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Chapter 1

 

Krys opened her eyes to a white blur. A soft, rhythmic beeping filled her ears. A cocoon of white light enveloped her. Was this death?

Slowly, her vision cleared. The lines of the room gradually resolved. The walls were bright white, like an angel’s wings, like an unforgiving flame. So were the floor tiles, and the sheets of the bed where she was lying. The air smelled faintly of bleach. Not Heaven, then, angel-wing white or no. Krys was sure Heaven could keep itself clean without the use of cleaners that stung the eyes and burned the nose.

It looked like a hospital room. Almost. A hospital room would have had a window.

Her head still felt swimmy, like she had spun in a circle too many times. She tried to lift her hand to rub the haze from her eyes. Something tugged at her wrist, holding it down. Metal rattled on metal.

She was cuffed to the bed.

Some brief experimentation told her the other hand was cuffed, too. And both ankles.

Her vision was taking so long to clear. Her thoughts, even longer. How long had she been asleep? Her head felt stuffed with marshmallows.

And the clearer her mind became, the more her body hurt. Her arms. Her legs. The squishy center of her belly. And her head most of all, pounding in time with the beeps.

She blinked out at the room until its lines made sense. She knew where she was now. She had visited the infirmary inside PERI headquarters many times before. She had even been a patient here once or twice.

But never a prisoner.

Why was she a prisoner?

But she already knew the answer. Even though she couldn’t remember, she knew.

It had only ever been a matter of time.

A little of the fog receded, letting in the memories one by one. Images flashed through her mind—a slideshow, a time-lapse photo:

The unsmiling guards standing in the doorway to her office.

The nausea that hit her stomach as she instantly realized why they were there.

The smile she had flashed, and her friendly greeting. Even though she was in danger every minute she spent working inside PERI headquarters, she never carried a weapon. Why would she, when her words and her smile were the best weapons she had?

It had almost worked. Even though they must have been expecting it. The next image-flash showed them smiling back, their body language relaxed, their hands falling away from their weapons.

But it hadn’t been enough to keep them from stopping her when she tried to walk out.

When fighting with her best weapons hadn’t worked, she had tried flight. That was a fancy way to describe the mad dash down the carpeted hallway, cut short after only a few steps when both guards tackled her at once.

The images came faster. A fist flying at her face. Blood speckled across the gray carpet. A view of her own body from above, with a knee in her back and her cheek pressed against the rough fibers of the blood-streaked carpet.

In a physical fight, she had no advantage. She had been through all of PERI’s mandatory training courses for adult recruits. She put in her required monthly hours in the gym, and dutifully tracked her time to submit to PERI at the end of the month. None of it did a thing to put an ounce of muscle on her skinny frame. She had always been built like a scraggly weed growing through the cracked pavement of the trailer park.

The knee in her back, the carpet scraping against her cheek—that was where her memories stopped.

The door to the infirmary room swung silently open. A burly woman in scrubs filled the doorway. She had the face of a bulldog on the attack. When she fixed her gaze on Krys, her eyes were narrowed, barely visible under her glowering brow.

Someone must have told her what to expect from Krys.

But she wasn’t the first person who had tried to guard against Krys’s ability. Most people failed. And despite their decades of research, PERI still had no drug that could suppress Enhanced abilities.

“Krystal Haines?” she grunted.

When Krys nodded, the nurse let out another series of grunts that sounded something like, “Here to do your evaluation.”

“Evaluation for what?” Krys asked. The nurse didn’t even bother grunting in response.

The nurse strode to Krys’s bed. Krys could have sworn she felt the floor shake with every step. The nurse prodded one arm with her meaty fingers, drawing a pained gasp from her lips. She hadn’t realized that arm hurt so much.

The fingers ran along the side of her rib cage, then across the front of her chest. “You could buy me dinner first,” Krys said with a smile. The nurse didn’t look at her.

Another sharp jolt of pain, this time from her collarbone. Krys’s next words cut off with a gasp. Just how badly had the guards worked her over in that span of time she couldn’t remember?

