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				PROLOGUE

				Aliasing

				(THE DISTORTION THAT RESULTS WHEN A RECONSTRUCTED SIGNAL IS DIFFERENT FROM THE ORIGINAL.)

				On June the seventh, the year I turned sixteen, I vanished without a trace.

				On September the twenty-eighth of the same year I came back, with a story so bizarre that only my parents would ever believe it, and a secret I couldn’t share even with them.

				And four weeks later I woke up in my hometown on Saturday morning as Victoria Beaugrand, and went to bed that night in another city as a completely different person.

				That last part wasn’t as bad as you might think. There’s something exciting about reinventing yourself, even if it means leaving all your friends and the only life you’ve ever known behind.

				My only fear was that I might not have made myself different enough.

				000001

				The move was the first step. My mom and I loaded our last two boxes into the rental van, latched the doors and watched my dad drive off with the few pieces of furniture and clothing we still owned. Then we got into the car and backed down the driveway of our house on Ridgeview Court for the last time ever.

				We drove through the city and out onto the highway, rock cuts boxing us in on either side. At first the landscape was rugged and wild, but as the kilometres ticked by – one hundred, two hundred, three – the pine trees and swampy lakes gave way to leafy woods and rolling hillsides. By the time we took our first rest stop the horizon was wide open, and the air so mild I didn’t even need a jacket.

				I stuffed my long hair under a baseball cap and walked around the parking lot to stretch my legs, while my mom went into Shoppers’ Drug Mart and bought the stuff we needed. Cash, not credit, so there’d be no paper trail. Then she handed me the bag and we drove off again.

				Seven minutes later, we squeezed ourselves into a tiny restroom that stank of oil and old urine. The drain was rusty, the sink barely larger than my head. My mom taped a garbage bag around my shoulders and worked the brown dye into my scalp, while I took shallow breaths and tried not to think about all the brain cells I was losing. After twenty minutes and a rinse my hair looked duller, even mousy in parts. But it was still mostly blonde, with a few stubborn gold strands sneaking through it, and when my mother bit her lip I knew what she was thinking.

				‘Cut it short,’ I said. ‘Like yours was at my age.’ I’d seen her first modelling shots, all pouty lips and sultry eyes under the feathers of her pixie cut. People said we looked alike, but I’d never looked like that.

				‘Oh, but that’s so—’

				‘It’s different,’ I said, and with tears clumping her lashes my mother picked up the scissors and cut.

				At four-thirty we stopped and bought more dye, for her this time. The auburn looked good on her, but it also made her look older, and less like my biological mother. Still, it wasn’t like I was the only adopted teenager in the world, so there was no point panicking. We’d done the best we could.

				The 401 at rush hour was as busy as I’d always been warned, eight lanes crammed solid with traffic and all of it moving at the speed of toffee. It took us an hour and a half just to get through Toronto, but after that the congestion started to clear, and by seven-fifteen we were pulling into the driveway of our new house.

				It was a shoebox-shaped bungalow with a brick front and peeling aluminium sides, and it couldn’t have been more than a thousand square feet. The houses around it were no bigger, and there were plenty of them, crowding both sides of the road and twinkling in the street-lit distance. A scattering of mature trees gave the neighbourhood some dignity, but we definitely weren’t living on Snob Hill any more.

				‘Hey, Gorgeous One and Gorgeous Two,’ said Dad as he bounded down the front steps to meet us. His chin was prickly with stubble, and in a few more days he’d have a beard, which would take some getting used to. ‘You look fantastic. Want to order pizza?’

				His cheerfulness was too much for my mother. Her face crumpled and she fled inside, the screen door slamming behind her.

				‘She’s just tired,’ said my dad, into the uncomfortable silence. ‘She’ll be fine in a minute.’

				Ron Beaugrand: former semi-pro hockey player, current salesman, and perpetual optimist. Not that I disbelieved him – my mom’s emotions could be stormy, but in the past few months she’d weathered a lot worse than this. Still, my chest tightened at the reminder of what I was putting her through. Both of them.

				Dad must have seen the shadow on my face, because he tweaked my nose and said, ‘Hey, none of that. This is an adventure, remember? New life. Fresh start.’ He handed me his phone. ‘One extra-large Hawaiian, delivery. Then we can start unloading.’

				Which made me feel worse, because I was the only one who liked pineapple on my pizza. Still, I knew better than to argue with Dad once he’d made up his mind, so I made the call.

				000010

				My new bedroom was half the size of my old one – 58.7 per cent smaller, to be exact. I didn’t mind not having a walk-in closet any more, but I did wonder where I was going to put my workbench and all my tools. Maybe I could take over a corner of the basement, once we finished unpacking.

				I sat on the naked mattress and hauled a box onto my lap, my newly shortened nails picking at the tape. It was hard to believe that I was moving into a new house for the first time in my life; even harder to fathom that it was 475 kilometres from the house I’d left that morning. Until last summer I’d always been the girl who spent her holidays camping half an hour away, who had to fake sick the year her hockey team went to provincials, who’d never been to Disney World or even Canada’s Wonderland, because I couldn’t travel more than fifty kilometres from my hometown without having a seizure. But that problem was solved now – one of the few good things that had come out of my disappearance – and I could go anywhere I wanted.

				Except back to my old life, because that would be far too dangerous. Not that there was a lot about being Tori Beaugrand that I was going to miss, especially not after that ugly breakup with Brendan just before I went missing, and the way Lara had reacted afterward when I didn’t want to talk about where I’d been. The only real friend I had left in Sudbury now was Alison, and she’d be safer and probably saner without me.

				Or at least I hoped so. Because the alternative was more guilt than I could deal with right now.

				I shook off the thought and ripped the cardboard box open, tossing aside my soldering iron, multimeter and other familiar tools until I found what I’d been looking for. A metal spheroid the size of an orange, featureless except for a circular socket at one end, a tiny aperture at the other and a thin, dimpled seam running around its equator.

				The relay device. The mechanical angel that had followed me all the days of my life, though until recently I’d never suspected its existence. If the liquid-metal chip in my arm was the shackle binding me to my hometown, the relay had been the ball at the end of that invisible chain. But the chip was neutralised now, its programming wiped and its quicksilver sensors disintegrated. And the relay hadn’t shown a flicker of interest in me since.

