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    When a veteran Federal agent begins investigating the involvement of a ruthless Los Angeles Police Department detective in the death of an Evolved Human, she gets close to uncovering a dangerous truth that could cost him everything: his job, his freedom, maybe even his life.
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  Dirty Deeds


  James Dearing pulls his black, unmarked Crown Vic that couldn’t scream cop any louder if it had sirens going up to the garage door and lets it idle. He wants Hugo Gallegos to know he’s there. He wants him to know who’s in charge.


  Because he’s been getting the distinct feeling that Hugo is forgetting that very important point.


  Gallegos is standing at the back of the chop shop behind a torn-apart Mustang, ignoring him. Dearing gives it a few more moments, then kills the engine and steps out of the car, his holstered gun obvious on his belt.


  “Lieutenant,” Gallegos says, looking all surprised, like he’s just noticed Dearing for the first time. He wipes engine grease off his hands with a shop rag. “I didn’t see you there.”


  In a lot of ways they’re opposites. Gallegos is a big guy, bigger than Dearing by a couple sizes. Dearing is all hard angles — lean muscle, flinty eyes, sandy brown hair. Gallegos is made of waves and curves. Rolls of muscle and sinew, long black hair pulled back in a ponytail, a swollen, bulbous nose from too many punches. Dearing can’t tell if the guy should be a luchador or playing guitar for a mariachi band.


  “We need to talk, Hugo.” Dearing heads into the chop shop, eyes wary for any of Gallegos’ crew, but the two men are alone in the garage.


  “Detective Murphy tattled, didn’t he?” Hugo smiles with too many teeth. Makes him look like a monkey. It’s all a goddamn game to him. He doesn’t get that if the wrong word ends up in the wrong ear, it all comes crashing down.


  “You want to tell me the hell your problem is?” Dearing says, getting in Hugo’s face. “We have an arrangement.”


  It’s an arrangement that’s worked out well so far. Dearing and his men give Gallegos information, Gallegos gives them money. It’s that goddamn simple. Dearing does not, and will not, kill his own people.


  Gallegos’ smile somehow gets even bigger. “Big, scary policeman’s grown a conscience. Fine. Don’t do it.”


  For the better part of a year, Dearing and two of his men, Murphy and Evans, have had an arrangement with Hugo that’s put a lot of money in all their pockets. Gallegos is one of Sinaloa’s L.A. shot callers, a man who works the drug trade the way a sales exec copes with a flagging market. With marijuana next to legal and nobody doing cocaine anymore, the cartels have moved into cheap heroin, sending it up from Tijuana through San Diego to points north.


  That’s all fine and good. Dearing doesn’t much care if a bunch of junkies who can’t get their oxy move on to something uglier, as long as he gets his cut. But Hugo is proving to be an ambitious little prick. His request that Dearing, Murphy and Evans kill a Narcotics detective for him makes it apparent that their control is slipping. And they can’t have that.


  “It’s not about conscience, you jackass. It’s about exposure. Your money’s good, Hugo. But it’s not that good.”


  Hugo steps back, puts his hands up. “I get it, man. Too risky. Wish you’d reconsider. Be a shame if the press were to hear about our little arrangement.”


  Dearing stares hard at him. He knew this was coming. He has been talking about it for the last couple of weeks with Murphy and Evans. Taking bets on when Gallegos was going to snap and do something stupid. Dearing figured it would be today. Guys like Gallegos always pull this crap sooner or later.


  “You’re gonna wish you hadn’t said that,” Dearing says, stepping back and drawing his pistol.


  Gallegos picks up a rag from the workbench, wipes grease and oil from his hands. “Oh, what, you gonna arrest me?”


  “No,” Dearing says and pulls the trigger.


  Or at least he tries to. Searing pain engulfs his hand as dark blue crystals appear around the pistol and grow across his fingers like in a time-lapse film, encasing his hand in stone. The stone is cold, so cold it burns. He can feel his skin blistering. He cries out from the pain and tries to drop the gun, but it’s stuck fast to his hand in a prison of dark blue stone.


  Shock. Then anger. “You’re an Evo,” Dearing says through gritted teeth.


  “Damn right, puta. Whatcha have to say to that?”


  “It’s going to make this next part a lot easier.” Dearing flexes his fingers with unnatural strength and the stone cracks, splinters. It shatters into a hundred razor-edged shards. The gun is still frozen, but at least his hand is free. Gallegos’ jaw goes slack and his eyes bug out like a fish. The look of surprise is almost worth the pain. “What, you think you’re the only one around who’s got powers?”


  “But you’re a cop.”


  “Yeah. Means I’ll get away with it.” He throws the stone-locked gun at Gallegos, missing him. The gun embeds itself three inches into the brick wall, sticking hard, its stone shell cracking. Dearing jumps at Gallegos, his strength shooting him across the room at inhuman speed.


  Dearing takes a swing, but the air in front of him turns into a solid sheet of blue rock, deflecting his fist and shattering when he hits it. Cobalt blue shards scatter across the room, peppering Gallegos’ face. His surprise gives way to pain as the shards draw blood.


  Gallegos rolls behind the gutted Mustang he had been working on, but Dearing doesn’t let him stay under cover for long. He grabs the front end of the car with one hand and yanks, casually throwing the car out of the way and onto its side with a tremendous crash of metal and glass.


  Which turns out to not be the best idea. A dozen needle-sharp stone projectiles the size of tree branches shoot toward Dearing’s face, and he’s not fast enough to duck them all. One skims along the side of his skull just above the ear, digging a long furrow across his scalp. The rest embed themselves into the wall behind him like javelins.


  Dearing recovers quickly, steps in, feints with his left, and when Gallegos ducks, he catches him in the chest with an uppercut that shatters ribs, pops a lung and sends Gallegos flying across the garage. His body slams into a workbench, scattering tools. He starts to wheeze, hands clutching ineffectually at his chest. He tries to stand but only manages to fall onto the floor, cracking his knees on the hard concrete.


  Any second now he’ll turn purple and start suffocating to death. He looks up at Dearing with bugged-out eyes. He’s mouthing something, ‘Please’ or ‘Help me’, maybe. Dearing isn’t sure.


  Dearing considers just letting him die that way but decides against it. He’s a bastard, but he’s not that big a bastard. Besides, he doesn’t want to watch it. A bullet in the head is one thing. A slow death by asphyxiation is just torture.


  He picks Gallegos up by his neck, drags him over to the back wall of the chop shop and slams his head deep into the wall. Once, twice, three times. The back of Gallegos’ skull shatters, craters into the brick, blood and brain oozing out like a burst ketchup packet.


  Gallegos’ body spasms, eyes rolling back into his head, legs and arms jerking as the nerves misfire. He goes still, his body hanging limply from the broken skull lodged in the wall.


  Dammit, Gallegos. Stupid bastard. Why couldn’t he have made this simple? One bullet is all it would have taken. Dearing had it all planned out. Shoot Gallegos, drive out to a spot in the desert he’s already got picked out where he can dump the body. But now he’s got a slice in his head he’ll have to explain and all this mess. The first person who comes in here is going to know an Evo destroyed the place.


  He needs to clean this crap up fast. Some of the blood on the floor is his. His fingerprints are going to be on the Mustang. There’s only so much he can do to hide his presence here, and it won’t be enough. SID, the Scientific Investigation Division of the LAPD, is going to be crawling all over the scene. Even if he gets Gallegos’ body out of the garage, provided he can find all of the pieces, there’s no way he can clean up the scene enough to hide what’s happened. They’re going to know an Evo was here. And there’s plenty of forensic evidence to show he was here, too. It’s a lost cause, but he has to try anyway.


  He reaches for his gun to pull it out of the wall and has a thought. Gallegos has been slowly attracting more interest from Narcotics. They’ve been poking around him for a while now. Waiting for him to screw up. They’ve suspected he’s a shot caller for some time, but they haven’t been able to pin anything substantial on him. That’s less down to Gallegos’ skill or good fortune and more to Dearing and his men’s ability to bury evidence.


  If they’d thought Gallegos was an Evo, they’d have jumped on him a long time ago. He’d be sitting inside a concrete bunker somewhere, or under a surgeon’s knife as they pried all the secrets from his genes. It’s an ugly world for his kind. Dearing thinks it isn’t entirely undeserved.


  Ever since the June 13th attack in Odessa that killed so many people, Evos have been seen as monsters, enemies, mankind’s greatest threat. They’re synonymous with terrorists.


  Evos lose their rights, have to be registered, are constantly tracked. Finding work is difficult. Finding a place to live is even harder. They can’t have government jobs, can’t join the military, can’t run for office.


  Can’t be cops.


  Which is why Dearing has stayed hidden for so long. He likes being a cop. It’s not about justice or righting wrongs. It’s about power. The power of authority, to come and go as he pleases, to get away with damn near anything. Even murder.


  He’s not about to give that up. Whether it’s for being a crooked cop or for having super-strength, he’s not going to let anyone find him out and take his life away from him.


  If Dearing scoops up and buries Gallegos, or even if he leaves him stuck in the wall like that and bails, there will be questions. Questions that will lead back to him.


  But what if he doesn’t do either?


  What if he were to call it in? Show that Gallegos is an Evo. Point to the damage and say, “Isn’t it a miracle I survived?”


  Gallegos is an Evo shot caller working for a Mexican cartel. Alive or dead but better dead, that’d be a hell of a feather in Dearing’s cap. Take some of the scrutiny off of him. So many people view Evos as a group, never seeing the actual individuals. Like they’re a club or a softball team or something.


  For some reason, a stupid number of people don’t think Evos are going to kill other Evos. They imagine that the mutants are all on the same side. One big, happy band of terrorists and thugs. He doesn’t understand why. They’re just people. And people kill, lie, cheat, murder. Doesn’t matter if someone can fly, turn the air to stone or water into wine. They’re still just people.


  People are monsters, and Dearing’s no different.


  Gallegos might just be his ticket to the fast track from Lieutenant to Captain. He, Murphy and Evans have been hiding evidence showing what Gallegos did for a living. But they weren’t stupid enough to destroy it.


  Now that Gallegos is dead, all that evidence can suddenly appear. After all, things get misfiled all the time.


  Captain. That would be useful. More power. It’s always about more power. Being a cop, climbing the ranks. He can think of a few things he could do with that much power.


  Mrs. Dearing didn’t raise any fools, and he knows an opportunity when he sees one. If he’s going to do this, he has to be very careful. He prowls around the shop, wiping prints off of anything he might have touched that won’t support his story.


  He grabs a crowbar and pries the stone-encrusted gun from the wall. He could just yank it out with his hands, but he wants to make it look like he had to work for it. Chips of rock flake from the metal, scattering blue dust on the floor.


  Dearing hopes he can keep this quiet, out of the news for a little while, but he doubts that will happen. Evos don’t get taken down by cops that often. And once word gets out who Gallegos worked for, the media will eat it up.


  He opens the door on the Crown Vic and winces. His right hand is blistering and red from where Gallegos’ stone enveloped it. It was more than just a rock. His skin burns and itches. Cold and hot at the same time.


  He gets into the car, turns his key in the ignition and activates the radio. “This is 1-Henry-12,” he yells into the handset. “Officer needs help. 4th and Dacotah, Boyle Heights.”


  “Roger, 1-Henry-12, dispatching cars to your location.”


  Dearing sets the radio back in its cradle and takes a deep breath. He thinks about buckling his seatbelt, but he knows what that will look like, the bruising it will leave. That’d just complicate things.


  He puts the car in gear, guns the engine and lets it go.


  This probably won’t kill him, but it’s still going to suck.


  The car slams into Gallegos and the wall at forty miles an hour. The airbag goes off in Dearing’s face as the windshield explodes, the front end crumples like it’s made out of cardboard, driving Gallegos’ body further into the wall. His corpse pops, a blood-filled piñata, viscera spraying across the crushed hood.


  Dearing’s head whips forward. The car fills with the acrid stench of gunpowder and the plume of talcum powder and cornstarch that gets released as the airbag inflates, catching his head just in time. He feels it punch into his face, stars blooming in his eyes. He’s going to look like hell when he gets out of this. Black eyes, probably cuts on his face. Good. The worse he looks, the better.


  He pushes the car door open. It groans with a squeal of twisted metal. He pulls himself out of the car, staggers outside. He leans against the building and slides to the ground. In the distance he can hear sirens.


  Now all he has to do is sit back, wait and hope he’s as good a liar as he thinks he is.


  ***


  Agent Tracy Weller leafs through a dossier on her team’s latest acquisition in her office at the Pelican Bay state prison. She’s young, younger than most in her position. Short, blonde hair cut close to her head, sensible flats, a navy pants suit. She’s not dressed for show.


  When she was first starting at the FBI, she thought she needed to stand out. That turned out to be a mistake. Women at the Agency who stand out too much get stomped on. She changed tactics. Played the game. Learned who to throw under the bus. Pretty soon she was the one doing the stomping. Surprised more than a few people who’d given her shit about her age.


  It’s been two years since she was brought in as part of the Federal Evo Taskforce, and a year since her team moved into the Security Housing Unit, an X-shaped set of buildings at the north end of the prison that had been converted to hold powered individuals. And as her team ran into stranger, more powerful Evos, the facility had to be constantly upgraded to secure them. She was glad all she had to do was catch them. Dealing with that level of budgetary politics and bureaucracy gave her a headache.


  The file Agent Carson has handed her is for an Evo named Pat Barton. They picked him up in Des Moines during a bank robbery. From the report, it looks like they had a hell of a time bringing him in. Put up a fight. Three agents in the hospital, five police officers dead.


  “He turns into a toxic gas?” she says.


  “Yeah,” Carson says, drumming his pen against the table, a habit Weller has grown accustomed to. Carson is almost a stereotype of an FBI agent. A lean African-American with a boyish face. Black hair cut military short, a holdover from his tour of duty in Iraq with the Marines. “Near as we can tell it’s a combination of different agents, though we haven’t isolated them all yet. It’s got properties of sarin, hydrogen cyanide, phosgene and chlorine. It’s a trip to watch. Just don’t be anywhere near it.”


  Weller scans down the page, raises her eyebrows in surprise. “But that’s not how he killed them,” she says.


  “Seems our boy’s impatient. Didn’t want to wait the ten or fifteen minutes it would take to kill them, so he got into their lungs and turned solid. It’s as messy as it sounds. Fortunately, he holed up in the bank vault. We were able to pipe a hundred thousand volts through the wiring for the security system and create enough of an electric field to suppress him.”


  “Shock batons didn’t work?” Her team has protocols. Their charter prioritizes capture and detainment. They want to get dangerous Evos off the streets, not to mention study them.


  Shock batons, Tasers. If those don’t work, aerosolized fentanyl, an anesthetic gas that leaves people dead or in a coma almost as often as it simply knocks them out. Dosages are almost impossible to control. The Russians tried using it in a hostage situation in a theater in Moscow back in 2002, and it was a disaster. A hundred and seventy people died, most of them from the gas.


  After that, the subdual protocols get a little more … direct. They’ve had to put down more than a few Evos in the field with a bullet to the head.


