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  CHAPTER 1




  Sully pulled the thin wad of bills from his pocket and counted. Thirteen bucks. He’d hauled his butt out of bed at six a.m. on a Saturday to make thirteen bucks in seven

  hours. He couldn’t work out how much that was per hour, but he knew Dom made more stacking yogurt and cream cheese at Price Chopper.




  The flea market was depressingly empty. Most of the other vendors were parked on lawn chairs, their feet propped on tables. Sully spent enough time sitting in school, so he was standing, arms

  folded.




  The timing of this epically bad payday couldn’t be worse. It would have given his mom a lift, for Sully to hand her a hundred bucks to put towards the rent or groceries.




  He still couldn’t believe Exile Music had closed. Nine and a half years, Mom had worked there. By the end she’d been their manager, their accountant, their everything. But she had no

  accounting degree; she didn’t even have a high school diploma. Where was she going to find another job that paid half of what she’d been making?




  Sully took a deep, sighing breath and stared down the long aisle.




  A girl around Sully’s age turned the corner and headed in his direction. He watched her walk, head down, beat-up backpack slung over one shoulder. There was a swagger to her walk, a little

  attitude. Or maybe the combat boots, the black gloves with the fingertips cut off, the mass of dark braids bouncing off her back like coils of rope provided the attitude.




  As she drew closer, Sully looked at his phone instead of staring. It was hard not to stare.




  To Sully’s surprise, she slowed when she reached his stall. She eyed the orbs he kept locked under glass, running her tongue over her teeth. She was wearing loose-fitting cargo trousers

  and zero make-up. Her brown angular face was striking, her take-no-shit scowl a little intimidating. Not your usual flea market customer.




  He cleared his throat. ‘Anything I can help you with?’




  She studied him, squinted, as if he was slightly out of focus. She unslung the bag on her shoulder and knelt out of sight in front of his table.




  When she reappeared she was clutching a sphere – a Forest Green. Enhanced sense of smell. Sully didn’t have to consult the book to know it scored a three out of ten on the rarity

  chart. Retail, he could easily get six hundred for it.




  ‘How much?’ she asked, holding it up.




  His heart was hammering. This one deal could make his whole weekend. ‘Wow. You find that in the wild?’ She didn’t strike him as a collector or an investor.




  She nodded. ‘It was caked in mud. I thought it was an Army Green.’ Which was a big fat one on the rarity chart. Resistance to the common cold. Sixty bucks.




  ‘Man, you must have died when you cleaned it off.’




  ‘How much?’ she repeated, with the slightest of nods to acknowledge his comment.




  Sully tried to remember how much cash he had on him. Two fifty? Maybe two seventy. Usually that was more than enough, because who brought a Forest Green to a flea market?




  His gaze flicked between the Forest Green and the girl’s face. ‘Two fifty?’ His voice rose at the last minute, making it sound more like a question.




  The girl chuckled, bent to pick up her pack. ‘I can get three twenty-five from Holliday’s.’




  Sully flinched when she said ‘Holliday’s’, but to her credit, she said it like it hurt her mouth.




  ‘Hang on. I can go to three fifty, but I can’t get you the last hundred till tomorrow.’ He’d have to borrow it from Dom.




  The girl put a hand on her hip. ‘I’m sorry. Did I give you the impression I thought three twenty-five was a fair price? Let me rephrase: even the bastards over at Holliday’s

  would give me three twenty-five.’




  Sully laughed in spite of himself. They were bastards. The brand-new store they’d opened in Yonkers was a big part of why Sully’s earnings had taken a nosedive. And Alex

  Holliday himself was more than a bastard. Sully squelched any thought of Holliday before that particular train of thought could start running down the track.




  He did some quick calculations. This girl could list the Forest Green on eBay and get at least four fifty. Minus eBay’s cut, that would leave her with about four hundred.




  ‘OK. Four twenty-five.’ Two hundred dollars profit. He could definitely dance to that tune.




  The girl scowled, opened her mouth to counter. Sully raised his hand. ‘Don’t even try to tell me that’s not a fair offer.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘We both know

  it is.’




  She held her scowl a second longer, then broke into a smile. It was a terrific smile, complete with dimples. ‘You got me. Four twenty-five.’




  He pulled the cash from his pocket, started counting it out. ‘Like I said, I can give you two fifty now, the rest next Saturday.’




  The girl’s eyebrows came together. ‘I hope you’re not thinking I’m going to give you this marble now. If you’ll have the cash next week, I’ll come back with

  the marble then.’




  Sully licked his lips, which were dry as hell. If she left, there was always a chance she wouldn’t come back. It had happened before; it was never a good idea to give people time to find a

  better offer.




  ‘Look, I’ll give you a receipt. I’m good for it; I’m here every weekend.’ Sully spotted Neal across the aisle, unpacking used DVDs from a cardboard box.

  ‘Neal!’




  Neal lifted his head. He was wearing Ron Jon sunglasses despite being indoors, in a cavernous room that was not particularly well lit.




