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Threadbare

 

By Elle E. Ire

Storm Fronts: Book One

 

All cybernetic soldier Vick Corren wanted was to be human again. Now all she wants is Kelly. But machines can’t love. Can they?

With the computerized implants that replaced most of her brain, Vick views herself as more machine than human. She’s lost her memory, but worse, can no longer control her emotions, though with the help of empath Kelly LaSalle, she’s holding the threads of her fraying sanity together.

Vick is smarter, faster, impervious to pain… the best mercenary in the Fighting Storm, until odd flashbacks show Vick a life she can’t remember and a romantic relationship with Kelly that Vick never knew existed. But investigating that must wait until Vick and her team rescue the Storm’s kidnapped leader.

Someone from within the organization is working against them, threatening Kelly’s freedom. To save her, Vick will have to sacrifice what she values most: the last of her humanity. Before the mission is over, either Vick or Kelly will forfeit the life she once knew.
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Chapter 1: Vick — Not Quite Up to Specs

 

 

I AM a machine.

“VC1, your objective is on the top floor, rear bedroom, moving toward the kitchen. Rest of the place scans as empty.”

“Acknowledged.” I study the high-rise across the street, my artificial ocular lenses filtering out the sunlight and zooming in on the penthouse twelve stories up. A short shadow passes behind white curtains. My gaze shifts to the gray, nondescript hovervan parked beside me. In the rear, behind reinforced steel, my teammate Alex is hitting the location with everything from x-rays to infrared and heat sensors.

Our enemies have no backup we’re aware of, but it doesn’t hurt to be observant.

I switch focus to Lyle, the driver, then Kelly in the passenger seat. Lyle stares straight ahead, attention on the traffic.

Kelly tosses me a smile, all bright sunshine beneath blonde waves. My emotion suppressors keep my own expression unreadable.

Except to her.

Kelly’s my handler. My counterbalance. My… companion. My frie—

I can’t process any further. But somewhere, deep down where I can’t touch it, I want there to be more.

More what, I don’t know.

Midday traffic rushes by in both directions—a four-lane downtown road carrying a mixture of traditional wheeled vehicles and the more modern hovercrafts. As a relatively recent colonization, Paradise doesn’t have all the latest tech.

But we do.

Shoppers and businessmen bustle past. My olfactory sensors detect too much perfume and cologne, can identify individual brand names if I request the info. I pick up and record snippets of conversation, sort and discard them. The implants will bring anything mission relevant to my immediate attention, but none of the passersby are aware of what’s going on across the street.

None of them thinks anything of the woman in the long black trench coat, either. I’m leaning against the wall between the doctors’ offices and a real estate agency. No one notices me.

“Vick.” Kelly’s voice comes through the pickups embedded in my ear canals.

She’s the only one who calls me that, even in private. I get grudgingly named in the public arena, but on the comm, to everyone else, I’m VC1.

A model number.

“The twelve-year-old kidnap victim is probably getting a snack. He’s hungry, Vick. He’s alone and scared.” She’s painting a picture, humanizing him. Sometimes I’m as bad with others as Alex and Lyle are toward me. “You’re going to get him out.” A pause as we make eye contact through the bulletproof glass.

“Right,” I mutter subvocally.

Even without the touch of pleading in her voice, failure is not an option. I carry out the mission until I succeed or until something damages me beyond my capability to continue.

Kelly says there’s an abort protocol that she can initiate if necessary. We’ve never had to try it, and given how the implants and I interact, I doubt it would work.

“Team Two says the Rodwells have arrived at the restaurant,” Alex reports in a rich baritone with a touch of Earth-island accent.

The kidnappers, a husband and wife team of pros, are out to lunch at a café off the building’s lobby. Probably carrying a remote trigger to kill the kid in their condo if they suspect a rescue attempt or if he tries to escape. They’re known for that sort of thing. Offworlders with plenty of toys of their own and a dozen hideouts like this one scattered across the settled worlds. Team Two will observe and report, but not approach. The risk is too great.

Which means I have maybe forty-five minutes to get in and extract the subject.

No. Rescue the child. Right.

“Heading in.” My tone comes out flat, without affectation. I push off from the wall, ignoring the way the rough bricks scrape my palms.

“Try to be subtle this time,” Lyle says, shooting me a quick glare out the windshield. “No big booms. We can’t afford to tip them off.”

Subtlety isn’t my strong suit, but I don’t appreciate the reminder. Two years of successful mission completions speak for themselves.

I turn my gaze on him. He looks away.

I have that effect on people.

The corner of my lip twitches just a little. Every once in a while an emotion sneaks through, even with the suppressors active.

I’m standing on the median, boots sinking into carefully cultivated sod, when Kelly scolds me. “That wasn’t very nice.” Without turning around, I know she’s smiling. She doesn’t like Lyle’s attitude any better than I do.

My lips twitch a little further.

Thunder rumbles from the east, and a sudden gust of wind whips my long hair out behind me. Back at base, it would be tied in a neat bun or at least a ponytail, but today I’m passing for civilian as much as someone like me can. I tap into the local weather services while I finish crossing the street.

Instead of meteorological data, my internal display flashes me an image of cats and dogs falling from the sky.

