







Now Gaia could focus on the real enemy.

She dropped the chair back on the ground and stepped toward Josh.

“Don’t,” he uttered. “You don’t understand what’s going on here.”

“Oh, I understand exactly what’s going on here, Josh, and I won’t let it.” She took another step toward him, and he took another step back. “No one else is going to die because of me,” she explained. “No one. You tell him that’s it. It’s done.” She took one step closer and Josh lashed out.

“Don’t!” he shouted, jabbing his fist forward in a punch.

Gaia dodged the punch and latched both her hands onto his wrist, pulling his weight completely off balance and then flipping him hard to the ground, nearly twisting the entire arm out of its socket.

He let out a painful cry as his spine hit the linoleum, and Gaia couldn’t help but take a certain vengeful pleasure in it. Josh deserved absolutely any punishment anyone could devise for him. He deserved so much worse than just to be flipped on his ass.

In all honesty, Gaia truly believed he deserved to die.
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To Judy Goldschmidt





Gaia


Normally I’d be waxing philosophical right now. I’d be going off on some tangent about my childhood or some epiphany I had at Gray’s Papaya about how seed-filled orange juice and raw hot dogs were somehow a metaphor for my tragic life.

But really, I’d just be stalling. Mentally stalling. Letting my mind get clouded up with dime-store self-analysis, self-pity, and a bunch of half-baked theories instead of using all that mental energy in a constructive way. Who knows, maybe even coming up with some kind of plan.

I know. This is something I should have figured out months ago. But it was the look on Tatiana’s face tonight that finally woke me up. That numb, defeated expression drooping off her profile as our cab bumped and lurched its way over the potholes on Eighth Avenue, taking our exhausted remains back to the Seventy-second Street apartment. It was a look I’ve probably had on my own face a thousand times before. The look of total helplessness and futility that only he could induce.

Loki. The man who may very well be my father. He threatened Tatiana and me with every conceivable fate. He told her that her mother was dead. I could only infer that my father (at least the man I’d always thought was my father) was supposed to be dead, too.

Loki told me he didn’t “need” me anymore, whatever that was supposed to mean, and then he left us for dead, setting his own medical lab—and probably his own entire building—on fire, all the time keeping that same maniacally calm glint in his crystal blue eyes. And what was our response? The only response we could have—to run away. To sulk in a filthy cab and make it back home to lick our wounds, grateful just to be alive.

But I could see it in Tatiana’s eyes in the cab. I could see her doing exactly what I would have been doing, what I probably was doing at that moment. What I’ve done just about every time Loki punctured another gaping hole in my way-too-tattered life…

Nothing. Nothing but sulking and pitying and hypothesizing and speculating, which are all a bunch of euphemisms for nothing.

And for the first time, I was able to see someone else respond to getting the life sucked out of her inch by inch, to having everyone she loves get shot down like little tin figures in a cheap carnival shooting gallery.

And it woke me up. Because let’s face it, I never understand anything when it’s happening to me. I never understand all the sadomasochistic stuff I do to myself. But seeing someone else doing it to herself…it all becomes so damn obvious, doesn’t it? Suddenly I can’t understand how anyone in her right mind could miss it.

Now I can see it so clearly. That is what Loki does to people. That depressive devastation in Tatiana’s eyes. That’s how he wins. He talks people into submission. He buries people with plausible threats until they’re almost six feet under.

And it’s all lies.

Every single word out of his mouth is complete and utter crap. Tatiana needs to understand that. She can’t let herself believe a word he says. And I should know. Because I’ve been letting him mislead me for months. I’ve bought into every one of his painfully intricate stories. It’s so embarrassing, I almost feel like crawling even deeper into my own numbed-over depressive shell. But I’m not going to. Because seeing him start the same game all over again with a brand-new victim, a victim who is fast becoming the closest thing I’ve ever had to a sister, has finally brought me to my senses.

I won’t let him start again with Tatiana. And I’m through letting him do it to me. The time for helplessness and self-pity is long gone. Sulking and stalling and philosophizing aren’t going to do a goddamned thing. Someone needs to stop that poor bastard from lying. Someone needs to shut him up permanently. Whether he’s my father or not, someone needs to put him out of his misery.

