The rest of the morning went smoothly. Claire caught up on a romcom she’d been wanting to see, and Arbucci gamely pretended like he was interested in it, too.


  At noon, Rodriguez took her lunch break. She actually took the car and went off somewhere to eat—not typical, but she’d done that last time, too. Arbucci took advantage of this to do the perimeter, a good excuse to get far away from any more chick flicks.


  Then, just a few minutes into the next film, Arbucci came running in. “Change of plan.”


  Pausing the movie, Claire asked, “What’s going on?”


  “You need to pack, right now. There’s a credible threat. We need to get you to Dulles.”


  Claire frowned. “The airport?” That was odd. The other times she’d been flown somewhere on the urging of the federal government, it had been on a military aircraft out of Andrews Air Force Base.


  “Hurry, go!”


  “Shouldn’t we wait for Naomi?”


  “There’s no time, you have one minute to pack what you want. Go!”


  Claire ran upstairs and threw about a week’s worth of clothes into a suitcase, along with all her toiletries.


  She paused long enough to shake her head ruefully. The last few years had taught her a bit too much about cutting down to the bare essentials. As a fourteen-year-old, she would have overstuffed three suitcases. Now, she still had plenty of room in her smallest overnight bag.


  Running downstairs with the bag slung over her shoulder, she said, “I’m ready.”


  “Good.” Arbucci led her to an SUV that was idling in front of the house. “Turn your phone off,” he said as he opened the back door for her. “We can’t risk it being tracked.”


  “It’s already off.” Another lesson Claire had learned from life as an Evo—not to mention as Noah Bennet’s daughter—was to keep your phone off as much as possible. She also kept the GPS permanently disabled.


  Arbucci hopped into the front passenger seat of the SUV and told the driver, “Go, go, go.”


  “Nick, what’s going on?” Claire asked.


  “That’s need-to-know right now, ma’am.”


  “Okay.” Claire wasn’t satisfied, though. For one thing, that was the first time Arbucci had called her “ma’am” all day. The last time, he’d been formal to a fault, always referring to her as “ma’am” or “Ms. Petrelli.”


  Then again, the biggest crisis last time was a kid in a Thor costume hitting her with his papier mâché hammer.


  Soon enough, they arrived at Dulles and were rushed over to a private jet parked on a runway far away from the commercial terminals.


  Someone who looked like Secret Service was standing at the top of the small staircase that would fold up into the plane’s door. Claire didn’t recognize him, but it wasn’t as if she knew every agent …


  “Right this way, ma’am,” the agent said, taking Claire’s overnight bag. “We’ll need to take your phone, also.”


  “It’s off,” she said as she climbed up the stairs and entered a very well-appointed private jet.


  “We still need to confiscate it.”


  “Fine. Look,” she said as she took her phone out of her purse and handed it to the agent, “will someone please tell me what’s going on? Agent Arbucci said it was need-to-know, but—”


  “Agent, uh, Agent Arbucci was absolutely correct, ma’am,” the agent said. “Buckle yourself in, please, we’ve got a long trip ahead of us.”


  “Where are we going?”


  But the agent just turned and headed toward the cockpit. With a sigh, Claire sat down in a chair and buckled herself in.


  The plane taxied down the runway for about twenty minutes before finally taking off. Claire spent that entire time staring out the window, as there was nothing to read, and most of her usual entertainment was on her phone.


  Eventually, however, the plane took off. And only then did the agent come back, along with another man she didn’t recognize. He was short, fat, and bald.


  “We’re heading to an aircraft carrier,” the short, fat, bald man said. And his voice sounded familiar.


  No, it wasn’t his voice. It was his tone. It sounded a lot like how Nick Arbucci had been talking today.


  “What aircraft carrier? What the hell is going on?”


  Another man emerged from the cockpit, this one dressed in more casual clothes. “I’m sorry for this, Claire, but it was necessary. My name is Dr. Richard Schwenkman. I work for a company known as the Lamarck Project. And we’re very interested in your genes.”


  Claire was not liking the sound of this. She unbuckled her seat belt and started to stand up. “Is the Lamarck Project part of the CIA, or Homeland, or—”


  Schwenkman chuckled. “Hardly, Claire. I’m afraid that the government doesn’t really pay well enough to be worth my time. And you’ve been a bit misled. You see, the Lamarck Project is run by a consortium of businesses, most, though not all, of which are headquartered in the European Union. Your blood is the holy grail of genetics research, Claire, and we need to study you more closely.”


  Cursing herself for not realizing it was a trick—although she wasn’t sure how she could have realized it, since Arbucci was the one in the lead, and she trusted him—Claire started to move toward the emergency exit. “So you tricked Agent Arbucci?”


  Another chuckle. “Not exactly. Poor Mr. Arbucci is innocent of any wrongdoing, though I suspect he’ll have a hard time proving that.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I don’t think you realize exactly who you’re messing with.”


  “Oh, we’re quite aware.” Schwenkman sounded so incredibly smug, he reminded Claire of Sylar.


  “Really?” Then she ran toward the hatch. She’d open it and jump out. The landing would hurt like hell, but she’d heal. And then she’d make her way back to D.C. and contact the real Secret Service—hell, she’d flag down a camera crew if she had to, it wouldn’t be hard, she could just jump in front of a bus or something—and get to the bottom of this.


  That, at least, was her plan.


  However, before she took a second step, the short, fat, bald man suddenly disappeared from her peripheral vision. It was like watching Hiro teleport—one moment he was there, the next he wasn’t.


  Right after he disappeared, Claire stopped moving. She tried to continue walking forward, but she couldn’t make her legs work.


  Or anything else. She could feel her eyes blink, feel her lungs inhale and exhale, but she had no control over any of it—she couldn’t even talk.


  Then her voice said, “You’re not going anywhere, Claire Bennet Petrelli. You’re staying right here on this plane.”


  She felt her body walk back to her seat and watched as she buckled herself in. Then she felt herself put her hands on the armrests of the chair, at which point Schwenkman took the additional step of strapping down her wrists.


  Then she found herself back in control, just as short, fat, and bald reappeared next to the obviously fake Secret Service agent.


  Staring at him, she said, “You can possess people.”


  Bowing, the short, fat, bald man said, “Harold Esposito at your service. We knew you’d believe one of the Treasury agents. We just had to wait until you got a pair where one of them actually went out to lunch.”


  Claire shook her head. Looking back on it, it was impressively executed. And it only would have worked with Arbucci and Rodriguez; all the other agents stayed close by on their breaks.


  “So what now?”


  “Well,” Schwenkman said, “if you try to escape again, Harold will possess you and he won’t leave. In about four hours, we’ll reach our carrier, which is in international waters, so the Coast Guard won’t be able to interfere. I’m sure at this point, Agent Arbucci has checked in and is trying desperately to convince his superiors that he was possessed by an Evo.”


  “They’ll probably believe him,” Claire said defiantly.


  “They might—but they won’t be able to prove it.” Schwenkman smiled. “I’m afraid Nick Arbucci’s career is over. So, probably, is Naomi Rodriguez’s.”


