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To Colton and Gabrielle Bryan





GAIA


I guess the only time most people think about blood is when it’s gushing out of their veins and they need to find a Band-Aid—or an emergency room—to keep it from messing up the white carpet. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. Little red platelets and big white corpuscles rushing through everyone’s veins. Keeping us alive as long as it stays on its dark little course—but signaling weakness or death when it wanders off the path, out into the light to spill on the ground.


Funny thing about blood: It also connects people. There it is, hidden inside your skin, yet it manages to call out to other blood, related blood, inside someone else’s skin. You might have nothing else in common, but that red stuff really is thicker than water. There’s nobody in the world I should have more cause to hate than Oliver. Or should I say, Loki. He has engineered more destruction—starting with that of my own mother, the woman who created the blood I’m talking about—than anyone else in my life. So a bout of postcoma confusion has forced his pre-Loki, kinder and gentler Oliver personality to emerge, and suddenly he regrets his evil ways.


At best I should feel indifferent toward him. But because we share blood, I find myself drawn to him. I find myself willing to try to trust him—this new, remorseful Oliver—because our DNA matches up so nicely.


Am I just a sucker? A girl so lonely she’ll cling to any semblance of a family connection? Or is this an instinct, speaking through the bowels of primordial history, telling me the tide has turned for Oliver?


Let’s hope it’s the latter.


Let’s hope it’s the blood that’s letting me forgive him. Anyone else would get nothing from me but my everlasting hate. Like Natasha and Tatiana, the mother-daughter team from the third ring of hell. A couple of lying, conniving females who took my dad from me and almost had me convinced he was dead. But he can’t be dead. My blood would tell me if he was. They’re still going to pay, though—maybe with their own blood. If I get half a chance, you can bet that’ll be the case.


But that’s so a priority. What’s important now—what’s got to happen before anything else—is I’ve got to find my dad. My real blood link. Even closer than Oliver. He’s the one I owe my loyalty to. And I’m going to find him. Come hell or high water, the blood pumping in my veins is going to give me the strength to reach around the globe and find him. You can bet on that.





unfamiliar terrain


She had to remember to keep her distance this time. Within her heart, and out in the world.


Dangerously Accurate


GAIA SAT SLUMPED IN AN UNFORGIVING wood-and-metal chair as she cycled through the seven local stations one more time, looking for something that would amuse her and Jake in his hospital room. The television, which looked about twenty years old, was bolted to the ceiling and made a disconcerting fuzzy noise between each channel, like the cchk sound at the beginning and end of a walkie-talkie broadcast. The static was only marginally less interesting than daytime TV.


“Is this Judge Judy?” Gaia wanted to know.


“No, that’s a different show” Jake said, pointing to the screen. “I forget what this one’s called. . . . It looks like a judge show, but then they bring in therapists and it turns into a corny love fest where everybody’s hugging and crying, even though tomorrow they’re going to go back to throwing chairs at each other.”


“Well, there’s nothing else on. You need better health insurance. This no-cable thing is a problem.”


“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” Jake asked again. Gaia glared at him.


“Didn’t I already sidestep that question?” she wanted to know.


“Yeah, that’s why I have to ask it again. I’d think you’d be more considerate—it’s tiring, ya know? All this verbal back-and-forth . . .”


“Whatever. I skipped again,” she admitted. “I can’t sit still in school. I’m too agitated.”


“What? Because of this?” Jake shrugged. Gaia tried not to think about the fact that he’d been shot when he’d been ambushed. Because of her. So what if it had turned out to be nothing more than a flesh wound? He was hurt because he’d gotten in the way of people after Gaia. And that made her feel ill.


He wasn’t the first person to end up lying on a metal cot with a tube in his arm because of her. And she felt a leaden certainty that he wouldn’t be the last.


“Please. Don’t flatter yourself,” she said sheepishly, glancing at the bandages enveloping his powerful shoulder.


“Well, whatever it is, why don’t you just go to school and avoid getting in trouble?”


Gaia blinked at him. “What are you, a Boy Scout?” she asked.


Jake laughed. “No, I’m just saying, you could go to school to pass the time just as easily as you can sit here.”


Gaia knew he was right. She didn’t know why she had such an aversion to school. Maybe it was because she already knew everything that was being droned about in the front of the classroom. Her dad—her dad and her mom, actually—had made sure of that, having made her take advantage of her sharp intellect from the moment she could read, which had happened at around age three. Maybe she just couldn’t stand being fenced in. Maybe she was worried that another strike would hurt the students around her.


