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Drowning in Danger

Liquid Onyx, Book Three

BL Jones


Prologue

Obsidian Blood

MIA

 

If I was ever going to waver in my conviction, the sight before me now is a harsh reminder of why I must commit the necessary evils of my mission.

“How old is this one?” Ian Stone, head director of Obsidian Inc., asks me.

We stand, side by side, in front of a one-way mirror that spreads from one end of the wall to the other. In the room beyond this window is a girl, well, a woman I suppose. The young woman is currently strapped to a bed: metal straps, chains, and cuffs, all titanium to hold her in place. Anything less and she might just be able to escape.

They’re always stronger near the end.

Her name is Katya Markov. She was born in Russia but moved to Canada when she was three years old to live with her aunt and uncle, after her parents were killed in a car accident. Before she was injected with Liquid Onyx, she was a quiet girl who loved rabbits, the colour green, and vanilla cake icing.

After she was injected, Katya gained the ability to move objects with her mind. Obsidian Inc. taught her how to use that power to inflict pain, to commit murder on their behalf.

Katya Markov became Agent Katya, a weapon with human skin stapled around it.

Katya was a little girl who hated the figure skating lessons her aunt made her attend, who preferred the ice hockey club her uncle took her to. Katya, the girl, liked swimming in the ocean and wanted to be a “penguin vet” when she grew up.

Agent Katya is a killer, a woman without a moral compass, who was torn away from everything that could have made her something close to human.

But none of those things are what Stone asked me.

“She’s twenty-three,” I say, careful to keep my voice measured and dispassionate.

Even after all these years, I’m wary of showing any form of emotional instability in front of this man. Ian Stone will never care how long someone has been with Obsidian Inc. His idea of loyalty is eternal servitude without error or complaint. There is no end, no final goal, just a continuous struggle to prove oneself of use, or… Well. Not.

“It seems the younger they turn, the quicker they spiral,” Stone muses, his entire demeanour as aloof as it always is. I don’t think I’ve seen more than two expressions on his face. Impassive. And outright fury. There seems to be no middle ground. Either you’re dismissed as unimportant and replaceable, or you’re noticed for all the wrong reasons.

“Perhaps,” I say, non-committal, half sure his statement wasn’t meant to draw much of a response from me.

If I was allowed to speak freely, I might tell him it’s more than likely that the Liquid Onyx OI agents are becoming mentally unstable at a faster and faster rate because of the conditions they’re being kept in.

The Liquid Onyx survivors OI have raised and trained are little better than dogs used in backroom fights. Highly skilled, for sure, but still barely more than rabid underneath the surface. Scratch at that brittle exterior of apparent detachment, and you’re likely to get severely bitten.

A lot of the OI agents and guards believe the Liquid Onyx survivors under OI’s control are broken creatures. Monsters on a leash. Pets with chokers around their throats they can yank on at any time.

I’ve seen different. No one who met Katya before, and truly saw her for who and what she is, could think her an unfeeling creature.

I see what I see. Girl. Child. Dangerous. Woman. Adult. Even more dangerous.

They all see what they want to see. Agent. Killer. Animal.

Less of a who and more of a what.

It’s no wonder that Katya has been reduced to this. Writhing around on a bed, alone in a cold, metal room, strapped down with cold, metal restraints, imprisoned in a cold, metal OI facility. Everything about her life is cold and metal and wrong.

She never should have had a life so barren of warmth and light and hope. No one should be treated with this level of inhumanity. It makes me feel sick to see it, to see the result of what my actions have caused.

I did this to her. We did. We created Liquid Onyx, and in doing so, we destroyed the life of a little girl with straw-blonde hair and two crooked front teeth and dreams of healing penguins.

We did this, Alex and me. We are the source of all this pain.

I will never forgive either of us for it.

She starts screaming again. It sounds muffled through the window. Muffled, but no less chilling for that fact.

Katya’s hands start to spasm in their restraints and there’s the sound of metal straining. A moment later her screams become far more wretched, rising to a pitch I wouldn’t have thought attainable, then petering off into fractured cries. Similar to those of an injured animal. Pitiful and grinding.

I hate to hear that sound coming out of a human being’s mouth. I don’t need to guess at the change in tone to Katya’s shouts of distress.

All the restraints seem gratuitous to me. She already has a chip embedded at the top of her spine that can be activated, as it was just now, to send an electrical shock through her body, meant to paralyse.

I’ve seen it used for other purposes. Reprimands. Torture. Even execution, in extreme circumstances.

All the Liquid Onyx OI agents are fitted with chips. It tracks them, as well as making sure they never go too far. They know what will happen to them once they’re found, and they know they will always be found.

We, everyone who works for OI, knows that. There is nowhere to hide from Obsidian Inc., not for long, anyway.

It’s why I’ve never entertained the idea of running away from them. I couldn’t risk them getting hold of me and Andy, and selfishly, I couldn’t imagine a life without my daughter.

Katya’s face is creased in anguish and fear and rage. It should be impossible for someone to feel so many powerful things at once, but I can see all that in Katya’s pale eyes. I think I see the thin veins of black creeping across her whites like the roots of a tree spreading through the underground.

“Do you believe she could be salvageable for one last mission?” Stone asks me, this time clearly expecting an answer.

I wish I could hate him. Kick and spit on him in indignant rage over what he has done, over who and what he is.

But I can’t. I can’t do those things, think those things, feel those things, because the truth is, I’m a far worse monster than he is a man.

“No.” I glance at him, keeping my expression neutral. “I’ve examined her. She’s too far gone. You know once it gets to this stage, it’s just a matter of waiting for her body to shut down, one organ at a time.”

Stone makes a low humming sound, neither agreement nor refusal to accept the reality we are faced with.

“I was hoping to get another year out of her,” he ruminates after a significant pause. “The ones before didn’t start losing their tactical ability in the field until they were at least twenty-four.” His observation suggests disappointment, but his tone does not.

Ian Stone is a practical man who has practical thoughts and believes in practical solutions.

I know he will order Katya Markov’s termination today. If he cannot use her, then he will not drain resources and risk further problems by keeping her alive.

In truth, it doesn’t matter as much as it should.

None of the Liquid Onyx survivors have made it to twenty-five mentally intact.

None of the Liquid Onyx survivors have made it to twenty-six alive.