  “And this makes you happy?”


  “Not as such,” Schwenkman said. “It’s just fascinating to me how important you Evos have become. My employers at Lamarck have spent a great deal of time, money, and effort to acquire you, and they were perfectly willing to ruin the lives of two people to do it.” He moved toward the back of the plane. “That should let you know how important you are to us.”


  The fake agent went back to the cockpit, while Esposito sat in another seat near Claire.


  As Esposito buckled himself in, Claire said, “I guess they paid you a lot of money, too.”


  “Enough, but that’s not why I do it. I don’t really need to work for money—I can just possess a random bank manager or someone else in charge of a lot of cash, walk out with a pile and then leave them to accept the consequences. But that got kinda boring, so I decided to hire myself out.”


  “So this is just a game to you?”


  “It’s all a game, Claire. Sooner you realize that, the happier you’ll be.”


  “I was happy!”


  “Really? Talking to morons on TV? Waving at idiots freezing their asses off on Fifth Avenue on Thanksgiving while standing next to people dressed like cartoon characters? Writing stupid editorials for the Washingtonian? Yeah, I read that, your ghost-writer did a pretty good job.”


  “I wrote that myself,” she said defensively, which wasn’t entirely true. It had actually been an interview with one of the magazine’s reporters, who then transcribed it and cleaned it up. But it was still in Claire’s words.


  “Still, that wasn’t a life. You were a figurehead for Evos, and you ask me, it was past time you retired from that job. It’s a waste.”


  Unable to stand looking at him anymore, Claire turned away and looked out the window.


  All she saw were clouds. They were obviously over water, which meant her plan would have involved a whole lot of swimming, if it had been successful.


  Maybe she’d be lucky and Esposito would take a nap …
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    24 December 2011


    The Lamarck Project carrier Charles Darwin, somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean

  


  When he was a boy, Christmas Eve was Peter Petrelli’s favorite day of the year.


  There was always a big meal of fish and lasagna with family, and then they’d go to Midnight Mass. It was the only night he and his older brother Nathan were allowed to stay up so late. The pair of them would always go straight to bed after mass, hoping to fall sleep right away so that morning—and presents—would come sooner.


  That never worked, of course. They’d stay up half the night giddy with anticipation, speculating about what they’d get for presents, before exhaustion eventually claimed them around three or four in the morning.


  After a day of feasting and anticipation, Christmas Day itself was often a disappointment. The presents were never as good in reality as they had been in the boys’ imaginations the night before.


  He really hoped that he wouldn’t be similarly disappointed today.


  For the past three weeks, ever since Claire had disappeared from the Petrelli house, his mother had devoted every resource she could to finding out where she’d been taken. Through Noah, they’d also been kept abreast of the official investigation being handled by DHS, in conjunction with Secret Service, who’d failed in their protection duties rather spectacularly.


  One of the first things Noah informed them was that Claire had been taken on board a privately owned jet that took off from Dulles. The aircraft was owned by a consortium based in Zurich, and they’d filed a flight plan that said they were headed to London, but the plane never showed up at its destination. DHS had hit a brick wall when investigating the plane, but luckily Peter’s mother was not constrained by politics or borders or legalities. She quickly discovered the existence of a clandestine scientific endeavor called the Lamarck Project that was backed by the same Swiss consortium that owned the plane. They also had an aircraft carrier that was very carefully staying in international waters.


  From the moment Noah had told them that Claire had been taken out of the country, Peter had started preparing. These days, he could only have one power at a time, so he had to choose wisely. The so-called “Petrelli Movement”—Peter really hated that name, but it had stuck—had been working to help Evos all over Europe, Africa, and Asia, and they were trying to make inroads into North and South America, though that had proven more difficult given the aggressive enforcement of registration in the U.S. Peter thus had a menu of powers to choose from among the Evos that he and the others had helped.


  Ultimately, he decided that the most useful power to have would be telekinesis. Sylar had that power, though he rarely used it to its fullest potential—given how many other things he could do, that wasn’t a surprise—but Peter thought that if he took that power and spent some time practicing, he could really accomplish a lot.


  And so, after stopping by Essex to visit Morgan Perdue, one of the people they’d rescued, he started honing his skills.


  By Christmas Eve, his mother had located the Lamarck carrier, and Peter felt confident enough to try to rescue his niece.


  As a result, his Christmas Eve in 2011 was spent flying over the Atlantic Ocean, wind blowing his hair back and roaring in his ears.


  Before his father took that power away from him, Peter’s Evo ability had been assuming the powers of anyone he was in close proximity to. As a result, the first two powers he got were those of his mother and brother: precognitive dreams and flight. He lost them when his father stole his powers, though he got a variant back when he injected himself with the genetic modification formula.


  Of all the dozens of powers he’d had over the years, from invisibility to the ability to manipulate earth, the one he enjoyed most was flight. It gave him a wonderful unfettered feeling of joy. What he enjoyed most, though, were the unexpected aspects of it: being able to predict a shift in the wind by a change in its sound, for example.


  When he had used Nathan’s power of flight, it had been a lot different. There was almost no effort involved. Now, though, he was basically flying by telekinetically moving himself through the air, staying low to avoid being picked up by radar. It required a lot more concentration, so he couldn’t lose himself in the joy of it.


  Soon, the aircraft carrier came into view, and Peter breathed a sigh of relief. He’d worked hard to make sure that he took off from Gibraltar in the right direction to reach the coordinates his mother had supplied for the Lamarck carrier. The whole way over, he had been worried that he’d miss it, or that his mother’s information was wrong, or that he’d be off course by a few degrees, or …


  But no, there it was.


  He set himself down on the stern of the carrier’s flight deck, hoping that no one had picked up on his arrival.


  That was a forlorn hope, as two large men with P90s came running down the deck toward him and started shooting.


  Or, rather, tried to. They managed to fire a couple of rounds each, but Peter easily deflected them and then damaged the guns’ firing mechanisms and ripped out their magazines.


  Only then, as the two men stood there with suddenly useless P90s, did Peter realize that he recognized them. “You two used to work for Danko.”


  “Yeah,” one of them said, “which means we know how to handle guys like you.”


  The other was reaching into one of the pouches on his all-black outfit. So Peter yanked all the items in that pouch out through the surrounding material with his mind.


  Out came two grenades and two flash-bangs. Peter threw them overboard, followed by the two guards.


  Peter had intended not to hurt anyone, but the mercenaries who worked for Danko had done a lot of harm to a lot of Evos as part of Nathan’s little Building 26 project to round Evos up. Danko had been in charge of the people doing the rounding up. Peter had no compunction about making his hired guns take a swim.


  Somehow, he wasn’t surprised that the Lamarck Project had taken on Danko’s old crew. He knew that Noah had advised DHS against hiring any of them, so that meant they’d have to go international to find similar work.


  Three more mercenaries came onto the deck, but Peter dispatched two of them even more quickly than the first two. The third, however, he grabbed and turned upside down.