This is what happens when you mix artificial intelligence with the real thing. Okay, not exactly. I don’t have an AI in my head, but the sophisticated equipment replacing 63 percent of my brain is advanced enough that it has almost developed a mind of its own.

It definitely has a sense of humor and a flair for metaphor.

Cute.

The house pets vanish with a final bark and meow.

The first drops hit as I push my way through glass doors into the lobby, and I shake the moisture from my coat and hair. Beneath the trench coat, metal clinks softly against metal, satisfying and too soft for anyone around me to pick up.

The opulent space is mostly empty—two old ladies sitting on leather couches, a pair of teenagers talking beside some potted plants. Marble and glass in blacks, whites, and grays. Standard high-end furnishings.

“May I help you?” Reception desk, on my left, portly male security guard behind it, expression unconcerned. “Nasty weather.” A flash of lightning punctuates his pleasantries.

Terraforming a world sadly doesn’t control the timing of its thunderstorms.

My implants reduce the emotion suppressors, and I attempt a smile. Kelly assures me it looks natural, but it always feels like my face is cracking. “I’m here to see….” My receptors do a quick scan of the listing behind him—the building houses a combination of residences and offices. If we’d had more time, we could have set this up better, but the Rodwells have switched locations twice already, and we only tracked them here yesterday.

“Doctor Angela Swarzhand,” I finish faster than the guard can pick up the hesitation. “I’m a new patient.”

The guard smiles, and I wonder if they’re friends. “That’s lovely. Just lovely. Congratulations.”

“Um, thanks.” I’m sure I’ve missed something, but I have no idea what.

He consults the computer screen built into the surface of his desk, then points at a bank of elevators across the black-marble-floored lobby. “Seventh floor.”

“Great. Where are the stairs?” I already know where they are, but I shouldn’t, so I ask.

The guard frowns, forehead wrinkling in concern. “Stairs? Shouldn’t someone in your condition be taking the elevator?”

“My condition?”

“Vick.” Kelly’s warning tone tries to draw my attention, but I need to concentrate.

“Not now,” I subvocalize. If this guy has figured out who, or rather what I am, things are going to get messy and unsubtle fast. My hand slips beneath my coat, fingers curling around the grip of the semiautomatic in its shoulder holster.

“You’re pregnant.” The giggle in Kelly’s voice registers while I stare stupidly at the guard.

“I’m what?” Sooner or later this guy is bound to notice the miniscule motions of my lips, even speaking subvocally.

Alex replaces Kelly on the comm. “Dr. Swarzhand is an obstetrician. She specializes in high-risk pregnancies. The guard thinks you’re pregnant. Be pregnant. And fragile.”

Oh for fuck’s sake.

I blink a couple of times, feigning additional confusion. “My condition! Right.” I block out the sound of my entire team laughing their asses off. “I’m still not used to the idea. Just a few weeks along.” I don’t want to take the damn elevator. Elevators are death traps. Tiny boxes with one way in and one way out. Thunder rumbles outside. If the power fails, I’ll be trapped. My heart rate picks up. The implants initiate a release of serotonin to compensate, and the emotion suppressors clamp down. Or try to.

In my ears, one-third of the laughter stops. “It’ll be okay, Vick.” Kelly, soft and soothing.

Of course she knows. She always knows.

“Just take it up to the seventh floor and walk the rest of the way. It’s only for a few seconds, a minute at most. It won’t get stuck. I promise.”

“Thanks,” I say aloud to the guard and turn on my heel, trying to stroll and not stomp. “You can’t promise that,” I mutter under my breath.

“It’ll be okay,” she says again, and I’m in the waiting lift, the doors closing with an ominous thunk behind me.

The ride is jerky, a mechanical affair rather than the more modern antigrav models. I grit my teeth, resisting the urge to talk to my team. Alex and Lyle wouldn’t see the need to comfort a machine, anyway.

Figures the one memory I retain from my fully human days is the memory of my death, and the one emotion my implants fail to suppress every time is the absolute terror of that death.

When the chime announces my arrival on seven and the doors open, I’m a sweating, hyperventilating mess. I stagger from the moving coffin, colliding with the closest wall and using it to keep myself upright.

There’s no one in the hallway, or someone would be calling for an ambulance by now.

“Breathe, Vick, breathe,” Kelly whispers.

I suck in a shaky breath, then another. My vision clears. My heart rate slows. “I’ve got it.”

“I know. But count to ten, anyway.”

Despite the need to hurry, I do it. If I’m not in complete control, I can make mistakes. If I make mistakes, the mission is at risk. I might fail.

A door on the right opens and a very pregnant woman emerges, belly protruding so far she can’t possibly see her feet. She takes one look at me and frowns.

“Morning sickness,” I explain, grimacing at the thought on multiple levels. Even if I wanted kids for some insane reason, I wouldn’t be allowed to have them. Machines don’t get permission to procreate.

The pregnant lady offers a sympathetic smile and disappears into the elevator. At the end of the hall, the floor-to-ceiling windows offer a view of sheeting rain and flashing lightning, and I shudder as the metal doors close behind her. I head for the stairwell—the nice, safe, stable, I’m-totally-in-control-of-what-happens stairwell.

“Walk me through it,” I tell Alex. I pass the landing for the eleventh floor, heading for the twelfth.

