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For everyone with a power—whether or not you’ve found it yet




So many powers.


So few heroes.
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CHAPTER 1


SCAM


“MORE COFFEE?”


Ethan jumped. It’d been a long night. “Okay.”


The waitress wasn’t even listening, the coffee pot dipping toward Ethan’s cup. Which was fine. The coffee was crap and he was already wired, but it gave him an excuse to keep sitting there.


He’d spent the last two hours hunched in a back booth of the Moonstruck Diner, staring out the window at the Cambria Central Bank. It was right across the street, and it opened at eight.


“Want anything else?” the waitress asked.


“I’m good. Thanks.”


He drank some more coffee. Still crap.


At least the bitter java gave him a reason to seem jumpy. Nobody would look at him and say, “Hey, that kid is real jumpy. Must have something to do with the army-green duffel bag under his feet.”


Nope. Nobody would blame the bag.


He glanced around the diner. Everyone was wrapped up in their own six a.m. thoughts. Nobody was even looking at him. Okay, one girl was looking at him. But she glanced away like she’d been caught staring. So apart from that one cute girl at the front of the diner, nobody was looking at him.


Besides, this was the middle of Main Street. Nobody would come rolling in to seize Ethan and his bag and haul them both out into the dawn. Nothing bad ever happened here in Cambria, California, population half a million during a college term.


The diner was filling up with delivery guys on breaks, respectable citizens in suits, and the occasional group of clubbers winding down. All Ethan had to do was watch the bank and wait for the doors to open.


Easy. As long as the waiting didn’t kill him.


“More coffee?”


“Seriously, it’s been five minutes. Can you stop with the coffee?”


The waitress looked stung.


“Sorry,” Ethan said. But she was already gone.


He pulled the duffel bag up and wedged it into a corner of the booth like a makeshift pillow. Which was pretty funny, given what was in the bag. It was the stuff in the bag that was keeping him awake. That, and the people looking for it.


He’d always known the voice would do this one day—get him into serious trouble. The voice didn’t care about consequences. The voice didn’t weigh up the pros and cons and then say, “Hey, Ethan, this is how you can get what you want.” The voice wasn’t sentient like that; it wasn’t smart. It didn’t negotiate. The voice just went for it. It lied and lied, and most of the time Ethan didn’t even know where the lies came from when they poured out of his mouth. How did the voice know half that stuff?


But Ethan had always known that one day he’d pay for all those lies.


Right now he was hoping today was not that day.
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CHAPTER 2


SCAM


THE EVENING BEFORE HAD STARTED well.


A date with a beautiful woman, a pre-med student from the north side. Ethan put on his best shirt, a pin-striped button-up his sister had bought him last year, promising it would drive girls crazy.


The pre-med girl was way out of his league, even with the shirt, but the voice had talked her into it. He could see her trying to understand it herself. She was at least four years older than him, way more sophisticated, and much hotter. But every time she seemed uncertain, Ethan would draw her back in.


Or, rather, the voice would.


It would say just the right thing about the midnight art-house film they’d seen, or the obscure pre-med stuff she was into, or Ethan’s plan to study at the Sorbonne one day. Whatever the hell the Sorbonne was.


But then it got late and exhausting and frankly kind of expensive. He’d used up all his cash buying movie tickets and caramel popcorn and drinks from a wine bar so divey that Indira had called it “quaint.” The wine was fifteen bucks a glass. Ethan didn’t even like wine.


If it’d been up to him, he would have scammed his way through the night. The voice was great at getting stuff for free. But Indira clung to Ethan’s side, watching his every move like he was some exotic breed she’d never seen before. A teenage kid from the wrong side of town. She probably thought he was quaint too, in a divey way.


It was pretty clear that the voice could never convince Indira to do anything more than talk and smile and cling. A nice girl from the north side, she probably wouldn’t even make out on a first date.


So the voice switched itself to mute while Ethan worked out what he wanted to do next. When he decided all he wanted was to go home, the voice sorted that out too.


He left Indira standing by her car in front of the art-house cinema. She seemed to glow, lit by the marquee lights announcing a lineup of classic films. Her long summer dress billowed in the night sea breeze. She looked confused by his sudden departure. Maybe a little hurt.


“This blows,” Ethan muttered to himself. In his real voice.


He hated how sad she looked. But he didn’t have the energy to turn around. It was all the fault of that stupid art-house film. Who knew it could be that boring? Watching it had sucked the life out of him.


As Ethan walked away, he rubbed his jaw with the palms of both hands. His muscles always felt weird after a long night of letting the voice talk for him. Like he’d been speaking a foreign language. It left a taste in his mouth too. Oily charm with notes of bullshit.


The worst part was, he had no way home. He was totally out of cash, so a cab was out of the question, and buses didn’t run this late. Indira would’ve given him a ride, but of course the voice had spun some crap about his vintage Jaguar parked a few streets away, just to get rid of her.


The voice sucked at planning ahead. The voice just knew when Ethan wanted out.


It also liked to twist the knife sometimes. It had claimed the Jaguar was a present from his dad. Yeah, right.


Luckily, it was summer and Cambria’s nightclub strip was still in full swing. There were plenty of people to hitch a ride with on Ivy Street. Ethan followed the thudding drumbeat until he reached the crowd. Light spilled from canopied doorways, and people shouted at each other, deafened by music that rebounded from the pavement and warehouse walls.


The voice could talk Ethan’s way into one of the clubs. But once inside, no one would hear him over the music. He’d be just another gawky seventeen-year-old with a mousy buzz cut and too many freckles.


No, what he needed was somebody here outside.


A muddle of tribes skirted each other on Ivy. Hipsters and scene kids, crumpled coked-up suits from the stripper bar, a few raver wannabes in summer outfits showing lots of skin. They were mostly older than Ethan, which meant they mostly had cars. Somebody could be talked into giving him a lift home.


Just ahead of him, a guy exited one of the clubs from a side door. Which probably meant he was staff and sober enough to drive.


Ethan sped up.


The guy walked with a steady purpose. He had an army-green duffel bag over one shoulder. Ethan let himself drift into the guy’s way until the bag slapped against him.


“Hey, watch it!” he said in his own voice.


The guy spun to face him. He was a few inches shorter than Ethan, but twice as big across the shoulders. And he had no neck. The sort of guy who could crush you with an annoyed glare. His right hand dropped into a jacket pocket, like he was ready to pull a knife.


“Whoa.” Ethan backed away. “My mistake. Sorry about that.”


The guy scanned Ethan. His eyes were piercing, way too blue. Almost electric. But a moment later he smiled, eased his hand out of his pocket, and gripped Ethan’s shoulder. It was like being held up by a wall.


“Sorry, man,” the guy said. His voice was calm and low. “Did I hit you?”


“No problem. You missed, actually,” Ethan sputtered, fear beating in his chest. All he wanted was to be on the same side as this guy in his next fight. He let the voice take over. “Taylor sent me over to help you out.”


