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Prologue







I’ve spent my entire life looking for a way out.

Can I say “my entire life” at seventeen years old? It sounds really dramatic, I like it. I guess I can get away with it, after everything I’ve “been through”. That’s my therapist Laura’s favorite euphemism for what happened—it wasn’t something that was done to me against my will, not something that destroyed whatever slim chance I’d had at a normal life. It was something I’d “been through”, like I’d emerged on the other side as some sort of beautiful butterfly. Yeah, right, Laura. Some part of me died in that shitty old orchard, the day I was Struck. I’m still not entirely sure which part, though.

That’s the problem. When you find yourself in what can only be described as a clusterfuck of horror—dead bodies and fire and violence (real violence, not the pixilated computer game kind, or blood-free comic-book-movie violence), bones and hearts and hope breaking around you—do you stand and fight to protect the world that screwed you over, and in turn, protect the therapists that refuse to acknowledge that you’ve been screwed over? Or do you turn tail and get the fuck out of there with what’s left of your life?

Are you a hero, or an idiot?

Newsflash: I’m not brave.

I spent the majority of my teenage years hidden behind a laptop screen, prying and snooping. I electronically forced my way into the secret lives of Orchard Side’s best and brightest, only to discover that the people held up as some sort of standard in the community were pretty awful human beings.

An adolescence in the closet, hiding in the shadows of the internet, hacking and hating everyone. Too lonely to live in such a small town, too bitter to reach out; a perfect teenage contradiction. I hated it.

I kinda miss it, now.

I’ve been told countless times that the powers don’t make you a superhero. You make the hero. (Thanks, Laura). The human in superhuman, the heart among the science, the soul among the sensational.

If that’s the case, the world is fucking screwed.

I’m not a good person.

Am I superhero?

Guess we’ll just have to wait and see.




Chapter 1







Life changing days should come with a warning.

If I’d known that stupid Monday was the day my life was going to change, I would’ve at least attempted to dress better. Who wants to meet their destiny in a ratty pair of ripped jeans? I would’ve kissed my mom goodbye. I (probably) wouldn’t have rolled my eyes at my dad, although I can’t guarantee it. It would’ve been cool, to give ’em something nice to remember me by.

But hindsight is always 20/20, or whatever. So, as it turns out, the last morning I spent with my parents was pretty run of the mill. That means I was cranky as hell and not afraid to show it, as per my perfectly constructed, anti-establishment, unhappy teen persona.

I slept through my alarm, having spent the night before glued to my laptop learning a very important life lesson courtesy of my penchant for sticking my nose and fast typing fingers where they don’t belong. The gist: if you think the married Mayor of your picturesque but hideously old-fashioned town is above sleeping with his cute, barely legal intern (who also happens to be a dude) and taking some pretty risqué photos of them in the act, then you’d be wrong. My mom used to ask why I was so angry all the time and little discoveries like that were pretty much the main cause. The way I see it, if the Mayor didn’t want someone discovering his dirty little secret, he should’ve come up with a better password than “password”. Boomers.

So I was pissed off, as usual. Mayor Samuel Ellis had spent the past year spewing traditional family values bullshit from his lectern/pulpit, seducing some poor kid while his witless wife waited patiently at home. Nothing upsets me like hypocrisy. Yeah, I was (am?) an asshole too, but at least I was (am) upfront about it.

So good ol’ Sam’s secret wasn’t much of a secret anymore and I spent the five minutes of hot water I got for my morning shower brooding over how best to take him down. It had to be done. It was noble. And if I happened to take great joy out of exposing the Mayor’s dirty little secret, well, that was just a bonus.

I towel dried my hair, pausing in front of my dust-caked mirror to contemplate getting some horrendously bright streaks through the jet-black tangle that I passed off as my hairstyle. My dad would hate it so it was definitely worth considering.

