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CHAPTER ONE
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Saturday, July 22, 2017

Bruderschaft Compound, North Idaho

Zeke Shepherd shot a nervous glance over his shoulder but saw nothing except the sheep, the dogs, the field, and the dense woods beyond. “You’re friends with black people? With . . . nig—”

“Gah! Don’t say that word!” Gabe shook his head, exasperated with the other boy. He leaned back against a tree. Even seated in the tall grass, Zeke towered over Gabe, who was small and slight for sixteen.

“Sorry, Gabe. You’re friends with, uh, them?” Zeke kept his voice low even though no one was around to hear them. It didn’t pay to be careless on the Bruderschaft compound. Saying the wrong thing could mean extra duties or beatings. Or worse.

Gabe sighed. “Of course, I’m friends with black people. And Hispanic people, and trans people, and Jewish people. I’m so accepting, I’m even friends with your stupid ass.” His smirk let Zeke know he wasn’t being mean.

It had taken Zeke a while to understand the newcomer. He’d never met anyone else like him. “But . . .” Zeke’s head reeled, as it so often did when he talked to Gabe. Zeke had been born into Bruderschaft and had lived his whole life there, with his father and about a hundred and fifty of God’s chosen people—all white, all Christian—but Gabe had only been there for a few months. Zeke shook his head, unable to fathom why Gabe would be friends with so many people who weren’t like him. “But why?”

“Because they’re people, dude. Just like I’m people.”

“And they’re . . .nice? Not criminals or terrorists or anything?”

“Damn but you’re thick sometimes, Zeke.” Gabe took a deep breath and ran his hands through what little hair had grown back since his father shaved it off. “Look at the people here. Forgetting for a minute they’re a bunch of racist, nationalist, homophobes, some are nice and some are dicks, right?”

Zeke nodded.

His friend shrugged. “You thought there was something wrong with me at first and now you know I’m cool. It’s the same with everyone, whether they’re white or black, Christian or Muslim, gay or straight, super-powered or not. Some people in every group are cool, and some are assholes, and most are a mix of both.”

“I’m trying to understand that, man, I really am. It’s just . . .”

“Yeah, I know. Indoctrination from birth makes it tough. We need to get you away from this damn compound while you can still be salvaged.”

Fear shot through Zeke’s heart. As much as he’d begun to doubt some of what he’d been taught, he couldn’t help but picture the outside world as a chaotic, violent, immoral place. How many times had his father told him he was far too weak for the world? The bell rang to signal the hour, and he leaped up. “Oh, crap! You’d better get back to the barn. It’s getting late.”

Gabe sighed again and stood up in no particular hurry. “I’m so damn sick of cows.”

Zeke chuckled. “Should’ve thought of that while you were trying to get moved off dish duty. And chopping wood.”

“I was sick of those, too. I’m sick of freaking duties altogether.” Gabe brushed grass off his standard-issue canvas work pants. “Later, dude.”

“See you at dinner.” Zeke watched his friend walk away and rubbed a hand over his blond crew cut to wipe away the sweat. He picked up the tall walking stick that had once been his grandfather’s. After five decades, the carved eagles and swastikas were all but worn away. 

He couldn’t see the main part of the compound from his vantage point because of the hill across the stream. The barns and silos were still in view, though, and he preferred to be where he couldn’t see any buildings at all.

The flock had just about picked this field clean anyway, so he whistled at the dogs and headed north and a little west, farther away from the agricultural buildings and the farm fields beyond them. Despite the hill, Zeke knew he moved up past the schoolhouse, then parallel to the knot of houses and barracks they called the neighborhood. Northeast of the neighborhood stood the weapons and explosives depots. Up farther, through a knot of forest to where they’d clear-cut the trees a few years back, were the training grounds for the soldiers and soldiers-in-training. He didn’t hear the drill sergeants barking orders, so he figured they were running stealth-training ops off in the woods. 

He trudged up the gradual slope, not glancing back at the flock. They would follow him. They always did—he was the best shepherd in Bruderschaft. As he passed through the narrow spot between the stream and two large oaks outside the evergreen forest’s edge, he gave a wide berth to the enormous wasp nest he’d seen the day before. No use looking for trouble. 