  ‘Can she trust me?’ Sully asked, holding his palms out.




  Neal stabbed a finger in Sully’s direction. ‘You can trust that man with your life.’




  From the next booth over, Samantha shouted, ‘And that’s the truth!’ and crossed herself. Samantha was Neal’s wife, so her testimonial was somewhat redundant, but the girl

  with the Forest Green didn’t need to know that.




  Sully turned back to the girl. She folded her arms. ‘I wouldn’t trust my grandma with that kind of money.’




  ‘Hey, Sully?’ Sully hadn’t noticed the kid hovering at the corner of his booth. He was twelve or thirteen, Indian, holding a replica sphere – a Cherry Red. ‘Would

  you sign this?’




  ‘Sure.’ Sully reached for the replica and a Sharpie the kid offered, feeling a flush of pleasure that the girl was there to witness this.




  ‘You sure you can trust me with this?’ Sully asked as he signed.




  The kid laughed.




  Sully blew the ink dry, tossed the kid the Cherry Red, said, ‘Thanks, man. Thanks for asking.’




  ‘What was that about?’ the girl asked, motioning towards the kid, who was disappearing around a corner.




  Sully held out his hand. ‘David Sullivan.’ When the girl only looked at his hand, he added, ‘I’m the guy who found the Cherry Red.’




  ‘I know who David Sullivan is.’ She sounded annoyed. ‘A millionaire for ten minutes, until Alex Holliday’s lawyers stopped payment on the cheque. Tiny Tim ripped off by

  New York’s favourite billionaire.’




  The words stung like hot sauce on a wound, but Sully couldn’t deny she was just stating the facts without any sugarcoating.




  She held the Forest Green by her ear like a shot-putter. ‘Moving on. We got a deal? I’ll see you Saturday?’




  ‘Tell you what.’ Still trying to shake off her words, Sully took out his key ring, unlocked the display case, and pulled out his two most valuable spheres – a Lemon Yellow

  (grow an inch) and a Slate Grey (singing ability). Both were rarity level two; together they were worth about two sixty. ‘Take these as collateral. They’re worth way more than one

  seventy-five. I’ll trust you.’




  She considered, looking down at the spheres, then back up at Sully. She scooped the spheres out of his hand and stashed them in her pack. After exchanging numbers in case one of them

  couldn’t make it next week, Sully counted the cash out on the table. She stuffed it in her back pocket and, finally, pressed the cool Forest Green sphere into his slightly sweaty palm.




  ‘See you next Saturday,’ she said, and turned away.




  Sully watched her go, her wrists flicking as she walked.




  ‘Hey,’ he called after her.




  She turned.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  She smiled. ‘Hunter.’




  ‘As in, marble hunter?’




  She pointed at him. ‘You got it.’




  ‘Maybe we’ll do more business in the future, then?’




  Hunter nodded. ‘Works for me if your offers are straight.’




  Sully nodded. ‘See you Saturday.’




  When Hunter was out of sight, he held the Forest Green up, rotated it, admiring.




  ‘She’s a beauty,’ Neal called over. His buzz cut always seemed wrong to Sully; his bright, open face just cried out for long, surfer-dude hair.




  ‘I nearly choked when she pulled it out. I’ve never had a Forest Green before.’




  ‘I wasn’t talking about the marble,’ Neal said, laughing.




  Sully grinned but said nothing. She was fine, no doubt about it, but not his type. Too serious. Sully liked to laugh.




  ‘I met my first wife at a flea market.’ Neal put his hand on top of his head. ‘She was . . . dazzling. Long auburn hair, freckles dusted across her cheeks.’




  ‘You do know I can hear you, right?’ Samantha called from behind her table, which was covered in tarot cards, crystals, incense.




  Neal acted like he’d been jolted out of a trance. ‘Sorry.’ He grinned at Sully. ‘Did I say dazzling? I meant frumpy. Face like a Mack truck. Anyway, back then I was

  selling Grateful Dead memorabilia—’




  ‘And pirated concert tapes,’ Samantha interjected.




  Sully laughed. ‘The Grateful who?’




  Neal didn’t take the bait. He knew Sully knew who the Grateful Dead were, because he’d lent Sully one of their CDs. He also knew they put Sully to sleep.




  Samantha crossed the aisle and, without a word, set a sandwich wrapped in tinfoil on Sully’s table. She always made an extra for him.




  ‘Thanks, Samantha.’




  She patted Sully’s shoulder as she passed.




  Sully munched on a homemade meat loaf hero as Neal went on with his story. Sully wouldn’t want to trade places with Neal, but he had to admit the guy had led an interesting life. Well into

  his sixties, he’d never had a real job with a steady pay cheque. He and Samantha lived in a little camper that Sully knew well from the many times they’d invited him to hang out after

  the flea market closed.




  After ten years of sharing an apartment with his mom, Sully’d had more than enough of living in cramped spaces. As of last Tuesday, they were in danger of losing even that. If something

  didn’t give, by summer they’d be living in the basement of his weird uncle Ian’s house in Pittsburgh. That couldn’t happen. It just couldn’t. Sully’s friends

  were in Yonkers; his life was in Yonkers.




