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  Chapter 0


  
    In times of war, times of change, humanity vilifies anything that is outside the narrowly defined norm. When persecution begins, people turn away and think, “At least it wasn’t me.”


    Remember the man who watched as the Nazis took his neighbors one by one, choosing not to speak out, since it wasn’t him they were coming for … Until they finally knocked on his door, and there was no one left to speak out for him.


    There comes a moment for each of us when the wool is pulled from our eyes, when we see the world anew … When society realizes that all the Evolved, all Evos, are just loaded weapons, a trigger ready to be pulled.


    Things.


    And when Evos are put in chains … Who will speak out to say that they should not be oppressed?

  


  ~Mohinder Suresh


  Sam Conlon pulled the lapel of the trench coat up to cover his neck. The parking garage was empty, dark. He felt like the world had turned to shades of gray, leaving him lost in a Bogart movie.


  “You’ll test them, and the facility?” The woman’s voice came from the shadows behind the next pillar over.


  “How do I know you’ll wipe my file? Renautas has that much pull with the FBI?”


  A sigh softly glided through the air. “We do have that much pull and we will use it, Mr. Conlon. As an associate once said to me just outside the president’s office, the toothpaste is out of the tube. There’s no returning to what the world was before. We have the power you want, but in order to access it, you must play this out for me.”


  Faint electric lines, visible only to Sam, appeared in the air as she spoke. A new pattern was emerging. He smiled grimly at her lies. “I’ll do it.”


  He walked away, ignoring her reply as he prepared to turn himself in.


  One Month Later


  Chapter 1


  The Rocky Mountains were splashed with autumnal aspen colors. The tallest peaks, rugged barriers rising from the Eagle River Valley, were crowned with early snowfall—Jacque Peak, Battle Mountain, Searle Pass, Tennessee Pass.


  Luther knew them all. He had studied the geography carefully while planning his latest escape.


  Ducking and dodging low-hanging branches of ponderosa pines, he ran up the grassy slope, slipping in the wet mulch of fallen needles. Icy air, too thin, burned his lungs.


  He could see the large, fenced-in compound of Temporary Assessment Camp Hale spread out in the valley below. Admin buildings, guard houses, rows of barracks (euphemistically called “Common Living Structures”) and the maximum-security barracks where the dangerous Evos were held waited for him down there if he failed.


  Luther’s power wasn’t dangerous, but having it was enough to rob him of his freedom.


  Most of the other camp inhabitants could say the same. A few were dangerous, or so it was rumored. Luther needed to get away. A prison was a prison, no matter how often they told you it was for your own protection.


  Arms flailing, he crashed his way through the trees, scratching himself on a tangle of dead branches, but eventually found a rocky outcropping. He climbed it and kept running. His legs were shaky and his lungs felt like they were on fire, but he still had a long way to go.


  Behind him he could hear the dogs barking, howling … getting closer.


  Luther put on an extra surge of speed, pushing past his exhaustion.


  The TAC Hale guards didn’t even need the dogs as they pursued him. Out of the corner of his eye Luther could see the brilliant splashes of yellow he left behind, painting the ground with vibrant footprints … As his agitation increased, he lost control over his power and couldn’t prevent what the specialist labeled “chromographic leakage.”


  Stupidest power ever!


  To a more sophisticated Evo, the chameleon-like power would have been useful, but Luther couldn’t control it, and for some oddball genetic reason, he only had access to the color yellow. So as he ran, his footprints created intense pools of color—the blades of grass turned yellow, the pine needles turned yellow, even the rocks and dirt turned yellow. Add to that the bright orange “work overalls” that all of the “campers” wore …


  Yellow and orange. At least I won’t get accidentally shot by a hunter.


  He hoped he could get away, cover enough distance so that they wouldn’t catch him, but he knew it was a long shot. One of these days, maybe the long shot would pay off. Just not today, unless he caught a lucky break.


  Luther gasped in the ten-thousand foot elevation. That struggle to breathe was the reason the original Camp Hale had been built during World War II—as high-altitude training for the 10th Mountain Division. He had hoped to make it several miles before sunrise, but he couldn’t find a trail and the terrain was rugged.


  He had gotten lost.


  And now, the following morning, the guards had a fading set of neon yellow spots to track him. They didn’t really need the dogs.


  He was close to the tree line now, and worked his way out of the pines until he saw clear grassy ground ahead—which meant the guards could see him, too. The dogs were eager.


  Between heaving breaths, one of the guards on the slopes below, a man named Thomas Rizzoli (but better known around the camp as “TQ”), called out, “Come on, Luther. Don’t be a jerk.”


  Luther mumbled a retort, all he could manage. Stumbling, he ducked back into the cover of the trees, following a drainage wash. The path of least resistance. He didn’t really have any plan other than to get away. He had hoped by trekking deep enough into the mountains, he could escape pursuit and eventually find a ski lodge or a mining town where he could get help. It didn’t look like that was going to happen.


  Not today.


  He found a game trail on the downslope and picked up speed now that he didn’t have to dodge the trees so much. Downhill didn’t hurt, either. Unfortunately, his pursuers also moved more quickly. He stumbled and slipped on the loose turf. The trail was heading down to a stream. Maybe if there was enough water he could cross it, make the dogs lose the scent—better yet, he could use the stream to cover his footprints. Perhaps fortune would smile on him after all.


  Unfortunately, when the vegetation cleared and he knocked shrubs out of the way, he found himself by a wispy creek that emerged out of a spray of water falling from a rocky ledge above. The trail ended. He couldn’t get up the opposite slope. A tear ran down his cheek and he clenched his fists.


  Luther sighed and his shoulders slumped. Time to put the mask of the disarming buffoon back on. The dogs came charging in, braying, with Rizzoli and the guards stumbling behind, red-faced, looking annoyed. Rizzoli stopped and mopped perspiration from his forehead. The other guards held the dogs back.


  Rizzoli huffed, catching his breath. “You’re such a pain in the ass, Luther. This isn’t what I planned on doing today. Ruthers is going to be pissed.”


  Luther sat down on a boulder next to the cool, splashing water. “At least I got farther than the last time. Give me a little credit, TQ.”


  The guard scowled. “Only one person gets to call me that.” He gestured toward the others. “Zap him and let’s get him back to camp.”


  Alarmed, Luther sat up. “No, wait! I’ll go willingly.”


  “It would be easier, TQ,” said one of the other guards.


  Rizzoli shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The jerk deserves it.”


  Luther ate 1,200 volts at 19 pulses per second as his breakfast.


  Chapter 2


  When the team of sweaty guards and barking dogs brought a bedraggled but grinning Luther stumbling back through the main entry gate of Temporary Assessment Camp Hale, the camp’s head director and Chief of Operations Deborah Ruthers didn’t feel satisfaction or relief. Just disappointment. Deep disappointment.


  Luther walked with a wobbly gait, trailing yellow stains on the ground. A pointless power … no obvious threat. But who could know for certain?


  There was no way to hide from the other campers the fact that Luther had escaped and tried to run—again. Many of them were gathered in the commons, doing their daily duties, going in and out of the barracks, and returning from their busy work-camp jobs. She certainly had enough manpower, and everyone pitched in to do their best to make TAC Hale pleasant. They planted flower gardens, vegetable gardens. They kept the living areas clean, brightly painted, even homey.


  Ruthers strived to promote a sense of camaraderie and teamwork. The temporary assessment camp wasn’t supposed to be a hostile environment. Renautas had set it up as a sanctuary, a tolerable place for anyone who tested positive as an Evo to come for documentation and assessment, except for the ones held in Max. She didn’t like to think about Max, though. Hale, for the most part, was a place to get away from the harassment of being labeled different. Most of these people exhibited powers that were no more dangerous (or useful) than Luther’s.


  She shook her head as Luther walked through the gate, shaking his arms to loosen himself up, still clearly recovering from a Taser shot. “We’re all just trying to do the best we can here,” Ruthers muttered to herself. Troublemakers like Luther certainly didn’t help.


  Many of the campers were grinning. They applauded as Luther made his entrance. He seemed embarrassed; a 35-year-old, slightly overweight man with the beginnings of a paunch. He would have been utterly invisible in society. Nothing to worry about, although his penchant for accidentally turning things yellow would have inconvenienced him in the workplace.


  Some of the campers whistled and cheered. “Maybe next time, Luther.”


  He looked sheepish but grinned and took a clumsy bow. The guards ushered him forward.


  Ruthers wasn’t amused, but she didn’t want to make TAC Hale feel like a prison. She wanted the campers and the guards and the Admin staff to get along, to be a team. That’s what the temporary assessment camp was supposed to be, and Ruthers believed in it.


  She began to speak, and the unruly campers fell silent. “Look,” she said, “I can understand that some of you feel trapped. But right now leaving isn’t a viable option. Renautas and I are doing everything we can to make TAC Hale like a … summer camp. It’s minimum security. The fences are here for your own protection, and you really should stay here. Don’t we let you watch the news? You’ve seen what it’s like out there after Odessa. That’s why we built Hale. To protect you. So that we can assess you, give you free room and board, try to make you comfortable. Why would you want to run away from this? To be persecuted on the outside?”


  She could see them nodding and considering. They all knew the story, and none of them were really violent rebels. For herself, she could have had a nice job in private security in Denver, but Renautas had offered her a big bonus and a temporary assignment running the newly built camp in the mountains, where the nearest towns were nothing more than off-season ski resorts and dying mining towns.


  TAC Hale wasn’t a government facility, but was operated under presidential mandate. She saw a few of the campers grumbling at her words, obviously dissatisfied, but they knew what she was saying. They knew of the turmoil out in the real world. They knew the violent prejudice against Evos.


  They—the innocuous ones here in Camp Hale—were the ones at greatest risk. They weren’t heroes. They didn’t have powers strong enough to protect themselves. They were just targets. “I know it’s an inconvenience, and I’m trying to give you as much freedom as possible. Neither the guards nor the Admin staff-nor I–really want to be here any more than you do.” She raised her voice. “But this is the best chance for you and for us. Just wait for things to settle down in the real world. You’re safe here. It’s for your own good.”


  From their expressions, she could see that the campers—most of them, at any rate—believed what she was saying.


  So did Ruthers.


  Chapter 3


  Andrew Meek had a queasy, sinking feeling in his stomach as he and his friend Reggie went back to work. He had heard all the promises and propaganda, and he’d had no choice when they shipped him out here from Denver for “temporary assessment” in the mountains not far from Leadville, Colorado.


  He just didn’t believe it.


  He didn’t trust the government, or Renautas, or whatever logos or labels they put on the buildings. Protective enclosures were still fences, and living commons were still barracks … and innocence was still guilt.


  Reggie was smiling, showing bad teeth from a childhood without orthodontia. “Makes ya wonder how long we would have survived out in the real world. Right, Andrew?” he asked as he picked up their janitorial equipment and headed for the next set of barracks. “That’s nothing ta sneeze at.” With a twinkle in his eye, Reggie turned to Andrew, squinted his left eye in a spasmodic wink–and Andrew sneezed.


  “Stop that, Reggie,” he scolded. Reggie’s “great” Evo power was that he could trigger a quick sneeze. Quite a dangerous, destructive power, no doubt.


  “No harm, no foul,” Reggie laughed.


  “We’ve got two more sets to do before lunchtime. You do the toilets in this one. I’ll do the next.” Andrew didn’t argue about the sneeze because Reggie considered it a victory. The two of them had been assigned janitorial and groundskeeping duties along with a dozen other volunteers. Everyone in TAC Hale was expected to pitch in and carry their own weight, though Ruthers was careful not to give the impression that it was a forced labor camp. If campers helped out, a small stipend was placed into a holding account for them to make up for their time away—if they ever got out of TAC Hale.


  Andrew didn’t mind the work and found that not having a job made his time here much worse, mind-numbingly boring. He had never worked at anything that would even remotely be considered a glamorous job. Five years as a civil-service employee pushing papers around for the City of Denver had primed him for tedium.


  When he tested positive for the Evo gene, he was whisked off here to the mountains two hours away. He had had no choice in the matter, even if they made it seem like he did, and his boss had given him no reassurances that he’d have his job back “when” he got released. Equal employment opportunities for Evos were still a very murky legal gray area. Andrew knew not to count on it.


  Reggie wheeled the cart up the ramp and into the office trailer, then pulled out the vacuum while Andrew grabbed the trash bag. He couldn’t hide his uneasiness. Already knowing the answer, he still asked his companion, “So you really believe the line that this is all for our own good?”


  Reggie snorted, “Hell, yes. Look around. We’ve got beds, a comfy home, free food—and pretty decent nosh, too. I’ve worked harder jobs for way less.” He lifted the vacuum hose. “You’ve seen the violence out there. What it’s like. It’s not safe fer us to be out on the streets.” His thick eyebrows drew together. “There’s lotsa bad blood out there, Andrew. I don’t wanna be strung up and gutted by somebody who had a cousin in Odessa or some angry high school football player who blames a big zit on an Evo with acne powers. If they come at me with torches and pitchforks, what’m I gonna do? Make ’em sneeze? I can’t defend myself. What’ll you do? Give ’em a chill? We ain’t all like Claire Bennet. No. We’re safe here, and thank God for Renautas. Doing good is good business.”


  Andrew was still uneasy, but he couldn’t argue with Reggie, though he mistrusted his friend’s blind enthusiasm. If Evos were indeed being held here strictly for protection, and to help measure and assess whatever abilities they had, then he could have accepted it. But he suspected that Renautas and the government had brought the Evos here to TAC Hale to control them. Even the Evos like him and Reggie and Luther whose powers were simply ridiculous.


  How can we be a threat, and how are any of our abilities useful?


  Andrew’s ability was to drop the ambient temperature ten degrees. He could raise a few goose bumps or give someone a chill … How was he supposed to turn that into a weapon? Make his enemies gradually catch a cold? He sighed as he finished dumping wastebaskets, then went over to the janitorial cart so he could gather up the bathroom cleaning supplies.


  They finished the office barracks and moved out. In the main open area next to the community gardens, Luther, looking a little worse for wear, was pitching in, pulling weeds while other campers around him laughed. Andrew was never sure if Luther was raging against the world and hiding it, or just a complete tool. Reggie glanced through the chain-like fence up at the steep mountains that surrounded Hale. Beautiful postcard scenery, the White River National Forest.


  TAC Hale had been set up in less than a month. Highway 24, which ran from Interstate 70 down to Leadville, had been a main thoroughfare, but to increase security around the camp, it had been “closed for road construction,” although supply trucks came through without any difficulty. Traffic was minimal, and only the most diehard hikers made the extra effort to get here without the road access.


  Luther was pointing to the slopes just above the tree line. Reggie frowned. “I woulda never made it half that far,” he said. “I woulda started to climb those hills and blown my aneurism clip.” He rubbed the center of his chest self-consciously.


  Andrew gave him the janitorial cart to push as they moved away from the Admin barracks. “Yeah, you certainly don’t put yourself in line for anything too stressful, Reggie.” He pulled out the clipboard, checked off the Admin barracks, and flipped the page. In the center of the camp, inside another line of chain-link fences—this one topped with coils of razor-wire, with access granted only through a guarded sally port—was the cluster of four maximum-security barracks. “We’re on call to do Max tomorrow, not today,” he said.


  They were allowed inside the second set of fences, but only up to the foyer of the barracks. They weren’t allowed any contact with the Evos being held inside. The truly dangerous ones.


  “I’ll bet they’re doin’ secret training exercises,” Reggie said. “Training to do covert ops for the government!”


  Andrew looked at him in surprise. “Is that what you think goes on in there?”


  “Those are the powerful ones, you know,” Reggie said. “People who can fly or throw fireballs or teleport themselves. Could be they’ve even got Mohinder Suresh in there working for them.”


  Andrew groaned. “Come on! Suresh is who caused all this. That explosion in Odessa.”


  “If he really did it,” said Reggie.


  “You’re a conspiracy nut,” Andrew said.


  “I read Hero_Truther. Some things don’t add up.”


  The fact was, Andrew didn’t know what went on in the Max barracks, or who was actually dangerous. All he knew was that before all this, many of their powers had been hidden or undiscovered. The public had had no clue that Evos existed. No one had worried about persecution … And then a cheerleader had thrown herself off a Ferris wheel, the whole world watching as she fell to her death. But she stood back up, healing and emerging without a scratch. Claire Bennet, the name heard round the world. Her and those attempts. Then more and more and more Evos came out … And fear spread, alongside the wonder.


  Reggie continued, “They don’t want us anywhere near Max barracks on certain days because that’s when the real mysterious testing and experiments take place. It’s when they teach ’em to be all secret-agenty and stuff!”


  “Or it could be,” Andrew suggested, “that they just don’t need janitorial services on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”


  Reggie grinned. “Think what you like. This is a temporary assessment camp. They’s trying to figure out if we have useful abilities so we can become secret operatives, powerful agents … heroes!”


  “Right,” Andrew said, shoving the cart over for Reggie to push. He didn’t disagree—not in the slightest. He believed that Renautas had set up the temporary assessment camp to keep the truly dangerous Evos locked up in places like the Max barracks, but also to test and determine the threat level posed by people like him and Reggie. What he didn’t believe was that the camp had been set up for altruistic purposes, to turn them into useful secret agents.


  As each day went by in the camp, he felt more sharp, focused, cold, and above all, scared—justifiably so, he believed. He could see which way the wind was blowing.


  It was only a matter of time before he and the other inmates were reassigned to Max Security. He remembered the stories his grandfather had told about surviving the concentration camps in Nazi Germany during World War II. Andrew had even gotten his grandad’s numbers tattooed on his own wrist when he lost his Papa. The gas chambers would be installed any day now, and the government would “take care” of all the problematic Evos like himself and his comrades here in TAC Hale.


  Andrew Meeks’ minor cool-down power would be just as useless as Luther’s if he wanted to escape.


  Chapter 4


  Inside her office in the main Admin building of TAC Hale, Chief of Operations Deborah Ruthers finished setting up the chessboard, turned the black pieces to face her, and adjusted the line of pawns.