  Once they’re subdued, the nasal shunt goes in, a bulky piece of equipment strapped to the Evo’s chest with a cannula stuck deep into the maxillary sinus. It pumps out a constant dose of a gas that blocks the use of powers. Unwieldy, messy. Fails often.


  “The batons slowed him down,” Carson says. “When we connected. He was gas most of the time. Even with masks, folks got some nasty burns. And even when he looked solid, he wasn’t always. I’m not sure we actually hit him with the batons, just got close enough for the electricity to arc. When we did tag him, it made him go solid, but it didn’t last. We’d cut the voltage, and he’d gas out again. We couldn’t keep him down long enough to get him locked up.”


  “The fentanyl?”


  Carson shakes his head. “We think he’s got a natural barrier between him and any surrounding gasses. We’re not even sure he breathes when he’s in that form. Or how he moves. Since the shock batons worked, we figured we’d try electrifying the bank vault through the security system wiring. We got lucky and it worked. Knocked him out enough for us to sedate him and get the shunt in.”


  “The shunt worked but the fentanyl didn’t?”


  “As long as he’s solid, sure. Once it’s in, it stays in.”


  “Well, that’s something, at least,” she says. Barton is going to be a fascinating one to study. A person who can turn into toxic gas? Imagine the things they’ll learn. She wonders if there would be a way to bleed off some of that gas. Would he replenish it? Would it be like healing a wound? People died to bring him in. She’s not going to let that go to waste.


  “How are we containing him?” she says.


  “Nasal shunt, shock manacles, sealed cell, negative room pressure. Even if he can turn to gas — doubtful with the shunt and the manacles — he shouldn’t be able to flow out of the room. And if he does, we’ve installed an incinerator outside his door. We’ve been keeping him in an isolation ward in the infirmary while we get his cell prepped.”


  Weller winces. It feels a little like overkill, but with a power like this, they can’t afford to mess around. The nasal shunt should handle things just fine, but the gas has to be replenished, and so the manacles provide supplemental control for more dangerous Evos.


  The manacles operate like the shock batons. Hardware embedded in the cuffs detects minute changes in galvanic skin response that might indicate a power about to be used. When the circuit trips, it sends fifty thousand volts through the wearer for a minute and a half, like a Taser on steroids. They’re notoriously unreliable.


  The nasal shunts are better, but even they sometimes fail. Weller hopes to change that today.


  “I hope the manacles work,” Weller says. “Let’s go talk to him.”


  Carson hesitates. “What? You sure you want to do that? See him in Room One?”


  Weller understands his concern. Most of the interview rooms, a euphemism if Weller has ever heard one, are split in two by a thick Plexiglas partition. Protocol requires that dangerous Evos be interviewed in one of these rooms in case they get out of hand, and Barton might be one of the most dangerous ones they’ve ever had in this facility. Room One is only used when there needs to be some sort of hands-on work. Like enhanced interrogation.


  In her jacket pocket, Weller feels the weight of the package she received from Quantico earlier that morning. She’s eager to try it out. Barton will be the perfect Evo to use it on.


  “I’m sure.”


  “You didn’t hire me to cave easily, so I’m going to ask you again. We’ve got him in the room. We have the shunt out, like you asked us. It’s just the manacles keeping him in place. But if he turns into gas and the manacles don’t catch it-”


  Weller places her hand on his shoulder. Carson’s a good man. Good soldier. “Thank you for the concern, but for this we need the shunt out. And no, I’m not wearing a gas mask. I want him to see I’m not afraid of him.”


  “All right. Don’t die,” Carson says. “I so don’t want your job.”


  Weller and Carson walk down the utilitarian gray corridor, following the orange line painted on the floor that leads to Room One. Like the rest of the facility, the room is an oppressive shade of gray, the only furnishings a couple of light plastic chairs and a flimsy plastic table. They’d learned the hard way that anything heavy was a bad idea when a woman with super-strength ripped out a bolted-down metal table and beat three guards to death. Instead, there are U-bolts sunk deep into the floor with a thick chain to attach to the prisoner’s manacles.


  Pat Barton sits in a chair, his hands in front of him, the heavy chains of the manacles tight against his wrists. His head is shaved nearly bald, and he sports a red goatee that could use a trim. His face is set in a scowl, eyes burning and full of hatred. His left nostril is swollen and red from the shunt being pulled out.


  Weller returns his look with one of disinterest. He has only himself to blame for his predicament. He could have registered. He could have not knocked over banks. He could have not been a murderer. He could have not been born a monstrosity.


  Evos have been getting more common, and it pisses Weller off. She’s not scared of Evos — she hates them. Abominations that need to be watched, controlled. Left unchecked, they’ll take over the world. And where will regular people, real people, be then? Barton is an example of the worst of his kind. It’s bad enough that Evos are protesting for rights as if they were true humans. But then Evos like Barton decide to use their powers to steal, to hurt, to kill.


  He should be grateful they didn’t put him down in the field.


  Guards stand at each of the four corners of the room, shock batons at the ready. They wear gas masks, which isn’t standard procedure, but then Barton isn’t your run-of-the-mill Evo. Carson holds a mask of his own, but he doesn’t put it on.


  Weller sits across from the prisoner, not saying anything. Just looking. Studying. To his credit, he keeps his scowl going longer than most. But eventually it starts to crack. Anger turns to fear.


  “The hell are you looking at?” he says.


  “An experiment gone wrong,” she says. “That’s what you are, you know. That’s what all evolution is. Experiments. Sometimes they work. Sometimes they don’t. You’re one of the ones that failed.” She doesn’t think it will take much to rile him up, and he doesn’t disappoint.


  “Yeah? I’ll show you something that works.” Wisps of green gas lift gently off his skin. He begins to appear hazy, indistinct. The guards start forward, but the manacles kick in before they get more than a step, sending electricity coursing through the Evo’s body. He convulses, the gas disappearing. The manacles keep kicking out voltage for a good long while. Sometimes they’ll trigger seizures. But Weller gets the impression that Barton can take the punishment.


  She takes a breath. The moment he started going gaseous, her lungs seized up, some primal fear deep in her brain kicking in. She masters it, breathes normally. She won’t let him see her afraid.


  Barton slumps against the table when the manacles finally shut off, his body shaking, breath coming in a ragged wheeze. He’s trying to say something, but Weller can’t tell what. Some form of ‘Screw you’, no doubt.


  “Hurts, doesn’t it?” she says. “The manacles are messy. Expensive to run, too. Cruel, honestly.” She pulls a small box from her jacket pocket, flips it open and retrieves a small white device with silicone nasal cannulas on the back, minute gas cartridges protruding from the sides. She shows it to him, putting it on the table next to his head so he can see it. She isn’t sure he’s tracking quite yet, but she keeps going anyway.


  “This is a new type of nasal shunt,” she says. “Renautas tech. Brand new stuff. It keeps a steady flow of gas going into the subject’s sinuses. Shuts down powers just like that.” She snaps her fingers under Barton’s eyes, and he jerks away from her.


  “It’s more reliable, more secure. Lasts longer, too. Doesn’t have the problems of the current tech. It’ll make Evos no more powerful than the rest of us. Imagine. No more bulky equipment. No more manacles. Quick, simple. You won’t have to get shocked anymore. Doesn’t that sound great?”


  Barton whimpers, tries to lift his head. Doesn’t get very far.


  “I know,” she says, as if he’s answered her. She stands, stepping around the table and kneeling down next to him. “Now, this is largely untested tech. We’ve tried it on a lot of Evos, but we know what to make of most of them. We haven’t run into one with your powers before. You’re a trailblazer, Mister Barton.” She pulls his head back and shoves the device against his nose. A probe from the cannulas extends into his sinuses, lodging there. She slams the palm of her hand up against it to really shove it in there.


  Barton starts whimpering, a sound just on the edge of a scream. His body thrashes, but there’s no strength in it. The manacles might not be reliable, but when they work, they do a pretty good job. Blood oozes from around the shunt. Weller lets his head fall back onto the table.


  “You killed five people,” she says. “You hurt three of my agents. I’d just as soon kill you as look at you. But you’ve got some use left in you, and by god, I will use up everything you have if it means carving you into little slices to look at under a microscope. Goodbye, Mister Barton. Enjoy your new life.”


  ***


  Dearing’s phone rings while he’s sitting in traffic on the 101 freeway near downtown. He thumbs the answer button. “Dearing,” he says.


  “I come bearing good tidings,” Murphy says. “You’re cleared from administrative leave.”


  Dearing hasn’t seen Murphy or Evans in a couple of weeks. They met after everything went to shit in order to strategize, get stories straight. After that, they decided Dearing should lay low until things died down. Too many eyes on him.


  Mostly, Dearing’s been bored. He doesn’t have a lot going on outside of his work for the LAPD and his more lucrative extracurricular activities. He lives alone, doesn’t date. Hard to have a relationship when you’re constantly hiding the fact that you can bend steel with your bare hands. Keeping secrets is what he does, but that level of secrecy is just exhausting. He’s tried it a few times. It’s always ended in disaster.


  So he’s been down at a casino in Gardena playing Hold ’Em and Pai Gow poker. Normally he goes once a month, but with so much free time and not really wanting to do anything that might attract attention, he’s been going a lot more.


  Murphy and Evans have been splitting his job between them, mainly just collecting payments from the gangs they have deals with.


  They need to show their clients, mostly gangsters and thugs with the odd higher-end businessman, that nothing has changed. That they’re still watching out for them. And that if anybody steps out of line, they’ll be dealt with just like before.


  “That was faster than I expected.” Use of Force investigations usually take a while, and the high-profile ones even longer. It didn’t get much higher profile than taking down a suspected cartel shot caller who was an Evo. The department had put Dearing on administrative leave as they tried to sort through what the hell had happened.


  He’d kept his story simple. Anonymous tip. Sounded like a string of GTA cases he’d been working on. So he went down to see what was up. Things went south from there. Gallegos pegged him as a cop and showed his powers. Dearing hadn’t even been able to get a shot off. If he hadn’t gotten to his car and rammed it into the gangbanger, he’d be dead.


  The garage was trashed enough to support the story, though he got an ass-chewing for stepping on an active Narcotics case. He feigned ignorance. How was he to know Narcotics was on this guy? Acted surprised that Gallegos had been anybody important. He’s not sure they bought it.


  To make matters worse, the media was all over the story. The department had kept his name under wraps for now, but that wasn’t going to last. It was weird to be in the spotlight without actually being in the spotlight. Some were calling him a hero, others a monster.


  “They rammed it through,” Murphy says. “Autopsy was cut and dried. DNA came back showing he was an Evo. SID supports your story. You’re free and clear, man.”


  “It’s never that simple.”


  Murphy laughs. “Yeah, there’s a wrinkle. But it’s a good one. The way they’re talking, they want to fast-track you for Captain. Put your name out in the news and everything.”


  “Shit.”


  “What? I thought you’d be happy about that.”


  “You remember what we do, right?” The added scrutiny was going to make things difficult. Not just for their little side jobs, but also for Dearing’s attempts to keep his powers under wraps.


  “Dammit.”


  “We’ll deal with it. So are you the official welcome wagon, or do I have to act surprised when I get a phone call from the Captain?”


  “I’m it. Narcotics still thinks you’re an asshole for jacking up their case, but everybody else loves you.”


  Murphy might buy that, but Dearing doesn’t. “So nothing else? Nobody from the Times poking around? Narcotics isn’t asking questions?”


  There’s a pause. “Well, yeah, but it’s nothing. Some federal agent’s in a pissing match to get the body. They want to study it or something.”


  Dearing’s hands are suddenly slick with sweat. His heart pounds in his chest. Everything feels tight and close as his paranoia spikes to eleven. “Are they asking about me?” he says.


  “No idea. Why would they?”


  Why indeed? “Because if they want Gallegos’ body, they’re going to want to talk to the guy who killed him.”


  Best case, they take everything he says at face value, nod their heads and go home. Worst case, they dig. Even if all they do is find out about the side jobs, he’s screwed. There’s no way he’ll be able to hide what he is in prison.


  “So? They’ve got an Evo corpse and a good crime scene. Everything you’ve said checks out. You worry too much.”


  But that’s just it. Dearing doesn’t think he’s nearly worried enough.


  ***


  “They’re still stalling,” Carson says, coming into the LAPD interrogation room with two coffees. He hands one to Weller, who’s going through a file, and sits down across from her.


  “That’s fine,” she says. She expected the LAPD wouldn’t want to give up the body. Jurisdiction is murky, and this is the sort of case that can make or break a career. Soon enough, the news will cycle around to the next celebrity meltdown, and nobody will care anymore. When that happens, she’ll push for a court order and take the corpse back to Pelican Bay, where they’ll cut it up and yank out its secrets. Two, maybe three days, tops.


  “Oh?”


  She slides the file across to him. “I want to talk to this Lieutenant Dearing. He’s the one who killed the Evo. I want to know what he knows. What he saw. The only thing I have is his report, and it’s crap. They’re not releasing any of the other information yet.”


  “I can get Judge Horner on the phone,” Carson says. Horner’s a FISA judge who’s good at cutting through interagency bullshit, but Weller shakes her head.


  “Not yet. The last thing we need is the press to turn their eyes on us. We’ll give the police their time in the spotlight. It won’t be that long.”


  “I can’t say I don’t appreciate the change of scenery,” Carson says.


  The door opens, and a young officer sticks his head in. Earnest, puppy-dog eyes, hair high and tight. “Excuse me, Agent Weller? Lieutenant Dearing is here.”


  “Well, show him in, then.”


  The officer pauses. “Uh. I’m supposed to take you to him. To his office.”


  “You can bring him here,” Weller says. She smiles at him, as if this was perfectly normal. “We’ve got the paperwork here. It’ll be easier for all of us.”


  “I- Okay.”


  “Appreciate it,” Weller says, still smiling. He nods, the nervousness never leaving his face, and disappears, closing the door behind him.


  “You know that smile doesn’t actually look friendly, right?” Carson says. “Way too many teeth.”


  “Who says I want to look friendly?”


  “That’s not gonna win you any points with this Lieutenant,” Carson tells her.


  “I’m okay with that,” Weller says. “Look at his file. Everything about that record screams ambition.”


  Carson skims through the file. “No wonder you don’t like the guy. This file looks just like yours.”


  Is that why her gut is telling her to look into this guy? She just doesn’t like him? Sure, the report’s incomplete, but that doesn’t mean anything. Does it?


  The door to the interrogation room opens. Not too hard to be threatening, but not so delicately that it doesn’t get the point across. A square-jawed man with short brown hair stands in the doorway, scowling.


  “Lieutenant Dearing?” Weller says, all smiles. “I’m Special Agent Weller, and this is Special Agent Carson. Pleased to meet you.”


  Dearing isn’t buying it. “I don’t have time for this,” he says. “You’ve got my report. Everything’s in there.”


  “Have you ever dealt with an Evo before, Lieutenant?” Weller says.


