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Every power tells a story.
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CHAPTER 1

BELLWETHER

“DON’T GO ANYWHERE WITHOUT ME,” the guard said with a laugh.

The door slammed shut, and Nate was alone in the interrogation room.

He sat at the long table, staring at his shackled wrists—the handcuffs looked different today. The metal was a duller shade of gray than usual, the mechanism of the lock a little larger. A scrap of change in the dark ocean of sameness that was Dungeness Federal Prison.

Nate sighed, let his hands clank back to the table.

The worst part of interrogations was waiting for them to start.

They always brought him here an hour early and left him alone. To his right was a one-way mirror, but he felt no attention leaking through. Not yet. There was no clock, only the patterns of the prison stretching away in all directions, a shimmering grid of desperation felt through concrete walls.

This place was designed to enforce isolation. No common eating area, and the inmates were brought to the exercise yard one at a time. At first Nate was worried the Feds had learned how to starve crowd powers, until his lawyer told him that all supermax prisons were built this way.

They couldn’t let Nataniel Saldana form a gang, after all. He was a terrorist as well as a murderer.

Some days it felt like his power was withering. His tendrils of charisma, hungry for obedience, attention, worship, spent the long days seeking a crowd to influence, and found nothing but stray wisps of connection. The supermax was a concrete-and-steel labyrinth, with locked doors at every junction, but in Nate’s mind it was a desert dotted with broken souls.

Sometimes he thought about flipping his power inside out and disappearing completely. But the cameras would still see him. The doors would still be secured by implacable machines. Even in this locked room, Nate was shackled to the table.

Invisibility was no escape. He needed to charm his way out, in front of a judge and jury. Which meant keeping the Bellwether half of his power alive.

He waited, hoping for an audience.

At last the door opened.

“You always look so happy to see us,” Special Agent Solon said.

Nate couldn’t hide his relief—his interrogators had brought a crowd. Along with Agents Solon and Murphy, a new guy took up a position in the corner, a briefcase at his side. And of course Nate’s defense lawyer was always here.

As a bonus, four people were filing in on the other side of the one-way mirror. Nine altogether. More than enough to hit the Curve—a rainstorm on thirsty ground.

He felt his power rejoice.

But what did all these extra people mean? Had something happened out in the real world?

Had his friends been caught?

“I’d like to start by pointing out—again—that my client is a minor, and that no parent is present.” Nate’s lawyer, Cynthia Rodriguez, always led with this.

Agent Solon offered his usual response, pulling a card from his wallet to read an excerpt from the Crowd Psychosis Emergency Act. “May detain such persons, regardless of age . . .”

Nate ignored the familiar words, flexing his hungry power, coaxing in the shafts of attention beaming through the one-way mirror. With his hands chained to the long metal table, he couldn’t use his usual gestures. But those had all been empty bombast, he realized now, suited to the politician he could no longer be. He’d learned to adapt, guiding the crowd with twitches of his fingers, the movements of his eyes.

He drew the room’s energy to himself, waiting for whatever the interrogators’ questions would reveal.

Solon finally got to it. “Let’s talk about the Faraday shielding in your nightclub.”

“What about it?” Nate said mildly. “It’s for blocking radio waves.”

The new guy at the end of the table smiled at this, but didn’t say anything. He was older, Asian, with a lively gray mane that made Nate think of Albert Einstein on a good-hair day.

“In a nightclub?” Solon said. “Why did you feel that was necessary?”

Nate felt a stir from the observation room. Maybe the Feds had run into another Zero like Chizara. Someone who needed protection from the stings of technology.

But then Murphy leaned forward. “Did you think that you were being watched by the government? Or some unknown force?”

Nate sighed inwardly. They were going for the paranoia angle again.

So often, his interrogators seemed to be arriving at the truth of the Zeroes. But every time they grew close to grasping crowd powers, the specifics seemed to overload their brains, and they fell back on theories about crazy kids. This blind spot kept Nate’s secrets safe, but also made it hard to extract any news about the outside world.

Sometimes Nate was tempted to tell them everything, just to stir them up. Maybe that would get a few more people in here.

But it was too soon to play that card.

“We wanted people to enjoy the music,” Nate said. “Instead of staring at their phones. Teenagers, you know?”

Cynthia Rodriguez looked up from her own phone and raised an eyebrow at him. The new guy didn’t move, but the glittering line of his attention sharpened in the air.

He knew something about signal blocking.

“You wanted people to listen to the music,” Solon said. “So was this at the request of your club’s DJ, Kelsie Laszlo?”

“I can’t remember.” Nate smiled—they didn’t even have the right Zero. “And Faraday cages aren’t illegal.”

“No, but killing cops is,” Agent Solon said, and slid a photograph across the table.

It was surveillance footage, a hospital corridor. It showed Kelsie in a hoodie, her face plain even in the grainy resolution.

“Not sure who that is,” Nate said.

“Witnesses confirm it was Kelsie Laszlo,” Agent Murphy said. “She was visiting one Frederick ‘Fig’ Larson, who was present at the crowd-psychosis killing of Officer Marcus Delgado.”

It wasn’t a question, so Nate didn’t answer.

“Witnesses also place this person at that murder,” Murphy said, sliding over a police composite sketch—Kelsie again, or close enough. “She was the instigator.”

Nate shrugged, but his mind was racing. The interrogators hadn’t asked him much about Kelsie before, and he’d hoped they thought of her as peripheral to the group. She’d only known the rest of them since summer.

But now she was connected to the murder of a policeman.

Fig must have kept quiet about her being there the night Swarm had killed Delgado, or they wouldn’t be bothering with sketches, would they? The criminal code of silence.

The question was, had they caught her yet?

Nate twitched a finger, drawing the agents’ attention taut, making it brittle and anxious to please.

“I never liked Kelsie,” he lied. “She wasn’t really part of the group. If there’s anything I can do to help you catch her, I will.”

Cynthia Rodriguez spread her hands. “As always, my client is ready to cooperate.”

“Do you have any information about her whereabouts?” Agent Solon asked.