  Everything was ready.


  It just was a distraction while she waited; she was far more interested in the upcoming Webchat conversation. She looked at the clock. Still three minutes early, but she decided to log in, just in case. She turned the large monitor screen toward her and called up the contact icons. She always enjoyed these conversations with Erica Kravid, though they felt as intense as the chess matches she played with Sam. Kravid was ostensibly her boss, but Deborah was sure that the woman was playing a game, using her as a pawn.


  Ruthers tapped the green phone button and saw the dark hair, large eyes, and stony expression of Erica Kravid, head of Renautas, when the call connected. Kravid was Ruthers’ direct boss, and even though she was busy managing the large corporation, she took a close interest and a direct hand in the running of the temporary assessment camp. “Doing good is good business” was the motto of Renautas, and Kravid was genuinely interested in Evos of all sorts and all abilities.


  “Hello, Deborah,” Kravid said.


  “Hello, Ms. Kravid.”


  “You had an escape incident; I read the report this morning.” The head of Renautas looked harried. Something was wrong, but Ruthers wasn’t sure what.


  “It was just Luther,” Ruthers said, trying to play it down. “I think it’s like a game to him. He’s testing to see how good our security is—and in a way, it’s good to know our weaknesses. We’re shoring them up now.”


  Kravid pursed her lips and nodded. “Good to know. We can’t let any of the dangerous Evos get out.”


  “They’re in Max Security, ma’am, and there’s nothing to worry about with Luther. He’s not about to bring down civilization by leaving yellow stains on the landscape.”


  “If that’s the full extent of his powers,” Kravid said. “Have there been any further results in the testing?”


  “None so far, ma’am, but we’re diligent. We continue to keep watch and test.”


  Kravid frowned. “Let me know if anything appears to be threatening or even potentially useful. We need to be sure that these harmless Evos aren’t just playing possum. The whole point of allowing them autonomy is compromised if you can’t control them.”


  “Understood, ma’am.”


  “And I don’t want to hear about another escape. If a low-powered Evo can get out, then you’re at risk for worse.”


  “With all due respect, ma’am, these people are here for their protection. I’d rather not have to act like a prison warden.”


  Kravid’s eyes narrowed. “With all due respect, these people are dangerous. Renautas has invested heavily in their containment, and if we want to see a return on that investment, we must be able to control the threat they represent. Now, are you up to that job or not, Ms. Ruthers?”


  Deborah looked down at her desk. She was gripping one of the white pawns so hard her knuckles were turning white. “I’ll make sure that security protocols are upgraded right away.”


  “Good.” Erica Kravid’s lips twitched. “See that you do.”


  The screen went blank as the other woman hung up. Ruthers put the pawn back in its spot on the board, then massaged her palm to restore circulation. A slight sound caught her attention, and she looked toward the door of her office. Sam Conlon stood there, waiting for her. A rail-thin, olive–skinned, balding, middle-aged man of indeterminate ethnicity and amazing intelligence. Sam was the smartest of all the campers at TAC Hale.


  He was looking at her intently. “I see your runaway pawn is giving you trouble. Are you ready for our match, Director? I can come back later …”


  She smiled and gestured to the board. “Already set up for you.”


  Chapter 5


  Gossamer connections spun across Sam’s vision, personal holograms superimposed on reality. Everything fit. Everything connected. The chessboard to the director to him to the files … and that was only the thread he was currently following. The interconnected movements of the world were laid out as a clear pattern for Sam Conlon. He could choose his path on the web of “fate” in a way nobody else could. And the idiots around him thought he was just good at puzzles.


  Sam smiled warmly as he settled into the chair and glanced at the waiting chessboard. He knew she looked forward to these games, liked his conversation, and enjoyed keeping her abilities sharp. She liked to think of herself as a friend to the euphemistically named “campers”—as if they were all in this together, a team. Nothing could be further from the truth.


  Ruthers seemed happy and cheerful, but Sam could see the lines in the air that connected her to the computer. The warden-that was how he thought of her-was still reeling from the conversation with her boss, and it would make her distracted and careless. Sam would have to play her carefully. Luther’s escape attempts were useful for the distractions they provided.


  She shook her head and refocused on him. “So far, you’ve been able to beat me six out of ten games, Sam, but I intend for us to keep at it until we’re evenly matched. At least.”


  “It’s always good to have goals, Director,” he said, discreetly failing to note that his win record against her was actually seven point three games out of ten. It was pointless, since he could easily beat her ten out of ten games, but he knew that wouldn’t go over well. Losing at the right time was just another pattern that bolstered her confidence.


  Because she was playing white, she moved the first piece, her standard opening: pawn to king four. Sam did the same, placing his king’s pawn opposite hers. She studied the board intently, mapping out moves in her head. Sam kept his gaze on the pieces as well, though he barely devoted five percent of his attention to playing.


  He had already seen countless moves ahead, a feat that any average player could accomplish at this stage of the game. What made Sam different was that he saw only one line—the line she would actually play. It was a reflection of the fading patterns left from her call with Kravid. The stress she had endured in that conversation determined the sloppy mid-game she would set up more surely than any knowledge of strategy she possessed.


  Ruthers liked to keep tabs on the prisoners, and she claimed that she enjoyed Sam’s insightful conversation, although she did most of the talking. He knew that she would be horrified if she ever found out what he actually thought and saw.


  “I keep watching,” she said, “and the news really concerns me. I know two things—one is that society will be better off with the non-threatening Evos kept apart. And the other thing I know is that Evos like you, Sam, have to be protected from the prejudices of society.” Her words were like a background drone. She often repeated these same thoughts in their encounters.


  “Some people might question that, Director,” he said, “with all the signs going up in cities these days. ‘We don’t serve Evos.’ ‘Evos need not apply.’ So many of us getting fired from our jobs. What you see as protection, many of us see as a violation of our civil liberties. History shows that the oppressed always rise up.”


  “It’s just a backlash,” she said, moving her king-side knight. “People are scared because you’re something new, something different. They’ll adjust. People are good at heart.”


  He responded—too quickly—and scolded himself. He’d make sure to pretend to contemplate his next move. “People may be, but I’m not so sure society is as kind as the average person.”


  “After the disaster in Odessa, people are afraid. You know, and I know, that Evos are just people like anyone else, even if they are ‘different’.”


  “I wish everyone thought like you,” Sam said.


  While they played, Sam was analyzing the office, examining the connections he saw in the air. There were so many levels of the game he’d have to track if his plan was going to come off. Beneath it all there was a simmering anger that he couldn’t let interfere.


  Before so many Evos had started to come out, posting videos of themselves and their abilities, Sam had used his skills to become a chess tournament champion, and he could easily have been a grandmaster. But then he realized that it was better to keep a low profile than to show off his freakish talent … That was before the disaster in Odessa changed everything.


  Now, as always, he could simply look at the world and see the tapestry, see the web of interconnections as physical colored lines. It was like living his life inside a tapestry, walking around through the tangled skeins of fate.


  And he could follow them, like a giant three-dimensional conspiracy diagram. The yarn, strings, and thumbtacks that formed connections between photographs and scribbled notes on the walls of paranoiacs-for Sam Conlon, they were all real. He could see the secret ties that bound people into alliances or feuds. He saw a nexus that resembled the Renautas logo, a sunburst of countless lines extending out to all of the people in the camp, people unable to see the strings that bound them all. But Sam saw them.


  He picked up his bishop and moved it to a completely random position. The director’s brow furrowed as she tried to understand his strategy. He simply assumed he could adapt to whatever she did next.


  “You’re playing a good game,” he said.


  “I’m trying,” she muttered as she moved her queen-side knight, trying to keep one step ahead of him.


  He slid his queen forward, threatening the knight.


  Smiling, Ruthers moved her bishop. “Check,” she said.


  “You’re keeping me on the run,” he said.


  Everything was changing so fast … He was aware of the growing backlash against Evos, and foresaw even more darkening strands in the future than the director did. On the radio, especially on the programs the guards listened to, he had heard the rantings of the media blowhard Jimmy Rourke as well as several less talented but louder imitators. He caught himself curling his fingers into a fist as he thought about it and carefully relaxed his hand.


  Ruthers was still talking about keeping the Evos safe here in the camp. “The only ones who have to worry are the Evos with uncontrolled powers, the ones who mean to cause us harm. I like to think that everyone here in my camp is innocent and innocuous, but there are dangerous Evos as well. You have to admit that.” She raised her eyebrows.


  Sam nodded slightly. “Of course. But safety is an illusion. There are dangerous Evos only because there are dangerous people. Being Evolved isn’t what makes us a danger.”


  Ruthers frowned, studying the board in silence.


  Sam was worried that he had pushed too far. Giving her a win right now would distract her. After her next move, he studied the chessboard. Consulting the lines, he set the wheels in motion for the least obvious way to expose his king to checkmate.


  Chapter 6


  Inside the small guard breakroom connected to TAC Hale’s mess hall and the adjacent community center, Thomas “TQ” Rizzoli lounged back in his chair, confident that he could squeeze another 20 minutes out of his break. After all, what was going to happen? His feet were sore from running around in the mountains chasing after that idiot Luther.


  He was going to suggest to Ruthers that they all deserved time-and-a-half; then she would have to make the case to Renautas. It wasn’t likely to happen, but there was no harm in asking. For now, Rizzoli would get a little bit of unauthorized bonus time rather than being out there with the Evos.


  They had invited him and the other guards to play games during their downtime, but Rizzoli wouldn’t be caught dead doing that. Who knew what kinds of powers they had? He was sure they were all just cheaters. No, he preferred to sit here listening to the chatter of the guards as he played Evernow on his tablet. He was getting addicted to it, fast. On the radio in the breakroom Jimmy Rourke was ranting so loudly that Rizzoli imagined he must be spraying saliva all over the microphone.


  “If the Evos aren’t a threat, then let’s take them at their word. Okay, let’s forget about Odessa and all the people that died there. Let’s forget about people who can fly or travel through time or see through walls. How many times have the liberals wanted us to register all of our handguns? Isn’t an Evo with superpowers more dangerous than a handgun? A million times worse, if you ask me. The right kind of Evo can twist the minds of a crowd, turn them into a mob, make them go hysterical. Even the worst mass shooter could only kill a handful of people.”


  “Damn right,” grumbled one of the other guards.


  “Oh, shut up, Clint,” retorted another one. “If they could twist our minds, the Evos here would make us forget about them and then just walk right out of the camp.”


  “It’s a plot,” said Clint. “What if they’re biding their time?”


  “What if you’re full of crap?” The other guards laughed.


  “Always a possibility,” Rizzoli piped up as he continued to move his character through the amazing fantasy world of Evernow, starting a fight with a pair of animated demon bandits. With a polite knock, Reggie and Andrew came into the room, hauling the janitorial cart.


  “Here to pick up the garbage,” said Andrew.


  Rizzoli absently waved them into the room. The guards were laughing again. “Take the radio with you. Jimmy Rourke is full of as much garbage as anything you’ll find here.”


  “He’s got some good points,” Clint said defensively.


  On the radio, the commentator continued. “As I was saying, we should take them at their word if they say they’re harmless and don’t intend to hurt us. Okay, then they have to take us at our word. We don’t mean them any harm, either, but we need to protect ourselves. It’s perfectly reasonable to ask for universal testing and to exercise due caution until they prove they’re as harmless as they say. Get ’em registered.”


  Rizzoli looked up and saw Andrew staring at the radio. He didn’t go for the constant ranting bullshit of Rourke, and he had worked here ever since TAC Hale had opened its gates. Sure, he supposed some of the Evos were dangerous, but he loved the German Shepherds in the kennels here, and they could be dangerous, too. They just needed to be handled properly.


  “Don’t worry about it, guys,” he said to Andrew and Reggie. “That’s why you’re here in the assessment camp. So we can clear you and let you get on with your lives.”


  “Oh, we’re happy enough here,” said Reggie. He looked around at the lounging guards. “Can I bum a cigarette?”


  “I’ll give you a whole pack if you make Clint sneeze.” Rizzoli glanced up briefly from Evernow.


  Clint grumbled peevishly. Reggie grinned, squinted his left eye, and the guard explosively sneezed. Reggie said, “For a whole pack, I’ll make him sneeze twice.” All the other guards guffawed.


  A female voice called out from the door to the guard room, sending Rizzoli’s spine thrumming. “Hi, TQ. I’m on my way to the mess hall, but the weather channel says it’s supposed to get really cold tonight. I hope you can keep yourself warm.”


  All the guards turned, muttering. One whistled. Alexa stood in the doorway, beaming, practically glowing. She was a gorgeous, curvaceous blonde who made Rizzoli’s pulse race like a hit of cocaine.


  “I … I will,” he said, putting his game down and straightening up in his seat. He felt himself flushing. He was having a hard time breathing.


  “Of course you will,” grumbled Clint. “How else is he going to keep warm?”


  “Maybe she has some suggestions,” said another guard.


  Alexa was beaming at all of them. “I just wanted to say hi. Bye now.” She flounced away, and Rizzoli felt his throat go dry.


  “Why does she call you TQ? You never explained that,” asked the resident skeptic, Antonio. Rizzoli lifted his chin in pride. All the guards knew that Alexa flirted with him and that they sometimes met in private. “It stands for Total Quality,” he said. “She knows it when she gets it … and she’s certainly getting some.” He laughed low in his throat.


  Andrew and Reggie were both fidgeting uncomfortably as Jimmy Rourke got even more outrageous on the radio. Rizzoli barely moved as Andrew yanked the wastebasket out from under his desk. Clint offered a pack of cigarettes to Reggie to make another guard sneeze, and Reggie did his trick again, much to Clint’s amusement.


  Rizzoli caught Andrew’s eye and nodded toward the radio. “That’s the way it is outside. You should be glad you’re in here.”


  “I’m happy as can be,” Andrew said, his voice oddly flat.


  Chapter 7


  In the mess hall for the evening meal, Andrew was given his tray of delicious gourmet fare—soupy tuna noodles with a side of canned green beans—but by now he knew not to get his hopes up. Back in Denver he’d eaten a lot of prepackaged dinners and fast food, but he knew what a good meal was and sometimes he liked to cook, even if it was just for himself. This was … nutrients, not food.


  Reggie was off glad-handing some of the camp personnel, everybody’s friend, and Andrew wanted to spend time with some of the other campers. He saw Sam Conlon sitting by himself. The man wasn’t antisocial so much as preoccupied. Sam stared off into space as if seeing things no one else was aware of. There was an invisible “do not disturb” sign up around him.


  Andrew chose to sit next to Dorian Avey, a bony young man whose once well-trimmed Afro was now growing in all directions because he refused to cut it until he got out of the camp. Dorian’s uninviting food sat in front of him, barely touched, as he played with a paper clip—standing it upright, balancing it on the tip of one finger as he spun it around.


  “Hey, Dorian,” Andrew said, taking a seat next to the man.


  “Andrew.” Dorian stared at the paper clip and concentrated. The metal wire glowed red hot and melted, turning into a little puddle of metal on the mess hall table and leaving a burn mark.


  “Look at that,” Dorian said sarcastically. “Terrifying!” He blew on the melted metal, which hardened quickly, and then he brushed the little lump away. He slid his tray over to cover the scorch mark on the tabletop.


  “I can spontaneously melt two whole grams of metal at a time, and only within two feet.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m such a menace to civilization.”


  “I think they just don’t know what to do with us,” said Laina, sounding nervous and uncertain, “so they’re overreacting.”


  Andrew blinked. The drab young woman with mouse-brown hair was sitting right across from them. Andrew hadn’t seen her sit down, hadn’t noticed her at all. Laina liked to hang out with them. Enigmatic was the word that sprang to mind; Andrew found he had to concentrate just to remember her, to see her there. It was the oddest thing.


  “When things start to get really bad,” Andrew said, “I doubt anyone will notice you.”


  “I hope not,” Laina said and picked at her tuna noodles. She was skittish and shy and often seemed embarrassed when Andrew made an effort to pay attention to her. Laina didn’t talk much, but she seemed to like the company.


  “There you are,” said Alexa, carrying her tray over. “I didn’t see you.”


  “You know I usually eat with these guys,” Laina said.


  Right now, even though Alexa had her hair tied back, wore no makeup, and was dressed in a shapeless sweatshirt and sweatpants—seemingly trying to look as nondescript as possible—she still exuded animal magnetism. Andrew tried to give up his seat to her, but she waved him away.


  “I’m just fine here next to Laina. Don’t give me any special treatment.”


  Embarrassed, he sat down.


  Alexa frowned at the cafeteria food. “Look at all those carbs. And I bet there’s nothing natural here. How am I supposed to keep my figure when this is the kind of food they provide?”


  “Keeping your figure never seems to be a problem for you,” Dorian said, dropping a metal spoon into his ceramic coffee cup. He touched the spoon and concentrated again, and it heated up just enough to warm his coffee.


  Alexa looked at Laina’s food tray and frowned. “They didn’t give you any apple cobbler? But you like apple cobbler.”


  Laina shrugged. “They missed me when I went through the line.”


  Alexa got up, looking annoyed. “Well, that doesn’t happen when I’m around. I’ll take care of you.” She went up to one of the guards standing by the dessert line in the cafeteria. Andrew watched her, marveling at what she could do. He didn’t understand it, but he knew it had something to do with her powers. She smiled, stepped up close to the guard, and it seemed like a light bulb went on. The guard, glowing with pleasure, couldn’t move fast enough to help her. Even the fiftyish woman in the hairnet and dirty apron dishing out food quickly brightened and served up more apple cobbler. Alexa came back with three portions. “Here’s an extra one if somebody wants two.”


  A couple of tables away, Andrew noticed Sam watching her intently.


  “I wish I knew how you pulled that off,” Dorian said.


  She lowered her voice. “Just a little bit of pheromones. The right manipulation here and there, just to give people the warm fuzzies, make them want to keep me happy. They don’t even realize they’re doing it. I can make them think I’m absolutely gorgeous, and they’ll trip over themselves just to get a smile from me.”


