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It’s hard to remember hating anything as much as I hate Affinity; a bone-deep loathing for the faceless unknown and the concrete walls of my own DNA.

EVIE IS A SHIELD: designed to kill in order to protect, and the Affinity Project have finally come for her. But Evie isn’t ready for the sinister organisation to take control of her life, her body, her mind. She isn’t ready to follow their rules about who can live and who must die – not when it condemns the innocent. She has one option: risk losing everything and everyone – including Jamie – and run.
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CHAMPAGNE

I turn my back on the last pale slice of light cutting through Kitty’s balcony doors, the sun sinking slow and heavy behind the trees of the Gallaghers’ estate, a cold burn at the end of a cold day, the end of a long cold month. I wish it had been longer. I hate time passing, its threats and pressure in the atmosphere. It leaves me dry-mouthed, calculating the number of days since the Warden made her sweep, since the night of the attack, since Aiden was arrested … Tomorrow it will be November.

Kitty has left a costume on her bed for me. It looks tiny. The pins and needles in my spine elevate to an aggravated stabbing. Defeated already, I brush the stiff synthetic fabric with my knuckles. “Is this all they had?”

Her voice echoes from the bathroom. “Don’t be ungrateful.”

“I said, nothing lame.”

“It’s not like I didn’t have an entire committee to coordinate on top of everything else.” Indignation always broadens her English accent.

“Keeping you alive wasn’t exactly twiddling my thumbs.”

“Think of it as a compliment,” she calls. “It was probably the only thing left because nobody else could pull it off. Besides, it’s funny. An in-joke!” She steps out of the bathroom looking like she’s been poured into the black PVC of her Catwoman costume.

I blink at her. “Batman’ll have a heart attack.”

“I should hope so,” she says, her pronunciation round and crisp. She turns on the spot to provide the full effect, light glinting off the gentle slopes and peaks of her fine frame, and finishes with her hands on her hips. “Haven’t eaten for a week.”

“Maybe Pete will survive. Doubt your father will let you leave the house.”

She wrinkles her nose beneath the black mask. “It’s not that bad.”

I wave at the costume on the bed and its complicated accessories. “I can’t wear that.”

“Don’t be such a baby.” Her grey eyes, artfully smudged and mascaraed, sparkle darkly. She raises her finger and crosses the room to the oak chest. Biting her lip, she pulls a huge bottle of champagne from her bottom drawer. It’s like something you’d christen a boat with. “Dutch courage?”

I close my eyes. “Barb is going to kill you.”

Kitty giggles, a breathless sound, a reckless sound, making me an accomplice with her furtive glance at the door, asking, all clear? I strain to listen. Her folks are downstairs; it’s a big house but if I concentrate I can pick out the faint sounds of movement. Jamie’s in his room; I know without trying to hear. I reach into the bandwidth for his signal so familiar and resonant, so attuned to my own. It pulses back to me. I wonder if he knows I’m reaching for him. I could give him a telepathic nudge but that might bring him up the hall and I’m not sure what he’d say about his sister’s boat champagne. Apparently it’s unusual for Shields to sense signals they’re not bound to, but I doubt my ability was intended for this sort of application, playing lookout for a teen lush. I give a reluctant nod – it’s safe. She grins, fishing crystal flutes from the same drawer. She pours two glasses and returns with a sweet smile, flicking her honey-blonde bob back from her face. “The others will be here soon. It’s Friday night. It’s Halloween! And you’re not going to ruin my buzz.”

The last time I drank was at the Governor’s Ball, moments before my DNA went ballistic at Kitty’s touch, binding me to her signal, making me her Shield. Hardly a comforting association to have with a glass of champagne. That time, I never got to enjoy the supposed benefits of booze: increased confidence, indifference to gossip and the opportunity to forget my troubles. No doubt I could use all those benefits tonight. I blow through my lips and drain the glass in one hit. It makes my eyes water and my nose run. She cheers and I cough over my fist, holding the glass out for a refill. “People will see my scars.”

Her gaze flits from my left arm to my right shoulder where, beneath my shirt, bullet holes have left a permanent reminder of my mutant genes. “People know you have scars,” she says, which is true. They just don’t know how I got them, shot by my boyfriend and my boyfriend’s mom - accidentally, of course. There are rumours. Always rumours.

“Scars will go down a treat. Get dressed. I’ll braid your hair.” She turns to the bookcase and pumps the volume on her sound system to shut me up.

In the bathroom, I dump the costume and its artillery on the cool tiles, swearing under my breath, torn between genuine dismay at what I’ve gotten myself into and grudging satisfaction at Kitty’s good mood. I sigh at the mirror. Our joking disguises a level of feeling too tender to poke at. Kitty lives. So does Aiden - a miracle beyond any I had dared hope for. In the last few weeks the wonder of it has broken over me multiple times a day and with it fear that taints the future, the Affinity Project, Orientation, disciplinary hearings, Jamie … always Jamie. Soon they will come for me and when they do they’ll Harvest my memories and find out about Aiden.

This is what obsesses me during the day and terrorises me at night. Affinity won’t let Aiden live – Miriam and Jamie have hinted as much – protocol won’t allow it. The fact he was a Stray, that he attempted to take Kitty’s life, condemns him. It makes no difference that he didn’t have a choice, that he was bound by the mutation in his DNA to fixate, stalk and kill. It makes no difference that he has changed.

A month ago I lay in the emergency room next to Aiden. My blood pumped into his drained, unconscious body. In my desperation I Transferred the full kinetic memory of my Sparking experience to him. Either my blood or my memory or the combination of both resulted in Aiden having a massive seizure on the operating table. The psychic tether, binding us both to Kitty, released and all danger left the bandwidth. I knew then Kitty was safe.

I lie awake imagining how I might explain all this and convince the Affinity Project Aiden has deactivated, but all the arguments against it shout me down. It’s never happened before – a Deactivation – and just because he’s no longer bound to Kitty doesn’t mean he won’t become a threat to someone else. I always hear these points in Jamie’s implacable voice.

So, in bed each night I compile lists, known variables and possible outcomes, fantasy scenarios where I liberate Aiden from the detention centre and come up with infallible evidence that stops Affinity from hunting him down. I have all kinds of rash confidence plotting a felony in the dark but then sunlight dismantles my courage. Jamie and Kitty pick me up for school and their smiles disintegrate my resolve. How can I do it to them?

How can I not when my brother is running out of time?

Miriam has promised we’ll visit him this weekend. She doesn’t like me pushing the issue but I know she’s losing sleep over Aiden as much as I am.

Another glass of champagne. I focus on the sweet burn fuming in the back of my nose. Not a second thought for Miriam’s warning when she dropped me off, “Remember, no alcohol.” Let it seep into my bloodstream and dissolve the fear of the unknown, the fear of the inevitable. One night’s reprieve isn’t too much to ask, is it?

I screw my nose up at my reflection – my faint spray of freckles. Sure, I’m pale but at least I have colour in my cheeks. Tonight, the green in my eyes trumps the blue and the flecks of black and gold seem pronounced. I tuck my hair behind my ears and straighten up, surprised by the rush to my head. I frown at the empty glass. “That was quick.”

It takes a moment for the dizziness to ease, then I peel my sweater over my head and unbutton my jeans. In my black lace bra and briefs, I turn from side to side, evaluating the scars on my arms. Kitty’s right: they work as Halloween accessories. The rest of my body is bruise-free, a rare thing, and I am grateful, enjoying a break from the endless training of previous months.

The chocolate-brown shorts are alarmingly short and the sleeveless shirt has the give of a rubber tube, leaving red marks on my arms in the fight to get it over my head, the thick elastic thwacking my ribs. I suppose breathing isn’t everything, and wowsers – hello, boobs! I keep my back to the mirror, unsure that champagne will cut it as fuel for courage. I probably need the whole damned bottle. I fumble for a full five minutes trying to figure out the straps and clips that go around my waist and thighs. There’s a knock on the door. I grab the handle too hard and crush it, a brief groan of metal. Damn it. “Don’t come in!”

“I won’t,” Kitty calls. “I’m just leaving the boots and extras right here.” She pauses before adding, “You’re a good sport, Evs. Jamie’s a lucky boy.”

“Go away!” I rub my palm, feeling the bruise on the inside of my thumb knuckle and scowl at the concentric dents in the doorknob, a match for my grip. Am I that wired? Kitty won’t be mad; I’ve broken plenty of the Gallaghers’ doorknobs, but I slide my fingers into the grooves hoping I haven’t damaged the inner workings of the handle. It turns – I hear the clunk of the latch – and I snatch up the remainder of the costume, shutting the door before Kitty can get a good look at me. By the time I lace up the boots, pull on the black fingerless gloves with their Velcro strips, and find homes for the fake artillery – silver guns, grenades and all – my head is spinning. It isn’t that long ago I was loading my pockets with live ammunition. I swallow and turn to the mirror. “Holy crap. Tomb Raider.”

I grab Kitty’s brush and rake it through the length of my hair, steeling myself against the memory and the assault of my reflection. I yank against snags until they tug away at the ends, until my hair crackles with static, trying to keep my mind on the night ahead. The key to surviving public humiliation is in projecting confidence … or is it indifference? Mom – well, the mom I grew up with – had loads of catchy advice for moments like this. Not being able to remember her words exactly makes my chest ache. I put the brush down and stare at the sink hole, waiting for April’s voice in my head, the wry twist of her mouth, the way she moved her hands when she talked. I can’t be forgetting things already – she hasn’t even been gone a year. My throat thickens. Sometimes I think it would take a frontal lobotomy to avoid the landmines in my head, loss and worry waiting to blow.

Laughter from the bedroom rises above the bassline. My pulse steps up its tempo. Kaylee, Imogen and Lila have arrived. I’ll have to leave the bathroom. “It could be worse,” I tell myself. Though I can’t imagine what that might look like. A bikini?


RULES

From the top of the stairs the scene in the foyer looks like a deranged film set. The Gallaghers have gone all out with decorations. The lighting is low with wreaths of fairy lights and blood-red candles burn in candelabras. Cobwebs matt the stair banisters and drape from the chandelier, tarantulas and bats and all.

The whole effect makes the plastic decorations April used to haul up from the basement year after year seem pathetic. I ignore the numb ache in my chest. Miriam – my real mom – made a big deal of my first New Hampshire Halloween, like I was seven not seventeen, overcompensating for the distance from home and the absence of my used-to-be-mom. I’m glad Miriam went to her friend’s place tonight, instead of joining the Gallaghers. Glad and guilty. Whatever. I need the break.

The boys mill about at the bottom of the stairs talking, laughing, posing for photos. Dracula, the Phantom of the Opera, a centurion-looking guy and Batman. A lot of capes. Is Jamie wearing a hat? I can’t quite make out his costume with the other girls in front of me. Leonard and Barb come from the dining room with trays of food and non-alcoholic beverages and smiles. My heart squeezes for Mr and Mrs Gallagher and everything they’ve been through. After surviving the last few months with their daughter being stalked by a genetically engineered killer, a high-school ball is a change in pace. They’ve even gotten into the spirit of things. Leonard looks dapper in a pinstripe suit and spats, his hair slicked back and a cigar to complete his Gomez Addams. Barb wears a raven wig and an ink-black sheath dress as Morticia.

Seeing the Gallaghers enjoying themselves gives me an instant hit of happy. I stand behind Kaylee as we take in the view and can’t help grinning at the back of her strapless gold bustier, caramel shoulderblades divided by the spill of her caramel hair. It wasn’t that long ago she was calling me Morticia. She’s warmed up since the start of the semester, forgiving my odd manner and the way I hogged Kitty’s time, though I’m not sure she’s over my crime of taking Jamie off the market. I smile to myself. At least her jaw-dropping Xena get-up makes me appear reasonable by comparison. Lila’s Sailor Moon skirt is blessedly skimpy on the hemline too. Only Imogen has proper coverage in her romantic gown and I wish I had thought of something flowing or knee-length, back when there was time for creative control.

Wolf-whistles rise below us. I snort and shake my head then grip the balcony rail with the tipsy rush of blood. The rail creaks. Oops. I loosen my hold but don’t let go. I picture careening into the girls, sending them tumbling like bowling pins. It makes me giggle.

“I know, right?” Lila says, thinking my laughter is because of the boys. “You think there’ll be pageant questions to answer at the bottom?”

I wave my hand down my body. “I call swimwear.”

She pats my arm. “Swimwear would be lucky to have you.”

Booze may not fix everything but it has at least dampened the instinct to cringe and hide. I love not caring and wonder if I should store vodka in my locker at school, which makes me snigger because everything seems funny.

“Come on.” Kitty leads the way.

In a champagne fug, I need eyes on feet to navigate the stairs. Were there always this many? Why do they feel so steep? The heels on my boots aren’t that high. I don’t release the banister until I find the last step and I’m sure of gravity. Then the screen provided by Imogen and Kaylee parts. He’s right there, lips tugging at the corners, eyebrows raised. Jamie.

He wears a dark brown fedora and lifts something coiled in his hand. A whip. He uses it to tip the brim of his hat. “Ms Croft?” His accent round and crisp like his sister’s.

“Mmm.” My smile is slow, neurons too occupied with the feast of looking to supply speech. Jamie tilts his head and narrows his eyes and I feel parched. “You know who I’m supposed to be?”

“I am a bloke. You know, the Bishop still has a Lara Croft screensaver.”

I grimace and Jamie’s smile comes and goes, a brief flash of teeth. A trademark smile. His full leonine grin saved for rare occasions, which is probably for the best given its brain-scrambling effect.

Six foot four in his stockinged feet, shoulders, jaw, that full lower lip. Eyes like graphite, grey and dangerous. Brown isn’t the right word for Jamie’s hair. Dark gold? Basically, he’s a tribute to nature and science. Evil. Genius. Science. The Optimal gene modification only selects “favourable” DNA which is pretty much science mumbo-jumbo to justify politically incorrect design features. When Miriam warned me that activated Shields grow stronger, smarter and more “attractive”, I thought she was joking. When she explained my enhanced pheromones were part of the pre-reform Affinity Project’s legacy plan – to insure the passing on of the synthetic gene – I wanted to puke. When she broke it to me that I would now suffer a weekly hour-long power-period on account of my hopped-up fertility I was ready to go on a killing spree. Clear skin and bumping up a cup-size is no compensation for the rest of it, but I can’t deny Affinity nailed it where Jamie’s DNA is concerned. Looking at him makes me want all kinds of things the now reformed organisation won’t allow – “no unsanctioned affiliations”. If he reaches full signal maturity he may as well be chiselled from stone and set on a pedestal. If. There is another option, but I refuse to think about Helena and her miraculous counter-signal or the fact that she could give him a normal life.

Along with the fedora and whip, he wears a brown leather jacket over a pale khaki shirt buttoned halfway, a tease of flesh in the gap. The strap of his satchel cuts diagonally across his chest. Dark pants and boots complete the costume.

“Indiana Jones.” I want to lick my lips but press them together. “It suits you … though, isn’t that kind of the eighties?”

“Shhh.” He lowers his voice, and tips his head at his twin. “Gestapo about her theme.”

“Don’t criticise the theme.” Kitty raises her claws where she gleams beside Pete, dazed in his Batman suit. “The Nineties Halloween was unanimously approved by the student council. The theme is good.”

Jamie ignores her and bounces his eyebrows at me.

I sift for words I can say aloud, words that aren’t crazed with hormones. “I look ridiculous, don’t I?”

“If only,” he says, in his deadpan drawl. He directs a narrow glance at Gil Bishop, who I hadn’t noticed till then. Gil blinks at me in a gormless manner. Jamie jabs him in the stomach with the handle of his whip. Nearly losing his fangs, Gil laughs and coughs, raising his hands. He winks at me and grins at Jamie. With a flourish of his Dracula cape, he turns and swoops Lila around the waist. She squeals and straightens her skirt and wig.

Unsure what to say, I make a dismissive noise. My outfit’s not that bad, is it? Though I could go another drink. A drink of anything. Jamie makes me thirsty.

“Hmph.” Jamie watches Kitty and Pete, his sister trailing a talon over Batman’s chest.

Taking his face in my hands, I turn him back towards me. “Don’t be like that.”

With a grumble, he pulls me against his chest then laughs when he finds the fake grenades on the back of my belt.

I press up on my toes, brushing my cheek against his, searching for the spot at the edge of his jaw where it dips beneath the ear, eager for the warm scent of his skin. If I could go around all day with my nose pressed against Jamie’s neck, I would. The scent of his skin is like some kind of DNA-related catnip – my favourite symptom of our Synergist connection. I draw deeply for the subtle fragrance, but what hits me is a pheromone bomb that makes my head swim. “Whoa.”

Jamie grips my waist to keep me from swaying and squints at me. “You all right?”

I’m generally against public displays of affection but my whole body hums and I wish we were alone. Jamie arches an eyebrow as he reads my expression. “Better hold your breath, love.” His lips are soft, the kiss lingering and the sensation like dissolving from the inside out. His smile stretches over mine. He leans back, smacking his lips and suspicion contracts his brow. “Everton, have you been–”

“Come on, you two.” Jamie’s mother appears beside us with a tray of finger food.

“Yum.” Distracted like a child presented with shiny things, I disengage from Jamie and scoop an hors d’oeuvre straight into my mouth. “You’re a genius, Barb,” I mumble, mouth full. “Love the wig.” I put my arm around her waist and kiss her cheek, a salty pesto kiss. She squeaks, nearly up-ending her tray as I jostle her.

Jamie catches it before it falls.

“Oh!” Barb cries.

“Whoops.” I giggle. “Sorry.”

“You don’t know your own strength.” She smiles up at me. “It’s good to see you happy, Evangeline.”

Is it that unusual? I giggle again.

Jamie tugs my hand. “Everton.”

I love his low, urgent voice, the way his eyes get all intense, the vertical creases forming above the strong line of his nose, the concern parting his lips–

Leonard steps forwards with his camera in hand, trying to be heard above the noise of the crowd.

I can help. I blow on my fingers, a short, sharp, shriek of sound that makes everyone flinch.

Leonard wiggles a finger in his ear and chuckles. “That’ll do it.” He waves at the staircase for couples shots.

Jamie growls in my ear. “You’ve been drinking.”

“Eric, Kaylee,” Leonard calls. The muscular, brown-haired centurion in breastplate, helmet and flowing cape is from Kaylee’s Spanish class. He looks almost dumbstruck by his luck and pleased to have the opportunity to put his arm around his date.

“So?” I shrug at Jamie and smile at the antics on the stairs, still tingling from where his breath has warmed my skin. I want him to do it again.

Jamie groans and lowers his face into his palm.

“Pete, Kitty.” Leonard waves his daughter onto the bottom step. My chest flutters inside, the echo of an old anxiety, the wish for Kitty’s happiness. Pete has featured in Kitty’s late-night texts to me over the last couple of weeks. “Not entirely committed to the idea of Pete but open to it,” she’d said. I’m pro Pete, myself. Someone to take her mind off recent events. Someone to make her smile. I remember her flirting with Aiden and shiver a little.

Jamie rubs his face. “Miriam will kill you.”

“Pfft.” I raise my palms. “Who’s going to tell her?”

Gil and Lila go next, delightfully disproportionate, his mass, her tininess, and I laugh with everyone except Jamie as Gil pretends to bite her neck. I wonder if tonight their flirting might become the real thing.

Jamie sighs. “Miriam will kill me.”

I swivel to look at him, my head sloshing with the sudden movement. “What are you talking about?”

“Abe, Imogen,” Leonard calls and the flourish of Abe’s Phantom of the Opera cape catches my attention. My vision blurs as I follow the movement, my balance out.

Jamie grabs me before I can right myself. “You’re drunk.”

I roll my eyes and pretend not to wobble. “Hardly.”

“Completely.”

I pull away, coming out of my happy daze, feeling his frown like an affront. “Barely.”

“Right, you two,” Leonard claps his son on the shoulder and the others turn towards us. Jamie cloaks his concern with immediate ease.

“No cape, Skipper?” Gil calls.

“Who needs a cape?” Jamie unfurls the thick length of the whip with a lazy flick. The lash of the tip cracks the air, parting the crowd. Squeals and shouts echo off the triple-height ceiling. Quicksilver adrenaline releases nervous laughter in the aftermath.

Gil rescues his fangs and snorts. “Overcompensating.”

Drawing my fake guns, I press against Jamie’s chest, not liking the turn in mood. Damn it, I had been starting to enjoy myself and everything. So what if I’m a bit tipsy? Big deal. I arch my back and lift my foot behind me, nearly losing balance in the pantomime. Jamie wraps the whip around my back, the cord as hard as bone, bracing me. I blush at my unsteadiness, needled by my own embarrassment. “I’m fine.”

“Clearly.” He smiles at the camera and speaks through his teeth. “How much have you had?”

“Relax.”

Leonard lifts the camera strap from his neck. “I think that’s it.”

“Limo’s here,” Kitty calls, darting into the living room to fetch jackets.

“How much?” Jamie releases me from the whip.

“I don’t know.” I copy his clipped tone. “A few?”

“You don’t know?”

Kitty brings me a floor-length pale blue coat with furred hood and cuffs. “Lara wears this when she’s on the ice.”

“Small mercy.” Jamie slings the whip over his shoulder, snatches the coat from Kitty and has me in it before I know what’s happening. He starts buttoning from under my chin.

“Don’t be like that.” Kitty nudges him. “She has her public to think of.” She winks at me and I scowl. You break the Governor’s son’s nose and you’re never allowed to forget it.

Jamie isn’t in the mood. “Did you give Everton champagne?”

“Shhh.” Kitty darts a look over her shoulder. “So?” She screws her nose up and marches off.

“Brilliant.” He swears at the buttons on my coat and I bat his hands away, making him wince and rub his fingers.

I finish hooking the last loops, leaving the parting for my long booted legs. “What’s the deal, sergeant major?”

“I should take you home.”

I stare at him.

“You could hurt someone.” He sucks his bruised knuckles.

I keep staring.

“Not on purpose.” He spreads his hands. “Obviously.”

I can’t stop looking at the corners of his lower lip where they tuck in, the meaning of the furrows in his brow. He is frustrated with me. I fill my chest, straining the toggles on my coat and grit my teeth. “I’m-getting-in-the-limo.” I turn and march out the door, the coat flapping my stride into a flounce.

It’s chilly and dark already. The sky presses low above us, no stars. Only the rising moon, a pale circle, glows fuzzily behind thick clouds. Jamie and Kitty’s parents are on the front porch. Everybody lines up to thank them. I stride right past, jogging down the wide marble steps, relishing the crunch of hard-soled boots on fine gravel, letting my heels drive divots in the path with steps like punches. I climb into the limo, dizzy and squinting against the pink neon floor lights tracing the underside of the leather seats. Jamie comes after me. “Everton,” he says, removing his hat to duck through the door. He lands beside me. I cross my legs and my arms, my head spinning, and glare past him to the porch where Leonard draws Pete aside, pinning him around the shoulders with his long arm. Kitty waits down on the drive giving her father a black look.

“There are rules for a reason.”

“What?” I turn to glare at him but the expression on his face makes my insides shrink. The crushed doorknob, the creaking stair rail, the nearly up-ended hors d’oeuvres, Barb’s comment, Jamie’s fingers. Has the drink really jiggered my signal so that I don’t know my own strength? I ball my fists, feel the thump of my pulse loud in my ears. He means actual rules. A Shield’s code of conduct? I swallow before mouthing the words, “The Affinity Project?”

Jamie’s eyebrows are as high as I’ve seen them. “Surely Miriam said something?”

My jaw tightens and the let-down of adrenaline sends angry jolts stabbing up my spine. Anger always makes the pins and needles bad. Fury makes them painful. The Affinity Project. I want to break something – ram my elbow through the tinted glass window or stick my head out and bellow obscenities at the blank sky. I close my eyes. “Shit.”

One worry-free night. That’s all I wanted. Just one. To be a normal girl, with normal friends, going out to do goddamn normal things. A night with Jamie and nothing between us. Ruined. Thanks again to the Affinity Project, a stain on my blank white page. It’s hard to remember hating anything as much as I hate Affinity; a bone-deep loathing for the faceless unknown and the concrete walls of my own DNA.

Why hadn’t Miriam said something?

Remember, no alcohol.

I dig my nails into my knees at the nudge of guilt. I had taken her warning as generic “parental” advice, not a specific warning about the effect it could have on my genetic modification. Had she assumed I already knew about the risks?

Jamie sighs. “I can take you home.”

“Damn it.”

Abe’s handsome brown face pokes in the door. “Damn, what?” He lifts his half-mask up on to his head and helps Imogen inside.

“Damn, what?” Imogen asks, flushing pink with the excess of chivalry as she shuffles into the seat opposite me. She’s been nervous and embarrassed about the “arranged” date. Abe is making an effort. It’s a good night for her, for him, for everyone but me … me and probably Jamie.

Jamie gives her an easy smile.

I say, “It’s nothing.”

“Come on.” Jamie rises in his seat, taking my hand. I tug him back down. Pete and Kitty are making their way from the porch.

“I’m-not-getting-out,” I say in his ear. “Don’t-make-me.”

He glowers at the limo carpet, worrying the edge of the fedora between his thumb and forefinger.

Kitty climbs in, a petulant curve to her lips. “Dad. Honestly. Such a double standard.” Pete looks pale beneath his Batman mask and I feel a surge of sympathy – he’s just had his page stained too.

“Don’t worry, Pete,” Lila says, following them in. “He wouldn’t really hurt you.”

Gil’s chalked face looms over Lila’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

“Neither would I,” Jamie says.

Pete glances at him and then away.

I jab my elbow into Jamie’s ribs.

He grunts and grabs his side.“That’s what I’m talking about.”

I thought I’d barely touched him. Pressure builds in my chest. My eyes sting. No, I can’t start crying! I bite the inside of my cheek.

Kitty takes Pete’s hand onto her lap and glares at her brother. “I didn’t see you get a speech.”

“I’m responsible,” Jamie says.

“Now, maybe,” Gil calls. Abe laughs. Pete seems to know better.

The music cranks up as the limo starts, drowning out Kitty’s retort. Kaylee and Eric climb in. I wait for Jamie to say something, to stall the driver, come up with an excuse for staying behind. He doesn’t say anything. Lila cheers and Gil sings loudly and off-key. We travel slowly down the long driveway and pull out into the road, forest on the left, the leafy expanse of the Gallaghers’ estate stretching into shadows on the right. Getting my own way doesn’t feel like a win. My body’s too heavy for my bones.

Jamie slips his hand through mine and leans close. “I’m not trying to be a killjoy, Everton. You almost broke my rib just now.”

I chew the inside of my lip.

He kisses my forehead. “Just another thing, isn’t it? The price we pay for all the stuff we shouldn’t be able to do. If you weren’t – if I wasn’t–” Jamie’s head snaps left. “I don’t think so, Kit.”

Kitty freezes with a hipflask halfway to her lips, her mouth hardening. Before she can tell Jamie to get lost, Pete pulls the flask from her hands and passes it to Gil who screws the cap back on and hides it in his cape.

“Bloody hell, Dad.” Kitty scowls at her twin. “Mind your own business.”

“Newsflash,” Jamie says. “This is exactly what that looks like.”

Gil whistles long and low.

Kitty swells in her seat and I’m glad when she starts her rant. I don’t want to hear Jamie theorising about a life where we aren’t what we are because the only way that can happen is if we’re apart. It’s bad enough knowing it’s inevitable. I can’t bear to hear him wishing for it.


HALLOWEEN

The Hannibal Lecters wear straitjackets and face masks, Goodfellas’ gangsters tote machine guns, William Wallaces threaten to show what hides beneath their kilts and there’s even a Terminator with leather pants, razor crop and shotgun. The boys’ swim team swagger in their Baywatch lifeguard shorts. Some have added ghoulish wounds or zombie features in a Nineties Halloween mash-up. The male staff are decked out as era-specific Michael Jacksons and the female staff as Madonna in her Blond Ambition phase. The line-up of pointy-breasted corsets and platinum wigs is frightening on its own.

We pause in the crush of the huge stone foyer to Gainsborough Collegiate’s Great Hall, waiting for a pantomime horse to pass by. We check our jackets and bags. Despite a moment of grumbling from Jamie, I unbutton my coat to whistles from passing lifeguards. Jamie raises his whip. They laugh and pat him on the shoulder, winking at me and lumbering through the crowd, expressing loud appreciation for the spectacle that Kaylee and Kitty provide. Eric and Pete move closer to their dates.

In the Great Hall, Kitty’s committee has created a pavilion of orange organza, sweeping in folds from the distant regions of the ceiling. Looking up makes me dizzy and I lean on Jamie’s arm. The place is already humming and the noise, the mass of bodies, the endless twinkling lights swirl in my head, disorientating and marvellous. I reach to squeeze Kitty’s shoulder.

“Gently,” Jamie says, his mouth at my ear.

I temper my touch. Kitty smiles back at me, fizzing with satisfaction.

The committee signed several bands for the evening and a DJ to fill between sets. Pete’s band, Middlesex, is scheduled for later in the night. The current band rips up a conclusion to a song with grinding guitar and throbbing bass. I’m already bouncing on my toes, pins and needles zapping with the stimulus.

Impatient with the slow progress to the dance floor, Gil lifts Lila onto his shoulder and, squealing, she points the way with her red patent leather boot, the ponytails of her blonde wig swinging down to her waist. Jamie moves me before him with his hands on my hips so that we trail single file. “Just try not to touch anyone,” he shouts over the music. “Stay with–”

“Anthem!” Two of the senior boys’ rowing team hem us in as the band introduces the next song. “You’re up, Skipper!” I see only Jamie’s worried face looking back at me then he’s beyond reach. A shot of panic thrills through me and I freeze, afraid to brush against anyone’s shoulder – I might leave them bruised. I keep my arms at my side and try not to pitch headfirst into a refreshment table. Out on the dance floor, the rest of the team converge. They lift Jamie off the ground and thrust him into the middle. Gil leads them through a routine that, among other things, involves pogo-ing and waving invisible lassos. I manage to shuffle my way forwards as gaps appear, joining the line-up of crew widows. Lila wraps her arm around my waist, grinning up at me then out at the boys. She was the first of Kitty’s friends to make me welcome, as though Kitty’s approval was all the recommendation she needed; a rush of affection fills me.

In the minutes from the limo to the dance floor, with Jamie consenting to let me come to the dance, my mood has elevated. It’s probably the chemical cocktail in my bloodstream that makes me loose in my joints, warm in my bones, light in my chest. Still, it feels good and I laugh as loudly as the others as the rowing team’s routine becomes more flamboyant. Jamie dances with effortless rhythm. His eyes meet mine in question. I smile and nod. I can totally do this. Everything’s going to be fine.

When Lila tugs me towards the dance floor, I hold my breath, lifting my arms over my head to keep them out of the way. Lila copies me like it’s a dance move. Kitty, Imogen and Kaylee follow, arms aloft, flailing like reeds in a storm. I laugh, shaking my head, turning as I rise and fall with the beat, carefully judging my distance from each of them. Nervous and elated at the same time, I can feel my strength, the power in my body, torrents of electric energy. Despite my liquid state, there comes a linear focus as I dance. The slowness, the clumsiness of being drunk gives way, as though all my receptors have amplified.

Every detail becomes distinct – the erratic white stitching of Kitty’s skin-tight suit, the glinting divots in Kaylee’s breastplate, the pins holding Imogen’s auburn hair in loose curls, the lacquer of Lila’s nails as she waves her hands. I see it all without really trying to see. I sense the frenetic toss of heads, the pivot of feet, the swing of hips back and forth, eyes glinting in the lick of light and shadow.

Like a deranged conga line, the boys’ routine takes them on a circuitous path around the room, cheered on by adoring fans. Mostly female. I keep my sights on Jamie as the music grows deafening and the dance floor fills. When the boys finally give up on their crew theatrics, manly backslapping included, they’re on the other side of the room, past the refreshment tables. Jamie begins to make his way back, exchanging what look to be good-natured jibes with his teammates. He spots me over the heads of the swirling crowd.

When a knot of cheerleaders gestures for Jamie to stop, a prickling sensation in my spine brings me to a standstill. I can’t hear what they call out as he passes, but I watch their glossy mouths part and their hungry eyes moving over him. One touches his arm, another his shoulder, one even puts her hand on his chest as she pushes up on her toes to yell something in his ear, back arched, pert breasts thrust forwards.

The hostile flicker I usually ignore when territorial jealousy rears in me is nothing on the fire that ignites now. I don’t think. I burn. Pushing between Abe and Imogen, my vision grows razor-edged as my pupils expand. I don’t hear the cries or loud complaints of others as I barge through the crowd, stalking my way towards the small redhead with her hand on my boyfriend, high-pitched ringing in my ears. I know exactly what Jamie’s chest feels like under my hand, through a jacket, a cotton shirt or touching his bare skin. His heartbeat. His heat. Her hand doesn’t belong there, feeling those things. I will move it.

The refreshment table looms, punchbowl, pyramid of glasses, the only remaining obstacle. It doesn’t seem unreasonable to me to jump it. In fact it seems efficient, given the crowd. Desirable. To get me quickly to my goal. The thought leads to instant action. Two steps, I spring up, a modest leap. A brief glimpse of always friendly Angelo from gym class, who smiles when I approach, about to greet me as I leave the floor. Halloween axe buried in his back. Green eyes goggling through his blond hair. A flash of his blue Not without a mint commemorative T-shirt. Everything is crystal, everything is clear.

Jamie’s mouth opens as I reach peak trajectory. Beneath me the glasses clink and dance in their pyramid at the pulse of my signal. He gives a curt nod and says something to the girl. She steps back, disappointed as he darts forwards, startled as he intercepts my landing. The hurtling girlfriend! Catching my waist, he grunts when I slam like concrete into his chest.

“Watch yourself!” I call over his shoulder, curling my lip at the girl.

Shouts of surprise, cries of shocked laughter, cheerleaders’ catcalls.

“Bloody hell, Everton.” He lifts me up and carries me back a few steps, sharp glances for signs of any approaching teachers. “Think, love.”

Pins and needles cut up my spine. “She needs to–”

“Live long enough to finish high school?” He puts me down, but doesn’t let go. The girl glares at me, a mixture of alarm and derision – but mostly alarm, as the crowd closes back around us.

“Did you see that?” Angelo cries, fighting his way around the table. “That jump! Un-freaking-believable! Were you going to take that girl out, Evie?”

“She’s fine.” Jamie turns me so my back is to the cheerleaders and moves me away from Angelo. I swivel to get another look at the girl, mentally cataloguing the details for future reference. “No one’s being taken out tonight.” He turns my face in his hands and holds it there. “You can’t possibly believe I’m interested in her?”

A living picture blooms in my mind, obscuring the Great Hall. I see myself in a dim room, Kitty’s room, moonlight filtering through a gap in the curtain. Underwear, tousled hair, dilated pupils. I see the vision from Jamie’s point of view. I recognise it’s the night after his mom accidentally shot me in the arm. His Kinetic Memory Transfer fills me, allowing me to feel what he felt, his hands moving over warm skin, looping through silky hair. My body floods with the sensation, overriding hostility with desire.

The picture disappears and I’m back in the Great Hall, still pinned between his hands, music blaring, bodies writhing around us. “Can I let go?” he asks.

I nod.

“I suppose we lasted fifteen minutes.” He lowers his hands slowly like he might need to grab me again. He gives a choked, humourless laugh. “You jumped a table, Everton. A bloody table. In front of everyone.”

“It’s not like I planned it.” All my linear focus and ability to stand upright evaporate. I can’t tell if I’m more intoxicated by alcohol, adrenaline or KMT. Groaning, I lean my forehead on his chest. “Take me home, Jamie. I can’t feel my face.”


VIRGIN

Jamie tips the driver and the taxi pulls away. We stand in the dark, Indiana Jones and Lara Croft, eyeing the rustic clapboard house as though it’s riddled with booby traps. Miriam isn’t back yet but she will be in an hour or so, and when she sees I’ve come home early she’ll figure it out and it’ll be on. The third degree. The overreaction. The guilt. I blow white breath through my lips and turn half-formed arguments in my muddy brain. “Can we just stay out here?”

Jamie chuckles, the brief, heavy sound of the condemned. Miriam will find some way to use my mistakes against him, fuel for her argument: Synergist Coding is dangerous.

Jamie peers down the drive. “I guess we’ve got a little time to come up with an alibi.”

“She won’t stay late at Emilie’s and miss the chance to play curfew cop.”

“Mmph.”

Columbia Avenue becomes a slowly balding forest in late October. The dry rustling of dead leaves overhead and the squelch of damp ones underfoot. Out in the forest, the Border River rushes, deep, wide and wild. I picture flying down its bank, the leap I’d make to cross it and the mountains beyond. “We could go for a run?”

“We could join the circus.” He squeezes my hand. “Wouldn’t make a difference. She’d find us eventually.”

I sigh.

He sighs.

Neither of us moves.

The narrow house looks warm and inviting from the cold shadow of the sidewalk. Light filters through a gap in the living room curtains. Miriam’s studio on the right sits in darkness. Upstairs, a lamp glows behind the study blinds, always on. I’ve loved this house my whole life but since the truth came out about who and what everybody was and wasn’t, moms, twins, fate, futility and mutant DNA, the atmosphere of the place exhausts me. It’s all a bit too My Life as a Greek Tragedy and I don’t want to talk about or “process” anything. April wasn’t my real mom. Miriam is. It hurts too much to think about it and I’m sick to death of feeling like an exposed nerve ending. Miriam tries to give me space, let me deal with things my own way, but she’s a fixer and sometimes it gets the better of her and, inevitably, things end in yelling and tears. Mostly, I stay quiet and avoid being in the same room as her, the strategy of a coward.

“Come on,” Jamie says, tugging my hand.

We make our way down the sloping drive, Jamie holding my arm to keep me from skidding on the gravel. We clamber up the steep back steps to the landing and Jamie takes the key from my fumbling hands and lets us into the dizzying light and clamour of the kitchen.

Brightness momentarily blinds me. I stumble over to turn the stereo off, flicking the switch, then the small TV on the counter. Miriam always leaves things on, like she’s out of time, fleeing a burning building. Buffy pads up the hall, meowing in greeting. I lean against the cupboards to keep from losing balance in the uncommon hush and hold my head. “I think I need to lie down.” I don’t feel bad. It’s just the endless rotation of everything around me that makes it hard to stand.

Jamie dumps our things on the long wooden table. “Go ahead. I’ll get you something to eat.”

Buffy meows and follows Jamie to the counter, purring, twining herself around his legs. I know just how she feels. “I’ll be upstairs, then.”

The corner of his mouth forms a wry curve. “Miriam will be home soon.”

I grin, bumping my way out of the kitchen like a slow-moving and badly aimed pinball. I pause in the hall where Miriam’s eclectic artefacts cramp the bookshelves by the stairs. The light on the answering machine blinks and I press play. Miriam’s voice crackles from the speaker. “Hey, kiddo. Wasn’t sure you’d check your cell. I’m gonna stay at Emilie’s tonight. We’re doing the final edit tomorrow and it will save me backtracking. Hope the dance was fun. I’ll keep my phone on – if you need to get hold of me. Night.”

I frown at the blinking light. Is it some kind of test? Some reverse-psychological get-me-onside thing? But a more interesting thought presents itself. I have the house to myself till morning - an unprecedented gift of time, circumstance and opportunity. My mind reels with the possibilities and I blink at Nan’s statue of the Mother of God where she sits on her shelf above the phone, her plaintive eyes. “Don’t be like that,” I whisper, turning the Holy Virgin to face the wall. I call over my shoulder, “Miriam’s not coming home.”

A snort comes from the kitchen. “I heard.”

I’m not sure my feet touch the stairs before I burst through the door of my bedroom, not feeling the pop of the doorhandle. It lies crushed in my hand. “Oops.” I hide it in my desk and turn to face the carnage of at least three days’ worth of neglected laundry that litters the floor. I stumble, off axis, as I bend to scoop up wrinkled clothes, bruising myself against bedpost, doorjamb and wall before dumping the lot in the bottom of the wardrobe. A quick scurry for scattered shoes and it’s tidier than it has been in weeks. Miriam won’t believe it.

I smooth the quilt then turn to the dresser mirror to look myself over. Dilated pupils, opal black, and blood-red lips in the lamplight. My heart stamps like it’s wearing heavy boots. With numb fingers, I fumble the elastic band from the end of my braid and shake out the folds of my hair. I teeter, overbalance and catch myself on the bed end. Not good. The inability to remain upright could undermine my whole seduction sales pitch and I need to pull it together. I’m not an expert and we haven’t gone far in our physical relationship, what with my tendency to faint “mid-snog”, but I’m pretty sure falling on my ass won’t be much of a turn-on.

We’ve never talked about sex. Not directly. Jamie never pressures me for anything, never complains. I’m the complainer – the one always wanting more. But how much more? What do I really want?

Everything. I want everything. The jealous intensity of wanting him grips me. I want him completely. Possession. Knowledge. Wholeness. Belonging. Things I’ve never thought to name. I want more than signals connecting us; I want a physical, irrefutable link, something tangible that can never be erased whatever happens. It’s wrong. Selfish. Jamie’s cure waits in Germany. Helena. The Affinity Project with their rules about “unsanctioned relationships” will come for me any day now and it’ll all be over. That’s where the choking sense of urgency comes from – the threat of the unbearable end.

It makes me desperate and terrified because as much as I want Jamie, I have no idea what I’m doing or whether I’m ready to do it. All I’ve got is theory. I’ve sat through health class, wrestled condoms onto bananas and heard war stories from friends. I know what can or can’t make me blind, infertile or even mad. I’ve flipped through bodice-ripping novels, scanning pages for the mind-altering sex that destines, dooms and defines its protagonists. And surely Jamie and I must be candidates for mind-altering bliss given the chemistry involved – the least of our encounters is electric charged.

What it comes down to is this: tonight may be my only chance to be with him and I’m more afraid of missing the opportunity than I am of taking it, whatever my inexperience and ineptitude.

“Screw it.” I wrestle the shirt up over my spinning head. It comes off with a snap. Static crackles in my hair. I lean on the dresser to keep from falling, breathless, brazen. The holsters are tricky. Bending down causes blood to rush to my head but I manage to release the clips without crushing them and the silver guns fall from my thighs, clattering on the hardwood floor. I pause over the waistband of my tiny brown shorts, hands trembling at the sound of Jamie’s footsteps on the stairs. Too late. I stifle a squeal and straighten up too fast, nearly toppling. Jamie nudges the door open and freezes like he’s been paralysed by a ray gun – glass of orange juice in one hand and a plate with one of Miriam’s gargantuan muffins in the other, Buffy still mewling in worship at his feet. “Everton?”

I look down, embarrassed by the heat in my face, and gesture at my boots. Words come thick and stuck together. “Dunno I can manage these.” I hold the bedpost and lift my foot to tug at the laces one-handed. The room tips and the floor hits my knees. The thump makes Buffy hiss and dart out into the hall, but it’s a numb landing, like I’m encased in foam rubber. Jamie moves. Plate and glass clatter on the desk. Then he’s there, helping me onto the bed.

“Told you.” My laugh sounds foolish in my ears and I don’t brush the hair back from my face, preferring a place to hide. Jamie crouches in front of me, still holding my arms, not saying anything. I rub the red spots on my knees and wish I could think of something funny to say, something cool and ironic because I want to be shirtless and brave, not shirtless and lame. How on earth had I ever instigated anything as remotely sexy as the night after Barb shot me? How had I ever touched him or kissed him and not been crippled by shyness?

Jamie lets go of my arms and begins to unlace a boot. I know he can hear the drumbeat in my chest and I grit my teeth, forcing myself to look up; he has his eyes on the job. I watch his strong hands pull the loops free, one at a time in slow methodical strokes, loosening the tension from the top of my calf, down the long shinbone to the tight ankle and high arch of my foot. He slides his hand, cool and smooth, beneath the leather tongue, cupping the back of my knee and slips the boot free. Where red marks from the boot stitching track the top of my foot, he presses his thumbs, kneading the tender grooves, applying pressure in a circular pattern from my toes to the crest of my foot. I close my eyes and try not to moan. Finally, he lowers my foot to the floor and draws his hands up the back of my calf to hook his thumbs in the sheer stocking, drawing it down and off.

I open my eyes on his, like he has been waiting for me, like he isn’t going to talk or move until I look at him. I tuck my hair back behind my ears as an act of courage, dropping my gaze and lifting it again, like I can adjust to the intensity of his stare by practise. “Thank you.” I sound hoarse.

“The other?” He draws his teeth slowly over his lower lip and I need more air and lift my shoulders to make room for breath.

“Please.” I might be begging for mercy.

He begins again in the same unhurried and methodical way as before and this time I watch him as he works in the dim light. He’s taken his jacket off downstairs, the fedora too. The pale khaki shirt hangs loose over his shoulders and open at the neck, a deep V of bronze to the middle of his chest where two surviving buttons hold the fabric together. His brow is grooved with concentration, and his grey eyes lie hooded in shadow. I want to touch him, to run my fingers through his thick hair, dig my knuckles into the base of his skull in the way that I know he loves, but I can’t move. I’m paralysed, overwhelmed by the gap between my longing and my ability to do anything about it.

Jamie removes the second boot and starts to massage the red marks in my skin, his touch amplifying the giddy sense of intoxication that makes me sway where I sit. I want to touch him so much I begin to visualise it. My hand stroking the side of his face, the feel of his jaw, the strong lines of the side of his neck, the thick rope of muscle over his shoulder, the smooth slope of skin beneath his shirt, the ridges of his scarred back and the angel in ink. The tingling would travel in waves up my arm and through my chest and make me greedy for more.

It’s a moment or two before I realise he’s stopped moving, that he’s frozen with the stocking in one hand and my foot in his other and that he’s staring at my toes. “How are you doing that?”

I blush and bite my lips. “Sorry.”

“It’s not Kinetic Memory Transfer because it’s not a memory. What is it?”

My shoulders move up around my ears. “What I want.”

His lips part and the crease deepens in his brow. “You’ll faint.”

“I don’t think I will.”

He hangs his head and exhales. “You’re drunk.”

“I’m fine.”

He looks up. “You just fell over.”

I force myself to hold his gaze. It’s as hard as looking at the sun. “Then lie down with me.”

He chews his lip and scans my face, an internal war behind his eyes that keeps him motionless and silent so long I grow afraid to do or say anything that might bring him to a conclusion. “If you were sober–”

“If I were sober, I would definitely pass out. What if this is the only way I can override it?”

“In time your body will adjust.”

“We don’t have time. They could come for me any day now, you know that. What if this is the only chance we have to … to be together?”

He moves onto his knees and leans his forehead against mine. “Everton, you’re killing me.”

“Don’t you want me?” My throat tightens. “Don’t you want this?” I ignore the slip of my tears and press my mouth to his, drawing his kisses slowly to the surface, salting his lips. “Don’t you want me, Jamie?”

“You need me to convince you?” He cups my face and then multiple images slam into me, a sensory payload, as he gives me access to a storehouse of memory as wide as a temple where my body lies enshrined and catalogued. It overwhelms me, sensation, emotion, hunger and need, confronting and intimate, the knowledge of how he sees me, the way I move, the sound of my voice, how I feel to his touch, the fragrance and taste of my skin and what all of this does to him. How can I doubt it?

The KMT lifts. I whimper and grip his shirt front to keep myself from falling. I can’t speak. He laughs softly, wrapping his arms around me. I lean heavily on his shoulder, my face pressed against his neck and mumble, “Okay. I believe you. I believe you. You want me … almost as much as I want you.”

His body rocks with laughter and he strokes my back. “I can’t agree to that until your suffering matches mine, love.”

“What do you call this, then?” I lift my trembling hand.

“Barely a notch on the Richter scale.”

“Then put us both out of our misery and make love to me, damn it.”

He growls and moves, lifting me in his arms as he gets to his feet, easy and effortless. “You are blind drunk,” he separates the words. “Whether that would allow us to do it is not the point. The point is that I will not take advantage of you.”

I growl. “Haven’t we established that I am not only consenting but practically begging you? You’re not taking advantage of me!” I thump his chest with the palm of my hand. He grimaces. “Sorry.” I hiccup. “I’ll be gentle.”

“You’d dislocate my collarbone or break my hip in the attempt, and you wouldn’t remember it tomorrow.”

“My body would. I’ll play it back on KMT.”

“We’ll try in the morning.”

I stop short. “You’ll stay with me?”

“Of course.”

“Won’t you get in trouble with your folks?”

“I’m eighteen.”

I chew my lip, thinking it through. “Can we at least take our clothes off?”

“No.” He drops me on the bed. I cry out and laugh at his fierce expression. He stands with his hands on his hips. “I’m not a bloody saint, am I?”

“It won’t work in the morning.”

“We’ll try.”

“This is not how I saw the night ending.” I close my eyes and the bed spins and my head spins and I groan. “You’re either the best or worst boyfriend in the world and I am too drunk to figure out which.”


LOVE

Eggs sizzle and pop in the skillet, my mouth waters and I hum along with the boom of the stereo. I slot more bread into the toaster – feeding Jamie and me is like cooking for a football team. I smile, enjoying the sunlight filtering through the trees beyond the kitchen window. I’m warm to the core and it has nothing to do with the winter sun.

Waking half-suffocated beneath Jamie’s arm, his soft snore warming my ear, had been a thrilling surprise, though it quickly turned to alarm. How on earth had we gotten away with a whole night together without Miriam charging across the hall to murder us in our bed?

Memory loss was the only part of the hangover to hit me. Jamie had grumbled that I deserved to puke my guts out while nursing a blinding headache. By the sound of things he’s right and I’ve never been so grateful for my turbo-charged metabolism. When he talked me through the details of the table jump and cheerleader episode it was like hearing a story about somebody else; I can’t picture myself saying or doing any of it. He asked me if I remembered anything about when he brought me home, a wry curving of his lips at my blank expression. Suddenly hot-faced, I’d taken subtle stock of my body. I still had underwear on and my brown shorts. Jamie had only removed his boots. I didn’t feel different. Would I if we had …? Laughing, he’d kissed my lips with a resigned sigh.

I shake my head as I collect the toast and stack it on a plate. I can’t tell if I’m disappointed or relieved over the missed opportunity or embarrassed at Jamie’s account of my attempt to persuade him. I hug his shirt around my body, glad I thought to steal it when he got in the shower. He’ll have to come and find me to get it back. Inhaling his diffused scent it’s hard to concentrate on scrambling the eggs, but it’s my one kitchen triumph and I don’t want to ruin it.

Behind the blare of music, I can make out the sound of the water running upstairs. Jamie – a thought to get lost in. Running water tends to blunt Shield senses but I strain to hear, trying to pick through the layers of noise: sizzling eggs, squawking crows in the trees outside, the Saturday morning sounds of children playing in their yards, a vehicle on the street, a car door slamming somewhere, feet on gravel, electric guitar, thundering water … there it is, Jamie’s tenor. I grin as he butchers the lyrics and graze my knuckle on the hotplate. “Ouch.” I hiss and suck the burnt skin then a loud clatter makes me freeze, spatula in hand.

Miriam stands in the back doorway, her overnight bag in one hand, camera case over her shoulder, and her expression changing in seconds from weary smile to livid glare as she takes in Jamie’s shirt over my Tomb Raider shorts and black lace bra, the table set for two and the incriminating sound of the shower overhead. She goes to the stereo and flicks the music off, a frightening silence.

“I take it that’s not Kitty in my bathroom.”

I can’t feel my lips. “So … this probably looks bad.”

“You know exactly how it looks.” She dumps her bag and case on the long wooden table. She stares at me. Her dark hair sits over her shoulder. We’re so alike. She’s just shorter and a little older with brown eyes. At thirty-eight, and with genetically engineered DNA, Miriam is in great shape and probably quite capable of kicking my ass and Jamie’s too.

I swallow and try to find my voice. “I thought you were going over the final edit today.”

“We did, already. It’s almost midday. Get dressed.”

Red-faced, a ringing in my inner ear, I put the spatula on the counter and turn down the heat on the stove; a show of dignity before turning stiff-backed towards the hall. But when she strides after me I spin so fast in the fluffy socks I dug out from under the bed this morning, I nearly fall. “You are overreacting,” I say, steadying myself against the bookshelf.

The flow of water stops above us and we both look up the stairs. I wish Jamie’s whistling wasn’t quite so loud and cheerful. Miriam tilts her head and squints past my shoulder. She reaches for the porcelain Virgin and turns her face forwards. “I don’t think I am, young lady.”

“Young lady?” I struggle to keep my voice down. “There’s nothing going on. You just came in and got the wrong end of the stick.” I spin on my heel again and stomp ineffectually up the stairs, wishing I were wearing something hard-soled and clompy, wishing Jamie was dressed and downstairs instead of in the bathroom above us with Miriam closing in.

“That explains the shirt.”

“It-doesn’t-mean-anything!” I thump the railing. It quivers ominously, the side of my hand goes numb and the whistling stops.

“Give me some credit, kid.” She stalks behind me and I trip up the remaining stairs onto the landing where Buffy sits waiting for Jamie. The bathroom door opens with a gust of steam. Jamie emerges from the cloud like a magician. He has his Indiana Jones pants on and the towel slung over his shoulder. Moisture still gleams on his chest. He runs his hand up through his damp hair, his expression unreadable, his eyes on my aunt. Buffy purrs and rubs her face on his legs. “Miriam,” he begins. “I–”

“You,” she says, lips pulled back. “Downstairs.”

“Just a second, Jamie.” I unbutton his shirt, slipping it from my shoulders. “You’ll need this.” I hold it hooked by the collar, my arm straight out, not taking my furious glare from Miriam’s furious face.

Clearing his throat, Jamie takes the shirt and edges past Miriam to get to the stairs, the cat at his heels. I swing around and stalk into my room. Jamie’s boots sit at the side of the bed leaking socks out the top. I’m not fast enough to hide them as Miriam barrels in behind me, slamming the door like an exclamation point.

Hands on her hips, chest rising and falling, she scowls at Jamie’s boots and the telling indentations in the pillows on my bed. I have to keep things from spiralling into an all-out brawl. I grab a T-shirt from my top drawer and yank it on over my head “Okay, okay. It looks bad.”

