



[image: image]













[image: image]
















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2022 by Rob Boffard


Excerpt from August Kitko and the Mechas from Space copyright © 2022 by Alex White


Excerpt from Shards of Earth copyright © 2021 by Adrian Czajkowski


Cover images © Shutterstock


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Orbit


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


orbitbooks.net


First Edition: May 2022


Simultaneously published in Great Britain by Orbit


Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.


The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021950258


ISBNs: 9780316702805 (trade paperback), 9780316702799 (ebook)


E3-20220331-JV-NF-ORI














Dedicated to The Alchemist, Hollywood, and roast chicken
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Orbit logo]
















[image: image]

















ONE



Teagan


I should have learned kung-fu.


I’m a secret agent working for the US government. I should be able to knock someone out, right?


Because the thing is, people underestimate me. I’m short, not super-fit and I look like I couldn’t punch my way out of a wet paper takeout bag. How great would it be to knock someone on their ass with a wild Shaolin axe kick, or whatever they call it? Plus, it would be a tremendous backup for when my psychokinesis (read: my ability to move shit with my mind) goes on the fritz.


Hell, I probably could have gotten Tanner – the terrifying intelligence operative who happens to be my boss – to pay for it.


It definitely would have been useful at this particular moment. Do you know where I fucking am? I am stumbling around in the woods beneath Griffith Observatory, just north of Hollywood. It’s muddy, it’s cold, it’s 5 a.m. and dark as hell. I just survived an enormous car crash, and I have no idea where I’m going. I also happen to be coming down from a crystal meth high, which is a story I really don’t have time to get into right now. Oh, and men with guns and helicopters are chasing me.


I can’t actually use my psychokinesis – PK, as I call it – on them, because I’ve used a ton of it tonight already, and I can only use so much before it has to recharge. I have no choice but to run, because if I fight back, I’ll get destroyed.


And to make matters worse, my underwear has chosen this moment to ride up right into the crack of my ass.


Angry shouts split the darkness behind me. I’m not in deep forest or anything. It’s a regular California scrubland, with lengths of open ground interrupted by boulders and hillocks and sparse groves of birch and eucalyptus. There was a huge storm in Los Angeles last night, so the ground isn’t hardpack any more. It’s mud – not deep, but sticky, caking my sneakers and pants.


Uphill. That’s all I have to do right now. Just keep heading uphill. Uphill is the opposite direction from the road, from the scene of the crash. I have no idea whether it will help me actually lose the people chasing me or not, but it’s the closest thing to a goal I’ve got.


Torchlight flickers on my right, and I actually flinch away from it. That turns out to not be a good idea, because I’m still moving forward, and promptly lose my balance. With a yelp, I throw my hands out in front of me, grabbing hold of a nearby tree trunk. I spin around, going to one knee in the mud.


“Piece of fuck,” I snarl, forcing myself upright. This would be a lot easier if I didn’t have a bum knee. I actually hurt it before the crash, and it’s currently wrapped in miles of strapping, tight underneath my jeans. It’s functional – just – but it hurts like hell. My head feels as if it’s trailing three feet behind my body, like it’s filled with helium and attached to a string.


Rotor blades roar. A heavy duty searchlight beam splits the trees, sweeping past no more than six feet away. The blowback from the chopper gusts through the branches, loose leaves flying into my face. I wait, dead-still, until the searchlight moves away from me, then keep going.


The next patch of ground is so steep that I have to use my hands to clamber up it. My lungs burn with the effort, white-hot acid spreading through my torso, searing a wicked stitch in my side. I come over the top of the rise, descending into a small gully. As I do, I get a glimpse of the Observatory through the trees. A blinding-white domed palace on the hill, lit from below by spotlights. If I can just get there, I can…


Do what, exactly? How is getting to the Observatory going to help me? If I want to stay hidden, then it’s not a great idea to run towards the bright white object at the top of the hill. Problem is, I don’t have another solution. I don’t have a single clue about where else to go, so I aim myself in the direction of the Observatory, and run like hell.


The stitch eats into my side. Branches whip at my face, scratching at my skin. I’m breathing too fast, and somehow, still not getting enough air into my lungs. The deeper I go, the thicker the mud gets. It goes from foot-deep to ankle-deep, cold and liquid, flooding my shoes. I’m shivering with shock, and a healthy dose of exhaustion. But I have to keep moving. I don’t have any other choice. I cannot let myself get taken.


No sooner does the thought occur than my foot plunges into a shin-deep hole. I go down, and I go down hard.


I land on my side in the mud, left arm bent awkwardly underneath me, the impact sending up a horrible bark of pain. I cry out, eyes squeezed shut, agonised, frustrated tears leaking out. There’s mud everywhere now, on my face, up my nose, in my ears. I roll onto my stomach, a single thought blaring like a fire alarm in my mind. Get up get up get up.


I don’t get the chance. There are thundering footsteps, and then a knee in my back. White torchlight blinds me. A hand on my head, forcing me into the mud. The panic and anger are like rabid dogs, snarling and foaming. I have to stop him from taking me. I can’t let that happen.


It’s not hard for me to drain the tank on my PK. After everything that’s happened to me tonight, it’s not surprising that I’m out of juice. I try to grab as many objects as I can: my captor’s weapon, his torch, the zippers on his jacket. All I get back is the barest flicker of dead-static feeling in my brain. It’s worse than normal; usually, I can still feel objects around me, but now I can’t even do that. I am beyond exhausted, and my PK just isn’t listening to me any more.


“Got her!” my captor yells. “She’s down!”


The pressure comes off the back of my head. He clamps his hands around my wrists, wrenching them behind me so hard that he almost dislocates both of my shoulders. The cuffs go on with a self-satisfied click, biting deep into my skin.


The man on top of me spits, huffs an exhausted breath. “You have the right—” He breaks off, coughs, tries again. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law…”


The LAPD helicopter swoops low overhead, the sound of the rotor blades all but obliterating his voice. Not that it matters. Rights or not, I am truly and properly fucked.


And you know what the worst part of all this is?


None of it would have happened if my brother and sister hadn’t come back from the dead.















TWO



Teagan


OK, look: if this story is going to make any sense, I need to explain a few things.


I promise I’ll be quick. And just so it’s worth your while, at the end I’ll tell you about a trick to cook the world’s best roast chicken. Ready? Here we go.


My parents were brilliant geneticists, and they wanted to create the ultimate soldier. The government wouldn’t let them, so they set up shop on a massive ranch in Wyoming. Turns out, it’s really hard to put a bunch of superpowers in one person, so they put them in three. Their own children. I got psychokinesis, my sister got the ability to see things in the infrared spectrum and my brother never needed to sleep.


That last one was a mistake, because he ended up going completely, homicidally insane. When I was sixteen, he burned down our house, and killed everyone in our family but me. Then the government discovered what I could do, and locked me up in a scientific facility for four years. When their studies on me hit a dead end, they told me that I had a choice: I could either work for them in LA, or they would cut me open and put my brain in a jar.


I like my brain where it is, thanks, so I went for the first option. Ended up working with a Los Angeles black-bag crew called China Shop. Our jobs involve taking down regular human bad guys, but over the past few months, we’ve had more than one person with abilities mess with us. We didn’t know much about where they were coming from, and fighting them took its toll. The latest little episode put my friend Annie in hospital, in a coma, after she got struck by lightning.


Got all that? Good. Next time you have a chicken, spatchcock it. Cut the spine out with some heavy scissors, and press it flat. Cooks in half the time, is basically impossible to dry out, and you get the world’s crispiest, tastiest skin. You’re welcome.


Now: let’s go back to around forty-five minutes before the LAPD pushes me down into the mud and reads me my rights. I’m in Annie’s room at Cedars-Sinai Hospital when my dead brother walks through the door.


I don’t recognise him at first. We’ve tangled multiple times over the past day, but he’s been running around with a bandana over his nose and mouth. No bandana now, and even as I grab a bunch of surgical instruments from a nearby tray and bring them into the air between us, my brain is starting to put it together.


When I realise who it is, all I can do is gape.


And that’s before my dead sister moves out from behind him.


I take a step back, my legs bumping into the chair behind me, sitting down hard. The instruments clatter to the floor.


Outside in the hall, the hospital PA system bleeps, a call for the doctor soaked in static.