Rustling hooves came up fast behind him and a cantankerous ewe ran past and clipped his leg. Two blue heelers, named Jimmy and Bob, followed right on her tail. As they nipped at her ankles to get her back in line, Zeke staggered sideways and his arms and walking stick flailed wildly. “Dang it, Eleanor,” he yelled after the ewe. The stick smacked into something over his head. His intestines knotted with dread as furious wasps filled the air around him.

He swiped and knocked a few out of the air, but more took their place until a roiling mass of black and yellow bodies filled his vision. They bumped against him as if jostling to be the first to bury a stinger into his flesh.

“Get away from me!” Zeke threw his arms over his head and face and squeezed his eyes shut. “Stop!”

The frenzied buzzing diminished to a gentle hum. One insect bumped against his shoulder, then no more. He peeked out and his jaw dropped. The swirling cloud of wasps hovered in the air, two feet away. 

They all stared at him with those alien, multi-faceted eyes; stared as if waiting for orders.

Chills raced up his arms. “G-go back to your damn nest,” he whispered. They did. Every last one.
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Saturday, July 22, 2017

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

“Chloe, can you come down here, honey?” Chloe’s dad, Phil, called up the stairs.

“Yeah, just a sec,” Chloe shrugged her broad shoulders into a tank top with a low-cut back, and pulled her ponytail through a bright green scrunchie that matched the dyed streak of hair over her right ear. 

She turned sideways a little as she left her bedroom so her dragonfly wings wouldn’t smack against the door jamb and went to the top of the stairs. When she saw the grim expression on her dad’s face, her good cheer vanished. “What’s wrong?”

He motioned her to follow him and sat on the great room couch. Chloe’s mom, Heather, met her at the bottom of the stairs and put a supportive hand on her shoulder. “Dad, mom, what’s going on?” Chloe perched on a padded bench since her wings didn’t mesh well with regular chairs.

Phil unfolded a newspaper and spread it out on the coffee table to reveal the picture on the front page—a stock photo of Chloe on one side and Zayden Lord’s mugshot on the other. The headline above announced: Exclusive: Local Hero Foiled Bombing. Phil sighed. “We knew someone would eventually figure out it was you. Looks like eventually has arrived.”

Chloe groaned. “Great, Round Two begins.”

Round One had come after her wings sprouted during a televised gymnastics meet. It was the worst moment of her life. Competition judges determined her wings and extra back muscles gave her an unfair advantage. They kicked her off the gymnastics team that had been the center of her world since elementary school. Her points got thrown out, too, costing her team the chance to move to the next round. Her former teammates had harassed her the whole summer before she left for Hero Academy.

At the Academy, Chloe uncovered fellow student Zayden Lord’s plan to blow up the school’s auditorium and kill dozens of parahumans. When Zayden orchestrated distractions to draw the faculty and staff away from campus, it fell to Chloe and her friends to stop him.

Since then, the school and law enforcement had tried to keep the kids’ identities under wraps, but they all knew it was just a matter of time. Chloe had hoped she’d at least have until Zayden’s trial started in a few months.

“Shouldn’t the paper have contacted me about this?” Chloe asked. Phil and Heather exchanged a look. Chloe raised her eyebrows. “What?”

Phil smirked. “After all the hounding after your wings came out, your mom wrote a strongly worded letter to the local media outlets, telling them to stay well away from you and not to contact us again.”

“A perk of having an attorney for a mom, I guess.” Chloe sighed and picked up the paper.
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COEUR D’ALENE, ID—Local gymnast-turned-parahuman Chloe Wyld (15) was the Hero Academy student who unraveled a plot to blow up a building on the Denver campus and helped lead the group of students that prevented the explosion, according to multiple sources. It was last September when student Zayden Lord was arrested by Just Cause and placed into custody in the Deep Six parahuman prison in Montana pending trial. Hero Academy and law-enforcement agencies have declined to name the students involved in the effort to prevent the explosion. However, the Coeur d’Alene Sentinel has confirmed Wyld’s involvement through several sources, including Lord’s alleged co-conspirator Miguel Machado and a source at the school who asked to remain anonymous.

