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Dedication

For Jeannie and Cory, who taught me to be bold





Epigraph

There are no secrets that time does not reveal.

—Jean Racine
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Chapter 1

Spring has finally come in Bedlam, and the air in the arena smells like newly blooming roses, popcorn, and manure. I’m in the bleachers at the Spring Fling Horse Show, watching the final group of jumpers lead their horses by the reins. At the front of the line is Martha Marks, the mayor’s daughter, who I’ve known since we were little kids. Her black velvet riding helmet perched tall upon her head, Martha smiles slightly, her eyes all calm and focus, her riding jodhpurs with their leather knees pristine, her black riding boots polished to a shine under flecks of fresh mud.

I’m sitting between my mother and father in the third row, just behind Martha’s parents, Mayor Manny Marks and Belinda Bullett. The mayor’s giant head swivels around, and he flashes me that toothy grin he passed down to his daughter. Next to him, whippet-thin with her nervous bird’s face half-hidden under her giant cloche, Belinda motions to my mother to lean in for a picture—a roving Daily Dilemma photographer stands below them on the bleachers, his flashbulbs popping for tomorrow’s paper, which will feature lots of society ladies in their spring hats. My mother’s is wide and white, like a straw-and-silk ring of Saturn, and Belinda’s is dome-shaped, decorated with faux flowers, the straw colored antacid pink. When my mother leans down to pose with Belinda I can see the track marks on her temples just below her huge sunglasses from where she’s been injected with fillers and plumpers.

“To stay young, I guess,” she’d sighed last week when I asked her why she needed to do so much work on her face. “There’s a lot of pressure on me to look this way. And it’s good for the business.” The business is Fleet Industries, the development company she owns with my father. Then she shrugged, as if to say, It needs to be done, so why complain.

When Martha turns her huge black horse to face the audience, I wave. “Go, Martha!” I shout. She grins, squinting out at the bleachers at the sound of her name. Her eyes find me in the third row, and she waves back.

She must think it’s strange to see me here. I’ve never come to one of her competitions before. Horses have never been my thing.

But I’m not really here to see the horse show. I’m here to keep an eye on my father. Ever since I found evidence that he could be part of the Syndicate, Bedlam’s notorious crime ring, I’ve been shadowing him every chance I get. Spying. Snooping in his office. But it’s been two weeks, and so far I’ve found nothing. Just a man with a lot of money who likes to tell business associates what to do to build his buildings higher, bigger, faster, more profitably.

I spot him picking his way back down the bleachers after visiting the arena’s snack bar. He holds a cheese plate and a plastic cup of fruit salad, three bottles of Exurbia Springs Water pressed against his gray suit. One of the bottles falls from his grasp as he’s about to reach our row. Before I even think about it, I leap up and lunge toward him with my hand outstretched to catch the falling bottle. Fast. Probably too fast.

“Some reflexes!” my father says, startled.

“Just helping out.” I shrug and give him a look like what are you talking about so he stops thinking about it. I’m usually careful not to move as quickly as I’m capable of, but sometimes I lapse for a second before I catch myself. I can move so fast now, do things a person shouldn’t be able to do. It’s one of the things Jax changed in me when she did the surgery, replacing my dead heart with a chimeric one she’d designed to beat faster, work harder than a human heart should.

It works. He sits down between me and my mother on the bleacher bench. “Just like old times, huh? Us three, all together on the weekend?”

I nod, careful to smile instead of scowl even as the thing in my chest twitches like a broken wind-up toy, full of misgivings and suspicion.

Nothing is like old times anymore. Not at all. But I don’t want my father to question all the “family time” I’ve been partaking in recently. If he thinks I’m watching too closely, he’ll be even more carefully guarded than he already is.

As he settles on the bleacher next to my mother, it’s her I study, not him. She stares straight ahead at the jump course, her face hidden beneath her sunglasses, her hat pulled lower now, hiding the injection marks. Is she medicated today?

I decide she probably is, her brain soothed by an every-four-hours dose of Vivirax under her giant white hat and huge sunglasses. It’s too early for wine, but she’s so placid and calm right now that she borders on comatose. She fans her fingers out in front of her, examining her bloodred manicure. Shakes her head when my father waves the fruit cup in front of her face. “No thank you, dear.”

“Suit yourself,” he says back so quietly the mayor can’t hear. He sends the cheese plate up to the bleacher in front of them. What does she know? I wonder. About my father. Is she as out of it as she seems?