Or maybe she just wanted to be here, at the hospital, with Jake.


“Oh, why start behaving now?” she muttered. “It would just confuse everyone.”


“You know what I think?” Jake gave her a sidelong look.


“No, in fact, I don’t possess that particular skill,” Gaia responded dryly.


“I think you like putting one over on people,” he said with a tiny nod. “You like being Invisible Girl, appearing in class at will, while everyone else sticks to the rules and studies and worries about the SATs. Because you know you can pull a passing grade out of your ass, and you like the challenge.”


“Oh, really?” Gaia knew she was just being teased. But even being fake-dissected gave her an uneasy feeling.


“Yeah. Plus, now that I know how crazy your life has been, it makes even more sense. You’d hate to feel settled and centered, wouldn’t you? That would just be too unfamiliar to stand.” Jake was enjoying this, Gaia could see that. She was acting nonchalant, but inside she squirmed with discomfort under the probing spotlight of this much attention. Not to mention the fact that his theory sounded dangerously accurate.


“Hey, I have a great idea, Jake. Why don’t you get out of my head and back into your hospital bed? I think it’s time for your lower G.I. series.”


“Oh, hoooo!” Jake laughed at the sharp tone in Gaia’s voice. “Man, are you easy to tease!”


“You’re annoying,” Gaia told him. “I’m going to request that your next sponge bath be given by a male nurse.”


As if Gaia’s guilty feelings had taken human form, the door clunked open and Jake’s father entered the room, along with a stout old woman. Gaia stood up as if she’d been caught pulling the wings off a fly. She couldn’t help but worry that Mr. Montone would eventually come to his senses and hold her responsible for Jake’s condition. There was no way he could believe it was pure coincidence that his golden boy had gotten shot while he was out with his mysterious new friend.


“Gaia!” Mr. Montone came straight for her and gave her a . . . hug? Gaia’s nerve endings did a confused little dance; they’d been expecting a slap, or at least the cold shoulder.


“It’s so good to see you,” Mr. Montone said. “You’ve been such a good friend to Jake through all this. Ma, this is Jake’s friend Gaia. The one who got him to the hospital.”


“You do so good!” the old woman said, reaching up to grab Gaia by the cheeks and giving her an affectionate—and powerful—squeeze.


“A lot of girls your age are somewhat . . . flighty,” Mr. Montone added. “Might have panicked and run home. You really kept a level head, and I appreciate what you did for my son.”


Gaia sent a telepathic thank you to the CIA agents who’d talked to Mr. Montone after the shootout. Who knew what on earth they could have told him? But whatever it had been, it had evidently completely ruled out any possibility of Gaia’s involvement.


“Oh, no,” Gaia stammered. “I mean, I didn’t really—” Shut up and quit while you’re ahead, she muttered internally. For once, someone thinks you did something right. You’d better enjoy it.


“Dad, Nonna, what are you guys doing here?” Jake asked. “Is something wrong?”


The door opened again. A nervous-looking young doctor in a white coat shuffled in, eyeballing the visitors who already seemed intent on bossing him around.


“Excuse me—I understand you want to take Jake home?” he asked, with all the authority of a kid who’d missed his curfew.


“We don’ just wanna,” Jake’s grandmother said. “We gonna take him home.”


The doctor looked to Jake’s dad for help, but he just shrugged and started packing Jake’s things into a duffel.


“Mrs. Montone, I really must tell you, we’d prefer it if we could watch Jake for one more night.”


“Watch him what, starve to death because of your hospital food? I need to get some braciola into him before he fades to nothing.”


Gaia snorted with laughter. She couldn’t help it. Jake was so huge and solid that the idea of him wasting away was ridiculous.


“We’d just like to observe . . . oh . . . fine,” the doctor said resignedly.


“Good man,” Mr. Montone said, patting him on the back. “Don’t worry, I can watch him. I know what to look for: infection, gangrene. I work at Mount Sinai, you know.”


“Yes, sir.”


It was amazing. Gaia hadn’t noticed it as much back at Jake’s apartment, but for all intents and purposes, Mr. Montone looked like an older Jake, only with white hair and a bit of a belly. He peered at Jake over his half-glasses and said, “You. Up.”


