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Chapter 1

 

As always, they turned off the lights in her cell before they marched in with their loud hurrying feet and pulled the hood over her head.

The stale smell of the hood in her nose. Its rough fabric scraping along her cheeks. The sensation of suffocation, even though she knew she could still breathe—she had lost count of how many times they had done this, and it hadn’t killed her yet.

The sharp, cold metal of the handcuffs digging into her wrists. Rough fingers gripping her arms and dragging her down an echoing passage. A sharp warning in her ear whenever a noise of pain escaped her lips.

A high step up. Hands forcing her onto a hard, cold seat. Straps around her chest, her waist, her legs. The rumble of an engine underneath her.

It was always the same.

The only part that differed was what waited for on the other side. That was never the same twice.

When they dragged her out of the van, cold air sliced through her thin uniform and nipped at her bare arms. Those same rough hands tore the hood from her head.

It was night. Dark broken up by pools of light from the streetlamps. A thin layer of fluffy white lay across the sidewalk, stinging her bare feet. Behind her, cars grumbled under their breath as they whizzed by.

In front of her, a building rose into the heavens. Its stone exterior was carved into elegant arcs and whorls, like a wedding cake, like a waterfall frozen in motion. Lights glittered in its windows like a hundred falling stars.

The sign above the door glittered, too. The Empress Hotel.

The team surrounding her didn’t glitter. Their all-black clothing seemed to deflect the light until they were only a patch of muddy shadow. There were half a dozen of them. They all eyed her like they were afraid of her.

They were afraid of her.

They worked for the Psi Enhancement Research Initiative, the people who had made her. They were real PERI operatives, which meant they worked from the shadows, doing the work their government wouldn’t admit to by the light of day. On paper, she was an operative too, or so she had been told. In truth, she was PERI’s weapon, which meant she did whatever the other operatives told her to do.

When they caught her looking at them, some brought their hands to their pistols. Others grasped their nightsticks. She had felt the bite of those nightsticks on her calves, had felt her ribs crack. She had never been shot, but she knew what a bullet wound looked like. She had seen how fast it could kill.

She took a nervous step back, moaning low in her throat. Strong fingers dug into her arms, holding her in place.

“How do we set her off?” a voice asked. “It’s not like they gave him an instruction manual.”

“She can understand us,” someone else said. “Can’t you?”

Those rough fingers shook her arm. A hard, unfriendly face peered into hers, eyes narrowed, waiting for an answer. She bit her lip shut on a whimper as she nodded.

“Do your thing, then,” a hard voice demanded. Hot, rank breath blew into her face. “Destroy this place. Burn it to the ground.” He pointed to the hotel.

He didn’t tell her why. They never told her why. She had learned better than to ask.

Unexpected tears stung her eyes as she stared up at the wedding-cake building. It was so beautiful. She didn’t want to destroy it. It would be like burning a constellation, erasing it from the sky.

She almost never got to see the stars.

A bird fluttered overhead to light on one of the carved stone protrusions. She wished she could fly that high. Once, when she had flattened herself under a car and covered her ears at the sound of gunfire, a PERI operative had hissed in her ear as he dragged her out, “Don’t fly away, little sparrow.” She had called herself Sparrow since then. She thought there could be nothing better than having wings, than flying free.

She didn’t have a name besides the one that operative had unwittingly given her. She didn’t have wings, or a place to fly away to. She only had her cell and its solitude, which was a blessing and a curse. She had her two meals a day, passed through a slat in the door. She knew the cell’s four walls better than her own body after spending years running her fingers over every bump and crack in the rough concrete. She knew the heat that came when it reflected her fire back on her without letting a single spark escape.

And occasionally, she had nights like this. These nights reminded her of what there was to be grateful for in her solitude. As much as she hated the cell, this was worse.

“What is she waiting for?” That rough hand shook her again. “Go on, do it.”

“Do we need to offer her a treat or something?”

One of them pulled out his nightstick. “I’ll give her a treat, all right.”

She whimpered and cringed back. She had to do what they wanted. She had to do it, or they would hurt her. She remembered the sensation of her own bones cracking. She remembered her own blood in her mouth, hot and slick.

She would do it. She would destroy the marvel in front of her. All she wanted was another moment to drink in the sight of it first.