  A pause, a little too long. Then, “In the station. A few get brought in from time to time.”


  Something about that pause bothers Weller. Is he lying? Why? Possibly because he knows one and isn’t reporting it? Interesting.


  “You do get a few of them out here, don’t you? I was reading some of the station reports. People who fly, phase through walls. Those must be a pain in the ass. I saw a report about one who can turn into smoke. They haven’t killed anyone, have they? I’ve got one in custody like that. Only he does poison gas. He’s a real monster.”


  “Not that I’ve heard,” Dearing says.


  “Well, if they had, I’m sure you’d know. One of the things we’ve found is that when someone encounters a person with powers, they tend to be shaken up. Initial reports aren’t always, well, reliable. They’re often … incomplete.”


  He says nothing for a moment, and Weller swears she can hear gears turning in his head. He’s taking too long to decide between sitting down and telling her to kiss off.


  “My report’s complete,” he finally says. “And like I said, I have work to do. I’ve been away for a few days, and cases are piled up on my desk.”


  “I understand,” Weller says. “But we won’t take up much of your time. Just a couple of questions. Promise.” She smiles, this time not showing as many teeth, trying to be as disarming as possible. Part of her wants him to balk again. Because if he’s going to resist that much, well, that would mean something, wouldn’t it?


  “Fine,” he says and sits down at the interrogation table. “What do you want to know?”


  “It says that- What was his name?”


  “Gallegos,” Carson says. “Hugo Gallegos.”


  “Gallegos, right, was exhibiting super-strength and some kind of crystal powers? Can you elaborate on that at all? I mean, I understand the strength, but what do you mean by crystal powers?”


  “He made rocks form out of thin air, over objects.” Dearing says. He shows her his hand. Where there isn’t gauze, the skin is pink, bordering on red. “Like my hand. Covered the whole thing in this blue rock. I don’t know what kind. Docs say I’m suffering from mild frostbite. They think when the rock crystals formed, it sucked all the heat out of my hand.”


  “That looks nasty,” Carson says. “Healing okay?”


  “They tell me it will.”


  “The Evo had multiple powers?” Weller says. “That’s rare. Almost unheard of, actually.”


  “I thought all Evos were rare.”


  “Well, yes, but two distinct powers? That doesn’t happen often.”


  “It’s usually just one and done,” Carson says.


  “Even when we see multiple powers, it’s a lot more than that. I don’t think we’ve run into anyone with just two.”


  Weller watches Dearing. That was one thing about the story that bothered her. With Evos, there were commonalities. A ridiculous number of them could fly, for example. So if he’d had super-strength or this crystal power, she wouldn’t have thought much about it. But both? Possible, yes. Likely? No.


  “Huh. Good to know,” Dearing says. “Anything else?”


  “You drove your car into him?”


  “Well, my gun was covered in stone and stuck in the wall, and I wasn’t about to try punching the guy. He’d just tossed a Mustang onto its side.”


  “Really made a mess of his body, didn’t you?” Carson says.


  “Cars do that when you ram them into people. I wasn’t exactly thinking about how tough it was going to make the coroner’s job. Sorry.”


  “Pretty resourceful of you,” Weller says. “Thinking of the car. Why’d he let you get all the way over to it, do you think?”


  “I didn’t ask,” Dearing says. “I was busy running.”


  “Your report says you received an anonymous tip about a chop shop. Any idea who called it in?”


  “You do know what anonymous means, right?” Dearing says.


  “Fair enough. How come you didn’t take anyone with you? Is that protocol?”


  “Didn’t think it would lead to much. We’re stretched thin. The LAPD doesn’t have the resources to throw a bunch of people at a rumor.”


  “But they have the resources to throw a Lieutenant at it? That seems like something a patrol officer should be doing.”


  “Agent Weller, what is it you’re looking for? I know a grilling when I see one.”


  “I’m just trying to get to the meat of what happened,” Weller says, her tone hardening. “We’re talking about someone suspected of being highly placed in a Mexican cartel who turns out to have powers. I don’t know about you, Lieutenant, but that scares the hell out of me. So if I sound like I’m looking for something, I am.”


  And it does scare the hell out of her. When things changed, she was already a veteran at the Agency. She’d handled drug cases, murders, money laundering, terrorism. She cut her teeth on the Fort Dix attack in 2007, broke a Russian human-trafficking ring in 2009. Young women brought over in cargo containers, sold into slavery — when they survived the journey, that is. She’d seen the worst that humanity had to offer.


  When the Evos showed up, everything changed. Whole new ballgame. Whole new terrors. She understood the fear, or thought she did, but she clung to the idea that they were still American citizens.


  And then Odessa happened. She was on the ground in the first days after the attack. She saw the dead. Saw the destruction. So many bodies that they had to stack them up outside of town.


  It was worse than anything she’d ever seen before. Something inside her snapped. Human beings hadn’t done this. Monsters had.


  “Gallegos was under surveillance by your Narcotics division,” Carson says. “How did this guy manage to keep his powers under wraps? Did he never use them around people? Or did he just happen to kill everyone he ran into? I’m not sure which one worries me more.”


  “Maybe he just didn’t want to get locked up,” Dearing says. “How hard could it be for an Evo to hide their powers? People lie all the time.”


  “They’re not people, Lieutenant,” Weller says. “They’re abominations. And all liars slip up now and again.”


  “Everything you need to know is right there in my report,” Dearing declares, his voice flat. “Nothing more, nothing less. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to catch up on.”


  “Of course, Lieutenant,” Weller says. “Thank you for your time. It’s been illuminating.”


  Dearing gets up, his scowl somehow deeper than before. “Yeah. Whatever.” He leaves the interrogation room, slamming the door behind him.


  “That went well,” Carson says.


  “Better than I expected, actually. Interesting guy.”


  “He was pushing back a little too much there,” Carson says. “What do you think he’s hiding?”


  “I don’t know,” Weller says. “But I’m going to find out.”


  ***


  Dearing leaves the interrogation room, his palms sweating. He’s screwed himself. He should have been more cooperative, more conciliatory. But goddamn if he’s going to give these people the satisfaction.


  He should have played it straight. Cooperate. Tell the same story he’s been telling. So what if there are inconsistencies? He should have played up the unreliable witness angle. Said he was still shaken after his run-in with the Evo. Anything.


  There are half a dozen things he did wrong in there that he would have exploited if he was in their shoes. But then, if he was in their shoes, he’d have kept pushing until something cracked.


  So why didn’t they?


  Because they know there’s more going on, but they don’t know what it is. That means they’re falling back to dig some more. Dammit. He’s acting like an amateur. His unanticipated battle with Gallegos must have thrown him more than he’s been willing to admit to himself.


  A commotion at the front of the squad room pulls him out of his thoughts. Five uniforms are hauling in a guy who looks like he’s been living on Skid Row. He’s screaming an incoherent rant about black helicopters and shadowy agents.


  Closer to the truth than you know, buddy.


  And then he bursts into flame.


  Three of the officers holding him go up like Roman candles. Rolling around on the floor, screaming as the flames consume them. Somebody pulls the fire alarm, kicking off the sprinklers. Dearing bolts for the fire extinguisher on the wall, pulls the pin — and stops.


  The blazing homeless man doesn’t seem to mind that he’s on fire. He’s standing in the middle of the room, everything catching fire around him despite the downpour of water; papers, desks, the floor. A black, smoldering stain is spreading across the ceiling.


  And he’s laughing.


  “Evo!” Dearing yells. He runs over to the two officers and lets loose with the fire extinguisher, covering them in a cloud of white powder. They’re badly burned, but at least they’re not on fire anymore. Dearing turns to see the burning Evo lock eyes with him. The man puts his arms out and starts walking toward him.


  “Free hugs!” the Evo yells, cackling. “Love for everybody!” Inside his shroud of flames, Dearing can see that the man is untouched by the fire. It dances off his skin like he’s wearing it as a suit, his hair unsinged, his skin unblistered. Even his clothes are fine.


  With each footstep, the linoleum on the floor ignites. Desks are catching fire, phones are melting. Papers curl brown and black in the heat before going up like so much flash paper.


  Officers with stun batons come running at the burning man, but they can’t get anywhere near him. The flames are too hot. He turns toward one of them and a jet of flame arcs from his fingers to the officer’s baton. It explodes in the officer’s face in a shower of molten slag. The man falls to the floor, screaming.


  Dearing drops the fire extinguisher while the man’s attention is elsewhere, draws his sidearm and puts two bullets into the Evo’s back. The flames disappear as suddenly as they had appeared. The man’s knees give way and he falls onto his back in a flooded patch on the floor, steam rising as the sprinklers rain down on his face. He peers up at Dearing with a look like he’s just stepped in something foul. Not pained, not confused. Pissed off.


  Then his eyes roll back into his head and he dies.


  Dearing stares at his body, gun still in his hand. The man’s ranting echoes through his mind. Love for everybody. Sure, pal. Kumbaya and all that crap. We’re just one big bunch of understanding motherfuckers in this world.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he catches Weller watching him from the doorway of the interrogation room. He turns to her, face flat, holsters his gun. Yeah, he just killed another Evo.


  Let her chew on that.


  ***


  The mess takes hours to sort out. The whole station is a crime scene now. Ambulances come to cart away the wounded and the dead. Weller’s probably going to want this Evo’s body, too. There are statements to take, reports to file. Dearing is looking at another Use of Force investigation. Just what he goddamn needs.


  To make things worse, most of the computers are fried from the sprinklers, and the ones that aren’t can’t connect to the network. They boot up, the screens go weird and then they die. By the time everything’s cleared out and the computers come back up, it’s almost midnight.


  Dearing has Evans and Murphy meet him in the parking lot outside the station. All three are exhausted and still wet from the sprinklers in the squad room, but they have things to talk about.


  “Agent Weller is going to be a problem,” Dearing says. He needs to tread carefully here. He knows he can only trust these two so far. Something about thieves and an overwhelming lack of honor.


  “What does she know?” Evans says.


  “Nothing yet. But she’s digging.” He gives them a rundown of his talk with Weller.


  Murphy scowls. “She doesn’t know shit.”


  “She’s going to want to talk to Gallegos’ crew,” Dearing says.


  “They’ve scattered,” Murphy says. “She won’t find anything there.”


  “Still, we need to watch her and see what happens.”


  “I really don’t want to do surveillance on a Fed,” Evans says.


  “And I don’t want to have to dismantle everything we’ve built,” Murphy says. “I got too much money riding on this.”


  Dearing gets it. They’ve put a lot of time and effort into contacts, side deals, protection rackets. It’s not a big network, but it’s theirs. He’s damn well not going to watch it all go to shit.


  “We won’t have to do either. Pay attention to her. She’ll be making noise. We’ll hear about it around the station. As for everything else, we take it down a notch until things calm down. Patience and calm.”


  He’s telling himself this as much as he’s telling them. He has more to lose than they do. They get caught, they’ll do ten years, tops. Dearing gets caught, he’ll disappear into a hole and never come out again.


  They nod in agreement. He’s hoping that’s at least one thing he can trust them on, but he wonders when, not if, they’re going to screw him. “All right. Watch yourselves.”


  “Yeah, you too,” Evans says.


  They break up, each going to their separate cars. Dearing’s is parked on the other side of the lot. He stops when he gets to his car. The cab light is on. He knows he didn’t leave it on. Most of the time he forgets it’s even there.


  Did Weller bug his car? No. He doesn’t see her as the sloppy sort. She’s too organized, too by-the-book. If she’d put a bug in there, he’d never know it.


  He unlocks the car and pulls the door open. A thick manila envelope is sitting on the driver’s seat. He opens it warily, like he’s expecting a snake to jump out of it. He’s made use of enough blackmail material in his time to know that the right photo can be just as dangerous as a bomb.


  He pulls out an unlabeled DVD and files from his investigation stamped with LAPD evidence numbers. Tire prints, crime-scene photos, coroner files, DNA reports.


  And a cell phone that starts to ring.


  Dearing stares at it. Whoever’s calling is doing it from a blocked number. He picks it up and answers.


  “Good evening, Lieutenant Dearing,” says a man’s voice.


  “Who the hell is this?”


  “Someone with a vested interest in your welfare,” the voice says. “The envelope contains the paper copies of your Use of Force investigation. The DVD is the only remaining copy of the computer records. Do with them what you will.”


  Dearing thinks back to the problem with the computers after the fire. Even the ones that hadn’t been affected by the sprinklers were malfunctioning.


  “Why?” he says. He looks over the resolution report from the police commission and the medical examiner. “Says here I was in the right. As far as everybody’s concerned, I’m free and clear. Even the M.E. said it was a good kill.”


  “Look at Gallegos’ cause of death,” the man says.


  Dearing looks. Massive blunt force trauma to the parietal and occipital bones. The rest of Gallegos’ injuries are listed as post-mortem.


  “The back of his skull was crushed and then he was rammed into the wall by your car after he was dead,” the man says. “Now, how do you suppose that happened?”


  Shit. The only reason he isn’t locked up right now is sheer luck. If Weller catches a glimpse of this, she’ll see the problem. And then he’s screwed.


  “And these are the only copies?”


  “They are. I suggest you destroy them.” The man hangs up.


  Dearing knows he’s lying. Anyone who would, or even could, go to this much trouble to get the evidence in the case wouldn’t just hand it all over to him. They’d hold onto it for leverage. This guy wants something.


  But what? And why?


  He checks the phone’s history. Nothing. He’s not surprised. Of course he’s covering his tracks. Even tracing the call through the cell tower probably won’t get Dearing anything. He gets out of the car and looks around. Whoever’s watching him could be in a hundred different places. He checks under the dashboard for a camera, peers into the vents. He doesn’t find one, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.


  He’s just spinning his wheels. When the mystery man wants to get hold of him, he will. There are more important things to think about. Like what to do with these files.


  By the time he gets home, he’s decided to shred and burn them. He checks the DVD to see whether the man was at least telling the truth about it. Sure enough. Everything nicely scanned and filed away. He nukes the DVD in his microwave until it’s nothing but a sparking, smoking mess.


  He goes through all the papers, looking for any holes that might screw him over and can only think of two: the pathologist who conducted the autopsy, and the body itself. The records might be missing, but if anyone were to talk to the M.E. or do another autopsy, he’s screwed.


  He knows the pathologist, Katherine Reese. She’s not the type to turn down a little extra cash. She could conveniently forget the details and get Gallegos’ body carted off to a mortuary for a nice, quick cremation. It’ll cost, but it beats getting locked up, or worse.


  After a fitful night of his stomach twisting into knots at all the things that could go wrong, Dearing calls the Coroner’s Office from the burner phone. If his new benefactor wants to listen in as he digs himself deeper into trouble, that’s fine. The important thing is that the call doesn’t get traced back to his apartment.


  “Hi, this is Detective Horton,” he says, “Hollenbeck Division. Is Doctor Reese in today? I can’t get hold of her.”


  Silence. Then, “I’m sorry, sir, but she was in a car accident yesterday.”


  “Oh,” Dearing says, suspicion growing in his gut. “I hope she’s all right.”