And yes, in case I’m not being clear, I’m nominating myself for the job.

I’ll second the nomination, too, if it brings Loki any closer to dead.









Coldness and Avoidance

She stood frozen at the front door with her head tilted forward like a marionette with a broken string.











Emotional Physics



GAIA HAD DONE EVERYTHING BUT hold Tatiana’s hand as she escorted her down the excessively mauve hallway to the oversized front door of their apartment. It was like walking someone home after some particularly painful surgery. Each one of Tatiana’s steps seemed slower and more difficult than the last.

Maybe it was her imagination, but Gaia could have sworn that Tatiana hadn’t blinked in the last forty-five minutes. Not since they’d made it clear of the burning building on Eighteenth Street. Not for the entire cab ride home. Her eyes seemed to stay fixed on one particular point somewhere in the distance. Sometimes a few tears would fall from the corners, and sometimes they looked as dry as dead leaves, but they never seemed to close.

Gaia had said it at least five times already, but she knew that she would need to repeat it as many times as necessary until it cut through the black fog that had obviously swallowed Tatiana whole.

“Will you listen to me?” Gaia begged. “Your mother is not dead. And neither is my father.” Once again Gaia needed a millisecond to convince herself of these facts, but she quickly overcame her doubts. If there was one thing she knew about her father, it was that he’d always been a survivor. And assuming he and Natasha were together wherever the hell they were, she knew he’d make damn sure that Natasha was surviving, too. Besides, now was not the time for Gaia to give in to her ever-growing list of questions about Natasha and her father. Now was the time to trust her instincts and be strong. For herself and for Tatiana. Tatiana was already devastated and confused enough for both of them. It gave Gaia something to fight against. And that was always when she was at her best.

“Can you open your mouth and make words, please?” Gaia insisted, trying to find Tatiana’s eyes under her sweep of blond hair. “I’m telling you, he’s lying. Everything he says is a lie.”

Tatiana was completely unresponsive. She stood frozen at the front door with her head tilted forward like a marionette with a broken string. Gaia wondered how long Tatiana would have stood there if she hadn’t unlocked the door for her. She had to keep trying. Not just to talk some sense into the girl, but to fill in the much-too-depressing silence as they entered the empty apartment.

Empty couldn’t even begin to explain it. It was emptier than empty. It was hollow. Tonight the lofty apartment seemed to echo like those filthy tunnels by the West Side Highway. And it was just as black as it was empty. Gaia jumped to the first available lamp and snapped it on, along with any other lamp in the way-too-spacious living room. This was an old ritual for her, part of a three-step plan to counter oppressive loneliness and fill in the silence and darkness. The first was to snap on as many lamps as possible (no overhead lights, since they were more depressing than absolute darkness). The second was to open all blinds, curtains, or shades (particularly at night—streetlights and store lights were far less depressing than sunshine). And the third was to turn on either the TV (preferably MTV, as this would make noise but require no attention) or the radio (a classical station would generally be the best choice since all song lyrics were potentially depressing).

She raced through the three steps, opting for a classical station on the radio, only to find that Tatiana was still standing by the doorway, staring into her own personal abyss. She leapt back to Tatiana’s side and dragged her to the living-room couch, where she set her down. She then jogged to the kitchen for emergency supplies: Hostess assorted breakfast doughnuts, lime-flavored tortilla chips, and salsa. She dumped a pitcher of water and a mound of coffee into the coffeemaker, flipped it on, and then made her way back to the living room.

She wished she could simply hand over a piece of her emotional armor to Tatiana. If she could just crack off a piece of the old petrified crusty shell that she had formed from five long years of tragic deaths, sadistic lies, and kicks to the chest and head. But it couldn’t be done. It went against all the laws of emotional physics. This was clearly Tatiana’s first experience with pure unadulterated horror, and recovering from the first time was damn near impossible.

