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CHILDREN OF BLoOD AND BoNE 
by ToMI ADEyeMI

Zélie Adebola remembers when the soil of Orïsha hummed 
with magic. Burners ignited flames, Tiders beckoned 
waves, and Zélie’s Reaper mother summoned forth souls.

But everything changed the night magic disappeared. 
Under the orders of a ruthless king, maji were targeted 
and killed, leaving Zélie without a mother and her people 
without hope.

Now Zélie has one chance to bring back magic and strike 
against the monarchy. With the help of a rogue princess, 
Zélie must outwit and outrun the crown prince, who is 
hell-bent on eradicating magic for good. 

Danger lurks in Orïsha, where snow leoponaires prowl, 
and vengeful spirits wait in the waters. Yet the greatest 
danger may be Zélie herself as she struggles to control her 
powers – and her growing feelings for an enemy.
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gOODbye, peRFEcT 
by sARA BARnARD

Goodbye, Perfect is a beautiful and emotional contemporary 
YA novel, with a powerful friendship at its heart, by 
bestselling author Sara Barnard.

When I was wild, you were steady . . . 
Now you are wild – what am I? 

Eden McKinley knows she can’t count on much in this 
world, but she can depend on Bonnie, her solid, steady, 
straight-A best friend. So it’s a bit of a surprise when 
Bonnie runs away with the boyfriend Eden knows nothing 
about five days before the start of their GCSEs. Especially 
when the police arrive on her doorstep and Eden finds out 
that the boyfriend is actually their music teacher, Mr Cohn.

Sworn to secrecy and bound by loyalty, only Eden knows 
Bonnie’s location, and that’s the way it has to stay. There’s 
no way she’s betraying her best friend. Not even when 
she’s faced with police questioning, suspicious parents and 
her own growing doubts.

As the days pass and things begin to unravel, Eden is 
forced to question everything she thought she knew about 
the world, her best friend and herself.
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ONE WEEK BEFORE

‘Do you ever think about just . . . running away?’ Bonnie 
asked.

‘Running away from what?’
‘You know. Life.’
‘You can’t run away from your life,’ I said, settling back 

against the cushions. We were in her bedroom trying to revise, 
me on the futon, her on the bed. ‘It’ll always be there when you 
get back.’

‘Not if you don’t go back,’ Bonnie said. ‘If you start a new 
life.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think you can ever really start 
over. Because if you’re trying to do that, you’re basically trying 
to run away from yourself. And you can’t. You’re stuck with 
you, forever. Wherever you go.’

Silence. 
‘Why’re you asking, anyway?’ I asked, craning my neck so I 

could see her, sitting across the room from me. 
She shrugged. ‘Just . . . argh, exams, you know?’
I smiled. I knew. ‘Oh yeah, I’d run away from exams, 

definitely. But only if you came with me. And Connor.’ My 
boyfriend. I considered, then added, ‘And Daisy.’ My little 
sister. ‘And we’d need to be back in time for LeeFest.’

‘That’s a holiday you’re describing,’ Bonnie said. 
‘Even better,’ I said. I turned a page of my Biology textbook 

and sighed, feeling the familiar sink in my chest at the sight 
of all the stuff I would never learn nor understand. ‘Maybe it 
should just be you who runs away, then.’

‘Maybe,’ she said. I could hear the smile in her voice. 
‘Give me a heads-up when you go,’ I said. I was trying to 
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read about genes, but I was thinking jeans and how I needed 
new ones, and whether I should go for the embroidered ones I 
saw down the market. ‘Send me a text. Or a postcard.’

‘OK,’ she said. 
‘Promise?’ I prompted. 
‘Promise,’ she said. 
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SATURDAY

1

The police arrive when I’m in the shower.
I don’t realize straight away, of course, because when I 

shower on a Saturday afternoon I make the most of it. So around 
the time they’re walking over our threshold, I’m covered in 
a tea-tree-and-minty lather, eyes closed against the bubbles, 
singing a medley from The Lion King at the top of my voice.

The singing might be why I don’t hear my adoptive mother, 
Carolyn, knocking on the bathroom door. And that might be 
why she chooses to break the most sacred of McKinley household 
rules: she walks right in and bangs her fist on the glass of the 
shower door.

I scream, obviously.
‘Eden!’ she yells, which is pretty unnecessary considering 

(a) she’s already got my attention, and (b) it’s not like there’s 
anyone else in the shower she could be talking to but me.

I should say here that this is very unCarolynlike behavior, 
and it’s that weirdness, more than the actual request, that makes 
me turn off the shower, open the door just enough to poke my 
dripping head out and demand, ‘What?!’

‘Can you finish up and come downstairs, please?’ she asks, 
back to her usual calm self, like this is just a normal, reasonable 
request.

‘Why?’
‘The police are here,’ she says. ‘They want to talk to you.’
I feel my entire face drop, my eyes go wide. ‘Why?’ I say 

again, more panicked this time.
‘I think you know why,’ she says, which is terrifying. ‘I 



29

need you downstairs in five minutes, OK?’
I go to close the shower door again – partly out of obedience, 

but mostly so she can’t see my face and whatever might be 
written across it – but Carolyn puts out a hand to stop me.

‘Bonnie’s mother is here, too,’ she says, then lets the door 
slide closed, right in my stunned, guilty face. 

I do know why. That’s true. 
Not because I was expecting them, or because I’ve done 

anything wrong, but because this morning I got this message 
from my best friend, Bonnie: I’m doing it. I’m running away 
with Jack. EEEEEEKKK!!!!! Don’t tell anyone! Talk later! 
Xxx And by ‘this morning’, I mean at 04.17 a.m. 

OK, I realize this might sound a bit alarming, out of context. 
Especially with the whole police-at-the-door thing. But when I 
read it a few hours after it was sent – bleary-eyed, still half asleep – 
I was just a bit confused, maybe a little annoyed, mostly because 
Bonnie and I had made plans to go to Canterbury today, and  
her unexpected bailing meant I was suddenly planless on a 
Saturday. She’d agreed that this would be our free day from 
revision, our chill-out day, practically the only time she’s 
allowed in the ridiculously strict revision schedule she’s 
been sticking to since April. Our first exam – Biology – is on 
Wednesday. Five days away.

I replied just the way you might expect me to. Huh? 
Can’t talk right now, but I’ll call later! Just say 

you haven’t heard from me if anyone asks! I’m on an 
ADVENTURE! <3 xx

I didn’t think for a minute that she really was running away, 
because that’s just not something Bonnie would do, and even if 
it was, she’s got no reason to leave. So I chalked her messages up 
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to exaggeration – maybe she’s staying out for the night with her 
secret boyfriend (more on him later) without telling her mother, 
at most – and put my energy into salvaging my Saturday. 

I carried right on thinking that all morning, which is why, 
when her mother called Carolyn to ask if I’d heard from Bonnie, 
I said no, as promised. 

‘I thought the two of you had plans?’ Carolyn asked, her 
hand cupping the phone to her chest.

‘We did,’ I said. ‘But she changed them last night. Didn’t say 
why.’ 

‘Last night?’ Carolyn repeated.
‘Yeah,’ I said. 
‘And you haven’t heard from her since?’
‘Nope,’ I said. I didn’t think twice about lying for Bonnie. 

As far as I was concerned, she’d asked, and I’d agreed, and that 
was that. I didn’t need any more details or context. A promise 
is a promise, and a best friend is a best friend. But I had to try 
and make it believable, and also get the attention away from me, 
so I added, ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, though. She’s probably 
with Jack.’

Carolyn’s eyebrows went up. ‘Who’s Jack?’
‘Her boyfriend,’ I said, telling myself that Bonnie could 

hardly expect Jack to stay a secret if she’d ‘run away’ with him. 
‘That’s probably where she is,’ I added. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back 
soon.’

That’s literally all I know about her secret boyfriend, by the 
way: his name, and the fact that he’s a secret. I’d actually been 
sure ‘secret’ was just Bonnie-speak for ‘imaginary’, especially 
as I was never allowed to meet him, or even see a picture. But 
apparently not. 

Thinking that made me a little uneasy, so I tried to call Bonnie 
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to ask for more details on the whole running-away thing, but 
she didn’t answer. I sent her a message – You’re OK, right? – 
and it took her a few minutes but she finally replied: More than 
OK. Don’t worry! xx

I relaxed, because there’s no one I trust more than Bonnie, 
and if she says she’s OK, then I know it’s true. 

So, I knew from this that Bonnie’s absence had been noticed 
by her parents, which I thought was a bit weird, even then, 
because how could they know so quickly – and know enough 
to be so worried that they’d call Carolyn – that she’d even gone 
anywhere? But I didn’t think about it for very long because, 
like I said, it’s Bonnie, and Bonnie doesn’t get into trouble. Not 
real trouble. And that’s not an opinion – it’s a fact. 

Here are a few things about Bonnie Wiston-Stanley, aged 
fifteen and three-quarters: 

• She likes Caramac bars broken into little pieces and 
stirred through vanilla ice cream.
• She’s in all the top sets at school, and pretty much top of 
those, too.
• She’s Head Prefect and everyone expects her to be Head 
Girl when she goes to sixth form next year.
• She plays the flute, and not just in a has-to-because-her-
parents-make-her way, but actually properly plays it, like 
with grades and everything.
• She wears glasses with thin brown frames.
• She has freckles, which she hates even though I think 
they suit her.
• She never used to wear make-up, not until a couple of 
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months ago.
• She’s the best, most steady, most reliable friend in the 
world.

I guess you’ll want to know about me, too. What are a few 
things about me? Well, my name is Eden. Eden Rose McKinley, 
in full. I like plants and flowers and things I can grow with 
my hands. I was adopted when I was nine years old. I live in 
Kent. I have a boyfriend called Connor. I once got suspended 
for drawing moustaches on the portraits of the senior staff in 
the main entrance hall during a fire drill. My teachers call me 
‘spirited’ when they’re trying to be nice, and ‘disruptive’ when 
they’re not. One day I’m going to get a tattoo of a dandelion on 
my shoulder. I used to have a recurring dream that I was being 
flown around in the beak of a pelican. I like cannoli better than 
anything else in the world. I’m not always as nice as I’d like to 
be.

There. Now you know about us both.

Anyway, so yes, I do know why the police have turned up 
at my doorstep, but I know it in a very basic, process-of-
elimination way, not in a proper knowing way. For one thing, 
I’ve got no idea why the police are involved at all, and even 
less why they’d want to speak to me. Why would the police be 
involved in a teenage girl going off with her boyfriend for a bit 
without telling her mother? Since when is that a crime?

Shit, maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Jack. Maybe that’s 
what this is all about. But I’d got so used to thinking of him as 
not real that even saying his name out loud hadn’t quite felt 
real. She’d never told me anything concrete about him, never 
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showed me a picture, even. Just given me titbits vague enough 
that I’d assumed they were lies; bad lies, at that. How old is he? 
Older. How did you meet him? A flute thing. I’d figured she was 
jealous of Connor and me and had made up her own imaginary 
equivalent, and who was I to spoil that for her?

I know that might sound a bit unlikely, but Bonnie has 
been known to have a pretty wild imagination when it comes 
to things like boyfriends. It’s like a combination of wish-
fulfilment and too much fanfiction. When we were fourteen 
she returned from summer camp full of stories about her new 
boyfriend, Freddie. I believed her, because why wouldn’t I, 
and it took almost six months for me to finally catch on that 
the whole thing was basically a fantasy. Freddie was just a boy 
she’d had a crush on and then kissed on the last night of camp. 
Not exactly a love story. 

So as far as I’d been concerned, “Jack” was either entirely 
imaginary or just a friend from orchestra or something that she 
wanted to be her boyfriend. Otherwise, why wouldn’t I have 
met him? 

I get out of the shower and head for my room, trying to get 
my head straight. It’s not long after four, which means it’s about 
twelve hours since Bonnie sent me her first message and six 
since her mother started making calls. It doesn’t seem like long 
enough to get so freaked out you’d get the police involved, but 
then, what do I know about parenthood?

I towel off in a kind of fast/slow hybrid, because I’m not sure 
whether I want to hurry up and get downstairs, as instructed, 
or put it off for as long as possible. I take my time towelling my 
hair, thinking back to everything I’ve done over the last twelve 
hours, just in case they ask.

The answer is, not much. I made French toast for my little 
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sister, Daisy, because she’s grounded at the moment for getting 
into trouble at school, and I felt sorry for her. It wasn’t long after 
that when Carolyn started asking her questions about when I’d 
last spoken to Bonnie, and I’d figured it was a good idea to get 
out of the house, so I did. And by that, I mean I went to see my 
boyfriend. My lovely, non-secret boyfriend, Connor.

I tried to call him before I left, but he didn’t answer so I just 
sent him a text to let him know I was about to turn up on his 
doorstep. We have the kind of relationship where that kind of 
thing is OK, so I knew he wouldn’t mind. 

It took me about fifteen minutes to walk to Connor’s house 
– we both live in Larking, which is a boring little market town 
in Kent – and he was already waiting in the doorway when I 
started walking up the drive. He was half dressed, his jeans 
hanging low, revealing a strip of blue boxers. He was shirtless, 
his hair sticking up at all angles, his eyes morning-blinky. But 
still he was grinning, his face lit up, like every time he sees me. 
When I took the step up to walk through the door, he leaned 
down and dropped a kiss on my lips. He tasted of peanut butter.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You just got up?’ This is unusual for Connor, 
who’s usually up before 7 a.m. every day of the week.

He shrugged. ‘I was up most of the night.’
‘Oh, shit,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’ 
‘It’s OK, everything’s fine now.’
‘Um, what happened?’ I wasn’t sure how to ask this – or 

whether I even should – but he didn’t seem annoyed.
‘Mum had a fall,’ he said.
‘Shit,’ I said again. Connor’s mother has rheumatoid 

arthritis, and he’s been her carer since he was eight. His 
gran lives with them and helps look after them both, even 
though she’s in her seventies and probably needs more care  
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than Connor does, nowadays. 
‘She’s fine,’ he added. ‘I mean, not fine. But, you know, fine 

enough. We had to go to hospital but it’s nothing major, just a 
couple of fractures.’

‘A couple?’ I repeated, horrified. I tried to remind myself 
that in Connor’s house this qualifies as ‘nothing major’. But I 
couldn’t help but think of how completely major it would be if 
Carolyn had to spend half the night in hospital. I wouldn’t shut 
up about it for weeks. But this didn’t even warrant a text.

Connor smiled at me. ‘Just a couple,’ he said. ‘She’s sleeping 
now. So’s Gran.’

‘You can go back to sleep, too,’ I said quickly. ‘I can go.’
He shook his head. ‘No way. Stay, obviously.’ He leaned 

down to kiss me again – he’s just taller enough than me that he 
has to lean when we kiss, which I love – and we stayed like that 
for a while, broken bones and runaway friends skittered from 
my mind.