My father was always the parent I used to think I could sort of rely on, but he isn’t someone I can trust anymore. I need to figure out what my father knew about Gavin Sharp, once my boyfriend, then my enemy, now dead and buried.

It’s been three weeks since Gavin’s funeral, and though I’ve done as much surreptitious digging as I can, I still haven’t found any connection between my father and Gavin, other than the fact that Gavin was his employee—something Gavin didn’t tell me, but then why would he? Nothing he said turned out to be the truth, in the end. He fed me lie upon lie before his carefully orchestrated “kidnapping,” and I stupidly believed it all.

Sometimes I wonder what made me such an easy target. Why I was so duped by a handsome face, by the way he held me, by all his promises and plans. Was there something written on my face that read fool, rube, naïve?

Whatever might have once been there, it’s gone now.

Now I question everything, and everyone. Nothing anyone says feels like it could possibly be the truth. And my feelings about people—I question those constantly too.

I watch my father offer Belinda some fruit and pass out the remaining water bottles. “I was born to serve,” he jokes. Belinda laughs politely, and I think I see my mother roll her eyes behind her glasses.

The top of the Syndicate chart in the book I found in Gavin’s bag has two words at the top of it: The Money. It has to be a nickname, shorthand for someone shadowy and crucial. Someone I have reason to believe is my father. But could he really be funding the Syndicate?

I’ve searched his office. Looked through the files on his computer. It’s all just contracts, plans, payroll for Fleet Industries. All of it seems ordinary, boring, the stuff you need to do to put up buildings. No more.

Not for the first time, I wonder if maybe it’s all in my head. If maybe the chart I found in the back of Gavin’s strange paperback book about police corruption and the mob—the one thing of his I kept after I let him drop to his death in Lake Morass—has nothing to do with my father. I keep it under my mattress and study it every few days as if I can glean the truth from his scratched-out names in ballpoint pen. Maybe it really is a coincidence that Gavin worked for him, and his “real” job with the Syndicate was during off hours.

A trumpet blast pierces my thoughts, and I focus back on the riding course. The riders each climb onto a little step to mount their horses as the announcer begins reading off their names. This is the final and most advanced level of the jumping competition. Martha sits up straighter on her horse when her name is called, and the group of twelve riders—three boys, the rest girls—dig their heels into their horses’ flanks, gather up their reins, and move them toward a corral where they will wait for their turn on the course.

I close my eyes a minute and tilt my face up to drink in the heat of the sunshine on my forehead. Winter was so long, and the spring feels a little like awakening into the still-dark hours before dawn, sweat drying after a series of nightmares.

I remind myself things are not all bad. The Syndicate seems to have lost its power for the moment, now that Gavin, its captain, is dead. As a result, crime is down. All the papers say so.

And the only price I’ve paid, other than my freakish heart, is the way I shudder at the memory of Gavin landing on the jagged boulders in the lake, his mouth and eyes open in shock. It could so easily have been me, not him, whose skull pooled slick black blood on the white rocks. But he’s gone, and I’m still here.

I shake the image free and turn my thoughts to Ford. Ford, who is the reason I have my chimeric heart, and the reason I’m alive today. He is alive, if not yet healthy enough to get out of bed. I picture him lying in his uncle’s living room, the greenish hollows beneath his eyes. I go over there two or three times a week, whenever I can sneak away. Every time I hope for some improvement, but he’s still so weak.

“Number four, Martha Marks,” the announcer booms, and a swell of polite applause rises up from the bleachers behind us. The mayor and Belinda turn around briefly, acknowledging the crowd with politicians’ waves, then turn back to watch Martha ride around the ring. She moves fluidly with her black mare as they canter up to each jump, easily clearing the poles, starting with the three-foot-high ones and moving on in the course to taller and taller obstacles. Her back is perfectly erect, her eyes focused, hands on the reins making small corrections, communicating with her horse.

I check the program and smirk at the name of her horse—Daddy’s Girl. Martha’s always been so proud of her father’s political career, first as deputy mayor and then as mayor.

Martha barrels around the far corner of the course and loops in our direction again. The hooves of her horse cut into the earth, sending clods of it flying as she prepares to make this next jump—the highest in the course at seven feet.

My father and mother are both using this moment while the mayor is occupied to check e-mail on their phones, oblivious to the spectacle.

