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PROLOGUE




Eve stared at the dark face of the woman lying next to her under the moonlight. Blades of grass poked through the sheet they lay on, while the music of crickets and owls surrounded them and a light breeze rustled through the tree canopy. A typical late spring night in Valparaiso, Indiana. 

	She glanced at the house in the distance and groaned. “I forgot to turn the light off in the kitchen.” She couldn’t afford to waste any electricity, precious as it was to come by nowadays. “Let me hop over there and turn the lights out real quick,” she said, getting up and dusting off her pants. 

	Carmen rose and grasped Eve’s arm. “Let Jesús get it. Maybe he and that boyfriend of his are in there cooking themselves a late snack.” As Carmen stepped to the side, her long braids and dress flowed in the breeze. 

	Eve closed some space between them and cradled Carmen’s face between her palms. Gazing into the woman’s eyes didn’t bring her the joy she expected. 

	“What’s wrong?” Carmen whispered. 

	“Nothing. I was just—”

	“Thinking about her. As usual.”

	Eve offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. Was it that obvious?”

	“Yeah. I don’t need to hear your thoughts to know what you’re thinking half the time. It’s written all over your face. Do you even want me here?” 

	“Zoey and Gabe are my past. You’re my now,” Eve replied, bumping her nose against Carmen’s as they held each other’s gaze. 

	Carmen smiled. “Good. Now let’s get back to what we were doing.” She slid her hand down Eve’s jeans, while her other hand grabbed a fist full of Eve’s locs. Gently, she brushed her lips against Eve’s neck. 

	Eve encircled Carmen in her arms and lowered her to the sheet on the ground. As she lifted Carmen’s dress and kissed her stomach, she pushed aside thoughts of Zoey and Gabe. She moved to Carmen’s breasts and shoulders. “We could go in the house where it’s more comfortable.” 

	Carmen grinned. “What’s not comfortable? It’s cool out here, all the nice noises, it smells wonderful. I don’t get this much nature in Oakland.” 

	“At least you have an actual government out there.”

	“That’s the beauty of being part of the Coalition.” 

	“Except you have to deal with Orson,” said Eve. “The man gives me the creeps, thinking he’s some sort of god who saved the world and all. If I had a dollar for every white man like him I’ve met…”

	“Okay, this political talk is killing the mood.”

	Eve chuckled. “Fair point. Where were we?” She resumed kissing Carmen’s stomach, moving to her thighs. As she parted Carmen’s legs, a loud buzzing interrupted the silence and startled them. They looked around for the source of the noise. 

	Carmen retrieved the phone from the far end of the sheet and handed it to Eve. “It’s your phone. Why didn’t you leave it inside?”

	With a shrug, Eve looked at the caller id on the old cell phone. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Kendrick?” she answered.

	A deep voice, loud and full of panic, came from the other end: “Eve, I’m coming to you tonight. It’s not safe for me and the kids here anymore.”

	Standing up, Eve pressed the phone against her face. “Slow down. What’s going on?”

	“Aya’s a fader. Probably more than that, actually. I’m on my way to get her back from them—”

	“Them?”

	“I don’t have time to explain right now. But I’m getting her and we’re coming to you in a few hours. Be on the lookout.”

	Before Eve could ask any more questions, the call ended. A fader but probably more…?

	“What’s the matter? Who was that?” asked Carmen, on her feet now and fixing her dress. 

	“An old friend. He’s bringing his family here tonight—something’s happened.”

	Carmen sighed. “I guess that’s it for our plans.” 

	Eve gathered the sheet and half-empty wine bottle from which they’d taken turns sipping. “I’m sorry.”

	Carmen rolled her eyes and scratched her head. She slipped her feet inside some sandals and inhaled. “Well, I’m going to head home. You can update me tomorrow.”

	Eve rose. “No. You can stay the night.”

	She kissed Eve’s forehead and met her gaze. “It sounds like this is some serious shit. I’d rather be out of the way. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” Air whipped around her as she vanished. 

	“She’s gotten much better at that disappearing act,” Eve muttered, noting how well Jesús had trained Carmen to teleport.

	With the sheet bundled under her arms and the wine bottle in her hand, she looked at the stars and marveled at the serenity of the night sky. She shook her head. “Everything is so still and quiet out here in the country, while all hell is breaking loose just an hour away in Chicago.” 








OF FADERS AND ALPHAS








1




Three days earlier…




A bearded man bent over and gawked at fourteen-year-old Aya Wright as she lay in the middle of the street. With a panicked glance at the gathering crowd, he stepped back and shouted something to a woman who covered her mouth and shook her head in wide-eyed dismay. 

	Head throbbing and back aching against the concrete, Aya blinked and looked from the man to the crowd circling like a curious flock of geese. Her gaze swept over the stone houses lining the street. It had started to drizzle, and she squinted as the drops of rain hit her face. She couldn’t be sure, but she would’ve sworn that before she blacked out that only a few clouds had been taking up space in the vast blue expanse. It hadn’t been raining before the taxi hit her. How long had she been lying here? 

	She winced, recalling the pain of the car crashing into her and the cracking sound her legs had made before she collapsed. 

	“The son of a bitch made an illegal left at that red light,” said a dumpy man, gesturing toward the traffic light. “The girl was in the crosswalk.”

	Aya observed a woman crying and shaking her head, while a bald man pointed his index finger into the chest of the bearded taxi driver. Another woman, forehead creased in concentration, knelt and turned her ear to Aya’s face. 

	“Hey, y’all?” The woman turned to the crowd, and all eyes settled on her. “She’s still breathing. Look, she’s awake now.” 

	The taxi driver hurried to Aya. “Girl,” called the taxi driver in a thick Nigerian accent. He squatted next to Aya. “Can you hear me?”

	She nodded but groaned from the sharp pain this tiniest motion sent from her neck to her back. 

	“Can you speak?” he asked.

	With a cough, she nodded.

	The crowd gasped, and the woman who was crying wiped her face. The taxi driver leaned over Aya and put his hand under her to lift her up. But he froze when the teary-eyed woman hollered out. “No, don’t move her. Wait for the ambulance.”