  The receptionist’s voice starts to crack. “She was killed,” she says.


  This cannot be a coincidence. He takes the burner phone away from his ear and looks at it for a moment. Did they kill her? What about the body? Did they take care of that, too?


  “I’m very sorry to hear that,” he finally says. “Is there another pathologist I could talk to?”


  “I’ll redirect you to Doctor Martinez.”


  “That would be great, thanks.”


  He’s heard of Martinez. A stick up his ass so far it’s a wonder the guy can bend over. Reese, he could work with. If the rumors about Martinez are true, the doctor would just turn him in. He doesn’t want to talk to the guy, but he needs to know about Gallegos’ body.


  A new voice, gravelly with age, comes on the line. “Martinez,” the man says.


  “Hi, Doctor Martinez, Detective Horton, LAPD. Working on an Evo case that Doctor Reese did the autopsy for. I understand she had an accident.”


  “Yep,” the doctor says. “Got her in a drawer right here. Don’t know what I can do for you, though. All our computers went to shit yesterday.”


  At least that part’s true. “Sorry for your loss,” Dearing says.


  “Eh, shit happens,” Martinez says. “Said you’re calling about the Evo?”


  “This one landed on my desk this morning, and I had a couple questions. Is the body still there?”


  “Oh, yeah. Looked at him this morning. He’s a mess. Car accident or something. Almost cut the poor bastard in half.”


  “Oh, good. I’ll see if I can find the info she sent over. There’s something here. Really sorry to hear about her.”


  “Yeah, it’s a drag. But hey, all our luck runs out eventually, right?”


  “Right,” Dearing says. He hangs up, wondering if his luck has run out, too.


  ***


  Weller’s morning has been one frustration after another. The squad room is still flooded enough that she’s working from her hotel room. She’s been on the phone with the LAPD for the last two hours trying to get the case files released.


  “No, goddammit, I will not hold,” she says for the fifth time that morning. “At least tell me what the hell the problem is.” She’s been bounced around from department to department, and she hasn’t been able to get a straight answer from anyone. The detective on the phone is the latest in a long line of irritating people.


  “All our computers are jacked up,” he says, his voice weary. “A bunch of our records are gone. They’re saying it could take weeks to get it fixed. I know you think what you’ve got going on is important, but we’re drowning over here. Do yourself a favor and let it go. Nobody can help you right now.”


  He hangs up on her.


  “Dammit.” It’s one thing to deal with politics and stonewalling, but she can’t abide incompetence. There’s a knock on her door.


  “You won’t believe this,” Carson says when she opens the door.


  “Let me guess, computer problems and all the records are gone?”


  “Yeah. But that’s not the crazy part.”


  “Wait, seriously?” While she was trying to track down the files from the LAPD, Carson was working on getting the autopsy report from the coroner. The LAPD should have it, but it was usually faster to get it straight from the source.


  “Coroner’s Office had some kind of system crash,” he says. “Lost a bunch of records.”


  “LAPD had the same thing. Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”


  “You haven’t heard the punchline yet,” Carson says. “The pathologist who did the autopsy? She’s dead. Car accident last night.”


  “Somebody’s covering this up,” she says, dialing her phone. “Call the local FBI field office, get a pathologist from them. I’m getting the rest of the team down here. I want another autopsy on that corpse and a full work-up before somebody makes it disappear, too.”


  ***


  Dearing drums his fingers on the steering wheel of his car and checks his watch for the sixth time in the last ten minutes. He’s parked on the top floor of the USC Medical Center parking garage, looking down at the red brick building of the Coroner’s Office on Mission Road near Interstate 5. He stole the car a couple hours ago from an impound lot on Figueroa with some bullshit paperwork and a fake badge number. The cameras are ridiculously easy to avoid. There’s nothing to trace the car to him, so if things go south, he can abandon it without worry.


  He’s waiting for the office to change over to the night shift. The county doesn’t like to pay employees overtime, so most of the staff clocks out at five on the dot, leaving only a small skeleton crew for body pick-up and check-in. The sun has already set, but he’ll give it an hour, maybe two, and then head down. He knows the building, knows the layout, but he doesn’t know where Gallegos’ body is. There are at least three morgue rooms it could be in. He’s hoping he can find it quickly.


  He’s been checking the police band with a handheld scanner, listening for any homicide or ambulance calls. So far it’s been a quiet night.


  An hour and a half later, he’s out of the car and peering over the side of the parking structure. He’s made bigger jumps. When he first discovered his powers, he didn’t push himself, thinking that just because he had super-strength didn’t mean he was invulnerable. It doesn’t, but it does make him ridiculously tough. If all he had was muscle strength and the supporting bones and tendons weren’t in sync with it, he would have torn his arms out of their sockets years ago.


  He gives himself a running start and leaps from the top of the parking garage toward the roof of the coroner’s building several stories below. He sails across the gap, a good twenty feet easy, and hits the sloping roof hard. Tiles scatter, falling behind him into the alley below. He scrambles up and to the back of the building, where there’s a terrace for ventilation equipment and a maintenance entrance.


  He ducks low behind the vents, waiting to see if anyone comes up to investigate the noise. Most of the work is done on the lower floors, with offices at the top. With the late shift on duty, no one should be in them right now, but it pays to be careful.


  His plan, such as it is, is to get inside, find Gallegos’ body, get him back to the roof and jump across to the parking structure again. From the coroner’s building, he should be able to make it to one of the lower levels, and then he can run back up to where the car is parked.


  Ten minutes go by, fifteen. He decides it’s as safe as it’s going to get and pulls on a pair of nitrile gloves. The last thing he needs is his fingerprints all over the place. He jimmies the maintenance door open. He inches his way down the stairs, listening for footsteps above the hum of the air conditioning and the buzz of fluorescent lights. The entire place smells strongly of bleach, with only a hint of something slightly off.


  The County Coroner’s Office is designed to hold about three hundred and fifty bodies, but they’re not all kept in the same morgue room. He slips into the first one, the temperature noticeably colder and the stink of decay stronger. Rows upon rows of morgue drawers, each labeled with a number, but no indication of who might be inside them.


  He starts pulling them open, wincing at the smell. The place is basically a freezer, and just like everywhere else in the building, it’s been doused in a liberal amount of bleach, but a rotting corpse is a rotting corpse. He checks the identification tag on the outside of the black body bag. It’s not Gallegos. Same with the next drawer and the next. He goes through all thirty drawers.


  No Gallegos. Dammit.


  Would they have put the body in some kind of hazmat containment area? A special room? Now that he thinks of it, he isn’t sure what they do with dead Evos. He checks the computer on the desk in the corner of the room, but it wants a password. He goes through the desk drawers, looking for a logbook or anything that will show him where specific bodies are kept, but there’s nothing.


  He probably should have done that first, but his nerves have made him jumpy, and he’s not thinking as clearly as he should be. Now is not the time to make mistakes. He forces his anxiety down. It’s not like this is the first time he’s broken into someplace he’s not supposed to be. He’s just never had so much on the line.


  He slips out of the room and quickly crosses the hall to the second storage room. He checks the desk, but it’s the same as before. Nothing for it, then. He starts sliding open drawers, hoping to find Gallegos in one of them.


  ***


  “I don’t care who the hell you are,” Martinez says, glaring at Weller from his front door. “You’re not getting anything until the morning.” At just over five-feet-two with long, unkempt hair, the pathologist looks like an angry Pekingese.


  “Doctor,” Weller says, “I’m not here to ask permission.” She shoves the court order to release Hugo Gallegos’ body at him. He waves it away as if it were a mosquito.


  She and Carson have tracked the doctor to his home in Echo Park to serve him the papers so they can go down and get started. They’ve been standing on his doorstep for the last twenty minutes.


  “Yes, I got that. I don’t care. You need two pathologists to sign him out before he can be moved. I’m one, another comes back tomorrow from vacation in the Maldives and the third one is currently cooling her heels in a drawer next to my office. So unless you can get a dead woman’s signature, you’re not moving him.”


  “I don’t want to move him,” Weller says. “I have an FBI pathologist with me who’s going to do another autopsy. We just need to get access to the body.”


  Martinez frowns, grabs the paper from her hand and reads it over. “Ah. I see. And this can’t wait until the morning? You do know he’s not going anywhere, right? Because, you know, he’s dead?”


  Weller wants to scream at the man, but she manages to keep a straight face. “I am aware, yes.”


  “All right, then,” Martinez says. “Let me get changed and I’ll come with you.”


  “I said I’ve got my own pathologist.”


  “And it’s my goddamn morgue. I’m not letting you people in there unsupervised. Wait here. I’ll be out in five minutes.” He slams the door in her face.


  “That went better than I expected,” Carson says.


  Weller pinches the bridge of her nose. “I hate dealing with locals.”


  “Oh, come on,” Carson says. “He’s like some quaint country doctor. Gruff, but lovable.”


  “If he doesn’t get a move on, that quaint country doctor’s getting a boot up his ass.”


  “You really think whoever’s behind this is going to go after the body tonight?”


  “You mean Dearing,” she says.


  “No,” Carson says. “I still don’t think it’s him. I think he’s covering something up, but I don’t know that he’s involved in this. I get that he’s a thug, sure. But hacking LAPD and county coroner records and arranging a car accident that kills the pathologist who did the autopsy? No. I don’t know who’s behind this or why, but it’s not him.”


  Weller has to agree that the facts don’t fit, but her gut tells her otherwise. Maybe it’s just that she knows Dearing’s hiding something. He’s got something going on, something to do with this Evo that he isn’t telling her. Or maybe it’s just that she doesn’t like him.


  Whatever the answer is, she’s certain she’ll find it in that morgue.


  ***


  Dearing’s heard that if you spend enough time around the stink of corpses, your nose gets used to it and you don’t notice it anymore. Horseshit. He’s been in the morgue plenty of times, seen dead bodies, some in advanced stages of decay, but he’s never had to stick his face into drawer after drawer for the better part of an hour. After seeing and smelling everything from gunshot wounds to stabbings to run-of-the-mill heart attacks, he’d like to find whoever told him that particular lie and beat him to death.


  He’s having trouble keeping his lunch down — the nausea is almost overwhelming. The last thing he needs right now is to throw up. He’s halfway through the third morgue room and he still hasn’t found Gallegos. Maybe they did put him in some kind of Evo containment drawer, though he doesn’t know why they would. It’s not like being an Evo is contagious. Hell, with all the homeless cases that come through here, they’re in more danger of catching TB than suddenly coming down with superpowers.


  He pulls another drawer and glances at the I.D. tag on the bag, and there he is, finally. Hugo Gallegos. Dearing unzips the bag and is assaulted with a stink like Satan’s own butthole. Even with all the bleach and the near-freezing temperatures, Gallegos is ripe. It doesn’t help that his skull is like a crushed melon and his torso is almost cut in half. Only shreds of meat and his spine are holding him in one piece.


  “Well, hello, Hugo,” Dearing says. “Fancy meeting you here.” He zips the body bag back up and hauls Gallegos out of the drawer. Now, to get him back to the roof and then up to his car. He tosses Gallegos’ body over his shoulder, and even with the body bag sealed, he gags from the stink so close to his head. When he’s done with this mess, he’s going to burn the clothes he’s wearing.


  He edges the door open and then halts. Footsteps around the corner, voices. He strains to hear. An argument. Martinez going on about jurisdiction or something. And then Dearing hears another voice and time stops.


  “We just need a few hours with the body and then we’ll be out of your hair,” Weller says. “I don’t know how to make it any more plain, Doctor. I have a court order. I have a pathologist. Why are you stonewalling?”


  Dearing’s mouth goes dry, his heart hammering. He holds his breath and listens. If they come in here, he’s sunk. He clenches his fist. He won’t go down without a fight.


  “I don’t like you, Agent Weller,” Martinez says. Thank god for crotchety old farts. “And I’m not stonewalling. Before you’re going back there, you’re filling out paperwork. I hate paperwork. I think other people should hate paperwork, too.”


  “We signed in already,” Weller says, irritation in her voice.


  “Congratulations,” Martinez says. “That wins you a dollar. Would you like to try for two? I’m talking about the county release. The office tracking forms. And anything else I think I need your signature on.”


  “Is it going to be like this the entire time I’m here?” Weller says.


  “Probably,” Martinez says. “Now, if you’ll follow me.”


  ***


  The footsteps recede into the distance. Dearing figures he has a few minutes, possibly longer, depending on how annoyed Martinez is and how fast Weller can sign her name. He slips out the door, Gallegos’ body slung over his shoulder. The bag sloshes as it shifts. As quietly as possible, he heads down the hall toward the back of the building. He goes up to the roof exit, his heart pounding in his chest, and tries to open the door. The knob doesn’t budge. He must have done something to the lock when he picked it. He rattles it, but it doesn’t give. He twists the knob, hoping to loosen it with a little extra strength, but instead it comes off in his hand.


  This night just keeps getting better. He could kick the door open, but he’s still hanging on to the hope that he can get out of this without drawing too much attention. He wants this to look like the body went missing, not that somebody actually came in here and stole it. And he really doesn’t want anyone to think it was done by another Evo.


  There’s a side entrance downstairs next to the loading dock. It’s more visible than he’d like, but right now he just needs to get the hell out of here. He heads downstairs past the morgue rooms and cuts down a hallway. He pushes open the big double doors leading to the loading dock and freezes.


  That agent, what the hell was his name? Carson. He’s standing outside on the loading dock smoking a cigarette and talking on his cell phone. Dearing ducks back into the hallway before he’s spotted.


  Well, shit. Now what? If he tangles with Carson, he’s going to have to kill him, and that’s just going to make things worse. His only option at this point is looking to be the roof again. Like it or not, he’s going to have to break that door down.


  “You’re dead and you’re just as much a pain in the ass as you were when you were alive, Gallegos,” Dearing whispers to the corpse in the body bag. He looks through the window in the door and sees Carson crushing his cigarette butt with his heel and heading inside. He’s still on his phone. Dearing moves fast down the hallway to get up to the roof.


  “And don’t think for a second you’re using my instruments,” Martinez’ voice echoes in the hall.


  “He brought his own, Doctor,” Weller says.


  They’re still around the corner but they’re close, and Dearing’s too far away from the stairs. If Weller doesn’t spot him, Carson will. He ducks through the nearest door into one of the morgue rooms. He can hear them getting closer and closer until they stop right outside the door.


  “Which room is he in?” Weller says. Dearing hears papers shuffling.


  “Should be this one,” Martinez says. “We’re still digging out from under this computer glitch.”


  Dearing had wanted to be careful. Had wanted to do this low profile. In, out and no one the wiser. But that plan’s out the window, and careful’s a luxury he doesn’t have time for. Dammit. He drops his head, grips Gallegos’ body tighter against him and puts his arm out like a quarterback heading for the end zone. He runs full tilt at the outside wall of the room and rams into it with all the strength he can muster.