  He tossed the Forest Green in the air and caught it, relishing the hard, perfect smoothness as the sphere slapped his palm. It was a start. Later, he’d call a few of his regular customers

  and see if anyone was interested in it. If not, he’d put it in the display case. It wouldn’t be hard to sell. The values on the rarer spheres just kept rising, and Sully kept his prices

  ten or fifteen per cent below the big retailers’.




  They’d get through this; they’d keep the apartment. In two years he’d graduate from Yonkers High with Dom by his side.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Sully slid one of the huge, flaccid, greasy fries off Dom’s plate and bit it in half. Normally he wouldn’t go near the ode to grease and swine parts that was the

  school cafeteria’s hot dog platter, but he was starving. He’d forgotten his lunch, and couldn’t bring himself to blow half of yesterday’s paltry earnings on a chicken

  sandwich and a Coke. He turned in his seat, eyed the wrapped sandwiches and steaming steel serving bins. He was sorely tempted to get something. He couldn’t afford to buy school lunch,

  though. He and his mom might not be able to afford anything if Dom didn’t loan him money for the Forest Green, unless he sold it before Saturday. Sully hated selling in a panic; it would mean

  knocking fifty, even a hundred off the price.




  Dom was talking to Rob Dalton, his sleeves rolled up to show off his impressive biceps. Sully tapped him on the shoulder. In profile you could mistake Dom for a tough guy, with his thick

  eyebrows, meaty lips, and boxer’s nose, the big jawline. But once he turned those open, friendly eyes your way, the illusion was shattered.




  ‘I want to show you something.’ Sully unzipped his pack, which was on the floor between his knees, and pulled the Forest Green halfway out so Dom could see it.




  Dom leaned closer, tilted his head, trying to see the colour. ‘Is that a Forest Green?’




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘Holy crap.’ Dom grinned at him, squinting. ‘A Forest Green? Where did you get that?’




  ‘Someone brought it to my table at the flea market.’




  Dom set his hot dog down, wiped his hands on his trousers. ‘Can I see it?’




  Sully handed it to him under the table. ‘Keep it low – I don’t want to get jacked on the way home.’




  Dom rotated the sphere under the table. ‘How much does one of these go for?’




  ‘Six hundred. Maybe six fifty.’ Sully felt slimy about asking for the loan. It was a hell of a lot of money. Dom’s parents were pretty well off, but they didn’t give Dom

  crap. Sully took a big breath. ‘The thing is, I still owe the girl I bought it from a hundred and seventy-five. I’m supposed to pay her Saturday.’




  Dom shrugged. ‘I’ll spot you.’ He handed back the Forest Green, pulled out his phone.




  ‘Really?’ Sully was relieved he hadn’t had to come right out and ask.




  ‘Sure, no problem.’ Dom tapped keys on his phone, looked up. ‘Give me your account number.’




  ‘I can pay you back as soon as I sell it. I’ll cut you in on some of the profit.’




  Dom gave him a look. ‘You’re not paying me interest. You’re like my brother.’ He squinted, shook his head. ‘Come to think of it, my brother’s an asshole. I

  wouldn’t loan him my used gum.’ He laughed, clapped Sully on the shoulder.




  ‘I feel bad asking.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it.’




  Sully felt a warm glow of affection for this guy he’d known since second grade. He could still picture Dom down in his basement, making explosion sounds as their Hulk and Spider-Man action

  figures stormed a fortress they’d made out of Lego. It would kill Sully if he had to move away.




  He didn’t like thinking about what life would be like if they moved in with Uncle Ian and his family. It gave him an awful sinking, panicked feeling. He’d have to share a room with

  his mother, with no privacy except in the bathroom or outside the house. He’d have to go to a new school where he didn’t know anyone.




  The fire alarm sounded.




  Sully was halfway out of his seat before he realized it was one of the kids at the spoiled brats’ table, showing off his Tangerine-driven ability to mimic sounds. Again. A couple of weeks

  back, the lunch attendant had evacuated the whole cafeteria before figuring out that it was some kid, not the fire alarm.




  Mr Boyce, Sully’s English teacher, approached the table and stabbed a finger at the kids. ‘I hear that again, and I’ll put you all in detention. It’s a felony to

  cause a false alarm, whether you’re pulling a lever or using your mouth.’




  As he stormed off, the kids laughed and made obscene gestures behind his back.




  ‘Look at those twerps,’ Dom said, shaking his head. ‘You can’t trust guys who always look like they just got their hair cut. What do they do, get it cut twice a

  week?’




  That got their whole table laughing. Sully had never thought about it before, but Dom was right, their hair always looked freshly cut.




  Rob leaned in. ‘Have you guys seen Jayla Washburn yet?’




  ‘Have I seen her?’ Sully asked, confused.




  Rob nodded. ‘Her parents got her an early Christmas present. A pair of Cranberries. You’re not going to believe it.’




