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Something in Jake’s mind clicked. Oliver had told him to be on the lookout for anything new, and Invince, well . . . that was new. Was it just a coincidence that Gaia had started acting insecure and timid at around the same time that half of New York City was dosed with fake adrenaline? It seemed like a long shot—but then again, he didn’t have any shorter shots left.
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To Sabrine Mrabet





GAIA


For a long time-in fact, for as long as I can remember-I thought I was a freak.


Forget “thought.” I was a freak. I am a freak.


Doctors weren’t sure what was wrong with me or what had transpired in my genetic code, but somehow, I was literally incapable of feeling fear. I didn’t have the gene for it. Some sort of genetic mutation.


See? A freak. Sideshow attraction. Ship me off to the carnival.


I hated it. I hated myself and all of the icky by-products of being different. I hated the fact that my father had trained me to kick ass. Sure, pounding the crap out of some low-level street thug is satisfying, but I always dreamed of being a girlie-girl. Being able to thwart a mugger didn’t take away the sting of being shunned by my classmates, who thought-rightly so-that I was oddly aggressive and always involved in one shady incident after another. From the days of elementary school, when my teacher scheduled a conference with my father to discuss my “combative tendencies,” I was always the outsider.


And the social implications were only the tip of the dysfunctional iceberg. As a result of these attributes, people were-are-always after me. Always hurting the people who are important to me. Someone’s always out to get me, manipulate me, dissect me. Like my genetic makeup is some sort of prize to be attained and exploited. No wonder my father, agent extraordinaire, worried so much when I was a kid. He knew what was in store for me.


So yeah-lack of fear? Not such a thrilling talent to have.


Lately, though, I’ve come to understand the benefits of my freakdom. Because lately, I’ve come to know fear.


Thanks to Dr. Rodke and his incredible medical advances, Gaia the Unfearing was temporarily transformed into a living, breathing regular girl. For the first time ever, I was really, truly afraid. Make that terrified. Everything I encountered-from the social mafia at the Village School to the prepubescent drug dealers in Washington Square Park, from the crazy homeless man outside Grey Dog Coffee to a random dog tied to a parking meter-everything scared me. I was petrified of my own shadow.


And let me tell you: it sucked.


‘Cause the part of me that had grown used to ignoring the cheesy morons at school or that wouldn’t be bullied by creeps in the park had also grown accustomed to taking all of those unsavories on, to the point where I almost thought of it as some sort of sick duty. If I saw a girl getting hassled in the park, I broke it up. Because I could. Because I wasn’t afraid.


But with my newly manipulated fear, I was helpless. Simpering. Practically useless. I ran from a fight while my boyfriend stood his ground. God only knows what that did to his opinion of me (yet another superfun source of anxiety in itself). I let my best friend (well, once best friend, anyway) and his new girlfriend get jumped. I didn’t step in. Because I was afraid.


I let the FOHs, the ridiculous divas who-in their minds, anyway-run the Village School social scene-make me feel insecure. I sought out their approval. God help me, I wore a baby tee. The Village School saw my navel, no joke.


But worse than any of this was the fact that I let down my guard.


The foremost piece of information that my father passed along to me was to never let down my guard. He knew better than anyone that someone is almost always after us. He knew that I need to be constantly alert, to trust no one. And for as long as I’ve understood that, I’ve adhered to it. At least half the people who’ve made their ways into my life-Uncle Oliver, Ella, George, Natasha-have been out to get me.


So needless to say, suspicion has been a pretty useful emotion. One that’s generally validated.


I’m not saying that fear reduced the element of suspicion. That’s not the case at all. If anything, fear made me even more nervous around people, warier. Eventually I was checking my cell phone every three seconds to see if my boyfriend had called or, as previously mentioned, I was donning a baby tee rather than throwing it at Megan and her cronies and telling them where to shove it. But fear clouded my judgment. I started to doubt my own instincts, which, unfortunately, haven’t failed me yet. I started to second-guess myself-the only person, ironically, that I can even trust. In fact, my own rational thought was clouded to the point that I actively sought out someone else’s approval, someone else’s direction, someone else’s . . . control.