“The penthouse takes up the entire top level,” his voice comes back. “Figures. No one to hear the kid call for help. Stairwell opens into the kitchen. Elevator would have let you off in a short hallway leading to the front door.”

Which is probably a booby-trapped kill chute. No thanks.

“Security on the stairwell door?”

A pause. “Yep. Plenty of it too. Jamming and inserting a playback loop in the cameras now. Sensors outside the door at ankle height, both right and left. Not positive what they trigger. Could be a simple alarm. Could be something else.”

Could be something destructive goes unsaid. I might have issues with my emotions, but that doesn’t make me suicidal. At least not anymore. Besides, with the kid walking around loose in the penthouse apartment, all the doors have to have some kind of aggressive security on them. Otherwise he would have escaped by now.

“Whatever it is, I won’t know unless you trip it,” Alex adds.

Oh, very helpful. I’m earning my pay today.

My internal display flashes an image of me in ballet shoes, en pointe, pink tutu and all.

Keeping me on my toes. Right. Funny. I didn’t ask for your input.

The display winks out.

I take eight more steps, round the turn for the last flight to the top floor, and stop. My hand twitches toward the compact grenade on my belt, but that would be overkill. No big booms. Right. Give me the overt rather than the covert any day. But I don’t get to choose.

I verify the sensor locations, right where Alex said they’d be. He’s right. No indication of what they’re connected to.

And time’s running out.

If it’s an alarm, it could signal the Rodwells at the restaurant. If they have a hidden bomb and a trigger switch….

“Wiring on the door?” I weigh the odds against the ticking clock. They don’t want to kill their victim if there’s any chance they can make money off him. If I were fully human, if the implants weren’t suppressing my emotions, I wouldn’t be able to make a decision. Life-or-death shouldn’t be about playing the odds.

“None.”

“Composition?” Some beeps in the background answer my request.

A longer pause. “Apartment doors in that building were purchased from Door Depot, lower-end models despite the high rents. Just over one inch thick. Wood. Medium hardness.”

“The door at the bottom of the stairwell was metal.”

“But the one on the top floor isn’t. It’s considered a ‘back door’ to the apartment. It’s wood like the front entries.” Alex’s info shifts the odds—odds placed on a child’s survival. I try not to think too hard on what I’ve become. It shouldn’t matter to me, but— The suppressors clamp down on the distraction.

“Give me a five-second jam on those sensors,” I tell him and count on him to do it. Damn, I hate these last-minute piecemeal plans, but we didn’t have much time to throw this together.

“Vick, what are you—?”

Before Kelly can finish voicing her concerns, I’m charging up the last of the stairs, past the sensors, and slamming shoulder-first into the penthouse door. Wood cracks and splinters, shards flying in all directions, catching in my hair and driving through the material of my jacket.

Medium hardness or not, it hurts. I’m sprawled on the rust-colored kitchen tiles, bits of door and frame scattered around me, blood seeping from a couple of cuts on my hands and cheek. The implants unleash a stream of platelets from my bone marrow and they rush to clot the wounds.

I raise my head and meet the wide eyes of my objective. The kid’s mouth hangs open, a half-eaten sandwich on the floor by his feet. I’m vaguely aware of Kelly demanding to know if I’m okay.

Her concern touches me in a way I can’t quite identify, but it’s… good.

“Ow,” I mutter, rising to my knees, then my feet. “Fuck.” I might heal fast, but I feel pain.

The kid slides from his chair and backs to the farthest corner of the room, trapped against the gray-and-black-speckled marble counter. “D-don’t hurt me,” he stammers.

I roll my eyes. “Are you an idiot?”

“Oh, nice going, Vick.”

I ignore Kelly and open my trench coat, revealing an array of weapons—blades and guns. “If I wanted to hurt you….”

His eyes fly wider, and he pales.

A sigh over the comm. “For God’s sake, Vick, try, will you?”

My shoulder hurts like a sonofabitch. I try rotating my left arm and wince at the reduced range of motion. Probably dislocated. I’m in no mood to make nicey nice.

“You’re not the police.” Oh good, the kid can use logic.

“The police wouldn’t be able to find you with a map and a locator beacon.”

My implants toss me a quick flash of the boy buried in a haystack and a bunch of uniformed men digging through it, tossing handfuls left and right.

“I’m with a private problem-solving company, and I’m here to take you home,” I continue. “Will you come with me?” I pull a syringe filled with clear liquid from one of the coat’s many pockets. “Or am I gonna have to drug and carry you?” That will suck, especially with the shoulder injury, but I can do it.

Another sigh from Kelly.

I’m not kid-friendly. Go figure.

My vision blurs. We’re out of chat time. A glance over my shoulder reveals pale blue haze filling the space just inside the back door, pouring through a vent in the ceiling. A cloud of it rolls into the kitchen, so it’s been flowing for a while. “Alex, I need a chemical analysis,” I call to my tech guru. I remove a tiny metal ball from a belt pouch and roll it into the blue gas. Several ports on it snap open, extending sampler rods and transmitting the findings to my partners in the hovervan.

A pause. “It’s hadrazine gas. Your entry must have triggered the release. Move faster, VC1.”

Hadrazine’s some fast and powerful shit. A couple of deep breaths and we’ll be out cold, and not painlessly, either. We’ll feel like we’re suffocating first. If I get out of this alive, my next goal is to take down the Rodwells.

