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Chapter 1

 

Yvette had never liked the living room. The cavernous space was a showpiece, meant to impress visitors and set them on edge. It wasn’t meant for the comfort of the people who actually lived here.

Her father had hired a decorator five years back, a pinched woman who had looked at the then-teenage Yvette as if she didn’t match the decor and would have to be thrown out. She had filled the room with black velvet upholstery, modern art that looked like an alien’s attempt to understand three-dimensional space, and burgundy walls that would do wonders to cover up the blood if her father ever dispensed with subtlety and had someone killed in here.

Her father used to meet with new business partners in this room. The decor, not to mention the sheer size—the living room took up the entire second floor of the Couvillion mansion—made them feel insignificant, like mere specks of cosmic dust. It had the same effect as staring through a telescope into the vastness of the universe. Except this room was a window into the cosmic scale of the Couvillion criminal empire.

Today, though, the room was full enough that it no longer felt vast. And Yvette hated it all the more.

Black-clad figures stood like statues, matching the furniture as they clutched their wine glasses and spoke in hushed, respectful tones. Or they milled about, keeping their steps appropriately slow and their voices appropriately low, using this as a networking opportunity. Just because they had put their boss in the ground less than an hour ago, that was no excuse to let a valuable chance at making connections go to waste.

They left a ten-foot bubble around Yvette, avoiding her by some unspoken rule. As if her father had died of the plague instead of a sudden heart attack, and she was contagious. Or maybe they simply didn’t know what to say to her, when they only knew her as the silent presence at all their meetings with Magnus Couvillion. The fly on the wall. The decorative server of drinks.

That suited her just fine. She didn’t want to talk to them either. That could come later, after she put her plans into place.

Which was the optimistic way of saying: after she figured out what on earth she was going to do.

Every so often, someone dared to step into the bubble around her. The conversation always went the same way. They would ask in a near-whisper how she was doing. They would offer an unwanted pat to the arm, or worse, go in for a hug. They would tell her—order her—to reach out to them if there was anything she needed, anything at all.

The part unspoken but implied was that she should go to them, and not any of their rivals. Those conversations, and the surreptitious glances cast her way, told her that while no one in this room quite knew what her role was anymore, they suspected she could be a useful tool to bolster their own power.

She intended to change that perception.

As she stared out from her chosen corner at the sea of black-clad mourners, her heart chest tightened in her chest like a fist searching for a face to punch. Maybe she was the intended target. Maybe heart attacks were contagious.

It would at least break the suffocating hush that had settled over the room as soon as the mourners had walked in.

What would happen if she climbed up on one of the caterers’ oh-so-carefully-arranged tables, ripped her modest-but-flattering black dress down the middle, and screamed curses at the top of her lungs? It was a tempting thought. Or it would have been, if it wouldn’t have meant more people looking at her. More people asking how she was doing, as if grief were a terminal diagnosis.

A few feet away, three men huddled together by a shrimp platter. She could only make out half of their whispers, but she heard enough to discern the topic. More of the same hushed speculations that had filled the room since the first guests had arrived. Rumors about poison, or an assassination quickly covered up.

She glanced their way. The whispers abruptly ceased.

She could have told them they were wasting their time. The rumors made sense. The head of the Couvillion Syndicate had dropped dead suddenly and without warning. Of course people saw conspiracy where none existed.

But Yvette knew the truth, boring though it was. She’d called for a second opinion to confirm it, then a third. Her father had been killed by nothing more sinister than advancing age and his poor eating habits.

There was no revenge to be had. Nothing to set right. There was only a sudden absence, a hole in the universe where the sun had been. And a room full of people who wanted to fill it.

Across the room, Nathan Stanbury, her father’s second-in-command, broke away from his conversation. She groaned inwardly when she realized he was headed her way. It made sense. He was one of the few people from her father’s inner circle who hadn’t gone through the ritual dance of paying his respects to her yet.

At least he was more tolerable than some of the others. He never leered at her under his lashes when he thought her father wasn’t looking. He had brought her forbidden grocery-store candy when she was a child, passing it to her with a pickpocket’s reflexes. He had endured her corny knock-knock jokes. And when she had begun to see herself as too old for jokes and candy, he had quickly figured it out and offered her a respectful distance instead.