That was one of the voice’s specialties. Names.


The big guy paused, looking him up and down. Not smiling anymore.


“Taylor sent you?” An edge of disbelief in the low rumble of his voice. “How’s a squirt like you gonna help?”


Ethan hated when this happened. The voice would get him into situations that only the voice could get him out of. Then he was stuck, listening and waiting. Letting it talk.


“Taylor said you were bad off last night. Wasn’t sure you’d remember the way to his house.” The voice sounded like it was making a joke, so Ethan tried to smile.


The guy stared at him another moment, then laughed. Abruptly, like that was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. “What a dickhead. I worked off that hangover in the gym this morning. How do you know Taylor?”


“My sister’s in his old army unit,” Ethan heard himself say, and cringed.


Thing was, his sister really was in the army. Stuff could go really wrong when the voice told the truth. What if the guy asked for his sister’s name? What would the voice say then?


But the guy relaxed, like he understood everything now. “So you’re family. Taylor wants you to join the team.”


Ethan nodded, because it seemed like the right thing to do. “He said I should learn from the best.” The voice twisted his throat, like it was imitating someone. “ ‘Nobody better than the Craig.’ ”


A low thunder of laughter spilled out of the Craig, who reached over and took Ethan’s shoulder again. The weight of his hand almost buckled Ethan’s knees.


“He tell you to say that? What a dickhead.” He shoved Ethan, sending him stumbling a few steps backward. “Come on. Car’s this way.”


The Craig headed for a side street. Ethan took a breath and followed.


Hell, maybe he could still get a ride home out of this.
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CHAPTER 3


SCAM


THE CRAIG OWNED JUST ABOUT the crappiest car Ethan had ever seen. It was an old beat-up Ford sedan. Either it was brown or it was covered in enough dirt to make it look that way. It was hard to tell.


The Craig saw his expression and laughed that sharp, abrupt laugh again.


“Lesson one, kid: Skip the fancy cars. Too easy to spot. Don’t let your ride make you an easy mark. Someone sets up on you, they’ll be looking for a fancy car.”


Ethan shrugged. There was a kind of paranoid logic to what the Craig was saying. Plus, his right hand had sunk into his pocket again, and Ethan still couldn’t decide what was in there. A gun? A knife? Even at four a.m., it was way too hot to be wearing a jacket.


Craig noticed the direction of his gaze. “You’re not carrying, are you?”


Ethan clenched his jaw, not trusting the voice. He shook his head.


“Good.” Craig looked both ways up and down the street, then opened the Ford’s back door and slung the duffel bag across the seats. “For now, your job is to keep your eyes open.”


Ethan nodded mutely. A trickle of cold ran down his spine. He was about to get into a car with a strange man—a really strange man—who was armed and probably a criminal, with a duffel bag full of who-knew-what, and head for someplace unknown.


He opened his mouth to let the voice take over. It could say whatever it wanted—lie, plead, beg—as long as the Craig let Ethan walk away, back to Ivy Street, where he could charm some clueless raver into a ride home instead.


But the voice didn’t say anything. Which meant there was nothing to say and no way out of this, not without raising Craig’s suspicions. Ethan wasn’t sure what would happen if Craig called Taylor and found out that everything he’d said was a lie. But nothing good, that was for sure.


So Ethan shut his mouth and got into the car.
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CHAPTER 4


MOB


KELSIE NEVER WANTED NIGHTS LIKE this to end.


When the nightclubs closed at four a.m., she wasn’t ready to leave. But the crowd was breaking into groups of two or three, looking for a way home or some other kind of fun or . . . whatever else they were looking for.


Kelsie hated it when the throngs of dancers shattered into lonely pieces, like the gears of some wonderful machine broken beyond recognition.


She found Mikey leaning against the wall outside the Scheherazade. He looked beat, but he still managed to pull off that lazy-rock-god attitude—knee out, one foot on the wall. He had a cigarette pinched between finger and thumb, and he was watching the crowd through his own exhaled smoke.


She called his name.


His eyes rolled toward her. “Hey, little sis.”


She wasn’t his sister, but Mikey liked to remind Kelsie that she was too young to hang out in the clubs.


“Wanna get some pancakes?” she asked.


“Sure.”


“We should find some people,” Kelsie said. “You know, get a crew together.”


Mikey took a drag of his cigarette, said in a roiling stream of smoke, “Don’t you ever get sick of crowds?”


Kelsie laughed. “Mikey, it’s me you’re talking to.”


He grinned.


She found Remmy next. He was trying to pick up a girl—two girls, actually—and when one of them announced that she oh my God loved pancakes, Remmy came with. That made five, including Kelsie. Five was okay, but six was better.


As they headed up Ivy, Kelsie spotted her friend Ling coming out of the Buzz.


She swept up behind her, linking arms. “Hey, girlfriend!”


Ling jumped and spun. When she saw it was Kelsie, she gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m both wired and tired. Is that weird?”


“Too wired and/or tired for pancakes?”


“Never.”


That made six, and Kelsie relaxed.


A group was forming around her, like an engine whose last part had clicked into place, ready for the power switch to be thrown. She knew that if she guided them toward a common purpose, she could keep the group going the rest of the night. At least until the sun came up. The stupid sun always broke up parties.


Kelsie had needed this, the crowd, as long as she could remember. The boom and beat and feel of a group. Since the time when she was six and had run away from home, following the pulse of something in the distance.


She’d asked Lee, her mom at the time, what it was she could feel. Was there a flood coming?


“No, darling.” Lee had been watching TV, sprawled on the couch. “We don’t get floods round here.”


So six-year-old Kelsie had walked out of the house in search of answers.


She remembered it clearly. She’d opened the door and stepped into the dark street without the slightest fear, because she had to find the rumble and hum that made her fingertips tremble. She had to follow it to its source.


It’d turned out to be a high school football game. Though it wasn’t the game that had called to her; it was the crowd. The temperature and pressure of their excitement had rolled across her like a wave.


The parking-lot security guard had found her an hour later. Sitting on the hood of a pickup, eyes closed. Feeling the sweet, nervous thrum of the home team running down the clock for a win. The home team, she was told later, hadn’t won a game in ten years. Kelsie had never felt anything like it.


When the guard asked her what such a tiny thing was doing there all alone, Kelsie had said, “Floating.”


And she was floating now, savoring the dregs of the night’s energy in the little group she’d gathered. It was like riding an echo, a ghost of the dancing that had swept her away for long hours before.


They headed for the Moonstruck Diner on Main Street. She wanted this. She wanted the group to stay together, because life outside a group was boring. The good stuff only happened when she was part of something bigger than herself.


And Kelsie was all about the good stuff.
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CHAPTER 5


SCAM


“YOU PART OF THAT SCENE?” The Craig hooked a thumb over his shoulder, back at Ivy Street.


Ethan answered for himself, without the voice. “Me? Not really. Too loud.”