“Report coming in from Team Two.” Alex again. “You must have tripped an alarm somewhere. Rodwells leaving the restaurant, not bothering to pay. They’re headed for your location.”

A grin curls my lips. Looks like I might get my wish.

I know I’m not supposed to want to kill anyone. I know Kelly can pick up that urge and will have words for me later. But sometimes… sometimes people just need killing. But not before I achieve my primary objective.

I’m in motion before I finish the thought, grabbing the kid by the arm and hauling him into the penthouse’s living room. Couches and chairs match the ones in the lobby. “Tell Team Two not to engage,” I snap, not bothering to lower my voice anymore. The boy stares at me but says nothing. “They may still have a detonator switch for this place.” And Team Two is Team Two for a reason. They’re our backup. The second string. And more likely to miss a double kill shot.

“You’re scaring the boy,” Kelly says in my ear.

I’m surprised she can read him at this distance. Usually that skill is limited to her interactions with me.

“Jealousy?” she asks. “What for?”

Or maybe she’s just guessing. Where the hell did that come from, anyway? I turn up the emotion suppressors. Things between me and Kelly have been a little wonky lately. I’ve had some strange responses to things she’s said or done. I don’t need the distraction now.

“Never mind,” I mutter. “Alex, front door. What am I dealing with?”

“No danger I can read. Nothing’s active. Doesn’t mean there isn’t some passive stuff.”

“There’s a bomb.”

I stare down at the boy by my side. “You sure?”

He nods, shaggy blond hair hanging in his face. I release him for a second to brush it out of his eyes and crouch in front of him. He’s short for his age. Thin too. Lightweight. Good in case I end up having to carry him. “Any chance they were bluffing?”

The kid shrugs.

“The café manager stopped them in the lobby, demanding payment,” Alex cuts in. “Doesn’t look like they want to make a scene, so you’ve got maybe five minutes, VC1. Six if they have to wait for the elevator.”

Maybe less if the gas flows too quickly.

Right.

I approach the door, studying the frame for the obvious and finding nothing. Doesn’t mean there isn’t anything embedded.

There. A pinprick hole drilled into the molding on the right side of the frame. Inside would be a pliable explosive and a miniature detonator triggered by contact or remote. Given the right tools and time, I could disarm such a device. I have the tools in a pouch on my belt. I don’t have the time.

“Um, excuse me?” The boy points toward the kitchen. Blue mist curls across the threshold and over the first few feet of beige living room carpet.

I race toward a wall of heavy maroon curtains, shoving a couch aside and throwing the window treatments wide. Lightning flashes outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating the skyscraper across the street and the twelve-story drop to the pavement below.

Oh, fuck me now.

“Lyle, I need that hovervan as high as you can get it. Bring it up along the east side of the building. Beneath the living room windows.”

“Oooh. A challenge.” He’s not being sarcastic. Lyle’s the best damn pilot and driver in the Fighting Storm.

Too bad he’s an ass.

The van’s engines rev over the comm, and the repulsorlifts engage with a whine.

“Vick, what are you thinking?” Kelly’s voice trembles when she’s worried, and she rushes over her words. I can barely understand her.

“I’m thinking my paranoia is about to pay off.”

I wear a thin inflatable vest beneath my clothes when we do anything near water. I carry a pocket breather when we work in space stations, regardless of the safety measures in place. I’m always prepared for every conceivable obstacle, including some my teammates never see coming.

So I wear a lightweight harness under my clothes when I’m in any building over three stories tall.

Alex teases me about it. Lyle’s too spooked by me to laugh in my face, but I know he does it behind my back. Kelly counsels that I can’t live my second life in fear.

Sorry. I died once. I’m in no hurry to repeat the experience.

Using my brain implants, I trigger an adrenaline burst. The hormone races through my bloodstream. I’ll pay for this later with an energy crash, but for now, I’m supercharged and ready to take on my next challenge.

The hadrazine gas is flowing closer. I shove the kid toward the far corner of the room, away from both the kitchen and the damage I’m about to do.

For safety reasons, high-rise windows, especially really large floor-to-ceiling ones, can rarely be opened. Hefting the closest heavy wood chair, I slam it into the windows with as much force as I can gather. My shoulder screams in pain, and I hear Kelly’s answering cry over my comm. With her shields down, she feels what I feel. They’re always down during missions. I hate hurting her, but I have no choice. I need her input to function, and I need the window broken.

The first hit splinters the tempered glass, sending a spiderweb of cracks shooting to the corners of the rectangular pane. Not good enough.

I pull my 9mm from a thigh holster and fire four shots. Cracks widen. Chips fall, along with several large shards. There’s a breach now. I need to widen it. I grab the chair and swing a second time, and the glass and chair shatter, pieces of both flying outward and disappearing into the raging storm.

Wind and rain whip into the living room. Curtains flap like flags in a hurricane, buffeting me away from the edge and keeping me from tumbling after the furniture. I’m soaked in seconds. When I take a step, the carpet squishes beneath my boots.

“VC1, I think the Rodwells made Team Two in the lobby…. Shit. I’m reading a signal transmission, trying to block it…. Fuck, I’ve got an active signature on the bomb…. It’s got a countdown, two minutes. Get the hell out of there!”

