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  For everyone whose power is being tested

  


  
    
      
        So much power.

        So few limits.

      

    

  

  


  CHAPTER 1

  SCAM

  “You look great in those jeans!” Ethan said.

  He handed the guy a flyer.

  The guy did not look great in those jeans. It was abundantly clear he’d gone commando just to fit into them. His legs would probably never bend again.

  But Ethan didn’t care. He was in a good mood, and the whole world was going to benefit. He moved on, scanning the crowd.

  It was the last Saturday night before Christmas, and Ivy Street was buzzing. The clubs were about to open and everyone was ready to dance.

  “Hey,” Ethan said to a young woman in a purple feather boa. “Don’t feel bad. Your boss is a total idiot.”

  She took the flyer. “How’d you . . .”

  Ethan shrugged. How indeed.

  “And, girl, purple is your color!” he enthused.

  She beamed at him.

  He was practically singing tonight.

  Of course, it wasn’t Ethan talking. It was his other voice. The one that always knew how to get Ethan what he wanted. And tonight all he wanted was for everyone to feel as happy as he did.
  So the voice was telling them whatever they needed to hear.

  He moved on, feeling the happy. Letting the happy light him up from inside.

  It was almost weird feeling this good, but for once his life was turning around. With the Summer of Suck in his rearview mirror, Ethan was free and clear. No more
  worrying about bank robbers and drug-dealing mobsters. No more being grounded by his mom. Even the other Zeroes were laying off their usual Scam bashing, treating him like part of the team.

  And then there was Kelsie. After the kidnapping and the near-death experience inside the exploding building, she’d been pretty PTSD. Add in the despair of losing her dad and, well, it had
  been bad times.

  But now she was on the up and up. Sometimes even happy. And if she was happy, then Ethan was too. Seriously happy.

  “Your mom got you a Raystar 47 for Christmas!” Ethan heard himself say. He had no idea what that meant, but in front of him some guy’s eyes lit up like a pair of horny
  fireflies. He must’ve really wanted that Raystar.

  “Hey, how’d you even—” the guy began.

  Ethan gave him a flyer and kept moving through the crowd.

  Kelsie had settled easily into the Zeroes. You’re my family now, she’d told Ethan shyly, and he’d practically gone supernova with pride. Kelsie liked
  being with other people who had powers. She liked DJing at the Dish, exploring what she could do with a dance crowd. She didn’t even mind Glorious Leader’s endless
  “training.”

  One time Kelsie had said she was only in Cambria until she had enough cash to go find her mom in New Orleans. But she was still here, so maybe Kelsie had another reason
  to stay in Cambria. Someone she didn’t want to leave behind.

  Ethan hoped so, anyhow.

  “Hey, you!” the voice cried as Ethan handed some short-ass kid a flyer. “You should totally tell her how you feel! Love is in the air,
  dude!”

  Ethan blinked, playing back the words in his head. Was that a sign? That was a stretch—the voice never talked to Ethan directly. But this was one of those nights
  when anything seemed possible.

  Okay. He’d talk to Kelsie tonight, right after the Dish closed.

  “Whoa.” The kid was wearing that familiar, startled expression everyone did when the voice plumbed their secrets. “You know about my stepmom?”

  “I . . . wait. Your stepmom?” Ethan switched to his own voice. “Forget I said anything, kid. Seriously, abort. Abort!”

  He snatched back the flyer. Kid was too young for the Dish anyway.

  Glorious Leader—Nate—had sent him over to Ivy Street, telling him to rope in people who were young and ready to dance. But if some fourteen-year-old kid
  turned up at the Dish, they’d all blame Ethan.

  It was a reminder to focus, to not get swept up in the happy. Especially later with Kelsie. If he used his Zero voice to confess his feelings, Kelsie would know. So he had to use his own clumsy,
  fallible Ethan Cooper voice.

  This flyer thing was the perfect warm-up. Hitting all these people with good news made him feel expansive and confident. On top of the world.

  In fact, he was doing such a good job that he was almost out of flyers. But it wasn’t quitting time yet.

  If he was going to talk to Kelsie tonight—which he definitely was, no chickening out—he needed a huge, happy, agreeable mob in the Dish. Because then Kelsie
  would be so hooked into the passion and thrill of the crowd that she’d see the truth. Yes, Ethan, I’m totally in love with you, too. I always have been. Since the
  moment you showed me I wasn’t the only one in the world with a power!

  Which sounded unlikely, now that Ethan played the words in his head. But if she didn’t say exactly that, at least she probably wouldn’t say anything too soul-crushing.

  Kelsie would never make him feel bad.

  More flyers, then, to amp up the Dish tonight. So many flyers.

  Ethan headed for the Office-O on the next block.

  The place was practically empty.

  He passed an old dude dozing behind the counter and headed to the back, where the copiers were lined up under the fluorescent lights like small armored vehicles. There was a young couple,
  Ethan’s age, dressed for a night out in Ivy Street’s club scene. The guy had a funky half-shaved haircut, and the girl wore a black frilled skirt.

  Not Ethan’s bag, but definitely the kind of people that Nate wanted at the Dish. Once he had more flyers, the voice would make their day telling them how awesome they looked.

  He paused at the first copier, but it was flashing PAPER TRAY EMPTY. He tried the next copier. Same. Ditto the third. He scanned the row of copiers. All the red lights
  were flashing.

  Okay, that was irritating. He looked around for someone in a blue Office-O shirt to help him.

  Then he heard the ka-chunk of a paper drawer being slid out, and he turned to the young couple. The guy emptied the copier tray and took the paper to a paper cutter at
  the end of the row. The girl lined up the pile and began slicing.

  What the hell?

  Ethan stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Um, guys? They sell paper here, you know. You don’t have to take it from the copiers.”