  “Where’s Claire?”


  “Do your worst, freak. I ain’t tellin’ you where the other freak’s bein’ held.”


  Shaking his head, Peter tossed him overboard, too.


  By this time, alarms were blaring all over the carrier, and people were coming to the rescue of the five men Peter had mentally thrown into the ocean.


  While that was going on, he flew up to the bridge, tearing the door off with his mind—dramatic but necessary, as it had been sealed shut, probably as soon as the alarm went off.


  There were four people on the bridge, and Peter asked them a simple question. “Where is Claire?”


  One of the men replied in rapid-fire words in a foreign language that Peter didn’t recognize.


  Peter interrupted him. “Does anyone speak English?”


  Another pulled out a pistol, which backfired right in his face when he tried to shoot Peter.


  As the man fell to the deck, screaming in pain and clutching his right hand with his left, Peter asked, “Again, does anyone speak English?”


  “I do!”


  Peter whirled around to see a short, fat, bald man standing in the doorway he’d destroyed.


  Then the man completely disappeared.


  Peter tried to surreptitiously look around to figure out where the man had gone—


  —but he couldn’t do it. Nor could he do anything else. He had no more control over his own body.


  Or his own mind. He felt himself reaching out telekinetically, yanking the fire extinguisher from the wall and sending it flying into the rear window. It shattered rather loudly, and the bridge hands all ducked.


  Peter then heard his own voice say, “This is amazing! I should start possessing Evos more often—I mean besides Claire, but that’s boring, all I can do is cut my hand open or something stupid like that.”


  “Mr. Esposito!”


  Peter felt his head turning around to face a man in a lab coat.


  “Sorry, Dr. Schwenkman,” Peter’s voice said, “but this is fun!”


  “You aren’t being paid to have fun. You’re being paid to keep this carrier safe.”


  “And I’m doing just that. Want me to kill this guy?”


  Schwenkman shook his head, looking like he’d swallowed something he didn’t like. “We’re not murderers, Mr. Esposito, we’re scientists. As for you, Mr. Petrelli—I know you can hear me, as Mr. Esposito’s powers do not suppress his victim’s thoughts, only their physical activity—do not return to this vessel. For one thing, we’re going to figure out what leak lead you to us and eliminate it, and we’re also going to change our location. It’s a big ocean, and your niece is going to remain in it far away from everyone else so we can continue our work in peace. We’re making amazing progress, actually.” He leaned in close. “So go away and never come back, or I will let Mr. Esposito do as he pleases with you.”


  Peter wanted to cry out in anguish, but could do nothing. This Esposito person had full control of his body.


  They walked off the bridge and down the steep metal staircase to the flight deck. Peter was forced to follow Schwenkman.


  “You may rest assured, Mr. Petrelli, that your niece is being well cared for. She’s given three excellent meals per day—Chef Auerbach is quite talented—and our experiments aren’t at all invasive.” He chuckled. “Well, for her, is anything truly invasive?”


  They arrived on the flight deck. Schwenkman gestured for a mercenary to come over. Peter recognized the man with the thick eyebrows as another of Danko’s people, the one who had flown the plane that was supposed to take Peter, Claire, Tracy, Hiro, Matt, and Mohinder to Building 26 to be imprisoned. Peter had caused that plane to crash in Arkansas, and he hadn’t been sure that the pilot had survived.


  “Mr. Dougherty,” Schwenkman said to the pilot, “I want you to fly Mr. Petrelli here to—” He paused, and then smiled. “Greenland. At that point, Mr. Esposito will release his hold and you’ll fly Mr. Esposito back here.”


  A young woman ran up to Schwenkman. “You asked for this, Doctor?”


  Nodding, Schwenkman took a small case from the woman, who dashed off.


  He handed the case to Peter, who felt his arm raise as Esposito used his body to take it. “That’s the sedative. When you land, use it—”


  “—and then get out before it takes effect, yes, I know, Doc. This isn’t my first rodeo.”


  “Good.” Schwenkman moved off. “It’s time for Claire’s next blood draw.”


  Peter again tried to do something—anything—but he could only watch helplessly as Esposito did whatever he felt like.


  Luckily, all he was doing was walking over to one of the planes on the flight deck.


  It was, Peter realized, going to take him a while to get back from Greenland …
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    1 January 2012


    The Lamarck Project carrier Charles Darwin,


    somewhere else in the Atlantic Ocean

  


  Claire was pretty sure she had the plan all set in her head.


  She’d been ready to give it a shot a week ago, but then Peter had gone and tried to rescue her. Mind you, she was all for that—being rescued by Peter would be just as good as escaping herself. But Peter had failed—thanks once again to Esposito, the creep—and security around Claire had gotten much tighter.


  The first week or so, there had been armed guards around her at all times. However, they’d soon realized that the guards were pointless, since she could just run away from them. Even if they shot her, it wouldn’t stop her.


  No, the only one who could actually stop her was Esposito. And he had, every single time she’d tried to escape.


  After that first week, she had finally given up the direct approach of running away from the guards, getting shot, being possessed by Esposito, and marching herself back to her cell.


  (Sure, Schwenkman called it her “cabin,” but it was a cell. No windows, only one way out, and that exit was locked from the outside and watched over by an armed guard. As far as Claire was concerned, if it walked like a duck, quacked like a duck, and tasted yummy with orange sauce like a duck, it was a duck.)


  The first step in her new plan was talking to her guards. Nothing had worked at first—they were all pretty stone-faced—until one day when she was being taken back to her cell after an hour of stress tests. She’d run on a treadmill and lifted weights and some other stupid things, and when Schwenkman’s assistant was done with her (these tests were so dumb Schwenkman himself didn’t even bother to show up), a guard came to take her back. As they were leaving, he glanced over at the guard who was on duty in the lab and said, “Can you believe the damn Patriots?”


  Seeing the opening, Claire had jumped in with: “What did Belichick’s Bozos do this time?”


  Both guards had stared at her. “You know football?”


  She had actually smiled, one of the few times she’d even tried to do so since being kidnapped. “I’m a Texas girl—football’s the state religion.”


  The guard who was taking her back to her cell had said, “Well, the Pats just beat the Skins—right after the stupid Jets beat ‘em last week.”


  “Any word on the Cowboys?” she had asked hopefully.


  That had gotten a grin out of the guard as they walked down the corridors of the carrier. “Cardinals won in OT.”


  “Damn.” She had shaken her head. “I figured with the new coach they’d kick butt this year, and that Thanksgiving game was great, but …”


  “Yeah, well, they ain’t been worth watching without Aikman.”


  Over the next several weeks, Claire had kept talking to this particular guard—whose first name, she later learned, was Dion—about football, eventually getting him to start talking more about the aircraft carrier.


  By the time Peter had taken his shot at rescuing her on Christmas Eve—which she’d heard about in gory, gloating detail from Esposito after he’d gotten back from dropping her uncle off in Greenland—Claire had learned that the carrier was called the Charles Darwin, that it had two pressurized water reactors and four turbines, and that the captain was a Belgian who was fluent in twelve languages but mostly only spoke Flemish, which Dion said was primarily in order to annoy everyone else. And also that neither her Cowboys nor Dion’s Redskins had made the playoffs.