Alex’s report sends my pulse rate ratcheting upward. Other than not being here in the first place, no paranoid preparation can counter a blast of the magnitude I’m expecting.

Judging from the positioning of the explosives, anyone in the apartment will be toast.

I take off my coat and toss it into the swirling blue gas, regretting the loss of the equipment in the pockets but knowing I can’t make my next move with it on. The wind is drawing the haze right toward the windows, right toward me. I grab gloves from a pocket and yank them on. I unsnap a compartment on my harness and pull out a retractable grappling hook attached to several hundred coiled feet of ultrastrong, ultrathin wire.

Once I’ve given myself some slack in the cord, I scan the room. The gaudy architecture includes some decorative pillars. A press of a button drives the grappler into the marble, and I wrap the cord several times around the column and tug hard. I’m not worried about the wire. It can bear more than five hundred pounds of weight. I’m not so sure about the apartment construction, given the flimsy back door.

The cord holds. I reel out more line, extending my free hand to the kid. “Come on!”

He stares at me, then the window, then shakes his head. “You’re crazy. No way!” He shouts to be heard over the rain and thunder.

My internal display flashes my implants’ favorite metaphor—a thick cable made up of five metal cords wrapped tightly around each other. Over the last two years, I’ve come to understand they represent my sanity, and since Kelly’s arrival, they’ve remained solid. Until now.

One of them is fraying, a few strands floating around the whole in wisps.

Great. Just great.

The image fades.

“Die in flames or jump with me. Take your pick.” The clock ticks down in my head. If the boy won’t come, I’m not sure I’ll have time to cross the room and grab him, but my programming will force me to try.

He comes.

I take one last second to slam myself against the pillar, forcing my dislocated shoulder into the socket. Kelly screams in my ear, but I’ve clamped my own jaw shut, gritting my teeth for my next move.

One arm slides around the boy’s narrow waist. I grip the cord in the protective glove.

“Five seconds,” Alex says.

I run toward the gaping hole and open air, clutching the kid to me. He wraps his arms around my torso and buries his face in my side.

“Four.”

“Oh my God,” Kelly whispers.

“Three.”

Lyle and the hovervan better be where I need them. The cord might support our weight, but it won’t get me close enough to the ground for a safe free-fall drop.

“Two.”

The sole of my boot hits the edge and my muscles coil to launch me as far from the window as I can. There’s a second of extreme panic, long enough for regrets but too late to stop momentum, and then we’re airborne. Emotion suppressors ramp up to full power, and the terror fades.

My last thought as gravity takes hold is of Kelly. My suppressors have some effect on her empathic sense, but extremely strong feelings and emotions like pain and panic reach her every time.

If she can’t get her shields up fast, this will tear her apart.




Chapter 2: Kelly — Meeting of the Minds

 

 

Two and a half years earlier….

 

VICK CORREN was broken.

Oh, Kelly, what have you gotten yourself into?

Recyclers filtered and processed the air I breathed, and if I looked up and up, I could make out the sheen of the main protective dome and the glitter of stars beyond. There on the landing platform at Girard Moon Base, I stood awkwardly with the other passengers disembarking the shuttle from Earth. We were both outside and not—within the dome but outside the colony’s prefabricated buildings.

Graduation was only a month behind me, and already I was a long, long way from the Academy for Special Abilities.

The gravity here was artificially increased as well; the hum of generators created a constant vibration I would have to adjust to. Irritating but manageable if I—

“Kelly LaSalle? I’m Lyle Walters, here to escort you to the Storm’s Girard headquarters.”

I jumped. Damn, no one should have been able to get that close without me sensing them. Not the best first impression you’re giving, Kelly. I smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from my cream-colored business skirt, then tightened the hairband around my ponytail—anything to cover my unprofessional startle.

Stepping away from the ramp, I nodded to the soldier. “How long were you waiting there?” How long was he watching me gawk like a tourist?

“Caught the empath by surprise, huh?”

Teasing. He’s teasing you, Kelly. Don’t stress about it. Except I wanted this job, or at least thought I did.

I scanned him from head to boots, a long scan considering he towered over me. Red hair, brown eyes, a sprinkling of freckles. Good build—a given for fighters. No visible weapons. His tan uniform shirt bore a patch embroidered with his last name. He was older than me, probably somewhere in his mid to late twenties. I forced a smile and shook the offered hand.

“You ready for this?” He took my bag and started across the shuttle platform. I fell into step behind him.

The Fighting Storm, a mercenary military organization, had a “test subject” (I hated the term) who had suffered severe brain damage. Despite implementation of regulating devices, their patient was no longer able to express and absorb her emotions in a reasonable, rational manner.

If I met the Storm’s requirements, they wanted to train me to be part of some kind of team, pair me with this individual on missions, and have me provide ongoing emotional support to enable her to function in the field. Their science research team assured me that if they found the right empathic match, their patient would be capable of continuing to work as a soldier.

Specific details were withheld due to them being classified, but I had absolutely no doubt this person needed the services of a good empath.

“I don’t even know what ‘this’ is, exactly,” I admitted. I had to yell to be heard over shuttle engines, air processors, and ground vehicles carrying luggage to the terminal ahead. “Your bosses offered me a brief description, an interview, and a first-class ticket. It sounded… interesting.”