“Tell me why I shouldn’t go down there and rip his head from his shoulders.”

“Don’t blame Jamie. It’s not his fault.”

“I’m quite sure he was the hapless victim in this scenario.”

“He was doing me a favour.” I lift my hands. “Not like that. I was,” and I swallow before my next confession, knowing it isn’t going to score me any points, “a little … drunk … last night.” Sure enough, her expression widens to include this new outrage and my voice becomes small. “Very … drunk, actually.”

“He let you drink? We can’t drink! I told you, no drinking!”

“I didn’t know you meant that because of our condition. I just thought you were laying down the law.”

“I was laying down the law for crying out loud. What the hell was he–”

“Jamie didn’t let me drink! I didn’t know … Kitty had champagne in her room while we were getting ready. She didn’t know … and he didn’t know what we were doing in there. When he realised, he was very concerned. He didn’t want me to go to the dance. He wanted to bring me straight home.” I hope this detail might divert some of her hostility before she goes downstairs and begins the decapitation.

“And did he?”

“Um, no. I wouldn’t let him, but he did bring me home early.”

“This is the problem with Synergist Coding; it makes you irrational and reckless … then alcohol on top. You could have hurt someone!”

My face flushes.

She covers her mouth. “You hurt someone?”

“No! It was a misunderstanding. Jamie stopped me.”

“Tell me. Now.”

“There was a girl, apparently. A cheerleader or something. Touching Jamie. I – I overreacted.”

She makes an infuriated noise. “You have no respect for the seriousness of your condition or the impact of Synergist Coding. It doesn’t simply amplify your signal. Your connection amplifies everything you feel about each other – lust, jealousy, protectiveness … Don’t you have any idea how easily you could kill someone or get someone killed? Goddamn it, you two are determined to ruin your lives!”

“Jamie didn’t do anything! It was me!”

“This is exactly why we don’t drink, Evangeline. You cannot afford slip-ups. What if you had exposed your gift?”

“Gift!” My volume triples. “You call this a gift?”

She sighs, hands falling from her hips, then she pulls out the old wooden chair from my desk and slumps into it, rubbing her face as she speaks to the floor. “Drunk, disorderly and probably pregnant.”

“I-am-not-pregnant!”

She eyes me like a child who has just said something very stupid. “How many times do we have to go over this? Your body is in overdrive. Your DNA is made for reproduction. Every cell in your body is designed to respond to his signal. It’s for a reason!” She makes a spluttering noise. “Did you think to use protection?” She glowers and heat floods my face. “Not that it would make much difference for you two.”

“We did not have sex!” I am too angry to care that Jamie will hear us.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care! We didn’t!” My ears ring and spots pop in my peripheral vision. “And for what it’s worth, even if we had, it’s none of your business. I am not a child!”

She gets to her feet. “You are my–” She stops herself. Unable to look at me, she inhales and exhales through her nose, lowers her voice and tries again. “Responsibility … you are my responsibility. And you know how dangerous it is for you to be with him. There is no such thing as safe sex for you two. Why can’t you understand it?”

“I understand just fine!”

“You think there won’t be consequences for this? There are always consequences. Always a cost. A price you can’t afford.”

“This is my life!”

“You want to end up like me?” Her voice drops low, almost a whisper, and my chest constricts. The story of Miriam’s cataclysmic love affair. Apparently, the worst thing that could have happened was producing Aiden and me.

My thoughts shift to my brother in Roxborough Detention Centre and coming doom. I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry about Jamie sleeping over. I was hammered. He brought me home early so that I could sleep it off. He was only going to stay until you got home.” I wave at her like she’s somehow a contributor to the outcome but hurry on at her expression. “He stayed because I asked him to. He was a total gentleman – believe me, a saint. If things had gone my way last night, then you’d be entitled to your rant. I don’t know what your problem is with Jamie, anyway. He’s only ever treated me with respect.” I finish in a gust, “And I love him.”

And they’re out there, words I haven’t said to Jamie yet, travelling through floorboards and down hallways to his highly attuned ears. I burn with defiance and embarrassment at having blurted something so precious and fragile and secret to Miriam who looks like she wants to take a sledgehammer to each word. Her face works. Her mouth opens then clamps shut again. Finally, she says, half-strangled, “My problem with Jamie is his selfishness.”

I’ve heard this speech before.

“What it will mean for you,” she says, “being with him. What it will mean for him, being with you. Especially when he has an out.”

I push the thought of Helena away and say it again, putting strength in my voice to spite her. “I love him.”

“You think you love him.”

“I do love him!”

She holds up her hand. “You are seventeen. You don’t know what love is.”

My fury is instant, a bolt of hostility eclipsing reason. The sound I make verges on a roar. The vase I take from the dresser drawers hurtles at the wall behind my headboard. The powdered shards collect on my pillow and all I can hear is thunder in my ears.

Miriam flinches. “Real love – it isn’t always getting what you want. Real love … is sometimes sacrifice … doing what’s right, no matter how hard it is, whatever the cost to yourself – even if it means tearing your own heart out to do it.”

A shudder ripples through me and my rage dissipates like phosphor after a lightning strike. I bite down on my lips and hug myself, emptied of air and argument. My head swims at the layered implication of her words as they touch on her and me and Aiden; as they touch on the impossibility of a future with Jamie. I’m finished. I pad around the bed past her to the door. “I’m going to have a shower.”

She stops me with a hand on my arm, her voice quiet and restrained. “You’re grounded – for a month. No phone. No dates. You go to school, you come home, that’s it.”

I say nothing. I slip out into the hall and into the bathroom, closing the door behind me, turning the shower faucet so the water streams full force, before burying my face in a towel and letting myself cry.


SIGNALS

It’s quiet when I shut off the faucet. I stand dripping in the tub, breathing steam like it might heat the cold place Miriam’s warnings have hollowed in my chest, listening for voices down in the kitchen. At least she’s stopped yelling. I deliberately took my time, keeping my head under the flow of water, humiliated at the thought of overhearing any conversation about the sex Jamie and I never had. Part of me hopes he slipped out before she got down there but that isn’t Jamie’s style. He would wait, own it, tell it like it is without whining or excuses and apologise for the mistakes that aren’t even his.

I towel off, twisting inside with guilt and frustration. Miriam was my go-to person from before Mom – April – got sick; hopes and fears, dreams and in-betweens, we talked about everything. Now there’s pollution in the air, debris piling up, trenches separating us.

I knot my damp hair at the base of my neck and tuck the towel tight around my chest, determined to be calm, rational. I’ll dress, go down to the kitchen and I won’t shout.

I pause at the sound of Miriam’s voice rising in question, alarm in Jamie’s response followed by the sudden scrape of chairs and the scuff of heavy feet coming up the back steps. I strain to hear. The back door clacks, a deep voice, recognition, surprise and demand. Miriam argues. Jamie challenges. I yank the bathroom door – my third crushed handle in less than twenty-four hours – and skid out onto the landing with slippery feet. A surge in static erupts in the bandwidth. I stumble back, stunned by the confusion of noise in my head, like a loud, badly tuned radio or a packed room where everyone shouts at once. It’s nothing like sensing a Stray and nothing like the annoying but normal static I pick up in a crowd of civilians. I usually feel Jamie’s signal like a resonant note and Miriam’s is as familiar as my own heartbeat, but this, this is something else, something foreign, something bad.

I stagger towards the stairs and grip the banister, trying to differentiate between the shouts in my head and the ones that rise from the kitchen. Buffy comes bounding up the stairs, growling, fur sticking up, tail flicking in agitation, darting past me to the bedroom, disappearing beneath my bed. Adrenaline floods through me. Pins and needles stabbing up my spine. Fight and flight war in my synapses and my muscles cramp. It can only be the Affinity Project. Who else – what else – could produce multiple competing signals or any goddamn signals at all? This is it: my time is up. It’s over, over for me and Jamie, over for Aiden. They’ll take me in now, they’ll Harvest my secrets, go after my brother and kill him and that’s it. I have done nothing to save him.

“I’m telling you,” Miriam’s voice cuts in. “This is completely unnecessary!”

Two men, dressed in black, carrying what look like batons, enter the hall and stare up at me. I back against the wall as their signals pulse in waves and I shake my head, trying to clear it.

“I told you,” says the tall dark-skinned man, his large almond eyes fixed on me. “This is the Asset.”

“Relax.” Jamie strides in behind them. “She won’t fight, Benjamin. She knows what she is. She knows everything.”

“Stay out of it, Jamie.” He points his baton at Jamie’s chest. They are equally matched, size and proportion, squaring off in the narrow space. “This is not your business.”

“They always fight – or run,” the other man says, steel-blue eyes in a tanned face, stubble on a square jaw. He twists the baton in his hands, a band of orange lights up near the tip. “She won’t get far.”

“Don’t be an arse, Davis. Put that bloody thing away.” Jamie shoves past them and positions himself at the bottom of the stairs. “Benjamin, think, for God’s sake. I’m here, aren’t I? The Asset knows what I am, what her aunt is. The Affinity Project. Everything. This is not an Extraction Protocol, Ethan said so. Besides, she won’t run. She won’t fight. She’s expecting you.”

Benjamin’s face hardens. “I don’t understand.”

“What? You’re in breach, Gallagher?” Davis scowls and looks to Benjamin. “Nelson, this son of a bitch is in breach!”

“Mr Nelson, Mr Davis, stand down.” It’s another man’s voice, strident, accented. It comes from the kitchen. “I said, stand down. This is not an Extraction.”

German?

The back door opens and closes again, a woman murmurs and Miriam replies. Davis stares open-mouthed up the hall. Benjamin lowers his baton, his full lips tightly pursed, his eyes flicking from me to Jamie and back. “Don’t try to run.”

“I won’t.” My voice sounds steadier than I feel as I grip my towel against my body.

The third man steps into the hall and his eyes find me on the stairs, bringing him to an abrupt halt. His frowning intensity makes me more anxious than the two men with batons. While not outright hostile, his appraisal is searching and stern. He doesn’t speak at first, though his lips part. “Get dressed, Evangeline,” he finally says, clipped, cool. “We will wait for you in the kitchen.”

I nod, almost stumbling with a backwards step up the stairs before turning and hurrying to my room. In my panic I know one thing for certain: I can’t let them take me in. I have to run.


FLIGHT

I fight my legs through the holes of my jeans, a bra onto my damp body, a sweatshirt over my spinning head, my mind shrieks warnings and recriminations. You need supplies. You’re not ready. Where will you go? They’ll catch you and they’ll know you have something to hide. It’ll make everything worse. You should have done something for Aiden weeks ago. You’ve got no one to blame but yourself. You left it too late. You’re a coward. He’ll die because you’re a coward. You wanted Jamie’s kisses more than you wanted your brother to live. You’re disgusting. You knew this was coming. You knew and you did nothing.

I bruise my knuckles on the edge of the wardrobe door scrabbling for sneakers, landing with a thump on my backside as I fumble them onto my feet. I pray no one comes upstairs to check on the noise. The laces are a tangled spaghetti nightmare, my fingers slow and thick. Frenzied with adrenaline, I lock on one idea – cross the Border River and run. I definitely heard another woman’s voice in the kitchen; if she’s the Warden who came to the Gallaghers’ a couple of months ago, it’s my only hope of hiding my signal from her. There’s no way I can be sure what kind of sensitivity the others have – I’ll have to be quick, quiet, lucky.

Springing to my feet, I scan the room for anything I can take with me that might be valuable later. My parka hangs by the back door downstairs. Knives and guns sit locked in Miriam’s hidden training room. Even my phone lies useless on the kitchen counter. I shake my head and snatch my backpack from the bottom of the wardrobe, a numb-fingered rummage for my wallet, a small burst of relief when I find it. On tiptoes, to lessen the sound of urgency in my steps, I hurry to the dresser and jam clean underwear and clothes into the guts of my bag. I wrench the zip and sling it on my back.

Coming to the window, I cringe at the geriatric latch and swollen wooden frame that sticks fast in the damp. I anticipate the painful screech that will follow when I open it. So much for quiet. The garden spreads out three storeys below me thanks to the sloping yard and basement. I could break up the distance by landing on the back steps to the kitchen. Perhaps I could offer the shocked Affinity agents a friendly wave before bolting. They’ll hear the window and know instantly I’m trying to get away. Whatever happens, it will be a chase. My best bet is to clear the steps and land, a crunch of bones, in the yard and not look back.

With sick churning in my gut, I slip my fingers beneath the latch, count to three as a final stall, then haul upwards. The screech, the slam of the lower sash crashing into the frame above, a shower of paint chips. I clamber, leg, shoulder, head, leg. A shout echoes from the kitchen. I jump. A blast of freezing air. Hungry gravity. A stone-hard landing that rattles my teeth, my skull. Fire in my joints. I’m up and running. I hear the kitchen door slam open and a male voice booms, “Evangeline!”

The slippery mat of dead leaves makes it hard to gain good footing but the slope gives me momentum. Miriam’s leafy backyard blends with the fenceless wild. I skid my way into the Border River Reserve, swatting bracken and hurdling fallen branches, my pack slapping my back with each stride. Go, go, go! It’s a few hundred yards to the river, the icy breath of it chilling my lungs. The roar of fast water grows louder as I tear through the wood. Moss, mud and pungent rot, wet air, a heavy sky. Electrified by adrenaline, my senses adjust as I move faster and faster, reflexes, vision, judging distance, rapid-fire calculations for the placement of my feet, a jump, a duck, a lunge left, then right and on.

I sense them in the bandwidth, two then three. I picture the man with steel-blue eyes, the hostile twist of his mouth, the cool fierce gaze of the agent Jamie had called Benjamin and then the older guy with the accent whose look had withered me on the stairs. All of them powerfully built, experienced, trained, armed and coming for me. The sound of heavy footfalls grows behind me. My heart rides at the top of my throat. The ground slips steeply down towards gravelly banks. I know the terrain. I know this isn’t the narrowest part of the river. I’ve tried jumping it before and fallen short, dragged into the ferocious current and swept downstream. I break from the trees and to my left the blue-eyed agent bursts out onto the bank. I charge towards the river edge, visualising the leap skywards.

The clatter of boots.

“Wait!”

With a grunt, I vault upwards, higher and farther than any previous attempt, propelled by fear and my cartwheeling arms.

Behind me a gusty, “No shit!”

And a muttered, “Great.”

I land in the shallow water that sweeps the opposite bank. Somehow I stay upright, soaked to my thighs, and clamber up the slope, waterlogged sneakers filling with stones as the bank gives way beneath my feet. But I have new drive, a signal-free bandwidth, the large body of moving water blanking the Affinity agents from my radar. They haven’t crossed over yet. If I can make it into the trees, get beyond their sight, I have a chance … a small chance.

Using my hands to help me onto firm ground, I scramble up and away, barely making the forest before the crash of boots on rocks and a blast in the bandwidth tells me one of them has crossed over.

I’m fast, even with stones in my shoes, but I don’t make it far. He flies up behind me, grabbing my pack, jerking me out of my stride. I wrench my shoulders free from the straps and spin to find the steel-blue eyes are black with adrenaline – black with the chase. He drops my pack and swings his baton up with a practised flourish, a ring of orange lighting up beneath the tip. “Knew you’d run. They always do.”

Precognition flashes in my mind: he’ll bring the baton to the right, aim for my ribs. He’s fast. I barely manage to feint left, a sloppy kick to his wrist that knocks the weapon from his hand. Annoyance hardens his mouth and he rams his shoulder into my chest, a winding, eye-watering wallop of bone and muscle that takes me off my feet, hurling me into the scrub.

I slam onto my backside, sliding in the mud. Before I stop he charges towards me, a brutal tackle that sends us tumbling, his weight bruising my spine, shoulders, head, grinding me into the dirt as we flip. I land on his chest, and his air expels in my face. We both groan.

“Davis, enough.”

“What?” the blue-eyed guy coughs beneath me. “She started it.”

A hand clamps my arm, hauling me to my feet. I flail and kick.

“She’s had some kind of training.”

“This is not an exercise.” Benjamin frowns at his colleague then at my thrashing. The back of my hand collects the edge of his jaw. His grip loosens just enough for me to thrust myself out of his hold. Davis, part way to his feet, has only a half-second glimpse of my knee before it collides with his face and I bolt sideways.

“Evie!” Jamie’s shout takes me off course and I collide with an unyielding body. The German guy, his expression bemused and exasperated. Something flies through the air; he catches it.

“Ethan, no!” Miriam cries.

She’s here too?

I see only a brief flash of orange before a bolt of electricity fires through my chest, obliterating my senses, seizing my muscles, and I hit the dirt.


TESLA

The trip back to the house is grim and humiliating. I can’t walk. Jamie has to carry me. Jostled in his arms, my chest aches and my muscles cramp from the lingering aftershock of the baton, making it impossible for me to move my jaw to explain myself or ask questions. Jamie’s expression indicates silence is the way to go. Miriam walks beside us, white and wordless. The German guy says nothing, stalking ahead. Benjamin and Davis, both with cuts to their mouths, look annoyed in the extreme as they follow behind. When we reach the river we have to go upstream to find a spot narrow enough for Jamie to jump with me in his arms. It’s a good twenty minutes before we make it back to the yard.

At the kitchen door, I grunt for Jamie to put me down. My legs are stiff and shaky. Miriam loops her arm under mine and helps me walk. She pauses, surprised at first by a stack of towels on the dining table, but takes one for me and gestures for the men to help themselves. I don’t look at the woman standing at the kitchen counter. I don’t want to look at anyone. There’s nothing unusually strong about her signal in the bandwidth – maybe she isn’t the Warden. No one bothers to warn me not to run, though Davis follows us into the hall.

Upstairs, in my freezing room, Miriam shakes her head, warning me not to speak. Her eyes tell me that she can guess why I ran. She cups my cheek with her trembling hand and Aiden’s face blooms in my mind. Kinetic Memory Transfer. I blink and the image clears. Miriam’s pallor and desperate silence terrify me more than anything else. I’ve seen her under intense pressure before; she becomes ruthlessly cool and focused, not brittle like this. She forces the reluctant window shut and helps me into dry clothes. I want to beg her, What should I do? What should I tell them? But every time I open my mouth she gives a brisk shake of her head. Finally, when we’re ready to go downstairs, she mouths, Tell the truth.

My legs shake and I take my time, clasping the banister, afraid I might collapse and appear weak or scared, though I’m both. Jamie stands by the front door with the man named Benjamin. Benjamin is a confronting testament to the effects of Optimal on DNA, built like that, with a face like that. His signal rolls in the bandwidth next to Jamie’s. Now that I’m not in flight mode I have time to reflect on the strangeness of sensing someone else. I’m so used to how the bandwidth feels when Jamie and Miriam are around; it’s all I’ve known beyond Kitty and Aiden. Davis sits across the hall by the lounge window, slouching in Miriam’s wingback, scowling as I make my way down. His aggressive signal dominates the others while I focus on him then drops back when I look away.

Nobody else seems to react to the clash of signals. I want to hold my head or block my ears against the clamour, but I dare not close my eyes because there are images in the bandwidth that belong to these men, images backing up, dark, violent, painful, and I don’t want to see. I don’t want to know.

“This is trouble,” Benjamin says, glancing at me, his hand on Jamie’s shoulder. “More trouble than you need, my friend.”

Their familiarity makes me uncomfortable; who is this man with concern and exasperation in his voice?

“It is what it is,” Jamie says.

“Does Ethan know?” Benjamin nods towards the kitchen.

Lifting his head, Jamie whispers, “It’s got nothing to do with Ethan.”

Benjamin glances at me again. “I hope not.”

They turn as Miriam and I finally reach the bottom of the stairs. When Davis comes from the living room, it’s hard not to flinch against his signal.

My jaw is stiff but my voice is steady. “Do I need to bring anything?”

“If you had been paying attention when we first arrived you would have heard, this is not an Extraction,” Benjamin says.

“Isn’t it?”

“This is bullshit,” Davis says.

Benjamin ignores him. “Counsellor Tesla is waiting for you in the kitchen.”

The name sinks in. Tesla. Ethan Tesla. The head of the Deactivation Program Jamie was in. Is in? It makes me think of Helena and my fear screws deeper. Why would he come for me? I remember the hushed voice of the Warden while I hid in a cupboard in the Gallaghers’ conservatory, trying to mask my signal with Jamie’s last time Affinity passed through the area. I remember her warning Jamie about the fluctuations in his reading and how Tesla would be unhappy. Is that what this is about? They’ve figured out the situation between Jamie and me? But if the Warden came through again, why didn’t we feel her probing signal in the bandwidth? It doesn’t make sense.

“There’s been a directive from the Executive.” Jamie does not touch me and keeps his face expressionless. “You’ve got a two-week reprieve.”

“She’s a runner,” Davis says, under his breath.

“I don’t understand. I thought you were here for me.”

Davis grips his baton. “We are.”

“Yes,” Jamie says. “We’ve all seen your glowing stick.”

Davis juts his jaw. “Give me an excuse, Richie Rich.”

“Enough.” Benjamin steps between them, like it isn’t the first time he’s heard them argue. “We follow protocol. Now, please, they are waiting for you.” He nods me towards the kitchen and I walk like I’m on the moon, slow, cumbersome, strangely detached from gravity, struggling to comprehend what feels like a miraculous stay of execution. Aiden. Aiden. My head soars in space, signals crash around me then I stumble against the bookcase. Three hands catch me. Miriam and Jamie, his touch potent and alive with electricity. The third hand pulls back. The startled intake of breath belongs to Benjamin. I picture the exchange of looks between them and know he’s sensed the link between Jamie and me.

“What the hell was that thing set to?” Jamie releases me to Miriam’s hold.

“Why?” Davis says. “You want some?”

“Give it a rest,” Benjamin says.

“I’m fine. It’s just all the signals.”

From the hall, I see them side-on, Tesla and the woman, two strangers sitting at the dining table. They rise to their feet and wait. Their signals are distinct, the notes behind them harder to read than Benjamin and Davis, but the addition to the clamour in the bandwidth overwhelms me and I lean heavily on Miriam’s arm as she leads me to the chair at the head of the table. Tesla’s gaze lingers on Miriam’s face with the same intense appraisal that unnerved me on the stairs, then he turns to me, his mouth a hard line. “What is this?” Tesla glares at the men over my shoulder. “She should be recovered by now. What was the baton set to?”

Davis clears his throat. “Maximum, sir.”

Miriam and Jamie produce noises of disgust and Benjamin sighs.

“Maximum,” Tesla says, his accent all sharp edges. “For a teenage girl half your weight?”

“She ran, sir. Maximum’s protocol for runners.”

“I’m okay.” I hold my head. “It’s the static. The signals.”

Tesla and the woman stare at me.

He fits the mould of a tall, chiselled Affinity agent. Not the pristine airbrushed look of Benjamin or Davis but a brooding, weathered, the-battles-I’ve-seen look. Dark hair, heavy stubble, sultry mouth, eyes almost black. Maybe fortyish – hot for an old guy. Dressed like Benjamin and Davis, his jacket and pants sport a complicated array of zippered pockets, epaulets and buckles. Multiple hiding places for high-tech weapons? His frown appears permanent.

The woman doesn’t fit the mould. Small, oval-faced, older than Tesla, pushing fifty? Softer in frame and features but with a pinched expression of scepticism and impatience about the eyes. She wears a woollen skirt, cream blouse and suede jacket, like a professional academic, elbow patches and all. She’s definitely the odd one out.

“You sense our signals?” the woman asks, searching, avid. “Beyond a basic awareness? Distinct signals?”

“Yes,” I say, unsure if that’s what she wants to hear. “But it’s hard to focus. I can’t think straight.”

Tesla lifts his hand. “Mr Nelson, Davis, wait in the van.”

“If she’s not coming in, then she will at least need to be Marked and Neutralised,” Benjamin says.

“I am aware of that, Mr Nelson, but the Executive has requested a prelim and it is preferable to do that while the Asset is conscious.”

“We’ll prep for procedure.” Benjamin pulls a small black object from his pocket. It looks like a marble cut in half. He places it on the table. “Insurance.”

“Right,” Jamie says, nodding at the black half-moon disc. “Nothing says trust like the threat of Neural Paralysis.”

Benjamin smiles. “Protocol, my friend.”

Marked. Neutralised. Neural Paralysis.

I lean away from the disc.

The men walk to the front door. Davis mutters, “This is bullshit,” again and the door snaps shut.

The difference is immediate. The bandwidth quietens, pressure lifts from my head, constriction from my chest and I exhale.

“I am Tesla,” he begins, brusque and succinct as he takes his seat. “My colleague, Felicity Allen.” Jamie moves to the far end of the table, as though trying to keep as much distance between us as possible. Miriam takes a seat on my left, resting her hand on my arm.

“Under normal circumstances,” he says, “an Asset Liaison would explain that we are an organisation with an interest in your welfare. Generally, this would take place in the back of a van while muscle relaxants made you immobile, but this is not an Extraction and it seems you already know who we are.”

What does he expect me to say? Thank you? “I – I get to stay? I ran.”

“The reprieve is not a reward for good behaviour; it is simply the Executive’s agenda. Everybody runs. Survival instinct. Denial. An assertion of free will. It is natural and expected, even in the rare cases of those who understand what is happening to them. Mr Gallagher was optimistic in his assessment of you. We were optimistic in believing him. No newly triggered Asset wishes to accept his or her fate.”

It doesn’t sit right, Tesla’s speech, like I’m being let off too easily and it’s not a relief. He wants something and I doubt it has anything to do with my personal happiness.

“I am not a Liaison. My work is in Deactivation but given your company perhaps that is something you already know.” His head swivels slowly towards Jamie and the pressure in my chest builds again. Active agents aren’t supposed to “fraternise” and Jamie was a part of Tesla’s program. Two strikes against us. But how much does Tesla know or suspect? Jamie keeps his face impassive, meeting Tesla’s gaze.

“Your Electro-Telepathic Radiation,” Tesla continues, returning his attention to me, “was picked up last night during a sweep by the district Warden. Her alert indicated an unmarked Asset producing an uncommonly strong signal in this location. The strength of your ETR and your connection to a trusted Asset makes you a promising subject for Early Detection Studies.”

Do I imagine the weight he puts on trusted? I’m panicked for Miriam, for Jamie, for all our secrets. I can barely keep up with the names, the jargon, the details. It’s almost as dizzying as a room full of crossed signals. I look at Jamie but he won’t look back. I don’t know what to think or what to say and blurt, “I didn’t sense the Warden–”

Miriam digs her thumbnail into my arm.

My stomach plunges and I shut my mouth.

The woman, Felicity, leans forwards. “If you had never felt it before, you would not recognise it.”

“Right. Of course. That makes sense.”

Miriam’s thumbnail warns me again and I bite hard on the inside of my cheek for control. Have I given us away? Miriam and Jamie broke all kinds of rules hiding me from the Warden during her last sweep of the district. Was it all going to come out now? If it does, will it change their minds about letting me stay? I can’t lose my reprieve; it’s my last chance to do something for Aiden.

Tesla pulls a phone from his pocket. “Sit still.” He holds it up, composing me in the shot. The camera clicks. He holds the phone closer to my face, near my right eye. Another click. He sits back and taps the screen, casual, familiar gestures. “Facial recognition. Retina scan,” he says, like it explains things. He opens another app and holds the phone between us on the table. “Right thumb. Press the screen.” Click. My thumbprint, captured in micro-detail.

He lifts the satchel that sits on the floor beside him and swings it up onto the table. It isn’t much different from the satchel Jamie wore last night with his Indiana Jones costume. I can’t help looking to him. For what? Reassurance? Solidarity? But still no eye contact. He gives nothing away and it stokes my fear.

Tesla pulls out a small metal canister and extracts a pill-sized capsule, which his large hands unscrew with ease. A tiny needle tip gleams. “A sample of your DNA will let us match your current information with your file in the database.”

“I’m in there?” My mind is chaos. What do they know about me? Miriam swears the Project has no knowledge of her pregnancy, though I can’t begin to imagine how they kept it off-radar. None of my basic information can form any link to Aiden. Surely.

“Of course.” Tesla glances at Miriam. “All eligible relatives of known Assets are monitored.”

Miriam doesn’t look up, her attention fixed on the table, her hand frozen around my arm. Even in the midst of turmoil I feel her signal, but it seems distorted, multiplied in some way, a blend of fear and longing forming an aching minor note, like a lament in the bandwidth.

“Your hand.” He swivels his wrist, a gesture to make the procedure insignificant rather than a transaction in blood that binds me to the Affinity Project for all time.

I hope he won’t notice the way my fingers tremble as I hold out my hand, or the clammy sheen of my skin. He pricks my forefinger. The capsule fills with my blood and he extracts the needle. I suck the living red bead on my fingertip while he caps the needle, plugs it into a small port in the side of his phone and lays it on the table. I cannot take my eyes from the screen, waiting for an alarm to ring out. I’m breathing too fast, too shallow.

“Shortly, Mr Nelson will supply you with a tracker that will allow us to study the early development of your signal over the coming weeks. This is best pre-Orientation while mass exposure to other active signals is low. It allows for the most uncorrupted analysis. Such data is invaluable to my research. However, it is a risk for you and you may refuse, in which case this will become an Extraction and we will take you in for Orientation.”

“A risk?”

The woman, Felicity, intercepts my question with a brief glance at Tesla that borders on disapproval. “Orientation would provide you with immediate training,” she says. “Resources, education and counselling to support your adjustment to your new life, improving your chances of survival with your next Spark. Delaying Orientation, there is a dire risk you may trigger with a new Spark without the advantages of being fully initiated. You have survived your first encounter but it is not a given for your next one.”

I immediately regret asking the question. Will it sound suspicious if I don’t argue for Orientation, like I have an agenda?

“Thank you, Felicity,” Tesla says, a pinch at the corners of his mouth. “That is why we keep Early Detection Studies to a two week period to limit the risk involved. The data provides us with up-to-date insight into the acceleration of the synthetic gene. Perhaps your aunt has explained to you that each generation produces new anomalies. In order to find successful Deactivation pathways we must understand the new strands of the synthesis.”

I nod thoughtfully, like (a) I have a clue what he’s talking about, and (b) I’m giving my choice consideration. “Does it work? Deactivation? Are there really people like us who’ve been cured?”

Tesla exhales and his frown notches in while Felicity looks pleased that I’ve asked. With an abrupt upwards movement, he rises to his feet. At first I think he’s going to stalk out and summon Benjamin, aggravated by impertinent questions. Instead, he pushes his chair in and leans on the back of it, his dark eyes boring into mine. “There is no cure. There is remission. It is a difficult process but eligible subjects who commit to the course of treatment may reach remission.”

It takes all my willpower not to look at Jamie.

Tesla turns away from me and paces slowly to the back door, staring out the window into the Border Forest, hands clasped behind his back. “Each new Asset is tested and matched against the database. If two Shields produce an active counter-signal, they may act as Coolers for one another, assisting the process of Deactivation.” His head swivels, presenting the profile of his face only. “Mr Gallagher could explain it to you.”

Clearly he’s not happy with Jamie, but all I can think is Helena.

Helena.

I hate Helena.

“There could be someone with a signal that counters yours,” he says.

“Counsellor Tesla,” Felicity says. “You ought not to give the girl false hope. The cases are extremely rare.”

He turns his face towards the forest, his broad back straight as a steel rod. “That is why this research is vital. We hope for a breakthrough that will make the process accessible to more of us.”

The bandwidth throbs with a mournful note that moves right through me. I can’t tell if I’m producing it or if it’s Miriam, pale and still beside me. It fills me with an inexplicable longing and grief, Jamie pulsing at the centre. He still won’t meet my gaze. I will not cry.

No one speaks.

Finally Tesla turns. “Your aunt and your friend have violated directive to assist you, Evangeline.”

Violated.

The word makes me light-headed. “They were just trying to help.”

“While it benefits our current course to have you pre-informed about the organisation, it does not outweigh the seriousness of such a breach in protocol. Whatever their reasons, they will face consequences for their actions.”

“That’s not fair.” It’s barely a whisper, and they’re the lamest words in existence. I want to curl into a ball.

Tesla draws near the table. “We understand the temptation for active relatives who recognise the symptoms of Priming in a loved one. But interference is mostly misguided and often dangerous. Assets can find themselves in a disturbed state of mind post-Spark, a hazard to themselves and others. If they have not been killed by the Stray, we tend to collect new Shields from jail cells, hospitals or hiding places – that is if they have not taken their own life.”

“Suicide?” The idea winds me. As traumatising as it’s been, transitioning and enduring Kitty’s experience, the thought of taking my own life has never once entered my head. I look at Miriam but she frowns at the tabletop. Jamie keeps his unreadable eyes on Tesla. Have they felt like this, alone in their terror, desperate and despairing to the point of considering ending their lives?

“It happens,” Tesla says, leaning on the back of his chair. “After the loss of the first Spark, new Assets will often become very depressed, especially in the case of accidental death.”

“Accidental death?”

It’s Felicity, her expression full of warning, who answers. “When a Shield kills their Spark by mistake.”

I cover my open mouth.

“It is one of the main reasons we bring the Asset in on immediate detection,” she says.

I had always despised the Affinity Project’s policy of taking Shields regardless of whether they have an active Spark but now I’m not sure. Obviously, Felicity thinks it’s too risky, me staying and delaying Orientation.

“An Extraction would protect you and those around you,” she says and Tesla starts pacing again. Pretending not to notice, Felicity presses on, “Hence, Mr Davis’s consternation regarding the change in protocol.”

“It is your choice to make,” Tesla turns to face me. “But you must make it now.”

Choice. Not a word I associate with Affinity.

I hope my decision will be read as self-sacrifice as opposed to me dodging Orientation. “I guess, if it’s for the greater good and all.”

“I need a clear yes,” Tesla says.

“Okay, yes.”


HARVEST

Tesla remains cool but there’s a hint of triumph or relief in his posture and he unclasps his hands. “I realise the conditions are not the best, but a Harvest is required at this stage. Felicity is a Conductor. She will be able to give us a clearer indication of your signal strength. The reading we take now will help us interpret your data over the coming weeks.”

Felicity draws herself up, as though steeling herself.

Conductor.

Terror dries my mouth. The hope I felt in the gift of unexpected time evaporates. How can I protect my secrets? Miriam warned me about the Project’s team of Harvesters and the danger of trying to conceal the truth.

Tesla pulls out his chair for Felicity so that she can sit closer to me. I shoot a desperate look at Miriam. Her deep brown eyes drill mine, but I’m too anxious to sense if she’s trying to reassure or warn me. What can I do? Refuse? A sure-fire red flag I’ve got something to hide.

Tesla produces a small metal container from his satchel. Inside are four coin-sized pads of gauze. Each one blinks red with what appears to be a tiny computer chip embedded in the fabric. He takes one, peels off an adhesive seal and presses the pad to Felicity’s left temple. He takes another and sticks it to the inside of her right wrist.

When he turns to me, Miriam releases my arm and sits back. “Everything will be okay,” she says. “Don’t fight it.”

I can’t hear her breathe.

Tesla’s movements are fluid, his touch firm but gentle. Right temple. Left wrist. At this proximity I catch the subtle scent of his skin, a woodsy, mountain air smell mixed with something warm and oddly familiar.

My eyes roam to Jamie, who won’t look at me.

Just because the guy smells nice doesn’t mean he’s on my side, or that I can trust him. He didn’t hesitate to use the baton on me. If he got a whiff of my secrets, he’d be dragging me out to the van by my hair.

“Try to relax.” He steps back. “It will be easier if you can relax.”

The muscles in Felicity’s neck strain and the worry lines around her eyes tighten.

I don’t relax. I grip the edge of the table, waiting for her signal to hit me.

When Felicity extends her right hand, I don’t expect it. I thought she’d Harvest without touch. She has short, tidy nails and prominent veins tunnel her freckled skin from knuckle to wrist but her right hand is starkly pale compared to the left. I’m being rude, staring, and I force myself to look up and take her hand. If only I could stop trembling.

She presses her forefinger over the sensor on my wrist, nodding for me to do the same to hers. It feels too awkward, too intimate to sit like this, holding a stranger. I want to pull away but she brings our hands to rest on the tabletop and her cool clasp hardens. Tesla taps his phone, activating a new app. The lights in the sensor pads change to green. With a low moan, Felicity closes her eyes.

I dart panicked glances at Jamie and Miriam but rushing colour swallows the room and I plunge into a vision. Images overlap. Split-second images, painfully bright, dazzling, too quick to register, crashing in on each other, faces, feelings, moments in time fanning open like an endless deck of cards. Pressure builds in my head, shoulders, chest, pressure in the pit of my stomach, like I’m being forced through a tube.

She pushes her way into my mind, a confident, practised reach that quickly overpowers me. I can’t stop her. I can’t resist. Going deeper and deeper, her search has an almost clinical quality, like a medical exam by a reluctant doctor who just wants to get the job done and get out. It doesn’t defuse my sense of violation. The trespass taps a consuming need in me to fight back but it is like I’ve been force-fed a muscle relaxant. I have no strength to form a fist for defence. If I could, I would scream in frustration.

The vision sucks me deeper and the images slow. She zeroes in on something and a distinct kinetic memory blooms. I feel jarring in my legs, uneven ground beneath my feet, freezing air stings my cheeks, as real as if I were experiencing the event rather than remembering it. I slip and slide over damp leaves and the speed, the speed is everything. Miriam’s laugh comes through the trees as she paces me. It’s a memory from my early training.

Felicity doesn’t linger and the vision shifts. I catch my breath at the smack of bone against bone in the next memory. Foot against chest, knee against stomach, I’m sparring with Jamie in Miriam’s underground training room, spiralling over him, landing with ease. Dripping sweat, I pant and laugh, desire stirring inside me as we stalk each other on the blue mat.

No. I resist the memory, ducking away from it like dodging a blow.

Before I can triumph, night air chills my lungs in a new memory. Beneath a black sky, I chase a blur past the slate wall of the Gallaghers’ pool house. The gravel of the stable yard, the dew-damp lawn. Then comes the slap of tree branches, the pounding in my chest as I close in on the Stray, Kitty ahead, her scream … No. No! Not this. Not yet.

I throw myself against the image like throwing myself in front of a train, hopeless but desperate. What shocks me is the immediate sense of strength that fills me. Felicity’s grip on my mind weakens. The vision grows dark, a grey fog pearling around it like smoke until the image disappears. Instinct keeps me pushing against her presence in my mind. Soon I feel her retreat and come against a blank wall.

I could stop right there. She has backed off. She was only doing her job, after all, but satisfaction in forcing her out isn’t enough. The involuntary urge to retaliate seized me at the start: to lash out at her and what she represents, the Affinity Project and its claim on my life. The frustration I’ve repressed for months, not letting myself wallow in the “it’s not fair”, the “I didn’t choose this”, the “they don’t own me”, all boils up. I want to make her feel weak. I want to trample her private thoughts whether she deserves it or not. So I tighten my hold on her hand and push against the blank wall in my head and keep on pushing. I know to lean against it, like I did with Aiden in the emergency room, to keep up a continuous pressure, searching for a split seam.

Something gives.

I slip through a gap, falling headlong, deep and dizzying, into a flood of images that aren’t mine. In the vision, I become aware of my body, my skin. It’s Felicity’s – I’m Harvesting her kinetic memory. The distant sound of moaning intensifies but I ignore it and the cry of voices beyond it. I want a fight but there is none; she seems as powerless as I was.

A memory lodges in the foreground. I’m standing on a raised metal platform above a large cylindrical tank. Its thick glass walls glow golden in the lights set in its base, liquid filling it quickly to the open brim. Saline, I think, and I realise this is Felicity’s knowledge, not mine. My arms ache. I’m holding a child. She wears a flesh-coloured swimsuit and lies limp and heavy, her head lolling on my shoulder. Immobilised but conscious. She looks maybe six or seven years old. Blonde hair, blue eyes, peachy skin. She stares blankly. Sensor pads blink at her temples and wrists, another blinks through her swimsuit, over her heart.

“We’re ready for the Proxy,” a man says behind me but I don’t turn, or Felicity doesn’t turn. I carry the child to the edge of the tank, swinging her legs carefully over the lip. I’ll need help when she gets bigger, but for now I can manage the girl’s weight. The saline is lukewarm and comes up to my elbows as I lower her in. Her hair billows out around her face as she drops beneath the surface. My lower back aches already as I sit by the edge, my arm in the tank, but I hold her hand because I am supposed to and because it seems right. I’ll stay here till the link is confirmed. This way the child will know she’s not alone. Her head floats back, her blank eyes, her slack mouth. I try not to think about the fluid pouring into her body. She will survive it; they designed it that way.

There’s a sharp tug on my wrist. Felicity trying to break my hold? I don’t let go but the girl and the tank disappear. Images tumble around me, an avalanche of memories. I use all my concentration to slow the onslaught and find a point of focus. A painfully bright room opens up in my mind, walls of black glass on three sides. The fourth is concrete with a steel sliding door. The floor slopes towards a grated drain in the middle of the room. Suspended from the ceiling on a retractable neck hangs something that looks like a dental chair, but with multiple wires and tubes attached. A young man sits strapped to the reclining seat. He wears blue scrubs from the waist down and sweat beads his naked chest. Wide-eyed, with sensors blinking at his temples and wrists, he takes short, shallow breaths and his body strains beneath the bonds. Tubes from the back of the chair pump something into the veins of his forearms. Soon, his breathing slows, grows deeper, his eyelids droop and his whole body relaxes.

Nervous, I turn away from the young man to face the observation room. I can’t see them behind the black glass, but I know they’re waiting for me to begin. My reflection shows a much younger Felicity and I wipe my sweaty palms on my skirt. “Activate Symbiosis.”

The light dims, the walls of glass shimmer like they’re filled with liquid.

“Proxy?” I say with Felicity’s voice.

Nothing happens.

“Child?”

The black glass flickers then instantly all three walls transform. Each one displays a confusing mass of pearling shadow. Finally, an image erupts on the screens: a woman’s face, distorted, razor-edged in some places, bleeding colour in others.

There’s another sharp tug on my wrist. My eyes open on the warm light of Miriam’s kitchen. Ears ringing, dazed by the voices and jostling around me, I come to. It takes me a moment to figure out what’s going on. Miriam has hold of my wrist and Jamie restrains my shoulders. Tesla props Felicity up in her chair. Pale and sweating, her breathing ragged. Her wide black pupils retract, returning colour to her irises, but the look of shock remains. “She can Harvest.”


IMPLANT

Miriam releases her grip and sits back. Jamie lets me go and returns to his chair. Everyone breathes heavily like there has been a brawl while I was under. My joints are jelly and I sway in my seat.

“You’re bleeding,” Miriam says.

I sniff to stop the warm ooze of blood, bringing my knuckle to my nose. Miriam grabs the tissue box from the windowsill. I press a handful of tissues to my nostril, tipping my head back.

Miriam fills a glass at the sink and brings it to me, closing my hand around it, then she sits and exhales through her lips. “Her abilities are very advanced,” she says.

Tesla looks at each of us, his frown still buckled tight, and I brace for a reprimand like he caught me fighting on school grounds, but he nods. “Not an exaggeration.”

I blink at the sharp definition of details. My pupils must have dilated with the let-down of adrenaline. I blink, trying to readjust.

Miriam pats my hand. “They’ll come right.”

I try to slow my breaths but I can still see the little girl floating in the tank and the young man strapped to the chair in the room of black glass, his terror. Nausea lingers with the image. I don’t want to look at Felicity or feel bad for invading her thoughts. I don’t care if she’s offended or if she feels judged. I don’t care what the Affinity Project thinks about me at all … or at least I don’t want to care. I force myself to meet her gaze but the accusation and hostility I expect doesn’t show in her face. She appears exhausted and lost, like she has no idea where to begin. My chest tightens. What has she read in my signal? Is it bad? Is there something wrong with me?

The irony of worrying about whether or not I’m enough of a freak for the freak show. I sit back, hating my desperate curiosity.

“Felicity?” Tesla prompts.

She looks at me and my gaze goes to her pale hand. Keeping her expression even, she withdraws both hands from the table. “If I didn’t know you were new,” she says, her voice husky and soft, “I would assume you had been active three or four years.”

A chair scrapes. Miriam gets to her feet, her mouth opening and closing. She runs her hand up into her hair and turns away to the counter. Jamie finally looks at me, his brow knotted.

“What?” I say, feeling truly nauseous now. “Is – is that bad?”

“Uncommon,” Tesla says, staring.

“How long does she have?” Miriam asks, watching Tesla, her expression fierce.

“For what?” My voice goes high. “How long do I have for what?”

“If her DNA locks, there’s no chance for Deactivation,” Miriam says.

“What – what do you mean, lock?”

Tesla doesn’t answer, caught in Miriam’s glare.

“For ninety-eight per cent of Assets that is decided the moment they Spark,” Felicity says to Miriam, impatience in her voice. She looks to me. “It takes around five active years for a third-generation Shield to reach full maturity and then it sets.”

“Five years?” I say. “If you’re normal?”

Felicity sighs. “There are many variables, but few fully matured Shields can Harvest at will. It is the rarest gift.”

Gift. That word again, absurd and provoking.

“We are not unsympathetic,” she says, though there isn’t much sign of sympathy. “We understand that the transition experience is a traumatising one. Denial, anger, rejection, these are common feelings for the newly Sparked Asset, the need to feel like you have options. During Orientation you will process these feelings and come to appreciate the benefits of your gift and the prospect of a productive and satisfying life. This is why the Affinity Project exists, to assist you in the journey.” It’s like she’s taken the lines from a propaganda manual.

No one speaks. I can feel Miriam almost vibrating next to me. Tesla’s piercing gaze feels charged. “Your niece is in the system now. If there is a counter-signal match, that person will be found.”

She barely nods.

“Mr Nelson, we are ready for you.” Tesla speaks into the air, spurring my pulse into frenetic tripping. I glance at the black half-moon disc and brace for pain, but Tesla goes to the back door and waits. “The tracker you will receive is similar to the ones your aunt and Mr Gallagher are carrying, but it is specifically designed for the purposes of collecting data.”

We hear the beeping of the van reversing from the street, down the slope of the drive beside the house. I wonder if they will need to bring in much equipment and whether it will hurt badly and whether I will disgrace myself by crying out. I wonder if my face is as drained of blood as it feels.

“Also, we will need to Neutralise you,” he says, growing more stern. “We have no record of unplanned pregnancy in your file, which is something. While almost all Strays are male, only female Shields can pass the Stray mutation on to their offspring. Now that you have transitioned, intercourse and reproduction become inevitable and dangerous.” He glowers at the back of Jamie’s head. “It is a temporary measure that will stop your cycle, but it will prevent complications.”

I imagine my face changing colour from white to red like Christmas lights. I’m too grossed out to rejoice at the thought of no more weekly power-periods. Can Tesla tell there’s something going on between Jamie and me? I wonder exactly how “gynaecological” the procedure will be? I picture myself lying on the dining table with Benjamin poised between my knees, armed with a lethal metallic instrument, the guy called Davis scowling over his glowing baton and Jamie murdering them both.

“Neither procedure is particularly invasive,” Tesla says, again hitting on my concerns. “For the sake of expedience a local anaesthetic will manage the pain so we can continue our debriefing.”

Van doors open and close outside. Heavy boots grind gravel. Low voices rumble. Benjamin leads the way up the back steps and Tesla opens the door for him, Davis following behind. Chill air gusts into the room and their signals hit me. I have to concentrate to pull back from the bandwidth, but it’s easier this time. I shudder at the sight of the black case Benjamin carries. It seems heavy, though there is no sign of strain in his hold. He slides it onto the counter behind Tesla and taps a key code. A click and the lid rises.

“Tell us about your Spark,” Tesla says, returning to the table. Felicity slips back into her seat and Tesla resumes his place, opening a new app on his phone to record me. “When did it happen?”

I have to tear my gaze away from the screen. “Um … end of August.”

“Two months.” He exchanges a look with Felicity. “The Warden came through here beginning of September.”

Miriam shifts in her seat. “We hid Evie.”

The confession deflects attention away from me for a moment and I stare at the black case and Benjamin’s hands moving over the contents, the pinker flesh of his palms, his deft touch, the implements set in the moulded insert of the lid. What lies hidden in the bottom?

“That was dangerous,” Tesla says.

“You know how it is for them the first time.” Miriam leans forwards. “She would have gone mad if you took her in. As soon as we sensed the Warden we got her across the river.”

Davis shakes his head.

Miriam’s outright lie stuns me. It was my Synergist link with Jamie that kept me from the Warden.

“Rather mad than dead,” Felicity says. “We can fix mad.”

“We had reason to hope.” Miriam leans towards Felicity. “You’ve seen what she can do. Her physical abilities are also advanced.”

“Not her nervous system,” Felicity says. “Does she experience blackouts?”

This time I know for sure I must be bright red. My voice comes out like a croak. “Sometimes.”

“Orientation would allow your body to adjust to your heightened frequency levels,” she says with a glance at Tesla. “It would be safer.”

“The decision is made,” Tesla says.

Felicity presses her lips together as though struggling to bite her tongue. Miriam sits back and attention returns to me. I can’t help watching as Benjamin lifts a syringe from the case and a small vial of clear liquid, but I need to hold Tesla’s gaze, to appear forthright – honest, believable, to make up for the half-truths and lies that will come. He tilts his head. “Were you able to retrieve the Spark’s body?”

Retrieve the Spark’s body? Does he think we’re hiding a corpse in the basement waiting for Affinity to come and clean up after us? I keep my eyes on Tesla so as not to look at Jamie. I think of Miriam’s warning, Tell the truth. “You mean, Kitty?”

“The one you tried to protect,” he says, reading my delay as troubled feelings. Apparently, it’s a difficult time for new Shields, their first failure.

“Kitty’s fine.”

“The Stray left the body intact?”

“Um. No. Yes. I mean, the Stray was … stopped. Kitty’s fine. Alive.”

Davis’s mouth hangs open a fraction. Benjamin turns at the counter, holding the syringe up before him, about to prime the plunger. He stands unmoving, his attention riveted on me.

“You deactivated the Stray?” Felicity says.

“Yes.” As far as I’m concerned it’s true, in the broader sense, and I will Jamie not to contradict me.

“How?” she asks.

“Bullet,” I say. Miriam and Jamie warned me the truth would come out whatever the case and now that I’ve been on the end of Felicity’s ability, I realise that is a matter of when and not if. But I’ve been gifted a reprieve in time, an opportunity to do something for Aiden and I sure as hell won’t offer him up on a platter.

“Mr Nelson,” Tesla says, distracted and distant as though absorbing my confession.

Benjamin licks his lips in concentration then compresses the plunger, releasing a liquid bead. He places the syringe in a kidney-shaped dish and brings it to the table with an astringent-smelling cotton swab. Davis passes him a small electric hair trimmer.

“You’re going to shave my head?” I sway a little in my seat against the pulse of Benjamin’s signal.

“Only a small patch at the base of your skull,” Miriam says. She unclips my hair and loosens the damp knot, fanning it through her fingers. It falls coldly on my neck and shoulders. I shiver. She gives me a brief, tight smile. “No one will see it if you tie your hair carefully or wear it down. The needle will hurt. You’ll have to sit very still. Once the local’s working you won’t feel the implant.”

Don’t puke, don’t faint.

“Tip your head,” Benjamin says. “As far as you can.”

I press my chin to my still aching chest. Benjamin parts my hair, brushing it over my shoulders, surprising me with his warm, gentle touch. The trimmer clicks and whirs, hair slips into my collar. He flicks it away and turns the trimmer off, rubbing his thumb over the blank patch of skin.

Miriam takes my hand and squeezes.

“Hold still,” Benjamin says. The slip and slap of latex gloves, the pungent odour of plastic and the whiff of alcohol. Deja vu weighs me down, recalling my last kitchen surgery. Benjamin presses firmly on the base of my skull. “Don’t move.” The needle stings, a deep pain that draws all my focus. The muscles in my legs clench tight and I curl my toes. The ache spreads through my jaw and up through the top of my head, then the sick churning in my stomach as the shaft withdraws, making me grunt. Benjamin drops the needle in the dish and presses cotton to the entry wound. “Rest your forehead on the table. It will take a moment for the anaesthetic to spread.”

I lean forwards, shaking and weak, my head on the back of my hands, glad no one can see my face or the involuntary tears the pain has loosed. The ache consumes my whole head. I keep my eyes closed and breathe.

“Benjamin will prepare the implant,” Tesla says. “Are you able to answer some more questions, or do you need a moment?”

My head feels muddy and thick; moving my lips takes effort. “I’m fine.”

“What became of the Stray’s remains?”

“… I guess … the police.”

“Yes,” Miriam says. “The police.”

“And you have not been investigated by the authorities?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Did you identify the body?”

I have my lie ready. “No. He – he wasn’t carrying ID.”

“And the Spark. You called her Kitty? She was known to you?”

My stomach swoops. Careful. Careful. “Uh-huh.” He doesn’t say anything, waiting for me to fill the gap, but I can’t feel my tongue. “I hadn’t seen her for a long time. We hugged then the thing happened.”

“Her last name?” Tesla says. “For cross-referencing.”

“Gallagher,” Jamie says.

Davis swears. I can’t look up but I imagine the turn of Tesla’s and Felicity’s heads, Benjamin’s wide, dark eyes. I wish someone would speak, absolution, understanding, something.

“And this is what brings Mr Gallagher into the story.” Tesla sighs.

“My sister knows who we are – what we do.”

Tesla makes another noise, weariness, annoyance? “There will be a hearing.”

“Of course,” Jamie says.

“Idiot,” Davis mutters.

I can’t tell if it’s the atmosphere or anaesthetic that weighs me down. I doubt I could lift my head if I wanted to. My thoughts slide slowly over, heavy, bruising.

“The rules exist for a reason, Jamie.”

I’m surprised by Tesla’s use of Jamie’s first name. He sounds deeply disappointed.

“You will face the Executive.”

“The Executive?” Miriam says and I picture her face aghast.