“How are you holding up?” he asked, in the required hushed tone. Unlike the others, though, his sympathetic smile looked sincere. Under his gray-streaked hair, his eyes shone with a grief most people in this room wouldn’t allow themselves to show.

“As well as can be expected,” she murmured, lowering her head while studying him from under her lashes. She’d had plenty of opportunities, by now, to perfect the script.

“Maybe you should sit down,” he said, offering her an arm. He gestured to one of the imposing black velvet armchairs. It was the size of a king’s throne, big enough to swallow her slight form.

She shook her head. “I’m all right.” Although she understood why he’d had the thought. That had always been her job at weddings, funerals, high-stakes trade meetings with other syndicates: sit down and look pretty. Be a living monument to her father’s virility.

Her father had never planned for her to be anything more. The man had thought he would live forever.

Despite her words, Stanbury took hold of her upper arm in his large and gentle hand. His fingers on her bare skin sent a shiver up her arm and down her spine. Not a pleasant one. His fingers tightened.

He tugged her toward the chair. To pull away would have drawn eyes and broken the respectful hush. She followed along.

“I’m happy to help with anything you need.” His voice was low, his mouth too close to her ear. “It’s going to be a complicated transition.”

Her arm was stiff in his grip. “I’ve got it handled. I’ve spent the past few days going through my father’s books.”

His eyebrows raised. “While planning the funeral? You’ve been busy.” The surprise in his voice made her stiffen further. Had he thought she was only good for sitting in the corner and smiling?

“Reynold Bishop handled the funeral planning,” said Yvette. “I thought this was a better use of my time.”

He didn’t say, A better use of your time than burying your father? But his eyes did.

“Ah, Bishop,” was what he said aloud. “I’m not surprised he stepped in to help. His… devotion… to your father has always been unparalleled.”

Yvette pulled her arm away.

She liked Stanbury better than the rest of her father’s inner circle—usually. That didn’t mean she would stand for comments about Reynold Bishop from him or anyone else, no matter how circumspect.

She didn’t know whether there was anything to the rumors about her father and Reynold. Her father knew how to be discreet, in personal matters as well as business. All she knew was that Reynold had been there for her as long as she could remember. In theory, he had been her father’s personal assistant. In practice, he had the one to pick her up from school, and check her homework, and admire her art projects, all while her father was cloistered in his office with his account books.

Reynold was the only one who had shown up at the hospital that night without avarice in his eyes. When she had realized she knew everything about how to run a criminal empire but nothing about planning a funeral, he was the only person she had thought to call.

“He won’t be able to help with the details of the transition, though,” Stanbury warned. “He never involved himself in the details of your father’s business arrangements.”

“That’s all right,” said Yvette. “I don’t need him to.” Or anyone else, her tone implied. “I’ve been going through my father’s books. There are a lot of expenses that can be trimmed. He had so much money, by the end, that he wasn’t as careful with it as he could have been.”

“You should bring me in sooner rather than later,” he insisted. He kept his voice low, and darted his eyes around the room like he was wary of being overheard. “Send me what you saw in his books that confuses you. Better yet, send me everything you have. I’ll need it if I’m going to keep trade rolling and stop any of our competitors from taking advantage and moving in on our territory.”

He offered her his arm again.

She pretended not to see. “I never said I was confused. I thought I saw improvements that could be made. And I think there’s been some mistake.” She looked up at his kind, fatherly face, her brows drawing together in a small frown. “Did you think you were taking over from him?”

The confusion on his face mirrored hers. “There was never really any other option, was there?” Confusion turned to suspicion. He shot another, darker glance around the room. “Has someone else approached you?”

“You’re the first to have the balls.” Then, before he could get over the shock of hearing her say balls—and in the midst of the mourning hush, no less—she added, “My father didn’t have a will. The man thought he would live forever. That means everything he owned went to me.”