She tried to say that. But she wasn’t used to speaking aloud. All that came out was, “The stars… I don’t want to burn the stars. Not yet.”

“Any idea what she’s on about?”

“No clue. But if this takes much longer, we’ll be spotted.”

“Do it already!” The nightstick swung down. A sharp pain erupted in her side. She stumbled back.

Pain turned to heat. The heat leapt from her palms. Fire bloomed on the sidewalk. The operatives leapt back.

The fire flared brief and bright, then died, leaving streaky afterimages behind in her vision. The operatives shouted their alarm. They were all gripping their weapons now. Every weapon was aimed at her.

“Be careful with her! She’s a powerful weapon. There’s a reason headquarters keeps her locked up.”

“It’s all right.” A hand around her chin. Eyes staring into hers, too close. “It’s your safe. We just need you to do what you’re here for.”

She flinched back from those eyes, from that grip. The hand tightened around her chin. Pain, sharp and vivid. “It’s okay. Calm down.” The voice was too sharp for the words.

Heat raced through her. She couldn’t hold it in, just like she couldn’t hold back her cry of fear. Another bloom of fire lit the night.

The hand let go with a yell. “Jesus Christ! She burned me.”

“That’s it. We’re calling it. Put her away. We’ll finish this mission another way.”

“We don’t have time. The ambassador is leaving tomorrow at six a.m. It has to be tonight.”

“I don’t care! That bitch is a wild animal. They never should have told us to use her. Get her back in the van, now!”

Hands holding the cuffs. Holding the hood. Holding nightsticks and guns.

A low, droning whine left her lips. She took a step back. Another.

“That’s it, nice and easy. Don’t move. Stay right where you—got you!” A pair of hands grabbed for her.

The whine became a word. “No!” Heat in her veins. Fire in her fingertips. The sidewalk was burning. The men were burning. The night was burning.

The hotel was burning.

Half a dozen rough voices let out high, shrill screams. Half a dozen figures beat at their own bodies, trying to put out the flames.

Half a dozen figures sank down into the brightness, and fed the flames, and were consumed.

And the hotel was still burning.

The stars were burning. All that beauty, burning.

Her eyes stung from smoke and tears.

The bird lifted off and flew away into the night. Don’t fly away, little sparrow.

She turned her back on the hungry light of the flames. She ran from their heat into the cold of the night, her bare feet stinging.

In the distance, sirens wailed.


 

Chapter 2

 

There was nothing Mary loved more than late nights in the lab with Dr. Zasada.

The small space was cluttered with medical tools, and each of them had a memory attached. Dr. Zasada showing her how to use each item. Dr. Zasada smiling proudly when she performed a task on her own for the first time—a surgery, a dissection.

The lab was at least fifty feet underground, and the air was still with the hush of the depths. The acrid smell of chemicals from Dr. Zasada’s latest experiments permeated the air, along with the omnipresent tang of blood. Blood smelled like life. It smelled like second chances. It smelled like making Dr. Zasada proud.

The harsh lab lights were warm on her skin. Dr. Zasada’s body radiated warmth, too, in the cramped space. They had to stand so close that their bodies warmed each other even without touching. But they never bumped into each other as they were working. They performed the complex dance as perfectly as if it were choreographed.

The subject’s skull was open before them. The folds of his gray matter were beautiful, pulsing with life as he breathed the slow, deep breaths of unconsciousness. The only thing marring this moment was the knowledge that this was Dr. Zasada and Mary’s last chance.

The controller devices weren’t working. They were Dr. Zasada’s invention—a brain implant that could give the controller direct access to a subject’s Enhanced abilities. Ideal for subjects with volatile personalities who couldn’t be taught to follow orders. PERI had a lot of those.

Mary had been one of them once.

But the devices weren’t working. Five years, seven generations of the technology, and still nothing. PERI had, at last, lost patience. If Dr. Zasada couldn’t produce results with this subject, her funding would evaporate, and her lab would be shut down.

And if the lab got shut down, so did Mary. Probably with a bullet to the head.