  Cranberry. Better-looking. Rarity seven. How did these people afford this stuff? Sully knew you could get twenty-, thirty-year loans from the bank to buy spheres, but he couldn’t

  believe people actually did that just so their daughter could be prettier.




  ‘There she is.’ Rob pointed towards the cash registers, where Jayla Washburn was paying, her back to them. She lifted her tray and turned.




  ‘Holy –’ Dom said.




  Results varied when it came to Cranberries. In Jayla’s case, she’d hit the jackpot. Her eyes were bigger and brighter, her cheekbones higher, her chin smaller. She’d been

  OK-looking before; now she almost looked like a model. She was grinning like she’d won the lottery.




  The bell rang. As kids grabbed backpacks, Mr Boyce called, ‘Buses with blue tags in the window are going to the Hammerstein. Have a good afternoon.’




  Sully still couldn’t believe they were letting school out early for Alex Holliday. It made him want to puke.




  ‘You guys going?’ Rob Dalton made a face. ‘I’m going to the mall instead. I need sneakers. You want to come with?’




  Sully looked at Dom, who shrugged. ‘Why not? I’m sure as hell not going to the Hammerstein.’




  Sully appreciated Rob and Dom not saying Alex Holliday’s name. Everyone else in the school, especially the teachers, had been saying almost nothing but Holliday’s name for the past

  week. Big deal, Yonkers was giving its prodigal son some lame award. Was it really so noteworthy that they closed school early? It wasn’t the president, or Taylor Swift, or Kanye West. It was

  a con artist with a lot of money.




  No one seemed to understand what it felt like. They’d shaken hands. Alex Holliday had handed him a cheque for two and a half million. In that moment when Sully took the check,

  everything changed. All of his and Mom’s money problems had melted away.




  Rent? No problem; in fact, they could buy a house, cash.




  The old junker Ford he had to share with his mother broken down, again? Buy two new cars.




  College tuition for Sully, when he graduated from high school? Paid for.




  Then the Cherry Red hadn’t done what Alex Holliday expected. It hadn’t given him, personally, any new abilities to add to his repertoire. It had only reseeded the entire freaking

  planet with new spheres – as many spheres as had appeared in the first wave five years earlier.




  And, poof, the money was gone. Cheque, voided. Next time read the fine print, sucker. There would be no college for David Sullivan.




  Holliday had opened that old wound again just this week, mailing Sully a gold-embossed VIP invitation to his appearance. Front-row seats to hear how great Alex Holliday is! Admission to the

  private reception afterward! What a petty, bush-league move. Cheat a kid, then rub it in. Nice.




  Sully hated Alex Holliday. Would throw a party if the man died. Not that he was likely to die any time soon, since he was barely thirty and had burned the entire spectrum of health-boosting

  spheres, from Aquamarine (quick healing) to Olive (pain control).




  Central Avenue was quiet, a cold wind keeping pedestrians inside, traffic cruising along the wet street past the muffler shops and fast-food restaurants.




  ‘Where’s Jeannette?’ Dom asked Rob as they walked, hands in pockets, chins tucked against the wind.




  ‘She’s going to the thing,’ Rob said. ‘You know. Holliday.’ Rob muttered the name.




  Dom glanced at Sully, who kept his eyes on the gum-stained sidewalk.




  ‘That asshat,’ Dom said.




  Holliday. Everywhere Sully went, Holliday. At this very moment, the elite of Yonkers were falling over themselves to kiss Holliday’s rich butt. Those without VIP passes would have paid

  good money for Sully’s. He’d torn it into pieces and flushed it.




  Everyone knew Holliday had ripped Sully off, ripped off a thirteen-year-old living in the Garden Apartments. No one cared. Success was a whitewash for shitty behaviour.




  ‘I’d like to tell him what a thief he is to his face,’ Dom said.




  ‘I guess now’s your chance,’ Rob said. ‘When he asks for questions you could raise your hand and ask why he’s such a crook.’ He cackled at the idea.




  Dom slowed. ‘You don’t think I would?’




  ‘Come on, Dom,’ Rob said.




  ‘Two and a half million dollars. That’s how much he owes Sully.’




  ‘I know. I’m not saying it’s right, I’m just saying you don’t have the balls to call Alex Holliday a thief in front of a thousand people.’




  Dom slapped Sully’s arm. ‘Let’s go. Come on.’




  ‘No way.’ Sully didn’t want to see Holliday’s smarmy face while everyone clapped. ‘All the way into the city for that? No way.’ There was no venue in Yonkers

  swanky enough, so the Yonkers Citizen of Distinction Award was being presented in Manhattan.




  He would like to hear what Holliday would say if Dom called him out about the Cherry Red, though. The thing was, Dom would probably chicken out.




  Although maybe Sully should ask the question himself.




  ‘We’re going. “Not only are you a liar and a criminal, you walk like a rooster.” That’s what I’m gonna say.’ Dom shook his head, laughed. ‘Oh,

  man, this is gonna be great.’