Gaia suddenly found herself flashing back to her own first time. She could hear the sound of gunshots echoing through her old kitchen. She could see the rivulet of blood trickling from her mother’s open mouth as her father tried to lift her lifeless frame into his arms. Even then it had been Loki with the gun. It didn’t matter if he’d been aiming for her father or not. Either way, one of Gaia’s parents had been going to die that night five years ago. And Loki was the murderer. It was always Loki.

She could ward off the depression and anguish, but the anger…each additional thought was making it more difficult to keep the anger in check. Every memory, every image of Loki’s face, so much like her father’s and nothing like her father’s. Unless, of course, he was her father.

Stay cool, Gaia, she demanded of herself. Keep your head cool. She would get to him in due time. She knew that now. She would have to. She was giving in to simple logic. Loki had raised the stakes tonight. She could see it in his eyes as he stood there taunting her from behind a wall of Plexiglas in that eerie lab of his. Something had changed. Until tonight, Gaia had always sensed that Loki wanted something from her, that he had some kind of agenda. But tonight he hadn’t seemed to want anything. Except to see her and Tatiana burned to a crisp. He had to be dealt with now. He had to be neutralized, even if only in self-defense.

One thing at a time, she reminded herself. This moment was about Tatiana—about waking her up. Gaia sat down next to her, keeping as much distance as Tatiana seemed to need.

“I know him,” Gaia said, staring at Tatiana’s cold profile. “Loki will say anything. He’ll say whatever hurts the most. Whatever he’s sure will leave you totally incapacitated. But it’s all lies, Tatiana. All of it.”

“You don’t know this,” Tatiana murmured, barely even opening her mouth. But at least she’d spoken. That was good. That was something. At least she was past clinical shock.

“I do,” Gaia insisted. “I know it. I know him.”

“You can’t know it for sure.”

Gaia paused for a brief moment, because of course Tatiana was right. Especially considering Loki’s shift in demeanor. Maybe he had moved past cleverness and deception now. Maybe murder was all that remained of his plan.

“You see?” Tatiana’s voice cracked as tears began to flow again from the corners of her bloodshot eyes. “You don’t know a damn thing, Gaia. Not a thing.”

Tatiana leaned her body into the corner of the couch, curling her entire frame into something resembling the fetal position as she gave in to her tears.

Gaia was at a complete loss. Yes, she and Tatiana had found some mutual respect, and they had begun to forge some kind of familial relationship—but the only thing Gaia could possibly do now would be to hold Tatiana. To cradle her somehow. And that just wasn’t going to happen. For one thing, that kind of intimacy would have required removing the thick protective shell Gaia had worked so hard at creating. And for another thing, well…that just wasn’t going to happen. Not with Tatiana. Not yet. Probably not for a few more years, if ever. But Gaia had to think of something to do for the poor girl.

“Look,” she said quietly as she debated what to do with her hands—the ones that should have been hugging Tatiana’s shoulders. “Look, we’ll…we’ll find her.” Tatiana said nothing. She only wrapped her arms around herself, making Gaia feel even guiltier for not being able to provide any kind of physical affection herself. “We’ll find them both,” Gaia promised. “I’ll find them both.”

From out of absolute nowhere, Gaia suddenly felt a shock of emotions crash through her. How many times had she promised herself that she’d find someone—her father, Sam, Mary? How many times had she failed? How many times had she been too late? Tatiana’s tears were beginning to break her will, and she knew it. Tatiana was one of the few people Gaia had ever met who actually seemed to have the same kind of strength as Gaia, the same kind of will. And here she was, curled up in the corner of the couch, crying like a baby. Gaia was beginning to get the horrid feeling that she just might be next.

Thank God for that ringing phone.

Both of their heads snapped toward the black phone on the dining table, mesmerized by its sudden shrill electronic ring. Tatiana leapt from the couch, stumbling over the coffee table and knocking over the chips and salsa as she flew for the phone on the other side of the room. Gaia held her breath and prayed. She prayed that it would be Natasha on that phone. If only to rescue Gaia from the impossible task of consoling Tatiana. Or maybe, just maybe, it could also be her father. Because a few moments more of this unbearable scene and Gaia wasn’t sure she’d be able to console herself.








