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Blood Which Burns

Liquid Onyx, Book Five

BL Jones


Prologue

Andy

I was six the first time I broke into my mum’s lab.

Even at that age, I knew I wasn’t allowed in there because it was full of dangerous and fascinating things.

I had to break into the lab at least two dozen times before Mum gave in and simply took me down there with her.

She would sit me up at a table and give me work to do. Just simple things at first, calculating equations and mixing low-risk substances as required.

When I watched my mum move through her lab, I marvelled at her intellect. She knew so much, understood so much of the world that I did not.

It seemed to me she was one of the most brilliant people alive, and I wanted to be exactly like her.

Then there was my dad, a man like a natural disaster, unrelenting and inexplicably dangerous, his unique genius as captivating and destructive to watch as a tornado tearing across continents. His mind was unrivalled, a man destined to change the world.

And he did. With my mum’s help. My parents were the creators of Liquid Onyx, the gods of superheroes, the killers of children.

But, in most ways, Alex Nova was the man who taught me how to swim at our local pool and how to do a cartwheel, who took me out for ice cream when I did well on a test in school. He was the man who tickled me until I cried with laughter and dried my tears away when I got hurt falling off my skateboard. He was the man who told me I could do anything I wanted with my life because I was brave and clever, when all anyone else did was call me pretty.

My dad was my hero, not because of his extraordinary mind or the things he could do with it, but because he was my dad, and I loved him desperately.

When he died, my world crumbled and my heart broke. A piece of my childhood was set ablaze, never to be recovered from the ashes.

From then, it was just Mum and me. Mum became my everything; there was no one else, really. She didn’t want me to have any contact with my dad’s side of the family, and her side didn’t want anything to do with either of us.

Mum tried to make up for it by always being there when I needed her, by being my best friend. She came to all my science competitions and supported my academic dreams with all the attention, energy, and money she could spare. She bought me enough books to sink a ship and took me to museums all over the world, encouraging me to seek knowledge wherever I could find it.

I came out at fifteen and Mum made me a cake with the pansexual flag colours, which we ate together in front of the TV, watching our favourite 80s eighties films, quoting lines from Top Gun and Back to the Future in terrible American accents.

For a very long time, all I had in my life was my mum and my work.

Then there was Dru, who was too easy to love, and through her I met my little brother for the first time. Rex. A boy I’d been thinking about for too many years, imagining what he would be like and all the things we might have in common. Shared DNA doesn’t have to mean much, I know that, but it still felt like a connection I couldn’t pass on the potential of. I was too curious, have always been too curious by nature. Mum used to say that was how she knew I’d grow up to be a scientist like her and Dad.

Now, Mum is dead, and it was Rex who murdered her, and all I could do was scream for him to stop. Useless. Fucking stupid. As if my pleading would mean anything to him at that moment, after what I saw in that factory, what happened to Damon North. After what happened to our uncle Roux.

Thing is, I was right about how it would feel to meet Rex. There was a connection, instant and visceral. I felt it wind around my heart like barbed wire the moment our eyes met across the university lawn. Eyes the exact replica of our dad’s. He looked so much like Alex Nova, my breath had caught in my throat, threatening to choke me up. It had been a long time since I saw our dad’s face, and seeing it reflected back at me, albeit in an undeniably younger and angrier iteration, was bizarre. It’s like there was an edge there in the cut of my brother’s cheekbones, in the sardonic twist to his mouth that I can’t remember our dad ever possessing. Almost too much to deal with. But when he looked at me, I felt something, a tether pulling taut between us, and I’m certain, even now, that Rex felt it, too.

That’s what makes hating him so hard.

“What are you doing?” Dru asks as she sits down next to me at a table in what was my mum’s lab.

It’s been weeks since Mum’s death and Dru hasn’t left my side for more than an hour at a time. I feel shame over how deeply I’m grieving my mum, after what she did to Dru. Every time my eyes catch on the faint scars around Dru’s mouth, I can’t help an internal flinch.

Turns out, my mum was the villain of this story, and you’re not supposed to mourn the villain. You’re not supposed to hate the hero who stopped them. You’re not supposed to cry every night in your girlfriend’s arms over the person responsible for maiming her.

But this isn’t a story, this is my messy, brutal shit stain of a reality.

“Going through Mum’s files.” I nod at the computer screen in front of me.

I’ve spent the last few days reading through my mum’s electronic journal entries. They were password protected, but Dru helped me to hack into them. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to read them at first. Rationally, I knew nothing in them would fix what happened. But the more I dig through my mum’s tangled psyche, the more I understand why she did what she did. There’s not a thing on this earth that would make me agree with her resolve to kill all the Liquid Onyx survivors, but it’s become obvious to me that she genuinely thought it was the only way forward.

In her mind, she was saving the world. More than that, she was fixing what she believes she broke when she and Dad created Liquid Onyx.

Dru scoots closer to me on her stool and reaches over to press her hand to the back of my neck. My blonde hair is up in a messy ponytail, leaving the skin there exposed. She wraps her warm fingers around my neck and squeezes gently. “You’ve been down here for hours, babe.”

Her implication is clear. It’s three in the morning and I should be trying to get some sleep. That would be pointless, though. All I ever do when I fall asleep is have nightmares about that night at the factory. I keep replaying Mum’s death over and over again. I hear myself screaming. I smell fire, overwhelmingly hot and sharp, from the warehouse explosion. I feel the freezing-cold rain soaking into my skin.

I dream of my brother’s face—my dad’s face—as it hardens in response to my begging. I dream of his mouth forming the word, “No”. Uncompromising. Cruel. There was so much anger in him that night, so much pain. It hurt to look at, like staring into the heart of an infant volcano just as it’s erupting for the first time.

I’d rather live with my exhaustion than see any of that again.

“I’m all right.” A standard lie that I don’t even pretend Dru will believe.

“You’re not, though.” Dru exhales tiredly, moving even closer, resting her chin on my shoulder as her thumb rubs soothing circles into my neck. “And that’s okay, Ands. I don’t expect you to be all right after everything. But staying down here all the time, surrounded by your mum’s work, can’t be helping.”

“Not sure anything would help,” I murmur, but lean into Dru, steadied by her presence. I truly think that if it weren’t for her, I’d have lost my shit and given in to the urge to do something terrible and reckless, like confront Rex. What a bloody, traumatising mess he and I have got ourselves into. Sometimes, when that clawing, furious hatred roils through me at the thought of him, I contemplate the idea that I might never be able to talk to him again, which feels like a loss all its own.

Dru doesn’t contradict me, pressing a light kiss to my bare shoulder instead, soft lips a sort of balm to the blend of dread and bitterness swirling around inside me on a near constant basis. Both of us are in our pyjamas, chequered bottoms and vests, a hers and hers matching set some of our friends got us for a joke at Christmas, having been asleep before I gave up and came down to the lab.

She turns her head and squints at the screen, reading out loud from one of my mum’s journal entries. “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.” Dru shakes her head, expression deeply disturbed. “Jesus Christ.”

Neither of us speaks for a while, the gut-punch of those statements too much to absorb all at once.

