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Chapter 1

 

Elias

 

Even deep under the orchard, the sterile filtered air of the bunker still held the faint sweetness of the coming apple harvest. Elias breathed in the scent of comfort, the scent of home. He needed that comfort.

Tonight, as on every other bunker night, he was walking a tightrope. Across the orchard, in the drafty, too-big farmhouse, Laina could wake up at any moment to find her husband out of bed in the middle of the night. And there was the other risk of discovery, the deadly risk, not from the woman he loved but from the enemy.

He had never fallen off that tightrope yet. He was under no illusions that it meant he was safe.

The bunker was a twenty-by-twenty space, as welcoming as he could make it. A cot in one corner, made up with a quilt handed down from Laina’s grandmother. Laina had never liked the quilt or the grandmother, so she hadn’t shed any tears when he had told her it was lost.

A bookshelf in another corner held a smattering of dog-eared bestsellers of yore, scavenged from yard sales and thrift stores. A mini-fringe, regularly restocked, held enough food for a week—assuming the guest rationed it carefully. That was the longest he had ever needed to keep anyone down here.

Behind him, the air filtration system let out a constant hiss. Across from him at the square vinyl table, the woman with the hood over her head drew in a ragged breath. Her hands trembled in her lap.

She was afraid. They were always afraid. Afraid of him, at first—the way he had to operate made that unavoidable. And afraid of the enemy. He wouldn’t try to talk her out of that latter fear. She needed it. It was one of the few things he would leave her when she left.

He pulled the hood off her head, slow and gentle. He folded it on the table next to him as he settled back into his seat. Then he rested his hands on the table so she could see that he had nothing to hide.

He schooled his face into a fatherly expression. Not a smile. She wouldn’t trust a smile, not after the way she had come here. The hood, the car ride to parts unknown, the assurances his associates would have given her that they were there to help—unconvincing with no accompanying explanation. An unavoidable problem.

He met her eyes, his face solemn but soft. He tried to look both unthreatening and utterly in control. Like someone who could be trusted. Like someone who could take care of everything. Most of all, like someone who had no reason to be afraid.

It had been a long time since he had been anyone’s father. But he remembered it had felt something like that.

Especially the lying. In truth, he had never been in control. He had always been afraid.

Her eyes belonged to a rabbit trapped in a hawk’s gaze. Her shaking didn’t stop. “This is a mistake.” Her trembling voice lacked conviction. It told him she knew it was no such thing. “I don’t know what you want from me.” Even less convincing.

“I’m not who you think I am,” he said. “You asked certain questions online. One of my people found you before someone worse could.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But even if she had been a decent liar, he would have noticed the way her eyes widened when he mentioned her online activity.

“The fact that you suspected those questions might have placed you in danger puts you ahead of most people,” said Elias. “Have you had an encounter with them before?”

She visibly weighed further unconvincing lies against her curiosity. Curiosity won out. She shook her head. “But that’s how it always goes in stories, isn’t it? When there are people like us, there’s always a them.”

He made a vaguely affirming noise and waited for her to ask what she wanted to ask.

It didn’t take long. “You said ‘one of your people,’” she said. “What does that mean? Who are ‘your people’? Who are you?”

“Soon,” said Elias. “But I’m going to need you to prove yourself first. Prove you’re one of us.” He shot her as an apologetic smile. “I’m sure you understand.”

It wasn’t a foolproof test. The line between us and them was even blurrier than the line between good and evil—he had more reason than most to know that. But in the absence of someone who could literally sniff out a lie like a bomb-detecting dog, it was what he had. And he hadn’t had someone like that since he had watched a loyal man bleed out in his arms years ago.

She tensed. If she did what he wanted, she was risking nearly as much as him. She had no way of knowing he wasn’t a liar, either. But she was also the one who had been abducted and brought to an underground bunker, and if the enemy wasn’t in here with her, then they were waiting for her aboveground.

So she chose to trust him. He saw it happen, saw the moment when her shoulders squared with resolve. He heard her let out a defiant breath, like she thought it might be her last.

She held one of her hands up over the table, palm facing the ceiling. She closed her eyes. A small, perfect ball of flame appeared, hovering half an inch above her skin.