  “Don’t have any money,” the girl said.

  Ethan frowned. Like they could walk out of here with a thousand sheets of Office-O paper under their arms for free?

  But if Ethan started arguing, he’d disturb the happy that filled him. So he smiled and let himself have a moment of wanting paper. Wanting the guy to give him
  some paper, and be glad about it.

  The voice took over. “Dude, I need to make some copies. And you’ll be interested in why.”

  The guy pulled the paper drawer from the last machine, ignoring Ethan. He was skinny, but tall, and carried himself like he wasn’t afraid of anyone.

  “There’s this club that’s special, if you know what I mean.”

  That got the guy’s attention. Ethan held up his one remaining flyer.

  “Coolest underground place in Cambria,” the voice confirmed. “With the hottest DJ and the sweetest crowd. Just help me out with some paper so I can make sure there’s a
  super-big party there tonight.”

  The guy smiled, like Ethan was suddenly an old pal. “That sounds great, buddy. Knock yourself out.”

  He slid the full tray back into the last machine and stepped back with a bow.

  “Hey, thanks,” Ethan said in his own voice.

  That was the thing to remember about the voice. It didn’t have to be a brutal weapon to do its thing. It didn’t have to cut people down. As long as Ethan maintained a high level of
  affection for all humankind, the voice was happy being a sweetheart.

  Maybe that was the key to superpowers. Not taking them too seriously. Not taking yourself too seriously.

  Like, using your power for good or something.

  He laid down his last flyer, swiped Nate’s credit card along the card reader, and let the machine do its thing. While it rattled off a few hundred copies, Ethan slipped a lozenge from his
  pocket and stuck it in his mouth. A voice-induced burn was building in his throat.

  But getting a good crowd for Kelsie was worth it.

  Six months was a record for him. His previous longest crush—Mari Prendergast, freshman year—had lasted about a week and a half. So this wait made him even more certain that Kelsie
  was the real deal.

  He’d almost blurted out his feelings a dozen times in the days and nights after her dad died. But grief had given her a kind of thousand-yard stare, like she was lost inside her own skull.
  Trying to talk romance at a time like that would’ve been cruel and unusual.

  So he’d waited until things had calmed down for everyone.

  The copier clattered to a halt. Ethan gathered his flyers and handed one to the couple at the paper cutter. He unleashed the voice to give them a last dose of happy.

  “You’ll love it, guys. And best of all, they’ll never see you coming!”

  Okay, that was pretty out there. But no weirder than the voice’s stepmom advice earlier.

  The couple looked surprised too, but Ethan just nodded and smiled like everything was normal. He headed for the door.

  


  CHAPTER 2

  SCAM

  It was even busier back on the street. The stores were open late tonight and people were frantic with last-minute Christmas shopping.

  Next to the Office-O, Ethan spotted a girl peering at a retail-window display of robot Santas. She had white-bleached hair with a strip of magenta over one ear. Perfect.

  “Party at the Dish tonight.” He held out a flyer with a smile. “Great for your next post!”

  Ethan squirmed as the words came out. Nate didn’t want anyone putting stuff about the Dish online.

  The girl turned toward him, befuddlement fading into a look of recognition. “Hey, it’s you.”

  Ethan swallowed the voice down. “Um, sorry, who . . .”

  But he knew who she was.

  She grinned. “Been to any good bank robberies lately?”

  Sonia Sonic. The girl he’d met on the cold marble floor of Cambria Central Bank last summer. The girl who’d videoed his Zero voice in action and posted it for the entire world to
  see.

  That girl. And the stupid voice had just gone and promised her more material!

  He tried to hide the flyer, but Sonia yanked it away from him. Lightning fast, she snapped a picture of it with her phone.

  Ethan was seriously screwed.

  Nate had warned all the Zeroes to keep a low profile, and specifically to avoid Sonia Sonic on pain of death. Those were Nate’s exact words: pain of death, which
  sounded like some pretty serious pain.

  “I knew it!” Sonia said. “You’re up to something, right? You and your freaky friends?”

  Ethan tried to look like he didn’t know what she was talking about. But all the Zeroes read Sonia’s feed regularly.

  She was practically a career weird-hunter now. She’d been posting about inexplicable crowd events ever since the bank thing. She might not have been present for the police station meltdown
  last summer, or the riot on Ivy Street the next night, but she’d interviewed a lot of people who had been.

  And, like most of Cambria, she’d witnessed firsthand the mysterious glitch at the Fourth of July fireworks show a week later. After that she’d started tracking outbreaks of crowd
  madness from Seattle to Miami to Santa Rosa. Her theory was that all these events were related, and that Ethan and his friends were part of some strange conspiracy.

  She was mostly wrong, of course. For a start, most of the Zeroes had never even been out of Cambria. There was no conspiracy, even if it was pretty clear that there had to
  be other Zeroes out there causing trouble.

  But six superpowered teens experimenting on people in an illegal nightclub? Now that story would blow all of last summer’s crazy out of the water.

  Sonia leaned forward conspiratorially. “You know, that bank video was the biggest thing to happen to me ever. People all over the country read my posts. I’ve had calls from
  journalists, even a senator from Washington State. I’m, like, a celebrity now!”

  “Glad my humiliation was useful to you,” Ethan said.

  For weeks after she’d posted that video, Ethan hadn’t been able to go anywhere in Cambria without being recognized. Which was the opposite of useful with a power like Ethan’s.
  When your superpower was lying, it didn’t pay to be famous.

  In fact, none of the Zeroes needed Sonia’s attention. It’d be a lot harder to influence people if they knew that crowd magic was nudging them along.

  Sonia scanned the flyer. “What kind of club name is the Petri Dish, anyway?”