	As the taxi driver pulled his hand away, Aya tried to lift herself. The impact of the car had caused her left arm to contort to an unnatural angle, and blood had spattered near her head. Yet she sat up after some effort and extended the hand on her unbroken arm to the woman leaning over her.

	The woman gawked at her in stunned silence, while the crowd reacted with shocked exclamations and drew back in unison.

	“Fine,” mumbled Aya, struggling to rise. “I’ll help myself up then.” She wiped dirt off her sweater and frowned at the fresh rip at the knee of her favorite jeans. When she felt the sharp pain in her left arm, she stared at it in horror. She couldn’t move her arm. 

	“We need to get you to a medic,” the woman exclaimed.

	“You shouldn’t be awake, not even standing,” said the taxi driver. He looked at her as though he was looking at an apparition.

	“He must’ve been going at least forty or fifty when he hit her like that,” the bald man remarked. “I saw the whole thing. I don’t understand.”

	To her surprise, when she tried to raise her left arm again, it moved with faint pain. She could feel her bones shifting, returning the arm to its normal angle. Gasps spread through the crowd as they watched with alarm. 

	Meanwhile, a strange stiffness settled into her legs, but she was happy to find they still moved with no pain. How am I not dead? She noticed the looks on the faces of the spectators turned from confusion and awe to fear. Remembering what her father always said about scared people in large groups, her heart began to race as she looked from scared face to scared face. I need to get out of here. 

	“Child…what are you? How is it possible—“

	Aya took off running before the taxi driver could finish his question. She ran as fast as her skinny legs would carry her, turning down an alley and looking back until she could no longer see the crowd. She turned left at the end of the alley, fled along the empty street of demolished homes, and sped up before turning right at the next block. 

	When she approached a three-story greystone house—one of only three houses standing among the rubble of demolished homes—she rushed up the stairs to the front door. She dug inside her pants pocket for her keys, but they weren’t there. “They must’ve slipped out. Damn it.” As she gave four quick knocks, she glanced over her shoulder. Hurry up, Malik. Come on!  

	A ten-year-old boy opened the door and shot her a skeptical look. “Why are you knocking so damn loud? You know Dad’s sleeping. Why didn’t you use your key?” said Malik, staring at her through huge brown eyes that resembled her own. “Hey, why are your clothes so dirty?”

	“Get out of the way.” She pushed him aside and hastened inside the dim house.

	“What’s wrong with you?”

	“I think people might come looking for me.” 

	“Why would people be looking for you?” Malik asked. 

	Ignoring him and eager to escape his presence, she headed upstairs to her room.

	He followed, closing the door behind them when they arrived at her room. “What happened?“ 

	Aya removed her shoes and walked over to her dresser to get some fresh clothes. Stopping at her reflection in the dresser mirror, she examined her face and marveled that there was not one blemish or mark from the accident. Just a bit of dirt and gravel in her hair. How was it possible? I can’t be one of them. Everybody’s going to think I’m a freak. She turned to Malik. “Tomorrow, let’s go to the old South Shore Cultural Center. I need to show you something.”

	“Show me what?”

	“You’ll see.” Aya cast him a dark look. “Now run along and leave me alone.”

	Shrugging, he walked to the door and mumbled. “If you’re in trouble, I’m telling Dad.”

	Aya threw one of her shoes, and it breezed just inches past his head. “Whatever, loser.”

	Standing at the door, he gave his sister the finger just before bolting out the room.

	She changed into the clean clothes and rubbed her left arm. 

***

A light midday rain commenced as Aya and Malik made their way to the old South Shore Cultural Center. 

	Their father had told them the lavish building once functioned as an exclusive country club for white residents of the old South Shore neighborhood. No black and Jewish people were allowed in the club during those days. But after working and middle class black people trickled into the neighborhood and affluent whites poured out, the city purchased the property. The center quickly became a gathering space for black people from all walks of life, rich and poor and everything in between. Future political leaders, including a United States president, got married there. Well-to-do black professionals golfed there, and teenagers hung out on the shore during the hot summer afternoons, while newcomers toured the elegant building and the serene nature trail lining the lake. 

	That reality might have been lifetimes ago, a time before Aya arrived in the world. She and Malik only knew of this history from the stories their father told of the old days. Long abandoned after the Great Turn, the center was now only a shell of its former glory, just like the neighborhood it was housed within. Just like the entire city. 

	“Are you recording?” Aya yelled, peering from the rooftop of the center. The wind whipped against her face, and she squinted. She thought about when she’d come to the center a week ago and stood on the second floor balcony. She’d been leaning against the railing when it broke and sent her crashing to the first floor. She’d assumed she was lucky to survive with no injuries other than a mild headache. But after the car accident last night…

	Malik stood in the tall grass three stories below, holding up his phone’s camera to capture her. “I’m recording,” he yelled. “But this is crazy. You’re going to kill yourself. And when you do, I’ll tell Dad it was all your idea.” 

	“Make sure you hold the camera steady and keep it on me the whole time.” 

	He shook his head in exasperation and mumbled to himself, “She’s really lost her mind.”

	Aya stepped to the edge of the rooftop, inhaled, and counted to three. 

	“Hey, no wait. I changed my mind. Whatever it is, I believe you. You don’t have to show me. Let’s just go home and—“ His voice caught in his throat as she took a hesitant step off the rooftop. Gasping, he managed to hold the camera steady, following her quick trajectory to the concrete ground. The loud thud and cracking sound from the impact reverberated in his mind. It happened so fast Malik wasn’t sure he’d caught it all on film, nor was he sure what he’d witnessed. He stared at his sister, his hand trembling around the phone. “You said keep the camera on you, right?” The words hurt his dry throat as they came out. He noticed with horror that her head and arms were twisted at a strange angle. 

	The phone slid from Malik’s hand and fell onto the wet grass. 

	He ran to his sister and dropped to his knees. Thrusting his short arms around her, he cradled her broken body, rocking a bit as tears formed in his eyes. But something struck him as he looked at her face.