Black jeans, black shirt, and black boots, like I was pre-empting a pair of black eyes. It wasn’t unheard of, in my small-town days. Having a mouth faster than my reflexes got me in all sorts of trouble. The school principal (gambling habit) and his secretary (loves gay porn) were so used to seeing me in the office that they already had a bunch of send-home letters pre-typed with my name on them. Dear Mr. and Mrs. Thorn, I’m sorry to report that your son, Ethan…

My mom was standing at the kitchen sink, the too-bright morning light caught in her white blonde hair. She seemed so small, framed by the big window with her shoulders hunched and lips pursed. She was worrying, she was always worrying. It was probably about money. We didn’t have much of it, which is a bit of a problem when you’ve got a teenage son who might have the frame of a stunted weed but eats junk food like it’s going out of fashion. She hadn’t said it out loud but we both knew I wasn’t going to college when/if I graduated at the end of the school year.

My dad would argue that fact until he was blue in the face. Trust me, pride doesn’t look good on him. My mom always told me that I looked like my dad had when he was a teenager, something I’m sure she meant as a compliment—she did marry him, after all—but I didn’t take it that way. Black hair streaked gray, blue eyes dark with disappointment, and a permanent scowl, that’s how I remember him. My dad had been screwed over since the day he left high school, his dreams of playing college football shattering like the bones in his left foot when he’d accidentally crashed his pick-up on the way to his graduation ceremony. He still walked with a limp when it got cold, or when it rained. He was bitter as hell and wasn’t afraid to tell anyone who’d listen—it was one of the few things I respected about him. My dad wasn’t blind to the injustices of life, but he was pretty blind to everything else.

He looked up from behind the paper—a copy of the Orchard Side Chronicle, the dizzying heights of local journalism—to scowl at me. I met his disapproval with my favorite blank-eyed stare.

“You need a haircut,” he barked, before returning to what I’m sure was a cutting-edge piece about parking fees on Main Street.

I flipped him off, grinning when my mom caught my eye. She clucked and fluttered about the kitchen, using the last of the milk to pour me a half bowl of no-name cereal. It tasted like cardboard, poverty, and defeat.

“What classes do you have today, sweetie?” she asked as she sat down at our creaking kitchen table. I rolled my eyes (same shade of bitter blue as my dad’s) and shrugged.

“Does it matter?” I replied through a mouthful of cornflakes.

“Of course it does, Ethan,” she murmured. “You’re such a smart kid, you could do so well…”

“I know, Mom.”

“And so handsome too, if you just let down your guard a bit I know you’d make friends.”

I’m pretty sure she has to say that, right? Like, it’s some sort of parenting rule. You have to believe that your kids are good looking/kind/smart. After all, biologically, they’re half yours. If you don’t like them, well, who will?

My poor mother.

“I know, Mom.”

She sighed, I sighed. I ate some cereal and sighed again. Not exactly a picture-perfect morning. Not something I’d want them to remember me by. But that was breakfast at the Thorn house—disappointment, disillusionment, and just a hint of resentment. That’s how my parents will remember me.

I ducked away from my mom’s goodbye kiss, swinging my fraying backpack onto a narrow shoulder before slinking out the door. It was another beautiful, banal day in Orchard Side, California. The compulsively trimmed lawns glittered in the sun as I strolled past. I wasn’t in a rush to get to school, never had been. My middle name is Tardy.

Well, actually, it’s Justin. But you get the point.

I passed a few kids from school on the way. I didn’t stop to talk, there was no point. They thought I was weird (that’s putting it kindly), I thought they were stupid (also putting it kindly), and so the warm camaraderie my mom expected me to feel with my fellow classmates had just never materialized. A few of them—freshmen, I think—glanced at me and I stared back, concealing a smirk.

“Hey, Ethan!”

The overly bright greeting froze me in my tracks. I should’ve known she’d be there, waiting for me.

Vanessa was nice, in a dim witted, small town kind of way. She was harmless too, but good god she annoyed the hell out of me. She was optimistic right down to her bones, even though I suspected that she was smart enough to know better. Plus, I was pretty sure she had a crush the size of Texas on me. Poor, misguided fool.

“Hi, Vanessa,” I said half-heartedly as she caught up to me, her red curls glinting in the slanting sunlight. “Nice weekend?”

“Not really, it was super boring,” she replied, falling into step beside me. “What did you get up to?”

“Well, yesterday I finally managed to crack the password on Mayor Ellis’ personal files and found some pretty interesting—and by interesting, I mean compromising—photos of him with his male personal assistant. But that was pretty much it.”