I could have taken a cushier, planetside job in one of the hospitals’ psychiatric wards, gone into school or marriage counseling, or joined my mother working for the One World government, helping different cultures understand one another better, promoting world peace. But I wanted something different.

Walters snorted and kept walking while I hurried to keep pace. “Yeah, interesting is one word for it. Impossible might be a better one. We’ve had four empaths out before you. All of them older, one with prior military experience. No one can handle VC1. Sooner or later, they’ll have to shut the project down.”

I didn’t like the way he said that. “What’s a VC1?” Could he possibly have meant the patient? And what did he mean, “shut it down”?

“You’ll see.” At my frown he added, “I’m not authorized to give details.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

We proceeded into the terminal, passing through an airlock, its hydraulic hiss loud but comforting to an Earther like me. When I commented on it, Walters explained the structures like the terminal were there first, so every building had airlocks instead of doors and we’d go through a lot of them. The domes (one main one and a series of smaller ones connected by airlocks and enclosed walkways) came later. So truly interior locks remained fixed in their open positions while the exterior ones continued to operate normally.

The crowd of travelers thinned the farther into the structure we went. The few people in this area all wore the Fighting Storm uniforms and moved with purpose, though some pairs laughed and exchanged conversation as they walked.

Perimeter hallways displayed holos of recruitment posters—smiling uniformed men and women beckoning the eager and naive youth to join up, see the universe, have adventures beyond their imaginations.

With my empathic sense, I touched a few of the soldiers we passed, picking up boredom, along with high levels of barely restrained aggression. There was guilt too, and stress, and a smattering of depression, and I wondered what battles these soldiers had fought, won, and lost.

Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.

Sooner or later, they’ll have to shut the project down.

Something about that statement and the way in which Walters delivered it sent chills crawling up my spine. If the Fighting Storm shut down the project, what happened to the patient? If the patient was the project, what did shutting it down mean, exactly?

More hallways and we arrived at a door where a grim-faced woman in the same brown uniform as all the other members of the Storm I’d seen checked my identification. She scanned my fingerprints and retinas and presumably compared them to the ones on file at the Academy. The woman meant business, a holstered pistol visible at her side. She carried the first weapon I’d seen on any of the Fighting Storm’s personnel, and I assumed I was about to enter a secure area. When she waved us along, I let out a breath.

We took an elevator to another floor, where wall and furnishing colors changed from utilitarian gray to medical white, and I began to associate paint choices with departments: gray for public areas, visitor spaces, white for medical, and I assumed other colors for other services. We stepped off the lift, and we were halfway to a curved desk and a white-coated receptionist when the pain wave hit.

It doubled me over, drilling like a laser through my brain, tightening all the muscles in my body, then turning them to jelly under the onslaught. My knees hit the floor. My vision went red.

Shouting came from all around me, but it rose and fell in my ears, the blood pounding too hard for clear hearing. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t take in enough air, and all I managed was a wheezing gasp and a groan.

I felt Walters’s hand on my shoulder and jerked away from the contact, unable to take increased emotional input from him along with the pain I suffered. I squeezed my eyes shut, but tears leaked from beneath the lids. A door hissed open, and for an instant the agony swelled to even greater heights. Flashes went off behind my eyelids, and I feared I might pass out. The door closed, providing a slight buffer.

Empathic pain. Red vision. Red meant pain. It was how my empathic sense translated emotions and feelings into something I could understand—through colors. My Academy instructors called it synesthetic perception. For a moment, the red blinded me.

I’d spent years building and strengthening my mental walls against the emotions and feelings of others until my instructors compared my protective capabilities to three-foot-thick slabs of metal—the strongest they’d seen in nine years of graduating students.

This pierced them as if they were tissue paper.

Heavy footsteps rapidly approached, and something thin and sharp jabbed my neck. A few torturous moments later, a heavy fog descended, enveloping my brain, and the pain receded to a manageable level.

They knew. They knew to expect my collapse. They were ready for it. What the hell?

I straightened on my knees, blinking my teary vision at the gray-haired man in a lab coat crouched in front of me, the receptionist to my right, and Walters on my left. Glow panels overhead reflected off the white tile floor, too bright. Walters shook his head. The woman’s lips were tight and her eyes wide. The doctor—Dr. Whitehouse by the name badge clipped to his front pocket—smiled?

“Congratulations,” he said. “That’s the strongest reaction we’ve seen so far. We didn’t want to compromise the test by warning you.”

Not an apology and definitely not good enough. I was still incapable of speech, so I glared instead. It didn’t faze him.

Okay, I wasn’t much of a glarer.

With the torture dimmed, I could analyze the source, and I realized it wasn’t just pain but a combination of various emotions so powerful that they manifested themselves as one tremendous ongoing agony. Pain, yes, but also fear, confusion, depression, anger, and overwhelming frustration. Red, purple, gray, so many colors they melded to black and I couldn’t separate them. Someone suffered horribly, and with a sinking feeling in my stomach, I had a pretty good idea who.

I struggled to my feet, using Walters’s shoulder for support. My limbs trembled with the effort, but I started walking, pushing past the doctor, who was a little slower to rise. I reached the door behind the desk, and no one stopped me. It slid aside with a soft hiss at my approach, and I stood in a corridor.

