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DEDICATION

For Allison






ONE

I’m a time bomb that should have blown already. My heart thuds in my chest and my skin sweats inside combat gear, fists clenched in Kevlar gloves. I can’t be launched at my target until he’s out in the open. I can’t pursue until the target tries to escape. But I didn’t become a runner so I could waste time being patient. I’m supposed to be making each second count.

Puckering my lips like the world’s worst kisser, I take slow calming breaths as snipers smother the sidewalk and tactical vehicles block off the street. The slow-breathing thing worked wonders back in basic training, when a tech was monitoring my vitals and flashing me a nerdy thumbs-up. But after two months of drills and demos, the Tetra Response Unit armors each new runner and puts them on the streets to hunt breaknecks, and calm is hard to come by out here. No one’s giving me the thumbs-up, either. A lot of the old-timers on the unit won’t even look at me till I strap on the helmet. It’s easier for them to think of me as Runner Five than as a seventeen-year-old girl from Queens.

I feign interest as Tucker marks hazards on his map of Manhattan and guesses out loud at our target’s next moves. It’s a paper map, because Tucker prides himself on being old-school, but he’s in fact not much older than me. He’s too old for tetra, though. Too old to be an accelerator. That’s why he now has to settle for being my handler. And I don’t remind Tucker that Manhattan at rush hour is all hazard. I don’t point out that to the breakneck we’re after, every cross street presents escape routes that lead to a thousand more. The only known is this: to make his getaway, our target will dose up on tetra and enjoy a burst of enormous strength and incredible speed. He’ll be dangerous. Out of control. And I’ll dose up on the drug to go after him, hoping to bring him down before he hurts somebody on these crowded streets.

“Eighth Avenue’s plenty hectic.” Tucker taps his red pen at the squiggle he’s drawn on his map. “Past Penn Station, then cutting down here by the Empire State Building. What do you think, Alana?”

“That he’s a breakneck. Not a tourist.”

“Did you just make a joke during the countdown?” Under different circumstances, Tucker’s grin might disarm me.

“How much longer?” I nod at the entrance to the New York Central Bank, inside which our target aims his gun at innocent people.

“Try to relax. He’s forcing them to open the vault.” Tucker holds his map in my line of sight. “Giving me and you extra time to predict his exit strategy.”

I push the map aside. “Predictions are distracting.”

“Alana, it’s meant to be distracting. You ever thought maybe I’m trying to cool your boots so you don’t freak too far out?”

“You’re sweet.” I stamp my Kevlar-enforced boots at the asphalt—Adidas, special-issue. I’ve worn through four pairs this month.

Tucker’s eyes head the way mine keep heading, past the snipers on the sidewalk and up the steps to the bank’s entrance, which is framed with stenciled brass panels smudged with grime. From here in the road, we can’t see much through the first set of glass doors—there’s another set of doors beyond that, and the lobby is tucked inside the building, out of sight.

“You know I love your focus.” Tucker gives up on the map, folding it away. “But a watched pot never boils.”

He really says this. Just like he said cool your boots and just as he really says every other hokey expression someone back in Nebraska convinced Tucker it was okay to use. He grins again, trying hard to relax me, but sweat runs down his face, and it’s not just New York in July making him a slippery mess this morning. He might not be a runner anymore, but Tucker Morgan is still in the hunt.

He sweeps his sandy brown hair up under his ball cap. The hat, like the rest of his clothing, is charcoal gray, with our unit’s initials—TRU—emblazoned across it in brilliant white. Tucker looks good in uniform. He probably looks good in everything, but I’ve never seen him in anything else.

Our lieutenant’s voice wriggles out of my earpiece like a centipede of static. “We have eyes on the breakneck inside the building. All operatives: hold your positions.”

The snipers stop squirming on the sidewalk; the last snatches of frantic chatter die down. And as Tucker tugs out a dose of tetra from a pocket on his bulletproof vest, my mouth goes dry as sandpaper.

Tetra—or TTZ, as the techs call it—comes in small steel cartridges shaped like bullets. You load one between your teeth then thumb the release by pressing the red button on the end as you inhale. And though Tucker’s shaking the cartridge, arming my dose, he won’t hand it over yet—we’re supposed to give the breakneck a thirty-second window before I dose up and start after him. The rush lasts for only nine minutes, so the idea is I’ll still be juiced up when my target begins to slow down.

The thirty-second plan is new, but runners have always had to wait for breaknecks to dose up first: tetra’s deemed too dangerous for its use to be sanctioned unless as a last resort. Lawmakers hate the idea of minors being employed to use a highly addictive illegal drug—they’d much prefer some old-timer was standing here in my place. But past puberty the human body can’t handle tetra. If people on the wrong side of adolescence try dosing up, their hormone levels are such that they can’t synthesize the drug right, which is a nice way of saying their heart explodes as their brain melts down.

Those of us young enough to use tetra have to wait twenty-four hours between doses or risk a similar fate.

I peel back my sleeve, checking the stopwatch I set after I finished rushing last time. Fifty-two hours and eleven minutes. It feels like forever. And as I glance up at the towering crown of buildings overhead, I feel squeezed by Midtown’s heat and shadows and by the rules I have to follow: the target inside the bank is familiar to us; I shouldn’t have to allow him the first move.

“Need you to do me a favor,” Tucker says, offering me a bottle of water, which I refuse. “When you catch this punk, make sure you wave into his camera for me.”

The punk in question wears a GoPro camera on his helmet and records his getaway—all nine minutes of the rush—then posts the footage on YouTube for the whole world to see. The media loves it. Lieutenant Monroe can’t even talk about it without a new curly white hair springing out of her glossy black mane.