  “It means you’re not welcome there,” he said.

  “Why not, exactly?”

  Because the Dish was the Zeroes’ hideaway, a place where they could experiment with their powers. (Hence the stupid name.) They kept it underground for exactly three reasons—no media
  attention, no cops, and no Sonia frickin’ Sonic.

  Of course, Ethan didn’t say any of that. He could only unleash the beast. He hated to, because the voice had been in such a happy place today. But the safety of the team was more important
  than his own good mood.

  “Because you really don’t want to be seen in public with that hair,” he heard himself say.

  Sonia opened her mouth, but nothing came out. The voice was an expert at getting that reaction.

  “Sure, I can see you were going for magenta with that stripe. But right now it looks more like a shade of Life Saver. Flamingo Musk, maybe? Or Cat Vomit Rosé?”

  “Stop even talking!” Sonia cried. “This is GothLyfe Full Metal Magenta! You can’t get more magenta than this.”

  But the voice was cruising now. It burned with a fierceness he hadn’t felt in days. As if all the happiness it had flung out into the world had been a warm-up for the real deal.

  “Maybe it was this morning, sweetie. But unless you want to be known as Sonia Salmon Head—”

  “Why are you doing this?” She glared at him, eyes glistening.

  Ethan could feel the voice rising up, ready to go again. But with a searing effort, he managed to choke down the next insult.

  This wasn’t what his power was all about. It wasn’t who he was. Not anymore.

  “Sorry,” he croaked.

  As he warred to keep the voice silent, Sonia’s expression shifted.

  “Wait a second. This is exactly what you did in the bank. You made that robber go crazy, just by talking to him.”

  “I . . . um,” Ethan managed, still struggling. “Pink hair . . . bad.”

  “I am totally coming to your club,” she said grimly. “There’s nothing you can say to stop me.”

  And with that, the voice died a silent death in Ethan’s throat.

  That was the thing about his power—it knew when to quit. If there was nothing to say that would get Ethan what he wanted, the voice went to sleep.

  Looked like Sonia was coming to the Dish.

  He swallowed, wondering how to explain it when he got back.

  Hey, Nate, remember the one person you told me on pain of death not to invite? Yeah, well, check out her new hairstyle!

  “Okay. But let me take you.” Maybe he could get ahead of this. “My girlfriend’s the DJ. Kind of.”

  “Kind of your girlfriend, or kind of the DJ?”

  “Definitely the DJ,” he muttered.

  “Okay.” Sonia flipped her striped hair over an ear. “I’ll make sure to check out your girlfriend’s mad skills.”

  She made skills sound like it had Zs on the end.

  Maybe Kelsie could charm Sonia out of posting about the club. She could work anyone who was willing to be part of a crowd.

  “I think your hair’s pretty cool, actually,” he admitted.

  “You are a freak!” Sonia grinned and linked her arm through his. “But you’re not so bad, when you’re not going psycho. And hey,
  we’re practically Cambria royalty, right?”

  A familiar voice called from behind Ethan. “Hey, everyone! Free shipping for your Christmas packages!”

  Ethan turned. It was the guy who’d been stealing paper in the Office-O. He was in the doorway, shouting at the people on the street. His girlfriend stood beside him, warming her hands in
  the folds of her frilled skirt.

  “Seriously!” she added. “Mail your Christmas presents here and now. We’ve got packing supplies! Wrapping paper! FedEx forms! We’ll spring for it all!”

  A crowd began to gather, their arms full of shopping bags. They all looked tired and hopeful enough to believe in a Christmas miracle.

  The guy lifted his arms above his head. He had a thick wad of cash in each hand.

  “Huh,” Ethan said. So much for them having no money.

  “Quit stalling and let’s go,” Sonia said, dragging at his elbow.

  “Does that seem weird to you?” Ethan asked, pointing at the couple.

  “Ethan, I know weird, and that’s nothing like it. Free stuff always pulls a crowd.” She stared at her phone. “But this is weird. Whose phone is
  this?”

  “Isn’t it your—” Ethan began, but a convulsion struck his throat, like his Adam’s apple was expanding. “I should forget she’ll never I’m not good
  enough how could I—”

  Ethan stopped talking. His throat felt like someone else’s, and his voice sounded like someone else’s too. But worst of all were the words he was saying. They weren’t
  his anymore, after all that time he’d spent learning to speak, even though the voice could do it better. Suddenly his words felt like someone else’s, and he
  couldn’t get them out right.

  He tried again, “I just want what I can’t but it’s something I never—”

  This wasn’t the voice going haywire. No. It was his own voice—his Ethan Cooper voice, the one he’d spent his whole life trying to claim—somehow turned alien inside his
  own mouth.

  Panic roiled his gut.

  “I tried but it’s never wanted to know everything—” This was not him talking! Even his lips and tongue felt wrong, like a dentist had shot him
  full of novocaine.

  “Brain fart again?” Sonia asked, dragging him away from the Office-O crowd. “Come on. Because I’m still going to your nightclub, even I have to take you to the psycho
  ward first.”

  Ethan turned to her, his mouth working to explain but no sound coming out.

  Finally he managed to shout, “Mesopotamia!”

  It was his code word, something he’d chosen when he was a kid—a fail-safe, in case he ever had to make sure it was him talking and not his other voice. He hadn’t needed that
  word since he was ten.

  “You are so random,” Sonia said calmly.

  “Hello? Hello!” Yes, the pall was lifting. The words came out almost normally, and his throat felt like his own again. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize myself for a minute
  there.”

  Sonia was frowning at her phone again. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Come on, this Dish club of yours isn’t going to investigate itself.”