I’m not totally sure at what point I realized that my dependence on Skyler wasn’t completely normal. It was like I looked up, and in the blink of an eye, it occurred to me that there was no good reason for turning over practically my whole persona to him. I’ve never relied on anyone before-namely because there was never anyone truly reliable in my life. Yet I was willing to give over all of my decisions to someone I barely knew. And why? Because he happened to come along and offer comfort on a night when I particularly needed it? Because he was authoritative? Because he was good-looking?


I’m sorry, not good enough.


That’s exactly how it happened, though. The Rodkes came to town, and I met Liz and Chris, who were both amazing and cool in an I’m-so-cool-I-don’t-even-notice-or-care-how-cool-I-am kind of way. The antithesis of the usual “worship me, I wear Juicy Couture” attitude I encounter at the hell dimension otherwise known as high school. And, stranger than fiction, the two of them seemed to like me, seemed to like hanging out with me. Before I knew anything about their father and his scientific interests, I was well into the Rodkes. I didn’t even know who Skyler was.


But yeah, from the minute I laid eyes on him, there was something. Some spark between us-not exactly sexual, but not exactly brother-sister, either. Some completely unidentifiable, indefinable quality. And when I was feeling nervous or jumpy (which, let’s face it, has lately been, uh, all the time), he was reassuring. Calming. Authoritative.


Insistent.


And I went along with it.


When Skyler told me to blow off Suko and stay all night in his apartment, I did it. When Skyler told me to shut off my cell phone and concentrate on our time together, I did it. When Skyler intimated that I’d be better off going to the prom with him and not with my-at least I think he still is-boyfriend, I agreed.


Huh?


Lately I’ve been feeling different. Like a veil has been lifted, a cloud of smoke has cleared, and I’m back in my own body. I don’t know what’s going on with Skyler-I can’t for the life of me put my finger on what interest he has in using me as his own personal puppet. I don’t think he wants to be my boyfriend. I don’t think he’s an undercover spy. I don’t think he has the vaguest knowledge of the disparate plot twists that conspire to make my life so difficult. For the life of me, I can’t get a handle on his line. But that’s okay. I’ve got my wits about me again, and eventually I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Because you know what? Somehow I’m not afraid anymore. Whatever Dr. Rodke did to me, I don’t think it was permanent. Slowly but surely, I’m regressing back to my usual freakishness. And for the first time, being a freak feels pretty damn good.


No, wait. That’s not right.


It feels freakin’ great.





inexplicable interest


She really needed, somehow, to make herself care.





Alpha Male


“SO, BELIEVE IT OR NOT, the headmaster actually thought—Gaia? Are you even listening?”


“Huh?” At the sound of her voice Gaia snapped to attention. She realized she hadn’t at all been listening to Skyler’s story, an anecdote of boarding school boys gone wild or some such. Hardy har har. Big yuks. Wet toilet paper everywhere. Try though she might, she couldn’t bring herself to care. She needed to, though. She really needed, somehow, to make herself care.


The problem was that now that Dr. Rodke’s genetic manipulation seemed to be unraveling, Gaia wasn’t finding herself especially dependent on Skyler. More than that, she was wholly suspicious of his interest in her. Now that she was thinking clearly again, she could see how strange it was that he had suddenly decided to take an interest in her, to watch over her, to protect her. He barely knew her, for chrissake. Please—people who did know her weren’t that interested in her.


Gaia was going to have to get to the bottom of Skyler’s inexplicable interest without arousing his suspicions, which meant, at least nominally, maintaining the helpless girlie-girl facade for at least a little longer. And that included feigning interest in his ridiculous stories.


But for how long?


As she envisioned the aging, graying version of herself, sixty years in the future, still patiently listening to Skyler’s droning, the germ of an idea began to form in Gaia’s mind.


Maybe there was a way to test Skyler, to push him, to see how much he could take before breaking. If she did everything in her power to challenge his patience, and if his tolerance remained boundless, she could know for sure that his motives weren’t pure.


