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Chapter 1


          

          
            A Magic Trick

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting a second chance at life is not all it's cracked up to be.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett's vision went dark. She didn't like not being able to see.

      Cash tied the blindfold tight and took her hand. “Now, you're not going to try an' peek, are you?”

      She tweaked the corner of her mouth in a smirk. “No. What is this all about, anyway?”

      He tugged at her hand to get her to stand. Scarlett heard the smile in his voice. “Emma and Ruby want to surprise you.'

      She didn't bother asking any more questions. She knew he'd just be evasive. That was one thing he was good at, keeping secrets.

      Cash pulled her along through the living room. He guided her away from the floral slipcovered couch and around the oak coffee table. In her mind, she saw her feet shuffling over the cream berber carpet, just missing the sharp wood corner.

      Scarlett turned her head and saw the trickles of light filter through the fabric in blurry sparkles. Cash pulled her to the right and her feet shimmied onto the hardwood floor. From there, it was a straight shot into the dining room.

      Gentle tugs nudged her closer to where she knew the cherry stained table was. A chair touched the backs of her knees and she sat down. Light no longer filtered in between the threads of her blindfold and she heard the whispers of children struggling to stay quiet. “Before I remove this blindfold, you have to promise you won't be mad.”

      Scarlett tilted her head and turned to his voice. “Why? Cash? What did you do? Emma? I know you're here. What did he do?”

      The whispers morphed into giggles.

      “Promise.”

      Scarlett pinched her lips tight and sighed through her nose. “Fine. Promise.”

      To her left small hands clapped softly, quickly followed by a “shush” as Cash fumbled with the blindfold.

      Emma's voice cut through the darkness. “Really Cash? Can't undo your own knot?”

      “Oh, hush you. I didn't want it to fall off.”

      A second later Scarlett felt the knot loosen. The scarf fell away.

      In front of her sat a large white cake. In chocolate-brown letters were her name and an even bigger “5.” Five small, unlit candles surrounded the number.

      She looked up from the birthday cake, already feeling her eyes swell.

      Ruby's dining room was not large. The cherry china cabinet on the far wall and the buffet to her right left little space for the people crowded in the room. All of her friends and family surrounded the table, including Cash's wife Emma, their two kids and his mother Ruby. A few other friends she'd met through her work at the dojo were there as well, nearly a dozen people in all.

      Scarlett craned her neck around to look at the man she considered her brother. “Cash, what the heck is this?”

      He smiled down at her. “Five years ago today, my mother pulled you from the bank of the river. It hasn't been easy for you, starting a new life. I know my mother thinks of you as her own daughter, and I cannot imagine being closer to a sister than I am with you. You're a fantastic aunt and a helluva sensei.”

      Cash strolled over and put his arm around his wife. “On that day, mom didn't just save you. She brought a new member into our family. You've brought joy into our lives. So, happy fifth birthday, Scarlett.”

      The room erupted with cheers and clapping hands. Little Ethan even stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. His mother shot him a disapproving glance.

      Scarlett sniffled and struggled against the wetness forming at the corners of her eyes. As she scanned the room and the faces of her friends and family, the lump in her throat grew tighter and tighter. She sniffled again and a salty bead of water trickled down her cheek to her jaw.

      Her soft smile broadened into a face-wide grin. More droplets followed the first until both her cheeks were wet and tears of joy dripped from her chin.

      When the noise died down, she wiped her eyes and cheeks. “Thank you all. You guys have been such a great family. I still have no idea what happened to me or what my life was like before. But, in a way, it doesn't matter. You've brought me into your homes and your lives. Given me a job and a life. You've helped me become a part of this community. Thank you.”

      Another brief round of clapping ensued. “But…” She raised one finger and waited for quiet. Her smile faded and she looked serious. “But… I think you guys missed something.”

      Cash's brow wrinkled. He and Emma exchanged glances then looked back at Scarlett. “What?”

      “You forgot to light the candles.” Scarlett's face broke into a smile.

      Everyone chuckled. Cash's four-year-old Sofie piped above the rest with her squeaky voice. “Ethan… Ethan want's t' do it… Ethan's got a trick!”

      Emma smiled at her daughter and looked up at Scarlett. “It's true… Ethan's been working on this magic trick all week.”

      “Well then. Don't let me stop you.”

      Sofie turned to her brother and tugged at his sleeve. “Ethan…do the trick Ethan! Do the trick!”

      The eight-year-old stood and pulled a black plastic wand out of his pocket. He tried not to smile but the corners of his mouth turned up to spite him. The boy cleared his throat and held his hands over the cake.

      The room grew silent. Ethan waved his hands back and forth over the candles in his best great magician impression. “Abracadabra… Lightus Upis!”

      Scarlett watched the cake with rapt attention. For a long moment, nothing happened. Ethan looked at his father, his eyes wide with disappointment.

      “Try again, Ethan.” Cash nodded for emphasis.

      The boy repeated the words. Scarlett grinned at the boy's best effort at a commanding voice.

      At first, nothing happened. Just as the boy turned to his father again, the candles burst into flame.

      The ring of candles turned and flashed brighter, exploding in Scarlett's face. Wind rushed in her ears. She closed her eyes and flung her arms up to shield her face, but there was no heat.

      Then the light vanished. When Scarlett opened her eyes, she was no longer sitting at the table. She was not even in Ruby's house. Scarlett was in a large, dark room littered with computers and people in suits and lab coats. She glanced down at her own lab coat and the Universal Dynamics logo embroidered over her left breast.

      The floor sloped down to a massive window. What she saw on the other side of the window made her heart stop. Three horizontal spires of metal, silicon and wires were aimed at a fixed point a few dozen feet away. The spires pulsated with lights blinking in time with each other.

      Blue sparks flittered along their lengths, leaping off the spire and curving back to it. The energy gathered into glowing balls of blue-white light at the tips. The air itself felt electric, as if she might get a shock just from breathing. The energy balls grew until they were a couple feet across.

      Everything was quiet except for a whine in Scarlett's ears. She blinked and the spires released their energy. Thick beams of light shot out from each piece.

      Where the beams met, space itself began to distort. Like looking through a sphere of water, the area began to ripple. The center of the sphere, where the beams met, throbbed with a brilliant blue glow.

      The glow grew into a ring and spread outward. Inside the ring, Scarlett saw only black. Somewhere in the distance, someone yelled. “Increasing power to seventy-five percent.”

      The ring grew larger, until it was a dozen feet across. No longer was the darkness inside the ring pure black. Tiny speckles of white, pink and light blue dotted the space.

      Then the realization hit her. That actually was space.

      A wave of terror flooded through Scarlett. Without knowing why, her eyes were drawn away from the hole into deep space and back to the blue sparks. She knew the bolts of energy were part of the process, they were expected.

      One of the sparks leaped off the spire and licked the glass window. A small, black scorch mark of melted glass remained. Scarlett felt the world around her shrink. All of her perception focused in on the spires and the energy they were funneling to the wormhole.

      Another spark, this one larger, leaped off the spire furthest away and touched the back wall. A crack appeared in the wall, reaching from the floor to the ceiling. Somehow, Scarlett knew what was coming. She watched in slow motion as a third, even larger bolt of energy shot from its spire and curved backward, away from the wormhole. The bolt touched a knot of wires.

      Sparks exploded from the wires. The sparks grew in size. Massive bolts of energy broke off from their spires, melting the glass and shattering the back wall.

      Someone screamed.

      The ring vibrated for a moment then collapsed in on itself, shrinking into a tiny pinpoint of light that exploded outward in a blaze of death. The people in the room shrieked in terror and pain.

      Agony, unlike anything she could have ever imagined, seared her body. She felt her skin dissolve and her flesh evaporate. She screamed until the roar of the explosion consumed her and everything else in its path.
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        * * *

      

      “Scarlett! Scarlett!”

      The voice was far away. It took her a moment to recognize it as Ruby's. Scarlett opened her eyes to find herself lying on the ground. A crowd of people stood over her with Ruby right in front.

      Her terror and pain were gone. The room and the explosion were nothing more than a dream. When she spoke, her throat was scratchy and sore. “What the?”

      Cash helped her sit up. Ruby handed her a glass of water. “Are you okay?”

      Scarlett took a sip of the water and moaned at the cool liquid soothing her throat. “Yeah. I think so. How did I get on the floor?”

      Cash's face twisted like he was trying to suppress a snicker. “When the candles lit, you catapulted yourself back and hit your head on the floor, hard.”

      A quick disapproving glance from Ruby made any semblance of a smile on his face disappear. “Sorry. What happened?”

      Scarlett pulled back one of her sleeves to look at the three-inch burn scar near her elbow. She scanned the faces of the party-goers. Her eyes stopped on Ruby's worried face. Scarlett gave the only explanation that made any sense.

      “I… I think I just remembered something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      Human memory is a fickle thing. Some people believe our memories make up who we are. But they don't. The truth is, our actions are the building blocks of our true selves.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett lay on the wood floor. A dozen pairs of eyes stared at her. Her heart pounded and her chest heaved from the terror of her “vision.”

      Ruby lifted Scarlett's wrist and held it between her fingers. “Her heart rate is elevated, but otherwise she's fine.”

      The last thing Scarlett remembered was the candles on her birthday cake lighting from little Ethan's magic trick. There was a flash and a strange, terrifying vision. When she awoke, she found herself on the floor, surrounded by partygoers.

      Cash kneeled on the floor, opposite of his mother. His head bobbed forward slightly and his eyebrows arched for a second. “Well? What did you remember? Must've been a hell of a doozy to knock you back like that.”

      She wasn't sure what the vision meant. Scarlett knew it was some kind of memory from before her accident but had no sense of time or place. Scarlett rose up into a sitting position. “I'm… not sure. There was some kind of control room. Then there was this explosion. Whatever it was, it was terrifying.”

      No one spoke. The crowd stared at her but avoided her gaze. Someone awkwardly cleared their throat.

      Ethan's tiny voice broke the silence. “Aunt Scarlett?”

      The crowd parted and the small boy stepped forward. His feet shuffled along the floor and his head was down. Tears streamed down the child's cheeks. His voice quivered when he spoke. “Are you okay? I'm sorry my trick scared you.”

      Scarlett's hand flew to her chest. “Oh… sweetheart!”

      She gasped and held her arms open. Ethan rushed over and flung his arms around her neck. Scarlett held him tight as he sobbed into her shoulder. “I'm so sorry, Aunt Scarlett. I won't do any more scary tricks, I promise!”

      Her heart sank. From the moment she'd made a quarter appear from behind his ear, he'd been in love with magic. The boy spent every waking moment studying simple tricks and always carried a magic book with him. He had found a purpose and a passion in magic.

      She ran her hand over his head, feeling his soft hair. “It's okay… It's not your fault. You didn't do anything. I was just really surprised, not scared. Your trick was cool! Don't ever stop doing magic tricks. You promise me that.”

      Scarlett took the boy by his shoulders and looked him in the eyes. Hot tears ran down her face. “Promise me you'll never stop!”

      “Okay,” Ethan sniffled. “I promise.”

      “Good. Now, as I understand it, we have some cake to get to.”

      The boy sniffled again and nodded.

      Scarlett smiled. She stood and took the boy's hand. “Well then. Let's get to it!”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Scarlett arrived at the dojo, early for work. The classroom was mostly a bright space with hardwood flooring and a half-wall sectioning off the back room. A few benches for parents sat against one wall. The opposite wall was completely covered in one massive mirror.

      A fitful night of sleep had left her groggy. She trudged across the room and dropped her bag into the back room. Her first class was in a couple hours but she wanted to warm up with some sparring time first.

      After a few minutes of simple kata moves, she pulled out the sparring mannequin. She took her stance in front of the dummy and huffed. Her first few jabs came tentatively, but each additional punch and kick roiled her blood. She lost herself in the mindless beating she gave her plastic partner. By the time Cash walked in, her brow dripped with sweat and she could barely lift her arms. Her ponytail hung loose and threatened to come completely undone.

      Cash stepped into the dojo with his duffle over his shoulder and stopped when he saw her. “Wow. You look like hell. How long have you been here?”

      She let her arms fall to her side and huffed with exhaustion. “What time is it?”

      “Ten to nine.”

      Scarlett stepped over to the half-wall and grabbed her towel to dab her forehead. “Wow. Um, almost two hours.” She felt her knees weaken and leaned against the wall to steady herself.

      Cash walked over and dropped his bag on the other side of the divider. “You've been at that for nearly two hours? I'm amazed you can still stand.”

      She took a swig from her bottle of water. The icy liquid made the muscles in her throat tense up. Cold sank its way down into her chest and she gasped. “Yeah… Me too.”

      Scarlett moved behind the wall to hide her shaking knees, but from the look on her brother's face, he knew. “Scar, why don't you take off. You're not really in any shape to teach, and it's a slow day anyway.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Okay”

      Scarlett retrieved her own duffle from the other side of the half-wall and headed for the door. “Thanks Cash. I'll, uh… I'll call ya later.”

      “Get some rest, sis.”

      She plodded to the door and stopped when her hand touched the metal grip. “Cash… I think I need to go up to the city.”

      “What for?”

      Scarlett turned around and leaned against the door jam. “I, um… My thing yesterday, at the party. I need to see what it means. What I saw… It had something to do with Universal Dynamics.”

      Cash stepped over to the mannequin and took up a stance. “What, the defense contractor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, alright. But be careful. Just… Take a shower first, k?”

      Scarlett gave a weak laugh. “Ha, ha. Last I checked, you were the one who produced a foul odor.” She turned and shoved open the door. As the door swung closed behind her, Cash shouted, “That's only from your cooking!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cash laughed to himself as his sister disappeared around the corner. He glanced at his watch. The first of the children would arrive in about five minutes. This won't take long. It better not.

      He retrieved his cellphone from the duffle. It took a moment to remember the number he wanted to call. After seven years, he was surprised it came so quickly.

      The voice that answered on the other end was deep and smooth. “Cash. It's been a while. Looking to get back into the business?”

      Cash's voice was hard and serious. “No. I need you to look something up for me. I know you've got the contacts.”

      “Please. After all this time, you think you can just ask for a favor?”

      A car pulled up to the curb in front of the dojo. Danny Green, one of Cash's students, started to climb out of the shiny silver minivan.

      “You're damn right.”

      The voice on the other end sighed. “Fine. What'cha need?”

      Cash moved around behind the half-wall. “Universal Dynamics. I need to know if there's been any kind of explosions or fires related to them. Would have been at least five years ago.”

      “Alright. Want me to call you back with that?”

      Little Danny bounded in through the door and waved. Cash waved back with a smile. “No. I'll call you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Road Trip

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people regret their pasts. They want to go back to fix bad decisions, take different roads and speak when they chose to stay silent. I don't regret my past. I can't regret what I don't have.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett's gaze drifted up the copper and glass sides of the building until it disappeared into the clouds. Her eyes traced the structure's stark lines back down to the sparkling black and silver luxury sedans drifting by on the hot asphalt. She winced at a flash of sunlight reflecting off another skyscraper's sun-tracking panels.