The nurse’s fingers jabbed at her other arm, then ran down her belly—”Ouch, give a girl a little warning next time, will you?”—and each thigh. She unearthed at least half a dozen sharp centers of pain. Maybe more.

Finally, she stepped back. “You’re finally healing up,” she grunted.

Krys’s brow furrowed at the phrasing. “Finally? How long have I been sedated?” That was no natural sleep she had been in.

“They said we can’t be too careful with you,” the nurse answered—a full sentence this time. “Keep you under until they need you awake, they said. You’re dangerous.”

Heartened by the words she had managed to draw out of the glowering woman, unfriendly though those words were, Krys smiled. Just being in her presence was having the usual effect. All Krys had to do was help it along.

“Dangerous?” she scoffed. “Not hardly. I mean, look at me. That’s just what men say when they are intimidated by a woman who does as well as them.” She tried to meet the nurse’s eyes under those impressive brows. “You probably deal with that a lot yourself, huh?”

The truth was, it didn’t matter what exact words she spoke. Even the smile didn’t really matter. Both were just a familiar way to access the power inside her, like the pyrokinetic she had once recruited who needed to snap his fingers to start a fire. The power hadn’t been in the snap, and the power wasn’t in Krys’s smile. Both were mental triggers, cues sent to the subconscious to tell it to do its thing.

The only important part was what came out of Krystal with those words and with that smile. A burst of irresistible pheromones, a hypnotic tone of music that couldn’t be heard with the ear, a mental hand that reached into someone’s brain and twisted it… who knew what exactly it was that made people like her, trust her, want to take care of her and stay in her good graces? Whatever it was, she couldn’t sense it herself. It happened automatically. But through years of practice, she had learned how to strengthen it with a kind of mental twist, like turning up a dimmer switch.

The nurse’s glower receded. Her face looked strange without it. She gave a slow, thoughtful nod.

“I bet they’ll get a real kick out of seeing me like this,” Krys said ruefully, jerking her chin down toward the cuffs. “Between you and me, I’d rather not give them the satisfaction. What would you say to unlocking these things for the sake of my dignity? You know I’m not going anywhere.”

The nurse nodded again. She reached for the cuffs.

An instant before her fingers would have closed around the metal, she froze. Her brows drew down over her eyes again. Her eyes shot daggers through Krys’s smiling face.

“They told us to watch for that kind of thing with you,” she muttered. “They said you could make people like you. Make them do whatever you want.”

Her words were accusing. As if it was Krys’s fault she was born with that power. As if the nurse herself wouldn’t have done anything in her power to get free, if she were in Krys’s position.

“No doubt that’s how you survived here as a double agent for so long,” the nurse continued darkly. “Hiding in plain sight. Smiling away everyone’s suspicions. Well, no more.” She stepped back with a brisk nod. “You look ready to me.”

“Ready for what?” Krys kept her voice light, her smile plastered firmly to her place. The words weren’t the important part, or the smile. But they helped.

Instead of answering, the nurse called over her shoulder to the closed door. “She’s healed enough. I’m clearing her.”

“Clearing me for what?” Krys pressed as the door opened.

Two guards walked in. Each of them had easily as much muscle on them as the nurse, and wore scowls as deep as hers. Their muscles were tense. Her hands hovered too close to their weapons.

Krys wondered if she should feel flattered. Everyone in this building, it seemed, was afraid of what she could do.

Not that it seemed to be doing her much good so far.

She flashed her smile at each of them in turn. “This is overkill, isn’t it? Come on, look at me. You really think you need those guns for me? You could knock me over with a feather duster.”

One of the guard strode briskly to the bed. She didn’t register his raised fist until it slammed into her jaw.

Her head snapped to the side. Pain bloomed through her jaw, spreading forward to her lips, upward to her temple.

The blow had been carefully controlled, she realized as the pain receded enough for her to think. His fist was the size of a canned ham. If he had been acting on emotion and instinct, he could have snapped her jaw in two. Instead, he had hit just hard enough to bruise, and no more.