“Gaia? Do you not want to be here with me today? All afternoon you’ve seemed kind of distracted. I really wanted us to just have a fun day together, but if you’re not interested, you know, just tell me.” Gaia could hear the edge creep into Skyler’s voice. If she was trying to push him, she was succeeding.


Good, she thought. But watch it. It’s a fine line.


“I’m sorry, Skyler,” she said, adopting a hasty, self-deprecating tone. “You’ve planned an amazing day for us. I don’t know why I’m so spacey. Please don’t take it personally.”


In fact, Skyler had planned a wonderful afternoon. He had picked Gaia up from school that afternoon, taking in stride the fact that she had worn her hair up, even though he’d specifically asked her not to. (That actually hadn’t been on purpose—Gaia had simply forgotten.) He had taken her to Gourmet Garage on Seventh Avenue, near her school, where they’d picked up an array of luscious picnic treats: ripe, meaty olives packed in top-quality olive oil, heady cheeses, thick, crusty breads, and imported chocolates. He had bought a bottle of wine and taken her uptown to Central Park, where they now sat. She generally tended to spend the bulk of her time in Washington Square, so the change in scenery was welcome. It was a perfect, balmy day, and if Gaia hadn’t been distracted by deeper concerns, she would have relished it.


But then again, maybe that was a good thing. Skyler certainly wasn’t impressed by her inability to focus on him. If she irritated him enough, maybe she could draw him out. “I’m back, I promise,” she asserted. “I want to hear the end of the story.”


“It’s okay,” Skyler said reassuringly. “I can imagine it isn’t such an interesting story to someone who wasn’t there. Or, you know, someone who has emotionally matured beyond the age of twelve.”


“I’m at least thirteen emotionally, so I guess I just missed the cutoff for your target audience.” Gaia laughed. “But I do love a good wet-toilet-paper story.”


“Well, okay,” Skyler resumed. “See, the thing was that I thought the door was locked, but Trent—remember he was my roommate, and he was the one who had the rope and the Silly String—Trent had gotten the combination wr—”


“A movie!” Gaia exclaimed suddenly, deliberately interjecting just as Skyler was warming to his story. “That’s what we should do later on! I think there’s a revival of Streetcar Named Desire playing at Film Forum. That’d be awesome.” She glanced sideways at Skyler. Not only had she rather rudely cut him off, but she didn’t know any manly man his age who would agree to seeing that movie.


For a moment she thought she saw Skyler’s nostrils flare. She thought she saw a glimpse of fury flash across his chiseled face. But just as quickly as it was there, it vanished without a trace and was replaced by an affable grin.


“Is that really what you want to do today, Gaia?” Skyler said, seeming amused at the prospect. “It is such a beautiful day, after all. Not that it’s a problem or anything. If that’s what you want to do, that’s what we’ll do. Did you happen to notice what times the movie was playing?”


Gaia shook her head emphatically. “Nope. Just read about it in the Voice last week. But I was excited about it. It’s always been one of my favorite movies.”


This was categorically untrue. While she didn’t have anything against the movie per se, it certainly wasn’t one of her favorites. She’d seen it once when she was nine.


Skyler glanced at his watch. “Okay, well, maybe we should head on down there and get tickets. It’s five now. There’s probably a show at seven or eight. We can kill time at—I don’t know, are you hungry?”


Gaia shook her head again and indicated the array of food wrappers and containers littering the space before them on the ground. “Are you kidding?” she asked archly.


“Right, okay. Well, there’s a coffee shop on Varick, you know. I think a Starbucks. But I don’t mind a big corporate conglomerate.” He winked. After all, Rodke and Simon Pharmaceuticals was a big corporate conglomerate. Skyler and his family were the embodiment Of The Man. “Or I could take you to Vino, a little wine bar I know of.”


“You sure you don’t mind heading all the way back downtown again?” Gaia asked, infusing her voice with the plaintive lilt that, alas, she thought Skyler had probably grown accustomed to by now.


Skyler shrugged easily. “Of course not, Gaia. This day is all about you. About us,” he corrected, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and hugging her close to him. He gathered up their trash, balled it together into the bottom of a Gourmet Garage bag, and tossed it, hoisting his slim Manhattan Portage messenger bag over his shoulder in one swift motion. “Let’s go.”