I keep forgetting that Dru has a personal connection to all this. She was friends with Rex and Damon, and she’s mentioned working closely with the scientist, Rohan Sathe. She said it was Jamie Moon, the older brother of another Liquid Onyx survivor, who saved her from being imprisoned by OI, convincing the director to hire her to work for them instead.

She knows these people. Cares about them. They aren’t just faraway tragedies to her. When they die, she will be affected by it in a very real way.

“It was me, you know,” I say, voice too loud in the eerie quiet of the lab.

Dru pulls back to frown at me apprehensively, no doubt reading something in my tone she doesn’t like. “What was you?”

Sighing wetly, I raise a hand to rub at my tired eyes. “She got the idea to use a blood ritual to kill the Liquid Onyx survivors from something I said. She wrote about it in here.” I nod my head at the computer. “I had no idea at the time, but she made it sound like we were discussing a project from work.”

When I first read that entry, it took me a moment of searching through my memories to pick out that day. The two of us sitting on my sofa with cups of tea, talking about how she was struggling with a problem, and me, being so eager to help her. It makes me feel physically sick to think I was even peripherally responsible for the suicide of Damon North. I’ve thought about him non-stop since that night. He was younger than me, not even twenty-two. Far too young to die.

Bursting into that room to find Damon’s lifeless body crumpled on the dirty factory floor, and Rex chained to the wall staring with horrible, dead eyes at his equally dead boyfriend, isn’t something I’ll be able to scrub from my memory any time soon.

But, as my mum’s journal entries suggest, all the Liquid Onyx survivors will die young.

Dru affords me the respect of not trying to convince me it wasn’t my fault that my mum used what I said to hurt people. She squeezes my neck again instead, offering comfort rather than reassurance.

“I found something else as well,” I tell Dru, shifting away from her and getting off my stool. I move towards the pair of large lab fridges, where Mum stored chemicals that needed to be kept at a certain temperature.

Dru slips off her own stool and follows me. I open one of the fridges, a gust of coldness causing goosebumps to rise along my arms, and gesture at what I discovered when I was going through the lab earlier. Dru moves to my side and bends slightly to see where I’m indicating.

Sitting on the second shelf is a small, black safe.

“What’s in it?” Dru asks, brows pulled together.

Shrugging, I move closer, going down on one knee so I’m at eye-level with the safe. “I don’t know yet, I got distracted by Mum’s journal, but she mentioned the safe in one of her entries. She didn’t say what was in it, only alluded to its importance.”

“To one of her Obsidian Inc projects?” Dru goes down on her knees beside me, her own curiosity piqued.

I brush a long strand of hair behind one ear, a nervous habit. “I think it’s something to do with Liquid Onyx.”

Dru’s eyes widen slightly, and she leans forward, peering at the safe with more acute interest. “Did your mum mention the passcode to get into it?”

Rather than answering, I reach out and punch in the code Mum buried within her journal entries. It took me a while to figure out the pattern, but once the first few numbers revealed themselves, figuring out the rest was easy. I recognise the date she used.

It was the day my dad died.

Once I’ve put in the code, there’s a soft couple of beeps and the little door pops open. Sitting at the very back of the safe, hidden partially from view by shadow, is a vial full of some dark chemical. I exchange a quick look of apprehension with Dru before reaching inside to take out the vial. I bring it up into the light so we’ll both be able to see what it is.

Dru lets out a short gasp, but I’m unable to tear my eyes away from the vial to see what her expression is doing.

The chemical inside the vial is a pure black, like ink or oil.

“Holy shit, Ands!” Dru exclaims, disbelief thick in her voice.

A faded label is plastered on the vial, with two words printed on it.

In hushed awe, I read, “Liquid Onyx.”


Chapter One

Rage, Rage Against

Three months later

 

I’m starting to regret the decision to let Rohan choose which car to take from the lot tonight. His tastes usually lean towards eclectic, but rocking up to an Obsidian Inc facility in a Rolls Royce Phantom is pushing it a little far. They’re going to think we’re mocking them, which would be fine if we actually were mocking them, but we aren’t. Rohan is just a gothic princess with no sense of ego regulation or base-level shame.

At least the car is armoured and has bulletproof windows. If something goes wrong again and we end up with a host of OI goons chasing after us, we’ll have more protection than last time. We barely made it out alive in that stolen panel van. Bloody thing had more bullet holes in it than a First World War helmet thrown dramatically into no man’s land.

I turn to Rohan, who sits in the driver’s seat, dressed all in black, his hood up and mask on. I’m similarly decked out in my new Wrath suit and mask.

Rohan finished working on it a month ago and presented the modified suit to me just before we were due to set out on one of our missions, in much the same fashion as he gave me the first suit.

I didn’t ask Rohan for an upgrade, but he said he’d been working on it before…well…before. And he didn’t see the point in wasting the work he’d already put into it.

Apart from the increased dexterity and strength of the material used to create the outfit, he made some changes to the general appearance of it as well. My new suit is still mostly white, but the symbol on the chest has switched from daggers to the depiction of a blue and black supernova.

Rohan also added a hood feature to the suit, with what he calls his “shadow-shield” technology built into it. The shield can only be activated or deactivated by my voice, and once pulled up it creates a shadow effect over my face, making it look like there’s nothing inside the hood but pure darkness, as if you’re staring into the depths of a cave.

I probably don’t need to wear my domino at all any more. But I still do. Tradition and all that.

Rohan doesn’t react to my looking at him. He rarely does lately.

It took us a while to get into a good rhythm working together. We were both too used to either working alone or operating under circumstances requiring a different form of vigilance.

Over the last three months, we’ve learned to share the responsibility of paying attention to our surroundings. It seems a basic thing, but making sure one of us is always taking account of what’s going on around us, while still focusing on each other enough to notice problems or communicate effectively, is vital, especially for the work we’ve been doing.

“How sure are you that the intel we need is being kept in this facility?” I murmur without inflection, making it sound more casual a question than it is.

Rohan can get a bit testy when I doubt his mysteriously gathered intelligence. I’m sure he’s getting it from FISA. After every mission, he speaks to someone through his comm unit and relays information about the results of our endeavour, for good or bad.

I don’t know who it is he talks to. Rohan calls the person our handler, despite the fact I quit FISA three months ago. The person who Rohan reports to must know I’m involved, though, because Rohan includes me in his mission reports.

When I left FISA and Rohan offered to let me stay in his flat until I got myself sorted, it was only supposed to be temporary, but after we started going on these missions, my leaving date became a question mark.

Living together makes it easier to share any information we’ve gathered and plan strategic raids on Obsidian Inc labs.

At least, that’s what I tell myself. In truth, I don’t know where I would go if I left Rohan’s flat.

I can’t go home to Colbie yet. I’m nowhere near ready to face it, all the people and the questions and the torrent of well-meaning sympathy. I just can’t deal with it, not even after three months of dwelling and grieving.

If grieving is what I’ve been doing. The general tone of the conversations I’ve had with Green over the phone would suggest I’ve been doing nothing of the sort. She keeps indicating I should either come to the agency or go home for a while. She wants me to rest, to stop going out as Wrath, to stop going out on missions entirely.