“Is that enough?” she asked, her voice still shaking. She met his eyes in challenge, daring him to throw off the pretense of helping her.

He only nodded. She closed her hand around the flame with no sign of pain. The fire winked out.

“You’re Enhanced,” he said. “At least, that’s the most common term. There are others, but that’s the one they use, so it’s the one I use. You make fire. Some people read minds, or make objects move, or see into the future or to places they’ve never been. The number of potential abilities is as vast as the number of people on this planet. Those are some of the most common.”

“And you?” Her voice shook a little less now. “What can you do?”

“You have a special gene,” he said, instead of answering. “It’s been present in humanity since the dawn of history, at least as far as the current research can tell. But until sometime in the 1970s, it almost never became active. The gene requires environmental exposure to certain substances in order to activate. Pollutants in the air and water have turned people like us from the demigods of myth to something almost ordinary.”

In some rare places—if any of those places still existed—it truly was ordinary to have powers. The places where people like them came together to live among their own kind. As always when his thoughts found their way back to his childhood, he felt a pang deep in his gut.

And as always, he turned his thoughts away.

“If we’re so ordinary,” the woman said, “why haven’t I heard of anyone else who can do… this?” She opened her palm and stared down into her hand, as if searching for the remnants of the flame.

“Because it benefits us to keep ourselves a secret,” Elias said. “It benefits them, too—all the different thems out there. Governments and scientific facilities around the world know about us. Criminals, too. High-level corporate types. They all see ways to use us to gain an advantage, and the more secret they keep us, the more of an advantage they think they’ll get.”

“Because they’ll be the only ones who know about us that way?”

Elias shook his head. “They all know they aren’t the only ones. But if they were to do their business aboveboard, they’d have to follow rules. More paying salaries for the kinds of work we can do for them. Less locking people up in secret labs to breed the next generation of supersoldiers.”

A tremor ran through her, a lingering echo of her earlier shakes. He hadn’t realized until then that her shaking had stopped.

“We stay hidden so they can’t use us,” Elias said. “And the ones like you, who activate on their own and start asking questions before they figure out all the advantages to keeping their mouths shut… well, it usually doesn’t take long for someone to find them and shut them up. If they’re lucky, it’s me, or someone like me.”

“So you’re here to shut me up,” she said.

“I’m here to save your life.”

“Those men… they kidnapped me. They gave me something…” She stared down at the crook of her arm, at the small red needle mark.

A sedative. So that was how his people had stopped her from turning them into living torches. He had wondered.

“They did,” Elias agreed. “I apologize for that. But the work I do has to stay secret. If I or my people had reached out ahead of time, you might have told someone. A friend. Family.”

“My family will be looking for me anyway. They’ll go to the police, and the police will—”

“No, they won’t,” said Elias. “We’re good at what we do. We have decades of practice. Not to mention a lot of natural advantages.” He tapped the side of his head.

Another shiver ran through her, even though he didn’t mean he had an advantage over her. She could set him on fire right now if she wanted to.

“So what is it you do after you kidnap people?” She shot a glance around the small bunker. “How does this save my life?”

“I get people new identities, and I help them run. In a few days, there won’t be any way to connect you with the person who asked those questions.”

“There shouldn’t be any way to connect me now. I didn’t use my real name.”

“Nothing is ever truly anonymous,” he said gently. “If we found you, so could they.” Any number of theys. The woman had sent up a flare advertising herself as defenseless prey, and there was a world full of predators out there. But there was one they in particular that always came to mind first for Elias. Call it personal bias.

Call it experience.

“Then you’ve done this before?” Her glance around the bunker was slower this time. Maybe she was imagining all the people who had sat at this table, who had slept in that bed, under that quilt.

“Many times. My network is small, but I do what I can.” It wasn’t that small at this point, but he preferred people to believe that. Anyway, it felt small to him, even now. He didn’t compare it to what it used to be. He compared it to the size of the opposition.

“Your network?” She gave the first word a slight emphasis. It took him a moment to figure out she was asking whether he was in charge here. Maybe he didn’t look the part, with his grandpa glasses and his weather-lined hands.

He nodded. “Yes, I created this. I’ve been at this for more than a decade now. You’re in expert hands, I promise.”