Wyld and Lord dated briefly, and Lord attempted to recruit Wyld to his cause, Machado said. Their relationship provided Wyld with the clues that would lead her to piece together enough of Lord’s plan to stop it, he said.

Along with Wyld, Machado named numerous students who participated in the effort to stop Lord, including Charlie O’Neal (Meta Moth, 16), Lindsay Malone (Fireball, 14), and Justin Sharp (Corvid, 18), who recently was assigned to Just Cause Seattle.

Before entering the Academy, Lord is believed to have encountered Machado’s older sister, Lucia Machado, in an online chatroom for parahumans who believe themselves superior to non-powered humans. Lord recruited Lucia, who in turn recruited Miguel and his twin sister, Isabella, investigators say. The Machado sisters also are detained at Deep Six. Miguel has been cooperating with investigators from the beginning. It remains unknown whether he will face charges related to his alleged role in the plot.

The incident highlighted the small-but-growing parahuman supremacist movement, which has stoked fears of hate groups and led to an increase in protests, legislation, and hate crimes against parahumans, according to the FBI, Parahuman Resources Agency, and Just Cause.
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Chloe was already so over it. She folded the paper and tossed it onto the coffee table with an eye roll. “I better let everyone know about this.” She took out her phone and logged on to a group chat in Parable, Hero Academy’s private social media site.

Get ready for a publicity storm, she posted. Miguel gave our names to my local paper. She went to the paper’s website and copied the article link into another post. Sorry guys. Then she sent private messages to her boyfriend Charlie, and her BFF and Academy roommate Lindsay.

Charlie responded right away. Damn. You ok?

Don’t really know yet. Not freaking but kinda anxious.

Big hugs to you hon. I know you hate this stuff.

She grinned. Thanks. Hugs back. Still coming up for my birthday?

Yep. Wouldn’t miss it. Can’t wait to see you.

Chloe didn’t want to wait another week and a half to see him, but it would be awesome to have him and Lindsay there for her birthday—especially since she no longer had any close friends in town, thanks to the gymnastics incident. She still didn’t like to think about it. 

Lindsay messaged, saying her mom had already gotten a call from a cable news network but refused to talk to them. Her mother worked at Deep Six and became famous when she stopped a prison break almost single-handedly. Time to get used to hero-style publicity, sister.

Wish it could’ve waited until we were with Just Cause or something . . . but yeah, better get used to it. Sigh.
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Saturday, July 22, 2017

Bruderschaft Compound, North Idaho

Gabe walked past the schoolhouse and toward the barracks, head down and hood up as if it made him invisible. He wished he could turn invisible, like a parahuman, to hide from the bullies and his parents. Because of the bullies, his and Zeke’s friendship had begun right there outside the one-room schoolhouse.

Gabe’s parents had dragged him to the Bruderschaft compound in their misguided attempt to make him straight. Days after they’d moved in, an older boy named Justice White and his buddies had decided Gabe needed a good beat-down. They were all proud soldiers-in-training, the highest thing most boys on the compound could aspire to be.

They hunted Gabe down, cornered him behind the schoolhouse, and Justice slammed a meaty fist into Gabe’s cheek. The other boys jeered as pain exploded across Gabe’s face and he crumpled to the ground. He balled himself up, anticipating more blows, but they never came.

“Hey, knock it off!” someone yelled. Gabe opened his eyes and saw the biggest boy on the compound standing there like a superhero, brandishing a heavy wooden walking stick. The kid’s beet-red face and wide eyes revealed his own fear. “Five against one ain’t exactly fair.”

“What are you gonna do about it, pussy?” Justice turned away from Gabe to confront the larger boy. “All that size and you ain’t nothin’ but a coward.”

“Looks to me like you’re the cowards. Least, that’s what my pa says about ganging up on younger kids.” He took a step forward and the other boys squirmed, muttering and glancing toward their de facto leader.

“I ain’t afraid of you, Shepherd,” Justice glared at the big kid and then down at Gabe, who cowered at his feet. “You stay away from me, pervert, or I’ll beat the gay right out of you.” With that, Justice and his friends lumbered away.

Zeke knelt beside Gabe. “You okay?”

Gabe rubbed the knot on his cheek in lieu of an answer.