Connor and I shouldn’t be a perfect match. Him, the shy 
ginger kid and me, the wild(ish), difficult one. But the thing 
about Connor is he isn’t actually that shy at all. And I’m not wild 
or difficult, not really. Sometimes it just takes that one person to 
see beyond what everyone tells them they’re meant to see.

Here are a few things about Connor Elliott, aged sixteen years 
and six months:

• He was bullied from Year 7 to Year 9, but he doesn’t 
ever talk about it, even now.
• He loves birds and wants to be an ornithologist, and he’s 
proud of this, not even slightly embarrassed, even though 
the other kids have always tried to make him be.
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• He can tell what bird it is just by the sound it makes.
• He knows how to cook.
• He’s dyslexic, like me, but he tries harder and he 
actually likes to read.
• He has blue eyes and hair the colour of paprika.
• He broke his nose when he was nine and now it has a 
bump on it.
• His mum and gran say he’s the best boy on the planet.
• I agree.

No one thought we would work, let alone last. But here we are, 
over a year on, happy. We’re like veterans of a teenage love 
story.

I didn’t stay at Connor’s long, because even though he tried 
to hide it he was clearly knackered. We spent a lazy couple of 
hours in his bedroom, watching TV, kissing and playing Portal, 
which is the only video game I ever agree to play with him, even 
though he insists it’s old now and I should give some newer 
games a chance. Every now and then he left to go and check on 
his mother and gran – both still sleeping off the previous night’s 
stresses – and to replenish our bowl of tortilla chips.

‘I should go,’ I said finally, after he’d literally fallen asleep 
on my shoulder twice.

‘Nah, stay,’ he started to say, but he broke into yet another 
massive yawn instead. When he was done he laughed, sheepish. 
‘OK, maybe I’m a bit tired. Don’t go, though.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I suggested. ‘When you’re a bit more 
awake.’

He made a face like a little boy refusing a nap. ‘But you’re 
here,’ he said. ‘It’s a waste of Eden-time.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Can it, you soppy div. Go to sleep.’
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‘Cuddle first?’ he suggested, pulling back the covers and 
burrowing under them.

‘You’re so macho, Connor,’ I said. ‘I can’t handle what a 
manly man you are.’

He laughed, pulling me under the covers towards him. His 
skinny frame was warm and cosy, impossible to resist. Connor 
is comfortable with himself like no other boy our age I’ve 
ever met. Not in a loves-himself way, either. More like he has 
his priorities, and he knows what matters, and what matters 
isn’t wasting energy on worrying that he isn’t the model of 
masculinity. It’s basically the thing that made me fall in love 
with him in the first place. That and the fact that warmth comes 
off him like a radiator in winter.

Anyway, that was it with Connor today. I didn’t even tell 
him about Bonnie. I must have left his house sometime after 
two, come home, mooched for a bit and then decided to have the 
proper long shower that Carolyn ended up interrupting.

And now here I am, in my room with the police downstairs 
waiting for me, stepping into my jeans and deciding that, yes, 
I’ll carry on telling the small lie, as promised. I can’t see what 
difference Bonnie’s message from earlier would really make to 
anything, anyway, and I don’t want Carolyn getting mad at me 
for lying to her this morning. 

Carolyn’s head appears around my bedroom door and I jump, 
almost tripping over my own feet.

‘Are you nearly ready?’ she asks.
‘Let me just do my hair,’ I say.
‘Eden,’ Carolyn says warningly. 
The tone in her voice, together with the situation, makes me 

feel suddenly panicky. ‘Why do the police want to talk to me?’ 
I demand. ‘I don’t know where Bonnie is. I really don’t!’
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‘They’re not expecting you to know,’ Carolyn replies. ‘They 
just want to talk to you. And anyway, if you ask me, Bonnie’s 
mother is the one you should be more concerned about. The 
woman’s practically hysterical.’ 

‘Why do they think I’ll know anything, though?’
‘Because you’re her best friend. God knows, if you 

disappeared, Bonnie is the first person I’d want to speak to.’
‘No, I mean, why are they freaking out like this? Why are 

the police even involved? She’s probably just off with her 
boyfriend somewhere.’

Carolyn lets out a little noise I can’t interpret and I frown 
at her, trying to get a reading. What is going on? None of this 
feels right. 

‘I know Bonnie’s usually Miss Responsible, or whatever,’ I 
add. ‘So yeah, maybe it’s a bit unusual. But not police-unusual.’

Carolyn doesn’t answer this, just glances behind her at the 
empty corridor and then back at me, raising her eyebrows in a 
silent ‘hurry up’. ‘The police are going to ask you why Bonnie 
has run away with Jack,’ she says. 

‘Why would I know—’
‘There’s no point in wasting your breath telling me,’ Carolyn 

breaks in. ‘You’re just going to have to repeat yourself. So let’s 
go downstairs and speak to the police, OK? I’ll be right there 
and you don’t need to be nervous.’

‘I’m not nervous,’ I say, surprised. 
Carolyn mutters something, which I think for a second might 

be ‘I am’, but she’s already turning away and heading down the 
hall, so I follow. 

There are two police officers waiting for me when we get 
downstairs. One is a man, grey and gruff, who does all of the 
talking. The other is a woman, younger than Carolyn, who  
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takes notes in almost total silence. 
‘There’s no need to be nervous,’ the man says, after we’re 

done with the introductions and preamble. His name is DC 
Delmonte, and it’s making me think of peaches. ‘All we need 
from you is the truth.’

‘I don’t know anything,’ I say. Actually, I’ve already said 
this four times. No one seems to be listening. 

Matilda, Bonnie’s mother – who’s never liked me, by the 
way – let’s out a loud ‘hmm’. 

‘I don’t,’ I insist.
‘Just tell us what you do know,’ DC Delmonte says. ‘Even 

the things that may seem . . . insignificant. When did Bonnie 
meet Jack?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. 
‘Well, how long have they been in a relationship?’
‘I don’t know,’ I say.
‘Did Bonnie ask for your assistance in keeping their 

relationship a secret?’
‘What? No. Why would she?’
‘Have you spoken to her today?’
‘No.’ Whatsapp messages don’t count as speaking, do they?
‘Did you speak to her yesterday?’
‘Yes. But just to talk about revision.’
‘Did you talk about Jack?’
‘No.’ Why are they so obsessed with Jack? Is this all because 

I mentioned his name to Carolyn this morning? 
They’re all looking at me like they’re waiting for me to say 

something very specific, but I have no idea what it is. It’s like 
having an in-joke described to me by the group of people it 
involves in painstaking detail, and everyone’s waiting for my 
reaction to the punchline. 
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‘What the hell is going on?’ I ask finally.
‘Eden,’ Carolyn says, her voice straining with the clear effort 

of staying calm. ‘Do you know who Jack is?’
There’s a tense, potent silence. I can hear Bonnie’s mother’s 

laboured breathing, her eyes brimming and rage-filled. The 
policewoman has her head tilted slightly, concentration in 
the lines of her face, and I get the unnerving sense that she’s 
profiling me, or something.

‘No,’ I say, and I hear how small my voice is in the room, 
shrunken by adult voices, strident and loud. And, suddenly, 
I’m scared. 

‘It’s Jack Cohn,’ Carolyn says. 
‘Who?’ I ask. My brain is too frazzled, too anxious, to process 

the information. I don’t know anyone called Jack Cohn. 
‘For God’s sake!’ Bonnie’s mother shrieks in a sudden burst  

of frustration, so unexpectedly that I actually jump. She takes a 
step towards me and I shrink back. Why is she so angry at me?  
I’m not the one who’s disappeared. ‘Just tell us where they are, 
Eden!’ 

And that’s the moment that Carolyn says it, and everything 
I thought I knew shatters. ‘Mr Cohn, Eden,’ she says. ‘Jack is 
Mr Cohn.’

An image pops into my head, then. Waiting in the music 
block for Bonnie to finish her flute lesson. Leaning against the 
whitewashed wall, my head resting underneath a nameplate. 
Mr J. Cohn: Head of Music. 

Mr Cohn, music teacher. Mr Cohn, form tutor of my little 
sister. Mr Cohn, full-grown adult man. 

Mr Cohn, my best friend’s secret boyfriend.
Holy. Shit. 
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OUT of THE BlUE 
By sopHiE CAMERon

When angels start falling from the sky, it seems like the 
world is ending. For most people it doesn’t. But for Jaya 
the world ended when her mother died, two weeks before 
the first angel fell.

Smashing down to earth at extraordinary speeds, wings 
bent, faces contorted, not a single one has survived and, as 
the world goes angel crazy, Jaya’s father uproots the family 
to Edinburgh, intent on catching one alive. But Jaya can’t 
stand his obsession and, struggling to make sense of her 
mother’s sudden death and her own role on that fateful 
day, she’s determined to stay out of it. Then something 
extraordinary happens: an angel lands right at Jaya’s feet, 
and it’s alive. 

Set against the backdrop of the frenzied Edinburgh 
festival, Sophie Cameron’s Out of the Blue tackles questions 
of grief, guilt and fear over who we really are. But it’s also 
about love and acceptance and finding your place in this 
world as angels drop out of another.
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ONE
Another Being falls as we’re driving into Edinburgh. Not 
here – that would be lucky, and luck doesn’t run in the 
Mackenzie family.

‘Number eighty-five!’ Rani shouts. ‘Just landed two 
minutes ago!’

She leans between the front seats, waving her phone 
like a newsboy hawking the evening paper. On the 
screen, a slim copper-coloured woman lies slumped 
over a pile of broken wood and burst watermelons. 
Golden blood trickles out from under the debris, tracing 
shimmering lines in the dust. 

‘Where is that?’ I ask. 
Perry, our West Highland terrier, raises her head off 

my lap for a look, then gives a disinterested ruff and 
goes back to bird-watching through the car window. 

‘Malaysia again,’ Rani says. ‘Some market near Kuala 
Lumpur.’ 

At least the Falls have improved my sister’s 
geography; she was still calling it ‘Koala Lumper’ last 
month. She taps the screen and a pixelated video 
stutters into action. The Being is only visible for a 
second before the crowd swoops. Tourists form a 
heaving scrum around the body; a woman emerges red-
faced and grinning, clutching a handful of feathers. My 
stomach churns. I’ve seen dozens of clips like this – 
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everybody has, by now – but they still make me want to 
throw up. 

Dad’s head swings between the video and the rain-
spattered windscreen. ‘Is it badly damaged? Masculine 
or feminine?’ 

It. Always ‘it’, not he or she, and ‘masculine’ or 
‘feminine’ to describe how they look – as if the Beings 
were a style of jeans, or a Spanish noun. The papers talk 
about them the same way; it’s their way of making them 
seem less human. It’s Dad’s way of rationalizing his 
obsession with them. 

‘She’s a woman, if that’s what you mean,’ I say. 
‘Besides, she’s not just damaged; she’s dead. No one 
could survive a fall that far.’ 

‘We’ll see.’ Dad gives me one of those infuriatingly 
patronizing smiles that he does so well, and I have to 
physically bite my tongue to stop myself from snapping 
at him. Behind us, Rani keeps tapping through photos 
on Wingpin or 247being or one of the other hundred or 
so apps she’s downloaded. 

‘This one looks young.’ She nudges her glasses up her 
nose. ‘Like, seventeen or eighteen.’

‘You’re judging by human standards though, pet,’ 
Dad says. ‘We don’t know how time affects their bodies 
yet. It’s possible that a Being who looks twenty in our 
terms could be a hundred, maybe even a thousand years 
old.’ 

He launches into yet another speech about yet 
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another theory and, yet again, I don’t give a crap. Ever 
since the first Being fell almost eight months ago, our 
house has been like the Michael Mackenzie Centre for 
Really Boring Theological Research. I can’t even 
remember the last time he asked if Rani had lunch 
money or if I’d done my homework. He’s too busy 
cutting articles out of newspapers, sticking pins and 
Post-its on to maps, chatting with Wingdings – a not-
so-polite term for angel chasers – in Germany and New 
Zealand and Japan.

‘At the moment it’s difficult due to the different 
chemical composition of their teeth, but scientists think 
they may be able to calculate their ages by the end of 
this year . . .’ 

He witters on and on, getting so caught up in his tales 
that he misses the change of the traffic lights and a 
pissed-off lady in a four-by-four beeps her horn at him. 
Rani nods and ‘mmms’ and ‘uh-huhs’ along. I’m pretty 
sure that even she, eleven-times winner of Daddy’s Girl 
of the Year, can’t actually be interested in the levels of 
linoleic acid in the Beings’ fingernails, but she puts on a 
good act. 

I stick my earphones in and gaze out of the window, 
nodding along to imaginary music. (My iPod ran out of 
battery just before we passed Pitlochry, but I’ve learned 
it’s easier to pretend I can’t hear Dad’s ramblings.) 
Outside, the drizzly city streets pass by in a blur. 
Seagulls swoop across the pale grey sky on the hunt for 
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chips. Perry whines and scratches at the door. 
‘Almost there, Per,’ I murmur, stroking the white fur 

of her back. ‘Just ten more minutes.’ 
I know how she feels. We’ve spent five hours in Dad’s 

stuffy Renault Clio, stuck in traffic on the A9 from 
Inverness to Edinburgh. It’s a shitty way to spend the 
summer holidays, but neither of us had any choice in 
the matter.

In hindsight, I should have known something was up 
when I woke up to the smell of pancakes last Saturday. 
It was the first time Dad had cooked in months; ever 
since the Falls started, we’ve lived on a diet of ready 
meals, cereal and takeaway pizzas. Just as Rani and I 
had finished drenching our plates in maple syrup, he 
gave a nervous cough. 

‘How would you two feel about going down to 
Edinburgh for a few weeks? I think . . .’ He was trying to 
sound casual, but I could tell from his hesitation that I 
wasn’t going to like what he had to say. ‘I think I could 
catch a Being there.’ 

My food went cold as I listened, open-mouthed, to his 
plan. He’d done some ‘research’ (i.e., chatting with other 
Wingdings on CherubIM), and based on the fact that 
south-east Scotland has had the highest number of Falls 
in the world, had ‘come to the conclusion’ (made a wild 
guess) that another one was due to land in Edinburgh 
‘within the next few weeks’ (at some point in the future, 
or possibly never – he’d figure out the details later). 
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‘Think about it, girls,’ he said. ‘We’d finally be able to 
find out where they’re coming from, and why they’re 
falling.’ 

I put up a fight. Dad pretended to listen, but when I 
finally ran out of reasons why this was the stupidest idea 
since chocolate teapots, he just smiled and ruffled my 
hair. 

‘I know it’s a long shot, Jaya,’ he said, ‘but I really 
need to do this.’ 

The car glides through a puddle, splashing the 
windows with murky rainwater. My phone buzzes. I 
know it won’t be from Leah, but my heart leaps with 
hope all the same. Instead, I find Emma’s name on the 
screen. Look what sad sausages we are without you! 
Attached is a photo of her and Sam pretending to cry, 
their frowns hidden behind curved hotdogs. The sky 
above them is bright blue, perfect weather for a 
barbecue. They’re only two hundred miles away, but 
suddenly the space between here and home seems 
infinite. 