  He wouldn’t do it, though. Dom could talk a blue streak with his buddies, but in class he sat in the back and clammed up. He wasn’t much on public speaking. Sully was the talker.

  He’d have to see how he felt when they got there, but if the mood hit him he might just call Holliday out. What did he have to lose?




  ‘Hang on,’ Dom said, ‘I have to take a piss.’ He cut into a shallow alley beside Addeo and Sons Bakery, which was festooned with Christmas wreaths and garlands. Sully and

  Rob waited, Rob weaving slightly as he stood, as if he were standing on the deck of a ship at sea, while Dom pissed against a silver rubbish can and chuckled to himself.




  A lone figure stood on a portable podium to one side of the Hammerstein Ballroom on Thirty-Fourth Street. He was young, holding a Bible, his polished black shoes pressed

  tightly together.




  ‘Every time you absorb a pair of those titillating balls, you welcome Satan into your soul. They are Trojan horses, sin in your choice of colours.’




  ‘I’ve got a Trojan for your balls right here,’ a guy shouted as he passed, setting off laughter among his friends.




  Ignoring the crack, the preacher opened his Bible to a bookmarked page. ‘In the book of Revelation, God warns, “Worthy is the lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and

  wisdom, and strength . . .” ’ He held up a finger. ‘They are the mark of the beast, a sign that the end of days is upon us.’




  Sully found it interesting how split religions were on the spheres. The pope thought they were OK, because they didn’t go against anything in the Bible and didn’t hurt anyone. Some

  of the evangelists on TV were like this guy on the podium; others claimed the spheres came straight from God. If there was a God, Sully didn’t think he had anything to do with the spheres.

  They weren’t angels or devils; they were pretty obviously things, even if no one could explain how they suddenly materialized all over the world or why they gave people enhanced

  abilities.




  ‘The arrival of the spheres is a sign. Judgement Day is upon us, and Alex Holliday is a servant of Satan. He offers you the mark of the beast!’ the guy on the podium shouted as Sully

  and his friends pushed through the doors.




  Sully couldn’t argue with the guy’s view of Holliday, even if he didn’t buy into the Judgement Day stuff. Not that there weren’t a lot of non-religious people who were

  saying the same thing, that the spheres were bad news. It was hard to turn on the TV without hearing some pundit warning about pigs being fattened for the slaughter. Sully only sold spheres –

  he couldn’t afford to burn any – so he figured he didn’t have anything to worry about, even if the doomsayers turned out to be right.




  There was a huge poster to the left of the ticket window, advertising an Arcade Fire concert in a couple of weeks. All seven band members had finally given in and absorbed Lavender spheres

  (enhanced musical ability, rarity level two) live on the Late Show with Stephen Colbert. Sully was dying to hear their new album. He’d kill to see them live. But no, he was going to

  see Alex Holliday live instead.




  The Hammerstein had a high domed ceiling, plush burgundy seats, four levels of balconies along the sides for VIPs. It was packed. Sully, Dom and Rob nabbed some of the last general-admission

  tickets reserved for Yonkers High students and found three open seats near the back on the ground level. Holliday was already speaking, backlit by animated slides. A lot of people thought he was

  good-looking, but Sully thought he looked like a cartoon bandit, his black eyebrows dark and thick, as if drawn in with a fat-tipped Magic Marker, his jaw peppered with black speckles like he

  needed a shave. The black boots with heels didn’t mask that he was short, despite the extra inch or two he’d got by burning a pair of Lemon Yellows. His shirtsleeves were rolled up,

  exposing muscular forearms. Chocolate spheres, which gave you both enhanced strength and the build to go with it, were rarity level nine. In today’s market they would set you back three or

  four million each at auction, and of course if you wanted to burn them you needed two, which meant six to eight million.




  The shoulders of Holliday’s tailored white shirt were covered in a rainbow of the pearl-sized brag badges his company had pioneered. They spilled down the front of his shirt in dueling

  swirls that met at the breastbone. Sully had read that Holliday commissioned fashion designers to stylishly incorporate the badges into his wardrobe.




  Sully studied the brag badges, trying to see if there was any colour the guy hadn’t burned.




  Even from a distance Sully could see all of the super-rare ones represented. Besides Chocolate, there was Mustard (high IQ), Cranberry (better-looking – although in Holliday’s case

  the results weren’t as striking as they’d been on Jayla), Cream (athleticism), Vermillion (need little sleep), Periwinkle (good with numbers). That was only the tip of the iceberg,

  though. The guy seemed to have everything. He had all of the enhanced senses (including good old Forest Green), and tons of common, marginally useful stuff like Copper (ambidexterity) and Taupe

  (artistic ability). There were forty-three sphere colours total, but Sully didn’t think he’d be able to count the badges with Holliday moving around . . .




  Sully smiled, realizing one brag badge was missing. Cherry Red. Was it because Holliday didn’t want to remind people how he’d got it, or because it hadn’t provided him,

  personally, with any benefit?




