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        The truth will set him free...

      

        

      
        In the aftermath of Black Magnet’s demise, Ash and his friends are still adjusting to the ramifications its had on their lives. Now equipped with a glimpse of who he was before he woke up in the mine, Ash is reluctant to learn more about himself and looks for anything to keep his mind off of his past.

      

        

      
        When a student at Perry’s new job at a nearby university winds up dead with no sign of attack other than sand scattered around the body, Ash finds the perfect distraction. Only, he can barely get answers on the first victim before another student is killed in the same way somewhere else on campus.

      

        

      
        While attempting to solve the murders that Ash knows was done by a super, he soon finds himself in the cross-hairs of the police detective leading the investigation. In order to stop the super truly responsible for the murders, Ash is faced with a choice: take the fall for the attacks or expose himself as Heat.
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      The basement of the Ellsworth Institute of Technology is quiet. Nearly empty of all people. The only sound is the one lone custodial worker sweeping up a mess in room B120. Mitchel Derrick Mantel.

      That’s good.

      A second person slowly makes his way down the staircase, careful not to make any loud noises to alert Mitch. That wouldn’t be good. However, from what he’s noticed from other times they’ve had encounters, Mitch likely has headphones in, completely oblivious to what surrounds him.

      The newcomer isn’t like that. He’s been planning this move for almost a week now. Finally, without all the hubbub of freshmen orientation, student move-ins, and the first week of classes, things have just begun to settle into a familiar routine around campus. It’s the perfect time.

      But the plan isn’t ideal. It’ll work, but it’s a line he didn’t think he’d have to cross. He never thought he’d end someone’s life. It’s the only way, though. Especially after he’d developed these unusual powers.

      They’re extraordinary.

      They make him extraordinary.

      They make him powerful.

      He isn’t really a religious man, but it’s hard to ignore the fact that these powers—that came right when he needed a solution the most—is a sign from God. Suddenly, it’s as if the path in front of him is lit, pulling him in this direction.

      But this plan doesn’t come without flaws. He could be spotted. He could fail to kill Mitch. He could leave some sort of trace that he was the one who ended this man’s life.

      Still, it’s a risk he needs to take. Mitch took what’s most important to him and for that, he needs to go away.

      Turning from the final step on the staircase, his foot bangs the side of the metal railing, sending echoes across the empty basement.

      Dammit.

      Rushing to hide behind a wall, he manages to duck out of sight before he can be spotted.

      “H-Hello?” Mitch’s voice calls out.

      He waits quietly, anxiously, for Mitch to give up and go back to work. The plan can still be executed.

      “Hello?” Mitch calls again.

      Silence.

      “Is someone there?” the worker calls again.

      More silence.

      Chancing a look down the hall, he sees that Mitch has finally returned to B120 and he breathes a sigh of relief. But the hard part isn’t over.

      Closing his eyes, he enacts his power. The next moment, he no longer occupies a complete physical form. Instead, he’s several physical forms, working in unison, hovering above the ground.

      Rounding the corner, he moves to the door of B120 and hovers just outside, watching as Mitch maneuvers the mop around chair legs and under desks. White cords hang out of each of his ears, confirming that he’s listening to music.

      He hovers just inside the hallway and waits. He wants to see the terror on Mitch’s face. See the realization come over him that his life is going to end. It’s the justification he deserves for Mitch ruining his life.

      Mitch turns and works his way up the walkway on the other side of the room, behind a large island counter in the middle with electrical cords hanging from the ceiling. He glances up once, then twice, seeing what’s waiting for him in the hallway.

      He strikes, rising up into a growing cyclone that fills the room and sends papers and other loose articles flying from the desks.

      Mitch steps back and watches wide-eyed as the cyclone grows, multiplying until it consumes the room.

      The look alone gives him satisfaction, but it isn’t enough. Mitch is still breathing and he can’t have that.

      Mitch needs to die.

      Eyeing up the distance to the door, Mitch races toward it, tripping over his mop bucket on the way. Just as his hand grasps the doorknob, though, the cyclone envelopes him.

      Reluctantly, Mitch breathes in the sand—it lunges at him—and he collapses on the ground in a coughing fit. The attacker doesn’t relent, forcing the particles he’s become down Mitch’s throat until his meager attempts to breathe subside and the room is quiet once again.
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      With a coffee in each hand, I make my way down the steps into the basement of the Dwight R. Herbert Building at EIT. Herbert houses part of EIT’s sciences department, with the other part being held in Jasper Hall next door. It’s Perry’s first week at his new job and I thought I could pay him a visit to brighten up his morning. Plus, it’ll actually give me something to do instead of lay around the apartment. Cheering up a friend sounds better than more daytime television. And he could use some cheering up.