				The device felt cold in my palm, dead as a fossilised egg. But there was still one taunting little light glowing deep inside. And though I’d spent my last two days in Sudbury trying to get rid of the thing, it had resisted all my attempts to destroy it. The hammer had bounced off without leaving a dent, the bonfire hadn’t even scorched its surface, and when I tried dropping it into the middle of Ramsey Lake it simply hovered beside the canoe, dodging every swipe I aimed at it with my paddle, until I gave up in frustration and retrieved it again.

				My last idea had been to lock the relay up in a metal box and bury it somewhere deep. But you couldn’t dig far in Sudbury without hitting rock, and I had a bad feeling it’d Houdini itself out of there in a few minutes anyway. And as long as the relay still worked I couldn’t just leave it behind, because if anyone stumbled across it and set it off, Alison would be the first one to suffer. So I’d given up and brought the relay with me, because if it ever woke up again, I wanted to be the first to know. I pulled out the early-warning monitor I’d kludged together from an electromagnetic field detector and my old Nokia phone, and clamped the relay into it.

				‘Tor – I mean, Niki!’ came my dad’s muffled shout. ‘Pizza’s here!’

				Niki. My new name was going to take some getting used to, even though I’d picked it myself. After ruling out all my favourite female engineers and inventors – Mildred was out of the question, and Marie, Grace and Elizabeth were too old-fashioned for my taste – I’d taken a different tack and settled on Nicola. After Nikola Tesla, of course, but a little less Serbian. Or male.

				With the new name came a new identity, but I hadn’t figured out yet who Niki was. I knew how she looked on the surface, but how she dressed and behaved, who her friends were and what she did with her spare time were still a mystery. Would she be more like the real me than Tori had been, or less? Which was safer?

				Or was I fooling myself to think I could ever be safe again?

				I understand, said Sebastian Faraday’s deep, rich voice in my memory, that the data you’ve collected from her is extremely important to your research. And suddenly I was back in that cold grey place with Sebastian and Alison by my side, confronting the man who’d abducted me...

				I gave myself a mental slap, and the memory dissolved. Why was I thinking about Mathis and his stupid experiment? He was out of my life now, and I had other things to worry about.

				‘Niki!’ yelled my father.

				‘Be there in a sec!’ I called as I headed for the washroom. ‘Just putting my contacts in!’

				It was the final step in my transformation – grey-tinted lenses, to dull my turquoise eyes to a more ordinary shade of blue. From Tori Beaugrand, the girl everybody wanted, to Nicola Johnson, a new and unknown element in the universe.

				I told myself it felt like freedom, and it did. But deep down, it also felt like death.

				I eased the contacts into my eyes, wiping the saline from my cheeks and squeezing my lids shut until the sting went away. Then I took a deep breath, forced my shoulders back, and strode out to begin my new life.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				INTERLUDE

				Inductive Kickback

				(THE RAPID CHANGE IN VOLTAGE ACROSS AN INDUCTOR WHEN CURRENT FLOW IS INTERRUPTED.)

				(1.1)

				On the day I got back to Sudbury, I had no idea it would be barely a month before I left it forever. All I knew was that I’d been missing for fifteen weeks and awake for thirty-five hours straight. I was filthy, exhausted and longing for home, but I had to take care of Alison first – the relay had overloaded her synaesthesia, and she was barely holding herself together. Once I’d seen her safely off in the ambulance I had no strength left, and all I wanted to do was lie on the scrubby grass and breathe cool, fresh air until my parents came to get me. But the rescue workers and the police had their own ideas about what I owed them, and soon a van from the local TV station was circling the scene as well. By the time Mom and Dad arrived, I was a mess of tears and helpless rage.

				Guests at my parents’ house parties often compared my mom to a butterfly, because she was beautiful, charming and had a knack for being everywhere at once. They didn’t realise that behind the gracious smile and light, ripping laugh were sharp teeth and a will of titanium, and that anyone who messed with her family would regret it. Her eyes misted up at the sight of me, but she didn’t break down. She greeted the police officers with a frosty little speech that sent them skulking back to their cruiser, dismissed the paramedics with the assurance that my family doctor was on his way, and with one arm tight around my waist and my father lumbering ahead of us like a human shield, she hurried me past the cameras into our waiting car.

				The next two days were a recurring nightmare of examinations and interviews and conversations I’d have given anything to avoid – especially the talk with my parents, when I told them how Mathis had taken me and why. Lying to them, even partially, was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. But they were so relieved to have their only daughter back alive and whole, and so anxious not to hurt me any more than I’d been hurt already, that they didn’t ask nearly as many questions as they could have. Their biggest fear was of losing me again, and once I’d assured them – truthfully – that Mathis had been dealt with and the chip he’d put in my arm was gone forever, they were satisfied.

				And then, in true Beaugrand parental fashion, they closed ranks to protect me from the world. They shielded me from the journalists camped out at the end of our driveway, they kept the police at arm’s length until we’d worked out a statement about my tragic memory loss and inability to identify my kidnapper, and they made polite excuses to all the friends and neighbours who called to find out how I was doing. Lara came to visit on the second day, but only after promising my mother not to ask questions or say anything that might upset me, which made our conversation stilted and uncomfortable. Not quite as stilted as when I’d tried to explain to Lara why I wasn’t interested in Brendan, and definitely not as uncomfortable as when she found out I was going out with him anyway, but it would be hard to top either of those.

				By the third day the media were losing interest, and the flood of phone calls had tapered to a trickle. Lara sent me a rambling, semi-apologetic email about how she and Brendan had got together in my absence, which explained why she’d looked so uncomfortable around me. Not because she’d given me up for dead – she knew I wouldn’t blame her for that – but because I’d told her that Brendan was a manipulative dirtbag who didn’t deserve to touch anything female for the rest of his life, and obviously she’d decided that I was wrong. I was hesitating over the keyboard, wondering how to say ‘good luck with that’ without sounding bitchy, when the house phone rang.