  Dearing bursts through cement and brick, pipes and conduits, exploding out of the wall like the Kool-Aid Man from Hell. Dust and shards of brick blow out into the alley. Water gushes from burst pipes and wires spark. Dearing digs his feet in to stop before he hits the parking structure next door. He can’t go up for the car — they’d catch him too easily. But if he can get some height, he can jump to one of the other nearby buildings.


  He leaps three stories straight up to the top of the parking garage, grabbing the concrete rail that keeps cars from going over the side. He tosses Gallegos’ body over the edge and follows it, going flat. He can hear shouts below. Weller and Carson are shouting at each other. He hazards a peek over the side and sees them splitting up. He’s hoping it takes them a while to figure out that he went up, but he’s not betting on it. He picks up Gallegos’ corpse and runs across the parking structure. On the other side is the USC Women’s and Children’s Hospital.


  It’s a bigger gap than he thought. He’s not sure he can make it, but he has to try. It’s going to take them time to get more agents in to canvas the area. If he can jump across to the top of the hospital, he can get to one of the staff lots and steal a car.


  “I take it back, Gallegos,” Dearing says. “You’re actually a bigger pain in the ass dead than alive.”


  He gets a running start and leaps. He barely clears the gap. His fingers hit the ledge and he digs in, crushing a furrow into the cement. But strength alone won’t hold him up.


  His fingers slip. He plummets, almost losing his grip on Gallegos’ body. He catches the ledge of the floor below with his forearm and hangs on. He begins the slow, one-handed climb to the top of the building and to freedom.


  ***


  “Which room is he in?” Weller says. She’s ready to strangle Martinez.


  “Should be this one,” Martinez says. “We’re still digging out from under this computer glitch.” He leads her and the FBI pathologist, a man whose name she can’t remember but who she’s started thinking of as Comb-Over for his ridiculous attempts to hide his baldness, down the hall. Martinez had her sign five copies of the same damn form and three of another. She didn’t know if this was procedure or if he was just marking his territory, but it was pissing her off.


  Before he can open the door to the morgue, there’s a tremendous crash inside the room. Weller draws her pistol, shoves Martinez out of the way and pushes her way into the room. She doesn’t know what she’s expecting. A car rammed into the side of the building. Maybe something larger, like a truck.


  She’s not expecting to see a hole blown out from the inside.


  It wasn’t a bomb, that much is obvious. Bombs don’t detonate so precisely in one direction. Something tore through the wall, leaving an irregularly shaped hole twice as wide as a person and about as high. Sparks and water shoot from snapped wiring and ruptured pipes. Twisted rebar pokes out of the remaining hole like broken fingers. Brick and mortar, drywall dust and chunks of concrete litter the alley outside the building, scattered in a fan shape from whatever force blew them out of the wall.


  An Evo did this. And unless it’s one who has super-speed or can fly, too, they’ve got to be nearby. Carson bolts into the room, eyes wide in surprise as Weller steps through the hole. He recovers quickly, drawing his gun and following her.


  There’s no one outside. She looks up, but she can’t see anyone. Maybe they can fly. Or maybe they can jump.


  “Check around the side,” she says. “I’ll hit the parking structure.” Carson nods and heads down the alley. Weller skips the ground floor. The walls have no gaps, so if the Evo went that way, there would be another big hole. She stops at the second floor, looking across the sea of cars. Visibility is terrible, and she can’t be sure there’s no one there. She listens for footsteps, but the traffic on the streets outside is too loud.


  She heads up to the top floor. If someone did jump up here, staying on the second floor would have left them trapped. More maneuverability at the top, more visibility. And more places to go. She doesn’t see anyone, but she checks between the cars anyway. It’s less packed than the lower floors. She looks up at the only other building nearby, a hospital. Did the Evo jump across to it? She holsters her pistol. If anyone was up here, they’re long gone now.


  She meets Carson, Martinez and Comb-Over outside the coroner’s building, her mind racing. It’s obvious what the Evo came for. But did he get it?


  “The body?” Weller says.


  “Gone,” Martinez says. “We’ve already called the police. They’re sending people over now. Dammit. I hope they’re quick about it. I’m going to have to get all those bodies moved.”


  Weller pulls Carson aside. “What do you think?” she says, her voice quiet. She has a hunch, but she doesn’t want anyone else to hear it yet.


  “Reminds me of the guy in Boise,” he says. An Evo they took down in Boise about six months back had incredible strength and tore a wall through the local jail. Weller looks over the damage. He’s right, it does look like Boise. Somebody punched their way through that wall.


  “Okay, so someone with super-strength comes in to steal the body of an Evo who just happened to have super-strength.”


  “Or so Dearing told us,” Carson says. “And don’t forget the rock thing.”


  “Right. Two separate powers,” Weller says. Something almost unheard of. “Told to us by the guy who killed him. I’m thinking the dead Evo only had one of those powers.”


  “And Dearing’s got the other,” Carson says. “It makes sense. All the other evidence goes missing. The only guy who benefits is Dearing.”


  “Something’s not adding up, though,” Weller says.


  “How’d all the evidence go missing? Yeah, I still don’t think he could have pulled that off. He has help.”


  “Really good help.” Dearing’s the little fish here. She doesn’t see how he could have made all those records disappear. Hack into multiple secured databases without leaving a trace, and then arrange an accident that kills the pathologist who did the autopsy in the first place. He isn’t that smart. Or if he is, then he isn’t the one who tore through the morgue. This break-in was sloppy; the hacks were much more subtle.


  “So what do we do?” Carson says.


  “First, we keep it to ourselves. The minute the LAPD gets wind that we’re digging into one of their own as an Evo, they’re either going to swoop in and take him or circle the wagons and protect him. Either way, we’ll lose him. We need evidence.”


  “Get him to give us a DNA sample?”


  She shakes her head. “That’d tip them off, and it’d take a court order. He’d get a union lawyer, and it would all work out the same way.” She brightens and pulls out her cell phone. “We might not be able to compel a DNA test, but I think we can weed him out pretty quickly.”


  “The annual DNA test,” Carson says. After the events of June 13th, Congress passed a law forcing law enforcement employees at any level to submit to annual DNA testing. All of the records are sent to the FBI. “But he’s been a cop for years. His DNA tests would have to be spotless.”


  “We both know there are ways around that,” Weller says.


  ***


  Dearing tosses the shovel aside and wipes sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He’s been digging for less than an hour and has managed a pit almost eight feet deep. One of the benefits of his particular power: he can dig faster and deeper than a normal man. A useful talent. If you’re going to bury your sins, bury them deep.


  He’s buried a lot of sins.


  He drags Gallegos’ body out of the trunk of the Toyota he stole near the morgue and tosses it easily into the pit. He’s been so focused on the task at hand, driving out to the desert outside Palmdale where he can dispose of Gallegos in peace, that he hasn’t let himself reflect on what he’s had to do. But now, as he shovels dirt over the dead gangster, he’s got some time to think.


  If Weller wasn’t sure there was something wrong with his story already, she has to be now. Even if she didn’t spot him busting out of the morgue, she’s got to see how it just doesn’t fit together. He’s never been one to let somebody else handle his problems, so he’s going to have to figure out what to do about her and Carson.


  Dearing weighs his options. Take off? He’s already outside L.A., he could just keep driving. But how long would that last? He’d never get past the border checkpoints into Canada. And even if he could, they’d just extradite him on suspicion of murdering Gallegos, and he’d be right back where he started. They might be more open to Evos up there, but they’re not fans of murderers.


  If Weller goes to the department with her suspicions, it’d take time and court orders, and he’d fight it tooth and nail, but his life would be over. All it would take is one DNA test he can’t fake and he’d be sunk. He wonders if the man on the phone has a plan for that. Given how he had to deal with Gallegos’ corpse himself, it could go either way.


  The man got everything else — the records, the evidence. Why not the body? It’s not like he doesn’t already have Dearing over a barrel. It wouldn’t have taken much to get the body lost in the system and conveniently disappeared. The answer comes to him, and he feels like an idiot for not seeing it sooner.


  It was a test. The man wanted to know how Dearing would handle it. Would he cave? Would he run? Or would he deal with it? He’s not sure what pisses him off more, the fact that the guy thought he might just roll over and die, or knowing that he’s being manipulated.


  Dearing tosses the last pile of dirt onto Gallegos and walks over the grave, dragging his feet to scuff the area, blur the edges. He tosses around some rocks and branches from a dead Joshua tree. If anyone casually comes across the scene, it won’t be easy to spot. His tire tracks are more of a problem, but that’s easy to solve. He has a tarp in his trunk that he’ll drag behind him, covering the tracks until he makes it out to the road.


  Will Weller go to the LAPD? She might throw her weight around trying to gather evidence, but will she actually tell them what she’s looking for and why? He doesn’t think so. She’ll want to handle it on her own. And given how the department has been about giving her access to Gallegos’ case, keeping her out of the loop, hogging the glory, she probably doesn’t trust them.


  Maybe he can use that distrust to his advantage. If she’s holding her cards that close to the vest, it will take a little while before she can get anything moving. That buys him time.


  He just hopes it’s enough.


  ***


  In the Los Angeles FBI office, Weller is staring at Dearing’s annual DNA tests, searching for something wrong. Though she’s not a geneticist, in her line of work she’s seen a lot of these test results. She knows what to look for. All Evos share a gene that’s responsible for their powers. Find the genetic marker, find the Evo.


  How it works is still somewhat of a mystery. Alleles, variations in the gene, indicate different powers. Through research, trial and error, sometimes just dumb luck, the more common powers have been catalogued and put into databases. People who can fly, have super-strength, can bend light — all of these have been mapped. One test can show if a person has the marker and if so, what their power might be. Provided it’s in the database.


  The problem with Dearing is that none of his reports show the gene.


  Just like with drug testing, there are ways around the DNA tests. People can bribe the test administrators or they can buy clean DNA swabs taken from non-Evos on the black market. There’s already a booming cottage industry on the Internet for swabs. This works well for one-offs, but doing it consistently is a challenge. The tests are usually performed unannounced and are handled by independent labs. For Dearing to fake it would require him to have a sample ready to swap at a moment’s notice. It’s doable, but is it feasible? If someone’s life is on the line, Weller supposes that it is.


  “How’s your batch coming along?” Weller says. She stretches and hears her spine pop. She and Carson have been hunched over a table in one of the spare offices going over the reports for the last two hours.


  “I got bupkes,” Carson says.


  They’ve checked and re-checked the lab results, looking for anything that might be out of the ordinary. Dearing has been with the LAPD for fifteen years, and in that time he’s had more than just the usual annual tests. He was tested for the Academy, for entry into the LAPD, for every promotion and office change. He’s been tested randomly, consistently, by multiple labs.


  And none of them show him as an Evo.


  “What are we doing wrong?” Weller says. “We know what he is.”


  “The evidence doesn’t support it,” Carson says.


  Dammit. She knows Dearing’s an Evo. There has to be something that can prove it.


  “I need some air,” Carson says. “And some coffee. You want any?” She shakes her head, still staring intently at the reports. Carson gets up and leaves the room.


  Weller rubs her eyes. Between the mess at the morgue last night and coming in this morning to slog through paperwork, she hasn’t slept. She tried. Even considered taking an Ambien, but her brain was buzzing too much. She knows something’s here. She just can’t see it.


  And it’s driving her crazy.


  Is Carson right? Is there nothing here, and she’s just being paranoid? She’s seen her psych report at the Bureau. It doesn’t come right out and say paranoid, but it comes pretty damn close.


  Words like dogged, persistent, tenacious. Also suspicious, skeptical, cynical. Repeated so often that she’s sure if she’d been anybody else, she’d be medicated and in heavy therapy.


  She trusts Carson. Trusts his perspective. He’s always been willing to call her on her shit. She knows she has a tendency to go off the reservation. He’s good at roping her back in. If she didn’t get good results, she wouldn’t be in this job, and some of that success is directly due to Carson’s level head.


  A knock on the door. “Agent Weller?” She looks up from her stack of papers to see Assistant Director Bowder, head of the Los Angeles FBI office.


  Bowder is in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair. Toes the line, does what he’s told. A real company man. Technically he outranks her, but her team operates in a different part of the Department of Homeland Security that functions at a whole other level. And, like so many men in his position that she’s had to deal with, he resents it.


  “Assistant Director,” she says. “What can I do for you?”


  “I understand you ordered some records pulled through my office.” She can hear the subtle emphasis on ‘my’.


  “No, I had them pulled through my office,” she says. “And had them couriered here.”


  “It says you sealed the request.”


  “Checking up on me, Assistant Director?”


  Weller knew something like this would happen. If she had been back at Pelican Bay, she wouldn’t have had to lock down the details of the request. The fewer people who know what was pulled, the better. It was bad enough she had to deal with watching out for the LAPD, but here she had to watch out for her own people, too.


  “It would be irresponsible for me to not know about everything that comes into or through my office. Agent.”


  “Don’t swing your dick around with me, Walter. We both know you’ll lose.”


  “I know why you’re in my city, Tracy. What I don’t know is why you’re still here. You were supposed to pick up a body and go home. And now I have you sorting through, what are those, DNA results?”


  Weller scoops up the two stacks as Bowder cranes his neck to see them. “They’re part of an ongoing investigation.”


  “In Los Angeles. Which, as an Assistant Director and the agent in charge of this office, I’m entitled to see.”


  “No, Walter. You’re not. And you know you’re not. And every time I’m down here, you pull this crap. What are you looking for? A promotion? A chance to knock me down a few pegs? Assistant Director not good enough for you? You want the sexy job of going after Evos?”


  “I-”


  “Let me stop you before you give me some bullshit answer,” Weller says. “Mine is a job that doesn’t just protect the national interest, but the world’s. Things are changing. If we don’t stay on top of it, everything’s going to fall apart. You’re not equipped to do this job. The less you know about it, the better. For both of us. So go away, leave me alone, and let me do my job.”


  Bowder stares at her, hate radiating from him like heat from a four-alarm fire. “I want you out of this office by this afternoon,” he says.


  “Happily.”


  He slams the door closed and stomps down the hall. Every time, every office, she has to deal with this. Her people get the same treatment just because her name’s associated with them.


  She doesn’t know what bothers her more, that they all want her job or that they all hate her for having it.


  She pushes it out of her mind. Bowder is a small-minded bureaucrat who isn’t worth her time. She has more important things to do.


  She grabs a report from the combined stack. She hasn’t seen this one yet. One of Carson’s. It shows the same thing all the others show. Dearing isn’t an Evo.


  But then her gaze is arrested by a detail. Most of the labs the LAPD uses just test for the Evo genetic marker. But a few test for more. Parts of the DNA that don’t change. They’re the same at fifteen years old as they are at seventy.


  Carson comes into the room with a cup of coffee. “You find something?”


  “These two reports?” she says. “They don’t match.” She digs through the stacks looking for others like them. She finds three a few years apart. They don’t match, either.


  If all anyone’s looking for is the Evo gene, they won’t find it, because it isn’t there. But all of these results came from different people. Odds are good that none of them is Dearing.


  “This doesn’t prove anything,” Carson says. “A good attorney can spin a story about lab incompetence. It’s not like that hasn’t happened before.”