Her stunned silence was my reward for being honest.

“Wait, what?”

“What d’ya think would be the best way to rat him out? Anonymous tip to the Chronicle?” I was unable to keep the slick grin from spreading across my face. “Nah, he’d probably pay them off. Could post ’em online, I suppose…”

“Isn’t it illegal to hack someone?” she asked, frowning. I rolled my eyes at her—she’s good at playing Conscience, little and pesky and full of misplaced morals.

“Not when the someone is a lying, cheating, hypocritical scumbag.”

I could almost hear her mulling it over as we walked to school. We didn’t bump hands or elbows once, a rarity that made it clear she wasn’t exactly comfortable with what I told her. Vanessa and I weren’t friends, not really, but I liked her about 75% more than most of the people my age and that was no mean feat. I almost felt bad for upsetting her.

Almost.

“Just…be careful, Ethan,” she said, eyes dark with something too close to concern as we reached the school gates. “See you at lunch?”

I shrugged, watching her as she wandered off in the direction of the science building. She blended into the crowd after a while, just another nameless, faceless kid among the herd. I leaned against the rusting gates for a minute or two, waiting for the second bell.

My ears were still ringing as I made my way around the back of the gym, down to the bleachers by the football field. There were clouds on the horizon, white and puffy, trying too hard to look fluffy and harmless.

There was a shadowed figure sitting on the bleachers, head tilted vaguely in my direction. I didn’t recognize him—soft dark curls, pale skin, lightly rounded shoulders—but I knew that posture. I saw it every time I walked into the cafeteria. The slight angling of the torso, eyes fixed deliberately on the floor. That’s the way you sit when you’re trying to watch someone without staring outright.

I hesitated. Orchard Side is small enough that everyone knows everyone. It’s the curse of small-town living. Or a benefit, I suppose, if you enjoy rifling through the secrets of people you actually know, like I do.

I didn’t know him. That realization was enough to provoke a shiver, despite the soft morning heat and the bright blue sky. There was a part of me that wanted to clamber over the bleachers and demand answers. That’s what I spent my nights doing, after all. Chasing down the truth doesn’t need to be an extracurricular activity when a juicy—if slightly unsettling—mystery crops up during school hours.

It was the prickle down my spine that stopped me. I’ve never been great at physical confrontation. Sure, give me a half decent firewall and I’ll take great pleasure in kicking that shit down in five seconds flat, but the firewall isn’t going to fight back.

I let my eyes linger on him for a few seconds longer before ducking under the bleachers to find Brandon. I tried to talk down the jitters in my stomach, smoothing my hair and plastering my cocky grin on my face as I did. Fake it till you make it, etc.

I didn’t need to look to know he was there. He was always there, on time and jittery. We both had free periods first thing on Mondays (a small blessing I’m not entirely sure I deserved) and had been meeting up to make out and mutually dislike each other for most of the year.

Brandon was everything I wasn’t, which is probably why I found him irresistible and infuriating in equal measure. He was blond haired and blue eyed and possessed the emotional depth of a kiddie pool, yet I couldn’t help but find him oddly compelling. I liked him, and I hated it. He liked me and boy, did he hate it. It was one of the few things that we had in common, shared distaste for our repressed sexualities.

“Good morning,” I crowed, grinning when he spun on his heel fast enough to give himself whiplash.

“Hey,” was his grunted response, his eyes darkening like they always did in my presence. “You scared me.”

“Right, ’cause we never ever meet here for a secret rendezvous,” I replied with a snort. He frowned, no doubt angry that I was mocking him, but not angry enough to send me away. God bless teenage hormones.

“Shitty weekend?” he asked as he shrugged out of his jacket. I rolled my eyes and he wisely decided to stop asking questions. It didn’t work if we asked questions, if we cared about each other. Brandon may not have been the sharpest tool in the shed, but even he knew that.

That’s how Brandon would remember me, sneaking around under the bleachers, like I didn’t deserve to walk down the halls of my high school with a boyfriend in tow. I left our little hiding spot with a sick feeling in my stomach, like I’d missed a step in a flight of stairs I’d be climbing forever.