“I’m Zeke. You’re John Beck’s son, right?”

Gabe ran his hand over the stubble on his shorn scalp. “I’m Gabe, and this place sucks.” Just like that, the two boys became friends.

Zeke didn’t have any other friends on the compound. Gabe understood why. Somehow, despite indoctrination for all of his sixteen years, Zeke was a nice guy. Misinformed, but nice.

Zeke’s size combined with the Shepherd family’s status on the compound kept them both from being too tempting a target for the soldiers-in-training, or SITs, as Zeke called them. His father, Tom Shepherd, held a powerful position on the council, and he was a mean drunk who was even meaner sober. Everyone knew better than to cross Tom. If his bulging arms and reputation didn’t scare you, his resting I’ll-cut-you face would. Zeke, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have a guileful bone in his body. He treated Gabe as an equal, which was a damn sight better than anyone else in Bruderschaft.

As he reached what they called the neighborhood, Gabe didn’t see Justice or any SITs around the barracks and let out a relieved breath. They must still be out in the woods, playing soldier and pretending to shoot down the enemies of the Master Race. Still, he didn’t risk using the main entrance of the barracks where he lived with his parents and twenty-some other people. He went through the back door, which was closer to his room and meant he didn’t have to pass through the common area. He never knew who’d be in there.

Gabe detested the cinder-block monstrosity with its narrow hallway and communal showers. The elite families got houses, but Gabe’s father had no status on the compound, so Gabe got a tiny closet adjacent to his parents’ somewhat larger closet. All the furnishings were Bruderschaft issue—forty-year-old castoffs from Army surplus stores and defunct prisons.

No one locked their doors here. In fact, the doors didn’t have locks. The council wanted everyone to know they had no privacy on the compound. Anyone could, at any time, walk into your room and do whatever they pleased. They could go through your stuff, storm in and beat you, or haul you off in the middle of the night. It all depended on what their leader, Barnabas, told them to do. From what Gabe had seen, no one questioned Barnabas’s decisions. Not more than once, anyway.

Even with the door unlocked, the room was Gabe’s oasis. He’d hung up a few posters of his favorite bands even though it didn’t make his dad too happy. He’d asked why Gabe wasn’t into sports, like a normal boy from out in the world. Gabe had looked him in the eye and said, “Probably due to the lack of a strong male role model during my formative years.” That had gotten him cuffed on the ear. Since then, Gabe had made a concerted effort to be less of a smart ass. He didn’t always succeed.

Gabe wedged his desk chair under the knob and slipped his tablet from the tan canvas jacket’s inside pocket. It was too hot for the jacket, but he wore it anyway. He couldn’t risk anyone finding the tablet or its charger, so he took them with him everywhere. He plopped down on the narrow bed and studied the Google Map images he’d compiled in preparation for the day he could run away from the little slice of hell that was Bruderschaft.

He would’ve fled already, but he had no money and nowhere to go. His sole ally in the outside world—Aunt Kim—hadn’t responded to emails since he got here.

Aunt Kim was the family rebel and outcast because she’d gone to college but didn’t go to church. Gabe and his mom, Sherry, had lived with her since he was a few months old. His father abandoned them when he wanted them to move to the compound but Sherry refused to leave Wisconsin. Removed from the constraints of an abusive husband and his fundamentalist religion, Sherry went wild. She drank. She took drugs. She brought home a parade of men to Kim’s house. It all led to her arrest and eventual conviction on methamphetamine charges. She got ten years, leaving Gabe in his aunt’s custody at nine years old.

Kim raised him to be his own person. Even coming out as gay was the least dramatic thing ever. She told him she’d suspected it for a while and took him out to dinner.

Behind bars, Sherry re-embraced religion, and her piety convinced the parole board to release her early. She surprised Gabe and Kim by showing up at their door. She and Kim had talked, then argued, then screamed at each other about Gabe until Sherry stormed out and Kim burst into tears. Gabe said he didn’t want to go, and Kim said he didn’t have to—she’d been more of a mother to him than Sherry had.

The problem was, she’d never done anything to make that legal.

The next day, Sherry took Gabe out of school and drove him—with his Pride t-shirt and blue hair—back to her hometown. She considered it a rescue, but Gabe knew it for what it was: kidnapping.