				Mom usually answered it, but right now she was out in the back yard, raking leaves. Gardening was one of the few things that relaxed her, and when she got into the zone she didn’t like being interrupted. So I let it ring, and waited for the answering system to pick it up.

				‘Good afternoon, Mrs Beaugrand,’ said a tinny female voice over the speaker. ‘This is Dr Gervais from GeneSystem Laboratories. I’m sorry to intrude, but we have a few concerns about your daughter’s sample...’

				I snapped upright, shoving my laptop aside. Sample? Laboratory? The only one who had any business asking about my health, let alone knowing anything about it, was Dr Bowman – that was what my parents paid him the big money for. Thanks to him I’d never done a blood or urine test, never been vaccinated, never set foot in a hospital except as a visitor. My rare visits to the doctor’s office were recorded on paper, my file kept separate from the usual patient database. No one was allowed to touch it except Dr Bowman’s personal secretary, and Leah had been a close friend of my mom’s for twenty years.

				And besides all that, our number was unlisted. So if a strange doctor was calling, something in the system had gone badly, even disastrously wrong. I leaped off the sofa, hurtled into the kitchen, and grabbed the phone.

				‘Dr Gervais?’ I said breathlessly. ‘I’m sorry, I was outside. This is Gisele Beaugrand.’ I’d always had a talent for mimicry, and when I imitated my mother’s voice on the phone even Dad couldn’t tell the difference. So there was no reason Dr Gervais should suspect anything – but my heart was oscillating in my ribcage, just the same. ‘What were you saying about Tori?’

				‘Oh, hello,’ said the woman. Was I paranoid, or did she sound excited? ‘I apologise for catching you at what must be a very emotional time. But when I heard that Tori was back home I wanted to contact you as soon as possible. And tell you about our findings. Do you have a moment?’

				‘Yes, of course,’ I said, gripping the phone tighter. ‘Go on. What findings?’

				‘Well, back in August our forensic technicians compared the follicles we’d found on your daughter’s hairbrush to the blood and tissue samples the police had given us, and as you know they were a match. But when we did the PCR on the tissue we found some abnormalities, so we sent a few genes for sequencing...’

				My knees buckled. I clutched the edge of the sink, nausea spiralling in my stomach.

				The police had my DNA.

				I should have seen it coming. When I was missing they’d needed a way to identify my body, if they ever found it, and to help bring my supposed murderer to justice. And at that point all the evidence pointed to Alison, the strange and possibly schizophrenic girl I’d been fighting with just before I disappeared. They’d found blood on her hands and bits of tissue stuck in the ring she’d been wearing – of course they’d wanted to know if the blood and tissue were mine.

				‘The results were extraordinary,’ Dr Gervais went on rapidly. ‘None of us have seen anything like your daughter’s gene sequence before, and we can’t account for the discrepancies between her DNA and that of an average young woman. We believe...’ She checked herself and continued in a graver tone. ‘We’re concerned that Tori may have a rare genetic disorder. One that could be harmful, or even fatal, if not treated.’

				Genetic disorder – so that was what they were calling it. Maybe they even thought it was true. Maybe they were sincerely concerned for my wellbeing and wanted to help me out, even though it wasn’t part of their job.

				Or more likely they’d known for weeks that they were sitting on the biggest scientific discovery of their careers, and now they’d found out I was alive they’d say anything, do anything, to get me under their microscope again.

				Well, screw the advancement of science. I’d just escaped from one man who thought he owned me, and it had been the most terrifying experience of my life. I wasn’t about to become anybody else’s lab rat. Not ever.

				‘I’m sure you’re mistaken,’ I said coldly. ‘Tori is perfectly normal, and we’ve never had the least concern about her health. Obviously your results were compromised, or tampered with in some way.’

				‘That’s a possibility, yes,’ said Dr Gervais, not missing a beat. ‘And we’re looking into it. But the easiest solution would be to take a scraping of cells from your daughter’s cheek, or get a blood sample for comparison purposes. If you’d be willing to cooperate—’

				‘No,’ I snapped, and slammed down the phone. With trembling fingers I erased the message, and added Dr Gervais’s number to our Blocked Callers list.

				But I knew that wasn’t the end of it. Now that she and the other scientists at GeneSystem had seen how unusual my DNA was, they’d never be satisfied until they knew why. No matter how many times I said no or how hard I tried to avoid them, they’d keep hounding me until I gave in. Or until they got impatient enough to stop asking, and start looking for some legal – or not so legal – way to force my hand.

				And then all my dreams of living a free and happy life and becoming a successful engineer one day would be over. Because once Dr Gervais and her people realised just how extraordinary I was, they’d never let me go.

				As if to prove the point, the phone started ringing again. This time I didn’t wait for the message, or even look to see who it was. I ripped the plug out of the wall, and ran to find my mother.

				(1.2)

				The worst of it was, there was nothing good about my weird biology. Sure, I didn’t get sick often and when I did the symptoms were usually mild. But Lara rarely got sick either, so I didn’t put much stock in that. I had a knack for figuring out how machines worked and making them work better, but there were plenty of engineering prodigies in the world. It wasn’t like I’d been gifted with super-hearing or X-ray vision – nothing like Alison and her synaesthesia. For years she’d been skittish and defensive around me, because the chip in my arm sounded painfully loud to her and she was the only one who could see it.

				Yet as far as our DNA was concerned, Alison was perfectly normal. I was the freak.

				‘We always knew something like this might happen,’ Dad told me, as we held our conference around the dining room table. He patted my mother’s shoulder – as usual she’d been calm and decisive while the crisis was fresh, but now that the shock had hit her, she was shaking. ‘And since Tori doesn’t have that chip in her arm any more, there’s no reason not to use our emergency backup plan. I’d hoped it’d never come to this, but...’ He opened the file folder in front of him and leafed through the stack of notes, letters and printouts inside. ‘Maybe it’s time.’

				‘There’s no maybe about it,’ Mom said thickly through a fistful of tissues, and fumbled across the table to grip my hand. ‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart. When they said they needed your hairbrush for the investigation, I should have guessed...but I was so afraid we’d never see you again...’