  “You are gorgeous,” Andrew blurted out.


  “Am I?” she asked. “Am I really, or is that the pheromones talking?” She sighed. “They don’t know half of what I can do—and I don’t dare show them, because then they really would be scared.” She giggled. “It’s enough for me to know that I can make any of them stand at attention anytime they’re near me.”


  Andrew glanced at the door and the fence beyond it, unconsciously rubbing at his tattooed wrist.


  Chapter 8


  Deborah Ruthers spent the morning going over the budget and supply paperwork for TAC Hale. And when she finished with that joyous task, she completed the detailed incident report and security analysis for Luther’s escape attempt. Sam’s words about danger haunted her, so she focused on the tedium of bureaucracy.


  Besides, Erica Kravid had demanded it.


  If she’d been a different type of person, Ruthers might not even have filed a report in the first place. Luther had been apprehended, no harm done. And other than the hole cut in the chain-link fence, there had been no damage. The guards, despite their grumbling, could use a bit of exercise and response training. In fact, since Luther posed no threat at all, his escape and apprehension could actually be considered an effective drill.


  Sighing, she put the pen down and pinched the bridge of her nose. Were she honest with herself, she would admit that Kravid felt more like an enemy than anyone here at the camp. Whatever that woman was up to, Deborah was positive she was being used by her boss. To what end, though? These Evos were harmless.


  But Renautas didn’t see it that way, so Ruthers picked her pen back up and returned to the paperwork. She knew there wouldn’t be any docking of pay or official reprimand, though Erica Kravid would express her “concern” strongly enough that Ruthers would demand her people to be more vigilant, crack down a little.


  “Excuse me, Director Ruthers?” The woman’s voice was accompanied by a soft knock at her door. “Thanks for seeing me. It’s just a quick request.” Alexa Konig stood there smiling, her blonde hair loose, her blue eyes sparkling. The campers were allowed regular amenities and personal possessions, but somehow Alexa seemed to have access to all the makeup any woman could ever want. Ruthers squinted. Maybe Alexa wasn’t even wearing makeup …


  Pushing her chair back, Ruthers looked back at her report on Luther’s escape, closed the file, and stood up. “I have lots of paperwork this morning, Miss Konig. I didn’t know you had an appointment.”


  Alexa flashed a smile that belonged in a toothpaste commercial. “Oh, Francis let me in, but don’t be too hard on him.”


  Alexa rarely had an appointment when she came to visit, but somehow the director’s moat dragon always found a way to let her in. Deborah didn’t like that.


  “What is it today?” Ruthers opened a file drawer and put the report of Luther’s most recent escape next to the printed copies of the previous two incident reports. The man was persistent but completely inept. His attempts weren’t getting any better.


  “It’s not for me,” Alexa said. “It’s for my friend, Laina.”


  “Laina? I’m sorry, I don’t recall a camper named Liana. I was sure that I knew everyone by first …” Her brows furrowed as her voice trailed off.


  “Laina Jacobsen,” Alexa said. The corner of her mouth twitched.


  Ruthers sat back at her desk and called up the personnel roster on her screen.


  “She and I share a room,” Alexa prompted her.


  “Ah, there she is. Sorry, I didn’t recall her. How odd. What do you need?”


  “It’s what she needs,” Alexa said. “Her mattress is falling apart. She doesn’t complain, but I know that her back hurts every day now. If you could upgrade her, get her a new bed …”


  Ruthers frowned. “Try as I might to take care of all of you, this isn’t a bed-and-breakfast, Miss Konig.”


  “But you do keep insisting this isn’t a prison camp, and a fairly minor change would be a big help. I’d really appreciate it.” Alexa came closer to the desk, and Deborah’s throat went dry.


  She felt flushed. The young camper was an extremely beautiful woman with perfect skin. And how did she make her hair so lush, as if she’d just come out of a salon? Ruthers was startled at her reaction. She’d never been attracted to a woman before. Shaking her head, she scooted her chair back.


  “I don’t have the budget for that,” she said, resisting the easy way out. But Alexa was persistent.


  “The guard bunkhouses have much better mattresses. It wouldn’t cost you anything, and if we’re all part of a team, shouldn’t we all have the same amenities? Laina would be so thankful. She’d come here personally to express her gratitude. Wouldn’t you like that?”


  Ruthers tried to resist but realized that there was no good reason not to. “I suppose if I keep the campers happy, then we’ll all be happy.” She called up a requisition form on her screen and submitted the order. Ruthers realized that she felt uncomfortable, wanted Alexa to leave … but also wanted her to stay. She frowned. “Now, if there isn’t anything else …?”


  Alexa opened her mouth to reply but was interrupted as alarms went off throughout the camp.


  A buzzing sound on the intercom vied for Ruthers’ attention. “We’re done here, Miss Konig. Please get somewhere safe. Now.”


  Her phone rang and she grabbed it. “What is it?” she shouted over the ear-splitting alarms.


  A shaky voice answered, “There’s a fire in Max Security. One of the Category-V Evos is awake and loose—the Firestarter. He found something combustible.”


  “How did he wake up?” Ruthers shouted.


  “We’ll figure that out later, ma’am. We’ve got a fire to put out … and an Evo to control.”


  “Tranq darts immediately,” she said. “Everyone needs to be armed. Call the volunteer fire crews in.” She was already bolting for the door, ignoring the frozen Alexa. She had to get everyone to the high-security barracks immediately.


  What had started out as a dull day of paperwork was rapidly becoming a worst-case scenario.


  Chapter 9


  When the alarms rang Andrew recognized the sound. “That’s a fire, Reggie!”


  Campers began to scramble in confusion. “Come on, we need to get to the muster point.” He grabbed Reggie’s arm.


  Reggie seemed confused. “A fire? Maybe it’s just a drill?” They had both been trained for the fire-suppression team.


  In fact, Reggie had volunteered for just about everything possible, and Andrew had seen no harm in it. They earned brownie points with the guards and the Admin staff, and Andrew figured it might improve his chances if the situation at TAC Hale turned sour and Renautas stopped being a benevolent protector.


  As they ran out of the barracks–they had been “on break” from their janitorial duties–Andrew saw a flurry of activity and heard shouting. Alarms were still ringing throughout the compound, along with air-raid sirens. Inside the inner set of fences, an inferno had broken out in the maximum-security barracks.


  Reggie stared. “Guess it ain’t a drill.”


  Andrew grabbed his arm just as something exploded and a column of fire and smoke erupted. Debris bounced off the inside of the Max fence.


  “Wow,” Andrew said.


  The sally port was open. Teams rushed in, and Andrew and Reggie knew what they had to do. Reggie rubbed his chest … “I’m not sure. This is somethin’ else, Andrew. We should leave it to the guards, don’t ya think?”


  Andrew shook his head and moved away; Reggie followed, still protesting. Fire extinguishers were being brought in from the other buildings as staff and campers alike desperately fought the flames.


  Of those inside the Max perimeter, Andrew, Reggie, and one other camper wore the TAC Hale jumpsuits. They rarely went inside the second fence, but Andrew didn’t hesitate. He grabbed an extinguisher while another group quickly rolled out fire hoses, running to hook them to a standpipe near a hydrant in the middle of the compound. The extinguishers just needed to buy 45 seconds so the hoses could be primed.


  “That’s a big fire,” Andrew said. “How the hell did it start?”


  More guards were shouting. He recognized many of them from their day-to-day routine. All of them were carrying rifles—tranquilizer guns, he hoped. Others carried sidearms, the straps on their holsters unfastened. It seemed an odd thing to bring to a firefight. Unless …


  “Maybe one of the training sessions for the Max Evos went wrong,” Reggie said. “Do you suppose they’ve got a firestarter in there?”


  “I know they’ve got a fire,” Andrew said. He unclipped the nozzle of the fire extinguisher and ran toward the flames on the side of the building, blasting white gouts of vapor at the blaze near the main entrance. One wall of the secure barracks exploded outward. Flames, splintered support beams, and siding flew out in an eruption that made the firefighting guards scatter.


  Andrew grimaced as the heat hit him and reflexively triggered his ability. The temperature only dropped from “burn-you-alive” to “sweat-lodge” heat, but it was enough. Four of the guards took up positions near him, unshouldering their rifles and crouching down, aiming at the fire as Andrew sprayed it with foam.


  “What the hell?”


  A figure emerged, sheathed in a halo of red and orange. A man—clad only in tattered, blackened strips of what remained of a TAC Hale jumpsuit. His skin was red and glowing, and the air around him shimmered. He held a crackling ball of fire in his hand. In that moment, as this demon stepped out of the maelstrom, wielding death in his bare palms, Andrew understood what an Evo with true power looked like.


  “Open fire. Use your tranqs,” screamed one of the guards.


  A volley of feathered darts flew out—and vaporized on impact. The curls of feathers turned into puffs of flame. The maddened Evo stepped away from the debris of the collapsed wall. He hurled his fireball and the armed guards scattered, desperately reloading as they moved. The Evo sparked a second crackling ball in his other hand. Camp personnel raced toward him with their fire extinguishers blasting away.


  Andrew was still gripping his extinguisher but couldn’t force his knees to unlock. Steam geysered and the escapee flinched from the clouds of cold vapor. He threw the fire in his left hand at one of the firefighting volunteers, engulfing the man in flames. He barely had a moment to scream before the fire extinguisher in his hands exploded, shredding him into gobbets of flesh that sprayed in all directions. The escaping prisoner seemed disoriented and enraged, a true monster. Something had triggered him to unleash this extreme violence. Andrew finally unfroze and grabbed Reggie, hauling him back before they were incinerated.


  “Still think they’re training secret agents in there, Reggie? Covert operatives?” Andrew gasped, ducking for cover.


  The flames were spreading in the maximum-security barracks. One of the guards managed to take a shot, striking the Evo with another tranq dart that vaporized just as the others had. Finally the firehoses arrived. Three people carrying heavy nozzles that came alive like water-spitting pythons. They blasted the man, spinning him around, and he screamed as the cold water hit his ember-hot flesh. The water jets pummeled him, but the moisture immediately flashed into steam.


  He rose, screaming in a basso roar of challenge as he tried to dodge the jets, but they drove him back, pouring more and more water on him. Clouds of steam thickened. Andrew could barely see, but he knew the fire was still crackling and spreading across the blasted walls of the security barracks.


  “I don’t think that guy’s been trained very well,” Reggie said.


  Under the bombardment of high-pressure water, the Evo’s glow finally faded. His power surge was washed away, leaving him hunched over, drenched and bedraggled, surrounded by a dense fog bank of hot steam. He sobbed. Most of his clothes were gone, and he was shivering.


  Loud gunshots rang out. Rizzoli had pulled out his sidearm and fired four times, each one hitting the shivering prisoner center mass. The man jerked and thrashed. Two other guards, equally keyed up, also opened fire. They mowed down the Evo with a dozen shots that pocked his pale, wet body.


  Reggie stared in abject horror.


  Andrew fought down vomit.


  Another guard, Clint, yelled, “Don’t just stare. The barracks are still burning.” Somebody shoved Andrew’s shoulders and he staggered ahead, aiming his fire extinguisher and blasting at the smoldering walls where the escapee had blown his way out. Rizzoli stood over the bloodied, mangled body of the Evo.


  “I don’t know how he woke up, but he was dangerous. Someone get medical here now! We have a man down.” As Andrew fought the fire and worked his way inside the barracks building, he found halls filled with steam and smoke. With the vapors swirling around him, he caught his first glimpse of the interior of the maximum-security barracks. Chambers with metal doorknobs melted away were evenly spaced on either side of the hallway. The closest door was in splinters, no doubt kicked open by the escaping firestarter. Spraying his fire extinguisher stream from side to side, Andrew moved forward. The chambers contained people in flimsy hospital gowns, all of them supine on hospital beds, connected to tubes and monitors. This was the fate of the other Evos? High-powered prisoners kept in medically induced comas? Held here, asleep, where they wouldn’t cause trouble. Couldn’t cause trouble. One of them, though, had somehow awakened, then broken out …


  He stared, took a step toward the next room when a guard yelled, “Hey you! That’s a restricted area. No prisoners inside.”


  “I’m part of the fire crew,” Andrew quickly said. His heart started pounding. He was suddenly worried that now that he had discovered this dark secret, they would sedate him and lock him away—even though his powers were trivial.


  “We’ve got it handled. Work on the outside or get back to your living quarters. TAC Hale is on lockdown right now.”


  “Yes, sir,” Andrew ran back out of the Max barracks.


  Outside, the steam was finally dissipating and the smoke had died down. Andrew passed the bloody, mangled body of the dead firestarter sprawled on the ground in front of the barracks.


  Rizzoli stared down at it. His pistol shook in his hands.


  “He was dangerous. The tranq darts didn’t work … There was no choice.”


  His words seemed hollow to Andrew.


  Chapter 10


  Even with the emergency crackdown and curfew at TAC Hale, Laina was more comfortable than she had been since her first day at the camp. She was still uneasy, uncertain of her future, and she knew that the guards, the staff, and the campers inside the large fenced-in compound were all frightened and on edge. But Laina wasn’t thinking about that at the moment.


  Night shrouded the women’s barracks, a comfortable darkness for Laina, and she snuggled into the sheets on her new mattress. It was both soft and firm, and stretching out to rest—finally—was no longer painful. The guards had brought it in late that afternoon, just before dinner in the mess hall.


  They had to look up the paperwork to find her quarters, checking her name against the roster. She wasn’t surprised none of them remembered her. That had always been her form of self-protection, especially in recent times as the world grew darker and people began to seek out individuals like her. She knew Alexa had pulled strings for her, and as she lay back after saying goodnight to her friend (who slept on the other side of the small room), Laina decided just to enjoy the peace for a moment, to let herself relax.


  She pulled the blankets up to her chin, warm and cozy against the chill, and stared at the ceiling. She wondered what they would do when full winter set in and plunged TAC Hale in feet of snow. Laina decided not to worry about that now. She just wanted to be invisible, to be quiet and have peace …


  There’s always a person in school, in meetings, or at parties who somehow never got noticed. Early in life, Laina had discovered she was that person; she didn’t try to call attention to herself, but she also didn’t actively hide. When others scanned a crowd or looked at the faces of people in a room, they somehow skated right over her, only occasionally turning back for a second look.


  She had seen a Woody Allen movie in high school, Zelig, about a man who seemed to be everywhere but noticed by no one. That was exactly it! Laina had laughed so loudly that others in the theater actually noticed her. That was her life, up on the screen.


  She’d thought it was just her lot in life, but it wasn’t until her mid-teens that Laina realized her power was something more than that. When her abusive stepfather, who somehow did manage to see her, began to prey on her, stroking her arm, pinching her, hugging her. Her mother didn’t notice, but Laina felt the sickening intensity of his attention increasing until one night her stepfather slipped into her darkened bedroom. Laina had wanted to throw up.


  Helpless, with nowhere to run, Laina had huddled under her sheets, focused on going into another world, muttering a mantra to herself, “Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see me.”


  Her stepfather stood there, confused. He studied the room for a while, turning one way then the other, and finally he wandered off. Once she realized what she could do, she chose to deflect people’s attention-especially her stepfather’s-more and more frequently. She moved out on her own as soon as she could, which turned out to be easier than she thought it would be. Rent was no problem when the landlord constantly forgot that there was anyone living in the apartment.


  She had lived under the radar for several years—until the Evo summit meeting and the massive terrorist explosion in Odessa, Texas, had rocked the world.


  Laina still had to interact with society on occasion, and eventually she was caught unawares at a testing checkpoint. Once marked as an Evo, she found herself on a list, and ultimately she was rounded up by bureaucrats who focused only on names and numbers and didn’t notice anyone in particular. That was the day she discovered the limit of her power. She had tried to avoid being caught. Imagined herself as a modern-day Anne Frank, hiding in plain sight …


  But the power to go unnoticed among her fellow citizens turned out to be useless on bureaucrats who didn’t see Evos as humans.


  Chapter 11


  No matter how much she tried to reassure the campers and staff, Director Ruthers knew it was going to take more than a day or two for everything to get back to normal. She felt harried and desperate. The investigation continued inside Max Security to determine how the incapacitated Evo had woken up and broken free. She was appalled at the fire in the barracks, but even more so at how the firestarter had been gunned down.


  She had ordered tranquilizer darts only—but had seen with her own eyes that the darts were completely ineffective. Rizzoli and the other guards had disobeyed orders, but they had brought down a threat with the only force that would actually work. Even now, with a day’s contemplation behind her, she had no idea what she might have suggested differently. It felt like the Evos were forcing her to treat Hale more like a prison with each passing day.


  In a way, she was more upset that the destructive Evo had been shot out in the open, in plain sight of so many campers. But they’d also seen the man ruthlessly murder one of the staff firefighters. Yes, the guards’ actions had been justified, but now she was forced to increase security for the Max barracks while repairs were being made. The campers were placed under heavy restrictions. Many of their freedoms had to be taken away, at least until things calmed down. If things calmed down …


  She opened up a Webchat application on her screen, knowing she had to contact Erica Kravid. She would report all the facts. Be contrite, but offer no excuses. But before she could click on the icon for Renautas and Kravid, the insistent Webchat contacts tone announced that another high-priority call was incoming. Erica Kravid—as if the hard-faced businesswoman had the power of precognition herself.


  As soon as Ruthers’ face appeared in the split-screen video, Kravid narrowed her eyes. Her expression was drawn, and she was clearly upset. “What the hell happened there, Deborah? You assured me the camp was under control. It obviously isn’t.”


  “We’ve had a very difficult 24 hours, Ms. Kravid,” Ruthers said. “I can assure you that I’ve restored calm.”


  Kravid looked deeply skeptical. “You’ll excuse me if I don’t take your word for it. I want a full report. Your preliminary notes are sketchy, and your staff can’t seem to agree on what happened. But that firestarter outburst—which I believe your guards handled appropriately, by the way—wasn’t the only Class-A screw-up for Renautas today.”