The smell hit me first. Everywhere inside the base, the recycled air had a slightly stale scent. One could only do so much with arboretums and scrubbers. But here…. Here the air carried overtones of fear, sweat, and death.

A long window taking up most of the right-hand wall, probably one-way glass, looked in on a patient room. The rolling tray table and nightstand had been demolished, the bed, metal and heavy, overturned on its side, and the remains of a lamp shattered across the tile floor. Thick wrist and ankle restraint straps dangled from the bed frame, ragged and useless.

The sole occupant lay on the floor in the farthest corner. I wasn’t surprised to find a woman. Her emotions, violent or not, felt feminine in nature. She faced away from the observation window and door, so I couldn’t see her face, but long black hair hung down her back, in stark contrast to her torn white pajamas. The doctors had shaved one patch on her head, showing red, angry scars on the scalp. The rest of the hair twisted into a matted mess, the rips in the pajama fabric exposing wide swaths of skin covered in scratches and shallow cuts. From fingernails. I guessed her own.

The doctor arrived beside me, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from the woman in the corner. She slept, her back rising and falling in slow, even motions, though every few seconds she jerked violently. Even in sleep, her emotions roared, blocking out everything else, including the man on my left. I’d have given anything to be fully telepathic right then, to have been able to reach and comfort her. But no true telepaths existed, at least none we’d discovered yet.

Right there, right then, there was only me.

“What’s her name?” I whispered.

“VC1.”

I looked at him. “What’s. Her. Name?” It came out as a growl, and he took a step back.

He studied me for a moment and nodded once like he’d come to some decision. Then he stared through the window, focusing on the patient as if seeing her for the first time. “Victoria Corren,” he said, his mouth twisting downward as if he’d tasted a sour fruit. “She preferred ‘Vick.’”

Preferred. Not prefers. Like postsurgery she’d become a nonperson to them.

Dr. Whitehouse hated his patient. Or she disgusted him. Or something. I couldn’t filter his emotions over the screaming of Vick’s, but I didn’t need empathic skills to read his expression. “What happened to her?”

“That’s classified.” At my huff of impatience he added, “Unless we decide to give you the job.”

Oh, they’d offer me the position if Whitehouse had anything to say about it. He may not have liked me, but he was too excited about my reaction in the outer room.

“Why me?”

He nodded. Now I asked the right question. “You’re a 91 percent empathic brainwave match, the closest we’ve found, and the most likely candidate to reach her.”

That explained a lot. In my studies and internships at hospitals, my mentors exposed me to plenty of suffering people. Nothing hit me the way she did. Granted, she suffered more than most, but a brainwave match-up like that would have provided a direct link between her emotions and my senses and doubled or tripled the effect. And if there were physical contact….

I shuddered. Even without much for comparison, working with Vick Corren would undoubtedly present the challenge of a lifetime.

Raising my hand, I brushed my fingertips across the observation window, darkening the glass to opaque, blocking her from my view.

Whitehouse took a breath. “The Fighting Storm needs her.” A grudging admission. “She was the best damn soldier we’d ever trained, and the organization’s spent a lot of money to test this experimental equipment to repair the damage, but it’s not enough. We need her. We need the technology to work. And she needs you.”

 

 

I USED a stylus to sign a trial contract with the Fighting Storm and passed that datapad back to Dr. Whitehouse. He exchanged it for a second one displaying Vick’s file. We sat across from each other at a square table in his spacious office, coffee in the warmer on a nearby counter, personnel schedules scrolling on a wall monitor, fake potted plants for ambiance.

More color coding. Beige walls for office spaces. Code for “lack of imagination.”

For the next month, the doctors and trainers would test and evaluate me, see how I worked with my patient, see what progress she made, and take it from there.

I pored over the file, noting the rows of Xs where information had been deleted—the “classified” parts, Whitehouse informed me. I pieced together the gist of her horror story.

Enlistment at eighteen. Superior rankings in martial arts, expert marksman, highly intelligent, remarkably stable psychological profile, fast-tracked for team leadership positions, 94 percent mission success rate.

It was easy to see why the Storm wanted to keep her.

Then the accident—mechanical failure combined with careless error. I read the words on the screen, the only sounds the bubbling of the coffee and the ever-present hum of the gravity generators. They wrote it in clinical language, but I was the creative sort, and my imagination filled in the gruesome details. During a timed training exercise, an airlock refused to release. Three soldiers inside, one of them Vick. They didn’t give the others’ names, likely to preserve their privacy. Air depleted. One soldier panicked and opened fire on the mechanism. Ricocheting bullets ripped Vick’s skull apart and killed the other two instantly. I closed my eyes and breathed, trying to clear the image from my mind.

“If he’d waited patiently for help, they all would have lost consciousness, but they wouldn’t have died,” Whitehouse said. “And there were other mistakes made.” I picked up his bitterness, more than the accident explained. A tinge of deep orange registered when I read him. I chalked it up to his profession and his failure to save them all, even if trying would have been futile.

“Vick didn’t panic.” With her background, it was an easy assumption to make.

“No,” Whitehouse said, confirming it.

Impressive.