But as Martha gallops toward the high hedge, a sharp, sustained, ear-splitting whistle fills the air. I grimace and clap my hands over my ears, looking for the source, waiting for others to notice it.

But my father is still tapping away on his phone. My mother is doing the same.

The mayor and Belinda keep on cheering. Behind me, groups of people in funny hats eat and chat and watch the action in the ring, a few of them filming Martha as she closes in on the end of her course. Nobody else seems to notice the shrieking whine growing louder and louder. It’s unbearable. I press my fingers against my eardrums, trying to block it out.

Is it all in my head? A new side effect Jax didn’t warn me about? Nobody else seems to hear it.

Nobody but Martha’s horse.

As Daddy’s Girl approaches the final jump, her teeth flash in the sun and she rears up, following Martha’s order to clear the hedge, but instead the horse twists in the air, whinnying loudly, and bucks Martha off. The bleachers erupt in gasps as Martha sails through the air and lands on her back in front of the jump with an audible snap of bone. Her face crumples, her blue eyes blank with shock.

The crowd erupts with shouts. “Roll! Roll!”

Because if she doesn’t roll away, Daddy’s Girl will land on top of her, hooves smashing her skull.

At the last second, Martha seems to process what’s happening and rolls six inches to the right. It’s enough. The trample of the horse’s hooves misses Martha’s back and hands by what looks like centimeters at the most.

I’m on my feet, my chest pounding, adrenaline pumping through me as I try to block the sound with my hands on my ears. Where is it coming from? I whirl around and around, wincing at the shrill whine, until I spot the speakers mounted on several poles around the arena.

The sound has got to be coming from them.

Frantically, I look around for some sort of control room, and my eyes land on a glass-enclosed booth where the announcers sit during games. I squint at the windows until human shapes come into view. There are three or four people inside, standing up and watching the crowd. They stand very straight, perfectly still. Watchful. The outlines of their bodies look young. Perhaps just a few years older than me. Not like the usual announcer types, who are older men in suits and ties.

And I could swear it looks from here like they are smiling.

As two men in dark suits rush from the sidelines toward Martha—the black curly wires snaking from their earpieces tell me they’re the mayor’s bodyguards—I look to my parents, wondering if I can slip away without them noticing. Martha flinches from the pain. She’s broken something, maybe her ankle. The mayor leaps over the guardrail to join the bodyguards, leaving Belinda with us, pale and terrified. I’ve still got my hands on my ears, the sound growing almost unbearable, louder and louder every second.

Meanwhile, among the penned-in horses waiting their turn in the ring, there is a commotion. They whinny and snort, some of them rearing up, others kicking out. Many of them tremble violently, their nostrils flared.

The riders begin to dismount, jumping over the fence toward the show organizers, who yell on bullhorns for the riders to assemble near the judges’ desk.

Everyone on the arena floor shoots worried looks at the horses, and they yell orders at a group of handlers they’ve summoned from the stables.

Just then, a chestnut mare with a tiny blue ribbon tied around the topmost section of her mane rears up on her hind legs, eyes wide and wild. On her way down, her hooves smash through the wooden fence. And then she’s out, galloping on the course, hooves thundering. Eyes bugging out as if possessed.

The other horses follow her lead, charging out of the pen and galloping toward the bleachers, a row of frenzied hooves, manic nostrils flared. They move with grace and speed, their hooves biting the dirt as they race toward the far bleachers.

Toward us.

The entire crowd is on its feet now. I see a crying little boy launched into the air by his father, who carries him like a football under his arm and starts leaping over the bleachers, avoiding the walkways, which are clogged with people.

The horses are just a few feet from the bleacher rail now. Hooves thundering. Muscled hides shaking with the effort of the gallop. My father’s expression is dazed, like he can’t quite believe this is happening. But one look at the horses tells me they aren’t going to let a little thing like a metal railing come between them and the bleachers. They’re moving quickly, doing everything they can to escape the sound.

“We need to go!” my mother screams, lurching out of her medicated haze and onto her feet. Now is my chance.

I force myself to run like I would have before, at a normal speed, until I’ve blended into the crowd enough to move faster and head toward the sound booth without her seeing me. On my way, I spot Serge, my father’s driver and bodyguard, rushing toward my parents.

“Serge!”

When his eyes find me, I motion with my chin to the sound booth, communicating where I’m going.