“Right,” he said, nodding in relief like they were finally on the same page. “Which means we need to get the legal angle sorted out as quickly as possible. I’ve already drawn up the paperwork for the financial end of things. All I need is your signature.”

He held out his arm to her more insistently, his elbow jutting out in front of her.

She pushed it aside with her slender fingertips. She was done with subtlety.

“My father’s business,” she said, slowly and carefully, “it is mine now.”

His mouth formed an elegant O. “You can’t mean you intend to—”

The shock on his face would have been comical if it hadn’t sent her into a tight-lipped rage. She cut him off. “That is exactly what I mean.”

“If you’re concerned about your own finances,” he said, “you have nothing to worry about. I’ll make sure you’re well taken care of for the rest of your life.”

“If I were only worried about my own lifestyle, I would have been on the first flight to Barbados by now, to enjoy my retirement in luxury.”

“Then what is this about, Yvette?” he asked, like he was asking a kidnapper for the details of the ransom. No—like he was a parent, trying to talk a spoiled child down from a tantrum.

“I understand my father’s business,” she said. “I’ve been his sounding board for every deal and every change in strategy.” That had generally meant her father talking at her as if she had no more understanding of his words than a potted plant, but this man didn’t need to know that. “I’ve sat in on every meeting.”

“You served the drinks and sat in the corner so your father could show you off.”

“And while I was there, I took excellent notes.” She smiled without warmth.

“Did you think you were there for because your father considered you a part of his business?” The fatherly demeanor peeled away, just a little, to reveal a disbelieving sneer underneath.

“What I think,” she said, “is that my father’s memorial isn’t the place for business discussions.”

“Reconsider.” He leaned in closer, close enough that she could smell the hors d’oeuvres on his breath. Along with a glass of expensive wine. “Cooperate with me, and you’ll come out very well in the deal. If you don’t, I think you’ll find me much less inclined to treat you favorably.”

“Funny,” she said, “I was going to say the same thing to you.”

“I’ve always liked you, Yvette,” he said, shaking his head with what looked like genuine regret. “And I had the utmost respect for your father. I don’t want us to be enemies.”

“Maybe someday,” she said, her wintry smile broadening, “you’ll find it in yourself to have respect for me.”

The last of his mask peeled away. Only the sneer was left. “You’re a spoiled brat who looks at what your father built and only sees a shiny bauble you’re not allowed to have,” he said, his voice low enough not to attract attention. “You’re a doll whose job it is to sit quietly and look pretty, and you think that means you understand the world. You don’t have any idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “I think I’m feeling a little faint,” she said sweetly. “Maybe I need to sit down after all. Give me some air.”

“We’ll continue this discussion later,” he promised. “I hope you will have reconsidered by then.”

He stalked his way across the room to whisper in the ears of two men who looked like they had been waiting for him. All three shot furtive looks at her.

For decades, there had been a rumor throughout the Couvillion Syndicate that Magnus Couvillion had rigged the entire Couvillion mansion to blow. The idea was that he would destroy the mansion, all its wealth, and—most importantly—all its paper-only records, if anyone ever tried to take his position from him.

No one seriously believed the rumor. But somehow it persisted.

Yvette happened to know it was true.

Her father had had his vices. Occasional paranoia-fueled spite was one of them. A fatty steak was another.

For a second, as she stared out at the black-clad crowd and wondered how many of them were hiding treasonous thoughts behind their masks of respectful sorrow, she was tempted to go down to the basement and flip the switch.

Instead, she slipped out of the living room. No one would miss her for a few minutes. And if they did, they wouldn’t dare to comment.

She crept up the spiral staircase to the study, where she knew she would find Reynold. Sure enough, he was sitting in her father’s favorite chair, the leather discolored in the shape of his body from many hours of late-night work. The frame dwarfed the wispy man who sat there now with his body curled around a leatherbound book. It was a first edition of The Old Man and the Sea—Reynold’s favorite book. His Christmas gift from Yvette’s father four years ago.

When Yvette had gone through books, she had found out how much it had cost. She hadn’t known it was possible for a book to cost that much.

Reynold looked up with red-rimmed eyes as she entered the room. His expression of genuine grief was enough to undo her.