      The giant Universal Dynamic Industries logo dominated the cement courtyard of the copper building. The ten-foot-tall, metallic-orange letters, UDI, surrounded an even more massive glass globe.

      The cars came to a stop and Scarlett decided it was time to go in. She wove her way through the vehicles. Dozens of people milled about, some standing outside for a smoke, others coming and going from the building. None of the passers-by paid her any attention. She was just another bystander.

      Scarlett's stomach twisted as she approached. Logic told her to be calm, that no one inside would remember or know her. Even so, she felt vulnerable. Each breath came only with effort as the scale of the skyscraper threatened to crush her.

      Ahead, the gigantic logo warned of the limitless corporate power contained within the building. Bright sunlight reflected off the building's surface and glared down on her. The intense light sent a stab of pain into the back of her skull. The pain vanished as soon as she passed into the shadows.

      Inside, the lobby was a model of corporate minimalism. At Scarlett's right sat the main information desk. The rest of the space opened up above for at least three stories. The floor was covered in a black tile flecked with bits of copper. Sparse pieces of metal and leather furniture dotted the waiting area.

      An unfamiliar voice drew Scarlett's attention back to the desk. “Can I help you Miss?”

      “I'm sorry?” Scarlett's voice was meeker than she intended.

      The young, twenty-something man stared at a holodisplay. He sat on a chair perched on a raised platform, putting him at eye-level with her. “I said, 'Can I help you Miss'.”

      “I'm, um… I'm looking for someone. I think.”

      The clerk rolled his eyes for a second and turned to her. He made no effort to hide his disdain. “Well, are you or aren't you?”

      Scarlett cocked her head to the side. “Aren't I what?”

      “Are you or aren't you looking for someone? I can't help you if you don't decide.”

      She was taken aback and could not find the words to express her confused annoyance.

      “What's the person's name?”

      Scarlett placed her arms on the chest-high counter. “I'm not sure. I…”

      The man's impatience won out and he interrupted her. “I'm sorry Miss, but if you don't know who you are looking for, I cannot help you. If you need help, you can use one of those data terminals over against the far wall.” He raised his arm and pointed.

      Scarlett followed the man's direction to a nearby wall with alcoves built into it. Inside each alcove sat a holodisplay console.

      “Oh… thank you.”

      When she looked back at him, the clerk was already staring back at the floating shapes and letters made of light from his holodisplay.

      Scarlett walked across the glossy floor to one of the terminals. Her knuckles became white as she clutched her purse. She reached the small cubicle and set her handbag down on the counter.

      Something whirred overhead. She looked up to see a security camera angling down to see her. A shiver ran down Scarlett's back at the thought of someone on the other end of that video feed staring at her. It was clear she had someone's attention.

      She swiped at the holographic display, bringing it to life. Something touched her shoulder and she jumped. She spun around and came face to face with a blonde woman a few years older than herself.

      The woman stared at Scarlett with wide brown eyes and an open mouth of surprise. “Jill?”

      “I'm sorry?”

      “Jill McAdams? Where've you been?”

      Scarlett stared at the woman, her eyes squinted in confusion. “Um, do you know me?”

      “I worked in Data Processing when the accident happened. My God, you look exactly the same, just…” Her eyes squinted and she looked Scarlett up and down. “Much sexier.”

      Scarlett was about to ask the woman about Jill McAdams when an image of the overhead camera flashed in her mind. Her heart began to race, but she had no idea why. She had the sudden urge to get out of the building.

      “I think you have me mistaken with someone else.”

      The woman's surprised expression vanished. Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “Oh. I'm, sorry.”

      As if on cue, the security camera whirred again. The more Scarlett thought about it, the more her pulse raced. She knew something was off.

      She forced her face to relax and smiled. “Oh, that's okay. I guess I just have one of those faces.”

      Scarlett picked up her purse as the woman backed away.

      “I guess so.”

      Scarlett made her voice as cheery as she could to hide her anxiety. She bid the woman a good day and strolled out of the building. Only when she was outside could she breathe easily again. Something about that definitely felt wrong.

      After a deep breath, she fought the crowds on her way back to her car. Ahead, she saw the sign for the garage where she had parked her vehicle.

      When she reached the garage, she turned to head up the stairs. Her left foot stepped into the shadow of the building when she felt someone's gaze on her. She scanned the area for anything unusual. From the direction she'd just come, her eyes stopped on a man in a dark suit. He fought his own way through the lunchtime crowds until he looked up at her and stopped.

      Everything but the man's face faded away as their eyes locked like hunter and prey. Panic flooded her mind. She snapped back to reality and bounded up the stairwell.

      Scarlett's intense workout earlier had left her more drained than she expected. By the time she reached the fifth floor, she could barely breathe. She burst through the metal door and stumbled down the parking ramp. Behind her, she heard feet pounding up the metal stairs.

      Her chest heaved and she fell against the side of her small, blue sedan. In her pocket, her fingers found the right button on the vehicle's key. A single chirp echoed through the garage. She flung the door open, plopped down into the seat and slammed the door shut.

      The car turned over on the first try. She threw it into reverse and pulled out of the narrow space. Shifting again, her tires squealed and her car lurched forward. She didn't even care about the dent her door left on the car that had been next to her.

      In the rear-view mirror, Scarlett saw the dark suited man, bent over trying to breathe. He reached for the side of his head and spoke into an earpiece. She had no idea what the man wanted.

      She also had no intention of finding out.

      When her heart finally calmed down and she could breathe normally, she parked at the back of the nearest Mackey Burger parking lot. Outside of her car, she paced around with her commpad in hand. She knew she needed to call someone, but had no idea who. She couldn't very well call the police, as technically there was no crime. Cash? No, he'd just tell me to come home. I've got to deal with this myself.

      She leaned against the vehicle and looked at her device. Her mind flashed back to the blonde woman. What did she call me? Jill. Jill McAdams.

      Scarlett opened the browser on her commpad and did a people-search for 'Jill McAdams.' The listing for Center City came up with no Jills. But it did find one Jillian.

      So, I seem to have a name…

      She tapped a few more keys and a map to Jillian's address popped up.

      And now I have an address.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            The Super

          

        

      

    

    
      I imagine that I was a stubborn child. My parents probably struggled with getting me to follow rules and let things go. I imagine these things, but really have no idea. I only know what I'm like today. And today…I'm like a bloodhound with a scent.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett sat in the seat of her little blue sedan staring at the apartment building across the street. The brick facade was five stories tall and had a red door. Bright yellow, red and blue flowers grew in small windowsill boxes beneath each window.

      Scarlett knew the longer she waited, the harder it would be to walk through that door. She could not wait forever.

      As she walked across the street and squeezed between the parked cars, her knees felt weak. It was more than just the sprint up five flights of stairs. If she was nervous at entering Universal Dynamics, Scarlet was positively a wreck at the thought of walking into what may have been her home before the accident.

      Little more than an hour ago, she had strolled into the corporate offices of the defense contractor, hoping to find some hint as to her connection with the company.

      She got more than she expected.

      A woman Scarlett had never seen before walked right up to her and called her Jill, confirming her suspicions and giving her a name. But what really frightened, and intrigued her, was the strange man who chased her to her car. Who was he, and who was he on the phone with?

      Scarlett's hand grasped the brass door handle to find it locked. To her left, an intercom buzzer poked out from the wall. She glanced at the button when the door flew open. She jumped back and her heart leaped in her chest. A middle-aged brunette with someone who must have been her husband, from the ring on his finger, exited the building. The woman offered Scarlett an apology for startling her as the couple bounced down the short stone stairs hand in hand.

      With her hand on her chest, Scarlett tried to catch her breath. The door swung mostly closed then slowed. Scarlett thrust her hand into the shrinking gap.

      Inside, the building was warm but smelled fresh. Dark hardwood clacked under her shoes. She put her foot on the first step and looked up. Her gaze followed the stairway up in a squared spiral. Here we go.

      She climbed to the third floor and stood before the door with the brass letter E on it, she knew that even if she had lived there, there would be little to no evidence of her here now. It's been five years. Somebody's had to have rented it by now.

      She imagined the cute couple leaving the building a few minutes ago living here. Their lives, happy and uneventful, knowing just as little about her past life here as she did. This was their home now.

      A sound behind her made her jump again. She spun around to find only the empty hallway. She looked up and down the stairwell, but there was no one to be seen. Maybe just a cat.

      Scarlett was about to turn back to the door when she heard the sound again. The thump came from behind the other apartment's door.

      Scarlett took a cautious step toward apartment F. “Hello?”

      No one responded.

      She crept over and listened. At first there was no sound, but when she placed her ear to the door she heard a faint whisper.

      “It's not real. Listen to Mr. Crow. It's not real.”

      Scarlett leaned back and stared at the door. “Hello? Are you there?”

      Still no response, but the whisper became a murmur loud enough to hear several inches from the wood surface.

      The young man's voice quivered with fear. “Listen to Mr. Crow! It's not real! She's not real! It's not real! She's not real!”

      Scarlett twisted her mouth to the side, trying to make sense of the situation. “Um… Sir? I am real. Can I talk to you? Hello?”

      As she spoke, the man's voice grew even louder, as if he was trying to drown her out. The voice yelled a final “You're not real!” before Scarlett heard feet thumping away, deeper into the apartment.

      Damn.

      Another voice called from the stairwell, catching her off guard. “Can I… help you?”

      Scarlett turned to see a man of East Indian descent in his mid-fifties standing on the landing between the second and third floors. His face was familiar, yet still foreign to her. She was not sure how, but she knew this man.

      He gawked at her with his mouth open. His words were barely a whisper. “Ms. McAdams.”
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett carefully watched Rishabh lean over and pour the steaming brown liquid into her cup. Logic told her to flee while she could; it told her not to trust anyone. But her ghost-like memories, those flashes of insight and remembrance that came and went over and over in her mind's eye, told her he was not a threat. After pouring his own cup, Rishabh sat down. The two sat in his kitchen at an old table covered with an avocado-green laminate and wrapped with a dented aluminum edging. The table reminded her of something from the 1970's. To her right was an old stove and an even older refrigerator.

      She looked from her cup out the window to her left. A leaf fell from a tree on the far side of the street and landed on her car.

      Rishabh Dwivedi was the owner and super for the building. His salt-and-pepper hair and grey mustache contrasted against his light brown skin. Scarlett couldn't remember any specifics about their relationship, friendly or otherwise. But her heart trusted him.

      The man stirred the milk and sugar in his cup, turning the dark liquid into a soft mocha color. She watched him slowly pick up the cup and take a sip.

      Scarlett held her own cup in her hands, feeling the warmth soak into her fingers. “This is probably going to sound like a really crazy question, but… Who am I?”

      Rishabh's chair creaked as he leaned back and regarded her. His eyes showed no sign of surprise. When he spoke, his voice was deep with a barely distinguishable Hindi accent. “Not such a strange question. At least, not based on your reaction to seeing me.”

      Scarlett had to keep her jaw from dropping. “Uh. Were we, um…”

      He leaned his head back and laughed loudly. “Oh my, no. Nothing like that. Other than the monthly rent collection, we would play an occasional game of Pachisi. But that is all.”

      “Parcheesi?” Scarlett's brow wrinkled.

      Rishabh laughed again. “More or less. It is just a simple board game. We would just sit and play while we sipped chai.”

      “Oh.” Scarlett gazed down into her own cup and the light brown liquid. She picked it up and took a sip. The warm, creamy liquid flowed over her tongue. Her mouth exploded in a spicy riot of flavors. She picked out the cinnamon and hints of cardamom. The rest was just a blur.

      “Wow… that's really good.”

      Rishabh smiled. “It always was your favorite.”

      A long moment of awkward silence fell on the pair. Scarlett wanted to ask a dozen questions but could not find the words.

      Finally, Rishabh broke the silence. “Are you happy?”

      She looked down into her cup. “Am I happy? I, um… Yeah. I'm happy.”

      His face widened into a smile. “Good. Do not take this the wrong way, but… go home. Jillian was not a happy person. There is nothing here for you.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “What? What is so important that, suddenly after five years of not having it, you cannot live without?”

      Scarlett looked up from her cup and into Rishabh's eyes. “My past. I've lived the last few years in complete ignorance and bliss without it. But now it's come back for me. I didn't ask for this.”

      “Then forget, Ji…it, Scarlett. Forget what is past and live in the now.”

      On the way from Universal Dynamics, she had struggled with the idea of going home and leaving whatever troubled past she'd had. Rishabh's calm voice coupled with her own frustrations grated on her nerves, making her words more forceful than she intended. “I can't.”

      “Ah.”

      “I can't even explain why. This is not just an argument I don't want to let go. This is… who I am.”

      Rishabh sipped loudly from his cup. “It is not where we have been, but rather where we are going that makes us who we are.”

      Scarlett's irritation evaporated and she cracked a smile. “Oh, please. If I remember anything, it's that you are NOT a guru.”

      Rishabh laughed with her. “Very true. I am just as much a consumerist and couch potato as anyone else in this building. But my father was. That was something he told me when he bought this place. Of course, at the time he was thinking he would make it rich in real estate, but hey.”

      Scarlett looked back out the window. “Rishabh… what happened? To me? To the guy in F?”

      “I don't know exactly what happened.” The older man sighed and set his cup on the table. “You survived an accident at your work, just barely. After a few weeks in the hospital, you came home. I remember hearing you come in.”

      He took another sip of chai. “But I never saw you. Never heard you leave. A few days later, the police came, asked a bunch of questions. They told us you were missing.

      'Later we heard they thought you were dead. Something about a break-in… Maybe even an attempted rape. That was the rumor anyway.”

      Scarlett's brow wrinkled. None of it made sense. “What about…?”

      “Frank in F? I don't know. He's always been a little off. But since you disappeared, he's been much worse. Every time someone mentions your name he flies off about listening to the crow, whatever that means.”

      She set her own cup down. “Yeah, he said something about that.”

      Scarlett looked down at her car sitting across the street then at her phone. “Well, Rishabh, it's getting late. I better go.”

      Rishabh stood and walked over and retrieved a dusty shoebox from above his fridge. “Since you insist on knowing, I have this.”

      She took the box from him. “What is it?”

      “It's just a few things I saved from your apartment. I'm sorry to say that everything else is gone, but we thought you were dead.”

      Scarlett smiled at him. She reached out and hugged the man. “That's okay. I understand. Thank you for this, though. And for the cup of tea and the talk. It means a lot.”

      Rishabh walked over and opened the door to the stairwell. “I would say that you need to keep in touch, but you shouldn't. Go home. Don't come back. Be happy with who you are now.”

      She just smiled. “I'll think about it. Bye, Rishabh.”

      He smiled back at her. “You take care.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scarlett turned the key in the ignition and the little car's engine sputtered to life. Warm air spewed forth from the vents, making more sweat bead on her forehead. She always hated it when she forgot to crack the windows.

      She glanced over at the dusty box on the seat next to her. She wanted to know what was inside but dreaded opening it. Rishabh had been right. She was happy. Why did she need to look into what appeared to be a troubled and unhappy past?