She was brain-dead when they retrieved her body from the airlock, but the medical staff felt they had enough tissue left to work with using implant technology developed by the research department. Vick had one highly experimental chance of survival, the equipment barely past the initial testing stages. No family on record meant no one to ask for permission.

I paused. “Who signed off on the experimentation?” Whom should I be blaming for Vick’s torment?

“The Great and Powerful Oz.”

“Pardon?”

“We’re a Wizard of Oz operation. You know, ‘Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain’ and all that. Nobody knows who Oz is. There are dozens of front men and mouthpieces between us and him. For security reasons.”

Made sense. I hadn’t read Wizard of Oz since I was eight, but I got it, and I could see where the owner of a mercenary organization would have lots of enemies.

“I sit on the board that makes most of the day-to-day decisions, but we didn’t make that one.”

Dr. Whitehouse, professional buck passer.

I dug for the feelings beneath his response. If it had been up to him, I don’t think he would have saved her at all. I got animosity, not mercy or pity, not concern or nervousness about using potentially unsafe technology. Part of him wanted to let Vick die, but Oz overruled him.

Oz signed off.

And Vick Corren became VC1.

I returned to her file. She’d lost most of twenty-five years of memory (God, she’s only three years older than me) and all ability to express her emotions like a “normal” human being. The technology was supposed to make her into some sort of super soldier. Among other enhancements, it suppressed her feelings so all focus went toward her job. Except it didn’t work quite the way the researchers planned. Feelings built and built within her until she lashed out at anyone and anything within range. By the time they figured out the cause, they’d driven her half mad. Drugs failed. They slowed her down, made her unusable in the field. The implants could dampen her emotions temporarily, but they couldn’t permanently erase them. Sooner or later, she needed an outlet.

In the last couple of weeks, they’d taken to keeping her constantly sedated. My hands clenched on the datapad.

No one here knew exactly what Vick felt. They hadn’t had the services of a reliable empath. Even among the talented, empathic skills were rare. And they didn’t have time to get much from the few other applicants before they washed out.

But I knew. I knew how much she hurt. The drugs Whitehouse gave me were wearing off, and her pain bled through my shields, manifesting in a massive migraine.

The last section of her file showed my brainwave patterns obtained from Academy records, and Vick’s, superimposed on top of each other. Whitehouse was right. They matched almost perfectly. A one in a million shot. We didn’t think the same thoughts, but we thought in the same way. Truly amazing, considering our different occupations. I rubbed my temples and pushed the datapad away.

“Let me talk to her.”

“She doesn’t talk.”

“She can’t?” That would make my job a lot harder.

“The implant technicians assure me she can. But she doesn’t.”

Given how they treated her, I didn’t blame her one bit. “Let me try.”

He reached for a call button embedded in the table’s surface. “I’ll arrange to reduce the sedative gas.”

I covered his hand with my own, ignoring the upward surge of his emotional input at the contact. “Turn it all the way off.”

Whitehouse shot me a look like I’d lost my mind. “She’ll tear you to pieces. We have to feed her through a slot.” He leaned forward, eyes cold and hard. “She’s trained to kill in a hundred different ways. We’re not sure which skills she’s retained and which she’s forgotten. We won’t know until we can communicate with her. But she clearly possesses some of them.”

I remembered her demolished room and furnishings and swallowed hard.

My chair squeaked when I shoved it back and stood. “She needs to express her emotions in a healthy way. Her brain has forgotten how. At a guess I’d say she’s using your implant technology to avoid feeling anything, but a person can’t bury emotions forever. They’re coming out, and not the way you want them to. Dulling her brain makes things worse and will impede my efforts to reach her.” I paused at his expression. “You’ve been sedating her a lot, haven’t you? And I don’t just mean mildly.”

“VC1—”

“Vick.”

“Excuse me?” He wasn’t used to being interrupted. Irritation boiled beneath his calm exterior.

“Vick,” I said, softening my tone. “It’s her name. A human one. Surely she has a right to the use of her own name. If you want her to act human, you’ll need to treat her humanely.”

Immediate resistance. I doubted he’d ever think of Vick as more than a test subject, a project.

“That’s what the Storm wants, right?” I asked, trying a different approach.

Reluctant capitulation. Okay. Pleasing the organization was important to him. To do that he needed me. And Vick. At least I knew which angle to play there.

“Very well, Vick, then.” He spit the name like venom.

Working with this man was not going to be easy.

Whitehouse fetched a mug from a cabinet and filled it from the coffee dispenser. The aroma called to me, but I didn’t want any distractions right then. “Yes, we’ve routinely sedated the sub—patient,” he said, returning to my original question, “in order to perform tests without risk of injury to her or ourselves.”

“Idiots.” I couldn’t help it. It just slipped out. My stomach muscles clenched while his anger seethed. He went completely rigid as his practiced professional gaze settled on me.

Oh, they must really have needed me. Otherwise I’d have been fired by then. “Have you ever had a nightmare, a really really bad one?”

The doctor hmmphed. “Of course. Who hasn’t?”

I paced the length of the office. Expensive wood desk, comfortable leather chair. “Have you ever had one you had to fight to wake up from?”

He had. I knew he had, and they’d traumatized him. His emotional response was painful and… personal. Much more powerful than I expected. I could only guess about treating a team of mercenaries. He worked to save soldiers. Soldiers died. A lot.
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