				‘I don’t blame you, Mom,’ I said. ‘You didn’t know, and you couldn’t have done anything else.’ Not without obstructing the course of justice and ending up as a murder suspect, anyway. I turned to my dad. ‘So what’s the plan?’

				‘If the people at GeneSystem can’t find you, they’ll give up,’ he said. ‘They’ll have to. There’s no murder investigation any more, so they can’t ask the police to help. And they’re supposed to destroy all the DNA evidence, now it’s no longer needed. If they want an exception they’ll have to fight for it in court, and by the time they get it, we’ll be long gone.’

				‘But...where?’ Mom asked. ‘And what are we going to tell everyone? All our friends...’

				This was the problem with being so community-minded, as both my parents were. If there was a charity event to run or a local festival to promote, Gisele and Ron Beaugrand were bound to be involved at some point. They threw a massive house party every New Year’s Eve and an outdoor pig roast every August, with plenty of smaller dinners and cocktail parties in between. Once the news got out that we were selling our house, the shock waves would ripple across the whole city.

				‘Tori needs a fresh start,’ said my father. ‘We all do, after everything that’s happened. We’ll tell them we’re moving to Vancouver.’

				Clear across the country, right on the Pacific Ocean. I’d always wanted to see more of the world, but this was so far away I might as well be moving to another planet. I was about to beg him to reconsider when my mother said, ‘We aren’t, though,’ and I realised I’d misunderstood.

				‘No,’ Dad replied. ‘There are a few places in southern Ontario that should suit us fine, and we can move faster if we don’t have to go out of province.’ The chair creaked as he shifted his weight. ‘It’s going to be a big change, I know. But now Tori’s secret is out, I don’t see that we have a choice.’

				 I clenched my hands together, fingers latticed tight. Four days ago, I’d despaired of ever seeing my parents or my hometown again. When Alison and Sebastian turned up to help me escape, it had seemed like such a miracle that I’d almost believed my troubles were over. That I could go back to my old life, piece myself back together, and carry on.

				I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.

				‘I’m sorry, pumpkin,’ said my dad, sounding tired. ‘I know it isn’t fair, especially after all you’ve been through. You have a right to be angry. Even if it’s with us.’

				How could I be? All my parents ever wanted was a child to love and raise as their own. Even after Dr Bowman found the chip in my arm and told them he’d never seen anything like it, they refused to give up on me. When it became clear that I had a natural affinity for machines but no instincts whatsoever when it came to people, they’d poured all their energy into teaching me how to relate, how to connect, how to care. My dad had coached me through girls’ hockey until I understood what it meant to be part of a team, and my mom had shown me how to read people’s facial expressions and turn their frowns into smiles. All the awards I’d won, all the popularity I’d gained at school, I owed to them.

				And now they were ready to sacrifice their house, their jobs and their reputations, just to give me a chance at a normal life. I knew there was no point trying to talk them out of it; like Dad had said, they’d been prepared for this. But I hated Dr Gervais for forcing their hand. And I hated whoever had given GeneSystem our name and phone number even more.

				I straightened up in my chair. ‘I’m OK,’ I said firmly. ‘Just tell me what you want me to do.’

				(1.3)

				‘You’re kidding me,’ said Lara, sweeping her hair back behind her ear. ‘Vancouver?’

				We were sitting together in the food court at the mall, sharing an order of poutine – our traditional after-shopping indulgence. I’d told her I wasn’t going to come between her and Brendan or say anything more about him, so we were on friendly terms again. My parents and I had just spent a week in the Caribbean and by the time we got back the house had sold, so that was a load off my mind as well.

				But while we were gone Dr Gervais had called from a different number, confirming that my abnormal DNA results were accurate and urging my parents to bring me in for more testing before it was too late. And that same week our neighbour had seen a pair of neatly dressed strangers, a man and a woman, standing on our front step. She’d thought they were Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses at first, but they’d parked right outside our house, and driven away without visiting anyone else on the street.

				I was past feeling wistful about the life I’d lived in this town. Now all I wanted was to get out of here while I still had the chance.

				‘I know,’ I said to Lara, picking at a stray cheese curd with my plastic fork. The gravy had gone cold, and the two remaining French fries were limp and soggy. ‘It’s a long way. But after everything that happened, and the way people look at me now...I think it’s for the best.’

				Lara reached for the container and scooped up the last bite, making a little face that told me she regretted it. Then she said in a carefully casual tone, ‘So...what did happen? Or would you rather not talk about it?’

				She’d been my best friend since I was twelve. We’d had a few misunderstandings and the occasional fight, but she knew more about me than anyone except my parents – and a few things even they didn’t know. If I was going to tell anyone the truth about where I’d been, what had been done to me, it should be Lara.

				But I knew how she’d react if I told her. First she’d be confused, then she’d laugh nervously because she thought I was joking, and after a while she’d get upset because it wasn’t funny any more. And then I’d have to apologise and make up a story she’d find easier to believe, which would be worse than if I’d just lied to her in the first place.

				So I bit my lip with what I hoped was convincing uncertainty, and I said, ‘I don’t really remember much of anything. And frankly, I don’t want to. After what the doctor said...’ I let the sentence trail off, so Lara’s imagination could fill in the rest. In my experience, people usually told themselves more convincing lies than I ever could.

				Lara reddened and looked down, and I thought I’d embarrassed her. But when she raised her head again, her lips trembled as though she were about to cry. ‘That’s it?’ she asked. ‘The same thing you told the police? That’s all you’re going to tell me, really?’

				I was taken aback. It wasn’t like Lara to want all the gruesome details, especially from me. ‘Why do you want to know?’

				‘You have to ask?’ She gave a shaky laugh. ‘Because I care about you, maybe? Because I’m your friend? Because I thought it might help you to talk about it to somebody you could trust? You were gone for three and a half months, Tori. I cried myself to sleep so many nights, imagining what you were going through. And then Alison disappeared too, and the police were looking for some guy named Faraday that they thought might have kidnapped you both, and I felt sick knowing he was out there and I could be next—’

				‘Lara—’

				‘Don’t. Let me finish.’ She took a deep breath. ‘And then you came back, and I was so happy. Scared too, because I didn’t know what he’d done to you, or how much you’d changed. But I wanted to be there for you when you needed me. Only...you didn’t. You still don’t.’