      Scarlett thought about Ruby, Cash, Emma and the kids. If her past was dangerous, it was better to just let it be. The last thing she wanted was to endanger anyone in her new family.

      But what about my old family? That thought worried her. She must have had a mother and father in her past life, people who cared about her. Wouldn't they be happy to see her too? Or would the dangers of her own history come back to haunt them as well?

      No matter how much she wanted to know about her former life and the people it involved, she could not escape the thought of putting them in peril. Even people barely connected to her like Rishabh and Frank in apartment F, with his ramblings about Mr. Crow, could get hurt. If there was any chance of that, she had to avoid it.

      Scarlett came to a decision. She glanced at the box one last time.

      Someday I'll open you up. But not today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Whiskey Breath

          

        

      

    

    
      It's funny how when you make up your mind, the universe has a way of yanking you right back on the path it wants you on.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett's car slowed to a stop in front of the house she shared with Ruby. The voice of the vehicle's computer driver made her look up from her commpad. “Destination arrived. Choose alternate parking location.”

      She looked up to see a red minivan in her usual spot and sighed. Dammit, Cash. She thought it was annoying. He thought it was funny. He would even jokingly claim that he was there first.

      “Just park against the curb.”

      The car pulled up to the curb. Across the street, she noticed a vehicle she'd not seen before. The mostly primer-grey sedan was once a creamy yellow but now threatened to leave chunks of rust on the asphalt. With its squared design, she guessed it to be at least thirty years old, probably even before autodrive was standard.

      Given the strange events at Universal Dynamic and her conversation with Rishabh, the unfamiliar car made her wary. Scarlett looked down one side of the street then the other. The late afternoon shadows toyed with her imagination, hinting at men in dark suits lurking in the dark spots.

      Her heart rate quickened. Panic crept in at the edges of her mind until she caught herself. She took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I'm being paranoid. It probably belongs to a friend of the neighbors.

      Inside the house, everything was quiet. Quieter than usual. There was a news vid playing and no chatter from the kitchen, where Ruby and Cash usually talked. Her keys jingled and she silenced them.

      “Ruby? Cash? Hello?”

      Scarlett stepped deeper into the living room. A million thoughts ran through her mind. Ruby had grown fragile in the five years Scarlett had known her. If no one was there, maybe they were at the hospital.

      Finally, Cash's voice came from the other room. “In the kitchen, Scarlett.”

      Fear gripped her chest. Something was wrong. There was slight quiver in his voice, despite his attempt at sounding upbeat. She also noticed that he used her full first name instead of her nickname, Scar.

      An image of the beat-up car across the street flashed in her mind. What the hell is going on?

      If something was wrong but Cash was trying to hide it, then they must be in real trouble. She kept her own voice light and casual to play along. “Oh, okay. Be there in a sec. Just want to put my purse down.”

      She let her handbag slide from her shoulder and land on the couch cushion. Scarlett glanced around for anything she could use as a weapon. Her eyes locked onto a fire poker with a wicked hook. Her feet glided across the wood floor without a sound as she retrieved the weapon.

      Scarlett considered kicking the door in but she needed to know what was going on inside first. She approached the swinging door and peeked through the tiny gap. Ruby sat on a tall stool with her hands behind her back. To the older woman's right, Scarlett saw Cash's shoulder. His arms were also pulled back.

      She angled to see more of the room when something blocked her view. Scarlett flung her arm up just as the door burst open. The corner of the swinging door smashed into her forearm and threw her backward.

      Her back slammed to the floor. She rolled with the impact and bounded back up. Five years of self-defense training kicked in and she crouched to lunge at her attacker.

      The large figure filled her field of view. The barrel of a small gun aimed at her face made her heart skip a beat and she froze.

      Her vision followed the gun back to the hand, along the arm and up to her attacker's face. The man's unshaven cheeks were pockmarked with scars and sores from years of fighting and drug use. But it was his voice that turned her heart cold. “Hello, Jillian.”

      The moment the scratchy words grated from his lips, Scarlett knew who he was. This was the man who had tried to kill her five years ago.

      Vertigo swept over Scarlett and her knees gave out. She felt herself falling and heard the man's words echo in her mind. His voice triggered a cascade of terror-filled memories from that night. The pain, the penetration, his weight on top of her… But most of all, she remembered the man's rancid whiskey-breath.

      “You.” The words choked in her throat.

      “It's been a few years, ain't it. You's done pretty good, considerin' yer 'spose t'be dead.”

      Scarlett struggled to find her voice. Fear paralyzed her throat and dried her mouth. Finally, she choked out a few words. “What… what do you want?”

      The man lunged forward and grabbed her blouse, lifting her back to her feet. Forgotten, the fire-poker fell to the floor with a clang. “What I want? What I want?” The man shouted at her, his voice growing in pitch. “I want'cha dead! Yer s'posed t'die five years ago. Now, if I don' fix that, they's gonna' kill me. And ain't nobody killin' me!”

      The powerful fist flung Scarlett to the side and over the couch. She sailed through the air, her arms flailing. Her body slammed into the floor, hard. Her ears rang from the impact and her head swam.

      The man landed next to her with a loud thump and seized her hair. He yanked her up and slammed her into the mirror hanging on the wall. The mirror and the wall behind it fractured, sending glass and drywall dust onto the console table below.

      Scarlett struggled to breathe as the man spoke, but the impact knocked the wind from her lungs. “Now, I'm gonna' finish the job, just like I started.”

      The man shoved his pistol into his waistband. His hand closed around her neck and held her against the wall. Powerful fingers gripped her throat and cut off the trickle of air she had been able to get.

      Scarlett knew what came next. The memory of the last time he choked her flashed in her mind. This time there would be no second chance; he would make sure she was dead.

      She reached for the man's face, but his arms were longer than hers. Just like before, her arms thrashed about, reaching for anything. Her chest shook with convulsions, trying desperately to get air. She looked into the man's eyes and felt the sick pleasure and rage that filled them.

      Her vision blurred from the tears and her lungs burned. All she could think about was what would happen to Cash and Ruby when he was done with her.

      Darkness crept in on the edges of her vision until she could only see the man's face. But the blackness did not stop. It continued to swallow the world. In that last moment before everything was gone, something inside Scarlett snapped.

      She refused to be the victim again. Scarlett had no idea why this man wanted her dead, but that did not matter anymore. As she felt her consciousness begin to fade, she also felt a fire ignite in her chest.

      Scarlett's fingers closed on the brass shaft of a candlestick sitting on the table. She swung her hand up hard and felt the impact of her weapon against the side of the man's head.

      In the black of near unconsciousness, the grip on her throat disappeared. The candlestick slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. A second later, she followed.

      Scarlett landed on her hands and knees and gasped for air. Pain ripped through her chest as the oxygen-starved muscles struggled for every molecule. Her neck burned with each breath she took in and every cough she hacked out.

      She struggled against the void. All she could hear was the pounding of her own heart, the ragged sounds of her labored breaths and the dry hacking of her coughs. After a few minutes, her heart slowed and her breathing became almost normal. Between coughs, she heard Cash's and Ruby's muffled shouts from the other room.

      A fresh round of agony tore through her throat when she spoke “It's okay… I'm okay, I think.”

      She opened her eyes and blinked away tears. A few feet away, she saw her assailant lying on the ground with his eyes closed.

      Scarlett climbed to her feet and was gripped by a new kind of terror. Surrounding the man's head was a growing pool of blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            The First

          

        

      

    

    
      What is murder? Is it the taking of an innocent life? Is it killing a scumbag who really deserved it? Even if he killed you first?
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett stared at the motionless body lying face down on the floor. She thought it funny that she would notice the man's grimy plaid shirt, stained jeans and sweat-soaked hair. Looking over the body, she realized she didn't even know the name of the man she just killed.

      Or did I?

      Her attacker's back rose and fell in shallow breaths. He was alive.

      Relief and disappointment rushed over her. She didn't want to kill anyone, even though she wanted him dead. Scarlett could not reconcile those two feelings.

      A low moan escaped from the man's lips. His hand twitched and Scarlett sprang into action. She reached down, pulled the small pistol from his waistband, and shoved it into her own.

      Scarlett marched out of the room and into the kitchen. Ruby and Cash sat against the far wall, still bound to their chairs with gags in their mouths. “Are you guys okay?”

      The two mumbled their confirmations.

      She ran over to Cash and fumbled with the knots holding his wrists. After a few moments, the rope loosened and came undone. Once Cash's hands were free, Scarlett moved to the sink. “Help her out, please. I need to take care of something.” Scarlett filled a glass of water and left the room.

      Back in the living room, Scarlett grabbed her attacker by his greasy shirt and yanked him onto his back. She reached down and lifted one eyelid to see only white.

      She set the glass on the narrow table nearby. Oh no you don't. With a strength she did not know she had, she seized the man's shirt and lifted him to his feet. Scarlett slammed him into the wall where he'd held her just moments ago.

      She grabbed the glass of water and splashed it across the man's face He sputtered a breath. “What the hell?”

      Scarlett shoved the man against the wall, sending more drywall to the floor. “Who sent you?”

      His eyes crossed for a moment then he focused on her face. “What?”

      “I said 'Who sent you'!”

      The man smiled faintly and closed his eyes. “Piss off.”

      Scarlett pulled the man away from the wall and shoved him into the depression again. “Tell me.”

      “Why? He's gonna kill me anyway.”

      He? Scarlett felt the wind fall from her sails.

      Her grip relaxed. The intruder took advantage of her distraction and thrust his arms up. Scarlett's hands came free. She stumbled back enough to let the man's wild haymaker miss her nose by a few inches.

      Scarlett's martial arts training kicked in again. In her mind, she saw the moves play out. She guided his passing hand and pushed it, spinning him more than he intended. Taking advantage of his unbalanced state, she stepped up to him and brought her elbow across the man's cheek. He crumpled to the floor.

      She knelt down beside him. “Who sent you?”

      His eyes flickered as he struggled to stay awake. “Why should I tell you?”

      Scarlett was not sure what made her say her next words, they just seemed to flow from her lips. “Because I'll kill you quickly. You can bet they won't be so nice.”

      The man's breaths came in ragged gasps. “Fine… Derrick. Derrick Martins.”

      The name stung. She was not quite sure why, but that man's name, connected with her attempted murder was like a knife to her heart. “Why? Who am I to him?”

      A cough burst from the man's lips. “I don't know. I think it had something to do with the accident, the explosion.”

      Scarlett's confusion only deepened. Scraps of memories raced through her mind, but none of it made sense. She looked down at the floor and the smeared blood puddle. “I…”

      Her vision exploded in a flash of pain and light. She felt her body falling backward and her mind threatened to black out. Scarlett resisted the urge to slip into the darkness and landed hard on the floor.

      She shook her head just in time to see the man lunging at her. His body descended toward her with his hands outstretched toward her throat.

      Without thinking, Scarlett flipped her legs up. Her thighs clamped down around her attacker's neck. His body slammed into her, shoving her along the smooth floor with his momentum. He fell to the floor with a thud and scrambled to get traction.

      Scarlett locked her ankles and squeezed her legs like a vise. Rage filled her again, rage at her own distraction and the opportunity she had given him. Her eyes burned and her lips were curled in anger. She watched as his arms flailed, trying anything to reach her. She clenched her teeth and relished in his helplessness.

      His eyes bulged in his skull. Their gazes locked for a brief moment. Then she wrenched her legs to the side, snapping his neck with a sickening crack.

      Scarlett's fury evaporated instantly. She looked down at the burst blood vessels around the white edges of his eyeballs. The horror of what she'd just done slammed into her chest and took her breath away.

      Cash and Ruby burst through the door to find Scarlett with her legs around the dead man's head. Ruby was the first one to speak. “Oh my.”

      Scarlett glanced up at her brother and mother then back down to the man she'd just killed. Her face was a mask of shock and terror. She shoved herself away from the now lifeless body. With her back to the wall, she stared at the motionless corpse.

      “I killed him. I don't even know who he was, and I killed him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 7


          

          
            A Magic Trick

          

        

      

    

    
      The physical act of taking someone's life is easy. Living with it, now that's the hard part.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby dabbed the washcloth on Scarlett's arms and face, erasing the tiny splatters of blood. Scarlett knew she would always see those red spots, always feel their sick wetness against her skin. Even several minutes later, she could still feel the crack of the man's neck reverberate through her bones.

      Scarlett stared off into the distance, reliving that moment over and over in her mind. “I can't believe I did it.”

      Ruby stepped over and rinsed out the cloth in the kitchen sink. “Oh sweetheart. Ya did what was necessary.”

      “I know ma, but… Is this who I really am? Was I like this before you found me? A killer?”

      Ruby sat back down next to Scarlett at the cherry table and wrapped her arms around her daughter. The older woman's voice was tired but soothing. “Ah may not have given birth to ya, but I know ya well 'nuff. Yer definitely not a cold-blooded killer.”

      There was a long pause before Ruby spoke again, but when she did, a tiny bit of strength had returned. “He's the one who tried to kill ya before, isn't he?”

      Scarlett just nodded as she reached up to wipe away the tear trickling down the side of her face.

      “An' he was here to finish the job?”

      Scarlett nodded again. The older woman patted her hand.

      “Then ah'd say the bastard got wha' he deserved.”

      Scarlett turned to look up at her mother. “Does that make what I did right, ma?”

      Ruby stared for a long moment into her eyes. “I don't know, sweetheart.”

      The swinging door into the front room burst open and Cash strolled through.

      “Yes. It does,” he said. “Yes, it absolutely does.”

      Cash walked right up to Scarlett and pulled her to her feet. “Scar, that sonofabitch was here to kill us.”

      “He came for me.”

      “And we were just in his way. He didn't care.”

      The younger woman looked down, her hands hanging limp in her brother's. “I just…”

      “Cut the crap, Scar. That guy was walking garbage! He…”

      “Cash!” Ruby interrupted.

      “He was! He was a low-life hired thug. You saw the sores and the tracks on his arms.”

      The older woman rose and stepped up to her son. “His life still matters, he was still a person.”

      Cash's gaze burned into his mother for a moment before he turned to Scarlett. “No. It doesn't. He was walking sickness. But he's dead now and we have to deal with that.”

      Scarlett looked over to her mother then back to Cash. “So, what do we do?”

      “We call the police.” Ruby squinted and cocked her head to the side.

      Scarlett felt small under her mother's gaze, as if she'd asked the most ridiculous question ever.

      “No.” Cash's voice was firm and commanding.

      “Excuse me? This is mah home. This man broke into mah house and tried to kill mah family. Why the hell not?”

      Cash turned his head slowly to look at his mother again. “Mama, I know this is hard, but you gotta trust me. We need to think of the bigger picture here. So far, we've had no idea the circumstances of Scarlett's amnesia. Now it's clear someone, that man, tried to kill her.”

      An uneasy feeling crept in at the edges of Scarlett's mind. It was the same feeling she had when she left Rishabh's. Her family was in danger, because of her own actions. “He's right.”