	“Shouldn’t there be cuts? I saw cuts on her face at first…” Frantically, he shook her. “Aya? Can you hear me?” 

	The stillness of her body sent him into convulsions of grief. “Aya?” he pleaded, shaking her.

	When she coughed, he fell back.

	Aya blinked and opened her eyes. Her head throbbed as it had the night before, so much she was confused and wondered if she was still in the middle of that street with all the people standing over her. Then, she met her brother’s disbelieving face and saw the cultural center behind him. Oh, right. With more ease than last night, she pulled herself up and snapped her arm and broken leg into place. 

	Malik’s mouth hung open while he watched her stand straight and, using both hands, snap her neck into place. At the sound of the bones cracking, he cringed and dry heaved. 

	She turned to him. “I’m a fader, Malik.”

	He nodded, still bent over and dry heaving. 

	“Pull yourself together. Where’s the phone? I told you to keep recording.”

	“What if you’d died?”

	“I must be one of them,” she mumbled. “Malik, I must be a fader.” 

	In response, Malik crouched over on his hands and knees and lost what little food he had in his stomach. 

	She grimaced. “Gross.”

	He wiped his mouth clean with his jacket sleeve and got up. “Holy fucking shit.” 

	“You can’t tell anybody, Malik.” 

	All he could do was nod.

	She gave him a stern look. “Good, now where’s the phone?”

***

Standing in his front yard, Kendrick Imara Wright—some people called him by his childhood nickname “Go”—looked at an outdated electronic tablet and brushed his index finger across the screen. He scanned the news headlines and absently stroked his graying beard that presented a stark contrast to his brown skin. He stopped and skimmed a few stories about the Unified International Security Forces clashing with opposition groups in China. “The whole damn world is a mess.” Kendrick groaned, shaking his head. 

	The next headline pertained to a recent Coalition concert held to raise money for displaced refugee faders. A photograph of Orson Remington III and pop singer Faye Lennox, standing together on an arena stage, accompanied the headline. “The Coalition’s PR machine never stops,” Kendrick muttered, rolling his eyes before scrolling to the next headline. 

	When a low battery warning flashed in the center of the screen, he pressed the power button to turn off the tablet and slipped it inside the side pocket of his army fatigues. 

	 “Mr. Wright!” someone called out to him.

	He turned around and spotted a kid running toward him. “Jamal, if you’re looking for Malik—”

	“People are coming,” Jamal panted, stopping to catch his breath. The boy bent over and rested his hands on his knees while his little body lurched with every pant. “They’re heading this way.” 

	“What are you talking about? What people are coming?” asked Kendrick, his eyes narrowed on the boy. 

	Jamal pointed. “There.” 

	Kendrick’s gaze followed the boy’s finger directed at the approaching crowd. He counted at least two dozen people and some soldiers scattered among them. “What’s happened?” he barked at Jamal but kept his eyes on the crowd. 

	“I don’t know. Something about Aya.”

	Kendrick rose to his full, towering height as the group reached him. 

	A short woman in her late fifties was the first person to address him. “Where is she at? Where is Aya?”  

	Bewildered and defensive, Kendrick folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t know. Probably out with Malik. What’s all this about, Mae?”

	“I saw her get hit by a car last night,” said a younger woman standing next to Mae. “And she got up like nothing happened.”

	“I thought she was dead for sure. She damn well should’ve been,” a man exclaimed. 

	Kendrick searched the crowd for the source of the voice. “Hit by a car? What are you—”

	“There ain’t no way she should’ve gotten right up,” the younger woman went on. 

	“She’s one of them,” Mae insisted, a wary look in her eyes.

	The crowd grew louder, a cacophony of voices shouting demands at Kendrick. He stared at the frightened and worried faces of people he’d pledged to protect. These were people who trusted him…until now. He wasn’t sure what he could say to them to undo what they’d seen or heard about his daughter. 

	When he raised his hand, the crowd fell silent. “Why didn’t you all come to me last night?”

	“We…” the younger woman began and glanced around for help.

	Mae cut in again. “We had a meeting. We didn’t want to just go accusing you of anything. We respect you. You’re a good man.“

	“But we know what we saw,” the younger woman finished. 

	Panicked thoughts darted through Kendrick’s mind. “I’m sure this is a misunderstanding. There has to be some other explanation for what you all think you saw.” 

	Mae stepped forward, leaving less than a foot of space between them. Her voice was gentler when she spoke this time. “There’s no other explanation, Go. You weren’t there. You didn’t see it. Any of us would’ve been dead if we’d been hit like that. She’s one of them. All of these people know it, and I think you know it. You have to turn her over.”

	He studied the woman’s lined face and looked at the crowd. “This is an outrageous accusation.” Kendrick’s deep voice ricocheted off the buildings lining the street. “For you all to come here and accuse my daughter—“

	Mae placed her hand on his arm. “Let us at least take her to headquarters for examination. If she’s not one, then we’ll know for sure. But if she’s one of them, we’ll figure out what to do. This isn’t about hurting you or your family. It’s about protecting everybody here. You can understand that, can’t you? You’ve sworn to protect this city, Go. Please do this right.”

	Kendrick sighed, trying to quiet the thoughts running through his mind. He pointed to the soldier who’d spoken earlier. “You. Come with me.”

	The soldier nodded and stepped forward. Uncertain looks sailed across several faces, while others appeared relieved. 

	“As for the rest of you, we’re looking into these allegations.” Kendrick offered the crowd a reassuring nod, and they began to disperse. He grabbed the young soldier by his arm and took him aside. “This is my baby girl we’re talking about. If any harm comes to her—“

	“I don’t want to imagine what you’ll do,” the soldier interjected.

	“Damn right you don’t.”

	“Got it, sir.” The soldier looked at Kendrick with something akin to pity. 

***

“I can’t believe we’ve done this four times and you’re still alive. This is so cool.” Malik grinned and rubbed his tapered hair—the only haircut Kendrick had the patience to give him.  