He nods, and then continues toward my parents. Serge has experienced my enhanced speed and strength firsthand. He knows I can take care of myself.

The horses have cleared the bleachers now, but I’m closing in on the booth. I take a breath and start moving much faster, my heart whirring inside me, my ears echoing with the slippery scrape of hooves against metal, a drumbeat under the shrieking whine still humming deafeningly in the air.

I spot an older woman to my right who’s fallen in the clogged edge of the bleachers. She could get trampled, people all around her moving fast. In three flying steps, I’m at the woman’s side. She’s wrinkled and ancient, struggling to right herself, but the crowd around her isn’t stopping to help. Her huge robin’s-egg-blue hat is crushed beside her and covered in footprints. I get a hold around her torso and pull her up. She’s so old and dazed; I don’t think she’ll make it walking. So I hoist her up as inconspicuously as possible and carry her against my side the last eight rows to the top of the bleachers, where the sound booth is.

“What are you doing? I mean, thank you!” she cries when we reach the top of the stairs. “I—I—are you the girl from the papers?”

She means the New Hope. They were calling me that in the Daily Dilemma when I started rounding up members of the Syndicate. Back when I still thought they had taken my boyfriend. But I don’t do that anymore.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, trying not to wince from the clamor in my ears. And then I’m gone, moving through the crowd until I reach a metal door with a plastic placard on it that says SOUND BOOTH.

It’s locked. Still wincing from the whine coming out of the speakers, I gather up all my strength and take a running leap against the door. As my shoulder smashes against it, the door flies open. I crash into the room, too much adrenaline coursing through my body to notice how much it hurts.

Three guys whirl around from where they stand, in front of a complicated soundboard with microphones and dozens of switches. The skin around their mouths is smeared black with what looks like traces of shoe polish, their eyes glassy but focused, their expressions mildly surprised, nothing more.

“Can we help you?” the one nearest to me says. He’s maybe twenty, a shock of black hair covering half of his pale, thin face. I open my mouth to say something, but then I see him reaching for something inside his jacket.

I run toward him, conscious of time slowing down until I can almost see the molecules of dust vibrating in the air in front of me. In an instant I am inches from him, close enough now to smell the chemical tang emanating from his pores. “Drop it,” I hiss, wrenching his arm behind his back until he squeals. He tries to twist away, but there’s no contest. I’m much, much stronger than he is, and in an eyeblink I feel him relax as he gives in.

His grip loosens on the gun, and I grab it with my other hand, shoving him away from me, hard enough so that he crashes against the wall near the door of the sound booth.

“You.” I motion at the smallest of the three of them, a blond kid around my age. He wears a black T-shirt with a drawing of a single heavy-lidded eye. Panic kicks in my stomach as the pounding of horses’ hooves, the screaming of the crowd, and the whine from the speakers crowd my skull. “Shut it off.”

“Or what?” the blond boy says. “You’ll shoot?” His expression is so smug, it’s like he’s daring me to. His lips are smeared with blue-black oil. His eyes are dazed and indifferent despite the gun I’m pointing at him. “Go ahead,” he dares me. Smirking. I cock the gun, deciding. Out of the corner of my eye I spot a huge chestnut stallion moving toward the booth, eyes wild, flanks straining up the stairs. People screaming, trying to get away.

Time is running out.

“That’s what I thought,” he sneers when I hesitate. “Why not embrace the chaos and enjoy the view?”

I make an involuntary sound of disgust in the back of my throat, and then turn toward the controls.

I take aim at the center of the soundboard where there are dozens of switches and sliders, bracing for the recoil. The last time I fired a gun was months ago, the night Gavin was killed. I squeeze the trigger, and the bullet explodes into the soundboard, sending white sparks flying and a plume of smoke rising up from the hole in the metal.

Instantly, the whine stops. I can think again.

For a half-second, I stare out the window at the horses starting to relax. People continue to run toward the exit, their faces etched with fear, but the horses have already slowed their runs from a gallop to a halfhearted trot. When I turn back around, the three boys have slipped out. I race to the door, but the crowd is so thick, it’s impossible to imagine which way they might have gone.

“Anthem!” I look up toward the arena entrance doors, and there is Serge, waving, half-crazy from worrying about me. I nod and scurry toward him, my chest thumping with adrenaline and unanswered questions: Who were they? Where did they go? What did they want?