I didn’t pay much attention in class, figuring I was doing my teachers a favor by remaining blank eyed and bored. I made it through the first half of the day without finding myself on the bruised and bloodied side of someone’s fists. That fact would usually have me feeling oddly optimistic by lunchtime, but I just couldn’t manage it.

The sky darkened as the day wore on, matching my mood perfectly. Vanessa didn’t come find me at lunch—I didn’t put much effort into hiding, so I knew she’d decided to avoid me. That was enough to tip my already sour mood into dangerous territory.

I didn’t ditch class often; in fact, my attendance was one of my few virtues as far as the school administration was concerned. There was no point ditching, where would I go? I couldn’t go home; the cable was still off and there was a chance I’d run into my mom. Orchard Side was too small to go hang out at the strip mall or on Main Street without being spotted by some sharp-eyed and sharper-tongued neighbor.

So, I grabbed an extra bottle of water from the vending machine and headed to the old Bower orchard, on the outskirts of town. The Bowers had been one of Orchard Side’s founding families, but a run of bad harvests and some pretty tame town scandals had wiped them out. The last Bower had left town a decade ago, to go live in the big city. He never came back, so everyone assumed it had worked out for him. I assumed he was dead in a gutter somewhere.

Either way, the Bower Orchard had fallen into disrepair. The house was still standing, its yellowed paint peeling while the building wheezed in the growing wind. The other kids were scared of the house, assuming it was haunted, but I knew better. The house wasn’t haunted, it was just neglected, but nothing horrifies people more than watching something beautiful waste away.

I lay on my back on the rotting porch, watching the clouds roll in and gradually turn dark. I’d been right to mistrust them—it was going to rain, something that would no doubt send the sun worshipping residents of Orchard Side into a mild but all-consuming panic.

I reluctantly got up at 3:30, swinging my half-empty backpack over my shoulder before huffing my way across the old orchard. It had gotten murky enough to put me on edge, turning the harmless shadows of the trees into something way too sinister for a Monday afternoon. I could feel my muscles tensing, preparing for an attack. I hated that I was so paranoid, cursing my classmates as I wandered through the trees.

Something flickered in the shadows over to my left. I forced my eyes to focus on the smudged half-shape I’d caught a glimpse of—were those brown curls? A flash of pale skin?

The boy on the bleachers. The realization hit me so fast it left me feeling a bit dizzy, my mind reeling as I stumbled through the dying trees. I had to keep moving. I wasn’t sure where the sense of urgency had come from but I wasn’t going to question it, not when I was seeing phantom emo kids lingering in the dark.

The bolt of lightning tore across the sky with no warning. There was no thunder. Silence had descended over the orchard, heavy and laced with my own fear. I swore loudly enough to make my mother blush on the other side of town and stumbled toward the nearest tree.

I knew it was stupid to stand under a tree in a lightning storm, but all sense went out of the window when shitting-my-pants-scared kicked in. My life sucked, sure, but I wasn’t ready to be another headline in the crappy local paper. As it turns out, I would have been safer out in the open.

I didn’t notice the circular metal plate that had been nestled among the trees. I sure as hell didn’t see the lightning bolt symbol etched on its surface. Oh, and I definitely didn’t spot the bright-eyed boy lurking amongst the trees, but he was there, waiting.

I don’t really have a high tolerance for pain. It’s one of the (many) reasons I didn’t play sports growing up. When I stepped on to the metal plate in my too-thin shoes and experienced the first surge of electricity up my legs, I nearly bit through my tongue.

Luckily, that first current was enough to stun me and send me into a state of shock. I don’t remember hitting the floor or convulsing so hard I cut my head on a stray rock. All I remember is gasping for breath and staring wide-eyed at the sky, watching the clouds scuttle away like the traitors they were.

I remember a cool hand taking mine, a shadow falling over me, and a pair of wide, hazel eyes watching me with something too close to fear.

And then—cliché alert!—it all went dark.




• • •




I skirted the edge of consciousness, every inch of my body aching.

My surroundings bled into my vision slowly—white-washed walls and an institution-sized window. The blue blanket draped over my legs was too small and scratchy. With a sigh that rattled in my chest, I tried to reach down and push the blanket away.