  Ruthers was shocked to hear that. “My incident only involved one maximum-security Evo escapee. I think something went wrong with the medical monitoring apparatus, and the drugs may have caused brain damage or some kind of delusional hallucinations. We’ve double-checked the monitors, and I can assure you that all of the remaining high-powered subjects are secure and incapacitated.”


  “Good,” Kravid said. “But we’re beginning to think that Evos of any power level cannot be controlled. Even …” Kravid glanced away from the screen briefly. “Luther is a problem for you.”


  Ruthers heard an ominous tone in the woman’s voice and knew not to ask further. She felt even more uneasy. “I understand, ma’am. I have Hale as secure as it can be right now.”


  “Of course. Now, I’ve got plenty of work to do. Please send me your full report—and I mean a full report—as soon as possible. Maybe we’ll learn some lessons we can apply to detect other potential situations before they get out of hand. In the meantime, I need to consider the possibility that we may have to put all your prisoners under for now.” Kravid signed off, and Ruthers turned away from her computer screen to face the door to her office. She was startled to see a thin, mousey-looking, brown-haired young woman standing there.


  “Who the hell are you?” Ruthers said.


  “Laina, ma’am. Laina Jacobsen. You delivered a brand new mattress for me yesterday, and I just came to say thank you.”


  Ruthers yelled, “Who told you to let her through?”


  Her assistant scrambled to the door of her office, looking harried. “I’m sorry, Director, I didn’t see her.” He took Laina’s shoulder and started to usher her away.


  “I just wanted to say thank you,” Laina said quietly as she was whisked out of the Admin building. Ruthers looked after her and felt a deep chill. She wondered just how much that young woman had overheard.


  Chapter 12


  Although they noticed more guards on duty in the mess hall, the campers were allowed to eat at their usual time. Andrew didn’t feel much like socializing, but he spotted Dorian sitting at their usual table with a double helping of food he had somehow wrangled.


  Meh, why not? He walked over and sat down.


  When Andrew looked pointedly at the creamed beef piled high over a mound of mashed potatoes, Dorian shrugged and said, “A precautionary measure. Got to keep my strength up. Who knows? They might crack down and put us all in solitary with nothing more than bread and water.” He scooped up a forkful of the food. “Though flavor-wise it might be an improvement.”


  “Look. All that stuff you talk about, how it’s only a matter of time for us … I don’t think it’s your imagination, Dorian,” Andrew said. “After the fire and that guy getting shot … I saw things. TAC Hale isn’t just a camp to protect us.”


  “Never thought it was.” Dorian shrugged and shoveled another forkful of food into his mouth.


  Alexa sat down next to them. She was out of breath and wore an urgent expression on her face. Laina tagged along beside her, quiet and shy as always. Somehow Alexa didn’t seem as pretty today. Her baggy sweatshirt, loose hair, and washed-out face made her seem almost normal.


  “Laina overheard something in the director’s office you all need to know.”


  Andrew and Dorian turned their attention to Laina.


  In a quivering voice, the wallflower described the Webchat session on which she had discretely eavesdropped. “And they’re … they’re … talking about locking us all up in Max,” she concluded.


  Andrew swallowed hard and fiddled with his fork. He glanced at the table on the other side of the room where Sam Conlon sat by himself, as usual. He seemed to be examining several blades of grass he had plucked from the yard. Staring at them, shifting them in his fingers. Then he looked down at his food tray, rearranging his knife and fork, staring at them, then glanced over at the wall, at the guards. His gaze flitted over to the table where Andrew, Dorian, Alexa, and Laina were sitting. A slight smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. Then his eyes slid past them and moved onward.


  Andrew lowered his voice and leaned closer to his companions. “Reggie and I were helping to put out the fire yesterday. We were in lockdown and I was in shock so I couldn’t tell you, but we saw things … saw things we weren’t supposed to.”


  Dorian’s eyes went wide. “You saw the fire dude get shot? You were right there, weren’t you!”


  “A lot of people saw that,” Andrew said. “No, it was even crazier. I got inside. The fire was everywhere. When the Evo was trying to escape, he blasted a hole right through the Max wall. I went in with my fire extinguisher. Doing my duty, you know. But inside were a bunch of rooms, and people in comas, linked up to medical stuff. Like hospital machines. Somehow the one guy woke up and broke out, but there are others there, and a ton of them.” He shook his head. “Reggie thought the advanced Evos were being trained for secret missions, and while I always argued that it was a prison. But that-that’s way worse.”


  Dorian snorted. “Of course Reggie thought it was all going to be okay. He’s an idiot.”


  Alexa said, “It’s only a matter of time before they make this whole camp maximum security. What are we going to do about it? I don’t want to end up … just …” Alexa turned her head away.


  “Look, they killed one guy already. What if they do the same to us because we’re too much trouble?” Dorian said. “We have to escape.”


  “It’s been tried before,” Alexa said as she wiped at her eyes.


  They all looked over at Luther, reminded of his serial failures. Luther and Reggie were horsing around by the guards, making them laugh as if neither of them had a care in the world. Luther made a big, bright, yellow splash on the painted cinderblock wall. Reggie reached out to touch it gingerly-as if afraid it would smear wet paint on his hand-but nothing happened. Luther then clamped his hand on Reggie’s shoulder, turning his sleeve a bright yellow all the way down to his elbow. Reggie squinted with his left eye and made Luther sneeze. A cloud of yellow vapor exploded out of his mouth and nose. The guards guffawed.


  “Luther’s an idiot, too,” Dorian said. “All right, deciding to escape is one thing, but how are we going to get out of here?”


  Andrew said, “We need to make a plan.”


  Dorian said, “Luther never made a plan.”


  Andrew nodded. “That’s why he always fails. We need to know how we’re getting out, and what we’ll do once we’ve succeeded. There are rumors … Canada. The free zone for Evos. A safe enclave in Saskatchewan, I think.”


  “Well, that narrows it down,” Dorian said with biting sarcasm. “Saskatchewan’s not that big of a province, is it? Of course, we’ll need to get to Canada first and over the border.”


  “There’s an underground railroad that leaves out of L.A.,” Alexa said. “That might be a better bet.”


  “First we have to get out of this camp,” Andrew said.


  “Leave that to me.” They were all surprised to see Sam Conlon standing right by them with an intense look on his face. He had never spoken to them before, other than the normal pleasantries. “I could just about tolerate our imprisonment when it was safer in here than out there, and Luther was keeping them,” he gestured toward the guards at the gate, “occupied with his bumbling antics. The pattern is changing, though. I’ve been watching it over the past two days. Strands of possibilities coming together, tangling up … being severed. Forever. We have to move before it’s too late. Before more people die.”


  Chapter 13


  Bright sunlight shone through the windows of the Admin building. Even now, two days later, the smell of smoke permeated everything. Fractured, jagged lines of probability spun around Sam. It was difficult to contain himself, to not just rage against the world. So many endings, and so few ways for Evos to survive. But the surest way to die was by losing his head and not playing the game. So he choked down the rage and fear, instead smiling warmly at Deborah Ruthers.


  The director, sitting in front of the chessboard with a nervous smile, pretending that everything was fine and getting back to normal, was oblivious to all the tangles. She thought Sam was either oblivious or gullible. He was neither—but he could pretend.


  “Thank you for meeting with me again, Director,” he said. “I know you’ve been through a great deal of stress the past few days.”


  “We’ll get through it,” she said, “though it may be difficult, even unpleasant for some of the campers. Their safety—and the safety of my staff-is of the utmost importance. And so I’ve had to announce a series of temporary protective measures.”


  “Protective measures? You mean like a crackdown? If you start treating people like prisoners, they’ll start acting like prisoners …” Sam let the sentence trail off. He was baiting her with the word prisoners, using it as a litmus test to see where she stood.


  “Yes, there will be some campers who assume the worst,” Ruthers said. “But after the recent incident, I think it’s wise to exercise caution. We don’t know the extent of the powers people here have, Sam. Maybe some of them are hiding abilities. They could be dangerous, like that firestarter. First and foremost, safety for everyone must be my byword.”


  Sam moved a rook out of the way of a potential knight fork, and Ruthers studied the board. “What sort of crackdown are you talking about, then?”


  “Please don’t use that word, Sam. It’s just going to create ill-will between the campers and guards if you do.”


  Sam nodded. “You’re right, of course. So then, what type of protective measures are you thinking of?”


  She slid a pawn forward. “I think we should just call them “safety measures,” temporarily at least. I’m going to limit the number of television channels the campers can watch. They’ll still have the weather channel and sports, the entertainment programs from the major networks. Everyone’s already on edge. I don’t need to rile them up or provoke them by flashing people like Jimmy Rourke in front of them.”


  “So will you censor the guards’ TVs to prevent them from listening to Jimmy Rourke, too? He’s about as inflammatory as they come, and they talk about him in front of us all the time.”


  “That’s a good idea, Sam.”


  Sam fought for control of his voice as he spoke the next words. “You’ve always been reasonable, Director. Even when plenty of people in the outside world are not.”


  She moved her queen’s bishop into an obvious pin. Sam spotted the error but didn’t take advantage of it. He pretended to study the board. Ruthers was leaving a lot out of the conversation. Increased guard rotations, live ammo, active k-9 patrols instead of kenneling. Erica Kravid was no doubt imposing these strict measures through Ruthers.


  “With the new crack … safety measures, sorry, I hope we’ll still be able to play chess,” he said. “I enjoy the games we play.” He moved a pawn, leaving his knight hanging, sacrificing it intentionally. Sam found his visits to the director’s office very useful, and he needed to protect them for the time being. His eyes drifted to the filing cabinet.


  “Of course,” Ruthers said. “I’d like to maintain contact with the campers. Try to keep spirits up, you know?”


  “I’m not a typical camper.” Sam knew exactly what she was asking of him. “I tend to be a loner. I can try to reach out and spend more time with other people, I suppose.”


  “Yes, I’ve seen that you stick to yourself. I’ve watched you in the mess hall and in the volunteer details. I appreciate the offer, Sam. I think you should go ahead and try to be more social. You can listen for me. You may hear rumors.”


  “Do you want me to become a spy, then?” he managed a tone that flat-out said, You’re asking me to spy for you.


  Ruthers frowned, “No, not at all. Being a spy implies that there’s an enemy. I want this camp to function smoothly for everyone here. All I’m asking you to do is help me with that.”


  Sam knew that these new “safety measures” would make any escape attempt more challenging. Keeping Ruthers in his pocket would give them an edge. “Of course. Our matches have helped keep me sane, and I, for one, am grateful to you for it. I’ll help you as best I can.”


  “Thank you, Sam.”


  He nodded and returned to the game. They kept playing for a while, but he could tell her head was elsewhere. She hadn’t even noticed his hanging knight.


  He smiled. “Do I need to let you focus on work? You seem out of it.”


  “I guess I’m just distracted today, preoccupied with everything that’s been going on here. Sorry. I feel like I’m getting attacked from all sides these days. Call this one a draw?”


  Sam stood to go, not arguing with her. “We are no threat to you, Director,” he lied. “But I’ll keep an ear out for you.”


  She didn’t respond.


  Chapter 14


  Alexa had her marching orders, and she intended to do her part to realize the escape plan. Sam Conlon stepping forward with a plan had been a surprise. Everyone knew he played chess with Ruthers, and he was easily the smartest person here, so his intercession had been a blessing. Especially once he revealed that his skill at chess was tied into his power, though he still refused to reveal exactly what it was he could do. It was just—he had always been a quiet person, someone who hadn’t talked much with them. He was older, and his libido must be waning because he demonstrated no attraction for her whatsoever, which was hard to wrap her head around.


  But Alexa hadn’t tried to turn on the pheromones. It was nice to have someone who treated her as an ordinary person for a change. He acknowledged her ability, although she had explained it only briefly. She understood that he was a master problem-solver, someone who could put all the pieces of an intricately complex wheels-within-wheels puzzle together. She and her companions were confident that he could find a way for them to escape. Before he could create the plan, though, Sam needed to know everything about all the pieces. He required specifics. He gave her the whereabouts of a list of data.


  “Get this for me. I’m sure you know a way.”


  “What is it?” she asked.


  He just gave her a cool smile. “I need to know the pieces we have to work with, the resources available.” His gaze hardened. “And that means I have to find out exactly what’s inside the Max barracks. I’ve seen the connections in the director’s office. This is the name of the file I want, “code numbers.” I can figure it out from there. I think most guards will have access to it, but they won’t be able to understand it.”


  Alexa smiled. “Leave it to me.”


  Unlike her friend Laina, Alexa’s problem had always been that she was noticed too much. That certainly had its advantages, and she could turn on the charm at will. She could be the prom queen. Everybody liked her, wanted to please her. But that was only her self-defense mechanism. After she had learned how to use her power, she worked very hard to diminish its effect.


  Sex appeal, the release of pheromones in the outside world—and even here within the restricted areas of the camp—made her a magnet for wolf whistles and wide-eyed stares. She did her best to wear unattractive clothes, to leave her hair down, sometimes tangled. Nothing that was the least bit attractive … But others saw what they wanted to see. And if people were going to dehumanize her, she was damn well going to use it as a weapon to get an edge.


  Alexa tried not to pull strings too often, but she knew how to get exactly what she wanted. Like now. She had flirted with all of the guards, and if she really turned on the charm, she could make them fall all over themselves. They whistled, they smiled at her, they tried to think of things to give her (although there wasn’t much by way of luxuries in TAC Hale).


  But Thomas Rizzoli, “TQ”, was entirely wrapped around her finger. Outside in the camp commons, she walked up to him while he did his rounds. The other guards saw and began to whistle and laugh. She could see a flush spread across Rizzoli’s cheeks. No doubt his pulse was racing.


  “I need to talk to you, TQ.” She stroked his cheek. “You can help me, and no one else can.”


  He could barely get a word out, so she continued. “I need something.”


  He stammered. “D-don’t you always?”


  She smiled seductively, released just a few more intense pheromones. “And don’t you always want something from me, TQ? We make a good team.” She stroked his arm, making him shiver. “If you play your cards right, we can both be very satisfied.”


  He squirmed.


  She amped it up a little more.


  A sheen of sweat covered his face, and she knew he was in no position to suspect her request. “I need a file, TQ. It’s just a list. Nobody will notice it’s gone. And it doesn’t really mean anything to me. It’s just a favor I owe someone else.” He started to ask a question, but she cut him off. “Don’t you want to keep me happy?”


  “Of course,” he said “but you … you’re asking for … data from the director’s maximum-security files.”


  “It’s just a list,” she repeated, cranking the pheromones up again. “And I’m dying of curiosity. Besides, what would I ever be able to do with it? If you want something from me, then I need something from you. Indulge me.”


  The thing Thomas Rizzoli wanted most in the entire universe was to indulge her. “How about a kiss?” He reached forward but she backed away, holding up a finger. “The anticipation will just make it better. You can have everything you want—once you deliver.”


  “I’ll deliver,” he said. “Tonight. I’ll set up a time. We can meet in the storage shed.”


  ***


  Once it was dark and she knew Rizzoli was off duty, Alexa headed to the storage shed. She had no idea how difficult it would be for him to obtain the file, but Sam said it would be accessible to the guards, and the escape couldn’t succeed without it.


  Since Rizzoli was cleared to work inside the Max barracks, she figured he could just copy the file she had requested. She pulled open the door to the storage shed, glad that she had put on a jacket; winter was coming, and the nights were getting frigid. Rizzoli was five minutes early, but she was ready, waiting for him. He was nervous, breathing hard. When he saw her, he yanked a folded sheet of paper out of his uniform pocket before she could even say hello.


  “This is the list,” he said. “I got you what you wanted.” He reached forward, grabbing her shoulder, but she gently pushed his hand away.


  “Not until I see it,” she said. She took the paper from him, looking down the columns. Twenty numbers—room numbers, she supposed—and a series of letters and numbers, code names. One had been x’ed out. The man who had been gunned down, probably.


  It was a list of incomprehensible codes to her, but to Sam it would be a list of the most powerful Evos held incapacitated in Max Security. She folded the paper and slipped it into her pocket, then slid forward into Rizzoli’s arms. He kissed her sloppily and she touched his cheek, pushing out as many pheromones as she could. His carotid artery was thrumming against the side of his neck, and his face turned red.


  “This will be good,” she whispered in his ear. “Very good.”


  Rizzoli kissed on her cheek and her neck. He was breathing heavily and his voice was hoarse. “It’ll be good this time. I’ll show you what a real lover is.”


  “I can’t wait,” she said. She licked his earlobe, buying time for her pheromones to do their work.


  Rizzoli cried out and clutched her, groaning with disappointment. He looked away, staring at the ground.


  She smiled. “Oh, no, not again.”


  The guard’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. I thought I could hold it back this time, but you’re so damn sexy.”


  She stroked his face. “Don’t worry. One of these days we’ll actually make it happen.” He was still panting as she disentangled herself and said, “I might even give you another chance.” She walked over to the door of the storage shed. “See you later, Too Quick.”


  Chapter 15


  When Sam studied the information that Alexa had delivered, he saw an entirely new set of probabilities, bright colors snaking out and creating dominant patterns that had been nonexistent moments before. She was there, the one he needed.


  He smiled and tapped the paper. “Well done.”


  Alexa seemed quite pleased with herself. Laina was full of questions, but Alexa just tossed her hair. “It was no trouble at all, and I can guarantee that TQ isn’t going to be revealing any details.”


  As Sam pored over the printout, Andrew came up to him. “Why did she work so hard to get that? What do the codes mean?”


  Sam paused for a moment, considering whether or not to reveal all the details. He decided to only feed them what they needed to know. Sam pointed to the numbers. “These are the rooms in Max. It looks like they’ve got 19 extremely powerful Evos in there. It was 20 last week. These code numbers,” he traced the column with his finger, “contain different types of information. This is a designator for male or female, this denotes the age. But this …” He indicated the string of randomized letters at the end. “This is a code for the type of demonstrated or suspected abilities the individual possesses. That’s the interesting part.”


  “How do we interpret that code?” Dorian asked.