I’m honestly charmed, more than angry, that she thinks I have the kind of restraint it would take to set aside my Wrath persona for longer than a handful of hours.

These days, I spend more time in the suit than out of it.

I think I’m beginning to worry Green. But that’s all right. She’ll learn. I stopped worrying about myself months ago. Hopefully she’ll find the same damning freedom in it as I did, although perhaps not as destructively. A supervillain Green would likely be a horrifying thing to contend with. I’d stand no chance, I don’t think. She knows me too well at this point. Could be the most dangerous thing in the world; a psychiatrist gone rogue.

Rohan answers my question with an infuriating shrug, and an even more infuriating verbal response. “As sure as I was all the other times.”

I puff air out through my nose, containing a sigh by the grip of my fingernails. He’s like this, Rohan. He’s so ridiculously nonchalant during our missions. No matter what happens during them, and sure as shit some panic-worthy stuff has gone down, he just shrugs his way through it like we’re living in a video game and we’ll both come back to life if someone shoots at our car with a grenade launcher.

The only reason I let Rohan drive is because otherwise he’d just be there hanging out of the window, laughing manically and spraying the OI vehicles chasing us with bullets from the multiple machine guns he seems to have stored in every one of his cars. I swear he only has a hanger full of cars because he needed somewhere to circumspectly store all the various and seemingly unending number of weapons he owns.

Dr Sathe, the somewhat shy man I met six months ago, has officially dropped the act and raised the curtain. I can now see him for the out and out lunatic he truly is. Trust me, you’ve never seen a man take as much pleasure in carnage as Rohan.

It makes me wonder if maybe that’s why he likes me so much, since I’m currently the human equivalent of a forest on fire. I thought I was before. Before the factory. But these past few months have taught me otherwise. I didn’t even know what that much heat and smoke felt like until I got up the nerve to press my face into the flames and take a deep breath.

My lungs are swollen lumps of flesh. They feel it, too. I haven’t taken an easy inhale since the night at the factory. I’m starting to believe I might not get to exhale without choking ever again. I think one day my oxygen will just be cut entirely and I’ll go into respiratory failure in the middle of an op. Or maybe in the fucking shower, which is where I’ve designated my formal crying area. I don’t do that shit anywhere else. Cliché of me, yes, but some things are overdone for a reason.

It won’t be at night, in bed. That won’t be where it happens. Because I don’t use the bed in Rohan’s guest room. Because I don’t sleep. I think my brain has forgotten how to sleep. I wasn’t aware you could forget things like that. I thought sleeping was like blinking or breathing, possible to control but mostly automatic. It’s your body doing what it needs to do to keep working as it should.

Turns out, though, if you’ve managed to piss off your mind enough with your constant fucking trauma and lack of respect for your mental health, it will enact vengeance. It will give you nightmares conjured from the very worst shadows living inside your head. It will offer no respite from the memories you so readily downloaded, playing them out on a screen at full volume and picture clarity.

“Yes. Exactly,” I drawl to Rohan, discarding my pretence of indifference. “All the other facilities we’ve been to didn’t have the file we were after, did they?”

Rohan doesn’t react to the irritation in my voice. He just sits there, looking out of the window at the Obsidian Inc facility we’ll be infiltrating tonight, completely unbothered by me or my very valid concerns.

What makes it more annoying is the fact that before a mission, when we’re hammering out our strategy of attack over the dining room table, he’s a manic pop rock of a person. He dashes around, jittering and vibrating like a faulty electric toothbrush, snapping at me when I ruin his file system by touching his computer, and practically pulling his hair out over every tiny detail of our plan.

Also yes, Rohan has a dining room table in his insanely massive flat. We’ll get into all that nonsense later. Suffice to say, though, Rohan has been keeping more than just his status as a Liquid Onyx survivor close to the vest.

I make a sound in my throat, voicing my frustration without words.

Rohan keeps his own voice unaffected, if slightly withering, when he finally replies, “Fine, fussy. I’m marginally surer about this one.”

He’s a pain in my arse, I swear. It’s like trying to work with a tween who has a superiority complex. Meaning any tween alive. Although that might be a bit unfair to Jatin. I think I’d genuinely prefer to be out on this op with him right now. He’s mouthy, yeah, but at least he’ll give me the satisfaction of sparring with me over any disagreements. Quite happily, I’d imagine.

Jatin won’t be a tween for much longer, though. He’s turning thirteen soon. I’ll need to do something for his birthday. Maybe pull the trigger on the taser gloves I had Rohan make for him. I’m not sure Rani would approve. Actually, nah, that’s a lie, I know for a fact she wouldn’t approve. But the kid has earned something for his months of steadfast good behaviour and dedication to his training.

We’re still doing that, the training. There was a gap in there at one point, right after…everything. But Jatin had more dedication than I gave him credit for. Both for the training and being my saving grace.

In the end, it was an easy decision to make, giving in to him a second time.

I might have let nearly every other person in my life down, including myself, but I refuse to do that to Jatin again. He’s a kid, a special one to boot. Maybe a little bit damaged, like I was. Like…him. Damon.

But you don’t let kids like Jatin down. That kind of shit sticks to them like wool on Velcro. They can’t shake it off like kids with two parents and a soft life would be able to. It’s partly my responsibility now to make sure Jatin gets to adulthood with minimal wear. To give him skin thick enough to take a punch, not a bullet.

“I am so very reassured by your not at all obvious lie regarding the likely success of our forthcoming operation,” I throw back at Rohan with enough sardonic undertone to scathe, if he had a less honed sense of dignity than he does.

“How dare you,” Rohan drawls, the lackadaisical fuck. “My lies are never obvious. That, before, was sarcasm. Not the same thing.”

I suppress another sound of exasperation. He’s been especially cagey the last few ops. He hasn’t even told me what intel we’re supposed to be going after, just that it’s information OI should not be in possession of for the sake of all Liquid Onyx survivors. I could guess at what it might be, but it doesn’t really matter until we’ve got the data file in hand.

I’m not the kind of person who needs high stakes to take a mission seriously. I rescued a snail from being crushed on the wet path yesterday. Unlike Rohan, my sense of dignity is non-existent. I quit my job, therefore I have no paygrade.

“I’d just like to know the excessive amount of property damage and murder I’m going to commit tonight will be for a higher purpose than my own sense of flawed justice,” I tell Rohan, only partially joking.

I’ve spent the last three months bombing OI facilities all over Europe. With my power, I mean, not literal bombs. But the end result is the same, so I suppose it doesn’t really make a lot of difference. It’s just there, in the fine print. In case anyone wants to make a case out of it someday, which they very well might.

I have killed a fuck load of people. Obsidian Inc agents. People who made their choice, as I did. I don’t feel bad about it any more.

Maybe it’s because all my guilt reserves are being used up on other things. Like how Damon slit his throat open for me. Or how Roux took a knife to the chest for me. Or how my father is still killing people over fifteen years after his death.

That was also for me, apparently. I have yet to figure out why. Mostly because I haven’t asked. Maddox might know what Mia meant, or Snow. But I haven’t asked them. I haven’t spoken to either of them since the night Roux and Damon died.