Dr. Zasada held out her hand for the new implant. She and Mary worked well enough together by now that she didn’t have to speak for Mary to understand her. Mary picked up the device in her gloved hand—a small silver rectangle, iridescent like metal but flexible like plastic, with a dozen threadlike filaments jutting off in all directions. Mary held it with the lightest of touches.

Dr. Zasada plucked it from her hand. She threaded the filaments between the folds of the subject’s brain with a deft touch. After five years and hundreds of experimental subjects, the process looked like it barely required conscious thought from her anymore.

A moan escaped the unconscious subject’s lips. Dr. Zasada frowned, her fingers pausing their intricate ballet. “The brain has no pain nerves. This shouldn’t cause discomfort. Especially with the level of sedatives we gave him.”

“Maybe it’s existential pain,” Mary suggested. “A pain of the soul.”

Dr. Zasada shook her head impatiently. “Even if I believed in a soul, he’s Enhanced. Straight from the labs in PERI headquarters.”

Mary listened impassively, and said nothing. The subject was Enhanced like Mary. A lab-grown PERI experiment like Mary. Would Dr. Zasada say Mary had a soul? Best not to ask.

Mary should have ended up like him. She almost had. She had lain on the table where he lay now. She had stared up at Dr. Zasada and the sharp tools in her hands.

She hadn’t been compliant enough for operative training. And her Enhanced ability had been too valuable to discard.

But Dr. Zasada had seen the potential uses of Mary’s power for her own work. Mary could suppress the ability of other Enhanced just by standing close to them. PERI had been trying to create a power-suppression drug for decades, with no success. But Mary could do it without thinking about it.

If you were going to strap subjects down and cut them open, it helped if they couldn’t use their lab-engineered mental powers to fight back.

But even more than her usefulness, Dr. Zasada had admired Mary’s strength of will. So instead of cutting her open, Dr. Zasada had made her a lab assistant. The doctor had trouble keeping human lab assistants, she had said. Not many had the stomach for the work.

Later, she had apologized for the human part of that remark. Mary had thought it best to let that slip of the tongue go. She had been given a second chance at life. It would be greedy to hold a grudge over a single word.

Dr. Zasada had named her. She called her Mary, after Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein. Mary had cherished the name and what it meant: that Dr. Zasada saw her as a fellow scientist, a partner in their unnatural work.

Only years later had it occurred to her to wonder whether Dr. Zasada saw her as the doctor, or as the monster.

Dr. Zasada threaded the last of the filaments into the subject’s gray matter. She held out her hand once more. Again, there was no need to speak. Mary handed her the circle of carved-off skull bone, then the sutures. The doctor fit the bone back into place and stitched the bare scalp over it.

Only after the last stitch was tied off did she speak. “Bring him around. Let’s see how we did.”

Her words were calm. But Mary heard the sharp bite of nerves underneath.

Mary had prepared the syringe ahead of time. She always liked to have all the necessary tools laid out at the start. She circled around to the subject’s side and slid the needle into the crook of his arm.

His eyes flew open a second later. His gaze darted wildly around the lab, eyes wide with fear, the whites threaded through with pulsing red veins. Mary looked away.

She remembered that fear. She had felt it when she had been the one on the table.

Best not to think about that. They were not the same. Not anymore. She was Dr. Zasada’s lab assistant, and he was nothing more than a larger and more vocal version of the rats upstairs.

The subject was yelling. They always yelled. There was no point in listening too closely to what they said. It was always the same—please and don’t and where am I? Questions that wouldn’t be answered. Pleas that wouldn’t be heeded.

White noise. Static. Meaningless.

“Let him go,” Dr. Zasada ordered Mary. The subject’s eyes, newly hopeful, landed on Dr. Zasada. But Mary knew what she meant. She didn’t mean the restraints.

Mary suppressed the Enhanced abilities of anyone near her instinctively. She had to consciously choose not to do it. She closed her eyes and imagined her power flowing inward like an inhale, settling under her skin.

She opened her eyes.

No change. The subject had started up his pleading again, but he didn’t attack with the electric powers his file said he had. He strained against the straps with purely physical strength. As if he weren’t Enhanced at all. As if his meager muscles were the only power available to him.

Had it worked? Was his power under Dr. Zasada’s control now, and not his?