Nate leaned back and said nothing, satisfied. He’d won already, and he’d hardly had to use his power at all.

“Let’s talk about something else,” he said.

Agent Solon frowned. “But you just—”

“He got what he wanted,” the new guy cut in. When the other agents looked at him, their attention fraying with confusion, he went on, “He’s not going to help you find the suspect. He just wanted to know if she’d been apprehended yet, and you just confirmed that she’s still at large.”

Nate didn’t argue. He was happy to take credit, even if the man had figured him out.

This new guy was smart. He spoke with a relaxed assurance and an accent Nate couldn’t place, a southern lilt.

Nate had to be careful here.

“It’s just that I can’t help you,” he said. “I never knew her very well.”

“Maybe I should take over,” the new agent said.

Solon and Murphy glanced at each other, as if they had a choice in the matter. But the attention coming through the one-way mirror had swung to the new guy, and his dominance filled the room.

“Be my guest, Agent Phan,” said Murphy, putting his pictures of Kelsie back into a folder. “Might as well try the hocus-pocus. Nothing else ever works with this kid.”

“Hocus-pocus?” Nate said, looking at his lawyer.

She straightened in her chair. “If you’re thinking of employing any nonstandard interrogation techniques, I will remind you again that—”

“Nothing unusual,” Agent Phan said, reached into his briefcase and dropped a photocopy on the table.

When Nate saw what it was, his hands jerked in the shackles with a clink. A page from his notes on the Zeroes, the folders filled with their powers, their personalities, the results of his experiments—everything Nate had learned over the years. All in the Feds’ hands now.

He’d thought keeping the notes on paper, out of his computer, was safe.

Idiot. The Feds must have pulled his entire house apart.

Phan was smiling. “Very meticulous work.”

“Notes for a story,” Nate said with a shrug. What a nightmare for his mother, having federal agents rummaging through her home.

His mother. The guilt of what he’d done to both his parents threatened to drag his power down. It took a force of will to draw himself back from despair.

“A story?” Phan nodded at the door, and the other agents got up and left. “We’ll see about that.”

Nate glanced at the one-way mirror, for a moment worried that Phan knew enough to empty the room. To rip away the Curve now, when he needed it most.

But then he felt something from the other side of the glass—a growing weight of attention on him, new bright beams pushing through.

A crowd was forming back there, a big one.

He smiled.

Maybe this new guy wasn’t so smart after all. Nate’s power was building again, hard and bright inside him. He was going to crush this Agent Phan.

Then the door opened, and someone else came in.

Nate could only stare. It was a white girl, pale, with dark hair, wearing ratty jeans and an FBI raid jacket over a T-shirt.

Her attention glittered at Nate, wary and contemptuous. Then she glanced at the one-way mirror, as if waiting for the growing crowd to settle. That, and the fact that she was Nate’s age, could only mean one thing.

She was a Zero.
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CHAPTER 2

BELLWETHER

WHO THE HELL WAS THIS girl?

She wore the same expression as Nate’s parents on visiting day—discomfort in this brutal pile of steel and poured concrete. She wasn’t as hardened to the supermax as the FBI agents and Nate’s lawyer.

But as her attention darted around the room, taking in the coffee cup rings on the table and the shackles on his wrists, she relaxed a little. Like she was familiar with interrogation rooms.

She wasn’t dressed in the standard Fed business attire. Even the raid jacket looked too big for her. So she was new to her job. Which was what, exactly?

What’s her power?

Nate flexed his fingers, gathering the attention of the crowd in the adjoining room. He had to be ready for anything.

The girl sat down at the table.

“There’s a lot I’d like to talk about,” Agent Phan said, his attention dropping to a photocopied page. “But let’s start with something pressing. Do you know anything about Eureka?”

Nate blinked. He didn’t, but if he strung Phan along, the questions might reveal something.

“Is that the code name of a secret project?”

Agent Phan smiled. “Nothing that exciting, Nate. Eureka’s a small city, about twenty miles from here. They had a blackout this morning.”

Nate kept his expression under control. “In winter? That’s odd.”

Phan nodded. “Yeah, odd. And it was a very considerate blackout. Every electrical device was drained. Cars, cell towers, even people’s phones went dead. Like an EMP hit the town, except the hospitals and schools were untouched. And somehow the traffic lights kept working for an extra thirty seconds, while all those cars coasted to a halt.”

Nate nodded mildly as his mind turned this over. If Chizara could take down a whole town so smoothly, her skill had grown in the last month. Or was it another Zero with the same power?

No. Twenty miles from here was too close for some random Crash.

“I don’t know anything about—” he began, but something swelled in his throat, choking off the words.

His friends, who he hadn’t seen for weeks, and who he wondered late at night if he’d ever see again, were so near.

“What’s that again?” Phan asked.

“Crash,” Nate said.

He swallowed, unsure how the word had slipped from his mouth.

His friends were planning something, probably something stupidly risky. This wasn’t the time to give anything away.

“The same Crash as in your notes?” the girl asked.

Nate stared at her. Her attention was a bright lance of unblinking fire. The kind of focus that had been honed with deliberate practice.

But it shimmered with nerves—fear, even.

Why was this girl afraid of him?

“Sounds like the whole town crashed,” he said. “That’s all I—”

But that wasn’t all he’d meant, and that made it hard to say, even to think.

“You think it was Chizara Okeke,” the girl said.

And finally Nate felt it in her stare, the weight of the crowd. It poured in from the next room, the gnawing demand that he spill his guts.

Forcing out the truth—that was her power.

“She’s my friend,” he said. Yes, that was true, and for a moment the burden of answering her lifted. Relief flooded him.

Until she spoke again.

“Not Kelsie? Riley? Or Ethan?”

Trying to distract himself, Nate noticed that her accent was like Phan’s, a lilting southern drawl.

“I’m not sure this line of questioning is—” Cynthia Rodriguez began.

“It was Chizara,” Nate blurted out. Something had to fill the yawning gap of the girl’s questions.