“Gaia, do you mind?” Jake asked.


“What? Oh! I’ll wait in the hall.” She caught a glimpse of him sitting up and shifting over in bed, preparing to take off his hospital gown. Flustered, she left the room.


Immediately she realized she should have just made her excuses and left. Of course, she could still just leave, but she hadn’t said good-bye, and Jake’s family would think she was weird.


And why do you care what Jake’s family thinks? she asked herself.


I don’t, she answered. Who cares? Just because his father fed me the best homemade dinner I’ve had since I was a kid and welcomed me into his home, and just because his son is basically my only friend? I don’t give a hoot what they think of me. But somehow she stood in the hallway, shifting her weight from one foot to the other with nervous energy until they emerged.


Jake was fully clothed, except he hadn’t managed to get a T-shirt over his bandages, so his loose flannel button-down shirt fell open at the chest. His dad and grandma followed behind him, arguing over which one should carry the duffel bag.


“Gimme that. You’ve got the bad back,” his grandmother ordered.


“I’ve got it. It’s not heavy,” his dad said.


“Sure, it’s-a not heavy till you throw your back out again. Come on, give.”


Jake slowed down so that they had to pass him, then let the elevator door close without him.


“See you downstairs,” he called out as his grandmother tried to hit the door-open button and failed.


“The hospital would have been some welcome peace and quiet,” Jake said, indicating with a nod that he was referring to his father and grandmother.


“I think they’re great,” said Gaia.


“They are. But Nonna’s a bit much.” He sighed and hit the down button so they could get on the next elevator.


“Are you sure you should be going home?” Gaia asked.


“Oh, yeah,” Jake said. “I fully expected my dad to show up and yank me out of here. He always says the best way to get sicker is to spend time in a hospital. This thing does ache, though.”


“Yeek.” Gaia peered at the big bandage. “I don’t think you’re going to be doing much intramural karate.”


Jake groaned. “I know,” he lamented. “You’re off the hook, though. If I’m not competing, we won’t win anyway.”


“God, you’ve got the fattest head!” Gaia complained. “You think I couldn’t beat everyone single-handedly?”


“You could, but you won’t,” he pointed out. “I was really looking forward to it, though. I was all revved up for the competition. Without it, the next few weeks are going to be so boring. And I’m going to get so out of shape.”


Gaia felt the bud of an idea fatten in her head. “Hmm,” she said.


“Hmm, what?” Jake asked, poking the button a few more times.


“Hmm, I was just thinking—when I was going through my martial arts training, my dad showed me a bunch of techniques for working out that give various muscle groups a rest. I could teach them to you, just so your precious muscle mass doesn’t evaporate during your recovery.”


Gaia couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of her mouth. Was she actually being forthcoming? This Jake guy had a very unusual effect on her.


“Gaia Moore, are you offering to be my personal trainer?”


She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. If you’re going to be an idiot about it, I won’t bother.”


Jake smacked her lightly on the back of the head. “Cut it out,” he said. “I’m sorry. I would be really grateful if you could show me your special commando workout.”


“Fine. I will,” Gaia said.


“But only if you go to school tomorrow.”


“Fine.”


“Of course, you’re going to be gone within a day or two,” Jake pointed out as the elevator finally arrived and the doors creaked open. “Some 911 situation will come up and you’ll be out of here. I’ll be left with atrophying muscles and a gunshot wound.”


For a moment, Gaia had a vision of Sam Moon’s scarred chest—another wounded friend, a romance destroyed by the life she was forced to lead. She had to remember to keep her distance this time. She wouldn’t let the same thing happen to Jake.


Gaia was silent, watching the numbers light up in descending order. This was the slowest elevator in the world. She noticed Jake giving her a look.


“What?” she snapped.


“I think it’s funny,” he said.


“What?”


“The way every single thought in your head goes walking across your face before you shove it back in its closet,” Jake said. “You really think that because you don’t say things out loud, you can deny they’re there, don’t you?”


“All right, smart guy—so what thoughts am I repressing?” she asked, crossing her arms and continuing to stare as nine flipped to eight with agonizing sluggishness.


“Oh, no. I’m not making things easier for you. You’ll open your mouth when you’re good and ready, and not before.”