      Like Rachel, he’s still mourning the loss of his old lab, as well as the people who visited it. The events of what happened three weeks ago at Ellsworth Science and Technology Research—or ESTR as we called it—still haunt us, even with the change in setting. It’s something I’m sure none of us will truly be able to escape.

      At the bottom of the stairs in Herbert, I step into a crowded basement lounge. It’s usually teeming with students who’ve discovered this usually quiet solitude as a place to study. Today, though, the chatter grows with a mix of students and faculty alike.

      Perry’s lab is to the left, but through the crowd I spot my friend seated at one of the plush chairs in the corner, scrolling through his phone among several other men and women dressed in lab coats, ties, and other professional attire. Clearly, they’re not students.

      I make my way through the crowd and hand him his coffee. “What are you doing out here?”

      He’s startled when he first sees me, but smiles when he takes his cup. “Thanks.”

      It’s still hard to get used to seeing Perry in professional clothing. Back at ESTR he usually wore T-shirts and jeans. Today, he’s wearing black pants and a light blue dress shirt that sits tight against his belly. Consequences of having a desk job. And the fast food doesn’t help, either. His white lab coat usually helps to hide that, but he’s not wearing it right now. Still, it’s such a difference from what I’m wearing. A black V-neck T-shirt that’s tucked into my khaki shorts. Old habits die hard, apparently.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      He motions to the group sitting around him. “We’re all just waiting until we’re given the go-ahead to go back in.”

      I scrunch my brow. “What do you mean?”

      He points over to his lab. Turning, I see police tape stretched across the hallway with an officer standing guard outside it. Several other officers move about beyond the tape.

      “Word has it someone was found dead in the lab this morning,” he tells me.

      My head snaps to him. “Who?”

      He shrugs. “No idea. Naturally, they won’t tell us anything.”

      I study the officers working behind the tape. There’s an older man with wispy gray hair taking pictures just inside the doorway to Perry’s lab. Behind him, a woman—judging by her plainclothes, I’m guessing she’s a detective—murmurs quietly to two men in uniforms. She’s wearing a gray pantsuit and her dirty blonde hair is pulled back out of her eyes.

      “That’s a shame,” I say to my friend. “And at the start of the new semester, too.”

      “What a way to start off the school year,” he adds.

      “Any idea when you will be able to get back in?”

      He shrugs again. “They keep saying they’re almost done.” He checks the time on his phone. “I’ve been here an hour so far.” He points to one of his coworkers. Barry Murphy is a bald man with a red bushy beard that makes up for what he’s lacking on the top of his head. I’ve met him once before. “Barry says they were here at six when he got here.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      “Not sure, but since they’re taking so long, I’m guessing they’re suspecting foul play,” he says.

      “Who found the body?”

      “Well, Barry was the first one here,” Perry says. “But I haven’t heard anything for sure. He would be my guess, though. The police said they want to talk to him.”

      “They probably want to talk to all of you since you all work out of the lab.”

      “True.”

      Clicking heels on the stairs turns both of our attention to another blonde woman descending with a cup of coffee in her hand. She smiles when we meet eyes and comes right to me.

      “Hey! How are you?” She leans in and gives me a quick hug.

      I smile awkwardly as I try to place where I know her from. She’s definitely someone I’ve met since waking up in the cave.

      “It’s Lisa,” she says. “We met at Vernon’s dinner party.”

      “Oh, right!” Now I recognize her. She sat next to me at dinner with Marge, another one of Vernon’s coworkers. “How have you been?”

      “I’m doing okay,” she says with a polite head nod. “I heard about Vernon. It’s so sad.”

      “Yeah, it really is,” I say. “Any idea how his wife and kids are doing?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know, I was going to ask you the same thing. I haven’t talked to them since the funeral.”

      “Me neither. I hope they’re doing all right.”

      “Me too,” she says. “So what have you been up to?”

      Well, in the last three weeks I’ve been avoiding the subject of Arlus Cain somehow being my brother and focusing my energy on stopping fights and keeping track of the crime in the city, which hasn’t been too terrible.

      I keep all that to myself, though.

      Hooking a thumb over my shoulder, I say, “Right now I’m just visiting Perry.”

      He nods a hello and comes around to my side.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she tells him. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Perry just started working here this week,” I explain.