	Aya snapped her neck and arm into place. She looked at the marble balcony above. The impact of the fall still stung a little, like a slap to the face, but she knew that sting would diminish in minutes. “Hand me the phone.”

	He gave it to her without question. “You should watch them. It’s even cooler on video. I added some slow motion to one of them.” 

	She watched each video and deleted them before returning the phone to Malik. 

	“Wait, where’d they go? I thought you wanted the recordings. You deleted them? Those videos would’ve made us famous if I posted them online. Ugh. You suck.” Disheartened, he followed behind her to the front entrance of the center. 

	“I changed my mind. Look, this isn’t something people will take lightly. You should’ve seen their faces last night. Like I was a monster. That’s just not something I want to deal with right now. I only shared this with you because…well, it’s not like there’s anyone else I can tell.”

	“Besides Dad. Can I tell him?” His voice dripped with excitement.

	“No. I’ll tell him myself when we get home.”

	They walked through the overgrown grass leading to the steel gate. Crouching to reach the crawl space under the gate, they slipped through the narrow gap.

	“What happens when Dad finds out?” asked Malik. “You think he’ll freak out?” 

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. But if you say something to him, I’ll kill you myself and you won’t be coming back to life.”

	“Hey, can we go to the library before we head home? I need to look up something.”

	“It can’t wait?”

	He shook his head. “You know how I figured out how to connect the phone to the NeoNet? I think I’ve found a way to connect to our TV so we can get more channels. I found a book on quantum wireless sig—”

	“Fine, we can stop at the library,” said Aya, looking straight ahead at the lights in the distance. “It’s dark, so let’s be quick.”

	They walked along the crumbling sidewalk and dodged tall weeds sprouting from the cracks in cement here and there. But they stopped at the sound of vehicles, voices, and boots against pavement. 

	Malik looked at his sister. “We spent the whole day here. What if there’s been an attack?”

	Aya watched the small lights grow larger with every passing second.

	“Stop! You there!” a man yelled. Flashlights illuminated the silhouette of the gate. 

	Malik turned to his sister and reached for her hand, but all he grabbed was air.

	“Aya?” he whispered, looking around. “Where are you?” 

	“What are you doing over here, Malik?” said a large man dressed in fatigues. “You know this area is restricted. Nobody is supposed to be here.”

	“Did you see my—”

	“You kids are going to kill yourselves fooling around in these old buildings. Come on.” The soldier grabbed Malik’s arm to escort him to an old Humvee. 		

	Meanwhile, the other soldiers turned on their flashlights and lifted their rifles. They scattered about the grounds like dogs in search of something or someone. 

	Sitting in the backseat of the vehicle, Malik watched the soldiers hunt and wondered where Aya had gone. 

***

Kendrick sat at the kitchen table and gazed out the window. He looked at the man sitting across from him and tried to remain calm. Terry Jackson, Major and Company Commander of the Chicago battalion of the People’s Army. A man of few words, Terry brought a manic sort of passion to maintaining order. For this reason, Kendrick knew what Terry was going to say. He waited in silence. 

	“First Sergeant Wright, you understand this is a serious offense?”

	Kendrick nodded.

	They exchanged glances, each one waiting for the other to say something. Terry adjusted his posture while Kendrick leaned back. “Goddamn it, Go, you’ll be charged with conspiracy against the People’s Army. We’re not like the New American Army on the East Coast Front who fight alongside fader freaks. Any fader activity is to be reported—“

	“And that person is subject to immediate arrest.” Kendrick adjusted his posture to make sure he was taller than his commander. “I know. But she’s not a fader.” 

	“Go, with all due respect, there were eye witnesses.”

	“It was dark. Things get murky.”

	“Are you going to sit here and try to convince me that dozens of witnesses were all wrong?”

	“Regular faders don’t have the ability to heal themselves, Terry. You know there’s only one fader who has that ability. The world learned that after they tried to assassinate him.”

	“Go—“ 

	“Orson’s the reason everything changed. He’s the reason we’re even having this conversation.”

	“Well, him and Eve Cooper. Let’s be honest, if she’d never exposed that agency…you know what? That’s not the point. The point is even if Aya isn’t a regular fader, she’s still one of them and potentially even more dangerous than the regular ones.”

	Kendrick became even more rigid and glowered at Terry. “My baby girl is not dangerous. You’ve known her from birth. She’s not some monster.”

	He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. We’re taking her to headquarters. From there, the professionals can have a look at her.“

	“Damn it,” shouted Kendrick, slamming his fist against the table. He rose and towered over the commander. “I won’t let my daughter become a science experiment.” 

	Three armed guards rushed into the kitchen and grabbed his arms to restrain him.

	“I suggest you stand down, soldier. Let’s just sit here calmly and wait for them to find your children.” Terry folded his hands together and rested them against the table. “Stand down.”

	“Fine,” muttered Kendrick, jerking himself loose from the clutches of the guards. He resumed his seat and sat as erect as before, laying both palms flat on the table. 

	Not taking his eyes off Kendrick, Terry gestured to the guards to leave them. “We’re the epicenter of the Midwest Front. We can’t afford to appear weak on our policy against faders. It’ll weaken the unity among the factions in our region, a fragile unity that General Harris worked her ass off to achieve. Does that mean anything to you?” 

	“Are you questioning my loyalty to our people?”

	Terry scoffed. “What I’m saying is we can’t afford to squabble among each other. We can’t afford to let anything weaken us, Go. You remember what happened in East Pakistan? When word spread that one of the villagers had the power of Orson himself? That the villager was the so-called ‘second coming’?”

	“I remember it well.”

	“Good. Because I’ll never forget how that village mysteriously burned down. Not only did the attackers show the fader no mercy, they didn’t spare a single soul in the village. They turned the whole place into rubble.”

	Kendrick frowned. ”Don’t leave out the main part, Terry, the part where it was all a lie. That man didn’t have Orson’s power. He was just a regular fader, trying to live a normal life, until a nearby village and some of his people turned on him for being a little different. Just like you’re all turning on my kid now.”

