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Gaia was frozen in her tracks, staring at the shadowy figure stalking slowly towards her. A part of her had already resigned itself to her grim fate. If that was a gun over his head, she might have less than a minute to live.


He was less than ten feet away now. His hands were still raised in a menacing way. Was it a gun? A knife? A Tazser?


Gaia didn’t feel like sticking around to find out. That guy was holding something. He was threatening to kill her. And the magic bubble that her fearlessness had always provided was now rendered moot.


Whatever this little confrontation was about, it sure as hell was not worth dying over. Against all her better instincts, Gaia did exactly what she knew she shouldn’t. She bolted left and ran for her life.
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GAIA



All my life I’ve been like that rabbit from the Trix cereal commercials. We both spend our lives searching for one unattainable thing. We yearn and reach for it, only to watch it evaporate before our eyes like steam. All the Trix rabbit wants is a bowl of Trix, but my quest has been a little more complex. All I’ve ever wanted has been to experience fear.


I spent my first seventeen years plagued by if questions. If not for my fearlessness, would I have been so endlessly exploited? If I had been able to feel fear, would I have been better at letting down my emotional iron curtain? If I had been born with fear, would the three primary victims of my life-Heather, Sam, and Mary Moss-have been unharmed?


I thought I’d never know. I could buy a box of Trix whenever I wanted, but I would never know what fear felt like. When Loki injected me with that serum, what I felt wasn’t fear. It was a paranoid-delusional, schizophrenic, turbo-fueled version of something far worse than fear. What I craved was the real thing-to be normal and fearful, like everyone else. To sip from the root beer float that is Jane Normal’s life. But I would never know, because my genetic code was tattooed inside me in some tiny, inscrutable font. Even if someone could have figured out what it said, there wouldn’t have been a damn thing they could do about it.


Until there was.


Until the Fates led me to the Rodkes, that family in shining armor. Until Dr. Rodke introduced me to Dr. Ulrich, the grand scientific mastermind who invented the most advanced gene sequencer on the planet. Thanks to him, I have done it. I’ve reached my personal holy grail. Less than two days ago Dr. Ulrich injected me with a sample of my own blood that contained a corrected copy of my genetic material as well as a carrier virus. The adenovirus acted as a superfast agent of the new DNA, starting a chain reaction of genetic regeneration in my sleeping body. And just like that—wham—my most salient trait was sucked right out of me. Soon after the anesthesia wore off, I, Gaia Moore, saw the first evidence of fear when I flinched at a high-pitched giggle.


What’s it like for a fearless person to feel fear? It has its moments. There is a rekindled urgency in everything I do. Danger adds excitement. Watching American Idol last night, I kept cringing and half covering my eyes. And I kind of dug it. I’ve also noticed that the fear of losing Jake makes me want to find him and pull him close. That seems vaguely like the desire of a real girl.


So hooray for me, right? Way to go, Gaia… right? I’ve done the impossible, achieved the anti-me that I’ve always wanted to be. With the exception of a minor Identity crisis, I should be in heavenly bliss now. I should be all smiles, born again, starting my life over from scratch. I should be Gaia 3.0, the new new me. I should be all these things.


But that would be entirely too convenient. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned I can count on, it’s inconvenience. Whenever things start to feel the slightest bit happy-go-lucky, I know I should duck for cover. Just as my relationship with Jake has become smooth sailing to an almost puke-worthy degree, just as I’ve taken this final step to becoming an anonymous every girl, of course something has to go and undermine it all. Just as I’m scooping out spoonfuls from that symbolic bowl of Trix drenched in delicious whole milk, I realize the milk is rancid. Every stroke of luck turns back to tragedy.


The facts are as follows: My fear told me to flee the scene of an attack last night, and the same attackers I didn’t finish off attacked Ed and Kai immediately thereafter. Right now they’re lying in St. Vincent’s, and I’m… not. I’m walking fast through the city, knowing that the new me has failed her first test. Not too sweet. Being stripped of fearlessness is supposed to lower my profile. It’s supposed to make me less hunted, to decrease the number of Gaia-related tragedies….