“Whose bedroom was full of wiring diagrams of the Petri Dish,” Agent Phan added. “And who purchased five thousand dollars’ worth of electronics last year.”

Nate almost swore. He’d been fighting so hard, and they’d already known. They were only testing him, calibrating the girl’s power.

Well, it was time to push back. But to marshal himself, he needed a moment of relief.

Maybe if they thought they’d won . . .

“It’s all in my notes. Chizara is Crash. It must have been her in Eureka. That’s what she does.”

As he said the words, relief hit Nate, the hunger for the truth lifting from him. And in the moment’s respite he stretched out his fingers to pull at those glittering beams from next door.

He bound them, focused them back on the girl.

“You don’t want to do this to me,” he said, putting all his certainty into it.

Her stare didn’t falter. “Yes, I do.”

“But I’m like you,” Nate said.

She smiled. “People like us are assholes. Especially people like you.”

Nate opened his mouth to argue, to persuade, to dominate—but the words wouldn’t come.

She’d met a Bellwether before.

“We were trying to help people” was all he could manage.

“You actually believe that,” Agent Phan said softly. “Remind me. Isn’t your crew the one that blew up a police station, hijacked a mall opening and a funeral, and killed a cop?”

“Only the police station was us,” Nate said, sweet relief still sweeping through him. Being honest felt so good.

As his interrogators exchanged a glance, he realized something—if they knew he was telling the truth, he could clear the Zeroes’ record.

“There were other powers at the mall,” Nate said quickly. “We intervened. We saved people. We’re the good guys!”

“Seriously?” Phan asked.

The girl nodded. “He’s not even breaking a sweat.”

Phan didn’t look convinced. “You’d be amazed what people believe about themselves. But one thing’s true, Nate. Your crew isn’t the biggest threat out there. Not anymore.”

“We never were,” Nate said. Since meeting Glitch, Coin, and Swarm, he knew all about bad people with powers. And if the FBI was recruiting Zeroes, the problem had to be growing every day.

And here he was, stuck in prison, unable even to follow it on the news.

But this was his chance to find out something about the outside world. He focused himself on both of them, pushing the full force of the crowd into his words.

“I can help you better if you tell me what’s happening out there. Just give me a clue, and I’ll give you everything I can.”

When Phan didn’t answer, Nate focused the force of his persuasion on the girl. “Please. Talk to me.”

She resisted, but the force of Nate’s will drew an answer from her lips.

“Something’s going to happen soon, in New Orleans. Something big. Have you ever heard of Piper?”

Nate wanted to lie, to keep her talking, but all he could do was tell the truth. “No.”

Phan leaned forward. “Did they hit Eureka because they’re coming for you?”

This was the question Nate had been dreading. He pulled the chain on his wrist shackles taut, hoping the pain would cut through his need to tell them.

But then the lights started to flicker overhead, the fluorescent buzzing sputtering, and he couldn’t stop himself.

“It must have been Crash, filling herself with the power of a city!” he cried out. “Of course they’re coming to rescue me!”
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CHAPTER 3

CRASH

“ARE YOU OKAY?” FLICKER’S GRIP tightened on Chizara’s elbow. “I’ve got lights going crazy all over this place!”

“No, I got it!” Chizara said, and the bulbs overhead steadied. But yes, she’d almost lost control there for a moment—and not just of the lights.

All around her, Dungeness State Prison was a sprawl of live tech. This pile of concrete and steel was wired up good, every junction guarded and multilocked, every cell and corridor surveilled.

It was killing Chizara to keep it all from spinning down into darkness. Only the buzz from crashing the town of Eureka, the awesome feeling of doing so much bad, stopped her from collapsing under the complications. But how long could she keep all these plates in the air?

The stolen schematics didn’t do this place justice. Scam’s heart-to-hearts in the local bars had been helpful, but the prison guards’ knowledge was patchy and nontechnical. Dungeness was a glowing maze, a seething theme park of interlocked temptations.

“The guards are confused about the lockdown,” Kelsie said. “But not getting twitchy yet.”

Her voice was loud and nervous. She had headphones on, trance music pumping. With her new dyed-black hair, she looked like an angry goth kid.

“But the prisoners know it’s not a drill,” she went on. “The excitement’s turning them into a crowd.”

Chizara reached out and squeezed her shoulder. Bringing Kelsie inside had always been the shakiest part of the plan. If Chizara lost control and opened all the locks, a Mob feedback loop could start a deadly riot.

“Focus on calming the guards,” Flicker said. “You ready for this next gate, Scam?”

Ethan nodded, nervously retucking his overlarge tan shirt into his forest-green pants. Between the uniform and his dyed-blond hair, he looked ridiculous. But so far the prison staff had found him convincing.

The voice made a pretty intimidating prison guard. Or maybe with all the doors locked down and the comms malfunctioning, the guards were happy for someone to come along and give them orders.

Getting inside had been a piece of cake—electronic doors were easy. They’d had to lock a couple of guards in the gatehouse, along with the woman in the front office who’d pressed every alarm button on her desk. That had taken some speedy intervention, balking circuits and killing phones and cameras.

But Chizara had run through the plan a thousand times, all its pinch points and contingencies. She’d skulked in the woods nearby, watching the guards’ handsets to trace the layout of the place. Memorized the routines, even studied helicopter schematics in case they needed to take one down during the escape.

After all her prep, it was thrilling to walk in the bright grid now, moving the Zeroes through this awful place in a bubble of precision malfunctions and repairs.

She hardly felt human, her head was so full of glowing, intricate circuits. Her bones free of ache after crashing the city of Eureka, her whole mind wrapped around this maze. She felt so powerful. This felt so right.

“I can see Nate,” Flicker said. “He’s in some kind of interrogation room. Just two more gates to bluff our way through.”

Ethan went ahead, Flicker just behind him, her fingers brushing the concrete wall for guidance. Mob bounced along, her trance mood spreading out to the other Zeroes and hopefully the whole prison.

Chizara cleared their way ahead and closed it off behind. There was so much to do.

Like downing all cameras along these halls, all the sirens trying to wail.