 

In the parking lot, the arena attendants have managed to round up half a dozen of the horses and stand with them under a cement overhang. I run my fingers along the mane of a black quarter horse as we pass by. I whisper shhhhh in its ear. It is trembling slightly, but nothing like before. All of them are calmer now that the noise has stopped. Next to the quarter horse, a white mare has a hoof-shaped red mark on her neck.

People hold each other in the parking lot as they move toward their cars. Children are crying.

I move with Serge toward a cordoned-off section of the lot where my parents are waiting with the mayor’s family and his team for an ambulance. The men in dark suits—the mayor’s bodyguards—keep pressing the wires on their ears and talking in hushed voices. The mayor is yelling into his phone. Belinda bends down to tend to Martha, ghostly pale and lying on a stretcher on the ground. She moans softly, obviously in a lot of pain.

The ambulance screeches into the lot before I can say anything, my words lost in the squeal of the siren. It pulls up next to us. The doors pop open, and two medics jump out to unlatch a gurney. In a moment, they lift her stretcher up on top of it and start strapping her in.

“Anthem,” Martha says as they hoist her up. “Tell everyone at school I’m fine, okay?”

I nod.

“You were amazing,” I say. “You would have gotten the blue ribbon.”

This seems to make her happy. Her eyes twinkle, and she’s about to say something else, but they are pushing her gurney into the ambulance. The last things I see are the mud-caked soles of her riding boots before one of the medics shuts the door.

My father’s hand clamps down on me. He grips my upper arm tightly, his other arm around my mother, who’s been silent as a stone since we left the arena. I wonder if she’s popped another dose, maybe something stronger than Vivirax. Maybe a Calmalin, which always leaves her nearly catatonic. After a moment, I squirm away from my father.

As we walk through the parking lot, the sun beating down on our heads, I notice two little kids pointing at the sky. I look up. A message, written in puffy purple smoke, floats above us. So innocent looking, that purple. The skywriting of extravagant lovers. But when I read it, a deep shiver moves through my veins.

 

WE ARE THE INVISIBLE, AND WE ARE EVERYWHERE.

 

“The Invisible,” I say out loud. Who are they?

“Garbage,” my father mutters, looking up without breaking stride. “Someone thinks he’s a hero for causing trouble. It’s happened before,” he adds.

I shoot a look at Serge. His jaw is clenched. His eyebrows rise when he meets my stare, before we both look quickly away.

I swing around for one more look at the parking lot as I get into the car. Everyone’s looking up at the sky now. Everywhere, lips beneath sagging straw hats read the slogan in the sky. Conversation swells loud all around us. As I get into the car, I look over my shoulder, paranoid. We are everywhere. Suddenly, I feel certain that today was just a warm-up for something more ambitious. Something deadlier.





Chapter 2

Ford’s uncle Abe lets me into the apartment early the next morning. He’s off from his shipping job at the PharmConn factory on Sundays, and it looks like he’s getting an early start on his day—a green apron smeared with pancake batter covers his massive belly and barrel chest. His bushy gray mustache fans out when he smiles at me. “Come on in, Anthem. He’s sleeping, but he’ll wake up for you.”

“Any better lately?” I ask, searching Abe’s face for clues. I haven’t been able to make it out here since Thursday.

He shrugs. “Maybe a little.” But the strain of worry is evident in his bloodshot eyes. He is trying to stay positive for Ford, and for Sam and Sydney, Abe’s daughters, still asleep in the apartment’s only bedroom.

Abe sleeps on the couch at one end of the living room, and Ford has a small, curtained-off spot near the kitchen where his bed is pushed up against the alcove wall along with a tiny desk and a rickety wooden chair. I desperately want to believe Abe that Ford is indeed a little better.

I walk toward the curtain and knock on the wall next to it before I pull it back. “Ford?”

“Mmm.” I hear him stir in his bed. “I know that voice.”

My chest buzzes with anticipation—even in his weakened condition, seeing Ford gives me a charge every time. I let myself linger there for another second before I pull the curtain, hoping to find a healthier Ford this time. But when I lift the curtain and move into the darkened alcove where his bed is, the wheeze in his chest sounds worse than before. I force a smile.

“Morning,” I whisper, standing just a foot from the bed. I grope in the dark until I find the wooden back of the desk chair. I turn the chair around so it faces the bed before I sit down. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, now that you’re here.” I can hear him smiling in the dark. A silence opens up that Ford breaks after a few beats. “I stood up for a whole shower yesterday.”