But what if it doesn’t? What if it just turns me into a total wuss who can’t defend herself? What if I’ve made the wrong decision?







the paranoia front


Protocol in romance wasn’t exactly her strong point— reason number two hundred and fourteen why Gaia’s relationships never worked out.





Sitting Ducks



GAIA MOORE WAS TOO BUSY DOING the incognito speed walk to notice the weather. It was one of those gray, vaguely depressing Saturdays that New Yorkers knew all too well. There was the perfect amount of light out to render the Village mosaic of storefronts, fire escapes, and sidewalk human activity in the crispest clarity. But she lurched forward on Hudson Street with such thrust that it strained her hips. Her head bowed like a bull’s, she wove between pedestrians. Her eyes remained focused on the glittery, bubble-gum-peppered sidewalk that blurred beneath her feet. This was not the time to get distracted by the usual leather-faced homeless clump of a human or some smiling, lipsticked trannie. This was no time to experiment with fear. Keep your eyes on the ground, she told herself. Easy enough, for someone who could find St. Vincent’s blindfolded.


As she walked, Gaia tried to conjure up an image of Ed’s face. Unfortunately, her vision of him was blurred; it lacked specificity. Was he conscious? Would his eyes be open? And what about Kai? Gaia maneuvered around a slumped-over old woman. Just as she was about to merge back into the right pedestrian lane, she felt a flat thud on her upper left thigh.


“Ow,” Gaia blurted.


She whirled around to check out the culprit. It was a briefcase, attached to the hand of some inconsiderate ass who hadn’t bothered to apologize. Sometimes I hate this place. There are so many people that no one notices you.


Gaia started walking again and was struck by how slowly she was moving. Am I procrastinating? As much as she had to see Ed right now, she wasn’t exactly looking forward to it. Was she scared? Was this fear—this gut-grinding, tight-gummed feeling of wanting to be somewhere else? Or was it dread? Maybe it was guilt. Guilt over her plan not to tell Ed and Kai that she’d run from the same attackers who’d later butchered them. A vision of Ed’s back with the blood-encrusted X that had been slashed into it flashed through Gaia’s mind, sending a shiver through her body.


Gaia suddenly stopped in her tracks. There was that feeling, one that Gaia had come to know all too well in her short time on earth. She felt an invisible force behind her, like two laser beams piercing the back of her brain. An unfathomable urge to sprint away rose up in her. Is someone following me? Probably not. It was just the fear talking. Every time she’d had a premonition or an eerie sensation in the past twenty-four hours, that had been her first thought. It’s just the fear talking. It would have been nice to have a bottle of fear-relieving shampoo to rub on her scalp at times like this. Not to cure her of it entirely, but to alleviate the intensity.


She formulated a plan. At the count of three she would snap her head to the right, as if suddenly bedazzled by some eye-catching window display. One. Two. Three.


She stopped on a dime and turned. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a blur stream to the left and disappear. Whisht. Had it been a figment of her imagination? She quit feigning interest in the window and full-on stared down the street behind her. Nada. Just some hipster couple moseying along, pushing a baby carriage.


Gaia moved on, picking up the pace. Please, not now. Her spine felt tight. She felt like she needed a massage. Turning onto Eleventh Street, Gaia speeded up to a shuffle-jog. This was the homestretch. She took a wide, looping swath and looked down the block behind her, trying not to be blatant about it. Boom. There he was—a guy in a blue jacket. Was that her follower? Probably was, judging by the way he was pretending to look up at the buildings. Don’t panic, Gaia.


The second she moved out of the stalker’s vision, she broke into a sprint down Waverly. Ed would have to wait. The last thing she needed was for this guy to trace her to Ed’s hospital room. Gaia’s entire body tingled with adrenaline at the thought.


She crossed the street to the other sidewalk. The parked cars would help conceal her. She dodged slow-moving pedestrians, ran a quick sixty-yard dash, then ventured a look back. The follower was nowhere to be seen. But when she turned back around, she was staring into steel blue eyes.


“Oh my God!” Gaia yelled. For a split second she thought it was her father. She put a hand to her chest to soften the thumping of her lungs against her rib cage. A more probing look into his deepset blue eyes showed that it wasn’t her dad—it was Oliver.


“What are you doing, Oliver?” she said, still gasping. “You scared the crap out of me.”