I’m tapping out my reply when Rani pipes up with 
another update. My sister is on constant Being-watch. 
She could tell you when and where each one fell, what 
he or she looked like, sometimes even how much their 
blood and feathers sold for. Personally I think there’s 
something kind of creepy about an eleven-year-old 
trawling the internet for news of dead bodies, but Dad 
finds it useful.
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‘Listen to this,’ she says. ‘Today’s news means that 
seven Beings have now landed in Malaysia. The only 
other country to have hosted as many Falls is Scotland, 
also with seven; Russia has seen five, and Algeria four.’ 

I twist in my seat to face Dad. ‘What if you got it 
wrong? What if the next one falls in Malaysia? I mean, 
they’ve had just as many, so it’s just as likely, right?’ I 
kick my right foot on to the dashboard, jab a toe at the 
sealskin-coloured sky. ‘Maybe we should be on our way 
to Kuala Lumpur right now. At least it’d be sunny there.’ 

‘Malaysia’s a lot bigger than Scotland, Jaya,’ Dad 
says, swatting my trainers away. ‘Plus, the Falls over 
there have been scattered all around the country, 
whereas here they’ve had seven within thirty miles of 
the city. There’s no comparison. If I’m going to catch 
one anywhere, it’ll be in Edinburgh.’ 

I grit my teeth, trying to still the anger bubbling up 
inside me. He’s so stupid. This whole ‘plan’ is so stupid. 
You can’t catch a Being. You just can’t. They fall at 
insane speeds. They’ve smashed through buildings, 
turned highways into craters. One caused a mini tidal 
wave when she landed in the South Pacific, and another 
accidentally killed a woman when he fell in a town 
square in Armenia. It’s not a bloody Looney Tunes 
cartoon: you can’t stick a trampoline under them and 
spring them back to safety. 

Nobody knows when the next one will fall. Sometimes 
three will tumble down in one day, and sometimes 
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weeks will go by before another appears. There are 
scientific and religious institutions pouring billions into 
working out a pattern, but they haven’t even come close 
to finding one. It’s not like Dad, former Sales & 
Marketing Manager for Tomlinson Cigarettes, now stay-
at-home layabout, is going to be the one to crack the 
code. 

He makes a right turn on to a brightly lit street of 
shops and restaurants. Outside Pizza Express, a man in 
a kilt and tin-foil wings is playing something that sounds 
vaguely like Robbie Williams’s ‘Angels’ on the bagpipes. 
Dad sings along, drumming his fingers on the steering 
wheel. Rani joins in for the chorus. They belt it out 
together, carefree and off-key, the excitement crackling 
off them like static. A dash of pity simmers my anger. 
He really thinks he can do this. 

He actually thinks he’s going to catch an angel. 
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TWO
The flat that Dad has rented is a dump. The kitchen is 
Barbie-sized, the bathroom walls are cloudy with damp, 
and the living-room carpet looks like somebody’s gone 
all Jackson Pollock with a bottle of red wine. Behind 
the smell of chemical lemon cleaning products, there’s 
a stubborn undercurrent of beer, weed and takeaway 
pizza. 

‘I rent it out to students during term time,’ says 
Shona, our landlady for the next few weeks. ‘Gives the 
place a youthful energy.’ 

She fixes me with a wide mulberry smile. She’s white, 
fifty-something and looks just like an aubergine: skinny 
on top, round on the bottom, and purple all over. Baggy 
violet trousers, an indigo blouse, hair the exact shade of 
Ribena. At first I thought it might be a cult uniform, but 
then she told me I had ‘aggressive red tones in my aura’, 
so I think she might just be a bit odd. 

‘I’m sure you’ll be comfortable,’ she says, as she leads 
us back to the living room. ‘It’s small, but the chi flows 
very well.’ 

‘It’s great,’ Dad says. He hasn’t noticed the scowl on 
my face, or that Rani has pulled the collar of her T-shirt 
over her nose to block out the smell seeping from the 
sofa. ‘Reminds me of my uni days.’ 

For Dad, this flat is yet more proof that his angel-
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chasing plan is destined to succeed. Just a few days ago, 
he was frantically searching hostels and campsites – 
with the festival a couple of weeks away, most 
accommodation in Edinburgh has been booked for 
months. Shona’s place was too, until one of the acrobats 
she’d rented it to broke his ankle tripping over a paving 
slab and the duo had to cancel. 

‘And it’s just a few hundred feet from St Giles’ 
Cathedral!’ he said, as he eagerly sent off the deposit. 
‘Being No. 8 fell there on New Year’s Day, remember? 
That has to be a sign!’ 

Now in the living room, he goes to the window and 
pushes it open. ‘You can see it from here! Look, Ran, see 
the scaffolding?’ He twists back to look at Shona, a 
stupid grin on his face. ‘If this doesn’t help my research, 
I don’t know what will.’ 

Shona nods gravely. ‘Aye, I find the atmosphere in 
this part of the city very vitalizing. It’s sure to inspire 
you.’ Her eyebrows – also purple – rise slightly. ‘So, is it 
just the three of you?’ 

I shoot her a dirty look. This again. I’d noticed a split-
second of confusion in her eyes as she opened the door, 
wondering how my pale, blond father could have two 
brown-skinned daughters. It quickly faded as she 
worked it out, but now she’s looking for the missing part 
of the set. It happens a lot when we we’re out with Dad, 
sometimes accompanied by a bunch of nosy questions. 
I’ve always hated when people do that. Since Mum’s 
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accident, though, it’s felt a hundred times worse. 
To my relief, Dad changes the subject without 

answering. Soon they’re talking about his research, and 
the trip that Shona’s taking to a silent retreat in Italy. I 
leave them to their small talk and wander off to the 
room that Rani and I will be sharing for the next few 
weeks: cucumber-green walls, grey metal bunk beds, 
three dried-up ferns in one corner. My heart sinks a 
second time as I dump my bag on the floor.

‘Bagsy top bunk!’
Rani scrambles up the ladder and dives on to the bed, 

tossing her spindly legs into the air. She’s barely hit the 
mattress before she whips out her phone again.

‘Guess what? They think No. 85 could be the sister of 
the Being who fell in Greenland in April. Look, they’re 
like twins!’ 

She holds out the phone to show me, but I swat it 
away and go to the window. I miss my room back home 
already. It’s one of the few places in the world where I 
can escape the news, photos, adverts, non-stop mindless 
24/7 chatter about the Beings. Not much chance of that 
here. 

‘No. 85 also landed at the same longitude as the 
Being in Laos.’ Rani taps on another link, ignoring the 
fact that I’m ignoring her. ‘Isn’t that interesting?’ 

I bump my head against the windowpane. Raindrops 
race down the glass, sketching ghostly rivers over my 
vision. ‘Fascinating, Ran. Utterly fascinating.’ 
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It poured last time we came to Edinburgh too. That 
was two years ago, during the Fringe, the huge arts and 
theatre festival that happens here every August. Never 
one to be put off by a ‘bit of drizzle’, Mum dragged us all 
over town to see the street artists: a cappella groups and 
contortionists and hip-hop dancers, acrobats and fire-
eaters and a tightrope-walking violinist, all scattering 
flyers like wedding confetti. My hair went frizzy, Perry 
smelt like compost, and Rani kept moaning about her 
wet trainers, but it was sort of fun. 

‘A city of spirit and spectacle,’ as Mum said. She was 
always saying stuff like that. Dad used to call her ‘my 
poetess’, then laugh when she’d go off on a rant about 
the term being sexist.

This time round, Edinburgh is full of fake angels. 
Performers dressed head to toe in gold are dotted 
around the street, re-enacting the Falls in stilted 
clockwork dances. Two little girls skip past Starbucks, 
plastic halos bobbing over their heads, and tour guides 
lead groups of Wingdings to and from the cathedral. 
The spectacle goes on, but the spirit has darkened: it’s 
all just a way to squeeze money from dead Beings, and I 
hate it. 

‘Jaya!’ Rani shouts suddenly. ‘Jaya, look!’ 
I spin around. ‘What, Rani? What now?’ 
She points through the second window. I follow her 

stare – and my heart drops. Across the street, twenty, 
thirty, forty people are emerging on to the rooftops of 
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the flats opposite ours. It’s them. The Standing Fallen. 
They look just like the chapters on the news: a mix of 

ages, all dressed in stained shirts, ragged jumpers, jeans 
far too ripped to be fashionable. Most of the men have 
uncut beards, and the women’s hair lies long and lank 
around greasy faces. One of the members, a short, squat 
man holding a loudspeaker, tiptoes across the ridge. He 
hops nimbly on to the chimney as the others inch towards 
the roof’s edge, forming a line behind the rain gutter. 

I’ve seen scenes like this on TV dozens of times, but 
it’s different this close up. I’d imagined fear on their 
faces, panic in the air. The members slither a little as 
they creep over the wet tiles, but most of them don’t 
look scared. Beneath the dirt, their expressions are cold 
and blank. 

‘Jaya!’ Rani grips the edge of the bunk bed. ‘They 
have kids with them!’ 

My mouth goes dry. She’s right: there’s boy of around 
thirteen up there, and a younger girl, maybe seven or 
eight. Unlike the adults, they’re obviously terrified. The 
girl has her eyes squeezed tight shut, as if making a 
wish, while the boy stares at the crowd gathering seven 
storeys below. His legs are shaking so much, I’m sure 
he’ll slip. A small woman holds one of their hands in 
each of hers, but she doesn’t comfort them. She doesn’t 
even look at them. 

‘I’m going to get Dad.’ Rani slides down and runs out 
of the room. The man by the chimneys switches his 
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loudspeaker on. It gives a sickening squeal, but he 
doesn’t flinch. 

‘Sinners.’ His voice is loud but calm, more a statement 
than an accusation. ‘For nearly eight months, angels 
have fallen from the skies. Not for millennia has the 
Creator sent so clear a sign of his wrath – but does Man 
repent? Does he scrub his soul of spite and greed; 
devote himself to a higher cause? No. He picks like a 
vulture at the bodies of angels, hungry for naught but 
blood and gold.’ 

I tell myself to turn away, just like I do when they 
come on TV, but my body won’t comply. Though their 
displays make my stomach churn and my head spin, 
there’s something about the Standing Fallen that forces 
me to keep looking. I’ve watched and rewatched the 
videos. I know the speeches off by heart. 

The man on the rooftop pauses for effect, just like all 
the leaders do. It’s hard to tell how old he is. His beard 
hides one half of his face, and the other is coated in a 
thick layer of grime.

‘We represent no one church, no one religion,’ he 
says. ‘We are only a reminder: a reminder of the evils of 
greed and godlessness, the unwavering arrogance of the 
human race. We are a reminder of your sin. No good 
awaits man on Earth now. Our only chance at 
redemption is to eschew earthly pleasures, to degrade 
our bodies as we have degraded this planet, to sacrifice 
our lives as so many have been sacrificed in the ruthless 
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race for so-called progress . . . to repent and prove 
ourselves worthy of the freedom of the afterlife.’ 

Somewhere in the distance, a siren begins to wail. 
Someone on the street below is screaming. Tears are 
running down the little girl’s face; the boy tries to talk to 
her, but the woman snaps at him and he shrinks back. 
The speaker carries on, seemingly unfazed by the ruckus 
he’s creating. 

‘We are the Standing Fallen.’ His voice swells with 
pride, though I’m sure it’s not supposed to. ‘As the 
Beings tumble, we take to the rooftops. We climb to 
remind you of the precipice upon which you teeter. We 
stand to remind you of how far you, too, could fall.’ 

In perfect unison, the followers place one foot on the 
rain gutter. My head spins. They won’t go through with 
it. The Standing Fallen have put on displays like this on 
Seoul skyscrapers and Caracas tower blocks; they even 
made it to the second floor of the Eiffel Tower back in 
April. They’ve tiptoed over cliffs and swung from 
scaffolding. They’ve threatened to jump countless  
times – but so far, they haven’t actually done it. 

I know all that, but it doesn’t stop the sinking feeling 
in my stomach, or the pulse pounding in my ears – 

The weightlessness in my legs – 
The storm spinning in my head – 
The last thing I see, before my eyes close and I hit the 

floor, is the boy on the roof bow his head and begin  
to pray. 
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i AM THUnDER 
by MUHAMMAD KHAn

Fifteen-year-old Muzna Saleem is passionate about writing 
and dreams of becoming a novelist. There’s just one 
problem – her super-controlling parents have already 
planned her life out for her:

Step 1) Get educated
Step 2) Qualify as a doctor
Step 3) Marry a cousin from Pakistan. Oh, and  

      boyfriends are totally haram.

No one is more surprised than humble Muzna when high 
school hottie Arif Malik takes an interest in her. But Arif 
and his brother are angry at the West for demonizing Islam 
and hiding a terrible secret. As Arif begins to lead Muzna 
down a dark path, she faces a terrible choice: keep quiet 
and betray her beliefs, or speak up and betray her heart?

I Am Thunder is the debut novel from stunning YA voice 
Muhammad Khan, which questions how far you’ll go to 
stand up for what you believe.
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CHAPTER 1

‘Oh-em-gee! Are you playing with your Barbie?!’
My doll face-planted on to her dining room table. Plates and 

cutlery went flying as the plastic roast dinner catapulted into 
the miniature sink. Salma had a knack for turning up at the 
worst possible moment. I still hadn’t recovered from the time 
she’d caught me ‘perving on the naked guy’ in my science book. 
For the record: I was doing homework.

‘As if!’ I scoffed, scrambling to my feet. ‘Just tidying up a 
few old things.’

Salma wasn’t buying it. Of course she wasn’t – you can’t pull 
the wool over a bestie’s eyes. 

‘Shame, Muzna!’ she mocked. ‘We start Year 9 in, like, three 
weeks. Think they’ll have playtime on the curriculum?’

My cheeks prickled. Playing with dolls kept the peace at 
home; let my parents go on thinking I was ‘innocent’. Plus I still 
thought it was actually kind of fun. But admitting this would be 
asking for a lifetime of teasing.

‘Laugh all you want,’ I said. ‘This stuff will shift on eBay, 
easy.’

‘Dream on. No one wants your curry-stinking dollies . . .’ 
Salma trailed off, spotting my laptop lying open. Glancing back, 
I saw her lips curve into a mischievous grin.

‘Salma, no! Don’t!’ I cried, trying not to step on Barbie’s best 
china.

‘Hmm, looks like somebody’s been staring at naked people 
again!’ Easily beating me to it, she sat down in front of my laptop. 
Puzzlement replaced glee. ‘What the hell is Dono Aanke Khuli?’
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‘An info site,’ I said, hobbling over. ‘Both Eyes Open. Like 
WikiLeaks, only . . . leakier.’

