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To Christopher Grassi



GAIA

I used to worry that I was stupid. In spite of all the high test scores, the genius parents, and all the mythology (you know, stuff like walking at two months and communicating in sign language at eight months), whenever I made a mistake, like following Loki’s purposely misleading clues or inviting some drug addicted Goth girl to stay with me, only to have her boyfriend rob me blind and beat me, I worried that deep down, I was actually a halfwit.

But I’m not going to do that this time. I’m not going to let myself go down that road again. Even though I let myself believe the impossible, I’m not going to allow my long-held suspicion that I’m secretly a moron rise to the surface.

Even though I let myself believe at precisely the moment I should have doubted. Even though the formula of “I believe my life can be good!” equals “It’s only going to get worse” has already been proven to me over and over, I’m not going to attribute my missing all the obvious signs to a lack of intelligence.

Granted, not everything was right with the world. My mother was still dead. Sam was still dead. And George and Ella and Mary. And Heather Gannis was blind, thanks to me. There was still a lot that would never be right. Never could be. But there was so much that was right, it was almost possible to forget the rest. For one moment everything was fine.

Loki was as good as dead.

I knew once and for all and with absolute certainty who my father was.

He was safe and sound and living within the prescribed physical proximity necessary to carry out the fatherly role.

He had Natasha.

I had Ed.

And while there were still a million unanswered questions, I had all the time in the world to ask them. My father had all the time in the world to answer them. Everything was fine. Everything was sweet. Everything was actually . . . cozy. I was ready to move on to a new life. A life where I would come home from school to my father and his live-in girlfriend and her daughter, who had become almost like a sister (or at the very least she’d become like the daughter of a father’s live-in girlfriend who I could cheerfully tolerate on a continual basis). A life without neck strain from constantly checking over my shoulder. A life where I would have birthdays and family vacations and maybe even a pet.

A life that resembled that of a normal girl.

I let myself believe that this was possible. That it was, in fact, already happening.

But I’m not going to fret over the stupidity of believing. Wouldn’t that just be a waste of psychic energy? Another excuse to engage in an endless cycle of negativity? Isn’t that what experts in the field of human behavior would say?

I’m quite sure it is. I’m quite sure that whether or not they’ve appeared on Oprah, and regardless of whether their TVQ is high enough to secure their own spin-off programs, experts in the field of human behavior would agree that my will to believe was not a sign of stupidity.

Experts would agree that my will to believe was a sign of insanity.



unnatural twist

Everything had come to a Very Brady Standstill.

Another Living Gaia Nightmare

THE RED AND BLUE LIGHTS FLASHED at Gaia Moore as she chased them up the slick pavement of Third Avenue. Her breathing was steady and controlled, her focus unwavering. For once she was content to be living on the dull, lifeless Upper East Side. It made the running so much easier than it would have been in almost any other neighborhood of Manhattan, and most of the four outer boroughs. It made it possible to ambulance-chase without losing sight of those lights. Without having to hurdle winos and sidestep theater geeks and bum-rush tourists. In fact, at this time of night the streets were actually deserted. The froufrou ice-cream shop owners had gone home to their froufrou families, and the rest of the population were either crammed into the multiplex or some third-rate comedy club where out-of-work actors shared their witty observations and prayed for laughter.

It made it easier to concentrate on the running. And concentrating on the running kept her from thinking about the person in the back of the ambulance. The fact that he was unconscious. The fact that she had only had him for such a very short time before tragedy struck. Again.

Gaia was accustomed to running. She normally loved it—the sensation of her long blond hair whipping back from her face, the burning in her thighs as they worked, the efficient pounding of her heart, the sweat forming on her palms inside her clenched fists. And it wasn’t an abnormal thing for her to be doing, even dressed as she was in combat boots and faded gray cords and her only nice black sweater. This could just be any other night for Gaia Moore. Except for one thing.

She wasn’t chasing some thug or rapist or drug dealer or even one of her evil-ass uncle’s henchmen. And she wasn’t running away from a gun or a knife or a flamethrower or a needle. She hardly ever ran when faced with any of those weapons, anyway. No. She was running because her father was in an ambulance that the idiot EMTs wouldn’t let her ride in.