      Ruby looked between her children with a wrinkled brow. “Not sure Ah understand.”

      “Whoever tried to kill her before, did it because she was a threat,” Cash continued. “Up until now they thought she was indeed dead. Now, they know she's alive. And they're going to make sure she does not stay that way for very long.”

      “Won' they jes' send sum'mon else?”

      Cash shook his head and leaned against the table. “I don't think so. I heard this guy talking on the phone. He was just a hired killer. My guess is that he got Scarlett's license plate number and had someone look it up. Scarlett's current identity died with this man, for now.”

      Scarlett spoke up. “Then we're back to the question of what to do.”

      “First, we get the blood cleaned up. Ma, I know you're no stranger to blood. Can you take care of that?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “Good. Scarlett, I want you to stay here. Don't come out of this room.”

      Cash started to walk out of the room when Scarlett called to him. “What about you? What are you going to do?”

      He stopped and turned his head, just enough to see his sister from the corner of his eye. “I'm gonna make a phone call and get rid of this body.”
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        * * *

      

      The old car rumbled down the freeway. Scarlett was amazed that the beat-up machine could even reach fifty-five miles per hour. When they finally reached highway speeds, the doors rattled and vehicle shook like it was going to fall apart. One of the half-melted knobs for rolling up the windows fell to the floorboard with a thunk.

      Instead of a media and navigation interface, the dashboard held a simple radio with a narrow slot. Two tiny, fading letters, CD, sat below the slot. Scarlett had to keep the windows down to air out the stale liquor and sunbaked vinyl odors. The damn thing doesn't even have autodrive.

      They'd been on the road for more than an hour now. Scarlett had no idea where they were going, only that they were heading west. Every time she prodded him for a destination, Cash avoided a direct answer. Finally, she lost her patience and confronted him directly. “Where are we going, Cash?”

      Cash sat in the seat next to her, a baseball cap pulled down over his eyes. “Just stay on this road. I'll tell you when to exit.”

      “C'mon, give me a little more than that. What's with you anyway?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Cash, you took control real quick back at the house. Clearly you're no stranger to situations like this. Does it have something to do with your time in the military?”

      “Something like that.”

      Scarlett flipped on the turn signal but nothing happened. She laughed to herself and nudged the car over into the next lane. “Cut the BS. Ruby and Emma aren't here, so there's no point in avoiding it anymore.”

      Cash eyed her from under his cap. “Avoiding what?”

      “Do you think no one notices how you divert the conversation anytime it comes up? Do you think your own mother didn't notice how you quickly and efficiently you took control back at the house? She didn't argue or fuss.”

      Cash lifted the front of his hat with a finger. “So?”

      “Your mother plays dumb and doesn't ask questions because she thinks it's some form of PTSD. Emma just thinks that you're too proud to talk about it. But that bullshit doesn't play with me.”

      Without looking, Cash pointed to a holo-sign ahead. “There, take Beach Street. Go on.”

      “I may not understand everything you did, but I'm betting it wasn't all rosy. I think you don't talk about it because some of it you're not proud of.”

      He set his jaw. “I'm very proud of my service to this country.”

      “I didn't say you weren't. You and I both know that sometimes the wrong thing has to be done to get the right result.”

      “My little sis, when did you become such a cynic?”

      She glanced at her brother. “When some asshole tried to kill me for a second time.”

      Scarlett guided the car off the freeway and turned right. A quarter-mile further, they pulled up to the gates of an old seaport shipping dock. The chain-link fence was tattered and the docks beyond were long-abandoned. Hanging on one side of the fence gate was a rusty padlock. It was unlocked.

      Cash pointed at the gate and waved his hand. “Just keep going slowly. Nudge it open.”

      She inched the vehicle forward. At the first bump, the gate swung open, screeching with every inch.

      Cash raised his hand and pointed to the left. “Before we stop I want to tell you something that I think you should know.”

      Scarlett eyed her brother. “Go on.”

      “It's about your vision.”

      She followed her brother's instructions and stopped the car facing an empty pier. “Okaaay.”

      “I had a friend look into what you described, into whether there was any kind of accident at Universal Dynamics, and it turns out there was. I'm not sure of the details, since they've done a helluva job at cleanup, but a lot of people died.”

      Scarlett put her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God.”

      “Only four people are listed to have survived the explosion. Of those four, only you and one other are still alive. The others died of mysterious causes.”

      Scarlett stared at the undulating water in the distance. Her voice was soft and distant. “Derrick Martins.”

      As she said the words, an image flashed through her mind. She saw his face above her, sweat beading on his brow. He wore a warm, passionate smile. In his eyes, she saw love.

      “How?” Cash turned to look at his sister, his eyes wide. “How did you know?”

      “Our unfortunate passenger told me,” she whispered.

      “Oh. So you know who he is?”

      Scarlett shook her head. “No. I mean, I know I know him, but I don't know how.”

      “Ah, well… He's the new Chief Development Officer at Universal Dynamics.”

      A knock on the window made her jump. Outside the car stood a man in a black wool coat, waiting patiently.

      Cash nodded his head toward the man. “We're here to meet him.”

      They climbed out of the car. Cash walked around to stand next to his sister and shook the stranger's hand. “Scarlett, this is Neil. Neil, Scarlett.”

      This is what a man who disposes of bodies looks like? He looks so… normal. Do I still look that normal, now that I'm a killer? His grip was firm and confident. “Nice to meet you, Neil.”

      Neil was taller than both Cash and Scarlett by a full head. He looked down at her, his face expressionless. He nodded then turned to Cash. “This is the one you called me about the other day? Hmm. Are we all set? Did you tell her?”

      Cash shook his head. “No, not yet.”

      Scarlett's brow furrowed. Her eyes darted between the two men. “Tell me… Tell me what? Cash, what's going on?”

      Her brother breathed in and let out a deep sigh. He looked down at his wringing hands. “Scarlett… Neil's not really here to dispose of the body and the car. I mean, he's going to do that.” Cash looked up and stared into her eyes. “But the real reason he's here is to take you with him.”

      Scarlett's eyes widened. “WHAT?”

      Cash's voice cracked with fatigue and emotion. “Scar, you have to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 8


          

          
            Neil

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes betrayals are for your own good. And sometimes, they are to protect others. The understanding that comes later does not lessen the pain now.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett's eyes filled with moisture. She clenched her fists in rage and glared at her brother in disbelief. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Cash cocked his head to the side. “Scar, c'mon. You gotta understand. If someone's after you…”

      Hot tears streamed down her face. “Oh, I see… If the going gets tough?”

      “C'mon. You know it's not like that.”

      Bitter words formed on her tongue, only fueling her anger. “Guess I'm not quite family enough to stick up for, huh?”

      Something in Cash snapped. His eyes shifted from pleading to angry, and when he spoke, his voice boomed. “HEY! You listen to me. I am sticking up for you. Probably even saving your life. But more important to me are my kids. I get the shit that's going on. But I have to protect Ethan and Sofie. You can hate me now, but that's what I have to do.”

      His words crushed her. Even though she was nearly eye-level with her brother, she felt a foot tall looking up at him. She wiped the dampness from her cheeks and sniffled. “You're right. I'm sorry.”

      Cash adjusted his jacket and walked over to the other man, keeping his eyes on Scarlett. “Neil, remember Chicago?”

      The taller man wrinkled his brow and nodded. “Yeah. What's that got to do with—”

      “Good. Now I'm collecting. You keep her away. For her own and my family's safety. You got that?”

      Scarlett wanted to say something, anything, but she could not find the words. She was so ashamed by her own anger and selfishness at not considering Emma and the kids that her mind was numb.

      Scarlett glanced up to see Neil and Cash with locked gazes in an intense unspoken argument.

      Finally, Neil's face softened. “Fine.”

      “Thanks. Just keep her safe. She is my sister, after all.”

      The two men shook hands, their forearms straining with the strength of their grips. When they released, Cash turned to his sister. “Don't forget that we love you. I know this is crazy, but it's the best way I know to keep you and the rest of the family safe.”

      Scarlett just nodded.

      “Look, I know it sucks, but right now they have no leads. Neil can help keep it that way. I was hoping it wouldn't come to this, but when I found out about the accident at Universal Dynamics and that you might have been involved somehow, I… had to be ready for anything.” His arms wrapped around Scarlett and held her tight.

      She wanted to sink into him and cry, but she knew it would not help her situation.

      Cash let her go and started to walk away. After just a few steps, he stopped and pulled something from his waistband. “Oh, and here's this. It belonged to our friend in the car.”

      Neil took the gun from Cash and turned it over in his hands. “Figures. He had to use a piece of crap Sure-Point.”

      “It's better than nothing, right?”

      Neil shoved the weapon into his own waistband. “No, not really.”

      Scarlett struggled against more tears. With her eyes squeezed shut, she tried to make herself believe this was the right decision. In her mind, logically it was, but in her heart, she knew it was wrong. “Cash?”

      Her brother turned to her. “Yeah?”

      “What about my stuff at Mom's? And… How are you going to get home?”

      Cash chuckled. “I'll keep your stuff in storage until you're settled. And as far as me? Don't worry. I've got a ride.”

      He turned around and kept walking. As soon as he passed the gate, a yellow taxi pulled up and stopped.

      Scarlett watched as her brother shook the cabbie's hand and got in the front passenger seat. Another tear trickled down her cheek when the vehicle pulled away and disappeared. She jumped at Neil's cold voice.

      “We should go.”
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        * * *

      

      The primer-grey car backfired as it came to a stop. Scarlett knew she was in a city, but had no idea which one it was. The blindfold she'd reluctantly agreed to wear and Neil's obviously indirect route made sure she was good and lost. He knows his work.

      The car lurched forward again and the last fringes of light trickling through the black cloth vanished. Everything was black.

      Neil pulled the blindfold from her eyes. With a flat tone, he said the first words spoken by either of them since they left the docks. “We're here.”

      Scarlett blinked away the haze that clouded her vision. When she could see clearly again, she found herself in an empty warehouse with what appeared to be another building inside the warehouse itself. “Aaaannd here is where?”

      Neil pulled the handle to the door and it came off in his hand. “Nice. Home, we're home.”

      She tried not to laugh as the stoic man climbed out through the window, Dukes of Hazard-style. Scarlett gently pulled on her own handle and the door popped open with little effort. “This is home?”

      Neil glanced over at her as he stalked to the interior building. “Until I figure out exactly what to do with you? Yes.”

      Scarlett resigned herself to living in this strange place for a few days. As she darted after him, the rest of his words registered. “Wait… 'What to do with me?' I thought you and Cash had this all figured out.”

      The smaller, inside building sat against the far wall of the warehouse. Though thin, sheetrocked walls supported a roof two stories up, it was still more than a dozen feet from the larger building's ceiling. Several windows, shuttered with blinds, dotted the structure's face. Some of them were lit, some were not.

      As she got closer, Scarlett noticed the small electrical box attached to the wall next to the door. Neil walked right up to the box and pulled it open. The casing swung to the side, revealing a very out-of-place touchscreen, currently displaying a numeric keypad.

      Neil tapped a few of the numbers and pressed his thumb against the surface. Crosshairs appeared on the screen, centered on his thumb and the digit glowed. The pad beeped and an electronic voice welcomed Neil home.

      Scarlett made a mental note of the combination keycode, thumbprint and biometric security to get in. She hoped getting out would be easier than getting in.

      Neil reached for the tarnished-brass handle. When he pulled, a soft click came from behind the door and it swung open. Scarlett was not sure what to expect inside, but the drab, abandoned office look was not it. She knew that was what she should have expected, since the building looked like a simple office space. Still, something made her expect more. “You live in an abandoned office?”

      He strolled inside and she followed. The two weaved their way through the empty offices and stopped in front of a broom closet. Neil opened the door and they stepped into the empty space.

      A flickering light bulb illuminated the small closet. Scarlett eyed her host as he reached over and flipped the small light switch. Instead of the light turning off, though, the floor lurched under her feet.

      Scarlett gave a squeak at the sudden movement but quickly realized the room was actually a small elevator. When the tiny lift came to a stop, she was staring at a large apartment space beneath the office's floor. “Oh.”

      The wall to Scarlett's right was lined with three large viewscreens showing several chaotic webs of information. Halleon Technologies, the Drummond Tower… All this random stuff. What is this guy up to?

      To the left of the screens were several display cases. The shelves held random objects that Scarlett could only describe as junk. Among the items was a chunk of concrete, a diamond necklace, a child's doll and an old brass key.

      Concrete, steel and glass dominated the apartment. Few pieces of furniture decorated the area. Other than a few pieces of electronics, a couch and a small dinette set, the main living room was empty. To her left, though, Scarlett counted what looked like three large weapons lockers and wondered why someone might need that many firearms. She was surprised at the level of style. From the warehouse above, she expected more of a grungy, bachelor pad kind of place.

      Neil stepped out of the elevator and moved toward a black leather couch in the middle of the main room. He removed his jacket, tossed it onto the sofa and held his arms out.

      “Welcome home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 9


          

          
            Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      We are all prisoners, whether held by someone else or by our own destinies.
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        * * *

      

      After just two weeks of isolation in Neil's underground apartment, a realization struck Scarlett: She would never be safe. As much as she was starting to like him, and that it looked like he was starting to like her, she knew she would always be looking for another whiskey-breathed man in the shadows. Even worse, her family would never be safe. She could not live with that hanging over her head.

      Scarlett watched Neil come and go at odd hours. His schedule was random and impossible to predict. Most of the time, he'd be gone for several hours, giving her plenty of time to get away. Once she figured that out, she knew what she had to do.

      For fifteen minutes after he left, she sat on the couch facing the vidscreen with glazed eyes. Images and news clips flashed before her oblivious stare. Her mind thought of only her plan. Every minute that passed, her breath quickened a little.

      When the clock finally ticked off the last minute, she dashed into her bedroom and retrieved the backpack she'd been living out of for the past month. Scarlett shoved her few belongings inside. From under her pillow, she grabbed the pistol Neil had left in case of emergency.

      She made her way to the small elevator. Precious seconds dragged by in the tiny closet lift. The floor lurched to a halt and she waited. Listening for any sign of Neil's approach, she heard only silence.

      Scarlett moved through the offices and cubicles without a sound. At the door, she paused. This is it. No turning back.

      She reached for the handle. The latch clicked and the door swung open. Instead of seeing the open expanse of the warehouse, she saw only Neil.

      Her gaze moved up until their eyes locked. His jaw set and his eyes bored into her. “What do you think you are doing?” Neil's flat voice showed no emotion.

      She knew it was too late to lie; the backpack made her intentions clear. “I'm leaving.”

      Neil seized her arm and shoved her back. “Like hell you are.”

      Scarlett stumbled back a few feet. She righted herself and glared him. “I am.” She moved to sidestep her obstacle. He reached out for her arm again.

      The moment his hand made contact with her bicep, she wrapped her own arm around and over his. Arms locked together, she swung around to shove him away.