I couldn’t reach it.

The shackle around my wrist glinted cruelly in the light from the window. It was connected to the bed’s side rail with a sadistically short chain. I knew better than to yank at it, but I couldn’t help myself, earning a sharp pain in my wrist. I watched, with comically wide eyes, as a sickly blue bruise bloomed under the surface of my sallow skin.

Within seconds, it was gone.

That was when I started yelling.

“Hey, hey, calm down,” a strange voice said, oddly calm despite my dramatic increase in volume.

It sounded ridiculous—calm down, really? I’d just woken up in what looked like the least charming room of the local nuthouse, the smell of bleach rammed so far up my nose I was sure I’d never smell anything ever again, chained to a bed in a totally not fun way. Yeah, like I was going to calm down.

He stepped out from the shadows of the room, hands held up in a gesture of surrender. A whisper of recognition shuddered up my spine, a passing shiver that I couldn’t quite hold on to. I knew I knew him, the same way I knew my name and who was president.

Or, ya know, maybe I just wanted to know him because damn.

He was my type from head to toe.

His brown hair was too neat, clipped precisely to curl around his ears. It looked soft and was naturally streaked with gold, even under the horrible florescent lights. He was tall but not thin, his graceful frame roped with lean, well-defined muscle. The natural athleticism of his body definitely made me want to giggle. But his eyes were the nail in my coffin—a perfect storm of hazel, lined with long black lashes and narrowed in concern.

Did I recognize him? The question drifted across my mind, fuzzy around the edges, more of a suggestion than a realization. He looked kind of familiar—there was something about those chestnut curls, the way he ducked his head…like the boy on the bleachers but more solid somehow, warmer.

I knew him without knowing how I knew him. I fidgeted under my blanket, unable to settle into his gaze. My skin felt too small, like I was bursting at the seams. I couldn’t relax until I figured him out, wouldn’t let him sweet-talk me.

(Even though he was really, really sweet looking.)

“Calm down?” I croaked, letting my head thump back against the pillow. It started to throb instantly and almost certainly out of spite. “Really?”

Something like a smile ghosted across his lips, taking at least five years off him. I’d thought he was an adult when he first spoke, but on my second glance, I could see he wasn’t much older than me. I tried to ignore the flare of curiosity in my stomach, getting distracted by a handsome young man while I was chained to a hospital bed was possibly the most stupid thing I could do.

“I know this is freaky,” he began, letting his hands drop to his sides. “And you must have a million questions.”

“A million and one,” I corrected him.

“There’ll be time to answer them, I promise, but I need you to relax. You’re injured. How about a little TV?”

He spoke like a real, proper adult. It was irritatingly soothing. I wanted to be mad, I wanted to be agitated, but it was really hard when he sounded so reasonable.

I shrugged as he picked up the remote from the little bedside cabinet and turned on the TV. The noise filled the room instantly, effectively destroying the weird but not horrible tension between us.

It was tuned to the local news channel, where they were reporting about the death of a smart, well-liked young man. He’d been struck by lightning during an unexpected storm at the edge of town.

It took me a minute to realize they were talking about me. Can you blame me? I’ve never been referred to as well liked, not once. Troublemaker, sure. Sarcastic, definitely. Freak, absolutely. But well liked?

His eyes widened in a way that was more endearing than I’d care to admit as he fumbled with the remote, trying to turn off the TV.

“Don’t,” I hissed, my own eyes burning as my horribly awkward yearbook photo from the year before flashed up on the screen. “I’m not dead.”

“You don’t sound so sure,” he murmured as he sat in the chair beside the bed.

“I’m not.”

“You don’t belong in this town, Ethan. You never have. You’re reasonably smart, so I’m sure you knew that.”

“Reasonably?” I yelled, head spinning. Maybe being dead wouldn’t be so bad.

“I didn’t mean to insult you,” he replied, smiling softly. His hands were tangled in his lap, a slight tremble to his fingers. “You’re getting out of here. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

I watched as a nauseating parade of my “devastated” classmates filled the screen. They’d filmed some footage outside my house, the pretty news anchor making her serious face as my crumbling childhood home filled the frame. The drapes in the living room window twitched, probably my mom, but it wasn’t clear.