	“Go, I assure you Aya will not be harmed. We’re going to play this one close to the chest, out of respect for you and to protect everyone. But we have to take this accusation seriously,” said Terry, a pleading look in his eyes.

	“You think you can protect her from General Harris? You know what’ll happen to Aya if that crazy bitch gets hold of her.”

	Terry closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ll do what I can. Right now, I’m doing my best to calm fears. But you know how people get about this sort of thing. Tamping those fears around here is the only way to defuse General Harris. As worked up as people are now, I’m just as worried about word of Aya leaking out to the other areas.” He stopped when the phone rang and buzzed in his pocket. “Commander Jackson speaking. Yes. You found the boy, but no sign of the girl?” 

	Kendrick leaned forward. “They found Malik?” 

	Terry cleared his throat and rubbed sweat off his forehead. “Okay. Keep all search parties going. It’s imperative that we find her. Roger that.” He pocketed the phone and stood. “We’ll find her, Go. I’ll do what I can to protect her. Until then, you’re on house arrest.” The commander walked around the table and laid his hand on Kendrick’s shoulder. Not a moment later, he departed from the kitchen.

	Kendrick listened as Commander Jackson’s footsteps grew more distant and the front door clicked shut. 

***

When the soldier released Malik’s hand, he entered the quiet house and retreated to his room. As Malik plopped on the bed, he pulled out the cell phone and opened the files folder to determine if he could retrieve the deleted videos. But there was nothing there. “The cloud. Maybe they’re in the cloud,” he said, turning onto his back.

	A knock came at the bedroom door. “Son, are you asleep?”

	“No,” Malik replied, sitting up and closing the cloud app on the phone. “I didn’t think you were home.” 

	Kendrick entered and closed the door before hurrying to his son. He knelt to meet Malik at eye level and placed his palm against his damp cheek. “The soldiers didn’t hurt you, did they?” 

	He shook his head, taken aback by this warm gesture from his typically stoic father. “Where’s Aya at? Is she okay? They told me they were looking for her. What will they do to her, Dad?”

	Kendrick sat on the bed and put his arm around Malik. “Your sister’s smart and resourceful. You and I have to be strong for her right now. I’ll clear all this mess up, and then things will return to normal in no time.” 

	The door opened and shut with a bang, startling Kendrick and Malik. They leaped up and turned to the source of the interruption. Yet there was no one else in the room. In an instant, Kendrick whipped out his pistol. He took a few steps forward, his pistol pointed at the semi-transparent form appearing before him. His finger rested against the trigger.

	“Don’t shoot, Dad,” whispered Aya, raising her hands as her form became less transparent. Second by second, each of her features grew more solid and defined.

	The gun hit the floor with a loud thud, and Kendrick ran to his daughter. He scooped her up in his arms, burying his face in her hair. “Aya, my God.”

	When Kendrick released her, he stared into her big brown eyes. “Malik, hurry and close the blinds,” he said, not tearing his gaze away from his daughter. “So, it’s true. My little girl’s a fader.” 

	“When they came for us, I disappeared without even trying. I was standing right next to Malik, but nobody could see me.” She wiped away tears.

	“It wasn’t the first time it happened, was it?” 

	“No. It happened a few times before, but I didn’t know what to make of it. And then last night, when the car hit me—”

	“Aya, why didn’t you tell me?”

	She sniffled. “Because then you’d have to lie to everyone. You’d have to lie and pretend I’m normal when I’m not.” 

	He grabbed her hand. “You’re just Aya. That’s all that matters to me. There’s no lie I wouldn’t tell to protect you, baby girl.”

	“What are we going to do?” asked Aya.

	“We’ll hide you. For now. Obviously, you can’t hide forever, but we can find a way to hide you until I can figure something out.” 

	“But how are we going to do that?” Malik asked, and they both turned to him. “Have you seen all the soldiers watching the house?”

	Aya lowered her eyes. “I’m going to turn myself in.” 

	The look on Kendrick’s face went from fear to surprise. “You’re so much like your mom, the same huge eyes and determined look. But there’s something else, something I should’ve told you—” 

	The sound of boots thundering up the staircase caught their attention. Soon, a deafening banging at the door followed. “Open the door, or we’ll kick it down!”

	Aya looked at them, from Malik’s terrified face to her father’s proud face. She held their hands as the soldier kicked open the door.

	Kendrick pushed both his children back, placing his body between them and the soldiers. He counted at least a dozen guns pointed at them. 

	“Come with us, girl,” ordered one of the soldiers.

	“This is an unnecessary amount of force,” Kendrick shouted. “She’s a child.”

	“Dad, don’t,” said Aya, shaking her head. Without another word, she looked away from him and followed the soldiers. When she reached the door, she turned to her father and brother. They were holding hands while tears rushed down their faces. 

	“Keep walking,” the soldier barked.

	Aya ignored him and stared at her father. “Dad, you said there’s something you should’ve told us. What was it?” 

	Standing behind her, the soldiers watched the exchange with quiet curiosity.

	Kendrick took a few cautious steps forward, looking at the soldiers who had their guns pointed at him. He leaned close to Aya and whispered, “I’ll tell you another time.”
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Orson buttoned his blazer jacket, stiffened his posture, and waited for the long-winded man at the podium to finish. 

	“It is my esteemed honor and privilege to introduce to you the Chief Minister of the Human and Post-Human Coalition for Peace,” said the man, extending his hand to Orson. “Please give a warm welcome for Mr. Orson Remington.” 

	Orson pushed his abundant chestnut hair behind his ears, and a charming smile sailed across his face. Everyone in the room rose and gave a thunderous round of applause as he stepped forward and shook the man’s outstretched hand. Orson’s brownish-green eyes, accented by dark eyebrows, swept over the crowd. Political leaders, scientists, engineers, international press, CEOs, and other important people from all over the world. All waiting for him to speak. 

	Accustomed as he was to the spotlight, Orson still despised these types of formal events. The attention was intoxicating but, after a while, it all grew dull. What did people gain from lavishing admiration and praise upon strangers, he wondered? What primitive craving did such performances satisfy? It was all rather tedious, but he reminded himself it was a necessary part of the job. 

