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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            By the Grace of God

          

        

      

    

    
      By the grace of God, the young woman I know only as Project Trinity does not awaken. Even as we transition from the winding back roads of Texas Hill Country and begin to make our way north to Dallas, she remains asleep—her chest rising, then falling in even succession.

      For several long, indeterminable moments, it feels like she is simply human.

      But she isn’t, I am quick to tell myself. She isn’t human, and you know that.

      Had she been human, she would’ve never been able to pull me out of that tunnel, would’ve never been able to carry me.

      Would’ve never been able to save my life.

      As we continue to make our way along the dark road, which at this hour is punctuated only by beams of light from passing cars, I curl my hand into a semblance of a fist and fight to keep myself from cracking. Still raging over what has occurred, but knowing that there is nothing I can do to physically solve it, I lean back in the RV’s passenger seat, and try, with everything I can, to remain calm.

      You almost snapped, I tell myself. By God, Scarlet. You almost snapped.

      Would anyone have blamed me if I had, though? Could anyone blame me? Because the fact of the matter is: I have just escaped imprisonment, during which time I was not just subjected to not just medical testing, but deprived of the one thing that could’ve helped me fight back.

      My powers.

      I try to reach for them as we continue to make our way north—try, with every ounce of my being, to access my latent gifts which have lain beneath the surface for the past few weeks. However, the deeper down the rabbit hole I go, the more I find that there is no trace of them.

      “No trace,” I whisper in a small voice. “No trace.”

      At my side, Shadow turns his head. Glances at me for a moment. He then returns his eyes to the road, and says, “Whatever they gave you shouldn’t last long.”

      “How do you know?” I ask. “How can you know, if you don’t know what they gave me?”

      “The Trinity Serum was created to withstand the horrors of magical nullification, of scientific inhibition. Even if the Howlers were able to create a substance that effectively blocked its effects, it is just merely that: a block.”

      “So… they’ll come back,” I say. “They have to. They need to.”

      “They’ll come back,” Shadow then says. “I promise, Scarlet.”

      I turn my head to regard the young woman named Project Trinity, and stare at her for several long moments before asking, “What about her?”

      “What do you mean?” Shadow asks.

      “They… well… were feeding her my blood.”

      “Feeding it to her?”

      I nod. “That’s what I gathered, anyway.”

      “Did they explain why they were doing it?”

      “The doctor said that Howlers who drink the blood of other supernaturals can replicate the processes those supernaturals go at the cellular level.”

      “So they wanted you because⁠—”

      “Of the Trinity Serum,” I say. “Yeah. That’s why they wanted me. That’s why Pierre LeBlanc led me to the compound. Why Elliot Winters tricked me into going out there.”

      “Repeat that?” Shadow asks. “Because I swore I just heard you say Elliot Winters⁠—”

      “Tricked me. Yeah. He did.”

      And so, with reservations I know come from my traumatic ordeal, I tell Shadow what happened—explain, in no uncertain detail, how Doctor Mayfair and Pierre LeBlanc had orchestrated a damning exchange with the Winters Kaldr Clan.

      “They wanted to keep themselves safe,” I say in the moments that follow my initial declaration. “So they did what anyone probably would have in their situation.”

      “They used you,” Shadow says.

      I can only nod in response.

      “But, Scarlet,” Shadow then says, in a tone that borders on confusion. “You were ready to go back there, to the ranch, and you were willing to⁠—”

      “Strangle Elliot Winters,” I finish.

      Shadow’s sigh punctures the night like a knife. Twisting, ever so soundly, in my gut, it causes me to avert my gaze, and to turn my eyes to the darkness that lingers at the edge of the highway.

      “You have to be forthcoming when we return to the Agency,” Shadow says in the moments that follow. “You have to tell them everything. How you were summoned to the ranch. How you were tricked into going into the compound. How you were trapped, held hostage, experimented upon.”

      “I plan to,” I say. “Trust me. I’m not going to leave any stone unturned.”

      “Which brings me to one last question.” Shadow pauses, likely in anticipation for whatever reaction may come next. “What was the name of the doctor who took your blood? Who was experimenting with it?”

      “He only gave me his last name.”

      “And? What was it?”

      “Mayfair,” I say.

      Shadow falls silent.

      “What?” I ask, turning my head to face the Wiper, only to find that his hands have tightened around the steering wheel. “What’s wrong? I mean, other than the obvious?”

      “Doctor Mayfair left the Agency under uncertain circumstances three years ago,” Shadow explains. “While I do not know the whole story, if only because I am not accustomed to working with the medical sector, I understand that he was going to be discharged and have his credentials stripped.”