And, whether I succeed in my mission or not, none of them ever will. Of that, I am certain.


Chapter One

We Will Fight For S Club on the Beaches

“Stop trying to have a dance-off with me,” I admonish Jatin. “Keep your feet equal distance apart and hold your stance.”

Jatin gives me the look I’ve become familiar with over the course of our few training sessions together. It’s his are you sure you know what you’re on about look. Despite having enthusiastically agreed to accept my help and training, Jatin is highly sceptical of my ability to teach him how to fight or defend himself. I’ve refrained from telling him I’m not teaching him how to fight yet. I’m trying to stop him from getting dropped in the first two seconds of any real-world altercation.

We’ll move on to offensive action later. Baby steps are required when you’re learning how to fight this late in life. I was six when Roux started training me how not to die. Jatin is years behind already, as far as I’m concerned, and he needs the basic foundation on technical defensive skill before I even consider letting him throw a punch.

Unfortunately, Jatin, the impatient imp that he is, keeps trying his best to jump ahead in the training program. I’ve lost count of the times he’s attempted to goad me into hitting him. His latest attempts include doing a lot of fancy footwork bullshit that he knows I hate. It makes him look like he’s training for a high-level skipping competition. He knows I hate it because I’ve told him a million times to stop, before he trips and accidentally kills us both.

“Go on.” I look pointedly at Jatin’s feet. “Do it like I’ve shown you. If your feet end up on the same line with your target, you won’t have a strong base and it will be extremely hard to rotate or pivot. Keep your chest slightly open to the target.”

Jatin blows out an exasperated breath, still giving me the same look, but he does as I say and spreads his feet the proper distance apart. He bends his knees slightly and rolls his shoulders back, fitting his body into one of the beginner stances I’ve drilled into him. The boy’s no ballet dancer, but he’s got good form. There’s untapped grace and fluidity in his movements, I’m certain of it. If he could just stop trying to kick box slash break dance at me then we might actually get somewhere in the next ten years.

“Stop that,” I say again when Jatin starts bouncing in his jittery, eager way. It causes his stance to slip and his shoulders to lock up when they should be loose and ready to help him move freely.

Jatin lets out another irritated huff and comes out of the ready stance entirely. He kicks at the sand beneath our feet impetuously.

“Are you ever going to teach me how to do anything other than stand around looking at you?” he complains. “Because I’ve been standing and looking at people for years already. Learned how to do it ages ago, actually. Can we please move on to something less boring now?”

I sigh quietly and take a moment to sweep my eyes out over the expanse of Colbie beach.

I decided to bring Jatin here for our session today. I checked with my friends first, to make sure they were okay with it. They all agreed to letting Jatin come to our home, which is entirely based on their trust in me.

“No.” I let my gaze return to Jatin. “I’m not teaching you how to stand, menace. I’m teaching you how to hold yourself so that someone else can’t knock you around like a rag doll. It’s really important to have control over your own body, to know exactly how to manipulate it in order to protect yourself. You’re not Rocky; you can’t just take hits and expect to keep getting back up.”

Jatin heaves out the loudest and most dramatic tween groan I’ve ever heard in real life. He turns away from me to look over at Jamie and Sami instead, who caught me on my way down to the beach and decided to come observe my training session with Jatin. I argued that it would be a distraction to have them there, but Sami said he wanted to see me “beat up a child” and followed us out onto the beach, dragging a more reluctant and respectful-of-my-wishes Jamie along with him.

“How about you two?” Jatin shouts to them. He throws out an arm to gesture wildly at me. “Will one of you fight me? Properly. Before I die of old age learning how to squat like a crab.”

Jamie is sitting on a large rock near the caves. He’s wearing a dark green T-shirt and an old pair of jeans with small rips at the knees. He doesn’t even attempt to hide the smile that spreads across his face in response to Jatin’s pleads for violence. We make eye contact, and he smiles just a little bit wider, mocking and amused by the whole thing.

I bite the tip of my tongue between my teeth at Jamie and flip him off. He laughs at me.

Sami has already gotten up from his place sitting on the sand against the rock that Jaime currently occupies. He looks ready and willing to acquiesce to Jatin’s insane proposition.

Sami has on an S Club 7 T-shirt and some baggy denim cut-offs, paired with a battered old cap. It’s a denim Britney Spears themed cap. And yeah, he’s wearing it backwards.

He looks like he time-travelled here from 2001.

I wasn’t surprised by any of it. Sami’s fashion sense is all over the place. Sometimes I’ll see him, and he’s dressed in jeans and T-shirts and boring blah blah like the rest of us. But then randomly, for seemingly no reason whatsoever, there’s tie dye and white-wash jackets and pink leather trousers and cowboy boots. There was a purple, sparkly, feather scarf once that I think he got from Lady Mars.

When I asked Jamie about it, he said Sami just buys whatever he likes the look of in the moment. There’s no rhyme or reason to any of it, which has led to some interesting shopping trips for Jamie. He’s had to drag Sami out of second-hand shops a dozen times just to stop him from buying out the place.

I come to stand beside Jatin and level Sami with a hefty glare. It stops Sami in his tracks. He locks eyes with me, and I jerk my head, sending him away without words. He blows out an annoyed breath and goes back to Jamie. He leans against the large rock and crosses his arms.

“No, they bloody well won’t,” I say, sending another warning look at both Jamie and Sami. Jamie instantly holds his hands up in a defensive gesture.

“Oh, come on,” Sami calls with a mock sad face. “Don’t be so PC.” He nods his head at Jatin. “Hit the kid.”

Jatin looks up at me hopefully, like me hitting him would be fulfilling his greatest wish in life. I narrow my eyes down at him. I am full of scorn for this person. He’s so strange. I like him quite a lot.

“Just one time,” Jatin wheedles, holding up his left index finger. “I’ll show you that I can block. I’ve been practicing.”

This is madness. He’s mad. Why did I agree to do this again?

I should have let Damon talk me out of training Jatin. He’s very persuasive; it wouldn’t have been that hard.

I make a sound of displeasure, frowning at Jatin.

“By ‘practicing’, I hope you don’t mean all those scraps you’ve been getting into with those idiots from your estate.” I look pointedly down at his busted-up knuckles.