				I was silent.

				‘You know, you could have said you weren’t ready, and I would have understood. You didn’t have to lie about it.’

				‘I didn’t—’

				‘Yes, you did. I know you, Tori.’ She crumpled the empty poutine cup and dropped it onto the tray. ‘But OK, if that’s what you want. I won’t ask you again.’ She paused and added in a bitter undertone, ‘He told me you’d lie to me, just like you’d lied to everyone else. And I didn’t believe him.’

				‘Who said that?’ I was getting angry now. ‘Brendan?’

				Lara jumped up, grabbing her purse and swinging it across her body like a shield. ‘That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Just because you didn’t want Brendan, you think he’s no good for me either. And now you don’t trust me any more.’ A tear trickled down her cheek, a thread of mascara running with it. ‘You’d rather hang around in the psych ward with Alison Jeffries.’

				How she’d found out about me visiting Alison I had no idea, but I wasn’t going to get into that now. ‘What’s she got to do with anything?’ I demanded. ‘Just because I don’t blame her for what happened—’

				‘I thought you didn’t remember what happened. So how do you know she’s not to blame?’

				Logic wasn’t usually Lara’s strong point, especially when she was upset. Something was definitely wrong here. ‘I just know, OK?’ I said between my teeth. People were turning to look at us, and I could tell from their expressions that some of them recognised me. ‘And if you’re going to yell at me, can we do this somewhere else?’

				Lara swiped her fingers across her eyes, smearing makeup in all directions. ‘There’s nothing to do,’ she said thickly. ‘You’re leaving soon, and we’re never going to see each other again. And like you said, it’s probably for the best. So have a nice trip. Have a nice life.’

				She turned her back on me, but her shoulders were hunched, and I knew she didn’t mean to walk away. She was hoping I’d call out to her, with the catch in my breath that would tell her I was crying too. And then we’d hug and murmur apologies to each other and go somewhere to talk it out.

				But she was right. I was leaving, and there was nothing to be done about it. So I stared down at the table, silently counting the dots patterned across its surface. I had to stop at eighty-seven because my eyes stung too much to focus, and when I looked up, Lara was gone.

				(1.4)

				The next day I was upstairs in my bedroom, packing up my old hockey medals and a few other mementos I couldn’t bear to throw away, when the doorbell rang. I heard my mother’s steps click slowly across the tile, then speed up as she hurried to answer it.

				Which meant the visitor was someone she trusted. Probably a friend or a neighbour dropping by to tell us they were sorry we were moving. I was reaching for another box when Mom’s voice echoed up from the front hall below:

				‘Oh, hello, Constable. What can we do for you?’

				I froze, not quite believing what I’d heard, then backed out into the hallway for confirmation. When I leaned over the railing I could see him standing on the step – a compact, sandy-haired man in uniform, his policeman’s cap tucked beneath his arm.

				‘Good day, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m following up on some details of your daughter’s case, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask her a couple of questions.’

				Constable Deckard. We’d only met once, when I came into the station to give the police my statement. But I knew that when I disappeared, he’d taken a special interest in my case. So special, in fact, that my mom had made a point of seeking him out and thanking him personally before we left.

				‘He was so thorough,’ she’d reminisced as we were driving away. ‘And he never gave up, even when the other officers seemed to have lost hope and moved on. He spent hours interviewing us, and your teachers, and all your friends – anyone who might know even the tiniest detail about what had happened to you.’

				‘That’s what police officers do, Mom,’ I said, but she shook her head.

				‘Not like this. I ran into one of the dispatchers at the Blueberry Festival, and she told me that he’d been putting in fifteen or twenty hours of overtime a week on your case alone. She said he’d always been a hard worker, but she’d never seen him so determined – you’d think it was his own daughter who had gone missing.’

				I found that idea a little disturbing, but my mother obviously didn’t see it that way. ‘And he was always so easy to talk to,’ she went on dreamily. ‘So patient and kind. I really felt like he understood.’

				‘Is there something I should know, Gisele?’ my dad had asked in a mock-jealous tone, and she’d swatted him. But beneath the teasing, I could tell Dad felt the same way about Deckard as she did.

				 So when Mom opened the door and showed Deckard into the parlour, I wasn’t surprised. Though if I’d had the chance, I’d have warned her that the last thing we needed right now was a policeman who’d taken a personal interest in my case and was trying to wrap up all the loose ends.

				Still, there wasn’t any easy way to get rid of him now. So when my mom called me, I came downstairs and took a seat on the sofa across from Deckard. But I kept my eyes lowered and my shoulders slumped, hoping he’d take pity on me and keep it brief.

				‘As I told your mother,’ Deckard began with a nod in her direction, ‘I’m looking into a couple of matters related to your case. I’d appreciate any help or information you can give.’ He slid a picture across the coffee table for me to look at. ‘Do you recognise this man?’

				It wasn’t a mug shot, just an ordinary photo of a young man with a lean face and shaggy brown hair – the underfed graduate-student type. I studied it for exactly three seconds, and then I handed it back. ‘No. Who is he?’

				‘He calls himself Sebastian Faraday. You’ve never met this man, or spoken with him?’

				Thanks to Lara, I knew what this was about. The police still thought Sebastian might have been responsible for kidnapping me. But they were never going to find him now, no matter what I told them. And I didn’t want to talk to Deckard one millisecond longer than I had to. ‘No,’ I said.

				Deckard gave me a steady look. Then he said to my mother, ‘Mrs Beaugrand, would you mind stepping out of the room for two minutes? I think Tori might find it easier to answer my questions if you weren’t here.’

				Mom looked troubled, but she didn’t protest. She touched my shoulder reassuringly and walked out, shutting the French doors behind her.

				Deckard waited until she was gone. Then he said in his soft, measured voice, ‘Tori, it’s important that you answer honestly. Because if you tell the truth, I may be able to help you. But if you lie, there could be serious consequences. Not just for you, but for your family as well.’

				No doubt that was supposed to encourage me to do the right thing, but to me it sounded more like a threat. I licked my dry lips and nodded.