  Ethan let Sonia propel him away from Ivy Street and toward the Heights. He handed out a few more flyers as they walked, but he couldn’t use the voice with Sonia watching. After what had
  happened, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to speak at all.

  Right now all he wanted was for Nate to not be on the door when he rolled up with Sonia Sonic in tow.

  


  CHAPTER 3

  BELLWETHER

  There were twenty-seven people in line. Not enough to open the doors.

  Nate hated clubs that let customers in too soon, forcing them to jangle around in too much space, forming half crowds and feeble connections.

  Not while he was working the door.

  Besides, keeping the crowd waiting gave him time to take notes on who was showing up tonight. Hipsters with chunky glasses—local residents, probably. A group of women in designer jeans,
  alight with the wary bubbliness of slumming it in the Heights. The usual underage contingent who knew that the Dish never turned anyone away. Well, except people visibly messed up enough to alter
  Kelsie’s vibe.

  The Petri Dish was a controlled experiment. Every variable mattered.

  For example, the male-to-female ratio of the line was getting a little high. Nate texted Ethan: No more groups of guys.

  For most of the summer and fall, Nate had spent his weekends with Kelsie on Ivy Street—taking notes, asking questions. Determining the best night of the week to open, the right mix of
  young and old, the minimum number of people required for serious dancing to break out.

  Thirty-one in line now. Still not enough.

  The Curve started at around six people, but everything the Zeroes had accomplished this summer showed that bigger crowds were better. More meaningful. More powerful. So
  every night he waited for at least forty people before opening the doors.

  Nate had never particularly liked nightclubs. But now that he had his own, he realized that most of their problems were easily corrected.

  Being in charge always made the difference.

  “Hey, dude,” a girl shouted from halfway down the line. She was wearing a purple feather boa. “Don’t tell me it’s full in there already.
  Let us in!”

  The energy of the crowd centered on her, then shifted back to Nate. He gave them a smile, focusing all those restless shimmers of attention.

  “Five minutes,” he called out. It settled them a little, but it also sharpened their anticipation. People finger-combed their hair, reapplied lipstick. At the front a guy reached
  over to straighten his boyfriend’s tie.

  Two couples, white teenagers trying to look chill about being on the bad side of town, joined the end of the line. Thirty-five now. Very close. Nate pulled a little tighter on the web of
  attention from the crowd, drawing it to himself.

  These were his favorite moments, keeping the crowd on edge like this.

  But then his focus frayed a little—a police car was cruising past, the officers inside it taking a long, hard look.

  The Petri Dish was in no way legal. Chizara had brought the electrical system up to code, and the owners of the once-derelict theater were happy to take a cut of profits. But there was no liquor
  license, no anything license, and no contracts. Just a web of informal arrangements.

  On paper the Dish was a private party, a gathering of friends in a rented space. Presumably Ethan’s voice and Nate’s charm could sell that story, keeping Nate’s police record
  spotless. But the theory hadn’t been tested yet.

  The police car kept moving, but Nate wondered if he should open the club now. Having a crowd hanging around outside was a little too conspicuous. Especially since the Cambria PD was officially
  focusing on crowd control, thanks to the strange events of last summer.

  Of course, crowd-madness stories were popping up everywhere. Flash mobs, rampant teenagers, and unexplained riots were all the rage lately. It was pretty clear that there were other people with
  superpowers out there.

  Which irked Nate just a little, the idea that he and the others weren’t the only Zeroes in the world. But at least his crew was learning to use their powers in a systematic way.

  Maybe those other groups didn’t have Bellwethers to guide them. Maybe he was meant for bigger things.

  Another couple had just joined the end of the line. Thirty-seven now.

  But what was Ethan doing back so soon? The crowd wasn’t big enough to open, and Nate needed another twenty by the end of the hour, to keep the build consistent with last month’s.

  Mierda. It figured Ethan would never understand the controlled part of a controlled experiment. His dereliction of duty probably had to do
  with the girl beside him. She had silver hair with a magenta streak and was waving her sparkly phone around, snapping pictures. Exactly the sort of trendy cutie that Ethan always widened his eyes
  for, when he wasn’t busy pining for Kelsie.

  Though this girl looked oddly familiar . . .

  Nate went to the end of the line, ignoring the glimmers of confusion from the crowd. Where’s the door guy going? Isn’t it five minutes yet?

  “Uh, hey,” Ethan mumbled as Nate approached. “This is Sonia.”

  “Nice to meet you. Ethan, is there any reason you’re not . . .”

  Nate’s words faded—Sonia . . . Sonic? The one person in all of Cambria who was committed to exposing the Zeroes. And here she was, taking a
  picture of Nate.

  “Can I ask you some questions about your nightclub?” Sonia asked, keeping the phone steady as she talked. Not photos—video.

  “It isn’t my . . . ,” he began, but it was too late. Sputtering denials and raising his hand to cover the lens would only make him look guilty. He had to
  get her inside the Faraday cage of the Dish before the video was backed up to the cloud.

  Which meant she had to keep shooting.

  “It isn’t so much a club as a party.” He smiled for the camera, then turned and beckoned her to follow. “Would you like a tour?”

  Sonia nodded happily. Ethan opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Good. Nate didn’t need the voice butting in.

  “This is only our third event,” he said. “We always open the third Saturday of the month.”

  That would have to change now, of course. But they could always scare up a new crowd. And switching the schedule around would make it harder for the police to crack down on them.

  “I’ve heard it’s the best party in town,” Sonia said. “Can I ask what makes it . . . special?”

  Nate almost lost his smile at that last word. Sonia Sonic knew a little too much about the specialness of the Zeroes.

  Way too many people read her posts since last summer, and she was getting D-list Cambria famous. Nate even heard people murmuring her name as he walked her back to the front of the line. She was
  a problem, and would continue to be a problem.