Rani almost didn’t let Jatin come with me today because he’s been suspended from school for fighting a group of lads right outside the school gates, in plain view of everyone. I’d argue that it was five on one, which means the five boys who came at Jatin should be the only ones getting punished. But they were all given the same week’s suspension straight off.

Rani tells me that Jatin’s school tars every student with the same brush. To the administration, they’re all potential gang-kids, and it would be a waste of time trying to separate them. She told me she’s tried to get Jatin into a better school, farther out of the city, where the gangs have no influence.

But Jatin refused to be moved. He’s apparently determined to bear it.

Jatin wouldn’t tell me why the five boys came after him, but it wasn’t hard to guess once Rani told me their names. All five of them are part of families who have the same gang ties. The gang Jatin was running with the first time I met him.

I don’t blame Jatin for not wanting to admit to the pressure he’s being put under. It has to be an incredible burden for a twelve-year-old to deal with, saying no to people like that, especially after what happened to his dad. Rajan’s involvement with the Winters family and the gang-related cause of his death just add another layer of complicated to it all.

Jatin’s automatic scowl is so fierce that I almost laugh in his face. It’s awful. He looks really pissed off, and I feel bad for bringing it up.

“Them lot was the ones what started with me,” Jatin spits out furiously, his Danger City accent getting noticeably thicker. It always does when he becomes angry or frustrated.

I go down onto one knee next to Jatin and carefully place my hand on his shoulder. I wait for him to shrug me off, but he doesn’t, so I keep my hand there.

Jatin won’t look at me, his expression stormy as he gazes off into the middle distance. It’s a nice day out, but there’s still enough wind on the beach to blow Jatin’s black hair around. He needs a haircut soon, or he’ll have to start using a hairband to tie it back so it won’t impede his vision.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” I tell him, meaning it too. I shouldn’t have brought up his fights so callously like that. I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been for him lately. “I know it’s not your fault.” I lower my voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “Don’t tell your mum, but I’m actually really proud of you for standing your ground. I wish you didn’t have to, but I understand that you don’t have much choice in it either.”

Jatin does look at me then. His big, dark eyes are his most emotive feature; he can’t hide anything in them. Right now, those eyes are revealing just how conflicted he is. He hasn’t been sleeping very well either, I can see that easily. The dark circles under his eyes don’t lie. No kid his age should look as bloody tired as Jatin does.

“They’ll stop eventually,” he says. “I’m not that special.”

I squeeze Jatin’s shoulder and smile encouragingly at him. He’s definitely not right about the being special thing. I don’t know how anyone who’s met Jatin could think he was anything less than brilliant. But I do hope for his sake that the gangs lay off him in the not-too-distant future. I would offer to tell them to back off as Wrath, but I already know what Jatin would say, and unfortunately, I agree. Threats would likely only make things worse for him rather than better. No one wants to be marked as a grass in Jatin’s world. It’s the kind of shit that sticks. People remember.

“You’ll be okay,” I assure Jatin. “And if you ever need help, for any reason, you just need to call me on that number I gave you. I swear, I’ll come.”

Jatin searches my face, looking for the depth of my sincerity. I’ve seen him do the same thing with Damon before. I don’t need to pretend because there’s no lie. I gave Jatin my number so that he could contact me if he needed to, and I genuinely hope he feels able to use it. I’ve officially joined Damon on his previously one-man mission to give this kid a chance at something better. He deserves to choose who he wants to be, without any outside force manipulating him into being part of the world that killed his dad.

“Got it,” Jatin says, finally. He seems to have accepted my promise at face value, which is a pretty big show of trust from him.

“Hey,” Sami calls over to us. “What are you two gossiping about?” I look over at him and see he’s climbed up onto the rock to sit next to Jamie and looped his arm around his shoulders. Sami grins at us and pats Jamie’s chest. “Is all your whispering about Jay? Because if so, I completely get it. He is the cutest boy on this entire beach, let’s be real.” He scoots closer to Jamie and tugs his head down into a loose headlock. “I feel like I’m on the photoshoot of a summer edition catalogue just sitting this close to him right now.”

Jamie gives Sami a light shove to the shoulder and knocks his hat off his head on purpose.

“Wind it in, Sam. And get your own bloody rock while you’re at it, I don’t need your armpit in my face.” There’s no actual heat behind Jamie’s reprimands. He wears the same fondly amused expression he always does when Sami starts messing around with him.

If I’d still been looking at Sami and Jamie wrestling together on the rock, I would have missed the way Jatin ducked his head to hide a pretty severe case of awkward embarrassment. I watch him in fascination as he peers over at Jamie and just as quickly looks away again, his cheeks flushing slightly.

Huh. If his reaction means what I think it means, then that is some cute shit. Not that I’ll be telling Jatin I think it’s sweet if he does find Jamie attractive. He’d probably bite my head clean off if I teased him about something like that. Jatin wields his sensitivity like a sword, stabbing and driving it through his vulnerabilities, sliding them onto the blade and roasting them over an open fire. I’d say that’s about standard for any tween boy, though. I was just as much a defensive little shit when I was his age. Probably worse.

And I haven’t changed much either.

Hopefully Jatin will do a better job of mellowing himself out as he gets older. I’d like to think these training sessions I’m giving him could help with the pent-up rage. But I’m not sure if it really did much for my own. I don’t feel like I’m even half as calm as I should be most of the time, so maybe learning to use my aggression didn’t do much for me. Either that or I have to imagine I would be ten times worse without all the training I was put through as a child and as a teenager.

It’s a harrowing thought.

I could be misreading Jatin, of course. It’s entirely possible, but if I am reading him correctly, this is an interesting thing to consider for future reference.

Sami loses his shoving match with Jamie and slides off the large rock. He hits the sand with a muted thump, flashing two fingers up at Jamie as a finale to their mini fight. Then he picks his hat up off the sand and throws it at Jamie, who manages to catch it in one hand.

“Hold onto my hat, Jay. Guard it with your life,” Sami orders with a flourish. He looks over at me and Jatin, a grin splitting his face. “I’m gonna go pick on someone a lot smaller and weaker than me.”

“Good call,” Jamie says. He puts Sami’s hat onto his head, the right way around, revealing the words “It’s Britney Bitch” right above the bill in studded plastic diamonds.