She closed the door and sagged against its fragrant wood. All the tension drained out of her, exiting her body as a small, horrible giggle. Why was she laughing? The world had lost its center, and the stars were streaking toward her one by one, aiming to kill.

“How are you holding up?” he asked, in a rough whisper that said he’d spent too much time crying.

From him, the question didn’t set her on edge.

“I’ve been better.” Another little giggle escaped her. Then one that wasn’t so little. If she didn’t get a handle on herself, she would wind up sliding to the floor, shaking with hysterical laughter.

She would be every bit as weak as Stanbury saw her as.

That thought was enough to sober her. She took a deep breath. The urge to laugh disappeared.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Reynold asked. “You could just disappear. Leave them to fight over what’s left.”

No, she couldn’t. “I won’t let him down,” she said. “And I won’t let them take everything I’ve ever known.”

He nodded. She hoped she was imagining the faint glimmer of disapproval in his gaze.

She straightened. Crossed her arms. “Give the order. Whatever you need to do to set it in motion, do it.”

“I’ll need you to be more specific,” he said carefully.

“No, you don’t. You know what I’m talking about. Do it.”

Now she knew she wasn’t imagining his disapproval. “I’m still not sure about this.”

“I am,” she said. “Do you trust me?”

There wasn’t so much as a fraction of a second of hesitation between her question and his nod. “You know I do.”

Something in her that had frozen solid mere minutes ago at Stanbury’s words thawed at his response. “Then do it.”


 

Chapter 2

 

The back of the unmarked van was unlit. But that didn’t matter. The blindfold around Delta-Nine-308’s eyes, made of military-grade fabric and custom-fitted to her exact measurements, wouldn’t have let any light through anyway.

Her world was darkness. Her world was the jolts and bounces of the van underneath her. Her world was the tight straps digging into her skin as they held her in place. One around her waist, another around her chest, two more locking her wrists hard against the bench. The final two wrapped around her ankles and kept her feet pressed tightly to the vibrating floor.

The air smelled like outside, even though she hadn’t set foot outdoors yet. It smelled like not-headquarters. Like car exhaust, and sweat, and the dirt from the boots of whoever had sat in this van before her. It smelled like nighttime. She didn’t know why night smelled different from day, even inside the van, but it did.

Those smells never failed to send her heart into a butterfly flutter in her chest, the heady drumbeat of excitement. She smiled until her dimpled cheeks pressed painfully into the sharp bottom edge of the blindfold. Tonight, she would see something besides the four white walls of her room. Tonight, she would get to do what she was trained for.

The van jerked to a stop. The vibrations under her feet ceased. Her grin widened until she thought her face might split.

The squeal of the back doors opening. A rush of cool air. Heavy boots on the metal floor.

The straps released, one by one. Her skin prickled as blood flowed back into her extremities. The blindfold came off.

Joss, her handler, flashed her a disapproving look. He didn’t like it when she looked too happy about a mission. It was a sign of potential instability. He didn’t want her to get an instability warning in her file. He liked her. He didn’t want to see her recycled. That was what he had told her, when he had warned her to stop looking so excited about her missions.

She forced her the grin off her face.

“Do you remember your briefing?” he asked.

She nodded. After years of memory training, hers was near-perfect.

“Be out in fifteen minutes,” he said.

She nodded. She fought to keep the grin off her face. Fifteen minutes. Fifteen glorious minutes of night and movement and freedom.

Mission nights were her favorite nights.

She stepped out of the van, ignoring the hand he offered her. She didn’t need help. This was her element. This was what she had been trained for.

Outside, the moon was faint, hidden behind a cloud. The shadows were dark enough to hide her, not that she needed their help. Even in the murky shadows, the street looked just like the pictures her hander had given her to study. It looked like a storybook street, a row of houses all sitting there small and cheerful, with their two squat stories and their lacy curtains in the windows and their picket fences out front. Sometimes it made her dizzy to imagine people really living in houses like that.

She breathed in the crisp night air. It smelled dark and rich, like growing things. She smelled the exhaust of the van, too, but that was the best smell of all, because the van meant a mission.