Jesus wasn’t the only man Sherry re-embraced from prison. Gabe’s father, John Beck, met them there, and right away he pinned Gabe down so Sherry could shave his head. Then they took away his phone and laptop and sent him to gay conversion therapy. Gabe also saw that for what it was: psychological torture. When he got out, they headed for Bruderschaft.

John didn’t own a car because he didn’t need (and wasn’t allowed) one on the compound, so they took a bus from Milwaukee all the way to North Idaho. At a depot in Montana, as they changed buses, Gabe watched with envy as a woman played a game on a tablet. When she got up to chase her toddler, she tucked the plugged-in device down between the wall and the chair.

Gabe glanced around. John was in the restroom and Sherry stood at the vending machines, so he seized the opportunity and snagged the tablet just before their bus arrived. He’d never stolen anything before and felt horrible. He had to get in touch with Aunt Kim, though. She’d get him away from his parents. He knew it. Or thought he did.

He emailed her. She didn’t reply. He tried again. Still nothing. After a half dozen different pleas for help had gone unanswered, he gave up. Looked like he could either stay or save himself.

So, he studied maps that showed skinny little roads winding through mountains so heavily forested you couldn’t see ten feet in front of you most of the time. Maps with a few tiny dots representing farm communities in the area that traded—and sympathized—with Bruderschaft. The nearest town of any size was Coeur d’Alene, and it was more than forty miles away. That equated to fourteen-point-three hours on foot, Google Maps informed him. And that’s assuming he didn’t get lost in the woods, die of exposure, or get eaten by a wild animal.

The barrack’s back door slammed closed, and Gabe heard his father’s voice. As quick as he could, he tucked the tablet under his mattress and eased the chair out from under the doorknob. Best not to risk a beating.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sunday, July 23, 2017

Bruderschaft Compound, North Idaho

All through Sunday-morning church services, Zeke prayed to God to make him normal.

The way Preacher Jethro James glared down his severe nose made Zeke feel like a little kid even though he towered above the old man.

Zeke struggled to keep the wasp incident out of his mind, but Preacher brought up the freak girl with the wings in Coeur d’Alene. A newspaper ran a story on her saying she’d been a girlfriend to the freak kid who thought freaks were superior to humans. 

“A girl living right in the heart of our sacred land wants to rule over us all,” Preacher said. “Her very existence blasphemes against God and it’s our duty to remove blasphemers from God’s sight.”

Barnabas swaggered over to stand beside Preacher. “Bruderschaft is ready to take swift action if the little whore tries anything, and she will. She’s an abomination and her mind is corrupt.” Barnabas scanned their fearful faces. “How could it not be? Her mother’s a damn feminist attorney, whoring herself out to defend illegals and social justice warriors and all those whiny women who don’t want men to be men anymore. And her father! What a piece of work this guy is.” He pointed at the congregation, but Zeke felt singled out. “He works for the corrupt school system that puts white kids in the same classroom as foreigners and freaks and teaches them lies about us all being the same. On top of that . . .” He paused, making sure everyone hung on his words. “. . . He coaches girls’ sports. Girls’ sports, as if that ain’t the most ridiculous thing I ever heard.”

Zeke stifled a laugh over the most ridiculous thing comment and made sure not to meet eyes with Gabe, who slouched two benches away. Zeke hadn’t noticed until his friend pointed it out, but Barnabas managed to find a new most ridiculous thing ever several times a day. Gabe carried a small notebook, and Zeke knew girls’ sports would be the next addition to his Official Most Ridiculous Things List.

Barnabas went on a rant about a feminist state senator who loved parahumans so much she wanted to cement their rights in the state constitution. “Women are too soft!” Sweat glistened on his brow as he shouted. “They don’t belong in leadership. They should be home, raising their children to do God’s work. Instead, she’s gonna try to change the law of the land, to make everybody play nice. But we ain’t gonna play nice with Senator Simmons, are we? Naw, we’re gonna show her what happens to stupid, soft bitches like her when they try to pass laws in our state—our state!—giving freaks the same rights as God’s chosen people.” People in the congregation nodded back at him.