  “That’s my job. Deciphering this will be easy enough; it’ll just take a little time.” He turned to look at Andrew. “You’ve seen the inside of Max. Give me details about the setup of the rooms, the beds, the monitors. Once I identify the Evos with the right kinds of powers, then we’ll move on to step two.”


  Andrew frowned. “Let’s be sure to spend enough time planning what happens after we get outside the fence. Luther’s screwed up over and over again because he has no place to go. Highway 24 is closed, blocked off for miles in either direction. The mountains are awfully rugged—I’m worried about whether or not we can actually get anywhere once we get out.”


  “Obviously,” Sam said, “we’ll need to make detailed plans. Everyone will have to choose where they’ll go. We’re much better off if we split up. Staying together will only get us caught.”


  Alexa said, “If we can just get far enough away, there are plenty of ski resorts, mountain towns, vacation homes, abandoned mines—even the Interstate, if we head far enough north.”


  “That would require transportation,” Laina said.


  “Then that should be part of the plan,” Sam said. “If we can get transportation, we can go anywhere. You all need to spread out, carry word to other Evos about what’s happening here.”


  Alexa smiled and took Laina’s arm. “If we can get to a freeway, I can get a car to stop, so long as the windows are rolled down. Guaranteed.”


  Andrew still looked concerned. “But even once we get over the fences and, make our way from the camp, they’ll be hunting us down. After the recent events, Director Ruthers is going to pull out all the stops. She’ll never let us get away.”


  “They’ll even set the dogs on us,” Laina said.


  Dorian flinched, then flipped his paper clip against the wall. “I joke about our abilities sometimes, but if you’re going to force us to ally with super-powerful Evos, how do we know they’ll listen to us? Why should they follow our plan? Once we free them, they’ll just do whatever they want.”


  “I’m counting on it,” Sam said as the pattern sparkled like kaleidoscope crystals in his mind. “We’re not going to ally with them, sadly. But we will turn a couple of carefully selected ones loose and let them do their thing. We’re just innocuous misfits with no useful powers. We’ll have our chance, and we’ll carry this fight to the outside world. When we get away, we just have to make sure that catching us is the lowest item on the director’s priority list.”


  Andrew sucked in a breath as he suddenly got it. “The Max Evos are going to create an emergency? You’re going to use them as a distraction, aren’t you?”


  “Exactly,” Sam said. “Jimmy Rourke says we’re just like weapons. Well, then, it’s about time we armed ourselves.”


  Chapter 16


  The plan, the possibilities, the people. Sam used them all. The misfits, as they called themselves now, worked as usual, followed their daily routines—but they had much more on their minds. Their powers had all been tested and documented by Sam.


  Andrew Meek’s ability was indeed nothing more than dropping the temperature by ten degrees, though the extent of his influence was hard to measure. Dorian Avey could melt small metal objects, but not at a great distance and not any large quantity. Laina Jacobsen was able to deflect attention. But Sam didn’t know how to quantify that. Alexa Konig had reasonably extensive pheromone skills and could manipulate people.


  She was the one, besides Sam himself, who was hiding her Evo talents the most. Sam was fully aware that many people would be terrified of an individual with such intense and manipulative sex appeal, and Sam knew that the Renautas Corporation would find her power extremely valuable. Bottling it could create a whole new industry.


  Once he had all of their skills cataloged, Sam was able to examine the patterns and direct how they might pool their abilities. He watched the weather station obsessively, studying what was expected in the upcoming days and nights. He had the misfits subtly practice their abilities in pairs. Their powers were all weak, innocuous, and unremarkable—though in his opinion, that was only because their captors hadn’t yet figured out how to make them remarkable—but Sam Conlon could work with synergy, combining the small bits so they would wind up greater than the sum of their parts.


  And it was going extremely well.


  Seventy years ago here at Camp Hale, the 10th Mountain Division had trained in rock-climbing, winter survival, mountain ascents, and cross-country hiking and skiing, as well as trailblazing in the wilderness. The Evo detainees at Temporary Assessment Camp Hale faced nothing so rigorous. But Sam knew he could provoke the misfits into demonstrating how powerful they really could be. He smiled. He intended to demonstrate exactly what supposedly harmless Evos could do.


  One order stood above all else: don’t disrupt the routine. The guards couldn’t be allowed to notice that something was amiss. Sam suggested that Andrew and Dorian work together. Dorian would melt small pieces of metal, while Andrew would drop the temperature to cool them quickly. They practiced making new shapes. Laina and Alexa also combined their abilities. Alexa would make other Evos and camp personnel uncomfortable by spiking their hormones, dousing them with carefully tailored pheromone mixtures she exuded. Then Laina would “wallflower” to deflect attention. Normally a loner, Sam joined the others for nightly meals in the mess hall. The misfits seemed delighted at what they had accomplished.


  Andrew said, “I was always worried about hiding my abilities and ensuring that no one would believe I could do anything with them. Now I can see possibilities. Thanks to you, Sam, I think we might have a chance.”


  Dorian nodded in agreement but added, “We need to know more about the plan. So far, we’ve been training up some decent parlor. How are we actually going to get out of the camp? Do we just break through the fences and run away? And how do the Max prisoners fit into the picture?”


  “And when is it going to happen?” Laina asked. “We can’t just jump the fence after dinner and run for it.”


  “Luther has proven that for us time and again,” Sam agreed. “We’ll slip away, but first we have to create the mother of all diversions. Thanks to the list Alexa got me, I’ve been able to identify the right Evos in Max Security. It’ll be up to Andrew, with Dorian’s help, to get inside Max, bypass the medical monitors, and awaken them.”


  “Reggie and I are still working occasional janitorial shifts just outside the Max barracks,” Andrew said. “Even with all the reconstruction from the fire, there’s no way they’d let us get inside—I guarantee it.” He swallowed hard. “And Reggie’s not going to help. He believes everything is for the best, that this camp is a resort and we’re one big happy family.”


  “We have to keep this confidential,” Dorian said. “We don’t want that idiot blabbering.”


  Andrew seemed sullen. Sam explored all the possibility lines around him and spotted a potential danger.


  Andrew said, “I was careful, and I only mentioned it once. He wants to join us here in the mess hall, but he has no idea what we’re doing.”


  Alexa was alarmed. “This is where we have our planning discussions. Don’t you dare let him eavesdrop.”


  “He won’t.” Andrew shook his head. “I was careful. Once, only once, when we were cleaning in the outer entry to the Max barracks, I broached the subject. Reggie looked horrified. He thinks that we have everything we need here and that it’s dangerous outside. The good news is, I spotted the power leads you were asking about, Sam, and he didn’t catch me at it.”


  “It is dangerous out there,” Laina said.


  “Reggie’s convinced that Ruthers is keeping us safe,” Andrew continued.


  “Then he doesn’t suspect anything, right?” Sam asked, although he could easily determine the answer just by looking at the strands of colored lines that intersected all of the campers. He needed the team to reach the right conclusions so that he wouldn’t have to reveal the extent of his abilities.


  Andrew shook his head. “I don’t think so. When we’re working, we talk a lot of B.S., and this was just more of the same.”


  “Good,” Sam said. “Keep going, then. Assemble the pieces. You all know what to do.”


  Laina, managing to remain unnoticed, had slipped into the Admin offices and gotten detailed maps of the vicinity around TAC Hale. The mountains and trails, the Jeep roads, the passes and mining towns. Much of the surrounding countryside was designated a wilderness area. And with Highway 24 closed off, there was very little traffic. Alexa proved herself just as cunning by “requisitioning” all the tools they needed from various guards. Bolt cutters for breaking through the fence. Circuit testers, super-glue. As the two updated the team, Sam smiled and nodded, satisfied.


  Dorian was astonished. “How the hell did you do that?”


  Alexa smiled. “Just a little sweet-talking. It wasn’t too difficult.” She raised her eyebrows and said ironically, “Let’s just say I may need to use that ‘TQ’ nickname for more than one guard.”


  Sam looked intently at all the misfits. “That’s almost all the pieces. I’ll brief each of you on your specific part of the plan.” He watched the probability lines spreading out. “Soon, we’ll be free.”


  Chapter 17


  Just as tensions in the camp began to fade, Luther made another escape attempt. This time the response was swift—and harsh. Alarms went off and the guards rushed in. Luther managed to cut the electricity to the outer chain-link fence, but he didn’t even make it through the barrier before the dogs were set loose and he was surrounded, then apprehended. He held up his hands in surrender, looking abashed. The guards didn’t seem at all amused. They all carried live ammo now. Rifles and handguns. But at least they didn’t bother to unholster them for Luther.


  The misfits watched the escape attempt from the commons, up past curfew thanks to Sam’s manipulation of Ruthers. It had been easy enough to convince her—once she had asked him to spy on the campers’ morale—that each of them was an opinion-shaper amongst the other campers. He used that to get a bit of private late-evening commons time.


  “He’s an idiot,” Dorian said. “Now he’s got everyone on high alert, and that screws up our plans.”


  Sam sat staring off into space, preoccupied but intensely focused on the plan. “No,” he said. “It just means we have to be more careful. Nothing has changed. If anything, he’s done us a favor. Things running too smoothly would be a red flag.”


  “What the hell does that mean?” Dorian asked.


  Sam studied a blade of grass. “It means that Luther has shown them that the new security system functions the way they want it to. It sucks for Luther, but this is for the best. We needed him failing, getting caught. When we make our move, everyone will be just a little complacent. Right where we want them to be.”


  “You’re a cold bastard, Sam Conlon. Is everything just a game for you?” Dorian was upset and was taking it out on everyone.


  “Far from it.” Sam shook his head. “Nothing’s a game. It’s everyone else that tries to make it into one, desperately seeking to exert some modicum of control over their environment, over their lives. We’re the lucky few. We can change the world. That’s why they hate us, don’t you see? We’re different because we don’t have to play games.”


  Dorian clenched his fists and turned his back on Sam to stare out the window. “Just do your job, get us out of here.”


  Sam looked through the window at the wilted plants in the garden. They had all died in the recent late-autumn hard freeze. “I will. That much I promise you. They can no more stop us than they can stop the winter from coming.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Whatever, dude.”


  Andrew stepped between them, although neither man was actually looking at the other. “Sam … I know you have this whole bigger-picture smart-guy thing going, but we’re just ordinary people with a sucky genetic fluke. It feels a lot like you’re talking down to us right now.”


  Sam looked at Andrew. The pattern that resulted in their escape was not as bright as it had been. He focused on the moment. “I’m sorry. I see the world differently. Look, I’m angry that we’re being used, too. That we’re being kept like cattle in this slaughterhouse. I know I come off as cold, but you guys … You’re all something special. I get frustrated that you don’t see it for yourselves, and I’m not that good with people—which is why I usually just keep to myself. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  Dorian turned back around. “It’s cool. Sorry I got pissy, too.”


  “I feel like we’re all walking on eggshells around here,” Alexa said.


  “Renautas is watching very closely,” Sam said. “So it’s only natural that we’re all tense.” He sniffed the air once more, sensed the moisture and humidity. According to the meteorologists on TV, the weather was due to change, and he saw the patterns in the bent blades of grass. The timing wasn’t optimal, but with the way the group was fracturing, the escape would have to be sooner rather than later. He made his decision.


  “Andrew and Dorian, you need to be ready. The escape will have to be tomorrow night.”


  “Why tomorrow?” Alexa asked. “Is something going to happen?”


  Andrew paled. “I don’t know that we’ll be able to get into Max Security then.”


  “You will,” Sam said.


  Alexa pressed, “What’s happening tomorrow night?”


  “We escape, Alexa.” Sam looked at Andrew. “That’s when we’ll need you the most.”


  “Me?” he asked, stunned.


  “Yes. Ten degrees … That’s the key. Everything will hinge on you,” he said.


  Sam looked at the misfits hunched around the table in the commons. They would have to push the limits of their abilities to make this work. And once they succeeded in escaping, once they were long gone, everyone would see that they weren’t so innocuous after all. Working together, they could change the world. At least, they could change it for Sam Conlon.


  Chapter 18


  By the next evening, all the misfits knew their parts. Sam had precisely communicated the components of the breakout and their tightly time-constrained responsibilities.


  He had seen in their faces and actions that they had always considered themselves worthless. Their powers were of no consequence. Their lives had led nowhere, or rather, to a prison euphemistically called a protective camp.


  But they had learned otherwise now. They had an air of confidence and determination. Security was tighter around the camp, and they had less freedom of movement. Sam knew that if they had made their escape attempt several weeks ago, it would have been a breeze, except that the team wouldn’t have been ready. And Sam wouldn’t have had everything he needed.


  Now they would just have to try harder. It wouldn’t be easy. Probability gave them about a 60% chance. If they followed his plan exactly, it would be 100%. But … there were so many ways a single misstep could ruin everything.


  After dark, as the drop in temperature made the damp air feel even more cold and miserable, he sent them each of them out to their assigned locations. Then he headed to the large janitorial storage shed where the camp’s stockpiles of cleaning chemicals and equipment were kept.


  Andrew Meek had left it open for him as requested. That was the easy part. Andrew and Dorian would have a much greater challenge ahead of them. Sam began counting under his breath. “Time to start.”


  Inside the poorly lit janitorial shed, he quickly pulled jugs down from the shelves, studying the labels, separating them into groups while he recalled some basic chemistry. He looked up, and even in the bright lights of the camp’s security poles, he could see all the colored lines spreading outward. He started unscrewing the tops of chemical bottles and thought of his other team members while counting under his breath. Chess pieces in his own unique game. Cue Alexa.


  It was no coincidence that his favorite opening was the Danish Gambit.


  ***


  Alexa stood at the entrance to the fenced-in kennels where the dozen German Shepherds were housed. The dogs were content, but even happy dogs bark and yip. They had seen her approaching and stood up, shaking themselves. She’d always liked dogs, especially big dogs, but these German Shepherds weren’t pets. Their handler, a Hispanic man named Antonio, came out of his small office next to the open-air kennel. The office was a converted industrial container, and several space heaters blasted out warmth as he emerged. He pulled a padlock from his pocket and locked the office behind him. Glancing over at Alexa, he shook his head, then pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.


  After Luther’s attempted escape the previous night, Antonio was ordered to stay with his dogs even in the dead of night so they could be ready on a moment’s notice. Upon seeing their handler, the dogs started barking and whining, expecting to be fed. The rest of the camp was used to the barking, and nobody would notice.


  “Shouldn’t you be back in the living quarters?” Antonio asked. He pulled out one of the smokes and lit it.


  “Why would I stay there when I could come and see you, Antonio?” She had worked her charm on him before, flirting with him, building up his desire for when she would need it—tonight.


  “I’m sorry about the other night,” she said. “But I’m glad you were so excited.”


  “That doesn’t usually happen to me,” Antonio said. “If you’d like to try again …” He took a drag of his cigarette and exhaled a thick cloud of smoke, glancing meaningfully back at his little shack.


  “I’d definitely like to try again,” Alexa said, trying not to scrunch her nose at the smell, and stroked his cheek. He was sweating.


  She pointed at his shack. “We’ll have plenty of privacy in there.”


  Antonio couldn’t agree fast enough. He ground out his cigarette, shakily opened the padlock that held the metal door shut, and swung it open. Warmth and light spilled out.


  “After you, lover boy.”


  Antonio entered the transportainer that was his home. He was so eager to find them a makeshift bed that he didn’t notice Alexa pulling a rock from her pocket. With a quick swing, she clocked him across the back of the head and he crumpled. She swung the metal door shut. Even if he woke up sooner rather than later, the padlock would hold him for some time. Eventually some other guard would hear him yelling and pounding on the door, but by then the misfits would have escaped.


  Alexa hurried over to the kennel cages, and the dogs started barking and growling. They could sense that something was amiss. These were vicious trackers, and they would happily growl and snarl and scare the crap out of any normal prisoner. But Alexa wasn’t worried as she opened their cages. She tweaked the composition of her pheromones and let loose a blast. Even those who suspected how powerful her sex appeal was never guessed that Alexa could alter the chemical composition of her pheromones to make them just as effective on animals.


  Except Sam Conlon. Somehow he had known.


  Now all dozen of the German Shepherds began panting, sniffing, and wagging their tails, and they followed her as she led them away. When they had all trotted out into the main camp, she altered the chemistry again, turning them loose to run wild.


  ***


  Inside the janitorial equipment shed, Sam had pulled down and emptied several Styrofoam coolers, and now he began to pour jugs of chemicals into them. He measured perfectly without hesitation as he created his concoctions. He was still counting under his breath. He said quietly to himself, “Laina … bishop to king four. Force their move by threatening a line on the queen for me.”


  ***


  Tense and sweating, they made their way to the Max barracks, keeping low, Andrew in front, Dorian glancing anxiously from side to side. But Laina slipped them right past the guards. She held on to their hands and muttered her quiet mantra, “Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see me.”


  The sally port was too problematic, used only for large deliveries, but the regular guard gate was open.


  “How did you manage that?” Dorian whispered.


  Andrew shushed him.


  Laina kept concentrating.


  They carefully made their way to the outside of the barracks. New plywood barriers had been placed on the damaged walls. Much of the siding had been torn away and new insulation had been added. But the repairs were far from complete.


  Laina said, “I have to stay out here. I’ll keep everyone’s attention off this doorway, but you get inside.”


  “We know the Evos we’re supposed to find,” Andrew said. “Sam was very specific.”


  “He better know what he’s doing,” Dorian muttered, “or we’re all toast.”


  “Burnt toast,” Andrew added.


  They opened the door to the Max barracks. Laina stood against the wall, placing her hands against the building on either side of the door. She closed her eyes as a guard walked around the corner on patrol. Andrew and Dorian had just slipped inside, and Laina concentrated harder. “Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see me.”


  The guard walked right past, not noticing that the door was partly open. She heaved a sigh of relief, hoping she had given Andrew and Dorian the time they needed.


  Then dogs started barking and snapping in the camp, creating a commotion. The guard who had just passed by turned, stared out into the main camp, and then ran to see what the trouble was. He didn’t even look back at the Max barracks. The guards at the sally port also looked up. The camp was on high alert, but at least their attention was focused elsewhere.