“The implant is ready,” Benjamin says. A hand touches my shoulder and Benjamin’s signal becomes stronger in the bandwidth. “You will feel pressure, a vibration then a jolt, but you must not move. Do you understand?”

“Mmm.” My lips feel numbly glued, terror rolling over me, the glutinous thlacking of my pulse damming my ears. God. God.

“Curl your head down further,” he says.

I push weakly on my arms to bring my shoulders back, letting my head rock forwards, pressing into the back of my hands. The pressure comes, a crushing weight against the base of my skull. I produce a humiliating whimper. The metallic vibration. The jolt. Pressure lifts and I gasp for air like I’ve been held under water, collapsing onto my arms, sob-less tears wetting my hands. Miriam holds me around the shoulders and though she doesn’t speak I feel the rapid hammer of her pulse.

Benjamin moves behind me, a light touch. “This will keep the site sterile. Don’t remove the bandaid for at least an hour, the incision needs to close. No strenuous exercise for at least twenty-four hours; it could dislodge the implant or force it out through the scar. Tonight, sleep on your side, not your back.”

“Can you sit up?” Tesla says.

“Give her a goddamn minute, Ethan.”

Miriam uses his first name. It’s like everyone knows each other.

I push on my arms again. Miriam helps me. The trembling takes over my whole body. I feel headless, a strange clamping in the back of my neck. I resist the urge to touch the pea-sized lump and fumble my hair behind my numb ears and wipe my numb face. Jamie’s signal moves over me but now I can’t look at him, afraid I might break down.

“Do you need to be sick?” Tesla asks.

I think I shake my head. It’s hard to tell. Benjamin takes the kidney-shaped dish and syringe back to the counter, depositing them in the case. He pulls the gloves off and taps the keypad, releasing a drawer in the bottom. He lifts something like a small silver revolver from inside it; a pearl-coloured liquid sloshes in the handle, leaving a milky residue. He checks something on the barrel before resting it back in the drawer, then he turns and assumes the stance of a soldier at ease.

“Given Felicity’s reading,” Tesla says, “I gather you experience precognition?”

I manage a small shrug for yes.

“Vague impressions or specific defensive tactics?”

“Specific,” I heave the word out.

“Rapid Kinetic Learning?”

I blink.

“Regeneration?”

I blink.

“And if you can Harvest, I imagine you can Transfer?”

“No touch.”

Tesla frowns.

“She Harvests and Transfers remotely,” Miriam explains.

His eyebrows rise.

Let it be enough. Let them be satisfied.

“Interim Watcher status would have been granted to your aunt,” Tesla says. “But she is in breach and will likely be taken in for debriefing in the next few days. I will be your Watcher until you have been handed over for Orientation at the completion of our Early Detection Study. I will make contact if we detect any disturbance in your reading. You must keep your phone with you at all times.”

So much for the conditions of my grounding. “Disturbance?”

“Your tracker is a basic locator. It is programmed to recognise keywords relating to the Affinity Project that are considered illegal terminology. This is to discourage careless speech that might threaten the secrecy of the organisation. If you accrue too many demerits, you will hear from me. I suggest you avoid doing so, but the tracker also relays your vitals, blood pressure, core temperature and your brainwave activity. Contact with other Assets, Sparking, sexual intercourse and physical violence will cause fluctuations in your reading. If we detect anything extreme, I will contact you. Your welfare is the chief concern of the Affinity Project and we always protect our Assets.”

He stands up. “Now, you will need to lie down to be Neutralised. You will likely pass out. Is there anything you would like to ask us or tell us before we leave?”

The mud in my brain has slowed all traffic, fear the only remaining vehicle with traction. “What am I supposed to do between now and Orientation?”

“Live.” He turns to Benjamin. “Mr Nelson.”

Benjamin licks his lips. “If she’s pregnant, then someone else will have to perform the procedure.”

Davis rolls his eyes. “What difference does it make?”

“It makes a difference to me,” Benjamin says.

“I’m not.”

Davis snorts.

Tesla takes his phone, flicks through the screens and taps an icon. There is a moment as the page loads. A graph appears and he holds the phone up for Benjamin to read. “Her blood work,” he says. Benjamin leans in and uses his finger and thumb to broaden the image, examining the graph. If my synapses could actually fire, I would blush, but I sit in the same numb fear that gripped me from the beginning.

“All right,” Benjamin says, turning to me. “Can you stand? Your aunt should be present.”

When I first heard them from the bathroom, the sense of doom had been immediate. The end. It rang through me then and it rings through me again. The end. Miriam helps me up, Jamie and Felicity rise too. Now everyone is on their feet, looking at me. I pat Miriam’s hand and pull away. “I’ve got it.” A show of courage. I make my way to the hall, shuffling and slow, and look back. Jamie, as pale as I have ever seen him, blinks desolate eyes.


OVARIES

It’s a long slow walk from the kitchen to my bedroom, some kind of ceremonial procession up wooden stairs before dark rites and the descent into shadows. I pause at my bedroom door and turn to Miriam. “Can you at least wait in the hall?”

She glowers beside Benjamin whose expression appears grimly set. “Protocol requires a female chaperone.”

“She’ll be right outside the door.”

“Evie,” Miriam says.

“Please.” I sigh. “Don’t I get any dignity?”

She folds her arms, her jaw working, then she steps aside. “Fine.”

Benjamin looks uncertain, but we leave her on the landing and I lead him into my room. I close the door, aware of thresholds being crossed and the letting of foreign things into private places. My Lara Croft costume lies in a heap at the foot of the bed like dead skin from a previous life. Benjamin frowns at the grenades and handguns beneath my boots but I don’t bother to explain. He places the equipment on my desk and gestures at the bed. “Remove your pants. Leave your underwear on and lie down.”

Underwear on. Thank God.

I take my time, afraid of losing my balance, of falling, of Miriam pushing into the room, of an audience for my humiliation, my fingers bloodless and fumbling at the button of my jeans. I picture Tesla and Felicity downstairs, Davis and Jamie. Jamie. Benjamin waits. I fight denim from my ankles and almost tumble on the bed, the quilt cool on the back of my bare legs. Hips, thighs, skin. I lie prone, the lump at the base of my skull hard as a golf ball. Jamie’s scent rises from the pillow and I have to close my eyes but tears slip beneath my lashes anyway. A drowning girl’s flailing reach into the bandwidth and I find him immediately, waiting for me. I wrap myself in Jamie’s signal like it’s a life-preserver.

“Jamie is my friend,” Benjamin says, stepping towards the bed, his size and significance eclipsing the room. “So is Helena.”

I release Jamie’s signal and lie empty.

“This Synergist Coding,” he says, flexing his fingers as though recalling what he felt when he touched me in the hall, “it is trouble and they will find out.”

“Can we get on with it?” I say, without malice.

He turns to my desk, again the sound of latex gloves, the whiff of alcohol. He comes back to the bed and folds up the edge of my T-shirt. I clench fistfuls of quilt against the instinct to cover myself.

“And these, down a little, please.” His brow and lips pinch in, a no-nonsense frown. He waves a knuckle at my panties, unwilling to adjust them himself, which I appreciate, though lifting my hands to shunt the fabric puts pressure on my neck and makes me grimace. “That will do.” He sweeps the cotton swab over my skin, making my flesh pucker with goosebumps.

I picture my ovaries, pink and round and unaware. Before this, before Sparking, my imagined future wasn’t much more than formless mist, easily blown into and out of shapes that whim or fancy inspired. I might have been a photographer. I might have gone to Paris. I might have lived by the water, taken up painting and fallen in love. I am in love. But in the before version of my life that might have meant children, maybe, sometime, down the line. I hadn’t spent a lot of time thinking about it. Now, I understand that DNA has blown the mist away and the future is a concrete path between concrete walls, heading in one direction. I bite the inside of my cheek and ignore the slow slip of my tears. “Do they always run?”

He flicks his black eyes at me and then turns away to the desk. “I did.” He returns with the silver revolver thing.

I stare at his remarkable face, his high cheekbones and strong jaw. I try to visualise him with Jamie, sitting, laughing, watching television, playing sport, anything vaguely normal, anything other than what he’s doing right now, alone with me. I wonder how old he is. Older than Jamie, maybe twenty-five, twenty-six? I wonder what his life looked like before extracting terrified young men and women from hiding, drugging them, marking them, stuffing them into the backs of vans, became his job. “If I were pregnant,” I say, “this would …”

“Terminate the pregnancy.”

“Why do you care?”

His mouth compresses. “The Holy Mother sits in your hall. Shouldn’t you care?”

“It belonged to my grandmother.”

He shrugs.

“You would have let someone else do it,” I say. Am I trying to bait him?

He taps something on the handle, the barrel splits in two. He presses the long top of the T-bar to my abdomen and I flinch against the cold.

“I would have,” he says.

It beeps once and he moves it slowly down, searching for the right spot.

“Not much of a stand.”

“That’s what Helena says.” He moves the instrument until it beeps a long continuous note. Something clicks and the note stops. A faint rushing sound follows.

I draw a shuddering breath. “What’s she like?”

“Helena?” He watches the silver instrument. “Smart, clever, kind.”

“Beautiful.”

“She is one of us. Hold still.”

I close my eyes, again with tears. “They could be happy together.”

“They could have been.”

I look at him.

“His chance is gone and so is hers,” he says.

I struggle up on my elbows. “What are you talking about?”

“Lie still.” He pushes me back. “You know this. You have been with him. When Synergists bond their signals bind also. It cannot be undone.”

“But–” I knew there were binding words, a ceremony and such, but Miriam never said … Jamie never said … “When you say, been with–”

“I will release the gauge, you will be paralysed for a moment. It will hurt then you will be unconscious and you will feel nothing.”


SANCTION

A colossal crash wakes me, then raised voices, Miriam’s angry exclamation as she hurries out of my bedroom and down the stairs. I lurch up. Bad idea. My head throbs, my pelvis aches, the back of my neck burns; I can’t have been out long. Hostile voices echo from the hall below. I swing my feet off the bed and fumble for my jeans. By the time I get my pants on – a stiff, stinging exercise bending over tender skin – the voices have cooled. Silent, hunched, I tiptoe out onto the landing.

“Perhaps we could make an effort not to damage the Assets.” Tesla.

Davis pants and spits, his voice muffled. “He broke my nose, sir.”

“You provoked him.”

“Gallagher’s out of his mind,” Davis says.

Tesla sighs. “Mr Nelson, check Jamie’s tracker. Make sure it has not dislodged.”

The sound of movement.

“I’ll pack the van.” Davis. Heavy shuffling steps.

“Ridiculous.” Felicity clicks her tongue.

“The incision’s closed,” Benjamin says. “The tracker’s still in place.”

“Thank you. You can help Davis.”

“Sir, I’m not sure anyone can help Davis.”

Benjamin’s long even stride, Felicity’s short steps behind him. Movement in the kitchen. The back door opens and closes.

Silence.

Carefully, I lower myself to the floor. It’s too painful to lie on my stomach so I shift onto my side, jamming my head up against the skirting for a glimpse of what’s going on. Through a triangle of space between the ceiling and stairs I see the bookcase in the hall has lost a shelf and all of Miriam’s books, collectibles and junk mail are scattered across the floor. The Virgin teeters on the edge of her porcelain robes in the little alcove. Tesla crouches on the floor picking things up. Jamie’s legs poke out into the hall from the living room. Miriam squats down beside him. He’s not moving.

“Leave it,” Miriam says, over her shoulder. “I’ll clean up later. What was this about?”

Tesla rises slowly to his feet. “I had Benjamin upgrade Jamie’s tracker. The reading was high. I commented that he has lost a lot of ground from when he was following the Deactivation Program. Davis remarked that we could all guess why. Jamie punched him.”

I can only see the back of Miriam’s head, but I can picture her look of disgust. My insides tie in double-knots. He knows. Of course he knows. They all do.

“This is a long way from the table,” Miriam says.

“Davis responded with his baton. Set to maximum.”

She shakes her head.

“It will wear off shortly.” There’s a long pause then he says, “They have to end it.”

She doesn’t respond.

“Without a sanction they cannot be together. He made a commitment to the program. To Helena.”

“He loves Evangeline.” Miriam looks up at him.

For one moment I squeeze my eyes tight shut. My heart, a drowning thing.

Finally he says, “Then he will do what is right.”

Her jaw hardens and she rises to her feet. “They’re Synergists.”

He flinches, his lips parting, his frown bearing down. “Have they …?”

“She says they haven’t.”

I clench my fists.

Exhaling, he grips his temples between thumb and forefinger, as though the whole idea gives him a headache. “When she comes in for Orientation, there will be no way to hide this from the Proxy.”

Proxy.

The word sends an icy chill up my spine. I picture the little girl in the tank and the room with black glass. What the hell is a Proxy? The child? The tank of goo? Some kind of telepathic A-bomb? And why does the Synergist issue need to be a secret? Is it more than disapproval of unsanctioned relationships?

“I know,” Miriam says. “But you can do something. Felicity could–”

“Felicity does not control the Proxy.”

“I’m just saying–” Her voice breaks. “You’re in a position to help her.”

Tesla doesn’t reply.

Miriam swipes the back of her wrist across her eyes; that deep mournful note thrums in the bandwidth.

Jamie groans, shifts his legs.

In the driveway, the van starts up.

Tesla hesitates as though about to speak. His hands ball into fists then release. He swivels on his heel and strides out of sight through the kitchen and out the back door.

My mind in total disorder, I rise as quickly and quietly as I can, press my hands to my eyes, steady myself and make my way downstairs, stepping over the mess in the hallway. Through the window I catch a glimpse of the van pulling out onto the road. Black. Tinted windows. Not remotely subtle.

Jamie has hauled himself up to sit with his back against the couch. Miriam pokes at a cut on his eyebrow, making him wince. He reaches to feel for the lump in the back of his neck.

“You should be resting,” Miriam says, not looking at me.

“I’m fine.” I’m disintegrating.

Jamie squints up at me. I lower myself onto the couch beside him, nudging his shoulder with my leg, working to keep my face even. “Defending my honour?”

He frowns. Miriam’s head snaps up.

“I heard Tesla.”

“You did?” she says. “Then you heard what he said about you two.”

“Miriam,” Jamie begins.

“It’s over. I’m sorry, but you knew from the start it would have to be like this. You both have trackers now. There’s no getting round it. Say your goodbyes and go.” She stands, her sombre gaze on me. “I’ll be downstairs when you’re done.”

We both stare at her back as she crosses the hall to her studio, and watch through the glass door when she closes it behind her. She disappears around the corner to the darkroom, making her way to the hidden training room below. Neither of us speaks. I’m not sure that I can; my mind feels ransacked. All my contained fear of the impossible, inevitable end, tipped over and spilling through me.

“Did he hurt you?” Jamie asks, not looking at me, his voice low and lead heavy.

“No.” I wallow in the view of his profile, the flecks of gold in his hair, the play of light and shadow defining his cheekbone and jaw. He needs a shave.

“Benjamin’s my friend, but … I wanted to kill him.”

“Least you got to punch Davis.”

He draws his knees up and examines the red skin on his knuckles. “There’s that.”

We sit in silence for a while and it hurts to breathe.

“So, you ran.”

I sink inside. How can I tell him I want to help Aiden when he’s cost the Gallaghers so much? Jamie’s not cruel. I know he regrets I’ll lose my brother – that Miriam will lose a son – when Affinity find out. We’ve talked about it before, argued about it, but deep down he believes in the protocol. A guarantee that Aiden will never put another family through what his went through. “I guess I freaked out. I knew it would all be over: us, Aiden, my future.”

He nods, appreciating the weight of my admission. He knows what it’s like to have his life turned upside down by the Affinity Project. But he’s also nodding because he believes I’ll accept the way it has to be. I let him believe it because I don’t want to argue with him and ruin our goodbye.

He doesn’t attempt to reassure me or say everything will be okay; he knows it won’t be.

“Sorry I got you grounded.”

I give a soft snort. “Wasn’t your fault.” Then I realise if he heard the part about me being grounded he can’t have missed the rest of my argument with Miriam. I love him … I do love him! The whole street probably heard.

Moments before Tesla and his team arrived I’d been freaking out upstairs, hotly embarrassed at my blurting. I don’t feel like that any more. I’m glad I said it. Glad he heard it. Because I won’t be able to say it again. Not now. I shudder and sigh.

“I shouldn’t have stayed last night. If I wasn’t here when they arrived, they never would have known. We’d have more time.”

“Felicity would have figured it out. She saw you in my memories.” I shake my head a little. “You’d think with the way they go around zapping uteruses, ‘affiliating’ wouldn’t be such a big deal.”

He doesn’t laugh. It isn’t funny. “They only sanction relationships between people whose signals won’t amplify.”

I figured that was the deal. Miriam went on enough about the danger of our signals being more susceptible to spontaneous Sparking. I remember the Warden referring to the phenomenon with disapproval in her voice. Affinity likes everything tidy. Mature Shields “deployed” into “active-Spark zones” for Supply Protection only, thank you very much. It’s all about the Primary Objectives. Acquisition of Assets. Elimination of Strays. Which leads me back to Aiden.

Aiden and Jamie and the end.

I think of Miriam’s dark prophecy from only hours before, that love is sacrifice and sometimes that means ripping your own heart out to do what’s right. I know that’s what’s coming, the rip and the bleeding out. “Told you we should’ve done it last night.”

He drops his head, his shoulders vibrating, a quiet chuffing laugh. “You did.”

My eyes sting with unshed tears and I stare at the bandaid at the base of his hairline, the swelling beneath. I hate it. Hate what it represents. I should be grateful that he has another choice, that he can be free. It’s not too late, whatever Benjamin thinks. We haven’t been together. Jamie can deactivate … but I can’t think about Helena. I won’t think about her. I shove her from my mind by touching him, brushing my knuckle down the side of his neck. Sweet electric tingling hums through my arm. His collar hangs loose, revealing a vibrant splash of colour, the angel in ink. I stroke him there too.

He sighs. “I don’t know how to do this.”

Neither do I. “Let’s not make speeches.”

“I’ve never liked that rule.”

I dig my fingers up into his hair and he leans into my hand. “Let’s just say goodbye like normal. We can pretend.”

He turns his head in my palm. “Denial?”

I nod and he kisses my fingers.

“I left my boots upstairs.”

“I’ll get them.” I push up, wincing with pain.

He rises beside me, groaning and rubbing his stomach. Lifting his T-shirt, he shows me the round red mark by his navel the same shape and colour as the one on my chest.

I suck air through my teeth. “I thought he hit you on the head.”

“The eyebrow was the bookshelf after Davis sent me flying.” He makes a jabbing motion with his hand and I picture Davis ramming the baton into Jamie’s stomach.

I want to put my hand over the mark but that would make me want more touching and I turn towards the stairs. He follows me into the hall and we nudge aside books and junk mail with our feet. I make the first step when he catches my hand and turns me around. The extra height brings us nose to nose and he moves in till our bodies skim surfaces. I’m all sensors, every part of me grieving for his signal, his scent and the current flowing through us. He twines his fingers through mine. “Do you know what they say in the sanction?”

“About … about choosing?”

“The actual words of the sanction are: I see you, I know you, I choose–”

“Jamie … you can’t.”

“I’m not. I’m just telling you what the words are. For interest’s sake.”

“You’re not saying them to me?”

“Of course not.” His lips quiver but he smiles and I don’t feel the ache low in my belly or the throb in my neck. I shouldn’t but I press myself against him, chest, stomach, heat. He fans his fingers over the arch of my back. I watch his grey eyes grow darker, desire expanding his pupils, the sight of it bittersweet.

“Tell me, then.” I smooth my hands over his arms, picturing the bands of Latin that circle his biceps and wish I was touching his skin. “For interest’s sake.”

“I see you, I know you, I choose you,” he says, his voice a low murmur. “As you choose me and know me and see me as I am, I bind myself to you in trust, This is what I believe, It is the truth that I choose as you choose me.”

“That – that is interesting … like – like vows or something.”

Jamie’s chest fills against mine. “Do you know they have to say it multiple times in the ceremony, like a mantra?”

I shake my head, blinking rapidly. “Why?”

“They wire them up to a monitor, it reads their brainwaves, and they have to keep repeating the ceremonial words, maintain eye contact and touch, until their signals reach an accord. It can take hours.”

“An accord?”

He slides his hands up my body then down over my hips, slow exquisite sweeps. “It’s what they call the optimum signal mix for an affiliation. Apparently the mantra works like synapse hotwiring, or something, repeated affirmations to imprint the signature of their partner into their cerebral cortex.”

His breath is warm and sweet on my mouth. I’m half-drunk. “Complicated.”

“Very.” He touches his lips to mine. “As soon as the accord is established they seal it with ceremonial acts.”

I pull my head back to look at him. “Such as?”

He raises his eyebrows.

My mouth pops open. “In front of everyone?”

He shakes his head, a small smirk and his gaze moves over my face, lingering on my lips.

“It doesn’t say anything about, you know, love.”

His eyes lock back on mine, penetrating, impossible to look away from. “Love?”

“I mean they’re beautiful words for a psychotic, tyrannical organisation and all, but shouldn’t it say something about love?”

“Most of them have only just met. They have a sort of courtship for a couple of weeks.”

“It’s arranged?”

“You heard Tesla; they put you in the database. Not just for Deactivation, but sanctions as well.”

“Hell.”

“It’s not compulsory.”

“Meanwhile the people who really are–” My voice cuts out.

“Really are …?”

“Connected. The people who really are connected are kept apart.”

He nods, a sad, wry twist at the corner of his lips. “We’d get halfway through the mantra and their sensor display would explode.”

I start to smile but it’s a bruised, powerless thing that crumples and falls. He cups my face, brushes his thumbs across my wet cheeks, gives me his mouth, kisses soft and deep, heat and salt, a study in the art of it, his gift for it, a blessing in kisses until I’m shuddering in his arms with weeping and wanting and the futility of both.

“This is what I believe,” he whispers, lips to mine.

“Jamie,” I groan. “Don’t say it.”

He brings his mouth to my ear. “Miriam was right, what she said to Ethan about me.”

He loves Evangeline.

He’d heard her.

I lower my head against his neck, agonised.

“No matter what.”

“You can’t say that,” I sob. “Not no matter what.”

He wraps me in his arms. “Too late.”

I cling to him, my hands pressed to the ridges of his scars as I shake and spend myself in tears, but I can’t comprehend the loss, not really. It felt like this when they told me Mom – April – would die. I couldn’t take it in while she still lay in her hospital bed, smiling through her suffering. My tears are for the shock of it, the taste of it, the fear of deeper pain to come.

He kisses my hair and holds me until I grow still. “I should go.”

I pull back, sniffing and wiping my eyes, unable to look right at him. “I can drop you home.”

“I’d rather run,” he says, his voice rough. He touches his fingers to the thin scar at the top of my brow where he marked me in childhood – pushing me into the river – then drops his hand.

“I’ll get your things.” I suffer a brief glance at his face and make my way upstairs, half-blinded. When I reach the landing, I hear the back door click and I know he’s already gone.


RESPONSIBILITY

We sit in the car, buffeted by gale-force wind, sleet hammering the passenger windows. Spectators making their way to an interstate hockey final clog the Sunday traffic, flags and scarves and excited honking, unfazed by the weather. Today I hate hockey. I hate fans. Miriam taps her thumb on the steering wheel, glaring at the back of the tour bus in front of us. She checks her watch for the hundredth time. It’s two and half hours from Burton to the detention centre in Roxborough. I google-mapped it. Our visiting slot with Aiden is for three. It will be the first time we’ve seen him since the hospital.

Miriam tried for an appointment after Tesla and his team left yesterday, but it had been too late in the afternoon. I doubt I could have pulled myself together anyway, having fallen apart completely after Jamie left. I had put myself to bed, refusing to speak or acknowledge Miriam when she came in to check on me. I’d only gotten out of bed today because she said we could go and see Aiden. My head swims from sleeplessness and exhaustion. I’m weak from hunger but too nauseous to eat, too anxious, the bagel Miriam brought for me still on the dash in its paper bag.

I pump the volume button on my iPod until the sound hurts my ears, shifting in my seat, trying to ignore the cramp in my abdomen and the clamped feeling in the base of my skull. Benjamin’s procedure left two rash-like marks on the skin above my ovaries. The wound from the tracker implant has knitted closed. I can touch it, the pea-shaped thing, but it makes me squeamish; a foreign presence in the back of my head. I worry when my heart beats too hard that my anxiety will cue a call from Tesla. My paranoia has him sitting at a monitor, interpreting incoming data about my Electro-Telepathic whatever hand poised over his phone, ready to deploy Davis and his baton at the hint of a blip on the readout.

I hug my jacket closer around me, ignoring Miriam where she sits gripping the steering wheel, straight-backed, knuckles white. The traffic crawls and I use my cuff to wipe a porthole in the condensation and glare out the window. I’m supposed to be on the lookout for the off ramp. My sigh mists the glass and I have to wipe it again.

A light touch on my arm. Miriam gestures; she wants to talk. I steel myself and pop my earbuds out.

She looks pent up. “We’ll need to find a shopping mall or something after we see Aiden. They’ll have a record of our movements, geographically speaking, and if we’re out here I don’t want our only stopping point to be a psych unit at a detention facility.”

“You think they’re spying on us right now?”

She sighs. “It’s not like that. No one’s sitting and watching you on live GPS. They respond to extreme fluctuations in your reading. Remember their Primary Objective is to protect their Assets. They want you safe and out of trouble. I’m just saying it’s sensible to avoid a record of questionable movements.”

“So we’re just being careful?”

“Listen,” she says, gritting her teeth. “I’m not going to pretend we’re visiting Aiden without an agenda, but it’s not up to you. I have connections–”

“Who?” I stiffen, immediately on alert. “The German guy? Tesla won’t even help me. He sure as hell isn’t going to help Aiden. You can’t tell him, Miriam. You can’t trust any of them.”

Her mouth thins. She knows I was eavesdropping on their conversation in the hall. “I didn’t mean–”

“They’ll never let Aiden live.”

She exhales through her nose. “I don’t want you involved.”

“I’m already involved. Besides, if they find out you’ve tried to help him, it’ll make things worse when you face the Executive. It makes more sense if it’s me. Aff–” I cut off at Miriam’s warning glance. Forbidden words. I clench my teeth before trying again. “They can’t throw the book at me if I haven’t been through training. You’ve told me that before.”

“You’re underestimating them.”

“You’re underestimating me!”

“No!” She thumps her hand on the steering wheel. “I’m not! I know exactly what you are capable of and that is why I am telling you to stay out of it!”

“He’s my brother.”

“He’s my son!”

I clamp my mouth shut and dig my nails into the upholstery, willing myself to calm down, but I’m not done. “What exactly does discipline look like?”

“You don’t need to worry about that.”

“So you go before the Executive, give an account of your actions and then what, they slap you on the wrist?”

“I said, you don’t need to worry.”

“Do they strap you in the chair in the room with the black glass?”

She blanches. “How do you …? Felicity. You saw that in Felicity’s memories?”

“And the girl in the goo tank.”

Her voice grows weak. “You saw the girl?”

I nod.

“I’ve never seen her,” she says, a hint of awe in her tone. “She’s young?”

I shrug. “She was, in the memory … but Felicity looked younger too, so I don’t know. Is she the Proxy?”

Miriam brings the side of her fist to her mouth, looking shaken. “That’s what they call her. She’s a telepath. I don’t really understand how it works but they use her for advanced Harvesting. Interrogations.”

A chill runs through me. I thought it was something like that, but it also means they plan on interrogating me. Tesla said as much, didn’t he?

“She’s a – a booster too. She amplifies the Wardens’ signals before they go out on sweeps. It wears off but without a Proxy there would be no Wardens, no way to police the districts.”

“Right.” I don’t know what to say, the whole idea of the Affinity Project being dependant on one spooky little girl strikes me as alarming. “Will they use her on you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been through ReProg before.”

“ReProg?”

“Discipline,” she says, deflating.

I never truly comprehended the risk when we were violating Affinity protocol left, right and centre to keep Kitty safe. The thought of Jamie and Miriam facing the Executive – it makes my stomach churn. “Discipline” has to be a deterrent and the only thing that can mean is pain. I think of the terrified young man strapped to the chair in Felicity’s memory. I didn’t get to see what happened. I can’t imagine Felicity physically torturing the guy, but what if it isn’t about being stretched on a rack, or waterboarding, or a white-hot poker to the feet? What if it’s messing with a person’s mind? Psychological torture?

“He has to run,” I blurt. “We have to convince him.”

She doesn’t answer at first, frowning at the wet road. “That would only be a temporary solution.”

“The sooner he goes, the further he can get before they find out.”

“Where would he go? Does he have a passport? Money? How will he live? He’d need documents, a new ID. It’s not simple, Evie.”

“And you have connections who can get all that?”

“I didn’t say–” She makes an impatient sound. “I don’t want you involved. We shouldn’t be talking about it. I don’t want it in your mind for them to dig out and hold against you.”

I make an impatient sound. “Then what the hell are we going for? What are we going to tell him?”

Miriam bites her lip. “The truth. That they’ll come for him. That he needs to decide what he wants to do.”

“It’s not enough.”

“Aiden is my responsibility, not yours.”

The traffic begins to move again and we pick up speed. I stare at the sleet building up on my window. The cold radiates through the glass, through me.

“I’m sorry,” Miriam says, minutes later, her voice low. “About Jamie.”

The ache comes on me like cramp around my heart. I don’t look at her. I barely nod.


TREATMENT

The maximum-security psych ward has creepy down to a T, painted grey cinder blocks with a sweaty sheen, marbled grey linoleum peeling underfoot. Bare fluorescent lights hang dusty and flickering. The industrial air-conditioning units heave stale gusts from vents that yawn at ankle height. There are heavy double doors of reinforced glass dividing corridors in repetitive lengths. It all adds to the Stephen King quality of the prickling at the back of my neck.

Aiden wasn’t allowed visitors for the first few weeks after being shifted from the hospital to Roxborough. With no official charges laid by the Gallaghers, the case was brought by the police. Due to inconclusive evidence he’d only been found guilty of breaking and entering and assault. However, Aiden’s behaviour in hospital had been alarming enough to get him sectioned to Roxborough, sentence pending.

After handing over the court-certified letter allowing us visiting rights, we run the gauntlet of checks and metal detectors, surrender cell phones, wallets, watches and keys, anything remotely loose or mobile that could be used as a weapon. We make our way through the ward and I count the double doors, logging the turns, noting landmarks out windows to help orient myself in the ranging complex.

The guard who leads us through each checkpoint makes no offer of conversation. It’s hard not to look at the sweaty folds of his thick neck or the damp marks staining the underarms of his off-white shirt as we follow behind him. He wears a fistful of keys on a stretchy cord at his hip and when we finally stop at a door labelled “Meeting Room” he fishes the correct key from the ring by feel and unlocks the door. “Wait here, please.”

It’s a sterile space that smells of disinfectant, with a metal table bolted to the floor. Two chairs on one side and one on the other, also bolted. That Aiden isn’t there yet makes me more nervous still. Time lapses and I find myself seated next to Miriam, the light of the room’s thin panel of windows glaring white in our eyes. The guard disappears, I guess, to fetch Aiden. Miriam sits like she’s snap-frozen.

Jittery, I rise to peer out the window, stretching up on my toes. It looks out on the long low roof of another block and I can see all the way back to the visitor parking lot and its wire fence. The ultra-modern minimum-security wing and administration block make up the pleasant facade, hiding the blatant institutional architecture of the facility proper.

The sound of footsteps makes me turn. Aiden appears through the door wearing grey marl sweatpants and a matching short-sleeved T-shirt. His dark hair is combed and I’m relieved to see there are no restraints on his wrists. I had almost expected to find him shuffling in steel cuffs, dressed in penitentiary orange. He has the disconcerting glow of good health, one of the features of our quick-recovery DNA, and some of the weight of my fear lifts just looking at him.

“Sit down,” the guard says.

I’m not sure if this is meant for Aiden or me, but I comply with the instructions. It’s a beat or two before Aiden follows suit. The guard says nothing more and stations himself by the door and stares blankly into space.

I find it surreal, sitting across from this person who has been a sort of friendly acquaintance by day, lunatic assassin by night. I can’t stop taking stock of his face, waiting to see myself reflected back. We share Miriam’s pallor and dark hair. Aiden’s eyes are more hazel than mine, though they have the same dark ring of charcoal around the irises. Like me he has a faint spray of freckles across his nose and high cheekbones but none of these details had meant anything to me when we first met. Now everything seems painfully significant. There’s an awkward pause.

Miriam breaks the silence. “How are you?”

He purses his lips as he regards her. “Okay, I guess.” He doesn’t expand, but sits there watching us; it’s our show and we’ll have to do the work.

Glancing at Miriam, I can tell she’s already run out of conversation and I realise it’s down to me. “Have you got a date for sentencing?”

His gaze drops to his hands, resting in his lap. “December fifth.”

I don’t know if that’s fast or slow as far as the justice system is concerned and give a noncommittal nod. “How is it? Here, I mean.”

There’s a delay to his response as he focuses on me, like he’s taking in my details, uncertain of what he sees. “Quiet, mostly. Food’s not bad. I’m moving to minimum security tomorrow.”

“Really? I mean, that’s great. They must – I mean, you must be pleased.” I’m sure I’ve broken out in a heat rash at my stupid reaction. Miriam doesn’t make it easier, still silent and frozen, and Aiden doesn’t say anything but looks warily back at me.

I shift in my seat, trying to think of something else. “Will they stick with the name suppression?”

He lifts his shoulders. “Chuck wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Profile-conscious Governor Charles Dean has been all over the investigation. The last thing he wants is word getting out that his scholarship-winning intern has turned out to be a violent criminal. Aiden’s sudden disappearance from school was explained away as family commitments, an odd alibi considering Aiden was raised in the foster system from the age of seven.

There’s another lapse and I can tell that Miriam has lost the ability to function, sitting there barely breathing, as if emotional jet lag has disabled her voice. Aiden just waits. I fight my instinct to flee. “Listen, I wanted to talk to you about some stuff. Clarify some things … if that’s cool with you?”

His expression becomes wary again. “Such as?”

“You remember … before the hospital …?” I hesitate, not wanting to raise suspicion with the guard and I’m sure everything is being recorded by the video surveillance set in the corner of the ceiling. When Aiden frowns at the tabletop, I know I won’t have to be explicit. I listen carefully, catching the upturn in his pulse. I’m pressing the right button.

“Some things,” he says, his voice soft and low. “Patches.”

“The conversation we had in the cellar?”

He looks up. “Vaguely.” He glances at Miriam and drops his gaze. I wonder if he remembers their confrontation in the grounds – dragging her into the house to gain access to the panic room, striking her, dislocating her shoulder.

“You remember who I am?” I watch his brow gather and I hurry on. “I mean, who we are to you – to each other … family wise?”

He gives a stiff nod, his eyelids snapping in quick succession. “Twins.”

A tingling surge rises through my chest and into my ears at his acknowledgement.

“And you’re …” he says to Miriam. “You’re our …”

She nods.

“How can you be sure?”

“We could show you the DNA test,” I say.

There’s another swollen pause as he looks at us back and forth. “I suppose we’re a bit alike.” He studies my face now, with the same careful intensity with which I had scrutinised his. “A family visit.” He chews his lip. “I guess there’s a dad?” No antagonism, just blunt curiosity.

“He’s not in the picture,” Miriam says. I’m surprised to hear her speak when I know she’s as uncomfortable with the dad issue as I am. He was her trainer during Orientation – back when they weren’t so strict about male and female operatives working together. She refused to tell me who he was on the basis that it was too dangerous for me to know. Dangerous for who? Him? Her? Me?

I sit up straight. “Getting to the point here, you know we share a sort of genetic condition? In as much as mine is the flipside, I guess, of yours … in the way we react … to … things.”

He stops blinking and I can’t hear him breathe but colour siphons from his face to flame in his ears. Finally, he nods. I glance at Miriam, who looks like she’s poised for a bomb to go off.

Pressing on, I say, “I noticed while we were in hospital that my symptoms had gone. I was wondering how – how that was all going for you … and whether or not you had been feeling any different, yourself.”

I snatch a look at the guard, who still appears patiently bored. When I focus again on Aiden he seems stunned, a faint beading of sweat moistening his upper lip, yet, despite his bloodless face and glowing ears, his expression remains impassive.

“How is your friend?” Aiden keeps his voice steady, like it’s an unrelated comment, but I feel the effort behind his question and I know we’re on the same page.

“She’s great.”

A quiet outwards gust of breath and he closes his eyes for a moment. “When I came round after surgery my symptoms were gone.”

The relief of hearing him confirm it almost closes my throat. “You’re sure?” I concentrate and note the faint sound of his heartbeat settling into a less frenetic rhythm.

“Yes. Like waking from a bad dream.”

“That’s wonderful.” Miriam’s eyes glisten. “I’m so glad to hear that, Aiden.”

He folds his hands on the table. “Except that it turned out the nightmare was real and the monster was me.”

“About that.” I want to keep things moving. “Yesterday, I met some people who specialise in our condition.” I wait as the frown solidifies on Aiden’s face. “They have a private clinic. It’s very exclusive, but they’re going to bring me in soon to have me tested – see how I’m progressing.” Trying to find the right way to proceed, I look to Miriam.

She nods, finding her voice. “They’re very interested in Evie’s development and want to see what they can do to help her manage her condition. Help her through any future episodes.”

“Future episodes?” Aiden’s ears lose colour. “You’re telling me it could happen again?”

“For me, it’s certain.”

“And me?” His eyes dart back and forth. “Is it certain for me? If it’s certain for you then it must be–”

“That’s the thing–”

“Do they have a cure?” He leans towards me. “If they’re specialists, there must be a cure, right? Treatment of some kind?”

“Slow down.” I hold my hand up. “Like I said, it’s certain for me, but you’re an unusual case.”

“There’s never been a case like yours,” Miriam answers the question in his eyes. “People don’t snap out of it. They continue in a cycle of regular episodes of increasing intensity until there is an intervention.”

“What does that mean?”

For a split second the room goes black and the boom of a gunshot reverberates in my ears and vibrates up my arm as though I have just fired a weapon. The next second I recognise it’s Miriam’s KMT. Judging by Aiden’s sharp breath as he blinks and rubs his ears, the Transfer has been effective.

He pants, his voice rough. “What was that?”

I dart a nervous glance at the guard, who meets my gaze with a vague frown before staring back at the window, the phenomenon having escaped his notice.

“A cure.” Miriam sighs. “There are other methods, but the result is the same.”

“You did that, just now?” His voice pales. “You–”

“The point is–” I warn him, tilting my head at the guard. There is no time to explain the complexities of our abilities and no means to do so while we are being watched. “The point is, these specialists will be very keen to intervene, in your case, but we don’t think you need treatment what with your … unprecedented turnaround, health wise.”

I can only imagine the roar of questions mounting in his head. He stares back at me, mouth ajar, processing my words, weighing their meaning. He comes slowly to his point. “You think I should remain untreated?”

“Yes,” Miriam and I answer together.

His brow contracts. “They won’t agree.”

“No,” Miriam says. “These specialists … this clinic … they have a lot of rules, but I know for a fact they’ve never seen or heard of anyone like you who recovered in the middle of an episode.”

“What if it’s not a full recovery?”

“I think you’ve come right,” I say. “So does Miriam.”

“How can you know for sure?”

It’s like arguing with Jamie and I grit my teeth. “If you were still affected, I’d know. Trust me.”

“You can’t guarantee it.” He slumps back in his seat.

“I’m certain. We’re certain.”

“What exactly am I supposed to do?”

“Run,” I mouth the word. “You know you could.”

Miriam stiffens next to me. “No. He needs time to think.”

He rises abruptly from the table and turns to the guard. “We’re done.”

I stand up. “Aiden, wait.”

“Thank you for your visit,” he says. “I appreciate your concern, but I don’t need time to think. When they come, I’ll take the cure.” He strides out, not looking back.


DECISIONS

I bang my way into the bright warmth of the kitchen, saturated and breathing hard. Three and a half hours hoofing it up and down Allesford Ridge in the dark and the rain. I needed the release after the tense ride home from Roxborough, pins and needles playing havoc in my spine, reeling in the aftermath of Aiden’s response, I’ll take the cure.

I wring my ponytail, leaving wet droplets on the floor, and cross to the fridge for a bottle of water, my head spinning. Faint from exertion and no food – I couldn’t force myself to eat at the Roxborough mall – I lean back against the counter and drink until I empty the bottle, crushing the plastic in my hand, listing the obstacles in my head.

Miriam. Miriam’s a problem. How to act without her finding out? She’ll be watching me like a hawk now and I can’t let her even guess at what I have in mind. After glimpsing Felicity’s memory of the young man strapped to the chair in the ReProg room, or whatever Miriam called it, I can’t let it go. I see it over and over, or worse, I see Miriam in his place and it makes me sick with fear. If they find evidence of her helping Aiden, it can only lead to the question, why? And “why” might take them deeper, to secrets that have cost Miriam her whole life. I can’t let her get in more trouble than she’s in already for helping me. I have to convince Aiden by myself. This way Affinity won’t be able to hold it against her … I sigh and toss the bottle in the sink. Who am I kidding? They’ll hold her responsible for not knowing … but once they Harvest her memory there’ll be no evidence of involvement, at least not with my plans, and surely that has to count for something. God, let it count for something.

Aiden. Aiden’s the big problem. He won’t run. Hates himself for what he’s done – thinks he deserves to die. I have to show him it’s not true. Prove it to him, or at least get him into hiding long enough so that I can prove it. Like Miriam said, running is only a temporary solution …

My thoughts jump ahead to the next obstacle. The tracker. There’s no getting around the tracker. If I leave it in, I’m screwed. If I take it out, I’m screwed. Either way, once I move to help Aiden I have to accept they’ll come after me. Which means once I start I have to be prepared to go all the way and face the consequences.

A list begins to form in my mind and I make my way into the hall, not looking at the gap in Miriam’s bookshelf or the stair where Jamie kissed me goodbye. But I can’t avoid the ache in my chest, and curl my shoulders against it. A wave of dizziness makes me stumble and I nearly barge the Virgin from her shelf. Steadying myself against the wall, I hear music reverberating faintly beneath my feet. For me to hear it at all it must be at rock concert volume in the hidden training room. Miriam purging her worry and fear, sweating it out, thumping it out on the sparring dummy.

With a reckless rush of now-or-never, I square my shoulders and scoot upstairs.

Miriam’s study, the converted sunroom, looks down on the street. A bank of windows with a long narrow desk beneath. Laptop, sprawl of paperwork, the lamp always on. The top lip of the filing cabinet sits partially open and I’m grateful I don’t have to riffle through the drawers for a key.

I slide the bottom drawer out, steel myself for Mom’s handwriting on the sticky labels. April, I correct myself. Miriam cleared this drawer for all April/Evie previous life documents. Deed to the house in Pennsylvania, birth certificates, passports, insurance documents, bank statements, credit history, tax forms, report cards, awards. What I want is the clear plastic zip file with the keys to Nan and Pop’s “beach house”: a neglected bungalow in Virginia, eroded by sea salt, lowering property value for its neighbours on an annual basis. Not a solution, but a starting point.

Flicking through the files, haphazard in my rush, I finally land on the right one. I cock my head, alert for the warning tread of footsteps on the stairs, but all I can hear is wind and rain roiling the trees outside.

The plastic zip runs smoothly open. Laser-printed sheets with directions and visitor instructions scanned from typewriter copy back when Nan and Pop rented the place to low-budget summer vacationers. I slip one out and finger a spare key from the bottom of the sleeve. What’s not in the file is the key to Pop’s old army jeep and the jeep is what I’m counting on. I stay calm. I know the spare key hangs from a ring by the back door of the beach house and there’s another one tucked in the driver’s sun visor. I return the file, ignore my hand tremors, slide the drawer closed, check everything looks as it was, rise shakily and freeze.

There on the desk, beneath the shuffled invoices and printed email requests, the dog-eared corner of a manila folder. Prickling all over with recognition, I nudge the papers an inch. A sticky label. Doctor Sullivan MD Geneticist & Forensic Investigator. My stomach swoops. Aiden’s file. I haven’t seen it since the night of the attack at the Gallaghers’ estate. I see myself sitting at Barb and Leonard’s dining table, Miriam, Kitty and her family watching me as Doctor Sullivan confirms the identity of the Stray.

I hesitate then flip open the cover and there’s Aiden’s photo in black and white, the pages of documents recording his adoption, the death of his adoptive parents, his admission to foster care … Miriam must have been going back through the file. I bite my lips to stifle the flood of emotion. At the back sit the transparencies with our DNA coding all plotted out, Miriam, Aiden, me. I hold them up to the lamp, layering them like Doctor Sullivan showed me that night. The patterns that match and the anomalies of the Stray mutation.

Hope. It comes on me like a swift and rippling wave. My scalp tingles with it. I’m holding in my hand the evidence of Aiden’s Stray mutation, taken from blood samples collected before Aiden deactivated. This is what I need, a new sample from Aiden, his DNA coding plotted out as it is today. Hard evidence that Affinity can’t deny. Is this what Miriam’s planning too? It makes me giddy. I can’t let her be the one who defies Affinity. I won’t let her.

It’s hard to resist the temptation to pocket Aiden’s transparency, but I don’t want to give myself away. I stuff them all back in the folder and flip the cover shut. I scramble for a pen, my hands shaking so badly it takes me several attempts to copy down Doctor Sullivan’s number on the notepad. I rip out the page, fold it and jam it in my pocket. I try to rearrange the emails and invoices back as I found them, my brain leaping ahead, already making lists, planning for contingencies.

Tiptoeing back up the hall, I glance over the banister for signs of Miriam but the coast is clear. I need one more thing.

When I slip into the bathroom, I crank the shower faucet and close the door. I get down on my knees and dig in the back of the cabinet for Miriam’s medical kit. Inside the wall, pipes gurgle and burp, the water interfering with the bandwidth, increasing my agitation.

My fingernails catch the stitched edge of Miriam’s leather case. I drag it out and fumble the zip. It sticks at one corner. I force myself to slow down to work it free. The kit’s a jumbled mess. I feel in the bottom for the smooth glass vials of Fretizine and scoop two into my palm. Folding them inside a bath towel, with a couple of disposable syringes, a scalpel and bandages, I freeze at the sound of footsteps on the landing then slap the kit closed, not bothering to zip it shut before shoving it back into the cupboard. A tap on the door and Miriam pokes her head in, dripping sweat and breathing hard. “Evie, I–”

“What?” I struggle with my buttons. The shower running was meant to be a deterrent. “I’m getting undressed, here.”

“Sorry.” Miriam frowns, scanning my jogging gear, taking in the mud splatter and damp clothes. “You’re late. I was worried. Did you run the whole ridge?”

I nod.

“Remember you’re grounded and it’s a school night.”

I jut my jaw.

“Have you eaten?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I know you’re upset but you can’t afford to skip meals. It’s irresponsible with your metabolism. Your system requires constant refuelling, you know that. You could black out while you’re crossing the road and be hit by a truck.”

“I’m not crossing the road. I’m taking a shower.”

“You know what I mean. Your system is very sensitive and you need to take care of yourself. Pining for Jamie–”

“Have you spoken to anyone, yet? About Aiden?”

Her mouth tightens. “We discussed this in the car. Stay out of it.”

I turn my back and yank my shirt over my head, anger and fear laminating my resolve. There’s a pause, as though she might say something, but then the door clicks closed.


REQUESTS

I weave through the stream of Gainsborough students, several grinning and animated in red T-shirts with blue slogans, worn over sweatshirts or peeking through gaps in jackets. I wonder if I’ve forgotten something. Is it red T-shirt day? A fundraising thing? I trudge on, trying not to hunch against the fading tenderness in my abdomen, the low buzz of my pins and needles. A soft clinking comes from my backpack, the vials of Fretizine, syringes, medical supplies, a knife I took from Miriam’s training room and one of her vests and balaclavas, plus a change of clothes. Today would be a bad day for a security search. My sneakers squeak on the hardwood but I can’t seem to lift my feet. Everything looks fuzzy in the pale morning light. I blink up at the high windows, at the burnished oak lockers, but can’t seem to clear my eyes. Are people staring or am I being paranoid? I fidget with my hair, brushing it down over my shoulders, patting it close to my neck, awkward, conspicuous, as though my freak status has amplified with the implant. Another huge yawn cracks my jaw and I scan the crowd for Kitty.

I spot her down at the end of the corridor with Pete. My head fills with the sound of my pulse. Can I do it? Can I really do this to her?

She leans back against her locker, smiling up at Pete. He holds her hand, their heads close together. Why are they so close? It hits me, the dance. The Halloween dance. Catwoman and Batman and their date. The realisation makes me light-headed; it was only three nights ago. Three nights. I draw a shaky breath and lean against the wall, losing track of my next steps. What am I doing?

All around me normal girls and boys walk the corridor. I bet they’re thinking about normal things like schedules and homework or whatever. Maybe some of them have crappy lives, horrible parents, terrible grades. Still, on the scale, normal. They’re checking books in their lockers, posting bulletins about debate club and pep rallies. They’re greeting friends, exchanging gossip, sharing photos from the dance on their phones. Meanwhile, I’m here with a goddamn implant in my neck and hands that can kill a grown man and anger that explodes glass. I imagine my signal radiating like poisonous gas, tainting the atmosphere.

And there’s Kitty, beautiful, innocent Kitty, who has suffered enough terror for a lifetime, smiling and laughing with a cute guy and I’m going to walk up to her with my poison and beg her to breathe it in one more time. Help me, Kitty. Help me save my brother who tried to kill you three times. Help me because it wasn’t his fault. Help me because you’re good and brave and because you love me and I need you. Trust me and be terrified again.

“Van?” Gil Bishop blocks the weak sunlight coming through the high window. Big and broad with worried blue eyes, a giant frowning teddy bear with a buzz cut. He’s the only one of Kitty and Jamie’s friends who calls me Van and a painful rush of longing for him, Abe, Lila, Imogen and even prickly Kaylee washes through me. If I wasn’t leaning against the wall, I’m not sure I could stand. It’s over. All over. This group. These friends who let me in, overlooking my brooding and difficult behaviour, belong to Jamie, not me. No more Gil and his bear hugs because I can’t be with them and be reminded again and again of what I’ve lost.

“Van?” Gil tilts his head and I realise I’ve been staring at him.

I force myself to straighten up. “Sorry, away with the fairies.”

“Sadistic fairies who drain your will to live?”

I laugh, a dead flat sound. “Something like that.”

He searches my face. “I guess it’s not a coincidence my best friend looks like he’s had his heart ripped out and stuck on a pike?”

Dizziness hits me and I close my eyes. “Um.”

“Whoa.” Gil steadies me, and I fight the urge to burst into tears and bury my face in his massive chest. “Evie, what the hell is going on?”

“I’m okay. I … what did Jamie say?”

“He didn’t.”

“Right … um.” With all the things to worry about I hadn’t once considered what to tell people at school. “You should probably ask him.”

He lets me go, watching me warily. “This isn’t about the cheerleader?”

“The what?”

He nods across the corridor where a handful of ponytails flip glowering looks at me. I stare blankly back at them. A petite redhead scowls. I try to access the details. Jamie told me the morning after – I did something at the dance – but all I can latch on to is the memory of lying in my bed, wrapped in Jamie’s arms, our legs scissored together.

Gil pulls a rumpled copy of The Collegiate Times from his backpack and smooths out the front page. A comic strip titled “The Angel Avenger Strikes Back”. Three panels. A scantily clad cheerleader, leering, nails like talons, gripping the rippling chest of a hypnotised boy. A leggy Lara Croft, vaulting a beverage table, eyes burning with vengeance, braid trailing, chest thrust forwards. The boy fainting in Lara Croft’s arms, her eyes smoking and next to them a smouldering pile of ash topped with pompoms. “I’m not sure this is a fair or accurate representation of our Skipper.”

I can’t even work my way to outrage. “Um …”

“Too many ums, Van. I’m not liking the ums. You know there’s no way he’d ever–”

“No. Gil, it’s nothing like that.”

“Then what? You had a fight? People have fights.”

Vision blurring, I frown at the floor, the ringing in my ears growing louder.

“Van,” Gil drops his voice low. “Tell me you haven’t broken up with him. I can’t be on suicide watch.”

I lift my head, biting the inside of my cheek. I rest my hand in the middle of his chest and give a tremulous smile. “You’re very sweet, but I can’t do this.”

I step away, not looking back when he calls my name, ignoring the curious glances of other girls and boys, the fevered chattering of the cheerleaders, heads now huddled together.

I. Won’t. Cry.

As I approach Kitty and Pete, Pete looks up and his smile wavers. He releases Kitty’s hand … then I realise he’s worried I’ll tell Jamie.

“It’s okay.” My reassuring pat jars his shoulder and my voice sounds stupid and jolly. “I won’t tell.”

He grimaces and rotates his arm in the socket.

“Hmph,” Kitty snorts. “Jamie can pull his head in.”

Pete tucks his dark hair behind his ears, his expression morose. “He’s just, you know, being a brother.”

“Don’t defend him.” Kitty knots her arms then notices my expression. “Are you okay? Have you been crying? Oh God, it’s not Angelo’s T-shirts? Evs, you can’t take them seriously. The Not without a mint ones died off, these will too.”

“I need to talk to you. It’s kind of private.”

“No sweat.” Pete gives me the same wary look I saw on Gil’s face. “I’ll see you later, Kit.”

She barely acknowledges his goodbye, taking in the full wreck of my pallor and shadowed grooves beneath my eyes. “This isn’t about T-shirts, is it? What’s going on? Have you slept? You look like … like–”

“Crap. I know.” I lean past the edge of the locker to peek through a classroom door. “We can talk in here.”

Kitty follows me in. I shut the door behind her and pull the blind down.

“What’s going on?” she demands. “Where have you been? You haven’t answered any of my messages and no car pool this morning.”

“Miriam dropped me off. I’m grounded.”

“Is this about your sleepover?” Her lips retract like she’s tasted something revolting.

“He told you?”

“As if.” She shudders. “I heard Barb going on at Dad about Jamie staying out all weekend. I put two and two together.”

“All weekend?”