Déjà Vu



“MAMA?” TATIANA SQUEAKED, PRACtically devouring the phone with excitement. But a moment later her grin diminished. She blew out a stream of heartbroken air and collapsed into a chair at the dining table. But the ghost of a smile did remain on her face. Whoever it was, Tatiana didn’t seem altogether disappointed. In fact, whoever it was seemed to possess the one power that Gaia quite surely did not. The power to console Tatiana. The power to make her smile, even if only slightly.

“Ed,” she sighed, curling up with the phone like it was keeping her warm.

Gaia cringed and turned away. She turned away for a whole slew of reasons. For one thing, watching Tatiana coo like a lovesick bird at the sound of Ed’s voice was both confusing and sickening. Tatiana had made it clear that she and Ed were simply not going to happen. It was officially a non issue. But Gaia felt deeply uncomfortable nonetheless. No, not just uncomfortable. Sick. Sick from not being with Ed every waking moment, as the deepest and most real part of her had wanted to so badly for days. Sick from having to be so cold to him in order to protect him from Loki. Sick at the thought of him making anyone but her smile.

And then it got even more confusing. She felt sick because no matter how badly she wanted Ed, she shouldn’t have been as kind as she’d been to him these last couple of days. It could only put him in more danger. Especially considering how increasingly deranged Loki was becoming by the hour. But how could she have helped it? He was walking, for God’s sake. How could she not celebrate that with him?

“Ed, I am so glad to hear your voice,” Tatiana said. “You have no idea how much I needed someone to…what?”

Gaia turned back when she heard the sudden shift in Tatiana’s voice. The smile had dropped completely from Tatiana’s face now, and her eyes drifted to meet Gaia’s. Gaia could see another tear beginning to form in her eye as she slowly let the phone dangle from her hands and then fall to the table.

“What?” Gaia asked, narrowing her eyes as she rode a fine line between concern and confusion. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong,” Tatiana murmured, looking even more depressed than she had before. “He wants to talk to you.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” Tatiana said, dragging herself back to the couch and curling up as far from Gaia as possible. Boy, did she have the guilt trip mastered. “He says he needs to talk to you.”

“Well…I can’t,” Gaia said, darting her eyes over to the receiver on the table, wanting so badly to grab it and hear his voice for just a few seconds. But that was the absolute opposite of what she needed to do. She needed to double her coldness and avoidance to make up for the day’s mistakes. She needed to cast him way, way out again, back into the world of safety. “Tell him I can’t.”

“He says he has to talk to you,” Tatiana mumbled. “Now. Emergency, he says.”

Gaia stared at the phone a few seconds more and then ran to grab it. She’d have to set him straight now. She’d have to send him an ice-cold message to leave her the hell alone. And maybe…listen to his voice for a few seconds.

“Ed, listen to me,” she barked. “I made a big mistake by—”

“Gaia, listen,” Ed interrupted with an oddly grave tone to his voice. “I’m at the hospital. St. Vincent’s. It’s Heather, Gaia. Something’s happened to Heather, and—”

“What?” Gaia cut him off. “What do you mean? What happened? Did someone—”

“She wants to talk to you, Gaia,” Ed interrupted again, sounding so disturbingly serious. “She wants you here now. Just you and me, she says. Can you get here immediately? You’ve got to get here now.”

Gaia was at a complete loss for words. Except for the one word that had suddenly begun to sting her brain. Josh.

Josh had hurt Heather somehow. That’s what it had to be. Just like Gaia knew he would. And Gaia had done nothing to stop it. Sure, she’d tried to talk some sense into Heather, to warn her, but Heather seemed to have given in completely to some kind of chemical imbalance. She’d succumbed to these weird fits of violence and paranoia and all kinds of bizarre delusions of grandeur. But Gaia should have cut through it somehow. She could have cut through it. She was strong enough.