“Quiet,” he growled. “No tricks. We’ve heard all about you.”

“Just one more thing before you go,” the nurse said, and turned toward the cabinet.

“Is anybody going to tell me where I’m going?” Krys’s voice was light, teasing. Inviting them to join her in her secret clubhouse and spill all their secrets.

No one answered.

When the nurse turned around, she was holding a syringe. Krys’s eyes locked on the needle. “What’s that?”

“Medicine,” the nurse said with a shrug. “That’s all they told me. They don’t want you keeling over dead in your interrogation, I guess.”

She jabbed the needle into Krys’s arm. Krys let out a hiss of pain.

Despite the centers of pain the nurse had unearthed, Krys didn’t feel hurt enough to keel over dead any time soon. But that wasn’t the part of the nurse’s words that concerned her.

Interrogation.

So that was where she was going.

The nurse tossed the used syringe in a biohazard bin. “She’s ready,” she told them. “Take her downstairs.”

Downstairs, where the interrogation rooms were. Where the captured Enhanced who Krys couldn’t persuade to join PERI were persuaded in a different way. Downstairs, where most of the infirmary’s patients came from. At least the ones who got cuffed to the bed.

The guards unlocked her cuffs and hauled her up, one to either side. Krys let out a light tinkle of a laugh. “That’s kind of you, really, but I can walk on my own. I’m not as badly hurt as all that.” Just let me go already, her fluttering eyelashes said.

In response, one of them pulled a thick length of fabric out of one pocket. She wrapped it tightly across her mouth and tied it behind her head.

“You came prepared, I see.” The gag swallowed her words, rendering them unintelligible.

But the words had never really mattered.

As they hauled her from the room, walking almost too fast for her to keep her feet under her, she did with her body language what she could no longer do with her voice. She altered her pace, the set of her chin, the way her shoulders hung. Every movement said, I’m so delicate and vulnerable. You shouldn’t be holding onto me so tightly. I might break. And really, what’s the point of all this? Just look how harmless I am.

One of the guards loosened his grip. “Hold up,” he said to the other. “I think we’re hurting her.”

“Idiot,” the other guard growled. “She’s in your head. Nurse!” He raised his voice. “Nurse, give her a dose of that sedative.”

Then came the bite of another needle. Then darkness.


 

Chapter 2

 

The morning sun shone through the kitchen window, leaving a perfect golden sunbeam splayed across the breakfast table. The pancakes were golden brown, puffy like comforting pillows of warm stomach-filling goodness, drizzled in thick strawberry syrup like rivers of blood.

Ellie transferred another oversize pancake onto Nigel’s already-full plate. Fragrant steam wafted up, filling his nose with the smell of morning, of love, of family. He made a token gesture to wave it away—he already had plenty—but Ellie only shook her head at his protests. She knew he didn’t mean it.

She knew his appetite for the love she offered was deep and unending.

Across the table, Jason sat in his high chair, gurgling happily. He smeared strawberry syrup in sticky circles with one hand. With the other, he crushed a bite of pancake into his mouth. The resulting sticky mess must have been one of the funniest things he had seen in his young life, because he burst into peals of laughter.

Nigel chuckled along with him. He couldn’t help it.

He ate, filling his soul as he filled his belly. He floated in the warm river of Jason’s laughter, and basked in the sunlight of Ellie’s smile. They talked with her about nothing in particular as she filled her own plate and sat down with the two of them. About the weather—the forecast called for sun all the rest of the week. About Jason’s checkup with the pediatrician next week—Ellie would bring him. About a cute story Ellie had heard from her mom, featuring a dog and a horse who were best friends.

They didn’t talk about Nigel’s job.

Nigel made sure of it, as he always did. He didn’t want to have to lie.

He kept his bites and his conversation leisurely, as if he had all the time in the world. He tried to pretend he did. That he could bask in the glow of his small family forever.

He tried not to look at the clock.