A siren bleats in the distance, then fades. These cordoned-off blocks form an island of quiet as we wait for GoPro to exit, making the rest of Manhattan like a storm at sea.

A storm I’ll soon enter.

Adrenaline plows through my veins as another buzz of static comes over my earpiece, creaking beneath the weight of Monroe’s voice. “Runner Five in position?”

“Ready and waiting,” Tucker says, as if it’s him that’s about to juice up and go. He wishes it was him, of course. Tucker turned eighteen three months ago, and state legislature mandates all runners be retired from service if they make it to eighteen. Some runners don’t even make it that far before their bodies betray them.

“Hope our Little Rabbit’s feeling lucky.” Monroe’s voice is too big in my ear. I’m not as strong on tetra as many of the other runners but I’m one of the fastest, hence the stupid nickname. “Our boy’s almost done in there,” the lieutenant says. “So listen up, everyone. Despite the New York Central Bank boasting about increased security measures, this will be the third time this particular thorn in our side has ripped them off. It is up to us to make this the first time he does not get away. We’ll have Runner Five on a half-minute delay, so our team in the chopper better keep a good eye on the target. Let me remind you, this is not some adrenaline junkie who got his sweaty hands on his first dose of second-rate tetra and is out for a joyride. Nor is it some wannabe who’s wasting his precious TTZ on snatching a purse or smashing open an ATM. This is a big-leagues breakneck who will be doped up for a primo-grade rush and knows how to use it. The target is extremely dangerous, both to you and to this city we serve. If you get a shot . . .” There is a horrible pause, long enough for my heart to thud three times. “Aim to maim, people. But take the damn shot.”

I need to catch GoPro for his own sake, before some slow sniper on my unit does the nearly impossible and shoots our target in the back of the head. But I’m not here to save GoPro. I’m here to save people from GoPro. In the last three months, his rush jobs have caused twenty-nine pileups and put sixteen civilians in the hospital. It’s only a matter of time before he puts someone there who never walks out.

I pull a photograph from my hip pocket and unfold it, my fingers trembling as I smooth out the creases, my mind needing something to remind me of me before I’m speedfreaking and drowned in the now of the rush, the world spinning like a snow globe that just smashed on the floor.

The picture is a couple years old—my brother, Reuben, and I bundled in Rangers gear for our annual trip to a hockey game in Dad’s honor. I began the tradition as soon as my little brother was old enough to care about the team our father loved. We didn’t make it to a game this past season, though. Reuben was up for it. But he still seemed too fragile to me.

“Which do you think GoPro loves most?” Tucker says, studying the tetra cartridge he’s holding for me. “The money? Or the rush itself?”

“I guess he can make the money last forever,” I say. The rush feels like it’s never-ending when you lose yourself inside it, but tetra kicks you to the curb too soon.

I slip the photograph back into my hip pocket, still feeling the image burn inside me, picturing the grin on my little brother’s face.

Tetra is all about timing. And in the two months since I got out of basic training, my timing has been good, in the sense that I’m the second fastest runner on the unit and I’ve brought down more breaknecks than anyone. But no matter how fast I run, I am always too late to save Reuben.

Except at night.

In my dreams, I’m fast enough to turn back the clocks and change everything.

“You promise to wait, right?” Tucker says, holding out my loaded dose. I snatch the tetra cartridge from him, and my heart finds an extra gear to shift into. Soon it will hit the gas like a mean drunk.

“GoPro’s bagged a half million, but he’s not done.” Monroe’s voice provides a crackling commentary of what’s happening inside the building. She’s monitoring GoPro on the bank’s camera feed, while she stays tucked out of sight, safe in one of our unit’s tactical vehicles. Seven of them arc around the bank’s entrance, and behind the TRU vehicles are regular patrol cars, regular cops, who are here to watch more than anything else.

The only way to stop a breakneck is to fight fire with fire.

“Ready?” Tucker asks.

I slick my black hair back and strap on my helmet—a TRU requirement I’m sure I’d rush better without—and I never loosen my grip on the tetra cartridge in my fist: a six-milliliter dose, the most any body can handle.

Tucker puts a hand on my shoulder. Any moment now, our target will burst through the doors, rushing toward us, undaunted by this trap we have set.

“Breathe deep.” Tucker squeezes the tightness beneath my neck, tendons like barbed wire. I press back into his strong hands as I inhale. He understands what’s about to happen to me, and I feel that in his touch. He doesn’t have to ask why I do this. Has sensed never to pry about the photograph of my brother and me. For all his smiles, Tucker is good at keeping his distance. Perhaps that’s why I let him get this close.

“Remember,” he says, “no matter what, I’ll be with you.”

I wish this were true. I wish Tucker could be out there beside me, leaving the sad slow world behind. But even if he were still young enough, you can’t rush with someone. Two accelerators too close to each other will quickly become out of control.

I shake the cartridge, though I don’t need to at this point. It’s armed, it’s ready. All I have to do is put one end in my mouth, thumb the release, and then fire away.

“Target’s on the move.” Monroe’s voice is calm, cold, but I am fire and lightning, every muscle inside me coiled like snake on bone.

“Doors in twelve seconds,” Monroe continues. “Eleven . . .”

GoPro’s gotten even greedier of late. Since tetra is hard to come by and each rush might be their last, breaknecks are always desperate to cash in as much as possible before being forced into early retirement, but the way GoPro’s amped up his bank habit over the last two weeks suggests he knows his days as an accelerator are almost done. Perhaps he started getting headaches while he’s rushing, his body warning him he’s getting too old. The biggest warning of all is the Needles, so called because it feels like your spine’s drilling into your brain. At that point, your hormones have shifted such that the drug can drop you dead if you risk one more dose.