      He motions to his lab. “It’s now currently a crime scene, so that can’t be a good omen.”

      Lisa ignores his quip. “Oh yeah, isn’t that horrible? He was young, too.”

      “He was?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yeah, when I got in this morning, the police hadn’t quite closed off the area so I got a glimpse. He was just lying there.”

      “Blood?” I ask. “Was he stabbed or something?”

      She shakes her head. “No blood as far as I could see, but I didn’t get a real good look. They asked me to step out while they investigated. I had to answer all kinds of questions, just so they could rule me out as a suspect.”

      “I thought you worked at River Valley Holdings?” I take a sip of my coffee. “Isn’t that how you knew Vernon?”

      “I did—it was,” she says. “Actually, right after Vernon’s dinner party I accepted the job here.”

      “Doing what?” Perry asks.

      “I’m the secretary for Dr. Henry Isaacs,” she says. “It’s similar to what I was doing at River Valley, but with a lot less stress. Plus, it’s closer to home for me. I’ve actually been walking here every day so far.”

      “Oh wow, that is close,” I say.

      “Yeah.” She cradles her cup between two hands. “So I take it you’re not staying with the Michaels’ anymore?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’ve actually been staying with Perry for a while.”

      She glances over at him and then back to me. “Oh, I didn’t realize you two were that close.”

      “Yeah, me, him, and Rachel kind of hit it off right away,” Perry says.

      “That’s good.” She turns to me. “Are you still taking classes here?”

      “No, I’m not.” Best to keep things short and as honest as I can.

      “Are you working anywhere, then?”

      Perry snorts beside me.

      I shoot him a look and then turn back to Lisa. “Uh, no. I’m…I’m kind of in between jobs right now.” At least I assume I had a job before I ended up in the cave. Either way, my best self is not coming through right now. I look like a pathetic mooch, which I guess I kind of am.

      “Oh.”

      One word carries so much weight.

      “He’s looking,” Perry tells her. “If you know of anything, let him know.”

      I smile. “Yeah, definitely.”

      Not sure what exactly I’m qualified for or how it’s going to fit in with my Heat stuff, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a job. That way I could help pay my way with rent and food and stuff at Perry’s. It certainly wouldn’t cover everything he does for me, but it would help.

      She waves her finger and raises her eyebrows. “Actually, I might know of something.”

      “You do?” Perry and I say simultaneously.

      She laughs. “Yeah. Ash, why don’t you and I take a walk and we can talk about it?”

      “Now?”

      She motions to the police officers. “It’s not like I’ll be getting back in my office anytime soon.”

      “Very true.” I turn to Perry. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Hopefully I can get back to work sooner than later,” he says. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks!”

      Lisa and I head out to the courtyard just outside the Main Hall that centers the campus. It’s a nice early-September day with clear skies and a gentle refreshing breeze. We pass groups of students buzzing with the excitement of returning to school and their friends. I can’t help but note the stark difference between out here and the basement of Herbert.

      We walk slowly, working our way around the courtyard. Neither of us say anything as we take in the change of scenery, feeling the warm rays on our skin.

      “It’s beautiful,” she muses.

      “Yeah,” I murmur. Despite what she’s saying being true, I can’t get my mind off of the body in the basement. Who is it and what happened to them? And if it is foul play, who would do that to them?

      “Makes me want to play hooky,” she adds. “Especially since I can’t get in my office, but this little break is nice.”

      “Hopefully the police will have answers soon,” I tell her. “So you say you saw the body this morning?”

      Lisa doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she looks down and studies her feet, forgetting the bright sun while she ponders my question.

      “I know how it sounds,” she finally says. “But there were people in the lab already. Faculty who had already contacted the police and were just guarding the room before the police showed up. I didn’t—”

      I shake my head. “No, that’s not what I’m suggesting.”

      Whoops, wrong way to start an interview. Even for an informal one, dead bodies are never an icebreaker.

      “What do you do to relax?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, after a long day at work, do you kick back with a glass of wine and a book? Go out with friends? Stay home and get a jump on laundry?”

      Lisa gives me an odd look, but answers regardless. Must be she knows what I was looking for: an alibi. “I’m usually helping my daughters with their homework. Last night especially we were working on it until about eight o’clock. I watched some TV with my husband for a bit and then went to bed.”

      Nodding with a smile, I try not to make my brief questioning so awkward. “Any good shows?”

      “I’m way behind on all the popular ones,” she replies. “So my answer would be about three years old.”