Like opening select doors to guide the wardens off the Zeroes’ route.

Like locking the control booth they were passing, ignoring the man pounding on the glass. Countering all the button pushing inside. Crashing that walkie-talkie so he couldn’t report what he was seeing: four unarmed kids passing unchallenged through the halls of the state’s most notorious penitentiary. One of them dancing along in headphones, the others various degrees of crazy-looking.

She checked her work as she went, like her old boss, Bob, always told her to. The prisoners here were murderers, the worst of the worst. What would they do if all the cell doors suddenly sprang open?

If she left even one door unlocked . . .

Chizara veered her mind away from that horror, from her memories of the police station in Cambria, where she’d lost control.

Just concentrate on the here and now.

She focused on the layout of the prison, letting the guilty part of her enjoy being so juiced up. The stolen power of Eureka gave her such great range, such intoxicating detail of Dungeness’s electronic symphony of light and sensation. Her usual pain dissolved into exquisite pleasures, even as she coldly, rationally, woke or shut down one door after another.

She was Crash, and she’d been put on earth to play this music.

She reached into the next gate’s electronic lock and uncinched it. Scam followed up with the bulky manual key. That had been fun, watching the voice talk the guard into handing it over.

Ethan dragged the heavy door aside.

Mob pulled off one headphone. “Mini crowd ahead. Twitchy.”

Flicker nodded. “I see them. Four guards.”

Chizara reached her mind in, feeling to see if they’d been issued weapons. The fizzy buzz of stun guns was absent. The guards didn’t carry real guns at Dungeness, except for the perimeter patrols.

She felt Mob’s tranced mood spilling toward the guards—she had to fight it to stay sharp herself.

“Ready to do your thing, Scam?” Flicker asked.

“You betcha, boss,” he said.

That wasn’t his real voice, of course. Ethan never sounded that confident, that determined.

Scam went forward to the mesh-surrounded steel door.

“Coming in!” he shouted.

“Finally!” a woman’s voice came through. “No one’s updated us! What the hell’s going on?”

Scam snapped an order into his dead radio, as if talking to the control booth. Crash threw the electronic lock on cue, and Scam slid in the stolen key.

The door beeped like a reversing truck as it slid aside.

Straight-backed and ready to bellow orders, Scam went through.
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CHAPTER 4

MOB

KELSIE FLIPPED HER HEADPHONES OFF her ears, trying to relax.

Four guards. Four Zeroes. What could go wrong?

“Winters, Young!” Ethan shouted in the next room. “Captain Rogers wants you over in Cell Block B.”

The voice sure sounded like Ethan was in charge. Which was good. If the guards were unconvinced by his bluster, it was a short walk to the nearest cell for all of them.

As an insurance policy, Kelsie spoon-fed the guards some of her tranced-out bliss. Hooked them straight into the certainty that seemed to flow out of Ethan’s throat.

It was working. There was a flood of relief from the next room, cutting through their confusion and fear. They craved order, someone to make sense of the alarms and locked doors. Even if Ethan did look like a nervous blond toothpick wearing a prison guard uniform.

“And you two,” Ethan’s voice shouted. “Secure the weapons lockers. Pronto! Don’t let anyone touch them!”

Okay, bad move—the mention of weapons, like maybe this wasn’t a drill. She felt their panic kick in, razor sharp. Tried to shove it down, to get back to their relief and trust.

No dice. She felt like the walls were closing in.

Kelsie hoisted the headphones back onto her ears. Let herself bliss out, eyes closed, rocking to the beat.

The prison had been almost silent from outside, all those souls in isolated cells, dots of rage and despair. But the moment the first alarm had sounded, the prisoners had unified into a crowd. Here in its corridors, smelling the bleach and damp, the cold steel and cement all around her, Kelsie was becoming part of it.

So many trapped men. So many wasted lives.

But she couldn’t let the stink of desperation stop her. She had a job to do. Make the staff willing to obey Ethan’s voice. Keep the other Zeroes focused on their jobs: Flicker on leadership. Scam on controlling his desires, so the voice didn’t screw this up. Crash on not opening all the electronic doors and letting the prisoners run riot.

They had to rescue Bellwether. It was Nate who’d shot Swarm, saving all their lives. Saving her from turning into something angry and murderous.

For him, Kelsie could take the heat of a thousand prisoners’ hopelessness.

After a minute of music flowing through her head, Chizara pulled her forward. Kelsie opened her eyes to find that the guards had followed Scam’s orders, moving away down the passages Chizara had opened for them.

The Zeroes headed along an empty corridor.

“How much longer?” Kelsie said, barely able to hear her own voice over the beats.

Ahead of her, Flicker held up a hand. Five fingers—five minutes till they reached Nate.

Kelsie smiled. She could handle five more minutes. The big, noise-canceling headphones were a reassuring weight on her ears. Her rose sunglasses put halos around the harsh fluorescent lights. The walls jiggled with the motion of her bopping chin. She had three hours of upbeat trance ready on her phone.

She could pretend this was a dance party in some old abandoned factory. With a surly crowd that just needed another song and a few more beers to wake them up . . .

How strange, comparing this inhuman place to a party. But for Kelsie, the isolated cabins the Zeroes had been hiding in were almost as bad. Like living in a coffin. At least there were people here. Angry, broken people, but human beings.

She breathed in more of the antiseptic air.

Chizara was a reassuring presence to her right. She was so in control, lit up like a goddess from crashing the city of Eureka. Kelsie kept dipping into that ecstatic energy to keep herself steady.

Ethan was not so reassuring. But he was holding it together so far. She’d never seen him look so determined. Though for him it was probably less about rescuing Nate and more about getting out alive.

We grab Bellwether and go—that was Flicker’s promise.

So far, Flicker had delivered on her promises. She was a good leader, but this was way harder than stealing food and staying hidden. It was one thing to meticulously plan a prison breakout with three superpowered friends. It was another thing to actually do it.