“It’s good to see you, Emily,” my sister Chloe says. “We need to talk.”


Emily.


It’s been a long time since I used that name. A long time since I went by anything but Teagan. Hearing it makes a cold sweat spring out on my palms.


Seven years since I saw either of them. Seven years since Adam, my brother, broke Chloe’s leg and left her to crawl across the floor while he set our home on fire. Seven years they’ve been alive, and I had no idea.


There’s no way. I don’t believe it.


But I’m already noticing the details. It starts with the eyes. The Chloe in front of me is older, the willowy teenage figure I remember turned wiry and hard, but she has the same eyes. Deep blue, cold as the Pacific. Seared into my memory. Her hair, which used to blow free around her head, is tied back in a ponytail. The same blonde colour I remember. Faded acne scars pit her skin. She wears a dark green puffer vest over a sleeveless tank and jeans, polished black boots on her feet.


And Adam…


He was always big. Huge shoulders, barrel chest, straining at his thick black sweater. He’s grown his hair out, a straggly grey-black mane around his head to go with his tangled beard. But like Chloe, his eyes haven’t changed. They couldn’t belong to anyone else. If Chloe’s eyes are the cold, blue surface of the ocean, Adam’s are the water a thousand feet down. Blank and empty, filled with monsters you can’t see. They are eyes that have never known a second of sleep. That have spent twenty-six years awake, that have been driven somewhere beyond madness.


I open my mouth. Close it again. To my left, Annie lies silent, cocooned in tubes and beeping machines.


She’s here because of Adam and Chloe. Because one of their projects escaped: a little kid who could control electricity. Annie got in the way. My friend is in a coma, only barely holding on… because of them.


Chloe has the good grace to look slightly uncomfortable. She takes a hesitant step towards me. “I know it’s been a while—”


I let out a sound that is somewhere between a moan and a sob. My feet skitter on the shiny hospital floor, pushing the chair back, bumping it against the wall.


“Emily—” Chloe says.


“Don’t call me that.” My voice barely makes it out of my throat.


“Please just listen…”


“Stay the fuck away from me!”


Chloe puts her hands up. Her palms are grimy, damp from the rain. I have a sudden urge to tell her to go clean herself up. Doesn’t she know she’s in a hospital?


“Emily,” Chloe says again. She speaks slowly and carefully. Politely, even. “You’re in danger. You need to come with us. Right now.”


“I’m not going anywhere with you.”


“There’s a lot I have to tell you. I should never have let it go on this long. Please, please, just come with me. I’ll explain everything.”


“Stay back!” Cold sweat slicks my skin. My tongue feels like it’s twice its normal size.


A strange expression crosses Chloe’s face then. Frustration, mixed with the slightest touch of sadness. “I’m sorry about this next part. But we just don’t have time.”


The icy sweat makes me shiver. Except: the shiver is way too powerful. I’m not just cold: I’m freezing, as if my internal organs have frozen solid, blocks of ice around my lungs and heart and stomach.


What the hell?


The shiver is so violent that I almost collapse. I hug myself, my teeth chattering. Chloe tilts her head, and the cold surges. My entire body goes numb. I slip forward off the chair, then collapse forward onto my knees. I roll drunkenly onto my side, my body jackhammering.


And somehow, through the impossible, terrifying cold, I understand.


Our abilities have evolved over the years. Adam can make people dream. I can lift much heavier objects and organic matter, which I never used to be able to move. It’s a lot harder, but I can do it. Chloe was always able to see infrared light, which meant she could detect body heat. Apparently, she’s learned to manipulate that heat as well. Raise and lower internal temperatures.


If you hadn’t figured it out already, Chloe and Adam are bad news. They’ve been creating more genetically modified kids, like the one that put Annie in a hospital bed. They’ve killed people, a lot of people – maybe not directly, but through letting those kids loose in the world.


Whatever they want from me, it can’t be good.


I hunch into myself, desperate to control the shivering. I can barely move, let alone focus enough to use my PK. The cold is like a living thing, clawing at the inside of my ribcage. Eyes squeezed shut, throat a parched wasteland. I keep thinking that alarms will start to ring, that security guards will come thundering down the corridor. But outside the room, the hospital is silent.


Soft footsteps. Chloe crouches over me, breathing hard. When she speaks, her voice is a little ragged, like she’s just run a wind sprint. “Once we’re safe, I’ll tell you everything, I promise. Just hold on for me.”


She gives my shoulder an affectionate squeeze. A sisterly one.


I hunch even deeper, curling into a foetal position, my back to her. Desperately trying to move. To think. I’m numb, burning, shaking so hard that I’m sure my teeth are going to shatter.


I have no idea how Chloe and Adam survived. I have only the barest idea of what’s happening here. But I do know this: they aren’t the same people I once knew. Deep down, I know – no, I understand – that if they take me, they’ll never let me go.


Worse than that: what if Annie wakes up… and I’m gone?


I don’t just mean gone from here. I mean, gone for good. Because if Chloe and Adam take me, I’ll vanish. Annie will think I abandoned her. Just plain walked out.


I can’t do that to her. I won’t.


“Adam,” Chloe says.


Back in Wyoming, nobody could control Adam. My mom and dad had to lock him away. That’s changed, because he obeys his sister without question. Heavy footfalls approach, a shadow falling over me.


Adam bends down, and gets his gigantic arms underneath my body, forcing them under my shoulders and hips.


No!


But I can’t move. Can’t speak.


And there’s no one coming to save me.















THREE



Teagan


As Adam lifts me up (my brother, he’s here, this is him, it really is) I twist sideways. There’s a moment where I’m hanging half in and half out of his arms, where it looks like he’s going to be able to pull me back. Then I wrench my shoulders away, and fall. I land hard, banging my jaw, teeth clacking together, still paralysed with cold.


Not my finest escape attempt.


“Help me,” I say. It’s barely a whisper. I don’t even know who I’m asking for help. Annie, or the doctors, or God, or the fucking flying spaghetti monster. Not that it matters. No one comes. There’s no sound but the beeping of the machines, the distant hum of the hospital.


Where the fuck is everyone? I know it’s after 4 a.m., but this is a hospital. There must be some nurses on the graveyard shift, some junior doc doing the rounds…


“We have to move,” Chloe tells Adam. He scoops me up, and this time, I’m incapable of resisting.


They hustle me into the corridor, looking left and right to check that it’s empty. Adam is breathing hard. His breath smells rank, like something crawled into his throat and died. I want to tell him to brush his teeth, but I’m still on the edge of freezing to death.


Jesus, can Chloe actually cause hypothermia? If she lowers my core temperature enough, will my organs shut down? The crazy thing is, she doesn’t even have to be that powerful to do it. Raise or lower body temperature by even a few degrees, and things start going wrong real fast.


Once again, the disbelief – the sheer unreality of the situation – crashes down on me. Chloe and Adam can’t be alive. It’s not possible.


“Here,” Chloe says, from out of my line of sight. There’s the rumble of wheels on vinyl flooring, and then I’m lowered into a chair. A wheelchair. The lights in the corridor are way too bright, and I can’t even squeeze my eyes shut to block them out.


I’m shivering so hard that I can barely stay in the chair. I’m pretty sure one of my limbs has fallen off, along with my nose and lips. My head tilts backwards, giving me a glimpse of Chloe. She looks exhausted now, drained. It must be taking a real effort for her to maintain this, the same way it takes it out of me when I push my PK too far. Why doesn’t she just let Adam put me in a dream world? Pacify me that way?


It’s worked before. Less than twenty-four hours ago, in fact. China Shop had encountered another individual with abilities: a little boy named Leo Nguyen, who could control electricity. He wasn’t a bad kid, just scared – and there was no way I was handing him over to Tanner. She would have done the same to him that she did to me: locked him in a facility, alone, to study him. I only had four years of it; Leo would have been in there for a decade. More. No way I was letting that happen.


I dropped off the grid, helping this kid get down the LA River to where his family might be. Annie came to help. So did Nic Delacourt, who may or may not be my boyfriend – it’s complicated. Nic made it out OK, but Annie…


I don’t want to think about Annie now.


Adam chased us, trying to get Leo back. I didn’t recognise him; amazingly, when a horrifying, mind-melting bad guy comes after me, my first thought isn’t: Holy crap, it’s my long-lost brother.