      But Neil moved too fast. He anticipated her attack and pulled her close. Pivoting around, he came up behind her. His flat palm slammed into the center of her back.

      Air exploded from her lungs as she sailed over the nearest desk. The backpack flew from her shoulder and landed several feet away.

      Scarlett climbed to her knees. Her eyes burned with rage. “Who do you think you are? My jailer?”

      “Look, I made a promise to Cash to watch and protect you. But more than that, I have to make sure you don't endanger his family… ever.”

      She leaned on the desk and rose to her feet. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means you stay where Universal Dynamics can't get you. Means you stay here”

      Scarlett chuckled and stepped over to pick up the backpack. “What are you going to do, tie me up?” She picked up the pack with a smile.

      “I'd rather not.”

      She'd figured out Neil's profession shortly after meeting him. She knew he was little more than a highly-paid corporate thief and assassin. “And what if I don't let you? Would you kill me?”

      “If I have to.”

      Her smile disappeared. “Try it.” Her hand made its way into the black bag and touched the cold metal inside.

      Neil stepped into the room. The door closed behind him. His tone changed, becoming more relaxed and conversational. “Why were you leaving? Where were you going? What were you hoping to accomplish?”

      His change in tone caught Scarlett off guard and his questions shredded her anger. “To end this. I'm tired of living in hiding. I can't live like this for the rest of my life. And I don't want to always be a danger to my family.”

      Neil sat on the edge of the nearest desk. “But how… How were you going to end it?”

      The question frightened Scarlett. In her heart, she knew the answer. She'd already done it once. She hoped she could do it again. If not, it would end one way or the other. “I'm going to kill Derrick Martins.”

      “I'll tell you what. If you can get past me and out that door, I'll let you go.” The man smiled.

      Scarlett's eyes narrowed and she tilted her head. “Why?”

      “Because,” Neil laughed. “if you can get past me then you can handle anything they throw at you.”

      A deadly silence hung in the air. Her fingers flexed in the bag. The weapon's textured grip comforted her. She gauged him through narrowed eyes. “Fine.”

      Her fingers closed around the handle of the gun. She pulled it free of the bag in one smooth motion.

      The weapon's polished black metal glinted under the florescent lights. She stared down the side of the barrel at Neil. “Now, I'm going to walk out of here.”

      A smile cracked the corner of his mouth. “Okay.”

      Scarlett stepped to the side with the open backpack in one hand and the pistol in the other. Neil's utter calm unnerved her. The weapon quivered in her hand. She stopped between Neil and the door.

      His muscles looked completely relaxed. She knew he was not going to just let her walk away. Her eyes narrowed and she blinked.

      Before her mind could register what was happening, Neil launched himself off the desk. His hands came up and tore the gun from her fingers with a sharp twist. Continuing his fluid motion, one hand shot to the back of her head.

      Scarlett's next breath caught in her chest. Neil's fingers dug into the soft flesh of her neck. His other hand held the pistol under her chin. Fear of pushing Neil too far overcame her determination and she froze.

      A bead of sweat trickled down her temple.

      After a long moment, he lowered the gun and flung her back into the room. “Try again,” he said flatly.

      She stumbled forward and crashed into another desk. Neil pressed a button on the side of the gun. The magazine fell into his other hand. “Oh, and next time, if you actually plan to shoot, take off the safety.”

      Scarlett felt the heat rise to her face. She knew she had to confront him directly. I earned a blackbelt in less than five years, I can handle this.

      The gun clanked onto the desk. She flung the backpack at her opponent launched herself at him.

      Neil deflected the bag. He caught her fist and guided it away. The shift in direction threw Scarlett off balance.

      He slammed his open palm into the center of her chest. She tumbled backward, over the desk and onto the floor. Scarlett struggled to breathe.

      “Do you want to try again?”

      Air came into her lungs in ragged and painful bursts. Words were beyond her. She raised her hand in surrender.

      “Good. Now do you understand my dilemma? If I let you go, they will get you, and they will find out where you've been hiding. That puts Cash and his family in danger.”

      She hated to admit he was right. She did not like it, but it made sense. “Then…” she coughed. She swallowed and tried to get a lungful of air. “Then what now?”

      “You tell me.” Neil bent down and picked up the backpack. He peeked inside and tossed it to Scarlett.

      “I don't want to live here and I can't stay in hiding forever,” she said, climbing to her unstable feet.

      Neil laughed. “That's good. I don't want you living here forever.” He reloaded the weapon and held it out for her. “What makes you want to do this? What drives you? Think about that for a second, and then tell me what you want to do.”

      Scarlett reached out and took the gun. The feel of the weapon's weight and its pure killing potential, comforted her. It felt oddly natural.

      She closed her eyes and images of Derrick, the accident at Universal Dynamics and her whiskey-breathed killer flashed through her mind. A tiny spark ignited in the void. She fed those images to the spark, turning it into a small flame.

      In her mind, she saw Derrick standing over the bloody corpses of her family. She saw the unmoving bodies of her niece and nephew and the tiny flame became a raging firestorm.

      She opened her eyes and glared at Neil. “Teach me. Teach me to end this and keep my family safe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 10


          

          
            Neil's Mission

          

        

      

    

    
      Time has a way of slowing down when our lives hang on a desperate need or hunger, like for revenge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scarlett rubbed her jaw. Neil's last punch had knocked her to the floor again and was even more jarring than the one before. She could not figure out how he moved so fast and anticipated her best dodges and blocks.

      “Ow.” Her tone was flat.

      The last two weeks had been a blur of intense training and recovery. Beyond the physical pain, though, she had plenty of stress to release at her opponent. Asking Neil to turn her into a deadly killing machine resulted in her life being even less her own than before. Between the early, and sometimes random, waking hours and the simple physical abuse she was constantly on edge.

      The connection between them had blossomed as well. They joked and talked more. Scarlett had even noticed more physical contact between them, intentional or not. She was even daring to think they could be friends, maybe even more.

      Neil chuckled. “You still sure you want to do this?”

      He asked that same question every time she made the slightest complaint. And every time he asked, it only solidified her resolve more. She was starting to think that was his intent.

      One side of Scarlett's mouth turned up in a breathless smile. “Please. I still think you hit like a girl.” Scarlett rolled backward and launched herself into a standing position. She landed, ready to block her opponent's next attack.

      Fifteen minutes passed as the two traded fast and unrelenting blows. Neil's fists and elbows slammed into Scarlett's hands and empty air. Scarlett's fists met only air. When the timer sounded, Neil called them to a halt.

      He dabbed a towel to his forehead. “Good. You're getting better. I only made contact twice.”

      Scarlett caught another towel Neil tossed to her. Her chest heaved and she struggled for a breath. “Twice is enough.”

      “I thought you said I hit like a girl.”

      “You do. It was just easier to avoid getting hit than to buy you a bottle of Midol for your girly little fist.”

      Neil held his hands up and shook them. “Oooo… Big talker. Let's count how many times my girly hands pummel your jaw next time.”

      She scoffed. “Psh… Next time, you won't touch me. And, oh…shower's mine.”

      “We'll see about that. Just hurry up and don't use all the hot water.”

      Scarlett strolled off with the towel draped over her head. “Or what?” She turned the corner before Neil could answer.

      Her shower was quick and cold; she preferred it that way. She came out of her room, rubbing another towel against her stringy, wet hair to find Neil fussing with one of the weapons lockers. She grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen. “We working on weapons today?”

      “No. I have a job.” His eyes stayed focused on his guns.

      Scarlett pulled the top on the bottle and squirted a long draught into her mouth. She looked over at the weapons locker. This was the first time she'd actually seen him open it. She didn't even know what kinds of weapons were inside.

      Her curiosity got the better of her and she walked over beside him. “A job? Okay. Need any help?”

      “No. You're still too green.”

      She laughed. “Aw, c'mon… Nothin' like a little OJT, right?”

      Neil let the carriage on one of his weapons slide home and stopped. He turned to face her and looked right into her eyes. “Look. I get your enthusiasm and you're learning faster than any of the Marines I used to train. But this job is down and dirty. I don't have time for training or babysitting.”

      Scarlett raised her hands defensively and stepped back. “No problem.”

      He returned to checking over his weapons and started shoving several into a bag. “Good. I'll be back in a few days. I have to trust you on this, so don't go anywhere. Just keep to your workout regimen and practice schedule.”

      A metallic reflection caught her eye, drawing her gaze from Neil to the weapons he was stuffing into the bag. Other than the small pistol previously owned by the man who had tried to kill her, she'd only ever seen guns on television and in the movies. Those weapons looked nothing like Neil's.

      The cabinet contained a rack with several firearms and a few empty slots. Many of the weapons looked like they could be rifles or pistols but were much sleeker in design. One pistol had a series of green LED lights. Etched into the metal next to the lights was the word “Charge.”

      Another gun, maybe a rifle, looked like it was made of a single, solid piece of metal. The main body was a rectangular shape about two inches tall and ran from the tip of the muzzle to the empty magazine chamber. She could only describe its smooth surface as sexy. A small digital counter displayed double zeroes next to several other lights and buttons.

      Neil held up his last weapon and looked it over. A large magazine inserted into the odd pistol's back end. A small display on the side showed the level of charge as well as the number of rounds that were loaded. Scarlett's jaw dropped when she saw that the gun held more than a hundred rounds.

      She found it difficult to fathom the amount of firepower he packed into the bag. Sheer awe gripped her as she watched him fill the duffle.

      Neil zipped the bag closed and locked the cabinet. “I'm going to get my shower real quick.” He walked away and called over his shoulder in a casual voice. “And don't play with the guns.”

      Scarlett headed to the computer, watching him from the corner of her eye. I would never play with the guns. When she heard the click of Neil's door closing, she turned around. Looking at them, however… That I would do.

      She unzipped the duffle and stared at its contents. On top of the other weapons sat the pistol he put in last. Its matte, charcoal grey surface was cool to the touch. The individual pieces of the weapons were angular with sharply rounding corners. At the back, where the magazine inserted, the handle became a loop. It looked like a rifle butt.

      When she picked up the weapon, it was lighter than she expected. The weapon's butt actually helped stabilize the gun against her forearm. On the right side was a small switch with three settings: safe, semi and auto.

      Her amazement with the weapon only deepened with every centimeter she inspected. From the magazine size, it was clear the gun did not fire traditional lead bullets. She'd heard about charged plasma rounds but they were supposed to be just for the military. Even those she'd seen on television were much larger. The idea that something so small could manage full-auto energy shots astounded her.

      “It's called the XA-47 Wolverine.”

      Scarlett yelped and jumped back a step. She turned to see Neil coming toward her dressed in a dark blue suit and adjusting his tie.

      “Oh, I'm sorry. I wasn't playing with it. I've just never seen anything like it.”

      He reached over and took the weapon from her. “You wouldn't. It's custom.” Neil held the gun up for her to see. “Everything on this is custom made, including the ammunition. It holds one hundred forty-nine rounds and can send them all at a target in less than a minute.”

      “Shit.”

      He laughed. “Yeah. That's why it's my favorite. Well, that and the fact that the rounds are little more than slivers of nickel wrapped in a bit of the sun's corona. It takes a lot to stop one of these.”

      Scarlett stood with her mouth wide open. It seemed barely possible that this kind of weapon could exist. “That's incredible.”

      “Well, while it is my favorite, it is far from my most advanced piece. But we'll save that for later. Right now I have to go.” Neil returned the Wolverine to the bag. “You should have plenty of food. This'll be a bit of a break for you, but, like I said, keep up your workouts and training. I'll be back as soon as I can finish this.”

      “And if you don't come back?” She wasn't sure she really wanted to ask the question but she knew she had to. With his line of work, and the one she was training for, that was always a possibility.

      He grabbed the duffle and headed for the elevator. “If I'm not back in a week, you grab whatever weapons and ammo you can carry. You call Cash and he'll get you money. When he does, you go as far as you can, as fast as you can.”

      He stepped onto the platform and reached for the switch. “You good?”

      She nodded. Scarlett felt a strange emptiness at him leaving. The connection she felt to him was even stronger than she expected. Worry over his safety cut deep into her thoughts.

      With a mental shake, she shoved those thoughts down and buried them deep inside. The last thing she wanted was to put someone she cared about, even someone as skilled as Neil, in danger. “Yeah.”

      “Good. Remember, three to four days tops.”

      Neil pushed the button and the elevator lurched upward. Scarlett watched him rise up through the ceiling into the warehouse. She wasn't sure what she was going to do next, but taking a break was not part of her plan.
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            Neil's Return

          

        

      

    

    
      Memories are funny things. When they are lost, they can be hard to find. But sometimes, they come back when you least expect them.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett's chest ached. She could not remember ever having such a physical response to an emotion, and she didn't even know why.

      Universal Dynamics proved to be a rather tight-lipped organization. Her attempts to research their activities online turned up little more than positive news stories and press releases. At one point, she found a small, underground website dedicated to some conspiracy theory involving the company. For Scarlett, though, the idea of a secretive technofascist cabal buried deep in the history of the company was more than a little far-fetched.

      Finally, she turned her attention to the one person whose name she knew, Derrick Martins. The search on Derrick turned up little more than his employer and title. He was also quite secretive about his personal life.

      Scarlett stared at the screen displaying Derrick's wedding announcement from five years ago and tried to understand why it upset her so much. She wiped at the tear rolling down her cheek and sniffled. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      She shoved herself away from the desk and went to the kitchen. As she filled a glass of ice with water, she watched the liquid pour into the cup. Her eyes focused on the stream.

      The edges of her vision faded and darkness clouded around the water. She felt herself falling away until she was somewhere and somewhen else.

      Around her, she saw a bedroom, familiar and yet, at the same time, not. A queen-sized bed covered in red satin sheets sat centered against the wall in front of her. The single window to her left was obscured by long, gauzy-white curtains. More than a dozen candles lit the room, creating a romantic glow. Where am I?

      Scarlett blinked. The stream of liquid slowed to a trickle then stopped. She watched as her own hands set down a small bottle and moved to the tanned form of the man beneath her. His oil-slick skin moved with her fingers as she massaged his tight muscles. With his face turned away, he moaned. That's Derrick!

      “I'm glad you decided to come over tonight.” The second voice was her own. “I know the stress of the test next week is getting to you. You snapped at Jonathan today and he really didn't deserve it.”

      Derrick moaned again. “Yeah, I know. I'll apologize to him tomorrow. You would not believe the flak I'm getting from the director on this. We're three weeks early on the test and he's still giving me shit.”

      “I know. I'll tell you what… How about if we don't talk shop anymore and I'll do all the work tonight. Deal?” Her hand slid down his hips and slid around to his front. She felt a distant pleasure and a strong revulsion at the same time as her fingers wrapped around his flesh.

      “Mmm… Sounds good to me. Deal.”

      Scarlett started falling away again and everything faded to black.

      The clang of the elevator jarred her back to reality. Her eyes snapped open. She found herself lying on the floor. What the? Crap, again?

      She jumped to her feet and saw the water still running into the sink of broken glass. Shutting off the faucet, she heard the metallic sound of the elevator coming down. Neil's back early.