“Listen, you’re my best friend and all but I do not want to know what you and my brother have been–”

“We broke up.” The words stick together.

“What?”

“They came for me, Saturday. It’s over.”

Kitty sits slowly on the edge of a desk, her hand coming to her mouth.

“They gave me a tracker, they questioned me and–” I spread my hand over my abdomen and my mouth dries. I won’t tell her about that.

“Affinity?” she whispers, her hand sliding up the back of her neck.

“Didn’t Jamie explain?”

“He only came home this morning. I didn’t see him. Barb said he had a shower, changed his clothes and left for school without me. She was upset but I thought that was because he’d been at your place.”

I shake my head. Where on earth did he go without shoes or a jacket?

Her brow puckers. “Hang on. They came for you and you’re still here.”

I stumble over the explanation of the reprieve that I don’t even understand.

“Early Detection …” she says, murmuring to herself, looking thoroughly creeped out. “And they made you break up? How exactly do they police that?”

I gesture at the back of my head, still biting hard on the inside of my cheek.

Her face crumples. “Oh God, Evs. No wonder you look like hell. You poor thing … poor Jamie. He’ll go mad. He’s in love with you. You know that?”

I squeeze my eyes shut. “Not for long.”

She comes and wraps her arms around me. “Don’t say that.”

“You don’t understand,” I say, mumbling into the top of her head.

“What?” She strokes my back.

I stall at the cliff edge of my point, mute with fear.

“Evs,” she chokes. “Too tight.”

I release her and she takes a step back, pressing her hand to her chest. I still stand there, paralysed before the abyss.

“You’re scaring me.”

Say it. Tell her. Now. “They’re going to kill Aiden.”

She stops blinking. “They told you that?”

“No. They don’t know anything about him but they will as soon as they take me in. They’ll Harvest my memories; I won’t be able to stop them.”

“But if you explain about everything – I mean, he’s deactivated, right?”

“They won’t care and they won’t take the risk.”

“But surely–”

“Kit, I’m telling you, they’ll kill him. Jamie and Miriam both said there’s no way Aff … there’s no way they’ll let him live.”

Her eyes grow wide. “You’re going to do something.”

I drop my gaze. “I need your help.”

There’s no reply.

The seconds string out and I force myself to look up, prepared for her disgust, and disbelief, but her face is set. “To do what?”

“He won’t run. We told him, warned him they’ll come and what they’ll do but he refused. He’s afraid he’ll Spark again. He thinks he deserves what’s coming.”

I wait for her face to harden, for her to say that’s right, it’s exactly what he deserves, but instead her expression grows more intent.

“I have to prove to him that he’s deactivated,” I explain.

She stares past me. “And I’m the proof?”

“I don’t think he’ll believe it until he feels it for himself, but it would mean getting you two in the same room. I’d be right there. I wouldn’t let him hurt you.”

Her eyes move sharply to my face, but still no outrage or horror, just a penetrating gaze. “Like an allergy test.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“You think he’s fully cured? Or just where I’m concerned?”

“I believe he’s cured.” I go over it again, the dramatic release in the hospital when my blood and KMT entered Aiden’s system, the breaking of the tether, the absence of fear in the bandwidth. “I’m certain he is, but … I can’t guarantee it. What I need is the chance to find out. Buy him some time. Get Doctor Sullivan to run some tests. If I can present them with hard evidence, then they have to listen to me.”

“Doctor Sullivan? The guy who–”

“Yes, I called him last night.”

“Won’t he get in trouble?”

“I explained the risks.”

She shakes her head. “When?”

“Are you saying you’ll help me?”

There’s a tremor in her lips but she nods again.

I drop my face into my hand. I can’t speak.

“I’ve thought about this before, Evs,” she says, astonishing me with her calm. “Okay, not this exact scenario, but big-picture wise, and if this were all reversed, I’d want to save my brother too.”

I lift my head to look at her through bleary eyes. “You could get in a lot of trouble. It would mean lying to your folks, lying to your brother.”

The full realisation dawns on her face of what her family will think about her helping me and she whispers, “Jamie.”

“It’s a lot to ask, I know.”

She doesn’t disagree but squares her jaw. “When?”

“Today. This afternoon, if I can get another appointment.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “That soon? Have you really thought this through?”

“I haven’t slept in two days. I’ve done nothing but think, Kit.” I tell her my fears for Miriam, the threat of “discipline” hanging over her already, my need to act before she does, the amnesty that applies to the uninitiated that I hope will buy me a pardon. Though that last part is for Kitty’s sake; I’m past caring about what they’ll do to me. I tell her about my grandparents’ holiday home and my pop’s jeep. I explain that it will take time for the doctor to process Aiden’s blood, but if I can get him out of the detention centre he can go to the holiday home, take the jeep and stay on the road until we have the results.

“What if he still refuses to run, even after the allergy test?”

“I’m busting him out whether he likes it or not.”

Kitty’s mouth falls open. “Right there and then?”

“No. Tonight. And you’ll be long gone. I promise.”

She looks at me like she’s never seen me before. “How exactly would you bust him out?”

“I’m a Shield,” I say, my voice small. “I’ll break in. It needs to look like he’s being taken against his will anyway.”

“You could get killed.”

“He’s in the minimum-security wing of a psych ward, Kit. It’s not a proper jail. They’d taser me at worst. The facility borders the forest. It would be dark and if I’m quick, quiet–”

“Taser you at worst? That’s mental! You could go to jail.”

“They would come for me,” I say, darkly certain.

She presses her palms to her temples. “You have a tracker in your neck.”

“They’d have no reason to be concerned unless my signal showed signs of distress.”

“You mean like being tasered?”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“What about Miriam? You’re grounded. Won’t she get suspicious if you don’t come home?”

“I can handle Miriam.”

“I’d like to see you try,” she says with a snort. “And you really think they’ll pardon all this?”

Dizziness hits me again and I lean on the edge of a desk, weak with worry and fatigue. “I don’t think they’d kill me.”

“Very bloody reassuring.”

“Your brother, on the other hand …”

She doesn’t argue, doesn’t try to say that Jamie will understand, forgive me or come to terms with it in time. She knows too well what it will mean to him and lets out a heavy sigh. “God help us both.”


ALLERGY

Kitty fidgets in the sterile waiting area, crossing and uncrossing her legs. She wears a large, form-concealing puffer jacket, but it’s warm in here and she must be uncomfortable. She scratches her head through the woolly beret and tugs it lower at the back of her neck, poking blonde strands up beneath its hem. We only need to delay recognition for a few moments. Worst-case scenario, Aiden realises it’s Kitty and runs screaming from the room, but a second or two should be enough for me to read the bandwidth.

“Sit still,” I whisper, not looking at the security camera in the corner of the ceiling. “At least try to act less suspicious.”

The administrator didn’t quibble about another visit so soon and non-family members are allowed in minimum security, but my anxiety peaked at our second hurdle. Kitty had to sign the visitor’s register and show her ID. Did the court suppression of Aiden’s case cover the details of the Gallaghers’ involvement? Or would they stop her from seeing him? Would Aiden be warned and refuse to see us? I filled in the “relationship to patient” field as “sister and schoolfriend”, hoping that would be enough. The administrator had merely smiled and waved us through the metal detector to the smartly upholstered seats.

A counsellor steps out of the office, a greying, curly-haired woman in jeans and vest, lanyard and spectacles rattling on her thin chest. She smiles a non-smile, lips pressed back, not up, as she takes us in with a brief glance before scanning her clipboard. “Shouldn’t you girls be in school?” But she’s already moving towards the double doors, untangling her ID card from her glasses, waving it in front of the security panel.

“Study period.” My heart punches inside my throat, as though fighting its way out, and I rise on doubtful legs. Kitty too, almost translucently pale, as though she might fall over if anyone looks directly at her. We follow the counsellor through the heavy doors, but there’s no ominous feeling like my last visit with its horror-movie corridor. This has the feel of a clinic. There’s a water cooler and alcoves to the left and right with whiteboards and foam-covered benches as seats. We glimpse an activities room where patients watch television, play table tennis, use computers and help themselves in a small kitchen. Laughter rises from one alcove where a counsellor sits talking with a patient dressed in grey marl, and I feel as if a pressure valve has been released in the top of my head. This place is nothing like the maximum-security psych ward. I notice windows on the left, unlatched and half open.

The counsellor leads us to a corner alcove with a carpeted sitting area that has its own sink and electric jug. No security cameras that I can see. There’s a sliding glass door, framed with blue drapes, that opens onto a small courtyard. The potential ease of access makes me giddy.

She invites us to sit and leaves to fetch Aiden, who has been “settling in well”. As soon as the woman steps away, Kitty hovers to my side, her eyes huge. “Evie – Evie. I don’t know. I’m freaking out.”

Pressing my guilt down deep, I take her by the arms and force her to look at me. “You can do this. I am right here. Nothing is going to happen to you. Aiden’s safe. Today will prove it.” I’m distantly aware of sounding like Miriam managing a crisis; cool, commanding, ruthless. Inside, I’m as certain as a soap bubble. “I need you, Kit. He’s my brother.”

After a shaky breath, she nods and takes the chair with its back to the corridor, curling her shoulders and pinning her hands between her knees. Aiden won’t know who she is until he crosses the room. I position two more chairs to make an efficient triangle, coffee table in the middle as a psychological barrier, and sit so he’ll see my profile on approach.

I try to relax and let my focus turn inwards. The bandwidth crackles and clears. I’m aware of my pulse, Kitty’s too – a chaotic gallop. I anticipate Aiden’s signal, so different from when we shared Kitty as a Spark, like it’s been scrubbed clean. When I feel it, my hope soars. He’s coming. He’s coming. Either they haven’t told him Kitty’s here or they have and he’s coming anyway. The second option is a long shot, but wishing for it makes me hopeful. I have to control my face. I look at Kitty and she stiffens. I hold her gaze and reach deeply into the bandwidth as though my signal is an elastic mass that I can push out from myself. I picture it pulsing in a widening diameter. Aiden’s signal is clear, distinct like a person’s voice is from another’s. I guess he’s at the end of the corridor and note the strength in his signal as he nears. “Lower your head.”

Kitty leans forwards, elbows on knees, head in one hand, phone in the other, as though absorbed in urgent text messaging. I get to my feet as Aiden appears behind her, his hair neatly combed, face clean-shaven, complexion bright, a nice-looking guy. Despite the tension of readiness that tingles through my shoulders and legs, my heart gives a squeeze at the sight of him. His expression adjusts from caution to exasperation as soon as he sees me.

“Hey,” I say, dry-mouthed.

He doesn’t reply, retaliatory silence.

“Half an hour.” The grey-haired counsellor leans in from the corridor. She hooks a clipboard on the wall inside the alcove and nods at the counter. “Help yourselves to coffee. I’ll be down the hall.” She pats Aiden on the back, a little prompt, and he steps towards us.

Deep in the signal mix, I comb for any hint of threat or hostility, but beyond the surface frustration in Aiden’s face, the bandwidth seems untroubled. I start forwards, moving between him and Kitty’s chair.

Aiden narrows his eyes, startling hazel at this proximity. “I thought I made myself clear.”

“I’m sorry,” I begin, struggling to gather my wits. “Miriam and I – we just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I haven’t changed my mind.”

I check the wide corridor but the counsellor has gone to an admin station, busy at the desk. “Aiden, just give me five minutes.” I put one hand on his shoulder and reach behind me with the other until I find Kitty’s. A small electric charge shoots up my arm, his signal meeting mine, amplifying the low buzz of the pins and needles in my spine. I brace for my body’s command to throw him back against the wall.

There is no command. No suggestion for attack or defence, just the hum of a familiar signal. The second ends as Aiden’s gaze slides past me and he finally realises it’s not Miriam in the chair. He jerks away, clutching his arm where I touched him. Kitty gasps, sitting bolt upright. He scrambles backwards but I block the way. There’s nowhere for him to run.

Kitty grips the arms of her chair as though flung back by an irresistible g-force.

“What have you done?” Aiden holds his hand out like he’s facing a loaded gun.

Poised on the balls of my feet, I wait for the shadow, the threat in the bandwidth, but there’s nothing. Only static clouded by the mayhem of my thundering pulse. “Tell me what you feel.”

Aiden’s eyes snap back and forth from Kitty to me. “Why would you do this?”

“Tell me what you’re feeling.” I’m terrified – terrified the counsellor will come up the corridor, that Aiden won’t listen, that he’ll cry out and run. “Tell me.”

He edges away till he’s backed into the corner behind the other chair, sweat beading his forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t know. What have you done?” His face contorts. “Goddamn it, Evie. If you’ve – if this makes me–”

A loud crack echoes in the alcove. Kitty suppresses a breathless squeal. Aiden and I look down. He’s broken the spine of the chair he’s gripping; it folds in beneath the upholstery. “Shit.” He releases his hold. “Why couldn’t you just leave me alone?”

Footsteps in the corridor.

“Please. Please don’t go. It’s safe. I’m sure of it. Just let me explain.”

His eyes move over my face, his brow furrowed. He shifts out of Kitty’s line of sight and mouths, What if I hurt her?

The whole room spins. “You won’t; I won’t let you.”

“Is everything okay?” the counsellor asks behind me.

Aiden looks undecided.

With a strangled laugh, I gesture at the chair and rub my butt cheek. “I’m so sorry. I only sat in it, the back went and I fell. Aiden helped me up.”

She comes in, frowning at the crippled backrest. “You’re not hurt?”

“No.” I chuckle, half-choked, my eyes imploring Aiden to stay.

“Is there a problem?” The counsellor focuses on Aiden.

He shakes his head. “It just broke. I helped her.”

The counsellor studies his face a moment before taking the broken chair, clicking her tongue and leaving us to it. “There are more across the hall.”

Alone again, Kitty presses her clasped hands to her lips. Aiden stands paralysed and I hover between them. “It doesn’t feel the same, does it?”

He swallows thickly. “It’s no guarantee.”

We stare at each other like we’re both waiting to see what he’ll do.

Kitty rises behind me.

Aiden flinches.

“I’ll, um, get another chair,” she says.

He watches as she crosses the hall, his voice a low hiss. “This is insane. I thought she was your friend. Why would you put her in danger? Why would she come here?”

It’s like a prelude to the conversation I expect to have with Jamie, except Aiden’s not throttling me. “Look at her and tell me what you feel, in here.” I startle him by pressing my palm to his stomach but he pushes my hand away, his breathing shallow, as Kitty returns.

I take the seat from her and place it where the broken one had been. “Can we all sit down?”

Kitty slips into her seat, looking pale and uncertain.

Aiden pulls the chair further away. He sits with his eyes to the floor, his whole body rigid.

“You’re not going to do anything.” I take my seat. “It’s safe.”

“How do you know?” he says, almost a growl.

“I was Kitty’s Shield. I can sense danger and read your intent. Your signal’s clear, Aiden. You’re not going to hurt her.”

Gradually, he lifts his head. “My signal?”

“We don’t have time to go into it. Basically, you and I are genetically engineered to be the way we are. What happened wasn’t your fault.”

His face tracks through several expressions ranging from disgust to despair. “I don’t know what that means, but you cannot sit there and tell me–” His voice cuts out and the rest comes strangled, “It can’t be made right … what I did. And you just bring her here like it’s nothing.”

My insides squirm.

His face screws up. “Exposing her like this …”

“Evie didn’t make me come,” Kitty says, her voice uneven but determined. “I mean, she asked me but it was my choice. I’m sorry if this makes things bad for you.”

“You’re sorry? Why would you apologise to me? How can you stand being near me?”

I can’t deny he has a point. It’s jarring to have them both in the same room and not feel the need to do anything about it.

“Look.” She pulls her hat off and removes the bulky coat, trying to sound firm despite the warble in her voice. “I trust Evie and you should listen to her.”

He groans and covers his face.

“Give me your hand.” I reach out to Kitty and she takes it obediently. “Aiden.”

He peers through his fingers. “You’ll feel something?”

I nod.

He doesn’t move.

“I won’t let anything happen.”

Slowly he brings his hand up and takes mine.

The gentle ignition comes. “Can you feel that?”

Aiden nods, a worried flick of his gaze to Kitty’s face.

“I don’t feel anything,” Kitty says. “Is that good or bad?”

“Sparks aren’t sensitive … Listen, don’t freak out, but can you take Aiden’s other hand?”

Both their heads swivel towards me in slow motion. Aiden tugs to pull away but I tighten my grip. “Please, I’m trying to figure this out. It doesn’t feel bad.”

“This is important,” Kitty says, like she’s convincing herself. “I know you’re scared, but–”

“Why aren’t you?” he demands, shaking his head.

“I am, but like I said, I trust Evie.” She lifts her chin and presses her trembling hand flat on the coffee table before him. “Can we manage fingertips? Evie will keep watch.”

Aiden looks like he might pass out. Finally he lays his hand on the coffee table, inching it forwards until the tips of his fingers touch hers. I hear the deep pull of his breath but nothing changes. The signal remains steady. Kitty searches my face, Aiden too. A hesitant smile tugs at my lips. “How do you feel?”

“Okay.” He frowns like he’s listening for a distant sound. “I feel normal. I mean, I can feel you, Evie, like a buzz, but that’s it.”

Kitty gives a clipped nod and sits back, squeezing her hands between her knees. “Good. That’s decided then.”

Alarmed, Aiden crosses his arms, jamming both of his hands beneath his armpits. “What’s decided?”

“You have to run,” she says.

“What?”

I sit forwards. “The group I was telling you about, the ones who want to help me and get rid of you, they’re coming for me in two weeks, which means you’ll likely be dead in two and a half … or less, depending on how quickly they can dredge my memories.”

He widens his eyes.

“I believe we can prove you’ve deactivated. We know a geneticist. He helped us identify you when you were a Stray. If I can get him new samples of your DNA, he can provide the hard evidence. They’ll have to listen. But it’s not a quick process – it took a few weeks last time – and we can’t risk waiting. We need to get you out of here and into hiding.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Kitty thrusts her head forwards. “Are you paying attention? They’ll kill you.”

Struggling under her intent gaze, he turns to me. “I understand what you’re trying to do here. But just because we’re … related … I mean – you don’t owe me anything. I deserve what’s coming to me, Evangeline.” He squints at Kitty like it hurts to look at her. “I’m sorry, but you can’t minimise what I did. If your brother hadn’t shot me ...” His voice peters out and he lowers his head. “I wouldn’t have been able to stop, no matter how much I wanted to.”

She draws herself up in her chair. “Haven’t we just established you aren’t that person any more?”

I can’t take my eyes off her, clenched jaw, nostrils flaring. Was she always this strong?

“If anyone gets a say,” Kitty says, “surely it’s me.”

Aiden turns his head away.

I keep my mouth shut.

“You don’t deserve to lose your life for something you had no control over,” she says. “For one thing, it’s not bloody fair and for another, you’re Evie’s brother. Her twin brother. And that might not mean much to you, but I can tell you for a fact it means a lot to her and it means a lot to your mother who’s spent her whole life trying to keep you safe and, okay, it turned out to be a bit shit for everyone, but you’ve actually got an opportunity to change things.”

An agonised groan rises from Aiden’s bent form and his voice comes muffled. “How?”

Kitty gives me a frantic look.

I try for a gentle, reassuring tone. “I’m going to abduct you.”

His head snaps up. “Right. You’ll just carry me out?”

“Yes.”

“She’s very strong,” Kitty explains then turns pink under Aiden’s uncomprehending gaze.

I stumble through an explanation of my plan. Bust him out late at night. Fretizine to look legit. The forest. Kitty’s car. A motel for quick recovery. Get him on the road. Get the sample to Doctor Sullivan. The beach house. The jeep. The need for him to keep moving until his results are confirmed. The likelihood that I’ll be in the custody of the Affinity Project. The letter Doctor Sullivan will post to the beach house in two weeks. If it’s clear, he can choose to wait or run.

“That. Is. Insane.”

I open my hands. “Better than dead.”

He rubs his face. “What about the police?”

“You have to fight me. Make it look like I took you against your will. That’s what the Fretizine’s for. If they catch me before – the others – I take the blame. The others will come for me anyway.”

He lurches to his feet.

Kitty startles then tries to cover it by acting like she was just shifting position.

Aiden pretends not to notice and paces in front of the sliding door. “You could get hurt.”

“You’ll die if we do nothing. Now, where do you sleep?”

He glowers at me but I can tell he’s beginning to consider it. Reluctant, still arguing, he tells me where the dorms are and a map formulates in my mind. Patients can lock their rooms if they wish, though guards have the master key. He’s heard there’re minimal night patrols, but it’s his first day in the new wing and he doesn’t know for sure. There are cameras in the corridors, but I was expecting that anyway.

Footsteps bring us to silence and Kitty and I get up. The counsellor appears in the entrance to the alcove and retrieves her clipboard from the wall. “Say your goodbyes. I’ll wait at the desk.”

When she’s gone, I whisper to Aiden, “I’ll signal you when I’m coming.”

“I still don’t know what that means.”

I reach into the bandwidth, touching my signal to his.

His mouth forms a small “o”. “How do you do that?”

“Practice.”

He gives me a long hard look. “Jamie doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

Neither Kitty nor I answer.

“It’s not worth it. It’s just going to make things worse for everyone.” He gestures at Kitty. “What about your folks?”

“That’s not your problem,” Kitty says. “I’m not a child. I know what I’m doing and I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Their eyes stay riveted on each other, an intense moment stretching out, unspoken and heavy things seeming to shift at a subterranean level, opposing tectonic plates finding a new alignment.

I clear my throat.

Kitty blushes.

Aiden ducks his head.

Kitty looks frozen solid so I take her by the arm and move her out of the alcove, lifting my voice for the sake of the counsellor. “Good luck with your hearing, Aiden. We’ll be there.” I surprise him with an embrace, patting him briskly on the back to cover my awkwardness. I release him abruptly and turn to shepherd Kitty down the corridor. “Walk.”


REVOLUTION

We barely exit the foyer before she starts. “You can’t do this by yourself. I’m staying.”

Stepping out into the blast of frosty air doesn’t help clear my head. My whole body trembles in the aftermath of Aiden giving in. It’s happening. We’re doing this. I’m about to become a felon. “No. You’re not.”

“Yes. I am.” She stalks beside me. “It’s my car. You’ll have your hands full dealing with Aiden. I can be the driver.”

“That is not going to happen.” I check the time on my phone and twinge inside at the Instagram photo of Jamie and me smooshed together that I saved as wallpaper. My nose screwed up as he plants a kiss on my cheek. He took the shot. There’s hundreds more; I should delete them all but I know I won’t. It’s three-thirty. Miriam won’t expect me home till five now that I can’t carpool with the Gallaghers and I’m supposed to be catching the bus. That gives me at least a couple of hours before I can expect her first “Where are you?” text message.

We argue our way around Roxborough as I search for ATMs and slowly drain my account. Eight hundred dollars. Kitty offers to get money out too. I refuse. We argue at a sporting goods outlet where I buy Aiden a change of clothes. We argue at the Daisy Chain Motel, our raised voices bouncing off the faux wood-panelled walls as we take in the stained and pockmarked ceiling and frayed polyester comforters on the sagging twin beds. It’s the limit of my budget for a clandestine hideout post-felony and the first place I tried. The simple fact they didn’t ask for my ID makes it the right place.

Pins and needles stabbing with aggravation, I’m exhausted by the time we pull up at the station, Kitty still arguing to stay. The time on the dash reads five-fifteen – only ten minutes until the next train back to Burton. I want her home in time for dinner, to avoid suspicion and field calls from Miriam.

Kitty won’t quit.

“Enough!” I thump my hands on the steering wheel. “Can you please just stop? I’m in trouble as it is. If I let you stay – can you imagine what Jamie would say about it?”

“I don’t care what Jamie thinks! Aiden isn’t going to hurt me. I want to do something and you need help. You’re barely holding it together.”

“What?”

“You haven’t stopped shaking since we said goodbye to Aiden and you keep holding your head.”

“That’s because you won’t shut up!”

“Aiden’s right. What if you get hurt? If he’s going to be unconscious or whatever, who will look after you?”

“He’s not going to be unconscious! Fretizine–”

My cell starts up and the caller ID warns it’s Miriam. Kitty leans away like I’m holding a grenade, her lips pulled back. Suddenly woozy, I answer the call. “Hi, sorry. I was about to–”

“Where are you?” Miriam demands.

My palm gets slick, the phone slippery, my ear hot beneath the receiver. “I’m at the library with Kitty.”

“You’re grounded.”

“The French Revolution doesn’t know that. I didn’t get any homework done this weekend, as you know, and my history teacher’s on the warpath.”

“You have a laptop and internet access.”

“We have to use proper reference books; it’s part of the assignment. I was lucky to change classes this late in the semester. I don’t want to make her mad.”

“Put Kitty on the phone.”

Kitty hears Miriam’s strident voice and grimaces as she takes the phone. “Hi, Miriam. Evie filled me in about–”

“Are you at the library?”

Shrinking in her seat, she fixes desperate eyes on me and I mouth, stick with the plan. “Of course.”

“Studying the French Revolution?”

“That’s right.”

“You don’t take history.”

I squeeze the steering wheel.

“That. Is. Also. Correct,” Kitty says. “I am here for – for Economics.”

“Economics?” Miriam fills the word with suspicion. “Which you require proper reference books for.”

“Yes.”

A harrowing pause.

“Put me back on with Evangeline.”

My full name.

“Yeah?”

“I will be at Emilie’s tonight to go through the layout of …”

I don’t hear what the layout is for, my brain nearly dissolves with relief. She’s going out. She’s going out!

“You will call me from home at nine-thirty.”

“Fine.” I make it surly.

“Knowing Em, it’ll be a late one for me.”

I could cry. The universe wants me to help Aiden. “I won’t wait up.”

“And what’s Jamie doing tonight?”

I leave a gap, just enough to let her imagine it filling with my contempt. I’m too grateful to be really mad at her lack of trust. Clearly, I’m not trustworthy, but I make my voice hard, “I don’t know what Jamie’s doing tonight. Maybe you should call him and ask.”

Her sigh crackles in my ear. She says she’ll leave me to it, I say something like good luck with Emilie. When the phone clicks off, Kitty and I sit there staring into the dark.

“She won’t be home then?” Kitty finally says. “Lucky.”

“You have to go.” I say it soft but certain, no pleading in my voice. “I need this time to map the route through the reserve.”

She doesn’t look at me as she says, “I never hated him. I knew that before we came. I won’t lie, I was afraid. I thought I’d fill my pants or empty my stomach right there on the floor or something. But seeing him like that, hating himself, willing to die … It makes me furious how these people have screwed with our lives. I can’t stand it.”

I manage a small nod. “You still have to go.”

Her mouth curls down, the first sign of concession. “Tell him I’m not afraid any more.”

“Okay.”

“Tell him he deserves to live – I want him to live.”

“I will.”

She grabs me to her, a hard hug, all clashing collarbones. “Promise me you’ll be careful and don’t die and please eat something.”

“I will.”

“You have to keep me posted or I’ll be freaking out.”

“Thank you for the car and for today. You’re the bravest person I know.”

She pulls away, puckered brow, tears glistening. “Love you.”

I think I say it too as she pops the door, cold air flowing in, the bustle of the station, my ears roaring with adrenaline. I put the car in reverse, watch her make her way to the kiosk and slowly accelerate away. It feels like an ending. From here it will all be different. Who I am. Who everyone believes I am.


FELON

I skid to a halt in the thick dark of the reserve, my vision fully adjusted for a moonless overcast night, and vomit at the base of a tree. Splatter steaming in the freezing air, 7-Eleven pizza and a box of chocolate milk. I’ve had too much time to think and plan, doubt and terror making it impossible to keep food down; the messages backing up on my phone, even more so.

I wipe my mouth, resettle my pack and start running again. I can’t think about Miriam now. It’s midnight. She’ll be home. Losing it. Planning my slow death. She won’t notify Affinity; I know that for sure. She won’t come out here to look for me, it would be too incriminating an act; something they could Harvest and accuse her of being a party to. Not that Miriam’s a coward. Clearly, not a coward. She just won’t want to make things worse for me with them.

It makes me shiver, the thought of it all coming out. Thankfully, the combination of running at speed and the prospect of becoming a felon keeps my adrenaline pumping, my core temperature up and the pins and needles in my spine at a low buzz.

I’m not looking forward to what I’m about to do, but it’s a relief to do something. I know where I’m going; I’ve run the route three times already. I know Aiden’s room is on the second floor of the north wing and they don’t lock the dorm. I know the night patrol is minimal. But that’s it. There are too many variables I can’t predict. Action is better. Clarifying. Besides which, it’s going to be a smash and grab and I’m counting on ensuing bedlam to work in our favour.

My pack bounces on my back and as the black of the forest grows lighter between the trees, I slow to a civilian jog. I stop where the trees end, taking in the sight of the minimum-security unit. Despite the distance I’m able to make out the corner of the visitors alcove where Kitty and I sat, trying to argue Aiden into agreeing with the plan.

I drop my pack and check my hair is fastened, tight and flat against my head. Raising my arms puts strain on the bindings across my chest, an attempt at desexing, in order to appear less female for the security feed and potential guards. I check the pockets of my vest. A needle in one compartment. A vial in another. A short-handled knife – not for use on people.

Jittery, I yank the balaclava from my pack and pull it down over my face and finger my way into Miriam’s black microfibre gloves. In full kit, I’m darker than the night. I don’t bother hiding my pack – there’s no one as crazy as me out in the woods. I take one deep breath before I start across the frozen field, reaching into the ether to see if I can find Aiden’s signal. Static, lots of static, but something familiar behind it. I’m still too far away for a clear reading.

No more waiting.

A sharp gulp of air, and I sprint out into the open ground, my legs pumping hard, my scattered thoughts giving way to linear purpose. With each stride, I’m shucking off an old version of myself, the reasonable, sensibly afraid, non-criminal, pre-Affinity, trusted by friends and family version. The me that would shout this plan down as the craziest jacked-up idea ever considered.

In seconds I reach the perimeter of the facility. There’s twelve feet of wire fence stretching up before me. I don’t stop to think. Swinging my arms, I launch from my back foot into the air, wind roaring in my ears, a brief weightlessness at the peak of my trajectory, barbed wire beneath me. I land with a dull thud and no clue how I’ll get back over carrying a dead weight. At least there’s no dangerous electric hum coming from the metal links.

I don’t pause – the floodlights make it bright as day and I have no idea what might be showing on security screens inside. Any second a siren might blare. The wide expanse of the north wall looms and I press myself against it, moving instinctively to the right and into the shadows where a low set of panelled windows gives a clear view of the recreational area we walked past on our way to the little visitors alcove.

I pause for one moment to find Aiden’s signal, static crackles and there he is. I reach into the bandwidth, all my focus on him. I’m here. I’m coming. Get ready. A telepathic nudge that the alarm will make redundant once I break in. He’ll know for sure how close I am then. Everyone will. I turn to the side and ram my foot through the reinforced glass, a clap of sound that echoes in the darkness and makes me want to cover my ears. I’ve never done this before – broken a window. At least, not in a planned, breaking with intent way. I don’t count the Gallaghers’ kitchen window – I had no control over that.

The lower panel completely caves, though the reinforcing wires still cling to their holds. I use my leg to clear the debris and bend to dive through the gap, not feeling the scrape of splintered glass on my shoulders or arms.

It’s warm in the rec hall, almost smothering compared to the icy gasp of air outside. I scramble to my feet, shake glass from my body, press the balaclava close against my face. No shrill alarm. No rush of guards. I’m shocked. Maybe minimum security really means minimum security. I don’t wait to find out.

I jog to the large double doors and peer into the corridor. It’s dimly lit with low floor lights. I’m grateful the bright fluorescents are off. I push through the doors, darting into the hall. The outrageousness of what I’m doing makes me light-headed.

When I reach the corner, I check quickly to see if it’s clear. It isn’t. A mere six feet away a guard approaches, head down, following his torchlight, probably coming to investigate the sound of breaking glass. And in those two seconds of panic I also feel relief. No waiting. No deliberating. No time. Instant strategy. A brief press of guilt – since I’m about to give the poor guy the fright of his life. He rounds the corner and I take him. From behind. Like an embrace. Simple.

My knee knocks the back of his. He buckles. My hand over his mouth to suppress his cry. Strength thrumming though me, my right arm around his head, squeezing and squeezing as he flails. I’m amazed at my control, consciousness of my body, awareness of the balance of weight, the application of pressure. God, I don’t want to snap his neck. I’m careful. He isn’t much taller than me, round through the middle, balding on top, his moustache is rough and his mouth hot under my gloved hand as he struggles. Sooner than I expect, the fight goes out of him. He relaxes in my arms and I lower him to the floor.

I prop him against the wall and leave his torch on his lap. His chest rises and falls. I hope he stays under. I spot the weapon on his hip. He has a gun! Fumbling, I snatch it from his holster and empty the bullets into my hand before stowing the weapon back on his hip. There’s a potted fern beside us. Shaken, I tip the bullets into the dried-out mulch, check the corridor once more then sprint. I hit the stairwell and propel myself up to the second floor so quickly I don’t feel the steps beneath me. The sign above the next double doors reads North Dormitory. I pause to check through the glass panel that the corridor is clear and push it open.

Running low and fast past the evenly spaced doors, I don’t need to count my way down to room fourteen. Aiden’s signal flashes like a locator beacon in my mind. I see the security camera in the corner of the ceiling and resist the urge to wave – I must be unhinged after getting past the first guard.

I come to a stop before Aiden’s room and peer through the small slot to see him sitting bolt upright on his bed, his pale face taut. Game time. The door’s locked. Good boy – evidence of forced entry. I wrench the handle and hear the satisfying crunch of metallic gears as the lock gives way. The door swings inwards and I step inside, and say, “Make it good.”

He doesn’t move.

I’m not sure he’s even breathing.

I lunge and grab him by the front of his shirt, lift him from the bed and hurl him through the door. He crashes with a yelp on the floor. At least now there’s a little anger in his expression. I come at him so fast the corridor blurs around me and I land with my knee in his chest. Air expires from his lungs. I punch him hard in the face so that he cries out.

“Come on, damn it. Fight me.” I drag him upwards. He swings himself out of my grasp. I see his move in my mind and barely manage to lift myself in time as his foot flashes, catching my ribs, forcing me several feet down the corridor.

In the neighbouring rooms dorm residents grow restless but where are the guards? The lack of security frightens me. I launch up, driving both feet into Aiden’s chest. He flies back against the wall with a sickening thud. Swearing, I run to catch him before he hits the ground. “Damn it. Sorry. Aiden, are you still with me?”

His eyes roll back and I slap his cheeks in mounting terror. He shakes himself, blinking dazedly. “Sorry,” I whisper again and smile beneath the balaclava, forgetting he can’t see my mouth. “You’re doing really well.” Then I haul him across the floor where there’s a good view for the video feed.

I hear distantly the sound of pounding on the stairs below. Finally, the cavalry. I straddle Aiden and say, “Play dead.”

He closes his eyes.

Breathing hard, I yank what I need from my vest and fill the syringe. Somehow my hands don’t shake. I draw from the memory of Miriam doctoring my wounds the night of the Governor’s Ball and I find myself steady and sure. In the remaining seconds before the guards burst from the stairwell, I rip the sleeve of Aiden’s shirt and grip his bicep so tightly that he gasps in pain. I slap at his elbow cleft. Find the vein. Stick him with the needle. He grunts and it’s done, video evidence he’s being taken against his will.

Four men come wheezing into the corridor – guns drawn.

A split second of shock freezes their faces when they see me and then confusion when they can’t. I move like a ghost, so fast they’re blinded and yell out. The first guy, I take in the throat – a flying kick and a prayer that it won’t sever his spinal cord. He hasn’t hit the ground as I swing my arm, back-handing the next guy, then I hear them collapse together.

There’s the shocking report of a handgun – a meaningful brush of wind past my ear. I leap, collecting the shooter under his chin with the toe of my boot. His head snaps back and he falls. The gun clatters on the linoleum. I drive the last guard into the floor, break his nose and leave him oozing and unconscious.

As the roar in my ears dims I finally hear the wail of the alarm. Okay. Okay. We’re halfway. Keep moving. Aiden’s out cold, which I hadn’t anticipated. There’s no time to try to bring him around. I swing him onto my shoulder in a fireman’s lift and jog back up the corridor and down the stairs, lumbering beneath his weight. I make it to the first floor and around the corner to the corridor where I left the unconscious guard by the potted fern. Another guard, squatting over his colleague’s limp form, sees me and cries out. He only just manages to get to his feet, taking me by surprise when he throws his torch at me with a high-pitched scream. Poor Aiden takes the brunt of the missile on his back.

“Hey!” I yell without thinking. “Be careful!”

He skids backwards, fumbling with his holster, trying to free his gun. I charge ahead, bellowing, using my unconscious brother as a battering ram. I swing sideways, collecting the terrified guard across the chest and face with Aiden’s shoulder. He crashes back against the wall, his gun spiralling in the air before it hits the floor.

There are more pounding feet and yells coming from behind me as I slam my way into the rec hall where the temperature has plummeted due to the broken window. Dropping Aiden to the ground, I’m careful to catch his head. Then I dive through the jagged hole into the biting cold. I grab Aiden by the feet just as the guards come barrelling through the double doors.

I wrench him out so quickly that I fall in the muddy grass with his feet up around my face. I thrash my way out from under him. Shots fire! I drag him back over my shoulder and veer away from the window, fearing more bullets.

The alarm fills the night. When we reach the fence, I don’t have the faith to attempt a leap with Aiden on my back. I dump him in the wet grass, regretting his short sleeves and thin cotton shirt out here in the freezing air, and grab the tight wire links at the base and haul upwards with a roar of effort. Metal bites through my gloves, cutting my palms. The howling wind and wailing siren muffle the sound of snapping threads and popping links. Shots and shouts ring out. I don’t look back.

There’s a lapse of time during which I drag Aiden through the hole in the fence and run with him across the broad field into darkness. I hear only my heartbeat crashing in my ears, the heavy thud of my feet. Shadows grow deeper as I escape the floodlights. When I reach the wood, time snaps back. I collect my pack, reposition Aiden on my shoulder and take off through the trees for the long run back to the car, conscious of nothing more than the requirements of my body. Aiden’s weight presses down on me; I register the extra effort required to pump my legs and move through space. Still, I know I’m faster than an unburdened civilian and that will have to do.

By now there is no more fear, though I know they’re pursuing me. I’m afraid they’ll have dogs, but I count on my head start to get us back to the other side of the reserve before they can close in.

Somehow I navigate the muddy undergrowth, the bracken, the tangled tree roots and damp leaves without losing my footing or dropping Aiden. Unspooling the route in reverse, I seek the landmarks, the mossy outcropping rock where the ground rises halfway back to the car; beyond that a fallen pine rotting in the stream to my right. When the forest floor dips, hope erupts in my burning chest, strengthening me for the hundred yards downhill to the end.

By the time I break from the trees, I’m drenched with sweat, winded and almost ready to collapse beneath Aiden’s weight. Kitty’s car gleams in the darkness. I stagger towards it dragging the soaked balaclava from my face, fumbling Kitty’s keys from the pocket of my vest. The loud beep of the car unlocking makes me cringe and I hurry to unload Aiden onto the back seat, groaning with effort and relief. I’m in the driver’s seat and tearing away as the faint echo of dogs barking reaches me through the window.

The drive through the back streets of Roxborough is torture. I’m shaky and all tunnel vision. I think about regulating my breathing, but I’m still gasping after the long sprint with an almost full-grown man on my back. I think about watching my speed and not drawing attention to myself but I see no other cars on the road. The clock on the dash reads one-eighteen. The neon sign for the Daisy Chain comes into view. I resist the flood of relief: it’s too soon to congratulate myself; there’s still too much to do.

I park outside the unit. There’s only one other car in the courtyard and no light on in the office. I pray no one will see as I haul Aiden upright, swinging his arm across my shoulder, hoping I look like I’m helping an inebriated friend after a big night out.

I dig the key card from my pocket, leaning Aiden against the doorjamb. A peculiar sense of foreboding ripples through my shoulders and my pins and needles crackle in my spine. The door creaks open.

“You’re back.”

White-faced and wide-eyed in the gloom, Kitty.


HYPOTHERMIA

“I can do this,” I say, seething on the grimy floor of the bathroom.

“Let me help.” Kitty leans in, ignoring my glare, my muttered expletives. “Oh, giveover.” She helps to lift Aiden into a sitting position. She grunts and huffs, making awkward work of it in the tiny space. “He’s so cold.”

He is cold and I’m trying not to freak out. I tell myself the drug will wear off, he’ll come around, his body will self-regulate. In the meantime, I need to get his circulation moving, turn those blue lips and fingers back to pink.

Almost drunk with fatigue, I wrestle to get his clothes off, damp from the freezing night air. I give Kitty a warning look and leave his boxer shorts on and let her prop him up while I run the shower and strip down to my underwear.

Kitty raises her eyebrows at the bindings over my bra – fat lot of good they did me after I gave myself away, yelling at the guard like a total idiot. I unwind the length of bandage to free my movements before hefting Aiden under his arms, spots popping before my eyes with the head rush. The shower stall is tiny but I manage to drag him in with me. Unsteady on my feet, I bang my shoulders on the walls, the sting of hot water in my cut palms. “Come on, Aiden,” I say, my mouth at his ear. “Please, wake up.”

The water scalds me but his body is icy and his pulse slow and erratic. His breathing, at least, sounds regular. I rub his chest, I rub his arms, willing my heat into him. I turn the faucet up as far as it can go and chafe his hands wetly between mine. Steam billows until the bathroom becomes foggy as a sauna, but still Aiden’s head hangs heavy on my shoulder and there’s no heat in his skin. I keep calling to him, softly and then with growing urgency, “Aiden, come on.”

“He’s not getting better, is he?” Kitty waits on the bath mat, her plaintive expression tempting me into hysteria. She worries her lip between her teeth. “You didn’t give him too much?”

I close my eyes at a wave of exhaustion, grappling to shunt Aiden to my other shoulder. What if Fretizine isn’t compatible with his system? What if it’s only for Shields? What if you’re killing him? It only ever made me weak, numbed the hard edges of pain, slowed my reflexes, dampened my adrenaline while resetting my system, allowing me to heal more quickly. Miriam talked about its benefits post-trauma to allow signal regeneration. It slowed your heart. I growl and swear, blinking against tears and steam. It’s all going wrong. It’s getting so late. He should be on the road by now. On the train. Miriam will be beside herself. What if I’m wrong and she comes here? “Why couldn’t you just do what I asked?” I cry at Kitty. “Everybody will be looking for you! They’ll figure it out.”

Jamie! Jamie will figure it out!

Kitty scowls. “I’m not an idiot. I told Barb I was staying at Lila’s. I figured it would be easier than turning up at home and making up a lame story about my car being locked in a parking garage.”

“They’ll find us. Aiden’ll end up in maximum security. Affinity will kill him.”

She gasps. “You said the A-word.”

“I don’t care about the A-word!” My shout echoes in the shower cubicle making my head spin.

“We’ll wake him.” She hugs herself. “We’ll get him out. I’m sorry. I wanted to help. You need my help.”

“I don’t need your help!” The hard curve of Aiden’s back is still icy against me, his body limp. I slap at his face. “Aiden! Wake up!”

“Stop,” Kitty cries. “It’s not working.”

You’re killing him. You thought you could save him but you’re killing him.

I groan and bury my face in the side of Aiden’s neck.

“Maybe it’s like hypothermia,” Kitty says then marches out of the bathroom, returning with the frayed complimentary towels. “We need to get him into bed.” She flicks the shower off, her expression determined and businesslike. “Lift him out.”

I want to shout more but the need to do something makes me bite my tongue. I snatch the towel and fumble one-handed to get it around Aiden before lifting him, sopping, to the floor. He still looks horribly corpse-like, blue lips, bruised eyes and fingertips.

“Take your wet things off,” Kitty says, pulling her sweater up over her head.

Her T-shirt stalls me. “What. Is. That?”

She pauses over the waistband of her jeans and straightens up. The T-shirt is a familiar red with blue writing. The slogan reads: Watch yourself! Hastily screen-printed. The same flag format as Angelo’s earlier Not without a mint shirt. Even the font is the same. There’s no flying volleyball on this one, rather a rendition of the comic strip panel’s smoking ashes and pompoms from The Collegiate Times. She produces a brief guilty smile. “Angelo was selling them in the parking lot at school. I tried to tell you.” She lifts the hem. “It’s brushed cotton.”

I gawk at her.

She pulls the shirt up over her head and tugs her jeans down from her hips. “He needs body heat.”

I hesitate.

Stripped to her underwear, she kicks her clothes into the corner and crouches beside him, touching his face. She looks up at me. “Hurry.”

Too uncertain to argue, I bolt into the outer room. Wet elastic snaps and bites, resisting as I yank my underwear off. There’s one towel left. I tuck it tightly around me. Back in the bathroom, I find her fiddling with Aiden’s soaking boxer shorts.

“What?” she says. “We have to get him warm.”

“I’ll do it.”

“Fine,” she mumbles, pink-faced.

“Wait out there.”

I close the door on her and stand there shivering. If I don’t brick my panic behind a thick high wall, I might start screaming. I flick my hands as though I can force the snaking fear from beneath my skin. Aiden. His wet boxers resist, I avert my eyes and fight them off, peeling linoleum digging in my knees.

My head swimming, I get him out into the bedroom and lay him on the bed where Kitty has pulled back the covers. I tuck his damp towel around his hips and turn him on his side. Kitty props his head up on a pillow, her brow creased. I realise I’m glaring and straighten up. Hands on hips, resisting the urge to check my phone for angry messages. “Okay. This is what’s going to happen. You’re in back. I’ll take the front. No funny business.”

She scowls.

I don’t apologise.

The lumpy single mattress wobbles and creaks as Kitty and I move in on either side. Through my towel, Aiden is so cold I grimace. Kitty catches her breath as she presses against him. I pull the quilt over his shoulders, drawing him to me so that his face is buried in my neck. Disturbing notions aside, it’s a relief to feel his breath on my skin – proof of life.

Kitty has trouble finding somewhere to put her arms. The bed dips and wobbles as she balls a pillow under her head so she can peer over the crest of his neck to see me. Even in the dim lamplight I can see she’s blushing. I close my eyes a moment, but it feels like I’m on a merry-go-round, little stars circling behind my eyelids. Please don’t let me black out.

“Hey,” Kitty says, whispering. “You know this would be some guy’s wild fantasy.”

I give her a dead arm.

“Ouch! You can’t do that, you could do permanent damage.”

“I’m-his-sister.”

Seriousness falls back on her, worry pooling in her eyes. “Sorry.”

I don’t answer.

After a few moments she asks, “How long will the drug last?”

“I don’t know … it didn’t hit me like this.”

She sweeps her hand up Aiden’s chest.

“Hey. Boobs here.”

“Just checking his pulse.”

“You better not be enjoying this.”

“Evangeline.” She looks warningly from me to Aiden, as though afraid he might hear. “You could be a bit more grateful.”

“Grateful?”

“You fancy cuddling your brother in bed by yourself? I told you you needed me.”

I’m about to fire up but stop short. “Hey … does he feel warmer?”

“Maybe?” Kitty squeezes Aiden closer, her hand stroking down and resting over his stomach. “Wow, he has very defined muscles.”

I pinch her arm.

“Bloody hell. What?”

“Stop. It.”

“It was an observation.”

“Taking advantage of the unconscious.”

“That’s sick.”

“I remember you flirting with him at the Governor’s office.”

“I didn’t know he was trying to kill me then.”

“Which makes this deeply disturbing.”

“Shhh.” She drops her voice to an airless whisper. “You broke him out of a detention centre on the basis that he’s not like that any more. Are you having second thoughts?”

“You could at least hesitate at the idea of groping your ex-stalker.”

She jerks behind Aiden, rocking the bed, thumping her head back on her pillow. I sigh, tempted by sheer exhaustion to sleep, but worry keeps me at the surface. Worry. Dread. Fear.

A few minutes tick by and I’m sure Aiden is getting warmer. I hear Kitty’s breathing lengthen and deepen. I wonder if she’s falling asleep, but then she whispers, “He smells really good.”

“No.”

“Are you kidding?” Her head pops up.

“He doesn’t smell like anything to me.”

She presses her nose and mouth to the back of his shoulder, inhaling. “Seriously? It’s like–”

“I don’t want to hear about how he smells, for crying out loud. You’re creeping me out.” And making me think about Jamie. I don’t want to think about Jamie while she’s making comments like that about Aiden.

She purses her lips and lays her head down.

A long silence.

“What was it like?” she asks, a cautious whisper.

“What was what like?”

“Breaking him out. Were you scared?”

“Of course I was scared.”

A thoughtful pause.

“I can’t imagine doing anything like that.”

“You don’t want to.”

She hesitates then asks, “Did you have to fight anyone?”

I sigh. “Yes.”

“Did you hurt them?”

“A little.”

She swallows. “If someone tried to hit me, I’d probably burst into tears.”

“Which would make you normal.”

“Ugh.”

I lift my head off my pillow and nearly go cross-eyed with the effort. “What’s ugh?”

“Normal.” She sighs.

“Normal is good.” I resist the urge to pinch her again. “You should be happy.”

“Happy to always be the useless damsel in distress, while you get to save the day?” She shifts in her agitation, pulling on Aiden. “Just once admit that it’s cool not being afraid, all that speed and kung-fu and psychic whatnot, knowing you can take someone down, guys drooling all over your hopped-up DNA.”

“Cool?” I growl, blistering inside. “Cool? Ask me again when I’ve made my first kill.”

She freezes behind Aiden and my stomach sinks.

“I’m sorry,” she says, sounding choked. “That was a stupid thing to–”

“No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” I wiggle my arm free so I can rest my hand on her shoulder. “But I told you already; I get scared. I’m scared all the time and you’re not useless. Didn’t I say you’re the bravest person I know? And you’re here, aren’t you? You’re helping.”

Kitty shrugs, on the verge of tears.

Cursing myself, I lay back down to find wide hazel eyes looking at me.

“Whoa!” I shoot backwards out of bed, hitting the ground with a thump. “He’s awake.” I scramble to my feet, blood rushing from my head, as Kitty tumbles out of bed on the other side.

Aiden’s eyes slide to the towel grown loose around me. I clutch the folds against my body. “You were really cold. We were – we were–” I gesture at Kitty hugging a pillow over her torso.

“We thought you might have hypothermia,” Kitty explains, pink-faced, tucking her hair behind her ear.

Aiden stares at her.

“So, you’re – you’re feeling … okay?” I ask.

“I’m thirsty,” he says, his voice croaky, his eyes fused to Kitty’s.

“Right – that’s the um, Fretizine.” I turn and dig through my pack for a bottle of water and hold it out to him. He takes it without shifting his gaze. “Well. I’m thinking clothes might be in order. I brought a change for you.” I gesture at the pile on the second bed then grab the pack and shuffle to the bathroom, but Kitty doesn’t move. “Um … Kit? Clothes?”

She takes a few steps backwards to keep her body hidden behind the pillow and slips into the bathroom. I follow her in and close the door before collapsing against the wall. Relief and exhaustion loosen a valve inside me and hysterical laughter bubbles up, shaking my shoulders. I cover my mouth, eyes watering. Kitty buckles next to me, smothering her face, struggling to stifle her giggles. “Did you see his face?”

I press my finger to my lips. “I think he’s wondering if he’s been violated.”

Kitty slides down next to me. “Do you think he heard us?”

“I can hear you now,” Aiden’s voice carries softly through the wall.

Kitty gapes and then we’re writhing with laughter on the wet linoleum, trying and failing to keep our noise down.

“Yeah,” he mutters. “That’s better.”


SCALPEL

“You have twelve new messages …” I stab the “end” icon and swipe the screen. I don’t want to hear Miriam fuming on voicemail. It’s bad enough reading her text messages. Six, ranging from Where are you? to Tell me you’re not where I think you are and ending with Please, please don’t do this.

The weight pressing on my chest makes me curl in. My head hasn’t stopped spinning and my stomach rumbles, but I’m too nauseous to eat. It’s nearly three-thirty. Aiden was out almost two hours. The trains won’t start till five-thirty but we can’t sit here. If we can get him to Boston, he can take the first train to Virginia. I spread Pop’s map to the beach house flat on the bed beside me, ignoring the tremor in my hands.

“They know?” Aiden asks, swaying on the bed opposite, clamping the cotton swab to the crook of his elbow. His head nods, still groggy with the effects of Fretizine. Beside him a sealed baggie, containing the full syringe of his blood. It was the best I could come up with and I hope the lack of sterile equipment won’t corrupt the sample. But Doctor Sullivan had made do with Richard’s blood on my gym uniform and this had to be a purer sample than that. Aiden checks he’s stopped bleeding and pulls the sleeve of his new Dartmouth College sweatshirt down to his wrist. It’s way too big. So are the sweatpants. Incredibly, the sneakers fit.

I drop my phone on the map. “Miriam knows.”

“What will she do?” His words come slurred.

“Hopefully nothing.”

Aiden’s attention drifts towards the sound of the shower, his lips pressing together, that crease forming between his eyebrows that appears when Kitty speaks or looks directly at him.

“She won’t be long,” I say. “We’ll be on the road before four.”

He nods but the sound of the shower stopping distracts him. His head makes a slow swing back to me. “I got the impression she wasn’t going to be in on the law breaking.”

“I took her to the station.” I shrug. “Then she was here when we got back.”

“I don’t – that’s so … reckless. She shouldn’t be here. What if something goes wrong? What if she gets hurt? I mean, God, what if I–”

“Stop.” I put my hand on his knee, tilting my head to catch his fuzzy gaze. “We’re not doing this.”

“She should be repulsed by me,” he says, groaning, his speech as muddy as a drunk’s. He leans on his elbows, his head in his hands. “Why isn’t she repulsed?”

I can guess why. “She says you smell nice.”

He looks up slowly. “What does that mean?’

“Oh, hell,” Kitty’s muffled voice comes through the bathroom door then it bangs open and she stumbles out in her jeans and Watch yourself! T-shirt, wet hair dripping, clutching her phone. “Jamie knows. He knows.”