‘Boring,’ Salma said absently.
‘I’m working on an edgy new story,’ I explained. 
‘And what’s “bride burning”?’ she asked, reading the words 

off the screen.
‘Not too sure, actually. Hence the research – but it’s bound 

to be super-edgy!’
Salma didn’t look impressed. ‘Where’d you hear about it?’ 

she asked.
I picked at a bobble on my sleeve. ‘I kind of . . .’ I licked my 

lips. ‘I was just . . .’
‘Spit it out, bruv!’
‘So, I overheard Ami chatting to her friends about it last 

night. They were whispering so loudly, you couldn’t not hear.’
‘Listening in on your mum’s private conversations?’ Salma 

said, clucking her tongue. ‘You’re so Asian!’
In spite of her trademark put-downs, Salma Chaudhry was 

my sister-from-another-mister, born on the same day, in the 
exact same hospital. It wasn’t until nursery that we bonded 
over a Beanie Boo with eyes like bin lids. Can’t remember now 
who the rainbow-coloured unicorn belonged to, but that toy 
became our mascot. And by the time it got left behind on a bus 
somewhere, our friendship was solid as.

‘That’s it!’ I slid into the chair vacated by Salma, excitedly 
slapping my cheeks. ‘You fixed a major plot hole. Eavesdropping. 
Better add it in before I forget.’

‘Do it later,’ Salma said, shutting the laptop on my stumpy 
fingers. ‘I made plans. We are going shopping, girlfriend!’

‘It won’t take long,’ I promised, reopening the laptop. 
‘You and your stories!’ Salma snarked. ‘Ever heard of Hare 
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Krishna and the Prisoner of Afghanistan?’
I blinked. ‘No . . .’
‘Exactly!’ she said snapping her fingers. ‘Who wants to read 

Asian fairy tales? Nobody, that’s who.’
I shook my head. ‘I don’t write fairy tales, I write—’
‘And that’s your problem, right there. Think Beyoncé got 

rich off of writing stuff?’
‘Well actually . . .’
‘Bey stuck out her hand, and Jay-Z put a ring on it. That’s 

how you make money!’
I narrowed my eyes. ‘So you’re basically telling me to marry 

a guy for his money?’
‘Hell no!’ she said, giving me stink eye. Four fingers hovered 

inches from my face, then dropped one by one, like dominoes. 
‘Looks. Bod. More looks. Then money.’

We both burst out laughing. Salma was a crazy genius; she 
knew exactly how to wind me up. And me being dumb, I fell for 
it. Every. Single. Time.

‘Grab your purse and prepare to splash the cash!’ she 
announced.

‘Five minutes and we’ll shop-till-you-drop,’ I promised, 
turning back to my laptop.

I heard the sharp intake of breath, could sense the protest 
building up in her, but then something totally unexpected 
happened. 

‘Oh-em-gee!’ she shrieked. ‘You got messaged by a hunk.’
A chat box had popped open in the middle of the screen.
Salams, how are you today?
I closed it. Automated customer service pop-ups were so 

annoying. But within seconds it had sprung open again.
Are you Muslim?
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Salma giggled. ‘Don’t leave a brother hanging, Muzi.’ The 
user ID showed us that someone called Kasim Iqbal was chatting.

Why? What’s it to you, nosy? I typed. Sass came easy from 
behind a laptop screen. 

I’m Muslim too, and looking for buddies. How old are 
you?

Taking this as an opportunity to show Salma exactly how 
un-boring I could be, I replied. Thirteen. How old are you, 
mate?

Seventeen. Wanna see a pic? he typed.
My laptop pinged as a file was received. I glanced over at 

Salma – Excited Puppy Face. Without another thought, I clicked 
it open: a selfie taken in a slightly smudgy locker-room mirror. 
The boy was shirtless, squinting at his phone from under a 
carefully sculpted quiff. A gemstone in his left ear had caught 
the flash, sending light rays scattering across smooth pecs and 
ridged abs.

‘Sexy boi!’ Salma squealed, pretending to lick the screen.
I gave her a severe poke. But honestly, it was kind of 

impressive how much Kasim looked just like one of Barbie’s 
boyfriends. An Asian one.

You go school? he asked.
Obvs. Why – don’t you?
Don’t need to. Got my own house, swimming pool, and 

car to boot. No more money worries for Kasim.
I bit my lip. Poverty was like the fourth member of my 

family. It chose where we shopped, made us buy in bulk, and 
stopped us from ever going on holiday. Whenever Ami and Dad 
argued, you could be sure money was at the bottom of it.

What do you do? I asked.
This and that. Mostly I pray. Allah hooks me up  
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with everything I need.
That was his secret formula for getting rich quick? 
Praying doesn’t work like that! I replied.
Or maybe it does, and you just been doing it wrong? he 

typed.
Salma pretended to gag. ‘Tell him to shut up and send 

another shirtless pic.’
I ignored her.
Know those little flash games you can download on 

phones? Kasim wrote. That’s me. 
Seriously?
Yeah, make a lot of money from ad revenue and add-

ons. You into games?
Kind of. Writing stories is my thing. I admitted, feeling 

kind of shy as I typed.
‘Oh-em-gee! Is there no one you won’t tell?’ Salma said. ‘Look 

there’s a dustman on the street. Go tell him before he gets away.’
No way! Kasim typed. I’m working on a detective game 

at the minute, but I can’t come up with a decent plot.
I could totally help!!! I’d never met anyone who needed my 

input on a story before. I was practically slavering. 
I knew you were special! Wallahi you give off good 

vibes.
Thanks! I wrote, getting the warm and fuzzies. So who are 

your main characters? What’s the setting?
Here’s all I’ve got so far—
Suddenly the screen went blank. I gasped, wondering what 

cruel twist of fate had made my ancient laptop die at such a 
crucial moment.

Salma held the answer – literally. The plug dangled limply 
at the end of the cord, ripped from the socket that was the only 
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thing keeping it running. ‘You’ll thank me later.’
‘How could you?’ I asked, welling up.
‘Oh puh-leeze! You really think hot guys hang out on random 

websites that aren’t even chat sites wanting story advice from 
thirteen-year-olds? Two words: stranger danger.’

Put like that, it sounded textbook dumb.
 ‘As I was saying, before you so rudely started drooling over 

six-packs – I’ve made plans. Your dad’s picking us up from the 
shopping centre at three. Time’s a wastin’, girlfriend . . .’

She swept out of the room, dangling my purse behind her like 
bait. I sprang up, ready to chase her down for it, but something 
made me stop. 

Salma said ‘Jump!’ and I said ‘How high?’ It had always been 
like that. Glancing over my shoulder at the disconnected laptop, 
a lump formed in my throat. For about thirty seconds, Kasim 
Iqbal had made me feel special.
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CHAPTER 2

I examined a Hello Kitty pencil case with cute little charms. 
Little out of my price range, but I did need one for the new  
term . . .

‘Step away from the tat!’ Salma said, coming over all fashion 
police. ‘Pencil cases are so primary school. Get a make-up bag 
instead.’

A boy, who seemed around our age, backed into me and 
started to apologize. The apology died on his lips, replaced by 
fits of laughter. ‘Look, Dan!’ he called to his mate, pointing at 
me like I was an animal at the zoo. ‘Zayn Malik!’

A beard joke. I was dizzy with humiliation.
‘Yeah!’ His friend laughed, as two more gathered round to 

stare. ‘She’s got more tache than you have, mate!’
‘You got a half-inch willy and zero pubes, bruh!’ Salma shot 

back, slipping into Ghetto Gal mode. ‘You get me?’
The first boy turned beetroot red as his friends howled with 

laughter. They reminded me of a pack of hyenas. ‘Oooh, you got 
owned!’ they mocked.

‘Shut up, you dirty paki!’ the boy roared, spritzing us with 
spit. 

An old man’s hand shot out, catching the boy’s arm in a 
death-grip. ‘Apologize to these young ladies, right now!’ he 
demanded. His eyes were chips of ice.

‘What’s it to you, gramps?’ The boy was clearly fronting. He 
looked like he was going to wet himself.

‘Don’t they teach you nothing in school?’ asked the old man. 



68

‘Look where racism got Hitler. Be a man and say you’re sorry!’ 
Deciding not to chance it, the boy threw an apology Salma’s 

way. A second glare from the old man won me a mumbled one 
too. The hyenas clutched their bellies and laughed.

I stormed out of the shop and beelined for the toilets, too 
upset to think straight. Hot tears spilt over my cheeks as I 
flopped on to a toilet seat, slamming the cubicle door shut. Why 
did boys always have to pick on me?

Kasim liked you, drawled the voice that lived in my head.
Minutes later, I got a text from Salma.

whr r u???

toilets by mcdonalds

wait 4 me k?

It seemed like an hour before a rap on the cubicle signalled my 
mate’s arrival. By now the humiliation had had a chance to work 
its way out of my system. All that remained was a soggy nose 
and hurt pride.

‘Happy birthday to you!’ Salma sang tunelessly, dropping a 
small green box on to my lap.

She knew it wasn’t my birthday – what with us sharing the 
date. But a present was a present. Turning the box over in my 
hands, I looked at the label.

‘Lightens excess dark hair?’ I read aloud. ‘I can’t use this! 
Ami’ll kill me. This stuff gives you cancer, you know!’

‘And breathe!’ Salma commanded, snapping her fingers 
inches from my face. ‘First off, Mum’s been using this stuff for 
years, and she ain’t got no cancer. Secondly, it’s the summer. 
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If your eagle-eyed Ami notices, we can pretend it got sun-
bleached.’

Salma’s mum was cool – my mate’s beautiful highlights being 
a case in point. I wished my own parents would let me add 
threads of pure gold to my boring black hair. But it was never 
going to happen. Imagine what they’d say about moustache 
cream!

‘So . . .’ Salma prompted, popping open the lid and taking a 
whiff. ‘Oh shit!’ The ammonia made her eyes water. We giggled, 
and the dead feeling in my soul began to lift. ‘Wanna give this 
stuff a try?’

I took a steeling breath. ‘Girl, let’s blitz this beard!’ I said, 
giving her the z-snap.

Salma high-fived me twice. She liked me fierce, and it was 
kind of exhilarating to imagine I was Li’l Miss Sass from some 
American TV show, instead of boring Muzna Saleem from 
Haringey.

Two measly minutes was all it took for Salma to whip up the 
dream potion. The shadow of facial hair, which had been mildly 
embarrassing way back in Year 7, had gone on to become fluffy 
enough to notice. But now it lay trapped under a layer of crème 
bleach, and I was about to get even.

‘What now?’ I asked, feeling the bleach tingle against my 
skin.

She consulted the instruction leaflet. ‘We wait. Budge up.’
‘Loo for two!’ I joked, shifting across the toilet seat.
‘Oh grow up,’ she said, then farted. 
We both cracked up.
Fifteen minutes later, it was time for the big reveal, and I 

prayed I wasn’t about to be disappointed. Salma returned to the 
cubicle with a wodge of wet tissues. I lifted my chin into the air, 



70

feeling self-conscious as she wiped away the crème.
‘What?’ I cried, watching her eyebrows slither up her 

forehead. Had I broken out in blisters?
But Salma wasn’t saying. Instead she snapped a pic, then 

held her phone out for me to view. I prepared myself for the 
worst . . .

My first thought was the picture was of somebody else. My 
second, that she must’ve applied a filter. It was too good to be 
true – how could all my ugly facial fuzz just vanish? 

Zooming in revealed it was still there, but camouflaged. My 
eyes filled with tears.

‘I love you forever!’ I squealed, hugging the life out of her. 
The warm mango scent of my friend’s perfume filled my heart 
with joy. She was like a real-life fairy godmother. 

I glanced back at the phone, and my smile was gone.
‘’Sup?’ Salma asked.
‘It’s 3.45 p.m.!’ I choked. ‘Dad’s gonna kill us!’
Before I knew it, I had broken into a frantic sprint, blasting 

out of the toilets like a cannonball, praying to God that Dad had 
been delayed in traffic. I didn’t want to make him mad. He’d 
ground me and take my phone away.

Gripping on to the edge of the balcony, I scanned the car 
park below, mentally willing Dad’s Vectra to be at least five 
miles away.

But there it stood, as stark as an exclamation mark. 
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CHAPTER 3

My heart dropped like a stone. 
A relic from the nineties, Dad liked to boast that our car was 

the same shade of green as the Pakistani flag. Under the dim car-
park lighting, it looked like toxic waste to me. How long had 
Dad been waiting for us? Was he going to shout at me in front 
of Salma? 

Not trusting the lift to be quick enough, I hurtled down the 
stairs. Salma stayed hot on my heels. She knew the deal; she’d 
had a strict Pakistani father of her own, before a heart attack 
stole him away.

I yanked open the back door of our car. ‘Assalaamu alaykum, 
Dad!’ I called cheerfully. Or at least I tried to. All I heard was the 
bleat of a slaughtered lamb.

‘What time is it?’ Dad asked, his expression unreadable.
‘Sorry I’m late. I lost track of—’
‘Salams, uncle-ji!’ Salma interrupted, all sugary sweet. ‘It 

was totally my fault. I was trying to buy—’
‘I am speaking to my daughter, Salma. Kindly keep quiet,’ 

Dad said.
Cut by his abruptness, Salma dropped her eyes.
‘Again I ask,’ he said in that same dangerously calm tone. 

‘What time is it?’
I glanced at my phone. ‘It’s 3.50, but—’
‘Your father must be getting stupid,’ he said slowly. ‘He was 

certain your friend requested a 3 p.m. pick-up. You know, it’s a 
very hot day. This car park is like a—’



72

‘Sorry . . .’ I mumbled, growing more miserable by the 
second.

‘Stop interrupting!’ His words echoed round the car park, 
announcing my rudeness to the world. Shame filled my heart. 
‘This car park is hot and stuffy, like a bloody oven, and your 
father can’t afford air conditioning because the racist people he 
works for won’t give him a promotion. As if my life wasn’t hard 
enough, now you also want to punish me, Muzna?’

I shook my head, a tear rolling down my cheek. Time stood 
still as I stewed in humiliation. Finally, he relented and told us 
to get in. 

To say the ride back to Salma’s was awkward would be an 
understatement. Good old Salma kept squeezing my hand, but I 
was drowning in guilt. I couldn’t help thinking that none of this 
would’ve happened if I hadn’t tried to get rid of my facial hair. 
Perhaps Allah was punishing me for defying my mum?

‘Khuda hafiz, uncle-ji!’ Salma said cheerily, slamming the car 
door shut and waving at Dad as we pulled up outside her house.

Silence foamed around us. I wished he’d just yell at me and 
be done with it. 

When he finally did speak, it was to say something completely 
unexpected.

 ‘Muchi, I think I’m going to lose my job.’
‘What? Why?’ I asked in horror. 
Whenever Dad had a tough day at work, he called his 

colleagues ‘racists’. Other times, he’d sing their praises, buying 
them boxes of mangoes we couldn’t afford, or luxury Christmas 
cards and presents. Totally confusing. But losing his job? That 
sounded pretty final.