  ‘Spheres are the only truly magical things in the world that you can hold in your hand,’ Holliday said. He was holding an Aquamarine towards the audience. ‘You can set them on

  your shelf and admire them while they appreciate in value more reliably than any stock or bond. You can burn them and gain remarkable abilities for the rest of your life.’ He looked around

  the hall, let that sink in. ‘For the rest of your life.’ He shrugged. ‘They’re miracles. That’s not to say we don’t understand how they work. We do.’ He

  made a sheepish expression. ‘Sort of.’




  The audience erupted in laughter. They were acting like he was some titan of business, an international celebrity. The truth was, he was a regional player; he had maybe a hundred stores in the

  North-east, fifty in other parts of the country and none outside the United States. Yes, Holliday’s was expanding fast, but he was still nothing compared with Jin Bao, who had something like

  two thousand Wanmei stores all over the world.




  ‘We know when someone burns a sphere it alters them physiologically. Some spheres alter receptor sites in the brain, some influence glandular secretion, like Lemon Yellow, which stimulates

  the pituitary gland.’ Holliday set the Aquamarine down, spread his arms. ‘Not that some of us couldn’t use a little more help than they provide.’ More laughter.

  ‘Others go right to the source, altering the DNA in our cells.’ He shrugged, let the silence build. ‘It’s still magic. We understand what it’s doing, but it’s

  still magic.’




  He was slick. Charming. Sully gave him that. But Sully knew better than anyone what was underneath the thin veneer Holliday showed the public. Seeing him strut around up there made Sully’s

  skin crawl.




  ‘There are no shortcuts to finding spheres. If they were hidden underground, geophysical survey techniques that archaeologists use to find buried artefacts could be used. But most are

  hidden in man-made structures, so they blend right in, as you all well know.’ He held up a finger. ‘That doesn’t mean we’re not working to develop more effective

  sphere-hunting technology. We’re always on the lookout for new ways to deliver these miraculous orbs into your hands.’




  Holliday made a sour face, took a breath. ‘You bored yet?’




  There were shouts of ‘No’ from every corner of the room.




  ‘Well, I’m tired of hearing my own voice. How about some questions?’




  Fifty hands shot in the air, including Dom’s. Heart thumping, Sully halfheartedly raised his as well. What were the odds Holliday would pick him? Sully was certain Holliday couldn’t

  pick him out of a lineup at this point. Sully was six inches taller than he’d been the last time he and Holliday were in the same room.




  Holliday pointed at the third or fourth row. ‘Yeah, the woman with the beautiful smile. You. Yes.’




  A black woman stood, sporting three brag badges on her sleeve. She was handed a wireless microphone from the aisle. ‘Are there any pairs that you haven’t burned?’




  ‘Slate Grey,’ Holliday said immediately.




  Singing ability. Rarity two, under five hundred for a pair. Sully wondered if there was anyone in the room who didn’t know what ability went with every single colour.




  ‘Why Slate Grey?’ the woman asked.




  He shrugged. ‘I guess I believe there should be at least one thing you’re bad at, so you don’t get too cocky.’ He waved as people laughed. ‘I’m kidding. To

  tell you the truth, I don’t know. Superstition, maybe.’ Holliday turned and walked towards the wings. He said something to someone out of sight, then returned to centre stage.

  ‘I’ll tell you what. Come on up here.’ He beckoned to the woman, who, after a moment’s hesitation, hurried on to the stage.




  A beefy guy in a black suit appeared from the wings carrying a pair of Slate Grey spheres. He handed them to Holliday, who offered them to the woman. ‘A gift for you, if you’ll agree

  to sing us a song.’




  Surprised, flustered, the woman accepted the spheres. She lifted them and touched them to her temples.




  There were no sparks. She didn’t fall backwards or cry out in orgasmic ecstasy. When she touched the Slate Greys to her temples and then lowered them, their rich grey colour began to fade.

  In an hour the colour would be faded and cloudy, and the spheres would be worthless, except to people who collected used ones, which was becoming a larger part of Sully’s business every

  year.




  ‘Sing us something,’ Holliday said.




  The woman nodded shyly, looked at the ceiling, and began singing ‘Like a Rainbow.’ She was excellent – not pop-star excellent, but smooth and clear, and right on every note.

  She sang the first stanza, then gave Holliday a hug as the audience applauded, and went back to her seat.




  As the crowd quieted, hands shot up again, including Dom’s. Holliday’s index finger drifted, pointing to the left side of the auditorium, then right. ‘Someone’s

  whispering, “Pick me, pick me,” under her breath.’ Holliday tapped the Turquoise (enhanced hearing) brag badge on his shirt to much laughter, then resumed pointing at the

  audience. Before his roaming finger reached the back where Sully was standing, he stopped and pointed at a girl halfway to the back. ‘Yes – the woman in the red sweatshirt.’




  The girl stood, accepted the microphone. She was Sully’s age or maybe a little older, Asian, big-boned, very tall.




  ‘Clearly your Lemon Yellow was more potent than mine,’ Holliday said. The audience ate it up.




  ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but this is the result of good nutrition and wholesome living,’ the girl shot back, looking cool and relaxed. ‘I was wondering if you saw the article

  published on Slate a few years back about how independently owned sphere stores burn down at a rate six times higher than stores selling other goods.’




  Holliday shrugged, shook his head. The big smile had vanished. ‘What’s your point?’




  ‘Have you seen the article?’




  Holliday looked towards the ceiling, touched his chin. ‘Let’s see. Yes. June eighth, 2016, around ten a.m. I was in my office drinking tea. Earl Grey.’ Laughter drifted from

  the audience. Sully pinched the bridge of his nose, sickened by Holliday’s smarmy display. They got it – he’d burned a Canary Yellow (perfect memory, rarity level nine). ‘I

  read the first paragraph. Everything sphere-related crosses my desk. Again, what’s your point?’




  The girl folded her arms. ‘My aunt’s store burned down a few months after one of your representatives offered to buy her out. He was really aggressive. Downright threatening. Then

  her store burned.’




  Holliday rolled his eyes, poked the inside of his cheek with his tongue. ‘Let me make sure I have this straight before I respond. You’re accusing me of burning down your aunt’s

  store?’




  ‘That’s correct.’ The girl didn’t hesitate. A few people in the audience gasped at her audacity. Sully couldn’t believe how calm she was.




  There was whispering and mutters as Holliday cleared his throat, folded his hands in front of him, and spoke softly, forcing everyone to be absolutely silent to hear him. ‘I am truly sorry

  your aunt lost her store, but I hope you can understand if I take umbrage at your accusing me of a felony in front of two thousand people. Holliday’s is not the only corporate player in the

  sphere industry, and it has a reputation for being the most principled. My weapon is my business model, not gasoline and a match. My integrity is worth more to me than a hundred stores.’




  ‘Bullshit!’ Dom shouted. ‘Bull. Shit.’




  Stunned, his heart suddenly hammering, Sully watched Holliday’s face go stony as his gaze lifted towards them. A thousand people turned to look in Dom’s direction.




  Dom put a hand on each of Sully’s shoulders. ‘You recognize this guy?’




  Holliday shook his head briskly. ‘I’m sorry? You have a little too much Red Bull tonight, my friend?’




  Dom shouted over the laughter, ‘This is David Sullivan! Does that name ring a bell, Mr I-have-so-much-integrity-it’s-squirting-out-my-butt?’




  People booed.




  Sully raised both hands. ‘Can I say something?’ No one heard him.




  ‘You owe this man two point five million dollars!’ Dom shouted, stabbing a finger at Holliday.




  Holliday was staring right at Sully. Sully stared right back, gave Holliday a little mock salute for good measure. Holliday shook his head, looked away.




  A rough hand landed on Sully’s shoulder. ‘Let’s go.’




  Two big, solid guys in black suits had pushed their way to Sully’s and Dom’s seats. One was bald with a goatee, the other – the one who’d grabbed Sully – sported a

  bleached-blond crew cut. Two more just like them waited in the aisle. Holliday’s bodyguards.




  ‘Who are you?’ Dom asked, knocking the bald guy’s hand off his shoulder.




  ‘Event security.’ The bald guy curled a finger at them. ‘Let’s go. Outside.’




  ‘What the hell is event security?’ Dom said, nice and loud. He looked the guy up and down. ‘You’re not police. You’re just guys in suits.’




  The bald guy grabbed Dom by the front of his sweatshirt with both hands and yanked.




  Dom threw a punch and nailed the bodyguard in the face, sending him stumbling into the seats.




  The blond bodyguard grabbed Sully’s arm. Without thinking, Sully reached with his free hand and pulled the guy’s pinkie back, hard. The bodyguard shouted in pain, let go of Sully. As

  soon as Sully eased up, the guy spun round, lightning fast, and grabbed Sully from behind, putting him in a headlock.




  ‘Hey, let him go.’ Rob grabbed the arm around Sully’s neck, tried to prise it off. The bodyguard shoved Rob, sending him tumbling over the seats.




  Black spots peppered Sully’s vision as he was shoved towards the fire exit.




  ‘So much for your goddamned integrity.’ The voice sounded like the Asian girl’s. She shouted over the rumbling crowd and Dom’s cursing, ‘That’s David

  Sullivan? The kid you cheated? Perfect. Tell us more about your pristine ethics while your goons beat on a welfare kid.’ Out of the corner of his eye, Sully glimpsed another bodyguard racing

  up the aisle towards the girl. ‘Somebody call the police. Don’t touch me.’




  The blond guy pushed the fire exit door open with his hip. Sully reached back and grabbed for his face, but only brushed his nose before the guy shoved his head through the half-open door. Sully

  landed on one knee on the concrete alley.




  Behind him, Dom was dragged out, shouting and swinging, by two bodyguards. A third pushed the Asian girl through. As soon as the door clicked closed, the two bodyguards went to work on Dom,

  punching him from both sides.