“Yeah, I hate doof-doof music.” Craig drummed on the steering wheel, hissing like a techno high hat. “No wonder they all have to get high. Well, the Craig is here to help with that.”


Ethan didn’t answer, just glanced over his shoulder at the duffel bag in the backseat. The Ford’s windows were open, letting in lashes of wind that set the green vinyl of the bag shimmering.


“Relax, kid,” the Craig said. “That stuff stays in the club. We just move the profits.”


“So that’s money, huh?” Ethan asked in his own voice.


“Course. Taylor told you that, right?”


“He was kinda light on details.”


Craig chuckled. “That’s Taylor for you.”


Ethan made a noncommittal hmming noise and kept his jaw clamped against the voice. At least they were headed toward his neighborhood on the outskirts of Cambria. Maybe this wasn’t a total disaster.


But the Craig was looking at him now. His too-blue eyes glittered in the reflections of the headlights from the occasional traffic shooting past. “Say, what unit’s your sister with?”


Ethan tensed. Direct questions were easiest for the voice to answer, but they were the most dangerous, too. “Hundred-and-First Airborne, Three-Twentieth Field Artillery, Second Battalion.”


Yup. That was the damn truth again.


Craig smiled, satisfied. “A girl in the artillery? That’s badass. Those shells are heavy.”


Ethan agreed. It was true: His sister was hard-core. Even if she was a Humvee mechanic and never went near any ordnance.


Jess had shipped out a month ago, leaving him alone with Mom. His mother worked pretty much all the time. Which was great during the summer. It meant he could stay out as late as he wanted. Still, Ethan would’ve preferred to have Jess around.


“Hey, that’s . . .” Ethan almost raised a hand to point at the end of his street, but stopped himself just in time. The last thing he wanted was a guy like Craig knowing where he lived. He figured he could walk back from wherever Craig was taking him.


“That’s what?”


Ethan shook his head. “Thought I saw somebody I knew at the turnoff back there.”


“You must have good eyes, kid.” Craig frowned at the rearview mirror.


Ethan stayed quiet.


The Craig went back to drumming on the wheel, humming some formless tune. They were leaving Cambria now. On one side of the car was a row of suburban houses, spaced far apart. On the other side it was just trees. They hadn’t gotten on the highway, though, so at least they were headed someplace local.


But the walk home was getting longer with every mile.


Ethan opened his mouth again, hoping the voice had something up its sleeve, some perfect story that would get Craig to stop the car and let him out.


Nothing. No sound came out. The voice was on mute again, which meant there were no words to get him what he wanted. Ethan had learned to hate the quiet.


Five minutes later the car began to slow.


They pulled onto a dirt road that led into the trees. Craig turned off the headlights, taking the winding turns carefully.


“You don’t want the lights on for this?” Ethan asked.


“Don’t want to spook anyone. They see the lights, they might think it’s cops and start shooting.” In the darkness the Craig’s voice was grim.


Ethan’s stomach knotted tighter. What the hell had he gotten himself into?


Gravel popped and crunched beneath the tires. The blackness was broken only by flickers of moonlight filtering through the trees.


“What’s your name, anyway, kid?”


Ethan was too freaked out to think. He let the voice choose. “Axel.”


“Cool name. Your parents Guns N’ Roses fans?”


Ethan wondered what guns and roses were. “You bet.”


This answer seemed to please the Craig. “I’ll tell Taylor you did good. You had my back the whole way.”


“Thanks, Craig.” The voice sounded calm, but Ethan was half paralyzed with fear. If Taylor himself was at the end of this gravel road, there was no way the voice could convince him he’d sent some strange kid to help move a bag full of money. The voice would remain silent while Ethan was beaten to death.


The Ford slid to a halt. Through the darkness Ethan made out an old cottage among the trees. It was run-down and ancient, like something from a slasher movie. A black Jeep sat next to it, a gun rack against its back window.


None of this made Ethan feel any better about his chances of getting out of here alive.


Craig saw him staring. “You never been to Taylor’s before?”


“Sure I have. Just never at night.” The voice sounded calm, but inside, Ethan was screaming. This was it. Time to act. Sometimes if he improvised, Ethan could force the voice to do something.


Craig switched off the engine, but before he could pull the keys from the ignition, Ethan grabbed his arm.


“Wait!”


“What?” The Craig froze. His gaze swiveled out toward the darkness. His hand dropped into his jacket pocket again.


“Uh, I saw something.” Ethan pointed out the front window, wanting with all his heart for Craig to be as terrified as he was. “In those trees.”


“What did you see?”


“A cigarette flare.” The voice had taken over now, spurred by Ethan’s desire. “Guy had a goatee, maybe? That mean anything to you?”


“Are you serious?” Craig pulled his hand out of his pocket. He was holding a big gleaming cannon of a gun.


“You don’t think it’s Alvarez, do you?” the voice asked.


“Damn! Stay down!”


Oh, yeah. Ethan was staying down.


Craig opened his door and slipped out, crouching low behind the front end of the car. Ethan scooted over to the driver’s seat and pulled the door closed. The car keys were right in front of him, dangling from the steering column.


Okay, time to go. The voice could do no more.


Ethan reached for the keys, but he needed a noise. Something to divert Craig from the sound of the car’s ignition. He leaned onto the horn as hard as he could. At the blare of noise, Craig hit the ground. He might’ve even screamed.


Lights popped on in the scary little cottage.


Ethan twisted the keys and turned over the engine. Then he slammed the Ford into reverse, shoving the accelerator down as far as it would go. The tires roared as the car swerved backward through the darkness, sending up a shower of gravel.


He wished the voice would take over his whole body, turn him into some secret agent who could drive as well as he could lie. But it was just Ethan now, clinging to the wheel and hoping he wasn’t about to crash into a tree.


The car headlights were still off, but big security floods mounted on the cottage roof suddenly burst to life, spilling through the night.


Ethan whispered a short prayer as the car catapulted backward into the dark. He waited for a shot to ring out, for the windshield to become a spiderweb of glass under a storm of bullets. But Craig, facedown in the driveway in front of the cottage, was still pointing his gun into the trees. Probably he thought Ethan was just some panicky wannabe thug, not an impostor.


Sometimes being a mousy seventeen-year-old could really pay off. Not often, but in those rare moments while stealing a car from a bunch of drug-dealing hoods and not wanting to get shot? Then yeah, definite payoff.


The car reached an opening along the trees and Ethan spun the steering wheel hard, sending the tires skidding until the car pointed back the way he’d come. He switched the headlights on and accelerated.


A moment later he was headed toward the public road, the Ford spitting gravel in its wake.


Finally the wheels hit asphalt. Ethan turned hard left, back toward home. That was when he remembered the duffel bag full of cash in the backseat.


In a way, it only seemed fair. He’d practically earned it after everything he’d been through that night. But he had to put the bag someplace safe. Then he’d dump the car a long way from home so no one could trace it back to his house.