  On the 30th of December, Dion had been talking about the New Year’s Eve party, and how he wasn’t going to get to go because he had guard duty.


  “So I can’t even go to the New Year’s Eve party?”


  Dion had frowned. “Actually, let me talk to Doc Schwenkman. He’s really not that bad a guy. I mean, yeah, I know you think he’s a jackass, but he’s just doing what the bosses tell him. We all are.”


  Sure enough, Dion had convinced Schwenkman to let Claire attend the party, as long as Dion was with her the entire time.


  Everyone was at the party, except for one person on the bridge. The mess hall had a satellite television set up, and they watched the celebrations taking place in Europe. Everyone drank a lot. To Claire’s surprise, Schwenkman was the life of the party—he was a completely different person off duty, carousing and leading everyone in songs in French and German, and generally having a great time.


  Claire didn’t touch a drop of booze. Which was more than could be said for Esposito, who was passed out by the time London rang in the new year.


  A couple of hours after that, the ones who were still conscious were waiting for it to be time for the ball to drop in Times Square.


  Dion had been alternating between beer and soda, and at one point he looked at Claire and said, “I gotta pee. Where’s Salkowitz?”


  Claire pointed at the snoring Charlie Salkowitz, who was supposed to relieve Dion if he needed to leave Claire’s side for any reason.


  Chuckling, Dion said, “Figures. Never could hold his liquor. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  As soon as Dion disappeared into the head, Claire turned and ran.


  She had no idea if anyone noticed or if anyone was following her, but she also didn’t care. All she thought about was putting one foot in front of the other.


  And heading downward.


  An alarm started blaring as Claire went down more and more ladders and steep metal staircases to get further and further belowdecks. She was hoping that whatever security responded to the alarm would head to the flight deck, since every other escape attempt she’d made had taken place there.


  As she’d hoped, there was nobody guarding the reactor. Normally there was, but normally there wasn’t a party. And it wasn’t like this was a military vessel—though Dion had told her that it had been one, once, belonging to Russia—so they didn’t have everyone on shift all the time. The guard here was more of a safety precaution so that nobody would enter the reactor and get boiled by the radiation.


  Strictly speaking, Claire could get where she needed to go without having to go through one of the reactors, but this was the best way to guarantee that nobody would follow her.


  She started to unlock the outer hatch, twirling the wheel.


  “Don’t move!” cried a voice from behind her.


  She looked back and saw one of the guards whose name she didn’t know. “Sorry, can’t do that.”


  As she finished turning the wheel, the hatch making a satisfying thunk to indicate that it could be opened, the guard shot her.


  The bullet ripped through her kneecap, and Claire stumbled for a moment, but she managed to hang onto the hatch and not fall to the deck. Since the bullet had gone straight through, the knee would be fine in a second or two.


  Claire then pulled herself into the airlock, yanking the hatch shut behind her and locking it. Wincing in pain from her temporarily destroyed knee, she limped to the other side of the airlock and started opening the inner hatch. Once she did that, the outer hatch would be blocked shut in order to keep the ship safe from the radiation.


  The wave of heat that blasted Claire was, oddly, not the worst heat she’d ever felt. She’d run into two fires within a year of learning about her powers, once on a train, once in her own house, and they had both been far more intense than this.


  But it soon became apparent that this reactor made up in temperature what it lacked in fierceness. She was already drenched in sweat, and her clothes felt as if they were smoldering.


  Quickly she moved to the other side of the reactor, climbing gingerly over the obstructions in her path. She had no idea what any of it did, but she went to great lengths not to disturb anything so as not to accidentally trigger a meltdown.


  There was an emergency hatch on the other side, meant to be used only when the reactor was removed from the carrier for disposal. After several agonizing minutes, she reached it. Blisters had broken out all over her skin, and she screamed in pain as she grabbed the locking wheel on the hatch.


  But she had come this far, and she’d felt worse pain. So she fought past it and turned the wheel.


  Skin seared off, adhering itself to the wheel. Blood spilled and immediately boiled in the heat. Her grip kept slipping on the wheel as her flesh melted away, but she would not be stopped. She pulled and pulled until it finally opened.


  Stumbling out, she found herself in a maintenance tube that would, if Dion had told her the truth, lead to the turbines.


  As soon as she shut the emergency hatch behind her, she was plunged into total darkness. For a few seconds, she paused, catching her breath and waiting for herself to heal. Her hands and arms felt itchy as the skin repaired itself. She was still drenched in sweat—it was only cooler in this tube by comparison, it was still pretty stuffy—but once her skin was back to its old smooth, unblemished self, she started crawling forward in the tube, trying very hard not to think about how incredibly scary it was to be unable to see anything in front of or behind her.


  Right, Claire, you just walked through an active nuclear reactor and survived, but this scares you.


  She heard the turbines before she could see them. They were whirling at a great rate, keeping the boat steady and also generating the electricity used on board.


  Closing her eyes put her back in darkness, so she didn’t do that, but she did take several deep breaths.


  Here we go.


  Then she jumped through the turbine.
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    3 January 2012


    The Petrelli mansion, East Hampton, NY

  


  Noah sat helplessly in front of the fireplace in the sitting room of Angela’s mansion in the Hamptons, watching as the older woman poured herself another glass of Scotch with one hand while using an embroidered handkerchief to dab a tear-stained eye with the other.


  “I can’t handle another funeral, Noah,” she was saying. “The whole point of this was to make the world a better place. We were supposed to live forever, helping a world become better than the one we were born into. I remember when we all got together, Adam was always talking long-term, about how if we worked quietly behind the scenes, we would do right by the world. We were so arrogant.”


  Noah glanced down at his smartphone again. Angela had forwarded the irritatingly clinical e-mail that the Lamarck Project had sent her as Claire’s official next of kin.


  “We regret to inform you that Claire Petrelli suffered a fatal accident while on board the Lamarck Project carrier Charles Darwin on the morning of 1 January 2012. She was accidentally caught in the turbines of the carrier and killed instantly. Claire was aiding us in our important research, but she was also a valuable part of the team and a friend to many on board. She will be sorely missed, and we offer our condolences to you for the loss of your family member.”


  Both Angela and Noah himself through his contacts at DHS and Renautas had confirmed the e-mail’s claims, which Noah had initially dismissed as a ruse to prevent a second rescue attempt after Peter’s failure on Christmas Eve. Indeed, Noah had been trying to convince Erica to authorize a more official rescue mission, but the jurisdictional issues were tricky. Instead, she’d been investigating an alternate angle, one that would involve Renautas acquiring the Lamarck Project or, failing that, hiring away their people.


  Angela was still speaking. “I’m done with this, Noah. After all these years, I’m the only one still alive. We’re like the ouroboros, eating our own tail. Half of us killed the other half—or we died of old age, or Sylar killed us.” She shook her head. “Worst of all, I’ve had to watch my husband and my oldest son die. In fact, thanks to these wonderful powers of ours, I’ve gotten to watch them both die twice.”