I can’t even think about Mia without also remembering my sister and how much she must hate me. I haven’t seen or heard from her since the night at the factory. It seems just a matter of time before she comes back into my life and either forgives or condemns me for my actions. I killed her mum, and I can’t pretend it was justified when justice was the last thing I was thinking about when I did it. That was all heat of the moment fury. A revenge killing in the extreme.

It’s as if I’m waiting for her. My sister, Andy, I mean. It’ll either be her or Liquid Onyx. Both of those threats feel like a conclusion, an ending waiting to happen.

Dru is missing, too. She was there, that night, I was told later by Rohan, and she convinced Andy to leave with her before the FISA agents could get themselves together enough to arrest anyone.

Nobody knows where either of them is. Dru must have put her well-known disappearing skills into practice.

The optimistic view would dictate that Dru is just helping Andy to grieve for her mum, somewhere off the grid where they won’t be disturbed by OI or FISA. That they’ll come back one day, or maybe not at all. I like to imagine my sister and Dru starting new lives, away from all the agency and superhuman bullshit. I don’t believe either of them knew about Mia’s plans, which means they were as innocent in all this as Damon was. They deserve some peace, if that’s possible.

As for using my power to blow up OI labs and bases of operation, Rohan says it’s also far cheaper, so there’s that as well.

“Why?” Rohan asks, faux quizzically. Openly mocking me now. “Have you started a programme? Are there steps you’re supposed to be following? If I’m going to be getting a letter from you, just know, I expect cotton paper and professional level calligraphy. Don’t write your apologies on a piece of toilet paper with an eyeliner pencil. I have standards, Rex.”

“Cotton paper?” I raise both my eyebrows at him, despite the fact he can’t see it with my hood up and my shield switched on.

Rohan gives a concise nod.

“Yes, the kind you use for wedding invitations.”

I have to press my lips together so I won’t laugh. He’s using his posh voice again. I’m almost certain he only uses it to amuse me, not because it’s natural.

“Is that a rich person thing?” I ask wryly.

“What? Twelve-step programmes or wedding invitations? In either case, no.” Rohan shakes his head a little. “I’ve heard you lowly peasants have addictions and occasionally marry each other sometimes.”

“Ah, yes,” I intone sarcastically, “we gather around our bin-fires and sing our peasant songs about either being poor, or maybe, one day, not being poor.”

“Sounds perfectly marvellous,” Rohan says in that same exaggerated posh knob voice. “I’ll make sure to wave at you from my golden carriage next time I ride by to observe the rabble and remind myself why I was born your better.”

I give a quiet snort.

“More like to remind yourself not to blow your money on insane rubbish like the life-size Doctor Who-themed chess set you keep taking in and out of your Amazon cart.”

“Also that, yes.”

“You don’t even play chess,” I say, mildly incredulous, but also just a little bit fond.

My original assessment of Rohan as an unrepentant Strange Person was absolutely on point. My other instinct—that he had real potential to become a proper mate—was similarly correct.

“Of course not.” He’s aghast at the mere suggestion that he would entertain engaging in such an activity. “In my house the chess sets were only ever decorative. Like the piano we had that no one ever played or the bookshelves filled with books no one ever read.”

I’m never quite sure what to do when Rohan brings up his childhood. I understand completely, now, why he wouldn’t want to discuss it. But there are times when he mentions things from his past, before he came to FISA, and I’m almost certain he’s trying to gauge my reaction to what he tells me. It feels very much like I’m being tested. For what, I’m still not entirely clear on.

Perhaps Rohan wants to see if I’ll judge him for his upbringing or try to fix the numerous issues it carved into him. If I’m right about the reason for it, I hope Rohan will eventually see I have no intention of trying to mend what’s broken in him. I’m barely capable of holding the shredded pieces of my own mental stability intact. That shit is more duct tape and gum at this point than it is anything else. Can’t depend on it to keep me steady like I used to.

It took a while for me to figure out Rohan was testing me with his out of nowhere reveals. I was confused, and honestly a bit pissed, when I figured out what he was doing for the first time. But then, the more I ruminated over it, the easier it was to see how someone like Rohan would have been taught, probably from birth, to conceal the damage done to his internal circuitry.

You grow up in a cold place, filled with sharp edges to cut yourself on, a place where you’re constantly getting backed into darker and darker corners, and you probably learn how to create shadows in whatever amount of light you get shining in through the cracks.

I can’t blame Rohan for how he’s trained himself to protect all his soft parts. At one time in his life, it was probably necessary for survival. Might still be, with other people. People with ice running through their veins and hearts chilled for later use.

Far be it from me to rebuke someone for scratching at old wounds until they bleed and bleed and bleed. I’ve got so many of my own, wounds and scars both, that the only way to conceal them from the people I care about is to wrap myself in shadows and remove myself from their line of sight.

Since coming to understand Rohan’s odd dance of now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t, I’ve worked out the best reaction to any admission, big or small, is not reacting to it in any significant way at all. If I call attention to what he’s said, he often comes at me with an acid whip of scorn in unspoken punishment. Jokes sometimes work, but not always. Only if he’s in the right mood. Right before a mission, when Rohan is on the brink of donning his apathy like someone else might armour, is a bad time to poke the razor blade bunny that is Rohan and his neuroses.

I’m determined not to let Rohan off the hook. “Also, why am I apologising to you with toilet paper?”

“You aren’t,” Rohan replies disdainfully. “You’re doing it with wedding paper and artisan penmanship.”

“I mean, why am I apologising to you at all?”

At this, Rohan does look at me. I still can’t see his face, but somehow, I’m able to tell he’s glaring at me. His displeased tone of voice suggests I am not wrong about the glare.

“You’re apologising to me because I’m the one who’s had to deal with your entire family constantly badgering me for Rexley updates ever since I made the colossal mistake of letting them know we were in contact. Every bloody day a group of them will stampede into my lab and bother me, asking stupid questions like if you’re still alive and when I think you’ll be ready to talk to them and could I maybe suggest you should call Lady Mars before she gets desperate and starts putting some real effort into training Maddie, your bloody duck, to carry messages like a giant, incompetent pigeon.”

I ignore all of that in favour of a less emotionally charged topic.

“I don’t think they do a twelve-step programme for murder anyway.”

Because that is my life now. Where murder addiction is less charged a topic than the reasons why I’m not talking to my own family.

“Shame,” Rohan laments. “Guess you’re just going have to live with it, then.”

I keep prodding. “Be real, did you even know murder was considered a super bad thing by general society until you joined FISA?”

“Nah. In my house the only edict was, succeed. The ‘by any means necessary’ was never said, but…” He shrugs.

“It was implied?” I guess.

“Heavily.” He pauses. Then adds, an unmistakable wince in his voice, “Painfully.”

With what I now know about Rohan’s parentage, it isn’t difficult to imagine the kind of upbringing he likely suffered through. No matter how much he downplays it, growing up as he did, with the father he had, I’m impressed on a daily basis that Rohan is here at all. Let alone still thinks the world worth risking his life for.