Which meant that, after all this, Ethan still needed a ride home.


He drove hard, the night air whipping through the open windows. Craig and Taylor would be following in that black Jeep soon enough, and there’d be no talking them down. Trouble was, if Ethan kept speeding like this, a cop would pull him over and inevitably check the bag in the backseat.


He nearly missed the turnoff home, he was thinking so hard. But at the last minute he spun the wheel and took the corner wide, fishtailing until the back tire bounced off the curb.


He was about to pull up at the front of his house when he saw lights on in the living room. Damn, his mom was actually up.


Ethan kept the car moving.


Okay. There was no way to dump the bag without her noticing. She’d ask what was in it, and Ethan would be dead meat. He’d been scamming for as long as he’d been able to speak, but by now Mom could tell when it was the voice doing the talking. She’d slap him before he got two words out.


He could try hiding it in the garage, but she was always snooping through his stuff, and—bonus—she worked for the district attorney’s office.


“Okay, stupid voice. What do we do now?”


The voice didn’t answer, of course. It never spoke directly to Ethan. He could never get it to just tell him what to do. But it loved to talk to other people.


He hit the accelerator. That was the key: other people. People could be charmed, reasoned with, and convinced to do what you wanted.


The voice might be deranged sometimes, but in the presence of a listener, it always knew what to say.


He headed back to town. Maybe he could get the voice to tell someone else what he should do next.
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CHAPTER 6


MOB


AFTER AN HOUR AND THEN some of wandering the quiet streets of Cambria, the six of them headed to an all-night diner in the middle of town. An unlikely group, all from different scenes, but connected by the leftover energy of dancing.


The unwind, Mikey called it. The part that came after the clubbing-for-hours. They were tired, but no one was ready for the party to end. Not even Ling, who looked like she might actually be asleep, slumped against the red leather of the booth. Kelsie could feel Ling’s connection to the group, the sizzle of the coffee she’d drunk before nodding off.


Kelsie sat with her back against the window, letting the rising sun warm her. Her shadow across the table hardened as the dawn drew on. She’d start every day this way if she could. If only the Cambria clubs always stayed open late like they did in summer.


Mikey gave her a smile. “Did you have a good night, little sister?”


Kelsie nodded. “Yeah. You?”


“Sure. When I see you coming, I know it’s going to be a good night. You always know how to pick the right club.”


“Or maybe I make it the right club.”


Mikey laughed. “Is that why they always let you in?”


Kelsie felt herself blush. She doubted anyone else could spot it under her makeup. She always wore makeup to go clubbing. Without it, she looked too young. Of course, by now the bouncers all had standing orders to let her in. Most nights she even got a few free drinks.


They might not understand how, but the owners and managers knew she brought a good time.


As the sun rose, though, the faces around her grew sleepier. Coming-down, coming-out-of-it faces. Remmy was playing with a saltshaker and staring at the girls across the table. Kelsie had thought they were sisters when she’d met them, but in the dawn light they just looked like two girls who dressed the same. And who were, right now, ignoring Remmy while he tried to find a way into their conversation.


One of the girls said, “The DJ was awesome tonight.”


“Totally,” Remmy said.


Both girls pretended not to hear. One turned to Kelsie. “The guy on the door told me Driver’s playing tonight. You like Driver?”


Kelsie nodded. She liked any music that got the crowd psyched, got them bonded, ready to dance and dance.


Remmy said, “I like them.”


Flat, blank stares from the girls.


Kelsie realized it was coming on fast, the moment when the group would begin to fracture and fall apart. No longer united by a common goal—to dance, to move—their thoughts were beginning to turn in other directions. To real-life jobs and how can I get that girl to talk to me and, ultimately, getting home.


It felt as though her heart were shrinking.


A waitress approached, both arms loaded with plates that steamed in the sunlight. “Slim super stack?”


Food got them energized again. The flash of anticipation, the buzz of hunger around the table, made Kelsie smile.


Mikey pointed at the empty space in front of him. “Right here.”


He had to push the dozing Ling off his arm to eat his pancakes. Ling sat up and rubbed her eyes, making black tears of her mascara. Her long hair was a messy tangle, strands of it still clinging to Mikey’s sleeve. Ling couldn’t help but be beautiful.


The waitress put another steaming plate in front of Kelsie, who claimed the syrup bottle and let it run until square pools formed in the crisscrosses of her waffles. After a long night of dancing, she needed sugar and carbs. She poured syrup until she had to eat her waffles with a spoon.


One of the two new girls sniggered. At Kelsie or her waffles or both. Kelsie didn’t care. Remmy always went for the wrong kind of girls. Which was a shame, because he was a decent guy when you got to know him. Right now he was pushing his fork sideways through his stack of pancakes and dropping butter into the holes. He seemed to have forgotten about everything else.


Kelsie let her gaze slide over his shoulder, hoping there was some other group of leftovers from the clubs. Maybe someone she knew, a table she could hop to when this one fell apart.


Half a dozen tables were occupied in the diner, but most of the customers were office workers getting breakfast, or truckers in the middle of a long haul. The only clubbers were couples. Couples were no fun.


There was one guy at the back who looked like he’d been awake all night. He had a buzz cut and was dressed in a nice pin-striped shirt, like he’d been on a date. The shirt was crumpled now, though, and he was alone.


He sat with a hand clamped around his coffee cup, his eyes fixed on the window. As Kelsie watched, he downed the contents of his cup in a convulsive swallow, then tried to get the waitress’s attention. The waitress was ignoring him, like he was an ex-boyfriend or something. He half stood, holding up his coffee cup like a white flag. He must really need a caffeine kick. Most people didn’t go for seconds of the coffee in this place.


The waitress finally relented and brought the coffeepot over. The kid slid back into his booth. There was a green duffel bag in the booth beside him, which probably meant he was a hitchhiker.


Kelsie wondered who would pick up a guy who managed to look hunted, edgy, and exhausted all at the same time. The buzz cut didn’t help. He was too young to be any kind of off-duty soldier, so maybe he was some kind of military wannabe.


She shuddered, feeling how alone he was.


“What is it?” Mikey asked.


Kelsie slid her gaze over to meet his. “Nothing.”


As soon as their pancakes were done, the two girls Remmy had brought along went home. They left barely enough money to cover their food, with no tip or tax. Everyone gave their pile of crumpled bills dirty looks, but no one said anything to Remmy. They all felt sorry for him.


“Great night, huh?” Remmy said.


Kelsie nodded. An ache began to settle into her body. Not the sweet muscle ache of having danced all night, but the dull pain of isolation.


She glanced over at Mikey. He was chewing on a bent-up straw and staring at nothing, lost in his own thoughts. Ling had started in on Mikey’s pancakes, leaning against him, her long black hair rolling down his shoulder like a scarf. Remmy was restless, changing seats every few minutes.


The two girls might have been annoying, but with them gone, the group was over.