      “So he ran off before he could do it,” I say.

      “Taking copies of all knowledge of the Trinity Serum with him,” Shadow concludes.

      I exhale in response to this news.

      “The fact that he was with the Howlers does not surprise me,” Shadow then says. “Doctor Mayfair’s research on them is in part the reason why the United States’ Agency has been able to treat Howlers with unusual genetic abnormalities.”

      “You mean—like August,” I say.

      “Yes. I mean like August Redthorn.”

      I swallow the lump that rises in my throat in response to hearing his name.

      I’d told him I wouldn’t be gone long. Implied that it would probably be only a day, if that. Now that I’m returning to the Agency—and almost a day longer than I said I might be gone—he’ll ask questions, and will want answers on top of them.

      But can you really give them to him, a part of me wonders, when you’re still so hurt and full of rage?

      I inhale a deep breath and force myself to unclench my fist.

      The truth, as brutal as it happens to be, is that, as August’s friend, I cannot refuse him the answers to the questions he will undoubtedly ask. It would be rude, dishonest, and, above all else, wrong.

      With a sigh, I lean back in my seat, turn my head to look at the young woman sprawled out on the couch, and say, “You never said what we were doing about her.”

      “The attending doctor will see to her needs,” Shadow then says. “As to what they will do, well…”

      “What?”

      “We will just have to see how things play out.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I suppose we will.”

      With nothing more to offer, I merely lean back, close my eyes, and try, with every fiber of my being, to keep from collapsing.

      Would sleep be so wrong, I think, after what you’ve been through?

      Though I cannot know, what I do know is that I have to remain awake.

      Our passenger is a potential loose cannon. If something were to happen—and if she were to change…

      I do not know what we would do.

      For that reason, I tighten the seatbelt across my waist, and say, “Turn on the radio. I need something to keep me occupied.”

      “Why?” Shadow asks.

      “So I won’t fall asleep.”

      The Wiper doesn’t question my reason, or even the motives behind them. He simply leans forward and turns the radio on low.
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        * * *

      

      The woman that is known to us only as Project Trinity is still asleep by the time we roll into the Agency’s parking garage. As a result, Shadow says that we need to wait for a medical team to arrive and access her. To determine whether she is a threat to others.

      So, in the moments that follow our arrival, I remain seated in the passenger seat of the RV, looking on at the young woman, whose dirty blonde hair is streaked with dirt and blood, and whose fingernails are likely caked with the same.

      I think, How long was she there?

      Then I wonder, What all did they do to her?

      Her arms are pockmarked by track marks. Some are subtle, others more prominent than their counterparts. A fair number of them are also lined with concerning red circles, which leads me to wonder if she had been receiving treatments other than just the ones that started after my arrival.

      The poor girl, I think. If I hadn’t have gotten there when I did, then she might be⁠—

      My thought is cut off as her fingers begin to twitch.

      “Hey,” I say. “Are you awake?”

      Her eyes flutter beneath their lids. A moment later, she opens them, revealing a pair of eyes that are not marked by the eerie glow they’d possessed earlier in the night.

      Thank God, I think.

      “Are you okay?” I decide to ask.

      “I—” the girl starts. “I’m not⁠—”

      I wait for her to compose herself.

      “Where am I?” she asks.

      “Do you not remember?” I ask, and wait for her to flick her gaze to the RV’s door before saying, “I rescued you from the compound. Well… if we’re being honest… you rescued me.”

      “The compound,” the girl says. “The compound…”

      I offer a short, hesitant nod.

      “Where are we now?” she then asks.

      “We’re at the Agency,” I say, then add: “You do know what that is? Right?”

      “I… I think so,” she says.

      I nod, and watch her struggle to push herself upright. “Let me help,” I say.

      I take hold of her hand, and allow her to pull herself into a sitting position. Her eyes flick from me, to the RV’s doorway, then back to me again. She asks, “Why are we here?”

      “I live here,” I reply.

      “I mean: why am I here?”

      “Did you have anywhere else to go?” I ask.

      “Well, no, but⁠—”

      The sound of approaching footsteps echo through the RV’s doorway. The girl’s eyes widen, and she instinctively draws herself into the corner of the RV.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “They’re just bringing someone from medical out to look at you.”

      “No more tests,” she says. “No more tests. Please. No more tests.”

      “There won’t be tests,” I say. “At least, no tests that you don’t consent to yourself.”

      “I—” she starts to say. “I don’t⁠—”

      The RV door opens. Shadow steps in, shortly followed by Doctor Mitchell, whose eyes are still bright despite the fact that it is well after midnight. “This is the patient?” he asks.