The word freak hit Zeke like a slap in the face. I know I’m weak and unworthy, Lord, but please don’t let me be a freak! He understood now why Gabe hated faggot so much. He’d never considered how a label could hurt, but that was before the wasps. It had to be a . . . a test, right? God was always testing people, testing their faith. That must have been what happened. Wasps would never . . . do what they’d done on their own. Zeke tuned out the rest of Preacher’s sermon. He wanted out of the community room worse than ever.

Once services ended, Zeke grabbed his walking stick and escaped to the sheepfold, trying to shove the wasp incident from his mind. The dogs Jimmy and Bob yipped with excitement as he approached and ran to him for pets. At least the animals would never judge him or call him freak. 

The flock moved in a big mass toward the gate as he approached. “Good morning, everyone.” An older lamb ran along the fence next to him, bleating the whole way. Zeke laughed. “That’s quite a story you got there, Abigail.”

He opened the gate and headed out toward the field where they’d graze today. Eleanor charged ahead to walk at his ankle. He scratched her woolly head and watched Jimmy run ahead and circle back toward the flock. Jimmy barked, and Bob responded with the high-pitched yip common to heelers.

They reached the field and Zeke sat on a small hillock overlooking the flock. He left the herding to the dogs and let the clean morning air wash away Barnabas’ venom. After a while, his eye fell on a large anthill crawling with its tiny black inhabitants. He watched their industriousness for a while and then scooted over beside it. The wasps were a fluke or a test, right? He hadn’t been the reason they stopped swarming him.

He wasn’t a freak.

Was he?

“All you ants, come on over here and line up.” Their random meanders took on order in moments. Before long, rank after rank of ants stood in unnaturally neat rows, staring at him as if waiting for something. He realized they were, in fact, awaiting his orders. His stomach clenched and he tasted bile. Why are they listening to me? How can they even understand me?

He didn’t know what to do next, so he sat there staring back at them.

Something nudged his back, and he turned to see Eleanor there, staring at him with black eyes shiny against her white face. “Hey there, girl. Go on and eat your fill.”

With a bleat, she ambled off and resumed grazing.

Zeke looked from her to the ants, still in their lines, and back. Is this why the sheep have always listened to me? And the dogs?

His natural affinity for animals had landed him what he considered the sweetest job on the compound. He got to be out in the fresh air every day, which he liked just fine most days. It got cold at times, but he had warm clothes when he needed them. He’d rather be out there with sheep than stuck in school or soldier training. Zeke had never been comfortable handling guns. He didn’t like the thought of hurting anyone, either. His pa said that made him weak, and Zeke didn’t have any reason to question it. He’d been taught every white, Christian, American man had a duty to fight against the rising tide of foreigners, faggots, feminists, and freaks. Zeke tried to remind himself it was God’s will for him to take up arms against his enemies, but he still couldn’t stomach it. How could it be right to hurt Gabe?

Barnabas and Preacher said gays were evil sinners, whose very existence affronted God, but Gabe was the best friend Zeke had ever had. How could he be evil? He seemed so wise, as if he understood the world better than the kids raised in Bruderschaft. He just knew so darned much about so darned many things out in the world beyond the compound, it hurt Zeke’s head to even think about it. Better to stay out of sight with the sheep, so his father and Barnabas didn’t get reminders of his weakness too often.

Already weak, and now there’s something else wrong with me. He brushed a beefy hand through the ranks of ants, killing scores and scattering the survivors. As he wiped the bodies on his canvas pants, a lump formed in his stomach. “Sorry,” he muttered to the survivors. “Go back to what you was doing.”

Freak. I’m a freak.

The ants who’d begun to regroup turned and dispersed, some heading back into the hill and others going off into the tall grass to forage. Or do whatever else ants did. Zeke had no idea.

He picked up his walking stick and called a command to Jimmy and Bob. They responded immediately to round up the stragglers. With precise coordination, they herded the flock after Zeke. They were bred for it and trained darn near from birth, but he never had to tell them twice.

“Hey, Jimmy,” he called. The dog spun around to face him, his face the picture of canine alertness. “Go take a nap.”

Jimmy cocked his head and looked as confused as Zeke had ever seen a dog look and then turned in circles like he was preparing to lie down.