Dad sighed and shook his head. ‘This is why it is so important 
for you to become a doctor, beyta. Nobody can touch doctors. 
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Insh’Allah, you’ll make a lot of money and live a comfortable 
life. Maybe you’ll also think of your poor Ami and Daddy when 
we become old and useless . . .’

A career in medicine had been chosen for me on the day 
I’d been born. I wouldn’t have minded if I’d been any good at 
science, but I was crap. Writing was my talent. My only talent. 
Dad’d read my school reports, heard English teachers rave about 
me at parents’ evenings. He’d even smiled at my ‘Crazy Wall’ of 
one hundred and one story ideas. But the truth was, he couldn’t 
care less.

Salma had these crazy ideas about becoming Hollywood 
royalty. Maybe she’d even pull it off. But I was different, and 
scared. Like I was so often reminded: Allah punished kids who 
disobeyed their parents.

‘I’ll try to make you and Ami proud of me,’ I promised, my 
voice cracking. 

And I would try. If I kept at it, maybe at some point science 
would start making sense in the effortless way that English did?

‘You’re a good girl, Muchi,’ Dad said. ‘Your Ami and I love 
you very much.’

I glanced at his face in the rear-view mirror. It was beaten 
down and fragile, yet hope shone through the network of worry 
lines. Me becoming a doctor meant the world to him. How could 
I break his heart after all the sacrifices he’d made?

He broke into a smile, seeming instantly years younger. 
‘Look, Muchi,’ he whispered. ‘Kites!’

I glanced out of the window. The common had been freshly 
mown, and the meadow scent of it filled my nose. A man ran 
parallel to us, flying an enormous kite shaped like a Chinese 
dragon. In his shadow scampered a kid, trying to get his own 
Pokémon kite airborne, but without much luck.
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From the way Dad’s face lit up, you’d think he’d seen the 
most beautiful thing in all Creation. 

When I’d been younger, Dad had told me stories about his 
adventures as a champion kite flier. Basant – the spring festival 
of kites and yellow clothes – was big business in Pakistan. 
Paper kites took to the sky, fluttering like butterflies, enticing 
people out of their houses with every colour of the rainbow. But 
it wasn’t just about beauty. Fighter kites battled it out in the 
heavens like angry gods. A yank here, a tear there, and before 
you knew it, a kite’s line had been cut. ‘Bo Kata!’ the victor 
would taunt. ‘Bo Kata!’

Resting my cheek on a palm, I stared up at the sky. Two 
imaginary kites floated into existence: Dr Muzna vs Writer 
Muzna. They bobbed and danced in circles, sizing each other 
up like boxers in a ring. Then, without warning, they lunged.

Bo Kata!
In the end, it was over before it had even begun. Doctor 

trumped Writer. 
It was time for me to stop living up in the clouds.
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RENEgADes 
By MARIssA MeyER

Secret identities. Extraordinary powers.
She wants vengeance. He wants justice.

The Renegades are a syndicate of prodigies—humans with 
extraordinary abilities—who emerged from the ruins of a 
crumbled society and established peace and order where 
chaos reigned. As champions of justice, they remain a 
symbol of hope and courage to everyone . . . except the 
villains they once overthrew.

Nova has a reason to hate the Renegades, and she is on a 
mission for vengeance. As she gets closer to her target, she 
meets Adrian, a Renegade boy who believes in justice—
and in Nova. But Nova’s allegiance is to a villain who has 
the power to end them both.
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W
e were all villains in the beginning.

For hundreds of years, prodigies were feared by the rest 
of the world. We became hunted. Tormented. Feared and 

oppressed. We were believed to be witches and demons, freaks and 
abominations. We were stoned and hanged and set afire while crowds 
gathered to watch with cruel eyes, proud to be ridding the world of 
one more pariah.

They were right to be afraid.
Hundreds of years. Who would have stood for it?
Ace Anarchy changed everything. He united the most powerful 

prodigies he could find and together they rebelled.
He started with the infrastructure. Government buildings 

torn from their foundations. Banks and stock exchanges turned to 
rubble. Bridges ripped from the sky. Entire freeways reduced to rocky 
wastelands. When the military sent jets, he plucked them from the 
air like moths. When they sent tanks, he crushed them like aluminum 
cans.

Then he went after the people who had failed him. Failed all of 
them.

Whole governments, gone. Law enforcement, disbanded. Those 
fancy bureaucrats who had bought their way into power and 
influence . . . all dead, and all in a matter of weeks.

The Anarchists cared little for what would come next once the 
old world crumbled. They cared only for change, and they got it. 
Soon, a number of villain gangs began to crawl out from society’s 
ashes, each hungry for their own slice of power, and it wasn’t long 
before Ace Anarchy’s influence spread across the globe. Prodigies 
banded together for the first time in history, some full of wrath and 
resentment, others desperate for acceptance that never came. They 
demanded fair treatment and human rights and protection under the 
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law, and in some countries, the panicking governments hastened to 
cater to them.

But in other countries, the rebellions turned violent, and the 
violence dissolved into anarchy.

Chaos rose up to fill the void that civilized society had left 
behind. Trade and manufacturing ground to a halt. Civil wars 
erupted on every continent. Gatlon City was largely cut off from the 
world, and the fear and distrust that prevailed would go on to rule 
for twenty years.

They call it the Age of Anarchy.
Looking back now, people talk about the Anarchists and the 

other gangs like they were the worst part of those twenty years, but 
they weren’t. Sure, everyone was terrified of them, but they mostly 
left you alone as long as you paid up when it was your due and didn’t 
cause them any trouble.

But the people. The normal people. They were far worse. With 
no rule and no law, it became every man, woman, and child for 
themselves. There were no repercussions for crimes or violence— no 
one to run to if you were beaten or robbed. No police. No prisons. 
Not legitimate ones, anyway. Neighbors stole from neighbors. Stores 
were looted and supplies were hoarded, leaving children to starve in 
the gutters. It became the strong against the weak, and, as it turns 
out, the strong were usually jerks.

Humanity loses faith in times like that. With no one to look 
up to, no one to believe in, we all became rats scrounging in the  
sewers.

Maybe Ace really was a villain. Or maybe he was a visionary.
Maybe there’s not much of a difference.
Either way, the gangs ruled Gatlon City for twenty years, while 

crime and vice spread like sewage around a backed- up pipe. And the 
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Age of Anarchy might have gone on for another twenty years. Fifty 
years. An eternity.

But then, seemingly overnight . . . hope.
Bright and sparkling hope, dressed up in capes and masks.
Beautiful and joyous hope, promising to solve all your problems, 

rain justice down upon your foes, and probably give a stern talking 
to a few jaywalkers along the way.

Warm and promising hope, encouraging the normal folks to stay 
inside where it was safe while they fixed everything. Don’t worry 
about helping yourselves. You’ve got enough on your plate, what 
with all the hiding and moping you’ve been doing lately. You take a 
day off. We’re superheroes. We’ve got this.

Hope called themselves the Renegades.
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PROLOGUE

N
ova had been collecting syringes from the alleyway 
behind the apartment for weeks. She knew her parents 
would take them away if they found out, so she’d been 

hiding them in an old shoe box, along with an assortment 
of screws, zip ties, copper wires, cotton balls, and anything 
else she thought might come in handy for her inventions. At 
six- going- on- seven years old, she’d already become aware 
of how important it was to be resourceful and thrifty. She 
couldn’t exactly make a list and send her dad to the store for 
supplies, after all.

The syringes would come in handy. She’d known it from 
the start.

She attached a thin plastic tube to the end of one and 
stuck the opposite end of the tube into a glass of water she’d 
filled up in the bathroom sink. She pulled up the plunger, 
drawing water into the tube. Tongue sticking out through 
the gap where she’d recently lost her first tooth, she grabbed 
a second syringe and affixed it to the opposite end of the 
tube, then dug through her toolbox for a strip of wire long 
enough to secure it to the pulley system she’d built at the top 
of her dollhouse.

It had taken all day, but finally she was ready to test it.
She tucked some of the dollhouse furniture onto the 

elevator’s platform, picked up the syringe, and pressed in 
the plunger. Water moved through the tube, extending 
the second plunger upward, and setting the complicated 
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series of pulleys into action.
The elevator rose.
Nova sat back with a grin. “Hydraulic- powered elevator. 

Success.”
A cry from the next room intruded on the moment, 

followed by her mother’s cooing voice. Nova looked up at 
her closed bedroom door. Evie was sick again. It seemed she 
was always running a fever these days and they’d run out of 
medicine for her days ago. Uncle Alec was supposed to be 
bringing more, but it might be hours still.

When Nova had overheard her father asking Uncle Alec if 
he might be able to find a children’s ibuprofen for the baby’s 
fever, she’d considered asking for more of the fruit- flavored 
gummies he’d given her on her birthday last year, too, or 
maybe a pack of rechargeable batteries.

She could do a lot with rechargeable batteries.
But Papà must have seen the request brewing in her eyes, 

and had given her a look that silenced her. Nova wasn’t sure 
what it meant. Uncle Alec had always been good to them— 
bringing food and clothes and sometimes even toys from 
his weekly spoils— but her parents never wanted to ask for 
anything special, no matter how much they needed it. When 
there was something specific, they had to go into the markets 
and offer up trades, usually the things her father made.

The last time her dad had gone to the markets he’d come 
back with a bag of reusable diapers for Evie and a jagged cut 
above his eyebrow. Her mom stitched it up herself. Nova 
watched, fascinated to see that it was exactly like how her 
mother sewed up Dolly Bear when her seams came open.

Nova turned back to the hydraulic system. The lift was 
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just shy of being level with the dollhouse’s second floor. If 
she could increase the capacity of the syringe, or make some 
adjustments to the lever system . . .

Beyond her door, the crying went on and on. The 
floorboards were squeaking now as her parents took turns 
trying to comfort Evie, pacing back and forth through the 
apartment.

The neighbors would start to complain soon.
Sighing, Nova set down the syringe and stood.
Papà was holding Evie in the front room, bouncing her 

up and down and trying to press a cool washcloth against her 
flushed brow, but it only made her wail louder as she tried to 
shove it away. Through the doorway into their tiny kitchen, 
Nova saw her mom digging through cabinets, muttering about 
misplaced apple juice, though they all knew there wasn’t any.

“Want me to help?” said Nova.
Papà turned to her, distress shadowing his eyes. Evie 

screamed louder as he forgot to bounce her for two whole 
seconds.

“I’m sorry, Nova,” he said, bouncing again. “It’s not fair 
to ask you to do it . . . but if she could just sleep for another 
hour or two . . . rest would be good for her, and Alec might 
be here by then.”

“I don’t mind,” said Nova, reaching for the baby. “It’s 
easy.”

Papà frowned. Sometimes Nova thought he didn’t like 
her gift, though she didn’t know why. All it had ever done 
was make the apartment more peaceful.

He crouched down and settled Evie into Nova’s arms, 
making sure her hold was secure. Evie was getting so heavy, 
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nothing like the tiny infant she’d been not quite a year ago. 
Now she was all chubby thighs and flailing arms. She’d be 
walking any day now, her parents kept saying.

Nova sat down on the mattress in the corner of the room 
and stroked her fingers through Evie’s baby- soft curls. Evie 
had worked herself into a tizzy, big tears rolling down her 
plump cheeks. She was so feverish that holding her felt like 
holding a miniature furnace.

Nova sank into the tossed blankets and pillows and placed 
her thumb against her sister’s cheek, scooping away one of 
the warm tears. She let her power roll through her. An easy, 
gentle pulse.

The crying stopped.
Evie’s eyes fluttered, her eyelids growing heavy. Her 

mouth fell open in a shuddering O.
Just like that, she was asleep.
Nova looked up to see her dad’s shoulders sink in relief. 

Mom appeared in the doorway, surprised and curious, until 
she spotted Nova with the baby tucked against her.

“This is my favorite,” Nova whispered to them. “When 
she’s all soft and cuddly and . . . quiet.”

Mom’s face softened. “Thank you, Nova. Maybe she’ll 
feel better when she wakes up.”

“And we won’t have to start looking for another place to 
live,” Papà muttered. “Charlie’s kicked people out for less 
than a crying baby.”

Mom shook her head. “He wouldn’t risk angering your 
brother like that.”

“I don’t know.” Papà frowned. “I don’t know what 
anyone would or wouldn’t do anymore. Besides . . . I don’t 
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want to be in Alec’s debt any more than we already are.”
Mom retreated into the kitchen to start putting away the 

cans and boxes she’d scattered across the linoleum, while 
Papà sank into a chair at the apartment’s only table. Nova 
watched him massage his temple for a moment, before he 
squared his shoulders and started to work on some new 
project. Nova wasn’t sure what he was making, but she loved 
to watch him work. His gift was so much more interesting 
than hers— the way he could pull threads of energy out of the 
air, bending and sculpting them like golden filigree.

It was beautiful to watch. Mesmerizing, even, as the 
glowing strips emerged from nothing, making the air in the 
apartment hum, then quieting and darkening as her father let 
them harden into something tangible and real.

“What are you making, Papà?”
He glanced over at her, and a shadow passed over his 

face, even as he smiled at her. “I’m not sure yet,” he said, 
his fingers tracing the delicate metalwork. “Something . . . 
something I hope will put to right some of the great injuries 
I’ve caused this world.”

He sighed then, a weighted sound that brought a frown to 
Nova’s face. She knew there were things her parents didn’t 
talk to her about, things they tried to shelter her from, and 
she hated it. Sometimes she would overhear conversations 
between them, words passed through the long hours of night 
when they thought she was asleep. They whispered about 
falling buildings and entire neighborhoods being burned to 
the ground. They murmured about power struggles and how 
there didn’t seem to be any safe place left and how they might 
flee the city, but that the violence seemed to have consumed 
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the whole world now, and besides, where would they go?
Only a week ago Nova had heard her mother say— 

“They’ll destroy us all if no one stops them . . .”
Nova had wanted to ask about it, but she knew she would 

get only vague answers and sad smiles and be told that it 
wasn’t for her to worry about.

“Papà?” she started again, after watching him work for a 
while. “Are we going to be okay?”

A figment of copper energy spluttered and disintegrated 
in the air. Her father fixed her with a devastated look. “Of 
course, sweetheart. We’re going to be fine.”

“Then why do you always look so worried?”
He set down his work and leaned back in his chair. For a 

moment she thought he might be on the verge of crying, but 
then he blinked and the look was gone.

“Listen to me, Nova,” he said, slipping off the chair and 
crouching in front of her. “There are many dangerous people 
in this world. But there are also many good people. Brave 
people. No matter how bad things get, we have to remember 
that. So long as there are heroes in this world, there’s hope 
that tomorrow might be better.”

“The Renegades,” she whispered, her voice tinged with a 
hint of awe.

A wisp of a smile crossed her father’s features. “The 
Renegades,” he confirmed.