				‘Did Sebastian Faraday threaten to hurt you, or your parents, or your friends, if you talked about him?’

				My heartbeat quickened, but I didn’t hesitate. ‘No,’ I said.

				‘Are you afraid that you’ll get in trouble for making a false statement to the police?’

				An unfair question by any standard. I made my expression puzzled and slightly hurt, though inside I was seething. ‘No.’

				‘So you stand by your original statement? You still claim to have no recollection of who abducted you, or where you were taken?’

				I could see the trap coming, but it was too late to escape it now. ‘Yes.’

				‘That’s interesting,’ said Deckard, leaning forward and taking a notebook out of his pocket. ‘Because I happen to know that when you visited Alison Jeffries at Pine Hills Psychiatric Hospital two weeks ago, you told her psychiatrist a different story.’

				Stupid, stupid, stupid. I’d assumed my interview with Dr Minta would be confidential, but I should have known better. Especially since I’d left him with the impression that the police already knew everything. ‘Oh?’ I said, stalling for time. ‘What story?’

				Deckard flipped the notebook open. ‘According to Dr Minta, you told him that you and Alison were arguing outside your high school when a team of masked men drove up in an unmarked van. You claimed that these men injected Alison with an unknown substance, then left her lying on the ground while they dragged you into their vehicle. You were subsequently driven to a secret facility where you were held captive, beaten and used in scientific experiments against your will...’

				‘Enough,’ I said sharply. I didn’t want to hear all that again. ‘All right, yes, I lied. Alison’s a good person, and what happened to me wasn’t her fault. I wanted him to let her go.’

				‘I see.’ He put the notebook away. ‘So when you told Dr Minta that Sebastian Faraday had played a part in your escape, where did you get that idea from? Since you’ve never seen or met Mr Faraday yourself.’

				It was bad enough falling into the trap without finding spikes at the bottom of it too. ‘Alison told me a few things,’ I said. ‘And I knew she liked him, so I thought...’

				‘Ms Beaugrand,’ interrupted Deckard, ‘you were assaulted. You were abducted. For nearly four months you were missing, and your family and friends believed you to be dead. When you came back your nose had been broken and reset, there was severe bruising around both your eyes, and your clothes were covered in dried blood – the same clothes you’d been wearing when you disappeared. You had obviously been through an extremely traumatic experience. Don’t you think that whoever did this to you should be punished?’

				His tone was level, even reasonable. But his jaw was set, and his eyes bored into mine without the slightest trace of pity. And that was when I realised that my mother, who taught me to read people, had been wrong about this man. It wasn’t concern for my safety, or sympathy for my parents, that had made Deckard so determined to solve my case.

				It was obsession.

				Not with me personally, but with the mystery I represented. The sheer divide-by-zero impossibility of how I’d vanished into nothingness and reappeared out of nowhere, a case unlike anything he’d ever seen. He’d done everything he could to solve the puzzle, but the pieces refused to match up. So he’d come here today to intimidate me into telling him what had really happened.

				I stood up. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I can’t help you.’ I turned to leave –

				Deckard’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist. Not hard enough to hurt me, just enough to let me know who was in charge. ‘I’m not finished,’ he said.

				I’d been wary before, but not really frightened. After all, Deckard couldn’t prove that I was lying. And if he tried to lay charges against a sixteen-year-old kidnapping victim just because she didn’t want to talk about what she’d been through, he’d have a hard time getting the courts to back him up.

				But I was scared now. Because I could see the pent-up emotion sizzling behind every line of that square face, the muscles twitching beneath his sun-roughened skin. This wasn’t just a policeman doing his job any more. This was personal.

				‘Let go,’ I said hoarsely. ‘Or I’ll scream.’

				He must have realised his mistake, because he released me and sat back. ‘If that’s how you want it,’ he said. ‘But you don’t seem to understand the seriousness of what you’re doing. You’re protecting someone who doesn’t deserve to be protected. And as long as you keep lying to the people who care about you, you’re going to be on your own.’

				The French doors rattled and Mom stormed into the room. ‘I saw that,’ she snapped at Deckard. ‘How dare you touch her! Get out.’

				For a moment Deckard didn’t move. Then with casual calm he picked up his hat and put it back on his head. ‘You’ve misunderstood the situation, ma’am,’ he said as he rose. ‘I’m just looking out for your daughter’s best interests.’

				He delivered the cliche so blandly that it made me want to spit. I backed away, fists clenched, as he strode past me and into the front hall. He went to the door, opened it – then paused and turned back.

				‘One more thing you might want to consider,’ he said to my mother. ‘I’ve had a call from one of the senior scientists at our genetic testing facility. She’s concerned you’re not answering her messages. I’d suggest you get in touch with her before you leave town, just to keep things simple. It’d be a shame if you had to bring Tori all the way back here from Vancouver.’ With an ironic smile he tipped his hat to us, and left.

				My mom locked the door behind him, then put an arm around me and pulled me close. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I should never have left you alone with him. Did he hurt you?’

				I shook my head mutely, but I couldn’t stop shaking. Because I understood now who had given Dr Gervais our unlisted phone number. Who had told Lara I’d visited Alison in the hospital, and warned her that I’d lie to her the same way I’d lied to everyone else. Deckard was determined to get the truth out of me by any means necessary, and he wasn’t going to give up on this investigation without a fight.

				‘Call Dad,’ I said. ‘Tell him we can’t wait until next Saturday. Tell him we need to get out of here as fast as we can.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PART ONE

				Demand Load

				(THE POWER REQUIRED BY ALL EQUIPMENT IN A RECEIVER OR TRANSMITTER FACILITY TO ENSURE FULL CONTINUITY OF COMMUNICATIONS.)
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				‘Hey Niki, do you know the code for juniper berries? I can’t find it on my spinner.’

				I didn’t even pause to think about it. ‘4922,’ I called back, stacking cans into my customer’s bag and swinging it onto the counter. ‘That’ll be $257.29,’ I said brightly to the harried-looking woman before me, who appeared to be shopping for a family of eight, or possibly just a couple of teenage boys. ‘Do you have a Points Club card?’