  But first things first—Nate had to deal with her phone. Sonia didn’t like posting without pictures.

  “We’re just about to open,” he said as they reached the doors. “But maybe get a shot of the line first. Big crowds are good PR.”

  “Right. Of course.” She turned back and lifted her phone high. Everyone was stirring to life, attention and anticipation crackling off them like sparks from a hot wire. A couple of
  people waved for the camera.

  While she was busy shooting, Nate opened the door and signaled for the bouncer waiting just inside. The guy was a mass of muscle, too intimidating to keep in plain sight this early in the
  evening.

  “Take a message to Chizara,” Nate said softly.

  “Of course, Mr. Saldana,” answered the Craig, his eyes brightening. The Craig had a thing for Chizara—or for Crash, to be accurate. A thing that was
  not unlike worship.

  “This girl can’t leave with her data intact.” Nate nodded at Sonia. “Phone equals brick.”

  The Craig frowned, but by now he was used to the Zeroes saying strange things. “Got it, boss. That girl—brick her phone.”

  Nate gave him the full wattage of his approval. Incorruptible and unimaginative, the Craig was the perfect employee for an illegal nightclub. He would never betray Crash, not since he’d
  seen her destroy the Parker-Hamilton Hotel with a wave of her hand.

  Craig was already halfway to the lighting booth, eager to deliver the message.

  Nate checked the door line again. Another three had joined the end.

  Forty on the nose. Perfect.

  “Shall we?” he said to Sonia, then gave Ethan one last baleful look and opened the doors of the Dish.

  


  CHAPTER 4

  CRASH

  The crowd spilled across the dance floor, already bopping to Kelsie’s background trance music.

  Chizara set two of the rainbow lights spinning, on slow—it was best to start off basic, then build through the evening. In the DJ booth beside her, Kelsie fiddled with the turntables,
  flipped though stacks of vinyl. Chizara leaned back, waiting for her to make the next move.

  In the crowd a few people stared at their phones, shook them, then shrugged and shoved them into their pockets. Chizara grinned. Was the Faraday cage the best invention ever or what?

  She looked up reverently. Against the stucco ceiling of the old theater, a fine metal mesh sparkled in the rainbow lights. It was amazing how something so full of holes could keep out the awful
  roar of signals, the painful chatter of repeater towers and wifi spilling from surrounding buildings. Here in the Dish, all of it was silenced.

  Chizara shivered—how easy it would’ve been to gloss over Bob’s words that time at work, instead of asking idly, Faraday cages? What the hell are
  those?

  Why hadn’t she researched signal blocking before and found out that a metal mesh was the answer to all her problems? She could have built her own personal cube of silence any time.

  Of course, like her mom always said: A man with a good roof never gets used to the rain. If Chizara had grown up with a Faraday cage wrapped around her room,
  she’d never have built up her resistance. These days she was pretty much fine with phones—the average crowd wasn’t the prickle bush it had been even a few months ago. But the
  silence inside the Dish felt truly luxurious.

  She stretched her arms in the cramped lighting booth. Being pain-free was a fantastic feeling, and the fact that she’d built this sanctuary herself only made it sweeter.

  The Petri Dish was Chizara’s design. She’d figured out how to build the cage, how to wire the place with analog sound and lighting, avoiding the buzz of networks.

  Sure, the Craig and his musclemen had done the heavy lifting, setting up light towers and trusses, hanging that old mirror ball and the spotlights and strobes that made it magic. Bob, her old
  boss at the shop around the corner, had given her lots of tips, and Bob’s friend Justin, a disco king back in the eighties, had sold Nate most of the equipment and found them other good cheap
  retro stuff.

  But the final word on everything had been Chizara’s.

  At the moment the mirror ball and the UV strobe were the high points of the light show. But she wanted to install one of those wild tumbling UFO lights one day—maybe two, at either end of
  the dance floor.

  The thought made her thirsty for more dazzle. She switched on a couple of white spotlights and set their narrow beams swinging randomly around the space.

  One spot flashed past the Craig. He was shouldering through the thin crowd toward her. With intent, not just for a chat. He liked to talk tech with Chizara—well, he’d talk anything
  with her, but the tech was his usual excuse to start a conversation. He was always bringing up lighting ideas he’d seen at the clubs on Ivy Street.

  Most of his suggestions called for digital controls, though. She wasn’t going to taint her refuge with that networked dreck. She had to keep telling him: The Dish is
  pure analog, Craig, remember? His hold on her superpower was shaky. Sometimes he almost believed in it, but mostly he just seemed to think she had a terrific sense of timing around
  demolition sites.

  “Zup, Craig?” she called out over the music.

  “Message from Mr. Saldana.”

  “Uh-huh?” Chizara suppressed a grin at the massive guy’s respect for Glorious Leader.

  The Craig jerked his head toward the dance floor. “Girl out there, he wants you to make sure to brick her phone before she leaves.”

  Chizara’s eyebrows went up. “Which girl?”

  “See over there, standing next to Ethan? The one shooting video.”

  Chizara reached her mind into the clunky workings of a swinging spotlight, nudged its electricals so that the gears turned the way she wanted for a moment. She squashed down a little spurt of
  pride. All her practice meant she could go low-tech now, pushing around fat, sizzling electromagnets as easy as microchips.

  She held the white beam steady on the girl for a couple of seconds, isolating her from the rolling-box colors. “Cool hair. Makes her easy to—wait, that’s Sonia
  Sonic!”

  She felt a stab of sick nerves. Cambria’s self-appointed weird-hunter had been sniffing around since Scam had superpowered his way out of the police station last summer. Sonia was always
  ready to post about unexplained crowd behavior and system failures. She was onto them.