So how do I know this isn’t a dream?


Because whenever he trapped me in one of his illusions, it was never him I saw. It was other people in my life, twisted, changed in horrifying ways. The fact that I can still see him means that this is real.


Chloe bends down, and then she does the damnedest thing. There’s a blanket in her arms – she must have taken it from Annie’s room – and as I shiver uncontrollably, she tucks it around me. Then she leans forward and rests her forehead against mine.


“I’ve missed you so much,” she says. She speaks quickly, like she can’t wait to get this out. “But that’s all going to change. From now on, it’s all going to be better.” I can’t tell if she’s trying to reassure me, or herself. “You should see what we’ve been building, Em. I’m creating a place for us, a world for us – people like us, I mean. Where we don’t have to be scared, or hide, or try to fit in. A place where you’ll be safe.”


There has to be somebody who can help me. If the docs and nurses are AWOL, then maybe someone else will come. Where are the rest of China Shop when you need them? Reggie, our hacker – she could see us on the security cams. I could get her to kill the lights, turn on the fire suppression system. Africa, our wheelman, all seven feet of him. Nic… he’s not part of the team, but he’s as close to me as anyone. He should be here. He should—


My sister kisses me on the forehead, then straightens up, nodding to Adam. The three of us proceed down the hallway to the elevator at the far end. Somewhere, very distant, there is the sound of a clanking pipe, catching just at the edge of my hearing. The cold is bone-deep now.


Into an elevator. Chloe’s hand on my shoulder, squeezing, Adam hulking just behind me. He reaches over with a meaty arm, hits the button and the doors close smoothly on Annie’s floor.


Chloe keeps talking, her voice straining with the effort. “I should have come for you a long time ago. I only found out you were alive after you got to LA, and I wasn’t… I didn’t know if you’d want to see us. There’s not a day goes by that I don’t regret that. But I’m going to do better. I’m going to show you what we’ve made.”


Annie’s voice in my head: Use your voodoo.


But I can’t. It’s not going to work this time.


My PK is there, cooking in my veins. But I can’t harness it. Whatever Chloe is doing to me has walled it off.


The elevator dings, and the doors slide open. We’re in one of the basement parking garages, a dimly lit concrete space with vehicles dotted here and there. An ambulance sits against the wall at the far end, side-on to us, maybe fifty feet away. The rear doors are open, and there’s a stretcher parked by the cab. No paramedics that I can see.


“Quickly.” Chloe sounds like she’s about to pass out. “There’s a kit… in the truck.”


A kit. They must be planning on dosing me with something, knocking me out. Quite why they didn’t bring it up to Annie’s hospital room, I don’t know. Maybe Chloe didn’t anticipate that keeping me locked down would be this difficult.


We head towards the ambulance – Chloe and Adam must be parked nearby, in whatever Evil Villain Mobile they arrived in. It’s such an odd thought: that these two drove here, that they had to take a ticket and find an open parking spot, that they’ll probably have to pay at a machine before they leave—at least, if they want to escape unnoticed. If I wasn’t the one they were kidnapping, I’d actually laugh. All these amazing abilities, and you still gotta find parking.


As we reach the end of the line of cars, turning right past the ambulance, Adam comes to an abrupt halt. The wheels on my chair squeak against the concrete as he does so.


He giggles. Out of nowhere: this childlike, horrifying little noise. “What will we do about the children?” he whispers. “They’re inside the house and its walls go on for ever…” He starts laughing again, getting louder and louder.


I know his voice. It’s been twisted by the years, mutated. But it’s him. It’s my big brother. The same one I went ATVing with in the backwoods of our parents’ ranch. The brother who put his arm around me when our cat died, held me while I sobbed. The one who would laugh at me when I tried to stay up all night like he could, cackling as the yawns overtook me. The one who always put a blanket over me when I finally fell asleep.


The one who lost his mind.


“Program,” Chloe grunts. “Captain. Alpha. Disorder. Zigzag. Zigzag. Zigzag.”


Adam’s giggle snaps off, silenced.


Control words. Somehow, Chloe has learned how to command him. Pretty sure she didn’t know that trick back in Wyoming.


My brother pushes me down the line of cars, and it’s then that I realise that one of them is mine. My black Jeep, the Batmobile, is just visible off to the left. The keys are still in my hoodie pouch.


The car may as well be a million miles away.


As we turn right past the ambulance, a voice says “’Scuse me. Hey.”


Adam and Chloe stop. They don’t turn my chair around, so I can’t see the speaker. The voice is male, and sounds like it belongs to someone with a pack-a-day habit. “If she’s been discharged, you have to check the chair back into the nurses’ station. You can’t leave it down here.”


“I know,” Chloe says. Her words come out in a choked gasp, like she’s struggling for air. “I’ll bring it… back inside in a second.”


“You OK?” the man says. “You don’t look so hot.”


I’m desperate to see over my shoulder, to somehow communicate to whoever this person is that I could use an assist. I’m still locked down by Chloe’s ability… but even as the thought occurs, I realise that her ability isn’t as strong as before. I can actually feel my fingers and toes. As if…


As if Chloe is losing her grip.


Behind me, Adam shifts. This time, Chloe all but spits the words out “Program. Captain. Alpha. Disorder. Zigzag. Zigzag. Zigzag.”


“What the hell does that mean?” the man says. “That some kind of gang thing?”


Footsteps. Then a face appears above me. It’s a paramedic, in a short-sleeved white shirt and blue work pants. He’s middle-aged, with an untidy splash of stubble. Streaky grey hair hangs down to his shoulders. Despite the early hour, he has a pair of sunglasses, pushed up onto his head.


He frowns at me, then looks up at Chloe. “They discharged her? She looks like she’s in shock.”


“Voluntary discharge.” Chloe has to hiss the words through gritted teeth.


“Bad idea. She should be back inside. Look at her: she’s shaking.”


He sounds genuinely concerned, which is sweet. But right now, this man is in danger. He is putting himself squarely in harm’s way, and he doesn’t even realise it. I try to tell him this with my eyes, force words out through my numb lips. But nothing comes.


Still looking at me, the man reaches for his belt, pulls out a walkie. “Donnie, it’s Gabe. Can you come back down here for a sec, with the duty nurse? We’ve got someone—”


Which is when Adam takes two strides towards him, and delivers a crushing blow to his throat.
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It happens fast. One moment, the paramedic is upright, and the next, he’s flat on his back. His walkie clatters off the concrete as he clutches at his throat, his larynx crushed, his face drained of blood.


Chloe tries to grab her brother, and stumbles. She goes to one knee, breathing in hot, ragged gasps. I have the strangest urge to wrap my arms around her, pull her to her feet.


My fingers flood with pins and needles, a horrible aching sensation that is the best thing I’ve felt all day. Guess my dear sister finally ran out of gas.


Which means…


I slowly stand, shucking the blanket, pushing the chair away. I’m maybe ten feet from the front of the ambulance. I turn around slowly; they don’t notice right away, their attention on the downed paramedic. But the chair wheels squeak against the concrete floor, and Chloe and Adam finally look at me.


I’m wobbly, exhausted, strung out. Last night, I had to ingest crystal meth to stop a flash flood from killing a bunch of people in an LA River storm drain. The drug supercharged my ability, enough to actually grab hold of a tidal wave of debris and rainwater, and push it back. But it utterly wiped me out. By all rights, I should be toast.


Thing is, I am pissed.


I don’t know what you’re supposed to do when your brother and sister come back from the dead, and it turns out they’ve been the ones fucking with your life and your people for years. Maybe I should be talking to them. Trying to understand. But right now, there’s only one emotion I feel, and that’s pure, righteous anger.


I have to dig deep to get to my PK. You might think I’d hold back—that I’d never use my PK against my own family. But you know what? No. That shit’s not gonna happen.


They may be my brother and sister. But they are also the reason Annie is in a coma. They caused the death of her lover, Paul, buried alive by one of their psycho kids. They kidnapped Reggie, used her against us. They put my friends and my city in danger.


And they abandoned me. They were alive, and they knew I was alive, and they did nothing.