Dad had been to prison a dozen times, but Kelsie had never visited him there. It scared her how he always came back more shrunken. And this supermax was much worse than any local lockup. A place like this would’ve destroyed him. The rage and alienation was as hard as the cement floor.

And it wasn’t one mob. It was dozens, separated by faith and race and hatred. If Chizara opened the wrong door, the Zeroes could forget making a run for freedom. The prisoners would set to killing each other, and the Zeroes would be collateral damage.

Except her. Kelsie would be something else.

In the angry tempest of a prison riot, she would become Swarm. A pure vessel of frustration, rage, and murder, every prisoner a puppet in her greedy hands.

The thought shook her, made her breath catch. Sometimes she still tasted what it would’ve felt like to join Quinton Wallace, to become a predator of other Zeroes. All that perfect abandon and uninhibited greed.

She felt the hunger of the prison around her, the rage, all the emotions that Swarm had used to dominate a crowd. She felt herself tempted. She felt the prisoners forming a crowd beast from their isolated cells.

It called for her.

Kelsie hunted for another emotion. Anything else that might outweigh the thirst for blood and vengeance.

And there it was. A feeling she’d never expected in this place.

Pride.

Life on the inside gave you status, but life in a supermax made you the elite of the underworld. Same for the guards. They were paid more, told better tales about the hard prisoners they’d broken. And this lockdown only piqued that pride, further proof of what total badasses they all were.

She fed the prison its own pride, and it settled around her.

Chizara mouthed, You okay?

Kelsie tried to smile like everything was fine.

The music eased into another track. Less synth, more bass. It unwound the knot in Kelsie’s chest. She clutched at the relaxing vibe and propelled it outward, hitting the Zeroes first.

Flicker signaled her to take the headphones off.

Kelsie did. “What’s up?”

“We’re almost there.” Flicker pointed at another closed gate. “Bellwether’s not alone—he’s in an interrogation room.”

“How many people?” Chizara said.

“A big group,” Flicker said. “Do you feel them?”

Kelsie nodded. A real crowd was close. Not a bunch of inmates in isolation, but people shoved together into a couple of small rooms.

They were nervous, but also professionally detached.

“One room is crowded with civilians,” Flicker said. “Nate’s in the other one, with his lawyer, some guy in a suit, and a girl our age. Her eyes are looking down at something . . . holy crap, that’s Nate’s handwriting. All those notes he took on us!”

“So they know about our powers?” Ethan squeaked. “What if they’re waiting for us? I told you that crashing a whole city was too freakin’ obvious!”

His panic hit Kelsie like a stomach punch. She stumbled, but Zara grabbed her, and Kelsie felt her crashed-up certainty again.

“Scam, relax,” Flicker ordered. “They look just as freaked out as everybody else.”

“We can’t back off now,” Chizara said, that maniacal-goddess glow in her eyes.

“But how do we get him out of there?” Ethan asked. “A roomful of suits isn’t going to take orders from me!”

“You’ll think of something, Scam,” Flicker said. “Or the voice will.”

They were depending on the voice again.

Kelsie slipped her headphones back on.

In the storm of anger and impending violence and sick pride, she needed music to remind herself who she was. Otherwise she’d get washed away. She recited Cambria club names to ground herself, moving along Ivy Street.

The Boom Room, Starlite, Fuse, Nightowl . . .

Being in this prison had stoked her ever-present homesickness. Dungeness was a nowhere place. All the walls were the same glossy gray, and it felt like she was a million miles from daylight. She couldn’t tell north from south.

Chizara waved open the last gate, revealing a single guard on a stool by a normal-looking door.

Ethan stepped forward.

“We’re with Phan,” he said smoothly.

The guard gestured them through, like three teenagers and a pimply guard were not an unusual sight.

Flicker went first, then Chizara, then Kelsie, slipping off her headphones.

Three strangers sat around the table, but Kelsie’s eyes skated right off them onto the guy in the orange jumpsuit, handcuffed to the table and glaring up at them.

Nate. They were halfway home.

All they had to do now was get him out of here.
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CHAPTER 5

SCAM

ETHAN SCANNED THE FACES AROUND the interrogation table. This wasn’t the crowd Flicker had promised—just an old guy in a suit, the woman who spoke for Nate’s family on TV, and a girl Ethan’s age in an FBI raid jacket.

Oh yeah, and Glorious Leader, wearing a prison buzz cut and handcuffed to the table. He looked annoyed. Like he didn’t want to be rescued.

“Listen to me, Nate,” his lawyer was saying. “There’s no way out of here. If you get your friends to surrender now, we can—”

“It’s okay, Cynthia,” he cut in. “I’m sure they have an exit plan. Right, guys?”

“Duh,” Ethan said. “Bust in. Save the day. Make a run for it.”

It was maybe the stupidest plan the Zeroes had ever made. Not that any of their plans ever worked out like they were supposed to. But this one involved breaking into a place it was impossible to get back out of.

“It’s all under control,” Flicker said.

The girl in the FBI jacket gave her a hard stare. “I doubt that, Riley. Did you bring the usual suspects?”

A frown creased Flicker’s face, and she started babbling: “Crash to take control of the prison. Mob to—”

“Zip it,” Nate snapped.

Everyone in the room turned to him. He hadn’t even used his power, but all eyes were on Glorious Freaking Leader.

“Crash, keep everything locked down.” Nate nodded at the girl in the FBI jacket. “I need to talk to her.”

Ethan stared at the girl. She was pale and kind of skinny—and cute, he noticed now. She was also the right age to be a Zero, and she worked for the FBI. It said so right on her jacket.

Fan-freaking-tastic. The Feds had powers now.

“There’s no time for a conversation,” Chizara said firmly. “I can barely hold this place together.”

For once, Ethan agreed with Crash. This prison was full of scary guys, guards and prisoners alike. He could see himself in the mirror that filled one wall of the room. His uniform was way too big, and his blond hair was rubber-duckie yellow under these lights. Without the voice, nobody would believe for a second that he belonged in this—

Bam! The mirror bowed inward, sending a funhouse ripple through Ethan’s reflection. Everyone jumped.