You don’t belong in this town.

“Who are you?” I asked him as the report ended. I was sore everywhere, but it was focused deep down in the cavern of my chest.

“That’s a pretty long story,” he said, eyes darkening when they met mine.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I reminded him, rattling the chain on my shackle for dramatic effect. The movement made my head swim and my vision went gray around the edges.

He laughed, a deep, rough edged laugh that made something warm and fuzzy unfurl in my stomach. I tried to give myself a stern talking to—pretty sure it wasn’t the time to get butterflies, especially when I felt like I was about to pass out, but I couldn’t help it. Puberty and raging hormones are one hell of a combination. Common sense and keeping conscious didn’t stand a chance.

“I’m Adam. That’s all you need to know, for now. You look pale, you should try to rest.”

I wanted to fight him on it, try to sweet talk some more details out of him, but I didn’t get the chance. I tried to fight the darkness closing in on my senses, but I didn’t have the strength for it. I was out like a light before I could start to argue.




Chapter 2







I woke up in a different life, a world away.

The room was bigger, brighter, lit by a wall of windows that overlooked a sprawling city. I threw back the blankets almost as soon as I woke up, looking for restraints. They weren’t there. There was some medical equipment in the room—a stand for an IV, what looked like some sort of heart rate monitor—but I wasn’t hooked up to any of it.

A man walked in before I could walk out, his vast frame filling the doorway and extinguishing any bright ideas I’d had about running away.

It wasn’t just that he was big. Everything about him screamed “IN CHARGE”, from his silver-speckled buzz cut to his steely blue-gray eyes. He was wearing a black button-down shirt, perfectly pressed pants, and a tie, no doubt hoping that looking like a dork would take the edge off his frankly terrifying presence. He was shit outta luck.

Then he opened his mouth.

“Hello, Ethan,” he said, his clipped English accent so at odds with his appearance that I couldn’t quite process it.

“Uh, hi.”

“I thought you might like to get dressed,” he continued, leaning past me to place a small pile of clothes on the bed. I nodded nervously, grabbing up the clothes and holding them to my chest like they might protect me from the big bad Englishman.

“There’s a bathroom just behind you.”

I turned around and sure enough, there was a white door behind me. I opened it slowly, like I was expecting some sort of ambush, before stepping inside.

It was small but spotless, the light bouncing violently across the white tiles. The clothes were mine, from home, the spark of recognition enough to leave me breathless. I was shaking ever so slightly as the soft, worn denim of my favorite pair of jeans scraped over my bruised legs. I pulled the T-shirt over my head before turning to the mirror to smooth down my hair, a comforting habit that I didn’t realize I had until that moment.

I looked…well, okay, considering. My hair was all over the place, as usual, so I snatched up the brush from the glass shelf under the mirror and brushed it, quick and brutal. There was a sickly purple-yellow bruise on my left temple and a small cut on my bottom lip, but I was unbelievably relieved to see that I still looked like myself.

I contemplated locking the door and hiding out in there, climbing into the small bathtub and pretending I was in a submarine like I used to when I was little. It took me a minute, but I thought better of it. The answers I wanted weren’t in the ensuite. If I wanted to know what had happened to me, I was going to need to go out there and ask.

And if I happened to run into Adam in the process, well, then I’d either fight him or flirt with him—both were equally likely.

“Are you alright in there?”

I took a deep breath and wrenched the door open, my stomach in knots. The Englishman was waiting, exuding patience with just a hint of superiority. I walked past him, scared to meet his gaze. One side of the room consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows, perfectly clear sheet glass. I glanced out, squinting a little.

We were in a skyscraper—rooftops stretched out toward the horizon, bathed in the buttery yellow glow of the sun. I tried to stop myself from looking down, but being sensible has never been my strong point. After one little flip of my stomach, I was able to focus on the scurrying people hundreds of feet below my window. Every single one of them was in some sort of rush, pushing through the crowd or darting past each other without so much as a nod of recognition.

“Welcome to New York, Ethan.”