I don’t know how they survived. I don’t know what they’re planning. I don’t know why they built up the programme that we’ve heard called the School, and I don’t know why they’ve used our parents’ research to develop kids with abilities. I don’t know why they decided to reveal themselves to me now, why they want me to come with them. I don’t really know how Chloe’s ability works, or why Adam isn’t using his. I don’t have the faintest clue about how I’m going to put my life back together after tonight. But I do know one thing.


An ambulance stretcher to the face will ruin your fucking day.


It’s at the front the ambulance, parked near the driver’s-side door. I snap my PK out, grab it and send it rocketing through the air towards them. Adam ducks. Pulls his sister – our sister – behind the back of the ambulance, around the rear door. He swings it closed behind him as the two of them take cover inside.


The stretcher bounces off the concrete floor, but I’ve already forgotten it. I grab the ambulance door with my PK, ripping it out of Adam’s hands, then off its hinges, sending it boomeranging out and back. I tear off wing mirrors, rip chunks of concrete out of the ground and ceiling, snap light fixtures to pieces, a whirlwind of glass and masonry and metal, sending it all flying at them. The ambulance rocks on its suspension as my projectiles slam into it.


Take me? Show me what you’ve built? Let me show you what I’ve built, fuckers.


Enough with this wild PK temper tantrum shit. Why am I bothering to throw things at them from the outside? There are plenty of objects inside that ambulance that are both pointy and heavy. I send my PK out, reaching it inside the vehicle…


And then all at once, the world is burning.


Fire. Everywhere. The concrete ablaze, the cars. Tyres pop, glass shatters, gasoline catches with horrifying, ghostly whuffs. Scorching smoke chokes me, heat baking onto my face.


It’s my worst nightmare come to life. The one thing that can utterly shut me down. Ever since Adam burned our home, took away everything I loved, fire has been the one fear that can paralyse me. It’s in my mind, I know it is, a dream world Adam is trying to trap me in… but that doesn’t stop the fear. It doesn’t stop my subconscious believing that the fire is real.


But this isn’t the first time I’ve fought my brother. This isn’t the first time he’s tried to trap me in a nightmare world. And as exhausted as I am, I’m expecting it.


I push back. Push past the fire, past the fear. I use my PK, tell it to grab hold of even more objects. The concrete pillars. The vehicle doors. The fluorescent light bars in the ceiling. I’m not even planning to use these things as weapons. I just hold onto them, let them remind me that what I’m seeing is an illusion. The flames aren’t real. They can’t hurt me.


I send my PK inside the ambulance. My big brother, or whatever the fuck he is, happens to be wearing a belt with a thick metal buckle. Dipshit. Didn’t he get the memo?


I grab the buckle, yank it towards me. I don’t know if it hurts him, but I’m not going for that yet. I want to slam him against the wall of ambulance, wreck his concentration.


It works. The flames don’t go away, but the world wavers, like a TV set on the blink. Like he’s losing control.


Right then, the two of them tag team me. Adam makes me see the world burning. But Chloe actually raises my body temperature.


That, combined with the imaginary flames, hammers the danger centre of my brain. There’s a moment where I am absolutely convinced, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that I am burning.


The skin on my hands crisps, the fat starting to run. My hair blazes like a torch. I can smell it. I drop to the ground, screaming, rolling, clawing at my face, my worst fears imagined, my body temperature skyrocketing as the flames roll over me.


I don’t know how long it is before it stops. Probably no more than a few seconds, but those seconds are a lifetime. Someone is making the worst sound I’ve ever heard, a kind of mewling whimper. A moment later, I realise it’s me. I lie there, shaking, tears streaming down my face. My heart thundering at a million beats a minute. The flames vanish, revealing the destroyed parking garage. The broken pillars and shattered glass.


I look down at my trembling hands, frantically flexing the fingers. I’m not burned, or blistered. My skin hasn’t melted off. There’s no damage


A thought, surprisingly clear: Chloe might be able to raise body temperature, but I don’t think she can cause blisters. Heatstroke and organ failure, maybe, but she can’t cause actual damage to the skin. All the same, it felt so real…


My sister kneels over me, Adam standing behind her. Gently, she cups the back of my head. “Please, Em. I’m trying to help you.”


There are so many different emotions pinballing around my head that I can’t even move. It’s not just anger now. I’ve missed her so much. I’ve missed both of them. I didn’t even realise it until now.


At the same time, there’s disbelief, because there is no way my sister, my family, has been the one trying to destroy Los Angeles. There’s no way that she could be responsible for so much misery. Not Chloe, not my big sister. Adam I can understand – he’s insane, out of his mind. He’s a tool – no, a weapon. But Chloe… she’s the one wielding him. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and that scares the hell out of me.


It’s anger that wins out. Anger that they left me. Anger at what they’ve done. It’s an uncomplicated feeling, straight and direct, blazing bright.


I’m not entirely sure where the surge of power comes from. It might be Chloe messing with my body temperature, or the adrenaline, or the raw, vicious anger. Whatever it is, it taps into a reservoir of PK energy that I didn’t know I had. Whatever part of my body and brain produces my ability, it goes into overdrive.


“Fuck you,” I snarl at my sister.


And then I throw a car at her head.


It’s not a big car. A little silver Prius. But let me tell you something: if you saw a freaking Prius hurtling through the air towards you, you’d duck too. Chloe and Adam throw themselves to the ground, the car passing feet above their heads with a screech of tortured metal. It crashes into the ambulance, flipping onto its side and skidding away across the broken concrete.


I don’t give them a chance to retaliate. I grab yet another Prius, a black one this time, off to our left. I’m not picking Priuses specifically; this is California, and there are ten million of them on the roads. This time, instead of simply throwing it at them with my mind, I swing it in a wide arc. It scrapes paint off the line of cars opposite, rushing at Chloe and Adam with the force of a meteor.


They dodge just in time, rolling out of the way. The sound of shredding metal slices through the space as the car bounces away. I have an absurd image of a game of boules, beret-wearing Frenchmen trying to knock their opponents’ little metal balls out of the way.


Before I can throw a third car, Chloe and Adam retaliate. My brother throws a fireball at me the size of a truck.


It’s a huge, roiling boil of flame. I flinch – I can’t help it – and even as I tell myself that the fireball is just in my head, that it’s not real, Chloe sends my body temperature soaring again.


Flames surround me. I’m at the centre of the sun. Screaming. Burning to ash. And this time, I’m not going to be able to get back up.


And inside my mind, something…


Snaps.


I don’t mean that I go insane. I mean that something changes. I don’t know if I have the words to describe it: it’s as if part of my brain actually burns away, withering into nothing. It’s like a dream where you’re flying, where it seems completely natural, and then you wake up and you suddenly realise that it wasn’t true. Something that was there before just… isn’t.


And then suddenly, as quickly as the flames appeared, they vanish.


I’m on my back, shaking uncontrollably, whimpering, still half sure that I’m on fire. There’s a voice, someone who isn’t Chloe, or Adam. Someone shouting.


“Stop! Hands on your head, now!”


Three silhouettes, sprinting towards us from the elevators. Doctors? Security guards, drawn by the ruckus? All I know is, I’ve never been so happy to be confronted by multiple shadowy figures.


Slowly, Chloe gets to her feet. She does it gingerly, like she’s afraid she’ll fall over next to me.


The silhouettes resolve. “Show me your hands,” says one of the figures, a burly man in a security guard uniform, pointing a mighty big gun.


There must be cameras in the parking garage. Which means these guys just saw me throw a car. Oh boy. That’s going to cause a whole whack of problems later on.


Chloe starts to say something, but at that moment, the big security guard jerks. Like he touched an electric wire. He drops his gun, clutching his head and moaning. To his left, his buddy shrieks, a horrible, tortured sound that echoes across the garage. He’s wearing a black Raiders fitted cap, and beneath it, his eyes are bulging out of his head. As I watch, he reaches up and scratches at his face, his nails drawing blood.


Adam. Over at my eleven o’clock, grinning like a loon through his bushy beard. Giving these guards a taste of what he can do.


Except: it’s not working. At least, not completely. The third guard, the youngest, the only one wearing a tie, still seems like himself. He’s not shaking, or screaming. He hasn’t lowered his gun.


He keeps snapping his weapon between me, Chloe and Adam. “Donnie?” he shouts, flicking a terrified glance at the big guy, who has fallen to his knees. “Get up, man, come on.”