He hoped she wouldn’t ask what had happened two decades ago. Some of them did. He was used to pushing the memories away when the questions came, and the grief along with them. But the taste always lingered later, a soft bitterness at the back of his throat.

“So you’re in charge here,” she said, asking the question straight out this time.

Usually they didn’t harp on that. Usually they found the acknowledgment reassuring and moved on. He frowned. “Yes, I am.” He paused. “Does that bother you?”

“It seems dangerous. The person in charge of the entire network, meeting with people like me personally.” Her sharp eyes studied him.

She was suspicious, but he didn’t know of what. If he did, he might have known how to ease that suspicion. “Because no one else can do quite what I can. I have a unique power that helps people like you stay hidden—and eases their minds, besides. I—”

Then he stopped, because those sharp eyes were still watching him, like she was waiting for something. Her fear was gone, along with her shaking. Now she held herself perfectly still, coiled tightly in tense anticipation.

He had seen a lot of fear over the past fifteen years. That wasn’t fear.

The sharpness in her eyes changed from waiting to wariness, and he knew she had seen the change in him.

He held her gaze and quested out for her mind. He sought her out on the thread of her fear. But that fear had never been real. She had never shown him anything except her power—and that was strength, not vulnerability. Her mind was closed to him.

She stood, unfurling her hands. Twin balls of flame came to life.

He dodged as the first shot toward him.

It hit the air vent behind him. The fire alarm gave a startled shriek.

The woman raised her wrist to her lips, and he saw too late that her watch wasn’t a watch. “Confirmation that Elias Kitzner is the leader and central point of contact for our unknown network.” Her voice was crisp and professional, without the slightest hint of a tremble. “Do you have my location?”

In other circumstances, he might have been impressed. It took skill to lie well. It took more skill to pretend to be a bad liar.

A tinny voice issued from the watch. “We are at your location. Standing by.”

He reached for her mind again, even though she was no longer looking at him. It was more difficult without direct eye contact, but not impossible. And although she had never given him anything real, he had made himself vulnerable in front of her. A one-way connection was sometimes enough.

But a compact ball of fire whizzed close enough to his ear to singe his hair—an intentional miss, he was sure—and his concentration evaporated.

And then the people on the other end of the watch poured down the ladder like an infestation of ants, human-sized ants in gleaming white hazmat suits with opaque face masks. There were too many of them to fit in the bunker, like a clown car in reverse.

Too many for him to ever fight off on his own.

He didn’t carry weapons. None except the one in his head. It was too great a temptation, he had always maintained. You can tell yourself all you like that violence is the last resort, but the easier you make violence for yourself, the sooner it will become your first resort.

He understood the temptation to use whatever weapons he carried. Only a childhood around parents and surrogate parents who understood powers had trained him early out of the temptation to use his natural weaponry to smooth his path through life at the expense of everyone he encountered.

He had never regretted his stance on weapons until now.

He was stronger than he looked. Laina liked to tease him about his professorial looks. There was no bite to her words; quite the opposite. She loved it. In reality, his skinny frame held hidden muscle from his work in the orchard. He hired help during the harvest season, mostly people who were in need of under-the-table work the way he had once been in need. But he preferred to do most of the work himself. Every person he let into his life represented another danger.

But strength didn’t make him a fighter. And the invaders had a taser that sent him sprawling to the concrete floor with a cry of pain, and a needle that sank into his arm before he had regained control of his body. His vision went blurry. His muscles turned to rubber.

“Target captured,” he heard the woman tell someone who wasn’t here. “En route to PERI headquarters.”

He knew the name. His mind, rapidly filling with static, found room for one final thought—a wordless burst of satisfaction. The enemy that had come for him was the enemy he had started this work to fight. Full circle. It was only right.

On the other side of the orchard, in a farmhouse Laina had always said was too big for two of them, Laina slept in peaceful ignorance. She wouldn’t know anything was wrong until the next morning, when she would oversleep because her husband’s never-quiet-enough morning routine hadn’t forced her to drag herself out of bed before dawn along with him.

When she called the police, they would feed her the reassuring words PERI had told them to say, and set the wheels in motion for the manufactured disappearance they had planned weeks ago. A burned-out husk of a car on the road between the farmhouse and the bar he visited on the rare occasions when he needed a few hours of oblivion badly enough to lie about his whereabouts. An equally burned-out husk of a body, identifiable only through dental records. The records would match.