Reeling, I launch up and snatch the phone. The text message reads: You have a half-hour to return my call before I notify the AP. He sent it forty-five minutes ago. I slump on the side of the bed, stars popping in my peripheral vision, imagining him clocking up demerits, using illegal terminology, to cue a call from his Watcher. There’s no other way to contact them, they’re a “don’t call us, we’ll call you” organisation.

“I had my phone turned off,” Kitty whimpers, her voice high and thin. “And now it’s too late. They’re coming.”

I scroll back through the barrage of messages.

12.05 am: Where are you?

12.20 am: Answer your bloody phone!

12.21 am: Miriam called me at midnight looking for Evie. She said you were at the library together. Evie hasn’t come home. What’s going on?

12.43 am: I know you’re not at Lila’s. I called her. She says she hasn’t seen you since this morning and that you weren’t in class this afternoon. Where the f*&% are you? Are you with Evie?

12.56 am: Miriam just hung up on me! Now she won’t answer my calls. If I don’t hear from you in five minutes I am going over there.

2.03 am: F*&%! F*&%! F*&%! This is NOT happening. Tell me you aren’t with her.

Her.

2.13 am: I am begging you to call me. Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you. Please, if you’re safe I won’t notify the AP. Tell her, I WON’T if you’ll just call me.

Breathing heavily through my nose, I’m about to pass the phone back to Kitty, about to tell her to call him, about to say maybe it’s not too late, when a new text comes through, making the phone vibrate in my hand. A long message.

It’s done. Tell her not to run - it will only make things worse. Stay with her till they find you. They will bring you home. Please be safe. Do NOT let her leave you alone with him under any circumstances. I cannot begin to fathom your actions after everything this family has been through. I won’t be home when you get here as AP will collect me tonight. They’ll take Miriam too. Barb and Dad know because I had to wake them and explain. I’m sure you can imagine how they are feeling right now. Be sure to tell your best friend what she has done and that I will hold her personally responsible for anything that happens to you.

I thrust the phone back into Kitty’s hands and stagger upright as she reads the new message.

“Affinity know,” Aiden says, barely a murmur.

I give an abrupt nod and snatch my pack, tipping it upside down, shaking the contents onto the bed – the medical kit tumbles out. I wrench the zipper open and riffle for the scalpel. The blade gleams in the lamplight and I turn to Kitty, pins and needles eviscerating my spine. “Cut my tracker out. Now.”

“You brought a scalpel?” Kitty cries, following me into the still steaming bathroom, holding the blade between her thumb and forefinger, away from her body. Aiden leans, milk white, in the doorway. Cotton pads and bandages, hastily snatched from the mess on the bed, are cupped in his hands.

Electric with terror, I knot my hair on top of my head and fold my collar back. I lean on the sticky vanity and close my eyes over the sink hole, the smell of something dead fuming from the drain. Ominous high-pitched ringing fills my ears. “The incision scar can’t have disappeared yet; I don’t heal that quickly. All you have to do is follow the red line, maybe a quarter-inch of blade.”

“All I have to do?”

My eyes spring open and the sink hole spins. “I’m not asking you to replace a heart valve.”

“No. Just to cut your bloody neck open!”

The ringing in my ears reaches an instant blinding peak. “This wouldn’t be happening if you’d gone home!”

A sharp snap.

We all jump.

Kitty squeals.

A shard of glass separates from the now-cracked mirror and clatters into the sink. We stare at it and I press my hands over my ears. The light stings, everything razor-edged and heightened, my pupils expanded with the flood of adrenaline. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just … I just need you to cut it out. Now. Okay? So we can leave.”

Aiden stands rigid with shock, mainly because Kitty still grips his forearm; she grabbed him, without thinking, in her fright.

Teary, she releases him and gives me a small tremulous nod.

“Thank you. I have no idea what their response time is like. They could land a helicopter in the parking lot and we’re screwed.”

“I don’t understand how it works.”

“It’s not magic. They can’t find me without the tracker, not without a Warden. And they can’t just whip up a Warden because there’s a whole procedure they need to do to boost their signals. If we destroy the tracker, they’re blind. Miriam and Jamie are the only people who know what we’re up to and even then they’re guessing. Miriam won’t tell them anything unless they perform a Harvest, but I think we have to assume Jamie will have told them about Aiden and that means they’ll search this area. So, let’s not be here when they come.”

A tear slips down her cheek. “I’m so, so sorry.”

I lean again over the sink. “I know. Now, please.”

“Shouldn’t we sterilise the blade?”

“I have mutant DNA. Germs aren’t a problem.”

She moves close to me, bringing her trembling fingers either side of my neck. I shiver at her icy touch. She should be warm after her shower, but adrenaline and fear has made her cold. She shivers too but doesn’t hesitate, bringing the tip of the scalpel to my neck. I grip the edge of the basin as it pierces my skin.

Incredibly, Kitty remains silent. She cuts upwards, her hand now steady with purpose. The pain is nauseating, especially when the scalpel hits the implant. “Oh!” She scrabbles at the back of my neck. “It popped out! Ugh, there’s so much blood.”

“Here.” Aiden staggers forwards.

She grabs a wad of cotton pads and jams them on the wound. My eyes nearly roll up into the back of my head, but I cling to the basin.

“Holy–” she whispers. “I actually did it.” She holds the tracker between her thumb and forefinger so I can see. A tiny metallic sphere with ridges around the circumference and a blinking yellow light, covered in blood. My insides turn. I retch into the sink. Kitty drops the tracker in the pinkish bile. I slump over the vanity, rattling the whole frame. Taking the broken piece of mirror, I drive it into the tracker, smashing it. I open the faucet, blood on my palm, and the bile and broken pieces slip past the glass and down the drain.

“Evs, you don’t look good.”

My stomach won’t stop heaving, though there’s nothing left for me to bring up and painful contractions keep me slumped over the sink.

“Aiden,” Kitty says. “Hold her. I need to cover the wound.”

“I’m fine.” I’m not. I can barely hold myself up.

Aiden moves beside me and supports my shoulders, swaying himself. “She needs stitches.”

“No!” I spit into the sink. “There’s no time. I’ll heal.”

Kitty quickly cleans away the blood and fixes a thick bandaid over the wound. I go to stand, but the bathroom spins away from me, everything goes black and I hit the ground. I can still hear Kitty calling my name, Aiden asking her to move out of the way, my own groaning as he hoists me up into his arms, banging me against the vanity, then on the doorframe, but I can’t see a thing. He drops me onto the bed, almost landing on top of me. I curl on my side, my whole body quaking, painful palpitations contracting my chest.

“She hasn’t slept in two days. I don’t know when she last ate. I think she’s exhausted,” Kitty says, her weight behind me, her hand on my arm.

“Carrying me all that way can’t have helped,” Aiden says.

“I didn’t think they could get sick.”

“I’m n-not sick,” I say, mumbling into the quilt. I’m spent, my system taxed beyond its capacity. I’ve denied it fuel. Food. Water. And let’s face it, Jamie. A day without contact can give me withdrawal tremors, our signals now so accustomed to Synergist Coding. Dependant. I push that thought away. It’s the backlog of sleeplessness, dehydration and adrenal fatigue that tipped me over the edge.

How did I let it get to this?

Why didn’t I force myself to eat?

You would have brought it up anyway.

Miriam’s warnings about my metabolism taunt me.

The short-term solution is Fretizine to suppress the adrenal gland, supplement healing and maximise signal regeneration after trauma, but the cost is weakness, dulled senses, slow reflexes.

I cry out in frustration.

Kitty strokes my arm. “What do you want us to do?”

“You should take her to hospital,” Aiden says. “She needs–”

“No!” I jerk my head up and glare at him, but I can only see black swirls and popping lights. “I need Fretizine, there’s another dose in the … in the case. Just … hurry, we–”

A blackout.

Blissful nothingness.

…

The prick of a needle.

The sweet sting of Fretizine.

And I’m back.

I blink once, twice, and the black swirls gain some blurred colour. Panting, I say, “We have to go. We have to go now. Aiden, you think you can drive? I can’t see properly. Kitty, you have to stay here. Call your folks. They’ll come for you.”

“Are you out of your mind?” she says. “There is no way I’m letting you go by yourselves. Aiden’s half-stoned! How are you going to get the blood sample to Doctor Sullivan? It’ll be hours before you can drive.”

It’s like a punch to the gut.

How will we get the sample to Doctor Sullivan before they come for us? I planned to take it to him myself. It’s the middle of the night in Hicksville; it’s not like we can call FedEx and wait.

“Evie’s right,” Aiden says. “It’s not safe. You should stay here.”

“You don’t get a vote! It’s my car and I’m the only sober driver!”


MONSTER

“I think I saw something that time.” Aiden, from the back of Kitty’s car. His speech sounds less slurred or maybe my hearing has grown less muddy. I squint up at him from the reclined front passenger seat, curled on my side, my vision clear in the centre but fuzzy on the fringes. He leans his forearm on the driver’s seat. “Is it KMT or KMH?”

Kitty’s focus shifts briefly from the road to Aiden. Her fingers tighten on the steering wheel. I watch her but I don’t think it’s fear, more like heightened awareness. She bites her lip and looks back at the dark, wet road to Boston.

It’s been raining since we left the Daisy Chain. I glance at the clock. We’ve been on the road forty-five minutes. The drive out of Roxborough, a breath-held nightmare. Aside from a couple of big rigs we saw no other cars until we hit the freeway. I’m tempted to turn on the radio but I don’t want to hear any news reports. I can’t check my phone because I left it at the motel. Kitty left hers too, in case they try to track our cell signals like they do in movies. It cut me in two parting with mine, the archive of photos of Jamie and me lost for good.

“It’s KMT, my physical memory. Though with drugs in my system my transference is probably crap. Rain messes with the reading too. Even if I was touching you, I’m not sure it would make much difference.”

“Can we try?” Without waiting, he takes my hand and closes his eyes.

Kitty and I exchange a look. His hand in mine gives me a warm feeling in my chest and I think stupid blubbery thoughts like this is my brother. Kitty presses her lips together, not quite a smile in the context of fleeing in terror but an expression of empathy.

I try to relax, reaching into the bandwidth for his signal. My brain is slow and it’s hard to know what to show him. I don’t want to go back to anything that might upset him and I dodge memories of our confrontation at the Gallaghers’ estate. I decide to keep things recent and focus on my break-in at the detention centre. The details fill out in my mind. I’m back in the moment, my foot punching through reinforced glass; I press the image forwards.

Aiden grunts, his hand tightening around mine, but he doesn’t resist it, letting the Kinetic Memory Transfer play out. I reach the part where I take the guard in a headlock and Aiden draws air through his teeth. “Whoa.”

I release my hold on his signal and hand. He opens his eyes, an involuntary smile parting his lips. “That was definitely clearer. It’s unreal. Like a body snatcher thing.”

“Ergh,” Kitty grunts.

“I mean, it’s like being in someone else’s skin. Seeing everything. Feeling everything. Like you’re them. It’s – it’s unreal.”

Nodding, I smother a yawn and let my head loll back on the rest, enjoying Aiden’s animated face. He seems to be shaking off the effects of the Fretizine.

“So there’s Transfer and Harvest, neither of which I seem to be able to do but I can receive okay, then there’s all the strength and speed stuff which I have a bit of.”

“Trust me, you’re plenty strong.”

“Explain precognition again. I didn’t have that when I was–” He cuts off, his face stricken, and pulls his arm away from Kitty’s seat. “Kitty, I’m so sorry.”

She shakes her head, her voice low but certain. “It’s okay.”

He sits back, rubs his face. “It’s not.”

She gives me a pleading look.

I sigh. “No one’s saying it was okay, Aiden – the way things were for you before. We’re all clear on how not okay it was, but can we take it as a given that you wanting to kill Kitty was no more your fault than me wanting to protect Kitty was a reflection of my moral character?”

“Thanks very much,” Kitty says.

Aiden flinches at “kill” and scowls at the rest, before slumping into a sullen stare out at the darkness and rain. If I could convince him to agree, I’d try, but his dedicated self-loathing has worn me out since he came to at the motel. I let silence settle. I can’t take his burden from him. I’ve told him what I can about the origins of our condition, leaning heavily on the core loss of free will that comes with the activation of the synthetic gene. I’ve rehashed Miriam’s tutorials on the Affinity Project, butchering most of it. None of it helps. None of it alleviates the crushing truth; it didn’t when Miriam explained it to me.

Thinking about Miriam turns the icy weight in my stomach. Knowing Affinity will take her because of me is unbearable and I wonder if they’ve gotten to her yet. I wonder what they’ll say, what she’ll say and whether they’ll punish her because of me. I dig my nails into my palm.

“What was it like?” Kitty asks, her soft voice filling the silence. “Before.”

Aiden stiffens.

Kitty’s gaze lifts to the rear-view mirror.

Their eyes meet. He winces and looks away. She bites her lip and frowns at the road.

“Like … losing my mind … my body.” He sounds distant and distracted as though speaking to himself. “Like being possessed. Half the time I didn’t know where I was or what I was doing.”

“But you seemed normal at school,” she says, and her tone’s so matter-of-fact that I have a moment of surreal dislocation as my Spark and her Stray discuss his mental state and the weirdness of it swells in my head. Their voices take on a distorted quality, like I’m listening from another room, or hovering above the scene, detached from all the right emotion. Where’s my horror, my sympathy, my raging sense of injustice? Kitty’s voice breaks through, “… just seemed so normal.”

“I did? I didn’t feel normal.” He grows quiet for a moment then draws a shuddering breath. “The dreams were … I don’t know how to describe it. Like being in a nightmare and waking up and not being sure if I was really awake and then finding out I was – I don’t know – the monster, the Wolfman.” He lowers his head.

Wolfman.

A terrible bubbling laughter rises inside me. So inappropriate. So wholly irrational and yet it grips me deep in the belly. I don’t look at Kitty. I can’t bear to. Aiden’s just ripped his guts open, for crying out loud; genuine confession in the most vulnerable way before the one person who has every reason to despise him. The building pressure makes my face hot and then it’s too late, my shoulders start bouncing and the geyser rises and I shake in my seat.

Kitty reaches out to me, one hand on the steering wheel. She squeezes my hand and makes shushing sounds. I can’t make out Aiden’s expression, with tears streaming from my eyes. “It’s okay, Evs … Everything is …” Her head swivels towards me. She whips her hand away. “You’re laughing?”

“I’m sorry!” I burst out, rocking in my seat. “I’m not. Not really. God, Aiden. I’m sorry … It’s just … it’s just–” Overcome by another hysterical wave, wiping away tears. “Wolfman.”

“Evangeline!” Kitty smacks her hand on the steering wheel. “It’s not remotely funny.”

“You’re right.” I squeeze my sides for control. “It’s not funny. It’s terrible. It’s just … Wolfman.”

Aiden makes a noise of disgust.

“Ignore her,” Kitty mutters. “Your sister has lost her bloody marbles.”

Then her shoulders begin to shake and it’s all over.

* * *

At the station we gather by the ticket machine, me wobbly on my legs and woozy about the head. There are a few early morning commuters arriving, shuffling, grey-faced. No one pays any attention to the three of us, though we’re all on edge. Aiden wear his Dartmouth cap pulled low. Kitty has pulled her beret down around her ears and I have my hoodie up, hunching my shoulders as though resisting the cold. It’s hard not to look for security cameras.

“Don’t wait,” Aiden says. “It’s freezing and you should get back. Kitty’s parents must be freaking out.”

The thought of leaving him at the station for half an hour before the first train doesn’t sit well with me at all, but I can’t ignore the growing urgency and dread I feel about getting back to New Hampshire and Doctor Sullivan. I can’t think about Barb and Leonard, Miriam and Jamie or the police until we get the sample safely to the lab.

The police will want to interview us. Kitty and I were the last people to see Aiden in any official capacity. It would make sense for them to interview us. I imagine questions like, “Was Aiden acting strangely when you saw him? Had he ever talked about anyone who might want to hurt him? Do you have any idea who would want to break into the facility and take him against his will?” My insides churn with what might have been captured on the security feed at the detention centre, my stupidity in calling out to the guard. What are the chances we make it home to answer their call?

Tucking my hands in my pockets, I nod, wondering what the etiquette is for farewelling one’s newly met fugitive twin.

“I guess we should hug it out?” The corner of Aiden’s mouth twitches up.

“I guess, yeah.”

He makes the move, surrounding my shoulders so that I clasp him around the waist. My throat tightens and I hold my breath. “No fair,” I say, croaking. “You’re taller than me.”

“I have to have at least one advantage.” He pulls back and narrows his eyes. “Which of us is the eldest?”

I make a face and he chuckles.

Kitty produces a soft laugh and he gets that uncertain look she provokes in him. “I hope they go easy on you, Evie.”

They won’t. “You’ve been over the map?”

“Kitty talked me through it.”

“You’ve got the key and the money.”

“I hope I get to pay you back.”

I snort. “Live and we’re square.”

“Thanks for everything, sis.”

I step back a few paces to allow Kitty her goodbye.

Aiden tenses as she moves into his personal space and he swallows. “Thank you for your … help. You’ve been very … generous.”

“You’re welcome.”

An intense pause fills out, their eyes locked. Aiden balls his fists into the pockets of his sweatshirt and drops his gaze. “I hope you won’t be in too much trouble.”

“It was worth it.”

His frown buckles tight.

“Take care, Wolfman.” She gives his arm a lingering squeeze. As she walks away he looks on, stunned. She doesn’t meet my eye, her cheeks and the tip of her nose glowing bright pink.


SUPERSTITION

The shop lights fizz overhead. I shuffle down the sticky aisle of the 7-Eleven, like my head’s in a fishbowl, tiredness distorting my vision at the edges even though the Fretizine has mostly worn off. For the first time in days I feel like I might be able to keep some food down, though the only reason I agreed to stop was to fill the car with gas. Now Kitty’s making me nervous, taking her time in the rest room. I wonder if she’s in there rehearsing a speech for her parents or praying God will keep them from killing her, killing me, grounding her for life. Beyond the grimy windows the horizon grows pale before the sun and I scan the road for signs of a black van.

My stomach aches, the lining rubbing together, I’m sure. I take two breakfast burritos to the doorless microwave and lay napkins on the turntable. The remains of exploded burritos cake the inner walls.

Sense or superstition makes me stand away from the oven as it chugs on high and I wait, gingerly pressing the tender skin at the base of my skull. Perhaps that’s superstition too. Fine hairs rise at my nape, goosebumps rippling up my forearms. Even my pins and needles increase and I shake myself, like I can shake it off.

The sliding doors open behind me, the security sensor buzzing for an early morning customer. Chilly air sweeps in through the gap and I hunch away from it by reflex, counting down with the red blinking timer on the microwave. A strange clenching in my chest, I’m impatient for the five beeps to end it so I can take my breakfast and get out, get Kitty, get back on the road, get Aiden’s blood to Doctor Sullivan. A dark form rising in my periphery makes me turn my head.

Benjamin stands by the Coke fridge, black pants, black hoodie with a silver zip cutting a straight path up his body, the head of it gleaming like a pendant beneath his chin. His hands rest in his pockets, his shoulders relaxed. Light gleams on the high ridges of his dark cheekbones and his almond eyes arrest me.

My shock arrives late, so does my sick swooping terror.

“Where’s your friend?” He nods at the twin burritos.

“She’s not – I’m just hungry.” It comes out hoarse, moisture evaporating from my mouth. Please God, don’t let her walk out. Let her stay in the rest room. “I left Kitty in Roxborough. She should be home by now.”

“Strange, she left her phone at the motel.” He pulls it from his left pocket, mine from his right. He runs his thumb over the screen, bringing Jamie and me to life. “You’ve got a lot of messages.”

My scalp prickles all over. I don’t say anything. All I can think about is my pack sitting on the back seat of Kitty’s car and the plastic baggie carrying all our hope.

“I’ll need your keys.”

“They’re in the ignition.” Please let them be in the ignition. “How did you find me?”

“Jamie supplied us with a description of his sister’s car. We found you on CCTV.”

“Right.”

“Where’s your brother?”

Brother. Hearing him say it freezes me inside. “I don’t know.”

Benjamin’s eyebrows notch upwards. “It will save you pain and us time if you tell me now.”

“I’m not–” My voice catches. “I’m not lying. I don’t know.”

“Then that’s unfortunate for us both.”

My stomach growls, a loud, ludicrous gurgle, drawing Benjamin’s gaze from my face to my midsection.

“You want to eat before we put you under?”

We?

I look behind me. Davis stands by the black van out in the parking lot, a humourless smirk on his face, his head cocked. He holds my pack in one hand and the keys to Kitty’s car in the other.

“I’ll pass.”

A flash of honey-blonde hair catches my attention at the back of the store by the rest room. I force myself not to look as Benjamin turns me towards the exit. Run, Kit – hide.

Out in the lot, Davis slides the van door open. He holds it while I clamber in, his expression etched in disgust. “Tesla’s pissed. Hope it was worth it because you are royally screwed.”

“Put her out,” Benjamin says. “I’ll look for Jamie’s sister.”

“I told you Kitty’s not here.”

Their eyes turn to me, blue and brown and full of judgement. “Shut the hell up and lie down, I’ll deal with you in a minute,” Davis says, his lips curled back, sliding the door closed with a vicious clang. His voice carries through the wall of the van. He swears and spits the word “Stray”, calls me “sick” and “bitch” and hopes I “get what’s coming” to me.

I scoot to the end of the van and press my nose to the tinted window. There at the back corner of the building, out of sight from Benjamin and Davis, a girl running. Honey-blonde bob, blue puffer jacket, pounding feet. She reaches a gate in a corrugated iron fence bordering the property and squeezes through the gap, disappearing from view. I press my sweating fingers to the glass and whisper, “Run.”


ASSET

A tremendous weight presses into my back, a repetitive pressing in the middle of my spine, so hard it forces air from me in gusts. The room isn’t cold but the hard metal surface I’m lying on chills like a freezer panel, my breath condensing around my face.

Grit makes it painful to open my eyes and at a glimpse there’s too much white. White light and the bright silver table beneath me. Blinding. The weight comes again, this time a sickly piercing at the centre of it that makes me cry out and though the weight eases the terrible pain remains, like I’ve been skewered. Shuddering and senseless, I jerk upwards but something constrains the motion. I’m strapped down. There’s no filter for my instinctual panic. A quicksilver rush of it makes me thrash against the restraints. An animalistic scream fills the air.

It’s me.

Screaming.

Muffled yells and hands bearing down on me. It only makes me thrash harder. Finding purchase on the sides of the table, I press up in a wild arch, tearing the restraints over my shoulders. The yelling amplifies. Hands grab for me. Voices. Feminine voices, barking instructions, calling for help.

It’s a medical room. There’s bewildering equipment, the women wear white scrubs and white masks cover their mouths. I continue to flail, unable to break away from the restraints over the back of my hips and legs. I reach for the top of the table and haul myself forwards, slipping out from under the bindings, creating a dazing peak of pain in my back. Somehow I manage to get my knees under me and, whipping upright, I knock back several of the people trying to hold me in place. I see my reflection in a tinted window. I’m naked except for some kind of white tape wrapped around my chests and hips, my skin so pale I seem to glow in the blinding light. Around me everything moves in slow motion. Arms wave at the window, hands cover masked mouths, eyes roll round and wild. A metal tube with a long rectangular head protrudes from my back, three prongs buried in my spine, a cord hanging from it – like I’m plugged in.

But the thing that strikes me in the midst of all this is my head. Staring, I sit back on my heels and reach up, feeling the blunt edges where my hair’s been hacked away so that it sticks out in ragged clumps. “Son of a bitch!”

The metal slider in the concrete wall opens and a familiar signal fills the bandwidth. Ethan Tesla strides in, dark eyes flashing. No scrubs, no mask. He glances at the trolley of equipment and knocks instruments to the floor, snatching up a small silver disc. He points it at me and white pain explodes in the back of my skull. Starlight spangles my vision and my limbs go limp.

“Catch her!” Tesla’s voice fills the room.

They scrabble but can’t get a proper hold of me as I slip off the edge of the gurney. I can’t even open my mouth to produce the scream that should accompany the extraction of the metal tube as it’s ripped from my back by the momentum of the fall.

“Get out of my way!” he shouts.

I hit the ground with the side of my face and crumple on my left shoulder. I’m horribly conscious, my body caught in an agonising arch, my legs tangled in countless wires. Up close, I see the concrete floor slopes gradually down towards a grated drain in the middle of the room. Eerily familiar. I can’t look away from the hole and goosebumps rise on my skin. My face gets wet with tears. A split lip, the copper tang in my mouth. I want to wipe it all away, keep my blood and water from the sloping floor, the grated drain.

Tesla fights through the press of bodies and bends over me. The scent of soap and warm skin. That woodsy, mountain air smell that makes me think of Jamie.

“Scheiße,” he says, muttering. “Give me that.”

There’s a prick in my arm that means nothing against the collateral agony of my body, then the creeping relief of morphine smudging pain’s sharp edges. His hand smoothes up and over my brow and the rough terrain of my hair. The comfort in it makes me think of my mother. April – gone, her absence a bruise still tender in my chest, but this isn’t comfort. It’s analysis, inquiry, feeling for damage from my fall. “Brünnhilde,” he says and clicks his tongue. It sounds meaningful, but I can’t pick why. With surprising gentleness he hefts me up, forklifting his arms beneath my chest and hips.

“Move!” he says. The medics hovering behind him make way.

Someone loosens the tangle of cords from my legs, helping to lift me back onto the table. Thankfully the morphine hit is on an upwards trajectory, numbness like a rising tide. I watch Tesla in the black glass, bearing down on a short clipboard-hugging doctor.

“I did not authorise this procedure,” Tesla says. “This Asset is under my jurisdiction.”

“Sir,” the doctor says, through her mask. “The girl had no tracker and the new implant registered a discrepancy between the chronology of her activation and her vital readings. I’m afraid the dose of anaesthetic was too low.”

“This does not explain why you would attempt to take core samples from an immature Asset.”

“Her – her vital reading indicates imminent maturation and Counsellor Knox requested it.”

“This child has not been through Orientation,” he says, lowering his voice, his cool cultured accent more menacing than a shout. “The covenants of the reform make it illegal to sample from developing Assets. Why is that, doctor?”

“Due to their – their unstable regenerative capabilities in deep tissue trauma,” she says as though reciting from memory.

“Meaning?”

“She – she will be permanently scarred.”

“Which violates what?”

“The Protection of Asset Identity Act, where permanent marking of the body may give rise to questions that threaten the secrecy of the organisation.”

“So you are familiar with the covenants of the reform.”

“I – yes, sir. Counsellor Knox did not indicate the Asset would be underage.”

“And this lapse in communication explains the girl’s hair?”

“Counsellor Knox indicated the Asset was scheduled for discipline, sir.”

A strangled roar echoes around the room. “That man is a goddamn dinosaur!”

“Counsellor Knox–”

“Robert may be the Chair of the Executive, but he has no jurisdiction over the Assets in my care. You will remedy this godforsaken mess and dispatch her to recovery immediately.” He hurls the small round disc from his hand. It shatters on the floor and Tesla strides out; his signal disappears with him.


KNOX

“Evangeline.” A male voice murmurs by my head, a foreign signal in the bandwidth, sharp and aggressive against mine. I’m lying on my stomach, my face to the side, but the surface is soft, crisp, clean linen. “Evangeline? Can you hear me?” Louder this time, a touch of impatience.

I fight to come up from the murk, my head anvil heavy, a deep ache in my spine.

“I’m Counsellor Knox. You’re in recovery. You can move if you want, but I think you’ll be more comfortable on your stomach for now. There was quite a bit of damage to the extraction site. Dreadful waste. Can you look at me?”

Knox. The name makes me shiver but I’m not sure why. Cracking an eyelid takes major effort but I manage to peer through the hazy light.

“Quite a pain threshold you’ve got.”

It doesn’t sound like praise.

I mash my lips together, looking for moisture.

“Thirsty?” He bends down, pale blue eyes, silvering brown hair, soft jaw, cleft chin. Blandly attractive, late forties, if you go for clefts and old age. He’s not wearing scrubs or a white coat, no sign of a stethoscope, but there’s definitely medical equipment beeping near my bed. Am I in hospital? My back throbs.

He lifts a glass from the trolley beside me and jabs the straw between my chapped lips, poking me in the gums. I sip carefully, not wanting to drool on the bedding, grateful for the cool wet relief on my parched tongue, but there’s an astringent smell to his fingers. I’m glad when I’ve drained the water and his hand moves away. He steps out of my line of sight. The sound of water being poured, refilling my glass.

I can’t lift my head but from this angle the room stretches away from me, concrete, cavernous. There are eight beds either side of the aisle in the direction I’m facing, each surrounded by wires and tubes, IVs and monitors. All of the beds are full. Each patient wears a headset like misplaced earphones, the pads over their temples. A tube runs from each headset to a monitor and each monitor has a pipe that reaches all the way up the walls to the ceiling, where they connect with a larger central pipe made of black glass. Strangely, I feel none of their signals in the bandwidth. They can’t all be civs, surely?

In the bed next to me lies a girl. I’ve never seen anyone so pale, her skin chalky, translucent, her hair – almost white – spread in a gauzy halo on her pillow. Like the others, she doesn’t move. If I couldn’t see her chest rising and falling beneath the sheet, I’d think she was a corpse.

Delayed comprehension hits me and I quail inside.

Counsellor Knox. My back. My hair.

I’m in the Affinity compound. Benjamin and Davis caught me. I woke during a medical procedure, metal probes in my spine. Agony. Terror. Confusion. Miriam and Jamie are here somewhere. I’m in terrible trouble. Everybody knows about Aiden. Everybody knows what I’ve done. They have my pack and the blood sample. Did they find Kitty? Did she make it home? I need to talk to Tesla.

Furious Tesla.

“I saw the footage from the Roxborough Detention Centre.” Knox comes back into view, placing the filled glass on the trolley with a clunk. He cocks his head. “Quite a show.”

“I can explain.” My voice sounds weak and rough.

“You will,” he says. “I’m sure it’s a fascinating story.”

I want to ask for my backpack, explain about the blood sample, beg for them to run tests, but instinct warns me against bringing it up with the man who had my spine skewered and my hair chopped off. “I need to talk to Tesla.”

“Ethan is prepping your aunt and your boyfriend for their hearings. You should call him by his proper title, Counsellor Tesla.”

Aunt. Boyfriend.

A surge of terror and longing for both.

“Can I see my aunt?”

A troubling pause as he studies my face.

“You’re very alike.”

I want to hide myself in the mattress.

“She’s your mother’s twin sister?”

“Can I see her, please?”

“She’ll be in isolation until she has completed ReProg.”

ReProg. The word hollows me out.

“You’re familiar with the concept?” A small smile. “In the early days of the organisation, before the reform, it was a primary tool for ensuring Asset cooperation. Persuasion, coercion, rewards. Physical and psychological.”

Torture.

My voice comes thin as a wisp. “She had nothing to do with my … actions. Neither did Jamie.”

“For their sakes, I hope not – considering the charges they’re already facing.”

I dig my fingers into the mattress. “You can’t punish them for helping me save my Spark’s life.”

“The ignorant assumptions of the uninitiated.” The hard stretch of his lips. “We are a fragile organism, Evangeline. Protocol protects us and the civilians around us.”

“Please, can I just speak to Tes – Counsellor Tesla?”

“I wouldn’t be in a hurry to see Ethan, if I were you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so angry.” His expression betrays a hint of pleasure in the idea. “You’ve given him only two days of usable data at an unthinkable price, the violation of our Primary Objectives. You have proven most effectively that the benefits of Early Detection Studies are altogether outweighed by the risks. There will be a full inquiry, but as the Chair of the Executive I cannot permit the Deactivation Program to continue, whatever the covenants of Ethan’s precious reform may dictate.”

If I wasn’t already lying down, I’d fall.

The Deactivation Program – cancelled because of me?

I know it means more than I can understand, for Tesla, for every Shield who ever fantasised about a life free of Sparks and Strays, but my only frame of reference is how it will ruin Jamie’s chance at a normal life. He had a way out and I’ve slammed the door. My head spins. My muscles spasm. A sickening pain fires through my spine. I groan through my teeth, “It’s not Tesla’s fault.” It’s not Jamie’s fault. “You can’t do this to him.” You can’t do this to Jamie.

“It’s not his fault? It’s not your aunt’s fault – not your boyfriend’s? Whose fault is it? Is it yours, Evangeline?”

“Yes!”

“Yes.” He sounds pleased if not a little bored. “That is part of the truth but not all of it. Did you make Ethan keep you from Orientation? Did you force your aunt to lie to the Warden about the Activation of your signal, your boyfriend to break the protocols he was trained in? They had no choice? They were helpless against you? Nothing is isolated. Their choices allowed your choices. All must be held to account.”

I can’t speak, dazzled by pain and the blunt-force trauma of his words.

“I see you’ve burned through the morphine. Perhaps a nurse will come soon and increase your dose. In the meantime, pain can be very … clarifying. I trust you’ll take the opportunity to reflect on your choices. I will see you in ReProg.”

He walks away, up the aisle to a sliding door at the end of the room. It whizzes open like something from Star Trek. He steps out into a brief glimpse of blank concrete corridor and the door closes behind him.

At the sound of it closing the girl in the bed next to mine swivels her head and opens her eyes. I jolt with fright. Large silver irises set in a pale globe of face rivet on me. I wait for her to speak. She doesn’t. Eventually her eyes close and I wonder if she was awake at all or if she opened her eyes in her sleep. Soon, I’m too weak to wonder and though my fears loop in cumbersome circles I drag them with me into an agonised sleep.


SECRET

She’s gone when I wake, the silver-eyed girl, and an older woman lies in her place, headset over her temples. Somehow, I am now lying on my back and wearing a papery hospital gown. Somehow, this doesn’t feel excruciating, though there’s a lump, hard and long like a brick beneath my spine, and a small round lump at the base of my skull, the new tracker. There are sensor pads at my temples, an IV line in my arm and monitors beeping around me. I have the same tidal wave of comprehension as before: where I am, what I’ve done, what’s to come.

There’s movement beside me and I’m able to turn and look towards the other end of the ward. More beds and bodies. A windowed room, medical staff moving within.

“Excuse me,” I say to the back of the medic beside me, with a delayed realisation that she’s producing ETR, a gentle and vaguely familiar signal in the bandwidth. She taps icons on a monitor and turns at the sound of my rasping voice. It’s the woman who came to the house with Tesla. “Felicity?”

She looks different in white medical scrubs with her auburn hair pinned up. I try not to stare at her pale hand, so chalky compared to the other. Her lips form a tight purse, the worry lines around her eyes pronounced. “You may call me Counsellor Allen.”

“You’re a doctor? How long have I been out?”

“I’m a Conductor and caretaker for the Symbiosis. You’ve been asleep most of the day.” Her brow contracts to match her lips. “Counsellor Tesla asked me to check on you.”

Symbiosis means something but Tesla’s name pushes it aside, stirring my urgency. I push up on my elbows, wincing against the stab of pain in my back. “Is he here? I need to talk to him. Please. It’s important.”

“You’ve gone and made a dire mess of things, child.” She leans over me, peeling the sensor pads from my temples. She smells like talcum powder and peppermint, comforting smells at odds with her abrupt manner. “Counsellor Tesla is a great man. I don’t agree with everything he says but he has done a lot to improve the way things are done around here. You have no idea. Now he will lose his program and likely be stepped down from the Executive because of you.”

“I know.” I sink into my shoulders. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

She pauses over the equipment trolley, returning the pads to their container. “Who told you?”

“The Chair guy. Knox.”

“Counsellor Knox came to see you personally?”

“He woke me before.”

“What did he say?”

“Stuff about ReProg and choices and the Deactivation Program.”

“Did he mention your aunt?”

A shudder moves through me. “He said Tesla was prepping her for the hearing.”

Her eyes dart from side to side and her lips part. She takes my arm and peels back the tape from the IV line. A woozy rush to the head as she slips the long needle from beneath my skin and covers the welling site with a cotton pad. “She’s there now, in ReProg,” Felicity says, not looking at me. “She won’t yield.”

“Yield? I – I don’t know what you mean.”

“She’s resisting the Symbiosis. She has been for the last three hours. If she doesn’t yield, she’ll suffer permanent damage.”

“I don’t know what any of that means.” My voice grows shrill. “Damage? What kind of damage? I thought it was a hearing.”

“Lower your voice; you’ll disturb the Wardens.” She glances around at the other beds. “The hearing takes place in ReProg. They perform an interrogative Harvest via the Proxy.” She tilts her head forwards. “You saw the room with the black glass in my memories, and the girl in the tank?”

I think I nod, though I feel paralysed.

Felicity removes the sensor pads from my wrists as though stalling for time, considering what she should tell me next, and finally says, “Your aunt is withholding information. If she doesn’t yield, it prolongs her exposure to the Symbiosis.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I say through my teeth. It comes out like a hiss.

A pained frown bunches her face. “It’s the chemical conductor inside the glass. It boosts the Proxy’s telepathic reach and converts the Harvest into visual footage for screening. Prolonged exposure on that scale can damage the cerebral cortex.”

“Brain damage. They’re giving my aunt brain damage?”

She releases a sharp breath and reaches for the neck of my gown. I look down at a blinking sensor over my heart and slip my hand down my front before she can. I tear the pad from my chest and shove it in her hand.

“Your aunt is choosing brain damage by her non-compliance.”

“Nobody chooses brain damage.” I clench fistfuls of sheet and pain fires through my back. “That creepy little girl’s doing this to her from the tank?”

“Don’t speak about the Proxy like that.” She glares at me. “Her whole life is a sacrifice.”

“You have to do something. Didn’t you say you were the caretaker? Can’t you turn it off? Stop them.”

“Child, I have no authority to do anything of the sort and nor is it possible.” She taps the side of the bed and the head begins to rise with a hydraulic whirr. “Besides which, we have twenty-three Wardens here right now, going through amplification before district sweeps.”

I press back into the mattress as I’m brought upright, my skin crawling with the clearer view of the bodies in the beds all around me. I’m the only one awake. The only one not wearing a headset. Wardens, the telepaths that sweep through towns identifying active Sparks and Shields. I wonder if the woman who came to the Gallaghers’ is here. My gaze shifts to the monitors and the tubes that lead to the central pipe that runs along the ceiling. Black glass. “I can’t feel their signals.”

“Most people don’t feel signals at all,” she says with a huff. “The Symbiosis acts as a buffer.”

“It comes through the headsets?”

“The Symbiosis conducts the Proxy’s signal from the isolation tank to the ReProg room and to here.”

“I thought I was in recovery.”

“You are.” She picks up a small silver disc, like the one Tesla used in the operating room to paralyse me. I stiffen as she points it at my neck but all it does is beep and she gives a satisfied nod before returning it to her pocket. “A room of amplified signals increases your rate of recovery. They want you prepped for ReProg, now.”

“Now?” I baulk, my mind reeling. That’s what she’s doing. Taking me to ReProg. Now. “I can’t. I need to talk to Tesla first, it’s important.”

“He can’t leave the hearing; that’s why he sent me.” Her expression grows troubled, conflict in her eyes as she moves to the foot of the bed and slowly rolls me out into the aisle. “He wants me to tell you …”

“Tell me what?” I say, half choked.

She hesitates and drops her voice to a whisper. “He says you must keep your aunt’s secret.”


REPROG

Benjamin and Davis wait beyond the sliding door. Benjamin is cool and detached, though I read tension in his clamped jaw. Davis doesn’t hide his loathing. My escorts to ReProg. I should take it as a compliment they think I’m capable of putting up a fight. Benjamin pushes my bed down the long concrete corridor, Davis in front. Felicity walks beside me, clasping the small silver disc. A deterrent – fight and she’ll zap me. The ceiling rises high above, metal vents, white lights. Narrow, windowless. The bed wheels sing on the polished floor. Felicity doesn’t look at me or speak. My heart hammers, but I’m cold like there’s no blood in my body. I can’t control my trembling or focus on a single coherent thought.

What’s my defence? My plan? Please let Aiden be far away. Tesla’s warning. Miriam’s secret. He must know. There is no other secret. I’m her daughter, she’s my mother. Miriam’s my mother! She’s Aiden’s mother! How do I keep it from a freaking super telepath when it’s right there, throbbing in the forefront of my mind?

Physical memory.

It has to be physical, Kinetic Memory – Transfer and Harvest. She can’t just plunder my thoughts or read what I’m thinking, only things that I’ve done, places I’ve been – moments with strong emotional and physiological connections. She’ll see me Sparking at Kitty’s touch, training in Miriam’s underground room, fighting Aiden on the Gallaghers’ estate, kissing Jamie beneath the willow tree.

Jamie.

Has he been in ReProg too? Is he hurt? Does he know I’ve ruined his chance at Deactivation – another thing to hate me for? At least Kitty must be home by now. Benjamin gave up his search for her at the 7-Eleven, in a hurry to get me to the compound. Would they have gone to the Gallaghers’ estate afterwards? Interrogated her there? The idea makes me nauseous.

Please don’t let this all be for nothing.

If I could just speak to Tesla, explain about the sample, beg him to test it …

There’s a blank metal door at a T-section at the end of the corridor. It’s one of four in the brushed concrete wall, each illuminated by a stark pool of light, the shadows between thickly dark.

“Stay calm,” Felicity says. “Or they will pacify you.”

Before I can react the door swishes open. As I expect – as I fear – it’s the room with black glass walls, suspended chair and, like the operating room, a sloping floor and grated drain. ReProg.

As they wheel me in, the glass reflects our monochromatic procession. Benjamin and Davis in black. Felicity in white scrubs. My pale and stiffly propped body covered in a white sheet, my scraggly black crop making an erratic outline around my head. My eyes seem huge, cheekbones pronounced, lips bloodless. I look like a child. I look like a crone. My edges blur in the glass and I realise it’s my trembling and I curl my fists to quell it but can’t.

I brace, expecting a static storm like when Tesla and his team came to the house, but as Benjamin positions the bed beside the suspended chair nothing troubles the bandwidth. The only signals I sense are the three that came in with me. Unnerved, I have to force myself to exhale. The Executive must be behind the black glass opposite the chair. The observation room – I didn’t see it in Felicity’s memory but I knew through her focus and tension that it was there. I try to relax, open my senses for the sound of quiet conversation but there’s nothing.

Maybe they haven’t assembled yet. Maybe they’re still with Miriam. I no sooner form the thought than the black glass of the central wall transforms from a solid, mirror surface to liquid that drains away between thick clear panes. The process takes all of three or four seconds, leaving the glass pristine. Behind the central panel, five people stand on a metal walkway. Their signals hit me full force, a torrent. My head presses back into the inclined mattress and the muscles in my arms and legs spasm.

Again, it’s like watching a dozen televisions at the same time, with the volume at maximum. Images chase away images, fast and vivid – a sensory assault. Faces. So many faces. People struggling, fighting. Details get ugly, as though my mind zooms towards violence, breaking bones, flooding wounds, gunshots, flashing knives, then worse, glimpses of confronting intimacy, naked limbs, mouths, hands and hot skin.

Recoiling, I shake my head but one magnetic scene fills out.

In the memory, I’m standing in the ReProg room by the suspended chair, observing a young man strapped beneath tight bonds, dark hair plastered to his handsome but agonised face, sweat gleaming on his heaving chest as he strains against the bindings, moaning but trying not to moan. At first I think I’m Harvesting Felicity’s memory again – but I turn my head and find Counsellor Knox’s reflection looking back at me. This Robert is young, his face thinner, the cleft pronounced, no silver in his hair. I look back at the young man, growing more aware of my feelings, or lack of them; I’m unmoved by his agony. I’m simply waiting for him to break, confident it will happen soon. A cry of anguish erupts from the tortured young man. “Ich werde nicht töten!”

It shocks me out of the memory, back into the present and I shake myself, my throat hoarse and my ears ringing with the sound of my own voice. I shouted it? Ich werde nicht töten.

“I will not kill?” Counsellor Knox’s voice fills the room and I look up at him on the metal platform where he stands in the middle of the group. “Good God, is she Harvesting?” He glances to the left, where Tesla stands at the end. “Now that is an old memory. What an impressive reach.”

My pulse kicks at the sight of Tesla. I want to call out, beg him to speak to me alone but I know that’s not going to happen and I remember his fury in the operating room. He must despise me, whatever his warnings about keeping secrets. His stone-hard eyes bore into mine, his knuckles whitening over the handrail … It was him. In the chair. Certainty forms like ice inside me as the tortured young man from the vision blends with his older self. It makes no sense … why did I cry his words when I was experiencing the memory from Knox’s point of view? And how can he bear to stand with his ex-torturer? Was he reprogrammed? Brainwashed into compliance?

My mind replays what I’ve just seen, zooming in on Tesla’s shoulders, gleaming with sweat, the broad stretch of heaving chest, the clench of rippling stomach muscles – a lot of focus on his mouth and jaw. A mix of desire clanging against a distinct sense of wrongness or violation, and then a stirring of my own Jamie-related memories. I grunt and shake my head, disturbed, confused. The images fade, the feelings lift but my face burns. Did I Transfer that? Did Tesla see it? I can’t look at him.

I realise then, Davis is holding my legs, Benjamin restraining my shoulders.

“She’s ETR sensitive,” Felicity says, hovering as though she might throw herself on me too. “Everything is amplified in here.”

“How unusual,” Knox says, “in one so young.”

“I’m okay, I can handle it.” Though the scramble of signals fills the bandwidth, I focus on the pain in my body. Like an anchor, it helps me to resist the current.

Benjamin and Davis release me.

Up on the metal platform Knox leans his forearms on the rail and cocks his head. The woman next to him whispers, “A Conductor?”

“She’s something.” His mouth curves up in the corner. His gaze stays riveted on me. In the line-up he’s a head shorter than Tesla, who seems huge, staring down at me. Tesla and Knox are the only men. An older woman stands between them. Her resemblance to Felicity is uncanny, though her hair is lighter and her mouth harder. Felicity’s sister? On the right of Knox are two women who can only be identical twins. Both have chestnut hair parted in the middle. One wears hers pulled back in a bun, the other wears hers down. I can’t guess their age – they seem almost airbrushed – but if this is the Executive, they can’t be young.

“How’s the pain?” Knox asks. “Only, we rather need you in that fancy chair.”

I sit forwards and fire licks my spine. I fight to keep my expression even, but it’s an effort not to cry out when Felicity swings my legs over the side of the bed. The paper gown rustles with my trembling and I slide off the edge till my feet find the cold concrete. I don’t want to appear weak, but passing out could stall the proceedings, buy me some time – maybe a chance to speak to Tesla, a chance to see Miriam?

One glance at the drain puts me off the idea. I don’t want to see it up close. The walls either side of me are solid black, reflecting into infinity the scene within like a psychotic funhouse. I don’t look because it makes me dizzy.

Felicity swivels the suspended chair and lowers it for me. Its curved spine is almost reptilian, with divots and peaks formed by plugs and cords, an upside-down question mark able to extend and recline on a hydraulic neck. If not for the black chemical in the glass walls, I’d count it as the single most sci-fi looking thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t like turning my back on it to sit; my neck feels too exposed. Smooth moulded metal forms the icy seat. Felicity lifts my legs onto the rest. I lean back, gingerly, and when the seat rises up I clutch the sides to keep from lurching off onto the floor. Bands rise from the edges, practical and sinister, to clamp my hips, chest, legs and wrists.

I gasp, struggling to resist the instinct to strain against the bonds, fight and flight making me electric, my vision altering as my pupils expand. I want to close my eyes to hide them, as Felicity’s warnings sound in my head. Stay calm or they’ll pacify you. How can I stay calm strapped to a lizard chair, suspended over a drain, about to have my mind probed by a creeptastic kid in a goo-tank?

“Perhaps Evangeline needs help relaxing, Counsellor Allen?” Knox says.

Felicity gives me a warning glance and taps at a console on the side of the chair with her pale hand.

“I’m fine,” I say, panting. “I’ll be fine. I don’t need anything.” I don’t want drugs. I need to keep my wits … but the head and armrests of the chair begin to glow. Calm slips over me, tension lifts from my muscles and a warm drowsy feeling settles, like I’m tipsy.

“Evangeline,” he says. “You are in pain from a traumatising medical procedure, disorientated by your environment and afraid of what is about to happen to you. These influences can muddy the results of the Harvest and prolong invasive intervention during the course of the interview. Calming your system allows us to begin at a base level so that our readings are accurate.”

I’m vaguely aware that “invasive intervention” should trigger a stronger reaction than I feel. “You ordered the traumatising medical procedure.” The words, loose in the air, surprise my ears – I hadn’t meant to say it. The thought had simply risen to an uncapped surface and my voice dipped it out.

Knox is the only one who smiles. “Even in an organisation as fastidious as ours mistakes can happen.”

“Robert,” my tongue says without my consent, “you’re a goddamn dinosaur.” I bite down on my lips. Why did I say that?

Knox is the only one to chuckle. “I can’t imagine where you heard that.”

My eyes move involuntarily to Tesla.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Am I trying to antagonise Knox?

Do I want to be tortured?

“Why are you here, Evangeline?” Knox asks.

“You want my secrets.” Shit. I should have faked passing out.

Knox looks pleased. “I do. Will you tell me your secrets?”

“Miriam said I will. So did Jamie.” I shake my head, upset at saying their names. I rock in my seat, restricted by the band across my chest.

Knox nods. “Your aunt and your lover.”

The need to correct the details rises inside me. She’s not my aunt – she’s my mother – and Jamie’s not my lover – we never had sex. One is a secret, the secret. The other is simply private and shouldn’t be said aloud to a room full of strangers, but I can feel the words pushing up and out; they’re almost through my teeth. “I keep saying things!” My voice reverberates off the glass. “Why do I keep saying things?”

Knox smiles. “Because it is the right thing to do.”

It feels like the right thing to do.

Why am I sweating so much?

There’s something I’m forgetting. Something that worries me … about my mother. “What have you done to her? To Miriam. You hurt her? Can I see her? What about Jamie? Is he okay?”

“It’s been a long day. Your aunt has made a choice to resist the Symbiosis and it has cost her, but you can help her by telling us the truth. You can be helpful like your boyfriend. Jamie has pleased me greatly and you can too.”

At first panic flares inside me but the chair glows brighter and my urgency fades. Another desire grows in its place. I want to be helpful too.

“I believe we’re ready for the Proxy,” Knox says.

It’s like swimming in a deep warm sea.

“Evangeline, you won’t be able to see us but you will hear my voice. I want you to relax and answer each question truthfully. Your honesty will be rewarded.”

My mouth says, “Okay.”

“Counsellor Allen.” Knox nods at Felicity.

“Activate Symbiosis,” Felicity says, her chin lifted to the room. Instantly the glass separating the Executive from the ReProg room fills with black liquid, rising from the bottom to the top just as quickly as it emptied. Their signals are cut off and the bandwidth clears. My ears pop. I see myself reflected in the shimmering glass, pale and heavy-lidded, my head lolling to the side.

“Child?” Felicity calls.

At once the black liquid loses its shimmer and swirling shadows fill each screen. I picture the girl in the tank. Is she here now, in my head?

Benjamin’s eyes widen, sweat beads on his brow, and Davis ducks, turning towards the sliding door. The two of them push the bed out into the corridor and Felicity follows. I watch the slider close behind them in the glass but I’m not afraid of being left in the room by myself. It’s quiet. No noise in the bandwidth. When the questions come it will be hard but I will be helpful and do the right thing.


SYMBIOSIS

“Very good.” Knox’s voice. “Evangeline, tell me, where is your brother?”

“I … don’t know.”

“You don’t?”

“No … I don’t. I don’t know.”

“Did you help him escape the detention centre?”

Pressure in my chest. A bad feeling. Regret. “I broke a window. I hurt some men. Five men. They were scared. I frightened them. I didn’t want to hurt anyone but I had to get him out.”

“We’ve seen the footage.”

“I broke a mirror at the motel.” My mouth feels slow. “I didn’t mean to but I didn’t pay for it, either. It wasn’t a very nice place but … oh, I damaged the fence at – at the place. Aiden was too heavy for me to make the jump.”

“Never mind the mirror and the fence,” he says. “I’m sure you’re very sorry.”

“I am.”

“Did you do all this by yourself?”

“Only the bad things.”

“Did someone help you do good things?”

I get teary. “Kitty helped me.”

“The girl your brother was trying to kill? She helped you?”

I rock beneath the restraints. “I tried to make her leave after the allergy test.”

“You put your best friend – Jamie’s sister – in the same room as the boy who tried to kill her as an allergy test?”

I know I need to explain something, an important detail that will make my confession less shocking, but I can’t remember it. Heat washes up my body and a soft voice fills my head. You put Kitty in danger like it was nothing. You’re selfish, ruthless, cruel. The Gallaghers trusted you and you betrayed them without hesitation. Jamie loved you and murmured the words of the sanction against your lips, words about choice and trust and belief – how could you do it to him?

All of these things are true, horribly true. Am I finally admitting what I am, what I’ve done? I start to cry hard, wrenching tears.

Knox lets me weep then finally he says, “Your grief gives me hope, Evangeline.” But the gentleness in his voice fuels my shame. I don’t deserve forgiveness and turn my head away.

“It shows me,” he says, soothing, “you know what you’ve done violates your core identity as a Shield. You were made to protect and defend, to lay down your life for the weak, and now you’ve endangered your friend, betrayed her family and the boy you love to release a killer into the world.”

I hate not being able to cover my face, hate losing it before an audience, and the voice whispers again, That’s your sick pride, your arrogance. The same pride and arrogance that led you to act without Miriam’s knowledge, to scheme and skulk behind everyone’s backs because you thought you knew better. You, a seventeen-year-old girl, not even initiated, not even a proper Shield, counting your own ignorant opinion above everyone else’s. If you were a real Shield like Miriam or Jamie, if you had ever suffered the loss of a Spark, it would never have entered your head to do what you’ve done. Now you’ve threatened the secrecy of the organisation that exists to support and help you.

How can I make up for it?