“Three seconds,” Monroe announces. “Two . . .”

My heart thrums like the wings of a hummingbird.

“One . . .”

And there he is.

On the other side of the glass doors, GoPro moves at a normal speed, for a second longer. His cartridge will be armed, ready inside his helmet. He just has to bite down, hit the release.

He’s in Carhartt overalls, patched up with hockey pads; a messenger bag’s strapped to his back, stuffed full of bills; his little GoPro camera sticks off the top of his motorcycle helmet like an antenna; his visor’s down, blocking the face we have never seen. He never speaks inside the bank. Always wears gloves. As he crashes through the doors, GoPro tosses the handgun he used to hold up the bank—most breaknecks ditch their firearms while they’re merely human, afraid they might try to use them when they become something more.

When the tetra hits his system like a freight train, his body trembles so much he almost staggers off-balance. 

My cartridge flies to my lips out of instinct, and Tucker squeezes my shoulders, reminding me I have to give the target his head start. Thirty more seconds.

Monroe’s voice echoes out through a loudspeaker, issuing the breakneck a warning he ignores. Then gunfire screams overhead as the snipers open fire in vain, their guns pointed directly at the top of the steps, the glass doors shattering into so many pieces it looks like rain, as if the bank’s doorway contains a tiny shining storm and our target is the tornado at its center.

But our target is already gone.





TWO

GoPro’s already cleared our blockade and is a block down Thirty-Fourth Street—a blur of brown overalls, weaving in and out of traffic, a smudge of speed amid the rush-hour crawl. Past our blockade, too many people and cars make it too dangerous for our snipers to do anything but watch as GoPro smashes through a hot dog stand, sending civilians reeling. Then, cutting across a crowded intersection, he causes three cars to swerve to avoid him and a dozen cars collide.

Twenty more seconds.

“We’ll lose him,” I tell Tucker, the tetra bullet at my lips, my thumb at its release.

“The chopper won’t. And when you catch up, GoPro will run dry while you’re still running hot.”

“It’s too big a head start.”

“Not for you,” he says.

“He’s too fast. He’ll go to ground before I’m even close.” At the end of their rush, a breakneck ditches their helmet and blends into the crowds, disappearing like they’ve not just left a trail of destruction behind them. “I can’t just stand here and watch, Tucker.”

He tries to grab my arm, but I’m too quick. I bite down on the cartridge, thumb the release, and the last thing I see in slow motion is the envy in Tucker’s blue eyes.

The taste is like a mouthful of aspirin. The smell is like nail polish mixed with gasoline. Chemicals explode inside me and I’m moving already. It’s easier to feel the hit when in motion. Can’t think about it. Can’t fight it. Just let it come on.

My heart’s no longer a hummingbird: it’s a jackhammer, and this first part of the rush is too much for most people to handle—even if they’re young enough, they’ll likely pass out from the adrenaline surge.

An increased endocrine response, the techs call it, which means your nervous system becomes two nuclear warheads, fight and flight, and they’ll tear you apart if you don’t control the aggression that comes with the increased strength and speed.

Tetra comes on quick, which is fitting. I’m knee-deep in the rush after five yards of sprinting, then I’m fully inside it, vaulting over the TRU vehicles blocking my path.

GoPro is no longer just a blur in the distance—it’s not that he’s slowed his pace at all; it’s tetra slowing the world around me as it speeds me up. I’m able to process movement at a faster rate. It’s as if the world is coming back into proper focus for the first time since the last time I rushed, and now, for nine minutes, I get to feel free.

Tempo. BPM. Bug Eye. People throw a lot of names at the drug, but Chili Powder’s my personal favorite. As I sprint after GoPro, picking a thin straight line between the lanes of traffic, I flip down the visor on my helmet and feel made clean by the fire inside.

The helmet muffles the sound of the world whipping past, and I hate wearing it because that sound is the glorious noise of now. But orders are orders, and TRU wants my head protected from impact. Plus, the visor prevents grit and bugs from impaling my eyeballs, and it stops me from tearing up at the speed.

When you’re this fast, blinking is bad for your health.

Everything starts to shimmer as I sink deeper inside the rush—nothing stays solid on tetra, every surface ripples as if the whole world’s made of light. The city’s no longer stone and steel, it’s a kaleidoscope of marble and gold. Accelerators call this seeing the Fourth Dimension, which I used to think was goofy. But then I saw it.

It’s like watching every atom spin.

The helmet forces me to hear my own breathing. My pulse throbs at the top of my head.

“Our boy’s got eight minutes left.” Tucker’s too loud through my earpiece, his voice stretched and slow back in the default world. “You’ve got twenty seconds more than that. You would have had thirty more seconds, if you’d stuck to the plan.”

Talking’s not impossible when you’re on TTZ, but I don’t bother grinding out a reply.

Like GoPro, my helmet has a camera. Though mine’s tiny and built-in, it sends the unit a high-res video feed of everything I’m seeing—minus the Fourth Dimension—so I get to feel like Tucker’s eyes are in my head, as well as his voice.

GoPro’s blitzed through a patch of roadworks, causing a maintenance truck to roll up onto the sidewalk, where an elderly couple stands right in its path. They seem to move like they’re in quicksand, but I reach them just in time, shoving them to safety as the truck smashes into the building behind us.

The old lady loses her footing, almost falling, but I make sure she stays upright, and her panicked scream turns to a cry of gratitude. My own surge of relief is amplified by the tetra coursing through my veins. But up ahead, a semi’s jackknifed across an intersection in order to avoid my target. And beyond it, my target is breaking loose.