Then blue-white electricity arced out from his body, one side of his chest to the other, like a rainbow. His yelling subsided into a choked moan. His neck arched; his eyes rolled back in his head.

Smaller arcs of electricity danced across his skin. They burned through his thin clothing at a dozen different points. They danced across his eyes, giving him an otherworldly look.

Then he sagged against the table. His mouth hung slack. He didn’t blink.

Mary gingerly reached out to take his pulse. His skin, cold and clammy, was inert now. No electricity. A few seconds told her what she and Dr. Zasada both already knew. The subject was dead.

“Well,” said Mary, “it did something.”

Dr. Zasada came over to stand next to Mary. She didn’t look directly at Mary, but kept her gaze fixed on the corpse. “Something,” she said grimly. “But not the right thing.”

“They’ll be coming soon, won’t they?” Mary didn’t need to specify who. PERI would send their people to escort Dr. Zasada from the lab. They wouldn’t bother taking the rats away, or taking Mary. They would destroy both like so much medical waste.

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Zasada said.

Dr. Zasada’s phone rang just then, saving Mary having to choose between pretending her fate meant nothing to her or begging futilely for her life like an experimental subject. Dr. Zasada brought the phone to her ear and answered. “Zasada.”

She covered the bottom of the phone with her hand and turned to Mary. “It’s PERI,” she mouthed.

This was it, then. And even sooner than Mary had thought. PERI hadn’t bothered waiting for the results of the latest experiment. They must have been that sure it would fail.

Mary scowled down at the open-eyed corpse, as if it were his fault.

Dr. Zasada had been expecting this as much as Mary had. But her voice was surprised as she answered whoever was on the other end of the phone. “What? When?” A long pause. “Yes, of course. Keep me updated.”

She hung up.

“When are they coming?” Mary’s voice was as steady as if she were asking for a scalpel. She was proud of that.

“It wasn’t about the lab,” Dr. Zasada answered. “An alert went out to all PERI facilities. An Enhanced operative has escaped.”

Despite her relief, Mary frowned. “Why alert us? What do they think we can do about it?”

“This escape has been ranked as a priority one threat,” Dr. Zasada answered. “That means alerts go out to the entire organization.”

In her three years as Dr. Zasada’s assistant, Mary had never seen a priority one alert before. “Just how dangerous is this operative?”

Finally, Dr. Zasada turned to her. Her eyes remained grim, as did her voice. “It’s Zeta-Thirteen-212.”

She didn’t need to say anything else.

Zeta-Thirteen-212 The operative who stayed locked away underground in a reinforced cell except when PERI needed her. The one who didn’t have full operative status because she was too volatile, but who hadn’t been recycled because of the sheer strength of her ability. Zeta-Thirteen-212 was a living bomb. PERI couldn’t afford to toss that much power away.

Zeta-Thirteen-212 was the operative that had won Dr. Zasada her funding. PERI wanted the ability to control all volatile operatives who had useful abilities, but mostly, they wanted to control Zeta-Thirteen-212.

No doubt PERI’s faraway headquarters was in a panic at this catastrophe, like an anthill doused in boiling water. And with good reason. But when Mary thought about their panic, and about the dangerous volatile operative on the loose, she didn’t see catastrophe.

She saw opportunity.

She smiled.


 

Chapter 3

 

The sirens screamed.

Car horns blared as Sparrow dashed across the street. The rough pavement cut into her bare feet, drawing blood. The cold bit at her bare arms and sliced through her thin clothes. She wrapped her arms around herself as she ran, her shoulders hitched up as if they could block out the sound.

Bright lights everywhere, glittering, burning. People shouting in surprise as she dashed past. The acrid smell of exhaust, mingling with exotic scents wafting from open restaurant doors. Her stomach growled with hunger, then flipped, lurching toward her throat.

Ahead of her, in a narrow space between two buildings, darkness beckoned. She darted into the shadows. There, she leaned against the cold brick and shook, her hands pressed to her ears.

Her feet were cold, bleeding, numb. She was so cold. And she couldn’t stop shaking. The fire was far behind her now, but the smell of burning flesh lingered in her nose. Maybe it would stay there forever.

“Well, well,” came an amused voice from deeper into the darkness. “What do we have here?”