	“What a warm introduction, although I’m not sure I’m deserving of it,” Orson began, feigning modesty. “I’m just a privileged twat from Westminster who decided to try my hand at world peace.” 

	The crowd laughed. 

	“Good to know you’re a light-hearted lot,” Orson replied, smiling and adjusting the microphone on the podium. “It gives me great pleasure to be here with you at the European Space Agency. It looks like the Director General of CERN is here today also, probably to beg me to return to my old engineering job.” He spotted the director near the front row and caught his eye. “However, I’m rather busy these days, so no thanks, Director.” 

	The crowd cheered and applauded.

	“Twenty-something years ago, our world looked very different, didn’t it? You all have heard the story innumerable times—the Great Turn that began in 2020 and lasted fifteen years, turning our world upside down. We’ve all heard the story a million times, but it can’t be told often enough. After all, we must never forget those traumatic years from which it likely will take another century for us to heal. So let us revisit for a moment what our world looked like just twenty years ago in 2025.

	“Important thought leaders like my old friend, the late great Charlie Ford of FordTech, had stalled in their research about the genetic origins of the post-humans, then called faders. With no answers as to the origins, how could governments hope to identify and, I daresay, control this seemingly new type of human? How could they quell the fears of regular humans who feared these superpowered individuals and even worried that post-humans might make them obsolete, extinct? The answer is they couldn’t quell the fears and, inevitably, countries descended into chaos as our species experienced one of the most significant identity crises of our entire history. 

	“None of us were sure whether our species would make it another decade without ripping each other apart over unfounded hatred, paranoia, and scarce resources. Worse yet, the glue that had held us together, the United Nations, dissolved. We were alone and lost.” He paused for effect, and the silence that descended over the assembly hall was anything but comforting. “Then from the ashes of the United Nations rose the Human and Post-Human Coalition for Peace, reminding us we’re in this together. The Coalition reminded us that we needed to turn our attention from identity wars to resource development, to energy. The longer we ignored our energy crisis, the longer the world’s corrupt leaders would be able to exploit divisions and hoard power, leaving us fighting over scraps. We needed to work together to create the world our children and grandchildren deserve.” 

	The audience applauded, and Orson noticed several wet faces. He caught the gaze of the brunette sitting in the second row on the right and gave her a curt nod as she wiped away tears. 

	“Realizing my calling lay beyond Downing Street, I abandoned my post as Prime Minister in 2031 and later stepped into the role of Chief Minister of the Coalition. Under my leadership, the Human and Post-Human Coalition for Peace partnered with the Remington Center for Science to revolutionize the energy industry. Through a significant amount of hard work and diligence, we made the impossible possible: nuclear fusion energy for all nations and territories willing to join the Coalition. In 2035, with thirty nations and territories already signed on, we officially ratified the Coalition with the London Agreement.

	“As I stand here today exactly ten years later, I’m proud to say that through fusion energy and cooperation, we successfully ended our global dependence on fossil fuels. Against all odds, we prevailed. That we are here today is a testament to the resilience and ingenuity of our species when we work together.” 

	The audience cheered as Orson smiled. 

	“But our work is not over. In honor of the ten-year anniversary of the ratification of the Coalition, I am pleased to announce the launch of Ares One, a project to establish the first permanent Mars-based station. Over the next five years, the Coalition, in conjunction with various international space agencies—including the European Space Agency, CNSA, RKA, and CERN—will harness fusion energy to explore the farthest reaches of the universe beyond this blue dot. Ares One is a momentous first step toward ensuring the long-term survival of post-humans and humans alike. With deeper exploration of the opportunities on Mars, we can ensure humankind will survive millions of years into the future. This is what we can achieve together.”

	Cheers and whoops accompanied applause booming around the room. 

	He raised his hands, and a brief hush fell over the crowd. “As always, humanity forward together,” said Orson, reciting the slogan of the Coalition. He stepped away from the podium and beamed at the crowd, watching as they rose to give him a standing ovation. 

	The applause and cheers transformed into chanting. “Orson,” the crowd repeated in unison. 

	With a final wave, he turned to resume his seat. 

	“Sir,” Thomas Taylor called, approaching him before he could sit. “Can I have a word?” 

	Following Thomas off the stage, Orson walked down the aisle. He shook hands and engaged in small talk with the throng of people lining the aisle. The job required that he at least pretend to be sociable. He stopped at the second row to greet Faye Lennox. She brushed her dark shoulder-length hair behind her ears and shook his hand. 

	After a brief exchange with the pop star, he said his goodbyes and hurried through the crowd with his UISF officers flanking him. When the balmy, musky Paris air hit him, he exhaled. 

***

Seated across from Thomas inside the self-driving limousine, Orson gazed at the Pont Marie. A couple, wrapped in one another’s arms, stood at the far end of the bridge. Orson observed them for a moment before turning to the head of his private security. “What was so urgent, Thomas? I have lunch reservations with members of the Coalition’s General Assembly in fifteen minutes, so make it quick.”

	“We intercepted agitators in Chicago and discovered a video that appears to have been posted on the old web on June 2nd.”

	“Yesterday? And we’re only finding out about it now?” asked Orson.

	“Yes, sir. It was uploaded on an old YouTube server, so it takes us a while to comb through those. It’s already at a million views. The video’s very popular in areas controlled by opposition factions.”

	“I don’t have all day, Thomas. Are you reaching a point?”

	“The video shows a teenaged post-human girl with an amazing ability.” 

	Orson scoffed. “I’ve seen lots of post-human abilities. What makes this girl’s ability so amazing?” 

	“Sir, just please take a look at this video.”

	A quiet and stoic man, Thomas was one of the most observant people Orson had ever known. Thomas watched people like a cat waiting to pounce. He knew if Thomas was concerned, he should take it seriously. “Okay, show me the video.” 

	Between the limousine’s two backseat rows was a small computer. Thomas pressed the power button on the computer’s holographic keyboard, and a three-dimensional figure materialized in front of them. A hologram of a small girl with puffy ponytails.