GoPro’s started leaping across the tops of moving vehicles instead of weaving through the traffic, which means he’s begun to peak—the middle of your rush is a three-minute window that puts you at the top of your game—and I’m twenty seconds behind him, but I follow suit anyway, leapfrogging from a yellow cab to another cab to the roof of a limo, leaving a trail of dented footprints behind. Then I pivot off the back of a moped—crushing the stack of pizzas bungeed in place—and vault onto the top of a UPS truck. My right foot lands on the truck; my left foot lands on the roof of a bus two vehicles ahead.

It feels like I’m flying and I start hooting and howling. Roaring as the rush bubbles up inside me. Grinning as I imagine never having to slow down.

GoPro is good, but I’m gaining on him, and I mustn’t get cocky. The city’s too crowded for me to get carried away. Droning crowds fill each busy block. Drivers and cyclists. Pedestrians on the sidewalks and crosswalks.

Pedestrians like my brother and me, on Queens Boulevard last summer . . .

Can’t think about that.

I have to stay present.

I jump from car to car, carefully sticking each landing, then launching off the roofs and hoods like they’re trampolines. And despite the fact that I’m so much more careful than GoPro, I’m still gaining on him.

He spins around—midjump, pirouetting a perfect three-sixty—and when he sees me, he must know he’s losing. I am fifty yards behind him, forty-five, forty. I’m not just a runner, I’m a hunter, closing in for the kill.

If I’m lucky, GoPro will keep running until he runs out of juice. Then I’ll close in on him, still rushing, as was the plan. If I’m unlucky, GoPro will stop and make a stand. But since it allows a runner’s support team to catch up, most breaknecks don’t like to get caught in a tangle—not the smart ones, anyway. And GoPro wouldn’t have gotten away as many times as he has if he wasn’t one of the smartest we’ve seen.

Brake lights ahead.

The next traffic light’s yellow-soon-to-be-red. GoPro doesn’t miss a beat. He bounces off the top of a minivan, lands in the middle of the empty road, then vaults clear across to the other side before cars begin to stream through the intersection, blocking my path. I could dash between them, but that might cause an accident, and breaknecks are the ones who create carnage.

I am the damage control.

I pull up short on the hood of a Prius, while up ahead, GoPro cuts left and disappears onto Seventh Avenue. I’m losing him.

And I can’t lose him.

So I jump.

Just like GoPro, I can’t clear the intersection, but it’s full of cars now. I have to touch down a foot on the roof of an SUV that’s crossing my path. Too much velocity: I dent the roof and don’t land right, tumbling off the back side of the car. For a second I’m on all fours on the asphalt, car horns blasting and a shiny grill bearing down . . . I move out of its way, rolling to safety. But I’m too late. The driver’s swerved into the next lane to avoid me.

Vehicles crush together. Two cars. Four cars. A food truck joins in. Then the traffic’s stopped and a hundred horns wail. I survey the damage, the guilt enough to make me glitchy, and if you get too glitchy you start to unspool, which means you end up a quivering hot mess in the fetal position, vomiting, your body’s way of ending the rush to spare your mind.

The horror of what’s just happened makes me almost want to unspool.

Instead—and despite Tucker’s protests through my earpiece—I rush to the vehicles and pry open their doors, making sure the people inside are all right. Their faces distort in the Fourth Dimension. Skin swims with blood and eyes swim with shock. But no one’s unconscious. Everyone’s moving.

“It’s nothing,” Tucker shouts, which isn’t true, but worse could be happening as GoPro continues getting away.

So I turn down Seventh Avenue like GoPro did, but when I round the corner, he’s out of sight.

“Gone,” I manage to mumble into my helmet’s mic.

“Macy’s,” Tucker shouts. “On your right. He’s gunning for cover.”

“How long?” I spit the words through clenched teeth.

“He’s got four minutes.”

I have twenty more seconds than the target. So I’m halfway through the rush, and I should be peaking, but the pileup has left me rattled, and now I have to go inside, which always makes the rush harder to control.

Macy’s is the world’s largest store according to the huge white letters on its giant red sign. Not a bad place to look for cover—breaknecks abuse the way tetra makes them stand out from the crowd, but in the end they all want to blend back in.

GoPro slowed down enough to enter the store without breaking windows or smashing the doors, but inside, he’s left behind a clear trail to follow. I pick my way through the debris as alarms screech like abandoned babies. Somewhere a real baby screeches too. The sounds razor-blade through my jawbone and temple, as if I just bit down on broken teeth. I’m forced to go slower. There are too many colors and they all melt in an ugly Fourth Dimension swirl, the overhead lights a thousand suns drilling into me. My brain is like a full hard drive, my body a computer about to crash.

I bash into a display of jewelry and hear the ping of each piece of metal hitting the floor.

And the smell. Perfumes and powders. It’s like I’ve been painted with plastic. Soon my hands are on my knees and my chest is heaving, mouth dry-coughing.

Dust motes trail dangling threads of light all around me, weaving me tighter inside as they tangle together. I’m about to unspool. I stare at the threads turning colors as the world turns glitchy, and I must focus on one thread if I’m going to claw my way out.

Find something to concentrate on. Something stable.

In their dash to escape GoPro’s havoc, someone’s spilled Starbucks all over the floor, and I latch onto the aroma to ground me, even imagine I’m drinking a cup—black, six sugars, the way my dad used to drink it. But even with the coffee keeping me company, I’m still glitchy. Getting trapped inside was a very bad idea.

“He’s out the far side.” Tucker’s voice seems louder than any sound should be. There’s a volume control on my earpiece but I’d have to take off my helmet to reach it.