      Her heart jumped in her chest at the thought of Neil walking over to her. She pictured him strolling across the floor, them engaging in idle chitchat and her offering to give him a massage to recover from his mission. She smiled at the thought of what that might lead to.

      The lift came to a halt with a thump. What the hell am I thinking? I must be crazy. It was that strange flashback. Yeah, that's what it was.

      She wiped the cold sweat from her forehead and set the computer to sleep. “Welcome back. How'd the job go?”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Her head snapped around to see him storming across the room. His right arm shifted and his large black duffle fell onto the couch. He kept his other arm tucked under his jacket.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      Neil's movements were stiff but he still reached her faster than she expected. His hand closed around her throat. The impact slammed her against the wall.

      “Are you nuts? You just go traipsing around the Net researching your target, allowing anyone and everyone to see my I-P? Are you trying to get us killed? I thought you wanted to live through this!”

      Scarlett struggled to breathe. “Wha? I didn't know… I… can't…”

      His grip released. She reached up to clutch her neck.

      The back of his hand smashed across her cheek. She bounced off the desk and onto the floor.

      She looked up just as he pulled a pistol from behind his back. The muzzle centered on her forehead.

      “You've endangered yourself, me, Cash and his whole family.”

      Scarlett was too terrified to move. “What are you talking about? I didn't find anything. It was just a general search.”

      “You think they don't know? You tripped search alerts all over the damn place. Now they know you're alive.”

      The potential consequences of her search registered. If they knew she was alive, they could trace her killer's movements right to Ruby's house.

      “Give me one good reason I shouldn't save them the effort and kill you right now.” The gun wavered.

      Then she noticed it, the growing blossom of red on his shirt. Her eyes followed the stain down to the floor and all the way back to the elevator. “Because if you kill me you'll die.”

      Neil looked down at the growing puddle of blood at his feet. “Aw, fu…”

      The weapon dipped and his hand went slack. Metal clacked against the concrete floor. Neil's body followed, landing face first.

      “Neil? Neil! Shit!”

      Scarlet scrambled to him. A quick check showed he still had a pulse. It was weak, but it was there. She rolled him over onto his back and gasped. His once-white shirt was now bright crimson. The sickly wet cotton material clung to his skin.

      “Oh shit!”

      Random, panicked thoughts raced through her mind. Forcing herself to focus, she tore open the shirt. A single dark hole oozed blood from just below his ribs.

      Scarlett put one hand over the bullet hole. She shoved her hands into his pockets. “Dammit Neil, where the hell's your phone?”

      Every second that passed pushed him closer to death. She finally found the phone and hit the power button. In his contacts list she found the one set of initials she recognized. “Sorry Neil, but I gotta do it.”

      She hit dial. “C'mon, c'mon!” The phone rang too many times. Scarlett started to worry that no one would answer. She sighed when the familiar voice finally replied. “Why are you calling me?”

      “Cash, Neil's in trouble. Get Ruby.”
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            Surgery

          

        

      

    

    
      The human body has nearly a gallon and a half of blood. It is terrifying how fast it can leave through one tiny hole.
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        * * *

      

      Blood trickled between her fingers. Scarlet shifted the palm of her hand and pressed harder. “He's your friend Cash. What the hell do you mean 'no'?”

      Cash's voice cracked with fatigue. “Exactly what I said. No.”

      “He's dying!” she screamed.

      The voice on the other end sighed. “I understand, but I will not put my family in the middle of his bullshit. That's why I left that kind of work. I have to keep them safe. Please, do not call me ag…”

      “They're already not safe!” Blood continued to seep from between her hand and Neil's chest. “I broke cover.”

      She wasn't sure why she was fighting so hard for Neil's life. She barely knew the man.

      Cash's response came with a slow, deliberate anger she'd never heard from him before. “What?”

      “I was looking up Universal Dynamics on the computer here. He said they know I'm alive. Cash, if they track that dirtbag's cellphone movements…”

      Cash sighed again. “Scar, you didn't break cover. Neil's network is invisible to the Net, it doesn't leave any tracks.”

      She didn't have time to argue with him. Even if what Cash said was true, Neil was still in trouble.

      “Cash, dammit! Help me. If he dies, I have nowhere to go. They'll find me and then they'll find you.” Tears streamed down her face. Scarlett tried to stifle the sobs in the long moment that followed.

      “Alright. Just keep him breathing and try to stop the bleeding. Someone will be right there.”

      “Okay.” She sniffed. “I'll try.”

      Scarlett kept one hand on Neil's wound and hung up the phone with the other. Seconds and minutes ticked by slowly. She pressed a button on the phone and the screen lit up with the time. Only two minutes had passed. Neil's pulse weakened. The slower his heart beat, the faster hers raced. “Don't you dare die on me Neil…”

      She checked the time seven more times over the next fifteen minutes. Each time, more and more doubt crept into her mind. Scarlett began to think Cash lied to her. Maybe no one is coming. When an unfamiliar buzzer echoed through the apartment, she yelped.

      The central panel of the vidscreen wall came to life. The screen showed a live feed of the front door. The oblique angle from above and to the side disoriented her.

      Standing in front of the door was an unassuming man. A tan trench coat hung on his shoulders. Who the hell is this?

      She noticed his rolling suitcase and white lab coat under the trench coat.

      The stranger knocked on the door and the buzzer startled her again. She watched his lips move accompanied a split second later by an omnipresent voice. “Hello? I believe there's a patient waiting for me? I'm Doctor Smith. I was sent by Cash Mallack.”

      She stared at the screen. “A doctor?” Scarlett dared not move. She'd just stopped the flow of blood from Neil's chest. If it started again she didn't think he would survive.

      “Yes, a doctor,” the voice replied.

      Scarlett did a double-take. “Wait, you can hear me?”

      “Yes Ma'am. Is there a patient waiting for me or not?”

      “There is, but I'm holding his chest. I… I mean my hand is over his wound.”

      The doctor looked around, trying to find the camera he was being viewed through. “That's fine. Mr. Mallack said for you to tell the door to open.”

      “Tell the doors to open?” Her brow wrinkled. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I'm sure I don't know, but that's what he said.”

      “Um… okay. Front door open.”

      A chime echoed through the room, followed by a female voice. “Voice recognized. Door open.”

      The door clicked and the doctor reached for the handle. When he saw the inside, he paused half-way in. “Where are you?”

      She gave the man directions through the offices to the small closet elevator. A minute later he appeared.

      “How long has he been unconscious?” The man strolled quickly across the floor and knelt beside Neil.

      “I don't know, maybe ten minutes?”

      “Alright then, tell me what happened.”

      Scarlett relayed the events of the last few minutes. By the time she was done, fresh tears streamed down her face.

      Doctor Smith pulled on a pair of blue rubber gloves with a snap. He made a quick inspection and gave his prognosis. “So far, I'd say he's very lucky. I don't know what kind of bullet hit him, but it went cleanly through. Whatever it was, it was hot. The flesh around the wound, inside and out, is scorched.”

      He jumped up and looked around. “We need to move him… here.” He pointed to the kitchen table.

      Scarlett ran over. She cleared the surface of debris with a swipe of her arm. Doctor Smith hefted the front half of Neil's limp form. Scarlett grabbed his legs.

      Once the patient was on the table, the doctor went to work. The two of them removed the last shreds of Neil's shirt and jacket. A small pair of scissors appeared in the doctor's hand. He attempted to cut away Neil's black undershirt, but the stainless steel tool only bent. Together, they peeled the tough material from his torso.

      The doctor grabbed a needle and started an I.V., hanging the bag on the chandelier overhead. Several times he pointed and barked for Scarlett to get more gauze or tools from his bag. She returned from another foray into the doctor's suitcase to see Neil's motionless chest. “Doctor, he's not breathing!”

      Doctor Smith's voice was smooth and flat. “I know.”

      “Do something!”

      “There, in my bag. That mask.” The doctor checked Neil's pulse and grabbed the small airbag mask from Scarlett. “Shit. Here, now put this over his face and squeeze and release like this.” The doctor squeezed the bag and released it, letting it fill back up with air.

      She took the bag and moved toward Neil's head. As she squeezed the plastic sack, Doctor Smith retrieved a small device with two wands.

      He placed the two wands on the patient's chest and sternum. “When I say clear, back away.”

      She nodded.

      “Clear!”

      Neil's muscles twitched. The doctor held the patient's wrist. “Okay, his heart is beating again. Keep up with that bag and don't stop.”

      The doctor spent the next hour reconnecting the bits of tissue he could inside Neil's wound. He finally declared there was not much else he could do.

      “You're done? That's it?”

      Doctor Smith produced a fat aerosol can from his bag. “Not quite.”

      “You're going to cover him in shaving cream? What the hell kind of doctor are you?”

      He laughed. “Not quite. This is a special mix of antibiotics and growth hormones. Exposed to the air, it dries into a skin-like surface. The seal prevents infection better than stitches.”

      “Oh. Wow, that's cool.”

      “Yeah. But underneath is where the real magic happens. The growth hormone encourages cells to reproduce at an accelerated rate. With this, he'll heal in a fraction of the time.”

      Scarlett was stunned. She watched with wide eyes as he filled Neil's wound with white foam. In just a few minutes, the surface of the foam transformed into a semi-clear skin. “That's incredible!”

      “Yep. Oh, you can stop now.”

      The doctor cleaned the rest of the area around the wound and started bandaging Neil's chest. Once the bandages were in place, he pulled off his red-stained gloves and wiped his brow. “Well, he suffered a lot of trauma. He should have gone directly to a hospital. Though, I suppose given his profession that's not likely. He is very lucky the round missed his major organs. He lost quite a bit of blood, but all in all I think he'll be fine.”

      Scarlett let out a deep sigh. For the first time since Neil walked through the door, she felt like she could breathe. “Oh, thank God.”

      The two gently moved Neil into his bedroom. She leaned over his unconscious form as the doctor left the room. He returned a moment later with several clear bags of fluid.

      “I'm going to stay until he wakes up. It should only be a few hours. There is a chance he won't, but that's pretty unlikely.”

      Scarlett was thankful for the company. With the chaos of her life before, and now Neil almost dying, she wondered if there would ever be a sense of normalcy again.

      Doctor Smith strolled back into the living room and moved to sit down on the black couch.

      Scarlett grabbed a couple bottles of water from the fridge and sat down beside him. “Thank you so much Doctor, for saving him.”

      “Oh no, you saved him just as much as I did. If you hadn't kept your hand over that wound he would have bled out before I got here.”

      He held the bottle to his forehead. The condensing water ran from the plastic surface to his forehead and down his face. When he shifted his position, his jacket fell open. Inside, was the black shape of a gun.

      Scarlett's heart skipped a beat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 13


          

          
            Brush with Death

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes we learn more from the places or people we least expect, even if it is from our own selves.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett tried not to stare at the gun. She twisted in her seat and the couch's black leather squeaked at her movement. Even after the doctor shifted and his jacket hid the firearm again, she struggled to keep her eyes anywhere else.

      “So, being this kind of doctor must be dangerous.”

      He twisted the cap off his bottle of water and took a swig. “Oh, somewhat. But it's only part of what I do.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I used to be a full-time surgeon. But I lost my license and, well… then I discovered I had other talents.” Doctor Smith leaned back.

      “Talents… Like him?”

      “Yes, talents much like our friend in the other room. Though, we operate in different circles, so I have nothing but respect for him.”

      The conversation was like something out of a dream, for Scarlett. This man talked about becoming a hired killer as if it was the weather. The entire situation was surreal for her.

      Then the second part of what he said sank in. “Wait… lost your license?”

      He looked at her from the corner of his eye. “Are you so surprised?”

      “Well, no… I…”

      “To be honest, and not to toot my own horn, so to speak, I'm still one of the best in the state. I doubt you'd be able to get a licensed doctor here anyway. Just for coming here they could lose their license. Losing my license was, let's say, a matter of political differences between myself and the medical board.”

      Scarlett didn't know what to think. She'd just let an unlicensed doctor perform life-saving surgery on the man who was her only chance of survival. The more she thought about it the more bizarre her life had become.

      Their talk was comfortable and natural. Yet, something nagged at her. Then the question popped into her mind. “Why are you telling me this? Aren't you assassin-guys supposed to be stoic and keep your past secret?”

      Doctor Smith laughed. “Sometimes. Some of us more than others. I've never been the stoic type. Aaaand I've never really kept my past a secret. Mostly because I don't leave a calling card or any trace at all, for that matter.”

      He paused a moment then, as an afterthought, he continued. “Not that I broadcast who I am or what I do. It's just… If Cash trusts you, so do I.”

      Scarlett thought about the man's history. Lost in her own reflection, the doctor's words brought her back to reality. “What about you?”

      “Huh?”

      “What makes you choose this life? Not many do, you know? Not really.”

      “Well I guess I'm no different then.” She stared down into her lap and picked at her fingernails. “Let's just say my life is really complicated and a lot of people will get hurt if Neil can't teach me to stay alive.”

      “Hmm.”

      There was a long, heavy silence. Doctor Smith stared and fiddled with his bottle. Scarlett just looked off into space. Finally, a question came to her. “Is it worth it?”

      The doctor thought about her question for a moment. “Sometimes. My first year was a little tough. I didn't have someone like Neil to teach me. In fact, I almost couldn't complete my first contract.”

      “What happened?”

      “I had just had my license revoked. I had a few debts, okay a lot of them… and suddenly had no way to pay them. The man I owed approached me and offered to wipe them clean if I did a job for him.”

      Scarlett looked up from her lap. “He wanted you to kill someone…”

      “Yes. But not just kill them. He wanted it to look like natural causes. He wanted it to be so foolproof that no insurance or police autopsy could ever know the difference. That meant no chemical traces or injection points or anything.”

      He laughed. “One of my best habits as a doctor was how thoroughly I researched my patients' histories. Turned out my target had asthma as well as a minor heart condition. I knew it just a matter of applying the right stressors and he would fall over and really die of natural causes.”

      “So, how'd you do it?”

      This time the doctor stared off into space. “Fire alarm. I shut down the elevators and set off the smoke detectors. When he tried to go down twenty-two flights of stairs… He almost made it. On the landing at the third floor he collapsed, holding his chest.”

      “Wow.”

      “It took every ounce of willpower I had not to bend down and help him.”

      Scarlett's eyes widened. “You were there with him?”

      He just nodded.

      “I can only imagine how hard that was. And that was the first time you killed anyone?”

      “On purpose.”

      She thought about what kind of life the doctor must have led, and how he came to be where he was. She wondered if she actually had it easier. Maybe having a choice is the harder way to go.

      “A few weeks ago, a man broke into my house.” She paused for a second, barely believing that the words were coming out of her mouth. For the first time, she was able to say aloud what had happened.

      “He tied up my brother and mother. He was going to kill me. I… I broke his neck.” Her voice cracked on her last words. She'd thought about it, but never before had she truly admitted that she killed that man.