 

Chapter 2

 

Kirill

 

Kirill and Camille woke slowly together, crawling toward consciousness inch by cozy inch. They tugged each other unwillingly upward toward the lazy Saturday morning waiting for them. Kirill surfaced from dreams of fire. He gratefully emerged into the softness of her vanilla-scented hair against his nose and the arm she had draped possessively over his chest in her sleep.

Soft cotton sheets draped over the two of them like a lighter caress. They smelled like fresh laundry. Kirill eased his eyes open a little at a time. The first thing he saw was Camille’s expanse of long blond hair. Then, beyond her, the ferns he had brought a few weeks ago.

The ferns hadn’t died yet. Sunlight lay across their leaves in stripes formed by the Venetian blinds. The fronds drifted back and forth in the breeze from the air-conditioning vent. Like Kirill and Camille, they looked in no hurry to move fast on this long, lazy morning.

Camille opened her eyes with a groan that was half happiness, half reluctance. She blinked up at him and smiled. “I never knew your apartment was so comfortable,” she said, her voice thick with a half-asleep haze. The warm notes thrummed in his bones, threatening to send him drifting off again.

He smiled at her and tapped the tip of her nose. “It’s not like this is the first time you’ve seen it.”

“No, but it’s the first time I’ve stayed over,” she said. “And I wasn’t really paying attention last night.” She gave him a teasing grin. Then the grin turned into a soft smile of pure pleasure. She flopped off him, onto her back, and moved her arms up and down like she was making snow angels. “It’s so… soft,” she said, with the tone in her voice that people normally reserved for a beautiful sunset or a sublime bowl of ice cream.

“What can I say?” he said, making a couple of snow angels of his own. “I like soft and comfortable.” And for now, that was true, because that was what Camille liked, and he liked Camille. Loved her, even—if love was the word for discovering someone whose company could fill the hole inside you for a few blissful months.

The silky sheets were as new as the ferns. The ferns had come after he had visited Camille’s apartment and seen the explosion of greenery she kept there. He had asked her what kind of plant she liked best. She had said ferns.

It wasn’t manipulation. Not in anything but the most benign sense. He wasn’t trying to get anything more from her than she already wanted to give. Someday, maybe six or twelve months from now, they would be done with each other, with no hard feelings on either end. Kirill had long years of practice at keeping his breakups amicable. And when that day came, the soft sheets and the ferns would find their way to the trash bin outside.

But while she was here, he would give her what she liked. Because what he liked, more than any sheets or plants or long lazy mornings, was making her happy.

Her, or whoever took her place once she was gone.

“I’m going to make a pot of coffee,” he said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

“No, don’t leave,” she said in a playful groan, grabbing his wrist.

He tensed without meaning to. The hand around his wrist felt like a cuff holding him down to a hospital bed. Back before they had known they could trust him. Back before he had shown them they could take him at his word.

Back when they hadn’t known what effect their injections would have on him—and how dangerous he might be once the drugs did their work.

But that had been a long time ago. He had no need of old memories. Not his own, at least. And Camille’s skin was soft as her finger traced the vein on the underside of his wrist. It was nothing like the cold metal of his memory.

He forced himself to take a deep breath. Camille, mistaking it for a sigh, answered with one of her own.

“Go,” she said with theatrical resignation, loosening her grip. “Someone has to take one for the team and leave this slice of heaven so we can both have coffee. I’m just glad it doesn’t have to be me.” She screeched to the middle of the bed and lay back with an angelic smile. She closed her eyes. “Wake me when the coffee is ready.”

He stood and looked down at her with a soft smile and basked in the glow of being exactly what she needed.

He unplugged his phone, slipped it into his pocket, and padded toward the kitchen on bare feet. In the hallway, to his left, was a blank spot on the wall where his running medals had hung. His last girlfriend, Amanda, had been into races. She liked the exertion, and she liked the competition. They had run a race together almost every weekend.

Back then, he had genuinely enjoyed rising at the crack of dawn to sweat his way through the morning. It had made Amanda happy, and that was what had made him happy. Now, with the lazy weekend glow of Camille settling over the apartment like a pleasant scent in the air, the thought of all that running sounded impossibly exhausting.