This was new.

Also new was the fact that someone was running alongside her. Keeping pace. Sweating profusely, but keeping pace. Ed Fargo. The love of her life. The guy who had been sucked into yet another living Gaia nightmare.

“Hey, Gaia, want me to carry you?” Ed joked. The mere thought of it was absurd. He’d only recently started walking again, and he was panting so heavily, he could barely get the words out. At this point he could no more take on the added weight of a stick of gum than make good on that offer.

But that was what Gaia loved about him. His ability to make fun of his very manliness just to get a laugh out of her. He was the perfect boyfriend—the perfect addition to the picture-perfect life that had started to take form around Gaia only moments before, until everything had come to a Very Brady Standstill. Gaia had been sitting at a dinner table—a real dinner table with food on actual platters and plates, drinks in actual glasses, and a tablecloth on the actual table. With her were her father and Ed, the people she loved, and Natasha and Tatiana, the people she could see herself loving. It had been like a family. It had been like a dream. And now it was obliterated.

Gaia spotted the blue-and-white sign for the hospital up ahead, and the ambulance darted around the corner, heading for the emergency entrance.

“Good,” Gaia said, her adrenaline spiking and forcing her to run even faster. “We’re almost—”

Suddenly Gaia hit something hard. Something hard on the inside but somehow soft on the outside. She hit it at such speed that she went bouncing backward and landed on her butt, her tailbone practically meeting up with her skull.

“Watch it, bitch!” someone shouted.

Gaia shook her head. She saw Ed skid to a stop a few feet ahead, just now getting control of his momentum. Then she noticed the feet. The black-booted Shaq-size feet that were attached to a proportionally sized man who was leering down at her from above. He had three gold teeth and a matching gold necklace. He cracked his already battered and torn knuckles and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat.

Great, Gaia thought. The Upper East Side picked the perfect time to go and get a personality. This guy definitely did not belong here among the socialites and the privileged. And he was definitely itching for trouble. Little did he know that this was the very wrong night and he had decided to interfere with the very wrong girl.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he said as Gaia rose to her feet.

His breath smelled like tuna fish and tequila. There was some sort of festering sore on his chin. Gaia drew herself up to her full height, her fists automatically clenching at her sides. He still towered above her.

“Excuse me,” Gaia said, swallowing the urge to toss this guy head over heels onto his back. She started past him, but his meaty hand landed on her shoulder.

“Where do you think you’re going, little lady?” he said, his hot breath hitting the back of her head as he tightened his grip.

Gaia froze. Ed looked at her, resignation crossing his face. He knew her. He knew what she was going to have to do. Gaia looked back at him calmly.

“I think you should go ahead,” she said firmly.

But before Ed could move, the behemoth grabbed him in a choke hold with one arm. “Not so fast, buddy. You’ll just have to stay here and watch while me and your girl have some fun.” Behemoth leaned over as if he were going to caress Gaia’s cheek for added effect, but she was way too fast for him. She intercepted his reach and grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back and setting Ed free.

“Run,” Gaia commanded, trying to convey her desperation with her eyes and not her voice. “I need you to look out for my dad.” And without giving Behemoth the satisfaction of a second glance, Ed bolted. It took a brave and noble guy to stand up and possibly take a beating for the girl he loved, but it took an even braver and nobler guy to walk away and let the girl he loved take care of the dirty work for him.

Behemoth was still sporting an expression of shock at the girl half his size who was able to take him on, when Gaia grabbed his arm even tighter, twisted it until she heard a crack, and shoved him across the sidewalk. He fell like a nice-size tree, face first, and just lay there for a moment, baffled. Then Gaia grabbed the wounded arm again and yanked at it, causing an extra shout of pain for good measure. She was actually glad there was no one around to witness the tussle—Gaia had no time for any knights in shining armor jumping in and trying to protect her.

“I think you need to find a new pastime,” Gaia said, wondering how many girls he’d already assaulted using his I’m-a-sudden-wall-on-the-side-walk maneuver. “Somewhere other than here.”