What is wrong cannot be made right, what is lost cannot be recovered … I know those words – I know them. Then I remember, Jamie’s arms, the bands of ink around his biceps. How many times have I traced the Latin translation on his skin, murmuring the words? Quid est iniuria fieri non posse jus. Illud Quod deperditur non posse eruit. It always made me sad thinking of how he must have felt when he first Sparked, his hope for the future snuffed out, so resigned to his lot that he’d marked himself permanently with such cold, stoic words. Is he right? Have I acted for nothing? Am I lost? How can I make it up to him or his folks? How can I be part of the Affinity Project if they can’t trust me?

The arm and headrests intensify their glow and calm returns, a soothing wave of comfort. I slump against the restraints and my weeping subsides.

“I believe you’ve made a terrible mistake, Evangeline,” Knox says.

“A mistake.”

“If you had been properly educated, brought in upon Activation, taken through Orientation, I do not believe you would have made these mistakes. Your shame and regret are genuine and we share in it. The choices of those around you made room for this outcome.”

A sob swells and breaks from my lips.

“You are not the first to be deceived by unnatural compassion, to hold a conviction based on false hope.”

“Hope?”

“There is no cure for the Stray mutation.”

I get that disoriented feeling like I’ve walked into a room and forgotten why I came in, forgotten what I was looking for. Something I’ve misplaced.

“We are here to help you, Evangeline, to lead you to the truth, to bring you back to us. You have so much potential. You are an Asset. We want you to belong, to rebuild trust.”

Warmth fills my chest. “How?”

“By doing the right thing for you and everyone. Tell me where Aiden is.”

Again that feeling there’s something I need to explain. What is it? “But I don’t know where he is.”

“Perhaps you’ve just forgotten.”

Have I?

“We can help you remember. Would that be easier?”

“I don’t know.”

“Close your eyes. Relax. You’ll feel so much better when the truth comes out.”

The bandwidth is soft and deep and wide. I fall back into it, a fuzzy plummet. My brother’s face foremost in my mind. I see us in the alcove of the detention centre, Kitty pale but determined, Aiden terrified. I feel like we’re nearing the point I’ve been missing when their fingers touch on the coffee table but the scene skips abruptly ahead. I’m leaping the wire fence, kicking the window of the recreation room, grabbing a terrified guard. Another skip. I’m wrestling Aiden in the bathroom of the motel. Kitty’s there in that ridiculous T-shirt from school, Aiden’s cold and unresponsive. I’m lying in the narrow bed pressed against my brother, punching Kitty’s arm where she lies on the other side of him. Then comes a blur, a smudge of images, like trying to see through foggy glass. Instinct tells me it’s important and I focus hard but I can feel the memory wanting to skip ahead. I try to stay on the smudge. I lean towards it, like I’m pressing against an invisible force field, then I’m shoved back and the memory flicks ahead. Pain in my neck. I’m slumped over the vanity. Kitty’s cutting my tracker out. She shows me the tiny silver sphere coated in blood–

Blood.

I jolt like I’ve been poked with a stick and my eyes spring open. On all three screens there is a close-up of the dirty sink hole, the broken tracker pieces swirling in pink bile as they slip down the drain. The image is luridly bright, razor focused in the centre but blurry on the edges, my memories on-screen, like a foreign film with no subtitles or soundtrack.

“Blood.” My throat sticks, a dry croak.

“Evangeline,” Knox says. “You mustn’t resist the Symbiosis - you could hurt yourself. You’re doing so well. This already shows us a great deal. I believe we’re nearly there. You just need to yield.”

I pant through my nose and shake my head, already feeling the important detail slipping from my grasp. “Blood,” I say again. “Blood is the thing.”

“Don’t worry about blood. Relax.”

I throw myself at the detail, a desperate leap into the bandwidth. I not only picture it in my mind but see it on-screen. Aiden on the motel bed, I’m leaning over his arm, a syringe in my hand, drawing his blood into the barrel. That’s it. “He’s deactivated! He’s deactivated! I – I took his blood so we could prove it. He’s not a Stray any more. You can’t kill him. Please. It’s in my pack. Check my pack.”

“You’re wasting time, Evangeline,” he says, impatience creeping into his voice. “You need to relax and let the Harvest run its course.”

“Listen to me!” I strain against the straps and they cut into my wrists and my chest. The pain clears my head and the glowing arm and headrests dim. All the things I wanted to explain right from the beginning surge to the surface. “Check the blood, please. It’s right there. You’ll see he’s cured. I can show you exactly how and when it happened. Harvest my memory from the night of the last attack or – or I can Transfer it, whatever way you like. We – we went to hospital, Aiden was shot, he nearly died but they used my blood in a transfusion. I Transferred my Spark memory; it hit his system all at once. He had a seizure and the tether broke. I’m telling you there was no more threat after that. I promise. Please, let me just show you.”

“Calm down,” Knox says, his voice now hard.

The chair begins to glow again and calm rises over me, but I can’t bear to lose my clarity. “No!” I jerk against the restraints, firing pain through my spine, gouging my wrists and ankles on the biting edges of the bindings. “I don’t want to be calm, I can’t think straight when you do that. Please! You have to listen to me.”

“You will calm down or I will pacify you.”

I thrash harder, my skin red raw beneath the bonds. “Please. Counsellor Tesla, listen to me. Check my pack. I’m not making it up. The blood is there!”

“There is no blood.” Tesla, his voice, accent, certainty.

I stop thrashing and pant at the black swirling screen, the details of the motel vision now faded. “What? It’s there. Davis had my pack. It was in the van.”

“We have your pack,” Tesla says. “There was no blood in it.”

“Where is it?” I ball my hands into fists and press back into the seat, a high-pitched ringing in my ears. “Davis. Ask Davis! Make him come in here and explain where he put it.”

“The contents of your pack were inventoried on arrival,” Tesla says. “There was no blood.”

I shake my head, rocking against the restraints. “He did something with it! That son of a … It was there. It was in the inside pocket. He took it – he hates me! Please, you saw the memory. I’m not lying!”

“That’s enough,” Knox says. A metal clamp snaps closed around my right arm, tight over my bicep. I didn’t see it rise from the side of the chair and I cry out in fright. Beneath my arm comes a piercing needle.

“No!” I try and fail to pull away; it only creates more pain in my arm. “No! Listen, please!” The tide rises quickly in my bloodstream, a doping flood, dragging me down into nothingness.


SHIELDS

I’m awake when they take me back to recovery. Awake as they park me in the empty bed space and plug me back into the monitor. I smell Felicity’s talcum powder and peppermint scent as she reattaches the IV and sensor pads. I keep my eyes closed and my breathing even. Inside, I’m raging, pins and needles burning up my spine and a high-pitched ringing in my ears that warns I’m about ready to blow things up.

Davis’s signal throbs in the bandwidth, aggressive but steady. He doesn’t know that I’ve figured out what he’s done – or he doesn’t care. The temptation to spring up from the bed and launch myself at him is only tempered by the knowledge that I’m too weak to do any permanent damage. I want to scream and rail and break things. It can’t be all for nothing. The sample destroyed, my solid evidence – my one real chance at convincing them Aiden has changed.

“One-hour recess,” Benjamin says, his voice a low murmur. “Then she’s back in the chair.”

I listen as heavy boots walk away. Felicity stays, bandages my wrists and ankles where the skin has been broken by the restraints. She has a sure, no-nonsense touch and mutters as she works.

I have to talk to Kitty, tell her to send a message to my grandparents’ holiday home, warning Aiden about the blood sample, telling him to stay on the run. She doesn’t have her phone so I’ll have to suck it up and call her at home. The thought of Barb or Leonard answering my call is only slightly less terrifying than the prospect of going back to ReProg. How long before the Executive finds out where I sent Aiden? I tell myself it doesn’t matter. Even if they Harvest the location in the next round of ReProg, he’ll have Pop’s jeep by now and he won’t check the house for two weeks. I might be able to keep the fine print to myself. If Miriam can resist the Symbiosis, why can’t I?

Fear for Miriam cuts through me. Where is she? Is she in pain? I can’t stand not knowing. It makes me crazy. Let them fry my brain; I won’t give Aiden up. The residue of all those compliant feelings nauseates me. I wanted to please Knox with the truth – or his version of the truth. There was definitely something off about the Harvest – the smudging of details. They want me to forget I had a reason for what I did and shame me into yielding.

Felicity finishes her work and I listen to her walk to the medic’s station at the back of the room, cracking my eyelids open to watch as she steps through the door. She appears in the window, her back to the ward.

I have a moment of disturbing awareness when I notice all the beds are empty. The Wardens are gone. It’s too creepy, picturing them out in the world with their throbbing cerebellums, tracking down Sparks and Shields. How many lives will they turn upside down in this sweep? I don’t want to know.

I struggle upright in the bed. My back aches like I’ve been beaten with a bat. If Felicity tries to stop me, I’m pretty sure I can take her out – unless she uses the paralysing disc thing. Best I play it careful and quiet. I glance again and she’s sitting now with her back to the window, watching a computer monitor. I debate whether to pull the sticky pads from my temples, wrists and chest, but I’m afraid it will send out an alert and draw her attention. Instead, I rip the tape off the IV. Withdrawing the shaft gives my stomach a sick twist and I stick the tape back down over the bubble of blood, leaving the needle and tube on the bed.

I’m slow and unsteady on my feet, making a shuffling path to the sliding door. I have a moment of panic it might not open for me, but the sensor panel blinks and with one parting glimpse of Felicity’s back I slip out into the empty corridor.

Keeping close to the concrete wall, I walk as fast as my shaking legs can manage, turning right at the first corridor and left again after that. My neck prickles in anticipation of a shout, or footsteps behind me, but no one comes. The corridors are uniformly blank and unlabelled. I don’t go near any sliding doors, just keep moving, eyes forwards, my hand skimming the wall.

Sweating, dizzy, frustrated by my weakness, I lose track of the turns and corridors and stop to listen for a threat. I dab at my dripping face, afraid the sensor pads might come loose. A brief hysterical urge takes hold of me, to forget looking for a phone and try for an all-out escape.

The idea is insane. I have no clue where I am, or where the exits are. There’s sure to be security, gates, codes, passes I don’t have. Do I think I can fight my way out? Besides, I have no idea where in the country I am. Miriam had thought there might be flights to get here. It’s more than nuts – I have a goddamn tracker in my neck. I could cut it out again. The memory of Kitty digging in the back of my neck with the scalpel gives my stomach an unpleasant turn. Could I risk trying to find my way back to the recovery ward? My thoughts are interrupted by a noise at the end of the corridor and I freeze.

A sliding door opens and two men in black tracksuits step into the passage. I press myself against the wall, though I’m sure the whiteness of my paper gown must glow in the shadows. They turn the other way and disappear around a corner. The door they came from remains open and desperation sets my feet moving towards it. Nearing the doorway, I slow and listen for sounds within, but there’s nothing. I nip inside, flinching against bright light. It’s a locker room. The door slides closed behind me and I jump. Motion sensor, I tell myself – I can get out. The room smells like men but not gross sweaty men. It’s a clean smell, men who’ve showered, put on deodorant and laundered clothes. Weirdly comforting. Which is crazy, given anyone could walk in at any moment and how would I explain myself?

It’s an L-shaped room, tiled floor and walls lined with pale grey lockers, numbered, no keypads or padlocks. I try the first and find a neatly folded uniform of black pants and jacket with epaulets, buckles and zippers. I think of Benjamin and Davis and shiver. I make a quick search for a cell phone. Nothing. Several more lockers are empty. I turn the corner to try another bank and stifle a scream. But it’s only a mirror and only me staring back. Like a badly drawn stick figure, I’m all legs and arms and head. My eyes, huge dark smudges over a smear of red mouth. My torso, an irregular paper triangle, my hair like a scribble with a blunt black crayon.

My morbid stocktake cuts short when the swish of doors precedes boots from the corridor. I stumble back, afraid they’ll turn the corner. The blank wall disappears behind me, not a wall – another sliding door. It opens on a storm.

I spin to face a squall of static, the roar of signals so bewilderingly loud it’s hard to stay upright. A mess hall. Rows of metal tables and bench seats. On the right, a large window looks out on a vast gymnasium, where others are training, sparring, working out. On the left, a kitchen with a steaming array of meat and vegetables and gravy and fresh baked bread. Maybe twenty or thirty men are sitting, eating, talking, laughing, waiting in line to be served. From teenagers to men in their middle twenties, all of them dressed in black pants and black shirts; some wear the jacket with buckles, others wear the hoodies with the silver zip, others still wear plain black singlets. All of them, chiselled and beautiful like they were hand-picked from a catalogue.

With monumental effort I draw myself back from the signal surge, imagining in my mind a wall to block the torrent, to keep from drowning. The signals lose their roar, the static dims and I become aware that the whole room has grown silent and every face has turned towards me, several with forks halfway to mouths. Even the men in the kitchen have frozen, ladles in hand. I am then profoundly aware of being naked beneath a flimsy paper gown that finishes above my knees and ties insufficiently behind my right shoulder, with a second tie at my waist, a third at my hip and breezy gaps between.

“Well, hello,” a deep voice rumbles from the table directly before me, a white smile spreading out in a dark face. A few chuckles rise around him but mostly the men stare at me in disbelief.

Clutching the edges of my gown together, I bring a shaking hand to my hair as though I might smooth it down. I focus on the smiling man and say, “Um, you wouldn’t happen to have a phone on you?”

His eyebrows rise, crinkling his smooth brow and his smile makes dark rose apples in his cheeks. “A phone? Honey, there’s no coverage in here.”

“Oh.” I blink at him. “Shit.”

“Are you lost?” The smiling guy rises from his seat, two others rise next to him, curious grins, travelling eyes. Some lean in their seats for a better view. “Looking for the women’s mess hall?”

“Um,” I stall, clueless as to how to explain myself.

“She’s not supposed to be in here.”

“Look at her hair – you know what that means?”

“Shut up.”

“Yeah, leave her alone. She’s the first girl I’ve seen in a month.”

“She’ll mess with our signals. You felt it.”

“Oh, I felt it.”

Sniggers.

I grip the edges of my surgical gown tighter.

The smiling guy gives me an apologetic look and growls over his shoulder, “Can you animals shut the hell up? You’re scaring our guest.”

Several men laugh, a few grunt and one or two exchange looks that vary from eagerness to outright suspicion. Most settle into eating though eyes rove back to me.

“You hungry?” a man calls from the kitchen, apron, ladle, toothy grin.

“Um …” What am I doing? The reality of a room full of Shields, in the bowels of a compound the size and breadth of which I can’t even guess at, brings my escape whim into sharp perspective. They can’t help me. They won’t. While no one appears to be in a flap to alert the authorities, I’m clearly breaching some kind of protocol by invading their gender-specific space and I don’t want to get anyone in trouble. My initial spike of adrenaline ebbs and I sway on weak legs.

“Whoa, careful.” The smiling guy goes to steady me and spots the bloodstains on my bandaged wrists and frowns at the sensors on my temples. He doesn’t say anything and settles for my shoulder as a safe place to hold me. On contact his eyes widen then glaze over. I feel it at the same time. In the bandwidth, a meeting of signals. His mind opens to me, an unresisting flood of images.

Not wanting to see, I shake my head, somehow cutting off the involuntary Harvest.

He blinks. “Whoa, that was– You can Harvest. Holy … she can Harvest.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.”

His mouth pops open before he finds words. “Are you the Proxy?”

The room grows quiet.

“What? No. No.”

“As if.” The no-longer smiling guy’s friend nudges him. “The Proxy’s not a girl.”

Comments rise from the tables behind them.

“He’s a dude.”

“Like an old dude.”

“An original.”

“Like Gandalf.”

“Gandalf? Honestly, moron.”

“Seriously, he has a long white beard and shit.”

“That’s Santa, you idiot.”

Snorts of laughter.

“I’m not the Proxy. It’s just all the signals in the room amplify my …” I don’t know what the terms are. Red with all the attention, I wave my hand uselessly at the ether. “Radar, or whatever.”

“Still, that’s a hell of a reach.” His apple cheeks blossom briefly before concern clouds his face. “Shouldn’t you be in the infirmary? You look like you need a medic.”

“No. I need a phone. I need to c-call–” I try again. “There must be a landline, right? It’s just really, really urgent that I make a call. Someone’s life sort of depends on it.”

His face sobers, his friends’ too. Giving my shoulder a sympathetic squeeze, he releases his hold on me and lowers his voice. “They took you from an active Spark, didn’t they?”

The clatter of dropped utensils.

A hiss.

Mutters from the kitchen.

“Bastards.”

“Protocol, my ass.”

The collective disgust is palpable and I feel an inexplicable rush of … what? Comradery? Belonging? They think I’m like them, that I’ve suffered what they’ve suffered, extraction by force, leaving an unprotected Spark cluelessly vulnerable.

“You put up a fight.” He releases my shoulder and nods at my bandaged wrists. Others lean to see and nod their heads too.

I shudder at the thought of what they’d say if they knew my worry was for Aiden. “No, it’s not like that.”

“Wait.” His face screws up, puzzling over the math. “You can’t be fresh off the street. Newbies can’t Harvest. I don’t get it.”

The doors open again behind me and a strong familiar signal touches mine. I don’t need to look to know it’s Benjamin. My panic can’t get off the ground and my shoulders slump. His hand comes under my elbow, his body heat warming my side.

“I wasn’t running.”

“Of course not,” he says, his voice full of warning.

This time I do look up.

His almond eyes simmering and fierce.

“It’s cool,” the smiling guy says, “she’s not hurting anybody.”

“Bullshit.” Davis. Naturally. He steps forwards, baton in hand, mercifully unlit. “You know the rules.”

The smiling guy gives the baton a wary look. “Really? You gonna zap this girl?”

“This girl is a felon.”

“Davis,” Benjamin says quietly.

Davis ignores him, bristling at the others. “Twenty-four hours ago she helped a Stray escape from a detention centre.”

The atmosphere fissures, a collective recoiling. Several seats scrape the floor as men lurch to their feet as though poised to attack. The expressions now range from horror to hatred. I find myself moving closer to Benjamin. He’s angry but he won’t let them tear me apart … will he?

Davis nods, pleased to get a reaction. “Before that she lied to an Extraction team, compromised two senior Assets, broke several key protocols and now she’s escaped midway through an interrogation led by the Executive. Trust me, she could use a zap.”

“Davis.” Benjamin sighs. “Dial it down.”

The no-longer smiling guy’s horror takes on a degree of awe. “She escaped ReProg?”

I clear my throat but my voice comes out weak. “We were on a break.”

At the end of the mess hall a metal door opens from the gym. Tesla strides in. The whole room stands to attention.

Tesla makes his way between the tables, his scowl mixed with discomfort, like he doesn’t enjoy the attention. Heads turn to follow his progress, faces alert and eager. Shoulders pull back, chests expand, spines straighten. Tesla offers a reluctant nod to some of the young men, who seem to glow with the acknowledgement. He stops before me, his eyes cutting in consternation over my shorn head, bleeding wrists and bare feet. I’m grateful for Benjamin’s hand under my arm as I become aware of how much I’m trembling and weakened by pain.

Tesla frowns at the tableau.

“She was looking for a pho–” The no-longer smiling guy cuts off when he sees my expression. “She was lost. We were just helping her.”

“Really?” Tesla gives a slow nod. “And yet not one of you has offered the girl something to cover her gown?”

A blank pause followed by a reluctant flurry of movement as hands grab for sweatshirt zippers.

“Too late.” Tesla shrugs his jacket off and swings it around my shoulders. A warm and comforting weight, it hangs to the back of my thighs, the pleasant scent of soap and subtle cologne. He narrows his eyes at me and sighs. “Brünnhilde.”

The weird name aggravates me. Is he making fun of me? I’m torn between the desire to throw the jacket off and relief at being covered. I glare at him, my vision blurring with a wave of dizziness. “You know he destroyed the sample.” I shoot Davis a hateful look.

“Bullshit.” Davis jerks his chin at me. An orange glow lights up beneath the head of his baton and the sight of it ignites my rage. An adrenaline surge dilates my pupils and once again my ears fill with high-pitched ringing. Glasses glint and rattle on the nearest tables and pins and needles stab my spine. With a fierce grunt, I ram my elbow into Benjamin’s side, twist away and swipe the baton from Davis’s unsuspecting grasp, jabbing him in the gut with the tip. A charge vibrates through the baton, throwing us both backwards, to a chorus of exploding water glasses and cries of shock. Davis crashes against the sliding door and I crash into the unforgiving surface of Tesla’s chest. A half-second of chaos.

In the next half-second the baton has left my hand and I’m pinned beneath Tesla’s arms and all the adrenaline has drained from my body, leaving me faint with pain and exhaustion.

Tesla tosses the baton to Davis. “Less baton, more brain, my friend.”

Davis staggers back to his feet, red-faced and breathing hard. He nods but murders me with his eyes.

Benjamin holds his ribs, shaking his head, his mouth turned down. “Shall I take her?”

“I will.” Tesla swings me gently up into his arms and I’m as boneless as a bag of laundry with no strength to resist.

“Put me down.”

“No.”

“I’m not coming with you.” My head lolls back over his arm, giving me an upside-down parting glimpse of hostile faces, even the no-longer smiling guy looks glad to see me go. Tesla carries me out through the locker room. My vision blurs and my words come slurred. “I won’t tell you anything … you can’t make me … you’ll have to fry my brain.”

He sighs. “Du bist genau wie deine Mutter.”


FAULT

“What did you say?” My voice is airless, pale, pain like a rolling fog dulling my thoughts. But I know that word … Mutter … Mutter. I cling to it to keep from going under. Mother. He’s saying something about my mother. He means Miriam. I know it. “Where is she? She’s hurt, isn’t she? Can I see her? Please.”

Tesla doesn’t reply. He doesn’t look at me, his stride sure and steady, almost rocking me as he marches through the maze of corridors. Benjamin and Davis follow, both stiff from their injuries. I feel a little bad, at least for long-suffering Benjamin. Davis glowers, hunching to avoid stretching his stomach muscles. I might have relished his discomfort, if I wasn’t agonised and sick with fear. “Please,” I whisper. “Is she okay? Can I see her?”

“She is not and you cannot.”

“What does that mean? It’s bad, isn’t it?”

We stop before a sliding door with a yellow stripe and he turns to his men. “Mr Nelson will do.”

Davis looks like he’s been slapped. “Sir, I didn’t tamper with the evidence.”

“That will be all, Davis.”

He hesitates like he wants to plead his case, but gives a curt nod and stalks away. Benjamin follows us as Tesla sidles into what looks like a laboratory. Computer screens, microscopes, technical equipment. Not the vastness of the infirmary, but a regular-sized room with a regular-height ceiling with fluorescent strip lights, huge cupboards at the back and a window to another room more dimly lit. Through it, I glimpse a body on a surgical bed and in the bandwidth feel his signal. I stiffen in Tesla’s arms and pain flares through my back. I cry out and collapse against him with a whimper. “Not here. Not with Jamie. Please, I can’t.”

“Jamie is unconscious. He will not know you are here.”

“He’s hurt?”

“He is recovering. Benjamin, a container.” Tesla nods at a stack of styrofoam tubs on a side table then lowers me onto the raised mattress. He pulls the sheet up over my legs and hips, Benjamin hands him the tub and Tesla tucks it beneath my chin.

“I’m not going to–” Nausea, a flash flood. “Don’t look.” Then I’m vomiting before an audience. A gush of bile and goo. My last shreds of dignity with it. Exhausted, I slump back.

The container is slipped from my limp hands. A damp cloth mops my mouth and chin. A flap of plastic wraps my bicep, I feel the pump and squeeze of a blood pressure band. Tesla, head cocked, listening without a stethoscope.

Green. His eyes are green, a starburst of emerald flecks around the pupils.

“Please. Will she be okay? I need to know.”

There’s a beep. Tesla makes a frustrated noise and loosens the band from my arm. “You need water.”

Benjamin steps away.

Tesla lowers the head of the bed flat and eases me onto my side. “Your blood pressure has dropped, which is why you feel like you are dying.”

I am dying.

Benjamin returns with a cup and straw.

“Hold it for her,” Tesla says, murmuring. “Sip. Do not gulp. And here.” Another styrofoam container.

Serious and uncertain, as though confused by his new nursing duties, Benjamin pulls up a chair and holds the cup, directing the straw between my lips.

I sip and go cross-eyed trying to bring Benjamin’s hands into focus. Tesla works behind me, his cool fingers opening the back of my gown. He clicks his tongue. “This is a mess.”

I close my eyes to keep from crying because I know they’ll take me back to the room with black glass and the blood sample is lost and I’m sick with fear for Miriam and Jamie. I close my eyes because his signal is rich and resonant and filled with homecoming, but I’ve lost the right to draw comfort from it. Because he must despise me. Because I’m furious with him too.

I draw my knees up, curling away from the pain, ignoring the wetness on my cheeks and the damp on my pillow.

There’s a prick in my shoulder. I flinch, but Tesla holds me still and discharges the needle.

“Please, not more drugs.”

“It is only for pain, nothing more.”

The relief comes quickly, my muscles unclench and I don’t cry out as he removes the soaked dressings from my back and rinses the wounds. “Felicity tried to explain,” I say. “She told me Miriam was in trouble and that I had to keep her–”

“Be quiet,” Tesla says. “I do not wish to make the scarring worse.”

Benjamin rises to peer over my shoulder and draws air through his teeth. “What did they do?”

“Core samples.”

Shocked, Benjamin sits and returns the straw to my lips. “Deep tissue. She’s too young. She’ll be permanently scarred.”

“Robert likes to remind me he was against the reforms,” Tesla says, clipping his words as he dries my wounds.

I hesitate, still taken aback by his gruff retort. “What reforms?”

He doesn’t answer, concentrating on applying fresh dressings. I look to Benjamin who frowns. “Counsellor Tesla advocates for Asset rights. He was part of the committee that ended forced commercial use of Shields and introduced limits on torture in ReProg.”

“Limits …”

“He also developed the Deactivation Program.” Benjamin levels a chilling glare that makes me shrink inside.

“I didn’t know they would shut it down.” I turn my head but can’t catch Tesla’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen. It’s not fair.”

“Fairness is of no relevance to the Affinity Project,” Tesla says. “Robert was waiting for an excuse. You supplied it.” He closes my gown and helps roll me onto my back. It’s tender but the agony is gone. I’m finally able to see his fierce expression and can’t tell if it’s directed at me or his thoughts of Counsellor Knox.

“I did not want you brought in for Orientation until we had solved the problem of your brother. That is why I initiated Early Detection Studies, to buy us more time.”

Stunned stupid, my ears fill with a hollow roar.

“You have acted hastily where your brother is concerned. You should have listened to your aunt and stayed out of it.”

Aunt. There’s warning in the weight of it. What? He’s worried I’ll let slip in front of Benjamin that Miriam’s my mother? Half-strangled, I say, “I didn’t … I didn’t know that. Why didn’t she just tell me?”

“She would be unwilling to put incriminating information in your head that could be Harvested and used against you or Aiden.”

Protecting me. Always protecting me. Carrying the weight of everything for my sake, for Aiden. It breaks me in two thinking of yet more pointless suffering and sacrifice in her life and I’m the one who’s made it futile, by jumping the gun and then getting myself caught. I can barely whisper. “I didn’t want Miriam to get in trouble. I wanted them to blame me. I wanted to keep her out of it.”

“Yes.” Deep furrows form in his brow. “You are just like her.”

We stare at each other and I can’t tell if he’s angry at me or angry in general and I think perhaps it’s both. All I can think to say is, “Aiden has deactivated.”

Benjamin makes a hissing sound.

Tesla grinds his teeth. “It is very difficult to prove now that he is a fugitive.”

“I had evidence. You saw that in the Harvest. Davis destroyed it!”

Benjamin stands abruptly, clapping the glass on the side table, sloshing water onto the floor. “What did you expect?”

Tesla gives him a sharp look. “Did he?”

“I did.” Benjamin grunts. “Jamie is my friend. She put his sister in the path of her Stray. She helped him escape. It’s a – a despicable act, an unthinkable violation of everything we stand for and I can’t believe, sir, that you would disagree.”

“Mr Nelson,” Tesla enunciates with ominous care, “I am most seriously disappointed to hear this.”

Benjamin flinches but holds his ground.

“You have interfered with an investigation that is of high personal value to me and to the future of this organisation.”

I stare up at Tesla, my desire to stab Benjamin momentarily interrupted. “He has? It is?”

“When your aunt contacted me with a request for assistance, I will not deny that I struggled to believe her account of Aiden’s transformation. Robert was not exaggerating when he told you there is no cure for the Stray mutation. We have no evidence of it ever happening in the history of the Affinity Project. However, your aunt had enough confidence in my commitment to Deactivation Research to know I would at least have an open mind and investigate the possibility.”

Benjamin looks aghast. “You believe her?”

“I believe it is worth investigating. A blood sample would have been extremely useful.” His eyes fall again on me. “Our only option is to convince the Executive to allow us to bring Aiden in for testing.”

“No,” I cry, remembering the room full of Shields in the mess hall and the feral response when Davis denounced me as a traitor to the Project. “You can’t bring him here - they’ll tear him apart.”

“You must have had a plan,” Tesla says, his jaw clenched. “Miriam told me about this Doctor Sullivan. What did you think would happen after you got the results?”

I press my mouth closed. No. I’m not talking about it in front of Benjamin and how can I even be sure about Tesla? I saw the memory of him in ReProg; he could be brainwashed and working for Knox. He could be pretending to be an ally when really he’s just trying to get information that will lead them to Aiden so they can “eliminate” another Stray for the sake of their Primary Objectives. If only I could speak to Miriam and know for sure.

“I want to see my aunt. I need to know if she’s okay.”

He lowers his head and pinches the bridge of his nose. “You cannot see Miriam and as I told you, she is not okay. She is in very great danger of slipping into stasis.”

“What – what does that mean?”

“Failure to yield during Harvest prolongs exposure to the Symbiosis, causing damage to the cerebral cortex. The Proxy was permitted to override your aunt’s defences. It is a dangerous practice that I have campaigned against, but the Executive allows it in serious investigations. She would not answer any questions about you or your brother. During the override her mind shut down – self-preservation.”

High-pitched ringing in my ears returns. I can’t feel my hands or feet. “Shut down? What – she’s unconscious … like a coma?”

“Close enough.”

I press my palms to my numb face. I did this. I did this to her. “Will she come round?”

“I do not know. She is in our intensive care unit.” His eyes bore into mine. “It need not be in vain if you tell me where your brother is. I will go and test him myself.”

Splintered with regret and uncertainty, I say it through my teeth. “I don’t know where he is.”

“Do you at least know where my sister is?” A voice, low and rasping from the back of the room. Jamie.


BLAME

Jamie leans against the doorframe, his bloodshot eyes riveted on me. Bare chest, bare feet, pale blue scrubs riding low on his hips, his hair shorn to a “disciplinary” quarter-inch, lending a brutal quality to his cheekbones and jaw. He takes shuffling steps forwards, red grooves around his wrists, a red welt across his chest where the chair restraints have dug into his skin.

“Jamie.” Tesla turns to him. “You must lie down.”

Jamie doesn’t hear him, his eyes widening over me, my hair, my gown, my bandaged wrists. Something like dismay crosses his face. Maybe concern. A brief flare of emotion before he remembers his rage and his face hardens to flint.

“You’re too weak,” Tesla says.

“I’m fine.” But the effort of crossing the room leaves him sweating; it beads his torso and his arms tremble when he leans on the back of a chair at the end of the bed.

His scent and signal torture me. I can’t look at him, too angry, too guilty to trust my face not to show it all, too embarrassed about my hair and the state of my body. On the counter behind Tesla, glass test tubes begin to dance in their wire holders.

Everybody looks at the jangling vials and then at me.

I close my eyes but the high-pitched ringing doesn’t pass. Not now. Calm down.

“What is that?” Benjamin asks.

“Her ETR can interrupt the frequency of glass when she’s agitated.”

I hate the her and she of Jamie’s explanation almost as much as I hate my loss of control.

“The glass in the mess hall,” Tesla says.

“What?” Jamie turns his head.

“Davis threatened her with his baton,” Benjamin says. “She was afraid.”

“I was not.”

Benjamin doesn’t argue but matches my glare.

“So?” Jamie, his accent pronounced. “What did you do with Kitty? Use her as bait to lure your brother out of his cage?”

I can’t argue lying down; it makes me feel too vulnerable with Jamie glowering above me. I struggle to sit up but the pain is crippling. Sighing, Tesla leans down and surprises me by inclining the head of the bed. I clutch the sheet for something to hold onto. “She was safe the whole time. You know I’d never let anything happen to her.”

“You happened to her.”

“I asked her for help.”

“She thinks she owes you. You took advantage of that!”

“She was supposed to go home after the – the allergy test. I dropped her off at the train station.”

Jamie pulls his lips back from his teeth. “That’s what you call dangling my sister in front of that animal – an allergy test?”

“She was waiting in the motel when I got back with Aiden. I told her to go home but she wouldn’t leave. You know what she’s like.”

“She trusted you and you manipulated her!”

“Yes, she trusts me. Why couldn’t you? I showed you the memory!” Hot in the face, I jerk up on my elbow and collapse back, grimacing. “You felt Aiden deactivate in the KMT. Don’t pretend you didn’t.”

“It doesn’t prove he’s safe for good!” The effort of shouting nearly makes him topple.

Tesla steadies his arm. “Lie still, Evangeline. You will reopen your wounds.”

“What?” There’s a drop in Jamie’s voice and he shakes Tesla off like he’s about to move towards the bed, but then stops himself. “What wounds?”

“None of your business.”

Jamie makes a sharp appraisal of my body, his gaze searching for evidence of damage.

A three-chime alert rises from a desk behind Tesla. He swears under his breath. “We are out of time. They want you back in ReProg. Please, Evangeline. You must tell me where your brother is hiding. I will go and test him myself.”

Bolts of adrenaline chill me at the thought of going back to the chair. I want to believe Tesla. I’m desperate to believe him but what could I tell him for sure? I don’t want to even hint at Aiden’s first stop. “No.”

“Tell him,” Jamie says. “You can trust Ethan.”

“I don’t trust any of you.”

“You’ll only make things worse for yourself.”

“I’m here because you reported me.”

“You put Kitty in danger!”

“But she’s home now, isn’t she? She’s safe.”

Jamie sneers. “Like that makes up for–”

“She isn’t,” Benjamin says.

“What?” Jamie straightens. “You picked her up.”

“She ran.” Benjamin opens his hands. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t find her. We’ve been tracking your parent’s calls. They reported her missing this morning.”

“Where is she?” I can’t tell if Jamie asked the question or me. My thoughts tumble, half-formed things. I remember the flash of honey-blonde hair at the back of the 7-Eleven. She saw them take me. Did she check her car? Davis had the keys. She could have called her folks; they would have picked her up. What was she thinking?

“Where would she go?” Jamie asks me, his face stricken.

“I don’t know.”

“Would she have gone after Aiden?” Tesla asks. “To warn him?”

“Gone after …?” Jamie’s eyes roll up and he hits the floor.


PROXY

Restraints rise from the edges of the chair, clamping my wrists, ankles, chest and hips. My heart slams, my mind like a house full of poltergeists, cupboards banging, windows rattling, furniture flying. Chaos.

Tesla is back on the metal platform in the observation room, his face a hard mask. Knox and the other members of the Executive all look spent.

“It has been a long day, Evangeline. I expect your compliance.” Knox nods at Felicity.

“Activate Symbiosis,” she says from beside me, her expression bleak and unforgiving after my escape from the ward. The black chemical rises and the room closes in. “Child,” she calls and the glass shifts from shimmering to swirling shadow. She and Benjamin wheel the bed to the door. I catch a glimpse of Benjamin as he hurries out, his face taut, the shudder through his body. I take petty pleasure in his fear, though it’s stupid of me to feel betrayed by him, like he was the Affinity agent I expected to trust. Why? Because he was Jamie’s friend?

There are no more reassuring words from Knox. The head and armrests glow, the calm blocks my crippling anxiety, uncramps my muscles, I’m warm and tipsy and confused once more.

“Get me the location of the brother,” Knox’s voice, chilling, decisive and I’m distantly aware he’s not asking me a question but issuing a command to the Proxy. He wants her to take the information from me. I feel a presence in the bandwidth – an intent.

“First,” Tesla says, “show us the Deactivation.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Ethan. You can’t seriously–”

Instantly, the intent shifts, like a predator offered a more appealing prey. I sense eagerness in the presence and a willingness that opens the bandwidth wide. A vast space. An ocean. Taken by a powerful current, I’m drawn quickly, deeply into darkness. An eruption of colour in the centre, fanning out, painfully bright, a lifetime of memory spread across a black velvet cloth. Then a dizzying zeroing in. I’m on the cold forest floor, fire in my shoulder, the throb of the psychic tether that bound me to Kitty tugging behind my belly button. The sound of Kitty’s weeping, Jamie above me, calling my name, his hands on me, his arms around me, the smell of blood and gun metal in the frosty night air. I turn my head and there, lying in a spreading scarlet pool, Aiden. The memory of his last attempt on Kitty’s life, out in the grounds of the Gallaghers’ estate.

There’s no skipping ahead or smudging of details –nothing like the first Harvest. This time it’s a systematic laying out of events, step by step. When they rush me into the operating room, park my bed next to Aiden’s, the blood transfusion, the Transfer of my Spark memory – it all plays out. Aiden’s seizure as my blood and KMT hit his system simultaneously, the shocking release as the tether breaks, the eerie absence of threat in the bandwidth. My fear for Kitty – gone. I know the sensations won’t Transfer to screen but the Proxy will feel it all and that’s where my fuzzy hope lies.

I become aware then of voices raised in anger. My consciousness bringing me almost to the surface before I’m tugged back down and then a smell, musty and pungent. Pee?

It’s definitely pee. Beyond the ammonia tang of disinfectant, or the gluey breath of recirculated air, there’s pee and sweat. Have I wet myself? In front of the Executive? I go to feel the front of my gown and realise the restraints are gone and someone is holding my hand. Cool slim fingers twine with mine, fine bones but a firm grasp.

Startled, I squeeze in reflex.

The cool fingers squeeze back.

I open my eyes and stumble – concrete beneath my feet. Before me in the middle of the ReProg room, Jamie slumps in the straps of the suspended chair, white medical scrubs from the waist down, bare chest glistening with sweat, his breathing ragged. His head hangs forwards, blood on his chin, dripping down his front, his hair short and bristling. His wrists are raw beneath the restraints and there’s a wet patch over his crotch and thigh. A trail of urine beneath the chair stains the slope to the drain and I want to look away. I want to cover him.

“Everybody pees.” The girl with silver eyes, chalky skin and white hair. The one who lay in the bed next to mine when I first woke on the ward, frightening me when she turned her head.

I try to pull away, rustling in my paper gown.

Her fingers tighten around mine. “Don’t do that. They’ll know and they’ll increase the Symbiosis. You don’t want to be a vegetable, do you?”

“Jamie.” But I don’t know what to say and he doesn’t look up. I’m probably the last person he wants to see but I’m so confused. He was still in Tesla’s lab when they took me to ReProg and I’m pretty sure his pants were blue.

“He can’t hear you. This is a memory.”

Breathing shakily, I stare at her, at Jamie, the black glass walls, darting a sharp glance over my shoulder, expecting to see Knox, Tesla and the Executive glaring down at me from the metal walkway. The glass reveals nothing, nothing but Jamie nodding and alone in the chair.

“We’re vampires.” She chuckles and waves at where her reflection should be in the glass, where my reflection should be. “Spinny, huh?”

My head is spinning. I stagger but don’t pull away, unable to comprehend. This isn’t real. It can’t be real. I’m dreaming. This is a dream.

“Sort of,” the Proxy says … and I know without needing an explanation that that is who she is, though I was expecting the blue-eyed child from Felicity’s memory, the blonde hair and peachy skin.

“I grew up,” she says. “That was an old memory. The goo-tank bleaches everything – you’ve seen Felicity’s hand.”

“I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“I thought it would be easier to talk to you like this,” she says, rustling in her paper gown. “You’re very strong and I don’t want to hurt you. Jamie makes you feel safe so I thought here would be a good place.”

Safe? I couldn’t think of a less appropriate word for how I feel about Jamie or where I am right now. “What did they do to him?”

“Don’t worry - they kept to the limits of the reform but, you know, it’s still pretty awful. I suppose it has to be or we’d all just do what we liked.”

I go to reach for Jamie’s hand, stop myself and pull back.

“Everybody pees,” she says again. “Some vomit or bleed, hence the drain, but everybody pees. You think they’d use a catheter but they’d rather you wet yourself. Shame can be motivating too. That’s why Robert had your hair butchered. He’s big into the old ways.”

A sticky sob catches in my throat. “They hurt Jamie because of me.”

“Yeah,” she says. “And your mom.”

My heart squeezes to a stop.

“You have a fascinating family.”

I’m unable, at first, to find my voice. “Then they know everything?”

“I haven’t told them.” She smiles softly. “Not yet.”

Not yet? I search her face but she watches me with her bland smile, not giving anything away. She’s playing with me. She wants something.

She looks away. “Jamie was to deactivate, you know.”

The bruised feeling in my chest throbs. “Maybe he still can.”

She raises her eyebrows.

“We haven’t …”

“I didn’t mean sex. I meant how you got the program shut down.”

Heat flashes up my neck.

“It’s a pity,” she says and there’s a smile in her voice. “The sex, not the program. He’s very beautiful, like Ethan at this age, sort of raw and refined at the same time.”

The potent memory of Tesla strapped to the chair returns to me, and the weird stirring of desire. Was it her in my head, before the Symbiosis started?

“Can you blame me?” she says. “Ethan was gorgeous. Still is, if you ask me.”

I shiver at the thought of how far her powers might reach.

“You’d be surprised,” she says.

“Were you really there when I woke up on the ward?”

“In a way.” She shrugs and cocks her head at Jamie. “He feels wonderful in your mind.”

The shiver becomes a crawling feeling.

“All that electricity.” She sighs. “All that wholeness. I haven’t felt many Synergists. It’s almost intoxicating. Don’t worry, I won’t tell them about that either.”

The sheer creepiness of it stalls me.

She draws closer to Jamie, bringing me with her. “He’s very angry with you, for valuing a stranger’s life more than his sister’s – your best friend’s. You put her at risk, betrayed his trust, his parents’ trust. You’re a liar and a sneak, Evangeline. You only think about yourself.”

It hurts, a winding pain, like being punched in the gut, but it also feels familiar – that cruel voice. Was it her in my head when Knox was questioning me, telling me how selfish and ruthless and cruel–

“Yes,” she says. “But they weren’t my words. I was simply reflecting your feelings back to you.”

I try to stay calm. “So you know everything I’m thinking?”

“Here, in the Symbiosis.” She bites her lips. “Do you know why he’s so angry?”

“Of course I do.”

“He’s afraid.” She touches her forefinger to Jamie’s chest then the flat of her hand and closes her eyes. “An unbearable fear of his own powerlessness to protect the people he loves.”

It seeps into me and expands, fear like tidal waves, earthquakes, forest fires, flash floods, lightning strikes, acts of God. I’m swallowed, shaken, burned, drowned, struck down and devastated by my own uselessness. “Stop it,” I choke, tears on my face.

She slips her hand from Jamie’s chest like a parting caress and instantly the horror lifts. “It’s not rational,” she says. “He has control issues.”

But Jamie’s terror is just like mine and that’s what leaves me trembling.

She nods her head, a slow up and down swing. “If I had a brother, I think I would help him too. Even if he was a killer.”

“Aiden is not a killer,” I say, my teeth clamped together. “You saw the KMT, you felt the change.”

She smiles her small wrong smile. “Jamie doesn’t believe you. Nobody does, except your mother.”

“What about Tesla?”

“Ethan believes in measurable evidence.”

I suppose it’s better than an outright no. I hesitate then ask, “Can I trust him?”

“You’re asking me who to trust?” The Proxy’s smile widens, her eyes ranging over my face. “You have a very pretty mouth. Jamie loves your mouth.”

I snap my lips closed.

She dabs at her lower lip, lifting her shoulders to sigh. “He’s a good kisser, isn’t he?”

I screw my face up. “What?”

“She thinks so too. Deactivation is painful, you know, but even when it hurt she didn’t mind kissing him.”

A coiling feeling tightens my stomach, my joints, and heat grows in my chest. A burst of colour in my periphery and I turn my head, a blooming vision in the black glass. A memory opens up that my brain has no framework for. Jamie’s hands fumble loose the buttons on a woman’s blue blouse, his hands slip the shirt off. A cream lace bra. A tumble of sandy hair over narrow shoulders. His hands slide up behind a slender neck and her face comes into focus. Helena. I remember her from the photo Jamie’s mother showed me. She’s older than me, early twenties, rosebud mouth, blue eyes. Her lips move but I can’t hear her speak.

“I see you,” the Proxy murmurs, her words syncing with Helena’s. “I know you, I choose you, As you choose me and know me and see me as I am–”

“No.” I try to tug away. Inside, it’s like slipping off a ledge, that sudden loss of foundation and the plummet into space. I can’t look away.

“I bind myself to you in trust,” the Proxy continues, tightening her grasp. “This is what I believe, It is the truth that I choose as you choose me.” Helena’s eyes flutter closed. Her lips part and her chin tilts up.

“No!” I tear my hand free.

A lash of pain lights up the back of my skull and everything is black. A squall of static. Pressure swells inside my chest. Fire in my spine. I thrash against my restraints, agony in my wrists and a terrible roar in my ears before my eyes spring open. Back in my body. Back in the chair. Blood in my mouth. Blood on the armrests, smeared and glowing ruby red. The noise in the room hurts my ears. Knox commanding something, Tesla swearing, the sound of my own screaming reverberating off the walls. My tears come. The hot slip of them over cheek and jaw to pool in the creases of my neck. I gasp for insufficient pockets of air, my nose closing from the pressure, my chest buckling with shallow sobs as I try not to stretch my back.

Grief like a geyser, for the memory of Jamie’s hands on a blue blouse, for a lacy cream bra and a slender neck, for the words of the sanction on her lips, for everything I didn’t see. I force myself to picture what would have followed, brutalising my imagination with her hands on his chest, at his waist, on his belt. Him laying her down, his mouth on her neck, his weight on her hips. Her hands on his back, tracing his scars and her – her not fainting.

My jealousy is a monstrous, roaring, fevered thing and I’m blind and insensible until I’m sore all over from clenching my muscles, hoarse and half-suffocated from tears and sheer exhaustion in a pain-weakened body.

He said – he told me it wasn’t like that between them. Not “together” together. Not touching or kissing or taking clothes off “together”.

Is that what he said?

And I don’t know if that doubt is the Proxy or me. Is that what he said? Had I just wanted to believe it wasn’t like that to justify giving in to my own pathetic and insistent want of him? And what use is jealousy over someone I’ve lost all rights to? Aren’t I the betrayer of trust? The Proxy’s words stab at me. You’re a liar and a sneak, Evangeline. You only think about yourself. Then I’m falling again into darkness, the bandwidth like a chasm as I plunge.


PRISONER

“Do you know why it’s a secret?” The Proxy. Her cool slim hand holds mine. She tugs my arm.

When I open my eyes, I am standing again in ReProg, this time it’s my own body strapped in the chair. Tesla and Knox’s voices echo faintly in the background. I look terrible, like I’m having a massive seizure, my face contorting, my body straining beneath the restraints. I watch repulsed as wetness spreads on the front of my gown and trickles from the edge of the seat, a translucent yellow spatter on the concrete floor. Somehow I’m dry where I stand.

“Sorry about that,” she says. “It was bound to happen.”

I try to yank free from her grasp but I’m too weak.

“Don’t do that.” She squeezes my hand, grinding my finger bones. “Don’t fight me. I told you before, what use is it if you become a vegetable?”

“What do you want?” I lean away from her.

“I asked you a question. Do you know why it’s a secret?”

“What?”

“Your parents, your birth, your brother – God, what else?” She squints at me like I’m simple. “Did Miriam explain it to you, or not?”

“She – she said it would be dangerous if anyone knew.”

She nods at my body in the chair. I’ve stopped seizing. My eyes are closed and I seem to be asleep. The Proxy turns to me and searches my face. “I’m sorry.” She nods at the screen. “It was cruel of me to show you that. Childish. But, wow, the whole Synergist jealousy thing is something else.”

I don’t reply, partly because I’m exhausted and confused by the sudden turns and mostly because I don’t want to talk about Jamie and Helena. I don’t trust myself not to lose it. I want to crawl into my bed and sleep and never wake.

“Brünnhilde,” she says with a smirk.

Wrong-footed, I look at her blankly. “What?”

“She was a warrior queen from Norse mythology. Isn’t that what Ethan calls you?”

I scowl at the teasing in her voice, embarrassed to know Tesla has been making fun of me.

“No, it suits you,” she says. Then changing tack, “You shouldn’t be angry with Jamie. You can’t blame him for having a past relationship. It wasn’t like he cheated on you. Besides, it might not even mean what you think it means. It can be hard to know what to believe.”

“It’s none of your business.”

She gives a brittle laugh. “Everything is my business, otherwise they wouldn’t float me in the tank.”

She looks back over her shoulder at the black glass. There in cinematic display is my memory of the night after Barb shot me. Jamie sits in Kitty’s reading chair, pulling his shirt up over his head, balling the fabric in his hands, his expression uncertain. My hand reaches out and strokes his cheek. The moment of relief. Seeing it feels like a knuckle pressing a bruise in my chest. My voice hitches. “You’re sick …”

Impossibly, the scene changes point of view. There I am, half naked and cradling my bandaged arm.

How is the Proxy doing it?

“Practice.”

It’s like an external camera moving slowly around Jamie and me. Pitifully, it’s the sight of my hair spilling down my back and Jamie’s hands tangling in it that makes me want to cry, but then it’s the whole scene, the slow unspoken exchange of reconciliation, shadows slipping over our skin as we find our way back to each other.

But overriding it all, there’s violation, humiliation, shame. My private memories exposed. I hate knowing Tesla can see it. Knox. All of them like a pack of voyeurs. I want to shout and swear and beat the screen with my fists. Helpless tears blur my vision, wet my cheeks.

The Proxy sniffs next to me, her silver eyes huge and swimming. “This is my favourite. Even more than the willow, and seriously, I love the willow, but this is … raw. You should feel it in Jamie’s memory.” She rolls her eyes up, fills a sigh with yearning.

My skin crawls.

“It’s a crime you haven’t slept with him.” She wipes her cheeks with her free hand and chuckles at my scowl. “It is. The whole Synergist buzz. It’s like a drug. Better than drugs and he’s divine and you’d be good at it. I can tell.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Don’t be embarrassed, I know you want to be with him.” She smirks. “It won’t be long. Your body is already adjusting, your nervous system catching up to your signal. Soon you won’t faint any more. I suppose if you’re desperate you could sleep with a regular boy. It’s just, ugh, why would you want some No-Signal-Civ?”

“Let me go.”

“Do you want me to tell you if he slept with her? I know you were thinking about it.”

I jerk my arm. “Go to hell.”

“I could show you.”

I squeeze her hand hard to hurt her, but my strength evaporates and my arm turns limp.

“Don’t,” she says, the humour gone from her face.

“Then what do you want?” I jerk my head at the screen, where the scene has skipped to the morning after the gunshot, my body entwined with Jamie’s on the recliner, mouths and hands roaming. “To humiliate me, torture me, make me piss myself, threaten me with brain damage? To get your perverted kicks? What else?”

“Not much,” she says, keeping her expression even. “Maybe a little sunshine. Fresh air.”

Like I’ve walked into a pole, I blink, dazed and slow to understand. “Sunshine?” Then comes an icy sliver of realisation.

She’s a prisoner.

“Slave.” Her eyes flit over my face, a slight tremor in her lips.

I feel it then, in the bandwidth. Like a giant wave stopped mid-peak, its shadow stretches out across my mind. Rage, hopelessness, desperation. She’s holding it back but I can sense the weight behind it. She could crush me, drown me in a static super-storm, leave me dribbling and incoherent, lost in my own mind. It’s frightening, her power and despair. Then my tears aren’t for me. Though I don’t invite them, they come. “Stop.”

“Not very nice, is it? Being forced to feel? You get to choose when you Transfer or Harvest. I’ve never had a choice.”

I swipe the moisture from my face, shaky in the aftermath.

“Don’t get me wrong; there are okay bits like love and sex, if it’s not gross stuff, but mostly it’s dire. That’s a good word isn’t it?” Her eyes move towards the door. “Felicity says it a lot.”

There’s warmth in her voice for the older woman. She likes her.

“Mostly.”

I wonder if she’s her mother, but I think Felicity’s too old.

“Close as I’ll get to one,” the Proxy says. “Felicity’s more like a keeper, but I’m not supposed to call her that. It upsets her. She can be kind and she likes to look after me. I guess I’m as close as she’ll get to a daughter.”

I don’t want to feel sympathy for the Proxy. Everything about her repels me, her creepy irises, her corpse skin, the off way she smirks and laughs, the cruelty in her mouth, but the idea of being kept by Affinity, used over and over to dredge the crap from people’s memories, submerged in a tank for hours at a time … It’s unthinkable.

“Your mother did the right thing, keeping you a secret. Mine, whoever she was, wasn’t as well connected. Though it might have been nice to have another playmate. You’re strong. I can tell you would have survived. Or maybe I could have had more fun with your brother.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Synergist offspring, we make the strongest telepaths. That’s why they claim us from birth. But the survival rate is low. Often our bodies are too immature to cope with having our ETR artificially triggered. I was strong. They triggered me when I was five. I did my first Harvest when I was seven. By ten I could do it without killing the subject.”

“Your parents … they were Synergists.”

“Like yours. I’ll keep your secret if you help me.”

My head rings, hollow as a shell, and I stare at her in uncomprehending silence. A weight slides into my belly. I want to sit down. Lie down. Curl up. I can’t think straight. This is what Miriam has worked so hard to keep from Affinity … that Aiden and I are the children of her Synergist relationship. I picture my skin and hair bleached of colour, my eyes pale, sunless hours, claustrophobia in a tank. I don’t even wonder why Miriam didn’t tell me. Like Tesla said before, she wouldn’t want the knowledge in my head for them to Harvest and use against me. “You – you think I can bust you out of Affinity?”