				She didn’t have one, and she didn’t want one either, though I had to mention it anyway because that was part of my job. Like always remembering to check the bottom of the cart for large items, and watching out for broken eggs or leaky milk. After a month of working the cash register for twenty-five hours a week, it had become automatic.

				Remembering produce codes was part of the job too, though nobody expected me to know all of them. But numbers had a way of sticking in my head. So I didn’t realise I’d done anything unusual until the woman moved on, and I saw Jon Van Beek goggling at me from the next register.

				‘How’d you know that?’ he asked. ‘I don’t even know what juniper berries are.’

				‘My mom bought some last week,’ I said with a shrug. It was a tiny slip, and probably not worth the trouble of lying about. But even after five months in this town, I wasn’t taking any chances. There was still a chance that someone from my old life might be searching for me, and anything that made me exceptional, or memorable, could be dangerous.

				‘Oh,’ Jon said. ‘Huh.’ He turned to greet his next customer, and the tension eased out of my muscles. No reputation as Amazing Memory Girl: mission accomplished. Now if only I could get Jon to stop quizzing me about my plans for the weekend.

				It wasn’t that he was bad-looking. It wasn’t even that he was a jerk, or at least not that I’d noticed. But his blond hair and farm-boy good looks reminded me of my ex-boyfriend, and I had enough memories of Brendan groping me and slobbering down my neck to last a lifetime.

				I glanced at the clock. Five minutes left and only two more shoppers in sight, neither of whom looked ready to hit the checkout right away. I propped the ‘Next Register Please’ sign at the end of the conveyor, switched off the overhead sign, and started spraying and wiping down my lane.

				I’d finished tidying the coupon drawer, and was stepping back to let Shandra close out my till, when Jon waved to me. ‘Hey, I’m done in a couple minutes too. Want a ride home?’

				The offer was tempting, especially since it was freezing rain outside. But I wasn’t the type to waver once I’d made up my mind, and I’d already decided not to encourage Jon if I could help it.

				‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m good.’

				000100

				I was heading across the parking lot with my hands deep in the pockets of my thrift-store coat, collar turned up against the March sleet, when one of the stock boys came sprinting out to join me. ‘The Regina bus?’ he panted, skidding to my side. ‘Has it come yet?’

				He had feathery black hair, cat’s eyes behind rectangular glasses, and a pair of earbuds tucked into the collar of his jacket. Like Jon and most of the other part-timers he was around my age, and I was pretty sure he’d been at the store at least as long as I had. But our breaks were at different times, so I didn’t know much about him beyond his name: Milo Hwang.

				‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It went by a couple of minutes ago.’

				‘Do you know when the next one is?’

				‘At this hour? Forty-five minutes.’

				He swore softly and turned to head back inside. I called after him, ‘But the bus I take runs parallel to yours, and they overlap in a couple of places. You could take that one, if you don’t mind walking a couple of blocks.’

				‘Oh. OK.’ He reversed direction and fell into step with me again. ‘Thanks.’

				When we reached the bus shelter there was a trio of girls huddled together inside, passing a cigarette around and giggling. Milo and I stood beneath the glare of the streetlight, icy rain needling our faces.

				‘Well, this sucks,’ he said after a moment. ‘You take the bus all the time?’

				‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘We’ve only got one car, and I don’t have my licence yet.’

				‘I used to ride with my mom,’ he said, ‘but then she switched over to night shift – oh, finally.’ The bus had eased itself around the corner and was trundling toward us. It squeaked to a stop and the door rotated open, letting out a blast of warmth.

				‘Go ahead,’ Milo told me, rummaging in his pocket for change. I took the steps two at a time, swiped my pass over the scanner and dropped into a seat, shaking ice from the bangs of my pixie cut.

				Milo was still standing by the fare box when the three girls squeezed past him, caromed off each other and landed en masse on the bench seat along the left side, whooping with hilarity. I could see the driver’s grimace in the mirror, but he didn’t speak. He closed the doors, and as the bus pulled out from the kerb Milo stumbled down the aisle to me.

				‘OK if I sit here?’ he asked.

				Usually I kept my eyes closed all the way home, building prototypes in my head. But I supposed a bit of company wouldn’t hurt. ‘Sure,’ I said.

				He swung himself in beside me, stretching out his legs and unzipping his jacket to reveal the green store polo beneath. ‘Nicola, right?’ he said. ‘I’m Milo.’

				‘Niki,’ I said. ‘And I know.’ Remembering people’s names was an old habit my mother had drilled into me – her number one tip for making a good impression. ‘So are you going to take the bus from now on?’

				Milo took off his sleet-speckled glasses and wiped them on the hem of his shirt. ‘Probably bike it, once the weather uncraps itself. I thought about getting a car, but that’d put a major dent in my university fund.’

				There was a rhythm to small talk, once you got into it. It had taken me a few years to master, but now I barely had to think about it. ‘Which university?’

				‘Haven’t decided yet.’ He pushed his glasses back onto his nose. ‘You?’

				‘I’ve got another year of high school first,’ I said.

				‘Oh yeah? I thought you were older.’

				I felt older. Actually, watching the girls across from us gleefully snapping duck-faced pictures of each other with their cell phones, I just felt old. I gave a faint smile, and left it at that.

				‘So,’ said Milo after a moment, ‘what school are you at, then? Cartier?’

				‘I’m not,’ I replied. ‘I’m taking my courses online.’

				He nodded, as though it made sense. But he shot me a sidelong glance from behind his lenses, and I knew he was trying to figure me out. Nothing about me screamed shy or bullied, and I didn’t look like I came from a super-religious family. None of the usual reasons that a girl of sixteen – no, seventeen – might be finishing up high school on the Internet seemed to apply.

				‘And how do you like that?’ he asked.

				I liked it a lot, actually. Before I went missing I’d been one of the most popular girls at my high school, but all that social stuff had taken a lot of energy. Now I didn’t have to worry about anyone else’s expectations, I could take as many maths and science courses as I wanted and get top marks in all of them.

				‘It’s not bad,’ I said.

				‘So what made you do it?’ he asked.

				This was why I didn’t go out of my way to talk to people any more. Because they got curious, and they asked questions. I was debating how to answer when a horn blared suddenly from the darkness and I heard the screech of spinning tyres.