“All right! Let go!” Behemoth shouted. He was near tears. Pathetic. Gaia didn’t know why she was wasting her time with him. She released his arm and took a step back, but the second she glanced away, he flipped over and used his good arm to snag her around the knees. It wasn’t smooth, but it was effective. Gaia went down, and before she could think, the huge guy had all four of her limbs pinned to the sidewalk under his considerable weight.

“I’ll take you right here if I have to,” he grunted, spittle hitting Gaia in the face as she struggled. He was too big and awkward to be a good fighter, but if he managed to stay on top of her like this, she had no chance. She felt like someone had dropped a building on her.

But then he released one hand to go for her zipper and made the mistake of bending his head closer to hers as he maneuvered. Gaia pulled back as far as she could and hit him with a nasty head-butt. There was a resounding crack, and the guy reeled back, bringing both hands to his forehead. As Gaia struggled up, he managed to reach out and backhand her, sending her sprawling on her side.

She got to her knees and leered at him, irritated that he was bothering to fight back. Gaia had somewhere to be, after all. Her father was lying just a block from here, being poked and prodded and tested and hopefully saved. She didn’t have time to mess around with this guy.

Behemoth lunged at Gaia, and she quickly ducked away, but she took a boot to the chin and felt something in her neck snap. She rolled to her feet and took her fighting stance as the guy stood up as well. He looked mighty pissed. Blood dripped from his mouth as he curled his upper lip. There was a gaping hole where one of the gold teeth used to be.

“You’re gonna pay for that,” he said.

Then he came at her with some serious punches, a few of which he landed, most of which she blocked. He was strong but slow, and as Gaia feinted and ducked and weaved, she scanned her immediate surroundings, trying to see a few moves ahead. Trying to figure out a way to knock him out. Put him out of commission. Because he clearly wasn’t a person who was going to run from a girl.

Finally he threw a punch that caught air and nearly knocked himself off his feet. Gaia seized the moment. She leapt up onto the stoop behind him and jumped onto his back, wrapping her forearm around his neck. He flailed and struggled but wasn’t flexible enough to reach around and haul her off him. Gaia gripped him tighter and tighter as he staggered, clenching her teeth and holding her breath as she pushed his breath out of him. At last Behemoth took a lumbering step, then another, then fell to his knees. Gaia’s feet hit the ground.

She released him, and he slumped forward onto the sidewalk. Dead asleep.

Gaia’s faced twisted into an unconscious smirk. The big badass was sleeping like a baby. He actually looked kind of funny lying there all passed out. Then her vision clouded and her head went groggy, and she realized that she was about to do the same.

Dammit! No! Not now! she thought, staggering in the direction of the hospital. She couldn’t have a post-fight breakdown. Not when her father needed her. But the more steps she took, the deeper the fog grew, and Gaia was just able to duck behind a row of garbage cans for cover before she hit the deck.

Choking Himself Purple

ED STRODE INTO THE HOSPITAL emergency room, shoulders back, exuding a sense of purpose. He tried not to think of the size of the guy he’d just left his girlfriend with. He tried not to dwell on his wounded pride. Gaia could take care of the thug. And while she was doing that, Ed would make sure he took care of Gaia. And that meant looking after her dad.

“I’m looking for Tom Moore,” Ed said firmly as he stopped in front of the desk in the ER. “He was just brought in.”

The young nurse turned her tired brown eyes to the computer screen and tucked a wayward curl behind her ear before she started tapping at the keyboard. Someone very nearby let out a bloodcurdling scream that made Ed jump, and a baby in the corner answered with a screech that could have shattered glass. Two men near the coffee-vending machine yelled at each other in Arabic, one of them clutching an arm that was so broken, Ed could see its unnatural twist from across the room.

He swallowed hard and returned his attention to the nurse. Oh, how he hated hospitals.

“Are you family?” she asked in a bored way as she watched the screen. Apparently she was immune to the billion distractions around her.

“Yes,” Ed said without missing a beat. “I’m his son.” He’d seen enough movies to know that this was the only correct answer to this question. In fact, he always wondered why people didn’t always say yes. It wasn’t like the hospital personnel ever bothered to check ID. This particular nurse was so detached that Ed could have been a squat Asian woman and she would have believed he was Tom Moore’s son.