  “Hurry …” Laina muttered.


  ***


  Inside the janitorial storage shed, Sam coughed and choked. His eyes were burning, tears flooding his vision, but he kept mixing the chemicals, counting under his breath. Styrofoam began to bubble in the first cooler as he emptied the last bottle into the final cooler and replaced the lid. Moving quickly, he stacked the filled, churning, reacting coolers like Styrofoam Lego blocks up against the wall of other cleaning chemicals.


  Still counting under his breath, he walked out of the storage shed and closed the door behind him. Everything was precisely on schedule.


  “All right, rooks. Do your jobs. Free the king and queen.” He walked calmly to the rear of the storage shed. There he found a junction box behind a maintenance bunker, next to a larger transformer box. This was a subsidiary fuse box, a forgotten standby junction—and an unexpected point of weakness.


  As the dogs began barking and running loose, Sam used the wire cutters on the main wires leading out of the junction box. It really was foolish for them to have neglected such an obvious vulnerability.


  Around the camp, backup manual locks engaged as the electronic security system went down.


  Chapter 19


  With the dogs turned loose and the security power out, the guards were in turmoil, rushing to close ranks. Andrew felt his heart pounding as he and Dorian worked their way deeper into the Max barracks. They kept a low profile but moved as swiftly as they could. Andrew had the list—three specific Evos they had to liberate, after which they would free everyone else they could in the 5-minute window they were given.


  The three most important were designated Y35F, who Sam had nicknamed “Allergy Guy,” X23R, who he called “Resonance Girl,” and X46R, “The Seer.” Andrew wasn’t sure he even wanted to know the scope of what they could do, why they had been considered so dangerous that Renautas kept them locked up here in comas. He was sure he’d get a chance to witness their abilities before the night was over.


  “This one,” Dorian said in a hushed voice as he stopped by a locked door. He rattled the knob. “It’ll be tricky.”


  Andrew said, “I know. I’m ready when you are.”


  Dorian nodded, then slipped a few paper clips out of his pocket and held them in the palm of his hand. “You sure you’re ready?”


  “I’m ready.”


  Dorian concentrated. His hand glowed, and then the paper clips glowed even brighter as they melted into a puddle of metal. He tilted his palm, letting the liquid drip across his fingers into the doorknob’s key slot.


  Andrew clasped the knob, focusing. Soft sizzling, popping sounds came from the knob as he dropped the temperature by ten degrees. It was enough to swiftly harden the molten metal inside the handle, and as the metal solidified around the lock’s tumblers, it became a makeshift key. He turned it in the lock, opened the door, and stepped into the room.


  X23R was a young African-American woman, eyes closed and face slack. The medical equipment next to her bed was softly beeping, connected by leads to the comatose woman. Plastic tubing ran from one of the machines to her nostril. Andrew rushed forward, shut off the monitoring device, and pulled the leads off of her. Dorian removed the tubes and then slid a net of electrodes from her head. Almost immediately she began to stir.


  “While she wakes up,” Andrew said, “let’s find the other one, Allergy Guy. I wonder if he can make people sneeze like Reggie.”


  Dorian gave him a sour look. “Let’s hope he can do a lot more than Reggie. Otherwise, we’re screwed.”


  Alarms were ringing now, and guards were running around the camp, shouting. Andrew hoped that Laina was doing her part to divert attention. They needed just a few more minutes. They came to the second door, the one with the code designator Y35F. Dorian melted his paper clips again, and together they fashioned a second key. Inside they found a middle-aged Caucasian man whose collarbone-length beard showed just how long he had been kept unconscious. His cheeks were jowly and his skin hung loose. He had obviously lost significant weight while in the induced coma. They quickly disengaged the medical apparatus, beginning the steps that would revive him.


  As he began to stir, the two moved on to the third room, repeating the process. As they pulled the electrodes off of the third patient, a Native American woman in her fifties, they were surprised to see her eyes immediately snap open. Cloudy white irises cleared, revealing deep brown eyes.


  She sat up and rubbed her shoulder. “Thank you. I’ll be fine from here.”


  The two looked at each other, and Andrew shrugged.


  “I’ll get the dude,” Dorian said. “You go check on Resonance Girl. We need both of them with us, at least for the time being—and then we’ll turn them loose.” His eyes twinkled.


  Andrew raced back to the first room to find the young woman already sitting up in her bed. Her movements were stiff, unlike those of the older woman. Her eyes were confused, her expression angry. “Where the hell am I?” Her voice was a croak. She grabbed the side of the bed and it began to vibrate. Andrew could hear it hum.


  “We’re here to rescue you. Renautas built this maximum-security holding area to keep dangerous Evos sedated. I don’t know how long you’ve been here, but you’re free now.”


  “And who the hell are you?”


  “I’m another Evolved. But … my powers are pathetic compared to yours. Still, they’re holding us all here in this camp.”


  She released the edge of the bed. “Why are you rescuing me?”


  Andrew peeked out into the hallway. This was taking too long-they wouldn’t be able to release any other prisoners. He didn’t think Sam would be too happy about that, but he had said that these three were musts, any others were bonuses.


  He frowned, then looked back to the woman in the room. “There’s been a crackdown. Sooner or later they’ll get rid of us all. Some of us are planning a break, and we’re freeing everyone we can first.”


  Resonance Girl rubbed her arms. She swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Well, that’s just great. Why should I go along with your plan? I don’t know anything about it.”


  “We don’t need you to,” Andrew said quickly. “We’re just turning you loose. It’s every Evo for herself tonight.”


  “Fine,” said Resonance Girl. “I’ll shake things up. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” Andrew hovered in the door.


  Out in the hall, Allergy Guy was storming along in his hospital gown, furious. Dorian ran alongside him. “We’re on your side. We’re letting her out. We’re letting you out. We aren’t here to tell you what to do.” Allergy Guy shot Dorian a withering glare, then looked up to see Andrew and Resonance Girl emerging.


  “You’re one of them, too?” he asked her.


  “I’m my own person,” she said.


  “So am I.”


  “Go on. Run away,” said Resonance Girl, looking at Andrew and Dorian. “I’ve got some payback to deliver.”


  She quickly worked her way down the hallway, touching doors and humming. Each door she touched dissolved under her fingers. The man followed, unplugging machines in each room.


  Andrew and Dorian were shocked. This was what it meant to be a powerful Evolved. These two had released half the hall’s prisoners in the time it had taken the two misfits to work on a single key. There was no sign of the third prisoner they had released. Still in their hospital gowns, the pair reversed direction and walked past the misfits to the exit. Neither of them noticed Laina as she dropped her arms and uncovered the door.


  Dorian grinned. “I kinda want to see this.”


  “I just want to get out of here and away,” Andrew said.


  As soon as they emerged from the Max barracks, the air-raid sirens went off. Allergy Guy lurched forward, brash, furious, and uncaring, ready to meet the onrushing guards.


  Andrew recognized Rizzoli in the lead, yelling, “The Max Evos are loose. You! Stop! Don’t make me shoot!” He drew the pistol holstered at his side and took a bead on the escaping prisoner.


  The man didn’t pause, but merely lifted his hand, fingers splayed. Rizzoli shuddered and seized up. Gasping and clutching at his face and throat, the guard dropped his gun. His eyes puffed up and went red, streaming tears. His nose started gushing a waterfall of snot. He staggered back, but Allergy Guy kept coming.


  Andrew stared. Reggie could make people sneeze as a joke or parlor trick, but this guy could throw everyone into full anaphylactic shock. The man gestured with his hands, and all the guards around Rizzoli collapsed in allergic seizures. He walked right through their ranks, with Resonance Girl following on his heels.


  Dorian gaped in amazement. “We should take them with us. There’s no way the camp personnel could stop us if they were on our side.”


  Andrew narrowed his eyes, frightened. “No. We have to follow Sam’s plan. Think about it. With Evos that powerful, Ruthers can’t let them get away. We’re better off on our own. Staying with them would be signing our own death warrants.”


  ***


  Tucked behind the corner of the mess hall, Sam watched the events unfold—and he wasn’t disappointed. Barking guard dogs ran amok, endangering the entire camp. Ruthers had emerged from the Admin building where her quarters were located, in full uniform and shouting orders. More guards came rushing from their barracks.


  It was total chaos.


  Perfect.


  Alexa had done her part, and now he saw that Andrew and Dorian had also followed through. The two powerful Evos had emerged from Max and were working their way toward the main gate. He watched the guards fall into choking spasms thanks to Allergy Guy. Sam suspected that most of them would live, though he didn’t doubt that the powerful Evo had the ability to kill—if he chose to. It all depended on how angry he was right now.


  Resonance Girl was the real gem, though. She walked over to the side of the guards’ barracks, touched the wall. It looked like she was trying to catch her breath, but Sam knew otherwise. She hummed, raising and lowering the pitch until she hit just the right frequency. The walls vibrated, shook, quaked until the whole building was trembling.


  Sam watched, curious. It was as if the building was being hit by a high-magnitude earthquake. Windows shattered and walls crumbled, structural beams fell in, the roof collapsed. Siding exploded outward. The few guards still inside ran out, yelling.


  He knew the destruction was just beginning. Sam narrowed his eyes as he saw the bright red lines in the air streaking out, ricocheting, connecting, terminating. Then, just as he had predicted, loud gunfire began to ring out. The game had gone to the next level. He shook his head sadly. If only there had been a way to get some of the Max Evos out alive …


  If either of these two survived, it would only be because more of the released prisoners would soon be joining the fray.


  ***


  Alexa tried to stay out of view, creeping between the buildings, making her way over to the Max barracks. She didn’t think she was behind schedule, but she saw no sign of Laina. The dogs were running loose, creating pandemonium throughout the camp, and the guards weren’t much better. All their efforts to get things under control were only making matters worse-and then they encountered the escaped Max prisoners.


  The security power was out, but alarms were still ringing and the lights were on, casting long shadows … Good places to hide. Alexa was getting nervous, though. She hadn’t connected up like she was supposed to—and she knew how intricate Sam’s plan was. She edged toward the back of the double fences surrounding the Max barracks but saw no one. Where were they?


  “Laina,” she whispered. She kept walking along, whispering as loud as she dared. “Laina.”


  Suddenly a hand reached out and grabbed her arm. She hadn’t seen anything, but her friend was right there.


  Laina looked frightened and harried. “Keep quiet,” she said. “I’m concentrating.” But she held on to Alexa’s arm, and Alexa sensed that no one was going to notice them—not right now.


  ***


  When the two powerful Evos went on the rampage, Andrew and Dorian ran away from the maximum-security barracks. “Don’t you think we should wake up the ones they didn’t get to?” Dorian said. “Think of the damage. It would show everyone why they shouldn’t keep people in camps like this.”


  Andrew disagreed. He thought that more than anything else, it would result in more camps. “Now’s not the time for a philosophical discussion. Sam said at least those three and others if we could. The ones they released are on them, and I don’t think it’ll throw off Sam’s plans. We’re on a schedule, Dorian.” Andrew just wanted to get away, wanted to get to someplace he could call home, somewhere safe.


  They headed back toward their own barracks to retrieve the heavy bolt cutters that they had buried in the garden bed. Alexa had “requisitioned” them, but they needed to hide them for a time. Andrew ducked down, digging around in the dirt until his fingers found the hefty handle. He gasped with relief, his breath curling out in steam in the cold night air.


  It was going to be a miserable night of running through the mountains—but he welcomed that kind of misery. He pulled the bolt cutters loose. Dorian had retrieved a second set of wire cutters so they could shut off the electricity in the fences in case killing the main breaker hadn’t done the job.


  “Come on, let’s go,” Andrew said. “Get to the rendezvous point at the fence so we can cut our way through and be out of here.” He turned and saw Reggie standing right there, staring at them. His mouth was open and his eyes were wide.


  “What are you guys doing? There’s a lockdown. You should be in your bunks.” Then he looked down and saw the wire cutters as Andrew’s words registered in his mind. “You’re trying ta escape. Hey,” he began to shout. Poor, dumb, likeable Reggie began flailing his hands. “You can’t run away! You’ll ruin it for everyone.”


  Dorian was right there, though, and he slammed his hand against the center of Reggie’s chest. He concentrated, closed his eyes. He pushed and his hand glowed. Reggie began to spasm and shake. Then he reeled back against the outer wall of the barracks.


  “What did you do?” Andrew cried, running to catch Reggie as he fell. Reggie’s mouth was opening and closing. He gasped like a fish, but then his skin went gray and his eyes shut as a blood vessel burst near his heart.


  “Same thing I do to the paper clips.” Dorian said. “He always talks about that aneurysm clip … Not much difference, really. He was going to turn us in.”


  “You killed him.”


  “I think the aneurysm killed him, or it could be the melted clip in his heart. But I had to, dude. He would have gotten us caught.” Dorian shook his head and grabbed Andrew’s arm. “Come on, we’ve got a job to do. You know Reggie would never have survived in the new world … At least, not in any world where I want to live.”


  Staggering, Andrew almost lost his grip on the heavy bolt cutters. Reggie lay dead beside the barracks. Although he was a bit of an idiot, he had also been a good friend. Andrew suppressed a low moan deep in his throat and felt tears streaming down his cheek. But there was no time for emotion, not if he wanted to avoid getting caught.


  Chapter 20


  As the camp erupted in chaos—precise, perfectly planned, and well-orchestrated chaos—Sam walked calmly to his destination. Running people attracted attention. Without their handler to manage them, the dozen guard dogs ran wild, barking and snarling at everyone—prisoners, guards, staff. Most of the power systems were out, thanks to the wires he had cut at the junction box, sheathing parts of the camp in darkness. The alarm klaxons, independently powered, echoed through the mountains.


  But of course the real excitement had started once Andrew and Dorian set loose Allergy Guy and Resonance Girl. Those two Evos were far better than a flyer or a speedster.


  He made his way through all the turmoil, casually strolling. It was like Moses parting the Red Sea, the way that commotion just missed him, leaving a calm path. He stepped easily into the shadows between barracks just as a guard came running around the corner, racing to respond to another emergency. Without even changing his pace, Sam emerged at the exact moment the guard was out of sight. It was all a matter of recognizing the patterns … patterns that no one else could see.


  As some guards rallied to round up the dogs and confront the two Max prisoners that were on the rampage, others were pleading with campers to get back inside. Sam smiled. The third prisoner … She was long gone. He could already see her pattern fading into the tree line, well past the fences.


  Then several shots rang out. The timing was perfect. Those shots drew the eyes and ears of everyone at TAC Hale to the center of the compound and the main gate. As he made his way to the rendezvous point where he would meet up with the rest of the misfits, he saw Luther running past, utter panic on his face. His gangly legs and arms were flopping as he tried to get away, but he had no idea what he was doing. He wailed, and as he ran, his power left yellow streaks everywhere.


  Sam saw the lines changing, the red strands, the connections broken, and he knew that even his perfect clockwork plan could not account for the persistent penchant of other people to make the wrong move. Something had happened that had changed the pattern.


  Andrew Meek, normally cool and reliable, was a wreck, looking distraught and shaken. Dorian seemed grim but sickened. “He killed Reggie,” Andrew blurted out.


  “I had to,” Dorian snapped. “He was in the way. He was going to turn us in, and then we’d all be sunk.”


  “Andrew, he’s right,” Sam said. “Look around you. We’ll never have another chance to get away from here.”


  “Well, Reggie didn’t deserve … None of us deserves this. How many times have you said it yourself? We’re all innocent, supposedly. How the hell can we say we’re innocent when we just killed one of our own?”


  “Just because he’s an Evo doesn’t make him one of us. He was a lapdog for the guards here. I’m sorry, Andrew, but what’s done is done. We have to move on. Right now our priorities are survival and escape.” Sam looked at the lines, reconfigured his plan.


  Andrew and Dorian had the necessary tools. Sam glanced around at the darkness, the shadowy areas around the fence, the places where the lights had gone out. He chose a better spot. “You going to be okay, Andrew?”


  The other man nodded and gulped. “I have to be.”


  “Good,” Sam said. “This way.”


  They reconnected with Alexa and Laina exactly as planned, and Sam guided them over to the poorly repaired section of the chain-link fence where Luther had made his previous escape attempt.


  “That’s our best bet. The electrified portion of the fence is still down,” Sam said. “Even if cutting the power didn’t work, we’re safe here.”


  Alexa let go of Laina’s hand. “Everything’s happening just the way you said, Sam, but I still think the plan is falling apart. We’re screwed. Every guard in camp is mobilized now.”


  Laina blurted, “They’re everywhere! We’ll never be able to sneak out.”


  Sam smiled at them, a magician about to perform the big reveal. “I needed them mobilized. We were never going to try to sneak out. Right now they’re running to respond to other emergencies. Believe me, they’re not worried about us. We weren’t just creating a distraction for time to escape, but also for time to run. Right there, Andrew,” he pointed to the fence.


  Andrew took the bolt cutters and began to snip the temporary wire closures that held the fence together. Sam had told the director, had warned her that it wasn’t just Evos who were dangerous. That everyone could be a threat … if provoked.


  Playing against Sam had taught Deborah Ruthers a thing or two, though. Just as Andrew finished clipping the fence and tossed the bolt cutters aside, she stepped around the corner of the Admin building, looking flushed, disheveled, and angry. “I thought all this mayhem seemed a bit too planned, a bit too convenient. I thought you’d go here. Why?”


  The misfits froze, stared at her, and collectively groaned. Sam shifted his weight and stepped between Ruthers and the rest of his group. “Because you’re just a pawn, even if you thought you were the queen. You wanted to make a beautiful place where we were all happy little prisoners, but there you stand holding us at gunpoint. Don’t you see the truth yet … Director?”


  Ruthers’ hand crept toward her holstered gun. “How much were you playing me this whole time? Using me?”


  “I was … doing what had to be done,” Sam said. “It was obvious to me that things were getting worse. Whatever title you give yourself, you’re here to keep us imprisoned. Ask yourself, what is TAC Hale going to look like in a month? A concentration camp—a death camp? You weren’t playing against me, Director, I was playing against Kravid.”