I looked at him over my shoulder, mouth clamped firmly shut. It was enough to knock me off balance. I’d never been in a big city, let alone a city like New York. Back home, in my dingy little room, the idea of waking up in a glass-and-steel skyscraper in one of the biggest and most iconic cities in the world would have seemed like a dream.

The reality wasn’t quite so exciting.

“How did I get here?” I asked him, crossing my arms in an attempt to look tough. It didn’t work—the smile that bloomed across his face was more than a little bemused.

“You were brought here as soon as you were well enough to travel. I’m not surprised that you don’t remember the trip, being Struck is very traumatic for the body.”

He opened the door and stepped out into the hall, indicating that I should follow him. I looked back out over the city for a brief moment, before following him out into the hallway.

It was painted white and seemingly endless, but at least there were other human beings around—nurses in pristine white scrubs, doctors in long lab coats, their names carefully embroidered above the breast pocket. It all looked very official, but I knew I hadn’t woken up in a hospital.

I followed him to the elevator, the cheerful music putting my teeth on edge. He pushed the button for floor sixty-seven while I tried to imagine what the view would be like from that sort of height.

“You’re unusually quiet. I was warned that you’d be a talker,” he said as the elevator swooped up to the sky.

“Warned by who?” I demanded as I followed him out into what looked like the sort of apartment you saw on stupid reality TV shows with more money than the producer could count.

It was massive, with floor-to-ceiling windows like the hospital room. It took me a few seconds to realize some of the windows were actually doors. They opened out onto a beautifully organized terrace, wicker furniture tastefully arranged around a little table.

The floor had an open plan layout, but each area had its own distinctive purpose. Granite topped counters and frosted glass-fronted cupboards off to the left formed the kitchen, all chrome appliances. It would have been perfectly boring, if it wasn’t for the Polaroid photos haphazardly plastered across the refrigerator doors. I wanted to go over and look at them, but I could tell it wasn’t the right time.

The kitchen area led into what I assumed was supposed to be the dining room, complete with a long, low table and at least a dozen chairs. There was a lounge too, with oversized and overstuffed L-shaped couches and an obnoxiously big TV. The back of the room narrowed into what looked like a door-lined hallway that I was itching to go explore, but the Englishman curled a deceptively gentle hand around my elbow and led me to the couches.

He sat with his back to the windows, his massive shoulders hunched as if he wasn’t comfortable. I couldn’t relate, the couch was freaking awesome. I sank into it with a sigh. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I was until I sat down, and I was pretty sure he was going to have to use a crowbar to get me off that thing.

“Well, here it is. The official explanation. I’d appreciate if you could let me say my piece first, then I’ll answer any questions you may have. Does that sound fair?” he asked, his gaze fixed on my face.

I didn’t really like his terms—I’m not the sit-still-and-listen type—but I knew that he was probably the key to figuring out exactly where I was and why I was there. I nodded, crossing my arms again.

“My name is Jones, I’m an employee here. This building is the home to a government funded research facility. This facility is dedicated to studying the effects of an experiment designed by a scientist called Dr. Timothy Harrison.

“Dr. Harrison proposed that there were certain…abilities, shall we say, that could be unlocked in the human mind after experiencing a focused wireless power transfer, across an electromagnetic field. When you stepped onto the metal base plate, you experienced something like an electric shock, Ethan. Dr. Harrison believed that these abilities could be gifted to young people who could then be taught to use them to help the world.

“Test subjects were chosen very carefully, before being exposed to a wireless power transfer. We refer to this exposure as being Struck. The results have been miraculous, to say the least. We don’t fully understand the implications of them yet. Unfortunately, Dr. Harrison is no longer part of this initiative. The test subjects live in this building and we refer to them as The Lightning Project.”

I couldn’t help but shiver. The Lightning Project? He sounded crazier than I felt, but there was nothing on his face that indicated he’d spectacularly lost the plot. He was perfectly calm, his expression carefully blank. I could feel a headache coming on.

“So, let me get this straight,” I began, hating the tremble in my voice. “The government experimented on me against my will and has now kidnapped me to be the latest contestant in their star-studded freakshow in the hopes that I start demonstrating some sort of fucking superpower?”