• • •


Thanks to the benefits of the A express, it wasn’t twenty minutes later that Gaia and Skyler found themselves standing outside the Film Forum, surveying the crowd. And not a moment too soon, either. As it turned out, the movie was at six-thirty, and since it was such a popular pick, it was likely to sell out well before then. Gaia mused on the varied cross section of the New York City populace that had turned out on such an outdoorsy day. Punk rockers who looked like they hadn’t showered in days stood behind quirky intellectual types whose tortoiseshell glasses sat perched at the tips of their noses. It was funny—Gaia wasn’t sure where she stood on the spectrum, but if she fit in somewhere in the world, it was New York City-despite the fact that, or perhaps because, she actually didn’t fit in.


Skyler seemed equally comfortable, equally happy to be having a very Manhattan afternoon, waiting on line outside an artsy movie house with a bunch of true New Yorkers. He didn’t seem bothered in the least by Gaia’s having broken up their impromptu picnic and dragged them back downtown.


Curious.


“Uh-oh,” she hedged, biting her lip and assuming what she hoped was a woeful demeanor.


Skyler’s gaze narrowed. “What?” he asked with more than a hint of annoyance.


“It’s just, I forgot my membership card. We could get in for half price.” She widened her eyes at Skyler innocently. “Do you think it’ll sell out if I just run home—?”


“Of course it’ll sell out if you ‘just run home’!” Skyler mimicked impatiently, frustration seeping through his pores. He put his hands on his hips and softened visibly. “Gaia, it’s very thoughtful of you to want to get us a discount, but I assure you, I can afford the ticket price. Next time we can use your card.” He took her hand. “This way I get to play the alpha male.”


Gaia shuddered inwardly, but she forced herself to smile back. The alpha male was exactly the problem. “Are you sure? I mean, it’s no trouble. I can go back quickly—”


“Even for a superhero like you, Gaia, I think the line is moving a little too fast,” Skyler said, effectively cutting her off. He had managed to sound playful again. A frizzy-haired woman standing in front of them in line shot Gaia a dirty look, suggesting that Gaia was being every bit as annoying as she imagined.


She was proud of her performance. But judging from Skyler’s ability to keep his cool, it was clear that she had her work cut out for her. “You’ve been so understanding today, Skyler,” Gaia practically cooed as they closed the gap between themselves and the ticket window. “You’re so understanding every day.” She wasn’t entirely sure how to bat her eyelashes or she would have.


“No problem, Gaia,” Skyler said sincerely. “That’s what I’m here for.” He slapped his wallet down onto the ticket seller’s counter. “Two for the six-thirty show,” he said.


“Oh!” Gaia shouted suddenly, as if she’d just had an incredibly random thought.


Skyler glanced at her warily. “What now?” he asked. His voice was light, but he did seem increasingly impatient.


“I, uh, really wanted some candy.”


Skyler’s gaze turned from hesitant to incredulous. “Well, good thing you’re in the movie theater? he said slowly, “because I think they’re equipped to handle your concession needs.”


Gaia tilted her head to one side and stuck out her lower lip. “Come on. This is Film Forum. It’s not like the local multiplex. They’re not going to have any of the really good junky stuff. I think they only have muffins and croissants. Ten-dollar croissants,” she added.


“Well, if you want a ten-dollar croissant, Gaia, that’s fine. I mean, I have the cash. Not a big deal.” Gaia had been sure this last little display would trigger at least a tiny crack in Skyler’s composure. But no such luck.


“You’re getting robbed blind here today,” Gaia protested. “And I really have a sugar jones. I meant to stop off at a deli on the way here and pick up provisions, but I guess it slipped my mind.”


“Weren’t you just saying that you weren’t hungry because you ate so much in the park?” Skyler pointed out in a sudden fit of rationalism.


“Well, yeah, but it, uh, came on kinda quickly. Look,” Gaia wheedled, “I’ll just run across the street. You won’t even miss me.” She started toward the front door of the theater, aware that their little “lovers’ spat” was drawing some local interest. As she passed by Skyler, she stomped on his foot “accidentally” for good measure. “Oops, sorry.” She giggled.