Nova pressed her cheek against Evie’s soft curls. The 
Renegades did seem to be helping everyone these days. One 
had chased down a mugger who tried to take Mrs. Ogilvie’s 
purse, and she’d heard that a group of Renegades had 
broken into one of the gangs’ storehouses and taken all the  
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food to a private children’s home.
“And they’re going to help us?” she said. “Maybe we can 

ask them for medicine next time.”
Her father shook his head. “We don’t need that sort of 

help as much as some other people in this city do.”
Nova’s brow furrowed. She couldn’t imagine anyone 

needing that sort of help more than they did.
“But,” her father said, “when we need them . . . when we 

really need them, they’ll be here, all right?” He swallowed, 
and sounded more hopeful than convincing when he added, 
“They’ll protect us.”

Nova didn’t question it. They were superheroes. They 
were the good guys. Everyone knew that.

She found Evie’s pudgy fingers and started to count off 
each knuckle, while running through all the stories she’d 
heard. Renegades pulling a driver from an overturned 
delivery truck. Renegades breaking up a gun fight in a nearby 
shopping district. Renegades rescuing a child who had fallen 
into Harrow Bay.

They were always helping, always showing up at just the 
right moment. That’s what they did.

Maybe, she thought—as her father turned back to his 
work— maybe they were just waiting for the right moment 
to swoop in and help them too.

Her gaze lingered on her father’s hands. Watching them 
mold, sculpt, tug more threads of energy from the air.

Nova’s own eyelids started to droop.
Even in her dreams she could see her father’s hands, only 

now he was pulling falling stars out of the sky, stringing them 
together like glowing golden beads . . .
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a door slammed.
Nova awoke with a start. Evie huffed and rolled away 

from her. 
Groggy and disoriented, Nova sat up and shook out 

her arm, which had fallen asleep beneath Evie’s head. The 
shadows in the room had shifted. There were low voices in 
the hallway. Papà, sounding tense. Her mom, murmuring, 
please, please . . .

She pushed off the blanket that had been draped over her 
and tucked it around Evie, then crept past the table where 
a delicate copper- colored bracelet sat abandoned, an empty 
space in the filigree waiting to be filled with a precious  
stone.

When she reached the front door, she turned the knob 
as slowly as she could, prying the door open just enough that 
she could peer out into the dim hall.

A man stood on the landing— stubble on his chin and 
light hair pulled into a sleek tail. He wore a heavy jacket, 
though it wasn’t cold outside.

He was holding a gun.
His indifferent gaze darted to Nova and she shrank back, 

but his attention slid back to her father as if he hadn’t even 
seen her.

“It’s a misunderstanding,” said Papà. He had put himself 
between the man and Nova’s mom. “Let me talk to him. I’m 
sure I can explain— ”

“There’s been no misunderstanding,” the man said. His 
voice was low and cold. “You have betrayed his trust, Mr. 
Artino. He does not like that.”
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“Please,” said her mom. “The children are here. Please, 
have mercy.”

He cocked his head, his eyes shifting between them.
Fear tightened in Nova’s stomach.
“Let me talk to him,” Papà repeated. “We haven’t done 

anything. I’m loyal, I swear. I always have been. And my 
family . . . please, don’t hurt my family.”

There was a moment in which it looked like the man 
might smile, but then it passed. “My orders were quite clear. 
It is not my job to ask questions . . . or to have mercy.”

Her father took a step back. “Tala, get the girls. Go.”
“David . . . ,” her mother whimpered, moving toward 

the door.
She had barely gone a step when the stranger lifted his 

arm.
A gunshot.
Nova gasped. Blood arced across the door, a few drops 

scattering across her brow. She stared, unable to move. Papà 
screamed and grabbed his wife. He turned her over in his 
arms. He was trembling while her mom wheezed and choked.

“No survivors,” the man said in his even, quiet voice. 
“Those were my orders, Mr. Artino. You only have yourself 
to blame for this.”

Nova’s father caught sight of her on the other side of the 
door. His eyes widened, full of panic. “Nova. Ru— ”

Another gunshot.
This time Nova screamed. Her father collapsed over 

her mom’s body, so close she could have reached out and 
touched them both.

She turned and stumbled into the apartment. Past the 
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kitchen, into her bedroom. She slammed the door shut and 
thrust open her closet. Climbed over the books and tools and 
boxes that littered the floor. She yanked the door shut and 
crouched down in the corner, gasping for breath, the vision 
of her parents burned into her thoughts every time she shut 
her eyes. Too late she thought that she should have gone for 
the fire escape. Too late.

Too late she remembered— 
Evie.
She’d left Evie out there.
She’d left Evie.
A shuddering gasp was met with a horrified cry, though 

she tried to swallow both of them back. Her hand fell on 
the closet door and she tried to gauge how fast she could get 
out to the living room and back, if there was any chance of 
snatching the baby up without being seen . . .

The front door creaked, paralyzing her.
She pulled her hand back against her mouth.
Maybe he wouldn’t notice Evie. Maybe she would go on 

sleeping.
She listened to slow, heavy footsteps. Squealing 

floorboards.
Nova was shaking so hard she worried the noise of her 

clattering bones would give her away. She also knew it 
wouldn’t matter.

It was a small apartment, and there was nowhere for her 
to run.

“The Renegades will come,” she whispered, her voice 
little more than a breath in the darkness. The words came 
unbidden into her head, but they were there all the same. 
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Something solid. Something to cling to.
Bang.
Her mother’s blood on the door.
She whimpered. “The Renegades will come . . .”
A truth, inspired by countless news stories heard on 

the radio. A certainty, patched together from the words of 
gossiping neighbors.

They always came.
Bang.
Her father’s body crumpling in the hall.
Nova squeezed her eyes shut as hot tears spilled down her 

cheeks. “The Renegades . . . the Renegades will come.”
Evie’s shrill cry started up in the main room.
Nova’s eyes snapped open. A sob scratched at the inside 

of her throat, and she could no longer say the words out loud.
Please, please let them come . . .
A third gunshot.
The air caught in Nova’s lungs.
Her world stilled. Her mind went blank.
She sank into the mess at the bottom of the closet.
Evie had stopped crying.
Evie had stopped.
Distantly, she heard the man moving through the 

apartment, checking the cabinets and behind the doors. 
Slow. Methodical.

By the time he found her, Nova had stopped shaking. She 
couldn’t feel anything anymore. Couldn’t think. The words 
still echoed in her head, having lost all meaning.

The Renegades . . . the Renegades will come . . .
Doused in the stark lights from her bedroom, Nova lifted 
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her eyes. The man stood over her. There was blood on his 
shirt. Later, she would remember how there had been no 
regret, no apology, no remorse.

Nothing at all as he lifted the gun.
The metal pressed against her forehead, where her 

mother’s blood had cooled.
Nova reached up and grabbed his wrist, unleashing her 

power with more force than she ever had.
The man’s jaw slackened. His eyes dulled and rolled up 

into his head. He fell backward, landing with a resounding 
thud on her bedroom floor, crushing her dollhouse beneath 
his weight. The whole building seemed to shake from his fall.

Seconds later, deep, peaceful breathing filled the 
apartment.

Nova’s lungs contracted again. Air moved through her 
throat, shuddering. In. And out.

She forced herself to stand and rub the tears and snot 
from her face.

She picked up the gun, though it felt awkward and heavy 
in her hand, and slipped her finger over the trigger.

She took a step closer, one hand gripping the doorframe 
as she left the sanctuary of the closet. She wasn’t sure where 
she should aim. His head. His chest. His stomach.

She settled on his heart. Got so close to him she could 
feel his shirt brushing against her bare toes.

Bang. Her mother was dead.
Bang. Her father.
Bang. Evie . . .
The Renegades had not come.
They weren’t going to come.
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“Pull the trigger,” she whispered into the empty room. 
“Pull the trigger, Nova.”

But she didn’t.
“Pull the trigger.”
She couldn’t.
Minutes, maybe hours later, her uncle found her. She 

was still standing over the stranger’s sleeping form, ordering 
herself to pull the trigger. Hearing those gunshots over and 
over every time she dared to close her eyes.

“Nova?” A plastic bag dropped to the floor, taking a 
plastic medicine bottle with it. Nova startled and turned the 
gun on him.

Uncle Alec didn’t even flinch as he crouched before 
her. He was dressed as he always was— the black- and- gold 
uniform, his dark eyes barely visible through the copper- 
toned helmet that disguised most of his face. “Nova. . . . Your 
parents. . . . Your sister. . . .” He looked down and reached 
for the gun. Nova didn’t resist as he took it from her. His 
attention turned to the man. “I’d always thought you might 
be one of us, but your father wouldn’t tell me what it was 
you could do. . . .”

He met Nova’s eyes again. Pity and, perhaps, admiration.
With that look, Nova fell apart, throwing herself into his 

arms. “Uncle Alec,” she wailed, sobbing into his chest. “He 
shot them . . . he . . . he killed . . .”

He picked her up, cradling her against his chest. “I know,” 
he murmured into her hair. “I know, sweet, dangerous child. 
But you’re safe now. I’ll protect you.”

She barely heard him over the noise in her head. The 
tumult pressing against the inside of her skull. Bang- bang- bang.
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“But you can’t call me Alec anymore, not out there. 
All right, my little nightmare?” He smoothed her hair. The 
handle of the gun bumped against her ear. “To the rest of the 
world, I’m Ace. You understand? Uncle Ace.”

But she wasn’t listening. And maybe he knew that.
In the midst of her cries, he squeezed her tight, aimed the 

gun at the sleeping man, and fired.
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CHAPTER ONE

TEN YEARS LATER

T
he streets of downtown gatlon were overflowing with 
fake superheroes.

Kids ran amok in orange capes, screeching and 
waving Blacklight- branded sparklers over their heads, or 
shooting one another with Tsunami- themed squirt guns. 
Grown men had squeezed themselves into blue leggings and 
painted shoulder pads to look like the Captain’s armor, and 
now sat clinking glasses together inside the roped-off beer 
gardens that dotted the main street. Gender- swapping was 
a big thing this year, too, with countless women having 
shown up in risqué versions of the Dread Warden’s signature 
bodysuit, and plenty of men having strapped cheap replicas of 
Thunderbird’s black-feathered wings to their backs.

Oh, how Nova despised the Renegade Parade.
The street vendors weren’t any better, hawking 

everything from cheesy light- up wands to tiny plush versions 
of the famous Renegade quintet. Even the food trucks 
were celebrating the day’s theme, with Captain Chromium 
funnel cakes and Tsunami fish’n’chips baskets and one sign 
advertising dread warden’s favorite popcorn chicken— get 
some now before it disappears!

If Nova had had an appetite to start with, she was sure she 
would have lost it by now.

A great cheer rose up through the crowd and the noise 
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of a marching band broke through the din. Trumpets and 
drums and the steady thumping of hundreds of synchronized 
musicians moved through the street. The music grew louder, 
bearing down on them now. Cannons blasted overhead, 
dousing the crowd with confetti. The children went nuts. 
The adults weren’t much better.

Nova shook her head, mildly disappointed in humanity. 
She stood at the back of the crowd, unable to see much 
of the actual parade, which was fine by her. Arms crossed 
defensively over her chest. Fingers drumming an impatient 
rhythm against her elbow. Already it felt like she’d been 
standing there for an eternity.

The cheering turned suddenly to loud, exuberant boos, 
which could only mean one thing. The first floats had come 
into view.

It was tradition for the villain floats to go first, to really 
get the crowd riled up, and to remind everyone what it was 
they were celebrating. Today was the ninth anniversary of 
the Battle for Gatlon, when the Renegades had taken on the 
Anarchists and the other villain gangs in a bloody fight that 
had ended with dozens of deaths on both sides.

The Renegades had won, of course. Ace’s revolutionaries 
were defeated and the few villains who didn’t perish that day 
either crawled away into hiding or left the city entirely.

And Ace . . . 
Ace Anarchy was dead. Destroyed in the explosion that 

leveled half of the cathedral he had made his home.
That day officially marked the end of the Age of Anarchy, 

and the start of the Council’s rule.
They called it the Day of Triumph.
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Nova looked up to see an enormous balloon, spanning 
nearly the width of the street as it floated between the high- 
rises. It was a cartoon- like replica of the Atomic Brain, who 
had been one of Ace’s closest allies before the Renegades 
had killed him nearly fifteen years ago. Nova hadn’t known 
him personally, but she still felt a spark of resentment to 
see the balloon’s treatment of him— the bloated head and 
grotesquely disfigured face.

The crowd laughed and laughed.
The tiny transmitter crackled inside her ear.
“And so it begins,” came Ingrid’s voice, wry and 

unamused.
“Let them laugh,” Phobia responded. “They won’t be 

laughing for much longer. Nightmare, are you in position?”
“Roger,” Nova said, careful to move her lips as little as 

possible, though she doubted anyone in the crowd was paying 
attention to her. “Just need to know which rooftop you want 
me on.”

“The Council hasn’t left the warehouse yet,” said Phobia. 
“I will alert you once they do.”

Nova glanced across the street, to the second- level 
window of an office building, where she could barely see 
Ingrid— or the Detonator, as the public knew her— peering 
out through the blinds.

The booing of the crowd started up again, more 
enthusiastic than before. Over the heads of the spectators, 
Nova caught glimpses of an elaborate parade float. On it was 
a miniature- scale version of the Gatlon skyline and standing 
among the buildings were actors wearing over- stylized 
costumes meant to resemble some of the most well- known 
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members of Ace’s gang. Nova recognized Rat and Brimstone, 
both killed at the hands of Renegades, but before she could 
be offended on their behalf, she spotted a dark figure near the 
top of the float. A surprised laugh escaped her, easing some 
of the anxiety that had been building all morning.

“Phobia,” she said, “did you know they were going to put 
you on the villain floats this year?”

A hiss came back to her through the ear piece. “We are 
not here to admire the parade, Nightmare.”

“Don’t worry. You look good up there,” she said, eyeing 
the actor. He had donned a long black cloak and was carrying 
an enormous plastic scythe with a bunch of rubber snakes 
glued to the handle. But when he opened his cloak, rather 
than being consumed by shadows, the actor revealed a pale, 
skinny physique wearing nothing but lime green swimming 
briefs.

The crowd went berserk. Even Nova’s cheek twitched. 
“They may have taken a few liberties.”

“I think I like it better,” said Ingrid with a snort, watching 
the parade from the window.

“It certainly inspires terror,” agreed Nova.
Phobia said nothing.
“Is that . . . ?” started Ingrid. “Oh my holy bomb squad, 

they have a Queen Bee this year.”
Nova looked again. At first the actress was concealed on 

the other side of the cityscape, but then she moved into view 
and Nova’s eyebrows shot upward. The woman’s blonde wig 
was twice the size of her head and her sequined black- and- 
yellow dress could not have been any gaudier as it sparkled in 
the afternoon sunlight. She had black mascara running down 
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her cheeks and was embracing a large stuffed bumblebee to 
her bosom, wailing about the unfair treatment of her little 
honey makers.