“Never mind, Jimmy. Go back to work.” With a yip, Jimmy turned back toward the flock. The dog spotted a lamb wandering off and ran after it.

Okay, kinda weird, but it could’ve been a coincidence.

Zeke meandered down to the stream and sat on a boulder. He scanned the bank. It didn’t take him long to spot a little brown frog in the mud.

“Jump in the water.” The frog leaped in with a splash. “Now come over here.” It didn’t react at first, then hopped from the stream and onto a rock—but farther away. He thought maybe it only worked on bugs when something occurred to him. Maybe it couldn’t hear me? ‘Cause of the water? He raised his voice. “Come here.”

The frog turned to face him, splashed back into the water, and hopped out. It stared up at him, still and waiting, just as the insects had done. Zeke’s hands shook with fear at the successful experiment. He couldn’t be one of those freaks, like the girl in Coeur d’Alene everyone went nuts for just because she had bug wings. From the picture he’d seen in the paper, she was cute. He wondered if he could control that bug, too.

Zeke pictured her hovering over him and telling her to take off her clothes. 

The fantasy made him feel guilty for thinking about a girl other than Naomi. Like him, she’d grown up on the compound, and they used to make believe they were married. Until he’d seen the picture of the dragonfly girl, Naomi was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. He knew his father had been discussing their future with Naomi’s pa. They weren’t officially engaged yet, but he liked her and wanted to be worthy of such a good woman. Next year, he’d turn seventeen and could take a wife. As a councilman’s son, he’d have his pick, and he never considered anyone but her. Naomi was beautiful, kind, and pure—not like the pass-around girls who slept in a different bed every night.

He wished Gabe were around to keep him company, but it wasn’t even lunchtime yet. His friend’s milk-barn duties would keep him busy until around two. More time to figure things out . . . freak, he told himself. But what next? He thought for a minute, then stood. “If you can hear my voice, come here now.”

For a few seconds, he heard only the burbling of the brook and the breeze in the treetops. Then . . . rustling in the grass and splashing in the water. The frog reappeared at his feet, leading several more. Water skippers clustered along the stream’s edge. Flies, wasps, and a few moths buzzed around him. A brown field mouse poked a twitching nose out of the grass. He saw a rabbit approach to a few feet away, and a skunk trundled toward him from the trees.

They did as he commanded. They all did.

Despite his fear of the freak label, he grinned to feel the power welling up inside him. All these creatures responded, just because he told them to. For the first time, he understood why men like Barnabas and Preacher liked to be in charge. This felt good.

A twig snapped behind him. “What the hell?”

He whirled to see Gabe staring at him wide-eyed. Fear erased the power high, and he gaped in terror. After a few seconds of frantic thought, he covered his mouth and murmured, “Go away!” The flying insects retreated, and the mouse disappeared. The other animals didn’t move. “Go away,” he said louder, unable to look away from Gabe’s astonished gaze. The animals retreated with splashing and rustling. He had to justify his actions to Gabe somehow. “Y-you’ll get us both in trouble if you’re out here when you’re supposed to be milking. You should go away.”

“I said I was sick. Zeke, dude, what’s going on?” Gabe’s eyes darted back and forth as the last animals disappeared. “Why did you have bugs swarming your head and wild animals standing at attention?”

“Shhhh!” Zeke looked around to make sure they were alone. “No one else can know. Promise me you’ll keep it a secret.”

Gabe snorted. “Dude, who am I gonna tell? You’re the only person I like here, and if I went to anyone with this, they’d just add ‘liar’ to my list of sins.”

“There’s a list of your sins?”

The wiry boy chuckled. “I don’t mean a literal list. Just, you know, everyone has all these ideas about how horrible I am. Gay, lazy, disobedient, smart ass . . .. I’m sure there’s more, but I can’t think of them right now, you know, on account of you somehow controlling bugs and animals?”

“Shhhhhh!”

“No one’s anywhere near us.” Gabe sat on a fallen log and looked up at Zeke. “So, dude, again I ask, what the hell?”

Zeke gave a shaking sigh and recounted what happened with the wasps and his further experimentation. “But I can’t be a freak. Everyone on the compound is tested for the Moo-whatchacallit gene . . .”