Jamie tips the hat at me when I catch his gaze and winks. He really deserves to have sand thrown into his eye for that. And for looking even slightly not ridiculous in the hat. It’s so unfair when fine as hell people look good in stupid clothes just because they’re too attractive to ever look ugly in anything.

Sami comes loping over to us with a terrifying air of intent. He stops a few feet away and holds his arms open wide, as if presenting himself as a gift.

“Come on.” He gives me a joyous smile, goading me. “Let me physically destroy your newly indoctrinated sidekick right in front of you.”

Jatin seems to have recovered from his shy, embarrassed episode, because he looks up at Sami with the same unabashed boldness that I’ve come to expect from him when dealing with new people.

“Who”—Jatin squints at Sami’s T-shirt—“are S Club?” He manages to make the question sound very insulting, even though I genuinely don’t think Jatin knows who S Club are.

Sami squints right back at Jatin and asks him, “Are you trying to provoke me right now?” He darts an affronted look over at me. “Your project child is provoking me. I am provoked.”

Jatin seems very pleased to be alive, which is concerning to me. That usually happens right when he’s about to do or say something mental.

“Is it a film?” Jatin asks far too innocently, nodding at the T-shirt.

“That’s it.” Sami sucks in a shocked breath and holds his hands up in front of him, curling them into fists. “Your uneducated little arse is going down. I don’t care that you’re, like, two years old. If I can’t stand up and fight for the things I believe in, then what am I even doing with my life?”

Jatin looks highly enthralled by this declaration and raises his own hands. He does, to my satisfaction, take on the correct stance and holds it perfectly. I’m unwillingly proud about it, despite all the other stupid that’s going on here. I blame myself entirely for letting things get this far.

“Sami,” I say in warning, moving to stand just in front of Jatin, who makes a sound of protest that I heartily ignore. “I have a lesson plan. You are ruining the lesson plan right now.”

I notice Jamie getting down off the rock and slowly making his way over to us. I’m glad of it, because I might need him to bodily remove Sami from the vicinity. Sami will absolutely fight a child. His entire family are military, and he got a similar level of training intensity as I did when he was growing up. Age is a moot point for someone who was getting woken up at four o’clock in the morning to run drills from five years old onward.

“Settle down, teach.” Sami stands up straight and rolls his shoulders back with ease. He gives me a droll smile. “It would be fairer to let me fight him than if you did.”

I raise both eyebrows at him in disbelief.

“You are a fully trained agent, and he”—I knock my hand backwards into Jatin—“is a twelve-year-old. Exactly how is that fairer?”

“Yeah,” Sami says dismissively. “But I’m not all ‘super’ like you are. I’m normal.”

“That is… I mean, that is debatable,” I say. “You are threatening to fight a child over S Club.”

“Don’t judge me for my beliefs.” Sami admonishes me. “I don’t tell you not to wear bulletproof pyjamas and run around the city after every reasonable person’s bedtime to fight evil and shit. I’d thank you to offer me the same respect.”

I go full Roux then, sputtering at Sami like my life depends on it. Jatin laughs helplessly behind me, sounding very pleased with what’s happening. It’s almost scary how much he fits in with all the other people in my life who I care about.

Jamie has reached us at this point, and he seems ready to intervene if he has to. He takes off the Britney hat and pops it back on Sami’s head. He offers me a small, apologetic smile.

“Might as well call this a write-off,” he advises, making a spinning hand gesture as if to encompass this entire situation we’re in. “How about we take turns letting Jatin hit us, so he can at least learn how to block properly.”

I really wasn’t planning on starting in with that stuff yet. I don’t think Jatin’s ready, or maybe it’s just I’m not. I haven’t trained anyone before, and I want to get it right. I’m afraid of going too fast and giving Jatin the confidence to start going back out onto the street. I agreed to do this to protect him, not encourage reckless behaviour.

If it was anyone else suggesting it, then I’d probably say no. But Jamie has a way of making things sound reasonable, whether they are or not.

It’s not like I can hold Jatin back forever, anyway. He’s too stubborn, and possibly far too intelligent, to put up with that for long.

“All right,” I agree reluctantly, releasing a harsh sigh to put a fine point on that reluctance. I just want the beach and the universe to know I am not happy about this.

Jatin lets out a whoop of excitement and springs out from behind me. He grins up at Jamie gratefully, and Jamie does his classic quarter smile thing at him. He usually reserves that look for me, and it seems to have a similar effect on Jatin as it had on me when I was younger. Jatin ducks his head again, his shoulders hunching, that uncharacteristic shyness coming back into play. His hair falls into his face, and he has to run his hand through it to push back the strands so he can see us properly.

“I’ll go first.” Jamie looks to me for approval. “Since I’m also boring and ‘normal’.” He puts obvious air quotes around the word, giving Sami another playfully teasing knock to the shoulder.

I nod at Jamie, giving my consent to let this happen. I look down at Jatin, who has become decidedly more nervous now that his demands have been met. He tips his head up when I lightly touch his arm.

“You okay with this?” I ask him. “You don’t have to worry about Jamie. He’s probably the nicest one of my friends that you’ll meet.”

Jatin’s just going to have to be brave and let the lunacy wash over him if he ever meets the rest of my family. It’ll be a good survival lesson, if nothing else.

Jatin rolls his eyes at my concern and pushes away from my touch. I retrieve my hand and take a step back from him, offering more space.

“‘Course I’m okay,” Jatin tells me, like it was a stupid question. “I have hit someone before.” He flashes his busted knuckles at me and wiggles his fingers, wincing a little at the shoots of pain he must be feeling at the movement.

That’s another concern for me. His hands are already hurt; him hitting out could damage them even more, and Rani would murder my face and stomp out my soul.

“We’ll need to wrap those up,” Jamie says, mirroring my thoughts back at me. “You got anything?”

I nod. “Brought some tape and stuff, just in case.” I jerk my head at a black bag that sits about ten feet away.

“I’ll get it,” Sami says to me, rushing over to grab the bag without waiting for a response.

Sami comes back a few moments later with the bag and hands it to me. I open it and take out what I need.

Jatin lets me kneel in front of him and wrap up his hands. It reminds me vividly of being his age and letting Roux or one of the other parents do the same thing for me. I can remember feeling really nervous about fighting my friends at first, because I was worried I would get too into it and accidentally unleash my power on them. They never seemed to feel the same fear about me, which was both comforting and, somehow, put more pressure on me not to fuck up.