“Shit,” Flicker said. “Someone in there threw a chair against the glass. Can they break out, Crash?”

“All the glass in here is bulletproof,” Chizara said. “And they’re on the other side of an electronic door. I’ve got them bottled up.”

She sounded certain, but when the glass shuddered again, Ethan felt his fear redouble in Kelsie’s feedback loop, like a kick to his solar plexus.

The girl in the FBI jacket was still staring at Flicker. “You’re the Sight-caster, right? Code name Flicker, according to Nate’s files.”

“Yeah, that’s me. Pop those handcuffs, Crash.”

The old guy in the suit nodded. “Crash—the Electrokinetic—and Mob is your pet Predator. And you’re Ethan Cooper, right? We’ve never seen one of you before.”

“Aw, crap,” Ethan muttered. He’d read his own name a hundred times in articles about the Cambria Five, but hearing it said aloud by a real-live FBI agent was too much. Plus, he was sick of everyone saying he wasn’t a real Zero.

He wanted very much to insult this guy.

“ ‘Electrokinetic’?” the voice said. “You suck at naming powers.”

“Yeah, my bosses always laugh at that one,” the guy said. “So let’s use real names. I’m Special Agent Phan, FBI. Riley, Ethan, Kelsie, and Chizara—you’re all under arrest.”

“Hey, sorry we can’t stick around for that,” Flicker said. “We have a jailbreak to finish. Crash, the shackles!”

“I’m trying.” There was sweat on Chizara’s brow. “I can’t get a grip on the mechanism!”

“Mierda.” Nate looked down at his wrists. “I knew they were different.”

“Made from an aircraft polymer instead of metal,” Phan said. “A perfect insulator. Electrokinesis won’t work.”

“They knew you were coming,” Nate said.

Phan nodded. “Eureka gave us plenty of warning. In another ten minutes, this prison will be surrounded.”

“Sorry, but no,” Chizara said. “I killed the comms.”

“It’s called a dead-man switch,” Phan said calmly. “The moment our comms were cut, an alarm sounded in Sacramento. A hundred law enforcement officers are already on their way.”

Ethan groaned. No way could the voice talk its way past that many cops.

“The only way this ends safely is if you all surrender,” Phan finished.

“Nate,” the lawyer said. “Listen to him.”

“Where’s the key?” Nate demanded, rattling the shackle on his wrist.

“A guard in the observation room has it,” Phan said. “Too far away for you to charisma him. You aren’t leaving here today, young man.”

“Order him to bring it,” Nate said.

Ethan shivered as the room filled with the bright familiar crackle of authority. Glorious Leader, back in charge.

But Phan only smiled. “I’ve met your kind before, Nate. And frankly, you aren’t even average.”

Ethan felt it hit them all. He would have felt it even without Kelsie’s feedback loop. You could practically hear the pop of Glorious Leader’s confidence bursting.

Nate visibly sank into his chair.

But Flicker stood straighter. “Scam. Please explain to this guy why he’s going to get us that key.”

Ethan didn’t need to be told twice. Okay, voice. You heard the lady! Threaten this guy with something!

The voice rocketed up from Ethan’s lungs.

“Listen, Phan. You know about Crash, right? How she can bring down electrical systems?”

“So what?” Phan asked.

“So your heart is a system too,” the voice said. “Full of nerves carrying little sparks of electricity.”

Beside him, Chizara gasped.

Ethan ignored her. Agent Phan was still frowning, unconvinced. Double down, voice!

“And not just yours. Verity’s heart is also sparks and muscles, a little engine in her chest. One that Chizara can stop cold.”

That got him. Phan looked ready to crap himself.

Ethan felt a grin warp his face as the voice delivered the final blow. “So if you don’t want her to die, you better order up that key. Now!”

Phan threw a panicked look at the girl—Verity—but she still looked calm.

“Apparently that’s all true,” she said. “But would you kill me, Chizara?”

“No,” Chizara said at once, like she couldn’t wait to say it. “Never.”

Flicker raised a hand. “Don’t toy with the man, Crash. I’ve seen you kill at least—”

Her voice choked off, her face spasming.

“Don’t try to lie, Flick.” Nate gestured at Verity. “That’s her power: She makes you tell the truth.”

They all stared at the girl, and Ethan felt it in Kelsie’s feedback loop—the sudden realization that they were all screwed. The voice’s threats were worthless when you couldn’t lie about carrying them out.

The Zeroes were surrounded, outmaneuvered, and busted. Bellwether had been bait, like a goat staked out to lure a lion.

None of them were going anywhere.

For a second it felt like they were all about to give up and surrender. But then Kelsie slipped her headphones over both ears and shut her eyes. Nate’s shackled hands opened, helping her pull the group’s energy back to something halfway steady.

“Yes, it’s true that Chizara would never hurt anyone. Neither would any of the rest of my crew.” Nate stared straight into Verity’s eyes, as if daring her to disagree with him. “But I would. Because I would rather burn the Zeroes down than let you take them from me.”

“Then it’s lucky you’re chained to that table,” Verity said.

Nate turned from her, the full force of his gaze falling on Chizara.

“You never hurt people on purpose. But we all know that accidents happen. Right, Crash?” The look of sadness on Nate’s face grew more profound, and Ethan felt despair in his bones. “Like that time with Officer Bright.”

She glared back at him. “What the hell are you doing, Nate?”

“You’ve read her file, Phan,” Nate said. “You know all about what happened at the police station last summer. How she let all those criminals go. How deep inside, Chizara thinks she’s a demon.”

Her eyes were wide. “Nate, you said you’d never—”

“And now she’s a wanted terrorist,” Nate said to Phan. “And maybe wondering if her mother was right. If she’ll always wind up losing control.”

The lights flickered overhead.

“Oh God.” Kelsie reached for the volume button on her phone.

But Ethan was pretty sure that louder music wasn’t going to salvage this situation. Nate was playing chicken with an FBI agent. And instead of a car crash, they were headed straight for a prison riot.