Sparrow shrank into herself as a stooped, scraggly-haired figure stepped out of the shadows and into the faint moonlight. His fingers were long and pointed, like a handful of knives. His smile, sharp and hooked, was a weapon of its own.

His smile broadened, revealing jagged teeth. “Who might you be?” A thin, pale tongue darted out to lick his lips. “Did you come to visit me? Oh, my. I’m a lucky, lucky man tonight.”

The air was cold, but heat rose in her veins. Unwanted. Unstoppable. In her mind, she saw the flailing operatives. She heard their screams. She smelled their burning flesh.

She tucked her hands under her arms, as if she could stop the fire from escaping. “Stay away from me,” she warned. Her voice was small and shaking.

He laughed. His laugh was as sharp as his smile, and as dangerous. “Or what, little mouse?”

He took a step closer. The odor of old cheese wafted off his body.

She took a step back, toward the exit, toward the light. With quick steps, he circled around to stand between her and the sidewalk. His smile sharpened.

The heat in her veins rose. “Please.” Her voice wobbled. “I don’t want anything else to burn.”

But it always burned.

It was why PERI had locked her up in the first place. It always burned, and she could never stop it. And they could never make her want to do it. If they could have made her want it, maybe they wouldn’t have locked her in the cell. But she never wanted it, and it always happened anyway, and that combination made her volatile. Too many instability marks in her file. Too dangerous to let live. Too useful to recycle.

Those knife-sharp fingers grabbed for her. The heat built, and built, and built.

She kept her hands tucked away. But it wouldn’t stop the fire forever. The fire always found a way.

“Hey!” A sharp voice cracked through the air. “Leave her alone.”

A pair of oversized hands came down on the man’s shoulders and yanked.

The man toppled backwards, onto the sidewalk, onto the snow. His smile disappeared as he stared up at the owner of those hands.

The rest of him was as big as his hands were. He filled the entrance to the alley. He looked like a giant from a story.

But when he looked at Sparrow, his eyes were kind.

“Go on, get out of here,” he ordered the man lying on the sidewalk. He took a menacing step toward him.

One step was all it took. The man nodded frantically. He hurried to his feet before scampering away.

The kind-eyed giant turned back to Sparrow. “Are you all right?”

The heat was still building, seeking an exit. “Go,” she told him in her shaky voice. “Get out of here. Now.”

“It’s not a great time of night to be hanging out in dark alleys,” he said with a smile that was wider on one side. “Especially barefoot.” He had a question in his eyes as he looked at her.

When she didn’t say anything, he shook his head with a small sigh. “A woman of mystery, I see.” He held out a hand to her. His fingers weren’t sharp like weapons. They were thick. Solid. “Do you need some help getting home?”

What she needed was for him to go away, now, before he burned like the PERI operatives had burned. “Go away, please go, please…”

His face creased in a frown of concern. “Why don’t you come with me?” His voice turned gentler, too gentle, like an operative coaxing her toward her next target. “I’ll get you some help.”

She shook her head. She took a step back, but that brought her deeper into the shadows. And now she knew monsters lived in those shadows.

She hugged herself tighter and kept her hands tucked under her arms. They burned against her skin like hot coals. “You’re going to burn if you don’t go, you’re going to burn…”

“You need help.” His voice was gentle but firm. Like an operative who thought he was being kind. “Let me help you.”

He reached for her like the monster-man had.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml


    

    Table of Contents





    

    		

        Table of Contents

    



    		

        Title Page

    



    		

        Copyright

    



    		

        Chapter 1

    



    		

        Chapter 2

    



    		

        Chapter 3

    



    		

        Chapter 4

    



    		

        Chapter 5

    



    		

        Chapter 6

    



    		

        Chapter 7

    



    		

        Chapter 8

    



    		

        Chapter 9

    



    		

        Chapter 10

    



    		

        Chapter 11

    



    		

        Chapter 12

    



    		

        Chapter 13

    



    		

        Chapter 14

    



    		

        Chapter 15

    



    		

        Chapter 16

    



    		

        Chapter 17

    



    		

        Chapter 18

    



    		

        Chapter 19

    



    		

        Chapter 20

    



    		

        Chapter 21

    



    		

        Also in This Series

    



    		

        About the Author

    



    



    