Tate was my favourite to spar with back then, because he used to distract me from my constant worrying by taunting and mocking me. Making bad jokes. Shouting random history facts. Singing. The number of times he sang “Eye of the Tiger” mid-fight. God. It used to annoy the shit out of me. I didn’t realise until later how much I appreciated it.

Once Jatin’s hands are wrapped, I pat his arm again in a reassuring gesture. He meets my eyes, a similar look of distracted uneasiness on his face.

I rake through my brain, trying to find the right thing to say to make Jatin feel more comfortable with this. I’m not entirely sure where his anxiety is coming from, which makes it harder to know how to address it successfully.

Jamie steps closer to us and kneels beside me in front of Jatin. He doesn’t smile at Jatin, but there’s a casual look of confident authority in his expression and how he holds himself that seems to settle something inside Jatin when he sees it.

“I spent my childhood fighting superhumans,” Jamie tells him. “Trust me, a little humility is a good thing to learn early on. I was put on my arse by people younger and far smaller than me for years.” He looks at Jatin very seriously then, and says, “You’re going to lose sometimes. That’s inevitable. No one wins every fight they’re in. What matters is not surrendering in the wake of defeat.”

I get a sudden flash of memory. Phoenix was training us one day, when we were about eight. Jamie was getting frustrated because Caleb kept body slamming him and using his superior strength to hold Jamie on the ground. It became clear that a real fight was going to break out between them soon if someone didn’t step in and defuse the situation.

Phoenix Moon told her youngest son to take a walk, and she went to speak to Jamie. I was close enough to them to hear what she said. It wasn’t the exact same words Jamie used with Jatin, but the meaning was identical.

I remember Phoenix sitting in front of her son, hands on his shoulders, looking him directly in the eye.

“Life is a war. We are soldiers. And every day we go into battle. And most days we lose. But that’s okay. It’s okay to lose. Just so long as we never surrender to that loss.”

My heart seizes in my chest. Or at least that’s what it feels like. I can hear the solemnity in Jamie’s voice that’s almost always present when he mentions his mother in any capacity. I look away from him, worried that my own expression will reveal too much to Jatin. Jatin might question it, and I don’t think Jamie deserves that kind of exposure.

Jamie listened to his mother that day and he didn’t lose his cool with his brother. He let Caleb beat him again and again and again, fuelled by sheer, stubborn resilience. Caleb, inevitably, became overconfident and stopped paying as much attention to Jamie. He dropped his guard, leaving an opening for Jamie to take advantage of. Jamie flipped Caleb over and got him in a complicated chokehold that he couldn’t use his strength to get out of.

What Phoenix said helped Jamie then, and it must have been what Jatin needed to hear as well, because he looks far more relaxed now. He nods at Jamie with the same level of seriousness that Jamie bestowed upon him, like he’s taking the words to heart, rather than just because he wants to move things along.

I didn’t consider that Jatin might require encouragement over his capabilities. He’s usually so hyper-confident, throwing himself headfirst into doing what he wants to do. I should have thought he would be nervous about showing himself up in front of three supposed adults. Just because I spent more of my training worried about killing people accidentally doesn’t mean it would be the same for Jatin. He doesn’t have mind-explosion powers. He has ordinary human concerns about getting embarrassed over his lack of technical fighting ability.

If Jamie hadn’t brought my attention to it, I wouldn’t have picked up on why Jatin was anxious. Maybe I should consider forcing Jamie to be my teaching assistant. He could just quit FISA and come babysit slash train Jatin with me instead. I like that idea. No more extended missions where I spend months spinning wild theories and imagining worst case scenarios about what could be happening to him while he’s away. He might not be exactly safe with me, because I haven’t been truly safe since I was four. But I’d feel better if I could keep him in my line of sight at all times. I’d be like his creepy guardian angel in a hoodie and trainers.

Jatin’s gaze slants my way, and I realise very suddenly that he’s waiting for the final seal of approval from me. It feels weird to have so much stock put in my opinion, especially by someone so young. I don’t quite know how to balance the weight of it on my shoulders. I’m worried that if I shift too hard one way, I’ll topple us both over. This thing with Jatin, more than a lot of things I’ve done as Wrath, feels critically important. For his sake, I can’t mess this up.

I run through the Rolodex of advice and words of support that I’ve received from the people who raised and trained me. There has been a lot of that over the years, most of it solid, things I’ve drawn from with increasing dexterity. I’ve had a wealth of knowledge and life experience laid at my feet for over fifteen years.

But, at the bookend of it all, there’s only one piece of wisdom I can think of to tell Jatin. One thing sticking out in my brain that’s worth him hearing and remembering and holding onto, the same way I have.

I think of myself, younger than Jatin, standing outside the school gates of Colbie Primary.

I think of myself, kneeling in front of Lady Mars during the Danger City Park attack.

I meet Jatin’s eyes. He’s staring at me, right into my face. There’s an air of expectation around him.

Jamie’s looking at me too, I can feel it. I’m pinned in from two different angles.

I raise a fisted hand and knock it against Jatin’s small chest. Jatin tracks the movement cautiously, but he doesn’t flinch away from it. I catch his gaze again.

“If in doubt,” I say, mouth kicking up at one corner, “make like a mountain.”

Jatin’s head tilts ever so slightly to one side, his eyes boring into my face like he’s trying to see past the skin and bone into the mind hidden behind them. I’m not sure if he finds exactly what he’s looking for, but whatever he does find seems to be enough to be getting on with.

“Got it,” Jatin says, finally. He knocks his wrapped fists together, looking from Jamie to me. “Reach for the stars and climb every mountain higher.”

Jatin darts a quick, sly glance over at Sami, who is waiting somewhere to our left.

I look at Sami just in time to see him clutch at his chest with his hands and gasp dramatically. He points a shaking finger at Jatin and looks beseechingly to Jamie.

“Jay,” Sami demands, infuriated. “Destroy him. You destroy this child, now.”

I suppress both my laughter and my slight horror at Jatin’s duplicitousness. Jatin sees my expression of recrimination and gives me a what, what did I do? look that is very familiar.

“What evil has Polaris been teaching you?” I ask, highly suspicious and terrified of this new development.