“Okay, Mr. Moore,” the nurse said, addressing Ed. “Your dad is being checked over in exam room three just back there.” She pointed over her shoulder without looking away from the computer.

Mr. Moore. He liked the sound of that. Even though if he and Gaia got married, he wouldn’t change his name, it kind of made him feel like—

Okay, Fargo. Focus.

“Thanks,” Ed said, glancing up at the light blue curtain drawn over an open door. He had taken one step in the direction of the curtain, when Tatiana and her mother came bursting through the electrical sliding doors on the other side of the room.

“Ed!” Tatiana shouted. She jogged across the room, her mother close behind. Her blond hair was uncharacteristically mussed, and she had a panicked air about her as she ran right into his arms. She was obviously upset. They all were. They’d just witnessed one of the most important people in their lives choking himself purple, and there was nothing any of them had been able to do about it.

Ed gave Tatiana a quick squeeze, and then she pulled back, her blue eyes flicking left and right. “Where is Gaia?” she asked, adjusting the strap of her shoulder bag.

“She got sidetracked,” Ed replied.

“Sidetracked? How? Her father is in the hospital!” Tatiana’s mother, Natasha, cried, throwing her hands up. Her face was red, and her eyes were swimming in unshed tears. Natasha was clearly on the verge.

Ed reached out and put both hands on the older woman’s shoulders. “She’ll be here,” he said firmly, looking into her eyes. He and Natasha had recently spent a full night together waiting for Gaia, and Natasha hadn’t been shy about the fact that she had no patience with Gaia’s behavior. But this time it was different. This time he knew for sure she was coming. Gaia wouldn’t let anything get in the way of being here for her father.

Not even the truck man I left her with, Ed thought, indulging in a wave of nervous uncertainty. He glanced at the glass doors. Where exactly was she?

Natasha took a deep breath. “Where is Tom?” she asked, glancing toward the nurse at the desk, who was now dealing with the arguing Arab men, about as interested in their plight as she had been in Ed. Natasha twisted her one silver ring around and around and around, like she was trying to unscrew her finger from her hand. “Did they tell you anything?”

“He’s in one of the exam rooms,” Ed said calmly. Someone around here had to be calm. Suddenly Ed felt like the solid, responsible, in-charge manly man. He stood a little straighter.

“We will go see him,” Natasha said, starting past Ed.

“Hold on,” he said, stepping in front of her so quickly, her head hit his raised arm. “I think maybe I should go back there alone.”

Natasha’s face scrunched up and hardened all at once, and for a moment Ed thought she was going to go into a full rage right there in the middle of the emergency room. This was exactly why he didn’t think she should go back there. She was in no state to be dealing with doctors and nurses.

“You don’t tell me what to do!” she said. “I need to see him.” She turned a deeper shade of red than he’d ever seen on a person. Realizing suddenly that he might have just overstepped his bounds, Ed looked to Tatiana for help. She caught his eye and then stepped up behind her mother, wrapping her slim fingers around her mother’s arms.

“Ed is right,” she said. “You can’t go back there like this. First we’ll sit and calm down, then we’ll be able to see Tom.”

Natasha seemed to instantly deflate as she allowed Tatiana to lead her over to one of the chairs along the wall. All in all, Ed thought, he’d handled himself pretty well so far. He’d established himself as Tom’s son and defused a potentially volatile situation with Natasha. Gaia would be proud.

Now all he needed was to find good news behind that curtain. That was what Gaia really needed.

Please just let it for once be good news. . . .

Compulsively Shined Shoes

HE WAS ABLE TO HEAR EVERYTHING. After months of being trapped in this cold, white cell, he had trained himself to hear it all. Every turn of a key in a lock. Every click of a door. Every footstep. Every word. Every sneeze. Sometimes he even heard a breath. With nothing to see, nothing to smell, nothing to feel, his hearing had become honed. Like that of a bat. Or a mouse. Or the lab rat he was.

There was something going on. New sounds. New words. New tones. Things were starting to fall apart; that much was clear. He could tell from the high pitch in his captors’ voices. He could tell from the running. The quick clip-clip of their compulsively shined shoes.