  Carson’s right. It happens more often than anyone wants to admit. Particularly in the early days before the mutation was well understood. After June 13th, everything changed. Paranoia was rampant and flawed DNA tests were common.


  “Maybe not,” Weller says. “But it’s enough to compel a new test. And we can make damn sure he can’t fake it.”


  “Do you think he knows?” Carson says. “That his results don’t match?”


  “If he did, he’d have tried to get rid of them a long time ago.”


  Weller marks each report’s differences. Get it in front of a judge, get Dearing into the office to do a test where he can’t mess with it. The minute she brings it to a judge, he’ll lawyer up with a police union rep. She needs this to be ironclad. She’ll strap Dearing to a gurney if that’s what it takes.


  “I’ve got you now, you son of a bitch.”


  ***


  Dearing wakes to the sound of his phone ringing. He glances at his alarm clock. He’s only been home for a few hours, time spent washing up and putting his clothes, covered in dirt and stinking of Gallegos’ corpse, into a trash bag. He’ll take it to a junk yard he knows that’ll burn anything he wants for a price, no questions asked.


  Then he sacked out and was asleep in minutes. Looks like he was only asleep for minutes, too. Less than an hour. He grabs the phone. Murphy. This can’t be good.


  “Hey,” he says. “What happened this time?” He can think of a good fifteen or twenty really bad things at the moment, any one of which Murphy could be calling him about. Whether it’s as a warning or to throw him under the bus, he’s not sure.


  “You hear about the morgue?” Murphy says.


  Dearing hasn’t had a chance to see the news yet. Is he screwed? Do they know who he is? He could dig officially, but then he’d have to explain how he knows about it. He’s been desperate for any information.


  “No, what happened?” He tries to not sound too eager.


  “Some Evo broke in and stole Gallegos’ body.”


  “Jesus, they got any leads? A description?”


  “Nobody saw, and that Fed was right there when it happened. That took balls. Man, woman, tall, short. No clue. And I’m okay with that,” Murphy says. “Whoever it was did us a favor. That should put the Feds onto the Evo and off your back. The longer this guy stays in the wind, the better for us. And believe me, he’s gonna stay in the wind. Evans and I got assigned to the case.”


  Talk about dumb luck. Or maybe it wasn’t luck at all. “How’d you pull that off?”


  “Don’t know. Captain called us in last night. I figured our caseload was too full, but he cleared our slate to focus on it. We’ll have this thing buried in no time.” That wasn’t an idle boast. Nobody buries evidence as well as Murphy does. Dearing wonders if a certain unnamed man on the phone knows that, too.


  It’s great that Murphy and Evans are on the case, but Dearing’s still worried. Weller might not know it was him, but she’s got to be suspecting. She’s going to come gunning for him, that’s a given. But will she bring the department into it, or will she try to take him down on her own? Dearing hopes her ambition outweighs her common sense.


  “You round up anything on Gallegos?” Dearing says.


  “Most of his crew scattered, but I found a couple still in town. They didn’t know he was an Evo.”


  “You sure about that?”


  There’s a pause, and Dearing can almost hear his eyes rolling. “Yes, I’m sure.”


  Dearing knows the kind of man Murphy is. If he says he’s sure, it’s because he broke some kneecaps or shoved somebody’s hand into a garbage disposal, and once he got what he needed, he made sure there wasn’t anybody left to talk about it. That’s one silver lining, at least.


  “All right. I’m gonna do some digging myself. I want to make sure nothing can link us to Gallegos. If I’m scarce the next day or so, that’s why.”


  “And if anybody asks?”


  “I’ll call in sick. You hear anything else, let me know.”


  “Likewise,” Murphy says, his tone going dark. “One of us goes down, we all go down.” The veiled threat hangs in the air. As if Dearing needed a reminder that he works with predators. He lets it slide. He knows Murphy’s paranoia is doing the talking. Dearing doesn’t need to prove he’s the big dog. Not yet, at least.


  “Yeah,” Dearing says. “Watch your back out there.”


  “You too, man.” The line goes dead.


  And then the burner phone rings. Dearing grabs it off his nightstand. Still a blocked number, of course.


  “Jim,” the mystery man says when he answers. The familiarity of his first name coming out of the man’s mouth puts Dearing on edge. There’s a sense of ownership there that makes his skin crawl. “We have a situation that requires your attention.”


  Dearing decides it’s time to test the waters. “Yeah?” he says. “I need to hide another body? Need to break into the morgue again? You handled everything else, why not that?” He knows the answer, but he’s curious to hear what the man’s going to say.


  “Jim, any assistance I’ve rendered has been entirely voluntary on my part. There’s a saying about gift horses that might apply here. If you like, I can simply drop the whole affair, and let the chips fall where they may. Would you like that?”


  “Are you threatening me?” Dearing says. “’Cause I’m kinda done with that for the day.”


  “I don’t make threats. I either act, or I don’t. You have a choice to make and a very short time to make it in. You can accept my aid, or you can let it go. It’s entirely up to you.”


  He figured that would be the response. He’s got Dearing by the balls and he knows it. And he wants to make sure Dearing knows it, too.


  “Fine,” he says.


  “You’ll let me help?”


  “Yes,” he says.


  “I need to hear you ask.”


  Dearing says nothing for a long moment, then mutters through gritted teeth, “Will you help me?” The man’s asserting control. If it didn’t happen now, it would happen later. He knows this game. He’s played it himself. Doesn’t mean he likes being on the receiving end of it.


  “Excellent. That’s why I’m calling. Agents Weller and Carson have discovered a discrepancy in your DNA test results. Your use of black-market DNA was well thought out, but poorly executed. Much like last night’s debacle.”


  Dearing feels gut-punched. What’s wrong with his test results? “I had to improvise,” he says, feeling defensive. “I’m sure the county can afford to replace a wall. What’s wrong with my tests?”


  “Be that as it may, it was still sloppy. As to your DNA tests, they were administered by different labs. Some were more thorough than others. Though they all show you’re not powered, they don’t match each other, either.”


  “Dammit,” he says. What the hell does he do now? If Weller’s figured that out, then they’re going to come for him sooner rather than later. He’s not about to give up, but he can’t figure out what the hell to do. Running is looking better and better.


  “I have a solution, if you’ll hear me out,” the man says.


  Dearing wonders how much this favor is going to cost him. He’s already deep in the hole to this man. Might as well go all in. “I’m listening.”


  “You’re going to make a phone call,” he says, and tells Dearing exactly what to do.


  ***


  Weller and Carson enter the police station to give their official statement on what happened at the morgue. The newspapers are having a field day with the story but don’t know exactly what to call it. Was it an attack? A theft? Is this the precursor to a new kind of Evo criminal? The police are keeping the few details they have to themselves, and Weller and Carson are doing the same. They haven’t even filed reports to their own agencies. For now, they’re keeping their suspicions about Dearing under wraps.


  The station is still cleaning up the damage from the fire-casting Evo from the other day. Workmen are replacing ceiling tiles, blackened lighting fixtures, cracked flooring. Some of the desks have been cleared, their occupants taking temporary space on another floor. The rest are making do amid the noise of half a dozen floor fans trying to dry everything out.


  Two detectives, Evans and Murphy, are leading the case. She’d spoken with them when the Evo first caught her attention. They’re close to Dearing. She wonders how close.


  “Detective Murphy?” Weller says, coming up to the man’s desk. He looks up from his files.


  “Agent Weller,” he says. He stands and shakes her and Carson’s hands. “I was going to be calling you two later today to get your statements on the morgue break-in … break-out. Whatever it was. I understand you saw the whole thing go down.”


  “Not as such, no,” Weller says. “We were there, but we didn’t see the Evo. He got away before we could get a look at him.”


  “He?” Murphy says. “You sure you didn’t see anything?”


  “Figure of speech,” Weller says. Dammit. She doesn’t want to give away that she thinks it was Dearing, especially not to someone who might be a friend of his. She hands him a file folder. Does Murphy know? Is Murphy an Evo, too? God, now she’s seeing them all over the place. She liked it better when things were simple. An Evo robbing a bank was easy compared to this.


  “Wanted to drop off our statements,” Carson says. “Figure it might save you some time.”


  Murphy takes the folder and looks over the report inside. “Great. Thanks. Wish everybody was so helpful. That coroner, Martinez? He’s a real piece of work.”


  Weller looks at Carson, who shrugs. “Yeah, really quaint country doctor vibe with him. Hey, have you seen Detective Dearing around? I need to talk to him.”


  “No,” Murphy says. “He’s out today. Flu, maybe? Don’t really know.”


  Weller’s looked into Dearing’s financials. He isn’t living beyond his means in any big ways, but the little ones add up. He’s got to be pulling down some extra cash from somewhere. So he’s probably flush and can live below the radar for a while. But will he run? If he stole Gallegos’ body, it was to cover his tracks. Go to all that trouble and still run? No, he’s coming back. She and Carson haven’t told anyone about his DNA tests. And until they know where he is, they’re not going to.


  “We’ll catch him another time, then,” she says. “Hey, how’d you get the coroner case?”


  Murphy shrugs. “Luck of the draw,” he says. “Case like this, nobody wants to touch it. Evos who can tear through walls? Me and Evans drew the short straw. You sure you two don’t want this?”


  “Oh, we do,” Weller says. “But we’ll let you do the legwork for us before we swoop in and steal it out from under you.” Murphy laughs uneasily, like he’s not sure whether she’s joking or not. Weller just smiles.


  “We’ll, uh, we’ll keep you posted,” Murphy says.


  “Appreciate it, Detective,” Weller says. “We’ll be in touch.”


  “You buy that thing about Dearing being out sick?” Carson says once they’ve gotten outside the station.


  Weller shakes her head. “Not a bit. He’s up to something, but I don’t think he’s doing a runner. Probably trying to clean up some other evidence before he shows himself. Something we don’t know about yet.”


  “How about Murphy? You think he’s in on this?”


  “If he’s friends with Dearing, I think he’s dirty, but that’s a far cry from covering up an Evo. No, I don’t think so.”


  “So what do we do now? I can get Judge Horner on the phone. We’ve got enough for a warrant.”


  “Yeah, I think it’s time we-” Weller’s phone rings. A number she doesn’t recognize. Local. She answers it.


  “Weller,” she says.


  “It’s me. Dearing.” Weller freezes mid-step. She nods at Carson’s questioning face. “I can’t do this anymore, Agent Weller. I just … I just need to stop.” Dearing sounds like hell. Like he’s three days into a bender, voice like ground glass.


  “All right,” Weller says. He sounds like a jumper. Fragile, like if she says the wrong thing, this moment will shatter, and he’ll be lost to her. If it were that simple, she’d let him jump. But when Evos get suicidal, they tend to take a lot of other people out with them. “What can’t you do, Detective? Can you tell me?” If she can get him to say it, to admit what he is, she might be able to talk him off that proverbial ledge.


  “You know what, Weller. You know.” Whatever’s going on with him, he still doesn’t want to admit what he is. She can work with that.


  “Okay,” she says. “Do you want to meet? Talk?”


  “Yeah,” he says, his words slurring. She wonders if he’s drunk. “Talk. Let’s talk.”


  “Great,” she says. “Come into the station. Better yet, meet me at the FBI field office. We can-”


  “What, do you think I’m crazy?”


  Was kind of hoping, yeah, Weller thinks. “No,” she says instead. “Not crazy at all. Just a guy who wants to get something off his chest. Isn’t that right? How about we meet …” She searches for a place. Any place that’s out of the way, clear of people. Someplace she can take him into custody easily, quietly. The man tore through a goddamn wall like it was a wet Kleenex. She doesn’t want to imagine the kind of damage he could do in a crowd.


  “Grand Central Market,” Dearing says before she can finish her sentence. “Downtown.”


  Dammit. “I don’t know where that is,” she lies. She doesn’t know much about Los Angeles, but she knows her way around the criminal courts downtown. She’s spent plenty of lunch hours there while cases were being tried at the Stanley Mosk Courthouse or the U.S. District Court. The market is packed with lunch counters, food stalls, produce marts. Day or night, the place is a zoo.


  “Third and Broadway. I’ll meet you there in an hour.” He hangs up. For a second there at the end, he wasn’t slurring and sounded suddenly more lucid.


  “That was him?”


  “Yeah,” she says, punching an FBI number into her phone. “Get on the horn to the field office. I want as many men as we can get downtown in less than an hour. Quietly.”


  “That’s going to take some doing. Do I tell them who we’re going after?”


  “No. Just say we’ve got a potential Evo situation and I need men. Have them meet us at the Justice building on Alameda. I’ll brief them when we get there. I don’t want Dearing’s name getting around. The last thing we need is the LAPD involved. He’d spot them in a hot minute and run.”


  An FBI operator comes on the line, and Weller gives him her name and ID number. “I need an immediate trace on a phone that was used to call this number a few minutes ago.”


  “One moment,” the operator says, and puts her on hold. It won’t take long. In the digital age, it all happens at lightning speed. They can backtrace the call, get a location. Maybe they can avoid this whole mess and take Dearing in before he can represent a danger to civilians.


  The operator comes back on the line. “You sure you got a call, Agent Weller?” he says.


  “What are you talking about? Of course I got a call.”


  “We’re not finding anything in the system.”


  “Look harder,” she says. “I need to know where the call came from. Now.”


  “Ma’am, there’s no call in the system. I’m looking at five different screens.”


  Weller punches up her call history. Right there on the screen. A fifteen-second call. Blocked number. “And I’m seeing the call on my screen. So you’ve got a problem and you need to fix it right the hell now. Call me back when you have a location.” She hangs up.


  The Bureau’s got direct access to every call that comes into one of their phones and standing agreements with most of the service providers enabling them to pinpoint a phone’s location, whether it’s actively making a call or not. It just needs to be on.


  So how the hell can they not find it?


  “Got Assistant Director Bowder,” Carson says, handing her his phone. “He wants to talk to you. The ‘It’s an Evo problem’ isn’t flying.”


  She snatches the phone from his hand. “Assistant Director Bowder. What’s the problem?”


  “I don’t know, Agent Weller. Why don’t you tell me?”


  “We’ve got a developing Evo situation in downtown L.A., and I need a tactical team here in less than an hour. I’d use my own people, but they’re not here.”


  “Then call local law enforcement,” he says. “Why aren’t you involving the LAPD in this?”


  “You know I don’t need to tell you a goddamn thing, Walter. My taskforce-”


  “Is going to get people killed,” he says, interrupting her. “You want me to send a tactical team into downtown Los Angeles, teeming with civilians, without involving the police and without telling me what they’re getting themselves into?”


  “Do I need to remind you of my job, Walter? Of how dangerous these things are that I go after? Do I have to explain who put me in this job? Who I report to? If I want to commandeer each and every one of your people I can, and you know it. Or do I need to quote the Patriot Act amendment that makes you my bitch? Now, get me a goddamn team, do it fast and do it quietly.”


  She hands the phone back to Carson. “Assistant Director?” he says. “Yes, sir. I understand, sir. Excellent. We’ll meet them at the DOJ office downtown. That would be perfect. Thank you very much, sir.” He hangs up.