  Noah decided against mentioning that the only reason she had seen Nathan die a second time was because she had insisted on trying to turn Sylar into Nathan after the former killed the latter. Instead, he tried to formulate something useless and clichéd to Angela in a feeble attempt to make her feel better. He still had his doubts—not that Lamarck was lying, they probably believed Claire was dead. But he knew his little girl. She wouldn’t have just swum into the turbines of an aircraft carrier without a pretty strong belief that she could come out the other side alive.


  Before he could say anything, though, he heard a creak from the French doors behind him, the ones that opened out onto the patio overlooking the beach.


  Angela rose from her chair, Scotch still in hand, and Noah also stood up to gape as Claire entered the house.


  “D-Dad?”


  “Claire-Bear!” Noah ran to his daughter and clasped her in his arms. She was drenched and wearing only a few tiny scraps of clothing that had obviously been ripped to pieces.


  Claire all but collapsed against Noah, breathless. “Didn’t—didn’t think anybody’d be—be home.”


  Angela said, “They told us you were killed.”


  “Good,” Claire said weakly but emphatically. “Then it worked.”


  “Claire, that’s amazing,” Noah said, “but we have to get you into hiding. If they find out you’re still alive, they’ll come after you again.”


  Noah braced himself for an argument, but all she said was, “I know, Dad.”


  Letting out a long breath, Noah just held his daughter for several seconds.


  Then he let her go so that Angela’s staff could tend to her, getting her a change of clothes and some hot soup and tea. Angela explained that Claire had stayed at the mansion a few times when she was doing events out on Long Island, which was how she’d known to go there in the first place. She’d also left some clothes and toiletries behind for future visits. Noah nodded approvingly.


  As the three of them sat around the small kitchen table, Noah with a mug of coffee, Angela with more Scotch, and Claire with her soup and tea, the bedraggled girl related the story of her journey.


  “After I got through the turbines, I just floated while my body put itself back together. I waited for the sun to come up so I’d know which way was east—and which way was west. I started swimming that way and just kept going until I saw a cruise ship that was heading the same way.”


  “You didn’t board it?” Noah asked.


  Claire shook her head. “I didn’t want to take the chance that Lamarck was monitoring radios. I just hung on to the underside of the boat until it got near land. I was lucky, it was going to New York, so I swam off when it came near Long Island.”


  Noah blinked in shock and then shook his head. The house was located right on the ocean, and earlier that day he’d seen several boats heading for New York Harbor pass by not too far away—certainly close enough for Claire to swim, in theory.


  But in reality, that must have taken tremendous courage, strength, and presence of mind. “Claire, that’s amazing.”


  “I guess.” Claire mostly sounded exhausted, which didn’t really surprise Noah. “I had a lot of time on my own to plan.”


  “Planning is one thing, executing quite another.” Noah reached out and squeezed Claire’s shoulder, giving her his warmest smile. “I’m proud of you, Claire-Bear.”


  She gave him a ragged smile back. “Thanks, Dad.”


  Angela said, “I’m proud, too, dear. And very impressed. Noah’s right, that was truly amazing. And don’t worry, I’ll arrange passage for you to where Peter’s running his underground movement.”


  Claire blinked. “He has a headquarters?”


  “Him and the rest of the so-called ‘Petrelli Movement.’“ She shuddered. “Much as I agree with the movement’s goals, I do wish they’d call it something else.”


  “I don’t agree with the movement’s methods.” Claire spoke more forcefully now, the nourishment lending her strength. “All they’ve done is make things worse.”


  Noah said, “So did the Lamarck Project by kidnapping you. The President has given Renautas more autonomy, and our field agents have been encouraged to be more forceful. Riots are starting to happen here, too—on both sides.”


  Angela put a hand on Claire’s wrist. “All being public has done is put a target on your back, dear. You can’t go back to your public life.”


  “I can still help, though. You’re right, I can’t be the face of Evos anymore. If I show up in public now, the President will probably arrest me.”


  “Definitely. But don’t worry, Claire.” Angela smiled. “I’ll keep you safe.”


  “We both will,” Noah said.


  “I don’t need you to keep me safe, Dad!” Claire snapped. “You just want to hide me in a glass jar where no one can get at me. That was fine when I was a teenager, but I’m an adult now. I need to make my own way. I need to help our people. Maybe I can’t do that the way I did before, but I can keep doing it.”


  Noah shook his head. “That’d be a mistake, Claire. You tried it your way, and—”


  She held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it.” She blew out a breath. “I’m exhausted.”


  Angela put an arm around Claire and led her toward the staircase. “I’ll take you upstairs, dear.”


  Watching his daughter go off with Angela, Noah realized that she was right. She had to make her own choices. Besides, even if hers was the wrong way, it wasn’t as if Noah’s attempts to keep her safe had been howling successes. Either way, he’d done his part as her father.


  Besides, she had escaped from that aircraft carrier without any help from him. Maybe it was time he recognized that his little girl had grown up.
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    7 January 2012


    Port of Le Havre, France

  


  One of the cruise ship’s crew, a nice woman named Laura Mayfield, greeted Claire as she approached the gangway to disembark.


  “It’s been a pleasure having you, Ms. Shaw, and we hope that you’ll travel with us again.”


  “Thank you,” Claire said. Angela had booked her a cabin under the name of “Alice Shaw,” a private joke. It was the name of Angela’s sister, whom she had abandoned at the Coyote Sands facility fifty years ago and who was still missing.


  Laura handed her a stub of cardboard. “Your baggage is in Section D.”


  “Thanks again,” Claire said with a smile. “This was certainly nicer than the last time I travelled by boat.”


  “Why, thank you!”


  Claire walked down the gangway, watching as other passengers were greeted by assorted people.


  Two dark-skinned men with curly dark hair approached her. One Claire recognized immediately as Dr. Mohinder Suresh, and the other she realized was Micah Sanders, who was a lot taller than the last time Claire had seen him back in Kirby Plaza.


   “Hello, Claire,” Mohinder said in his amazing voice, a bright smile lighting up his face. “It’s good to see you again.”


  “I should’ve known you two would be involved in this. Let me guess, you’ve got Matt, Hiro, and Ando along, too?”


  Mohinder shook his head. “I’m afraid I’ve heard nothing from Matt in over a year, and Hiro and Ando returned to Japan after your little coming-out party in New York. I’ve heard very little from them beyond the occasional e-mail.”


  “The good news,” Micah added, “is that those e-mails are encrypted and untraceable. I can do the same for you, too.”


  Claire nodded, remembering that Micah was, in essence, a cyberpath. He could mentally convince electronics and machines to do pretty much whatever he wanted.


  Then she asked the question that Angela hadn’t been able to answer: “What about Sylar?”


  The two exchanged quick glances. “Sylar—does as he pleases.”


  “So nothing’s changed, there.”