  “I know damn well what my boss wants. You should have known I would never allow Hale to turn into that,” Ruthers said. Her hand gripped the pistol in its holster.


  “You’re wrong, Deborah.” Sam saw a fluctuation in the patterns and held up his hand behind him, warning the rest of the misfits not to move. “It’s only a matter of time before something happens and your job goes away. A few deaths here or there, and then we’re all in Max. This camp will never survive. That’s the Renautas endgame. Control us like any other asset.”


  Andrew interrupted, pleading, “We don’t mean any harm. We never did. We’re just trying to make a life for ourselves.”


  “You’ve tested our abilities,” Dorian added. “We can’t hurt anybody.”


  Sam watched the director carefully. He needed her alive; otherwise, no one would get the guards organized at the gate, and they would be caught by Rizzoli. Ruthers’ fingers were alternately squeezing and releasing her pistol.


  “We’ll take our chances out there,” Alexa said. “Please?”


  “We were held here against our will, and you know we’re not dangerous,” Sam interjected, thrusting a thin, sharp knife of words at her. “No more than a non-Evo,” he said. “You have bigger problems than us right now.”


  The director’s face fell, and a single word cut quietly through the pandemonium of the rest of the camp as she drew her gun. “No.”


  The line of sight through the buildings was perfect, allowing Sam to watch the main gate over the director’s shoulder. The next few seconds played out in slow-motion for him. In the center of the camp, Allergy Guy was charging into the rallying guards, and they dropped, coughing, sneezing, spasming. Sam thought he intended to walk right out the front gate, leaving the debris of collapsed personnel behind him.


  He was arrogant.


  The guards had fallen behind him. Allergy Guy was right out in the open, and one of the camp sharpshooters, finally taking the necessary action, opened fire with a long-range rifle—the kind that didn’t use tranquilizer darts. Two loud shots echoed over the camp’s klaxons.


  Allergy Guy’s shoulder and abdomen erupted in a spray of blood, and his lifeless body was thrown to the ground by the impact of the high-powered rifle rounds. Resonance Girl screamed and slammed her hands onto the ground. Her scream warbled, shifting octaves, and the ground around her exploded in a series of ever-widening concentric circles. Half-frozen divots of dirt flew everywhere as she used the raw earth like a pineapple grenade. All of the guards Sam could see went down, as did half the structures in the camp.


  Standing up, she walked to the closed main gates and touched the thick brick posts that held them in place. The gate shuttered and shook. Finally the bricks crumbled, the gates shattered. More gunfire rang out, but everything was vibrating and shimmering around Resonance Girl. She turned around, glared at the people facing her, and slammed her hand down onto the ground, pressing her palm flat against the pavement—unleashing a second round of seismic tremors.


  Sam sprang forward and tackled Ruthers. The gun went off between them, then flew from her hand as they hit the ground. A spike of rebar three feet long had impaled itself right in the spot where Ruthers had been standing.


  She stared wide-eyed at the vibrating spear.


  Sam rolled to the side, clutching at a sleeve that was wet with blood. “Are we really the ones you need to be worrying about?”


  Torn, but knowing her duty, Deborah stood and retrieved her gun, refusing to meet Sam’s eyes. “I can’t waste time trying to stop you.”


  “We’ll take our chances in the outside world.” Andrew crouched next to Sam, helping his injured friend.


  Ruthers shook her head, then turned and sprinted toward the center of camp.


  Sam gestured at the fence. “That’s our cue to move.”


  Alexa’s eyebrows furrowed. “But you just got shot.”


  Sam grimaced. “It was a calculated risk. I get hurt saving her, she lets us go and focuses the guards on what’s going on over there. Worth it. Now, we need to get moving.”


  One by one the misfits clambered through the hole in the chain-link fence and crept out into the cold, damp night. Just as they left, exactly on Sam’s timetable, a massive explosion engulfed the janitorial shed back inside the compound. The chemicals he had set up inside the Styrofoam coolers had eaten through their containers and mixed. The massive explosion coated the compound in a napalm-like substance.


  As the escapees fled toward the mountains, breathless, Sam said, “Conserve your energy. We have a long trek ahead of us. This is about stamina, not speed.”


  Chapter 21


  Warden Ruthers had run out of good options more than an hour ago. Over half of her guard staff had been incapacitated by Eddie Jax, the allergy-wielding Evo freak who now lay dead, gunned down.


  Necessarily eliminated.


  It was a perfectly defensible action. Ruthers would have no difficulty at all explaining that to Erica Kravid. In fact, the hard part would be justifying why it had taken so long. And how she had allowed such a disaster to happen in the first place.


  The guards had managed to catch most of the freed Evos before they regained their wits and get them back into their holding comas. Kravid was going to be pissed. Stacey Terrell, the angry young woman with the resonating powers, was clearly more concerned with causing massive destruction than simply slipping away unobtrusively like Sam Conlon and his co-conspirators.


  As Ruthers ran into the middle of the fray, calling for assistance, she saw the young woman standing next to the Admin building that housed her offices and quarters, as well as all of the camp records—the main facility at the heart of TAC Hale. She slapped both hands against the wall and set the entire structure vibrating, shuddering.


  Ruthers had been waiting for this moment. According to the files, Stacey focused sound waves through her palms, using her own voice to find a structure’s resonance. With her distracted, bullets would be able to break through the sound shell around her. Ruthers waited until the building’s windows began shattering and then yelled, “Take her out! Now!”


  Many of the guards were still struggling to recover from their massive allergy overload. Rizzoli had staggered to his feet. He pulled out his handgun and opened fire at the resonating Evo. Other guards struggled up and did likewise, emptying their clips.


  Through the chaos of the walls of the Admin building coming apart, the resonating Evo went down in a hail of bullets, her flesh turned to hamburger. Warden Ruthers stepped forward. The explosion in the janitorial shack was still burning. Chemical fumes and smoke roiled up into the air. The firefighters would need special equipment to put that out.


  But she suspected that might have been just a diversion. She walked up to Stacey’s corpse, which was slumped at the base of the Admin building. There was a red smear among the numerous bullet pockmarks in the wall.


  Ruthers felt sick.


  As the guards recovered, fighting off the Evo-triggered allergic reactions, a breathless, stunned calm began to return to the camp. Fires still raged. Destruction was everywhere, but they had somehow come out of it with minimal deaths. There were only a few bodies that weren’t moving. “Get medical equipment,” she shouted. “I need field kits. We have people down. MOVE!”


  Rizzoli and the others capable of moving scrambled to follow her orders. She was still reeling, though. Ruthers dreaded another disaster yet to come. Now that it was safe, her support personnel ran up to her.


  She turned to two of her computer technicians. “We need to know exactly how those Evos got out of Max. They were dangerous, and they should have been incapacitated. What the hell happened to our security measures? Find out—now!”


  Before long Rizzoli returned, still wiping snot from his face. His eyes were bulging and swollen red, but he cleared his throat and told her that they had found the body of Reggie lying dead outside one of the barracks. As the braver guards finally finished rounding up the dogs and chasing them back into their kennels, they discovered Antonio the handler locked in his transportainer.


  The dog trainer approached the warden, looking aghast at the destruction that had swept through the camp—devastation that he had missed. He seemed contrite and was blubbering, deeply embarrassed. He was holding a compress against the back of his head. “It was Alexa. She tricked me, knocked me over the head with a rock. I’m sorry, ma’am …”


  “Alexa?” Ruthers had seen her with Sam Conlon in the small group of campers trying to escape. Then she remembered that Reggie was a close companion of Andrew Meek, who had also just gone through the back fence. Looking pale, one of her computer technicians stepped up. “Warden Ruthers. You’ll want to see this. I’ve got footage from the few cameras connected to the backup generators.”


  “Finally some answers,” she said. “Show me.”


  The tech handed her a tablet. Her gut sank as she watched. Sam Conlon and his conspirators hadn’t cared in the least that they might be caught on film. Everything had happened so fast. She clearly saw Alexa turning the dogs loose-they seemed like slobbering puppies instead of vicious guard dogs.


  Another set of images showed Sam entering the janitorial storage shed and then leaving a short time later … not long before the whole place exploded. More importantly, she saw Andrew Meek and Dorian Avey walking right into the maximum-security barracks, and the two dangerous Evos leaving just a few minutes later.


  “No,” she corrected herself out loud.


  She had to stop thinking that way. Those two weren’t the only dangerous Evos. Not at all. Sam had shown her the truth.


  The final, most sickening, image showed Dorian Avey placing his palm against Reggie’s chest and killing the man. Killing him in cold blood. A man who was obviously their friend. She felt a cold, disgusted burn inside. Kravid had been right. They weren’t just playing possum. These supposedly innocuous misfits had been behind all of the turmoil in the camp tonight. The destruction, the deaths … They weren’t harmless at all … not by a long shot.


  She realized her mistake. She had let them go. She had thought they were unimportant, not worth the effort, a very low priority. Now she saw that they were the masterminds, the instigators—the worst ones of all. She should have shot them all on the spot.


  “Barnes! Rizzoli! Applebaum! Veksman!” Ruthers called together a group of guards, her best trackers. It was time for a hunting party. They had to catch the escaped prisoners—she could no longer think of them as mere “campers.”


  “Recapture them,” Ruthers said. “We can’t let them run loose. If they resist, kill them.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Rizzoli. “They’re too dangerous to be out in the world.” He and five of the best guards took their weapons and headed out into the thin fog of the damp autumn night. As she watched them go, Ruthers was appalled at herself, wondering how much she had been manipulated all along.


  She was going to put an end to it.


  Now.


  Chapter 22


  In the dark, making their way through the underbrush, across drainage ditches, fighting through dense stands of willows and then up the slope without a trail—the misfits made far slower progress than they had hoped.


  “It looked so easy on the maps Laina brought us,” Dorian said. His tone suggested that the wallflower girl should have known better.


  “It’ll get better once we’re clear of these willows,” Andrew said, having no idea whether or not that was true. “We’ve made it this far. We got out of the camp. Now we just have to keep moving far enough away to be safe.”


  Sam had been quiet since they left the camp, clutching at his shoulder and glancing back occasionally at something only he could see.


  “Luther made it this far,” Alexa said, “Several times, in fact. We’re better off than Luther. He left a bright yellow trail of breadcrumbs wherever he ran.”


  Even so, the guards had begun tracking them. Andrew could hear the shouts behind them, saw the lights. The trackers weren’t hindered by trying to stay quiet and hidden.


  Sticking together, they worked their way up the slope to where the trees were patchier and the boulders gave them some shelter. But Andrew knew they couldn’t hide. They would be found soon enough. They had to keep moving.


  As they panted hard, cold steam curled out of their mouths. Andrew’s clothes were clammy, and he was sweating even in the evening chill. Finally Sam paused the group and gave him an intent look. “Now it’s time, Mr. Meek. This is your big show.”


  “What can I do?” he blinked, surprised.


  “I’ve been monitoring the weather. This is the final piece of the puzzle. Heavy moisture in the air, a cold night-a ten-degree drop will make all the difference. The question is, how far can you extend it? Just how far can you push?”


  “Let’s find out.” Andrew concentrated, calling on his power. He drew the heat out of the air, and just at the condensation point, fog appeared, rolling out from him in all directions. The moisture that had been hanging heavy in the night air now became a smokescreen for them. Mists that swirled and thickened and appeared out of nowhere, quickly spreading out across the side of the mountain. Andrew grinned, panting. “I did it.”


  Dorian laughed. “Good job, buddy.”


  Andrew was amazed.


  “If the conditions are right, even a small power can become a big one.” Sam grimaced, then added, “Hold on one moment.” He pulled off his outer shirt and tied a sling around his injured arm. “I knew you all had the potential to become much more effective at using your powers—you just needed to be pushed. To be shown that there was a way.”


  Andrew gawked. This was a side of their leader he hadn’t expected. When the chips were down … he was tough.


  Sam gritted his teeth as he tied the final knot. “Let’s move out.”


  They ran on into the fog, leaving the guards farther behind. Andrew paid no attention to the time, just continued to run, focusing on keeping the temperature lowered … although running soon became plodding.


  They fought their way through the trees peppering the slope. The guards were still behind them, closing in despite the thick obscuring mists. They struggled through deadfalls.


  Laina twisted her ankle on a hidden stump, but it was just sore, not sprained. Unfortunately, the route they had taken followed the contours of the landscape, and the guards could guess where they were going. They kept hurrying along, unwilling to look back. Andrew could spot the glow from pursuing flashlights.


  Shouts echoed behind them, interspersed with the crack of branches.


  He concentrated, pushing against the limits of his power, and made the fog even thicker. He climbed higher on a ridge, choosing to go up and over a rocky ledge. Sam, Alexa, and Laina were following close behind. In the thick mist, Dorian got separated and wandered down a different game trail that took him lower. The mist swirled and the fog cleared in a patch. Andrew spotted Dorian below them and farther to the right.


  “Dorian, we’re up here,” he whisper-shouted, but his reply came in the form of loud yells from the guards who were closing in.


  He heard Rizzoli. “They’re close. Keep moving.”


  Dorian looked up, searching for them. But as the fog thinned and swirled, another clear line of sight opened up. The loud crack of rifle fire echoed, thunder in the close mountain pass, and Dorian staggered. He cried out in pain, then fell forward, still. Blood welled from his back. Even through the mist Andrew could see the red spreading on his TAC Hale jumpsuit.


  “My god,” Alexa cried.


  Andrew grabbed her arm. “Quiet.”


  They could have run. But as the guards closed in, Laina huddled next to the other misfits. “We can’t outrun them,” she said and then squeezed her eyes shut. Alexa slipped her arm around her while Sam stared at them.


  He didn’t seem worried. “Everyone hold hands,” he whispered.


  They did as instructed and formed a human circle. Andrew sat there, contemplating. He felt just as miserable as he had when Reggie died, and he was having serious second thoughts about their plan to escape. But there was no way around it, not now that the guards were shooting on sight.


  Laina began to mutter, concentrating hard as one of the guards shouted, “There’s footprints. They went up this way over the rocks.”


  Below, by Dorian’s body, Rizzoli stopped to examine his handiwork. Then he turned and followed the rest of them up to where the escapees were hiding. But as the guards approached, Laina’s voice was a consistent thrum that faded into a faint whisper, “Don’t see us, don’t see us, don’t see us.”


  The group of searching guards, also panting and exhausted, climbed up through the bushes, pushed their way around trees, stumbled on the loose dirt of the slope. “I can’t find them anywhere,” somebody said. “Where the hell did this fog come from?” The guards were going to walk right past them.


  Andrew saw Alexa tense up. Her eyes flashed, and then she concentrated as well. “Pheromones can do a lot of things,” she said quietly, and her expression hardened as she pushed. A wave of calm, quieting sensations exuded from her. Even Andrew felt a deep contentment, a sense of peace … a sleepiness.


  Laina’s head drooped as she nodded off, but Alexa dug her fingernails into the young woman’s arm and she woke up. She also jabbed Andrew. Sam, somehow, was perfectly awake.


  The guards moved slower. They yawned, and as they walked by they seemed overwhelmed, tranquilized by her relaxing pheromones. As Laina continued to whisper her mantra, the guards became more and more disoriented. They drooped almost in unison.


  One by one they sat down to rest, shaking their heads drowsily and then slumping onto the ground. Finally all six were asleep, unable to overcome the intense induced stupor. Alexa, shuddering and looking drained, was barely able to sit up straight.


  But Andrew’s anger kept him awake. He stood up and looked back down the slope to where Dorian’s body lay, his jumpsuit covered with blood. They had gunned the man down in the mist. He was just trying to get away from a prison that was undoubtedly about to get much worse. They’d have locked them up and sedated them just like the Max Evos. Fire raged in his veins.


  They had provoked this. Neither Andrew nor Dorian nor any of the misfits had wanted to be in that camp. They didn’t need any “temporary assessment.” They just wanted to be left alone. Yes, there had been mayhem and disaster in the camp tonight, and some people had died—including Reggie—but they had brought this upon themselves. Warden Ruthers and the guards, and especially Renautas. It was their own damn fault!


  And they had killed Dorian in cold blood.


  He found a greater depth in his power, stretched harder than he had ever done before, and reached out into the air, finding that he could squeeze out another few degrees. Deepening the cold another ten degrees was enough to bring on a hard freeze and to distill snow, thick blanketing snow, instead of fog.


  “It’s below zero,” Alexa said, shivering.


  “For them,” Andrew said, looking at the sleeping guards as snow began to fall all around them. “If we move, we should be out of it soon enough.”


  “Interesting,” Sam said. “Frankly, I hadn’t seen this coming from you, Andrew. It’s rare that I am surprised.”


  Frost formed over the sleeping men. Alexa stood up, frowned down at her pet guard, and her expression turned into a different kind of ice. She spit on his sleeping form. “Not so quick anymore, are you?”


  “Let’s go. Time’s wasting,” Sam said. “Once we get far enough away, we need to split up. We’ve all got copies of the maps.”


  The misfits headed out, no longer pursued, making their way far, far from the camp.


  Chapter 23


  Brilliant golden rays of dawn shone on Ruthers as she stood in the ruins of her camp. Her calm and perfect camp—the place where she had just tried to do her best for everybody. She’d wanted it to be a safe place for those Evos who were no threat, who were being unfairly put upon, suffering prejudices and suspicions. She should have known better.


  How much have I been played all along? She stared at the body bags. Handlers were zipping them up and hauling them away to the compound’s morgue. Three of her guards dead. Four campers—prisoners, she corrected herself—as well as the two monstrous Evos who had escaped from Max Security.


  Rizzoli and the team of guards hunting down Sam Conlon’s group of escapees had fallen silent three hours earlier, failing to respond to repeated radio inquiries. After about half an hour, Ruthers had been unable to write it off as poor reception in the foggy mountainous terrain.