I stumble forward, trying to follow GoPro’s tracks through the store, as if he’s an animal I’ve cornered, but I haven’t cornered him at all. GoPro’s found the back door of this den and is escaping back into the concrete jungle. I’m losing him. Failing. Frustration howls like feedback inside me, and when I scream, the sound of my fury burns in my ears.

“Alana?” Tucker’s voice lets me know I sound as bad as I feel. Not just glitchy, but hostile, the drug swapping all its velocity for violence and spite. “You have to get to the other side. The shop spills out onto Broadway. You have to breathe.”

It hurts to breathe.

“You’re not alone,” he says. Lying. “Slow breaths. Focus on my voice, clear your mind. Don’t overthink this.”

Overthinking can pop your rush.

“Come on, girl, keep moving.” Tucker only calls me girl when he’s nervous.

A rack of T-shirts snares me, logos and cartoons and band names flashing past, tripping me as they wrap around my wrists and ankles, bringing me to my knees. Delirium digs cloudy claws in my skull, and I’m slipping off the back side of the rush like a surfer who just missed a wave.

But when I think about what happened to my brother last summer, rage reignites every drop of the tetra inside me, the embers of my rush bursting back into flames. Because I’m a time bomb and there is no time to be glitchy. For the sake of all those in danger, every breakneck must burn.

I stand and my feet are gooey and numb, but I force myself to hit my stride in an ugly sprint, my bearing picked at random, just heading toward a part of the store I don’t recognize. And when I see daylight, a shimmer of glass and the river of traffic beyond, I push myself toward the street with everything I have.

GoPro must have escaped through a window—the remaining shards of broken glass are like sparkling teeth, and as I leap through, it’s as if I’m escaping the jaws of this Macy’s monster that tried to swallow me. Then I’m burped onto Broadway. I land in a roll and come up to my knees, where I wait, praying the world will stop spinning beyond my control.

“The alley,” Tucker says through my earpiece. “Down to your left.”

I’m on my feet. Staggering. At the entrance to the alley, a crowd of people are pointing up inside it. Because GoPro’s not hiding. He’s not going to ground and trying to blend in.

He’s not even stopping to fight me.

He can’t have more than two minutes left of his rush. And yet halfway down the alley, he’s scaling a building, vaulting himself up the fire escape like it’s a greased pole and gravity’s ceased to exist.

He’s daring me to follow.

I sprint inside the alley, the crowd of people parting before me. My insides are still creepy-crawly from the glitch, my mouth full of spiders. But the cobwebs are clearing inside my skull as I gather momentum, and when I leap up at the building, I clear the first two flights of the fire escape before I latch onto its side.

People cheer me on, as if I’m an Olympian nearing the finish line, but I ignore the magnificence of the feeling.

Just as I ignore whatever Tucker Morgan is yelling in my ear.





THREE

The building must be twenty stories high, and I’m more than halfway up when the blitzkrieg begins. Broken bricks clatter against the grated steel of the fire escape as they rain down, knocking me midflight back to the landing below. The rubble hurts my armored body more than my helmeted head.

GoPro’s yanked a stretch of steel railing loose from the fire escape and he’s spearing it at the wall as he speeds upward, plowing bricks loose behind him as if tilling the vertical earth, an attempt to slow me down that’s working far too well.

Tucker screams louder through my earpiece. There are screams below me now too. Down in the alley, people are running from the tumble of bricks, though some remain, squinting upward, recording the action on their phones, and where’s my support team? They should be clearing the area by now, making it safe.

“I’m coming for you!” I yell at GoPro. More words fly from my mouth, but I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m moving again, slower now that I’m being drilled with debris.

The chopper’s right overhead, the gurgle of its blades smothering the squeak of my boots, burying the frantic sound of my lungs and shielding this alley from the small sliver of sky. The snipers onboard can’t get off a safe shot with the alley still crowded below, even though GoPro’s an easier target now that he’s begun to slow down.

“. . . not even. You have two minutes.”

It’s the first thing Tucker’s said since I entered the alley. No—he’s been screaming nonstop, this is just the first thing I’ve let myself hear. But why does he sound so panicked? I have two minutes, but GoPro has less. He’s almost to the roof but I’m right behind him.

Until the fire escape comes loose.

GoPro’s prying the top of it out of the wall, as if deboning a steel skeleton from a body made of bricks. He can’t be strong enough to rip the whole thing clear. Can he? Regardless, the damage has been done to the top sections. I bolt upward before I lose altitude. And GoPro disappears onto the roof just as the fire escape above me peels all the way back.

I jump as the steel goes slack. The gloved fingers of my right hand claw at the side of the building, my left hand flapping in the air.

My knee cracks at a buttress, almost throwing me off the wall completely, and I lose another five feet before I’m able to hook my fingers onto a ledge.

Not three feet away, a pigeon blinks at me twice.

My vision is returning to normal. Not much time left. And the roof is maybe six lengths of me away now. I am molten with sweat inside my Kevlar, my fingers slippery inside my gloves.

Maintaining my hold with one hand, I tug the glove off the other with my teeth, then I dangle there, wiping my palm dry, flexing my knuckles. I switch hands, tug off the other glove.

Down in the alley, a few idiots still gawk skyward.

Don’t they realize they’re in danger?

Not as much danger as me.

With time running out on my rush, I crimp my fingers inside the ledge, press at the wall with the opposite foot, and push up onto the next hold, working every angle I can. I dart from a windowsill to a drainpipe to the next window, edging into each nook and cranny. Two more crumbling holds, a tortuous zigzag, and now the roof is only one move away.