But eventually, the taking of the second hand became impossible to ignore. As did the sun, rising ever higher in the sky. He set his fork down and sighed.

“I have to leave, or I’ll be late,” he said, dragging the words reluctantly from his mouth like defiant captives. “I’ve got a big new assignment today.”

“Why didn’t you say something before? I would have made sure breakfast was ready earlier.” Ellie waved him toward the door. “Go!”

He stood on leaden feet. The door loomed ahead of him, beckoning him to forward like the entrance to a haunted house. It seemed to loom larger the longer he stared at it. Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.

He shook his head at himself. There was no need to be so dramatic. Every day, he left his family’s warm embrace. Every day, the same fears came over him. And every night, he came home and took refuge in their warmth again, with none of his worst fears having come to pass.

“I wish I could stay here with you and Jason forever,” he said.

“Oh, trust me, you’d be changing your tune the first time he refused to take a nap for you,” Ellie said briskly, with a sunny smile to soften her words. “Go on, get out of here. Bring home the bacon.” She poured a cup of coffee into his favorite travel mug and pressed it into his hands. “For the road.”

A fresh wave of warmth of suffused Nigel, brighter and more golden than the sun outside. “What would I do without you?” He leaned in for a kiss.

When her lips touched his, he wanted to cry with the sweetness of it. Too soon, she stepped back. “Go,” she urged again. “You said you have a big day today, remember? Don’t be late.”

He forced his feet toward the door. They felt like hundred-pound weights attached to his legs. He took a deep breath and threw the door open.

The sky outside was a piercing blue. The light, which had seemed so gentle through the window, stabbed into his eyes. The road stretched into the distance like a jagged arrow.

Over his shoulder, Ellie’s smile had begun to fade into an expression of confusion. She didn’t understand why it was so hard for him to leave every morning. With any luck, she never would. Jason, oblivious, mashed a bite of pancake to pulp between his hands and giggled at the squishy violence.

“One more kiss,” Nigel said. “So I can carry your love with me all day.”

Ellie obliged, her lips brushing his like an angel’s wings. He imagined her love flowing through his veins like an inoculation.

She and Jason would be waiting when he got back. They always were.

He stepped outside. The air was warm, but a chill came over him.

“I want to hear all about your big assignment when you get back,” Ellie said as he shut the door. Was there a slight edge to her voice? Was she going to start giving him a hard time again about never talking about his job? If so, it didn’t matter. He would find a way to distract her. He always did.

The door clicked shut, cutting him off from the warmth inside. Deep in his gut, a cold-eyed something opened its reptilian eyes.

He took a deep breath and remembered the kiss, remembered the sensation of love entering his veins. He carried his family’s love with them. Even when he wasn’t with them, their love was in him, protecting him. Saving him.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wallet-sized photo. The edges were worn to ragged pulp, and months of daily handling had obscured the faces until they were barely recognizable. It didn’t matter. He would always know who they were. Ellie and Jason, on the day Jason had been born.

He rubbed the picture between his fingers as he climbed into the car.

He kept the photo clutched in his hand as he left the driveway, as he drove down the suburban streets, as he merged onto the highway. With every mile he traveled away from the warmth of home, that inner chill grew. The beginnings of hunger stirred within him, even though his stomach was full.

The highway was full of inpatient rush-hour drivers angry at themselves for not leaving early enough and determined to take out their anger on everyone else. Their impatience infected him, hot sharp bright bursts of it, tightening his hands on the steering wheel before escaping through his mouth in muttered curses. The thing inside him stirred, restless. It looked out at the man riding his tail, and the woman who had just cut him off, and it wanted.

He brought the picture to his lips. Warmth traveled from his mouth down his throat to his gut, lulling the thing inside him into an uneasy slumber.

When he exited the highway, he could breathe a little easier. He drove down winding roads that took him past a scattering of houses and finally into the deep forest. He turned onto a thin dirt road. His car jerked with every bump, jouncing him up and down on his seat. But there were no bad drivers out here. No idiots who needed to be taught a lesson. Nothing to stir the wanting within him. Only him and the trees.