Holy crap. I forgot. One thing about Adam is that he can only affect like two people at a time with his ability. It’s the only reason we managed to survive him the last time, when I was transporting Leo down the LA River.


I have my own weaknesses – it’s really hard for me to lift organic matter, and although I’m a lot stronger than I used to be, there are still limitations to my range and the amount of stuff I can lift at one time. Chloe and Adam clearly have weaknesses too. Finally, a break.


The guard in the Raiders cap is down on his knees now. His face is a red mess, his skin shredded. As I watch, he begins to dig his fingers into his eyes.


“Program,” Chloe says. “Captain. Alpha—”


The third security guard, the one that still has at least one foot in the real world, fires.


The bullet goes wide, digging a chunk out of the wall behind us and ricocheting away. The sound drills right into my brain, worming its way through my eardrums. Chloe swears, her gaze darting between Adam, the guard and me. The guard fires again, the report deafening. Another miss, another brain-shattering whine.


Chloe makes a decision. She takes one last look at me, a desperate expression on her face.


Then she turns, and runs. Pulling her brother with her.


For a second, it’s impossible to make sense of what I’m seeing. Are they really getting chased off by a couple of security guards? Two of whom they’ve already disabled?


But then I get it. It’s about numbers. Throw two or three people into the mix, and they can handle it. More than that, and they start leaving themselves open. It won’t be long before others come down, more guards, maybe even the cops. Chloe and Adam wanted to get me out of here quickly and quietly, and now that it’s all gone to shit, they have no choice but to abort mission.


“Get back here.” I try to yell the words, but all I can manage is an exhausted, husky whisper.


I raise myself up on my elbows, just in time to spot Chloe and Adam clambering into a dark blue Ford F150 at the far end of the lot. There’s a roar as the engine leaps to life, and the pickup truck screams out of its parking spot, pulling a hard right. As it does so, it clips the side of one of the cars I threw, sending it spinning. The impact scrapes a huge chunk of paint off the side of the Ford.


The truck fishtails, Chloe only just managing to keep it straight. She heads for the exit, tyres screeching.


The smart thing would be to let myself get taken into custody. I could tell my handler, Tanner, what happened. Let her take over. Let her use the might of the federal government. Bring in the Marines, the Army, fucking SEAL Team Six. Black helicopters and stealth bombers. Let’s see my brother and sister try to run when the sky rains bullets. Let them see what happens if they fuck with us.


That’s what I should do.


A shadow falls across me. It’s the young security guard, his face white as a sheet. “Holy shit,” he says. “Are you OK?”


For a second, I’m confused. Shouldn’t he be arresting me? Then again, I’m down on the ground already, and I probably look like shit. He thinks I’m just as much a victim as the paramedic Adam killed.


I clamber unsteadily to my feet. “I’ll get a doctor,” the security guard says.


“I’m good.” I jam a hand in my hoodie pocket. My car keys are still there. “Go handle your friends.”


He must realise what I’m about to do, because he gawks at me. It probably hasn’t crossed his mind that he could restrain me if he wanted. “You can’t leave.”


“Watch me.”


My steps are wobbly, uneven. My head is pounding, my skin tingling, soaked in sweat. But that’s for later. Right now, there’s only one mission: get after that truck.


I want to ask Chloe why she abandoned me.


I want to know if there’s any of my brother left.


I want to hug my big sister.


I want to know what she’s planning.


I want to beat both of them into the fucking ground.


I want to curl up in a ball and let the world go away for a while.


The security guard puts a hand on my shoulder, but I shrug him off. The Batmobile’s lights blink at me as I hit the button on the key fob, sharp and alert. As if it too can’t wait to get after Chloe and Adam.


The inside is a mess of takeout wrappers, club flyers and parking tickets. Usually, there’s a twinge of guilt every time I get behind the wheel, annoyed with myself that I haven’t cleaned up yet. Not this time. This time, I barely notice.


I stab the key at the ignition slot. It takes a couple of tries, but eventually slides home. The beast roars into life, headlights illuminating the parking garage. The other two security guards, the ones Adam went to town on, are just getting to their feet. A little ahead of me, there’s the body of the paramedic.


The anger comes back. Raw and red. An open wound, impossible to ignore.


I put the Batmobile into drive. The station I was listening to when I parked here, Power 106, starts up again. “Back on the Scene” by Slaughterhouse is playing. Fuck-you music.


Perfect.


“Hey!” The guard shouts. “Stop!”


I hit the gas.















FIVE



Teagan


Cedars-Sinai Hospital is in the Beverley Grove neighbourhood. It’s an upmarket area: coffee shops, boutique clothing stores, fancy hotels. San Vicente Boulevard, next to the hospital, is usually heavy with traffic, even this early in the morning.


But LA had an earthquake recently. A bad one. The result of Chloe’s little experiment, a kid who she sent to wreak havoc with his earth-moving ability. The quake has drastically reduced the traffic. As I come tearing out of the parking lot, smashing through the boom with a giant bang, the dark street is blessedly, amazingly empty.


And it may not be enough.


Chloe and Adam have a head start. A big one. It was at least thirty seconds between their truck driving off and me flooring the gas on the Batmobile, so there’s a good chance they are long gone. It doesn’t stop me from pushing my little Jeep as hard as it can go.


It’s a fifty-fifty chance as to which direction they went, so I go with my gut, twisting the wheel hard left as I come out onto the street. The Batmobile ramps the curb, bucking underneath me, the engine howling.


I tap the brakes slightly as I skid out onto the tarmac, thanking every deity I know that it’s my left knee that hurts like hell, and that I never bothered to learn stick. My gaze darts everywhere, frantically looking for a blue pickup truck. Nothing. Not one other vehicle, not a single person out on the streets. I accelerate, roaring north up San Vicente. “Where are you, fuckers?”


I barely notice the red light at Beverly Boulevard. I tap the brake, doing a quick check to make sure that I’m not about to be creamed by an eighteen-wheeler, then accelerate again, exploding into the intersection. Who cares if I’m running red lights now? Just add it to the pile of parking tickets on the floor.


I’m leaving a trail behind me that’s a mile wide, which is not good. Chances are, whoever was in the security booth at the hospital saw me throwing those cars. Maybe they don’t know that it was me doing it – I wasn’t alone, after all – but I’m definitely on their radar. Add that to the little flash flood incident from last night, where I used my ability in front of hundreds and hundreds of eyewitnesses. I’m pretty sure they didn’t capture that on video; I took the precaution of crunching every camera and phone in a half-mile radius. But that doesn’t change the fact that I have been using my ability in front of a lot of people lately. It’s one of the big no-nos of my job. I’m not supposed to reveal my PK to anyone.


Fuck it – that’s a problem for later. Right now, I am going to find Chloe and Adam. I’m going to stop their truck, pry them out of it and make them tell me what’s going on.


But I have to find them first. There’s nothing ahead of me, and the only vehicle on the left is a garbage truck idling at the curb. But as I look to the right, east up Beverly Boulevard, I spot a few sparse tail lights, most likely early morning commuters; the sun won’t even be up for another hour or two, but that doesn’t mean the whole city is asleep. Except…


Is it my imagination, or is one of those sets of lights weaving a little?


I don’t waste time second-guessing myself. I pull a hard right, turning so sharply that I’m pretty sure the Batmobile’s tyres on one side leave the ground. I swerve, straighten out, hit the gas.


If only I had Africa with me. He’s the team’s driver, a seven-foot tall Senegalese immigrant. We haven’t always seen eye to eye, but as I accelerate up Beverly Boulevard, I’ve never needed him so badly. I shouldn’t be doing this by myself.


You don’t have a choice. Get it done.


And just like that, I spot their truck.


I was right about the swerving lights. The traffic has picked up, just a little, and they’re weaving through it, maybe three hundred yards ahead of me. It’s possible that there’s another dark blue Ford F150 out at this hour… but somehow, I don’t think so. It’s them.


I swerve between other cars, ignoring their frantic hooting, foot flat on the gas. I reach out, crank the volume up on the radio. A new song fills the car, vibrating my stomach and the seat underneath me: “California Love” by Pac and Dre. Hip-hop has always focused me, got me in the game, and I’m going to need it now.


At that moment, they realise I’m behind them. I don’t know what gives me away, but the truck accelerates, zipping out in front of a city bus. In the distance, just audible above the music, there is the sound of police sirens.