Or maybe I’m wrong about what I’m capable of understanding. I really can’t imagine what it was like for Rohan, how truly awful and frightening it was to have no one he could trust to care about him as they should.

My own childhood was messy and non-traditional in the extreme. But it was mostly good, and I was never short on people who cared whether I was safe and happy. For all that I lost, I can’t discount what was given to me by Lady Mars and The Parents.

They tried. They tried to fill the holes shot into my future, to patch over the grooves clawed into my mind by memories of lifelong horrors, which is more than most people like me get.

When I look at Rohan, sometimes, I think he is what a lonely child eventually becomes when no one intervenes on their behalf. He reminds me of Damon so much in those moments, I can barely stand to be near him. It’s a painful thing, to see those marks raked across another person’s skin with such clarity.

Rohan and Damon did not grow up wandering through the same thatch of spindly trees, scratched by the same sharp branches, but they were in the same wood, and both were equally as alone as they scrounged their way through the dirt and darkness surrounding them.

I wasn’t equipped to help Damon then, not as much as I thought I was, and I’m even less equipped to help Rohan now. But I still want to. I want to slice up whatever part of me is left which could be of use and offer it up for Rohan to take or leave as he chooses.

Neither of them asked for my hack-job attempts at kindness, I know, and maybe I have no right to try to offer anything to anyone when I’ve failed so badly before. With Lewis and Julia. With Damon. I tried, and I fucked it up. I really fucked it, didn’t I?

I’ll do it again, though. The trying part, I mean. I’ll keep making this mistake until I die, which, to be fair, might not be too long in coming.

Poison in my veins, remember. Bubbling under my skin, it is. A ticking time bomb. A clock running down to zero, fast.

I might not make it to twenty-five. None of us is supposed to make it to twenty-six. At the rate I’ve been going, there’s a chance I won’t see my twenty-first birthday. I’ve taken too many bullets lately, taken too many hits in general of both the physical and the mental variety. I’ve thrown myself into the pit and I’m not even trying to drag myself out.

If I don’t get a fucking grip, I’m gonna die before Liquid Onyx has a chance to dig its hooks in any deeper.

Problem is, I’m really struggling to feel like that matters any more, which, trust me, is more nauseating for me to think than it is for you to hear. I want to be better than that. Stronger. Nihilism isn’t something I’ve ever particularly aspired to. But I can’t force myself to care as much as I know I should.

It’s one thing to stop being afraid of dying, and it’s another to stop being afraid of the pain that goes hand in hand with living. I’ve reached the stage where I’m not scared of either, which is how I know I’m well and truly fucked.

Fear is a survival instinct. I need it back, as strange as that might sound. Fear gives the world colour. I can’t live with all this grey, it’s driving me mental, making me do shit just so I won’t have to think about anything other than immediate concerns, like a bullet to the head or a stranger’s hands tightening around my throat.

I’m officially one of those arsehole adrenaline junkies who take risks just to “feel something”. Yeah, I know. It’s awful. You can feel free to hate it. I hate it. Want to punch myself in the face for being this person, someone who Damon and Roux would both be so bloody disappointed in.

With my limited willpower, I push my own darker thoughts aside. They’ll still be there later. We’ll have more fun with them after this op is done, and people aren’t shooting at me any longer. We can look forward to that together.

I hope we don’t get into another car chase tonight. OI agents drive like drunk grandads zigzagging across golf courses in those little cart things. No respect for road safety, those lawless fucks.

Since Rohan brought up his father more overtly than he usually does, I think maybe it’s okay this time to directly address the issue.

“You know where your dad is?”

All Rohan gives me a simple, crisp, “No.”

Here’s where I make the offer. For Damon, it was giving him a family who gave a shit about him. For Rohan, it’s this.

“If you ever do know, tell me.”

I know Rohan is frowning at me, even though I can’t see the pinched expression on his face.

“Why?”

I would give him a beatific smile if my own face wasn’t covered in shadow. He’d appreciate that. Rohan always does.

“So I can rip his throat out for you. What’s the point in having a killer for a partner if you don’t let him murder your bastard of a father for you? It’s like dental. Make the most of your benefits.”

There’s a short beat of silence, then, where Rohan just looks at me. I feel his eyes pinned onto me like darts in a board.

“Careful, there, Rex,” he warns, a good dose of humour in his voice. “Keep talking like that and…well…I might fall in love with you or somethin’.”

Since there’s about zero percent chance of that happening, I can only laugh.

“Like hell. You deserve better than even the man you think I am, let alone the one I actually am.”

Rohan snorts in apparent disagreement. “You’re dead wrong about that. Know who else would think so? Jamie. You should really call him when we get home. That boy is sick with missing you. It’s embarrassing. Him and Caleb. They’re both moody tossers all the time and people are getting fed up with it. Seriously. Return to the fold and save them from getting banished or mutinied. Or fed to bears. I don’t know. The masses are thinking and that never ends well.”

“No.” I shut him down hard. “I’m not ready.”

I want to be ready. I wish I felt even two percent less like I’m coming apart at the seams than I did three months ago. But I don’t, so I can’t go back. It’s selfish of me to keep my family at arms’ length when they all lost Roux as well, not to mention the news they’ve undoubtably been told about the life expectancy for Liquid Onyx survivors.

If I was a better person, I would be able to get over myself, force the bad shit aside, the guilt and the grey, and focus on helping my family deal with what’s happened.

But I’m struggling to keep my head above water, and until I can find a way of setting my mind back on an even keel, I’d be nothing to my family except another weight dragging them under.

They wouldn’t see it like that, I know. They would want me home, with them, no matter how badly I was acting. For that reason, it’s my responsibility to protect them from their own kindness.

I will go back. Soon. I will.

Just not yet.

Rohan doesn’t sound impressed with my response, but he doesn’t try to push me on it either.

“You’re thick in the head is what you are,” he grumbles. “But, fine. I’m not your keeper, do what you like.”

Catching onto Rohan’s opening like the lifeline it is, I resettle myself in my seat, preparing to get this op underway before we get sighted by OI for lingering too long outside their facility. OI send out regular patrols as a matter of course, and they’re likely to pick up on any car that stays too long in one place close by.

We’re parked a good distance away, but the facility is set up outside the city of Bristol, sectioned off from the road. It’s not quite in the countryside, although the surroundings are more rural in appearance. There aren’t any buildings near the facility, just empty fields.

The facility itself is rather large and modern, all silver metal and brightly lit from within, illuminating the otherwise pitch-black area. Most of the windows are around the front of the building, likely because all the interesting things are happening further back inside the facility.

There isn’t a car park we can see, which means they probably have an underground parking area only OI employees have access to.

Clearing my throat, I go to instigate a more dynamic course of action than just sitting around bleating at each other all night.

“I bloody will. Now shut it ’bout feelings and let’s get on with it. I’m not fucking dressed like this just for your personal aesthetic enjoyment. We have actual shit to do.”

Rohan does his usual thing of pretending he had no intention of getting my ire up by talking about my family. He likes to do that. Poke at my soft spots and quickly back off to hide in a bush before I can take a swipe at him for it. I can’t decide if it’s another way of testing me, like he’s trying to make sure he still knows where I’m vulnerable, or if he’s having flashbacks to being at boarding school with a load of future vipers in striped ties.