For now.

He emerged into a clear-cut area. An electrified metal fence rose ten feet high in front of him. He stopped at the gate and rolled down his window.

He handed his ID to the security guard. He placed his thumb on the scanner pad, and stared into the guard’s retinal scanner. It flashed green, leaving a bright afterimage behind. The guard nodded and pressed a button. The gate rumbled open.

Ahead of him, the trees climbed the steep slope of the mountain. The entrance was built into the mountain’s rise, the mountain itself concealing the sheer scope of the headquarters of the Psi Enhancement Research Initiative. This was where people with superhuman abilities trained to serve their country, their existence unknown to the people they worked tirelessly to protect. It was where the next generation of Enhanced operatives was designed, gestated, and finally born. And when Enhanced were found in the wild, and refused to do their part by joining PERI, this was where they disappeared.

He parked in the lot and strode toward the entrance. The unsmiling guards showed no reaction as he approached. He wondered, as he did every day, whether some of them were telepaths. It would make sense as an extra layer of security. PERI had all kinds of spooky people working here, after all.

He wondered, as he did every day, what those hypothetical telepaths might see in his mind.

He flashed his ID to the guards. Inside, he emptied his pockets and walked through the metal detector. The slight chill of the climate-controlled headquarters sank under his skin.

He rubbed the photo between his fingers and tried to remember what warmth felt like.

He walked the familiar route down the wide white tile hallways. His footsteps echoed up and down the cavernous halls. PERI headquarters always smelled sharp and clean, like bleach. Underneath that, it smelled like blood.

The thing inside him opened its eyes. It hadn’t really been sleeping. Only waiting.

He took the long elevator ride down to the sublevel where he worked. The doors down here were reinforced metal, and the walls were painted on the inside with a substance that—in theory—could keep almost any Enhanced ability from escaping the room. The doors had no windows.

He passed the cells, then the interrogation rooms, until he reached the door at the end of the hall. His interrogation room.

The thing inside him quivered with restless anticipation, like a little kid on Christmas morning waiting to open the enormous presents under the tree.

He stared down at the picture in his hand. He carried their love inside him. Their love could hold back the monsters. Their love had saved him, and continued to save him every day.

He opened the door.

The prisoner was cuffed to a chair behind the metal table. A woman in her thirties, her eyes bright and innocent, her skin purpled with delicious wounds. Despite the bruises and the stitches, something about her seemed pristine, untouched, like a pure mountain spring. She practically glowed with it. Every line of her body said, I don’t belong here. Please, take care of me. Please, please, save me.

The thing inside him smiled.


 

Chapter 3

 

The man who walked in was about as ordinary a man as Krys had ever seen. Glasses, a round face, gray creeping in around the edges of his temples. His belly said he enjoyed a good meal. His clothes said PERI paid him well, but not too well. The spritz of piney cologne hanging over him said he cared about how he presented himself, but didn’t want to stand out in a crowd.

His eyes were the only part of him that didn’t make him look like an extra in a movie scene. Behind his glasses, they were blank. Expressionless. Teddy-bear eyes in a human face.

He slid into the chair across from her. The room was bare—just his chair, her chair, and the table. I every time her handcuffs clinked against the metal chair back, the walls of the room seemed to swallow the sound. Not a surprise. They were probably built to swallow worse sounds than that.

She’d heard rumors about what went on in PERI’s interrogations. Like most rumors, she had assumed, they were exaggerated. But like most rumors, they probably also held a grain of truth. And every so often, when she walked down the hallway, she passed a grim-faced guard leading a cuffed prisoner who looked like a tenderized steak. Sometimes she found herself sharing an elevator with an interrogator who smelled of blood underneath the cologne.

She had never had an actual conversation with a PERI interrogator. Most people who worked for PERI didn’t get close to the interrogators if they could help it. As with the instructors who trained the lab-created children into adult operatives, everyone in PERI knew the interrogators’ work was essential to PERI’s mission… but no one wanted to think about it too much.