Ethan opened his mouth—the voice could probably stop this roll Nate was on. But that would mean sitting here until reinforcements showed up.

Ethan didn’t like throwing Chizara under the bus, but he also didn’t like the thought of twenty years in prison. Nate’s plan was the only one they had.

He felt the voice crawl back down his throat.

“Six hundred inmates,” Nate said. “And the only thing holding them back is you, Crash. What if you can’t manage it?”

Ethan felt the room grow colder. That Glorious Leader charm—normally it made you think you were awesome, that you could do anything. But this was like some switched-around version, making everyone in the room feel desperate and alone and worthless.

Prison, man. It changed you fast.

The lights flickered again, and Chizara whimpered.

Nate kept at her. “Last time we were in this situation, Officer Bright paid for it. How many will die this time? Hundreds?”

He turned back to Phan.

“And Verity will be among them. If our demon here opens all the locks, this room will be overrun in minutes.”

Bam! The one-way mirror shuddered again with the efforts of the people behind it, making Ethan jump halfway out of his skin. Kelsie had her arms wrapped around herself, like she was wearing a straitjacket.

Then the lights went out. Total blackness.

“Sorry,” Chizara gasped.

“Get the damn key!” Flicker cried. “He’s not bluffing!”

“It’s true.” Verity’s voice was hollow in the dark. “He’s not.”

Chizara let out an anguished bellow, and the lights sputtered on again. But the fluorescents were buzzing angrily, like the voltage was wrong, and alarms came from all directions. It sounded to Ethan like the whole prison was coming apart.

Phan hesitated another moment, his lips pressed tight together.

“Okay! Open the observation room door, Chizara.” He turned to address the mirror. “But only Anderson comes out. Bring me that key, now!”

Chizara was trembling, covered in sweat. “I hate you, Nate.”

Nate turned to Verity. “Come with us. You don’t have to work for the government anymore.”

“Dude,” she said. “Are you kidding? I had enough of someone like you growing up. Exactly like you.”

Nate stared at her. “Where are you from? New Orleans, where this big thing’s happening?”

“Yes. And in about half an hour, after they gun you down, I’m going home for Mardi Gras to celebrate!”

Ethan swallowed. He imagined Verity in a wild, dancing crowd, firing pistols in the air.

“What’s happening?” Nate kept going. “What’s this bad thing?”

Verity was trembling with anger, trying to resist him. “Piper wants to break everything. That’s all we know.”

A prison guard burst through the door, holding up a key like it was the Olympic torch. Flicker grabbed it from him and freed Nate.

“I just have to ask her—” he started, but Flicker dragged him toward the door.

“Come on, Glorious Leader. We’re out of here!”

About ten seconds later they were all following Flicker down the corridor, Kelsie bouncing on the balls of her feet, Nate rubbing his wrists, and Chizara shuddering at every shimmer of the lights.

But Ethan heard Verity call out, “If you survive this, where will you go?”

Before anyone else could speak up, he let the voice handle it, willing it not to reveal anything important.

“Who knows where we’ll wind up?” he heard himself say.

It wasn’t until Chizara had slammed the next electronic door behind them and they’d started running down the corridor that Ethan realized something unsettling:

The voice hadn’t lied at all. The whole federal government would be after them now.

Where the hell did they think they were they running to?
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CHAPTER 6

FLICKER

FLICKER SAW HERSELF IN A dozen gunsights, all aimed at her heart.

There were eyes up in the perimeter towers, and cops crouched behind their vehicles, guns drawn. Some were confidently out in the open, taking deadly aim at the five figures who stood lonely, exposed, and unarmed. The prison plans called this empty stretch of concrete the Restricted Area, a barrier worse than any wall—a killing ground.

One word of command and the Zeroes were all dead.

“On the ground, now!” a voice called, barely audible over the wail of sirens. “Do not take another step!”

Flicker’s mind raced. They could have survived the guards in the towers—Crash had already fiddled with the optics of their sniper rifles. But thanks to Phan’s dead-man switch, dozens more cops had shown up.

The plan had failed. She’d led them straight into a trap.

Time to put aside the shit Nate had just pulled with Chizara.

“Any ideas, Bellwether?”

“I’m not Bellwether.” He took her hand. “Call me Nothing.”

The words didn’t make sense, but they wrenched at her somehow. A sudden hole yawned in her chest.

Then Chizara took her other hand, and it hit.

Emptiness flowed into her from Nate, swept through them all. Her fear bleached out into irrelevance. The expanse of concrete was a sudden void around them, the alarm sirens hollow echoes.

And those eyes, the ones locked on the Zeroes with deadly intent, drifted away. Nothing to see here.

Nothing . . .

“What is this?” Her own voice sounded distant in her ears. “Where is this?”

“This is my real power,” Nate answered. “I was always an Anonymous, inside out.”

“What do you mean, anonym—” Suddenly it hurt too much to speak. A stray memory tore at her heart. A red leather jacket.

“I found this power in guilt,” Nate said. “In my shame.”

“In your shame about being an asshole?” Chizara asked.

“I’m truly sorry for hurting you,” he said, and turned to Flicker. “Are they still looking at us?”

She swept her vision through the eyes around them. “No. But what is this?”

“This was always me, inside out. Maybe we should get moving?” Nate sounded like someone else. Someone uncertain, who’d never given an order in his life.

“Come on, everyone,” Flicker said firmly.

The five of them started to walk, clinging to each other in the emptiness. She jumped into Ethan’s vision on the towers overhead, full of marksmen searching the concrete for a target.

Chizara’s eyes were dutifully trained on the ground, skimming a crack in the concrete with weeds pushing through. The sight chimed with another wisp of memory—a small green plant growing in broken stone. Something encircling her wrist, a phantom bracelet.

A memory of braille pulsed beneath her fingertips. . . .

T.

And there was that pain again, a shape punched out of Flicker’s heart. She gasped with it.

Was Nate doing this? Was this anguish some side effect of being invisible?

“I can barely feel us,” Kelsie murmured. “It’s like we’re in a dream.”

