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The woman at the gas station counter didn’t look up when Becca set down the energy drink and protein bar. Good. Eye contact created memory, and memory created risk.

Becca counted out seven dollars in crumpled bills and loose change, the currency harvested from couch cushions in a university lounge and a tip jar at a coffee shop three days ago. The theft bothered her less each time. Survival had a way of recalibrating morality.

“Bag?” the clerk asked, already reaching for one.

“No. Thanks.”

Becca grabbed her items and left, keeping her head angled away from the security camera above the door. Outside, Seattle’s November rain fell in sheets that turned the pavement into black mirrors reflecting neon and headlights. She pulled her hood up—a men’s XL sweatshirt stolen from a gym locker room, smelling like someone else’s detergent—and walked north on Aurora Avenue.

Three weeks since the cabin. Three weeks of sleeping in different locations each night, never the same place twice. She’d tried homeless shelters initially, but the intake forms required ID and most facilities had security cameras. Public restrooms became her bathroom. Fast food restaurants with lax policies became her shower—sink baths in locked stalls, quick and furtive. Libraries were her office during the day, but she had to keep moving between branches to avoid recognition.

The news coverage had peaked in week two. Her face on every channel, every website. “Domestic Terrorist Rebecca Chen.” “Oregon Office Bombing Suspect Still At Large.” “FBI Manhunt Continues for Manifestor Extremist.”

The word “manifestor” had entered public vocabulary overnight. The government’s official statement confirmed what conspiracy theorists had suspected for years: people with anomalous abilities existed. They were rare. They were monitored. And Rebecca Chen was a dangerous example of what happened when they radicalized.

The coverage showed footage from the Meridian building—smoke, fire trucks, body bags. Showed her college graduation photo, smiling and naive. Showed “witnesses” who described her erratic behavior in the days before the attack. Everything carefully constructed to paint her as a lone wolf terrorist who’d murdered fifty-three people.

Fifty-three. The number lived in her chest like broken glass.

James Garrett. Marcus Liu. Lin Park. The security guard whose name she’d never learned. Forty-nine others. All dead because she’d been curious, because she’d found patterns she wasn’t supposed to find, because she’d triggered a search signature that drew Dalton Pierce to Portland.

Her fault. The government’s narrative was a lie, but the deaths were real.

Becca pushed the thoughts down and focused on immediate concerns. She’d been in the University District for two days, which was one day too long. Time to move. She walked toward the AVE, scanning for surveillance.

A Seattle PD cruiser rolled past. She kept walking, steady pace, not too fast. The cruiser continued without slowing. Her shoulders released tension she hadn’t realized she was carrying.

She needed somewhere to sleep tonight. The abandoned warehouse she’d used last night was too risky for a repeat—she’d noticed fresh graffiti and beer cans this morning, signs that others were using the space. Sharing territory increased risk exponentially.

The university library stayed open until midnight. She could spend a few hours there, use their computers for research, then find somewhere to bed down afterward.

Research. The word felt absurd given her circumstances, but it was the only advantage she had. She’d been trained to find patterns in data, and both Meridian and Pierce’s network left data trails if you knew where to look.

She’d spent the past three weeks building a threat map in her head—documented sightings, known facilities, deployment patterns. Meridian had assets in every major city. Pierce’s network was more scattered but growing, concentrated in the Southwest and Pacific Northwest. And then there was the third player she’d only recently identified: collectors.

Victoria Strand. The name had appeared on a dark web forum Becca accessed from a library computer, buried in a discussion about black market latent trading. Collectors were non-manifestors who specialized in capturing latents for private sale to corporations, foreign governments, wealthy individuals. They had resources, connections, and no allegiance to either Meridian or Pierce.

Becca had found references to at least four active collectors in North America, but Strand was the biggest. Former CIA, former private military contractor, now operating an independent outfit that allegedly had captured over thirty latents in the past decade. The forum posts were vague—no one stupid enough to post specifics—but the picture was clear: Strand had resources and reach that rivaled government programs.

Which meant Becca had at least three separate factions hunting her. The thought would have been paralyzing three weeks ago. Now it was just Tuesday.

She reached the library and climbed the steps, shaking rain from her hood. Inside smelled like old books and damp coats. Students clustered at tables, bent over laptops and textbooks. A haven of normalcy she could briefly inhabit.

Becca found an empty terminal in the back corner and logged in using a student ID number she’d memorized from a discarded receipt. The university’s system was lax about verification if you didn’t try to check out materials.

She opened a browser in private mode and began her evening routine: monitoring news for mentions of her name, checking dark web forums for chatter about latent sightings, searching for patterns.

Tonight she focused on something that had been nagging at her for days. During her brief time at Meridian, she’d flagged several incidents as potentially anomalous. Those files had included contact information for the individuals involved. She’d memorized several names and locations.

One name kept surfacing in her mental catalog: Thomas Keller, the man who’d survived a warehouse collapse in 2008. She’d found him during her library research before everything went wrong—employed by a defense contractor in Colorado Springs, one of the cities where Meridian concentrated trained latents.

What if others from her flagged incidents were also relocated to those specific cities?

She started searching. Jennifer Huang, plane crash survivor from 2012. Current employment: research firm in Alexandria, Virginia.