Least of all Krys. She could do without the remainder of what happened to the Enhanced she failed to recruit.

The interrogator regarded her with those blank eyes. “Krystal Haines,” he said. “You’re an interesting one—I don’t get many interrogation subjects from inside PERI. You’ve been PERI’s best recruiter since you yourself were recruited straight out of high school.”

“Whatever they think I’ve done, I can promise you it’s exaggerated,” she said, letting her body language telegraph innocence—and incompetence. Look at me. Am I really capable of doing what that file says? “If you’ll just give me a chance to explain…”

He met her soft gaze with a hard look. “Don’t try your charms on me. I know what you can do. It works even when you’re not trying, although you’re trying now, aren’t you? I was warned that you could change people’s thoughts, but according to your file, it’s more subtle than that. You make people see you the way you want them to see you, and most of all, you make them like you. And if someone likes you enough, they’ll do anything you ask—won’t they?”

Finally, he smiled back. His smile didn’t reach those dead eyes.

“I’m sure it made you an excellent recruiter, and an even better double agent,” he said. “But it won’t help you here.”

Krys forced herself to look into those eyes without flinching as she flashed him a smile. “I’m not sure double agent is the right term,” she said, “That makes me sound like some kind of superspy. I made a few mistakes, that’s all. I let my sympathy run away with me. I’ve always been told I’m too softhearted.”

Krys had never been told any such thing. But she looked down at her heart with a rueful smile, as if there were anything in there but stringy muscle and thick coppery blood, as she continued. “I wasn’t even working with anyone else before anyone else, if that’s what you’re thinking. It was just me and my bad decisions.” She followed up with a self-deprecating chuckle, even though laughing was the last thing she felt like doing.

“That’s one of the things I plan to find out,” he said, placing his hands together in front of him on the table. “The names of everyone you’ve been working with.” His smile faded. His face promised a thorough investigation. One that wouldn’t stop until he got all the names he imagined he could get from her.

Which was bad luck for both of them. Because on that subject, at least, she was telling the truth. She hadn’t worked with anyone else. As much as she would have liked to convince her fellow PERI workers to go rogue with her, her charisma didn’t stretch that far. And it wasn’t as if she had any friends in PERI she could persuade the regular way.

It was her against the world. Just like it had always been.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint you on that one.” She tried not to let her fear come through in her voice. She wasn’t sure it worked.

His face showed no reaction. “I’ll find out who you’ve been working with,” he said. “And I’ll find out where to locate the Enhanced you helped into hiding instead of recruiting.”

That sent a sharp burst of fear through her chest, more painful than the ache in her ribs. That was something she could actually give him—if he found a way to persuade her into betraying the people she had devoted years of her life to helping. She wanted to think he never could. But if even half the rumors were true, the PERI interrogators were even better at persuasion than she was.

It was only their methods that differed.

“But neither of those is my main objective,” he said.

He watched her carefully. The corners of his mouth turned slightly upward, like he could sense her surprise and was gratified to see it.

“If that’s not what you’re here for,” she said, tossing her head like she didn’t have a care in the world, “then what in the world do you want with me?”

His slight smile grew. It still didn’t reach his eyes. She wasn’t sure any smile could bring life to that dead gaze.

“I’ve been directed,” he said, “to persuade you to continue working for PERI. But this time, with absolute loyalty.” He held up a hand as if to hold off whatever he thought she would say next. “And lest you think this is an easy way to return to your old tricks, let me assure you that you won’t be allowed to return to work until I’m thoroughly convinced of your sincerity. And once you do return to your job, you will be watched closely—and any hint of disloyalty will be severely dealt with.”

“Why would PERI risk taking a traitor back?” Krys asked. “I’m a good recruiter, but I’m not that good.”

The interrogator shrugged. “To be honest, I didn’t ask. I have my assignment. That’s all I need.”

That wasn’t the only question Krys had. “And how do you plan on convincing me to do that? I’ve heard about how you persuade down here. I’m not sure how beating people to a pulp makes them feel more inclined to work for you.”