“You have sixty seconds,” Tucker yells. “Go!”

I pull up on both arms with enough force to clear the top of the building, and I somersault forward, then hit the flat roof in a sprint.

GoPro has forty seconds before he’s finished. His body will be slowing down. But at the far edge of the roof, he shows no sign of quitting. He leaps from the top of this building to the next one and disappears into a fog of white steam.

I reach the edge of the roof and leap to the next one, just as GoPro did it. Only I leap farther, faster.

The TRU chopper roars overhead.

“YouTube this!” Tucker shouts, and I think of all the videos GoPro’s posted, the blur of his rush, the TRU runner looking like a fool behind him. But not this time. I’m taking him in and pulling that helmet off his head so he can smile for our cameras. He’ll pay for all those he’s injured.

But he can’t pay. Not properly. None of them can.

I’m losing focus, but I still clear the gap between buildings, one after another, windmilling my arms through the air, then landing midstride.

I’m so close behind GoPro, I can read the brand name on his messenger bag, see the bills poking out of it, the frayed edges of his Carhartts, the cracks in his hockey pads.

“Thirty seconds!” Tucker yells.

If I have thirty seconds it’s almost over: GoPro’s rush is about to run dry.

As he lands on the next roof, he crumples on impact. He tries to roll through it but is all out of finesse.

I land right there behind him.

“Alana!” Tucker shouts in my ear. “You’ve done it!” He thinks this is a victory. But for me it isn’t nearly enough. I’m ten feet from our target when I rip off my helmet, holding it under my arm so its camera still points at GoPro, but so I no longer have to hear my handler gloating.

The roof is mostly flat and empty. Just one exit point—a doorway to a maintenance stairwell. Steam plumes out of two HVAC pipes, shrouding everything, adding to the feeling we’ve traveled above the clouds and left the city behind us.

The last seconds of the rush quickly slip through my fingers. I’m withering and stiff, and I’m shaking, trying to slow myself down all the way, not wanting to grab hold of GoPro too hard and hurt him with the residues of my strength and anger. Except then he’s on his feet, limping away from me, dragging his right leg behind him as if it’s been snared in a trap.

He glances back at me as he breaks into a hobbled sprint.

“Wait,” I yell, my voice almost back to normal, though my ears keep popping and my jaw throbs.

The steam blows thick and I lose sight of my target. Nor can I see the chopper that drums its blades overhead.

I start jogging through the steam, my joints crunchy. I’m no longer so nimble but can still catch up to this breakneck before I lose all my edge.

“You’ve run dry!” I scream, spotting him at the far side of the building. The chopper’s so close it whips my hair and billows the steam. Visibility’s too poor for the snipers onboard to take a clear shot, but if GoPro keeps running, it’s only a matter of time before they try wounding him.

Or worse.

“You have to stop, or they’ll shoot,” I yell as GoPro turns to face me. I yank my hair from my eyes, pinning it back.

Then GoPro sucks his sweaty head out of his helmet. And GoPro’s not a he at all.

Her dirty-blond hair is piled in a bun, and the sweat and heat and the tetra have flushed her pointy face a furious red.

Of course she’s not the first girl I’ve caught. But for some reason, GoPro has always been a guy in my head, showboating with the YouTube footage, manly in the Carhartts, and this revelation gives me pause.

Which gives GoPro an opportunity.

She hurls her helmet like a bowling ball and it hits me square in the chest, knocking me backward. I drop my own helmet as I fall. Then GoPro’s running, rattling open the door to the maintenance stairwell and disappearing inside.

The rush is over, but I go after her. Through the door. Down the stairwell. “There’s nowhere to run,” I shout, wheezing as I descend the steps, my feet thudding, knees jarred.

Below me, GoPro crashes through a door, and I follow her into a barren post-construction zone: heavy workbenches waiting to be removed, empty pots of paint, stained rags, and cardboard boxes full of trash. Otherwise the floor is open and empty. No interior walls or dividers. No cubbyholes or cubicles. The fresh paint is blinding white and sunlight streams through the windows at the far end, everything aching with brightness.

GoPro’s reached the wall of windows, glass floor-to-ceiling, and she has her back to me as she peers out at the city, silhouetted against the backdrop of buildings beyond.

I’m still twenty feet from her, but I stop moving when she slams her forehead at the glass with a horrible smack.

It’s something a trapped animal might do. A bird caught in an invisible cage. And the residue strength of her rush is enough to spider the tempered glass into a fractured web as she cracks her head against it once more.

Her overalls are covered in dirt. Tiny pieces of debris are lodged between her pads, making her spiky and ragged as a scarecrow.

“Stop,” I say, before she smacks her head at the glass again.

“I suppose you’re nice and young,” she says, rubbing her gloved hands over her head as she turns to face me. Blood drips from her forehead and her features are all straight lines. Sharp cheekbones and ski-jump nose; her jaws grinding as if she’s chewing gum laced with poison. She presses her thumbs at the base of her skull. “You look about fifteen, runner.”

I reach to grab the handcuffs clipped at the small of my back.

“Too young for the Needles,” GoPro sneers.

“If I’d got the Needles”—I show her the handcuffs—“I wouldn’t still be rushing.”

“Sure you could resist?”

“Try closing your eyes,” I say. “It’s supposed to help with the pain.”

“It doesn’t.” She shakes her head, then stops, quickly, as if shaking her head is the most painful thing she could do. “Nothing helps. Trust me. This is my fourth time through it.”

I can’t help but be impressed. Once you get the Needles, you should never dose up again. Your body’s setting off an alarm in your brain and it can be deadly to hit snooze. Some can’t help pushing it one more time, though. I even heard talk of a breakneck who risked three more rushes.