Jatin looks at me like he’s completely unaware of what I’m babbling on about. I suck in a sharp breath, get to my feet, and take a few wary steps backwards. It’s as if a tiny version of Damon has just appeared in front of me. I can’t believe this. Damon goes on at me about corrupting his pet youth, and here’s the evidence that irreparable damage has already been done by him.

He will be hearing from my fictional lawyers about this, the filthy hypocrite.

Jamie stands up and casts me a reprimanding frown.

“You two,” he says, switching his gaze from me to Sami a couple of times, “go over there.” He points to a location a little way up the beach. “Sit together and try not to hurt or scare anyone. No biting, kicking, or pinching each other. I’ll be here”—he gestures at himself and then Jatin—“teaching Jatin how to block.”

I hold my hands up in apology, taking the not-so subtle hint to get out of Jamie’s way.

Sami protests getting banished for his bad behaviour. I hook an arm around his waist and forcefully lead him away from Jamie and Jatin.

I don’t go too far, just giving Jamie enough space to work with. Sami lets me push him down onto the sand and I drop to the ground beside him, leaving a healthy gap between us. Sami sits with his legs outstretched, whereas I opt for a cross-legged position.

Jamie doesn’t hesitate to get Jatin back into the right stance. Showing him how to make a fist, correcting mistakes, teaching him how not to break his hand by accident.

“You want to tuck your thumb over your middle finger to make a proper fist,” Jamie tells him, “so that you can hit your target with the knuckle on your middle finger while your fingers are flush.”

Jatin does as he’s told with an insulting lack of complaint.

Where the hell was all this compliance when I was the one telling him to do shit?

Jamie praises Jatin in the same tone of voice I’ve heard him use on lower ranking agents on his team. It’s formal, without much feeling behind it, but it’s also dead genuine, which makes the difference.

“That’s good,” Jamie says. “Remember to keep your thumb over the middle finger to brace it. And bend your knees a bit to stabilise yourself. It’ll help you to put more power in your hits.”

Jatin nods, his expression set in deep concentration. I am definitely going to need to steal Jamie away from FISA somehow, it’s official.

Jamie talks Jatin through a couple of moves. None of them are overly complicated. They’re the kind of thing we were taught before we started secondary school. But the simple stuff is important to learn; it sets the stage for everything else. Or that’s what Roux and Fiona used to tell us when we whinged about getting bored of the easy shit during training.

You watch too many action films and you start to think that all fighting is whooshy-whooshy fake kung fu crap. It’s not good to get into that mindset, because it influences the speed at which you push yourself to learn different techniques and styles of fighting, rather than focusing on what you’re actually proficient in.

Swishy and cool isn’t necessarily better than straightforward and effective.

Jamie spends a solid hour with Jatin before he taps me back in. He calls a time out on Jatin, who looks more than ready for a break. He’s sweating through his Anti-hero branded T-shirt, his dark hair a damp mess on his head.

I go down the beach to meet them when Jamie gives me the signal to take over from him. Jatin fist bumps Jamie while half bent over, panting loudly. Jamie didn’t show much mercy, which is unsurprising since Hector was always the sweat it out and you’ll feel better sort of person. Hector used to put us through our paces when he took over our training. He went harder at Jamie and Caleb than he did at the rest of us, and their different reactions to him really showcased how dissimilar the two Moon brothers are.

Jamie rose to his father’s challenge, most of the time far exceeding anyone’s, including Hector’s, expectations. Caleb, quite conversely, kicked that challenge in the face and told it to mind its own bloody business. When he got a bit older, Caleb started skipping his father’s training sessions. I used to pretend to let him cajole me into bunking off with him and hiding out in the caves. Caleb’s attempts at manipulating me were not exactly subtle, but I didn’t want Caleb to be by himself, so I would go along with him anyway.

Inevitably, Hector would come and find us and have a shouting match with Caleb over his lack of dedication, his reckless attitude towards his own safety, the disappointing immaturity of his behaviour in comparison to his brother.

It was always worse than if we’d just stayed and gone through the training, and Caleb knew that, but he kept skipping out on Hector regardless.

I went with Caleb all those times, because it would have been worse if Caleb was left alone to stew and pace for hours on end. He would have come out swinging at Hector even more aggressively if he had no one around to temper him. I didn’t want that for Caleb. It used to make him so upset. I hated how much it hurt him to constantly get compared to Jamie, as if Caleb was made a lesser person just because he wasn’t exactly like his brother.

Jatin looks up at me through sweaty tendrils of hair. He appears fatigued but still determined to see out the day.

Jamie jogs up the beach to take my place next to Sami. He sits down in the sand, and I take my turn with Jatin.

I go over some of the same stuff as Jamie, just to really hammer it home for the day. But since my general style of fighting is somewhat distinct to Jamie’s, mostly due to our difference in body sizes, I give Jatin some new things to try. He takes to all of it with an ease that defies logical explanation. I begin to realise I was right about him having some natural grace to utilise.

Careful of Jatin’s physical limitations, which are noticeably stricter than my own would have been at his age, I call it quits after another forty minutes.

I have to half-drag Jatin along the beach to where Sami and Jamie are lounging together. Upon seeing Jatin’s exhaustion, Sami, in an act of what can only be pure vengeance, challenges him to a run across the beach. He gets up from the sand and sprints away before Jatin can offer a refusal, leaving us all in his sand-cloud wake.

Jatin, not to be underestimated, springs back into action with mind-boggling speed, and an alertness that I thought him incapable of, and takes off after Sami.

I consider, for about two seconds, following them. But once I feel relatively confident that Jatin isn’t going to drop dead from dehydration, I decide to leave them to it, sure that Sami will bring the boy back in one piece. Hopefully.

Jamie is still sprawled out in the sand, eyes closed, lying on his back with his arms folded behind his head. The position shows off his impressive biceps, and his T-shirt has ridden up a bit to display a swathe of toned muscle. I very purposefully do not look at it. For more than five seconds. Slow ones, admittedly. But still.

I’d say Jamie looks a lot like Caleb in this moment, except that’s really not true at all. Sure, the hair and the face and the basic posture might be the same, but. No. Jamie is far too tense, his shoulders locked in and his body primed for action, despite the casual, open way he’s posed. There’s also the same tension written all over his face, crafted into his features like the nicks of a knife on a block of wood.

Like this, Caleb would look relaxed. Peaceful, even.

