





[image: Cover]












Played


An Altered Saga Novella


Jennifer Rush


[image: image]


Little, Brown and Company


New York  Boston
















[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


About the Author


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














Loud rock music played overhead, but the heavy bass thumps did nothing to cover up the incessant buzzing of the tattoo machine at my back. I’d decided to go big for my first tattoo, and this was my third and final sitting.


“Almost done,” my tattoo artist said. “How you feeling?”


“Feeling fine,” I answered. “Thankfully, I have a high pain tolerance.”


Tony was the kind of artist who focused more on his work than on his conversation, so I’d filled in the silences during our sessions. I liked to talk. One of my friends, Evan, said I liked to hear the sound of my own voice.


Tony surprised me, though, by pushing the conversation further. “What’s the worst pain you’ve experienced?”


“Getting shot in the head.”


The tattoo gun let out a short buzz and then cut off abruptly. “Seriously?” he asked.


“Seriously.”


The needle returned to my back with a sharp bite. “How’d you survive something like that?”


“I was a test subject in a clandestine government experiment that made me invincible.”


The tattoo machine went quiet again. The radio switched from hard rock to pop and the front desk girl sang along with the lyrics.


Tony still said nothing.


I glanced at him over my shoulder and put on my liar’s smile. “I’m totally kidding, Tony. Do I look like someone the government would turn into a science experiment? I mean, with this sweet, innocent face?”


He exhaled with a shaky laugh. “Dude, I was going to say.”


I chuckled with him. If only he knew.


The truth was, I really had been a volunteer test subject for a program that had made me invincible. The organization behind the program was known as the Branch, and they’d pumped me full of something they’d named the Angel Serum. I had, in fact, died when I’d been shot in the head.


But I came back.


Which was why I’d decided to get the tattoo Tony was currently finishing up.


Fifteen minutes later, he said, “All right, Chloe. All done. Wanna take a look?”


He cleaned off the excess ink, my skin still burning and tender from the needlework. When he was done, he hurried over to his floor-to-ceiling mirror and crossed his arms, waiting excitedly. I held the flimsy sheet to my naked front as I turned my back to my reflection.


The tattoo started at the nape of my neck and ran down the length of my spine, all the way to the small of my back. In swirling, vibrant reds, yellows, and oranges, the phoenix was a symbol of my own resurrection, rising from an inferno of embers and ash.


“It’s beautiful,” I breathed, and twisted left, then right, to get a good look at every angle. “Thank you, Tony.”


He smiled, big and dopey. “You had the vision.”


That I did.


Seven years ago, my family and I had been on our way to see a movie when a semitruck lost control on the icy roads and sent our car through a guardrail, plummeting us into the frigid East River.


The only reason I made it out of the car was because my brother sawed through my seat belt with a pocketknife, then smashed his feet through my window.


That was the last time I saw him. He’d managed to cut through half his seat belt, and the police suspected it was the river current that finally freed him, sending his body so far down the river that he disappeared into Lake Michigan. His body wasn’t recovered with my mom’s and dad’s.


Emerging from the frigid water was my first resurrection. I’d had many more since then.


After Tony taped up his work with plastic and skin tape, I paid the last of what I owed, promising to return once the tattoo had healed so everyone could see how it looked. I’d never been good at keeping promises, though, so I considered my good-bye a final farewell. Chances were, I’d be leaving town soon anyway.


I went straight home to the apartment I’d rented above a bookstore in this small Ohio town. It was a studio with boring beige walls and rough oak flooring. I’d only been there a little over a month, and tonight I planned on packing what few possessions I had so I could leave first thing in the morning.


Every day I felt like I was getting closer to my goal: tracking down Tom Riley and killing him.


Back when I first volunteered to work with the Branch, Riley had been second-in-command of the program that had changed me. A man named Connor had been the program leader, but he’d been killed less than a year ago. Killed in action. So if I was going to get revenge, it had to be on Riley. He was always the bigger asshole anyway. All things considered, I’d actually liked Connor.


Last time I’d seen Riley with my own eyes, he’d been in Trademarr, Illinois, the headquarters of my Branch program. I’d elaborately planned my revenge, but the people involved—Nick, Elizabeth, a few others—royally screwed it up and Riley got away.


I was trying not to get my hands dirty, but you know what they say: “If you want something done right, don’t send a bunch of idiots to do it for you.”


So here I was, getting shit done.


I’d tracked Riley here, to northwestern Ohio, where he and a few of his remaining men had acquired a new SUV from someone government affiliated. I didn’t so much care about the government contacts as I did the Branch agents. The government people were the financiers, the fringe interest group, and not directly involved with turning people into bio-weapons.


I needed to take the Branch down first. I would worry about the government entanglements later.


From Ohio, it seemed Riley had headed south, to Virginia, and I suspected he’d gone there to be closer to his government contacts.


I’d also found out that some members of the Turncoats—an opposition group founded by ex-Branch employees—were tracking Riley, too. Which meant if I wanted to dish Riley a plate of sweet, hot revenge, I had to get to him first.


The next morning, I showered, grabbed my bag, and headed out for Virginia. I managed to make the trip in just over eight hours. It would have been less had I not had to stop every hundred miles to give my freshly tattooed back a break. While I was technically invincible, and therefore nearly impossible to kill, I still needed time to heal. Thankfully, it didn’t take as long for me as it did for normal people.