  “I hate that man,” Weller says. It amazes her that even now, after the June 13th attack in Odessa, after so many dead, people like him still don’t get that there’s a war on. It’s humanity versus Evos, and humanity’s on a losing streak.


  “I’d say the feeling’s mutual. We’re meeting them in twenty.”


  “That won’t give us much time to get them in place.”


  “Maybe we should just shoot Dearing when we see him,” Carson says.


  “I’m considering it.”


  ***


  Weller sits at a table in the back of the Grand Central Market, surrounded by the crush of the lunch crowd and the scents of a dozen different cuisines. She scans the throng for any sign of Dearing, but she doesn’t see him. She has a sniper on the roof of a nearby building watching the building and a three-man tactical team waiting in a van on Broadway. Carson is doing a slow circuit of the market. If Dearing’s already here, she or Carson will spot him, and if he isn’t, the sniper will see him on the way in.


  She had been serious when she told Carson she was considering having the tac-team gun Dearing down. If he’s an Evo and he decides to go ballistic in here, a lot of people are going to get hurt, possibly die. But if she shoots him and turns out to be wrong about him, everything she’s worked for, everything she’s tried to build would come crashing down. Her career would be over. She’d probably go to prison for a very long time.


  Dammit. She knew at some point something like this was going to happen. She’d run into an Evo who was higher up on the food chain than a lowlife bank robber. She’s just glad it’s some pissant police detective and not, say, a senator.


  And she knows Dearing is an Evo. Can feel it in her bones. But without a DNA test or at least an eyewitness display of what he can do, she’s on rocky ground.


  “Target spotted,” one of the snipers says over the radio. “Coming down Broadway from Third.”


  “I have him,” Carson says. “He’s inside. He’s …”


  “What?” Weller says. “What’s he doing?” She tenses. Does she call in the tac-team? Does she clear out the building? Dammit, what was Dearing doing?


  “He’s buying a latté.”


  “Say again?”


  “He’s buying a latté at a coffee joint near the entrance. How did you say he sounded when he called you?”


  “Broken,” she says. “Like he was about to jump off a bridge.”


  “He doesn’t look it. Shit. He’s spotted me.”


  “Tac-team, get ready to move.” Weller stands up, craning her neck to peer over the sea of people. She spots Dearing and Carson talking. He’s right. Dearing doesn’t look like a man teetering on the edge. Carson glances over his shoulder, and Dearing follows his gaze.


  He waves.


  What the hell is going on? A minute later, a very confused Carson is leading Dearing over to Weller. Dearing looks relaxed, a little annoyed, but he’s clearly not about to snap.


  “Agent Weller,” he says. “I’m here. What’s this all about?”


  “You tell me,” she says. Her hand is hovering near her pistol. She can feel the weight of all these people in here with them. If he moves, can she take him out fast enough? Can she keep these people safe?


  “The hell are you talking about?” Dearing says. “You called me. Said you had something important to tell me about the Evo I took down.”


  “No,” Weller says. “You called me.”


  He frowns. “No, I didn’t.”


  “That’s impossible,” Weller says. Is it? But doubt creeps in around the edges. Scenarios unspool in her mind. The phone call that wasn’t in the system. The non-matching DNA results. The missing evidence. Was all that a ruse to set Dearing up? Or to set her up? But why? There are always whispers of conspiracy. Some of them are even true. Terrorist cells, Evo organizations intending to eradicate humans, human organizations eradicating Evos. No one caring who gets in their way.


  “These days, the impossible happens hourly. What exactly did you think I said?”


  “That you-”


  Gunshots ring out, forcing them to the floor. Short bursts of automatic weapon fire. Weller’s radio is a cacophony of confusion. Yells, multiple voices all going at the same time. The people in the market are adding to the noise, their screams as they scatter mixing with the screams in her earpiece, making it impossible to determine what’s going on. Half the crowd is hunkering down, the other half running over each other trying to get away.


  The radios go silent, the gunfire stops.


  “Who the hell is shooting?” Weller yells. “Somebody talk to me, goddammit.”


  “This is Sniper One. I have visual. Somebody got into the tac-team’s van. He’s coming out. He’s got one of tac-team members by the arm. White male, bald, red goatee. I’m taking a shot.” A gunshot rings through the streets, echoing off the buildings. “Holy shit.”


  “What?” Weller says. “What the hell is going on?”


  “The bullet went right through him. And then he turned into smoke,” the sniper says. “He just turned into green smoke. The smoke’s flowing into- Holy shit, he just exploded our man’s head. What the hell is this guy?”


  Green smoke. Gas. Oh, no.


  She looks at Carson, his wide-eyed look confirming her fears. It’s the Evo she locked up in Pelican Bay less than a week ago. The one they used the new nasal shunt on. Who murdered five police officers, wounded three agents. Who they only took down when he was foolish enough to hide in the bank vault he was robbing and they managed to electrify it, turning him solid.


  “Barton,” Weller says, remembering his name. “How the hell did he get out?”


  “He shouldn’t have been able to,” Carson says. “He had the nasal shunt. We had an incinerator installed outside his door.”


  “Who the hell is Barton?” Dearing says. “What’s going on? Tell me or give me a radio.”


  “He’s an Evo who can turn into toxic gas and will try to get into your lungs. But instead of just poisoning you to death, he likes to go solid and explode you from the inside.”


  “That sounds bad,” Dearing says, pulling his phone out and punching in a number.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Weller says.


  “Calling this in. We’ve got an Evo out there who can turn into poison gas, and he’s crawling into people’s bodies and blowing them up? I don’t even want to know what the hell he does after that happens. We need backup.”


  She wants to bat the phone out of his hand, but she knows he’s right. They can’t handle this on their own. And what’s the point in hiding anything from him now? A minute ago, she had been sure she knew what was going on. Sure that Dearing was an Evo hiding in plain sight. Now she has no idea. Somebody’s playing them all for fools. Dammit, how did she not see any of this? How did everything go to hell so fast?


  “Tell them they need shock batons,” she says. “Hitting him with voltage will make him go solid for a short while. It might keep him solid enough where they can take him out. And tell them to wear gas masks. Better yet, hazmat suits. Treat it like a chemical spill.”


  Dearing nods. He gives his name and badge number when the dispatcher comes on the line, starts rattling off details.


  “Sniper One. Do you still have eyes on him?” Weller says into her radio.


  “Negative.”


  “Can anyone see him?” A chorus of negatives answers her.


  “He’s here for us,” Weller says. “We need to get out there.”


  “With respect, ma’am,” Sniper One says, “I just watched him pop a skull like he was dynamiting a zit. I think that’s a really bad-” His words are cut off by a choking cry. There’s a sound like a rushing of air, and then a thick, wet pop.


  Weller bolts for the door. If she can draw Barton off, get him to focus on her, maybe she can distract him long enough that … She’s not sure what, really. She doesn’t have a plan. Get out there. Draw him off. Maybe the police can take him out.


  Most of the civilians have gotten out of the market, but there are plenty of stragglers, people hunkered down in food stalls, behind walls. They’re afraid, and they should be. They can ignore what the world is turning into until it comes in and smacks them in the face. If it wasn’t for people like Weller, they’d all just let the world roll over them.


  “What the hell are you going to do?” Dearing says, close behind her. Carson has moved on ahead, his own weapon out. “The man can turn into smoke. Can bullets even hurt him?”


  “He knows Carson and me. Definitely wants to kill us. We had him locked up in a high-security cell after catching him robbing a bank. He murdered five police officers and wounded three agents.”


  “And me? How the hell do I figure into all this?”


  Weller doesn’t know. She thought she knew what was going on, but now, with Barton out of his cell, she doesn’t know what to think. If he escaped, why wasn’t she contacted? Why wasn’t there an alert posted? She had thought Dearing was behind all this. But, and she hates to admit it, now she’s thinking he’s innocent. If someone can get a dangerous Evo released from a high-security prison without setting off any alarms, doctoring some DNA test results would be child’s play.


  So was their plan to kill Weller and throw the blame onto Dearing? Why him? Because he killed another Evo? God, how deep did this rabbit hole go?


  “No idea,” she says. “When we’re done with this nightmare, we’ll figure it out. But right now we need to take Barton down.”


  “SWATs are on their way,” Dearing says. “They’re scrambling with an Evo Containment Unit. Squad cars are holding back. They’re not equipped to deal with somebody like this.”


  ECUs have been part of SWAT teams ever since the June 13th attack in Odessa. Created with the same amendments to the Patriot Act that spawned Weller’s department, they had better funding than most police forces, better armor, better weapons. Even with all that money, it was a never-ending race to stay one step ahead. New powers were showing up all the time. They just couldn’t keep up.


  It was the same thing that plagued Weller’s team. None of the police departments could rival what she could bring to the table. They didn’t have the power of the federal government behind them. If she’d just had a little warning, she would have gotten her own team down here to deal with this themselves. But everything was happening too fast.


  She had expected this trip to be in and out. Grab a dead Evo for study and go on home. She’s landed in the middle of something, something big, but she has no idea what. Whoever is behind it has resources and connections she can’t even guess at.


  “You told them he can turn into poison gas?”


  “Yeah,” Dearing says. “That’s why they’re sending the ECU. They can handle themselves. I’m worried about us and the people out there.”


  She still doesn’t trust Dearing, not as a cop at any rate, but he’s in the shit along with her right now, and they’re going to need all the help they can get.


  “Barton’ll take hostages,” Carson says. “That’s what he did in Des Moines. He ended up killing three of them before we got the rest out.”


  “How’d you catch him?” Dearing says.


  “He was holed up in a bank vault. We electrified the whole thing. The shock disrupted his powers long enough for us to get him sedated and locked up.”


  “If he was unconscious and solid, why didn’t you just shoot him?” Dearing says.


  It’s a good question, and after seeing the victims’ photos, Weller had asked it herself. The greater good demanded he be kept alive and studied. She thought it was the right call then. She’s re-thinking that now.


  “Agent Weller!” A yell from out on the street. “I know you’re in there. I got a nice young man here who would desperately like you to come on out and have a chat with me.”


  “Told ya,” Carson says. Weller glares at him, but he just shrugs.


  “You do that, he’ll kill you,” Dearing says.


  “I don’t think he’s going to kill the hostage,” Weller says.


  “Let the cops do their jobs,” Dearing says. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”


  “If I don’t see you out that door in ten seconds, Agent Weller,” Barton yells, “Bryce here is gonna have himself an awful headache.”


  Shit. “I’m coming out,” Weller yells back. Then, quietly, “I’ll try to get him to release the hostage and stall him long enough for the ECU to get here.”


  “How close was your tactical team to the entrance?” Dearing asks.


  “Just outside.”


  “Okay,” Dearing says. “They had shock batons, right?”


  “And twelve-gauge shock rounds,” Weller says. They loaded just like typical shotgun shells, but instead of shot, they fired a multi-barbed projectile that punctured the skin and delivered twenty seconds of high voltage. Against most Evos, it was a perfect deterrent. The shock disrupted their muscle control, their ability to control their powers.


  But against Barton, they’d be useless. The rounds would just go right through him like any other bullet.


  “You draw his attention,” Dearing says. “We might be able to get hold of them and get the drop on him.”


  Weller considers it. Is this a trap? Is Dearing on the level? Her paranoia is saying no, but she doesn’t see how she has much choice.


  “Clock’s ticking, Agent Weller,” Barton yells.


  “This is insane,” Carson says. “We need backup. That hostage won’t be the only one dead if we go outside.”


  “Fine,” Weller says. “I’ll try to get him away from the entrance. Grab those batons. Make it count.”


  ***


  Pat Barton isn’t looking so good. One eye is a deep red from busted capillaries. The last two fingers on his left hand are taped together with duct tape and pointed stiffly away from the others. His nose is a big, purple bruise, one nostril torn and caked with blood. The shunts, even the new ones, are designed to go in deep and stay there. Extracting them requires either a doctor or a pair of pliers and a lot of determination. She’s pretty sure he didn’t find a doctor.


  Barton stands behind the hostage, one arm around his neck. He’s little more than a kid, early twenties, wearing a suit that’s just a tad too big for him. Maybe an intern in one of the nearby law offices, or at one of the financial firms. Lot of big corporations down here. He’s sweating, shaking, eyes wide in terror.


  What’s worse are the corpses. The three men of the tactical team are lying in pools of their own blood, their heads so much pulped meat. She looks up at the sniper’s location. His headless body is hanging limp over the ledge where he’d been perched, blood running in long streaks down the side of the building.


  “Agent Weller,” Barton says, his voice thick and nasal. “It’s really good to see you.”


  “Barton,” she says. “I’m here now. You can let the hostage go.” She slowly begins to circle him. Barton keeps his attention on her, pivoting to keep facing her.


  “No, I don’t think so,” he says. “I’ll hang onto him. We’re getting to be best buddies. Maybe I’ll explode his head like that comedian who sledgehammers watermelons. That would be pretty funny.” He shakes the kid. “Don’t you think that would be funny?”


  “Y-yes?” the kid stammers. Scared, confused. Doesn’t know what to do or say. Just wants to go home and forget this ever happened.


  “I’ll get you out of this,” Weller says. “You know the police are coming, right, Barton? They’ve got the equipment to take you down. You’re not going to walk away from this.”


  “I was thinking more that I’d float.” He waves his free hand lazily in front of himself, the two broken fingers jutting out and ruining the effect.


  “What happened to your hand?” she says.


  “One of your oh-so-friendly guards decided I wasn’t walking fast enough,” he says. “Decided to, uh, motivate me.”


  Even with all this going on, Weller finds herself wondering how Barton’s powers work. It’s not just him who turns into gas. It’s his clothes, his shoes, the items in his pockets, the tape around his fingers. He can turn into a toxic gas and back at will, and yet when he goes solid, everything is as it was before. He’s still got a torn-up nose, a blown-out eye, busted fingers.


  “Yeah? That sounds awful,” she says, still circling ever so slowly. She doesn’t want him to figure out what she’s doing. “I’ll be sure to have a talk with him when I get back.”


  “Oh, he’s dead,” Barton says matter-of-factly. “So are all the other guards in that wing. And your people in those offices outside the cells? I tore through them like a fat man at a buffet table. They’re all gone. Every last one of them.”


  Weller goes cold, the blood draining from her face. “That’s not true,” she says. It can’t be true. “I’d have been notified the minute it happened.”


  “Really?” he says. “Huh. I wonder if your phone’s working right. It hasn’t been doing anything strange today, has it?”


  “You son of a bitch.” All thought of her safety, the hostage, Carson and Dearing flies away from her like a panicked bird. “You’re not doing this alone. You can’t be. Who are you working for? Is it another country? Other Evos? Terrorists? Tell me what the hell is happening, Barton.”


  “That would be a spoiler,” he says.