Four times has to be a record.

GoPro turns back to the window, still rubbing at her cranium. As I take a step toward her, she taps a finger at the glass. “See the scaffold?”

Of course. It wraps the white bricks of the building across the street like a sleeve and tops out at about our level.

“Think I could make it?” GoPro’s breathing is ragged. “The pigs will have this building surrounded. But not that one.”

Even peaking, it would be hard to cover that distance.

“Your rush has run dry,” I remind her.

“Yeah. Forever. So what, I just become like all them?” She peers down at the street below, then turns to face me again. “You ever look at them? Squirming about like they’re just waiting to die. Half of them look dead already. You ever smell them rotting, runner? You know, right? Just because you wear that uniform, doesn’t mean you don’t know.”

“All I know is you’re under arrest.”

“No. You know. You know. After your last rush, there’s nothing. That moment when the moments have all passed you by.”

She gasps, then sobs. I take another step toward her. I have to cuff her, read her rights, then I’ll find my helmet and call for backup.

“Damn it!” GoPro screams. “Four times through. Four times!”

She squeezes her skull between her hands like she might pop it, but then stops, and with a flourish, shakes out her hands in the air. Her voice becomes a growl. “You listen to me, runner. You ever catch up to Mobius, tell him he was wrong about me. Dead wrong.”

I’ve no idea who Mobius is, but I don’t care—GoPro is striding toward me.

I’m ready for her. Aching and exhausted, but ready as she lurches closer. Only then she stops, pivots, and I realize she’s been backing up from the window. And now, with room to run, she’s running at the window, and then barreling through the window, and she is once more the tornado at the heart of a storm of glass.

“Wait. . . .” I stretch the word past breaking point.

The chopper has appeared outside, a giant steel insect hovering in place, and I wonder if the snipers onboard are watching like I’m watching as GoPro hurtles out of the window, aiming for the scaffold that cradles the building across the street, knowing her rush has forever run dry.

For a moment, she spins her limbs in spastic movements, as if she’s traded her arms for broken wings. The building must be sixty feet from this one; the scaffold that wraps it is only marginally closer.

GoPro doesn’t even make it halfway.





FOUR

That night, I dream myself faster.

Fast enough to slide to the broken window just in time to grab GoPro by the hand. I’m pulling her back inside the building when the dream morphs GoPro into my brother. The last traces of tetra in my veins make the dream hyper real. We’re back on Queens Boulevard last summer. The late afternoon sun stretches the sky wide open, the streets wavy with heat. I can see Montasy Comics in the background, and I’ve dreamed this enough to know that I’m dreaming, but I still feel the panic as Reuben lags behind me, comic books stuffed under his arm, his face buried in the pages of some new story.

I take a few steps out onto the crosswalk without him, yelling for my brother to hurry up. He’s grinning as he steps off the curb, moving toward me. But then he stops grinning because he’s heard what I’ve heard and he knows something is wrong.

Reuben looks in the direction of all the noise just as the breakneck cuts a corner to cut down Queens Boulevard. At first all I see are Reuben’s comic books scattering, the pages fluttering open.

My brother lands twenty feet away.

But this is the dream. So I dream myself faster. Fast enough to rewind and do things over. Fast enough to scoop Reuben into my arms and carry him to the sidewalk so he’s safe as the breakneck blazes past.

The dream takes its time fading as I awake, and I let it replay over. But as morning seeps in through the curtains, I am a hundred years of slow. The day after dosing up means long hours in low places. I crawl out of bed, too sore to stand without leaning against my dresser. Holding the walls for support, I hobble through our small house.

The television snaps off as I enter the living room. The blinds are drawn, and in the gloom, Mom fidgets with the remote as she perches on the couch.

“Breakfast?” she asks, anxious as ever to have something to do, but I give my head a slight shake as I lower myself down on the love seat, squeezing in next to Echo, the black lab who brings my brother so much joy. Echo merely twitches at my presence and keeps sleeping, but Mom is overly attentive, smothering me with a blanket before I even sit down.

“I’m not cold,” I tell her.

The shivering is just one of the postrush symptoms. We call the recovery period derailing. You have to wait a full twenty-four hours before it’s safe to dose up again, but sometimes these symptoms last longer than that.

To combat my current ailments, I have a regimen of supplements I’m supposed to take, premade packets of goo to down, but I can’t eat yet. Derailing often makes me feel too sick to be hungry. I’m also dehydrated, despite the drip the medics put me on as they hurried me back to headquarters. Once the techs okayed me to leave, some desk jockey took me home, so I never saw the lieutenant, or Tucker, but that’s pretty normal. The priority is to get a runner rested so they can rush again as soon as possible. When I go in tomorrow, I’ll be scoured for signs of weakness or post-traumatic stress. I’ve become good at answering the questions the right way to get back in uniform and back on the street.

This time it will be harder.

“How about some coffee?” Mom asks. I try a nod, and she gets the idea.

I can tell she spent the night on the couch again, eventually drifting off next to the piles of self-help books she keeps renewing from the library. Mom picks up accounting gigs, doing people’s taxes, crunching numbers, but with school out, she’s often too busy looking after Reuben to get out of the house much. She sometimes takes pills to help her sleep—they make her pass out hard and the next day she walks about like a zombie. She seems alert today, though. Just as well. I’m zombie enough for both of us.

As Mom clatters about in the kitchen, I tell myself the cup of coffee will be a reprieve: from first sip to last, I’ll not think about yesterday, or anything other than right here, right now.