  So who the hell had gone and told her about the Dish? Who’d brought her here, for goodness’ sakes? What kind of dumb-ass . . .

  Ethan noticed the lingering spotlight and shot a guilty look toward Chizara. Of course.

  “Sonia who?” the Craig asked. He never went online unless he was running short of supplements.

  “An old friend.” Chizara moved the spotlight away before it got obvious. “Tell Mr. Saldana I’ll take care of it.”

  “Need the Craig to bring her closer for you?”

  “Nope. I got it.” She winked at him, deadpan.

  “You got some kind of phone zapper?” He tore his gaze from her and checked around the booth, eyed the cupboardlike switching box with its fat ribbon cable going to the light
  board.

  “Nope.” She pointed to her temple. “It’s all in my head.”

  Craig gave her his Are you really magic? look—half fear, half awe. “Uh, if you say so. I better get back on the door.”

  As he walked away, Kelsie shouted from the DJ booth next door. “You ready to tear this up, Crash?”

  Chizara gave her the thumbs-up, then blanched the crowd with a couple of flashes from the wide white floodlights. Arms went up all over the dance floor, and Kelsie kicked in with her first
  track, the driving beat taking and shaking them like streamers on a cheerleader’s pom-poms.

  Chizara spun the other rolling boxes into action and added some flashing spots, lancing mauve-white light among the dancers. That would keep them busy for three minutes. Kelsie’s shakedown
  track was never a long one.

  She squinted across the bouncing crowd. There was no need to hurry with the phone-fritzing—Sonia looked like she was settling in. She stowed her phone in a tiny sequined bag on her hip and
  stepped out onto the dance floor.

  Chizara tracked her vivid hair through the crowd, nudging a spotlight here and there to keep Sonia in sight. All the dancers’ phones, hunting for signal, jumped and shimmied in pockets and
  purses. It was like looking over a night-lit city with a constant rippling earthquake going on.

  It would be quite a challenge, homing in on the floating speck of that one phone.

  But that was the point of the Petri Dish, wasn’t it? To be a safe place for the Zeroes to challenge themselves and their powers.

  Chizara kept a firm eye on the silver-and-magenta hair and felt for the dim dot of the phone that matched the girl’s movement.

  Next door, Kelsie cued up another track. One beat faded into another, and Chizara sent a new mix of lights sweeping across the dancers. She and Kelsie had rehearsed their transitions for days
  before the first Dish party two months ago—now Chizara hardly had to think about them. She could concentrate on Sonia.

  Who was right up close, bouncing in front of Kelsie. Getting out her phone again, taking photos. She held it up and started a panorama of Kelsie on the decks, Chizara in the lighting box,
  documenting all the Dish’s operations.

  Chizara sent her Crash brain into the phone. The minuscule maze of electronics lit up, so pretty and fine compared to the brute gears and tungsten flares of spotlights. Where was the action
  happening? Where were the sounds and images flowing into the memory?

  Ah, there. Like babies in a nursery, all in a row. Waiting to upload to the cloud as soon as the phone escaped the confines of the Faraday cage.

  Crash applied the burning needle tip of her power, turning the phone into a sparkly brick.

  But as her mind slipped back into the good-times vibe Kelsie was sending out, Chizara felt a little jolt, a hiccup . . . something she didn’t like.

  She looked down at her hands. They hovered over a board full of switches and sliders. The labels—RB1, VNSP SET— suddenly made no sense whatever, even if
  they were in her own neat handwriting.

  She was supposed to be in control of all this. But—

  She sent her mind through the circuitry, but it was like a map of an alien city, meaningless, lit with random pulses. She should know her way around this stuff. Hadn’t she built it? But now it meant nothing. She knew nothing.

  She froze in panic. The alien city stretched out in front of her, surging, quaking. Nothing connected. What was it all for? What was she for? Her heart raced faster
  than the music’s pounding. Lights zigzagged in automatic patterns, gleaming on the mesh and the scarred-plaster walls of the Dish. She was supposed to rule those lights, not let them
  wander—she was supposed to take hold and move them.

  But she didn’t—

  But they weren’t—

  Then the familiar logic of the systems drifted back into place, and they were suddenly what they should be, what they’d always been—the cables streaming power, the thousands of feet
  of wire fanning in and out of the two glowing hubs of music and light that she and Kelsie commanded. Whatever glitch of her brain had taken them away from her had gently handed them back.

  Sweat broke out cold all over her, and a breath shuddered into her throat.

  What the hell had just happened?

  


  CHAPTER 5

  ANONYMOUS

  The spotlights stilled a moment, and Thibault looked up.

  Chizara stood stiffly, her hands like snatched-back claws, as if she’d just gotten a shock from the lighting board. Her attention was snapped ropes of light, flailing around her head.

  Thibault dropped from his bar stool, ready to run and help her.

  But then she lowered her hands to the sliders again. Her attention reattached to Kelsie, to the crowd, to her job. The spots restarted their jagged dance across raised arms and faces.

  Thibault sat back, still watching her.

  As Kelsie smashed through to a new track, Chizara followed flawlessly, her lights a roving counterpoint to the beat. Everything back in its place.

  It was a pleasure to watch those two rocking the crowd, to see the connections divide endlessly across the dance floor, a stable cloud of diffuse light over everyone, no single strands lasering
  between individuals. They were one big multibodied animal, one mind, one heart, everyone lost in the music and the movement, no one resisting, or making a move on anyone, or breaking out and making
  trouble.

  At times like this, Thibault’s power almost felt like a gift. Maybe he could never join that web of connections, but he could see them like nobody else in the
  world—except Nate, of course.

  And being on the sidelines wasn’t all bad. Crowds were like clouds of smoke—it was easier to understand their shape from the outside. He could see things as they truly were here, not
  be swept up in Kelsie’s dance euphoria.