“Oh, I’m sorry.” Oliver looked like he was forcing his face muscles into smiling position. “I was just thinking, What a pleasant surprise to run into my niece on the street.”


Gaia felt pretty ridiculous. She really needed to take a chill pill. Then she noticed that Oliver’s eyes matched his jacket. She felt hot bile churning in her stomach. He’s the follower. “Right,” she said. “What serendipity. Imagine the shock of running into someone you’ve been following for blocks.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Oliver raised his palms to proclaim innocence. “I live right near here. I was just walking around.”


Gaia shot Oliver a suspicious glance. “I thought you said you moved to Broome Street.”


“I did.”


“That’s down in SoHo,” she said, knitting her brow. “It’s not that nearby.”


“Whatever you say.” Oliver grabbed Gaia by the elbow. “I didn’t come here to talk Manhattan geography—there’s something much more important on my mind. But you seem a little agitated, Gaia. Are you okay?”


“I’m fine,” Gaia lied. She knew she was probably overreacting, but this didn’t feel quite right. Had Oliver been following following her or just hey-there’s-my-niece-up-ahead following her?


“How about we step out into someplace less public so we can talk?” As Oliver guided Gaia by the elbow, it was he who seemed agitated.


Gaia pulled her arm away. “I can steer myself.”


Oliver put up his hands. “Sorry. I’m just… a little tense, that’s all. Not feeling so comfortable in crowds these days. You know how it is. I believe this is your street right here.” Oliver pointed. “How about we duck down Bank?”


Gaia looked down Bank Street. It was a tree-canopied block, and the boardinghouse was still a few blocks away. As much as she trusted Oliver—these days, anyway—she wasn’t in a state of mind to be stepping onto shady side streets with anyone. This next block had a total population of one—some guy throwing garbage bags onto a pile. Without consciously deciding to, Gaia started shaking her head. Why was he so insistent on privacy? Didn’t the best intelligence operatives hide themselves in plain view? Had he been following her? And if so, why? Why didn’t he just call her, like a normal human/uncle would?


“No. I’m sorry, but if you want to talk, we can talk right here,” she said. There was an unintentional edge to her tone.


“Is something wrong, Gaia?” Oliver asked with sincere curiosity. “Why are you so fidgety?”


Gaia realized she was rocking back and forth on her heels and shaking her head like an autistic savant. “I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.”


“Listen, Gaia, I feel that you’re acting like you used to act around Loki. But I’m not here to hurt you.” The softness of his voice caught Gaia’s attention. Loki wasn’t capable of such a soft voice. “Quite the opposite. I’m trying to make up for lost time and finally be the uncle you need me to be. I’m here to protect you, especially with your father away.”


“That’s considerate of you,” Gaia said. “But I told you, I can protect myself.”


“You’re wrong. You have no idea.” Oliver’s voice had risen a few octaves. It was as if some inner switch had been flipped. He sounded like a beleaguered teenager whining about his curfew. “If you keep making these visits to St. Vincent’s, you’ll definitely need my protection. Is that where you’re going right now?”


“Whoa.” Does he know about the procedure? She took a moment to put one finger in the air, trying to process what Oliver had said. Her paranoia seemed suddenly justified. “Wait a second. You really have been following me.”


“No.” Oliver’s eyes started darting in a way that implied he was telling a half-truth. “Not me personally, anyway…”


“Great,” Gaia said. “Which means you have operatives. I thought you were going to lay low, Oliver. Avoid using your old resources. The Agency told you to.”


“Look, Gaia, I don’t have to listen to the Agency anymore. That’s the whole point. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe, even if it’s a risk for me. That’s a covenant I’ve made with myself. And I plan to stick to it.”


Gaia looked into his eyes. Having operatives follow her felt distinctly like a Loki move. But the strength of Oliver’s conviction, as exhibited by his steely blueeyed gaze, was persuasive. If his intentions were bad, then he was a hell of an actor. And having witnessed firsthand how formidable a foe Oliver could be, it was nice to have him on her team now. Besides, who knew? Maybe he was right. She had just been attacked. Maybe she should lighten up on the paranoia front. Maybe she did need him.


“Okay,” Gaia said. “So what do you think I should do?”


“I think you should leave New York,” he said without the slightest hesitation.