  Sully lunged, shouting, but the blond bodyguard shoved him back. ‘Stay out of it.’




  The guy was way bigger than Sully, and built like a steer. Sully got low and kicked him in the knee. It felt like he was kicking a fire hydrant. The guy let out a grunt and grabbed his knee as

  Sully ducked around him.




  Before he could get clear the guy tackled him, driving him to the ground. Sully’s nose hit the pavement and erupted in searing pain. A second later a knee was in his back. His kidney

  exploded in agony as the guy landed a punch. Two more quick blows followed.




  ‘Now stay down!’ the bodyguard screamed into his ear.




  The knee in his back lifted. Sully grunted, trying to take a breath. For a moment he couldn’t, then his chest expanded in a spasm and a tight squeal escaped him.




  He heard Dom grunting with effort, or in pain, the girl cursing, shouting, the smack of fists landing.




  Applause rose inside the auditorium. Evidently the great Alex Holliday had concluded his Q-and-A session.




  ‘Crap. We gotta get back,’ one of the bodyguards said. He turned to Sully, pointed. ‘Lesson over. Don’t screw with Alex Holliday.’ They headed off at a jog towards

  the front of the building.




  ‘Should I call nine-one-one?’ It was the Asian girl, her face close to Sully’s.




  Sully struggled to his hands and knees, touched his nose. It was bleeding, but from the feel of it, it was just a bad scrape. ‘I’m OK.’ He looked at Dom, who was sitting on a

  concrete step, head down, one hand over an eye. He pursed his lips, spat blood on the ground, pressed on one of his front teeth.




  ‘You all right?’ Sully asked.




  Dom looked at him. ‘Just peachy. Marvellous.’ He let out a guffaw. ‘Jerks.’




  The girl went to Dom. ‘Let me see your eye.’




  Dom took his hand away, tilted his head up.




  ‘I think you need stitches.’ She turned to Sully. ‘Let’s get him to the emergency room.’




  When they tried to help him up, Dom brushed them off. ‘I can walk.’




  Sully limped along between Dom and the girl.




  ‘I’m David Sullivan, by the way. Sully.’




  ‘Mandy Toko.’




  ‘Dom.’ Sully wasn’t surprised Dom didn’t give his last name. He rarely had since sixth grade, when his uncle made the name Cucuzza infamous. Dom’s upper lip was

  swelling; blood from the cut over his eye dribbled down his temple. Dom stopped short. ‘Crap.’




  ‘What?’ Sully asked.




  Dom raised his eyebrows. ‘You feeling a little chilly?’




  ‘Our coats,’ Sully said.




  ‘I’ll get them,’ Mandy said. She was wearing hers, which was long and black. ‘I’ll catch up.’ She turned and jogged away. They watched her for a minute, her

  long strides eating up ground. She looked like an athlete.




  They turned and walked.




  ‘Basketball team?’ Sully asked.




  ‘Maybe. Did you see her go after the douche who was whaling on me?’




  ‘No. She punched him?’




  ‘She punched him in the throat.’




  ‘I missed that,’ Sully said.




  ‘She’s kind of cute.’




  ‘Sure.’ One downside to having Dom as a friend was that he was immediately interested in – and quickly established dibs on – every girl they met.




  Dom pulled out his phone. ‘We forgot about Rob. He has no idea where we are.’ Dom filled Rob in about their injuries and said he’d call him later.




  When they reached Thirty-Fourth Street, they paused. Sully had no idea where the nearest hospital was. He asked a guy wearing a fedora and a pin-striped suit, who pointed them towards a walk-in

  clinic.




  Dom touched the cut above his eye, looked at his fingers. ‘I’m gonna hurt like hell in a couple of minutes. Right now my face just feels kind of warm.’




  Sully’s nose didn’t feel warm. It hurt. He was fairly sure it wasn’t broken, though; he’d heard you knew immediately when your nose was broken.




  Behind them, a voice shouted, ‘Hey!’




  They waited for Mandy to catch up. She held out their coats. Sully thanked her as he pulled his on.




  ‘So where do you go to school?’ Dom asked, falling back on the tried-and-true conversation starter.




  ‘St John’s.’




  ‘A prepper,’ Dom said. He looked her up and down. ‘You’re one of those smart people, aren’t you?’




  Mandy shrugged. ‘I guess.’ She looked at Sully. ‘I didn’t realize the David Sullivan lived around here.’




  Sully rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah. There was supposed to be a press release. I don’t know what happened.’




  A couple of years earlier, Sully had stumbled on to an article on Slate while Googling himself. It was about weird fame – people who were known for things that had nothing to do

  with talent or ability. The article mentioned Steve Bartman, who was famous for leaning out of the stands and deflecting a foul ball that cost the Cubs a chance to play in the World Series, and

  Monica Lewinsky, who had an affair with Bill Clinton that almost got him impeached. And Sully, who, instead of sticking his hand in front of a foul ball, had stuck it inside a storm drain under an

  overpass and pulled out the rarest sphere in the world.
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