“It won’t be a prison break. They’ll let me go with you.”

“With me?”

“I’ll tell them that I felt the Deactivation. Tesla will convince the Executive to test Aiden. A research opportunity. Robert will be against it but the Executive will overrule him. I know these people. I know how it will play out. They’ll give you forty-eight hours to locate your brother and bring him in. I know you don’t know where he is, but you know where you sent him and you can track signals.”

“Not at that distance!”

“That’s why you’ll need me to go with you, to boost your telepathic reach.”

“I won’t give him up. They don’t give a damn if he’s deactivated. They’ll kill him.”

“Ethan won’t let them.”

I shake my head. “Tesla’s one of them.”

“He’ll protect Aiden. He’ll protect you. You know why.”

I blink. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Close your eyes. I won’t put it on the screen.”

“What?” But my eyes grow heavy.

“Du bist genau wie deine Mutter,” she chuckles. “Isn’t that what he said? You’re just like your mother.”

I’m in the bandwidth and the burst of colour is immediate and the perspective disorienting, like it was in the memory of Jamie and me, seen from the point of view of an outsider rather than one of the participants. Long dark hair spills down a slender, pale back, strong tanned arms surround her. They are young and naked to the waist, fused at the mouth, chest, hip. Miriam and Tesla.


MANIPULATION

I jolt on my side in the dim light, a sharp crack then fire in the back of my skull. A cry of pain behind me. A muttered curse above me. I sit up, gasping. Instantly awake, eyes watering from the pain of whatever I smacked my head on.

Tesla swears again, hovering by the surgical bed. He drops an empty syringe into a kidney-shaped bowl and presses a cotton swab to my bicep. “Adrenaline,” he says, his eyes gouged by dark shadows. “I gave you as long as I could but we are out of time. You told them nothing about where Aiden is, but the Proxy confirmed she felt the Deactivation and that you know Aiden’s first stop. They will let me test him but we must hurry.”

Behind me, a groan and the shifting weight of a heavy body makes the narrow bed wobble. I look back at the same time as I become conscious of Jamie’s signal, shocked to find him so near and shirtless. Propped on his elbow, one hand pressed to a rising welt on his cheekbone, the other gripping his forehead as though resisting a migraine, he peers through his fingers and rasps, “What the hell?”

A split-second image flashes in my mind. Jamie and I curled on the tiny mattress, the back of my gown laid open, my bandaged spine pressed to his warm chest, his arm around my waist, hidden beneath the front of my gown, his hand limp in sleep sandwiched between my breast and the bed, his legs tucked up beneath mine. The flash goes, but the remembered heat of his body tingles through me and the air on my exposed back tells me the memory is real.

I stagger to my feet, almost toppling into Tesla, who steadies me. Twisting away, I reach to close the back of my gown from Jamie’s sight. Shame, more for my wounds than my nakedness, like I can’t bear for him to know about my scars. “What is this?”

“Expedience.” Tesla rubs his face. “Your Synergist link accelerates healing and we are on a tight schedule. Thank you, Jamie. At least she did not break your nose. You can get dressed.”

Jamie rises gingerly, finding his balance. The skin has split over the welt beneath his eye. It adds to the brutality of his appearance – shorn head and stubble shading his jaw. I don’t look at his chest, or the slope of his stomach or the sharp V of pelvic muscle plunging into the waistband of his scrubs. Heat flames in my cheeks, awareness of my body, of Jamie, of Tesla next to me, watching my face burn and probably knowing precisely why it burns.

The benefits of Synergist Coding can’t be denied. My pain is greatly reduced; I have more freedom of movement, strength in my joints. Pity it does nothing for my internal bleeding. The image of Helena’s upturned face, Jamie touching her neck, the murmur of the Proxy, the words of the sanction – bruises for a lifetime.

“It wasn’t my idea.” He stops by the end of the bed, a hard line drawn between his eyebrows, his dark eyes indicating me and the bed. There’s no malice in it, no bitter inflection, but all my heat goes. We may have slept in each other’s arms, signals resonating, but the distance between us is a chasm wide with betrayal and blame and things that cannot be unspoken or unseen. He steps past me, not meeting my gaze, making his way to the room in the back where he closes the door, leaving Tesla and me alone.

There’s a moment where we’re both just staring at the closed door then finally Tesla moves. He reaches for a brown paper bag and tips my clothes, freshly laundered, onto the bed. “Get dressed.”

I’m sweating by the time I get my jeans on, the effort of bending, the stiffness in my muscles from hours of ReProg followed by hours of lying on my side. The insistence of pins and needles in my spine tells me I am long overdue for a run. Beyond the curtain, Tesla clatters through the lab, riffling through cupboard doors.

Say something. Confront him. Make him admit who he is. But it’s too huge to get my head around. Ethan Tesla, my father. That void in my history now filled with a name, a person, living, breathing, solid, separate from myself. Instead I say, “Forty-eight hours isn’t a lot of time.”

The rustling and banging stops. “They would not allow the Proxy to be away from the compound any longer than that.”

“She says you won’t let them kill Aiden. Or not till you’re sure.”

There’s a pause then he says, “That is correct.”

“I told her I would refuse to go after him.”

Another pause. “You will not.”

I pull my shirt over my head, a slow wrestle of cotton and reluctant muscle. The unsaid flutters in my chest. “I don’t care if she tells them what I am.”

Silence. “She told you.”

“She showed me.”

A long pause. “You should care.”

The tape on my spine pulls at my skin as I twist and tug the shirt into place. It almost chokes me to ask, “Would you get in trouble if they knew you were my–?”

A shadow falls across the curtain. Tesla sighs. “That is of little concern.”

“Would they hurt Miriam?”

“She is already hurt. It would serve no purpose to give up the truth about us.”

I yank the curtain back. “Miriam resisted the Symbiosis for nothing.”

Tesla holds a large leather carry bag, a jumble of equipment in it. He lowers it onto the counter and turns to face me. “I believe the Proxy pushed her further than necessary.”

“What?”

“It serves her purpose. She told them you cannot find your brother without her assistance. The Executive will not let her leave the compound without a guarantee that you will return her safely. She told them she could bring Miriam out of stasis and suggested it would be the best means of inspiring your compliance. You find your brother and return the Proxy without incident and you get your mother back.”

A high-pitched whine stabs through my inner ear. “She hurt Miriam so she could manipulate me into doing what she wants?” All around the room glass objects clatter and skip. “That little bitch. That sick little bitch. She’s not going to help Miriam. She wants to escape. Tell them! Tell the Executive they can’t trust her!”

Tesla looks pained. “The Executive are aware of her agenda. It is not the first time she has tried. She will not escape, but you can imagine her desperation.”

“You feel sorry for her?” My mouth twists. “She’s evil!”

“Because we have made her so.”

“You can’t trust her.”

“No, but we have an opportunity to save your brother and whether the Proxy follows through on her promise or not, your mother would want us to help him.”

“She’ll run.”

“Benjamin, Davis and Felicity will come with us. They will guard her. Jamie will join us also to find his sister.”

“You can’t trust Benjamin. You can’t trust any of them! They all want Aiden dead. I don’t care if she tells them who I am; I’m not giving him up.” My whole body shakes, my ears ring and pop, pressure building in my head. The rattling test tubes infuriate me – evidence of my lost control. With a cry of frustration I fling my arm out as though I can silence the glass with a gesture. What I don’t expect is the instant bolt of energy that flashes through me, the relief and release of it through my hand and the shock wave that hits the test tubes. It’s not loud, the explosion. A cloud of tiny glistening shards one moment, a pile on the counter the next.

The door opens at the back of the room. Jamie’s signal touches mine.

I don’t see him. Tesla has me by the arms. His eyes drill mine. “I am doing everything I can to keep the last eighteen years of our lives from counting for nothing.” His voice is rough, his accent broadened with feeling. “If you give the Proxy reason to betray your identity, then we–”

Jamie crosses the floor. “What do you mean, her identity?”

The sliding door opens and the three of us freeze. Benjamin strides in, Davis behind him. “It’s time.”


MIRIAM

Run. That’s my instinct. The sheer intensity of my panic closes my throat. It makes the looming walls of the compound corridors seem to lean in above me, faceless concrete like a tomb. I resist the urge to gasp for air, to shove my way out from among the men who surround me. Benjamin and Davis in front, Jamie and Tesla in back. Where would I go that Affinity couldn’t find me?

We march through globes of artificial light towards a familiar wing.

I try to iron it out in my head, fasten down the edges. Whatever Tesla says, I don’t trust Affinity. They’ll kill Aiden. But if I say I won’t go, the Proxy will spill that I’m a Synergist kid and what, I become lab equipment? I don’t give a damn about that right now but if I go and the Proxy escapes, Miriam’s brain will be permanently fried. If by some miracle we find Aiden and they accept he’s deactivated, what then? I don’t believe for a second they’d let him walk.

They should have drowned us when we were born, like feral kittens in a sack. Would have saved us all a lot of trouble.

“A goddamned Stray?” Davis eyes me with loathing over his shoulder as he strides ahead. “They want to test the son of a bitch? Bullshit waste of time and resources.”

“If the assignment is too much for you, Mr Davis …” Tesla begins.

Davis missteps and rights himself. “I wasn’t saying that, sir. It’s just … not how we usually roll.”

“If Affinity believes it is worth investigating, then it is for the benefit of the entire organisation. We must keep an open mind.”

Davis nods, the muscle in his jaw knotting.

We reach the recovery ward and pass by, stopping at a door to its left. The door opens and I feel that terrible slowing in time, like walking on the moon in a gravity suit, struggling to propel myself or keep balance.

The room is a small ICU. The Executive wait in a loose semicircle around Miriam, who lies in a hospital bed. Her hair is cut ragged like mine, a paper gown, dried blood on her bandaged wrists, sensor pads at her temples and one blinking over her heart. Her chest rises and falls, slow compressions, her breath drawing in and out, wet susurrations through a hard plastic tube. It draws my full focus, the tube. Protruding from her mouth, it glistens with saliva, a concertina bend to hook over her chin, rubbing the skin beneath to pink, connected to a monitor with an automatic bellows. Her teeth scrape against the plastic and I can see the smooth curve of it disappearing down the back of her throat. I swallow.

“The intubation ensures enough oxygen to the brain,” the older woman says, the one who looks like Felicity. Knox stands next to her, his mouth sour and hard. “If you return within forty-eight hours with your brother and the Proxy, we will set aside time for restorative therapy, where the Proxy will focus on amplifying your aunt’s regenerative signal. Any longer than forty-eight hours and your aunt will be left as she is.” She pauses as though she expects me to speak.

I don’t say anything. I don’t look at anyone but Miriam.

“Felicity and the Proxy will meet you in the transport. It is extremely important that …” The woman’s voice goes on, all civilised with her calmly veiled threats. I don’t even wonder why she’s doing the talking and not Knox; it’s happening just the way the Proxy said it would.

I want to touch Miriam but my fingers are icy with the flood of adrenaline. I rub them on my pants. It doesn’t help. I slip my hand under hers anyway. She’s warm as blood and her pulse is steady, her heart in the palm of my hand. I reach for her hair and try to pat it down on the pillow, ignoring my trembling and the blur of my tears. I don’t sob. I make no sound. I won’t give them my grief.

I reach into the bandwidth, pushing past the blast of the Executive signal mix and Jamie and Davis and Benjamin, like moving through a loud and crowded room. Miriam isn’t there. Her absence is more than I can stand and I bite the inside of my cheek for control. Tesla’s hand settles over my shoulder. The mournful note of his signal – a grief that meets my own. Instead of reducing me to wailing it fills me with resolve. I wipe my face and straighten.

“Understand,” Knox finally speaks up, “this is not a reinstatement of the Deactivation Program, but an isolated investigation. Failure to comply with the terms of the agreement will result in a full disciplinary hearing.”

I keep my focus on Miriam.

“Do you understand, Evangeline?” he makes my name sound poisonous.

I don’t even feel rage, just a brief stab of pain in my ears as I turn to look at him. There’s a small snapping sound and Knox jerks his arm, lifting it to examine the cracked face of his watch. His eyes flash with anger and alarm.

“I understand.”

Tesla steps forwards. “I suggest we get on with it.”


ROAD TRIP

The rumble of an engine breaks briefly into my consciousness, a burst of sound soon muffled and obliterated by darkness. When I finally come to, the engine still rumbles and light flickers beyond tinted windows. I recognise the metal and vinyl smell of the transport van, the discomfort of the four-point harness holding me in my seat against the wall. Before I open my eyes I note the signals in the bandwidth. Jamie first, clearest, closest, resonating and painful because of it. Tesla, a steady chord, a low note. Benjamin, Davis and Felicity. Where is the Proxy?

I open my eyes on hers. Directly opposite, she sits in her own harness, her hair tucked under a cap, a costume of faded jeans and grey sweatshirt, her irises made blue by contact lenses. The corners of her lips pull in, not quite a smile – an acknowledgement, like she’s been sitting there waiting for me to wake up.

The heat and pressure in my chest is instant.

I imagine bursting from my harness to dive at her and slam her skull back on the van wall, breaking her nose with my fist, making her cry out in pain as she tastes her own blood.

She takes Felicity’s pale hand with her left, making me conscious of the bodies around us. Jamie and Davis, either side of me. Benjamin over in the driver’s seat, the back of Tesla’s head where he rides shotgun. Only Jamie, the Proxy and I wear harnesses and I realise we are the only ones who’ve been sedated.

“She’s awake,” Felicity says.

“About time.” Davis dumps a phone in my lap. Google Maps lights the screen and a field waiting for a destination. “Where the hell are we going?”

I don’t touch the phone. “I don’t know where he is.”

He swings his baton up on his knee. Jamie stirs beside me and Tesla swivels in his seat. Davis ignores them. “Hey, I’ve got all the time in the world for your bullshit. It’s not my aunt who’s had her brain fried.”

“We know the first stop is Virginia Beach,” Tesla says, “but we need the address, Evangeline.”

I lift my eyes to the Proxy and force the words through my teeth. “Joss Hill.”

Davis snatches the phone back and taps the name in. The screen loads with a map of Virginia and a blue line stretching down the coast marking the route.

“Where are we?” I ask.

“Leaving DC,” Tesla says.

Davis gets up and takes the phone to him.

Washington, DC? “How long have we been on the road?’

“Two hours.”

“And four to get to Virginia.” I groan. “Damn it, why didn’t we fly?”

“So now you’re in a hurry?” Davis looks back at me. “Make up your mind.”

“Flexibility and discretion,” Tesla says. “Aiden could be anywhere.”

It was a stupid question and I look away.

Jamie tugs at the restraints. “Can we get out of these?”

Davis smirks. “I don’t know. I kind of enjoy seeing you tied up, Richie Rich.”

“Your dirty fantasies aside, would you mind?”

Benjamin snorts in the driver’s seat and Davis scowls, digging a small silver disc from his pocket. “This is set for you and your girlfriend, and the Borg over there.”

Felicity gives Davis a look of disgust but the Proxy doesn’t react. I remember the horrible pain in the back of my skull and the instant loss of strength when Tesla used the device on me.

“Good times,” Jamie says.

Davis taps a code into a keypad on the side of the van wall. There’s a clicking and the harness gives at my hips and I tug it up over my head, my joints slow and thick. I wait for Felicity to help the Proxy from her buckles and straps, a surge of energy flashing through me. I can only hope I’m strong enough. The moment she sits back I launch forwards.

A shout of surprise from Davis, who drops the silver disc.

The Proxy’s fake blue eyes spring wide and her mouth sprays spittle as I drive my half-closed fist into her face, a satisfying crunch on impact.

Felicity screams.

Davis grabs me, then falls with a grunt of surprised pain, dragging me down with him, bruising my knees on the floor. Heavy and struggling, Davis shoves off of me and whirls towards Jamie who sits with Davis’s baton and the silver disc in his hand.

Davis rubs the back of his head.

Turned in his seat, Tesla glares at us.

Benjamin sighs from the driver’s seat. “I told you.”

With a snap, Jamie crushes the disc in his fist and drops it on the floor, grinding the heel of his boot into the remains.

“No!” Felicity reaches towards the small mess of plastic and metal.

The Proxy, cupping her nose and mouth, jerks away from her keeper, her eyes full of hurt.

“Please,” Felicity says, whispering as though she can keep her words from the rest of us. “We would only have used it to keep you safe. That’s all.” But the Proxy hunches away from her.

Tesla barks something in German. He doesn’t sound happy. My knuckles ache. It was a soft-fisted, sloppy punch.

“Jamie, give Davis his baton. Davis, sit down. Evangeline, if you try something like that again, I will personally strap you back in the harness and you will stay there for the remainder of the journey.”

I haul myself up beside Jamie, and Davis slumps back on my right. Felicity digs tissues from a bag beneath her seat but the Proxy won’t take them, using the inside of her sleeve to staunch the blood trickling from her lip, her fake blue eyes glistening and red-rimmed. She seems in that moment small and fragile and I’m conscious of being much bigger and heavier than she is. I wonder if she’s ever been struck before. She leads a cerebral life within the walls of the compound, kept from the other Assets except when needed to assault them telepathically.

The knowledge that I could have been like her tempts me to feel guilty – for being a bully, for using my physical strength against someone unable to defend herself, but then I think of Miriam. I think of the tube, the blank space in the bandwidth and my only regret is that I didn’t punch the Proxy harder.

* * *

The motel unit is small with all of us crammed in the single bedroom/lounge/kitchen and it feels claustrophobic. It’s impossible to block out the noise of so many overlapping signals and I despise the fact that everyone is staring at me, all with varying shades of impatience. I can’t keep the heat from my face or regulate the chaotic gallop of my heartbeat. Knowing that Jamie can see and hear my failure to cope is just as grating. The only one who seems relaxed is the Proxy. She sits opposite me on the end of the bed, her face impassive, electrodes at her temple, like we have all the time in the world. The desire to hit her again curls my fists on my knees.

It irks me that we couldn’t just set up in the van, that it requires any equipment at all. What the hell is the point of being a super telepath if you need transmitters? She said nothing through my bitching and moaning, letting Tesla explain. Boosting is more sensitive than Transferring or Harvesting kinetic memory. It requires a distraction-free environment. The Proxy will lend me her telepathic reach. My sensitivity will increase and my receptors will amplify.

Psychic steroids? I guess I’m well on my way to roid rage.

“Concentrate,” Tesla says.

“I am concentrating.”

“No. You are not.” He taps the leg of my chair, startling me.

He’s right. I’m too distracted. I look at the floor. “I can’t. There’s too much static. Too many signals in the room. Can’t they wait in the van?”

“Right,” Davis says. “We’ll just leave you two by yourselves.”

“I won’t touch her.”

Davis makes to argue but Tesla lifts his hand. “She is right. We will wait outside.”

“No,” Felicity says, moving to the Proxy’s side, placing her hand on the girl’s shoulder.

Tesla digs a silver disc from his pocket. My stomach sinks at the sight of it. They had two. “If there is any problem,” he says, “I will intervene. Let us not waste time.”

“Do you wish me to stay, child?” Felicity leans down but the Proxy turns away from her.

Benjamin turns to the door. Reluctant, Davis follows. Even Felicity leaves before Jamie, who gives me a long hard look.

“What?” It comes out more aggressive and resentful than I feel.

“You’re not the only person with something to lose. I want my sister back.”

I want to shout, The only danger Kitty’s in is because of your interference! I want to yell, Aiden would never hurt her! I want to scream, She’s safe, you stubborn prejudiced bastard! I want to hammer my fists on his chest and force him to admit he’s wrong, that he understands why I did what I did. I want to beg him to forgive me and let me back in and plead my case to his parents. I grit my teeth. “Then let me get on with it.”

When the door clicks closed I stare at the Proxy. She licks her swollen lip. I wait for her to say something. She doesn’t. I realise she hasn’t spoken once since we woke up in the van. Not even when I hit her. My curiosity barely gets to its feet. So what if she’s mute? “Shall we?”

“I’m not mute and no one has ever hit me before.”

“Really? I would have thought most people want to hit you within the first five minutes of having you in their head.”

Her swollen mouth twitches with a small laugh and she winces. “It hurts.”

“It’s supposed to.”

She looks away from me. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

It takes me a moment then I realise she doesn’t mean being hit. She means being her. “I might have given a shit before you fried Miriam’s brain. Now, not so much.” Conscious that there will be someone with genetically enhanced hearing outside the door, I think, I won’t help you escape so you go ahead and tell them what I am.

You’ve already helped me, her voice fills my head.

“What?” I say aloud.

I’m here.

I think, If you try to run, I will seriously hurt you.

I believe you.

I hate her impassive face and close my eyes so I don’t have to look at it. “Get on with it.”

“I can teach you how to block,” she says, aloud. I open my eyes and we’re holding hands, standing next to our seated selves in the motel room. Just like ReProg with the Symbiosis effect. Controlled hallucination. My first instinct is to jerk away. She shakes her head. “I mean it. I can teach you how to block their signals so you can focus no matter who’s in the room.”

“This isn’t playtime.”

“I can teach you how to block precognition in a fight, draw strength from your opponent’s signal and use it to overpower them.”

“Really? Why don’t you do it then?”

She screws her mouth up. “I’m a telepath, not a Shield. My body isn’t strong like yours.”

“We’re wasting time.”

“That thing you do with glass is a form of telekinesis, you know?”

I don’t want to show any sign of interest in anything she has to say that isn’t about finding Aiden and saving Miriam, but she sees my hesitation.

“I can’t even do that, manipulate matter, but I could show you how to focus and control your gift so you can do it on purpose, not just when you’re upset.”

“They’re kind of your things, aren’t they? Control and manipulation.”

“Don’t mock me.”

“Get on with it.” I close my eyes again and this time it’s the comforting black inside of my head. Thank goodness.

“Picture your brother. Bring him into focus. Find a physical memory as if you’re going to Transfer. Remember his signal. Now reach.”

I know immediately this is different. When I reached for Jamie, the night after his mother shot me and he was out stalking Richard and I was bleeding on his parents’ kitchen counter, it was a plunge into static, an ocean of bandwidth, or like trying to see through a storm. This is like standing on a mountain top on a clear night. My spine carries the hum and buzz but there’s no painful zapping pins and needles, no roar in my ears. It’s like flying.

Aiden’s eyes, his nose, cheekbones, mouth, his smile, his voice. I carry the details close, reaching, reaching. I think, Where are you? Aiden. I need you. Miriam needs you.

We’re only a mile or two from Joss Hill. Tesla thought it best to check ahead of time if I could sense him, so we could plan our approach, not wanting to spook Aiden into running or charge into the old summerhouse and start a fight. I wouldn’t let them do that anyway. I would go to Aiden alone. I would sit with him, explain, prepare him for Tesla. I wouldn’t let Davis or Benjamin anywhere near him. My anxiety is all over the place, afraid of finding him and not finding him in equal measure.

“He’s not there,” she says.

“I know.”

“You’re strong.”

What am I supposed to say – thanks?

“Stronger than you think.”

“Not strong enough to block you out.”

“Not yet.”

I open my eyes, in my seat, no out-of-body hallucinations, back in the here and now. The Proxy opens her eyes and starts to peel the sensors from her temples. Tesla strides in with the small silver disc in his hands. “We will take the next reading at the house.”

I don’t ask how he knew we were finished. He must have been listening.

“Do not give up hope,” he says.

I don’t know what to hope for.


RAIN

The house is empty, I tell myself the moment we pull up. It’s impossible to sense anything through the torrential rain, static crackling in my head, but I know Kitty and Aiden aren’t inside. Of course not. It was never the plan for Aiden to sit in the old beach house, waiting. He was just supposed to take the jeep and keep moving, checking back in a fortnight for any sign of a message from me. How far would he travel with two weeks in mind for laying low?

I sense Jamie watching me, the tension in his body, like he might burst from the van at the slightest sign from me that his sister is in there. I make myself meet his gaze and give a small uncertain shake of my head. I don’t know. It’s barely visible but his shoulders drop and I can’t ignore the plunge of regret in my stomach.

“No heat signatures,” Davis says, handing the rectangular scanner back to Benjamin in the front seat. Felicity sighs.

A street away the ocean beats the shore. We sit in the van on the front lawn, the rain pelts the roof. It’s loud. My head aches from six hours in a small space with the static of five other signals. Somehow the Proxy keeps her noise on mute. I envy the others; none of them are wincing and massaging their temples. I can’t wait to get out of the van. Neither can the Proxy, her eyes on the rain-streaked window. She’s holding her breath.

I rivet my focus on her, reaching into the bandwidth for clues. She couldn’t possibly try for an escape now. Not when Tesla can paralyse her, us, with a press of a button. Not out in the open. She couldn’t run far. She swivels her head towards me, a small smile at her lips, but I can’t read a single thing in the static. Not even a pulse.

Benjamin opens the doors, the shoulders of his black sweatshirt already saturated, his skin glistening in the wet, tense, distracted, a warning look in his eyes that says, don’t try anything stupid. I scowl to remind him that I despise him for destroying Aiden’s blood sample, to remind him that I don’t trust him either, then I push past out onto the lawn. Gulping air, ozone and icy damp, I’m grateful for the sodden grass beneath my feet though it soaks my sneakers. Out here the signals fade and the weight on my temples lifts and the noise in my head dials down. I tip my face up, let the rain pool above my cheeks, open my mouth and taste the sea salt in the air. It feels so good to move and stretch after spending the whole road trip holding myself rigid, trying not to bump thighs and shoulders with Jamie.

“Look,” Davis says.

I wipe my face and turn.

He stands beside Benjamin and Jamie, watching the Proxy climb out of the van. Felicity holds her hand, murmuring and reassuring. The Proxy blinks against the pouring rain, ducking her head, but her mouth stretches wide with a smile. She huffs white clouds, a soft grunting laughter. She clings to Felicity, leaning into her, one hand stretched out, palm up for the rain, a gurgle of delight. I realise her anticipation was for this moment and not escape.

With matching frowns, Benjamin and Jamie look away, like her joy is somehow obscene – but it’s not quite disgust, more the discomfort of witnessing something deeply wrong. How old must the Proxy be? At least my age. This shouldn’t be a girl’s first time in the rain.

Davis shudders. “Freak.” He turns to the van and closes the doors with a clap that reverberates through the air. Tesla appears around the side of the van, a warning look on his face as he nods at the neighbouring houses. It’s not quite dark but there are no lights in the windows. These are mostly holiday cottages and it’s nearly winter. There’re not likely to be many people around but still, we don’t want to draw attention.

“Is there a key?” Tesla walks beside me, hunching against the sheeting rain.

I shake my head and lead the way, single file across the lawn and down the side of the house. By the time we climb up onto the back stoop, we’re all soaked through, thunder booming overhead. Davis assesses the deadbolt and opens a leather wallet of picks, like a thief from a movie. He springs the lock in seconds and opens the door into the dim kitchen. I go first, pointedly scuffing my sneakers on the welcome mat. Davis rolls his eyes but follows suit.

The air isn’t stale like a house that’s been shut up for months and the circuit-breaker by the laundry room door shows the power switch is on. It’s cold but not as cold as the house should be if it had been empty and my skin prickles with hyperawareness. The lights come on in the kitchen and the small living room beyond.

The others file in and Davis looks doubtfully at the tidy but old-fashioned interior. “Nice place.”

“Benjamin,” Tesla says, “check the house. Davis, unload the van.”

Davis doesn’t complain, just steps back out into the rain and closes the door. Benjamin examines the living room, the scanner in his hands. I check the key rack above the counter. The key to the jeep is missing and my stomach swoops. Relief? Anxiety? “They’ve definitely been here.”

“Is this the garage?” Jamie slides the laundry room door back but I nip past him, two strides to the garage internal access. I’m shaking as I open the door, Jamie close behind me. No car.

“I guess they got the jeep.”

He doesn’t move, glowering into the empty space. I want to get past but I don’t want to touch him or feel the hum in my skin. It’s bad enough in a tight space, the resonant wash of his signal in and over mine. Finally, he turns, stalks out and I release my breath.


STATIC

Benjamin reports the house is clear. He and Davis take the van to go in search of food. Tesla reminds the rest of us he has the silver disc. In the living room, Felicity spreads her jacket and the Proxy’s sweatshirt over the backs of chairs to dry. The Proxy fidgets by the cold hearth in her socks and short sleeves, intermittently peering up at the ceiling and then at the picture frame above the mantelpiece. The rain roars on the tin roof and each time thunder rolls, she flinches and ducks like the ceiling is about to cave in on her. Something has changed since she’s come inside and Felicity watches the girl, her brow pinched.

The picture above the mantelpiece is one of those grid frames with holes for multiple photographs. I cringe inwardly, knowing I’m in almost every one. In fact, I’m all over the room, down the little hall and in the two bedrooms. This was Nan and Pop’s holiday home. I never spent as much time at Joss Hill as I did at their place in Burton but I was an “only child” with a photographer aunt/mother – it might as well be a shrine to the chronology of my life. I consider bolting through the house tearing pictures from the walls but know it will only draw attention and comment.

Worse still is seeing the Proxy, agitated as she is, poring over the images. My happy, love-filled childhood. Scenes from Pennsylvania, New Hampshire and here. If she’s never felt rain before, chances are she’s never built a sandcastle, swam in the ocean, melted s’mores over a driftwood fire or slept under the stars in the backyard of her grandparents’ holiday home. No one’s catalogued her days in water wings, flip-flops and bikinis.

Tesla doesn’t waste time. He sets up his mobile transmitters on the cherry wood coffee table. Watching him, the Proxy grows more restless. She paces the small room, balling her fists, batting away Felicity’s hands when her keeper tries to soothe her. Thunder booms like cannon blasts and the Proxy covers her head, her eyes rolling at the ceiling beneath the brim of her cap.

“It won’t work,” I say, crouching beside Tesla. “Not in a storm. The bandwidth’s a mess. There’s nothing but static. I can’t even make out the heartbeat of anyone in the room let alone reach through all this interference for a signal.” I drop my voice to a whisper. “Anyway, she’s freaking out. We might as well wait for the weather to clear. Let her calm down.”

He sits back on his heels, listening to the torrential downpour on the roof. I breathe in his scent and can’t help looking for the green in his dark eyes, for any evidence of me in the bones of his face. I try to imagine an untampered childhood where I would have come to this house with him and Miriam and not April. It makes my insides knot with a complicated grief. It’s too weird being here with any of these people. A clash of realities.

“We have used six and a half of our forty-eight hours,” he says.

It makes my chest constrict and I swallow.

“You are right, at least, that there is no point trying while she is like this.” He pushes up to his feet and says to the room, “We wait. Eat. Dry off. Perhaps the weather will pass.”

* * *

The storm doesn’t quit. Beyond the kitchen window the lawn is flooded and trees thrash their limbs, littering the dark yard with torn leaves, broken branches. Lightning forks the sky. The house creaks and groans, awake and unhappy. Inside, the active signals seem unnaturally blended and multiplied by static that makes my head throb. I lean my forehead on the glass for relief.

“Evangeline,” Benjamin says. “You should eat.”

Is he trying to bridge the trust gap with pizza? He sits with Jamie and Davis, his expression tense, shadows beneath his worried eyes. The three of them dwarf the dining table, half-empty pizza boxes ravaged in the middle. Jamie has his back to me; he doesn’t look up. Davis manages to chew and scowl at the same time. The cheese and salami aromas mingle oddly with the fug of wet clothes steaming on the radiator. I’m hungry but I’m not sure I could keep anything down. I shake my head at Benjamin, who seems just as haunted and on edge as me, and leave the kitchen as though I have somewhere else to be.

In the living room, Felicity has coaxed the Proxy onto the couch. The girl sits with her legs folded up, hugging her knees, her eyes flicking towards the ceiling, anticipating thunder. It booms overhead. Felicity wears plastic gloves, trying to feed the Proxy small bites of pre-cut vegetables and meat from a Tupperware container, murmuring what sounds like a rhyme about chewing. Up and down, round and round, the little chompers go. I can’t see Felicity’s face to tell if she’s embarrassed. My first instinct is to turn and share a “holy crap” look with Jamie but I quickly snuff the impulse, my sharing privileges gone.

The Proxy swivels her head like a reluctant toddler, unwilling to open her mouth for a cube of carrot. Her eyes lock on mine, roundly aware and fearful, but why would she be afraid of me? She jerks back in her seat, hissing at Felicity, rubbing a pink welt on the back of her white hand.

“You must eat,” Felicity says.

What the hell? She pinched the girl?

I escape along the narrow hall, so preoccupied by the creep show in the living room that I’m slow to register Tesla through the door of the first bedroom. He sits on the side of the bed, a framed photo in hand. I stall and stare without meaning to. I was hoping to lie down, clear my head. He looks up, a brief flash of awkwardness that makes me want to apologise for intruding, but this is essentially my house, Miriam’s house with Nan and Pop and April gone, and he’s the one touching my family’s things. He is family. The thought makes me prickly, stirring an unwelcome yearning that makes me ashamed.

He puts the frame back on the bedside cabinet and rises to his feet. “They were very alike.”

I glance at the photo. Miriam and April dressed for their first day of high school, grinning, arms linked. I can’t think what to say. I nod.

“I never met her,” he says.

I keep my eyes on the photo, sifting through replies for something that won’t come off judgy or bitter or accusing. “April was the best.”

Hesitating, he says, “Miriam spoke highly of her.”

It catches my attention like a glimmering lure. My head turns, my needy questions rising through dark water. Is it an invitation? Is he opening a door for me? But allowing one question to surface will only trouble hundreds more from the deep and it’s hardly the time or place. Just one, I think, and my mouth starts without me. “You, um … talked to Miriam a lot?”

He does this thing with his eyebrow, a considering sort of undulation like he’s weighing his reply, testing its quality. “No. Only at the beginning and later when this all started.”

I assume the “beginning” was their three months together. The “all” must be me Sparking and unearthing my psychotic twin, but I’m staggered and immediately exceed my question quota. “You didn’t see her for seventeen years?”

His expression closes in, not so much defensive as cautious. “I saw her at the handover of your brother to the Templars. Several years later at an Assembly in the UK. Then last year to witness a Sanctioned Affiliation Ceremony.”

It’s a carefully delivered list, stripped of inflection. I’m taken aback and I can’t help searching his stern face for some sign of emotion. “Three times? In seventeen years?” Before I can help myself I ask, “Did you love her?”

His brow gathers and he drops his gaze. “Love is neither useful nor relevant.”

“Don’t go Spock on me.” My voice wobbles. “I’m not asking much.”

He stares at the floorboards between us and finally says, his voice gruff, “I did … I do.”

“It wasn’t just the Synergist thing?”

“You say that as if it were some parasitic override.”

“Isn’t it?” And I’m not sure if I mean to imply that I think it is. It’s what I’ve feared, that my feelings for Jamie are simply a chemical reaction, artificially induced for the mercenary practicalities of passing on the synthetic gene. Miriam had said it herself, admittedly in the throes of a tirade, a Petri dish experiment, not a relationship.

“You do not understand the function of the synthetic gene,” he says, somehow avoiding making his words sound condescending. “It draws, unlocks and amplifies what is inside you. Your natural affinity. Yes, there is code in your telepathic signature that will always look for its match, but it is more complicated than that. The strength of the Synergist link is fed by your choices, values, experiences, tastes, emotional and psychological development. There are environmental factors.”

Hearing all this doesn’t make me feel better. It makes me sad and suddenly I’m thinking of Miriam’s years of singleness. “I used to wonder why she never went on dates.”

“She could have.”

“Not that I ever heard of.”

“She would have told you?”

“We used to talk about everything before all this.”

He doesn’t respond though his expression softens.

“Would you have minded if she had?” I ask. “Seen other people, I mean.”

Again that drawing in, caution. “I would always want Miriam to be happy, but I accept that I robbed her of that choice where love is concerned.”

“What do you mean, robbed?”

Colour grows in his face, not an outright blush, but evidence of discomfort. “When Synergists … bond … it is a permanent synchronic act, an imprinting that alters and fuses their signals.”

“What, so she could never love someone else?”

“She could love … but there would be no … desire for that person.”

I gape at him, and glance back up the hall, lowering my voice. “So, no sex?”

Now, he really blushes. “I did not say that. Sex would be possible but lacking in … devoid of …”

“You’ve never been with anyone else?” I blurt.

His face darkens. “That is none of your business.”

“It is if I have half-siblings.”

He pulls me into the room and closes the door, thunder booming overhead. “Do not speak of such things.”

I yank my arm from his hold, flushed at my petty goading.

“You think anything would have kept me from you or your mother if total secrecy was not necessary?”

“How would I know?” It comes out with a feral rush of feeling I’m not prepared for. I have to blink away tears. What’s wrong with me?

He exhales through his nose. “You want to go and look at that tormented girl on the couch, with her skin bleached to chalk, and tell me I did the wrong thing. Tell me everything your mother and I have done to keep you safe was worth nothing.”

I don’t argue. I steady my voice. “You think they’d take me now? At this age, they’d try to use me like they use her?”

“You met Robert,” Tesla says. “Can you doubt it?”

“She said she was five when they started.”

“It is true they might not use you in the same way.” He briefly closes his eyes as though forcing himself to stay calm. “But you would be their property.”

“I’m already their property.” Again that fierce rush. “Go ahead - count their marks on my body.”

A small flinch in his brow. “There are still choices. They may not seem like much, but they are choices. I have worked since you and your brother were born to find other choices.”

He means the Deactivation Program, which I’ve single-handedly ruined, but I don’t want to acknowledge that I understand what he’s getting at because that brings Jamie into the conversation more pointedly than Tesla’s lesson on Synergists. Grief compresses my chest, a bruising, irresistible weight that makes it hard to draw a full breath. Helena. Jamie’s hands on a pale blue blouse. Sandy hair spilling over delicate bare shoulders. My stomach doesn’t twist with jealousy. I’m tired of hating a shadow.

I realise then that though I had feared my actions would drive Jamie from me, and his stony, back-turned silence in the kitchen was proof of my success in that, there’s still a deep-down part of me banking on our Synergist link to bring him back. A fail-safe. What a hypocrite. One minute loathing the idea that our love – our link – is a test tube invention and the next I’m hoping it can override his disgust and force him to still want me. Though “love” might be a stretch where Jamie’s feelings are concerned, now that things have changed. I groan and rub my face. “He could still deactivate, right? Jamie, I mean. Even though Robert’s shut things down?”

“He could.”

I nod. An ounce or two of worry lifting from the weight in my stomach. The rain grows louder on the roof and static louder in my head. The house feels crowded and I’m desperate for peace. “I want to lie down. My head hurts.”

He looks at me with his dark eyes, rubs the back of his neck. There’s a moment where I think he’ll press his point but he lets it go. Instead, he nods, opens the door and walks out.


STORM

I go to the window, nudge the curtain aside to blink at myself and the storm. Sighing, I lie back across the narrow bed, my head dropping over the side, giving me an upside-down view of the hall and ceiling. I close my eyes and a weird burst of static produces a strange image in my mind. My face. It appears like a light flicked on and off again in the dark. I rub my temples and open my eyes, staring at the ageing paintwork, the chipped edge of the trap to the attic space, the dangling cord and ring for pulling down the hidden stairs. I rake back over my conversation with Tesla, all my stupid, goading words … the dangling cord and ring. It happens again, the weird burst of static and the image of my face.

My breath stops. The hidden stairs. My fingers stiffen on my brow. An old familiar prickling awakens in my spine. Needles, pins. A slow question uncurling in the back of my brain, an impossible seed of possibility. The attic.

No.

Obviously no.

No for all the reasons.

No for the up-ending, blindsiding stupidity.

Aiden is not signalling me from the attic.

Aiden is not in the attic.

Neither is Kitty.

Not in the attic with six Shields and a telepath oblivious beneath because that would be too ridiculous, and impossible, and because of all the reasons.

I listen.

The static is so bad I can’t hear voices in the other room. Aiden can’t possibly be signalling me through it. I can’t even feel Jamie’s signal from here.

Shit.

Aiden.

I brace myself and reach into the bandwidth. Full-volume static screams into my head, making me gasp. The interference is agonising, disorientating, but I don’t stop reaching. Squinting through a blizzard, afraid to see, to feel, anything …

Aiden?

A strobe flash – his face in my mind – and then it’s gone. God, oh God. Was it him?

Aiden? Aiden?

Nothing, just the blizzard, deafening and all the more frightening after the moment of recognition, but I’m sure that quarter-second flash was something. I’d touched something.

I send his name like a shout into the bandwidth, Aiden!

His face – a strobe burst.

My body thrills with energy. The shock of it through my system propels me to my feet and across the room to the doorway where I freeze, eyes laser-locked on the ceiling trap.

Logic shouts against the certainty in my body. It doesn’t make any sense. There was no heat signature. Davis said so. Besides which, they were never meant to stay. They can’t have stayed. Not here. That wasn’t the plan. They were – not they, just Aiden – he was supposed to take the jeep and keep moving and the jeep’s gone … but the house wasn’t cold when we arrived … the power was on.

No. Benjamin searched the house. He must have checked the attic. The ceiling trap is obvious. Right in the middle of the hall. The cord hanging down. He wouldn’t have skipped it … would he? Tesla told him to search. Benjamin’s a protocol guy.

He destroyed the blood sample.

The idea of Aiden and Kitty hiding in the attic is alarming. The idea of Benjamin knowing and hiding the truth is worse. Maybe he tampered with the scanner in the van. Or Davis did and they’re in on it together. But why wouldn’t they say anything? What possible reason? Wouldn’t they have told Tesla?

I can’t think straight.

None of it feels right. Thunder explodes directly overhead. I’m paralysed by indecision. Do I call out? Tell them it’s safe to come down? Warn Tesla first? Just pull the ladder and go up there myself? They’d hear that in the kitchen. They’d come. Demand to know what I was doing. What if Aiden freaks out? Tries to run? Davis and Benjamin would chase him down. What if Aiden fought? They’d hurt him. What if Kitty got in the way? I don’t reach for Kitty’s signal – if Aiden’s here where else would she–?

“Evie?”

My eyes snap down from the ceiling trap and there’s Jamie at the end of the hall. Shit. How long has he been standing there? He looks up at the ceiling, his frown shifting gear with sudden hard lines, suspicion parting his lips. Three strides bring him to me, his look drilling, demanding, ready to believe. Ready to react. Ready to tear the house apart.

I grip his wrist, weld my finger to my lips and hold my breath at the exquisite surge of tingling up my arm, through my chest, to my belly. Oh boy. I check to see if anyone follows him from the living room. No one comes.

Meeting his dark gaze I give one tremulous nod.

Jamie seizes both my arms, clamping above my elbows, confronting me with his strength and urgency. “She’s here?”

Blinking rapidly at the “she”, my mouth opens and closes. Of course, that would be his question, “she” not “he”. He wants his sister. “I felt Aiden,” I barely give air to my voice. “But I think she must be.”

“Is she or not?” More growl than whisper, his grip so tight it hurts me.

I wince and try to pull away.

His expression flickers with shame and he loosens his hold a notch. “I’m sorry. Please, please try again.” He looks upwards, his chest swollen with an incomplete breath. “Use me. Use my signal.”

“Jamie, wait. Think. It doesn’t make sense. Benjamin must have checked up there. Could he have missed them?”

His expression clouds. “I don’t know.”

“If he knows, why wouldn’t he say?”

Stalled, he draws his shoulders up, impatient, searching. “Maybe he doesn’t know. Maybe Davis checked up there. Davis is useless.”

“Davis emptied the van. Benjamin checked the house. Why would he not let on? It doesn’t make sense.”

Jamie’s focus draws inwards, wrestling the hard edges of the puzzle. “Nothing showed on their scanner.”

“You think they tampered with it?”

His expression grows grim. “If it’s a deliberate cover-up, it won’t be good news for your brother.”

My panic flares then I catch a shadow of movement at the end of the hall. Benjamin. It’s Benjamin! Fear slices through me – caught whispering and furtive beneath the ceiling trap. Is he on to us? I move fractionally out of his line of sight and widen my eyes at Jamie in warning, mouthing Benjamin’s name. Understanding flashes across Jamie’s face but he doesn’t turn. He gives me a hard uncertain look then pulls me against him, his lips crashing into mine. A grinding, sparks flying, hammer-to-anvil kiss with no courtesy oxygen.

It’s a cover, buying time, creating a smokescreen. I know it. I do … but still, his heat and scent and signal hit me like a stupefying sensory overload.

I’m vaguely aware he’s released my arms. They feel like they could float up over my head like that game kids play when they stand in a doorway and push outwards as hard as they can for a minute and then step forwards and their arms actually do float up. I can’t tell if mine are doing this but his arms are busy crushing my waist, ribs, back, making it their business to eradicate all pockets of air in and between us. Who needs oxygen?

He pounds me with kisses. My whole body rings.

I finally remember I should do something with my hands, contribute to the ruse, make it convincing. Trouble is my body is convinced, totally, haplessly convinced, and there’s a simultaneously joyous and agonising riot going on with all my lust-lorn hormones charging through the surface of my skin. And I wish it were real. Real and true. Unburdened. Untainted. All of him still wanting me like this.

I dig my fingers up into his soft bristling hair, greedy and reckless with my own demands. It might be a cover but I still want him. Love him. Desperate enough to take and give all I can in the seconds we have to fool Benjamin. I love you. Forgive me. Please, Jamie. I press it through my skin, press it into him with my mouth and hands and body.

He cups the back of my head, tipping my chin up to kiss beneath my jaw, making me dizzy on his path to my ear. I’m pretty sure I moan.

“Is he still there?” He sweeps one hand over my hip, the other excavates the arch of my back.

I nearly ask, who? My eyelids flutter. I catch a glimpse of blank hall. “Um …” I don’t want to tell.

He swings me around for line of sight.

“Can you see?” I inhale, mainlining the scent of his skin in the hollow beneath his ear, already grieving for the end.

“Um …” He digs his fingers up into the short layers of my hair and I want to weep for that too, my hair, but his hesitation wrecks me with hope. Is he delaying? Backing through the doorway to the bedroom, he brings me with him. Still kissing, still crushing, somehow he closes the door, and with the metallic click it ends.

His hands come off me, his mouth releases mine, his body pulls away, air pours into the breach, oceans of it filling one, two, three feet of space. A chasm. I’m untethered, flying backwards, spinning away into the merciless void. Jamie turns his back and braces his hands on the doorframe. Head hanging, his back expands and contracts, the thick muscles across his shoulders, his ribs, strung taut. I’m panting too, fireworks not yet fading in my skin. My lips feel swollen and tender; all of me feels swollen and tender.

“You think he bought it?”

Jamie turns his head, not his body. “No.”

“Not convincing?” My chuckle falls flat and I cringe.

Jamie doesn’t chuckle, doesn’t answer. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other and swears. Repeatedly and heatedly, a muffling whispered rumble of expletives. When he’s done, he straightens up. Keeping his back to me, he presses his fingers into his scalp and turns to the dresser for more leaning and head hanging and swearing. “If he knows and isn’t saying anything–” he cuts off. “It means they’re going to kill Aiden.”

“Why does it mean that?” But it’s not a real question because he’s voicing my fears. It’s exactly what I thought the moment I landed on the possibility that Benjamin was aware of my brother and keeping it secret. What other possible reason for silence? “How can you be sure?”

“It’s what I’d do.”

“What?”

“I’d find a reason to move to a new location. Get everyone out of the house. Lessen the variables. Remove the obstacles so I could return and take care of it without fuss.”

My mouth dries. “You – that’s what you’d do?”

He straightens and this time clamps his hands to his hips, still shifting his weight, still not turning to face me. “Yes.”

“And the obstacles? They would be … me?”

“You. Ethan. Felicity. The girl.”

The pause becomes dangerous, unbearable. I clench my fists. “And?”

He grows still. “Me.”

I unclench, but only a fraction because I hear the condition in his voice. “Because you wouldn’t agree to anything that might endanger Kitty.”

He nods.

“Damn it, Jamie. Turn around.”

“No.”

I throw my hands up. “You’re doing my head in.”

“I’m – not …” His voice gets all constricted and his shoulders hitch up. “Just give me a bloody minute, all right?”

Understanding tumbles in on me. The heavy panting. The restless shifting. Even in the midst of terror about Aiden, a hot spike of what – embarrassment, pleasure? – makes my whole body blush. “I thought we were acting.”

“I was,” he says, quick and cutting. “Push the right buttons and you get the results either way. It doesn’t mean anything.”

I feel slapped, humiliated and worse. “Wow … that – that was really shitty.”

His shoulders slump and he groans, half-turning towards me.

I yank the door open and stalk out.

“Wait,” he calls after me.


ATTIC

I hesitate in the living room. The Proxy still sits knees up on the couch, covering her ears like the monkey who hears no evil. She bites her lips, eyes moving from her fix on the ceiling to me. Tears? Are they tears in her eyes? Whatever the case, it’s not thunder freaking her out. She knew the moment she stepped in the house. Beside her Felicity mutters, packing up the unfinished food. Does she know too?

Fear makes me jointless, my legs unsteady and loose. I turn to the kitchen. Benjamin stands by the table, leaning back against the wall. I register the baton on his hip, the gun in his shoulder holster, his relaxed posture, but there’s an aura of tension about him. Jamie was right. We didn’t fool him. He knows we know. Davis and Tesla look up from the table. Everyone frowning and watchful. Do they know? Or do they just sense the tension in the atmosphere? I force myself to meet Benjamin’s gaze and swipe my wrist across my face. “Your friend’s an asshole.”

Davis doesn’t laugh or make a snide comment about Jamie. I’m not sure that’s a good sign.

Benjamin looks past me, to Jamie coming through the living room. I go to the sink so I can have my back to them. Let Benjamin think I believe my own acting. I’m pissed with Jamie. That’s all. I run the faucet. Fill a glass. Bring it to my lips. My trembling hand could be emotion after our fight rather than terror for the fight I’m about to start. In the window I watch Jamie with his hands in his pockets, frowning at my back, shrugging at Benjamin, shaking his head, sharing a “Women, what can you do?” moment. He’s way better at this than I am.

I shouldn’t have stormed out. I should have stayed with Jamie. Planned something together. He knows these guys, what they’re capable of. Would we stand a chance in a fight? The bandwidth is useless with static. I can’t scan for intent. Will precognition work in this kind of interference? I guess if ours won’t work then neither will theirs.

What about Tesla? It’s hard to believe Benjamin and Davis would go against his orders. I saw the men in the mess hall. Saw their respect. Heard the murmurs and awe. How could they do this? I’m surprised to find myself offended on Tesla’s behalf, but what it really reinforces to me is just how much they must despise the idea of helping a Stray. That’s what’s at the core of it. I remember the intense hostility in the mess hall when Davis told all those Shields what I had done, the revulsion and disbelief.

I watch Davis in the window reflection. Elbows on the table, the handle of his gun exposed beneath his arm, the grip of the baton poking out from his hip. I lower my glass and turn around, making my face sulky.

Tesla wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Evangeline, you should eat before we go.”

“Go?” Understanding hardens inside me and I can’t help glancing at Jamie. This is what he said would happen. He keeps his expression impassive but holds my gaze. I wish I could reach past the static and read his intent. Fight? Go along with them? Plan to slip away and return before Benjamin does? There’s no way that would work. We act now or not at all.

“The forecast is bad,” Tesla says, turning in his chair. “Benjamin says it is clearing down the coast. Better than waiting here. We get past the storm and take a reading.”

Benjamin says.

The decision to act now is as simple as reaching for the last slice of pizza. Time fissures, adrenaline charges my vision, my skin. The air tastes electric with ozone and coming violence. Dust motes turn like galaxies beneath the plastic pendant light. I come to the table and lean between Tesla and Davis, their overlapping auras of musk and heat, trusting Jamie to see me and know me and for the love of God manage Benjamin down at his end. My left hand extends for the pizza, my right slips low for the handle of Davis’s gun. His head turns.

Davis is ready for me. His elbow erupts, winding and vicious. I see stars. The bandwidth screams with static and time becomes microseconds stretched on a loom, every whirling, raging limb distinctly woven. Tesla rising as I buckle. Davis’s chair flying back as he launches to his feet. In my peripheral vision, Jamie and Benjamin a fierce blur of arms and legs. I duck Davis’s backhand, land my fist in his throat, leave the ground with his knee in my stomach, taste my own blood. Up-end the table with the force of my turn, somehow miss losing my head to Tesla’s foot as it collects Davis in the chest. Davis flies. Falls. Destroys the pantry door.

Tesla follows, pinning Davis, ransacking his body for weapons. “Scheiße.” He calls over his shoulder, “You could have warned me, Evangeline.”

A calamitous clap of sound, a shot, two, three, four shots.

Jamie shouts, his pitch and desperation more frightening than the gunshots.

Benjamin writhes beneath him, his gun pointed at the ceiling. Jamie, straddling him, wrestles his hands. Dust and paint chips in the air. Cries from the living room. Cries from the attic. The crack of Jamie’s knuckles on the bones of Benjamin’s face. Again. Again. The gun clatters to the floor. Jamie keeps hitting.

I scramble from the kitchen, leaping bodies, skidding through the lounge for the hall. The Proxy and Felicity huddle in the corner, Felicity stretching herself to cover the girl, her eyes wild with terror. I yank the trap door cord, grab the end of the stairs and haul them down, shouting, “Aiden! Kitty!”

“Evie!” Aiden’s cry echoes in the roof. “Help me! She’s hurt! She’s shot!”


WOUNDS

He appears in the cavity, sheet-white, blood on his hands, on his face.

Kitty in his arms, just as pale, her mouth twisted in pain, clinging to him, sobbing, “It hurts!”

“Is it safe?” Aiden demands.

“It is now.” Jamie pushes past me, blocking the stairs. “Get your hands off my sister.”

“He’s bringing her down.” I pull at Jamie’s shoulder. “Move.”

He jerks away from me and leaps onto the stairs. “Give her to me! Now!”