She twirled, once, in the shadows. She stared at her hands as she held her arms outstretched to either side, marveling at the way her the outlines of her fingers grew indistinct in the dim light. In PERI headquarters, either the lights were brighter than sunlight, too harsh for anything to hide, or the darkness was absolute.

She only spun once, because she didn’t want that instability mark on her file any more than Joss did. And because she only had fifteen minutes. It was a generous time allotment; she could do it in ten. Still, she had been trained never to waste a valuable minute.

Her target’s house was down the block. They had parked several houses away, so that no one who was asked later could say they saw a suspicious van parked outside.

The houses on the street were like multicolored candies. One yellow, one blue, one pink. One of the instructors had brought candy once, when Delta-Nine-308 was seven. She had allowed them each a taste, everyone in Delta-Nine-308’s cohort. It had broken between her teeth with a soft crack, then turned to a thick syrup in her mouth, full of a dark, rich flavor she had never tasted before.

The lead scientist who had developed their cohort had lectured the instructor about bringing in distractions from the outside world. The instructor had said it would make a useful incentive. She’d had them compete for the other pieces. The ones who did well at that day’s tests had earned the remaining candies. The others got nothing.

Headquarters liked incentives. They liked competition. They liked to drive wedges between any cohort members who were growing too close. Enhanced weren’t meant to work together. They were too powerful. Working together was dangerous. Delta-Nine-308 had never questioned why. It was a law of headquarters, and therefore a law of the universe.

Delta-Nine-308 hadn’t earned any of the candies. She was good at what she did, but so were all the rest. That one taste was all she had ever gotten.

She still thought about it sometimes, more than a decade later.

She stopped at the yellow house, the color muddied by the shadows but still recognizable. It was the house from the surveillance photos Joss had shown her. The candy her instructor had given her had been yellow, too. It had stained her fingers until she had licked them clean of sweetness.

Other than the color, and the bush as tall as she was out front with big yellow flowers that matched the house, it looked just like its neighbors. Anonymous. Invisible. How could a house that bright seem invisible? But it kept its secrets. Delta-Nine-308 didn’t know why the man who lived here had been targeted for assassination. She never would. It wasn’t her job to know.

What she did know was that there was a dog she wasn’t permitted to harm, and a security system that Epsilon-Nine-308, one of her cohort-mates, would remotely deactivate thirty seconds from now. Epsilon-Nine-308 understood technology the way Delta-Nine-308 understood moving unseen. His mind slipped inside any electronic lock and eased it open, its alarms quieted, its failsafes useless. No interface required.

What else? She knew the man in the house had a bad knee. She knew he was allergic to an obscure heart medication she currently carried a full syringe of. Whoever had ordered the death had wanted it to look accidental to the police, but also for it to be obvious to certain people that the man’s death had been ordered by someone with the ability to find out about his unusual allergy. Again, she didn’t know why. She wasn’t meant to know why.

Behind her, the van pulled away so it wouldn’t be spotted. Joss would be back for her in fifteen minutes exactly. She knew he wouldn’t abandon her out here. They had done this many times before. Still, with the van gone, the world felt too big.

The road stretched ahead of her impossibly far. The dark sky spanned a vast distance above her, and around the edges of the clouds, she caught the glimmers of stars. They were too far away. The world had no right to be this big.

The size of the world felt glorious when she had the van right there, an anchor to hold her down. If it got to be too much, she could think about the straps holding her in place, and the four walls enclosing her. Now she didn’t have that safety net. Not for another fifteen minutes.

Thirteen minutes now.

Behind her, an engine hummed. It was too late for most people to be out driving. The briefing had said so. Was Joss back? Had something gone wrong?

She looked over her shoulder. The car was black like the van, but it was the wrong shape. It was too small, too sleek, with headlights like the eyes of a predator.

It stopped in front of the yellow house. Directly beside her.

She ducked into the shadow of the flowered bush. The car doors opened all at once, perfectly in sync. Four men dressed all in black poured out. They wore black masks to match their clothes, which in turn matched her own all-black ensemble. The better to help her blend in. Not that she needed help.