	Orson watched in awe as the frail girl jumped off the roof of a crumbling old building. She crashed onto the ground with an awful thud. Moments later, she stood, no blood or wounds visible anywhere on her. Again and again, she jumped and each time miraculously survived the fall. 

	“Fascinating. She appears to be able to regenerate and heal herself from fatal injury. Besides me, there aren’t any post-humans with that ability. Is this in the U.S.?”

	Thomas turned off the video. “Yes, sir. In Chicago, the center of the Midwest Front. What do you think?” 

	“Are we sure it’s not a fake?” Orson stroked his chin and looked out the window. “It could be a ruse of the opposition. It wouldn’t be the first time they doctored a video in a foolish attempt to bait me. They are so bloody predictable.”

	“That’s possible, sir. But it’s probably wise for us to investigate to be sure.”

	Orson loosened the cuffs of his sleeves and glanced at his reflection in the window. He patted a fussy section of hair at the top of his head. “At least twice a year, these fools propagate tales of a revolutionary figure who will unite opposition groups against us. Each time, we waste resources investigating their claims only to discover the so-called revolutionary is either human or a run-of-the mill post-human propped up by opposition groups or religious zealots. Each time, these so-called revolutionaries fail to unite our enemies against us.”

	“You’re saying you’re not sure why we should care about this girl?”

	Orson nodded. 

	“I understand, sir. But this girl could be an alpha. She’s exhibiting extremely rare post-human abilities. While I know the video’s authenticity is questionable, consider for a moment that none of the other videos we’ve seen before showed a person exhibiting the ability of regeneration. I’ll also remind you that the Midwest Front is very hostile to post-humans. They’re not likely to be interested in making this girl a revolutionary of some sort.”

	“Are you sure about that last bit, Thomas? After all, your countrymen have a propensity for unbridled rebellion and theatrics.”

	Thomas smirked. “Nobody knows rebellion better than the Texan sitting here talking to you right now. But from what I’ve learned from my sources, the Midwest Front is openly opposed to all post-humans. They’ve all but jailed or exterminated them in that region. So I can’t see any chance they’d try to make her their leader. If anything, they’re probably hunting her right now.”

	As the limousine arrived at the Château de Versailles, Orson looked at his watch and thought about the lunch for which he was already several minutes late. “We don’t want to raise the flag of another alpha. And if we’re to believe this video, we obviously can’t easily eliminate this one as we did the others.” He adjusted his jacket. 

	“So, what should we do, sir?” 

	He groaned, annoyed about having to make such a weighty decision on the fly. “Send a special ops team into Chicago, but inform them that they are to be as inconspicuous as possible and speak of this to no one outside their team. No one from the Coalition should be briefed on this mission. Let’s keep this quiet for now.”

	“Got it,” said Thomas. 

	“I want to know if this girl is an alpha. From my observations so far, there’s only one alpha in this world, me.” Orson scrutinized his reflection in the mirror over the seat and slicked down his eyebrows. “Contact the tech team immediately. This video must be scrubbed clean from the old web, as well as any website on the NeoNet. Have our people contact every major search engine to remove it and have it erased off all social media. Make sure that this girl is contained.”

	Orson stepped out the limousine and left his most trusted ally to handle the problem. Now it was time to go make nice with Coalition leaders and assuage their concerns about the upcoming General Assembly election. 

***

Orson removed his suit jacket, threw it over his shoulder and casually strolled around the fountain in the garden, thankful for some alone time after lunch. While the rest of the Coalition’s General Assembly and French parliament members gathered in the conference room to celebrate the launch of the Ares One station, he lost himself in the quietude of the garden. The sound of the water drowned out all noise from the conference and streets outside. As he closed his eyes and enjoyed the quiet, his mind wandered to the news Thomas had delivered. Was the girl an alpha? “Is it even possible?”

	“Is what possible, Orson?” a woman asked, her voice melodic and smooth as silk.

	Smiling, he turned and met the gaze of his vice-counsel, Diya Narang. Early in his tenure as British Prime Minister, his Downing Street Chief of Staff, Madhavi Nehru, introduced him to a slick solicitor who had completed her doctorate in political science at twenty years old at Oxford University and interned for high profile firms focused on post-human rights. It hadn’t taken Orson long to become fond of Diya, whom he came to view as more intelligent than just about anyone he’d ever met. He swiftly hired her as his political aide. Fifteen years later, he considered it the wisest decision he’d made in his life. 

	“You’re not feeling hesitant, are you?” she asked. One hand brushed her long black hair behind her ears, while she held a half-full glass of red wine in the other hand. 

	“No, no. Just thinking,” he said, nonchalantly waving away the subject. He gave her a long hug and kissed her cheek. Stepping back, he studied her burgundy cocktail dress. “Diya, you look stunning as always.” 

	“I could say the same for you.” She looked him over and sipped her wine. As she took his extended arm, they walked around the garden, a comfortable silence elapsing between them. “Look, I know I can’t scan you. You’re the only person whose mind I’ve never been able to scan. But I can read your body language very clearly. What’s bothering you?”

	“The Coalition has achieved so much in these past few years. It’s all happening so fast—”

	“Orson, I don’t think that’s what’s bothering you. There’s something else going on.” 

	“You really do know me better than I know myself sometimes, Diya. What I tell you stays strictly between us. Understand?” 

	Diya looked around as though to make sure they were still alone in the garden. “Yes. Now, out with it.” She took his arm as they resumed walking.

	“I’ve been alone in my abilities for years. No one else has abilities like or to the extent of mine.”

	She nodded.

	“I’ve been notified of the existence of a young girl who displayed the ability to regenerate and survive certain death. Until today, I believed this to be an ability that only I possess. But this girl…” 

	“She could be another alpha.” Detecting some subdued excitement in his tone, Diya placed her palm against his cheek and stared into his eyes. 

	He tilted his head away. “There’s also a high likelihood this all will turn out to be another false alarm.”