I find a pad and pen amid Mom’s books and try drawing, just messing up the paper to clean out my mind. I used to draw all the time, doodling over anything I could get my hands on, filling up notebooks, scribbling on magazines and books and receipts. I’d draw cartoons to make Reuben laugh, and more serious stuff that I’d keep to myself. Just the way I saw the world, little snatches of things.

I’ve only been able to draw black swirls of nothing since Reuben got hurt.

My phone vibrates on the table. There are a half-dozen missed calls, no voice mails. Tucker, mostly, has been trying to reach out. But the lieutenant has tried, too. Even Jamie—one of the other runners, who is almost a friend—has sent me a consolatory text. Barely five foot and built like a gymnast, Jamie has the best vertical leap of anyone at TRU. And just like that, I’m thinking about GoPro. Leaping. Plummeting out of a nineteenth-floor window as if meaning to puncture the world below.

Mom brings me coffee the way I like it. She’s even cut up a Granny Smith and put a few pieces on a plate, trying to bait me to eat.

“I suppose it’s all over the news,” I say, letting go of my phone so I can grasp the coffee mug with both hands.

Mom shrugs, but I know she’s been glued to footage half the night. TRU does a good job of keeping the news cameras away when we’re rushing, but even if no one from the networks captures pictures or video, some slo-mo on the street will. And knowing the networks, the finale is all they’ve been showing. Perhaps a few clips of the rush in progress—maybe someone captured me with their phone as I stumbled through Macy’s, maybe some fire-escape footage—but they’ll be focusing on whatever nastiness was gathered of GoPro’s body hitting the asphalt, as if flung without forgiveness into a grave no one dug.

I set down my coffee as a wave of nausea hits.

It’s a good thing I was hidden from prying eyes when I pulled off my helmet. If someone got a clear picture of me, you could Google TRU or tetra, or accelerator, and my face would pop up, and I can’t put what’s left of my family at that sort of risk.

A local station once threw a runner’s face on the evening news, and TRU had to retire him immediately. I heard they relocated him and his family to Kansas, which Tucker swears isn’t so bad, and I’m sure isn’t—when you’re from Nebraska. But our identities as runners have to be kept strictly protected, to shield us from media attention, and breaknecks, and from the protestors who think we’re too young for law enforcement and that we’re somehow making things worse. The protestors are the ones making things worse, though. If it weren’t for all the controversy, TRU would be allowed more than twelve runners. As it is, after eighteen months and almost a hundred arrests, the unit is still classified as experimental, so our numbers are capped. This results in a waiting list for new applicants.

I had to wait five months just to get tested.

It’s only during puberty that the body has a chance to synthesize tetra safely, but not everyone who’s the right age will reap the benefits: many just wander about in a daze or are knocked out by the adrenaline surge. The techs have all sorts of explanations for this, and maybe if I’d not had the right body chemistry, hormonal balance, or whatever, I’d have tried to understand it all more. But I passed TRU’s tests with flying colors. Then I had to convince Mom to sign off on me entering the program. She relented only after I got Reuben to help persuade her.

“Did he see it?” I ask, meaning my brother. “The jump?”

“Only once.” It hurts my mother to admit even this much, but she favors honesty above all else. “I’m sorry. You know how he gets.”

My phone vibrates as another call comes in—it’s Tucker again, but I ignore it. I’m too busy getting up now that Reuben’s entering the room.

I jog over to my brother as fast as my sore feet will allow.

It hurts to smile. My jaw cracks and my teeth throb, but I beam at Reuben. “Hey, Doughnut,” I say, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. With his doughy little cheeks, caramel skin, and eyes the color of bittersweet chocolate, my little brother could have been crafted at an expensive bakery. Doughnut doesn’t really do it justice.

“Hector’s bringing the ice,” he says, his arms around my neck. At first the wheelchair made hugging awkward, but we’ve had almost a year to practice. “He said he’ll be here by noon.”

Hector runs the small grocery store six blocks away, and after Reuben read something about pro quarterbacks taking ice baths after games, he thought it might help with my postrush pain. I always shut myself in the bathroom and wait for the ice to melt enough that I can take a hot shower, but Reuben loves any way he can help.

“How’s your derailing?” he asks me, his brow furrowed with concern.

My bruises feel like holes packed with swollen nerve endings. My bones buzz like an electric fence.

“What derailing?” I say, which makes my brother smile, and of everything sweet about him, his smile really takes the cake.

Mom’s on her way to the kitchen but pauses to run her fingers through my hair. “Soon we’ll be all done with mornings like this, babe.”

“They still might let me be a handler,” I say. “Once I turn eighteen.”

“What happened to finishing high school and going to college?” Mom asks, still playing with my bangs. She hates that I cut my hair short, but I joke that her own hair is long enough for both of us. “What happened to being a normal girl again?”

Mom loves to bring up high school and the names of girls I used to goof off with, wondering out loud why I no longer spend time with my friends. But those girls are strangers now. School’s a lifetime ago. Normal is a luxury I can no longer afford.

“You should like that I want to make a difference,” I say.

“Who says I don’t?”

I lean against her. “You’ll be less worried when I’m a handler.”

“Trust me, I am counting the days.”

“Me too.” As of today, there are only twenty-four left. Not even four full weeks, and then no more saving people as an accelerator. I’ll be relegated to the slow lane for the rest of my life.

“You have seventeen arrests now,” Reuben says, once Mom has disappeared into the kitchen to fix him a smoothie. “They’d be crazy not to let you be a handler.”

“Yesterday doesn’t count,” I tell him, straightening his Spider-Man T-shirt.

On the wall behind Reuben is a framed picture of our father before he got ill. He still has the scruffy red hair and radiant
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