“That’s progress.” When he first came home from Jax’s lab after his coma, he couldn’t stand up at all.

“Guess so,” he says, but he sounds nonplussed. He must be miserable not being able to do what he normally does, which is run and train and generally power through his days. Though he doesn’t say it, I know that in his mind, without exercise, he may as well be dead.

I find the lamp on his desk and switch it on, careful to keep my face neutral even though my heart sinks as I take in how pale he is, his gaunt cheeks. He must have lost at least twenty pounds by now. Maybe more.

“You look good,” I lie. I search his face for evidence that he’s getting better. But if anything, he looks weaker and sicker than ever.

I think back to when I woke up from my surgery on Jax’s gurney. I was off and running—more like flying, actually—the same day. Why couldn’t Jax do the same for Ford, who didn’t even need a transplant? Who wasn’t even clinically dead?

“You’ll be better in no time.” I hope I look like I’m sure of it. I don’t want to betray my new suspicion that he might never fully recover from Gavin’s bullet, and that he’ll have me to blame for a miserable life spent hobbling to and from his bed. If he hadn’t followed me to Gavin’s house that night, everything would be different now. I might not be here at all.

“How long has it been, anyway?” Ford asks. He can’t remember the first week, when he was in a coma, and time has been sketchy for him ever since.

“Three and a half weeks.”

“These things take time, I guess,” Ford starts, lifting his head from the pillow and then collapsing back down in exhaustion.

I try to think of something to say to him, something to cheer him up or at least distract him. I’m about to tell him about the horses, the skywriting, ask him if he’s heard of the Invisible, when I hear little feet scampering on the planks of the wood floor.

“Sam and Sydney are up,” I whisper. Ford makes an effort to sit up taller in bed, and I help him by stuffing another pillow behind his back.

“Guess who’s here, girls?” Abe says to them, and then they’re running toward us, two mop-headed balls of energy in matching pink cotton nightgowns. Sam is five, serious under her big pile of curly black hair. Sydney is seven, a bigger version of Sam, and more of a joker.

Sam dives onto Ford’s bed atop the covers, and Sydney gives me a hug, her curls tickling my neck.

“Hi, you two. What’s shaking?” I ask. Their energy is infectious enough to lift my mood a bit.

“Sam, show Anthem your new moves!” Ford demands, a cough rattling in his throat.

“Good idea!” Sam leaps off the bed and pulls the curtain back all the way, exposing the alcove to the rest of the room. Abe rummages in the fridge, putting ingredients for a second batch of pancakes on the counter. “Let me get my music.”

She scampers into her bedroom, and Sydney follows. “You mean my music,” she corrects her little sister as she runs after her.

While they’re gone, Ford grabs my hand. “Thanks for coming by,” he says. His eyes look ablaze with fever or emotion, I’m not sure which. “It must be getting kind of boring for you.”

“Are you kidding? This is the best part of my week.” I’m blushing again, and I’m not quite sure why. But when I sneak another peek at him, I think Ford might be blushing, too. This is harder for him than for me, I remind myself.

He’s made it pretty clear that our relationship is more than just a friendship to him. But his protracted recovery is clouding his mind. It must be. How can you love the person who almost got you killed?

“When’s the last time you saw Jax?” I don’t say because I think something’s wrong, but I’m sure it’s written all over my face.

“Last Friday,” Ford says. “She told me to wait and see how I’m doing in a week or two.”

“That’s it?” I say lightly, wondering if maybe Ford looks worse than he feels. Could this really be normal, part of his recovery after losing all that blood?

Ford shrugs, and suddenly I feel angry with Jax. Can’t she do something more than just wait and see? The scientist who invented my chimeric heart should be able to do better than this. Extra vitamins? Plasma? Antibiotics? There must be something she hasn’t tried yet. Something that will fix him. I make a mental note to pay her a visit.

“Abe thinks I’m doing better. Right, Unc?” Ford raises his voice a little to reach his uncle across the small expanse of the room.

“Yup,” Abe says over the hissing of batter in the frying pan. “A little.”

“I could take you to see Jax right now,” I suggest. It’d be nice to see Ford out of bed. To breathe fresh air with him. “Today.”