	“If she is an alpha though…”

	“It’s imperative we locate and extract her before any of our enemies do. We don’t need opposition maniacs acquiring this girl.” He ran his hands through his hair and sighed.  

	“You’re not concerned about opposition forces getting hold of her. What’s bothering you is the very real possibility that you’re not alone, that you’re not so special after all.”

	He smirked. “Oh, I am special. That’s unchangeable. Nevertheless, that child will not become a new symbol to unite our enemies. I can’t allow that.”

	Diya shot him a concerned look. “May I remind you that I cautioned peace with our enemies?” 

	“I know. Don’t worry.” He turned to face her and smiled. “As always, I will not stray from the path of peace. You have my word.”

	“Good.” She looked into his eyes while he caressed her hair.

	“If she’s an alpha, then I’ve found my protégé. I’ll teach her, train her to use her skills. She’ll see she doesn’t have to be alone like I was.” He stared at the sky. If she’s not an alpha, then the tree has to be cut at its roots. She’ll suffer the same fate as all the others who claimed to be alphas.

	“Orson, I don’t want you to get your hopes up like the other times.” 

	He met her eyes, kissed her hand, and flashed a charming smile. “You worry too much, Diya.” In the next moment, he shot up with such velocity it created a whirl of dust around him. Traveling so fast that he looked like a jet trail, he soared high above the city until he faded out of sight. 

***

Aya’s shackled hands rested on her lap while she looked out the tinted window of the city hall building, one of the few remaining buildings on LaSalle Street. She stared at the bombed out building across the street. Like nearly everything else downtown, the Thompson Center had been reduced to rubble before Aya was born. The once vibrant area her father had shown her in pictures had become nothing more than a ghost town of shuttered buildings, boarded-up shops, and busted skyscrapers. The country’s “second city” all but destroyed by years of violent conflicts with the Eastern Front, commanded by the President of the United States. 

	“After the first clashes, most of the people packed up and went to the west and other more stable areas,” her father had said as they were driving through the city one morning. “The rest, like your mom and me, scattered into the many neighborhoods in the city to live in areas run by the People’s Army. In those areas, suddenly we had no running water anymore, very little electricity, no real government, everything outside the city in ruins. The clashes kept happening, so much that I soon got used to hearing explosions in the night. Only when the People’s Army joined with neighboring factions to form the Midwest Front did things get better. As bad as life is now in the city, it’s nothing compared to what life was like during those years before. Trust me. Maybe one day your generation will rebuild this place.” 

	She’d always hated going downtown. Downtown represented all of the ugliness and cruelty of the world into which she had been born. Why couldn’t she have been born in a Coalition country, she wondered? Photographs of those places reminded her of her father’s old photographs of Chicago before the Great Turn that began in 2020 when the world learned about faders. Sometimes, she dreamed about moving to one of these shiny cities, having access to all the food she couldn’t get in Chicago. She could go to some of the museums she’d read about in school. That world also had places called boutiques, full of fabulous clothes like the ones Faye Lennox wore in her music videos. One day, she would move there and leave all this ugliness behind, she told herself. But this was home…no matter how much she wanted to escape, she didn’t want to leave the only home she’d ever known.

	As this thought faded into a memory that involved her and Malik walking along the lake, Aya exhaled and her eyes grew heavy with sleep. She’d been awake for nearly twenty-four hours, and she was starting to feel it. Just as she dozed off, the door opened, and she sat up straight. Two guards entered, followed by a tall, middle-aged woman adorned with military ribbons and stars on her collar. She’d pulled her long locs into an austere bun.

	“Hello, Aya,” said the stern-faced woman with cat-like brown eyes set against beige skin. “I assume you know who I am.” Her monotone voice lacked anything resembling emotion. She sat and looked across the table at Aya. 

	“You’re General Gwendolyn Harris. My dad told me about you.” This was the elusive woman her father sometimes spoke about in hushed tones.

 	“I’m sure he has. But more to the point, I’m the Central Commander of the Midwest Front. Do you know why you’re here?”

	She kept her eyes glued to the woman and nodded.

	“You’ve been accused of being a fader. A fader who’s the daughter of one of our most squared away senior ranking sergeants, no less. Do you know that in this region we’ve outlawed faders? Anyone with the abilities you’ve displayed is subject to summary arrest. Additionally, anyone with knowledge of the existence or whereabouts of a fader has a duty to report this information immediately to People’s Army forces.”

	Aya lowered her gaze.

	“Now, honestly, I find it hard to believe we could have a fader right under our noses all this time and not know. So I’m going to ask you one time, are these accusations true?”

	She studied the handcuffs surrounding her wrists. “Yes.” 

	“Hmm. From witness accounts, you appear to be capable of more than the average fader. Is that true?”

	Aya remained quiet and didn’t look at the woman.

	“As it is, we’ll run the appropriate tests with our medical staff to see what other abilities you have. You should consider yourself lucky. I don’t usually pay accused faders personal visits. But I respect your father’s service as a respected member of the People’s Army.” She reached to lift Aya’s chin. 

	“Is he in trouble?” Tears glistened in her eyes.

	“We’ll take into account the fact that he has cooperated with us. He and your brother are officially under house arrest at this time.”

	“But they’re innocent. They had no idea about my abilities.” 

	She cleared her throat. “Your father’s en route to city hall now for further questioning with Major Jackson. He’ll be handled accordingly.” 

	Aya glared at the woman, who looked more and more like the witches in the fairy tale books she’d read years ago. “Why am I not in jail?”

	“You’re high priority. We know that faders have the ability to disappear, but you apparently have the ability to heal yourself. This isn’t a common ability, so that makes you special. A target. If word gets out of your existence, it could spell trouble for our base area.” General Harris stood and glanced from the guards to Aya. “We’re protecting you and ourselves by keeping you here rather than in jail.”

	As the door closed behind them, Aya trembled with sobs. She cried until her head drooped to the left a bit and she drifted to sleep. 

***

The loud clanging of the door opening and closing interrupted her short slumber. When she opened her eyes, she found herself staring at more armed guards and a man in a white lab coat. An
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