“Wow,” said Nova. “That’s actually not a bad 
impersonation.”

“I can’t wait to tell Honey,” said Ingrid. “We should be 
recording this.”

Nova’s eyes darted around the crowd for what might 
have been the thousandth time. Standing still made her edgy. 
She was wired for movement. “Are you offended they don’t 
have a Detonator?” she asked.

There was a long pause before Ingrid said, “Well, I am 
now.”

Nova turned back to the parade. She stood on her tiptoes, 
trying to make out if any of their other comrades were among 
the costumes, when a loud crash startled the crowd. The top 
of the tallest building on the float— a replica of Merchant 
Tower— had just blown upward, and a new figure was 
emerging, laughing madly as he raised his hands toward the 
sky.

Nova clamped her jaw shut, the moment’s amusement 
doused beneath a rush of fury.

The Ace Anarchy costume was the closest to reality— the 
familiar black- and- gold suit, the bold, iconic helmet.

The audience’s surprise passed quickly. For many, this 
was the highlight of the parade, even more of a draw than 
seeing their beloved Council.

Within seconds, people had started to reach for the 
rotten fruits and wilted cabbages they’d brought with them 
for just this purpose. They started pummeling the villain 
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float, shouting obscenities and mocking the villains on board. 
The actors took it with remarkable resilience, ducking down 
behind the buildings and screeching in feigned horror. The 
Ace Anarchy impersonator took the brunt of the attack, but 
he never dropped character— shaking his fist and calling the 
children at the front of the crowd stinking rascals and little 
nightmares, before he finally ducked down into the hollow 
building and pulled the top back over himself, setting up the 
surprise for the next street of onlookers.

Nova swallowed, feeling the knot in her stomach loosen 
only once the villain float had passed.

My little nightmare . . .
He had called her that, too, all those years ago.
The floats were followed by a band of acrobats and a 

Thunderbird balloon gliding overhead. Nova spotted a banner 
being propped up on tall poles, advertising the upcoming 
Renegade trials.

bold. valiant. just. do you have what it takes to be a 
hero?

She faked a loud gagging sound, and an elderly woman 
nearby gave her a sour look.

A body crashed into her and Nova stumbled backward, 
her hands instinctively landing on the kid’s shoulders and 
righting her before she fell onto the pavement.

“Watch it,” said Nova.
The girl looked up— a domino mask over her eyes 

making her look like a smaller, scrawnier, girlier version of 
the Dread Warden.

“What was that, Nightmare?” Ingrid said into her ear. 
Nova ignored her.
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The girl pulled away with a muttered sorry, then turned 
and wove her way back into the teeming crowd.

Nova adjusted her shirt and was just about to turn back 
to the parade when she saw the kid crash into someone else. 
Only, rather than set her right as Nova had done, the stranger 
stooped low, grabbed the girl’s ankle, and turned her upside 
down in one swift motion.

Nova gaped as the stranger hauled the girl, screaming and 
swatting his chest, back in Nova’s direction. He was roughly 
her age, but much taller, with dark skin, close- cut hair, and 
thick- framed eyeglasses. The way he strolled through the 
crowd made it seem more like he was carrying one of those 
cheesy Captain Chromium plush dolls rather than a ferocious, 
flailing child.

He stopped in front of Nova, a patient smile on his face.
“Give it back,” he said.
“Put me down!” the girl yelled. “Let me go!”
Nova looked from the boy to the child, then took a 

quick scan of the nearby crowd. Far too many people were 
watching them. Watching her.

That wasn’t good.
“What are you doing?” she said, turning back to the boy. 

“Put her down.”
His smile became even more serene and Nova’s heart 

stammered. Not just because he had one of those easy smiles 
that made other girls swoon, but because there was something 
unsettlingly familiar about him, and Nova immediately began 
racking her brain to figure out where she knew him from, 
and whether or not he was a threat.

“All right, Mini- Magpie,” he said, somewhat patronizing, 
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“you’ve got three seconds before I send in a request to put 
you on probation. Come to think of it, I’m pretty sure the 
janitorial crew has been needing some help lately . . .”

The girl huffed and stopped struggling. Her mask had 
begun to slip and was close to sliding off her brow. “I hate 
you,” she growled, then reached into a pocket. She pulled out 
her hand and held it toward Nova, who uncertainly extended 
her own.

A bracelet— her bracelet— dropped into her palm.
Nova looked at her wrist, where a faint tan line showed 

where the bracelet had been worn every day for years.
Ingrid’s voice rattled in her head. “What’s happening 

down there, Nightmare?”
Nova didn’t respond. Tightening her fist around the 

bracelet, she fixed a glare on the child, who only glared back.
The boy dropped her with little ceremony, but the girl 

rolled easily when she hit the pavement and had sprung back 
to her feet before Nova could blink.

“I’m not going to report this,” said the boy, “because I 
believe you are going to make better choices after this. Right, 
Magpie?”

The girl shot him a disgusted look. “You’re not my dad, 
Sketch,” she yelled, then turned and stomped off around the 
nearest corner.

Nova squinted at the boy. “She’s just going to rob 
someone else, you know.”

Ingrid’s voice buzzed in her ear. “Nightmare, who are 
you talking to? Who’s getting robbed?”

“— can hope it will make her rethink her options,” the 
boy was saying. His eyes met hers briefly, then dropped 
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down to her closed fist. “Do you want help with that?”
Her fingers clenched tighter. “With what? The bracelet?”
He nodded and, before Nova realized what was 

happening, he had taken her hand and started peeling open 
her fingers. She was so stunned by the action that he had 
freed the bracelet from her grip before she thought to stop 
him. “When I was a kid,” he said, taking the copper- colored 
filigree into his fingers, “my mom used to always ask me 
to help with her brace— ” He paused. “Oh. The clasp is 
broken.”

Nova, who had been scrutinizing his face with wary 
bewilderment, looked down at the bracelet. Her pulse 
skipped. “That little brat!”

“Nova?” crackled Ingrid’s voice. “Have you been 
compromised?”

Nova ignored her.
“It’s okay,” said the boy. “I can fix it.”
“Fix it?” She tried to snatch the bracelet away from him, 

but he pulled back. “You don’t understand. That bracelet, it 
isn’t . . . it’s . . .”

“No, trust me,” he said, reaching into his back pocket 
and pulling out a fine- tip black marker. “This wrist, right?” 
He wrapped the bracelet around Nova’s wrist, and again, the 
sensation of such a rare, unexpected touch made her freeze.

Holding the bracelet with one hand, he uncapped the 
marker with his teeth and bent over her wrist. He began to 
draw onto her skin, in the space between the two ends of 
the broken bracelet. Nova stared at the drawing— two small 
links connecting the filigree and, between them, a delicate 
clasp, surprisingly ornate for a drawing made in marker, and 
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perfectly matched to the style of the bracelet.
When he had finished, the boy capped the pen using his 

teeth again, then brought her wrist up closer to his face. He 
blew— a soft, barely there breath across the inside of her 
wrist that sent goose bumps racing up her arm.

The drawing came to life, rising up out of her skin and 
taking physical shape. The links merged with the ends of the 
bracelet, until Nova could not tell where the real bracelet 
ended and the forged clasp began.

No— that wasn’t entirely true. On closer inspection, she 
could see that the clasp he’d made was not quite the same 
coppery- gold color, but had a hint of rosiness to it, and even 
a faint line of blue where the drawing had crossed over one of 
the veins beneath her skin.

“What about the stone?” the boy said, turning her hand 
over and tapping his marker against the empty spot once 
intended for a precious gem.

“That was already missing,” stammered Nova.
“Want me to draw one anyway?”
“No,” she said, yanking her hand away. Her eyes lifted 

just in time to catch a flash of surprise, and she hastily added, 
“No, thank you.”

The boy looked about ready to insist, but then he stopped 
himself and smiled. “Okay,” he said, tucking his marker into 
his back pocket again.

Nova twisted her hand back and forth. The clasp held.
The boy’s smile took on a subtle edge of pride.
Obviously a prodigy. But was he also . . .
“Renegade?” she asked, making little effort to keep the  

suspicion from her tone.
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“Renegade?” cried Ingrid. “Who are you talking to, Nova? 
Why aren’t you— ”

The crowd burst into a new frenzy of hollers and 
applause, drowning out Ingrid’s voice. A series of fireworks 
shot upward from the parade float that had just emerged, 
exploding and shimmering to furious cheers from the people 
below.

“Looks like the headliners have arrived,” said the boy, 
somewhat disinterested as he glanced over his shoulder 
toward the float.

Phobia’s voice crackled. “West station, Nightmare. West 
station.”

Purpose jolted down Nova’s spine. “Roger.”
The boy turned back to her, a small wrinkle forming over 

the bridge of his glasses. “Adrian, actually.”
She took a step back. “I have to go.” She turned on her heel 

and pushed her way through a group of costumed Renegade 
supporters.

“Renegade trials, next week!” one of them said, shoving a 
piece of paper at her. “Open to the public! Come one, come 
all!”

Nova crumpled the flyer in her hand without looking at 
it and crammed it into her pocket. Behind her, she heard the 
boy yelling, “You’re welcome!”

She didn’t look back.
“Target now passing Altcorp,” said Phobia as Nova 

ducked into the shadows of an alleyway. “What’s your status, 
Nightmare?”

Nova checked that the alley was empty before lifting the 
lid of a dumpster and hauling herself up onto its edge. Her 
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duffel bag greeted her, resting at the top of the heap.
“Just grabbing my things,” she said, snatching up the bag. 

She dropped back to the ground. The dumpster lid crashed 
shut. “I’ll be on the roof in two minutes.”

“Make it one,” said Phobia. “You have a superhero to kill.”
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gENEsIs 
By BRenDAN ReIcHs

The nail-biting sequel to The New York Times-bestselling 
Nemesis from the co-author of Virals.

Noah Livingston knows he is destined to survive. 
The sixty-four members of Fire Lake’s sophomore class 

are trapped in a place where morals have no meaning, 
and zero rules apply. But Noah’s deaths have trained him, 
hardened him, to lead the strongest into the future – 
whatever that may be – at any cost. 

Min Wilder knows that survival alone isn’t enough. 
In a violent world where brute force passes for 

leadership, it’s tempting just to let everyone else fight it 
out. But Min’s instincts rebel against allowing others to 
decide who lives and who dies. She’s ready to fight for 
what she believes in. And against anyone who might stand 
in her way.
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1
NOAH

We went there to kill them all.
Fire and blood.
Blood and fire.
I stalked through the midnight-dark woods, making as 

little noise as possible.
Kyle was beside me. Akio a step behind. We stole through 

the bare trunks like smoke, stepping lightly in our snowshoes, 
a pack of hungry wolves scenting prey. The target was still 
a football field away and a hundred feet downslope, but 
experience had taught me to be wary.

I’d been killed twice that week already, ambushed both 
times. Had no interest in another death. Resetting in new 
places had been disorienting. Unnerving. The rules had 
changed, and I didn’t know all the new ones yet. But I’d learn.

Reaching the tree line, I dropped to a knee and freed my 
boots from the snowshoes. An icy wind smacked me in the 
face, tingling my cheeks and scraping my nose like sandpaper. 
I peered down the plunging mountainside before me, a barren 
stretch of slope barely dusted with white despite deep drifts 
piled up on both sides.
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A full moon hung low and huge in the sky, glowing like a 
candle. Squinting, I could see our objective: a log cabin at the 
bottom of the run—simple, rough-hewn, topped by a cedar-
chip roof and a stone chimney. Soft yellow lamplight spilled 
from two blocky windows. Inhaling, I caught faint traces of 
burning pine.

I shook my head, nearly snorted in disbelief.
These classmates were cocky. They’d planted a double line 

of tiki torches that stabbed up the center of the slope. Angry 
orange flames danced in the heavy gusts, reflecting off the 
frozen landscape, creating pools of shadow and light among 
the encroaching trees.

The kids inside probably thought the torches made them 
safer. They didn’t.

Echoes of their laughter had risen all the way to our base 
at the mountaintop chalet. I was living in the same suite the 
black-suited man had once occupied, back in the real world, 
before it died. Stepping out onto the ice-covered patio, I’d 
heard voices. Tasted wood smoke. Spotted the flickering 
pinpricks a mile away.

I clicked my tongue at the memory. This cabin was firmly 
outside of downtown limits. An expansion into my territory. 
They were testing me. Mistake.

I glanced right, across twenty yards of open ground to a 
thicket on the opposite side of the slope, searching for the 
second prong of my strike force. This empty stretch would’ve 
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made an excellent moguls trail. My father had earmarked it 
for development—a project that would never happen, in a 
future that would never be.

Did time mean anything now? Did it exist inside the  
Program?

It’d been three weeks since the Guardian revealed the true 
nature of our existence. How the planet had been destroyed 
by a series of cataclysms, our physical bodies burned to crisps. 
That the sixty-four members of Fire Lake’s sophomore class 
were all that remained of humanity, existing as digital lines of 
code inside a supercomputer buried deep underground.

Some couldn’t accept it. Couldn’t wrap their heads around 
the idea of being nothing more than ones and zeros. They 
walked around like zombies, or hid. A few even defied the 
Program, questioning its purpose. Refusing the Guardian’s 
instructions, as if things were somehow up for debate.

Idiots. The Program was purpose. The last hope of our 
species. It was the greatest gift anyone had ever received. To 
rebel against it was madness. Heresy. The smartest minds on 
Earth had crafted a single way forward for a few lucky souls. 
Who were we to question its dictates?

I’d been murdered over and over back in the real world, 
never knowing why, wracked by the pain and humiliation of 
thinking I was crazy. But I’d had it all wrong.

I was being trained. Prepared. I’d been chosen to lead the 
human race. I was special, to a nearly paralyzing degree. The 
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hell I’d give the middle finger to the defining achievement of 
all human existence. The stakes were way too high.

During the chaos at Town Hall, I’d been momentarily 
conflicted. The Guardian had disappeared back inside without 
further instructions. But I’d rallied quickly, focusing on what 
we’d been told. We had to sort ourselves. There’d be winners 
and losers. I needed to dominate the situation. And the first 
step was to carve out my own space.

So I did. Shooting Ethan had changed everything, for  
everyone.

Shooting Ethan? You mean shooting Min.
I f linched. Felt a heaviness in the pit of my stomach, even 

as I gritted my teeth.
She’d made her choice. Had given me no choice.
Min had rejected the Guardian, ignoring what we’d been 

prepared for. Everything we’d suffered through, our whole 
lives, as beta patients for Project Nemesis. She’d refused to 
see the truth—that the Program was our salvation. We had to 
follow its plan.

I’d been so angry. So frustrated and disappointed. I’d shot 
Min to make a point. To her and everyone else. This was our 
world now. Min would reset and be perfectly fine. The old 
rules didn’t apply. The Guardian’s rules were all that mattered.