“Ah, pushed a button, did I? Okay, then. We’re going. Please try to contain your excitement, or any other erroneous emotions you may be feeling at this time.”

In an effort not to flick him directly in the eye, I turn my head away from Rohan and look out of the windshield at tonight’s target. It’s not as big a facility as some of the others we’ve hit, but I’ve found sometimes the smaller OI bases are the ones with better security.

We don’t have as much information on this facility as I would like.

Rohan and I have staked it out for the better part of the early evening. It’s a risk to do too much on-site recon with OI facilities because of how camera-heavy they tend to be.

Other times, we’ve had a basic layout of the facility or lab, so at least we’d have a general idea of where things are going to be and where we need to go. This op, however, we’ll be going in mostly blind. With no clue of the layout of the building’s interior, we were not able to plan as much as we usually would. We’ll be working on the fly in a way I’d much prefer to leave for patrolling only, where I’m mostly dealing with two-bit criminals who put about the same amount of planning in as I did, meaning the bare minimum.

To make up for this, Rohan is going to be taking up his role as “man in a van” rather than coming into the facility with me.

For a limited amount of time, Rohan will be able to hack into the camera security system inside the facility and guide me through it manually.

As if prompted by my thoughts, Rohan reaches into the back seat and grabs his laptop. He pulls it onto his lap and opens the lid. On the screen, once he’s banished the generic snowy mountains screen saver, is a whole load of symbols and numbers on a black background, all of which mean less than nothing to me.

Rohan begins tapping away at the keyboard, creating a series of codes and complicated formulas that will allow him to get into the OI security system undetected. Or at least he’ll be temporarily undetected. It’s unlikely I’ll have long to get into the facility and find what we need before every alarm system starts blaring. Rohan will give me as much time as he can, and whatever that is will have to be enough.

“They’re getting wise,” Rohan mutters, more to himself than to me. He’s still furiously punching buttons on the keyboard. He directs the next part to me, a slight apology in his voice, “You’re going to have around half an hour, maybe.”

Yeah, about what I thought. I was prepared for a limited window, but that doesn’t make me feel any more reassured about my likelihood of success.

I don’t respond, mostly because there’s nothing I can say. This needs to be done, so I’ll do it, and if everything goes to shit, then I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

“Remember,” Rohan tells me rigidly, “you’re looking for the file called ‘CTRL.’. It’ll be saved with all their most recent projects.”

“Got it,” I say, putting my hand on the doorhandle and pushing down.

Rohan doesn’t respond as I climb out of the car and slam the door shut behind me. I take off towards the facility with hastened steps, all too aware of my limited time.

Once I’m closer to the facility than I am to our car, I press two fingers to the earpiece that will allow me to communicate with Rohan.

“You hear me, T-6?” I check.

Rohan’s voice comes through the earpiece loud and clear, if a little annoyed. “We’re all good, Wrath.”

He hates his call sign, which is too bad because it amuses the hell out of me. It was his fault for saying I could choose the name we use over comms. Why he thought I wouldn’t choose something he’d hate is beyond me. Further proof Rohan hasn’t had a lot of mates before, I guess. Either that, or it’s proof some people are nice to their friends on a day-to-day basis and my lot are just unusually mean, which could very well be the case.

Rohan’s voice comes through again. “No guards at the agreed entrance point.”

Since time is more of the essence than stealth for this op, I don’t bother breaking in through either a window or the roof like I would on other missions. Instead, I go round the back and enter through an emergency exit on the ground floor.

As promised, there are no guards, and Rohan uses his control over the building to keep the cameras off me and open the emergency door so I won’t have to kick it in. The noise I’d make doing that would doubtless draw unwanted attention to my current position.

Once inside the building, I head up the three flights of stairs to where Rohan tells me over comms the master computer system is located.

I don’t meet anyone on the staircase, but Rohan does stop me from entering the third-floor hallway before I can open the door.

“Hold it,” he warns. “There are three guards.”

I wait for Rohan to tell me they’ve rounded a corner and that it’s safe for me to continue.

At least half a full minute goes by before Rohan gives me the go-ahead to press on.

I silently push open the door from the stairwell and sweep into the third-floor corridor. Rohan directs me from there to the correct room. There’s a pad on the wall next to the door, indicating the need for a card to gain access to the room.

Rohan bypasses security for me again and the door clicks open a few seconds later.

I enter the room, which is empty of human beings, but packed full of technology. There are what appear to be walls of machines with multiple wires sticking out of them and lots of coloured lights flashing all over the place.

This is where the facility’s hard drive is stored. All the data files from the separate departments will be collated here.

At the front of the room is a large computer, where I’ll be able to access all the files saved on the main database.

I sit down on the little spinny chair in front of the computer and take out the USB stick Rohan gave me to download the file onto.

Under Rohan’s direction, I dig into the files, searching for the one he’s asked for. It takes me a while, since there are lot of bloody subfolders to check through, but eventually I find the datafile called “CTRL”.

There’s another fraught period of time where I download the information to the USB stick, wary of how exposed I am in this room. I don’t mind having to fight my way out, but I’d rather not have a load of gun-toting OI troopers trying to shoot my head off if there’s an option to avoid it.

I’m working on a nearly empty tank of energy right now, so if I can get away with easy, I’ll take it and run.

I close my eyes for a moment when the bright lights of the data systems start to make my eyes feel funny. A small headache even begins to prick at my left temple.

That will be the lack of sleep just as much as it’s all the blinking lights confusing my brain.

When I do manage to work myself hard enough to pass out for an hour or so, my dreams only come in shades of fear and fire.

Before, it felt like my mind was a glass orb with a mess of cracks, a spray of fractures marring the transparency.

But on the night Damon took a knife to his throat and Roux had one lodged in his chest, something inside my head gave way. The orb splintered from the centre outwards. I heard the spiderweb of fissures take form and spread through the glass.

Afterwards, when all the blood was shed and the fire still raged, my mind had become a far more fragile thing.

It was still whole, though, which was a shock to realise.

I thought I would shatter, shards of bottomless fury and profound grief cutting into me from the inside of my skull, jagged pieces scraping against flesh and bone.

No. Instead, it cracked. I cracked up all the way. I cracked and cracked, but I did not shatter.

Some part of me, separate from all the other parts, feels guilt for that. Losing Damon and Roux as I did should have finished me. I can’t help believing they deserved it, for their deaths, the way they died, to have a larger impact on me, if not the world.

I survived the loss, barely, holding on with burnt fingertips and the human instinct to never give in. It’s a lot more difficult to surrender entirely than we think. Even if we have to crawl and beg and break ourselves in half just hold on to the ability to feel all that pain, we do. We crawl. We beg. We break and break and…

Well. It’s a real shitshow. Every breath and splinter of the experience. Death is hard, but life is always harder. That shit just keeps on happening. Keeps on fucking going, no matter how radioactive the world around you becomes, no matter how much of a genuine danger you become to it in return.

I’m beyond relieved when I open my eyes and see the file has completed its download.