When I catch them, I’m not going to try and ram them off the road, or get ahead of them and force them to stop. No, I’m going to peel their truck apart with my PK. Open them up like a sardine can, doors, roof, chassis, radio, seats, all of it.


Shit: what if I get in range of the truck, and Adam goes to town on me? He wouldn’t even have to do much. Maybe he makes me believe there’s something in my path – hell, even an old woman crossing the street would make me swerve, put me further back, perhaps even crash. And who’s to say that Chloe’s power only works on people? What if she overheats my engine? Leaves me stranded in the middle of the street, with the cops bearing down on me?


I’ve got bigger problems to deal with first, though, one of which is that I’m not getting any closer to their truck. I can see them just fine, zipping in and out of traffic ahead of me. But the simple fact is that their ride has more power than the Batmobile. It’s kind of amazing that I caught up to them in the first place.


I run another red light, nearly getting T-boned by some jackass in a Ferrari. The sirens are louder now. I’m barely conscious of what’s playing on the radio, focused on nothing but the twin tail lights of their truck, the Batmobile rocking on its suspension as I weave through traffic. Rush hour in LA doesn’t really get started until six-thirty or seven a.m., but there are still enough cars on the road that I have to be careful. You’ll be absolutely staggered to hear that this isn’t my first car chase. And the most annoying thing about car chases is that usually they aren’t over quickly. There are long periods of focused, silent driving when you’re just trying to gain ground. So as I do my best to keep their truck in sight, as we hit Oakwood and they hook a left onto North Wilton, I have time to worry.


All at once, the Jeep is suddenly awash in light. Bright white, coming from above, along with the thrum of rotor blades. A police chopper has found me. Wonderful. Just fucking wonderful.


This is getting out of hand. Oh, who am I kidding? It got out of hand twenty minutes ago. I should call someone. Get the team involved, get Reggie to… I don’t know, hack the traffic lights, turn off the police radios, something. I claw at my pocket for my phone, but it isn’t there. I lost it almost eighteen hours ago, in the storm drains.


There’s the piercing blat of a truck horn, and a pair of headlights blinds me. With a terrified yelp, I pull the wheel to the left. A massive tractor-trailer shoots by on my left. I swung too close to the opposite lane, and nearly did get smushed by an eighteen-wheeler. I will my ride to go even faster, heading up North Wilton even as the traffic builds and builds around me.


There are more palm trees now, shadowy in the street lights. I’m getting closer to the Hollywood Hills. At the place where North Wilton intersects Franklin, the traffic snarls to a halt, a crush of tail lights. Shit.


They spot it too. The truck veers hard left, zipping into what looks like an alley between the houses, heading west in the direction of Taft Avenue. I follow, stabbing at the brake pedal, twisting the wheel, turning so hard that my left tyres almost leave the ground. I have got to be careful. My Jeep has a high wheelbase, which means a high centre of gravity. And if I roll now…


I’m half hoping that the move will help me lose the police chopper. No dice. The light sticks with me as I blaze down the alley, gritting my teeth as too-tight walls rush by on either side. I smash a plastic trash bin aside, garbage spattering across my hood.


If I focus really hard, I could bring down the chopper – and do it in such a way that it wouldn’t kill everyone on board. It’s something I’ve done before, that one time the cops were chasing the whole of China Shop, after someone framed me for murder. If you kill the fuel pump on a chopper, you can leave the rotor blades spinning, so it can land without crashing. But it’s really freaking tough to do, even when I’m at my best.


Ahead of me, Chloe digs in, skids out onto Taft, pointing north towards Hollywood. I push the protesting Batmobile to its limits. The urge to break off the pursuit is growing larger by the second. It’s the smart thing to do, I know that. But I’m in the grip of something now, something with teeth. Seven years of grief. Seven years where I thought I was alone.


All at once, we’re off the main roads, heading up into Hollywood Dell. This is movie star land now, the rolling terrain below the Hollywood sign: narrow streets bordered by high walls and ornate iron gates, Brad and Angelina territory.


It doesn’t make sense. Why would Chloe come in here? The tight streets and switchback turns on the hills aren’t going to be friendly to her truck. It’s got straight-line speed, sure, but I’m guessing it turns like a pig in mud. Maybe she thinks she can lose me. Wait until I’m out of sight, then zip into a cul-de-sac, ditch the truck, make an escape on foot.


“Not a fucking chance,” I mutter, swerving to avoid a dog walker, who gestures at me like I’m crazy. It’s a close call – a few feet to the left, and he’d be splattered all over my windshield.


And shit, don’t celebrities walk their own dogs sometimes? You see them in paparazzi photos: Johnny Depp wearing sunglasses and looking shifty as his chihuahua takes a dump. That’s all I need right now: to run over someone like Keanu Reeves. That would really put a cap on everything.


There’s a car backing out of a garage ahead of me. Almost at the moment I see it, the driver spots me too. A woman, with an enormous mane of brown hair and gigantic, owlish glasses, goggling at me in stunned shock.


I suck in a terrified breath, clench my abs, as if I can somehow make myself smaller—


—and shoot past her, making the briefest contact, scraping a layer of paint off both of our cars. I force the Jeep back under control, swearing, slowing to a maddening crawl as I make my way around a switchback. The lights of Downtown glimmer in the distance.


Is it my imagination, or are there more choppers in the air now? They can’t all be police. That means there’s probably one or two news networks too. So I’m in a massive car chase, putting celebrities and their staff at risk, and it’s all going to end up on KTLA. Right at the time when I should be trying to avoid press exposure, I’m bringing tons of it down on myself. I am laying out a glowing neon trail for every paparazzo and journalist to follow.


I almost quit then. I actually jerk the wheel towards the kerb – if I abandon the Batmobile now, I might have a chance. But the truck is just up ahead, turning around a curve on the tight hillside street. I’m starting to catch them. Again, that confusion: what is she doing? She must have known I’d be faster than her up here.


At that moment, cop cars materialise in my rear-view mirror. And that’s when I understand.


“Clever, bitch. Very clever.” I’m aware that I’m talking to myself, but I can’t seem to find the switch to turn it off. “Maybe you’ve given up trying to kidnap me. Maybe you’re out of juice, you and Adam both, huh? That it? Or maybe you just think it’s too risky. Which is a problem, because Teagan – not Emily, not any more – Teagan Frost doesn’t quit, does she?”


The back of the Jeep skids as I accelerate up a short rise, sending a couple of trash bins flying. I barely notice.


“So what do you think? You think, if we can’t outrun her, let’s slow her down. Let’s make it easy for the cops to catch her. After all, she’s the one driving reckless, am I right? And why wouldn’t she be? Not every day her long lost big sister comes back from the fucking dead. Take her into the hills, make her fight her way around the turns. Let the cops catch up. Maybe they don’t even realise you’re there. So I get taken in while you get away.”


The cops are almost on my bumper. We’re swooping around a long curve, the ground to our left dropping off, showing a spectacular vista all the way to Downtown. A voice comes from behind the Batmobile, amplified and distorted through a loudhailer. “Pull over. Now.”


I barely notice, barely even blink as the police chopper’s spotlight shines directly into my eyes. “Nice try, Chloe. Very nice try. Smart. But you forgot one thing. You might be out of juice, but I’m not. I’m going to hunt you down, rip you out of that pickup, and… and we can…”


Dimly, I’m aware that I’m crying, hot tears on my cheeks.


And just like that, the elevation changes. We come round another curve, and suddenly the road drops away. It’s a straight shot down to a T-junction, maybe a quarter mile, bordered by scrubland on either side. The pickup is halfway to the bottom of the hill.


Their plan didn’t work. The cops didn’t catch me in the hills. Now, I’m going to run them off the fucking road.


I roar down the incline, picking up speed. Their brake lights flare as they reach the T-junction, turning left, nearly getting smashed to pieces by a car coming the opposite way.


The cops are still behind me. Their chopper bathes the tarmac and scrubland in white light. I don’t care. I block it all out, everything but their truck, peeling away from the intersection.


In desperation, I reach out with my PK, but I can barely get a fix on it. It’s like it isn’t even there.


Goddammit, what a time to run out of juice.


Fine. Time to smack this bitch up off the road. A hundred yards to the T-junction. Fifty. I hit the brakes, get ready to make the turn.