It’s not like I’d enjoyed it.
After the massacre, everyone had scattered. I’d retreated to 

my father’s ski resort atop the northeastern slopes, the most 
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defensible spot in the valley. To my surprise, several classmates 
had followed. People who understood the truth as I did.

The Program was everything. It required conflict. We 
would provide it.

But you don’t even know why. You’re flying blind.
I shook my head sharply to clear it. Try as I might, I hadn’t 

been able to stamp out a nagging voice that was determined 
to weaken me. My failures in life—the sad puddles of self-
recrimination and doubt that had hounded me for years—were 
trying to sabotage me here, but I rejected them. I was strong 
now. I’d stay strong. Spineless Noah Livingston was dead.

Movement across the gap. I spotted Zach, skinny and 
moon-faced, standing upright and exposed, and waving like 
a human archery target. Behind him Morgan and Leah were 
motioning for him to get down, but he ignored them, even 
shaking off Morgan’s outstretched hand.

Smart girls. I should’ve put one of them in charge instead 
of Zach. Too late now.

Not all of my followers were brilliant. Zach had even killed 
himself once, just to see what it was like. Moron. Suicide had 
to be against the Program, and was therefore unthinkable. 
I was fully committed to winning this phase, whatever that 
meant. And right then, it meant giving the people down in 
that cabin a really bad night.

I lifted a single fist overhead, then made a chopping motion 
and pointed at our target. Zach straightened, scratching 
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his cheek, but Leah flashed the okay sign. Her father was a 
National Guardsman, and her family owned the quarry at the 
western edge of the valley, which was why I’d chosen her for 
this mission. She had experience with flammables. Lifting 
two plastic canisters, Leah shoved one into Zach’s stomach 
and began picking her way downslope. Zach stomped after 
her, with Morgan bringing up the rear.

“Let’s go,” I said to Akio and Kyle, keeping my voice firm. 
I didn’t relish what was coming, but I wasn’t agonizing over 
it. And I could never show weakness in front of the others. 
They had to believe I was the scariest thing on the mountain. 
Or else why would they follow me? Who’d follow the Noah 
Livingston from life, a guy who never stood up for anything?

Min would.
Heat rose to my cheeks. Min shamed me, brought out all 

of my failings. All of the things I couldn’t afford to be in this 
world. Would my flaws always haunt me, even here?

This was a mission.
Feelings didn’t matter.
Not here, not in this virtual proving ground we inhabited.
I was doing what I was supposed to do.
Akio’s soft features tightened as he handed a fuel canister 

to Kyle. He didn’t want to do this, but could be counted on 
to follow orders. Fine by me. His conscience was irrelevant so 
long as he did his part. Akio had been the first to join me. If 
I trusted anyone, it was him.
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Kyle smiled darkly. He was looking forward to the carnage, 
and I didn’t care about that, either.

Snowshoes hidden, we crept down the mountain, sticking 
to the trees as we mirrored our teammates on the opposite 
side. Zach quickly became a disaster—stumbling through 
the frozen underbrush, snapping branches and grunting in 
annoyance. Morgan hissed at him, but he ignored her warning, 
stepping out onto the slope to avoid a patch of pricker bushes.

I shook my head. I shouldn’t have included him, but I’d 
asked for volunteers and he’d spoken up first.

The wind sighed down to nothing. The night was as still 
as death, and nearly as cold. No birds. No chirping insects. 
Every sloppy footfall echoed down the icy hillside between 
the bordering woods, setting my teeth on edge. Zach drew 
level with the first pair of torches, casting a long black shadow 
that arrowed sharply back up the mountain.

A clicking sound.
Leah and Morgan froze.
Zach stomped a few more steps, then stopped abruptly, 

glancing back over his shoulder.
Shots rang out. One. Two. A half dozen.
Zach dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, a dark stain 

spreading on the icy ground beneath him.
Leah dove behind a round-bellied oak and rolled, her thick 

braid whipping like a bicycle spoke. Morgan’s body jerked as 
more cracks boomed up the mountainside. Then she slumped 
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onto her butt, blubbering, glossy liquid spilling from her 
mouth.

Out on the slope, Zach’s body shimmered and disappeared.
Leah was up and running, ignoring her fuel canister and 

Morgan’s grasping hand as she bolted deeper into the forest. 
Three figures in dark ski jackets lurched from the shadows. 
After a cursory glance at Morgan, they tore after Leah, 
fanning out in an attempt to encircle her. Behind them, 
Morgan toppled over and stopped moving. Seconds later she 
vanished.

Two dead, another outnumbered and on the run. I didn’t 
care.

These people weren’t friends. The idea was nonsensical. As 
far as I was concerned, every kid in Fire Lake was my rival. 
I’d work with those I needed to, but I’d never lose sight of the 
goal. I had to win. I had to follow the rules and complete the 
phase.

Killing without knowing why? How is that strength?
“Enough,” I hissed, startling my companions. Cheeks 

burning, I schooled my face to stillness. Doubt was poison, 
and I was letting it infect me at the worst time possible.

Dr. Lowell. Principal Myers. Sheriff Watson and all the 
others. Even Black Suit. They’d dedicated their lives to Project 
Nemesis, planning every detail. All so we had a chance to go 
on. I had to fulfill their vision. I had to live up to the faith 
they’d placed in me. I had to make the Program proud. Plus, 
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Morgan and Zach would be back in the valley in a matter of 
minutes.

Kyle and Akio were backing away from the slope, preparing 
to bolt. I snapped my fingers, freezing them in their tracks. 
“Our scouts counted ten people,” I whispered. “Three just 
went after Leah. Our job got easier.”

Akio shifted, a hand shooting up to rub the back of his 
neck. Kyle swallowed, gave me a shaky thumbs-up. I turned 
and set off downhill, not watching to see if they followed. I 
knew they would.

We ghosted the remaining distance, sticking to the woods 
on our side, avoiding the flickering torchlight. I stopped in a 
copse of pine trees directly across from the cabin. The single 
window facing us was dark, perhaps a bedroom. It made for a 
clean approach.

A freezing gust swept down from the snowcapped heights, 
rattling branches and leaching the heat from my skin. I rubbed 
my flaking nose. Scanned for any sign we’d been seen. God, it 
was cold. But not for long.

I turned. Met the eyes of my companions in turn.
“Ready?”
Two nods.
I led them across open ground, past the line of torches 

to an ancient, billowing cedar standing beside the cabin 
like a sentinel. Just then the front door opened. We dove to 
the ground, crawling under the cedar’s low-slung branches. 
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Flattening onto my stomach, I held my breath, one hand 
creeping toward the pistol in the back of my waistband.

Derrick Morris stood blinking in the doorway, his silhouette 
unmistakable, skyscraper-tall and haloed in yellow light. He 
was woefully underdressed in jeans and a short-sleeve T-shirt. 
I don’t think he was even wearing shoes.

“Lars? Charlie?” he called. “What the hell are y’all shooting 
at?” Derrick listened for a moment, rubbing his dark skin to 
ward off the chill. Then he shook his head, muttering to 
himself. “Trigger-happy derps, always popping off.” The door 
closed. Voices rose within, but no one else came outside.

I eased up into a crouch. One of Ethan’s top lieutenants was 
here, and he wasn’t paying close enough attention. No guards. 
No lookouts. I guessed those people were all chasing Leah up 
the mountain. The rest weren’t taking any extra precautions, 
even after hearing shots fired. We’d teach them quite a lesson.

I swiveled on one knee, tapped the canisters in my 
companions’ hands, then pointed at the cabin. Spun an index 
finger. They nodded—one excited, the other scared to death. 
But they both moved forward, slinking toward the dark side 
of the house.

No shouts of alarm rang out. The door stayed firmly shut.
Akio and Kyle split apart, hugging the outside walls as 

they circled the building, dousing its wooden foundation 
with liquid. Then they scurried back to my position under the 
cedar, tossing the now-empty canisters aside.
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On his knees, Kyle dug into his pocket and withdrew a book 
of matches. Leering darkly, he started to rise, but I stopped 
him with a hand to his chest. Kyle frowned, then nodded and 
sank back down.

I was in charge. I’d light the fire.
Crawling from beneath the branches, I gave the cabin 

a final inspection, every sense on high alert. It was time to 
finish the job.

I strode directly for the front door, making no effort to 
disguise my approach. Passing a woodpile, I snagged a long, 
thick branch, twirling it in my hands as I mounted the porch.

The door had a wide, refrigerator-style handle. I ran the 
branch through the opening until it extended all the way 
across the door frame. I paused, then stepped down and 
grabbed another tree limb, doubling the barricade.

No one came to the door. I almost laughed. A dark part 
of me was tempted to call out and give them a far-too-late 
warning, but I resisted the urge. The Program wanted results, 
not grandstanding.

I walked down to the yard. Grabbed a torch and carried it 
back to the house.

The wind dropped like an accomplice. The forest held its 
breath. Time stood still.

Because it was still. Time was as dead as me.
I tossed the torch at the base of the doorway. Felt the 

bone-deep concussion of fire being born as it raced along the 
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fuel-drenched logs. Orange tendrils sprang up around the 
foundation, encircling the cabin, eating hungrily into wood.

Shouts. Screams.
The door began jerking inward as f lames engulfed it, 

but the branches held. Then fists began to pound, rising in 
intensity as shrieks erupted to match. I stepped back into the 
yard, removed my father’s Beretta 9 mm, and racked the slide. 
The wind returned, and a furnace blast of dry heat struck my 
face, forcing me to retreat a few more paces.

Smoke billowed. Enveloped the house in a whirly black 
fist.

The screaming reached a crescendo. The branches finally 
splintered and the door f lew open. I fired into the inferno, 
emptying the Beretta’s magazine. I quickly reloaded, but no 
one emerged. No one even got close. I put the gun away 
and watched the fire rage. Heard Akio throwing up behind  
me.

Six at least. Maybe seven.
Then I felt something  .  .  . twist in my head. An electric 

charge that snapped and sizzled, matching the conflagration 
reflected in my eyes before vanishing as quickly as it came.

Kyle was yelling something, but couldn’t get close. The 
cabin burned like a Roman candle, entrancing me. Then Akio 
raced forward and grabbed my arm, covering his face with a 
sleeve as he pointed toward the trees. I nodded as if coming 
awake. We should leave. Everyone inside was surely gone, 
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transported to one of the four reset zones, waiting to rejoin 
the Program’s version of reality.

This was a minor victory. A slap on the wrist. A warning.
My head felt thick and gummy. The front of my parka was 

a melted ruin. But the screech of breaking glass snapped me 
back into focus. Shrugging free of my companions, I trotted 
around to the rear of the cabin, dazed and confused but 
determined to finish anything left undone.

A girl had launched herself through the back window in a 
desperate attempt to avoid the flames, but it was clearly too 
late. The fire had left her unrecognizable. Breathing raggedly, 
she lay on the ground, her hands making red lines as she 
pawed at the snow.

The girl’s eyes opened. She stared up at the sky with a silent 
plea. Then her head lolled, and a lock of gleaming black hair 
spilled onto her ruined cheek.

My heart stopped. The air left my lungs. I lurched forward, 
one hand shooting out as bile climbed my windpipe. Then I 
noticed the girl’s melted leather boot with a smiley-face sticker 
on its heel. I gagged, coughed hard.

Not Min. But I knew who it was.
Something shifted inside me. A hairline crack. Water 

seeping into stone.
I swallowed, fingers trembling as I dropped my hand 

and squeezed it into a fist. I stood there, frozen, breathless, 
waiting for the body to disappear. Guilt—sharp and 
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stinging—exploded within me. Burning like that must’ve 
been excruciating.

Inhuman.
I tried to brush the thought aside. This girl would wake up 

unharmed in minutes, alone in the woods without a scratch on 
her. She’d have done the same to me.

Piper. Her name is Piper Lockwood.
Piper’s eyes found mine. We’d never been close, but she’d 

sat two rows in front of me in English Comp. She’d tap her 
toes under her chair when bored, stickered boot heels smiling 
back at me.

The rift inside me deepened. Cracks spread like spiderwebs.
No. I wouldn’t go back. I’d worked too hard to bury my 

demons.
But her body was still there, still quivering, still slumped 

atop a pile of dirty leaves. Her hand spasmed. A silver ring 
had melted around her pinky finger. The smell of roasted 
meat filled my nostrils, and I nearly emptied my stomach.

My teeth dug into my bottom lip. A cloud slipped in front 
of the moon, swamping the yard in darkness, leaving only the 
flames to whisper what we’d done.

My hand rose. Two shots rang out.
Akio gasped beside me, staring at Piper’s now-still body as 

tears cut tracks down his ash-covered cheeks. “She didn’t . . . 
This wasn’t . . .” he stammered, his chin dropping to his chest.

I put a hand on his shoulder, somehow freed by his show of 
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weakness. It clarified things like a magnifying glass. This was 
a different world, with different rules. Only the strong would 
survive, and that meant doing hard things. I had to be vigilant 
against my own inadequacy. “It’s okay, man. It’s best to send 
people along quickly.”

So why’d it take you so long?
Akio nodded, staring at his boots. He wasn’t cut out for 

this. Then a new wave of energy struck me, dwarfing the one 
from before.

My scalp tingled. Electricity ran up and down my limbs. It 
filled me. Remade me.

Suddenly I was back in the park beside town square, 
playing basketball with my friends. Ethan and I were on 
the same team for once, and we were passing circles around 
the Nolan twins. The air was crisp, the sky so blue it felt 
unfair. A slight breeze swept up off the lake, ruff ling my 
hair and tingling my sweat-slicked skin. I knew I was on 
fire, couldn’t be guarded. That no one could stop me that 
day. Ethan knew it, too. He threw me the ball, backing 
up to give me room. I dribbled through my legs, wobbling 
Mike, then stepped back and shot over his outstretched 
hand, the ball sliding through the net like prophecy. Ethan 
lifted me up and we whooped like idiots. I glanced over and 
saw Min sitting on the grass with Sarah and the other girls, 
her eyes rolling as she shook her head at us. My smile grew 
ten times wider.
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The scene—memory?—winked out, but the elation 
remained.

I drank in the sensation. Felt galvanized, head to toe. I 
stared at my hands, f lexing and unflexing my fingers. I was so 
close to the Program I could weep.

Fire and blood.
Blood and fire.
Program wants? Program gets.
This was my world. Or it would be soon.
“Guys?”
I glanced over at Kyle, who was chewing on his thumb, 

his face lit up by the bonfire raging behind us. He pointed. 
“Why’s she still here?”

I turned. Stiffened. Piper had stopped moving, but hadn’t 
vanished.

My blood ran cold, a dark corner of my mind jabbering 
for attention. Piper was still lying on the frozen ground. She 
wasn’t miles away, restored and repaired, waking up with only 
a bad memory for her trouble.

She wasn’t moving. Or breathing. She refused to fade away.
Inside me, something snapped. Surety dissolved like a sand 

castle at high tide.
Piper’s scorched body defied me like an accusation. The 

truth was inescapable.
Someone inside the Program hadn’t reset.
You’re a murderer.
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