I grab the USB stick, put it back in the pouch I have on my belt, and head to the door.

“Ready to go,” I say to Rohan.

His response comes almost immediately. “Sorry, Wrath. You’ve got trouble. Five guards are coming your way and they’re checking rooms.”

Fuck.

“How close?” I ask with hushed urgency.

Rohan sounds apologetic again when he answers, “Right on top of you. Move now!”

Well, if that’s the case…

I decide subtlety is for cowards, we die like men, and I crash through the door into the hallway with bombastic enthusiasm, hoping for the element of surprise to go in my favour. It’s certainly been a friend to me before.

Much to my satisfaction, the guards do show a great deal of surprise. They must have been checking the rooms as part of a routine exercise, not because they were thinking they’d find something worth getting worked up over.

I am most definitely something to get worked up over.

Rohan was right, the guards were close, at the end of the hallway, just about to come trampling down towards the room I was in.

Three of the guards are fast, quick to get over the immediate surprise of my sudden existence, threatening to fuck up their shift. They have their guns out of their holsters in record time, aiming them at me and firing with prejudice.

I turn my face away so they won’t hit anything other than my very bulletproof suit. The hits come, sudden pressure knocking me back. Two bullets to my chest, another to my stomach, the last barely scratching along my left bicep.

In the next second, I’m able to move quickly to the side and avoid more bullets, flickering a look at the guns and detonating them like small bombs with my mind.

I’ve got used to my power these months, in a way I never wanted to, but always suspected I was capable of.

The two other guards are still working on getting their guns out when their co-worker’s weapons explode in their hands.

Cries of pain and shock ring out through the hallway, both from the guards who have just had their hands blown up along with their guns, and the others who witnessed it.

The three guards who shot at me are now all crumpled to the carpeted floor, blood spurting from the mangled remains of their hands. They look like bloodied stumps to me, all frayed skin and exposed bone.

You might expect them to be screaming, but shock can do powerful things to a person’s mind. None of them is making any noises louder than fearful gasps and pain-filled mewling. One of the injured guards, a large man with red hair and scars on his face, vomits onto the carpet at the sight, or perhaps even the feel, of his missing hands.

The two guards who didn’t manage to get their weapons out in time are now staring at me in awed horror, their guns gripped loosely at their sides.

I turn away from them, confident they won’t come after me, and make a dash for the stairwell.

Rohan is silent in my ear as I take the steps in a few leaps, eager to get out now that the job is done.

When I’m out in the evening air once more, I run around the side of the building until I’m standing in front of it.

I step back slowly, and I look up at the building, waiting until I’m a safe distance away to finish this as Rohan and I previously agreed.

In warning, I press my fingers to the earpiece again, and say, “T-6, get the car ready.”

Rohan curses in my ear. “Ah, shit, hurry up, people are coming out in a sec.”

Peering ahead through the large panes of glass which make up the front of the facility, I can see Rohan is correct. Floods of guards are racing towards the main entrance.

After taking another few steps back, just for good measure, I choose a spot on the building to aim at. I’ve learned better since the factory. I’ve trained myself to know the weak points of a structure like this one, so I can set about bringing it down with the most devastating efficiency.

When the cluster of guards is almost at the front door, I strike.

With a single thought from me, one side of the OI facility explodes in a fiery fusion of combusted matter.

It’s a rush. The bite and pressure and rippling quake of my power. It’s a rush, every time.

Bits of singeing metal and torn-apart brick rain down from the exploded area, orange and red fire lighting up the sky above it. Black and grey smoke billows out into the air like thick blankets blowing in a ferocious windstorm.

A blast of heat billows out and hits me, like I’ve just got off a plane in a really hot country. It burns the skin on my face, while the rest of me is protected by the suit. I’m too far back for the smouldering heat to have any lasting impact, but the feel of it is enough to knock some of the breath from my lungs.

Seconds later, the structure begins to collapse, giving way to the pressure created by my explosion. It ripples down through the building, bricks crunching, metal grinding and bending beneath the weight of it. All the large windows crack and splinter, shards bursting outwards and spraying the ground with jagged pieces of glass.

The few guards who managed to get outside are on the ground, arms wrapped around their heads for protection. Through the smoke and the debris, it’s difficult to see what the other guards are doing, but I’d guess they’re on the floor as well, either on instinct or because they were thrown down by the force of the explosion.

Fire continues to rush upwards, angry flames eager to suck in as much oxygen as it can. Rigorous swathes of smoke rise from the building, coating the air with the thick smell of charred matter. It’s a scent I’ve got used to lately, reminding me vividly of the factory and all that comes along with those memories.

If the world was less grey, I might lose my breath over it.

Op well and truly completed, I turn to sprint towards the road where Rohan is waiting, leaving the mayhem and destruction I’ve created behind me.

People scream. Fire rises.

I grit my teeth hard enough to cause pain. I’ll be lucky if I have any teeth left uncracked soon.

As expected, Rohan waits in the car, nearer than where I left him. He still has his hood up and his face shadowed by the shielding he created.

I open the passenger side door, throw myself down into the seat, and quickly close the door behind me.

“Let’s move,” I throw at Rohan unnecessarily.

Rohan doesn’t hesitate to put his foot down, shooting the car forward and taking us away from what remains of the OI facility.

“You got it?” he asks me, even though he knows I did.

I pat the place on my belt where the USB stick is safely nestled. “Got it, T-6.”

Rohan makes an exasperated sound, probably in response to his call sign, and flashes me the middle finger of his left hand. “Fuck off, Nova,” he growls, with feeling.

I let out a bright, manic laugh as we drive about ninety miles per hour along an empty road, leaving the facility in the rear-view mirror and heading back to Danger.


Chapter Two

Nightmares and Chips

Three Months Ago

 

“Did you know?”

Snow looks at me from across her desk, a mostly blank look flattened across her face. She’s sitting in her padded swivel chair, hands twined together on the desk in front of her.

“I think you should sit down, Agent Nova.” Snow speaks to me like anyone else would to a stroppy toddler.

It’s incredibly brave of her, really, to still sit there looking at me with barely veiled impatience, as if I’ve just run late for a meeting, and now I’m taking up her precious time by talking nonsense. She looked at me the same way barely a few weeks ago when I came to the meeting with Jamie about the Clarke family massacre. She’s still looking at me as if nothing has changed between then and now, like I’m the same person.

I’m scared she thinks I’m supposed to be reassured by her thinking the person standing in front of her now is the same man who sat in her office that day. It’s a horrifying indictment, if Snow really believes I was always this person.

If Snow thinks I was always capable of this—or worse, that this eventuality was truly inevitable—it makes me think she saw this coming, all the way back when I was a child.

I want to know what kind of person you might be one day.

It used to make me feel better that my father’s descent into destruction was a choice, not an inevitability. The madness may have made him what he was in the end, but he took the first tremulous steps on that red-hot path all by himself.

I thought, as long as I chose to lay bricks down for my own road, as long as I put in the work to be someone else, someone better, I’d be able to avoid my father’s path completely for my entire life.

Unbidden, I hear Snow’s voice inside my head.

The concept of choice is subjective.