Gaia clamped her mouth tightly closed, tucking her lips inside it for extra emphasis, and refused to look at Jake. He was so close to her, she could feel the heat from his body making the left side of her face flush. Without her permission, her eyes flicked toward him, then away again. The expression in his eyes—he seemed to know her in a way she wasn’t sure was either good or bad. He was teasing her, daring her to feel something for him. It was maddening, frustrating.


The doors finally opened. “Jake!” Mrs. Montone called out, her arms extended as if she were about to reach in and yank him out. “Why you sneak off like that? Come here.”


Jake shot Gaia one last look and joined his father and grandmother, who draped a coat carefully over his shoulders.


“Gaia, can you get home all right?” Mr. Montone asked. “Should we drop you somewhere? We’ve got a car service waiting.”


“Oh, no, it’s all right,” Gaia promised. “I can take the subway.”


“Are you sure? It’s no trouble.”


Gaia was touched. If Mr. Montone knew what she’d been through in her life, the guy wouldn’t have been concerned about her being inconvenienced by the midday subway.


“I promise. It was nice to see you again. And nice to meet you, Mrs. Montone.”


“Yeah, I see you again,” she said, nodding cheerfully.


“So I’ll see you tomorrow after school?” Jake asked. “You’ll show me that stuff we were talking about?”


Gaia felt herself nod. Maddening, yes. Frustrating, yes. But whether it was out of guilt or some kind of unexpected fascination, she’d have to see Jake again.


Internal Hard Drive


OLIVER SEARCHED THROUGH THE databases he had found stored on his computer—the ones that hadn’t self-destructed when he’d gotten his login wrong the first time. It had taken him half a day just to get access to his own information. This was like trying to put together one of those all-black jigsaw puzzles. In the dark. During a windstorm. If something looked familiar, he had to then ask himself why, and what it might connect to, and how he should approach it. He felt like a blind man in a maelstrom.


Finding this information required the highest level of mental functioning. For someone so recently out of a coma, it was exhausting. And there was something else that was required: To access some of the memories he needed—passwords, log-in names, locations of files, meanings of notes—he had to force some of Loki’s memories to the surface. And Oliver was not a computer; he couldn’t just pull up one file out of a folder and leave the rest safely closed. If he exposed one memory to the light, others would try to bubble to the surface as well. And he could not afford to have that happen.


He was dancing a dangerous tango with his evil former self.


Oliver took a long drink of water and turned his eyes to the screen again. He had to secure transportation for them. Airline tickets. How did this work again? He had to get the passports in another name, the visas to match, enough tickets for everyone. . . . The screen began to swim in front of him. It seemed to morph into a television screen. On it he saw a man—a man dressed as a doctor—in an antiseptic room, a white room, but not a hospital. A loft of some kind . . . A young woman was there, a girl, a friend of Gaia’s; something in him told him that. The scene was new but dripping with familiarity, like in dreams where some subconscious voice acts as a narrator for unfamiliar terrain.


The girl bent over and the doctor injected her with something. Oliver squinted to see more clearly. Then the screen split; on one side, he saw the beautiful young woman struck blind as a result of the injection. On the other side he saw the doctor raise his face. With horror, Oliver recognized his own eyes staring back at him from the television screen.


Jolted, he jumped back, knocking his chair to the floor with a clatter. The noise made him look down, and when he looked back up, the taunting television screen had become his computer again—his safe, familiar computer, quietly listing his old contacts for him to pore over.


“Loki,” he said out loud. “It was Loki, and I have control over him.”


He straightened the chair and placed it in front of his desk again, glanced nervously at the computer screen. But it was still covered in calm, static numbers. No more streaming video straight from his buried internal hard drive. Oliver took a deep breath and sat down again.


He needed to find a few contacts who would still do him favors. He needed to check those favors, to be sure he was not being scammed. He had to secure these passports and visas. His brother’s life depended on it. Gaia’s happiness depended on it.


He mustered his energy and forced himself back to work.


Outer-Borough Frat House


“WELL, LOOK, WE’VE INTERVIEWED A bunch of guys, but you’re the only one who seems normal. If you want the place, it’s yours.”


Sam Moon took the hand extended to him and shook it. “That’s great, man,” he said. “I appreciate it. You want the check now?”


“Yeah, if you’ve got it.”


Sam nodded and went into the room that was going to be his. The two guys—his new roommates—who already lived here seemed cool. They were students, but not at NYU, so Sam didn’t have to worry that they’d know of his strange past.