Déjà vu had never felt so sickening. Gaia had been through all this before with Heather. There had been another chance to warn Heather all those months ago—to save her, and she’d completely screwed that one up, too. She’d let her own pride get in the way, and it had ended up getting Heather slashed in the middle of Washington Square Park. And now here they were again. Heather was back in the hospital, and somehow, one way or another…Gaia knew it was her fault . Again.

She managed to control the overwhelming wave of guilt washing over her long enough to answer Ed’s question. If Heather wanted Gaia there, then Gaia would be there. She absolutely deserved every bit of punishment that Heather wanted to dole out, which was surely why Heather wanted so badly to see her.

“I’m coming,” Gaia said, a cold chill running down her back. “I’m leaving now.”

“Okay,” Ed said. “I’ll tell her.”

The phone went dead before Gaia could say another word. Oh God. Ed must hate her even more than Heather did. He and Heather must be sitting in that hospital room cursing the day Gaia Moore set foot in that school. And they’d have every right. The Curse of Gaia Moore had spread like a deadly virus to the far reaches of Gaia’s world. She was responsible for all of it. So many people’s pain. Now she was just praying that Heather would be okay—that she could survive the curse.

“I have to go,” Gaia said, rushing for the door.

Tatiana flashed her a pained glance.

“It has nothing to do with me and Ed,” Gaia assured her. “I swear.” Gaia wanted to bring Tatiana with her, but Ed had made it abundantly clear that Heather only wanted to see Gaia, and Gaia wanted to be damn sure to respect Heather’s wishes. Too little, too late, she chided herself as she opened the door. Still, something felt very wrong about leaving Tatiana alone in the house.

“Look,” Gaia said, trying to figure out some way to bring her along. “Do…do you want to come with me?”

“No,” Tatiana mumbled, keeping an entire couch cushion pressed to her chest. “I want to stay here. I don’t want to move. You do what you have to….”

“I swear this isn’t about Ed,” Gaia said again, trying to figure which person in her life was making her feel the guiltiest right now. It was a tie. Between all of them. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Just go,” Tatiana said.

“I’m going. Just do me a favor, okay?”

“What?” Tatiana grunted.

“I want you to lock the door,” Gaia said. “I want you to lock all the doors, close the shades, and steer clear of the windows, okay?” Tatiana didn’t answer. “Okay?” Gaia pushed.

“Okay,” Tatiana agreed reluctantly, curling up even further.

“Okay,” Gaia said more calmly. “I’ll be right back.”

She closed the door behind her and headed for the stairs. But she stopped in the middle of the hallway and waited until she heard Tatiana lock the door. It gave her at least a moment of relief. But only a moment. Because the facts were still the facts.

Gaia and Tatiana had nearly died, and Heather was in the hospital. Loki’s mind games were over. He was way past his convincing double-talk and his cryptic little schemes. Sometime in the last hour…he’d gone on the warpath. Either that or he’d lost what was left of his mind.

Loki


An Open Letter

Lo and behold, it is true. We are in fact wasting the majority of our lives. I suppose I’d always had my suspicions, but I was never sure until now. Yes, I have given myself one very simple injection, and glory, hallelujah, I have seen the light.

You want to know the truth? You all might as well be locked up in pods and cocoons until the auspicious day when everyone will be able to inject themselves with 20 ccs of phobosan II. Because until that day, let me tell you what your life will consist of.

Absolutely nothing. Oh, you will surely convince yourself that it is something. But believe me, as long as you feel fear, your life is nothing.

You see, one day you will take the shot, as I have, and you will wake up, and you will realize that the life you were leading—a life with fear—is the human equivalent of living in a Roach Motel. You, good citizens of Now, are human cockroaches. Stuck in a brown cardboard box, staring out at the light and convincing yourself that with just a little more effort, you’ll reach that light, totally unaware that your fearful little legs are absolutely glued to the ground.

And so you will dream of the light, and you will imagine yourself reaching the light, and you will plot out your little road to the light. You will even convince yourselves that if you don’t reach the light in life, then, of course, you’re sure to see the light in death. How very tragic, don’t you think? How miserably, miserably sad.

You must understand: That glue that is holding your little insect legs to the ground…that is fear.