“Abe will do it.” Ford shakes his head, staring down at his sallow hands on the bedspread. They’re losing their calluses, no longer the hands of a boxer. “When I’m ready. I’d rather he sees me limping than you.”

“Okay, weirdo,” I say, busying myself with a stack of pictures on Ford’s desk, frustrated by his stubbornness.

I find a shot of him in the ring, his stance victorious after a knockout. Back when he boxed for money. Before he was driven underground by the Syndicate, when he stopped throwing fights for them.

“Look at you here,” I say, more to myself than to him as I stare at the photo. He’s pouring sweat, his opponent laid out on the mat to one side of him. Ford’s sculpted arms are raised in victory, one glove still on, the other clutched in his hand. His mouth guard swelling his smile.

“Yeah.” He smiles now, but it looks pained. “Hope I can get back to training soon.”

Ford wants me to think he’s strong, but I already know he is. I’ve seen him at death’s door. I carried him to Jax after he was shot, his blood soaking through my clothes. Most people would have died from the blood loss then and there. At least that’s what she told me. He needed more than a gallon of transfusions when I got him to her lab.

“Want to come to the table?” I ask. I want to see him walk. If I see it, I’ll know he’s really getting better.

Before he answers, the girls come back from their room, dragging a cracked plastic record player covered in stickers. “Wow, that thing is ancient.”

“It was my mom’s when she was a kid. Probably was her mom’s before that,” Ford says. The girls carefully place the needle on the record, and the tinny twinkle of a tune—“Dance Me to the End of the Road,” I think it’s called—comes out of the record player.

Sam has tied on the tutu I brought her—one of mine from level one, a foamy blue wisp of tulle—and assumes first position, pausing to look me in the eyes and grin before she puts her game face back on and spins to the music. Sydney joins in after a minute, and soon they’re both spin-jumping off the couch in fits of giggles.

“Bravo!” we shout. Ford smiles, the glint in his eyes brighter now. Abe, too, pauses to watch as he puts pancakes on plates. The small dark room in the basement of the run-down building is filled with music, laughter, and the smell of batter sizzling in the pan.

Ford inches toward the edge of the bed, wincing as he pulls himself to his feet. It’s an effortful maneuver. So much so that he almost falls.

I rush to help him up, to steady him, but he shrugs me off and indicates he can do it himself. “At least I’m out of bed, right?”

“It’s great,” I agree as I watch him hobble toward the kitchen table. His movements are tentative, painful, as if each and every step requires everything he’s got. The last person I saw walk this way was my grandmother after surgery. That was two weeks before she died.

Ford’s not getting better. Even if he doesn’t want to admit it, the truth is plain as day. The realization kicks me in the gut as I watch him hobble around like an eighty-year-old. And believing time will fix this is just wishful thinking.

My insides ache when I think back to the shooting, to the moment he burst into Gavin’s office. All because he was protecting me. It’s my fault he’s in this condition. And now I have to do everything I can to fix it.





 

It’s 4:45 A.M., and the boy has been inching along on his belly inside a metal tube for the better part of an hour. It’s making him sweat. The tube is part of the ventilation system in the top of the recently shuttered Hillside Palisades Mall. The sweating is making his mask itch, so he stops crawling and pulls it off to blow air upward onto his wet forehead.

If his calculations are correct, the next opening in the vent is the former Big N’ Tall Shoe Palace, the unofficial den of the Hammer, one of the Syndicate’s top lieutenants. Rumor has it the Hammer likes to sleep in the mall.

The boy pulls his mask back over his face and keeps crawling, hoping there aren’t too many guards watching over the Hammer. Hoping they don’t hear him coming. His arms protest the continued push forward, but his body still hums with anticipation. If he takes down the Hammer, he’s one step closer to dismantling the Syndicate’s central power structure.

Finally, he reaches the slatted vent above the Big N’ Tall. It’s dark down there, but he thinks he sees a flicker of light between the vent’s metal slats. Slowly, he reaches for a dime in his pocket. Taking care to be absolutely silent, he uses it to unscrew the vent’s four corners. After he removes the last screw, he holds his breath and slides the vent’s plate away, making no sound, save a tiny scrape of metal.

He pulls the wool mask down over his nose and mouth and sticks his head into the store, relieved to spot the extra-large shoe racks on the wall. He’s found the Big N’ Tall.