No point delaying the inevitable, Kelsie figured. She dug into her pocket and pulled out her last twenty-dollar bill. She dropped it on the table and flattened it out with the palm of her hand. Mikey leaned over and slid it back toward her.


“I got this,” he told her.


Kelsie grinned. She’d learned a long time ago that there was no arguing with Mikey. “Thanks.”


“Weird.” Ling gestured at the window behind Kelsie with a forkful of stolen pancake.


Kelsie craned her neck. All she saw was the empty street, the dawn light beginning to paint the pavement in a soft glow. Cambria Central Bank squatted on the opposite corner, the park beside it in shadow from the wide trees. There wasn’t a shred of traffic anywhere. For a moment it looked like the whole town had been abandoned.


Then a blue car went past, driving slow.


“There it is again,” Ling said.


“There’s what again?” Mikey asked.


“I swear that same car’s gone past three times.”


The car turned in front of the bank, heading away down Central.


“Meth heads,” Mikey said. “Driving in circles till they crash.”


“Which kind of crash?” Remmy asked. “Drug or automotive?”


Mikey laughed, but Kelsie watched the car disappear in the distance. “Wouldn’t tweakers get bored driving in circles?”


“What would you know about tweakers?” Mikey asked with an older-brother frown.


Kelsie smiled up at him, trying to look innocent. Mikey didn’t know her family history. Her father had never done meth, but a couple of his girlfriends had, back when Kelsie was a kid. One had lost a tooth in the kitchen sink one day. It had fallen like a ripe fruit from a tree. Tink. Kelsie had asked if the tooth fairy would come that night, and how much she’d leave.


The girlfriend had just shrugged and washed her tooth down the sink.


“They’re probably lost,” Ling said. She was pulling paper napkins from the metal dispenser on the table, wiping the syrup from her fingers.


They all watched the street, a silent vigil to see if the strange blue car returned.


It didn’t.


“Anyone going to the Jones tonight?” Remmy asked.


“Sure.” Kelsie turned back to the table. She had no idea who was playing, but she knew she’d be on Ivy Street again until the clubs closed.


Sometimes she wished summer would last forever so she never had to go to bed before dawn again. It was late June already, only a week till Cambria’s big Fourth of July bash, which meant summer was a third gone. But at least there were two months left. The thought of dancing filled the empty space left by the end of the night.


“Okay, there it is again,” Ling said quietly.


Kelsie turned to the windows. The sun was warm on her face, bright in her eyes. But she could see the blue car gliding down the street, this time from the direction of the highway.


“You think we should call the police?” Ling asked.


Mikey laughed. “And tell them what? That we’ve been out clubbing all night, completely free of the effects of alcohol, drugs, and sleep deprivation, and would like to report some suspicious personages?”


No one answered. The car rolled past the diner. Its windows were up, but Kelsie could make out three people inside. She squinted, trying to see their faces. Just then the guy in the backseat turned to glance at the diner, and Kelsie drew back with a start.


“Oh my God,” she muttered.


Dad?
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CHAPTER 7


SCAM


HE MUST HAVE SPACED OUT, because one moment the bank was shuttered and dark and the next a line of people was streaming in.


Ethan stood and hoisted the duffel bag onto his shoulder. He left money for the check, then added another twenty bucks from the bundle he’d shoved into his pocket.


The bag had no drugs in it, just like the Craig had promised. Only rolls of money wrapped in bright blue rubber bands—wads of used-looking twenties and tens, all smelling of beer and sweat.


Ethan hadn’t counted the bills, but it was more than he’d ever seen. He got a funny thrill from not waiting for his change. Suddenly twenty bucks seemed like nothing.


Besides, he owed that waitress. Apart from the fact that he’d been a jerk to her, she’d helped him decide what to do next. When he’d ordered his first coffee, the voice had asked her what she’d do if someone gave her a big stack of money. Just outright asked her, like that. Say, what would you do with a big ol’ stack of money? And she’d said, “Put it in the bank, I guess.”


Not very imaginative, but it was all he had right then. Put it in the bank. Get it out of sight. Ditch the green duffel bag.


Ethan’s legs were rubbery from sitting so long. And from nerves.


He left the diner and crossed the road, checking the shadows of the park beside the bank. No black Jeep, no sign of the Craig. Taylor and him were probably busting heads somewhere, trying to discover how some kid knew so much about their operation.


The good thing was, they’d never figure that out.


Inside the bank there was already a short line of people waiting for tellers. Ethan hesitated. He wasn’t stupid enough to deposit this much cash into an account. What if Mom found one of his bank statements?


Forget it. He’d get a safe deposit box. Then he’d have plenty of time to figure out what to do next.


He joined the back of the line. Maybe he could get his own apartment, away from the prying eyes of his mother. Maybe take a road trip. Leave Cambria behind for a couple months. Ethan eased the bag onto his other shoulder. This could be a great summer.


The line edged forward slowly, like a glacier receding. The gallon of coffee he’d consumed was wringing every nerve in his body. He kept waiting for the Craig to come through the door and beat him to a pulp.


A security guard sat in a corner of the bank. He caught Ethan looking at the door every few minutes and gave him a flat, blank stare. He didn’t seem like he’d be up to stopping an assault from the Craig. In fact, he seemed more interested in Ethan. Probably wondering why this seedy-looking teenager was so jumpy.


Ethan tried to give the security guy a reassuring smile. The guy continued to stare.


The duffel bag grew heavier with each passing minute. Ethan dropped it to the floor in front of him and nudged it along with the toe of his shoe. He’d be glad to have all that cash safely stored in the bank’s basement. Then he could relax.


“What’s taking so long?” he muttered.


The girl in front of him half turned his way. She had short, straight hair, the tips dyed in a pink sawtooth pattern. Weird but kind of cool. She was wearing a crisp blue-and-white uniform, like she was about to start a shift as a flight attendant. Back in the fifties. She held a phone in a sparkly case, and pink headphone cables disappeared under her hair. She bobbed in time to whatever she was listening to, sending her glossy hair bouncing.


The next time the line shuffled forward, Ethan kicked his bag so it bumped the girl’s ankles. She turned a blank expression toward him. Her eyes were unnaturally green, her mouth painted into a cute little pout.


Ethan smiled at her. Suddenly what he wanted was to be in familiar territory. Not driving stolen cars or getting shot at—just charming someone.


“I like your hair,” he heard the voice say.


She frowned and pulled out one of her earbuds. “What?”


“I said I like your hair.”


“Thanks.” She turned the rest of the way around, looking him up and down. She was wearing a name tag: MARJORIE.


“You don’t look like a Marjorie,” Ethan’s voice said.


She made a puzzled face, glanced down at her name tag, and shrugged. “They recycle these things. Like, for decades.”


“That explains it. You look more like a Sophie.”


She smiled. “Close. Sonia.”


Ethan nodded. The voice always guessed girls’ names almost right. Maybe it figured that exactly right was creepy.