I dismissed Snow’s words, once, months ago. But fuck. Now maybe I understand what she meant. I thought I understood what it meant to make the right choice, to choose who I wanted to become, what kind of man, what kind of hero.

But in that moment, when I killed Mia, it didn’t feel like I had any choice at all. I knew the possible consequences, what it would mean for me and for Andy, and it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the all-encompassing need to do something, to act.

In those few seconds, minutes, mental lifetimes, I was done. I was done trying to be a better person than my father. I was done blaming my darkness on him, on our shared blood, on what he did to me.

Killing Mia felt like it was my second metamorphosis event. The first was biological. The second psychological. One as significant as the other in terms of impact.

There’s no doubt in my mind that tonight felt like a death. More than the physical deaths of Roux and Damon. Tonight felt like the end of something for me. I gave something up, or maybe I gave it away, and there’s not going to be the chance to take it back. You can’t fight for what isn’t there. You can’t bring war to an empty space. You can’t stake a claim on air.

I discarded what Snow said about choice, because I thought I knew better. I thought I knew what making the right choice looked and felt like. I definitely thought I knew what making the wrong choice looked and felt like.

Not now. After tonight, with all the shit I’ve done and compromised, the promises I’ve broken to people who deserved better, who would have always deserved better than that from me, I’ve realised I don’t know anything. I thought I did. I really thought I did. But I’m just so fucked up over this, I can barely tell up from down, let alone make actual decisions involving real-life stakes.

It’s like I don’t feel safe to be out. I’ve been a time bomb all my life, and part of me thought if I ever blew up, if I ever shattered the world down to its foundations—my world at least—then that would be it. I’d be done. I thought I would take myself down and out along with everything else.

Would that be the decent thing to do, now, do you think?

Do I even care about decent now?

The answers to those two questions are yes and probably not. Interchangeable depending on how dramatic I’m feeling from moment to moment.

It’s all that numbness still protecting me. I thought it would have thawed by now. But no. The ice is still thick over my skin, the metal scratched up all to hell, but holding strong. I’m encased in it, like crystal inside rock. At some point I’ll need to crack that shell, split myself right down the middle. Not yet, though. I’ve still got one last bridge to set ablaze before tomorrow.

“Did you know, director?” I ask again, ignoring her blatant order to sit and calm the fuck down. She might not have said that, but it was implied in every cut and slice of her expression. There’s granite in her face, fused into the muscles like liquid from a syringe.

I’m leaning on one of her deviously uncomfortable chairs now, my hands gripping the back of it like I might at some point swing it up and try to tame the jaguar who is my boss. I’m almost certain, even with my power and current volatility, I would lose that fight, easy.

If Snow were anyone else, after what I’ve done tonight, she wouldn’t want to be within the same building as me, let alone the same small, enclosed space.

Half an hour ago I blew up a factory and murdered Mia Solar by exploding her chest with my mind. You’d think someone with that knowledge in mind would reconsider their own sense of power in what amounts to a stand-off between them and an IED minefield.

But Snow didn’t get to where she is by being frightened off by things like a weapon with an attitude problem.

Instead of leaning away from the crazed superhuman, Snow leans forward. She’s a very jagged person, it seems. Perhaps that is where Damon learnt to zag. He had to get it from somewhere. No one is born as infuriating as he is. Was.

Was.

He was on the floor. On the…

In the grass. On the warehouse. On the factory…

Floor.

He was on the…

“Damon. Please!”

Why is there so much screaming in here? Inside my head. It’s everywhere tonight. It’s everywhere.

“I think I love you.”

No. That’s worse. That is definitely worse. Bring back the screaming. I want the screaming back, now, please.

I’m furious, though.

I’m so furious I’ll never get to tell Damon how much I hate him. How much I’ll never forgive him.

I’ll never…

I’ll…

I…

I’ll never be…

“Okay, Agent Nova. Okay.” Snow relents. Or pretends to.

I prefer to think that she pretends to. I need something else to think.

I don’t want to think about Damon any more, so I’m not going to.

There.

Decision made.

Because that’s how brains work. Always have. Historically. We just decide not to think about things and wow, all gone, bye, see you again never.

Right.

“Agent Nova, I understand that you’re upset,” Snow begins crisply, and I almost choke to death right there on laughter, cutting her off with a vicious maw of regurgitated sound.

I’m laughing, then, and it’s a horrible racket. Worse than the screaming.

Why are so many things worse than screaming right now?

My fingers unconsciously tighten on the chair. Snow’s eyes flicker to my hands and just as quickly they swivel back up to my face. There’s an absence of fear in how she arches her eyebrow at me that I find both comforting and insulting in equal measure.

“I know you’re dealing with a lot right now, agent.” Snow’s voice is so deceptively calm and quiet. Not kind, though. Snow is never kind.

I’m glad. Kindness might force me to crack that rock sooner than I’d like. I’ve still got things to say. I’ve got secrets to uncover. This is an interrogation. Not a very well-choreographed one, but still. I’ve had no time to plan, so I’m having to think on the fly, which isn’t a very smart move when interrogating a pillar. You really need a plan if you’re going to start kicking at marble to try to bring down the second Roman empire.

“Roux—” she starts again.

I must break out a reaction even Snow thinks is a concern for someone’s safety, if not her own. I’m not sure if it’s my expression, or the wounded noise I make at the mention of my dead uncle, but she stops immediately.

There’s no apology in how she pushes the topic of Roux aside for now. Snow does not apologise. But I think it’s about as close as I’ll probably ever get to seeing regret in her eyes. Whether that regret stems from causing me indirect pain or the very real fact of Roux’s death, I can’t be sure. I’m not sure I ever want to know. I don’t think I want to know if Snow truly cared about my uncle. Some things are better off left ambiguous.

“You’re struggling, it’s understandable. After what happened to Agent North—”

“You mean how he stabbed himself in the neck with my knife? Had a dramatic moment and killed himself, finally, the bastard. Except you’ve probably been waiting for that for years. Got his funeral arrangements planned for him by the time he was twelve. A miracle he lasted this long, yeah?”

I don’t know what I’m saying or why I’m saying it. Words just keep pouring out no matter how much the voices in my head tell me to shut up, to shut up and stop talking about him, stop thinking about him, you failed him, you fucking failed him, you failed him like you were always going to, because that’s who you are, that’s who you are.

I made this choice, because I knew it was what you would want.

It should have been…

It was going to be you. For Alex.

It should have been me, then. Fifteen years ago, at the safe house. It should have been me, now. Tonight, in the factory.

For years, I’ve had this feeling. I’ve had it for so long I can barely remember what it’s like not to feel this thing, this terrible sense of knowing I’ve been stealing time. Not borrowing it. Stealing it. Stupid expression, borrowing time. You can’t give time back after you’ve taken it. You can give some of your own away, but you can’t give someone else’s back to them. It’s like death, time is. Only two constants there are for us. Two sides of the same coin. Both of them take, they force you to take, then they go and go and go. There’s no end to them.

It’s all just middle. So much of existence is just middle. When all we really care about is how it starts and how it ends, why does the biggest part seem to mean the least?

What the bloody hell am I thinking about right now?
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