When I turned off the freeway and headed into the city, I passed a wood sign on the side of the road that said ROCKWELL in big golden letters. The bottom of the sign proudly proclaimed NUTCRACKER CAPITAL OF THE WORLD.


I wasn’t sure if that was something worth bragging over. I’d Googled the place this morning, while I had breakfast in a little roadside diner, and found out that a famous jazz musician from the ’20s had been born here, too. It was rumored he’d sold his soul to the devil in exchange for his talent. Now that was something I’d carve a sign for.


ROCKWELL: THE DEVIL WAS HERE.


The outskirts of Rockwell were residential, with coffee shops, drugstores and gift shops threaded throughout. Cookie-cutter suburbia always gave me hives, so I headed straight toward downtown using my phone’s GPS to navigate.


As the cookie-cutter houses faded away, and the turn-of-the-century buildings took over, I started to feel a little more relaxed. The streets were narrow and stained with a hundred years’ worth of dirt. The buildings were built with brick—red and white and rusty-red—and fronted by wrought-iron balconies that reminded me of intricate henna tattoos.


I liked this place more already.


Since I’d left for Rockwell in a hurry, I didn’t have an apartment lined up. I stopped at the first hotel I could find. Its sign hung from the roof like an icicle trimmed in neon lighting.


I parked out front along the curb and grabbed my bag. The warmer southern weather breathed a sigh down my neck. I’d never been a fan of the Illinois autumn and winter, and I silently thanked Riley for coming this way.


Maybe once I’d put a bullet in him, I’d do some sunbathing. I could use a little bit of a tan.


Inside the hotel, I gave the desk clerk my fake driver’s license—Phoebe McDonald was my new, temporary name—and the credit card I’d acquired with it.


“All set,” the clerk said a few minutes later, and handed me a room key. “You’re paid up through the week. Let me know if there’s anything else we can help with.”


“Sure thing,” I said.


Once settled in my room, I dropped onto the bed, on my stomach, and pulled in a deep, settling breath. The bedding smelled like bleach and lavender, but it was thick and clean and that’s really all that mattered.


I always plotted murder better on good sheets.


After tending to my still-sore tattoo, I went out in search of food. Less than a mile from my hotel, I found a pizza place that hadn’t yet filled with dinnertime customers.


Inside, I took a booth along the south wall that afforded me a view of the front door and the street I’d just come in from. My server came over a few minutes later. I couldn’t help but watch him navigate the dining room with a quickness and grace that seemed at odds with his tall, muscular frame.


He smiled when he reached me, and I smiled back, glad to have him instead of the harried middle-aged waitress who clearly thought her customers were there to annoy her rather than help pay her wages.


I’d been a server at a restaurant in Trademarr before I’d ditched town. I knew how stressful the job was, but rule number one was, you didn’t take it out on your customers. Unless they deserved it, of course.


My friend Elizabeth, who’d been a server with me, had had a hard time knowing when to be a dick. She was almost annoyingly kind.


“Evening,” the waiter said. “Can I get you anything to drink to start with?”


“Whatever you have that has the most caffeine.”


“Long night?” he asked. “Or early morning?”


I looked up at him through my lashes, and let my mouth spread into a crooked grin. “Every night is a long night.” I was, of course, referring to the fact that I usually only slept four hours a night. But he didn’t have to know that.


“I see. Well, we have some kind of energy drink here. Not sure what the brand is, and it probably tastes like shit, but the caffeine content is practically illegal.”


“I’ll have that, then.”


He nodded. “I’ll be right back.”


“Hey?” I called, and he twisted half-around. “What’s your name?”


“What’s yours?”


“Phoebe.”


“You don’t look like a Phoebe.”


No shit.


“Family name,” I explained.


“Uh-huh.”


I frowned. “You don’t believe me?”


“Never said that.”


“So?” I nodded at him. “Your turn.”


“You’ll have to work harder than that, Phoebe.” He started off and then said, his back to me, “Don’t go anywhere.”


I definitely liked this guy. Maybe I’d invite him to my hotel room after his shift. No one ever said you couldn’t have fun and plot murder.


As I waited for my drink, an older couple dropped a few coins in the jukebox and Elvis Presley crooned from the speakers a second later. In the far corner, two kids animatedly played a game of foosball. From the kitchen, a cook called out an order and the harried waitress scurried to retrieve it.


My waiter returned. He set the drink down on the table.


“What time do you get off?” I asked.


He glanced at the clock over his shoulder. “Well, now, actually. You’re my last table.”


“What do you say we go back to my hotel for a drink?”


He frowned. “You haven’t even ordered food yet.”


“Then we’ll order in.”


A smile spread across his face. He was considering it. Of course he was considering it. It wasn’t like I was ugly.


“All right,” he finally answered. “A drink sounds nice.”


So I paid for the energy drink that I hadn’t touched and followed mystery boy out the door.


Back in my hotel room, I mixed two drinks and gave mystery boy the one with more alcohol. Mine probably wouldn’t even be considered alcoholic, since I’d gone light on the rum. I wanted this guy to loosen up, but since I was technically on a mission, I needed to keep a clearer head.
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