Aiden, shaken, fierce but uncertain on the steep narrow staircase, struggles to comply. Kitty cries out at the jostling. “Aiden’s not hurting me, you idiot. Oh, oh God, Jamie, it really hurts!”

“Where?” He backs down the stairs with her. “Where?”

“My leg.” She sucks air through her teeth. “My thigh.”

Rushing her to the couch, he lowers her carefully. He drops to one knee, a hand on her shoulder, the other hovering over the blood on her jeans. She holds the side of her leg and rocks back and forth.

Let her be okay. Let her be okay. I lean over the back of the couch. She reaches for my arm and holds tight. My chest constricts. “Is it bad?”

“Well, she’s shot, isn’t she?” Jamie says, his face drawn, a red gouge on his cheek. I wait for recriminations, for him to shout that I should have waited, thought things through. How could I be so careless? This is my fault. I did this to Kitty.

He looks back over his shoulder. Benjamin lies unmoving on the floor. “Ethan! We need you!”

“They got Aiden,” Kitty says. “He’s bleeding too.”

Aiden steps close to the end of the couch, cupping his bloodied shoulder. “It’s just a graze, Kit.”

Stiffening, Jamie turns on him with black eyes. “You need to step away. Right. Now.”

“Leave him alone,” Kitty groans.

Jamie ignores her. “Ethan!”

Staggering, cradling his arm, Davis comes from the kitchen first, his lip swollen and bleeding. Tesla follows, holding his gun. He pauses at the edge of the living room, sees Aiden, and acknowledges him with a brief nod. Of course, Aiden has no idea who Tesla is, but watching them makes me hold my breath.

“What the hell?” Davis says.

“Sit.” Tesla points Davis to a spot on the floor by the wall. “Aiden, can you hold this?”

Aiden blinks at the gun and looks reflexively at Jamie.

With a grunt, Davis jerks his head up. “Are you kidding me?”

Rising quickly to his feet, Jamie turns to Tesla. “Really? We – we’re arming the Stray now?”

Davis leans to see up the hall and produces an almost comedic gape at the sight of the lowered stairs. “The scanner showed no heat signatures!”

Tesla shoves the gun into Jamie’s chest. “Shall I see to your sister or confirm the Deactivation first?”

Flustered, Jamie fumbles to get proper hold of the gun and train it on Davis. “Um, my sister, please. Thank you.”

“Felicity,” Tesla says to the older woman, who still huddles in the corner guarding the Proxy, “no one will hurt the girl. Can you please fetch the first-aid kit?”

Felicity turns to the Proxy, whose whimpering has not let up. “You are safe, child. I’ll be right back.”

The Proxy doesn’t seem to hear her but presses her fists to her mouth.

Kitty turns but can’t quite see the girl and looks to me in question.

“I’ll explain later.”

Tesla kneels beside Kitty and I pat her hand. “It’s okay, Kit, this is …” I cut off. What do I call him? “Ethan. He’s …” What is he? I can’t say “my dad” and he’s not exactly “a friend”. “He’s good at this sort of thing.”

He gestures at the blood-soaked hole on the outer seam of her jeans.

She flushes and nods and pulls on my arm, screwing her face up, turning away as Ethan rips the hole in her jeans open. “Is it bad? It’s bad, isn’t it? I can’t look.”

“It’s all right, Kit,” Jamie calls, gripping the gun, shooting anxious glances at the couch. “You’re going to be all right.”

Ethan meets my gaze and raises his eyebrows.

“It feels like it’s on fire.” Kitty cringes. “Is the bullet still in there?”

I lean to see the wound and the iron clamp on my heart detaches. Almost giddy, I shake my head. “No, the bullet’s not in there.”

“Good.” She collapses back on the armrest, still gripping me, her face turned away. “I don’t think I could stand that. If it’s stiches, I’m going to need more than Fretizine. That’s what they always give Evie and it never makes any bloody difference.”

Ethan’s mouth compresses and he curls his fist over his lips to hide a smile. “Fretizine will not be necessary and neither will you need stitches.”

Aiden releases a gust of air; he’d been growing more and more pale.

“What?” Kitty hauls herself up on my arm and finally looks at the wound. Bright pink splotches bloom on her cheeks and her voice shrinks. “Oh.”

“What?” Jamie shakes the gun in frustration.

Davis ducks. “Careful!”

“Your sister will live,” Ethan says. “The bullet has ripped the skin. There is a little blood but we can clean that up. Some antiseptic ointment and a bandage should suffice. Perhaps some paracetamol for the pain.”

“Thank God,” Aiden says, taking an unsteady step towards the couch, his face grey, his shoulder soaked red, “you’re okay–” His expression turns blank and he crumples to the floor.


CYLINDER

Aiden is not dead, though he lies unmoving, unconscious in his own blood. It stains my jeans, my knees. I’m there. My hands touch his chest, his face, staunch the wound. Hot, viscous pooling between my fingers. I’ve done this before. I remember the forest, the moonlight, Jamie and a gun. My ears ring. Everything looks and sounds distorted, giving me that head-in-a-fishbowl feeling again. Aiden isn’t dead. He isn’t dying. I know it.

Ethan soothes in German, a clipped and comforting rumble of incomprehensible words. His hands are bigger than mine; quick, efficient, confident, managing hands. I think, these are my father’s hands and this is my brother’s body and my ears ring. I think of Miriam in the hospital bed and the plastic tube in her throat and my ears ring.

Miriam isn’t dead.

Aiden isn’t dead.

I am not alone.

My breathing is loud, shallow and loud.

“Good.” Ethan’s voice breaks time like an icepick, releasing me into the present. The disorientation lifts and I can see and hear clearly. Aiden lurches on my lap, swearing and awake as Ethan finishes the last stitch. His good hand scrabbles for mine and we lock fingers. I squeeze with him against his pain.

He’s okay. It’s going to be okay.

“Very good.” Ethan unpacks fresh bandages, but before wrapping Aiden’s shoulder he takes a cylinder from his kit and thumbs a button on the side. A needle extends neatly from the flat end. Without preamble he sticks it in the crook of Aiden’s elbow. Aiden gasps but manages to hold still.

“What–” It’s hard to unstick my voice. “What is that?”

Withdrawing the needle, Ethan folds Aiden’s blood-streaked arm up over the insertion site and holds the cylinder to the light. The needle retracts and he frowns at the window and tiny digital display. He turns it so Aiden can watch as his blood is dispersed into some sort of white cloudy solution in the barrel. “This will tell us what you are.”

The whole room grows still and I’m conscious for the first time of Jamie restraining Kitty on the couch, while still trying to point his gun at Davis who is sitting on the floor. Even the Proxy has stopped whimpering, Felicity back at her side after fetching Ethan’s kit. There had been noise, a lot of noise I realise now, voices arguing. Kitty arguing, furious with Jamie for holding her back. Now there is silence. A collective leaning in.

Realisation comes slowly at first, a gradual tipping then a throat-closing dive to the point. The whole point. The reason for every decision I’ve made since I felt the tether break in the emergency room, Aiden convulsing in his own blood under the impact of my KMT. The moment I knew in my bones that my blood had counteracted the mutation in him. He was no longer a Stray. My certainty, faith and need, now called to trial and I’m not ready. Not remotely. I have to bite my tongue to keep from crying out, “Wait! Not yet. Not yet.” This isn’t how I thought it would be.

What was I expecting?

This is the whole point and it’s happening now.

Now.

Ethan offers the cylinder to Aiden. Aiden struggles to sit up. I help him, my arm around his chest, his head heavy and damp on my shoulder. His hair smells of cheap motel soap, sweat, blood, dust from the attic. He swallows, unlocking his fingers from mine to take the cylinder. He tries not to shake it, his fingers slippery with blood. My pulse beats hard against Aiden’s back and I watch Ethan’s face, his dark green eyes, his lips pressed, his breathing shallow.

“What does it say?” Aiden asks, his voice dried out. “How do I know?”

“It will change colour,” Ethan says softly. “If you are deactivated, it will clear.”

I can’t fill my lungs properly, my heart moving higher with each beat, becoming a clamour at the top of my throat. I’m not ready. I’m not ready. We’re coming to it too quickly. Aiden doesn’t even know who he’s talking to. We should wait, let him recover, sit down reasonably, explain things. “How long does it take?” I ask.

“A minute or two.”

We sit and stare, the red thread of Aiden’s blood separating, spreading, dividing and blooming like algae behind the glass.

Shallow, shuddering gulps for air, his and mine.

“And if it’s not clear?” Aiden finally says.

Ethan lowers his head. “If it turns completely red, then the mutation is still active.”

There is more blood than white solution in the cylinder window.

“Right,” Aiden says.

Ringing fills my head.

“If it is–” Ethan says, almost a whisper, “you have a choice.”

I bite my lips, pressure building in my head, my vision blurring.

Ethan reaches into his kit for a small metal container and opens it. There is a preloaded syringe. I know without asking that it’s poison. What else can it be?

“No.” I shift, jostling Aiden, making him hiss with pain as I pull him tighter against me. I can’t see the cylinder or the glass, just a red smear through my tears. “No.”

“Evie.” Aiden grips my arm, turning his head. “Hey, come on.”

“He’s not – he’s not a dog.” My voice is pressed thin. “You – you can’t just – put him down.”

Aiden presses his forehead to my cheek. “Evie. Come on. This is okay. Better here with you.”

Kitty’s cry rises eerily from the couch. Jamie murmurs, trying to comfort her. The Proxy is silent. Felicity too. Davis watches unmoving by the wall. Benjamin lies unconscious on the floor, oblivious. Ethan draws a long breath, a tremor in his body, tightness in his jaw. He hesitates then rests his hand gently on Aiden’s shoulder, away from the wound.

I can’t stand it.

“There’s still time.” I grab Aiden’s hand, shaking the cylinder. “It’s not done yet. I know you’re deactivated. I felt it when it happened. She felt it.” I point savagely at the Proxy. “She felt it in the KMH. They all know it. This will prove it. We just – we just need to give it enough time, that’s all.”

I shake Aiden’s hand again, rubbing my thumb over the glass window. The cloudy white solution is gone. There is only red but I know it will clear. It has to clear because I know. Aiden is good. He’s not a monster. He’s my brother. It’s not his fault. The red will clear.

Aiden drops his hand, leaving the cylinder in mine. “Evie.”

“Wait.”

“It’s red.”

“It is not done.”

“It is,” he says and a shiver runs through him. “It’s okay.”

Ethan lifts his head, his eyes stricken.

“Wait.” I jerk roughly behind Aiden, pulling him away from Ethan. “This is insane. You know I’m right. You know he’s deactivated. It’s not fair. He’s your–” I cut off, blinking at his warning look. “He’s your responsibility. You have to help him. He needs to be properly tested. This hardly counts, one stupid field test. We need to take him in.”

Ethan shakes his head. “You do not want Aiden to go to Affinity, Evangeline. Not like this.”

“The agreement was to – to bring him in and – and do things properly.”

“The test is not faulty. There is no margin of error.”

Aiden leans his head back against me, his muscles relaxing. “I don’t need to go anywhere, Evie.”

My sobs come hard, bruising, breaking me open. I fling the cylinder to the floor but it doesn’t smash. It bounces and rolls past Benjamin, stopping at Davis’s outstretched boot. He draws his foot away as though it might contaminate him. I press my face in Aiden’s hair. “Then we run.”

Ethan and Aiden sigh at the same time in the same way.

“I’m not running.”

“We could do it. Ethan would let us.”

“Your brother does not wish to run,” Ethan says.

My heart slips, a scrabbling at the brink and beneath me plunging nothingness. “Don’t do this. Please. Aiden … don’t.” I curl myself around him and bury my face in his neck, my wrenching sobs shaking us both. “I want you to stay.”

He reaches his good arm up and back to hold me, a stupid pretzel of limbs. A cocoon made hot by my haemorrhaging grief. Sweat, tears and warm blood. I cling and shake. He strokes my head. His steady pulse beats against my eyelids where I press my face beneath his jaw. Alive. Alive. We stay like this, locked away from the others, breathing the same air, and I’m falling and falling and never finding the ground. He brings his mouth to my ear and begins to whisper. He tells me that he’s sorry, he’s sorry and he wishes it could be different, for me, Miriam, all of us together. He sighs and grins and tugs my hair and says I suit it short and that if I want his honest opinion as a brother, I could easily do better than Jamie and then he chuckles and I saturate his neck with my tears.

“Is it weird,” he whispers, “if I say that I love you?”

“No.” I hiccup and sob and shake.

“I don’t want to be, you know, weird.”

“It’s not weird.”

“Good.” He nods against me. “Well, I do.”

I sniff and hiccup and squeeze him. “Same.”

He chuckles again and sighs again. “I wish I had kissed her. I could have. I wanted to.”

“I’ll tell her.”

There’s a pause, a long pause, then he says, “Okay.” And I know he’s saying it to Ethan and I squeeze my eyes tight shut and press myself close to him and wait.

“Um …”

The voice isn’t Ethan’s.

“What, um, does purple mean?”

Davis?

“Purple?” Ethan says.

My head comes up. “Purple? What’s purple?”

Ethan, poised trembling with the preloaded syringe in his hands, straightens, red-eyed, tear tracks down to his thick stubble.

Davis points at the cylinder, knocks it with his boot. “That is, or it was. It’s sort of mauve now.”

Everybody watches. Nobody moves.

“Mauve?” Jamie comes to life from his frozen hold on his weeping sister. He stalks across the room and scoops the cylinder into his hand and squints at the little window. “Like a bluey-lavender.”

“Give it to me.” Ethan thrusts his hand out. Aiden and I unwind, both of us sniffing and wiping our faces. When Jamie draws near, handing Ethan the cylinder, his eyes meet mine, haunted, searching, pained. He steps back as though not wanting to invade our private inner triangle. Ethan stares at the cylinder, lips parting.

“What does it mean?” Aiden asks, sounding half-strangled.

“It is still changing,” Ethan says.

“But it’s not red,” I say, bright spots popping before my eyes.

Ethan raises his head, the closest thing to a smile I’ve ever seen pulling at the corners of his lips. “Not red.”

“I’m not …?” Aiden says.

Ethan clasps the back of Aiden’s neck, producing a husky sound almost like a laugh. “You are not a Stray.”

Aiden’s mouth opens slowly, his expression wiped blank. Ethan squeezes and pats the back of his neck then releases him to give his full frowning attention to the changing liquid. My chest fills with air and keeps filling until I’m dizzy with it, as though my head might detach and float to the ceiling like a helium balloon.

Not a Stray.

Kitty has managed to get herself to the end of the couch, her splotchy pink face alight with hope. “So, he’s okay? He’s deactivated?”

“It would need to be clear and colourless like water to indicate Deactivation. A Shield would produce a see-through pale blue. This is clearing but the colour is much darker.” He offers it to Aiden, who takes it in his trembling hand and holds it up to the light. It is completely see-through and the colour is a perfect, shimmering, midnight blue. “Before the mutation, Assets who produced this colour reading were known as Strikers. I do not believe this has been seen since the first-generation trials.”


BROTHER

Aiden sits propped up on Nan and Pop’s bed, pillows with lace doilies stuffed behind his head. “What was I supposed to do?” He throws an arm up and winces at the movement. Sweat glistens on his chest, the bandage holding his arm like he’s about to pledge allegiance to the flag. He’s agitated, impatient, his eyes moving to the closed door, waiting for Ethan to come back and tell us it’s time to go. “She was just sitting there on the doorstep when I got here. I tried to make her go but she’s … impossible and unreasonable and …” He gives up, like the effort of describing Kitty is exhausting in itself.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I pitch my forehead into my hands, chuckling at his spoken and unspoken words. Impossible, unreasonable and a bit wonderful too. Kitty’s all that and then some. I can’t help laughing, a little unhinged by my relief and disbelief and the sheer intensity of my pleasure in just being with him. A fierce, jealous pleasure in looking at him and thinking brother. My brother. Twin. Ownership and belonging mixed with the bewildering shock of what we almost lost. I want to take him home right this minute and regress, build forts and fight over the remote. I know I can’t get back any of the things we’ve missed in childhood but my hope for the future is a recklessly soaring thing.

I should rein it in. We’re not exactly home free. There’s the Proxy to return, the Executive to appease, Miriam to restore, incidents to explain, proofs to be laid on the altar. There’s probably a barrage of hideous examinations for poor Aiden to go through, but my hope is far beyond and far above these minor obstacles, already circling our future lives with Miriam, who the Proxy will have no choice but to save. Life as a family.

“What?” he says, catching my grin. His usually tidy hair’s a dishevelled mess that kind of suits him. He hasn’t shaved in days. He looks rugged and handsome with most of the blood scrubbed off and I feel weirdly proud and glad that Kitty likes him – I can tell she does. He deserves to be liked. Even though that whole thing is a messy knot of complicated with a Jamie-shaped ogre guarding the threshold, I can’t help feeling that anything’s possible.

“Evie?” he says.

“Um.” I blush and shake my head. I’m hardly going to say all that. “No jeep, then?”

He sighs. “No jeep.”

“There was definitely a jeep last time I stayed here.”

“Not any more.”

“Miriam didn’t mention selling it or anything.”

“How is, um, she?” The word “mom” ghosts in the background.

“If we get the Proxy back in time, there’s a good chance she’ll recover.” I keep my voice even and clinical and explain the Symbiosis, Miriam’s resistance, the self-defence shutdown.

Aiden’s mouth curls in sickened horror. “These people are out of their freaking minds. Poor Miriam.”

I drop my gaze. How do I tell him that if I’d just stayed out of things …?

“It’s not your fault.”

My throat gets tight and I shake my head. I don’t want to hear it. “Why did you stay here?” Change the subject. Real subtle.

He gives a weary sigh; he knows I’m dodging but doesn’t push me. “We didn’t. We bussed to North Carolina. Stayed in a roach motel for a couple of nights freaking out.”

“Then what were you doing here? I said two weeks.”

“You did the mind-meld thing.” He frowns and taps his temple. “You – you showed me the house. You showed me Jamie and the German guy and you in a – in a van and filled it with a bunch of hopeful, peaceful feelings.”

“I did?”

“Twice. Once in the night and again this morning. So we came.”

“I never did that.” My mind turns in circles. The Proxy. She did it? How could she do it without me knowing? Is she that powerful?

“When the van pulled up,” he taps his temple again, “you showed me the guys in black and filled it with danger and basically scared me half to death. You showed me hiding and waiting. A very strong impression to hide and wait. We were up there so long, I didn’t know what to do. I kept thinking you’d signal me again but you didn’t. So that’s when I started trying to reach you but I had no idea what I was doing or whether it was working until everything went crazy.”

“It must have been the Proxy, signalling you,” I say, thinking of her sudden changing moods on the road trip, her agitation when we arrived. Had she been sensing Benjamin’s intent? Did she guess he would attempt to kill Aiden and tried to intervene? It’s too confusing. Is she for us or against us? She could have told Aiden to run. Maybe she knew there was no point; that it would be better to deal with things here and now. “I didn’t know she could do that.”

“The white girl?” he asks. “What is she exactly?”

“She’s what you and I would’ve been if Affinity got hold of us when we were born.”

Aiden’s mouth opens a fraction and he draws his chin slowly back.

It’s still raining, though not as hard, but I don’t want to take any risks so I drop my voice to a whisper. “Synergist kids are claimed by the Project.” I explain briefly about telepaths and Conductors and Wardens and whatnot. I only touch lightly on the horrific implications of the Proxy’s life and the reason for Miriam’s efforts to keep our existence secret.

“Holy–” He shakes his head. “I’m not sure if that’s worse than being a Stray.”

“At least you have more chance of being put out of your misery as a Stray.”

He slumps against the pillow and I can see I’m overwhelming him with information. “Sorry.”

“No. I need to hear it. It’s just–” He splays his fingers at his forehead, miming cerebral implosion and stares into space a moment. “Affinity have a whole alliteration thing going, then?”

I roll my eyes up. “That’s just one of their issues.”

“Striker. Sounds like baseball or hockey or something. What do you think it means?”

“I don’t know.” Or more honestly, I don’t want to know. All that matters to me for the moment is that Aiden is safe.

“You think the German guy would fill me in?”

I’m not sure how to broach the subject of Ethan. Seeing them so close together - the hint of familiar angles, cheekbones, mouths and jaws - had been eerie. Downright agonising. Watching Ethan stitch Aiden up then sit with his son while fate decided the outcome in a cylinder … the ordeal of a father offering his condemned son the last thing he had to give, a painless end. Then the reprieve and the piercing joy of relief. Would Aiden understand? Was it my place to tell him? This might be our last moment alone for ages. He should have all the facts. “About the German guy …”

* * *

“And no one knows,” Aiden says, his startling eyes fixed on me, taking it all in.

“Just Jamie, he heard Ethan and I talking, and let’s face it, Kitty will find out because she’ll force me to tell her, but that’s it.” I help him stand.

“We keep it secret.”

I nod, holding his spare shirt open for him. He winces, negotiating the sleeves, but we get him in and I tie the sling at his shoulder.

“Am I allowed to let Ethan know that I know?”

“Of course.”

He turns to face me, hesitating. “I guess that was a fairly intense situation for him too, just now.”

I nod again.

“I thought he seemed, you know, invested … for a stranger.”

I release a small gust of air, not quite a chuckle.

“The dad, huh?” He lifts his eyebrows. “What’s he like?”

My shoulders winch up. “I don’t know. Okay, I guess. He’s pretty serious. Doesn’t talk much. Kind of a big deal at the office. He loves Miriam.”

He opens his good hand. “Which is something.”

“Except they can’t be together.”

“Because?”

“Of the rules.”

“Right. I don’t get that.” He drops his hand and thinks some more. “So, he’s … intense.”

“German.”

We both grin a little and he asks, “What’s Miriam?”

“Irish – mainly.”

He snorts and waves his hand over my general vicinity. “That explains all this.”

I screw my nose up and try to pat my hair tufts down. “Have you looked in the mirror?”

“I guess we take after her, then.”

His use of “we” ignites a burst of happy in the pit of my stomach. “I can be intense.”

“No kidding.”

I punch him gently in the good arm and he makes a show of wincing and protecting his injured shoulder. I go to the door, take hold of the handle. “You sure you want to go out there?”

He smirks. “No.”

We make our way into the hall, the attic stairs folded up again. I feel like I’m holding my breath and glance at him. He looks like he’s holding his breath too.

“Hey,” he nudges me with his elbow and whispers, “don’t tell Kitty what I said, about kissing her. I don’t want it to creep her out.”

I snort. “Trust me, Wolfman. It wouldn’t creep her out.”

He looks at me. “Really?” Then his grin splits wide and seeing it lights me up.


PARALYSIS

It’s the cool, papery slip of her fingers sliding beneath mine that I feel first. The fine birdlike bones of the Proxy’s hand and then the clamping in the base of my skull and the harrowing pause before fire.

She must have been waiting for me by the opening to the hallway. I didn’t notice her, my focus on Kitty and Jamie at the entrance to the kitchen, watching their faces as we come into the living room. Kitty, her thigh tightly bandaged, leans on Jamie’s arm, her face open and expectant the moment she sees us. Jamie cautious, his frown restrained. I can’t see Ethan. I don’t register Davis still sitting against the wall, or Benjamin still lying on the ground. I have no idea where Felicity is but here is the Proxy beside me, her hand tightening around mine, taking me out of my stride. I feel only briefly the jangling sense of discord in my stomach before I feel nothing, her system overriding mine. No fight, just numb paralysis.

Aiden walks on; he doesn’t see the Proxy either, watching Kitty as she steps away from her brother. She limps towards him, her smile curving out and up.

Cataclysm comes all at once.

Precognition, lightning reflexes, speed, strength and the plastic toys of a Shield’s arsenal don’t stand a chance because she has all the power. The Proxy has all the power and it hums and crackles through me.

I watch as Aiden and Jamie explode into action. It’s that sudden. From relative ease to full alarm though I can’t see at first what the danger is. My view is Aiden’s back, Kitty’s face and shoulders and beyond her, Jamie’s head. Kitty doesn’t see the danger either and her expression is one of perplexed surprise, not even reaching fear before Aiden has grabbed her and thrust her aside.

A hair’s-breadth. Is that the measurement? Something microscopic. Something breathtaking in its closeness that changes everything. Though she falls, Kitty is saved. Her pain will be bruising all down her side and face because she won’t be able to break her fall.

In the hair’s-breadth, Aiden catches the bullet with his temple. It opens a tiny hole just beside his left eyebrow and a slightly bigger hole out the top of his head. His blood splatters the side of my face, a warm wet spray, but I can’t even blink. As he falls, I finally see the danger. Benjamin, his arm outstretched, gun raised from the floor, and with seeing, I feel the Proxy’s will for him to act humming through me. Jamie arrested mid-kick, too late to dislodge the weapon from Benjamin’s hand. It’s not because Jamie’s slow. It’s simply that he’s lost the use of his limbs and like Kitty he won’t be able to break his fall.

The Proxy tries hard to break my fall, though she’s tiny and I’m a dead weight. We make a crumpled heap against the corner where the wall meets the hallway. The sharp edge digs into my shoulderblade. She sits back on her heels, panting, her fingers still tangled in mine. Her eyes are bloodshot, bright red capillaries pattern the tender skin beneath and blood seeps from her nose in the aftermath of strain. She shifts beside me, her arm bumping mine. We sit like kids, legs splayed, fingers twined, Aiden’s blood only inches from our feet, a glistening ruby halo in the light, his eyes blank.

“I’m sorry,” she says, breathlessly. “But this is going to hurt.”

It begins with skull-splitting static. Fire erupts in my spine. Vice-like clamping at my temples and in the back of my neck. Bolts of electric energy, cramping my muscles, seizing my joints. It goes on and on, the roaring static, a synaptic scourging erasing me from time and space. Then it stops and I’m released from the grip of the monster’s hand. I slump, aching, my eyes stinging at the light, the taste of blood in my mouth and completely unable to move.

The Proxy spasms next to me. A long low moan. She shakes herself and draws a steadying breath. She lifts my hand and presses it to her clammy face, wetting it with hot tears. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t keep a hold of them all without you. It was hard enough managing Benjamin all day, by myself, but I could never have tapped multiple signals without your help.” She rocks her head back and forth, bouncing her forehead softly on the back of my hand. “You have such a pure signal, Evie. Even with Jamie’s layering you’re like a rainbow. I wish you could see it. It’s beautiful in the bandwidth, like music in colour.”

Her body quakes and she hums a single minor note. She tips her head, resting it on my shoulder, her white-blonde hair spilling over our linked hands. “I knew the moment I saw you. I knew you’d help me. You’re my knight, Evie. You’re the hero, the dragon slayer. You saved Kitty. You saved your brother and now you’re saving me.”

She tilts her chin up and kisses my lips, once, twice. “Thank you.” She sniffs to clear her running nose and untangles her fingers from mine. Shuffling away from me, she says, “Look. It holds. Even when I’m not touching you. Isn’t it wonderful? They sent me to boost your signal but they didn’t understand that it goes both ways. You give me strength. I mean it. I could never have done this without you.” She shifts to kneel in front of me and touches her fingers to my forehead. “It will be different for you now. Clearer. Your senses, your reach, your control. I’ve unlocked you, Evie. Matured your signal. I’m sorry that means you’ll never deactivate, but that was unlikely anyway. At least now you won’t faint any more. I hope that’s okay, but I wanted to give you something. To thank you for this because you deserve good things. You do. You deserve to be happy.”

Her face crumples. “I know you’ll be sad at first, about Aiden. Of course. It will be very hard for you to understand, but in the end you’ll know that I am saving you too.” She cups my face with one hand and closes her eyes and knowing fills me. Aiden would suffer, used in ways the Proxy cannot stand to show me. She is generous and good, making the most of Benjamin’s natural prejudice to take Aiden’s life and save him from unthinkable suffering, and me from crippling grief, endless regret. She shows me how thankful I am for this. How thankful I will be. She also shows me that Aiden would never keep our parents’ secret. He would not be able to hide the truth in his mind. Affinity would root it out and claim us both as property. She shows me the isolation tank. She lets me feel the closing of my lungs, the suffocating choke of fluid cutting off air. The vision lifts. My panic lifts. Showing me is for my own good. She helps me see that by taking Aiden’s life she has saved him, saved us both. It’s for the best. She cares. She trusts me to understand.

The knowing ends.

Her hand comes off my face and she sits back and watches at me tenderly. “You’re going to be okay. It won’t be long before they come.”

She rises shakily to her feet and walks through Aiden’s blood, past Kitty and Benjamin to the kitchen, out of my line of sight.


PROMISES

Images blink and pop in my mind. At first I can’t make sense of what I see. It’s disorientating and everything seems turned on its head and I finally realise this is because I’m seeing the kitchen from Jamie’s perspective. He’s on the ground, his head cocked forwards, jammed against the skirting board. There’s pain in his body. His shoulder.

I make out a heavy booted leg near the fridge door. Ethan and his equipment bag open next to him. Jamie’s afraid. Terrified. He thinks of Kitty. Aiden. Me. Me. His fear for me, ripe to bursting. Fear like a grenade. The Proxy appears above him. She looks from Ethan to Jamie, back and forth. She licks her bottom lip before catching it in her teeth, deciding. Jamie. She bends down, slow, awkward, straddling his hips. Her legs are so short that her knees barely touch the ground either side of him. She studies his face, gently tracing brow, cheek, jaw, then she leans forwards on all fours. The neck of her shirt falls open, revealing little white breasts and fine blue veins beneath the almost translucent skin of her chest.

She brings her cheek to his, her mouth by his ear, but I don’t hear her voice, or Jamie doesn’t. Then her mouth is on his, tentative, searching, her brow furrowed like she’s in pain. Jamie lies immobile, his revulsion and fear polluting his signal. He tastes her blood. Her mouth is cold. Her kisses grow more demanding and her face screws up in frustration and she digs her fingers up into his bristling hair. Then she reaches for his limp hand and lifts it from the floor, bringing it to the side of her face, stroking her cheek. She sits back and trails his hand down her neck, over her collarbone. She cups his fingers over her breast. Tears slip down her face and she drops his hand. It falls heavily to the floor.

We watch as she rises and walks out of his line of sight and I find her again with my own eyes, making her way back through the lounge. She gives me a sad look and says, “Don’t be mad.” And she disappears up the hall.

* * *

My vision crackles with a new scene. Again, I see things from the floor. This time I see the hallway, the ceiling trap to the attic. It’s Felicity’s point of view: she’s the only one not accounted for. The Proxy comes into her line of sight and bends down to touch her face. She moves behind her and lifts her under the arms. Felicity’s chin tips forwards and as the Proxy drags her backwards I see sturdy shoes and stockings. The bathroom door bangs open and the Proxy grunts and strains to lift her into the tub. She hurts Felicity’s back on the edge, bangs her head against the porcelain rim, letting her fall in on an awkward angle, one leg still hanging over the edge.

The Proxy straightens up and stretches her back then reaches for the plug, settling it in place. Felicity’s pulse can’t even increase its speed to match her terror. When the faucet opens, the gush of icy water soaks quickly through the back of Felicity’s skirt and blouse. The Proxy sits on the side of the tub and takes her keeper’s pale hand, clasping it between her own as she waits. The water roars and echoes off the bathroom walls, warmer now, rising over Felicity’s shoulders where she lies low in the bath. It floods in around her neck and quickly fills her ears. The Proxy doesn’t move, her eyes on Felicity, unwavering, a slow slip of tears over the girl’s cheeks. When the water swims over Felicity’s lips and nose, the end does not come quickly. It fills her mouth and cuts off air and floods her lungs. It does not stop hurting. It hurts and hurts until her vision goes. Everything is black but Felicity keeps hurting. She feels the gentle pressure of the Proxy’s fingers stroking until finally, finally she feels nothing.

I blink and I’m back in my body. I can see my brother lying in his blood, Kitty lying facing him and beyond them, Benjamin and Davis. Finally the padding tread of the Proxy’s feet. She comes into view, drying her hands on a towel, a watermark on the hems of her jeans, her feet leaving damp pink prints on the floor as she walks back across the room to Benjamin.

She takes his gun and returns to sit heavily beside me. Her sigh is deep with exhaustion. Slipping her fingers through mine, she squeezes softly. “I held her hand. She wasn’t alone.” The low minor note rises from her. “I want you to know, I regret Miriam. I do. It’s a hard thing and I’m sorry for it. But this is what I believe, Evie: you can save her too. Ethan will help you.”

A low rumbling thrum builds in the distance. At first I think it’s the sound of the ocean no longer masked by heavy rain, but the rhythmic whomp, whomp builds until it’s almost deafening overhead. The windows rattle and the roof creaks. Torchlight flashes beyond the curtains.

“It’s going to be okay,” she says, lifting her voice. “It won’t feel like it at first. Not at first but you’ll make it. I promise. You’ll remember what I’ve showed you and you’ll know.”

She shifts her weight, kisses my cheek, then gently, trembling, she turns my face away.

Random images flood my mind and I know they are hers. I see Felicity. Ethan. Jamie. Aiden. Kitty. Me. I see the rain-streaked sky. I remember the feel of water pattering my upturned face.

A clap of sound – the shot so loud it renders me senseless, the jarring of her body beside me, her hand clenching mine in final reflex, the smell of hot metal, the clatter of the gun on the floor, the release of the clamp from the base of my skull and the air splits with Kitty’s scream.


LIES

I come to on the floor of the Affinity Project transport van. I wonder how many times I’ve been sedated since I first came into contact with the organisation almost five weeks ago – less than five since Aiden died. I’ve lost count. I hate the gluey feeling in my mouth post-sedation. Even when I’m rising from oblivion, I’m already thinking about water and getting the taste out of my mouth. I work my lips and tongue. The van’s engine purrs beneath my head. They’ve got the heaters on but the chill seeps up through the floor and I wonder if it’s been snowing. I crack my eyes open and squint against bright shafts of light moving over the ceiling.

Davis sits to the right, his head cocked, waiting for me.

I groan.

He snorts and holds out a bottle of water. “Nope. Doesn’t get easier.”

I take the bottle and haul myself up, leaning back against the seat. Unscrewing the cap, I drink with my eyes closed. “What time is it?” I ask, wiping my mouth on the back of my wrist.

“About four.” He lifts a small black pack and drops it on my knees. My backpack from the night of the breakout. “Think most of it’s there.”

I loop my hand through the strap and we sit in silence for a bit. I don’t try to look out the window. We won’t be far from home. They’re good with dosage and timing travel. I look to see who’s driving but I don’t recognise the guy. “Any news on Benjamin?”

Davis links his fingers together, his elbows on his knees. “Trial should be soon. Ethan says they take longer when they hand out reprieves, just to make you sweat.”

“Sounds right.”

The corner of his mouth goes up, not really a smile.

“It wasn’t his fault.” I say it easily enough. Admittedly it’s an expressionless line-up of words, but I’ve practised it a lot in the last few weeks and it’s true. I don’t look for Davis’s reaction. I don’t want to see pity, though under different circumstances, Davis exhibiting an emotion as complex as pity would be noteworthy.

“When are you back?” he asks.

I shrug. “Ethan doesn’t want me doing district sweeps.”

“Fair enough.”

I click my tongue. “He’s being over-protective.”

“They’ll manage.”

“Right. No Proxy. No Wardens. Why bother?”

He gives me a hard look. “You’ve only just been cleared by psych. You should be taking it easy. Besides, I thought you hated all that company policy stuff.”

I do. I hate that Affinity exists. I hate that it ruins people’s lives but I know there are innocent kids out in the world, like walking time bombs, with the synthetic gene in their DNA about to blow. When it does, someone has to help them. Knowing Ethan’s behind the scenes trying to make things better gives me a little hope. They’re not all like Counsellor Knox. “Four weeks in psych would make anyone crazy.”

“Quit your complaining. Benjamin’s still sitting in a cell. You get to go home and drink eggnog with Richie Rich.”

Jamie.

I only have patches of memory from after the paralysis. Kitty’s God-awful screaming. Jamie, his whole body shaking, lifting me out of my brother’s blood. Ethan descending like a deus ex machina to halt the invasion of Affinity agents pouring into the house. Then a big blank thanks to industrial-strength sedation. Apparently I went full apocalypse in medical. They had to get Ethan to talk me down from blowing the place up. After that they kept me in a no-glass zone.

I’ve had four weeks to think about Jamie, to imagine what he must be thinking, what his family must be thinking. At least he and Kitty were released the day after the “event” and their folks didn’t have to wait so long. Ethan says Jamie will have to go back for Benjamin’s trial but he’s in the clear with the Executive. I’m glad one of us is.

I feel bad for Ethan, “stepped down” from his position on the Executive because of me. Forced to spearhead a “negotiation” with the European division for a substitute Proxy. He put it off as long as he could but he finally left for the UK this morning and thinking about it gives me a sick, curdling feeling. For one thing it’s punishment, Robert making him participate in the thing that Ethan despises the most about Affinity’s perpetuating horrors. For another, I can’t stand the idea of him being so far away. I can’t stand the idea of Miriam alone at the compound with no one to visit her bedside, no one to scan the silence in the bandwidth for a glimpse of her signal. I shake my head, not wanting to picture her or the breathing tube.

Ethan. It frightens me, the sense of exposure and vulnerability I feel without him, after four weeks of seeing him every day, his constant presence like a comforting buffer.

I ask before I mean to, “You see Ethan before he went?”

Davis looks up. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

“He made you come?”

“He asked.” Davis sits back, crossing his ankles.

“You didn’t have to.”

He lifts one eyebrow then drops it again and looks away. “I know.”

The swoop and plunge hits me, a minor grief wave triggered by Davis’s backhanded kindness, a compression in my head and chest that makes it hard to fill my lungs. I stare at my fingers, waiting for the tremor to lift. The psych team says it’s post-traumatic stress. They say the experience with the Proxy was like living through a natural disaster, a tsunami or city-levelling earthquake. Apparently we all live in this delusion of safety when really none of us is ever truly safe and we could all die at any given moment and the “Proxy event” shattered that delusion. I’m not sure I buy their theory. Don’t Shields already know there are no guarantees in life?

Ethan says no one knew what the Proxy could do or, more accurately, the magnitude of what she could do outside of the Symbiosis. Her reach and strength were always attributed to her compatibility with the chemical conductor, and in the constantly monitored environment of the compound even the slightest sign of anomaly would have been jumped on. She’d been careful to keep her trump cards hidden and bide her time.

Davis coughs, bringing me to the surface. “They must be pretty confident you’re … you know, okay. To let you out, I mean.”

I peer at him through my fingers. “Must be.”

“It’s just … I’ll be pissed if I’m back out here next week with a taser because you’ve gone postal at the mall.”

I roll my eyes. “Burton doesn’t have a mall.”

He scowls but I can see him trying not to smile.

The effort to joke leaves me hollow. My thoughts swing back to open wounds. The one I pick at the most, the one I camp around, build a shrine and light incense to, is my part in boosting the Proxy’s signal, allowing her to paralyse everyone in the house. I replay the moment of stepping into the lounge over and over, focusing specifically on my total failure to suspect or react. Sometimes, I re-imagine the moment with me on full alert, anticipating her presence, breaking her wrist or driving my fist into her face. That way Jamie isn’t paralysed and his foot shatters Benjamin’s hand and sends the gun careening across the room, the trigger intact. I picture Kitty stumbling into Aiden’s arms, whirling to see they’ve had a terrible near miss, clinging to his chest, his heart still beating beneath her hands. If I really go to town, I play out this whole touching scene where Jamie apologises to Aiden for being such a colossal ass. They shake hands or do that back-slapping man hug thing, though I can never get the dialogue right.

I’m not supposed to dwell on it or the fact that everything, everything is my fault and if I had only listened to Miriam and stayed out of it, Aiden would have lived.

The psych team has this thing about “identifying the lies we believe” and “replacing them with the truth”. Like me believing it’s all my fault and that there’s something essentially broken in me that allowed the Proxy to use me is “a lie”. That my carelessness and ineptitude, my pathetically weak mind and utter, utter uselessness is the reason my brother is dead, is also “a lie”. I’m not supposed to tell myself that Felicity’s death is my responsibility, nor should I think that Benjamin becoming a murdering puppet at the Proxy’s hands is my fault. Kitty nearly dying because of my cosmic selfishness and irresponsibility, exactly as Jamie feared, apparently not my fault either. Of course these “lies” are the truth I live and breathe but I learned quickly the right noises to make to keep the medication humming, the restraints unbuckled and the psych team happy.

“Here we are.” Davis taps my foot and chucks a duffel coat at me. “You’ll need this.”

Columbia Avenue is beautifully bald. Tree limbs naked, wet and black, glistening in the eerie afternoon light. A few of the houses twinkle with Christmas lights. I’m glad it’s Davis dropping me off because the sight of Miriam’s house makes me fluttery in my stomach. If it were Ethan, I might be tempted to cry, bury my face in his dad-shaped chest. I rummage in my pack but can’t find the house keys. “Um … no keys?”

He frowns and shakes his head, digging in his pocket for his pick wallet. We trudge up the snow-clogged path, careful on the slippery verandah. Davis flips the leather wallet open, selects a pick, springs the lock and steps back.

“I should get one of those,” I say, suddenly afraid. I picture flinging my arms around his neck and begging him not to leave me by myself. “Thanks for the jacket.”

He nods, watching me closely. The van rumbles on the street. “Okay. Well, try not to go nuts.”

My laugh is more like a choke.

He shoves the pick wallet in my hand and jogs down the path.

“Hey!” I call, holding it out.

“Forget about it. I got plenty.” He jumps in the van and it pulls away.


TEARS

It’s freezing inside. I hate that it’s freezing. No Buffy to greet me. I hate that too. It all shouts, alone! Alone! Ethan said the Gallaghers took the cat; it must have been Kitty’s idea. I can’t imagine facing them to go and get her. I don’t look through the glass door to Miriam’s studio. I walk past the empty living room and stop by the thermostat and flick the heat but it will take ages to thaw. I stand and stare at the readout, unwilling to go into the kitchen; it’s even more Miriam’s space than the studio. I don’t look at the Virgin in her alcove shelf. I go upstairs.

The hard bit is reaching the landing. Don’t look right. I go straight to my room but it’s freezing there too. Despite the duffel coat, I’m starting to shiver. My body seems to have forgotten the science. I’m a Shield. Our core temperature is supposed to recalibrate.

My bed, which I didn’t make, is made. My dirty clothes, which I didn’t pick up, are in the laundry hamper. My chest aches. I close the curtains, turn on the light, the bedside lamp and stand in the middle of the room. I leave my coat and boots on, wrap the quilt around me and lie on the bed. The shivering doesn’t stop. The central heating blows cold, stale air from resentful floor vents. Alone and cold is worse than just alone. It strokes my fear.

I heave myself up, duffel coat, quilt and boots, grab my pillow and shuffle out into the hall to the bathroom. There’s an unavoidable throat-grabbing glimpse of Miriam’s empty bed. I did this. She’s gone because of me. I shove the bathroom door shut and yank the cord to the wall heater. It’s as rowdy as a lawnmower and produces an instant volcanic jet stream of hot air. I push the shower curtain aside and climb in, propping my pillow on the end, legs curled up, my face tipped to the wall heater.

I cry a bit. The heater muffles the sound and dries my tears. Eventually I stop shivering and fall asleep.

* * *

“Bloody hell, it’s sweltering,” Kitty whispers, cutting off with a small gasp. “Oh, Jamie, look at her. He said she seemed fragile, didn’t he?” A strangled sob. “Why didn’t they let us know she was coming home? Leaving her here by herself. It’s disgusting. Goes to show you what heartless bastards Affinity–”

A panicked rustling.

“Jamie. I said the ‘A’ word.”

“You did. I expect the kill order will come through any moment.”

A muted thump. “It’s a demerit. That’s like five, today.”

“Yes. Knox is just pulling up now. He looks very cross. Perhaps you should go down and explain.”

“That is not funny. Not even remotely funny. Two hours in that underground fortress is more than I ever want to experience again.”

“Then stop talking.”

“Can you turn that thing off?” she says, muttering. “It’s giving me industrial hearing loss.”

The click of the wall heater and quiet like cotton wool in my ears. I crack an eyelid open from the top of my cocoon. “Why are you not saying the ‘A’ word?”

Kitty drops to her knees beside me, teary, runny-nosed and grinning. “Hey.” She strokes my hair, my face, sniffing, her cheeks bright pink. “We didn’t know you were coming home. Davis called Jamie and said you were – that he just dropped you off. He was worried, with no one being in the house. So we came. Is that okay? I brought Buffy – had to drag her from Dad’s study, hissing and spitting. She loves Dad. We thought – we thought it might be a bit rough coming home to an empty house. We didn’t want you to be alone.”

Aching, I close my eyes and smile into my quilt.

“We knocked but you mustn’t have been able to hear the door with the rocket engine going.”

“I was cold.”

“Oh? Well, thank goodness for that.”

“The central heating was taking too long, so I shut myself in here. I must have fallen asleep.”

She exhales in relief. “I was afraid you might be, you know … having an episode.”

I lift my eyes in question to Jamie. His face is hard to read but I don’t mind because it’s been four weeks since I looked at him and he’s beautiful. “Episode?”

“She’s worried you might have lost your marbles.”

“Why do people keep saying that?”

“You are sleeping in the bath,” Kitty says, her voice tender. “Are you sure you’re ready to be home?”

“The psych team felt a familiar environment and normal routine, school and friends and stuff, would be the best path to recovery. I seriously agreed but it means I have to see one of their psychologists every Thursday.”

“Ethan said you had a hard time.”

I groan and sink low in the tub, pulling the quilt up over my head. “So I blew a few things up. Only at the beginning.”

“A lab,” Kitty says.

I yank the quilt down. “Not a whole lab. It was just a couple of cabinets and doors … and one wall.”

“Cabinets, doors and a wall?” Kitty raises her eyebrows.

“Well, everything’s made of glass! It’s not my fault.”

“All right!” She lifts her palms at me. “Stay calm - it’s a small room.”

“Okay – okay, now you’re giving me an episode.” I thrash my way out of the quilt, suddenly overheated, and sit up. The duffel coat is bulky and it’s hard to move. I pull at the toggles and glare at Kitty. “You didn’t answer my question. Why are you not saying the ‘A’ word?”

She grimaces and touches the back of her neck.

Jamie’s expression closes in. “Barb and Dad’s phone lines, computers, digital footprint, you name it, will be monitored for the rest of their lives because I broke protocol. Kitty has an interim tracker for six months until they can be sure she’ll keep her mouth shut.”

I stare at him, the slow, horrible reality sinking in. “And … how did they cope with that?”

“I think they figured it was coming when I went in for my hearing.”

I nod and watch his face. He looks tired. He looks sad. “And how are they now after … everything?”

Jamie’s brow tightens and Kitty makes a wretched face. I give up on the toggles and drop my hands in my lap. I feel the tears on my face but I don’t sob or shake. “They must really hate me.”

“No.” Kitty starts crying again, rubbing my back. “No, they don’t hate you. How can you even think that? Nobody forced me to do anything. I’m not a child and I’m sick of having to explain that to people. I made my own choices.”

“Okay, maybe they don’t hate me but they must be incredibly disappointed and angry and hurt and terrified that their daughter nearly died because of me.”

Jamie heaves a sigh and gets down on the floor next to his sister, leaning his back against the tub. He sinks his face into his hands, elbows on his raised knees. “You know,” he begins, low and quiet. “It is possible to be incredibly disappointed and angry with someone … and hurt and terrified by their choices … and still be in love with them at the same time … isn’t it?”

I hear the additional words in that statement, and the question at the end, making it more than it was, making it declaration and forgiveness and a request for forgiveness all at the same time. I can only see the side of his face, his hands covering his eyes. There’s a slight pout to his lips with the build-up of pressure, colour forming at the tip of his nose, a careful brush with the side of his thumb to remove moisture from his cheek, a hint of a tremor in the deep draw of his breath and that’s all I see before I’m blinded by my own tears.

“I’m sorry about your brother,” he says.

I can’t speak. It’s my fault. I killed him. I did it.

Kitty begins to sob in earnest, her cries echoing off the bathroom walls more than making up for Jamie’s and my silence. Jamie leans his head back on the tub and tilts towards me. I lean and rest my head against his and Kitty strokes my hair. She begins to talk as she weeps, about how terrified Aiden was when he found her at the house in Joss Hill, how she warned him about what happened to me and how he begged her to go home, how she wore him down and the slow thaw over the next two days they had alone together. How careful he was to always keep his distance and how she wished he wouldn’t. How she noticed when he could finally meet her eye directly. How brave and funny and polite he was and how amazing it felt the first time she made him laugh. How he tried to shield her with his body in the attic when Benjamin started firing his gun, how he whispered her name over and over as he carried her to the stairs. How she wishes it could have been different. Then she gets too choked up to speak and eventually loses momentum. We sit in silence for a while then she asks, “Will there be a funeral?”

“No. Ethan and I had a sort of service at the compound. It was weird but nice. Davis came.”

“Bloody hell,” Jamie mutters.

I give a soft snort and nudge him with my head.

Kitty nods through her tears, her nose pink, her lips swollen. “Any news about Miriam?”

“No change.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“I don’t know. Ethan’s not giving up. We’ll keep trying to reach her.”

“Oh, Evs.”

I close my eyes and whisper, “I don’t want to be alone.”

Kitty kisses the top of my head. “We’ll stay.”


TRUTH

I stand with Jamie at the side of my bed, Buffy purring and twining around our legs. He unloops the toggles of my coat, taking his time. I look at his face like looking at water and I’m parched, drinking in the strong lines, the angle of his jaw. “Your hair’s grown.”

He smiles softly, his grey eyes travelling up and over me. “So has yours.”

I wrinkle my nose. “I look like a boy.”

Slowly, drawing his lower lip beneath his teeth, he slips his wide warm hands inside my coat and reminds me of my curves. “I don’t think so.”

I close my eyes and lose time.

He brings his mouth to my ear. “Definitely … not … a boy.”

“Jamie, this is against the rules. It’ll show up on our readings.”

“I’m on a break from rules.”

“You’re on a break?”

“Well, they don’t have a Proxy to torture us any more.”

I can’t joke. Just thinking about her makes me shiver. “There’s plenty of other ways to torture someone.”

“That wasn’t quite the tone I was going for.” He does something with his feather-light touch that makes me catch my breath.

“Are you going to kiss me soon? Because if you don’t I might have an episode.”

His grin makes me want things.

“I’m afraid if I start I won’t ever stop and that might be awkward when my sister comes back with the food.”

“How long do you think she’ll be?”

He groans against my neck. “Not long enough.” He makes a slow and luxurious sweep up my body and slides the coat off my shoulders.

The memory blast is instant and horrible. Jamie’s hands on a blue blouse, the spill of sandy hair over delicate shoulders.

We both freeze.

That’s how I know I’ve Transferred it.

“I’m sorry.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing. I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter.”

“Was that me?”

“No.” I shudder. “I don’t know? It doesn’t matter.”

He leans back so he can look at me. “Was that Helena?”

“I think – I think that’s what the Proxy said.”

He frowns and closes his eyes.

I feel like crap. Like I’ve contaminated a perfect moment. “I’m sorry. She – she was trying to upset me, trying to manipulate me. She showed me things to be cruel.”

“Did she Transfer the pain?”

“What?”

“She put that image in your mind? Did she Transfer the pain with it?”

“I don’t understand.”

He draws his lips back from his teeth before pressing them together. “Deactivation is agonising. Physical touch with your Cooler produces blinding headaches and muscle pain. It’s like forcing the wrong ends of two magnets together. Everything fights against it. You have to inject yourselves with a drug to even be able to touch and then it’s this sickly, weird, dislocated state …” He makes a frustrated grimace. “What she showed you was a lie. It was nothing like this. Nothing like being with you, or touching you.”

“You don’t have to explain,” I hurry to assure him. “You had a girlfriend. It is totally none of my business what you did.”

Something flashes behind his eyes. “Don’t say that.”

“What?”

“It would matter to me.” He blinks hurriedly. “I mean if it were the other way round and I was forced to see you with someone. It would matter to me. Majorly.”

I squint at him. “So you’re jealous of my non-existent ex-boyfriend I didn’t have sex with?”

He leans his forehead to mine. “Blindingly. The whole Hulk monster, burn-the-world-down kind of jealous.”

“I see. Well … I am extremely confused and I’m fairly sure there’s some kind of violation of important feminist principles here but I have to tell you that I hate Helena. I get that it’s Synergist jealousy and all but I’m talking physical harm, hate her. And seeing that … even though I had no right to feel anything, and hearing the Proxy repeat her words …”

“What words?”

I don’t want to look at him. “The words of the sanction.”

“What?” He lifts my chin.

I sigh and cringe. “The Proxy told me what Helena was saying. She repeated the words of the sanction and sort of did my freaking head in.”

He widens his eyes. “We never said those words. I never said those words.”

“I saw her lips moving on-screen, the Proxy spoke in time, it matched.”

He shakes his head, his grip tightening on my waist. “We never said the words. I’m deeply sorry that you saw me with her but I promise you we never said those words.”

I remember the Proxy smiling afterwards. It’s hard to know what to believe. “She made it up.”

He looks pained. “Well, that part.”

“Why would she do that? Just to mess with my head?”

“I’m sorry.” He strokes my cheek and we stand there for a while, feeling the resonant hum of our signals, the tingling sweetness of shared electricity.

“You know, on the psych ward … we had to do this thing where we identify the lies we believe and replace them with the truth.”

He pulls back with a smirk. “Lessons from the loony bin?”

I narrow my eyes in warning. “I’m not very good at it, but say, as an exercise, we took the image of you touching Helena, and especially her words–”

“Which we have now established were fake.”

“Yes, fake, but it still made me believe you wanted her in the same way that you want me. Or worse, that you wanted her more, which technically is fine and none of my business because the past is the past, but–”

“It’s a lie.” He cups my face, his gaze intent.

“Then what’s the truth?”

He brings me close and presses his lips to mine, a kiss that softens and blurs and warms and unfolds. The taste of him is like a promise in my mouth, on my tongue. Slowly he draws the truth with his scent and heat, brings it rushing to the surface of my skin. In my head I hear the words of the sanction and I know what I believe.
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