This room—something about an empty room made it full of possibilities. The wide wooden slats of the floor invited him to plop a futon down. The cavernous closet, with nothing but two wire hangers and a baseball cap inside, awaited his meager wardrobe. The pale walls, painted an indiscriminate shade of greige, were made for dorm-style décor—black-and-white art posters, an Escher print, maybe an Anna Kournikova calendar. It was like a blank canvas.


He strolled to the windows and looked out. The windows were old and heavy. They rolled up and down on thick chains, and he could feel a palpable breeze where the frames met the jambs. They looked out on a busy Queens boulevard, filled with at least six different international restaurants, based on a quick count. Afghan, Indian, Chinese, Mexican, Greek, and something in a language he didn’t even recognize. So he didn’t live in Manhattan anymore. So he was going to have to work for a while before he could get back to school. That was okay. Because he finally had some kind of control over his life.


Of course he was worried. Of course he knew he could still be a target. But living in hiding, in Chinatown with Dmitri, was no longer an option. He couldn’t live like a caged animal anymore. Dmitri was great—it was a loan from him that was making this all possible, after all—but he was just one more reminder of that whole bizarre Gaia chapter of his life.


Gaia. She was the most fantastic, sexy, romantic, exciting person he’d ever known, but being with her had come with a price. Whatever mysterious forces she was connected to had destroyed Sam’s life. Operatives bent on destroying Gaia had come after him, killing his roommate, framing him for the murder, and finally shooting and imprisoning Sam for months. He still wasn’t fully recovered, physically or mentally. And Gaia hadn’t come through for him. Yeah, she had rescued him, but when he’d tried to reconnect with her, she’d thrown up so many walls that he just hadn’t been able to. Plus there was that boyfriend of hers. Obviously she was still stuck on him. There just wasn’t room in her heart for Sam Moon.


That had been painful. So rather than be halfway in her life, he’d made the decision to cut himself off from her entirely. Make a fresh start. Hence the empty room in this outer-borough frat house.


Yeah, he was taking a chance. Whoever had hurt him the first time could be after him still. But he was as good as dead, hidden away in Dmitri’s apartment. He had to take this chance.


“Dude, you okay in there? We were just going to get some beers—you want to come with?”


“Yeah! I was just looking for my checkbook,” Sam said, scribbling out a check for a ridiculous amount of money and taking it out to the living room. “Here you go. First and last month’s rent, plus a security deposit.”


The beers were going to cost Sam pretty much everything left in his account, but that was okay with him. Pretty much everything was okay with him right now. He was completely psyched to restart his life. All he had to do now was find a job.


So what could a guy with a back full of scar tissue and half a college education do to pull down some cash?


He followed his new friends to the dark Irish pub downstairs and watched three beers get ripped open in rapid succession. He took one and tipped it back, feeling the cool bubbles slip down his throat. Of course. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? He had enough hard-luck stories of his own to know how to listen to everyone else’s. He’d be a bartender.





TOM


I see mountains. Snowy mountains. They’re beautiful, cold, remote. I’m not a fool. I recognize them. I am in Siberia.


Siberia. Like some kind of Soviet Union-era dissident. I suppose it has its own romantic appeal. Except, of course, that most of those dissidents ended up dying of consumption.


I’m amazed at how calm I’m remaining. I know that I’m infuriated enough to bang my head against the wall of my jail cell, to grab the bars of my cell and pull on them until my knuckles break. This is unbearable.


I’m in Siberia, a region so remote it doesn’t even have regular telephones, let alone cell phones.


My cell is eight by eight. Too small for a primate at the Bronx Zoo.


I can see the other prisoners exercising in the courtyard. I’m not even allowed to socialize with them. I’m locked up here like Hannibal Lecter.


And who’s to blame for all this?


Loki. Once again, Loki.


The human mind cannot bear this kind of cruelty. Mere days ago, I was in the arms of my soon-to-be wife, enjoying the rosy glow of my new family. Watching Gaia become close to her new stepsister, Tatiana. Eyeballing Gaia’s boyfriend, Ed. What made me think I could be a normal father with a normal family? What made me consider the idea of taking Ed aside to make sure he had Gaia’s best interests at heart? I’m no father. I couldn’t even stay clear of the evil creature who was once my brother long enough to finish dinner. Before it was done, I remember coughing . . . then choking . . . then blackness. Until I woke up here.
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