“Musashi gene.”

“Whatever. Thing is, I can’t be one of them.”

Gabe ran a hand through his hair. “Okay, you can’t say one of them. That’s no better than freak.”

“Why?”

“Setting yourself apart from other kinds of people makes it easy to hate them.” Gabe paused and gave him a pointed look. “You remember that, right? Because it’s one of the more important things I’ve tried to teach you.”

Zeke nodded. “Yeah, yeah. Sorry. Anyway, my point is that I can’t be a fr—a parahuman ‘cause I ain’t got the gene.”

Gabe thought for a moment. “Maybe you’re one of those people who have powers but not the gene. You know, the ones who say their powers come from God.”

“Wait, what?” Zeke’s eyes shot open wide. “That’s a thing? For real?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised you’ve never heard of that. If some powers come from God, it means you can’t just blanket-hate everyone with powers.”

A stunned Zeke stared down at his mud-covered boots. “God wouldn’t pick me, though.”

“Why not?”

He looked up, eyes watery. “I’m weak. God would never pick me. Not unless it’s some kind of punishment.”

[image: ]

Sunday, July 23, 2017

Pocatello, Idaho

Jeffrey watched as Idaho state Senator Nancy Simmons emerged from the back seat of her Lexus. He checked his posture and wished he had a lozenge for his parched throat. The dryness wasn’t just because of the arid heat or the hotel’s awkward perch atop a barren, wind-swept hill, but because he’d joined the senator’s staff just two weeks ago and still found her terrifying. “Welcome to Pocatello, Senator.”

Senator Simmons scoffed and looked at him over expensive but understated sunglasses. She was a handsome woman with dark hair cut into a professional swept-back style a focus group said made her look tough but approachable. An American flag pin sparkled on the lapel of her gray linen blazer. “I’d rather be dipped ins honey and rolled in fire ants.”

A shocked Jeffrey looked over at Tamara, Simmons’ executive assistant and his boss. She came around the car, looking professional behind glasses and muted lipstick. “Pocatello’s the only place she hates worse than North Idaho.” Tamara checked an alert on her phone as they hurried inside.

“So, she pretty much likes . . .Boise?”

Tamara shrugged. “Most of it, anyway.”

Jeffrey, who’d arrived early to get them checked in, hurried to catch up to the senator so he could show her to her room.

Simmons stopped at the door Jeffrey held open and looked back at Tamara. “I thought I asked for the same suite as last time.”

Tamara blanched. “You did, Senator, but . . .uh, there was a . . . problem with that room.”

Simmons removed her sunglasses to regard her assistant with a steel gaze. “It’s not like you to stammer, Tamara. What’s going on?”

Tamara opened her mouth to answer and closed it again. Jeffrey cleared his throat. “I requested the change, Ma’am. I believe this room will be significantly safer for you.”

The senator looked Jeffrey up and down. “Have you been promoted to my security detail?”

Security detail always struck him as an overblown way to describe the one guy who followed her around and the second guy who joined him on occasion, but Senator Simmons seemed to like it.

“I’m sorry to be presumptuous, Ma’am, but I . . .” His words backed up and Jeffrey understood why Tamara froze. This woman’s glare induced heart palpitations.

The senator raised an eyebrow and turned back to Tamara. “Can either of you produce a coherent sentence?”

“I apologize, Senator.” Tamara slipped back into professional mode. “Jeffrey has a special talent I believe will serve you well, but it’s a bit unorthodox.”

“What, is he a Feng Shui master? A foot masseuse? Spit it out.”

“I’m a parahuman, Ma’am.” Jeffrey winced at a teenager-like voice crack. “I, uh, I have an ability to see things. Like, visions. Precognitive.”

The senator’s eyebrows went up and her voice dripped with disdain. “You’re a . . . psychic?”

“I know how it sounds,” Tamara said, “but it’s not wacky speaking-with-dead-people stuff or Tarot cards or anything. He’s got the Musashi gene. Jeffrey can see the future.”

Simmons tossed her purse onto the bed, sat in an armchair, and regarded Jeffrey as if he were a menu item she couldn’t decide whether to order. “Just Cause? Champion?”
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