      I laugh it off. Even if she did answer, I wouldn’t know whether the show was new or old. With as much TV as I’ve watched in the last few weeks, none of it has triggered any sort of memory. Everything’s new to me.

      She lets out a deep breath. “Anyway, you’re probably wondering what job I had in mind for you.”

      I grin, but don’t offer a response.

      “First, though,” she goes on, “I’d like to get to know you a little better.”

      “Okay…”

      “What kind of job experience do you have?” she asks.

      Jumping right in with the tough questions. Then again, with my unclear past, most questions are tough questions.

      “Uh…not much, really,” I reply. “I’ve been so focused on school and now that I’m not in school, it’s…weird.”

      Lisa nods. “I get it. I was the same way in college. Too busy keeping my grades up that I didn’t really map out what exactly I wanted to do after college.” She shrugs. “Everyone’s gotta start somewhere and where you start might not even be where you end up.”

      “That’s true.” I honestly haven’t given much thought to my future. Too consumed with my past.

      “Do you have any kind of passion for science?” she asks.

      Does learning about my own unique abilities count?

      “Passion? Uh…not quite,” I tell her.

      We both laugh.

      “I have an interest,” I continue. “I mean, my eyes don’t completely glaze over when Perry and Rachel talk about work.”

      She chuckles. “Well, that’s good. What I had in mind was a position at my office. With Dr. Isaacs.”

      “What kind of position?”

      “Uh…maybe position isn’t the right word,” she clarifies. “Dr. Isaacs is a very efficient person—especially when it comes to his research. And you didn’t hear this from me, but the only reason he’s even teaching is so that he can have a designated lab here at EIT to work on that research.”

      “I certainly don’t think I’m qualified to pick up the slack from his classes.”

      “No, of course not,” she says. “He has a TA for that. What I had in mind—and I’ll need to run this by Dr. Isaacs as well—is having you be a sort of lab assistant. I’m thinking you’d come in, clean up from the previous day’s work—cleaning beakers, wiping tabletops, disinfecting, that sort of thing. Then once that’s done, you can get the essential materials together for that day’s work. Oh, and you would probably also be the best person to let me know about inventory levels and stuff like that because it’s hard for me to keep track of that with everything else I need to do.”

      We turn around the edge of the courtyard and head back toward the Main Hall.

      “So you’re essentially just looking for someone to do the scut work,” I simplify.

      “Well yeah, but it’ll be an essential part of the process—especially with Dr. Isaacs.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Just think about it,” she says. “It’ll probably only be minimum wage, part-time. And Dr. Isaacs usually teaches in the mornings, so if you could come in at like, eight, and leave by noon, that would probably be the best scenario. He’s not really a fan of distractions. Sometimes even my typing on the computer gets on his nerves.” She shrugs. “It’s just the way he likes to work.”

      I nod and look down at my feet as we walk. “Okay. Um…the only issue I have is that I, uh, am kind of…off the grid, I guess you could say.”

      The delicate way of saying that I don’t have any important government documents that prove I am who I am. At least, not in my possession. I’m sure Arlus would be able to tell me where those are. I’m sure Arlus could tell me a lot of things.

      “What do you mean by ‘off the grid’?” she asks.

      “Well, I don’t use a bank…or a car,” I say. “So I don’t have a driver’s license or anything.”

      “You don’t have a license?”

      I shrug. “I’ve been doing fine with the bus.” Lately, I’ve been walking most places or hitching a ride with Perry or Rachel. Or even flying as Heat.

      “And you don’t belong to any bank or anything?”

      I shake my head. “Haven’t had the need for one, honestly.” I wonder if I have an account somewhere with a whole stash of money in it.

      “All right, well…um, I could see if he’d be willing to pay you under the table,” she says. “It would depend, because I don’t think we have the budget for the school to be paying you. It would have to come out of Dr. Isaacs’ own pocket and I’m not sure he’s even open to this whole position.”

      “Oh, this wasn’t his idea?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I just thought of it when you said you didn’t have a job. But I’ll talk to him about it. I just thought I’d pitch it to you first to see if you’re even interested.”

      “No, that makes sense. I’m definitely interested. Sounds like an easy part-time job to keep me busy.”

      “Exactly. I think it’d be a perfect fit.”

      “Hopefully Dr. Isaacs does too,” I say.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Can I get your number so I can give you a call when I talk to Dr. Isaacs?”

      I pull my phone out of my back pocket—something Perry got for me because he was too tired of me being unavailable all the time.