And right then, I realise I’m going way too fast.


Africa taught me a trick once, where you pump the brakes instead of slamming them, slow the car down gradually. It doesn’t help. The intersection fills my windshield. In desperation, I spin the wheel, hoping that maybe, just maybe, I’ve slowed down enough to make the turn.


The Batmobile skids sideways. I get a split-second glimpse of a single pedestrian watching the action, on the grassy hillside. His dog, a big Alsatian, is barking like crazy. The man has a takeaway cup of coffee, and as I catch sight of him, he drops it. It seems to fall in slow motion.


The Jeep’s wheels leave the ground, and the world turns itself upside down. The airbag deploys, snapping my head back, slamming me into the seat.


You already know what happens next.















SIX



Teagan


Yes, Hollywood has a police station.


You’d expect it to be as swanky as fuck. You know, Greek columns, long driveway, maybe a discrete infinity pool for the cops to relax in after a long shift. Nope. You’re thinking of the Hollywood Hills, which is different from Hollywood. This police station personifies Hollywood. It’s a squat, ugly brick building, apparently airlifted from rural Oklahoma and plunked down in LA.


The only concession is the memorial for fallen officers. It’s a walk of fame, with stars set into the sidewalk. Just like they have on Sunset Boulevard. I see it when they bring me in, hustling me through the back for booking. Somehow, no matter what happens today, I know that’s a detail that’s going to stick with me. A little memory I’ll keep coming back to whenever I think of this particular time in my life.


There was a swarm of photographers outside, a buzzing hive of lenses and flashbulbs and incomprehensible, shouted questions. I duck my head, wishing for probably the only time in my life that I wore my hair longer than the short, black, spiky mess it is now. I don’t think they’re here because they’ve linked me to the flash flood in the storm drain – I’m pretty sure it’s because of the car chase. But I can’t be sure, and I can’t keep the fear and worry away.


Fortunately, the cops aren’t bothered about this. They shield me with their bodies, hustling me into the station.


They take my shoelaces. Fingerprint me. Ask a bunch of questions, most of which I ignore. They have a paramedic – does he work here, or was he just passing through? – shine a light in my eyes and take my pulse. I’m alive. Barely.


Good news is, my bad knee didn’t get hurt further in the crash. Guess the airbag helped there. But I have a mild concussion, and multiple cuts – I didn’t even realise I was bleeding.


The charges wash over me as the duty officer reads them off. Reckless driving. Public endangerment. Property damage. Resisting arrest.


Murder.


That one makes my eyes fly open – holy shit, they must want me for the medic Adam killed. But I don’t get a chance to protest. They’re already hustling me along, pulling me through corridors with glaring fluorescent lighting and worn vinyl flooring, corridors that smell of old sweat and coffee and cigarette smoke.


“Let her cool off. We’ll talk to her later,” someone says.


“She got a lawyer coming in?” another voice asks.


“Nah, she ain’t said a word so far.”


I’m expecting to end up in a drunk tank – the big communal holding cell that most stations have, the ones that are always packed to the gills. I’m already bracing myself for when someone tries to steal my laceless shoes. Instead, they shove me into a cell of my own. A hard cube with no window, a single steel toilet and a concrete sleeping platform. The light is in a thick mesh cage, and the steel door has a tiny plexiglass window set into it. High up. If I wanted to look, I’d have to stand on tiptoe. Not that I care: the second the door shuts behind me, I curl up on the concrete slab pretending to be a bed, put my arms over my head and go still.


I stay there for a very long time.


Someone brings a tray of food at one point, a sandwich and a box of juice. I can’t look at it without wanting to retch. I’m shaking, shivering, almost as bad as when Chloe hit me with her ability. Sweat soaks my clothes, and I can’t stop my heart hammers in my chest and ears and throat. A combination of the car crash, what Chloe and Adam did to me and the wonderful symptoms you get when you stop using meth.


I could probably bust out of here in a second. Hell, on a good day, I could rip a hole in the wall and just walk out. But even the thought of using my PK right now is enough send my headache soaring.


I have a special talent for fucking things up. It’s my real superpower. Usually, I manage to pull it back at the last second. But this time, I may well and truly have gone all the way.


At least I didn’t kill Keanu Reeves. That’s something.


Even now, after everything just happened, I still can’t quite believe that my brother and sister are alive. There is a small part of me that just point-blank rejects it. Because I was in Wyoming, when everything turned to shit. I was there when they died.


Mostly, growing up in Wyoming was awesome. You wouldn’t think it. My life sounds like a horror story: created by geneticist parents, given abilities against my will, hidden from the world. But I wasn’t kept in a vat. I wasn’t brainwashed. My parents may have been… let’s go with unusual, but they loved me. Me, and my brother and sister. And when you’re eight years old and you have amazing abilities and acres and acres of perfect Wyoming wilderness to explore, you’re not exactly unhappy.


The problem was, kids don’t stay kids for ever. They become teenagers. And when our abilities combined with our adolescent hormones, things got a little weird. Especially for Adam. As he got older, his ability to go without sleep started to change him. He lost touch with reality, and became convinced that Mom and Dad were trying to hurt him. Instead, it was my mom who got hurt first. Adam broke her arm.


Chloe hated the fact that her twin couldn’t be free any more, that the only solution anyone had was to lock him in a cell in the barn. Perhaps it was worse for her: she could, after all, see his body heat through the thin walls, see him pacing, crouching, whirling his arms and cringing from imaginary monsters. She could never pretend that he didn’t exist.


She had screaming matches with our parents, insisting that she had found a way to control him, that she knew he would listen. To this day, I don’t know how Adam got out, but it’s a good bet that Chloe just got tired of waiting.


I’d taken the ATV out onto the property to haul back some logs that Chloe and my dad had cut down the day before – logs to refresh our woodpile. I smelt the fire before I saw it, the thick tang of smoke on the breeze. All the same, I didn’t really register what was happening until I came off the forest track onto our driveway.


Our big ranch house was on fire. The woodshed next to it had already collapsed in a pile of embers, the dry cords going up in smoke. The barn, where my parents had their lab, where the three of us – me, Adam, Chloe – had our abilities tested, was a blackened, burning husk.


And coming from inside the house: screams.


I don’t remember jumping off the ATV and entering the house. It’s entirely possible that I just blocked it out. That’s what the government psychologists told me later.


My parents were dead. Lying in bloody, crumpled heaps. Chloe was still alive, but her leg was broken. She was crawling across the floor, grimacing in pain. And Adam…


He was standing in the middle of the room, a cackling demon, eyes horribly bright. When he looked at me…


I ran. I didn’t have a choice. My body moved of its own accord. Maybe I could have taken Adam down with my PK, but I was sixteen, and scared out of my mind. In a few seconds after I popped out the door, the whole house collapsed. When the people from the fire department arrived, they couldn’t find anyone left inside: just ash and bone. Same for the government, when they showed up. The general consensus was that I was the last person in my family, the only one left. And in the past seven years, I’ve seen absolutely zero evidence to change that.


Before today.


A thought occurs, one that makes my eyes fly open. If my brother and sister are still alive, does that mean… does that mean my parents could be as well? What if…?


No. When I went into that house, and saw my parents, they were dead. No question. I saw their bodies, saw what Adam had done to them. He and Chloe might be alive, even if I don’t have the faintest idea how that’s possible. But I don’t think my mom and dad are out there.


I spent four years in custody at a black site in Waco, Texas, while the government tried to find out what made me tick. And I’ve spent almost three years here in LA, as an indentured servant of the same government. All this time, Chloe and Adam were out there.


I’m desperate to sleep, but I can’t. Every time I get to the edge of it, the thoughts rocketing around my brain pull me back. In the end, the only thing I can do is just lie very, very still.


I don’t know how much time passes, but at some point, I become aware of voices outside my cell. Two – no, three people are having an argument. I can’t make out what the voices are saying, but I swear that at least one of them is familiar.


Even then, I don’t move. Not when I hear the key jangling in the lock, or the clanking shudder of the door opening. I don’t move when footsteps enter the room. It’s probably not worth it anyway. They’re probably coming to tell me that my court-appointed lawyer has arrived, and I need to go and have my two-minute conversation with them where they advise me to plead guilty and accept a reduced sentence, or some shit.