Only their eyes were visible, hard and cold. The faint blue light reflected off the whites of their eyes like diamonds.

They looked at the house. Two of them bent their heads together, talking in low voices. Then the one in front, the tallest, pointed toward the bush. Toward her.

She disappeared.

She didn’t know how she did it. Her instructors had asked her many times, over the years. They wanted written descriptions of how it felt. They wanted diagrams outlining every step of the process.

She couldn’t give them what they wanted. All she knew was that she thought about disappearing, and she did it. When she looked down, her body was invisible even to her.

The man in front didn’t stop looking at the bush.

His gestures grew more urgent. He motioned the others forward, and they moved, clutching something long and flexible and unwieldy between their hands. It looked a bit like the jump ropes the cohort had all had when they were six, all tangled together.

A net.

They threw it. The weight of the thick rope came down over her chest, bulging the empty air out where the net should have settled snugly against the bush. Where it would have, if the air had been as empty as it appeared.

All four of the men were gesturing now, with harsh exclamatory whispers like sharp puffs of breath. They pointed to the space where empty air should have been.

Pointed at her.

None of their eyes looked surprised.

She didn’t have a backup weapon. All she had was the syringe. PERI didn’t like to give her anything she didn’t strictly need for the mission. They trusted her to handle anything that came up, they said—although the look in Joss’s eyes the one time she had asked for a backup weapon hadn’t resembled trust.

The next steps unfolded in her mind. Grab the rope. Turn the net invisible, because anything she touched disappeared along with her, if she wanted it to. That would give her enough time to fight her way free.

Then she would complete the mission. She had to complete the mission. She would get a red mark on her file if she didn’t complete the mission. Red marks were worse than instability. Red marks meant recycling.

Complete the mission. Wait for Joss. Tell him about the four men and their net and their lack of surprise. Headquarters would handle it. Headquarters handled everything.

She grasped the rope between both hands. The rough fibers bit into her skin. She gripped harder, and thought about disappearing.

One of the men took out a thin black canister. He raised it and aimed it at her face. A misty white cloud shot out, directly at her eyes.

Her eyes felt like they had caught fire.

It was the test they’d all had to do when they were twelve, holding each other’s arms to the open flame until the flesh bubbled. A test of loyalty and endurance in one. She still had the scar. Only the pain was in her eyes this time, and there was no fire, no heat. Only burning.

Tears streamed from her eyes. A river of tears. An ocean of tears. All the water in her body. And it did nothing to quell the pain.

One of the rules of the mission was never to make unnecessary noise. Definitely not anything that could catch the attention of the target, or worse, witnesses. But she screamed. Her scream was high and shrill, sharp enough to cut the night. She had no choice about the screaming, just like she had no choice about the tears.

A light flicked on across the street.

She would get a yellow mark in her file, for sure. Yellow marks weren’t as bad as red. But they were still bad. She would get a lecture tonight instead of sleep. A week of extra training. The threat of recycling would hang over her. The rest of her cohort would avoid her, as if mistakes were contagious.

The four men closed in on her. The net was still tangled around her, holding her in place.

Maybe she wouldn’t get that yellow mark after all. Maybe she would never make it back to headquarters.

They tackled her.

She fought, of course. She had been training in hand-to-hand combat contempt since she was four years old. But her limbs were still tangled in the net. Three of them held her down while the fourth took out a syringe. The tip glistened silver in the moonlight.

He thrust down blindly at the empty air that wasn’t empty. It landed in her abdomen, just above her hipbone.

She thrashed as a creamy liquid sank under her skin. Then her vision blurred.

Then the shadows grew, and the darkness took her.


 

Chapter 3

 

The woman kept turning invisible.

Yvette stood in the doorway to the fourth-floor bedroom and watched the spectacle. The woman was small, scrawny, young—maybe even younger than Yvette herself. One second, she was huddled on the sumptuous gold sheets of the bed, knees hold her chest. The next, she was gone.

Just… gone. Yvette could see the stack of pillows behind her, as if the room were empty. Some part of her brain told her it had to be an optical illusion, but no illusion was that good.
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