      I read her my number and then add hers to my phone. Thankfully, she doesn’t question why I have a phone, even though I don’t use a bank or even have a license. Guess it’s because cell phones are so commonplace.

      “All right,” she says when she’s done taking my number. “I’ll talk to him—er.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, I would say I’ll see him later, but with the police in the lab, there’s no telling when I’ll see him. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can, though.”

      “Sounds goo—”

      Piercing screams ring out from one of the open windows in the Main Hall. Lisa and I have just made it back to the sidewalk in front of the stairs that lead up to the large front doors, so we hear everything clearly. Not that a scream that loud is hard to miss.

      Racing up the stairs, I pull open the heavy wooden door and follow the sound to a girl with dark curly hair standing at the top of the eastern staircase. She’s crying, covering her mouth as her shoulders shake with sobs. Lisa comes up right behind me.

      “What’s going on?” I ask the girl.

      “What’s the matter?” Lisa gently touches the girl’s shoulders.

      I follow the girl’s gaze down to the landing at the bottom of the stairs. Among a backpack, errant papers, and what appears to be sand or dirt, another girl lies lifeless.
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      Lisa turns the curly-haired girl so she’s no longer staring at the scene on the landing.

      “You’re okay.” She wraps her arms around her. “Shh. You’re okay.”

      I pull out my phone and am about to dial 9-1-1, but someone runs down the hall and says, “I called the officers from Herbert! They’re on their way!”

      Looking over, I study the body. She has long curly red hair, similar to her friend’s. She’s sprawled out on the floor, her backpack tossed near her feet with some books spilling out. Almost as if she tossed the bag when she fell backward. A folder lays open beside her, its contents scattered all over the landing among two textbooks. Looks like they’re syllabi and other coursework papers. Nothing containing sensitive information from what I can tell. I can’t spot any blood, but it doesn’t mean it’s not there. What’s most obvious—and curious—is the dusting of sand everywhere, especially in the corners and along the stairs.

      Two people wind up dead only twelve hours apart? There’s no way this is a coincidence. Who would want them dead? Why? How? The girl here on the landing looks like she was just walking to class. Well, except for the sand. That’s really puzzling. Surely, this girl was not carrying a sack of sand in her backpack.

      We only have a few precious moments before the police pull her away for their questioning. If these deaths are connected—and my gut is telling me they are—then I need honest, unbiased, initial reactions from this girl. I can’t help anyone find out what happened if I don’t know anything myself.

      I step over to Lisa and the brunette with the curls. “What’s your name?”

      “This is Sarah,” Lisa says for her. She holds her in an embrace and whispers to me, “She’s really upset.”

      A warning that I need to tread carefully.

      Gently, I place my hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “Do you know who that is?”

      She nods and sniffles, answering between sobs. “My—friend—Abby.”

      No wonder she’s so upset.

      “Did you see what happened?”

      She shakes her head. “We were just talking and then—oh, my gosh, Abby!”

      Lisa pulls her in tighter again for comfort.

      “Sarah, focus,” I say kind of harshly. “Did you see anyone or hear Abby say anything before it happened?”

      “Ash, I’m sure the police will ask her all of this,” Lisa interjects.

      “I know, but if there’s anything she might remember, we could—”

      “Let it go, Ash.” She challenges me with her eyes.

      I step away and look down at the body again. It’s obvious I’m not going to get very much out of Sarah right now. Better to take in what I can before the police section off the scene. The problem is, there’s not a lot to see without being too obvious. We’re already starting to attract a crowd. So far, everyone is keeping their distance, but if I approach Abby, soon everyone else will rush to her too. Best to take it all in from a distance. But without getting too close, there’s not much more I can see from this vantage point.

      Trying another tactic, I focus on how she might’ve been attacked. Obviously, she was carrying the folder and the books, but if her arms were full with that, chances are she wasn’t carrying her backpack in her hands. So why was it tossed in the corner?

      Turning back to Sarah, I ask, “Did Abby have her bag on her back?”

      “What?” She looks at me with wet eyes.

      “Her backpack. Was it actually on her back?”

      She furrows her brow. “Um…I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Just wondering.” I look back down the staircase. Did she drop them there to fend off her attacker? From the little Sarah told me, it doesn’t sound like there was much of a fight.

      As the crowd around us at the top of the stairs grows, so does a smaller one at the bottom of the stairs. Soon, police officers rush in through the crowd at the bottom—likely coming from the tunnels that connect the different campus buildings—and start pushing back the swarms of people. One officer tapes off the area while two officials—the man and the woman in plainclothes I
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