His phone rang as he stepped into the kitchen. It was the ring that meant work—not the soothing buzz he had assigned to Camille, but a shrill sound that cut through the air like a freshly sharpened blade. A little of his weekend haze drifted away. He frowned as he pulled the phone from his pocket.

“Kirill Catallo,” he said. He said nothing else. He knew better than to complain about it being a weekend. PERI called him whenever they needed him.

“We have a job for you.” The voice on the other end didn’t bother with pleasantries. Sandhya Ramachandra, his assigned handler, never did. Not since Kirill had shown up in PERI headquarters almost thirty years ago in shoes with holes in the bottoms and pants that didn’t reach his ankles.

He poured water into the coffee machine by rote. “Where am I going this time?” It wouldn’t be hard to explain the sudden trip to Camille. He always told his girlfriends he had some job or other that involved large amounts of travel, to cover situations like this. Camille thought he was a sales rep for a pharmaceutical company. But he wasn’t ready to end his lazy weekend just yet.

“No travel,” said Ramachandra. “This one is at headquarters. Convenient for you.”

He frowned, even though Ramachandra was right about the convenience. He lived near headquarters because he needed to go in for his mandated checkups every three months, and because PERI didn’t want to let him too far out of their sight. But he stepped inside headquarters every four months, as required, and that was it.

He never accepted jobs at headquarters. They knew that. They had stopped asking.

He knew what a job at headquarters meant.

“No,” he said as the last of the lazy weekend haze burned off. “We’ve talked about this.”

“I know. But we need you.” Ramachandra’s voice was devoid of sympathy.

“You need me to get information from terrorists trained to resist interrogation, and to find where any but the most emotionless serial killers have buried their bodies. You have people for PERI business. People who aren’t me.”

“For this,” said Ramachandra, “we need you. And this is important enough that you can’t play the waste-of-your-talents card. This prisoner has been poaching talent from PERI for fifteen years. He has an entire network set up to change the identities of candidates and relocate them. We need that network located and shut down. We need you.”

“I don’t work with Enhanced prisoners.”

“Why not?” Ramachandra’s voice remained perfectly even, but Kirill read the challenge there. “You can’t say it’s beneath you this time. So what is it really about?”

Kirill understood the question underneath the question. Ramachandra had never outright accused him of having residual loyalties to his fellow Enhanced, but the insinuation was there every time he refused another headquarters job.

“I’m not trying to protect this person,” Kirill said, in a voice every bit as cold as Ramachandra had trained him to be. “You know better than that.”

“Then get in here,” Ramachandra said, and hung up.

Kirill shoved his phone back into his pocket.

His shoes were wet. Water ran in wide rivulets off the counter and onto the floor. He had filled the coffeemaker with twice as much water as he needed to make a pot of coffee. He was still filling it.

He stopped pouring. He blinked down at the puddle on the floor.

Then he softened his shoulders and his jaw. The lazy weekend smile returned effortlessly to his face as he walked back toward the bedroom to make his excuses to Camille. With any luck, she wouldn’t ask about the wet footprints. 


 

Chapter 3

 

Elias

 

The room was too white and too clean. Two cots, one to either side. Starched white sheets. No heirloom quilts here. A sink and toilet in one corner. If a roommate ever materialized, using the toilet was going to be awkward. But as of now, he was alone.

A low-grade chill hung in the air, along with the smell of bleach. No sweet apple scent here. Someone must have cleaned the room only hours before he had arrived. Who had his captors been scrubbing away? What had happened here to require them dousing every surface in disinfectant?

The walls had an odd plasticky sheen. When he ran his hand along one, it was cold and smooth. Not metal, not plastic, but something else. A few moments of thought told him it was probably some special material or coating that protected against physical abilities. Like telekinesis, or the fire that the traitor in the bunker had thrown around.

Special coating or no, his power couldn’t help him get out. Not while he was alone in here. He could have told them that. But when he had woken up here, laid out as straight and stiff as a corpse on top of the starched sheets, he had already been alone.

His clothes were gone. He was wearing plain gray scrubs, as starched as the sheets and as sharp-smelling as the air. He was barefoot.