Robert Carver, house fire survivor from Eugene. No current employment listed, but a property record showed he’d purchased a condo in Denver three years ago.

Sandra Ehlers, the domestic violence case where her boyfriend died of an impossible brain hemorrhage. No social media presence, but a marriage license filed in Phoenix under the name Sandra Brennan.

Becca’s pulse quickened. She pulled out the small notebook she kept tucked in her waistband—spiral bound, water-damaged, filled with cramped handwriting documenting everything she could remember from the Meridian files. She’d been adding to it daily, a physical backup of knowledge that couldn’t be digitally erased.

She flipped to the page where she’d listed the seven cities Alexandra had mentioned: Colorado Springs, Denver, Phoenix, Albuquerque, Alexandria, and two others she couldn’t remember. Five cities where independent latents were warned not to run because Meridian had heavy presence.

Five cities where every person she’d flagged as a potential latent had eventually relocated.

The pattern was there. Clear. Undeniable.

Meridian wasn’t just relocating trained latents to those cities. They were concentrating them. Building populations of manifestors in specific geographic locations for some purpose Becca couldn’t yet determine.

She opened a new search window and started mapping. Five cities. Estimated populations. Demographic data. Military installations nearby. Government facilities. Defense contractors.

Colorado Springs: NORAD, Peterson Air Force Base, multiple defense contractors.

Alexandria: Pentagon proximity, multiple intelligence agencies, defense contractors.

Denver: Buckley Air Force Base, regional NSA facilities, defense contractors.

Phoenix: Luke Air Force Base, intelligence facilities, defense contractors.

Albuquerque: Kirtland Air Force Base, Sandia National Laboratories, defense contractors.

All military-adjacent. All defense-adjacent. Not just concentrating latents—integrating them into the defense infrastructure.

The lights above Becca’s terminal flickered.

She froze, recognizing the warning sign. Her abilities responding to stress, to the spike of adrenaline that came with discovery. She forced her breathing to slow, counting to ten like she’d taught herself.

The lights stabilized.

A student at a nearby table glanced up, frowning at the ceiling, then returned to her textbook.

Becca checked the time: 9:47 PM. She’d been here ninety minutes. Long enough. She needed to move.

She cleared the browser history, logged out, and gathered her things. The notebook went back in her waistband, hidden under the oversized sweatshirt. The energy drink and protein bar went in the sweatshirt’s kangaroo pocket.

She was halfway to the exit when she saw him.

A man, mid-thirties, standing near the reference desk. Asian features, wearing a jacket that was too nice for the neighborhood, looking directly at her.

Miguel.

Becca changed direction immediately, heading for the side exit. Behind her, she heard footsteps following.

The rain hit her like a wall when she pushed through the door. She ran, not caring about drawing attention, just needing distance. The streets were crowded enough—students heading to bars, late-shift workers catching buses. She could disappear into the flow.

She made it two blocks before he caught up, falling into step beside her.

“Stop running,” Miguel said, voice low. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“You said that last time. Then bounty hunters showed up.”

“That wasn’t our fault. We’re careful, but Victoria Strand has resources.” He grabbed her arm, gentle but firm. “Please. Just listen for thirty seconds.”

Becca yanked free but stopped walking. They stood under the awning of a closed bookstore, rain hammering the fabric above them.

“Talk,” she said.

“The compound is still safe. Meridian hasn’t found it. Pierce’s people haven’t come back. We have seventeen people living there now, all of us committed to staying independent.” Miguel’s eyes were earnest, desperate even. “You can’t survive like this, Becca. Living rough, always moving, abilities manifesting uncontrolled. Eventually you’ll hurt someone or someone will find you. We can offer protection. Training. Community.”

“Everyone wants something. What do you want?”

“Same thing you want. To be left alone. To live without choosing between government slavery and terrorist insurgency.” Miguel pulled something from his pocket—a phone, old flip-style. “This is a burner. It has one number programmed. Our compound. If you change your mind, if you need help, call. We’ll come for you.”

He held it out. Becca didn’t take it.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

“Because three years ago, I was exactly where you are now. Hunted, scared, manifesting uncontrolled. Someone helped me when they didn’t have to. Gave me a chance to learn what I was without someone else defining it for me.” Miguel set the phone on a newspaper box beside them. “I’m paying it forward. That’s all.”

He walked away, disappearing into the crowd before Becca could respond.

She stared at the phone. Every instinct screamed trap. But Miguel had saved her life in Vancouver, had fought Victoria’s mercenaries when he could have run. If he wanted to turn her over to Meridian or Pierce, he’d had easier opportunities.

She picked up the phone and pocketed it.

A siren wailed in the distance. Police or ambulance, impossible to tell. Becca pulled her hood up and started walking, no destination in mind, just movement.

She passed an electronics store with televisions in the window, all tuned to the same news channel. Her face filled the screens. The chyron read: “FBI Increases Reward to $100,000 for Information Leading to Capture of Manifestor Terrorist.”

One hundred thousand dollars. Someone would recognize her eventually. Someone desperate enough, greedy enough. The math was simple and brutal.

Becca turned away from her own face and kept walking into the Seattle night, the flip phone heavy in her pocket, another choice she couldn’t afford to make yet.

Behind her, unnoticed, a woman with silver hair sat




