“Just keep walking,” Nate answered.

Alarms still sounded back at the prison, guards and police scrambled and shouted orders in the distance, but no one paid any heed to the five of them. When they reached the tall fence that marked the edge of the prison yard, Chizara’s hand jerked a little in Flicker’s, and the gate’s motors rumbled to life.

“Wait,” Flicker ordered, and threw her vision behind them. The guards’ attention had swung to the moving gate, and for a moment a few of them locked their gaze on the five distant figures and raised their guns. But a moment later those eyes had slipped away again, unable to keep focus.

A no-man’s-land of empty field stretched in front of them.

“Hold tight,” Nate said in a shaky voice.

His weakness roiled inside Flicker. She’d done a good job as leader, she knew. The fact that they were all alive proved that. But part of her had also hoped that Nate—Glorious Leader—would lift some of that burden off her when they got him back.

This boy beside her, who barely knew his own name, sounded like he would never take the reins again. And the way he’d gone after Chizara, purposely hitting her weak spot, threatening to get them all killed to save himself . . .

As if prison had changed him in a few weeks. Or maybe killing Swarm in cold blood had darkened his mind.

That left it to her to keep the team together. “Mob, how are the guards reacting?”

“Out here, confusion” came Kelsie’s tentative answer. “But back inside they’re full of purpose.”

“Of course.” Flicker sent her vision inside the prison walls, found video monitors that showed the five of them plainly. “The cameras aren’t affected by whatever Bellwether’s doing. Crash?”

“You got it.” Chizara, at least, sounded certain of herself. One by one, the monitors filled with static.

“I can see the van,” Ethan said.

Flicker jumped into his eyes. The getaway van was parked on the road that passed the prison—a big Honda, the metal of its hood ornament shining in the sun.

A big silver H.

The second letter on that phantom bracelet. T-H . . .

“No,” Flicker said softly. A memory was welling up, something that threatened to knock her off balance. Something too big to push down. This anguish in her heart was sharper than her fear of being shot.

Chizara squeezed her hand and whispered, “What’s wrong?”

“This new power of Nate’s? I’ve seen it before.”

Not just seen it, needed it. It was something she’d desperately missed all this time, but without knowing why.

But she had to keep control. She was the leader now.

“It’s okay,” she managed.

“It’s so not okay.” Ethan’s voice sounded afraid. “A busload of freaking guards is coming right at us!”

Of course—someone had spotted the unauthorized vehicle sitting out here. With nothing else in sight, the van was the only thing they had to focus on.

When it started to roll away, the guards would start shooting.

“Crash the bus’s engine!” she ordered.

“I can do better than that,” Chizara said. A moment later: “Ha! I’ve got it going in circles.”

“Whoa,” Mob said. “Now they’re really pissed.”

“Move! Before they figure out how to stop it!” Flicker pulled them into a run.

“We’re ready to go!” Crash cried, and ahead of them the van rumbled to life. Flicker heard the chunk and whir of automatic doors rolling open.

“Don’t let go of me till you have to!” Nate warned.

Flicker cast her vision back. “It’s okay. Everyone’s watching the runaway bus now.”

As they piled into the van, her fingers slipped from Nate’s, and at last the world was sharp and real again.

Flicker sucked in huge breaths of relief. The anguish had snapped away.

It had been just been Nate’s strange new power. There was no real memory behind this formless sadness.

They’d won! Nate was free, and she had led the rescue.

“Thanks for the assist, Bellwether,” she said as the van began to roll. “Did you learn that trick in prison?”

“No. I learned it from Anon.” He frowned at her; then his eyes darted around the van. “Where is Thibault? Didn’t he come?”

Everyone looked at Nate in confusion.

“Who the hell is Teebo?” Ethan asked.

Flicker pulled her vision back into her own head. Her hand went to her wrist, where the guilty memory of a bracelet still lay against her skin. She felt braille letters there . . .

T-H-I-B-A-U-L-T.

Not a nonsense word: a name. And along with it came an image—a face with dark eyes and full lips, the pale curve of an ear peeking out from long dark hair. The boy called Nothing, whom she had created from stories with her own sister, and who had turned out to be real, to be beautiful, and yet—

She’d lost him. Left him behind like a kid leaves a toy on a bus seat.

“No.” Flicker dropped her hand from her wrist, but the memories kept coming. His parents had abandoned him in the hospital, and now she’d done the same thing. “How did we all . . .”

“What’s wrong?” Chizara asked from behind the wheel, her voice still bright with triumph. “Is someone following us? I’ll crash the hell out of them!”

Flicker gave a low moan, like the sirens fading in the distance. She remembered everything now.

“I forgot him, Nate. We all just forgot him.”

The pain was just beginning.



[image: image]


CHAPTER 7

THE PICKUP PULLED OFF THE highway and stopped. The driver got out and slammed the door.

The boy lying curled in the truck bed woke up, saw redwoods the size of rocket ships rising around him, disappearing into morning mist.

He sat up and watched the driver walk into the woods to squat and pee. A path led off among the misty trees, signposted Damnation Creek Trail.

And now the boy knew where he was—where he’d been heading all along, following nothing but instinct. Knew enough to clamber up onto the rim of the pickup and drop his ratty backpack on the ground.

The driver had put some supermarket bags in the back, their contents showing through the plastic. The boy’s stomach sent hunger pangs up to his higher self—they were connected like two tin cans with a string between them, sometimes taut and sharp, sometimes slack and useless. He pulled bananas and a box of muesli bars out of the bag and dropped to the ground beside the pickup.

His right boot made a clopping sound as he landed. The outer sole was starting to peel away. He didn’t care much.

Making for the trailhead, he passed directly across the driver’s path. His hand moved in some half-remembered gesture, but it wasn’t necessary. She saw nothing.

Even this far from a crowd, no one saw him.

He was nothing.

Behind him at the pickup door, the woman paused to let out a belch, thinking she was alone. Knowing she was alone. Then she got in and turned the key in the ignition. The boy paused, enjoying his relief as the noise of that exhausted old engine faded.
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