There’s a metal trash can in the center of the room, a low fire burning inside it that smells chemical and toxic. A tent is set up in one corner of the store. Behind it, stacks of footlockers. Must be around thirty of them. He wonders what’s inside. Likely pharms, if he had to guess. That’s what the Hammer deals in, after all. Droopies, giggles, smokestacks, BodMods, and whatever else they’re pushing. And when his corner boys don’t come through, he deals in making examples of them.

Other than the tent, there’s nothing here except a bunch of empty office chairs strewn around the room.

The boy flexes his arms, makes sure he’s got his strength after all that crawling. Then he lowers himself into the room, hanging from the ceiling a moment before dropping down, wincing at the muted thump his feet produce when they hit the carpet.

“Go see what that is,” he hears a man say from outside the store.

He races to the wall of footlockers, but though he’s fast, he’s not fast enough. A girl enters the store, young, skinny, strung out on something. And she carries a rifle. She spots him before he can dive behind the footlockers. She looks shocked to see it’s him. His mask is known. He is known. He’s been in the papers for a solid three months now. VIGILANTE CAMPAIGN FOR JUSTICE. HOPE FOR THE CITY. THE HOPE CONTINUES CRUSADING. The headlines never seem to get old.

Her eyes widen, and she falters, lowering her rifle a half-inch. A Syndicate tattoo rides her collarbone like a necklace, a yellow bruise from an old black eye on the ridge of her cheek. “It’s you,” she breathes.

He nods, doesn’t say anything. Tries not to look down the barrel of her gun. His is in his boot. He considers grabbing it, but so far he opts to wait. Something about her tells him she’s better than this.

I hate him, she mouths, eyes flicking on the tent, then back to him. He wonders if the Hammer is the person who gave her that black eye.

Then she faces the door and calls to whoever sent her in here, “Nothing here. Must’ve been a mouse or something.”

Before she leaves, she points to the tent. Folds her hands together, rests her face on them to indicate he’s sleeping.

Careful, she mouths before she goes. When the door closes behind her, he takes out his gun. Holds it in front of him as he unzips the tent.

Then everything speeds up the way it does when his adrenaline rises. The eyes of the Hammer—a short man with giant, steroidal arms; a buzz cut; and a red, greasy face—flutter open. He reaches for something, but the boy beats him there, yanking a sawed-off shotgun from the Hammer’s sleeping bag.

He pulls the Hammer out, presses a gloved hand over his mouth with one hand, the gun in the other pressed into his sweaty temple. “Don’t make a sound,” he mutters. The mask is enough to tell the Hammer he’ll do it. He’s killed several of them, but he prefers not to.

The girl out there might keep the other guards occupied. But she might not. He doesn’t want to kill anyone. He wants to take the Hammer alive. Deliver him to the cops. See justice served.

The Hammer breaks free and runs toward the door. He’s slow and clumsy, though, and the boy is quicksilver. He slams the Hammer over the head with his gun twice. It’s all it takes to lay him out cold.

Now he has two choices. Get the big man out through the vent, or charge through the mall.

Eyes darting toward the front of the store, where several tall, bulky shadows move behind the paper covering the windows, he opts for the vent. He hears the girl talking on and on, diverting their attention. He was right about her. She’s one of the good ones.

It takes three minutes, and all the strength he has, to boost the unconscious Hammer up on top of a stack of chairs. Then he climbs on top of him, slides into the ceiling through the opened vent, and pulls the impossibly heavy man through.

In fifteen minutes, they’ll have cleared all the vents, and the boy can get him to the police with a long list of incriminating evidence he’s compiled. And a little something extra—two packages of pink-and-blue striped giggle pills he’s found in the Hammer’s pockets.

One less Syndicate capo on the street. Which means he’s one rung closer to the top of the organization. To ending them for good.

 

Hours later, he wakes to her getting dressed. He pretends he’s asleep, watches her precise movements through slitted eyes, her small hands buttoning the white blouse of her school uniform, her body blotting out the dim winter light coming through the window, leaning over him, his vision bleary and shot through with stars, light coming in around the edges. That’s how tired he is.

The smell of coffee and he sits up. She’s filled a blue aluminum camping mug with it for him. “Morning,” she says, and grins. The light spills through her tangled white-blond hair, and he cannot recall her ever looking more beautiful.

“Thanks.” He sits up, takes a sip. Black and sweet, three sugars.

She leans down and fingers a fresh cut above his eyebrow, careful to hold the coffee away from him, not to spill it on the
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