  Someone had to stay free of her grip, to intervene if needed. Thibault was the club’s secret bouncer. If Craig was the battleship, he was the stealth fighter.

  Flicker was behind the bar, moving confidently in the familiar space. Tonight she wore a zebra-striped dress, easy to spot through anyone’s eyes she happened to borrow.

  She was busy stacking cans under the counter. The Dish had only one ancient refrigerator, and by design the cold beer always ran out early. As Nate said, a sober crowd was better for practicing
  their powers on.

  This crowd was younger than usual, everyone out of school on the last Saturday before Christmas. Thibault recognized a lot of faces, though. He’d made an effort to memorize the regulars.
  He wanted to know this place as well as he’d known his last home, the Hotel Magnifique.

  A girl caught his eye, swaying through the crowd, her hair dramatic white and magenta. Seriously? Sonia Sonic? Why had Nate let her in, when she was practically stalking the Zeroes?

  Ethan was trailing after her. Okay, Nate must have told him to keep an eye on her.

  “You thirsty?”

  Flicker handed a bottle of water across the bar, fully aware of him even with all these people around. Amazing.

  It was icy in his hand. The last cold one, no doubt.

  “Thanks.”

  She dipped her head at him. “Let’s see if I can hold on to you when people start lining up.”

  “No big deal if you can’t.”

  “Oh, but I will.” She ran a finger down the inside of her left arm. Earlier, upstairs in his room, he’d moved his lips slowly along that same line, making her shiver. Breathing
  her in. And she hadn’t forgotten it.

  Damn it, why did the Dish have to be open tonight?

  Even after half a year, it astounded Thibault that he had a girlfriend, someone who remembered his name and what kind of coffee he drank. Someone he’d happily wear this ridiculous red
  leather jacket for, just so she could spot him more easily in a crowd. She even quoted Zen koans at him sometimes.

  Like whispering, Attachment leads to suffering, with her lips next to his ear, her hands on his skin. Right now Thibault was fine with being attached, to this girl and
  this place and these people. He had a home, upstairs in the old theater office. No more ripping off hotels. He even had a roommate, Kelsie, who wasn’t completely surprised when she ran into
  him making breakfast in the mornings.

  For the first time, he was part of something—this group experiment where the Zeroes could hone their skills without breaking police stations and hurting people.

  “This is a pretty tight set,” Flicker said.

  Thibault nodded. “Mob gets better every time.”

  Beyond the haze of crowd connections, Kelsie was a tiny figure with giant headphones clamped around her blond curls. She danced in her skintight silver dress, lining up the next track.
  She’d wound up the crowd pretty high—shiny faces and open mouths. Maybe she should ease up some?

  Right on cue she switched to a gentler track. Thibault grinned. The first time the Dish had opened, she’d exhausted everyone in the first hour. But she was learning.

  Released from her thrall, the crowd’s awareness flickered about like bugs’ antennae, brightening as people greeted friends or eyed alluring strangers. Some drifted toward the bar,
  eager for the cold beer while it lasted.

  Flicker’s awareness of him faded, but it would come back.

  Thibault slid off the bar stool, watching the dance floor empty. Sonia Sonic was standing in the center, looking around at the unused stage of the old theater, the box seats full of
  Chizara’s lights, the rickety stairway. Checking everything out.

  Was Nate really okay with this?

  Sonia took out her phone, held it up, then frowned.

  A flickering beam of attention arced toward her. Chizara, half smiling in the lighting box. No, not Chizara—Crash.

  Thibault joined in the smile.

  “What do you mean, only beer?” someone bellowed nearby. “My girl wants champagne!”

  Thibault turned. A tall, skinny guy leaned at Flicker across the bar. The nearer half of his head was shaved, and the girl beside him was all makeup, boots, and frilly skirt, her hands on her
  hips. Their attention was like two shining pickaxes sunk into Flicker’s face.

  How had Thibault not noticed these two before? They had trouble written all over them.

  “Sorry,” Flicker said cheerfully, sight lines multiplying as the guy’s voice drew everyone’s attention. “It’s five-dollar beer or a buck for water. And
  we’re not even legal for beer, really.”

  The girl looked super bored. The guy shrugged and reached into his jacket and pulled out cash—a wad of it, like something out of a comic book. Thibault
  hadn’t seen that many bills since the summer, when Scam had stumbled into Nate’s place with Craig’s duffel bag of drug takings.

  The guy dumped the cash on the bar and strolled the length of it, drawing the bills out in a line like a card dealer spreading a deck. Then he grabbed his girlfriend’s hand and pulled her
  back through the crowd. “Come drink your five-dollar beer, bitches!” he called out. “We’re gonna dance!”

  The bar crowd changed in a microsecond. Attention flashed thick on the bills; hands grabbed and people surged forward. Flicker stepped back, looking dazed.

  The crowd had been one big magical beast on the dance floor, built with all Mob’s care and skill. Now it fragmented into a hot mess of individuals, needy and clamoring. A koan tolled in
  Thibault’s head: Even a shower of money is no satisfaction.

  See? The money was already gone. People started calling for beers and water and snacks, the bright lines of their attention stabbing at Flicker. A guy pushed past Thibault, straightening a
  little stack of bills and aiming for the door.

  “Okay, that is not cool,” Thibault said, going after him. The cashed-up guy might have been an asshole, but this was an out-and-out thief.

  He reached the guy just as he was shoving the cash into his jacket pocket. Chizara was playing the UV light across the room, and the security strips flashed at Thibault like the bills were
  signaling for rescue.

  He rescued them, right out of the guy’s hand.

  The thief swung around. Thibault chopped away his attention before it had time to land on him. The guy’s outraged look turned to bewilderment.