“Wait. I get it now,” the voice said. “Your hair. Low Brow.”


Sonia’s eyes widened. “You know Patty Low?”


“I so know Patty Low.” Ethan had never heard of Patty Low in his life, but he could feel his muscles relaxing as he spoke. Like someone who knew all the answers. “I even know that photo, the one you based your hairstyle on.”


“No way,” Sonia said.


Ethan gave her a confident smile. “Not the cover of Low Brow, but the special booklet that came with the acoustic versions.”


“Oh, wow.” Sonia nearly leaped into the air. “I can’t believe you know those! That’s, like, her most obscure stuff.”


“I know all her stuff.” The voice knew everything, after all.


Sonia was ecstatic now, launched by his lies into her own little reality. “That’s so awesome. I got this stupid job just so I could buy Low Brow. You get the joke on the cover, right?”


“Sure! Where she’s posing with Jay White—” The sound of the name in his own mouth made Ethan sputter to a halt. “Wait. The Jay White?”


Sonia frowned. “What? Of course.”


“Ah, man.” Ethan hated Jay White. Producer and pop supremo White’s crimes against humanity numbered in the thousands. One for every tune he released. Rumor was he could record twenty a day. Before breakfast. “The guy who ran over a couple girls while he was high?”


That was his real voice talking. Ethan tried to slip back into the passive role, the listener. But he was too exhausted, too wired from coffee and anxiety. The ache from speaking with the voice was back now, as if the Craig had socked him in the jaw.


“He was in a bad place then,” the girl muttered, turning away.


“Sure.” For a moment Ethan wanted to reconnect. But Sonia’s pout was back in place, and it was beginning to annoy him. “I mean, those two girls were probably having a crappy day too. Especially after they messed up the paint job on his SUV.”


She turned back to him, her expression one of complete betrayal.


Ethan hadn’t said that last part; the voice had. He’d only wanted her to stop talking to him. But the voice always gave Ethan exactly what he wanted.


Sonia did exactly that, of course: stopped talking and turned away. She cranked her music until a tinny Jay White–produced tune was spilling out of her skull.


Great. Now he felt like crap. He hated when the voice insulted people. It was hard to take that stuff back. And the awful thing was, half the time he didn’t even remember exactly what the voice said. They weren’t his words, after all.


Last summer he’d lost his three best friends in a single spray of insults. He’d been so angry, wanting those guys to hurt, really hurt. Wanting them to leave him the hell alone. And, just like Sonia, they had.


Those three were the only people who really knew what Ethan was. They had their own powers to deal with. They understood.


The Zeroes, they’d called themselves as a joke. Like heroes, but not. They’d even tried to act like superheroes, with stupid training exercises and code names. But at least they’d all been friends.


Until he’d let the voice lash out. None of them had spoken to him since.


The line inched forward.


He tapped Sonia lightly on the shoulder. “Hey.”


She turned and glared at him, head still bopping to the music.


“I’m sorry.” He mouthed the words clearly.


Sonia hesitated, her eyes narrowing. Finally a half smile crossed her face. After all, he was a fellow fan of Patty Low. At least, she thought he was.


She pulled one earbud out, like she was about to say something. But then her gaze swiveled to a point over his shoulder and she froze.


Ethan turned. Three guys with very big guns had entered the bank. They wore all-black clothes and white hockey masks. One of them lifted his rifle and shot it directly into the ceiling.


The world flew apart into dust and noise.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the gunman said through the ringing echoes of the boom. “Get your asses down on the floor!”
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CHAPTER 8


MOB


KELSIE HEARD THE MUFFLED GUNSHOT through the bank wall, but mostly she felt it—the sudden focus of everyone inside, that wave of heat that came from a group of people united by a surge of adrenaline.


There was a flood, a tsunami of energy from the customers—fear, shock, disbelief. All of it spinning together, strong enough that for a moment it was beyond Kelsie’s control. It threatened to drown her, to drag her over into panic. But then her instincts kicked in and she pushed back, fought her way to the top to ride the wave.


It was like blocking a fire hose with her hands. The spooked crowd was a geyser of energy, hot and furious. But she drew them up, up, up into her own calm place. She channeled them into peace. She fed them stillness. Numbness. Quiet. And she held them there.


They all wanted the same thing—to be safe. That unity of purpose kept Kelsie in charge. It was all going to be okay.


As long as no one got hurt. As long as nobody hurt her dad.


She backed away from that thought, which threatened to spill over into the crowd. Of course it was all going to be okay. Of course it was.


Kelsie had been waiting in the park by the bank since breakfast, trying to look inconspicuous. Just a bored kid, killing time before the mall opened. The blue car had returned right after she’d gotten rid of Ling and Mikey, telling them she wanted to walk home. This time the car had pulled up right behind the bank.


Three men had gotten out, wearing hockey masks. She’d recognized her dad from his walk. The limp that he claimed was a knife wound but was really from the time he’d blown out his knee stealing a two-hundred-pound poker machine.


For all his screwups, Dad had never done anything like this before. He’d never robbed a bank. As far as she knew, he’d never even held a gun. So what on earth did he think he was doing at Cambria Central Bank wearing a hockey mask and carrying that shotgun?


She’d tried to call out, to stop him. But all alone, without a group around her, she’d never have the guts to accost three men with masks and guns.


“Damn it.” Kelsie rested the back of her skull against the bank wall and closed her eyes. It helped her stay connected to the storm of emotions from the crowd inside. She couldn’t find her dad in the sickly wash of fear. She’d never been able to pick out individuals once a group took on its own identity. This one was like a big, scared animal with all its nerves jangling.


She kept channeling the fear, replacing it with calm. The sooner this was over, the sooner everybody could go home. And that included her dad.


Something was blinking, flashing above her. On the corner of the bank building, way up high, a blue light was pulsing. It made no sound, but it was bright enough to bleach the early morning daylight.


Someone inside had triggered the bank’s silent alarm. No doubt another alarm was pulsing at the central police station a few miles away. The cops would be here soon, and they’d take her dad away. After a screwup as big as this one, maybe he wouldn’t come back.


Kelsie felt herself seizing up with panic.


She hauled herself from the wall, breaking the connection she had with the crowd inside. The last thing she needed was for her fears to spread into the people in the bank.


“Come on, Dad. Get out of there.”


There was nothing she could do now but watch.
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CHAPTER 9


SCAM


“LET’S GET THIS OVER WITH, people,” the gunman was saying. “We all want a nice quick job here, right?”


He sounded like he meant it.


Ethan stared at the man in the hockey mask. He felt anesthetized. The shock of the gunshot was wearing off, replaced with a wave of numbness. Like someone was pumping liquid valium into his veins. He knew he should feel more panic, but all he could think about was that he really wished he’d taken a leak before leaving the diner. All that awful coffee, plus lying facedown on a cold marble floor, was doing no favors to his bladder.