  Blind rage fills her. She wants to kill him. Tear him apart piece by piece. Make him suffer. She closes her eyes. Probably not a good strategic move, but right now she doesn’t care. She collects her thoughts. Counts to five. When she opens her eyes, her anger is tamped down hard and tight, compressed into a diamond, lodged deep inside her. She’ll let it out soon enough, and when she does, Barton is going to pay for everything he’s done.


  But right now she has other concerns. She keeps walking, slowly, casually. Barton keeps pace, never takes his eyes off her, or his hand from the kid’s neck. Finally she gets his back to the market entrance. Now she just needs to keep it there.


  “How does that work, exactly?” she says. “The gas. How come you don’t choke on it? If you can rearrange yourself into smoke, shouldn’t you be able to fix something as minor as a couple broken fingers when you turn back? Is it that you can’t? Or that you don’t know how?”


  “Oh, I’ll show you,” Barton says. “Just you wait.”


  Behind him, Dearing and Carson creep out of the building toward the van. Its doors are thrown wide open. Carson steps up into it, wincing as he makes an almost imperceptible sound. Weller keeps her eyes on Barton, her breathing even. She can’t flinch. Can’t give any sign of what’s going on. She hears the van creak under Carson’s weight, but if Barton can hear it, he gives no sign.


  “I think you don’t know what you can do. What your limits are. How to control yourself. Great, you can turn into poison. Whoop-de-fucking-do. There’s a guy who can make earthquakes. A woman who can make you see and think anything she wants. You’re nobody, Barton. You’re a two-bit thug who got the golden ticket and doesn’t even know what to do with it. Rob banks? Was that it? Was that your big goal in life?”


  “Lady,” the hostage says. Tears streak his face. Long rivulets that remind her of the sniper’s blood staining the building. “I think you’re making him mad.”


  She doesn’t want this kid to die, but she needs to keep Barton’s focus. Give Carson and Dearing some time to get behind him. She can see them out of the corner of her eye, slowly creeping up on him, shock batons at the ready.


  “Oh, you’re making me mad, all right,” he says. “And let me show you what happens when I get mad.”


  “Barton, no!” But it’s too late. He coalesces into a Barton-shaped cloud of green gas that condenses into a thin rope and envelopes the kid’s head. It flows into his mouth, his nose, his ears, through the corners of his eyes.


  The kid — God, what was his name, she can’t remember his name — clutches at his face, his throat. Claws at himself, trying to get the smoke out. He’s choking, can’t make a sound, his skin goes blue as the poison takes hold. His chest expands, his eyes bug out. He falls to his knees, choking, digging into the sidewalk like he’s tearing a hole all the way to China.


  And then he explodes, his body tearing apart at the seams, green gas flowing out of him.


  The gas wavers, takes on a shape, solidifies. And there’s Barton, standing right in front of her. Not a speck on him. A sick, feral grin on his face. He’s proud of what he’s done. Ecstatic. She was wrong about him. He’s not a two-bit thug — he’s a monster.


  “I’m going to kill you,” she says, her voice barely more than a whisper.


  “You gotta catch me first,” Barton says.


  “I think I can help with that part,” Carson says behind him, swinging the shock baton at his mid-section. Weller can’t look. Can’t tear her eyes from the intern’s destroyed body. It looks like it’s gone through a combine thresher. She wonders how they’re going to identify him. She hears the contact, the loud, bee-sting whine of the shock baton. Can see the sparks dancing in the corner of her vision.


  She’s going to relish this. She’s going to take Barton apart piece by piece. She’ll have the doctors dissect him and pull every little genetic secret out of this abomination. And when they can’t get any more from him, when he’s nothing but a hollowed-out shell, then she’ll throw him into a deep, dark hole where he can be forgotten.


  She looks up, a slow smile playing at the corners of her mouth. And freezes.


  Barton’s still standing, a shit-eating grin on his face. Carson is on the ground, unconscious, twitching. Smoke drifting lazily from his body.


  And Dearing’s holding the shock baton.


  “You son of a bitch,” Weller says. “You were part of this the whole time. You’re the Evo who was at the morgue.”


  “I didn’t plan this,” he says, as though it’s some kind of an excuse. But not an apology. An explanation. “Everything just sort of fell apart. If you hadn’t come here, Weller. If you hadn’t dug. We wouldn’t be here right now.”


  She looks down at Carson’s body. If he’s alive, he won’t be for long. They can’t let him live. They can’t let her live, either. She pulls her gun from her holster. She might not be able to put a bullet into Barton, but she can sure as hell put one into Dearing.


  Green gas erupts into her face, and her shot goes high. She doesn’t know if she hit Dearing, if she hit anything. The gas is all around her, blinding her, choking her. Its acidic stink fills her nose. She bats at it, knowing full well that it won’t do any good. She tries not to breathe, but it doesn’t matter. It forces its way into her nose, her ears, her eyes. It burns on its way down her throat.


  There’s nothing but mounting pressure and pain. She falls to her knees. Through rheumy eyes and a green haze, she can see Dearing standing there, watching her. His face flat, empty, like there’s no one home. She wonders if there ever was.


  She raises her pistol again, her hands shaking like a final-stage Parkinson’s patient. She won’t die without taking at least one of these bastards with her. Dearing steps in front of the gun, lines up her shot for her. She tightens her finger on the trigger.


  And then she’s gone.


  ***


  “You’re Dearing,” Barton says. He’s taken care of Carson’s body. It was really just a formality. Dearing beat him to death with the shock baton. Between the voltage and a super-powered swing, the Fed didn’t stand a chance. Barton’s job is just to make it look like Barton did it.


  “Yes, I’m Dearing.”


  “I’m not supposed to kill you.”


  “That’s what I hear.”


  The man looks at the shock baton in Dearing’s hand and raises a questioning eyebrow.


  “It’s just for show now,” Dearing says. “Hell, from what I saw, if I swung this, it’d just go right through you, right?”


  “Just like the bullets, yeah.” Dearing and Barton look over at the bodies. In the distance he can hear sirens.


  “If I kill you,” Barton says, “they say they’ll lock me back up. Someplace they say I won’t get out. I don’t even know who they are. Do you?”


  Dearing shakes his head. “No idea. They told me what to do, what to say. I’m just following orders.” Are they orders, or are they puppet strings? He’s traded one bad situation for another, no doubt about that. But how bad will it get?


  “How do you think they’d do it?” Barton says.


  “Do what?”


  “Catch me. Lock me up.”


  “How’d these guys get you? Something about a bank vault?”


  “Yeah. I holed up there. Wasn’t sure what I was going to do. Kind of freaked out. Wasn’t coming out. They weren’t coming in. So they electrified the vault. Knocked me right out.”


  “Maybe don’t stand in any more vaults,” Dearing says.


  Barton laughs. “Yeah, I think that’d be a good idea. So what now?”


  Dearing feels for Barton. He really does. He’s in a similar bind. Shit options, poor decisions. He wonders what led him to this point. What choices did he make that ended with him standing on a sidewalk with the blood of half a dozen people on his hands? What would he have been if he hadn’t been born different? Would being normal have saved him? Or was he doomed no matter what he did?


  “There’s just one more thing,” Dearing says. He points to the street corner. “We need to lock in the evidence. Go there, face across the street.”


  Barton narrows his eyes in suspicion. “Why?”


  “Because there’s an ATM on the opposite corner that’s got a camera with a clear shot, and the police need a good picture of you. After that, you take off, go to your rendezvous point and our mutual benefactors will get you out of the city.”


  “They’re never gonna let me go, are they?” Barton says.


  “No,” Dearing says, sprinkling a little truth into the lies that come pouring out of his mouth. That’s the trick of a good liar. Always mix in some truth. He’s a very good liar. “But they’ll treat you right. And they’ll take care of you. It’s just a job. Like any other. They just need something for the news and the cops, and then you get the hell out of here.”


  Barton considers it. The police sirens are getting close. He nods. “All right.” He walks to the corner, wisps of green gas blowing off him in the breeze. Dearing notices that his feet hover an inch above the sidewalk. He hadn’t noticed that before. He wonders how Barton fares in a stiff wind.


  Barton faces the ATM across the street. “Here?”


  “Yep. Now, don’t look at me. Keep staring at that camera.”


  “For how long?”


  Dearing steps behind him, the shock baton tight in his fist. He really hopes this works. “Just a second,” he says. He holds his breath, hopes he doesn’t get a face full of Barton, and plunges the shock baton into his back. It passes into the man’s smoky body with just a little resistance, like air pushing back at him.


  “The hell?” Barton says, looking at the shock baton protruding out of his chest.


  Dearing thumbs the trigger on the baton, sending fifty thousand volts through it. Barton goes solid as the voltage hits him, his screams choked off as his heart solidifies around the baton, exploding from the sudden displacement due to plastic and steel. His body convulses, jerking on the end of the baton like a fish on a line.


  He keeps the voltage going until he’s sure Barton’s dead. He releases the trigger and Barton falls, pulling the baton out of Dearing’s hand. His body hits the pavement, twitching.


  Sirens nearby. Everything looks perfect. Crazed Evo, kills a bunch of federal agents and a hostage. Dearing the only one left standing, another Evo kill to notch on his belt. It’s all picture perfect. He’s scot-free.


  Until his new keepers decide he shouldn’t be. He looks at Barton’s smoking corpse and wonders how long it’s going to be before they do the same to him.


  ***


  Du-Par’s diner in the Valley at four in the morning. Too early for the breakfast crowd, too late for the last-call barflies. The diner smells of pancakes and bacon, coffee left too long on a burner. The staples of late-night dining. An African-American man with a thin goatee in a black suit and tie sits at the back of the restaurant, a chipped cup of coffee in front of him. He sees Dearing and nods. Besides a cook and a waitress who looks like she’s been working there since the fifties, the place is empty. Dearing slides into the booth across from the man.


  “Glad you could make it, Jim,” the man says. “You should try the pancakes.”


  “Thanks, I’m not hungry.” His stomach has been a roiling mess since he got the call that afternoon. Three weeks and not a peep. He knew the man wouldn’t leave him alone. Whoever he worked for had spent too much money, invested too much time for that to ever be a possibility. But as long as Dearing didn’t hear anything, and as long as he wasn’t in jail, he could pretend that they had forgotten about him.


  In the weeks since Barton killed Weller and her people, Dearing’s gotten a commendation, a story on the evening news. Everything pointed to a conspiracy of Evos that he had managed to foil. They were still out there, went the story, but this brave police detective had saved the day. He didn’t like the scrutiny, but it hadn’t lasted long. A Kardashian went and put another selfie of her naked ass on the Internet, and everybody moved on.


  “Pity,” the man says. “They’re divine. So how are you doing? How’s work?” As if they’re old friends catching up.


  “Job’s all right,” Dearing says. “They’re putting me up for a promotion. Probably make Captain this year. But you knew that.”


  “I did. But it’s not like it isn’t well deserved. You have a lot of untapped potential. Moving up in the world.”


  “And I suppose you want to tap it?”


  The man grins, sips his coffee. “I don’t know. You’re a little rough for my tastes.” Dearing gives him a scowl in return, and the man laughs. “The company thinks you can do great things. You’ve already shown yourself to be a quick thinker, good in a crisis. You take orders well.”


  “What company is this?” Dearing says. “And for that matter, who are you?”


  “You can call me Harris. The company is a little firm called Renautas. A forward-thinking sort of business. Tech, energy, genetics, bio-engineering. We’ve got our fingers in a lot of pies. But one area we’re particularly interested in is enhanced people like yourself.”


  “You want to study Evos. There a good profit margin in that?”


  “Not really, no,” Harris says with unexpected candor. “Oh, sure, there are powers that can give us a business edge, but we’re trying to change the world. Make it better. Make it the sort of place that’s good for people, all people, to live in.”


  “That include letting an Evo rampage through downtown L.A. and kill a bunch of federal agents?”


  “It also includes destroying and doctoring evidence to keep a powered police detective hidden from the eyes of those who wouldn’t understand.”


  “Touché. So how far down does this hole go? You have eyes and ears in the federal government?”


  “Hands, too. We arranged to cut communication at the detention facility and then let the enhanced loose. Barton was the one we wanted, but there were so many there we could have had our pick. They rampaged through the place like a wildfire.”


  “You let a bunch of Evos out of a maximum-security prison?”


  “Oh, god, no,” Harris says. “We’re not stupid. We put them in our own.”


  Dearing stares at Harris, realization slowly dawning on him. “The Feds were competition. You have your own facilities, your own prisons. Let me guess, you have a federal contract now and some congressman who’s just itching to move all the troublesome Evos over to you. And then you, what, experiment on them? Control them? Blackmail them into working for you?”


  “Do you think what we’ve done is blackmail you, Jim?” Harris says. “You don’t have to work for us. We’re not forcing you to do anything. Hell, I haven’t even made you an offer. We don’t have the evidence that shows you’re enhanced. That’s all been shredded. Your DNA test records are squeaky clean. And you’re not due for another test for, what, eight months? Nine?”


  “I can just walk away?”


  “You can just walk away.”


  Dearing knows that’s not true. Maybe Harris is telling the truth about the evidence, but with a group like this, a group with that much power, he wouldn’t get very far. They’d find some way to screw him over. Maybe they’d frame him. Maybe they’d just expose the things he’s already been doing. That would be easy.


  “I’m not walking away,” he says. “So what’s the deal?”


  “I’m glad to hear you say that. Renautas believes much the way the federal government does. Some enhanced people are dangerous. Some need to be put away for a long time in facilities that can actually hold them. There’s a lot we still don’t know. How powers work. Who gets them. Who doesn’t. But governments are slow. They can’t turn on a dime. Things are moving too fast for them to react to it, and when they do, the response is too much, too little or completely wrong.”


  “And Renautas will save us all?”


  “We’re trying. I think we’re doing a pretty good job. But we need help. We need people like you. People with powers who can do what needs to be done.”


  “And what exactly is that?”


  “There are enhanced people, dangerous people, trying to slip through the cracks on an Underground Railroad of sorts. They’re trying to get across the border to Canada, forge new identities. But we have an opportunity to get to them before they can do that. You know the tricks. You know how they think. It makes you the perfect person to hunt them down.”


  Dearing could have told Harris to save the sales pitch, but the man is just so into it that Dearing doesn’t want to interrupt. Dearing doesn’t much care if other Evos get across the border, end up in a cell, or wind up dead. Dearing cares about himself.


  In this arrangement, he’ll be a dog on a leash. But at least he’ll be alive and outside a prison cell. Harris will be directing the action, calling the shots. Dearing’s not crazy about that, but this is early days. One never knows what opportunities might present themselves. And in the meantime, he can play their game, do their dirty work. Smile and eat the shit sandwich that’s just been handed to him.


  “What about funding?” he says. “I mean, it’s a job, right? I’ll incur expenses.”


  Harris smiles. “I’m sure we can work something out. Is that a yes?”


  “That’s a yes.” Even as he says it, he wants to throw up. But he plasters a smile on his face that he hopes looks genuine.


  “Glad to hear it. Welcome to the team. You’ve made the right choice.”


  Dearing doesn’t feel like he had much of a choice at all.


  TO BE CONTINUED …
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