The door creaked open as Elias was cupping his hands under the faucet to get a drink. He turned off the faucet and stepped into the center of the room, so he could look whoever it was in the eye. Just in case they gave him an opportunity.

But he only caught a brief glimpse of brown hair and a generic uniform—dark gray—before whoever was out there shoved a tall lighter-gray bundle into the room and slammed the door shut again.

The bundle toppled and fell with a cry. Not it—he. The gray was a set of scrubs identical to the ones Elias wore. The man had pale skin and paler hair. His eyes were a gray so light they were almost white. He looked like what might happen after this place sucked the life from a living, breathing person.

But he was still living. Breathing, too, enough to make a small noise of pain as he struggled to his feet.

He was a photo negative of Elias, his hair and eyes as pale as Elias’s were dark. The thought sent a stab of pained memory through him. Photo negative wasn’t his phrase. It was Mama Kelly’s, and when she had said it, she had been talking about Elias and a different boy.

Elias offered the man a hand. “It’s all right,” he said, the familiar fatherly notes coming into his voice by instinct. “I’ve got you.”

Those gray eyes stared up at him, wide and terrified. The man’s weight came down on his hand as he scrambled to his feet. “Thank you,” he said in a whispery voice.

It took Elias another second to let go of his hand. Something about the man said, Protect me. Don’t let go. For a second, it put Elias back in his gangly teenage body, his feet straining against shoes he was outgrowing. He smelled smoke on the air, and felt splinters under his hands as he crouched against the old falling-down barn. Max’s hand reached for his, and Elias squeezed it and didn’t let go.

He’d let go eventually, though. Years later. Two boys starving in a filthy squat. Max’s cheeks sunken, his eyes fixed on the floor as he said he was leaving.

Elias had let him go. For years afterward, he had wondered whether he should have.

But Max had let go first.

Elias blinked away the memories. They were stronger than they had been in years. Decades, maybe. So much practice at holding the memories at bay, gone in an instant because of a fragile-looking man with hair and eyes that reminded him of someone he had once known.

He stepped back. He forced his grip to release.

He waited for the other man to give him a quizzical look for his odd behavior. But when Elias freed himself from the memories enough to see his face clearly, the man’s eyes were unfocused, vacant.

Elias waved a hand in front of his face. “Are you okay?”

He took a slow breath and forced himself back to the present. He dragged himself up from the quicksand of grief.

The man’s eyes slowly came back into focus again. “I guess,” he said. “But where am I?”

“I don’t know,” Elias admitted. “But I can guess. Have you ever heard of the Psi Enhancement Research Initiative?”

The man shook his head. “These men… they came to my house,” he said, his voice shaking. His big eyes stared into Elias’s, a wordless plea for help. “I don’t know who they were. One was big. Muscley. He held me down while the other one injected me with something.”

He looked down at his wrists, like he was checking for bruises. There were no bruises. No needle mark where the drug had gone in, either. PERI was more careful than Elias’s own people were. Probably because they had more practice.

Elias had lost count of the times people had given him that same pleading look from across the table in his bunker. So many variations on the same story. He heard their voices now, tangling over each other, as sharp as if the memories—years old, in some cases—were from yesterday. They came to my house… hid in the back of my car… they pretended to be cops… a lawyer delivering papers… a woman looking for her lost child…

“It happens to a lot of us,” said Elias. The sound of his own voice helped bring him back to the present.

The man’s eyes had defocused again. He blinked and slowly found his way back to Elias. “Us?”

“Do you have powers?” Elias asked.

“Powers?” he asked, as if he had forgotten how to form any words of his own. His voice was small and weak, and every syllable threatened to bring back another torrent of memory. All the people Elias had helped.

And the two he hadn’t.

“You probably do,” said Elias. “You just haven’t seen them yet. Either that, or you have the unactivated gene, and PERI will activate it by force. They can do that, although the results aren’t reliable.”

The fear that came over the man’s face then sent another surge of protectiveness through Elias. He saw a shivering woman with her head down on his table, sobbing about how she had never wanted powers in the first place. He saw a teenager, too tough for his own good, pacing back and forth across the bunker and talking about how he didn’t need anyone else’s help, he could take care of himself. He saw a dark-haired boy—

No. He slammed the door shut in his mind. Not that face. Not that memory. Never that one.