He shifted his head to see the rest of the room. The whole place had fallen to its knees in one movement. People had screamed when the first shot went into the ceiling, and yet still dropped. Like they couldn’t wait to get to the ground. Even the security guard, who’d had a gun pointed right at his face until he’d tossed his own aside, seemed weirdly calm.


The quiet felt unreal.


Ethan looked at where Sonia lay, one cheek against the floor. She seemed as spacey as he felt. Her phone was clutched in her hand like a talisman, something bulletproof. She gazed back at Ethan, her eyes shiny in the morning light that streamed through the bank. He tried to give her a reassuring smile. She didn’t smile back.


He took a wary glance at the men with guns. Far as he could tell, none of them was the Craig. These guys were all too skinny. In Ethan’s mind, Craig’s neck had taken on epic proportions. Like maybe it was the thickest part of his entire body.


Okay. So this whole robbery thing had nothing to do with Ethan’s stolen duffel bag full of money. It was just an amazingly shitty coincidence. The perfect end to his night.


He eased the bag closer to him, willing it to disappear against his body.


The gunman was talking again. “We all want to get out of here safely and enjoy the rest of our lives, don’t we?”


Ethan found he did—he really, really did. Still, it was kind of perverse for a guy to keep talking about safety while he was carrying the biggest gun Ethan had ever seen. If the gunman hadn’t unloaded that thing so convincingly into the ceiling, it might’ve passed for something out of a cartoon. Plaster was still drifting through the air like fake snow in a crappy school play.


The two other gunmen were behind the tills, scrambling through cash. Funny how they were the least calm people in the room. With their hockey masks and frantic movements, they seemed to belong to some separate, insectoid branch of humanity. The sort of creature that didn’t care about getting home safely.


Ethan felt a spasm of fear low in his gut. But then, just like that, it was gone again, smoothed over by the valium in the air.


“The vault’s shut!” one of the gunmen shouted. “Someone pushed the panic button!”


He started swearing. He seemed to swear for a long time without breathing.


The guy with the giant gun lowered his aim, till the barrel was pointed at his own toes. Ethan reflected calmly how that seemed like a really bad idea. That same gun had taken out a sizable part of the ceiling, and the guy was already limping. He probably couldn’t afford to lose a foot.


Now he was tapping the rifle muzzle against the marble floor. Glaring at the customers like the locked vault was their fault.


Ethan tried to become one with the marble.


Beside him Sonia let out a whimper.


“Time to move,” Big Gun said. “Bag the cash. I’ll see what I can scrape up from the civilians.”


The other two scrambled into motion. They began stuffing wads of cash into the canvas bags they’d brought with them. A bill floated down and landed a few feet from Ethan’s face. A fifty.


He was in no way tempted to reach for it.


Big Gun was walking through the crowd slowly, his hockey mask swinging left and right. He was sizing them up, maybe trying to work out who had the most money in their pockets. Ethan’s hand tightened on the straps of his duffel bag.


Suddenly Big Gun knelt. There was a muffled shriek from an elderly woman in a patterned dress.


“It’s okay,” Big Gun said. “Just taking your watch, ma’am.”


At least he was polite. Which only made him scarier. The woman let out small sobbing noises, but she let him have the watch.


Ethan shut his eyes to stop himself from staring at the duffel bag.


Footsteps came toward him across the marble floor, keeping time with the pulse going off in Ethan’s neck.


Big Gun was nearby. “Nice ring, little girl.”


“It’s nothing” came Sonia’s voice, defiant.


“Then you won’t mind if I take it.”


Ethan opened his eyes. Sonia’s hand was wrapped around her phone. On her middle finger was a ring with two concentric circles overlapping. Like owl eyes.


When the gunman reached down, she drew back her hand. “They’re not real diamonds or anything. They’re totally fake.”


The man seemed to hesitate.


“Just give him the ring!” Ethan hissed.


“Do what your boyfriend says,” Big Gun told her.


Sonia glared at Ethan. “He’s so not my boyfriend!”


But at least she pulled the ring off and sent it rolling across the floor. The gunman swept it up.


He stayed on one knee, his hockey mask hanging in the corner of Ethan’s vision.


“Hey, kid. What you got in the bag?”




[image: Images]



CHAPTER 10


SCAM


ETHAN GAVE HIMSELF OVER TO the voice. He didn’t care what it said, as long as it distracted this bank robber from the duffel bag.


It came out low and raspy, like nothing Ethan had ever heard from his own mouth before. “You know this is all going to hell, don’t you, Jerry?”


The gunman froze. “How do you know my name?”


Ethan shut his eyes, but the voice didn’t stop talking. “That’s a great question, Jerry. You should think about that. How does some kid with his face on the floor of the biggest bank in Cambria know your name?”


Jerry didn’t answer.


The voice was taking one hell of a chance, talking to an armed robber like they were old friends. And, just like always, there was no turning back.


But then that feeling like liquid valium was pouring back into the room, the tide of fear pulling out again. Ethan marveled that he could feel so calm.


“While you’re thinking about that, Jerry, ask yourself: If I knew you’d be here, then who else did?”


The gunman’s words came out with exaggerated calm. “Tell me what you know, kid.”


“Everything. Like why the silent alarm went off ten seconds after you showed up.” A strained little snort forced its way out of Ethan. The voice wasn’t very good at laughing. “It all has to do with Nic over there.”


Jerry’s hockey mask swung up toward his two armed colleagues.


The voice continued in a whisper. “Remember his drug charge back in March? The one that went away for no good reason?”


Jerry was quiet. Ethan figured he probably did remember.


“And ever since, Nic’s been telling you about this bank job. How easy it’ll be. How he wants you to do all the talking, because you’re such a nice guy who’d never hurt anyone. People trust you. Then he gives you the biggest gun. How am I doing so far, Jerry?”


The two gunmen behind the tills were done gathering up the cash. Now they were making their way through the customers spread across the floor. As long as they didn’t come over here. The voice struggled if there was more than one person to convince.


“Listen, Jerry. I like you,” Ethan heard himself say. “You just want what’s best for Kelsie, after all. Poor kid still misses her mom. And a guy like Nic, who makes deals with the cops, is a problem for everyone.”


“No,” Jerry muttered. “No, no, no.”


The tip of the rifle was in front of Ethan’s face, and it was shaking. Jerry’s hand on the butt trembled. It didn’t look like fear was making his hand shake, though. More like rage.


Ethan shut his eyes, as if that would protect him from bullets. “Nic hasn’t been in town that long, has he? Maybe he’s the kind of guy who’d lead his buddies into a trap just to get out of a bullshit possession charge.”


“Sirens!” one of the other gunmen called. “We gotta go!”


“Damn it!” Jerry stood and swung his gun up, all in one movement.


Ethan had a moment to breathe freely, a moment when he thought that the voice had done its work and he was free. Jerry had forgotten all about the duffel bag, and now the gunmen were about to make a run for it.