  “Well,” Mohinder said bitterly, “Sylar has never been consistent about what he wants from one moment to the next. I wish my father had never contacted him. If he hadn’t, he might have remained a watchmaker in Brooklyn, and all of our lives would have been considerably less complicated.”


  Jackie would be alive, was Claire’s first thought. So would Nathan.


  Mohinder indicated the port behind him. “We’ve got a barge moored in another dock. Come with us.”


  “I have to get my luggage first.”


  Nodding, Mohinder said, “Lead the way.”


  Claire nodded back. She wasn’t looking forward to this, but at least Sylar wasn’t there. It might actually be tolerable, and perhaps she could still do some good.
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    18 April 2012


    Port of Vathi, Ithaki, Greece

  


  The chat server was one of Micah’s own design, enabling him to make it secure in a way that Skype and other online chat programs weren’t.


  Claire sat cross-legged on the bunk of her cabin on the barge, a vessel called Highland Dream that was owned by MacLeod Shipping, a wholly fictional company secretly headed by Angela Petrelli. Her laptop was open in front of her.


  On the screen before her were about twenty chat windows showing Evos from around the world who had either been rescued by the movement or had been contacted by them or had contacted the movement themselves. Some lived peacefully closeted, others had registered with their respective country’s version of the Evo Act, and still others were on the run.


  At this point, Claire had given the talk she was about to give dozens of times. The webcam showed only her face and the top of her T-shirt, and the only thing visible behind her was the Rihanna poster on the bulkhead. She was very careful not to let the porthole, with its view of the island of Ithaki, show on the cam. The image she needed to project was that of a normal nineteen-year-old, with no obvious clues as to where she was at present.


  “The most important thing is that Renautas and Lamarck and the EU council and all the other government agencies can’t keep an eye on everyone. There’s too many people to do that practically. The trick? Be incredibly uninteresting.” She shook her head and smiled. “It’s funny, for years I wanted a normal life, and now I finally realized that that’s the best camouflage.”


  One person, an older man, spoke up. “So you’re not saying we should hide?”


  “Hide in plain sight, is what I’m saying. Just do what everyone does. If you talk to a stranger, make sure you only talk about the weather or sports. Buy generic food, and keep it to simple stuff that everyone buys. Eat at popular restaurants—especially fast-food places. Only DVR really popular TV shows. Don’t do anything that would make you stand out. Of course, the best way to do that is to never, under any circumstances, use your power in public.”


  A young woman said in heavily accented English, “That is not always possible.”


  “I know that, believe me. Sometimes you accidentally cut yourself and your family sees it heal. But try your best, and at the very least, try to keep it to people you trust. Definitely try not to let it happen in public. Everybody’s got a camera these days, and whatever you do on the street is gonna be on YouTube half an hour later.


  “Also, we’re working to get an underground railroad together for people in the States. Canada’s version of the Evo Act is voluntary, like the U.S. one was originally. You’ve all got e-mail addresses on the ‘Hero_truther’ network, and we’ll keep updating you that way. Any questions?”


  One couple who appeared together in the same chat window asked, “What about our kids? We want to have them genetically tested to see if our powers got passed on.”


  “We’re working on that. Some Planned Parenthood clinics are cooperating with us to do discreet genetic tests, and so are some private clinics. Micah will have the list up in the next week or two. Anything else?”


  That was it, so Claire said her goodbyes to everyone and ended the call.


  Then she looked up at Mohinder, who was standing in the door to her cabin. “Amazing.”


  “What is?” she asked.


  “You’re so much better at that. I’m an academic—I’m used to lecturing people, and they tend to tune me out. Micah’s always talking in jargon about computers and electronics and security. We even had Sylar doing this for a while, and—well, the less said about that, the better. And Peter’s the worst public speaker in the world.”


  “I don’t know, he did okay in that press conference he gave at Nathan’s old campaign HQ.”


  Mohinder grinned. “He practiced that for a week. Regardless, you’ve been a tremendous asset. It’s good to have you.”


  “Thanks.” She stared out the porthole at the sun shining down on the Greek island. “I just hope we’re actually doing some good.”
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    2 May 2012


    E-mail sent by Abhaya Bhatnagar to Claire Bennet Petrelli

  


  TO: claire@hero_truther.org


  FROM: abhaya@hero_truther.org


  SUBJECT: Incident in Bilund


  
    Greetings, Claire. Thank you again for putting me in touch with Claude. He has proven very useful in helping me not be seen, even though my ability isn’t invisibility as such. But thanks to him, I can blend into the background even more efficiently. I just wish he bathed more often …


    I travelled to Denmark to follow rumors of a man who could breathe fire. In fact, the first story I heard was that there was a dragon in Bilund. And, given what has been happening in the world, I was willing to believe it.


    It turns out that an elderly man named Jamart Ærts has breath that can BLOW OUT fires. A woman showed me a cell phone video she made of him in a café putting out a small oven fire by simply blowing on it.


    The day after I arrived, the LEGO factory—the primary business in Bilund, which I learned is referred to as “Bricktown” in English—caught fire. Mr. Ærts literally blew the entire fire out. But, as I said, he is an elderly man. After putting the fire out, he collapsed right on Åstvej.


    Paramedics arrived, but once they were told what had happened, they refused to treat him. The exact phrase used by one paramedic was translated for me by a local as saying that they only treat people, not mutants.


    It wasn’t Jamart Ærts’s job to save lives, but he saved hundreds today. It was the paramedics’ job to save lives, and they refused to do so.


    I wonder what kind of world our children will inherit.

  


  Best,


  Abhaya
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    12 June 2014


    Continuing the letter written by Claire Bennet on her laptop

  


  So now, finally, we come to the part of the story where you and I meet, Hammer.


  I used to love 4th of July when I was a kid. There was always a football game. In fact, there were always dozens of football games.


  But the best 4th of July ever was in 2012.


  Peter and Claude showed up on the barge when we were docked in Tarragona, Spain. You should remember that day pretty well: the 5th of June 2012, when you and seven other Evos were almost lynched in Monaco.


  The first I heard of it was when Peter, Claude, and the eight of you all just appeared on the deck of the barge. Between them, Claude and Peter had been able to make everyone invisible, and then it was just a matter of getting from Monaco to Tarragona. Peter indicated that Sylar may have helped, but apparently he didn’t stick around.


  Peter has never been willing to talk about Sylar with me, ever since he broke into the house that time. And I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him. Whatever—as long as he’s not around, I’m happy.


  Anyhow, Claude took off, while Peter stayed to help Mohinder take care of you all.


  You were in such bad shape when you came in, wearing that stupid trench coat. I’d just finished one of Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer books, and since you were unconscious, I started referring to you as “Hammer”. Your head wound was pretty severe, and you had fractures in both your legs. Mohinder was worried at first that you’d never walk again, but you obviously proved that wrong.


   By the time 4th of July rolled around, we were docked in Liverpool. Nobody in England was going to celebrate, of course. I remember Claude saying that morning, “Happy Illegal Secession of King George’s Colonies Day!”