Jamie, though. He looks like a tiger that’s pretending to sleep to seem less threatening to its prey. I’d be worried that Jamie is stressed out over something, but it’s probably not the case. He’s just perpetually like this, all the time.

I sit down on the sand next to him, looking out over the beach for Sami and Jatin. I find them easily enough. They’re darting around each other, zigzagging like animated squirrels chasing after the very last acorn. I can hear them both laughing from here, so I’m not worried.

Jamie senses it when I lie down next to him, with a respectable distance put between us. He turns his head towards me and opens his eyes.

“Hi,” he says.

I smile a little softly at him. “Hi.”

“I like your new sidekick,” Jamie tells me, a teasing undertone to his voice that I do not appreciate right down to my bones.

I let out a loud, unveiled groan of annoyance. “Don’t. Please. He’s already got this insane idea in his head of actually becoming a super one day. He really doesn’t need the encouragement from his new favourite FISA agent.”

Jamie eyes me curiously. “Does he actually know about FISA?” He doesn’t sound bothered by the idea, which is ridiculous considering how bad it would be if Jatin did know about FISA.

I scowl at him. “I haven’t broken all the rules.”

Yet goes unremarked and unacknowledged.

Jamie doesn’t react to my scowl, ignoring it and continuing like the bint he is. How dare he. My displeasure should be visibly noted by him.

“Are you hoping that hanging out with you is going to deter him from becoming a super?” Jamie asks me. He sounds as doubtful about that working as Damon did when I told him my reasons for agreeing to train Jatin.

God forbid those two start agreeing with each other and ganging up on me. I’ll be done.

“Yes,” I say with more force than necessary. “Have some faith in my ability to irritate someone out of doing anything that I so choose.”

“You’re not that irritating,” Jamie argues evenly. Then he ruins it. “Not to a twelve-year-old. To a twelve-year-old, you’re a superhero who protects innocent civilians and uses daggers to kill people traffickers and mad extremist Mages. To most twelve-year-olds, that’s not dangerous and scary, that shit’s just cool.”

“Cool?” I say incredulously. How could any of that be considered cool, even to a twelve-year-old? You’d have to be mental.

Then again. I have met Jatin, and he did stalk me.

Fuck.

Jamie must see the realisation dawn on me, because he laughs quietly to himself. “Know your audience, Rex.”

Rani is going to be so pissed at me when her son becomes a vigilante under my accidental guidance. I have a horrible feeling it’s going to become my second mission in life to make sure that Jatin Mehta doesn’t end up dead in a cape.

Christ on a bike, I am not the right person for that job.

“I’m fucked then, aren’t I?” I say, half hoping Jamie will contradict me.

He doesn’t, because he isn’t a charlatan of a friend.

“A little bit, yeah.” He gives me a sympathetic smile. “It’s all right. I’ll help you keep him alive. Might be able to convince him to join FISA as an agent instead.”

Because that’s better. Rani will be sure to appreciate the distinction between superhero and superspy. Not like being a government agent ever got anyone killed.

“Oh yes,” I say sarcastically. “Guns and secret missions and assassinations and OI agents trying to kill him. That’s much better. His mum will be so grateful I turned her only son into a spy.”

“Hey.” Jamie pretends to look extremely offended, his brows drawn together. “There’s nothing wrong with being an agent. It’s not like I’m suggesting he should join MI6 or anything. I don’t hate him.”

“There you go, disrespecting MI6 again.” I shake my head at him in condemnation. “Why? They aren’t even the department that tried to kill you twice.”

Jamie’s frown becomes more pronounced, and he shifts around on the sand, turning onto his side and resting his weight on one elbow and forearm.

“They fucked up my last op.” Jamie sounds viciously embittered. “Three months, three months I was in those bloody mountains. I had to live in a jungle with no food or soap. I had to deal with flying leopard cats attacking me and invisible porcupines trying to steal my clothes. I had to bullshit my way through with rudimentary Cantonese, because the intel guys got the language translations wrong.”

Jamie’s most recent undercover operation, the one he grew that tremendously upsetting beard for, was blown all to hell when MI6 agents who just happened to be in the area decided to swoop in and arrest the group of radicals Jamie had been knee-deep in gathering intelligence from. Jamie had to spend a week in MI6 custody, abroad, before they would accept his FISA credentials and release him.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jamie get so animatedly pissed off about an op gone wrong before. I thought he was going to blow a blood vessel when he explained to me what had happened. It’s not like I don’t understand why. Three months of work, of risking his life on a daily basis, all mostly for nothing. It would be enough to frustrate anyone.

“But apart from all of that,” I say, trying to lighten the mood before Jamie can spiral into another nonsensical rant about MI6 and their suspiciously bad timing, “you had fun with your new supremacist friends on Mount Kinabalu.”

I’ve determined, from what Jamie has told me, that his mission was definitely in Southeast Asia. MI6 love busting FISA ops in Southeast Asia, ever since FISA infiltrated an MI6 mission in Jakarta, Indonesia. FISA broke the rules and stole the collar for the infamous arms dealer and war merchant known in most files as Titanus Bullet.

“Stop trying to guess where my mission was,” Jamie chides me. “And they weren’t supremacists. They were a unit of radicalised militants who just wanted to blow things up in peace and maybe spit on the reputation of genuine rebel protestors by pretending to actually stand for something.”

I consider all of that for a long moment. Jamie isn’t being entirely serious, or entirely not serious either.

“But,” I say, smiling placidly, “you are friends, though, right?”

Jamie snorts out a short laugh and nods. “Oh yeah. We were tight, Mountain Boys for life.”

I don’t make the Brokeback Mountain joke. Because I can have standards, sometimes.

It might seem a callous thing to joke about, but Jamie’s had to learn how to displace himself from the beliefs and actions of the people he’s gone undercover with. He needs to be able to form bonds with them, bridge real loyalties. He can’t do that if he’s taking who they are and what they’ve done to heart.

Not all the groups and organisations Jamie has to infiltrate are violent or embody a message that is altogether negative. Some of them are simply people who are frustrated and have joined together with the desire to influence fundamental change in their countries or governments.

But Jamie, and other FISA agents like him, can’t be distracted by that either. They have a job to do, and it’s above their paygrade to decide the who and the why of it all.