Fear is the reason you’re still in that pathetic little town. Fear is the reason you’re still in that miserable job and that horrible school. Fear is the reason that you are poor and unsuccessful and unpopular. It is the reason you are ugly, the reason you are stupid. It is the reason you are nothing.

Because you won’t let go. You won’t face the facts. You won’t free yourself from the glue.

Dr. Glenn has obviously perfected the drug, as this second generation of phobosan has left me in a state of utter euphoria without one single side effect to show for it. There are none of the violent tendencies we were seeing in subject B. None of those hideous outbursts and uncontrollable spasms the Gannis girl was exhibiting. Just complete and unadulterated clarity. The only thing that shot of phobosan has done to me is wake me from a lifelong sleep.

I realize now that I have been holding on for so long. Absolutely mired in glue. And now, with my fears cast aside, I am ready to let go.

All this time, each and every one of my plans had been failing for one very simple reason. I was trying to carry out every plan without losing Gaia. I’m no longer ashamed to say it now. I’m no longer ashamed to say anything.

I was afraid of losing my daughter.

Just as I had been desperately afraid of losing Katia. I had convinced myself that I could not live without Gaia, I could not live without my daughter’s love.

Glue. Nothing but glue.

You see, this fearless blood that is now running through my veins…that’s the only part of Gaia I need now. All I wanted was to bring my daughter back into my life—to make her a part of me again. And I’ve done that. I now have bits and pieces of Gaia inside me. But ironically, it’s really my daughter’s fearless genes that have helped me free myself of her. Until now, I’ve just been too afraid to admit what I’ve really always known.

I will never win her over. Gaia is never going to love me. Never.

You see how easy it is without fear to nail me to the ground? The simple truths! The beautiful truths that will be my freedom and my salvation! Katia is long gone. And the child we shared will never love me.

The conclusion here is so obvious, I cannot even fathom how many years I’ve wasted avoiding it. I don’t need her anymore. I don’t need anyone. You see, I am finally capable of doing what every one of you would be far too afraid to do. I am starting my life from scratch. I am going to eliminate all the chaff from my life—all the painful glue that has kept me paralyzed, and then I will finally move on. Straight into the light.

I will no longer fear dead ends. There are no dead ends. There are other women for me to meet, and when I meet the right one, we will have new sons and daughters of our own. And perhaps those sons and daughters will be even more special than Gaia, given my new genetic makeup. And that woman, and all my sons and daughters…they will all love me the way I should have been loved in the first place—by my brother, by Katia, by Gaia. I know this now. I can believe it one hundred percent because there is no fear to taint that belief.

Yes, it is time to close out the entire fearful chapter of my life. I see now what I must do. In order to start the new, I must first destroy the old—rid myself of the glue. So I suppose this will be my last good-bye to everyone that I’ll need to eliminate—everyone who has kept me stuck in this fearful and unsuccessful stagnant void. Good-bye, Tom and Natasha. Good-bye to the Gannis girl and Gaia’s young friend Tatiana.

And good-bye, my dear Gaia. The world will be a much smaller place without you in it, but speaking as one fearless person to another, I know you understand what I must do.

It is time to wipe the slate clean.










Nine-Millimeter Automatic



“FIRST AND FOREMOST, CONGRATULATIONS are in order.” Loki offered his most generous smile as he turned to Dr. Glenn and his other mild-mannered colleagues in white lab coats. The single exposed lightbulb hanging down from the ceiling was just bright enough to illuminate their grateful if somewhat reserved smiles.

“I know I can be quite demanding at times,” Loki went on, making brief eye contact with each of the dimly lit doctors on the team, “but perhaps now you can all see why I have been so demanding. Phobosan II is an unequivocal victory, and for that, I commend you all. I only wish you could experience its remarkable properties firsthand, as I have.”

“Sir, if I might,” Dr. Glenn interjected, the smile still pasted across his face. “I am a bit concerned about your decision to volunteer yourself as the test subject for the second generation. We really haven’t been able to fully test the drug, and I’d like to—”
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