      The doctor's eyes widened. “Really? That's impressive. Not many can do that.” He shifted in his seat and looked at her. “He was going to kill you? And your family, right?”

      She nodded.

      “That can't be what drove you to Neil.”

      “No. It was the man who sent him to kill me. As long as he thinks I'm dead, he can't find or hurt my family.”

      “Ahhh… And you want to go after him before he ends up finding you.”

      “That's about it.” Her words were barely a whisper.

      Silence lingered in the air for a long moment. A short while later they started talking again. Simple chit-chat off and on occupied the next few hours. Sometimes it was about events in the city. Sometimes it was about the job.

      A groan from the other room broke an extended silence. The pair stood and went to check on Neil. They entered the room and approached Neil's left side. The patient was covered up to his chin by the tan comforter. Only his arm and face were uncovered.

      His eyes were still closed, but his arm moved restlessly. The doctor stepped up and took Neil's wrist to check his pulse.

      Neil's left hand snatched free of the doctor's grip. He seized the man's coat and yanked him down. Neil's other hand flashed out from under the covers.

      In the time it took Scarlett to blink, Neil grabbed Doctor Smith and had a plasma pistol against his forehead. He looked up into the doctor's eyes. “Who are you and what the hell are you doing in my home?”

      Scarlett raised her arms and stopped. “WHOA! Neil! What the shit?”

      Neil's gaze snapped to her. “Scarlett! What's going on? Who is this assbag?”

      “He's the man who saved your life. Put the gun down.”

      He looked up at the other man through narrow eyelids.

      The doctor was calm and held his arms up. “My name is Doctor Smith.”

      Neil pressed the gun harder against the man's skull. He looked back and forth between the doctor and Scarlett.

      She didn't want to move. In his current state, she knew Neil might not act rationally. “You came back from your job and passed out. You were shot.”

      “And how did he get here? How did you call him?”

      “I didn't. Cash did.”

      Neil looked up at the doctor again. He backed the weapon off a little. “Cash sent you?”

      Doctor Smith nodded. “Yes. Cash Mallack called me and told me where to go. I didn't know who you were until I saw you in person.”

      “Then you must be the real Doctor Smith.”

      “Indeed I am.”

      “I suppose if Cash can trust you then so can I.”

      “Would you, umm, mind putting the gun down and letting me go now?”

      “Huh? Oh.” Neil laughed. “Sure.” He set the pistol down on the side of the bed and released the doctor's coat.

      Scarlett rushed over. “I'm so sorry, Doctor. Neil's probably just a little out of it.”

      “Please.” Doctor Smith laughed. “This is certainly not the first time a patient has woken up and put a gun to my head.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. Happened even before I became Doctor Smith. Now.” He turned back to his patient. He peeled back the covers and looked over the wound. “Neil, fortunately, you did not tear open your wound. But you really need to try not to move too much for the next few days.”

      “I suppose I can handle that.”

      The doctor nodded. “Good. You lost a lot of blood and the damage was pretty severe. I'm not really sure how you even made it back here. Regardless… I've used an advanced tissue regeneration compound. You should be able to be up and moving in about a week.”

      “A week?” Neil and Scarlett said in unison. Neil continued. “The last time I was shot, it took four-times that.”

      “I'm sure. This compound will dramatically aid in tissue growth as well as your blood volume recovery. For a little more than a week your metabolism will spike pretty high to compensate, though. You'll need plenty of protein and fluids in your diet.”

      Scarlett just stared at the doctor. He continued to ramble about other side effects and care necessities for Neil. She listened and tried to absorb it all.

      A short while later, the doctor said his goodbyes to Neil and headed for the living room. Scarlett started to follow him but stopped in the doorway. She turned around and pointed back at Neil. “Later, we're gonna talk about where the hell you got that gun from.”

      Neil only smiled.

      She turned and followed the doctor.

      “He's going to need you over the next week. He's going to try to do things on his own and you can't let him. Keep him in bed.” Doctor Smith bent down and rummaged through his suitcase.

      “Oh… okay.”

      He stood up and turned to her. In his hand sat two bottles of pills. “He's going to need these. One is an antibiotic and the other is for pain. He needs to take the Antelliciline twice a day until they are all gone. He can take the Praxocet as needed.”

      “Got it.”

      He grabbed the handle to his luggage and moved toward the elevator. Inside, he paused. “Oh, and yes, in case you were wondering, the gun was for you. In this business, things are often black and white. When I walked in, your life depended on his, just as much as his depended on you.”

      Scarlett held her breath.

      “For what it's worth,” he continued. “I'm glad he survived.”

      Doctor Smith flipped the switch and disappeared up the elevator shaft.

      She suddenly realized her chest was pounding. She had just come within a few inches of death and not even known it. Yet another lesson from this whole situation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 14


          

          
            Confession

          

        

      

    

    
      In the battles we wage within ourselves to keep the strictest of controls, we are the loser. Our deepest feelings will always surface, one way or another.
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        * * *

      

      After the doctor left, Scarlett walked into Neil's bedroom. She smiled at the slow rise and fall of his chest. Already back asleep.

      She plopped down into the chair next to the bed and waited. After a few minutes, her own eyes grew heavy and she dozed. Images of Derrick and Neil intermingled in her mind. The dreams started with her and Neil sparring in a blank space. Somewhere along the way, his face morphed into one she did not remember but knew was Derrick's.

      Her practice punches turned into deadly blows. The two ended up on the floor where their wrestling bodies became slick with sweat. Derrick turned back into Neil. By the time she awoke, their limbs were intertwined in passion.

      Neil's cracked voice called her back to the real world. “Scar? Hey… Scarlett.”

      “Hmm?” She rubbed her eyes and sat up. “Hey, sorry. I didn't mean to fall asleep.”

      He gave a half-hearted chuckle. “That's okay. I was just worried. You were saying my and Derrick's names. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      She hoped the room was dark enough to hide the color on her face. “Oh! Yeah. I'm fine. I… uh… It's just…” Scarlett jumped up and headed for the door. “Hey! You hungry?”

      “Um, sure.”

      She turned away to hide her face. “Good. I'll make some soup. Some chicken noodle will be good.”

      “Scarlett, I'm not sick.”

      “I know that…” She forced a laugh. “But it couldn't hurt, right?” She disappeared around the corner. A deep sigh passed her lips and she leaned against the counter for a moment. Come on, get it together. It was just a crazy dream.

      As much as she tried, she could not make the arousing thoughts go away. Food, fighting stances, guns, training… everything came back to her and Neil on the floor. The image was burned into her mind.

      When lunch was ready, she delivered Neil's on a tray and dashed out of the room. He opened his mouth to say something but she was gone before he could utter a word.

      Scarlett set her own meal on the kitchen table. She pulled the chair out and started to sit when Neil's voice caught her in mid-squat.

      “Hey, Scarlett? Can I get the salt?”

      She closed her eyes and cursed to herself. She'd hoped to avoid him until her mind cleared. “Sure.”

      She walked in, handed him the shaker and turned to leave. His voice called her back.

      “Here, just a sec and you can take it back.”

      She paused in mid-step and waited. Her eyes stayed locked on the doorway ahead. After a moment, the shaker reached her outstretched hand.

      “Is something wrong?”

      His question caught her off guard. “What? No… well, I mean, I'm not feeling well. So… I, uh…”

      “Oh.”

      She left the room.

      The next few days were awkward for Scarlett. Every time she looked at her trainer, her cheeks would flush and she would have to turn away. She took the opportunity to train harder. The punching bag became Neil's and Derrick's faces.

      Her pretend anger transformed into real rage. Several times she snapped at an innocent request from Neil. He took her verbal barbs without comment or retort, which only irritated her more.

      Eventually, she recognized what she was doing. Scarlett knew she did not have a reason to be angry with Neil; the thoughts she blamed him for came from her own subconscious. With that realization, her frustration turned inward. The face she imagined on the punching bag became her own.

      On the fourth day, Neil was able to get out of the bed and take a few steps on his own. He laid back down for Scarlett to clean and dress the wound. She was amazed to find the skin knitted closed over the injury.

      “That stuff the doctor used is pretty amazing.”

      Neil only gave a faint “hmm,” in response. Scarlett stood and went to leave the room when his hand seized her arm and yanked her back.

      “Okay, tell me what the hell is going on with you. You've been distant and avoiding me for the last few days.”

      She turned her face away. An image of Neil's hand running over her skin flashed through her mind. She forced it away. “It's nothing, really. I'm fine. I was just worried about you, that's all.”

      His hand reached up, took her chin and turned her back to him. Their eyes locked. His voice was gentle. “Bullshit.”

      Scarlett struggled against the deep, drowning depths of his brown eyes. “I… really… nothing.”

      Neil's face relaxed. He suddenly looked drawn and weak. “Alright. Fine.” He let her go.

      Their gazes broke and she headed for the door.

      “I'm sorry.”

      Her breath caught in her chest and she stopped in the doorway. She kept her back to him. “What?”

      “I'm sorry. I wasn't going to kill you. Hell, I wasn't even really going to hurt you.” His words were soft and barely more than a whisper. “The truth is, the network was safe. I just wanted you to understand how dangerous browsing the Net can be… that there are eyes out there everywhere looking and keeping an eye out for you.”

      She turned and stared at the floor. “I know.”

      “Cash?”

      “Cash.”

      Neil laughed. “Leave it to him to spoil my training. I just…” He rose off the bed and stepped closer. “I've been very impressed with you so far.”

      “Neil, I…” Her chest tightened. Scarlett's self-loathing gripped her throat and choked off her words. His confession made her want to tell him how she felt.

      “You've taken to the training and everything with amazing speed. I find that I admire you more and more.”

      Tears flooded her eyes.

      He stepped up behind her and laughed again. “It's funny… Of all the men and women I've trained, you're the first person whose opinion I give a shit about. I can't stand the thought of you hating me.”

      Scarlett's heart crumbled. She spun around and lost herself in his eyes again. “I don't hate you, Neil. I…”

      She wasn't sure what word came next, so she leaned forward and kissed him.

      Soft, warm lips met her own. If Neil's eyes were deep pools she could lose herself in, his kiss was an ocean.

      After what seemed like forever, their lips separated. Her eyes stayed closed as she swooned in the afterglow. The world around her seemed to swirl.

      She sensed movement. Her eyes flew open to see Neil falling away, eyes still closed. Her arms flew out and grabbed him.

      Scarlett nearly fell over at the suddenness of his weight but she corrected herself. “Neil? Neil!”

      His eyes fluttered open. “Huh? What happened?” He tried to stand again and nearly fell. Scarlett kept him stable as they moved to the bed.

      “We kissed and then… I think you passed out for a second.”

      Neil sank down into the soft covers and managed a weak smile. “Passed out? Huh. Well I guess that was one helluva kiss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 15


          

          
            Just a Thing

          

        

      

    

    
      Emotions and logic are not a good mix. Just like relationships and guns.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett looked over the weapons in front of her.

      The XA-47 Wolverine came first with its one hundred forty-nine round magazine. Then she pointed at the Hunsin Plasma Slug Mk 2 with seven explosive rounds, and the Luger-Stein Talon Sniper and its fifty-caliber twenty-round magazine. Her voice dripped with pride. These were her favorites.

      She listed the rest like a grocery list. When she was done, Neil clapped from the couch. “Very good. Tomorrow we'll take the Talon and the Wolverine apart and put them back together. Then we'll hit the range.”

      “Range? We're going outside?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Then where is it?”

      He smiled and pointed upwards.

      “In the warehouse?”

      “Yep.”

      It occurred to Scarlett that no matter how many secrets she uncovered, Neil always seemed to have another. She gave up on being surprised, and just accepted them. “So, what now?”

      Neil stood and stretched. “Now? Now I gotta get a nap. I'm exhausted.” Only two days after his first steps, and he was able to move around the apartment on his own. The trade off, though, was that his body was still healing and he needed frequent naps and even more frequent meals.

      “That metabolism thing the doc mentioned is no joke…”

      “You're telling me.” He shuffled toward the bedroom. “I eat like a horse and haven't gained a pound.”

      Scarlett jumped up and headed to the room ahead of him. She turned down the covers and fluffed the pillow for him. She was far from the domestic type, but ever since their first kiss, she found herself doing little things for him.

      “Scar, you don't have to tuck me in.”

      He lowered himself onto the bed and she plopped down next to him. “I know. I just… You're still hurt so I help. But you're getting better and that makes me excited. Hopefully, we'll be able to get back to a normal regimen.”

      Neil reached over and touched her cheek. His fingers wrapped around the back of her head and he pulled her close. Their lips met again, for only the third time since he passed out.

      Scarlett felt herself melt against him. She moaned softly at his strong hands pulling her to him. Finally, they separated. She looked into his eyes and smiled. “What was that for?”

      “'Cause I needed to. Every day I want to do that more and more. Something about you has me.”

      She smirked. “Well, I haven't had you yet.”

      “Oh, I see. Actually. I just did it to get you to stop talking.”

      “Oh… is that it?” Her mouth opened wide in mock indignation. She swatted at his arm and laughed.

      “Ow…”

      “Well, in that case mister… How about more no talking.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him again, pressing herself against him harder. His arms wrapped around her. Scarlett slid over and sat on his lap. Her hands moved to his cheeks. She held his face up to hers.

      Their kiss began as something simple and tender, but the longer they stayed connected, the more heated their connection became. Scarlett felt him pressing against her. Their tongues intertwined and their hands groped.

      Scarlett blindly fumbled with the buttons on his pajama shirt while Neil peeled her shirt over her head. His lips trailed down the side of her face to her neck. “Goddamn buttons.” Finally, she undid the final button and ran her hands along the curves of his well-defined chest.

      She reached for the drawstring on his shorts. The knot loosened with a tug.

      “Scar… It's, um… It's been a while.”

      Scarlett looked him in the eye and playfully slapped his cheek. “Excuse me. I said no talking.” She pulled the waistband and the knot came completely undone.

      Neil fell back onto the bed. Scarlett leaned over him and they continued to undress each other. A few moments later, their bodies pressed against each other with no more barriers between them.
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        * * *

      

      Their first round of lovemaking was gentle and slow. Scarlett took control and moved carefully to avoid aggravating his wound. She thought the pace was slow and frustrating but more than worth it in the end.

      After, she collapsed on the bed beside him and they lay silent. She curled up next to him and watched his exhaustion take over. Neil's breathing slowed. Her fingers traced the lean curves of his chest as his muscles relaxed.

      Scarlett stared at Neil's chiseled jaw and thin lips. Something cold ran down her cheek. She reached up and wiped away the single tear. For so long she'd fought against her feelings for him. Now… What now?

      Living with Neil for the past few weeks had given her a pretty good insight into who he was. Sure, he has secrets, and some of them are dangerous… But isn't that exactly what I'm training for? Still… He's a good guy.

      She realized where her current line of thinking was heading and wasn't sure she wanted to go there. Rationally, she knew that a few kisses and one slow romp in the sack under extremely emotional conditions was not anything more than a bit of sexual release. It's just the close quarters… Right?
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett bobbed back and forth to the music. She punched the canvas bag in front of her and let it swing.