I know Jamie struggles with that, maybe even more than he did when he was younger. He says those missions, the ones where the lines blur so much they almost disappear completely, are the worst, the most difficult to come back from. It seems that the more time he spends around people who are fighting for things he, in different circumstances, might agree with, the harder it is to keep his sympathy and compassions muted and separate.

I can understand why that would be the case, and I don’t think I could do the same job Jamie does. It’s enough of a struggle to keep things straight in my head when I don’t have to lie about what side I’m on.

It makes me wonder if part of the reason why Maddox keeps on running back to undercover missions is because he doesn’t know how to live comfortably as himself any more. There has to be a certain point when, after too many undercover jobs, you forget how to be a person in your own right. You lose pieces of yourself to other people and other places and other half-lives.

“He’s going to be all right,” Jamie says, without any lead-in or pretext, therefore confusing me. I don’t understand what he’s talking about until he adds, “Your sidekick. It’s not me who needs to have more faith in you, Rex. I know you think you’re not capable of being there for him. But you’re wrong.”

Jamie doesn’t move closer to me, but it feels like he does, the echoing gulf between us coming together. I stare up at him from where I’m lying flat on the sand, watching as emotions roll over his features in rippling waves. He takes in a shuddering breath and continues, grey eyes storming away. “You’ve always been there for me, and for Caleb. Neither of us would be who we are without you. Wouldn’t have survived it. All of it.” He looks away, out at the ocean beyond, and swallows hard. “Any of it.”

People really need to stop saying these types of things to me. Out in the open. Like I’m just a person who can accept outlandish praise and not feel gutted open by it. A knife slid in and up from navel to neck. A hand reaching in to fist what’s already there, the doubt and the fear, and yank it all out in one swift move.

How is anyone supposed to deal with that happening to them and still have the energy to stem the flow, to not bleed out the rest of it, the things that are supposed to stay locked up inside you, under skin and encased in veins running directly to and from your heart. There’s a system for a reason. To keep you alive.

I feel wrung dry by what Jamie said. Guts twisted. Heart punctured. The works.

Jamie, sensing my need for space, backs off when I abruptly sit up. I bring up one knee to hold it to my chest, curling my arms around it.

I don’t say anything to Jamie for a long time, and he doesn’t push. Both of us are able to stay in the moment, neither myself nor Jamie feeling the need to fill the silence with nonsense words. Jamie said what he said, and I know he meant it. I’m worried that if I open my mouth then I’ll try to defuse the tension by making a joke, and I don’t want to do that. I want to let it mean what it means, and allow the weight of it to sit there, in my chest, for a while.

Jamie sits up too, and I can feel him darting a few shrewd glances at me, but he still doesn’t speak.

Eventually, Sami and Jatin return to us, racing up the beach with the energy of two coked-up gazelles. I don’t understand how Jatin is still so hyped. He looked half-dead not long ago, and it’s not like he’s rested since then. Adrenaline? Maybe. The infinite resource of a twelve-year-old boy’s enthusiasm? Most definitely.

Jatin and Sami drop down into the sand in front of us, Sami declaring himself the winner and Jatin protesting that statement with extreme obstinacy. Jamie and I referee the bickering match between them, our recent tension disintegrating along with the quiet.

Jamie’s phone rings, and he answers it with a clipped “Moon”, as an agent would, so I’m guessing it’s a work thing right off the bat.

I watch Jamie’s expression change, as whatever the person on the phone says chases away the happiness that previously decorated his features. He becomes mostly blank, just a little bit of exasperation leaking through the cracks.

I put a concentrated effort into not listening in on his phone call.

“All right,” Jamie says, his tone curt. “No, you don’t need to call him, he’s with me.” He looks over at Sami, who seems to know exactly what’s going on, because he nods once in clear understanding. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours,” he tells whoever it is on the phone. “Make sure the whole team gets together in War Room fifty-six. I want a full briefing this time.”

“War Room” is a term most agents use to describe the large rooms on FISA base where various teams meet to discuss ongoing investigations and plan mission outlines.

Jamie hangs up the phone and starts getting to his feet. I scramble up with him, as do Sami and Jatin, which is a bit funny. Jamie’s natural air of authority is a strange, but potent, thing.

“Need us to go back in already?” Sami asks, although he seems to know the answer perfectly well.

Jamie tips his head in a yes motion. Sami blows out an irritated breath, probably just as annoyed at being called back in so soon. They were supposed to have a full three weeks off after their last mission.

I feel a burgeoning coil of disappointment, both that Jamie will have to leave now, and that I might not see him again before he leaves for his next mission. And then who knows how long he’ll be gone.

Jamie must catch some of that on my face because he reassures me on at least one score. “I won’t let them ship me off without coming to see you first, okay?”

He really shouldn’t be able to make a promise like that. If FISA tell him to hit the bricks and go, then that’s it. No negotiation possible. But Jamie is Jamie, so I believe that if he told his handler, or even Snow herself, he wasn’t leaving until he said proper goodbyes to me, then I don’t doubt that he would get away with it.

“Yeah, all right, big shot,” I say, playing it loose for my own sake. “You tell Snow to do one, record it, and then everybody will know you were the bravest man who ever lived. And people will be able to say that because you’ll be dead. Because Snow will have iced you to death through sheer stare power alone.”

Jatin is looking between all of us with profuse interest. I’m going to need to end that. Like now.

I nudge Jatin’s shoulder and jerk my chin at Jamie. “Grow some manners, menace. Say thanks.”

Jatin glares daggers up at me, but he turns an actual smile on Jamie. “Thanks for letting me hit you.”

And well. That is something, really, isn’t it.

Jamie holds out his hand to Jatin for a fist bump, and Jatin complies, knocking his fist against Jamie’s.

“No worries,” he tells him sincerely. “You’re good, Jatin. I mean it. Keep it up, okay, and you’ll be kicking my arse all over this beach ten years from now.”

Jatin appears vastly pleased by the compliment bestowed upon him by his new favourite. I might need to tell Damon that we’ve both been knocked down a peg or two with this one.

“I know it,” Jatin says, far too cocky and brash, like always.

Jamie doesn’t seem to find anything wrong in that. He just throws me a wry smile that I can tell means good luck with this one.

Sami says his goodbyes to Jatin by flipping him off with both fingers, with not a single word to accompany it.
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