He saw another boy. Pale hair, pale eyes. The boy’s hand clutched his hard enough to bruise. That memory was safer. It would batter him with torrents of grief, but he wouldn’t drown.

“Did you visit a doctor recently?” Elias asked. “Maybe you got routine blood tests?” Some labs were paid well to check for the genetic markers and pass the results on to those who would be interested. Elias hadn’t known that until it was too late.

The man only blinked at him, like he didn’t understand the question. “Can you help me?”

Help me. In his mind, Elias handed a woman a fake ID. He ran with a stumbling man through the woods as sharp, angry voices called out behind them. He stared into a trembling girl’s eyes—It won’t hurt, I promise.

Was this like seeing his life flash before his eyes? Was he remembering all the people he had helped because he knew he would never get the chance again?

Another deep breath. Again, he forced himself back to the present. “I’ll do my best,” he promised.

If only he had all his resources.

Those wide eyes stared into his, searching for something and not finding it. Searching for a more concrete promise, maybe. Waiting for Elias to pull out a gun and shoot them both out of here. Even with his distaste for physical weapons, Elias would have done it if he could have.

“That’s all I can give you,” he said. “My promise to do whatever I can. I’m sorry. I’m as much of a prisoner here as you are.”

“He killed my wife.” The man’s voice broke on the last word. His pleading stare found Elias wanting. “The muscley one. I told her not to fight—I thought they were there to rob us. She went for her phone. He slammed her head against the wall…” His voice cracked. The crack must have been irreparable that time, because nothing more came out of his mouth but a broken sound.

A man bleeding to death in Elias’s arms, hot sticky blood covering Elias’s shirt, the man’s half-open eyes going still until Elias closed them the rest of the way. A scream from a burning building, a decade before he had even met that man who would later die in his arms. Smoke thick on the wind and Max’s hand tight around his as they listened to their families die.

It’s okay. His own voice, young and shaky. I’ll keep us safe. I promise.

The smoke was thick enough in his nose to burn going down. The heat prickled under his scrubs like a lingering sunburn.

A sharp gasp brought him back to the white room.

The other man’s pale eyes had lost their focus again. A bead of sweat ran down his jaw. His breath wheezed out of him.

Like he could feel the heat, too. Like he could smell the smoke.

Elias tried to slam the door on the memories. He had a lot of practice. But now the door wouldn’t close. Someone had wedged a piece of wood under it, holding it open for the icy wind of loss to blow the memories in.

The man’s pale eyes still hadn’t come back into focus.

Elias closed his eyes. He breathed in deeply. He took a mental step back from the grief, the way he did when he couldn’t slam the door on it entirely. He held it at arm’s length and studied it if it wasn’t a part of him.

In his imagination, it was a droopy-eyed creature with long, gangly limbs and a distended stomach. It stared at him with eyes that were an abyss of hunger, like no matter how much he gave it, it would never be enough.

He knew how to meet that stare. He knew how to face that hunger.

Sometimes terrible things happen, he told both himself and the creature in front of him. Sometimes they happen and again and again, and all you can do is live with it. I couldn’t change things then. I can’t help this man now, and I can’t bring his wife back from the dead. Life is full of wounds that can’t be healed. That’s what life is.

He stared the creature down until it looked away. Until it shrank into the distance and receded enough to loosen its grip on his heart.

The memories slowed, then stopped.

Elias opened his eyes.

The other man’s eyes had come back into focus again. Elias wasn’t surprised. He held the man’s gaze with the same steady ruthlessness he had used to face down the personification of his grief.

Layer by layer, the man’s weakness and vulnerability melted away.

The man’s eyes weren’t as big as they had looked at first. His face wasn’t soft and fragile. The paleness of his eyes and his hair was the same, but everything else was relentlessly ordinary. He could have been anyone.

He didn’t even look as young as he had when he had first walked into the room. He had crow’s feet that Elias hadn’t noticed, and a few gray hairs around his temples, almost indistinguishable from the blond hair that covered the rest of his head.

It hadn’t been an illusion, or at least Elias didn’t think so. He had met illusionists before. This was more like seeing a star play a part in a movie, and then seeing the same star’s picture on a gossip site, and almost not recognizing the two as the same. The actor with the mask on, then without.
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