“What?” Gaia asked, immediately dismayed. “When?”


“Tonight. With me.”


Gaia didn’t even have to think about that one. Almost every time she left the city with her uncle, she seemed to end up strapped to a table in a dingy warehouse somewhere. Not that she still distrusted him like that. But this was the last thing she needed right now, just as she was about to embark on a life of normalcy. And the thought of leaving Jake at this point was outright repugnant. “I can’t do that,” she said flatly.


“Gaia,” Oliver said, his tone suddenly impatient. “I can’t keep watch over you every second of every hour, and New York right now is a hotbed of enemy agents.”


“How do you know?” Gaia said. “Who’s the enemy? And why are you so sure they want me?”


“I haven’t fully figured that out, but I have some ideas. All I know for sure is that you’re not safe in Manhattan.”


But that’s where I live. Gaia realized this conversation was a dead end. She couldn’t leave New York, period, because it was the only place in the world where someone as abnormal as she could try her hand at being normal. If someone was after her, she would just have to be more careful. For now, though, this wasn’t the most important issue in her life.


To suddenly split town because her wild-eyed uncle was raving about some imagined apocalypse was exactly what she didn’t need. “Listen, Oliver.” She put her hand on his shoulder to loosen him up. “I appreciate you looking out for me and all, but I have something else to attend to right now. A friend needs me. And as for leaving Manhattan with you, all I can say is that it’s not happening. But thanks…”


Gaia flashed Oliver her best sympathetic smile and shouldered past him.





Boiling Over



OLIVER GRABBED GAIA’S SHOULDER FROM behind and jerked her to a standstill. He didn’t use enough force to hurt her, just enough to let her know he meant business. She couldn’t just walk away from him. He was trying to help.


“Please don’t grab me,” Gaia said, and Oliver could hear that she meant it.


“I’m sorry. I was just trying to get your attention.”


Sometimes force was necessary to get a point across. Oliver knew this as well as anyone. As Loki, he had used force to manipulate all kinds of situations, usually to further some evil scheme. But rarely had he felt the need to use force to protect someone from harm. It was a confusing dilemma, too, because verbal logic didn’t seem to work in persuading Gaia of the danger she was in. He also knew for a fact that she didn’t respond well to force. But something had to be done.


“I think you’re in serious danger. I’ve been tracking those two phony agents who came asking about you, and I don’t like the looks of it. I’m pretty certain you’ll be their next target. We need to discuss this.”


Gaia’s arms were wrapped around her chest but more in a comforting than a defiant way. “I’m supposed to be somewhere… right now, actually.” She looked at her watch. “I’m already late.”


“Hey. Don’t blow me off, Gaia.” Oliver could feel his patience slipping. He lowered his tone. “Just because you’re brave doesn’t make you immortal.”


The look on Gaia’s face was something he’d never seen before. That last line seemed to have hit her hard. If he hadn’t known her better, he would’ve called it pure terror. Which made no sense, but at least he was getting through to her. Then again, her facial expression was now morphing like a fast-moving storm cloud toward something like angry resentment.


“I’m not kidding, Gaia,” he said. “These people are playing for keeps. My research shows that big money and lots of people are behind this movement. And judging from the attacks so far, they’re not out to send messages. They’re totally prepared to liquidate whoever gets in their way.”


Gaia was sucking on the inside of her cheek. Oliver had seen her do this. It meant that he had her attention. “So,” she said. “What do you want me to do? You keep talking about they, but who are they? I guess I can take your word that someone’s out there, but still, your accusations are so vague that I wouldn’t even know who to watch out for.”


“Fair enough.” Oliver put up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. She seemed willing to cooperate now. He had pierced the outer layer of her armor. “Maybe if you answered a question or two, it would help lead me toward some more specific answers….”


“So shoot,” Gaia said.


“Who have you been visiting at the hospital?” Oliver asked.


“I can’t say.”


“You should be wary of letting doctors get too familiar with your body,” he said. “If they find out how unique you are, you’ll spend the rest of your life as a science project.”


“You don’t think I’m aware of that?” Gaia asked loudly. “If that’s all you came to say, you can just save your breath.”