      Jab

      Her head bobbed to the side and she attacked again.

      Jab Jab Powerpunch

      Sweat poured down her face as she moved in time with the rhythm. Her muscles vibrated with pent-up energy. She relished the torture she was putting herself through; the exertion was good.

      She also relished the mental quiet. Despite the music, her inner voices were silent. Today, no faces appeared on the punching bag. Today, it was just a punching bag.

      She ducked again and felt a tap on her shoulder. The sudden contact startled her. She yelped and swung around, fist flying at face level. Only Neil's reflexes kept her knuckles from hitting his jaw.

      “Whoa!”

      Scarlett jumped back and yanked the earbuds from her ears. “Oh shit! You okay? I'm sorry.”

      “Yeah, I'm fine.” He smiled.

      “You startled me.”

      “I guess.”

      She reached out, stopped the bag from swinging, and downed a swig of water. “So how long were you watching me?”

      “Long enough. You're doing good though. Your form has improved, your follow through is better. Keep it up.”

      She reached down and turned off the small media player. “Thanks!”

      “So, hey… About before.” Neil walked over and sat in one of the kitchen table chairs.

      From his sullen and serious tone, she knew where this was going. “Hey, no… Look, I get it.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, sure. Emotions are high, we're in tight quarters. It's just a thing. I get it.”

      Neil looked down at the floor for a moment, his brow furrowed. “Oh. Yeah, sure.”

      “That's not what you were going to say, was it?”

      “Oh no… No, no, no. You got it. Spot on. Really, I mean. I'm just your trainer, right? Things happen and…” Neil stood and turned toward the kitchen. “As you said, it was just a thing.”

      “Okay.” She set her media player down on the table and took another swig of water. Her blood pounded in her ears in time with her racing heart.

      A long, awkward moment followed. Neither of them spoke and their eyes would not make contact. Finally, Scarlett broke the silence. “So… I'm going to go get my shower.”

      Neil just nodded. She walked past him and headed for the bathroom. Just as she reached the doorway, his voice stopped her.

      “Scar?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That wasn't what I was going to say.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 16


          

          
            The Doll

          

        

      

    

    
      Idleness, itself, can be a catalyst for change.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett took aim with the plasma rifle. Through the sights, the target rose and fell with each breath. Her lungs filled with air one last time. She closed her eyes and let every muscle relax. Warm air seeped past her lips in a long, drawn-out sigh. She let her eyelids drift open.

      Her eyes automatically looked down the sights of her weapon. The tip of the rifle lowered toward the target in a single smooth motion. At the instant the forward sight crossed into the black, her index finger squeezed slowly.

      When the charged bolt left the end of the muzzle, her eyes closed again. This was the final shot of her weapons testing. It wouldn't make or break her performance, but she wanted it to be the “cherry on top,” as she told Neil.

      She cleared the chamber of her weapon and removed the magazine. By the time she climbed to her feet, Neil was already on his way back from picking up the target. He held it up for her to see.

      Dead-center in the black was a single scorched hole. She squealed. “See? See? I told you I could do it! I told you… So, what do you owe me?”

      “Owe you? I don't owe you anything. I never took the bet.”

      “Please. You so took the bet.”

      He laughed and handed her the plastisheet. “Nope. No bet.”

      “Liar.”

      “Nope.”

      The two cleaned up the equipment and headed back down into the apartment. Along the way, Scarlett bumped shoulders with Neil playfully. He smiled and bumped back.

      “So. With that, you are just about done.”

      She leaned against the elevator wall. “You've got nothing else to teach me?”

      Neil laughed again. “Oh, there's plenty more I could teach you… but, uh… trade secrets and all.”

      “Oh-ho-ho… I get it. Can't handle a little competition.”

      “Whatever.”

      In the three weeks since Neil was able to walk again, he had fully healed. Their physical training quickly got back on track. The two had even begun discussing a plan for Scarlett's revenge.

      Their relationship had grown too, changing Neil's attitude toward her. He still yelled like a Marine Corps Drill Instructor, but the rest of the time he was more relaxed and comfortable around her. He joked more. He talked more. And what Scarlett seemed to enjoy most of all, they kissed more.

      Neil opened the weapons locker and set the rifle down on the fold-out counter. “Let's get this rifle cleaned up. I'm going to go get a shower and run out for a bit.”

      Scarlett agreed and pulled out the weapon cleaning gear. She didn't question his order or where he was going. Months ago, she had accepted the role of the trainee, the recruit. But that was ending soon.

      She came out after her own shower to an empty apartment. Her bare feet slapped against the concrete floor. She plopped down into the chair at the computer and tried to relax. Three failed games of solitaire later she gave up.

      Scarlett gave a sharp sigh and slapped her hands on the desk. Her chair screeched when she shoved it back. She walked across the floor of the small apartment and back again. She continued to pace back and forth for several minutes trying to come up with something to do.

      Walking back from the elevator toward the kitchen, her eyes glanced over at Neil's trophy display case. She always laughed when she thought of him calling it that, since his definition of trophy did not include the plastic and wooden awards children received for Little League games.

      One of the objects, a doll's head, caught her eye. She moved closer to get a better look. The creamy skin was marred with scorch marks and black smudges. Scarlett imagined that when it was new, the doll's fiery-red locks fell straight down to its chin. Now, the ends were melted to random jagged lengths.

      The doll's head had once belonged to a little girl he was hired to protect. Heir to a massive fortune, she had watched her entire family die in the same explosion that destroyed the doll. It was only because of Neil that the child was saved. He had kept her hidden for three weeks while killed off the corporate thugs who'd murdered her parents. When it was done, he delivered her to distant relatives. Neil kept the doll's head as a small memento of the life he saved.

      With the idea forming her head, Scarlett sat back down at the computer and did a street-view search of the area around the warehouse. She found a small corner market just a few hundred yards away. “That's close enough to risk it.”

      A few minutes later she was bundled up and ready to go. Even if it didn't snow, her heavy layers of clothes would not be out of place now that it was the dead of winter. While everyone else was trying to stay warm, she would stay hidden under her scarf and hood.

      She called out to the apartment's security system. “Security, show me the front door.” The center vidscreen lit up. The display showed the office building's front door and nothing else. This time, Neil was not there waiting for her.

      She rode up the elevator with a small amount of the cash Neil kept for emergencies. When she reached the door to the warehouse, she paused. Her hand hovered over the doorknob for a long moment.

      Slowly, she turned the handle and pulled. Before her stood the open expanse of the warehouse. No Neil.

      A deep sigh passed her lips and she strode out of the offices and into the larger building. She glided across the concrete floor, holding her breath the whole way. She expected Neil to appear from behind some corner at any moment.

      But he didn't.

      Scarlett reached the metal door beside the larger roll-up one. She turned the handle and pushed. Sunlight and an icy wind blasted through the opening. Her left arm flung up to shield her face but the damage was done.

      A couple minutes later, her eyes finished adjusting to the bright, natural light she'd not seen in months. She glanced around to get her bearings. A narrow alley stretched out to her left and right. Another grey, concrete-sided warehouse loomed on the far side of the asphalt.

      Recalling the map from the computer, she darted off to the right. The corner market turned out to be exactly where the computer said it was. Inside the small establishment, the air was definitely warmer. Still, she kept her scarf covering most of her face.

      The shop was devoid of any other patrons. An old Asian lady behind the counter. She only looked up when Scarlett set the box of hair color on the counter. “Dis good color fo' you.”

      “I'm sorry?”

      The woman's voice startled Scarlett. Her screechy and thickly accented English made her hard to understand.

      “I said, dis' a good color fo' you. It match you skin.”

      She smiled beneath her heavy scarf. “Thank you.” Scarlett placed a few bills on the counter and took the change when it was offered.

      “You have good day. Come back and show me colored hair.”

      She waved at the woman and agreed without thinking.

      At first, Scarlett was worried that Neil had returned while she was out, but the empty warehouse relieved her suspicion. The expanse across the building to the offices seemed even greater than before. Several times, she glanced over her shoulder as she crossed the distance.

      Even inside the offices, every step pulled her along faster and faster. She knew Neil was going to come up behind her at any moment.

      Inside the apartment, she closed the elevator door and leaned back against it. Scarlett inhaled a deep breath and let it out in one, large burst. A quick check of the front entrance on the security camera and she was satisfied.

      Scarlett locked herself away in the bathroom and got to work. A short while later she turned off the water and wrapped a towel around her head. Her bare feet tingled as the floor began to vibrate. Her reflection smiled back at her.

      Dressed in loose shorts and a t-shirt, she strolled out of the bathroom. The door to the elevator opened and Neil appeared. “Hey…”

      She smiled. “Hey.” Scarlett walked up to him and gave him a light kiss on the lips.

      Neil gave her a quick hug and headed for the kitchen.

      “So, how was your thing?”

      He opened the stainless steel refrigerator door and stuck his head in. “Oh, it was fine.”

      “Good.” Scarlett pulled the towel from her hair and started drying the stringy strands.

      Neil withdrew from the cold box and took a swig from a bottle of his favorite microbrew. “Ah… that's good.” He lowered the bottle and looked over at her.

      His face showed no reaction, at first, to Scarlett's change in hairstyle. He stared at her, as if he was trying figure out what was different. His mouth dropped open. “What the…?”

      Gone were her long, wavy, strawberry-blonde locks. Instead, her hair blazed with the color of rich, red flames. They extended to just below her jaw-line in straight, clean lines.

      “You like?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 17


          

          
            Haircut

          

        

      

    

    
      A new hairstyle can make a girl feel like a whole new woman. Then it's up to her to continue that change.
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        * * *

      

      Neil's mouth hung open, utter shock painting his face. He stared at Scarlett's fiery hair. “Hmm.”

      “Well? Do you like it?”

      “I… uh, well… it's, um… H' How'd…?”

      Scarlett's face slackened. “Is it that bad?”

      His arms flew up in defense. “Uh, no. No, not at all. I'm just… It's very different. But, how did you…?”

      “Oh.” Scarlett's eyes widened for a moment and she ran from the room. She returned a few seconds later with a small wad of cash and change.

      “Here, I owe you $8.74”

      Neil stared at the handful of money. “What? Where did you get this?”

      “I borrowed it from your emergency cash.”

      His head snapped up. “You know where that is?”

      “Uh, yeah. Sorry.”

      “No, it's fine, I just…” Neil's words trailed off. “But I still don't…” His wrinkled brow relaxed as realization dawned. “You left. You went out into public.”

      “Oh, don't worry, I was disguised.” Scarlett's tone was playful, despite the anger she saw flickering in Neil's eyes. “Watch. Computer, activate vidscreen one, security video, elevator. Time stamp 12:47 pm.”

      The large screen showed Scarlett inside the elevator. Heavy clothes covered her from head to toe. Her face was hidden behind a scarf the color of her hair.

      “See? It was really cold outside. I kept it like that the whole time.” She smiled. Neil watched the video for a moment then turned back to her. She told the computer to pause the playback.

      “I guess I should have known. How'd you get back in?”

      “I memorized your code.”

      “Four months ago?”

      Scarlett shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Thanks. So how was your thing?” Scarlett walked around and plopped down on the black couch. She felt Neil's eyes on her, scrutinizing her every move. It was as if he was sizing her up all over again.

      “Oh, it was just a thing. Why don't you get dressed, we're gonna do your final combat test. This is real world shit, so… “

      Scarlett's heart raced as she bounded out off the couch. This was the moment she was waiting for. She rushed out of room to change.

      From under her cot, she pulled a small metal case. Neil had presented it to her a week ago and said her training was almost complete.

      She clicked the two buckles and the case popped open. The smell of metallic, preserved air wafted to her. She lifted the box as if it were made of crystal.

      From inside she pulled out a neatly folded bundle of what looked like black cloth. Despite being soft to the touch, Scarlett knew it was not cloth at all. Instead, the material was two pieces of flexible Kevlar fiber meshed with carbon nanofibers. While the suit would stop a standard lead bullet or any other traditional projectile, it would do little against an energy weapon.

      Scarlett stripped and stared at the two pieces of clothing laid out on her cot. She picked up the skin-tight armor. As she shoved her arms through the sleeves, the flexible material was cool, almost liquid to the touch. She ran her hands over the nanofiber material and smiled. It's about time. Over the armor, she wore a charcoal grey business suit with a wine-colored blouse. In the bathroom, she checked over her reflection. Much dryer now, she saw the stray strands of hair missed earlier. She trimmed them and smiled.

      When she came back into the living room, Neil stood in the center of the space. She strolled out with her arms wide and spun around.

      Neil whistled. “Wow… looks good. Looks very professional.”

      “Well, I did have a good teacher.”

      The two boarded the elevator and rode it to ground level. Every muscle in Scarlett's body vibrated with excitement. She wanted to bolt out of the elevator to the warehouse.

      Neil opened the door to the large expanse and escorted her out for the first time since letting her in. Before them sat a tan colored sedan. Scarlett's heart sank at the sight of Neil's drab choice in vehicles. “This is your car?”

      He nodded. “It blends in.”

      “To what? The dirt?”

      “Funny.”

      The passenger side door opened silently and she got in. Neil held out a leather blindfold.

      Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Really? I know where we are.”

      “This is about where we're going.”

      “Fine.” She tied the brown strap over her eyes. “There… Can't see a damn thing.”

      “Good.”

      Scarlett lied. From the corner of her eye she could see a sliver of light. She wasn't sure it would be enough to know where she was going, but it was better than nothing. Sorry, Neil. Curiosity and all.

      From what she could tell, they never left the warehouse district. In fact, she thought they might have made a few circles. Typical Neil, just trying to cover his tracks.

      After nearly ten minutes of peeking at the scraps of light, everything went dark. From the way the engine echoed, Scarlett figured it to be another warehouse.

      The car came to a stop and Neil cut the engine. A moment later, Scarlett's door opened and he helped her out. She started to remove the blindfold.

      “Ah, ah, ah… Not just yet.”

      “So, now you expect me to walk with this thing on?”

      “Sorry.”

      She knew he wasn't sorry. The hand on her arm shook slightly as he snickered.

      “Don't worry, I'll lead you.” With one hand on her arm, he nudged her forward. They walked across an open expanse then up a few steps. Finally, they stopped and he let her go. A loud clang came from behind, followed by Neil's voice.

      “You can take off your blindfold now.”

      Her nose wrinkled at the assault of stale blood, body odor and rancid sweat. Her hands moved slowly up until they reached her head. She tugged at the knot. The brown leather strap slipped from her eyes and fell onto the floor.

      Scarlett clenched her jaw. She turned around to make sure she was, in fact, where her eyes told her she was. No matter how much she looked around, her brain struggled to register her environment.

      She stood at the edge of a large ring. From the floor up, the space was wrapped in metal bars. Another layer of bars covered the top, making an inescapable cage. Outside of the ring, she saw black bleacher-stands rising up like a concert hall. Two doors, also made of the same metal bars, provided the only access in or out of the cage. One door sat directly opposite her and the other at her back.
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