  But we had Detlev. She was unconscious when Claude and Peter brought her over from Monaco with you and the others, but she’d made a full recovery, and she stuck around because she wasn’t scared with us the way she had been out in the world.


  That was your first day walking outside the infirmary, and you did so wonderfully. I remember being so proud of you and how well you walked around the deck of the barge.


  And then Detlev created fireworks for us, because she’s such a sweetie.


  And we had our first kiss.


  I never told you this, but I didn’t date a lot. Most of the boys in high school were stupid, and I got asked out all the time—hello, blonde cheerleader?—but usually we only went to a movie or something and I never even kissed the boy.


  I’ve kissed a few guys since I got my powers, including a really nice guy named West and a few others.


  I’m being completely honest with you when I tell you that no kiss was as amazing as when you and I first kissed on the barge under Detlev’s fireworks.


  Too bad it all went into the toilet after that. You got all moody and annoying, and you kept saying we needed to be more proactive. You argued with me, you argued with Mohinder, you argued with Peter, you argued with Micah, you argued with Claude. Honestly, that one time, I thought you and Peter were going to kill each other.


  And then you’d kiss me, and it was almost as good as that one on 4th of July, and everything would be okay for a little while.


  But then you just up and left without a word. No note, nothing, you were just gone.
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    7 November 2012


    Port of Ravenna, Ravenna, Italy

  


  Dion Cornwell stared at his tablet, which was playing a YouTube video of the President’s reelection acceptance speech from late the previous night. His victory hadn’t been as decisive as his first, and that was mainly due to his opponent hitting him on the Evo issue, but the challenger’s platform had offered no good alternative. And so the President got four more years, and last night he had given a decent, if not great, speech.


  “ …together with your help and God’s grace, we will continue our journey forward and remind the world just why it is that we live in the greatest nation on Earth. Thank you, America. God bless you. God bless these United States.”


  The video ended before the thunderous applause, for which Dion was grateful, as he already had a headache. He was sitting in the staging area for the raid, which would be starting as soon as Interpol arrived with the international warrant from the World Court. His team had set up in an empty cargo container.


  It had been quite an up-and-down year for Dion. After Claire escaped, Dion and most of the rest of the mercenaries were fired. Schwenkman probably would have been, too, but he quit instead, going to work for a company called Renautas.


  Luckily, a security firm based out of Italy called Sicurezza Castiglione was hiring. Signor Castiglione himself had been very impressed by Dion’s résumé and had brought him on board. SC’s primary client was Interpol, which contracted the company to complete various tactical assignments.


  This particular task was a dream come true for Dion. The little twerp Esposito had also been fired by Lamarck after Claire’s escape, but he’d gone to work for Interpol directly to help round up Evos who had crossed national borders. According to Castiglione—who was leading this raid himself—Esposito had tracked down a woman named Abhaya Bhatnagar in the Czech Republic and had learned the location of the headquarters of the Petrelli Movement.


  It turned out that the movement was based on a boat, which was why Interpol had had such trouble finding them.


  But the best part for Dion was that the little bitch Claire was supposedly on that boat.


  She’d played him, back on the Charles Darwin, and had gotten his ass fired, and he was so very much looking forward to repaying her for that.


  He should’ve expected it from a damn Cowboys fan.


  Castiglione entered the cargo container, together with an inspector from Interpol. Dion put his tablet away in his pack.


  The inspector was a short man with a day’s beard growth. He spoke with a British accent in a very raspy voice. “We’ve got our warrant. The people on that barge are wanted for dozens of violations of international law. They’re also extremely dangerous, so proceed with caution, please.”


  Castiglione said the same thing in Italian for the people in the unit who didn’t speak English, and then everyone stood up and checked their weapons one last time. As Dion went over his P90, he thought about how very little caution he intended to use with Claire. It wasn’t as if he could actually do permanent harm to her, but that just meant he could shoot her all he wanted. He intended to dump his entire magazine into her. It wouldn’t hurt her for long, but it would make him feel a lot better.


  At Castiglione’s order, they moved quickly across the dock and boarded the barge with the words HIGHLAND DREAM stenciled on its hull. They moved in formation through every deck, through every corridor, through every room.


  They found absolutely nothing.


  Dion, along with three of his colleagues, checked the engine room, the point farthest from where they had boarded and therefore the final place to look.


  The engines seemed to be in good working order, though they were currently shut down.


  And then he looked under one large lever and saw a device standing on its own.


  It was an explosive.


  Sonofabitch!


  “Bomb!” he yelled as he turned to run out of the engine room, his three companions on his heels. He kept yelling, “Bomb!” over and over again as he hurriedly disembarked, accompanied by Castiglione and the entire rest of the unit.


  The barge exploded in a very loud, very bright conflagration. Dion held his hands to his ears, but it wasn’t enough to keep them from ringing.


  The inspector came running toward Castiglione. “What the hell happened?”


  “Caccio, they knew we were coming,” Castiglione said in his heavily accented English. “There was no one there.”


  “How is that possible?” the inspector asked. “Our information had two dozen Evos living on that damn barge!”


  Dion couldn’t believe the cop was dumb enough to ask that. “They’re Evos, for Chrissakes. Didn’t you read comic books when you were a kid? Strange powers beyond those of mortal men and all that crap? They do this.”


  He winced as the ringing in his ears got worse. One of these days, Claire …
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    27 September 2013


    Abbazia di San Giovanni, Spilimbergo, Italy

  


  2013 had been the best year of Claire Bennet’s life.


  In 2011, she had been the public face of the Evos, which was a whirlwind of insanity. In 2012, she had been on the run as the secret face of the Petrelli Movement, which was a great big bundle of stress.


  Then they got word that Interpol had captured Abhaya and gotten information out of her, including the location of the barge. There was no time to move it, and the barge was pretty much burned anyhow.


  So Claude got his hands on some explosives, and they left them behind as a present for Interpol. The bomb was designed to go off a good five minutes after it was first touched, so the police would have plenty of time to abandon ship before it went boom.


  Some people went back to their homes, others to other safehouses. In addition, Angela provided sanctuary. Angela’s husband’s family had roots in Italy, after all, including several family members who were part of the order of Benedictine monks that ran an abbey in northern Italy at the foot of the Dolomites—the mountain range that further north became the Swiss Alps.


  Claire had taken them up on that offer of sanctuary, as had several others. Now she’d been here for ten months, and she’d never ever been so happy and content.


  Over those months, most of the others gradually took their leave of the abbey. Sister Domenica—or Menighina, as everyone called her—treated the Evo guests like family, feeding them and taking care of them, but many of them grew bored and wanted to get back to reality.


  Claire thought they were all insane. Reality was bombs and swimming through turbines and secret servers and clandestine messages and getting buried alive and having your head sliced open and waking up on a coroner’s table in mid-autopsy.