“Something like that,” Jones replied with a wry smile. “I must say, you’re taking this very well, Ethan.”

“I’m no stranger to government conspiracies,” I snapped, head spinning. “But you probably know all about that, right? I’ll bet the top-secret file you guys have on me is one hell of a read.”

“Well, it’s certainly bigger than the others.”

“So, there is a file!” I grinned, fleeting vindication replaced by icy fear. “I knew it.”

“The important thing to remember, Ethan, is that whatever power you have now is a gift intended to help humanity. You’re not a small town hacker anymore. You’ve been called up for a higher purpose.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that. Higher purpose? I may have believed that there was more to me than a cramped, stifled life in Orchard Side, but delusions of grandeur had never been my thing. I didn’t believe in a higher purpose or a higher power and I never had. I wasn’t about to start just because some smooth-talking Englishman said so.

“Well this has been lovely, crumpet, but I think it’s time for me to go home,” I said, getting to my feet. I missed the couch already, but I figured my creaky bed in Orchard Side was better than an amazing sofa in a secret science lab.

Jones’ expression darkened, his eyes narrowing at my nickname for him. I briefly reconsidered my attempt at humor, but figured it was worth his stormy glare.

“You can’t go home, Ethan. Not until we have your powers under control.”

“Oh, please,” I laughed, but my resolve was buckling under the weight of his somber expression. He was deadly serious.

“Your abilities haven’t presented themselves yet,” he said as he got to his feet. I knew he was trying to intimidate me. I hated that it worked.

“What does that even mean?”

“It means that we don’t know what powers you have now. Until we do, and until we can teach you how to control them, it’s not safe for you to be anywhere but here.”

“How convenient,” I fired back, trying to ignore the sick feeling in my stomach. Sure, my parents annoyed me most of the time, but I didn’t want to hurt them or anyone else. Plus, everyone in Orchard Side thought I was dead—I was pretty sure that the news reports I’d seen when I’d first woken up weren’t a hallucination. I had no clue how to start explaining that to people.

I wasn’t sure if I believed a word Jones said, but until I knew for sure he was lying, I was going to have to stay put.

“Would you like to meet the rest of the Project?” he asked me, trying (and failing) to sound upbeat.

“I hate faux cheeriness, just for the record,” I warned him as I slumped back down on the sofa. He shook his head, but he was smiling as he pulled a cell phone from his pocket and tapped out a short message.

I watched as he crossed the room to the kitchen. He was surprisingly graceful for someone so big. He opened the fridge and started pulling out bottles of orange soda, lining them up on the counter.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open, revealing a bunch of jumpsuit-wearing teenagers. My eyes were drawn to Adam instantly. I ignored the fluttering in my belly, chalking it up to nerves. I’d just discovered I was the latest in a long line of government experiments, it really wasn’t the time to be developing a misplaced crush. Especially on someone who wasn’t just frustratingly difficult to read, he seemed to be perfectly comfortable wearing heinous jumpsuits.

“Hi, guys,” Jones said, smiling warmly at the people spilling out into the room.

“Hey,” Adam replied, nodding once. “Hi, Ethan.”

I did some sort of dorky half wave in response. My cheeks were burning, and I was praying that the sofa would swallow me up whole. It was unlikely, but weirder things had happened. Hell, weirder things had happened to me in the proceeding twenty-four hours.

There were six of them in total and they all seemed to be around seventeen or eighteen, my age. They were clearly all good friends, too, exchanging smiles and bumping shoulders as they followed Jones over to where I was trying to make myself look as cool as possible.

Jones sat beside me like a well-mannered buffer. Adam sat as far away as the couch would allow, much to my disappointment. A dark skinned, curly haired girl sat beside him, her shrewd gaze fixed firmly on me. In that moment, I became pretty sure that blushing was going to be my superpower.

Adam looked great, because the universe hates me and has a skewed sense of justice. It wasn’t enough that he was tall and handsome and so sincere it made my teeth hurt—he had to have superpowers too, because of course he did. I didn’t even try to push down the flash of irrational annoyance I felt at the spark of heat in my belly at the sight of Adam. I was allowed to be irrational, and annoyed, and attracted to the stupid handsome superhero. Right?
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