      “Yes,” Shadow replies. “This is her.”

      Doctor Mitchell approaches carefully, cautiously. He says, “My name is Doctor Mitchell” and lifts the name tag that bears his identification. “I work with the United States Agency of Supernatural Affiliations. Can you tell me what your name is?”

      “My name?” the girl asks.

      Doctor Mitchell nods.

      The girl frowns. Lowers her eyebrows. Says, “My name. My name…”

      We all wait in quiet anticipation for her to speak.

      When it finally comes time for her to do so, she takes a long, deep breath, then exhales it before saying, “I don’t remember.”

      “You might be experiencing some temporary amnesia,” Doctor Mitchell says. “Memory loss is not uncommon after traumatic events.” He pauses. Then he asks: “Do you remember how long you were there?”

      “I… No,” she says, and shakes her head. “I don’t.”

      Doctor Mitchell lifts a portable radio from his belt. He then says, “Darshit. Prepare an exam room for the Jane Doe that’s returned with Hunter Number 136  and Special Agent Shadow. We may need to run tests to determine if she’s suffered a brain injury.”

      “Understood,” Darshit responds. “The room will be ready when you arrive.”

      Doctor Mitchell extends a hand toward the young woman. “If you come with me,” he says, “I promise we’ll take good care of you. Get you showered, in clean clothes, give you some warm food.”

      “Food?” she akss.

      Doctor Mitchell nods. “Yes. Food.”

      The young woman nods. Then, slowly, she reaches out to take hold of Doctor Mitchell’s hand.

      “Come on,” the doctor says, before turning his head to face me. “I can tell you’ve both had a long night.”

      “You have no idea,” I reply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            The Traumas at Hand

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no easy way to determine a course of action. With Trinity’s symptoms reminiscent of both post-traumatic stress and amnesia, Doctor Mitchell is not sure how to adequately treat her, at least not here at the Agency.

      “We don’t have the facilities to examine her,” I overhear Doctor Mitchell say. “We need to do a CT scan, maybe even an MRI.”

      “In her state?” Doctor Darshit replies. “She’s just come from a traumatic ordeal, James. We have to let her rest.”

      “The amnesia is concerning,” Doctor Mitchell counters.

      “But so is her anxiety,” Doctor Darshit says.

      For the next several minutes I listen to the two of them continue their conversation, their hushed tones brisk but professional. From my place in my examination room, where I sit in a plush chair in silence, I attempt to piece together my own feelings on the matter, but find myself going back to one thing:

      My powers.

      Unable to reach for, or even feel them, has left me in a state I could have never thought possible—a state where I, Scarlet Jane, have become something lesser than I truly am. A state where I have become the person I used to be, who I no longer can be.

      A state where I am, in all senses of the word, human.

      Anxiety courses through me. Panic threatens to take hold. Trauma tries to sink its vicious fangs into me. Through all of this, I tell myself to remain calm.

      You’re here, I tell myself, at the Agency. Safe.

      The breathing exercises that Doctor McKnight instructed me to use have kept me sane thus far. However, I realize that, the more time goes on, the more I feel their effects lessening.

      I have just begun to admit defeat, and succumb to the belief that I will not be seen tonight, when the door opens, and Doctor Mitchell steps in. “Scarlet,” he says. “I apologize for the delay.”

      “How is she?” I ask.

      “You mean, the girl you brought in?” He waits for me to nod before continuing. “She is, as we’d expected, an enigma. We cannot tell if her amnesia is a result of post-traumatic stress or if it’s been caused by the treatments she’s been subjected to.”

      “Does she remember anything?”

      “Nothing,” Doctor Mitchell says. “She doesn’t even know her own name.”

      I blink, stunned.

      Doctor Mitchell sighs, and lowers his head to regard my arms. “You have puncture wounds,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “I do.”

      “What’s going on, Scarlet? What happened out in Hill Country?”

      “Do you want the long story?” I ask. “Or the short?”

      Doctor Mitchell considers me with unsure eyes.

      With a frown, I lean forward, and say, “Elliot Winters betrayed me.”

      “What?”

      “He lured me, a Hunter, out to his ranch under the pretenses that innocent people were in danger; and I, against my better judgment, believed that the Hill Country Howlers were going to swoop in and slaughter the humans on his grounds. So… I did what anyone with my thought process would do: I went to the compound⁠—”

      “The compound?”

      “—where I was trapped, drugged, and held hostage for the past two days.”