  Here, there was the beautiful, quiet countryside, delicious food, fresh fruit and vegetables, and excellent wine. (The monks made their own wine, both for their own use and to sell; it helped keep the place solvent, as there wasn’t a lot of money in being a monk or nun anymore. There certainly wasn’t as much call for illuminated manuscripts and the like.) The bed she slept in was more comfortable than the one in her dorm at Arlington University, and every day she saw green grass, beautiful trees, and lovely mountains.


  Outside the abbey, people wanted to kill her, even though she couldn’t actually die. Why would she ever want to leave?


  One morning, Claire got up, stretched, and smiled as she saw the sun rise in the east and heard the rooster crowing dawn’s arrival. When she’d first come to San Giovanni under the cover of darkness with a dozen tired, scared Evos, she had always considered herself a night person, and viewed getting up early as the greatest sin in the universe.


  But after ten months in this place, she couldn’t imagine not being up with the sun.


  She threw on a robe over her nightgown and opened the door to her room—


  —to find a familiar face standing there, smiling, wearing that stupid trench coat.


  “Hammer,” she said bitterly.


  He winced. “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I missed you.”


  She went back into the room, shaking her head. “How’d you even know I was here?”


  He smiled. “I have my ways.” Then the smile fell. “Besides, things are getting weird out there. More and more of us are going public. People are aware of us now, and it’s about equal parts support and hatred. It’s a mess. I just needed a break from it, something to make me smile. And honestly, in my life, the only person who’s ever been able to make me smile is you, Blondie.”


  Claire contemplated complaining about that particular nickname, but that would make it harder for her to defend calling him Hammer.


  He walked closer and grabbed her shoulders, pulling her toward him. She stared up at his eyes, which were intense. “I miss you. I miss hearing your stupid arguments about what you call your family. I miss the feel of your beautiful hair as I run my hands through it. I miss the taste of your lips. I miss the smell of your skin”. He grinned.. “I even miss you calling me ‘Hammer’. But most of all, Claire, I miss the sight of your smile. That smile was the first thing I saw when I woke up on the barge, and I honestly think that smile is the reason why I’m still alive and giving a damn about being alive.”


  Tears welled up in Claire’s eyes, and she found herself forgetting the arguments, forgetting the bitterness, and remembering those kisses.


  And then he leaned in and she found herself kissing him hungrily.


  He spent the day with her. She showed him around the abbey. She introduced him to Menighina as a “friend” and she nodded her understanding. Claire wasn’t sure if she only thought of him as a fellow Evo or something more, but it didn’t matter.


  Together, they ate the abbey’s excellent food, drank some of their superb wine, and then that night they went out into the mountains.


  They made love under the stars, and then fell asleep in each other’s arms.


  When Claire awakened at dawn, she was alone in the mountains. Hammer was nowhere to be found. She ran back to the abbey, but there was no sign of him.


  For the second time, he left her without a word.


  A few days later, she woke up in the middle of the night, nauseous.


  Even as she ran to the water closet, she knew something was horribly wrong. Since her powers developed, she’d never been nauseous.


  After she threw up rather loudly and violently, she went to the sink and splashed cold water on her face.


  She was going to need to ask Menighina to borrow the abbey’s car so she could go into town and buy a pregnancy test.
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    12 June 2014


    Concluding the letter written by Claire Bennet on her laptop

  


  You certainly weren’t kidding about the mixed feelings out there in the world. I started actually paying attention to the news after you left, and saw that you were right.


  They actually refer to some of the people who want Evos to live in peace with regular humans as “Claireans,” which is kinda hilarious.


  Anyhow, the plane’s landing soon, so I should finish this up.


  Who knows, maybe you’ll be at the summit? Supposedly, Evos are coming from all over the world, and it’ll be a big gathering of peace and harmony. It’ll be like Woodstock. Or maybe it’ll be like Altamont.


  Look at me, making music references from Dad’s childhood. Either way, I can’t help thinking about what Abhaya said in that e-mail she sent me, asking what kind of a world we were giving to our children. I guess with the twins—Thor and Loki? Harold and Kumar?—on the way, I’m thinking about that a lot now. What will it be like for them?


  The part that scares me is seeing Dad again. I don’t even know what I’m going to say to him. We’ve been on opposite sides of this pretty much ever since Central Park. I have no idea how he’s going to respond. Rene promised to talk to him before I get there, prepare the ground, if you know what I mean. Rene’s known Dad for twenty years, and he doesn’t know how he’ll react, either.


  Anyhow, like I said, I’m going to upload this to Micah’s secure server. Maybe you’ll read it someday.


  Claire.
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    13 June 2014


    Evo Summit, Primatech Paper, Odessa, TX

  


  Claire clambered out of the limo that had brought her to the summit.


  The driver ran around to the other side of the limo to help her. He had met her at the airport—complete with a sign that said CLAIRE BENNET—and led her to the limo that Angela had provided.


  “There are a lot of things I dislike about being pregnant,” she muttered as the driver steadied her, “but being unable to gracefully get up or sit down is by far the worst.”


  Smiling, the driver said, “Well, ma’am, at least it should be over soon. If you don’t mind my saying so, you’re pretty far along.”


  Claire gave the driver a grateful smile and nod, then looked over at Primatech Headquarters, which had gotten a lot bigger since the last time she was here, confronting Sylar on Level 5.


  It was also packed to the gills with Evos and regular people alike, and tons of media. Some of the Evos were even performing—she saw a troupe of dancing shapechangers—and others were happily displaying their powers.


  “I wish it was like this everywhere, all the time.”


  “Well, ma’am, maybe after today, it will be.”


  “Hope so.” Then she stumbled and caught herself on a parked car. Unfortunately, she did so on a car with a sharp grille in front, and she cut her hand.


  “Are you all right?” the driver asked, grabbing her hand.


  “It’ll be fine,” she said with the surety that came of years of watching every cut heal.


  She stared down at her hand.


  It didn’t heal.


  “You sure you’ll be okay, ma’am?”


  “Yeah.” She shook her head. “Probably something to do with the pregnancy. It’ll be fine.”


  She walked to the main entrance of the summit. A man in a jumpsuit with the Renautas logo who wasn’t visibly armed, but who was very obviously security, walked up to her. “Can I help you, ma’am?”


  “I’m Claire Bennet.” She had stopped using Petrelli once she arrived at the barge. There didn’t seem to be any point. “I’m here to …”


  “Is something wrong, ma’am?”


  But Claire didn’t answer. She felt very weak all of a sudden. And the area between her legs was incredibly moist.


  Looking down, she saw a puddle of water on the ground—but it was tinged with red.


  “Blood?”


  And then she collapsed.


  She heard indistinct voices around her.


  “Get the ambulance over here!”


  “Her water broke!”


  “She shouldn’t have collapsed like that.”


  “What happened?”


  “Her name’s Claire Bennet, she’s here for the summit, but her water broke and she just collapsed.”


  “All right, we’ll take her to St. Jude’s. On three!”


  And then, as darkness engulfed her, she heard nothing else …


  
    TO BE CONTINUED


    IN HEROES REBORN


    VOLUME ONE: AWAKENING


    CHAPTER SEVEN: “June 13th Part 1”
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