				Black ice, I thought numbly, as headlights swept the front of the bus. Somebody’s lost control, there’s going to be an accident –

				And then I realised that the driver had slumped onto the wheel, his foot still on the accelerator, and that the bus was drifting into the oncoming lane.

				The girls screamed and clung to each other. Milo started to his feet, but it was obvious he’d never make it in time. Caution vanished and instinct took over: I leaped to the front of the bus, shoved the unconscious driver aside, and grabbed the steering wheel.

				The road was slick, and I could feel the back end skidding sideways even as I wrestled the front on course. If I didn’t do this right, we’d spin out across all four lanes of traffic. But even as my heart hammered against my ribcage, my mind sharpened to a crystal point. The bus was a machine. I knew machines. I could do this. I made myself turn back into the skid, feeling the tyres like an extension of my own body, until the bus stopped fishtailing and we were on the right side of the road again.

				I barely registered Milo hauling the driver out from behind me, but at least those big feet weren’t blocking the pedals any more. Was that the brake? No, it was the accelerator (another scream from the girls in the back). OK, that was the brake. I practically had to stand to reach it, the seat was cranked up so high. But a slow, steady pressure did the trick, and in a few more seconds I’d lined us up beside the kerb. I killed the engine, yanked out the key, and turned to Milo.

				‘How is he?’ I asked.

				Milo crouched beside the man, feeling for a pulse. ‘There’s no heartbeat,’ he said.

				My dad had had a heart attack four years ago. He’d nearly died. ‘Do you know CPR?’ I asked, and when Milo hesitated, I tilted the driver’s chin up and blew a couple of breaths into his mouth. ‘Start with that,’ I said. Then I grabbed Milo’s hands and put them on the man’s chest, laying mine over them. ‘Now do this,’ I said, showing him how far to press down. ‘Keep doing it for a count of thirty, then do the breaths again.’

				I was afraid he’d ask why I wasn’t doing it, but he didn’t. His head was down, his whole concentration on the man. Reassured that he’d got it, I was pulling myself to my feet when I heard a tiny click. One of the girls had raised her pink, glittery cell phone and snapped a picture of me.

				Blind fury took over. I marched down the aisle, snatched the phone from the girl’s hand, and erased the pic with a few savage swipes of my finger. ‘Don’t you dare,’ I snapped, and her two friends hastily shoved their own phones back into their pockets.

				I dialled 911 and thrust the pink cell back at its owner. ‘Tell them we’re on the 25 bus just past the corner of Huntington and Caledonia,’ I ordered. ‘Tell them to send an ambulance.’ She clutched the phone with both hands and began to gabble into it, while I went back to Milo and the driver.

				‘I have to go,’ I said.

				‘What?’ His head snapped up. ‘You can’t leave now! The police’ll want to know what happened, they’ll need to talk to us—’

				‘I know,’ I said. ‘But I can’t stay.’ Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, I was starting to shake. I’d just done exactly what I wasn’t supposed to do – something extraordinary, something that would get people’s attention. I crouched beside Milo, bringing myself down to his level, and put a hand on his shoulder.

				‘Please,’ I whispered. I didn’t hide the tremor in my voice. I needed him to feel my desperation. ‘Milo, you can’t tell the police or the media anything about me. Not my name, not that we work together, none of it. It’s incredibly important.’

				He recoiled. ‘Why? Are you in trouble?’

				‘No, but if you don’t help me out, I will be. I’ll explain later. But please, Milo. Promise me you won’t tell.’

				For a moment Milo’s eyes were as blank as his glasses, and I thought I’d failed. But then he sighed. ‘All right. I’ll handle it. Go.’

				‘Thank you,’ I breathed. Then I ran to the back doors, shoved them open and leaped out, into the freezing rain.

				‘Hey!’ yelled a voice from behind me, but I didn’t look back. I skidded across the sidewalk, flung myself over somebody’s box hedge, and vanished into the anonymous night.

				000101

				By the time I got the front door open, I was soaked and my teeth were chattering.

				‘Niki?’ called my mom faintly. ‘Is that you?’

				Crackers frolicked around my ankles, delighted to see me. I swore under my breath as I hopped around, trying to get my boots off without squashing him. ‘I’m home!’ I yelled. ‘I’m fine!’

				‘Oh, thank God.’ Mom hurried out of the bathroom, wrapping her robe around her. ‘When I called the store and they said you’d left forty minutes ago, I was—’ She stopped, aghast. ‘What happened?’

				It had been hard convincing my parents to let me take this job at Value Foods in the first place, and even harder to persuade them that I could get around the city safely on my own. If they so much as suspected that I’d been in serious danger tonight, it would be the end of my independence.

				‘It’s no big deal.’ I let out a silly-me laugh. ‘I got on the wrong bus, so I had to walk a couple of extra blocks, and a truck splashed me on the way.’

				‘You should have called!’ She brushed ice pellets from my hair and shoulders, her brow creased in distress. ‘It’s too dangerous for you to walk in this weather. What if you slipped and broke your leg? What if we had to take you to hospital?’

				For anyone else, the worst part of that scenario would have been the broken leg. But for me, it was the hospital. Doctors poking and prodding me, nurses giving me drugs that could cause violent reactions or no reaction at all. And if anyone decided to take a blood sample, we might as well call up Dr Gervais and be done with it.





OEBPS/images/Quicksilver_cvr_inner_fmt1.jpeg
check out ry anderson’s bestselling

faerie series.
it’s No ordinary
farrytale.






OEBPS/images/Quicksilver_cvr_inner_fmt.jpeg
ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS
A GIRL WHO WAS SPECIAL.

THIS IS NOT HER STORY.

UNLESS YOU COUNT THE PART WHERE
| KILLED HER.

B4AR S O N

ULTRAVOLET

EVERYTHING YOU BELIEVE IS WRONG





OEBPS/images/Quicksilver_TTP_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Quicksilver_FC.jpg
Bestselling author of ULTRAVIOLET
R J Ar Ny aBaREk "8 O LD

— -

3 A4 U
5

QUICKSHVER

EVERYTHING YOU ARE IS A LIE