Oliver felt the urge to pound something. That was another thing that hadn’t changed over the years—Gala’s ability to irritate him to the boiling point with that petulant tone of hers. Calm yourself, Oliver thought. If you get pissed, you’ll lose her. She was getting defensive, though, which meant he’d hit a nerve. He exhaled. “Please, at the very least, do your uncle the favor of lowering your voice in public. I don’t think it that odd to want a little privacy for our conversation. Do you? I assure you that it’s not an uncomplicated matter. So let’s just sit on a stoop here or maybe walk to a quiet coffee shop if you want where we can discuss things.”


“Sorry,” Gaia said. “But it’s not a good time.”


“Are you going to St. Vincent’s?” Oliver asked.


“No…,” she said. “Maybe. Why does that matter?”


“Maybe it doesn’t,” Oliver said. “I don’t know. I just want a few minutes of your time.”


“Which I’ve already granted,” Gaia snapped, looking at her watch again. “As I said before, I’m late. And this person is not in the best of health.”


Oliver felt himself boiling over. He grabbed Gaia by both shoulders. He stared into her eyes, hoping to mesmerize her. “Whoever it is can wait a few more minutes. It’s not Jake, is it?”


“Don’t worry about it,” Gaia said. Oliver sensed she was slipping away. “Look, you can send me an e-mail as soon as you know more details about this new enemy on the streets. That’s the best way to get ahold of me. E-mail.”


Gaia started to walk away. She needs to hear this, Oliver thought. His instincts told him to grab her, but reason took hold. He hustled in front of her and started walking alongside her. “You have two options. You can leave the city now or go into the thick of battle with an unknown, yet populous army. Take your pick.”


“Leave. Me. Alone.”


“I can’t,” Oliver said. “I don’t know what it is, but I sense that you’re particularly vulnerable right now. You have to watch your back.”


“I will.”


Oliver was suddenly consumed by urgent rage. His eyes widened, and he stepped toward Gaia. It took some mental control to keep from literally shaking sense into her. “Ignoring this warning could be suicide, Gaia. Don’t do it.”


“Message received. Danger duly noted. But I really have to go, Oliver. And if you don’t stop harassing me, I’m going to run.”


“Don’t do that.” Oliver felt the breath forcing its way out of his nostrils. His patience was almost used up. He was on the verge of getting extremely pissed, and once he got to that point, there was no telling what he’d do. Apparently sensing this fact, Gaia took off in a sprint. Oliver’s instincts took over and he ran after her. But just as he was beginning to bridge the gap, he realized how ridiculous he was being. What am I going to do, tackle her?


Oliver shuffled to a stop. He looked around him to make sure there were no significant witnesses. No cops. Watching her sprint away, he considered following her. But he couldn’t. A full-speed chase through the Village would have been more than just a little suspicious. Damn it! Oliver kicked a metal trash can. A stuffed bag flew out and the can rolled to the bottom of the curb, then back and forth in a semicircle. When had Gaia turned into such a jittery ball of nerves? Why was she being so defensive? Stupid girl. It was just a matter of time before those fake agents got to her, and then she’d be wishing she’d skipped town with her uncle. When they turned her into their personal lab rat, she’d be wishing she hadn’t been such a stupid, insolent little brat.





Perfectly Content



GAIA RAN TOWARD HER ADOPTED nonhome, the Collingwood Residency Hall—or “the bunker,” as she had taken to calling it. She couldn’t go see Ed and Kai now. Oliver would definitely follow her. Not to mention, according to him, the streets were crawling with some invisible new enemy. And she had to admit, the few people she’d run by did seem oddly menacing. It was as if the only people allowed outside were guys, all of whom were staring at her. Not that a sprinting woman wasn’t a spectacle, but they all seemed more annoyed than concerned. A man on his stoop sneered, then looked away. She bumped into a younger guy who gave her a sideways look of pure hatred. When she turned around to apologize, she found that he’d turned around, too. He looked like he wanted to eat her.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png
FEARLESS

TERROR

FRANCINE PASCAL

‘SIMON PULSE
Newlork London Toono Sydney






OEBPS/images/img01_1-6.png







OEBPS/images/9781439121078.jpg
2y

o

— :

.« « A GIRL BORN WITHOUT THE FEAR GENE
WL