But then Jerry shouted, “You knew they’d be here, Nic! You son of a—”


And then the shooting started.
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CHAPTER 11


MOB


AFTER THE SHOOTING INSIDE WAS over, a new crowd formed.


It didn’t feel like a dance club or a party. It was closer to the rubberneckers after an accident, drawn by the flashing lights, the police tape fluttering in the morning breeze. They milled around in the street, mostly directionless except that everyone kept glancing at the bank doors. They were in there interviewing everyone, and it seemed to be taking hours.


Kelsie was waiting too. For her dad.


They hadn’t brought him out yet. Because the first guy out was someone in a body bag. And it wasn’t her dad, because . . . well, it just wasn’t. No way her dad was dead.


Right behind that was another guy, this one on a stretcher. He was alive, at least. Two paramedics carried him out while a third ran along beside holding a drip high in the air. One of the cops lifted the yellow police tape so they could duck underneath and load the guy into a waiting ambulance. Then the ambulance sped off, and no more paramedics went in.


Everybody else inside had to be alive and unhurt, right? Kelsie doubled over with relief, hands on her knees. She took a long breath. She wasn’t an orphan. Not yet.


Somebody asked if she was okay, and Kelsie straightened. She gave the stranger a tight smile and moved away to the edge of the crowd, trying to reconnect with the people in the bank.


When the handful of shots had been fired, there’d been panic. A few minutes later the police had stormed in, and there’d been a swell of relief. Then nothing. Their emotions were scattered, the crowd beast broken into individuals.


A new ripple of energy passed through the people outside. The bank doors opened, and two cops came out, half dragging her dad in handcuffs. He looked dazed and suddenly ancient. But at least he was unhurt.


Kelsie felt relief and grief and anger all at once. He was going back to prison. Every day for the last five years he’d promised he would never disappear again.


The crowd turned its attention to the man in handcuffs, like a herd focusing on a predator. Not a lot of bank robberies in Cambria. Everyone wanted a good look at his face so they could tell the story when they got to work late.


You wouldn’t believe this guy. Limping, skinny, burned-out-looking. Robbed a bank and shot two people.


Kelsie couldn’t help it; she was part of the crowd now. She felt her grief begin to roll outward, tangling with their curiosity. And not just grief: her anger, too.


How could her dad have risked all those people’s lives? Hadn’t he felt the fear he’d caused? He’d shredded all the trust Kelsie had ever put in him.


She tried to rein in the emotion. To squeeze it all back inside her own body. But it was too late and she was too exhausted.


Of everything he’d done over the sixteen years of Kelsie’s life, nothing had been this wrong, this selfish. Maybe he hadn’t meant to hurt anyone—she was sure he hadn’t—but he’d still done something awful. He’d destroyed their future together.


“Bastard!” a man beside her shouted, and a stir went through the crowd.


The cops looked confused. They had a job to do, and couldn’t feel Kelsie’s anger winding its way through the crowd.


People began to press against the phalanx of police. They’d turned from docile onlookers into something hostile, something wrathful and righteous and dangerous.


They were becoming a mob.


Kelsie saw the look of terror on her father’s face.


“No, no, no,” she breathed, trying to reel it all back in, to break the connection between her own energy and the crowd’s. She’d done this, molded a single entity from the spectators and given her own anger form.


She took a dozen sharp quick breaths, making herself hyperventilate. Dizziness cut her anger. With her influence gone and with the police shouting terse orders, the mob dissipated.


The crowd ebbed, but her dad still looked scared and lost.


For the first time, she felt tears burn.


Her father was pushed into a police car, which was soon nosing its way through the onlookers toward the clump of tall buildings at the city center.


At last the customers from the bank were led out. They stepped into the daylight, blinking and in shock. She felt them click into their own little tribe, united by what they’d been through. Kelsie could feel their shaken confidence that the world made sense. The seeds of a thousand nightmares were taking hold in their minds. They went down the stairs clinging to each other.


Except one guy.


He wasn’t in black clothes like the robbers, but two plainclothes detectives were guiding him toward a police car. He wore a pin-striped shirt and carried an army-green duffel bag. He had a familiar expression, too, tired and strung out.


The guy from the diner.


What on earth did he have to do with all this?


He wasn’t handcuffed, so he was probably just a witness. Kelsie pulled out her phone. She had to get to the police station and make sure her dad was okay. She hoped Mikey was still awake. She needed a ride.


It was barely ten in the morning. This was going to be a long day.
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CHAPTER 12


SCAM


“OKAY, TERRENCE, LET’S GO OVER this again. Is this really your address?”


Ethan didn’t answer aloud, just nodded.


He was sitting across from two detectives at the Central Cambria Police Department. He had no idea what the voice had said wrong back in the bank, but he didn’t want it screwing up again.


One moment it had all been going smoothly, the voice reeling off a fake name and address and a few generic reactions to the robbery—no, he hadn’t seen much, too busy hugging the floor, and oh, how about that, he must have left his ID back at his leafy, north-side home where he lived with his dad. The uniformed cop had looked ready to move on to the next interview.


But suddenly this detective wearing a grim expression had appeared out of nowhere, and Ethan had been politely but firmly hauled out of the bank. Duffel bag and all.


They knew something, but Ethan had no idea what.


It wasn’t about the duffel bag, which was on the floor beside him, ignored and unopened. He’d considered leaving it behind in the bank when they’d dragged him here. Just walk away and pretend it wasn’t his. But what if he’d left fingerprints on it? Or DNA? People were always being busted by their DNA on cop shows. So he’d taken it with him.


Plus, the money was his now. He couldn’t just leave it.


And anyhow, he had bigger problems.


He snuck a glance around. The detective’s desk was in the middle of a busy floor full of cops. What if someone who knew his mom recognized him? She was down here at the police station all the time, doing her deputy DA work. With a bank robbery under investigation, she might even be here right now.


Ethan hunched down in his chair.


The detective continued, “And you don’t have a phone number yet, right, Terrence? Because you just moved here?”


Ethan nodded. Why the voice had gone with Terrence was beyond Ethan. Sometimes he figured it was just trolling him.


“Do you mind answering out loud?” the other detective asked. She gave a sympathetic smile. “Just so we’re clear.”


Ethan sighed, letting the voice take over again. “Yes, I moved here from Chicago. That’s my new address, right there.”


He gestured toward the yellow legal pad on the desk between them.


“And your dad doesn’t have a cell phone?”


“That’s right, Detective King.”


The voice was good at stuff like that, remembering to call adults by their names.


King was kinda nice. She had short hair and brown eyes that were just darker than her skin. She smiled when he called her by name. Her partner, Detective Fuentes, didn’t look convinced by anything the voice said. He was taller, wider, and meaner-looking. Ethan shifted his gaze back to King.


“And your mom?” she asked.


“Don’t have a mom,” Ethan said, too quickly. He reminded himself to let the voice handle this.
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