“Gaia!” Skyler called after her, but the door was already swinging shut behind her.


“I’ll get you some Maltesers,” Gaia called over her shoulder. She had no idea how he even felt about Maltesers, and she was pretty sure he couldn’t have cared less about them at the present time.




Normal Circumstances


THREE HOURS, ONE TUB OF artificial-butter-flavored popcorn, one large Coke, and a bag of M&M’s later, Gaia and Skyler strolled down Houston Street arm in arm, each slurping the dregs of an overpriced Starbucks espresso drink. Gaia gave a large gulp as she tossed her empty venti cup into the closest street trash can. “I do love a sugar rush,” she asserted, qualifying the statement with a shy giggle.


“That much is obvious,” Skyler said affectionately, finishing up his drink and tossing it as well. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Gaia beamed. Skyler had been the perfect date all afternoon—too perfect. He had been smooth as satin no matter how many times she had tuned out while he was talking or interrupted him. He had agreed to whatever whim had struck her fancy. He hadn’t complained when she crawled over him again during the movie under the premise of taking her fourth and final bathroom break.


No doubt about it, something was definitely up with Skyler.


Despite the fact that most of his plans involved having her at his side at all times, Gaia was more certain than ever that his goals weren’t romantic. If Skyler’d had designs on her, he had also passed up some totally primo opportunities to put the moves on her. It had to be something worse than that, something more nefarious. And now that Gaia was certain something was up, she was finding herself eager—even excited—to get to the bottom of it.


Skyler, man, you underestimate me, she thought. You have no idea who you’re dealing with.


Since her mom had been killed five years ago, Gaia had been attacked, chased, and confronted by some of the world’s most dangerous criminal masterminds—several of whom she even considered family. And here she was, still, for better or for worse. She’d be damned if she’d let some rich prep school snob be her undoing.


She sidled up closer to him and sighed comfortably. You’re not even going to know what hit you, she decided.


Gaia stumbled suddenly, hardly knowing what had hit her. Gazing up at Skyler, she’d stomped directly into a pedestrian walking toward them. She looked up, and her spirits instantly sagged. Standing in front of her, looking pressed and polished as always, was Megan. Megan had been one of the top-tier Friends of Heather back when Heather Gannis had ruled the Village School. But Heather had gone blind (Just more fallout from my pathetically complicated life, Gaia thought miserably), and Megan had ascended to the presidency of the social hierarchy.


Megan and her hen party couldn’t seem to decide how they felt about Gaia. For the most part, they weren’t impressed, but they were clearly somewhat taken by Gaia’s admittedly inexplicable ability to land some very sought-after boyfriends. Never mind that my relationships have a life span shorter than that of an ice-cream cone in August, she thought glumly. And when Gaia and Liz had begun to hang out, the FOHs had taken a more acute interest in Gaia. But their interest tended to wax and wane depending on the circumstances of their own lives at any given moment, and at the present it seemed like they were dead set on seeing her falter. Which, hey—Gaia didn’t think they’d have to wait long. That didn’t mean she needed to put up with Megan and her bull, though.


Except that she did. For Skyler’s sake. Skyler needed to think that Gaia was still caught fast in Megan’s thrall, desperately seeking approval. Ick, Gaia thought, pasting an insecure grin on her face.


“Hi, Meegs,” she said brightly. “Shopping?”


Megan shot Gaia a look that suggested she’d just taken a whiff of raw sewage. “No,” she said dryly, “the bags are merely an illusion created by your mind’s eye. Out with boyfriend number two, are we?” she asked snidely, indicating Skyler with a jerk of her head.


That was the other fun thing about the FOHs these days. They had the idea that Gaia was cheating on Jake.


Of course, Gaia was spending practically every waking moment with Skyler, while she hadn’t seen all that much of Jake. And she had been keeping her cell phone shut off at Skyler’s suggestion.


And then there was the matter of a little thing called the prom. Which she had told Jake she would be attending with Skyler.


Come to think of it, it was easy enough to see how these rumors had gotten started.
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