  “Who the—?” He checked his empty pocket, scanned the crowd.

  Stashing the money in his own pocket, Thibault cut away through the dancers to find a jostle-free place to stand against the wall.

  The rich guy and his girlfriend were in the middle of the dance floor. They stood face-to-face, holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes.

  Thibault’s breath caught—the bright bar of attention in the air between them was so raw and intense. They were the center of each other’s universe. But it wasn’t what he
  had with Flicker—this was something stronger, darker. He felt a quiver of fear.

  Kelsie cross-faded into a new, stronger beat, like she was responding to the sudden passion on the dance floor. People cheered, and connections started to melt together as they fell in with the
  rhythm, the crowd beast reforming.

  Good. Maybe these two could repair the damage they’d done by throwing their money around. People were already spilling back onto the floor, whirling to the irresistible music. Thibault
  found himself bobbing his head in time.

  Chizara took the lights down, following Kelsie’s lead. Now it was almost black inside the Dish, except for teeth and white T-shirts throwing back the UV light, and a few spotlights
  slithering over the crowd—

  Then one more shaft of light as the couple began to slowly spin, and their ultrabright connection scythed out, slicing through the room, a fiery blade.

  This wasn’t just love.

  These two were Zeroes.

  The beam of their connection struck Thibault, and he stumbled, all meaning draining from the world.

  


  CHAPTER 6

  MOB

  This was the part Kelsie liked the best—when the crowd really started dancing.

  They were right on the edge of out of control. Familiar faces from her Ivy Street clubbing days and a bunch of new people too. She was ready for them. Tonight she’d blend her music and her
  power to create the most awesome dance party Cambria had ever seen.

  The boom frames on the big speakers beside her rattled, sending the bass like a heartbeat through the floor of her DJ platform. She let the energy fill up the room like a flood, carrying her
  away.

  She amped the bass, then flipped her bulky headphones off one ear to hear the whooping and hollering.

  She leaned against the wave of eagerness from the crowd. She needed this. It was only here, in the DJ booth, that she could forget about the stupid mess of her life. The flashbacks to last
  summer stopped when the vinyl was spinning.

  She bent over her turntables, matching the next track’s tempo to the remixed pop song already playing. Then she reached out into the crowd and cross-faded between
  decks . . . .

  In one voice, the crowd roared.

  The savage delight of their reaction was that of an animal let off the leash. The wilder they got, the wilder Kelsie felt. The farther she went out on a limb, the more they wanted to follow. Her
  spine was a hot white spotlight shining right out through the top of her skull.

  Dad would’ve been so proud. He’d barely recognize her, up here in the DJ booth five feet above the dance floor. Close enough to be part of the crowd, but separate, too. Working the
  room with her music and magic.

  A thought stabbed through her—if only she’d gotten him help years ago.

  The energy in the room darkened, Kelsie’s loss spilling across them. She eased back, counting out a long breath. The panic attacks had begun the night Dad died. She was getting better,
  though, with the Zeroes’ help. Her roomie—Thibault, that was his name—was teaching her the Middle Way.

  When she’d started DJing two months back, the crowd kept carrying her off, and she’d forget that she was supposed to control the music. Songs had stuttered or faded out into
  embarrassing pauses.

  Tonight she wouldn’t miss a beat. She’d make the Zeroes proud, and pay them back for taking her in. She was one of them, even if she hadn’t been practicing her power as
  long.

  Chizara’s lights swung toward the middle of the dance floor and landed on a couple. A girl and guy eye-banging each other as they danced, oblivious to everyone else. Kelsie felt a pang of
  envy. They were lost in their own world. She wondered if she would ever be part of something so private and intense.

  But it was weird. Around the couple the crowd was growing restless and shaky. Like they sensed something they couldn’t be part of. The intensity in the room became rough and unpredictable,
  and someone stumbled across the dance floor. Suddenly nobody seemed to know what to do with their bodies.

  Kelsie gasped, feeling the crowd’s shakiness reach out for her.

  She could fix this. Something light and simple would drag them back from the edge, the kind of thing that got played during time-outs at a basketball game.

  Kelsie reached for the crate of vinyl, but something weird happened—she couldn’t recognize the first album she pulled out. The artist and track names were in some kind of alien
  scrawl. The pictures turned to slush, spreading across the crate and infecting every cover until they were all unreadable.

  Beside her the decks seemed to turn into mouths with sharp pointed teeth. She leaped back before they could snap off her hands.

  “Oh my God!”

  Her confusion crashed against the weird tides of energy on the dance floor, forming a feedback loop of pure panic. The music from the speakers jolted—two mismatched beats colliding, like a
  dogfight breaking out.

  Out on the dance floor the crowd became an angry sea, and the music turned to screams. The Dish filled with a monstrous shape where the dance floor had been.

  Kelsie was alone up here, and all the darkness in the world was spread out below.

  She couldn’t recognize anything—or anyone.

  


  CHAPTER 7

  FLICKER

  The music skidded, two songs tangling, Kelsie making a rare mistake.

  Flicker was on her knees, feeling among the cans in the refrigerator, fingers searching for cold aluminum. None of the beers felt like they’d been inside for more than a minute or two.
  Best to close the door and let the fridge do its thing.

  “It’s warm, sorry,” she said, standing up and handing the guy a can. She slid her vision into his eyes, saw that he was handing her a ten, and gave him a five from the cash
  drawer stuffed full of money from that rich guy a minute ago.

  What an asshole. Compensating much?

  She bounced her vision around the bar—nobody was staring at her, waiting for a drink. But the eyeballs out on the dance floor were twitching, everyone a little unsteady on their feet.
  Pre-Christmas jitters, maybe?
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