The door slams closed. The footsteps come to a stop by the concrete slab. There’s something about them that I don’t like. They aren’t cop footsteps, which I’ve come to realise are heavy, almost dragging. These footsteps are precise and clean. Crisp.


And then a bitterly cold voice says, “Good afternoon, Ms Frost.”


Slowly, I turn around, and find myself looking up at Moira Tanner.















SEVEN



Teagan


I have not, shall we say, been an easy employee for Moira Tanner to work with.


The deal she offered me, all those years ago, was simple. Work for her, as part of a black bag crew in Los Angeles, or have a bunch of government scientists vivisect me to see what I’m made of.


So when I say I haven’t been an easy employee, I’m not apologising for it. I didn’t like the choice I had to make. Over the past few years, I have walked a very thin line with Moira Tanner. Most the time, it’s only luck that has stopped me from crossing that line completely.


Tanner’s eyes tell me that my luck has just run out.


I sigh. Slowly lever myself to a sitting position, swinging my laceless shoes off the bed. “So, funny story…”


“Do you know there is a corporation that has offered the government five billion dollars for your hippocampus?” she says. Her voice is breathy, elegant, the New England accent faded but still there.


“… What?”


“Five billion. Just for that one small part of your brain. They aren’t even interested in the rest. They don’t actually know if that’s where your psychokinesis resides; they just have a theory.”


All I can do is blink at her.


“In the time since you’ve been in Los Angeles,” she continues, “we have stopped five different snatch squads working for foreign powers, all of whom infiltrated the country with the sole intent of bringing you out. Two Russian, two Chinese and one Israeli. I have lost count of the number of online conspiracy theorists who have tried to expose you and your team’s activities. There are people in prison, right now, who will never see a courtroom. All so you can walk around free, in this city, and continue to do your work.”


Her voice hasn’t risen, not even a little. It’s as smooth and even as thin ice over a dark lake.


“I have stood between you and these people as a shield because I do not believe it is fair for you to tackle them on your own. I believe it’s my job to protect you from those threats. And all I asked of you was that you keep a low profile. That you be a little circumspect.”


“Look,” I say. “I know I screwed up.”


“Screwed up.” It sounds as if she’s pronouncing the name of a hideous disease. “You’ve jeopardised everything.”


The apologetic note in my voice gives way to irritation. “What was I supposed to do? In case you hadn’t noticed, I was kind of being kidnapped.”


“Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t blame you for fighting back. That could be understood, if not condoned. But I reviewed the security camera footage, and it is very clear to me that your assailants were leaving the scene. You chose to follow, and in doing so, you brought attention to yourself at precisely the time when you need to be as invisible as possible. After the flagrant use of your ability on the LA River last night—”


“Those people were going to die if I didn’t do something.”


“There is video, Ms Frost. And unlike the security footage from the hospital, it made its way out into the world before we could stop it.”


“But…” I squeeze my eyes shut. “No. That can’t be right. I crunched all the phones and security cameras. No one should have been able to…”


“You are very fortunate that it doesn’t show your face,” Tanner says slowly. “But the sharks are circling.”


At that point, the elephant in the room reaches out with its trunk and knocks me sideways. “Holy shit – Adam and Chloe. Did you find them? If there was footage at the hospital, then you saw their truck, right?”


Somehow, I manage to stand up. Get on my feet, without wobbling too much. “I can help. I know what they look like. I mean, I know you do too, probably, because of the security video, but I was right there.”


Tanner watches, expressionless. Like I’m an animal in a zoo.


“Come on,” I say, stumbling towards the door. A head rush hits me, making me woozy – stood up too fast, I guess. “We have to get moving.”


“I don’t think so.” Tanner says. Her lips barely move.


“Uh, do I really need to explain this? My brother and sister are alive, and they are here in LA. Why the hell are we standing around talking? We gotta move!”


“You are not owed an explanation. You should consider yourself lucky you are still alive.”


“What the fuck does that have to do with—?”


“We are aware of the identities of the people who attacked you. It changes nothing.”


I gape at her. “Changes nothing?”


“We now know that they have abilities. We know that they were intent on leaving with you. But it does not change our current operations, beyond narrowing our focus slightly.”


“They’re my—”


“The fact that they are related to you is utterly irrelevant. Despite what you may think, you don’t bring any particularly useful skills to the table here. Hunting down fugitives is not your strength. We will find them, we will catch them, and none of that requires your assistance.”


The wooziness isn’t going away. I have to put a hand on the wall to steady myself. “I grew up with them. I know how they think.”


“I doubt that.”


“And you’re not the least bit curious about how they managed to stay alive all this time?”


“Obviously. But that does not require your input or assistance.” She sniffs delicately. “You are a liability.”


“Eat shit, lady. You’re not leaving me on the bench.”


That’s when my balance fails me completely. I slump against the wall, then slide down it. I’m about to get to my feet again, when my stomach gives a nasty growl, a growl that is actually painful. I let it pass, eyes squeezed shut. Tanner says nothing.


“Wait.” I raise a finger, like I’m making a point of order. “How are you here?”


“Whatever do you mean?”


“Yesterday you were in Washington. You wouldn’t have come out here just to tear me a new asshole. I’m pretty sure I haven’t been in here more than a few hours anyway, so you wouldn’t have had the time.”


A strange look crosses her face. “Of course. You wouldn’t be aware.”


“Aware of what?”


“I’ve taken over the running of China Shop. I’ll be handling the day-to-day operations.”


“What? What about Reggie?”


“She’s been dismissed, effective immediately.”


I goggle at her. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”


“Not that I have to explain myself to you, but Ms McCormick disobeyed several orders yesterday. She is no longer a part of our operation. I dismissed her in the early hours of this morning, then flew out from Hyde Field in DC.” The very slightest smirk flickers across her face, and it makes me want to reach up and slap her. “You were very low on my priority list today.”


“Oh, fuck you.”


She doesn’t respond to that. There’s another uncomfortable silence as she looks around the cell. She seems to be evaluating it, taking in the walls and the steel toilet. I desperately want to stand up, but my body ignores me. I don’t have the energy to get my legs underneath me.


“So what,” I say, “am I supposed to just sit at home? Catch up on Netflix?”


“No.” She sounds bored. “You’re going to stay right here.”


For a second, I’m sure I misheard her. I don’t know if I ever had control of this conversation, but if I did, I’ve lost it completely. “You can’t be serious.”


“I have a lot of things to do today, Ms Frost. Things that are far more important than deciding how to proceed with your employment status.”


Employment status. Isn’t that a fun way to put it.


“I don’t trust you to stay in one place,” she goes on. “So no: you will not be sitting at home. You will be sitting right here, in this cell. It is safe, secure and away from prying eyes. Furthermore, if your brother and sister do decide to try and reach you again, they will have a much harder job doing it if you are in here, rather than in your home.”


“I’ll bust out,” I snarl at her, jerking a thumb at the wall behind me. “I’ll rip a hole in the concrete and just walk away. You can’t stop me.”


Probably not true. If she was so inclined, she could get me shot full of tranquilizers and put into a coma. Just like Annie’s.


“Ms Frost, I am well aware of the extent and strength of your ability. Given your recent… antics… my guess is that you won’t be strong enough to do that for some time. And even if you were, I would not try and stop you.”


She raises a finger to stop me interrupting. “But consider this. If you attempt to leave the cell, you will not only have to deal with our special forces teams, but you will have every police officer in Los Angeles County looking for you. They tend to take a dim view of escaped prisoners.”


“You think I can’t outrun the fucking LAPD?” I decide not to mention the fact that a few hours ago I proved that I quite literally couldn’t outrun the fucking LAPD.


“Then let me put it in a way you can understand. If you leave this cell, I will issue orders to terminate you as an asset. No negotiation. No ambiguity. You will be put down.”


“Oh,” I say, trying not to let my voice shake. “And if I stay here, we’re cool? You’ll just let me out and we’ll go back to normal. OK.”


“Ms Frost, you are at the bottom of a very deep hole. Are you really sure you wish to keep digging?”


“You can’t just… just leave me here.”


“I can. I am doing exactly that.”


She turns and heads for the door, clearly thinking this conversation is over. Well, I think differently. I grab hold of my loose shoe, intending to bean her in the back of the head.
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