He pressed his fingertips and palms up against the glass that closed him off from the sparkling white hall beyond. From the gleaming tile. From the one tiny crack in the plaster on the far wall of the hallway that he’d studied so hard and for so long that it had started to appear in his dreams. It was the only thing of discord in this regimented, sterile place. Or at least until now.

Footsteps came. Rapidly. His heart hit his throat, and he pressed his cheek against the glass, waiting. Suddenly a guard ran by, left to right down the hall, zipping past his eyes in a blur of color. So close, yet so untouchable.

More voices.

“What are you going to do with them? You can’t move them! We have strict orders to—”

“The orders don’t matter anymore! We have to contain this!”

A third voice. A scared voice. Possibly the voice of 501, the guard with the twitchy eye. “I don’t even care now! Just let them go! If the cops come here and find this place—”

Let them go! the prisoner thought, pressing his face so hard into the glass, it hurt. Yes! Let them go!

“NO! We have our orders!”

“Aren’t you listening to me? Loki’s not coming back! He’s as good as dead! I say we save ourselves!”

There was a loud clatter. A punch landed. A jaw cracked. A body hit the floor. The prisoner had a sinking feeling that the silenced one was the one who would have helped him. He swallowed hard. If Loki were as good as dead, wasn’t he as well? Would the morons out there even bother to continue to feed him? Would he rot away in this white room for the rest of his numbered days?

The moment he stepped back from the glass, 457 appeared at the side of his cell. This was the round-jawed, pudgy yet strong Hispanic guard who brought the prisoner his shots. Who held him down while 492 and 501 administered the serums. The numbers were embroidered in gold thread along their black collars. They were the only names he’d ever known his captors by.

He narrowed his eyes as 457 hit whatever it was at the side of his cell that made the glass slide up silently and out of sight. Guard 457 drew his gun from his holster and leveled it at the prisoner’s heart.

“What’s going on?” the prisoner asked calmly.

“I’m moving you,” 457 said. “One false move and I have no problem taking you out.”

The prisoner looked at 457 and waited. “What, no handcuffs?” he asked, arching his eyebrows.

“Don’t get funny with me. I don’t need ’em. I got this.” The guard lifted the gun half an inch. “Now move out into the hall and make a right. I’ll be right behind you, and there’s nowhere to go but straight, so don’t try running.”

His pulse was racing like a Thoroughbred’s. Was this actually happening? Was he going to move outside these four walls? He tentatively stepped past 457, never taking his eyes off the gun until he was in the hall. It was colder out here. The air was crisper. Sweeter. It was a whole new smell, and his nostrils actually prickled. He almost closed his eyes to savor it but stopped himself. Better to stay alert. Take it all in. Find some way to escape.

“Move it,” 457 ordered.

He walked down the hall, past the other cells. Some were empty. One held a girl, a redhead, who cowered in a corner, rocking back and forth. One held an older man, stooped and tired. He looked up as they passed, his blue eyes hopeful.

Why were these people here? What was their offense? Was it merely loving someone, too? Was that all they had done?

The hallway opened onto a larger room where 501 was just struggling to his feet. A bruise was already forming on his left cheek.

“I thought I put you down,” 457 said to the smaller man, still keeping his gun trained on the prisoner.

Guard 501 looked the prisoner over. His eye twitched once. “Just let them go,” he said again. “If we get caught, we’re taking the fall. Remy and them have already split, you know.”

The prisoner looked at 457, who betrayed himself by flinching at this last news. But then his grip tightened on the gun. “We can’t let them go,” he said. “We have orders.”

“Fine,” 501 said. Then, faster than the prisoner ever would have thought possible, 501 ripped his gun from his holster and blasted a shot, sending 457 reeling backward.

The prisoner stood there for a moment, stunned and free, as 457’s gun clattered to the floor. The wound was in his shoulder, but it was bleeding like a geyser. He didn’t even shout out. He simply looked surprised.

“Well?” 501 said, the twitch wild now. “Run, you idiot!”

That was all he needed. The prisoner took off through a door at the far end of the room. There was another hallway, and a guard came running toward him from the other end. He raised his arms and ran, ready to give the man a swift elbow to the jaw if he tried to stop him, but the guard just ran right past him as if he weren’t even there.
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