  She had sent out a secondary team. This time she had included Antonio and his dogs. She expected—hoped and dreaded—to hear word soon. She continued to feel disgusted with herself, and she was convinced that Sam and his group were going to get away. They weren’t inept, spontaneous buffoons like Luther. This was much more sinister, much more dangerous. They had a well-thought-out, detailed escape plan, and they hadn’t cared how many bodies they left behind or how much destruction they wreaked on TAC Hale.


  She had meant it to be a safe place for all … The prisoners were confined to their barracks as a temporary precautionary measure, but she suspected it might become permanent. There would be more fences erected. She knew that. Increased security and far fewer freedoms. The Evos had proved where their loyalties truly lay.


  Her radio crackled; it was Antonio with the second tracking party. “Warden, ma’am. We found something. We managed to track them.”


  “Have you found the escaped Evos?” she asked.


  “One of them. The one named Dorian. He’s been shot. He’s dead.”


  She swallowed, not sure whether to rejoice or feel dismay. “That’s one of them, at least.”


  “But Warden … Hold on. I think I see something.” Ruthers only had to wait a moment. “I found the team. They’re all together, lying on the ground. They’re frozen to death, ma’am. Every single one of them. It’s like they just lay down to sleep and the snow covered them. I don’t see any signs of a struggle.”


  “The Evos did it,” Ruthers said. She didn’t know how, but she was absolutely certain. “Bring their bodies back,” she said, then drew a deep breath. “Including the dead Evo.” Part of her just wanted to leave the man’s body lying there in the open where the scavengers could dispose of it. But she supposed Renautas might want to study it, dissect it. Learn from it.


  She walked back to the makeshift office her I.T. crew had set up, her mind made up. She keyed into the P.A. system and made an announcement across the entire camp. “After the events of last night, from today forward all of TAC Hale will be considered a maximum-security installation. Privileges will be revoked and harsh punishments will be instituted for anyone who breaks our rules. Fence security will be increased and appropriate defensive measures will be taken. All remaining guards will be armed.”


  The rest of the day was spent dealing with that decision. She drafted and signed an order that all volunteer campers in the labor force were to be withdrawn. She knew Renautas would send in enhanced contract support personnel—if Erica Kravid didn’t simply shut down Hale. Ruthers hoped she could make that extreme response unnecessary through her preemptive measures.


  “We won’t let our guard down again,” she said. She found she had hardened enough that she didn’t even dread contacting Erica Kravid to deliver her report. She didn’t want to delay. Early in the afternoon she pulled out a tablet and opened Webchat.


  Staring at the head of Renautas on her tablet screen, she delivered a crisp, ruthless summary of everything that had happened. And she watched Kravid’s face grow darker and grimmer.


  She finished with, “No, Ms. Kravid. I do not believe there can be a safe minimum-security compound. It is my recommendation that from now on all Evos must be detained with maximum protections against their abilities. It doesn’t matter how innocuous their power may seem. What has been proven here at Hale is that each and every one of them carries a risk. They must be dealt with accordingly—if only to protect ourselves.”


  Kravid blinked, then sighed. “I’m afraid I have to agree with you, Deborah. Once a subject has been identified as an Evolved human, we cannot predict how they might use their powers, or when they’ll turn against the rest of us. We can’t afford to take any further risks.” She shook her head, looking sad. “And their powers could be so valuable if only they were made useful and employed for the benefit of humanity in general.”


  Ruthers shuddered. “I can’t help but think of how many more seemingly harmless ones are running loose in society.” Her throat thickened, and she felt tears burning her eyes—tears of shame. “And because of my failings, Ms. Kravid, there are now four more on the loose and out of control.”


  Chapter 24


  The misfits had travelled far from TAC Hale, rising up through a drainage wash, over a ridge, then picking up a hiking trail that had been abandoned in the past year. At the head of the trail, where it emerged into civilization, Sam stole supplies from a resort shop. They all changed clothes, ditching their prison oranges. After consulting the maps, they split up to follow their own plans. They had each developed ideas of where to go that they did not revealed to the others, just in case one of them was apprehended and Renautas decided to use “rigorous” interrogation methods.


  But Alexa and Laina weren’t going to split up. They were a team; they were synergy, blonde bombshell and mousy wallflower.


  Once they all got far enough away, even in the wilderness of the Rocky Mountains, there were possibilities. Plenty of them. Mountain towns, ski shelter huts, unoccupied vacation homes.


  But Alexa had no intention of hiding. She couldn’t use her abilities if she pretended to be a pioneer mountain woman. Once the misfits had gone in their separate directions, Alexa and Laina made their way down to the closed Highway 24, conveniently blocked off by perennial “road construction” to deny access to the temporary assessment camp.


  Once they found the abandoned road, they holed up in the thick trees and just rested during the next day. After nightfall they hit the road again, walking and walking. It was only seven miles past the road closure barricade to the old mining and tourist town of Minturn.


  Laina had been scared and quiet for a long time, but she looked confident now as they headed into the town. Seeing the early morning traffic picking up, Alexa said, “Since the camp itself is low-profile, I doubt they’ll broadcast stories about our escape all over the news. They’ll have their own operatives searching for us, but if we can just get far enough away …”


  Laina looked at her. “I can help us stay hidden, if that’s what we need.”


  Alexa flashed a smile. “We don’t need to stay hidden, we just need a ride.”


  Upending her usual routine, Alexa did her best to make herself attractive—then worked on Laina, who was full of questions. “How are you going to use your pheromones on passing traffic? You won’t be able to get close enough.”


  Alexa laughed, “Pheromones? Girl, if two pretty and lonely-looking young women standing by the side of the road can’t get a mountain redneck to stop and offer a ride within five minutes, then we’re doing something wrong.”


  She was right. Alexa let her hair flow free, tucked in her shirt, showed as much cleavage as possible. The first car stopped seven minutes later. Alexa jokingly blamed the delay on the sparse early-morning traffic. The driver was a grinning middle-aged man-married, so picking up hitchhikers was probably his only form of excitement. He rolled down the window and smiled at Alexa. She leaned closer and flashed her radiant smile back. At that point the pheromones wafted over him, and he couldn’t even think straight.


  “Where are you girls needing to go?”


  “We’d like to get to Vale, ten miles east,” she said, “and if you could loan us some money for new clothes, we’d be very grateful.” She touched his shoulder.


  He was already digging for his wallet but Alexa said, “You can wait until we get there.”


  Laina climbed into the back while Alexa slid into the front seat. The man was eager to drive off. “It wasn’t on my way but … anywhere you want to go.”


  “Thanks,” Laina said, but he didn’t hear her.


  “If you could hurry, that would be great,” Alexa said, and the man peeled away excitedly.


  ***


  Sam Conlon walked alone, his left arm bound to his midsection with a more traditional sling. Clouds blocked the moon, but even in the darkest night, bright, interconnected lines wavered in the air, guiding him along the best possible path. He moved without hesitation. He could look through the darkness at the pattern he had woven and see where all the other misfits had gone. He felt good, knowing they had survived to carry on the fight.


  Because he could move at a good pace, knowing exactly when to duck for cover to avoid being seen, he made excellent time. The Interstate wasn’t all that far away, and he crossed it that next night. The traffic was busy, even this far into the mountains, headlights coming from both directions along the double-laned highway. But he timed his steps and simply walked across the road. It didn’t matter that it was an Interstate freeway; by looking at all the lines and probabilities and patterns, he could walk easily through the gaps in traffic, not even pausing to look both ways. The cars swept by, and he doubted they even saw him. It was like the old videogame Frogger. The gaps appeared when he needed them to, and he made it across Interstate 70 as if it wasn’t even there.


  Farther north he found the expected set of railroad tracks, and he arrived just as a long freight train was passing, going west toward Grand Junction. From there he could go anywhere. The train was rolling lazily along, going up a gentle grade. Sam walked directly toward it, and just as he reached the tracks, an open boxcar rolled up. He reached out and grabbed a handle, easily swinging himself up, perfectly timed … just as expected. He was all alone in the open rattling car. He leaned back against the wall, relaxing, knowing it would be a long ride.


  ***


  Andrew had made it as far as Crescent Junction, Utah, out in the desert. It was a sharp contrast to the cold snap on the night of the escape. The air was hot, the sunshine bright. Crescent Junction was basically only a gas station and a couple of forlorn fast-food joints. But there was also a truck stop with a lot of through traffic.


  He didn’t have to work hard to play the part of the bedraggled-looking hitchhiker heading across country. His problem was that he seemed so poorly prepared. On the other hand, his appearance attracted the helpful nature of certain truckers.


  He held his thumb out, watching as the big eighteen-wheelers lumbered along, slowly rolling toward the stop sign before the Interstate onramp.


  One trucker stopped and leaned out his window. “Where you heading?”


  “Far away,” Andrew said. “I’ve always wanted to see the West Coast.”


  “I’m only going as far as Las Vegas,” said the trucker.


  “Good enough,” Andrew said. “I’ve got a lot of things on my bucket list.”


  “Well then, let’s take care of one of them,” said the trucker. “Hop in.” He looked up, shaking his head at the baking sun, “Aren’t you hot out there?”


  Andrew laughed as he climbed into the cab. “No, the temperature’s always just fine to me.”


  Chapter 25


  There was no sign of the escaped misfits, but the newly titled “Warden” Ruthers knew that Renautas had sent out teams. Specialists were combing the area, and she didn’t have the personnel to bother with it. It was out of her hands. She had already made the big mistake of letting them get away in the first place, and now her primary focus was rebuilding TAC Hale to make sure such a debacle never happened again … assuming the camp didn’t get shut down.


  She sat at her desk, looking down at her cold coffee. Her stomach was upset, churning with acid and tension. She didn’t need any more caffeine.


  What had happened here at what was supposedly a showpiece camp for Renautas to prove that Evos could be peaceful and profitable—not just the escape of the supposedly innocuous misfits, but the deaths of the prisoners and guards and the rampage of the three super powerful Evos … The firestarter, the allergy twister, and the resonator. And the seer … She was just gone. That one had slipped under her radar the night of the escape.


  Ruthers had failed miserably. She had expected Erica Kravid would want her head on a platter, but instead Kravid insisted that she would be given a second chance. If she got her act together.


  The camp would be a much harder, bleaker place, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel sympathy. The Evos had done it to themselves, were reaping what they had sowed. She had thought them harmless, innocent creatures to be protected.


  Nobody was harmless. It was humans that needed to be protected from them.


  Chapter 26


  Except for Dorian, who’d been gunned down by the guards in the mountains, all the misfits got away. It was indeed a perfect plan. Sam had known that from the very beginning. He had hopped off the train in the main track yards in Grand Junction, a large enough city that he could blend in with plenty of homeless people for a time if needed. He’d always been able to manage one way or another. It was all part of the puzzle.


  By himself as usual, he walked toward a small auto-repair shop on the outskirts of town, arriving two minutes after another customer. This customer had gone straight up to the counter to talk to a grizzled old man in an oil-stained work shirt. They were discussing a car in the shop, bickering over what needed to be done.


  The proprietor said, “Let’s go in the back and have a look.” He came around the desk, and the two of them walked out the back door into the repair bay, out of sight. One second after they disappeared, Sam opened the door and walked directly over to the desk. Without a pause, without looking around, he approached the phone, picked it up, and punched in a number he had memorized. He listened to it ring.


  When the voice on the other end answered, he started talking.


  “Ms. Kravid, this is Sam Conlon calling in.”


  “Good,” she said. “I was expecting to hear from you yesterday. What did you find out about the others?”


  “It was exactly as you had expected, ma’am. Even the supposedly harmless Evos learned how to put their powers to good use—destructive use. All that was required was to place them in a high-pressure situation. Given what I discovered in the temporary assessment camp, any one of those Evos could become dangerous under the appropriate circumstances. I’m positive about that.”


  Kravid paused on the other end of the line. “That’s one way to look at it. Another possibility is that many of those Evos could have useful or profitable abilities if they were properly directed.”


  “Like me, you mean,” Sam said.


  Kravid murmured in agreement. “I’d like you to come in so I can have a full debriefing. I need to know the full extent of how you pushed them into using their powers. Regardless, you’ve proven to my satisfaction that even harmless Evos cannot be allowed to run loose. When can I expect you back at Renautas Headquarters, Mr. Conlon?”


  He looked at the phone, considering. “I think I’ll skip the debriefing. I got what I needed. Just remember, no matter how powerless we are, we’re still stronger than you. Checkmate, Ms. Kravid. Checkmate.”


  “Don’t do this, Sam. We had an agreement. We will find you, and whe—” He hung up the phone. He walked calmly out of the auto-repair shop, the door closing behind him at the exact second the proprietor and customer returned from the repair bay, still discussing the job.


  A Native American woman in her fifties stood outside the door. It was the third prisoner they had released. “You’re the one I saw. You can change everything with my visions. Thank you for freeing me.”


  Sam smiled. The moment she had opened her mouth, everything had changed. Now he wasn’t just seeing the patterns of what existed, but also the patterns of everything that could be. It all blossomed from the single thread that connected him to the woman standing before him. His eyes glowed with the power unfolding in him.


  He nodded in reply. “Shall we go save the world?”


  Chapter 27


  Static briefly sounded as the call was disconnected. Erica Kravid looked across her office at the empty sword stand and clenched her fingers. Conlon had actually had the temerity to hang up on her.


  She clenched her fingers into a fist, her knuckles going white. To an outside observer, she would have looked calm. She was breathing evenly, despite the intense anger heating her veins. She narrowed her eyes and spoke aloud. “Think it through, Erica. What does he know? What does he know?”


  Sam knew something, obviously. But what? It seemed like the last six months had been a long series of failures and surprises. Noah Bennet, Hiro, Molly Walker’s disappearance, and the cherry on top of it all: Camp Hale. Her prototype for a non-invasive Evo containment system was worthless.


  And now Sam Conlon had slipped through her fingers. Some days it felt like her foundation was more cracks than stability.


  She stood and walked to the front of her desk, grabbing a tablet. Sunbeams sliced through the electric lights, creating patches of natural warmth in the room, warmth she gladly basked in. She slid aside a coffee cup and perched on the edge of the desk, tilting her head back and closing her eyes as the sun struck her face.


  Warmth. A smile slowly spread. Her eyes snapped open, looked down at the tablet in her hand. “You can’t win, Sam. Ultimately, you’re just an annoyance.”


  Images slid under her fingers on the tablet until she settled on a file named Sunstone Manor. It was a brute-force solution, but it could fix so many problems. She flipped open the file and stared at the picture of Matt Parkman.


  Kravid pivoted, jabbing a finger down on her phone and scooping up the handset. “I want Sunstone Manor ready to be fully operational in two weeks. Get me Parkman.”


  She hung up and went back to the files. Ruthers was now disposable, as was almost everyone at Hale. She studied pictures. Hale wasn’t going to work. She had made the right call. It couldn’t have worked any other way, and there was too much at stake to play nice. But that left another problem. A lot of people that she didn’t need to be wasting resources on.


  She picked the phone back up. “I want all Max prisoners, and I do mean all of the maximum-security Evos, moved from Camp Hale to Sunstone Manor. Sunstone will be operational in two weeks; have them ready. Everyone at Hale that is not a necessary asset is to be terminated.”


  She listened intently for a moment, then shook her head. “The useless Evos and staff alike will have to be dealt with. Everyone that isn’t being moved to Sunstone is to be terminated once the transfer is complete. We cannot risk anything about Hale or Sunstone Manor leaking to the public. Understood?”


  She listened to the reply.


  “Good.” She hung up the receiver and went back to thoughtfully studying Sam Conlon’s file.


  Chapter 28


  The alarms were ringing in Camp Hale. The air-raid sirens had gone off in the middle of the night, and everyone was on edge. Warden Ruthers was pleased to see how swiftly the guards responded.


  Antonio had all of his German shepherds ready to go, barking and snarling but completely under his control. Ruthers emerged from the Admin offices and stood on the porch under the harsh, bright lights that shone down on the camp compound. They were stadium-powered lights that allowed no masking shadows, no comfortable darkness. Everything the Evos did had to be done under harsh illumination. No secrets.


  “What’s happening?” Ruthers called out as one of her guards rushed by. Since the disastrous events of two weeks ago, all guards had been thoroughly briefed and retrained. Every one of them knew what to do, and every one of them understood that their jobs—and possibly their lives—were on the line if they screwed up again.


  “Another prisoner has escaped, Warden. Gone through the fence.”


  “How did that happen? We’re supposed to have increased security.”


  “It’s Evos, ma’am. Who knows what they can do.”


  “We have to know,” she shouted. “We have to defend ourselves against them.”


  Another guard ran up, but he didn’t seem quite as alarmed. “There were yellow stains on the ground and on the fence, Warden. It’s just Luther. He’s trying to run—again.”


  The first guard groaned, but Ruthers was not amused. “I don’t care that it’s only Luther. He’s an escaped prisoner. That’s all you need to know.”


  “Sure, Warden,” said the second guard, “but we’ll track him down. He’s leaving yellow stains all over the ground. We’ll round him up in no time.”


  Ruthers felt bitter bile boil up inside her throat. “Can’t control its powers … Isn’t that the problem with all of them?”


  As the hunting teams were assembled in the main yard of the compound, other guards kept watch on the remaining Evo prisoners in their barracks, not letting them come out into the night. They were awake, though-she could see their silhouetted faces in the windows of the barracks.


  “We’ll need to get out our tranq guns and Tasers,” the first guard said. “He usually surrenders and will probably come back willingly, but we’d better make sure.”


  Ruthers shook her head. “No, we won’t take any further risks, not with dangerous subjects like that. We’ve learned our lesson. Luther has proven to be a persistent troublemaker and a repeat offender. Even if you bring him back, he’ll just try to escape again, and again, and he might take others with him. He’s a danger to society.” She drew a deep breath. “Carry high-powered rifles when you go find him. Take him down. The Max transport to Sunstone Manor is tomorrow; we can’t afford this distraction. Kravid will have my head if there are any problems.”


  The guards were shocked, but she put her hands on her hips and reaffirmed her command. “You have your orders. Take him down. There’s no such thing as a harmless Evo.”
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