      “Scarlet,” Doctor Mitchell says. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

      “Neither do I,” I reply. “But it’s not the fact that they drew my blood that bothers me, Doctor Mitchell. It’s that Doctor Mayfair gave me something that’s inhibited my powers.”

      The color washes from Doctor Mitchell’s face.

      “Doctor Mitchell?” I ask. “Sir?”

      “I’m sorry,” the doctor replies, before turning to grab a pair of latex gloves from the wall. “It’s just… it’s been so long since I’ve heard that name.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      “I’m going to need a blood sample,” Doctor Mitchell says, “to see if I can determine what it is that you were injected with.”

      “Is it reversible?” I ask. “Shadow said it was.”

      Doctor Mitchell doesn’t reply. He merely reaches into a cabinet, withdraws and primes a needle and vial, and steps toward me once he’s prepared the two.

      “Doctor Mitchell,” I repeat. “Tell me it’s reversible.”

      “This might sting,” he warns.

      I grimace as he punctures a vein. As blood rushes into the vial.

      “You’re not making me feel any better by being quiet,” I say.

      “The Trinity Serum can’t be nullified once it’s been injected into a Hunter’s body,” Doctor Mitchell says. “It bonds to every single cell, every organ, every muscle and tissue known to man. What can be done, however, is similar to what a painkiller does to your brain.”

      “Which is?”

      “It stops the proteins from releasing chemicals that produce prostaglandins. That is how painkillers work.”

      “So you’re saying that whatever Doctor Mayfair gave me⁠—”

      “Has effectively stopped your brain from producing the chemicals the Trinity Serum creates in your body. Yes.”

      “So… you’re saying it will… what? Go away?”

      “In theory, yes.”

      “In theory?” I blurt out. “In theory?”

      “Doctor Mayfair didn’t make much headway with his research in the project here he studies the effects of canceling the Trinity Serum in a living being,” Doctor Mitchell replies. “His studies more closely aligned with how blood laced with the Trinity Serum effected other Supernatural beings.”

      I flex my hand as he withdraws the needle. As he places a bandage over the puncture wound near my elbow.

      Doctor Mitchell turns his head to regard the two-way window out which he can see the rest of the infirmary, then sighs and says, “I would not worry about being stripped of your powers. As I explained: what was injected into your bloodstream is only blocking the response of hormones and the release of chemicals as a result.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I ask. “If you’re so sure that they’ll come back, why not just come out and say that?”

      “Because I am unaware of how Doctor Mayfair’s experiments proceeded,” Doctor Mitchell replies, “and because, based on our understanding of the Trinity Serum, it cannot be removed from the body. Previous attempts to dampen or even eliminate the cells in donated tissue resulted in necrosis.”

      “Which means what, exactly?”

      “It means that, if you had been given something that would have attempted to remove the Trinity Serum from your body, a genetic kill switch would have been activated, resulting in immediate death.”

      I swallow the lump that has risen in my throat.

      “It’s a failsafe we designed in the event that a Hunter goes rogue,” Doctor Mitchell explains. “A failsafe we implemented in case one of our own turned against us.”

      “I… I see,” I say.

      “I have to begin my tests,” Doctor Mitchell then says. “You’re free to remain in the clinic if you like.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “I’ll… I’ll just go back to my room.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t give you more concrete information, Scarlet.”

      “It’s… fine,” I reply. “Don’t worry about me.”

      I push my hand to the sensor that slides the door out of place, then wait for the door to open before stepping into the main part of the infirmary.

      Before I can exit through the door that leads to the elevator, I turn my head to find the young woman resting in a darkened examination room.

      “Will she be all right?” I ask as Doctor Mitchell steps out behind me.

      “We can only hope,” he replies.
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        * * *

      

      I try my hardest not to allow my thoughts to go to dark places. However, even as I rise in the elevator shaft, and make my way toward what will be the relative comfort of my home, I find that every fiber of my being can do little but think of the potential consequences of Doctor Mayfair’s injection.

      I, Scarlet Jane, could have been stripped of my powers.

      Not stripped, I am quick to remind myself. Deprived.

      But even with that knowledge in mind, I still cannot fathom my abilities being gone. Over the past few weeks, they have become an instrumental part of my person, an integral part of my being. Without them, I feel not just lost and insecure, but weak.

      But you’re not, I tell myself. You’re not weak, Scarlet. You know you’re not.

      “You’re strong,” I then tell myself. “Stronger than you could have ever imagined.”

      At the door to my apartment, I pause to take a moment to consider what I may or may not face, then slide the key into the doorknob.

      A moment later, I slip inside, and close the door behind me with a resounding thud.
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