His lips twitched upward again, as if laughing inwardly at a private joke. “I suppose you’ll just have to find out.” Those dead eyes of his stared into hers, and stared, and stared.

A shiver came over her. She breathed it away before he could see it.

It was either let her fear take over, or take the initiative and do something before her fears came to pass. So she took the initiative. She twisted that dimmer switch in her head until the space behind her eyes ached in complaint.

“You won’t have to go that far with me,” she said, every word dripping sunshine and innocence. “I’m happy to explain everything you want to know, although if you’re hoping to uncover some secret spy network, I’m afraid I can’t help you there. As for me working with PERI again, I’m sure we can come to an agreement everyone is happy with.”

He had said her power wouldn’t help her down here. But she knew it wasn’t that simple. The nurse and the guards had known what to expect from her, and she had still almost gotten them on her side. From the day she’d started working here, her bosses had known what she could do, and yet she’d kept them wrapped around her little finger for the better part of two decades.

And if he wanted her cooperation, he would have to spend a lot of time talking to her. Looking at her. Listening to her.

That was a lot of potential openings for her power to slip through while he was distracted. And all she really needed was one.

Even now, his face and body were opening to her—losing a little tension, a little mistrust. “Some of what your file said does seem unlikely. No offense, but you don’t exactly look like a criminal mastermind.”

She let out a tinkling laugh. “Oh, no offense taken. I’m nothing of the sort. It’s like I said—my soft heart got away from me a few times, imagining little kids leaving their families and going through all that training.”

Inwardly, she rolled her eyes. As if she hadn’t seen kids go through much worse while she was growing up. The kids in PERI training facilities got fed three meals a day. They had a safe place to sleep. The only time they got hit was when they disobeyed one of their instructors.

She had still done everything she could to keep them out of those places, once she had figured out she wasn’t working for the good guys. That was why she was in this interrogation room to begin with. But it would take a lot more than the sight of a PERI training facility to shock her.

“Maybe we can come to an arrangement without the need for any unpleasantness,” he said, his voice warmer than it had been a moment ago. “I think I was wrong about you. I don’t see many trustworthy faces down here. But you… you’re different somehow.”

She didn’t let her expression change in the slightest. But inside, she gave a cold smile of triumph. All his sneering talk about how her power wouldn’t work on him, and he hadn’t even lasted five minutes. It was almost too easy.

He shot her a tentative, friendly smile. Then, as she watched, his smile changed, growing colder around the edges. “Is that what you wanted to hear?” he asked.

Her outer smile—and her inner satisfaction—faded in an instant. “What?”

“Oh, Krystal. Did you really think it would be that easy? I did tell you I was prepared for what you could do.”

Those cold eyes bored into hers. There was no longer an iota of sympathy on his face.

“Are you confused about why your power isn’t working?” he asked.

“It’s working,” Krys said. “It works on everyone. You’re not an exception. You’re just resisting.” And he couldn’t resist forever. No one could.

That was what the interrogators said about their recalcitrant prisoners.

“Oh, no, Krystal. You’ve got it wrong—and yet, in a way, you’re also right. Yes, your power affects me. Sitting across from me right now, you look so innocent. So helpless. So in need of rescue. That affects me, yes. It affects me very much.”

He leaned across the table toward her. His eyes looked like the eyes of a snake.

“Where you’re wrong,” he said, “is in thinking that will make me care about your wellbeing. You see, there are only two people in this world I care about.”

He held up a small rectangle of paper. A photo, too worn to look like anything more than a smudge of color. He rubbed it between his fingers, then tucked it away again.

“When it comes to everyone else in this sorry world, I don’t want to see them happy and healthy and protected,” he said. “Oh, I know I should. We all have a responsibility toward one another. But do I want it? About as much as a little kid wants to eat a plate of broccoli. No, I want a heaping bowl of chocolate cookie dough ice cream. I want to see people in pain. At my mercy. And utterly under my control.”
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